











Surveyor continued from page 4

On June 11, 1813, while anchored off
Back River, Capt. Lumley, commanding
officer of the 32-gun frigate HMS
Narcissus, got word of an enemy armed
schooner laying in the York River off
Gloucester Point. This “schooner” was
the cutter Surveyor which had taken up
station there in March. Thinking it
practicable to capture or destroy her,
Lumley sent the ship’s barge, launch, and
two gigs up river to try to take her. The
flotilla, led by Lt. Cririe with 38 seaman,
and six marines led by Lt. Patrick Savage,
left the anchorage at 4:30 in the
afternoon, rowing against wind and tide.

According to Surveyor’s 3rd mate
William Travis, his ship was anchored
near Gloucester Point. At 8 p.m., he took
the ship’s boat with four men to row
guard duty. It was raining with thick fog.
After going some distance, the fog lifted
slightly. Thinking he saw something
move close to shore, he ordered the crew
to “lay on” their oars. The darkness was
intense. Seeing nothing, he directed the
boat to continue toward Yorktown. He
soon heard a peculiar noise and
discovered it to be the regular stroke of a
ship’s boat. Then he saw them-two boats
pulling for the Surveyor and one towards
his boat. As they out-numbered him,
it was impossible to return to the cutter,
she headed for shore, firing five shots
as they went. The British returned the
fire. Travis and his men out-distanced
the enemy and beached. Firing and
shouting was heard from the direction
of the cutter.

The Niles Weekly Register, a
contemporary Baltimore newspaper,
reported what happened next. “The deck
watch of the Surveyor felt the beat of rain.

Gun ports were open, guns loaded and
run out, with all gear handy. From the
direction of the guard boat, shots were
heard. The balance ofthe crew was called
on deck. The shadowy outlines of two
boats were seen at about 150 yards—
pulling for the cutter. Seeing thatthe guns
could not be depressed far enough to be
effective, Capt. Samuel Travis directed
each crewman to take, and load, two
muskets, but hold fire until he gave the
word. When the men in the boats could
be seen, Travis gave the signal to fire.
Despite this heavy fire, the attacking part
came alongside and boarded. Hand to
hand fighting followed. Although out-
numbered almost three to one, the crew
fought stubbornly-but to no avail. Capt.
Travis ‘struck.” He and his crew were

return your sword. You have my most
sincere wishes for immediate parole.”

Unfortunately, it did not come that
fast. On June 21, acting Treasury
Secretary R.G. Jones added insult to
injury when he dismissed the entire crew
of the Surveyor from the service. He
explained to Baltimore Collector James
McCullock that “As a Revenue Cutter
can be of no service in the Chesapeake
during the present state of things, it will
be proper for you to inform the officers
and crew of the Surveyor that they are to
consider themselves as being no longer
in the service of the United States.”

The Surveyor was taken into service
by the British and participated in the raid
on Hampton and the raid on Craney
Island. Sometime after, she disappeared

“Your gallant and desperate attempt to defend your vessel against
more than double your number, excited admiration on the part
of your opponents and induced me to return your sword. You
have my most sincere wishes for immediate parole.” -Lt. Crire of
HMS Narecissus writing to Capt. Samuel Travis of the Surveyor

taken prisoners.”

The British boarding party returned
victoriously to the Narcissus at 4:30 am
with the Surveyor in tow. “At 6 am.”
Narcissus’ log reports, “the small gig
came alongside with an account of the
capture of the American schooner
Surveyor, 6 guns, 15 men, commanded
by Samuel Travis. We lost three men
killed and three wounded. Five were
wounded on the schooner.” On June 13,
Lt. Crire returned Capt. Travis’ sword to
the captured officer saying, “Your gallant
and desperate attempt to defend your
vessel against more than double your
number, excited admiration on the part
of your opponents and induced me to

from the records of the British Navy.
Capt. Travis was taken aboard the frigate
HMS Junon where he watched firsthand
an attack on the frigate by 15 U.S. Navy
gunboats operating out of Norfolk. He
was aboard when the British went to
Ocracoke Island and raided the small
village of Portsmouth. Released on
parole while in that area, he made his way
to Washington, N.C., then back to
Norfolk. He asked for back pay for the
time he served as a prisoner of war and
severance pay according to regulations.
He had not heard that the Secretary had
dismissed him from the service. It took
almost two years for him to get his
account squared away.

Vittles for Critters

The Hampton Roads Naval Museum and the Norfolk SPCA

program

e still accepting

pet food as part of the “Vittles for Critters” program. Drop off your
contribution at the SPCA table located just outside of the museum entrance.
We will be accepting donations until March 30.
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The Boy Hero of the President

f Captain John Rodgers received

criticism from some quarters, the
actions of one member of his crew were
universally applauded. As the Norfolk
Heraldreported it: “In the late conflict
between the United States Frigate
President, and the British ship of war
Little Belt, a gunner’s boy on board the
frigate who had his arm broken by a
shot, while under the hands of the
Surgeon in the cockpit requested that
he would make haste in dressing his
wound, that he might get on deck again.
On the surgeon’s asking what he could
do on deck, wounded as he was, the
little American replied, ‘if I can do no
more, [ can at least be shot at!” 1t is
known that the heroism of this lad has
attracted the earnest attention of the
Secretary of the Navy.”

In fact, Navy Secretary Paul
Hamilton wrote Rodgers, “If in addition
to his gallantry he is of good character
generally, I would hug him to my

disappointing midshipman. Capt.
Rodgers wrote “Enclosed is the
resignation of Rodgers of the Argus,
whom I have permitted to leave that

“If I can do no more, I can at least be shot at!”--
Walter Rodgers, a gunner’s boy on the President

bosom (whatever may be his condition
or circumstances in life) while I made
him an officer in the American navy.”
The boy, Walter Rodgers, was granted
a midshipman’s warrant to rank from
16 May 1811 (the date of the action.)
In a Horatio Alger world, Midshipman
Rodgers would have gone on to fame
and honor. In reality, his career was
short.

Early on in the War of 1812,
Commodore Rodgers dismissed the

vessel, his having been, a long time in
confinement, and there being no
opportunity of trying him by a court
martial. Capt. Sinclar and other officers
of the Argus, represent the character of
this lad in such a light as induces me to
believe that the service will do well to
get rid of him, and this I am sorry to
say, knowing as I do that you [Secretary
Hamliton] promoted him as a reward
for merit which he had at the time was
supposed to possess.”m

President continued from page 6
that President seemed to be trying to
get into position to rake his ship. To
prevent this, the British captain wore
his ship [brought the ship about by
bringing the bow through the wind]
three times.

Finally, by about 8:15 p.m.,
President had gained a position about
70 to 100 yards distant and forward of
Little Belt’s weather beam. At this
point, both captains called out the
standard hail; “What ship is that?”
Both failed to answer but instead hailed
again. The official reports of Rodgers
and Bingham differ as to who hailed
first. Both stated they felt they
deserved a reply having made the first
hail.

According to the American account,
just after Rodgers’ second hail a single
cannon fired onboard Little Belt. The
shot struck President’s main mast.
Even before Rodgers could order a
response, a single American cannon
fired back. A ragged response from the
British ship grew into a full broadside.
Rodgers claimed he had been
hesitant to respond initially. After the
broadside, he “accordingly with that
degree of repugnance incident to
feeling equally determined neither to
be the aggressor, or to suffer the Flag
of my Country to be insulted with

President coming
from Annapolis

President stops to assist merchant
vessels Madison and Sussex on May
14and 15.
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On May 16, President and Little Belt
sight each other. After determining
President was a frigate, Little Belt sails
away. President gives chase.
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impunity; gave a general order to fire.’

Bingham’s account varies
significantly. After his second hail, he
states, “[Rodgers] again repeated my
words & fired a Broadside, which I
instantly returned. The Action then
became general & continued for three-
quarters of an hour.” Rodgers puts the
length of the action at only 12 to 15

minutes. At the end of that time,
Rodgers again called out, “What ship
is that?” and this time was informed it
was a Royal Navy vessel.

However long the firing may have
lasted, it ended with the advantage to
the Americans. President had only one
boy wounded [see above] and slight

President continued on page 8
















