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ABSTRACT

This study examines the evolution of offensive and defensive
maritime economic warfare, and the Royal Navy’s use of commercial and
naval blockades and mercantile convoys during successive wars, particularly
its successful use by Britain in the Anglo-American war of 1812-15. Its
legality, tactical and strategic development and contemporary government
policy, including impressment are studied. Comparison is made of the nature
and development of the British and American economies, their vulnerability
to economic warfare and the expediency of its use by Britain against the
United States discussed. Legal and practical constraints upon British convoys
and blockades are studied and practical solutions reviewed. Economic aspects
of the causes, conduct and effects of the war are surveyed, including the
impact of Britain’s commercial blockade on American commercial, fiscal,
financial, economic and political infrastructures, and therefore the United
States ability and preparedness to continue fighting. The effectiveness of the
naval blockade supplementing Britain’s commercial blockade of the United
States, is also assessed.

The long-standing problem of the relative effects of British
commercial blockade and the at times contemporaneous American legislative
‘restrictive system’, is resolved by comparison of current New England
commodity prices at specific times. Prices before the repeal of Madison’s
second Embargo are compared with subsequent prices, and with those after
the British blockades are later extended to neutral trade with New England.

The effectiveness of British economic warfare on the American

economy under two successive commanders is evaluated. An objective



assessment of the strategy’s eventual impact on the war’s outcome and later
policies is made, and of how far each belligerent’s war aims were met by the
negotiated peace. The effectiveness of Britain’s use of economic warfare

against the United States has long been seriously under-estimated.
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Note on US Dollar/Pound Sterling Conversion Rate, 1803-1815.

An exchange rate agreed between the British and American governments on
16 September 1803 of $4.44 to the pound sterling, seems to have remained
relatively stable between 1812 and 18135, and has been used throughout.

Source: Foreign Secretary Lord Hawksberry to Anthony Merry, British Minister at
Washington, 16 September 1803, in Mayo B. ed., Instructions to British Ministers to the

United States 1791-1812, Washington, Annual Report to the American History Asociation,
1936, 3 vols., vol. 111, p.200.

All quotations retain the original spelling and punctuation.
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Introduction.

“[T]he noiseless, steady, exhausting pressure with which sea power acts,[was]
cutting off the resources of the enemy while maintaining its own, supporting war in scenes in

which it does not itself appear or appears only in the background, and striking blows only at

rare intervals.”(1)

Careful study of the War of 1812 between Britain and the United
States began almost as soon as it ended in February 1815. Having been
described then in America as a “second war of independence”, the war
remains both important and controversial. From the outset, each study tended
to concentrate on particular aspects of the war. In 1817, William James, a
British lawyer-turned historian was meticulous in refuting some of the more
extravagant contemporary American naval claims in his Full and Correct
Account of the chief Naval Occurrences of the Late War ... .(2) Since then,
almost every separate action has been minutely dissected, and its naval and
military significance analysed at length.

Alfred Mahan’s Sea Power in Its Relations to the War of 1812,
published in Boston in 19035, also dealt in detail with the war’s early single-
ship actions, which caught the public imagination then and since.(3) Mahan’s
description and evaluation of British maritime blockades against the United
States, was part of his argument in favour of “a naval force adequate to the
protection of our commerce”.(4) He attributed the bankruptcy of New
England merchants to British maritime blockade, but stopped short of
admitting the eventual insolvency of the American government. He quoted a
“distinguished naval officer”, who noted the “stagnation” of “both foreign
and domestic commerce”, and who endorsed the exaggerated claim that

American coastal trade had been “entirely annihilated”, together causing the
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merchant’s inability to continue funding the war, and “the cause of that
impending bankruptcy with which the Government was at one time
threatened.”(5) Mahan then reverted to his theme; the need for a large
American fleet.

Also in 1905, Theodore Roosevelt’s chapter on the naval war of
1812 in Clowes’ History of the Royal Navy, forcefully advocated the United
States’ “possession of a great fighting navy.”(6) Citing Henry Adam’s
examples, Roosevelt noted that “the unceasing pressure of the British fleet”
on America’s “extended seaboard”, had “created the wildest inequalities in
the prices of commodities in different parts of the county.”(7) Roosevelt
conceded that, “throughout the last year of the war, the blockade was so
vigorous that the shipping rotted at the wharves of the seaports and grass
grew in the business quarters of the trading towns”. He did not however
discuss the impact of the loss of American foreign trade on tax revenues and
government borrowing, or the Madison administration’s resultant bankruptcy
and abandonment of its original war aims.(8)

In 1969, Reginald Horsman’s War of 1812 briefly discussed, in the
course of a general history of the war, how its American financing was
“essentially unsound”. Citing an authority on Gallatin, the American
Secretary of the Treasury in 1812, and Henry Adam’s history of Madison’s
administration, Horsman outlined the outcome of each successive attempt of
the United States government to borrow sufficient funds to continue the
war.(9) Like Adams, he conceded that when the last attempt failed, “the
country was bankrupt”, and that by 1814, the government was unable to pay

the interest on its debts. Horsman however, attributed the American
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government’s financial difficulties to the lack of preparedness amongst New
England’s Federalist minority to lend the proceeds of their trade, increased by
their deliberate exclusion from Britain’s initial maritime blockades. In doing
s0, Horsman provided an incomplete and unjust explanation, and although
coming closest to the connection between British blockades and American
financial collapse, left much unexplained, which the present study will
rectify.

By 1983, J.C.A. Stagg justifiably felt that, “Certainly, the
[American] Treasury was increasingly embarrassed by the lack of funds to
finance the war, but the reasons for this were broadly political in nature, and
not really the fault of the department itself.”(10) He did not go on to attribute
the erosion of tax revenue, the dislocation of the economy and the
government’s eventual inability to borrow further, to the loss of American
foreign trade through British maritime blockade. Of the final Ghent peace
treaty, Stagg conceded that, “the time of making it [was] more fortunate than
the peace itself.”(11)

In 2006, Ian Toll traced the need for the American Navy’s
eponymous Six Frigates without reflecting far on the impact of their inability
to leave port at will, or more importantly, the fiscal and financial
consequences of their failure to lift the British commercial blockade of the
United States until the peace.(12) Jon Latimer’s 1812 — War with America of
2007, discusses the role of British “raids and blockades” in hindering the
American war effort, and in diverting American attention from the land war

over the possession of Canada, as well as in confining to harbour much of the
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American navy, but again without dwelling long, or in detail, on the fiscal
and financial consequences of the blockades.(13)

Recent studies include Wade Dudley’s attempt to quantify the
relative efficiencies of Britain’s maritime blockades in a “comparative
analysis” of those against France, between 1793 and 1802 and between 1803
and 1814, and of the United States between 1812 and 1815.(14) Valid
quantification of the effectiveness of blockades so geographically dissimilar
is almost certainly impossible when important factors apply to only one of the
two locations of the blockades. The British blockade of Brest, conducted by
vessels released in turn for repair and re-supply to Torbay or Plymouth, has to
be compared with the initial blockade of the Chesapeake and Delaware, and
eventually all of the 2,000 mile American eastern seaboard, by vessels
repairable only by the limited facilities of Halifax, Nova Scotia, or Bermuda,
or by re-crossing the Atlantic.

Inevitable contact with the American shore involved a greater risk of
desertion than rarer landings in France, and imposed an unavoidable
constraint on British inshore operations against the United States, applicable
only there. Apparently objective ‘scores’, attributed by Dudley to the
consequences of each blockade, purport to measure their effectiveness,
although attempted quantification of the “public outrage” induced by each
blockade must surely be largely subjective. The assertion that London’s
increased marine insurance rates indicate a significant risk to British overseas
trade from American warships, including privateers, is apparently
contradicted by Rodger’s finding that generally, rates were, “no higher

between 1812 and 1814 than they had been between 1810 and 18117.(15)
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Dudley’s conclusion that the British blockades of the United States were
comparatively unsuccessful, neither bears close examination, nor appraises
their consequences.

In 1991, Nicholas Tracy’s Attack on Maritime Trade appeared to
agree with President Madison’s legalistic argument that, since some
American vessels successfully evaded the British blockading squadrons, the
blockades themselves were ineffective and therefore illegal, and should be
discontinued.(16) But, no complete blockade of the entire American
coastline, ‘close’ or ‘distant’, was ever either feasible or contemplated. If
however, the British naval blockade could contain enough of the United
States navy to prevent any lifting of the Royal Navy’s commercial blockade
until the peace, and prevent American interference with British landings
almost anywhere on the enemy coast, then by any standards, it was efficient
enough. If the British commercial blockade was efficient enough to exploit
the vulnerability of the import-dependent American tax-gathering system, and
expose the irrationality of lending further to a government unable to pay its
present debts, then comparison with other blockades is unnecessary. If the
blockades have combined to dislocate the American agrarian, commercial,
fiscal, financial and therefore political infrastructures, such as to make peace
necessary for national survival, they have performed their task. Whether or
not this was the case, will be investigated by what follows.

It would appear that the results of the long-term imposition on the
United States of British maritime blockades, both commercial and naval, have
not been sufficiently discussed, and therefore, their possible effectiveness

seriously under-estimated. Whether or not the application of Britain’s sea and
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naval power to its new enemy was successful, while its war against
Napoleonic France continued, deserves further attention. The purpose of the
present study therefore, is to investigate the link between the British maritime
blockades of the United States, their fiscal, financial, economic and political
consequences, and the subsequent preparedness of the American
administration to end the war of 1812 on terms significantly favourable to
Britain, a task not before undertaken at sufficient depth.

Chapter 1 defines the theory and practice of maritime economic
warfare, in the form of offensive blockades and defensive convoys, crucial
manifestations of British seapower. It outlines the legal and practical
development of blockade and its use in a succession of British wars, with its
implied conflict with neutrals, including, by the early 19" century, an
emergent United States. Chapter 2 discusses the practical and legal
constraints on the use of these forms of economic warfare, and the potential
solutions then available. Chapter 3 notes the interdependence of the
economies of Britain and the United States after American independence, and
the implications of their respective stages of economic, fiscal and financial
development. It detects the vulnerability of the American agrarian economy,
especially with the administration’s dependence on foreign trade for raising
its revenue and borrowing funds, especially when in conflict with the world’s
greatest exponent of maritime economic warfare. It compares the economic,
fiscal and financial infrastructures of the two economies and their potential
capacity for use in any prolonged conflict.

Chapter 4 traces the development of Britain’s economic warfare

against the United States in the North Atlantic and the Caribbean, under
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Admiral Sir John Borlase Warren, from his assumption of command in
August 1812, until his replacement in April 1814. Chapter 5 discusses the
implementation of maritime economic warfare by his successor, Vice-
Admiral Sir Alexander Cochrane, from April 1814, until the end of the war in
February 1815, by which time hostilities had also reached the Gulf of Mexico
and the Pacific. Chapters 6 and 7 examine in turn the respective effectiveness
of Britain’s economic warfare against America under Warren’s and
Cochrane’s leadership, tracing in each case its implications for the economy
and administration of the United States, and its capacity to continue the war.

Empirical evidence for the impact of the progressive application of
the commercial blockade of the United States, is presented in Chapter 7,
found by monitoring changes in the prices of commodities such as sugar, and
of the American government’s securities, such as Treasury notes.(17)
Comparison of changes in commodity and security prices, and the chronology
of major political and maritime events will therefore measure the relative
effects of embargo and blockade, a recurrent and difficult problem in
assessing the significance of British economic warfare in North America. An
objective assessment of the effectiveness of Britain’s economic warfare
against the United States is reached in a Conclusion.

The extent to which Britain’s seapower — the use of a merchant fleet
of more than two million tons — was able to continue to support Britain’s
overseas trade, including its vital trade with British North America and the
West Indies during the war with the United States, forms part of the enquiry.
The study investigates how far British trade protection allowed the export of

significant quantities of Britain’s manufacturing output, clearly crucial to
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Britain’s continued ability to finance its war efforts, and the maintenance of
international communication, on which Britain’s predominant financial
position partly depended. This study will also attempt to resolve whether by
the successful convoying of merchantmen, British naval power continued to
facilitate the importation, not only of crucial raw materials, but also of
colonial produce then processed into important re-exports.

Whether or not the Royal Navy could at the same time destroy or
capture sufficient American merchant vessels to make a significant impact on
the United States’ crucial customs duties, the American administration’s
largest single source of tax revenue, and its ability to finance the war, is
therefore a vital part of the study. Whether or not the British commercial
blockade could sufficiently deplete the private incomes from which savings
might be lent to the American government, or so far lower employment as to
erode the Republican Party’s electoral strength, will also be addressed. The
study will investigate whether prolonged and widespread British dislocation
of American trade would interfere sufficiently with the United States® money
supply, and the everyday value of currency in both government and private
transactions, to erode the user’s trust in the current administration, or even in
the federal structure of American political Union. The work will ask how far
the inflation apparently caused by commercial blockade would reduce
American financial support for war, already seen by some, especially in New
England, as an ill-advised method of addressing concerns over relations with
Britain.

In short, this study will determine the level of effectiveness of British

maritime strategies, both the defensive convoy protection and the aggressive
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commercial and naval blockades. In particular, it will investigate how far the
blockades contributed to producing a satisfactory conclusion to the war for
Britain through their fiscal and economic impact. In doing so it will examine
the part of the Royal Navy in North America between 1812-15 in providing

an early example of remarkably successful economic warfare.
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Chapter 1.

Convoys and Blockades: The Evolution of Maritime Economic Warfare.

“Fleets employed to cover a coast, are not only precarious in their exertions, which depend
much upon winds, but are miserably confined as to all the effects of naval war. Those effects
are only felt when our fleets can keep the sea to protect our commerce and annoy that of our
enemies, as well as to defend our distant possessions, and to cover descents and continued
incursions.” Wm Eden, MP., Commissioner for Conciliation with America, 1778-9. (1)

Definitions: The Theory and Practice of Economic Warfare

By the early 19™ century, maritime blockade was the offensive arm
of economic warfare, used against an enemy in conjunction with the convoy
protection of a nation’s own overseas trade. ‘Offensive blockade’ was used to
describe the interception of an enemy’s merchant, transport or naval vessels,
usually on their entering or leaving harbour. Defensive economic warfare
involved the gathering of merchant vessels to sail as convoys under the armed
protection of as many warships as could be spared. Belligerents with
sufficient naval means were increasingly expected to impose a policy of ‘stop
and search’ on all vessels found in specified areas, and those carrying goods
‘interdicted’ by proclamation as ‘contraband’, were at best turned back, or
otherwise detained. Crews and cargoes thought likely to benefit an enemy
were either subject to an enforced sale, or subject to law, confiscated. At the
beginning of each European war, legislation had been needed to legitimise
what otherwise would have constituted piracy, almost universally
condemned, but nonetheless still practised in some parts of the world. As
each war began, the British Parliament had passed Prize Acts under which a
High Court of Admiralty could declare vessels found breaching blockades to

be legally ‘prizes of war’.
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Vessels engaged in offensive naval or commercial blockade would
often have been well placed to take other measures, such as the interception
of an opponent’s diplomatic communications or personnel, perhaps gaining
foresight of an enemy’s intentions, or gathering useful intelligence about the
effectiveness of their government’s own measures. In time, an effective
blockade might leave an enemy both economically and diplomatically
isolated, potentially deprived of military, financial, logistical, diplomatic or
moral support. The psychological pressure of such isolation might eventually
increase an enemy’s willingness to negotiate.

A maritime power could impose a commercial blockade of an
enemy’s ports to hinder their trade. A naval or ‘military’ blockade, could
reduce, if not preclude their ability to send out warships to lift a commercial
blockade, or dispatch transports with troops to fight elsewhere. Overseas
communication could be delayed or prevented. Used together by a belligerent
with sufficient maritime resources, in the long run, such blockades were
likely to prove effective. For neutrals however, it was at best inconvenient
and costly, and at worst a breach of their maritime sovereignty and as such,
deeply resented. Traditionally, the practice had evolved that neutrals should
be given sufficient prior notice by proclamation in an official publication, in
Britain’s case the London Gazette, to allow neutral vessels to avoid
confrontation. By what was sometimes referred to as the “Law of Nations”,
maritime blockades were also to be conducted throughout by a naval force
large enough for it to be uninterrupted, and evenly applied to all those whose
interests might be damaged by them. An insufficiently strong or intermittent

blockading force would lead to accusations of it being an illegal, ‘paper
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blockade’, said to contravene the putative “Law of Nations”. The legitimacy
of such a body of law however, was not universally agreed.

In practice, blockading squadrons would routinely be expected to
perform several roles at once, with perhaps different degrees of importance. A
naval blockade would aim for the incarceration of an enemy’s warships in
harbour, ideally to take no further part in the war. A maritime commercial
blockade would seek to deprive an enemy, not only of the physical resources
and economic benefits of imports, but also of the profits from the export of a
domestic surplus, or processed re-exports, and therefore the revenue from the
taxation of overseas trade, such as shipping registration and enrolment fees,
lighthouse dues, or the customs duties on imports. Governments frequently
placed duties on the importation of essentials like salt, or luxuries such as
wine. The demand for such goods was often price and income-inelastic, such
taxes were therefore reliable, and cheap to administer, but vulnerable to
foreign interference. By prolonged and widespread interference with an
enemy’s overseas trade, maritime powers could realistically expect to inflict,
comparatively cheaply, sufficiently serious economic damage on an enemy to
impair their ability to continue a war.

In such wars at sea, ‘public’ warships were often supplemented by
‘privateers’, armed and often heavily-manned, privately-owned warships,
primarily intended to make shared profits by capturing enemy merchant
vessels, although sometimes also carrying cargoes. Their hostile actions were
legitimised by government-issued ‘letters of marque’.(2) They commonly

complemented the activities of state-owned warships provided by
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governments, or nominally in Britain’s case, the Crown. Privateers will be,
generally, outside the scope of this work.

Royal Naval prizes sent into Halifax, Nova Scotia between 1812 and
1815 are shown as Appendix A, Table 1. In measuring the effectiveness of
the Royal Navy’s economic warfare and its blockades of the United States, all
prizes of privateers have been excluded from this list, and from calculations
based on the totals. Fay Kert’s comparison of British prize tonnages taken
into Halifax after capture by privateer and Royal Naval vessels throughout the
war, shows that privateers appear to have concentrated on taking smaller
enemy vessels.(3) In 1813, for example privateers took an almost 6% greater
share of the total tonnage of vessels under 100 tons than the Royal Navy, but
took only 7.7% of the Royal Navy’s capture of vessels over 200 tons. All
enemy vessels of over 200 tons were taken in 1814 and 1815 by Royal Naval
vessels, as distinct from privateers.

The priority for privateers was profit making, their tactical decisions
being based on expediency, even risk avoidance, rather than the strategic aims
of their national government, beyond its definition of ‘enemy’ and ‘neutral’.
Those operating privateers were less accountable than naval officers
commanding warships, and links with government policy more likely to be
found in official correspondence than in the largely unrecorded views of those
simply seeking profit. Since this study will concentrate on the effectiveness of
the traditional British government policy of economic warfare, especially
blockade, it will focus on the activities of the British Royal Navy, or those of
the ‘public’ warships of the United States Navy, and the commercial vessels

of both countries. It will attempt to measure the economic, fiscal, financial
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and political effects of Britain’s blockades of the United States as the major

part of the economic warfare waged by the Royal Navy between 1812 and

1815.

Vice Admiralty Courts: The Process of Law

Captured vessels were usually sent under a prize crew into a port of
the captor’s country, in either homeland or colony, to be ‘libelled’ and
brought before a specialist court to be tried. For British prizes, this would be
in one of thirty Vice-Admiralty Courts established in such ports around the
world. The prize would normally be brought under the jurisdiction of the
Court nearest to the point of capture. Judges expert in maritime law would
hear evidence and legal argument before deciding whether or not a vessel
should be ‘condemned’ as in breach of a properly constituted blockade. Such
a vessel, and probably its cargo, would be liable to confiscation and
subsequent sale, or if found to be within its rights when captured, restored to
its legitimate owners. The legal process was inevitably lengthy and
expensive.

Eventually, the net proceeds of sale at auction were shared on a
sliding scale based on seniority and responsibility. According to scales
revised in 1808, captains would receive two-eighths of the prize money, less a
third paid to directing flag officers. Naval lieutenants, masters, physicians,
and captains of marines would share another eighth. Midshipmen and senior
petty offices such as gunners, bosuns and carpenters would receive shares of a

further eighth. The remaining half of the prize money was divided between
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petty officers and ratings, a distribution system which successfully motivated
blockading operations until 1815.(4)

Once condemned, particularly when new, vessels taken as prizes
could legally be taken into the blockading force, often as tenders to larger
vessels, useful for entering harbours and penetrating estuaries. Less properly,
captured cargoes were sometimes immediately confiscated at sea, and
diverted to the captor’s own use. Other prizes were burned, or even blown-up,
to avoid the captor’s need to allocate a prize crew, with the real risks of
under-manning. Often unpopular with crews deprived of prize-money, such
tactics nevertheless effectively reduced the cost and inconvenience of
maritime blockade. Governments often paid ‘head money’ to captors as an
incentive for the capture of enemy crew members, often highly and
expensively trained seamen, further reducing the opponent’s ability to
continue fighting.

Captured enemy vessels and cargoes were not infrequently, although
often illegally, released on payment of a cash ransom, paid in specie, money
in precious metal form. Such vessels could complete their present interrupted
voyage, but might be captured again on a subsequent voyage, adding further
to the illicit rewards of maritime blockade. Conversely, blockading vessels
would often intercept and re-capture vessels of the same nationality as
themselves or their allies, releasing their crews from often lengthy captivity,

and making prisoners of the enemy’s prize crew.
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Close and Distant Blockade

Close blockade could be conducted ‘inshore’, defined as being
within sight of land. Especially when long enemy coastlines were to be
blockaded, small, shallow- draught vessels could more easily avoid natural
obstacles, and could prove useful in penetrating estuaries and inlets. Light,
handy vessels could intercept coastal shipping and fishing vessels, interrupt
communications, and gather intelligence by observing activity in enemy
harbours, reporting to heavier forces further offshore, which could be
summoned to prevent enemy attempts to enter or leave port. Distant blockade,
conducted by larger vessels better able to withstand heavier seas, possibly
remaining beyond the horizon, could cover a wider stretch of enemy
coastline, and perhaps several ports. Their sometimes unseen but continual
presence could exert psychological pressure on those blockaded. In good
visibility, patrolling squadrons of far separated vessels, signalling to each
other with flags by day and lights by night, could detect enemy activity within
distances of up to thirty miles. By 1812, such blockades had been used by
Britain since January 1793, often with great effect against both Revolutionary
and Napoleonic France, broken by the Peace of Amiens for only 14 months,

between March 1802 and May 1803.

Convoys and Blockades: The Evolution of Maritime Economic Warfare

The use of maritime blockade however, had long been controversial.
The denial of free passage at sea to enemies or commercial rivals had been

practised in medieval Europe by those maritime powers able to enforce
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claims of sovereignty over neighbouring and quite distant seas. Venice
enforced its ownership of the Adriatic, Denmark and Sweden had disputed
control of the Baltic until agreeing to share it in 1622, while the English had
claimed sovereignty of the ‘British Seas’ from the coasts of Norway to those
of Spain. Formalised maritime rights were initially based on accumulated
decisions taken around the Mediterranean known as the ‘Consolato del Mare’,
the Consulate of the Sea, first published in 1494, and long widely accepted.
(3)

However, in 1604, the Dutch jurist Hugo Grotius applied
international and ‘natural’ law, as distinct from traditional or ecclesiastical
rulings, to maritime prize taking, and in 1633, re-published De Mari Libero,
which argued that seas were free for common use, a principle welcomed by
neutrals.(6) English writers however, including John Sheldon and John
Boroughs re-asserted the national right to exclusive control of defined areas
of sea. Sir John Borough’s The Sovereignty of the British Seas Proved by
Records had been written in 1633, but not published until 1651. It was
followed by Charles Malloy’s Treatise of Affairs Maritime and of Commerce,
first published in 1676, and regularly reprinted to become, “the standard
English language interpretation of international maritime law”. Malloy’s
Treatise is described as, “one of the most extreme legal arguments for
England’s sovereignty of the sea, which he claimed extended from Cape
Finisterre to Van Staten in Norway.” (7) This body of legal opinion,
especially where it concerned the maritime rights of neutrals, was to become

significant on both sides of the Atlantic.

30



Maritime blockade had played a practical part in English politics
between 1649-53 when used in eradicating resistance to the Commonwealth
by containing a small royalist naval force under Prince Rupert. Successively
blockaded in a number of ports, the royalist force was eventually disbanded in
1653. Only after the English republic’s navy had blockaded the port of
Dunkirk in 1652, had it obtained the diplomatic recognition of France.(8)
Maritime blockade could be diplomatically powerful.

It was during the first Anglo-Dutch war of 1652-4 that maritime
economic warfare developed characteristics later to become familiar in North
American waters. Competing Dutch merchantmen were obliged to pass
through the North Sea and English Channel where they were vulnerable to
attacks from English warships. The Dutch countered this de facto commercial
blockade by attacking English warships with their own, and by convoying
their merchantmen with some success. Contact between the rival warships led
to successive fleet actions, but Dutch commerce had been temporarily
disrupted. Although Dutch seaborne trade was to recover quickly after the
Treaty of Westminster ended the war in 1654, a workable English strategy of
commercial blockade had been developed.(9) Britain had by this time
established the basics of its offensive and defensive maritime economic
warfare. Any of the enemy’s trade was contraband, and the defence of
Britain’s trade was a naval responsibility, to be implemented respectively by
commercial blockade, protected by complementary naval blockade, and by
the convoy protection of merchant vessels, principles to be further developed

in a succession of future wars.
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English blockade of the Spanish coast was less successfully
attempted during Cromwell’s war with Spain, although some New World
silver was seized in the Canaries, reducing Spanish capacity to finance war
elsewhere. A blockade of Dutch commerce in the Channel had been resumed
in a second Anglo-Dutch war between 1665-7, together with the destruction,
north of Texel in 1666, of 150 Dutch merchant vessels estimated to be worth
the equivalent of over a million pounds.(10) During the following year
however, English trade suffered Dutch harassment, and the Royal Navy,
defeat on the Medway.(11) A third Anglo- Dutch war had begun in 1672,
again partly aimed at curtailing Dutch maritime trade, having first disposed of
the Dutch fleet in battle. In 1673, after indecisive preliminaries, an attempt to
blockade the Dutch coast and impound a Dutch East India Company convoy
had failed. Although another Treaty of Westminster in 1674 had ended this
less successful attempt at commercial blockade, if properly financed, as
Charles II’s had not been, the strategy remained potentially viable and
effective.(12) Furthermore, the rights of belligerents under international law,
to attack merchant vessels and limit the trading activities of neutral shipping
in wartime, were clarified in 1697, after a neutral Swedish fleet carrying war
supplies through the Channel to France was captured by the Royal Navy.(13)

During the War of Spanish Succession, from 1709-13, the Tories
advocated direct maritime attacks on enemy trade as an alternative to a
Continental policy which implied a standing army to which they were
opposed, and on which a strong central government relied, as in Cromwell’s
time. Although “corn was contraband”, the corollary of naval blockade was

still limited by practicalities. “Naval developments, particularly in the field of
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hygiene and supply, had not yet reached a point where close and continuous
blockade of enemy bases, which in the new circumstances was bound to be an
important strategic requirement, was practicable”.(14) During the eighteenth
century, this lack of logistical support was to become less of a limiting factor
in the employment of maritime blockades, and their significance as a strategy.
Royal dockyards were steadily developed in Britain throughout the century.
Furthermore, “Throughout the eighteenth century, in spite of government
procrastination in providing proper facilities, the superiority of the navy’s
victualling service afforded significant operational advantages.” Among these
advantages was the feasibility of maritime commercial blockade.(15) The
prospect of prolonged maritime blockade in North America however, would
not become practicable until further port facilities were created in Nova
Scotia and Bermuda, facilitated by the accelerating growth of Britain’s
economic and financial strength.

During England’s war with France between 1744-8, Admiral Martin
had had twelve ships with which “to annoy the enemy’s ships and commerce”
to be found on the French trading routes south-west of Ushant.(16) With
France the enemy, more ready access to the Atlantic had been required than
that offered by the ports of south-eastern England, and Britain’s western
harbours and dockyard facilities had become strategically invaluable. The
workforce of the Royal Dockyard at Plymouth had “doubled in size between
1739 and 1748, overtaking that at Woolwich”, and had continued to grow.
Real fear of French invasion between 1744 and 1759, together with the
increasing need to defend distant colonies, promoted Plymouth dockyard’s

continued growth.(17) Thereafter, the availability of repair and re-victualling
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facilities in western England, acted as a ‘force multiplier’, making the Royal
Navy’s close blockade of the French a practical proposition.

The use of maritime economic warfare in the eighteenth century
inevitably affected neutrals. In wartime, they could potentially replace a
belligerent’s carrying trade, interdicted by their enemy’s commercial
blockade, even if such trade had been forbidden to them by protective
legislation in peacetime. Britain sought to clarify its own position by a
doctrine known as ‘the Rule of 1756’, which maintained that trade closed to
neutrals in peacetime could not be conducted in wartime, thereby profitably
nullifying a British blockade. According to this ‘rule’, trade between enemy
colonies and their home ports, was forbidden to neutrals. As the volume and
range of seaborne trade increased, this British position was to become
increasingly important.

Maritime economic warfare had been employed by Britain against
France during the course of the Seven Years War. On 19 February 1757,
Walter Titley, the English Minister at Copenhagen, had written to Robert
D’ Arcy, Earl of Holdernesse, Secretary of State for the Northern Department,
that, “the only way to prevent” French “Superiority over us...is to drain the
French of Men & Money by a War upon the Continent, while England cuts
off the chief sources of their Wealth by destroying their Trade & Navigation.”
It should be, “By this Method, & this only...as Her Finances, (tho’ Great) are
certainly not sufficient to carry on a successful War on both Elements at
once.” He added, however that Holdernesse knew best, “how far this Scheme

may be practicable; and whether England, on whom the weight of the whole
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Machine must repose, is able to support it”.(18) Maritime blockade was again
considered practicable, and the necessary Prize Act passed.

The continuous blockade of the Brittany coast by the ships of
Admiral Sir Edward Hawke had been made possible by relieving ships in
rotation for re-fitting and re-supply in south-west England. Having escaped
blockade in a gale, the French took refuge in Quiberon Bay, but were caught
and decisively beaten there by Hawke on 20 November 1759. French
invasion of Britain having been averted, the blockade thereafter decimated
French seaborne trade and prevented the reinforcement of overseas colonies.
Pondicherry in French-held India, was captured in January 1761 after naval
blockade since the previous spring. Similarly, blockades had contributed to
successes in relieving Gibraltar, and on the St Lawrence.(19) The blockade of
the French coast during 1759 had interrupted coastal shipping so effectively
that their Atlantic dockyards were deprived of timber, seamen and supplies,
the ports of trade and the French government of revenue.(20) During the
Seven Years War, including those taken in 1755, the Royal Navy captured
959 enemy vessels, of which almost 83% were condemned as lawful

prize.(21) Maritime blockade had been proved practicable.

Blockade and the War of American Independence

Discussion of the potential of both naval and commercial maritime
blockades became urgently topical with the outbreak of rebellion in Britain’s
American Colonies during the 1770’s, culminating in the War of American
Independence. Before the fighting had begun in earnest, the British Secretary

at War, Lord Barrington, had considered blockade especially appropriate
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when considering the transport and communication difficulties imposed by

great distances. In December 1774 he wrote,

A conquest by land is unnecessary when the country can be reduced first to distress,
and then to obedience, by our Marine totally interrupting all commerce and fishery

and even seizing all the ships in the ports with very little expense and bloodshed.
(22)

A memorandum apparently written in July 1775 by Rear-Admiral Sir
Hugh Palliser, British commander in North America until 1774, had
estimated that a minimum of fifty vessels would be needed on the coasts of
America “to annoy the rebellious provinces”. Crucially, these should “attend
the operations of the army” as well as convoy, blockade and ‘cruising’ duties.
Palliser thought that, “A less number of ships...will be insufficient”, and that
more would be needed if rebellion spread beyond New England. In the event,
Rear-Admiral Thomas Graves was to have only twenty-seven, excluding
three surveying ships.(23) By Dec 1777, the Earl of Sandwich, First Lord of
the Admiralty, wrote to Prime Minister Lord North that, “Lord Howe has had
this year about 90 ships of all sorts”, and that “with a force properly
stationed” in America, “could have made it very difficult for the Americans to
receive their supplies, carry on their trade, and fit out privateers to annoy the
trade of Great Britain. The contrary has been the case.”(24)

Conventionally, Kennedy argues that, “the Royal Navy could control
the eastern seaboard and river estuaries; but further west the rebels could act
with impunity.”(25) But, as much then as later, the bulk of accumulated
wealth to pay for imports was concentrated in the Colonial coastal and

estuarial towns. While at least initially self-sufficient in food, until the end of
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1777, nine-tenths of the rebel’s manufactured weapons, ammunition and
gunpowder, as well as textiles and footwear, would have to be imported from
France into these eastern ports.(26) Foreign reinforcements would always
have to be brought by sea. Therefore, even a Royal Navy in need of
modernisation and expansion as in 1775-6, could have made a more useful
contribution in the crucial early stages of this American war by applying
economic warfare. Freed of its priority to protect army transports and
supplies, the Royal Navy could have been concentrating primarily on
depriving its opponents of French manufactures. Rodger argues that blockade
“would rather encourage than suppress rebellion”.(27) It may, however, have
proved economically effective. A promised end to blockades, together with
fiscal, political and commercial concessions from London, could well have
brought the rebellion to an earlier negotiated settlement.

Admittedly, without expansion, Britain’s North America squadrons
would have struggled to cope with the number of Colonial ports, harbours and
undeveloped creeks. Equally, as Rodger points out, such blockades would
inevitably have had to include the Caribbean, since the prevailing clockwise
Atlantic winds and currents meant that European ships customarily dropped
down to around latitude 15 degrees North to cross the ocean, passing close to
the French, Dutch and Danish West Indies and the Bahamas. British
searching of neutral ships for contraband would have risked widening the
war.

Nonetheless, especially at the outset, a “more effective use might
have been made of an unchallenged supremacy at sea”.(28) By Glete’s

calculations, Britain’s naval strength in 1775 exceeded that of either France
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or Spain, both in total, and in their respective numbers of battleships and
cruisers. The navies of France and Spain combined, however, had six more
battleships than Britain in 1775, and twelve more by 1780. While the number
of British battleships stayed at 117 between 1775 and 1780, the French fleet
of battleships grew from 59 to 70, an increase approaching 20%. The total of
French warships had grown by 38%, compared with Britain’s 26%. Over the
same period, the number of British cruisers increased from 82 to 111, while
the cruisers of France and Spain combined rose from 65 to 92, a bigger
increase than Britain’s. However, the number of Britain’s ‘small ships’ more
than doubled in the same time, from 28 to 58.(29) These may have been
precisely the weapons most suitable for both blockade and convoy protection
in Britain’s American war.

Earlier explanations as to why “the British fleet could have imposed
a total ban on American ports but, instead, ... rode at anchor in New York
harbour”, have been modified.(30) Syrett argues that, although British
blockades of the American eastern seaboard were feasible, the Royal Navy’s
cooperation in amphibious military operations against Charleston, New York
and Philadelphia, was given priority at the outset, precluding effective
blockade.(31) Priorities would change later in this war, and in Britain’s later
wars in North America.

Buel notes that, until the end of 1777, Admiral Richard Howe put his
naval resources at the disposal of his brother Sir William, commander of the
British land forces.(32) The British need to deal American armies a decisive
blow before foreign intervention became conclusive, gave land campaigns

precedence over maritime blockade, at best, a slow and cumulative process.

38



Later Parliamentary prohibition of this ancillary naval role allowed the British
maritime blockades of 1782 to be made sufficiently effective in disrupting
coastal shipping for the Continental economy to be damaged by inflation.
Difficulties in raising revenue by taxing commerce, also damaged the
American Confederation’s cause.(33) Belatedly effective maritime blockade
came too late to prevent the loss of the American Colonies to Britain in 1783.
Valuable experience of successful blockade of the American eastern seaboard
nonetheless remained amongst those who had conducted it. Moreover, the
development of the Royal Navy’s western bases had continued. The
workforce at Plymouth’s Royal Dockyard had increased by more than 70%
between 1711 and 1782, moving it from fifth to first place in the size of its
skilled dockyard labour.(34)

In 1780, British maritime blockade had been sufficiently effective to
provoke opposition in northern Europe. Russia, Denmark and Sweden,
combined as a League of Armed Neutrality, had threatening war if the Royal
Navy continued to interfere with neutral vessels, declaring that “a blockade
would be recognised only...where it constituted literally a physical barrier to
entry into a neutral port”.(35) The coalition, and its threat, had however
dissolved for the time being, in 1781. The legal position countries adopted

tended to reflect their naval potential.

The Royal Navy’s Blockade of France, 1793-1812.

When France declared war on Britain on 1 February 1793,

Parliament enacted the necessary Prize Acts in 1793 and 1798 to facilitate
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Britain’s use of its maritime blockade strategy.(36) The main purposes of the
Royal Navy’s blockades had been to prevent the combination of France’s
Brest and Toulon fleets and the invasion of Britain, as well as to deprive
France of its unhindered access to world trade. There had been no Brest fleet
at Trafalgar.(37) The blockades had made the sea-transport of French troops
extremely difficult, precluding any large-scale, or successful invasion of
Britain and Ireland, so that British blockade could be aimed, primarily, at the
economic isolation of France.

After 1800, St Vincent had revived the use of close blockade of the
French in the Channel.(38) The effectiveness of the British blockade meant
that neither the naval protection of French colonies, nor the dispatch of
reinforcements to colonial garrisons had proved possible. As a result, France
had been deprived of all its overseas possessions, with their raw materials,
tropical produce and protected markets for manufactures. This policy had
been recommended to Parliament by Henry Dundas, later Lord Melville, First
Lord of the Admiralty, in March 1801.(39) The loss of colonial markets had
reduced French manufactured exports, thereby stimulating demand for British
manufactured goods. Although not as precisely quantified at the time, the
blockades had reduced French customs receipts by four-fifths between 1807-
09.(40) The Royal Navy’s blockades of France had preserved British political
autonomy, and heavily damaged the French economy.(41)

According to French sources, the British maritime blockade of
France had quickly proved successful. As early as 1797, the head of the

French Bureau of Commerce had written,
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The former sources of our prosperity are either lost or dried up. Our agricultural,
manufacturing and industrial power is almost extinct... The maritime war paralyses
our distant navigation and even diminishes considerably that of our coasts; so that a
great number of French ships remain inactive, and perhaps decaying in our ports.

(42)

As well as in daily newspapers of varying quality and allegiance,
details of the Royal Navy’s blockading activities were discussed in such
specialised periodicals as the Naval Chronicle, published in London since
1799. British reports were often reproduced in contemporary American
publications, particularly in New England. The public in both Britain and the
United States were therefore familiar with the maritime commercial and naval
blockades of Britain’s enemies. In Britain, blockade was evidently supported,
both by influential newspaper editors and office-holders alike.

As a result however, the controversies surrounding the use of
maritime commercial blockade were again sharpened by other trading
nations, largely focussed on the definition of contraband, and the treatment of
neutrals found to be carrying it. Britain’s specific difficulties with the United
States centred on American wartime trade with France and the shipment of
French colonial produce. Precisely what constituted enemy property, liable to
confiscation or diversion, had long been contentious. The inclusion of
weapons and ammunition had always seemed unambiguous, and the
confiscation of specie not unexpected, but foodstuffs, clothing and footwear,
timber and building materials for example, which could be for either military

or civilian use, were debatable.
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A lack of clarity either in the orders of policy-makers, or those
charged with implementing them, may have contributed to what in retrospect
looks like the loss of a valuable opportunity for effective economic warfare
earlier in Britain’s war with France. Although in an Atlantic action on the
“Glorious First of June” in 1794, Admiral Lord Howe captured six French
ships of the line while a seventh sank, the valuable convoy of 116
merchantmen which they had been protecting, laden with much-needed
American wheat, had been allowed to reach Brest unharmed. An opportunity
for gaining military and political advantage by fostering hardship and unrest
amongst the civilian population of France had apparently been lost, when
more than British public jubilation might have been achieved.(43)

Sustained maritime blockades became an ever more practical
proposition as repair and victualling facilities were further developed in a
greater number of harbours in Britain and abroad.(44) British governments
were both politically prepared and economically able to allocate the necessary
funds, victuals, naval and manpower resources to prolonged blockades. As
O’Brien demonstrates, a relatively wide tax-base and sound financial
institutions made heavy taxation and enormous long-term government
borrowing feasible.(45) Occasional alarms apart, Britain’s fiduciary paper
currency and monetary mechanisms were reliable. Administrative facilities,
with accumulated skills and experience, and a comparative absence of
corruption, made logistical support systems possible. Britain’s wealth from a
developing science-based agriculture and internal transport, advanced work-
force specialisation, world-wide trade and increasing industrialisation

underpinned a national capacity to support campaigns of maritime blockade.
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Furthermore, Britain’s blockade of an enemy’s trade coincided with
a desire to protect the market for its own carrying trade. Britain’s merchant
fleet was the world’s largest, importing raw materials and supporting an
imperative need for outlets for its increasing surplus output of manufactured
goods and re-exports. Britain’s total registered shipping first exceeded 2
million tons in 1804. By 1804-6, Britain’s seaborne trade imported over 40%
of its food, and enabled its textile manufacturers to export almost 60% of
their output. Between 1772 — 1804, Britain’s total imports had grown by
50.3%, and total exports by 111.44%. War with France had so far failed to
cause significant damage to British trade. Between 1792-1804 alone, British
imports had increased by almost 49%, and total exports by 50.4%.
Complementing the protective use of convoys, made compulsory in 1793,
stringently so after 1803, Britain could use naval blockade to confine to port
those enemy vessels which might otherwise have attacked its merchant
vessels engaged in such trade all over the world, on which its prosperity, and

therefore its ability to continue fighting, ultimately depended.(46)

The Problem of Neutrals

Britain’s maritime blockade of France inevitably involved contact
with neutral merchant vessels of various nationalities, and gave rise to
irreconcilable interpretations of maritime law. By December 1800, the French
had contrived a revival of the concept of ‘Armed Neutrality’ amongst the
countries of northern Europe including Denmark, Russia and Sweden, as a
means of countering the British blockade. The Danish fleet had been seen in

Britain as the most capable of enforcing French requirements in the Baltic.
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Diplomacy having failed, on 2 April 1801, the Royal Navy destroyed the
Danish fleet at anchor off Copenhagen, significantly weakening a European
threat to the effectiveness of the British commercial blockade of France.

The elimination of French trade with their overseas possessions
made an important contribution to Britain’s avoidance of defeat, and towards
securing the sound British economy essential to hopes of eventual victory.
While inflicting serious economic damage on France, Britain’s economy
could benefit, remaining sufficiently viable to subsidise Prussia and Holland,
paying out a further £35m to allies between 1810-15.(47) The great danger
for a belligerent power investing in the maritime blockade of an enemy with
overseas trade and possessions, was that the enemy’s displaced merchant fleet
would simply be replaced by that of a neutral eager to profit from the
vacancy. The American merchant marine had expanded rapidly since 1800,
exceeding a million tons by 1807.(48) If French merchantmen were to be
replaced by American vessels, the expensive commercial blockade of both
French homeland and colonies would be nullified. On renewal of war with
France, prize law as interpreted in England ruled that the “goods of an enemy
on board the ship of a neutral might be taken, while the goods of a neutral on
board the ship of an enemy should be restored.”(49) Britain insisted that
French cargoes on American ships were liable to seizure, but Americans
argued that any such cargo, unless obvious contraband, was immune from
confiscation or diversion. “Free ships” they argued, made for “free goods”.
Controversy became sufficiently acrimonious for Sir Christopher Robinson’s

work reporting on “the Cases argued and determined by Sir William Scott in
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the High Court of Admiralty”, published in London in 1799, to be re-
published in 1800, in Philadelphia.(50)

It was now that Scott distinguished between naval blockade of
immediate strategic importance, and maritime commercial blockade. He

wrote in 1800 that,

A blockade may be more or less rigorous, either for the single purpose of watching
the military operations of the enemy, and preventing the egress of his fleet...or on an
extended scale, to cut off all access of neutral vessels to that interdicted place; which

is strictly and properly a blockade, for the other is in truth no blockade at all, as far

as neutrals are concerned. (51)

The first was later to prove effective, and of great significance outside Brest,
and both, used together, were to be decisive when employed by the Royal
Navy in North America between 1812 and 1815.

From the outset, Britain had again sought to enforce the Rule of
1756, thought to be applicable to American carriers replacing blockaded
French merchant vessels. Initially Britain had condoned its breach by
American vessels on “discontinuous voyages”, ostensibly importing goods
from the French West Indies to the southern United States, unloading, but
immediately reloading, and re-exporting them to Europe. Shippers paid
customs duties on the ‘imports’, which the American government had
customarily re-imbursed as “drawback”, a rebate less administrative costs.
This conciliatory policy, formalised by a British Admiralty Court decision
involving the American vessel Polly in 1800, had however contributed to a

marked increase in American shipping between the Caribbean and Europe.
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American re-exports had increased almost thirty times, from $1.8m in 1792,
to $53.2m in 1805, causing concern to Britain’s West India Committee,
which represented sugar growers, merchants and shippers, as well as to the
British government.(52)

An Admiralty Court ruling on the detained American vessel Essex in
May 1805, had then reversed a policy which had seemed to threaten the
effectiveness of the British maritime blockade of France. Sir William Scott
ruled that the routine American re-imbursement of customs duty as
‘drawback’, meant that such French colonial goods had not legally been
imported into the United States, and were not therefore neutral American
goods, but liable to British confiscation. Some Americans referred
indignantly to their trade being as controlled by Britain as it had been before
independence, and James Monroe, the American Minister in London, went so
far as to demand financial compensation from the British government for lost
trade.

However, after a brief flurry of detentions of American vessels by
the Royal Navy, during which American insurance rates rose and shipper’s
profits fell, a newly elected British government under Grenville and Fox, in
effect reversed the Essex ruling. The “Fox Blockade” of northern Europe,
proclaimed in May 1806, was absolute only between the Seine and Ostend,
and was taken by its lack of reference to American ‘re-exports’, to imply that
such discontinuous voyages could be resumed. (53) Monroe however,
although initially impressed by British pragmatism, began to assert that only

American force would prevent such British interference in future.
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The Continental System, and Orders in Council

Economic warfare between Britain and France had escalated after
January 1806, with France increasingly using her domination of other
European countries to strike at British trade. In February 1806 the French had
procured the exclusion of British vessels from Prussian ports, adding to
Britain’s list of enemies. In November 1806, after Prussia had itself been
defeated by the French, the Berlin Decree had launched a Continental System
designed to close all European ports to British vessels. In reply, in January
1807, the first of fourteen successive British Orders in Council had extended
the naval blockade of France, and eventually declared all ships trading in
ports from which British vessels were excluded, liable to capture. Spencer
Perceval had succinctly summarised the purpose of Britain’s measures as,
“The objects of the Orders in Council were not to destroy the trade of the
Continent, but to force the Continent to trade with us.”’(54)

A short-lived alliance between Britain, Russia and Prussia had ended
with the defeat of Russian and Prussian armies at Freidland. The resultant
Treaty of Tilsit in July 1807, had recruited Russian co-operation into the
economic warfare against Britain, in which the Prussians were again
included. In September 1807, the Royal Navy had only dissuaded Denmark
from joining economic war against Britain, by a second bombardment of
Copenhagen. Britain’s fifth Order in Council, made on 11 November 1807,
had in effect forced trade in neutral vessels with French dominated Europe, to
pass through British ports, with the transit fees paid adding to British
revenues. In December 1807, Napoleon’s Milan Decree had sought to extend

the Continental System by detaining neutral vessels, often American, which
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had traded with Britain. It was further widened the following year by its
inclusion of the ports of Spain and Portugal. Nonetheless, some in Britain saw
the profitable expansion of neutral American maritime trade as an
opportunistic and unprincipled exploitation of the British pre-occupation with
an undemocratic European tyrant. Given Britain’s earlier relationship with
Americans, actual co-operation was probably too much to expect, but not
perhaps the avoidance of active opposition. An attempt by the Americans to
resist European interference in their neutral trade with economic pressure, by
passing a Non-Importation Act in April 1806, had greatly harmed Anglo-

American relations.(55)

The Issue of Impressment

Bad feeling between the governments of the United States and
Britain were further aggravated by the impressment by the Royal Navy of
apparently British seamen from American merchant vessels at sea. Desertion
from the Royal Navy had long been a major problem, despite being a capital
offence.(56) Therefore, the “allegiance” of British seamen found on neutral
vessels was, according to the Prince Regent, “no optional duty which they can
decline or resume at pleasure”, but “began with their birth and can only
terminate with their existence”.(57) Nevertheless, higher wages, better
conditions and a reduced risk of impressment, had so much encouraged the
transfer of British merchant seamen that, by 1807, of 55,000 seamen engaged
in American overseas trade, “not less than 40% were British born”.(58) Their

loss would be a serious economic handicap, and a Republican Congressman
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had denounced their reclamation by the Royal Navy, as an “odious and
tyrannic practice”.(59)

Accounts of the number of allegedly British seamen impressed from
American vessels, had varied. Hezekiah Niles, a Baltimore journalist,
estimated that 6,257 seamen, mostly American, had been impressed into the
Royal Navy by 1812.(60) After the war, the British lawyer-turned-historian
William James, cited a Boston newspaper’s account of a Congressional
speech, to reduce the number to 156.(61) Perhaps more credibly, William
Dudley’s “conservative estimate” of 9,991 American seamen impressed
between 1796 and 1 January 1812, “compensates for duplication of
names”.(62) The British Foreign Office did investigate some authenticated
mistakes, although repatriations appear to have been few.(63)

Some Royal Naval officers reclaimed apparently British seamen
whenever opportunity arose, their decisions complicated by the “similarity of
language and manners”, the availability of false naturalisation papers, and the
American need for trained seamen.(64) The British search for deserters
however had political implications when the examination of coastal vessels
involved the violation of American territorial waters, and even the exchange
of gunfire between British and American warships. When in June 1807,
deserters from the British squadron off Chesapeake Bay had joined American
vessels, including USS Chesapeake, then leaving for sea, HMS Leopard had
been ordered to retrieve them. When the Chesapeake ’s captain had refused
permission to board, Leopard opened fire, killing three Americans. Three of
the four men taken from the Chesapeake were found to be American and

released, the fourth, a British subject was hanged.
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News of the incident reaching Washington had strengthened
President Jefferson’s determination that an Anglo-American treaty “of amity
commerce and navigation”, which had been signed on 31 December 1806,
should not be submitted for Senate approval.(65) The Monroe-Pinkney treaty
had settled all outstanding trade issues, but attempts to agree on clauses
defining legitimate impressment had failed, and despite the allocation of extra
time, the treaty was never ratified. In March 1807, a return to Tory
government in Britain had hardened attitudes, and meant that Foreign
Secretary Canning would not agree to any re-negotiation. War had probably
been averted by the Admiralty’s recall of the North America station’s
commander, Vice-Admiral George Berkeley, tacit agreement that British
impressment policy could not include the stopping of neutral warships.
Britain was eventually to offer financial compensation, but not before
Jefferson, in July 1807, had excluded British warships from all American

waters.

A Tradition of British Blockade

On the morning of 6 August 1807, an editorial in London’s Morning
Post expressed exasperation with American maritime, commercial and
foreign policy, and volunteered its opinion that, “Three weeks of blockade of
the Delaware and Boston Harbour would make our presumptuous rivals
repent of their puerile public conduct.”’(66) That any section of British public
opinion should recommend so unambiguously the blockade of a transatlantic

partner turned rival, while still engaged in a prolonged war with France,
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measured the breakdown of a markedly interdependent commercial
relationship.

However, from the outset, independent Americans had been aware of
their vulnerability to British maritime economic warfare. Perhaps partly as a
result, Secretary of the Treasury Gallatin wrote from Washington to President
Jefferson on 25 July 1807 that, “All those places which deserve the name of
towns, & which, by the shipping they contain, or as deposits of produce &
merchandise, offer a temptation of plunder or destruction, ought to have at
least a battery to protect them against attack by a single frigate or other small
force.”(67) Specifically, he thought “the practicality of preventing an enemy

from keeping possession of the Chesapeake by anything short of a superior

naval force”, should be “inquired into”. He realised that the United States
could not deploy such a force since earlier in the year, Jefferson had made it
clear that he preferred gunboats, suitable only for sheltered waters, and in
February, Congress had ordered an additional two hundred.(68)

Gallatin thought that the risk to,

Charleston...next to New York, the greatest deposit of domestic produce in wartime,
may be greater still...the Potomac may be easily defended. But, an active enemy
might land at Annapolis, march to the city, and re-embark before the militia could be
collected to repel him... Washington will be an object, in order to destroy the ships

& naval stores, but particularly as a stroke which would give the enemy reputation &

attach disgrace to the United States. (69)

Gallatin next raised the possibility of an American pre-emptive strike,

timed for “this autumn” or “this winter”, that is, of 1807.
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But, as long as the British hold Halifax they will be able, by the superiority of their
naval force, to blockade during the greater part of the year, all our principal
seaports, and particularly New York, including the Sound, Philadelphia, the
Chesapeake and Charleston. If we take it, the difficulty to refit and obtain

refreshment will greatly diminish that evil, and enable us to draw some advantage

from our small navy on our own coast. (70)

Gallatin’s intention seems to have been the permanent occupation of at least
part of Canada, rather than as a bargaining-chip in any future negotiation over
British naval encroachments into American territorial waters or about
impressment. The Americans would surely have realised that having once
captured Halifax, any future withdrawal from it could result in an immediate
resumption of the British practice to which they had previously objected.
Gallatin next discussed war finance. Gross customs revenue for 1806
had been $14.6m, and given American neutrality, was likely to exceed $15m
in 1807.(71) Gallatin estimated that these “present imposts” would be reduced
by war to about $8m. This could be rectified by “additional duties and taxes”
of $2.5m, income from government land sales worth $0.5m and the call for a
loan of $7m, a subtotal of $10m, making available, if the loan call was
successful, about $18m.(72) He next discussed practicalities. “As for
transports on the coast of Maine for [attacks on] New Brunswick and Nova
Scotia, the embargo by Congress will give enough to us” — the envisaged
legislative ban on American overseas trade would make available sufficient
merchant ships to transport troops to the Maritime Provinces.(73) In the
event, Jefferson’s Embargo was not to be put into effect until December

1807.(74) A swift American attack on Britain’s lightly held Halifax naval
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base, while Britain was heavily engaged in its war with France, might just
conceivably have resulted in a precipitate peace based on uti possidetis, each
signatory keeping what it held when the fighting stopped. Influential though

Gallatin may have been, Jefferson evidently had not thought so.

Jefferson’s Embargo

In December 1807, Jefferson had made an attempt to impose on
Britain a fundamental change of policy by the use of economic sanctions in
the form of an Embargo on all American seaborne trade with Britain. He had
intended cutting off the American export of crucial raw materials like cotton,
and the importation of British manufactured goods. In the event, Jefferson’s
Embargo was to cause greater economic harm to the United States than to its
intended victim, and cause irreparable damage to his political career and
subsequent reputation, having left office in March 1809, according to one
British historian, “a beaten man”.(75) British vessels nevertheless remained
excluded from American waters, and trade with Britain forbidden by a Non-
Intercourse Act.(76)

Both Jefferson and James Madison, his Secretary of State, had
believed that American trade restrictions would force both European
belligerents to respect ‘neutral rights’, although the far greater extent of
Anglo-American trade had meant that Britain would be more affected than
France. Despite Jefferson’s experience, having succeeded to the Presidency in
1809, Madison had signed Macon’s No 2 Bill on 1 May 1810, which had

offered resumed trade to whichever European power repealed its restrictions

53



on neutral trade. Napoleon’s deceptive Cadore Letter to the American
Minister in Paris, apparently dated 5 August 1810, had made it look as if
France had done so, thereby ensuring that after 2 February 1811, American
trade restrictions applied solely to Britain.(77)

Furthermore, in an effort to monitor British vessels and to reduce
impressment from coastal shipping, United States warships had increasingly
patrolled the American eastern seaboard. On 16 May 1811, the American
heavy frigate President had been sent from Annapolis to investigate reports of
both British and French warships stopping American vessels offshore. In
darkness, gunfire was exchanged between the President and the British sloop
Little Belt. The smaller vessel was badly damaged. Nine British seamen were
killed and twenty-three others wounded. Diplomatic relations between Britain
and the United States were further strained. The incident had apparently been
triggered by American opposition to impressment rather than interference
with neutral American trade.(78) But if, as Tracy argues, the incident was
seen by contemporary Americans as, “a sign of the growing tendency in the
United States to resist British exercise of maritime commercial control, even
if it put the republic in the balance on the side of the Buonapartist Empire”,
then, at least until the defeat of Napoleon, further Anglo-American conflict

was, if not inevitable, then extremely likely.(79)

Madison’s Addresses to Congress

By 5 November 1811, Madison was complaining in his Presidential
Message to Congress that, “our coasts and the mouths of our harbours have

again witnessed scenes, not less derogatory to the dearest of our natural
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rights, than vexatious to the regular course of our trade. Among the
occurrences produced by British ships of war hovering on our coasts”, he
specifically mentioned the Little Belt incident, “rendered unavoidable” by the
British sloop having fired first on the heavy frigate, “being therefore alone
chargeable with the blood unfortunately shed in maintaining the honour of the
American flag”.(80) Britain’s Orders in Council, and opposition to American
designs on the Spanish territories in West and East Florida, had been added to
Madison’s catalogue of complaints, making war between a neutral engaged in
trade, and a belligerent imposing maritime blockade on a third party, seem
ever more likely.

Madison had then announced that American “gunboats have, in
particular harbours, been ordered into use. The ships of war before in
commission, with the addition of a frigate, have been chiefly employed as a
cruising guard to the rights of our coast.” “[T]he British Cabinet”, he
concluded, “perseveres ...in the execution, brought home to the threshold of
our territory, of measures which...have the character, as well as the effect, of
war on our lawful commerce”.(81)

On 1 June 1812, Madison had again addressed Congress, and
complained that British efforts to prevent neutral American carriers nullifying
the blockade of France meant that, “British cruisers have also been...violating
the rights and peace of our Coasts. They hover over and harass our entering
and departing Commerce...and have wantonly spilt American blood within
the sanctuary of our territorial jurisdiction”.(82) He had ignored the violation
of territorial jurisdiction involved in the United States annexation of Spanish

West Florida in October 1810, which had lead to Britain’s reinforcement of
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its North America squadron, and left unmentioned the current American
designs on East Florida.(83) He also accused “British traders and garrisons”
with arming and inciting the ‘Indians’, “connecting their hostility with that
influence” in explaining renewed warfare on America’s northwest frontiers.
Alternative explanations for the possession of British muskets by the
indigenous tribes were not explored, although it was not apparently until
November 1812, with the war already begun, that the British government was
to supplement the same ““articles which were sent out last year with the
Addition of 2000 Light Musquets adapted for the use of the Indian
tribes”.(84)

Madison had not mentioned that Republican ‘War Hawks’ argued
that renewed hostility with northwest frontier ‘Indians’ would provide the
pretext for the United States’ invasion of Canada, which they thought could
be completed before Britain could respond with sufficient strength,
particularly once the naval base at Halifax, Nova Scotia had been seized.(85)
Jefferson told Madison that the occupation of Quebec in 1812 and Halifax in
1813, would allow “the final expulsion of England from the American
continent”.(86) While still at war with France, and with Baltic supplies
vulnerable, Britain could not afford to abandon Canadian bases or supplies of
timber, naval stores and provisions.(87)

John Morier, Britain’s chargé d’affaires in Washington, had long
suspected the Madison administration of “eager Subserviency to France”, and
had in January 1811, reported as much to the Foreign Office in London.(88)
Twelve days later he described a letter written to the American Secretary of

State Robert Smith, as, “a pretty plain declaration that the French government
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& that of the US, regarding Britain as their common enemy, are united in
pursuing certain measures against her.” He described Smith as having

“displayed evident Symptoms of a Fear of Displeasing the French.”(89)

The Declaration of War

On 10 April 1812 Foreign Secretary Castlereagh reminded Augustus
Foster, the British Minister in Washington, of the likely origins of the war.
Since the Americans “co-operated with France by prohibiting, in concurrence
with her, the importation of British produce and manufactures into the Ports
of America...and continue to exclude British Commerce and British Ships of
War from her Ports, while they are open to those of the enemy, it is then clear
that we are at issue with America upon principles which, upon the part of this
Govt. you are not at liberty to compromise.”(90)

Castlereagh nevertheless thought that war was not yet inevitable. “It
is more probable that the near aspect [that] the question has now assumed
may awaken them to the «#++++ folly of attempting either to force or intimidate
Gr. Br., & that alarmed at the danger seen to themselves of the former attempt
and the hopelessness of the latter, they may see an opportunity of receding
without disgrace.”(91) Far from seeking any such opportunity, Madison had
referred the question to the House Foreign Relations Committee, which
supported a declaration of war. The House of Representatives voted for war,
but the Senate delayed its approval, although eventually agreed. Ironically, as

the House of Commons considered the revocation of the Orders in Council as
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far as America was concerned, on 18 June 1812, the United States declared
war on Britain.(92)
A week before war was declared, the First Lord of the Admiralty,

Robert Dundas, Lord Melville, had written to Admiral Lord Keith,

The American Government are proceeding [at] great lengths in the way of
provocation, with a view probably to local objects & to produce irritation against

this Country...undoubtedly such dangerous conduct may involve us in a quarrel.

Local British diplomats, naval and military commanders, he thought, “seem
to be using their utmost endeavour to guard against such an extremity; but it
may be beyond their power to avert.”(93) He was soon to be proved right.

The possible use of maritime economic warfare and blockade was
seldom far from either public minds or those of British decision-makers. The
strategy seemed equally applicable to the Mediterranean as to America.
Earlier in the year, the Foreign Office had instructed the Admiralty to
“Institute a strict and rigorous Blockade of the Islands of Corfu, Trano &
Paxo & their several Dependencies on the Coast of Albania”.(94) It would
now seem that just such a policy would need to be applied to the United
States.

Unsurprisingly therefore, when in June 1812, mutual Anglo-
American irritation culminated in an American declaration of war, the British
Admiralty was in due course instructed to implement just such a policy of
naval and commercial blockades of the United States. By 21 November 1812,
after a fruitless British attempt to restore peace, the Secretary of State for

War, Lord Bathurst, had ordered a precisely similar blockade of the American
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Atlantic seaboard, to start “forthwith” with, specifically, “a strict and rigorous
Blockade of the Ports and Harbors of the Bay of the Chesapeake and of the
River Delaware”.(95) By 27 November, the Admiralty had relayed the order
to its Commander-in-Chief of the “United Command” of the West Indies and
North America, Admiral Sir John Borlase Warren. On 26 December 1812,
their Lordships reinforced the order with a further letter calling for “a
complete and vigorous Blockade™.(96)

The outbreak of war with the United States hardened attitudes and
suspended much further debate in Britain on the legality of maritime
blockade. British public opinion largely reflected the government’s

determination that Britain could,

never acknowledge any blockade to be illegal which has been duly notified, and is

supplied by an adequate force, merely upon the ground of its extent, or because the

ports or coasts blockaded are not at the same time invested by land. (97)

Therefore, by the Spring of 1813, despite Britain’s preoccupation with the
ongoing Great War against Napoleon, the Royal Navy began its maritime
blockades of the United States in earnest. From the outset however, in the
event of the States bordering on British North America seceding from the
Union, their trade with Britain, “shall not be interrupted”, but “allowed to be
carried on without molestation”.(98)

Both before and after the American declaration of war, Melville
received a great deal of unsought advice, some potentially useful.(99) One
letter of January 1813, from Admiral Sir Henry Stanhope, a veteran of the

War of American Independence, was better informed than most.(100) He
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recommended a survey of the warships laid up ‘in ordinary’ and selection of
the best to be cut down as 58 gunned razees. He realised that British attacks
on “Sea Port Towns” would, for the present, be “unavailable and disastrous
without such a Land Force as the Circumstances of the Country could not
perhaps readily admit”. He would however “effectually blockade them by
such a well connected Chain of commanding Force as They should not be
able to oppose, composed of small Squadrons under the Command of active
and intelligent officers”. Knowing from personal experience that “the Coast
of America in its vast Extent, has innumerable small Harbours and Inlets as
well for Trade as for the building and equipping of Armed vessels”, he
recommended “keeping them in perpetual Alarm” by using Marines for feint
and genuine attacks on coastal targets, before “the speediest Reembarkation”.

Over the remaining two years of war, much of this advice was to be followed

with great effect.
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Chapter 2: Constraints and Solutions.

“I think the fact is that the Admiralty have merely humbugged Sir J... They have equally
tricked him in withdrawing reinforcements and most shamefully neglected the squadron in
the West Indies, and on this Coast. What the devil they intend is hard to divine, bur certain it
is to say that our navy will be disgraced and our trade ultimately ruined unless very speedy
addition is made to every division in these seas.” George Hulbert, Flag Secretary and Prize
Agent to Admiral Sir John Warren, to his brother John Hulbert, 2 January 1813.(1)

War at a Distance

If the Royal Navy was to impose the hardships of economic warfare
on the enemy, its new war would generally have to be fought across the
Atlantic. There, its main North America base at Halifax, Nova Scotia, was
almost 2,500 miles from London or Liverpool, and over 600 miles from New
York, the United States major port and commercial centre. As shown by Map
1, it would need bases at St John’s, Newfoundland and St John, New
Brunswick to contribute to the defence of Canada. It would also have to use
its base in Bermuda, itself 650 miles from the nearest American mainland at
Cape Hatteras, North Carolina. This however, was 700 miles from New York,
and 1,000 from Savannah, Georgia. Prevailing winds, currents and trade
routes all meant that vessels from Europe would frequently approach North
America from the Caribbean, and the West Indies would therefore be
involved in Britain’s war with the United States. Bases in Jamaica, the
Bahamas, and Antigua in the Leeward Islands, would also be needed.

It would take the first Commander-in-Chief of a new United
Command of North America and the West Indies, Admiral Sir John Borlase
Warren, six and a half weeks to reach his post from Portsmouth, typically
encountering contrary winds and autumnal gales.(2) On arrival, he would be

responsible for British naval and diplomatic affairs over an American eastern
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seaboard of over 2,000 miles, without taking into account major estuaries and
innumerable creeks and inlets, or the circumference of many major islands
like Long Island off New York.

Geographically therefore, Warren’s responsibilities would range
from Newfoundland and New Brunswick, at latitude 48 degrees north, to
include the entire American eastern seaboard to the Mississippi estuaries,
Mobile and New Orleans, and extend across the Caribbean to the Leeward
Islands to latitude 12 degrees north. Even during Britain’s engagement in a
world-wide war against the French Empire, this vast area represented an
intimidating responsibility, and for all but the most able and energetic, itself
an intellectual burden and psychological constraint on decision-making.
Decisions on one area would affect others, often far distant and beyond reach,
in ways difficult to predict. Although far from being the oldest serving naval
Commander in Chief, this might well have been a daunting prospect for a
man aged 59 when appointed. Even after receiving some urgently needed
reinforcements, Warren reminded the First Lord of the Admiralty in late
December 1813 that, “The Extent of this Coast however is immense; that to
shut up all ports would require Twice my Numbers.”(3)

Delays in communication over such distances would present a major
problem both before and throughout the war. Dispatches from the American
coast might occasionally reach Liverpool or Plymouth in a minimum of 24
days, but still need express overland transport to London before governmental
decisions were possible. Any initial advantage gained by rapid eastward
transit would be offset by the six week westward voyage with any reply.(4)

Within the North American theatre, written communications, often
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necessarily duplicated to safeguard against loss or delay, could take weeks to
reach those expected to implement them. Such delays would have to be
allowed for in the transmission of political instructions relayed by the
Admiralty in London to the commander-in-chief, and in his tactical orders to
subordinates.

Before the American declaration of war, Foreign Secretary
Castlereagh’s instructions to the Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty on 9
May 1812, ponderously attempted to cover every eventuality, “in
consideration of the length of time that must necessarily elapse between any
hostile measures on the part of the United States and any orders which the
commanders of His My’s Ships & Vessels upon their coasts could receive
from your Lordships.” British commanders in North America were to have
“Instructions & Authority to repel any hostile aggression”, but were “at the
same time to take especial care that they commit no Act of Aggression”.

If warlike American intentions were “certified to them” by
documentary evidence, they were to “pursue such measures either offensive
or defensive as may be most effective for annoying the Enemy”, and
“protecting the Trade of His My’s Subjects”. Castlereagh reiterated to their
Lordships that they must “strictly command and enjoin the Commanders. . .to
exercise all possible forbearance”.(5) This constraint so impressed itself on
Vice-Admiral Herbert Sawyer, C in C North America at Halifax that, even
after HMS Belvidera had been attacked by USS President, on 23 June, and
lives lost on both sides, he was to release the three American prizes the
Belvidera took as she made good her escape to Nova Scotia. When Belvidera

reached Halifax on 27 June, Sawyer had not received any official

63



confirmation of war, and so remained cautiously averse to any risk of
reprimand.

The lack of rapid transatlantic communication had itself contributed
to the outbreak of the war. Britain’s eventual acceptance of Napoleon’s
apparent renunciation of the French Berlin and Milan decrees, which had
attempted the economic isolation of Britain, would lead to Parliament’s
revocation of Britain’s retaliatory Orders in Council.(6) Two-thirds of
Madison’s catalogue of complaints against Britain to Congress on 1 June
1812, had been his denunciation of the Orders, and in the absence of
diplomatic progress, on 18 June 1812, the United States had declared war.
Unknown to Congress, Parliament was to revoke the Orders as far as America
was concerned, on 23 June, to be effective from 1 August. The issue of Royal
Naval impressment of Americans at sea however, remained unresolved, and
subsequent British attempts at armistice were to come to nothing. Most of the
American maritime trade that Britain would seek to disrupt was to be found
on the United States eastern coastline at some stage of the transaction, and
therefore for the British, this was to be a war fought at a distance.

When the United States declared war on Britain in June 1812, the
Royal Navy was, from the outset, constrained by the number of vessels it
could keep in North America. The fact was well recognised in Britain, with
the war against France in its nineteenth year. Despite a British numerical
superiority in warships, demands were such that shortages became critical.
On 17 June 1812, Admiral George Hope, of the Board of Admiralty, confided
privately to Admiral Lord Keith, that intelligence grew of a build-up of

French warships at Aix Roads, causing such anxiety that a pre-emptive strike



was contemplated. “We are bringing forward frigates as fast as we can, but
how it will be possible to keep up the system of Blockade [of France] as he
increases his Force, is beyond my comprehension for it is totally impossible
to increase our navy in that ratio.” Nevertheless, he added, “America.. .at this
moment is very doubtful & we must provide for whatever may happen there.”
(7)

That Britain’s Royal Navy was overstretched was also recognised by
some in Congress. Recommending American naval expansion to the House in
January 1812, Republican Representative Langdon Cheves rejected the
argument that an American navy would inevitably be overwhelmed by the
Royal Navy. A British fleet with “the high sounding number of a thousand
ships appals the mind”, but was “a great misconception” when subjected to
“an examination of its actual force and the numerous requisitions which are
made upon it”.(8)

Furthermore, in his speech opposing American naval expansion,
fellow Republican Adam Seyburt was mistaken in asserting that Halifax,
Nova Scotia and Bermuda could “afford every facility to fit and repair”
British vessels in North America. Therefore, he had wrongly argued, that the
29 British vessels in Halifax and Newfoundland, specified in his copy of
Steel’s List for July 1811, alone constituted “a force in itself very superior to
that of all the vessels belonging to the American navy”.(9) In common with
the Royal Navy’s Caribbean bases, neither Halifax nor Bermuda had dry-
dock facilities, and in other respects, like the persistent shortage of skilled
labour, Britain’s naval bases in North America were far from ideal. Vessels

needing major repair would have to return to Britain.(10)
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A later list of the “active sea-going material of the Royal navy,
exclusive of harbour vessels and inefficient or non-fighting ships”, compiled
from earlier sources, reduced Britain’s effective fleet still further. According
to Clowes, Britain had in 1811, a total of 657 vessels, of which 124 were
ships of the line. By 1812, continued hard use had reduced these figures to
623 and 120 respectively.(11) In reply to Warren’s persistent pleas for
reinforcements, the Admiralty insisted, that by 10 February 1813, his ‘United
Command’ had no less than 97 vessels, including “Eleven Sail of the Line”,
34 frigates, 38 sloops and 12 smaller craft, so generous a proportion as to be
creating strain elsewhere. He had, the Admiralty insisted, a force “much
greater in proportion than the National Navy of the Enemy...would seem to
warrant”. Therefore, “it may not be possible to maintain on the Coast of
America for any length of time a force so disproportionate to the Enemy as
that which, with a view of enabling you to strike some decisive blow, they
have now placed under your orders”.(12) The American navy however, was
not conveniently concentrated to facilitate any immediate ‘decisive blow’, nor
would blockade produce immediate results. The Admiralty’s ill-considered
criticism shows, at least, a confusion of objectives.

If, by then, Warren had indeed been sent “about one seventh of all
the Sea going Vessels in the British Navy”, the Royal Navy would have had a
total of 679 vessels.(13) In fact, not all of the vessels promised had arrived,
and others were so unfit for use on arrival as to need immediate repair. On
such an extended coastline, all those vessels available to him would not even
allow Warren to place, “all of the Enemy’s Ports in a state of close and

permanent Blockade”.(14)
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Furthermore, during the first six months of the war the number of
vessels available for blockading or any other duties, was to be depleted by a
succession of unexpected British defeats in single ship actions. The defeat of
HMS Guerriere, 38, by USS Constitution, 44, on 19 August 1812 had come
before Warren’s arrival in Halifax, and was not therefore due to his personal
“want of due precaution”, but other “naval Disasters” were to follow, and did
indeed “make a strong impression on the public mind”, both then and
since.(15) The loss of the Macedonian to the American heavy frigate United
States followed on 25 October 1812. The defeat of HMS Java also by the
Constitution, although under a different commander, came on 29 December
1812. These major defeats were accompanied by those of smaller British
vessels. On 14 August 1812, HMS Alert, 16, had surrendered to the American
frigate Essex, 32, to be followed on 13 October by the schooner Laura,10.
The Frolic, 18, was taken by the Wasp, also of 18 guns, on 18 October, and
although later recaptured, had been amongst those British vessels unavailable
between August and December 1812.(16) Moreover, on 10 September 1813,
an entire British squadron of six vessels was to be lost in a fleet action with
nine American vessels on Lake Erie, a defeat, which in the event, the
Americans proved unable to exploit fully.(17)

Nonetheless, these surrenders came as a profound shock to naval
professionals, politicians, newspaper editors and the nation as a whole, many
of whom had come to regard the Royal Navy as practically invincible.
Complacency, a preference for paint and polish and in some cases an absence
of regular gun-drill, were each to contribute to a series of British ships

striking their colours to American opponents. At the resultant court-martial,
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the loss of the Peacock to the USS Hornet, on 24 February 1813, was
attributed at least in part to a “want of skill in directing the Fire, owing to an
omission of the Practice of exercising the crew in the use of the Guns for the
last three Years...”.(18) Warren ordered that “times of exercising the Great
Guns and small Arms be always entered in the Ships Log conformable to the
General printed Instructions.”(19) The Admiralty later issued a circular order
that the scouring of iron stanchions and ring bolts should be “gradually
discontinued” and replaced by “exercise at Arms”.(20) The early defeats were
to some extent redressed in British minds by the capture, on 1 June 1813, of
the American frigate Chesapeake by the British frigate Shannon, where gun
drill had long been exemplary. More importantly however, these actions did
not prevent the Royal Navy’s now persistent application of an increasingly
effective commercial blockade of the American population.

Less unexpectedly, navigational hazards would also reduce the
number of British vessels available on the North America and West Indies
stations. The first was the sloop Emulous from the Halifax squadron,
grounded and lost on Cape Sable on 2 August 1812, soon to be followed by
the loss of the schooner Chub. A more serious loss on 5 October 1812 was
that of the sixth rate Barbadoes, 24, newly transferred to the Leeward Islands
squadron, and carrying £60,000 as the payroll for Halifax Dockyard.(21)
Another significant loss was that of the frigate Southampton, 32, of the
Jamaica squadron, which struck a Caribbean reef on 27 November 1812,
together with Vixen, an American prize taken five days before.(22) On 5
December 1812, the brig Plumper, carrying £70,000 from Halifax to St John,

New Brunswick, was lost off Point Lepreau.(23) For British blockading
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squadrons, and the American vessels attempting to evade them, shifting

sandbars were to pose a navigational problem throughout the war.

The Navy Estimates

In Britain, Parliament regularly made the necessary financial
provision for warship building, manning the Royal Navy, and for repairing
wear and tear. Annual estimates of the cost of its operations across the world
were debated and voted on. The ‘ordinary estimate’ for ships and dockyard
facilities was fixed at £1.6m in 1811, and £1.4m in 1812. It was to exceed
£1.7m for both 1813 and 1814, and approach £2.3m in 1815.(24) ‘Extra’
estimated expenditure, customarily intended for meeting increased
maintenance and adding new ships, exceeded £2m in 1811, but was reduced
to £1.7m in 1812. It was to rise by more than 66% in 1813, to more than
£2.8m, and to remain above £2m for the following year.(25) The annual
parliamentary vote for the number of seamen and marines was a financial
formula which provided theoretically for 145,000 men in both 1811 and 1812.
Having fallen t0140,000 in 1813, this was to reach a total of 207,400 in 1814.
In practice, these figures meant that around 130,000 men were financially
allowed for between 1812 and 1814.(26)

Ultimately, financial constraints governed the logistical support for
the war in North America as elsewhere, and determined the supplies of
provisions, and ordnance. The Navy Estimate fixed annually by the House of
Commons had reached £19.8m in 1811, and despite having fallen slightly to
£19.3m in 1812 was to reach a record £20m in 1813. It reverted to £19.3m for

1814. Clearly, Britain’s economic strength and relative financial and fiscal
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efficiency was such that as well as the political will, the necessary finance,
although customarily in arrears, was nevertheless available to fight the
Americans as well as the French between 1812 and 1815.(27)

According to the Admiralty, on his arrival at Halifax on 26
September 1812, Warren’s United Command was to be comprised of 83
named ‘Ships in Sea Pay’. Some however, were in urgent need of
refurbishment or repair. Thirty-seven were based either at Halifax or
Newfoundland, and the rest in the Caribbean.(28) Among them were the
elderly 64 gunned Africa, launched as long before as 1781, and the
obsolescent Antelope, 50. Eight frigates, with between 38 and 32 guns, were
supplemented by 25 brigs and sloops with less than twenty guns, and by two
receiving ships.

The Royal Navy in North America was opposed by a United States
Navy of 17 vessels, of which seven were frigates.(29) Three were heavy
frigates, nominally of 44 guns but mounting more, the practise of most sailing
navies. Sturdily constructed, with crucial parts of southern ‘live’ oak, they
had proved resistant to damage, and were usually fast enough to outsail
potentially superior opposition, such as a British 74, in all but the heaviest
seas. Three further frigates were rated as having 36 guns, and a fourth with
32. Ten years of Republican opposition to naval expansion and economising
on maintenance had however contributed to a deterioration in their condition.
Two frigates, the Boston and the New York were found to be beyond repair,
and another, the Adams was razeed into a 28 gun corvette.(30) Only eight
other sloops and brigs, carrying between 18 and 12 guns had been built since

1800, including the brig Viper, added as recently as 1810. Flotillas of
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gunboats intended to guard harbours and estuaries had been built, but had
proved unusable beyond sheltered waters, and were unpopular and difficult to
man. Seagoing traditions in American coastal regions meant that skill levels
in the United States ‘public’ vessels were often very high, and morale had
been raised by American naval successes against North African pirates and in
the Quasi War against France between 1797 and 1801.(31) By December
1812, the United States Navy had lost to the Royal Navy nothing bigger than
the Wasp, 18.(32)

Despite its comparatively small size, the United States Navy formed
a significant constraint on both British strategic planning and tactical
operations. It posed a potential threat to British seaborne trade, especially in
the early stages of a maritime economic war, with voyages begun before its
declaration still incomplete. British vessels used to convoy economically
important merchant ships could not at the same time be used to blockade
American ports. British vessels stopping to deal with one American threat to a
merchant convoy, could not guard it as it sailed on, against the possibility of
attack by other American vessels, including privateers. Even with relatively
small numbers, American warships presented the British with a problem of

priorities.

Re-Provisioning, Refit and Repair

Whatever the number of British warships available on the North
American station, they would inevitably need continual re-provisioning, refit
and repair, and their crews time to recover from the cumulative effects of

illness and injury, especially after action or bad weather. Theoretically, only a
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third of the force available might be deployed at any one time since one third
might be under repair and another third in transit to or from its base. In
practice, operational necessity and the expertise of specialist crew members
such as sailmakers, riggers and carpenters would make it possible to postpone
a return to port. Copper sheathing, routinely applied to the hulls of Royal
Naval vessels since about 1779, offered protection against marine worms and
weed growth, and had increased the time before hull-cleaning was again
necessary.(33) Nevertheless, in October 1813, Warren had reported to the
Admiralty that one-fifth of his force was either on passage, or needed refitting
or heavy repair.(34)

An acute shortage of food and water might make return imperative,
and occasionally this factor is evidently a constraint on Britain’s
implementation of maritime economic warfare. One of the most serious
potential limits to a strategy of blockade which, in order to be both legal and
effective required a continuous presence, was the need of blockading crews
for provisions. To a great extent however, the basic supplies of food and drink
for blockading squadrons was to be provided by the Victualling Board’s
provisioning service, which has been described as “the most important
triumph of eighteenth-century British naval administration”, and which
continued its work into the early years of the following century.(35) Failing
or contrary winds might take a squadron off station, or prolong a passage to
another, but generally the crew’s needs for food and drink were reliably and
efficiently catered for. The availability of basic foodstuffs allowed the Royal

Navy in North America to remain “on station, performing the tasks of

seapower”.(36)
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Provisioning agents in Halifax and Bermuda would make local
purchases to supplement supplies of preserved food sent out from Britain by
contractors such as Andrew Belcher, responsible in 1813 for victualling the
North America station. (37) Salt-beef, salt-pork, split-peas, butter and cheese
was sent out in casks, with bagged biscuit. ‘Strong’ beer and spirits, including
rum, complemented or replaced often long-stored water, while fresh meat,
milk and eggs might be supplied by livestock kept aboard. Provisions might
be acquired by ad hoc arrangements made offshore, such as fishing over the
side, or by the confiscation of an enemy cargo.

Shortages might be resolved with illicit American supplies, bought
or taken from the shore, from visiting boats, or from those encountered at sea.
Profit-seeking Americans had long been a handicap to the United States war
effort. Madison’s second embargo attempted to reduce if not eradicate “the
palpable and criminal intercourse held with the enemy’s forces blockading or
invading the waters and shores of the United States”.(38)

While in Massachusetts Bay in October 1813, Captain Hayes of the
razee Majestic found that, “The Inhabitants of Province Town are disposed to
be on friendly terms, and have promised to allow the ships to take water from
their Wells and on reasonable terms will supply them with fish Fruit and
Vegetables & also good firewood.” In return, Hayes provided “a note to
several Owners of Schooners going for a Cargo, stating the assistance
afforded the Majestic and recommending their being permitted to pass.”(39)
The Royal Navy’s need for food and water therefore occasionally prevented

the achievement of a completely impervious commercial blockade of the

United States.
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Recruitment and Desertion

Recruiting and retaining sufficient manpower was a problem in both
navies, especially limiting operations involving contact with the shore.
Although better paid than British crews, American seamen transferred from
the sea to gunboats or the Lakes, and so deprived of their bounties or
incentives, tended to desert or fail to re-enlist on completion of their agreed
term. As the war progressed, and British commercial blockade increased
unemployment amongst American merchant seamen, the problem for the
United States Navy might have been eased but for the dissatisfaction caused
by lack of pay other than in Treasury notes subject to up to 25% discount.
(40)

Between 1811 —13, 29,405 men were press-ganged into the Royal
Navy, but in the same period, 27,300 deserted.(41) Recruitment and retention
was so great a problem for the navy in Britain that even when ships were
newly available, crews were hard to find. On 4 June 1813, Melville wrote to
Warren that, “Some of our Fir Frigates have been launched, and others are
coming forward. The whole will probably be completed in the course of this
year, but we have great Difficulty in procuring men for them.”(42) For the
British, desertion was such a lasting concern that soon after arriving in
Halifax, Warren had issued a proclamation promising deserters leniency, and
encouraging British seamen in American service to return. It was something
his predecessor had already tried, although with little success in either case.
Warren went further. He wrote asking Melville to suggest to the Prince

Regent that a royal pardon of deserters would prove effective.(43)
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The desertion problem may have been worsened by low morale
caused partly by delay in the distribution of prize money. On 5 November

1812, Warren wrote to Melville that such delay caused,

a bad effect among the Seamen as the Contrast is too great for their feelings to
observe the Americans as Capturing, Condemning Selling and Dividing the profits

of the British ships [taken] & that not one of the enemy vessels brought in by their

Exertions has as yet been bestowed upon them. (44)

After the early months of 1813, even unshared prizes, which formed the
majority, took a year to settle.(45) Adjudication for the sixth of prizes shared
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