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ABSTRACT 

 

 
         The historiography of the early American navy and, more definitively, the USS 

Constitution’s role in American consciousness revolve around the valorous acts associated with 

the naval engagement between the Constitution and the HMS Guerriere during the War of 1812.  

The basis for this mass public appeal was presented, disseminated, and perpetuated by historians, 

journalists, and popular writers.  Paralleling historical and popular works, the public perception 

of the Constitution and the prowess of America’s frigate fleet as a whole subsequently rose to 

dizzying heights after the War of 1812—based on the evidence emanating from a single naval 

engagement that lasted just over half an hour.  This work seeks to examine how the Constitution 

ascended to such great military heights when all the odds were against American naval 

hegemony following the Revolutionary War.   

          By comparing and contrasting naval correspondence, captain’s logs, and ship records 

associated with America’s original frigate fleet, a better sense of the collective biographies of the 

six frigates will be achieved; and, in the process, lend greater perspective to the history of the 

early American Navy.  The methodology of this dissertation is to view the American Navy 

through the lens of the captains, officers, and crew that served on the Constitution.  While this 

study looks to add insight into naval development by comparing and contrasting each of the 

original six American frigates, the USS Constitution is at the center of the investigation.  This is 

a case study that utilizes the Constitution as a means to view and balance the successes and 

failures of the early American Navy. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 
 

 The USS Constitution was, inarguably, the most renowned and famous American 

warship during the Age of Sail. Serving as the oldest commissioned vessel in the American navy, 

Constitution’s longevity spoke more about the perseverance of American spirit and ingenuity 

than its significance in battle. While the Constitution defeated several French and British 

warships and countless privateers during the Quasi-War, the Barbary Wars, and the War of 1812, 

none of these victories ultimately determined the course of the war. Naval historian and strategist 

Alfred Mahan placed Constitution’s role in perspective when he referred to the presence of 

Boston’s super-frigate appearing “like a bright gleam in the darkness” during “the gloomiest 

hour of the War of 1812.”1 Mahan went on to say that, speaking of American writers and 

historians, “Your Memorialists further represent that in the American mind an historical interest 

attaches to the Constitution such as attaches to no other ship in maritime annals, except possibly 

the Santa Maria and the Mayflower.”2  

 The USS Constitution is a floating, active piece of American military history that was 

almost forgotten. The Massachusetts Historical Society was the first organization to push 

towards its memorialization. Noting that the Constitution indeed represented the gold standard of 

the early American navy, societies, councils, and memorialist organizations began campaigns to 

save it from decay and historical omission. Members of the Massachusetts Historical Society 

stressed its significance, noting that just weeks after the Constitution’s most notable victory over 

the French frigate HMS Guerriere, America’s first decisive victory during the War of 1812, 

Philadelphia citizens awarded Captain Isaac Hull an ornamental silver urn reflecting the young 

republic’s gratitude.3  

                                                 
1 Alf ed Maha , The F igate Co stitutio : Quee  Vi to ia a d Ou  Ci il Wa : A Me oi  of Ho a e G a  
Massachusetts Historical Society, Proceedings of the Massachusetts Historical Society, Second Series 18 (1903), 

118. 
2 Ibid.  
3 Beth Ca e  Wees, A ie t Ro e ia the E ie Ca al: The De Witt Cli to  Vases,  Metropolitan Museum Journal 

42 (2007), 141. 
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 The push to memorialize the Constitution as a part of America’s living and breathing 

history, beginning with public and private organizations in Massachusetts and Philadelphia, 

represents but one part of its historiography. That historiography reflects the growth of not only 

American seamanship and naval prowess, but also the patriotism and budding nationalism that 

blossomed after the conclusion of the War of 1812.  

 Constitution’s historiography can be divided into three separate phases—each roughly 

divided by century. The first followed the War of 1812. Literature focusing on the Constitution 

written in the nineteenth century shows practical and often romantic notions of American 

exceptionalism and independence. This nationalistic fervor springs from the defense of national 

sovereignty from the British Empire. Americanists and navalists alike looked to the battle and 

subsequent capture of Guerriere as the watershed moment when the early American navy and 

America as a nation reached adulthood.4 Post-1814, free from the subordination of England and 

the Royal Navy’s grip, American sovereignty was indeed achieved and free to promulgate itself 

in the form of Manifest Destiny on land and at sea. 

 During the nineteenth century, and up to the first decade of the twentieth century, 

navalists and journalists alike further promulgated romantic notions of the Constitution. Early 

literature focusing on the Constitution helped develop popular consciousness amongst the 

American general public. This supernatural Constitution and its victory over the Guerriere 

captured the hearts of an American populace in need of heroes. In an era when Americans were 

trying to find themselves, their nationalism could not be understated. Naval nationalism, 

especially works that expanded on Mahanian notions of national power being directly linked to 

maritime power, expanded the general public’s nautical interests. The world’s oceans became a 

new frontier for imperialism, espoused by works stressing nationalistic efforts at home and 

overseas. While the early period is wrought with works describing the battle between 

Constitution and Guerriere, the first real change in the historiography was due to the 

demobilization of the American army and navy at the conclusion of the War of 1812.  

                                                 
4 Several monographs published after 1814 specifically use the battle between Constitution and Guerriere as a 

micro-history to help define the early American navy and, consequently, the American experience as a whole. 

Three Years on Board the Frigate Constitution and Adams, Including the Capture of the Guerriere is one of the first 

works published in this era. It is one part battle documentary and one part romantic history, looking to base a 

national consciousness on the strength of the American navy.  
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 Historians and writers began a new methodology where the Constitution’s captains, 

particularly Captain Hull, became the central figure in projecting American maritime 

nationalism.5 Always aware that America would probably be in constant competition with 

Britain and the Royal Navy to secure and promulgate maritime commerce, literature focusing on 

naval prowess shifted from fighting warship to command. James Wilson’s Commodore Hull and 

the Constitution is a good example.  

 Both the Constitution and the navy are, once again, directly connected to one another. 

The one difference in the literature during the latter half of the nineteenth century is the idea that 

the success of the navy and the Constitution were born from victories during the War of 1812. 

Seeing that Isaac Hull was the commander of the Constitution during the battle with Guerriere, it 

was only natural the credit should be expanded from ship to captain. By the turn of the twentieth 

century, the vast majority of works looking at the Constitution centered on the battles during the 

War of 1812 and supporting biographies about Hull and other leading commodores and admirals.  

 Beginning in the early twentieth century, historians and naval enthusiasts began a new 

phase in Constitution literature. Seeking to save the Constitution from its slow decomposition at 

port, a new wave of romantic works hit the market. Stressing its value as a working piece of 

American maritime history helped it survive impending decommissioning in the 1890s and again 

in 1920. Historians began to broaden their lenses to its role beyond the War of 1812, placing it in 

a different light. The Constitution now also occupied a role on the international stage during the 

Barbary Wars and, to a lesser extent, the Quasi-War with France. Scholarship on the Constitution 

throughout the 1900s reminded readers of America’s long, vibrant connection to the sea. The 

romantic notions associated with seafarers and ships of war during the Age of Sail resonated 

with the general public. They believed in maintaining a strong navy to ensure natural rights of 

Americans and national sovereignty at home and abroad. Constitution was saved. 

 The third stage of the Constitution’s historiography occurred at the turn of the twenty-

first century leading up to the bicentennial of the War of 1812. Historians were drawn back to 

focusing on the War of 1812 as the definition of the Constitution’s worth and place in history. 

Yet scholars also began addressing the entirety of the Constitution’s history. Of the twenty-seven 

books published in the current century that focused on it, most included a broad, all-

                                                 
5 Paul Nelso , Ja es Fe i o e Coope ’s Ma iti e Natio alis , - ,  Military Affairs 41, no. 3 (October 

1977), 129. 
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encompassing history beginning with construction and ending with the War of 1812. The years 

following the War of 1812 were treated as more practical than tactical.  

 Only two Constitution monographs offer a different perspective than a start-to-finish 

recap of Constitution’s life from drawing board to finished product. Unlike the others, these two 

discuss how it became the preeminent frigate in the early navy. Each of the six super-frigates 

were constructed as mirror images of each other, so each had the potential to reach hegemony, at 

least on paper. By merely retelling the construction process, scholars are only providing a one-

dimensional glimpse at the Constitution and the early American navy as a whole.  

 Colonel David Fitz-Enz’s Old Ironsides: Eagle of the Sea was the first to consider how 

the Constitution succeeded despite meeting “no sailing standards of today’s navy,” and does so 

only in passing. Fitz’s work, like the others, chronicles the main events within Constitution’s 

history that ultimately led her to become the colossal success obtained during the War of 1812. 

Like the Constitution’s historiography as a whole, the War of 1812—exclusively the battle with 

Guerriere—supersedes the facts as presented by the sources. The life of Constitution, from 

construction to arming, manning and managing, and at war are developed by a teleology that 

begins and ends with the Constitution’s victory over Guerriere and the American triumph over 

England in the War of 1812. By ignoring the intangibles, the cause and effect within the chaos of 

naval legislation during the American Revolution to the disjointed and polarized debate between 

Federalists and Anti-Federalists during the early Republican era, scholars have taken their eyes 

off of how the Constitution rose to fame and success. 

 The impact of the Constitution and her role in American naval and maritime history is 

more than fairy tales, fables, and romantic notions put forth to promulgate nationalistic societal 

endeavors. To fully understand it and the early American navy, one must follow the primary 

sources. The Constitution has captured the public’s imagination, but is she worthy of this 

vaunted status? There is an untold history of Constitution. A history that should stand on its own 

based on ship records, captains’ journals, personal accounts, and the correspondence emanating 

from the Navy Department to a wide array of navy officials, captains, officers, and agents, a 

better understanding of Constitution’s worthiness, as witnessed by a comparison between her 

direct peers, primarily the Constellation and United States, and, secondarily, the Chesapeake, 

Congress, and President.  
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 The literature on the Constitution and the early American Navy needs to process naval 

records before the War of 1812—even before the Barbary Wars—to paint a clearer picture of the 

operational status of the navy. The sociopolitical processes that shaped the Constitution and the 

five other super-frigates will determine not the de facto winner based on popular opinion and 

hidden agendas, but the undisputed champion of the early American Navy. 

 In a nutshell, out of all of the works that focus on or mention the Constitution, none of the 

studies objectively look at Constitution’s place in history by concentrating on a peer comparison 

during the formative years of the early American Navy. By looking at the legislative process, 

particularly how naval legislation directly impacted the Constitution at port, sea, and during 

battle, captain’s logs, pension records, and other primary sources, the work below seeks to 

illustrate how Constitution reached her lofty cultural status by looking at her military endeavors 

as compared to her peers. The American Navy’s administrative chaos was one important cause.  

 The Constitution’s formative years, the period leading up to the Barbary Wars and 

through the Quasi-War, needs further examination as well. There was no culinary recipe for the 

early American super-frigate fleet. Following the directions listed in a cookbook equates to 

success or failure in the food preparation process, but administrators, constructors, contractors, 

and ship captains had no cookbook. While each of the six super-frigates were meant to be 

constructed, armed, manned, and managed in a similar fashion, the similarities ended even 

before construction officially began.  

 Each of the cities awarded the rights to build, arm, and man a super-frigate had their own 

unique trials and tribulations, pros and cons, in the accumulation and procurement of naval 

supplies and human resources. Therefore, each of the super-frigates was a reflection of its 

respective home port. Each port had access to various goods, commodities, and resources. 

Controlling naval supplies and materiel was a crucial component in the success of the fledgling 

frigate fleet.  The early frigate fleet was, thus, six microcosms of the towns in which they were 

built. Recognizing that each frigate entered service at different levels of completion and 

preparedness is the first step in examining how Constitution rose to prominence well before the 

War of 1812.   

           The following work is the story of how the early American Navy developed, from the 

discombobulated decentralization that was the Continental Navy through the early stages of 

professionalization as seen during the Quasi and Barbary Wars.  The formative years of the 
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American Navy are the focus of this study.  By looking at the failures and successes of each of 

America’s super-frigates, a greater understanding of the early American Navy can be established.   
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

NAVAL AFFAIRS DURING THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION 
 

 

 

          The American navy was born from the turbulent times of the American Revolution.6 

America’s political and cultural search for independence from Britain was manifest in the desire 

to build a unique navy uninfluenced by Britain’s. In the quest to create a national navy 

representative of American exceptionalism, the Continental navy quickly devolved into an 

experiment based on financial constraints and trial-and-error construction of administrative and 

professional systems. Continental politicians and diplomats appear to have been unaware of the 

complexity of constructing a navy, leaving Revolutionary America with a schizophrenic naval 

landscape. This handicapped the recruitment of experienced sailors and seamen from a rich pool 

of seasoned seafarers ripe for the picking.  

 October 13, 1775 is recognized as the day the United States Navy was born. There was 

no planning for it. Naval planning and administration remained reactionary from its birth through 

infancy, the War of Independence, and the informative years—the early republic’s navy. 

Inaction, incompetence, and financial issues led to the rise of three competing navies. The 

organizational structure of the national navy was in direct competition with the privateer, 

individual state, and George Washington’s navies for a limited amount of funding, naval 

supplies, armament and, most importantly, human resources.  

 The Continental Congress deliberated whether or not America needed a navy at all. These 

deliberations began after Maryland, Virginia, and Rhode Island had begun individual navies. 

Since all of the original thirteen colonies but one bordered the Atlantic Ocean, state delegates 

and seafarers alike across America were fearful of British raids and invasion, Congressional 

leaders needed to squelch the growing fear in around coastal America.7 The race for military 

resources created a mad scramble between delegates, state assemblies, governors, and, at the 

community level, merchant owners and privateer captains looking to prepare their respective 

vessels for sea as close to fully supplied and outfitted as possible. By the time the Continental 

                                                 
6 E. Gordon Bowen-Hassell, Sea Raiders of the American Revolution: The Continental Navy in European Waters (Bel 

Air: University Press of the Pacific, 2004), vi. 
7 Robert Tonsetic, Special Operations in the American Revolution (Oxford: Casemate Publishers, 2013), 49. 
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government was prepared to discuss the merits and pitfalls of a navy, privately owned vessels 

were putting to sea to protect their own individual interests.  

 Well before the first shots of rebellion were fired at Concord and Lexington, heated 

political debates had begun between Republicans and Federalists. At the heart of this political 

imbroglio was how much power the federal government should have. The Republicans were 

weary of voting for the construction of a federal navy, believing that a permanent navy might 

lend overarching power to the Federalists, who were already in a position of power leading up 

and into the early stages of the Revolution.8 A majority of Republicans felt that Federalists 

wanted a despotic military establishment that would use force or its threat to create a militaristic 

state.9 As naval historian Ian Toll put it, “Republicans saw navies as ‘the playthings of kings and 

tyrants.’”10 

 Federalists countered by stressing the need for the establishment of equally sovereign 

states each “possessing the main weight of political power.”11 Liberty, both at the state and 

federal level, wrote a Federalist farmer, should be pursued and protected by civil institutions with 

the army and navy used for defensive and protective measures.12 For staunch Federalist 

Alexander Hamilton, a strong and efficient general government that has the power to “discharge 

its responsibilities for defense, foreign relations, and general commerce” was a byproduct of 

“internal protection and defense” shared between state and federal governments.13  

 Republicans and Federalists alike agreed that a balance of power between state 

governments and federal government must be found in order to best promote stable and 

proficient civil and military establishments. Finding this balance was the nucleus of naval debate 

within the Continental Congress. It handcuffed politicians as war became less of a novelty and 

more a reality. The debate over the existence, let alone management, of a navy was made all the 

more difficult when several colonies began mobilizing their civil maritime possessions for war. 

 Defense of the American eastern seaboard was the rallying cry behind the daily, steady 

increase in local and national petitions from an array of “maritime people whose prosperity and 

fortune were tied to the sea” who were looking for assistance from state and provisional 

                                                 
8 Ian Toll, Six Frigates: The Epic History of the Founding of the U.S. Navy (New York: WW Norton & Co., 2006), 42. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Ibid., 43. 
11 Herbert Storing, ed., The Complete Anti-Federalist, Volume One (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981), 9. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Henry Cabot Lodge, ed. The Works of Alexander Hamilton, Volume 11 Ne  Yo k: G.P. Put a ’s “o s , p. . 
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governments.14 While most seafarers up and down the American east coast could not imagine 

“why could Congress not create a navy,”15 heated debates continued between “navalists” and 

those adhering to anti-navy Republican ideologies. Many in Congress believed building a 

national navy from the ground up would bankrupt the Revolution. Costs included construction, 

provisioning, manning, and arming a fleet. Federalists like John Adams perceived the advantages 

of fielding a strong navy. Republicans sought to limit its power. Their debate was the primary 

obstacle to capable naval administration. 

 Congressional leaders believed even the recruitment of officers and sailors to be a waste 

of time and money. Edward Rutledge of South Carolina believed that the establishment of a 

Continental navy would “ruin the character and corrupt the morals of our seamen.”16 Arguments 

like these set the scene for early Congressional debates about the development of a national 

navy.  The first meeting of the Continental Congress did little to suppress the growing anxiety 

among seafaring communities throughout the colonies. While Congress did address naval affairs 

in its first session, arguments were more theoretical than substantive.  

 While the Assembly of Rhode Island remained cautiously optimistic that the federal 

government would secure national maritime interests, naval affairs addressed during the second 

meeting of the Continental Congress quickly ground to a political standstill as proponents and 

opponents of a national sea service debated the costs. More than a month had passed since Rhode 

Island delegates had asked Congress to “use their whole influence for building at the Continental 

expense a fleet of sufficient force for the protection of these colonies.”17  

 Ship owners and captains in New England, particularly those in Boston, Marblehead, and 

Salem, were forced into action when Vice-Admiral Samuel Graves, under the direction of the 

British Admiralty, ordered “Commanders of His Majesty’s Ships to seize all boats that can be 

found in and around Charles Town and Cambridge.”18 Graves was looking to take away the 

ability of the rebels to use even “town boats” to upset British commerce or the blockade of 

Boston goods. The Royal Navy targeted transients and fishing vessels alike, even inconspicuous 

scows, pints, and canoes. Graves’ orders to confiscate local vessels, regardless of size and 

                                                 
14 Cha les Paulli , The Ad i ist atio  of the Co ti e tal Na  of the A e i a  Re olutio ,  Proceedings 

Magazine 31, no. 115 (March 1995), 2. 
15 Ibid, 3. 
16 Journals of Continental Congress, October 5, 1775, from Waite, H.E. Origin of American Navy, 1-5. 
17 American Archives (Am. Arch.) 3, part 4, 231. 
18 Naval Records of the American Revolution (NRAR) 1, part 2, 221-222. 
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disposition, created fear and angst among Boston merchants, business owners, seafarers, and 

communities whose lives depended on unfettered access to the sea. Matters became graver still 

for New England merchants and seafaring communities after the Gaspée affair.  

 Rhode Island seafarers working independently as privateers sank the British HMS 

Gaspée. In response, the Admiralty blockaded Boston to remind any would-be American 

colonists of the Crown’s power. The once bustling port at Narragansett Bay ground to a halt 

upon the arrival of the British man-of-war, Rose. Fearful of losing the highly profitable trade 

associated with the cessation of maritime commerce and black marketeering in the large New 

England ports, delegates from Rhode Island and Boston insisted on the creation of a national 

navy to protect American commercial interests.19  

 New Englanders’ angst fell on deaf ears. Congress, still weary of the costs of a navy, 

would not authorize it yet. While the need for a national navy was slowly winning governmental 

support, fear of outright war with the British also kept many leaders from approving a navy. 

Also, even after the Battles of Concord and Lexington, even the Navy’s proponents were 

confused about what direction to take to develop it.20 

 Machias, the once sleepy coastal Boston province, unknowingly served as a blueprint for 

the path of the American navy. After word of Concord and Lexington reached it, open hostility 

and opposition to the British began in earnest—especially in and around Boston. On June 12, 

1775, local militia in Machias took matters into their own hands by overrunning and taking the 

British sloop Margareta while anchored just outside the Machias port. “The Battle of Machias,” 

as it became known, was the first naval battle of the Revolutionary War. The Battle of Machias 

had a profound impact on the future path of the early American navy. It involved just three small 

vessels, the Margareta and the privateers Unity and Falmouth Packet. The real consequence of 

the skirmish was a cost-effective naval strategy. 

 The Margareta, renamed Machias Liberty, was immediately fitted for war by outfitting 

the now-American sloop with twelve 12-pound cannons. The Battle of Machias, the “Lexington 

and Concord of the sea,”21 did not overwhelmingly sway federal opponents of a navy. But the 

                                                 
19 Massachusetts Provincial Congress, Journals, 1775, 308-309.  
20 Ibid. 
21 Harry Gratwick, Hidden History of Maine (Charleston: The History Press, 2010), 44. 
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victory stirred patriotic sentiment and joined with the growing discontent throughout the states, 

moving Congressional naval legislation forward at last. 

 Congressional and general public support of building a Continental Navy crested in early 

1776. Riding this wave, the Navy Board passed a resolution for the construction of 24 small 

transports and two light, 32-gun frigates to disrupt British supply lines and support the logistical 

endeavors of the Continental army in October, 1776. The General Assembly authorized the Navy 

Board to hire 1300 sailors and crew forthwith. Enlistment terms increased from one to three 

years for sailors, largely due to the time needed to fit vessels for sea. On average, it took ships up 

to six months to become seaworthy and fully operational for battle. As such, it would not be until 

at least the beginning of March, 1777, that the transports and frigates would be seaworthy and 

ready for action.22 

 The Massachusetts Third Provisional Congress had, three days prior to the Battle of 

Machias, appointed a committee to look into the feasibility of arming small vessels to cruise up 

and down the coast to protect trade, defend property, and annoy the enemy. Now it swayed the 

Continental Congress to look into the feasibility of procuring and developing a privateer navy.23 

To placate those against a federal navy, navalists looked to alleviate their opponents’ fears of its 

costs. Even before looking into the economic feasibility of a traditional naval force, Congress 

introduced a two-part plan to fund it. 

 The Third Continental Congress decided the backbone of the American navy would 

consist of six frigates.24 Frigates provided America with more military options and strategies 

than the traditional navies of the time. The American frigate navy was to be light, maneuverable, 

dependable, and heavily armed—providing the greatest return on investment.  

 A frigate navy, Congress felt, could prove cost-effective and defeat even a larger, ship-of-

the-line based navy. Constructing the frigate fleet would take time, money, and planning. To 

combat the daily encroachments by the Royal Navy on American rights and liberty before the 

frigate force was completed, a Congressional resolution on July 18, 1775 urged each colony to fit 

out and arm vessels for their own defense.25 This resolution set in motion a chain of events that 

                                                 
22 Charles Paullin, The Navy of the American Revolution: its Administration, its Policies, and its Achievements 

(Chicago: The Burrows Brothers Company, 1966), 403. 
23 Massachusetts Provincial Congress (MPC), Journals, 1775, 308-309. 
24 Ibid, 309. 
25 Jou al of the House of Rep ese tati es,  Massachusetts Archives (Mass Arch.) 14, 218-220. 
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would prevent the Continental navy from ever achieving complete sovereignty over American 

naval affairs. Competition between ship owners, merchants and maritime services for a limited 

amount of human and natural resources set the dysfunctional atmosphere associated with naval 

administration during the Revolutionary War.  

 Machias proved a hollow victory. While a Continental sea force was presumed desirable, 

the Revolutionary War forced Congressional leaders to focus on continental army efforts. 

Manning and managing the Continental Army was of utmost importance to Congressional 

leaders. What followed for naval administration was a broad kaleidoscope of trial-and-error 

legislation. The recently appointed commander of the Continental Army, George Washington, 

was well aware of the need for sea power to expel the British from Boston, let alone win the 

war.26 Even so, Washington’s impatience with Congress would ultimately prevent the creation of 

a centralized navy.  

 The latest legislative measure to grant the power to each colony to outfit, arm, man, and 

manage independent state-sponsored navies spurred Washington into action. He took matters 

into his own hands by fitting out for war the schooner Hannah. Hannah was turned from 

merchantman into warship to help disrupt British trade and supply lines into and around Boston. 

Washington hoped that Hannah would help deny the British access to the coast to help launch a 

ground campaign. 

 “Washington’s navy,” as it became known, gave Congress a means to an end regarding 

cost efficiency. Building a navy from the bottom up would require more of a commitment than 

most in Congress were willing to provide. As such, Washington’s navy was completely self-

regulating: the purchase of ships, their outfitting for war, recruitment, and the dissemination and 

distribution of profits from captured British vessels were all in its own hands. By the end of 

1775, Washington’s navy consisted of eight vessels officered and manned by the army! 

Furthermore, all proceeds from captured prizes went directly to the army—while funds 

designated for the navy were used to purchase, arm, man, and provision Washington’s navy. The 

non-existence of meaningful and substantive naval administration and regulations provided 

Washington with unwritten but absolute power over the Continental army and navy.27 

                                                 
26 James Nelson, George Washi gto ’s Great Ga le: A d the Battle that Won the American Revolution (New 

York: McGraw Hill, 2010), 17. 
27 E.B. Potter, ed., Sea Power: A Navy History, 2nd edition (Annapolis: United States Naval Institute Press, 1981), 33. 
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 It also forced him to man his fleet with army officers and personnel—many of which had 

no experience as mariners. Washington instructed one of his army captains, Sion Martingale, to 

take direct command of naval efforts. Martingale commanded Washington’s navy onboard, in 

what navy parlance would define as his flagship, the armed Brigantine Washington, formerly 

known as the Eagle. 

 Commander Martingale was instructed “to cruise against vessels found on the High Seas 

or elsewhere bound inwards or outwards for Boston” to seize vessels suspected to be in service 

of the enemy.28 Washington ordered Martingale to equip the fleet with arms, ammunition, and 

provisions at the Continental Navy’s expense.29 Furthermore, all prizes were to be turned in to 

any officer of the Continental Army stationed at the port of entry of said prize. For incentive, and 

to encourage men to join Washington’s “privateer” navy, all enlisted men, above pay, were 

entitled to one-third of the cargo of every vessel taken and sent into a colonial port-of-call.30  

 While the Army’s navy was left unchecked through a lack of centralization and naval 

administration, letters from New England merchant and privateer ship owners alike continued to 

inundate Congress looking for federal protection of their property. The Royal Navy was 

confiscating fishing vessels up and down the coast.  

Merchantmen and privateers were first to act, followed by the townspeople in lieu of 

federal response. Owner-operator Ezra Stiles sent letters to fellow ship owners in and around 

Boston, urging them to set out for sea and take matters into their own hands.31 British men-of-

war were threatening to level Newport and Boston with bombardment, making escape 

treacherous for some of the larger colonial ships. Coastal New England communities began 

working together to outfit, man, and escape the ever-growing threat of British aggression 

towards colonial property. Matters were further exacerbated when merchant owner and 

community leader John Brown of Boston was imprisoned on board the HMS Rose. 

 The British had seized Brown because of the Boston merchant’s repeated refusal to 

abstain from fishing off the Newfoundland coast. Parliament, to show New Englanders its might 

and authority, forbade colonial fishing in Newfoundland. Brown’s capture created further 
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consternation against the British throughout Boston and the surrounding communities. Uprisings 

and acts of violence increased on His Majesty’s ships and officers stationed in and around 

Boston. Parliament responded by blockading Boston. 

 The British summarily required New Englanders to give up all arms, ammunition, and 

rebel instigators to relieve the blockade. Portsmouth, Salem, and Marblehead merchant owners 

and captains mobilized to help get patriot sympathizers to safety. Joshua Wentworth, one of the 

biggest merchantman owners from Portsmouth, was wary of risking any of his already 

understaffed pool of sailors to British capture and impressment. However, he was all too willing 

to help mobilize his bolder fellow owner-operators to help. Wentworth contacted the owners of 

Smith & Atkinson, who instantaneously ordered Captain Cartwright of the Betsy to help lend 

passage to Georgia to those in need. Rebel sympathizers in danger of imprisonment in Boston 

looked to get “ships, furniture, and effects out of destruction’s way.”32 

 The Massachusetts Provisional Congress further informed Parliament that escalation of 

violence against the Crown was imminent unless John Brown was released. Brown’s brothers 

Joseph and Moses began to blockade-run supplies, vessels, and patriots wherever needed while 

awaiting a commitment to aid from the federal government.33 

 Leading Bostonian Jonathan Trumbull used Congressional inaction and Brown’s 

incarceration to mobilize maritime masses to action. Seafaring families throughout Boston, 

Salem, and Marblehead began petitioning the Massachusetts Provisional Government to act 

against the British seizure of town members and vessels and the deprivations associated with 

crop shortages in the south and the British blockade. Experienced sailors gathered and began 

exercising in preparation to join the Continental Army. With the Battles of Lexington and 

Concord still fresh in the minds of revolutionaries, sailors and seamen turned away from land 

service due to overcapacity. With the army full, patriot sailors willing to defend liberty looked to 

the navy, and to the Massachusetts Congress for arms, supplies, and ship assignments. Privateer 

owners and captains with letters of marque began to write Congress for meat, arms, ammunition, 

and other provisions to protect coastal colonial possessions.34  

                                                 
32 Joh  We t o th to Mess s. “ ith a d Atki so  / / , NRAR 1, part 2, 236-237. 
33 NRAR 1, part 2, 238. 
34 Co ittee of Co espo de e of Cu e la d Cou t  to Massa husetts P o isio al Co g ess,  Mass. Arch. 180, 

21-22. 



15 

 Whaleboats from Nantucket Bay under the direction of merchant captain Josiah Davis 

began to mobilize and outfit for action without acknowledgment from Congress. Correspondence 

between merchant owners and captains usurped centralized control from the federal navy to a 

merchant and privateer fleet. Boston merchants John Thomas and Samuel Allen sought to 

“understand the minds of Provincial Congress by repeatedly asking federal authorities if it was 

“time to send their vessels and provisions to sea.”35 How to take naval action against the British 

was the question at hand for eager New Englander mariners. Many questions concerning naval 

military action would go unanswered during the Revolutionary War. The funneling of 

experienced sailors toward the army due to Congressional inaction illustrates the federal 

government’s inability to see the navy as anything but peripheral to the army. 

 New England, particularly Boston, Salem, and Marblehead, became established privateer 

bases. In Salem alone, 158 privateers played an active role in the Revolution. Privateering 

capitalized on federal inaction as well as the capitalistic spirit prevalent in many New England 

maritime communities. Merchant George Crowninshield of Salem earned nearly $600,000 by 

capturing and converting British prizes into privateers.36 Revolutionary fervor in mid-1775 

through 1776 was witness to a surge in outfitting privateer and merchantmen alike for the service 

of the American war effort. Almost every vessel fit for service was outfitted to disrupt British 

trade and supply lines. Speaking of the drive to outfit privateers for service, the Boston Globe 

reported that “the people of the Eastern states are laboring almost night and day to fit out 

privateers.”37 

 The widespread reliance on privateering placed exorbitant strain on Congress, the 

Colonial navy and, later, the early American Navy. It cannibalized local manpower and natural 

resources for use by the federal navy. Experienced sailors, seamen, landsmen, carpenters, and 

sail-makers were being hired all to strengthen the privateer fleets at the peril of a centralized 

national navy. 

 France, Britain, and America utilized privateers to help disrupt enemy trade during times 

of conflict. When war was declared, each nation developed similar procedures in legalizing the 

confiscation of property in the ports and high seas. In Boston, Congress instated the “General 
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Prize Act” to legitimize privateers as sovereign vessels sailing and commandeering prizes in the 

name of America.38 Privateering commissions, called letters of marque, gave them the ability to 

seize and sell property through the prize courts representing American interests in various ports 

of call in North America and neutral ports throughout the Caribbean. Colonial governors could 

grant letters of marque at the beginning of the Revolutionary War. To centralize the privateer, 

state, and colonial navies, Congress became the only power to grant privateering commissions in 

and after 1776. Without a letter of marque, privateers could be tried and hanged as pirates by 

belligerent nations during war. During times of peace, letters of marque were voided.  

 Privateers followed recruiting practices similar to those of the fisheries and merchant 

marine during the War of Independence. Ship owners often sent captains and the next two 

highest ranking officers, usually a first and second lieutenant or master and mate, to the 

surrounding communities to help recruit sailors and seamen. Similar to the fisheries and 

merchant marine operating in New England, experienced captains with close community ties in 

and around Boston, Salem, and Marblehead, had the best access to the finite amount of 

experienced sailors and seamen in the area. Captains with the best reputations had their pick of 

the most experienced and able seamen. 

 Most seamen were hired locally from the home port of the privateering vessel.39 During 

times of war, when the local supplies of human resources were exhausted, first officers had to 

expand their searches for manpower deeper into the mainland away from the coast. Landlubbers 

from inside colonies were the last choice of ship captains and vessel owners. However, when in 

need, it was believed that with the right training and shipboard experience, most men could learn 

the ways of a seafaring life. “Landsmen” were hired by the voyage—protection against keeping 

those men unable to learn the ways of the sea from hindering the task at hand, turning a profit. 

 Advertisements and broadsides were posted in the larger community centers. Adventure, 

independence, and alcohol were stressed in many of the local advertisements looking to fill the 

open rosters of many privateers. Broadsides outside of taverns were a common sight between 

1775 and 1777. While early broadsides and other local advertisements sought to appeal to 

would-be sailors with easy money and freedom, during the American Revolution, nationalistic 

pride was added to entice recruits when greed failed.  
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 Recruiters immediately set forth to hire men to serve on American privateers to help 

satisfy the growing demand. Competition for sailors was again feverish. Agents, captains, and 

vessel owners scoured the New England coastline and neighboring inland cities to satisfy the 

ever-growing need for sailors to man the privateer fleets. But recruitment for the privateer, 

merchant, state, and federal navies was disorganized, failing to capture all available men willing 

to enter one of the maritime services. Fear of the press gangs sent commerce to a standstill in and 

around Boston for fear of losing the already precious supply of sailors and supplies to the 

British.40 However, the overwhelming anger associated with the loss of personal property and 

rights after Graves’ led to a short-term groundswell of men looking to assist in the maritime 

cause through any means available. Unfortunately for the national navy, most seafarers opted for 

privateer service.  

 Congress was left with the unenviable task of trying to organize, manage and minister to 

the needs of the three American maritime services. The independent actions of merchant owners 

and captains left it with little choice, fiscally and administratively, but to utilize broadly brush-

stroked naval operations to produce an effective naval force. Naval operations were loosely 

organized into three sources of authority: the administration and organization of Continental 

vessels, state navies, and privateers commissioned by the Continental government, states, or 

both. Public vessels cruising under Continental authority were also considered part of the 

Continental navy’s sphere of influence.  

 After the British fleet sailed to New York, the Continental Congress made a tepid, and far 

too late, attempt to consolidate naval authority and limit the authority of other maritime services. 

It called for the equipping of two light sloops that would become “national cruisers.” Each 

national cruiser was to be equipped with at least 10 cannons and no more than 14. Shortly after 

the Royal Navy’s arrival in New York, Congress established a Marine Committee consisting of 

Silas Deane, John Langdon, and John Adams to oversee and control all things associated with 

naval affairs.  

 The Naval Committee, with Congress’ approval, attempted to bring all of the maritime 

services under a singular executive authority. It ordered Massachusetts to place its armed vessels 

under Washington’s control. Concurrently, Congress also requested Rhode Island and 

Connecticut put their armed state vessels into “Continental risqué and pay during their time of 
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being employed.”41 Even at the end of 1775, Congress was still skeptical as to whether it had the 

power to raise and pay a naval force.42 This skepticism did not further delay attempts to 

centralize the navy under one umbrella of management.  

 In December 1775, Congress decided it was in America’s best interest to begin an 

advanced program of naval building. The construction of thirteen frigates would serve as the 

centerpiece of the American navy. The estimated cost for this venture would amount to just 

under $900,000.00.43 That price left most in Congress scrambling to find a means to finance the 

new navy. Since Congress could not create new taxes, the colonies would have to pay the bill in 

a different way.  

 One committee member from each colony was elected to serve on what would become 

the Marine Committee. The Marine Committee was charged with overseeing the construction 

process of the navy. Each colonial representative elected to the Marine Committee was a staunch 

advocate for a strong American naval presence in domestic and international affairs. Marine 

Committee agents became government contractors in charge of getting their frigates to sea.44 

They competed for the most experienced maritime officers, sailors, and crew. Rivalries 

developed as states looked to man their respective vessels with the most qualified seafarers. 

These rivalries for human resources quickly expanded into competition for natural resources, 

particularly naval stores, construction supplies, and armaments. Beyond the need for human and 

natural resources to man and equip the navy, an even more powerful external force drew from 

the limited pool of sailors available during the American Revolution. 

 During the American Revolution, the Royal Navy recruited 235,000 men.45 Half of these 

recruits received payment bounties as volunteers; the other half were impressed—forcibly 

enlisted for life. The British government initiated quota systems to enlist men living along the 

British and North American coastlines into the Royal Navy. Press gangs roved the high seas and 

land searching for recruits. They were paid by the head. They often targeted poor sailors and men 
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down on their luck, but once legitimate sources of men dried up, they looked to more nefarious 

sources.46 

 By the start of the American Revolution, the Royal Navy and the British Admiralty had 

mastered the art of impressing Colonial Americans up and down the North American east coast. 

The Navigation Acts were a series of laws passed by the British Parliament in the seventeenth, 

eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries. The original Navigation Act was created in 1660 to 

establish mercantilism, an attempt to dominate foreign trade. A key tenet of the original 

Navigation Act was to signify that any ship built within the British Empire was a British vessel. 

Therefore, every ship and sailor in Colonial America was property of Great Britain. 

 Colonial legislators witnessed British press gangs scouring Boston to press men for duty 

in the Royal Navy. Boston was a hotbed for British press gangs because of the city’s size and 

proximity to the sea.47 Riots were common in Boston after 1747, as rioters—mostly the mothers, 

wives, and girlfriends of impressed men—sought to protect their men from possible lifelong 

imprisonment on a British warship. Communities fought to protect their own against 

impressment. Violent resistance became the closest legal means for protection. Sailors 

demonstrated that they would aggressively protect themselves and others from the press gangs. 

Colonial impressment did occur occasionally, but it was on a small, almost unnoticeable scale. 

While impressment was deemed legal for the state navies, it was not a viable option for Congress 

in its quest to man and maintain the fledgling colonial navy. Desertion rates in the Royal Navy 

illustrate impressment’s overall ineffectiveness.  

 Parliament was indeed aware of the hemorrhaging desertions of sailors, especially in 

times of war. To stem this loss, the crown enacted a Royal Proclamation offering a reward to any 

“commander, master, pilot, mariner, seamen, shipwrights, and other seafaring men” who could 

identify any royal subject entering into the service of “foreign Princes or States.”48 Deserters 

were to be punished to the utmost severity of the law and surrender the protection afforded 

British subjects. Informants were promised two pounds for identifying able seamen deserters and 

thirty shillings for ordinary seamen found in the service of any foreign navy or maritime 
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service.49 Acknowledged as “the desertion capital of the Atlantic world,” North America, due to 

its nautical distance from Britain, was the welcome recipient of over 30,000 Royal Navy seamen 

between 1712 and 1776.50 To stem the losses of sailors and seamen, the British Admiralty 

ordered masters and commanders to instigate harsher and more aggressive disciplinary measures 

on officers and crew while at sea.  

 Labor shortages resulting from impressment forced captains and vessel owners in New 

England to provide greater incentives to entice would-be sailors into their service.51 Limited 

supply and greater demand for sailors and seamen rendered greater bargaining power for 

experienced men looking for work in the maritime industries. To counter colonial attempts at 

recruiting experienced seafarers, Parliament offered up front bonuses, or bounties, of up to 15 

pounds sterling in return for the enlistment of experienced sailors and seamen.52 Competition for 

sailors forced Parliament and the Royal Navy to rely on impressment. Given the choice, few men 

willingly enlisted in the Royal Navy. Working in one of the three main maritime services in 

America was usually too good to pass up for men looking to make a livelihood at sea, 15-pound 

bounty or no 15-pound bounty. 

 The allure of quick profit from overseas trading ventures hooked many an adventurer to 

join maritime industries. Merchantmen were a part of the grassroots program that helped replace 

Old English ship owners and crews with local, New England-bred owners and sailors. A trading 

vessel was a community venture.53 Early eighteenth-century merchant vessels were 

predominantly schooners, sloops, and brigs – smaller, less costly ships to build, maintain, man, 

and service.  

 Many men over 30 made their way from the fishing industry to the merchant marine. 

Work was easier on a merchantman vessel, and the economic rewards were irresistible for many 

New England mariners. Merchants paid higher wages than the fisheries or the navy. Recruiters 

and shipping agents used potential easier and greater monetary rewards to get experienced sailors 
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to switch services. Many sailors spent their maritime careers flip-flopping from the fisheries to 

the merchant marine and navy and back. Those with the knack for sea life used the ever-

changing marketplace for seafaring employment to their advantage.54 The common denominator 

that kept men in one service or another was finding that one ship or captain who could bring both 

stability and a steady stream of income to sailors and crew. Those seamen not attached to 

community or captain jockeyed for better social and economic situations. 

 Similar to the New England fisheries, the bulk of merchantmen crews were rooted to 

community. Ship rosters from the early eighteenth century illustrate the deep sense of 

community ties found in the early colonial merchant marine. Seaman Lewis Abbot sailed aboard 

the brigantine Amethyst with fellow Salem natives Richard Hammond and William Gardner for 

three consecutive tours.55 This was not uncommon, however; as historian Barry Levy points out, 

young men from Salem were a clear majority of men on the crew lists in over three-quarters of 

merchant vessels sailing long-term voyages out of Boston, Marblehead, and Salem.56 They came 

from the deep-seated community roots that permeated the pre-Revolution period, 1720-1760. 

From the first plank of oak to the last swipe of caulk, merchant vessels represented their New 

England communities. As the maritime industries surged economically from increased 

commercial activities and endeavors, many private and public ship owners needed to break the 

Boston and Salem stranglehold on maritime commodities to make a viable living.  

 The merchant marine had to pay higher wages to loosen the grip local ports and coastal 

towns had on recruiting seamen and sailors into service. Merchants and privateers were locked in 

a battle to secure sailors to their respective ships’ rosters. While merchants paid higher wages 

than privateers, state-sponsored ships-for-hire, privateers could offer $100 upfront signing 

bonuses and the potential for unlimited prize money from the capture of enemy shipping and 

goods.  

 The colonial navy during the Revolutionary War lost many sailors to the merchant and 

privateer fleets because of the allure of easy money and softer work assignments.57 Leading up to 

and during the War of Independence, the colonial and state navies used several recruiting tactics 
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to stem the flow of viable sailors flip flopping from service to service. However, no legislation or 

incentive could sway recruitment in the national navy’s favor during the war. The chronic 

shortage of manpower was but one of Congress’s problems creating a self-contained federal 

navy. Procuring naval stores, victuals, construction and service materiel, arms and armament, 

and even clothing plagued the Navy Committee throughout the Revolution.  

 Merchant ship owners, for the most part, controlled the marketing and sale of naval stores 

during the War of Independence. Merchant owners and privateer captains had the greatest access 

to procuring naval goods and supplies. Federal and state navies had to rely on negotiating with 

merchants as best they could for a limited amount of naval materiel. Often, state and federal 

politicians had to bargain with merchantmen to secure provisions for their respective navies. 

Jonathan Trumbull, then governor of Connecticut, soon realized the necessity of working 

relationships with local maritime merchants.  

 Trumbull made a deal with ship owner Nathaniel Shaw, Jr. to deliver eighty-three barrels 

of powder on a quarterly basis for the remainder of the year (1775-1776).58 Shaw had access to 

powder in the West Indies that French corsairs had “liberated” from “the King’s Store” and were 

willing to sell to the highest bidder.59 Powder was such a valuable commodity that the powder 

connection between Trumbull and Shaw ran dry just six weeks after coming to terms.  

 Trumbull’s powder deal, after it became public, created a groundswell of political 

dysfunction throughout the colonies. While the Continental Congress couldn’t find the right 

words to sever all trade and commerce with Britain, state legislatures looked to supply and outfit 

their own navies to defend against any further British incursions on American property. The 

Massachusetts Provisional Congress was the first to circumvent federal authority in procuring 

naval stores for the protection of the state.  

 The Massachusetts Provincial Congress made its desires known to arm and fit out a state 

navy when it sent Continental Congress a letter defending their independent action: “We are 

exposed to our Enemies by Sea and Land, by Sea our Sheep & Cattle on the Islands and Shores 

are expos'd to be Ravag'd by every little Tender that may be sent to get fresh Meat for their Fleet 

and Army.”60 Both the British and Continental armies were ransacking coastal New England 
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stores and inland farms to supply themselves. Making matters worse for supplying the 

Continental navy with ship stores, supplies, and armament was the fact that the Continental army 

had priority when it came to cannon, shot, and powder.  

 Continental Congress and the thirteen states agreed that arming the Continental army was 

of utmost importance in winning independence from the British. Even the Massachusetts 

Committee of Safety voted that available cannon and military stores should go to the army 

before being distributed amongst the maritime services.61 The first large capture of British heavy 

artillery at Fort Ticonderoga, 80 pieces of medium to large cannon, went summarily to the 

ground defense of Boston and, later, the Continental defense against further British incursions on 

American soil.62 Outside of procuring artillery to the army’s cause, the Massachusetts Committee 

of Safety also fast-tracked experienced sailors, maritime supplies, horses, gunpowder, flints, and 

lead ball directly to aid in carrying out Captain Benedict Arnold’s orders to harry British 

positions in Canada.63 After the British were forced out of Boston Harbor, military supplies 

given to aid in the effort were transferred to the control of George Washington and the 

Continental army. 

 Throughout the Revolutionary War, Congress had to find recruits and naval supplies on a 

limited budget. While the goal was to make the Continental navy a more favorable option for 

sailor recruitment, constant economic constraints forced the Marine Committee to pass acts 

making the Continental navy unable to lure recruits into the service.  

 Beginning in July 1777, two Naval Committee acts increased the flow of sailors enlisting 

in privateers. The first act affected sailors the most. It decreased pay for sailors serving in the 

Continental navy. Sailors, on average, would now receive $8 a month, down from $10—a 20% 

pay cut.64 Secondly, the Naval Committee looked to heighten shipboard discipline by 

incorporating the use of the cat-o’-nine-tails, a whip with nine leather nodules attached at the 

end, to inflict greater damage on the guilty than the traditional whip. Silas Deane instructed the 

Committee to incorporate stricter measures of punishment and discipline onboard, to help 

inexperienced landsmen learn the ways of life at sea, keep sailors in line, and protect against 
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losing sailors to privateers.65 However, the increased threat of violence had the opposite effect in 

gaining would be recruits for the navy.  As economics was usually the deciding factor in 

recruitment, the freedom and greater pay aboard a privateer kept many sailors from enlisting in 

the Continental navy.  

 Because of the difficulty of recruitment, ships of the Continental Navy were often left 

anchored for longer than expected in their respective ports. Merchant and privateer recruiters 

alike were stationed at all of the main ports and coastal cities during the Revolutionary War. The 

fear of impressment into the Royal Navy had abated by the end of 1776, due to the expulsion of 

the British fleet after the Battle of Boston. Once British ships-of-the-line and frigates left Boston 

Bay and shipped south to New York, American privateers swept the area, collecting unprotected 

British prizes by the dozens. In essence the entire New England coastline was open to American 

recruiters looking for experienced seamen to serve in one particular maritime service or another 

due to the absence of the British fleet. 66 

 Washington’s navy was particularly affected by the sudden exodus of officers, sailors, 

and crew to privateers. Several lieutenants, ship masters, and countless crew, often the most 

experienced sailors in the navy, deserted to privateers fitting out for service in Salem in the wake 

of the Royal Navy’s expulsion from Boston in 1776.67 Congress showed little interest in 

speeding up the mounting cases in the Massachusetts prize courts. To make matters worse, most 

of the ordnance captured from British prizes went directly to the Continental army without 

compensating those due their share for captured enemy vessels in the navy. Sailors and seamen 

all along the New England coast were capitalizing on guaranteed shares backed by coin, not 

Continental dollars like those used in the navy, to sail in privateer fleets.68 Growing disputes over 

prize money and consistent delays in pay created a grave situation in maintaining the ranks in the 

Continental navy. Increasing defection forced naval recruiters to delve deeper into the American 

interior, looking for landsmen to supplement the decreasing ranks. 

 Manning problems were manifest in New England throughout the American Revolution. 

Large-scale recruiting in the large ports and coastal towns in New England yielded a wide swath 
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of experienced sailors in 1775, but recruiters were driven to desperate measures to fill minimum 

shipboard occupancy from 1776 throughout 1783. 

 Driven by patriotic fervor, landsmen were welcomed with open arms by recruiters 

looking to fill their quotas and thus capitalize on bounties. Their arrival meant naval captains 

could satisfy muster roll requirements and fit out for sea with greater ease. But landsmen 

required increased supervision and training of landsmen. Without a common training manual, 

naval vessels emphasized self-regulation and on-the-job-training. 

 The demand for sailors, compounded by a weak administrative system, created an 

atmosphere fraught with fraud and corruption. Recruiting warrants were handed out freely to 

anyone who appeared to have the ability or knowhow to find naval recruits. Lieutenant James 

Meriwether received a twenty pound sterling warrant by the Commissioner of the Navy to recruit 

seamen. Meriwether was stunned after receiving the commission, stating that “it was not in my 

power to” recruit men.69 

 Meriwether’s story is a common one. Commissions were freely sent to those presumed 

capable of filling recruitment demands. The Marine Committee sent money backed by the 

Treasury to known recruiters, possible recruiters, and everyone in between. The Continental 

Treasury created a pool of money specifically for recruiting seamen.  

 John Adams was aware of the abuses occurring throughout the naval department. 

“Defects, abuses, and mismanagement plague the Marine Committee,” stated an exhausted 

Adams in a letter to James Warren. Adams and Warren wholeheartedly agreed that widespread 

reform was needed to build and maintain a professional navy. Adams unwaveringly believed that 

naval officers, men with maritime experience at sea, needed to be in high-level positions within 

the naval administration. Furthermore, concluded Adams, naval officers needed to be kept in 

constant and open, honest correspondence with Congress.70 

 Adams’ attempts at professionalizing the navy by positioning experienced navy officers 

in lead positions within the administration was placed in a relegated role behind defending 

America from British invasion. For Congress, defending the American coastline meant 

increasing numbers in the army and establishing a defensive perimeter with its navy. Attempts 
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were made at centralizing the navy, however, as the Naval Committee created three naval 

divisions along the North American coastline. 

 Naval commissioners believed that putting naval divisions in the northern, middle, and 

southern states would make regulating and equipping the navy easier and more efficient. The 

divisions comprised a more defensible grid for naval squadrons stationed at each division. A 

separation of powers was devised to help maintain stores and provisions, repair, and use “all 

means necessary to equip Ships of War.”71 Continental agents acted under commissioners to 

supply ships and aid the overall readiness of the American fleet. Each district elected committees 

of three. In Massachusetts, the district committee became the Navy Board of Boston. The lack of 

maritime knowledge and experience among Congress and the various naval committees was 

keenly felt.72 “The Marine Committee was too large and its members too deficient in special 

knowledge of naval science to admit prompt, capable, and expert handling of the affairs 

entrusted to them.”73  

 In April 1777, the Massachusetts Board of War created legislation to stop the flow of 

men entering privateer service. To produce an army-first mentality, it ordered all privateers to 

cease and assist the militia and regulars to obtain the needed men to protect state and national 

rights. Any town, after fulfilling quotas for the army, could fit out for privateer service, but no 

ship would take any men from any town that had “not raised the proportion to said Army.”74 As 

a precaution against privateer enlistment, some counties placed a bounty on any privateer taking 

on men. A 600 pound sterling bond was held by Suffolk County to prevent the Schooner Active 

from provisioning any more men until the army’s needs were satisfied.75 

 Several states followed the Massachusetts Board of War’s proclamation. However, state 

legislatures, particularly in Connecticut, Rhode Island, Virginia, and, ironically, Massachusetts, 

continuously pleaded with merchant owners and captains to help man the Continental navy.76 

Congress provided the funds and manpower necessary to build a small military fleet, but could 
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not get enough sailors aboard the small contingent to set sail. This overall failure to man the 

flotilla left many vessels moored at port, fully fitted out and seaworthy, waiting for muster lists 

to fill. To get their respective ships to sea, many merchant owners and captains had to resort to 

what they considered the most available and efficient means—impressment. 

 The nucleus of the American navy, the frigates Hancock and Boston, suffered constant 

delay because of lack of manpower and sufficient naval stores. Congress was unable to come up 

with new legislation to recruit sailors. Lacking enough foresight, maritime experience, and 

administrative capabilities to man its fleet, Congress’ final capitulation occurred in late 1777 

when it authorized fifty blank letters of marque to privateers capable of fitting out ships, 

manning them, and taking the fight to Britain. American privateers accepting the blank letters of 

marque had to seize any ship and material beneficial to the British ability to make war. Instead of 

a substantial federal navy that could protect liberty, property, and rights through centralized 

naval administration, America had the whims of local privateer captains and crew.  

 On the upside, American privateers drastically upset shipping channels and supply lines 

to and from America and the Caribbean. Conversely, the presence of more American vessels in 

the English Channel and Eastern Atlantic forced the British Admiralty to station a greater 

proportion of the Royal Navy at home. However, the British took American privateers in greater 

numbers as prizes. American prisoners of war began to collect and rot in the deleterious Mill and 

Forton prisons in Britain, shrinking the already short supply of vessels, sailors, and naval stores. 

 With the official entrance of France into the American Revolution in 1778, Congress was 

essentially granted a reprieve in advancing naval professionalism, administration, and recruiting. 

At that point, British frigates essentially controlled the North American coastline. The 

Continental navy was gathering dust in port awaiting men to help set sail. The Marine Board at 

Boston was well beyond fiscally insolvent, having spent the last six months purchasing material 

and supplies for its state navy. When working for the Continental and/or state navies, tradesmen, 

carpenters, and shipwrights were basically volunteering their services. The Marine Committee 

was unresponsive to pleas from contractors looking for financial help. John Langdon, the 

contractor/naval agent in charge at the port of Boston, pawned several of his possessions to pay 

outstanding debts for services rendered.77 Massachusetts’ national debt, incurred primarily 

through naval endeavors, led to higher state taxation throughout the 1780s.  
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 The Continental and state navies were running on credit in 1778. The growing presence 

of British frigates and ships of the line, along with the federal navy’s inability to man or finance 

operations, resulted in diminishing numbers of prizes. The Continental Navy was heading into 

complete shutdown when the French fleet arrived in North America. Agents and recruiters began 

to balk at going unpaid, leaving recruiting up to individual captains and first officers: “they must 

do the best they can.”78  

 The French navy and French privateers were crucial in turning the tide of the 

Revolutionary War, but their presence off the American coastline added to the confusion that 

was American naval administration. Commercial committees were appointed to help regulate 

and funnel French supplies as they made their way across the Atlantic to North America where 

needed the most directly. The majority of French aid went directly to the Continental Army. 

French naval support came in the form of an independent foreign national force comprising 

Royal Navy vessels and French privateers.  

 Franco-American joint naval endeavors were nonexistent during the American 

Revolution. Vice Admiral Charles Henri Comte d’Estaing, upon his arrival to America in July 

1778, refused to cooperate with Continental or state navies, much to Washington’s chagrin.79 To 

make matters worse, French privateer captains and owners requested that Continental captains 

help French interests take and sell British prizes.80 

 Continental navy captains not currently employed or waiting for a ship were asked to 

gather men in Boston to travel to Portsmouth to meet up with French merchantman Le 

Flammand. American captains and crew were to help Le Flammand take prizes and command 

the prizes into port to be sold and the proceeds divided between all those involved in the capture. 

Prize money was to be divided as follows: 1/5 to the public or local admiralty, 3/5 to the French, 

and the remaining 1/5 to the American captain and crew.81 French merchant owners and 

privateer captains were routinely outbidding local merchants and privateers for maritime goods.82 

Price inflation was common in ports harboring French privateers. Needless to say, Franco-
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American fellowship and camaraderie in the maritime endeavors during the War of 

Independence left a lot to be desired on both sides. 

 Privateers, state ships, and federal vessels cannibalized each other to commandeer 

necessary supplies and equipment. They took compasses, charts, and victuals from one another 

often to get to sea. French vessels were not exempt from theft. French ships were routinely 

plundered by merchant agents. French captains became so wary about the possibility of theft that 

they did not want to stay in American ports any longer than needed to prepare to sail back to 

France.83 

 While many French captains were anxious to get back to the relative safety of home 

ports,84 American sailors and seamen had no reason to dread the French departure from 

American waters. After the arrival of the French in 1778, American sailors had little reason to 

celebrate. Naval operations for both France and America floundered after the departure of the 

British from Boston. Without any major engagements until the Battle of the Capes, French naval 

forces tried to dislodge British garrisons in Pennsylvania and, later, Savannah until the 

amphibious operations at Yorktown.  

 Without a clear Franco-American naval strategy in place, prizes began to slip through the 

grasp of both French and American seamen. Only eleven prizes were taken in the British West 

Indies after 1778. That and the devastating loss of four Continental Navy vessels in 1780 showed 

the impotence of the Continental Navy from 1778 through the end of the Revolutionary War. It 

became a ferrying service for international diplomats traveling to and from Europe and supply 

transports for the army.85 

 Throughout the War of Independence, Congress did very little to manage and administer 

the national navy it had established. The crux of naval legislation revolved around various 

committees with the goal of centralizing and professionalizing naval efforts and abilities. 

Congress, recognizing their failure to create “a respectable navy,” placed the blame on an 
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“overall ignorance” towards naval affairs and administration.86 Outside of the issuance of letters 

of marque, Congress looked to state legislatures to manage and maintain independent state and 

privateer services.  

 After 1779, Congress was still debating who would control naval affairs. That same year, 

a Board of the Admiralty was incorporated to oversee naval affairs. Its authority receded due to 

the following year’s development of three naval districts and subsequent committees to manage 

and maintain naval affairs within their respective spheres of influence. The last piece of 

Congressional legislation regarding the navy, outside of a peace treaty with Britain in 1783, was 

to present the King of France with America’s greatest battleship, the 74-gun ship America, to 

replace the Magnifique, lost in Boston Harbor during the war.87  

 During the Revolution, vessels purchased and fitted out for service in the Continental 

navy often found their way into one of the state or privateer navies. Many privateer and state 

navy vessels ended up in the service of the Continental navy. Often, the three services cruised 

together in squadrons on military expeditions. It was this blending of services that kept men, in 

one way or another, in the maritime services during the Revolution. While the Royal Navy 

suffered from the catastrophic loss of sailors from maltreatment, disease, and overall 

dissatisfaction, the various forms of maritime service available to American sailors during the 

Revolution kept men in the service for the most part. 

 Local independence, as witnessed by New England seafarers, and the loose federation of 

the colonies, united only for mutual protection, led to an air of individuality in the Continental 

Navy. Unable to wait for Congress to act, the colonies established a fleet of independent and 

separate navies. Overall, America benefited greatly from fluid naval administration during the 

Revolution. However, to protect its newfound sovereignty and interests at home and abroad, the 

American republic would need to create a cohesive and comprehensive navy capable of 

protecting American commerce. A 1782 newspaper recognized the importance of commerce and 

naval protection to defend against “French and English imperial intentions” while recommending 

a fleet of five ships of the line and ten frigates as a basis for the American navy.88 The above 

newspaper article was signed “Leonidas.” 
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 Recruitment during the Revolutionary War did little to redistribute viable sailors and 

seafarers from the merchant and privateer services into the Continental Navy. Privateer and state 

navies could disrupt British supply lines long enough for the French navy to enter the war and 

make its mark on American military strategy. While naval recruitment during the War of 

Independence was able to supplement state and privateer navies to fend off the Royal Navy, 

more was needed to protect American commercial maritime interests domestically and 

internationally at the turn of the nineteenth century. All things considered, it is a wonder the 

Continental Navy functioned at all. The overall dysfunction of the early navy was still in the 

minds of postwar American legislatures who considered whether they needed one. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

THE NEED FOR A NATIONAL NAVY 

 
 

 

           The War of Independence ended in 1783 with the Treaty of Paris. Two years later, the 

Continental Navy was demobilized, decommissioned, and sold to pay off debts incurred during 

the war. Congress, in desperate need of money and somewhat fearful of the perceived dangers of 

a large-standing military, auctioned off the 32-gun frigate Alliance for $26,000.89 Many in 

Congress wanted to keep the Alliance, but the funds were not available. The Alliance was the last 

ship of the Continental navy, and its loss signified that America’s geopolitical stance in 

international affairs would, for the time being, be isolationist and pacifistic. With its newfound 

sovereignty and independence, America naively believed that the Western European powers, 

particularly Britain, Spain, and France, would recognize it as a legitimate self-governing state 

and trading partner.  

 The reality of its sovereignty, whether perceived or legitimate, was a lesson the young 

American republic had to learn the hard way. Britain’s intentions were crystal clear before the 

ink was dry on the Treaty of Paris. Immediately after the Revolution, Britain closed the British 

West Indies to American shipping. Closer to home, the British government refused to vacate nine 

frontier posts within the United States until all war debts were paid in full.90  

 As for Spain, it closed access to the Mississippi River by refusing to allow American 

shipping access to New Orleans. For ten years (1785-1795), America and Spain negotiated this 

point. Thomas Jefferson, always a proponent of a large navy, argued in 1792 that Americans had 

natural trading rights in New Orleans because the Mississippi River’s geographical positioning 

was more like “a strait of the sea” than a river.91 Jefferson also knew Spain was completely 

unable to protect its miniscule holding in what would be known as the Louisiana Territory. 

However, Americans were exhausted by war. Jefferson and other hawks in Congress would have 
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to tread lightly when talking about military buildup or preparation for armed conflict at home or 

abroad. There were far more pressing threats than Spanish impediments to American trade. 

 For decades, the Barbary States—regencies in Morocco, Algiers, Tripoli, and Tunis—had 

preyed on merchant vessels and national navies alike. After the Revolutionary War, England 

would no longer protect American shipping in and around North Africa and the Levant. Without 

protection for merchant vessels, Barbary corsairs began feasting on American commerce. Prizes 

began coming in to Barbary ports almost immediately after Britain withdrew its blanket of 

protection from American privateers and merchantmen. 

 In October 1784, the American merchantman Betsy had the dubious honor of being the 

first prize taken by the Barbary powers. The merchant vessels Maria and Dolphin soon followed. 

All sailors and crew aboard the three lost American vessels were imprisoned by the ruler of 

Morocco, Sultan Muhammad ibn Abdallah. Many were stripped of their clothing and pride, and 

forced into slave labor. While sailors, seamen, and shipwrights wandered their home seaports,92 

Congress wallowed in indecision about how best to combat the Barbary powers. 

 Thomas Jefferson looked to open new trading markets with foreign countries to 

compensate for the loss of British trading connections. He logically looked to the French to help 

bolster American trade. France’s Minister of Finance, the Comte de Vergennes, welcomed a 

trading alliance with America. Vergennes, unlike Jefferson, was delighted at the thought of 

looking beyond Britain and British markets for trading partners.  

 In 1784, France opened the French West Indies to American trade. The newfound 

competition infuriated many French merchants, who protested vociferously. Vergennes, unable 

to alienate them, quietly ended trading ties with America. As with Spain, Jefferson believed that 

it would only be a matter of time before France and Vergennes had to open trade with America.93 

 France had many reasons not to recognize America as a sovereign and independent state 

after 1789. America’s failure to support France during the French Revolution was a bitter pill for 

France—especially after it had aided the American Revolution less than a decade earlier. After 

the Jay Treaty in 1795, which basically granted Britain a premier commercial position in Atlantic 
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trade, France was willing to do anything to get back at America. For France, revenge would 

come in the form of raiding and antagonizing American commerce on the high seas.  

 By the mid-1780s, American commercial interests in the Mediterranean and East Atlantic 

were very lucrative—even with the risks attached. Twenty thousand tons of sugar, flour, salted 

fish, and lumber made their way to the Mediterranean from America annually. American vessels 

returned from the Mediterranean full of wine, lemons, oranges, figs, opium, and olive oil. While 

twenty-two captives rotting away in Algeria may not have necessitated a move from American 

politicians, loss of the much-needed revenue from Mediterranean trade forced Congress into 

action. After discussing the pros and cons of possible naval action against the Barbary Powers, 

Congress decided that the best path for American interests in the Mediterranean was to help the 

Algerian Dey recognize America as “a free commercial nation.”94  

 After years of negotiations with the Dey of Algiers failed to free imprisoned sailors or 

encourage free trade in the region, it seemed that American trading vessels would have to steer 

clear of the Mediterranean indefinitely. For America, the loss in commerce, governmental 

revenue, and international and domestic prestige, was too much to bear for fear of seemingly 

insignificant, territorial entities in North Africa. However, without a navy, America was forced 

to negotiate for any position in the eastern Atlantic and Mediterranean.  

 American politicians and legislatures found diplomacy with the Barbary States both 

frustrating and inconclusive. While America looked to gain the upper hand on the Dey and the 

Barbary Powers by negotiating a more lucrative position than Britain, France, the Dutch, Spain, 

and Portugal had with Algiers, Algiers wanted to make an example of America by showing the 

Atlantic world who controlled trade in the region. In a show of force, the Dey asked the shocking 

amount of $200,000 for peace and $50,000 for the release American prisoners.95 Congress 

offered the Dey no upfront money for peace and $3300 for the twenty-two imprisoned 

Americans.  

 On average, from 1780 to 1785, Algiers looked for upwards of $50,000 per annum for 

peace, and $550 per person for the ransom of foreign nationals held as prisoners.96 There were 

initiation fees, annual dues, and gifts required of each nation looking to secure a peace treaty 

                                                 
94 American Naval Records Society, Naval Records of the Barbary Wars (NRBW) 1, part 1, 3-5. 
95NRBW 1, part 1, 3-5. 
96 Frank Lambert, The Barbary Wars: American Independence in the Atlantic World (New York: Hill and Wang, 

2005), 54. 



35 

with Algiers. Congress, even if it was inclined to pay off the Dey, could not afford the peace 

terms and ransom amounts. Legislatures and government officials were left to decide which was 

more cost beneficial: becoming a tributary to the Barbary States, or using prospective tribute 

money to build a navy capable of defending American interests in and around the Mediterranean.  

 In a letter debating the costs of war with Algiers, Thomas Jefferson told John Adams that 

“war is better than peace” because the former is less expensive than the latter.97 Jefferson and 

Adams agreed that the mere presence of an American fleet off the coast of Algiers would be 

enough to establish a better bargaining position with all of the Barbary affiliates. For Jefferson 

and Adams, a fleet of 150 guns would be enough to rearrange the current positions of power in 

Mediterranean trade. It was estimated that only one-half of the proposed fleet would need to be 

sea-ready at any given time. The threat of force would be far more substantial if a seaworthy 

fleet was prepared to set sail from American ports to the Mediterranean at a moment’s notice.  

 For further cost-cutting, Congress presumed that the American navy could be built, 

manned, and victualed for six months at the total cost of 450,000 pounds sterling. After six 

months, the financial responsibilities of managing and maintaining a navy would cost an 

estimated 45,000 pounds sterling a year.98 All in all, building and maintaining a navy would cost 

about as much as leasing peace with the Barbary States—adding to Congressional indecision 

about its necessity. 

 Congress got another temporary reprieve in dealing with naval affairs. On June 23, 1786, 

America and Morocco signed a treaty granting protection to “all American ships, sailors, cargo, 

and crew.” Articles of the American-Moroccan Treaty broadly outlined how American vessels 

would be treated in both times of peace and war. Ship signals were devised between the two 

nations to avoid any circumstances where mistaken identity would lead to belligerent military 

action. In times of war, Morocco promised not to enslave prisoners. Treaty articles promised that 

American POWs would be exchanged, not imprisoned.99 The treaty with Morocco would last for 

fifty years. With Moroccan-American interests pacified, U.S. foreign diplomats could 

concentrate on securing peace with the lynchpin of the Barbary Powers, Algiers. 
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 Thomas Jefferson was having great difficulty accepting the notion that peace with Algiers 

could only occur if America accepted status as Algiers’ tributary state. He was adamant that 

America not kowtow to the Dey’s demands. For Jefferson, the notion of American 

exceptionalism would not allow American trading interests, personal freedom, and commercial 

independence to be dictated by a “dark-skinned, North African potentate.”100 As such, it became 

Jefferson’s quest to convince Adams and Congress to strike down the Barbary corsairs and thus 

limit the Dey’s power and sovereignty in the Mediterranean by constructing a lean naval fleet 

with quick-strike capabilities. “Being at the mercy of foreigners is more embarrassing than the 

humiliation associated with not having a navy” summed up Jefferson’s desire to have a navy 

dictate American international affairs.101  

 Ironically, Jefferson had been in staunch opposition to the creation of a federal navy. He 

wanted to abandon the sea and focus on agriculture until the mid-1780s, when he believed it was 

in America’s best interest to house a navy “to preserve a quality of right … in the transportation 

of commodities, in the right of fishing, & in the other uses of the sea.”102 Economics was the 

driving force behind naval action and inaction, both at home and abroad. 

 The Dey’s unwillingness to bargain further fueled the development of the American 

navy. By 1787, American merchant vessels and privateers were steering clear of waters in range 

of Algerian corsairs. American captains and crew alike knew Algerian corsairs would take 

prizes, regardless of political treaties in place, of any ship foolish enough to trade in and around 

the Levant. This caution limited those prizes, limiting Algerian corsairs’ naval stores and leaving 

them with too few sailors to man the expanding Algerian fleet of gunboats and xebecs.103  

 To alleviate critical manpower shortages, the Dey began impressing American and other 

foreign national prisoners into the corsair navy of Algiers. Imprisoned American sailors were 

looked at above all others to man and maintain the corsair fleet.104 The socio-political impact of 

the impressment of American POWs in Algiers was treated nonchalantly back in the United 

States. Many Americans looked at Algerian impressment of American sailors as better than 
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impressment in the Royal Navy.105 Several pacifists in Congress defended remaining a tributary 

state to Algiers with the notion that imprisonment on a Barbary corsair was far better than the 

monotonous toiling of a slave constructing one of the Dey’s many palaces.106  

 The Dey’s inability to honor treaties with America or any other nation stemmed from the 

dwindling amount of naval stores, goods, and sailors in the Mediterranean and the unrelenting 

pressure of the Algerian oligarchy, which owned most corsairs. It was not in the oligarchs’ 

economic interests to honor peace in the Levant and Western Mediterranean. Algiers needed 

trading networks to remain in the Mediterranean. Forced to expand his corsair navy to find more 

prizes, the Dey targeted Italian and American trade alike. The Dey was confident that the sheer 

distance between the Levant and North America would prevent an American response to 

continued violation of commercial trading rights in the Mediterranean.107 

 Looking to raise much needed revenue, the Dey began a period of ransom legislation. 

Prisoner ransom went up across the board during the last half of the 1780s. In late 1787, after 

receiving an offer of $200 ransom per prisoner by the United States, Algiers, insulted, raised 

prisoner ransoms exponentially. Spain, Italy, and Russia also suffered from this inflation. What 

was once $550 a man for prisoner ransom in 1785 became $2833 in 1787. The cost for liberation 

of citizens became tied to liberation of commerce in the Mediterranean.108 

 Overall lack of political support, exorbitant ransoms, and odds of imprisonment or 

impressment kept many sailors and seamen at home. Congress’s fear that American sailors 

would look for employment outside the maritime industry or, worse yet, sail as foreign nationals 

was becoming a reality at the end of the 1780s. Given the impossibility of fixing prisoner ransom 

prices, American diplomats looked to ease the minds of American sailors by getting Algiers to 

offer some sort of olive branch. A good-faith move by Algiers and the Dey was needed to quell 

the growing angst festering in the American merchant and privateer services.  

 American sailors needed to know that “prison, chains, the deprivation of liberty, danger 

of the pest[ilence], and the perils preceding engagement and surrender must be addressed.”109 

Without at least an effort to secure American liberty abroad, “merchants will look elsewhere for 
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profit.”110 Congress needed to make a definitive choice between war, tribute, and ransom. To 

contain costs while defending American liberty and trading rights, a majority in Congress 

decided America needed a navy at least equal to the size of Algiers.111 

 In 1789, the Constitution enabled Congress to build, fund, and maintain a Federal navy. 

The Federalist Party was eager to placate the tidewater planter-elite in the South.112 The 

existence of a national navy would greatly enhance merchant owners throughout the United 

States, not just those in the South. However, without the ability to levy taxes necessary to cover 

the construction and maintenance costs, Congress found itself in a political quandary. 

 For five years, early 1789 through mid-1794, a slim majority of American leaders 

believed that paying off the Dey was in the best interests of the nation. Ignoring the Dey’s 

previous treaty violations, American politicians believed a deal could be found that would be 

equally beneficial for the Barbary Powers and the United States regarding trade, liberty, and 

maritime rights. While almost everyone believed that the Dey could not be trusted, it was equally 

agreed that the Dey, 80 years old in 1787, was too weak to continue as Dey of Algiers. Thus, it 

was in America’s best interests to remain accommodating to the younger merchant class in 

Algiers currently profiting from tributary agreements with the Western powers.113  

 While in the midst of deciding how big the navy should be, and who should build it, 

American diplomats looked to continue to find the best deal possible with the Barbary States to 

secure the largest degree of liberty as possible in the Mediterranean trading networks. American 

intelligence had difficulty determining how large the Algerian navy was in late 1789 and early 

1790. It was presumed that the navy of Algiers had a 282-gun total capacity. Thus, to match 

strength with the Dey’s navy, America needed to build four ships, each with 44-gun capacity. 

While the math is a bit cloudy, “four frigates housing 44 guns each could protect the commerce 

of the United States against Algerine corsairs.”114  

 Those legislatures in favor of a navy helped the House of Representatives forward the 

construction of the frigates and two supporting ships. The cost of building, arming, provisioning, 

and manning this modest navy for three months was estimated at $600,000. While the cost of the 
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navy was on par with what the Dey wanted as a tribute, many politicians remained unable to 

support a federal navy, unwilling, or both. They proposed renting one instead. 

 Several French frigates were available for sale to the United States at half the cost of 

building a navy from scratch. Most Americans, in general, were as unwilling to rely on a French-

built navy as to remain tributaries of a pirate in North Africa. The French frigates available to the 

United States were not the best option. The Pomone, an experimental frigate due to larger 

cannon onboard, was captured by the Royal Navy in 1794.  The American Navy needed to befit 

a sovereign power equal in international status as the French, Spanish, and British navies. “The 

new navy shall be an accurate gauge of the national character.”115 The American Navy must 

therefore be more cost-effective, more powerful, and more maneuverable than its maritime 

rivals.  

 The Third Congress resolved to build a federal navy composed of a somewhat larger fleet 

of four frigates of 44-guns each and two lighter, 36-gun vessels. Each ship was to have a 

complement of one captain, four lieutenants, a sailing master, sailmaker, sailmaker’s mate, 

coxswain, two gunner’s mates, nine quarter gunners, carpenter’s mate, master-at-arms, 150 

seamen, 103 midshipmen and ordinary seamen, and 50 marines. Congress determined $27,000 a 

month in total pay for all officers, captain and crew for each ship. 

 The importance of a national navy was made all the clearer as the French Republican 

navy and French privateers began to prey on American shipping in the Atlantic and Caribbean. 

Now the question advancing in the minds of most American politicians became, Is our proposed 

navy large enough? Forced to take action, however limited in scope due to financial concerns, 

legislatures almost unanimously voted to build, man, and maintain a navy. Frugality was the key 

in establishing and maintaining it. To clear sufficient funding for the U.S. Navy, American 

politicians and diplomats were under constant executive pressure to cut costs where possible. 

America had to barter for a stronger position regarding negotiations with the Barbary States, 

particularly the Dey of Algiers. 

 What began as an isolated problem in and around Algiers soon became a larger issue with 

hostilities breaking out between the navies and privateer fleets of France, Spain, Portugal, and 

Great Britain. American foreign diplomats were ordered to continue to find the best deals 

possible when negotiating peace treaties with all of the Barbary States to buy time for its fleet to 
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make ready to sail. Morocco was given $20,000 in “duties” which was in fact a payoff, “palming 

the ministry” or, better yet, the Moroccan merchant aristocrats. 

 With Morocco at peace with America, the Senate looked to capitalize on their gains in the 

region. American diplomats were told that the price of free trade with Algiers, Tunis, and Tripoli 

was not to exceed $100,000 annually. Prisoner ransom was raised to $40,000 a man.116 Even this 

failed to free American sailors. Some of the sailors rotting in the Dey’s prisons and work camps 

were in their seventh year of captivity. Congress received letters from several POWs pleading for 

action as their situation was “growing worse daily with deprivation and reliance on charity by 

transient people” becoming more common.117  

 John Paul Jones was covertly ordered to get a crew and sail for Algiers to help with 

negotiations. Congress wanted the Dey to think that freeing American prisoners was an 

insignificant issue to help lower prisoner ransoms. Jones was to find captives, clothe them, and 

sail for home. While in Algiers, Jones made great headway with prisoner negotiations with the 

Dey. The Dey was so impressed with Jones’ personality and storytelling abilities, that he lowered 

his expectations regarding negotiations for a peace treaty and called a temporary truce. American 

merchant vessels and privateers were immediately granted access to the Mediterranean. 

 While construction of the American navy continued unabated, by the end of 1794, peace 

talks with the Dey were beginning to sour. He was looking for a long-term deal: $600,000 

upfront for sixty years of peace. After the initial payment of $600,000 was received, America 

was to pay $100,000 for the Dey’s friendship, $354,000 for 100 captive sailors,118 $158,000 in 

gifts, $115,000 for his cabinet and ministry officials, a frigate, and $12,000 annually for naval 

stores.119 Upon acceptance of these terms, America would receive “most favored nation status” 

with the Barbary Powers. It was estimated that America would receive upwards of $85 million in 

trade during the proposed peace treaty. With the belief that profits would generously exceed 

tribute, America accepted the Dey’s latest proposal. America would never fulfill its end of the 

truce. Time was needed to get its navy to sea. 

 Spain and Britain were upset by the American-Algiers truce, jealous over the growing 

prosperity of American merchants. The European powers therefore allowed Barbary corsairs to 
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plunder American commerce. Britain wanted to injure U.S. standing and profits to benefit itself, 

but the impact the Barbary corsairs were eliciting on American shipping was not enough for 

Britain. British and French privateers began arming and outfitting their ships “for the purpose of 

capturing the vessels of the United States.”120 Taking matters into their own hands, English ships 

begin to antagonize American vessels at port in Cadiz by boarding and stripping ships of their 

property and cargo. Several American ships were stripped of “everything but two men.”121  

 Then Algerian corsairs captured and plundered three American merchantmen. The 

Thomas, Jane, and Dispatch were seized on November 3, 1794—six months after the signing of 

peace with the Dey.122 Six weeks later, corsairs took ten more American vessels as prizes under 

orders from the Dey to obtain “master and crew” to help man and maintain the growing Algiers 

navy.123 There was a blatant disregard for neutrality and peace treaties across the board in the 

Mediterranean and Eastern Atlantic. Profit outweighed all negotiations.124 By early 1796, 

America and Algiers were on the verge of reentering into hostilities. This latest affront on 

American sovereignty overseas could only be answered by the American navy. 

 Speed in getting some sort of American naval response targeted towards North Africa 

and the Mediterranean was now of the essence.125 If America did not accept any of the Dey’s 

latest increases in tribute or alterations of agreed upon treaties, hostilities between the two 

countries were imminent.126 The United States government could afford none of the Dey’s new 

proposals.127 Building a navy had proven less expensive than the whims of foreign despots. 

 Indulging the Dey would preoccupy naval administration throughout the construction and 

manning of the American frigate fleet. Besides finding timber, arms, and naval stores for its 

fledgling navy, American naval administrators were busy securing a hodgepodge of gifts for the 
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Dey.128 Ultimately, a more permanent peace with the Barbary Powers was achieved by giving the 

Algerian leader a newly constructed frigate of his own. Peace with Algiers sidelined naval 

construction of the six frigates for the next two years. What was to be a modern, state-of-the-art 

navy was nothing of the sort. By 1796, the American navy consisted of 12 sloops, four frigates 

from the American Revolution, two semi-complete modern 44-gun frigates, and one 34-gun 

frigate that was not quite halfway completed.  

 After 1796, American politicians began to focus on a new threat to maritime trade and 

United States sovereignty at home and abroad—France. There were several reasons that initiated 

a turn in American foreign policy dealing with potential threats from Algiers to France. As 

mentioned earlier, Franco-American relations quickly soured after 1789. The maltreatment of 

American vessels by French corsairs, privateers, and the French Republican navy exacerbated 

relations between the now commercial rivals.  

 The French embargo on American commercial vessels at Bordeaux in 1793-94 did little 

to heal American anxieties towards the flexing of French strength in the Atlantic. France’s 

nonpayment of bills and their repeated seizure and forced sale of American cargo made it clear 

that France was quickly emerging as a threat to American commerce and independence.129 The 

French threat to American commerce and commercial interests at home and overseas served as 

the impetus in getting the three American frigates closest to readiness manned and ready for 

action—regardless of fulfilling Humphreys’ lofty ambitions for super-frigates. There would be 

no more deliberation or negotiating with foreign powers—America needed to put men on ships 

and get those ships to sea as fast as possible. 

 As late as 1799, Barbary corsairs were still wreaking havoc on American vessels—not 

just commercial vessels, but American warships as well. Even with all of the six super-frigates 

about to enter service, as well as a litany of supporting frigates and brigantines, the Dey 

remained steadfast in breaking treaty after treaty. In fact, the Barbary Powers were sending their 

respective corsairs farther into the Atlantic in search of easy, bountiful prey. Captain Knowles 

Adams of the armed merchantman Mary Ann out of New York attested to the growing power and 

outreach of the Barbary States into the Atlantic. While en route to Barcelona, just outside of 
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Cadiz, Captain Adams was surprised and dismayed to run into seven French privateers converted 

by the Barbary States into corsairs.130 

 After almost two hours of continuous battle, Captain Adams sued for peace—striking his 

ship’s colors. Optimistic upon determining that the captain of the corsairs was indeed French, 

Captain Adams believed that he and his crew would be treated humanely. While Adams and his 

crew did receive a modicum of civility from the French-born captain, in that his life and his 

crews was spared, “several attempts were made to dispatch” him before the French captain came 

forward to help.131 While in captivity, Adams woefully reminisced that the corsair crew “were so 

savage … that they beat our wounded in a most shocking manner; they knocked me down & beat 

me, while others were attempting to stab me – not a man escaped their barbarity. They took from 

us everything except what we stood in.”132 

 While in Algeciras, Captain Adams witnessed the fate of several other American 

merchantmen and privateers. “A ship from Baltimore, bound to Leghorn, was brought into 

Algeciras the day after me,” explained Adams.133 The Baltimore vessel, carrying twenty six-

pounders and twenty-five men, valiantly fought though outmanned and outgunned. The French 

captain did not want the American crews to communicate with one another. As such, Adams and 

his men were left naked in port for forty hours—waiting until the Baltimore crew was secured. 

Captain Adams and his men were abandoned in a Cadiz prison, sleeping in “holes filled with 

ballast”—a common fate for American crews captured by French and Barbary privateers and 

corsairs.134 

 The significance of Adams’ ordeal lay not so much in the brutality and inhumane 

treatment of prisoners captured by French and Barbary forces, but in how two of America’s 

greatest naval adversaries during the Quasi-War were increasing their respective presences in the 

Mediterranean and Eastern Atlantic. Captain Adams noted that “The privateers are now much 

larger now than when I was out in the Commerce, those that captured me, three out of the five, 

mounted six 12-pounders and two 18s, 90 men each.”135 Combined with the growing brashness 

and confidence associated with extending their reach, the Barbary Powers and French privateers 
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alike did not fear American naval reprisals for their actions. A show of force was needed in 

dealing with the belligerents to American commerce in the region. The USS Constitution would 

be the answer to the growing maritime menace in the Mediterranean and North Africa. No longer 

would the United States put off building a fleet of frigates and a myriad of supporting vessels 

while bartering and negotiating with the Dey.  

 The Constitution would become a symbol of America’s will and might to no longer be a 

tributary nation to the Barbary States. Getting the Constitution and her five sisters to sea would 

be a vexing problem for all of those involved in the building, arming, manning, and managing 

process. However, for America to maintain sovereignty, a fleet of super-frigates was an excellent 

place to start. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

BUILDING 

 

 
          In 1794, the Fourth Congress expedited the construction of four frigates, the United States, 

Constellation, Constitution, and Congress, to deal with the Barbary States. By then, frigates were 

still considered the most cost-effective means to protect American commercial interests and 

sovereignty domestically and internationally. American shipwrights had also accrued significant 

experience building them.136 Shipbuilder Joshua Humphreys had been hired by Congress to 

design and build the four frigates cleared for production in 1794. Humphreys was the logical 

choice in designing and constructing the early republican navy; he had prior experience 

constructing the largest vessels in the Continental Navy—also frigates. 

 Humphreys gained valuable experience as an apprentice to a master shipwright, Jonathan 

Penrose, “a gentleman of the highest quality” in Philadelphia during his youth. Humphreys, even 

during his informative years, had the rare ability to think outside traditional theories of ship 

construction of the time. Perhaps this quality of perspective came with the death of Penrose, as 

Humphreys was thrust from his role as apprentice to master builder at the tender age of nineteen. 

While in Philadelphia, Humphreys tinkered with the notion that a large vessel like a frigate 

should not be tied to orthodox hull and mast dimensions. For Humphreys, a narrower hull and 

keel built with stronger and more durable materials would be able to go faster and turn quicker 

than traditional frigate construction.137  

 Chronically restrained by a limited budget, Humphreys believed, as did Congress, that 

two smaller ships equaled one larger ship-of-the-line. The difficulty in this theory was getting the 

most out of limited resources. Limited as the resources were in 1794, “the frigate fleet,” declared 

Humphreys, “needed to be small but able to cope with the maritime powers of Europe for 

years.”138 To compete with the Royal Navy, America’s frigates needed to be outfitted with 

equivalent firepower on a two-to-one basis. For instance, a typical British ship-of-the-line had 
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sixty-four to seventy-four cannons—using twenty-four pounds of shot, on average. As such, two 

American frigates combined should have around 750 pounds of shot aboard.  

Thus, it is easy to see that the Royal Navy had a significant advantage in firepower over her 

peers during the period.   

 To rival British firepower, the frigate navy would need the capacity to carry an average of 

twenty-two cannons with thirty-four pounds of shot capacity per ship.139 A standard Continental 

frigate carried twenty-two 12-pound cannons. This added weight to the American frigate was 

considered an impossible feat from an architectural standpoint. Unfortunately for the American 

navy during the republican period, Humphreys’ out-of-the-box thinking was considered too great 

a risk in 1794. Budgetary constraints forced him to be as practical as possible. However, 

Humphreys’ blueprints were one part pragmatic and two parts avant-garde, still a huge departure 

from the orthodoxy of European ship building.  

 To give the frigate fleet longevity—both in its ability to survive encounters with rival 

navies—and the severe weather conditions associated with life at sea, Humphreys sought to give 

his frigates stealthy profiles and sturdy hulls. To create speed without surrendering fortitude of 

hull, Humphreys created a hybrid design that used the larger dimensions of a French frigate and 

the “sharpness” of an English frigate.140 For Humphreys the American frigate would represent 

the modern ship-of-the-line. 

 The Naval Armament Act provided Humphreys with equal funding to spend constructing 

each of the six frigates. Each ship would be, more or less, a carbon copy of one another. Ship-

related materiel, from first nail to last, was accounted for by the Secretary of Treasury. 

Humphreys created molds of each frigate to produce scaled models and keep production time 

and labor to a bare minimum. Once the molds of the frigate fleet were complete, timber crews 

began the arduous task of finding enough quality wood to begin construction of the final 

product.141  

 The American frigate fleet would be built at separate facilities to take advantage of local 

resources and manpower and stimulate the respective communities’ economies. The United 

States would be built in Philadelphia, Constellation in Baltimore, Constitution in Boston, 
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Chesapeake in Gosport, Virginia, the President in New York, and the Congress in Portsmouth, 

New Hampshire. While it was Congress’s intent to have the six frigates built on par with each 

other, the decentralized management of ship construction on every level allowed for many 

variances in the final product. All ships in the early republican navy were created unequal, 

beginning with the wood from which they were forged.  

 The Naval Armament Act called for supplying all frigates with live oak and red cedar 

from Georgia, specifically the chain of Sea Islands off the Georgia mainland. Georgia was 

considered the most advantageous location to get timber supplies because of the relative ease of 

transporting the raw material to the shipbuilding ports. Georgia live oak farmed from an area 

near the mouth of the Savannah River was used to construct two frames for would-be 74-gun 

ships-of-the-line during the Revolutionary War. Brigadier General Thomas Gunn of Georgia 

assured Congress that Georgia live oak and red cedar would be an excellent choice for the frigate 

navy due to its “long seasoning.”142 

 However, acquiring enough Georgia live oak and cedar to build six frigates, or even one, 

became impossible for naval administrators.143 Without a construction policy, each frigate and 

surrounding community acted as semi-autonomous agents of appropriation. Since live oak and 

red cedar were not commercially harvested, the federal government had to hire small, 

independent contractors, or “axe-men.” Once Georgia timber had been exhausted, they were 

employed to locate, cut down, and deliver timber for use by the navy throughout the United 

States. Due to the Secretary of War’s strict guidelines for contractors to “use nothing but the best 

materials,” each superintendent overseeing the completion of the frigates had to find a means to 

an end in procuring timber.144 They found regional and international discrimination an obstacle 

to procuring and securing the best quality wood.  

 Domestically, local forest preserves throughout America, particularly in New England—

were developed to provide Britain with much needed timber for the Royal Navy. Timber 

merchants in Portsmouth, New Hampshire, received on average a 5 percent commission on all 

timber designated for use in Royal Navy masts.145 Masts required the longest and most flexible 

                                                 
142 Ibid, 7677. 
143 To follo  the spe ifi atio s of Hu ph e s’ ast odeli g fo  the f igate a , o e  ,  feet of -inch plank 

was needed. 
144 Lette s to Captai s Ba , Ni holso , Tal ot, Ba e , Dale, a d T u to  f o  the “e eta  of Wa ,  Ju e , 

,  NRBW 1, part 1, 97-99. 
145 Lette  f o  F a kli  to La gdo ,  O to e  , , Natio al A hi es, RG  .  



48 

pieces of timber available. Similar to many maritime industries in colonial America, the timber 

industry in New England was consolidated and monopolized by American-born merchant-

entrepreneurs looking to eliminate British and French intermediaries to keep more of the profits 

locally.146 Also, the growing worry over the safety of transatlantic shipments left many 

merchants looking for the safety of domestic transactions.  

 Due to the character of wood—its size, shape, and weight—proximity to the sea was of 

prime importance in accruing naval timber for all of the frigates. Heavy wood was costly to 

move great distances—especially overseas—as it was awkwardly loaded, transported, unloaded, 

and delivered.147 In New England, generations of merchants had already established intricate 

trading networks for wood and naval timber from the interior to the coast.  

 Boston shipbuilders played an integral part in building ships for the Royal navy during 

the colonial era. New England forests supplied the wood used to build America, a ship-of-the-

line given to the French as a tribute for helping America gain independence from the British. 

Timber shortages in Europe forced Britain to invest in the exploration and exploitation of New 

England’s bountiful oak, spruce, fir, and pine forests. After the expulsion of the British from 

North America, Boston was left in a highly advantageous position regarding access to naval 

timber. Constitution would be the main benefactor of these early connections.  

 Immediately after construction began on the federal frigates, problems securing the 

proper length, width, and flexibility of timber for masts sent Humphreys and the several naval 

agents representing each frigate into a tizzy.  Ship carpenters of each frigate were in charge of 

procuring the necessary timber wherever possible. Only two full shiploads of timber from 

Georgia made it with only federal support to Philadelphia between 1795 and 1796.148 Ports 

housing frigates needed to act proactively to secure necessary timber for ship construction. 

 Similar to second lieutenants, who were charged with filling ship rosters with recruits, 

ship carpenters and carpenter’s mates were responsible for selecting “the proper timber” that 

would best fit Humphreys’ molds in “the requisite forms.”149 Timber for masts was the most 

difficult to find in the Georgia forests. For Humphreys’ exacting proportions, masts for the 
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frigates needed to be at least 140’ from the water line up. Ship agents snapped up the largest live 

oaks for mast construction. Ship agents, contractors, and carpenters who could procure the 

largest oaks had a tremendous advantage over the competition. 

 Capitalizing on Boston shipwright John Morgan’s access to the local merchant 

connection in New England, Humphreys hired him to cut down the 500 trees supposedly needed 

to build one frigate. Instructed to connect with local agents in South Carolina and Georgia, 

Morgan used his commercial connections to help lead the first timber-cutting exhibition in St. 

Simons.150 However, locals in Charleston and Savannah were unwilling to help Morgan hack out 

roads, load timber, and get raw materials to the coast for shipment to Boston.151 In response, 

Morgan quickly contracted the services of general laborers and seafarers in New Brunswick, 

Georgia, a small town near St. Simons Island.  

 Many local ship owners and captains had done business with New England merchants 

and captains in the past. During the American Revolution, Georgia and South Carolina looked to 

enlist experienced New England sailors and seamen to “man the naval armament” of local 

privateer and state-supported vessels.152 Morgan could bypass Charleston and Savannah for the 

rich timber in and around St. Simons.153 Timber that could not otherwise be procured and 

delivered to the north from current and future supplies of Georgia timber was buffeted by strong 

New England merchant connections to local timber supplies in Connecticut.  

 Seaport merchants in New England had access to generations of rural agricultural 

connections. What started as individual families looking for subsistence quickly expanded into 

agricultural surplus, sold first in the local communities and later more regionally.154 Lumber and 

other maritime commodities were eventually sold internationally to the British West Indies and 

beyond. In return, New England merchants gained greater access to regional trading systems and 

markets. Local citizens pitched in to help get Constitution to sea. Once the call for assistance was 
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announced, men from Boston, Salem, and Marblehead began to search and fell the greatest 

timber they could find in the local wood lots.  

 The expanding local markets in New England would eventually help constructors on 

Constitution gain unequal access to ship building supplies and materiel. Competition for the best 

timber proved a daunting task to markets south of Boston, complicated by weather conditions, 

disease, and transportation issues. But for Constitution, finding and storing timber for 

construction was simple.  

 The Georgia winter of 1796 was so severe that only three ship’s carpenters could farm 

the minimal amount needed to honor Humphreys’ designs. Local black laborers were hired to 

help cut, hew, and transport live oak timber to ships based mostly in Savannah.155 Only two 

vessels were completely “laden with live and white oak.” These two took off for the naval yard 

in Philadelphia. Contractors and crews in Baltimore and Boston would need further assistance in 

securing enough wood to finish their respective frigates. Having the easiest access to the largest 

bulk shipment of Georgia timber, the United States presumably would be completed before 

Constellation and Constitution. Stockpiling all of the early bulk shipments of southern timber in 

Philadelphia placed exorbitant stress on naval constructors everywhere except Pennsylvania and 

Boston. The use of the naval yard in Philadelphia as the weigh station for naval stores and 

supplies for the entire frigate fleet represented just one of Humphreys’ many moves favoring the 

United States over the rest of the frigates.  

 Shipyards outside of Philadelphia immediately felt Humphreys’ decision to centralize 

men and materiel in his hometown. Timber shortages were experienced in Virginia, New York, 

and New Hampshire, for several reasons. Naval contractors believed that merchantmen would 

help deliver timber and other naval supplies to the yards building the frigates. Timber farmed to 

match the length and size Humphreys required infrequently made it to the various dry docks in 

question. Orders for timber to build masts, hulls, and keels “was greatly dispersed and difficult to 

access.”156 Transportation costs for these special orders were exponentially higher than hoped 

for.  It was not advantageous for merchant owners and captains to take on such risk and 

responsibility. Other means for obtaining the necessary wood would be needed to complete the 
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Chesapeake, President, and Congress in a timely manner. Vessels scheduled for maintenance 

and repair were dispatched to other yards to free up workers and materiel. 

 Delays ruled the day in Virginia from the onset of the construction process of the 

Chesapeake. The crux of the problem in getting her hull built was twofold. Not only was it 

always difficult to get construction materiel to the Gosport Navy Yard at Norfolk, but 

shipbuilder Josiah Fox had communication difficulties with Humphreys about the latter’s 

specific designs. Humphreys was overall an indifferent supervisor of vessels outside 

Philadelphia. These problems drastically altered the finished product. Despite the plan to make 

the Chesapeake one of the “super” frigates in the early American navy, Fox had to settle for a 

ship better suited to host 36-guns.157 

 Lacking sufficient natural resources to complete one of Humphreys’ intended 44s, Fox 

modified the Chesapeake’s design to mirror the smaller frigates currently being built in 

Baltimore, New York and Rhode Island. Upon completion, Chesapeake’s hull came in more than 

20 feet short of the 44s in Philadelphia and Boston.158 The inherent problem with a smaller hull 

was the need for more firepower to rival British and French frigates and ships-of-the-line. Using 

southern live oak, Fox and his construction team had no other option but to make the 

Chesapeake heftier than Humphreys’ original designs to allow for more cannons.  

 Unable to use live oak for diagonal riders to support and stabilize her hull under the 

combined weight of the proposed cannons, Chesapeake would be more susceptible to the 

hogging and swaying of hull and deck planking.159 Ship superintendent James McHenry 

repeatedly asked Fox how to find timber matching the precise measurements of Humphreys’ 

design for masts, spars, planks and scantling.  Chesapeake would have to make do with white 

pine and yellow oak delivered from Philadelphia for planking and scantling. In other words, Fox 

sacrificed durability and tensile strength of the Chesapeake due to lack of resources. Now similar 

to an early nineteenth century French frigate, Chesapeake was becoming the antithesis of the 

swift and powerful sailing vessel Humphreys envisioned.  

 To increase the frigate’s lifespan, Fox and McHenry looked to strengthen the readily 

available white pine and yellow oak. Captain Silas Talbot had shown he could strengthen pine 
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planking with immersion in salt water. Fox ordered the salting of wood used in the Chesapeake 

to both weatherize and protect her future planking from damage. While salting was a viable 

means of increasing wood’s strength and longevity, it carried risks. Talbot discovered that salted 

wood attracted worms and other insects and microbes that hastened the breakdown of wood 

fibers.160 Salt-weathered wood for the Chesapeake needed to be covered in a dry shelter, 

protected from the elements until ready for use. Copper sheathing, another means to preserve 

wood, was not considered for the Chesapeake because of the exorbitant cost and the 

craftsmanship involved with coppering the bottom of a hull.  

 Construction of all vessels outside “the big three,” most notably Chesapeake, President, 

and Congress, was delayed for a calendar year as naval agents deemed it more expedient to 

acquire two years’ worth of oak timber before working on masts and hulls. Building priority, 

therefore, was directly given to efforts in Baltimore, Philadelphia, and Boston. Constellation, 

United States, and Constitution would, therefore, receive the most quality men and materiel to 

get the frigate navy afloat, posthaste. No expense would be spared on these three vessels. Things 

had to be done right, for the American Navy had to rely on state-of-the-art ships because of the 

forced downgrade in numbers of frigates. With the necessary timber in place to build three 

frigates, the race was on the get the American navy afloat. 

 A native Philadelphian, Humphreys put his heart and soul into every administrative 

aspect in getting United States to sea. Ruling over the Philadelphia naval yard like an absolute 

king, Humphreys had final say in everything from hatchway bolts to cable stays. His dimensions 

and proportions were exacting. Often forgoing consultation with United States’ captain or ship 

superintendent John Barry, Humphreys received little constructive criticism from experienced 

seafarers and ship engineers.161 Humphreys’ tight political and community connections, such as a 

bond with the Secretary of War in Philadelphia, allowed the master shipwright carte blanche at 

the naval yard.162 While Humphreys could fast-track men and building materiel to Philadelphia, 

his political connections outside the dockyards did little in centralizing the building process of 

United States.  
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 Shipments of naval supplies to help in the construction process of the frigate navy were 

poorly planned throughout the six ports trying to piece together the early navy, but especially in 

Philadelphia. Shipments of supplies arrived at the wrong port or not at all for a bevy of reasons—

from weather conditions to mismanagement. The six frigates had to constantly adjust 

construction efforts to comply with the resulting ever-changing conditions. In constant fear of 

defunding, Barry wrote glowing reports to Congress stating that the United States was 

proceeding ahead of schedule.163 Barry would say or do anything to get his ship closer to 

launching, but his efforts were counterproductive, ensuring Congress would do less to help.   

 Taking advantage of U.S. Purveyor Tench Francis’ recommendation to “direct four of the 

frigate contractors to suspend their labours,” Humphreys ordered all surplus ship material sent to 

Philadelphia and Baltimore because of the potential for these two ports “to be cut off from winter 

supplies.”164 Humphreys began to monopolize not just natural resources for the construction of 

United States, but human resources as well. As men and materiel descended on Philadelphia, 

Humphreys role as taskmaster became more of a burden than a benefit in getting United States 

ready to sail.  

 In the naval yards at Baltimore and Boston, contractors and ship supervisors were 

working in a more coordinated atmosphere than in Philadelphia. Following recommendations by 

the Secretary of War, “that Captain and Constructor of each Frigate shall have liberty to Mast 

and Spar their own ship according to the best of their judgments,” construction of the 

Constitution used the perspective of many diverse opinions to build their respective frigate.165 

The Secretary of War’s letter to naval contractors in Baltimore and Boston inadvertently lifted 

Congress’s mandate that all frigates must strictly abide by Humphreys’ model. There was now 

an opening for more artistic license in building the Constitution than with United States—at least 

in building masts and spars. 

 In Baltimore and Boston, ship constructors worked closely with superintendents. The 

United States, Constellation, and Constitution’s ship superintendents were also commissioned as 

captains of their respective vessels. It was the superintendent’s job to help get their ship to sea. 

However, manning, supplying, and provisioning the ship was but one facet of the superintendent. 
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Superintendents often had say in how his ship was built—both on dry dock and at sea. As 

mentioned earlier, Captain Barry had little say in getting United States to sea. In Baltimore, 

Captain Thomas Truxton could use his maritime experience to help building efforts with 

Constellation.  

 Truxton went to sea at the age of twelve, joining the crew of the British merchantman, 

Pitt. By the age of 20, he commanded his own ship, the Andrew Caldwell. Before the American 

Revolution, he was impressed by the Royal Navy. Having deserted the Royal Navy at the first 

opportunity, he made a career commanding several privateers during the Revolution. His 

maritime experience helped him acquire the job of superintendent and captain of Constellation; 

he did not let his experience go to waste in making Constellation ready to sail. 

 Truxton could convince constructors Humphreys and Josiah Fox to alter their plans for 

the Constellation. It was to become fortified with northern oak, as to wield more weight while 

maintaining her sharpness at sea. Truxton, having witnessed firsthand the need for speed and 

maneuverability against larger foes, could make the Constellation lighter and faster by narrowing 

her draft. Since Humphreys’ molds could not be altered at this late time in the building process, 

Truxton looked to shave weight from the now portly frigate by obtaining raw materials from the 

northeast United States.166 Planking, masts, and spars for the Constellation would come from 

northern white oak. To be both light and maneuverable and carry more cannons and shot, the 

Constellation sought to access the sort of timber and hemp used in building the Constitution.  

 In Boston, Samuel Nicholson, the Constitution’s superintendent and first captain, had 

equal opportunity to share his naval experiences with contractor George Claghorn to make 

Constitution a better prepared ship once it exited from dry dock. Of the six frigate captains 

serving in the early republican navy, Nicholson was the most experienced. Like Truxton, he had 

gone to sea at an early age and had commanded several merchant vessels before and during the 

American Revolution. Hearing of Nicholson’s vast experience at sea, Benjamin Franklin 

assigned him the task of covertly gathering ship supplies and naval stores in France without 

alerting the British that the French were aiding the American war effort.167 Procuring ship 

inventories became Nicholson’s forte. While in Brest, he took command of the Dolphin and 
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began to wage a privateer war on British shipping in and around the English Channel. While 

commanding a Franco-American squadron in the eastern Atlantic, he became quite adept at 

getting the most out of less than adequate, and often French, crews.  

 Nicholson returned from France to Boston, where he unloaded significant supplies for the 

war effort at home. Copper and tin were the most important items in his cargo, as the Marine 

Committee desperately needed these materials to add to its growing navy. Honorably discharged 

after the Revolutionary War, Nicholson settled with his family in Boston in 1790, living off the 

income from the many prizes he took during the war. His retirement was short-lived. He was 

awarded the captaincy of Constitution, becoming the second highest-ranking officer in the newly 

organized navy, after Captain Barry of the Constellation.  

 Nicholson’s experience with several different vessels of the undermanned, inexperienced, 

and undersupplied Revolutionary navy helped the Constitution make ready to sail in 1797. 

Nicholson and Claghorn collaborated far better than the Philadelphians. Unlike the other frigate 

ports, Boston’s Hartt’s Naval Yard, named after the legendary shipwright Edmund Hartt, had a 

wealth of naval stores and ship materiel waiting for the arrival of construction crews. Morgan’s 

connections in Georgia delivered early supplies of timber to Boston before Humphreys 

commandeered them. Local suppliers in Massachusetts and New Hampshire accounted for the 

tall northern white pines that would soon become Constitution’s masts.168  

 A surplus of live oak allowed constructors to reinforce the Constitution’s hull through 

layering. Though it would one day be nicknamed “Old Ironsides,” Constitution’s hull consisted 

of three layers of different oak.169 Live oak served as the base of the hull, while white oak was 

braided vertically throughout the frame creating a much denser hull than Constitution’s peers. 

But the greatest advantage that Constitution had over her peers during the construction process 

was time.  

 In Boston, Claghorn and Nicholson had enough timber on hand to build two complete 

frigates in 1797. Constitution had access to upland red and white oak forested in New England. 

Upland, or northern, red and white oak was known to dry differently than southern, Georgia oak, 

producing a stronger finished product than southern oak. While air drying can degrade oak up to 
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ten percent of a harvest, it was much easier and less destructive to air-dry northern oak than its 

southern counterpart. Having ample supplies of northern oak allowed the constructors of 

Constitution to strengthen the hull by air-drying the oak before forging it directly into molds. 

Knowing that up to a tenth or more of oak supplies could be forfeited without keeping 

Constitution from the sea was a tremendous advantage in the building process. Its stronger, more 

fortified hull could carry more cannons—a fact that delighted Claghorn and Nicholson.  

 President Washington, knowing full well the importance in competing on equal footing 

with other national navies or as near it as possible, agreed with Nicholson’s and Claghorn’s 

direction, advising that all naval yards’ best move was “to extend the size of the frigates in order 

to carry heavier guns.”170 Firepower would make the American frigates stand out in action. But 

to fit more cannons, American frigates needed to be larger than Humphreys had planned. 

Henry Knox of the War Department asked Boston naval agent Henry Jackson to hire 

shipwright John Hackett to help develop a design for greater armament. Knox recommended 

Hackett because of the shipwrights’ experience building the USS Alliance—often deemed the 

finest warship built in the western Atlantic during the Revolutionary War because of her speed 

and firepower.171 John Hackett was hired to make Constitution a larger replica of the Alliance. 

 John Hackett and his cousins Peter and William were partners in a maritime construction 

business in Boston when hired to help get Constitution battle-ready. The Hackett family was 

looking into the feasibility of the construction details for the frigate Essex when the call came for 

help with the Constitution; thus, the cousins were already developing ideas for a larger, swifter 

vessel. While the Hacketts were contemplating the construction of a stronger, faster frigate, the 

population in New England was already mobilizing human and natural resources in an effort to 

build Constitution and Essex.  

 Seeing the need for enterprising entrepreneurs, Congress had authorized the President to 

receive loans from local merchants in the affluent seaports constructing all six frigates. New 

England merchants in Boston, Salem, and Marblehead were happy to offer some. Salem took up 

the project of getting Constitution to sea “with uncommon zeal.”172 Up to 100 citizens in Salem 

loaned up to $10,000 each to get construction on the two frigates moving in the right direction. 
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Constitution and Essex benefitted from local craftsmen and financiers alike: shipbuilding in 

Salem was forged by Essex, but born from the Constitution. Not known as a shipbuilding city, 

Salem still held a local merchant force of craftsmen, which quickly developed into maritime 

artisans. Many of these fledgling maritime craftsmen in Salem gained valuable experience 

working on the Constitution.173 Having the funding and ship artisans to put into action 

Humphreys’ basic molds allowed the Hacketts to focus on tweaking the original blueprint to help 

make the Constitution unique from her sister frigates.  

 The Hacketts introduced several innovative elements to the Constitution’s design. To 

help distribute weight more evenly around the gun deck, standard knees helped keep 

Constitution’s cannons from getting to close to the waterline and obstructing shot trajectory. 

Having the gun deck too high above the waterline was also a disadvantage for ship gunners. The 

ever-growing Constitution needed balance. Standard knees helped stabilize the Constitution, but 

did not completely restore the speed and maneuverability sacrificed for increased cannons. 

 With a larger and heavier gun deck above, the lower deck needed reconfiguration so as 

not to buckle under its weight. Buckling was a sign of premature stress on wood. It destroyed the 

strength and durability within the hull and beam-skeleton of a ship. Oaken, diagonal riders 

prevented it. Before wood buckled, visible signs of sagging and hogging—the bowing of wood 

beams up and down—made planks and beams droop or pushed timber upwards respectively. 

Additional length, diagonal riders, and standard knees helped balance the Constitution’s 

extensive size and the weight of her live oak.174 

 Feeling less pressure to launch first, the Constitution benefitted from the additional time 

getting to sea over the United States and the Constellation, especially in her hull. The 

Constitution and the United States had similarly constructed hulls. Mutually reinforced ribbing in 

the hull and planks in the decks increased tensile frame strength in the two super-frigates. 

However, due to better administration, shipwrights and constructors could let the live and white 

oak used for the Constitution’s hull dry in the sun before shaping it and placing it into one of 

Humphreys’ molds. It was one thing to have access to the much-needed timber; it was another to 

prioritize tasks and manage the construction processes from start to finish. Whereas Humphreys 

relied solely on Georgia white oak to build the United States, there was little time to explore 
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other options for timber resources. Not knowing when the Georgia oak would arrive, Humphreys 

quickly used what was in stock to complete the construction of the United States.  

 Increasing the size of the frigates was expensive. By early 1797, the navy had already 

outspent congressional appropriations. Congress was unwilling to sink any more money into the 

building process, especially while negotiating with the Algerian Dey. While Congress decided it 

was more cost-effective to complete three frigates, there was not enough funding to finish one. 

Humphreys, acquiescing to the purse-tightening of the Secretary of War, informed Josiah Fox 

that Constitution “should be launched in the safest manner and with as little expense as 

possible.” With construction of the frame and decks of the warships almost complete in 

Philadelphia, Baltimore, and Boston, ship superintendents began to focus on finding masts and 

supplying their respective ships with sails.  

 During the Age of Sail, masts and sturdy, flexible sails were the key to speed and 

maneuverability, and speed and maneuverability were paramount to the success of navies 

throughout the world. Only speed could protect the heavier American frigates from rival navies, 

pirates, and privateers.  

Without federal support, insufficient naval stores and materiel choked out frigate 

construction outside of Philadelphia, Baltimore, and Boston. Unsurprisingly, a prospectus 

prepared by the Secretary of War illustrated that construction on the Chesapeake, President, and 

Congress was woefully behind schedule due to problems “in providing materiel for the 

frigates,”175 such as suitable live oak and cedar, among other necessary ingredients. Therefore, 

only the United States, Constellation, and Constitution had any chance of realizing Humphreys’ 

lofty ambitions. However, to make these ambitions reality, shipbuilders in Philadelphia, 

Baltimore, and Boston needed to find feasible timber to shape and install large enough masts. 

 As they were first to search for timber best suitable for ships’ hulls, administrators for the 

Constitution were first to consult outside sources to estimate the costs of masts.176 Competition 

would be daunting. Finding the right combination of wood for masts was complex because of the 

intricacy associated with aligning the different masts on a frigate. As early as July 1794, 

problems were evident from Knox’s decision to reserve the best wood for masts for the 44-gun 
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ships. While all frigates would receive similar timber in length, the better timber would go 

directly to Philadelphia and Boston.177 

 A typical frigate had three masts: fore, main, and mizzen. The main mast was the largest, 

as its size was crucial for speed, balance, and maneuverability. The orthodox formula used by the 

British for judging the length of a ship’s mast was to add to the length of the gun deck the 

vessel’s extreme breadth and divide it by two.178 Humphreys’ original design for the 

Constitution’s main mast came in at a measly 61.6 feet.179 Using the British model, the 

Constitution needed a roughly 100-foot mainmast to move her large frame. Finding the proper 

size and thickness for masts would follow a trial-and-error methodology. Masts for all of the 

American frigates would need replacement and constant repair throughout their lives. As such, 

allowing improvisation of masts at each frigate port was paramount in getting ships to sea. 

 With time of the essence, it was crucial that each frigate be as best prepared as possible to 

launch on time. Initial efforts to find masts went unanswered. Humphreys’ mast dimensions 

turned out to be “impossible to procure” due to “such size and length.”180 Like timber for 

planking, wood designed for the frigates’ masts was equally difficult to procure. It needed to be 

“of a thickness never before heard of.”181 Local builders and contractors thus simply had to find 

the best matches they could. The then Secretary of State, Timothy Pickering, gave them the 

freedom to do so: “all naval constructors and captains/superintendents will have liberty to mast 

and spar their own ship according to the best of their judgements.”182 

 Again, Boston ship contractors looked to the abundant, locally grown New England white 

oak supplies to construct the Constitution’s hull and masts. Where the heartier white oak was 

used for hull construction, a variety of white oak that locals called heartland was used to 

construct the Constitution’s initial fore, main, and mizzen masts. Heartland white oak contained 

a vertical grain which made it more flexible than regular white oak’s honeycomb patterns. From 
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these readily available, lengthy, and highly durable white oak, timber crews could build a main 

mast that measured an incredible 220 feet above the waterline. 

 Georgia live oak supplemented by northern white oak formed the original masts for the 

United States and the Constellation. Like the live oak in the hull, the Georgia timber needed 

constant care, beginning immediately after felling. Georgia live oak performed the best as 

shipbuilding timber when initially kept in dry places and protected from the sun. As mentioned 

earlier, getting Georgia live oak to Philadelphia was a tedious process from start to finish. There 

was no way to protect it from being damaged in transit, or even making sure it was looked after 

responsibly. As such, superintendents and shipwrights working on the United States and the 

Constellation had to improvise mast production. 

 The War Department recognized that much of the Georgia live oak making its way north 

for frigate use would not arrive at its destination without somehow degrading. Thus, certain 

pieces of southern live oak that best fit into Humphreys’ suitable mast dimensions were 

immediately set aside for use after hull completion. While construction crews and shipwrights 

were completing the Constitution’s hull, the perfect matches of timber for Humphreys’ proposed 

masts were sent to the Grant family of Berwick, Maine for completion.  

 Berwick, Maine, was known for its shipbuilding industry during the American 

Revolution. In 1792, Captain Samuel Grant opened a shipyard at Bowman’s point to help 

complete an ever-growing number of ship orders.183 Beginning his career as a lumberjack on the 

Sebasticook River, young Samuel Grant began working on masts.184 After the Revolution, 

Grant‘s carpentry and shipwright prowess were known throughout in the region, and known to 

Claghorn and Nicholson in Boston. Thus, Grant was placed in charge of forging the 

Constitution’s first masts. Only the best would suffice in completing the Constitution. The same 

could not be said of the frigates being constructed outside Boston.  

 After running into timber shortages, especially with Georgia live oak, constructors in 

Philadelphia and Baltimore were informed that deadwood, a weaker strain of timber, should be 

used in the hull, while white oak, if available, should be reserved for mast construction on the 
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United States and the Constellation.185 The limited amounts of timber for masts would give the 

United States and the Constellation a slower top speed than the Constitution. However, the 

Constellation, a frigate built to show off a powerful one-two punch of speed and firepower, was 

still faster than French and British frigates of similar size. 

 Progress in building the Constellation in Baltimore was progressing faster and more 

efficiently than for the other five frigates, except for the Constitution in Boston, due primarily to 

her smaller size and Constitution’s access to Georgia timber and greater administrative 

efficiency. Constellation’s and the Constitution’s frames, outside of the stern, were almost 

complete. Ship molds were pieced together and bolted into place. Planking for decks was in the 

process of completion: planking for the gun deck and lower deck was ready for installation in 

late 1794. The only major ingredients missing from Constellation were copper sheathing for the 

bottom of the hull and bolts for the middle fullocks and, most importantly, sail cloth.  

 The Constitution, on the other hand, had ready supplies of copper and sail cloth ready for 

use because all of the necessary contracts and ship materiel entered into by the ship’s agent were 

completed well ahead of the other frigates.186 The majority of the Constitution’s copper 

ultimately came from an agreement in mid-1794 that secured 50 tons of it from the Schuyler 

Copper Mine for use in frigate construction.187 Initially purchased for all six frigates, the limited 

supply ultimately coppered only the Constitution’s hull. President Washington consulted naval 

constructor David Stodder regarding the feasibility of partially coppering the United States’ hull. 

Humphreys, Truxton, and Stoddert never developed a joint opinion on the issue, but full 

coppering was simply too expensive. 

 Sticklers for detail, Claghorn and Samuel Nicholson, the Constitution’s first captain and 

ship superintendent, showed equal fastidiousness in balancing Constitution’s books from the 

beginning that paid dividends later towards the end of the construction process. As the only 

frigate funded well enough to get the requisite number of cannons and sailors needed and to 

launch battle-ready, Constitution was the logical choice for hull coppering. Fox and Claghorn 

could copper the Constitution primarily because of the fact that “the dollars left on the books” a 
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month before launch placed the Boston frigate well in the black financially.188 Contractors for 

Constitution had only $20,000 “due on their books” in January, 1798—a sum far less than their 

peers working for other vessels.189 

 Secretary of War Henry Knox stressed that the Constitution should take full advantage of 

the available copper to avoid coming back to port for later repairs. Having surpluses of copper 

allowed constructors to galvanize the majority of the Constitution’s hull. Knox agreed with 

Claghorn’s plan to copper the Constitution’s hull as high as the water mark, “as it will prevent 

heaving down afterwards and a Consequent heavy expense.”190  

 The British had been the first to master the art of hull coppering. After years of trial and 

error, they had found a way to apply copper up to the waterline of a vessel to slow “fouling,” or 

the decomposition of wood brought on by long periods at sea. Coppered ships, it turned out, did 

much more than keep wooden hulls together at sea. By keeping barnacles, crustaceans, and other 

water-born parasites from corrupting hull design, copper made ships two or three knots faster in 

the water and quicker to get out of dockyard repairs.191 

 Having a coppered hull would prove beneficial to both American commerce, as the 

Constitution’s early role was to protect merchantmen, and in the on-the-job-training of 

inexperienced sailors and landsmen employed on her maiden voyage. The longer the 

Constitution could remain at her post, the longer she could protect American shipping and, 

simultaneously, acclimate green sailors to life at sea on a naval fighting vessel.  

Naval officials would not be able to fully copper the Constitution’s peers. It would be 

early 1801 before the Navy could develop the machinery needed to produce copper sheets, bolts, 

and nails domestically.192 While copper ore manufacturing was growing in New York and 

Philadelphia, the ability to turn raw material into finished product was unavailable to the early 

American navy.193 Still, even with the development and growth of copper ore supplies, the Navy 

Department could not exceed $50,000 a year in copper purchases.194 
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 Of the first three frigates ready to set sail in the spring of 1797, the Constitution was 

closest to what Humphreys first envisioned as an American super-frigate, as illustrated by 

comparing each of the three early frigates upon launching to matching Humphreys’ design 

specifications for hull, tonnage, length, sail plans, and mast configurations. The Constitution’s 

supple and strong masts, which had been strengthened by a combination of drying, sunning, and 

salting, were fitted and ready for action. Procuring and securing the seemingly endless amount of 

sail was the only thing keeping the Constitution away from the water. 

 As with masts, sail construction for the American frigates followed a set pattern. Sails 

were cut out of cloth in patterns that followed the height and depth of the mast. Having to 

account for many different modes of sailing, the American frigate fleet needed to carry enough 

sail to traverse the coastline, at sea, and everywhere in between. American frigates adopted 

square-rigged sails for their adaptability to the many conditions that would be found while in 

service.195 Outside of the cut, frigate sails had to be heavy to be durable in all weather conditions.  

 Thick cloth for square-rigged frigates was difficult to find. A typical frigate required up 

to 4,000 square feet of it, “ship rigged” and ready for sail. Sails were custom made for each ship. 

There was no set way to procure and make sails in the early American navy. Each designated 

frigate port was left to its own devices in doing so and in finding suitable cloth.  

 Lacking enough quality sail cloth locally, Truxton, Humphreys, and Fox looked to a bevy 

of other sources. Truxton initially sought Indian sail cloth for the frigates. Gunny cloth from 

India was the fabric of choice for the construction of sails in the Royal Navy. Having access to 

gunny cloth by way of the East India Company, British merchants often sold Indian cloth to 

America. However, after the War of Independence, gunny cloth became rare in North America. 

This led to the development of a hybrid sail cloth, combining gunny and ordinary Indian hemp. It 

was less expensive but inferior, and used in many American vessels with cost-conscious 

superintendents.196 The question of whether sailcloth for America’s super-frigates should come 

from foreign or domestic sources led Nicholson and Claghorn to look for more suitable, local, 

sail cloth for the Constitution. 
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 As early as the summer of 1794, Secretary of Treasury Alexander Hamilton became 

aware of the better sail cloth manufactured in Boston. In a letter to Benjamin Lincoln, Hamilton 

stressed that Boston sail cloth was preferred to imported sail cloth from Europe. Hamilton’s 

recommendation was supported by the fact that Boston cloth was less liable to mildew because 

of the Boston sail-makers’ use of animal substances instead of vegetables in the manufacturing 

process.197 To keep costs at a minimum, vegetable extracts were used to create duck cloth—

hybrid cotton used in sail production. Duck cloth was readily found in American seaports 

throughout the eighteenth century. Russian duck was considered the highest quality duck cloth, 

with American duck a cheaper, less durable shadow of it. Still, “American” duck cloth made its 

way aboard many American vessels, including the United States and the Constellation.198 The 

Constitution would not have to rely on duck cloth. Six months after Hamilton’s suggestion that 

the frigate fleet should be supplied with domestic sail, local cloth manufacturer Samuel Breck of 

Boston landed the lofty job.  

 Breck gained valuable knowledge about naval affairs as a youth in Boston. Employed as 

an agent to the Royal Army and Navy during the American Revolution, Samuel Breck’s father 

helped his son develop his entrepreneurial skills as a maritime merchant by describing the inner 

workings of supplying and maintaining vessels in the Royal Navy.199 Breck moved to 

Philadelphia to become a politically, economically, and socially prominent citizen. Using his 

connections in Boston, Breck elicited the help of the Boston Manufacturing Company to make 

sail cloth ready for delivery to the frigates being constructed in Philadelphia and Baltimore. To 

capitalize on Boston sail cloth, Breck petitioned government to trademark the sail cloth 

manufacturing processes in Boston. Thomas Jefferson agreed to do so, saying it allowed the 

“manufacturer to profit from his ingenuity, labor, and industry … to the greatest possible 

perfection of the various goods and items manufactured.”200  

 The advantages of local sail for the Constitution were evident from the beginning of the 

fitting out process of sails to masts. Nicholson had no need to find viable sail for the 

Constitution, or sailmakers to fashion the cloth into sails. Readily available supplies of sail cloth 
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and sailmakers were waiting for builders working aboard the Constitution to use. This luxury 

granted shipwrights and superintendents on the Constitution the ability to focus on procuring the 

many different odds and ends associated with launch. Nicholson looked to procure fire engines, 

anchor contracts, and hemp for sail and rope repair. There was no shortage of cordage either, 

despite the seemingly endless amount of rope needed for the running rigging, yards and yard 

arms. There were fourteen ropewalks serving Boston seafarers in 1798, producing up to 90,000 

yards of cordage annually. Boston cordage was deemed by local and international sailors alike as 

the best in the world.201 

 Outside of Boston, preparing sails was a tedious endeavor. The amount of time it took to 

complete a set of handmade sails alone paled in the comparison.202 Humphreys took note of the 

entire process of sail-making, from raw hemp/cloth to fitting out sails, on the Constitution. 

Boston sailmakers represented the pinnacle of maritime craftsmanship, so Humphreys and Barry 

hired Boston sailmaker John Powers to construct sails for the United States.203  

 There were around fourteen sailmakers in New England at the end of the eighteenth 

century. A mere generation later, there would be more than forty, but the guild system still in 

place was still limiting their numbers at that time. Sail-making required not only a long time but 

extensive space. Most New England sailmakers required two-story warehouses to help complete 

sail orders. The first floor was used to measure and sketch respective sail patterns. The upper 

floor or floors were used to hang and store cut cloth.204  

 On the corner of Tremont and Boylston stood the tallest building in Boston in the late 

eighteenth century. Born as a granary, the warehouse at 220 Boylston Street became a sail-

making business, in the mid-1700s, producing some of the finest sails in the world. The George, 

complete with hand-woven sails by the Boston Sailcloth Factory, shocked the seafaring world by 

sailing from Salem to Calcutta in only ninety-five days.205 The Constitution would leave port for 

the first time with the same material as the George. Finished sails found their way to 

Philadelphia to be distributed throughout the fleet. Having sails produced locally meant that 

Constitution would leave Boston with a full sail locker. The ability to use several sail types 
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afforded Nicholson and later captains on the Constitution the opportunity to match sails to the 

ever-changing weather conditions at sea.206 

 While Boston sail canvas was delivered to all the ports building the frigate fleet, only the 

United States and the Constitution capitalized on the superior craftsmanship of sails constructed 

and custom fabricated by local Bostonian craftsmen. Unfortunately, the proper completion of “all 

nine yards,” short for having all sails flying, would have to wait. The sail installation process 

aboard the United States was relegated to fitting out sails for the frigate being constructed in 

Philadelphia to help placate the Dey of Algiers from reneging on treaties currently in place. 

While the quality cloth was reserved for the United States, the Algerian frigate was outfitted with 

Russian duck and cord. Time prevented the accumulation of enough reserve sail to keep the 

United States out of dry-dock for constant refitting of sails.207 While masts and sails proved vital 

to the survival of a frigate, due primarily to maneuverability and speed, ship’s anchors were an 

equally vital accoutrement.  

 Speed and agility produced from quality sails and masts were paramount to survival at 

sea for ships of sail. The ability to keep a large frigate as motionless as possible during the 

countless squalls and high winds encountered at sea was a seemingly priceless commodity for 

ships and crew. Yet the thought of outfitting the frigate fleet with adequate anchors fell by the 

wayside in the sprint to get ships to sea. The United States’ and the Constellation’s initial forays 

at sea would benefit the Constitution in many ways, not least by pointing out the need for 

superior anchors. By the time the Constitution was ready for her maiden voyage, the use of 

larger, traditional anchors by super-frigates was deemed unacceptable.  

 Each of the six early American frigates was to receive stock, imported anchors equal in 

size, shape, and weight. Their only prerequisite was size. It seemed obvious to naval agents 

procuring anchors that super-frigates, ships of larger size and firepower, required sizeable 

anchors. Thus, larger anchors of similar shape and size were favored. Thomas Pinckney, U.S. 

Ambassador to Great Britain in 1794, was advised to secure and import twenty anchors from 

Europe for use on America’s six frigates.208 After a finding by the Commissioner of the Revenue 

that anchors for the frigates could not be cast in America as cost-effectively as in England, 
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Pinckney was sent overseas to purchase them.209 There was a brief debate as to which port the 

anchors should be delivered. Seeing that the United States was tapped to be the first frigate 

launched, commissioners in charge of delivering anchors felt Philadelphia would be the most 

suitable port for delivery. After further deliberation, Baltimore, due to its more central location 

and freedom from annual bouts with miasmas, emerged the most suitable port to receive the 

European anchors. Each anchor would thus find its way to all of the frigates via Baltimore.  

 Upon inspection, only Captain Nicholson found fault with Pinckney’s anchors. In fact, 

Nicholson refused to receive the anchors pegged for the Constitution on first sight. Nicholson 

was certain that the anchors delivered to Boston were not a proper fit for his frigate, lacking in 

what Nicholson deemed proper “dimensions and qualities.”210 What was to serve as the 

Constitution’s main sheet anchor was, Nicholson deemed, a better fit for the smaller frigate 

Constellation.211 Nicholson was fully aware that the Constitution’s greater size than the other 

super-frigates meant the cookie-cutter homogeneity of Pinckney’s acquisitions would not do. To 

“keep her from accidents during heavy squalls or spurts of wind,” expressed Nicholson, 

Constitution required a heavy anchor.212 Nicholson’s perspective on ship size and proper anchors 

persuaded the Navy Department to transfer what was to be the Constitution’s anchor to 

Baltimore for the Constellation. The Constitution was fitted out with anchors significantly larger 

than her peers, both domestic and international.213 At the time of their respective launches, only 

the Constitution was fitted out with acceptable anchors. It would not be until late 1799 that the 

Navy Department addressed this issue.214 

 Outside of sheer size and girth, anchors needed viable arms and blades to generate 

stopping power by digging into the diverse terrain found at the bottom of the sea.215 The 

Constitution, like all of the early American frigates, contained up to eight anchors. Bower and 

sheet anchors, of equivalent size and weight, were a frigate’s largest anchors—referred to as 
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“ordinary” anchors, weighing in at around two and a half tons each. Stream and kedge anchors 

rounded out each frigate’s arsenal of smaller anchors. Combined, a super-frigate’s anchorage 

accounted for nearly ten tons. What differentiated these anchors is how they were used.216  

 While Nicholson was engaged in finding the proper anchors for Constitution, troubling 

news was occurring in the Mediterranean. American consuls received word that “an Algerian 

fleet, numbering fourteen sail in all, had passed through the Straits of Gibraltar, sailing west.”217 

There was no time for the other frigate captains to deliberate or even question what anchors 

would be used on their respective launches. United States diplomats to Algiers frantically 

appealed to naval agents to fit out the Dey’s frigate.  

 Delivery of the Algerian frigate the Alliance bought American shipbuilders and 

superintendents precious little time. Getting one ship to sea was proving more daunting each day. 

The Dey agreed not to target American commercial vessels trading in and around North Africa 

and the Western Mediterranean. Not knowing how long this peace would last helped motivate 

the Secretary of War to get the United States, the Constellation, and the Constitution to sea. The 

French threat added to the unsettled political atmosphere that pushed frigate superintendents and 

captains to leave port regardless of overall readiness. Getting ships to sea was but one small 

component of the overall frigate construction process. Once at sea, it was up to each captain to 

get his respective ship in the best working order possible. 

 The completion of the United States was still a focal point to the Secretary of War during 

the first quarter of 1797. As such, the frigates outside Philadelphia were further relegated behind 

the completion of the United States. While the government was better prepared to use available 

revenue to construct the frames of the six frigates, construction delays, budgetary problems, and 

administrative difficulties required that private interests don a greater percentage of the 

construction burden—especially with the accumulation of cannons and other armament and 

naval stores needed to get the navy to sea. Just as race to procure timber was rife with 

competition and insider connections that proved favorable in the completion of the Constitution, 

supply and demand for the arming and supplying of America’s frigate navy created similar 

problems that furthered inequality between the frigates.  
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 The three unfinished frigates that followed the United States, Constellation, and 

Constitution—the Chesapeake, Congress, and President—were left to fight for the leftovers, 

concerning the construction, arming, and manning processes necessary to enter active service. 

The United States, Constellation, and Constitution were well into their first tours once Congress 

appropriated the money necessary to finish building the Congress in Portsmouth, New 

Hampshire.218 The remaining three super-frigates were in direct competition also competed with 

a swath of fighting vessels, cleared for production and purchase by President Adams, that were 

nearing completion to supplement the frigate fleet. Benjamin Stoddert, the first Secretary of the 

Navy, stressed that private interests were required to complete the early American navy. In need 

of private funding and other resources necessary to get the navy to sea, Stoddert placed the 

direction of getting the remaining ships seaworthy and serviceable in the hands of “Merchants of 

great respectability and character.”219  

 The decentralization of naval affairs equivalent to the American Revolution immediately 

followed Stoddert’s call for the privatization of naval construction and outfitting of the newly 

authorized vessels for war. Portsmouth’s local naval agent, Jacob Sheafe’s only directive, as 

handed down by the Navy Department, was to get the Congress to sea “with the greatest dispatch 

and the greatest economy—attending no further to former arrangements.”220 One of those 

“former arrangements” was the hiring of the Hackett brothers. While Stoddert was enthusiastic 

about the speed at which the Hacketts helped get the Constitution out of port, he knew that the 

brothers’ price to help complete the Congress would be too much for the limited budget to 

handle.221 Thus, he expressed the need to find a constructor for the Congress with “less 

established character.”222 

 In frigate construction, one got what one paid for. Cost-cutting affected every category in 

the Congress’ construction effort. Stoddert made it clear that the Congress was not a high 

priority, in that Sheafe was to find the cheapest means possible to get the Portsmouth frigate to 

sea. Clearly, the entire construction process of not only the Congress but the remaining three 

frigates would be survival of the fittest when it came to finding men and materiel. 
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 Naval agents and builders on the Congress, the Chesapeake, and the President had their 

respective work cut out for them. Live oak and other timber supplies for naval use had been 

picked clean by the end of 1798 for use by the first three frigates. During the building process of 

the second half of the American frigate navy, Congress authorized the construction of two 74-

cannon gunships. Both the 74s would require an astounding 27,540 cubic feet of live oak.223 At 

the time of Congress’s decision to add two ships-of-the-line, battleships, white oak supplies were 

suitable for the construction of floor timbers and lower futtocks for, at best, the remaining three 

frigates—not to mention the 74s, the heartier live oak which was needed for hulls and masts had 

been pillaged by naval agents in Philadelphia, Baltimore, and Boston. What little white oak that 

was readily available would have to come from Boston. Time was of the essence. Frigate 

captains and naval agents on the remaining three frigates were on their own regarding the 

procurement of timber. Remaining supplies of timber would be distributed in a first-come, first-

serve basis.224  

 The Navy Department deemed it necessary to procure all the necessary timber for the 

Congress, the Chesapeake, and the President from Georgia. Having naval agents already in place 

procuring timber in Georgia made the decision relatively simple. However, the shortages of 

suitable timber that matched Humphreys’ hull molds required a change in plans. South Carolina 

was the second choice for the excavation and exportation of naval timber due to less competition 

for its resources.225 

 The Navy Department had no government contractors in place in South Carolina, and had 

to install one. The only stipulations given to proposed contractors was the need to get specific 

matches of timber no smaller than Humphreys’ mold, and no more than one inch wider than 

specified dimensions, delivered quickly and safely to “convenient landings.”226 Stoddert did not 

want to waste time and money on unusable timber. The most important timber, those matching 

specs for the frigates’ hulls, was to be delivered with the highest priority. With the three 

remaining frigates quickly becoming a high priority for national security, timber contractors in 
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South Carolina were paid 50% more per foot of live oak than those working for the government 

in Georgia.227  

 The Navy Department sought to collect enough timber from South Carolina to complete 

the remaining three frigates and the two 74s recently approved by Congress and the President of 

the United States. Looking to avoid the lost shipments, delivery errors, and the general confusion 

associated with independent and governmental contractors competing against one another in 

Georgia, Stoddert wanted one contractor to remain the point of contact for all of the navy’s 

timber needs in completing the construction process on the Congress, the Chesapeake, and the 

President.228 South Carolina timber was to be accepted on an all-or-nothing basis. The 165,240 

cubic feet of ship timber had to be perfect matches for Humphreys’ designs, or all contracts were 

to be negated. Adding to the difficulty in supplying the remaining frigate navy with South 

Carolinian timber was the Navy Department’s desire to have all of the necessary timber 

delivered wherever stipulated with six months.229 

 James Watson, naval agent for the President in New York, employed several men to 

serve as subcontractors in search of timber and other naval stores. For Stoddert, as always, time 

was of the essence in getting all of the frigates to sea. Centralizing the accumulation of timber 

would speed up the building process. However, timber needs were but one of the Navy 

Department’s problems. Watson’s men, while in the quest to find timber suitable for the 

construction of a President, were told to find materiel “at the greatest possible dispatch, and with 

the greatest practicable economy.”230 The problem facing all of the naval contractors working to 

get the new frigates seaworthy was finding viable men and supporting goods and materiel. Up 

and down the American East Coast, merchants were entering into contracts to help build and 

supply public and private shipbuilding ventures. Watson alone encountered several instances 

where the “public had made bad bargains in their purchases,” regarding contracts for maritime 

goods.231 Supply and demand was heavily skewed on the demand side—increasing malfeasance 

with shady contractors and the price to do business. 
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 Shipbuilding goods and supplies quickly dried up, especially for the more valued and rare 

commodities like timber. Within two days, live oak reserves from Boston were exhausted. Some 

Bostonian live oak made its way to New York. The rest of the timber needed to complete 

President’s hull would have to come from Georgia. The delay in getting Georgia oak to New 

York forced shipwrights and construction crews to work backwards, building the decks and 

gangways before the hull. 

 Other supplies were also limited. Copper, particularly for bolts, was in great demand for 

the final three frigates. What little supply existed of copper sheathing was in New York; thus, the 

frigate President was at the advantage over her two peers. The paltry amount of copper left over 

after fitting out the President was sent from New York to Rhode Island to be divided up between 

public and private vessels currently being constructed for the navy.232 Once in Newport, copper 

bolts and copper sheets fell under the direction of merchants Gibbs and Charming, zealous 

entrepreneurs who looked to make a profit at the government’s expense. In their hands, copper 

prices began to rise. 

 The Secretary of the Treasury authorized $2,000 to be spent on obtaining the necessary 

copper to fit out the remaining frigates. Much of the copper intended for the American frigates 

was “lost” in transit or as stated by the frustrated Treasury Secretary, navy agents were having 

“trouble getting bolts to their destination” due to mismanagement of resources.233 The current 

price for patent copper in the region was fifty cents a sheet.234 The U.S. Treasury needed 25,000 

feet of it for much-needed nails and bolts to supply the naval contractors readying the frigates. At 

over six times the affixed budget, further negotiations and other methods would be needed to get 

the remaining frigates out of their respective stocks and into the sea. 

 In Norfolk, the Chesapeake was running into the same difficulties as the President in 

New York. Having little access to live oak, shipbuilders for the Chesapeake had to incorporate 

expensive cedar from Hog’s Island. Hog’s Island cedar had been felled, cut, and processed to 

help complete the Constellation, if the amount of Georgia live oak did not suffice. The 

shipbuilders tried to avoid the overreliance of white oak, a more plentiful resource, because of 
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the problems recently discovered with ships built primarily from white oak.235 Excess cedar was 

shipped from Baltimore to Norfolk to help complete the Chesapeake, but finding cedar long 

enough to complement Humphreys’ bold designs was difficult. What little cedar was available 

supplemented decks and masts. While cedar masts were light and maneuverable, cost issues 

prevented the latter three frigates from carrying cedar replacements.236 Cedar costs were one-

third more per foot than equivalent live oak, and overall durability and dependability issues, 

using cedar in the remaining three frigates equated to the only option.237 Originally planned to be 

a 44-gun frigate, due to shortages of timber and other necessary materiel, the Chesapeake was 

downgraded to become a smaller, 36-gun frigate.  

 Encumbered by shortages in money, manpower and, more importantly, timber, Josiah 

Fox looked to redesign the Chesapeake.238 Fox submitted to Stoddert plans for a lighter frigate. 

Upon acceptance of these plans, Fox shortened the Chesapeake’s overall length and beam—

while maintaining the frigate’s original keel.239 The departure from Humphreys’ original design 

was significant. Absent the diagonal riders composed of live oak in her hull, combined with her 

smaller stature, Chesapeake more resembled a French frigate than an American super-frigate.240 

Upon completion, the Chesapeake was 20 foot shorter than the Constitution. Considered the runt 

of the litter, the Chesapeake would be the smallest and second less costly frigate of the six early 

American frigates.  

 Making matters even direr for the completion of the Chesapeake was the fact that the 

proposed ship captain and superintendent, Richard Dale, asked for a leave of absence to travel to 

China. Hoping to return to America before the Chesapeake set sail, Dale was looking to maintain 

his rank and pay as the Chesapeake’s captain. In Dale’s absence, Secretary Knox appointed 

Captain John Morgan to oversee the construction process of the Chesapeake.241 Morgan was 

presently crisscrossing South Carolina and Georgia, working on preparing ship timber for export 
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to New Hampshire. To further complicate the building of the Norfolk frigate, Morgan was 

ordered not to leave his present job unless first hearing from Secretary Hamilton or Tench Coxe. 

Knox informed William Pennock, naval agent at Norfolk, to expect “a master builder of 

considerable abilities” to take charge of building the Chesapeake after his return from securing 

timber for the frigate Congress.242 By the time of her launch, the Chesapeake was managed by 

yet another captain—Samuel Barron. 

 While the Department of the Navy was busy getting the second half of its frigate force 

out of their respective slats and out to sea, the Constellation, Constitution and United States were 

in need of repair, refitting, and re-manning. As noted earlier, getting ships to sea was only the 

beginning of the construction process. Much was learned at sea through on-the-job training about 

how each of the super-frigates reacted to the daily vigor presented on the high seas. After four 

months at sea, the Constellation was in need of several upgrades, chief among them a complete 

“suit, or set, of sails and shroud hawsers—thick cables that can be used for towing other ships 

and anchors.”243 

 Ignored in her captain’s logs, the Constellation’s complete suit of sails were in disarray 

after only a short time at sea. Captain Truxton was hoping to get sailmaker John Downs to 

customize a set for Constellation’s masts. Truxton liked Downs because of the sailmaker’s skill 

in obtaining and creating sails made of “the most approved European canvas,” particularly cloth 

from Holland.244 Such customization would double the price of the sails to over $9,000, 

however, and result in too much time spent in port and not enough in engagement of the 

enemy—both of which would permanently affect current and future recruitment for 

Constellation. Truxton would have to find another option.245  

 Even before getting situated at Norfolk to commence on formal repairs for the 

Constellation, several weeks prior to going ashore for a major overhaul was spent by officers and 

crew “employed in repairing the Hull, Rigging, and Sails, painting the ship, getting off Water, 

procuring more Men, and getting L’Insurgente in a State fit to cruise in company with us.”246 

Repairs were going slow because of an overall lack of manpower. Truxton was shorthanded for 
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many reasons. Several of his crew were indisposed in sickbay. Several more had deserted. But 

most taxing to human resources was the need to supply L’Insurgente with a crew large enough to 

get Constellation’s prize safely to a neutral or friendly port-of-call. Truxton could not afford to 

transfer any more than 124 sailors from the Constellation to L’Insurgente. Truxton feared that 

L’Insurgente “has too few to carry her Home without Convoy.”247 Truxton was equally worried 

about the Constellation’s chances at sea with 124 less sailors, anxiously stating that, “I cannot 

well spare any more from the Constellation, without rendering that Ship almost defenseless 

against a vessel of equal force.”248 All things considered, the Constellation would be spending an 

extended stay at Hampton Roads. 

 Soon after the Constellation settled at Norfolk, the Constitution was due for a set of new 

masts. Having spent an exorbitant amount of time, money, and effort to furnish the Constitution 

with the best masts money could buy in 1797, it was time to decide if it was economically 

feasible to refit the Constitution with the best masts available, or make do with more inexpensive 

and least time-constraining options as seen in the construction processes of the second half of 

America’s super-frigate fleet. 

 Before returning to Boston, Nicholson made plans to have a new set of masts waiting for 

the Constitution’s return. It is unclear if Nicholson contacted Captain Grant to construct a second 

suit of sails for the Constitution; however, it is clear that Nicholson’s mast order was seen as a 

great, but needed, expense to the Navy Department. When discussing the subject of the 

Constitution’s masts, Stoddert explained that, “those [masts] you have engaged will not be in 

time for the Ship, I wish therefore you would have the most wanted by Nicholson, prepared by 

any means in our power.”249 Stoddert appealed to naval constructor Josiah Fox to do whatever 

possible to find the right person to furnish the right masts for the Constitution—even imitating 

the costlier English made masts. Stoddert was not going to be thrifty in refitting the Constitution 

for her second tour. A remittance for $20,000 was sent to Fox to replace her masts with the best 

available option. The Secretary of the Navy had big plans for the Constitution. These plans 

required that she remain the greatest frigate ever built. 
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 Even with little precedent, Stoddert had reason to hold the Constitution in such high 

regard. With the help of New England merchants and the community at large, she best 

resembled, and even surpassed, Humphreys’ vision of a super-frigate. Illustrating the 

shipbuilding prowess of the many New England seafaring communities, the Constitution was a 

byproduct of greater Boston. The launch of the USS Boston—built exclusively by Boston 

merchants—reinforced Stoddert’s belief in the Constitution and New England. The first fully 

“Copperbottomed ship built in America, whole bolts and spikes drawn from Marblehead 

Copper,” and overseen by master shipbuilder Edmund Hartt and Paul Revere of Constitution 

fame, “Boston was both beautiful and majestic in her appearance and action in the water.”250 

 Stoddert’s decision to spare no expense for the refitting of the Constitution affected the 

other five frigates yet again. Placing a greater financial burden on the frigate captains was one 

way to keep costs down in the early American navy. Captain Barry was asked to thoroughly 

examine the returns, or supply lists, itemizing each article that the officer corps aboard the 

United States felt necessary for purchase.251 Barry, like all navy captains, was responsible for 

“striking out” all items deemed unnecessary for the management and maintenance of each 

respective ship. Any ship’s article deemed not important on officers’ lists was “to be furnished 

from [the captain’s] own funds.”252 What the Navy Department deemed necessary was highly 

speculative. When Barry urgently requested two fifty-one-ton anchors for the United States, 

Stoddert replied that “surely these [anchors] cannot be necessary.”253 

 Cost-cutting prevented Captain Alexander Murray of the USS Montezuma from getting a 

new suit of sails to get back to sea quickly. In a letter to Murray, Stoddert relayed the bad news 

that it would “be impossible to have the Sails made in any reasonable time.”254 Murray and the 

Montezuma’s crew were placed in jeopardy, ordered to remain at sea with retarded speed and 

maneuverability while new sails could be arranged. “I suppose the Sails on board will answer for 

the present,” was Stoddert’s casual reply to Murray’s request.255 While Stoddert had a little more 

leeway when exercising thrift concerning some of the navy’s smaller vessels, cost-cutting 
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targeting any one of the six super-frigates could produce drastic consequences for the navy—and 

the nation. 

 Finding adequate anchors for the remaining three super-frigates, as well as the navy’s 

larger supporting vessels, was still a problem for navy officials. At the end of May 1799, naval 

agents in New York reported to Stoddert that the earliest orders for dependable anchors could 

take up to four years to complete.256 The Watson brothers, naval agents in New York, advised 

Stoddert that if he wanted to secure anchors for the President, “you will please now to do it.” 

Stoddert was hoping to supply all of the navy’s super-frigates with Townsend anchors.257  

 Peter Townsend purchased a furnace from Ward & Colton and a forge from Abel Noble, 

which served as the basis for the Sterling Iron Works after the Revolutionary War. Townsend 

forged steel “in the German manner.”258 His anchors were produced from what became known as 

“blister steel,” the byproduct of pig and bar iron. They were the best in America, but neither 

inexpensive nor quickly available. He required a $3,000 deposit up front on all orders. The 

Watson brothers received a total of $10,000 from the Navy Department to acquire all of 

President’s anchors.259 Out of the six frigates, only the Constitution went to sea fully outfitted 

with Townsend anchors. They would prove to be a tremendous advantage for the Constitution in 

the near future. For the time being, the Watson brothers were about to be deluged with more 

work, procuring anchors for the President, as well as any naval store or item for her two younger 

sisters, the Congress and the President, would be increasingly more difficult as refitting the 

Constellation was becoming more a national problem than a regional one. 

 Hampton Roads proved to be a dismal port in which to reconstruct, refit, and repair the 

Constellation after her first cruise. After getting a temporary and used suit of sails, “entering 

principally a new Crew,” and replacing several cannons and one-fifth of her main mast, the 

Constellation set sail from Chesapeake Bay to New York to acquire a new suit of sails and an 

overhaul of the rest of her defective cannons.260 Since the Norfolk Navy Yard was overworked 
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and undersupplied because of the arrival of the Constellation and L’Insurgente, coupled with the 

ongoing efforts to get Chesapeake to sea, the Secretary of the Navy urged James Watson, the 

naval agent of New York, to “hasten the gathering of various Stores, which is every Thing of any 

Consequence that will be wanting for that Ship [Constellation].”261 Stoddert also informed 

Watson that guns, carriages, sails, and cables were of utmost necessity. 

 Naval yards outside of Norfolk were encountering similar problems maintaining adequate 

naval stores for both returning frigates and, more importantly, frigates and other supporting 

vessels still under construction by private and public entities. Government-supported supply 

networks were drying up. Stoddert looked to alleviate some of the mounting pressure by 

funneling much-needed materiel.262 Accompanying shortages in supplies were escalating 

prices—especially for the essentials like timber. Rising prices forced Stoddert to open 

connections with private industries to get timber to the many naval yards in need. Where the 

navy could procure timber, high shipping costs barred access to many regional sources.263  

 By 1799, shipping costs were equal to and often greater than the timber purchase price 

alone only five years previous.264 Inflated transportation costs necessitated further stockpiling of 

timber in the large American ports. Even in 1797, the Constellation was feeling the pinch of 

higher timber prices and shipping fees. Two years later, the remaining super-frigates and a bevy 

of other frigates, brigantines, and sloops would feel the escalating prices of both raw and 

processed timber. Nearly 300 tons smaller in size than the United States and the Constitution, the 

Constellation’s overall cost easily surpassed theirs. Timber prices were exponentially higher in 

Baltimore than in Philadelphia and Boston during the building process of the first three super-

frigates. “On the spot” access to timber was the only cost-effective means for supplying the 

American navy in 1799.265 As such, Norfolk and Hampton Roads became the most efficient port 

to refit and repair naval vessels returning from duty.  

 Launched on August 15, 1799, the USS Congress made her way from the protective 

planking at the Portsmouth Navy Yard and into the harbor. After exactly 258 working days, 

seven days a week, sunup to sundown with only a half-hour break for breakfast and one hour for 
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dinner, the Congress was ready to make her way to sea. Never more than 100 craftsmen, and no 

less than 60, endured to get the launch ready.266 Despite the skeletal crew compared to her three 

older sisters, the Congress received a flurry of positive feedback from the masses. “Gentlemen 

from all parts of the continent have visited the yard, and acknowledged that they never witnessed 

such regularity, order, harmony, and unity.” It was said that the Congress, “handsomely 

decorated,” “majestically moved off the ways, made one graceful plunge into her future 

element,” while cheered on by crowds of “strangers of distinction, military, militia officers, 

citizens, and clergy.”267  

 The Congress was pronounced by navy aficionados and laymen passersby as “superior to 

any European ships…” and “unparalleled.”268 “We pronounce her to be,” boasted the New 

Hampshire Mercury, “equivalent to her peers, with sums already paid for building vessels of the 

same size, model, and tonnage in other ports, and examine the excellent workmanship of these 

ships; their neatness of finishing and beauty of appearance, and discern every solid advantage in 

a clear saving of at least one third money and time, nonpareil.”269 

 On paper, the Congress deserved such high praise. The thirty-six-gun ship had the 

capacity to carry fifty total cannons and use up to forty-eight. Designed as the sister to the 

Constellation, it had identical size, shape, weight, and firepower. Congress’ edge was thought to 

be with speed—thus, the reduction in cannon-rating at the time of her launch. 

 Designed to carry thirty-six 18-pounders, the Congress was ultimately at the mercy of 

whatever combination of small and large caliber cannons that were available. The Port at 

Portsmouth had worked at fever pitch to get the Congress to sea. Already at different points in 

the construction process were the navy vessels Crescent, Portsmouth, and Scammel. In a three-

year period, five vessels were completed and launched. With naval stores and provisions in want, 

Captain Server looked to move the Congress to Boston to complete manning and the fitting out 

process.270 

 While men would be difficult to enlist in Boston, filling naval stores would be equally as 

challenging. Seeking to find above adequate anchors, Captain Server immediately contacted 
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Boston naval agent Stephen Higginson, but gave him no instruction regarding size and weight.271 

It would take time to locate anchors: the Constellation was awaiting them from New York, and 

the need was urgent enough that Stoddert would not clear her departure from New York until the 

matter of anchors was completed.272  

 Concerning America’s navy yards, Stoddert felt that “in the present state of our affairs, 

no more small vessels should be added to it.”273 For Stoddert, the Navy Department should focus 

solely on providing for the super-frigates already in service and the production of the six 74s still 

in the developmental stages.  Higginson was also saddled with trying to replace the faulty small 

arms initially provided by the government when there were far more pressing matters at hand.274 

Short of at least 100 muskets for landsmen and seamen, the United States’ marines were required 

to supply their own firearms. Even so, several warships were still in need of heavy arms and 

anchors. Higginson was pressured to get the United States back in service and replace her 

Townsends-made anchor before outfitting and refitting the rest of the early American navy.275 

 Reiterating to the Watson brothers that the American navy “must not lose our Frigates by 

having bad anchors,” Stoddert pressed the navy agents in New York to procure suitable anchors 

for the United States, Congress, Chesapeake, and President.276 While there were several anchors 

available for the frigate fleet in New York, none had been tested using the size and weight 

equivalent to a super-frigate. Stoddert wanted to make sure the United States received priority 

over the remaining frigates due to Captain Barry’s upcoming assignment to ferry French 

diplomats from Philadelphia to France. Diplomacy would grind to a halt if it was discovered that 

the United States sank because of the negligence in using an appropriate anchor.277 

 Lost in the shuffle was the super-frigate Chesapeake. The last of the original six frigates to 

launch, Chesapeake made her way to sea unbeknownst to the Secretary of the Navy. A letter 

from Secretary Stoddert to Captain Samuel Barron of the Chesapeake confirms this 
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administrative blunder. On December 30, 1799, Barron received word from Stoddert of the 

Secretary of the Navy’s desire for the Chesapeake’s captain to make all due haste getting his ship 

to sea. “Whatever remains to be done to complete her,” expressed Stoddert, “without relying on 

that of others, as to the shortest time in which she may be brought into actual service.”278 Barron 

received Stoddert’s query via a packet ship more than three weeks after the Chesapeake’s 

launch.  

As can be gleaned from the above chaos that was the building processes associated with getting 

America’s frigate fleet to sea, all of the six frigates were not created equal.  Built to be on par 

with one another, the first three frigates, the United States, Constellation, and Constitution, had 

significant advantages over the Congress, Chesapeake, and President.  The Constitution 

benefitted from greater access to locally produced and manufactured naval supplies and goods.  

The procurement of naval inventories, especially timber, represented a distinct advantage for the 

Constitution, as there was an abundance of northern live oak and cedar that rivalled, and often 

exceeded, limited supplies of Georgia oak.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

ARMING 

 
          With half of the super-frigates nearing the completion of the construction processes, naval 

agents in Philadelphia, Baltimore, and Boston had to scramble to arm their respective warships. 

To make the early American Navy more effective and each ship on par with the others, the War 

Office began regulating naval armament by creating general classifications for all onboard 

weapons used throughout the navy. Seeking to professionalize regulation of guns, ammunition, 

cannons, and other armament, it assigned examiners and examinations of shipboard weapons 

systems. Specialists in naval armament were to examine every aspect of ship weaponry before a 

vessel was cleared for service.  

           The idea behind naval arms regulation was that nothing should be left to chance. Weapons 

experts had to check off cannon touch holes, powder trunnions, breech and trench, ball size and 

diameter, carriage dimension, and specifications for a frigate to pass inspection and be allowed to 

set sail.279 Without an inspector’s label affixed to both cannon and carriage, with name and date, 

ships would have to remain at port. Contracts were issued to govern compliance between ship 

and inspector. While operational quality steadily increased throughout the navy, its six early 

frigates served as a noble experiment in trial and error. Their haste to set sail interfered with 

organization of a system of acquiring arms and maintain military stores. Filling each frigate’s 

naval stores and armory was more random than specific, as each frigate captain was left with 

little governmental oversight in getting fit for sea.280 

 To complement swifter, larger, more durable hulls and masts, all the frigates needed 

adequate military stores to match Humphreys’ avant-garde designs. Each frigate had requisite 

amounts of military stores. Three hundred muskets with bayonets, 250 pistols, 300 goring axes, 

550 cutlasses, 44 blunder bums, 300 boarding pikes, 670 barrels of cannons powder, 10,000 

round shot, and a combination of round and grape shot for main deck cannons were among the 

basic necessities that each frigate should have aboard at the time of their respective launch.281 
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Unfortunately, only a portion of the above military stores could be drawn from federally 

appointed supplies.  

 Illustrating the lack of federal military stores appropriated for the frigate navy, the United 

States received only 600 rounds of shot for her 24-pounders.282 The Constitution received 150 

muskets, 200 hand grenades, 5 tons of sheet lead, and 3600 round shot for her 24-pounders. The 

rest of the United States’ and the Constitution’s military stores, indeed the entire Navy’s, would 

need to be fulfilled by private means.283 Nicholson’s experience in France during the 

Revolutionary War proved to be a valuable asset in getting the Constitution ready for her maiden 

voyage. 

 Knowing he would have to rely on private means to arm and outfit the Constitution, 

Nicholson immediately sent out inquiries to the fifteen biggest iron masters in the northeast, 

from Virginia to Rhode Island, in an attempt to lock down the most efficient cannons possible. 

Among the information sent to prospective cannon makers were the number of cannons 

available, production rates, prospective cannons bore, and howitzer patterns.284 

 In the first of three cannon contracts, the ship agent for the Constitution, Henry Jackson, 

received on loan sixteen 18-pound cannons. These 18-pounders were a byproduct of a letter sent 

from Nicholson to the governor seeking help in fitting out the Constitution with arms. Nicholson 

was aware that there were unused cannons at Castle Island, a fortified defense in Boston Harbor 

built in 1634. Nicholson, after personally inspecting the cannons at Castle Island, found the 18-

pounders in question poor for coastal defense, but perfect for ship use due to their limited range 

on land. While America’s super-frigates required heavier cannons than twelve and 18-pounders 

to be effective, Nicholson’s accumulation of sixteen medium-sized cannons served as the 

backbone of the Constitution’s core offence. Twelve- and twenty-four-pounders were easier to 

procure than the larger-caliber thirty-twos. Thus, smaller cannons were beneficial in beginning 

the building process for larger cannons carriages.285  

 At its July 27, 1798, launch, the Constitution boasted a powerful lineup of thirty 24-

pounders, sixteen 12-pound cannons, and four howitzers. Balancing this fifty-gun colossus 
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would take time and experimentation.286 Time the early American Navy did not have. Naval 

administration and construction needed streamlining to get the American frigate force to sea.  

 Having multiple-caliber cannons on each ship made naval administration all the more 

difficult leading up to the Barbary Wars and the Quasi-War with France. To make naval 

administration more effective and save on costs associated with mismanagement, naval vessels 

were registered. Ship registration was the first step to developing standards for cannons, 

carriages, stock, and shot. Having cannons, carriage, and shot of equal size would allow for 

greater effectiveness and operational standards of use and upkeep.  

 Nicholson was a staunch disciple of the Secretary of War’s push towards uniformity of 

arms. He even denied a shipment of eighteen 32-pound, iron cannons and shot from the 

government due to the randomness of length, width, and caliber. The competition for cannons, 

however, forced Nicholson and all the early captains in the navy to sacrifice organization for 

firepower. While Nicholson deemed the 32-pounders in question improper for installment and 

upkeep and, more importantly, detrimental to training gunners, gunner mates, and fire squads, he 

was keenly aware that time was of the essence.287 Exhausted by efforts to get larger caliber 

cannons for the Constitution from the government, and unwilling to set a poor precedent for his 

captaincy, Nicholson sought to secure viable 24-pounders from an unlikely place.  

 While stationed in France during the American Revolution, Nicholson knew about the 

advancement in British naval cannons. He had first-hand experience with the firepower of the 

Royal Navy during the War of Independence. Beginning in 1777, the British were modernizing 

it. After repeated cannon explosions during testing, the British Admiralty began to phase out its 

cannon molds, replacing them with molds for better iron. These new molds would provide 

cannons thicker sides while thinning the barrel end to provide overall balance.288  

 Many of the 24-pounders the Constitution would use on its inaugural voyage were made 

in England. The Constitution went to sea in 1798 with a small compliment of English-built 24s 

produced with better iron ore and modern production methods. As Royal Navy historian William 
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James explained, “the standard production method for cast iron guns was that they were cast 

vertically, breech down, with a dead head or feed head at the muzzle of a sufficient size to feed 

the casting as it shrank while cooling, to compress the metal at the breech end, and to provide a 

reservoir into which any dross or impurities could rise clear of the body of the finished piece.”289 

English cannons had smaller bores and therefore more “windage” than American-made cannons, 

meaning that the Constitution’s gunners and gunners’ mates would have to get used to firing shot 

that carried farther than typical American-made ordinance. Boston contractors and navy agents 

also had to supply the Constitution with smaller cannonballs.290  

 It is unclear how many English cannons made it aboard the Constitution during her first 

cruise; however, it is clear from purchasing orders that they were purchased for the Constitution, 

and that they needed to be supplemented by cannons produced or procured closer to home. 

Silversmith Paul Revere was in charge of preparing and examining the smaller cannonades that 

constituted the Constitution’s supply of smaller caliber cannons. Nicholson expressed to Revere 

that “the cannonades must under the usual Proofs and Examinations, will not be received if their 

Defects should be greater than usually tolerated.” To produce better cannons, Revere elicited the 

help of Boston merchant Nathaniel Gorham to help obtain better copper and tin to cast ten 8-inch 

howitzer cannons. Revere’s cannons proved to be of high quality indeed. After witnessing their 

worth, Secretary of War Knox made out a draft ordering the Boston silversmith to cast additional 

brass cannons.291  

 The rest of the Constitution’s cannons were found within weeks of her maiden voyage. 

The city of Boston procured several 12s and 24s from harbor defenses for the Constitution’s 

use.292 There was no debate in sacrificing coastal defenses for the Constitution. New England 

merchants were well aware that their economic livelihood, maritime commerce, was at stake. For 

these merchants and financiers, the best defense of their respective property was the sound 

offense of the Constitution’s firepower. To make Humphreys’ dream of a super-frigate come 

true, Constitution needed an abundance of 24s to match the strength of enemy 44s. 

 The remaining 24s needed for the Constitution’s gun deck were cast at Hope Furnace 

Foundry in Rhode Island. Nicholson demanded to be on scene when Hope Furnace completed 
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the Constitution’s remaining cannons. Once he was notified that the cannons were complete, 

Nicholson ordered shot to be delivered to Providence to schedule test firing of the new 

cannons.293 Luckily for Nicholson and the Constitution, Hope Furnace specialized in making 

cannons of different caliber.294 There was no problem matching Rhode Island Foundry’s cannons 

to English built 24s. Nicholson examined and passed each of the cannons forged at Hope 

Furnace. Directions were then given to naval agent DaCosta to deliver cannons to Boston for the 

construction of gun carriages. At the time of her launch on October 21, 1797, the Constitution, 

built to be a 44-gun frigate, had a whopping sixty cannons at her disposal. Her firepower as a 

frigate was unmatched by any other frigate in the world, both domestically and globally.  

 Hope Furnace’s cannon production was second to none in late eighteenth century 

America. The United States government fully recognized its value well after the launch of the 

first three frigates in the early American Navy.295 At the time of the launch of the United States, 

Constellation, and Constitution, only the Constitution had cannons from Hope Furnace ready for 

action. Hoping to set sail first, Humphreys and Barry had to move fast in procuring cannons and 

arms for the United States. 

 Captain Barry elicited the services of Samuel Hughes to help find or build cannons for 

the frigate United States. Finding serviceable 32-pounders was an almost impossible task, but a 

weapons manufacturer near Philadelphia, Cecil Foundry, provided several. The Cecil Company 

was one of three cannons foundries in the United States with equipment capable of machining 

finished guns. Barry and Hughes brought in an arms expert, Samuel DaCosta, to judge whether 

or not cannons provided were in adequate working order.296 DaCosta would be busy.  

 Building cannons was tedious. A typical 24-pounder took up to six weeks to complete. 

Rushing the process proved dangerous. Upon receipt of several cannons, DaCosta determined 

many of the weapons were unsound. While Barry was adamant about carrying the best cannons 

to sea for the sake of crew morale, the Secretary of War wanted the United States at sea before 

the winter of 1797.297 Iron cannons, a substitute for cannons from Cecil Foundry, were deemed 

equally unfit. Making matters worse in Philadelphia was the outbreak of an “epidemic” that 
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halted construction on the United States for several weeks.298 Options for serviceable cannons 

were growing thin. Humphreys and Barry would have to make do with what they could find, 

regardless of size and quality.  

 Already overdue the original set sail date, Captain Barry looked to complete cannons 

procurement for the United States from any means available. The Department of War was 

equally frantic about getting her armed and fitted out for sea. Collaboration between national and 

private industries proved difficult, as resources were scant both financially and availability. 

Cannon production was an art few had mastered in America. Barry looked first to Connecticut to 

help fill cannon orders, but their foundries needed more time than he could give. Naval agents 

for the United States worked with New York Governor John Jay to acquire cannons already in 

use. Barry’s best option was to immediately travel to New York to inspect cannons used for 

coastal defenses in New York.299 While in New York, Barry persuaded Jay to lend him twenty-

six 24-pounders from the fortress on Governor’s Island.300  

 While Jay seemed confident that the coastal defenses of New York would not be 

compromised, John Adams felt differently. Adams was insistent that any cannons on loan were 

to be replaced or provided for replacement to be used in the defenses of and for New York and 

New York Harbor.301 After two weeks deliberation, Adams agreed to send half the ordered 

cannons to Philadelphia from Governor’s Island. Upon receiving word of the delivery of cannons 

from New York, Samuel Hodgdon sent word to field additional cannons and carriages “by 

whatever means that will ensure their delivery with the greatest dispatch.”302 Captain Staats 

Morris, commander at Whetstone Point near Baltimore, answered Navy accountant Samuel 

Hodgdon’s call, delivering twelve 12-pounders to Philadelphia.303 By her launch date, May 10, 

1797, the United States would have a more than full complement of a truly eclectic hodgepodge 

of cannons.  
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 Captain Thomas Truxton of the Constellation was also working at a feverish pace to get 

fully armed. Humphreys, under orders of the Secretary of War, immediately departed for 

Baltimore. His mission was to assist Truxton in getting the Constellation out of her stocks and 

into sea posthaste. Her lack of a full complement of cannons was the only thing delaying her. 

While Truxton was finding arms, Humphreys was asked to inspect and observe “how decent the 

Keel is laid,” to see if Constellation would float “without sustaining injury to the operation” in 

getting the frigate to sea.304 Finding nothing wrong with her structural makeup, Humphreys gave 

the all-clear for launch, assuming enough cannons could be found. 

 Truxton struck a last-minute deal with Captain Staats Morris of Whetstone Point, part of 

Baltimore Harbor’s defense. He would receive twelve 12-pounders on July 26, 1797—just six 

weeks before the Constellation’s launch.305 Having to rely on Whetstone Point showed Truxton’s 

desperation. From its beginning as a fort guarding Baltimore, Whetstone Point had been 

chronically underfunded by the government. With the paltry sum of $20,000, the United States 

government looked to use it as the cornerstone of a defense grid protecting Baltimore and 

Baltimore port from the potential of both land and sea born invasions.  

 As early as March 21, 1794, cannons at Whetstone Point were found grossly unfit for 

service. Inspector George P. Keeports found them “covered with dirt and water, and rusty.”306 

Little was done to repair or replace them even after this report. The rusty cannons in Baltimore 

were scheduled to be replaced later by cannons donated by local merchantmen and privateers. In 

the meantime, Captain Morris was all too happy to sell some of his to Truxton. Unbeknownst to 

Truxton and his fellow frigate captains, the federal government would not repair faulty cannons. 

All cannons, firearms, and armament deemed unfit for use by the army and navy were placed in 

federal stores across the country. These defective weapons would make their way back to the 

navy as part of the government’s military allowances to the sea service.  

 Understanding the weakness of the federally supported fort, the Baltimore Naval 

Committee purchased the land and fortifications at Whetstone Point on November 13, 1798, for 

$6600. Whetstone Point was a failure because of how little public and private financial support 

the fort had received. Without Baltimore merchants, seafarers, and citizenry, the fort was a 
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disappointment. To modernize and improve the fortifications against any land or sea threat, the 

Baltimore Naval Committee began to subsidize efforts to professionalize administration of the 

fort. Temporary, independent contractor engineers were replaced by permanent full-timers whose 

sole responsibility was to inspect Whetstone Point’s cannons and fortifications.307  

 These proposed upgrades did not help the Constellation’s military preparedness at the 

time of setting sail on September 7, 1797. During the last month on stocks, the Secretary of War 

told chief naval constructor David Stodder “to use the utmost diligence to put her in a situation to 

leave Baltimore by the most prompt, full and undivided exertion of your whole time, talents, and 

force.”308 The Constellation would be the first of the modern American frigates to set sail. This 

glowing achievement in speed and management came at a price.  

 Similar to the United States, the Constellation embarked on her maiden voyage with a 

variety of cannons filling her gun deck and storage space. The Secretary of War and Joshua 

Humphreys intended her to have twenty-six 18-pounders and twelve smoothbore cannons on her 

maiden voyage.309 This blend of 18- and 12-pounders would increase her speed and agility. 

Instead, she went to sea carrying an oversupply of 24-pounders. Her hull profile was closer to a 

44-gun frigate than a 32. North America did not have enough 18-pounders available to supply 

the Constellation; thus, planners overcompensated with the more readily available 24s, making 

her slower and less responsive when maneuvering than designed.  

 Once the frigates cast their lines to take to sea for the first time, the construction process 

did not end. Each frigate captain used his respective time at sea to tweak, and sometimes 

overhaul, equipment and sailors not performing up to snuff. Even with ample supply of cannons 

aboard, the Constitution and her captains looked for upgrades. During her first tour, Nicholson 

remained in constant correspondence with Bostonian Richard Smith, owner of Salisbury Furnace 

in Lakeville, Connecticut, hoping to supply her with 32-pounders.  

 Salisbury Furnace was the only blast furnace in Connecticut. After the Revolutionary 

War, it went into formal contract with the U.S. government to help supply cannons and shot for 

America’s fledgling navy. It was famous for its superior construction. Its higher-grade iron 

helped the Connecticut blast furnace produce reliable cannons with far greater range of fire than 
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the cannons foundry of its day. Because of the high costs and the time involved to fulfill cannon 

orders, only the Constitution and the Constellation would receive Salisbury 32-pound 

cannons.310  

 The Constitution and the Constellation also benefitted from the receipt of heavy-caliber 

cannons forged from the same techniques as used in the Lakeville Furnace era. Cannons 

constructed before the governmental takeover of Salisbury, now known as Lakeville, were 

considered far better built than those produced during the governmental ownership of the 

Salisbury Furnace.311 Outside of the Constitution and the Constellation, the remaining four 

super-frigates carried, post-Lakeville, Salisbury cannons, lighter than 32 pounds. 

 After setting sail, the first three super-frigates were in a constant process of updating and 

often upgrading. After only a month at sea, the Constellation had to make an emergency stop at 

Hampton Roads for supplies lost to flooding below decks. While waiting for food and water to 

arrive, Captain Truxton hoped to correct issues he had encountered with the boring in some of 

the Constellation’s cannons. Realizing that many of the cannonballs were too large to fit into the 

current bore, he sent several cannons to Philadelphia for boring. Truxton was confident that the 

Constellation would not need a full complement of cannons in the near future, believing “the 

French will not fight our ships of equal force at a distance.”312 Therefore, the Constellation could 

fulfill convoy duties with fewer cannons—as long as sufficient small arms remained on board to 

defend against boarding parties.  

 Agreeing with Truxton’s assessment, James McHenry of the War Office notified Samuel 

Hodgdon to supply the Constellation with 100 boarding pikes, 50 pairs of pistols, 150 cutlasses, 

100 boarding axes, 20 blunderbusses, 1,200 rounds of shot for 12-pounders, 10,000 pistol balls, 

and 15,000 musket balls to help aid the Constellation in any potential up close confrontations.313 

The supply ship Mount Vernon delivered these small arms to the Constellation. This fitting out 

with an abundance of small arms was an anomaly in supplying the six frigates. While the 

Constellation would make the most of the small arms in the confrontation with the French frigate 
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La Vengeance in early 1800, the Navy Department sought to avoid face-to-face, close-quarter 

battles with enemy vessels of equal to greater firepower to avoid excessive losses of men.  

 Also, the small arms available for the early navy were quite inadequate. In 1798, 

Jeremiah Elliot, naval agent in Baltimore, received word that upon testing small arms across the 

fleet, no one ship had sufficient range or power to be useful in “blowing Weather.”314 For 

Captain Murray, only muskets at very close range proved effective, and then only in fair 

conditions.315 Thus, the early American Navy preferred to rely on cannon. Heavy arms were 

essential in protecting each frigate’s highly valuable and irreplaceable human resources.  

 Hoping to limit the number of refitting required once a frigate set sail, Secretary of the 

Navy Stoddert looked to prepare the remaining three frigates and any future fighting vessels with 

better armament. Unfortunately, the decision to use the iron foundry at Havre de Grace, 

Maryland, quashed these good intentions. On March 13, 1799, Stoddert and Samuel Hughes of 

Havre de Grace agreed for Hughes to deliver to the Navy, at his own expense, fifty-six iron 

cannons with a caliber to accommodate and carry 32-pounders, fifty six 18-pounders, and thirty 

six 9-pounders.316 

 All of Hughes’ cannons were to meet Stoddert’s specific dimensions and be of solid 

caste, bored truly—so the “diameter of the bore shall correspond exactly with the given Caliber, 

to be perfectly straight and in the center of the piece from the muzzle, to the Breach.”317 To 

produce the best reproducible product, Hughes’ cannons needed to be proved, or constructed, 

under the supervision of an appointee of the Navy Department. For every ton of cannons cast, 

Hughes would receive the sum of $130 upon completion and delivery. Unfortunately, Hughes 

disregarded navy specifications for cannons. Hughes instead decided that since he did not know 

the precise dimensions of the ships in need of cannons, he would offer his best guess as to the 

size and bore.318 The Navy’s search for adequate heavy arms for the remaining three frigates and 

beyond would have to wait. 

 Procuring small arms and other repelling weapons was perhaps even more difficult. 

Captains of the first three frigates were basically left to their own means to accumulate small 
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arms for their respective ships. The government allotted a minimum amount of pistols, swords, 

muskets, and bayonets for each ship. Any weapon beyond the bare necessities was up to the 

captain to procure. Once the United States, the Constellation, and the Constitution were given 

their governmental allotment of small arms, the remaining frigates were entitled only to divide 

what little firepower remained. 

 Secretary Stoddert contacted Jeremiah Elliot, naval agent in Baltimore, to help find shot 

for the Chesapeake’s cannons. Having no cannonballs at his disposal, Elliot sent 450 canisters of 

grapeshot to Norfolk to be distributed to the Chesapeake’s gun crews. Grapeshot is similar to 

today’s shotgun shells. Each canister of it was filled with several small, round projectiles similar 

to large ball bearings. Also similar to modern shotguns, grapeshot is highly effective at close 

range, but not at distance. It was mostly used for boarding parties to help clear the decks of 

enemy combatants.  

 The problem with the 450 canisters of grapeshot intended for the Chesapeake was the 

casing of the shot. Iron-bottomed canisters of grapeshot were considered easier to use than tin 

because of durability and ease of handling. The Baltimore Naval Yard had already fitted out all 

iron-bottomed grapeshot to the Constellation—with leftovers going to the United States.319 Only 

tin-incased canisters remained for the use of vessels in need of more firepower. While Stoddert 

was confident that gunners on the Chesapeake could handle the tin canister grapeshot, he was 

more worried about her current supply of hangers, or short swords.320 Hangers were usually no 

more than 25 inches long and used primarily before the advancement of bayonets. Stoddert was 

equally adamant that captain and officers on the Chesapeake use due diligence in selecting small 

arms for crew. They should “avoid wasting money on scabbards for hangers … use limited funds 

on acquiring one hundred Pairs of Pistols, with proper molds for Bullets, made expeditiously or 

purchased, on terms you judge reasonable.”321  

 Even after two months at sea, the Chesapeake still needed a full complement of cannons. 

Overreliance on grape and canister shot was not a sound strategy. To alleviate the problem, a 

plan was in the works to recast 9-pounders into 12s.322 This would take time, however, so 

Stoddert decided the rest of the Chesapeake’s cannons would be temporarily borrowed from the 
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fort at New London. It had an armament of 10 cannons with denominations of twelve, 9 and 6-

pounders. Known to be of faulty workmanship dating back to the Revolutionary War, borrowed 

cannons from New London would place the Chesapeake at a great disadvantage until cannon 

builders Lane and Foxall could complete the re-boring process.323 Once the boring process was 

complete, the cannons from New London would be returned. 

 Making matters worse for Captain Barron and the Chesapeake was finding the right size 

and dimensions of gun carriages to fit the growing hodgepodge of cannons. Inspectors found the 

Chesapeake was far from holding Humphreys’ original plans for cannons.324 It had been built to 

house twenty-eight 18-pounders and sixteen 9s. Barron had a standing order to have eighteen 

carriages built to support 12-pounders. Thus, the need to change the Chesapeake’s 9s into 12s 

had arisen. But at least until her 9s became 12s, the Chesapeake would carry very little punch. 

For the time being, her quarterdeck would be lined with 9-pounders atop carriages built for 12s. 

Incredibly, the Chesapeake would never receive the lot of 12s. During the growing confusion 

between the Navy Department and local navy agents in Trenton and Norfolk, concerning 

cannons and carriages for the Chesapeake, a frustrated Stoddert ordered William Pennock, 

Norfolk navy agent, to “mount Eighteen pounders & nine pounders” in the Chesapeake’s gun 

deck.325 Miscommunication at all levels helped send the Chesapeake on her first tour with a 

confusing array of mismatched and differently calibrated cannons and carriages. In total 

firepower, the Chesapeake was the lightest armed of the six super-frigates.  

 The fifth of the super-frigates in line to launch into sea-readiness was the Congress. After 

completing planking for decks and much of the hull, ship superintendent James Hackett, cousin 

of John Hackett who helped get the Constitution to sea, began to query about finding adequate 

cannons for the Portsmouth, New Hampshire, frigate. Given such a late start, the Navy 

Department was of little help. There were no cannons available locally in Portsmouth; thus, navy 

officials began looking elsewhere. On a limited budget, as far as super-frigates went, the Navy 

Department wanted to fit out the Congress with twenty-eight 18-pounders and twelve 9s or 12s. 

After queries for cannons in New York came up empty, the Secretary of the Navy asked the 

Secretary of the Treasury if sufficient funds were available to supply the Congress with imported 
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cannons and gun carriages from England. The Secretary of the Treasury cleared the purchase of, 

what the Secretary of the Navy labelled “Some imported guns.”326 Navy agents for the Congress 

would have to be thrifty when it came to armament. The Congress would have to rely on more 

locally produced cannons and gun carriages. 

 The main reason for the lack of cannons for the Congress, especially in New York, was 

that local naval agents in New York were finding cannons for the completion of their own 

frigate, the President. Stoddert warned naval agents in New York, James Watson and his brother 

Ebenezer, that cannons from Salisbury Furnace were proving defective.327 Captain Morris of the 

Adams had been the latest recipient of faulty cannons from the furnace located in the Connecticut 

interior. “Guns made at Salisbury cannot be depended upon … good Guns can be cast here 

[Salisbury],” but, warned Stoddert, “it will not do to depend in future on the Salisbury 

Furnace.”328 While the old Greek adage caveat emptor must have been on Stoddert’s mind when 

dealing with supplying ships with Salisbury cannons, the need to fit out the President with 

cannons temporarily quelled his fears.  

 For the time being, Stoddert ordered the Watsons to take receipt of nineteen of the 

Adams’ 12-pounders for use on the President. The President was falling from the completion 

priority list—illustrating the increasing difficulty in fitting out any of the navy vessels following 

the launches of the United States, Constellation, and Constitution. The cannibalization of 

cannons and smaller arms was prevalent in the early American navy—especially in regards to 

arming the second trio of super-frigates. While the Constellation was refitting in Norfolk, 

Stoddert was juggling 18-pounders procured from ships in New York in a frenzy to arm the prize 

L’Insurgente, the Chesapeake, and the Congress.329 Finding appropriately sized cannons and gun 

carriages plagued the Navy Department and left navy agents in Portsmouth, New York, and 

Norfolk at a great disadvantage in arming the last three super-frigates.  

 Jacob Sheaffe, naval agent in Portsmouth, was working on getting copper from Salem, 

Massachusetts, when the call came to help arm the Congress. Sheaffe immediately began to look 

for suitable high-caliber cannons and shot for the Congress. Excellent round shot was available 
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locally, but cast in iron molds—a more expensive process in making cannonballs.330 To save 

money, the Navy Department looked to supplement cannonballs from iron molds with the less 

expensive process of sand molds. The Congress’ heavier cannons would come from iron 

molding while grape and canister shot was derived from sand.331 The problem was getting the 

right size and volume of cannons delivered to the Navy Yard in Portsmouth quickly. Stoddert 

was looking to have at least 100 rounds for each of Congress’ guns.332 One third of the 

Congress’ shot was the less expensive double-headed and grape. Even with the cost-cutting 

measures detailed above, the dictates of supply and demand led to cost increases. Round shot had 

increased in cost from $50 to $73; and, grape and canister shot rose from $73 to $93—depending 

on casting.333 Congress’ armament on the eve of her launch was a hodgepodge of local cannons 

and shot supplemented by imported cannons ranging from Salem, Massachusetts, to England. 

 The Navy Department also saddled the Congress’ first captain, James Server, with the 

responsibility of acquiring small arms for his super-frigate. Desperately in need of muskets, 

powder, and pistols—even after being at sea for more than a month—he would have to match the 

small arms, powder, and ball initially supplied to the Congress from state surpluses by his own 

means.334 What little arms were available were currently being triaged and delivered on a need-

to-have basis. The firepower provided for the first three frigates could not be matched in quality 

or quantity by the ships that followed in their wake. The United States, Constellation, and 

Constitution went to sea with unsurpassed armaments. Once at sea, maintaining arms added a 

new dimension to each of the super-frigates’ might. 

 As detailed above, the Constitution would enter her maiden voyage and beyond with 

several physical advantages over her peers. She was larger and carried more firepower than her 

siblings. Superior timber made her hull more durable and stronger than the rest of the frigate 

fleet. Better masts and sails provided her the speed and agility of a smaller vessel. Surplus of 

cannons, sail, and cordage made staying away from port easier and more economical. The same 

could not be said of the former merchantman turned ship of war, the Ganges. 
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 The Ganges served as an example of captains’ responsibilities to get their ships battle-

ready. She was the first U.S. ship of war fitted out and put to sea in May 1798. Captain Richard 

Dale, frustrated by the myriad of problems occurring during only three months of service, 

ordered the Ganges’ return to Philadelphia in desperate need of an overhaul. Much of the 

Ganges’ timber and planking, especially the white oak beams, were already decayed. Dale was 

so frustrated with the initial tour of the Ganges, he contemplated quitting the service altogether. 

Dale’s frustration stemmed from what he considered to be a “Ship that proves so defective.”335 

At the heart of the Ganges’ “defectiveness” were her guns.  

 Stoddert told Dale that it was a captain’s responsibility to regulate all guns, not just small 

arms, “according to your own judgement.” While the U.S. government helped supply the early 

navy with rudimentary cannons, it was a captain’s responsibility to “get as many new ones as 

you think proper … Mr. Fox will cast [cannons] according to your directions.”336 The crux of 

Dale’s problems with cannons was that the Ganges, by law, was only allowed to carry twenty-

four. The Ganges was equipped with a hodgepodge of cannons and various sized rounds. Fitting 

the right ball to cannons proved difficult. In the haste to get Ganges to sea, Dale had not 

exercised the Ganges’ cannons and gun crews early enough to find the problem with the 

heterogeneous armament. It would take time to get the right caliber bored cannons to the 

Ganges, as well as the super-frigates, so time was always of the essence. The more diligent and 

prepared captains in the early American navy had a distinct advantage when it came to better 

arming their respective vessels for war.  

 Truxton was facing the same difficulties as Dale in refitting guns while in port at New 

York. Having failed to find useable cannons at Hampton Roads, due to the utter lack of naval 

arms and supplies in and around Norfolk, the Constellation was forced to sail to New York in 

search of armament. Upon the delivery of the letter itemizing the naval stores needed for the 

Constellation, ship’s purser Isaac Garretson was ordered to help Watson procure goods in a 

timely manner. Noting that “naval agents often love to take their time,” Stoddert called out the 

Watson brothers, referring to the many instances where the Watsons preferred oversleeping to 

procuring supplies in a timely manner.337 With small and large arms in short supply, and with 

                                                 
335 Lette  to Captai  Dale f o  “e  of Na ,  August , , NRQWF 1, part 2, 357. 
336 Lette  to Captai  Dale f o  “e  of Na , “todde t,  August , , NRQWF 1, part 2, 357. 
337 Ibid. 



97 

New York feeling the pinch getting the President fitted out, cannons for the Constellation had to 

be found elsewhere. She would have to make do with what firepower was available.  

 The Constellation was in need of canisters for case shot, which required the specific 

measurements of the 18-pounders to fire it. Also, several of the Constellation’s 24s were in need 

of replacement, which would facilitate the construction of appropriate gun carriages to 

accommodate the replacement cannons. Supplies of round and double head shot were also 

desperately low. Truxton identified the replacement of the Constellation’s 18-pounders as the 

highest priority.338  

 Truxton, like many captains during the Age of Sail, believed that 18s were easier to load 

than 24s. The larger crews aboard the American super-frigates were supposed to counteract the 

shortcoming in manning 18-pounders. Hiring and training larger gun crews was up to the ship’s 

captain and officer corps. Truxton was willing to give up the advantage of total firepower for 

greater ease in firing smaller caliber cannons, neutralizing one of the greatest advantages that the 

American frigates had over their rivals—total weight of fire. As such, Garretson and the Watsons 

were ordered to locate and procure 18-pound cannons without delay.339  

 Upon her arrival to New York in May, 1799, the Constellation carried twenty-eight 24-

pounders and twenty 12-pounders with a combined firing weight of 912-pounds. Truxton was 

looking to balance total firepower by lessening the Constellation’s 24s while replacing 12s with 

18s.340 She left New York for her second tour carrying twenty-eight 18-pounders and twelve 12-

pounders on her gun deck. Total firepower by poundage had decrease from 912 to 648 on her 

gun deck.341 If you include the short 24s used to fire carronades from the quarterdeck and 

forecastle, she had a combined 888 pounds of fire. Comparing gun decks before and after New 

York, overall cannons armament shrank by a third after refitting and rearming. The Constellation 

was now below par, in regards to total firepower, with many of her British and French peers. If 

she were to face L’Insurgente in July 1799, she would be at a disadvantage in overall firepower.  

 Following the Constellation into the port of New York, the United States was also in 

need of replacing defective cannons. Naval agents in New York had not yet recovered from 

fitting out the Constellation. Before reaching the New York Naval Yard, Barry made it clear that 
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the United States was in desperate need of round shot for 18s, 12s, and 9s. But after speaking 

with local navy agents, Stoddert informed Barry that there was “no more than seven to eight 

hundred each of the eighteen and 9-pound shot on hand.”342 

            Arming each of the super-frigates represented unsurmountable obstacles for the 

completion and battle readiness of the Congress, the Chesapeake, and the President, due 

primarily because of the cannibalization that was occurring between the United States and the 

Constellation for the limited amount of viable cannon available.  Once again the Constitution 

was able to outpace her peers in the accumulation of solid, dependable, cannon through the 

persistence, diligence, and tenacity of Captain Nicholson.  Nicholson’s experience and mastery 

in thinking outside the box in acquiring sound cannon cannot be understated.  Nicholson’s 

logistic skills helped the Constitution set sail with a beyond full complement of sturdy cannon 

capable of competing with enemy ships-of-the-line. 

 While the Constitution best resembled Humphreys’ lofty ambitions in creating a frigate 

that could compete with French and British 44s without similar amounts of officers, sailors, and 

crew, the Constitution, as well as the rest of the American frigates, would not be able to prove 

their perceived value at sea and in battle without enlisting quality personnel. Manning the frigate 

navy would prove equally difficult to building and arming the fleet. Once again, time was not on 

the side of the American Navy. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

 

MANNING 

 

 
            Humphrey’s vision of a modern, cost-effective, and efficient navy could not reach 

fruition without the enlistment of a core of competent and experienced seafarers.  Incorporating a 

top down approach to fill ship rosters, the Navy Department looked to place experienced naval 

officers in the best position to enlist sailors and seamen.  Immediately after the Dey’s latest 

treaty violation, Secretary of War Henry Knox assigned veteran seamen to naval administration 

positions, beginning with superintendents responsible for building, arming, and manning 

America’s six frigates. While Joshua Humphreys was general contractor of the Navy 

Department, overseeing the manning of the American Navy fell to the administration of Knox. 

Working with each frigate captain, Knox looked to supply each vessel with an experienced crew. 

One of Knox’s primary goals was to man the navy with “character for the best qualified of their 

profession.”343  

 Knox believed sailors and crew in the new navy would perform better knowing that merit 

and experience would lead to advancement instead of the politics of the past. Having sailors 

begin their respective tours with the navy upon equal pay, rank, and experience would “comfort 

the lower ranks” into performing their tasks at the highest level. Regarding the multiple pay 

scales used in the Revolutionary War, Knox was certain that new recruits receiving “different 

rewards for men performing the same services would but ill comport either with the invariable 

feelings of the human heart, or the public service, therefore all will be placed on common 

footing.”344 Thus began the first centralized step used to professionalize the American navy 

following the War of Independence. 

 America could no longer rely on a motley navy represented by different political and 

economic interests associated with merchants and various states. This national navy, forged 

around the nucleus of six frigates, needed a core of experienced sailors to promulgate the service. 

Congress stressed volunteer service to recruit men willing and able to serve and thrive in the 

treacherous environment that was life at sea during the revolutionary and Napoleonic periods. 
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Recruiters stressed patriotism, honor, and adventure, trying to tap into the nationalistic fervor 

created by the threat to American interests during the Barbary Wars and, later, the Quasi-War 

with France.  

 On March 27, 1794, the Third Congress passed the Naval Armament Act to provide for a 

navy. It was a direct response to the deprivations committed by Algerian corsairs on American 

commerce and sailors. Congress gave the President authority “to provide, by purchase or 

otherwise, equip and employ four ships to carry forty-four guns each, and two ships to carry 

thirty-six guns each.”345 Section two of the Armament Act provided for the employment and 

recruitment of one captain, four lieutenants, one lieutenant of marines, one chaplain, one 

surgeon, and two surgeon mates in each ship. To fulfill basic roster needs, each ship was to have 

a full complement of warrant officers, including sailing-master, purser, boatswain, gunner, sail-

maker, carpenter, one hundred and fifty seamen, one hundred-three midshipmen and ordinary 

sailors, one sergeant, one corporal, and fifty marines.346 Frigates of the period tended to have 300 

men on average. Each ship would have a minimum number of sailors, to keep overall costs in 

check. Also, it was believed smaller crews would attract more experienced recruits—as they 

could offer better food and dress and, more importantly, greater portions of victuals and grog—a 

popular shipboard drink combining one part rum and one part beer. However, before men could 

serve, there needed to be ships available to serve on. 

 With each ship having full complements of cannons aboard for their maiden journeys, 

manning the mammoth frigates became the top priority for naval officials. Part of the allure of 

Humphreys’ designs was the ability for each frigate to hold more sailors and crew. However, 

manning the initial three frigates would prove close to impossible, let alone six frigates. The 

Navy Committee, ship captains, lieutenants in charge of recruiting, and civil recruiters alike 

learned by trial and error. As soon as construction began on the six frigates, manning was 

deemed the navy’s greatest problem. Manning was difficult because of the massive supply and 

demand imbalance, due in turn to competition for men from the three primary maritime services. 

But an unequal number of experienced sailors eventually made their way to the Constitution. 

Maritime community connections were an invaluable asset in recruiting them.  
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 Coastal family composition and kinship networks expanded from land to sea. Local 

patronage displaced the once close colonial ties to Britain. New England merchant mariners 

began to cement their positions in the Boston, Salem, and Marblehead local communities by 

securing deep social and economic ties through family, partnerships, marriage, and joint 

investments. After establishing themselves as prosperous captains and ship owners, non-English 

merchants began to climb the social and political ranks within their respective communities and 

home towns. 

 Philip English, merchant-entrepreneur based in Salem, collected minor town offices as he 

made a name for himself as a trader in the Atlantic world. After capitalizing in the West Indies 

sugar trade, English used his growing wealth to ascend politically in Salem politics.347 Marriage 

expanded English’s community connections to include Boston.348 English made it a point to hire 

men known to him locally in Salem and Boston to work in his ever-growing maritime 

enterprises. He also kept several mariners on staff at his main residence in Salem to protect his 

shipping interests from the ever-present threat of impressment.349 In times of need, English 

turned house servants into deckhands and crew to fill depleted rosters within his maritime 

holdings.  

 It became common for New England fish merchants, captains, and vessel owners to 

become leaders in their respective communities. Old-world oligarchies fell to the ascension of 

wealthy New World merchant owners and captains. Membership on the selectmen’s board, or 

town’s council, witnessed a steady growth in men with maritime backgrounds and professions.350 

Natural growth within the fishing communities helped strengthen family bonds, while making it 

increasingly difficult for “outsiders” to enter the market.351 Briskly, English mercantilism gave 

way to American entrepreneurialism and localism.  

 As early as 1700, readily available manpower in New England helped coastal economies 

replace quasi-independent producers and production. An open marketplace likewise helped local 
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New Englanders replace the once dominant groups of fishermen from Cornwall, Devon, and 

Dorset—well known fishing depots in Britain. The change in working demographics along the 

New England coast stemmed from massive population increases in the region from 1650 through 

1725.352 Population growth and an open market environment made labor plentiful, especially 

pertaining to maritime enterprises in and around Boston. Ready supplies of would-be deckhands 

and sailors allowed labor recruiters permanent local alternatives to itinerant, transient laborers.353 

With supply and demand issues favoring the supply side in the North American fishing industry 

in the early to mid-eighteenth century, the enterprise could withstand demographic changes 

encountered by mid-century—particularly shortages of seafarers lost to British impressment, 

privateer services, and the merchant marine.  

 In 1798, the Constitution could capitalize on recruiting experienced sailors from a bevy 

of maritime communities currently operating in New England. The reservoirs of skilled New 

England seafarers had manned the privateer, state, and Continental navies with great success 

during the Revolutionary War. Nicholson faced many of the same challenges that ship captains 

had faced during the revolution. Experienced sailors were available in New England to serve in 

the early American navy. Farming these human resources was one of the keys to the 

Constitution’s future success as a ship of war. 

 One of the main points of contact used to recruit sailors for the frigate fleet was the 

rendezvous house. The majority of these houses were local taverns and pubs in the major coastal 

towns with large ports. Their importance cannot be overstated. Taverns offered sanctuary for a 

multitude of individuals looking to escape the daily rigors of life—particularly sailors looking to 

escape the confines of restricted life at sea. 

 In the 1750s, Boston had more registered taverns than any other city in America. By 

1775, William Powell saw their growth as locust-like. While strolling around any particular part 

of Boston, Powell once explained, every other building appeared to be a house of 

entertainment.354 On the eve of the American Revolution, Boston had one tavern for every thirty 

residents.355 Taverns in Boston would continue their stellar growth for the next century. As 
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Boston’s population grew, so did the number of available drinking houses. It was Boston’s 

taverns that Captain Nicholson looked to first to fill his ship’s roster. 

 Having been ordered by Knox “to lose no Time in manning her (Constitution) for sea,” 

Nicholson sent several of his officers to open rendezvous in “proper places best calculated for 

the business of recruiting one hundred and fifty able seamen, midshipmen, and ordinary 

Seamen.”356 Secretary of War Knox ordered all frigate captains to be vigilant in selecting men to 

fill ship rosters. Recruiting officers, he said, should enlist only healthy, robust men “well 

organized” in their respective appearance and demeanor.357 Scorbutic or consumptive men 

should be rejected. To discern the healthy from the scorbutic, ship’s surgeons and surgeon’s 

mates accompanied recruiting officers to the rendezvous to certify each recruit for service. Each 

frigate captain had to send Knox weekly recruiting reports. 

 To lure men not influenced by drink, music, or patriotic fervor, recruiting officers could 

also use money. Marines were advanced up to two dollars advances in pay for enlisting. With the 

need for able and ordinary sailors at a premium, recruiters could forward up to two months’ pay 

to all new recruits signing up for one year’s service.358  

For those men not attracted by taverns, newspapers proved a valuable source of 

recruitment. Still in need of sailors, Captain Nicholson helped prepare a recruiting advertisement 

in a local Boston newspaper just six weeks before the Constitution’s first tour of duty. In one 

particular ad, Nicholson tried to appeal to the masses by calling attention to the upcoming 

rendezvous at the Federal Eagle tavern. Desperate to fill 150 able seamen and 95 ordinary 

seamen positions, Nicholson stressed the available opportunity for experienced and 

inexperienced men alike to join the Constitution’s crew. Outside of the guaranteed pay of 

seventeen dollars a month for able-bodied seamen and ten dollars for ordinary seamen, 

Nicholson stressed the high-seas adventure available for those willing to seize upon the unique 

offer to sail on one of America’s finest vessels of war. One recruiting ad read as follows: “A 

glorious opportunity now presents to the brave and hardy average seamen of New England, to 

enter the service of their country—to protect its rights on the ocean. Those brave Lads, are now 

invited to repair to the FLAGG of the Constitution, now flying at the above rendezvous; where 
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they shall be kindly received, handsomely entertained, and may enter into immediate pay.”359 

Most American naval recruits in 1798 made economics the deciding factor of their enlistment. 

 On July 1, 1797, the Constitution, Constellation and United States were ordered to be 

manned and ready for sea. Navy legislators addressed recruitment of officers, midshipmen, 

sailors, and crew posthaste. The Fourth Congress issued orders to hire 506 seamen: midshipmen 

and ordinary sailors to serve in the 44-gun frigates. Each was to receive the same pay: eleven 

dollars a month for midshipmen and nine dollars a month for ordinary seamen. Nicholson 

offered ordinary sailors a dollar more for up to one year in service. From May to August, 1798, 

new recruits signing up for service on the Constitution received two dollars a month more than 

men enlisting after August, 1798. Congress raised annual salaries for able seamen to seventeen 

dollars monthly throughout the navy. It is unclear how Nicholson could pay sailors a higher 

wage than mandated by Congress. It is clear that initial enlistments for the frigates outside 

Boston were woefully short of completing Humphreys’ vision for managing the super-frigate 

navy; while recruitment was progressing ahead of schedule in Boston for the Constitution. Still, 

with all of the frigates short of filling rosters overall, more needed to be done to get men on 

ships. To compensate for the shortfalls in recruiting sailors, captains and officers in charge of 

recruitment had to offer inducements beyond money. 

 Terms of service were shorter than those in the army. It was believed this would help lure 

landsmen into the service. Tours of duty at sea were predicted to range from eight months to a 

year. Time spent provisioning and making ready to sail was included in terms of enlistment. 

Sailors often spent a month or more at port waiting for their ship to become seaworthy after 

repairs and refitting of supplies. Initial voyages were more times than not shorter than a year, as 

ships often made their way back to port for redeployment.  

 Enlisted men entered the navy through drafts or from ship to ship transfers. At the end of 

their first voyage, many ordinary sailors and landsmen could transfer to another ship or seek 

employment elsewhere.360 Navy officials were confident that what had been considered low pay 

in the past, eleven or nine dollars a month, was more than sufficient due to the added protection 

the United States navy could offer sailors looking for employment with privateers or 
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merchantmen. While security was slightly beginning to outweigh economics in luring men to the 

navy, the allure of limitless prizes was a powerful recruiting tool. Nevertheless, it would take 

time for seafarers and sailors working in the privateer and merchant marine to jump ship. 

 Never on par with privateers in the taking of prizes, the federal navy looked to recruit 

experienced sailors by stressing the new super-frigates’ ability to profit from the defeat and 

capture of enemy vessels. The awe each frigate produced on sailors and the general public itself 

was immeasurable. Watching the building process of the frigate fleet from start to finish was 

inspiring to the locals in each frigate port. Towering above the skyline and dwarfing all other 

vessels in port, the frigate fleet served as a beacon of hope and inspiration. Many enlisting for 

inaugural voyages were inspired by the construction process of each frigate. Unclear how overall 

recruitment would fare for the frigate fleet, the Secretary of War was pleasantly surprised by 

Nicholson’s efforts in getting Constitution ready to disembark from Boston.  

 In a letter to Secretary of War Henry Knox, Boston naval agent Samuel Higginson 

marveled at the progress of Nicholson in filling his ship’s roster by stating that, “Nicholson and 

his Ship at my last is making much more progress in manning his Ship than was expected, he has 

now near 200 on board, & more are expected from the out posts.”361 The majority of those first 

200 sailors and crew were adventurous, experienced seafarers looking to make their mark aboard 

Constitution and the early republican navy. The men from the “out posts” were an assortment of 

landsmen looking for employment options. Competition for landsmen in the interior of the 

country was fierce outside of Boston. Recruitment centers buffeted the handful of rendezvous in 

Philadelphia and Baltimore. The Secretary of War opened rendezvous centers to get more 

enlistments in the United States and the Constellation.  

 Having to compete with manning the bustling merchant trade in all of the big ports, ship 

captains played a vital role in recruiting sailors. While the Secretary of War could not have 

known the local hotspots for enlisting would-be sailors, all frigate captains had been in their 

respective ports long enough to know where to station rendezvous and other recruiting offices. 

There was little rhyme or reason for Knox’s picks for enlistment centers outside of taverns in the 

busiest city centers. Often, rendezvous locations had to relocate to areas with more sailor traffic. 

Knox, for instance, saw Middletown, Connecticut, as a potential hotbed for recruitment. After 

weeks of nary one enlistee at Middletown, the recruitment office moved to Hartford. Local 
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knowledge of where to find experienced sailors was the key to enlisting the most talented 

seafarers. As such, second lieutenants in charge of recruiting sailors for each of the six frigates 

were selected for their local knowledge and experience. 

 Truxton ordered Second Lieutenant John Rodgers to help fill the Constellation’s rosters. 

Rodgers selected Havre de Grace, a thriving ocean city on the eastside of coastal Maryland, to 

set up rendezvous. The Constellation’s main source of enlisted men came from Cloney’s Tavern 

in the maritime district of Fells Point.362 Truxton ordered Rodgers to offer able seamen up to 

fifteen dollars, and ordinary seamen ten dollars a month, with two months’ pay upfront as a 

signing bonus those men who would furnish “good and Sufficient Security” against desertion.363  

 Competition for experienced sailors was furious in and around Fells Point, as in all the 

major ports in America at the end of the eighteenth century. While experienced able seamen 

could reap greater financial rewards on privateers or two dollars a month more aboard the 

Constitution, the Constellation was still able to recruit her fair share of sailors by appealing to 

seafarers looking for more than just financial rewards. 

 Rodgers spent much of his formative years in Havre de Grace. Serving under his father, 

Colonel John Rodgers, who served in the Revolutionary War and later became a merchant 

captain, young Rodgers made several commercial voyages from Maryland to Bordeaux, France. 

During his many merchant voyages, he developed a keen awareness of sailor’s rights. Having 

witnessed several British and American impressments of sailors, he strove to enter men into the 

service of the Constellation fairly and without misrepresentation.364 A devout proponent of the 

War Office’s drive to enlist only men who “feel an Inclination for the service” should be 

enlisted, he knew that men who pursued navy careers without being forced made the best 

sailors.365 But his reputation as a fair and honorable officer paid rather small dividends in 

recruiting sailors. After weeks of manning the recruiting center at Cloney’s Tavern, he had 

enlisted only 100 men. Knowledge of Havre de Grace, Maryland, assisted him in finding able 

and ordinary seamen, but a super-frigate’s roster was difficult to fulfill. Truxton and Rodgers set 

their sights on the southern seaports farther down the Chesapeake Bay.  

                                                 
362 Ian Toll, Six Frigates, 94. 
363 Eugene Furguson, Truxton of the Constellation: The Life of Commodore Thomas Truxton, U.S. Navy, 1755-1822 

(Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 1982), 139. 
364 Clayton Coleman Hall, Baltimore: Its History and its People 1 (New York: Lewis Historical Publishing Co., 1912), 

28. 
365 Re uiti g I st u tio s f o  the “e eta  of the Na ,  “epte e  , , NRQWF 1, part 2, 388-389. 



107 

 The problem in finding experienced sailors south of Baltimore was that there were no 

deep-water ports south of Baltimore until Charleston, South Carolina.366 Fewer seafarers plying 

their trade between Baltimore and Charleston had the relevant experience in navigating blue-

water vessels, those ships capable of international trade. Slavery in the south also limited the 

recruitment of black seafarers, while the fear of mobile and armed people of color inhibited the 

recruitment of sailors from the south. For people of color in the south, it was much easier to 

serve on a local privateer in a berthed from a southern port than a naval vessel due primarily to 

the recruitment laws in place for the navy.367  

 All of the frigate ports had problems finding enough experienced men to form the 

foundation of their respective ships. Experienced sailors were needed to train the many landsmen 

recruited to fill the void left by the depletion of seafarers entering private service. The difficulty 

of even partially filling 340-man rosters of officers and enlisted men forced recruiters and ship 

captains alike to think outside the box in forming and executing enlisting strategies. More 

incentive was needed to recruit sailors for the early American navy. 

 Signing bonuses came in many forms, not just monetary. The promise of clothing, food, 

and drink were frequently used to help motivate enlistment. For the Constellation, each man that 

signed his name received a set of sailor’s clothing—which included a shirt and trousers, a 

woolen hat, one coat, one vest, two pairs of linen overalls, four shirts, four pairs of shoes, four 

pairs of socks, and one blanket.368  

 Nicholson, besides offering more money, offered new enlistees the same quantities of 

clothing that Truxton did. However, new Constitution recruits were also guaranteed blankets, 

cloth jackets, flannel shirts, wool stockings, and reels of woolen cloth to be used as they saw 

fit.369 Having the ability to make alterations, or have additional clothing, made sailors’ shipboard 

life all the more tolerable. So did various quantities and qualities of food and drink, especially for 

landsmen serving for their first time. 

 Congress’s Act Providing for Naval Armament entitled all sailors to one ration of food 

and drink a day. Rations included one pound of bread, a pound-and-a-half of beef or pork, a half 
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pint of rice, and measures of butter, molasses, beans, and potatoes.370 Early on, the Department 

of the Navy wanted to give sailors enlisting in the frigate navy better food than their British 

counterparts. While the American Navy and Royal Navy both relied on biscuits or “hard-tack,” 

the American navy kept its biscuits dry by storing them in airtight boxes.371 Many a sailor went 

to sea on the navy’s ability to feed and shelter its men.  

While food and shelter was a great inducement to enlistees, drink often sealed the deal. 

Alcohol played a major role in the early American navy. It was used for many purposes. Ship 

doctors believed wine and whiskey could act as stimulants to fight and could protect sailors and 

crew from the heat and cold.372 Rum and wine were considered healthy alternatives to water. 

Often, especially on long voyages, supplies of water putrefied because of poor storage and the 

ever-changing weather conditions at sea. Aware of the need to keep sailors as comfortable as 

possible, Samuel Hodgdon, commissary of military stores for the navy, engaged Rhodes, Harris, 

and Company to supply the frigate navy with Bordeaux wine, brandy, and claret.373  

 The drink of choice in the early American navy was rum. Most American rum was 

distilled in Boston. There were 51 rum distilleries in Boston in the late eighteenth century. 

Massachusetts produced nearly half of all rum distilled in North America. On the corner of Old 

Rutherford Avenue and Richmond Street, next to the Charlestown Naval Yard where the 

Constitution was being built, there was a rum distillery. Pursers on the Constitution, ensuring 

sufficient amounts of food and drink aboard as well as recruiting officers, benefitted from easy 

access to rum.374 Rum was a powerful motivator in getting sailors and crew to follow orders. The 

fear of losing rum rations helped keep sailors in line and focused on the job at hand. A downside 

to relying on alcohol as a “cure-all” was maintaining discipline at sea, but the recruiting benefits 

tied to rations of alcohol, especially during the frenzy to fill ship rosters in 1798, outweighed the 

worries of possible insubordination and other delinquencies associated with drink. Disciplining 

sailors would be addressed once at sea. 

 For those looking to make a living at sea not enticed to enlist by economic or room and 

board incentives, Section 11 of the Act for Naval Armament sought to recruit would-be sailors 
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by offering to protect enlisted men’s families and loved ones. Section 11 made it clear that “any 

non-commissioned marine or seamen belonging to the navy of the United States, who shall be 

wounded or disabled, while in the line of duty, shall be placed on the list of the invalids.”375 

Disability pay was provided to injured seamen or, if desired, their family or loved ones. The 

knowledge that the navy would take care of loved ones, particularly in cases where sailors were 

killed or injured in service, motivated many seafarers and landsmen to join the frigate navy.  

 Despite all these incentives, it remained difficult filling the pre-described rosters on the 

United States and the Constellation. Even the Constitution, despite early success in enlisting 

experienced sailors and crew, had to extend her search for men in more unlikely places. The 

competition for experienced sailors forced ship captains, recruiting officers, and recruiting 

companies to go deeper into the interior. Recruits from coastal towns and nearby villages were 

quickly exhausted. To fill the minimum roster requirements to manage a frigate at sea, captains 

were forced to bend recruiting rules in favor of getting to sea at all costs.  

 In May 1798, the Constellation was placed on an immediate state of readiness. Rodgers 

was still trying to fill roster positions when the call came to make ready to sail. The War 

Department granted him the power to enlist sailors through whatever means possible. Federal 

authorities believed the two-dollar increase in pay for able and ordinary seamen would lead to 

sufficient numbers of recruits. Assured of this, Rodgers was ordered by the War Office to enlist 

only willing men who were “healthy and robust in his Limbs and Body.” Furthermore, he was to 

forgo enlisting any “Negro, Mulatto, or Indian.”376 Like all ship’s officers in charge of sailor 

recruitment, he was expected to heed all recruitment rules and regulations. To keep recruiters 

from enlisting intolerable recruits, monetary fines were established. To maintain a high level of 

enlisted men, all recruiters were read aloud the following passage from the Regulations of 

Enlistment, “Any recruiting officer inlisting a vagrant transient Person, who shall desert, shall 

reimburse out of his pay the Loss sustained by such Desertion.”377 Therefore, it was financially 

responsible that recruiting agents enlist the best. 

 Not knowing the full mindset of potential recruits, Rodgers refrained from enlisting 

blacks to avoid forfeiting pay for would-be deserters. Following the Haitian Revolution, enlisting 
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black sailors was frowned upon because of the possibility of fueling rebellious acts while at sea. 

In the south, always fearful of runaway slaves, privateers and federal recruiters alike shied away 

from enlisting black seafarers. Foreigners displaying “unequivocal Characters for Sobriety & 

Fidelity” were looked for instead of people of color to supplement the existing crew.378 Rodgers 

therefore lost a significant opportunity to fill his ship’s roster with experienced black mariners.  

 While the Constellation was deemed ready for service after filling her 300-man roster, 

the breakdown of crew fell well short of pre-described levels. Recruiters had hoped to find a 

60/40 mix of ordinary to able seamen when recruitment began for the new super-frigates. 

Constellation’s crew had a far greater percentage of ordinary seamen and boys serving aboard 

her initial tour.379 Whereas landsmen were inordinately recruited to serve on the Constellation, 

continued shortages in recruits forced Rodgers to enlist more boys—adding to the total of green 

sailors on the Constellation’s maiden voyage. 

 The Secretary of the Navy ordered Truxton “to take enough boys, one for every gun, and 

get them acquainted with your power.”380  Boys were an economical solution in manning the 

early American Navy.  While there were no minimum age requirements in the navy until the 

1860s, most boys serving in the frigate fleet were juvenile sailors between the ages of ten and 

fourteen years old.381  Boys were not to receive more than half the pay of able seamen, which 

placed their maximum salary at seven dollars a month. The Constellation’s reliance on boys 

forced cost-cutting measures in other areas. Ironically, it ultimately reduced her overall number 

of able seamen. There was one for every two boys. Able seamen assigned to the Constellation 

before the influx of boys were redistributed and assigned to the other frigates in more need of 

experienced sailors. Captain Decatur, speaking on behalf of the Navy Secretary, posed that even 

with the increase in unskilled crew overall numbers of crew “should still leave [the 

Constellation] with sufficient numbers of able seamen” to manage the ship. Truxton believed the 

move could prove fatal. 

 Aware of the overabundance of inexperienced sailors serving under his command, 

Truxton forebodingly contacted his family’s lawyer, Charles Biddle, in Baltimore to send his 
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love to his wife and children, and to tell them that “he did everything he could for their best 

life.”382 Truxton penned his farewell to his loved ones immediately after learning that all frigate 

captains were directed to ignore French merchantmen and engage French cruisers upon 

contact.383 He truly felt the Constellation’s first contact with the enemy could be his last.  

 The notion of impending doom was not shared by others, however, and it did not stop 

Truxton from taking on boys. To make room for more youths entering the Constellation’s roster, 

he began assigning boys to perform the tasks no one else wanted to do. They were often 

surgeon’s mates, whose duties were to provide basic care for the sick and injured, provide the 

sickbay with water, discard amputated limbs, provide heat to cauterize wounds, and maintain a 

layer of fresh sand on the floors surrounding the operating room to prevent slippage on blood.384  

 Even with a larger proportion of boys aboard, the Constellation was birthed from the 

Baltimore shipyard with a combined total of 313 souls—well short of the total allotment of 

sailors and crew granted by Congress.385 She was rushed out, well short of a full complement of 

men, to protect a large merchant convoy set to sail to the West Indies with a combined value of 

over one million dollars in goods. Truxton promulgated the launch. It seems he struck a deal with 

Norfolk merchants, who owned either all or a large part of the goods and supplies travelling 

east.386 For protection of the convoy, Truxton received an undisclosed number of merchant 

sailors “under the table.” Truxton was not the only one privy to this deal, as the Constellation’s 

recruitment rolls were not delivered to the Navy Department—nor checked upon Truxton’s 

departure for the West Indies. Congress would not receive a record of the Constellation’s 

officers and crew until the Baltimore frigate was prepared to set sail on her second cruise. It 

seems obvious that Truxton was looking to counterbalance the number of inexperienced 

crewmembers by taking on experienced merchant sailors not approved by Congress. 

 Captain Barry of the frigate United States found himself in a similar situation. While all 

frigate captains feared going to sea without sailors and crew capable of carrying out orders, most 

captains believed that green sailors, landsmen, and boys could be taught to be competent sailors, 

given adequate time to hone their skills and get used to life at sea aboard a fighting vessel. Barry, 
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as well as all of the frigate captains looking to get to sea posthaste, knew that they had the power 

to take matters into their own hands when filling ship rosters. Barry was authorized to find up to 

364 officers, seamen, and marines to fill the United States’ crew list. He believed that to “govern 

and fight,” the United States needed the assistance of no fewer than 400 officers and crew. He 

made it clear to the President of the United States that filling frigate rosters should be of the 

greatest importance. With enlistment and recruitment tapped out in and around Philadelphia, 

Barry sought to capitalize on the Navy Department’s move to enlist boys into the frigate navy.  

 As of yet, no provisions stipulated how many boys could serve on a frigate outside of the 

recommendation of one boy for each cannons. The Navy Department even encouraged the 

frigate captains to take on boys: “Teaching Boys to become Seamen is very advantageous and 

needed.”387 To tap into the potentially fruitful reserves of boys living in the frigate ports, Barry 

sent recruiters into town looking for disadvantaged youths to serve on the United States. 

Expressing the need to contribute to the “nursery of seamen for the public service,” recruiters for 

the United States could tap into the reservoir of children and teenagers looking for a better life. 

Life at sea in a fighting vessel proved difficult even for hardened “old salts”—let alone 

prepubescent youths. 

 Nicholson and the Constitution needed no makeshift deals to counteract large numbers of 

inexperienced sailors and seamen. Nicholson enjoyed unique access to experienced seafarers. He 

had no reservations enlisting anyone with experience at sea, even blacks. Black mariners 

represented untapped potential for the privateer and federal services. After the American 

Revolution, 60,000 free blacks made their way to the north looking for employment 

opportunities. A large percentage of this total was experienced seafarers.388 Black mariners were 

hired freely in Connecticut and Boston to serve, mostly, as able seamen aboard merchantmen and 

the national navy. Black sailors had a large role in getting the Constitution’s sea legs. From 

launch onward, they helped acclimate landsmen and boys unaccustomed to managing a warship 

or dealing with the many variables associated with life at sea.389 
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 In lieu of actively recruiting and enlisting black seafarers, recruiting officers outside of 

Boston working for the other five frigates were forced to look deeper into the interior to find 

potential sailors and crew. As naval recruiters ventured farther into the interior, they encountered 

men with less maritime knowledge and experience. Herman Melville once referred to landsmen 

as “greenhorn inveterate sons of farmers with the hay-seed yet in their hair.”390 Even with no 

maritime background whatsoever, landsmen were warm bodies aboard ships desperate to fill 

rosters. Able-bodied landsmen were not turned away from enlisting in the frigate navy. The ports 

of New York and Philadelphia had far larger back-country populations from which to draw 

sailors.391 Upon their launches, the frigates President and United States relied on 

disproportionate numbers of landsmen, as did the other four frigates working their way out of 

port. Access to landsmen was a double-edged sword for recruiters. Ship captains could make 

ready to sail with a little more than minimum sailing capacities in mid-1798; however, it was 

difficult to prepare green recruits for life at sea on a ship of war. 

 After voluntary enlistment of able and ordinary seamen ran its course, as well as the 

recruitment of landsmen, the federal navy was still dangerously short of manpower. The War 

Department sought to fill the remaining naval positions in Baltimore by using infantrymen as 

part-time sailors. Captain Truxton was ordered to complete his complement of marines and other 

necessary positions with local soldiers stationed nearby.392 Initially, Truxton was to take on 

board only soldiers volunteering their services to the navy. Army volunteers were enlisted into 

the navy on a month-to-month basis. As such, volunteer soldiers would serve on one particular 

cruise. After the completion of one cruise, soldiers would return to their respective army posts. 

Seldom did a single cruise last one month or less. Average time away from home port was six 

months. All soldiers volunteering for the navy were entitled the pay of marines.393  

 Further animosity was created below decks as ship’s rosters filled with inexperienced 

landsmen and soldiers who entered the navy on par or above with the pay of ordinary seamen. 

Marines enlisting on the Constellation, United States, and the Constitution were paid up to 

twenty-seven dollars a month.394 Pay imbalances were just one of many variables complicating 
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recruitment and hence the management of navy vessels. By the time the second half of the frigate 

navy began to recruit in earnest, further complications of pay and, more importantly, created by 

the growth of the privateer fleet and the need to refill rosters on the super-frigates completing 

their respective first tours of duty emerged. 

 The three early frigates were helped with manning endeavors through the philanthropy of 

rich merchants, primarily in Philadelphia, who were looking to insure their respective 

merchantmen through the purchase of protection in the form of American fighting vessels.395 The 

Ganges was the Philadelphian merchants’ direct beneficiary, expediting recruitment of sailors “at 

a time when our Coast was infested by the French Privateers.”396 With each merchant vessel in 

harm’s way, ship owners offered men a higher wage for their services in the American navy. 

“The Zeal of the Merchants of Philadelphia prompted them to promise higher pay to the Seamen, 

than the Allowance regulated by the President.”397 Would-be recruits enlisted by merchants 

received the navy’s going rate of pay, based on experience, with the difference in pay becoming 

the responsibility of the merchants. With their bottom line shrinking from helping pay for naval 

enlistment, merchant owners began, unsuccessfully, to pressure the public to help pay the 

difference in sailors’ wages.  

 The early American Navy was always in need of men. Supplying it went well beyond 

filling the ship rosters on each of the six super-frigates. Supporting frigates, cruisers, and sloops 

were almost weekly joining the navy service, not to mention captured French and British 

privateers recycled into the American Navy. While the common terms attached to naval 

recruitment required one year of service, enlisted men often shuffled around the navy from ship 

to ship at the end of a cruise. It was difficult to build a relationship with a particular ship, captain, 

or crew.  

 While recruitment and pay were often highly variable, there was a pecking order to 

fulfilling manpower needs in the early American Navy. The super-frigates came first. Once the 

first three frigates had at least the minimum of men required to manage a fighting vessel, the 

remaining three frigates were looked to next—followed by the smaller supporting craft and 

privateers. There was even pecking order within the first three frigates. Because the Navy 
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Department being located in Philadelphia, politics made manning the United States the 

government’s top priority.  

 Captain Truxton was well aware of the need to recruit men for the Constellation before 

reaching the end of his first cruise. He was facing two potentially devastating problems in 

recruiting sailors for a second tour: first, and foremost, the Constellation’s first cruise was far 

from a social success below decks.398 Truxton rightly anticipated he would lose several men to 

desertion, discharge, and redeployment once he reached port. Truxton also needed to redistribute 

a proportion of his crew to L’Insurgente—a captured French prize redeployed into the American 

fleet.  

 Even with the success associated with the taking of L’Insurgente, Truxton and the Navy 

Department still feared a mass exodus of men from the Constellation. Truxton wrote to the 

Secretary of Navy that, “I hope eligible Men will be found for our public Vessels, as we have 

many improper Persons now employed; some Deficient in one Respect, and some in another.”399 

He anxiously added that, “I propose sending [L’Insurgente] to [Norfolk], on Acct of getting her 

easily manned, and fitted out while I go for the same Reason, further to the Northward.”400 

Truxton named Rodgers commander of L’Insurgente—losing his first lieutenant and a skilled 

recruiter in the process.401 Rodgers was ordered to sail L’Insurgente to Norfolk where he was to 

stay “until she is in a proper Situation with Respect to Men.”402  

 As far as the Constellation’s return to America to prepare for redeployment, Stoddert 

remained unsure to the last, whether or not there were enough local recruits in and around 

Hampton Roads to fill the ship rosters of both the Constellation and L’Insurgente.403 Believing 

New York would produce more recruits than Virginia, Stoddert questioned if Truxton and his 

second lieutenants in charge of recruiting could fill the decks of two frigates—with each 

expecting high turnovers in crew. Truxton was given the final say in where to recruit men. Even 

with the sails for the Constellation being finished in New York, Truxton was bent on returning to 

Hampton Roads. Stoddert reiterated to Truxton that if he chose Virginia over New York for 
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refitting, “you must determine for yourself and act accordingly,” regarding “making the 

necessary arrangements” for repairs and manning if numbers fall short.404 

 With many sailors approaching the end of their respective enlistments, Truxton wanted to 

increase his odds of reenlisting the “short-timers” in his crew. With “the greatest Part of the 

Crew having been engaged at and near to Baltimore, the bringing them near to their Homes at the 

Expiration of their Times will have its advantages on that Account,” Truxton believed that 

refitting in New York or Philadelphia would “augment the number of seamen entering the 

navy.”405 As the Constellation drew closer to the North American coast, Truxton abandoned the 

idea of taking his ship further north, as the Constellation was in too bad a state to risk travelling 

beyond the Chesapeake. Truxton also mentioned that his desire to reunite with his wife and 

family then residing in Chesapeake had much to do with the Constellation’s change in plans.406 

 To quell the omnipresent discontent that was like a dark cloud hanging over the 

Constellation’s every move, Truxton attempted one last-ditch effort to persuade his crew, 

especially the short-timers, to reenlist. Publically posted aboard the Constellation was a plea for 

those men whose time was about to expire to reflect on their captain’s “intention to hold good 

Faith with them” if they should sign on for a second term.407 For Truxton, sailors should have 

faith that their captain would do everything possible to get those paid off “who have faithfully 

done their Duty to the Public … and are guilty of no Impropriety.”408  

 Truxton’s plea for recruits soon turned into a diatribe against those sailors he felt had 

played a role in the constant state of insubordination and overall mutinous character associated 

with the Constellation’s first tour. In conclusion, he stressed that his men should feel lucky he 

sought no revenge for their many acts of disobedience. Furthermore, discharged sailors were told 

to watch their tongues as, “they may travel far, where the same Care and justice will be done 

them in every Situation” if they show good faith towards the navy, “they will have their full 

Allowance of every Thing.”409 This karmic principle was the basis for Truxton’s pep talk. After 

wishing his men luck in their future endeavors, Truxton went about his business in pointing the 

Constellation homeward bound. 
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 As Truxton was making his way to Norfolk, Stoddert recognized a golden opportunity to 

help man the Constellation. In charge of the largest navy squadron at sea to date, Stoddert 

believed that Truxton could use his standing as the ranking captain of 14 naval vessels then 

sailing in formation to reenlist or upon discharge join the Constellation’s crew while stationed in 

Norfolk. In a letter to Truxton, Stoddert expressed his hope that the highest-ranking fleet officer 

would “be able to arrange with your men, whose times are near expiring, to remain some time 

longer in Service.”410 Aware there was a better chance of reenlisting men while at sea than at 

Norfolk, Stoddert ordered Truxton to maintain position in the West Indies until, presumably, the 

Constitution would take over and allow the Constellation to return to port for refitting.411 

 The Navy Department was worried that at some point the Constellation would no longer 

be able to protect the West Indies squadron, or defend herself against an enemy of equal or 

greater size, due to her need for an overhaul. As such, Truxton was granted the ability, if 

measures called for it, to abandon his position and head immediately to Norfolk.412 Just in case 

the Constitution was indeed in Boston for too long a period, Truxton and the Constellation were 

free to make their way back to America. Cunningly, but perhaps counterproductively in the long 

run, Stoddert told Truxton that the Navy Department would no longer supply the Constellation 

with alcohol—“I send no Spirits, presuming you can get that article cheaper in the islands.”413 

Looking to keep the Constellation in the islands, at least long enough to accrue sufficient rum for 

the voyage to Virginia, Stoddert underestimated the effect that redirecting the procurement of 

spirits would have on the Constellation’s crew—especially in the drive to reenlistment and 

recruitment for a second tour of duty.  

 For the time being, Stoddert bought the navy more time in finding men for the 

Constellation. However, the pressing problem with re-manning the Constitution and the United 

States was inescapable. They were “expected back in port by May 15th,” and Stoddert stressed 

the need to resupply the frigates with men stating that, “new Crews, which will take at least a 

month, I fear longer, as there is great demand every where for Sailors—so that it is probable that 

neither of these Vessels will be ready for sea … till the middle, perhaps, the last of June.”414  
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 Pinpointing the problem with manning the early navy, not just the six super-frigates, to 

terms of enlistment, Stoddert expressed his frustration “that our Sailors can be enlisted for but 

one year.” For Stoddert, the annual predicament of reenlisting and recruiting sailors often 

interfered “with a proper employment of our vessels.”415 As such, naval agents from Baltimore to 

New York were finding it increasingly difficult to find sailors. The ability to man even one of the 

smallest navy vessels became a chore for recruiters. Recruiters and navy agents in New York 

expressed their exasperations in manning the Adams, a 20-gun brigantine, complaining that “the 

Trade has much increased so as to produce a scarcity of Seamen.”416 “The Trade” was a term 

used to illustrate the movement of manpower, both public and private, from one ship to the next. 

Naval recruiters and ship captains up and down America’s East Coast feared the bottleneck 

delays that would be created by manning three frigates at once.417 

 To the detriment of the many navy vessels looking to fit out crews and get to sea, 

manning the three frigates was a top priority for the Navy Department. Word of the manpower 

crisis in and around the Constellation and the Constitution created ripple effects throughout all of 

American ports working on manning ships. Filling ship’s rosters on the United States and the 

remaining three super-frigates was becoming more difficult daily. As Truxton’s arrival at 

Norfolk drew nearer, the scramble for men was like a plague—in coastal towns and ports, sailors 

and seafarers were scarce. With the supply of available men quickly dissipating, naval recruiters 

for the remaining frigates and supporting vessels had to make do with what was available.  

 For Captain Christopher Perry, who was looking to man his ship, the General Greene, 

enlisting boys was one of the few options. There were few experienced seafarers on shore 

without a ship by 1799. Thus, the General Greene, as well as a majority of the remaining vessels 

of the American navy still preparing to get to sea, had to fill their respective ships to gain 

clearance for launch. Perry was authorized to hire 60 officers, marines, and midshipmen, 

followed by no more than 152 seamen. The maximum number of able seamen Perry could hire 

was capped at sixty.418 Not that it mattered: rarely was the quota of experienced sailors ever 

filled. Boys would have to fill the void in available manpower.  
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 Stoddert advised Perry to take on “as large a proportion of Boys as can be found useful 

on board.” Stoddert professed that putting more boys in service would be “good for the service.” 

Ordinary sailors and boys drew significantly lower monthly wages than able, experienced 

seamen. Depending upon prior experience, inexperienced sailors could be enlisted for as little as 

five dollars a month. Stoddert and others also believed that as blank slates, boys and ordinary 

sailors could become competent, professional sailors at a quicker pace than those “salty dogs” 

who tended to be less pliant to the ever-changing conditions of the naval service. Cost-

effectiveness usually trumped training issues associated with hiring inexperienced sailors. 

 Enlisting ordinary sailors and boys brought other cost-cutting advantages. Many navy 

vessels and privateers alike looked to save money by forcing inexperienced new enlistees to 

furnish their own clothing. Often, ship pursers would negotiate with new recruits for clothing 

allowances.419 Salaries could be halved to help offset the need for suitable attire in the ever-

changing weather conditions found at sea. It would be difficult to retain and re-sign many of 

these exploited men and boys after their tours of duty had been satisfied, not to mention the 

many Marines who suffered from the penny-pinching endeavors of ship captains and pursers.420 

There were still easier ways to make a living as a seafarer in the merchant and privateer services 

than to tolerate the thriftiness of the navy in the late eighteenth century.  

 It would seem that the early American Navy had forgotten the lessons of the American 

Revolution concerning paying sailors for their services in a timely manner. All of the maritime 

services during the War of Independence, and throughout the Age of Sail, knew far too well that 

economics was the key to recruiting sailors. Early on, the Navy Committee associated increased 

desertion with tardy pay. Therefore, in the eyes of federal navy administration, it was paramount 

to ensure that “every man in the naval department must get paid in the strictest punctuality so 

that every man in the naval department grant inducement to others,” especially when trying to 

keep men in vessels during the often extended periods in port—not to mention the disgruntled 

sailors switching ships after completing a tour of duty.421 Stoddert was more concerned with how 

sailors and would-be recruits perceived ship’s captains than paying sailors in the arrears. With 
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the Constellation soon to be moored at Norfolk, and the Constitution due back in Boston the 

second week of May, Stoddert felt that each frigate “being engaged about the same time” would 

have to, through “very great exertion,” replace“ the Crews of the three Frigates.422 Stoddert 

wanted to use Silas Talbot’s fame and reputation as a highly successful captain during the 

American Revolution, especially in New England, to lure recruits into re-manning the super-

frigates from Baltimore and Boston.  

 As discussed in Chapter One, during the Revolutionary War, a ship’s captain was a major 

factor in attracting would-be recruits. A captain’s reputation for prize-taking as well as shipboard 

discipline could severely impact enlistment numbers aboard a fighting vessel. When it came to 

resupplying the Constitution with men, Stoddert’s worries stemmed from Nicholson’s indecision 

during the Constitution’s first tour. “I have no confidence in him,” he wrote to Boston naval 

agent Samuel Higginson, as the Secretary of the Navy mulled over the need for change at the top 

of the Constitution’s command structure.423 Stoddert’s greatest fear was the impact that 

Nicholson’s loss of the Niger and the Spencer would have on enlistment and reenlistment for the 

Boston frigate.424 Economics was the driving force behind the majority of all maritime 

recruitment. The navy was no different from the other seafaring services in regard to the need to 

offer the potentiality of income and, for the navy, the ability to pay men a punctual set rate. 

 Potential enlistees depended on the monetary bonuses that came with the taking of prizes. 

As such, sailors favored a captain who had the ability to capture enemy vessels. From the outset 

of Constitution’s first tour, the press continually assailed Nicholson’s character and captaining 

ability. Unable to survive this onslaught, Nicholson was doomed to reassignment. To further 

decrease Stoddert’s confidence, Nicholson had trouble interpreting the laws of prize taking. 

While replacing Nicholson would be difficult, refilling the Constitution’s roster could prove 

disastrous.  

 Seeking to fill a proposed 300 positions with able seamen, ordinary seamen, and boys, 

with at least 100 able seamen, it seemed highly unlikely that the Constitution would be able to 

oversee and protect the West Indies trade in the foreseeable future.425 Keeping the Constitution at 

sea long enough to increase Nicholson’s reputation and therefore increase reenlistment, was a 
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limited option due to the fact that, as Stoddert explained to President Adams, that “Poor 

Nicholson is not allowed to rank so high in the Public estimation.” Stoddert understood that there 

was nothing that Nicholson could do to change his public perception.426 During the embryonic 

stage of development, even savvy, experienced captains could not escape public censure, if 

unable to “assist in a judicious arrangement for the employment of the force under their 

command.”427  

 Knowing that recruits and sailors looking to reenlist favored a ship with a decisive, 

popular captain, Stoddert believed reshuffling his current frigate captains could ease his manning 

concerns by reviving the appeal of working on a super-frigate. The linchpin for a successful 

reshuffle of captains was to get Talbot as the Constitution’s second captain. If Talbot declined 

the position, Captain James Server was next in line.428 A devout Federalist, Server was a distant 

second to Talbot in experience, leadership abilities, and popularity. Still, even with the potential 

hiring of a captain as vaunted as Talbot, Stoddert was prepared for the worst in filling the 

Constitution’s roster.  

 To fill such a large void in manpower and get back to sea as soon as possible, Stoddert 

believed it best to complete the Constitution’s roster before Nicholson returned to Boston. “Able 

& Ordinary Seamen should be engaged prior to the arrival of the Ship.”429 Stoddert was hoping 

to have new recruits ready to man the Constitution the minute her old crew stepped off the 

gangplanks in Boston harbor. Stoddert hoped that perhaps up to 200 men would reenlist.430 It 

would be imprudent to rely on such an optimistic figure. Thus, naval agents and recruiters began 

to prepare several rendezvous in and around Boston, particularly in Salem, to find new recruits 

for the Constitution.  

 To bolster reenlistment numbers for the Constitution and, to a lesser extent, the United 

States, Stoddert urged all ship captains nearing the end of their respective tours, especially those 

with large numbers of sailors up for discharge, to return to port as soon as possible. Stoddert’s 

plan to bolster reenlistment numbers in the navy was a simple one based on his own experience, 

as he wrote to Captain Barry. “The sooner they are discharged, and have the opportunity of 
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spending their money, the sooner they will enter for another year.”431 Stoddert’s goal was to try 

to keep men recently discharged from the United States and the Constitution from leaving the 

service because of financial necessity. Keeping the crews of these frigates intact was a high 

priority for navy officials and recruiters. For sailors not under financial duress, Stoddert hoped 

that new captaincies would represent a fresh start and new opportunities.  

 Informing all of the men, not just those leaning towards moving on from serving on the 

Constitution, that Talbot was taking over for Nicholson would be a grand bargaining chip for the 

Navy Department and Stoddert in completing the Constitution’s second ship roster. There still 

was a chance that Talbot would be asked to captain the frigate United States; thus, to avoid 

confusion and a possible loss in recruits, it was impossible to announce a new captain for the 

Constitution until matters were settled with Talbot.432 Thus, Stoddert immediately informed 

Talbot that he was the navy’s first choice in commanding the Constitution.  

 To sweeten the deal in persuading Talbot to take command of the Constitution, Stoddert 

implied that, even though ranking officials within the Navy Department felt that Truxton 

deserved to be the senior officer in the navy, Talbot would have a high degree of independence, 

as no “two of our largest frigates shall act together.” Furthermore, Stoddert promised Talbot that 

he would “do every justifiable thing on my part to prevent your being at any time subjected to 

the Command of Captain Truxton.”433 Stoddert’s piéce de résistance came in the form of a 

promise that regardless of how Talbot performed as the Constitution’s captain, “your Services 

will not be lost to the Public … and which never can be enterpreted to reflect the smallest 

discredit on your reputation.”434 Talbot was also told the Constitution was to be redeployed back 

to the West Indies, “where the officer commanding … will have an opportunity of rendering 

great Service & perhaps of picking up a good many prizes.”435 Even in this supposed no-lose 

situation, Talbot still balked at taking command of the Constitution. For vanity’s sake, he would 

only accept if he was appointed senior officer of the navy.  

 Stoddert began to campaign for Talbot to get what he wanted. In a letter to General 

Alexander Hamilton, Stoddert outlined what he believed to be the right path in providing a sound 
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environment for both the enlistment of sailors and the right leadership to help promulgate the 

current and future American navy. First, to officially open a position for Talbot as the 

Constitution’s captain, Stoddert wanted to assign Nicholson as superintendent for the 

construction of one of the proposed 74s to be built in Boston.  

 The second step in Stoddert’s plan was to use General Hamilton’s influence to sway 

those in the navy who believed that Talbot would make a better senior officer than Truxton due 

to Talbot’s “active” and “enterprising” qualities in commanding a “number of inferior 

vessels.”436 Pressing Hamilton that Talbot “is a man of too much merit to be lost to the service,” 

the only way to keep the presumptive heir to the Constitution in the navy was to “retain him on 

his own terms.” Stoddert made Hamilton aware of those terms. For Talbot to jump over Truxton 

as senior officer of the navy, Stoddert also needed to find a way to keep Truxton from tendering 

his resignation. He thus mentioned to Hamilton that the law was the means to defend the 

reordering of the two captains. 

 Although naval tradition revolved around seniority in service for advancement, and 

Truxton had seniority over Talbot, Stoddert found a loophole in the Act to Provide Naval 

Armament to place Talbot above Truxton—superseding time in service. As for Talbot’s legal 

right, motioned Stoddert, “to be the Senior Officer, it stands upon the grounds … reducing the 

Frigates to three” that established the possibility for Talbot’s claim to senior captain.437 President 

Adams furthered the motion in granting the senior captaincy of the fleet to Talbot on the grounds 

that “upon being called into the service again, [Talbot] ought to have his former rank, which he 

held under the same constitution and government.”438 Furthermore, granted Adams, “Far be it 

from me to depreciate the merits, services, and talents of Captain Truxton … Talbot’s talents and 

services in civil life, as a representative in Congress, as an agent in the liberation of our seamen 

in the West Indies … his services far outweigh … the loss of Truxton.”439 Both Adams and 

Stoddert were willing to sacrifice Truxton to get Talbot on the Constitution.  

 Stoddert’s argument for Talbot’s advancement followed the precedent that once the six 

frigates were lessened by three by an order of the President of the United States, Talbot was 

unjustly removed from captaincy—as he was fourth on the list of captains at the time working as 
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superintendent of the frigate President. Thus, argued Stoddert, Talbot had the right to be named 

senior officer—as meritocracy should supersede time served.440 Stoddert was hoping this last 

argument would particularly appeal to the hardworking and career-driven Hamilton. While 

Stoddert confided in Hamilton that he had “no power to make such a Stipulation,” regarding the 

interpretation of the traditions concerning seniority of service, the Secretary of the Navy was 

hoping Hamilton would use his political clout to offer a second nomination when Talbot’s name 

was officially entered in becoming the senior officer in the American Navy.441 

 The lengths to which Adams and the Navy Department were willing to go to place Talbot 

in command of both the Constitution and the West Indies’ fleet show their belief in how effective 

he would be there. While “honor and dignity” were the essential qualities that Adams and 

Stoddert were looking for in senior captain, Talbot’s past experience in the Revolutionary War 

vaulted the Rhode Island congressman ahead of other potential candidates.442 He had also raised 

a full company on his own, showing Adams and Stoddert an ability to recruit and manage men. 

Talbot’s company from Rhode Island marched to nearby Boston where they “continued until the 

enemy were driven away in 1776,”443 ingratiating Talbot’s name into the lore and public 

popularity of New Englanders for generations to come. All this was music to the ears of navy 

officials looking to fill ship rosters with experienced sailors and seafarers.  

 The Navy Department had to prepare for the Constitution’s return regardless of who 

would be her second captain. There was no time to waste in finding men for the service. To 

prepare for the re-manning of the Constitution, Stoddert granted Higginson $40,000 to help pay 

off the accounts of Captain Nicholson and ship purser Mr. Debloise, as well as the Constitution’s 

crew for services rendered.444 Stoddert instructed Higginson to settle payments of sailors at a 

house of rendezvous in Boston. Stoddert was hoping that settling accounts with the 

Constitution’s crew in a timely manner would necessitate a greater turnaround in reenlistment. 

Giving officers and crew money at a tavern was also advantageous, as sailors were notorious 

spendthrifts—especially where alcohol was so readily available. 
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 Believing the Constitution could remain out of service for the rest of the year while re-

manning, Stoddert planned on repositioning the navy in her absence, lessening the presence of 

ships in the West Indies.445 Stoddert’s plan was to keep the Constellation and the newly acquired 

prize Insurgent near Havana as long as it took to get the Constitution and the United States 

manned.446 The waters around Southern Cuba were less traveled by enemy vessels. That meant 

less potential for prizes—as the waters just east of Haiti, to the east of Dominica, had proven to 

be the most frequented location of French privateers and warships. Shifting the blame onto 

Nicholson for the redeployment of the navy, Stoddert wrote Adams that “had Nicholson’s 

Character been such as to have inspired confidence, a division of our Vessels might have been 

sent to cruise in that [Dominica] quarter.”447 Regardless of blame, the realignment of the navy 

created a buzz throughout the ranks, not just below decks. Ship captains were quick to add their 

perspective to the changes occurring in the naval service. 

 Once aware of Stoddert’s desire to shake up the navy by juggling the frigate captaincies, 

Truxton immediately weighed in on what he believed would be the navy’s best path in keeping 

the lower decks of the frigate fleet well supplied with men. The Constitution, Truxton deemed, 

would best serve the navy with a new captain. The obvious choice to replace Nicholson was the 

hero of the Revolutionary War and experienced captain, Silas Talbot. “If he is considered an 

acquisition to the Service, there can be no Want of Captains for our Navy…” Alluding to naval 

recruitment, Truxton went on the say that with men like Talbot captaining in the American navy, 

“every City, or Town in the U.S. will furnish plenty a Sailor.”448  

 Not all super-frigate captains agreed with Truxton about who should replace Nicholson. 

In fact, several captains and officers around the navy believed Nicholson should continue on as 

the Constitution’s captain for a second tour. Captain Barry was in favor of keeping Nicholson at 

the helm of the Constitution. On Nicholson’s behalf, Barry wrote to Stoddert noting that 

“Nicholson’s conduct in the West Indies” was favorable to the navy.449 Incredibly, Barry’s words 

carried little weight with Stoddert because Barry did not speak glowingly of any other captain in 

the navy.  
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 While those favoring maintaining Nicholson as captain did not go completely unnoticed, 

the wheels of political maneuvering to assign a new captain to the Constitution could not be 

stopped once Adams revealed he had no problems reassigning Nicholson to another position in 

the navy.450 Thus, Nicholson was to be replaced. Still, the question as to who would replace 

Nicholson remained. President Adams had doubts about assigning Talbot to the Constitution; 

however, he was also aware that a decision had to be made promptly to help man her for her 

second tour.451 If Talbot was next, he would only have two days to decide. In the meantime, 

Higginson was prompted to stress to would-be recruits that the Constitution’s next “Crew will 

have a better chance than heretofore for prize money.452 Stoddert reminded Higginson that he 

was on his own when re-manning the Constitution, as the Secretary of the Navy had his “hands 

full here with Barry and the three other Vessels in the Delaware.”453 

 The death knell for Nicholson’s command was Stoddert’s inability to get past the notion 

that keeping Nicholson as captain of the Constitution would “expedite the dispatch” of the 

Constitution’s crew. Stoddert had no option other than to get Talbot signed up as the second 

captain of the Constitution as quickly as possible. Stoddert was hoping to capitalize on the name 

recognition that Talbot would bring within the recruiting networks in and around Boston, Salem, 

and Marblehead. The Secretary of the Navy also needed someone “old enough in commission, to 

command all of the Vessels in the West Indies.”454  

 Upon the Constitution’s return to Boston, Higginson was advised to, “without delay,” 

discharge and pay “those men of the Constitution whose times expire in May or June” to quickly 

discern what numbers were needed to refill ship rosters.455 Stoddert wanted Nicholson to 

dispatch his most qualified lieutenants to be “immediately employed in recruiting a new Crew 

for the Constitution.” Nicholson was also directed to have the Constitution’s “Master, Purser, 

Carpenter, Gunner, Sail Maker, Boatswain … and every Officer having charge of Stores” to 

forward supply lists needed to get the Constitution back to sea.456 
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 While Nicholson was pegged to oversee the construction of one of the 74s to be built in 

Boston, Stoddert wanted the current captain of the Constitution to finish his captaincy by filling 

crew rosters for the Constitution’s second tour. Nicholson was placed in charge of “getting the 

old Crew paid off and a new Crew enlisted.”457 Noting Nicholson’s experience and skill in the 

procurement of naval stores and supplies, Stoddert also wanted the soon-to-be-former captain of 

the Constitution to aid in getting her back to sea. She would need little repair to return to her post 

in the West Indies. Prior to her arrival in Boston, Captain Barry of the United States beamed to 

Stoddert that Constitution “cannot be made better,” and “she requires nothing but more air into 

the Ward room.”458 Once Stoddert witnessed the Constitution’s readiness after inspecting the 

frigate personally at Hartt’s Naval Yard in Boston, he reaffirmed Barry’s assessment of the 

Constitution replying that, “Alterations … cannot make her better.”459 

 The Constitution returned to the Charlestown Naval Yard in Boston on May 14, 1799 to 

make minor repairs to her hull and masts, and refit men and materiel for a second tour. After 

three days in Boston, Stoddert was still uncertain about recruitment numbers for the Constitution. 

To avoid expenses, Stoddert wanted Nicholson to recruit locally—to bypass the often 

“unavoidable expense of their [recruits] conveyance to the ship.”460 To obtain the most recruits 

possible, costs outside local recruitment were stretched to the maximum allowance of seventeen 

dollars a month for able seamen, five to fourteen dollars for ordinary sailors and boys depending 

on experience, and up to two month’s salary in advance as a sign-on bonus.461 

 Stoddert informed Nicholson that he was cleared to “enlist 300 men and boys, exclusive 

of marines.”462 Of this number, Nicholson was allowed to recruit no more than “120 able seamen 

and 180 ordinary men and boys.” While the ability to enlist 120 able seamen was substantially 

higher than the other five super-frigates, Stoddert stressed that Nicholson should concentrate on 

recruiting boys to the service. “It is our best policy to create Seamen,” therefore, Stoddert 

explained, “you will take as large a proportion of boys as can be found.” By following Stoddert’s 

directive in hiring large numbers of boys, Nicholson would have to sacrifice able seamen in the 
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process. Qualified as a 44-gun frigate, the Constitution had the potential to take on 88 boys. If 

Nicholson filled his quota of boys, he would thus have to surrender one-third of his able seamen. 

 Evidently, Stoddert was looking to refill the Constitution’s current roster with a 

combination of sailors reenlisting for a second cruise and from the various seafaring 

communities in New England. Outside of Boston, there was a paradigm shift that was taking 

place in the early American Navy. “The search for recruits,” espoused Stoddert, “was no longer 

regionally based.”463 In Newport, New York, and Providence, the once flourishing seafaring 

towns were dealing with enlistment shortages throughout local and regional populations. 

 Stoddert’s several ploys to help refill the Constitution’s ranks paid off. Of the 412 souls 

making up the Constitution’s initial roster, incredibly, only 25 men were discharged at the end of 

her first tour.464 While it is unclear which factor played the greatest role in getting sailors to 

reenlist on the Constitution, it is clear that the many New England communities, especially the 

families with seafaring connections in Boston, Salem, and Marblehead, played a significant part. 

Local sailors from New England dominated the crew lists of not only the Constitution, but in the 

locally constructed frigates the Boston and the Essex as well. Nicholson’s connection with his 

crew cannot be understated in the massive support witnessed by the vast amounts of reenlistment 

occurring at the close of the Constitution’s first cruise.  

 Navy ships, like most vessels during the Age of Sail, offered no place to hide from 

shipboard scrutiny. A captain’s actions, behavior, and mentality were omnipresent for all to see. 

Throughout the Constitution’s first commission, Nicholson’s character was often put on display 

for all of his crew to behold. One account of his shipboard demeanor comes from the pension 

application of then ordinary sailor, William Bryant. Bryant cited several instances where 

Nicholson’s crew viewed his captaincy well. Perhaps the strongest connection between captain 

and crew occurred quite early, before the Constitution made her way beyond American waters. 

 Early in the Constitution’s inaugural tour, Nicholson forged strong working relations with 

ordinary and able seamen alike by not favoring rank over character. In October, 1798, Nicholson 

was in the midst of finalizing his officer corps. Two of the Constitution’s second lieutenants, 

Charles Russell and John Cordis, and William Amory—sergeant of marines—had been cleared 

by Congress and the Navy Department for commissions. Based on a lack of performance, 
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Nicholson was intent on withholding the trio’s commission until they proved worthy of 

advancement. In response to Nicholson’s withholding of rank, the three thwarted lieutenants took 

the first boat to shore. Sailors aboard the Constitution showered the exiting officers with mock 

cheers for the accused and praise for their captain’s actions.465  

 Nicholson replaced the departing lieutenants by promoting a trio of existing officers who 

had thus far performed admirably. Third lieutenant Richard Beale was promoted to first. Fourth 

Lieutenant Isaac Hull rose to second. Cotton Thayer, sergeant of marines, was promoted to 

sergeant of marines in place of Amory. After the officer shakeup, Bryant, undoubtedly pleased, 

stated that “with this good ships company,” the Constitution was ready to set sail.466 While 

Bryant’s account offers a small window in which to view how sailors and crew felt about their 

captain, the incredibly low amount of turnover between the Constitution’s first and second tour 

speaks volumes about the connection between crew, captain, and frigate. 

 Having a solid base of recruits and reenlistments for Constitution’s second cruise favored 

heavily in Talbot’s decision to assume command of the Boston super-frigate. Stoddert used the 

advanced level of recruitment for the Constitution to get Talbot to Boston sooner than previously 

believed possible. Once in Boston, Stoddert assured Talbot that recruitment for the Constitution 

would be “considerably advanced.” With Nicholson handling recruitment, Talbot was left to 

concentrate on filling his officer corps.467  

 Similar to the few instances of sailor discharges taking place in May, 1799, 

Constitution’s officer corps witnessed equally light turnover. Of those officers still under 

commission, it was Talbot’s charge “to properly ascertain” what vacancies need to be filled.468 

The lone positions that needed filling on the Constitution were amongst the lieutenancy. It was 

standard practice, when commissioning lieutenants, to promote internally from “the most 

meritorious of the Midshipmen, if qualified.” If there were no qualified midshipmen available, 

Stoddert mentioned to Talbot that Higginson was a “dependable Gentleman” capable of 

“selecting proper Characters, to be Lieutenants.”469 Stoddert placed Higginson’s ability to recruit 

officers in high regard, stating that Higginson’s selections would “at once be commissioned” by 
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the Navy Department. With recruiting and refitting in an advanced stage, Stoddert 

enthusiastically believed the Constitution could be back to sea patrolling the West Indies as the 

fleet’s flagship.  

 After the one-sided and expansive courtship by President Adams and the Navy 

Department, Talbot finally accepted the commission as captain of the Constitution. The Navy 

Department had finally got their man. With the Constitution’s captaincy coming down to four 

final candidates—Talbot, James Server, Alexander Murray, and George Little—Talbot was, by a 

wide margin, the overwhelming favorite. Concerning the four potential candidates, opined 

Adams, “In point of merit & services there is not an officer in our Navy, who can bear any 

comparison to Talbot.”470 Upon Talbot’s acceptance of command, Stoddert postponed 

Nicholson’s post as superintendent of the soon-to-be built 74 in Boston. Stoddert wanted 

Nicholson to advise Talbot in the ins and outs of the Constitution and her crew. Stoddert asked 

Nicholson “to give Captain Talbot all the information in your power with respect to the Ship, her 

Officers and Crew, and every aid in accelerating her departure.”471  

 After securing the services of Nicholson, Stoddert informed Talbot that the Constitution’s 

former captain would help discern which midshipmen currently aboard were worthy of their 

current appointments. Stoddert was looking to “get the good men in their places,” while 

simultaneously getting rid of those “unworthy … to be the Officers of the Constitution.”472 

Meritocracy, stressed Stoddert, should supersede time served, or as Stoddert put it, “without 

regard to dates of their Warrants.” As midshipmen were the lifeline that fed the future officer 

corps of fighting vessels, Nicholson, Stoddert, and Talbot all agreed the Constitution should have 

no less than twelve “young men of good education … especially those who leave the Merchant’s 

service to enter the Navy from the Eastward.”473 Eastward meaning New Englanders. Stoddert, 

as well as President Adams, agreed that “meritorious Midshipmen represent the future 

Commanders of our Navy.”474 Confident Nicholson and Talbot would choose the right recruits, 

Stoddert was prepared to fast-track all appointees with a presidential guarantee. 
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 On July 23, the Constitution departed from Boston, “making a beautiful and noble figure 

amidst the joy and good wishes of many thousands of good federalists.”475 This account of 

President Adams’ represents a great departure from the ship’s initial trio of failures. One day shy 

of her third anniversary, where the Constitution, captain, and crew had failed three times to reach 

the sea amidst a throng of negative press and constant catcalling, her latest foray was indeed a 

grander and more patriotic scene. With her critics firmly in the minority, the Constitution 

represented the grandness of American ingenuity and power. By July 1799, Talbot and the 

Constitution were the pride of the American Navy.  

 Reflecting the Constitution’s prowess was the fact that, upon her launch from Boston, 

Stoddert could reconfigure current naval strategy by using the Boston super-frigate as a stopgap 

measure in the most volatile areas.476 Set to patrol the area off Cape Francois, St. Dominque, the 

Constitution had the dual role of protecting Touissant L’Overture’s fledgling republican navy 

and protecting American commerce from a segment in the West Indies heavily patrolled by the 

French navy and privateers alike. Barry and the United States now returned to Norfolk to refit, 

refill her ranks, and await further orders. With the Constitution’s greater firepower and 

dependability in the Caribbean, Stoddert had bought more time to service the Constellation and 

the United States. The Constitution was performing the same role as two frigates.  

 With Talbot now at the helm of the Constitution and encountering little trouble in the 

West Indies, Stoddert was now able to concentrate on the Constellation and the United States. 

Looking to get as many men as possible reenlisted in the Constellation, Stoddert directed 

$40,000 to naval agent Pennock to “Pay off the Crews of the Constellation and Insurgente” as 

quickly as possible.477 Furthermore, added Stoddert, “It will be best I presume to discharge all 

the Men whose times expire in a month, and who can be spared, that they may sooner be 

prepared to enlist again.”478 Stoddert was willing to pay and discharge the short-timers in the 

Constellation’s crew up to a month early in hope that they, like many sailors, would go through 

their money quickly and thus reenlist before the Constellation disembarked on her second tour.  

 The Constellation’s muster rolls under Truxton’s command showed the constant turmoil 

that seemed to follow the ship throughout her first tour. Of Constellation’s 343 men, most of the 
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173 discharged from the service exited from the navy upon request.479 One-sixth of the men 

discharged were sailors and officers transferred to the prizes, L’Insurgente and L’Union. These 

men would either finish their respective terms in the prizes they currently occupied, or join 

another navy vessel. There is no record of any of the Constellation’s prize crew rejoining their 

former ship. Despite Truxton’s continued annoyance with the inexperienced sailors serving on 

the Constellation’s inaugural tour, ship muster rolls signify that for a 36-gun rated frigate, he had 

many more able seamen registered than regulations allowed. With 131 able seamen, compared to 

just 100 ordinary seamen and 25 boys, Truxton went to sea with what would appear a very 

experienced crew.480 Of the 100 ordinary seamen, several were marines that, upon discharge in 

Norfolk, chose to reenlist as ordinary seamen to take advantage of a monthly wage four dollars 

higher than they left it.481 While inexperienced men often claimed to be able seamen to receive a 

higher wage, Truxton’s marines assuredly had acquired a base knowledge of what was required 

of ordinary sailors. 

 Even with the Constellation’s muster rolls seemingly filled with a base of sailors with at 

least a modicum of experience, Secretary Stoddert wished there were more recruits from New 

England to fill the other frigates and brigs. Speaking of the current recruitment pool outside of 

Boston, Stoddert wrote that the frigate Boston could be half-manned and still perform as well as 

many other fully-manned fighting vessels.482 Recruiting experienced sailors was half the battle. 

Even the most experienced seamen needed a sound command structure to flourish. 

 As for reenlisting sailors, the Constellation’s men, like the Navy Department itself, did 

not have the same respect for Truxton and the Constellation as Nicholson’s men did for him and 

the Constitution—as evident from the many problems associated with the internal and external 

management of the Constellation. By 1799, the ascendancy of the Constitution and Talbot as the 

preeminent ship and captain was unquestionable throughout navy circles and beyond. The fervor 

in reenlistment for the Constitution was a gauge for the popularity of captain, crew, and frigate. 

After witnessing the ease of her re-manning, navy officials began to recognize the Constitution’s 

value as a flagship. After identifying which frigate best resembled the navy, a navy that would 
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symbolize American ingenuity, craftsmanship, and strength, President Adams and Secretary of 

the Navy Stoddert looked to complement the Constitution’s persona by adding a captain capable 

of expanding her popularity nationally and internationally. 

 Despite the capture of L’Insurgente, the largest prize taken in 1798, Constellation’s crew 

showed little interest in serving another term with their current captain, crew and frigate. In a 

later letter to Truxton, Stoddert reiterated to the Constellation’s captain what he and President 

Adams felt was the most accurate way to define merit in the Navy. “Conquest over the Enemies 

of your Country is neither the most difficult, nor the most honorable Conquest you are capable of 

achieving.”483 The Secretary of the Navy was clearly referring to Truxton’s repeated problems in 

transforming inexperienced men into professional sailors. “His mentorlous conduct,” said 

Stoddert, prevented the possibility of maintaining Truxton’s rank as senior captain.484 For the 

time being, however, Stoddert was saddled with the problem of finding the most innocuous 

assignment for Truxton to secure the most recruits for service.  

 Making matters more precarious for re-manning the Constellation was that in order to 

court Talbot for senior captaincy in the navy, Stoddert would have to placate Truxton into 

keeping his commission. Navy officials were worried that once Truxton received the news that 

Talbot would outrank him, the current senior captain of the navy would tender his resignation—

leaving recruitment for the Constellation all the more difficult. For the time being, Stoddert had 

bigger problems to deal with besides Truxton’s feelings: manning the super-frigates preparing to 

enter, and reenter, the service. While a shakeup in navy captains was the ultimate plan to 

reinvigorate enlistment, Stoddert needed to make sure there would be enough sailors to protect 

American commerce and liberty at home and abroad. 

 Stoddert devised a two-pronged attack to funnel human resources into the navy. First, to 

keep Truxton in the navy, Stoddert planned to give the soon-to-be disgruntled Truxton a new 

position. “Once Barry gives up command of United States,” wrote Stoddert, “you will of course 

have her.”485 Fearing an overall lack of recruits, rotating captaincies was seen by the Navy 

Department as the best solution to add vigor to the recruiting process. To keep Truxton occupied 

in mind and wallet while waiting for Barry to give up command of the United States, Stoddert 
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assigned him to “take direction” of the 44 based on the plan of the United States set to be built in 

New York.486 Once the Constellation’s rosters were filled and a new captain managed her, 

Stoddert would then redirect his energy in getting the last three frigates manned.  

 Stoddert’s plan required too much time to reach fruition. Truxton could not be kept on the 

sidelines waiting for Barry to surrender his captaincy. To help defend American interests at 

home and abroad, Stoddert needed to redeploy the Constellation. While it was clear Truxton’s 

resignation could come at any time, navy officials would have to deal with that problem when it 

came. Unfortunately, it came on August 4, 1799. Stoddert’s only reply to Truxton was that the 

Constellation’s now former captain should not think that character had anything to do with his 

recent demotion. And, stressed Stoddert, while a replacement would be immediately sent “to take 

Charge of the Constellation … Your commission still lays on my table.487  

 Upon Truxton’s recommendation, Captain Samuel Barron was tapped to be the 

Constellation’s second commander. Truxton believed that Barron was the best candidate for the 

position. Stoddert readily agreed, stating that Barron was “an able seaman and a gentleman.”488 

And, that Barron “would be more agreeable than any other Captain to the Officers & Crew.”489 

 Recruitment for the Constellation was tepid at best. New York naval agent James 

Watson, charged with recruiting sailors for the Constellation, arrived at the New York Navy 

Yard after spending several weeks in New York City combing the area for men. Upon his return 

to the moored Constellation, Watson had procured sixty-one men for service.490 The 

Constellation now had 240 men—about 60 shy of a manageable number of sailors and crew. 

Stoddert had to look elsewhere to find them. Receiving word that the clipper Baltimore had 

reached capacity, Stoddert asked Captain Barron of the Baltimore for help. Stoddert wanted 

Barron to send his recruits to New York to fill the Constellation’s roster.491 He was hoping that 

Baltimoreans enlisting on the Baltimore would wholeheartedly jump ship to support their local 

frigate. However, only a gunner and boatswain volunteered to transfer from the Baltimore to the 

Constellation. 
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 The super-frigates Congress, Chesapeake, and the President were all feeling the pinch in 

accumulating human resources. The second three super-frigates would sail with smaller rosters 

than planned. Local recruits had long since dried up. In and after 1799, new recruits were found 

from national sources. James Watson, naval agent in New York, was asked to fill the dual role of 

reconnoitering naval stores and men. Needing sailors throughout the American East Coast, 

Stoddert employed Watson to “proceed to New York without delay and there open your 

rendezvous.”492 Watson had the discretion to open rendezvous wherever needed, as long as he 

gave two weeks’ notice as to the location of each newly appointed rendezvous.  

 Watson was enlisted to oversee the procurement of blocks of “fifty good seamen and as 

many ordinary hands in proportion” as could be found.493 Once these fifty-man quotas were 

filled, it was up to Watson to apply for pay advancements for further recruitment, and to pay 

current enlistees up to two months’ advances on salaries. While finding men for the President 

was of the utmost importance, Watson was given some latitude enlisting men for other vessels—

once he knew there would be enough men to get the President out to sea. 

 Most naval vessels fitting out for service in and after 1799 were advised to pare at least 

ten percent of pre-described crews from their rosters.494 To comfort ship captains and officers, 

the Navy Department stressed to ship recruiters that the British seldom had over 200 men on 

ships of similar size—and performed well. Not that there was an option for captains and crew. 

Supply issues dictated how many men were available to serve in the navy. As with past 

experiences with sailor recruitment for the now three frigates filling their ship rolls with New 

Englanders, Stoddert had to hope there would be enough local recruits to get the Constitution 

back to sea in a timely manner.495 As for the later three super-frigates, each captain and their 

respective recruiting officers and agents would have to fill rosters by focusing more broadly. 

 Truxton and the Constellation had a disproportionate amount of inexperienced to 

experienced sailors aboard her initial cruise. Many of the ships following Truxton to sea were 

required through necessity to follow suit. Onboard the USS Connecticut, for instance, there was 
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a need to enlist a disproportionate number of boys and landsmen since an incredible number of 

men had been discharged and reassigned. Of the Connecticut’s 216 souls, 188 did not return for a 

second tour.496 While Captain James Server of the Congress did not have to worry about 

discharges, since his ship was in the initial stages of launch, finding experienced sailors and 

seamen for the Congress’ first tour was demanding. 

 As he had for Captain Talbot, President Adams fast-tracked the appointments for the 

Congress’ officer corps and midshipmen.497 Secretary of Navy, Stoddert cleared Server to enlist 

245 able seamen, ordinary seamen, and boys—with able seamen not to exceed 100.498 Even with 

endorsements from Adams and Stoddert, the Congress was having great difficulty filling 

presubscribed numbers of sailors and crew. Recognizing that recruitment was lacking in New 

Hampshire, Server informed Stoddert of his desire to move the Congress to Boston to, hopefully, 

fill his ship’s roster with presumably experienced New Englanders.499 

 Once in the port of Boston, Server ordered his second lieutenant, Joseph Saunders, to go 

ashore and enlist men for the Congress. Accompanied by the ship’s surgeon, Saunders and Dr. 

Fields shipped 29 enlistees there.500 Falling well short of quotas, Server was forced to hire 

outside recruiters to enlist men. Two local captains, Tricker and Hapley, were offered a 

commission of three dollars a man—one dollar more than the going rate. Both were also 

forwarded forty dollars to begin the recruitment process. While in Boston, a paltry fifty-seven 

men were enlisted to serve aboard the Congress. There were limited human resources available 

in Boston willing to serve on a vessel not known to the men. Even more detrimental to 

recruitment was the presence of a captain or officer with a bad reputation.  

 Coinciding with the Congress’ latest push to recruit men in Boston was the conclusion of 

Lieutenant James Cordis’ court-martial. Nicholson had arrested Cordis, his former second 

lieutenant aboard the Constitution, for dereliction of duty. Cordis was frequently caught sleeping 

and often under the influence of alcohol while on duty.501 The early American Navy was always 

in need of experienced seamen, especially officers. After acquittal on all charges, Stoddert 
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looked for a place for the wayward lieutenant. Stoddert informed Server that Cordis would be the 

Congress’ first lieutenant—a promotion from his second lieutenancy position aboard the 

Constitution. Stoddert also relayed to Server that if Cordis “should not conduct himself like an 

Officer, you must arrest him.”502 In compensation for taking on Cordis, Stoddert let Server 

choose his fourth lieutenant carte blanche. In passing, Stoddert apologized to Server for being 

“compelled to put an Officer upon you, in whom you may not have confidence, but we shall 

never get rid of bad Officers unless they are called into service.”503 Stoddert explained to Server 

that it was a captain’s job to help rid the navy of disgraceful characters.  

 Due to the recent filling of the frigate Boston and the ongoing process of finding men for 

the Essex, human resources would seem to be limited—at least for ships built outside Boston. 

Finding men for the Constitution, the Boston, and the Essex was seemingly simple. Each of these 

local vessels was filled with relative ease. In need of just 120 men on her arrival to Boston, 

Congress experienced lackluster enlistment at best. Stoddert was aware that Server may 

encounter recruiting obstacles in Boston. Expressing to Server that “unless indeed men cannot be 

got there,” seeing that it will be difficult to fulfill the need for so large a frigate, “it will be very 

proper to secure the men offered to you” in a timely manner.504 Server’s best bet for men, opined 

Stoddert, was to open a rendezvous at Somer’s Tavern, a local jaunt known to be popular with 

mariners.505 In the midst of the height of the fishing season, it was believed that “the Probability 

of recruiting many men here at present is small.” What few men that were available, around 30 

to 40, were predisposed to wait for the return of the frigate Boston before joining the crew of 

another ship.506  

 Hoping to find men for the Congress in Gloucester, Saunders ran into considerable 

headwinds in trying to lure experienced seamen away from the seafarer-laden community. 

Spending considerable time in Gloucester, where “fine looking sailors can be seen in the streets,” 

Saunders again came up well short in recruits.507 Of the thirty-six reported able seamen possibly 

available for enlistment, only thirteen showed any interest in shipping out with Server and the 
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Congress. Saunders apologized to Server for failing to sign on these potential recruits, 

expressing that, of the “13 Able Seamen Robust in constitution & Belonging to Gloucester … I 

make no Doubt I should have retained them. They were no doubt influenced by some persons in 

this place to reject the Congress. What could be his or their motive for dissuading them from the 

Ship I cannot tell.”508 While finding unskilled, ordinary seamen, and landsmen was proving 

cumbersome for Server and the Congress, locating seafarers with specific skillsets was even 

more problematic.  

 With limited funds expended on increased recruiter bonuses, Server was left with little 

chance in the enlistment of skilled maritime artisans. Informing Stoddert that more money was 

needed to pay off the “few men Promised” to the Congress, Server reiterated the need to hire an 

armorer or blacksmith, surgeon, and a gunner’s mate.509 The closest in skillset recruited in 

Boston was “A man By the name of hunt” who, lacking the requisite skills of a blacksmith, was 

entered into the Congress’ roster as an ordinary seaman.510 With the promise of finding and 

recruiting experienced maritime craftsmen limited, Stoddert informed Server to “ship any man” 

that fits the description of help wanted aboard the Congress.  

 Recruitment for the Congress in New England was hampered by her experienced sailors 

and seamen’s indefatigable loyalty to local ships and captains, as had been the rule since the first 

third of the eighteenth century. Experienced New England seafarers, for the most part, went to 

sea within the familiar confines of local ships, crews, and captains. Familiarity bred contentment 

for sailors living for long periods at sea. Often, sailors looked for the right captain to sail with. 

The anemic turnover after the Constitution’s first cruise, for instance, testifies to the loyalty 

Captain Nicholson commanded in his men. 

 The right captain, above all the other factors coinciding with enlistment, served as the 

linchpin for recruitment. The Essex, a Boston-built frigate, and her captain, Edward Preble, 

enjoyed swift and popular enlistment, according to purser accounts. However, as Preble’s 

logbook portends, once at sea it became obvious what kind of men had been recruited. Preble, a 

few days into his first tour, wrote to Navy Secretary Stoddert that recruiting records were found 

to be wanting in every way.511 Essex’s purser, lamented Preble, “has never been of service to 
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me,” showing flagrant indiscretion in filling out all relevant information for the completion of 

their ship’s roster.512 After looking over his crew, Preble could see the purser had used navy 

funds to enlist any man with a pulse, regardless of experience. Some of his sailors were “too 

advanced in life” to be an effective member of any vessel, let alone a warship. Marines “were a 

disappointment” and “unfit for service.513 It was not unusual to find inflated recruitment ledgers, 

even in New England—especially during the height of the fishing season.  

 Ship rosters on all of the super-frigates except the Constitution served more as a headcount 

than a viable rating system.  Most recruiters were all too willing to exaggerate sailors and 

seamen’s levels of experience and skillset in order to collect a higher bounty.  Enlistees were 

also tempted to misrepresent their maritime experience in order to receive higher wages and 

better working conditions.  Nicholson and, later, Talbot were blessed with a higher proportion of 

experienced sailors and seamen.  The deep pool of experienced seafarers in New England that 

were, in most cases, inclined to enlist on the Constitution, knowingly at a reduced salary than on 

a privateer or merchantman, made managing the Constitution a much easier proposition than the 

other frigates. 

        For a litany of reasons, most of the frigate captains were painfully aware that until fully 

vetting the crew, including midshipmen and officer corps, through exercises and time at sea, 

there was always a cloud of doubt as to what kind of personnel were serving below decks.  As 

such, managing officers, sailors, and crew would be a difficult job for the early frigate captains 

as the American Navy made its way to the sea.   
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

 

MANAGING UNITED STATES, CONSTELLATION, AND 

CONSTITUTION 

 

           The Constitution entered the sea on her first tour of duty on July 22, 1798, after three 

failed attempts to make way. Progress making ready to sail had, up to this current launch, gone 

more smoothly for the Constitution, compared to the other super-frigates’ respective paths to 

service. Humphreys’ visions of a modern navy were now in their fourth year. The building 

process in all of the six ports where the original frigates were being built had brought excitement 

to the local citizenry and the nation as a whole. However, the relatively slow building process 

had begun to weigh heavily on the minds of politicians and the press. Even at the brink of seeing 

the super-frigates a reality, reporters were quick to condemn American efforts to create a 

national navy. The Boston press in particular set a difficult precedent for Captain Nicholson to 

overcome on the Constitution’s first tour. 

 Newspapers in all of the frigate ports were instrumental in building up each frigate, 

captain, and crew, or as in the case of Boston and the Constitution, tearing them down. 

Information concerning the progress of each frigate from the building process throughout each 

mission was detailed in the local and national newspapers. Reporters in Boston were quick to 

portray the Constitution as a failure. Their negativity was palpable at the time of the super-

frigate’s third attempt to get to sea. After her ceremonious failure to launch in front of great 

fanfare and excitement, Boston newspapers were quick to label her builders, captain and crew as 

incompetent.514 One reporter called the Constitution the “grand pile.”515 Another wrote, “If 

Constitution makes it to the local lighthouse as Continental property, it is more than we 

believe.”516 Poets jumped into the fray: “O frigate Constitution! Stay on shore: why would you 

meet old Ocean’s roar?”517  
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 Many feared the Constitution would never make it to water. Many also thought it was in 

America’s best interests to cut ties, and finances, with the Constitution and the rest of the frigate 

navy. The Bee proclaimed the naysayers’ perspective best, stating that “It would be in the public 

interest if she is never launched at all.”518 This negativity most assuredly made it to both sides of 

the Atlantic. Looking to thwart the many naysayers that had pronounced the Constitution dead 

on arrival to the sea, Nicholson set off on a course of action that would receive condemnation 

from his peers and naval administrators alike. His quest to make the Constitution a success 

became even more evident the minute the grandest of the six frigates set sail on her fist tour. 

 The local and national newspapers were but some of Nicholson’s critics influencing his 

decisions aboard the Constitution. Washington insiders and the naval establishment were 

painting Nicholson as ill-prepared to command in the modern American Navy. Statesman and 

Revolutionary War veteran Thomas Pickering implied that the only chance the Constitution had 

for survival was the procurement of talented officers “to give her a fair chance at sea.” Pickering 

felt that those officers were not present at launch. “Captain Nicholson is not intemperate … He 

lacks in natural talents rather than vicious habits, he is neither a Gentleman, nor a popular man 

with the Sailors, as some rough men are.”519 Debates over whether or not Nicholson was a 

suitable first captain of the Constitution swirled around Washington and Boston, even after the 

Constitution had set sail. The crux of the arguments against Nicholson was that he was 

considered “an old naval officer—favored by [President] Washington.”520 They believed a 

modern navy needed progressive captains, that “the Revolutionary War was a bad school to 

educate good officers.”521 Nicholson would produce more critics as he sought to prove his worth 

as captain and the Constitution’s as a super-frigate. 

 The growing public discontent concerning Nicholson’s ability to captain the Constitution 

reached Secretary Timothy Pickering’s office in June, 1798. To better assure the Constitution’s 

success, Pickering felt he could dampen Nicholson’s supposed faults by hand-selecting his 

higher ranking officers. After going over Nicholson’s officer list, Pickering and his naval staff 

agreed that only Edward Preble and Edmund Beals, both tagged to be the Constitution’s original 

first lieutenants, “are the only men belonging to her who appear to have any talents for the 
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Navy.”522 Preble happened to be out of country at the time, and was thus unable to serve on the 

Constitution’s inaugural cruise. The absence of a sound officer corps and a presumed weak 

captain led Pickering’s growing fears that the Constitution would falter against any French 

cruiser of equal force.523 In a last-ditch effort to make the Constitution as formidable as possible 

once she left Boston, Pickering led an effort to appoint several officers to serve under Nicholson.  

 Frigate captains in the early American Navy could appoint ship officers. The Navy 

Department asked that a list of all officer commissions be delivered to them to seek approval by 

the President of the United States. As war with France crept closer to reality, the need for frigate 

officers became all the more critical. Competition between the national navy and privateers for 

experienced officers gave the frigate captains more leeway in clearing commissions with the 

government. Every day lost to getting the frigate fleet to sea cost American commerce; as such, 

Navy Department officials were lenient towards truant officer candidate recommendations.  

 In the case of Nicholson’s officer list for the Constitution, no letters had been received 

two weeks from launch from Mr. Wolcott, who was in charge of requesting the opinions of 

proposed men seeking officers’ commissions. Nicholson did not intend to let politicians 

determine who was best suited to serve as officers on the Constitution. From experience in the 

Revolutionary War, Nicholson knew that an overreliance on volunteers was inadequate for the 

proper management of a fighting vessel. As such, selecting officers was paramount in both 

manning and managing ships of war during times of conflict.524 For Nicholson, Isaac Hull was 

the linchpin in building a competent and capable officer corps and crew. 

 Out of the twelve potential candidates for the four available officer positions on the 

Constitution, Hull was one of Nicholson’s first choices for officer candidacy. Hull was no 

stranger to the sea. At the age of 14, he had joined a merchantman in Connecticut as an ordinary 

sailor. After honing his seafaring skills with many years at sea on the Beaver and the Favorite, 

Hull was looking for opportunities for advancement. While serving on the Favorite, Hull 

received word that Nicholson was looking to fill officer positions in the super-frigate 

Constitution.525 Within a week, Hull was in Boston, where he formally accepted Nicholson’s 
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offer. He was immediately entered into the Constitution’s ship’s registry as fourth lieutenant. He 

joined fellow New Englander’s John Cordis, Richard Beale, and Andrew Preble. His acceptance 

as fourth lieutenant completed Nicholson’s officer corps for the Constitution’s first cruise.  

 Nicholson wasted no time trying to make his officers feel at home while aboard the 

Constitution. Nicholson sought to make the Constitution’s utilitarian and Spartan 

accommodations more appealing to his officer corps by ordering furniture for spaces shared by 

captain and commanding officers. While it was custom for ship’s officers to provide their own 

furnishings, Nicholson looked to make the Constitution a welcoming sight as officers and crew 

made their way aboard. Naval agents in Boston were tasked to procure cabin furniture for the 

Constitution. Dining tables, Windsor chairs, a globe lamp and two copper stoves were waiting 

for Nicholson as the Constitution readied to depart from the Charlestown navy yard. These ship’s 

articles were delivered before the War Department caught wind of Nicholson’s order. General 

Jackson, in charge of supplying the frigate fleet with various ship’s articles, sent notice to all 

naval agents that “no other furniture beyond what is absolutely necessary to their immediate 

accommodation on Board … must be provided at their own expense.”526 Nicholson’s insight into 

making the Constitution more competitive and operational did not stop with furniture.  

 Since 80 percent of a fighting frigate were able and ordinary seamen, Nicholson was 

aware of the need for accessible and adequate supplies of food and drink while at sea to keep 

sailors motivated and content. Water was an essential part of a sailor’s diet. Management of any 

maritime vessel, let alone a fighting ship, was dependent on her acquisition and maintenance. 

The Constitution’s sheer tonnage aided in the storage of fresh water supplies. Nicholson and the 

Constitution’s purser, the warrant officer in charge of ship supplies, began stockpiling fresh 

water supplies in and around Boston. At the time of her launch, the Constitution had 48,600 

gallons of fresh water in her storage compartments.  

 Most ship captains during the Age of Sail relied on the collection of rainwater to 

replenish empty water casks. Some captains ferried fresh water from shore to ship. Often 

watering parties brought back contaminated water. The resulting debilitative, chronic diarrhea 

could render a ship impotent for sometimes long periods.527 Those serving on the Constitution’s 

first cruise could focus on their respective duties and the job at hand instead of praying for rain 
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or a safe port with readily available fresh water. Nicholson’s foresight regarding fresh water 

allowed the Constitution’s officers and crew to spend more time safeguarding American 

commerce and taking the fight to the enemy.  

 After receiving orders to set sail to protect the North American coastline, Nicholson 

received a sign of praise as the Secretary of the Navy urged him to “engage the enemy with your 

fine ship and officers” and take prizes to American ports.528 To live up to this first order, to be 

best prepared to protect American trade and liberty at home and abroad, as well as to shut up 

critics, Nicholson looked to create a cohesive, symbiotic fighting force immediately after 

departing the Charlestown Navy Yard. He wanted to see exactly how battle-ready his crew stood. 

By constant and consistent exercising and practicing of ship maneuvers and target practice, 

Nicholson began to hone the skills of experienced sailors and landsmen in working and 

managing a super-frigate. 

 When comparing the Constitution’s ship’s and captain’s logs to the Constellation’s and 

the United States on each of their first cruises, a contrast is stark. Nicholson spent more than 

twice as much time as his peers preparing his crew for battle.529 The Constitution was seemingly 

always in the midst of adjusting sail, timing gun crews’ rate of fire and accuracy, of general 

upkeep and maintenance of the ship—particularly cleaning below decks from her launch and 

throughout Nicholson’s one and only tour of duty. Incredibly, almost two months into her first 

cruise, the Constitution’s crew was witnessed “enjoying washing decks.”530  

 Higginson linked the Constitution’s cohesion at sea above and below decks with 

Nicholson’s “rough and blustery tar” persona.531 “Sailors love to have brave commanders,” 

Higginson said, noting the esprit de corps developing aboard during her inaugural tour of duty.532 

Nicholson’s experience at sea, compounded with his attention to detail regarding ship and sailor 

readiness, created a working environment second to none. Repetition helped acquaint landsmen 

and other green sailors and crew to the rigors associated with life at sea on a fighting vessel. 

Working the sails and cannons on an almost daily basis helped the Constitution’s crew better 

understand their respective duties in and out of action. Nicholson believed practical seamanship 
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was honed through on-the-job training. Inexperienced men learning the trade from old navy salts 

prepared the Constitution for sea and battle.533  

 Part of Nicholson’s drive to ready the Constitution was the ideology that a fighting ship 

was built to fight. America’s super-frigates were built to take the fight to the enemy. Exercising 

sails and guns were paramount to surviving naval encounters against belligerent navies. While 

maneuvering and manipulating sails helped gain a firing advantage for ship gunners to exploit, 

rate of fire proficiency and accuracy ultimately determined victor and vanquished at sea. 

Nicholson was determined from the initial procurement of cannons to prevent the Constitution 

from being defeated by superior firepower. Having the most cannons aboard was useless without 

the ability to use them proficiently.  

 The Constitution’s gun crews diligently practiced firing their cannons at both moving and 

fixed targets. Getting used to the several longer and larger caliber cannons previously used for 

harbor defense took some getting used to. Practicing was the key, and Nicholson was quite aware 

of the need to hone the skills of his firing crews.534 The advantage of cannons that could shoot 

farther and more accurately than British and French peers cannot be understated during the Age 

of Sail.  

 Ship captains in the early nineteenth century looked for any kind of advantage over their 

opponents. Wind and tide were used to acquire the best firing position. Once in position to fire, 

captains could target sails and masts to cripple the enemy’s progress and maneuverability or take 

aim at the hull just above the waterline.535 Usually captains adopted waterline shots when they 

wanted to end actions quickly and prevent mounting casualties, as manpower was always 

essential. Hull shots were, however, detrimental for those captains looking for prizes because of 

the impracticability of getting a hull shot prize to a home or neutral port. 

 By the time the Constitution encountered her first enemy at sea, she had a well-trained 

gun crew with access to enough varied firepower to either cripple an enemy ship to take home as 

a prize, or outright sink to avoid costly losses in human resources. Nicholson had the distinct 

advantage of firing high or low when called for. Due to the many variables encountered during 
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battle engagement, Nicholson had the favor of reacting to the ever-changing conditions during 

battle.  

Getting his men ready for battle had not come without a price. Many of the men serving 

on the Constitution’s first tour were unaccustomed to life at sea in a fighting vessel. While 

Nicholson and the navy agents fit out the Constitution with more than adequate amounts of food, 

clothing, and other provisions to make life at sea more comfortable and tolerable, the workload 

was more than many sailors and crew could or would tolerate. Landsmen and other green recruits 

were not accustomed to Nicholson’s brashness when giving orders. Nicholson expected duties to 

be fulfilled in a quick and efficient manner. He was a demanding captain, a taskmaster satisfied 

only after the high standards he set for his officers and crew were met. Discipline was needed to 

keep the Constitution’s crew “motivated” in carrying out their orders. 

 Sailors and seamen dating back to the Continental Navy had been independent by nature. 

Patriotic fervor and the fight for personal liberties was their reason for serving in the 

Revolutionary navy. Many of these libertarian qualities carried over to the early American Navy. 

Naval authority was not always accepted, at sea or in port, by crews made up primarily of 

landsmen—sometimes referred to as “townies.”536 The military organization during the War of 

Independence promulgated an authoritarian system. While shipboard discipline was paramount 

in maintaining chain of command and social structure, the Continental and early American 

Navies relied on self-regulation below decks to help limit acts of defiance and insubordination 

among enlisted men.  

 Politicians serving in the Department of the Navy had to walk a thin line when it came to 

implementing shipboard justice. If punishment was too drastic, it was believed that sailors would 

jump ship at the earliest opportunity. While punishment was handed out freely in the navy, 

usually in the form of lashes or irons, the captain had to decide its degree. Lashes were handed 

out for a bevy of reasons: wearing dirty clothes, blasphemy, spitting on deck, and urinating out 

of a gun port easily merited six to ten lashes from the cat-o’-nine tails.537 

 John Adams and the Naval Committee forged what would become the only general basis 

to follow for ship captains during the Age of Sail. Creating the Articles of War, Adams was 

looking to centralize naval discipline. He knew that centralization of disciplinary actions took 
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away power officers needed to command. The Articles of War were a move to establish 

shipboard disciplinary power at sea, giving ship captains the right to “experiment with alternative 

punishments.” The parameters of a captain’s power to administrate necessary justice at sea were 

contained in Articles I and XXXII. Article I focused on the need to ferret out those men guilty of 

a crime, in an attempt to “suppress any dissolute or immoral practices,” while Article XXXII 

listed clearly defined punishments for specific infractions.538 One such punishment listed in 

Article XXXII that particularly irked sailors and crew was taking away rations of alcohol. 

Capital punishment, including execution, was the harshest measure, reserved for capital offenses. 

All of the Articles of War, I through XLII, pertain to disciplinary measures and code of conduct 

for men at sea.  

 Outside of the Articles of War, sailors, seamen, and crew were required to acknowledge 

and sign a copy of a ship’s articles before registration into the navy could be completed. Ship 

articles were posted outside rendezvous and taverns. Similar to a contract, they were a list of 

conditions under which sailors and seamen would serve in an upcoming cruise. They listed pay 

and benefits as well as the various rules, treatment, and punishments that could be expected 

during service. Out of the six frigates traversing down their individual paths to the sea, only 

Nicholson and the Constitution delivered crew lists acknowledging that the Articles of War had 

been discussed, and that each sailor and crew were aware of both their respective duties, and the 

potential punishment for not fulfilling responsibilities prior to setting sail.539  

 Many captains and those in the ranks of the officer’s corps feared unmanageable crews. 

Shipboard punishment and corrective measures would not be custom and tradition until the turn 

of the nineteenth century. During the Revolutionary War, the Continental Navy had to lay the 

groundwork to punctuate the command structure and the patterns of obedience at sea. Traditional 

punishment was fluid in both the Continental and early American Navies: no one captain ran his 

ship entirely like another. Captains with crews made up of unfamiliar men, landsmen, and or 

foreigners often searched for new modes of punishment outside of traditional flogging to make a 

point to the crew that insubordination and other disorder would not be tolerated. Some captains 
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embraced alternate forms of punishment to subdue the unmanageable. Tattoos, branding, ironing, 

confinement, and other marks of disgrace were used to keep with the “laws and customs of the 

sea.”  

 Aware of the growing complaints being leveled against Nicholson, Higginson formed the 

dual opinion that Nicholson was indeed a salty tar—“neither a gentleman or popular with the 

Sailors.”540 Higginson went on to defend the strictness that Nicholson displayed towards his crew 

by stating that “some rough men” may not be popular with the crew, but “I know of no criminal 

conduct or neglect, nor incapacity that would perhaps justify dismissal” from service.541 

Nicholson understood that the Constitution could only be as good as her worst seaman. 

Unwilling to settle for mediocrity, Nicholson used his officers and experienced sailors and crew 

to help prepare inexperienced men for battle.  

 Training men for the sea was based on what NAM Rodger refers to as “river 

discipline.”542 River discipline meant training a ship’s company to ready itself for sea. The basis 

for getting men ready to set sail was discipline. Persuasion came in the form of discipline. 

Landsmen and novice sailors alike learned quickly the command structure of the navy through 

self-regulation and onboard justice as seen through violent disciplinary measures from below.  

 Community discipline, as witnessed in the early American navy, needed no formal 

institution or governmental bureaucracy to be efficient. As in the New England fishing 

communities in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, discipline was hierarchical, exercised 

by a community head or a captain.543 The early American navy used community and cooperation 

to self-regulate and control crew members instead of the draconian measures of discipline from 

above used by the Royal Navy to establish and maintain order at sea. 

 In the rare instances where social control was lacking from below decks, Nicholson was 

quick to interject in derelictions of duty with the navy’s brand of administrative justice. Ordinary 

seaman William Bryant reflected on the swift justice administered during his fourteen months 
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aboard the Constitution: thirteen men were lashed to the gangway, stripped of their clothes, and 

publically “received a smart dozen on the bare back.”544  

 The one instance where sailor insubordination went above and beyond minor offense was 

the direct assault of an enlisted man on an officer. Nicholson acted swiftly and accordingly. 

When James Cary pushed his acting lieutenant, Mr. Jarvis, while onshore at Prince Rupert Bay, 

Dominica, Nicholson immediately placed Cary in irons to await further punishment. While his 

senior officers believed that Cary should be “tried by court-martial,” Nicholson shared with his 

officers and crew that a court-martial would sentence Cary to be flogged in front of the entire 

fleet.545 Nicholson avoided this very public and humiliating punishment but still set a positive 

example to his crew, by ordering Cary receive a dozen lashes. Nicholson’s steadfast and fair 

actions appealed to his crew time and again. Bryant later wrote that Nicholson was “one of the 

most humane Commanders in our navy” and, “was always willing to hear the complaints of his 

men and would often reprimand his officers for any ill treatment” of the Constitution’s crew.546 

 Diligently preparing men for sea was but one part of the driving force behind the work 

ethic building aboard the Constitution. Sailors, seamen, and crew were taught to act instead of 

react to the many variables that would materialize at sea. Action was manifest in the training 

regimens Nicholson used to prepare the Constitution for action. Experienced seamen led the 

inexperienced by example. Management below decks was an integral part to the Constitution’s 

future success as a super-frigate. Working as a unit promoted an esprit de corps that would prove 

invaluable for the Constitution’s officers and crew once in the throes of battle.  

 Sailors and crew were comfortable knowing that if they took care of their duties, their 

shipmates would do likewise. There was a calm certainty that duties would be carried out as 

diligently as possible. Sailors knew where they stood within the ship hierarchy. For the most 

part, the chain of command was known and unquestioned. Having the peace of mind that came 

with the fulfillment of shipboard responsibilities and duties came from not only below decks, but 

in the captain’s quarters as well.  

 As noted earlier, Nicholson was a stickler for getting supplies and naval materiel to the 

Constitution and his men. His constant questioning of the status quo, not taking for granted that 
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naval administration knew what they were doing concerning the manning, arming, and managing 

of a warship, gave the Constitution and her crew a tremendous advantage over her peers and the 

enemy.  

 On an ordinary day at sea, crystal clear skies, light breezes from the north gently rocking 

the Constitution in the cradle of the sea, Nicholson’s guard was always up; he was constantly on 

duty.547 Shattering the tranquility of this particular day, Nicholson ordered all hands to be 

“employed at Different Jobs”: primarily cleaning and disinfecting the decks with vinegar.548 

While the crew was a beehive of activity, Nicholson examined the Constitution’s main compass. 

After comparing the three compasses on hand, Nicholson “found that they did not agree with one 

another.”549 Nicholson quickly deduced that much of the iron work around the Constitution’s 

binnacle, where the ship’s main compass was stored, was causing miscalculations to occur. 

Nicholson corrected the problem by replacing the thirty-five iron nails with copper nails. By 9 

PM that night, all compasses “were found to agree exactly.”550 A lesser captain may not have 

discovered this potentially devastating problem. Assuredly, Nicholson’s officers and crew did 

not have to worry about failing via captain’s error—at least not regarding the readiness of the 

Constitution for battle. All of the practice and preparation for war could not have prevented what 

lay in wait for the Constitution’s crew and, especially, her captain in the gray and hazy political 

manifestations in the legality of taking prizes. 

 After several weeks of practicing guns and crew for action, spotters atop the 

Constitution’s mainmast noticed a strange sail bearing southwest-west from London. Nicholson 

ordered all sail and gave chase. Quickly, the Constitution showed off her speed and agility, 

hitting 10-knots with “contrary” winds.551 After tacking to the southeast, her quarry was 

“perceived to be a Ship of War.” The enemy ship, the Niger as it turned out, made several 

evasive maneuvers but was “no match” for the Constitution]552 Nicholson noted that the Niger’s 

captain was “deceived in our Ship’s size,” thinking he could easily outrun the much larger 

vessel.553 Nicholson fired several warning shots across Niger’s bow and stern. Niger hoisted an 

                                                 
547 E t a t f o  Jou al of Ja es Pit , U.“. F igate Co stitutio ,  August , , NRQWF 1, part 2, 266. 
548 Ibid. 
549 Ibid. 
550 Ibid. 267. 
551 Lette  f o  Captai  Ni holso  to “e  of Na ,  “epte e  , , NRQWF 1, part 2, 393. 
552 Ibid. 394. 
553 Ibid. 



151 

English ensign in response to the shots fired while simultaneously setting all sail, hoping 

Nicholson would believe the ruse that the Niger was a friend and not a foe. From the Niger’s 

evasive action alone, trying exhaustively to outmaneuver the Constitution and, failing that, lining 

up to offer a broadside, Nicholson was confident that his opponent was indeed an enemy 

combatant.  

 Nicholson ordered all hands to quarters, expecting a broadside from the Niger at any 

moment, seeing that his opponent’s guns were “constantly trailing and pointing” at the 

Constitution. Within pistol shot, Niger’s captain and crew were hailed to stand to and prepare to 

be boarded. Nicholson expressed to the Niger that he would “fire into them” if they attempted to 

make sail, “or give me any other further trouble by attempting to get away.”554  

 Evan after the Niger’s captain came aboard the Constitution to plead his case as an ally, 

Nicholson was sure that captain and crew were pirates.555 The Niger’s gun crew trained their 

cannons on the Constitution’s powder room the entire time their captain was visiting with 

Nicholson. While the Niger’s captain was wearing the French national uniform, and expressing 

that his ship and crew were indeed French royalists bound for Jamaica with a commission from 

the English government, Niger’s supporting documents appeared “to be Counterfeits”.556 She 

was without ship’s articles, papers, or logbook. Seventy-five men in all, the Niger’s crew 

consisted of a strange mix of French, Spanish, Dutch, Portuguese, Italian and “Negroes” to be 

considered French nationals.557 While the capture of the Niger would become an indefinite 

blemish on Nicholson’s record as a captain, the way in which the Constitution performed against 

her first true foe speaks volume about the readiness of ship and crew due to the Niger’s makeup. 

 The Niger had been built by the Spanish government; later, the British took it as a prize. 

Built primarily of cedar with a copper-sheathed hull and carrying a substantial punch in the form 

of twenty-four 12- and 9- pound cannons, she “was as sound as any Ship of War whatsoever,” 

decried a gentleman from Baltimore who sailed on her. The Niger had served the Royal Navy 

well. During her three years of service as the HMS Niger, the well-built, well-armed, and well-

manned cruiser took part in three successful convoy missions.558 
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 After taking the Niger, their first significant prize, the Constitution’s captain and crew 

found themselves ensnared in the political red tape used to identify friend from foe in the world 

of prize taking. As defined in the Act of Congress enacted on July 9, 1797, all captains serving 

on privateer and other naval vessels were authorized to capture all armed vessels of the French 

Republic. Furthermore, the President of the United States warned all captains to be certain not to 

“molest” any vessel of friendly or neutral nations, to prevent reimbursing those nations where the 

illegal seizure and sale of property occurred.559 

 After the Niger’s many signs of being an enemy combatant, Captain Nicholson 

ascertained she was indeed prize-worthy. The Constitution’s officers found that the French 

privateer was loaded with “a great deal of Money on board.”560 In a lower hold was a magazine 

full of money and jewelry that appeared American in make and design—leading Nicholson to 

believe that Niger was plundering American vessels.561 Also, all of Niger’s crew had an 

abundance of American money and watches on their bodies. To all outward appearances, Niger 

was a pirate ship. President Adams, a seasoned veteran in maritime law, believed, after reading 

newspaper accounts concerning the Constitution’s capture of the cruiser Niger, that “the 

accounts of the Capture … by Nicholson … [are] not to be doubted.”562 The taking of such a rich 

prize created an optimistic buzz within the Constitution’s crew. 

 A mere month after the Niger’s capture and confiscation, however, the Department of the 

Navy had deliberated and found that Nicholson had illegally taken the Niger as a prize. Based on 

the translations of the accounts given by the master of the Niger, it was determined that 

Nicholson’s prize was in fact in the service of Jamaican merchants identified only as 

“H.B.M.”563 Once the word of the illegal seizure of the Niger made it below decks aboard the 

Constitution, there was “great Rage and Disappointment notwithstanding in every officer and 

Diligent Man” on her.564 Each man aboard the Constitution believed through the evidence at 

hand that the Niger would be condemned and thus auctioned off at the nearest prize court with a 

percentage of the net proceeds going to the Constitution’s captain, officers, and crew.565 After 
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further deliberation, President Adams was doubtful in his early impression, stating that the Niger 

“belongs to, or has been hired by that unfortunate class of Frenchmen, who call themselves 

Loyalists … who came to America as the only asylum for their persons and property.”566 Adams 

therefore liberated the Niger’s captain and crew, denying her as a prize. 

 Interestingly, and a bit ironically, the Navy Department sent circular instructions to all 

navy captains that when taking French vessels or retaking previously captured American ships, 

they should use “Sound and impartial judgement” when engaging vessels apparently employed 

by the French to carry American goods to French ports.567 Using Nicholson as an example of a 

captain that relied on a “misconstruction of his authority” in capturing “a Vessel of friendly 

nations,” Stoddert went on to say that captains should be vigilant in using probable cause when 

detaining proposed enemies.568 Any armed vessel with the propensity to annoy or be rendered as 

dangerous to unarmed American vessels was open to capture and interrogation. Certainly, 

Nicholson, under the above stated rules of law, had the probable cause to detain, search, and 

capture the Niger.  

 The open-endedness of Stoddert’s directive in deciding the legality of the seizure of 

enemy vessels had residual effects on Nicholson. Uncertain what constituted the legal taking of a 

prize, after losing the Niger, Nicholson nervously overthought the Constitution’s next target. 

After bringing to heel the once-British merchant vessel the Spencer, currently the prize of the 

French privateer L’Insurgente’s prize crew, Nicholson pondered whether the taking of the 

Spencer would hold up in a maritime court. After ordering the removal of the Spencer’s crew, 

followed by sending nine of his officers to sail the Constitution’s newfound prize to port, he 

waffled. Thinking he might have committed another blunder, he retreated to his cabin to revisit 

the rules of ship capture.569 After further contemplation of Stoddert’s orders, Nicholson cut 

Spencer loose—informing his officers and crew he was not authorized to capture any vessels 

other than American or French. 

 Even after the utter disappointment associated with the loss of such lucrative prizes as the 

Niger and, to a lesser extent, the Spencer, Nicholson’s crew remained diligent in managing the 
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everyday needs of the Constitution. There were no signs of insubordination or mutiny. In fact, 

even the Niger’s crew praised the behavior of the Constitution’s during their internment. An 

officer on the Niger exclaimed, “I cannot express enough … to the officers of the frigate 

Constitution my gratitude and that of my passengers, who will never forget their kindness.”570  

 The spirits of the captain, officers, and crew aboard the Constitution were further deflated 

after word came from Secretary Stoddert that their presence was needed back in Boston as soon 

as humanly possible. Few knew why they were being recalled. The only communication that 

Nicholson received from the Navy Department was to, other than to make his way back to home 

port, have his officers “take care of the public property, to make returns of what will be wanted 

at Boston, to send out the Ship on a cruise.”571 Clearly, the Constitution was on the verge of 

being reassigned another mission—which mystified crew following the change in course back 

home. She was performing admirably and there was plenty of food, water, and military supplies 

aboard to remain at sea for upwards of two more months. Yet her first cruise was coming to an 

end; she was ordered back to Boston to refit, reenlist and recruit a new crew, and prepare for a 

new assignment.  

 There was only a small window available to get the Constitution back to sea, and 

Stoddert wanted to take full advantage of it.572 He was looking to first use her to thwart the 

growing presence of French privateers along the American coast and, later, send her newly 

appointed crew and captain to the West Indies to help open American trade to Haiti by targeting 

French privateers currently pillaging ships in the vicinity of Santo Domingo.573 What the 

Constitution’s captain and crew did not know at the time of their first recall was that their hard 

work and efforts managing the Constitution had not gone unnoticed. She was to become the next 

flagship of the American navy. At the helm of the leading American frigate would be a new 

captain. However, for the time being, they only knew they were going to receive a respite before 

returning to duty. Despite this undesired and untimely order, they made no fuss setting sail for 

home. 
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 Nicholson had several reasons to be proud of his ship, officers, and crew. Even after 

working through scenarios they could not have anticipated, the crew remained undaunted in 

fulfilling their respective assignments and duties as honorable men. Nicholson’s firm hand and 

management of ship and crew, aided by a solid base of experienced, able seamen, made the first 

cruise a success. While practice and discipline created a symbiotic working environment aboard 

the Constitution during her first cruise, life on the frigates Constellation and the United States 

was proving deleterious at best for Captains Truxton and Barry. 

 On the eve of his ship’s launch, Truxton told reporters that “We should have at sea, as 

soon as possible, all of the force which the United States can command.” Truxton’s confidence 

was based on bravado and pride more than practicality. With faulty cannons and a crew largely 

inexperienced with life on fighting ships, Truxton and the Constellation rushed to set sail early, 

completely unprepared in many categories, let alone reviewing ship duties with crew. Congress 

and the Navy Department mandated reviewing ship’s articles. Navy officials believed that each 

crewmember should know precisely his responsibilities at sea before setting sail. Without 

thoroughly going over ship’s articles, or specific duties, with each crew member, Truxton was 

putting the Constellation’s officers and crew at even greater peril once at sea. 

 Truxton attempted to separate the wheat from the chaff, regarding those landsmen he was 

sure could not cut it as a sailor on a fighting vessel, before the Constellation set sail. A two-

month hiatus between enlistment and launch helped Truxton get a feel for his crew well before 

he would see them in action. Truxton used the time making ready to sail to weed out what he 

referred to as the “inanimate Animals” making their way to the Constellation’s lower decks.574  

 Truxton’s trepidation about the exorbitant number of landsmen and boys at the time of 

the Constellation’s launch fermented while at sea. He worried how to manage the motley crew of 

inexperienced sailors, seamen, and boys. The wily, unusually flippant captain sought advice from 

Navy Department officials to find an amicable way to inaugurate men to his command and to life 

at sea on a fighting ship. He demurred to the naval bureaucracy in how to treat his sailors. 

Truxton approached the command timidly, to prevent any discontent in a green crew 

unaccustomed to the brutal decisiveness naval officers required to manage a battleship. Unlike 

Nicholson, who gained his crew’s respect through projected strength and decisiveness, Truxton 
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tried to unify his sailors and crew through kindness. This mixture of nerves and meekness would 

prove a concoction unsuitable for instilling confidence in sailors and crew.  

 Within her first week at sea, the Constellation’s progress ground to a halt due to a myriad 

of problems stemming from her crew and captain’s unpreparedness. Green sailors aboard the 

Constellation were proving costly in fulfilling the Constellation’s orders to protect merchantmen 

on their way to and from the West Indies. On June 25, 1798, Truxton recorded in his log book 

“that all duties for a time have been cancelled to get clothes in order.”575 The Constellation lay 

idle as sailors, seamen, and crew were read ship’s articles that stressed sailor’s duties and the 

punishment for insubordination and dereliction of duty. Truxton’s call to get clothes in order 

came after witnessing the general carelessness and neglect throughout the Constellation’s first 

cruise. His log book is littered with notes reiterating her state of disorder. He was hoping that 

cleanliness would generate pride for ship and service amongst his officers and crew. As such, the 

Constellation’s retinue focused on getting themselves and their frigate in a more presentable 

condition. Exercising guns and sails would have to wait. The cleanliness of ship and crew was 

but the first issue Truxton would encounter on the Constellation’s maiden voyage. 

 Shortly after cleaning ship and crew, while the Constellation was off the coast of South 

Carolina providing coastal protection against French threats, a rash of “mutinous assemblies and 

happenstances” began to threaten Truxton’s ability to administer and complete orders.576 Again 

public warnings were issued to those men “seeking to excite, cause, and effect mutiny to the 

great injury of the Naval Service,” followed by another recital of the Articles of War.577 The 

mildness of discipline followed during the early days of the Constellation was beginning to 

dictate her present and future governance. In an attempt to regain control, Truxton made it 

known that “any further murmur causing disorder or discontent in any way will promulgate 

execution of the Articles of War. Truxton stressed one particular section of the Articles of War to 

his men, the clause which stated that “any Officer, Seaman, or Marine that incites causes or joins 

any mutiny or Sedition in the Ship, shall suffer rash punishment as death.”578 While this 

reinstated degrees of order in the Constellation’s ranks, a new phase of sailor disgruntlement 

began to surface in Philadelphia at the Department of the Navy.  
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 A steady increase in letters from disgruntled sailors aboard the Constellation began to 

make their way to the Department of the Navy shortly after Truxton’s second reading of the 

Articles of War on July 2, 1798. Most came from sailors claiming ill treatment from the 

Constellation’s officer corps. The Navy Department’s response came in the form of a letter 

addressed to Truxton reaffirming the department’s stance that care must be given in determining 

what measure of discipline should be meted out to sailors and crew. Too firm a hand could 

aggravate “mutinous behavior.” But for “turbulent and ungovernable men,” who were 

undeniably present in all early frigate crews, severe punishment was the only remedy.579  

 The Secretary of the Navy sent a letter to the Speaker of the House hoping to confirm 

how to handle dissatisfied sailors, noting that there was indeed “a spirit of mutiny” aboard the 

Constellation.580 This letter created “little harm” among the members of Congress. In fact, 

several members of the House of Representatives began looking into how Truxton was running 

his ship. Congressional members appointed to naval affairs were more interested in why 

Truxton’s crew were growing mutinous, blaming not them but the captain and his first officers.  

 While Congress reaffirmed the Navy Secretaries’ view that Truxton should use every 

means necessary to suppress mutinous thought and behavior, it was clear that abuse of authority 

“could prove” effective on those turbulent and ungovernable men—but ineffective on 

inexperienced sailors and crew.581 All administrators involved in evaluating the interaction 

between Truxton, his officers, and crew agreed that the bad apples, the mutineers, should be 

separated from the bunch as quickly as possible. The Secretary of War believed that expulsion 

through a dishonorable discharge at the nearest port would be far better than public discipline of 

wrongdoers. In the end, Truxton relied on his own means to regain control of the Constellation.  

 Hoping to subdue the growing discontent below decks as quickly as possible, Truxton 

decided to make an example of one of his crew. Ordinary seaman John Dianen suffered twelve 

lashes with the “cat o’ nine tails” while the entire crew watched.582 While Truxton claimed 

success for reclaiming control of his ship, bragging to the Secretary of Navy that the 

Constellation was now a “clean, healthy ship,” with “men ready for action” by “attaching crew 

to the naval Service by mild Treatment, and rigid Justice,” Truxton’s newfound confidence was 
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more braggadocio than reality.583 The public punishment of Dianen did not have the desired 

effect on the disavowed within the Constellation’s crew. 

 Several acts of insubordination and mutiny continued to define the Constellation’s first 

cruise. A week after the public flogging of Dianen, rum was “embezzled” from the 

Constellation’s hold. After no crewmembers admitted to the theft, Truxton suspended Daniel 

Gorman, the ship’s master’s first mate, for the failure to keep sailors in line. In another act of 

defiance and insubordination, a disproportionate number of the Constellation’s crew inundated 

the ship’s sick bay claiming they were too ill to work.584 

 Truxton’s logbook expresses the captain’s growing frustration with ship and crew. By the 

end of July, he was “at wit’s end,” publically displaying signs of exhausted “temper and patience 

with so many neglects, improprieties, and disobedience” taking place aboard the 

Constellation.585 In a letter to Lieutenant Ambrose Shirley, his ship’s master, Truxton admitted 

he was losing command of his ship. This time, the problem of shipboard governance fell on 

Truxton’s officer corps. Truxton told Shirley that the Constellation’s woes stemmed from 

Shirley’s unawareness of his duties. Stressing the overall lack of following orders, Truxton 

admonished Shirley for having no experience “on Board any Ship of War in an established 

navy.”586  

 Following his letter to Shirley was another addressed to Shirley and fellow first officer 

Daniel Eldridge. He admonished and reprimanded Shirley again and Eldridge for inexperience 

and deficiency in knowing their respective shipboard duties. Truxton cast much of the blame for 

the ship’s problems on his first officers. Truxton reiterated in his latest letter that his officers 

were indispensable in “the keeping of the ship.” They were to “Keep a Watchful eye on Rigging, 

Sails, Materials, and other furniture” important to the navigation of the ship.587 The attention to 

ship’s stores was stressed in this letter. Every crumb of food to every ounce of water was to be 

meticulously noted in the ship’s Log Book. Truxton, like all of the frigate captains, was quite 

aware that plentiful food and drink was the best defense against insubordination among the 
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ranks. Drink was especially needed to maintain discipline. As Truxton knew, a well fed and 

cared-for crew would produce better than a wanting crew.  

 On June 28, 1798, Truxton was forced to ration water supplies. The casks of water in the 

Constellation’s hold were rotten, turning contents into undrinkable swill. “For the preservation of 

Health,” crew members were served one pint of water at half past seven in the morning and one 

at noon.588 Sailors and crew were not to be served more than two quarts a day, unless under 

orders by the captain. Pints of grog were dispensed one half hour before water was handed out in 

the morning and another allowance of grog was handed out to sailors and crew at half past three 

in the afternoon. Sailors were ordered to boil water before use to prevent debilitating maladies 

like dysentery. Grog was usually served as a half portion of rum and an equal portion of water. 

Often sailors did not wait for water to boil, opting to consume grog rations without further 

dilution—hoping that the present levels of alcohol would destroy any microbial infection. Rum 

supplies were quickly consumed. Truxton had to place armed sentinels to guard against the 

possible theft of water and rum.589 Unsurprisingly, misconduct aboard the Constellation 

increased as rationing began.  

 Problems aboard the Constellation were not limited to the sailors and seamen below 

decks. Truxton’s officers were not immune from insubordination. Rum continued to be 

“embezzled” in the hold, even while under armed guard.590 Truxton had “just cause” that his 

Master’s Mate, Daniel Gorman, was accountable for the rum thievery. Gorman was summarily 

suspended from service. Gorman’s suspension from duty left Truxton and the Constellation even 

more shorthanded than when departing from Baltimore. Isolated from the crew, Gorman’s 

responsibilities were divided equally among Truxton’s remaining officers and midshipmen. 

 Article 5 of the Articles of War gave each frigate captain the authority to regulate ship’s 

provisions. Truxton had Article 5 read aloud shortly after assigning armed guards to protect the 

water and rum supplies aboard the Constellation. Truxton stressed that the President of the 

United States has granted him the power to reign over his ship as seen fit.591 Furthermore, 

Truxton reiterated to his crew how leniently he had thus far managed his ship and those serving 

on it. The mildness of punishment thus far had served as a detriment to ship and crew. Truxton 
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admitted that he has erred in not seeking swift justice to those deserving it. Seeking to appeal to 

those sailors and crew that took pride in the service, to help with the social regulation below 

decks, Truxton let it be known that the Constellation’s first cruise was “a disgrace.”592  

 Unbecoming behavior became widespread towards the end of the Constellation’s first 

cruise. Truxton cast a wide net of blame for the growing discontent. After reprimanding his first 

and second lieutenants, he sounded off on his midshipmen. John Dent was the first junior officer 

to fall out of Truxton’s graces. He recorded in his captain’s log that Dent was consistently lax in 

performing the “general duties assigned in your station.”593 Dent’s behavior must have been 

quite egregious, as Truxton was on the verge of expelling the midshipman at the next port the 

Constellation befell. At the last minute, Truxton reconsidered his decision to send Dent 

packing—opting to instead give the young man “one more chance, given his tender age.” Ever in 

search of a workable blend of discipline and kindness, the only reprimand he gave Dent for his 

inattentiveness to orders, including “carelessness of person” that makes the “quarterdeck 

displeasing and ashamed,” was “friendly advice” to mend his ways.594 Truxton believed that 

harsher punishment was required to make better sailors of his men, but remained steadfast in his 

desire to let good heartedness dictate actions. 

 The Constellation’s crew was growing despondent primarily because of indecision from 

their captain. As mentioned earlier, the best captain was one who made crisp and decisive 

decisions with all orders. Fair and balanced discipline kept men in line. Even the most tightly run 

ship could fall prey to insubordination and mutinous behavior, from all ranks, if it was believed a 

captain was not doing all he could to take the fight to the enemy. Constellation’s daily routine 

was to “employ the people [sailors] at various little repairs.”595 As late as August 3, 1798, 

Truxton’s log had made no mention of practicing guns and other drills in preparation for the 

enemy. At the same date and with less time at sea, the Constitution had already practiced with 

guns three times. Sailors were getting frustrated with Truxton’s reluctance to take prizes.  

 Convoy protection was the Constellation’s primary responsibility during her first cruise. 

By the end of January 1799, she was in her sixth mission convoying merchantmen to and from 

Havana. For four months towards the end of 1798, she was only at anchor for four days. Ever the 
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shepherd, her remaining time at sea was spent tending to her merchant flock, seeing that 142 

ships made it safely to port. “Convoy duties,” one sailor commented, “are taking up in attending 

to the trade of taking prizes.”596 Truxton made it clear that sailors and crew were there to follow 

orders. The Constellation would not waver from her convoy responsibilities. As for the increased 

dissatisfaction in crewmembers looking to pursue prizes, Truxton made his first lieutenant an 

example of the captain’s preparedness to follow convoy orders. He told Lieutenant Rodgers that 

“navy vessels are there for service—not for the independence or want of thought for officers not 

following orders.” Truxton, ever the teacher, urged his first officer “to exercise judgement—do 

not let privateering principle” be introduced on your ship or heart. Follow orders strictly. 

Avariciousness would be the “Death Blow” to the navy.597 

 While Truxton wholeheartedly admitted that the Constellation’s maiden voyage was 

failure due to the dereliction of duties and responsibilities of his men, he exhorted his officers 

and crew to know their respective roles and duties as navy men to assist the captains and crew on 

future cruises. Even after his first cruise had come to an end, Truxton was adamant in his belief 

that “all captains” should “look to create agreement with officers and crew and to cultivate a 

spirit of discipline and harmony on board ships.”598 Truxton ended his speech by appealing to his 

men that he did the best he could managing the Constellation, and that “having the best 

Disposition towards my People, I hope after this Statement that I should behold a contrary 

Behavior in those, who have been misled, and the Corrupt, and evil minded will be watched, and 

guarded against, as so many Serpents.”599 

 To get to the bottom of the Constellation’s social problems, the Secretary of the Navy 

asked Truxton and his officers for the names of all crew members presently writing letters in an 

effort to “undermine the navy.” Truxton could no longer keep the Constellation’s roster from 

navy officials. He delivered his muster rolls to the Secretary of the Navy ten days after request. 

The names, duties, and rank of all crew members were included in the ship’s registry. Upon 

examining the Constellation’s crew list, several counts of fraud were discovered.600 At the top of 

the list of misrepresentation was recruitment. 
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 Recruiting across the board for Constellation was “found to be wanting” in terms of 

following the rules. Several recruiting agents and officers working for the Constellation had used 

fraudulent documents to fill ship rosters as quickly as possible and get to sea before the United 

States and the Constitution. This had led to “erroneous” enlistments of inexperienced sailors and 

crew. Whereas Nicholson kept his green sailors and crew in line with rigid discipline and the 

constant exercising of sails and guns, Truxton wavered in finding the right blend of authority. 

His inconsistency and the absence of constant ship drills caused organizational problems aboard 

the Constellation. 

 The reason for the Constellation’s disorder was that a disproportionate number of her 

crewmembers were unaware of the command structure aboard a fighting frigate.601 As mentioned 

earlier, signed copies acknowledging that recruits read and understood ship’s articles were not 

delivered to Congress, as was the policy before setting sail. Also, the Constellation’s roster was 

not sent to navy officials before her first cruise. Without the approval of officers and crew, the 

impetus to create order fell directly on the captain—as it did within each of the six early super-

frigates. Congress and the Department of the Navy’s role in approving crew lists was to be an 

objective third party presumably capable of using impartiality to get the best combination of 

skilled, experienced, and inexperienced officers, sailors, and crew to best manage, maintain, and 

run each vessel.  

 Organization was desperately needed aboard the Constellation. Finding the right blend of 

discipline and friendship to foster and develop the much needed organizational structure on 

Constellation served as a constant dilemma for Truxton. The Navy Department sought to “water 

down” the corruptible sailors on the Constellation by blending them with a new batch of 

valorous men “with respect for Officers and Crew.”602 Stoddert looked to make the Constellation 

more manageable by sending Captain Isaac Phillips of the Baltimore to rendezvous with Truxton 

between the Capes of Virginia and Charleston. Once together, Phillips was to remind Truxton 

“of the importance of discipline and good order on board Ships of War, and in our Infant Navy 

particularly.603 Phillips was also ordered to speak to the Constellation’s officer corps about the 
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need for attention to detail; and, to relay to the Constellation’s officers that “Good examples on 

the part of the Officers, will naturally lead to these Points with the Men.”604 

 Stoddert was concerned that greed would affect the management of the early American 

navy. Moves to bring calm below decks in the Constellation were incited by the need to find the 

right blend of crew that would be more manageable. In an attempt to prevent the “criminals from 

running the prison,” Stoddert wanted only the finest recruits with respect for the government and 

the chain of command in the Navy. “Love of country and jealousy of its honor … and a 

veneration for our flag” were the requisites he was looking for.605  

 Part of the mindset driving this move to bring patriotic men into the navy was the latest 

act of Congress passed on July 9, 1798 that “authorized the Capture of the armed Vessels of the 

French Republic.”606 U.S. politicians stressed that while French vessels seeking to disrupt 

American trade and commerce were open targets, the “vessels of every other nation are on no 

account to be molested.”607 Congress feared the naval provocation of neutral or friendly powers, 

knowing the illegal capture of a neutral nation’s ship by the U.S. Navy or American privateers 

would cause that country to demand recompense. Illegal captures would result in the need for 

compensating aggrieved nations. Thus, Stoddert wanted men with love of country to 

counterbalance those men seeking the vainglorious pursuit of material gain. 

 Truxton and the Navy Department’s anxious quest to fill frigates and supporting vessels 

with the right recruits proved difficult outside of New England. Most sailors in the navy were 

motivated by money. As such, it was of paramount importance that economic advancement was, 

at least, present. How a captain managed his respective vessel and crew were powerful recruiting 

tools. Discipline—or lack thereof—often determined the popularity of a vessel amongst would-

be sailors and seafarers alike. Word of the Constellation’s problems reached America well before 

her physical return to Norfolk. Word of mouth spread quickly throughout American ports and 

beyond about captain and ship qualities. 

 Merchant owners were also privy to the goings-on in and around Truxton’s command and 

management of the Constellation. Constructed and launched to help protect American commerce 

on the high seas, the six frigates needed merchant support to survive. The condition of the 
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Constellation was appealing to merchant owners and the recruitment of sailors. Returning to port 

for refitting in a well-conditioned state was vital for recruitment. The longer the Constellation, or 

any naval vessel, remained at port, the lesser the chance of recruitment. 

 With American commerce in the West Indies growing at a feverish pace, the continued 

protection of commercial shipping was a growing concern for navy officials, merchants, and ship 

owners. Growing commerce in the West Indies naturally attracted more French privateers. An 

arms race in the region followed. Rival navies, privateers, and pirates alike needed to stay ahead 

of the competition in order to survive. Speaking of the need for ship development in the 

Caribbean, Stoddert related his astonishment at the growth of West Indies’ commerce, stating 

that “if we do not have some Swarms of fast sailing Vessels of Force sent out, well equipped, 

and manned,” American commercial interests would be exposed.608  

 Building the six super-frigates was not enough to maintain American sovereignty: 

keeping the navy and especially the frigate fleet was of vital importance to defending American 

interests. The Constellation was clearly in need of a new suit of sails, but the extent of her 

problems was concealed until it landed at the Naval Yard in Norfolk.  

 The Constellation’s main and mizzen masts were in disrepair. It would take time to 

deliver replacements. She was also in need of spars, yards, topmasts, jib booms, and studding 

sails. The navy was not prepared for top-to-bottom repair of its frigates. When the Constellation 

came limping into Norfolk for refitting, repair, and manning, recruits were difficult to come by. 

She would remain at port for a long period. Compounding the problem with finding sailors were 

the bureaucratic problems surrounding the capture, condemnation, and distribution of prize 

money from captured and recaptured enemy vessels.  

 The Constellation’s capture of the French frigate L’Insurgente should have been a boon 

for recruitment. It sent waves of excitement throughout America. The Constellation and Truxton 

were the early heroes of the Quasi-War with France. However, the fervor of the first naval 

triumph over an evenly matched opponent quickly waned as Congress and the Navy Department 

debated the legality of the Constellation’s prize.609 The delay in prize claim court, compounded 

with problems paying sailors their monthly salary on time, left few of the Constellation’s crew 

desirous of reenlisting for a second tour. By early May, Truxton had already blown through the 
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Constellation’s funding for the year.610 The Constellation’s purser, Isaac Garretson, was 

informed by Truxton to petition the Navy Department for enough money to pay off sailors and 

crew in a timely fashion. When asked about the Constellation’s growing debt, Truxton alluded to 

the costs associated with taking on large amounts of prisoners from L’Insurgente and Congress’s 

inability to sell confiscated goods from the Constellation’s grandest prize to help compensate for 

increased expenses in managing a super-frigate.611  

 Truxton was also frustrated by “Evil minded wretches in the United States” who “have 

industriously endeavored to impress the People with a Belief, that L’Insurgente had always 

respected our Flag … and consequently the taking of her was extremely wrong.”612 Truxton was 

bitter over the indiscriminate taking of American vessels throughout the Atlantic and Caribbean, 

stating that “Ships of War and Privateers … capture all our Vessels of any Value.”613 Regardless 

of Truxton’s thoughts on the matter of the rightful taking of prizes, settling accounts with the 

navy accountant would be problematic and time-consuming. Paying captain and crew for prizes 

taken was but a small portion of the overall delinquencies hampering the progress of the 

Constellation, including her aforementioned personnel problems.  

 While in port at Hampton Roads, Truxton began to tinker with the Constellation’s weight 

distribution. Truxton wanted to replace half of his ship’s shingle ballast, iron weights used to 

balance the hull, with pig iron. Truxton believed that ships of war should carry at least half of the 

ballast of a non-fighting ship of similar size “on account of making her easy at Sea.” In practice, 

a vessel with less ballast weight would require less heavy rigging—especially aloft, where excess 

portliness “has a Tendency to make a ship roll, and pitch easy, which obstructs their going 

(particularly by the Wind) much more unhandy to work.” While Truxton was generalizing, it is 

clear he was speaking from first-hand experience with the Constellation. He also wrote that she 

pitched and rolled due to her “uncommonly sharp” profile in the water. While the Constellation 

was fast and agile due to her stealthy hull, the lack of a full complement of men, and thus far 

lighter than her peers, proved the real reason she could keep up with Constitution’s top speed.   

 To correct the Constellation’s faults, Truxton looked to arrange with naval agents in 

Norfolk and New York the procurement and delivery of masts, bowsprit and copper bottoming 
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for the hull.614 He bid to have them built new instead of taken from current inventories. This 

astonished Captain Murray, who asked, “Why in the name of Wonder does he hesitate a 

Moment, to have them New, when the Spars lay in the Navy Yard, and could have been ready in 

four Days after her arrival?”615 An even greater worry for Murray about the time the 

Constellation would spend in port was “how then are the Men to be dispos’d of, during these 

repairs.”616 Contradicting his earlier reports praising her overall performance and 

maneuverability, Truxton’s accounts of the Constellation while awaiting refitting in Norfolk and, 

later, New York, relate an entirely different story. The overwhelming bad state of the super-

frigate undoubtedly resonated and reverberated throughout the navy. 

 In reality, it is clear that Truxton had little to boast about beyond the ship and crew’s 

encounter with L’Insurgente. During the vast majority of the Constellation’s first cruise, 

complaints leveled against officers and crew vastly outnumbered compliments. For every step 

forward, in terms of gaining control of his ship, Truxton met mutinous behavior that forced him 

to increase punishment and sanctions against those who believed that political governance of the 

Constellation was indeed a democracy. Often, the progress of the Constellation was directly tied 

to the management of the captain and his officer corps.  

 The Constellation’s provisions were found in desperate need of replenishment after a 

majority of her food stores had been destroyed by water damage. Truxton was forced back to 

Hampton Roads to “get his ship in order.” The Constellation’s main deck was in need of repair 

from a series of storms that had left the frigate desirous of caulking. Truxton exclaimed that the 

Constellation’s “Decks were so open, that it has been with Difficulty, the various stores could be 

preserved.”617 The leaking decks destroyed six months’ worth of beef and pork. Stores of 

potatoes became a ticking time bomb. Unbeknownst to captain and crew, water and humidity had 

seeped into the potato crates. Potato stores would eventually rot into a massive, inedible, 

gelatinous clump—causing Truxton to once again take the Constellation out of service.  

 While in New York, Truxton tried to order six months’ rations for sailors and crew 

aboard the Constellation. After discovering that Truxton was long overdrawn in his account, 

naval accountant William Winder, Esq., contacted the Secretary of the Navy to see what could be 
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done to fulfill Truxton’s latest order.618 Waiting for Stoddert’s reply, Winder explained to 

Truxton that if he wanted ship’s articles posthaste, he would have to pay upfront. Unbeknownst 

to Truxton, the Navy Department would reimburse all captains’ money spent out of pocket for 

the needs of their respective ships.619 For the time being, the Constellation would spend more 

time in New York waiting to resupply. 

 The physical nature of the crew was in equal disarray to the ship they sailed in. While 

heading to New York for a refitting, they were wrought with “an infectious disease brought from 

the West Indies.” The lieutenant in charge of the Constellation during Truxton’s absence in 

Norfolk had apparently “disregarded all the Quarantine Laws and keeps open a free 

communication with his Vessel.”620 Apparently, the lieutenant-now-captain of the Constellation 

failed to quarantine those sailors stricken with, in all likelihood, malaria or yellow fever.621 Upon 

hearing the news of the outbreak in the Constellation, Secretary Stoddert was mortified about the 

possibilities that a rogue vessel, acting independently of orders, could endanger the health of 

New York City and, as a consequence, shut down all activities associated with the local naval 

yard unit.  

 The naval yard at New York avoided being shut down by an outbreak from coming into 

contact with sailors aboard the Constellation. Stoddert quickly defused a potential epidemic by 

transporting 50 to 60 of his ill men to Staten Island to recover in relative isolation.622 First 

Lieutenant of the Constellation Bartholomew Clinch questioned the hefty numbers currently 

residing in sickbay, stating that “the Sickness in this place … is to be altered as the necessaries 

for the Ship for another cruise, which we suppose will be a long one.”623 Clinch was assured that 

the numbers of sick and others that will not “render the United States any Service” will only 

increase as sailors increasingly looked to forgo another tour on the Constellation. At that point, 

the Constellation was taking on enough provisions to stay at sea for six months.624 Up to now, 

sailors and crew had never taken on more than four months of supplies. Clinch, due to the 
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increased amount of stores, was equally mindful that naval agents in New York “cannot on the 

account [to enlist men] be immediately procured.”625  

 The final act that prevented the recruitment of experienced men for the Constellation was 

Truxton’s truancy in releasing sailors whose time had expired. Stoddert was “mortified” when he 

received word that Truxton had directly disobeyed a prime directive as set forth by the Navy 

Department to prepare for high turnover in men.626 All navy captains were ordered to discharge 

sailors, especially able seamen, “whose times are nearly out” in order to resupply any potential 

losses of experienced sailors in a timely fashion. Stoddert was worried that by keeping sailors on 

until their official discharge date, Truxton would fall short of finding “an equal number of able 

Seamen.”627 Thus, the Constellation would find herself once again understaffed with experienced 

sailors and seamen. All things considered, men were not prepared to endeavor another cruise 

with Truxton and the Constellation.  

 Finding recruits for the Constellation, and even the President, was made all the more 

difficult by the latest happenstances surrounding the Constellation and crew. While she moored 

at port with a substantial part of her crew laid up with what was called “Prison Fever,” navy 

administrators grew increasingly worried about the buildup of French, British, and Spanish fleets 

in the Mediterranean.628 The need for the presence, of at least a portion of the American frigate 

fleet in the West Indies, the eastern Atlantic, and the Mediterranean, was increasingly 

influencing American naval strategy—and reaffirming the need to get all of America’s super-

frigates to sea as soon as possible.  

 This latest incident with health regulations and lax leadership continued to chip away at 

Stoddert’s “best concerted plans” to field a strong navy.629 An exasperated Stoddert relayed his 

frustration to General Hamilton, stating that “the avarice of Rank in the infancy of our Service is 

the Devil.” Stoddert labelled the handling of the Constellation as “unpardonable conduct.” While 

Stoddert was losing faith in Truxton and the Constellation, Truxton was fighting with similar 

issues internally.  

                                                 
625 Lette  to Majo  Co a da t Willia  Bu o s f o  Fi st Lieute a t Ba tholo e  Cli h,  “epte e  , 
1799, NRQWF 4, part 1, 209. 
626 Ibid. 212. 
627 Ibid. 
628 Lette  to Captai  Ba  f o  Joh  Lea ,  Jul  , , NRQWF 3, part 4, 520. 
629 Lette  to Ge e al Ale a de  Ha ilto  f o  “e  of Na ,  Jul  , , NRQWF 3, part 4, 516. 



169 

 In a long letter to the Secretary of the Navy, Truxton addressed the many issues he had 

encountered with ship and crew during the Constellation’s first cruise. In a bid to add to his 

celebrity and increase his chances at upward career movement, he focused on the taking of 

L’Insurgente. He pleaded with all of those in charge of evaluating the performance of the 

Constellation, captain, and crew to focus on how the ship, and particularly her captain, had made 

it home against all odds. Truxton emphasized how he had persevered to fulfill his duties while 

managing a crew of inexperienced landsmen and boys: 

The Expedition on which I have been sent, being now ended, and the Times of our 

Crew having expired. I must now beg Leave to conclude with observing, that in all 

my Acts, and Actions, I have endeavored studiously to keep steadily in view how I 

govern those, who I have had the honor to command, with that Mildness which is the 

characteristic of our invaluable Constitution and Laws; and I wish to hope that there 

are none, who have been under my Authority … who will not do me justice to say, 

that their Happiness and Comfort has at all Times has been commensurate with the 

arduous Task I have had to perform in organizing the Ship, amidst the great Variety 

of Incidents, and Scenes new to a People engaged in the Commencement of Naval 

Service.630 

 Needless to say, Truxton’s words and actions did little to increase reenlistments. Nor did 

the report of an increased French presence in the West Indies, which made it to the 

Constellation’s captain and crew while at Hampton Roads.631 Missing out on potential prizes and 

glory placed an impalpable gloom amongst those men still employed on the Constellation. 

Desertion increased during her Norfolk repairs. Much of Truxton’s time was spent with special 

truant officers tracking down fugitive crewmembers.  

Two non-commissioned officers had led the outbreak. On May 21, 1799, sergeants 

Erastus Prunson and Silas Cushman, non-coms Truxton felt “the last men in the Corps that 

would desert,” left the Constellation with nearly $100 of stolen money.632 After extending the 

search twenty-four miles, Truxton ordered the search party to return to the Constellation. Two 

sailors were discovered who had deserted the day before the sergeants currently on the loose. 
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Truxton again showed his mercy to the dual deserters, choosing to publically punish the AWOL 

sailors with twelve lashes, not the sixty they could have received, at the Constellation’s western 

gangway.633 He still sought to display his graciousness and humility, attract more recruits and 

limit further exasperated rule-breaking from men still serving out their first year of service.  

 Truxton’s continued meekness emboldened the Constellation’s remaining crew. 

Cleanliness was still a problem on board. Perhaps not fearing reprisals for their unfit appearance, 

many sailors on the Constellation continued to test Truxton and his officers’ disposition in 

meting out punishment. In his logbook, Truxton recalls that even after he had “given them all 

clothes” needed, which consisted of a random sailor suit of blue cloth and their uniforms, “they 

are not decent one month after they receive them.634 The anguish of commanding a frigate with 

so many problems was beginning to wear on him. For the first time, in the written record, 

Truxton contemplated resigning from the navy.635 Stoddert’s fear that Truxton would “have 

difficulty” persuading “his men to remain till Constitution can relieve him” was resurfacing. If 

Truxton could not maintain control, at least until one of the frigates could relieve him, the West 

Indies would “be left without a frigate” to protect American commerce and sovereignty 

overseas.636 

 Trying to appeal to Truxton’s sense of worth in the navy, Stoddert wrote to the 

Constellation’s captain explaining that the then-senior captain in the navy should not fret over 

maintaining his position. While rumors were swirling around the possibility that Talbot would 

leapfrog Truxton as senior captain, Stoddert reiterated that Truxton should remain calm: “You 

cannot be affected by such conversations.”637 In a tone of reassurance, Stoddert wanted Truxton 

to know that “no person but Barry in actual service ranks above you … I do not think you need 

to be under the least uneasiness on the subject of rank.”638  

 Despite his efforts to keep the highest-ranking member of the navy from resigning his 

commission, Stoddert remained anxious about how the Constellation’s crew would react to the 

increasing rumors and innuendo about a change in captaincy aboard their ship. To alleviate some 

shipboard stress, Stoddert looked to get those in the Constellation’s crew that were involved in 
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the taking of L’Insurgente paid off for their services.639 Doing so would placate both past and 

current crewmembers. While Stoddert wanted the matter of condemning and selling the naval 

stores in L’Insurgente completed as quickly as possible, the wheels of the prize court moved 

slowly for L’Insurgente. Daily, the Constellation’s crew grew more despondent towards the 

naval service as sailors and crew awaited payment for services rendered in battle.  

 There came a point when Stoddert, hoping to defuse the growing discontent on the 

Constellation, was willing to fill the bill for one-half of the perceived value of L’Insurgente to 

pay off the Constellation’s crew. While the Superior Court was currently conducting a hearing 

on the legality of L’Insurgente as a prize, Stoddert believed that eventually the higher court 

would grant the Constellation’s men a percentage of the overall interests coming from her 

rightful and legal capture. Believing that L’Insurgente was valued at $84,500, Stoddert was 

willing to give “one half the amount of the valuation to captain, officers, and crew of the 

Constellation.640 The one sticking point that made Stoddert’s gesture mute was the fact that 

payment would be forwarded to the Constellation’s navy agent “upon the decision of the 

Superior Court.” It would be a long time before Truxton or his men received payment for the 

capture of L’Insurgente. While Stoddert directed money to be forwarded to Samuel Meredith for 

the purpose of paying Constellation’s crew, the now $30,000 remained in escrow until the 

Superior Court rendered a verdict.641 

 Thankfully, for the sake of American trade and independence, the Constitution needed 

little time in Boston to take on men and a new captain. Within a month from her arrival in 

Boston, The Constitution received her orders to return to West Indies to relieve the United States 

and the Constellation. Captain Talbot was ordered to proceed “to the Neighborhood of 

Guadeloupe, to take command on that station.642 In fact, the swiftness in which the Constitution 

returned to sea could have spelled disaster for ship, captain, and crew. With the hurricane season 

springing into full force, a July departure would place the Constitution = in the middle of harm’s 

way. Confirming that the Constitution was “too valuable to be risked on that service,” Stoddert 
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ordered Talbot to remain in Boston until at least July.643 In July, the Constitution was to proceed 

to Norfolk before making her way to the Caribbean. 

 Idleness was an agent of desertion, disorder, and insubordination in the early American 

navy. Often referred to as a disease worse than scurvy, idleness could cripple a ship from 

within.644 Long periods languishing at port bred idleness in the maritime services, especially the 

navy. Navy captains had to pay close attention to the spirit, or lack thereof, of the crew. Fighting 

men could only stay out of the fight for so long before some sort of action was required. Captain 

Truxton, aboard the Constellation’s first cruise, witnessed firsthand the deleterious effect of 

idleness on sailors and crew. The numbing of the senses associated with constant convoy patrol 

left the crew in a miserable state. Talbot and the Constitution faced the possible metastasis of 

idleness while awaiting orders to sail for the West Indies.  

 Captain Talbot’s shipboard demeanor would be tested early in the management of the 

Constitution’s officers and crew. Fortunately for Talbot, the second captain of the Constitution 

had a similar view on discipline to the first’s. Talbot was a disciplinarian. He believed, as did 

Nicholson, that management of crew required a strong, firm hand in administering justice. 

Within the first two weeks of his captaincy, Talbot was quick to show officers and crew what 

type of cruise was in store. He would be both fair and firm towards his men. For those going 

about their duties in a professional manner, there would be rewards. Days before his official start 

date as captain of the Constitution, Talbot granted shore leave to sixty of his men—a risky move 

when taking into account that rates of desertion were greater in and around home ports.645  

 Contrasting Talbot’s graciousness was a firmness in doling out punishment to those in 

need of it. In the lead up to their departure for the Caribbean, there were four public punishments 

performed aboard the Constitution. One count of theft, two riotous behavior charges, and one 

sailor sleeping at his post met with lashings.646 Perhaps the greatest similarity between Nicholson 

and Talbot was the fact that both captains were willing to look beyond rank in administering 

justice in the name of fairness.  

 Talbot’s late acceptance of his captaincy meant the Navy Department had to select 

midshipmen to serve under him. President Adams insisted on this for fear that “we will never get 
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Constitution to sea.”647 Adams and the Navy Department were quite happy with who would form 

Talbot’s lieutenant core. Having served under Nicholson, lieutenants Hull, Collins, Hacker, and 

Hamilton were all highly qualified and experienced officers. Over time, Talbot would make 

changes to the final midshipman tally. As with Nicholson, merit at sea would drive Talbot’s 

choices for promotion. The fact that Talbot was named senior captain and that the Constitution 

was now the flagship of the navy had to raise sailor morale throughout Constitution’s second 

commission.648 Upon disembarking for Norfolk, all of the 398 souls serving on Constitution 

knew their respective roles, and were equally aware of the consequences for not following due 

diligence in their duties. The Constellation’s first cruise and beyond was affected by her initial 

tour of duty. Meanwhile, a few hundred miles up the coast from the Constellation, Captain Barry 

and the United States were having problems of their own. 

 On May 9, 1797, the USS United States slowly slipped into the cool waters for the first 

time in route to the confluence of the Schuylkill and Delaware rivers in Delaware Bay. After all 

checks proved seaworthy, the United States returned to shore readying to fulfill her first orders. 

The United States was the first of the super-frigates to set sail. Known as the “Old Wagon” due 

to her bottom weight heft of 567 tons, the United States began to feel more like her nickname on 

July 29, 1798. While cruising just east of the Delaware River, The United States’ progress was 

halted by what Captain Barry called “loose handling,” attributed to having too much weight 

toward the bow of the ship.649 There was little Barry and crew could do to more evenly distribute 

United States’ weight. Much of the forward imbalance on United States was a byproduct of 

fitting the foremast too close to the bow.  

 Even with the noted defects in the United States’ handling and operational ability, 

Stoddert needed America’s new super-frigates known in the waters of the Atlantic and 

Caribbean. On June 7, 1798, the United States was cleared to depart Philadelphia on her first tour 

of duty. Captain Barry’s initial orders were to head south to the West Indies in search of French 

                                                 
647 Lette  to “ilas Tal ot f o  P eside t Ada s,  Jul  , , NRQWF 3, part 4, 474. 
648 Knowing that if either Truxton or Talbot was named senior captain, the other would, in all likelihood, submit his 

resignation, President Adams and Secretary of the Navy Stoddert believed that Talbot, regardless of his actual 

seniority in the service, should be awarded the title of senior officer of the American navy in July 1799. Adams 

believed that finding the most suitable captain for the Constitution as pa a ou t i  fulfilli g the desig s  fo  
the navy; and, concerning which ship was more important to the navy and protecting American interests, Adams 

steadfastl  said that the se i e of Constitution is as pressing, and perhaps more so, than the other 

[Co stellatio ].  As fou d i  Lette  to “ilas Tal ot f o  P eside t Ada s,  Jul  , , NRQWF 3, part 4, 475. 
649 Lette  to Joshua Hu ph e s f o  Captai  Joh  Ba ,  Jul  , , NRQWF 1, part 1, 232. 



174 

vessels.650 In an ominous rite of passage, the United States, captain, and crew were met by nasty 

weather accompanied by high wind and squalls. After replacing damaged sails and cordage just 

east of Cape Hatteras, North Carolina, the United States was so battered by the storm that Barry 

ordered her back to Philadelphia for repair and refitting.651 She would spend over a month back 

on slats in the Philadelphia Naval Shipyard making ready to sail again.  

 Throughout United States’ first tour, maintaining the foretop mast was a chronic issue. 

Even before her launch, several of her officers identified her forward mast as “too far forward.” 

Trying to learn from past mistakes in building the first three super-frigates, Joshua Humphreys 

looked to make the United States more aggressive in maneuverability by spacing the foremast 

farther forward. The end result of the United States’ irregular mast positioning was greater 

heeling or sluggishness in tight turns. After the foretop mast was seemingly repaired from “being 

sprung,” the United States was “nursed” to the mouth of the Delaware, where she was found to 

be suffering from “tender” lumber in and between decks. Tender lumber had to do with the 

improper storage of firewood and mast sections. The upside was that the United States was fitted 

with several sections making up a complete foretop mast. The downside was that the improper 

storage of surplus timber slowed the United States’ progress. 

 Making matters worse for the United States was the fact that sailing back to Philadelphia 

for refitting was not an option. Philadelphia, especially the naval yard, was closing down for the 

annual visitation of yellow fever. All vessels scheduled for repair there were diverted to New 

York because at time the city was experiencing the early stages of sickness and contagion of 

yellow fever. Inhabitants of the city were expecting the yellow fever season of 1798 to be worse 

than the “dreadful calamity” that befell the city the previous year.652 While in New York, naval 

agent James Easton was to assist an all repairs, refitting, and resupplying of ships in need. With 

the gathering of materiel for the construction of the President taking precedence in New York, 

supplies for the United States would be limited. Captain Barry chose to stay at sea, refitting and 

resupplying wherever possible. 

 The United States also had to try to live up to some of the high praise bestowed upon her 

since cleared for launch. The latest praise for her came from within. James Morris, the master’s 
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mate, claimed that once at sea, the United States “will surpass every thing afloat.”653 Not to be 

out-swaggered by an underling, Barry crowed that when comparing vessels, “No ship ever went 

to sea steers and works better, and in point of sailing, I have every reason to believe, she is equal, 

if not superior to any ship I ever saw.”654 To temper his enthusiasm for the United States’ sailing 

ability, Barry added that “her masts could be raked a little more” to make her faster, but “until I 

have a better trial,” meaning a thorough trial by fire at sea, “no alterations” would be needed for 

the time being.655 

 Morris’s and Barry’s boastfulness ignited a blaze of competition between the United 

States and the Constellation. Barry and Truxton began dual campaigns to make it appear their 

respective ships were the envy of the early American navy. After hearing about the sailing ability 

and handling of his peers the United States and the Constitution, Truxton boasted that the 

Constellation was the fastest and most maneuverable ship in the American fleet. Furthermore, 

Truxton added that “I have seen so much in the public Prints of the sailing of Barry’s ship, and 

so much more bombastical Nonsense of that at Boston, that I am at a loss to make a report.” 

However, report on his ship he did: “I shall only say, that in no instance of Chase during our 

Cruise, was half our canvas necessary, to overhaul the fastest vessel we met.” In comparing his 

ship to his sister ships, Truxton boasted that “Should we therefore meet the United States, and 

the Constitution, you need not be surprised, if you hear, that in going by or large, she out-sails 

them both.” Truxton’s public praise for the Constellation did not coincide with his private 

reflections on the state of his ship. 

 With this grand, intemperate enthusiasm came a solid dose of reality. The United States 

and the Constellation were to act as supporting cast for the Constitution. While Talbot was 

ordered to patrol the strategic and heavily populated area with French privateers and regular navy 

in and around Cape Francois—a role originally intended for the United States—Stoddert saddled 

Barry with the disappointing assignment or patrolling the American coastline: “I can devise no 

better employment for the United States for the present than to remain on our coast.”656 

Furthermore, Stoddert asserted that, “The Constellation will be employed in the same way as the 
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brig Richmond who is now on a cruise Southward.”657 The United States, for the time being, was 

to serve in a parade-like capacity up and down the coast. Stoddert wanted Barry and the United 

States to “Shew yourself to the Citizens as often as Convenient.”658 It would seem that the 

Secretary of the Navy could look past the blustery, biased verbiage coming from the decks of the 

United States and the Constellation. Two of America’s super-frigates were now performing the 

same task as a small brigantine.   

          Secretary Stoddert was able to, in essence, downgrade the battle readiness of the United 

States and the Constellation because of the presence of the Constitution.  The relatively few 

cases of insubordination within the ranks of Constitution helped in Stoddert’s decision to use the 

United States and the Constellation as transport and parade vessels.  By the middle of 1800, it 

was clear that the Constitution was capable of handling a majority of the workload in the 

protection of American commerce in the Caribbean.  The mere presence of the Constitution in 

the Caribbean thwarted French privateers looking to prey on American shipping, while 

simultaneously consolidating Touissant L’Overture’s budding Haitian Republic from the ever-

present threat to Haitian sovereignty from French and British privateers and warships seeking to 

use gunboat diplomacy in the region.   
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

 

THE RISE OF THE USS CONSTITUTION 

 

 
         On her second tour, the Constitution would carry the mantle of the early American navy’s 

premier warship. Captain Talbot was given free rein to administer to the Constitution as he saw 

fit. Stoddert issued Talbot orders to take on whatever supplies and articles deemed necessary “to 

fall in with French Armed Vessels.”659 Stoddert gave Talbot a blank check for fitting out and 

proceeding to Saint Domingo via Cayenne. Stoddert wanted Talbot to find the quickest route to 

take on “large French privateers … which harass considerably our Trade to Surinam.”660 The 

amount of independence Talbot received from the Navy Department must have been refreshing 

to captain and crew. After leaving the coast of Cayenne, Talbot was to direct his ship to the 

neighborhood of Guadeloupe, taking whatever route he favored in “meeting with Enemy Vessels 

or Recapturing our own.” The Constitution’s final destination was Saint Domingo, where Talbot 

“was to assume the command of all the American Vessels on that station.” While off the coast of 

Saint Domingo, Talbot was given the critical responsibility of protecting American commerce in 

the region, taking French prizes and retaking previously lost American and allied vessels, and to 

“politically cultivate & preserve” relationships with “General Touissant and the people of the 

island.”661 Summing up the Constitution’s role in the Caribbean, Stoddert declared: 

That our Navy being small we must make up in Activity & Enterprise for our 

defect of Strength & that the Health of the Crews under your Command will be best 

preserved by keeping them constantly cruizing which will always be the surest 

means of serving your Country and securing your own & the reputation of that 

portion of our Navy Committed to your guidance And the Protection of our Trade 

to Saint Domingo is so great an object that you would be sent thither immediately 

were it not for the danger of Hurricanes about the Island in August & September. It 

is hoped that less valuable Vessels than the Constitution may suffice till early in 

October.662 
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 Like the tides, professional perception of the super-frigates ebbed and flowed. The reality 

of the first three frigates, as witnessed by enlistment numbers and previous performance, had 

established a hierarchy in the eyes of the Navy Department and the Executive Branch. Whereas 

Captain Talbot and the Constitution ascended, Truxton and the Constellation descended. After 

the Navy Department named Talbot as senior captain and the Constitution as the flagship of the 

navy, Truxton’s ego could not sustain the loss in rank. In a letter to his officers, Truxton made it 

known that he was giving up command of the Constellation—claiming the decision was more a 

“declension of necessity and not of choice.”663 Claiming it was more political sentiment than 

performance, Truxton reassured his officer corps that his departure from the service stemmed 

from “a misunderstanding with respect to rank.” 

 In true Truxton fashion, the soon-to-be ex-captain of the Constellation had to fire off a 

couple of departing jabs against his officers. While he claimed that “no greater harmony could 

possibly have pervaded among men under similar circumstances,” referring to the “indispensable 

discipline” required in naval life, the Constellation’s first cruise achieved as much as could be 

expected from a green crew, lax discipline, and officers not living up to their captain’s lofty 

expectations. As in a similar letter addressed to his crew, Truxton hoped that his officers would 

hold their former captain in high esteem in the belief that the “system of order,” the chain of 

command, and love of country was constantly “within the Walls of this Ship.”664 

 Up the coast from the Constellation, John Server and the Portsmouth super-frigate 

Congress were about to set sail into the history books. No doubt, Server was hoping that his first 

cruise as captain would not end in a flurry of political intrigue and innuendo, as Truxton’s had. 

Server certainly got off to a great start in attempting to forge sound, working relationships with 

officers and crew. As the minutes of the Congress relate, “Captain Server Did himself great 

honor” in making his presence topside subordinate to ship and crew.665 “For although he [Server] 

had a most excellent pilot on board (Captain George Turner), Captain Server never came over 

the sides until the frigate was totally secured. Shying away from the attention garnered by the 

launch of the Congress, Server showed “manliness of behavior, goodness of heart and amiable 

manners” that would “insure success in obtaining men.” 

                                                 
663 A Post to Ce tai  Offi e s of U.“. F igate Co stellatio  f o  Captai  T u to ,  August , , NRQWF 4, part 

1, 51. 
664 Ibid. 
665 Mi utes Relati e to the Buildi g of the Co g ess,  August , , NRQWF 4, part 1, 51. 



179 

 In Rhode Island, the recently arrived United States was beginning to weigh on the 

Secretary of the Navy’s mind. He wished to fit out and redeploy the United States as quickly as 

possible. Delays in getting the Constellation and the Congress to sea had left naval strategy in an 

abyss. Awaiting President Adams’ decision on where to deploy Barry and the United States, 

Stoddert feared that extensive downtime in Newport would foster rash desertion.666 As such, 

Stoddert ordered Barry to “take without delay such Provisions, Stores, etc. as you stand in need 

of” to return to sea.667  

 With the preparations to get the United States back in service, the Congress and other 

vessels relying on the Portsmouth Navy Yard for naval stores and supplies would be set back. 

Even the United States felt the pinch for supplies, as the privately funded frigate the General 

Greene was the current focus of Rhode Island merchants. Describing the dwindling amount of 

naval stores, local navy agents in Portsmouth informed Stoddert that “the remainder of supplies 

have been forwarded” to the General Greene. Thus, goods for the United States would have to 

be “augmented.”668 With the majority of salted provisions delivered to the General Greene and 

the United States, the remainder of vessels fitting out locally had to pay up front for scare items 

like baked bread and flour. For ships without readily available funding, local navy agents were 

prepared to issue “coarser bread” often refused by ship pursers due to “occasioned dissatisfaction 

among the Crew.”669 

 Unfortunately, the Congress and crew would feel the brunt of cutbacks in provisions. 

Desiring to get her to sea as soon as possible, Stoddert felt it best to refit the Congress with fewer 

men than on her launch, to conserve and deploy foodstuffs where needed throughout the navy—

which, for the time being, was on the Essex and the United States.670 Using the excuse that the 

Congress was needed to protect East Indian ships presently rendezvousing in Newport, Stoddert 

informed Server that he was to launch within the week. Concerning Server leaving Rhode Island 

undermanned, Stoddert said that “I can conceive of nothing that can prevent it.”671 While the 

Congress was left to wrestle for the scraps, there was solidarity within the ranks emanating from 
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the knowledge of who would be in command of the Congress. The same could not be said for the 

officers and crew aboard the United States. 

 While the United States awaited refitting, Stoddert suggested for the first time that Barry 

was not exempt from being transferred to another post. Seeking to reassure Barry of a potential 

role outside the command of the United States, Stoddert reaffirmed to him that “at the head of 

our Navy, a captain’s actions set an example for his men.”672 Stoddert had thus begun courting 

Barry for a new role in the navy. Depending on enlistment and availability of supplies, Stoddert 

was contemplating using the United States to transport French ministers from America back to 

France to further diplomatic gains.673 At the time, Barry was unaware that the Navy Department 

was looking to make Truxton captain of the United States. For the time being, Stoddert was more 

worried about getting the United States, her captain, and her crew back into service. Aware that 

Rhode Island was running dangerously short of naval stores, Stoddert mentioned to Barry that 

the United States may have to sail to Philadelphia to refit.674 In all likelihood, she would be at 

port for a considerable time, refitting and awaiting orders. 

 On October 21, 1799, Captain Barry received word from President Adams that he and 

United States would indeed ferry French diplomats from Newport, Rhode Island to France.675 It 

was Adams’ wish for Barry to “receive … Messiers Illsworth and Davie … and their Suite, and 

sail by early November or sooner” to any port in France “they shall show an inclination to 

land.”676 Once in France, Barry was to await dispatches from Paris and then depart for America. 

The United States was converted from warship to “a Flag” of truce. As this “flag of truce,” the 

United States was informed that “it will not be in your power to capture any thug on the 

Voyage.” Barry was given no leeway to exercise ship-to-ship conflict. “This is a mortification,” 

stressed Stoddert, “to which it is necessary you should submit.”677 Knowing this would not go 

over well with Barry’s officers and crew, Stoddert dangled the possibility of a promotion in front 

of Barry, promising the United States’ captain that upon successful completion of the task at 
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hand, “I hope to salute you an Admiral on your arrival at Philadelphia.”678 The United States was 

now a 44-gun super-frigate-turned-diplomat-transport. 

 With Barry and the United States set for diplomatic duty, Stoddert received word from 

President Adams that Truxton’s resignation had been returned to sender.679 With Truxton still a 

commissioned officer in the navy, Stoddert felt it best that Truxton retake command of the 

Constellation. Truxton was offered no additional increases in pay or rank; he was simply told to 

“resume the Command of Constellation at Norfolk where she will be the 10th of November.” As 

with Talbot, Stoddert eluded to the fact that if Truxton accepted his old job, the Constellation’s 

captain would not be paired with another frigate. Basically, Truxton would be at his old post, 

secure in a guarantee of independence from other super-frigate captains. 

 While Truxton did accept redeployment with the Constellation, he did so at the expense 

of his crew, Congress’ crew, and the Navy Department.  Bitter about his loss in rank, Truxton 

defied the navy, peers, officers, and crew by taking his time getting the Constellation back to her 

original post in the West Indies.680 Stoddert sensed Truxton’s “indisposition” to the current 

“arrangement.” Hoping to get Truxton and the Constellation out of Norfolk as soon as possible, 

Stoddert gave the lackadaisical captain an ultimatum. “If your health will not admit you,” 

expressed Stoddert, “getting on board Constellation, then you may employ yourself in fitting out 

the 44 Gun Ship at New York.”681 Stoddert went on to explain to Truxton that peace was at hand 

with France. As such, the upcoming winter was “the only Season we shall have to gather 

laurels.” Stoddert stressed to Truxton that the president “has always the disposition to do 

justice… As to opposition from any particular quarter,” the president had equal power to 

admonish.682 In short, Stoddert advised Truxton to accept his current position with resolve and 

vigor. “A thousand advantages” lay ahead for officers and captains who followed orders.683 

 Days turned to weeks, and weeks turned to months, with the Constellation moored 

impotently at port, Stoddert was left to make use of the Congress and the Essex to resupply the 

squadron currently protecting merchant vessels making their way back to New York from 

Batavia. With the fleet in current need of rice, bread, and flour off the Java coast, the two ships 
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were engaged in procuring foodstuffs for these vessels in need. After resupplying the fleet in 

Batavia, they were to fall into convoy duty. Server was ordered to take on at least sixty barrels of 

flour in Philadelphia, “should there be a deficiency in bread” for “vessels in want;” he was also 

directed to procure a “double portion of Indian meal” for the Congress’ use.684 While “Indian 

meal,” a form of buckwheat, was legal to freely export in 1799, by 1831 there were sanctions 

attached to shipping this mixed flour derivative due to its ease of contamination by Indian meal 

larvae and red-flour beetles.685 More damaging to the Congress’ crew was Stoddert’s 

recommendation to Server to forgo taking on supplies of rum. 

 Rum was not among the “enumerated articles” enclosed for Server in Stoddert’s shopping 

list. Server was to use wine and porter available in Batavia as substitutes to fulfill the Congress’ 

stores for her crew’s use upon departure from Java to home.686 Therefore, the Congress would 

head overseas without rum or its boost on morale. Stoddert warned Server to be “extremely 

cautious that your people not too freely use [alcohol], as it is said to be very prejudicial to the 

health of American seamen, if used freely.”687 If in need of rum, added Stoddert, Server was to 

contact Captain Preble aboard the Essex. The Essex, like her sister ships the Constitution and the 

Boston, took on as much rum as they could fit in their respective holds. Essex had 3000 gallons 

of it! Even with her holds buffered with booze, the Boston-built Essex, as reported by Captain 

Preble, “sailed much faster than the Congress, and is, think, in every respect a fairer frigate.”688  

 By the time the Congress set sail for Batavia, Stoddert had already factored in the loss of 

one or two merchant vessels while plying their way back to New York unescorted by a super-

frigate. Word had it that French privateers were massing in the region to take advantage of “the 

immense amount of American property bound to Batavia.”689 Those French privateers missing 

out on intercepting American merchandise heading for Java, were sure “to use all endeavors … 

to intercept it particularly on its return.” The additional presence of what Stoddert labeled the 

French government’s “privateering system” placed the soon-to-be returning convoy of American 

vessels and warships at great jeopardy. Due to the increasing threat posed by French privateers in 
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Batavia, Stoddert informed Server that any further delay would force the Essex to set sail for 

Java on her own. Even with much needed supplies of water still wanting aboard the Congress, 

Stoddert pressed Server to take on water at the Cape of Good Hope to save time. Stoddert knew 

full well the water supplies there were limited and prone to carrying sickness. Regarding the 

chance of sickness overwhelming the Congress and crew, Stoddert’s best advice to Server was to 

keep his men busy cruising to help take their minds off being ill.690 

 Making the management of the navy all the more difficult was the news coming from the 

Navy Department which informed Truxton that while he was to take command of his former ship 

as quickly as possible, the command of the United States was still in the offing. Stoddert was 

preparing to reassign Barron to make room for Truxton, while looking to replace Barry with 

Truxton as United States’ captain. The captain carousel depended directly on when the United 

States would complete her mission to ferry French diplomats back to France. Needing to take on 

supplies in Norfolk before making her way to France, the United States was seventh in line at 

Hampton Roads behind the John Adams, Connecticut, Eagle, Baltimore, Campbell Scammel, and 

the Pickering. Upon Truxton’s arrival, Barron was to be reassigned as superintendent of the 

Chesapeake. Until then, Barron was in charge of having “every necessary supply furnished [the 

Constellation] so that she may be completely prepared for Sea.”691 Stoddert’s lone parting gift 

for Barron was the added burden of being responsible for getting the Chesapeake “out this 

winter.”692 

 Once Truxton was firmly ensconced as captain of the Constellation, and out to sea, 

Stoddert made it clear what role Truxton would have in fulfilling the “thousand advantages” 

associated with following President Adams’ will. Truxton and the Constellation were to resume 

convoy duties in the West Indies off the coast of Guadeloupe. He was to take command of a 

small flotilla of American warships set with the task to protect U.S. commerce in the region.693 

While it was granted that the Constellation could “capture or destroy Enemy Vessels” interfering 

with trade, Truxton’s sole commission was “to be pointed in our endeavors to get as many 
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Merchant Vessels as possible under our convoy, & whenever the Merchant Vessels collect in 

Fleets, you should afford them convoy to safe Latitude.”694  

 In fact, Truxton was given the leeway to decide which of the accompanying warships 

could be sent to do battle with enemy vessels. Stoddert ordered Truxton to never engage his 

“whole force” in the pursuit of prizes—as it would take away protection from “part of the 

Trade.”695 While Truxton could send segments of his fleet in pursuit of the enemy, he was to 

maintain the Constellation as chief herder of merchantmen. “You cannot well be too 

adventurous.” If in a battle of equal strength, posited Stoddert, the Constellation, captain, and 

crew were to avoid confrontation and seek the protection of the Constitution at St. Domingo.696 

Truxton’s greatest role was to admit or deny protection to “Owners of Vessels” whose ships 

posed the least danger to the overall survival of the convoy as a whole. As of late 1799, the 

United States was an international ferry and the Constellation once again merchant shepherd.  

 At the same time, Talbot received word that the Constitution would be taking on a larger 

role in American military strategy. Per President Adams’ instructions to give Talbot the “force 

enough to protect completely the Trade to St. Domingo, which has become very important to the 

United States,” it was now up to Talbot how the American navy would engage the enemy in the 

Caribbean theatre.697 “If you judge necessary,” posed Stoddert to Talbot, “guard against the 

accumulation of force to be dangerous to our Armed Vessels, or our Commerce.”698 Stoddert 

made it clear there would be a steady increase in the French Republican navy in and around St. 

Domingo due to America’s growing closeness to Touissant. “The machinations against 

Touissant,” noted Stoddert, “seem to be increasing & will too probably increase.”699 Stoddert 

apologized to Talbot for not sending another frigate to support endeavors in St. Domingo, but 

assured him the Constitution was equal to three frigates.700 In parting, Stoddert relayed to Talbot 

that the president has every confidence “that every thing within the power of Vigilance and 

Valor will be achieved by the force under your Command.”701 The presidential prerogative that 

                                                 
694 Ibid. 
695 Ibid. 
696 Ibid. 378. 
697 Lette  to Captai  Tal ot f o  “e  of Na ,  No e e  , , NRQWF 4, part 2, 391. 
698 Ibid. 392. 
699 Lette  to Captai  Tal ot f o  “e  of Na ,  Ja ua  , , NRQWF 5, part 1, 83. 
700 Ibid. 
701 Ibid. 391. 



185 

gave Talbot the freedom to seek out the enemy regardless of concentration and firepower was 

but one responsibility bequeathed to the Constitution and crew. Talbot was also given the added 

responsibility of determining friend from foe in the Caribbean.  

 Edward Stevens, the American consul general in St. Domingo, worked with the Haitian 

general Touissant to forge an agreement respecting French allies sailing in Touissant’s aid. 

Talbot was to thwart any “vessel whatsoever to arm in the part of the Jurisdiction of General 

Touissant, except for the protection of commerce” or to protect “Touissant’s expeditions.”702 All 

armed vessels not in Touissant’s immediate service were liable to capture and confiscation. It 

was Talbot’s duty to make sure all of the armed ships in the region were labeled friends; and, 

that all armed vessels representing a foe were captured or destroyed. Referring to the “strictest 

orders” given Talbot, the Constitution had the weighty opportunity to “prevent ships of war, 

Merchantmen, or privateers belonging to the French Republic from entering the ports of this 

colony [St. Domingo].”703 If his duty was not already overextended, Talbot was also asked to 

prevent other captains in the St. Domingo station from capturing property of neutral vessels. The 

Constitution would be very busy indeed. 

 While the Constitution was ready and able to take on the enemy, the few officers, 

seamen, and crew sailing with Truxton for a second time aboard the Constellation must have 

experienced differing sensations of déjà vu. On Truxton’s first day after regaining his captaincy, 

he penned a letter condemning the interim captain’s “immaturity” in entering foreign sailors onto 

the Constellation’s roster.704 Reprimanding Captain Barron for his absence of “mature 

deliberation … on the subject of Men being demanded,” Truxton informed the Constellation’s 

interim commander that proper channels must be used in commandeering foreign sailors. 

Truxton feared the Constellation’s ranks would once again be filled with unmotivated sailors and 

crew. 

 After a week at sea, Truxton assessed the order of the Constellation as “remarkably 

healthy.”705 He was referring more to the physical health of his sailors than the sailing readiness 

of his ship. Immediately before disembarking from the Chesapeake, Truxton had been taken 
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aback by the inflated numbers of men in sickbay. One mile out to sea, a relieved Truxton was 

thrilled to see a slight majority of those currently out of action were only suffering a common 

cold. The remaining crewmembers still in need of treatment were primarily men suffering from 

chronic venereal disease.706 As for the physical changes noticeable in the Constellation’s body, 

Truxton found his ship “very stiff in comparison to what she was.”707 This came from the 

addition of 32-pound cannons to help make up for the loss of several of her 24s due to a wide 

array of problems in craftsmanship. By Truxton’s estimate, the Constellation was now a portly 

six tons heavier than his last cruise with her.708 This added weight in firepower would come in 

handy for Truxton, Constellation and crew. 

 After delivering supplies to the small squadron of vessels at St. Christopher’s, Truxton 

separated the fleet into individual units, as per orders, to help novice captains and crews gain 

independent, hands-on experience. While working their way towards Guadeloupe, Truxton and 

the Constellation came across the heavy French 54-gun frigate La Vengeance. Truxton ordered 

his gun crew to conserve powder and shot while firing a combination of round and grape shot at 

the enemy’s hull.709 Once the smoke had cleared from the repeated exchange of broadside salvos, 

Constellation had silenced La Vengeance’s guns. Unable to pursue his prize due to “shattered 

sails” and rigging for a mainmast that had been shot away, Truxton ordered the Constellation to 

make way for Jamaica for refitting. Although almost crippled herself, as reported by Truxton and 

several members of his crew, La Vengeance could sail away under her own power to commence 

attending to her own repairs. 

 Reports concerning the action between the Constellation and Le Vengeance began to 

make their way to the Navy Department almost immediately after the conclusion of action. 

Believing it was only a matter of time before he would be able to officially claim La Vengeance 

as a prize, Truxton wrote his first correspondence to Stoddert, a muster roll listing the men that 

took part in the most recent battle.710 Truxton wanted credit and prize money to go to the proper 

men. Once the mystery of what happened to La Vengeance surfaced, the race to clarify what 

happened during the battle began in earnest.  
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 Isaac Henry, ship surgeon aboard the Constellation, cast the blame for the loss of La 

Vengeance on the French. After five hours of battle, began Henry, the Constellation’s “mainmast 

was shot away,” prematurely ending the fight. It was Henry’s contention that the loss of 

Constellation’s mainmast, a result of the “cowardly” actions by the “rascals firing at our rigging 

to get away,” was the only thing standing in the way of taking La Vengeance.711 Henry then 

contradicted this statement, saying that “we are now Sir the most perfect wreck you ever saw.” 

 A “gentleman” aboard the Constellation at the time of the confrontation with La 

Vengeance was inclined to give his perspective of the battle, knowing full well that the paper’s 

accounts of the events in question were widespread.712 Upon instigation from La Vengeance’s 

bow chasers, this gentleman’s hyperbolic account began, “our honored commander gave his 

orders” to engage the French frigate “accordingly … The ardor of Columbia’s sons of the waves 

… seated among the engine of death … like Spartan sons of old … demanded the surrender of 

his [Captain Pitot] ship.”713 After exchanging broadsides, with men “flushed with victory,” they 

discovered that the Constellation was absent shrouds and rigging. Security of the ship took 

precedent over continuing the fight with the enemy. Even with forty confirmed killed, the 

Constellation would, in the eyes of this observer, go down in history by defeating “a ship of 54 

with a frigate of 38 guns.”714 

 A contrary account of the action on February 2, 1800 by Captain F.M. Pitot of La 

Vengeance goes as follows. While exercising a “crew composed in large part of foreigners or of 

new hands and very weak in [seamanship],” La Vengeance sighted a large ship following a 

southerly direction.715 Noticing that, what turned out to be Constellation was not able to make 

ground on La Vengeance during the day, Captain Pitot attempted to avoid a confrontation behind 

the cover of the night. Gaining distance, the Constellation forced Pitot to turn and fight. 

Observing that the Constellation could not maintain a steady rate of fire, La Vengeance was 

ordered into the wind to deliver her own sustained rate of fire on the enemy. After only half an 
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hour, the Constellation’s head sails were carried away from fire. After seeing that Truxton had 

anchored the Constellation to begin repairs, Pitot ordered all hands to help “pump the ship 

dry.”716 La Vengeance’s crew manned the pumps the entire way to the safety of Curacao.  

 Captain Pitot categorized the Constellation as a ship-of-the-line because of the American 

frigate’s length, high stern, and large-caliber cannons. For Pitot, La Vengeance could only be 

seen as the victor when taking into account it was undermanned, “assembled in haste, and in the 

absence of experienced men without a working knowledge of the ship and duties … In spite of 

all these disadvantages and the fatigue of my crew … we had the good fortune to bring victory to 

the flag of the Republic.”717 

 American newspaper reports tended to see things through an entirely different lens, 

inflating the carnage. The New York Gazette reported that La Vengeance slumped into port 

“entirely dismasted, with the loss of 100 men killed, and 60 wounded.”718  Seeking to get past the 

varying accounts presented, Stoddert went straight to the source: Truxton. Stoddert must have 

been surprised to hear that the Constellation’s captain was unconvinced that La Vengeance was 

ever in a state to become “my prize.”719 At daylight, the following morning after the battle, 

Truxton admitted that his opponent was out of sight. Momentarily entertaining the thought that 

La Vengeance may have sunk, logic persuaded Truxton to confirm that his quarry had escaped—

noting that “getting off under those circumstances was nothing uncommon.”720 The ability to sail 

away from the Constellation at all illustrates that La Vengeance was in a better sailing state after 

the conclusion of battle. 

 After looking at the facts, a clearer account of the action between the Constellation and 

La Vengeance emerges. The Constellation had a combined weight of firepower equivalent to 744 

pounds. La Vengeance in comparison had a total weight of firepower upwards of 1,165 

pounds.721  Regarding crew, the Constellation had 320 souls aboard at the time of the encounter 

with La Vengeance. La Vengeance had a total compliment of officers, captain, crew, and 

prisoners totaling 560 men.722 Even with a complement of larger caliber cannons, the 
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Constellation should have been able to outmaneuver her far more portly adversary. Throughout 

the engagement with La Vengeance, Truxton tried to gain a firing advantage on his foe. Unable 

to do so, Constellation’s and La Vengeance’s gun crews began exchanging broadside salvos at 

close range. Close-in firing negated the usefulness of Constellation’s 32-pounders. Inaccurate at 

close range, Constellation’s larger-caliber guns acted more like scattering grapeshot than 

pinpoint projectiles efficient in taking out sails, shroud, and rigging. Thus, unable to immobilize 

their prey for the kill, the Constellation saw her potential prize elude capture.  

 In fact, Truxton ordered his main-deck gunners to use double-shot against La Vengeance. 

Adding an additional ball to the normal firing rate, double-shot was twice as devastating and 

equally as difficult to aim. From the onset of battle, Truxton’s actions clearly illustrate that the 

Constellation’s captain was wary about how his crew would perform under the pressure of facing 

such a dangerous and potentially lethal opponent. The battle with La Vengeance occurred less 

than a month after Truxton retook command of the Constellation. There is no mention in 

Truxton’s logbook of exercising the Constellation’s guns and gun crew. Obviously, Truxton was 

uncertain of the state of his crew after the high turnover in men after his first tour and the 

temporary change in captain and recruiting officers. This drove him to finish off La Vengeance 

as quickly as possible. The Constellation’s gun crew felt the pressure that accompanied taking on 

a fifty-gun opponent. Firing at an average rate almost three times greater than their foe, the 

Constellation’s gunners substituted volume for accuracy. This frenzied fire illustrates a lack of 

confidence in the crew and the super-frigate. 

 Observing La Vengeance’s physical state in Curacao, Captain Baker of the Delaware 

summarized that “there appears no place that has escaped a shot.” The New York Gazette 

confirmed the close proximity in which the Constellation and La Vengeance fought, stating that 

“La Vengeance had 186 bullet holes in her hull above water … Most of the passengers,” 

including several of the thirty-six American POWs, “were killed.”723 The battle between the two 

frigates devolved into close-quarter fighting even after Truxton gave specific instructions to his 

gun crews to “take good aim and fire directly into the hull of the enemy.”724 Truxton was looking 
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to sink his foe quickly and unmercifully, even though there were reports that La Vengeance was 

heavily laden with a multitude of cargo and specie heading back to France.725 

 Surprisingly, given the additional passenger and cargo weight La Vengeance carried, 

Captain Pitot ordered his gunners to take aim at the Constellation’s sails and masts—seemingly 

wanting to take the American super-frigate as a prize or, at least, hamper her ability to give 

chase.726 Truxton noted in a letter to Stoddert that Pitot struck at the Constellation with ferocity 

once it was “perceived” that Truxton and crew were looking to sink them. This renewed combat 

from what Truxton labeled as “necessity” enabled the French frigate to escape capture.727  

 While it is clear that the Constellation emerged the victor regarding rate of fire, damage, 

and men killed in action, La Vengeance escape due to her hodgepodge assemblage of cannons; 

sporadic, pell-mell aim; and her inability to outmaneuver and out-sail a much heavier and 

gravely disadvantaged opponent. Acknowledging that the Constellation’s assemblage of guns 

had strayed from Humphreys’ original design, once in port for repair the Navy Department 

immediately set out to reconfigure the Constellation’s cannons. For the Constellation’s next tour, 

Stoddert wanted her main gun deck to house twenty-eight 18-pounders.728 And, even though 

Stoddert and President Adams praised Truxton’s efforts in the battle with La Vengeance, the 

Secretary of Navy determined that now was the time to reorder existing frigate captaincies. 

Truxton was to take command of the President by the first of July, 1800.729  

 There is no mention of Talbot exercising the Constitution’s guns or gun crews until 

December 18, 1799.730 No doubt, Talbot was satisfied with the Constitution and crew’s ability to 

manage her guns. For the time being, the Constitution’s first couple of months comprised mostly 

of the daily routine of “Cleansing between decks and Cleaning the Main hold.”731 Talbot, like his 

predecessor, was adamant about maintaining a clean and fresh working environment. Often, men 

fumigated the lower decks with lemon juice to reduce or remove shipborne illnesses. The upkeep 

of the Constitution represented the inauguration of officers and crew with their new captain, and 

his managerial nuisances. The first mention of exercising small arms comes on Friday, 
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September 27, 1799.732 Furthermore, this exercise of muskets and pistols was at the discretion of 

the commander of the Constitution’s marines. Talbot had good reason to be satisfied with his 

ship and crew. Sailing alongside the frigate Boston, Talbot and crew out-sailed their rival day in 

and day out. After a week of sailing together, Captain Talbot acknowledged in his log after 

parting ways with the Boston that “this is now the second time that we have given Captain Little 

a trial at sailing, he is now fully satisfied of the Constitution’s Superiority.”733 It would seem that 

Talbot had long ago concluded that the Constitution was ready for a fight! 

 Unfortunately, the rest of the super-frigates were not ready to engage the enemy at full 

capacity. The Congress had departed before it was ready. Misfortune followed the Portsmouth 

frigate from the get go. One sailor referred to her readiness as a “disastrous situation.”734 While 

in convoy with the Essex, the Congress and company were “sluggish.” Heavily laden 

merchantmen from Philadelphia and New Haven were further slowing the group. According to 

Captain Server’s logbook, four days into their destination, the Congress’s rigging was stretched 

to its limits—“inducing apprehensions for the safety of the masts.”735 

 The following day, Server’s worst fears reached fruition. The Congress’s “mainmast 

sprung nearly eight feet above the upper deck.” Upon consultation, Server and his officers 

decided to cut away the Congress’ main topmast. While cutting away the top third of the 

mainmast, fourth lieutenant M. Bosworth was killed as the Congress’s entire mainmast fell to the 

deck. That fall carried away all of the supporting sails, tackle, rigging, and other accoutrements, 

along with the aft mizzenmast.736 Soon thereafter, the Congress lost her foremast—making her 

basically a floating hull, “entirely at the mercy of the winds and waves.” Server’s last entry 

following near eight hours of trying to keep his ship and crew operable wanted it known that he 

did “every thing practicable to ward off the evil which the nature of the circumstance would 

admit.” Server also apologized that the Congress was now unable to “render important services 

to my fellow-citizens, by affording protection to their commerce.” After replacing her fore 

topmast, the Congress could limp back to port. 
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 With the Congress at bay about two miles from Hampton Roads in need of a bevy of 

refitting, Stoddert looked to the Chesapeake to take her place. Knowing that “it would take 

considerable time” to get back to sea, an officer aboard the Congress was aware that the Navy 

Department in all likelihood would transfer much of the Congress’ crew to the Chesapeake.737 It 

was still unclear to the Congress’s men what had become of the Essex, as it was to a writer for 

the Salem Gazette. “While the fate of Essex is unknown, we are willing to hope that she 

weathered the gale without sustaining much injury, and has proceeded on the voyage.”738  

 The Essex had suffered little to no damage in the storm that had sidelined the Congress. 

Once it learned this, the Navy Department was determined to find where fault lay for her state. 

Many, including several of the Congress’ crew and marines, blamed pilot error. In an affidavit, 

the Major Commandant of the Congress’ marines, William Burrows, implied the damage was 

due to the negligence of her captain.739 After all, the Essex had “suffered at least as much or 

more than we have—as she was inferior in point of strength and Quality of Crew.”740 

 Ironically, John Cordis, the Constitution’s former fourth lieutenant who was being court-

martialed for conduct unbecoming of an officer, first wrote to Stoddert about beginning the 

inquiry process on Server’s behavior during the Congress’s disastrous first cruise.741 Thus began 

the emergence of an ongoing problem between the Congress’s decks: disagreement between 

captain and officers corps over command decisions. Server tried not to air the Congress’s dirty 

laundry, trying to silence Cordis by preventing his current lieutenant from contacting the Navy 

Department. Cordis discovered inaccuracies between Server’s formal written record of accounts 

and what actually occurred on the night in question. It was Cordis’ contention that Server acted 

on his own, not only during the storm, but throughout the Congress’s brief first tour. “I, Sir, am 

the best judge” became Server’s catchphrase aimed toward anyone with a suggestion for the 

captain.742 The officers aboard the Congress, stated Cordis, felt that the failure to put her into the 

wind led to her destruction. Cordis went on to say the damaging weather was not “uncommonly 
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boisterous … The sea and the wind was by no means so high as seamen in general encounter on 

most voyages.”743 

 With the Congress’s future uncertain, the Navy Department began to second guess which 

super-frigate should be relegated down the list for refitting. Stoddert’s first move was to 

downgrade the Portsmouth frigate’s seniority in the procurement of naval stores and supplies. 

While in Portsmouth for refitting, Server began to recognize just how far his ship had fallen in 

status. There were available masts in Norfolk for the Congress; however, these masts would be 

retained and “prepared for another Frigate.”744 Which frigate was, as of yet, undetermined. 

Believing that the Congress would be easier to refit, Stoddert reconfigured the order of priority.  

 To prevent any further delay in getting all of America’s frigates back in action, Stoddert 

attempted to procure for the Congress “logs” from La Havre, France to use as masts that were 

potentially “worm eaten.”745 After getting word that freight costs would prevent even the most 

frugal of masts being used for the Congress, Stoddert planned to cannibalize and or “suspend the 

operations on the Chesapeake” to get the Congress back in service.746 The Chesapeake’s current 

masts and spars were to go to the Congress; while the already condemned masts on the 

Insurgente would replace the Chesapeake’s former masts and spars. After changing direction 

twice in which frigate to focus on, Stoddert sent navy agents to Norfolk to assess the Congress’s 

damage. 

 Upon inspection, navy agent William Pennock determined that the Congress was in 

worse shape than believed. “She wants almost every thing of the Mast kind as well as some 

sails,” was Pennock’s diagnosis.747 Pennock did confirm that the Congress would take less time 

to make ready to sail than the Chesapeake. “If she or the Chesapeake must be delayed,” stressed 

Pennock, “let it be the Chesapeake as she can be delayed at less expense” because “the masts for 

the Insurgente may be applied for this vessel.”748 Thankfully, the logs ordered from Le Havre, 

slated to serve as a backup for any warship in need of masts, were cancelled. Also, Stoddert was 

more accommodating towards getting the Congress refitted quickly due to the inordinate number 
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of sailors aboard the Rhode Island frigate that were far from fulfilling their respective tours of 

duty.749 

 Pennock was ordered to “put every thing in motion to refit the Congress with all possible 

expedition.” “This course” of action, continued Stoddert, “was so obviously dictated by common 

sense” due to “The Men of the Congress have too long to serve to be discharged.”750 Stoddert 

was worried that idling sailors aboard the Congress would fall into one of two categories. 

Prolonged periods at port tended to increase “ill-humor and insubordination” among the sailor 

ranks, as well as desertion.751 Well short of enlistment, the Congress had to remain in port long 

enough for repairs and to receive sailors from the Chesapeake.  

 Not a man was aboard the Chesapeake. Equally as distressing was the fact that the 

“Congress is full of men and of course lying at great Public expense.”752 Balancing human 

resources was a difficult task for the Navy Department. A multitude of problems needed to be 

addressed to get just one of the frigates relaunched. Stoddert’s first step was to “take every man 

from Chesapeake that can be in any measure useful in dispatching the Congress.” Stoddert then 

gave Server instructions to pay close attention to which men received furlough—so as to not 

increase promise of runaways from the Congress. The Secretary of Navy wanted to make sure 

that the men appointed to the Congress would remain in service.  

 More detrimental to the Congress, several recruiting agents in New York had yet to 

receive bounties for services rendered. Stoddert reiterated to Server his fear that more than one 

agent would arrive in Norfolk looking for compensation that was not available. All of the 

Congress’s remaining funding was to be used for the hiring of “as many carpenters about her as 

can work to advantage” in the move to get the severely damaged frigate speedily back into 

service.753  

 Fortunately for the Navy Department, the need to bring the Constitution back to Boston 

to discharge sailors whose time was near was still a peripheral problem.754 In fact, the largest 

squadron of American warships and supporting vessels was under command of Captain Talbot. 

Confidence in the Constitution’s presence in St. Domingo was indeed a boon for Stoddert. 
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Leaving her shorthanded in the most active section of the Quasi-War was the latest change in 

American naval strategy.755 Stoddert had to shuffle ships from the Haitian station elsewhere to 

compensate for the inaction of the Congress, the Chesapeake, the refitting of the Constitution 

and, the yet to launch, President.  

 The need to move the Constellation to New York was predicated on Norfolk’s current 

operational state. “Norfolk being a bad place for repairs, & being overloaded with business of 

this kind,” necessitated a possible change in refitting venue for the Constellation.756 

Experiencing a chronic shortage in masts, Stoddert looked to naval agents in New York to 

prepare a much needed mainmast for the Constellation. With New York agents currently 

readying the President for launch, there would be difficulties fitting out the Constellation. Also, 

Stoddert must have been aware of the Constellation’s inability to sail for New York for the 

unforeseeable future, as he directed sails and rigging for the Constellation to be sent to 

Norfolk.757 President Adams emphasized his desire to have the Navy Department focus on the 

Constellation.758 But she was stuck in Hampton Roads, now in direct competition with the 

Congress for naval stores, masts, sails, and supplies necessary to reenter active service. More 

detrimental to getting the super-frigates back to operational status was the Navy Department’s 

quest to determine where negligence lay in the Congress’s dismasting. 

 Stoddert had to quickly and efficiently read over the mounting complaints directed 

towards Server implicating him for gross negligence of command. Mulling through the 

paperwork associated with the day in question, Stoddert found that Lieutenant Cordis of the 

Congress was seeking to arrest ordinary seaman Patrick Brown for “Laying Violent Hands on his 

Superior Officer.”759 Requesting that Brown be court-martialed, Cordis’ letter shed light on the 

dysfunctionality that was life at sea aboard the Congress. 

 Needing the Congress back in service as soon as possible, Stoddert issued orders that 

Server was to administrate justice internally on Seaman Brown. Brown was thus sentenced to 

“receive forty-eight lashes with a cat of Nine tails at the Gangway.”760 Stoddert wanted Server to 

maintain every effect attached to the power of the captaincy to maintain an air of respect and 
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keep the command structure intact aboard the Congress during her ever-advancing time at port. 

Ship governance of the Congress would be all the more difficult once an official inquiry looking 

at Server’s role in the destruction of the Congress’ masts began.761 While Stoddert was confident 

Server would be cleared of all wrongdoings, he was fearful of the impact on Server’s 

reputation—and how that would affect managing the Congress’ current crew and the enlistment 

of men for future tours.762 

 Stoddert’s first move to clear Server’s name was to appoint Truxton as the ranking officer 

in the case. Truxton was given “full powers to order Courts Martial for the trial of the offenders 

on board the Congress.”763 Stoddert explained to Truxton that all the officers aboard the 

Congress “are at variance with their Captain.” Stoddert also reiterated there was a general, 

prevailing sense of “disorderliness” aboard.764 As nearest to the admiralty, as Stoddert referred to 

Truxton, it was the soon-to-be head of the navy’s responsibility to supply the Congress with a 

worthy captain and officer corps best able “to restore order and discipline.”765  

 After digesting the many letters and reports concerning the Congress’ first and only 

cruise, Truxton found enough evidence to bring several of the Congress’ officers, sailors, and 

crew to trial. Server’s accountability was no longer in question. In fact, Server became the 

prosecutor in the proceedings.766 In all, eight men serving under Server were quickly charged 

with insubordination and mutinous behavior. Truxton and the Navy Department wished to put an 

end to the matter as punctually as possible, to refill the Congress’ ranks and get her back to sea.  

 Even after the quick adjudication, letters from apprehensive officers and midshipmen 

serving on the Congress began to reach Stoddert’s desk. Midshipman John Duboise best summed 

up what most of the Congress’ crew were thinking at the time.767 He penned a lengthy plea to 

Stoddert to let him transfer to another ship. He was so distraught state over his continued service 

aboard the Congress that if Stoddert was unable to transfer him, he would gladly accept a 

discharge from the navy altogether.768 Noting the disgruntlement building between the Congress’ 
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decks, Stoddert granted Duboise’s request under the condition that the midshipman’s transfer 

remained unknown to the other midshipmen as, “there is too much disorder and uneasiness on 

board of the Congress already.”769  

 That disorder steadily increased. In the absence of discipline, the Congress’ crew began 

taking shipboard justice into their own hands. While moored at Norfolk, the Commandant of the 

Congress’ marines, William Burrows, was informed by one of his officers that a duel had taken 

place between “two young Gentlemen of the ship.”770 The duel, stated Samuel Llewellin, second 

lieutenant of the marines, was a byproduct of a continuous debate between two of the Congress’ 

sailors. It ended in death. A Mr. Strother, who acted as the second to the victorious duelist, 

attempted to pay off Llewellin to keep the affair secret.771 Life aboard the Congress was so 

intolerable that death was seen as one of the easiest ways out of it. Larkin Thorndike, ship’s 

surgeon aboard the Congress, slit his own throat and died.772  

 A total of twenty-four men died outside of duty while serving on the Congress’ first tour 

of service.773 Stoddert could keep much of the growing disintegration of the young navy’s 

morality and conduct from reaching the public’s attention. Naval affairs, at least those 

detrimental to the growth and positive perception of the American navy, were to be exhibited 

“with as little noise & trouble to the Public as possible.”774 

 Still, the continued deterioration of morality and conduct aboard the Congress while at 

Hampton Roads prompted Stoddert to order “most of that crew to be turned over to the 

Chesapeake.”775 It was Stoddert’s hope that with the addition of the majority of the Congress’ 

crew, accompanied by “the aid of small articles from the Congress,” the Chesapeake would be 

ready to sail within a month’s time. Incredibly, Stoddert appointed Cordis, the lieutenant who 

had avoided consecutive courts-martial, first lieutenant of the Chesapeake.  

 It was Stoddert’s lone prerogative in granting Cordis yet another opportunity, that the 

Chesapeake’s newly appointed first lieutenant “be Steady in supporting your Commander, and to 

                                                 
769 Ibid. 
770 Lette  to Majo  Co a da t Willia  Bu o s, U.“. Ma i e Co ps, f o  “e o d Lieute a t “a uel Lle elli , 
U.S. Marine Corps On Board the Frigate Co g ess,  Ap il , , NRQWF 5, part 3, 450. 
771 Ibid. 
772 Co gress’ Muste  Rolls,  Ja ua  , —June 15, 1801, NRQWF 5, part 1, 13-27. 
773 Ibid. 
774 Cou t of I ui  as to the Cause of the Loss of Masts of the U.“. F igate Congress,  Ap il , , NRQWF 5, 

part 3, 452. 
775 Lette  to “e  of Na  f o  Captai  Tho as T u to ,  Ap il , , NRQWF 5, part 3, 451. 



198 

discourage and discountenance every thing that has a tendency to Mutiny in the late Crew of 

Congress.”776 Ironically, it was Cordis’ chronic lack of ambition that led to his latest promotion. 

Stoddert believed it was in Chesapeake’s best interest to enlist the services of a lieutenant who 

was impervious to “any mutinous Demands of the Crew or any others.”777 As for the Congress, 

“due to the losses of her masts, rigging, blocks, and being in a very disordered and Unforward 

State,” she would be further delayed till, at earliest, June.778  

 While the Congress was presently the lowest priority in making ready to sail, the 

Portsmouth super-frigate would be needed sooner than later. Captain Truxton weighed in on the 

Congress’ current ability to attract men by stating that, “I fear some difficulty in manning her—

the prejudices against Captain Server—as very great.”779 Hoping to give Server and the Congress 

the best chance available to one day recruit better sailors and seamen, Stoddert recommended 

that the court in charge of sentencing the Congress’s former mutineers change their verdict from 

death by hanging to public lashings. Stoddert was desirous of giving Congress and the early 

American navy a better reputation by showing mercy and clemency towards sailor digressions. 

Four of the Congress’ mutineers were lashed to cannons on the quarterdeck and summarily given 

one hundred lashes in front of their captain, officers, and crewmates.780 Whippings with the cat-

o-nine tails was ordered to “Command Obedience and attention to duty … as well as to their own 

honor and reputation of their Country.”781  

 The final prescription ordered for the continued health and welfare of the Congress and 

crew, President Adams proclaimed that, “No Commission’d Officer, or Midshipman, shall be 

allow’d to make his appearance, on the Quarter Deck of this Frigate without his side Arms.”782 

The ship’s articles for the Congress were amended to better separate officers and sailors; and, to 

clearly and concisely delineate each man’s particular duties, roles, and responsibilities while at 

sea and at port. To better guard against insubordination and mutinous behavior, the Congress’ 

unique set of ship’s articles relied on self-governance below decks.783 What was considered 
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tradition between the decks on the Constitution was being introduced and spelled out for sailors 

aboard the Congress.  

 The Constellation and the Chesapeake became the highest priority for the Navy 

Department to get back into service. Server’s updated role in the American navy would be one of 

policing against insubordination and mutinous acts of the few sailors and crew that remained 

aboard the Congress, and maintaining diligent records to make it clear to ship pursers on the 

Congress and Chesapeake what materials were coming and going from one ship to the other.784 

Not knowing how the Chesapeake, President, Constellation, and the Congress would perform 

upon their returns to sea, Stoddert slowed the completion of the Congress to keep in reserve 

some recruits from New England.  

 Stoddert took on a wait-and-see attitude concerning the future performance of the super-

frigate fleet and the fleet as a whole.785 “We want to keep some Frigates in port, until certain 

events are determined,” he remarked. The recruits from New England would represent Stoddert’s 

reserve corps, able to fill in potential lapses in shipborne performance. In a passing jibe, Stoddert 

warned Truxton not to take advantage of the navy’s most recent slowdown in the outfitting of its 

fleet. “Indulge your anxiety to see your family,” he said, noting that “when all things are done, 

you will have nothing further to detain you at Norfolk.”786  

 With the Constitution fully operational, and the United States remotely serviceable at 

best, the only two super-frigates currently in service at all, Stoddert believed that now was the 

time to again reshuffle frigate captains to interject excitement and fervor to promote increased 

enlistment for the frigates stuck in port. Dispatches were thus sent to Truxton of the 

Constellation, Server of the Congress, Captain Patrick Fletcher of the Boston, and Captain 

Barron of the Chesapeake. Fletcher was placed in a state of readiness in case he needed to take 

command of the Constellation.787 The only certainties in the most recent captain carousel were 

the Constellation and the President. As promised, Truxton was to take command of the President 

and the Constellation’s next captain would be Captain Alexander Murray. 

 Helping take some of the pressure off of Constitution and the United States was the 

launch of the super-frigate President. Built under the supervision of Mr. Cheesman, the 
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President’s profile was accentuated by a robust battery of heavy cannons. Conceived and rated 

as a 44-gun frigate, the President could carry up to sixty-four cannons—making her easily the 

heftiest of the six super-frigates.788 Upon launching, the President was fitted with a whopping 

fifty-eight cannons. Armed with thirty 24s on her upper deck and twenty-eight 42-pound 

carronades on the spar deck, the President packed a massive punch. Unfortunately, she would 

not have anchors large enough to handle the weight. Her two main anchors were 6,685 and 6,006 

pounds, as per the Navy Department’s specifications, but Higginson found “they are good for 

nothing.”789 

While all of the captains in the American navy could adjust cannons’ armament and 

configurations, there was less independence in selecting an officer corps—especially for 

unproven captains. To Truxton’s dismay, the once senior captain of the navy was ordered to keep 

all of the officers currently appointed to and residing aboard the President. “You must have 

patience,” stressed Stoddert as the President “has a very well qualified Lieutenant” attending” to 

her.790 “As to removing all of your officers from the Constellation, you must not think of it,” 

warned Stoddert. Replacing a captain is one thing, explained the Secretary of Navy, having to 

deal with an entirely new set of officers “would produce a mutiny.”791  

  The Navy Department wanted the Constellation back in service as soon as possible. 

Getting the President into service was less of an issue—as Stoddert implied by saying once the 

Constellation’s short-timers were released, Truxton could “get as many as you want of the 

officers.”792 Therefore, Truxton inherited the President’s current officer corps. The potential 

good news for Truxton and the President was that all of the Constellation’s current officers were 

short-timers.793 The bad news was that it was far from a certainty that Truxton’s former officers 

would follow their old captain to a new ship. As for sailors, the availability of quality recruits 

had long since dried up. With the President soon to be the only frigate at Norfolk, Stoddert 

would then worry about filling her rosters with sailors and crew. “It is not present desirable,” 
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wrote Stoddert, “that more should be done for that Ship.” A crew for President “need not yet be 

recruited.”794  

  Stoddert was willing to forgo manning the President at least until he could procure 

suitable anchors for the New York super-frigate. As noted earlier, anchors for each of the super-

frigates, outside the Constitution, were difficult to obtain in good working condition. By summer 

1800, the Navy Department deemed all of Townsend’s anchors insufficient for America’s larger 

vessels of war. Stoddert went so far as to say that “the anchors made by him must be every one 

defective.”795 Stoddert thus directed that all Townsend anchors currently in service be tested for 

defects. Each frigate captain was requested to ascertain for themselves the serviceability of 

Townsend-made anchors. Stoddert did, however, feel the problems with Townsend anchors may 

not “have arisen from the ignorance of the manner of making them,” but, as “in the case of 

Barry” and the United States, may be due to sailor error in their use.796 

 Having the anchors originally slated for the Constitution, Captain Murray felt that the 

Constellation was prepared, as far anchors were concerned. Murray was more worried about his 

crew, sharing Truxton’s anxieties about inexperienced landsmen serving under him. While 

captaining the corvette Montezuma, Murray had witnessed firsthand the difficulty in managing a 

warship with an overabundance of landsmen. While the Constellation was in the final stages of 

fitting out in Norfolk, Murray suggested to Stoddert that the navy should double the numbers of 

marines in each ship.797 It was Murray’s opinion that landsmen should enter the ranks as 

marines, as marines can be “procured on cheaper terms than Landsmen.”798 Marine training, 

expressed Murray, produces “healthier Men,” that are “well drilled before they go on 

Shipboard.” And, most importantly, “before their time expires are well inured to the sea 

service.”799 Without authorization, Murray instructed his first lieutenant, Bartholomew Clinch, to 
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fill all vacancies that arose once at sea, through the “manning of prizes, deaths, or desertion,” 

with marines.800  

 The second thing Murray noticed upon first inspection was that the Constellation was far 

from being ready for service. Stoddert wanted Truxton to stay with Murray aboard the 

Constellation until both the new captain and his frigate were ready for the sea. Murray had a far 

stricter definition than Truxton of what constituted a complete and seaworthy ship. Murray 

wrote, “I find that he has counted upon the abilities of the Mechanics and other operators on 

felicitous grounds.” Noting that “the work has not progressed as fast as he had a right to expect 

… it is my firm belief that we shall not be ready for Sea … for want of our sails.”801 The one 

aspect of the Constellation about which Murray was pleased to inform Stoddert considering the 

serviceability of was that she had an adequate number of men to set sail. The large number of 

discharges was alleviated by men recruited locally in Norfolk and recently shipped replacements 

from Baltimore.802 

 Having suitable numbers to manage the Constellation, the only thing holding Murray at 

Norfolk was a new suit of sails. In route from New York, Constellation would soon be ready to 

set sail. Not knowing when the President, the Congress, or the Chesapeake would be, Stoddert 

decided to make Murray senior officer of the Cape Francois station currently occupied by 

Captain Talbot.803 With the Constitution on the verge of completing her second tour, Murray and 

the Constellation were pegged to take over the Boston super-frigate’s duties. Murray was not to 

be the senior captain for long, as Stoddert planned to give Truxton senior command once the 

President was back in service.804 Upon Murray’s arrival to St. Domingo, Talbot was to “give him 

all the information which your long experience in this command will enable you to do.” Stoddert 

also wanted Talbot to return to Boston in order “to keep good faith with your men.”805 Stoddert 

did not want the short-timers aboard the Constitution “unnecessarily detained” during the 

discharge process. Stoddert was hoping for a quick turnover in sailor reenlistment not only for 
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the Constitution but for the navy in general. The quick reprocessing of men would, hopefully, 

prevent them from straying too far from Boston.  

 Between the New England reserves currently aboard the Congress awaiting orders, and 

the newly discharged men from the Constitution, Stoddert had the available manpower to make 

ready to sail a frigate in case there were problems with the Constellation or the Ganges fulfilling 

the Constitution’s role in the St. Domingo station. Stoddert left it up to Server as to what men he 

would transfer to the Chesapeake. Server was also cleared to enlist up to 137 ordinary seamen 

and boys to fill the Congress’ roster. When all was said and done, a mere sixty-one able seamen 

were available for Server and the Congress.806 It was clear the Congress would have a skeletal 

crew consisting primarily of inexperienced sailors. Incredibly, Stoddert still hoped that Server 

could come in below the allocated number of men.807  

 Regardless of crew strength, Server and the Congress were to become Stoddert’s backup 

plan in relieving Talbot, as a large percentage of the Constitution’s crew was getting close to 

discharge. Stoddert had little faith in Murray’s ability to get the Constellation to Cape Francois 

to relieve Talbot in a timely manner.808 Also, seeing that Stoddert believed that the Constitution 

was the equivalent to three frigates, Stoddert wanted at least the Constellation and the Congress 

available to “pay all necessary attention to the preservation of harmony between the Officers and 

Crews of our vessels and General Touissant & the people of St. Domingo.”809 The Congress, it 

turned out, was ahead of schedule in the refitting process. According to Server, she would be 

ready to sail by the “middle of June.”810 

 On May 22, 1800, the Chesapeake got underway under the command of Captain Samuel 

Barron. Departing from Gosport, Virginia, the Chesapeake made way with “but with few hands 

on board.” The press found it “an interesting scene.” Without much of the fanfare of previous 

launches and relaunches, the Chesapeake was said to have “given the navy of the United States 

no small addition of strength.”811 In reality, her strength was far from optimal. Having limited 

supplies of both large and small caliber cannons, as well as small arms, she set sail with limited 

firepower. At the time of her launch, there were no pistols available and only eighty muskets 
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with a total of 100 rounds.812 When informed about the lack of arms available for the 

Chesapeake, Commandant William Burrows joked that she would not need small arms and 

cannons aboard “as long as she continues above water.”813 Burrows informed Barron to “be 

content with what you have.” Navy agents Riddle and Bird were given instructions to find 

suitable cannons for the Chesapeake once she reached New Castle.814 

 The Chesapeake’s role in the navy was to deliver specie from Charleston to New 

Castle.815 Stoddert wanted to see how Barron and crew would interact during a rather paltry 

assignment before setting the Chesapeake, captain, and crew into harm’s way. Stoddert was left 

with few choices at this time, as increased instances of misbehavior were making their way from 

the idle frigates to the Navy Department. He noted, “I am sorry to find that complaints are 

making from various quarters of the inactivity of our Vessels.”816 Stoddert gave the general order 

to get all vessels “to Sea with the utmost dispatch.”817 

 Seeing that the Congress’ crew was suffering the most from the evils of idleness, 

Stoddert sent enlistees from Baltimore to hasten her path to serviceability. After seeing 105 

sailors lost to the Chesapeake, 24 deceased, and a whopping 490 discharged from service, the 

Congress’ return to sea would be heavily reliant on the management of a skeletal crew that had 

little connection or esprit de corps.818 There were 340 men aboard the Congress for her inaugural 

tour. Of these men, there was an overabundance of able seamen. At the time of her relaunch in 

July 1800, there were 240 souls in charge of managing the day-to-day affairs of the Portsmouth 

frigate.819 Having only 65 able seamen, as compared to 46 boys, Sever was indeed setting sail 

with a very light, green crew. The one consolation was the knowledge that their present cruise 

would not be a long one. 

 While the Chesapeake was gaining her sea legs, the Constellation still had yet to leave 

the safety of the American coast. Wanting to witness how his mostly green crew would perform, 
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Captain Murray though it best to spend a week patrolling up and down the American East Coast. 

Upon stating that he “was very well pleased with the Constellation & have got her in the best 

order,” Murray was ready to take on his assignment.820 Regretting not having the Chesapeake 

able to accompany him, Murray knew that the Constellation’s presence in the West Indies was a 

high priority in the Navy Department.  

 As it turned out, the presence of the Chesapeake could not in any way have helped 

Murray and the Constellation fulfill their current assignment. Shortly after leaving the American 

coastline, the Constellation suffered from a poorly repaired and maintained rudder.821 Lying 

motionless at sea, Murray and crew began to construct piecemeal a new rudder made up of three 

connecting segments. The Constellation’s original rudder, like those of all the super-frigates, had 

been one piece.  

Fortunately for the Constellation’s crew, the long and arduous time spent in repair was 

free of enemy threats. Unfortunately, a rash of visits to the sickbay erupted coinciding with 

rudder repairs. Murray was losing control of his ship. Not only were men hiding out in the ship’s 

hospital, but the Constellation was already running dangerously low on food and water. Not 

wanting to tempt fate any more than needed, Murray informed Stoddert that “I have taken the 

most of my Men onboard from the Hospital in a Convalescent State,” and planned to return to 

the United States “before this [letter] can reach you.”822 Short of men, a working rudder, and 

provisions, Murray was looking for quick exit from service. Murray blamed the hospitalizations 

on a sickness induced by idleness.823 In reality, it was born of uncleanliness. Murray admitted the 

ship had “Ratts & other Vermine which no common mode of cleaning can obviate.”824 

 With the Constellation and the President making way to the Caribbean, and the 

Chesapeake and Congress getting closer to making sail, it was time to bring in the Constitution 

and the United States. Stoddert was contemplating sending several men from the United States to 

help man the Insurgent.825 The Insurgent was fitting out for immediate service, while the United 
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States would be at Norfolk for at least a month tending to repairs, refitting, and manning. 

Stoddert got word from Joshua Humphreys that the United States was in far worse shape than 

previously thought. “Captain Barry’s carpenter should be considered as performing extra duty 

whilst employed by you in repairing the Frigate United States.”826  Stoddert was certain it would 

be possible to refit her with men before her next assignment was ordered.827 

 Meanwhile, back on the President, Captain Truxton was becoming increasingly frustrated 

with the state of his ship. Complaining that the President was not handling well in bad weather, 

he began making his frigate more seaworthy. After noting that the President was not able to take 

any prizes due to lagging speed, Truxton looked for answers.828 Believing that his frigate was too 

portly to handle properly during rough weather, and not wanting to suffer the same fate as Server 

and the Congress, Truxton began to look for articles that could be cast overboard or transferred 

to another ship to lighten the load.  

 Believing that forgoing filling up water casks would reduce the President’s overall 

weight, Truxton remained unconvinced that fresh water would be available once his water 

supplies became dangerously low. Not knowing where he could pare the President’s girth, 

Truxton requested Stoddert to send more supporting vessels to help “resist any force the French 

probably intend to send hither.”829 Without the Constitution’s presence, the St. Domingo 

station’s defense against the French would be “weak.”830 

 As for Talbot, Stoddert could not praise the Constitution’s captain enough upon his return 

to Boston. Thanking Talbot for his service, and apologizing for the absence of more 

opportunities “to engage in the scenes” of military brilliance, Stoddert reiterated that no service 

“could have been rendered more useful & more important to your country than those you have 

meritoriously performed.”831 The service Stoddert was referring to regarded Talbot’s orders to 

protect American commerce that laid “the foundation of a permanent Trade with St. Domingo & 

causing the American character to be respected” effectively and judiciously in the region.832  
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 Signifying Talbot’s and the Constitution’s contributions in and around Cape Francois, 

merchants of St. Domingo, St. Domingo’s Consul-General, Consul, and the “most respectable 

merchants of Cape Francois, addressed letters to Commodore Talbot … expressive of gratitude 

to him for his sedulous attention to the protection of the American trade.”833 The consul of St. 

Domingo observed that Talbot and crew’s actions “impressed the inhabitants of St. Domingo, 

with a high idea of American character, conciliated their affection, and produced an attachment 

to the Government of the United States, which in all probability will be permanent.”834 

 Stoddert was indeed thankful for Talbot’s command and the Constitution’s ability to 

remain in service even after the expiration of several of her sailors’ enlistment terms. The 

psychological impact that Constitution had over her many enemies in and around St. Domingo 

cannot be understated. Her mere presence in the Caribbean kept many French privateers and the 

Republican navy from preying on American commerce, while also keeping trade open to 

Touissant and his republican army. The ability to have but one super-frigate guard and defend 

the most active sector during the Quasi-War proved a boon for Stoddert and the Navy 

Department. With all of the problems with the remaining five super-frigates, keeping the 

Constitution at sea gained the navy much needed time to fit out, man, and make ready to sail 

them.  

 Returning to Boston after the expiration of several enlistments had little effect on 

reenlisting and enlisting men for the Constitution’s third tour. Boasting of his officer corps’ 

commitment to ship and captain, Talbot informed Stoddert there were no vacancies for officer 

positions.835 Talbot cheerfully added the ship would “be ready for Sea in all respects by the 1st of 

November”836 because she would need very little refitting and manning to get back to sea.  

 Stoddert could not have been more pleased. After Talbot’s departure from Cape Francois, 

a litany of problems was beginning to inundate Stoddert’s desk. Chief among these was the 

micro-mismanagement of the rest of the super-frigate fleet, revolving around its poor 

performance. From the moment the Constellation arrived to relieve the Constitution, managing 

the St. Domingo station was a cacophony of problems for Stoddert and the Navy Department. 
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 Murray’s bout with maintaining the Constellation’s rudder was an exercise in futility. 

Adding to the Constellation’s ineffectiveness were insubstantial stores of food and water and, as 

Murray referred to them, “only one suit of Sails [not] good for any thing.”837 Making matters 

worse for the management of the St. Domingo station was the fact that the Constellation had 

many men aboard whose time was about to expire. Concern about reenlistment numbers 

governed naval strategy from each ship to the fleet as a whole. Murray feared that if he did not 

treat the present rash of sickness decimating the lower decks fairly and humanely, even if he 

knew many of the illnesses were presumed, the Constellation’s future recruitment would again 

be lackluster.838 Speaking of reenlistment, Murray wrote to Stoddert asking the Navy Secretaries’ 

advice as to what port the Constellation should visit to benefit the most in refilling his ship’s 

roster. After giving the subject great thought, Murray relayed to Stoddert that he felt the 

Constellation’s best chances for recruits was either Annapolis or Delaware.839  

 Problems with the Congress continued. The Congress’ men were in the early stage of a 

“feverous condition” that ship’s surgeon William Turner claimed had originated from “two 

promoters of Putrifaction: Heat and Moisture.”840 In a letter to Server, Turner warned the 

Congress’s captain of the dangers of ignoring the “Noxious Exhalations … and, to avert its 

Consequence by contributing due attention to the Cleanliness of the Ship.” Turner advised Server 

to air out the ship to prevent disease.841 Airing the decks could be accomplished in four easy 

steps. First, “the “Common Windsail” could send air to the lower decks, dissipating moisture. 

Then the “Birth Deck” should be cleared “of Lumber & Washed twice or three times a week.” 

After cleaning the Birth Deck, Turner advised Server to immediately dry the deck with “Coal 

fires.” The final step was to “sprinkle Vinegar” on the decks. In the absence of vinegar, Turner 

suggested serving the men “One pound per mess” of sauerkraut—if available.842 

 With a skeleton crew, Server’s ability to manage the Congress drastically diminished. 

Less than two weeks after departing from Norfolk, Congress’s sailing prowess, or lack thereof, 

was illustrated. Seeking to pass astern the HMS Tisiphone, Server observed that his ship was 

                                                 
837 Lette  to “e  of Na  f o  Captai  Ale a de  Mu a ,  Jul  , , NRQWF 6 part 2, 171. 
838 Lette  to Assista t “u geo  Ja es Mu daugh, U.“. Na  f o  Captai  Ale a de  Mu a ,  August , , 
NRQWF 6, part 2, 246. 
839 Ibid.  
840 Lette  to Captai  Ja es “e e  f o  “u geo  Willia  Tu e ,  Jul  , , NRQWF 6, part 2, 191. 
841 Ibid. 
842 Ibid. 



209 

coming dangerously close to the prize Tisiphone was towing to port. Server immediately ordered 

Congress’s “Spanker haul’d down, the Mizzen Stay sail, braid up, and the helm hard to 

Starboard.”843 The Congress’s halyards became entangled; thus, the spanker sail remained in 

place—preventing a sharp, crisp, change in direction. The result was “an unhappy accident.”844 

In an apologetic letter to Tisiphone’s captain, Server, embarrassed, wanted to reassure his 

counterpart not to think that the collision benefited from “an appearance of carelessness.” 

Congress’s captain believed that he and his crew did all that they could to prevent mishap from 

occurring. Accidents were prone to happen when operating a super-frigate with a skeleton crew.  

Captain Barry would have no problem relating to Server’s current state as captain of an 

undermanned ship. The United States was in daily decline. Once Captain Barry witnessed for 

himself the extent of his ship’s damage, he immediately informed Stoddert that the entirety of 

United States’ upper deck beams, “but two or three,” are in need of replacement.845 He summed 

up that “it is astonishing to see the Condition she is not a plank above the water but what is 

rotten” and needed to be taken out, the United States “will not be out of the Carpenters hands 

before the first of October or thereabouts.”846 Barry ended his letter to Stoddert by hoping that 

the navy was prepared to pay off all of his accounts heretofore used in the maintenance of the 

United States. 

 The President was also going downhill. Word had made it to Philadelphia and the Navy 

Department that Truxton’s command was deteriorating due to growing discontent among the 

President’s officer corps and marines towards their captain. The belief that Truxton was 

becoming more tyrannical and contemptuous towards his crew became more commonplace after 

departing from New York.847 First lieutenant of the President’s marines, John Lewis, expressed 

his growing dissatisfaction with Truxton’s demeanor by stating that the President’s captain, in 

every situation, exposes his men to “his caprice and ungenerous conduct.” Furthermore, posed 

Lewis, “Truxton thinks himself no doubt perfectly shielded by his rank.848 
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 Truxton’s officer corps, sailors, and crew were growing more disgruntled as they 

witnessed their captain’s increasing agitation towards themselves and the navy as a whole. After 

attacking the overall cleanliness of his marines and sailors, Truxton began to rail against the 

Navy’s weakness in the West Indies.849 Truxton’s angst centered on the absence of resupply 

vessels. Each of the super-frigates and supporting vessels in each station were to receive monthly 

visits from “store ships.” Store ships helped resupply those vessels running low on necessities. 

Noting that “the squadron was in a great want of everything of every thing,” Truxton informed 

Stoddert that currently there were insufficient ships in the squadron to send out on foraging 

missions to aid in resupplying the fleet—as French privateers were consolidating their presence 

in the area.850 

 Perhaps Stoddert’s gravest concern came to fruition when word came from St. Domingo 

that Captain Murray and the Constellation would be further delayed attending to rudder 

problems and the growing numbers of crew making their way to the infirmary. Edward Stevens, 

consul-general at St. Domingo, informed Stoddert of a growing presence of “French pirates that 

have found their way [in our direction] to a great degree of annoyance” to our trade.851  

 Barron reiterated the growing problems with French privateers: “Considerable 

Depredations have been lately made on our commerce between the Windward Islands & Our 

own Coasts.”852 The growing threats since the departure of the Constitution convinced Stoddert 

to use the Chesapeake as a defensive measure to prevent “Guadeloupe Privateers” from getting 

too close to the American East Coast. Stoddert, thus, informed Barron that the Chesapeake was 

to “protect Our commerce between the W.I. [West Indies] & the United States” once departing 

from Delaware.853 Once there was no more word of enemy cruisers near the coasts, Barron was 

to relieve the Congress from her duties in the Caribbean.  

 The complexity associated with naval governance accruing from the seemingly endless 

supply of bad news weighed heavily on Stoddert’s ability to manage day-to-day naval affairs. 

Once the top priority of the navy, managing the super-frigate fleet was beginning to move to the 

periphery of relevance. Informing Captain Murray that he would have to travel to New York 
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instead of Delaware because the Constellation “might retard the other Vessels” currently 

preparing to make ready to sail clearly showed a reshuffling of the priority list.854  

 Rerouting the Constellation to New York from Delaware would harm recruitment as 

well. Understanding the current state of recruitment was just above non-existent, Stoddert 

warned Murray to “proceed with the Constellation immediately to New York & there discharge 

your crew without delay & have every arrangement made for putting the ship in proper order to 

receive another crew.”855 To make the most of the available recruits, Stoddert informed Murray 

of his plan to send recruits from Delaware to New York to refill the ranks of the Constellation. 

The one downside for both Stoddert and Murray was that the Constellation “may not be sent to 

sea for some time to come.”856  

 Unable to proceed to Delaware due to “difficulty & distress,” Murray announced to 

Stoddert that the Constellation was currently moored at the port of Marcus Hook, Pennsylvania, 

where she would have to remain for at least six weeks repairing and replacing boards “which are 

very much Worm eaten owing to a great fault in not coppering her high enough at all.”857 In 

exasperation, Murray surrendered command indefinitely by advising Stoddert that to best 

maintain sailors, it was advisable that the Secretary of the Navy “turn over to the United States 

all such of [my] Crew as have Six Months to serve.”858 While Murray was clearly apprehensive 

about proceeding to New York, perhaps his largest worry was the “great confusion among my 

men whose time has expired & who are now the major part of my crew.”859 Murray went on the 

say that “attempting to go to sea again before they were paid off would attend with serious 

consequences.” After the Constellation was once again seaworthy, Murray would then sail to 

Delaware in hopes to “recruit anew for our next Cruise.”860  

 The one bright spot in the navy, from an administrational standpoint, remained the 

Constitution. Arriving in Boston after the prolonged completion of her second tour, the 

Constitution was again in little need of turning over men and refitting. Talbot entered Boston 

harbor in a somber but satisfied state. While enemy prizes had been lacking during the cruise, the 
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pride Talbot felt for his officers and crew could not be contained. The day of his arrival in 

Boston, Talbot put ink to paper describing his first tour to Stoddert. “I am to report to you,” 

began Talbot, “the Conduct of the Officers under my command during the cruise already gone 

through.861 All officers have conducted themselves with the greatest propriety having done their 

duty at all times promptly and clearly.” After describing the great zeal and experience that all of 

his officers displayed during their tour together, Talbot addressed the exemplary performance of 

his midshipmen, surgeon, purser, and gunners. While his midshipmen were all novices, not one 

having more than one year experience in a warship, Talbot gave credit to his officers, 

particularly lieutenants Hull and Hamilton, for bringing merit to the group.862 

 Talbot’s good news did not end with complimenting his officer corps and crew for a job 

well done. Regarding the reenlistment of men, after reaching port, Talbot gathered his officers 

and midshipmen to discuss who would remain on the Constitution. Five midshipmen and the 

surgeon’s mate informed Talbot that they “wished to leave the service” altogether.863 Talbot 

informed Stoddert that losing these men was not a loss, “the service however will not suffer any 

thing by their declining it.” With the news that the Constitution would once again have little 

difficulty recruiting men for her third cruise came Talbot’s boast that his ship would be ready to 

set sail by the first of November.864 

 Captain Barry of the United States was not as fortunate. After reaching Philadelphia to 

begin refitting and manning, Barry wrote to Stoddert there were not enough men “to assist in 

rigging the United States immediately.” The United States needed an entirely new crew even to 

assist in refitting—let alone manage the super-frigate once at sea. An utter lack of human 

resources was just the beginning: the ship also needed a new suit of sails, bolts, sheathing, and 

rigging.865 Stressing the need to economize all future recruiting, Stoddert informed Barry that 

carrying a full crew on his next tour was an impossibility.  

 Word of the recruitment woes being felt throughout the major ports in America made its 

way to Truxton, currently cruising off of St. Christopher in the West Indies. In a letter to Captain 

Barron, Truxton, in essence, demanded that the Chesapeake continue to support the fleet 
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currently operating in the Caribbean.866 Knowing that Barron had the fewest short-timers aboard, 

Truxton wanted to get the most out of the Chesapeake before the need to return to port for 

reenlistment occurred. After returning home to discharge men, there was no telling how long a 

ship of war would be out of service. Thus, Truxton wrote to Barron that “even though a majority 

of [your] men will not be exonerated from their Obligations” due to time already served, “it 

would be highly improper for you to leave this station.”867 Having just recently lost the use of the 

Patapsco due to her captain’s inability to “re-enter men, especially after the hurricane season,” 

Truxton was adamant that all of his remaining fleet remain in service.868 

 Truxton wanted to take advantage of having men on hand for the intermediary by 

ordering Barron to “cruise with Vigilance against the enemy … Always attack any ship force 

you meet under the French flag.”869 Believing that Barron would not have to “go into port again 

until the first of December next,” and acknowledging that the activity of French privateers was 

escalating in the area, Truxton wished for the fleet to have as much protection for as long as 

possible against a resurging enemy.870 As for the Congress’s men whose time would expire 

during the year, Truxton offered the idea to use merchant vessels plying their way back to 

America to discharge them. 

 Even with a lack of men and a dwindling officer corps due to discharge and transfer, 

Stoddert wanted to keep the Congress in service as long as possible, and looked for more recruits 

for Captain Server overseas. He informed Server that “the sacrifice would be too great, to bring 

the Congress back on purpose to discharge [men] … If you can, recruit in St. Domingo, or do 

without.”871 If need be, an apologetic Stoddert confirmed that, “perhaps you can, from the Crews 

of all the Vessels pick out as many men who will be willing to engage on board the Congress for 

the time the rest of your Crew have to serve.”872 Knowing the unlikelihood of finding men from 

privateers looking for extended time on a warship, Stoddert left Server with the good news that 

in all probability “Captain Talbot will soon join you.”873 
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 Not knowing how long the fleet lying off the coast of St. Domingo could make it with 

low numbers of men and supplies, Stoddert looked to Talbot and the Constitution to reestablish 

stability in the West Indies. Talbot was asked to proceed to St. Domingo the minute the 

Constitution was “ready for sea.”874 He was to employ the force waiting for him in St. Domingo 

“in the manner your judgement shall direct,” as directed by the Secretary of the Navy.875 Thus, 

he would regain his title as senior captain and the Constitution would reclaim flagship status.  

 Stoddert directed Talbot to quell the growing apprehension that was manifesting “with 

General Touissant & the people of St. Domingo who were currently in a state of uncertainty as to 

our situation with France.”876 Rumors of an American treaty with France were circulating 

throughout the Caribbean and Atlantic. In an offer of good will towards warming relations with 

French politicians, Stoddert maintained that all warship captains focus on the protection of 

American commerce. As such, all captains of American vessels were ordered to treat French 

privateers as before; however, as for dealing with all French national ships, U.S. captains were to 

act aggressively only “should they shew a disposition to attack you.”877  

 While there was an agreement between the United States and France “that French 

Privateers are ordered not to cruise against American commerce,” it was too soon to tell how 

willing French privateer captains would be to obey orders from French Republican leaders.878 

For this reason, Stoddert allowed each of the super-frigate captains a degree of self-governance 

in determining friend from foe.879 While at sea, it was paramount that all captains stay in touch 

with the commanding officer of the Guadeloupe station, as to ascertain “our situation with 

respect to France.”880 Rumors were circulating that peace with France was inevitable.  

 After receiving Stoddert’s latest general order to the fleet’s captains granting more 

independence in the decision making processes regarding the engagement of enemy vessels, 

Captain Truxton immediately put pen to paper, illustrating his growing distaste with the state of 

the navy.881 Truxton began his latest diatribe by informing Stoddert about the present conditions 
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in the West Indies. “Since President’s arrival” in the Guadeloupe station, “there has been very 

limited indeed” French privateers and cruisers in the area. “The life I lead may truly be called 

sedentary … irksome & tiresome.” Truxton went on to complain how inaction has “brought on 

an obstinate complaint of [his] bowels.”882 After detailing his internal distress, Truxton began to 

blame navy captains’ individual sovereignty for the President’s lack of success on her latest 

cruise. 

 “At present, every Captain of a squadron has his own rules and regulations, be being 

bound by no other Captains, Consequently every change of a Commander, produces a change of 

System, except where the Governmental regulations, which are but few, fixes certain Matters,” 

stressed a despondent Truxton.883 For Truxton, a well-organized navy began with the recruitment 

of men with “Judgement and knowledge of the Subject.” “Currently, there are men and too many 

of them totally unacquainted with Naval affairs.” Clearly referring to his first cruise with the 

Constellation, he went on to decry how many lacked “discipline and Obedience … before they 

entered the service” which “often lead them into error.”884 Truxton believed that both officers 

and crew unacquainted with naval service must be observant of the Articles of War. In Truxton’s 

view, those still committing offenses should be summarily and harshly punished in draconian 

fashion—a harsh departure from how he governed the Constellation and even his current state of 

governance aboard the President. 

 In passing, Truxton admitted his past problems using the correct degree of punishment 

needed to maintain obedience at sea. “I have had trouble as well as others to introduce proper 

discipline … having thus far avoided arresting one single officer & only flogged one man.” 

Hoping for an administrative position after peace with France, Truxton said his acts of 

graciousness, while placating the general public, was detrimental to the governance of his ship. 

Truxton was of the mind that only the Navy Department had “the power and just right to flog 

every seaman etc.”885 Hypocritically, while Truxton was unwilling to enact just punishment on 

his own crew, he was all too willing to recommend Captain Barron of the Chesapeake enact 

swift disciplinary measures for his. “In consequence of the Scoundrels that appear to be in your 
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ship, wrote Truxton to Barron, “You will be pleased after your cruise … to give them each thirty 

nine lashes.”886 This would be Truxton’s last attempt at regulating shipboard punishment. 

 After countless appeals to Stoddert requesting that the Secretary of the Navy let the 

President return to America, Truxton received permission to make it so. An obviously defeated 

Truxton requested leave due to “severe Bilious attacks” and that the current state of affairs in the 

Guadeloupe station had rendered his service useless.887 He was adamant that the President be 

allowed to return “home without a leeward route.” Clearly, he wanted to get home as quickly and 

as safely as possible.  

 Captain Murray of the Constellation was not faring any better than Truxton in 

disciplining his crew. In a letter to his midshipmen, Murray expressed his discontent towards his 

junior officers by stating that “it is with real concern that I observe a backwardness and 

inattention to fulfill the stations that you are appointed to.”888 Murray went on to say that his men 

should be “dishonored” to claim their pay “without a claim of mint & ambition to make 

yourselves useful members of society.” Murray made it a point that the Constellation’s 

midshipmen must be more diligent in performing their duties as to not “set bad examples” for 

“the common men of the Crew.”889 Inferring that the Constellation’s time at sea was coming to 

an end, Murray insinuated that he would put a good word in to Stoddert for his junior officers 

demonstrating the merit needed in obtaining higher rank in the navy.890 

 As for the Congress, Server too was embroiled within another breakdown of the 

command structure in the fleet. Again it was Marine Corps second lieutenant Samuel Llewellin 

who described the current state of affairs aboard the Congress. “I am sorry to inform you,” began 

Llewellin, “that discontent still pervades our Ship.”891 The latest surge in shipboard discontent 

centered on the ever-decreasing number of men managing the Congress’ day-to-day affairs. 

After arrests, illness, and discharges, and transfers, the Congress was down to two lieutenants. 

“As of now,” stated Llewellin, “we have but two lieutenants in the ship, one of which is 
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generally incapable of duty in bad weather. Under those circumstances with a number of others 

that I am not at liberty to mention, you may reasonably Suppose that our situation is irksome.”892 

Llewellin went on to say that Server was not the cause of the mismanagement of the Congress, 

“but God only knows how long it may continue, for Every day seams to produce a fresh Evil.”893 

 Fortunately for Server, Stoddert, the Navy Department, American commerce, and the 

early American navy, negotiations with France were progressing quickly. In fact, a peace treaty 

was signed on September 30, 1800 between France and the United States. Assured that peace 

with France in the form of an “honorable Treaty” was now at hand, Stoddert began an inquiry 

into what it would cost to maintain a navy capable of protecting American sovereignty.894 The 

Sixth Congress determined that in the eventuality of peace with France “it would be good 

economy to sell all the Public Vessels, except the following Frigates.”895  

 Outside of keeping in service all of the six super-frigates, Congress also thought it best to 

retain the Essex, Boston, John Adams, Philadelphia, New York, and the General Greene.896 Half 

the supporting frigates were built, supplied, armed, and manned locally in New England. To 

further lower the costs of the navy, post Quasi-War, Congress deemed that “it would not be 

necessary to employ in each ship, more than two thirds of the present number of able and 

ordinary Seamen.”897 While it was not clear what would become of the Marine Corps, the six 74s 

currently in various modes of production would be dismantled and sold, with the proceeds going 

to the Navy Department to pay off men and debts. While Stoddert was planning to demobilize 

and sell off of a large majority of the navy, he kept news of the peace with France away from 

navy personnel to better organize the discharge of fleet, supplies, and men. 

 After Truxton and the President were cleared to make their way back to America, 

Stoddert informed Barron and the Chesapeake that they were next in line to come home. 

Desiring that Barry return to Philadelphia via Puerto Rico to help convoy several merchantmen 

to their final destination in American, Stoddert was anxious to get all of the navy’s super-frigates 

                                                 
892 Ibid. 
893 Ibid. 
894 Lette  to the Chai a  of the Co ittee o  Na al Affai s, fo  the “e o d “essio  of the “i th Co g ess, from 

“e  of Na ,  Ja ua  , , NRQWF 7, part 1, 80. 
895 Ibid. 
896 Ibid. 
897 Ibid. 



218 

back home.898 The Chesapeake received orders to return to the United States after the President 

because most of her crew’s time was to expire on February 15, 1801. Barry met up with Truxton 

near Basseterre, St. Kitts, where the Chesapeake’s captain noted that Truxton was “on his way to 

a complete restoration of health.”899  

 Truxton was elated by the news that Barry would be conducting convoy duty, as the 

President’s captain was anxious to get back America to help the Secretary of the Navy direct the 

division of prize money.900 As senior official at the Guadeloupe station, Truxton was first to 

receive word of the Franco-American peace treaty. After learning that peace was at hand, 

Truxton immediately began writing to navy administrators looking to settle past-due prize 

accounts. Settling accounts was of paramount importance to Truxton because soon after learning 

that the war with France was over, he received word that Stoddert was preparing to step down as 

Secretary of Navy.901 Furthermore, Stoddert informed Truxton his command of the President 

would be given to Captain Dale—“judging that your health after so much service would require 

repairs.” In parting, Stoddert told Truxton that “it was impossible to say whether the President 

will again be sent out.”902 

 While affairs were looking better for Truxton and Barry, for the time being, Server 

remained encircled by desperation and exasperation.903 Still unaware of the peace with France, 

Server wrote to Stoddert admonishing the Navy for delivering to the Congress bread “unfit” for 

consumption.904 Server wanted to make it known to Stoddert “the evil consequences which may 

arise from the use of this bread.” Outside of indigestion and scurvy, the unfit bread would give 

Server’s crew via “a sufficient excuse” for perhaps more unruliness.905  

While Server had to deal with a discouraged crew, Murray and the Constellation had 

more problems of their own. Sailing off the coast of New Jersey, the Constellation ran aground 
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“passing over the Bar.”906 Informing Stoddert that she had encountered “thumps, but no 

injuries,” Murray blamed an unexpected “tremendous Gale of Wind from the South.”907 While 

grounded, the Constellation suffered from the “sea making a perfect breach over us,” which 

“stove in our ports & within a few minutes we had near six feet water in the Hold.” As the 

weather continued to deteriorate, fortunately, the Constellation could make way. Unfortunately, 

Murray had no choice but to “cut away the Mizzen Mast & begin to cut the Lee shrouds.” To 

keep Constellation from sinking, due to “water entering the Hatchways before we could get them 

properly secured,” Murray was forced to throw “overboard our spar Deck Guns.”908  

 During Constellation’s repair the next day, Murray received word from HMS Mapanime 

that two French privateers were harassing American merchantmen. Murray ordered his crew to 

investigate the situation. Several days later, the Constellation came across two “three masted 

Luggers,” small, armed, fishing boats, that matched the description of the French privateers.909 

After capturing and searching the two French ships, Murray discovered a communication with a 

French general Geneat that spelled out “the good effects of the Treaty.” Sailing for Port Liberty, 

Murray and crew were met with celebrations welcoming “the Joyful return of Peace.”910 It would 

seem that Murray was on a need-to-know basis regarding the end of hostilities with France. 

Peace was all the more welcome once Murray discovered the Constellation’s previously repaired 

mizzenmast was in need of more repair before returning to Delaware.911 

 Following the news that the President and the Constellation were to return home, Server 

and the Congress finally received some good news of their own via a letter from Captain Talbot 

of the Constitution. Aware that Server was having difficulty managing his crew, especially the 

growing number of short-timers, Stoddert requested that Talbot “proceed to the United States by 

the way of Cape Francois, and take from thence under your Convoy all American Vessels.”912 

Thus, Talbot was to help escort the Congress back to America. Unfortunately for Talbot, due to 

an administrative error, the Constitution’s captain’s name was not on the list of officers to be 
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retained in the United States navy following the war with France.913 Once the Constitution 

returned from service, Talbot would formally tender his resignation to the navy. Ironically, 

Constitution’s first captain, Samuel Nicholson, was pegged to lead the American Navy into the 

future. Not only was Nicholson cleared of all the previous “representations unfavorable to him,” 

the Constitution’s former commander was selected, due to his “experience” and “principles,” to 

lead a committee to oversee which nine captains would be offered positions in the navy going 

forward.914 

 By the beginning of April 1801, all the super-frigates were moored safely in America 

except for the Constitution and the United States—the two most reliant frigates in the early 

American navy. While Talbot and the Constitution remained at the St. Domingo station to make 

sure French privateers throughout the West Indies followed the recent treaty with France, Barry 

and the United States lay off the coast of Newport, Rhode Island where they had remained since 

ferrying French diplomats across the Atlantic and back.915 The mere presence of the Constitution 

in the West Indies prevented enemy ships from targeting American commerce in the region 

before, during, and after treaty negotiations.  

 While the Constitution remained at sea, her fellow super-frigates were demobilizing. The 

United States was ordered to Philadelphia to immediately discharge all short-timers. The 

President resided at Norfolk with her crew recently discharged. The Congress was moored at the 

navy yard in New York “with no crew on board, except to take care of her.” Basically, the 

American navy still in service in April 1801 consisted of the Constitution and the Boston. The 

Boston remained manned and in a state of readiness in case needed to protect “vessels returning 

from India” via St. Kitts. The Constellation’s state was as of yet undetermined.  

 The Act Providing for the Naval Peace Establishment was a Congressional order enacted 

on March 3, 1801. It was made law to provide for the establishment and management of a 

peacetime navy. As stated by the Sixth Congress, the American navy going forward would have 

“Nine Captains, thirty six Lieutenants & 150 Midshipmen.”916 Each of the captains from the six 

super-frigates, as well as the seven frigates making up the peacetime navy, were placed in charge 
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of producing the names of those best suited to fill the senior and junior officer positions granted 

by Congress.917 Acting Secretary of the Navy Samuel Smith fielded the requests for officer 

appointments. If Secretary Smith was unaware of each ship’s psychological and physical makeup 

before entering his interim position, it would not take him long to learn the degrees of 

dysfunction that permeated several of America’s most well-known warships.  

 Once the nine captaincies were announced, a wave of information relating to shipboard 

mismanagement washed into Smith’s office at the War Department in Philadelphia. Shortly after 

reaching American terra firma, Captain Server notified Smith that the Congress’ surgeon, 

Samuel Marshall, was under arrest and awaiting the prospect of a court-martial. Marshall had 

been arrested for “having under specious pretexts … made use of expressions upon the Quarter 

deck of this frigate having a tendency to excite discontent, dissatisfaction, and Mutiny in the 

minds of the Company—which conduct is destructive to good order.”918 Server placed the blame 

of running into HMS Hermione’s prize squarely on Marshall’s shoulders, stating that 

“declaratory of your warn Approbation of the Mutinous, Murderous conduct … is highly 

injurious, and tends not only to the entire destruction off all order and discipline, but also renders 

insecure the lives of Officers” and crew.919 

 While it was obvious that conditions aboard the Congress were far from professional, life 

on the President, as witnessed from the most recent reflections of Captain Truxton, was even 

more dysfunctional. Always fighting to secure his place within the annals of American naval 

history, Truxton held true as he peppered the interim Secretary of Navy with letters attempting to 

draw away ire from his captaincy by focusing attention on the shortcomings of his officer corps 

and crew. Admitting to Smith that the President had seen “many quarrels and disputes” 

particularly “between the Sea Lieutenants and that of the Marines in our Navy to destroy that 

Subordination so essential … to the good government of the fleet.”920  

 For Truxton, the crux of problems with shipboard discipline and control on the President 

stemmed “from an improper idea of rank.” “Marines,” began Truxton, “before they embark on 

any ship,” should know “that the youngest sea lieutenant in the Navy takes seniority.” 
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“Seniority,” stated Truxton, was based on “an old and general custom.”921 As he was during the 

Constellation’s first cruise, Truxton was quick to admonish officers and crew for not knowing 

their respective roles, responsibilities and, most importantly, the command structure on a 

warship.  

 Contemplating his career as he and his ship lay in stasis at port, while mulling over the 

dissatisfaction bred from his last tour on the Constellation, a frantic Murray wrote to Stoddert, 

and later Smith, pleading with both the Secretary of the Navy and the interim secretary to give a 

premonition about what lay in store for the Constellation’s captain, crew, and their ship. “I feel 

so desirous of having a Hint of what steps will be taken with regard to Constellation,” began 

Murray. “I can’t be but desirous of knowing whether I have given satisfaction in my general 

conduct.”922 Before wishing Stoddert all the “health & happiness in your retirement from public 

life,” Murray wished it to be known that “if I have derogated in the least degree from the line of 

duty … it has been the Error of the head & not the heart.”923 

 Two days later, Murray received word from Stoddert that “the whole of the Crew of the 

Constellation shall be paid off & discharged; reserving so many only as may be necessary to be 

kept on board for the preservation of the Vessel.”924 Murray was to have his crew disassemble 

sails and rigging and remove all foodstuffs and water from the Constellation. Furthermore, 

Stoddert informed Murray to “have the Ship placed in a safe situation, but have no repairs 

commenced until further orders.” In closing, Stoddert made it known that the American navy’s 

interest would now be focused on the Mediterranean and the Barbary States. Of the thirteen 

frigates to be kept on duty, only six were to remain in a state of readiness. Also, only nine 

captains would be retained in the post-Quasi-War navy.925  

 Stoddert refrained from informing Murray that he was on the captaincy list at this time. 

Thus, Murray and the Constellation were placed on an indefinite leave of absence. Stoddert 

“intended” that the Constellation “be laid up” without incurring “any unnecessary expense.” 

Therefore, cable and mizzen mast would not be purchased for the Constellation’s use “unless 
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absolutely necessary.”926 Smith had no trouble supporting Stoddert’s decision to label the 

Constellation as inactive, especially after Murray’s latest communique to the Navy Department. 

“I have the painful task,” wrote Murray, of informing you of the very disastrous situation in 

which Constellation now lays.” Due to the weakness of her bower anchors, the Constellation had 

drifted through the night where “she grounded nearly at high Water upon a hard Rock & sand 

bottom.” All guns and stores, except “Powder & Sails” were now at the mercy of the elements.927 

To limit the “very great expense to move her of every Article … I would recommend,” a bereft 

Murray wrote Smith, “a Public sale of all the damaged cordage & stores of every nature.” 

Murray also expressed to Smith that the Constellation was in need of new naval stores and 

equipment anyway.928 Murray ended this letter to the Navy Department hoping that “the 

calamitous state of the Constellation” was not believed to be the result of “neglecting my duty to 

the public.”  

 Despite this seeming catastrophe, the Navy Department thought it best to place the 

Constellation “among the chosen few to be retained for service.”929 Upon consultation with 

President Adams, Smith wrote to Murray that “it has been determined that the Constellation shall 

receive at Philadelphia such repairs as may be necessary” to have her ready “in as little expense 

as possible & have her immediately prepared in all respects to receive such repairs.”930 Outside 

of major hull and mast repairs, the Constellation was in need of several cannons. Only nineteen 

of her full complement of cannons were fully operational. Four 32s and one 24 had “bursted” in 

action. Six other 32s and thirteen 24s forged at Cecil Furnace were deemed unserviceable.931 

 The new Constellation being reconstructed at Philadelphia was pegged for another 

substantial overhaul, furthering departing from Joshua Humphreys’ plans. With consultation 

from Truxton, it was decided that to lessen the Constellation’s hefty draught in the water, her 

current makeup of cannons needed reconfiguration.932 Both Murray and Truxton believed her 
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overabundance of cannons left her too low in the water, increasing resistance. Yet, since “there 

are no Mathematical Rules for ascertaining the most eligible proportions to be observed in Naval 

Architecture, the defect must be supplied by observation & experience.”933 Amazingly, it was 

determined that the Constellation should carry an “Additional Number of Guns.”934  

 The Constellation’s battle record no doubt had much to do with the granting of a second 

chance. The Congress, in a similar state as the Constellation at the end of hostilities with France, 

was also ordered to Philadelphia. However, her mission was to reach Philadelphia, discharge 

officers—none of whom would “be entitled to extra pay”—and await further orders.935 Both the 

Congress’ captains, Server and Barry, would fail to receive a place in the oceangoing navy 

moving forward. Barry became a commodore. Just as the Constellation had miraculously 

survived ruination after the Quasi-War with France, Murray also, through seemingly providential 

oversight, secured his position as her next captain. Claiming insufficient time to “fully 

investigate the Subject” as to whether Captain Murray was guilty of service unbecoming a 

captain, Smith concluded that the Constellation’s captain “continues to act for himself.” 

 In Philadelphia, Captain Barry remained unsure what degree of repair the United States 

needed to return to service. The United States’ boatswain informed Barry that “part of the false 

keel of the Ship was off.”936 Barry was of the “opinion that her bottom is in perfect good order, 

& needs not the trouble and expense of heavin her down.” Worried that the false keel could 

prove disastrous if not looked after, the United States’ boatswain wrote to the Secretary of Navy 

that, “On going into Boston, she struck very hard two or three times on a Reef above the Light 

house … At another time she thumped for at least one hour on a shoal at Sea to the Southward of 

the Capes of Delaware: at which time a great number of shott was thrown overboard to lighten 

her.”937 Barry believed that, at most, the United States needed hull coppering. Nonetheless, 

Secretary Smith believed that the United States should be examined thoroughly before reentering 

active service.938 

 The lone bright spot for the navy continued to be the Constitution. On May 16, 1801, 

Captain Talbot was ordered to head for Boston. The Constitution was the last of the super-
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frigates to return home from the war with France. Navy Secretary Smith ordered Talbot to 

immediately pay off and discharge his crew “except a Sufficient number to take Care of her.”939 

There was no doubt that the Constitution would be retained for service. It had spent the longest 

time at sea, needed the least refitting, had seen no infighting between decks and, most 

importantly, easily enlisted and reenlisted men. By this time, there was no doubt the Constitution 

was by far the most reliable ship in the early American navy. Even though President Adams 

personally offered Captain Talbot retention in the navy, the prideful Talbot was unable to forgive 

being initially passed over for service.940 Finding his successor was not like the massive push to 

obtain Talbot as Nicholson’s successor. Even so, President Adams, Navy Secretary Smith, and 

the Navy Department as a whole were beyond pleased to give the command of the Constitution 

to Isaac Hull. 

 While at Boston, the Constitution and her first captain were reunited. Captain Samuel 

Nicholson was appointed Superintendent of the Charlestown Navy Yard. Nicholson was 

assigned several responsibilities during his tenure at Charlestown. Chief among these was to 

“remove and preserve & safe keep all the Timber plank & stuff of every kind belonging to the 

old Navy yard in Boston to the New Yard in Charlestown.”941 Similar to his duties during the 

original construction phase of Constitution, Nicholson was charged with using all “manner left to 

your own judgement … intended to prepare for a Cruize in the Mediterranean.”942 The Navy 

Department wanted Nicholson, as before, to do everything in his power to make the Constitution 

ready to sail as the preeminent warship in the young navy’s arsenal.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

 
     Well before the War of 1812, even before the conclusion of the Quasi War, the Constitution 

became the preeminent warship in the early American navy.  Designed to be on par with her five 

sister frigates, the Constitution quickly ascended to naval dominance by taking advantage of 

local human and natural resources made available throughout and beyond the initial building 

processes.  Having the ability to procure the materials necessary to complete the tedious 

undertaking of completing the Constitution, even before the first nail was hammered home, ship 

superintendents and captains assigned to the Constitution had more than a leg up on their 

competition.       

     With the captains of the frigates the United States and the Constellation caught up in a heated 

battle to get their respective ships to sea first, the Constitution’s first superintendent and captain, 

Samuel Nicholson, was able to complete the fitting out process with relative ease.  Able to rely 

on Northern oak to supplement the hasty depletion of Georgia timber due to the race to build the 

first three super-frigates, the Constitution was constructed with the strongest and most durable 

combination of northern white pine and oak to go with the southern, Georgia oak that was felled, 

shipped, and processed while the navy agents working to obtain supplies for the other five 

frigates were falling dangerously shy of the bare minimum needed to construct a super-frigate’s 

hull, laid the foundation for what would later lead British combatants facing the Constitution to 

call label her “Old Ironsides.”  The Constitution’s hull was one and a half times larger than her 

sister frigates.  As such, enemy cannon balls bounced of her hull as if she were made of iron.  

     The procurement of sound naval materiel, sail, and shot from local New England businesses, 

including large arms from Rhode Island iron foundries that produced sturdy and efficient cannon, 

was to become the cornerstone of the Constitution’s ability to out sail, outman, and outgun her 

opponents.  Letters from Tench Coxe, concerning the procurement of supplies and materiel for 

the Constitution reads like an encyclopedia.  The ship agents and local business connections 

utilized to fit out the Constitution represent the gold standard for logistical accomplishment.  An 

example of this widespread net used to find naval stores and armament can be seen by 

Nicholson’s quest to find suitable cannon for his ship.  Coxe contacted fifteen iron masters 

before settling on Hope Foundry in Providence, Rhode Island to construct to Nicholson’s 

specific dimensions 24-pounders that matched the Constitution’s English-built 24s.   
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     Carrying a whopping 64-cannon at her inaugural launch, all long guns, the Constitution and 

her first two captains, Nicholson and Silas Talbot, had significant firepower advantages over 

both friend and foe.  Possessing all long cannon allowed the Constitution and her captains to 

keep the battle at a distance.  Since each of the six super-frigates had limited small arms suitable 

for boarding activities, and human resources were always at a premium, fighting from a distance 

was a sound strategy.  Having long cannon also allowed the Constitution’s captains the ability to 

destroy enemy ships’ sails, masts, and rigging.  Crippling the enemy, especially merchantmen, 

was the most consistent means of taking potential prizes. 

     The Constitution’s superior firepower could only be effective if the weighty frigate was able 

to run down enemy vessels.  Even with her gun decks and holds filled with cannon, the 

Constitution was able to consistently maintain 12-knots at full sail.  Taking advantage of local 

sail cloth, Boston sailmakers produced two suits of sail for the Constitution that were equally 

unmatched compared to her peers and rivals alike.  Local sailcloth provided the Constitution not 

only with speed, but with durability.  While her peers were constantly repairing and refitting 

sails, and often looking for new suits of sail, the Constitution was able to spend longer stints at 

sea than her peers due to readily available and superior sail cloth.  Able to stay away from port 

for longer periods of time allowed Captain Nicholson to diligently and methodically exercise the 

Constitution’s cannon and gun crews.  Extended time at sea allowed Nicholson and his 

experienced sailors and crew the additional opportunity to train green, inexperienced landsmen 

and boys for life at sea on a warship.   

     Practicing the tedious and often dangerous task of feruling and unfurling sail during all types 

of weather conditions and degrees of battle stations was but one way the Constitution’s veteran 

seamen helped initiated new men to the duties and responsibilities that were necessary to 

everyone’s success and longevity, especially during times of war.  Learning the command 

structure on a super-frigate was paramount to survival—particularly in the face of battle.  While 

the Constitution had a dramatically low number of landsmen and boys, just under fifteen-percent, 

compared to her peers, it was critical that each man knew his place in the hierarchical system that 

was the navy.   

     Experienced sailors were the fuel that propelled the Constitution to the prestige she cane to 

enjoy, even during her first tour of service.  New England served as pipeline for recruiting 

experienced seafarers for the Constitution.  During times of war, especially conflicts that placed 
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an inordinate amount of fear of commercial loss into the merchant communities up and down the 

New England coast, professional seamen and crew made their respective way from 

merchantmen, privateers, the fisheries, and other maritime services to the services of the local 

naval vessels seeking to fill ship’s rosters.  Community networks throughout New England 

signed up to protect private and commercial rights and privileges by joining the Constitution.  

These “salty” veteran seamen and sailors brought with them to the Constitution a deep-seeded 

knowledge of seafaring that soon produced an esprit de corps amongst the crew that was second 

to none in the early American navy.   

     A testament to the comradery onboard the Constitution can be seen by the extremely low 

turnover experienced at the end of each of the Constitution’s cruises.  At the end of the 

Constitution’s first cruise, even after the political turbulence that dogged commander and crew 

throughout the latter part of her nearly six month service, Captain Nicholson lost under twenty 

men to discharge, desertion, or promotion to another ship.  No other frigate came close to the 

retention levels enjoyed by Nicholson and, later, Talbot.  Even without the fringe benefit of 

taking home substantial prize money through captured merchantmen and enemy vessels, 

Nicholson’s fair handedness, firmness, and resolute attention to his men and ship resonated 

greater among the crew than the pursuit of material gain.   

     Nicholson’s treatment of officers and crew and his steadfastness as ship superintendent 

enabled Silas Talbot to begin his first cruise as the Constitution’s second captain with a comfort 

in knowing that his crew and ship were ready for action.  Having predominately the same crew 

that brought the Constitution back from her first tour, Talbot’s confidence can be seen in his 

actions.  As witnessed by entries into his logbook, Talbot seldom exercised his cannon and gun 

crews.  His confidence as captain was manifest in his crew and their actions.  There were several 

instances where Talbot was saved by the forethought that Nicholson put into making the 

Constitution ready to sail.  Besides having superior cannon, sail, manpower, Talbot also inherited 

a set of anchors that were second to none in the early American navy. 

     Having turned down the first two sets of anchors that had been appointed to the Constitution 

in 1794 and 1797, Nicholson took it upon himself to procure the right kind of anchors for a 

super-frigate.  For Nicholson, the Constitution’s anchors needed to match his vessels size and 

weight.  As such, Nicholson shopped around until he found anchors weighty enough to best 



229 

serve the needs of his ship and crew.  Heavier anchors allowed Talbot to survive until the 

infamous duel with Guerriere took place. 

     Quickly ascending to flagship status, the Constitution began her long run as the leading 

frigate in the American navy soon after Talbot took command.  The Constitution’s fighting 

capacity and capability can best seen by the words uttered by the Secretary of Navy, Benjamin 

Stoddert, when the leading official on the administrative side of the navy commented that the 

Constitution was equivalent to three frigates.   

     Success bred success for the Constitution as the Boston super-frigate plied her way into the 

history books.  The formative years have all been forgotten as the Constitution continues to sail 

her way into public memory after her accomplishments during the War of 1812.  While the 

Constitution is deserving of such lofty public praise, her celebrated path to glory was far more 

cumbersome and tenuous than the current historiography portrays.   

     At present, the Constitution is positioned to celebrate her 222 anniversary in October.  Still, in 

the annals of naval history and public imagination, the Constitution is best known for the thirty 

minute confrontation with the Guerriere. Captain and crew of "Old Ironsides," as legislated in 

1977 began to wear uniforms patterned after the outfits worn by Captain Isaac Hull and crew 

during the War of 1812.  While recognition of past accomplishments is slowly expanding to 

include the Constitution and American naval efforts outside the purview of the War of 1812, the 

move to view the Constitution’s role in the professionalization and construction processes of the 

early American Navy as a whole is still in its infant stages.  Historians focusing on logistics and 

the centralization of the American Navy during the Civil War era can learn a great deal from the 

chaos and disconnection present during the developmental stages of the early Federal Navy. 
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