








QW 328 Surveyor. Another watercolor by Louis Bevan depicts the assault in a manner which did not occur.
Cutting out expeditions were usually coordinated to prevent one boat from taking the brunt of the resistance. In
addition, Bevan was unaware that revenue cutters did not fly the national ensign, but the vertically striped revenue
ensign, until 1896. The schooner should also be pointing up river and be closer to the northern (left) bank.
Ilustrations courtesy of The Mariners’ Museum, Newport News, Virginia.

ment’s renowned stinginess would not allow
expenditures to update or improve this, or any
other, cutter’s armaments.

Contradictions about the fight for the cutter
are as numerous as those of the guns, including
the number of British barges attacking the
cutter. Captain J. R. Lumley, commanding
HMS Narcissus, clearly reported sending “four
of the Boats” to take the “Enemys Armed
Schooner laying in York River.” Drawing on
Snow’s edited version, King and Bell note two
barges, Evans does not give an exact number,
and Chapelle records three barges in total.*! In
his 1892 article, Smith wrote, “three dark,
indistinct masses suddenly loomed up through
the fog... one large, double-banked barge was
seen to diverge from its course.” He probably
based his conclusion, in part, on a 14 June letter

written by Third Lieutenant William L. Travis,
explaining his part and period press accounts.*
Professor John Tilley, writing for the US Coast
Guard’s Historical Painting Project, follows
King and Bell in depicting the scene.®
Primary and secondary references indicate
that the British barges were too close for the
cutter to bring its cannon to bear. This sounds
reasonable, if the boats made a surprise attack.™
All references demonstrate that Captain Travis
anticipated the attack and reported seeing the
barges at about one hundred fifty yards range,
well within effective cannon range. The ac-
counts indicate he had the guns run out and
loaded. The cutter’s cannon were just a few feet
above the water. The line of fire, even with
solid shot, would have been an acceptable
action if for nothing else than to terrorize the
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attackers. Smith wrote that during the attack a
crewman accidentally fired one gun “in the
excitement of the attack... its contents passing
harmlessly overhead.” Apparently Travis and
the crew expected to use their cannon. They had
linstock lit and cannon primed.

Tilley adds a possible explanation as to why
the cutter’s cannon were not used. First
Lieutenant John Cririe,*> commanding the
British expedition, probably split up his boat
force and attacked from forward and astern.
This was a common tactic to prevent the use of
the great guns. Captain Lumley reported the
cutter’s crew “were fully prepared for the
attack, having all their small Arms loaded and
laying by them on deck waiting until our boats
got alongside when they fired directly into
them.” Lumley’s “alongside” remark may not
be literal. Smith’s 1892 narrative indicates
Travis, in standard battle preparation, had the
“boarding-netting triced up.” An illustration of
this type of attack is the capture of the slaver
Borboleta by HM Brig Pantaloon in 1845 off
Lagos, West Africa. This painting shows at-
tacking boats staggered to split the usually
smaller defending crew, forcing the Borboleta
to repel boarders at different locations. Simi-
larly, the British barges probably attacked
Surveyor from both sides, which would account
for the few casualties. .

Although the small arms’ fire from the
cutter was terrific, probably about eighty
rounds, the British quickly gained the deck.
Captured first were Second Lieutenant Pippen
and five men protecting the forward section.
Within ten minutes, the attackers beat Captain
Travis, his executive officer First Lieutenant
John Hebb, and the remainder of the crew onto
the quarterdeck. Reportedly Travis, armed with
a musket and two pistols, killed a British sea-
man and Captain Thomas Ford of the Royal
Marine. Although it was a brief fight, the casu-
alties for the seventy-seven British attackers
were three killed and six wounded, three seri-
ously. The revenue cutter suffered but six
wounded crewman, one seriously.

As the battle ended, so did historical in-
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quiry. As with James Madison, authors have
ignored the disposition of Surveyor’s crew.
Nearly all previous references cite sixteen
captured officers and men, but they were esti-
mates. Collector McCulloch reported sixteen
men and three officers captured, lifting the total
to nineteen. He also expanded the total number
of personnel attached to the revenue cutter.
Apart from the nineteen on board, five men and
Third Lieutenant William L. Travis escaped in
the guard boat and four others were ashore.

The British put the Surveyor’s officers,
except for Captain Travis, and men on board
the Junon for eventual transfer to prison. Travis
remained on board Junon until early August,
when he was paroled at Washington, North
Carolina. Some of the officers and men went to
confinement at Halifax or England [Chatham or
Dartmoor], while others were released.

The British released or paroled the Ameri-
cans among the Surveyor’s force over the next
year. On 17 December 1813, First Lieutenant
Hebb was exchanged by way of Annabaston
cartel. Seaman Peter Williams was exchanged
on 2 February 1814 on board the cartel vessel
Boslock. On 14 July 1813, Seaman (listed as
Master) John Allman and his son, John Allman,
Jr., arrived home on board the Agnes cartel.
One other seaman, Antonio May, is listed with
no notation. Second Lieutenant William Phip-
pen [Pippen], listed as William Pepper, and
seamen John McCarty (perhaps McCarlie),
James Hall, James Marmer (aka Alarmon or
Marmion), and John Lynch were sent to Boston
from Halifax by the Mary cartel on 23 July
1814.

S even other seamen were not so fortunate.
On 19 January 1814, seaman John BowdéR,
aged seventeen, George Randolph, Nicholas
Pimkins (or Pikins, Perkins), Andrew Peterson,
William Prices (alias Penitfor Pruitt), Zachary
Cole and Samuel Berry, all were found to be
British subjects, despite listing American places
of birth, and sent on board Malabar to an Eng-
lish prison.

Ironically, had the attack occurred ten days
later there would have been no revenue cutter to



seize. On 21 June 1813, R. C. Jones, Acting
Treasury Secretary, wrote James McCulloch
that “during the continuance of the present state
of things,” the cutter “can be of no use” because
of the British blockade and control of the Ches-
apeake Bay. Jones told McCulloch to inform
the officers and crew “they are to consider
themselves as being no longer in the service of
the United States.” This notification set an
adverse stage for the Surveyor’s officers and
crew alike.

Released from Halifax, Lieutenant Pippen
arrived at Boston about 5 August, with the
four seamen, and asked for transportation funds
to Baltimore. Boston Collector Henry Dear-
born, using the authority of General James
Mason’s prisoner of war department, advanced
Pippen two hundred dollars from the “Marine
Hospital” accounts, assuming Baltimore Col-
lector McCulloch would reimburse him. Mc-
Culloch responded to Dearborn’s request on 12
August, claiming, “It is not in my power to send
at present the amount of the Bill, so much not
being due to Mr. Peppins.”

McCulloch claimed he paid all the wages
due Pippen and the others to Captain Travis,
presumably at their requests, for transfer to
their families. According to McCulloch, these
men received their full pay because of “a deci-
sion at the Treasury, their right to Wages exists
only to that time [of capture], or the time at
which they are informed of their discharge”
(author emphasis).

In other words, the 21 June 1813 letter
informing McCulloch to lay off the Surveyor’s
crew stood as notification, although they were
already prisoners. He also acknowledged a
technical point that none of the captured men
received “their being out of service” notice and
asked that the officers be allowed to retain a
pay status until they were released from prison.
Continuing in his letter to Dearborn, “We shall
try to get an allowance for the Officers on this
principle, but the rule seems absolute to the
Men.”

Dearborn, not pleased with McCulloch’s
answer or lack of reimbursement, retorted, “I

235

did expect it would have been fully paid by you,
as the Money was advanced to the officer on
the belief that you would pay the sum back at
sight [presentation of draft].” Dearborn claimed
he advanced Pippin the amount “as an act of
courtesy toward you, as [ was under no obliga-
tions to afford relief to the officers & Men,”
and asked for repayment to him and to “settle
the same with the Treasury.”

Three days later, McCulloch had his deputy,
John Brice, write Travis at Williamsburg,
Virginia, and ask him to have the $21.50 ad-
vanced to each of the four seamen at Boston
collected from the men’s families and returned
to the collector’s office. By 15 December, Brice
informed Dearborn that McCulloch, recovering
from wounds received in the British attack on
Baltimore, heard nothing from Captain Travis,
and recommended the amount be charged to the
hospital accounts. The payment issue had now
gone full circle. No records have surfaced to
indicate whether or not Dearborn ever received
reimbursement. In all likelihood, he did not.
This was not McCulloch’s first incident with
pay problems for the Surveyor’s officers and
men.

During May 1814, both Captain Travis and
First Lieutenant Hebb visited Baltimore
to settle accounts. McCulloch, unsure how to
handle the situation, asked for direction from
Treasury Secretary George W. Campbell.
Campbell, interim treasury secretary from
February to October 1814, did not know the
case’s history and gave McCulloch an ambigu-
ous response. Campbell told him to follow the
rule of the 21 June 1813 letter dismissing the
officers and crew, but altered his stand towarti)
the seamen. He would be satisfied if McCulloch
paid them “by such equitable rule as after
inquiry made [by] you shall find to have been
adopted in similar cases.”®

This was no answer, but McCulloch, Cap-
tain Travis, and John Hebb attempted to locate
parallel cases. They found it customary for the
Navy to continue the pay the officers and men
until they personally reported their return.
There was a catch. The officers and men had to
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report immediately upon their return. If they
delayed, such as visiting their families first or
through personal neglect, the government was
under no obligation to pay them.

McCulloch recommended this treatment for
the officers and men of the Surveyor. In theory,
while on parole they remained technically
prisoners, and thereby were entitled to contin-
ued pay. However, the treasury department’s
opinion differed. Once the officers and men
were released and paid off, they were no longer
entitled to continued pay. Countering, the
officers claimed a different status from their
men.

They claimed their commissions entitled
them to full pay and allowances until the Presi-
dent dismissed them. He referred to the revenue
cutter Jefferson at Norfolk, Captain Ham,
which was laid up about February 1813. Her
crew was dismissed, but her officers remained
in the service at full pay. Captain Travis
thought this treatment unfair, considering his
command fought the enemy and spent time as
prisoners. Touting his ten years as a revenue
officer, he rebutted such treatment as uncon-
scionable. He claimed he and his officers
worked solely at the pleasure of the President
and could not be dismissed on the word of a
collector of customs.

Travis had a personal reason for wanting the
President, rather than the collector, to
dismiss him and his officers. He worried about
the public perception of their personal charac-
ters. He worried that dismissal by the collector
would “bring the public to conclude unfavor-
ably respecting them, and adding loss of char-
acter to other hardship.” He had good reason to
feel this way. Apart from his years of revenue
service, his father-in-law was Captain Francis
Bright, USRCS, who was the past commander
of the revenue cutters Surveyor and Jefferson,
and was an influential person in the Virginia
tide water area.’

The treasury secretary did not agree. On 25
June 1814, he wrote that they were “officers of
the Customs and as such, are removable from
office at any time without trial and without
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receiving anymore pay than was due.” This
attitude and procedure of the treasury depart-
ment remained in effect for the next century.
Captain Travis and officers lost their attempt to
remain in the service, yet all, including the
men, received or were allowed to keep the
wages due them for their respective periods of
captivity. However, none received pensions
under the 18 April 1814 law, yet allowing those
injured while serving with the Navy to receive
it. Their service was, technically, not with the
US Navy and occurred before the law went into
effect.

The fight was not yet over. In 1816, Travis,
now the Representative of Williamsburg in the
Virginia House of Burgesses, filed a petition
with the Naval Committee in the US House of
Representatives. It was an impassioned appeal:

Your petitioners cannot bring to their
aid much logic but they feel if the gov-
ernment select the moment of imprison-
ment to abandon those in their service
that their conduct be deplorable indeed.

Travis took his case to Virginia Representa-
tive Burwick Bassett who, in turn, queried
Treasury Secretary A. J. Dallas. Dallas side-
stepped the issue, stating that he could not
second guess the decisions of his predecessor
and relied on the written record. Collector
McCulloch continued to claim that the officers
and men were informed they were no longer in
service and were not entitled to any more pay
and allowances. The point was fairness. McCul-
loch claimed, but could not prove, that Travis
was informed that he was out of service because
he never acknowledged McCulloch’s original
letter. In March 1816, the Naval Committee
agreed with Travis. They allowed the claim?f
the officers to the time of their release and of
the crew when they were released. It was a
victory, but it took Travis’ political influence to
gain what was honorably due them.

Like an unexploded shell, the 21 June 1813
letter lingered in the Treasury Department files.
In March 1840, Hopewell Hebb, the widow of
John Hebb, applied for a pension based on her
husband’s service in the war. The Treasury



Department used the letter against Hebb’s
widow, noting her husband was notified he was
no longer in service, ignoring the decision of
the 1816 Naval Committee. This link to war
service with the Navy and pensions remained
for the Revenue Cutter Service and US Coast
Guard until after World War .

The primary sources provide a more realis-
tic view of the Surveyor, its capture, and the
postwar treatment of its crew than has been
given by all previous written historical ac-
counts. John Tilley provides an excellent de-
scription about the Surveyor’s action that seems
to have been the formula for the majority of
research of revenue cutters during the War of
1812. He advised there was enough information
to “create a generic revenue cutter deck scene
— if it’s cluttered up with lots of people and a
fair amount of smoke” then essentially no one
will know the difference. Seemingly some
authors took this advice and cluttered the his-
torical decks with overused material without
consulting the original sources.

The events around the most famous capture
are as equally cluttered. The revenue cut-
ter Fagle receives the most attention in Coast
Guard history. It was a notable defense, but the
gratuitous attention given her probably has
more to do with geography than deed. The
eastern seaboard, from Boston to Baltimore, is
the heartland of the US Coast Guard. Following
the Civil War, over seventy-five percent of the
service’s officers were from the northeast. With
them came this region’s perception of history
and service.

The Connecticut home port of the revenue
cutter Fagle (no. 2) was in close proximity to
the current location of the US Coast Guard
Academy, giving the 1814 Eagle a local recog-
nition advantage in current history over all
other captured cutters. The current training
sailing barque is also named Fagle.

Because of the attention given her, the
Eagle’s tale remains fairly consistent in pub-
lished works. However, the connection that the
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before has been overlooked. Captain J. R.
Lumley, HMS Narcissus, gave his account of
the Fagle to the London Gazette, Lumley re-
ported “off Negro Head, the 13th of October...
the boats of the Narcissus and Dispatch, under
Lieutenant Scott, of the former, brought out
under fire of a battery, and a number of militia,
the American revenue Schooner Eagle, pierced
for ten guns, but only two mounted.” *’

Lumley’s description illustrates some
differences from other published works in date
of capture and armaments. H. D. Smith records
17 October, the date of press notification,
Evans indicates only “late in the month of
October,” Melvin H. Jackson, claims 11 Octo-
ber, and Chapelle and King settle for a generic
“in October 1814.”%% A letter in the October 14
issue of the New York Evening Post, which
Jackson called “uncorroborated,” appears to
confirm Lumley’s report. Although seemingly
an unimportant detail, the exact date will give
the base data to calculate the rise and fall of the
tide at Long Island.

Smith’s account indicates that the Eagle’s
captain tried to enter “the creek [Wading Ri-
ver], there not being sufficient depth of water.”
Evidently, Captain Frederick Lee’s first — and
prudent — reaction after encountering the main
British force was to run. He counted on the
safety of Wading Creek, which may have pre-
vented his capture.

The number of cannon cited by every mod™
ern account has been six. However, Lumley
made it clear that although pierced for ten only
two remained on board. Chapelle is silent on
this issue, but Jackson, who quotes the cutter
“pierced for six guns” along with Smith, Bell,
and King, claims two 2-pounders and two 4-
pounders. Evans and the US Coast Guard’s
Record of Movements indicate two 2-pounders
and four 4-pounders.*® This may be one of those
historical occurrences when all are correct
despite the differences in numbers.

When Lee departed New Haven, he asked
for assistance from the local militia company.
Captain John Davis, the militia company com-
mander, probably knew the cutter’s deficiency
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The Defense of the Eagle, from a mural at the US Coat Guard Acédemy. This is a highy romticized view of
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the action. It is doubtful that the crewmen wore these uniforms; the service had no stated uniforms for the
cuttermen. This scene shows no member of the militia who assisted in the action. USCG photo.

from his company to the cutter’s force of
twenty-three. If Captain Lee decided to leave
two cannon on board, it would have been an
understandable decision. The six-foot-long 4-
pounder, without carriage, powder, shot, and
equipment, weighed approximately 1,200
pounds. This material, in addition to food,
water, and any other equipment was heavy. His
crew and the militia volunteers manhandled the
guns up the approximate 200-foot bluff to the
safety of “Negro Head” [Friar’s Head]. Both
Smith and Jackson noted Lee probably had
assistance from local villagers. King, following
Smith, answered the discrepancy in the actual
number of guns. He noted the cutter crew and
militia “manhandled” two 2-pounders and two
of the 4-pounders up the bluff.

Ammunition was probably another reason
to leave the guns behind. Throughout the war,
the Treasury Department did not consider
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prosecution of the war its responsibility unless
it effected collection of the revenue. It did not
make expenditures for non-Treasury related
items such as extra gunpowder, and the US
Navy would not supply vessels it did not con-
trol. Lee probably kept just enough ammunition
on board to satisfy the minimum needs, what-
ever they may be. Records do show that be-
tween January and October 1814, the Fagle
received one full cask and seven quarter casks
of powder amounting to about 150 pounds,
Evidently, the cutter had little powder on board.
Her inventory on return to New Haven on board
the Sloop Lutor listed none. The inventory of
items returned also indicated twenty-three
muskets, seventeen bayonets, thirteen pistols,
nineteen cartridge boxes (of twenty-four car-
tridges each), four powder horns, “Two — 4.1b.
Cannon, Two — 2.1b. —do [ditto].” Presumably
the two 2-pounders belonged to the militia. The



other material returned, direfully termed “the
remains of Cutter Eagle,” were “All the sails.
— most of the rigging, blocks.... Spars-all but
masts,” which implies Captain Lee had ample
time to strip the cutter and save both his long-
boat and yawl. This stripping may also account
for the destroyed look mentioned by the British
from offshore.

O ut of ammunition and unable to assist any
further, the militia company packed up
their kits and made their way back to New
London. Evidently, Lee knew that the Eagle
was lost before the battle began. He was out-
gunned by the firepower of the brig [cruiser]
Dispatch [Despatch]. mounting sixteen 32-
pounders and two 6-pounders and the frigate
Narcissus, mounting twenty-six 18-pounders,
four 6-pounders, six or eight 24-pounders. and
two 6-pounders, by more than ten to one.

LLee made a prudent decision that saved his
crew from death, injury, and capture, but the
excessive attention to heroism appears mis-
placed. Once ashore, the cutter crew’s safety
was assured. The topography and sound British
tactical reasoning made the prize, that was
eventually secured, not worth putting men in
danger. In comparison, the defense of the Eagle
pales next to the other cutters lost. The crew did
not have to meet the enemy face-to-face, nor
did they experience any great risk of capture, as
did other, less chronicled cutters.

There is another possible captured cutter
that remains a mystery. The revenue cutter
Polly or Poly is mentioned only by H. D. Smith.
She was in service in 1809, but to date no
information as to its home port, officers, or
crew has surfaced. Why place her with the list
of captured revenue cutters? The answer is
simple: British prisoner-of-war records show a
revenue cutter Polly captured between 18 and
27 July 1813 near Newfoundland at position
46N 56W. The dates are not clear, nor are the
capturing vessels. The records show the HMS
Maidstone, Ringdove, Plover, and Prize [Sur-
prize] as capturing the cutter on different days.
In addition, the prisoner-of-war records for
Halifax indicate that at least three seamen
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shown on the cutter’s crew were captured by
the HMS Statura and Martin, whereas another
crewman is shown as being captured on 10 July
1813 by HM Schooner Picton. The discrepancy
in dates could be from the date of transfer, the
vessel transferred upon of prisoners and simple
clerical error.

British records indicate a schooner Polly
was recaptured on 13 August. This may account
for the names of two men being shown on
several prisoner lists. Seaman Chris Babbridge
captured by both Plover and Statura and Sea-
man William Dorrison, captured by both Maid-
stone and Statura. An explanation for the dual
captures may be that Polly escaped and was
recaptured, or these men were part of a prize
crew. The number of men, eighteen, without an
accompanying officer appears large for a prize
crew. Then again, it was common to transfer
prisoners and list each receiving vessel.

The mystery is compounded by the loss of
the logs for the British vessels for this period.
What is known is that there was an England-
bound convoy within the same area of the Polly
capture which was guarded by the same vessels.
All told, eighteen men from the Polly were
interred, including three sixteen-year-old boys.
This capture will surely need more research and
offers an intriguing mystery. It also makes all
aware that the historical record is incomplete.

S o what is learned from the capture of
relatively unknown revenue cutters? In
July 1812, Captain Broke on board HMS Shan-
nonwrote Sir John Wilson Croker, “our Squad-

ron is in excellent service order and confident
of destroying our Enemy’s little Navy if we are
fortunate enough to meet them.”*® This over-
confidence cost lives. The same form of over-
confidence skews the events and perceptions of
Revenue Cutter Service’s participation in the
war. Many former researchers assumed the
truth and validity of the events and allowed
some academic overconfidence that there was
no more to learn cloud and hamper further
research. In fairness, every capture of a revenue
cutter became a publicity victim to some major
Naval battle whether victory or defeat. These
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Naval battles involving USS Wasp, Constitu-
tion, and Hornet, as well as numerous famous
privateers, overshadowed the seemingly insig-
nificant losses of revenue cutters.
Unfortunately, all accounts of losses ig-
nored the basic premise of historical inquiry to
explain what happened and why. The personali-
ties of the cutters’ officers made the situations
what they were, and a more complete portrayal
of the events and men involved will serve as
models for future officers. The RCS and Coast
Guard were, and are, services made of the
actions and adventures (or misadventures) of
their officer corps. The vessels were only stages
for these characters and personalities. Ironi-
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cally, future generations should be grateful that
these cutters were captured. Their captures
provide us with a larger historical record than
had they not been captured.

The revenue cutters in the War of 1812
were minor vessels. Their use, or misuse, made
little difference to the war’s outcome. Although
previous historical works about them followed
the heroic model, their obvious incomplete
research raises curiosity and interest for further
study. Despite renewed interest, the decks of
the Revenue Cutter Service historical interpre-
tation remain cluttered and smoke filled.
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