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CHAPTER HEADING 

SEPTEMBER 1813: SHOWDOWN ON THE GREAT LAKES 

 

Narration:  If the war club was the most basic weapon, the most powerful was the cannon.  It took a 

crew of up to fifteen men to charge, aim and fire these hefty and often inaccurate guns. [Hickey 234] 

One British Captain, Philip Broke of the Shannon, outfitted his ship with gun sights at his own expense; 

he drilled his crew constantly in gunnery.  It paid off in short order in a memorable duel with the 

American ship the Chesapeake [Hickey 109, Latimer 164, Caxton p57].  

 

Lambert:  The British won the Shannon Chesapeake action off Boston. The USS Chesapeake, in a space 

of eleven minutes flat went from a fighting ship to a complete wreck with a British crew on board. 

[Caxton 61] This was the shortest, sharpest and bloodiest frigate battle in the history of war at sea under 

sail.  

 

Narration:   But in America the bloody and uneven battle would be remembered for a slogan -- the dying 

words of the American captain, James Lawrence. 

 

Suthren:  Before he died he uttered the words, “Don’t give up the Ship.” And that became a watch word 

for the United States navy from then on.  

 

Hickey: The irony is that not long after Lawrence urged his crewmen and his officers Don’t give up the 

ship, that’s exactly what they did. They had no choice. The British boarded the Chesapeake and the 

Americans had to surrender the ship. So in the end it was given up [Caxton 57-61].  

 

Narration:   James Lawrence died in battle at sea, but the naval battles that would really matter in this 

war were fought inland, on the lakes.  

 

Suthren:  It was important for the British to maintain naval power of some kind on Lake Erie and 

equally important for the Americans to obtain the power, of Lake Erie.  

 

Decroix:  If you can control the lake you can control the flow of supplies, you can control the logistics 

of the area.  Both armies are operating at the end of a very tenuous supply line. 

 

NARRATION:  The commander in charge of the small British squadron on Lake Erie was Robert Hariot 

Barclay, a 27 year-old veteran who had already lost an arm in battle [Berton, Flames 136]. His opposite 

number was Commander Oliver Hazard Perry of the US Navy.  Both men were overseeing the feverish 

construction of ships on Lake Erie. 

 

Lambert: Both countries have to build fleets out of local timber, with imported shipwrights, imported 

materials.  And it's a competition, who can build the biggest ships the fastest? 

 

Narration:  The coming naval battle would decide the fate of the entire Great Lakes region.  On the 

morning of September 10th, 1813, the US fleet sailed toward the British; Perry, on his flagship the 

Lawrence [Caxton 114, Borneman 127], flying a flag that paid homage to Lawrence’s last words.  “Not 

a word was spoken,” an American seaman remembered.  “It seemed like the awful silence that precedes 

an earthquake.  This was a time to try the stoutest heart.” 



September 1813 Showdown on the Great Lakes transcript 

 

 

Hickey: Perry sailed into the British squadron with his flag ship the Lawrence and just started trading 

broadsides with the two principle British ships on both sides. 

 

Narration:  The first cannonball tore through the Lawrence. 

 

Twist:  The biggest risk to the sailors were not direct hits by the balls themselves. The biggest damage 

was caused by the splinters when the cannonballs penetrated the oak hull... it sent huge splinters out that 

would be like flying lances. The scuppers would actually run with the blood 

 

Suthren: The Lawrence was soon reduced to, to, to a wreck.  There were casualties strewn across the 

deck.  It was customary if your vessel was incapable of maneuvering you would strike your colors.  

Perry wasn’t about to do that. Miraculously he had survived the cannonading.   He had the ship's long 

boat brought alongside and he jumped down into the long boat, shot whizzing around his ears.  The 

famous painting shows him standing in the boat [Caxton 116].  He probably didn’t stand in the boat.  

 

Hickey:  But he certainly was under fire. The British realized what he was doing and they tried to target 

him. There were cannonballs and round shot and grape shot and canister raining down. But he made it 

safely to the second ship, the Niagara. 

 

Suthren:  He hoisted his colors in the Niagara and pressed on with the attack. 

 

Narration:  After three hours, the British gave up their ships: all of them.  An entire squadron of the 

world’s most powerful navy had been captured [Hickey 125, Borneman 132].   

 

Suthren: At the end of the battle Perry sits down and he writes a very simple note. “We have met the 

enemy and they are ours: two ships; two brigs; one schooner and one sloop.” [Langguth 256]  Barclay 

had been wounded in his other arm.  And when the, the officers of both sides who had died were being 

buried ashore, it was Perry who held Barclay to his side. Two young men in really one of the most 

poignant scenes, I think, from a war that many say should never have happened, watched the burial take 

place. There was gallantry on both sides. There was honor on both sides. 

 

Narration: The U.S. controlled Lake Erie and the British supply line was severed. Immediately General 

Procter withdrew from his position on the Detroit River, pulling his troops far back into Canada. 

  

Suthren:  The British retreated eastward along the Thames River, Tecumseh urging Proctor to stand and 

fight.    

 

Tecumseh: We are very much astonished to see our father preparing to run away.  The Americans have 

not yet defeated us by land; we wish to remain here, and fight our enemy. We are determined to defend 

our lands, we wish to leave our bones upon them. 

 

Suthren: Finally at a place called Moraviantown, Harrison’s advance guard of mounted Kentuckians 

came up with Proctor’s retreating force. 

 

Narration:  Procter prepared to make a stand in a swampy, wooded ground along the River Thames.  He 
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established two thin lines of defense; Harrison’s Kentucky horsemen cut right through them [Latimer 

187-8].  

 

Shadrach Byfield:  After exchanging a few shots, our men gave way.  I was retreating, when one of our 

sergeants exclaimed, "For God sake, help me.  Stand and fight!"  I stood by him and fired one shot, but 

the line was broken and the men were retreating.   

 

Fixico:  Procter was riding away from the battle. Tecumseh and his warriors are really kind of left to 

fight by themselves [Latimer 188].  Tecumseh will not give.  He’s going to stay and fight even if it cost 

him his life and it does. He’s wounded in the chest, mortally. He dies in the pitch of the battle.   

 

Lambert: Those Kentucky men who rode him down and killed him, they were desperate to see the end 

of him and everything he stood for. The death of that one iconic leader took one of America’s really 

dangerous enemies out of the war. After that the Native Americans were no longer a force in this 

conflict. [Latimer 191] 

 

Rick Hill: Imagine for a minute if we had rallied with Tecumseh, if we had gotten the Native Nations 

together, if we drew this thin red line on the border and say that’s it, enough is enough, at that time we 

would have had the balance of power to change American history.   

 

Narration: Tecumseh's death marked the end of an era: never again would Indian tribes help decide who 

had power in North America.  Soon 62 Native chiefs signed an armistice… with William Henry 

Harrison himself. [Hickey 139; www.ohiohistorycentral.org]  

 

Dale: Immediately after the Battle of the Thames William Henry Harrison started building Tecumseh up 

into a larger figure. Referred to him as the Napoleon of the west.  

 

Rick Hill: America seems to love dead Indians. Not only is there is that a historic line the only good 

Indians I saw are dead ones but in reality the killing of Tecumseh is one of a series of victories that 

fueled the American spirit.  If you go to Annapolis at the Naval Academy there’s a statue of Tecumseh. 

Apparently they paint him up every time they go to have final exams or heading off to war that 

somehow he’s this symbol, this living symbol for the military even though he was defeated. 

 

 Narration:  By that fall, William Atherton was no longer a Potawatomi.   After months in the Michigan 

forests, he told his Native family that he wanted to go home.   

 

William Atherton:  Every eye was fixed upon me; some seemed astonished, and others angry, because I 

would think of leaving after being adopted into the family.  [But] they soon made signs that I could go… 

 

Narration:  But he was still not home free: he had to be handed over to the British and he became their 

prisoner of war.  On both sides, military prison life was a matter of survival -- at best.  

 

William Atherton:  When I was delivered to the British I was placed in the guardhouse, and during our 

confinement we suffered from hunger.  I had the floor for a bed and a log for a pillow. 


