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Chapter 1
Ships & Men of the Old Navy

No discussion of discipline in the navy during the early and middle
years of the nineteenth century would be intelligible without some
preliminary examination of the general form and character of the
service. In many ways the Old Navy was a singular military organiza-
tion characterized by smallness, scattered deployment, and peculiar
values and ethos. The Civil War Navy, while representing a dramatic
departure from these basic characteristics, was still firmly rooted in
the past, especially with respect to its most prominent and influential
leaders. It is noteworthy that after the Civil War the navy soon reverted
to prewar practice, sO that general conditions first established in the
early-nineteenth century lasted until the age of Alfred Thayer Mahan
and Theodore Roosevelt.
The Federal Navy had its origins in the old Continental Navy, which
was organized by the Continental Congress to fight the Revolutionary
War and completely disbanded when the Treaty of Paris was concluded
in 178g. After the Constitution had been ratified and put into opera-
tion, the new Republic waited six years before authorizing the con-
struction of a small fleet of frigates which would form the basis of the
first national naval squadron. By 1798 the ships and men of the Fed-
eral Navy were in action against the French in the Caribbean, and
since that time there has always been a fleet in being under the Stars
and Stripes.
The Federal Navy fluctuated greatly in size and prestige. After prov-
ing its usefulness in protecting trade and commerce under President

John Adams, it was employed by Thomas Jefferson against the Barbary

pirates, and shortly thereafter greatly contracted for economic and
it expanded and won its

ideological reasons. During the War of 1812,
first real fame in a series of single-ship duels and squadron actions on

the northern Lakes. Indeed, Congress and the public were so pleased
with its performance that in 1816 the first comprehensive building
program designed to create a “balanced” fleet was undertaken. By
1819 the euphoria had worn off, and the navy entered 2 cycle of
atrophy and neglect that lasted until a modest program of naval ex-
pansion was undertaken in the 18p0s. Thus, between 1820 and the
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defense of the eastern seaboard of the United States, although a Home
Squadron was constituted on paper in 1841. This squadron carried
the principal responsibility for blockading the east coast of Mexico
during the war of 1846.

This widely dispersed, piecemeal deployment of the Old Navy, espe-
cially after 1815, created something of an image and identity crisis in
the service. Since a large part of it was always away on distant stations,
it did not have much visibility at home and consequently attracted
few recruits and very little economic support. The war service of the
navy prior to 1816 had created a combat tradition that overemphasized
at there was little sense of strategic
ion to be found among
were rarely held, squad-

single-ship actions, with the result th
mission and virtually no concept of fleet act
the navy’s senior officers. Squadron evolutions
ron efficiency was low, and individual cruising was the rule, much time
being taken up merely in going to or departing from foreign stations.?
Duty under these conditions was stultifying, lackluster, and boring. It
consisted mainly of assisting merchant vessels in trouble and helping
to expand American commerce.?

Throughout the nineteenth century, this scattered and uncoordi-
nated collection of squadrons was administered by a singularly rudi-
mentary Navy Department. In 1820, for example, the civilian person-
nel of the Department consisted of less than ten pcople, including the
messenger boy whose salary was one dollar per day. The secretary of
the navy was on a sornewhat more exalted level, since he drew about
six thousand dollars per year, in return for which he administered a
total budget for all naval expenditures that amounted to less than six
million dollars annually.” By 1846 the staff of the department had
grown to a strength of twenty-five men, including messengers and copy
clerks, and there were six bureau chiefs, of whom Gideon Welles, chief
of the Bureau of Provisions and Clothing, was the only civilian.? There
was no assistant secretary and no legal officer of any kind.

Although small, the Navy Department defied the principles of Par-
Kinson’s Law. It was a byword for inefficiency. Commander Samuel
Francis Du Pont called it “the most rickety and stupid of all the Fed-
eral Departments.”? Its main weakness lay in the senior bureau chiefs,
most of whom were superannuated commodores clinging like barnacles
to their departmental posts because there were few other positions
ashore for men too enfeebled to go to sea, and there was no provision
to retire officers on anything like an adequate pension. Thus, the
bureau chiefs were men long past their prime, totally unfitted by

temperament or inclination to work with the secretaries or the Gon-
gress, and positively reactionary in their attitude towards all profes-
sional matters.10 Under their dead hands, the navy languished, unable
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had only 24 captains, 29 masters commandant, 172 lieutenants, 69
passed midshipmen, and §10 midshipmen, for 2 total of 225 commis-
sioned line officers, and 379 warrant officers, exclusive of staff person-
nel.t® The transition from warrant rank to commissioned status was a

slow process symbolizcd by the existence of the rather nebulous grade
of “passed midshipman.” A passed midshipman was midshipman
who had passed his lieutenant’s examination but could not assume that
rank because 1o vacancy existed. In fact, six or seven years might
elapse before 2 berth became available. Both John Rodgers and David
Dixon Porter spent seven years in this grade.

Problems arising from the smallness of the navy were further com-
plicated by the inbred nature of the officer cOrps. Although most ap-
pointments were by virtue of political influence and patronage, naval
careers tended to run in families, and intermarriage between naval
families created a tight web of social and kinship ties that often tran-
scended professiona] considerations in shaping the lives of naval offi
cers. A brief summation of the careex of David Dixon Porter serves as
an excellent example. His first sea duty as 2 midshipman in 1829 was
in the Constellation, the same ship that his father, David Porteh, had
served in as one of Truxtun’s midshipmen thirty years earlier. David

Dixon's first captain, Alexander Wadsworth, and his first commodore,
James Biddle, had both sat on the co

urt-martial that tried his father
on charges of disobedience of orders and insubordination in the Fa-
jardo Affair2t In 1834, Passe

4 Midshipman Porter found himself
serving under the command of another enemy of his father, Commo-
dore James Barron, commandant of the philadelphia Navy Yard, who
was president of the court that

tried old Commodore Porter.
David Dixon Porter seems L0 have handled these awkward situations
well. At any rate, he m

oved up the ladder of promotion at 2 pace that
could be considered normal in the Old Navy. He was commissioned
a lieutenant in 1841 and spent the next twenty year

s in this grade. In
1861 he was still a lieutenant, but by 1865 he had become a vice ad-
As a naval hero of the Civil War, he was never called upon
War Navy until his death.

and he was

miral.l®
to retire and he dominated the post-Givil
His style in his Jater years was dictatorial and autocratic,
a relentless foe of technological progress.
Clearly, service in the officer corps of the navy was dismaying and
frustrating. Thirty-year-old midshipmen, gray-hah'cd lieutenants, and
elderly commodores stuck to it out of a grim and uncompromising
sense of duty and patriotism. Their feelings of resentment and abuse
festered deep within them, however; and they were 100 often vented
in jealousy and rancorous feuds that gave rise to 2 good deal of indisci-
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typically manned a forty-four-gun frigate that could be sailed by oneé-
tenth of that number. The men who did sail the ship, the artisan petty
officers, topmemn and prime geamen, Were the only members of the
crew who had really significant jobs to perform under normal condi-
tions. The othm‘s—-ordiuury seamern, landsmen, wyyaisters,” sholders,”
and mariues‘.rwere kept occupied with unskilled and trivial work,
endlessly holystoning decks and polishing brightwork or, in the cas€
of marines, drilling, while liberal use of the cat-o'-nine-tails and the
bosun’s starter enforced outward conformity to the rules and customs
of the service.

A rough equilibrium between sullen defiance and conformity seems
to have been the norm in naval ships The men perliormcd their tasks
with an outward show of willingness. glackness and inefficiency were
scarcely detectable with so many hands to do the work. Fear of swift
corporal punishment ensured deference to authority, while rebellion
took passive rather than active forms. The men got drunk whenever

ossible, made shambles of their meager liberties on shore, and de-
serted in droves. By modern standards, deserters Were hunted only
half-heartedly and quickly replaced, often by foreigners who spoke
little English and were themselves deserters from some other navy or
from some merchant vessel.

Nineteenth-century naval ships could be manned this way because
of their relatively low order of technological complexitys but American
naval officers often worried about how such crews would stand the test
of battle. It was beyond the mental horizons of anybody in the naval
establishment of that day o engage in systematic OF rational thinking
concerning questions of morale; indeed, it would hardly have occurred
to them to even attempt to do sO- §till, a modest effort was made o
keep up the spirits of the prime seamen, the “topmen’”’ who formed
the elite of 2 sailing man-of-war’s crew: They were much less closely
supervised and often exempted from the more galling pinpricks of
regulation and discipline that were imposed on their less fortunate
shipmaltes of the spar and gun decks!?

Although few efforts were made by the officers of an American man-
of-war to sponsor activities that might improve crew morale, the men
themselves occasionally providcd their own diversions, usually in the
form of amateur theatricals. These consisted of skits, playlets: sONgs,
and other amusements put on by the crew subject to the approval of
the commanding officer. Many officers looked upon these events with
disapproimi. Captain John A. Dahlgren, for example, condemned the
Geaman’s Amateur Theatre 01‘ganized at Port Mahon in 1845 in terms
P E—y | discipliue-cmiscious officers could readily subscribe to:
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My belief is that any association in a military body is likely to mar

discipline. Therefore, 1 object to [seaman’s theatricals). It matters little
whether the object be good or bad. The law is sufficient to insure ovder,
religion, and morality, each being pm\'idcd for in separate clauses. - . .20

In point of fact, Dahlgren may have had good reason to take this
attitude. Any {heatrical production that the crews did put on was
likely to lampoon the officers, not excluding the lordly commodore
himself, either mercilessly or subtly; and the resulting hilarity com-
pletely overwhelmed the normal spirit of ivon discipline, il only for a
few hours.?! Seen in the context of the distrust the officers harbored
for the enlisted men, theatricals were the only opportunity the sailors
had to return the compliment.

For the enlisted men did hold many of their officers in contempt.
Equally despised were the midshipmen, especially those not yet
“passed,” who covered up their lack of knowledge and general unsuit-
ability as leaders by indulging in petty tyranny and callous disregard
for the feelings and comfort of their men. Such officers were labeled
“yose water sailors” and cordially detested.? Mutual distrust bred an
atmosphere aboard many American men-of-war that was more appro-
priate to a penal institution, with the seamen reated as convicts and
the officers cast in the role of gum.‘ds. Indeed, the navy's greatest dis-
ciplinary problems were, on the subjudicial level, alcoholism, and on
the judicial level, desertion. Both offenses can be interpreted as a form
of escape. The desertion rate was parliculzu‘]y significant. 1t averaged
around 10 percent per year throughout the nineteenth century. In the
year 1880, there were 1,000 desertions out of a total strength of 8,500
men.?®

Rarely was the pressurc cased. A theatrical might be held once or
twice during a three-year cruise, at the captain’s discretion, and some
ships had a wradition of allowing the crews to “skylark” and indulge
in rough horseplay during the dogwatches on uneventful passages.
When this occurred, the rules governing conduct on deck were not
enforced, the captain and commodore retired decorously to their cab-
ins, and some of the more vigorous junior officers even joined in the
fun. When the watch ended, so did the skylarking, and the officers
signaled the end by resuming their habitual stiff and formal demeanor.

“Shipping their quarterdeck faces again” the old seamen called jy 7

Another source of relief available to the men until 1862 was the serving

out of a ration of rum oOr whiskey twice daily.

The regimen of duty and discipline imposed on the enlisted men
has been described by one authority on the history of the Old Navy
as the strictest and most oppressive in force in amny nineteenth-century
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ships were experiencing racial tensions, and a few race riots had oc-
curred.

The behavior and treatiment of blacks in the Old Navy is hard to
determine. Naval logs and records of courts-martial do not note the
race of persons tried and punished, except incidentally, in the tran-
scripts of the proceedings. Therefore, there is no way to compile statis-
tics as to whether or not blacks were court-martialed, flogged, or con-
fined more frequently than whites. An 1843 memorandum to Congress
does call attention to the fact that black seamen were automatically
confined to jail when their ships visited Southern ports.3® In White
Jacket, Herman Melville describes how one black crewman, the slave
of the purser, was exempted from nearly all disciplinary action and
was even excused from witnessing punishments meted out to the rest
of the crew.*® Apparently, the rationale for this was that since he was
a slave, disciplining him was exclusively the prerogative of his master.
In 1855 Secretary of the Navy James C. Dobbin ruled that when a
slave deserted his ship or station, his wages would not be paid to his
master but forfeited to the navy. This was in line with the regulation

that held that the wages of free men who deserted were not to be paid
to relatives or dependents.!

In his studies of Negro military personnel during the Civil War,
Benjamin Quarles states that the navy's treatment of black enlisted
men was, in general, better than that of the army, with segregation
and discrimination at a minimum.*2 It appears that he was unable to
find any significant examples of undue harshness towards blacks on the
part of the naval justice system. He also notes that four black seamen
received the navy’s Medal of Honor for conspicuous bravery in action.
If institutional racism was minimal in the navy, the transcripts of some
courts-martial and courts of inquiry indicate that individual naval
officers did display the prejudicial attitudes typical of the nineteenth
century. Some blacks and mulattoes were employed in such menial
jobs as sick-berth attendants and wardroom servants, and there seems
to have been a feeling among a certain class of officer that they could
be slapped, kicked, or otherwise cuffed around in a manner not sanc-
tioned by the Articles of War for the punishment of seamen and
marines.4?

Besides foreigners and blacks, there was one other group of men
who represented a special class within the Old Navy—the marines.
Marines were present aboard American warships from the earliest days
of the Continental Navy. During the era of the sailing navy, the com-
Plement of marines on board a given ship was roughly in the ratio of
One to a gun, so that a forty-four-gun frigate would carry approxi-
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mately fifty marines. They did guard duty, furnished landing parties,
stood watches, and lent a hand with hoisting and trimming sails. In general’s records i
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quarterdeck than on the perth deck. Being 2 more articulate body of
men and more pcrmauently engrafted onto the navy, the officers had
to be consulted before any changes relevant to their condition could
be made. Naturally, the most influential of all the officers were those
highest on the seniority list, the poweriul, conservative. and often

dores, who threw their not inconsiderable weight into
d from outside the

military organiza-

elderly commo
the balance against any reforms or changes suggeste
service or by the lower ranks. As is often the case 1
tions, it was the junior officers who were most interested in promoting
equitable and progressive personnel practices. Denied a hearing within
the navy itself, they occasionally went outside channels and published
anonymous eXPOSES, formed semisecret cliques of like-minded indi-
viduals, and conspired with sympathetic politicians 10 bypass their
stubbornly conservative superiors.

And the senior officers were stubborn. A healthy sense of profession-
alism and a decent spirit of subordination to the Navy Department
were characteristics conspicuously lacking in the 0ld Navy. The Quasi-
War with France and the War of 1812 had yielded a crOp of over-
whelmingly proud and egotistical youns commodores pathologically
preoccupied with personal “honor” and incapable of sacrificing pri-
vate considerations for the good of the service.® In 1815 they were
youthful and energetic, at the apex of their careers, and subsequently
became more and more embedded in the generally declining peacetime
navy, unable to advance in rank and unwilling to retirve. Isaac Hull,
Charles Stewart, Thomas ap Catesby Jones, Jesse Duncan Elliott, and
others like them Were still to be found on the navy list twenty, thirty,
even forty years after the great age of fighting sail that had made their
fortunes. Indeed, Charles Stewart was 2 force to be reckoned with as
late as 1862, when he was retired in his dotage so that younger men
could become the navy’s first admirals.

It was against these crusty old curmudg
been molded by the imperious commodores of the early Federal Navy,
Thomas Truxtun, Edward Preble, and John Rodgers, that the reform-
minded juniors struggled, many of them growing old themselves in
the process. A good example of (heir efforts was the campaign waged
by Lieutenant Matthew Fontain€ Maury in the Southern Literary
Messenger under the pseudonym “Harry Bluff.” Maury's articles, en-
titled “Scraps from the Lucky Bag,” touched on many aspects of naval
life, but his main concern was the lack of educational opporlunities
for young officers and the stubborn resistance to technological progress
that pervaded the navy. One article was devoted to graft, inefficiency,
yards and the antiquated methods e
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and incompetence in the navy
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of the navy’s request that they be Jodged
Commodore Hull arranged through
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his flag captain 10 have all the ship’s lieute

n deck and berthed on t

quarters on the gu
below the waterline and thus exceedingly unhealthy 2

fortable and inconvenient.”
Du Pont and several of the other licutenants, who protested vig-

orously against this state of affairs, were dismissed from the flagship
and sent home by Hull on the pretext that they had shown him disre-
spect by refusing to make a social call on him and his wife. Once home,
the lieutenants told their story and escaped official censurec. They were
returned to the squadron 10 resume their duties armed with another
directive from the secretary that Mus. Hull and her sister should be
put ashore. Hull ignored these instructions and distributed the unwel-
come lieutenants among the smaller ships of his squadron, vefusing
to bring any of them back to the flagship-**
After this drawn battle, Du Pont became a member of the clique of
reform-minded office d Matthew Calbraith Perry, Alex-
ander Slidell Mackenzie, and others. Their efforts 10 curb the power
of dictatorial superiors and retire the more obviously unfit culminated
in the convening of the Naval Efficiency Board of 1855 put the prac
tical effect of their activities Was slight. Some of Du Pont's frustration
with the higher echelons of the navy's command was expressed in his
Jetters. Once he described four successive secretaries of the navy in the
most unflattering Lerms, citing the "gross ignorance of old Branch;
the contemptible meanness of old Woodbury; the honest imbecility of
Dickerson; and the dog-in-office pearing of paulding.”*

Rent by factionalism between junior and senior officers, the Old
Navy was further pedeviled by 2 bitter, damaging feud between staff
and line officers. One of the main causes of this quarrel was that the
civilian community accorded higher social status to the staff officers,
possessed as they were of valuable skills in medicine, accounting, en-
gineering, and construction, than it did to ordinary line officers. Within
the navy, however, staff men were looked upon as socially inferior to
the “fighting” officers of the lin¢. They were denied access LO the rank
structure that gave the line officers their place within the military
nierarchy and had their own seniority lists separate from those of line:
Even more importantly, line officers resented the fact that staff men

were paid out of the funds that Congress allocated for officer pay:

Thus, every staft officer on the payroll meant that less money Was

available to compensate line officers, give (hem raises, Or iNCYEAse their

numbers.5®
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But in a few areas, the Old Navy was seriously deficient, even by the
standards of its time. The attainment of significant achievement in
peaceful pursuits by naval officers went almost entirely unrecognized.
At the very peak of his career as an oceanographer and cartographer,
Matthew Fontaine Maury held the rank, emoluments, and privileges
of a mere licutenant and was all but ignored by his own service.
British officers and statesmen, calling on him to pay their respects, were
appalled at such indifference. Indeed, during the years 1855 to 1857,
Maury was obliged to fight a furious battle simply to be allowed to
remain in the navy after the Efficiency Board decided that he was unfit
for sea duty on account of an accident that left him with a permanent
limp.®® Adulation, rewards, and recognition went only to those who
had distinguished themselves in combat, a dismaying prospect in a
service where combats were few and far between. This approach was
unnecessarily narrow and uncompromising even for that day and age.

Unusual narrowness was exhibited in another area. Although nine-
teenth-century military tradition stressed to a high degree the aristo-
cratic nature of commissioned rank, only in the navy of republican
America could one find an almost complete absence of officers pro-
moted from the ranks. Entry to commissioned status was held so closely
and dispensed so narrowly that there was practically no way a talented
petty officer or warrant officer, other than a midshipman, could attain
it. Oddly enough, the unsuitability of many of the “young gentlemen”
who were able to land midshipmen’s berths in the Old Navy was a
well-known scandal both in and out of the service.

Finally, the American navy was particularly backward in its arrange-
ments for senior officers. The cutting-off of the rank structure above
the grade of captain was done in the name of noble republican senti-
ments, but its effect on the service was awkward and debilitating. Few
other navies were hobbled with such a rudimentary and inadequate
command arrangement. The “commodores” fought each other tena-
ciously for every scrap of professional advantage, every nuance of
status, every shred of deference. Their jealousies, feuds, and bickerings
caused the Navy Department and the secretaries endless misery.

Perhaps no navy was strong in the area of morale and personnel
administration in the nineteenth century. Without a doubt, however,
the U.S. Navy was among the most backward and poorly organized of

them all.

Chapter 11

Disciplinary Tradition
of the Old N avy
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