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The War of 1812 
 

 Great Britainôs disturbance of American trade and maritime autonomy had escalated to 

war by 1812. Despite mixed results on the Chesapeake, the Navyôs victories on the northern 

lakes and the high seas sent the Nationôs morale soaring and enabled the United States to hold 

off British invasions from Canada and the Gulf of Mexico. These victories illustrated the 

importance of naval power in maintaining American sovereignty. While the Treaty of Ghent 

made only a minor change to political boundaries, the war proved the United States to be a 

formidable contender on the world stage. 

Causes of the War of 1812 
 

As the British and the superior Royal Navy sought to stem the French advance through 

Europe after 1792, the United States attempted to secure a position of maritime freedom and 

neutrality.  As the war in Europe progressed, trade restrictions by the British and French 

threatened the American position.  The British also violated international law when they 

forcibly impressed American sailors from merchant vessels into the Royal Navy.  Combined 

with anger over the British attack of the American warship, Chesapeake, in 1807, and the 

perception of a British-Indian alliance threatening westward expansion, American pro-war 

sentiment grew, particularly among óWar Hawkô Congressmen.  President James Madison had 

to balance his partyôs desire for American maritime neutrality with the drive for war.  When 

war commenced in June 1812, the U.S. objective was to capture British-controlled Canada in a 

land war, though the U.S. Navy would soon become the major source of American success. 

 

1. This leather powder bucket is marked ñWashington Navy Yard, 1802.ò The 

crew on the frigate Constitution used it until the ship underwent rebuilding in 

1927. 
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2. This sword belonged to Capt. James Sever who commissioned the frigate 

Constitution in 1797 and went on to become the captain of the newly launched 

frigate Congress in 1799. 

 

Courtesy, Capt. and Mrs. Noel OôReilly 

 

 
 

3. James Sever received this Army style sword upon his appointment as an officer 

in the Continental Army, which he earned after his graduation from Harvard in 

1781. Following the American Revolution, he sailed as an officer on various 

merchant vessels and in 1794 achieved the rank of captain in the U.S. Navy. He 

commanded the frigate Congress during the Quasi War against France and was 

relieved of duty in 1801. 

 

Courtesy, Capt. and Mrs. Noel OôReilly 
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4. This is the presentation dirk given to Lieutenant William H. Allen for refusing 

to surrender the frigate Chesapeake to British search.  On 22 June 1807, the 

captain of the British war ship, Leopard, after meeting with refusal to search the 

U.S. frigate Chesapeake for deserters from the Royal Navy, ordered his men to 

open fire. Chesapeake was unprepared for battle and only Lieutenant Allen 

managed to fire a single shot before Commodore James Barron surrendered and 

allowed the British to remove four deserters.  Lieutenant Allen led the 

successful demand for Barronôs court-martial.  The frigateôs officers raised 

money to buy the lieutenant this silver dirk for upholding the honor of his 

country. The inscription reads: ñGiven to LT. William H. Allen as a token of 

esteem for his courage and endurance in the action of June 22
nd

 1807 by the 

officers of USS Chesapeake.ò 

 

Courtesy, Naval Historical Foundation 
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5. During the war, sailors carried their possessions on board ship in chests. During 

the cruise, sailors stored their chests in the ships hold. The initials óJ.A.Bô stand 

for John A. Bates a crewmember on the USS Chesapeake when the British war 

ship HMS Leopard attacked the ship on the high seas in June of 1807. 
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6. A French prisoner of war made this bone model of the frigate Essex during the 

early 19
th
 century.  The people of Essex county and Salem, Massachusetts 

presented the 36 gun frigate Essex to the U.S. Navy in 1799.  Within weeks, she 

began active service in the Quasi War with France. Essex had two tours of duty 

in the Mediterranean during the Barbary wars between 1801 and 1805.  During 

the War of 1812, Captain David Porter commanded the Essex during her Pacific 

tour where Essex decimated the English whaling fleet, taking fifteen ships as 

prizes.  Later, Essex famously engaged HMS Phoebe and HMS Cherub but lost 

and ultimately surrendered.  The British retained Essex until she sold at auction 

in 1837.  

 

Courtesy, Naval Historical Foundation 
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Industrial Base 

 

As far as resources and industries were concerned, the United States was well suited for 

the construction of a navy. Most raw materials were abundant, and Americaôs extensive 

commercial industry could import the rest. Americaôs early industries had the production 

capacity equal to the small-scale construction needs. However, the combination of 

decentralized industry and a poor transportation infrastructure hampered distribution severely. 

The weakest link in the Navyôs industrial base was management, in which an ambiguous 

command structure put military officers and civilian contractors at odds. 

 

1. Manufacturers at the Washington Navy Yard made this oak-handled boarding 

axe between 1800 and 1810.  The blade is marked with NYW (Navy Yard 

Washington) and the initials of the officer who inspected the weapon.  The 

markings on the reverse of the blade indicate that the weapon returned to the 

New York Navy Yard in 1832. 
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2. Construction workers at the new Naval Sea Systems Command complex site on 

the west side of the Washington Navy Yard discovered this pipe during 

excavations in 1999. Given the location of the find, it seems yard workers lost 

the pipe near the timber storage pond. The use of tobacco was natural in a 

region where tobacco farming dominated agriculture. 

 

    
 

 

3. This 19
th
 century bone powder horn displays Masonic and other popular 

symbols. The cross, the anchor, and the star symbolize faith, hope, and charity. 

The crescent and star represent divinity and sovereignty in Islam. The frog near 

the wide-edge of the powder horn alludes to the popular fairy tale in which a 

wicked witch turned a prince into a frog and only a kiss from a beautiful woman 

can change him back. 

 

Courtesy, A.C. Mitchell 

 



      National Museum of the United States Navy        http://www.history.navy.mil/branches/org8-1.htm 

 
 

 
 



      National Museum of the United States Navy        http://www.history.navy.mil/branches/org8-1.htm 

 
 

 
 

4. This is a section of larch wood, as it would look before builders carved it into a 

ship knee.  Ship knees supported the shipôs deck by attaching it to the bulkhead 

(ship wall).   Shipbuilders valued larch wood because it is durable and rot-

resistant. 
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5. This hanging knee was part of the upper deck of the USS Constitution.  

Shipbuilders carved it from live oak, a wood they prized for its density and 

durability.  The holes in the knee once contained iron ñbutton headò bolts, 

which secured this knee to the bulkhead of the ship.  Builders removed this 

hanging knee from Constitution during the shipôs reconstruction in 1927. 

 

Courtesy, Mystic Seaport, Inc. 

 

 
 

 

6. This oak nail served as a peg or dowel that builders drove into a hole in order to 

secure the planking to the frame of the frigate Constitution. This construction 

technique is similar to techniques used in house construction during the same 

period. 
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7. This copper spike was part of the hull of Constitution until its removal, during 

the reconstruction of frigate in 1927. 

 

 
 

8. This copper spike was part of the hull of Constitution until the frigate underwent 

restoration efforts in the 1970s. 

 

 
 

 

9. This brass fitting protected the tread of a wooden ladder on board the frigate 

Constellation. 

 

 
 

10. Paul Revere constructed this copper bolt for the frigate Constitution.  It 

remained in the vessel until the renovation of the ship in the 1927. 
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11. Brass port and starboard running lights from Constitution. 

 

         
 

 

12. Constellation was one of six frigates authorized by Congress under the Naval 

Act of 1794.  Built in Baltimore, Constellation launched in 1797 under Captain 

Thomas Truxton. Her remarkable speed soon won her the nickname, ñYankee 

Race Horse.ò The 36-gun frigate served in the Quasi War against France, 

Barbary Wars, and the War of 1812.  Although British forces trapped 

Constellation in the Chesapeake Bay during the War of 1812, she later served in 

the Civil War.  John Innis constructed this eighth-inch scale model. 

 

Courtesy, Mystic Seaport Museum 

 

 
13. This 1795 model U.S. flintlock musket copied the French Charleville 1763 

model used by the Americans during the Revolutionary War.  The Springfield 


