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The President—Commodore Rodger’s

Ship.

By Prof. B. J. Cigrand.
of the Unlversity of Chicago.

N May 18, 1811, 100 years ago next
Tuesday, the first shot was fired
in the second war with England.
Thus the one hundredth gnniver-

sary of the beginning of *the War of
15812 " is not in 1912, but\ralls on May 16,
1911. It was the beginning of a naval en-
gaegement off the coast of Virginia, and

the thunder of the opening gun has been

refarred to as ‘ the second shot which
was heard around the world.”” Indeed,
the battle might well be known as * the
Lexington of the War of 1S812.”

The War of the Revolution ended iIn
1783. England withdrew her troops from
New York City and reluctantly admitted
the independence of the United States,
but in spirit refused to accord the young
republie a respected place in the house-
bold of governments.

She constantly sought opportunities to
humiliate her conqueror, and assumed an
especially aggravating attitude in in-
sisting upon the right 4o take from our
vessels, merchant or naval, any sallors
who were supposed to have been born un-
der the British flag. Men made cantive
thus were forced to enter and serve upon
British ships qf war. This was a very
practical illustration of the edict promul-

gated by the English Cabinet: ‘ Once an|

Englishman alwave an Englishman.”

A most distressing situation for Amer-
lea grew out of the British kidnapping
policy, and suchi of the impressed men as
endeavored to escape, or manifested dis-
centent with their selzure, were severely
punished according to the raval standards
of the day, which were not remarkable
for gentleness.

For a score of years the young republio
endured these high-handed outrages on
the persons of its citizens. Qur states-
men, amonz whom were Adams and Jef-
ferson, seemed unabls to handle the
problem, and their endeavors to enlist
European sympathy agajnst Great Brit-
ain's drastic proceedings were {n valn.

But what & whole nation seemed power-
less to accomplish was at length achieved
by a single person equipped with the nec-
essary amount of nerve and & fine dis-
regard of consequences. It was & plain
case of “ the tight man in the right place
at the right time.”™

On May 18, 1811, this unusual! combina-
Yon 0f qualities and elrcumstances was
harmonized to cope successfully with a
national emergency. Our histories lay
1ittle stress on this really important event.
and & close Investigation of the nation's
unpublished archives reveals certaln gall-
ent facts concerning {t which are now
set forth fully in print for the first time.

The British frigate Guerriere stopped
an American vessel, the Spitfire, about
fifteen miles from New York. English
officars went aboard her and arrested for
fmpress & young sailor who they declared
was an Englishman by birth. The Amer-
{icen Captain protested in valn.

= ¥ have known this 1ad personally from
ehildkood,” he asserted, ““and know him
to have been b6rn in the State of Maine.”
* All that may be s0,” responded the

British Captain, *“but what can you 4o,

about {t—he has no protection?”

Urnder the circumstances the argument
was unanswerable, and the lad was car-
ried off in the Guerriere. The Washing-
ton authoritles were duly notified of the
occurrence, but apparently they had be-
come sp accustomed to such happenings
that little or nothing was done in the
matter, and the documents relating to the
inquiry rested in dusty pigeonholes of de-
partmental desks,

Finally a genuine sea captain chanced
to assume the duty of the hour, and the
Wear Department. acting under some pres-
sure the details of which are not made
clear In the official records open to the
publia, gave orders for the frigate Pres-
ident to cruise on the Atlantic oiff Ches-
apecake Bay.

On the evening of May 16 Commeodore
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A Year DBefore Wér ‘Was Formally Declared Cormmodore Rddgers‘

Defeated the Little Bell in a Hot Fight Off
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the South Atlamtic Coast.
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‘Rodgers, in command of The President,
‘sighted a sall on the eastern horizon, and
 concluded that the strange vessel was!
‘none other than the Guerriere, which ha.d‘|
}forced the boy from Maine into British‘
service. Rodgers at once gave orders to|
sall In pursult and to ascertain what flagi

the stranger flew.

Several hours passed ere the vessels
came within close range of each other.
The sun had set and darkness was falling
when Rodgers sprang into the rigging and
trled to decipher with the aid of his glass
the ensign borne by the object of the
chasa. But the shadows of night had ren-
dered the colors undistinguishable, and
Rodgers, selzing his speaking trumpet,
shouted with the full strength of his pow-
| erful lungs, “ What ship is that? "

There was no reply, and agaln Rodgers
| repeated hils hall. Then a response came
from the stranger in the shape of & sheet
of flame and a round-shot which hurtled
along the upper deck of The President and
'burled itself in the main mast.

Before Rodgers could give the command
to “return fire ' one of his eager gun-
ners anticlpated his leader’'s Instructions,
and the first shot fired by an American
| vessel in the  War of 1812 thundered forth
| deflance to the foe. The Cocmmodore then
| gave the order to engage, and the broad-i
- 8ides of both craft crashed in unison.

A pall of blackness had now descended
}on the deep, and the battle raged flercely
 on by the dim rays of the deck lanterns
|and red flashes from the cannons’
mouths. Suddenly the enemy ceased fir-
ing, and Rodgers gave orders to follow

| suit, believing that she had surrendered.
'But the momentary lull was broken by

T he FErst Shot in the War of 1812

another broadside from the stranger, and
the powder-begrimed, cheering Americans
replled in kind.

Through the darkness of the night they
foucht on steadily, until again their ad-

time Rodger's stentorian volce roared
a0ross the waters:

‘* What ship is that? "

The response came back falntlyt ,

*“*We are his majesty's ship "'—

The wind was blowing strongly and
‘away from The President, and prevented
‘the conqueror from hearing the name of
. the deofeated craft. The rigging of the
enemy was badly cut up and shattered
aend her decks were crimson shambles.
At daylight Commodore Rodgerg ascer-
tained the name of the bhattered hulk his
gung had hammered so mercllessly
through the night to be the Little Bell, a
consort of the Guerrlere,
| When The President reached home and
the news o0f her explolt and victory was
‘made known, tho heroes of the battle
' were everywhere received with tremendous
euthusiasm. For a short while Commo-
dore Rodgers was praised gnd llonized on
all sides, but suddenly negotiations were
opened between the Washington and Brit-
{sh Cabinets, and a change of scene took
place.

The American diplomats saw fit to keep
the heroes of the combat from pubdblic
view, and the people were naturally be-
wildered by their actlons. A court of In-
quiry was appointed by our Government
as a result of a claim put forward by A.
B. Bingham, the British Commodore, In
which he stated that The President had
fired the first shot and commenced a sud-

versary's fire was silenced. For the thirdJ

den and unwarranted attack upon his ghip.

The unwinding of a vast quantity of
diplomatic red tape followed, and both)
governments were seemingly desirous of
hushing up the whole business. But the
American people at large believed {n Rod-
gers and his gallant crew, and made their
protests heard in no gentle tones. A real
and not vislonary war cloud lowered on
the international horizon, and Rodgers
himself, disregarding what were practl-
cally orders of silence from the War De-
'partment, made the following bold decla-
ration:

“T may be censured, but I was deter-
mined not to be the aggressor, nor would
I suffer the flag of my country to be
insulted with impunity, And that is why
I gave A general order to fire, and we
have taught England a lesson.”

To the foregoing spirited announcement
the American public—contrary to the
wishes of President NMadison and his
peace-loving poliocy—gave hearty and un-
stinted applause. It transpired thet the
British vessel wag fearfully damaged dur-
ing the engagement, besides sustalning s
loss of thirty-one men killed and wound-
ed, while The President escaped almost
unscathed, and had but one injured; a
boy slightly wounded in the hand.

T'o Rodgers belongs the glory of having
been bigger than his Government, in that
he would not allow the flag of his coun-
try and ensign of his command to be
ﬁ‘outed. That Rodgers assumed the en-
tire responsibility i{s further shown by a
dlary kept by one of hils officers, which
reads, in part, as follows:

* Yesterday, DMay 16, while beating
down the bay, we spoke to a brig com-

Ehe New Jork imes

Published: May 14, 1911
Copyright © The New York Times

not In sight, We have made the most

complete preparations for battle. BEvery-
one wishes {t.
‘*She i{s of exactly our force. Should

we see her I have not the least doubt of
‘our engagement. The Cormnmodore (Pod-
gers) will demand the person impressed,
the demand will doubtless be refused, and
the battle will instantly commence. The
Commmodore has called in the boatswain,
gunner, and carpenter, and informed them
~of all the circumstances and asked if they
~were ready for actlon. ‘' Ready’ was the
| reply of each.”

Just why hlistorians treat this essen-

‘Ing up who iInformed us that he saw the]
British frigate the day before off the

very place where we now are, but she Is

| tial beginning of our second war with

;England so lightly, and accord it so lit-]
ftle space, practically passing it over as
unimportant, i{s hard to comprehend.
. The victory won by Rodgers is accorded
‘lees than a page In the elaborate twenty-
, volume history of the United States by
' Quy Carleton Lee; in the twenty volumes
by B. J. Lossing it receives half & page;
land in Bryant’s four huge volumes a sin-
'gle sentence of two lUnes ig all that 1s

[a,uotted this naval exploit.

| More than one writer has fallen into
{the error of declaring Commodore John
}Rodgera to have been of forelgn birth.
As o matter of fact he was born im the

Btete of Maryland, July 11, 1771. His
favorite vessel was The President and.
with her he accompligshed wonders of |
naval warfare. |I
When the war with England opened he:
was sent out on a cruise, and in 148 days:
captured eleven British merchant ships]

'otfficers donned the uniform of & BriHsh
Lieutenant and went aboard the Highflyer,

where he informed the commander that

lost, and asked that he be allowed to
make good the deficiency.

British officer accompanied his new ac-

Rodgers greeted him courteously, and then
asked: ‘

“Do wveu know what ship you are
aboard of? "’

i “ Why, ves,” responded the British offi-
‘cer; ‘it is his Majesty's ship Seahorse."”
! “Did you ever hear of a vesszel called
;The President? ”’ ‘inquired Rodgers.

! “Indeed I have,” replied the unsuspect-
ing Englishman. ‘ That jis the craft we
are supposed to take.”

“Well, The President has taken you,*™
smiled Rodgzers.

The ”fun.truth of the ruse by which ha
had .been betrayed flashed at once upon
the chagrined Briton, but he saw that he
‘was helpless. The crew of The President’
iWere at quarters ready for instant 'at“:tion,
|and the Highflyer lay at thelr mercy un-
der the frowning muzzles of the Amerlcan
guns. _

There was nothing for it but to sybmit
as gracefully as possible, Rodgers ordered
the British colors struck, and socon the
Stars and Stripes floated in the breeza
over both vessels. '
| The sword worn by Hutchinson, the
' English commander, was the personal
broperty of Rodgers, taken amid other
plunder at the burning of Havre de Grace,
but destined to be returncd to the bwner
in token of the surrender of one of hig
ﬂajesty's crack sea-fighters. The High-
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CcCommodore Rodosers.

'and the English armed schooner the High-

flyer. The crew of the latter vessel had

burned and plundered Havre de Grace,.

Md.. the home of Rodgers, so that

the Commodore may be sald to have had

private as well as patrlotic reasons for

E-'lshing to lay The President alongside of
er.

Before he salled from Boston Reodgers
haa obtained from some unknown source
& partial knowledge of the secret signal
code of the British navy, and caused cer-
taln flags to be construocted accordingly.
When he came In sight of the Highflyer
he flew the British ensign, which was Im-
mediately halled. A signal was then dis-
played on the English vessel, and Rod-
gors succeeded in answering it correctly.

IIe then signaled that he was the British
ship Seahorse, and the two vessels ranged
alongside each other. One of Rodgers’'s

' flyer was lalken captive te the American

shore. and the countrv once again rang
with the praises of the dashing and ingen-
ious Rodgers.

To Rodgers and The President also bae-
Iong the peculiar distinction of having
fought for eighty hours in absolute day-
Hght. This is explained by the fact that
the engagement in question took place in
the Norway latitudes, were perpetual
davlight ‘exists at a ccertain season of the
year. i

It was Rodgers who broke up the block-
ade of the port of New York, and who
became known to friends and foes zalike
by thne fitting title of ‘‘the Swamp Fox
of the Seas.” He was acting Secretary
of the Navy In 1823, and on August 1,
1828, he died at Philadelphia in his fifty-
eighth year.

(Copyright, 1911, by W. G. Chapman.)

ull

.--ﬁ:

The permission was graciously granted .
and taken advantage of, after which the
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part of the Highflyer's signal code was
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quaintance aboard the American vessel.
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