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CHAPTER HEADING 

1812: THE WAR AT SEA  

 

Lambert:  In 1812, the Royal Navy has over a hundred ships of the line in commission. It has two 

hundred frigates. The United States navy has eight frigates, no ships of the line. Who’s gonna win this 

war? It’s obvious. 

 

Narration:  But in this war of surprises, it was on the waves where the Americans had their first success.  

On August 19th, 1812 [Caxton 40], the American frigate [Caxton 29] Constitution encountered the 

British Guerriere in the Atlantic.  

 

Suthren:  During the battle with HMS Guerriere the British gunnery of course was brisk and hot. One 

sailor saw the round shot bounce off the thick bulwarks of Constitution. And this sailor said, “Huzza! 

Her sides are made of iron.” [Borneman 84, Hickey 107] In fact it simply was that the planking was 

deliberately built thicker.  At the end of the battle there were over twelve of these round-shot cannon 

balls you'd call them in civilian language that were lodged in the hull of Constitution.  So she became 

known as Old Ironsides which she still is today.  

 

Narration: A few weeks after cutting the Guerriere to pieces, Old Ironsides met a second British frigate, 

the Java.  The result was the same – surrender.  And a second frigate, the United States, had defeated the 

Macedonian.  With more guns and more men, the Yankee frigates simply overpowered their British 

counterparts.  

 

Borneman:  Strategically those, those victories weren’t terribly important. But my goodness from a 

morale sense they really fired up the American nation. 

 

Lambert: The Americans won three straight.  That was absolutely unprecedented.  The French hadn't 

won three straight frigate actions against the British ever.  So, this caused some concern.  What was 

wrong with English ships and English men, that they couldn't beat these upstart Yankees? 

 

Narration: The upstart Yankee Navy still had few ships, but the US government commissioned hundreds 

of ships as privateers. 

 

Hickey:  Privateers were merchant vessels, built for speed. They were authorized to carry arms and 

cruise against the enemy’s commerce in time of war. 

 

Lambert: Privateering is state-licensed piracy. It’s an age old system. It’s a cheap kind of militia system 

as opposed to a regular navy. 

 

Hickey: they were never gonna determine the outcome of a war. But they did put pressure on the 

enemy’s commerce. 


