
Free Trade and Sailors’ Rights in the War of 1812

On July 2, 1812, Captain David Porter raised a banner on the USS Essex
proclaiming “A free trade and sailors’ rights,” thus creating a political
slogan that explained the War of 1812. Free trade demanded the pro-
tection of American commerce, while sailors’ rights insisted that the
British end the impressment of seamen from American ships. Repeated
for decades in Congress and in taverns, the slogan reminds us today that
our second war with Great Britain was not a mistake. It was a contest
for the ideals of the American Revolution, bringing together the high
culture of the Enlightenment to establish a new political economy and
the low culture of the common folk to assert the equality of humankind.
Understanding the War of 1812 and the motto that came to explain
it – free trade and sailors’ rights – allows us to better comprehend the
origins of the American nation.

Paul A. Gilje is a George Lynn Cross Research Professor in the Depart-
ment of History at the University of Oklahoma. He holds an M.A.
and Ph.D. from Brown University and has held fellowships at Johns
Hopkins University and Washington University in Saint Louis. Gilje
is the author of The Road to Mobocracy: Popular Disorder in New
York City, 1763–1834; Riots in America; Liberty on the Waterfront:
Society and Culture of the American Maritime World in the Age of
Revolution, 1750–1850; and The Making of the American Republic,
1763–1815. Liberty on the Waterfront received the 2004 Society for
Historians of the Early American Republic Best Book Prize and the
2004 North American Society for Oceanic History John Lyman Book
Award in the category of United States Maritime History. Professor
Gilje has organized an adult civics program in the state of Oklahoma,
consulted for museums, edited several books, and lectured widely in
Europe and America. Throughout his career he has sustained an inter-
est in how common people have been affected by the larger events of
history.

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-02508-0 - Free Trade and Sailors’ Rights in the War of 1812
Paul A. Gilje 
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107025080
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-02508-0 - Free Trade and Sailors’ Rights in the War of 1812
Paul A. Gilje 
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107025080
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Free Trade and Sailors’ Rights
in the War of 1812

PAUL A. GILJE
University of Oklahoma

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-02508-0 - Free Trade and Sailors’ Rights in the War of 1812
Paul A. Gilje 
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107025080
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


cambridge university press
Cambridge, New York, Melbourne, Madrid, Cape Town,
Singapore, São Paulo, Delhi, Mexico City

Cambridge University Press
32 Avenue of the Americas, New York, ny 10013-2473, usa

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781107607828

C© Paul A. Gilje 2013

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,
no reproduction of any part may take place without the written
permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 2013

Printed in the United States of America

A catalog record for this publication is available from the British Library.

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data

Gilje, Paul A., 1951–
Free trade and sailors’ rights in the war of 1812 / Paul A. Gilje.

p. cm.
Includes bibliographical references and index.
isbn 978-1-107-02508-0 (hardback) – isbn 978-1-107-60782-8 (pbk.)
1. Unites States – History – War of 1812. 2. United States – Foregin relations – 1783–1815.
3. United States – Commerce – History – 19th century. 4. Mottoes – United States –
History – 19th century. 5. Free trade – United States – History – 19th century. 6. Sailors –
United States – Social conditions – 19th century. 7. Impressment – History – 19th century.
I. Title.
e354.g464 2012
973.5′2–dc23 2012014474

isbn 978-1-107-02508-0 Hardback
isbn 978-1-107-60782-8 Paperback

Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or accuracy of urls for
external or third-party Internet Web sites referred to in this publication and does not guarantee
that any content on such Web sites is, or will remain, accurate or appropriate.

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-02508-0 - Free Trade and Sailors’ Rights in the War of 1812
Paul A. Gilje 
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107025080
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


To Gordon S. Wood

Friend and Mentor

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-02508-0 - Free Trade and Sailors’ Rights in the War of 1812
Paul A. Gilje 
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107025080
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-02508-0 - Free Trade and Sailors’ Rights in the War of 1812
Paul A. Gilje 
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107025080
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Contents

Acknowledgments page ix

Introduction 1

part one: free trade 11

1 The Enlightenment and Defining Free Trade 13

2 The Revolutionary Experience 32

3 The New Diplomacy 46

4 Legacy 65

part two: sailors’ rights 69

5 Anglo-American Traditions 71

6 The Rise of Jack Tar 85

7 Impressment 99

8 Citizenship 110

9 The Hermione and the Rights of Man 118

part three: origins 125

10 Empire of Liberty 127

11 Indians in the Way 137

12 Contested Commerce 148

13 The Ordeal of Jack Tar 171

14 Honor 190

vii

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-02508-0 - Free Trade and Sailors’ Rights in the War of 1812
Paul A. Gilje 
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107025080
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


viii Contents

part four: war 197

15 The Odyssey of the Essex 199

16 The Language of Combat 215

17 Politics of War 228

18 Pursuit of Peace 244

19 Dartmoor 262

part five: memory 277

20 Winning the Peace 279

21 Remembering Impressment 288

22 The Persistent Dream 297

23 Politics 308

24 Popular Culture 324

Conclusion 337

Notes 345

Index 405

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-02508-0 - Free Trade and Sailors’ Rights in the War of 1812
Paul A. Gilje 
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107025080
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Acknowledgments

As I have indicated in the Introduction, this book emerged while I was working
on another book at the C. V. Starr Center for the Study of the American Expe-
rience, Chestertown, Maryland, in November 2008. For this opportunity to
spend a month on the Maryland eastern shore I thank Adam Goodheart; Hod-
son Trust-Griswold, director of the center; Jill Ogline Titus, associate director;
Michael Buckley, program director; and Jenifer Emiley, center coordinator. I
owe also a special thanks to President Baird Tipton of Washington College
and the crew of the Sultana, a re-created schooner from the eighteenth century,
for a daylong cruise aboard the Sultana on the Chester River. I thank, too,
Adam and Jill and the crew of the Pride of Baltimore II for a second sail on
the Chester River on a tall ship built on the model of a War of 1812 privateer.

The long essay I wrote that November became the basis of my presidential
address for the Society for Historians of the Early American Republic, which,
thanks to Illinois State Historian Thomas F. Schwartz and SHEAR Conference
coordinator Craig Friend, I delivered from the podium in the Old State House
in Springfield, Illinois, on July 19, 2009. The thrill of speaking from the same
platform used by Abraham Lincoln for his house-divided speech was matched
by the enthusiastic response of my many friends and supporters within SHEAR.
If I had any doubts about my decision to write this book, they quickly evap-
orated amid the encouragement I received that evening and the subsequent
chants of “Free Trade and Sailors’ Rights” at the banquet later that night.
Indeed, that rowdy response, and the many notes I have received since with the
phrase or versions of the phrase as a tag line, has further convinced me that
there was something peculiarly catchy in Porter’s motto that helps to explain
its popularity during the War of 1812 and in the decades that followed.

The fall of 2010 brought me under the shadow of Adam Smith with a
semester of teaching at the University of Glasgow. I thank Simon Newman for

ix

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-1-107-02508-0 - Free Trade and Sailors’ Rights in the War of 1812
Paul A. Gilje 
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9781107025080
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


x Acknowledgments

organizing this visit to Scotland and helping me arrange a series of lectures
in the United Kingdom and France where I could share my ideas on the War
of 1812. That fall I presented papers at the American Studies Seminar at the
University of Glasgow (hosted by Marina Moscowitz); the Early American
History Seminar at the University of Edinburgh (hosted by Frank Cogliano);
the Rothermere American Institute, Oxford University (hosted by Peter Tuck);
the Centre d’Etudes Nord-Américaines, L’ecole des Hautes Etude en Sciences
Sociales, University of Paris (hosted by Pierre Gervais); and the Institut Charles-
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