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From 1784 to 1816 the United States experienced numerous 

difficulties with the Barbary nations of Morocco, Algiers, 

Tunis, and Tripoli. Contemporary accounts confirm that during 

this period the North Africans seized or plundered at least 

thirty-six American merchant vessels and one warship. The 

capture of these thirty-seven ships resulted in the enslave-

ment or detention of an estimated 650 to 700 men sailing under 

American colors. Probably the Barbary pirates incarcerated 

others as well, but these events went unrecorded. 

The success the United States experienced in recovering 

these prisoners was impressive, especially considering the 

myriad of problems the young government faced under the Arti-

cles of Confederation and during the early years of the 

republic. Of those whom the corsairs imprisoned, the United 

States government, its allies, or its citizens liberated ap-

proximately 90 per cent. Written reports reveal that Americans 

probably did not free at least sixty-seven men, or approx-

imately 10 per cent of the total. Of the sixty-seven, reliable 

accounts confirm that at least twenty-eight died in captivity. 

The fate of the remaining thirty-nine remains unclear. 

Throughout the period of this study, the American gov-

ernment displayed a marked interest in the welfare of its 



citizens, and, except for a period after replacement of the 

Confederation government, the United States directly or in-

directly supplied its citizens with provisions. As some 

American prisoners observed, the United States was the only 

nation that consistently attempted to send financial support 

to its imprisoned sailors. 

Because of the vast distance between the United States 

and North Africa, coupled with organizational and logistical 

difficulties within the American government, leaders in the 

United States depended heavily on the advice and intelligence 

of its citizens who had been enslaved by the Barbary nations. 

American prisoners not only forwarded valuable intelligence 

on the military strength, fiscal sovereignty, and political 

stability of the Barbary countries, but on several occasions 

incarcerated men served as representatives of the United States, 

directly negotiating with leaders of the piratical states. 

Upon their release, some of the former prisoners continued 

to serve their government in official diplomatic positions in 

the Mediterranean area. 

With the advent of the John Adams administration, the 

strength and maturity of the federal government could be dis-

covered in its increased ability to provide for its enslaved 

citizens. By 1797 the United States had appointed consuls to 

all the Barbary countries, which enabled Americans imprisoned 

in North Africa to receive more substantial and faster aid than 

in previous years. The prisoners continued to reciprocate by 

furnishing government officials in the United States with 



valuable intelligence, which helped determine American foreign 

policy with the Barbary nations. By 1815 the United States 

had constructed a naval force powerful enough to free its 

citizens who had been enslaved in North Africa during the War 

of 1812. 

Between 1?8^ and I8l6, all four Barbary nations had 

captured and enslaved Americans. Generally the pirates treated 

the imprisoned Americans harshly, but the aid the United States 

forwarded to them alleviated much of their suffering. During 

this period the prisoner issue played an important role in 

formulating American foreign policy in the Mediterranean be-

cause of America's keen commercial interest in that region and 

its benevolent attitude toward its own citizens. In return, 

those captive Americans in North Africa supplied their govern-

ment with valuable intelligence, and, after liberation, some 

continued to serve their country in the Mediterranean area. 



PREFACE 

This study examines the issue of the American prisoners 

enslaved in North Africa from 1?8^ to 1816. Although the Bar-

bary nations did not seize any Americans until 178^, the first 

chapter briefly summarizes the history of slavery in North 

Africa beginning approximately ̂ 00 years before the United 

States declared its independence. The remainder of the work 

concentrates on the treatment of Americans incarcerated in 

Morocco, Algiers, Tunis, and Tripoli, and the influence these 

men had on American foreign policy in the Mediterranean. 

Additionally this study details the affect of intelligence 

which American prisoners forwarded to their government and 

how Americans in the United States and abroad aided their 

enslaved brethren. 

Some of the imprisoned Americans assumed leadership 

positions within the Barbary nations, which enabled them to 

provide added support for their fellow sufferers. Two of 

these men, Richard O'Brien and James Cathcart, especially 

played an important role while in Algiers from 1785 to 1795. 

Cathcart and O'Brien later continued to serve the United 

States after their liberation as American consuls in Tripoli 

and Algiers, respectively. Other Americans who gained their 

freedom from North African servitude also assisted the United 

States in the Mediterranean. 

During America's war with Tripoli (1801-1805)» the Arabs 

enslaved over 300 men who had served on the U.S.S. Philadelphia. 

i n 



These men also aided the United States by providing military 

intelligence. During the Confederation period and in the 

early years of the republic, the United States could not sat-

isfactorily aid its imprisoned citizens, but by the Tripolitan 

War the federal government had sufficient revenue to provide 

an adequate amount of provisions for the prisoners. 

The Barbary nations captured few Americans after the 

Tripolitan War. Of those whom the pirates enslaved, the United 

States government continued to display a benevolent attitude 

toward them. By 1815 the United States had liberated all its 

citizens from the Barbary nations and was no longer plagued 

by the pirates. 

Some of the men whom the corsairs seized kept journals or 

recorded their experiences in memorirs or in letters. This 

author examined many of these at the Library of Congress and 

the National Archives in Washington, D.C. While James Cathcart 

left the most extensive record of an American imprisoned in 

North Africa, numerous other former captives kept accounts for 

this period. These personal records provided most of the in-

formation used in this study. 

It should be noted that many of the place names cited in 

in this dissertation conflict in spelling with modern usage. 

Late eighteenth and early nineteenth century spellings were used 

to preserve the contemporary flavor of the sources. In addition, 

the term "Mohammedan", favored in the nineteenth century, has 

been used in a similar manner, as "Muslim" would be used today, 

to denote the believers in Islam. 

iv 
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CHAPTER I 

EUROPEAN RELATIONS WITH THE BARBARY STATES 

The Barbary states extended over 2,000 miles along the 

northern coast of Africa and included the countries of Morocco, 

Algiers, Tunis, Tripoli, and Barca, which was generally con-
i 

sidered part of Tripoli. The total land mass, from the 

western Atlantic coast of Morocco to the eastern edges of 

Tripoli and from the Mediterranean to the southern "boundary 

of the Sahara Desert, encompassed several thousand square 

miles.^ 

Although political "boundaries of the Bar"bary countries 

varied in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the river 

Mulvia often was used to separate Morocco and Algiers on 

Morocco's western border, while the Atlas mountains represented 
3 

the southern "boundary of the Moroccan empire. Morocco, 

shaped like an irregular quadrilateral, had over 600 miles of 

coastline along the Atlantic ocean, and from the Straits of 

Gibraltar to the boundary with Algiers, there was another 

300 miles of coast. Because of Morocco's strategic location, 

the coastal cities of Magadore, Sallee, and Tangier emerged 

as major commercial centers. 

Perhaps the most formidable power among the Barbary 

states was Algiers. It extended some 600 miles along the 

Mediterranean and was bordered on the south by the Atlas 



mountains and the country of Tunis on the east. The capital, 

and most important city within the state, was Algiers. 

Originally the city was an island called A1 Guisars, which 

the Arabs later renamed Gezir bene Mozana once the city 

extended to the mainland. Eventually the city was renamed 

"by the Moors and Turks A1 jelzie Alguzie, or "Algiers, the 

warlike" 

The two remaining Barbary states of consequence, Tunis 

and Tripoli, also extended along the Mediterranean coastline 

for several hundred miles. The major city within the country 

of Tunis was also named Tunis, a coastal city southwest of 

6 

Sicily. The most important city and capital in the country 

of Tripoli also "bore the name of the nation. Other important 

commercial centers within Tripoli were Bengazi and Derne. 

Derne was on the eastern coast of Tripoli and was approximately 
7 

500 miles from the capital. 

The various governments of the Barbary powers were "best 

characterized "by instability and turmoil. The chief political 

and military power which greatly influenced the political 

uncertainty of northern Africa was the Ottoman Empire. The 

Turks had replaced the Arabs of Mesopotamia, Asia Minor, and 

Syria, as the dominant power in that region, particularly 

after they captured Constantinople in 1453- They consolidated 

their hold on North Africa when the Mohammedans in that 

region appealed to the Ottoman Empire for aid against the 

assaults of the Christian Spaniards. By 1573 the Turks had 



extended their sway over all the Barbary countries, except 

Morocco, which was greatly influenced "by Turkish customs. 

The first Barbary country to fall under Turkish control was 

Algiers in 1519, followed "by Tripoli in 1551 and Tunis in 

1573-8 

This control varied in its firmness, and, "by the middle 

of the seventeenth century the Ottoman Porte had lost a 

great deal of influence and power within the Barbary states. 

The major reason for this loss of control centered around 

the corrupt Turkish practice of selling the office of governor 

in the Barbary countries to the highest "bidder. This resulted 

in numerous scandals and political chaos in Algiers, Tunis, 

and Tripoli. Even though Morocco never came under Ottoman 

control, that country was not without governmental instability 

9 
and violence as well. 

During the time in which the Porte maintained control 

over Algiers, Tunis, and Tripoli, independent Morocco was 

in almost constant danger of "being conquered "by Spain and 

Portugal. During the reign of Muhammad XIII (1637-165^)» 

however, the country had become strong enough to become a 

sultanate. The rulers of Morocco, henceforth were inter-

changeably referred to as "sultans" or "emperors". One of 

the most notorious of these early sultans was Mulai Ismail 

{I672-I727) who, through ruthlessness, was able to consolidate 

his control over areas of Morocco heretofore dominated by 

foreign countries. During his rule, Ismail killed many of 



his subjects, including several of his daughters at "birth. 

After his death anarchy once again prevailed in Morocco, 

and it was not until Sidi Muhammad XVI (1757-1790) assumed 

10 
the throne that order was restored. As a rule the Moroccan 

sultans governed with absolute authority and had complete 

11 

control over the lives and property of their subjects. 

Regarding the other Barbary powers, the political rela-

tionship "between them and the Ottoman Porte varied over the 

course of several years. In 1568 the sultan of the Ottoman 

Empire established the office of pasha as the ranking official 

for Algiers. The sultan appointed the pasha for three-year 

terms, but a pasha could serve more than once. This method 

remained in effect until 1618, when the Turkish sultan con-

sented to the militia's nomination of a pasha but reserved 

the right of confirmation. Beginning in 1671 the Turkish 

soldiers or janissaries elected one of their own members as 

dey or protector, who ruled with the aid of a council or 

divan composed of his fellow officers. The dey and divan 

allowed the pasha sent by the sultan of the Ottoman Empire 

an income sufficient to maintain himself, but he no longer 

had a political voice in the government. In 1710 Algiers 

conferred the title of pasha on the dey, and the two offices 

were united in the same person. Eventually the power of the 

dey sufficiently reduced the influence of the divan until the 

dey gained complete political control over the country. 
As was the case in Morocco, the political situation was 
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chaotic. The consolidation of power under the dey did not 

necessarily provide stability. From 1671 to I83O twenty-seven 

deys governed Algiers, of whom fourteen assumed power from 

13 

their assassinated predecessor. 

Of the four Barbary countries, Tunis was probably the 

most stable by the eighteenth century. Before that time, 

however, Tunis was a battleground from 153^ until 1573 between 

the Spanish and Turks for domination in that region. By the 

early 1570's, the Ottoman Empire had established control in 

Tunis. The sultan of the Ottoman Porte appointed military 

officials called deys to rule, but later beys replaced them 

as the political power in Tunis. Beys originally were assis-

tants to the deys but eventually managed to establish an 

hereditary dynasty in Tunis. The first bey to gain a 
1^ 

precarious hold on the country achieved power in 168^. At 

this point Tunis became independent of the Ottoman Empire 

except for the payment of an annual tribute, which continued 

until 1871. In 1705 Husain Bey managed to establish an 

hereditary dynasty. The Husseinite house in Tunis was hered-

itary from the rule of Husain Bey until the proclamation of 
l6 

a republic in 1956. 

The last of the Barbary powers, Tripoli, was not unlike 

Algiers with regard to violence, political instability and 

Turkish influence. In the 15^0's Charles V, emperor of the 

Holy Roman Empire, launched an attack against Algiers and 

Tunis and eventually ordered the Knights of Rhodes to occupy 
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Tripoli. His hold on the region was precarious, and by 

"the 1550's "the Ottoman Empire had established political and 

military control over Tripoli. As in Algiers, the Turkish 

sultan selected a pasha "by firman or royal decree. The 

pashas ruled with full powers; however, they were expected 

to follow the sultan's orders, correlate foreign policies 

and to pay an annual tribute to Istanbul. The pashas 

served three-year terms or until they received another 

appointment from the sultan. The divan, or a council of 

advisors, guided the pashas in local and state affairs. The 

pasha's principal military advisor, the bey du camp, commanded 

the Turkish militia in Tripoli and also had the responsibility 
18 

of collecting revenue throughout the regency. 

Turkey ruled Tripoli in this manner for nearly two 

centuries. During this period of time, however, Turkish 

inspectors to Tripoli made fewer and fewer trips, annual 

tributes decreased, and the power of the Ottoman Porte decreased. 

As the sultan's power declined, the influence of the janisseries 

increased. The intermarriage of the janisseries with the local 

Arab women resulted in an offspring called the Cologhli. The 

Cologhlis eventually challenged the authority of the pasha 

by initiating a revolution in Tripoli in the early eighteenth 

century. One of the leading Cologhlis, Ali Karamanli, joined 

with other Cologhlis and the indigenous population to over-

throw the pasha in 1711. Karamanli and his followers massacred 

the janisseries who opposed the revolution, and within a short 



8 

period of time Ali Karamanli proclaimed himself dey or 

pasha of Tripoli. The Karamanli dynasty ruled in Tripoli 

amidst much violence and turmoil for the next 125 years.^ 

Even before the Barbary states attained varying degrees 

of independence from the Ottoman Empire, relations with the 

European powers were often marred "by wars and human slavery. 

The Arabs exerted the most influence in North Africa after the 

death of Mohammed in 632 A-D. By the end of the seventh 

century the Arabs had gained control of North Africa and "by 

711 A.D. had crossed the Straits of Gibraltar to gain control 

of Spain. For almost the next 1200 years the followers of 

Islam and Christianity clashed throughout the Mediterranean 

20 

area. The combatants did not restrict the fighting to land 

warfare. As early as 1390 pirates from the Barbary countries 

caused havoc among Genoese merchants, who appealed to England 

and France for aid. 

Spain and Portugal provided the initial leadership by 

slowly driving the Moors from Spain and capturing Moslem 

towns from the Barbary countries. In 1^15 Prince Henry the 

Navigator led the Portuguese in capturing Ceuta in Morocco, 

thus that northern region became the first area of the Barbary 

countries to come under the control of a non-Moslem power. 

Portugal also captured Tangiers in 1^71 and transferred both 

Tangiers and Ceuta to Spanish control. The Portuguese 

presented Tangiers to England in the seventeenth century as 



a dowry present to Charles II* s Portuguese "bride, Catherine 

of Braganza. The English, because of numerous difficulties, 

22 

returned it to Morocco in 1684. 

By 1492 the Spanish had driven the Moors from Granada, 

which tended to increase Spanish confidence against the 

Barbary powers. Under the leadership of Ferdinand, Spain 

captured Oran and Bougie from Morocco and "blockaded the city 

of Algiers. When Ferdinand died in 1516, the Barbary countries, 

especially Algiers, "became more aggressive against Christian 

23 

nations. The piratical practice of Algiers, according to 

some historians, officially "began in 1518 during the reign 

of Kheir-ed-din. From this date Algiers significantly increased 

its raids against Christian powers, even as far away as England. 

The Barbary nations discovered that they could reap tremendous 

profits by capturing Christian ships and enslaving their crews. 

The Barbary corsairs or pirates demanded payment from Christians 

for redemption of their brethren. In addition the pirates 

required that European nations pay an annual tribute to ensure 

peaceful relations. Even though the Ottoman Empire suffered 

a tremendous defeat at the battle of Lepanto in 1571> the 

Christian powers were not able to subdue the corsairs of North 

Africa. Because piratical acts of depredation increased in 

the 1500's, European nations needed to establish consuls in 

the Barbary countries. In 1564 France nominated the first 

European representative, Maurice Sauron, to the Barbary 

countries, but he did not arrive in Algiers until 1578.^ 



10 

Wars and piracy continued to dictate relations "between 

the Barbary countries and Europe into the seventeenth century. 

From 1610 until 1621 the area "between Algiers and Tunis wit-

nessed numerous attacks "by Spain, Sicily, Tuscany, Malta, 

Holland, France, and England. For example, in 1607 Tuscan 

ships along with those of other European allies "burned the 

eastern Algerian port city of Bona, killed almost 500 Moors, 

stole a great deal of "booty, and seized approximately 1500 

captives. In 1610 European allies captured an additional 

2000 men, women, and children on a raid conducted against the 

26 
town of Bresk. The French sent an expedition against Algiers 

in 1617» and the English followed with a naval attack in 1620; 

however, these attempts to subdue the corsairs were not 

27 

successful. The European nations failed to subdue the Moors 

completely because successful land invasions or enforceable 
r\ O 

peace treaties did not follow the naval bombardments. The 

major commercial powers such as England, France, and the 

Netherlands also did not subdue the Moors because the Barbary 

corsairs preyed on their European economic rivals in the 

Mediterranean. Louis XIV of France supposedly stated, "If 
29 

there were no Algiers, I would make one." Dutch and English 

spokesmen, on various occasions, also allegedly made this 

statement.30 

These major European powers did not, however, always 

adhere to this controversial policy. In 1681 Louis XIV ordered 

a large fleet under the Marquis du Quesne to attack Tripoli and 



11 

Algiers. Du Quesne destroyed fourteen of Tripoli's vessels 

and then launched a massive attack on Algiers. He "began the 

assault in August 1682 and continued to fire into the city 

until most of it was in flames. Within a short period of 

time the Algerians raided the French coast and captured 

numerous French citizens. The French retaliated the next 

spring with another furious "bombardment of Algiers. When 

most of the city had "been destroyed, the Algerians seized the 

French consul in Algiers, tied him to the mouth of a cannon, 

and fired him toward, the French fleet. The two countries 

31 

signed a peace treaty shortly afterwards. 

The English and the Dutch also attempted to eradicate 

the Bar"bary menance in the seventeenth century. The English 

navy had its first encounter with the Barbary states in 1655. 

England, under the leadership of Lord Protector Oliver 

Cromwell, sent Admiral Robert Blake to the Mediterranean to 

crush the Barbary pirates. At Tunis he destroyed that 

country's two fortresses, then he succeeded in ending Algerian 

and Tripolitan depredations on English shipping for a season 

by defeating their fleets in the Mediterranean. The Dutch, 

under Admiral Michael de Ruyter, forced Tunis and Algiers to 

sign treaties and liberate their Christian prisoners in l66l. 

By this time, though, it was obvious that treaties signed 

with the Barbary countries would not be honored by them.-^ 

A constant irritation to the European rulers and partic-

ularly to European merchants revolved around the institution 



12 

of slavery as practiced by the Barbary states. Because of 

Barbary enslavement of European subjects and disruption of 

commerce, European monarchs attempted to eradicate slavery. 

Even though the more powerful European nations sometimes 

profited commercially from Barbary depredations against 

their economic rivals, the corsairs, nevertheless, represented 

a threat to economic stability and to the safety of European 

subjects. Although slavery and piracy in the Mediterranean 

antedated the birth of Christ, slavery did not become an 

organized profession among the Barbary countries until the 

latter part of the fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries. 

The corsairs profited from the labor performed by the slaves, 

by the ransom paid to liberate the Europeans, and from peace 

33 

treaties and presents. 

Algiers was probably the most powerful of the Barbary 

pirates, and at the height of its power possessed from 20,000 

to 30>000 slaves representing every European nation. One 

historian estimated that from the sixteenth to the nineteenth 

century the Barbary countries enslaved over 600,000 people. 

The slaves represented every class of society, men and women, 
and all ages; most of them never returned to their native 

34. 

lands. Barbary slavery did not exempt even the most famous 

and wealthy nobles in Europe. Perhaps the best known European 

to be captured was the Spaniard Miguel de Cervantes. Algiers 

captured the future author of Don Quixote in 1575 and did not 

release him until 1580. Cervantes had fought the Turks at 
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the battle of Lepanto, lost the use of his left arm, and was 

en route home when several corsairs attacked his ship and 

imprisoned him. He attempted to escape several times "but 

each effort failed. Eventually Father Juan Gil secured enough 

ransom to liberate Cervantes. Other well-known personalities 

captured "by the corsairs include St. Vincent de Paul and Arago, 

3 "5 

the French astronmer. 

The conditions the slaves had to endure varied, "but for 

the most part the corsairs treated them harshly. The head of 

the Barbary countries often retained one out of every eight 

prisoners for his own use, while the private sector purchased 

the remaining slaves. The pirates housed the government slaves 

in crowded, filthy prisons, which often did not provide enough 
O £ 

room to allow all of them to lie on the ground. The slaves 
worked every day, except on Fridays, the Moslem sabbath, from 

37 

early in the morning until late in the afternoon. Their 

labors involved a number of tasks, including construction of 

buildings and fortifications for the government, work in rock 
Q Q 

quarries, or less important tasks such as tending animals. 

Slave holders furnished the slaves with only small amounts of 

bread to endure hard labor and slaves had to rely on their own 
39 

talents or charity to procure additional food. The Barbary 

governments did allow slaves to own taverns, which enabled some 

to buy not only additional food but to accumulate enough money 

to purchase their freedom.^0 
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Those slaves who could not purchase their own freedom 

had to rely on friends or charitable institutions for re» 

demption. One of the earliest clerical organizations founded 

to redeem Christian slaves in the Barbary countries was the 

Order of the Holy Trinity and Redemption of Captives. Founded 

in 1199 by Juan de Hatha, the order secured the release of 

an estimated 20,000 slaves. Pope Innocent III aided their 

cause by donating to them the convent of St. Mathurin at 

Paris, Cerfroy near Meaux, and another convent in Rome. They 

assumed the name "Mathurins" and vowed always to aid slaves 

in North Africa. Churches throughout Europe provided 

collections for the redemption of Christian slaves in which 

the average cost to purchase a slave's freedom was between 

$200 and $300. 

Another method by which slaves gained their freedom 

was escape. Few of the slaves, however, were able to elude 

their masters and gain their freedom. In 1772 seventy-four 

slaves escaped from Algiers to Barcelona, and in 1776 forty-

six captives overpowered their guards and fled that country. 

These isolated instances of successful escapes were rare; most 

who attempted to flee their captivity were caught and punished 
3 

severely. The most common means of punishment was the 

bastinado, which entailed the beating of the soles of the feet 

or the buttocks with sticks. The Turks bastinadoed one indi-

vidual until his feet fell off, however, in most cases the 

bastinado was not fatal. Besides the bastinado, slaves who 
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committed punishable offenses could face other forms of 

retribution. The Moors pulled fingernails out with pinchers, 

"baked prisoners in ovens, and crucified and impaled them.^ 

The issue of human servitude was a problem throughout 

Europe, particularly for the major maritime powers. England 

was potentially the strongest maritime country in the world 

by the end of the sixteenth century but was not exempt from 

the depredations of the Barbary corsairs. Prior to the 

Protestant Reformation, England was not the leading commercial 

power in Europe, and therefore, the loss of its citizens to 

the Barbary states was not a serious problem. Englishmen 

captured by the corsairs prior to the Reformation could expect 

aid from the Mathurins; however, after the religious upheaval 

of the sixteenth century, Protestant English subjects enslaved 

in North Africa received less support from that religious order. 

As a result, the English people and the English government 

assumed the initiative to help their enslaved countrymen in 

Barbary. 

England's first official governmental relations with the 

Barbary powers occurred shortly after the Reformation. During 

this period English trade increased, and this eventually led 

to formal relations with Morocco. No definite evidence exists 

that England traded with Morocco or any of the other Barbary 

states before 1550- The Reverend Richard Hakluyt, English 

geographer, author and editor of explorers' narratives, 

stated, "the first voyage for traffique into the kingdom of 
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Morocco in Barbarie" occurred in 1551* Since European demand 

for English cloth was declining, and Morocco represented a 

potential market for that cloth, England decided to open 

trade with Morocco. After approximately thirty years of 

English-Moroccan trade, the English government created a 

charter for a Barbary company on 5 July 1585 and dispatched 

Henry Roberts to Morocco as "her Highnesse messenger and 

agent." ^ 

Even though England's formal relations with Morocco 

began peacefully, such was not the case with the other Barbary 

countries. Algiers, the most powerful of the Barbary nations 

in the sixteenth century, disrupted English commerce and 

enslaved its citizens as early as the beginning of the six-

teenth century. In 1573 Bishop Edmund Grindall pleaded with 

William Cecil, adviser to Elizabeth I, to solicit funds for 

the ransom of English subjects. In 1583 "the queen allowed the 

ship Unity safe conduct to Algiers to redeem the English 
U.A 

slaves. By the time Elizabeth's reign ended, the problem 

of Barbary piracy had worsened. During the rule of James I, 

Elizabeth's successor, Algiers captured hundreds of English 

ships. Prom 1609 to l6l6 the Algerians seized ̂ 66 English 
47 

vessels and enslaved all their crews. England responded by 

sending a naval expedition to Algiers in 1620; however, this 

effort accomplished nothing, for within the next few years 

Algiers had captured more than forty ships. Algiers, whose 

navy consisted of approximately 100 vessels, ranged as far as 
JlQ 

the English and Irish coasts to seize their victims. 
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Englishmen put a great deal of pressure on Parliament 

to restore their countrymen.. The English consul in Algiers 

procured the freedom of 2^0 persons in 162^ at a cost of 1200 
Ip 9 

pounds. Later Parliament acted more vigorously by passing 

an act in l6kl, which imposed a 1 per cent tax on all imports 

and exports which provided a fund for the ransom of English 

subjects still in the Barbary countries. Parliament also 

decided to provide a fund for the wives whose husbands were 

Algerian slaves.-^ At the time of its passage there were more 

than 4000 English subjects enslaved in North Africa. 

England experienced troublesome relations not only with 

Algiers but the remainder of the Barbary countries as well. 

Even though formal relations with Morocco had begun amiably 

in the sixteenth century, affairs worsened between the two 

nations during the next century. England sent an expedition 

against Sallee, Morocco, in 1637 to redeem over 1000 Englishmen 

imprisoned in that city. Moroccans transferred many of the 

English slaves to Tunis and Algiers. The English navy forced 

Morocco to release the remaining 290 English slaves and later 

redeemed the captives sold to Tunis and Algiers. England 

ratified treaties with the Barbary countries during the protect-

orate of Oliver Cromwell, but the North Africans did not honor 

them. Continued Barbary depredations forced Charles II and 

James II to send additional naval expeditions against the 

corsairs in 1664, 1672, 1682, and 1686. For the most part these 

forays were unsuccessful, and Barbary attacks against English 

shipping continued in the eighteenth century.-^2 
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The difficulties that England faced with regard to the 

Barbary states were shared by the American colonies during 

the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The first attack 

on an English ship leaving American waters occurred five 

years after the founding of Plymouth colony. In 1625 Morocco 

seized a ship returning from Plymouth, and the pirates carried 

its crew into Sallee. A consort ship carrying Miles Standish, 

a military leader of the colony, narrowly escaped capture "by 

the Moroccans. Algiers captured other Americans returning to 

England from New Haven in l6k0.^ 

Once England and Algiers signed a peace treaty in 1662, 

England began issuing Mediterranean passes to English merchants 

to ensure their safety. This effort on the part of the English 

government to protect its subjects did not succeed, for 

renewed fighting occurred between Algiers and England from 

167^ to 1680. During this time Algiers captured approximately 

350 English vessels, a number of which had sailed from American 

ports.^ Among those captured was Daniel Mason, a graduate of 

Harvard University, and William Harris, an associate of Roger 

Williams during the founding of Rhode Island. 

Both the Englishmen in the North American colonies and 

Parliament attempted to raise money for the redemption of the 

captives. Churches in Boston and New York raised a sufficient 

sum to free captured colonists. In 1680 Parliament estab-

lished a fund of 20,000 pounds sterling to secure the release 

of English captives in the Barbary countries. When Parliament 
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created this fund there were 900 English slaves in Algiers and 

200 in Morocco, and of this number, 390 were liberated in 

1681 with use of this fund.-^ 

One of the "best examples of colonial philanthropy occurred 

in New York after Moroccans seized a New York vessel in 1693 

and took it into Sallee. Even though only five New York sea-

men had "been captured, public response to their plight was 

enormous. Relatives of the imprisoned crew petitioned the 

royal governor of New York, Benjamin Fletcher, to allow them 

"to collect and Receive ye free and bountifull Charity of all 

good Christians within this Province." The governor approved 

their request and authorized ministers and church wardens to 

solicit donations to redeem the captured colonists. The gov-

ernor charged the constables with the task of securing con-

tributions in areas where no churches existed. Because of 

the concern of colonial New Yorkers toward their incarcerated 

seamen, the colony raised almost 375 pounds. Morocco eventually 

released two of the five in 1700. The fate of the other three 

is unclear. A portion of the subscription fund was not needed 

to redeem the New Yorkers, and the church leaders used the 

excess contributions to complete the construction of Trinty 
E'O 

Church (Anglican), located on lower Broadway. 

By the beginning of the eighteenth century Barbary attacks 

against English and American shipping began to wane, largely 

because of increased British sea power. Under the protection 

of British Mediterranean passes, the Americans increased their 
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trade substantially in the Mediterranean. In 1769» on the 

eve of the American Revolution, American export commerce 

employed 1200 seamen in the Mediterranean Sea. During that 

year eighty to 100 American ships carried wines, oil, salt, 

and Moroccan leather from the Mediterranean at a value of 

228,682 pounds.59 By 1771 American ships exported 707,000 

60 

pounds worth of goods to the Mediterranean. 

Although Barbary assaults against British and American 

shipping declined in the first three quarters of the eighteenth 

century, the corsairs still remained a threat to the weaker 

European nations, and even Britain had to pay tribute to insure 

enforcement of peace treaties. From 1759 until 1786 Britain 

alone paid to Algiers presents valued at 28,000 pounds. Most 

of the European countries paid tribute to Algiers. Even the 

weaker Barbary country of Morocco on occasion received bribes 

from the powerful maritime nations of Britain and France. Tunis 

and Tripoli also demanded payments from the less potent gov-
£ 1. 

ernments of Spain, Venice, the Netherlands, Sweden, and Denmark. 

Periodically in the eighteenth century these states 

attempted to defeat the Barbary countries and end tributary 

payments. Spain launched a large armada against Algiers in 

17751 °ne year before the United States declared its indepen-

dence. The Spanish expedition included a number of large war-

ships and a land invasion force of almost 25»000 men. The 

Algerians amassed 150,000 soldiers, of whom 100,000 were cavalry. 

Before the Spanish could land all their forces, the Algerians 

had killed over 7>000 of the invaders and had crushed the 

attempt.^ 
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The Spanish failure underscored the difficulty involved 

in subduing the Barbary nations. The lack of European success 

to destroy militarily the Barbary menace was to he an ominous 

sign for the Americans. Once the United States declared its 

independence in 1776, the Barbary countries no longer honored 

American Mediterranean passes which had "been issued "by Great 

Britain. The Barbary corsairs soon added to the enormous 

problems the United States faced once the Revolution ended. 

The United States did not solve its stormy relationship with 

the Barbary nations until after the War of 1812. 
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CHAPTER II 

THE FIRST AMERICAN BARBARI PRISONERS 

For 150 years the English colonies in North America had 

relied on the London government to provide assistance and 

protection against the Barbary corsairs. Since the capture 

of the first colonial ship "by Morocco in 1625, the North 

Americans had lost numerous ships and men to the pirates "by 

the end of the seventeenth century; however, "by 1776 American 

trade in the Mediterranean had "become reasonably safe and 

quite prosperous. Once the United States declared its inde-

pendence, the situation changed dramatically. When the British 

crown no longer provided commercial protection for the United 

States, the newly-formed government desired French aid to 

combat Barbary depredations. On 18 July 1776 a committee of 

tfte Continental Congress recommended to that body that a treaty 

be signed with France by which Louis XVI would defend and 

protect the citizens and property of the United States against 

the Barbary pirates as effectively as the British monarch had 

previously done. Shortly afterwards, on 17 September 1776, 

Congress agreed upon a proposed treaty with France by which 

one of the articles stated that the French would protect 

2 

Americans from attacks by the Barbary corsairs. The two 

countries did not sign the Treaty of Amity and Commerce until 

6 February 1778, and in this treaty France did not agree to 

28 
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protect the United States from Barbary attacks. The French 

king did promise, however, in Article VIII of the treaty, to 

use his influence with the Barbary countries for the benefit 

of the United States.^ 

In the same month that the United States signed the 

treaty with France, the emperor of Morocco, Muhammad XVI or 

Sidi Muhammad, announced that American ships would not be 

attacked by his cruisers and could enter Moroccan ports with-
it, 

out fear of molestation. In addition the Moroccan emperor 

appointed a French merchant who had resided in Sallee since 

1773t D'Audibert Caille, as consul to the United States, and 

Callle wrote Congress in the autumn of 1779 to reiterate 

Sidi Muhammad's peaceful intentions. Caille also corres-

ponded with Benjamin Franklin, United States minister to 

France from 1776 to 1785. and suggested that the United States 

send the emperor a present. Franklin ignored the request and 

explained to the committee of foreign affairs, "I learned the 

character of this man (jpaille3 to be such that it was not 

safe to have any correspondence with him, and therefore I did 
6 

not answer his letters." Although Franklin refused to nego-t 

tiate with Morocco through Caille, he recommended, along with 

John Adams and Arthur Lee, American commissioners to France, 

that Congress allow them to secure loans for purchasing gifts 

for all the Barbary rmlers. Congress ignored this request 

after it had been referred to a committee-^ 
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Nevertheless, the persistent Caille continued to write 

Franklin as well as Samuel Huntington, president of Congress, 

and John Jay, American representative at Madrid, urging these 
8 

men to establish relations with Morocco. Huntington reacted 

favorably and instructed Jay to write the emperor that the 

United States wished "to cultivate the most perfect friendship 
9 

with him" and desired to negotiate a treaty with him. In 

December 1780 Congress informed Sidi Muhammad that it would 

send an envoy to Morocco for the purpose of negotiating a 

treaty, but it was several years before Congress fulfilled 
. 1 0 its promise. 

Congress did not take a definite course of action regarding 

Morocco until May 1784, when it adopted a resolution expressing 

gratitude for the emperor's willingness to cooperate and 

issued a commission to Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, 

and John Adams, with David Humphreys as secretary, to negotiate 

treaties with Morocco, Algiers, Tunis, and Tripoli. The leg-

islative body cited its involvement with the Revolutionary 

War and the vast distance between the two countries as an 
11 

excuse for not effecting an agreement earlier. 

In the interim rumors spread among Americans that the 

Barbary powers planned to seize their ships and that their 

arch enemy, England, was the instigator of these proposed 

depredations. Franklin divulged that two American ships 

narrowly eluded Algerian war vessels in the winter of 1782 

and alleged, "I think it not improbable that those Rovers 
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may be privately encouraged "by the English to fall upon us, 

12 

to prevent our Interference in the Carrying Trade." - In 

the spring of 1783 an acquaintance of Franklin warned that 

nine Barbary vessels had attempted to trap American mer-
13 

chants sailing from Marseilles, Prance. John Adams 

also acknowledged accounts that Algiers had recently pre-

pared ships for the purpose of capturing American craft. 

He contended that Congress must expect to pay tribute in 

order to avert the loss of American vessels. When Adams 

learned that the Netherlands paid Algiers $100,000 annually, 

he became alarmed that the United States could not afford 

to pay tribute because of the impoverished state of American 

finances. 

The United States was not only weak financially, but 

militarily the new nation did not possess a navy strong enough 

to protect its commerce in the Mediterranean from Barbary 

attacks. Once the war with Great Britain had begun, the 

United States earnestly attempted to strengthen its naval 

force. In the autumn of 1776 the Continental naval forces 

reached a maximum of twenty-seven ships, never exceeding more 

than 3,000 seamen and marines. In addition to the Continental 

Navy, each state except New Jersey and Delaware owned at least 

one armed vessel. The total number of these state warships 

exceeded that of the Continental Navy, and the number of 
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privateers surpassed the state-owned vessels. By the spring 

of 1783» however, only five warships remained in the Conti-

nental Navy, and "by 1785 Congress had sold the last of these 

at auction. 

Because the United States was not in a strong position, 

the difficulties that Adams and Franklin had anticipated with 

the Barbary pirates "became a reality "before the peace com-

missioners could negotiate treaties. The emperor of Morocco 

"became impatient waiting for the United States to respond to 

his overtures and captured the American ship Betsey on 1 Octo-

ber 178^. After the Moors transported the incarcerated vessel 

to Tangier, the emperor ordered his subjects not to capture 

any more American ships. 

By February 1785I news of the capture reached the United 

States, and a gentleman in Spain warned in an American paper 

that it was extremely dangerous for United States ships to 

sail into the Mediterranean. He further commented, "it will 

"be impossible to effect any further Insurance on your Flag, 

except at high PremiumsJefferson learned from a friend 

in London that the British charged approximately twice as 

much for insurance on American ships as on British vessels. 

The confidant informed Jefferson that the insurance under-

writers at Lloyds in London had fabricated rumors that ten or 

twelve American craft had been captured by Algiers in order 

to increase English trade. 

The American press received exaggerated accounts of the 

situation in the Mediterranean, and fear spread among merchants. 
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Several newspapers reported that "both Morocco and Algiers had 

captured numerous vessels and enslaved the crews. Leading 

papers in Virginia and Pennsylvania noted that an American 

captain had learned from an Englishman that the Moors had 

recently captured six American vessels and had taken the 

crews captive. Believing this information to he true, the 

19 
American captain refused to sail across the Atlantic. The 

Maryland Gazette added; 

The trade with the United States of America to the 
ports in the Mediterranean, is very much relaxed of 
late, owing to the Algerine rovers, who are ex-
ceedingly numerous, and very diligent after the 
thirteen stripes. . . . nor are those revengeful 
freebooters satisfied with the sacrifice of ship 
and cargo, "but send all the^ find on hoard, without 
distinction, into slavery. 

A Massachusetts paper circulated a similar account, "So very 

audacious are the Barbary rovers "become in the Mediterranean, 

that they now stop every ship they meet, whether friend or 

21 

foe. . . . Reports of this nature continued until the 

summer of 1785, when the press finally learned that Morocco 

had taken only one American prize and the other Barbary powers 
22 

had taken none. 

These early reports greatly alarmed citizens in the 

United States, particularly the merchants. In Philadelphia 

the merchants and traders sent a memorial to the Pennsylvania 

delegates in Congress imploring that "body to initiate a response 
23 

to the alleged depredations. In North Carolina delegates 

to the Continental Congress wrote their governor about the 

corsairs after having received an account that Algiers had 



34 

captured a ship belonging to the city of Alexandria, Virginia. 

They noted that trade would he ruined unless Congress attempted 

to make a treaty with the pirates. This concerted public 

pressure persuaded Congress to act on the problem less than 

two weeks later. Congress informed Franklin, Adams, and 

Jefferson that they were to appoint a competent agent for 

25 

the purpose of negotiating a treaty with the Barbary powers. 

Adams realized that the rise of insurance rates and loss of 

trade in the Mediterranean were not the only serious issues 

that confronted the United States in dealing with the Barbary 

countries. The welfare of Americans imprisoned in North 

Africa was a major concern to the diplomats. Adams remarked, 

"we have the cries of our countrymen in captivity, in chains, 

and exposed to many cruelties, to consider." He further 

elaborated on one of the central issues involved in nego-

tiating with the pirates, "It is not the loss of property 

which has induced any nation to become tributary to them, but 
26 

this inhuman practice of enslaving captives." 

By the time Congress had instructed the peace commissioners 

to select an agent to negotiate with the Barbary nations, the 

commander, Captain James Erving, and the crew of the Betsey 

had been incarcerated for almost six months. The emperor, 

after questioning the Americans, ordered them to Mogadore, 
27 

where a Jew supplied them with a weekly allowance. Later 

Sidi Mohammad traveled to Mogadore and informed the Americans 

that he did not consider them slaves, but he warned them not 
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to escape. After some time at Mogadore the emperor ordered 

the Americans to Tangiers, where he released them to the 

Spanish. The captain and crew of the Betsey left Tangiers 

on a Spanish ship and arrived in Cadiz on 18 July 1?85 after 

28 

nine and one half months of imprisonment. 

Morocco released the Americans after the intercession of 

the Spanish on behalf of the United States. The American 

most responsible for securing Spanish aid was William Carmichael, 

the United States charge'' d' affaires in Spain, and not the 

peace commissioners appointed "by Congress. During this time 

Jefferson succeeded Franklin as minister to France when the 

venerable diplomat decided to return to the United States in 
OQ 

July, 1785. Before the two remaining commissioners, Jefferson 

and Adams, could appoint an agent to settle the Moroccan crisis, 

Carmichael, who was closer to the situation, wrote the French 

charge d* affaires and also the Spanish minister Count 

Floridablanca, soliciting their aid for the release of the 
30 

Betsey and its crew. The Moroccan emperor ordered that the 

Betsey be turned over to.the Americans, but it was declared 

unseaworthy and was lost along with most of its cargo. Erving 

and his crew departed Cadiz for Boston on the French ship 
31 

Grandbourg shortly after they had gained their freedom. 

Later, Adams and Jefferson appointed Thomas Barclay to 

reach an agreement with Morocco and employed a colonel Franks 

as his secretary. Jefferson allowed Barclay $20,000 to treat 
with that country and estimated an additional $^0,000 would 
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be needed to appease Algiers. The two commissioners, Adams 

and Jefferson, also appointed a former trader in Algiers, John 

Lamb, to negotiate with the dey of Algiers. Because of various 

delays, however, Barclay did not arrive in Morocco until 19 

June 1786, and Lamb did not reach Algiers until 25 March 

1786.^^ Barclay promptly met with Sidi Mohammad to negotiate 

a treaty. America's conduct during the past eighteen months 

left the monarch extremely confused. A Moroccan representative 

had previously tried to correspond with Benjamin Franklin about 

a treaty of commerce, but because of numerous complications 

there had been a breakdown in communications between the two 

men. The emperor had become impatient with the apparent lack 

of response from the young nation and had ordered that an 

American vessel be seized in the hope that this would lead to 

a resumption of diplomatic communications. He ordered that 

the incarcerated Americans not be treated as slaves but merely 

as prisoners. Barclay and the sovereign eventually resolved 

the misunderstanding and agreed upon a treaty between the two 

countries in January, 1787- The United States ratified it on 

18 July 1787. The treaty was a liberal one and covered such 

areas as trade and neutral rights. In regard to the issue of 

prisoners of war, the treaty stipulated that in case of a 

rupture in relations, individuals captured would not be used 

as slaves but would be exchanged. An important aspect of the 

agreement was that the United States was not required to. pay 

an annual tribute, and this was the first instance that a 
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Christian nation had signed a treaty with a Barbary power with 

this understanding. The Americans generally reacted favorably 

to the settlement since "it cost little or nothing to the 

33 

American states.' 

Once the two nations signed the treaty, Morocco did not 

capture any more Americans until July, 1?89- At this time two 

Moroccan warships, each carrying fifty men and twelve guns, 

seized the American schooner Polly of Salem, Massachusetts, 

piloted "by a Captain Proctor, and carried it into Mogadore. 

The emperor severely reprimanded the captains responsible for 

the capture and ordered the vessel to be released immediately. 

The Moroccans treated the Americans kindly and provided them 

with provisions prior to their release. A short time later 

the emperor informed the United States that he would send 
34 

four trading vessels to American ports. Relations between 

the two nations remained tranquil and stable until the death 

of Sidi Mohammad in 1790. For the next four years his sons 

waged a war to determine who would be ruler. Eventually in 

1795 Muley Soliman captured the throne and promised James 

Simpson, American consul in Morocco, that he would honor the 
3 *5 

peace treaty between the United States and his nation. J 

Even though relations began to improve with Morocco, the 

United States anticipated difficulties with the other Barbary 

states, particularly Algiers. An anonymous article in the 

Pennsylvania Gazette stated that the Algerians committed 

"great ravages" against many nations except Great Britain. 
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The author had learned that American ships had outwitted 

several pirates by flying English colors, hut the corsairs had 

discovered this disception and were "now very diligent after 

the thirteen s t r i p e s . T o add to the American quandary, 

Spain and Algiers signed a peace treaty to last 100 years. 

The Spanish lifted their "blockade on the Straits of Gibraltar, 

and this enabled the privateers to sail into the Atlantic in 

search of American vessels. 

Algerian cruisers sailed on 30 June 178.5 for the Atlantic 

Ocean, where they had not "been for several years. Not expecting 

to capture any American ships, their original intention was to 

seize rich Portuguese vessels destined for Lisbon.^ The 

actual size of Algier's naval force designed to capture mer-

chantmen fluctuated over the years and cannot exactly be 

determined from contemporary sources. Thomas Jefferson, min-

ister to France from 1785 to 1789» avowed in 1785 that Algiers 

possessed the largest fleet among the Barbary powers with 

approximately sixteen war vessels.Another American, Richard 

O'Brien, who became a prisoner in Algiers, estimated that 

Algiers retained the use of nine warships.^ The Massachusetts 

Gentinel constrastingly averred, "The Barbary pirates are more 

numerous than ever. According to the best accounts, the Alger-

ines have 47 sail of frigates, and other vessels."^ 

The Algerians did seize several vessels from Portugal, 

Genoa, and two from the United States. The first American ship 

taken by Algiers was the Maria of Boston -- seized on 25 July 
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1785 three miles southeast of Cape St. Vincent. The Boston-

owned schooner had a crew of five and was under the command of 

Captain Isaac Stevens. By the time the Maria arrived in 

Algiers on k August, the Algerians had already boarded another 

American merchant ship, the Dauphin, on 30 July, seventy 

leagues southwest of Lisbon. O'Brien commanded the craft and 

a crew of fourteen men. 

When the Algerians boarded the American ships they im-

mediately stole the hats, shoes, and handkerchiefs of the crews 

and treated them quite severely. Upon arrival in Algiers, the 

brigands took the rest of the Americans' clothes and gave them 

an old shirt and "brown cloth trousers which . . . were 

swarming with miriads of vermins." After keeping the Americans 

briefly at the British consul's house, the Algerians paraded 

the prisoners before the dey, who inspected them and decided 
h p 

to keep the crew of the Maria for his domestic servants. On 

12 August the enslaved crew of the Dauphin arrived in Algiers, 

and after being stripped and inspected the dey kept part of 

the crew for work in the palace and sent the remainder to the 

harbor area for hard labor. The Algerians took Captain's 

O'Brien, Stevens, and Zachias Coffin, the latter having been 

a passanger on the Dauphin, to the British consul's house where 

they served as domestic servants. They remained there until 

the Spanish negotiator at Algiers, Count d' Expilly, rented a 

house for them in the country where they lived for some time. 

D'Expilly received a request for aid from William Carmichael, 
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American charge'd1 affaires at Madrid, and furnished the 

Americans with an allowance to purchase provisions. J 

The American seamen employed as domestic servants by the 

dey worked and lived most of the time within the walls of the 

palace. The palace stood on approximately a square acre of 

land located in the center of the city. The prisoners seldom 

had the opportunity to escape since only one gate led to the 

dey's residence, and its grounds were completely enclosed "by 

walls and numerous buildings. American slaves in the palace 

labored in the kitchen, the upper chambers, and in the gardens 
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as animal tenders. 

The Algerians forced the American slaves from the ship 

Dauphin, who were not selected as domestic servants in the 

palace, to live in the slave prisons. The Algerinas maintained 

three slave prisons, each being overcrowded and unhealthy. The 

largest, Bagnio de Beylique, was a three story building approx-

imately 140 feet in length and 60 feet wide. There were no 

windows except small iron grates on the third floor. On the 

lower level some slaves maintained taverns after paying 

exorbitant rents. One American slave stated that the lower 

level of the prison,"must represent the infernal region more 

than any other place in the known world." There prisoners, 

"wrangle among themselves proceed to blows and murder often 

takes place." Most of the slaves slept on the floors of the 

second and third levels which were "swarming with mirriads of 

vermin of all sorts. . . ." The second largest slave prison 
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was the Bagnio de' Gallera or Prison of the Galley Slaves. 

The two-storied structure contained a number of small rooms 

in which several Americans were fortunate enough to reside. 

One of the chief disadvantages for the Americans at the Bagnio 

de Gallera was the large number of tigers and lions also 

kept at the prison, which created "an insufferable stench." 

These animals often escaped and occasionally killed slaves. 

Besides the lions and tigers, the prison contained enormous 

rats which one American described as "the largest I ever saw 

which frequently serve to satisfy the crawing appetite of some 

of the poor s l a v e s . T h e third slave prison, Bagnio Siddi 

Hamouda, was the smallest of the three and the living con-

ditions were just as unpleasant as Bagnio de Belique and Bagnio 
1l7 

de Gallera. The United States government gave the merchant-

men who resided in the palace and in the slave prisons seven 

and a half cents a day to meet their needs. This small 

amount was not enough for the prisoners. American finances 

were so tenuous that even this meager sum could not be main-

tained. One of the American prisoners, James Cathcart, bit-

terly reacted to the seemingly lack of governmental concern by 

stating, "for years no more notice were taken of us than if 
48 

no such unfortunate men were in existence." 

Upon being imprisoned the Americans believed they had 

been abandoned by their government, for little was done to 

alleviate their situation. Two prisoners, Cathcart and O'Brien, 

played a major role in informing the Barbary peace commissioners, 
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American consuls in the Mediterranean, and officials in the 

United States about their situation in Algiers. During his 

eleven years as an Algerian slave, Cathcart was particularly 

skillful in providing money and additional supplies to his 

fellow captives. Born in Ireland in June, 1?67, he came to 

America prior to the Revolution. During the. war he joined 

the American navy and served aboard the American frigate 

Confederacy. The British captured him and imprisoned him in 

New York, "but after two years of confinement he managed to 

escape. He served as a merchantman until his capture by the 

Algerians in 1785. While in Algiers he became a clerk in 

4 9 

Bagnio Gallera and served in that position for three years. 

During that time he operated taverns, which enabled him 

"to profit sufficient for all my purposes and an overplus 

to releave the immediate wants of my unfortunate fellow 

suffers . . • who had been a great part of the time without 
<0 

any assistance what ever from their country."• The other 

prominent American, O'Brien, was a native of Maine who became 

an indentured sea captain in Virginia. At the age of twenty-

three he was a lieutenant in command of the brig Jefferson 

during the American Revolution. After the war he acquired a 

brig to trade in the West Indian market, but it was lost on 

the first voyage. Soon afterwards he sailed on the Dauphin 

from Philadelphia to the Mediterranean, where the Algerians 

seized that vessel in 1785. During his eleven years of con-

finement, he was one of the leading spokesmen for the Americans 

in Algiers. 
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Soon after the capture of the two American ships, O'Brien 

wrote to Jefferson and pleaded, "Oure Sufferings is Beyond Dure 

Expressing or your Conception. Hoping youre Honoure will "be 

pleased to represent Our Grievances to C o n g r e s s . T h e Amer-

ican commissioners, Adams and Jefferson, were not optimistic 

about America's chances to help the captives. They were well 

aware of their nation's military weakness and feared that Brit-

ain would exaggerated the wealth of the United States to the 

pirates. The question of how to achieve peaceful relations 

with the Barbary states perplexed not only Adams and Jefferson 

hut other government officials as well. Not all Americans 

thought the United States should pursue peace negotiations with 

the pirates. John Jay, secretary of foreign affairs, "believed 

that a war with the Barbary nations would serve as an impetus 

to "build a viable navy. Other Americans suggested that the 

United States pay tribute in order to secure a peace treaty.^5 

Adams and Jefferson were also in a quandary as to the best 

method of alleviating the prisoners' situation and normalizing 

the diplomatic relations with the corsairs. Adams was against 

a war with the pirates. He predicted it would cost ten times 

as much to fight a war with the pirates as it would to pay them 

tribute.^ The diplomat also believed that war would not be 

feasible because the American people would not support it.^ Jef-

ferson, on the other hand, urged Adams to support a policy of 

war against the corsairs. He proclaimed that justice and honor 

favored it, and war would enhance America's image in Europe.^ 

Adams predicted that Congress would not heed Jefferson's advice. 

As the two peace commissioners struggled to formulate a 

foreign policy with the Barbary countries, Congress offered 
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little guidance. Throughout the Confederation period, Con-

gress failed to provide the leadership which would have aided 

the situation of the American prisoners in Algiers. There was 

a general lack of confidence in the new government, and during 

this time several American newspapers turned against Congress 

"because of that "body's inability to settle the problem with 

the Barbary nations. The Pennsylvania Gazette charged! 

The Mediterranean trade (Is3 1:0 America "by 
the depredations of the Barbary corsairs . . . to 
what quarter of the world can she export her wheat, 
corn and lumber to whom and where can her cit-
izens look for some participation of the commerce 
of the world Atlas, not to Congress! for they 
have not the pgYer ^0 enforce any commercial treaty 
they may make. 

A Massachusetts newspaper lamented the adverse conditions 

within the states and emphasized, "Poor America exhibits a 

picture of various woe, anarchy, political tumult and indi-

vidual suffering, unexampled in any period of civil history." 

Because Congress did not provide strong leadership and 

guide the peace commissioners in their efforts to secure 

peace with the Barbary countries, Adams and Jefferson had to 

act alone. After they received word that the Maria and Dauphin 

had been captured, their first concern was for the welfare of 

the prisoners. The fate of these men caused Adams and Jefferson 

much anxiety, for Congress had not even stipulated a policy 

for ransoming captured Americans. The two men decided to 

ransom the Americans in Algiers and appointed John Lamb for 

the mission. They wrote Lamb on 1 October 1785 and instructed 

him to redeem the Americans but only authorized him to spend 
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$200 per man.^ Lamb arrived in Algiers on 25 March 1786 and 

within a short period of time met with Dey Mohamet of Algiers 

6k 

on four separate occasions. The dey asked Lamb how much 

he would give for the Americans, and Lamb replied $10,000, 

exceeding the amount authorized by Jefferson and Adams. The 

Algerian leader replied that he would release the prisoners 

for $50,000 and nothing less. On 5 April Iamb raised his offer 

to $30,000 but the dey still refused. Finally on 7 April, 

in total violation of his instructions from the peace com-

missioners, Lamb agreed to furnish $50,000 for the redemption 

of the prisoners and promised to return within four months with 

the money.^ Before he left Algiers, Lamb met with some of 

the prisoners and also promised them that they would be lib-

erated within four months. In addition he furnished them with 

$800 and new clothes. Within three months, however, the 

prisoners wrote Lamb that they had exhausted their money and 
66 

that they were "in a verey miserable condition indeed." 

Lamb's mission proved to be a complete failure. The nego-

tiator never returned to Algiers, because Congress could not 

raise the required sum. Not only was Congress criticized in 

this matter, but numerous individuals assailed the character 

of Lamb and severely belittled his efforts to liberate the 

prisoners. One such individual remarked that Lamb was "not a 

sober Man but of a Loose Caracter. Stephen Mitchell, a 

Connecticut delegate to the Continental Congress, believed the 

peace mission to Algiers could fail "on Acct. of the blundering 
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Talents of our Connect't Man Mr. Lamb, and we . . .see now 

and then a Shrug and Sneer at his Expense. . . . The world 
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speak of him in a very Contemptible Light." 

Lamb's performance also greatly disappointed the Americans 

in Algiers. O'Brien criticized the negotiator for not attempting 

to secure the prisoners' release earlier and for bringing "so 
6 9 

trifling a sum as five or six thousand dollars to redeem 21." 

Perhaps Lamb's most bitter critic was Cathcart. He thought 

Lamb "was extremely illiterate and as vulgar as can well be 

imagined. . . ." Cathcart denounced not only Lamb but the 

United States government as well. During his captivity 

Cathcart kept a journal, and in it he reflected, "I thought 

it impossible that a nation who had just emerged from slavery 

herself would abandon the men who had fought for her inde-
7i 

pendence to an ignomious captivity in Barbary. . . ."• He 

went so far as to speculate that the United States did not 

redeem the Americans because it would deprive the government 

ands 
their agents of a source of intelligence which might 
be depended on; but I can't for a moment suppose that 
they would keep a number of men for eleven years or 
more in Slavery without even furnishing them with the 
means of subsistence had no better reasons for doing 
so than the above existed. Although our government at 
the time was poor they could have easily raised the sum 
exacted for our redemption. One cargo of Tobacco sold 
in England France or Holland would have paid our ransom.' 
Lamb's performance not only embittered Americans, but 

the Spanish government had also become disgruntled. While he 

was in Algiers, Lamb had become engaged in a dispute with the 
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Spanish minister, Count d' Expilly, and had "brazenly stated 

that if Spain did not aid the United States in Algiers, Spanish 

territory would he seized in North America. Adams and Jef-

ferson referred the entire matter to Congress, and in Septem-

ber 1786 that assemblage ordered Lamb to return to the United 

States. 

When Adams and Jefferson decided upon sending Lamb to 

Algiers, the commissioners also wanted to normalize relations 

with the other Barbary countries to prevent more Americans from 

being captured. John Adams, American minister to England, met 

in London with the Tripolitan ambassador, Hadgi Abdurrahman, 

in an attempt to settle a treaty between Tripoli and the United 

States. The two held a series of discussions, and the Trip-

0 lit an ambassador eventually told Adams a treaty with Tripoli 

and Tunis could be secured for about 30,000 guineas for each 

country. Adams predicted that if the United States could con-

clude a treaty with Tripoli, then Algiers would soon follow 

suit. Adams then called for Jefferson in Paris to join him in 

the British capital for additional meetings with Abdurrahman. 

After more futile discussions, Adams and Jefferson complained 

to Secretary of Foreign Affairs John Jay that they estimated 

it would cost the United States approximately $1,000,000 to 

treat with all the Barbary powers, but that Congress had only 

appropriated $80 ,000 

After the failure of Lamb's mission and the unsuccessful 

efforts of Adams and Jefferson to negotiate peace treaties in 
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London with the Barbary countries, the American prisoners in 

Algiers were in a desperate situation. They wrote numerous 

letters to their friends and government diplomats and pe-

titioned Congress on several occasions, generally without 

effect or response. As late as June 1786, after Lamb had 

already departed Algiers, O'Brien and his fellow captives 

wrote Jefferson and proclaimed that since their captivity, 

almost a year earlier, not one of the Americans had received 

7 *> 

an answer to any of their letters. In addition Lamb had 

promised the Americans that he would return to Algiers within 

four months, "but when he failed to fulfill his pledge, O'Brien 

sorrowfully and "bitterly wrotes 
we are now more disheartened at present than any period 
since our captivity. . . .Mr. Lamb has told us so many 
different stories respecting his orders that we cannot 
"believe them all to "be true. . . . I hope never to see 
him in Algiers on any "business for the United States 
except to chuse mules and Barbary horses. 

After Lamb's abortive mission, Adams and Jefferson, 

especially the latter, continued to determine United States 

policy toward American prisoners in Algiers. Jefferson be-

lieved that if the United States offered the Algerians an 

excessive sum of money for the release of the prisoners, this 

would prompt the corsairs to capture more Americans. He also 

urged the Spanish representative in Algiers, Count d' Expilly, 

not to supply the Americans with a monthly allowance that 

exceeded the allowance of the Spanish prisoners. In addition 

he seldom wrote the Americans in Algiers so as to give the 

impression that the United States was not eager to pay for the 
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redemption of its citizens. He refused to offer the corsairs 

as much money as had the other European countries for a peace 

treaty. He succinctly defended his actions, "If these pyrates 

find that they can have a very great price for Americans, they 

will abandon proportionally their pursuits against other nations 
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to direct them towards ours." 

When the prisoners discerned the official policy of their 

government, they attempted to inform Jefferson and Adams that 

their redemption was a separate issue from purchasing a peace 

treaty and that the government should pay the required ransom 

since it would not influence the amount paid for the peace treaty. 

They stated, "We cannot see that redeeming us would he any Det-
*7 

riment to the making a Peace or that we shall be got for less." 

The Americans evaluated the peace commissioners efforts to re-

79 

deem them thus as "badly planned and worse executed."'7 This 

stern policy against the Algerians, in which the American pris-

oners suffered, was difficult for the American diplomats in the 

Mediterranean to execute. William Carmichael, United States 

charge d' affaires-.in Spain, lamented to Jefferson, "I never 

think of their situation (prisoners} "but my heart revolts at 

the Idea of Letting them remain the Unhappy Victims sacrificed 
on 

to the future security of others." Jefferson, too, disliked 

the effects the foreign policy had on the incarcerated Americans, 

but he strongly believed that the American people would not 

consent to pay high prices for their redemption. He predicted, 

"on the whole it appears doubtful whether they C"the American 
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public} will redeem the prisoners now in captivity at Algiers, 
81 

and certain they will never redeem any taken afterwards." 

The internal problems that faced American citizens in 

the latter part of the 1780*s coupled with the disruption of 

overseas trade, convinced some Americans that they could not 

afford to ransom the small group of Americans in Algiers. The 

turbulent relationship between the United States and Algiers 

exemplified the difficulties of the Confederation government 

(ie. Congress). In 1787 an anonymous pamphleteer published 

a tract which discussed the possible destruction of the 

American government by the Barbary powers. Supposedly written 

by an Algerian living in Pennsylvania, the pamphleteer pre-

dicted that because of Shay's Rebellion in Massachusetts in 

1786, other revolts would occur throughout the United States. 

These uprisings would leave the Americans too weak to defend 

themselves against the corsairs, and eventually the Barbary 

countries would establish hegemony over the United States. 

The author predicted that many more Americans would be imprisoned 
82 

because tike coasts of the United States were defenseless. 

Americans also learned from other sources that Algerian war-

ships had been sighted as near as the Barbadoes Islands and 
Oq 

reportedly had attempted to capture Americans. D Also several 

newspapers reported that Algerians had been arrested in the 

United States after attempting to stab American citizens. These 

incidents typify American citizens' fear of the Algerian menace 
and the frustration Americans felt over the inability of the 

8^ 
Confederation government to rectify the situation. 
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Before the Confederation government ended, another 

unfortunate incident arose which added to the frustrations 

of the United States. Americans referred to this incident as 

the "Algerian prisoner fraud," which involved a plot led by 

unscrupulous citizens to defraud individuals who had relatives 

lost at sea. James Joshua Reynolds of Philadelphia and other 

notorious Americans contacted men and women whose relatives 

had "been supposedly lost at sea. Reynolds and his conspirators 

told the relatives they had just returned from captivity in 

Algiers or Morocco and had seen their missing kinsmen. They 

then attempted to swindle money from them "by playing on their 

emotions and sympathies. Several of these distraught Americans 

wrote George Washington asking if he had any information on 

additional Americans who had "been released from captivity "by 

Algiers. Upon closer investigation Washington discovered the 

attempted fraud and warned the inquirers not to succumb to the 

plot. Newspapers also warned the public against the Algerian 

prisoner fraud; however, the problem persisted until the end 
o n' 

of the Confederation government. 

Even the advent of the plague into Algiers did not prompt 

Congress to move more swiftly to redeem the Americans nor did 

it alter the peace commissioner's basic philosophy of not 

paying a high price for rescuing incarcerated Americans. The 

dreaded bubonic plague periodically swept into North Africa 

and often killed a large portion of the population. In 1785 

the plague invaded Tunis and killed almost 500 persons daily, 
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until over 30»000 inhabitants had perished. Early in 1787 

the disease entered Algiers and devasted the population through-

out the nation. The plague particularly caused havoc among the 

Christian slaves "because of their, poor living conditions. In 

January 1787> 16 Christian slaves died from the plague, while 

^ expired in February. By April 105 had perished, the figure 

increased to 11^ in May, and by June 155 Christian slaves had 

expired. Not only had a large number of slaves perished by 

June 1787, but almost 20,000 people had died within the country 
88 

of Algiers by that same date. O'Brien begged for assistance, 

"I take the liberty of informing you of the lamentable sit-

uation of my crew . . . and . . . if some speedy measure is 

not adopted to redeem them from slavery I am afraid they will 

all be carried off by the pest, as it rages much." During 

this time O'Brien lost only one of his crew to the plague, 

but by July, 1788, six of the original twenty-one American 

prisoners had died. By 1789 the plague had subsided through-

out Algiers.^ 

When Jefferson learned that the plague had swept into 

Algiers and that the American prisoners were in immediate dan-

ger, he accelerated his attempts to redeem them. As early as 

January 1787, he conferred with representatives of the Order 

of the Mathurins in an effort to have that humanitarian organ-

ization purchase the Americans' freedom. The Order, by the 

late 1780*s, had lost much of its effectiveness and was not 

able to ransom the Americans. It secured few ransoms after 
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the French Revolution of 1789-90 Jefferson clandestinely 

wrote to the Order, because he did not want the Algerians to 

learn about American interest in the niatter. Since Americans 

did not know of Jefferson's attempt to negotiate through the 

Mathurins, some religious and humanitarian groups in the 

United States also tried to secure the release of the prisoners 

through religious orders in Europe. An antislavery society 

in Philadelphia wrote representatives of the Order of Mercy 

at Bourdeaux, France, in an attempt to secure relief for the 

Americans in Algiers. This too failed because of the French 

Revolution.^ 

Most American citizens in the late l?80's turned their 

attention to domestic problems and, like the American gov-

ernment, largely ignored the American prisoners in Algiers 

and their difficulties with the Barbary nations. By the time 

Washington took the oath of office as the first president of 

the United States in 1789, fifteen Americans remained incarcer-

ated in Algiers with little prospect of redemption. The only 

major accomplishment of the Confederation Congress with the 

Barbary countries was the Moroccan treaty. Peace between the 

two countries had been restored, and the Americans in Morocco 

had been released, but this was a result of the benevolent 

attitude of the emperor rather than the efforts of the American 

government. As a consequence of congressional ineptness and 

numerous other difficulties, the solution to the problem of 

American prisoners in Algiers awaited formation of a new gov-

ernment . 
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CHAPTER III 

AMERICAN PUBLIC AID TO PRISONERS IN ALGIERS 

Soon after the inauguration of George Washington in April 

1789» there was a disruption of funds for the Americans still 

enslaved in Algiers. One of the incarcerated men, James 

Cathcart, noted that from the autumn of 1789 until January, 

179^> the American government halted financial aid for the 

prisoners. He also complained that their work became much 

more arduous because Algiers had reduced the number of slaves 

during this period. Spain and Naples redeemed their citizens 

held by the government of Algiers, which reduced the number 

of slaves belonging to the dey to 67^, while an additional 

seventy-eight belonged to Moslem subjects. The plague that 

had raged through Algiers in the late 1780*s also had reduced 

the number of slaves in the regency, requiring the Americans 

to work even harder. Prior to the release of the European 

slaves and outbreak of the plague, there were over 3>000 slaves 

2 

in Algiers. 

Throughout Washington's first year in office little was 

done by the federal government to relieve the prisoners' 

situation. Not until 1790 did leaders in the newly formed 

government determine possible solutions to alleviate the pris-

oners' plight in Algiers. Thomas Jefferson, who had left France 

in 1789 to become the first secretary of state, met with 
62 
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Washington in March 1790 and discussed "the unfortunate 
3 

Christians in Captivity among the Barbarians." Throughout 

the year the two men met several times to formulate a policy 

to redeem the Americans. Jefferson informed Washington that 

he had instructed William Short, United States charge d' 

affaires in Paris, to continue soliciting aid from the Mathurins. 

The general of that order notified Short, however, that, "because 

of the unsettled affairs in France, the Mathurins would not "be 

able to help the American captives. After this disconcerting 

news, the government still did not have a plan to redeem the 

k 
prisoners. 

Without assistance of the federal government, two Americans, 

Charles Colvill and John Robertson, did manage to secure their 

freedom with the aid of friends and the British consul in Al-

giers, Charles Logie. The consul succeeded in obtaining the 

release of Colvill in 1790 for approximately 300 pounds sterling. 

Being discouraged by the lack of United States' government suc-

cess in redeeming prisoners, Colvill's brothers had written 

Logie about the problem. Logie secured his release, and the 

brothers later reimbursed him for his efforts. Robertson's 

friends, with the intercession of Logie, secured his release 

the following year but at almost twice the amount paid to 

redeem Colvill.After the release of Colvill and Robertson, 

only thirteen of the original twenty-one Americans remained 

imprisoned in Algiers. 
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For years, "before and after the private redemption of the 

two Americans, the captives had petitioned Congress to alleviate 

their situation, but with little effect. Captain Isaac Stevens 

sent a petition to Congress "begging that "body to ransom them. 

This petition, along with numerous others, typified the 

resentment and dispair the prisoners experienced. Stevens 

wrote, "0 Lord how Long wilt thou turn a Deaf Ear to our Calam-

ities and Make Congress and Commonwealth the instruments of 

Cruelty 0 Lord hear our petitions and prayers . . . only one 

Cargo of tobacco would Redeem us all or a Small Lottery in 

Each State." After Thomas Jefferson became secretary of 

state, the Virginian received many of these petitions.^ Fi-

nally in the last month of 1790, President Washington addressed 

7 
Congress concerning the Americans in Algiers. Congress 

responded by appointing a committee to deal with American 

8 

commercial matters in the Mediterranean. Shortly afterwards, 

Jefferson submitted a report on the American situation in the 

Mediterranean to the president and Congress. The secretary of 

state suggested three possible courses of action the United 

States could pursues first, the Americans could abandon the 

Mediterranean trade altogether and attempt to redeem the 

prisoners; next, the United States could purchase peace; or, 

finally, the American people could opt for war against the 

Algerians. Jefferson surprisingly recommended a policy of 

war to Congress. The secretary of state also detailed the 

history of the prisoners' situation in Algiers, including 
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all efforts to redeem them. He informed Congress that in 

July, 1790, the American consul at Gibraltar, James Simpson, 

had learned that it would cost the United States $3^»792.28 

to ransom the prisoners, which was an average of $2,^85 per 

man. He concluded, "The liberation of our citizens has an 

intimate connexion with the liberation of our commerce in 

the Mediterranean. . . . The distresses of both proceed from 

the same cause." He referred this report to the committee on 
Q 

Mediterranean affairs. This Senate committee convened, and 

within a we&k, it proclaimed "that the trade of the United 

States to the Mediterranean, cannot be protected but by a 

naval force; and that it will be proper to resort to the same 
1 0 

as soon as the state of the public finances will admit." 

The opponents of a navy, such as Representative William 

Maclay of Pennsylvania and others, argued that it was better 

for the United States to abandon its Mediterranean trade than 

submit to a "war party". These early opposition leaders believed 

that a navy would lead to exorbitant taxes and destroy individual 

freedom in America. They forced postponement of the issue until 

179^.11 

Soon after Jefferson's report to Congress, Washington 

announced to the Senate that he would take the necessary steps 

to ransom the Americans in Algiers once the legislature had 

appropriated the necessary money. The Senate had previously 

authorized the president to take such action, provided that 

redemption of the prisoners would not exceed $̂ 0,000."''̂  
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Jefferson's proposed policy of war against Algiers had failed, 

but the alternative of purchasing the prisoners* freedom 

proved to he extremely difficult. An entire year passed 

before the Senate again reiterated its approval of spending 

$̂ 1-0,000 to ransom the prisoners. That body also suggested 

paying $100,000 for peace treaties with Algiers, Tunis, and 

Tripoli, and it recommended an annual tribute to Algiers of 

$25,000.13 

In 1792 Congress eventually appropriated $50,000 to 

defray expenses for an Algerian envoy and appointed the Rev-

olutionary naval hero, John Paul Jones, for that mission. In 

addition Jones was to serve as the American consul to Algiers. 

Jefferson instructed Jones by letter to secure peace with 

Algiers and redemption of the remaining American prisoners. 

Jones was not to include American gifts of maritime stores as 

part of the treaty.Jefferson explained to Jones the same 

redemption policy he had previously pursued while serving as 

a Barbary peace negotiator in France: 

Had it not been for the danger it would have brought 
on the residue of our seamen, by exciting the cupidity 
of these rovers against them, our citizens now in 
Algiers would have been long ago redeemed, without 
regard to price. The mere money for this particular 
redemption neither has been, nor is, an object with 
anybody here. It is from the same regard to the 
safety of our seamen at large, that theyhave now 
restrained us from any ransom unaccompanied with peace. 

In Algiers the captives continued their bitter denun-

ciation of Jefferson's policy. James Cathcart believed that 

the United States had made a major mistake for waiting so long 
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to send its second Algerian envoy. He observed, "Delays in 

this Quarter is attended with Danger." He cited Spain and 

other European powers which had ransomed their citizens before 

they had paid for a peace treaty. The American prisoner 

explained that this procedure had not proved detrimental, 

"but had proved to be less expensive for the European coun-

17 

tries. 

With no immediate relief in sight, the Americans in 

Algiers continued to undergo the most arduous existence. 

Circumstances worsened for some of the slaves when Dey Mahomet 

died on 11 July 1791. According to Cathcart, the new dey, 

Hasan, "was notoriously addicted to the unnatural and de-

testable sin of Sodomy." Prisoners who did not submit to his 
18 

advances were bastinadoed and relegated to hard labor. None 

of the Americans ever mentioned in their letters or petitions 

that Hasan had physically assaulted them. A turn of events, 

however, forced Cathcart into almost daily contact with the 

new dey. The highest position a slave could achieve in Algiers 

was to become the dey's secretary. In March, 1792, an individual 

ransomed the secretary of the dey, and in the same month Hasan 

appointed Cathcart to the position. The young American slave 

found himself in an extremely prestigious and dangerous post. 

On numerous occasions Hasan threatened Cathcart with death, 

often because of trivial disagreements between the two men. 

On the other hand, the position enabled Cathcart to aid his 

fellow countrymen more than he had been able to do previously. 
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As secretary to the dey, he received money from those who met 

with the Algerian ruler. Gathcart also maintained his taverns, 

and these sources of revenue permitted him to "buy provisions 

for less fortunate Americans. As secretary Cathcart per-

formed numerous duties. Since he had learned Arabic, and 

was proficient in several European languages, he acted as a 

translator and transcriber for the dey. The Algerian leader 

also sent Cathcart on numerous errands throughout the palace 

19 
and city. 

Before the second American peace envoy reached Algiers, 

two more American prisoners died in that country. One of 

them, James Hormet (or Harmet), apparently had a mental break-

down in 1791, and the Algerian government placed him in a 

dungeon. Soldiers confined Hormet to a cell located "below a 

street, and the only light which entered the dungeon came 

from a small opening in the street that was covered by an 

iron grate. Charitable pedestrians supplied the unfortunate 

American with his only source of food and water. Initially 

declared insane in 1791. Hormet died in the detestable cell 

in 1793- In the same year that Hormet expired, the bubonic 

plague again swept through Algiers. Jacobus Tessanaer, who 

had been captured on the Dauphin in 1785 > contracted the 

dreaded disease in March, 1793. and after a brief improvement, 

died on 13 July 1793. Thus before the American peace nego-

tiator could arrive in Algiers, only eleven of the original 

twenty-one Americans remained alive.20 
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In 1792 Thomas Pinckney of South Carolina, who left for 

Great Britain as the newly appointed American minister to 

that country, carried John Paul Jones's commission and was 

instructed to relay it to Jones, who was in Paris# Unfor-

tunately Pinckney learned upon his arrival in Britain that the 

Revolutionary naval hero had died in Paris on 18 July 1792. 

After considerable delay Pinckney transmitted the peace com-

missioned to Thomas Barclay, American consul to Morocco. 

Barclay made preparations to leave for Algiers, hut he 

21 
suddenly became ill in Lisbon and died on 19 January 1793-

Several months passed before the United States government 

learned of these untimely events and could select another 

envoy to treat with Algiers# In late March, 1793» the admin-

istration selected David Humphreys, American minister to Portu-

gal, as the agent to negotiate with Algiers. The American 

government also appointed Nathaniel Cutting as Humphreys' 

secretary. Because of a delay in transportation, Cutting was 

not able to give Humphreys his commission until September, 

1793. Humphreys and Cutting sailed from Lisbon on 17 September 

22 

for Gibraltar on a Swedish ship. 

The two men prepared to depart for Algiers when they 

learned that a peace treaty had been signed between Portugal 

and Algiers. This treaty had disastrous consequences for the 

United States. Whenever Portugal and Algiers had engaged in 

war, Portugal blockaded the Straits of Gibraltar and refused 

to allow Algerian warships into the Atlantic. This enabled 
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American vessels to trade with European countries without fear 

or capture by the Barbary corsairs. This was the identical 

situation that had occurred in 1785 when Spain had signed a 

truce with Algiers, opening the Atlantic to Algierian war-

ships. As in 1785, Algiers sent several vessels into the 

Atlantic to seize American craft in the autumn of 1793• 

Humphreys immediately warned American merchants of this 

development and informed them that the truce between Algiers 

23 
and Portugal was to last twelve months. Humphreys also 

learned that as early as October, 1793, eight Algerian vessels 
2k 

had sailed into the Atlantic in search of naval prizes. 

Shortly before, Algerian warships had already captured one 

American vessel, the Lark, in the Mediterranean. Fortunately 

the crew had escaped in a small boat by rowing to nearby 

Malaga, Spain. The Algerians had used an armed American ship 
25 

that they had captured some time before to seize the Lark. 

Humphreys attempted to secure a passport for a voyage to 

Algiers, but the dey of Algiers did not allow the American 

minister to enter that country. Humphreys notified Washington 

that he could not leave for Algiers, and that the dey had 

allegedly stated, "he would not treat with us, even were we 

to lavish millions." The minister impressed upon the presi-

dent the need for an American naval force to destroy the 

pirates and protect American citizens from capture. Richard 

O'Brien, spokesman for the American prisoners in Algiers, also 

proclaimed the need for a strong American naval force to 
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protect its commerce. He recommended an offensive war 

against the corsairs, not only to demonstrate the strength 

of the United States to the Barbary countries "but also to 

"show those people, the English, Spaniards, and Portuguese 

that we are not a dastardly effeminate race, but are neces-

sitated to arm to maintain the honor and dignity of the 

United States."26 As early as 1791 O'Brien had warned Congress 

that the Portuguese might secure a peace with Algiers. From 

1785 until 1791 Portugal twice had attempted to obtain a 

peace treaty "but had failed on both occasions. O'Brien ac-

curately predicted that if Portugal consummated a treaty with 

Algiers "America would be put to a vast expense to build and 

fit out eight or ten cruisers, and to keep this squadron in 

27 
Europe a few years." 

Many Americans suspected that Great Britain had secured 

the truce between Algiers and Portugal to harm American trade. 

O'Brien supported this view and avowed in a letter to Wash-

ington, "The British nation, the natural and inveterate 

enemies of the United States, has brought about this truce, or 
, ,28 

half peace for Portugal, in order to alarm our commerce. 

Another American prisoner in Algiers, Philip Sloan, reported 

that the truce had been arranged by William Logie, British 

consul at Algiers. Sloan related that he had personally heard 

Logie tell the dey and Algerian captains where they should cruise 
29 

after the truce in order to capture American vessels. 

Seven Algerian warships sailed from Algiers on 29 Septem-

ber 1793, bound for the Atlantic Ocean, where they had not been 
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since they had captured the Americans in 1785* A British 

ship accompanied the Algerian vessels with messages for the 

Portuguese fleet at Gibraltar asking permission to pass into 

the Atlantic. The Algerians arrived at Gibraltar on 6 October, 

and after the Portuguese had confirmed the peace treaty, they 

allowed the war fleet to pass. Within two months the corsairs 

had captured eleven American trading vessels and three Genoan 

prizes. The Algerians captured over 100 Americans during 

these raids and carried them into their capital city. If 

stormy weather had not forced the pirates to retreat back 

into the Mediterranean, "they most certainly would have 
30 

captured as many vessels as they could have man'd." 

Upon their capture, numerous Americans wrote to their 

friends describing how they had been incarcerated, their 

living conditions, and pleading for relief. Samuel Calder, 

master of the Jay;, proclaimed, "we was all stript of all our 

Cloaths . . . we was immediately put . . . to hard Labour, 

with only the allowence of three small loaves of black bread 

pr. day & water . . • its not possible to Live long. . . ." 

He also lamented, "Death would be a great relief & more wel-

31 

come than a continuance of our present situation."-' 

The Algerians captured Calder and his men on 11 October 

1793 in a warship of twenty-six guns. On 30 October they 

towed the unarmed American vessel into Algiers, where the 

American slave related, "we think ourselves happy if we escape 
through the day not being beat by our drivers, who carries a 

32 
stick big enough to Knock a man down." Captain John McShane, 
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captured 18 October five I0a.gu.0s from Gibraltar, wrote a 

similar account. The Algerians loaded him and his men down 

with fifty pound chains, which reached from their hips to 

their legs. Allowed only "bread and water to subsist on, 

McShane wondered how long they could survive under these con-

ditions. He forlornly avowed that if the United States gov-

ernment could not redeem the small number of Americans who 
33 

had "been captured in 1785, "we have no hopes of relief.' 

Nevertheless, he wrote Humphreys and "begged the diplomat to 

rescue the captured Americans. Fortunately, the American 

minister learned that the Swedish consul in Algiers, Mathias 

Skjoldebrand, and his "brother, Pierre Eric, had "befriended 
3^ 

the prisoners and had advanced them several dollars. 

Humphreys instructed Robert Montgomery, United State© 

consul at Alicant, Spain, to reimburse the Skjo'ldebrand 

brothers for the money they had advanced to the Americans 

and to establish a system for providing a monthly allowance 

for them. Each American captain was to receive a subsistence 

fund of eight dollars per month, each of the mates (non-

commissioned officers) was alloted six dollars monthly, while 

the mariners (common sailors) received twelve cents a day. 

Humphreys also insisted that the Americans be given a suit of 
3 5 

clothing, since many of the captives were naked. The diplomat 

also provided the Americans who had been imprisoned since 

1785 with the same allowance as the newly arrived captives. 
Since abolition of the Articles of Confederation, the new 
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federal government had not yet assumed strong national lead-

ership over foreign affairs and relied heavily on its diplomats 

to solve crises as they developed. By the early 1790's the 

diplomatic corps in the Mediterranean had abandoned Jefferson's 

policy of not overtly aiding the Americans in Algiers. The 

large number of American captives who had revealed their 

distressful situation in their letters, prompted Humphreys to 

provide funds for their subsistence. Because such a large 

number of Americans became enslaved in Algiers, Jefferson s 

foreign policy regarding the prisoners had been defeated. 

Jefferson had tried to prevent Algiers from seizing more 

Americans after 1785 *>y attempting to convince the dey that 

the United States was extremely poor. For eight years the 

small group of Americans had languished in prison without 

significant aid from their government. As secretary of state, 

Jefferson continued the same policy; however, once the new 

crisis developed in November, 1793> other American diplomats 

in the Mediterranean decided on their own initiative to alter 

Jefferson's policy. 

Edmund Randolph became secretary of state after Jefferson 

resigned that post at the end of 1793* Humphreys notified the 

new secretary of state that he had made provisions for the 

American captives. He also informed Randolph that as of late 

December, 1793, a total of thirteen American vessels had been 

seized by Algiers and that an estimated 119 Americans were in 

Algerian prisons. These Americans, under the leadership of 
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O'Brien, signed two petitions, one to the House of Represen-

tatives, the other to the Senate, and forwarded them to the 

United States. The prisoners hoped that Congress would 

provide funds for their relief and would act to release them. 

The petitioners also informed Congress that the Algerians held 

them in two crowded slave prisons with 600 prisoners from 

other nations. The Americans greatly feared the plague that 

had "broken out near Algiers and were concerned that unless 

Congress acted quickly to redeem them the pestilence could 

he fatal to many of them.-^ Before Congress could act, ten 

Americans who had heen captured in the autumn of 1793 died 

the following year of the plague. One American, who had teen 

captured in 1?85, also died in 179^ of the "bubonic plague. 

Because Congress was unable to redeem the prisoners for almost 

two more years, friends of the incarcerated Americans had 

to assume the initiative. American citizens paid the ransom 

of two of the men captured in 1785» George Smith and William 

Patterson. Friends redeemed Smith in 1793» and Patterson 

returned to the United States in early 179^. In 179^ the 

Dutch government also restored another American who had "been 

captured during the 1780's, Philip Sloan. Relatives of 
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Captain John Bwinham, captured in 1793 > ransomed him in 179^• 

Life for the American slaves in Algiers was harsh and cruel 

When they had first been captured, the Algerians stripped them 

of all their clothing and seized every article of value on 

the American ships. Several Algerians "beat the captives and 
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threatened them with death if they attempted to escape. One 

American, Captain William Penrose, wrote that upon capture an 

Algerian "first saluted me with a dreadful stroke with his 

cutlass. . . . made us go to work like criminals, and mur-

derers, that we are in the most abject slavery ever people 
q O 

were, in the world." 

Because of the quick action of Humphreys and Montgomery, 

each of the Americans soon received a hat and a suit of blue 

clothes. The Swedish consul in Algiers forwarded their monthly 

allowances to them, which made their situation less disagreeable. 

This subsistence fund allowed the Americans to purchase a 

nightly supper of meat, instead of the regular oil and black 

bread the other prisoners were fed. At this time the United 

States was the only country to provide a monetary allotment 
39 

for its captured citizens. 

Gathcart observed that the allowance furnished was 

actually more than the Americans needed for their support. A 

number of Algierians believed that their new slaves were 

more wealthy than they had originally thought. Thus, as 

Jefferson had feared, the Algerians now expected to reap a 

large ransom for the American prisoners.^0 

Upon the arrival of the Americans at Algiers, the corsairs 

sent the slaves to different locations. The pirates ordered 

most of the prisoners to the dey's palace while others went 

to the Bagnio Beylique. Gathcart, because of his influence 

with the dey, persuaded the Algerian ruler to allow the officers 
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to te sent to the Bagnio Gallera, where the dey's secretary 
JLj-i 

provided lodging for the men in his own room. The dey 

personally selected the younger men and "boys to work in his 

palace. The Algerian ruler employed them to wash clothes, 

sweep the palace, or to attend his wardrobe. To the remainder 

of the American prisoners the dey allegedly said, "Go now you 

dogs and eat stones." The guards then escorted the Americans 

to the Bagnio Beylique, where they joined the other prisoners. 

About midnight the Algerian guards awakened the Americans in 

Bagnio Beylique and loaded them down with chains which weighed 

thirty to forty pounds. At day "break their new masters ordered 

most of the men to work in the harbor. There the slaves pre-
Zj,2 

pared ships for cruises and loaded and unloaded vessels. 

After Charles Logie, the British consul in Algiers, promised 

the dey he would assume responsibility for the Americans, the 

Algerian ruler ordered that their chains be removed. 

Not all slaves remained in the city of Algiers to work. 

The Algerians employed in the countryside a number of American 

sailors who were usually forced to haul large rocks a distance 

of over two miles from the city. The Algerians used these 

rocks to fortify their city and for construction purposes. 

At night, when the slaves had completed their work, the guards 

called roll to ascertain if all the prisoners were present. 

The Algerians then marched the slaves into the Bagnio for 

the remainder of the night. Some Americans, in an attempt to 

forget their miserable condition, played the violin, danced, 
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drank, or sang. If a slave attempted to escape, the punish-

ment was usually death. Algiers never executed any Americans. 

The Algerians, nevertheless, did punish Americans for lesser 

offenses. The most common means of punishment was the "bastinado, 

and it was not unusual for slaves to receive over 100 "blows 
ilil 

for a minor offense. 

News of the Algerian captures arrived in the United States 

early in 1794. The American public, especially in the large 

seaport towns, reacted quickly to alleviate the condition of 

the captives in Algiers. Because the federal government had 

done so little towards settling the Barbary problem and had 

not "been able to return the American prisoners to their home-

land, many citizens acted on their own initiative, hoping to 

help the prisoners and prompt Congress into activity. Amer-

icans donated hundreds of dollars to buy provisions for the 

prisoners and gave money to buy their freedom.• Citizens formed 

societies and held meetings throughout the United States to 

oppose the Barbary pirates and to urge the federal government 

to aid the captives. Often these societies organized their 

cities into districts to facilitate the collection of money, 

sent petitions to Congress, and urged boycotts as a protest 

against the lack of federal protection for Americans engaged 

in foreign trade. The various activities of the American public 

caused Congress to devote more attention to the Barbary question 

and profoundly affected American diplomacy with the corsairs. 

In Baltimore a republican society met and read a letter 

from O'Brien and a petition from the American prisoners in 
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Algiers asking for relief from their plight. The society 

unanimously resolved to "do everything in its power for the 

relief of the unfortunate American sufferers at Algiers" and 

appointed a committee to solicit contributions for that 

cause.^ Also in Baltimore those merchants engaged in naval 

commerce resolved "not to proceed to sea» until they can do 

so without apprehensions of insult and robbery. . . . " This 

same group "blamed Great Britain for prompting the Algerians 

46 
to attack American vessels. 

The Boston Gazette denounced "both the British and Algerians 

for their "barbarism and noted that "because of the loss of 

American goods and men the cost of living in Boston had risen 

substantially.2^ The citizens conducted a meeting in January, 

179^, and resolved to condemn Britain for "stiring up against 
ILR 

us the savage nations of Africa." Over 100 inhabitants of 

Newburyport, Massachusetts, signed a petition to announce 

their support for the relief and redemption of the Americans 

in Algiers. Also in Massachusetts benevolent organizations 

aided the Algerian captives. Churches established charity 

boxes to collect donations and organized committees to solicit 
4 9 

contributions from local citizens. In Boston the local 

theater voluntarily donated its proceeds from one night's 

performance to the American prisoners. The theater raised 

$887*28, which the trustees deposited in a bank, and they 

informed President Washington that the money would be paid 

to whomever he directed should take responsibility.-^ In 
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Connecticut an anonymous letter written to the president 

typified the sentiment of many Americans on the subject of 

American slaves in Algiers. The individual wrote, 

I have lately travelled through the N England 
States Vermont - etc. The Generale topick was the 
times hut principally the Sufferings of our Cit-
izens among the Algerines - At Severall places the 
Generale wish was that the President would Issue 
his proclamation for a generale contribution for 
their Relief - I heard one farmer. Say he would give 
5 Guinies another 2. no person said under a Dollar. 

Upon the principles of Compassion I have thus 
made Bold to write you I am myself an Obscure Char-
acter, & I would not Even wish to Dictate the Pres-
ident - But if I am in the Wrong, it must he imputed 
to my Feelings. 

however I am Confident that if the President 
Should only Issue his proclamation Ordering it to 
"be Head preparatory one week in all Religious As-
semblys in the Union that a Prodigious Sum would 
"be Raised Voluntarily - if any thing will touch the 
feelings of mankind that will - I will give 10 
Guinies now sir if this Aynominus Letter will be 
reade & the proclamation Comes forth I will do all 
in my power to promote it. I have no Relation 
Neither Acqantance among the Prisoners .-5* 

Although the strongest public reaction to the Barbary 

depredations occurred in the northern states, citizens of 

the South also contributed significantly to the aid of 

American prisoners and encouraged Congress to act in their 

behalf. At a meeting in Augusta, Georgia, citizens formed a 

committee to draw up resolutions on the current state of 

affairs. One resolution proposed that the inhabitants of 

Georgia initiate financial programs to aid the Americans in 

Algiers. The committee forwarded this resolution along with 

several others to Congress and ordered that the resolutions 

be published in newspapers throughout the state. In Savannah 
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a large crowd met at the court house and determined "to 

support such measures as Congress may think proper to adopt, 

in order to obtain redress for the many insults and injuries 
CO 

committed on the American flag and commerce."^ 

In Pinckneyville, South Carolina, local citizens con-

ducted a meeting and condemned Great Britain for "setting 

loose Algerine pirates on American citizens and their property." 

They concluded that the late peace with Great Britain did not 

represent a true end to the hostilities. Inhabitants of 

Charleston, South Carolina, agreed upon a total embargo of 

British goods if Congress would deem it necessary. Also in 

Charleston, the owner of the local theater conducted a benefit 

night and raised over 250 pounds (1,250 dollars), which he 

donated to the American slaves in Algiers. 

The greatest public response to the precarious commercial 

situation occurred in Philadelphia, the capital of the United 

States. In that city merchants held numerous meetings to 

respond to the national crisis. They formed committees to 

investigate if any vessels or citizens of Philadelphia had 

been captured and forward all information to the president 

One committee unanimously adopted a proposal to seize the ships 

of nations that had captured American vessels. They also 

demanded reimbursement for any losses incurred because of 

illegal seizures. At another meeting the citizens of Phila-

delphia demanded from the federal government, 
the most expeditious and the most effectual measures 
(which appear to have been too long postponed) to 
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procure reparations for the past; to ensure safety 
for the future; to foster and protect the commercial 
interests; and to render respectable and respected 
among the nations of the world, the justice, dignity, 
and power of the American Republic.... 

The people then demanded that the federal government act 

"to prevent more of our property from falling into the hands 

of Algiers. . . Additionally, the meeting selected a 

committee to establish a fund to aid individuals who had been 

captured by Algiers while sailing on ships belonging to 

Philadelphia merchants. This committee appointed five 

citizens of each ward of Philadelphia to solicit donations 

for that purpose. Also, commissioners of the counties through-

out Pennsylvania formed committees for the same purpose. A 

board of trustees consisting of thirteen members collected, 
<7 

managed, and distributed the funds. 

Shortly afterwards Congress passed a resolution which 

laid an embargo on all ships in American ports bound for any 

foreign port for a period of thirty days. That body agreed 

to extend the embargo an additional thirty days in April, 

179^. In the nation's capital over 100 captains and ship 

owners had previously petitioned Congress to conduct an embargo 

"until such time as we can pursue our business with safety 

and that these resolves be presented to all the Captains and 

Mates in port to be signed by them and . . . the names of 

those who refuse shall be taken down. . . ." Those present 

agreed to hoist their colors so the citizens of Philadelphia 

could "discriminate between the friends and enemies to the 

* • * 
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liberties of America." They agreed to have the resolves 

published and forwarded to New York, Baltimore, and Wilmington.-*® 

The citizens in Philadelphia, as in many of the major cities 

in the United States, also contributed to a benefit theater 

performance for the American prisoners in Algiers. The 

theater managers received $1,230, and of that sum, over 

$900 went to the captives.^ 

In New York citizens held a town meeting in which 

approximately 1,500 persons attended. The inhabitants blamed 

Britain for their commercial difficulties and appointed a 
/ A 

twenty man committee to petition Congress. A few days 

later 2,000 citizens held another meeting and decided to ask 

Congress to put them "above the fear of injury, or the 

apprehension of insult." In the same city the Society of 

Master Sail Makers held a banquet at a local tavern and 

donated the proceeds to American prisoners in Algiers. 

The New York Marine Society received an offer from James 

Farquahar, consul of the United States at Madeira, Spain, 

to donate any profits of his wine sales to the American 

prisoners in Algiers. The Marine Society decided to order 

a sample of Farquahar's wines and thanked him for his benevolent 

offer.^ 

The American prisoners also received aid from individuals 

who resided outside the United States. A large audience 

gathered at the home of the American minister to Portugal, 

David Humphreys, and celebrated the birthday of President 
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Washington. Those who attended the affair in Lisbon raised 
» Ah 

approximately $1,000 for the relief of the captured Americans. 

Humphreys also suggested to Secretary of State Edmund Randolph 

that the American people make provisions for the prisoners' 

redemption "by conducting lotteries. An individual in 

Cadiz, Spain, also forwarded $1,000 to the prisoners, and a 

me] 
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66 
gentleman in Hamburg, Germany, sent 500 pounds. The American 

consul at Hamburg, John Parish, also donated 350 pounds. 

During the several months of reaction and concern on 

the part of the American people, the United States Congress 

did pursue a more active course. On 2 January 179k, even 

before most Americans were aware of the latest Barbary seizures, 

the committee of the whole introduced into the House of 

Representatives a resolution that would create a naval force 

to fight the Algerians. By a majority of only two votes the 

House decided to form a committee for the purpose of deter-

mining how large a naval force would be necessary to protect 

American commerce against the Algerians. The next month the 

House voted on a resolution proposed by the committee of the 

whole to begin construction of a naval force which would con-

sist of four warships. It passed the resolution by only a 

68 

majority of two votes. Shortly afterwards the lower chamber 

began to debate the resolution. The debate lasted until 

March, and it was during this period that the public exerted 

the greatest amount of pressure on Congress to alleviate the 

situation. Several of the petitions and memorials that had 
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"been signed "by citizens arrived during the debates. One 

such memorial from the merchants in Baltimore prayed that 

a "naval force may "be provided adequate to the protection of 

the commerce of the United States against the Algerine cor-

69 

sairs." After a great deal of heated discussion over the 

naval armaments bill, the House passed the measure in March 

by a vote of fifty to thirty-nine. This was nine votes more 

than the vote on the earlier resolution to create a navy. 

The bill then went to the Senate, which passed an amended 

version of the bill. The armament measure then went back 
70 

to the House and received the final approval of that body. 

The final measure called for the construction of four ships 

with forty-four guns and two additional vessels of thirty-

six guns each. William B. Giles of Virginia led the opposition 

against creating a naval force. He argued that the, proposed 

number of American ships was insufficient to defeat the 

Algerians and therefore could never adequately protect American 

commerce in the Mediterranean. In addition he argued, along 

with his supporters, that the naval force would be entirely 

too expensive and that the money would better be spent purchasing 

peace with Algiers. Giles maintained that the establishment 

of a naval force demonstrated fiscal irresponsibility and 

could easily result in economic chaos in the United States. 

Representative William Smith of South Carolina argued 

for creation of a navy. He averred that if the United States 

had not been able to purchase a peace with Algiers and liberate 

the American prisoners when only two vessels had been seized, 
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then it seemed impossible to "buy a peace treaty when an 

additional eleven ships had been captured. He avowed that 

without a naval force the United States would never be able 

to protect Americans in the Mediterranean. He continued, 

But was O-sJ not the slavery of our fellow-citizens, 
the national disgrace resulting from it, to be taken 
into account? . . . Mho could, after reading the 
affecting narratives of Captain Penrose Cplave in 
Algiers} and the other unfortunates, sit down con-
tinted with cold calculations and dry syllogisms? 
These narratives ought to excite every possible 
exertion, not only to procure the release of the 
captured, but to prevent an increase of the number 
of these unhappy victims. This could only be ef-
fected by the proposed measure fcreaction of a navy}; 
it was Cis3 the only practicable mode of obtaining 
a peace, which would insure the release of the cap-
tives, and of preventing the capture of others. 

At the end of the debate the opponents of the naval bill 

managed to include a provision that if the United States and 

Algiers concluded a peace treaty, construction of these ships 

71 

was to stop. 

On 27 March, 179^» Washington ordered the immediate 

construction of the 44-gun frigates United States, Constitution, 

President, and Chesapeake, and the 36-gun Constellation and 

Congress. Naval contractors did not complete any of the war-

ships before a peace treaty with Algiers had been signed 
72 

and the prisoners had been released in 1796. Because the 

peace treaty had been signed before the six naval ships had 

been completed, the opponents of a navy attempted to have 

construction halted. Congress, however, reached a compromise 

and workers completed construction of the United States, 

Constitution, and Constellation. 
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By the time Congress approved the "bill for naval con-

struction, the federal government had "been in operation ap-

proximately five years. During that time measures had "been 

taken to liberate the Americans in Algiers, but none had 

"borne fruit "by mid-179^- It became obvious to the American 

diplomats in the Mediterranean that the United States would 

not be able to use force against Algiers for several years. 

The diplomats, with the approval of Congress, continued to 

support the Americans in Algiers and continued to negotiate 

for their release. With the aid of O'Brien, Cathcart, and 

other prisoners, the United States government increased its 

efforts to normalize relations with all the Barbary powers. 
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CHAPTER IV 

RELEASE OP THE PRISONERS FROM ALGIERS 

Although the United States had made provisions to begin 

construction of six warships "by the early months of 179^» 

Algiers, nevertheless, represented a much more formidable 

power than America. The dey possessed one frigate of forty-

four guns and another of thirty-six guns. The remaining ten 

warships consisted of smaller craft carrying from twenty-four 

to twelve cannons. In addition, the Algerian navy maintained 

sixty gun and mortar boats, used primarily for defense of the 

capital city. The larger warships carried approximately ten 

men for each cannon, while the gun and mortar boats needed 

considerably fewer men. Fiscally Algiers was also a much 

more solvent nation than the young federal government. One 

source estimated the treasury of the Algerian nation to con-

tain from twenty to thirty million dollars, while the United 

States struggled to avoid bankruptcy. To assist the dey in 

ruling Algiers, 12,000 Turkish soldiers performed various tasks 

throughout the country. In times of national crises, the dey 

could also command several thousand native Algerians who 

represented a land force more than adequate to repel a size-

able enemy invasion. Against these overwhelming odds, the 

United States would only be able to use a portion of its six 

warships to protect and defend merchantmen .in the Mediterranean. 

9k 
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American diplomats in the Mediterranean, as well as officials 

in the United States, realized that when contractors finally 

completed construction on these warships some of them would 

he utilized elsewhere. In 179^ it appeared that an American 

naval force would not "be adequate to liberate the remaining 

1 
American prisoners in Algiers for several years. 

One of the leading American diplomats in the Mediterranean, 

David Humphreys, continued to supply the prisoners with 

monthly allowances. As the bubonic plague invaded Algiers 

and killed fourteen United States citizens, the American 

minister to Portugal became increasingly worried about the 

prisoners' welfare. He relayed the latest threat to government 

officials in Philadelphia, and this time the Washington admin-

2 

istration reacted more quickly than in years past. Humphreys 

received a letter from Secretary of State Edmund Randolph in 

July, 1794, authorizing him to borrow $800,000 from the 

Netherlands to obtain redemption of the prisoners. Randolph 

informed Humphreys that this money was to secure the prisoners' 

ransom and a peace treaty. Additionally, the secretary of state 

explained that he was to offer no more than $3,000 per manP 

Before the Americans in Algiers learned of their govern-

ment's latest efforts to liberate them, some prisoners attempted 

to negotiate with the dey for their freedom. The chief spokes-

man for the prisoners, Richard O'Brien, met with the dey and 

discovered that the Algerian ruler would not release the 

Americans or sign a peace treaty unless the United States 
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paid him $2,435,000.^ In late 179^ James Cathcart, the dey*s 

chief clerk, sent an itemized list to the United States govern-

ment detailing the terms exacted "by the dey. The Algerian 

ruler demanded $6,000 for redemption of each American captain, 

$4,000 for each of the fourteen incarcerated mates, $4,000 

for his chief clerk, another $4,000 for his three servants 

and $3,000 for each of the seventy mariners. The total required 

to ransom the 100 Americans was $354,000. The dey also expected 

the United States to furnish his navy with two frigates of 

thirty-six guns each, annual payments of 12,000 Algerian sequins 

($21,600) in naval stores, and almost $2,000,000 in presents 

and tribute. Included in the tribute, were $1,080,000 for the 

public treasury and $540,000 for the dey's private use. The 

demands also consisted of a detailed list of presents for the 

5 
dey's relatives and principal officers. 

After this discouraging news, Humphreys returned to the 

United States in late 1794 and consulted with members of the 

Washington administration. Philip Sloan, a former American 

slave in Algiers, who had "been a seamen on the Dauphin, met 

with Humphreys and other government officials in Philadelphia 

and gave them first-hand information on the enslaved Americans. 

Sloan, who had been elevated to the highest domestic position 

available to a slave {other than the dey's chief clerk), had 

been ransomed by the Dutch along with fifty-six of their own 

nationals in April, 1794. The government of Algiers had 

established the custom of requiring the ransom of the chief 
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palace sweeper once it had concluded a peace with a foreign 

nation. In April, 179̂ » the Netherlands signed a peace treaty 

with the dey and redeemed their citizens along with Sloan, the 

chief palace sweeper. After Humphreys met with Sloan,and 

Edmund Randolph, the American minister to Portugal traveled to 

Mount Vernon to stay with President Washington. The two men 

decided to solicit once again the aid of France in redeeming 

the Americans in Algiers and recommended Joel Barlow, an 

6 

American residing in Paris, to assist in this endeavor. The 

American government then issued additional instructions to 

Humphreys on 28 March and k April 1795 > appointing Joseph 

Donaldson, Jr., of Philadelphia, as a deputy to Algiers. The 

government ordered Humphreys to assist James Monroe, United 

States minister to France, in the negotiations with the French 
7 

government. 

Before Humphreys and Donaldson departed for Europe, 

Washington learned that the attempted loan from the Nether-

lands for the ransom of the prisoners had failed. He conveyed 

this information to Congress and avowed, "This subject, than 

which none deserves a more affectionate zeal, has constantly 

commanded my "best exertions. . . . Nothing which depends upon 
8 

the Executive shall he left undone. ..." Even though the 

United States had not secured the loan, Washington ordered 

Humphreys and Donaldson to proceed with their mission. The 

two diplomats departed for Europe in April, 1795» and when they 

arrived at Gibraltar, Humphreys traveled to Paris to seek 
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assistance from James Monroe. Donaldson went "to Alicante, 

Spain, where the diplomat wrote letters to the dey informing 

him of his arrival in the Mediterranean city. Pierre Skjolde-

brand, Swedish consul in Algiers and friend of the American 

prisoners, chartered a vessel for Alicante within hours after 

Donaldson's letters arrived in Algiers. Inexplicably, how-

ever, Donaldson did not leave the Spanish port immediately 

but waited until the end of June before he traveled the 19^ 

miles from Alicante to Algiers. Humphreys had previously in-

structed Donaldson to sail for the Barbary city at the first 

opportunity because "it is most ardently wished that we may 

be enabled to extricate our Citizens from Slavery.. . . before 

they shall again be visited by that dreadful scourge of Heaven, 

the Plague." When Donaldson finally departed for the Algerian 

capital, Sloan accompanied the American diplomat to serve as 

an interpreter and messenger. The United States government 

utilized the experience of Sloan by hiring him for the Algerian 

mission prior to the departure of Humphreys and Donaldson from 

America. Donaldson and Sloan finally arrived in Algiers on 

3 September 1795*^ 

The Algerians prepared a house for the two men, and by 

3;00 p.m. they had landed and moved into their quarters. 

Donaldson, who was approximately fifty years old, suffered 

from gout and was in such pain upon his arrival that he could 

not walk without crutches. The diplomat did not make a favor-

able first impression on the American prisoners nor on the 
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Algerians. Cathcart described him as a man "of forbiding 

10 

countenance and remarkably surly." Donaldson's untidy 

appearance and his coarse mannerisms offended the Algerians 

and caused some to doubt his qualifications for the mission. 

Swedish Consul Skjoldebrand asked Cathcart, "where Colonel 

Humphreys had picked such a man up to send on public business, 

for certainly had he search'd the whole United States for a 
11 

more unfit Person . . . he could not have found one." 

The negotiations began the following day, Friday, 4 

September, when the dey summoned Cathcart at 9:00 a.m. to his 

room and asked the American slave if Donaldson would accept the 

identical terms proposed the previous year. The dey had 

then demanded $2,2^7,000 in cash and presents, two frigates, 
12 

and annual naval stores of 12,000 Algerian sequins. Cathcart 

replied in the negative and left the Algerian ruler. As he was 

leaving, he bent down to kiss the dey's hand but his foot 

slipped on the marble floor and he fell. The dey asked, "Can't 

you stand?" Cathcart replied, "Yes - but the weight of your 

Excellency's proposals made me stumble." The dey's chief 

Christian clerk learned later that his master "laugh'd heartily 

at this reply, and told it to his ministers after peace was 

concluded. 

Cathcart reiterated the dey's demands to Donaldson which 

he rejected. Because of the substantial funds supplied the 

American prisoners, the dey was convinced that the United States 

could afford this tremendous ransom sum. Cathcart discussed 
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the situation with Donaldson and convinced him that the 

cash amount for peace and the ransom of the prisoners could 

"be reduced from $2,247,000 to $585>500. Cathcart returned to 

the dey and proposed the even lower amount of $5^3>000 for 

a peace treaty and redemption of the incarcerated Americans. 

The dey rejected this offer and told Cathcart, "go out of my 

sight immediately thou dog without a soul." When the slave 

returned to Donaldson, the American diplomat had firmly decided 

not to offer a higher sum of tribute. This infuriated the 

1 ̂  

dey and he ordered Donaldson to leave Algiers. Cathcart 

rushed back to the ruler and warned him that if he rejected 

the latest proposals, the United States would never again 

negotiate for peace "but would send an armed force against the 

Algerian corsairs. Cathcart realized that the American slaves 

were in a precarious situation and that his influence could 

"be the difference between freedom or a life of slavery. 

Cathcart "begged his master, 'Jwe have been here more than ten 

years . . . let us go! for the love of God." The dey appeared 

to be in a trance and held out his hand for Cathcart to kiss 

it. In a few moments the dey said, "go and tell your ambassador 

that I accept his terms." Thus within approximately forty-two 

hours after the arrival of Donaldson, the dey had agreed to 

sign a peace treaty between the United States and Algiers.1-' 

Before the two nations signed the treaty, however, the 

dey learned through the Jews living in Algiers that the financial 

firm of John and Francis Baring and Company in Britain had 
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1. 6 

allowed David Humphreys to draw on them for $800,000. This 

information prompted the dey to conclude a treaty with the 

United States and to acquire as much of this sum as possible. 

He agreed to redeem the American slaves for $180,000 and 

required an additional $3^5.000 in cash for himself, his 

family, the treasury, and his ministerial officers. To this 

total he demanded a 15 per cent tax on the ransom of the 

prisoners and a supply of military and naval stores. The 

total amount was over $700,000. Congress had previously al-

located $800,000 to "be used for the ransom of the prisoners 

and tribute for peace treaties with Algiers, Tunis, and Tripi-

oii.17 Americans in Algiers decided that under the cir-

cumstances they should accept these conditions, therefore 

Donaldson and the dey signed the treaty on 5 September 1795* 

In the treaty the Algerians agreed not to remove or molest 

any person from American vessels. With regards to the enslaved 

Americans, the dey agreed to release them once he had received 
1 R 

the stipulated funds. 

The dey permitted Captain Richard O'Brien to sail for 

Lisbon to inform David Humphreys of the peace between the 

United States and Algiers. O'Brien sailed on 11 September 

1795 amidst the mild protests of the other American captains 
19 

and mates who had hoped they would be selected for the mission. 

In a rare benevolent mood, the dey instructed Gathcart to in-

form Donaldson that he would order the American seamen not to 

work in the harbor area if the diplomat approved. He warned, 
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however, that if any of the Americans "became drunk and insulted 

or harmed any of the Turks or Algerians, the prisoners would 

he severely punished. He also noted that some of the Americans 

might he tempted to change their religion from Christianity 

to Islam. Donaldson answered that he did not want the men to 

"be removed from the marine (harbor area), ""but that he did 

20 

not care if they all turn'd Moors." Donaldson did allow, 

however, the American captains to "be taken from the marine and 

furnished them a house outside the slave quarters. The re-

maining American seamen objected vigorously to Donaldson's 

decision not to save them from hard labor. On 20 November 

1795 the seamen went en masse to Donaldson's house and demanded 

to be removed from their laborious situation. Donaldson in-

formed them that he had no control over the matter and asked 

them to leave his residence quietly. The prisoners "d nd 

him for an old hickory faced son of a b ch." The men departed 

but returned to Donaldson's house on 1 January 1796 and avowed 

that they absolutely refused to return to work or to leave 

his house peacefully. The diplomat then called for the Turkish 

guards, who dispersed the slaves by "beating them with sticks 

and the backs of their swords until they went to the Marine to 

work, where they would have been put in chains had I CCathcart} 
21 

not intervened." 

By the time the Turks had forced the Americans back to 

the laborious conditions of the harbor, the dey had become 

concerned about not receiving information from Lisbon regarding 
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"the ransom payment. Donaldson had promised the dey when they 

had signed the treaty in September, 1795. "that the money would 

be forthcoming in three months. By the end of the year the 

22 

dey had become increasingly impatient. On 3 January he 

ordered Donaldson to charter a vessel to Spain to discover 

why the funds had not arrived in Algiers. He instructed 

Donaldson that he would wait for the return of the ship from 

Spain but no longer, because he believed the Americans were 

purposefully delaying the settlement. Cathcart chartered the 

Independent, and on k January Philip Sloan, a former slave, 

sailed with twelve Algerians for Alicante. Sloan carried a 

letter from the dey to Humphreys demanding an explanation as 

to why he had not received the tribute money. He also questioned 

the authenticity of Donaldson's credentials to negotiate a 

settlement on behalf of the United States. He concluded by 

warning that unless America acted quickly on this matter "fatal 

Consequences . . . might ensure even to risque the ruin of 

your cause in this Regency during my reign and for a number of 

Years afterwards." 

O'Brien, who had sailed for Lisbon to procure the funds 

on 11 September 1795, had met with Humphreys in that city and 

had discovered that sufficient funds were not available because 

of the scarcity of specie caused by the war between Britain 

and France. Humphreys ordered O'Brien to sail for London in 

November, 1795, but because of bad weather he did not depart 

until Christmas Eve. He arrived in the British capital on 
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10 January but discovered that the Baring company could not 

provide sufficient funds. The financiers advised O'Brien 

that specie might toe obtained in Hamburg, "but "before sailing 

to that city he decided to return to Lisbon and meet once 

2k 

again with Humphreys. 

Early in 1796 the American prisoners in Algiers learned 

of the difficulties involved in procuring the necessary funds 

for their release. On 28 January a Spanish ship returned 

from Alicante with the distressing news that Humphreys had 

not located the money in Lisbon but had sent O'Brien to London 

for that purpose. The following day Cathcart and Skj'dldebrand 

urged Donaldson to sent a present to the dey and explain the 

difficulty of securing funds in Europe during a war between 

major powers. Donaldson refused to comply with this suggestion. 

At 2?00 p.m. the same day, the Algerian ruler sent for Cathcart 

and asked his secretary what Sloan had learned while on his 

mission. Reluctantly Cathcart told the dey the disappointing 

news, which infuriated the ruler. Hasan instructed Cathcart 

to inform Donaldson that if the money did not arrive within 

one month, he would pronounce the treaty void and expel the 

American diplomat. Additionally he swore that if he had to 

ban Donaldson from the country, he would decapitate his Chris-

tian secretary. Cathcart rushed to Donaldson with this news, 

but the diplomat appeared unconcerned. He jokingly told 

Cathcart that the dey would have a difficult time cutting 

off their heads because both of them had such short necks. 
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Skjoldebrand, who was also present, "offered his influence to 

have it commuted to a roasting at Bebel Wey'd {±he city "burial 

ground] but as I CCathcarlD had to hear the "brunt of the Dey's 

invective and abuse, I was no means in a joking mood. . . ."2-5 

The hopes and expectations of Cathcart and the remainder 

of the American prisoners soared shortly afterwards, howeverf 

Joel Barlow arrived off the coast of Algiers on k March 1796. 

Barlow had been in Paris, working with Minister James Monroe, 

to solicit French aid for the Americans in Algiers. Although 

the two men had failed to secure unconditional help, Barlow 

had managed to purchase a number of presents for the Algerian 

ruler with the aid of the French. Barlow, a former classmate 

of Humphreys at Yale, had first come to Europe in 1788 as an 

agent for the Scioto (land) Company. On 7 September 1795 

Humphreys had appointed him as consul to Algiers, and the 

American had worked closely with Monroe to help the American 

prisoners. Donaldson had not informed the two Americans in 

Paris of his progress in negotiating the peace, and Monroe 

decided to send Barlow to Algiers. For two months Barlow 

purchased gifts and eventually sent $27»000 worth of presents 

for the dey. The forty-one year old diplomat, who spoke 

German, French, and Italian, was well qualified for the mis-

sion. He traveled to Marseilles, dined with an Algerian and 

Tunisian delegation and departed for Alicante. At the Spanish 

city Barlow met Philip Sloan, who informed the American consul 

that the United States had not been able to secure the necessary 
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funds for the peace treaty. Shortly afterwards Barlow sailed 
p / 

for Algiers, followed by Sloan. 

When the dey learned that Barlow had not brought the 

necessary funds he became "extremely irritated." Shortly 

after his arrival, Barlow wrote his wife and described Algiers 

as "the most detestable place one can imagine. It is a city of 

about 100,000 inhabitants. . . . It is impossible to conceive 

of so much physical and moral discomfort . . . in a single 

27 

place." Thereafter Barlow did not attempt to negotiate with 

the dey until the arrival of Sloan from Alicante. The former 

slave landed in Algiers on 28 March 1796 and brought letters 

from Humphreys. The American minister in Lisbon had written 

Barlow and Donaldson to inform them that the American consul 

in Alicante, Robert Montgomery, had secured credit for the 

required amount from the Spanish government. Humphreys noted, 

however, that because of strict laws against the exportation 

of money the dey had to write a letter to the Spanish govern-

ment requesting passage of his money from Alicante to Algiers. 

Humphreys also noted that he had sent O'Brien to Hamburg to 

obtain the money in case Spain would not allow the dey's money 
p O 

to be sent out of the country. 

This news mollified Gathcart and Sloan, and the two men 

decided to deliver Humphrey's letter to the dey. They arrived 

at the palace at 6j00 p.m. and met with the anxious leader. 

He first asked the Americans if they had the money. When 

Gathcart answered in the negative, the dey became furious. 
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The American slave "begged the dey to allow him to read the 

letter "but the Algerian leader called Sloan and Gathcart "dogs 

without faith" and slapped Gathcart on the left cheek. He 

gra"b"bed Humphrey's letter, threw it out of his chamber room, 

and threatened the two men with death if they ever delivered 

such news again. When Gathcart tried to explain the circum-

stances in Europe and the necessity of writing a letter to the 

Spanish government, the dey reached for a weapon. The Americans 

fled the palace, taking the letter with them. When the two 

men returned to inform Donaldson and Barlow of the unfortunate 

encounter, the diplomats reacted quite differently. Donaldson 

laughed and told Gathcart that the results were what he had 

expected. He further antagonized the dey's secretary "by asking 

him why he had not turned his cheek, once the dey had slapped 

him, in order to fulfill the scriptures. Gathcart later wrote, 

"I thought this Irony was a little untimedaas the affair was 

too serious to make a joke and my feelings at this instant was 

not much disposed for mirth indeed they were indescribable by 

any but one that has experienced the indignitys of Captivity." 

Barlow, however, responded more sympathetically and regreted 

29 

the harrowing experience the two men had suffered. 

Less than a week later the Americans' situation deteri-

orated even further. On 3 April 1796 the dey announced that 

he would expel Donaldson and Barlow from Algiers within eight 

days, and if the money had not arrived within thirty days he 

would authorize his cruisers to seize American ships. Barlow 
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and Donaldson arranged a meeting with the dey on 5 April in an 

effort to reach a compromise. "With Gathcart acting as an 

interpreter, Barlow proposed that the United States furnish 

the dey's daughter with a gift of a thirty-six gun frigate 

and give the dey a valuable consular present. In return the 

diplomat asked the dey to allow the United States three more 

months to pay for the treaty. Eventually the Algerian ruler 

consented to this plan because distribution of the consular 

present to the government officers would help placate those 

30 

who were eager to capture additional American vessels. 

With only three months to procure the needed money, the 

diplomats and Gathcart, representative of the American prisoners, 

attempted to solve the problem. The annual invasion of the 

bubonic plague also prompted the men to act with haste. Barlow 

turned to Micayo Bacry (or Bacri) for help. Bacry was a wealthy 

Jewish trader and broker in Algiers who had a great deal of 

influence with the dey. Jewish brokers had established a 

number of financial offices in Europe and North Africa by the 

end of the eighteenth century. Bacry's influence extended to 

Leghorn, Italy, where his firm had a branch office. Barlow met 

with the Jewish broker, and he agreed to loan the United States 

the money. On 6 April 1796 Barlow sent Donaldson to Leghorn 

for the m o n e y . B y the time Donaldson reached Leghorn the 

Americans who remained in Algiers had become increasingly 
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despondent. Gathcart penned a letter to Donaldson which he 

addressed from "Algiers or Hell". The dey's secretary wrote, 

At this instant I undergo the torments of the damn'd 
in the infernal Regions. Nothing can equal the anx-
iety of mind that I undergo, hope and despair by turns 
assumes the ascendency in my afflicted "bosom, in 
short I am all most out of my senses if the Funds 
does not arrive in the appointed time we shall "be 
sent to the Devil headlong and our cause will he 
forever ruined. We shall have the mortification to 
see many of our fellow Citizens "brought into "bondage 
and fix'd to an infernal soil from whence there will 
"be no not even the most distant hope of ever re-
turning.--' 

Gathcart had done much for his fellow countrymen in 

bondage, "but he was unpopular with many Algerians. The Jews, 

who viewed him as somewhat of a rival for the dey's favors, 

detested Gathcart and wanted him out of the country. Barlow, 

realizing this, suggested to the Algerian Jews the possibility 

of sending Gathcart to America for consultation with Washington 

concerning additional presents for the dey. Bacry proposed 

this idea to the dey, but Hasan was not enthusiastic about 

releasing another slave before receiving a ransom for him. 

The dey had already freed O'Brien from slavery without compen-

sation and believed he would never see his former slave again. 

Gradually, Algerian officials, who did not want an out-

sider to be too familiar with their operations, persuaded the 

dey that it would be advantageous to permit Cathcart to depart 
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Algiers. Hasan ordered his secretary to prepare his ship 

for sea on 29 April. Gathcart, who owned taverns in Algiers, 

also possessed a ship; however, the dey forced him to pay for 

the cost of manning and stocking his craft. Barlow instructed 
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Cathcart to land at Alicante and Lisbon before proceeding to 

Philadelphia. The American diplomat also realized that the 

dey would he reluctant to declare war against the United States 

"before he had received a message from Washington. This, in 

itself, would extend the three month deadline announced "by 

the Algerian ruler. Cathcart departed for Spain on 8 May 

1796, having been a prisoner in Algiers for almost eleven 

years. On 16 May while at Alicante Cathcart wrote to Humphreys 

describing his departure from Algiers, "How impossible is it 

for me to describe to you the situation I was in at parting 

with my disconsolate Brother sufferers. • • • Indeed Sir it 

was one of the most affecting scenes that can possibly be com-

prehended." While at Alicante, Cathcart paid off his Barbary 

crew and had to sell a third share of his ship to raise enough 

money for hiring Europeans to sail for Lisbon. He arrived in 

Lisbon on 27 June 1796 

That same day the French, who were at war with Britain, 

occupied Leghorn, where Joseph Donaldson had purchased approx-

imately $100,000 worth of gold bullion. The American diplomat 

had met with Solomon Bacry, cousin of Micayo Bacry, in Leghorn 

and the two men had gradually accumulated the money. As the 

French army moved into Leghorn, Donaldson corresponded with 

Horatio Nelson, British naval commander off the coast of the 

Italian city, about allowing the American to depart with the 

gold. Donaldson explained to Nelson that the money belonged 

to the dey of Algiers and was to be used for the redemption 
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of the American prisoners in Algiers. Micayo and Solomon 

Bacry had chartered a Venetian ship, Divina Providenza, for 

the mission. Nelson granted permission for the ship to sail 

past the British "blockade for Algiers; however, the French 

3 *5 
army detained the vessel. J 

O'Brien, who had left Algiers for Lisbon on 11 September 

1795 to secure the necessary funds, had not attained any 

success "because of the unstable situation in Europe. He had 

been thwarted in Lisbon, London, and Hamburg. After failing 

to acquire the money in the German city, he sailed for Phila-

delphia. While in the American capital, the former slave met 

with Secretary of State Timothy Pickering and other government 

officials. 

While O'Brien was in Philadelphia, government officials 

learned of Barlow's negotiations with the dey to provide a 

thirty-six gun frigate and additional consular presents for 

Algiers in return for a time extension to procure enough money 

to redeem the prisoners. After O'Brien discussed this situation 

with government leaders, Washington approved Barlow's trans-
Q Z 

action with the dey. Earlier in March, 1796, the Senate had 

ratified the treaty with Algiers, which Donaldson had signed 
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with the Algerian ruler in September, 1795- The United 

States recognized the valuable experience which O'Brien pos-

sessed and appointed him commander of the ship Sophia, Pick-

ering instructed O'Brien to return to the Mediterranean. The 

government allocated the former slave a salary of $200 a month, 
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twice the amount paid Donaldson. O'Brien sailed for Lisbon 

to confer with Humphreys and met Cathcart on 19 July as the 

former secretary to the dey was departing the city. Cathcart 

returned to port, and the two men met with David Humphreys to 

discuss America's plight. They decided that Cathcart should 

return to the United States, while O'Brien prepared to sail 

for Algiers. Humphreys had learned that while Donaldson was 

in Leghorn, he had eventually secured a credit of $^00,000 

plus $200,000 more in Lisbon, which the American minister 

could draw upon. Humphreys procured the money and dispatched 

O'Brien to Algiers with $200,000 in gold bullion. The latter 

left Lisbon on 2 August 1796, not knowing that when he departed 
39 

the American slaves in Algiers had already been released. 

The Americans had received unexpected good news in Algiers. 

France sent a new consul to Algiers, Louis-Alexandre d'Allois 

d'Heculais, who brought the dey an unusually large consular 

gift. The French consul then borrowed about $200,000 from 

the public treasury of Algiers. Without the dey's knowledge, 

the French consul deposited the money with the house of Bacry. 

The Jewish broker then offered to loan the money to Barlow for 
lj,Q 

redemption of the American slaves. Barlow went to the Bagnio 

Belique where most of the prisoners resided and told them that 

they would soon be free. The prisoners expressed their grati-

tude for Barlow's efforts because the bubonic plague was again 

raging in the city of Algiers. By 12 June 1796 two Americans, 
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Nicholas Hartford and Abraham Simmonds, had died of the disease 

and four days later an additional sailor expired. Other Amer-

4l 

leans soon contracted the disorder. 

Barlow chartered the Fortune from Bacry for $1500, and 

the American diplomat appointed Samuel Galder to command the 

ship. Galder had been captured in 1793 and had been the former 

captain of the brig Jay. Barlow instructed Galder on 12 July 

1796 to proceed to Leghorn with the prisoners. The Kingdom 

of Naples had also redeemed forty-eight of their citizens at 

the same time, and Barlow ordered Galder to take these men to 

Leghorn as well. The ship sailed that same day with 137 men 
ij, o 

on board, forty-eight Neapolitans and eighty-nine Americans. 

Since the Algerians had captured the Americans in 1785 and 

1793, many of them had died and a small number of them had 

been redeemed privately. Of those who departed in July 1796, 

several had become physically incapable of fulfilling normal 

lives because of the rigors of slavery. One had become totally 

blind, while another was almost in the same condition. Others 

had received such brutal treatment that they would never be 

able to resume their previous lives again. The freed Ameri-

cans left behind Joseph Rogers, an American who had contracted 

the plague. Rogers died on 13 July, the day after the ship 
hri 

Fortune departed Algiers. When the ship was only a short 

distance from Algiers the plague broke out among the Neapol-

itans, and Galder decided to return to Algiers. The American 

captain left the infected men in Algiers and departed 
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immediately. Instead of sailing for leghorn, as instructed 

by Barlow, he took the men to Marseilles, France, "because 

that city was closer. The plague again broke out on the 

Fortune, and one American, Captain Samuel Bailey, died before 

the ship landed in the French city. The Americans arrived 

at Marseilles on 20 July 1796 and remained for an eighty day 

quarantine. The American consul at Marseilles, Stephen 

Cathalan, provided a great deal of aid for the redeemed men. 

He secured a new suit of clothes for each of them plus a sub-

sistance allowance of thirty-five cents a day. Additionally 

he provided the men with a Swedish ship to transport them to 

America. Fourteen United States citizens decided to join an 

American ship at Marseilles for a trading expedition in the 

Mediterranean, while others were detained at the French port 

for sickness after the eighty day quarantine period. The 

remaining Americans, sixty-five in number, sailed from Mar-

seilles on 12 November bound for Philadelphia. After three 

months they arrived off the coast of the United States but 

were not able at first to land at Philadelphia because of an 

excessive amount of ice on the Delaware river. Finally on 

8 February 1797» hundreds of Americans brought the former 

prisoners to the nation's capital in carriages. The newly 

arrived Americans went to the Indian Queen Tavern and 

the streets were so thronged as to render their 
passage difficult. . . . Those who had friends in 
the city to provide for them, retired to receive 
their congratulations; but it has been reported by 
some of the captives, that those who were not so 
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fortunately accommodated, were left entirely-
destitute to wander the streets of the city, at 
that inclement season of the year, without friends, 
or a single cent to provide for their subsis-
tence. 

Although the United States had ransomed its prisoners, 

the government still had not paid the dey for the peace treaty. 

After the Americans departed Algiers, Hasan suddenly realized 

that he no longer had any United States citizens, except Barlow, 

to ensure American compliance with the treaty terms. When the 

dey learned that the money paid to ransom the men had come 

from his own treasury, he "became almost uncontrolable. O'Brien 

had departed Lisbon in early August, 1796, for Algiers, carrying 

$200,000 in gold bullion to pay for the ransom of the Americans. 

By mid-September, however, the money had still not arrived, 

and Barlow became extremely apprehensive. Barlow discovered, 

much to his horror, that a Tripolitan ship had captured the 

Sophia, seized the gold, and had enslaved O'Brien and his crew. 

Additionally the Tripolitans, under the command of a Scotish 

renegade, Peter Lyle, had taken another American merchant ship, 

"the Betsey and had incarcerated its crew as well. The Sophia 

had been issued an Algerian passport by Cathcart before he had 

sailed for America. Shortly after the Sophia had entered 

Tripoli's harbor, Yusef Karamanli, the pasha, decided that 

rather than risk war with the dey of Algiers he would release 

O'Brien and his crew and return the gold. Yusef dispatched 

two ambassadors to Algiers with presents, and the following day, 

thirteen days after being brought into Tripoli, O'Brien sailed 

for Algiers. ^ 
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•Fhe Sophia arrived in that city on 1 October 1796, much 

to the delight of Barlow. The American diplomat informed the 

dey of the ship's arrival, and the Algerian ruler seized 

Barlow's hand and avowed, "My friend you have greatly suffered 

"by the inconceivable delay of that money. . . . Your nation is 

brave and worthy; so long as I live I will be your friend. . . . 

Now if there is anything . . . I can do for you, speak." Barlow 

responded that the dey could help the United States secure a 

treaty with Tripoli and Tunis. The American asked the dey 

to write a letter to the pasha of Tripoli asking for the 

release of the prisoners captured from the Betsey. The dey 

also promised to write a letter to the bey of Tunis, Hamuda, 

urging him to conclude a peace and release an American ship 

and crew he had previously seized. To Barlow's surprise, the 

dey agreed to write the letters plus loan the United States 

money for the peace treaties. Hasan stated, 

My friend you have not asked enoughj you have not 
the money . . . I give you all the money for the 
two places; O'Brien will carry them. . . . For the 
Bey of Tunis . . . if he does not send me imme-
diately with your ship the treaty of peace . . . I 
will send sixty thousand men to cut off the head 
of the Bey.4"5 

In the spring of 1796, before the Americans had been 

released in Algiers, Barlow had attempted to negotiate a 

treaty with Tunis. The American diplomat had written Joseph 

Famin, a French resident in Tunis, to discern under what con-

ditions the bey of Tunis would sign a peace treaty with the 

United States. Famin had been recommended by the new French 
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consul in Algiers, Louis-Alexandre d'Allois d'Heculais. Late 

in June 1796 Famin wrote to Barlow that the hey would sign 

a peace treaty for $50,000 plus presents. He also indicated 

that he would grant a truce for six months beginning 15 June 

1796. Before Barlow could respond, he learned that Tunis had 

captured the American ship Eliza and enslaved its crew the day 
l±n 

before the proposed truce. . 

On 23 June Edward Rand, owner of the Eliza, wrote Barlow 

"craving" assistance. Famin had conferred with the bey and 

pursuaded him to exempt the ten Americans from hard labor until 

the Tunsian leader had heard from Barlow. The bey told the 

prisoners he would release them for $10,000. Rand explained 

to Barlow that he had ventured into the Mediterranean after 

receiving the erroneous information that the United States had 

negotiated peace treaties with all the Barbary countries. He 

had sailed from Gibraltar in January to Barcelona and sold his 

cargo. He next went to Agde, France, where robbers boarded 

his ship and stole all his money, amounting to $8,000. Three 

months after this misfortune, the Tunisian ship had captured 
ho 

his vessel, which had been bound for Malaga, Spain. 

Barlow wrote to Rand on 2 August and informed the merchant 

that the United States would pay for redemption of the crew, 

the ship, and the nineteen casks of brandy on board. Since 

the ship now belonged to the United States, Barlow suggested 

that the pilot of the vessel, Captain Samuel Graves, take the 

Eliza to Leghorn, where he expected the American prisoners 
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to be in quarantine. Instead of sailing to Leghorn, Graves 

took the vessel to Palermo, sold the cargo Barlow had ran-

somed, and departed for England with another supply of goods. 

Fortunately the American prisoners had not gone to Leghorn 

and had not depended on the Eliza for transportation to Phila-

delphia.^^ 

Barlow ordered O'Brien to Tunis in October, 1796. The 

bey astonished O'Brien by demanding $1^0,000 for a peace treaty. 

After negotiating for some time, O'Brien managed to pursuade 

the bey to lower the price to approximately $107»000. Next 

O'Brien sailed to Tripoli and arrived in the Sophia on 1 

November 1796. After negotiations with the pasha, the two 

men reached an agreement on ̂  November• The Tripolitan ruler 

agreed to release the crew of the Betsey but informed O'Brien 

that the ship itself would not be restored to the American 

owners. O'Brien estimated the cost of the treaty to be 

$56,^86, and the treaty contained numerous clauses similar to 

the agreements that had been reached with Morocco and Algiers. 

O'Brien took the signed document to Algiers, where Barlow also 

approved the treaty. The United States Senate ratified the 

<0 
agreement 10 June 1797* 

Joseph Famin, the Frenchman living in Tunis, aided the 

United States by completing a treaty with Tunis after the 

crew of the Eliza had departed. The treaty cost the United 

States $107,000, the sum stipulated earlier in the negotiations 

between O'Brien and the bey. Humphreys approved the treaty 
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and forwarded it to the United States. The Senate consented 

to most of the provisions in March 1798; however, that "body 

rejected three articles of the treaty. Congress decided to 

send the former prisoners, Cathcart and O'Brien, to Tunis for 
51 

the purpose of concluding a final treaty with that country. 

Congress also commissioned William Eaton, a man without 

previous experience in the Barbary countries, to assist in 

the negotiations. Congress also appointed O'Brien, who was 

in Algiers, as consul general of the United States for the 

Barbary countries. Congress then named Cathcart and Eaton as 

consuls for Tripoli and Tunis, respectively. The two men 

sailed for Algiers to meet with O'Brien in December 1798. 

Government officials in Philadelphia recognized the valuable 

contributions Cathcart and O'Brien had made in Barbary affairs. 

These two men continued their exemplary service to the United 

States for years to come. Congress entrusted the two former 

slaves and Eaton to conclude the treaty with Tunis and ensure 

that the United States and the Barbary states would fulfill 

their treaty obligations. When Barbary corsairs would once 

again enslave American citizens, the presence and experience 
52 

of the newly appointed consuls would prove invaluable. 
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CHAPTER V 

PRELUDE TO WAR 

Prior to the arrival of James Cathcart and William Eaton 

in Algiers, Richard O'Brien represented the United States in 

that Barbary nation. The former merchantman was the only Amer-

ican with diplomatic experience in Algiers since Joel Barlow 

had departed on 18 July 1?97 • Although the American prisoners 

had heen released a year before, Barlow remained in Algiers to 

assist O'Brien and conduct profitable mercantile transactions 

in the Mediterranean. The American negotiator acquired "a 

little fortune" while in Algiers, even managing to purchase 

two ships. Philip Sloan, former slave and pilot of one of these 

vessels, carried Barlow to Marseilles, leaving O'Brien in charge 

1 
of American affairs. 

In the spring of 1798, O'Brien noted that a significant 

change in the government leadership of Algiers had transpired. 

The dey, Hasan (or Hassan), had become seriously ill in April 

and had died on 15 May 1798 after ruling almost seven years.2 

The prime minister, Mustapha, peacefully succeeded Hasan as 

the new dey. O'Brien met with Mustapha, and the Algerian ruler 

agreed to renew the treaty with the United States and guarantee 

the treaty with Tripoli. In order to ensure a harmonious 

transition, O'Brien presented the dey and his ministers with 

presents which totaled approximately $5,000. O'Brien also 

125 



126 

aided American-Algerian relations "by delivering to Hasan, just 

prior to his death, the frigate Crescent. Barlow had pre-

viously promised the dey a frigate for his daughter in exchange 

for allowing the United States more time to secure the money 

in Europe required to ransom the prisoners. Once the ship 

had "been completed in Portsmouth, New Hampshire, O'Brien, who 

had earlier arrived in the United States, sailed with Captain 

Timothy Newman, a former prisoner in Algiers. They arrived 

in Algiers in March, 1798, along with $180,000, which Congress 

had allocated for treaty obligations for Algiers, Tunis, and 

Tripoli. In March O'Brien forwarded $50,000 of this money to 

Joseph Famin in Tunis for part of the peace treaty obligations 

3 
with that country. 

The well-constructed vessel and presents pleased the 

Algerians, and relations remained peaceful until the autumn of 

1798. At that time an Algerian corsair of sixteen guns captured 

another American vessel on the grounds that the ship's captain 

did not possess a Mediterranean pass. Algiers issued these 

passes to nations with whom they were at peace, and those crafts 

sailing without them were subject to capture. On 5 October 

1798 the Barbary ship arrived in Algiers with the American brig 

Mary and its crew of twenty-one men. The prize carried a cargo 

of wine valued at $18,000, and O'Brien estimated that it would 

cost the United States an additional $42,000 to redeem the 

crew. O'Brien, now consul general of the Barbary countries, 

met with the ship's captain, Joseph Isreal, and the dey of 
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Algiers in an attempt to learn circumstances of the capture. 

At first the dey ordered the Americans to "be incarcerated, 

"but O'Brien persuaded the Algerian ruler not to do this "because 

of extenuating circumstances. O'Brien discovered that the 

Mary had originally secured a Mediterranean passport, "but 

the French and English had earlier plundered the vessel and 

destroyed the passport. The American diplomat convinced the 

dey to allow the captured Americans to reside outside the slave 

quarters and "be exempt from hard labor. After conferring with 

the Algerian leader, O'Brien wrote Timothy Pickering and in-

formed the secretary of state that "finally the dey declared 

Said Vessel (Mary] a Legal prize, "but that, for my account and 

his good Opinion of the U.S. he Cleared Said Vessel and Car-

go . . ." The former slave also predicted that unless the 

United States did not soon send the required naval stores to 

Algiers and Tripoli, "we shall have war declared against us . . 

fend} you. will, heare of my "being put in chains." 

Fortunately for O'Brien the ship Handullah arrived in 

Algiers in early December, 179?» with naval stores. Pickering 

instructed the Americans in Algiers to turn over the Handullah 

to the dey once the ship had been unloaded. O'Brien later made 

arrangements for the captain and crew of the ship to return to 
I4. 

the United States via Alicante, Spam. 

While O'Brien anxiously awaited the arrival of additional 

naval stores for Algiers and Tripoli, the United States had 

made preparations to acquire the provisions and appoint 
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personnel to conduct its affairs in the Barbary countries. 

Congress selected Gathcart and Eaton as consuls in Tripoli 

and Tunis, respectively. Additionally the American govern-

ment hired experienced merchantmen to pilot five ships to 

Algiers. Again the government utilized the services of a 

former American who had been enslaved in Algiers. Captain 

William Penrose, who had "been captured in 1793 > piloted the 

armed schooner Sk.jb'ldebrand. The ship, named after the 

Swedish consul in Algiers, carried a large supply of naval 

stores. Other American vessels which departed for Algiers in 

December, 1798> were the Hasan Bashaw, Sophia. Lelah Eisha. 

and the Hero. Foul weather separated the convoy, which caused 

the ships to arrive in Algiers at different intervals. By 

9 February 1799 all of the vessels had safely docked in the 

Algerian harbor except the Hero. Almost a year and a half 

passed before that ship arrived in the Mediterranean. 

I1*16 Hero, heavily laden with masts, planks, and other 

naval stores, had sprung a leak shortly after departing the 

United States and limped into Jamaica for repairs. In the 

spring of 1799 > after the hull had supposedly been repaired, 

the Algerian-bound vessel once again departed, only to have 

additional leakage into its hold. The captain of the Hero, 

John Robinson, decided to seek additional repairs in New York. 

While workers accomplished this task, Robinson discovered that 

much of the cargo had been damaged and would have to be re-

placed. By the time this had been done, the American government 
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had decided to send "the naval stores to Tunis not Algiers, and 

the ill-fated craft did not arrive in that country until 

12 April 1800.^ 

Of the four vessels which reached Algiers safely, the 

Americans turned three of them over to the dey. The Algerians 

armed each of the ships, which significantly increased their 

naval force. The Crescent, which had previously "been given 

to the dey, was a thirty-six gun frigate, while the pirates 

added twenty-two guns to the Hasan Bashaw. The Sk.i'dldebrand 

and the Leiah Eisha mounted twenty and eighteen cannons, re-

spectively, which enlarged the Algerian navy to approximately 

sixteen large warships, excluding the smaller gunboats. The 

Algerian government had previously asked the United States to 

build three armed vessels for their navy with the understanding 

that Algiers would pay for their construction. Congress con-

sented to this arrangement in order to establish better relations 

with that Barbary nation. As a result, Algiers deducted 

$68,67^.14 from the total amount the United States owed the 

dey as an amount representing the value of the ships Hasan 

Bashaw, Leiah Eisha. and the Handullah. The United States also 

presented the dey with the Sk.iolde"brand, which had previously 

been purchased "by the United States from the Swedish consul. 

Thus the United States gave Algiers two warships, the Crescent 

and the Sk.i bide brand, and constructed an additional three more, 

the Hasan Bashaw, Lelah Eisha, and the Handullah, at the expense 

7 
of the dey. 
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Once the naval stores had been unloaded, Consuls O'Brien, 

Gathcart, and Eaton, plus Captains Henry Geddes, John Smith, 

William Penrose, and William Maley proceeded to the dey's 

palace on 22 February 1799 for a conference with the Algerian 

ruler. Eaton, consul to Tunis, had learned the Arabic lan-

guage before his arrival in Algiers and wrote a descriptive 

account of his first encounter with Mustapha. He stated 

that the Americans walked from O'Brien's house to the palace 

where they entered the court yard. From there they 

ascended a winding maze of five flights of stairs, 
to a narrow, dark entry, leading to a contracted 
apartment of about 12 by eight feet, the private 
audience room. Here we took off our shoes; and 
entering the cave (for so it seemed) with small 
apertures of light with iron grates, we were shown 
to a huge, shaggy beast, sitting on his rump . . . 
with his hind legs gathered up like a taylor, or a 
bear. On our approach to him, he reached out his 
fore paw as if to receive something to eat. Our 
guide exclaimed, 'Kiss the Dey's hand!' The consul 
general CO'Brien} bowed very elegantly, and kissed 
it; and we followed his example in succession. The 
animal seemed at that moment to be in a harmless 
mood; he grinned several times but made very little 
noise. . . . Can any man believe that this elevated 
brute has seven kings of Europe, two republics^ and 
a continent, tributary to him. . . ? It is so! 

Eaton, who played an important role in Barbary affairs 

for several years, was born on 23 February 176^ at Woodstock, 

Connecticut. At age twenty-three he entered Dartmouth and 

graduated from that institution in 1790 with a bacheloroof 

arts degree. Afterwards he pursued a military career until 

his appointment as United States consul to Tunis. 

After this and other meetings with the dey, the Americans 

soon resolved their differences with the Algerian leader. With 
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United States-Algerian relations temporarily stabilized, 
10 

the Sophia sailed on 2 March 1799 from Algiers to Tunis. 

Cathcart and Eaton met with the "bey, Hamouda Pacha, on 14 

March to discuss the major objections the United States Senate 

had with the proposed treaty. Joseph Famin, a French citizen 

residing in Tunis, had negotiated the treaty for the United 

States with Tunis in August, 1797 • at an estimated cost of 

$107,000. In February, 1798, the United States Senate approved 

the treaty except for three articles. One of the objectionable 

articles revolved around the question of tariffs on American 

and Tunisian products. Tunis demanded that American goods 

imported into their country by American ships be subject to a 

3 per cent tariff. Additionally Hamouda declared that American 

products brought into Tunis in foreign ships or foreign goods 

brought into Tunis in American ships were subject to a 10 

per cent tariff. The leader of Tunis also insisted that the 

United States should give his country one barrel of gun powder 

for every gun fired in saluting a United States warship when 

it entered a Tunisian harbor. Lastly the Senate objected to 

the bey's stipulation that he could impress American merchant 

11 

vessels into his navy. 

At the initial meeting the bey quickly expressed his 

displeasure with the Americans because the Sophia had slipped 

into the harbor of Tunis before the bey's batteries had the 

opportunity to salute the American armed ship. The Americans 

pleaded ignorance of the custom; however, both Cathcart and 



132 

Eaton realized they had saved the United States an estimated 

$800 in gun powder. The "bey next asked when the United States 

would send naval stores necessary to fulfill its treaty obli-

gations. The American diplomats reminded the "bey that O'Brien 

had already sent $50,000 to Tunis in March, 1798. They also 

informed the hey that the naval stores had been sent on the 

Hero, but, since the ship had not arrived they had assumed 

the vessel to he lost or captured. Because of numerous 

difficulties, the long-overdue Hero did not land in Tunis 

until 12 April 1800, twelve months after Cathcart and Eaton 

first negotiated with the hey. 

Besides the question of naval stores, the men also dis-

cussed the controversial articles of the proposed peace treaty. 

The two countries finally agreed that neither the United States 

nor Tunis would he required to give a barrel of gunpowder for 

every gun fired in a salute unless the country receiving the 

salute had first requested it. This meant that when American 

warships entered Tunisian harbors, a salute would not be fired 

unless the United States desired it. On the issue of tariffs, 

the two nations also reached a mutual agreement. The two 

governments decided that merchants of either country would pay 

the lowest tariffs that tradesmen of other nations paid in the 

United States. America was not as successful in amending the 

twelfth article of the treaty as it had been with articles 

eleven and fourteen. The bey proclaimed the right to force 

an American merchant vessel to carry goods or dispatches for 
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"the government of Tunis in cases of emergency• Tunis agreed 

to pay for the services of the American ships in these in-

stances. The two Americans, Gathcart and Eaton, along with 

the hey and his advisers drew up the amended treaty and signed 

it on 26 March 1799. The Americans forwarded the treaty to 

the United States, where the Seriate ratified it on 10 January 

1 2 
1800. 

One week after the two diplomats had signed the treaty 

with Tunis, Gathcart sailed for Tripoli, while Eaton remained 

as the United States consul to Tunis. Gathcart encountered 

almost immediate difficulty with the pasha, Yusef Karamanli. 

The former prisoner landed in Tripoli on 5 April 1799 and 

sought an audience with the notorious Tripolitan ruler that 

13 
same day. 

Yusef Karamanli was one of the most violent of the Barhary 

sovereigns. He was the youngest of three sons horn to Aly 

Karamanli, the ruling pasha of Tripoli in the 1780*s. Aly 

appointed his eldest son, Hassan, as hey, which indicated 

he would succeed his father as the pasha. The second eldest 

son, Hamet, was a man of weak character and possessed extremely 

poor leadership qualities. At the early age of sixteen, Yusef 

had announced in 1786 his intention of fighting his brothers 

for the title of pasha. Four years later, in July, 1790, 

Yusef murdered his eldest brother to eliminate the hey as his 

primary contender for their father's position. Yusef con-

spired with several hlack servants and together they shot Hassan 
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eleven times while in the presence of Yusef's mother, Lilla 

Halluma. Afterwards the conspirators attacked the corpse with 

knives, disfiguring the "bey. 

Because of the tumultuous conditions in Tripoli, the 

Ottoman Empire attempted to regain its authority in that 

region toy sending a naval scjuadron in July, 1793 > "to Tripoli. 

The Turks managed to seize the city and forced the retreat of 

Aly Karamanli and his two sons, Hamet and Yusef, to Tunis. 

The Turkish leaders performed numerous cruelties against the 

Tripolitan people, and in 1795 the Porte withdrew its support 

of the tyrants in Tripoli. Aly Karamanli, along with his sons, 

marched "back into Tripoli with 10,000 troops and regained his 

title. He proclaimed himself pasha tout soon resigned in favor 

of his eldest son, Hamet. Aly died in August. On 11 June 

1795 Yusef drove Hamet out of the city of Tripoli and instructed 

him that if he refused the title of toey of Derne he would "toe 

sacrificed toefore the walls of Tripoli." Yusef managed to rule 

as pasha of Tripoli until his death in 1832. When Cathcart 

sailed to Tripoli to confer with Yusef, he realized the diffi-
lij, 

culty of negotiating with such a ruthless personality. 

Cathcart arrived in Tripoli's hartoor on 5 April, and 

initially the pasha refused to see the diplomat toecause he had 

not "brought naval stores. Yusef also proclaimed that when 

O'Brien had first negotiated the treaty with Tripoli in Novem-

toer, 1796, he had promised the pasha a frigate. When Karamanli 

learned that Cathcart had torought neither naval stores nor a 
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frigate, he announced that within forty days Algerianocruizers 

would seize American merchant ships. Doctor Bryan McDonogh, 

British consul at Tripoli, served as an intermediary between 

the pasha and Gathcart. The American informed the British 

consul that O'Brien had never mentioned giving the Tripolitans 

a frigate as a provision of the treaty. Gathcart avowed that 

he could compensate the pasha with money for the absence of 

naval stores, hut to promise the Barbary ruler a frigate was 

out of the question. The American consul in Tripoli also met 

with Murad Reis, the renegade Scotchman who had captured the 

American ship Betsey in October 1796, and the Tripolitan stated 

that O'Brien had promised naval stores and was a "lying dog" 

for making promises he could not keep. Gathcart later wrote 

in his journal that the pasha 

swore by God and his Phrophet that O'Brien had 
promised him the brig. . . . CancQ that O'Brien 
would not be always at Algiers that all his Cruisers 
had orders to bring him to Tripoli . . . and again 
swore that if ever he was found he would have him 
hung like a dog on board the vessel that brought 
him in. ^ 

Gathcart, in order to save the peace and eventually 

believing that O'Brien had promised the pasha a brig, con-

sented to the Tripolitan leader's demands. He learned from 

Captain Henry Geddes, who had taken him to Tripoli on the 

Sophia, that O'Brien had promised, by "Greasing the way", to 

give a frigate to Tripoli. Upon receiving this information, 

Gathcart negotiated a new settlement with Yusef. He gave the 

pasha $8,000 in lieu of the promised brig, an additional 



136 

$10,000 to replace the naval stores which had not arrived, 

and another $1,500 for sundry expenses. Once the two nations 

had concluded this settlement, the pasha announced to Cathcart 

that he no longer had any claims against the United States 

and desired peaceful relations. The former prisoner remained 

in Tripoli to perform his duties as American consul, while 

1. & 
Geddes returned in the Sophia to Tunis. 

The misunderstanding "between Cathcart and O'Brien over the 

issue of the promised frigate in Tripoli strained future re-

lations between the two men. There had "been subtle signs of 

friction "between them, however, since their release from 

Algerian servitude. Cathcart had developed the reputation of 

having a quick temper, a quarrelsome personality, and crude 

mannerisms, while O'Brien was sometimes noted for being dis-

honest. The two men had worked effectively under trying 

conditions for ten years in Algiers, but after they had gained 

their freedom the differences in their personalities caused 

problems. One area of contention revolved around the wife 

of O'Brien, the fomer Betsey Robeson. When Cathcart had been 

released from prison in Algiers, he returned to Philadelphia, 

where he remained just over two years. During his stay in the 

nation's capital, he married Jane B. Woodside on 5 June 1798, 

and shortly afterwards he hired Betsey Robeson as the family 

maid. When Congress appointed Cathcart and Eaton as consuls 

to the Barbary countries in December, 1798, Cathcart decided 

to take his wife and Betsey Robeson to Tripoli. On the 
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Atlantic passage Miss Robeson developed a strong dislike for 

the Cathcarts. Eaton, who traveled on the Sophia with them, 

hinted that Cathcart had attempted to have an affair with the 

young maid hut had "been rejected. Upon her arrival in Algiers, 

Betsey announced to O'Brien that she wanted to return to 

America immediately. O'Brien provided for her care once she 

had left the Cathcarts, and within six weeks, on 25 March 1799» 

17 
they were married. 

Even though Cathcart and O'Brien experienced strained 

relations, the United States enjoyed a "brief period of relative 

peace with the Barbary powers. During the summer of 1799, how-

ever, the pasha of Tripoli and the hey of Tunis complained 

that Algiers had received more favorable terms in their treaty 

with the United States than his nation. Although these Barbary 

rulers seemed disgruntled, they did not order the capture of 

any American vessels. Relations with Algiers, as with Morocco, 

remained peaceful almost through the summer of 1799* This era 

of tranquility suddenly ended on 8 August when Algiers captured 

the American brig Babba Cedi, piloted by Master Thomas Clifton. 

The vessel contained a cargo of wine and was bound for Phila-

delphia when seized in the Mediterranean. The Algerians took 

the ship because Clifton possessed an out—dated passport. 

After taking the prize into Algiers, the corsairs enslaved 

the crew of five men because each of them were natives of 

countries at war with that Barbary nation. They immediately 

released Clifton and his vessel, however, and later decided to 
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liberate "the crew "as a particular favour to the United States." 

O'Brien sent warnings to American merchantmen to possess a 

current Mediterranean passport, or they would face the possi-

18 

"bility of "being enslaved "by the Barbary countries. 

Once the Babba Cedi had been freed along with its captain 

and crew, United States relations with Algiers remained rela-

tively peaceful for over one year. A major crisis developed 

in the autumn of 1800, nevertheless, when the dey, Mustapha, 

ordered the United States to send one of its warships to Constan-

tinople on a diplomatic mission for Algiers. The Algerian 

ruler had negotiated a peace treaty with France while the 

Ottoman Empire attempted to drive Napoleon Bonaparte from 

Egypt. This treaty had alienated the Ottoman Porte and forced 

the dey to placate the Turks by sending presents to the Turkish 

capital. During this time the United States sent its first 

warship to the Mediterranean, the U.S.S. George Washington, 

loaded with naval stores for Algiers. The captain of the frigate 

was William Bainbridge, an experienced naval officer and veteran 

of the Quasi-War with France. Bainbridge was horn in 177^ and 

had entered the navy in 1798 as a lieutenant. The New Jersey 

native had Toe en a merchantman since the age of fifteen and 

"by nineteen had commanded a vessel in the Dutch trade. While 

serving as the commanding officer of the Retaliation during 

the war with France, Bainbridge had the unfortunate distinction 

of being the first American commander to surrender to an enemy. 

The loss was, however, to a superior force, and shortly after-

wards on 1 May 1800 Congress promoted him to the rank of captain. 
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Within a few days President John Adams ordered Bainbridge to 

command the George Washington. and in July he sailed for 

Algiers. ̂  

When the new warship arrived on 17 September, Bainbridge 

met O'Brien to discuss the American situation in the Barbary 

countries. O'Brien explained that the United States still 

owed the Jewish financial house of Bacris $110,000 for past 

debts and expressed his disappointment that Bainbridge had 

not brought the money. Additionally O'Brien lamented that 

Congress had not sent any money on board the warship or enough 

naval stores to fulfill the annually required amount ($21,600) 

under the treaty agreement with Algiers. To compound American 

difficulties, O'Brien wrote Secretary of State John Marshall, 

"The dey has demanded that the Ship George Washington should 

carry the presents of the Regency to Constantinople. I have 

tryed all in My power to evade this, but I am affraid I shall 
20 

be obliged to give away to prevent . . . difficulties." 

O'Brien pleaded with government officials to be more diligent 

in meeting their treaty obligations with the Barbary countries. 

Not only did a rupture of relations with Algiers seem imminent, 

but O'Brien had learned from Cathcart and Eaton that Tripoli 
21 

and Tunis continued to be disatisfied with their treaties. 

On 3 October the dey of Algiers once again sent for O'Brien 

and ordered him to notify Bainbridge that the George Washington 

had to sail for Constantinople. The American consul argued 

strenuously that neither man had orders permitting this and 
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could not justify the mission. Mustapha vowed that if the 

George Washington did not depart immediately, Algiers would 

declare war against the United States and would seize the ship 

and crew. Reluctantly the two Americans agreed, and Bainbridge 

on 9 October ordered the Algerian flag to he hoisted over the 

"former" American warship. Afterwards Bainbridge observed, 

"The light that this Regency looks on the United States is 

exactly thiss you pay me tribute, by that you become my slaves, 

and them I have a right to order as I please." The naval 

captain estimated that the mission to Constantinople would 

cost the United States an additional $1^,000 to $16,000 in 

pay and supplies. Bainbridge maintained "the fears of slavery 

for myself and 131 under my command, was the least alarming to 

me," but that the possibility of losing a warship which would 

endanger the safety of American merchantmen justified sub-

22 

mitting to the dey's demands. The commander of the George 

Washington departed Algiers and arrived in Constantinople on 

11 November 1800 after a passage of twenty-three days. The 

Ottoman government forced Bainbridge to remain in the Turkish 
23 

capital until 30 December. 

Bainbridge returned to the waters off Algiers on 21 Jan-

uary 1801 but did not enter the harbor within range of the 

Barbary guns. The dey seemed furious until the American captain 

presented him with an order from the Ottoman Empire to declare 

war against France and send $3.2^-0,000. This unsettling news 

caused the dey to transfer his wrath from the United States to 
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France. Mustapha first ordered the enslavement of fifty-six 

French citizens hut then decided to "banish them from Algiers. 

O'Brien and Bainbridge feared that the dey might order the 

George Washington hack to Constantinople on a second diplomatic 

mission, so they volunteered to take the French subjects to a 

Spanish port. The dey consented, and the American warship 

sailed for Alicante on 30 January. From the Spanish port 

Bainbridge and his crew returned to the United States, having 

2k-

earned the gratitude of Napoleon Bonaparte. 

American relations with the other Barbary countries also 

experienced difficulties during this period, especially in 

Morocco and Tripoli. The United States and Morocco had first 

signed a treaty in 1786, and Muley Soliman, emperor of Morocco, 

had re-affirmed the treaty terms in 1795 when he assumed the 

throne. Within a short time, however, thetemperor ordered his 

cruisers to seize American vessels. James Simpson, United 

States consul in Gibraltar, sailed to Tangier, Morocco, to settle 

American affairs in that country. He arrived 6 December 1797 

and learned that a Moroccan ship had recently captured an 

American brig, the Liberty. Fortunately the Moors released the 

captain and crew but confiscated the ship. Simpson made ar-

rangements to send presents to the emperor, and relations 
25 

improved shortly afterwards. 

The Moroccans did not capture any more Americans until 

May of 1800, when the Oswego floundered while at sea, and 

fourteen survivors swam ashore. Once on land, Arabs captured 
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them, stripped them of all their belongings, and took Captain 

Judah Paddock and nine of his crew 150 miles inland. There 

the Moors sold the Americans into slavery. Four other mer-

chantmen had remained on shore near the wrecked Oswego. 

The Ara*bs who had purchased Paddock and his men conducted 

them to Mogador, Morocco, to ransom them. Two of the men, 

"both blacks, remained behind with their captors. Simpson 

wrote his friend in Mogador, William Court, to provide the 

American prisoners with clothes and subsistence money. Court 

complied with this request and attempted to bring the four 

26 

Americans left near the Oswego to Mogador. ' By August 

Paddock and five of his crew had been redeemed and sailed 

to Lisbon. They left one of the merchantmen behind at Mogador 

because of illness, and another refused to leave. Simpson 

reported to Secretary of State John Marshall that he had 

learned the fate of only one of the four men left behind at 

the wrecked ship. The merchantman, John Hill, had been taken 

by a Jew into the interior of Morocco where Muley Soliman had 

no sovereignty. The Jew demanded $160 for Hill but would not 

release him unless an American representative took the money 

to him. Apparently the United States never ransomed Hill and 

the other Americans stranded in Morocco. Simpson lamented, 
It is certainly much to be regreted, that any Citizen 
of the United States should for a day labour under the 
hardships these people are doubtless exposed to, but 
I am equaly well persuaded that yielding to exhorbitant 
terms of redemption readily, is but to expose us to 
endless encreased demands; and that every Christian 
falling in the power of those rapacious wretches at 
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a future time, would experience additional cruel 
treatment, and certain detention, with the view of 
enhancing the sum of their redemption. 

The cost to ransom and provide for Paddock and his crewmen 

was $1,322.30.27 

In addition to troubled relations with Morocco, the 

Tripolitans "became increasingly "belligerent. Yusef Karamanli 

constantly criticized Gathcart because he believed the American 

treaty with Algiers had been more favorable to that piratical 

country than had the American treaty with his own nation. The 

diplomat warned government officials in 1800,., as he and O'Brien 

had done since their imprisonment in Algiers, that unless the 

United States sent frigates into the Mediterranean to protect 

its trade and citizens "our commerce will never be upon a 

2 s 

respectable footing in these seas."^ As Gathcart had antic-

ipated, the Tripolitans captured another American vessel. The 

brig Catherine had sailed from New York on 26 July, carrying 

sugar, coffee and other supplies, bound for Leghorn, Italy. 

On 25 September 1800 the Tripolitan ship Tri-polino, an eighteen 

gun cruiser, seized the American craft approximately seven or 

eight leagues south of Majorca. The corsairs stole $200 worth 

of the ship's cargo and robbed the master of the vessel, James 

Garpenter, and his crew of all their personal belongings. The 

pirates commandeered the Catherine and landed in Tripoli on 

15 October.2^ 

That same day Mohammed Dghies, the Tripolitan foreign 

minister, met with Gathcart and informed him that the pasha 
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had decided to release the Catherine and had ordered all 

supplies and personal property returned to the Americans. The 

foreign minister told the American consul that Yusef had taken 

this course of action after writing to President Adams. The 

Tripolitan ruler wanted Adams to grant his country an annual 

sum of money rather than sending presents. He announced that 

he would not take any action against American ships until six 

months had passed. Cathcart later met with the pasha and told 

him that "not only the President and government of the U.S. 

hut the meanest of our Citizens would expend their last dollar 

and lose their last drop of blood "before they would consent to 

become tributary to the Regency of Tripoli. 

The following day, 16 October, Cathcart and Carpenter 

demanded an explanation as to why the Catherine had been 

plundered. The pasha professed that he had not ordered his 

captains to molest American vessels and that he had punished 

and dismissed Rais Amor Shellie, captain of the Tripolino. 

Karamanli then told Cathcart, "Consul their is no Nation I 

wish more to be at Peace with than yours: but all Nations pay 

me and so must the Americans." After consultation with the 

pasha, Cathcart wrote Secretary of State (pro tempore) Charles 

Lee and avowed, "This is the period that our national character 

ought to be established with this Regency. ..." 

Afterwards the Barbary leader announced that he had abro-

gated the Tripolitan treaty with the United States and refused 

to allow the Catherine to leave Tripoli immediately. Finally 



1^5 

on 22 October 1800, after many delays, he ordered Carpenter 

to sail from Tripoli.̂ "'" Cathcart notified O'Brien that 

Karamanli's chief objective in regard to the Americans was 

"to have a pretext to capture our vessels to enslave our 

fellow citizens and to exact an exhorbitant sum for their 

ransom and then to accommodate matters again on a basis no 

32 

more solid than they were before." ' 

Cathcart feared that the pasha would issue orders to 

capture American vessels before the six month period expired. 

Between November, 1800, and April, 1801, he forwarded over 

forty letters to American consuls "from Smyrra to London" 

requesting these representatives "to prevent our vessels from 

coming into the Streights untill our affairs are settled at 

33 

Tripoli." During this period of crisis, Cathcart met 

several times with Karamanli and his representatives, and he 

corresponded frequently with the consul general of the Barbary 
3£L 

countries, O'Brien. With that American's prompting, the 

dey of Algiers eventually wrote a letter to the pasha and sent 

him presents urging him not to declare war against the United 

States. O'Brien mentioned, however, that the Algerian leader 

expected the United States to send him an expensive gift for 

his services?^ When Karamanli learned what the dey had done, 

he swore to Cathcart that he would declare war against the 

United States when the presents arrived from Algiers. He prom-

ised the American, "I now swear, by God . . . that I never will 

be at peace with your nation until your President appoints a 
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person "to negotiate a treaty with me without the interference 

of Algiers." He further stated that he would seize Americans 

unless he received $250,000 for a new treaty and an annual 

payment of $20,000.-^ 

O'Brien cautioned Cathcart not to make a new treaty with 

Tripoli and "blamed the unresponsive attitude of the federal 

government for the diplomatic crisis in the Mediterranean. 

The American representative in Algiers stated, "Our Barbary 

affairs is much neglected we shall have war - experience losses 

and Captivity to many Citizens of the U States. We have no 

37 

information these 10 Months from the department of State 

Finally in March, 1801, the new president, Thomas Jefferson, 

and Congress decided to combat this latest threat from Tripoli 
O Q 

"by sending a naval force to the Mediterranean. Before the 

American fleet could arrive, Cathcart met with Nicholas Nissen, 

Danish consul general in Tripoli and asked him to help Americans 

who might be captured if war erupted, and he C&athcart} might 

be killed or have fled. The American consul desired Nissen to 

provide captured merchantmen the same monthly allotments the 

American prisoners in Algiers had received. He volunteered 

to reimburse Nissen if the United States refused to honor his 

notesCathcart continued to write letters warning Americans 

of the impending danger and prepared to depart his diplomatic 
kQ 

post when necessary. 
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CHAPTER VI 

THE FIRST YEARS OF THE TRIPOLITAN WAR 

American relations with the government of Tripoli con-

tinued to deteriorate during the spring of 1801 until an 

insoluble crisis confronted the United States consul in that 

Barbary country, James Cathcart. Pasha Yusef Karamanli de-

manded that the United States revise its treaty and furnish 

the Tripolitans with a large amount of presents and tribute 

payments. Cathcart responded that the pasha should state his 

demands specifically to the president and wait one year for his 

answer. Yusef rejected this proposal and threatened Cathcart 

with war unless he entered into negotiations immediately. 

The Tripolitans also pressured Nicholas Nissen, Danish consul 

at Tripoli, to urge the American representative to supply the 

pasha with $^0,000 and a large supply of naval stores and 

presents. Cathcart informed Karamanli that he did not have 

the authority to reach such an agreement without first con-

sulting his superiors in the United States. On 9 May 1801 the 

pasha notified the American consul that he would declare war 

against the United States. The following day Hadgi Mahamude 

la Sore, a messenger from the pasha, instructed Cathcart that 

on Thursday, Ik May 1801, the Tripolitan leader would order 
1 

the American staff to "be cut down. 
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The American consul had been previously instructed by 

Richard O'Brien, American consul in Algiers and consul general 

of the Barbary countries, to depart Tripoli immediately in 

the event that nation declared war against the United States. 

When Cathcart received the message concerning impending con-

flict, he sent letters detailing the affairs in Tripoli to 

O'Brien and William Eaton, American consul in Tunis. Additionally 

he forwarded circulars to agents and consuls in France, Spain, 

Portugal, Italy, and British garrisons in the Mediterranean, 

informing them of the probable hostilities "between the United 

States and Tripoli.2 Cathcart made one last attempt to prevent 

war "between the two countries "by meeting with the pasha before 

the Tripolitans chopped down the American flag staff. The 

American confessed that the United States government had acted 

irresponsibly in the conduct of its Tripolitan affairs, for it 

had been fifteen months since he had received letters from 

America. He attempted to persuade Karamanli that government 

instructions were probably enroute and to wait two weeks before 

declaring war. He also offered the Barbary leader a large 

sum of money to delay hostilities, but the pasha refused all 

3 
of Cathcart's efforts to maintain peace. 

On 14 May Tripolitan soldiers carried out the pasha's threat 

to cut down the American flag staff. Cathcart made arrange-

ments to charter a vessel to take him and his family to a 

friendly port in the Mediterranean. Fortunately, the consul 

ne"te<l thai; the Tripolitans did not plunder his personal property 
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or molest him. They allowed him to walk throughout the city 

just as before the declaration of war. He wrote Secretary of 

State James Madison that if the Tripolitans captured Americans 

they might expect better treatment than the former prisoners 

of Algiers. While residing at Tripoli, Cathcart had closely 

observed the manner in which the Tripolitans dealt with their 

slaves. He reported to the secretary of state that "the Cap-

tains never do any thing, the Officers sometimes are made to 

work on board the Cruisers, and the mariners are allow*d Sun-

day to themselves. . . ." 

Before departing Tripoli, Cathcart also left instructions 

with Danish Consul Nicholas Nissen in the event enemy corsairs 

seized American citizens. He turned over his house, which had 

the rent paid through May, 180^, to the Dane and made arrange-

ments to supply Nissen with funds to aid incarcerated Ameri-

cans. Captains were to receive eight dollars per month, mates 

six dollars monthly, and mariners three dollars and seventy-

five cents for the same period of time. Cathcart also requested 

the Dane to provide clothing for the Americans. Once the 

American representative had met with Nissen, he departed Trip-

oli for Leghorn shortly afterwards on 2k May 1801. Only five 

days out of Tripoli a Tunisian corsair boarded the ship and 

began plundering the crew and cargo. The Tunisians did not 

take anything from Cathcart but did steal from the others. The 

pirates allowed the ship to continue its voyage, and they 
6 

arrived in Leghorn on 2 June. Upon his safe arrival in the 
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Italian city, Cathcart met with Thomas Appleton, United States 

consul at Leghorn. He explained to Appleton that the pasha of 

Tripoli had promised not to seize any American ships until 

forty days after the declaration of war. He observed, however, 

that the Tripolitan leader could not "be trusted, and his cruis-

ers would capture American citizens whenever possible. 

Cathcart, before leaving Tripoli, had surveyed the naval 

force at that Barbary state and submitted a report to Appleton. 

He learned that Tripoli only had seven warships in service 

which were in poor condition. A crew of 840 men served in the 

navy. The Tripolitans actually had more vessels in their navy, 

but because of a shortage of personnel they were not able to 

send additional ships against the United States. The American 

consul in Leghorn forwarded this information to the American 

consuls and agents in Europe and to the secretary of state. 

Additionally Appleton sent the news of the Tripolitan war to 

8 

American cities, where leading newspapers warned merchantmen. 

Cathcart had been so industrious in writing letters several 

months before the outbreak of hostilities that when Tripoli 

finally declared war few American ships were in the Mediter-

ranean. In contrast with American unpreparedness with Algiers 

in 1785 and 1793» "the United States possessed experienced 

personnel in the Mediterranean to cope with international crises 

by the beginning of President Thomas Jefferson's administration. 

The expeditious attention Cathcart devoted to the Tripolitan 

problem probably prevented the capture of a large number of 

Americans and averted a major calamity. 
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While still in Tripoli, Cathcart had dutifully kept 

American government leaders advised of the turbulent situation 

in that Barbary nation. The response disappointed the American 

consul, for he received little correspondence during his two 

years at Tripoli. Even though government officials failed to 

inform Cathcart of American intentions with regard to Tripoli, 

Congress and Jefferson decided to protect American commerce 

in the Mediterranean in case war erupted between the two 

nations. On 20 May 1801, six days after Tripoli had declared 

war on the United States, Acting Secretary of the Navy Samuel 

Smith wrote a letter of instructions to Captain Richard Dale 

informing him that he had "been appointed to command an Ameri-
ca 

can fleet in the Mediterranean. 

Dale, a veteran of the American Revolution, had "been 

serving on hoard naval craft since he was twelve years old. 

In 1776 he had "been employed in the British navy hut decided 

to join the Continental navy after the Declaration of Indepen-

dence had "been approved. The British captured him off the 

coast of France in 1777 while serving on "board the "brig Lex-

ington. He escaped from prison in England "but was re-captured 

and remained imprisoned until 1779• In that year he fled to 

France and later served as first lieutenant under John Paul 

Jones on the Bon Homme Richard. After the famous "battle with 

"the Sera-pis, the British later captured Dale for the third time. 

Upon "being exchanged, he served the remainder of the war as a 

10 
merchantman. After establishment of the new federal 
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government, the revolutionary war veteran received one of the 

six appointments for the rank of captain once the navy had 

1 1 

been created by statute in 1794. 

Dale learned from his instructions that Jefferson had 

directed him to proceed to the Mediterranean with the frigates 

President, Philadelphia, and Essex, plus the smaller schooner 

Enterprise. The president also instructed Dale to sail for 

Gibraltar, ascertain the state of affairs in the Barbary 

nations, and blockade Tripoli if he discovered that a state of 

war existed. In the event that the Tripolitans had incar-

cerated American citizens, Dale was to mediate through Nissen 

for their relief. The American captain carried $30,000 on the 

President, and a portion of this money was to be used for the 

purchasing of necessary supplies for American prisoners. The 

chief executive also gave Dale directions to follow if he cap-

tured any of the Barbary citizens during wartime. Jefferson 

informed him that he was to treat all prisoners "with humanity 

and attention" and release them on the coast of North Africa 
12 

at a convenient location. 

Shortly after receiving his instructions, the commodore 

departed Hampton Roads, Virginia, with his squadron on 1 June 

1801. The four vessels arrived at Gibraltar on 1 July and 
13 

immediately encountered two Tripolitan warships. The two 

Barbary corsairs had sailed for Gibraltar and were in the proc-

ess of preparing to search the Atlantic for American merchantmen 

when Dale's force arrived. The Tripolitan vessels, the Meshuda 

and a Swedish built ship, remained in port. The Meshuda 
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was a former merchant ship that had been captured by Tripoli 

in the fall of 1796 and had "been converted into a warship. 

Murad Reis piloted the Meshuda and falsely informed Dale that 

a state of war did not exist between the United States and 

Tripoli. Mistrustful of the Scottish renagade, the American 

captain asked others in Gibraltar about United States-Trip-

olitan relations, and he heard rumors that war existed between 
i II 

the two countries. He decided to leave the Philadelphia. 

under the command of Samuel Barron, at Gibraltar to blockade 

the two Tripolitan ships while he departed for Algiers and 

Tunis. The two Tripolitan ships were not powerful enough to 

challenge the Philadelphia and could not penetrate the blockade. 

The Tripolitan sailors suffered a great deal during the block-

ade from a lack of provisions. The English, who controlled 

Gibraltar, refused to sell Murad Reis or his men any supplies. 

As a result on 8 August a mutiny broke out among the Trip-

olitans, and approximately 150 of the men left their ships. 

The English seized the pirates and ordered their departure for 

Morocco on a Moorish vessel. The Tripolitan captain attempted 

to sell the vessels, and after this measure failed, the Trip-

olitans fled the city. Many of them, including Murad Reis, 
1 £> 

eventually made their way back to Tripoli. 

While the Philadelphia blockaded the enemy vessels, Dale 

sailed in the President to Algiers and met O'Brien, The other 

two United States warships, the Essex and Enterprise, convoyed 

American merchant ships. O'Brien informed the American 
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commodore that the dey of Algiers had continued to grumble 

over the tardiness of America's annual payments and had even 

avowed "he would not put up with it much longer." The presence 

17 

of the American warships quieted the threats of the dey. 

Dale next sailed to Tunis and arrived in that city on 17 July. 

He conferred the following day with the American consul to 

that country, William Eaton, and learned that the Tunisian 

leader had also continued to complain about his treaty with 

the United States. As the two Americans discussed the sit-

uation, the Essex arrived escorting the American merchant 

ship Grand Turk. Once the bey realized there were even more 

American warships in the Mediterranean, he became more coop-

erative with the Americans. With the situation stabilized in 

Algiers and Tunis, Dale departed for Tripoli. Eaton wrote 

the commodore that he had learned, "Tripoli is in great dis-

tress. Her corsairs are all at sea; she is starving in her 

capital, and will be thrown into consternation at your un-
"18 

expected appearance. . . . 

Dale arrived off the city of Tripoli on 24 July 1801, and 

Nissen acted as mediator between the American commander and the 

pasha. The commodore informed Karamanli that he did not have 

the authority to negotiate a new treaty but could discuss pro-

cedures for concluding a truce. Upon receiving this information, 

Yusef declined to negotiate a truce. Dale continued to block-

ade the city of Tripoli for eighteen days during which time 
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no important developments occurred. Afterwards he sailed to 

19 

Malta for supplies and remained there until 21 August. 

On that date Dale sailed from Malta towards Tripoli. 

Off the coast of that Barbary country he captured a Greek 

ship "bound from Constantinople and Smyrna. The vessel carried 

a large supply of merchandise and a number of Tripolitan cit-

izens, including one officer, fourteen merchants, twenty 

soldiers, and five women. The naval captain took them on 

"board and sailed into the harbor of Tripoli to negotiate terms 

for a prisoner exchange in the event Tripoli captured American 

citizens. With Nissen again acting as mediator "between Dale 

and the pasha, the Tripolitan leader finally agreed to exchange 

three Americans for the twenty-one soldiers and an additional 

three United States citizens for eight of the Tripolitan mer-

chants. The Barbary ruler avowed that only eight of the 

merchants were his subjects. The two countries concluded the 

agreement on 3 September 1801. Afterwards the American com-

modore released the prisoners, lifted the blockade of Tripoli 

because of severe illness among the crew and proceeded to 

Gibraltar.^ 

Just prior to Dale's capture of the Greek ship, another 

American warship defeated a Barbary corsair for the first time. 

The United States ship Enterprise, one of the four vessels 

sent to the Mediterranean to protect American commerce, engaged 

the corsair Tripoli on 1 August 1801 and completely destroyed 

the vessel. The Enterprise, piloted by Lieutenant Andrew 
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Sterret and manned by ninety men, opposed a Tripolitan vessel 

of approximately the same size. The American commander de-

ceived the Tripolitans "by flying British colors, which 

enabled the United States warship to attack within close 

range. Three times the enemy vessel hauled down their colors 

as a sign of surrender, hut on each occasion the corsairs re-

newed the fighting. After the third attempt to fool the 

Americans, Sterret gave the order to sink the Tripolitan ship. 

He rescinded his instructions, however, once the Tripolitans 

cried for mercy, and the Tripoli was no longer fit for service. 

Out of a crew of eighty men, the Tripolitans lost fifty "because 

of death or injury. The Americans did not suffer one casualty. 

Sterret instructed the American seamen to dismantle completely 

the remains of the enemy craft "but permitted them to rig a 

make-shift spar, which enabled the Tripolitans to depart for 

their capital. 

Upon arrival of the "battered Tripoli, the pasha ordered 

the wounded captain of the vessel, Rais Mahomet Rous, to "be 

paraded through the city streets mounted on a donkey. After-

wards the enraged Karamanli instructed his soldiers to give 

the naval commander 500 "bastinadoes. The effect of the Ameri-

can successes against the Tripolitans had a decided impact 

on the moraleotof the corsairs. One American newspaper printed, 

"So thunderstruck were the Tripolitans at this event, and at 

the apprehended destruction of their whole marine force, that 

the sailors . . . at Tripoli on "board of cruisers . . . all 

deserted them, and not a man could "be procured to navigate them." 
22 
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The American fleet; continued escorting merchant ships in 

the Mediterranean for the remainder of the year. Because 

enlistments were to expire, Congress authorized additional 

ships to the Mediterranean to relieve the squadron. The frigate 

Boston, piloted "by Daniel McNeill, arrived at Gibraltar in 

December, 1801, carrying Robert R. Livingston, United States 

minister to France. Dale had earlier sent the Enterprise to 

America, and Sterret arrived with the ship in Baltimore on 

17 February, 1802. During the winter months the Essex blockaded 

the two Tripolitan vessels which remained at Gibraltar, while 

the Philadelphia periodically cruised off the coast of Tripoli. 

Dale remained in the Mediterranean until March, 1802, when he 

departed for the United States. Congress decided to replace Dale 

. 2 3 
with Captain Richard V. Morris. 

The new commodore's warships departed the United States at 

various intervals in the spring of 1802. Morris, m the Ches-

apeake, arrived at Gibraltar on 25 May. and by November the 

Constellation, the John Adams, the Adams, the New York, and the 

1 ' ' • 2k 

Enterprise had joined his force in the Mediterranean. Unhap-

pily for the United States, Morris did not prove to be a forceful, 

aggressive commander. The commodore remained at Gibraltar for 

two and one half months'to supervise repairs on the Chesapeake.. 5 

The remainder of the fleet, upon its arrival in the Mediterra-

nean, periodically blockaded Tripoli without a significant 

affect. The American squadron also continued to escort mer-

chant vessels, but the attempt was uncoordinated and ill-planned. 



163 

Catheart counseled American merchantmen against sailing 

without a convoy of warships. Many Americans disregarded his 

advice, and the former prisoner wrote Secretary of State 

James Madison, "Many of our merchants and captains dispute 

the Consul's authority to detain their vessels in port, not-

withstanding the national consequence of their capture "being 

fully explained to them."26 Eaton also observed the mer-

chants' disregard for his instructions to sail with the convoy 

of warships. As Cathcart had done, he wrote the secretary of 

state and commented on the potentially dangerous situations 

The Mediterranean is covered with this kind of 
adventurers• If individuals will neither have 
regard to their own safety, nor the general in-
terests of the United States, should not the 
Government interdict this loose manner of haz-
arding "both "by legal prohibitions to commerce 
here without convoy? One single merchantman's 
crew, in chains at Tripoli, would he of incal-
culable prejudice to thg„affairs of the United 
States in that regency. 

The Tripolitan corsairs had "become less afraid of Ameri-

can warships after the loss of the Tripoli, and the pasha had 

ordered his vessels to cruise for unarmed merchant ships. As 

Cathcart and Eaton had feared, the Barbary pirates captured an 

American vessel in the Mediterranean. The Tripolitans seized 

the brig Franklin on 17 June 1802 after having cruised for 

Americans since the 20th of May. The pirates had sailed in 

a convoy of three warships from Tripoli on that date, and one 

of them had discovered the American merchant ship at Cape 

Pallos, off the coast of Spain. Captain Andrew Morris commanded 

the craft and its crew of eight men. The Tripolitans took the 
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Franklin "to Algiers after putting Morris and his men in chains. 

They arrived on 26 June, and immediately upon entering the 

harbor, Consul O'Brien attempted to secure their ransom. He 

also learned that another American ship, travelling with the 

Franklin, had managed to elude the pirates. Additionally, the 

consul discovered that the Tripolitans had six warships cruising 

for unarmed merchantmen. O'Brien was not able to ransom the 

Americans, "but he did prevent the pirates from selling the 

28 
American sailors to Algiers. 

The following day the Tripolitans departed Algiers and 

sailed for Biserta, near the city of Tunis. Enroute the Trip-

olitans treated their prisoners harshly, "binding them with even 

more chains. After a long and difficult passage to Biserta, 

the pirates remained in that city five days and decided to 

leave the captured American vessel there while they departed 

with the prisoners for Tripoli. Upon their arrival, the Danish 

consul, Nissen, persuaded Karamanli to allow Morris to have 

freedom of movement throughout the town. Fortunately, the 

British consul in Tripoli, Bryan McDonough, claimed three of 

the passangers as British subjects and secured their release. 

The other men on "board the Franklin claimed that they were for-

eign citizens and convinced the pasha to restore their liberty. 

This reduced the number of American prisoners in Tripoli to 

29 

Morris and three seamen. 

As previous American prisoners held in Barbary servitude 

had done, Morris forwarded valuable information to government 
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leaders. The captain wrote Cathcart, who resided in Leghorn 

after fleeing Tripoli, and expressed his disappointment in the 

ineffectiveness of the American "blockade at Tripoli. According 

to Morris, the corsair entered Tripoli's harbor within view 

of an American frigate, which did not attempt to impede its 

passage. He defended his decision to traverse the Mediterranean 

without the escort of warships, declaring? 

It was the assurances I had from all quarters of the 
impossibility of their Cruizers to evade the vigilance 
of the Blockade that led me to sea without convoy of 
arms - fatal experience has convinced me to the^con-
trary, for their small vessels can go out any night 
in the week that they please and penetrate as far to 
the westward as Malaga. 

In detail Morris described the route the Tripolitans followed 

when they cruised for American merchant ships. He recommended 

that Cathcart inform naval commanders of this intelligence 
30 

in order to conduct a more organized, effective "blockade. 

During this time Cathcart also received a letter from 

Eaton describing the circumstances of the Franklin1s capture. 

At the "bottom of the letter, Cathcart wrote a note that he had 

sent circulars throughout the Mediterranean to warn American 

citizens of the danger "but produced no effect whatever, three 

Americans sailed after we had received intelligence of the cap-

ture of the Franklin two unarmed entirely and one mounting 

31 
four guns." 

Eaton also wrote the leader of Tripoli reminding him of 

the previous agreement reached between himself and Commodore 
Dale. In that understanding Karamanli had promised to release 
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a total of six Americans if Tripoli managed to capture any 

United States citizens. In return Dale had released twenty-

one Tripolitan soldiers and eight merchants he had incarcerated 

in August, 1801. The pasha refused to adhere to this arrange-

ment "between the two nations and remained adamant in his 

decision until the dey of Algiers intervened on behalf of the 

United States. The Algerian ruler wrote the pasha of Tripoli 

after being prompted Toy O'Brien. After receiving the strongly 

worded note from the dey, Yusef agreed to enter into negotiations 

32 
with the United States. 

After prolonged negotiations in Tripoli between the pasha 

and a representative of the Algerian dey, the Barbary countries 

determined an acceptable price to free the American prisoners. 
33 

The pirates forced O'Brien to pay $6,500 to ransom the men. 

Morris and crew departed Tripoli on 20 September and arrived 

in Algiers on 6 October 1802. While the Americans were in 

captivity, Nissen provided them with clothes and money. Morris 

gave the Dane a receipt for $100 to cover his expenses in 

Tripoli, while Nissen observed that the expenses of the Ameri-

can seamen would probably not be much more than an additional 

$100. The United States later reimbursed Nissen for his aid 

to the American prisoners.34 Unfortunately for Morris and his 

crew, the United States was not able to reclaim the brig Frank-

lin. The Tripolitans had left it in Tunis, and while in that 
3 5 

nation, agents had sold the ship and its valuable cargo. 

During this same period the United States also experienced 

difficulty with another of the Barbary countries. The same day 
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that the Tripolitans had seized the Franklin, 17 June 1802, 

Morocco declared war against the United States. In February, 

1802, the emperor of Morocco, Muley Soliman, demanded that 

the United States allow the two Tripolitan warships "being 

blockaded at Gibraltar to depart unmolested for Tangier. 

The Moroccan leader also wanted the United States to permit 

his country to send wheat to Tripoli. Dale responded that 

he would not honor these requests unless President Jefferson 

ordered him to comply.^ Relations deteriorated between the 

two countries until the emperor ordered the American consul 

in Morocco, James Simpson, to depart the country. Simpson 

fled to Gibraltar in June, 1802, after learning Muley Soliman 

had declared war on 17 June. Shortly afterwards, however, the 

American frigate Adams arrived at Tangier and relations improved. 

Additionally the emperor learned that the frigate Chesapeake 

had visited Tangier. Simpson returned to Morocco, but peace 

37 

between the two nations remained unstable. 

During the remainder of the year 1802 the American fleet 

in the Mediterranean periodically blockaded Tripoli, visited 

the other Barbary ports, convoyed merchant ships, and docked 

in British ports for repairs. Traditionally naval activity in 

the winter months slackened, primarily because of dangerous 

sailing conditions which existed along the Barbary coast in 

the months of stormy weather. In the winter of 1802-1803 Ameri-

can warships did not engage the Tripolitans in any major naval 
clashes, nor did war erupt between the United States and other 
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Barbary countries. As a consequence of this lull, the corsairs 

failed to capture a sizeable number of American citizens until 

the autumn of 1803• Until the loss of the United States 

frigate Philadelphia in October, 1803, and the subsequent 

capture of over 300 American seamen, the Tripolitans managed 

to seize only a small number of American citizens. Gradually 

the American naval force in the Mediterranean controlled the 

offensive activity against Tripoli, and naval officers con-

tinued to rely heavily on information supplied by Eaton, Simp-

son, O'Brien, and Cathcart. United States government leaders 

as well depended a great deal on these men. None of these 

consuls had had any previous diplomatic experience prior to 

their assignments in the Mediterranean, yet under trying 

circumstances, each performed admirably. 

During the years 1802-1803 the four consuls experienced 

special difficulties in American relations with the Barbary 

countries. After almost seventeen years of nearly uninterupted 

life and service in the Barbary nations, O'Brien asked to 

resign his position as consul general of the Barbary states 

and return to the United States. The government consented 

to this request in the spring of 1802 and appointed Cathcart 

as his replacementPresident Jefferson, through Secretary 

of State Madison, ordered Cathcart to sail with Morris along 

with the entire Mediterranean squadron to Tripoli. Jefferson 

had learned that the pasha desired peace after the appearance 

of the American fleet. The chief executive appointed Cathcart 
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in charge of the negotiations "because of his "capacity, expe-

rience and faithful regard to the interests of the United 

S t a t e s T h e Barbary rulers, however, did not have the same 

opinion of the negotiator. The dey of Algiers refused to 

accept him as O'Brien's replacement because he was "an Enemie 

to Algiers and Tripoli and of course not a fit person as agent 

for the TJ States in Barbary.,,i|'0 This decision, along with 

numerous other unforeseen complications, delayed Cathcart s 

diplomatic mission to Tripoli almost a year. 

In February, 1803, the American fleet, under the command 

of Richard Morris, attempted to land at Tripoli but inclement 

weather forced the Americans to seek protection at Malta. Next, 

after learning that Eaton needed assistance, Morris sailed for 

Tunis. There he alienated the bey, which resulted in the 

arrest of the naval commander, and Cathcart, as well as de-

tention of the American fleet. The center of the controversy 

revolved around the American capture of the Turkish ship 

Paulina and Morris's inability to settle the issue diplomatically. 

On 17 January 1803 Sterrett, commander of the Enterprise, had 

seized the Paulina while it attempted to enter Tripoli. Morris 

refused to release the ship because he maintained that the majori-

ty owner of the cargo was a Tripolitan and that the commander 

had attempted to carry it into Tripoli. The Tunisians pro-

claimed, however, that the vessel should be released because 

much of the cargo belonged to Tunis. 

After his arrival in Tunis, Morris met with the bey to 

settle the problem. The commodore failed to utilize the sage 
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experience of Cathcart and tried to resolve the issue on his 

own abilities. After negotiations "between the two men broke 

down, Morris attempted to leave the city> but the bey ordered 

his soldiers to incarcerate Morris along with Cathcart and 

Captain John Rodgers. The men later met with the bey, and 

the Tunisian leader avowed that he would not release the Ameri-

cans until they paid him $3^.000. According to the bey, he 

had loaned the money to Eaton, but the American had never 

repaid him. The consul had used most of this money to place 

Yusef Karamanli's brother, Hamet, on the Tripolitan throne. 

The bey demanded the recall of Eaton. Morris agreed to this 

and paid the bey $22,000, which was on board the Chesapeake. 

When Eaton paid much of the remaining sum, the Tunisian leader 

permitted the Americans to depart in March, 1803. Eaton 

returned to the United States, leaving Dr. George Davis, sur-

geon on the Enterprise, as charge d' affaires in Tunis. Morris 

next sailed for Algiers, where the dey had complained about 

not receiving naval stores. When Morris arrived, the Algerian 

leader again refused to accept Cathcart as the American consul, 
ij, 2 

and future negotiations concerning naval stores proved futile. 

Morris left immediately for Gibraltar, where he released 

•the Meshuda, one of the two Tripolitan warships which had been 

blockaded in that port since July, 1801. The Moroccan emperor 

had claimed that ship as his property since 1802. Eventually 

the emperor convinced James Simpson, American consul at Morocco, 

that he had indeed gained control of the vessel from Tripoli. 
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Simpson issued a passport, tout the Meshuda did not leave 

Gibraltar for several months because the Moorish naval officers 

sent to claim the craft became involved in an internal dis-

pute.^3 Later, on 8 April 1803. -the Meshuda sailed from Gib-

raltar, and the Moorish consul in Gibraltar promised that the 

liberated ship would not attempt to enter Tripoli. The Moorish 

captain, in violation of his alleged orders, went to Tunis, 

took aboard a large quantity of arms, and sailed for Tripoli. 

Rodgers, commander of the John Adams, seized the Moorish ship 

on 13 May 1803, while it attempted to enter the harbor at Trip-

oli. He had the vessel towed to Malta, where the United States 
. hb 

hoped to use it in the peace settlement with Tripoli. 

Intent on negotiating an end to the war, Morris arrived 

off the coast of Tripoli on 20 May 1803 with the New York, 

John Adam§.» and the Enterprise. Six days later the Adams joined 

the squadron. Disregarding the assistance of Cathcart, Morris 

entered into negotiations with Mohammed Dghies, the pasha s 

minister, on 29 May. The minister told Morris that Cathcart, 

at an earlier date, had allegedly stated that the United States 

would pay $40,000 for a ten month's truce and offered to pay 

$20,000 annually for a peace treaty. The Tripolitan informed 

the American commander that the pasha had rejected these terms 

and now demanded $200,000 for peace and payment for all expenses 

of the war. Morris countered this proposal by suggesting that 

the United States pay $5,000 as a consular present and an ad-

ditional $10,000 at the end of five years if the Tripolitans 
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had faithfully maintained the peace. The pasha immediately 

opposed this offer and ordered the American out of the city. 

Morris departed Tripoli for Malta on 10 June, and by 

26 June all the American warships had departed Tripolitan 

waters. From Malta, Morris later took his squadron to Naples 

and then to Leghorn. While at the Italian port, the commander 

divided his forces. Most of the American vessels, including 

the captured Meshuda, travelled to Gibraltar to await the 

arrival of additional United States warships under the command 

of Edward Preble. The Adams took Gathcart to Tunis as Eaton's 

replacement, but the bey, as the dey of Algiers had done ear-

lier, would not accept the young diplomat as the American 

consul.^ The secretary of state later informed Cathcart that 

the president had ordered Tobias Lear, Washington's former 

secretary, to Algiers as O'Brien's successor. Lear was also 

to replace Cathcart as the American representative in nego-

tiations with Tripoli. Madison quickly added, "It is by no 

means meant that you should consider this change as a disap-

probation of your former conduct, which has been marked with 

zeal and fidelity. ..." The Jefferson administration believed 

that the Barbary nations would never accept Cathcart as a con-

sul or negotiator because of his intimate knowledge of their 

covert schemes. After being rebuffed at Tunis, Cathcart re-

turned to Leghorn, where he continued to serve as an advisor 

i+7 
on Barbary affaxrs. 

By this time the Jefferson administration had become dis-

enchanted with the progress of Morris in the Mediterranean. 
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On 21 June 1803 Secretary of "the Navy Robert Smith wrote Rodgers 

that Jefferson had relieved Morris and had placed him (Rodgers) 

in temporary command of the American fleet until the arrival 

of Edward Preble.Smith had given Preble orders to take 

command of the frigate Constitution and to make preparations 
1{,9 

for sailing to the Mediterranean on 1 Ur May 1803. 

The placement of Preble as the commodore of the American 

force resulted in a significant increase in naval activity 

against Tripoli. It was during Preble's command, however, 

that the Barbary pirates captured a large number of Americans. 

The issue of the prisoners greatly influenced diplomatic nego-

tiations and military operations for almost two years. 

The new commander was born 15 August l?6l in Falmouth, 

Massachusetts, now Portland, Maine. In 1779 he secured a mid-

shipman's warrant and served on the twenty-six gun Protector 

during the American Revolution. He engaged the British in two 

actions, one of which resulted in his capture. As Gathcart had 

done in the Revolution, Preble served as a prisoner on board 

the Jersey. After a friend secured his release, he later dis-

tinguished himself by boarding and capturing a British brig. 

Once the war was over, Preble entered the merchant service and 

spent the next fifteen years in that capacity until Congress 

commissioned him as a lieutenant in the United States Navy in 

1798. He attained the rank of captain by 1799-^° 

After Jefferson had determined to replace Morris with 

Preble, the chief executive also wanted to increase the naval 
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force in the Mediterranean. These warships departed the 

United States at various intervals during the summer and 

autumn of 1803 and rendezvoused at Gibraltar. The Nautilus, 

under the command of Lieutenant Richard Somers sailed 30 June; 

the Philadelphia , Captain William Bainbridge, departed 18 

July; Lieutenant John Smith, sailed in the Vixen on 3 August; 

"the Constitution left lb August; the Siren, commanded "by Lieu-

tenant Charles Stewart sailed 27 August; and on 8 September 

Lieutenant Stephen Decatur left in the Argus for the Mediter-

51 ranean. 

As the first of Preble's fleet began to arrive at 

Gibraltar, William Bainbridge, commander of the Philadelphia, 

discovered that Morocco had seized an American merchant ship. 

On 17 August 1803 the Moroccan ship Mirboka captured the Ameri-

can brig Celia approximately twenty—five miles east of Malaga, 

Spain. The corsairs placed Captain Richard Bowen and his crew 

below deck and treated them as prisoners. As the Mirboka 

towed its prize to Morocco, Bainbridge sighted the vessels and 

detained them. After his became suspicious of the actions of 

the Moorish captain, Ibrahim Lubarez, Bainbridge boarded the 

craft and discovered the American prisoners. He immediately 

freed the merchantmen and took the twenty-two gun corsair along 

with its 100 man crew to Gibraltar. Preble questioned the 

captives and learned that the governor of Tangier had authorized 

52 
them to seize American vessels. 

Consul Simpson at Morocco believed the Moors had taken the 

Celia in order to facilitate the release of the Meshuda. That 
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vessel had "been taken by the Americans as it had attempted to 

enter Tripoli in May, 1803- Later Hodgers had towed the 

craft and twenty Tripolitan prisoners to Malta and from there 

to Gibraltar. One of these men allegedly escaped and fled 

to Tangier, Morocco, where he accused the Americans of inflicting 

harsh treatment on his fellow sufferers. Supposedly the gov-

ernor of Tangier then ordered the capture of American vessels. 

Eventually Preble ordered ninety-two prisoners of the Mirboka 

to be put on board the captured Meshuda. while the Moorish 

captain and his principal officers were sent to the Consti-

53 
tution. 

Before the United States could receive an explanation for 

the capture of the Celia, a Moroccan corsair seized another 

American merchant ship. The pirates took the brig Hannah, 

the captain, Joseph Williams, and his crew into Mogadore, 

Morocco. In that city an American, William Court, who had 

previously aided the survivors of the wrecked Oswego, assumed 

responsibility for the prisoners. Upon receiving this infor-

mation, Preble instructed American warships to capture Moroccan 

vessels. He quickly countermanded this order, however, in an 

effort to restore peaceful relations with Morocco. The captain 

and Simpson met with the emperor, and they agreed on peace. 

Preble freed all Moroccan prisoners as well as the ships Mirboka 

and the Meshuda. The Moroccan leader, in return, ordered the 

release of the Hannah and its crew. The emperor once again 

ratified the 1786 treaty with the United States and promised 

to abide by its provisions. 
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After peace had "been restored with Morocco, PreMe di-

rected the Vixen and the Philadelphia to blockade Tripoli. 

This proved to be a fateful decision, for before the year 

had passed, the United States had lost the Philadelphia, and 

• 55 
Tripoli had imprisoned over 300 more Americans. 
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CHAPTER VII 

BURNING OF THE PHILADELPHIA 

After Captain Edward Preble ordered the Philadelphia 

and the Vixen to "blockade the coast of Tripoli, the two vessels 

departed immediately, and, after a brief stay at Malta for 

supplies, appeared off the African coast on 7 October. With-

in two weeks Captain William Bainbridge, commander of the 

Philadelphia, learned that Tripolitan warships were near the 

city of Tripoli and ordered the Vixen to cruise to the west-
1 

ward. For the next few days Bainbridge continued to blockade 

Tripoli without any important developments. On 31 October 

1803 the American commander sighted a Tripolitan warship of 

twelve guns attempting to enter their capital after a voyage 

from Derne, Tripoli. The Philadelphia gave chase but could 

not prevent the corsair from slipping into the port. As the 

United States warship moved away from the Tripolitan shore, 

it suddenly ran aground upon the reefs approximately four and 
2 

one half miles from land. 

The captain and crew tried feverishly to get the ship 

off the rocks by lightening its load. The Americans threw guns, 

supplies, and other materials overboard but to no avail. By 

this time, the Tripolitans saw that the Philadelphia was trapped 

and launched their gunboats in an effort to capture the prize. 

The American warship had run aground between lls30 a.m. and 

185 
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12s30 p.m., and the Tripolitan gunboats fired at the stranded 

3 

craft all afternoon. At 3'00 p.m. Bainbridge called a con-

ference of all the officers and asked for suggestions as to 

how the ship might "be saved. The officers unanimously responded 

that their only recourse was to surrender. As the officers 

conferred, the Tripolitans continued to fire, "but most of 

their shots were high. The cannons which remained on the Phil-

adelphia were ineffective also as their fire went over the 

gunboats. With no apparent alternatives available, the Ameri-

cans lowered their flag to surrender at *H00 p.m. The Trip-

olitans would not come on hoard until Bainbridge sent a boat 

to assure them that the warship had actually surrendered. 

While the Americans met with the enemy, the seamen attempted 

to scuttle the ship by letting water into the magazine. This 

failed since the ship was still on the rocks. With virtually 

all war material and supplies then destroyed or thrown over-
k 

board, the Americans awaited the arrival of their captors. 

Jonathan Cowdery, surgeon's mate on the Philadelphia, 

related a detailed account of the Americans* nineteen months 

of imprisonment. Cowdery was born on 22 April 1767 in Massa-

chusetts and received his commission in the United States navy 

on 1 January 1800. He eventually served fifty-two years in 

the service, and upon his death in 1852, he held the oldest 

commission in the navy.^ 

Just after sunset the pirates rushed on board the Phil-

adelphia, and Cowdery reported that the Tripolitan officers 
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had to restrain their own men from gaining all the "booty by 

attacking them with sabres. The naval surgeon maintained that 

some Tripolitan officers killed and cut off the limbs of their 

own men. The pirates, nevertheless, looted and pillaged the 

Americans, taking everything of value they could steal.^ In 

a letter supposedly written by Bainbridge, the officer avowed, 

"Some 0̂ meri.cans3 had their very coats pulled off their backs, 

7 

which the barbarians insultingly put upon themselves." 

The only detailed account by an enlisted man of the dis-

aster and the ensuing nineteen months of incarceration was 

written by William Ray. The marine corps private, who secured 

the title of "ship's writer", enlisted to serve on the Phila-

delphia in June 1803. Little is known of his early years. 

Born in Salisbury, Connecticut, 9 December 1771, Ray later 

moved with his family to New York, where he became a school 

teacher in 1.790. He later became a storekeeper in 1792, but 

the embargo ruined his business. Evidently Ray attained a 

good educational background, for in 1803 owners of a Phil-

adelphia newspaper offered him the editorship. Enroute to that 

city, he became ill and lost the opportunity for the newspaper 

position. Desperate and on the verge of poverty, he enlisted 

in the marine corps and sailed to the Mediterranean. While a 

prisoner in Tripoli, Ray severely criticized the leadership of 

the officers, especially Bainbridge and Cowdery. Ray left the 

navy after his release from captivity in 1805, attempted a 

number of business enterprises, and died at Auburn, New York, 

in 1827-8 
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Ray maintained that the majority of the crew, unlike the 

officers, did not want to surrender, "preferring even death 

to slavery." He also placed much of the Mame for the loss 

of the warship on lieutenant David C. Porter, who guided 

the ship onto the rocks. Porter, who "became a naval hero in 

the War of 1812 and was the father of the famous Civil War 

admiral, David D. Porter, had "been along the shores of Tripoli 

many times. Bainbridge entrusted the young lieutenant with 

the task of navigating the Philadelphia and had expressed his 

apprehension when the vessel came close to land. Porter 

responded that there was no danger, "but within seconds disaster 
9 

struck.' 

After the Tripolitans had "boarded the ship and plundered 

the Americans, they took their prisoners ashore. They separated 

the officers and enlisted personnel. The pirates took the of-

ficers to the pasha's castle a"bout 9s00 p.m. where the Tripolitan 
10 

leader questioned the men, mainly a"bout the ship and squadron. 

Also present was Sidi Mohammed Dghies, the pasha's prime min-

ister, whom Yusef Karamanli placed in charge of providing for 

the prisoners. The prime minister was a Russian "by "birth, who 

had come to Tripoli at an early age. Before "becoming prime 

minister and chief judge in all civil cases, Dghies had "been 

the Tripolitan ambassador in England, Spain, France, and Naples. 

At the meeting "between the pasha and the American officers, he 

served as the interpreter. The prime minister spoke fluent 
11 

French as did many of the Americans. Porter recorded that 
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during the early meetings with the Americans the pasha said, 

"the Christian dogs . . . will "bring us a ransom more than 

12 

the value of the vessels we have lost." 

When the Tripolitan leader dismissed the officers, armed 

guards took them to the house ("American House") that had "been 

occupied "by Cathcart when he was the American consul. The 

Tripolitans placed forty-three men, not all officers, in this 
13 

spacious residence. Bainbridge sent for the Danish consul, 

and he offered his valuable assistance. Through the efforts 

of Nissen, the officers received "blankets, dry clothes, and 
1 

a meal. Before they went to "bed that night, the twenty-five 

officers wrote a memorandum to Bainbridge assuring him that 

he had made the correct decision in abandoning the Philadelphia 

and that "every exertion was made and every expedient tried, 

to get her off, and to defend her, which neither courage or 

abilities could have dictated.""''̂  

The remainder of the crew was not as fortunate as those 

residing in the American House. A total of 307 Americans had 

been captured, and the Tripolitans had sent forty-three prisoners 

to the American House. The pirates treated the remaining 264 

men and boys harshly. Ray maintained, "all, or the most of 

us, were stripped of all our clothing excepting a shirt, trowsers 

and hat." The Tripolitans herded the men into the pasha's cas-

tle, and as they proceeded many of the pirates spit on them. 

The bashaw or pasha, approximately thirty-five years of age, 

standing five feet ten inches in height and rather corpulent, 
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surveyed the men from his throne and gave them rags to wear 

which replaced their wet uniforms. The following day, the 

Americans, after sleeping in a cold open courtyard and having 

not eaten for over twenty-six hours, met the pasha once again. 

He ridiculed the men for "being cowards and informed them, 

much to their horror, that the Tripolitans had already got 

the Philadelphia off the rocks. Soldiers, "heating;several of 

our men", drove the Americans to an old powder magazine. The 

prison was approximately twenty feet in breadth, fifty feet 

in length, and twenty-five feet in height. The only ventilation 

and means "by which light entered the cell was a small grated 

window in the ceiling. Later in the evening, the seamen 

received their first meal - twelve ounces of "bread. Some days 

the Americans received more nourishment, "but typically the 
16 

Tripolitans fed captured mariners little food. 

The day following the capture of the Americans, 1 November 

1803, Bainbridge wrote to Secretary of the Navy Robert Smith 

and Commodore Edward Preble, "Misfortune necessitates me to 

make a communication the most distressing of my life; and it is 

with the deepest regret that I inform you of the loss of the 

United States Frigate Philadelphia under my command . . . ." 

In detail Bainbridge described how the warship had been lost 

and the living conditions of the Americans. He closed by 

informing his superiors that the enlisted men "would be pro-
17 

vided for by the Regency." 

In the past, American prisoners depended heavily on their 

government or outside assistance to provide them with an 
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adequate supply of clothing, food, and money. When Ray and 

the other seamen learned that Bainbridge had indicated the 

Tripolitan government would provide for them, the American 

tars were furious. Ray asked, "What assurance had he from the 

Bashaw, that he would provide for us. . . ? How did he know, 

"but that benevolent characters in America might institute 

charitable contributions for the palliation of our miseries?" 

According to the marine, Bainbridge's letter convinced the 

American public that the prisoners did not require their 

assistance. During nineteen months of captivity, as discovered 

by the research of this writer, the prisoners did not receive 

aid from charitable groups in the United States. This con-

trasted sharply with the large numbers of Americans who helped 

those in Algerian captivity in 179^. Ray acclaimed, "No wonder 

. . . he ("Bainbridge} had impressed, not only the government, but 

all the people of the United States, with the belief that we 
A O 

stood in no need of assistance." It should be noted, however, 

that Bainbridge later asked for aid from those Americans in 

the Mediterranean area. Still, people living in the United 

States did not send supplies to the prisoners in Tripoli. This 

could possibly be atributed to the belief that the Tripolitans 

would indeed provide for the prisoners, or Americans thought 

that the federal government was strong enough to care for the 

slaves without the help of private charity. 

Preble heard of the loss of the Philadelphia, not through 

Bainbridge's letter, but from the British. On 2k November 1803 
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the U.S.S. Constitution, Preble's flagship, intercepted the 

British warship Amazon, which told the commodore of the mis-

fortune. This news greatly disturbed Preble, for he had antic-

ipated an end to the war with Tripoli in the spring of 180^, 

but with the loss of a major warship and the enslavement of 

over 300 men, the complexity of the situation changed dra-

19 
matically. ' 

In a letter to Smith, Preble angrily wrote, "Would to God, 

that the Officers and crew of the Philadelphia, had one and 

all, determined to prefer death to slavery." Preble had sailed 

to Malta after discovering the news of the Philadelphia and 

arrived in that port on 27 November. There he received letters 

from Bainbridge detailing the disaster. Preble next sailed to 

Syracuse, where the governor allowed the American fleet to 

use the port and supplied them with provisions free of charge. 

With the Americans frequenting the port, the governor realized 

that the Tripolitans would not cruise near that part of Sicily. 

The American commodore informed the secretary of the navy that 

he would soon proceed to Tripoli and blockade the city. Unknown 

to Preble, the Tripolitans had captured Bainbridge's personal 

papers detailing the size and projected movements of the Ameri-

can Mediterranean fleet. Bainbridge had failed to destroy all 
20 

his papers before the Tripolitans had boarded the ship. 

After one week of incarceration, the American seamen's 

situation had improved slightly. Bainbridge had established 

credit with Nissen, and the consul had supplied them with cloth 
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for mattresses. The Dane also visited the officers every 

21 

day and provided them with an ample amount of food. The 

prisoner of war issue, however, changed the fortunes of the 

Americans in Tripoli. Tripolitan sailors, who had "been captured 

"by the Americans, had written their families and complained 

about the harsh treatment the Americans, under Captain John 

Rodgers, had inflicted on them. Rodgers had earlier seized 

approximately eighty Tripolitans in the John Adams, and Preble 

had ordered them sent to Gibraltar. By 10 November 1803 Yusef 

Karamanli learned of his mens* complaints and ordered his 

subjects to retaliate against the American prisoners. Ray 

proclaimed, "The Turks appeared very savage and spit at us 

and on us, as we passed the streets. The keepers or drivers 

beat us without any pretext, and acted more like infernal than 

22 
human beings." 

The Tripolitan leader instructed Bainbridge to order Preble 

to free his subjects, and if the Americans refused to comply, 

he would order his soldiers to continue abusing the prisoners. 

Bainbridge replied that he could not order Preble to obey this 

demand. Within days the Tripolitan ruler transferred the of-

ficers to the cell where the seamen lived, "where there was 

hardly room . . . to stand." Unexpectedly and uncharacter-

istically, Karamanli decided, however, to return the officers 

to the American House at the end of the day. This was one of 
the few occasions when the officers and enlisted men communi-

23 
cated directly with one another in nineteen months. J 
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Preble wrote Bainbridge and informed the incarcerated 

captain that the Tripolitan prisoners had "been treated well. 

He had learned that the Moorish consul at Gibraltar, Hamet, 

had been told by the Tripolitans "they had no cause of com-

plaint." Preble also wanted Bainbridge to remind the pasha 

that he had generously freed all Tripolitan subjects found 

2k-

on the Meshuda. 

When Preble did not comply with Karamanli's demand to 

release his subjects, the Tripolitan ruler continued to punish 

the American seamen. Many of the enlisted men became sick, 

but the Tripolitans still sent them only "coarse and musty" 

bread. Bainbridge, while in the same cell with the seamen, 

observed the unhealthy conditions and requested Nissen to 

send fresh food to the sick. The Dane complied, but several 

Americans worsened in the cold, dank prison. On 22 November 

1803 the seamen forwarded a petition to the pasha requesting 

better treatment for the ill, but he "refused to furnish nec-

essary clothing for the sick or any thing for them to eat but 

sour, filthy bread." The healthy seamen did not fair much 

better, "being compelled to lie on the cold damp ground, to 

eat bad bread, to work hard, and to be bastinadoed by their 

2 5 

drivers." 

Some of the men could not endure the arduous conditions. 

One sailor attempted suicide by cutting his throat, but he 

recovered. Others abandoned their Christian faith and their 

countrymen by adopting the Islamic religion. Over their 
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nineteenth month period of confinement, only five of the Ameri-

26 

cans chose this course as an alternative to slavery. The 

first and most notorious of the apostate seamen was John 

Wilson. He had served as a quarter-master on the Philadelphia, 

hut after a week of servitude he "became a renegade. The Trip-

olitans made him an overseer, and he served as a spy for them, 

"carrying to the Bashaw . . . a thousand false tales." Prob-

ably the youngest American to engage in similar traitorous 

activities was Thomas Prince, a Rhode Island youth of about 

seventeen.2^ The attitude of many of the seamen had dis-

pleased Bainbridge. He wrote Preble, "There are some infamous 

characters among them who even rob the last jacket from their 
28 

shipmates to sell for liquor to get drunk on." 

During most of their period of imprisonment, the American 

prisoners, especially Bainbridge, succeeded in forwarding 

letters. These letters provided the American naval officers 

and government officials with valuable information in conducting 

war against Tripoli. When the Tripolitans had first captured 

the Amerians, the pasha ordered his prime minister to censor 

all the letters. Early in his confinement, Bainbridge developed 

an ingenious method of smuggling information out of the city. 

Nissen frequently visited the officers and sent them books 

wrapped in envelopes. Bainbridge wrote letters to Preble and 

other individuals on these envelopes using "sympathetic ink" 

or lime juice. The juice was invisible until the reader placed 

the letter over a fire. Using this procedure, Nissen forwarded 
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the letters to Malta, where Preble received them. The Trip-

29 

olitans never discovered this means of communication. 

Bainbridge began writing Preble almost immediately after 

the loss of the Philadelphia, informing the commodore of Trip-

oli's defenses. He wrote that the corsairs had three warships 

in the harbor, five small galleys, and twelve gunboats. More 

importantly!, Bainbridge related the vital intelligence that 

Preble's forces could destroy the captured frigate. According 

to Bainbridge, the Tripolitans had recoverd all the cannons 

thrown overboard and had towed the ship into their harbor. He 

avowed, "I think it very practicable with six or Eight good 

boats well manned, and determined Officers to destroy her, 

and their Cruisers, particularly if the thing was attempted 

without giving them much warning." Preble learned that Tripoli 

had placed their gunboats on shore, and the pirates did not 

have numerous batteries surrounding the frigate. Bainbridge 

suggested that a ship disguised as a merchant vessel could get 

close enough to board the Philadelphia, and its destruction 

"might be effected without any or a trifling loss." The cap-

tive also notified his commanding officer that, in his opinion, 

an American blockade of the city would be futile because the 

Tripolitans received essential provisions overland from Tunis. 

Additionally, the small Barbary craft could evade the larger 

American warships by sailing close to the coast and eventually 

escape to prey on unarmed merchant ships. 

Besides relating helpful information to the American 

squadron, Bainbridge, writing with lime juice, advised Preble 
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of supplies and provisions which the prisoners needed. Ameri-

can naval officers and diplomats in the Mediterranean responded 

quickly to these pleas for assistance. These men acted on 

their own initiative, not waiting for instructions sent from 

Washington, D.G. The establishment of consulships and the 

presence of the American navy in the Mediterranean enabled the 

United States to provide more effectively and efficiently for 

30 

their imprisoned citizens than in the preceding years. 

Joseph Pulis, United States consul at Malta, received a 

letter from Bainbridge asking for $300 and medicines to re-

lieve his mens' immediate needs. Pulis complied with this 

request and wrote Pre"ble that he had also learned that the 

Tripolitans wanted to sell the Philadelphia. "because the pasha 

did not have enough sailors to man the ship properly.̂ "*" Assis-

tance also came from former American Consul Cathcart. The 

ex-prisoner knew first hand the needs of men in "bondage, and, 

without waiting to hear from any of the incarcerated Americans, 

he began efforts to relieve them. He first wrote William Higgins, 

United States naval agent in Malta, requesting him to send 

$3.000 in cash to the Danish consul in Tripoli. He asked the 

Dane to distribute the money to the prisoners to provide for 

necessities, and he supplied Nissen with credit given by the 

financial house of Frederick Degen. Nissen was to draw upon 

the Naples firm or upon Cathcart at Leghorn for a sum not to 

exceed $^,000. The American diplomat also advised Nissen that 

he would endeavor to send each prisoner two suits of clothes. 
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The day after writing Nissen, 13 December 1803> Cathcart 

penned a letter to Tobias Lear, American consul at Algiers 

and Richard O'Brien's replacement. He told Lear that he had 

exhausted his funds and solicited additional monies from the 

Algerian consul for the aid of the prisoners. He added, "I 

intend furnishing them fthe prisoners} with a change of cloaths 

upon my own credit, they must not he left to perish upon that 

inhospitable shore! I will supply them while I am worth a 

cent."33 

Furthermore, he acquainted Secretary of State James Madison 

with the turn of events regarding the loss of the frigate and 

his actions to alleviate the prisoners' sufferings. Cathcart 

estimated that it would cost the United States approximately 

$2,000 per month to provide adequate supplies for the men. He 

asked the federal government to establish credit for him in 

London or forward him cash to continue his humanitarian endeavors. 

He believed that it would cost the United States at least 

$300,000 to redeem the prisoners, plus consular presents and 

gratuity payments of $10,000 to $15>000 annually. The diplomat 

additionally predicted that if America did not give Tunis a 

frigate, those pirates would declare war against the United 

States. If this occurred, Algiers would expect increased pay-

ments. In order to prevent a calamitous situation from 

developing, Cathcart urged Madison to send more warships to the 

34 
Mediterranean. 

Other American officials helped the imprisoned crew of the 

Philadelphia. Lear wrote George Davis, United States charge" 
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d' affaires at Tunis, and authorized him to obtain a sum not 

to exceed $10,000 on credit "to relieve the immediate wants 

of our unfortunate fellow citizens.Soon afterwards Davis 

forwarded a letter to Bainbridge informing him that he could 

secure a draft for $800 on the French consul in Tripoli, 

Bonaventure Beaussier. This sum represented the total amount 

Davis had available in Tunis at the time, and he notified Lear 

that acquiring more than $2,000 on credit "cannot he effected 
o ̂  

at Tunis, without considerable Sacrifices." 

Preble also assisted in relieving the distressed Americans 

in Tripoli. Early in his captivity, Bainbridge had written 

the commodore requesting aid and forwarding military intelli-

gence. He advised his commanding officer that he had received 

some money, including $500, which he had drawn on Cathcart at 

Leghorn. He noted, however, "If we do not get money occa-

sionally sent us from Malta, or a credit on which I can draw, 

at Tunis, we shall be much necessitated for means of subsis-

tence."-^ Preble responded by corresponding with Nissen asking 

him to supply the prisoners with all supplies which they might 

need. He assured the Danish consul that he would reimburse 

him for all expenses. Preble made arrangements to leave funds 

at Malta for Bainbridge to draw upon. He requested William 

Higgins to procure sheets, shoes, blankets, shirts, hats, and 
oO 

food for shipment to Tripoli. 

Although several Americans industriously tried to help the 

prisoners in Tripoli, a major problem of transporting supplies 
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and money arose. At first the pasha refused to allow the incar-

cerated Americans to receive these items. This caused some of 

the prisoners to resort to alternative solutions for alle-

viating their condition. As previously mentioned, five of 

the men decided to change their religion, which enabled them 

to receive "better treatment from the Tripolitans. Few attempted 

suicide. In order to escape the rigors of slavery, however, 

a significant number of the men petitioned Admiral Horatio 

Nelson, British commander in the Mediterranean, claiming to 

"be British subjects. Bainbridge had encouraged the men to 

pursue this course of action. John Johnson, first lieutenant 

of the marine corps serving on the United States brig Argus, 

learned that IkO of the Philadelphia's crew had petitioned 

the British admiral. Nelson allegedly responded that if he 

did anything in the affair "it would be to have the Rascels 

all hung."-^ 

A large per cent of the sailors serving in the American 

navy had deserted the British navy or had been released from 

the British service. One source estimated that as many as 

5,000 men deserted the Royal navy annually. When the British 

and French concluded the Treaty of Amiens in 1802, the London 

government dismissed approximately 70,000 men from its maritime 

service. Many of these men joined the American navy and served 

against the Barbary pirates. Each American frigate may have 

had at least 100 former British seamen on board. Every man 

who enlisted in the American navy, however, had to take an 
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oath of allegience to the United States. Government officials 

in Washington and in the Mediterranean believed themselves 

responsible for the welfare of these men and attempted to help 
ILQ 

them as long as they did not "become traitors. 

The American seamen, however, did not have a choice as to 

whether they slaved for the Tripolitans. The pasha forced 

the prisoners, especially those with a specific skill, to 

construct fortifications and build new warships. Bainbridge 

wrote Preble advising him of this development and predicted 

Tripoli would greatly benefit from the use of slave labor. He 

asked Preble to order the men not to work for the pasha because 

"they {prisoners} cannot receive much worse treatment than they 
do, for they are only allowed bread scarcely sufficient for 

them to subsistuon, and the Interest the Bashaw has in their 
lj,1 

lives will prevent his starving them entirely." Preble 

complied with this request and penned a letter to the warrant 

officers, petty officers, seamen, and marines in Tripoli. He 

ordered them not to work for the Tripolitan ruler and added 

that if any person voluntarily aided the enemy they could 

expect death upon returning to the United States. Preble 

threatened to punish the pasha's subjects he held as prisoners 

if Karamanli harmed any of the Americans for not working. Yusef 

ignored this threat and continued to treat the Americans 

2 
harshly. 

Soon after this attempt failed, the commodore wanted to 

open negotiations with the pasha to exchange the crew of the 
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Philadelphia for Tripolitan prisoners. On 23 December 1803 

Preble captured approximately seventy additional Tripolitans 

in a small vessel bound from Tripoli (city) to Bengazi. In-

cluded on board were two high ranking Tripolitan officers and 

ten soldiers. Most of the passengers consisted of forty-two 

black slaves whom the pasha wanted to send the sultan in Con-

stantinople. Preble took the prize Mastico and prisoners to 

Zj, 3 

Malta. While at that port an Italian doctor, who had been 

in Tripoli when the pirates seized the Philadelphia, informed 

Preble that the officers and soldiers the commodore had cap-

tured had been involved in taking the American ship and 

plundering the officers and crew. The doctor also advised the 

commodore that the captain of the Mastico, a Turkish subject, 

"was extremely active in taking the Officers out and carrying 

them to the Bashaw of Tripoli, as well as plundering them of 

their cloathing." Preble commandeered the Mastico and renamed 

it the Intrepid. 

In January 180^ Preble wrote Tripolitan Foreign Minister 

Dghies notifying him that he had seized additional prisoners. 

He apprised the minister that he would release all non-Trip-

olitan subjects but would keep the others as prisoners of war. 

Preble stressed that the Americans treated these individuals as 

prisoners and not as slaves. He urged the Ncbrth Africans to 

show the same consideration for those Americans held in bondage. 

The commodore wanted to know if the Tripolitan government wished 

to enter negotiations for an exchange of prisoners. ^ 
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While Preble was at Malta, the pasha instructed his agent 

in that city to open negotiations for peace and a prisoner 

exchange. At first the Tripolitans announced that they would 

exchange the Philadelphia in return for a schooner and would 

release all the American officers and men for $500 each. The 

pirates also wanted an unspecified annual stipend. Preble 

did not acceded to this proposal, "because he believed it would 

induce the other Barbary countries to declare war on the United 

States. 

The Tripolitan government later revised its demands. It 

agreed not to require an annual tribute or payment for a peace, 

especially after Preble had denounced this as a stipulation 

for a prisoner exchange. Karamanli still wanted to exchange 

the Philadelphia for a schooner but decided to give the Ameri-

cans as many of their incarcerated officers and men as there 

were Tripolitan prisoners. The remaining American captives 

would cost the United States approximately $500 each. The 

Tripolitans held an estimated 300 American prisoners at this 

time. Five of the men had joined the enemy while two had died 

in captivity. Preble estimated that the United States had 

sixty enemy prisoners, excluding civilians. This left a 

difference of 2^0 Americans at a cost of $500 each or a total 

of $120,000 the United States would have to pay in order to 

release its men. The Tripolitans later reduced the total sum 

to $100,000, but the negotiations broke down between the two 

countries because of Preble's decision to destroy the Phila-

delphia.^ 
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As Preble attempted to negotiate a prisoner exchange, other 

Americans sought to free the prisoners in Tripoli. These indi-

viduals acted without instructions from Washington. Robert 

Livingston, United States minister to France, wrote Charles 

Maurice de Talleyrand-Pe'rigord, French foreign minister, and 

notified him about the loss of the Philadelphia. Livingston 

wanted Napoleon to intervene on "behalf of the incarcerated 

Americans. In 1800 Bainbridge had taken a number of French 

citizens to their homeland from Algiers on the George Washington, 

saving them from slavery. The American minister hoped that the 

French government would reciprocate by helping the United 

States. Talleyrand responded quickly and reported to Liv-

ingston that Napoleon would "order the Commissary General of 

the Republic of Tripoly to . . . alleviate the situation of 

the American prisoners and even obtain their deliverance." 

Napoleon, through the French representative in Tripoli, expressed 

his desire for the pasha to conclude a peace with America. After 

receiving this news, Livingston wrote Preble advising the naval 

commander of his efforts m France. 

Besides Livingston's attempt to free the prisoners, Levett 

Harris, United States consul general at St. Petersburg, also 

acted independently of government instructions in the same mat-

ter. Harris received a promise from Czar Alexander I that he 

too would use his influence to help the Americans. The czar 

advised Harris that he would order his representative in 

Constantinople to urge the sultan of the Ottoman Porte to act 
24.9 

in America's behalf. 
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The initiative exhibited by the American foreign represen-

tatives infuriated. President Thomas Jefferson. When Jefferson 

had served as United States minister to France, he had acted 

discretly to aid the prisoners in Algiers so as not to give 

the impression that America desperately needed help. Jefferson 

still preferred this approach. In an emotional letter to 

Secretary of the Navy Robert Smith, the Virginian angrily 

wrotes 

I have never "been so mortified as at the conduct of 
our foreign functionaries on the loss of the Phila-
delphia. They appear to have supposed that we were 
all lost now, and without resources and they have 
hawked us in forma pauperis "begging alms at every 
court in Europe. This self-degradation is the more 
unpardonable as, uninstructed and unauthorized, they 
have taken measures which commit us by moral ob-
ligations which cannot be disavowed. The most serious 
of these is with the first consul of France, the 
Emperor of Russia and Grand Seigneur. The inter-
position of the two first has been so prompt, so 
cordial, so energetic, that it is impossible for 
us to decline the good offices they have done us. 
From the virtuous and warm-hearted character of the 
Emperor, and the energy he is using with the Ottoman 
Porte, I am really apprehensive that our squadron 
{Jefferson planned to send additional warships to 
the Mediterranean} will, on it's arrival, find our 
prisoners all restored. If this should be the case, 
it would be ungrateful and insulting to these three 
great powers, to chastise the friend (Tripoli) whom 
they had induced to do us voluntary justice. Our 
expedition will in that case be disarmed and our just 
desires of vengeance disappointed, and our honor 
prostrated. 

The efforts of the various individuals to liberate the crew of 

the Philadelphia and restore peace between the United States 

and Tripoli failed. Yusef Karamanli refused to succumb to 

the pressure and influence of France, Russia, and Turkey.-^0 
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While negotiations proceeded, the living conditions for 

the American prisoners improved slightly. In early February, 

1804, the Tripolitans allowed the American officers to walk 

in the city six or eight men at a time. This was the first 

opportunity the officers had had to exercise outside the 

American House in over three months. The enlisted mens' sit-

uation also "became more tolerable. Bainbridge, with the 

allowance received from Cathcart, Davis and others, procured 

a change of clothing for some of the men. Additionally, the 

funds permitted him to purchase "beef for the enlisted men at 

least once a week. The officers' diet, more nutritious than 

that of the crew, consisted of two eggs and "bread, with rain 

water, for breakfast and lunch. For supper the Tripolitans 

usually served the officers beef or camel's flesh, bread, 

occasionally boiled cabbage, and rain water. Besides funds 

sent by Cathcart and Davis, Preble forwarded. $1,000 plus a 

number of supplies for the Americans. 

This period of improved treatment for the prisoners did 

not last through the month of February, 180̂ -. In addition, 

all opportunities for an immediate prisoner exchange and a 

negotiated peace ended dramatically with Preble's decision to 

destroy the Philadelphia. Bainbridge had written Preble soon 

after the frigate's loss and had suggested that the warship 

could be burned. The commodore, himself, admitted later that 

he too had contemplated this act upon receiving news of Bain-

bridge's capture. For three months Preble had received valuable 
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intelligence from Tripoli concerning the possibility of re-

capturing or turning the Philadelphia. Bainbridge had stated 

that if Preble's forces were to achieve this feat it must be 

accomplished in the winter months while the Tripolitan gun-

boats were stored on land. He advised the commodore that 

few Tripolitans stayed on the frigate and that a small ship, 

sailing into the harbor under the protection of darkness, 

could board and burn the vessel before being detected. 

Preble ordered Lieutenant Stephen Decatur on 31 January 

180^ to take command of the Intrepid along with seventy-five 

volunteers for the purpose of entering Tripoli's harbor and 

destroying the Philadelphia. Preble knew that the Tripolitans 

had purchased a ship, the Transfer, and expected it to arrive 

in Tripoli shortly. He hoped to deceive the pirates into 

believing that the Intrepid was the Transfer. Preble also 

instructed lieutenant Charles Stewart in the Siren to provide 

assistance and cover the retreat of Decatur.^ 

Three days later on Friday, 3 February the two ships 

sailed for Tripoli to carry out their mission. The Americans 

arrived off the coast of Tripoli on 7 February, but because of 

inclement weather they could not proceed into the harbor until 

16 February. Decatur, with Stewart outside the harbor, silently 

moved toward the Philadelphia. Piloting the ship was Salvadore 

Catalano, a Sicilian who knew the harbor and the Arabic lan-

guage. The Tripolitans discovered the vessel and hailed the 

crew to halt. Catalano identified the ship as the Transfer. 
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He stated that they had lost their anchors In a storm and 

sought permission to moor beside the Philadelphia.. The North 

Africans consented and within minutes sixty Americans hoarded 

Philadelphia• This completely surprised the pirates. 

Decatur estimated that the Americans killed twenty Tripolitans 

and several others jumped overboard. Although the hoarding 

party did not use fire arms, the sound of confusion alerted 

the soldiers on the shore.^ Gowdery wrote in his journal that 

the commotion from the harbor startled the American prisoners. 

The surgeon wrote, "About 11, at night, we were alarmed by a 

most hideous yelling and screaming from one end of the town to 

the other. . . . On getting up and opening the window which 

faced the harbor, we saw the frigate Philadelphia in flames."^ 

Before the Tripolitans could direct effective fire from 

their ships in the harbor and from their gun. emplacements, 

Decatur and his men had set the frigate on fire and had begun 

to leave the harbor. As the fire spread, the cables that had 

held the ship burned, and the vessel drifted toward the city. 

The cannons on board began to discharge, resulting in damage 

to the city. Within minutes the frigate exploded and became 

useless to the Tripolitans. The Intrepid safely returned to 

the fleet without the loss of an American life and with only 
IfjC 

one man slightly wounded. 

This action brought great hardships on the enlisted men 

and the officers imprisoned in Tripoli. After the destruction 

of the frigate and the breakdown of peace negotiations, Preble 
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planned "to "bombard the Tripolitans into submission. He began 

to organize this enterprise, relying on information from 

Bainbridge and other prisoners. 
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CHAPTER VIII 

ASSAULTS AGAINST TRIPOLI 

After the Americans had destroyed their former warship, 

the Tripolitans took revenge on their prisoners. The pasha, 

who had witnessed the frigates' destruction, ordered his sub-

jects to strengthen the city's defenses for an expected 

American attack. William Ray, captured marine, testified 

that Stephen Decatur's attack on the Philadelphia had ter-

rified the pirates, and many had believed that the American 

prisoners had escaped. The incarcerated American seamen, 

unlike the officers, could not see the harbor from their cell 

and could only guess as to why the local citizens repeatedly 
-1 

yelled "American". 

The day following the surprise assault, 17 February 1804, 

angry guards entered the prison earlier than usual. Ray vividly 

described the scene within the cell. The captive proclaimed, 

"the keepers, like so many fiends from the infernal regions, 

rushed in amongst us, and began to beat every one they could 

see, spitting in our faces and hissing like the serpents of 

hell." Gradually the seamen learned what had transpired the 

night before and could not refrain from openly rejoicing. After 

the pirates drove the happy Americans out of their prison, Ray 

wrote, "every boy we met in the streets would spit on us and 
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pelt us with stones; our tasks were doubled, our bread with-

held, and every driver exercised cruelties tenfold more rigid 

and intolerable than before." The soldiers employed the Ameri-

cans in the harbor trying to salvage the wrecked frigate. The 

Tripolitans managed only to save portions of the ship since 

the fire had almost completely rendered it unserviceable.^ 

While the enlisted men underwent cruel treatment, the 

American officers, living in the American House, also suffered. 

Yusef Karamanli posted twenty guards in front of the officers' 

quarters and. did not allow the men to receive or write letters 

unless the prime minister, Mohammed Dghies, inspected them. 

Neither did the pasha permit Nicholas Nissen, Danish consul, 

to visit the officers. Although these Americans did not have 

the benefits of the Dane's services, the pirates did not force 

the officers to work. 

The day after Decatur's attack,William Bainbridge succeeded 

in forwarding a note to Edward Preble. He had discovered that 

the Tripolitans planned a surprise retaliatory assault against 

American ships in the harbor of Syracuse. Bainbridge urged 

Preble to guard against Moslems dressed in Christian apparel 

not only in the Sicilian port but throughout the Mediterranean. 

The commodore acknowledged this valuable intelligence and 

ordered his subordinates to be aware of this danger. The North 

3 

Africans never carried out this scheme. 

Yusef Karamanli became highly suspicious of those living 

in the American House and ordered their removal to the castle 



222 

on 1 March 1804. Their new facility closely resembled the cell 

that the seamen occupied. The main room was small, dark, and 

had only a small opening in the ceiling in which light could 

enter. There were, however, smaller adjoining rooms. On the 

way to the castle, a strong guard of Tripolitan soldiers 

marched the officers through the seamen's courtyard and forbade 

the enlisted men and officers to speak. Bainbridge did manage 

to talk briefly with the men and attempted to console them, 

"although he looked very much dejected himself." The ministry 

did, however, allow the Danish consul to visit once again with 
h. 

the officers. 

Within days after the officers had moved to their new 

quarters, Dghies wrote Bainbridge demanding an explanation 

as to why the American boarding party, which had destroyed the 

frigate, had killed Tripolitan prisoners. The prime minister 

informed the captain that three guards on the warship had been 

found floating in the Mediterranean near Tripoli. The Trip-

olitans surmised that the Americans had taken these men captive 

and had later murdered them and thrown their bodies into the 

sea. Dghies pointedly asked, "How long has it been since 

Nations massacred their Prisoners?" He suspected that the 

American officers enslaved in Tripoli had somehow conspired 

with Preble's forces prior to the attack on the Philadelphia 

and indirectly blamed them for the death of their soldiers.^ 

On the same day Bainbridge received the accusatory letter 

from the prime minister, he attempted to defend the actions of 
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"the American forces • He notified Dghies that he had wri"t"fcen 

"to Preble inquiring about; "the alleged massacre of enemy pris-

oners. Bainbridge "tried "to convince the prime minister "that 

American sailors had killed the Tripolitans in combat and 

that "Americans always treat their Prisoners with the greatest 

humanity and give quarters the moment opposition ceases."^ 

The letter forwarded by Bainbridge shocked Preble, not 

only because of the accusation about slaughtering innocent 

prisoners but also for the Tripolitan decision to punish in-

carcerated Americans for an act beyond their control. The 

commodore assured Bainbridge that neither Decatur nor any of 

the other participating officers or enlisted men had mentioned 

killing prisoners. He reiterated that members of his squadron 

had always treated captives fairly and that upon his next 

appearance before Tripoli he would allow the pasha to send an 

officer aboard the Constitution to inspect and question Trip-

olitan prisoners. He also hastened to remind Yusef that he 

had always enabled his captives to forward letters to their 

relatives without fear of censorship. He suggested that 

Karamanli inspect these messages to discover whether the pris-

oners had complained of cruel treatment. This temporarily 

placated the pasha, but the Tripolitans still required the 

officers to remain confined in their cell throughout most of 

the days of their incarceration."^ 

In order to keep his men occupied, Bainbridge had in-

structed David Porter, since the commencement of their 
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imprisonment, to organize classes for the officers. The men 

continued this practice once the pirates had transferred them 
8 

to the castle. The lieutenant, an energetic man and admired 

leader, was the ranking American officer in the prison behind 

Bainbridge. He was horn in Boston, Massachusetts, on 1 Feb-

ruary 1780 and had joined the navy in 1798. Although only 

twenty-three years old when captured, Porter inspired con-

fidence and "bolstered the morale of the officers. With hooks 

supplied "by the Danish consul, the American officers established 

a school to perfect their skills in navigation, history, foreign 

languages, gunnery, theory of seamanship, and practical exer-

cises in naval tactics. Bainbridge and Porter used "blocks of 

wood on the prison floor as model ships to teach maneuvers. 

The courses lasted throughout most of the day, while at night 

the men often reminsced or invented various forms of entertain-

ment. Although he only had an elementary school education, 

Porter had learned many navigational skills in his five years 

of military service and proved to "be an excellent teacher. In 

future years he attributed much of his success to the nineteen 
months of imprisonment in which he refined his naval and cul-

g 
tural skills. 

Porter also took the initiative in a bold attempt to 

communicate with the seamen. The Tripolitans marched the en-

listed personnel past the officers' cell almost daily, and 

Porter bored a hole through the masonry in an attempt to pass 

notes. He succeeded in communicating with the men for some 
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"time until one of the men indscreetly tried to communicate 

orally with the officers. A Tripolitan guard discovered the 

method "by which the Americans wrote each other. Soldiers 

rushed into the officers' quarters and threatened all with 

heing "bastinadoed until Porter confessed sole responsibility. 

The pirates sent the young lieutenant to the pasha and prime 

minister for punishment. It is not known what transpired 

in the meeting, "but apparently Porter convinced the Trip-

olitan leaders that he should not he punished. The two men 

ordered his return to the cell without penalty within a few 

hours. Soldiers closed the hole, hut this incident did not 

10 

prevent the officers from further scheming. 

During their confinement the officers plotted several 

attempts to escape from Tripoli. They first tried to dig a 

tunnel from their room under the castle to the sea, a distance 

of seventy or eighty feet. This proved impossible when they 

learned that it would "be necessary to dig deeper than the water 

level in order to excavate under the castle walls. They also 

had difficulty with the sandy soil, which constantly caused 
1 1 

their underground passage to collapse. 

After this endeavor failed, the officers discovered 

another means of escape. In one of the adjoining rooms to the 

main cell, an upper story floor had partially collapsed. At 

the top of the ceiling there was a small window which the Trip-

olitans had covered with an iron grate. Some of the men climbed 

to the window and observed that it might be possible to flee 
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the castle if they could remove the iron bars. They accom-

plished this and determined that "by tying a rope around one 

of the cannons they could descend the ramparts seventy feet 

to the ground. From there officers who were good swimmers 

could escape to friendly ships in the harbor. This plan was 

not without its dangers "because guards walked around the 

ramparts of the castle, and Karamanli had stationed sentinels 

along the shore. With the consent of Bainbridge, several of 

the officers tied sheets and blankets together to serve as 

a rope. They removed the bars and filed onto the ramparts 

awaiting their opportunity to descend the castle walls. As 

they crawled toward a cannon from which they hoped to tie their 

rope, the prisoners heard a guard coming toward them. They 

immediately retreated back to their cell undetected. The men 

had seen a ship in the harbor the day of their escape and had 

wanted to swim for that vessel. The following morning the 

Americans learned, however, that it had left after dark. If 

they had managed to evade the guards and swim for the craft, 
1 p 

they probably would have been unsuccessful. 

The Americans tried one other attempt to flee the castle 

during their captivity. After they heard that the English 

planned to send a frigate into the harbor, the prisoners decided 

to excavate a passage above ground through the castle walls to 

the sea. The walls became weakened and collapsed after several 

feet of stone had been removed. This effort, as the previous 

one, would have failed because the British frigate did not enter 

the harbor. The Tripolitans never learned of these plots.1-^ 
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While "the American officers and seamen lived under the 

drudgery of Tripolitan slavery, Preble's fleet continued to 

blockade the pasha's capital city. Lieutenant Charles Stewart, 

commander of the Syren, captured the brig Transfer as it left 

Tripoli on 17 March 180^. The Transfer was the ship the Trip-

olitans had expected in port the night Decatur and his party 

had destroyed the Philadelphia. The Transfer carried a crew 

of eighty men and ten mounted guns. The Tripolitan consul at 

Malta had purchased the former British privateer, and the 

pirates had been using it to transport contraband. Stewart had 

seized horses and oil bound for Malta on the Transfer; after-

wards Preble decided to incorporate the vessel in the United 

States navy. He renamed the craft the Scourge. and it later 

played an important role in attacking Tripoli and attempting 

to liberate the Americans. 

Americans also captured other ships of lesser importance 

during the early months of 1804. lieutenant Richard Somers, 

commander of the schooner Nautilus. seized the Crucifisso the 

the same night Decatur destroyed the Philadelphia• The ship 

was from Malta bound for Tripoli with supplies for the pasha. 

Somers took the vessel along with eight Tripolitan prisoners 

15 

to Syracuse."^ The following month the Siren, under Stewart's 

command, took a vessel on 22 March 1804 flying the Russian 

flag on a voyage from Tripoli to Malta. The Madona Catapotiana 

carried livestock, but it had previously taken 750 soldiers 

from Smyrna to Tripoli for the pasha's service. Preble later 



228 

ordered the ship to "be released as a favor to Alexander I 

for his efforts to aidthe American prisoners in Tripoli. The 

prisoners the American navy had taken from ships evading the 

blockade had "been placed on "board the Constitution, "but the 

latest Tripolitans taken on the Crucifisso induced Preble to 

relocated them to a more suitable site. The commodore had so 

many captives on his flagship that the issue of health and 

sanitation forced him to ask the government of Naples if he 

could house the prisoners in local castles. The Neapolitans 

consented to this request, and Preble sent all the Tripolitan 

prisoners to Syracuse except for eight high ranking officers. 

He kept these men on board the Constitution and hoped to exchange 

the senior officer for Bainbridge sometime in the spring of 

180^.16 

Not until the early months of 180^ did the Jefferson 

administration learn about the loss of the Philadelphia. This 

news caused the president and Congress to work together for 

the purpose of alleviating the crisis in the Mediterranean. 

In March, 180^, petitions arrived in Washington, D.C., from 

relatives and friends of men who had served on the lost frigate 

17 

asking Congress to rescue the officers and crewmen. The 

following day, 20 March, Jefferson sent Congress a letter from 

Bainbridge detailing loss of the vessel. The chief executive 

recommended that the United States increase its naval force 

in the Mediterranean and enlarge government expenditures to 
18 

support the war. Within two days Congress passed legislation 
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agreeable to Jefferson's recommendation. This law established 

a "Mediterranean Fund", which provided monies for protection 

of American commerce in the Mediterranean and defrayment of 

expenses encountered in waging war against the Barbary powers. 

The act called for a duty of 2| per cent ad valorem on all goods 

imported into the United States which had previously been 

charged with a duty ad valorem. Additionally, the act provided 

for a duty of 10 per cent on goods imported in foreign vessels. 

Congress also authorized Jefferson to purchase or order the 

construction of two sixteen gun warships and as many gunboats 

as he thought necessary. Congress allowed Jefferson to borrow 

$1,000,000 to be used for naval service. The Mediterranean Fund 

was to expire three months after a peace treaty had been con-

cluded with Tripoli, unless the United States was at war with 

19 

any of the other Barbary nations. 

The loss of the Philadelphia and resulting enslavement 

of over 300 men produced political repercussions in the United 

States. The Federalists, political enemies of Jefferson and 

his Republican party, had bitterly attacked Jefferson when he 

ran against John Adams in the presidential election of 1800. 

Jefferson, during the campaign, had advocated the reduction of 

federal spending, particularly with the navy. After the 

election, Jefferson did begin to retrench, but the war with 

Tripoli erupted almost immediately after he had assumed office. 

The president was not able to reduce spending as he had hoped 
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to be able to do. As the war progressed, expenses to combat 

Tripoli continued, and the loss of a major warship resulted in 

numerous criticisms from administration opponents. 

One of the leading Republican newspapers sarcastically 

denounced the Federalists by stating, "Is the federalists have 

endeavoured to make every question a party or political one, 

. . . they have attempted to persuade that the rocks near Trip-

oli intentionally dashed against the frigate Philadelphia 

90 

because Mr. Jefferson is a democrat." The (Philadelphia) 

Aurora General Advertiser commented that the loss was a "national 

calamity", not just a disaster for Jefferson's administration. 

The paper chided the Federalists for making this latest crisis 

a political issue. It cited an unnamed New York paper for first 

denouncing the chief executive because he sent a single frigate 
21 

to blockade the harbor of Tripoli. 

Federalist newspapers tried to covey the idea that Jefferson 

was so miserly that he only wanted one warship to blockade 

Tripoli because additional vessels would be too expensive. 

Federalists examined Jefferson's second annual message to Con-

gress and criticized his statement that the United States 

should secure its commerce with the smallest competent force 

22 

possible. The Aurora responded that the Jefferson adminis-

tration had indeed sent several ships to the Mediterranean and 

hinted that it was Preble's decision to have only the Phila-

delphia off Tripoli. In reality, the commodore had ordered 

"fclle Vj-xen "t° accompany the frigate, but neither the Federalist 

nor the Republican editors learned the truth until later.^ 
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On the question of the American prisoners in Tripoli, "both 

political parties agreed that everything necessary should foe 

done to aid these men. The Charleston Courier, then a Feder-

alist organ, proclaimed, "we hope that there are hut few . . . 

who will hesitate to say that they would rather pay a dollar 

more of taxes in three hundred and sixty five days, than have 

one citizen undergoing the horrors of Tripolitan slavery." The 

author estimated that it would cost American citizens over 

$1,000,000, and possibly double that amount, to liberate the 

prisoners in Tripoli. The editor concluded, "So much for our 

• « « President's economics. 

In the spring of 1804, Preble tried once again to free 

the American prisoners in Tripoli. The commodore sailed from 

Syracuse on 21 March 1804- and appeared off the Tripolitan 

coast on the 26th. Preble obtained permission from the pasha 

to send an officer ashore for the purpose of conversing with 

Bainbridge. The captain selected Midshipman Ralph Izard to meet 

with the incarcerated naval officer, and Bainbridge suggested 

negotiating with the Tripolitan ruler to exchange all of the 

Tripolitan prisoners for one or two officers. Bainbridge be-

2 5 

lieved that these officers would be invaluable to Preble. 

Izard returned to the Constitution with letters from the 

Americans. In a letter to Preble, Bainbridge recommended 

that O'Brien be sent to Tripoli for the purpose of negotiating 

a treaty since he had vast experience in dealing with the 

Barbary countries. Prime Minister Dghies told Bainbridge that 
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Cathcart would not "be accepted again as a consul but he 

could participate in negotiations. The imprisoned captain 

urged Preble not to invite Cathcart to Tripoli because "it 

would be highly impolitic for him to have any hand in the 

negotiations, not alluding to any fault of Mr. C's, but his 

standing with this Government." Bainbridge also forwarded 

valuable military intelligence to the commodore. He intimated 

that he thought Tripoli could be destroyed with the aid of 

eighteen to twenty gun boats accompanied by a land invasion 

of approximately 4,000 men. He maintained that Tripoli's 

batteries were in a weakened condition and that their gunners 

were poor marksmen.^ 

While Preble's flagship remained in Tripoli's harbor, the 

pasha refused to allow Nissen to leave the city and meet with 

the commodore. Instead Yusef Karamanli allowed the French 

consul in the city, Beaussier, to counsel with Preble. Before 

the Frenchman went aboard Preble's ship, he met with the pasha. 

The Tripolitan leader expressed concern over the status of 

his subjects held in American captivity, particularly a 

young soldier who had been seized by Decatur's party the night 

of the Philadelphia's destruction. This man had been seriously 

wounded, and Decatur had taken him back with his men to Preble's 

ship. Humors circulated among the pasha's subjects in Tripoli 

that the wounded soldier had been massacred by the Americans. 

This, coupled with the earlier discovery of dead bodies near 

the city's harbor, led to speculation of mass murder by 
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American sailors. In Beaussier's meeting with the Tripolitan 

ruler, Yusef insisted on Preble sending the wounded prisoner 

ashore in order to satisfy his subjects that the man had not 

been killed.^ 

Preble responded that because of careful attention and 

good care, the wounded Tripolitan had recovered, but he re-

fused to allow the prisoner to go ashore. The American 

commander would not consent to release the man until the pasha 

had agreed upon a cartel for a prisoner exchange. Preble did, 

however, suggest that Karamanli send an officer aboard his 

ship to inspect and question the Tripolitan captive. The 

captain's decision not to allow the soldier to go into Trip-

oli dismayed the pasha, and as a result the two countries did 
2 Q 

not reach an agreement concerning an exchange of prisoners. 

Beaussier estimated that Yusef would never allow the 

Americans in Tripoli to depart unless the United States gov-

ernment paid at least $500,000. In his conference with the 

pasha, the consul told the ruler that the United States 

"desire only to treat for the deliverance of Prisoners by means 

of a Ransom that should not be too exorbitant, that they would 

sooner sacrifice these Prisoners than subscribe, or submit, to 

Conditions incompatible with the honor . . . of the Nation." 

The Frenchman also reminded the leader of Tripoli that Napoleon 

desired the release of the Americans held in captivity. Kara-
29 

manli remained unimpressed. 

When negotiations between the two countries failed, Preble 

departed the Tripoli coast. During his brief stay in the 



23^ 

harbor, he had attempted on numerous occasions to send ashore 

clothing and supplies for the prisoners. Eventually the 

prime minister consented to Preble's request, "but he later 

changed his mind and refused to allow the American commander 

30 

to forward these supplies. 

The commodore had ordered William Higgins, naval agent 

at Malta, to procure hats, shoes, shirts, pants, jackets, and 

medical supplies. Higgins succeeded in obtaining most of the 

desired goods, which Preble kept in the hold of the Constitution. 

Higgins had purchased 280 straw hats, the same number of shirts, 

280 pairs of shoes, and an equal number of "frocks" (a woolen 
31 

jersey worn by sailors) and jackets. 

Because of the absence of these items, the Americans in 

Tripoli were almost naked. According to Ray, "A few shirts 

and trowsers had been alternately issued amongst us, but not 

sufficient for all. We made a most pitiable appearance. . . . 

We were much afflicted with vermin . . . not having any clothes 

to change. . . . " The private stated that the Tripolitans 

periodically allowed the Americans to wash themselves and 
32 

their ragged shirts and trousers in the sea. 

After being rebuffed again, Preble prepared to attack 

Tripoli with his fleet. During the spring and early summer 

of 180^, he gathered the necessary war materials to conduct a 

major assault. The prime minister of Sicily, a General Acton, 

wrote the commodore that his government would loan the United 

States cannons, powder, six gun boats, and two bomb vessels to 
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combat the Tripoli-tans. Moreover, the Neapolitans furnished 

ninety-six men to outfit the gun boats.Preble also expected 

additional warships from the United States to subdue the pi-

rates. Secretary of the Navy Smith had written the naval 

captain that Jefferson, upon learning of the loss of the Phila-

delphia, had commissioned four frigates for the purpose of 

sending them to the Mediterranean. The added frigates the 

Jefferson administration planned to use in the war were; the 

President, under the command of Samuel Barron; the Congress, 

commanded by John Rodgers; the Essex, piloted by James Barron; 

and the Constellation, under the leadership of Hugh Campbell.^ 

The secretary of the navy informed Preble that since Samuel 

Barron and Rodgers were senior in command, he would have to be 

replaced as the commodore of the Mediterranean fleet. Jefferson 

selected the elder Barron to be the new commander. Smith 

emphasized that this decision was not a reflection of Preble's 

past performance but was a matter of protocol. The naval sec-

retary also notified Preble that the John Adams would be ordered 

to depart for the Mediterranean "en flute," that is, designated 

as a supply ship,. When these five frigates arrived in the 

Mediterranean, the American naval force in that sea amounted 

to six frigates and five sloops of war. 

Before leaving the United States, Samuel Barron received 

instructions for his mission from the secretary of the navy. 

With regard to the American prisoners in Tripoli, the new com-

modore was "to alleviate their sufferings as far as we can 
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consistently do it." Smith told Barron to send money to Keith 

Spence, the purser of the Philadelphia, who was to purchase 

items for the prisoners according to the orders of Bainbridge. 

If clothing could not "be "bought in Tripoli, then Barron was 

to secure it elsewhere. The secretary also wanted Barron to 

arrange a cartel for a prisoner exchange with the North 

Africans upon his arrival. If the pasha refused, the Trip-

olitan prisoners were to remain incarcerated. 

Before Barron's squadron reached the Mediterranean, Preble 

made another effort to negotiate a release for the American 

prisoners and end the war with Tripoli. Congress had appointed 

Tobias Lear, American consul at Algiers, to negotiate a peace 

with Tripoli. Lear delegated that authority to Preble who 

asked O'Brien to assist him. O'Brien consented, and Preble 

forwarded a letter to the prime minister of Tripoli asking his 

government to negotiate with O'Brien. The commodore also asked 

Dghies to permit the United States to forward clothes to the 

37 

prisoners. 

In June, 180^, Preble told O'Brien to offer $^0,000 for the 

ransom of Bainbridge and his men. He later raised this figure 

to $50,000. The commodore also instructed the former consul 

to give $10,000 to the prime minister and any government of-

ficial who could influence the pasha to release the Americans. 

The money was to be paid in cash whenever the negotiations 

had been consummated. Preble refused, however, to pay any 

money for a peace treaty. The captain additionally wanted 
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to land clothes and supplies for the prisoners. The seamen, 

in particular, desperately needed these items. Both Cathcart 

and Higgins had procured sufficient supplies for the men, "but 

the Tripolitan government had refused to permit Preble to land 

these goods. 

At noon on 13 June 1804 O'Brien landed at Tripoli and 

proceeded to the pasha's castle. After meeting only two and 

a half hours with Karamanli., O'Brien returned to the Consti-

tution, having failed in his mission. Lear authorized Preble 

to offer the Tripolitans up to $600 for each of the officers 

and seamen held in captivity or a total of approximately 

$180,000. The commodore, however, allowed O'Brien to propose 

only $50,000, "because "it would "be imprudent to offer a sum 

which would stimulate the avarice of the other Barbary Powers." 

The pasha scoffed at the proffered ransom and refused to allow 

O'Brien even to meet with Bainbridge or any of the other pris-

oners."^ He did tell O'Brien that clothing could "be landed, 

but before Preble could send it ashore, Yusef changed his 

mind again. The prime minister, though, suggested that the 

United States send these supplies to Tripoli in a neutral 

vessel.^0 Later Preble concluded, "We have now nothing to expect 

from the justice or humanity of the Tyrant of Tripoly but must 

endeavor to beat and distress his savage highness into a dis-

position more favorable to our view. ..." 

Well aware of the need to provide essential clothing and 

medical supplies for the prisoners, Preble next sought British 
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aid in this endeavor. On 27 June 180^, the American commander 

shipped these supplies plus $2000 to Tripoli via a British 
Zj, 2 

ship. The provisions arrived in Tripoli on 6 July. The 

seamen* s living situation also improved in the summer of 

1804, "because the Tripolitans moved them to more spacious 

quarters. On 10 June guards marched the prisoners to the 

eastern part of the city, where they joined approximately 

100 Neapolitan slaves. In this location there was more fresh 

air, which provided a more healthy environment when the bubonic 

plague invaded Tripoli in warm weather. The officers, however, 

remained within the walls of the castle in rooms without 

windows and only one door. 

Bainbridge met with Dghies to discuss living conditions 

and the possibility of reopening peace negotiations. The 

prime minister refused to consider another conference with 

Preble and stated "if you knock every house in Tripoli down, 

this Government will not accede to your present offer." Bain-

bridge concluded, "I am doubtful if any attack but by land 
L±L\, 

can force terms of the Bashaw." 

Preble decided to test the defenses of Tripoli by launching 

a naval bombardment but without utilizing land forces. Preble 

realized that an attack might prompt the Tripolitans to retal-

iate by abusing the American prisoners. He had learned earlier 

through Cathcart that when the Swedes had hinted that they would 

bombard Tripoli, the pasha replied "the first attempt to ex-

ecute it would be the signal . . . to put to death all the 

Swedish captives in his power!" v 
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Throughout the summer of 1804 the American commander 

readied his forces to subdue Tripoli. Without waiting for 

Barron's warships to arrive in the Mediterranean, Preble 

assembled his fleet in July and sailed for Tripoli. The 

American force which gathered off the North African city 

on 25 July consisted of one frigate, the Constitution; the 

"brigs Syren, Argus, and Vixen; the schooners Nautilus, En-

terprise , and Scourge; two bomb vessels and six gunboats. The 

total number of men was 1,060, including the Neapolitan sailors 

The Tripolitans opposed the invaders with 115 cannon and over 

25,000 men. In the harbor the Tripolitan navy relied on 

nineteen gunboats, two galleys, two schooners, and a brig 

to thwart the Americans. Rocks and shoals prevented large 

ships such as the Constitution from sailing near the pirate 

vessels and destroying them. Because of inclement weather, 

Preble could not at first advance close enough to bombard the 

. . K6 
city. 

By 3 August the winds had calmed enough to allow Preble's 

forces to begin their assault. As the Americans came into 

view, Ray observed, "The whole town was in an uproar, every 

Turk had his musket and other weapons, and wild disorder rang 

through every arch. We were all locked into the prison, and 
LLO 

a formidable guard set over us." Preble sent his six gun-

boats to attack the Tripolitan navy. The Americans captured 

three of the corsairs' gunboats, sunk another, and damaged 

the remaining ones. 
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Decatur, who had led the attack which "burned the Phila-

delphia, distinguished himself again by leading his men to 

seize two of the Tripolitan gunboats. His "brother, Lieutenant 

James Decatur, received a fatal shot in the head when he led 

a hoarding party which captured the third gunboat. After 

two hours of fighting, the Americans lost one killed and 

thirteen wounded, including Lieutenant John Trippe, who had 

received eleven sabre wounds. The Tripolitans had many killed 

and wounded, and the Americans captured several of the sailors. 

Decatur alone reported that the Americans had killed sixty 

Tripolitans in the three captured gunboats and had taken 

over fifty prisoners. Some of the wounded died soon after 

their capture.^ 

During the "battle "between the gunboats, the Constitution 

and the smaller American warships fired over 200 rounds into 

the city. While the United States lo"b"bed shells throughout 

the town, the Tripolitans 2?eleased the American: prisoners from 

their cell to perform laborious tasks which exposed them to 

the American fire. Ray related, "During the action our men 

were taken out of the prison several times to carry powder and 

shot from the magazine . . . and were almost "beaten to death -

l±Q 

stoned and cudgeled "by every Turk in the streets." Danish 

Consul Nissen was the only diplomat who remained in Tripoli 

during the "bombardment, and he aided the Americans a great deal 

by providing them with subsistence funds. Bainbridge main-

tained that if Nissen had not stayed in the city, the Americans 
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might have starved in the early weeks of August "because the 

Tripolitans "were occupied and exasperated."-^ 

Preble withdrew his squadron beyond Tripolitan fire and 

prepared for another assault against the pirates. On 5 August 

the Argus sighted a vessel attempting to leave the harbor 

which proved to be a French craft. The Americans persuaded 

the French to return to the harbor with fourteen severely 

wounded Tripolitans. Preble hoped that this would induce the 

pasha to release some American prisoners or reciprocate in some 

<1 

manner. The commodore penned a letter to the French consul 

in Tripoli, asking Biaussier to meet with the pasha. Preble 

offered Karamanli $80,000 for the ransom of the American 

prisoners, and, in return, the commander agreed to free all 

the Tripolitan prisoners. Additionally the United States 

promised to give $10,000 as a "consular present". Beaussier 

reported that the pasha had determined to continue the struggle 

and would not consider peace unless America paid $200,000 to 

$300,000. 5 3 

On 7 August the winds again favored an American attack 

against Tripoli. By 2s30 p.m. the bomb vessels and gunboats 

were in position and commenced to shell the city. Less than 

an hour later, the United States suffered a disastrous set-

back when one of the gunboats exploded after a Tripolitan 

round entered a powder magazine. Ten died, and the explosion 

wounded six other Americans. Preble's remaining forces, 

nevertheless, continued the battle, and by the end of the 
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day had fired over 500 shells into the city. Many of the 

shots exploded in the town, Taut since the Tripolitans con-

structed their homes from mortar and other inflamable materials, 

fire did not greatly damage the buildings. During the fight, 

the pasha remained in a "bomb-proof room located in the castle, 

coming out briefly when the American gunboat exploded. 

Preble did not launch another assault until 25 August. 

During the lull, the Tripolitans forced their prisoners to 

bolster the defenses and repair damages. The pirates treated 

the Americans so harshly that "a number . . . fainted and 

dropped beneath the weight they were compelled to sustain, and 

they were brought half dead to the prison." This prompted 

the incarcerated men to petition the pasha. They asked to be 

better protected from the drivers, and, supposedly, Karamanli 

instructed his subjects not to abuse the Americans. The next 

day, however, soldiers unmercifully beat the Americans in the 

presence of Yusef. 

The prisoners then wrote Bainbridge complaining of their 

treatment and declaring that they received only small quantities 

of black bread to eat. They asked their commander to forward 

them money to subsist. Bainbridge responded that he could 

not send money but would attempt to send the men extra bread 

and meat. The men asked him to make provisions for the Trip-

olitans to send bread, beef and vegetables. After numerous 

delays Bainbridge received permission to ask Nissen to send 

the Americans one pound of beef per man with vegetables twice 
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a week. The prisoners also received one loaf of "bread per man 

every week.-^ 

After Preble had stocked his squadron with additional 

war materials, the Americans once again maneuvered into 

position for an assault. On this occasion, the fleet began 

to fight at 3'00 a.m. and continued until daylight when the 

gunboats had almost expended their ammunition. During the 

cannonade, Preble's forces sank one Tripolitan gunboat, and 

two others ran aground to avoid sinking. The United States 

warships fired over 600 rounds into the city, many into the 

pasha's castle. The attackers had four men killed, but the 

bombardment almost caused the loss of Bainbridge's life.-^ 

While the incarcerated captain slept within the walls 

of the castle, a thirty-six pound ball passed through a wall 

in his room and struck against the opposite wall. The cannon 

ball rebounded and missed his body by inches. When the 

shot went through the first wall, stone and mortar buried 

the captain. Bainbridge suffered numerous bruises and a 

lacerated ankle. Ray reported that during all of Preble's 

bombardments the Tripolitans used the prisoners in various 

tasks. The pirates 

would place a barrel of powder on a man's back, and 
make him run every step, without resting from the 
castle to the batteries, three-quarters of a mile, 
with a driver behind him dealing blows at every 
breath amidst the pelting of stones from the soldiery 
and every insult and indignity that could be offered 
or endured.-59 
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During the attack, several shots also went into the seamen's 

quarters "but without effecting casualties. William Godby, 

former sailmaker of the Philadelphia, observed that the 

assault killed many Tripolitans.60 

After the latest American effort to subdue the North 

Africans, Preble desired again to negotiate a cartel for a 

prisoner exchange. He wrote Consul Beaussier proposing to 

return forty-two Tripolitan prisoners for some of the Ameri-

cans. The pasha rejected a cartel for an exchange of prisoners 

and increased his demand for a ransom to $̂ -00,000 "besides 

6l 

presents for his ministers and himself. 

This rebuff further angered Preble, and he decided to 

launch his final attack in early September. On 3 September 

American ships heavily damaged several of the Tripolitan 

batteries but did not force Karamanli to sue for peace. This 

caused the commodore to initiate a desperate plan for the 

purpose of destroying enemy corsairs and leveling the pasha's 

castle. Preble proposed sending a ship into the harbor loaded 

with explosives containing fuses attached to the magazine. 

He selected the Intrepid, the former Mastico which the Ameri-
62 

cans had previously captured, for the mission. 

Richard Somers, commander of the vessel, volunteered 

for the mission, as did the crew of twelve men. On the day 

before the Intrepid sailed, Somers wrote his friends "with 

a trembling hand and an anxious heart" about his assignment. 

His brother, Constant, later noted, 
It has been believed by all Pie3 offered his Life 
a willing Sacrifice . . . hoping perticularly to 
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obtain relief for the Prisoners in the Harbour - for 
he thus expresses himself saying something must "be 
done for them, they were evidently a heavy burden 
on his mind and the deep simpathy he felt caused him 
to take that command thinking to frighten and induce 
them to sue for peace and also to be^the means of 
Securing liberty to his country Men. ^ 

On 4 September 180^ at 8:00 p.m. the Intrepid moved into 

Tripoli's harbor. The pirates sighted the vessel and began 

firing at it, but before Somers could reach the pasha's 

castle, the Intrepid suddenly exploded. It is not certain 

what caused the ships' destruction, but none of the Americans 

survived. The American prisoners, after their release, 

reported that several of the bodies floated ashore and had 

received numerous gunshot wounds. Nineteenth century novelist 

and historian James Fenimore Cooper, an early student of this 

subject, concluded that the Tripolitans fired into the Intrepid 

and killed many of the Americans. Before the pirates could 

board the vessel, two Americans, who were later found in the 

bottom of the craft, touched off the magazine causing the 

explosion. On board the ship the Americans had placed approx-
6k 

imately 100 barrels of powder and 150 shells. 

This disastrous event greatly discouraged Preble and his 

men. The naval commander contemplated another attack against 

Tripoli on 5 September, but inclement weather disrupted these 

plans. Furthermore, the United States warships needed additional 

supplies to maintain the initiative. Even though Tripoli had 

not been forced to release the American prisoners and negotiate 

a treaty, Preble's actions had been aggressive. After five 
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major assaults against Tripoli, the Americans had inflicted 

numerous casualties on the pirates and had only lost thirty-

two killed and twenty-two wounded.^ 

Seven days after Preble had "begun his final attack on 

Tripoli, 10 September, the frigates under Barron's leadership 

redezvoused with Preble. The season for launching another 

major assault had ended and would have to be postponed until 

a more favorable occasion. 
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CHAPTER IX 

FREE AT LAST 

Captain Samuel Barron, Edward Preble's successor, had 

departed the United States with the frigates President. Con-

gress , Essex, and Constellation in early July, 1804, hut 

because of inclement weather, had arrived in the Mediterranean 

too late to participate in the attacks on Tripoli. Shortly 

after the two commanders collected their forces off the coast 

of Tripoli, Preble asked permission on 10 September to sail 

for the United States. Barron agreed to this request, and 

after visiting numerous Mediterranean ports, Preble arrived in 

1 

New York on board the John Adams on 25 February 1805* 

The naval officer soon travelled to Washington, D.C., 

for the inauguration of Thomas Jefferson and had a conference 

with the new president concerning the war in Tripoli. During 

the next several months community leaders throughout the 

United States hosted banquets in honor of the "Hero of the 

Mediterranean". Former President John Adams attended one such 

dinner in Boston, and the guests toasted Preble and "Bainbridge 

and his captive companions fcjeclaring) - Sympathy for their 

misfortunes, vengeance for their sufferings." These accolades 

for the former commodore lasted throughout his lifetime; how-

ever, Preble became seriously ill in 1807 and died of an un-

determined illness on 25 August 1807, at the age of forty-six. 

255 
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Although PreMe had not forced Yusef Karamanli to nego-

tiate with the United States, his determined efforts to subdue 

Tripoli had earned him praise throughout America and Europe. 

Pope Pius VII remarked that Preble, "with a small force and 

in a short space of time, has done more for the cause of 

Christianity than the most powerful nations of Christendom 

have done for ages!" Congress passed a resolution, suggested 

by Jefferson, that a gold medal be struck commemorating Preble's 

3 

assaults against Tripoli. 

Samuel Barron did not have the tenacity nor the fortune 

of good weather or health to end the war with Tripoli. He was 

born in Hampton, Virginia, on 25 September 1765. His father, 

James Barron, had been a commodore in the Virginia navy during 

the American Revolution, and, by the end of that struggle, 

Samuel had risen to the rank of captain in that force. Barron 

had earlier participated in the war with Tripoli, when he had 

served as captain of the frigate Philadelphia in 1801 while 

in Commodore Richard Dale's squadron. He remained in the 

Mediterranean for approximately one year, whereupon he sailed 

home. After remaining unemployed for over a year, Barron 
k 

received orders in 180^ from Jefferson to succeed Preble. 

Upon his arrival in the Mediterranean, Barron continued 

Preble's policy of maintaining a close blockade of Tripoli. 

Almost immediately after Barron assumed command of the blockade, 

United States warships seized three Greek vessels loaded with 

grain attempting to enter the harbor at Tripoli. The United 
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States sent these ships to Malta, where they remained under 

American control until the war with Tripoli ended, thus denying 

that Barbary country the grain it desperately needed.-̂  

By the autumn of 1804-, the blockade the United States 

had imposed on the Tripolitans greatly affected them as well 

as the American prisoners in that country. When Preble had 

discontinued his attacks against Tripoli, the pirates sur-

prisingly had not treated the incarcerated men harshly. Disease 

and hunger, however, "became the enemies of the Americans. Gap-

tain William Bainbridge and his subordinate officers suffered 

greatly from the lack of proper ventilation, and several of 

them became quite ill after Preble's bombardments. Despite 

periods of sickness, none of the American officers died during 

their nineteen months of imprisonment. As the officers slowly 

recovered, hunger posed a serious problem for them and the 

6 
seamen. 

Dr. Jonathan Gowdery observed the scarcity of grain and 

noted that during October, 1804, the American seamen did not 

eat for three days. Bread, one of the main staples of the 

prisoners' diet, was not available at this time. The situation 

became so acute that Pasha Yusef Karamanli forbade merchantmen 

7 

in the market place to sell grain except to his household. 

American slave William Ray maintained that the mariners not 

only did not eat for three days in October, but for the following 

eleven days "we had but a very little, subsisting on dates 

pressed into a cake, and vegetables, with oil." By November, 
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1804, the Americans' position became even more precarious. 

The pasha ordered that the seamens' ration of meat and veg-

etables "be discontinued. Bainbridge had previously procured 

this for the men, but the Tripolitans had not regularly 

forwarded the supplies. The threat of starvation became so 

great that many of the men sold their newly acquired clothes 

for a scant amount of food. Ray stated, "The cravings of 

hunger predominated over the calls of external wants, and 

our clothes were sacrificed for a mere trifle; but trifles 

8 

are of magnitude when they preserve life." 

One American became so distraught that he escaped over 

a wall twenty feet high, broke or unlocked several doors, and 

entered a distillery where a Jewish owner had kept his money. 

The American took the funds and returned to the prison cell, 

where he distributed the Tripolitan currency to his fellow 

sufferers. The North Africans discovered the crime, convicted 

him of robbery, and put him in chains. Ingenious Americans, 

who received the stolen money, learned to counterfeit the 

coins in hopes of purchasing food. The Tripolitans learned of 

this plot but the pasha only, "laughed heartily and said that 
. 9 

the Americans were all wizards and devils. ..." 

By December, 180^, Karamanli had lost his sense of humor 

and became increasingly frustrated because the United States 

would not pay his demanded ransom for the American prisoners. 

The Tripolitan ruler needed the money to buy food for his 

beleaguered capital and to pay his debts. The pasha owed 
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$120,000 to Tunis, which that Barbary country needed in order 

to avert starvation. Reports circulated that the Tunisians, 

as the Tripolitans, lived where "extreme misery prevails 

throughout the interior of the Country; the people subsisting 

on roots, a little herbage, and those who can procure it, 

Oats." The government of Tunis had hoped to receive the 

frigate Philadelphia as payment for the Tripolitan debt, but 

when the Americans destroyed that ship, both Barbary countries 

suffered economically. Yusef's source of ready capital then 

became the ransom he expected for the Americans held in bondage 

and the tribute he wanted the United States to pay for a 

peace treaty.^ 

Karamanli's impatience for the money caused him to vent 

his anger on the American prisoners. He ordered his soldiers 

"to treat us ^prisoners! with the utmost severity, in order to 

extort from us supplications to our country for a speedy 

peace." The conditions became so unbearable that the prisoners 

decided not to work until their captors properly fed them. The 

strike began on the morning of 10 December 180^. On that day 

the Tripolitan drivers entered the prison cell at the usual 

time and ordered all of the men to work. When none of the 

slaves moved, the prison keepers launced a furious assault 

against the men, beating them unmercifully. Still the pris-

oners refused to leave the cell and informed the guards that 

they would not work another day without food, even if the 

consequence were death. The drivers threatened to call the 
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soldiers and have them fire into the men, "but even this did 

not cause the prisoners to waver in their stand. Within 

minutes the guards informed the pasha of the strike, and he 

stipulated that if the Americans would return to work they 

would have "bread "by noon. The incarcerated men agreed to this 

11 

and returned to their jobs. 

The pasha furnished the men such a meager supply of "bread 

that they urged Bainbridge to purchase food for them or supply 

them with money. The captain persuaded the Tripolitans to 

resume once again the same quantity of provisions that the 

Americans had had when Preble "bombarded the capital. This 

temporarily sufficed "but "by February, 1805, "because of Barron's 

"blockade and poor harvests, the Tripolitans once again reduced 

the Americans' supply of "bread. The prisoners petitioned 

Bainbridge for a "buckamseen" per man on a daily basis. This 

amounted to a total of $10.75» to be divided among 300 men 
12 

every day until their release in the summer of 1805* 

Besides the rigors of near starvation and brutal treatment 

which the Americans faced in Tripoli, external circumstances 

almost caused their massacre. After Preble's attacks failed, 

the United States implemented a bold plan to end the war with 

the North Africans and liberate the captives. The Americans 

desired to foment civil war in Tripoli by helping the pasha's 

brother, Hamet Karamanli, gain control of the country. Hamet 

had been designated heir to the position of pasha by the 

brothers' father, but Yusef had usurped the title and had 
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ousted his "brother from Tripoli. Many Tripolitans still viewed 

Hamet as the legitimate ruler of their country, and American 

officials concluded that with American military and financial 

support, Hamet might "become the recognized pasha of Tripoli. 

This enterprise proved extremely risky, and.it endangered the 

lives of the nearly 300 American prisoners. 

This scheme had first "been proposed "by Gathcart after 

the war "between the United States and Tripoli had "begun. Gath-

cart shared this idea with many Americans, including William 

Eaton, newly appointed agent for the Barbary countries. After 

his return to the Mediterranean in September, 180̂ -, Eaton "became 

the chief architect "behind American designs to support Hamet 

13 

and overthrow Yusef. 

Hamet, after his "brother "became pasha, left the capital 

of Tripoli for the city of Derne, approximately 500 miles to 

the east "by water transportation. Once in that city, the 

younger "brother placed Hamet in command of the province of 

Derne, "but Yusef later suspected him of traitorous activities 

and ordered him to leave the country. Without protesting, 

Hamet fled to Egypt, where he remained until 180^ when Eaton 

received orders from Barron to find the ex-patriot. The com-

modore instructed Captain Isaac Hull, commander of the Argus, 

to sail for Alexandria with Eaton, find Hamet, and guide his 

supporters to Derne or Bengazi, where American ships would 
±L 

aid in the revolution. 
Before the Argus departed, Eaton wrote Secretary of the 

Navy Robert Smith detailing how the enslaved Americans would 
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benefit from this endeavor. The Barbary agent explained that 

if the United States only attacked Tripoli (city) from the 

sea, the pasha might place the American prisoners on the 

ramparts, exposing them to cannon fire. Additionally, Eaton 

avowed that by attacking the capital by land, the Tripolitans 

would not be able to march the incarcerated men inland if the 

American naval cannonade became too intense. Eaton also 

reasoned that if Derne or Bengazi fell, the United States 

would capture a significant number of Tripolitan prisoners. 

This would facilitate a cartel for a prisoner exchange and 

reduce the likelihood of the pasha's drivers abusing the Ameri-

can prisoners 

Eaton arrived at Alexandria on 26 November 1804 and within 

four days proceeded to Cairo in search of Harriet. Accompanied 

by eighteen men, Eaton travelled through dangerous territory 

but reached Cairo on 8 December without mishap. The American 

agent met with some of Hamet's officials and learned that 

Karamanli had gone into hiding, fearing assassination from 

Yusef's supporters. The two men corresponded, and Eaton dis-

covered that Hamet was at Minieh, approximately 150 miles south 

of Cairo. The Tripolitan suggested that the two men rendezvous 

south of Cairo near the edge of the desert. Eaton consented, 

but Turkish soldiers captured him and his entourage at Damanhur, 

northwest of Cairo. His brief exposure to a Turkish prison 

made him more determined to aid his countrymen who languished 
1 ft 

under similar conditions in Tripoli. 
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Eaton explained the purpose of his mission to the Turks, 

"but they would not release the American and his party until 

Hamet came to Damanhur. In mid-January, 1805> the refugee 

arrived with a small "band of followers, and after several 

conversations Eaton convinced Karamanli that he should attempt 

an invasion of Tripoli. Hamet was a weak leader who had suf-

fered numerous setbacks in his lifetime. Throughout Eaton's 

association with the Tripolitan, the American had to prompt, 

prod, and press him into activity. Even though Hamet was a 

pusillanimous leader, the United States needed him as a vital 

figurehead for its cause. During Yusef's rule, hundreds of 

Tripolitans had fled their country and would rally around the 

man they considered to "be their legitimate leader. Without 

the presence of Hamet, Eaton reasoned that the United States: 

17 

would not have sufficient troops to launch an invasion. 

The Barbary agent originally planned to march northward 

from Damanhur with Hamet's troops to the Mediterranean. There 

he proposed to "board the Argus and proceed to a location near 

Derne, where they would meet with Hamet*s forces. This idea 

failed "because the French consul at Alexandria persuaded the 

Turkish governor in that city that the Americans were British 

spies. When the Turks refused Eaton and Hamet permission to 

depart, the American decided to march overland to Derne. Eaton 

wrote urgent letters to various Egyptian cities, pleading for 

the followers of Hamet to rendezvous with their leader at 

Burj el Arab, a town approximately thirty miles southwest of 
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Alexandria. Additionally he forwarded a note to Barron which re-

qti§S'te&;d that two warships and a "bomb vessel sail for Derne so 

a coordinated land-sea attack would occur. To aid the assault, 

Eaton also asked Barron to send cannons and a contingent of 

100 marines. The commodore replied that he would order the 

schooner Nautilus, commanded by Captain John Dent, and the 

sloop Hornet, piloted by Lieutenant Samuel Evans, along with 

the Argus to the Bay of Bomba, just east of Derne. Barron did 

18 

not, however, send the requested marines. 

Before the land expedition departed for Derne, Eaton and 

Hamet concluded a convention on 23 February 1805. In this 

agreement Eaton pledged American aid to support Hamet as the 

sole leader of Tripoli. Once the war had ended, Hamet stated 

that he would reimburse the United States for expenses incurred 

during the war. In regard to the enslaved Americans in Trip-

oli, Karamanli promised to release them without ransom once 

he became pasha. If a future conflict erupted between the 

United States and Tripoli, Hamet averred that sailors seized 

by his country would be treated as prisoners and not as slaves. 

Article ten of the convention stipulated that prisoners of 

both countries would be exchanged man for man and grade for 

grade. In no case would either nation insist that a ransom 

be paid to redeem prisoners nor a tribute be demanded to con-

clude a peace treaty. The two men also agreed that Eaton 

would be recognized as a general and commander in chief of the 

land assault against Tripoli and that Hamet's forces would 
19 

follow his orders. 
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Eaton concluded "this convention without approval of his 

superiors and did not have the authority to assume the rank of 

general. The highest position he had previously held in the 

army was that of captain, and at the time of his agreement 

with Hamet, he was not a member >of the United States army. 

Jefferson had approved the plan to replace Yusef with his older 

brother, but he had not ordered Eaton to organize and lead an 

expedition across North Africa. Neither did the Barbary agent 

have the official consent of the State Department nor the navy 

for his enterprise . ̂  

Eaton, nevertheless, proceeded with his plan and by March, 

1805, had purchased several thousand dollars worth of supplies. 

He also continued to organize a motley army, and by 6 March 

the expedition began. Participating in the march were nine 

Americans, including marine Lieutenant Presley O'Bannon, 

Midshipman Pascal Peck, and six marine privates. There were 

300 mounted Arabs in Hamet's entourage, plus seventy Christians 

who had been recruited at Alexandria, and over 100 camels to 

carry the men and supplies. Periodically along the route, 

the men encountered Bedouins who joined their forces. On 

22 March 180,5 they camped with 5»000 Arabs, of whom 150 entered 

the service of Hamet. It is difficult to determine exactly 

how many eventually completed the trek across North Africa, as 

21 
Eaton's accounts vary. 

One of the major difficulties the men faced was the 

shortage of water. The distance from Alexandria to Derne was 
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over 500 miles, and there were few places where the troops 

could find water. Since Eaton did not have any reliable 

maps or guides, the party often went out of its way searching 

for that precious commodity and for food. As a result, the 

22 

attackers marched over 700 miles "before they reached Derne. 

Mutinous activities also plagued Eaton throughout the 

arduous ordeal. By 10 April 1805 many of the soldiers had 

almost decided to abandon the war, but a scout notified Eaton 

that the American warships were in the Bay of Bomba. The men 

reached the Bay on 15 April, after having marched the final 

three days without food. Shortly afterwards soldiers unloaded 

provisions from the Argus and Hornet, which enabled the army 
23 

to march for Derne. 

Eaton's forces reached the rear of that Tripolitan city 

on 25 April, and the American commander met with a number of 

Arab chiefs. He discovered that the majority of the inhabitants 

of Derne supported Hamet, but that those loyal to Yusef con-

trolled the strongest fortifications. On 26 April, Eaton 

offered the ruler of Derne terms of peace on the condition 

of loyalty to Hamet, but the American received the answer 
2k 

"my head or yours." 

After the warships Argus, Hornet, and Nautilus dropped 

anchor off the shore of Derne, Eaton decided to launch an 

assault. Depending heavily on cannon fire from the three 

American vessels, the attackers began the charge. After making 

initial gains, they met stiff resistence. When it appeared 
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that Eaton's forces were about to retreat, he ordered his 

men to charge. The Tripolitans outnumbered the invaders by 

an estimated ten to one, nevertheless, Eaton's aggressive 

decision resulted in the marines planting the American flag 

on the ramparts of Derne. At the height of the battle, the 

American leader received a gunshot wound in his left wrist, 

and O'Bannon continued the initiative by seizing a number of 

enemy artillery pieces. O'Bannon and his men turned the 

cannons on the Arabs and slowly drove the Tripolitans from the 

city. While the American forces on the sea and land fired 

into Derne, Hamet Karamanli and approximately 2,000 supporters 

captured key government buildings and routed the remaining 

defenders. After only two and a half hours of fighting, Eaton's 

troops had gained control of one of the wealthiest cities in 

Tripoli. Casualties among the Christians who participated 

on land were light, this contingent having only fourteen 

killed or wounded. Once the Americans had taken the city, 

they began to construct fortifications, because Eaton had 

learned that Yusef Karamanli had sent reinforcements from 

Tripoli.^ 

The Tripolitan army arrived on 8 May and established 

themselves where the Americans had previously launched their 

attack. Five days later the Arabs advanced toward the town, 

defeating Hamet's calvary just outside the city walls, and 

they then entered the streets. After fierce rifle fire and 

cannonading from the American warships, the Tripolitans 
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sounded the retreat. An Italian slave who had escaped to the 

American lines informed Eaton that his forces had killed twenty-

eight of the enemy and had wounded fifty-six. Within a few 

days two Tripolitan officers deserted to the Americans, and 

Eaton discovered that there was a great deal of dissension 

among the attacking North Africans. Included in this motley 

army were approximately 350 mounted horsemen, "between 500 and 

600 Bedouins, plus 200 or 300 soldiers who had fled Derne 

when the Americans had driven them out. 

The Tripolitans appeared in force on the 20th of May tut 

withdrew two hours later. A deserter related that the Bedouins 

refused to follow the orders of the Tripolitan officers. They 

feared the cannon fire from the Americans and maintained that 

they would not attack again until Yusef Karamanli sent ad-

ditional soldiers. The Tripolitans then resorted to raiding 

the camp of Hamet's Bedouin followers, hut Eaton's men counter-

27 

attacked and drove them from the "battlefield. 

For the next several days deserters and informants came 

into Derne proclaiming that large numbers of North Africans 

desired to enter the services of Hamet if the Americans would 

guarantee their safety once Eaton had withdrawn from Derne. The 

American commander learned that Yusef had made overtures for 

peace and vowed to purge those in his government who supported 

Hamet once the Americans had withdrawn. Eaton did not want 

the United States to sign a treaty until Yusef had been deposed 

as pasha, and in the event the United States and Yusef ended 
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the war, he would not promise those who had defected to Harriet's 

forces escape from punishment. Eaton urged his superiors to 

grant him permission to head a land invasion from Derne to 

Tripoli before the restoration of peace. He confidently wrote 

Samuel Barron, "Be assured, Sir, we only want cash and a few 

marines to proceed to Tripoli, and to meet you in the citadel 
p Q 

of that piratical kennel for the liberation of our captives." 

Before American troops withdrew from Derne, the Tripolitans 

launched a final attack against Eaton and his men. On 10 June 

1805, after having received reinforcements, Yusef's troops 

cautiously moved toward Derne, but Hamet's calvary repulsed 

them after four hours of fighting. During the contest, approxi-

mately 5,000 men participated in which both sides had about 

forty to sixty men killed. By the end of the day, Eaton's 

army had established military superiority in the area, and 

the American commander awaited orders which would allow him 
29 

to liberate the American prisoners in Tripoli. 

While Eaton planned and executed his dramatic march to 

Derne, American naval officers during the winter of 180^-1805 

continued the blockade of Tripoli. Because of the unusually 

inclement weather and the illness of Commodore Barron, the 

United States did not launch an attack against Tripoli during 

this period, rather the Americans decided to subdue the pasha 

in the summer of 1805« In preparation for this assault, Preble, 

before his departure from the Mediterranean, wrote Bart ol or nines 

Forteguerra, general of the Neapolitan army, asking permission 
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to use the gunboats and bomb vessels which had "been employed 

against Tripoli in the summer of 1804. The general responded 

that his government could not safely afford to honor this 

request, "because the Barbary pirates continually harassed 

Neapolitan civilians, and they would need the gunboats for 

their own defense.^ 

The inability of the United States to procure these gun-

boats prompted Jefferson to order their construction in the 

United States. He recommended that nine gunboats he sent to 

the Mediterranean to reinforce the American fleet. Later 

Lieutenant Thomas Robinson also purchased gunboats in Europe, 

and counting those captured from Tripoli, the total number 

sent against that Barbary nation was sixteen. The president 

also decided to increase Barron's force by ordering additional 

warships to the Mediterranean. By the summer of 1805 Captain 

John Rodgers, who had replaced Barron as the commodore because 

of his ill health, headed a formidable flotilla. By July 1805» 

after the war's end, his command included six frigates, four 

brigs, two schooners, one sloop, two bomb vessels, and the 

31 

gunboats for a total of 31 vessels. 

Yusef Karamanli became aware of America's plans to bombard 

Tripoli and of Eaton's collaboration with his brother in the 

winter of 180^-1805. The proposed military intervention of 

Hamet greatly excited the pasha and endangered the lives of 

American prisoners in Tripoli. Bainbridge learned of the Amer-

ican scheme and wrote Barron, "I have found your plan with the 
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Pasha's "brother very vast, and that you sacrifice the lives 

32 

of the prisoners here in case of success." This letter 

corresponds with the conversation Cowdery had had with Yusef. 

The pasha told the doctor that if the navy attempted to "bom-

hard Tripoli again or if the United States "drove him to 

extremities", he would execute all the Americans in his coun-j. 
33 

try. 

The Tripolitan leader prepared for the expected assaults 

"by ordering Hassan Bey, a military leader, to Derne for 

that city's defense against Eaton's army. The pirates employed 

American prisoners in the loading of ammunition and other 

supplies for the expedition. Yusef, "because of his unpop-

ularity, resorted to imprisoning his soldiers' relatives in 

order to guarantee their loyalty "before they left for Derne. 

Several of the renegade Americans diligently aided the Trip-

olitans "by teaching them how to throw hand grenades, "bombs, 

and other instruments of war. Additionally, one of these 
3 ij, 

traitors built a gunboat for the Barbary pirates. 

After the pasha's forces had departed, the ruler privately 

told Cowdery that the war "between the United States and Trip-

oli had originated over the question of money, "but since 

America had allied itself with Hamet, the struggle was now to 

determine who would govern Tripoli. He vowed that "if the 

Americans brought his "brother against him, he would "burn to 

death all the American prisoners" except Cowdery. He decided 

to spare the doctor "because he had once saved his son during 

an illness.-^ 
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On 21 May 1805 the ruler of Tripoli learned that Derne 

had fallen to the Americans. He held a council with his ad-

visers and proposed the execution of the Americans in "bondage, 

but the majority of those in attendance opposed this measure. 

They agreed instead to delay this plan. Within days Karamanli 

received the false intelligence that Hamet had departed Egypt, 

being accompanied "by a huge American squadron, and its alleged 

purpose was to seize the coastal cities from Derne to Tripoli. 

This news so distressed him that he stated he would release 
o C 

all the American prisoners in return for peace. 

Negotiations for establishing a treaty conference and 

prisoner release began earnestly in the next few months. The 

Spanish consul at Tripoli, Don Guardo Joseph De Souza, wrote 

Tobias Lear, advising him that peace would probably be con-

cluded on honorable terms if the United States sent a repre-

sentative to Tripoli. After other communications with the 

Spaniard, Lear instructed James Barron, commander of the 

Essex and brother of Samuel, to take him to Tripoli. They 

arrived in the Tripolitan harbor on 26 May 1805« Also present 

were the frigates Constitution and President. At this time 

Samuel Barron relinquished the Mediterranean command to Rodgers< 

The Spanish consul came aboard the Essex after conferring with 

the pasha, but Lear would not agree to pay the $200,000 
37 

Karamanli demanded. 

After the Spaniard had again met with Yusef, he returned 

for another meeting with Lear. The pasha reduced his price to 
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$130,000 for redemption of the prisoners, "but the consul 

general refused this proposal just as adamantly. Lear then 

made his final offer. He proclaimed that Tripoli and the 

United States must release one another's prisoners man for 

man; however# Lear promised to pay $60,000 for the balance 
O Q 

of the enslaved Americans. 

After numerous delays, the pasha agreed to these con-

ditions, and on 3 June 1805 he invited Nissen and Bainbridge 

to his palace for discussions of a peace treaty. Also present 

were eight of Karamanli's government officials. Half of them 

opposed the peace treaty, "but Yusef, himself , broke the tie 
39 

and voted for peace. 

On k June 1805 Lear and the Tripolitan leader signed the 

peace treaty. The United States agreed to withdraw its forces 

from Derne and persuade Hamet to leave Tripoli. In return 

Yusef promised to release the wife and children of Hamet whom 

he had imprisoned at Tripoli. The following day, however, 

Lear signed a secret article to the treaty which the United 

States government did not discover until 1807- The American 

diplomat agreed that Yusef did not have to release Hamet's wife 
40 

and children until four years had passed. 

With regard to future hostilities, "both sides determined 

that men captured would not "be treated as slaves "but as pris-

oners. The negotiators decided that all prisoners would be 

exchanged rank for rank and a mutual monetary scale would be 

established for the payment of the balance of the men. 
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Additionally "both nations were to exchange their prisoners 

L± 

within twelve months from the time of their incarceration. 

The American seamen received the news that they would 

"be liberated from Cowdery. The surgeon observed that many 

of the men cried when he informed them. Even though the 

Americans were to leave Tripoli, their drivers continued to 
k2 

"beat and flog them. 

The day "before the prisoners departed Tripoli, the pasha 

summoned the five American renegades and gave them the option 

of leaving or staying in his country. All of the men, except 

John Wilson, wanted to depart Tripoli. Karamanli embranced 

and later honored Wilson for his decision, but decided not 

to release the others. Ray recorded, "the other four were 

sent into the country with a formidable guard. We had a 

glance at them as they passed our prison, and could see horror 

and despair depicted in their countenances." Of the five 

traitors, only Wilson appears in future American correspon-

dence. The following year Rodgers noted that Williams (Wilson), 

formerly of the Philadelphia, had been captured aboard a Trip-

olitan corsair by a Portuguese warship. It is assumed that 

the Tripolitans killed or enslaved the other four American 

renegades 
After nineteen months and three days of servitude, the 

bk 
Tripolitans freed the Americans on ̂  June 1805. Rodgers 

ordered that the men be put on various vessels of the squadron. 

He also instructed his subordinates to release and return all 
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subjects of the pasha to Tripoli.^ To adhere to the terms 

of the treaty, Rodgers additionally ordered Eaton to withdraw 

his forces at Derne. He sent Campbell, commander of the 

Constellation, on this mission, and the captain arrived at 
46 

Derne less than two hours after Tripoli's last abortive attack. 

Eaton greatly resented receiving instructions to abandon 

Derne and leave his Arab allies. Campbell took aboard Hamet, 

his suite, and the Christian volunteers, but the Arabs who 

had joined Eaton's men and the inhabitants of Derne did not 

receive permission to depart on the American ships. Fearing 

a massacre, many of these men and women fled overland to 

neighboring countries. Yusef, however, had sent a messenger to 

Derne aboard the Constellation promising amnesty for those 

who would return to his allegiance. It is believed by his-

torians that the pasha did honor his pledge and thus prevented 
47 

a slaughter of these people. 

After the war with Tripoli had ended, a debate ensued 

as to whether the lives of the American prisoners would have 

been endangered if Lear had not paid $60,000 for their ransom. 

The most persistent critic of Lear was Eaton. He argued that 

the United States should have exchanged Derne for the balance 

of the American and Tripolitan prisoners without paying the 

pasha any money. Additionally, Eaton believed that Yusef 

would never have murdered the American prisoners once his de-
48 

feat seemed imminent. 
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The testimony of the enslaved officers, however, con-

tradicts Eaton's estimation of the situation. Secretary Smith 

informed Jefferson that many of the officers of the Philadelphia 

had visited him after their release, and all of them had main-

tained that "if Lear had persisted in not giving a ransom 

for them, peace would not have "been made at all and that the 

Bashaw had made up his mind to massacre them. ..." Kara-

manli repeatedly told the prisoners that "having killed his 

father and a "brother he could not have any scruples in killing 
kg 

a few infidels." These statements correspond closely to 

those recorded "by Cowdery when the pasha had learned of Eaton's 

advance on Derne. It seems highly possible that the Tripolitan 

ruler would have murdered the prisoners if an American capture 

of Tripoli (city) appeared certain. In the past Barbary leaders 

had occasionally executed their prisoners when threatened. 

Although the war with Tripoli had ended, the United States 

continued to experience difficulty with the other Barbary nations. 

The pirates still harassed American merchantmen in the Med-

terranean from 1805 through the War of 1812, but they did not 

enslave large numbers of United States citizens. 
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CHAPTER X 

THE END OF AMERICAN ENSLAVEMENT 

Once the United States and Tripoli had concluded a peace 

treaty, Tunis represented an immediate threat to peace in the 

Mediterranean. On 2k April 1805» while war with Tripoli was 

in progress, the frigate Constitution seized a Tunisian war-

ship along with its Neapolitan prizes as the pirates attempted 

to enter the Tripolitan harbor. The "bey of Tunis, Hamuda, 

demanded that the United States release these ships, which had 

"been taken to Malta, or the consequence might "be war. In 

order to protect American shipping interests and prevent the 

loss of United States merchantmen, Commodore John Rodgers 
4 

dispatched the frigate Congress and the "brig Vixen to Tunis. 

After American and Tripolitan prisoners had been exchanged, 

and the inquiry of Bainbridge had been concluded, Rodgers 

sailed for Malta where he replenished his supplies. From there 

he led a large fleet to Tunis, which included the Constitution. 

Constellation, Essex, John Adams. Syren, Franklin, Nautilus. 

Enterprise, Hornet, and eight gunboats. The Americans dropped 

anchor in the Tunisian harbor on 1 August 1805, and Rodgers 

demanded that the bey proclaim whether his intentions were 

peaceful or belligerent. Not receiving a satisfactory reply, 

the commodore sent Captain Stephen Decatur ashore to ascertain 

the bey's answer. Hamuda refused to meet with Decatur, but 
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"before "the American had reported to Rodgers, the bey had 

changed his mind and sent a conciliatory letter to Consul 

General Tobias Lear, w h o m in the Tunisian harbor. Lear went 

ashore, and after tedious negotiations, the "bey decided to 

send a representative to the United States for the purpose 

of claiming the ships seized "by America. Hamuda promised 

not to enslave any Americans until the envoy had returned to 

Tunis.2 

The hey appointed Sidi Soliman Mellimelli as his ambassador 

and instructed him to meet with President Thomas Jefferson. 

The Tunisian sailed shortly afterwards on "board the Congress 

and arrived off Hampton Roads, Virginia, on 4 November 1805-

After visiting the mayor of Norfolk and other dignitaries in 

that city, the Congress departed for Washington, D.C. When 

they arrived Mellimelli presented Jefferson with numerous 

gifts including four Arabian horses. The United States Treasury 

Department later sold these animals to help defray the cost of 

Mellimelli*s visit. 

In his meetings with the president, Mellimelli requested 

that the United States restore the three vessels which had 

been taken in April, 1805. Jefferson originally consented to 

this in an effort to ensure peaceful relations with Tunis; 

however, the Arab then insisted on further concessions. He 

demanded that the United States furnish Tunis with naval stores 

as a prerequisite for a peace treaty for three years. The 

Tunisian vowed that if America did not meet this stipulation, 
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war would erupt between the two nations. Jefferson refused 

to succumb to the ambassador' s threats and denied Tunis any 

naval stores. Later Mellimelli also learned that the United 

3 

States did not release the vessels in question.^ 

Mellimelli became more amiahle after "being rebuffed by-

Jefferson and requested permission to tour the United States. 

The Republican administration consented and Secretary of State 

James Madison selected James Cathcart as the ambassador's escort. 

Tunisians included in the party, besides Mellimelli, were two 

officers, a secretary, a cook, a steward, three bodyguards, and 

one or two others of undetermined vocation. Cathcart had ful-

filled many missions for the United States, but this was to be 
k 

one of the most unpleasant. 

Mellimelli became obnoxious and overbearing. He demanded 

that Cathcart act as his agent in purchasing valuable foodstuffs 

for shipment to Tunis, and his insolent manner led the American 

to describe the North African as "a very mean, suspicious, 

avaricious character; bias'd by nothing but self interest, de^ 

void of every sense of delicacy. . . ."^ 

The entourage went to Baltimore in June, 1805, and after 

a week's visit proceeded to Philadelphia. After leaving the 

largest city in the United States, three of the Tunisians 

deserted in New York city and refused to continue the tour. 

Even though Mellimelli threatened the men, he could not force 

them to return to their homeland. Cathcart and his remaining 

guests last stopped in Boston, where additional problems arose 
£ 

between the American and the Tunisian diplomat. 
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Mellimelli insisted that the United States give Tunis a 

warship in lieu of the three ships Rodgers had taken the 

previous year. Gathcart informed the Arab that Secretary of 

the Navy Robert Smith intended to present Tunis with the 

Franklin. The surly ambassador told Jefferson that he would 

not accept that particular craft because the bey of Tunis had 

previously sold it to non-Moslems at Trieste. Gathcart then 

made provisions for John Chandler, captain of the Two Brothers, 

to carry Mellimelli and his countrymen home. In September, 

1806, after a visit in the United States of almost a year, 

the Moslems departed from Boston. The diplomatic mission had 

not produced concrete gains for either country, yet it did 

7 

pave the way for a future agreement. 

When Mellimelli returned to his native land, the bey of 

Tunis did not declare war against the United States. Instead 

Hamuda became engrossed in a war with Algiers. Not anxious 

to have a simultaneous struggle against the United States and 

his powerful Barbary neighbor, the Tunisian ruler desired peace 

with America. Additionally Mellimelli had related to Hamuda 

the wealth and strength of the United States. Within months 

after the return of the Tunisian ambassador, Lear settled the 

misunderstanding by paying Tunis $10,000 for the three vessels 
8 

the United States had seized from the pirates in 1805-

Immediately prior to the start of Mellimelli*s diplomatic 

mission in America, Captain William Bainbridge and a number 

of his recently liberated crew arrived in the United States. 



287 

While the Tunisian ambassador and his entourage aroused the 

curiosity of many Americans, the men of the Philadelphia 

created excitement and met a warm reception wherever they 

travelled. Bainbridge, numerous officers, and over 100 of 

his men sailed in the frigate President from Gibraltar on 3 

August 1805- After a passage of thirty-seven days, they 

arrived at Hampton Roads, Virginia, on 10 September. Local 

dignitaries honored the officers in Hampton, Richmond, Fred-

ericksburg, Washington, D.C., and other towns and cities 

throughout the United States.^ 

Many of the former prisoners decided to remain in the 

Mediterranean with Rodger's fleet and did not return to the 

United States for several months. At the end of 1805> how-

ever, Jefferson ordered the recall of the Constellation, the 

John Adams, and the Franklin. By the summer of 1806, most 

of the American warships had been withdrawn, and only the 

Constitution, Hornet, and Enterprise remained in the Med-

iterranean. 

The gradual reduction of the United States naval force 

off the coast of North Africa led to the enslavement of ad-

ditional American citizens by the Barbary pirates. In March 

1806, James Simpson, United States consul in Morocco, reported 

that the Indefatigable had been shipwrecked off the coast of 

western Morocco, its crew captured by local Arabs. The pilot 

of the craft, Benjamin Seavers, related in a letter that he 

had purchased the Indefatigable at Gibraltar and had sailed 



288 

from that port loaded with salt when the vessel ran aground 

on 9 February 1806. Four days later, Arabs not in the dominion 

of Moroccan Emperor Muley Soliman incarcerated Seavers and 

his party of twelve men. The Moors "burned the American craft, 

stripped the prisoners and presented them with rags and a 

blanket for clothing. After a march of eleven days into the 

interior of Africa, an unnamed chief purchased the men. The 

new owner marched the slaves to an undisclosed village and 

announced that the Americans would not be released until he 

received $1500 for each man.11 

This situation closely resembled the circumstances 

surrounding the fate of the Oswego and its crew. That ship had 

been lost off the Moroccan coast in May 1800, and Captain Judah 

Paddock and most of his men had been taken 150 miles inland. 

The United States eventually liberated Paddock and a portion 

of his crew. When Simpson wrote Secretary of State Madison 

about the loss of the Indefatiable, he mentioned that America 

had still not liberated the remainder of the men from the 

Oswego. The diplomat was not optimistic regarding the fate of 

the enslaved men from the Indefatigable and Oswego, and appar-

ently the United States government was never able to free 

12 

them. 

The unfortunate shipwreck of the Indefatigable and sub-

sequent loss of thirteen men cannot be attributed to a hostile 

act by Morocco, nevertheless, the withdrawal of American 

forces encouraged the Barbary nations, particularly Algiers, 

to harass United States merchantmen during this same period. 
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That country underwent numerous internal difficulties shortly 

after America's war with Tripoli had ended. In September, 

1805> soldiers massacred a number of the Jews in Algiers 

(city), assassinated Mustapha, who had been dey since 1798, 

and murdered the country's prime minister. Achmet, private 

13 
secretary to Mustapha, became the new dey of Algiers. 

On 7 December 1805 a corsair forced the American brig 

Friendship into Algiers, because the vessel did not have a 

valid passport. The dey released the craft shortly after-

wards, however, and a rupture of diplomatic relations did 

1 Ll 

not occur. Within six months an Algerian warship stopped 

another American merchant vessel. Captain Hector Coffin, 

Commander of the Aidan, complained to William Kirpatrick, 

United States consul at Malaga, Spain, that a vessel flying 

an Algerian flag halted his craft on 30 May 1806 in the Bay 

Almira, west of Malaga. After informing Coffin that his 

papers and Mediterranean passport were in order, the pirates 

began to search the Aidan and stole nautical instruments and 

valuable cargo. They continued to harangue and insult the 

Americans for three and a half hours before allowing them to 

15 
depart. 

Although Algiers had not enslaved any Americans, Algerians 

had behaved more brazenly under the rule of Achmet than under 

the previous dey. The United States did not repond by sending 

a fleet to Algiers because of the confrontation between Great 

Britain and France. Since those two countries had resumed 
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fighting in 1803, American ships in the Mediterranean faced 

increased danger as the war progressed. Consequently, fewer 

merchantmen ventured into that sea, which limited the possi-

bility of a war between the United States and a Barbary nation, 

particularly the "belligerent Algerians. 

Jefferson's reaction to the European conflict and the 

restrictive British and French decrees was to recommend an 

embargo, to which Congress agreed in December, 1807. This 

embargo act and its four supplements (l808 - 1809) forbade 

all American trade with foreign countries and lasted until 

Congress instituted the non-intercourse act in March 1809- This 

latter measure allowed United States merchantmen to trade with 

all countries except Britain and France. During the years 

that the United States attempted to enforce the embargo act, 

smugglers violated the law and sailed into the Mediterranean 
*t & 

at their own risk. 

By 1807 the United States had fallen two years behind 

in its tribute payments to Algiers. The United States Senate 

had ratified a peace treaty with that nation in 1796 and had 

agreed to pay it $21,600 annually plus other gifts to govern-

ment officials. The delay in payment caused Achmet to order 

the capture of any American craft which his corsairs could 

seize in the Mediterranean. By November, 1807, Algerian war-

ships had taken three American ships. These included the 

Eagle > piloted by a Captain Thater, sailing from Bistol to 

Palermo; the brig Violet, commanded by James Merrit, sailing 
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from Oporto to Leghorn; and the schooner Mary Ann travelling 

from the straits of Belle Isle to Leghorn, and captained by 

Ichabod Sheffield.17 

The captain of the Mary Ann related that on 26 October 

1807 a forty-four gun Algerian corsair captured his vessel. 

The commander of the warship left eight of his men and a hoy 

to sail the Mary Ann into the capital of Algiers. Three days 

later the Americans took their masters by surprise and threw 

four of the Algerians overboard. Sheffield and his men 

placed the remaining pirates, except the hoy, in a small 

"boat and cast them adrift in the Mediterranean. The crew of 

the Mary Ann took their vessel and the Algerian hoy to Naples, 
1 R 

where they arrived on ̂  November. 

The men of the Eagle and Violet were not as fortunate to 

escape captivity. The pirates carried these vessels into 

Algiers hut did not mistreat the Americans. They remained 

incarcerated approximately six weeks until Lear paid the dey 

the past due tribute money. The dey released the two captured 

vessels and their crews, promising Lear that the commerce of 
19 

the United States would be safe from his rovers. 

Unexpectedly Achmet reversed his decision in March, 1808, 

and informed Lear that unless the United States paid him 

$16,000 for the eight men, who had been overwhelmed on the 

Mary Ann by Sheffield and his crew, he would declare war on 

America. Additionally, he demanded $2000 for the boy whom the 

Americans had taken to Naples in the Mary Ann. Lear maintained 
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that he could not pay the money without permission to do so 

from the federal government. The protests from the American 

diplomat did not sway Achmet's decision, and eventually Lear 

20 

agreed to give him the demanded sum. 

As diplomatic relations with Algiers deteriorated, Ameri-

cans also had difficulties with Tunis, particularly in 1810. 

In that year a French privateer seized an American ship, the 

Liberty, which belonged to William Hazelett of Philadelphia, 

and took the vessel into Tunis. The French consul in that 

North African country ordered the sale of the craft at a public 

auction. The first minister of the bey purchased the Liberty 

and sent the vessel to Malta, where it arrived without mishap 

in May, 1810. Joseph Pulis, United States consul at Malta, 

appealed to the local court for release of the American vessel 

and its restoration to the original owners. When Hamuda learned 

what had transpired, he ordered Charles Coxe, United States 

consul at Tunis, to report to his palace. He informed the 

diplomat that he would arrest all Americans in his country, 

sequester their property, and hold them responsible for the 

actions of Pulis. If the United States refused to restore the 

vessel to Tunis and pay for its detention, the bey promised 
21 

to declare war. 

The bey also warned Coxe that American citizens should 

not attempt to secure the release of the Rolla, a merchant 

vessel which the French had taken and had been purchased by 

Hamuda's subjects at Tunis. The Rolla, as in the case of the 
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Liberty, had belonged to a United States citizen, but a French 

privateer took the craft in the Mediterranean on the pretext 

of violating Napoleonic decrees. Coxe estimated that if the 

bey seized American property in Tunis in retaliation for 

retaking the Liberty, United States' citizens would lose $250,000, 

Coxe travelled to Malta, informing Pulis of the situation in 

Tunis, and the American consul, in order to avert war, with-

drew his claim for the Liberty in the local court. After the 

former American ship had been returned to the bey's minister, 

peaceful relations existed between the United States and 

79 

Tunis. 

This was not the case, however, with Algiers. Although 

the United States had paid the dey $18,000 for his subjects 

who had been lost on the Mary Ann, the two nations experienced 

increasingly strained relations. Contributing to the uneasy 

balance of peace in that region of North Africa was the assas-

sination of Achmet by Turkish soldiers on 7 November 1808. 

The military leaders appointed Ali as the new dey, but soldiers 

also killed him on k March 1809- The new successor was Hadji 

Ali.23 

During this chaotic era of Algerian history, many of the 

officers pressured the dey to allow them to seize foreign 

ships. A number of Barbary officials, both civil and military, 

depended on piracy to sustain themselves politically and 

economically. The war between Britain and France had greatly 

reduced the number of ships in the Mediterranean, thereby 
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decreasing the opportunities for Barbary corsairs to increase 

, , . 2k their revenues. 

Early in 1809 Algerian cruisers sailed into the Med-

iterranean searching for American merchantmen. On k February 

1809 an Algerian warship fired into the "brig Sally, an American 

vessel which had sailed from Philadelphia, and soon after-

wards succeeded in boarding it. Thomas Nicholson, one of 

the prisoners, reported that for fifteen minutes after the 

Algerians had taken the Sally, "they unmercifully "beat and 

maimed us." The corsair arrived with its prize in Algiers on 

10 February, and the new masters confined the Americans to the 

dey's castle. The pirates shaved their heads and "beards, gave 

the fifteen prisoners rags to wear and took the men to meet 

the dey. Nicholson noted that while enroute to the Algerian 

ruler's chamber, inhabitants of the city beat them with clubs 

and threw rocks. Soldiers forced the, prisoners to lie on the 

ground and lick the dirt when in the presence of the dey. The 

leader of that Moslem country selected two of the Americans, 

and the Algerians sold the remaining thirteen at a public 

auction. 

Nicholson maintained that a young man purchased him and 

took him into the countryside. There the American worked 

for six years. In 1815, after being reduced almost to a 

skeleton, he escaped along with a former shipmate to an English 

ship in the Algerian harbor. While in servitude, he lost con-
2 5 

tact with the other Americans and never learned of their fate. ^ 



295 

As Nicholson and his countrymen languished in Barbary 

servitude, Algiers continued to assume a "belligerent attitude 

toward the United States "by aiding Britain in its war against 

America. Because of numerous violations of American neutrality, 

Congress declared war against Britain on 18 June 1812. Despite 

the likelihood of war, the United States forwarded naval sup-

plies to Algiers immediately prior to the outbreak of hos-

tilities. The American ship Allegheny arrived in Algiers on 

17 July 1812, loaded with naval and military stores to fulfill 

treaty obligations. On 20 July custom officials inventoried 

the supplies and forwarded the list to the dey. The Algerian 

ruler complained that the United States had not sent the 

required amount of goods. 

The dey refused to accept the tribute payment and informed 

Lear that unless the United States forwarded Algiers $27,000 

in late payments, he would enslave all Americans in his country. 

Until the summer of 1812, the United States was not late in 

any payments to that piratical state. Hadji Ali decided in 

1812 to use the Mohammedan calendar, which had 35^ days in a 

year, as the basis for determining tardy payments. By using 

this calendar, he calculated that since 1795 > when America had 

first signed a peace treaty with Algiers, seventeen and one 

half years had elapsed instead of only seventeen years. In 

this manner the dey calculated that the United States still 

owed his country six months payments, plus replacement of the 

27 
supplies sent on the Allegheny. ' 
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Lear eventually obtained $27,000 from the Jewish financial 

house of Bacri and paid the government of Algiers on 25 July 

1812. Hadji Ali then demanded that Lear and the other Ameri-

cans living in Algiers depart his country immediately or face 

imprisonment. At the time there were approximately twenty 

Americans in Algiers, including the crew of the Allegheny. 

The Americans hurriedly gathered their possessions and left 

on the Allegheny the same day that Lear paid the $27,000. Lear 

sent a circular to all American consuls in the Mediterranean 

warning them about the impending danger. He had observed that 

on 13 July the dey had sent his entire fleet into the Mediter-

ranean, including five frigates and seventeen other vessels of 

smaller size. The American diplomat feared that the dey had 

ordered his naval captains to seize American merchantmen. Be-

fore Lear departed, he asked John Norderling, Swedish consul 

28 

in Algiers, to oversee the United States' interests. 

The Americans left Algiers on 25 July and arrived at 

Gibraltar on k August 1812. Four days later the British learned 

of the American declaration of war and captured the Allegheny. 

They placed the crew on a prison ship and sent them to England, 

while permitting the captain, Ebenezer Eveleth, to "be on 

parole. The British allowed Lear and his family to remain in 

Gibraltar until December, when he sailed for Cadiz on a 

British ship. The following April he procured transportation 

to the United States.^ 

Fortunately for the United States, few American vessels 

ventured into the Mediterranean after commencement of the 
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War of 1812. The British managed "to capture, however, ten 

other American merchant vessels at Gibraltar, in addition to 

the Allegheny. Most of the other Americans who had "been in 

the Mediterranean managed to elude British and Algerian war-

ships. Throughout the War of 1812, Algiers succeeded in 

capturing only one American merchant ship. On 25 August 1812 

an Algerian corsair took the "brig Edwin, which had departed the 

United States from Salem, Massachusetts. George Smith, Jr. 

commanded the craft and had "been sailing in a convoy from 

Malta enroute to the United States, when the pirates hoarded 

his ship. The North Africans sent Smith and his ten crewmen 

30 
to the harbor to work as slaves. 

Smith stated that the Algerians stripped him and his men 

of their clothing and stole all the ship's cargo, which he 

valued at $1^,000. He described the situation as "most 

wretched" and begged Edward Fettyplace, a friend in Malta, 

"for Heaven's sake give me . . . assistance. . . . I think you 

will not hesitate to advance for my ransom for I cannot sur-

vive six months . . . here." Smith estimated his ransom would 

probably be $2000 to $3000, but he admitted that he would 

gladly pay twice that amount to obtain his freedom. The captain 

also wrote Lear, notifying him that his men desperately needed 

31 
clothing. 

Norderling responded to the immediate needs of the Ameri-

cans. The Swedish consul sent the men money on the first day 

they arrived in Algiers and attempted to persuade the dey to 
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move Smith from the slave quarters to his home. Hadji Ali 

consented to this proposal and sent the captain to Norderling's 

home on 1? October 1812. Lear also requested the Swede to give 

Smith as much money as he needed to survive, plus providing 

the remaining seamen with allotment of $6.00 per month. While 

the American diplomat was still in Gibraltar, he promised to 

reimburse Norderling and to send additional funds if the 

prisoners required them. Besides support from the federal 

government, American citizens in Europe and in the United States 

raised subscriptions for the support of the prisoners in Al-

giers. In Cadiz and Gibraltar alone, private donations 

totaled $2000.32 

Shortly after the loss of the Edwin. Algiers captured a 

Spanish vessel and enslaved its crew. One of the passengers, 

James Pollard, was an American citizen from Norfolk, Virginia. 

At first the Algerians treated Pollard as a slave, but because 

of the persistent efforts of Norderling, the pirates released 

him from work in the harbor area. The North Africans also 

allowed Pollard, along with Smith, and the Edwin's mate, a 

33 

man named Garcia, to reside outside the slave quarters. 

Efforts to liberate the twelve Americans began shortly 

after government officials learned of their capture. Congress 

appointed Mordecai Noah to replace Coxe as United States con-

sul at Tunis and authorized him to pay Algiers $3000 for each 

of the twelve Americans. Richard Hackley, American consul at 

Cadiz, wrote Noah in October, 1813, and recommended that 
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Richard Keene, a Spanish citizen born in the United States, 

he sent to Algiers to negotiate the release of the prisoners. 

Noah consented to this plan and told Keene that he would he 

paid $3000 if he succeeded in his mission and only $1000 if he 

failed. Because of an epidemic at Gibraltar and Cadiz, Keene 
3 ij, 

did not arrive in Algiers until February, 1814.^ 

Keene met with the dey and informed him that the United 

States government wanted to ransom the prisoners. Hadji Ali 

responded that he would not even consider releasing the Ameri-

cans. He added, "my policy and my views are to increase, not 

to diminish, the number of my American slaves; and that not 

for a million of dollars would I release them." Later Keene 

again conferred with the dey, being assisted by Norderling, 

and pressed for a successful agreement. The Algerian ruler 
3 

avowed that he would not release the men even for $2,000,000. 

While Keene was in Algiers, an American citizen who had 

been impressed by the British escaped from his ship to Algiers. 

The British consul, Hugh McDonell, claimed the man, but he 

embraced the Mohammedan religion and escaped into the interior 

of the country. McDonell threatened to impress two Algerians, 

but Keene persuaded him to claim two of the American prisoners 

from the Edwin as British subjects. Additionally four seamen 

aboard another British frigate came ashore in Algiers, informed 

Keene that they were from New Orleans and that the British 

had pressed them into the Royal Navy. Consequently McDonell 

paid Algiers for two of the poorest workers from the Edwin, 
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which Keene promptly repaid to the British consul. The Ameri-

can diplomat also paid the dey $6,000 for the four men, who 

claimed to "be from Louisiana. The total cost to the United 

States for the release of these six men, including transpor-

tation and other miscellaneous expenses, was $15»852. Afterwards 

Keene attempted to negotiate for redemption of the remaining 

ten American prisoners in Algiers, "but the dey would not agree 

to further discussions on the subject. Keene concluded that 

to remain in North Africa would "be fruitless, therefore he 

left Algiers and arrived at Gibraltar in May, 1814. The United 

States did not conduct any additional peace negotiations with 
o C. 

Algiers until conclusion of the war with Britain. 

As the war "between Britain and the United States ended, 

the internal conditions in Algiers once again "became chaotic. 

George Smith related to government officials that Algerian 

soldiers murdered the dey, Hadji Ali, on 21 March 1815» and 

replaced him with the prime minister, Achmut. Within two 

weeks Achmut had "been assassinated and the soldiers named 

Omar, a Turk, as the new leader on 7 April I815. Smith noted 

that the new dey was "a man of sanguinary temper", and he 

hoped that the United States would use its naval force to 

crush Omar's piratical government. The captive also stated 

that Algiers only forced five of the ten Americans in that 

country to work as slaves and that all the men were in good 

health.37 

The United States government had not "been a"ble to send 

a naval force to rescue the prisoners "because of the strength 
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of the British navy throughout the War of 1812. The federal 

government had succeeded, however, in supplying the prisoners 

in Algiers with money and ample provisions to sustain them-

selves. Once the two warring governments had resolved their 

differences in December, 181^, the United States turned its 

attention toward freeing the prisoners and ensuring that 

Algerian corsairs would never molest American seamen again. 

On 23 February 1815 President Madison requested that Congress 

declare war against Algiers, and on 2 March that body complied 
q Q 

with the chief executive's wish. 

Congress authorized two squadrons to prepare for an 

expedition against Algiers. Captains Stephen Decatur and 

William Bainbridge each organized a fleet, but Decatur's forces 

arrived in the Mediterranean first. The fleet sailed from New 

York on 20 May 1815 and included the Guerridre. Constellation. 

Macedonian. Epervier, Ontario. Firefly. Spark. Flambeau. Torch, 

and Spitfire. Madison also sent William Shaler with Decatur 

as consul general for the Barbary countries. Secretary of 

State James Monroe instructed Shaler to reside in Algiers and 

serve as a peace commissioner along with Decatur and Bainbridge 

Decatur reached Gibraltar on 15 June and waited until 

all the squadron had safely arrived except the Firefly, which 

had returned to New York for repairs. On 17 June 1815, the 

crew of the Constellation sighted an unidentified warship some 

twenty miles distant. The fleet pursued the vessel, and un-

explicitly the quartermaster of the Constellation raised the 
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American colors. The foreign craft had believed the Americans 

to he British, and once it learned the fleet's true identity, 

the warship attempted to flee. Decatur saw that it was an 

Algerian vessel, and he maneuvered the Guerri^re close enough 

to commence firing. Rais Hammida commanded the forty-six gun 

, bo 

Meshuda, which had a crew of over 400 men. 

One of Decatur's broadsides cut the Algerian admiral in 

half, and the Meshuda attempted to sail away from the murderous 

fire. Other ships in the American squadron blocked its path 

of retreat and continued to batter the ship until Decatur 

ordered a cease fire. The Americans had killed thirty of the 

Algerians and captured 406 prisoners. The American captain 
1 

sent the Meshuda to Carthage convoyed by the Macedonian. 

The Americans continued to search for corsairs, and on 

19 June the squadron sighted and chased the Estedio, an Algerian 

brig. The piratical vessel possessed 180 men and twenty-two 

guns. After a long pursuit, the Algerians ran aground, and 

the Americans seized their warship. Decatur captured eighty Al-

gerians! the rest either having been killed or escaped. As 

with the Meshuda, Decatur ordered the Estedio to Carthage. 

He then proceeded with the remainder of his fleet to Algiers, 
1^2 

where it arrived on 28 June 1815* 

The following day Decatur hoisted a flag of truce, and 

Norderling came aboard the flagship with an Algerian official. 

The Americans deeply impressed the Barbary government by 

informing them about the capture of two corsairs. Decatur 
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and Shaler told the Algerian representative that the United 

States would not pay any tribute and that a peace treaty must 

he equal to both parties. On 30 June Norderling and the Bar-

bary representative returned to the Guerri^re. After lengthy 

discussions the United States agreed to return the two captured 

ships to Algiers as a favor but would not allow the pirates 

to deliberate any of the proposed treaty terms. Norderling 

and the Algerian went ashore, and within three hours they 

,4,3 

returned with the treaty signed and all the American prisoners. 

This was the most favorable treaty the United States had 

concluded with a Barbary nation. The terms stipulated that 

America would pay no tribute (including naval stores) to the 

pirates. Shortly after the Algerians had released their pris-

oners, Decatur complied with the terms of the treaty and 

ordered the release of the almost 500 Algerian captives. The 

United States did not require the Barbary pirates to pay for 

the excess number of prisoners in its favor. The Americans 

did demand, however, that Algiers pay $10,000 to United States's 

citizens as compensation for being captured or for loss of prop-

erty. As in the agreement with Tripoli, the United States 

stated that in future conflicts individuals captured by either 
44 

side would be treated as prisoners and not as slaves. 

Once Decatur had recovered the Americans in Algiers, he 

instructed Lieutenant John Shubrick, commander of the Epervier, 

to transport the ten Americans to the United States. The lib-

erated men passed Gibraltar on 12 July 1815 and, apparently, 
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were lost at sea for they never reached North America. Trag-

ically, the last Americans to serve as slaves in the Barbary 

countries never returned to the United States.^ 

Although no other Americans underwent Barbary servitude, 

the United States still had to resolve problems with the North 

Africans. About the time the Epervier sailed for America, 

Decatur left for Tunis. He departed Algiers with most of his 

squadron on 8 July 1815 and arrived in Tunis on 26 July. During 

the War of 1812, the privateer Abaellino and other American 

ship had seized several British vessels and had taken them 

into Tunis and Tripoli. The Barbary leaders of these two 

countries had allowed the British to recapture their merchant 

ships over the protest of the United States. When Decatur's 

fleet anchored in the Tunisian harbor, the American commander 

demanded that Mahmud, successor to Hamuda, who had died in 

1814, pay the United States $46,000. After a protracted delay, 

the new "bey agreed to accede to Decatur's wishes. 

The United States's warships next travelled to Tripoli 

and confronted Yusef Karamanli about American prizes which 

the pirates had released to the British. Representatives from 

the two nations met on 5 August, and the American commander 

demanded $30,000 for the estimated cost of the lost prizes. 

Eventually Decatur agreed to lower the amount to $251000 if 

Tripoli would release two Danish and eight Sicilian prisoners. 

Decatur did this as a favor to the governments of Naples and 

Denmark for aiding the United States in its war against Tripoli. 
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Karamanli consented to these terms, and the Americans sailed 

from Tripoli on 9 August. In October Decatur's squadron 

rendezvoused at Gibraltar with the other American fleet under 

the command of Bainbridge. By the end of 1815 all American 

warships had been withdrawn from the Mediterranean except for 

a small contingent under the command of Commodore John Shaw, 

which remained to protect American commerce. 

The following year Captain Oliver H. Perry sailed to the 

Mediterranean in the Java and joined Shaw. Perry had brought 

the newly ratified treaty for the dey of Algiers to sign and 

sailed with Shaw to Algiers. Upon their arrival the dey refused 

to sign the treaty, threatened to seize American merchants and 
Zj.fi 

wrote to Madison to consider a renewal of the 1795 agreement. 

American forces, including Shaler, withdrew, and by the time 

another formidable United States's fleet had arrived at Algiers, 

a combined British and Dutch naval force under Lord Exmouth had 

severely damaged that North African city. The British forced 
h 9 

the dey to sign a treaty abolishing Christian slavery. 

Madison had appointed Commodore Isaac Chauncey and Shaler 

to negotiate a peace treaty. When they arrived on 8 December 

1816, the Americans found the dey in a better humor and easily 

convinced him to sign a treaty which reaffirmed the principles 

of the 1815 agreement. Because of inclement weather, represen-

tatives from the two nations did not sign a treaty until 23 

December 1816. The United States Senate did not approve the 

treaty, however, until 11 February 1822, because that body 
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had overlooked its ratification. This latest difficulty with 

Algiers proved to be the last major confrontation "between the 

United States and a Barbary power. 
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CHAPTER XI 

IN RETROSPECT 

Contemporary accounts confirm that the Barbary nations 

seized or plundered at least thirty-six American merchant 

vessels and one warship from 1784 to 1816. Newspapers often 

mentioned that other American craft had "been taken, but the 

correspondence of government officials, domestic and foreign, 

and that of American civilians, does not support these claims. 

During this period, Barbary nations enslaved or detained an 

estimated 650 to 700 men sailing under American colors. 

Probably the pirates incarcerated others as well, but these 

events went unrecorded. 

Of those whom the corsairs imprisoned, almost half 

belonged to the crew of the United States warship Philadelphia. 

Many contemporary accounts do not specifically detail the 

number of men captured aboard merchant ships. Merchant vessels 

of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century averaged 

approximately ten to fifteen crewmen. Using ten as the average 

size of those crews in which the exact number is unknown, 

coupled with those statistics which are available, the Barbary 

countries enslaved or detained an estimated 375 men sailing 

on American merchant craft. When this figure is added to those 

taken on the Philadelphia, the total is almost 700. Of this 

number, the United States government, its allies, or its 

31k 
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citizens liberated approximately 90 per cent. Written reports 

reveal that America probably did not free at least sixty-seven 

men, or approximately 10 per cent of the total. Of the sixty-

seven, reliable accounts confirm that at least twenty-eight 

died in captivity. The fate of the remaining thirty-nine 

remains unclear (see appendix). 

The success the United States experienced in recovering 

its crews was impressive, especially considering the myriad 

of problems the young government faced under the Articles of 

Confederation and during the early years of the federal re-

public . The government displayed a keen interest in the 

welfare of its citizens, and, except for a period after the 

replacement of the Confederation government, the United States 

directly or indirectly supplied its citizens with provisions. 

James Cathcart, as well as other enslaved Americans, remarked 

that the United States was the only nation that consistently 

attempted to send financial support to its imprisoned sailors. 

Often American prisoners reciprocated "by furnishing the 

United States with valuable intelligence on the military 

strength, fiscal sovereignty, and political stability of the 

Barbary nations. On several occasions American captives, 

serving as representatives of the United States, directly 

negotiated with leaders of the piratical states. When the 

federal government was unable to send aid, enterprising Ameri-

cans who were abroad often assumed that responsibility. This 

was especially true from 1789 to 1793, when Cathcart greatly 

contributed to the survival of Americans in Algiers. 
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Additionally, the captives made valuable recommendations, 

which influenced government policies toward the North Africans. 

During the 1780's, when the Algerians seized the Maria and 

Dauphin, several captives lamented that the United States 

did not have a navy to combat the corsairs. The prisoners, 

especially Richard O'Brien, Gathcart, and Isaac Stevens, 

forwarded numerous letters to government leaders and friends 

urging the creation of a navy. By 179^ "the federal government 

had authorized the formation of a martime force to protect 

commerce and to liberate American prisoners in Algiers. 

The least effective phase of America's aid to its citizens 

occurred during the Confederation period. Some captives re-

mained incarcerated over eleven years before gaining their 

freedom. During this time, the central government relied 

heavily on its foreign diplomats and agents. Thomas Jefferson, 

American minister to France, was largely responsible for 

establishing official government policy toward liberating 

the captives. The Virginian theorized that the United States 

should not pay the pirates a large ransom nor overtly solicit 

foreign aid for the prisoners. Instead, he advocated that 

those Americans enslaved in the future would receive better 

treatment if the United States did not appear too eager to 

redeem its citizens. 

Jefferson's policy of delaying a settlement with Algiers 

did not prevent the further loss of Americans to the pirates. 

He faced a serious dilemma of not having enough money to 
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pay immediately the demanded ransoms or possessing the mil-

itary strength to end slavery in North Africa. As a result, 

the United States appeared indecisive and unable to expedite 

the liberation process. Consequently, those who had been 

imprisoned while serving on American merchant ships suffered 

numerous hardships. A large number of individuals in the 

United States, appalled and concerned about the inability of 

their government to restore the prisoners* liberty, organized 

philanthropic groups which forwarded substantial funds. Jef-

ferson's policy of convincing the pirates that the United 

States was a poor country and was apathetic toward its country-

men had failed. In his defense, the United States had few 

alternatives to pursue. 

This adverse situation led directly to the emergence of 

American prisoners to diplomatic prominence in an effort to 

alleviate their situation. The federal government relied 

heavily on the opinions and recommendations of these men. Once 

the Americans in Algiers had been released, the United States 

utilized the experience of former captives, especially O'Brien 

and Cathcart. The John Adams administration, as had Washington's 

bureaucracy, continued to depend on the advice and suggestions 

of its foreign diplomats. Subsequently, when Americans became 

enslaved in North Africa they generally received aid quickly 

from these consuls and charges d* affaires. The strength 

and maturity of the federal government can be discovered in 

its increased ability to provide for its enslaved citizens. 
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Almost immediately after the loss of the Philadelphia, 

Gathcart and several other officials in the Mediterranean 

area wrote letters to William Bainbridge offering assistance. 

Within a short period of time, the prisoners received money 

and assurances of their government's desire to liberate them. 

The incarcerated men would have received clothing sooner and 

a more regular supply of money had it not been for the unpre-

dictable actions of Yusef Karamanli. 

While imprisoned, the officers and crew of the Philadelphia 

forwarded valuable military intelligence to the American Med-

iterranean fleet. Additionally, some of these officers oc-

casionally represented the United States in peace negotiations. 

The fate of these imprisoned men greatly concerned the federal 

government, which made numerous attempts to liberate them. 

During the final negotiations with Tripoli, the question of 

the prisoners' safety influenced the terms of peace. There 

seemed to be sufficient doubt as to whether Karamanli would 

massacre the Americans, and this concern warranted canceling 

a coordinated land-sea assault on Tripoli. 

After conclusion of the war with Tripoli, the conflict 

between Britain and France impeded American commerce in the 

Mediterranean. This global confrontation also hindered Ameri-

ca's ability to relieve the sufferings of its citizens in 

Barbary. Although the United States's capabilities to provide 

relief had improved dramatically since the end of Washington's 

administration, the American navy was not strong enough to 

free the prisoners in North Africa. Nevertheless, American 
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consuls in the Mediterranean succeeded in amply providing 

for those incarcerated men who had sailed under the American 

flag. These individuals, whenever possible, supplied the 

diplomats and other government officials with intelligence 

on the political situation in North Africa. The government 

once again demonstrated its determination to liberate and 

protect its citizens by sending a squadron to the Mediterranean 

after the War of 1812 had ended. 

Between 178^ and 1816, all four Barbary nations had 

captured and enslaved Americans. Generally the pirates 

treated the imprisoned Americans harshly, but the aid the 

United States forwarded to them alleviated much of their 

suffering. During this period the prisoner issue played an 

important role in formulating American foreign policy in the 

Mediterranean because of this nation's keen commercial in-

terests and its benevolent attitude toward its citizens. In 

return those captive Americans in North Africa supplied their 

government with valuable intelligence, and, after liberation, 

some continued to serve their country in the Mediterranean 

area. 



APPENDIX 

M3 
vH 
00 
•c—1 

I 

-3" 
00 
IN-

>a r5^ >> >> 
H r~1 rH rH rH 

O TS -P -P -P -P -P 
0 fl fl S C 

U W 0 0 0 0 0 
0 cd £H !H U SH 
,Q 0 cd cd cd cd cd 
S S H fttH ftrH fti—1 e- PH I—1 PHI—1 
2 0 0 ftrH ft«H ft H vH PH I—1 Phi—1 
^ S P C : cd cd ̂  £N- cd cd cd cd on cd cd cd cd 

W 
w 
EH 
<! 
pc; 
H 
Ph 

>H 
< 

PQ 
P^ 
<! 
PQ 

m 
sn 
Eh 

>h 
PQ 

P 
W 
1X1 
H 
W 
W 
& 

o 

P 
W 
pd 
W 
P 
S 

3 
Ph 

m 

o 
Pd 
H 
w 
w 
EH 

P 
S < 

w 
Ph 
tH 
W 
w 

s 
< 
o 
M 
PS 

C^NO O >A\0 NO 
n3 ON ON On ON ON ON ON ON 
0 00 O- IN- EN- £>- £N- D- JN £N-
CQ vH x—\ TH VH \—1 TH rH 0 TH 

- d vH 
£ £ £ £ £ C ! C ! O N 

ft 
Cj 0 £ £ £ £ £ C ! C ! O N cd cn NO -P NO 
0 i—1 H •H »H *H *H *H *H *H 00 o ON ON ft ON 
XJ 0 O- CQ £N- JN- 0 £N-
3: PH TH -Zj" rH tH C\2 TH C\] -rH 0 vH TH W vH 

in 
o 
Ch 0 

S S U 
O O CD 3 

•H ft i—I -P 
-P CQ tOt 
Cd 0«H 

P-l 
cd 

S PcJ tQ O 

?h £ 
CD CD 
A S 
jg 
3 tH 
S o 

t3 
q 

a> N 
+s .H 
a3 a> 
Q in 

•a 
0) 

_ 3 
PH-F 
•H ft 
-C cd 
if). o 

CD 
+> 

CD 
PQ 

0 
w fl 

c fl 0 
cd 0 •H 
S •H > u 
s > 0 PQ 
o -p «. 
o m O 

fi 
•H 

cd XI 
•H R 

cd cd 
B P 

CM 
• 

J\~ 
o CQ W o CQ CQ CQ CQ CQ CQ CQ CQ CQ CQ CQ CQ *H •H 

u o ?H u u u u u -̂1 i—| i—1 
o 0 0 o 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 o O 
o •H •H o •H •H «H *H *H *H •H *H *H *H *H «H ft ft 
?H tlD fctD u fcuO t*D W) tlD t»D W W) W) t*D W) W) fcuO-H •H 
CD H i—1 o rH i—1 i—1 i—it—1 i—1 rH rH i—! rH rH rH ^ U trr" < c S < <! <3 <d <3 <| <3 < <! <J <C <d EH EH 

O NO TH O" E-. 

en 
ON |-F"""L" '• -1- -J- ' 

00 ON £N- *cnc^cnc^cn 
O- 00 00 00 vH ON On On On On 
rH O- £N- £ > - O- £N- £>- £N- CN-

tH vH vH •» tH tH tH tH tH 
• i—1 

43 i—1 rH H rH 4^ -P -P -P 
C3 cd o o o o a 
Q h> o o o o o 

0— 

o 
vH 

.A-
I <r\ 

cncncnc^cncn a w o 
a\o\ a\cr\a\o\ o- on 
C^CN-£>-D-JN-£N-SL,tHI>. 
tH VH VH VH T-H VH O r—I 

-J-D 
-P -P -P -P -P l> t*D ft-P 
0 0 0 0 0 0 3 0 0 
O O O O O ^ K W O 

!h 
o -p 
o 
o 
u 
PM 

!>> 
ra o 

rH rH 
i—I !>} 
cd cd 

0 
!h fi 

CD 0 cd 
CQ TS xj 
U H W 
o cd a 0 _ 

S PQ SB EH Pn W H O O-
0 

c 
S CD 
cd *H 
U U 
fctOPQ 
£ • 

xi 
o 

cq| 0| 
cd cd fct£ 

rH e 0 ft 
H u o Pi CQ O 
O cd -C o 0 0 
PL, EH K P 

• • • • • 

Q 

-p 
A 

cd 0 cd 
> > cd , u •H •H 0 

0 0 CQ rH 0 x: CQ 
g N f l 0 i—I £ P 
cd) cdhH U o •H o 0 

• » • 
PH 
M 
PM * s * w PQ • 

O 
MD £>-00 ON^h 

vH 
vH 

CM rvj- V > 0 EN-
H r l r l H H t H 

CO 

320 



w 
cd 

>> >> >5 T3 CQ !>a !>> i» >s <+H rH rH H 0 U H H H r—{ O -P «P •P CQ 0 "d -P -P -P •P 
0 £ £ c| cd £-3- 0 £ £ £ £ 

u CQ 0 0 0 0 hO g 0 0 0 0 
0 cd $H U r-J.H jLi 0 <L| u !h u 
P 0 ; cd cd cd 0 0 0 0 cd cd cd cd £ i 1 PhjH H PhH PhH u U P nc* PhH Ph r—{ PhH IN- Ph I—1 [3 0 0 PhH H PnrH PnrH O -P 0 PhH PhH PH ON Ph I—1 Sen cd cd cd cd cd no no cd cd âch o <m cd cd cd cd cd cd cm cd cd 
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