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One American private spent part of the war becoming a Native warrior in the Michigan woods.  One 

British Private made a small coffin, and buried his own arm in it.   One Shawnee chief stopped his men 

from murdering prisoners, and when he was killed, his body was flayed, and the skin sold as souvenirs. 

[ENAI, p. 621]  

 

The wife of an American officer watched a cannonball take off the legs of man beside her, and she did 

not weep.  On both sides of the border, near Niagara Falls, people stood and watched the smoke rise 

from their burning homes, and they did weep.    
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Ronald Dale:  Britain was in a death struggle with Napoleon Bonaparte on the continent of Europe and 

on the seven seas at the time.  It was a world war that was going on.  The only way that Britain could 

really curtail Napoleon’s empire building was to cut off supplies from reaching Napoleon’s troops.  So 

they're stopping ships on the high seas and this upset the United States a great deal. 

 

Lambert:  If you carry goods for the French, you’re on the side of the French. You cannot be neutral.  

The Americans are desperately trying not to take sides because they can make a lot of money by being 

neutral. And what they’re finding is that neutrality has a cost.  

 

Narration: That cost could be high. In 1807 Britain began to issue a series of decrees to undermine 

American trade: all neutral ships trading with France had to stop in Britain first and pay a duty -- or else 

the British would simply regard them as an enemy. [Borneman 39] The enormously powerful Royal 

Navy seized hundreds of American ships. In fact, the British took more than ships and money; they 

seized men as well. 

 

Lambert: By 1812, the Royal Navy had been at war for 19 years.  They had over 120,000 men in 

service.  They’re losing ten, fifteen thousand men a year.  If they run out of sailors they'll lose the war at 

sea, and they'll lose the war. 

 

Dale: When they stopped an American ship and discovered a sailor with a British accent if he looked 

like he was a prime sea hand he would be impressed into the Royal Navy.   

 

Narration: In the first years of the 19th century, Britain impressed over 6000 sailors from American 

merchant vessels [RCAH p540] . Then, one June afternoon in 1807, just off the Virginia coast, the 

British ship Leopard demanded to board a US Navy frigate Chesapeake, where four British deserters 

were serving in the crew. The Chesapeake refused; the British simply opened fire. They cannonaded the 

ship for ten minutes, killing three sailors, wounding eighteen more.   The Chesapeake surrendered; the 

British came on board and took four men away [RCAH 540, Borneman 22-3]. 

 

Victor Suthren: The whole incident led to extremely difficult feelings as you can imagine between Great 
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Britain and the United States. And it was an example, perhaps a most egregious example, of this kind of 

high-handedness on the part of Great Britain that clearly the American public were not about to tolerate.  

 

Hickey: The British in no way really threatened our independence.  They did what great powers always 

do when they are at war, they ran roughshod over the rights of a second-rate neutral power.  

 

Narration: No war was declared in 1807, but British impressment, and American resentment, went on 

without stop. 


