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Naval History of the United States, from the commencement of 
the Revolutionary War to the present time

By THOMAS CLARK. 2 Vols. 12mo. pp. 594. Philadelphia, 1814.

It  is the misfortune of the author of this book, to be ignorant of the profession, 
connected with the events, which he has attempted to record. Sea-faring men are 
proverbial for their love of the marvellous; and too much of the historical matter of 
the work, rests on the testimony of those, whose very pursuits, we greatly fear, tend 
to lessen the obligations of morality, and in many of whom, the lust for gain has 
overcome the restraints of education. We speak of Privateers-men.—In no country 
of the civilized world, excepting our own, are men of this description held in any 
other estimation, than that of a necessary evil: Their wealth may sometimes obtain 
for them a mercenary consideration; but it is reserved for Christian America, to 
distinguish these  legalized  freebooters,  by office  and commendation. In  justice, 
however, to Mr. Clark, and as an avowal, in some measure due to this portion of 
the community, we willingly admit, that, owing to the smallness of our regular, and 
perhaps to the superior attainments of those who compose the mercantile marine, 
the  privateering  system,  as  practised  by  our  own  countrymen,  has  been  more 
creditable to those engaged in it, and, in proportion to their numbers, marked with 
fewer scenes of profligacy, than that of any other nation. Still, it is idle to expect 
results, which can only proceed from conduct emanating from principles of honour 
and integrity, to be often produced among men whose daily business is rapine and 
plunder:  and  it  is  ridiculous  to  record  the  desperate  struggles  of  cupidity  in 
retaining its ill-gotten hordes, as the high and chivalrous courage, which prompts a 
man to lay down his life in maintaining the honour of his country. i The historical 
facts  which are  only supported by such testimony,  must  ever  be received  with 
distrust, and the bare-faced boastings of this class of men, during the late war, are 
too recent  in  our  memories,  not  to  bring with them the  recollection  of  similar 
vapourings of their achievements, among the private warriors of the enemy—and 
frequently applied to the same combat. It happened more than once, that an English 
private-armed ship entered the ports of her country, proudly exhibiting the injuries 
received in a desperate conflict with a regular American cruizer, which she had 
beaten off with great loss, and their admiring countrymen were yet in the zenith of 
their applause, when a paper appears from the western continent, giving the exact 
counterpart of the tale, with this trilling difference—that the regular pendant was 
transferred from Jonathan to John Bull. We remember one marked instance of this 
discrepant testimony, where the Englishman—happening to go into a distant port 
in the East, and where the refutation of his statement has probably never been seen 
to this day—was honoured with municipal distinctions for his bravery,  with the 
usual accompaniments of an address and a gold-box:—His ship probably owed her 
escape from capture, to the sagacity of the yankee who commanded the privateer 
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opposed to him, and who abandoned the combat, upon discovering that should he 
be successful, he was likely to verify the boyish proverb, of receiving "more cuffs 
than coppers:"—And yet the hero had the modesty to select for his opponent, in a 
protracted fight of several hours, the sloop of war Wasp, and commanded by the 
regretted Blakely—a ship and commander, that twice settled the controversy with 
enemy's regular cruisers within the short space of one half hour.

Too much of the volume before us, rests upon similar statements; and we regret 
that  Mr.  Clark  had  not  confined  himself  to  the  acts  of  Congress,  which  now 
compose so large a part  of his book, and the official  documents of the regular 
service—it  would  then  have  formed  a  valuable  work  for  reference,  and  been 
untainted with a profusion of matter, which, to say the least, is of very doubtful 
authority.  As the author wrote his book during the war,  instead of awaiting the 
termination of the struggle, it is necessarily incomplete; and we hope that, should 
he determine to continue it to the close of the contest, he will reject all but such 
matter  as  can  be  supported  by  the  evidence  of  men,  whose  lives  are  not  so 
repugnant to the discovery of truth, as are those of some of the heroes whom he has 
dignified with niches in his temple of Fame.

Mr. Clark, appears also to have fallen into the common error of his countrymen, 
that  the  trident  of  Neptune  has  passed  from the  grasp  of  Britannia  to  that  of 
Columbia; and that it is enough to insure success, to have the Stars and Stripes 
flying over the quarterdeck, or the pendent of an American Commodore abroad 
from the  main-top-gallant-mast  head.—This  desire  to  monopolize  the  glory  of 
marine warfare to our own people, is however less extravagant in the author than in 
most  of  his  cotemporary writers:  it  is  not  accompanied  with any very material 
assertions, that have met our eyes, which are not true; though we think in many 
instances he might have more ingenuously accounted for the result, by explicitly 
stating the force of the respective combatants, than by suffering the reader to infer, 
that our victories were owing to causes inherent either in our physical or political 
constitutions.—There is much idle talking in this country, of the effects produced 
on our seamen, by the freedom of our institutions. Liberty and equality may have 
their merited estimation in the minds of our citizens on shore—but we apprehend 
that neither of these popular deities are admitted to an abiding place on board a 
vessel  of  war.  Our  successes  have  been  owing  to  very  different,  if  not  very 
opposite causes—for successes we have had, and under circumstances that give us 
a title to an honest fame—which make the exaggerated boastings of many among 
us,  as  unnecessary to our reputation,  as  they may eventually be ruinous to our 
service.  It  was  the  confidence  generated  by  the  indiscriminating  and  besotted 
plaudits  of  the  British  nation,  that  induced  the  neglect,  which  left  their  ships 
unprepared  to  cope  with  a  brave,  enterprising  and  acute  enemy;  and  which 
destroyed  in an hour,  the charm of invincibility,  that  had supported them for a 
century.



Contributions to Nautical History   3

The declaration of war in 1812, found the navy of the United States, consisting 
only of seventeen sea-worthy vessels, exclusive of one or two small Schooners and 
Gun-boats. Of this number, seven were Frigates, and the remainder Corvettes and 
Brigs—most  of  the  latter  very  light.  This  was  a  fearful  odds,  with  which  to 
adventure against the most formidable marine in the world; and the chances were, 
that blockade or capture would soon drive the American flag from the ocean. The 
adventure was made, however, and we beg the patience of the reader for a few 
minutes, while we endeavour to show with strict impartiality, with what success.

There is something deceptive in the ordinary manner of rating vessels, but in a less 
degree than is generally supposed. It  is not among the smallest of our triumphs, 
that we have driven our late enemy to an alteration of a mode which had been 
sanctioned by long usage, and to the adoption of another, more wide of conveying 
a comparative idea of the true force of vessels, and which is knowingly and grossly 
perverted under the patronage of official authority. There was none of the Bulletins 
of  Napoleon  more  framed  for  the  deception  of  the  people,  than  is  the  present 
authorized list of the British navy.—If we go back half a century, we find vessels 
of war carrying the actual number of guns at which they were rated: The invention 
of carronades has since gradually introduced an alteration in the upper deck, which 
is tolerably uniform, and commonly gives to vessels, over the grade of sloops of 
war, ten guns more than the rate by which they are called. Formerly the quarter-
deck and forecastle were much smaller than at present, and only connected by a 
narrow passage on each side of the ship, called gang-ways:—since the introduction 
of short guns, and spar decks, the number of guns has been increased; so that a ship 
which once carried 28 long eighteens on her gun-deck, and 8 nines, or twelves, on 
her quarter-deck, with two of similar calibre on her forecastle, rated at what she 
carried, 38 guns; but now, a ship of the same rate, will carry 28 eighteen pounders 
below—14 thirty-two pound carronades on her quarter-deck, and 8 of the latter on 
her forcastle, or perhaps in the room of two of them, long twelves—making in the 
whole 50 guns.  This class of ships the British now rate at 48—though more of 
them can carry (and probably would in the event of a war) 50 or even 52, than 48 
guns.  But  the  inconsistency  of  the  new  mode  of  rating  is  more  strikingly 
exemplified in the two next grades of frigates.—The only difference between an 
English 36 and 32, is in the size and weight of metal. The number of their guns is 
generally the same, at the most differing only 2; viz. they mount on the gun-deck 
of each, 26 guns—the former eighteen pounders, the latter twelves—and they put 
above,  as many guns  as  they think the vessel  will  bear—commonly enough to 
bring the whole number up to 42 or 44. This is a case, in which, if they adhere 
strictly to the number of guns, two vessels of at least one third difference in actual 
force, will be of the same nominal rate. It is true the old manner of rating leads to 
some  errors,  and  misconceptions  of  the  force  of  vessels,  yet  it  preserves  the 
comparative difference between ships, better than any one which has been adopted 
in its room; and it answers the material object of the practice, that of ascertaining 
the relative force of one ship with another.
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An opinion was industriously circulated in Great Britain, that the variation of the 
number of guns from the rate of the ship was confined to the navy of this country; 
whereas,  in  fact,  it  was  in  their  own  service,  that  a  more  sweeping  kind  of 
classification was resorted to, that brought down the Guerriere, Ville de Milan, &c. 
&c. ships of nearly the dimensions, and pierced, for 54 guns, (like our 44's,) to the 
level of their own 38's. The frigates of the American navy have been confined to 
three rates,  viz.—44's,  36's  and 32's.  The first  are  large ships,  with thick sides, 
heavy  spars,  and  great  length:  they  carry  on  their  gun  decks  30  twenty-four 
pounders, on their quarter-decks 16 thirty-two, or forty-two pound carronades, on 
their forecastles 8 more of the latter description of armament, making in the whole 
54 guns. One or two ships of this class, which have been built since the war, carry 
ten guns on their forecastle, making a total of 56. But the actual number of guns of 
those far-famed ships the President, United States and Constitution, was 54—or 27 
in broadside:—they sometimes had a superfluous chase-gun, and sometimes made 
up their broadsides by shifting-guns. Thus the President has carried 55 and 56; and 
again  when  captured,  we  believe,  mounted  only  52,  her  fighting  number  in 
broadside  being,  however,  27.  The  36's  were,  the  Constellation  Congress  and 
Chesapeake: these vessels corresponded with the English 38s―and the two former 
were  large  ships  of  that  grade,  the  latter  was  rather  smaller,  and  in  less 
favour―they each fought 25 in broadside. The Essex was the 32―and differed but 
little from English ships of her class, except in having thirty-two pound carronades 
in the place of most of her long twelves.

The carronade is a gun of modern invention, and intended solely for close action. 
At the distance of half a mile, it is of but little use, from the inaccuracy of its aim, 
and at twice that distance nearly harmless. The powder is confined in a chamber, in 
order to give more force to its explosion, and the quantity reduced, in a thirty-two 
pounder, from 11 to less than 3 lbs. The carronade is shorter by two thirds than 
ship guns, and its weight, in the thirty-two pounder, reduced from near three tons 
to less than one;—it consequently follows that it is sooner heated, less manageable 
when heated—of very uncertain aim, but of much more efficiency in close fight. It  
is  by the adoption of this  invention, that  small  vessels,  which formerly carried 
sixes, nines, and twelves, now carry eighteen, twenty-four, and thirty-two pound 
carronades.  The consequences  are,  that  actions between small vessels are much 
sooner terminated than formerly,  and from the quantities of grape and cannister, 
thrown by guns of such large calibre, of a more deadly character. It is however a 
matter  of  dispute,  which is  the better  gun  for  the  ordinary vicissitudes  of  sea-
service; and it is certain that Captain Porter in the Essex, might as well have had 
nothing as his carronades, during the greater part of the action in which he was 
captured. All of the small vessels we have alluded to in our service, were, however, 
armed with this kind of gun, which was of a calibre suited to the size of the ship, 
from a forty-two to an eighteen pounder.

We believe it is now generally conceded, that Minerva did not preside over the 
councils which dictated our first movements of a belligerent nature against the late 
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enemy.—On the 18th of June, 1812, a squadron, consisting of three frigates and 
two sloops, was lying in the port of New-York ready for sea, under the orders of 
Commodore Rogers. That officer immediately went out in quest of the enemy; and 
doubtless was of much service, in compelling the British to unite their force, and in 
lessening  the  danger  to  our  scattered  trade.  But,  a  few  weeks  of  activity  and 
previous care, might have increased that squadron to seven frigates and as many 
sloops of war—a force, at that time, competent to the blockade of both Halifax and 
Bermuda. This, although a miniature picture,  would have exhibited some of the 
usual  aspects  of  war,  and  it  may safely  be  asserted,  would  have  preserved  an 
immense amount of property then afloat and at the mercy of the English cruisers. 
No such foresight, however, characterized the navy department, and the maritime 
war became, like the struggle on the land at a later day, a series of splendid and 
victorious  conflicts,  but  little  connected  with  the  objects  of  the  contest,  and 
affording brilliant  instances  of discipline and courage expended in separate  and 
unavailing combats, producing nothing but renown to the actors, and from them, a 
reflected lustre on their country.

The first action, of any moment, which occurred, was between the Constitution and 
Guerriere—This was a fight, extremely fair in circumstances,—both ships being 
completely prepared for the combat, the one seeking, and the other not avoiding it:
—contrary to all expectation, the result was determined in a much less time than 
was  anticipated  by the  victors  themselves,  and  with  a  disparity  of  loss  utterly 
disproportioned to the difference of force in the two vessels. In size, the ships were 
nearly equal—in guns, the Constitution had the advantage of two in her broadside
—and in metal, on her gun deck, it was nominallyii in her favour as four to three:—
this was certainly a material  advantage,  and when aided by a difference of 170 
men, such an one, as would have made it discreditable to the American arms not to 
have conquered. The merit of Captain Hull was, in overlooking the reputation and 
moral superiority of his enemy, acquired in a long course of victories, which had 
made him a stranger to defeat, and had nearly driven every foe, less adventurous 
than himself, from the ocean. Had the case been reversed, the American captain 
could not have led down upon his enemy with more confidence, or done his work 
in a more masterly style, than did Captain Hull, in assailing what was the  crack 
ship of the enemy in these seas. To all but nautical men, conversant with causes 
and effects in marine service,  the conclusion of this engagement seemed as the 
concurrence  of  untoward  circumstances,  which  for  a  novelty  had  united,  to 
accomplish the defeat of those whom fortune had hitherto kept unacquainted with 
disaster;  and  it  was  universally  expected  that  another  conflict  would  speedily 
restore  the  laurel  to  the  brows  of  Britannia.  But  to  the high  moral  courage  of 
American seamen, was added consummate discipline: and the size of their navy, 
forbidding  that  men  of  insufficient  qualifications,  should  obtain  command  or 
confidence, the excitement from the glory of this first combat gave a stimulus to 
their character which will probably endure for ages.
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To Captain Hull belongs the honour of having broken the first lance successfully: 
and it is not the least thing worthy of notice in this war, that the first combat was 
characterized by the same skill, the same confidence in the victors, and the same 
ardour to meet the enemy, as distinguished the last.

The  Wasp of  16  thirty-two  pound  carronades  and  two  long  twelves,  with  a 
complement of about 140 men including officers, was the next public vessel that 
had an opportunity of meeting an enemy. Her opponent was the Frolic, a brig of 16 
thirty-two pound carronades, 4 long twelves, and 2 twelve pound carronades on a 
top-gallant forecastle, with a crew of about 120 men.―Here then was as near an 
equality  as  can  be expected  to  occur  in  naval  warfare.  The  action was  fought 
running, before the wind; and a disadvantage suffered by the Frolic, of having her 
main-yard  below  to  fish,  may  be  considered  as  counterbalanced  by  the 
circumstance of the Wasp losing her maintop-mast by the first broadside of her 
enemy:  neither circumstance was however of much moment,  as it  was blowing 
heavily at the time, and neither vessel could carry whole sail during the fight. This 
battle was marked by the same deadly character as the former, and was perhaps 
more fatal to the captured than any one on record, for the length of time it lasted. 
The Wasp lost in 45 minutes, 10 killed and wounded—The Frolic nearly 100, and 
this without any extraordinary advantage of a raking position—one single gun only 
being  fired  after  the  Wasp  had  gained  the  bow  of  her  antagonist.—Much 
speculation  was  excited  by this  action;  and  the  ingenuity  of  the  British  nation 
expended itself in accounting for successes, which had their rise in the effects of a 
strong  stimulus  to  exertion  acting  upon  a  corps  of  select  officers,  and 
communicating itself, in the shape of discipline and enthusiasm, to the men they 
commanded.

The capture of another frigate speedily followed that of the Frolic: and at this time, 
with our feelings softened towards our late foe by the charities which have grown 
out of a peace of five years, we look back with a smile at the theories of her writers 
and politicians  on the causes  of  our  successes  and their  own disasters.  Among 
others, we find the ingenious expedient of placing Kentucky riflemen in the tops of 
our ships, for the purpose of picking off the crews of the British vessels—We need 
not say, no such plan was adopted, for any man in the least acquainted with ships 
knows the rifle to be a much inferior weapon to the musket, as it takes more time to 
load, does not admit the use of cartridges, and its aim is entirely destroyed by the 
motion of the vessel—all firing on board ship being much like shooting flying, a 
matter of calculation and not of sight. But we cannot avoid the smile, when we 
think of a dozen Kentuckians in the tops of the little Wasp, rolling off before the 
wind, and can easily fancy them more annoying (by the disturbed state of their 
stomachs,)  to their friends beneath them, than to their enemies along-side.  The 
same difference in guns and metal existed between the  Macedonian and  United 
States, which we have mentioned between the Constitution and Guerriere—with 
the exception of the United States having forty-two pound carronades instead of 
thirty-two pounders. The difference in the size of the ships was rather greater, and 
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the United States had about  170 more men—The fight  was of longer  duration, 
owing to the English ship keeping the wind and outsailing the American.—Still 
Captain  Garden  had  no  intention  to  avoid  the  engagement,  but  had  merely  a 
peculiar method of his own in bringing it on. This gentleman was well acquainted 
with the force of the United States, notwithstanding the pretty air of surprise he 
assumes  in  his  letter,  when he  is  carried  on  board  his  conqueror:  Commodore 
Decatur was personally known to him, the two ships had lain near each other in 
Hampton Roads for some weeks, not a twelvemonth before, and the officers were 
in the habits of daily intercourse—But it was not until experience had proved their 
efficacy, that the English officers would own the superiority of twenty-fours over 
eighteens  in  frigate  actions;  and  they  were  fond  of  thinking the  advantages  of 
experience and approved skill on their side, would more than counterbalance the 
strength of a ship or the weight of her metal.—The difference in force between 
these two vessels was, however, of less moment than would be at first supposed:—
it has been mentioned that the Macedonian kept close on a wind, and it was only 
by picking her to pieces at long shot, that the United States was able to get her for a 
short time within the reach of her grape;—during most of the time the battle was 
fought with the long guns,—and the English were able to, and did, supply their loss 
at the guns from their marines. This engagement was certainly decided by gunnery 
—for had the same difference in skill existed, and the Macedonian been a 74, she 
must have struck. The United States had five or six shot in her hull and one or two 
light spars carried away, and 12 killed and wounded. The Macedonian was entirely 
crippled in her spars—had more than 100 round shot in her hull, and more than 100 
casualties. There is one or two circumstances, connected with the capture of this 
ship, which give a different idea of the authenticity of British official accounts and 
British tribunals, from that which a very large portion of our countrymen were fond 
of entertaining,  before the late war assisted to remove the veil from their eyes. 
Captain Carden  asserts  the impossibility  of  bringing  the  United States  to  close 
action, (having the wind himself,) because his enemy steered two points free:—
now it is evident to every nautical man that by steering a few points more free 
himself,  as  the Macedonian  greatly  outsails  the United States,  and the distance 
between them was only a mile, he could have chosen his own manner of engaging, 
or  compelled  Commodore  Decatur  to  a  complete  run-away.  Of  the  latter 
alternative,  there  was  but  little  danger  with  his  antagonist,  and  of  the  fact  of 
superior  sailing,  we were  ourselves  eyewitnesses,  although the prize was under 
jury masts at the time. The United States had an enormous head and poop, both of 
which hurt her sailing extremely; and perhaps in some measure contributed their 
share in inducing the Englishman to pronounce her a 74 in disguise.―The other 
circumstance to which we allude, was the judgment of the Court which sat, as is 
customary, to decide on the conduct of the officers and crew of the captured vessel: 
In speaking of the crew, they pass the highest commendations on their conduct, in 
resisting the base artifices of the Americans to entice them from their allegiance to 
their natural prince and country. God forbid that we should, in any manner, assist 
to sully the lustre of the boasted loyalty of the common British seaman; but (as we 



8   James Fenimore Cooper

happened to have our own feet wet with salt water on a certain occasion) we have 
seen a little of English seamen, and English character; we have been used to think 
from what, in the course of many years, we have witnessed, that if there were a 
purgatory and a paradise in the high toned religious feelings of this virtuous and 
estimable class  of  men—a British man-of-war is  the former,  and the shores  of 
America the latter.—In the particular instance before us, it is a well known truth, 
that as we were anxious to keep the prisoners for the purpose of exchange, they 
were landed at New-London, and the effervescence of their loyalty was so great as 
to burst down the side of the building they were quartered in—and, for several 
days,  those who got free were to be seen along the highways making their best 
course to New-York—a port at that time more distinguished for the number of its 
privateers  against  the English trade,  than for  any trade  of its  own.  It  is  highly 
probable, however,  that those who were caught,  and compelled to an exchange, 
gave the best account of themselves to the court; and it may be equally probable 
that the high-minded and honourable gentlemen, who composed the tribunal, had 
an abundance of testimony to support the opinion expressed in their decision—
inasmuch as nothing less could have overcome their known national propensity, to 
believe the worst of their countrymen, and the best of foreign nations.

The capture of the Java soon succeeded that of the Macedonian; and the reader is 
referred  to  the  statement  of  force  in  the  action  between  the  Guerriere  and 
Constitution, as showing the difference in this engagement, with two exceptions:—
Although the Java had the same number of guns, and carried the same metal with 
the Guerriere, she was not so large a vessel; but having a sloop of war's crew on 
board, she was much better manned,and in this respect her numbers rendered her, 
to say the least, equal to the Constitution. And the result goes fully to prove, that 
something more than English spirit, English loyalty, or English skill, is necessary 
to give victory to their efforts:—wood and iron, after all, assert their value in the 
contest; and we should consider this battle as conclusively refuting the favourite 
nautical opinion of the enemy, that their 38's were equal to any single decked ships 
that  floated,—had  not  their  own  Admiralty,  on  learning  the  fate  of  the  Java, 
admitted the error of their opinion, by ordering the commanders of their 38's, when 
meeting our 44's,—in plain English, to run away. We say ordering, out of respect 
to the English officers; for unless we are correct, as was stated openly at the time, it 
is pretty certain they did it without orders. The Constitution laboured under heavy 
disadvantages in this action;—she was to leeward, and had her wheel shot away 
very early in the fight. Commodore Bainbridge was compelled to work his ship up 
under the guns of his enemy, and to steer his vessel by the wheel-ropes—passing 
his orders below by a chain of men placed for that purpose. It would be unjust to a 
man who lost his life in serving his country,  not to mention, that the defence of 
Captain Lambert was a brave one, and the ship given up only when it would have 
been  madness  to  attempt  longer  to  defend  her.  Notwithstanding  this 
acknowledgment, the impression is irresistible on our minds, that in most of the 
actions during the war, the English were much more characterized by courage than 
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skill: In this engagement, as in all the others we have spoken of, the disparity of 
loss was entirely disproportioned to the difference in force.

In the action between the Hornet and Peacock, which soon followed, this disparity 
was yet  more evident. The vessels were nearly of a size: The former was a ship 
carrying 18 thirty-two pound carronades, and 2 long nines; the Peacock was a brig 
carrying 16 twenty-four pound carronades, and 2 long sixes; she had changed her 
metal,  some  time  before,  for  channel  service,  and,  her  commander,  perhaps 
entertaining the old opinion, of the little, moment of a few pounds more or less of 
iron in small vessels, had neglected replacing her thirty-twos. Had her metal been 
fourfold, it would have made no difference—for we assert, on the best of testimony 
(that of our own eyes) not a single round shot of the Peacock touched the hull of 
the  Hornet,  excepting  one  that  grazed  her  larboard  bow.  This  was  a  complete 
triumph of gunnery and manœuvring; and was perhaps sooner decided than any 
fight ever was in naval warfare, where boarding was not resorted to. In number of 
men the vessels were nearly equal—perhaps a dozen in favour of the Hornet. We 
know (for we heard them) that the prisoners affected to believe the Hornet was a 
much larger vessel, every way, than their own; and on their arrival in New-York, 
they found many proselytes  to their opinions,  by saying,  she was so large they 
mistook her for the John Adams, a vessel they had been in company with before 
the war, and carrying 24 forty-two pound carronades, and 200 men. This kind of 
logic satisfied many people,—but, after all,  it  was not the John Adams, but the 
Hornet that whipt them; and the latter is a vessel about one third smaller and lighter 
every way, than the former. Now we confess our stupidity, perhaps, when we say, 
that we do not see what the belief of those gentlemen proved, unless it was, that 
(owing to circumstances we will not presume to intimate) they saw double:—We 
will not venture to say they were frightened—but this much we will say that had 
they been so, their ship could not have been worse manœuvred, nor worse fought 
than  it  was;  and  we  humbly  suggest  to  them  the  expediency,  under  all 
circumstances, of omitting, in future, that part of their narrative which states their 
mistaking,  within half  musket  shot,  a  medium sloop  of  18 guns—for  a  razeed 
frigate.

So far our success had been uniform; and our national vanity rose in proportion. 
We  began  to  exchange  characters  with  our  enemy—to  believe  in  our  own 
invincibility—and imagine that Victory must ever be the accompaniment of Battle:
—but a reverse of fortune soon taught us that we were subject to its vicissitudes. 
That ill-fated ship, the Chesapeake, has twice given a lesson to the navy, which 
renders her a vessel of more importance to our service, however humbling she may 
have been to our pride, than the Constitution with all her boasted victories. Let us 
endeavour to profit by them. She tarnished the reputation, and blasted the hopes of 
the gallant and injured Barron—and it was on her deck the high-souled Lawrence 
shed his blood, a victim to the overweening prepossessions of his countrymen. It is 
enough for us to say, here, that in every thing but circumstance, the combat was a 
fair one;—the vessels of very equal forceiii—equally manned, and of equal size;—



10   James Fenimore Cooper

she was desperately defended, and bravely carried:—but we will leave to another 
pen  the  incidents  of  this  unlucky  action—linked  as  we  were  to  the  regretted 
Lawrence by no ordinary feelings.  We have witnessed his coolness in danger—
were familiar with his lofty and generous spirit—and have experienced his kind 
and liberal friendship, in too many instances—to speak of his services with that 
impartiality which the subject requires.

In  the engagement between the  Enterprise and  Boxer,  fortune soon after smiled 
upon our arms. This was, also, as nearly an equal fight, as can be expected to occur 
in sea-service:—it was well contested for the size of the vessels, and decided in 
favour  of  the  one  on  whose  side  there  was  a  small  difference  of  force.  The 
Enterprize had two guns more than the Boxer—the same metal—a few more men
—and was  rather  a  heavier  vessel—sufficiently  so,  we  think,  to  have  made it 
discreditable not to have conquered. But we did conquer, and in the handsomest 
manner;—both commanders lost their lives in the contest—and there is no praise 
justly paid to the gallant Burrowes, which is not also due to his less fortunate rival. 
We will here allude to one circumstance, which, in its termination had an effect, 
the very reverse of brilliant, and which, we think, grew out of mistaken notions of 
duty and honour: Captain Blythe nailed his colours to the mast; and when necessity 
compelled his  second in command to  ask for  quarters,  he was deprived  of the 
ordinary  means  of  doing  so  by  lowering  his  flag—but  was  subjected  to  the 
mortifying necessity of hailing, to ask mercy of his enemy with his voice—and of 
stating  explicitly,  for  the  satisfaction  of  his  wary  adversary,  the  reason  of  his 
keeping his colours aloft.  Now, in addition to considering this as humiliating a 
situation as a ship could be placed in, we are averse to any forced exhibition of 
resolution, which may, in the end, reduce us to conduct very far from our duty as 
men  and  as  officers.  Had  accident  not  killed  Captain  Blythe  early  in  the 
engagement, the probability is, that many more lives would have been sacrificed to 
his pride of feeling, long after resistance would have been useless. We certainly 
think it always the safest for an officer to err on the side of resistance, and would 
advise our countrymen to adhere to their guns, so long as there is a remote chance 
of using them to advantage; but we dislike that kind of forestalling courage, which 
ties one up to do a duty, after the manner of the low Irish who forswear getting 
drunk, for it may compel one to acts his conscience must disapprove; or, as in the 
case before us, may sometimes make one look—extremely foolish.

But one other  instance occurs to our arms, of unsuccessful  combat in this war, 
where ship was opposed to ship,  and this was the capture of the  Argus by the 
Pelican. Both vessels were brigs,— the Englishman an 18 gun sloop, carrying 18 
thirty-two pound carronades, and 2 long twelves, with the usual complement of 
men:—The Argus was a much smaller and lighter vessel, having been built for, 
and  until  the  commencement  of  the  war,  carrying,  16  twenty-four  pound 
carronades and 2 long nines,—two more carronades had been crowded on her, by 
using the bridle ports;—in number of guns therefore the vessels were equal.—But 
in consequence of the crew of the Argus being weakened by the prizes she had 
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manned, it  is understood there was a material difference in the number of their 
men. The Pelican was undeniably a much heavier vessel than the Argus—and it 
was not to be expected that a brig of the description of the American vessel, could 
successfully contend against a heavy sloop of 18 guns, manned and equipped for 
the express purpose of falling in with her antagonist.  At the same time that we 
assert the difference in favour of the enemy to have been at least as four to three, 
we acknowledge that the enemy did his duly manfully, and conquered the Argus in 
a very reasonable time; and in so doing, overcame a man who had no superior of 
his years in the American navy. We regret to add that his own life was the forfeit of 
his defeat.

The action between the Peacock and Epervier was conspicuous for nothing, but the 
feebleness of the defence of the latter.—The Peacock was one of our new vessels 
built during the war: they were all corvettes of a larger size and more guns than 
vessels of their grade had been before in our service,—most of them carried 22 
guns—thirty-two pound carronades— and from 150 to 170 men. The Epervier was 
much smaller, and had but 18 guns and 120 men, or thereabouts,—the metal was 
the same. On this action we will only remark, that the Peacock could not have done 
much more—nor the Epervier much less.

The two actions of the new Wasp followed soon after each other. The defence of 
the  Reindeer, a brig of 18 guns—twenty-four pound carronades—was one of the 
best things of the enemy during the war,—and the conduct of Captain Manners, her 
commander, conspicuous for judgment and personal intrepidity. It reflects the more 
credit  on  Captain  Blakely,  who  maintained  his  superiority  of  force,  by  a 
corresponding  superiority  of  effect.  The  battle  lasted  but  19  minutes,  and  the 
English ship was surrendered by a master's mate.

The Avon, though a heavier vessel and with heavier metal—being but little, if any, 
inferior to her antagonist—made a much less creditable resistance, as the Wasp 
received but little injury from her fire. It will be remembered that Captain Blakely 
was  compelled  to  abandon  his  prize,  by  the  coming  up  of  the  Castilian and 
Tartarus; and the English government endeavoured so to use this circumstance as 
to inculcate the idea that the Avon had not yielded, but had, if any thing, forced the 
Wasp to retire. We should have thought this Little-Belt kind of victory would not 
have gone down with the people, after the number of combats which had been 
fought confessedly to their disadvantage—but it seems that if John Bull is ever to 
be choked, it will not be with any thing he swallows;—for a short time there was a 
faint murmur of rejoicing through the land, and the story was so much improved, 
that they sunk the Wasp by a broadside from the Castilian, added to the damages 
she sustained from the Avon. A cartel, however, soon dispelled these high raised 
hopes; and an English merchant Captain, a prisoner on board the Wasp at the time, 
gave public vent to his spleen by certifying, that she received no injury from either 
of her enemies.
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One more prize was sent in by this ship, and all afterwards is mystery. She was left 
near  the Western Islands  in  high  condition,  and with her  crew in good spirits, 
anxious for another trial with the enemy; and from that time we have no account of 
her.—She probably was lost in a gale, or ran under in a squall.

The Constitution was destined to add another laurel, to 'the wreath,' in her capture 
of the Cyane and Levant. The former of these vessels is a small frigate carrying 22 
thirty-two  pound  carronades  below,  and  12  eighteens  on  her  quarter-deck  and 
forecastle. The Levant is a corvette of 22 thirty-two pound carronades. The reader 
will always bear in mind that every vessel armed with carronades, is provided with 
two or more long guns to use as chase-guns in cases of necessity, and which we 
include in our estimate of force:  these are always of less calibre than the short 
guns,  to preserve the proper  weight  of metal.  Although the Cyane and Levant, 
united, had 56 guns,—two more than the Constitution could fight—they were by 
no means an equal match for her. Their ability to annoy was equal to that of the 
Constitution, but their capability to endure tell far short of hers. One or two well 
directed broadsides from the Constitution ought to destroy the efficiency of vessels 
such as the Cyane and Levant: and Captain Stewart appears to have done with his 
ship, exactly what he ought to have done—He took them both, after a short fight, 
and with little loss: and the result has excited no other emotion in us, than curiosity 
to know what his countrymen think now of the veracity of Captain Bingham, who 
more than insinuated that with one vessel of the force of the Levant, he beat off the 
counterpart of the Constitution! If the war had no other effect, it has established the 
certainty of Commodore Rodgers' statement upon that occasion, and falsified that 
of his opponent.—We may be excused here, a digression on that obsolete question, 
for a moment, as it marks the disposition of the English people to credit their own 
statements, in opposition to all others, and even to probability.  A man appeared 
before the Mayor of Bristol or Liverpool (we forget which) and made oath that he 
was on board  the President  in  her  rencontre  with the  Little  Belt—and that  the 
former ship did actually commence the action, by firing a whole broadside into the 
latter. The tale was told with much of circumstance, with the names of subordinate 
officers, and particularly of one of her lieutenants. This affidavit was published in 
all the English prints as corroborative of the statement of Captain Bingham: and 
none of their editors discovered that the oath as effectually gave the lie to their own 
officers, as did the official account of Commodore Rodgers. Captain Bingham, we 
know, makes the President the aggressor, but in an entirely different manner, from 
this oath-taking seaman:—we will only add that no such lieutenant, as named by 
him, was ever in the navy, much less the ship.

The closing action of the war, was between the Hornet and  Penguin. This was a 
very equal combat, and decided in our favour in as short a time as could be hoped 
for.—The English commander seemed willing to atone for his want of discipline, 
by his personal efforts; and it is said that when her first lieutenant endeavoured to 
board the Hornet, his men refused to follow. Guns, men, and metal, were all very 
nearly equal.
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We have passed  by the.  actions  on the  lakes,  as  the  official  accounts  of  these 
engagements give the most minute statements of the force on either side; and as 
they were battles fought, as it were,  in the heart of our country,  the community 
were in some decree witnesses to the events,  and their attendant circumstances. 
The result, no one in either country has now to learn.  But in their eagerness to 
palliate  defeat,  their  writers  seize  upon every  incident  with  avidity,  which  can 
possibly admit  of a  construction in their  favour.  Thus it  happened  that  Captain 
Young, of the army, was on board the vessel of Captain M'Donough, and made a 
report of the action to his commanding officer. This has been interpreted into so 
large a reinforcement of soldiers, as to give to the army a portion of the credit of 
the victory. That is doubtless as it should be, but in a way the English writer is not 
perhaps aware of:—There were no marines in our squadron,—by looking at the 
returns, he will see no marines hurt—no officer's  name mentioned belonging to 
them;—there being none,—to supply their places a company of soldiers was put on 
board  the  vessels—Its  commander  was  amenable  to  his  own  officer,  and  very 
properly reported the battle and its effects on his command, to his proper chief.—It 
is excessively weak, at this time of day, for the British to pretend their inferiority to 
the squadron of M'Donough;—they were the assailants—had thousands of  men 
within a mile of their ships—and whose whole movements were suspended until 
Captain Downie  declared  himself  ready  for  the  undertaking.  To undervalue  an 
enemy, who had so often overcome them, is a greater folly than we can believe 
them to have  been guilty of.  We believe,  but  without  knowing it,  that  in  both 
engagements on the Lakes, the enemy was, to say the least, our equals in force; and 
there  are  many  things  to  confirm  this  belief,  besides  the  assertions  of  the 
honourable men who led our arms on those memorable days.

Neither have we touched upon the loss of the  President and  Essex, both vessels 
having  been  captured  by  more  than  one  ship.  But,  leaving  the  officers  of  the 
Pomone and Endymion to quarrel about the honour of taking the former vessel, and 
the officers of the  Majestic and  Tenedos, while they finger their prize money, to 
laugh at  both,  we will  write  a  few lines  concerning  the affair  of  the Essex.  It 
appears by the official  letter of Captain Porter, that both the Essex and Phoebe 
mounted more guns, than properly belonged to their respective rates. He describes 
the Phœbe to have had 46 guns in regular broadside, and 30 of them to have been 
long eighteens. To carry this number, we presume she had guns in her bridle-ports 
and gang-ways. But the important point to be remembered in this engagement is, 
that the Essex fought chiefly with 6 twelve pounders, opposed, in one ship alone, 
to 30 eighteens,—her  carronades  being useless,  from the distance at  which the 
enemy chose to keep his ships. The Essex, in running off the coast, had lost her 
maintop-mast in a squall, and consequently was at the mercy of Captain Hillyar, 
who was in full chase at the time. We do not say, we think it was the duty of the 
English officer to run his vessel close along side of the Essex, knowing her to be a 
ship of inferior force and armed chiefly with carronades; on the contrary, we think 
he was right—his method was the best one to ensure success, and that is always the 
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primary object to be considered by an officer. But we do say, that whenever an 
Englishman  boasts,  in  the  extremely  offensive  manner  so  peculiar  to  his 
countrymen, that uncalculating and headlong gallantry are the characteristics of his 
nation—and that every British officer remembers the standing order of Nelson, that 
"no  captain  can  go  wrong  who  lays  his  ship  yard-arm and  yard-arm with  his 
enemy"—he should be  reminded,  that  Captain Hillyar  is  an  exception.  Captain 
Porter has not gained great reputation as an author; and, perhaps, when we take 
into view the lax morals deducible from his work, the opinion of his countrymen 
on his merits with the pen is a just one;—but certainly he is more expert with the 
sword.  No one has  been  found hardy enough  to  say,  that  his  defence  was  not 
bravely continued;—but  some have  called  it  desperate.  'Nil  Desperandum'  is  a 
good motto for  the commander of a  ship,  under  any ordinary circumstances  of 
disadvantage,—and  although  we  view the  condition  of  the  Essex  as  peculiarly 
unfortunate, there does not seem a period at which there was not some hope of 
saving the crew, if not the vessel, from capture. The first object of a commander is 
victory,—when this is denied him, he should turn his thoughts to the best escape. 
The resistance of the Essex appears to us, to have been persevered in to the last 
moment, we admit, but not a moment too long. The contents of that officer's book 
have disposed one portion of the community, to quarrel with every thing he does; 
and there is another portion, always ready to quarrel with any thing that endangers 
the life or honour of an Englishman. Thanks to the European critics, and our own 
right arms, these sticklers for the fame of Old Albion have become very rare. We 
beg Captain Porter to be consoled, as, if the accusation be admitted, fighting too 
much, is a more pardonable offence than fighting too little.

We will close this glance at our naval  conflicts, by turning the attention of the 
community  to  an  occurrence,  but  little  noticed  at  the  time,  yet  fraught  with 
consequences  of  vastly  more  importance  than  any  that  resulted  from the  most 
brilliant  of  the  preceding  actions,—and  conspicuous  for  a  gallantry  and  self-
devotion which should place the name of Thomas Ap Catesby Jones on the fairest 
scroll of our naval records. This officer, then a young lieutenant, (now a master 
commandant,) was in command of a division of five gun boats off New-Orleans, at 
the time the enemy made his descent upon Louisiana.  The defenceless situation 
and hair-breadth escape of that State are well known at the present hour,—but it is 
not known, that the manœuvres of this little flotilla retarded the operations of the 
British, for two days; and that when compelled to fight its defence was so obstinate 
and so fatal to the assailants as to make a strong impression with regard to the kind 
of foe they were to contend with. In carrying these little gun boats by boarding, in 
which  they were  much aided  by accident—the enemy acknowledged  a  loss  of 
about one hundred, and it is believed that the truth would have more than doubled 
this number.—We all know, that a day gained, at that eventful period, enabled the 
military Commander to save the city.

We think it clearly evident, from this succinct, though cursory view of the principal 
naval  actions,  that,  although the  physical,  and  perhaps  moral  superiority,  upon 
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which some among us are so fond of dwelling—are not to be found so strikingly 
exemplified by the results, as such patriotic faith would determine; yet we met the 
enemy fairly—conquered  him  frequently  with  equal  and  inferior  vessels,—and 
where  the  physical  strength  was  in  our  favour,  were  always  successful—and, 
generally so, with an effect far exceeding the difference which existed against our 
opponent. To what was this superiority owing? we will not enter upon any subtle 
deductions which involve national character, or national enterprise and aptitude for 
sea-service:  we  leave  such  nice  distinctions  for  greater  ingenuity  than  we  can 
pretend to; but will, in a very few words, give our reasons for the superiority we 
did, most evidently evince. On what then did this difference depend? and will it 
continue?  Our  navy  was  small—its  officers  few  and  select—and  our  ships 
admirably equipped and well found:—we had been taunted and sneered at by our 
enemy, as a people deficient in every quality necessary to form fighting men or 
officers.—Contempt is a dangerous weapon, to him who uses it, and a powerful 
incentive to him who is hurt by it.

To whom should the contempt belong now? Not to us. Policy—self-preservation—
and a better courtesy, forbid it.—But the excitement should never sleep. We must 
have a navy—powerful, in some measure, as our nation. Nature—our interests—
our safety seem to require it: And whatever may be the checks its advancement 
may receive, from the contracted policy of time-serving politicians,—the navy of 
the United States must and will, at no distant period, become our chief defence 
against foreign wrongs, as it can never become dangerous to our domestic rights. It 
rests much with those, who guide its destinies at the present hour, to confirm its 
character, or to let that stimulus sleep, which has given it its nobly accomplished 
renown. For ourselves, we are warmly, though not blindly attached to its interests: 
and beg leave to close our remarks with saying to those young men, who constitute 
its present pride and future hope, that the connexion, between private virtue and 
public benefit, is close—That the discipline, subordination, and confidence in each 
other, which gave them the laurel, can only preserve it to them; and though we are 
no strenuous advocates for high sounding mottos at the mast head, or pompous 
displays on the fore-top-sail, we would recommend them never to lose sight of the 
words of the departed Lawrence, "Don't give up the ship."



An Account of the Arctic Regions, with a history and description 
of the northern-whale fishery

By W. SCORESBY, Jun. F.R.S.E. 2 vols. 8vo. pp. 1207. Edinburgh, 1820.

The  appearance  of  these  volumes  has  certainly  been  well  timed.  Since  the 
restoration  of  peace  to  Europe,  the  attention  of  her  scientific  world  has  been 
strongly attracted towards the long forgotten questions of a north-west passage, and 
the probability of reaching the Arctic Pole. All national attempts at discovery, in 
those high northern latitudes, are entitled to the most unqualified thanks from the 
lovers of knowledge, for they are obviously undertaken without any expectation of 
benefiting commerce, could there exist hopes of complete success. The chimerical 
idea of  shortening the passage to India,  by making a thoroughfare of  the polar 
basin, has long since been abandoned, and it is questionable whether the whaling 
vessels do not already penetrate farther through the ice than prudence will at all 
times justify. It is a pleasant spectacle to see the spirits of the men who direct the 
energies  of  great  nations,  infusing  themselves  in  this  manner  into  the  public 
measures  they control,  and  it  is  some consolation to  know that,  in  this  age  of 
selfish policy,  when all the barriers that were raised against political wrongs, in 
days that are gone by, have fallen before the arm of the strongest, the very men 
who might be supposed to feel themselves beyond the reach of public opinion, are 
anxious  to  distinguish  the  period  of  their  power  by  measures  that  may  add 
something to the credit of their minds, as well as to that of their policy. It is to this 
great corrective, which has grown up with the march of knowledge, that the world 
is indebted for most of the discoveries that have been made, since the cupidity of 
the navigators tempted them to explore unknown seas in search of the treasures of 
an unknown world. The circumnavigation of the globe, with the general diffusion 
of commerce, has left  no reason to expect that any continents or islands of much 
importance, have escaped the eyes of the seamen of this age; and the expeditions, 
which have been sent out within the last thirty years, are chiefly undertaken with a 
view  to  the  advancement  of  learning.  To  Geographical  knowledge  there  must 
necessarily be limits, but to the elementary part of the study belong facts that are 
more or less connected with the whole sisterhood of the sciences.  Although we 
cannot be ignorant of any nations that, like the ancient Mexicans, can add millions 
to the known numbers of the human race; or of islands that, like New-Holland, 
may aspire to the name of continents; yet we are gradually filling up the picture 
whose outlines were drawn by Columbus, Magelhaen, de Gama, and Van Dieman. 
Some of  its  rudest  lineaments  are  within the  Arctic  Circle,  but  there  are  facts 
connected with the knowledge of these inhospitable regions, which are thought to 
be of more importance to the advancement of Geographical  science,  than those 
which depend on an acquaintance with all the rest of the world. Without including 
any of the interesting experiments connected with the extremes of cold, and its 
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effects on animal and vegetable life, we have the position of the magnetic pole—
the principle of magnetic attraction—the cause of the variation of the needle, and 
the beautiful phenomenon of the Aurora Borealis. These are all mysteries which 
the  eye  of  theory  has  never  been  able  to  penetrate,  and  which  will  probably 
continue concealed until the hands of enterprise and perseverance have enabled us 
to remove their veil. The late voyage of Captain Parry promises to aid us greatly in 
the  undertaking,  and  we  wait  impatiently  for  the  moment  when  an  authentic 
relation of his progress may enable us to build up something of a theory, whose 
foundation can be laid on the results  of his experience.  We have devoured the 
gleanings of information that have already found their way into the pages of the 
periodical works of his country, and have learnt enough to justify our hopes, that 
the time is approaching when we are to prevail over the frozen barriers which have 
so long hidden ten degrees  of  latitude from our investigation.  In  following the 
hardy  mariners  in  their  dangerous  voyage,  the  heart  of  the  scholar  warms  in 
proportion as the bodies of the adventurers freeze.—This interesting expedition has 
determined Greenland to be a large island, and created a strong probability that 
there is a communication between Hudson's Bay and the polar sea,  by an inlet 
detaching also the country of  the Esquimaux from the main.  But  we are doing 
injustice to our author.

Mr. William Scoresby, jun. has, for many years, been the master of a Greenland 
whaler, from the port of Whitby, in the north of England. In this work he does not 
confine himself to the incidents of any one voyage in particular, but relates such 
facts as he has collected in the course of sixteen years' experience in the business. 
The first volume is confined to the more scientific part of the subject, and contains 
various experiments, which, if not of any great moment to the learned world, are 
extremely  creditable  to  the  author,  and  might  serve  as  incentives  to  others,  in 
similar situations, to employ their leisure hours in a similar way. The second treats 
more particularly on the affairs of the fishery. In anticipation of the official report 
of Mr. Parry, we will defer the examination of the matter of the former, until we 
are enabled to compare the experiments of the two; and as the work is very rare in 
this country, shall make large extracts from that which dwells on the incidents of a 
life that is so little known to the mass of our readers. In justice, however, to Mr. 
Scoresby, we must give a sample of his manner of treating the graver parts of his 
subject.  The Fisheries at the north are carried on in seas of vast depth, and the 
whale is supposed to seek the bottom of the ocean when running under the impulse 
of affright from the first blow of a harpoon. At such moments he sometimes takes 
from the boats between one and two miles of "line," and the state of exhaustion in 
which  he  rises  is  thought  by  our  author  to  be  as  much  produced  by  the  vast 
pressure  he  undergoes,  as  by his  animal  exertions.  Under  this  impression,  Mr. 
Scoresby made a variety of experiments, at various depths, and with different sorts 
of wood, until he succeeded in inventing a kind of barometer [or bathometer] to 
determine the depth of the water; the result is curious, although it will not prove 
very useful to the mariner.
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'At great depths, the effect of the pressure of the sea is not a little curious. 
My father met with the following singular instance, in the year 1794, which 
I have taken from his log-book:

'On the 31st of May, the chief mate of the Henrietta of Whitby, the ship my 
father then commanded, struck a whale, which "ran" all the lines out of a 
boat, before assistance arrived, and then dragged the boat under water, the 
men mean while escaping to a piece of ice. When the fish returned to the 
surface to "blow," it was struck a second time, and soon afterwards killed. 
The  moment  it  expired,  it  began  to  sink,  which  not  being  a  usual 
circumstance, excited some surprise. My father, who was himself assisting 
at the capture, observing the circumstance, seized a grapnel, fastened a rope 
to it, threw it over the tail of the fish, and fortunately hooked it. It continued 
to sink; but the line being held fast in the boat, at length stopt it, though not 
until  the  "strain"  was  such that  the  boat  was  in  danger  of  sinking.  The 
"bight," or loop of a rope being then passed round the fish, and allowed to 
drop below it, inclosed the line belonging to the sunken boat, which was 
found  to  be  the  cause  of  the  phenomenon  observed.  Immediately  the 
harpoon slipped out of the whale, and was, with the line and boat attached 
to  it,  on  the  point  of  being  lost,  when  it  was  luckily  caught  by  the 
encompassing rope. The fish being then released from the weight of the 
lines and boat, rose to the surface; and the strain was transferred to the boat 
connected  with  the  disengaged  harpoon.  My  father,  imagining  that  the 
sunken boat was entangled among rocks at the bottom of the sea, and that 
the  action  of  a  current  on  the  line  produced  the  extraordinary  stress, 
proceeded himself to assist in hauling up the boat. The strain upon the line 
he estimated at  not less than three-fourths of a ton, the utmost power of 
twenty-five  men  being  requisite  to  overcome  the  weight.  The  laborious 
operation  of  hauling  the  line  in,  occupied  several  hours,  the  weight 
continuing nearly the same throughout. The sunken boat, which, before the 
accident, would have been buoyant when full of water, when it came to the 
surface required a boat at each end to keep it from sinking. "When it was 
hoisted into the ship, the paint came off the wood in large sheets, and the 
planks, which were of wainscot, were as completely soaked in every pore, 
as if they had lain at the bottom of the sea since the Flood!" A wooden 
apparatus  that  accompanied  the  boat  in  its  progress  through  the  deep, 
consisting  chiefly  of  a  piece  of  thick  deal,  about  fifteen  inches  square, 
happened to fall overboard, and though it originally consisted of the lightest 
fir, sunk in the water like a stone. The boat was rendered useless; even the 
wood of which it was built, on being offered to the cook as fuel, was tried 
and rejected as incombustible.

'This curious circumstance induced me to make some experiments on the 
subject.  I  accordingly  attached  some  pieces  of  fir,  elm,  and  hickory, 
containing two cubical inches of wood each, to the marine-diver, and sent 
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them to the depth of 4000 feet. Pieces of wood, corresponding with each of 
these in shape and weight, were immersed in a bucket of sea-water, during 
the time the marine-driver, and its attached pieces, were under water, by the 
way of  distinguishing the degree  of  impregnation  produced  by pressure, 
from the absorption which takes place from simple immersion. On being 
brought  up, they were all  specifically heavier  than sea-water;  and,  when 
compared  with  the  counter-parts,  the  clear  effect  of  impregnation  by 
pressure, was found to be 302 grains in the fir and hickory, and 316 grains 
in the ash. This experiment was repeated in latitude 78° 2', on the 7th June, 
1817, by the immersion of several articles of different shapesiv and sizes, to 
the depth of 4566 feet. On this occasion, the apparatus was 90 minutes on 
its way down, rested 48 minutes, and took 36 minutes in drawing up, being 
altogether 160 minutes under, water.' Vol. i.pp. 191–194.

Our author goes on to give the results of numerous experiments made on small 
pieces of wood, but their length precludes our extracting more. We will give the 
reader some idea of the dangers peculiar to whaling in the northern seas.

'From a narrative of the loss of several of the Dutch Greenland fleet in the 
year 1777, we learn, that the ship Wilhelmina was moored to a field of ice 
on the 22d of June, in the usual fishing station, with a large fleet of other 
whalers. On the 25th, the ice having rapidly closed around, the Wilhelmina 
was closely beset. The pressure of the ice was so great, that the crew were 
under the necessity of working almost incessantly for eight days, in sawing 
a dock in the field, wherein the ship was at that time preserved. On the 25th 
of July, the ice slacked, and the ship was towed by the boats to the eastward. 
After four days laborious rowing, they reached the extremity of the opening, 
where  they  joined  four  ships,  all  of  which  were  again  beset  by the  ice. 
Shortly  afterwards,  they  were  drifted  within  sight  of  the  coast  of  Old 
Greenland, about the parallel of 75½° north. On the 15th of August, nine 
sail were collected together; and about the 20th, after sustaining a dreadful 
storm,  and  being  subjected  to  an  immense  pressure  of  the  ice,  which 
accumulated around them twenty or thirty feet high, two of the ships were 
wrecked.  Two more were wrecked four or five days  afterwards,  together 
with two others at a distance from them. On the 24th, Iceland was in sight; 
some of the ice was in motion, and two ships seemed to escape. Another 
was lost on the 7th of September; and, on the 13th, the Wilhelmina was 
crushed to pieces,  by the fall of an enormous mass of ice,  which was so 
unexpected, that those of the crew who were in bed, had scarcely time to 
escape on the ice, half naked as they were. One ship now alone remained, to 
which the crews of four, and the surviving part of the crew of a fifth, (that 
was  wrecked  on  the  30th  September,)  repaired.  By  the  beginning  of 
October, they had drifted to the latitude of 64°; and on the 11th, the last ship 
was  overwhelmed  by  the  ice,  and  sunk.  Thus,  between  three  and  four 
hundred men were driven to the ice, and exposed to the inclemency of the 
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weather,  almost destitute of food and raiment, and without hut or tent to 
shield them from the piercing wind.

'On the 30th of October, the miserable sufferers divided. The greater part 
betook  themselves  to  the  land,  and  attempted  to  travel  along  its  rugged 
shores, while the rest remained on a field of ice, until it drifted as far as 
Staten Hook, and then proceeded in their boats along shore. Tbe want of 
shelter and proper clothing, exposed them to dreadful fatigue and suffering, 
being often under  the necessity  of  walking to  and  fro on a  sheet  of  ice 
during the obscurity of night, to save themselves from being frozen to death. 
At length after experiencing several acts of kindness from the native Green-
landers, about 140 of the men reached the Danish settlements on the west 
coast  of  Greenland;  the  remainder,  consisting  of  about  200  persons, 
perished.v

'Thus, it appears, that the ship which survived to the latest period set with 
the ice in a south-westerly direction from the usual fishing station, (probably 
in latitude 78° to 80°) to the latitude of about 62°; and, at the same time, 
from the longitude, perhaps, of 5° to 6° east, to about 40° west; and that the 
ice  still  continued  to  advance  along  the  land  to  the  southward.  This 
extensive drift, at the lowest calculation, must have embraced a distance of 
about 1300 miles, on a course S. 43° W. (true), and having been performed 
in about 108 days,  averages twelve miles a-day exclusive of the advance 
that was made towards the east, from the 25th to the 28th of July.' Vol. i. pp. 
215–217.

This is only one species of danger to be apprehended from the ice: It is divided into 
several  kinds,  and  to  each  belongs  its  peculiar  danger.  Icebergs  or  mountains 
abound  less,  and  are  perhaps  less  to  be  dreaded  than  the  field-ice.  They  are 
oftentimes  the  means  of  safety  to  a  ship  when  threatened  by  the  approach  of 
enormous bodies of the other. The "berg" when on soundings, frequently touches 
the bottom,  and  becomes  stationary;  and  at  all  times  it  is  less  affected  by the 
currents,  than  that  which  floats  on  the  surface  of  the  water.  The  vessel  will 
therefore beat up under the lee of an Iceberg, and continue there in safety, while 
the field-ice is separated by the mountain, and drifts by on either side; without such 
a  defence,  the  ship  would  inevitably  be  taken  from  her  course—and  perhaps 
crushed between two masses of the field-ice. In such situations the danger to be 
dreaded is from the  parturition  of the "berg" itself. Whalers call their game "the 
Bull," "the Cow," and "the Calf." From this nomenclature they have derived the 
term "Calving" as  applied to Icebergs.  It  is  meant  to express  the separation of 
masses from the mountain, and is of two kinds, that which falls, and that which 
rises. The former is seldom injurious to any thing but the boats, for the vessel will 
hardly approach so near to a visible danger, as to come under their weight. But the 
latter, breaking off from the main body at the bottom of the sea, from their lesser 
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gravity rise and strike the vessel with such a momentum, as proves fatal even to the 
double fastening of a Greenland whaler.

The second volume of our author is more particularly devoted to his immediate 
profession; and as he is a discerning and practical man, we shall draw largely on 
this volume for interest, feeling confident that the novelty of the subject will find it 
readers.  Speaking  of  instances  of  extraordinary  luck,  he  relates  a  case  or  two, 
where, to use the language of Dr. Franklin's fisherman, he got something more than 
a "glorious nibble."

'The ease with which some whales are subdued, and the slightness of the 
entanglement by which they are taken, is truly surprising; but with others it 
is  equally  astonishing,  that  neither  line nor  harpoon,  nor  any number  of 
each,  is  sufficiently  strong  to  effect  their  capture.  Many instances  have 
occurred  where  whales  have  escaped  from  four,  five,  or  even  more 
harpoons, while fish equally large have been killed through the medium of a 
single  harpoon.  Indeed,  whales  have  been  taken  in  consequence  of  the 
entanglement of a line, without any harpoon at all; though when such a case 
has occurred,  it  has evidently been the result  of accident.  The following 
instances are in point.

A whale was struck from one of the boats of the ship Nautilus, in Davis' 
Straits, It was killed, and, as is usual after the capture, it was disentangled of 
the line connected with the "first fast boat," by dividing it at the splice of the 
foreganger, within 8 or 9 yards of the harpoon. The crew of the boat from 
which the fish was first struck, in the mean time were employed in heaving 
in the lines, by means of a winch, fixed in the boat for the purpose, which 
they progressively effected for some time. On a sudden, however, to their 
great astonishment, the lines were pulled away from them, with the same 
force  and violence  as  by a whale  when first  struck.  They repeated  their 
signal, indicative of a whale being struck, their shipmates flocked towards 
them, and while every one expressed a similar degree of astonishment with 
themselves, they all agreed that a fish was fast to the line. In a few minutes, 
they were agreeably confirmed in their opinion, and relieved from suspense, 
by the rising of a large whale close by them, exhausted with fatigue, and 
having every appearance of a fast-fish. It  permitted itself to be struck by 
several  harpoons at once,  and was speedily killed. On examining it  after 
death, for discovering the cause of such an interesting accident, they found 
the line belonging to the above mentioned boat in its mouth, where it was 
still firmly fixed by the compression of its lips. The occasion of this happy 
and puzzling accident, was therefore solved; the end of the line, after being 
cut from the whale first killed, was in the act of sinking in the water—the 
fish in question, engaged in feeding, was advancing with its mouth wide 
open,  and  accidentally  caught  the  line  between  its  extended  jaws—a 
sensation so utterly unusual as that produced by the line, had induced it to 
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shut  its  mouth and grasp  the line,  which was the cause of  its  alarm,  so 
firmly  between  its  lips,  as  to  produce  the  effect  just  stated.  This 
circumstance took place many years ago, but a similar one occurred in the 
year 1814.

A harpooner belonging to the Prince of Brazils of Hull, had struck a small 
fish. It descended and remained for some time quiet, and at length appeared 
to be drowned. The strain on the line being then considerable, it was taken 
to the ship's capstern, with a view of heaving the fish up. The force requisite 
for performing this operation, was extremely various; sometimes the line 
came in with ease, at others a quantity was withdrawn with great force and 
rapidity!  As  such,  it  appeared  evident,  that  the  fish  was  yet  alive.  The 
heaving, however, was persisted in, and after the greater part of the lines 
had been drawn on board, a dead fish appeared at the surface, secured by 
several turns of the line round its body. It was disentangled with difficulty, 
and was confidently  believed to be the whale that  had been  struck.  But 
when the line was cleared from the fish it proved to be merely the "bight," 
for  the  end  still  hung  perpendicularly  downward.  What  was  then  their 
surprise to find that it was still pulled away with considerable force? The 
capstern was again resorted to, and .shortly afterwards they hove up, also 
dead,  the  fish  originally  struck,  with  the  harpoon  still  fast!  Hence  it 
appeared,  that the fish drawn up had got accidentally entangled with the 
line,  and  in  its  struggles  to  escape,  had  still  further  involved  itself,  by 
winding the line repeatedly round its body, The first fish entangled, as was 
suspected,  had  long  been  dead;  and  it  was  this  lucky  interloper  that 
occasioned the jerks and other singular effects observed on the line.' Vol. ii. 
pp. 254–257.

This  was  fishing  in  fine  style.  The  only  kind  of  whale  taken  in  the  northern 
fisheries (with the occasional  exceptions of a few of the smaller species) is the 
Balæna Mysticetus, or, as it is commonly termed by seamen, the "Right Whale." It 
is distinguished from the "Spermaceti,"vi or animal that furnishes the oil we burn, in 
many respects; the most important of which to the whaler, is its value. The regular 
fisheries for the Spermaceti are in the Pacific Ocean—though it is often found in 
the Atlantic, within the torrid zone. One gallon of Spermaceti oil, including what is 
called "the head matter,"  is  usually worth three gallons  of whale oil.  The most 
obvious points of difference in the two kinds is the head: That of the Spermaceti 
being nearly half of the whole animal in bulk, and is armed with teeth; whereas the 
Whale has numerous lamina of what-is commonly called whale bone, furnishing 
the cavity of its jaws—is without teeth—and never assails its foe with its mouth 
like the Spermaceti, but is only dangerous from the blow of its tail and fins, and 
this only in moments of pain or affright. The whale is thought to maintain its huge 
body in the high condition in which it is always found, by no other food than the 
moluscas,  or what  are usually considered the insects of  the ocean.  It  resorts  to 
places where these creatures most abound, and when feeding, swims with its mouth 



Contributions to Nautical History   23

open, a short distance below the surface \ in this manner the water passes through 
its mouth, but the animals arc retained by the means of hairy edges to the lamina, 
and which form an obstacle to the egress of the food as the whale closes its moutli 
to eject the water. It must be remembered the right whale is not unfrequently 80 
feet  in  length,  and  that  it  sometimes makes  150  barrels  of  oil.  We believe  its 
average product is not less than 60 barrels. The fisherman is enabled by means of 
this necessity in the whale to obtain a certain description of food, to judge in what 
part of the sea his game is to be found.

'The only general indication, in the season of 1817, which could be of the 
least service to the fisher, to assist him in the choice of a situation, was the 
colour of the sea. In places where the water was transparent and blue, or 
greenish blue, it was in vain to look for whales; but, in a certain stream of 
cloudy water  of  a  deep  olive  green  colour,  which  extended,  with  some 
interruptions, from the latitude of 80° N. in the parallel of 2° or 3° E. to the 
latitude of 74° in the parallel of 5° to 10° W., all the whales which were 
seen throughout the season, or at least nine-tenths of them, occurred; and 
the chief part of those which were caught, were found in the same stream of 
water.  This  kind  of  sea-water,  respecting  which  I  have  bad  occasion  to 
speak in the first volume of this work, occurs to a remarkable extent in the 
Greenland  seas.  It  is  the  favourite  resort  of  whales  during  the  fishing 
season; evidently because it abounds with various descriptions of actiniæ, 
sepiæ,  medusæ,  and  cancri,  which  constitute  the  chief,  if  not  the  sole 
nourishment  of  the  whale.  Such  whales  as  were  seen  in  the  clear  blue-
coloured sea water,  were  never  observed to  be at  rest,  but  invariably in 
motion, as if they were in the act of performing a journey to some other 
place. In  the cloudy green sea, on the other hand, they were observed to 
halt, and generally made it their home, as it were, during a period of several 
days  or  weeks.  At  length,  early  in  the  month  of  July,  they  totally 
disappeared from the green-coloured sea likewise,  and retreated to some 
other  situation,  unknown  to  the"  fishers,  to  which,  though  the  ice  was 
generally  open  and  navigable  at  the  time,  it  was  found  to  be  almost 
impossible to trace them. The general conduct of whales, after being struck, 
was in this season peculiar. Instead of immediately descending to the depth 
of near a mile, they frequently never went down at all; and those which did 
descend, after receiving the harpoon, seldom proceeded more than 200 to 
300 yards  below the surface.  The year  referred to, (1817,) was what the 
fishers call an open season, to distinguish that state of the country, when the 
ice lies remote from Spitzbergen, from the close season, when the country is 
nearly full of ice.'—Vol. ii.pp. 336, 337.

Mr.  Scoresby  gives  us  some  extremely  interesting  accounts  of  the  captures  of 
whales at different times, of which the following is a specimen:
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'On  the  25th  of  June,  1812,  one  of  the  harpooners  belonging  to  the 
Resolution, of Whitby, under my command, struck a whale by the edge of a 
small floe of ice. Assistance being promptly afforded, a second boat's lines 
were attached to those of the fast-boat, in a few minutes after the harpoon 
was discharged. The remainder of the boats proceeded to some distance, in 
the direction the fish seemed to have taken. In about a quarter of an hour the 
fast-boat, to my surprise, again made a signal for lines. As the ship was then 
within five minutes sail, we instantly steered towards the boat, with the view 
of affording assistance, by means of a spare boat we still retained on board. 
Before we reached the place, however, we observed four oars displayed in 
signal order, which, by their number, indicated a most urgent necessity for 
assistance. Two or three men were at the same time seen seated close by the 
stern, which was considerably elevated, tor the purpose of keeping it down, 
while the bow of the boat, by the force of the line, was drawn down to the 
level  of the sea,  and the harpooner,  by the friction of the line round the 
bollard, was enveloped in smoky obscurity.  At length, when the ship was 
scarcely one hundred yards distant, we perceived preparations for quitting 
the boat. The sailor's pea-jackets were cast upon the adjoining ice—the oars 
were thrown down—the crew leaped overboard—the bow of the boat was 
buried  in  the  water—the  stern  rose  perpendicular,  and  then  majestically 
disappeared. The harpooner having caused the end of the line to be fastened 
to the iron-ring at the boat's stern, was the means of its loss;vii and a tongue 
of the ice, on which was a depth of several feet of water, kept the boat, by 
the  pressure  of  the  line  against  it,  at  such  a  considerable  distance  as 
prevented  the  crew  from  leaping  upon  the  floe.  Some  of  them  were, 
therefore, put to the necessity of swimming for their preservation, but all of 
them succeeded in scrambling upon the ice, and were taken on board of the 
ship in a few minutes afterwards.

'I  may here  observe,  that  it  is  an  uncommon circumstance  for  a  fish to 
require  more  than  two  boat's  lines  in  such  a  situation;  none  of  our 
harpooners,  therefore,  had  any  scruple  in  leaving  the  fast-boat,  never 
suspecting, after it had received the assistance of one boat, with six lines or 
upward, that it would need any more,

'Several ships being about us, there was a possibility that some person might 
attack and make a prize of the whale, when it had so far escaped us, that we 
no longer retained any hold of it; as such, we set all the sail the ship could 
safely sustain, and worked through several narrow and intricate channels in 
the ice, in the direction I observed the fish had retreated. After a little time, 
it was descried by the people in the boats, at a considerable distance to the 
eastward; a general chase immediately commenced, and within the space of 
an hour three harpoons were struck. We now imagined the fish was secure, 
but our expectations were premature. The whale resolutely pushed beneath a 
large floe that had been recently broken to pieces by the swell, and soon 


