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Foreword

For centuries, attacks on maritime commerce have been consistent features of war at
sea. At the same time, a fundamental raison d’étre of navies has been the protection of
maritime trade against such attacks. From ancient times, piracy has been an issue at sea,

and a long tradition of private men-of-war lasted into the mid-nineteenth century.

After 1690, the French navy put into practice a concept of guerre de course as an alterna-
tive to fleet battle, or guerre d’escadre, as a means of dealing with the superior power of
Britain’s Royal Navy. In the 1870s and 1880s a group of naval thinkers in France, labeled
the Jeune Ecole, promoted ideas of commerce raiding with high-speed torpedo boats.
Other naval theorists—including Alfred Thayer Mahan in the United States, Sir Julian
Corbett in Britain, and Raoul Castex in France—concluded from their analyses of his-
tory that such commerce warfare was an indecisive method of waging war by relatively
weak powers, an approach that was not as effective as one focusing primarily on the
victory of one battle fleet over another. During the two world wars of the twentieth cen-
tury, submarine attacks on maritime trade were extremely effective, leading the great
American naval thinker J. C. Wylie to define two different types of strategy: a sequential
strategy that leads from one action to another, and a cumulative strategy, such as one

involving attrition of merchant shipping in commerce warfare.

Some commentators have argued that in the modern globalized economy, no state
would find any advantage in attacking a global interconnected maritime trade that has
benefit for all. Yet, as one prescient observer of this subject noted recently, “unlikely
threats and outdated practices rear their ugly heads when the situation favors them”
(Douglas C. Peifer, “Maritime Commerce Warfare: The Coercive Response of the
Weak?,” Naval War College Review 66, no. 2 [Spring 2013], pp. 83-109, quote at p. 84).

A consideration of the range of historical case studies in this volume provides an oppor-
tunity to reflect on the ways in which old and long-forgotten problems might reemerge

to challenge future naval planners and strategists.

JOHN B. HATTENDORF, D.PHIL.

Ernest J. King Professor of Maritime History
Chairman, Maritime History Department
Naval War College
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Introduction

In the late nineteenth century, the French Jeune Ecole, or “new school,” of naval think-
ing promoted a commerce-raiding strategy for the weaker naval power to defeat the
dominant naval power. France provided the vocabulary for the discussion—Jeune Ecole
and guerre de course (war of the chase)—and embodied the geopolitical predicament
addressed: France had been a dominant land power, known for its large and proficient
army and resentful of British imperial dominance and commercial preeminence. But its
navy had rarely matched the Royal Navy in either quantity or quality, and its economy
could not support both a preeminent army and navy. So its naval thinkers thought of an
economical way out of its predicament. They argued that a guerre de course allowed a
weaker maritime power, such as France, to impose disproportionate costs on the stron-
ger sea power in order to achieve its objectives. Sadly for France, the strategy did not

work as anticipated, and British naval dominance and imperial primacy endured.

The case studies in this book reveal why this was so, and they shed light on the dynamic
of rivalries between maritime and continental powers. This issue is an important one in
that from the heyday of the British Empire to the present, maritime powers have set the
global order, and continental powers have contested it. So the dynamic is still with us,
and it is of vital national import to all countries that benefit from the present interna-

tional order of freedom of navigation, free trade, and the rule of international law.

Commerce raiding, or guerre de course, is associated with major wars, such as the U.S.
Civil War and the two world wars. Yet in many cases, if not most often, such operations
have been conducted with relatively little public awareness. This does not indicate inef-
fectiveness, however. As a military tactic, commerce raiding has time after time proved
itself a most efficient way to exert pressure on an opponent. A few scholars have placed
these events in their social, political, and naval contexts, but their studies have been

the exception, not the rule. For this reason, this collection should fill a major gap in the

academic literature.
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This volume will focus on how and why guerre de course strategies have been adopted
and conducted both in nonwar and in wartime conflicts. Reexamining examples from
the eighteenth, nineteenth, and twentieth centuries makes several factors apparent.
First, while dominant sea powers have frequently conducted commerce raiding—most
notably the American campaign against Japan in World War II—weak naval powers or
continental powers have also attempted to cut off opponents’ international trade, as the
American revolutionaries did in the 1770s, and as Napoleon tried to do from 1803 to
1815, to Britain.

Second, guerre de course campaigns are often protracted, especially if the victim, par-
ticularly a continental one, opens alternate land lines of communications. In attacks on
sea powers, however, speed is essential, as shown by Germany’s failure to defeat Great
Britain in either world war. The more time a sea power has to create the means to pro-

tect its sea trade, the less effective the guerre de course strategy will be.

Third, changes in technology have greatly affected commerce raiding—for example,
the transition from wood to copper-sheathed ships in the early nineteenth century, the
change from coal to oil combustion in the early twentieth century, and the development
of airplanes and submarines. Most recently, Somali “pirates” have used small skiffs and
handheld GPS devices to capture enormous oil tankers, bringing low-level but highly

affordable and dependable technology to the fore.

Commerce raiding has been a traditional mission for all major navies and has played

a particularly important role in Western maritime history. Alfred Thayer Mahan
highlighted the important if secondary roles of commerce raiders in the American
Revolution, the War of 1812, and the U.S. Civil War. Sir Julian Corbett, the unofficial
Admiralty historian, emphasized the costs of interfering with international trade, writ-
ing in 1907: “The prolonged exercise of belligerent rights” over mercantile shipping,
“even of the most undoubted kind, produces an interference with trade that becomes
more and more oppressive.”* Only seven years after Corbett’s book was published, Brit-
ain was at war, defending its very existence from a German campaign of unrestricted
submarine warfare. Fortunately for London, Washington found German behavior
threatening to the rights of neutral powers and eventually declared war on Berlin. In
contrast, in World War II it was the U.S. Navy that carried out a thoroughly successful
unrestricted submarine warfare campaign, this time against Japan. Postwar, however,
the international community tended to band together whenever any country or regional
war interfered with international trade, as best shown during the Iran-Iraq Tanker War
of the 1980s and the current piracy threat off Somalia.

* Sir Julian Corbett, England in the Seven Years’ War (London: Longmans, Green, 1907 [repr. 1918]), vol. 2, p. 5.
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The sixteen case studies in this book reflect the extraordinary diversity of experience

of navies attempting to carry out, and also to eliminate, commerce raiding. Because the
cases emphasize conflicts in which commerce raiding had major repercussions, they
shed light on when, how, and in what manner it is most likely to be effective. The
authors have been asked to examine the international context, the belligerents, the dis-
tribution of costs and benefits, the logistical requirements, enemy countermeasures, and

the operational and strategic effectiveness of these campaigns.

There is a popular—albeit often misguided—image of the commerce raider as the dash-
ing privateer, risking life and limb to bring an enemy prize back to port. The truth is
probably much less romantic, and as noted almost all world navies have included com-
merce interdiction as one of their most basic roles. The chronologically arranged case
studies in this volume begin with Thomas M. Truxes’s examination of the Seven Years’
War, when Great Britain attempted to deprive the French of provisions, supplies, and
“warlike stores” from all sources, foreign or domestic. In response, France encouraged
the neutral maritime powers—the Netherlands, Denmark, and Spain—both to fill the
gap in the French supply train and to test the forbearance of Great Britain. From early in
the conflict, there were large-scale interdictions of neutral merchantmen by British war-
ships and privateers, all of which strained Britain’s relations with its allies. In addition to
problems concerning European neutrals aiding the French, Britain also faced large-scale
trading with the enemy by its own subjects in North America and Ireland. The Royal
Navy, along with British privateers based in the Bahamas and Jamaica, staged a vigorous

but largely unsuccessful campaign to bring an end to this activity.

In the American Revolution, as Christopher Magra persuasively argues, the colonists
desperately needed to establish a naval force to prosecute the Revolutionary War. By 30
June 1775 there were twenty-nine British warships stationed off the North American
coast, between Florida and Nova Scotia. Without some attempt to develop their own sea
power, the united colonies would have lost the war eventually. This chapter, challenging
historians who argue that the Americans pursued only a guerre de course and privateer-
based naval strategy, shows how the Continental Congress leased and paid the expenses
of a small number of vessels whose purpose was not strictly to engage enemy merchant
shipping. In fact, the naval strategy Americans employed during the Revolutionary War
involved deploying publicly controlled small vessels with the intention of eventually

engaging larger enemy warships.

French privateering was common during this era. Silvia Marzagalli shows how French
shipowners fitted out privateers throughout the eighteenth century and during the wars

of 1793-1815. In this latter conflict, in which French shipping and trade were in some
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instances virtually paralyzed, privateers were fitted out even in ports, such as Nantes or
Bordeaux, that had hardly any tradition of such ventures. Important factors affecting
the evolution of this activity include French willingness to authorize privateers, even
though they competed with the navy for seamen; foreign opportunities to employ ships
in other, more profitable trade; and the efficiency of the British navy and privateers in
capturing French privateers. The French guerre de course was above all an opportunity
for profits for merchants and employment for seamen; it was not a decisive element

of warfare.

Kevin McCranie shows how during the War of 1812 the American Secretary of the
Navy, William Jones, adopted beginning in February 1813 a new oceanic naval strategy
that emphasized commerce raiding and de-emphasized ship-on-ship battle, in an effort
to preserve America’s scarce warships and impose disproportionate expenses on Britain.
Jones sought to force the Royal Navy to sustain costly deployments off the U.S. coast,
throughout the North Atlantic, and eventually beyond, in other contested waters. The
design, execution, and effects of Jones’s strategy show how a far weaker power could use

a tiny navy effectively against the largest navy in the world.

The American Civil War revealed other uses for commerce raiding. Spencer Tucker
focuses on the Confederacy’s guerre de course strategy to cause serious economic
distress in the North so that business interests would clamor for a negotiated end to

the war that would in turn bring Southern independence. The Confederacy, without
modern shipbuilding facilities and with its ports under blockade, ultimately contracted
for eighteen ships abroad. CSS Alabama, the most famous Confederate raider, sailed
some seventy-five thousand miles and took sixty-four prizes valued at up to six million
dollars prior to its destruction in battle with the U.S. Navy screw sloop Kearsarge off
Cherbourg, France, on 19 June 1864. While the Southern raiders did drive up insurance
rates substantially, their major lasting effect was to force a large number of U.S. vessels
into permanent foreign registry. More than half of the total U.S. merchant fleet was thus

permanently lost to the flag during the Civil War.

David H. Olivier’s examination of French and German naval theorists shows how the
navies of France and Germany found themselves facing similar strategic situations but
arrived at differing rationales for adopting commerce raiding strategies. The French
expected their next war to be against the world’s most powerful navy, the Royal Navy, so
the new French strategy relied on a traditional weapon, the cruiser, in combination with
a new threat, the torpedo boat. Together, these warships were to attack British maritime
trade, with the primary goal of causing panic in the British business and financial com-
munities. Instead of French military victories, it was to be the desperate pleas of British
trade and commercial interests that would force Great Britain to sue for peace. The Ger-

man navy, by contrast, believed its main foe would be France. Germans too hit on the



INTRODUCTION 5

idea of guerre de course but applied it differently. The main purpose behind a German
war on French commerce would be to deny France overseas imports, especially weap-
ons. Although both the French and Germans advocated guerre de course, then, their
methods and their goals differed.

These European discussions of commerce raiding had relevance to the first Sino-
Japanese War (1894-95). On the first day of the war, the Japanese navy sank the British-
owned-and-operated Kowshing, under lease to China to carry Chinese troops to the
Korean theater. As S. C. M. Paine shows, this sinking was highly controversial at the
time. Large sections of the British public condemned Japan for sinking a British ship,
until British courts came down on the side of Japan. Conversely, China’s failure to con-

duct a guerre de course against Japan’s vulnerable logistical lines arguably cost it the war.

A decade later Japan was at war again, but this time with Russia. As discussed by Bruce
A. Elleman, during the 1904-1905 Russo-Japanese War the Russian navy carried out

an intense, albeit short-lived, guerre de course strategy. Operating simultaneously in the
Red Sea and in the Pacific Ocean, Russian commerce raiders attempted to interfere with
international trade to Japan. However, Russia’s basing in East Asia was inadequate, and
China’s declaration of neutrality—combined with Japanese insistence that China carry
out its full obligations as a neutral power—ensured that Russian commerce raiding

would prove ineffective.

In the first of two case studies examining World War I, Paul G. Halpern discusses how a
traditional guerre de course did not work well for the German navy. A certain number of
German cruisers remained at large, auxiliary cruisers managed to put to sea throughout
most of the war, and these surface raiders achieved some success—probably greater than
allied naval authorities were willing to admit during the war. But that success relative

to the volume of allied trade was comparatively small. In contrast, the German U-boats
quickly proved their potential as a potent new weapon against allied shipping. However,
because Germany’s decision to adopt unrestricted submarine warfare affected neutrals,
most notably the United States, it widened the war; the entry of the United States into
the war ultimately tipped the balance and led to Germany’s defeat. In the meantime,
and despite Germany’s spectacular initial success, allied countermeasures gradually

reduced losses to acceptable levels.

In examining Anglo-American relations during World War I, Ken Hagan and Mike
McMaster focus on the American and British naval cooperation that began soon after
the initiation of U.S. belligerency in April 1917 and lasted through November 1918.

In this comparatively brief period the Anglo-American strategy stressed antisubmarine
protection extended by convoys to troopships and cargo vessels making the hazardous

transatlantic passage from the east coast of the United States to England and
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continental Europe. They also analyze the importance of the battleships of the Grand
Fleet to the containment of U-boats and German surface raiders. At the center of this
birth of combined Anglo-American naval operations was Vice Adm. William S. Sims,
the commander of U.S. naval forces in Europe. Under his leadership a complex,
extensive, and crucially important Anglo-American naval network was constructed
almost from scratch, with virtually no prewar planning, to counter the German
U-boat threat.

Commerce raiding became important during the Spanish Civil War (1936-39). Willard
Frank shows how both the Republicans and Nationalists depended on military supplies
imported by sea. Thus, the commerce war became a crucial element in the conduct and
outcome of the conflict, in particular since the main suppliers of war materiel were

the Germans and Italians for the Nationalists, and the Soviets and Mexicans for the
Republicans, while British merchant firms provided most of the imports for the civilian
needs of the Republic. A Non-Intervention Committee of European states attempted

to contain the conflict by outlawing foreign intervention, and the 1937 British-French
Nyon Arrangement countered Italian “piracy” by employing destroyers throughout the
Mediterranean to sink on sight any submerged submarines. Yet the Soviets, with costs
escalating, eventually halted major aid and effectively abandoned the Republic, doom-
ing it to defeat for lack of weapons. Increased international tension and rearmament
combined with the failure of the Non-Intervention system allowed the Nationalists and
their allies to evade all controls on their military imports while waging a relentless com-

merce war.

The German U-boat campaign during World War II met much the same fate as its
World War I predecessor. As Werner Rahn explains, the Germans, after achieving early
success in sinking the Allied shipping propping up the British economy, conducted
from late 1941 onward an increasingly frustrating search for convoys. The U-boat did
provide a weapon against enemy shipping up to 1942, but then the general war situation,
especially on the Mediterranean and the Eastern fronts, forced the Naval Command

to employ its last remaining offensive capability like a “strategic fire brigade.” This led
to enormous attrition, which undermined the strategic concept of mass concentration
in the Atlantic. The U-boat war failed completely in 1943, because the German boats
had by then lost their ability to escape from enemy surveillance and increasingly deadly

antisubmarine weapons.

In the lead-up to World War II in the Pacific, as Ken-ichi Arakawa shows, the Japanese
government was most concerned by the prospect that embargoes by the United States,
Great Britain, and the Netherlands would cut off crucial supplies. Merchant shipping
was the bottleneck of Japan’s wartime economy, and the unexpectedly high shipping

losses precluded the transport of sufficient resources from Southeast Asia, resulting
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in the disintegration of the economy. However, if the war is viewed in its entirety, the
picture becomes more nuanced: Japan experienced less-than-predicted shipping losses
during the first stage of the war, and not until 1943 did they increase rapidly, owing to
increasingly effective U.S. air and submarine attacks. After 1943, the military momen-
tum was on the Allies’ side, and the possibility of an ultimate Axis victory decreased.
From this time onward, the shipping system transporting southern resources to Japan

functioned less and less efficiently.

A major reason for Japan’s defeat was the U.S. Navy’s unrestricted submarine campaign.
Joel Holwitt reveals how the Americans rapidly overcame their cultural aversion to
unrestricted submarine warfare. At the beginning of World War II, it was up to the U.S.
Navy to inflict maximum damage on the Japanese military and economy. Initially, the
submarine force had to overcome timid commanders, inadequate tactics in combat, and
serious flaws in the design of its torpedoes. Ultimately, however, the U.S. submarine
force seized the initiative and conducted a pitiless commerce campaign that annihilated
Japan’s merchant marine. The results of this campaign were extraordinary, ranging
from the drying up of oil supplies and the almost complete cutoff of imports to the
mass starvation of Japanese citizens and soldiers. After the war, Japanese government
officials and naval historians assessed that the submarine war was the crucial factor that

prevented any hope of a Japanese victory in the Second World War.

The Iran-Iraq Tanker War (1980-88) is one of the most recent examples of commerce
raiding. George Walker discusses how the Tanker War eventually involved merchant
shipping of many states and the largest wartime deployment of the U.S. and other navies
since the Korean War. New legal developments, such as the diversion of shipping for in-
spection instead of seizure as prizes, and such technological developments as long-range
missiles, significantly impacted the conduct of the war. Besides states’ traditional inter-
ests, this conflict involved intergovernmental organizations—ranging from NATO and
the Gulf Cooperation Council, or the Arab League, to the EU/EC—and nongovernmen-
tal organizations, including shipping associations, international maritime insurance
interests, labor organizations, and human rights and humanitarian law organizations.

These groups became important factors leading to the termination of the Tanker War.

The final case study examines the current piracy situation off Somalia. As Martin
Murphy highlights, the pirates work from the territory of a single state—albeit a failed
state—a fact that distinguishes this type of piracy from strictly private enterprise. In
fact, in many ways it resembles a state-sponsored commerce-raiding campaign, in
which Somali government officials and clan leaders receive lucrative kickbacks from the
pirates even while the pirates gain protection from Somali officials. Until the interna-
tional community treats these pirate groups as commerce raiders, not pirates, and acts

accordingly, there is little likelihood that the situation will improve.
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This volume concludes with an analysis of commerce raiding during the past two and

a half centuries in terms of the factors of time, space, and force, as well as with respect
to positive and negative objectives. The importance of commerce raiding lies not only
in the destruction of enemy trade but also in the foreclosure of enemy courses of action.
Commerce raiding operations open a potentially efficient way to impose dispropor-
tionate costs on the enemy. In a protracted war, its cumulative effects, in combination
with those of other military operations, can be decisive. Even in situations short of war,

however, attacks on commerce can threaten the orderly growth of global commerce.

Note

The thoughts and opinions expressed in this publication are those of the authors and are not necessarily
those of the U.S. government, the U.S. Navy Department, or the Naval War College.



The Breakdown of Borders
Commerce Raiding during the Seven Years’ War, 1756-1763

THOMAS M. TRUXES

War on commerce during the Seven Years’ War involved the seizure of trading ships and
cargoes in the service of the enemy. Governments on both sides encouraged commerce
raiding and provided for the distribution of prizes on generous terms. The most impor-
tant targets were those that contributed to the enemy’s capacity to wage war—cargoes of

guns, gunpowder, ammunition, naval stores, shipboard provisions, and the like.

But commerce raiding extended far beyond goods associated with military operations.
“In a War between two Nations, each enemy may lawfully take, seize, and possess him-
self of the Property of his Opponent, wherever it can be found,” wrote a British jurist in
1758." The war on commerce encompassed the entirety of the enemy’s waterborne trade.

In this heavily incentivized activity, the more valuable the cargo, the better.

There are huge gaps in our knowledge of eighteenth-century commerce raiding. Al-
though it is a topic frequently touched on in histories of the period, the accounts that do
exist have a regional or local emphasis, and they are typically narrow in scope and heav-
ily anecdotal.” What does seem evident is that the gains and losses of one side appear to
have been largely offset by the gains and losses of the other.” Even if the balance tipped
one way or another, as it surely did, it is unlikely that either side derived a significant
military advantage from its disruption of the enemy’s trade. In the eastern Atlantic, the
western Atlantic, and in the Baltic and Mediterranean Seas, both sides exacted heavy
tolls. But neither the British nor the French succeeded by commerce raiding in deliver-

ing a decisive blow to the enemy’s capacity to fight.

The Context for Commerce Raiding during the Seven Years’ War

The Seven Years’ War is known in the United States as the French and Indian War. It
was fought between Great Britain and its allies (notably Prussia) and France and its
allies (notably Austria and later Spain). As with the earlier eighteenth-century Anglo-
French wars, the Seven Years’ War involved dynastic issues, border disputes, and shifts
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in the balance of power. Even more pressing, however, were territorial concerns on the
North American mainland that had been left unresolved at the conclusion of the War of
the Austrian Succession, 1744-48.

The Great War for Empire, as the Seven Years’ War has been called by one of its best-

known historians, was a global conflict in which armies collided in Europe, Africa, the
Indian subcontinent, and the Philippines, and there were naval operations with an even
longer reach. In the North American and Caribbean theaters, Great Britain and France
struggled for control of a vast and rich colonial empire. Fighting erupted in the back-

country of Pennsylvania in 1754, but formal hostilities did not begin until the spring of
1756, when Great Britain declared war on France. Spain’s entry into the war in January

1762 on the side of the French was directly associated with the war on commerce."

The mid-eighteenth-century British Empire was a mélange of kingdoms, colonies,
and widely dispersed territorial footholds held together by loyalty to a common mon-
arch, broad adherence to a set of legal principles, and participation in a commercial
system that encouraged initiative and respected property. The British had been late to
establish permanent settlements in the New World, but by the middle decades of the
seventeenth century Englishmen, Irishmen, and Scots had found the means to tap the
riches of the Americas in the production and marketing of tobacco, sugar, and other

semitropical staples.

The rapid accumulation of wealth in British America depended on slave labor, a resilient
commercial system, and the capacity of the Royal Navy to protect seaborne trade. By the
1750s, economic expansion was being fueled as well by a rapidly expanding population
on the American mainland. Demand for consumer goods in British America had trans-
formed manufacturing in the British Isles and contributed to the emergence of London

as Europe’s financial capital.’

The French were a formidable opponent. The superpower of eighteenth-century western
Europe, France had a large population and an abundance of resources.’ Like the English,
the French had a strong economic presence in the New World, one that affected nearly
every region in France. Sugar production in the French West Indies exceeded that of

the British Caribbean islands, and French territorial holdings on the North American
continent—though not well populated—dwarfed those of Great Britain.” But not all

was well. A large share of France’s Atlantic trade was conducted under foreign flags,
with the result that the number of sailors available to man the warships of the French
navy—necessary for the defense of a far-flung empire—had not kept pace with French

commercial expansion.”

To doctrinaire mercantilists, trading nations were locked in a perpetual state of un-

declared economic war. It was widely believed that there was only so much trade to go



TRUXES 11

around and that colonial commerce belonged exclusively to the mother country. By this
reasoning, the gains enjoyed by one colonial empire came at the expense of its rivals.

In an age of runaway defense expenditures, governments jealously protected overseas
trade, which they valued primarily as a source of revenue. The security of the state was
thus intimately linked to the condition of colonial commerce.’ Trade disruption consti-
tuted an immediate and potentially lethal threat to the state, and the undermining of

the trade of one’s enemies—particularly in time of war—was always justifiable.”

The British Campaign against French Wartime Trade

British warships began seizing French trading vessels in July 1755, weeks before news of
Gen. Edward Braddock’s defeat in western Pennsylvania reached Europe and roughly
ten months before Britain’s formal entry into the war." As many as three hundred ships,
with cargoes valued at approximately thirty million livres, fell into the hands of British
cruisers.” To critics of the British government’s war policy, it was a blatant violation of

»l3

the “law of nations.”” From the perspective of the War Ministry, however, the attack

on French commerce was defensible as a means of “crippling the enemy’s finance at the
critical moment of mobilization,” according to one contemporary.” The French, far be-
hind in their preparations for war, “behaved with studious restraint,” says one historian,

and “stigmatized the proceedings of the English as simple piracy,” writes another."”

On 17 May 1756, King George II declared war against the French king, Louis XV. The
detained French vessels and cargoes were confiscated, and all French shipping, as well
as the shipping of any nation in the service of the French—“the same being taken” by
British warships and privateers—“shall be condemned as good and lawful Prize,” an-

nounced the royal proclamation."”

The French returned the favor on 9 June 1756, declaring war on Great Britain and un-
leashing their own warships and privateers against the British carrying trade.” The next
month, a parliamentary statute granted the officers and men of British warships and
privateers “the sole interest and property of and in all and every ship, vessel, goods and
merchandizes, which they shall take [during] the continuance of this war with France
(being first adjudged lawful prize in any of his Majesty’s courts of admiralty in Great
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Britain, or in his Majesty’s plantations in America).”" By statutes and proclamations, the
British government streamlined the operation of admiralty and vice-admiralty courts
and established an orderly process for the distribution of prizes.” Without such reforms,
wrote a Boston newspaper, “Privateering may be said to be only a Harvest for Agents

20
and Lawyers.”

The Royal Navy was Britain’s principal weapon in the war on French commerce. In the

eastern Atlantic well over half the prizes taken by the British were seized by the navy.
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Among these were such vessels as Duke of Bourbon, taken by HMS Bristol (fifty guns) in
September 1757. The captured French merchantman had been bound from Bordeaux to
Saint-Domingue “loaded with Wine, Flour, Oil, Soap, Beef, Pork, and the richest of Bale
Goods . .. supposed to be worth £12,000,” wrote the Cork Evening Post.” British naval
officers were relentless in their pursuit of prizes. During the first years of the war, for
example, the captain of a British warship rowed into the harbor of Brest, where he and
his men “boarded a French snow, cut her cables, and brought her clear off though she lay

22
among the men of war.”

Private ships of war were “always supplementary” to the warships of the king, writes a
British naval historian.” Even so, privateers (privately owned fighting ships licensed
by the state to seize the property of the enemy) and “letters of marque” (commercial
vessels licensed by the state to seize property of the enemy encountered in the normal
course of trade) were effective weapons and represented the public face of commerce
raiding. In American waters, privateers and “letters of marque” may have had a slight
edge over warships of the Royal Navy in the number, if not the value, of seizures.” How-
ever, competition for prizes between warships and privateers bred distrust on both sides,
and naval officers freely expressed contempt for privateersmen, whom they considered

. . 2!
seagoing vermin.”

In the early months of the war, there was a privateering frenzy on both sides of the
Atlantic: “The zeal shown on this occasion produced a fleet of cruisers far exceeding
anything attempted in previous wars,” writes the historian of Bristol privateering.” But
he might just as well be speaking about London, Liverpool, Glasgow, Cork, or more than

a dozen ports in the British Isles and Channel Islands.”

It was no different in British North America, particularly in Newport, Rhode Island,
and New York. “The declaration of War having put such spirits in persons here,” wrote a
New York merchant, “that no Less than 12 Privateers are out and fitting with the great-
est dispatch.”
the “diminutive” Herliquin of New York: “We have had brought into this Port Taken by

our Privateers 51 Sail of Prize,” a New Yorker told his brother in Liverpool. “But a Little

A North American privateer that caught the public’s imagination was

Pilet boat Called the Herliquin has been the most Successfull of any having Made 5 good
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Voyages in 14 months.

British privateers typically operated alone or in pairs. However, the most effective tac-
tics required cooperation and took advantage of the French navy’s failure to provide ad-
equate convoy protection. Early in the war it was common for a French convoy to begin
its transatlantic crossings with just a single escort, and few escorting vessels provided
port-to-port protection. French convoys were frequently abandoned by their escorts or

scattered by a strategy of penetration employed by awaiting enemy squadrons.™ In the
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early stage of a transatlantic crossing, a westbound French convoy faced harassment
by British warships and privateers based in the eastern Atlantic. Those that survived
endured a second round of attacks as they entered the West Indian archipelago.” The

impact on French transatlantic shipping of such experiences was devastating.

In 1756, a Connecticut newspaper wrote, “Our Enemies the French are much strait-
ened for Provisions in their several Settlements on this Continent, as well as in their
Islands.”” The early phase of the war saw a heroic struggle by the French to keep the
sea-lanes open. “I hope Heaven shall soon deliver us from this sorrowful Place,” wrote
a Dutch ship captain from Saint-Domingue in February 1757, “in case now and then a
Prize was not brought up, there would really not have been any Bread to eat.”” By the
end of 1757 British warships and privateers had swept the French carrying trade from
the sea.” After the autumn of 1759, British squadrons based at Port Royal, Jamaica, and
English Harbor, Antigua, rarely encountered French warships in Caribbean waters.”
French merchantmen were loath to put to sea, and when they did—on either side of the

Atlantic—they faced likely capture.™

London’s Policy toward Neutral Shipping

In his declaration of war, George II warned that any vessel carrying “soldiers, arms,
powder, ammunition, or other contraband goods” to any territory of the French king
“shall be condemned as good and lawful prize.”” Versailles responded in kind: “Every
power at war is naturally attentive to prevent its enemies from carrying on a free trade
under the protection of neutral colors,” asserted a Mémoire Instructif in the summer of
1756: “As the Hollanders are neutral in the present war,” it threatened in thinly veiled
language, “it is their interest to conform to the regulations of France.”™ The Dutch were
in an impossible position. From the British they risked destruction of their commerce
at sea; from the French they faced the possibility of invasion through borders that were

indefensible against the armies of Louis XV.”

By Dutch tradition the seas were free, and compared to that of Great Britain and France,
the overseas trade of the Netherlands was unencumbered. Dutch authorities encouraged
open markets and the free flow of ships and cargoes through their thriving continental
ports, Amsterdam and Rotterdam, as well as strategically located shipping points in

the West Indies.” The most important of these, the tiny island of Saint Eustatius, is just
six miles northwest of Saint Christopher, in the Leeward Islands. For a mile along the
crowded shore of Orange Bay, over two hundred warehouses offered an astonishing ar-
ray of goods to buyers on both sides of the conflict. Saint Eustatius and the Dutch island
of Curagao in the southern Caribbean Sea were busy crossroads of transnational trade,

as well as irritants to British, French, and Spanish mercantilists."
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Even before the formal declaration of war, a rumor circulated in London, according to a
diplomat stationed there, that “France will allow all nations to trade freely with her colo-
nies so that more French sailors may be free to fight, and that French merchants may
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trade under neutral flags.”” The British had good reason to be concerned and before
long began interdicting Dutch vessels carrying small arms, cannons, gunpowder, shot,

and other “warlike stores” mixed with conventional cargoes."”

Officials in the Netherlands insisted that the Anglo-Dutch Treaty of 1674 guaranteed
the free movement of Dutch ships and goods in time of war. By the middle decades of
the eighteenth century, however, the 1674 treaty was seriously out of alignment with the
realities of the Atlantic economy. The British—rattled by a string of French victories and
faced with the reality that neutral shipping was sustaining the French war effort—as-
serted that the treaty did not apply to America and unilaterally abrogated the principle
of “free ships, free goods” enshrined in the 1674 agreement."

The British had no intention of allowing the unfettered trade of neutrals to threaten the
security of Britain. “Considering how widely Commercial Interests are diffused,” wrote
the author of The Case of the Dutch Ships Considered in 1758, “[it] is actually an Impos-
sibility for two great, and Maritime Powers, to engage in a War, but the Intercourse of
all the rest must be liable to be disturbed.” In such a situation, he added, a neutral state
must accept the risks implicit in neutrality: “If the Goods of Enemies may be lawfully
seized wherever they are, then it follows, that they certainly may be seized on board the
Ships of Neutrals.
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In the first two months of the Seven Years’ War, no fewer than forty-eight Dutch vessels
were taken by the British. “England does not have much regard for Treaty rights when
her safety is at stake,” said a Spanish diplomat." Britain’s assault on the neutral carrying
trade, which continued through the war, “renders our Trade very uncertain,” wrote a
merchant on Saint Eustatius to Bordeaux.” From the perspective of London, the ship-
ping and entrepo6t services provided by the Dutch and Danes had the potential to turn
the war on its head. “What signifies our being masters at sea,” commented a London

businessman, “if we shall not have liberty to stop ships from serving our enemy?”*

Neutral Spain presented an even more difficult problem, as the ministry in London
became increasingly obsessed with keeping Spain out of the conflict on the side of
France. Spanish merchantmen regularly called at French Atlantic and Mediterranean
ports, and in the Caribbean, Spanish vessels were an ordinary sight at Saint-Domingue,
Martinique, and Guadeloupe.” In spite of clear evidence of cooperation between the
Spanish and French, London insisted on respect for Spanish neutrality.” From the
outset, however, British naval officers and privateer commanders had been taking the

law into their own hands, seizing Spanish ships thought to be cooperating with the
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enemy and—occasionally—entering Spanish territorial waters in pursuit of French

51
merchantmen.

British public opinion demanded that the French be deprived of the protection of
neutral flags, even at the risk of enlarging the war.” The solution came in the form

of “the Rule of 1756,” the British assertion that a trade prohibited in peacetime could
not be allowed in a time of war.™ “All the European nations exclude foreigners from
their American colonies,” wrote Lord Chancellor Hardwicke in September 1756: “The
question is whether England shall suffer [the Dutch and the Danes] to trade thither in
time of war, without seizure, when the French themselves will not suffer them to trade
thither, in time of peace, on that very account.” In a stroke, Great Britain set down a

sweeping dictum that took on the force of international law.

British interdictions created a diplomatic storm that challenged the forbearance of
powerful commercial interests in Amsterdam, Rotterdam, Copenhagen, Cadiz, and
other neutral ports.” Pushback against the British came in the form of unsanctioned
outbursts, each with the potential of creating an international incident. According to
the New-York Gazette, for example, HMS Woolwich (forty-four guns) was cruising off
Saint Eustatius late in the war when it “was fired upon from their Batteries, whereby she
received considerable Damage, and very narrowly escaped being burnt [having been
mistaken for] the Britannia Privateer, Capt. M’Pherson, of Philadelphia, who has inter-
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cepted many of their French trading Vessels.”” About the same time, an Irish newspaper
reported that the master of a New York privateer cruising off Curagao “was taken and
carried in there by three Dutch armed vessels” and confined to a dungeon.” There were

many such incidents, but, in the capitals of northern Europe, cooler heads prevailed.™

The French Campaign against British Commerce

On the eve of the Seven Years’ War, a British newspaper boasted, “I believe we have
nothing to fear for the Trade to the Northward of Dunkirk.
for such bravado. Two days after George II's declaration of war, Versailles unleashed its
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The nation paid dearly

corsairs, and five days later the French in America went on an all-out offensive.” The
government in London, according to one historian, was unprepared for “the spirited
manner in which the French commenced the war, and the superiority and activity of

. . 61
their privateers.”

The French navy’s contribution to the war on commerce was minimal. But when it did
strike, it could do so with devastating effect. In 1757, for example, when Adm. Armand
de Kersaint’s squadron slipped out of Brest and made for the Guinea coast of Africa
and the West Indies, Britain’s Atlantic trade suffered the consequences.” However,

the French navy faced severe limits on the availability of ships, crews, and supplies
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necessary to maintain a credible presence at sea. In 1756 it could provide just fifteen
frigates at Brest and Rochefort for coastal protection and convoy duty.” Ingrained
attitudes about the proper role of fighting ships also kept the navy on the sidelines:
“Officers generally sailed under orders which defined battle as an exception,” writes a
British naval historian.” In any case, by November 1759 the Royal Navy had effectively

confined the French navy to port.”

Despite this, France was able to mount and sustain a vigorous campaign against British
commerce. It did so with its large and well equipped fleet of privateers, some com-
parable in size and sophistication to warships.” Among the most dangerous French
privateers were those based at Dunkirk, Saint-Malo, and Morlaix, ports that enjoyed
close proximity to the English Channel, the waterway through which passed not only
the overseas trade of London but a large part of the British coastal trade as well. The
privateers of Bayonne and Saint-Jean-de-Luz—farther away but every bit as dangerous—
compensated for their geographic disadvantage with their unrelenting pursuit of British
merchantmen. Dunkirk and Bayonne, both exempt from the registration of sailors for
service in the navy, were close enough to French borders to attract foreigners into their

. . 67
privateer services.”

French cruisers operated with impunity in British home waters from the beginning to
the end of the war.” Early in the fighting, according to one historian, “swift and well
armed French privateers found their way into the North passage and the Irish Sea,
and kept Liverpool blockaded for many weeks.™ The London Evening-Post reported in
1756 “that it is with great Difficulty the Fisherman of Margate [in East Kent] get any
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Fish, they being continually chased by French Boats.”” When Versailles began to take
warships out of service in 1760, the number of sailors available to the privateer fleet
increased markedly, and so did the boldness of French raids in British waters. “An Order
is gone,” reported the Cork Evening Post, “for two Ships of 40 Guns each, and a Frigate,
to sail for the Coast of Ireland, there to cruize for the Protection of our Trade in those

1

Parts, at present much annoy’d by some of the Enemy’s Privateers.”

It was a similar story in the western Atlantic. Large and heavily manned French priva-
teers, operating in the waters off British North America, were a constant threat.”” Some
of their commanders became quasi celebrities in the American press. Among the most
feared was “Monsieur Palanqui,” the commander of an eighteen-gun privateer carrying
205 men, who enjoyed a larger-than-life reputation established in the wars of the 1740s,
when “he took 69 English Vessels.””* Even more dreaded was the gallant Capt. Sou-

bier du Chateleau of Saint-Malo, “of late but too well known on our Coast,” wrote the
Pennsylvania Gazette in 1759.”" Despite the anxiety created by the enemy’s presence off
New York and other colonial ports, French privateering had little impact on the flow of

military supplies into North America, the principal theater of war in the Americas.”
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Swarms of small and agile privateers dominated French commerce raiding in the Carib-
bean. Occasionally they coordinated their efforts. In March 1757, for example, an Amer-
ican ship captain who had been captured by a French privateer sloop reported seeing
“55 French privateers between Barbuda and Guadeloupe in a chain about a Mile distant
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from each other.””

More often they worked alone or in pairs, using the local topography
to their advantage. Because of prevailing winds and currents in the eastern Caribbean,
British merchantmen were forced to pass within easy striking distance of the French
islands, especially Martinique, “whose numerous coves,” writes one historian, “sheltered
scores of little sloops and schooners ready to dart out when the coast was clear.” At least
2,400 British merchant ships were taken in the West Indies during the Seven Years’ War
by French privateers, most of them based in Martinique.”

British countermeasures included convoys, search-and-destroy missions, and raids on
78 «

enemy privateer bases—all of which put a strain on British naval resources.” “I have just
received information from Martinique that forty Privateers are ready to put to sea as
soon as the Full of the Moon is over,” reported the commander of the British squadron
at English Harbor, Antigua, in 1759. “Their Lordships may be assured, no Diligence of
mine shall be wanting to give proper Protection and Security to the Trade,” he wrote,
adding, “But the constant Application that is made to me for Convoys [must] take off

some of our Cruizers.””

There were, as well, dramatic encounters at sea, some involving staggering loss of life.”
One that caught the attention of the public involved the British privateer Terrible (two
hundred sailors and twenty-six guns) under the command of Capt. William Death (pro-
nounced “Deeth”). In 1757, Terrible lost seventeen men when it took Grand Alexander, a
richly laden sugar vessel returning from Saint-Domingue. After placing forty of his men
as a prize crew on board the French merchantman, Captain Death and Terrible encoun-
tered a large French privateer, Vengeance (360 sailors and thirty-six large cannons), of
Saint-Malo. Both commanders were killed in the action that followed, and fewer than
ten of the 160 sailors remaining aboard Terrible were left uninjured. In all, at least four

hundred men were killed or wounded in the engagement.”

Perhaps the most dramatic action against French commerce raiding was a June 1758
British incursion at Saint-Malo that destroyed a large number of French privateers

and a valuable supply of naval stores with virtually no opposition. According to one
account, the “quays and slips were crowded with shipping,” and as darkness fell British
soldiers (or, quite likely, marines) “stole into the defenseless suburbs, with infantry in
support, and began their work. Ship after ship was silently fired; stores, rope walks,
and shipyards followed, till the night was red with holocaust.” In London, the mission
was praised “for the protection it gave our trade by paralyzing one of the most dan-
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gerous and active of the French privateer ports.” Nonetheless, and despite the Royal
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Navy’s relentless campaign—and the large number of French privateers captured or
destroyed throughout the war—“no absolute success was possible,” writes a British naval

historian.”

The Royal Navy’s Response to North American and Irish Trade with the Enemy

With the French carrying trade swept from the sea and the shipping of neutrals under
the relentless scrutiny of British cruisers, the French turned to their one remaining
option: trading with the enemy." Ports in North America—notably Boston, Newport,
New York, and Philadelphia—as well as several in Ireland took on important roles in
the French supply chain, by which cargoes of foodstuffs, lumber, and basic supplies were
exchanged in the French West Indies for sugar, coffee, and other West Indian produce at

fire-sale prices.

This commerce, technically illegal only if there was direct contact between British and
French subjects, took four forms. In the first, merchants in British North America and
Ireland—and less often in Great Britain—channeled cargoes through the Dutch and
Danish West Indies, where local intermediaries steered them into French hands. The
business conducted at Dutch Saint Eustatius and Curagao and the Danish island of Saint

Croix grew to huge proportions.

A second venue for trading with the enemy was Spanish Monte Cristi, a sleepy port

on the north coast of Hispaniola fewer than twenty miles from the border of French
Saint-Domingue. Throughout the war, a fleet of forty-five to sixty Spanish coasters
moved vast quantities of goods that had been off-loaded from vessels anchored in Monte
Cristi Bay to Fort-Dauphin, Cape Frangois, Port-au-Prince, and other ports in Saint-
Domingue. This occurred in full view of British warships patrolling off Monte Cristi.
Their commanders were under strict orders to avoid incidents that might upset Britain’s

delicate diplomatic relationship with neutral Spain.

A third form of trading with the enemy involved merchants in British America doing
business under the cover of prisoner-of-war exchanges. Because of a reluctance to shoul-
der the cost of maintaining prisoners of war, colonial governors granted to ship captains
licenses permitting the carriage of French prisoners to Saint-Domingue and elsewhere
in exchange for captured British soldiers and sailors. To cover their costs, Americans
were allowed to engage in limited trade. From this concession grew a massive flow of
goods, mostly from Philadelphia, Newport, and New York, where the cartel trade be-

came a feature of wartime economic life.

In its fourth manifestation, North American vessels trading with the enemy did so
without legal cover. In this high-risk game, merchants stood to make enormous profits,

having cut out expensive layers of middlemen, or conversely, to lose everything.
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In response to this trade, in its various aspects, Parliament passed the Flour Act of 1757,
a law that prohibited the carriage of foodstuffs to any port outside the British com-
mercial system. Huge fines were levied against violators, who risked forfeiture of both
their vessels and cargoes. The statute applied solely to North American ships and had no
impact on British or Irish vessels trading with the enemy. The arbitrary and discrimina-
tory character of the Flour Act left a bitter legacy and was to figure among the colonial

grievances in the run-up to the American Revolution.

British privateers occasionally played a supporting role in wartime trade with the
French. As French prizes became scarce in the Caribbean and the waters off North
America, British naval officers began paying closer attention to American and Irish
vessels doing business, directly or indirectly, with the French. The Flour Act made
colonial vessels attractive prizes for naval officers, even in cases in which there had been
no direct contact with the enemy. To counter this threat, North American merchants
hired privateers, or sometimes deployed their own, to capture their own trading vessels
returning from the French islands. In these collusive captures, the cooperating privateer
commander went through the ritual of capture and placed a prize master, armed with
appropriate legal documents, on board the seized vessel, which was then escorted to a
safe port. To complicate matters further, court records reveal instances of British priva-
teers carrying goods to the enemy while at the same time cruising against French and
neutral shipping. Enemy privateers also figured in this story, by honoring the passports

carried by North American and Irish vessels trading within the French islands.

In official London, there was remarkable ambivalence on the subject of trading with
the enemy. One need not look far to discover powerful individuals and interest groups
that benefited from illicit wartime trade. It was, however, a very different story in the
western Atlantic. In 1758, frustrated British naval commanders began to intervene on
their own authority. From their perspective, treasonous North American and Irish mer-
chants were provisioning enemy privateers that menaced British shipping and tied up
naval resources. Seizure by the Royal Navy—as well as by privateers based in the West
Indies, particularly at Nassau, in the Bahamas—meant quick condemnation of ship and
cargo in the vice-admiralty courts of Jamaica and other British West Indian islands.
But to the chagrin of the captor’s officers and the men, who stood to share substantial
amounts of prize money, many cases brought before an admiralty appeals court in Lon-
don were reversed, most often on grounds of insufficient proof of face-to-face contact

with the enemy.”

Operational and Strategic Effectiveness of the British and French Guerre de Course

The goals of commerce raiding varied from one operational theater to another. In the

struggle for dominance in North America and the West Indies, both Great Britain and
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France placed a high priority on disrupting the enemy’s trade in both directions across
the Atlantic. The interdiction of westbound commerce deprived the enemy of supplies
necessary to sustain the fight, and the seizure of eastbound vessels laden with valuable
colonial produce shifted sorely needed tax revenues from the coffers of one state into
those of the other. Within the confines of the Caribbean Sea, both sides worked assidu-
ously to strangle the other’s interisland commerce and throw its plantation economy

into disarray.

In the eastern Atlantic Ocean, Mediterranean Sea, and Baltic Sea, the objectives and
tactics of the belligerents differed. The loosely coordinated privateer force of the French
sought opportunistically to disrupt British waterborne trade, in whatever way it could,
rather than as part of an overarching grand design. Great Britain, which until late 1759
faced the real possibility of a French invasion, used its warships and privateers to keep
the enemy’s commercial shipping bottled up in port in order to deprive cash-starved

France of the benefits of a commercial empire.

Nearly all of the port towns of Great Britain and Ireland felt the sting of French com-
merce raiding. But none were more than temporarily disturbed by the depredations of
enemy privateers. The French were not so fortunate. The guerre de course profoundly af-
fected all of the French Atlantic and Mediterranean ports. At La Rochelle, for example,
the Seven Years’ War threatened the city’s economic foundations: “For the Rochelais,”
the war “precipitated an economic crisis, measured by captured merchantmen, kin and
seamen killed or wounded in combat, unpaid debts, soaring costs, and the absolute
cessation of the slave trade.” It was nearly as bad at Le Havre, Brest, LOrient, Nantes,
Bordeaux, Marseilles, Toulon, and elsewhere on the French Atlantic and Mediterranean
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coasts, where commercial losses cast a pall over economic life.

In the western Atlantic, neither the British nor the French fully achieved their goals.
The Royal Navy possessed adequate resources to halt Dutch, Danish, Spanish, North
American, and Irish participation in the French supply chain, but it lacked the political
support from London necessary. To the dismay of the Royal Navy, French resourceful-
ness, the cooperation of neutral states, and the opportunism of merchants in Ireland
and North America led to a breakdown of borders that encouraged the free flow of
goods in a highly volatile wartime environment.” The French, for their part, were dis-
advantaged by the absence of their navy and their overreliance on a loosely coordinated
but aggressive privateer force. French commerce raiding in the western Atlantic created

serious disruptions for the British, but it had little impact on the war’s outcome.

There were many who benefited from the war on commerce. In fact, commerce raid-
ing acted as a countercyclical stimulant to economic activity in a region negatively

affected by war: “The fitting out of commissioned ships involved capital investment,
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employment of labor, and the consumption of goods produced in the shore-based
marine industries,” and commerce raiding “generally added to the ‘stock’ of vessels
operating from a port by virtue of the purchase, seizure, or building of ships.”™ Indi-
viduals benefited as well, some handsomely. For the officers and men of the Royal Navy,
prize money was the greatest attraction of naval service. A lucky captain could “make

a fortune overnight,” according to one authority on eighteenth-century navies, and “an
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admiral was almost assured of it.”” Financial rewards could be substantial for those who
manned the privateers, as well as for those who invested in them. There was no payday,
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however, if a voyage came up empty.

Both sides paid a high price for commerce raiding. It led to a steep rise in transporta-
tion charges as the wages of sailors increased, maritime insurance premiums rose, and
available cargo space contracted.” It also bred uncertainty. An American merchant on
the eve of the conflict wrote, “Our produce is falling owing to the apprehensions of a
war, . . . [with] people fearing to send out their vessels.”” But the greatest cost was the
loss of life and limb that was a predictable result of armed engagements at sea. If the
British and the French stumbled into war over ill-advised forays into commerce raiding,
then all of the costs associated with the Seven Years’ War must be laid at the feet of what

Lord Granville called “vexing your neighbors for a little muck.””

It is impossible to discuss this topic without wondering whether mid-eighteenth-
century commerce raiding was merely a disguised and legally sanctioned form of piracy.
Newspapers were replete with stories that described the pillaging of British, French,

and neutral merchantmen, as well as the mistreatment of sailors.” Dutch vessels were
frequent targets of abuse by British privateers, but the most egregious incidents involved
attacks against Spaniards in the Caribbean.” Some of these, such as the “piratical” rob-
bery of a Spanish vessel carrying government dispatches by a privateer crew based in
Barbados, created international incidents requiring intervention at the highest level. In
that instance, the governor of the Leeward Islands reported to London “that this Execu-
tion, and the Hanging in Chains [of the bodies of the perpetrators] seem to have struck
a general Terror amongst the Privateers; and I flatter myself, that His Catholick Majesty
will have no further Cause for Complaint.” As for the future, however, “unless some of
the Offenders can be prevailed upon to give Evidence for the King . . . under a Promise

of Pardon, it will not be possible to convict them.””

British parliamentary statutes—notably those of 1708, 1756, and 1759—attempted to
establish rules of conduct for the interdiction of trading vessels in the service of the en-
emy.” But it was beyond the capacity of an eighteenth-century state—except where com-
missioned naval officers were involved—to control the behavior of predator warships in

high-stakes confrontations at sea in which lives and fortunes were on the line.
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There is no reliable account of the number and value of the prizes taken and condemned
by the British and French during the Seven Years’ War. However, “there seems no doubt
that the French claim to have captured a greater number of vessels than [the British]

is justified,” writes one authority on eighteenth-century warfare. The value of their
captures is less certain. The French, he added, did little harm to British transatlantic
convoys, and the enemy’s relentless disruption of shipping failed to undermine Great
Britain’s commercial credit, the weakening of which would constitute “the main strate-

. . 98
gic value of commerce destruction.”

Conclusions

During the Seven Years’ War, commerce raiding energized the Atlantic economy,
fostered cross border exchanges, and challenged the mercantilist assumptions that gov-
erned eighteenth-century commercial policy. It also motivated policy makers in London

and Versailles to put their houses in order following the Peace of Paris in 1763.

Under the leadership of the duc de Choiseul, in 1763 the minister of marine and colo-
nies, France initiated an ambitious program to rebuild its navy, strengthen defenses in
the West Indies, and restructure French colonial commerce. But in both France and

the French Caribbean, officials worked at cross-purposes, and attempts to liberalize

the rules governing trade were offset by periods of tightened control and heavy-handed
enforcement. French commercial policy grew increasingly out of touch with the realities
of the Atlantic world.”

Great Britain, likewise, entered a period of adjustment. Victors in the long and costly
war, the British initiated a series of postwar reforms intended to discipline colonial
commerce and strengthen the revenue of the state. Within weeks of signing the Treaty
of Paris, Parliament passed the Customs Enforcement Act of 1763, a statute that called
for deputizing the sea officers of the Royal Navy as customs-enforcement agents.

A legacy of widespread trading with the enemy during the Seven Years’ War, the
Customs Enforcement Act helped to create the adversarial relationship between the
mother country and the British colonies that culminated twelve years later in the

. . 00
American Revolution."
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Guerre de Course and the First American
Naval Strategy

CHRISTOPHER P. MAGRA

In 1755, a twenty-year-old John Adams wrote a letter to a friend stating that since the
North American colonies had “all the naval stores of the nation in our hands, it will be
easy to obtain the mastery of the seas, and then the united force of all Europe will not be
able to subdue us.” Perhaps the substance of this letter reflects nothing more than the
chest-thumping posturing of an ambitious youth who had dreams of elevating America
to prominence through sea power. After all, the thirteen North American colonies that
eventually became part of the United States of America were still firmly embedded in
the British Empire in 1755, the colonists relied on the British navy for protection, and
any separation of the colonies from the mother country was not going to be easy. Yet
Adams never stopped believing resource-rich Americans could attain “mastery of the
seas.” Twenty years later, the Massachusetts delegate to the Continental Congress helped
convince skeptical Founding Fathers that sea power was possible and even necessary to
attain during the American Revolution. Adams was so heavily involved at the start of
the conflict in formulating the first American naval strategy that he has been lauded as

“the real father of the American navy.”

There is a general consensus among Revolutionary War historians that the colonists
primarily pursued a maritime strategy of privateering during the Revolution.’ It is true
that Americans did not construct a large squadron of floating fortresses, nor did they
engage the enemy in traditional line-of-battle tactics, in which a fleet of sizable war-
ships in column delivered broadsides against an enemy fleet in the same formation. But
Adams’s definition of a navy was never that expansive: “I don’t Mean 100 ships of the
Line[;] ... [instead] this Term might be applied to any naval force consisting of several
Vessels, tho[ugh] the Number, the Weight of Metal, or the Quantity of Tonnage may be
small.”* To achieve this goal, it is generally understood, the colonial government relied
largely on the private sector. Civilian vessel owners secured letters of marque and con-

verted small commercial vessels into warships, whose efforts they focused on harassing
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British shipping, with the intention of taking cargo-rich prizes for sale in the market-

place. Crews shared in the prize money as their reward.’

While these generalizations may be valid for the conflict as a whole, however, they do
not apply to the early months of the Revolutionary War in 1775, when the American
government had not yet deferred to privateers and so did not adhere to a plan of action
strictly based on guerre de course. In these months smaller, privately owned vessels
were indeed converted to warships. But these vessels were leased to, and their expenses
were reimbursed by, the Continental Congress, an arrangement that made them at least
the temporary property of the American government. Very few naval historians have
bothered to differentiate between guerre de course involving privateers and that waged
by government-controlled warships.” Moreover, these vessels were not solely intended
to engage enemy merchant shipping for commerce raiding. At the very beginning of the
Revolutionary War at least, the naval strategy Americans developed involved deploying
public—that is, government-leased—vessels with the broad intention of engaging the
enemy’s commercial shipping and its warships as well. This was the very first American

naval strategy. It was bold, and it was daring, just like Adams’s 1755 letter.

Early American Naval Strategies

Scholars have debated whether John Adams was correct to insist that the colonists
needed some measure of sea power to prevent the American war for independence from
being defeated.” By 30 June 1775, there were twenty-nine British warships stationed off
the coast of North America between Florida and Nova Scotia. These warships carried

a total of 584 guns and 3,915 men." Vice Adm. Samuel Graves, with eight of these war-
ships, patrolled the New England coastline.” In October, thirty-five British naval vessels,
including twelve ships of the line, patrolled the coast of North America. Fifteen of these
thirty-five, and no fewer than seven of the twelve of the line, were positioned in New

At that time the British military,
however, pursued in general a strategy of pacification as opposed to conquest, and its

England waters near Adams’s Massachusetts home."

goal was not to destroy the revolutionaries."

The Admiralty ordered its commanders to support the army in North America by en-
gaging colonial positions on land, transporting and evacuating British troops, blockad-
ing the coastline, and cutting off American access to transatlantic military supplies. By
these means the navy was to help the army suppress colonial dissent. Full naval force
was, arguably, never brought to bear on the colonies, however, because of a perpetual
fear of French invasion.” Yet the British vessels stationed off the coast of North America
provided major leverage over the colonists. Without some attempt to develop their own
sea power, the United Colonies might have eventually lost their bid for independence.

During the first three years of revolution, the American navy sent only four frigates to
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sea, and none of these were operational at the very start of the military conflict, making

the leasing of privately owned ships essential if a naval force was to be assembled.”

Most naval historians of the Revolutionary War equate privateering with commerce
raiding, or cruiser warfare.” In this strategy, small and maneuverable vessels target an
enemy’s merchant shipping with hit-and-run tactics. The purpose of this strategy is to
wreak economic havoc on the enemy through the loss of valuable cargoes and vessels
and through increased maritime insurance rates. In theory, economic distress then mo-
tivates the enemy’s business interests to pressure the government to end the conflict.”
This cumulative strategy is “a type of warfare in which the entire pattern is made up of
a collection of lesser actions, but these lesser or individual actions are not sequentially

interdependent[;] . . . the thing that counts is the cumulative effect.”

Cutting seaborne supply, carried in many instances throughout the eighteenth century
by unarmed, unescorted private contractors on which militaries relied for transoceanic
logistical support, could also adversely impact the combat effectiveness of an adversary’s
ground forces.” According to Alfred Thayer Mahan, overreliance on privateers and
guerre de course limited the size and scope of the Continental Navy, both through loss
of manpower to the private sector and through reduced naval construction, and it left
British ships of the line in command of the Atlantic Ocean throughout the Revolution.
Mahan considered this strategy indecisive and inconclusive, even calling it a “second-

ary” naval operation, as it did not in his opinion eliminate the central naval threat."

American leaders discussed naval strategies over the course of 1775, and America’s

very first naval strategy developed out of these discussions. Instead of beginning con-
struction of a new navy, and rather than immediately moving to issuance of letters of
marque, representatives at the Continental Congress in Philadelphia debated whether
or not to fund a navy. On the one hand, there were those who supported the formation
of an American navy, including Rhode Island legislators. The Rhode Island General
Assembly was a revolutionary political body, residing in a colony exposed to seaborne
assaults. Its members were, by and large, prominent merchants and shipowners who
were very concerned that the Royal Navy could and would attack their property at any
moment. On 26 August 1775 they sent instructions to their delegates at the Continental
Congress, Samuel Ward and Stephen Hopkins, to make the first formal motion in Con-
gress for “the building and equipping of an American fleet, as soon as possible . . . at the
Continental expenses.” In particular, Rhode Islanders wanted “a fleet of sufficient force,
for the protection of these colonies, and for employing them in such manner and places
as will most effectively annoy our enemies, and contribute to the common defense of

. 19
these colonies.”
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On the other hand, there were leaders in Congress who felt that the costs of a naval force
outweighed the benefits, while others still fervently hoped for reconciliation with the
mother country.” Samuel Chase, a representative from Maryland, famously stated, “It

is the maddest idea in the world to think of building an American fleet[;] . . . we should
mortgage the whole continent.”” Such concerns proved so forceful that they retarded
American naval construction at the start of the conflict, ensuring that the colonists

would not pursue traditional line-of-battle naval tactics in the Revolutionary War.

But even naysayers like Chase were willing to compromise, since they did want some
measure of sea power. They simply had their own ideas as to the necessary level and the
best way to achieve it. John Adams kept notes on key debates within the Continental
Congress. According to his notes, Chase stressed the importance of military intelli-
gence—he wanted to know what the enemy was planning and executing, and he wanted
this knowledge before the American leadership took any extensive action. That is why
the delegate from Maryland proposed allocating funds for “two swift sailing vessels” for
the purposes of “gaining Intelligence” instead of setting aside money for the construc-

tion of an American navy.” In fact, such ships would be necessary for a navy as well.

Creating an American Navy

Christopher Gadsden, a former purser in the Royal Navy and a member of the Con-
tinental Congress from South Carolina, also supported forming an American navy.

He is best known for opposing the building from scratch of a completely new fleet of
large warships. The “extensiveness” of building, arming, manning, and maintaining an
American navy concerned Gadsden. Yet Gadsden insisted it was “absolutely necessary”
that “some Plan of Defense by Sea should be adopted.

of maritime military forces in coastal defense.

»23

Initially, he emphasized the role

Following a private meeting with Adams, then acting as the representative of Massachu-
setts, Gadsden shifted from a strategy predicated on defense to a bolder, more offensive-
minded plan of attack. The details of this meeting are unknown, but afterward—as
Adams reported—Gadsden was “confident that We may get a Fleet of our own, at a
cheap Rate.” Perhaps owing to his talks with Adams, Gadsden concluded that smaller
commercial vessels could be inexpensively converted into warships and that they could
effectively offer some measure of sea power. According to Adams, Gadsden held that
such a “cheap” navy could “easily take their [i.e., Great Britain’s] Sloops, schooners and
Cutters [smaller vessels], on board of whom are all their best Seamen, and with these We
can easily take their large Ships, on board of whom are all their impressed [that is, forc-

»** Adams later stated his own belief that “two

ibly conscripted] and discontented Men.
or three Vessels of 36 and twenty Guns, well armed and manned might attack and carry

a 64 ora 70 or a 50 Gun Ship.””
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Gadsden’s strategy was based on the large number of impressed colonists in the Brit-
ish crews. He maintained that such men would not put up much of a fight, especially
against fellow colonists. Gadsden’s prior experience in the Royal Navy may have
contributed to the development of this particular naval strategy. Gadsden would have
known directly or indirectly that when an enemy vessel and crew were captured, the
size of the prize crew assigned to it and the disposition of prisoners were precisely cal-
culated to minimize the chances that prisoners would attempt to retake the prize. These
ratios may have been on Gadsden’s mind as he weighed the odds that a small vessel of
Americans could capture a larger vessel that was manned, at least in part, by impressed

American seamen.

Some British naval officers during the Revolutionary War echoed Gadsden’s insights.
For example, on 20 November 1775 Vice Admiral Graves informed the Admiralty

Board that he had authorized only with great reluctance the impressment of colonial
seamen, as “they will seize every Opportunity of making their Escape, or of assisting

their Countrymen in Rebellion.””

Adams later transmitted the plans that he and Gadsden had worked out to Elbridge Ger-

ry, a fish merchant from Marblehead, Massachusetts, who was a member of the Massa-

chusetts Provincial Congress, which organized and administered much of the military

resistance in and around Boston throughout 1775. Gerry almost certainly informed

the members of the Provincial Congress of Adams’s correspondence, as this body was

at that very moment debating whether or not Massachusetts should use public funds to

arm its own vessels for war. On 20 June 1775, the Provincial Congress resolved
that a number of armed Vessels, not less than six, to mount from eight to fourteen carriage guns,
and a proportionable number of swivels [swivel guns], &c. &c. be with all possible dispatch pro-
vided, fixed, and properly manned, to cruise as the Committee of Safety, or any other person or
persons who shall be appointed by this Congress for that purpose, shall from time to time order and
direct, for the protection of our trade and sea-coasts against the depredations and piracies of our
enemies, and for their annoyance, capture, or destruction.

The actual military conversion of commercial vessels was “ordered to subside for the

present,” but this program did get under way in Massachusetts later in August.” It is

likely that the pecuniary-minded members of the Provincial Congress wanted to wait

to see whether the Continental Congress would formally approve the Rhode Island

proposal. After all, if the Continental Congress had agreed to create a national navy at

public expense, that would have saved the Massachusetts Provincial Congress from pay-

ing for its own.

The first American naval strategy, then, was worked out among delegates to the Con-
tinental Congress in June and July 1775. This strategy was communicated to Massa-

chusetts, then under siege by the British forces. The plan at this time involved arming
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and manning smaller commercial vessels that could be fitted out quickly and at low
cost. The goal was to capture successively larger enemy warships, free their impressed
sailors, and thereby disrupt enemy supply lines. Since it focused on freeing colonists
held against their will, such a strategy was not simply commerce raiding. The Ameri-
can strategy, to be sure, involved hit-and-run tactics against enemy merchant vessels
carrying military supplies and trade goods. But like commerce raiding, this American
strategy was intended to weaken British sea power. To accomplish this task, the Conti-

nental Congress turned to armed schooners.

The Colonial Use of Armed Schooners

As aresult of these early maritime debates, the Continental Congress deployed armed
schooners against the British over the course of 1775. These armed schooners have er-
roneously been called privateers. But Congress did not officially authorize privateering
until the very end of 1775. Additionally, while privateers always remained under the
command of captains who worked for civilian merchants, the American government
established lease agreements with other merchants for use of their vessels. The govern-
ment thereby assumed a significant degree of control over those vessels. A number of
fishing vessels, for example, were leased directly to the Continental Congress, making
them the temporary property of the United Colonies.

On 18 July 1775, the Continental Congress officially sanctioned the conversion of
commercial shipping into armed vessels. America’s national leaders resolved “that each
colony, at their own expense, make such provision by armed vessels or otherwise, as
their respective assemblies, conventions, or committees of safety shall judge expedient
and suitable to their circumstances and situation for the protection of their harbors and
navigation on their sea coasts, against all unlawful invasions, attacks, and depredations,
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from cutters and ships of war.”™ Orders were sent to the Massachusetts Provincial Con-

gress, and this body assigned John Glover the task of finding vessels to arm.”

In August 1775, Glover succeeded in assembling five of the six armed vessels the Pro-
vincial Congress had authorized in June. The Committee of Safety, which was affiliated
with the Provincial Congress, furthermore ordered “that Colonel John Glover” use his
authority in Marblehead “for the prevention of Intelligence” leakage to the British patrol
vessels in the harbor.” The leased vessels were all fishing schooners, they all belonged to
fish merchants in Marblehead, and they were all converted into warships in the harbor
of the nearby town of Beverly. The five schooners were Hannah, Franklin, Hancock, Lee,

31
and Warren.

Hannah, of “78 tons” burden and ten years old, was the property of Glover himself,

leased to the Continental Congress on 24 August.” Glover had purchased it in 1769. In
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typical fashion, Hannah and its crew had transported fish and lumber to Barbados in
the winter months between 1770 and June 1775.” The ship returned from these voy-
ages bearing muscovado sugar and West Indian rum in its hold.” Glover now leased the
fishing vessel to “the United Colonies of America,” or, in other words, the Continental
Congress. It is important to reiterate that the Marblehead fish merchant did not lease
the schooner to the Massachusetts Provincial Congress, nor did he lease it directly

to General George Washington. Such a lease underscores Hannah’s role as the first

« . 35
American,” as opposed to state, naval vessel.”

Silas Deane, a Connecticut representative at the Continental Congress, one of the early
members of its Marine Committee, and a man remembered for having referred to

the creation of an American fleet as “a Favorite object of mine,” believed that getting
colonial vessels “into Continental pay” (i.e., leased) was one of the first steps toward
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the realization of this “Favorite object.”” What is more, in his orders General Washing-
ton explicitly reminded Nicholson Broughton, Hannah’s captain, that it was Congress
that had paid his salary and that as “a Captain in the Army of the United Colonies of
North America,” Broughton personally fell under the commander in chief’s authority.
Moreover, as “the schooner Hannah” had been “fitted out & equipped with Arms, Am-
munition and Provisions at the Continental Expense,” Broughton was doubly beholden

to Washington.”

On 2 September 1775 Washington’s first set of fighting instructions for Broughton were
issued, and they parted in significant details from a purely guerre de course strategy.
These orders were arguably the first naval instructions in American history. Washing-
ton did not simply and solely instruct Broughton to target the enemy’s shipping and
supplies, with the ultimate goal of putting economic pressure on Great Britain. Cer-
tainly, Broughton was told to seize “arms, ammunition or provisions” bound to or from
the British forces at Boston. He was “to avoid any engagement with any armed vessel of
the enemy,” and Washington clearly stated that “the design of this enterprise” was “to
intercept the supplies of the enemy.” However, Hannah was clearly meant to weaken
Britain’s fighting capacity as well, since it was also ordered to seize enemy “soldiers.” In
this regard, Washington gave Broughton specific instructions on the care of “prisoners
you may take.” This was not an indirect form of warfare. Moreover, Broughton was to
“be very particular and diligent in your search after all letters and other papers tending
to discover the designs of the enemy, or of any other kind, and to forward all such to me
as soon as possible.” Washington clearly envisioned Hannah as an intelligence-gathering

tool, not simply a blunt economic weapon.™

On 4 October 1775, Washington assigned Stephen Moylan, the Muster Master General,
to assist Glover in arming the leased vessels for war. Both men were to report either

to Col. Joseph Reed, Washington’s military secretary, or to the commander in chief
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directly.” The two reported on 9 October 1775 that the terms of the contracts they had
negotiated with vessel-owning merchants included a requirement that the merchants
“shall put their vessels in the same good order & Condition which they would be obliged
to do, were they hired to take in a Cargo for the West Indies or elsewhere.” For their
part, Glover and Moylan agreed “that what extra expense may accrue from the nature
of their present employment must be a public Charge.” The vessel owners wanted extra
sails, over and above the “three sails, Mainsail, foresail, & jib . . . sufficient for the Voy-
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ages they usually Make,” to be made “a public Charge.

In light of these instructions, Washington’s strategic objectives for the armed schooners
can best be summarized as cutting military supply lines, gathering military intelligence,
and reducing the enemy’s fighting capacity. Only the first objective is fully consistent
with guerre de course. The terms of the ship contracts confirm that all conversion

expenses were paid with public funds, which distinguished them from simple privateers.

Operating Methods of the Armed Schooners

The armed schooners funded by the Continental Congress operated in a manner that
was not strictly privateering. William Falconer, the author of a maritime dictionary in
1769, defined a privateer as a privately owned vessel, fitted out and armed in wartime
“to cruise against and among the enemy, taking, sinking or burning their shipping” in
exchange for shares of any captured prizes." Robert Gardiner focused more on potential
profits, defining privateers as “free-enterprise warships, armed, crewed and paid for by
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merchants who gambled on the dividend of a valuable capture.

To be sure, there is ample evidence that contemporaries regarded the fleet of armed
schooners fitted out at Beverly as a collection of privateers. For example, “Manly, A Fa-
vorite New Song in the American Fleet,” composed in Salem, Massachusetts, in March
1776, referred to the captain of the armed schooner Lee, John Manley, as a “Privateer.”"
Out of exasperation, Washington once even went so far as to refer to the men on the
schooners as “our rascally privateersmen” in a letter to his secretary Col. Joseph Reed."
Such evidence, combined with the facts that the fishing schooners remained privately
owned and the crews at least earned some prize shares, has led several naval historians to
consider the vessels armed at Beverly to be privateers. Gardiner, for example, describes the
“handful of Marblehead fishing schooners, armed with four or six tiny 4 pdrs and 2 pdrs,”
not as representing “the beginnings of a national navy” but as being privateers “conceived
with a specific raiding purpose in mind.”* Following this line of reasoning, the refitted

ships would have been profit-driven business ventures and little more.

Nevertheless, there are compelling reasons to argue that the fishing schooners armed for

war in late 1775 were not privateers. First and foremost, most of the prize money from
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the sale of prizes they took went not to the vessel owners, as would normally have been
done with privateers, but to the American government to recoup outfitting costs. On

25 November 1775, the Continental Congress established formal rules regarding prize
shares for privateers, colony (state) naval vessels, and Continental Navy vessels. The
owners of privateers were to get all prize money associated with their captures, military
or commercial. For colony/state vessels, the government entity funding the ship was to
get two-thirds of the prize money and the crew the remainder. This same distribution
applied to Continental Navy vessels, with the Continental Congress getting two-thirds
of the prize shares. If, on the other hand, “the Capture be a Vessel of War,” then whether

operating under a colony, a state, or the Congress, the captors received one-half."

Second, in a sharp break with tradition, the crews of the armed schooners were given
wages in addition to prize shares, and these wages were paid directly by the Continental
Congress. The standard practice for privateers in the late eighteenth century, by con-
trast, was to give crews food but not wages.” The commander in chief of the American
forces specifically referred to those same vessels, in a letter to the Continental Congress
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at the end of 1775, as “the Continental armed vessels.

All of this evidence indicates that the small collection of fishing vessels armed at Bev-

. . »49
erly, Massachusetts, were not just “rascally privateersmen.

In fact, they represented
the first American naval warships. Considering the times, this fact should not be overly
surprising. There was an established naval tradition in the early-modern Atlantic world
of arming fishing vessels for war.” Moreover, during the Revolution most of the vessels
engaged in combat at sea with the British were small in size.” Although small, they
represented the origins of what would one day become the world’s largest and most

powerful navy.

Conclusions

It is true that during the Revolutionary War Americans unleashed the private sector and
the profit motive on their enemy’s commercial shipping and military transports. The
Continental Congress printed and issued over two thousand letters of marque licensing
entrepreneurial American shipowners to engage enemy-flagged vessels between 25 No-
vember 1775, when Congress first authorized the practice of privateering, and the peace
that ended the war in 1783. On 7 September 1776, Beverly merchants made public the
following handbill: “Now fitting for a Privateer, In the harbor of Beverly, the Brigantine
Washington. . .. Any Seaman or Landsman that has an inclination to make their For-
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tunes in a few months may have an opportunity by applying to John Dyson.
merchants printed similar advertisements in the local newspaper as late as 13 November
1780, under the title “An Invitation to all brave Seamen and Marines, who have an incli-

nation to serve their country and make their Fortunes.” The Boston merchants shrewdly
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added that those who signed on for a cruise with the privateer would receive “that excel-
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lent Liquor called Grog, which is allowed by all true seamen to be the Liquor of Life.

In exchange for these letters of marque, shipowners could sell legally appropriated
prizes, including vessels and nonmilitary cargoes. Prize courts adjudicated whether the
vessel had been an enemy vessel and whether or not the cargo was contraband. During
the course of the war, American privateers captured and sold over six hundred prizes.™
Nearly all of these prizes were British merchant vessels either carrying trade goods
across the Atlantic for sale in overseas marketplaces or contracted to transport military
stores across the ocean for the army and navy. These statistics are in keeping with the
traditional naval history of the American Revolution, which focuses on the widespread

use of privateers.

However, it is important to emphasize that privateering did not play a large role in the
initial American naval strategy. War broke out on 19 April 1775, but Congress did not
authorize privateering until the end of the year. As a result, the vast bulk of the letters
of marque Congress sold during the war were issued after the first year of the conflict.
With regard to the American turn to the use of a guerre de course strategy, Mahan
would later write, “The colonists could make no head against the fleets of Great Britain,
and were consequently forced to abandon the sea to them, resorting only to a cruising
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warfare, mainly by privateers.”” But the widely held belief that Americans relied only on
privateering throughout the entire Revolutionary War is inaccurate. Americans did not
initially intend to wage a large-scale privateering war against the British. In fact, at the
start of the Revolutionary War publicly funded, government-controlled warships were
used. Therefore, the naval strategy that the Americans initially adopted was not strictly
one of guerre de course. In truth, the first American naval strategy was to support
smaller, cheaper oceangoing vessels to target the enemy’s commercial vessels, military

supplies, soldiers, sailors, and warships.
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French Privateering during the French Wars,
1793-1815

SILVIA MARZAGALLI

In Old Regime France, war was a recurrent experience. Between 1689 and 1815 France
was at peace no more than one year out of two. As a major continental power the French
crown invested heavily in its army, but the navy too played an important role in the
strategy for warfare, especially after France became a colonial power in the seventeenth
century and fought to defend its overseas territories and economic interests. The French
navy was in charge of securing merchant shipping, destroying the enemy’s navy, and
eventually organizing raids and the occupation of enemy territories. These tasks,
however, were only one aspect of war at sea. The capture of the enemy’s merchant ships
represented the other relevant feature.' But if the navy took part in the capture of the
enemy’s private merchant ships, this was not its top priority.” These activities were
mostly the preserve of privateers, who were granted letters of marque authorizing them

to raid enemy property at sea.

Significant efforts were made in Europe beginning in the late seventeenth century to
reduce plundering and violence by soldiers on civil populations;’ however, the legiti-
macy of the maritime equivalent—the capture of private property at sea—was not seri-
ously questioned before the early 1790s. By declaring private property a natural right
(article 2), however, the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen in 1789
implicitly opposed any kind of predatory activity, including at sea. Moreover, article
12 contested the use of public force for the benefit of private interest, a principle that
could be applied against privateering. In 1792, French revolutionaries intensively de-
bated the legitimacy and the utility of privateering, but once the war against maritime
powers broke out in 1793 France once again authorized shipowners to fit out vessels
and raid enemy shipping. Not until the Paris international convention in 1856 did

France officially agree to ban privateering.'

The French Wars (1793-1815), the last conflict pitting France against Great Britain in

a century-long struggle for the control over colonies and trade, also marked the last
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concrete experience of French privateering before its abolition in 1856.° This chapter
seeks to understand privateering both as an element within a long tradition and as the
product of specific circumstances created by the French Revolution and Napoleon. Only
ships that were fitted out by private individuals to raid enemy merchant ships will be
considered, thus excluding the captures made by the French navy and by merchant ships
fitted out “en guerre et marchandises” (for war and trade).’ In particular, it will show
that from the delivery of the letter of marque granting the right to outfit a privateer to
the final court procedure establishing whether the prize was valid or not, government
authorities after 1793 controlled all phases of privateering. They also occasionally either
encouraged or restricted it, according to the prevailing national interests. In addition,

it will discuss the practical organization of a campaign, as well as the consequences of

privateering both in France and abroad.

French Privateering: A Multifaceted Activity

The first historians of privateering celebrated the brave actions of certain outstanding
privateers.” Later research has quantified the relevance of this activity for French ports;’
other work has stressed its effects on international relations.” More recently, attention
has been paid to its broader economic implications.” Privateering did not concern the
French government only as an element of warfare; for captains, sailors, and shipown-
ers and their families, it represented an essential alternative to peacetime shipping and
trade. The activity was a source of potential profit in times of war, not only for those
who invested in it but for all the privateers’ crew members. Prizes contributed to pro-
visioning local markets where their cargoes were sold, and prize ships themselves fed a

lively secondhand market.

Ultimately these various economic interests influenced the extent of privateering." The
calculation of costs and expectations of benefits determined the willingness of shipowners
to fit out privateers, although occasionally the French government intervened by subsidiz-
ing shipowners—for instance, providing naval munitions or other forms of assistance to
lower their costs.” The absence of decent alternatives to earn livings at sea made fisher-
men and sailors, and more generally unemployed young men, particularly willing to

participate, despite the high risk of being captured and taken to England as a prisoner.”

The impact of French privateering during the French Wars went beyond the economic
interests of shareholders and crews. At times, the numbers of privateers and their degree
of success affected international shipping and trade and influenced merchants’ strate-
gies, among both belligerents and neutrals. Their activities provoked public responses
outside France. The effectiveness of the British measures adopted to control trade

routes and to protect shipping against raiding affected in turn the success of French

privateering. Raiding at sea did not concern belligerents only; privateering generated
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international tensions with neutral powers, and the number of prizes depended also on

the capacity of neutral countries to enforce their rights and defend their interests.

Although privateering was essentially the result of private initiative, the French govern-
ment had a close interest in supporting it. This was the case not only because capturing
ships and goods at sea was considered an important naval tactic, adversely affecting the
enemy’s trade and interests while weakening the manning of its navy, but also because
the government was concerned to avoid indiscriminate plundering of foreign property.
Finally, in cases of seizure, the state received a portion of the prizes. For all these rea-

sons, the French government closely regulated privateering.

The Short 1793 Privateering Experience

Although revolutionary France was involved in war from 1792, privateering resumed
only after the declaration on 1 February 1793 of war against Great Britain and the
Netherlands, followed a few days later by the declaration of war against Spain. At first,
privateers could raid enemy merchant ships only, but in May 1793 France declared
that goods belonging to enemy subjects on neutral ships could be seized as well—a
factor that considerably extended the potential profitability of privateering, given the
importance of neutral shipping in wartime. In making this decision, France adopted a
much-contested 1756 British measure. Whereas prior to 1756 it was commonly admit-
ted that the flag protected the cargo—implying that enemy goods, with the exception of
contraband of war, could be safely shipped by neutrals—at the beginning of the Seven
Years’ War the British navy and British privateers started to capture and condemn

enemy goods on neutral vessels.

Once war was declared in 1793, the French Convention encouraged its citizens to fit out
privateers, and it offered some incentives; for instance, it temporarily gave up its own
right to a share in the prize money." Given the disruption of the French navy in the early
1790s, due to the emigration of many of its aristocratic officers, privateering seemed

potentially the most effective means to affect enemy shipping and trade."”

France enjoyed a long tradition of privateering. Many sailors had served on French
privateers during the American war of independence and had acquired solid experience.
Although the golden age of French privateering had occurred under Louis XIV and the
glorious times of Jean Bart, eighteenth-century conflicts maintained both the memory
and 