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THE WAR OF 1812

By the time the ESSEX was called to join the squadron, she was ready, and
declared the “smartest” ship in the squadron. On June 18, 1812, Congress declared war
on Great Britain. Just two days short of his eleventh birthday, Mr. Midshipman Farragut
was off to war.

Within three weeks the ESSEX had captured six British ships. Captain Porter was a
master of tricks. He often made his ship look like a merchantman or he flew British
colors so that the enemy would come closer. By such ruses, Captain Porter captured the
British man-of-war ALERT, a first in the War of 1812,

With the capture of these British ships, or more particularly with the capture of
their crews, space aboard the ESSEX was strained. It was impossible to watch all the
prisoners. Trouble was bound to happen.

Midshipman Farragut awoke suddenly one night to make out an enemy sailor
prowling the deck, pistol in hand. The attempt at an uprising failed, however, when
David sprang from his hammock and crept to Captain Porter’s cabin to spread the
alarm.

The Captain awoke and cried “Fire! Fire!" as he ran toward the berth deck. The
men instantly were alert and rushed to their stations. The danger was over. The prison-
er mutiny ended.

The War of 1812 became a cat-and-mouse game. In October, the ESSEX left
Delaware Bay for the South Atlantic to raid British commerce. Missing a rendezvous
with his squadron, Captain Porter determined to sail around Cape Horn and carry the
war into the Pacific Ocean. Although the ship was low on provisions and the passage
around the Horn was frightful, the ship finally reached the southern coast of South
America and the nation of Chile.

THE ESSEX IN VALPARAISO HARBOR

The first large harbor where supplies were available was at Valparaiso, Chile.
“Valparaiso” means “vale of paradise” in Spanish, and so it seemed to David and all the
officers and men of the ESSEX after five months at sea.

While the damage of a 5000 mile voyage was repaired and while the ship was
being re-supplied, the officers and crew of the ESSEX were entertained royally by the
Chileans.

One incident in the South Pacific demonstrates how Captain Porter trusted
Midshipman Farragut., There was always a problem for the Captain concerning what to
do with a British ship and crew once they were captured. By June 25th, the Captain had
eight captured whalers in his fleet. He decided to send them to Valparaiso in the charge
of Lieutenant Downes. On July 5th, David Farragut’s twelfth birthday, the young man
was made captain of a ship, prize master of the BARCLAY.

This arrangement did not sit well with the grizzled old master of the BARCLAY.
He rebelled against Midshipman Farragut's authority and threatened Farragut. Farragut
gave the order to “make sail” and get underway. Captain Randall declared that “he
would shoot any man that touched a rope” and went below for his pistols.

Farragut called the boatswain’s mate and told him his problem. The Bos’n shrilled
his whistle and barked the order to the men to “fill sail.” A message was sent below to
the Captain that if he came on deck with pistols he would be thrown overboard. The
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crew smiled and backed Farragut.

At anchor that evening, Midshipman Farragut took the rebellious captain to the
flagship and explained the attempted overthrow of authority to Lieutenant Downes. The
captain said it was “all a joke.” Lieutenant Downes did not think well of a civilian cap-
tain trying to intimidate an officer of the United States Navy and thought the joke was
most “unfunny.”

Back to the BARCLAY went the boat, the captain's ears ringing with the words,
“Acting Captain Farragut was in command. Captain Randall was simply an advisor in
matters of navigation.” The matter was settled, and the convoy proceeded to
Valparaiso.

Captain Porter's
_ ship, the Essex,

_ battled two
British ships at
Valparaiso in
March 1814.

THE BATTLE OF VALPARAISO:
THE END OF THE ESSEX

By now, the British whaling industry had endured losses of $2.5 million due to the
actions of the ESSEX. They were determined to eliminate this menace and sent Captain
James Hillyar with frigates PHOEBE and CHERUB to find and destroy the ship. They
finally located the ESSEX in Valparaiso harbor.

The Chilean harbor was neutral waters. The British ships entered the harbor and
anchored nearby. Captain Hillyar and Captain Porter knew each other from the days of
the Barbary pirates. They exchanged greetings.

A stand-off went on for weeks. The sailors from both ships had a truce ashore, but
used words on pennants to communicate insults at each other. Songs were sung 1o such
tunes as “Yankee Doodle” to brag of naval victories.

Captain Porter tried to provoke the British captain into a single ship combat. It
was a game of "1 dare you."

But the game of words was about to end. The cannons were to speak. Several
times Porter tried to escape from the harbor into open sea. Not until March 28th did
Porter discover the “siesta™ time of the British sailors and made his move.

To gain the advantage with a faster but outgunned ship, Captain Porter decided to
hoist sail quickly at the first strong wind and make a run for the open sea. The plan was
good, but just as the ESSEX rounded a point of land, the wind shifted. The main mast
was caught in a powerful cross wind and crashed to the deck, with a heavy spar drag-
ging in the water. Several sailors were drowned.

As the ship floundered a half-mile off shore, the PHOEBE and CHERUB closed in
on the helpless ESSEX. The British took positions to rake the ESSEX from bow to
stern. The ESSEX fought back, but the longer-ranged guns of the PHOEBE gave her
the advantage.



Midshipman Farragut’s recollection of the scene was written later: *T well remem-
ber the feelings of awe produced in me by the approach of the hostile ships. Even in
my young mind I could see our case was hopeless. It was equally apparent that all were
ready to die at their guns rather than surrender.”

It seemed to make no difference to the British captain that the American ship was
in neutral waters. The attack began at 3:54 in the afternoon and lasted for two-and-a-
half hours. 700 cannonballs were fired at the ESSEX. Her few long guns could not
inflict much damage on the British ships because the ESSEX could not turn. It was an
uneven battle.

Of the ESSEX crew of 255 at the time, over 60 percent were killed, wounded, or
missing. All but one line officer perished. Some gun crews had three changes of gun-
ners stacked around them.

In later years, Farragut recalled the battle vividly: *I shall never forget the hornd
impression made upon me by the sight of the first man [ had ever seen killed. He was a
boatswain's mate, and was fearfully mutilated. 1 remember well standing near the
Captain when a shot came through the waterways and glanced upward, killing four men
who were standing by the side of the gun, taking the last one in the head and scattering
his brains over both of us,”

At one point in the battle, a sailor by the name of Roach deserted his post and
Captain Porter ordered Midshipman Farragut “to do his duty.” Farragut took a pistol
and pursued Roach, but found that he had already escaped to shore.

Midshipman Farragut was busy as the Captain's aide, quarter gunner, and powder
boy. At one point he was sent to find more gun primers. As he was going below, the
captain of the gun directly opposite was struck full in the face by an 18-pound shot and
fell back on Farragut, knocking him down the ladder and smearing him with blood. The
close call had only damaged his hat. Farragut was later standing next to the
Quartermaster when a shot took off the Quartermaster’s leg and a piece of Farragut’s
coattail.

The ship caught fire, but the fires were soon extinguished. Men whose clothing
was afire jumped overboard to swim ashore. Captain Porter decided it would be useless
to continue. He ordered the colors to be struck.

At this time, the ship was sinking and only 75 men and one officer were fit for
duty. It was ten minutes after the colors were lowered that the British ceased fire.

HEROES RETURN HOME

Thus ended the longest and bloodiest naval battle of the war. The wounded were
attended to in Valparaiso homes. Porter, Farragut, and the survivors were paroled and
allowed to return to the United States.

21 months after they had sailed away, they arrived back home. They were treated
to immense receptions in New York and Philadelphia and received the gratitude of the
nation.

Six weeks later, Captain Porter was given command of the COLUMBIA, still
under construction in Washington. The ship was to be re-named the ESSEX, but the
British landed and attacked Washington, burning both the White House and the
COLUMBIA. The War of 1812 ended with the Treaty of Ghent shortly thereafter.

David Farragut was now 13 years old. On returning to his adopted home, he was
to meet 15-month-old David Dixon Porter. During the Civil War, David Farragut
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became the Navy’s first Admiral and the hero of the Battles of New Orleans and Mobile
Bay, where his famous words “Damn the torpedoes, full speed ahead!” became a part of
Navy legend.

David Dixon Porter became the second Admiral of the United States Navy and the
hero of Vicksburg.

Captain Porter was later called back to service in 1822 as Commodore of a
squadron that was charged with eliminating the pirates from the Gulf of Mexico and the
West Indies. In 1815 he published his Journal in two volumes, together with the line
drawings he had made of his journeys and battles. A first edition of Porter’s Journal is
available in our library.

In 1831, Commodore Porter was appointed by President Andrew Jackson as
ambassador to Turkey, where he served until he died in 1843, He was buried in
Philadelphia.

In 1836, Porter County was separated from LaPorte County and was named for the
naval hero, the only county so named in America. The name Valparaiso was chosen by
the citizens in 1837.

That is how we got our name.

Heave the topmast from the board,
And our ship for action clear,
By the cannon and the sword,
We will die or conquer here.

The foe, of twice our force, nears us fast:
To Your Posts, my faithful tars!
Mind your rigging, guns, and spars,
And defend your stripes and stars
To the last.

--"The Battle of Valparaiso”
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