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Introduction
Noted War of 1812 historian Ralph Eshelman once asked the question: “Which Theaters
of War Experienced the Largest Number of Military Actions during the War of 1812?” He then
set out to find that answer by sorting through an inventory of some 4,265 actions comprised of
battles (land and sea), skirmishes, raids, massacres and privateer captures and determining how
many actions happened in each theater. The results were surprising and within the United States,
Virginia taking the lead with at least 160 separate and identifiable actions (Ontario came in first
from a global perspective with 185).1
In a separate study, Mike E. Lymon, Sr. and William Hankins developed their list of
“Encounters with the British in Virginia During the War of 1812” on behalf of the Society of the
War of 1812 in the Commonwealth of Virginia. They identify some 287 encounters of Americans
meeting British forces covering the spectrum from battles to prisoner exchanges to other actions
including foraging and slave activities.2
Without a doubt, Virginia was a very active area in the War of 1812. With Virginia, then,
taking the lead in War of 1812 actions, one might wonder how many of these actions took place
in Princess Anne County? That is one of the aims of this study – to determine and document the
role of Princess Anne County in the War of 1812. Some actions are well known, such as the
burning of the Pleasure House or the “Sea Attack” but many are little know or obscure. Of those
that are known, however, how accurate are those accounts? Of the little known events, what are
we missing about that event? Do we really know everything there is to know about the War of
1812 in Princess Anne County?
As we dig into the events of the War of 1812, we find that Princess Anne County was
always at the forefront of the British threat, particularly from the high seas. War was declared on
June 18, 1812 but little of the conflict was evident in the county. The area was peaceful until
February 5, 1813 when the headlines read “INVASION” announcing an express “from the bay
side of Princess Anne County” which announced the arrival of two 74-gun ships, three frigates, a
brig and a tender in the Chesapeake Bay sailing toward Hampton Roads.3 War had finally arrived
in the area. Or had it? While it might appear that it took several months for Virginia to feel firsthand the effects of the war, it is readily apparent that the threat of war, and even some of the early
actions, were first felt in Princess Anne County.

1

Ralph Eshelman, “Which Theaters of War Experienced the Largest Number of Military Actions during the War of
1812?,” War of 1812 Magazine, Issue 26 (December 2016). Eshelman’s methodology, sources, and statistical
breakdowns are detailed in the study.
2
Mike E. Lyman, Sr. and William W. Hankins, Encounters with the British in Virginia During the War of 1812
(Richmond, VA: Society of the War of 1812 in the Commonwealth of Virginia, 2010).
3
National Intelligencer, February 5, 1813.
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Chesapeake-Leopard Affair
A “manifesto” delivered to the House Foreign Relations Committee – properly titled
“Report on a Declaration of War” - was clear and to the point: “the impressments of our citizens
from on board our own vessels, on the high seas, and elsewhere, and holding them in bondage till
it suited the convenience of their oppressors to deliver them up”4 was identified as one of the main
injustices committed by Great Britain against the neutral commerce of the United States.
Impressment of seamen from American merchant vessels for service in the Royal Navy was not a
new issue. Incidents had been occurring since 1793 and by 1812 had finally come to a head after
over 15,000 American seamen were forcibly removed from American flagged merchant ships.5 It
was not unusual for merchant vessels arriving in Hampton Roads to report being stopped by a
British warship, having seamen removed, who the British claimed were British citizens, and even
having mail or official correspondence opened and read. Merchant vessels were even falling prey
to the British depredations within shouting distance of the American shore.
In 1806, Thomas Newton, Customs Collector for Norfolk, detailed the activity of the HMS
Chichester, while at anchor in Hampton Roads, “He has an American Citizen which we have
proved & will not deliver him up… It is suspected that he intends, pressing men from the Outward
bound vessels, but time only will discover that.”6 A few days later, fate, or karma, met with
Chichester as she ran aground while outbound in the Chesapeake Bay. As Chichester anchored
for repairs, one of the impressed seaman onboard saw an opportunity. Newton reported that “Peter
Butler the seaman I wrote you about, has made his Escape from on board the Chichester. He says
he was put on board by the Capt. of the vessel he went out in from Virginia. Several instances have
happend of the kind & I think an example should be made of such Captains who force our Citizens
on board Brittish Ships of War.”7 Butler also reported two other Americans onboard.
Butler was not the only crewmember to seize that opportunity. The extended time at anchor
was obviously taking its toll on the crew to the point where Captain Stopford of the Chichester
made the plea for assistance to the local British Consulate at Norfolk.
“I Received yesterday a letter from Jno. Hamilton Esqr. the Brittish Consul,
inclosing a list of deserters from the Brittish Ship of War Chichester requesting my
aid & assistance in takin them up. I inform’d him that I had no power to do so, &
4

“War Manifesto,” June 3, 1812, House Foreign Relations Committee Report on a Declaration of War, Records of
the U.S. House of Representatives. The actual Declaration of War was on June 18, 1812.
5
“British Navy Impressment,” History Detectives, https://www.pbs.org/opb/historydetectives/feature/britishnavy-impressment/. Also John Deeben, “Impressment of Seaman Charles Davis by the U.S. Navy,” Prologue
Magazine, U.S. National Archives (Summer 2012, Vol. 44, No. 2). The Deeben article details the impressment
practice by the U.S. Navy. Deeban tallies the number of impressed American seaman at around 10,000.
6
Thomas Newton to James Madison, August 23, 1806, Founders Online, National Archives, accessed September 29,
2019, https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Madison/99-01-02-0844.
7
Thomas Newton to James Madison, August 28, 1806, Founders Online, National Archives, accessed September 29,
2019, https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Madison/99-01-02-0865.
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referd him to the Laws of Virginia which gave powers to the justices, to Serve
warrants & to commit deserters from Foreign vessels to goal, & inform’d him that
I was ready & willing to promote peace & harmony & would do any thing that my
Office admitted, for so desireable objects. in the list he sent was Ed. Coffee, who
was registered in this office June the 8th 1803 He appears to be a native of George
Town, County of Lincoln, State of Massachusetts, this man made his escape & I
have given him a copy of his protection, which I hope will meet your approbation.”8
This was typical of British violations taking place not only in American territorial waters
but right in American harbors as well. What was clear was that local officials had little power to
stop the impressments. The high seas were even more open to such violations. The U.S. Navy in
1811 amounted to only about 15 ships able to patrol the high seas and protect American interests.9
President Thomas Jefferson did not believe in the utility of large vessels for the navy – opting for
a system of coastal defense instead using a combination of coastal fortifications and gunboats.10
Without the ability to protect American commercial interests, the violations would continue
unopposed. The British could justify impressment through the need to control the high seas and
supply the British army fighting against Napoleon on the European mainland. The British,
however, could not justify carrying out such action within American territorial water or even inside
the Chesapeake Bay.

Figure 1: Model of HMS Melampus

In one instance, the brig Three Brothers was bound for Baltimore and while entering the
Chesapeake Bay was intercepted by the HMS Melampus. Thomas Clarke, a pilot onboard for the
transit to Baltimore, reported:

8

Thomas Newton to James Madison, September 5, 1806, Founders Online, National Archives, accessed September
29, 2019, https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Madison/99-01-02-0886.
9
Langdon Cheves, Chairman, House of Representatives Naval Committee to Secretary of the Navy Paul Hamilton,
November 19, 1811, in William S. Dudley, The Naval War of 1812: A Documentary History (Washington, DC: Naval
Historical Center, 1985), 56. Hereafter NW1812.
10
NW1812, 60. Compared to the 15 ocean going vessels there were 165 gunboats of various sizes and dimensions
in commission, in ordinary, or under repair. See also Spencer C. Tucker, The Jeffersonian Gunboat Navy (Columbia,
SC: University of South Carolina Press, 1993) for specifics on the gunboat defense concept.
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“That, being close to Cape Henry, and about one mile and a half distant
therefrom, and in five fathom water, a shot was fired at said brig by one of His
Britannic Majesty's cruisers, called the Melampus, (a frigate of about thirty-six
guns,) which said shot struck the water abreast the beams, at a short distance from
said brig, upon which the said pilot hove to under the lee of said frigate, who
immediately sent a boat on board the Three Brothers, under the command of an
officer, who sent the captain of said brig, with his papers, on board the frigate.
Shortly after, another boat was despatched from said frigate, who carried off ten
men, who, this deponent understood, were picked up at sea by Captain Pitts. The
same boat shortly after returned, with a prize-master and nine men, who took charge
of said brig Three Brothers, and immediately after sent this deponent, two
passengers, second mate, and crew of said brig, on board the frigate, leaving only
the first mate on board the brig. Further, that, on arriving on board the frigate with
the people aforesaid, the captain of the Three Brothers was ordered on board his
vessel, which immediately after hoisted sail for Halifax, detaining on board the
frigate the passengers and crew, as aforesaid. The passengers and this deponent
were afterwards put on board a vessel from Boston, bound to Baltimore. Two of
the brig's crew, viz: two black men, were sent in a vessel bound to Norfolk; and the
remainder, viz: the second mate and two hands, who, this deponent verily believes,
are American seamen, (having seen their protections,) were detained on board said
frigate.”11
In another instance, while at anchor in the Atlantic, just off the Virginia and North Carolina
border, the captain of the brig Mercury reported:
“he was boarded by an officer from the British frigate Melampus, who, after
examining the brig's papers, requested this appearer to return with him on board the
Melampus, which this appearer declined, thinking himself within the limits and
maritime jurisdiction of the United States; the said officer also himself admitting
that said brig was anchored within three miles of the shore. And this appearer saith
that the said officer then left the brig, but in a little time came back, and informed
this appearer that he had positive orders to take him and his papers, letter-bag, &c.
on board the said frigate; that this appearer accordingly went with the said papers,
and, on getting on board the frigate, his papers and letter-bag were carried into the
cabin, and this appearer left on deck, and not permitted to accompany them; that,
after his papers and letter-bag had been detained from him about three-quarters of
an hour, they were restored to him, and he himself put on board the brig; that,
immediately on getting aboard his own vessel, he descended into the cabin, and, on
11

Deposition of Thomas Clarke, respecting an outrage committed by the Melampus, April 30, 1807, American State
Papers: Documents, Legislative and Executive of the Congress of the United States, Foreign Relations, Vol. 3
(Washington: Gales and Seaton, 1834), 8. Hereafter American State Papers.

6

opening the said letter-bag, discovered that a number of the letters had been opened,
and the invoices and bills of lading they originally contained thrown promiscuously
into the bag, and in the greatest confusion and disorder, in which situation he lodged
the said letters in the post-office of this city immediately on his arrival yesterday.”12
Between the incessant violations of territorial sovereignty, the removal of American
seamen from merchant vessels and even the tampering with mail and official papers, many of the
British ships were experiencing a growing problem with desertions. Life in the Royal Navy was
hard and the prolonged periods at sea in a persistent state of war with France was taking its toll on
the crews. Sailors, generally underpaid and overworked, sought any opportunity for escape. While
the coastal waters of the United States and even the bays and anchorages of the Chesapeake Bay,
such as Hampton Roads or the Lynnhaven Bay, offered easy pickings of merchant ships for
impressment visits, they also offered an easier chance of escape for the crew.
Numerous inquiries were made to the American authorities in an effort to gain return of
the deserters. Some of the deserters were determined to be wrongly impressed Americans whom
the local authorities had no intention of returning. The escapes which appear to have led to the
Chesapeake-Leopard incident occurred early in 1807. During that time, the frigate USS
Chesapeake was readying for a cruise to the Mediterranean, primarily to fight the Barbary Pirate
threat. In fact, it was the Barbary threat that kept the larger frigates in service despite Jefferson’s
desire for a smaller gunboat navy. During these preparations, the HMS Halifax and the HMS
Melampus were anchored in Hampton Roads. Several deserters from the Halifax: Richard Hubert,
Henry Saunders, Jenkin Ratford, George North, and William Hill, stole the ships boats and escaped
to Norfolk.13 The escape of three crew from the HMS Melampus was detailed in a later
investigation:
“William Ware, Daniel Martin, and John Strachan, state that, some time in
February last, there was an entertainment on board the Melampus, lying then in
Hampton Roads; that while the officers of-were engaged, and all the ship's boats,
except the captain's gig, being hoisted in, themselves, and the two other men
mentioned, availed themselves of a moment to seize the gig and row off; that, as
soon as they had got into the boat, they were hailed to know what they were going
to do; they replied they were going ashore; a brisk fire of musketry instantly
commenced from the ship; that, in defiance of balls, and the hazard of their lives,
they continued to pull, and finally effected their escape to land, namely, Lowell's
Point; that they then carefully hauled up the boat on the beach, rolled up the coat,

12

Deposition of George Davis, May 23, 1807, American State Papers, 3: 9.
Peace Without Dishonour - War Without Hope, Being a Calm and Dispassionate Inquiry into the Question of the
Chesapeake and the Necessity and Expediency of War, by A Yankee Farmer (Boston, MA: Greenough and Stebbins,
1807), 10. The Yankeee Farmer indicates the deserters stole the boat in a mutinous act.
13
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and placed that and the oars in the boat, gave three cheers, and moved up the
country.”14
One of the deserters, Jenkin Ratford, signed on to the crew of the Chesapeake, fitting out
at the Gosport Navy Yard.15 The British were incensed by what they believed were the Americans
harboring deserters and even encouraging sailors to desert, as well as at Ratford’s taunting the
British in the streets of Norfolk. Knowing this suspected deserter, and possibly others, were on
the Chesapeake, Captain Salusbury Pryce Humphreys, of the HMS Leopard received orders to
stop the Chesapeake and remove the deserters – by force if necessary.
“Whereas, many seamen, subjects of His Britannic Majesty, and serving in His
Majesty's ships and vessels as per margin, [the margin listed: Bellisle, Belona,
Triumph, Chichester, Halifax, Zenobia, cutter] while at anchor in the Chesapeake,
deserted and entered on board the United States' frigate the Chesapeake, and openly
paraded the streets of Norfolk, in sight of their officers, under the American flag,
protected by the magistrates of the town, and the recruiting officer belonging to the
above-mentioned American frigate; which magistrates and naval officer refused
giving them up, although demanded by His Britannic Majesty's consul, as well as
the captains of the ships from which the said men had deserted; the captains and
commanders of His Majesty's ships and vessels under my command are, therefore,
hereby required and directed, in case of meeting with the American frigate
Chesapeake at sea, and without the limits of the United States, to show to the
captain of her this order, and to require to search his ship for the deserters from the
before-mentioned ships, and to proceed and search for the same. And, if a similar
demand should be made by the American, he is permitted to search for deserters
from their service, according to the customs and usages of civilized nations, on
terms of peace and amity with each other.”16
As the Chesapeake sailed from Gosport, the HMS Leopard and HMS Bellona waited in
Lynnhaven Bay. The British utilized Lynnhaven Bay extensively as an anchorage and staging area
for their operations on the Chesapeake Bay and the location offered the ideal place to intercept the
Chesapeake. Commodore Barron describes the event as follows:
“Yesterday at 6., A. M., the wind became favorable, and knowing your anxiety that
the ship should sail with all possible despatch, we weighed from our station in
Hampton Roads and stood to sea. In Lynnhaven bay we passed two British men of
war, one of them the Bellona, the other the Melampus; their colors flying, and their
14

Inquiry of James Barron, April, 7, 1807, American State Papers, 3: 17-18.
Spencer C. Tucker and Frank T. Reuter, Injured Honor: The Chesapeake-Leopard Affair, June 22, 1807 (Annapolis:
Naval Institute Press, 1996), 95.
16
Order by the Honorable George Cranfield Berkeley, June 1, 1807, in William Oliver Stevens, An Affair of Honor
(Chesapeake: Norfolk County Historical Society, 1969), 60-61.
15
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appearance friendly. Some time afterwards, we observed one of the two line-ofbattle ships that lay off Cape Henry to get under way, and stand to sea; at this time
the wind became light, and it was not until near four in the afternoon that the ship
under way came within hail. Cape Henry then bearing northwest by west, distance
three leagues, the communication, which appeared to be her commander's object
for speaking the Chesapeake, he said he would send on board; on which I ordered
the Chesapeake to be hove to for his convenience. On the arrival of the officer he
presented me with the enclosed paper (No. I.) from the captain of the Leopard, and
a copy of an order from Admiral Berkeley, which another officer afterwards took
back, to which I gave the enclosed answer, (No. 2.) and was waiting for his reply.
About this time I observed some appearance of a hostile nature, and said to Captain
Gordon that it was possible they were serious, and requested him to have his men
sent to their quarters with as little noise as possible, not using those ceremonies
which we should have done with an avowed enemy, as I fully supposed their
arrangements were more menace than any thing serious. Captain Gordon
immediately gave the orders to the officers and men to go to quarters, and have all
things in readiness: but before a match could be lighted, or the quarter-bill of any
division examined, or the lumber on the gun-deck, such as sails, cables, &c., | could
be cleared, the commander of the Leopard hailed; I could not hear what he said,
and was talking to him, as I supposed, when she commenced a heavy fire, which
did great execution.

Figure 2: Drawing of the engagement between the Chesapeake and Leopard

It is distressing to me to acknowledge, that I found from the advantage they
had gained over our unprepared and unsuspicious state, did not warrant a longer
opposition; nor should I have exposed this ship and crew to so galling a fire had it
9

not been with the hope of getting the gun-deck clear, so as to have made a more
formidable defence; consequently our resistance was but feeble. In about twenty
minutes after I ordered the colors to be struck, and sent Lieutenant Smith on board
the Leopard to inform her commander that I considered the Chesapeake her prize.
To this message I received no answer; the Leopard's boat soon after came on board,
and the officer who came in her demanded the muster book. I replied the ship and
books were theirs, and if he expected to see the men he must find them. They called
on the purser who delivered his book, and the men were examined; and the three
men demanded at Washington, and one man more, were taken away. On their
departure from the ship I wrote the commander of the Leopard the enclosed, (No.
3,) to which I received the answer, (No. 4.) On finding that the men were his only
object, and that he refused to consider the ship his prize, and the officers and crew
his prisoners, I called a council of our officers, and requested their opinion relative
to the conduct it was now our duty to pursue. The result was that the ship should
return to Hampton Roads, and there wait your further orders. Enclosed you have a
list of the unfortunate killed and wounded, as also a statement of the damage
sustained in the hull, spars, and rigging of the ship....”17
Killed in the encounter were John Lawrence, James Arnold, and John Shakely. Badly
wounded were John Haden, Cotton Brown, John Parker, George Percival, Peter Simmons, Robert
McDonald, Francis Cownsven, and James Epps. Slightly wounded included Commodore James
Barron, Midshipman James Broom, Peter Elison, William Hendricks, Thomas Short, William
Moody, David Creighton, John Marter, Emanuel Fernandy, and John Wilson.18 Twenty-two round
shot were reported in the hull in addition to extensive damage to masts, shrouds and stays.19 John
Strahan, Daniel Martin, William Ware, and John Wilson were removed from the Chesapeake as
suspected deserters.20
The outrage committed by the affair brought the county to the brink of war. Even today,
President Thomas Jefferson receives mixed reviews on the appropriateness of his response to the
Chesapeake-Leopard incident. After much debate, and many local proclamations condemning the
action and even going so far as to call for war, Jefferson issued what amounted to a strongly worded
letter to the British. In it, he condemned the habitual “hovering on our coasts and frequenting our
harbours” and the attack on Chesapeake as: “At length, a deed, transcending all we have hitherto
seen, or suffered, brings the public sensibility to a serious crisis, and our forbearance to a necessary
17

James Barron to Robert Smith, June 23, 1807, American State Papers, 3: 18. Enclosure (1) was the list of
deserters, enclosure (2) was Barron’s reply that he knew “of no such men as you describe,” enclosure (3) was
Barron offering the Chesapeake as a prize, and enclosure (4) was Humphrey’s reply refusing Chesapeake as a prize
but offering assistance as required.
18
Return of the dead and wounded on board the frigate Chesapeake, Commodore James Barron, June 23, 1807,
American State Papers, 3: 19.
19
Survey by Benjamin Smith, Sidney Smith, and Samuel Brooker, June 23, 1807, American State Papers, 3: 19.
20
Log of the Chesapeake, June 23, 1807 entry, American State Papers, 3: 20.
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pause.”21 His only reprisal in the proclamation simply directs “all armed vessels bearing
commissions under the government of Great Britain, now within the harbours or waters of the
United States, immediately and without any delay to depart from the same.”22
One attempt at communicating with the British ships who remained at anchor in Lynnhaven
Bay was facilitated by Richard Henry Lee. Under direction from General Mathews, Lee boarded
the HMS Bellona receiving “marks of external civilty, such as manning the sides and the call of
the Boatswain” to deliver dispatches. Lee describes the meeting a very cordial but assessed: “I
understood from some of the officers that on the evening of the 5th ins't, the day after their arrival
in Hampton Roads, it was their intention to have come up to Norfolk, and from the tenor of their
conversation, the manner in which it was conducted, and their station on our coast uncommonly
near to the shore, I am convinced that it is a duty which we owe to ourselves to be in readiness to
repel acts of hostility and the violation of our laws, as I am confident they may reasonably be
expected.”23
This meeting reinforced the Governor of Virginia’s decision to call out the militia. While
the government responded by condemning the attack, one minor government employee named
William Tatham took matters into his own hands.

Figure 3: Broadside on British impressment

William Tatham was a man of many talents – engineer, surveyor, and tobacco expert
among others. He was leading a team in a coastal survey of the Chesapeake Bay during the
Chesapeake-Leopard incident. Tatham took it upon himself to open a direct line of
communication with President Thomas Jefferson to provide first-hand reports from the scene. His

21

Proclamation by Thomas Jefferson, President of the United States, July 2, 1807, James S. Clarke, ed., Naval
Chronicle, Vol. 18 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 119-122.
22
Naval Chronicle, 18: 122.
23
Lee to Mathews, July 17, 1807, in H. W. Flournoy, ed., Calendar of Virginia State Papers and Other Manuscripts,
Vol 9 (Richmond: James E. Goode, Printer, 1892) 542-43. Hereafter CSP.
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letters provide a first-hand account, if in somewhat an excited manner, of the actions in Princess
Anne County following the Chesapeake-Leopard affair.
Before the official expulsion of the British from American waters, an attempt to land at
Lynnhaven Bay, using a flag of truce, was made. The British landing party, obviously sensitive
to the ill feelings of the local Princess Anne populous, were promptly sent away. Shortly after,
William Tatham arrived from North Landing and submitted the following report:
“I determined on following her down to observe her motions, with three
other persons with me; and I saw her safe in Lynhaven Bay that Evening, at dark,
when signals were passed by means of sky Rockets; & the next morning, I found
her at anchor near the three double Deckers, which you will find described in the
sketch annexed. I returned from Lynhaven Bay last Evening, but have nothing to
report that indicates an inclination (in these ships) to disturb the quiet of this
country; unless landing for water (or some similar occasion) on Cape Henry, which
I thought they intended to do yesterday morning should be deemed such.”24
Tatham would spend the next several weeks in feverish activity from Cape Henry to
Norfolk observing, submitting reports, and even commandeering equipment for use in his ventures.
He provided many unique assessments, some of which accurately captured the activity at the time,
some of which were simply speculative in nature. On July 7th he reported on the publication of
Jefferson’s Proclamation and assessed “His B. M. Ships in the road have it. & they must receive it
as they please!”25 On July 10th he reports two British ships in Hampton Roads and “today I learn
that two others are in Lynnhaven Bay. Our small vessels seemed to pass among them
unmolested.”26
While most of Tatham’s reports detailed benign movements of the British in and out of the
Chesapeake Bay, he did manage to create a certain excitement in the region. While Tatham sensed
an imminent danger, the local inhabitants evidently did not. In one report, Tatham ranted, “Our
citizens here, are becoming so Devilishly religious that I can get nobody to do any good on Sunday.
John Bull gains by this stubborn propensity, a war advantage over us…. I have doubts if he fires
the town on Sunday; whether the tender conscience of Christianity will suffer us to extinguish the
flame” yet concludes his report with “All seems quiet.”27 He assigned an observer to watch the
fleet from the Cape Henry Lighthouse who returned after “the Inhabitants stopped him from going,
as a thing imprudent.”28 Tatham even devised a series of defenses for the region ranging from
fortifications at Lynnhaven Inlet, canals for the movement of gunboats, and a series of telegraphic

24

William Tatham to Thomas Jefferson, July 1, 1807, Norma Lois Peterson, ed., The Defense of Norfolk in 1807
(Chesapeake, VA: Norfolk County Historical Society, 1970), 20.
25
William Tatham to Thomas Jefferson, July 7, 1807, Defense of Norfolk, 25.
26
Jul 10, 1807, Defense of Norfolk, 25-26.
27
July 12, 1807. Defense of Norfolk, 33.
28
July 16, 1807, Defense of Norfolk, 45.
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station stretching from Cape Henry to Washington. None of these ideas provided any logical shortrange solution to the situation.
As Tatham provided a running status report to the President, the Virginia militia arrived to
patrol the area around Lynnhaven Bay to prevent the British from landing for water, supplies, or
other nefarious purposes. One company from Dinwiddie County contained a corporal by the name
of Winfield Scott. Scott, who in a few years would distinguish himself in the War of 1812, become
the hero of the Mexican-American War, and would devise the initial plan against the Confederacy
in the Civil War, would find himself potentially embroiled in another controversy. Scott was
involved in an event that was the closest the Americans and the British came to confrontation
following the Chesapeake-Leopard affair.
While patrolling the shoreline, Scott and his
patrol came upon a British boat that had entered
the Lynnhaven Inlet, but became trapped due to
the falling tide. When the boat crew stepped
ashore, Scott and his patrol pounced. Captured
were two Midshipmen (by the names of Evans
and Fox) and the boat crew of six sailors29. The
“prisoners” were marched to the headquarters of
the “corps of observation,” which may have been
near or at the Pleasure House.
General Thomas Mathews, commanding
the Virginia Militia units, dispatched a cavalry
unit to assist the Princess Anne County and other
militia units already in the vicinity of Lynnhaven
Bay. Mathews reported the incident as follows:
Figure 4: Winfield Scott in the War of 1812

“I have this moment received a
letter from Capt. Shepard announcing to me that he had taken two midshipmen and
three seamen who had been engaged in procuring a supply of water, and as they
were armed, it is presumable that they must have contemplated some depredation
on our citizens.
From Capt. Shepard's report, it appears that the British boat landed on the
east side of Lynhaven Inlet last evening, that they were fired on by a party of our
citizens unknown to Capt. Shepard or myself, but whose motives were truly
patriotic. They immediately quitted their boats, leaving two water casks and two
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muskets, and were by the disposition made by Capt. Shepard discovered this
morning and taken.”30
William Tatham was also witness to the incident but paints a much more sensational, if not
farcical, account of the proceedings.
“The moment I dispatched my express of yesterday, I set out in my Whale Boat to
arrange the extension of my line of daily communication to Cape Henry; by the
help of some of the leading characters of Princess Anne. Capt. Reid who dined at
the same house, Lynhaven, & Mr. Christian, mounted their horses at the same
moment; & on my suspecting & interogating the object of their enterprise, Capt.
Reid poured some goose shot into his hand, & told me he was going to give John
Bull the beef he had promised him yesterday; or to that effect. In crossing the
harbour, I observed one of the British Tenders anchored on the western side of
Lynnhaven Inlet, near the entrance: I immediately boarded a fishing canoe,
intimated that I had suspicions of them [the Tenders] & prevailed on them [the
fishermen] to let two of my men lay down in their canoe; & put them secretly on
shore where they might conceal themselves, & observe what passed. I furnished
them with a spy glass, & hunting Horn; & ordered them to observe narrowly what
passed, till I ran the Whale Boat round to Mrs. Keelings House landing, on the
interior of the Peninsula; & to blow the horn in the event of any extreme necessity.
I had scarce got to Mrs. Keeling's house when the horn was blown
(vehemently & perpetually). I ran with Mrs. K's Overseer, & my Lynhaven pilot &
another of my boats crew, to the spot. We there found our two unarmed men on
the south’n part of Long Creek; the British on the N. Eastern of Long Creek, &
Eastside of Lynhaven Inlet, and a third (which we since understand to be Capt.
Reids party of neighbours) on the western side of the Inlet. The extreme oblique
distance from (as to Capt. R.) seeming to be about point blank rifle shot, & the
British nearer to us than to them, but perhaps (more generally) equidistant. My men
lamented the want of arms; & said they had prevented the British from escaping (or
crossing) Long Creek without arms; & felt themselves ill treated to be so exposed
without means of attack or defense.
I found the two parties shouting & bullying across the Inlet; but inclined to
suspect all to be British, & the whole a sham to catch my party, of whom they had
probably information, because I did not see how Capt. Reid could get between them
& three gun boats. To pretend a force, which did not exist, was an instantaneous
expedient: 1st to prevent the retreat of myself & boat being cut off on the Peninsula;
2dly--- to prevent the enemy from escaping from the light Infantry (under Lieut.
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Vashon) whom I had "landed on the spot they occupied between Long Creek & the
Sea, that morning; and who were to meet 40 Horse to join them in Legionary
disposition, between that & Cape Henry, a distance of Six miles.
I made my small party pick up sticks to represent Guns, dispersed them (as
scattered infantry) among the S. Hills & pines; & called out loudly, "By Plattoons,
to the right wheel march!"--which was repeated (I believe by the British) in an
Ironical strain. – I repeated my words & gave a blast on the horn, about which time
(as well as I recollect) a firing, like partridge shooting, commenced: I think Capt.
Reid & party fired first but the squally weather (which became alltimately
excessive) & my attention to the main points I have stated herein before, occurring
at that juncture I cannot swear to the commencement of actual hostilities. - - I
retreated slowly, by the manoeuvre I had adopted; in order to have the appearance
of a strength equal to the protection of the neigborhood; &, I presume, spent about
one hour on Mrs. Keelings Plantation, where this affair happened; dispatching two
runners to call in a party of Horse & Infantry who Mrs. K. told me were in the
neighborhood. ---The situation of my boat (embayed in a small cove at her
Landing), the firing of some guns in her cornfield--which we could suppose to be
no other than British, induced all to conclude I had best push into the open Bay;
after arranging signals (of the horn) with Mrs. K. for the information of our own
troops, when I could be near enough to observe the result. We were now taken with
as severe a black Thunder storm & rain, as perhaps I had ever experienced, and
when the lightening cleared Horizon, so that we could see the Land, I found the
British Tender still at anchor where she had been before, & a row boat (apparently)
on Shore, near the Inlet. ---I ran up the river to my provision boat, & gave orders
for her better safety; & on landing at Mr. Christian's, I was told that Capt. Reid was
in possession of the fellow commanding the British Jolly boat, & had interupted
their communication with their Gun boat, mounting a nine pound carronade--—as
my men report of her. I think I saw two or three stagger as they ran off[ ? ] at---but
saw none to bleed.
I mounted my Horse, took a negroe pilot (now that night had closed) & rode
to the Point Plantation (Williams') where this affair had happened, thence to Mac
Keys & the Pleasure House: at which places I learnt the same thing, & found none
but the women & children left at home: the men being on the ground of skirmish,
with Capt. Reid. ——-I dispatched the negroe (a trusty one) with my horse to his
master, & the signals I had given to my boats as their guide; & thought it proper to
come off to Genl. Mathews - where I arrived at half past twelve, having left the
scene of action at about ten in the night, at which time the [ ? ] signals had proved
of no effect.
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Genl. Mathews must look to himself hereafter--for information of such
occurrences. My word is doubted, here, of a. transaction too conspicuous to be
hidden under a bushel.”31
Tatham clearly expresses his dissatisfaction with the local response, believing that (with
the proper arms) he could do a better job leading and enforcing Jefferson’s Proclamation. It is
debatable whether the party was captured by Winfield Scott’s unit, the “locals” under Capt Reid,
or another of General Mathews’ militia or cavalry units (or even some combination of all the
parties) but Tatham’s role in the event appears to be greatly inflated. The next day Tatham reported
that he did find the British party being held at Mr. Lemuel Cornick’s plantation on Linkhorn Bay.
Tatham included in that report his assessment, based on the incident, “I am of the opinion that it
is very material to the United States that Lynhaven Inlet, &c., be surveyed & fortified.”32

Figure 5: Revenue Cutter Active

The proclamation, shoreline patrols, and even the outrage from the public did little to stop
the British violations. Even Revenue Cutters, vessels charged with enforcing the law of the United
31
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States at sea, including the British expulsion from American waters, fell victim to the British
activity. Captain John Squire, commanding the Revenue Cutter Active detailed once such incident
where:
“they sailed, in their above respective capacities, in and with the said vessel, from
Washington City, having on board as passenger the Vice President of the United
States, and bound for this port of New York. That on the 29th day of June last past,
at half past four P. M. the said vessel being then under easy sail, with the wind from
the southwest, bound as aforesaid, Cape Henry bearing south about four miles
distant, they saw four armed ships lying at anchor, at the distance of about four
miles and a half to the southwest, which they were informed and verily believed
were British ships of war, under the command of Commodore Douglas, and
belonging to His Britannic Majesty; that the cutter being nearly abreast of the said
ships, a gun was fired from one of them, and that immediately thereafter, they
discovered a boat from the said ship in pursuit of the cutter; that the boat continued
in chase of the cutter, and at about three miles distant therefrom, a gun was fired
from the boat towards the cutter, which these deponents believe to be a swivel; that
the boat continued to row and sail; and appeared to make every possible exertion
to come up with the cutter, and actually gained on her until about six o'clock P. M.
when they were within about one mile and a half of each other, and a breeze
springing up, the boat fired a swivel, and soon after discontinued the pursuit; that
during the said chase, one gun besides those before mentioned was fired from the
boat, and two guns from one of the said ships; that these deponents verily believe
that the said armed boat was in pursuit of the said cutter, as there was no other
vessel near them, and that the pennant of the said cutter was flying from the time
the said armed ships were discovered until the discontinuance of the pursuit by the
said armed boat, and that the pennant is such as is worn only by vessels employed
in aid of the revenue of the United States.”33
Incidents continued even into the rivers and harbors themselves.
“The schooner Cynthea Ann, from Folly Landing, Captain Harrison, was fired at in
Hampton Roads by a boat belonging to the British squadron, but, not thinking
proper to stop, continued his way up to Norfolk, although they continued firing
from the boat, to the number of fourteen or sixteen guns; but, of a sudden, found he
was fired at from the tender just ahead of him; he immediately rounded to, and was
boarded, and asked why, a damned rascal, he did not heave to for the boat? to which
he answered, that he did not know why he was to be stopped in his own harbor. The
boat then came up, and the crew on board her also abused him, and said they wished
33
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they had sunk him, and that they aimed to hit him, which he thinks they did, as their
shot seemed very well aimed. They ordered him to tow them back, which he did,
and was dismissed.”34
Jefferson’s Proclamation also prohibited any interaction with British vessels trying to
acquire water, supplies, or other necessities. In November 1807, a British 74-gun ship and two
frigates anchored in the Lynnhaven Bay. A newspaper reported “that officers every day since then
have landed from them near the Pleasure-House; that an inhabitant in the neighborhood of the
Pleasure-House, (whose name we do not at present wish to mention) has had the temerity of
supplying them with some necessities.”35 There is no report on what may have happened to the
inhabitant because of their actions.
Eventually, the calls for war were averted. While the situation and activities in and around
Princess Anne County seemed to normalize, the “normal” was the continued violations of
American neutrality and the impressment of mariners. While the American merchant fleet felt the
effects daily, it would be another four years before another military action would result from the
activity.

Postscript: James Barron was court-martialed
for his actions related to the ChesapeakeLeopard Affair.
Being found guilty of
“neglecting on the probability of an engagement
to clear his ship for action” Barron was
suspended from the Navy for five years.36
Barron’s defense attorney was Norfolk lawyer
Robert Barraud Taylor. Taylor, as a Brigadier
General, would lead all militia units, including
those in Princess Anne County, in the War of
1812.

Figure 6: Portrait of James Barron
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USS President vs. HMS Little Belt
Impressment of American seamen continued with the harsh lessons of the ChesapeakeLeopard affair largely ignored. As the British operated with impunity on the high seas, incidents
within American waters and harbors increased. On May 1, 1811, the HMS Guerriere off Sandy
Hook, New Jersey boarded the brig Spitfire and an American crewmember, John Diggio,
removed.37 The Spitfire case prompted the Secretary of the Navy, Paul Hamilton, to order the brig
USS Argus and frigate USS President to patrol off New York. This was both a show of force
against the British and an assurance to American merchant ships operating in the area.
President was at Annapolis, Maryland and Commodore John Rodgers immediately readied
his ship for a patrol. Although he was underway on May 10th, contrary winds delayed the transit
down the Chesapeake Bay. It was not until later on May 14th that Travy Burroughs, Cape Henry
Lighthouse keeper, would have seen the President clear the Virginia Capes and head out to sea.38
Once out in the Atlantic, Rodgers and his crew were busy assisting merchant vessels in the area.
Before even clearing sight of the Virginia coast he provided the ship Madison with an anchor and
cable (“she being in distress on account of having lost hers, except one which was not sufficient
to ride by”) and then providing provision for the brig Sussex the next day.39 What happened after
are best expressed through Commodore Rodger’s official report:
“The circumstances are as follows: On the 16th instant, at twenty-five minutes past
meridian, in seventeen fathoms water, Cape Henry bearing southwest, distant
fourteen or fifteen leagues, a sail was discovered from our mast-head in the east,
standing towards us under a press of sail. At half-past one, the symmetry of her
upper sails (which were at this time distinguishable from our deck, and her making
signals) showed her to be a man of war. At forty-five minutes past one, P. M.,
hoisted our ensign and pendant, when, finding her signals not answered, she wore
and stood to the southward. Being desirous of speaking her, and of ascertaining
what she was, I now made sail in chase, and by half-past three, P. M. found we
were coming up with her, as, by this time, the upper part of her stern began to show
itself above the horizon from our deck. The wind now began and continued
gradually to decrease, so as to prevent my being able to approach her sufficiently
before sunset, to discover her actual force, (which the position she preserved during
the chase was calculated to conceal,) or to judge even to what nation she belonged,
as she appeared studiously to decline showing her colors. At fifteen or twenty
minutes past seven, P. M., the chase took in her studding sails, and soon after hauled
up her coursers, and hauled by the wind on the starboard tack; she, at the same time,
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hoisted an ensign or flag at her mizzen peak, but it was too dark for me to discover
what nation it represented; now, for the first time, her broadside was presented to
our view; but night had so far progressed, that although her appearance indicated
she was a frigate, I was unable to determine her actual force. At fifteen minutes
before eight, P. M., being about a mile and a half from her, the wind at the time
very light, I directed Captain Ludlow to take a position to windward of her, and on
the same tack, within short speaking distance. This, however, the commander of
the chase appeared from his manoeuvres to be anxious to prevent; as she wore, I
hauled by the wind on different tacks, four times successively, between this period
and the time of our arriving at the position which I had ordered to be taken. At
fifteen or twenty minutes past eight, being a little forward of her weather beam, and
distant from seventy to a hundred yards, I hailed, “What ship is that?” To this
inquiry no answer was given; but I was hailed by her commander and asked “What
ship is that?” Having asked the first question, I, of course, considering mine
entitled, by the common rules of politeness, to the first answer, after a pause of
fifteen or twenty seconds, I reiterated my first inquiry, “What ship is that?” and,
before I had time to take the trumpet from my mouth, was answered by a shot, that
cut off one of our main-topmast breast back-stays, and went into our mainmast. At
this instant, Captain Caldwell, (of marines,) who was standing very near to me on
the gangway, having observed, “Sir, she has fired at us,” caused me to pause for a
moment. Just as I was in the act of giving an order to fire a shot in return, and before
I had time to resume the repetition of the intended order, a shot was actually fired
from the second division of this ship, and was scarcely out of the gun, before it was
answered from our assumed enemy by three others in quick succession, and soon
after the rest of his broadside and musketry. When the first shot was fired, being
under an impression that it might possibly have proceeded from accident, and
without the orders of the commander, I had determined, at the moment, to fire only
a single shot in return; but the immediate repetition of the previous unprovoked
outrage induced me to believe that the insult was premeditated, and that, from our
adversary's being at the time as ignorant of our real force as I was of his, he thought
this, perhaps, a favorable opportunity of acquiring promotion, although at the
expense of violating our neutrality and insulting our flag. I accordingly, with that
degree of repugnance incident to feeling equally determined neither to be the
aggressor nor to suffer the flag of my country to be insulted with impunity, gave a
general order to fire; the effect of which, in from four to six minutes, as near as I
can judge, having produced a partial silence of his guns, I gave orders to cease
firing, discovering, by the feeble opposition, that it must be a ship of very inferior
force to what I had supposed, or that some untoward accident had happened to her.
My orders in this instance, however, (although they proceeded alone from motives
of humanity, and a determination not to spill a drop of blood unnecessarily,) I had,
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in less than four minutes, some reason to regret, as he renewed his fire, of which
two thirty-two pound shot cut off one of our fore-shrouds and injured our foremast.
It was now that I found myself under the painful necessity of giving orders for a
repetition of our fire against a force which my forbearance alone had enabled to do
us any injury of moment. Our fire was accordingly renewed, and continued from
three to five minutes longer, when, perceiving our opponent's gaff and colors down,
his main-topsail-yard upon the cap, and his fire silenced, although it was so dark
that I could not discern any other particular injury we had done, or how far he was
in a situation to do us further harm, I nevertheless embraced the earliest moment to
stop our fire, and to prevent the further effusion of blood. Here a pause of half a
minute, or more, took place, at the end of which our adversary not showing a further
disposition to fire, I hailed and again asked, “What ship is that?” and learned, for
the first time, that it was a ship of His Britannic Majesty; but owing to its blowing
rather fresher than it had done, I was unable to learn her name. After having
informed her commander of the name of this ship, I gave orders to wear, run under
his lee, and haul by the wind on the starboard tack, and heave to under topsails, and
repair what little injury we had sustained in our rigging, &c. which was accordingly
executed; and we continued lying to, on different tacks, with a number of lights
displayed, in order that our adversary might the better discern our position, and
command our assistance in case he found it necessary during the night. At daylight,
on the 17th, he was discovered several miles to leeward, when I gave orders to bear
up and run down to him under easy sail; after hailing him, I sent a boat on board,
with Lieutenant Creighton, to learn the names of the ship and her commander, with
directions to ascertain the damage she had sustained, and to inform her commander
how much I regretted the necessity, on my part, which had led to such an unhappy
result; at the same time to offer all the assistance that the ship under my command
afforded, in repairing the damages his had sustained. At nine, A. M., Lieutenant
Creighton returned with information that it was His Britannic Majesty's ship the
Little Belt, commanded by Captain Bingham, who, in a polite manner, declined the
acceptance of any assistance, saying, at the same time, that he had on board all the
necessary requisites to repair the damages sufficiently to enable him to return to
Halifax. This, however, was not the most unpleasant part of Captain Bingham's
communication to Lieutenant Creighton; as he informed him that, in addition to the
injury his ship had sustained, between twenty and thirty of his crew had been killed
and wounded.”40
The incident caused many controversies and raised many questions: Was the initial shot
accidental? Who actually fired first? Did Rodgers know that the Little Belt was a much inferior
ship than the President (the rules of naval warfare in the age of fighting sail dictated that ships
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should only engage an enemy of equal size)? Was Rodgers secretly ordered to attack a British
ship in revenge for the continued British violations in American waters? Was this all just a case
of mistaken identity? Rodgers, responding to the continued accusations by Captain Arthur
Bingham of the Little Belt who claimed Rodgers fired the first shot, immediately requested an
inquiry in order to vindicate himself and his actions. Rodgers, as President of the courts-martial
against James Barron for the Chesapeake-Leopard Affair, undoubtedly remembered the results of
that trial. The court of inquiry interviewed 51 witnesses who all confirmed that Rodgers’ account
was accurate and cleared him of all wrong-doing.

Figure 7: USS President engaging the HMS Little Belt

Postscript: Rodgers remained in command of President for most of the war capturing about 20
British vessels. His house in Havre de Grace Maryland was specifically targeted by British
Admiral George Cockburn during his raids on the Chesapeake as retribution for the Little Belt
affair. Rodgers would later lead Marines in the recapture of Alexandria from the British and led
fire ship attacks against British vessels in the Potomac after the burning of Washington.
Captain Bingham of the Little Belt was less successful. Although promoted to post-Captain in
February 1812, he saw no action again the United States during the war. The HMS Little Belt,
after reaching Halifax, was found so badly damaged that she was taken out of service late in 1811.
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Defending the Chesapeake Bay
Even before war was declared, Virginia took the ongoing British threat seriously and made
preparations for defense. In May of 1812, Governor James Barbour conducted a tour of the state
between Richmond and Norfolk to assess the defenseability of the state. Barbour’s assessment
was that Forts Nelson and Norfolk in Portsmouth and Norfolk respectively would receive the bulk
of forces with an additional fortification at Craney Island to protect the Elizabeth River, the cities
of Portsmouth and Norfolk, and the Gosport Navy Yard.41 The coastline of Princess Anne County
was mostly left on its own.
During the Chesapeake-Leopard Affair, surveyor William Tatham peppered his reports to
President Thomas Jefferson with suggestions for various defenses along the coastline –
predominantly along Cape Henry through the Lynnhaven Bay and Inlet and on to Norfolk.
Between 1807 and 1812, Tatham produced some 56 volumes of texts, drawings, and specifications
for defenses of the region. The “Tatham Plan” looking something like this:
Telegraph Stations: Starting at Cape Henry a telegraph station would connect various
points along the Chesapeake Bay to offer a rapid means of visual communications between these
points. Stations located at Cape Henry, Crump’s Hills,
Willoughby Point, and Craney Island would connect to
Norfolk. A station at Old Point Comfort would branch
off to extend all the way to Washington. As Tatham
explained: “As these numerical Characters are competent
to denote any extent in numbers, some particular
Dictionary may be numbered as a Key; and common
Place sentences, Questions, & Answers, &c, may be
found to suit numbering (under some especial signal)
denoting sentences & printed in a sentence book, which
may be afterwards renumbered by hand, to suit the
confidential intercourse of Government. Flag Staffs may
be also planted at the Tellegraphs & Signals directing
nations, Ships, Brigs, &c. &c. may be hoisted in further
explanation; & to confer with our Ships at sea; with our
Forts &c.-Thus if we allow fifteen Stations between the
City of Washington & Cape Henry; each movement (per Figure 8: Drawing of Tatham Telegraph
Question & Answer) to require one minute of time, on a system for use in Princess Anne County
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clear day, The Question will be put & answered in half an Hour.”42
The telegraph system appeared to offer the greatest chance of early warning of any British
movements or appearance in the area. After conferring with his key defense planner, Governor
Barbour announced, “In the meeting of officers it was unanimously advised that Telegraphic
communications should be established, to commence at Cape Henry and continue to Norfolk.” He
credited his tour of the region for the decision as:
“The result of my own observations, and in these I had the sanction of Colo.
Sharp and others, was that Cape Henry would be of consequence the first point, and
the Light House would answer the purpose of a Telegraph Tower. From thence to
Crump hills, 9 miles; from thence to Willoughby's point, 7 miles; from thence to
Old Point Comfort Light House, 7 miles; from thence to Craney Island, 6 miles;
and from thence to Norfolk, 5 miles. Four Towers only would be necessary, the
price of which Commodore Decatur stated would be thrilling to complete the plan
contemplated. Nothing is more simple than the modern art of Telegraphic
communication by balls or (lags in the day and by false fires in the night, and the
communication of intelligence is rapid as sound or vision.”43
Fortifications: The Barbour report gave Tatham another opportunity to pitch his defenses
for the Chesapeake Bay. Reporting from Crump’s Hill at the entrance to the Lynnhaven Inlet,
Tatham assessed the area as “well situated for an open communication with both Lighthouses, with
Willoughby's point (up to the hills next the main land), and with Hack river point up the
Chesapeake. This last circumstance, as well as its view to seaward (in case of accident at the Cape),
renders it a double station, and one of consequence and confidence. It is only at high water that an
enemy's boats could come in at the inlet, and then greatly exposed to a battery.” Not included in
this portion of his defense plan was utilizing the Pleasure House as a command post and barracks.
Tatham called it “a suitable lounge for Gamblers, tipplers, and those gentry of pleasure who love
idleness, lack of discipline, and temporary convenience in preference to their Country's Safety.”
Although Tatham had no love for the structure, he recognized that Governor Barbour had seen
possibility in the location. Tatham later suggested that “in time of war if it serves as a refreshing
place for our horse patroll and the grand rounds, it will be the best aid we can derive from a place
which can only receive its military or its tellegraphic importance from lukewarmness or an
ignorance of the surrounding neighborhood.” His preference was for a sexagon fortification atop
Crump’s Hill to serve as both a defensive point for the Lynnhaven Inlet and the command center
for the coastal areas.
Floating Battery: Tatham did not mention any type of battery or fortification on Cape
Henry. This may have been due to the limited range of artillery at the time. Even through the
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natural deep channel into the Chesapeake Bay ran close to Cape Henry, a battery in this area would
provide little offensive capability. Instead, Tatham recommended a floating battery operating on
or around the Middle Ground. The floating battery could engage enemy vessels entering the bay
or attempting to anchor.44 Tatham did not provide specifications on the size of the battery.
However, during Governor Barbour’s tour of defenses in May of 1812, the consensus among the
leaders he spoke with concluded “A floating battery, it seems agreed on all hands, would contribute
most essentially to the defence of Norfolk, and could be made with very small expense, and I
therefore promised it if it met with your approbation” placing the battery in Hampton Roads or the
Elizabeth River vice the Chesapeake Bay.45
Fire Rafts: A fire raft or fire ship is an old
vessel, loaded with combustibles, set on fire, and set
off in the direction of ships at anchor. The hope is that
the fire raft collides with the wooden ship and sets it on
fire. Lynnhaven Bay would be the ideal area to stage
fire rafts using the outgoing tide to collide them with
enemy ships in the anchorage.46 Canal System: The
Lynnhaven River, Bay (the portion south of
Lynnhaven Inlet) and its tributaries are an isolated
estuary connected to the Chesapeake Bay. However,
several other navigable rivers in the area are only a
short distance from this estuary system. Having
conducted extensive survey work in the region,
Tatham recognized that a series of short canals could
connect this system of waterways.
The Grand Junction Canal, eight miles long,
would connect the eastern branch of the Elizabeth
River to the North Landing River – in much the same
manner that the current Chesapeake and Albemarle
Canal connects the southern branch of the Elizabeth
River with the North Landing River. Tatham estimated
a cost of about $150,000 to include digging, locks, and
Figure 9: Pamphlet on the Canal System
embankments. An additional “Lynnhaven Canal”
would connect the eastern branch of the Elizabeth
River with the western branch of the Lynnhaven River.47 The canal system would allow the
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protected (and undetected) movement of gunboats from the Elizabeth River to the Lynnhaven
Inlet. Gunboats utilizing such an inland waterway could harass the enemy at numerous points
from Cape Henry to Norfolk while still having the means of escape. Additionally, gunboats
protecting the North Carolina sounds could easily support actions in the Chesapeake Bay and
Hampton Roads areas and vice versa. An additional proposed extension ran from London Bridge
to Dozier’s Bridge to connect the Lynnhaven River with West Neck Creek [River].48
Gunboats: The Jefferson system of coastal defense centered on gunboats operating in
conjunction with coastal fortifications. Such a combination was defensive in nature. Tatham,
through use of the canal system and stationing in Lynnhaven Bay, envisioned gunboats as an
offensive weapon being able to readily respond to any anticipated threat. As Tatham assessed:
“Gunboats could therefore be used with great comparative advantage in attack and defense, in
advance and retreating, in the conveyance of Troops, of Stores, of Provisions, &c.”49
Tatham was hoping that Governor Barbour would be more receptive to his
recommendations than President Jefferson who appeared to take little interest in any of these
schemes. One of Tatham’s many letters, plans, and ideas did make its way to Commodore Stephen
Decatur via the Secretary of the Navy, Robert Smith. Smith, forwarding Tatham’s drawing of
“Norfolk Harbour and Environs,” directed Decatur, then commanding the Naval force of the
Chesapeake Bay, to determine the feasibility of the following:
“We are desirous of ascertaining whether a number of Gun Boats, say from 60 to
100, aided by suitable fortifications, stationed near the mouth of the Chesapeake,
could not prevent the entrance into the Bay of Vessels of War, or their retreat out
of the Bay. It is thought by some that the Chesapeake Bay could thus be effectually
protected, To enable us to form a satisfactory opinion upon this subject, we require
accurate information upon the following points.
1st. What is the width of the Channel between Cape Henry and the Middle Ground,
its distance from Cape Henry and from the Middle Ground?
2nd. Can large Vessels pass between the Middle Ground and Cape Charles?
3rd. Are there any places near the Capes which afford safe harbour for Gun Boats,
and where could the most effectual fortifications be erected?
4. Will fortifications be necessary to cover the retreat of Gun Boats?
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5. Are there any places near the Capes which though not naturally calculated for
the retreat of Gun Boats, could be rendered so, by the erection of moulds or other
works ?
6. How far distant is the nearest anchorage for large Vessels to such place or places
of retreat for Gun Boats?
7. How far from the land do the Shoals from Cape Henry to Sowell's [Sewells]
Point extend, how far are such shoals from the Channel, and what is the depth of
water upon the Shoals?
8. Do the shoals afford safe retreat for Gun Boats?
9. How many places are there near the Capes, where Gun Boats may safely
rendezvous, where are they, and how much water can be carried to them?
To enable you to answer these inquiries, you must have a Survey taken of the waters
from the Capes to Sowell's Point, and of all the intermediate Rivers, Creeks, and
lnlets. We have no Chart upon which we can implicitly rely. You will cause one to
be made upon which the soundings, the bearings from the land &c &c must be
particularly noted, and I shall be happy to receive your opinion & observations at
large upon the points herein stated. "50
It appears that even though a survey of the areas was initiated, the surveyor chosen was not
Tatham as he had hoped but a Frenchman recommended by Decatur.51 Undeterred, Tatham
continued to press for the defenses and in 1812, wrote to Governor Barbour again this time
concluding:
“There will then remain of the task I have thus prescribed to myself— 1. A
notice of the defence of Cape Charles. 2. The fortification of commanding points
in this lower country, with the reasoning in each particular case. 3. Shell and shot
proof fortifications in water. 4. Preparation of fire rafts in Lynhaven, &c, perhaps a
hundred or more pages 'if these with drawings remain unfinished in the hands of
the President or Secretary of the Navy. 5. Economy in the conveyance of troops,
military stores, &c. 6. Barrack economy. 7. The organization, plan, and discipline
designed for a corps of maritime Infantry, &c. 8. A design for ensuring more
authentic maritime intelligence and for more effectually preventing illicit
intercourse with the enemy. 9. Reprinting and multiplying scarce and valuable
works of Military use. 10. Design for establishing Hoards of works and public
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economy; besides my professional avocations as a civil engineer and the
completing of my voluminous topographical engagements.”52
Tatham’s plans were very ambitious, but perhaps a bit ahead of its time. That is not to say
they were entirely ignored. Six years after Tatham’s initial proposal, Thomas Jefferson, now
enjoying retirement at Monticello, wrote to President James Madison about his concerns on the
commerce of the state. Addressing the British advantage in the blockade of the Chesapeake Bay
he mused:
“is there not a single point where they may be all defended by means to which the
magnitude of the object gives a title? I mean at the mouth of the Chesapeak. not by
ships of the line, or frigates; for I know that with our present enemy we cannot
contend in that way. but would not a sufficient number of gunboats, of small
draught, stationed in Lynhaven river, render it unsafe for ships of war either to
ascend the Chesapeak, or to lie at it’s mouth? I am not unaware of the effect of the
ridicule cast on this instrument of defence, by those who wished for engines of
offence. but resort is had to ridicule only when reason is against us.”53
Once again, Jefferson was pushing for his system of gunboats but taking a page right out of
Tatham’s earlier plan and crediting Tatham for the idea:
“the station of Lynhaven river would not be safe against land attacks on the boats:
and that a retreat for them is necessary in this event. with a view to this there was a
survey made by Colo Tatham, which was lodged either in the War or Navy office,
shewing the depth and length of a canal which would give them a retreat from
Lynhaven river into the Eastern branch of Elizabeth river. I think the distance is not
over six or eight miles; perhaps not so much, thro’ a country entirely flat, and little
above the level of the sea. a cut of ten yards wide, and four yards deep, requiring
the removal of 40. cubic yards of earth for every yard in length of the canal, at 20.
cents the cubic yard, would cost about 15,000.D. a mile. but, even doubling this, to
cover all errors of estimate, altho’ in a country offering the cheapest kind of labor,
it would be nothing compared with the extent and productions of the country it is
to protect.”54
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Jefferson’s vision of “the cheapest kind of labor” was undoubtedly slave labor. Jefferson even
envisioned “from 50. to 100. gunboats in Lynhaven river, as a sufficient defence for the Chesapeak
bay & all it's waters.”55 An ambitious plan indeed.

Figure 10: Portrait of William Tatham

Postscript: Eventually the Chesapeake and Albemarle Canal was built and a canal connecting
Kempsville to the Lynnhaven Bay was started but interrupted by the Civil War and never
completed. Even the telegraph arrived at Cape Henry but it was not the visual numerical signal
method designed by Tatham. As gunnery ranges improved, defenses designed for Cape Henry
would eventually be able to range clear across the bay entrance, eliminating the need for any
fortification midway across the bay entrance. It would be another century before the defenses of
the Chesapeake Bay were realized through the Taft Plan with Cape Henry providing the first line
of defense for the entire Chesapeake Bay.
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The Blockade
The first real involvement of the war in southeastern Virginia came with the decision of
the Admiralty to institute a “complete and vigorous” blockade of the Chesapeake Bay. On
December 12, 1812, the Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty issued the following:
“Whereas the Earl Bathurst one of His Majesty's Principal Secretaries of State, hath
by his Letter of the 25th instant, signified to us, the Pleasure of His Royal Highness
the Prince Regent that immediate Orders be given for establishing the most
complete and vigorous Blockade, of the Ports and Harbours of the Bay of the
Chesapeake and of the River Delaware; We do in addition to our Order to you of
the 27th of last Month herewith send you a copy of Earl Bathurst's above mentioned
Letter & do hereby require and direct You to establish the most complete and
vigorous Blockade of the Ports and Harbours of the Bay of the Chesapeake and of
the River Delaware, and to maintain and enforce the same according to the usages
of War under the Regulations pointed out in his Lordships said Letter.”56
After about six months of war,
the small American Navy,
supported by a host of privately
armed ships, called privateers,
designed to prey on British
commerce, seriously challenged
the British maritime supremacy.
During this time, five large
British warships, and a number
of smaller vessels, were defeated
by the American Navy, and
some 500 British merchant
Figure 11: Newspaper report on the blockade
vessels were captured by the
Navy and the privateer force – a
sizable number originating from Chesapeake Bay ports. A blockade, it was believed, would
prevent the Navy and privateers from leaving port, or provide an easier capture of those ships
trying to run the blockade.
Even before the formal declaration of a blockade was received in the area, increased British
activity in and around the Chesapeake Bay entrance proved a harbinger of things to come. France
was also at war with Great Britain and French ships proved as much of a target as American ships.
On January 15, 1813, the French ship Tamerlane was chased into the Chesapeake Bay by the HMS
Tartarus. Both ships ran aground on the Middle Ground, but the Tartarus managed to lighten ship
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by dumping most of her cannon. Tartarus tried using a nearby pilot boat to transfer cargo, but the
pilot boat managed to escape.57 A prize crew was sent to the Tamerlane to remove cargo when
the following incident was reported:
“We understand that the French ship Tamerlane, was blown off the middle
Ground, where she lay stranded, in the heavy gale on Wednesday night, and drifted
on the Shoals at the entrance of the Capes. The English crew on board (a lieut. And
24 men) conceiving their situation to be extremely hazardous (the Tartarus having
gone off and left them for themselves) abandoned the ship and made for Lynnhaven
beach; here making a virtue of necessity, they went to the first habitation they saw
and peaceably delivered themselves up as prisoners of war. They arrived here on
Friday night, escorted by a detachment of the Princess Anne Militia, and were
delivered over to the custody of the Marshal. – The ship lies on her beam ends, with
only three planks width of deck out of the water, and her masts and spars gone. It
is probable that she will go to pieces with the first easterly gale.”58
With the blockade now in effect, Princess Anne County, Virginia, ideally situated where
the Chesapeake Bay enters the Atlantic Ocean, would not only have a front row seat to the blockade
action but would also finds itself the subject of numerous British raids and incursions.
Unaware of the blockade was Captain
Charles Stewart of the USS Constellation.
Constellation had left the Washington Navy Yard
on a war patrol when on February 4, 1813, as she
approached the entrance to the Chesapeake Bay,
she spotted “two sail of the Line, three Frigates, a
Brig and schooner of the Enemy working up
between the Middle ground and Horse Shoe for the
Roads.”59 Faced with an overwhelming force and
no means of escape, Stewart brought the
Constellation into the safety of Hampton Roads
and later further up the Elizabeth River where she
Figure 12: 1Frigate Constellation
would remain for the rest of the war. The presence
of Constellation would capture the attention of the
British and her capture or destruction would remain an objective throughout the war.
The first indication of a blockade came from the merchant brig Two Marys en-route from
New York to Fredericksburg. While approaching the Chesapeake Bay, the brig was chased by the
HMS Belvidera who fired some 40 to 50 shots in an attempt to stop the brig which managed to
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escape. The next morning, as the Two Marys passed Cape Henry, “after passing the Light-House,
discovered lying in Lynhaven Bay, two ships of the line and four frigates; shortly after spoke a
schooner, formerly the Syren, of New-York, who ordered us to take a pilot from a boat then
standing towards us. The boat came alongside with only three men on deck, apparently for the
purpose of putting on board a pilot; twenty men, well armed, sprung out of her hold, and boarded
us; took possession, and run the brig into the Bay, and anchored her under the stern of the San
Domingo, admiral Warren.” The Two Marys’ register was endorsed: “I do hereby certify to all
whom it may concern, that the Ports and Harbors of the Bay of the Chesapeake, are this day put in
a state of strict and vigorous Blockade. Given under my hand, on board the San Domingo, in
Lynhaven Bay, in the Chesapeake, this 5th day of February, 1813. (Signed) “GEO. THOMPSON,
Capt.”
Captain Burr of the Two Marys (identified as Captain “B”) was ordered to sail his ship back to
New York and “that if he should be found proceeding to any other port, his vessel would be burnt,
and that his liberation might be considered as an act of clemency.”60
In addition to the San Domingo, the Dragon, Acasta, Maidstone, and two other frigates
were reported in the bay. Based on Capt B’s report, “The sch. Syren, and two pilot boats, are kept
to decoy vessels in. They had taken this cruise, about 30 sail; some sent in, others after taking out
their cargo, were burnt. The San Domingo was very much lumbered with cotton, bale goods,
spades, shovels, hollow ware, etc. and was removing these articles to the other ships. While capt.
B. lay there, they captured a ship and a brig, outward bound, with cargos, one small privateer
schooner, one oyster boat, and one pilot boat.”
Rather than hazard the larger warships in chasing down vessels in the bay, the British
simply anchored in positions to block the channel and effective prohibit movement from both
Hampton Roads and the upper bay. Many of the smaller vessels captured were armed and utilized
as tenders. These were the vessels used to intercept and capture both inbound and outbound
vessels. This tactic was very effective as illustrated by the engagement with the armed schooner
Lottery. As Captain George Burdett of the HMS Maidstone reported from Lynnhaven Bay:
“I have the pleasure to inform you of a very gallant achievement that was
performed by the boats of the squadron you did me the honour to place under my
command, for the blockade of this port and its rivers.
Yesterday morning, at nine o'clock A. M. a schooner was observed in the
N.W. standing down the Chesapeake Bay; at the same time I made the Belvidera
and Statira's signal, No. 239, with the north-west compass signal. As the stranger
approached the squadron, I perceived her to be a vessel of considerable force;
Captain Byron at the same time made the signal for her being superior to the boats
in chase, but not to those of the squadron united. I immediately made the signal for
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all barges, cutters, &c. to proceed in the same direction, upon which the schooner
made all sail in the direction from whence she came, and I had the satisfaction to
see she was quite becalmed. At one o'clock P.M. the stranger opened a well-directed
fire upon the headmost of our boats from his stern-chase guns, and I was happy to
find the boats in advance rested on their oars until they all formed up, when a
vigorous and gallant attack was made by all the boats, nine in number, under the
orders of Lieutenant Nazen, second lieutenant of H.M.S. [Maidstone] under my
command, who happened to be senior officer, through a very heavy fire from all
the enemy's guns, when he was boarded, and carried, sword in hand, after a most
obstinate resistance, which was maintained upon the deck of the enemy for a few
minutes. She proves to be the American armed schooner Lottery, of 210 tons,
mounting six 12-pound carronades (but pierced for 16), with a complement of 28
men, from Baltimore bound to Bourdeaux, with a cargo of coffee, sugar, and
logwood: she is coppered and copper fastened.
I also have the honour to enclose a list of the killed and wounded in the
different boats of the squadron, which, I am happy to add, is trifling, when
compared to the obstinate resistance made by the enemy, whose loss was very great,
the captain and 18 men dangerously wounded.”61
Burdett tallies one dead and seven wounded from the boats of the Maidstone, Belvidera,
Junon, and Statira in the engagement with Lottery. Captain Southcomb of the Lottery was killed
in the engagement.62
Capturing lightly armed or unarmed merchant ships was easy but several were involved in
spirited engagements like the Lottery. The schooner Highflyer, captured January 9, 1813 and taken
into British service, attempted to stop a schooner off Cape Henry by firing two musket shots across
the bow. The schooner, named Betsey, returned fire demanding to know the identity of the
Highflyer. When Highflyer refused, Betsey opened a broadside into Highflyer and “a sharp
conflict ensued between the two vessels, which lasted an hour and 20 minutes, when the strange
sail hauled off, leaving the Highflyer in a very crippled and disabled condition; her sails and
rigging entirely cut to pieces, her masts and spars considerably shattered, her hull much injured,
and 18 of the crew killed and wounded; among the latter the commander, who died the next
morning.”63 Captain Smith of the Betsey was confident that he would have sunk Highflyer in
another 10 minutes.
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Despite the completeness of the blockade and the aggressive tactics of the British in
enforcing, some vessels managed to slip through. The following correspondence, dated April 21
and from the Pleasure House details one such success:
"Dear Sir-This evening about 4 o'clock, a schooner hove in sight.
Immediately after a frigate got under way to head her off; she however continued
to stand directly up, as close in shore as she could consistent with safety. When
opposite the frigate she received several broadsides and continued to run, the frigate
in pursuit; she so far outsailed the frigate that before she got to Willoughby’s, the
chase was out of cannon shot; but two tenders and several barges had already taken
their stations, one on the point end the other on the opposite shore, to intercept her.
So soon as neatly abreast they closed upon her, opened their ﬁre which she feebly
returned. Being as I supposed, a Letter of Marque; passed them in high style end
stood up for the Roads, and er: this I hope is in Norfolk harbor!
Too much credit cannot be given to the Captain for thus saving his vessel
and cargo, and running in open day amidst a ﬂeet of seven sail and two tenders and
escaping the whole.
Not to be behind hand in a good cause, and expecting her to be run ashore,
I ordered my detachment out, borrowed some musket: and rode as far as
Willoughby’s with the intention of aiding and assisting to protect the property from
the attack of the Barges. The whole coast appeared to he lined with them. By way
of encouragement for the crew to hold out to the last we, when within about one
mile and a half and abreast, waved our caps and made such signs as might tend to
excite their further exertions to escape."64
The size of the blockading force varied with operation on or around the bay. In January
1815, the blockade was reported as “Two frigates (The Euryalus, capt Napier and Menelaus, capt
Dix.) only are in sight, abreast of Cape Henry, and their barges, under sail, are plying between
them. It is probable they have some object in view to night.”65 Even as late as 1815 reports were
made that “there is a reinforcement of vessels, in the Bay, of two frigates, which came in Sunday
evening. The force in the Bay, at this time, consists of 4 Frigates and a brig; the barges were in
the Roads on Saturday, and captured a schooner.”66
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Cape Henry
One of the most active locations of British Activity in Princess Anne County was Cape
Henry. The lighthouse built at this point in 1791 aided the safe navigation into the Chesapeake
Bay. Additionally, the natural channel into the Chesapeake Bay ran close to the coast of Cape
Henry, with the shoal called the Middle Ground in the center of the entrance with a much narrower
channel to the north close to Cape Charles. The keeper of the Cape Henry Lighthouse, Travy
Burroughs, had a front row seat to maritime activity in the Chesapeake Bay and Atlantic Ocean.
Although the Cape Henry Lighthouse was federal property, it was never calculated in the
defensive plans for the area. Even though the channel was close to the shore, any artillery placed
at the cape would be ineffective due to range limitations. Even as an advanced lookout post, Cape
Henry was in a very isolated location. Messengers would have to travel overland approximately
five miles through “The Desert” before reaching the Lynnhaven Inlet, then crossing the Lynnhaven
Inlet via boat before reaching a road to Norfolk. The cumbersome communication gave preference
to the Pleasure House as the forward lookout post for the defenses of Norfolk over Cape Henry.
Travy Burroughs had been the keeper of the Cape Henry Lighthouse since 1806 and
witnessed the activity associated with the Chesapeake-Leopard Affair firsthand (including the
dealings with William Tatham). Since war was declared, Burroughs may have sighted British
vessels off the coast and even nearing the entrance to the Bay but may not have thought anything
of them until one day in January 1813. The newspaper reported as follows:
“British valor and discipline. A band of veterans from Admiral Warren’s squadron
landed at the lighthouse on Cape Henry and with the most undaunted heroism
attacked the pantry and smokehouse of the keeper, captured his hams, mince pies
and sausages, leaving not a link behind! After when, they effected their retreat in
the greatest good order and regularity to their ships, with flying colors, without the
loss of a ham! So much for British heroism and discipline – HUZZA! “England
expects every man to do his duty!” This gallant and brilliant smokehouse exploit
was achieved on the 14th inst.”67
The January 14, 1813 raid demonstrates the tenuous position of the Royal Navy in operating so far
distant from supply and support bases. It is not known which ship conducted the raid, but it was
likely on patrol for an extended period and short on supplies. Illustrating the tedious
communication flow from this isolated post was the fact that newspapers did not learn of the raid
until almost three weeks after the fact. It is also coincidental that this episode only started being
reported after the arrival of the blockading force in the Chesapeake Bay, perhaps to heighten
vigilance in the area and bolster additional support from the local population. Other news outlets
reported, however, with confidence, “This is the only hostile landing these heroes have as yet
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attempted; when they shall think proper to land in a less remote point, we venture to say they will
be taken care of.”68
Local militia responded to Cape Henry and by keeping their base of operations well hidden

Figure 12: Painting of the raid on the Cape Henry lighthouse

in the Desert, they were able to observe British activity along the shore. The militia at Cape Henry
were active in keeping the British on their guard. On February 11, while at anchor after being
captured by the British, the schooner Lucretia parted her cable and ran aground on Cape Henry,
about 30 yards offshore. As three boats from the British neared the Lucretia, either to attempt and
capture or to burn the vessel, they were “fired upon by a party of the Princess Anne Militia, under
Lieut. Stone, and repulsed without effecting their object”69 The Lucretia prize crew of a
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Midshipman and two men were taken prisoner by the militia.70 Later on “Another attempt was
made under the cover of a small tender. But with no success. Our side no loss was sustained.”71
The same day, the schooner Cora was entering the bay and was intercepted by what was
believed to be a pilot boat. Finding the boat a British tender, “The Cora had an action of half an
hour with the tender, when she beat her off; the Cora lost in the action two men killed. The frigate
manned eight boats, and pulled for the Cora, with the tender, and they were compelled to strike.
The Second lieutenant and four seamen made their escape on shore, in the Cora’s boat.”72 As the
Cora crew was pursued by the British ashore, the militia once again responded by firing at and
repelling the British who soon returned to their boats.73
The same fate befell the schooner Maryland. Bound for Baltimore, as the Maryland
entered the bay she encountered what she thought was a merchant ship. When the ship opened
fire, the passengers on board loaded the boats and escaped in the darkness before the British
boarded. Landing at Cape Henry, the relieved passengers soon made their way to Norfolk where
they reported the encounter.74
After the active nature of British operations in the bay, it was decided to make the British
activity on the Chesapeake a little harder, at least at night, by extinguishing the lighthouses:
“Notice is herby given - That the lights of the light-house at cape Henry, and also of all the other
light-houses in the Chesapeake, will be immediately extinguished.”75 While designed to hazard
British navigation, it was effective in limiting British movements in the bay to daytime only, while
at the same time hazarding those friendly vessels attempting to run the blockade at night. As one
British observer assessed:
“The enemy, contrary to his own interest, (a rare occurrence with citizens of the
United States,) had extinguished the light on Cape Henry: this gratuitous act saved
us the trouble of “dowsing the glim.” None of our vessels had yet ascended the
bay: the enterprising inhabitants of Baltimore wisely took advantage of this
circumstance, by sending their letters of marque and privateers down in the
neighbourhood of New Point Comfort, there to wait for one of the severe northwest
gales that frequently blow at that period of the year. During the dark nights, six
and eight at a time would endeavour to push by the squadron lying in Lynhaven
Bay. Our sloops-of-war and frigates would slip on these occasions in chase; but, if
the clippers succeeded in getting outside the Capes, they dispersed, and some were
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sure of escaping: it, however, frequently occurred that they ran aground on Cape
Henry, and were of course destroyed by us. Had the light been burning, it would
have proved a certain guide to them in avoiding the middle ground, and have
enabled them to clear the dangers of the channel, and proceed to sea. To vessels
coming in, it would have proved invaluable, as, after nightfall, they might have
made the light, and by its assistance passed sufficiently high up the bay to be out of
sight of us at daylight. It is very possible many would have fallen into our hands,
but escape, in a stiff breeze and dark night, was not only possible but highly
probable: the light would have been a source of annoyance to us, and its extinction
did us good service. No less than four or five beautiful American clippers, from
two hundred and fifty to three hundred tons, were lost one night inside Cape Henry;
and it repeatedly happened that, fearful of the middle ground, they erred on the
opposite side. On quitting New Point Comfort they were of course obliged to trust
solely to the compass, which probably varied from some local cause of attraction.
Soundings were out of the question, running at the rate of eleven knots an hour; the
first shock on striking the ground sent their masts over the side, and rendered them
complete wrecks. Those of our own squadron who slipped, generally managed to
take each his bird; but the chase frequently continued one, two, and sometimes three
days, so admirably did these beautiful schooners sail.”76
As maritime activity “adjusted” to the darkened lights, the British continued to utilize Cape
Henry as a watering place. Sinking wells (away from the observation of Travy Burroughs) ships
would send watering parties ashore to fill their casks. Eventually, the Princess Anne Militia
operating from the Desert were able to establish a pattern of British activity. In July, 1813 the
opportunity came for the Princess Anne Militia to pounce. A watering party from the HMS
Plantagenet landing with the intention of filling their watering casks. The party consisted of two
lieutenants along with seamen and marines, the marines designed as force protection as the seaman
worked to fill the casks.
Hiding in the sand hills were a company of Princess Anne Militia under Captain Richard
Lawson. The report of the event read:
“The enemy had been in the practice for some time past of coming on shore
frequently, near the light house, on Cape Henry, where they had sunk wells and
obtained a partial supply of water, and also plundered the inhabitants. About 50 of
the Princess Ann county militia, commanded by captain Robert Lawson determined
to “correct the procedure,” and fixed themselves in ambuscade behind some sand
hills, within about forty yards of the wells. A barge with 26 men came on shore
early in the morning of the 14th, and all hands proceeded to the watering place.
When they arrived, capt. Lawson perceiving the disparity of their force, called out
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to them to surrender: for which one of the lieutenants levelled a carbine at his head,
and fired; it missed. The militia then gave them a full round-three marines were
killed, one lieutenant, two seaman and two marines wounded. They were panic
struck and fled to the boat without further resistance; were pursued and made
prisoners, sustaining no other hurt. The boat was destroyed; a brass cannon and
every thing on board that could be removed, were taken away. The prisoners, 2
lieutenants, 16 seaman and 5 marines, have arrived at Norfolk. The wounded have
been taken care of. None of our people were injured. "77
While the mathematics of the crew size verses those killed, wounded, or captured does not add up,
the ambush was an embarrassment for the British. Captain Robert Lloyd of Plantagenet had to
sheepishly report the loss of his boat and crew:
“It is with the deepest and heartfelt regret, that I have to acquaint you that the Yawl Armed with a
twelve pound carronade, Sixteen Musquets, fifteen Seaman and eight Marines, under the
Command of Lieutenant Faussett (Supernumerary Lieutenant Dickenson accompanied him as a
Volunteer) were surprised by a Body of Militia, concealed behind the Sandhills, by which means
the Boat was captured, and the whole Crew with the Marines, killed, wounded and taken prisoners,
but the Yawl was retaken by Lieut Hawkins who is particularly active on all occasions but not
before they had damaged the boat and carried most of the material away.
I attributed this melancholy affair to Lieutenant Faussett disobeying orders as he was
directed by me not to suffer any man to quit the boat on any pretense, (except as Centinels) and
put off immediately, as he was sent for the purpose of protecting the watering party soley, but I
fear that he had imprudence to leave the Boat himself and about twelve of the crew, unarmed with
musquets, and Carronades not loaded, as it was found in that state when recovered, and had not
been fired, and went up the sandhills even before the Centinels had arrived at their posts.
At present I am unacquainted with any further particulars, and I must leave it to Lieutenant
Faussett on his return, to account for his not having taken the necessary precautions and acted with
his usual prudence, and complying with my Orders, which would have prevented this unfortunate
affair and so many brave men being lost to the service.”78
Lieutenant Faucett was at the center of this incident and made the report to Captain Lloyd from
his imprisonment at Norfolk:
“In obedience to your orders I proceeded with the yawl to the watering place
and landed the Marines to be placed as look outs, myself and Lieutenant Dickenson
proceeded to examine the watering place, leaving all crew in the boat with the gun
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ready to fire, when close to the upper well, received a volley from about fifty men,
we immediately made the best of our way to the boat thru one ogf the heaviest fires
I ever witnessed. I got to the yawl by swimming and ordered them to fire the gun
when I found the flint had broke and the lock off, before another could be fitted
about 100 men were seen marching towards us, and finding no chance of escaping,
and to save unnecessary effusion of blood I was forced to surrender.
I am sorry to say our loss has been severe, but nothing to what might be
expected from the heavy fire of the enemy.”79
He listed those killed and wounded which included three Marines - William White and John
Wheeler killed by gunfire and Thomas Beason, drowned. Wounded were Lieutenant Dickenson
and Seaman Morris McCarthy both receiving a ball to the right thigh but “doing well.” Faucett
stated that “I had a narrow escape two balls through my jacket and one through my hat.”80 The
crew was later transferred to a prison in Richmond.
The schooner Poor Jack was captured by the HMS Acteon. The prize crew found
themselves adrift when heavy winds parted their cable and blew their prize from Lynnhaven Bay
out to sea. Taking on water, the prize crew abandoned the vessel and rowed for the nearest land –
Cape Henry. Marooned in Princess Anne County they were taken prisoner by the militia and
marched to Norfolk.81
The British may have exercised little more vigilance in their endeavors ashore but that did
not, however, stop members of the watering parties from deserting. The August 25, 1813 edition
of the Norfolk Gazette & Publick Ledger reported “Seven British deserters came up last evening,
and this morning; they escaped from the watering place near Cape Henry.”82 Deserters were often
a great source of intelligence. Brigadier General Robert Taylor personally interrogated two
deserters from a Cape Henry watering party and concluded “that some of their transports have
departed for reinforcements and…no measure should be relaxed, by which future designs of the
enemy may be effectually counteracted.”83 One group of deserters provided valuable insight on
the British operations out on the bay, and the surprising conduct of some Americans.
“Tuesday last a party of men from the Plantagenet, 74, and another from the
Dotterel, (18 gun brig) capt. Daniel, went ashore at Cape Henry beach to haul the
seine, when 6 of the latter and one of the former, pretending to catch some pigs that
were feeding in the bush, took to their heels and made off. They were fallen in with
by a guard of our militia, who conducted them to town. Their reason for deserting,
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they stated, without hesitation, to be, their abhorrence of the practice of
impressment, for which they were compelled to fight against a nation who were
opposing it. They therefore, they said, deemed it more creditable to desert the bad
cause of Britain (albeit their native country) and join the good cause of the U. States,
who through the enemy of their country, were fighting for “free trade and sailors’
rights.” These men say that the neutral vessels that have passed out to sea, supplied
the squadron with newspapers, smoking from the press, and every other information
they could obtain relative to our strength, dispositions of force, &c. and that they
were occasionally supplied with all the delicacies of the season, by small vessels
that came off for the purpose. One of these petty traitors, after he had sold his cargo
at enormous prices, cut several holes in his mainsail, to shew, when he went home,
that he had been fired at and compelled (surely against his will!) to go along side
of one of the enemy’s ships. They further state, that the two 74’s and 2 frigates
which came down the bay went to sea, and, as they learn, were bound to Halifax to
bring provisions to the Chesapeake squadron; and that a 74 and a frigate came in
about the same time and went up the bay. The whole force below consists of the
Plantagenet, Dotterel, and a tender.”84
Not every encounter with the British were as favorable as these. The winter weather at
Cape Henry can be particularly brutal and harsh conditions on the water often result in tragedy.
By the end of 1813, American ships running the British blockade used darkness and weather to
make their escapes – often at great risk. Such was the case on December 20, 1813 when three
ships – the privateer Tatar, the letter of marque Express and the merchant Reindeer attempted their
escape in the darkness. With a strong wind, sleet and poor visibility each of the ships ran aground
at Cape Henry. The crews of the vessels attempted to make it ashore with some drowning and
others freezing to death in the cold. The militia ashore built fires to assist with those who made it
ashore but the light attracted the British who closed in and started shelling the beach. The militia
and survivors were forced to retreat from the beach while the British burned the grounded vessels.85
The tragic loss made headlines throughout the country.
“It is with most poignant regret I fulfil the painful task of communicating the loss
of the Express, and the melancholy circumstances attending. She was cast away on
this shore, on Monday night 20th inst. About 3 miles from Cape Henry, in a gale
from N.N. E. accompanied with snow and sleet. She struck at 9 o’clock, and very
soon after bilged and filled. We then got upon the deck, and remained in that
situation all night, the sea making a compleat breach over her all the time – A little
after day-break; perceived her to be close on shore; and unable, from fatigue and
the inclemency of the weather, to get out the boat, we determined, as the only means
of saving ourselves, to attempt swimming ashore, in which five of us succeeded,
84
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viz. Capt. M’Quillan, the mate, two seamen and myself; of the rest six in number,
four died during the night, and one soon after he got ashore; a boy we left on board
was afterwards found dead, on the bowsprit. After a fruitless search of several
hours for some habitation, we at last fell in with some men, who conducted us, half
dead with cold and wet, to the camp of some of the militia stationed here, who
rendered us all the assistance in their power, to alleviate our sufferings. – Neither
the condition we were in, or the weather of the 21st, permitted us to attempt saving
any thing from the wreck. The weather moderating yesterday, we repared to the
beach, and endeavored, with the assistance of the militia, to secure some of the
articles on board, in which we ware much annoyed by the barges of the British
squadron in the bay. In the skirmishes of the day, one of the militia was killed, and
a man belonging to the sch Tartar, Veazey, from Baltimore for Boston, (drove
ashore about a mile from us) wounded. As the officer commanding the militia did
not think himself sufficiently strong to oppose them longer, at the approach of night
he withdrew his men – The barges then succeeded in setting both vessels on fire
after dark. During the day we succeeded in stripping the Express of all her sails
and part of her rigging, and got a third of her cargo on the beach.”86
A couple of weeks later, the Princess Anne Militia had another encounter with a British
watering party: “A few days since, some British boats came ashore to water as usual: Captain
Lampkin, commanding a detachment of militia, sent a part of his force, which drove the boats’
crew off, and stove their water-casks. After this, the enemy landed in greater force; Captain L.
marched his force against them, and after nearly a whole day’s skirmishing, the enemy keeping up
a constant fire of grape and musketry, with rockets; the enemy several times attempted to force the
party under Captain L., and were as often repulsed. After dark, some barges took a position to
enfilade our men, when Captain L., having nearly exhausted all of his ammunition, retreated.”87
Cape Henry also served in the capacity of a lookout post, likely using the extinguished
Cape Henry Lighthouse. The height of the lighthouse enabled a field of view out to approximately
14 miles. One report identified off Rudie Inlet, south of Cape Henry, “5 Seventy Fours, 6 Frigates,
1 Sloop of War, 10 Transports, 1 Tender, A Ship in the offing rate unknown.” While a lookout at
the Pleasure House reported also reporting “in Lynhaven Bay, one 74, one unarmed brig, one
sloop, and two tenders.” By 1:00 PM, “the fleet have all entered the Capes and gone up the bay.”88
This was the first sighting of the invasion fleet that would eventually land and burn Washington.

86

Columbian Gazette, January 11, 1814.
Norfolk Ledger, December 27, 1813.
88
Norfolk Herald, August 16, 1814.
87

42

The Sea Attack
The month of June 1813 started off quiet in Princess Anne County. The fleet under
Admiral George Cockburn was operating in the upper part of the Chesapeake Bay conducting
attacks and pillaging expeditions as he pleased. For the moment, Princess Anne County was safe
– except for one lone British vessel operating off the Virginia Capes.
Captain Frederick Hickey of the HMS Atalante was ordered to patrol the coastline south
of Cape Henry. If Cockburn was intending on additional raids along the coast, this would provide
the vital reconnaissance he needed. Hickey was also under the general order to: “harrass the
Enemy by different attacks, you will avoid the risk of a general action, unless it should become
necessary to secure your retreat… If you shall be enabled to take such a position as to threaten the
Inhabitants with the destruction of their property, you are hereby authorized to levy upon them
Contributions in plate and Money in return for your forbearance.”89 Hickey reported:
“…in moderate weather, with the wind off shore, Boats may safely land upon any
part of it, although with the wind on shore there is a considerable surf.
The country appears thickly studded with Trees and no Roads were
perceptible from this ship except a main Road along the beach communicating from
one Farm House to another.
The Soundings are regular to five fathoms and in most places there are three
fathoms within Pistol shot of the shore. Enclosed I have the honor to transmit the
sketch of an Anchoring Position taken up by His Majestys Sloop under my
command within half gun shot of the shore with the soundings and which I consider
the safest part of the Coast for Boats to land on. This part of the country appears
above to be plentifully supplied with Cattle and stock of every kind.”90
It is interesting that Hickey mentions cattle and livestock. One of the biggest challenges
the British faced operating in the Chesapeake Bay region was supply. Local sources were all but
non-existent and the nearest British supply base was at Bermuda – some two to three sailing days
away. Sending vessels back and forth to Bermuda to resupply would remove valuable assets from
blockade duty for at least a week and even using dedicated supply vessels had its drawbacks. The
supply vessels were generally minimally armed and easy prey for privateers or the few U.S. Navy
vessels out threatening the British. Local supplies, obtained generally through coercion or force,
became the preferred method of supply for the Royal Navy operating in the Chesapeake Bay
region.
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It appears that Hickey’s mission was indeed to find a source of supply. In a report provided
by Major William Nimmo, of the 20th Regiment, Princess Anne County militia, Governor Barbour
was informed that Hickey landed and “demanding some Sheep and Oxen, with a threat if not
complied with, of using force, and destroyed a mill on the plantation of the Proprietor to whom
the letters were addressed, living about ten miles to the southwest of Cape Henry.” The report also
stated that “great advantage might result from the Militia on that frontier being supplied with
ammunition.”91
While the British were lacking basic supplies
needed to continue their mission along the coast, the
Princess Anne Militia was lacking the basic supplies
they needed to defend the coast. This assessment of
basic needs (or wants) is what gave origin to the
greatest War of 1812 story in Princess Anne County –
the Sea Attack.
The story, tale, or legend is popularly
portrayed as: “A party of English sailors marched
inland for about a mile, where they were met by the
County militia and repulsed. The coast was
bombarded and cannon balls fell in the area now
known as Seatack, the name being derived from "Sea
Attack."”92 The Seatack neighborhood in Virginia
Beach is about a mile from the coast which may be
Figure 14: 2Captain Frederick Hickey, RN
the origin of the distance inland travelled by the
British. Major Nimmo and the Princess Anne County militia were witness to the event in some
manner based on the report but the reality of the Sea Attack was that it was much less eventful
than portrayed, even today.
A challenge in reporting history is documenting an event from as many different
viewpoints as possible. The portrayal above, and many others of the event, is based solely on the
reports of Major Nimmo. Nimmo’s report is as follows:
“One of his Britanic Majesty's Ships sent a flag of truce ashore last evening
demanding fresh provisions. Getting more calm, this day, about 12 o'clock, with
several boats, fired on some persons then on the Beach. I heard the alarm; collected
about 15 men; went down with all speed, and disappointed of burning one wind-
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mill by a close engagement. They went on board and reinforced before I could.
They came the second time and burnt another mill.
We attacked them, altho' they were under cover of the cannon, and in a little time
we could have made prisoners of them, but our ammunition gave out. They say they
want fresh provisions, and they will have it on some terms.
They fired near 100 twenty-four pounders at us, and we reinforced in the afternoon,
and had another engagement. We had one man slightly wounded, and the enemy
carried one man on board dead or wounded. Now, I have collected the militia, but
we can only depend on the bayonet. I have used every means to procure
ammunition, but have failed. If we do not get it from some source, we must quit
our county and be drove from our own houses.
We expect an attack to-morrow by a reinforcement.
Please excuse me in making free, as I am not in the requisition now in service. I
only wish to call your attention in this crisis. We are now on the frontier, and no
ammunition. I have enclosed the letters from his Majesty's Ship, but I did not
receive them until our engagement was over.”93
Nimmo certainly creates a case for a very imminent threat to Princess Anne County, one coupled
with the lack of ammunition to effectively counter such a threat.
Captain Hickey of the Atalante, however, provides a very different view of the
proceedings:
“I have the honor to acquaint you that yesterday in running down the Coast
about thirteen miles to the Southward of Cape Henry a spot of ground was observed
well stocked with cattle, with two corn mills and several Farm Houses on it, and
not perceiving any armed force to obstruct our Boats landing, I was induced to stand
in as close with this Ship as the depth of water would permit. I then sent Mr. James
Pulling, Acting Master on shore under a Flag of Truce, with Letter No. 1. The Boat
not returning till half past seven and then with an answer by no means satisfactory,
the lateness of the hour made me deem it prudent to get under weigh being then
within Carronade shot of the Shore, and stand into deep water, at half past nine I
anchored in a quarterless seven and at half past eight this morning it being quite
calm I weighed and swept in with the boat a hard towing and anchored in five
fathoms opposite a large Plantation (at a quarter past ten) situated at the head of
Ragged Island Lake. I then hoisted a Flag of Truce and sent Lieut Corbett with
Letters No. 1 and 2, No. 1 having been returned last night. Lieut Corbett meeting
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with no better success than the officer that had gone before him returned in about a
quarter of an hour having been met on landing by about twelve Armed Men, who
at first manifested an intention to detain him as their Prisoner till the arrival of the
Major Commanding the Militia of the District. Upon the return of Lieut Corbett I
hoisted out the boats and sent them armed under the direction of Lieutenants
Cosmahan, Corbett and Mr. Pulling, Master with orders to set fire to the mills unless
the Cattle demanded were immediately produced, which service they performed in
a very neat style by the total destruction in a short time of one of their mills, nearly,
and setting fire to the other in the face of from thirty to fifty Militia or Armed
Peasants who kept up a constant fire from the skirt of the adjacent woods and at
one time advanced with an apparent intention to charge, but were repulsed by the
firm conduct of the Sergeant and the Marines of this ship.
Owing to some of the materials for setting fire to the mill having got wet in
landing through the surf – the first mill set fire to I am afraid has not been effectively
destroyed, but seeing the other completely demolished I recalled the boats and am
happy to say no accident of consequence has occurred to any of the party employed
– Mr. Pulling, Master, Mr Garret Carpenter and Richard Bishop Boatswain Mater
have only been hit by spent balls.”94
Why the disparity in the activity? It appears the neither Hickey’s landing party nor the Atalante
fired any rounds from any weapon. Nimmo may have purposely enhanced the account of the
proceedings to artificially inflate the need for immediate assistance in the county, particularly in
the area of arms, armament, and ammunition. The frequent British incursions along the coast –
particularly at Cape Henry and Lynnhaven - and the impact of those incursions on the local
populous, may have left Nimmo feeling helpless to initiate any effective response. The timing of
Hickey’s engagement, along with news stories of Cockburn’s pillaging along the rest of the
Chesapeake Bay, gave Nimmo the opportunity to elevate the need to protect Princess Anne.
The inflated report might also pressure the federal government to apply some resources to
the region as well. Just a few months earlier, Governor Barbour’s request for military support to
the Secretary of War, James Monroe, was met with indifference “as our Towns are numerous and
our Coast of vast extent, much reliance ought to be placed in the local force in aid of the measures
which may be adopted by the General Government for that purpose.”95
The other remaining question is where did the Sea Attack occur? It certainly did not occur
in the modern Seatack neighborhood along Birdneck Road. While it does meet the distance criteria
in the Sea Attack legend that indicates British forces marched a mile inland, it is unlikely that the
British would have ventured that far inland without a specific objective. Criteria for conducting
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such raids were limited to those that were convenient and with little risk.96 Hickey identifies the
object of their landing (livestock) being readily available within sight of the oceanfront. There
was no need to go even beyond the beach area to complete their mission.
Hickey’s report provides enough locating data to narrow down the site of the attack.
Hickey’s forces burned two windmills. There were two locations along the coast that had
windmills: Dam Neck Mills and Sandbridge Mills. The Sandbridge location is often cited as the
location, even by modern historians, based on Hickey’s mention of Ragged Island. There is a
Ragged Island in Back Bay which makes the connection with Sandbridge plausible. However,
Lake Tecumseh at Dam Neck was formerly called Ragged Island Lake.97 Hickey specifically
mentions a plantation at the head of Ragged Island Lake which was likely on Rainey Point (or
Ragged Island). The windmills were just a short distance away in the vicinity of the current Navy
Lodge.
The other factor that supports Dam Neck as the location is the distance Hickey reported to
sail – 13 miles. While the Dam Neck site would be approximately 10 miles south of Cape Henry,
distance approximation in the early nineteenth century was anything but precise. Hickey’s 13
miles could range anywhere from 5 miles to 25 miles based on wind, and current. In any case,
sailing south from Cape Henry, Hickey would have come upon the windmills at Dam Neck first
and identified them as a suitable area to obtain livestock. The Dam Neck site was also more suitable
for grazing cattle as grass and woods originate almost off the beach where at Sandbridge, there is
almost exclusively sand from ocean to the Back Bay.
Local newspapers lampooned the event. The Norfolk Herald had been consistent in
portraying the British as inept – performing perhaps in a manner best characterized as Keystone
Cops – and took ample shots at the British (and a few at the mill owner) in describing the Sea
Attack:
“A few days since an English sloop of war came close under the sea side of
Cape Henry and anchored opposite the Windmill. Shortly after, she dispatched a
messenger ashore with it very polite letter to the keeper of the Windmill, stating
that a great part of her crew were sick, among whom were a number of .Americans
who suffered much for the want of flesh provisions, and requested him to send on
board, immediately, two fat beaves and a couple of sheep. As the miller could
neither read nor write, it is not to be wondered at if he returned no answer to this
epistle, nor troubled himself much about furnishing the requested supply. But on
the next day there came a very angry letter from the commander of the sloop,
reproaching the miller, with disrespect in not answering his former one, and
threatening, that if the beaves and sheep were not forthcoming in half an hour he
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would send a party of men ashore, and burn the mill. The honest miller, who by this
time had found out the purport of these communications, declared he would comply
with no such demand, but very imprudently neglected to alarm the country, and call
in the militia to his assistance; the consequence was, that these modern Don
Quixottes came ashore, and conformable to their promise and in imitation of
Cockburn, Beresford, & Co. very deliberately set ﬁre to the mill, stood by it until it
was consumed and then retreated to their ship in perfect safety. A few hours after
this affair, a number of militia amounting to a battalion, assembled and marched to
the shore, but they were too late; the enemy had weighed and gone off, but without
either beef or mutton!”98

Postscript: While transiting off the coast of Nova Scotia in fog on November 10, 1813, the HMS
Atalante ran aground on Sisters Rocks off Sambro Island near Portuguese Cove and was wrecked.
The ship went down in 12 minutes. Among those who took to the boats and were later rescued
were 20 former slaves who escaped from the Hampton Roads area – including Princess Anne
County.99
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The Pleasure House
The tavern or ordinary, known at the “Pleasure House” since sometime around the
American Revolution, was a popular and well-known establishment along the Chesapeake Bay
between Lynnhaven Inlet and Little Creek. Like the ordinary that had been located near the site
for over a century and a half, the Pleasure House was busy serving its usual customers, when the
war between Napoleon and just about every other country in Europe started showing its effects
right here in the Chesapeake Bay. The long-standing British practice of impressment of American
seamen into the Royal Navy began to spill over into American territorial waters and the Lynnhaven
Bay became a favorite spot for the Royal Navy to just sit and wait for its prey to sail by. The 1807
Chesapeake-Leopard affair that almost propelled both sides to war had its origin in the Lynnhaven
Bay.

Figure 15: 31810 map showing the location of the Pleasure House

The clouds of war only cleared for a short time. By 1812, violations of American shipping
on the high seas continued and as the threat of war loomed once again, the state of Virginia began
to look at how to defend the state. Governor James Barbour made a tour of the coastal areas of
the state with a view to their potential defense. In his report he identified “It seems to be believed
that a debarkation of troops could be effected only at the pleasure house, The Quarantine House,
49

or at Lambert's Point landing. At either of the former places would produce a circuity, and of
course a march favorable to the defence of Norfolk.”100 The Pleasure House was cited specifically
for its proximity to the protected anchorage at Lynnhaven Bay and the road that connected it to
Norfolk via Kempville and the New Town. While no troop concentration was to be located there,
the location still had significant military value.
Not everyone agreed, though, with the value in the Pleasure House. Surveyor William
Tatham believed that Crump’s Hill, on the western side of the Lynnhaven Inlet was a more suitable
location for any type of defense. As Tatham described “it is only at high water that an enemy’s
boat could come in at the inlet, and then greatly exposed to a battery.” Tatham went on to express
his disdain for the Pleasure House as
“a place which has not one requisite of a military station for troops on this bay, or
one point of military security in itself beyond a chance to run away. It is a suitable
lounge for Gamblers, tipplers, and those gentry of pleasure who love idleness, lack
of discipline, and temporary convenience in preference to their Country's Safety ;
but in time of war if it serves as a refreshing place for our horse patroll and the
grand rounds, it will be the best aid we can derive from a place which can only
receive its military telegraphic importance from lukewarmness or an ignorance of
the surrounding neighborhood.”101
War finally reached Princess Anne County on February 4, 1813 when Colonel William
Sharp reported to the Governor:
“This day between one and two o'clock a British squadron of two line of Battle
Ships (74s), three frigates and a tender appeared in the Bay opposite the pleasure
House, and after maneuvering some time anchored in Lyn Haven Bay late in the
afternoon, where they now remain. They sent boats as high up as Willoughby point,
which were recalled by a gun from the Admiral's ship. They brought to a pilot boat
and took pilots from Her. At half-past 3 o'clock I received positive evidence of
these facts, and immediately placed the 54th Regiment underarms.”102
Before the militia could muster and be sent to their defensive positions along the coastal areas, the
British began their operations in the area.
“There was to-day a boat load of prisoners sent on shore from the British Squadron.
Among the prisoners is Capt. Walter Colter, who gives us the information that Sir
John B. Warren intends, as soon as possible, to land a large force for the purpose
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of procuring water, &c, and calculates on being opposed. The Boats will be armed
with cannonades to cover the landing.
It was the intention of the British Admiral yesterday to have gone as high
as Norfolk for the purpose of plunder, &c, had not the wind died away. There is no
men here, but I am endeavoring to place the shore in a state of defence.”103
Only a few days later, a letter from Norfolk, dated February 10, reported, “To day we have
had two brushes with the boats belonging to the blockading squadron. They attempted to land near
the Pleasure House. We succeeded each time in beating them off, without loss on our side. Some
of their people desert from them almost every day, who are regularly taken by our guards.”104
The Pleasure House quickly proved the value of its position for both the Americans and
the British. In addition to a convenient place for the British to land prisoners, it was the ideal
location to keep an eye on the British movements in and out of the Chesapeake Bay. Numerous
reports, originating from the Pleasure House kept the military leadership in Norfolk apprised of
the happenings in the bay:
- July 12, 1813: “9 ships, a Brig, and several Tenders were out of Sight at sunset last evening
standing up the Bay. There remains now in Lynhaven Bay only 1 ship of the Line, 2 frigates, and
3 Tenders.” 105
- August 24, 1813: “Seven British deserters came up last evening, they escaped from the watering
place near Cape Henry.106”
- August 16, 1814: “in Lynnhaven Bay, 1 74, one un-armed brig, one sloop and two tenders; 1
o’clock, P.M. – Another express from the Pleasure House – The fleet have all come in the Capes,
and gone up the Bay.”107
- October 14, 1814: “7 o’clock, A.M. The enemy’s force this morning in Lynhaven Bay, is 30 sail,
all under way standing to sea with a light breeze from the West, except two frigates which are at
anchor.”108
- November 20, 1814: “One frigate and one tender at anchor. A tender beating up apparently for
Black River. These comprise the entire force at present in Lynnhaven bay.”109
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- November 21, 1814: “7 A.M. One frigate at anchor. Two tenders under sail standing up, the
wind ahead. No other vessel to be seen.”110
- January 31, 1815: “Sunrise. There are three frigates and one schooner at anchor in Lynhaven –
Nothing else in sight.”
- January 31, 1815: “Sunset. There are none of the enemy’s vessels in sight this evening in
Lynhaven bay – I presume they have slipt their cables and put to sea.”
- February 1, 1815: “Sunrise. There is no vessel in view this morning.”111
The use of the Pleasure House as a military lookout post began almost immediately after
the British arrival. As the militia were called up for defense of the area some of the forces
assembled at the Pleasure House. Colonel William Sharp reported:
“I go to-day to the Bay Shore (Pleasure House), where between two and three
hundred men of the 20th Regiment are assembled in arms to make arrangements
with Col. Robinson for co-operation, and to establish communications. Col.
Robinson yesterday drew from the Contractor, for the United States, rations for four
hundred men for eight days, and to-day will receive from Major Nestell twenty
Tents.”112
Based on the need for tents, ammunition, and other supplies, it appeared that the militia were intent
on holding the Pleasure House area. They did not have to wait long before seeing action:
“To day we have had two brushes with the boats belonging to the blockading
squadron. They attempted to land near the Pleasure House. We succeeded each
time in beating them off, without loss on our side. Some of their people desert from
them almost every day, who are regularly taken by our guards.”113
The presence of an American military post so close to the British anchorage cause the
British to take certain actions. Following the capture of a British barge, “they sent a tender
close in shore on Saturday last and opened fire on the Pleasure-House. They were within
a mile of the building, but as they fired with their usual accuracy, their balls passed over
and under, and on each side of it without doing any injury.”114 The militia even had a role
in the ongoing capture, or rescue, of ships on the bay:
“On Wednesday morning last a schr. Was discovered to be on shore near the
Pleasure-House, by the guard stationed there, and on boarding her she was found
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to be the Friends, capt. Herbert, of this port, from Port-au Prince (which place, as
appeared from her log book, she left the 12th of December) laden with coffee.
There was not a soul on board, but all the tackle, furniture and papers remained,
except an anchor and cable which were missing. Hence it is presumed, that the
enemy had captured her in the night, taken out the crew, and left her at anchor for
the night, and that she parted her cable and drifted ashore. The cargo has been all
taken ashore though much damaged.”115
The “Sea Attack” of June 1813 led many local residents to suspect it was but a matter of
time before the whole county would fall to British attacks. With the reappearance of Cockburn’s
fleet in Lynnhaven Bay on June 16, followed by the arrival of the invasion force on June 18
carrying some 2,500 soldiers, attack was imminent. This was the force that was intended to attack
Craney Island in order to open up the Elizabeth River to attack Norfolk and Portsmouth and destroy
the Gosport Navy Yard and the frigate Constellation.
Ever since the Constellation sought safety in the Elizabeth River from the British
blockading fleet, the frigate had been a target of Admiral Cockburn. Capturing or destroying an
American frigate would return more glory than a lumbering blockade duty. The plan of attack
would involve reducing Craney Island through a two-pronged land and sea assault. Once Craney
Island was secure troops would move overland to attack the undefended rear of Fort Nelson in
Portsmouth while landing troops at Willoughby to move overland and attack the undefended rear
of Fort Norfolk.116
In order to mask the invasion plans on Craney Island, a “feint” was envisioned to land near
the Pleasure House to create the impression that the primary route of invasion would be down the
road from the Pleasure House to Norfolk. The feint at the Pleasure House on June 22, 1813, was
easily repelled by Captain Lawson and his Princess Anne Militia.117
While the Pleasure House played a significant role in the defense of the Hampton Roads
area, the military nature of the place was becoming an irritant to the British in the Lynnhaven Bay.
In order to keep their fleet movements a surprise as much as possible, the British decided to
eliminate this particular military facility. On September 21, 1813, the British landed with the
intention of burning the Pleasure House. As a local correspondent reported:
“The enemy.-On Tuesday night about 12 o’clock, a party of British troop, supposed
to be from 100 to 150 in number, came ashore, marched across to the PleasureHouse, and attacked the guard stationed there, which from the smallness of its
number, was compelled to retreat. The enemy having obtained quiet posession of
that old and respectable building, immediately set it on fire, and, after waiting until
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it was nearly consumed, retired to their boats without committing any further
depredations.
The force which was stationed at this post, though small, was considered to be quite
sufficient. The whole did not consist of more than 40 men, a few of whom were
troopers, the rest, a part of Capt. Lawson’s infantry company.
It appears that the enemy were guided by some person who was very well
acquainted with the country, as his advance towards the house was extremely
judicious, and rendered a retreat on our part very difficult; While one party
proceeded along the shore in the rear of the house, another took a course through
the field which led them to the lane in front. – The centinels gave the alarm, and
Capt. Lawson roused his few companions and formed them in order of battle, but
it was impossible for him to make a stand, the enemy pressing upon him in solid
columns at two different points, threatening to overwhelm him by dint of numerical
force, resistence was vain, and duty, as well as prudence, made it necessary for him
to retreat. Of the detachment under Captain Lawson, only 27 were fit for duty: the
troopers, as they could not prepare themselves in time, were unable to render any
assistance – two of them had their horses killed under them. We lost 6 men, viz. 3
troopers and 3 infantry, who mistaking the enemy for their own party, went in
among them and were taken prisoners. There were none kkilled or wounded on
either side.
It cannot with justice be said that the post was surprised: Capt. Lawson had posted
his centinels, the alarm was regularly communicated, and the troops, with a few
exceptions, turned out and formed in due time. The only misfortune is, that the
enemy was too strong. It is incorrectly stated in the Ledger, that the enemy were
only 40 in number-Indeed, is it likely that he would venture to land and attack a
guarded position with only forty men?”118
While this account certainly shows the militia were overwhelmed, it does raise an interesting
question - why only 27 of the 40 were fit for duty? The “correspondent” in this case might actually
be Captain Lawson himself using the newspaper to vindicate himself from any potential criticism
over the action. The prisoners were reportedly taken to Bermuda.119
Despite the loss of the Pleasure House, the militia maintained their position at the site
throughout the remainder of the war, keeping an ever-vigilant eye on British movements on the
Chesapeake Bay. A militia company from Wythe County under the command of a Captain
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Graham was stationed at the location and on December 31st a private from that company detailed
the following event:
“Yesterday a schooner from Baltimore bound for this place, ran aground near the
Pleasure House, 200 yards from shore. As soon as the British discovered it, they
came with two small barges, which Captain Graham's and Shelton’s companies
drove off. They, then sent another barge with two pieces of cannon, which they
ﬁred from 9 o’clock in the morning, until 2 o'clock in the evening; which compelled
them to retreat behind sand-banks with their small army. Their 18 pounds balls
overshot considerably, but their cannister and grape-shot came very near without
injuring a man. A captain who was driven ashore sometime since and had a load of
ﬂour and butter, or a part of it on the beach, informed captain Koontz that he looked
with a spy glass and saw 10 or 12 of the British fall, which were put into a small
barge and taken to the seventy-four.”120
The Pleasure House was also pivotal in receiving reports on the war in Europe. When word
was received of Napoleon’s defeat, it was believed that the war might end as there was no longer
a need for British impressment practices. A letter from Norfolk printed in many newspapers,
“Mentions the return of a Flag, that had been dispatched by Government-the person charged with
the flag, (an officer of the Navy) learnt on board the frigate, that they had received late accounts
from Europe, that there has been a General Peace concluded in Europe – (this news was not
generally believed in Norfolk, cause not stated.) No answer was received to the dispatches, in
consequence of the absence of Ad. Cockburn up the Bay-the answer promised to be sent on shore
to the Pleasure House when received.”121
The Pleasure House, however, lived on in war claims proceedings. After William Nimmo
died, his heirs continued to pursue compensation for the loss of their business, which, in essence
was taken by the military for military purposes. A claim was submitted in 1818 and based on the
testimony of Brigadier General Robert Taylor, who commanded all the American troops in the
Hampton Roads area, the “dwelling house (called the Pleasure House) and other buildings of the
petitioner, were occupied by his order, and that this station was regarded as one of the most
important outposts of the army.”122 While $500 was considered for compensation, the claim
lingered in debate until 1824. The point of contention was whether it was “at the time of its
destruction, occupied by American troops, placed in it by authority of the commanding officer on
the station, and destroyed, in immediate consequence of such occupation, or was destroyed from
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mere wantonness on the part of the enemy.”123 Compensation was ultimately awarded to the
Nimmo heirs.
While the loss of the Pleasure House was deemed a war loss and compensated as such, the
debate saw a parallel in another claim – the British burning of Buffalo, New York in December
1813. In that case, several homes were forcibly occupied by the local forces which were burned
by the British because they acted as a barracks. The issue here was whether occupation by the
troops considered permanent or were the troops just staying there in a transient capacity.
Ultimately, the ongoing nature of military activities at the Pleasure House gave it a “permanent”
character and was awarded where the claim from Buffalo was not.124

Postscript: The Pleasure House was never rebuilt after the war but the name took hold in many
ways in Princess Anne County. Pleasure House Road, Pleasure House Point, Pleasure House
Creek, and Pleasure House Lake all pay homage to this unlikely “hero” of sorts of the War of
1812.
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Commerce Warfare
Much of the economic prosperity of Princess Anne County depended on slavery. One of
the best ways to influence the will of the people is to affect their livelihoods. Dissatisfaction
among the population could lead to the lack of support for the war – in essence, the population
forcing their own government to sue for peace. While fomenting slave uprisings was not one of
the British intentions, slave defections were a viable option. The guidance provided by Earl
Bathurst directed:
“You will on no account give encouragement to any disposition which may be
manifested by the Negroes to rise against their Masters. The Humanity which ever
influences His Royal Highness must make Him anxious to protest against a system
of Warfare which must be attended by the atrocities inseparable from commotions
of such a description. If any Individual Negroes shall in the course of your
operations have given you assistance, which may expose them to the vengeance of
their Masters after your retreat, you are at liberty on their earnest desire to take them
away with you. You are authorized to enlist them in any of the Black Corps if they
are willing to enlist; but you must distinctly understand that you are in no case to
take slaves away as Slaves, but as free persons whom the public become bound to
maintain. This circumstance as well as the difficulty of transport, will make you
necessarily cautious how you contract engagements of this nature, which it may be
difficult for you to fulfill.”125
The British welcomed escaped slaves to join their ranks, as the slaves of the Chesapeake region
were recognized for the value they could provide to the British war effort. They were excellent
sources of intelligence information and could not only identify key personnel in the American
forces or even government, they knew the terrain and were excellent guides. Admiral Warren even
directed, “You are to procure whatever Pilots can be had, taking Black men if you cannot get
others” understanding that they might be the best way to navigate the intricate waters of the
Chesapeake.126
These policies were designed to inflict an economic blow on the United States including
Princess Anne County. The continued presence of the British fleet maintaining the blockade in
Lynnhaven Bay and off Cape Henry presented many slaves with an opportunity for freedom. How
the slaves learned about this opportunity was from the British themselves during their numerous
sojourns ashore. The slaves were instructed to provide certain signs or signals to the British. Such
tactics were particularly effective but it was only a matter of time before the local militia patrols
and owners caught on to the escape methods. As one newspaper reported:
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“On Sunday last, [August 29] six negro fellows belonging to different farmers in
the vicinity of Cape Henry went down to the beach and made signals to the
Plantagenet and Dotterell, when a boat immediately put off and took them on
board. A great many others have eloped in the same way, which induces us to
believe, that the enemy holds a secret correspondence with the negroes on shore.
This proceeding of the enemy suggested to some of the inhabitants a plan, which,
if it had been managed with more circumspection, would have made him pay
dearly for the negroes. A party of militia, (17 in number) stationed themselves
behind the Sand-hills, while two white men with their faces and hands blacked,
went down upon the beach and waved their handkerchiefs to the ships, when, a
boat with six men immediately came ashore, followed by some distance, by two
others full of men. Just as the men from the first boat were preparing to land, one
of those disguised in walking a steps shewed his bare ancles which he omitted to
blacken, when the enemy exclaimed – “White men in disguise by ___! Let us
push off; which they did, and at the same moment the militia ran out and ﬁred
upon them until they were out of gun-shot; they killed two out of the six. Had
real negroes been made use of the deception would have been complete and
effectual.”127
The outrage caused by the British actions was further expressed in the press:
“The species of warfare waged by Captain Lloyd of the Plantagenet, on the
inhabitants of Princess Anne county, is of that pitiful and dishonorable kind which
cannot fail to attach a lasting stigma to his character, and cause his name to
descend to oblivion, coupled with that of the infamous Dunmore, and clogged
with the bitter execrations of all who shall hear the tale of his rapacity. ln war, to
be sure, it is lawful to distress an enemy, in any way and to any extent; but there
are advantages in war which a generous and brave enemy would scorn to proﬁt
by. To distress and harrass individuals who are incapable of taking an active, or
indeed any part in the war, is a wanton outrage on humanity, and not a blow
inﬂicted on the nation to which the individuals belong. Even a highway-man has
been known after plundering a passenger to give hint hack some of the booty to
bear his expenses home: but the British warrior scorns such weakness; he takes all
that he can conveniently carry off, and destroys the remainder.”128
Slave escapes, encouraged by the British, were having the effect that the British
envisioned. The drawdown in the labor force was affecting the operation of local agriculture, the
British were gathering valuable information on American operations and readiness in the local
area, and recruiting for the regular army and call-ups for the militia were lagging. Many men
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eligible for either service were reluctant to leave their slaves minimally supervised, which would
create additional opportunity for escape. The local militia patrols and locals citizens began to
work together to stop the slave esacpes.
“Runaway Negroes. We have reason to believe that no more negroes will desert from Princess
Anne. Indeed, from the steps now taken, it would be almost impossible for those deluded
wretches to get on board the British shipping from that quarter; for, besides the usual patrole
guard, a large number of citizens have voluntarily entered into an association for the purpose of
patrolling the desert that skirts the southern boundary of Lynhaven Bay, and in which the
runaways and outlaws secret themselves, until they can find an opportunity of going off to the
enemy—that virtuous and humane enemy who allures them to their destruction. This company
have already discovered, in at recess of the desert, an encampment of nearly 20 negroes, who,
being apprised of their approach, had time to disperse; not, however, until 5 or 6 of them were
shot. One who was only wounded, compromised for his life, by giving such information as must
inevitably lead to the detection of the whole gang.”129
While the citizens of Princess Anne County were confident they had solved the problem,
the British in varying capacities utilized those slaves that had escaped. Most were simply labor,
particularly in 1814 when a British constructed a base of operations on Tangier Island. Others
were armed and fought in British in raids and other operations in the region. Along the Outer
Banks of North Carolina, local militia disrupted a three-barge cutting out party, targeting several
vessels at anchor near New Inlet. One barge was captured along with 17 men and “Among the
prisoners were eleven negroes; some of them, (perhaps all,) are supposed to be runaways from
Princess Anne County, in which case, an example ought, and no doubt will be made of them.”130
As slave owners fought to prevent their slaves from escaping, the British still sought the slaves to
help in the fight against the American. Captain Robert Barrie, leading the blockade of the
Chesapeake Bay, surmised: “Amongst the Slaves are several very intelligent fellows who are
willing to act as local guides should their Services be required in that way, and if their assertions
are true, there is no doubt but the Blacks of Virginia & Maryland would cheerfully take up Arms
& join us against the American.”131 Admiral George Cockburn, the scourge of the Chesapeake,
known for his unrelenting raids along the coasts (and for later burning the White House), had a
much different view of their utility:
“If you attach importance to forming a Corps of these Blacks to act against their
former Masters, I think My dear Sir your Proclamation should not so distinctly
hold out to them the option of being sent as free settlers to British Settlements,
which they will most certainly all prefer to the Danger &: Fatig of joining us in
Arms; in the Temptations I now hold out to them I shall therefore only mention
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generally our willingness & readyness to receive & Protect them, and to put arms
in their Hands if they chuse to use them in conjunction with us, The Black
Regiments from the West Indies, may very probably have great effect amongst
them, but Blacky hereabouts is naturally neither very valorous nor very active.”132
It is estimated that approximately 4,000 slaves, mostly from the Chesapeake Bay region,
escaped to British protection and a chance for freedom during the War of 1812.133 In 1827, as a
provision of the Treaty of Ghent, Great Britain agreed to pay $602,480 as an indemnity for
slaves carried away during the war.134 That indemnity was later awarded to former slave holders
who filed claims based on losses due to British activity. As the Norfolk Herald reported ”A
WINDFALL – A gentleman in Princess Anne informs us that he has been notiﬁed by his agent at
Washington, of the ﬁnal adjustment and allowance of his claim, under the Treaty of Ghent, by
which he will recover the handsome sum of $4,760, being $280 for each of his negroes
(seventeen in number) who eloped from him daring the late war, and were received onboard the
British squadron in Lynhaven bay.”135
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The "Torpedo"
The suitability of the Lynnhaven Bay as anchorage greatly benefitted the British fleet,
much to the chagrin of the local population subjected to a constant looming threat and plundering.
The blockade was starting to show its effects not only in those communities connected by the
Chesapeake Bay, but in other blockaded areas as well. The Jefferson system of defense – the
combination of coastal fortifications and gunboats designed to defend ports and harbors – was
ineffective at expelling the blockaders and the paucity of larger combatant vessels was no match
for some of the blockading forces.
On the high seas, naval warfare was effective using privateers – private vessels licensed to
wage war against British ships (naval and merchant). The popularity of privateering, particularly
from Baltimore, was one of the primary reasons for the blockade. Could the privatization of
warfare be successful against blockading forces as well?
On March 3, 2013, the United States Congress passed a law deeming it “lawful for any
person or persons to burn, sink, or destroy, any British armed vessel of war, except vessels coming
as cartels or flags of truce; and for that purpose to use torpedoes, submarine instruments, or any
other destructive machine whatever.”136 Like privateering, where the crew was entitled to a share
of the value of the vessel captured, a bounty “of one half the value of the armed vessel so burnt,
sunk, or destroyed” was offered to those successful in this endeavor.
Robert Fulton, inventor of the first steam-powered ship, was anxious to take on this
challenge, asking for the use of a ship and gunboat crews to experiment with spars and torpedoes.
The “torpedo” that Fulton envisioned are like today’s mines as opposed to the powered weapons
fired by submarines. Although Fulton promised not to “injure in any way” the vessel, the navy was
reluctant to incur any risk.137 Attempts were made by Fulton and others against British ships but
none with any success.
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Another entrepreneur, Elijah Mix, tried his hand at destroying a British vessel as the fleet
operated off Annapolis. This time the navy was a little more receptive to the scheme offering a
boat, six men and 500 pounds of powder.138 Mix, a merchant captain, was appointed a Sailing
Master in 1812 which might account for the navy’s cooperation. When the fleet moved back to
the Chesapeake Bay entrance, Mix had to relocate his preparations to Norfolk. Mix, however,
found the Lynnhaven Bay a very target rich environment.

Figure 16: 4Employing the torpedo

Mix had difficulty pulling off his plan. His chosen target was the HMS Plantagenet which
he reported anchored in the same vicinity in Lynnhaven Bay for almost a month. Operating from
an open boat that Mix named Chesapeake’s Revenge his first attempt on the night of July 18, 1813
was discovered by a lookout. Trying again on the 19th, he was under the bow of the ship readying
the device when a sentinel called out “boat ahoy?” As Mix made his escape, the sentinel “ﬁred
his musket, which was followed by a rapid discharge of small arms. Blue lights were made to find
out the boat, but failed; they then threw rockets in different directions, which illuminated the water
for a considerable width as far as they were thrown, and succeeded in discovering the position of
the nocturnal visitor; when the ship commenced a rapid fire of heavy guns, slipped her cables. and
made some sail, while her boats were dispatched in pursuit.”139 Mix was persistent, trying again
on the nights of the 21st, 22nd, and 23rd, all without success.
The evening of the 24th was the closest Mix and the Chesapeake’s Revenge came to sinking
a British ship. Plantegent was once again the target and as Mix maneuvered to
“within 100 yards distance in a direction with her larboard bow, he dropped the
fatal machine into the water just as the centinel was crying all's well. It swept along
with the tide, and would have completely effected its errand, but for a cause not
proper to be named here, but which may be easily guarded against in future
experiments, it exploded a few seconds to soon. The scene was awfully sublime!
It was like the concussion of an earthquake, attended with a sound louder and more
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terriﬁc than the heaviest of thunder. A pyramid of water ﬁfty feet in circumference
was thrown up to the height 30 or 40 feet, its appearance was a vivid red, tinged at
the sides with a beautiful purple. On ascending to its greatest height, it burst at the
top with a tremendous explosion, and fell in torrents on the decks of the ship, which
rolled into the yawning chasm below, and had nearly upset; impervious darkness
again prevailed. The light occasioned by the explosion, though fleeting, enabled
Mr. M. and his companions to discover that the fore channel of the ship was blown,
and a boat which lay alongside with several men in her, was thrown up in the
dreadful convulsion of the waters. Terrible indeed must have been the panic of the
ship‘s crew, from the noise and confusion which appeared to our adventurers to
prevail on board; and they are certain that nearly the whole ship's crew betook
themselves to the boats.”140
The damage was minimal, but it gave the British concern that their anchorage in Lynnhaven Bay,
while convenient, was anything but safe. The Norfolk Herald ended their coverage of Mix’s
attempt with “Since the Torpedo explosion on Saturday night, the Plantagenet has been guarded
by a 74 and 2 frigates, which, with 2 or 3 tenders, comprise all the shipping at present in
Lynnhaven.”141
The British were not amused by the attempts, however, nor were they unaware of the
attempts. Nearly a month before Mix made his attempt on the Plantagenet, Admiral George
Cockburn reported that a “Powder Machine” was discovered by the boats of the HMS Victorious,
believing that the “American Government intending thus to dispose of us by wholesale Six
Hundred at a time.” Cockburn further characterized these as “infernal Machines” and lamented
that “I have now closed with His Majesty’s Ships towards Hampton Roads, which will enable the
Enemy to try further humane Experiments with us with much more facility to himself and much
less risk to the Public at large.”142 Cockburn was correct about what was to soon transpire in
Lynnhaven Bay.
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Elijah Mix’s action in Lynnhaven Bay was not the only attempt on British vessels using
torpedoes or mines but it was the closest that any attempt came to success.

Figure 17: British cartoon lampooning the "Yankey Torpedo"
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Peace & the Aftermath
Almost as soon as war was declared came the call for peace negotiations. Admiral John
Borlase Warren, Admiral of the Blue and commander of all British forces in North America, was
vested with the power to negotiate an armistice with the United States citing the repeal of the
Orders in Council five days after war was declared.143 James Monroe, Secretary of State at the
time, responded that although the repeal of the Orders in Council was a positive development, the
suspension of the practice of impressment was a “necessary consequence” for any termination of
war to “secure any solid and durable peace.”144
The next initiative to mediate a peace came from an unlikely source – Russia. Russia had
come to depend on American commerce to support their common fight with the British against
Napoleon.145 They feared a disruption of supplies if the war persisted and distraction on the part
of England. A Russian emissary arrived in the Chesapeake Bay on March 24, 1813 and made a
call on Admiral Warren’s flagship anchored in Lynnhaven Bay, before heading to Baltimore.
American representatives were dispatched to St. Petersburg, Russia, but the negotiation quickly
stalled.
The next serious push for peace was in 1814. As representatives of the United States and
Great Britain met in Ghent, Belgium to negotiate an end to the hostilities, the peace process was
slowed by the time needed to communicate developments and receive guidance – each request
taking weeks for a response. Complicating factors was news received on the conduct of the war
that may have swayed negotiations. The numerous American victories in 1813 gave the Americans
the upper hand on early peace overtures - the British fleet on Lake Erie was captured in its entirety,
portions of Canada were occupied by American troops, and the British advance on Norfolk and
the USS Constellation was stopped, without loss of a man, at Craney Island. The changing
situation in Europe in 1813 appeared to court the imminent defeat of Napoleon so it was imperative
that ending the conflict was necessary before British forces in Europe could be brought to bear on
the United States. Following the rough start of negotiations in August was the news of the burning
of Washington in September leading some to believe the British now held the advantage in
negotiations. By November, however, with news arriving of the successful defense at Baltimore,
the route of the British at Plattsburgh and the British fleet defeat on Lake Champlain, the push to
end the war came much quicker. On December 24, 1814, the British and American delegations
signed the Treaty of Ghent, formally ending the War of 1812.146
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While the war officially ended on December 24, 1814, it took time for news of the treaty
to reach the United States. Two secretaries were chosen to each carry a signed copy of the treaty
back to the United States. Henry Carroll carried one copy aboard the British sloop of war Favorite.
A British vessel was chosen as it would have no difficulty in sailing through British patrols and
the blockade of the east coast. Carroll, accompanied by British secretary Anthony St. John Baker,
left England on January 2, 1815 after having the treaty ratified by the British crown. Christopher
Hughes, the delegation secretary was assigned to carry one copy onboard the Transit. Sailing from
Bourdeaux January 6, 1815, his destination was the Chesapeake Bay.147
Carroll arrived at New York City on February 11 and immediately proceeded to
Washington to hand deliver the treaty to President Madison. It was ratified by Congress on
February 16, 1815 and signed by President Madison the next day. Christopher Hughes onboard
the Transit never made it to the Chesapeake. Adverse weather in France delayed the departure
from Bordeaux and the stormy North Atlantic weather slowed progress. Hughes arrived in New
London on March 1, 1815 slightly miffed that his arrival was not a greater cause of celebration.
He had no idea that Carroll had arrived almost two weeks before him. Hughes later recalled a
portion of this journey in a letter to John Quincy Adams: “I had a very disagreeable passage. I
was on board 59 days and when we pulled into New London we had scarcely a tack or a sheet of
sufficient strength to stand
the weather. The news had
preceded me of which I
was glad: it was more
important to get the news
speedily than it was to
gratify me by being the
bearer."148

Figure 18: Handbill announcing the Treaty of Ghent and peace
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Notably, the last skirmish of the war in Virginia, started in the vicinity of Lynnhaven Bay.
Captain Matheas Rich of the schooner Saturn, was attempting to run the blockade of Chesapeake
Bay on February 14, 1815 and was captured by the HMS Menelaus. On February 16th, the
schooner was sent up the bay to Tangier Island under the command of a midshipman when it ran
aground near Wolf Trap. Lieutenant Colonel Gayle, of the 61st Regt, reported:
“I have the honor to inform you that a detachment of militia of the Regiment
under my command, succeeded in capturing yesterday morning, a schooner, late
the American schooner Saturn, of Baltimore, recently captured by the squadron in
Lynnhaven Bay. This vessel was under the command of a Midshipman, belonging
to the British frigate Menelaus, and navigated by six seamen belonging also to that
ship, having on board the Purser, (and 9 negroes which eloped from Princess Ann,)
all bound from the Cape to Tangier Island. The above vessel was dispatched from
Baltimore under the command of Capt Rich for Norfolk, where she was to load
with a cargo for France; she has now on board a parcel of fish in barrels, which was
taken from Baltimore as ballast. On their passage up the Bay, they grounded on
Thursday evening [Feb 16], about a mile and a half from the shore; a six pounder
was ordered down yesterday morning, and after a few shots she surrendered.”
As the crew was made prisoner at the Mathew’s Courthouse, Gayle received a newspaper
announcing the peace. Seeking guidance from the Adjutant General, Gayle commented: “I have
declined sending the prisoners to Richmond, until I receive a reply to this letter, supposing that,
under the present pleasing prospect of a close to all further hostilities, it would be better calculated
to meet the wishes of the Commander in Chief, to detain them until this communication should be
made.”149 Thus ends the war in Virginia.
Life returned to normal quickly across Princess Anne County. Newspapers even reported
“We are requested to state (says a Norfolk paper of the 10th inst.) that the LAMPS on Cape Henry
will be lighted up this night, and those of the other Light Houses in this state, as early as
practicable.”150
The former British anchorage at Lynnhaven Bay was now empty of warships but their
memory not forgotten. The Norfolk Herald reported, “The schooners Lucina and Hiram, of
Dartmouth, and sloop Fairplay, of Philadelphia, have been for some days past dragging about the
anchorage ground of the British squadron in Lynhaven Bay, for Anchors, &c and yesterday came
in with nine of those articles, and four complete cables, one of which is apparently new. The
finders had no difficulty in disposing of their acquisitions for a very handsome sum.”151
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Timeline of the War of 1812 in Princess Anne County
June 22, 1807 – USS Chesapeake attacked by HMS Leopard off the Virginia Capes
May 16, 1811 – USS President attacks the HMS Little Belt off the coast of Virginia
June 18, 1812 – Congress declares war on Great Britain
December 26, 1812 – British declare a blockade of the Chesapeake Bay
January 9, 1813 – American schooner Highflyer first ship captured by the British in Chesapeake Bay
February 5, 1813 – Americans captured by the British landed at the Pleasure House
February 14, 1813 – British raid the Cape Henry Lighthouse
February 15, 1813 – Schooner Cora battles with British ships off Cape Henry
March 16, 1816 – Cape Henry Lighthouse extinguished by order of the Secretary of the Treasury
June 15, 1813 – HMS Atalante burns two windmills at Dam Neck Mills
June 21, 1813 – British conduct diversionary landing at the Pleasure House
July 14, 1813 – Watering party from the HMS Plantegenet attacked and captured at Cape Henry
July 24, 1813 – HMS Plantegenet attacked by floating torpedo (mine) in Lynnhaven Bay
August 24, 1813 – Seven British deserters surrender at the Pleasure House
September 21, 1813 – British attack and burn the Pleasure House and take nine American prisoners
December 20, 1813 – Merchants Tatar, Express, and Reindeer ground at Cape Henry attempting to run
blockade – several crew freeze or drown in the rescue attempt
December 27, 1813 – Skirmish on Cape Henry between Princess Anne Militia and British watering party
January 8, 1814 – Princess Anne militia drive away British barges near Crump’s Hill
March 26, 1814 – James Monroe addresses issues of slaves fleeing to British ships in Lynnhaven Bay
Dec 17, 1814 – British ship William, captured by the privateer Lawrence brought through the blockade
Feb 14, 1815 – Matchless grounds on Cape Henry and taken – last hostile act in Princess Anne County
Feb 14, 1815 – Schooner Saturn captured in Lynnhaven Bay, recaptured three days later – last hostile act
in Virginia
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Princess Anne County Soldiers and Militia
Even before war was declared, Congress and the War Department made efforts to
increase the size of the army. They would accomplish this bring a portion of state militias into
federal service. For Virginia, this meant the mobilization and federalization of 12,000 militia.152
Over the next three years, many notable Virginians would fight the war on land and at sea. Most
would provide service to their respective militia units responding to the call whenever the British
threat emerged. The following list details the service of some of the militia officers from
Princess Anne County and is derived from Virginia Militia in the War of 1812 and A Guide to
Virginia Militia Units in the War of 1812. The Princess Anne County militia was part of the
Twentieth Regiment.
Regimental Command:
Lieutenant Colonel James Robinson - May 31, 1806 (date of rank)
Major William C. Veale - December 30, 1808 (date of rank)
Major William Nimmo - June 16, 1812 (date of rank)
Officers:
Captain Adam Cornick, in service from June 23-August 9, 1813 protecting the rear of Fort
Norfolk.
Captain Lemuel Cornick, in service from February 6-September 28, 1813 at Lynnhaven Inlet.
Captain Moses Fentress, in service from February 5-15, March 10-15, and September 24-29,
1813 at Fort Norfolk and Lynnhaven Bay.
Captain James Harrison, in service from February 12 to February 18, 1813, March 10 to March
15, 1813, June 23 to July 13, 1813 and July 12 to August 10, 1813 at Cape Henry and
Kempsville and at Moran's Ropewalk in Norfolk.
Captain William Holt, in service from February 8-14, March 10-15, June 23-July 13, July 23August 10, 1813 at Pleasure House, Kempsville, and Moran's Rope-walk.
Captain Edward James, in service from February 6-March 3, 1813 at Kempsville, Cape Henry
Lighthouse, and Lynnhaven Inlet.
Ensign Thomas Keeling, Videt Guard of the Twentieth Regiment, in service from April 2November 18, 1814 at Lynnhaven Inlet.
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Captain James Land, in service from February 6 to February 18, 1813, March 10 to March 15,
1813, and September 24 to September 30, 1813.
Captain Peter Land, in service from February 5-14, March 9-15, July 13-August 11, September
7-15, and September 24-30, 1813 at Lynnhaven Inlet.
Captain Richard H. L. Lawson, in service from February-September 28, 1813 at Pleasure House.
Captain William Stone, in service from February 5-18, March 10-15, July 13-August 10, and
September 10-17, 1813 at Pleasure House, Moran's Ropewalk, and Kempsville.
Lieutenant Henry Styron, in service February 6-13, March 10-15, and September 19-26, 1813 at
Kempsville, Cape Henry Lighthouse, and Lynnhaven Inlet.
Captain Jonathan Woodhouse, in service from February 6-14, March 10-16, July 20-August 9,
and September 24-30, 1813 at Cape Henry, Kempsville, and Fort Norfolk.
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American Ships Captured by the British Blockade
Ship
Unknown ship

Captured By

Highflyer
Mary
Charles
Two Marys

Junon
Belvidera

Date
November 27,
1812
January 9, 1813
January 30
January 30
February 5

Syren

San Domingo

February 5

Cape Henry

Privateer
Schooner
Oyster Boat
Pilot Boat
Caty Maria
Hope
Emily

San Domingo

February 5

Cape Henry

San Domingo
San Domingo

February 5
February 5
February 8
February 8
February 8

Cape Henry
Cape Henry

Between Feb 8
and Feb 13
Between Feb 8
and Feb 13
Between Feb 8
and Feb 13
Between Feb 8
and Feb 13
Between Feb 8
and Feb 13
Between Feb 8
and Feb 13
Between Feb 8
and Feb 13
Between Feb 8
and Feb 13
Between Feb 8
and Feb 13
February 10
February 10
February 10
February 11

Cape Henry

St. Michaels
Mariner
Trenton
Hope
Philip
Diana
Jenny
Priscilla
Arcturus
Hibernia
San Francisco
Nystadt
Lottery

Maidstone,
Belvidera,
Junon, Statira
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Location
South of Cape
Henry

Notes
Burned on shore

Cape Henry
Cape Henry

Ship destroyed
Sent back to
New York
Used by British
on the Bay

Turned back
Turned back
Landed captured
prisoners at
Pleasure House
Cape Henry
Cape Henry
Cape Henry
Cape Henry
Cape Henry
Cape Henry
Cape Henry
Cape Henry

Cape Henry

Turned back
Turned back
Turned back
Captain killed,
Ship captured

Ship
Lucretia
Cora

Captured By
Pilot Boat

Maryland
Ulysses

Date
February 11

Location
Cape Henry

February 11

Cape Henry

February 24
March 13

Cape Henry
Lynnhaven Bay

Betsey
Roger

Highflyer
Highflyer

May 16
May 26

Cape Henry
Cape Henry

Poor Jack

Acteon

December 7

Lynnhaven Bay

Schooner
(unnamed)
Tatar

December 14
December 20

South of Cape
Henry
Cape Henry

Express

December 20

Cape Henry

Reindeer

December 20

Cape Henry

Tamerlane
Matchless

January 12, 1814 Cape Henry
February 14,
Cape Henry
1815
February 15,
Lynnhaven Bay
1815

Saturn

Menelaus

Notes
Ran aground and
burned
Ship captured,
crew escaped
Ship captured
Used by British
as a tender
Burnt
Gun battle, ship
escaped
Ship grounded,
prize crew
captured
Ran aground and
destroyed
Ran aground and
destroyed
Ran aground and
destroyed
Ran aground and
captured
Recaptured by
militia off
Gwynn’s Island

Reporting for 1814 is very inconsistent. Captain Robert Barrie, in his list of prizes between
September 6 and December 25, 1813, indicated 72 American vessels captured or destroyed.
Barrie, in a February 4, 1814 letter to his mother, indicated 89 vessels captured or destroyed with
three of his best prizes lost or recaptured by the Americans. Neither provides any detail as to the
locations of the captures. These lists are likely the total number of vessels captured or destroyed
in the entire Chesapeake Bay and adjoining rivers.153
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Chesapeake-Leopard Affair. Drawn by Fred S. Cozzens and published in 1897.
Figure 3: Impressment Broadside, Gilder-Lehman Institute.
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Figure 6: James Barron, Library of Congress.
Figure 7: President-Little Belt engagement, U.S. Naval History and Heritage Command.
Figure 8: Tatham Telegraph System, Library of Congress.
Figure 9: Canal System pamphlet, Library of Congress.
Figure 10: William Tatham portrait, North Carolina Office of Archives and History.
Figure 11: “Chesapeake Blockaded,” Columbian, February 10, 1813.
Figure 12: Frigate Constellation, U.S. Naval History and Heritage Command.
Figure 13: Cape Henry Lighthouse Raid, Gerry Embleton painting.
Figure 14: Frederick Hickey portrait, Gilbert Stuart painting.
Figure 15: Pleasure House map, Norfolk Historical Society.
Figure 16: Employing the torpedo, U.S. Naval History and Heritage Command.
Figure 17: “Yankey Torpedo,” Library of Congress.
Figure 18: Treaty of Ghent handbill, Mercantile Advertiser, February 11, 1815.
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