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ABSTRACT 

The contents of this thesis are a history of an individual who took part in the 

fabrication of early American history. George F. de la Roche was the son of a foreign 

officer who served in the American Revolution with Washington, Rochambeau, and 

Lafayette. After the war, Frederick de la Roche immigrated to the United States with 

young George and the rest of his family due to the French Revolution and the 

unpopUlarity of the nobility. Arriving in Philadelphia in the early 1790's, Frederick 

established a profitable shipping company, which collapsed during the Quasi-War when 

all of the ships he owned were captured by French privateers. With the collapse of his 

business and feeling disgraced, Frederick returned to France in the late 1790's and was 

never heard from again, though George believed his father served in the Allied Army 

fighting Napoleon. At this point, young George was old enough to start writing in his 

journal and began to describe the events of his life and what information he could 

remember about his father. With the family destitute, George de la Roche became 

indentured to a maritime captain, Lloyd Jones, who mentored him in the nautical 

profession. At the age of twenty-one and free of his indenture, George joined the United 

States Navy in 1812 and served with distinction as a Masters' Mate on the Frigate 

Constellation during the British Chesapeake Campaigns of 1813, and as a Sailing Master 

on the Sloop of War Erie during the siege of Baltimore in 1814. After the war, George 

left the navy and took command of several merchant vessels making frequent runs 

between the United States and Europe, and even ran into some pirates in the Caribbean. 

Finally deciding to retire from the sea, George sets himselfup as an architect and 

engineer, designing several facilities, which still stand. The original United States Naval 
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Observatory in North West Washington, D.C. was designed by George as well as laying 

out the grounds of the cemetery adjourning Rock Creek Park where he was buried. 
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Prologue 

When I started this research, my focus was not on this topic, however, during the 

course ofthat investigation I came across a journal, which became the primary resource 

for the following account. The story was captivating because it was unequivocally an 

American story, one as common as it is unique, as compelling, and believable as any 

other. Imagine a nobleman, a soldier--essentially a French mercenary- who traveled to 

the United Colonies of British America to help the locals fight a war against their 

colonial masters; a man who's service through the war would place him at the side of one 

of the most beloved characters in American history-the Marquis de Lafayette. Now 

picture this man returning to France, and then having to flee for his life and that of his 

young family, because his title and status became unpopular overnight during the French 

Revolution. His arrival in America would find him in his new home, the country he had 

helped to create granting him immediate citizenship, for himself and his progeny. He 

would find opportunity and failure in this new land and, with the occurrence of the latter, 

he would finally decide to return to Europe to help the enemies of his homeland try to 

bring order back to France. His death would come at the hands of the new leader of his 

country, a man who proclaimed himself Emperor, and brought order to the Revolution. 

A death that would occur on a frozen lake in a small Austrian town called Austerlitz. His 

name was Baron Frederic Frank de la Roche, and he is the father of this paper's 

protagonist, George F. de la Roche. 

It would be nice to say that the preceding story was entirely true. The following 

research, however, shows only the core facts of this account were accurate and that 
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George F. de la Roche created, in fact imagined, all the additions. This does not diminish 

the journal as the basis for these facts, as a source of valuable information on the dates, 

places and ships on which George served. Nev~rtheless, a careful reading will illuminate 

several errors for those who have knowledge of historical events. Some of the more 

glaring errors were the result of the circumstances in which the author was writing. 

George compiled this journal years after the fact, when he took all of the notes that his 

mentor, Captain Lloyd Jones, had advised him to take regarding the dates, destinations, 

and details of his voyages across the sea. In those instances where George had first-hand 

knowledge of the events, this journal excels as a source. Those events that George did 

not directly experience, specifically those regarding his father Baron de la Roche, is 

where this journal has the potential to falter. Because of the dichotomy, which this 

journal, and most sources for that matter, represents, the facts contained within must face 

a careful examination, hence the purpose of the following document. But this thesis is 

much more than that; it attempts to tell the expanded story of the journal that George 

compiled and in the process, place value upon his accomplishments as a man who never 

used his title of nobility to further his career but instead worked for everything he had and 

achieved much. 
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Chapter 1 

The Early Years 

Before any discussion can begin on the life of George F. de la Roche an 

examination of the accomplishments of his father, which he recounted, must occur to 

ascertain where his sense of the world originated. According to his journal, Baron 

Frederic Frank de la Roche served under General Lafayette in the American Revolution. 

Afterwards, when the French Revolution began, Baron de la Roche took his family and 

fled to America where they immediately became United States citizens due to Frederic's 

military service. After their arrival, Frederic entered into the shipping business where he 

was initially successful. Unfortunately, his fortunes changed with the start of the Quasi-

War, where French privateers declared open warfare on American merchantmen due to 

outrage over the signing of a trade agreement with Great Britain. His business suffered 

huge losses and Frederic returned to France to seek compensation in 1797. I It would take 

just over a hundred years for those who lost ships during the Quasi-War to receive 

payment for their claims. At first glance, this description seemed plausible and it would 

be hard to imagine that it was full of half-truths unless the reader conducted further 

research. The misinterpretation of many of these facts should not reside entirely with 

George, since he did not know his father for more than the first six years of his life, and 

his mother almost never spoke of him. 

George was correct when he stated that his father served under the Marquis du 

Lafayette; however, this was only for one battle, Yorktown, not the entire war. Frederic 

I Capt. George F. de la Roche, Journal 1802-1817 (The H. Furlong Baldwin Library, 
Maryland Historical Society, Baltimore, MD), Preamble 
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de la Roche was German by birth and an Austrian Baron by way of his father. Most 

interesting though, was his relationship with the French King. Since he was born on the 

border of France, Frederic fit into the category of a foreigner who was loyal to France. 

Early in his life, as often happens to young nobles, his father dispatched Frederic to 

military school where he would eventually graduate and join the German regiment "Des 

Royal Deux Ponts" as a cavalry officer. 

In 1780, King Louis XVI decided to send a few more regiments to America to 

support the American cause. Since the majority of the traditional French troops were 

more than likely battling England at this time, the French monarch sent foreign troops 

instead. The Royal Deux Ponts regiment, under the command of General Rochambeau, 

arrived in Rhode Island where it would remain for several months. On 15 February, 

General Lafayette mentioned the regiment in a letter he wrote to his friend James 

McHenry. In this rather routine letter between two colleagues, Lafayette writes James 

McHenry, who was in New Windsor, New York, to continue their discussion on the 

differences between the French and the American armies. Apparently, McHenry had 

inquired if the French allowed non-Catholics to serve in their army, to which Lafayette 

responds that it is not common but not forbidden, in fact, "few Catholics are to be found 

in the regiment of Deux Ponts now at Rhode Island." Additionally the men and officers 

of the Deux Ponts regiment were from the "predominantly protestant regions of the 

Germanies or French boarderlands.,,2 This information fits into the beliefs George had of 

2 Stanley J. Idzerda, Lafayette in the Age of the American Revolution: Selected Letters 
and Papers 1776-1790. 4 vols. (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1977-81),322-
325 

4 



his father and the relationship of this German born regiment with the French 

Government. 

Later that summer when British General Cornwallis moved his army northward 

into the Virginia capes hoping to join with a fleet from the Royal Navy, he found himself 

cornered at Yorktown. The fleet Cornwallis had been counting on to relieve him did not 

arrive, stifled in its attempt by a French fleet under Admiral de Grasse. Rochambeau 

united with Washington, marched south, and proceeded to lay siege to Cornwallis and his 

depleted army. The hopelessness of the situation in Yorktown ultimately forced Lord 

Cornwallis to surrender on 19 October 1781.3 During that time, Frederic de la Roche did 

serve as General Lafayette's aid-de-camp according to a signed affidavit of Dr. James 

Phi Ii ope, dated 1831, where Dr. Philiope discusses meeting General Lafayette and asking 

him ifhe remembered Baron Frederic de la Roche.4 

Frederic immigrated with his family to the United States, when the war ended, 

and settled in Philadelphia where he became partner to a shipping company that suffered 

terrible losses at the hands of French privateers. This part of George's recollections 

about his father was true and the conflict known as the Quasi-War did incredible damage 

to the American merchant marine. The origins of this maritime conflict were in the 

standard diplomatic practice of applying pressure through economic coercion. War broke 

out between Britain and France in 1793 and threatened the trade the United States was 

enjoying with the French and Spanish West Indies. British privateers were plundering 

American merchant vessels and war seemed a possibility. President Washington 

3 W. J. Wood, Battles of the Revolutionary War, 1775-1781 (Chapel Hill: Da Capo Press, 
1995),257-294 

4 Henry L. Page, The De La Roche Family (Self-Published: Gibson Island, 1968. The H. 
Furlong Baldwin Library, Maryland Historical Society, Baltimore, MD), 16 

5 



responded to the crisis by asking for a thirty-day embargo on all foreign commerce that 

Congress adopted and renewed. President Washington also dispatched Chief Justice Jay 

to Britain to mediate the growing conflict. The next year Jay returned with a treaty that 

settled several of the points of contention between the United States and Britain while 

establishing a trade agreement. 

In response to the Jay Treaty, France declared American shipping to be allied with 

the British and authorized the seizure of any vessel flying the stars and stripes. A 

newspaper account of the merchant ship Perseverance, under the command of Captain 

Richard Wheatland, described his encounter with a French privateer. The French ship 

was initially flying the Spanish flag, but switched to the British union flag when Captain 

Wheatland did not heave to. "A fellow hailed us in broken English and ordered the boat 

hoisted out and the captain to come aboard, which he refused."s The vessel again 

repeated its demand and upon hearing, the same replay proceeded to attack the 

Perseverance. This merchant vessel, however, was armed and managed to inflict 

sufficient damage on the French privateer, forcing its withdrawal. These types of 

incidents spurred the development of armed merchant vessels by many of the owners 

who would sell them to the American government in case of war. Fortunately, by the 

tum of the century, war with France seemed unlikely, though the major conflict still 

raged in Europe. The United States found itself as the only nation capable of transporting 

cargo in and out of the blockaded European ports. Despite the Jay Treaty Britain did not 

like American ships having the freedom to enter European ports at will and applied 

diplomatic as well as direct pressure to those ships engaged in the trade. As the decade 

S Ralph D Paine, The Old Merchant Marine (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1921), 
102-103 
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progressed American merchants sailing the seas, had the opportunity to make huge 

profits, with a commensurately large potential risk. If the Royal Navy believed a ship 

was carrying contraband, they would stop, board, and impound the ship. 

The next entry George made in his journal on 14 August 1797 referred to sailing 

for Bordeaux on the Benjamin Franklin commanded by Captain Lloyd Jones. George, 

traveling with his mother and sister, believed that he was on route to France to join his 

father. This myth, apparently perpetrated by his mother, intended to maintain a positive 

view of Frederic in the eyes of her children, in the event that he returned. Ultimately 

George came to believe, that his father had died in command of three hussar regiments in 

the allied army fighting Napoleon at the battle of Austerlitz where he drowned crossing a 

frozen lake to take the left flank of the French army. When the French general realized 

what was happening he used his artillery to bombard the ice covering the water killing 

the entire force. While this story may seem interesting and somewhat plausible given 

Frederic's German heritage and Austrian nobility, it was a complete fabrication of 

George. Though none of his family knows what happened to Frederic after he left his 

family in Philadelphia, the people who knew him did not believe this story and instead 

thought he had fled to Russia to escape his debts and shame. Frederic was known to 

boast about his accomplishments and frequently would exaggerate, or outright lie. Given 

this propensity it would be possible for his wife to have perpetrated these falsehoods in 

order to protect her children and the memory of Frederic.6 

George left his mother in 1802, to return to the United States to ensure that his 

name would not be added to the growing conscription lists forming among all classes of 

6 Page, 14-32 
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society. He would return to the United States to receive a certificate from the Secretary 

of State, presumably to identify himself as an American citizen in the hopes of keeping 

him off the lists. When Captain Lloyd Jones arrived in the ship Ploughboy Mme. de la 

Roche placed her son in the care of her old friend for the voyage back to America, "and 

thence began my preference for the sea life, which at the death of my father I had to 

decide on a profession for support.,,7 On the twenty-first of May, the Ploughboy left 

Bordeaux for Point a Petre, Guadalupe, arriving at their destination on 19 June during a 

slave uprising. Staying there for two months, the ship returned to Bordeaux on 19 

August, arriving at the city on 4 October. Finally, on 8 December the Ploughboy left 

Bordeaux for Philadelphia and entered the city the following sixth of February. George 

was back in the United States for the first time in almost six years.8 

It may be asked that, if Mme. de la Roche wanted to keep her son safe from the 

conscription lists and thus out of danger, why did she let Captain Lloyd Jones take an 

eleven-year-old George with him on a trading expedition to Guadalupe when he was not 

headed directly for Philadelphia. Since Lloyd Jones and the Ploughboy did not return to 

Bordeaux until October of 1802 and George and his mother and sister arrived in August 

of 1797, it would have been impossible for George to remain in France until Captain 

Jones returned from his expedition to Guadalupe. The conscription lists, which Mme. de 

la Roche feared having her son entangled with, did not apply to someone until they had 

spent at least three continuous years in France. Additionally Mme. de la Roche was 

destitute and living with her sister and brother-in-law and would thus be unable to 

support George for much longer. 

7 See Appendix for a complete list of George's Maritime Service History. 
8 de la Roche, Journal, May 21, 1802 - December 8, 1802 
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By the end of the summer of 1803, George had received his certificate of 

naturalization from the United States and he could now return to France to rejoin his 

mother. On the twenty-ninth of August, George left Philadelphia on the Thomas, of 

which Captain Jones had recently assumed command. Making it to Bordeaux by 10 

October, George left Captain Jones to resume his studies for the next year and a half. By 

2 May 1805, George needed to find a profession to support himself and he chose life at 

sea. His mother approved, signing an indenture with Captain Lloyd Jones under the 

stipulation that he would train George to be a sailor. 9 Before the War of 1812, it was 

common practice for many young men to leave home for sea at an early age to learn the 

craft. Due to the skill and knowledge that these boys learned under the supervision of a 

maritime captain, they might eventually command their own ship when they came of 

The type of life that George signed on to was not easy but it could lead to huge 

profits if properly managed. In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century the 

American merchant marine, especially out of New England, was involved in large 

commercial exploration and expansion. Fueled by Elias Hasket Derby of Salem, 

Massachusetts, the smaller ports of New England had created an immense privateer 

annada during the American Revolution that was "too large and costly to ply up and 

down the coast. Instead of bewailing his hard lot, he resolved to send them to the other 

side of the globe."!! The trade in the Far East was something that the newly independent 

republic needed to become involved with in order to compete with Great Britain and 

9 Page, 35-36 
!O K. Jack Bauer, A Maritime History of the United States (Columbia: University of South 

Carolina Press), 1988, 50-103 
II Paine, 64 
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solidify their autonomy. Due to the distance between the ports of New England and their 

Asian destinations, many of the merchant captains possessed full discretion over what 

cargo to load onto their ships. When war would interrupt the shipping industry of 

Europe, the American merchants could quickly step in to fill the gaps, and turn a high 

profit with the increased value of many of the products they carried. The value of the 

maritime trade was so high (and politically important) that in 1789 the first session of 

Congress imposed import duties on foreign ships that were significantly higher than those 

for an American owned ship. 

On 8 May 1805, George left Bordeaux for Philadelphia onboard the Thomas as 

the newest member of its crew. The ship arrived at the Delaware capes on 3 July and 

proceeded up the river to receive its cargo for a return trip to Bordeaux. Presumably, 

Captain Jones chose to make this return voyage in order to put Mme. de la Roche's heart 

at ease for placing her son in his care. The Thomas left Philadelphia on 7 August and 

arrived in Bordeaux on 11 October 1805 only to leave again on 13 December for New 

Orleans. The ship stopped first at Pointe a Petre, Guadeloupe, on the twenty-fourth of 

February, to unload some female passengers before reaching New Orleans on 6 April 

1806. While in New Orleans Captain Jones left the ship and traveled independently back 

to Philadelphia, on the twenty-second of April, leaving the care of it in the hands of his 

friend and former first mate, William Sayres. After loading cargo and supplies the 

Thomas left New Orleans for Bordeaux on the twenty-fifth arriving there on 15 August. 

However, on the return trip to New Orleans, His Britannic Majesty's Ship Lark and the 

brig Mignonne on the south side of Cuba stopped the Thomas. The two warships made a 

prize of the Thomas and ordered it to Jamaica where it arrived on 21 December. The ship 
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and crew remained captive there until February 1807 when diplomatic and legal pressure 

forced their release. When the Thomas left Jamaica it sailed directly for New Orleans, 

where on 3 March it reached the city, Captain Jones arrived shortly afterwards to resume 

command of the ship. 12 

The detainment of the Thomas was most likely due to the practice of the Royal 

Navy to stop ships and search them for deserters from British vessels and impress those 

they found to have been subjects of the crown. On paper this practice was carried out 

with due diligence to the nationality of the men on the high seas; however, in practice the 

British government did not recognize the right of the United States to naturalize people 

who had emigrated to the country. For the British all subjects of the empire remained 

that way regardless of any new compacts with any other country, a belief most nations of 

Europe practiced. Ultimately, these contradictory beliefs would cause a problem for 

relations between the United States and the British Empire. 

12 1 de a Roche, Journal, May 8, 1805 - October 18, 1806 
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Chapter 2 

War of 1812 Era: 

Chesapeake and Leopard Affair and the Origins of War, 1807-1812 

In May of 1807, George arrived in Philadelphia, having left New Orleans the 

previous month. He would not set out for sea again for two years due to the embargo 

enacted by Congress in 1807, fueled primarily by an incident between the American 

frigate Chesapeake and the British frigate Leopard. In his journal, George refers to this 

incident as the Chesapeake and Shannon affair, however, this was a misnomer due to the 

writing of the journal. Since he compiled his journal several years later, he probably 

confused the incident between the USS Chesapeake and HMS Leopard with the 

altercation with the HMS Shannon that occurred six years later. While George was on 

land, he continued to work on his studies under the tutelage of Capt. Jones until the 

embargo ended in 1809. 13 

The incident that George previously mentioned in his journal occurred on 23 June 

1807 when the HMS Leopard stopped the USS Chesapeake just outside of Cape Charles 

at the mouth of the Chesapeake Bay in order to search the ship for British subjects that 

had deserted the Royal Navy. It had long been the expressed right of maritime law, and 

especially of the British Empire, to search any ship of the high seas for citizens belonging 

to their enemy, and in times of war for their own citizens. To this end, the captain of the 

HMS Leopard sent word to Commodore James Barron that some of her crew had 

recently deserted his ship while at port in Hampton Roads, Virginia. The commodore, 

13 de la Roche, Journal, April 16, 1807 
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refusing to let any other captain dictate to his ship, ignored the demand of the Leopard to 

heave to and submit to an inspection. Believing the incident would not develop any 

further; Commodore Barron was surprised when the Leopard opened fire on the 

Chesapeake. Twenty minutes later, the Chesapeake struck her colors and surrendered to 

the Leopard. A British officer boarded the Chesapeake, demanded the muster roll of the 

ship, and proceeded to impress four men from the ship before leaving without further 

incident. Having his pride struck down and not knowing what to do next, Commodore 

Barron returned to Hampton to await further orders. 14 

Approximately five years later, the overriding issue of the Chesapeake and 

Leopard Affair would not be resolved and the impressment of American sailors was one 

of the many justifications for the declaration of war against the British Empire in the 

summer of 1812. According to the Chesapeake's cruise report the following year, the 

ship sailed out of Boston two months after the other two ships of her squadron and 

achieved some success in the central Atlantic as a commerce raider "capturing two ships 

and harassing the enemy." Unfortunately, the Atlantic cruise of the Chesapeake was 

shortened due to the fatigue suffered by the ship and crew forcing it to return to port for 

repair and supply. To keep the ship from being blockaded in port, the Secretary of the 

Navy ordered the Chesapeake to leave port as soon as the ship was able; however, on 1 

June the HMS Shannon caught up with the USS Chesapeake while she was still under 

repair in port. During this time, the previous commander had been relieved of duty, due 

to health reasons and the ship was now under the command of Captain James Lawrence. 

New to the ship and anxious for glory Captain Lawrence sailed his ship out to meet the 

14 Great Britain Foreign Office, Papers relating to America: Presented to the Hose of 
Commons, 1809 (London: Tracy W. McGregor 1810) 
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Shannon. Perhaps due to the short time Captain Lawrence had for training or the many 

years of experience Captain Broke had as commander of the Shannon, the Chesapeake 

was not prepared for the battle that followed and Captain Broke took the American ship 

as a prize. 15 

The battle between the Chesapeake and Shannon in 1813 was the only meeting in 

the War of 1812, in which the inferior ship, by numbers of guns, won. Captain Lawrence 

and Captain Broke each commanded roughly equivalent crews, ships, and guns with the 

primary difference between the two being the training and time of command. Quite 

simply, Broke had been in command of the Shannon for seven years, with all the time to 

train and perfect his crew. In contrast, Captain Lawrence was in command of the 

Chesapeake for only a few days before the battle. Multiple other factors contributed in 

one way or another to the victory of the Shannon but ultimately they relate to the 

experience of the crews based on the duration of their time with their captains. 16 

Understandably, when word of the encounter between the Chesapeake and 

Leopard reached the American public there was overwhelming outrage directed toward 

the British government for their hostility to American ships within the territorial waters 

of the United States. Additionally, the incident fed on the growing outrage over the 

practice of impressment that many in America felt was a violation of their rights as a 

neutral nation. Many cities and states adopted their own resolutions condemning the 

injustice done to the Chesapeake and demanding retribution. In Annapolis on the 29 

June, the city passed several resolutions decrying the outrage done to the Chesapeake, 

IS William S. Dudley, ed. 1812, vol. 1 of The Naval War of 1812: A Documentary 
History (Washington: Naval Historical Center, 1985), 126-134 

16 Theodore Roosevelt, The Naval War of 1812 (1987. Reprint, New York: Modem 
Library, 1999), 102-105 
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which effectively cut off all British warships from the city and forbid any citizen of the 

city from interacting, supplying, or helping any person belonging to any British warship. 

The resolution further directed the local militia to prevent any attempt by any person 

from a British warship from obtaining any provisions from the city.17 

In England, the American Minister to the British Empire, James Monroe, spent 

the summer of 1807 in constant contact with British Foreign Secretary George Canning 

regarding the incident. Considering the distance between these two men and America, 

the early letters between them were full of concern and a belief that the issue would 

resolve itself when all of the facts were gathered. However, Secretary Canning became 

concemed when he received information of a Presidential Proclamation that would expel 

all British warships from all American harbors and prohibit their entry in the future. This 

would be a serious blow to the Royal Navy in its attempts to patrol the American 

coastline, and placed these diplomatic negotiations in a much more serious light. James 

Monroe sought to use this incident as a pretext to solve all the maritime issues between 

the United States and the British Empire, including the impressment of American 

seamen, at the heart of the issue. Secretary Canning was unwilling to discuss any current 

practice ofthe Royal Navy in concert with the current issue. If the United States wanted 

to discuss the impressment of its sailors that would have to be done after the current crisis 

was resolved. James Monroe, President Jefferson, and the American people did not see 

these two issues as separate, and so no formal resolution between the two nations was 

reached. IS 

17 Annapolis (Md.) Citizens. Copy of Resolutions, 1807 July 3 (The H. Furlong Baldwin 
Library, Maryland Historical Society, Baltimore, MD) 

IS Great Britain Foreign Office, 1-17 

15 



The United States issued an Embargo Act in December of 1807, that effectively 

forbade all trade with foreign ports by American vessels and forbade foreign ships from 

entering American ports. The only exceptions to this act were those vessels designated 

by the President, and generally included mail packets and diplomatic transports. 

Additionally, any ship leaving one American port for another had to leave a bounty as a 

guarantee that it would obey the "law. The Embargo Act lasted until 1809 when President 

Jefferson repealed it and instituted the Non-Intercourse Act in March 1809 as an embargo 

specifically on England and France while restoring trade to all other nations. 19 

In the two years, George was on land in Philadelphia due to the Chesapeake and 

Leopard affair he worked on his studies under the tutelage of Lloyd Jones, pursuant to the 

terms mentioned in his indenture. In a letter he wrote to his mother in France on 15 

August 1807, George informed her that he was working on his English, French, and 

German as well as working on his navigation skills. He also mentioned that Mr. Mifflin 

was teaching him to draw buildings, perhaps getting him involved in the early stages of 

the architectural field.2o 

George's next entry in the journal was dated on 5 May 1809 after the repeal of the 

Embargo Act and the institution of the Non-Intercourse Act, which allowed American 

merchantmen to begin trading with anyone except a belligerent power. That same day 

George boarded the Active commanded by Captain Lloyd Jones and left Philadelphia for 

the port of Cagliari on the island of Sardinia. Nearly two months later, they arrived on 

19 Erik Bruun, and Jay Crosby, eds. Our Nation's Archive: The History o/the United 
States in Documents (New York: Black Dog & Leventhal Publishers, Inc., 1999), 
210 

20 George de la Roche, d. 1861, Correspondence, 1803-1863 (The H. Furlong Baldwin 
Library, Maryland Historical Society, Baltimore, MD) Letter, 15 Aug 1807 
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Sardinia on 25 June, staying only one day before leaving for Palermo on the island of 

Sicily and arriving there six days later on 2 July. There the ship remained for the rest of 

the suml er until 5 September when the ship made its return voyage to Philadelphia, 

arriving there on 2 December.21 

By the summer of 1810, relations between the United States and Britain had 

reached a point where trading resumed on a limited basis. On 22 June 1810, Captain 

Lloyd Jones sailed from Philadelphia in command of the ship Thalia and bound for 

Liverpool. George did not mention the purpose of this voyage, simply stating that they 

arrived in Liverpool on 24 July and did not return to Philadelphia until 2 September, 

finally arriving on 31 October. 

Beginning in 1811, George found himself on several different vessels under the 

command of multiple captains as part of his final training under Captain Lloyd Jones. 

Since his indenture would expire on his twenty-first birthday in February 1812, it was 

appropriate at this time for George to sail on his own under various different 

commanders, before he would be eligible to command a ship of his own. Remaining 

onboard the Thalia under a new captain, the ship left Philadelphia for Savannah in 

January 1811, before heading to Lisbon. In May, the Thalia left Lisbon for Savannah 

where the ship made port on 8 June before leaving the ship in a "Five fathom hole" on the 

twenty-fifth. The casual nature, in which the sinking of the ship was mentioned, indicates 

that the action was intentional; perhaps due to the disrepair of the ship itself where 

scuttling the vessel would have been a far more cost effective solution. Ten days later 

21 de la Roche, Journal, May 5, 1809 
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George left Savannah for New York on board the Atlanta, Captain Joseph Burnham 

commanding. 

Once in New York on 10 July, George found himself five days later as first 

officer of the Champlin where he would serve under Captain Zebulon Miller for one 

round trip voyage back to Savannah before taking command of the ship himself on 

August 12. Captain George de la Roche spent the next month repairing the Packet 

Champlin before a planned return to Savannah when news of a yellow fever outbreak 

reached the city and the Champlin was "laid up, on the 28th." Forced to find a new ship, 

George became the first officer on the Flora, however a disagreement between himself 

and Captain Blake caused George to leave the ship fifteen days later. The next day he 

was made first officer on the Brig Aurora and left for New Orleans on 2 December. 

When George arrived in New Orleans at the end of December, the city was more than 

likely full of news regarding the possibility of war with England. Remaining in New 

Orleans for a month and deciding it would not be profitable or wise to continue engaging 

in "Mercantile operations," he left the Aurora and returned to Philadelphia where on 12 

February he was reunited with his now former master Lloyd Jones, having reached the 

age oftwenty-one three days earlier. 22 

At this point in the narrative, it becomes necessary to examine the origins of the 

war that followed. First as seen in the previous sections, the affair between the United 

States Frigate Chesapeake and His Majesty's Ship Leopard provided the initial outrage 

that created diplomatic hostility between the nations. However, it must be understood 

that the incident between those two vessels would most likely not have occurred if a state 

22 Ibid., June 22, 1810 - October 21 , 1811 
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of war had not existed between Britain and France. Though Britain reserved the right to 

impress sailors on the high seas, it did not usually violate the rights of neutral nations in 

such a manner unless personnel shortages dictated it. Nevertheless, this was not the only 

reason behind the declaration of war, since the resulting actions by both nations would 

ratchet up the tension to the point that war would appear to be the only honorable 

recourse for any nation intent on salvaging its international position. Additionally there 

was a third player in this trans-Atlantic poker match-France, but more specifically 

Napoleon. Prior to the Chesapeake and Leopard affair, Napoleon issued his Berlin 

Decree in November of 1806, which forbade the continent of Europe from trading with 

Britain. The following year in November 1807, the British Privy Council issued an Order 

forbidding all trade with France or its allies. The next month Napoleon issued his Milan 

Decree that allowed French ships to treat any ship trading with Britain, neutral or enemy, 

as subject to seizure and any ship submitting to British searches on the high seas as 

lawful prizes of French vessels.23 

For the neutral ships on the high seas, this was an impossible situation. If a 

neutral ship attempted to trade with continental Europe, there was a high probability the 

ship would be seized by one of the numerous British warships sailing the coastline. If the 

ship managed to make it through the British blockade, the French would probably accuse 

it of submitting to the blockade and then seize it in accordance with the Milan Decree. 

Trading with the British Islands would be equally as hazardous due to the ominous 

potential of running into a French privateer. Ultimately the sheer numbers of British 

vessels played a part in the trading decisions of neutral nations. The United States 

23 Dudley, 1812, 68-72 
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responded to both of these acts with an act of its own; the Embargo Act of 1807 forbade 

American trade with all belligerent powers in the hopes that France and more importantly 

Britain would be forced to capitulate due to the perceived importance of American 

commerce to European economies. However like the Berlin and Milan Decrees before it, 

this attempt at economic persuasion failed to achieve its desired goal of repealing those 

acts and the much maligned Orders in Council until after it was too late.24 

To further complicate matters there was a division among the American people in 

their outrage to the impressment issue, Berlin and Milan Decrees, Orders in Council, and 

even the Embargo Act issued by their own government. In New England the primary 

concern was over the affect the Embargo Act would have on the economic prosperity of 

the region. Very little concern existed over the announcements of foreign governments, 

the harassment of their ships, or even the impressment of their sailors. Due to the 

numerically superior British ships, the United States should not risk war with Great 

Britain since it would hurt the economic prosperity of the region. If war was necessary, 

then France should be the enemy since the Berlin Decree of 1806 precipitated the 

subsequent actions of the British fleet. In addition, the ideas emanating from 

Revolutionary France, Jacobinism and atheism, were counter to the current Jeffersonian 

values of the United States. The Southern and Western States disagreed believing that 

England had essentially declared war on the United States by attacking the shipping of a 

neutral nation and thus the only logical recourse was to formalize hostilities with a 

declaration of war. They did not disagree in principle with New England that France had 

precipitated the current situation, however the vast numbers of British ships sailing the 

24 Drew McCoy, The Elusive Republic: Political Economy in Jeffersonian America 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press), 1980. 
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high seas meant that the real injury of the British Orders in Council were far more costly 

to American economic interests and the national honor. 

Finally the Orders in Council treated all nations not allied with the British Empire 

as enemies and imposed a blockade on their ports, including the United States. American 

ships not sailing to Europe were stopped, boarded, and searched and American cargo was 

seized as contraband. To a nation, which threw off the bonds of colonial rule a little over 

a generation before, these actions relegated the United States to a position of economic 

dependence that the country and its people could not tolerate.2s 

On 1 June 1812, President James Madison, having received no favorable news 

from either France or Britain, submitted a war message to Congress outlining the several 

offenses listed above. Informing congress that Great Britain would not reverse its Orders 

in Council without a commitment from the French to repeal its Berlin and Milan Decrees, 

Madison painted a picture of diplomatic deadlock, with which the United States was now 

forced to deal. On the frontier "warfare, just renewed by the savages" was fresh in the 

minds of the elected officials and having no cause for their sudden renewed affront, the 

Madison administration connected their aggression with a preemptive attack by the 

British crown perpetrated through the traders, garrisons, "and agents of that 

Government." Finally, in regards to France, Madison stated that the French Government 

was open to discuss the issues that existed between the two nations, in order to come to 

reconciliation at a later date, for this reason Madison was hopeful to resolve the issue 

with France and did not submit a declaration of war against that nation. Congress 

debated the war declaration for the next seventeen days, and when the vote came on 18 

2S Dudley, 1812,68-81; Walter Borneman, 1812: The War that Forged a Nation (New 
York: HarperCollins Publishers, 2004), 1-57; McCoy, 209-235; Roosevelt, 3-13 
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June, it was largely along sectional lines with the Northeast voting against the decision, 

and the South and West voting for it.26 

26 Dudley, 1812, 73-81 
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Chapter 3 

War of 1812 Era: 

The Chesapeake Bay, 1812-1813 

For a young twenty-one year old man, recently released from his indenture and let 

loose in the city of Philadelphia, it would be hard to imagine him not being swept up in 

the patriotic clamor for war with Great Britain, especially when the only other choice was 

war with France. When George became of age in February of 1812, he immediately 

sought the United States Navy as his next employer. In May George was granted an 

"appointment of first Master's mate of the frigate Constellation of 35 guns rate, but 

carrying 48 and ordered to the New York Station to await a draft of men for her . . ,," 

While in New York George was temporarily assigned to Gunboat 99, commanded by 

sailing master Benjamin Briant, as part of the harbor defense of the city. In September, 

after the declaration of war against Britain, George found himself transferred from New 

York to Washington to join the Frigate Constellation, anchored in the Potomac River off 

Greenleafs Point.27 Once there he was one of several sailors responsible for drafting 

ninety-six seamen for the Constellation. By November, the Constellation was already on 

its way down the river toward the Chesapeake Bay and open sea.28 

The next month a dramatic shift occurred in Washington that would help to 

reshape the face of the United States Navy. William Jones succeeded Paul Hamilton as 

Secretary of the Navy in December of 1812. The following February, Secretary Jones 

27 Greenleafs Point is within Fort McNair where the Anacostia River meets the Potomac. 
28 de la Roche, Journal, February 14, 1812 - November 15, 1812 
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wrote his brother Captain Lloyd Jones about his plan to reduce the gunboat force 

currently employed by the Navy. His reasoning was due to the known weaknesses of the 

gunboats from a financial, tactical, and personnel standpoint. The general belief in 

Congress was that gunboats were cheaper than frigates and as effective in combat as well 

as being easy to man; practice had shown this assumption to be entirely wrong. Gunboats 

in practice were more expensive than frigates, entirely useless in combat and frequently 

were crewed by the dregs of society. As part of Secretary Jones downsizing many of the 

sailing masters and crews that were deemed useless to the Navy were dismissed to make 

room for competent personnel. This change in philosophy allowed the Secretary to 

promote those officers and men who had earned the right based on their service record to 

the Navy. By the end of the summer of 1813 several personal would find themselves 

promoted, one of those men was George de la Roche.29 

Now that war was official, the United States needed a plan of action to conclude it 

honorably, while achieving the goal of free sea trade for all nations, and ensuring neutral 

rights during wartime. Over the proceeding two decades the main philosophy of the 

United States in regards to the Navy was minimalist with the bulk of the coastal defenses 

of the country placed upon the shoulders of 173 gunboats dispersed throughout the 

country. These gunboats were believed to keep the cost of running a navy at a minimum 

since they were lightly crewed and smal1.3o To supplement the gunboats an ocean going 

fleet was built, numbering sixteen vessels in 1812. Those ships that made up the 

American navy were a collection of frigates, sloops, and brigs, many of which were more 

29 Spencer C. Tucker, The Jeffersonian Gunboat Navy (Columbia: University of South 
Carolina Press, 1993), 104-105 

30 Tucker, 1-35, 103-108 
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heavily anned than their European counterparts who were built for efficiency not power. 

With such a small fleet the Secretary of the Navy requested strategic plans from his two 

senior commanders on how to best utilize the resources of the United States. 

Commodore John Rodgers responded on 3 June 1812 with his proposal to send 

the fleet out into the Atlantic in large pieces to harass enemy coastlines and shipping, 

essentially copying the naval strategy of the British. The Royal Navy would have to 

respond by sending their fleet to find the American Fleet and thus it would prevent any 

large-scale operations along the Atlantic Coastline. Five days later on 8 June, 

Commodore Stephen Decatur sent a letter to the Secretary of the Navy in which he 

proposed dispersing the fleet into small flotillas of one to three ships at most. These 

ships could then use their speed and ingenuity to harass the convoys of the enemy on the 

high seas and thus force the British to draw ships from elsewhere to chase after them. 

This strategy had "been recently adopted by the French, & with the greatest success.,,3! 

Clearly, Commodore Decatur understood the vast potential of the Royal Navy and that it 

would be foolhardy to attack it head-on, thus his primary object was to achieve success 

against the British through economic warfare and selective engagements. Contrary to the 

strategy proposed by Commodore Rodgers, this strategy allowed for potential success 

against a superior force by reducing the cost offailure.32 

Early in 1813, the Secretary of the Navy pushed Congress to fund new naval ship 

construction to supplement the fledgling American navy. The Secretary of the Navy 

wasted no time in procuring the materials and talent he needed to construct the vessels 

mentioned in the Naval Construction Bill of 1813. While the bill was still in the senate, 

3! Dudley, 1812, 123 
32 Dudley, 1812, 117- 124 
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the Secretary did all he could to ensure that it would pass the way he was planning. 

Sloops of War were preferred to frigates and ships of the line, due to their low cost and 

ability to navigate within the coastal waters of the United States. The bill began the 

construction of three ships of the line at the naval yards in Philadelphia, Portsmouth, and 

Charlestown; three frigates in Washington, Philadelphia, and Baltimore; and five Sloops 

of War with one to be constructed in Newport, one in New York, one in Boston, and two 

in Baltimore. The two sloops begun in Baltimore, Erie and Ontario, would be completed 

the following year in time to take part in the defense of the city, the former under the 

command of sailing master George de la Roche.33 

While the Americans were planning their next move and building their ships, the 

Royal Navy set up a blockade of all of the American ports. The blockade would take 

precedence over punishment and harassment of coastal areas since the goal was to stop 

all commerce and force capitulation through the destruction of the American economy 

and the starvation of the people. Weather and manpower shortages would not excuse a 

commander's failure to maintain the blockade; however, the triumph of individual 

American frigates in 1812 caused a slight change in these orders. Due to the successes of 

the American Navy over the ships of His Majesty, the Admiralty chose to prohibit single 

ship combat to ensure that those loses would not continue. Orders were sent to the 

various department commanders throughout the empire forbidding them to enter into 

combat with American frigates on a one on one basis. The Admiralty made this decision 

due to the unexpected and recent realization that though American ships may be called 

frigates, their navy was comprised of vessels of a much higher class that would prove 

33 Dudley, William S. ed. 1813, vol. 2 of The Naval War of 1812: A Documentary 
History (Washington: Naval Historical Center, 1992), 43-46 
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difficult for anyone frigate to deal with. To this end, captains of His Majesty's Ships 

were ordered to flee at the sight of American frigates or shadow if possible in order to 

catch the Americans in a situation where they could be attacked en mass by several of the 

Royal Navy's finest. The order sent out on 10 July would reach their various destinations 

over the summer, unfortunately for the ships and sailors of the Chesapeake Bay 

blockading squadron, the news ofthe stringent American resistance on the high seas 

would not reach them in time.34 

In the spring, the United States Frigate Constellation, with First Masters' Mate 

George de la Roche, set sail down the Potomac River from the Washington City Naval 

Yard. The mission of the USS Constellation was to finish supplying at Annapolis and 

then make its way down to Norfolk before setting out for open sea to raid British 

commerce. On 16 January the ship left Washington for Annapolis, ten days latter on the 

twenty-sixth the ship left Annapolis for "Hampton Roadstead." Finally provisioned and 

prepared, the Constellation left Norfolk on 2 February and making it to Cape Henry. On 

3 February, four British frigates turned the ship back. Forced to return to Norfolk, the 

ship moored "between forts Norfolk & Nelson in Elizabeth River for the Defenses of 

Norfolk .... " (See Figure, 3. 1) Now recognizing that an American frigate was in the 

Elizabeth River, the Royal Navy decided that the best course of action was to blockade 

the ship in Norfolk in order to render the ship completely harmless. Ifthe Constellation 

were to have free access to the Chesapeake Bay, there was a possibility that it could 

sneak through the gap between Cape Henry and Cape Charles into the Atlantic Ocean. 

With the Constellation now rendered inert by the British warships and the limitations of 

34 Dudley, 1813, 183-184 

27 



" .. mE""" II_d. 

llri,loh .:' .' 
flee. "~:' 

Figure 3.1: A map taken from, Dudley, 1813, 312, which shows the entire Chesapeake 
Bay Theater of operations and a visual representation of the ships around Norfolk and the 
Elizabeth River. The Constellation can be seen in the blown-up panel between Norfolk 
and Portsmouth, protecting the Gosport Navy Yard. 
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maneuver men around the area. On 18 February, one of those boats was sent out to 

relieve a vessel being chased by British landing craft. When a gust of wind upset the 

American boat, many of the men found themselves in the water with Lieutenant Joshua 

Biggs and Midshipman Davis drowning while Masters' Mate George de la Roche was 

rescued.35 

The British fleet seemed intent on attacking the American station and as such, the 

gunboat fleet in the area was reorganized into a defensive formation to defend the area. 

The Secretary of the Navy ordered Captain John Cassin, commandant of the Gosport 

Navy Yard, to make "the utmost exertion of your talents & vigilance and zeal to guard 

against an attack either by land or water." Captain Cassin was given command ofthe 

gunboat flotilla, while Captain Stewart remained in overall command of the station. 

Additionally the Secretary of the Navy ordered Captain Cassin to send to Annapolis the 

cutter Scorpion and a schooner, if it was possible to procure and equip one, as part ofthe 

defenses of the Chesapeake Bay. Due to the nature of American Militia at the time, 

Captains Stewart and Cassin were having trouble manning the gunboats. Captain Stewart 

on 17 March mentions that he found "the Gun boats so weakly manned and so utterly 

incompetent to protect themselves, should the Enemy make the attempt to board them in 

the night, to prevent their falling into their hands I was under the necessity of 

withdrawing them within the fortifications of Norfolk and to return up from that position 

with the Ship." Though Capt. Stewart was pessimistic about his force in the Hampton 

Roads area, the Secretary of the Navy was not, he believed that the intention of the 

35 de la Roche, Journal, January 16, 1813 - February 18, 1813 
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British was not to capture Norfolk, at the moment, but instead to draw the Constellation 

out of Elizabeth River where it could be captured.36 

Several months later in the spring, the mood of the area changed with the 

knowledge that campaigning season was beginning. In May, George was promoted to 

Acting Master and placed in command of Gunboat 74 anchored near Craney Island at the 

mouth ofthe Elizabeth River. Since the Constellation was effectively useless in its 

current location the crew of the ship was temporarily reassigned to the numerous and 

habitually undermanned gunboats throughout the area. These gunboats in concert with 

the fortifications on the mainland would make up the primary defenses against any 

British attempt to take the city.3? 

At the beginning of 1813, Rear Admiral George Cockburn was sent to the 

Chesapeake with a large body of ships and men to accomplish several objectives. The 

first objective was to see if the port of Norfolk and the Hampton Roads area could be 

wrestled away from the Americans. Second to reconnoiter the area of the Chesapeake to 

see if sufficient pressure could be applied in that theater to divert troops away from the 

Canadian Front and thereby help protect British Canada. Upon arriving in the 

Chesapeake, Admiral Cockburn determined the area to be vulnerable to harassment, 

forage, and destruction, if the commanding Admiral Sir John B. Warren desired. Norfolk 

however was beyond his immediate ability to capture, though he had a plan to deal with 

the American Frigate Constellation. At first, Admiral Cockburn attempted to send a 

night raiding party through the defenses and set fire to the American frigate, however due 

to the inability ofthe British to navigate the shallow waters of the Elizabeth River, this 

36 Dudley, 1813,311-317 
3? de la Roche, Journal, May 11, 1813 
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plan was discarded. The fall back plan was to send a fire ship through the American lines 

to collide with the Constellation and destroy it. In the spring of 1813, Admiral Cockburn 

attempted to send his fire ship through the American position. The plot was discovered 

and the fire ship stopped, any attempt to disable or destroy the Constellation would have 

to involve an operation to take the whole ofNorfolk.38 

A British frigate, the Junon, in mid June, strayed too far away from the rest of the 

fleet. The ship was anchored alone in Hampton Roads off Newport News. Acting 

Master George de la Roche and Gunboat 74 proceeded with fourteen other gunboats to 

attack the frigate. The gunboats formed two lines that approached the ship from two 

directions; the first attacked the broadside of the frigate while the other moved along its 

beam "raking her." Within the hour, the guns of the Junon were silent while the ship 

careened to one side "to plug shot holes; when a breeze sprung up, just as we were 

approaching to capture or set fire to her." The fortuitous change in the wind allowed the 

frigates Majestic Ragee and Narcissu/9 to arrive and support the Junon, forcing the 

gunboat assault to retreat to their anchorage below Craney Island.4o 

The official accounts of this action did not differ much from the events in George 

de la Roche's Journal and the letter sent from Captain James Sanders of the Junon to 

Rear Admiral George Cockburn on the twentieth recalled the events of that day as a 

minor skirmish. Damage to the Junon was negligible with a few shot in the hull, some of 

the rigging cut, and only one marine killed and three seamen wounded. The official 

38 Dudley, 1813, 318-329 
39 Dudley, 1813,357-358; The Letter from Captain James Sanders to Rear Admiral 

George Cockburn on June 20, 1813 refers to the two ships near the Junon as the 
Narcissus and Barossa. 
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report from the American side was similar when Captain John Cassin wrote to the 

Secretary ofthe Navy the next day. He stated that Captain Tarbell was in command of 

the flotilla, which was broken into two divisions under Lieutenants Gardner and Henley 

respectively. The second division under Lieutenant Henley was comprised almost 

exclusively of men from the Constellation along with fifty musketeers from the Virginia 

militia. The assault was believed to be going well until the Junon received support from 

the Razee, which forced the two divisions to retreat up the Elizabeth River. Again, this 

account places the losses suffered as negligible with the belief that if support had not 

arrived the Junon would have been either captured or bumed.41 

An attack on the fortifications on Craney Island would be necessary as part of 

Admiral Cockburn's plan to wrestle the city of Norfolk away from the Americans. The 

defenses on the island were formidable since it controlled the entrance to the Elizabeth 

River and the troops in the area had been working to fortify it since the British fleet first 

appeared earlier that spring. In April, the British Fleet in the Hampton Roads area was 

comprised of the ship of the line Victorious, and two frigates. For this reason, Captain 

Charles Stewart wrote the Secretary of the Navy for authorization to place a battery on 

Craney Island. The Secretary of the Navy disagreed with Capt. Stewart believing that an 

attack on Norfolk was unlikely due to the natural barriers and the strong force stationed 

there. Additionally strengthening the defenses of Norfolk at the expense ofthe offensive 

power of the Navy was unacceptable given the ability to harass the enemy was vital to 

keeping them oblivious to the movements of American ships. On May 13, the British 

fleet returned and stationed itself in Hampton Roads in such a situation that caused Capt. 

41 Dudley, 1813, 357-359 
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Stewart to believe their designs were on either Norfolk or Hampton. Several gunboats 

were sent to Craney Island to cover the construction of fortifications, one of those was 

No. 74 under Acting Master George de la Roche. The Virginia militia took command of 

the fortifications and staffed the batteries they could. Since the expertise of the militia 

could not compare with that of the navy in regards to gunnery, if an attack came the 

commander of the militia would have to rely on the seamen from the navy to operate as 

many of the cannon as possible.42 

The Virginia militia under General Taylor was in command of the overall 

defenses of Norfolk and Craney Island. According to the journal of George de la Roche, 

the entry for the twenty-first of June stated that General Taylor requested that Captain 

Tarbell release the seamen, currently attached to the Constellation, into his service for the 

defenses on Craney Island. The belief was that the British would attempt to make a 

landing on the island and so Captain Tarbell "allowed one hundred and fifty officers, 

seamen and marines to land on Craney Island, to defend it against the anticipated attack 

during the night .... " The men landed on the island before dusk and stationed 

themselves at a heavy fortification at the northern end of the island. The guns they 

manned were "mounted in iron," with "three wheel carriages." The troops encamped the 

night and awoke the next morning to a British landing to the north with a force of boats 

moving to attack from the northwest. The assault to the northwest was directed at a 

defense of six artillery pieces, which repulsed the assault "with many killed and 

wounded, and the loss of four boats, one of them the Admiral's own, the Centepide 58 ft. 

long . ... " A detachment of men waded out into the water to secure prisoners under the 

42 Dudley, 1813, 346-348 
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command of Acting Master George de la Roche and Midshipman Dulany with eight other 

men. They managed to secure twenty-six prisoners from the area where the Centipede 

sunk. The whole of the British assault consisted of approximately two thousand five 

hundred men from both land and water attacking a mere five hundred and fifty men on 

Craney Island.43 

The official report submitted to the Secretary of the Navy by Captain John Cassin 

gave special praise to the men of the Constellation who "fired their 18 pounder more like 

riflemen than Artillerists, I never saw such shooting and seriously believed they saved the 

Island yesterday." Of the men rescued and taken prisoner from the sinking of the 

Centipede, Captain Cassin mentions that twenty "Soldiers & Sailors were saved," of the 

seventy-five men believed to have been on the ship. The closing of the letter mentions 

that all of the attackers retreated to their ships and subsequently landed at Newport News 

where they "were firing Congreve Rockets." Interestingly, in the report filed by Admiral 

Sir John Warren on the twenty-fourth of June, he mentions that in the whole ofthe attack 

only ten seamen were missing with one officer and seven seamen wounded. In relation to 

the loss of ships, no mention was made of the loss of his personal boat the Centipede, or 

the numerous prisoners taken from it even though both the official American report and 

the journal of George de la Roche mentions the losses.44 

When the assault on Craney Island failed, the British responded by assaulting 

Hampton almost immediately, this time lead by Admiral Cockburn. The attack was 

successful and the town taken which lead to numerous accusations of atrocities 

committed by the troops under Cockburn's command. Though these actions were 

43 de la Roche, Journal, June 21, 1813 - June 22, 1813 
44 Dudley, 1813,359-361 
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disputed, it clearly remained in the minds of the people of the Chesapeake for the 

remainder of the time that Admiral Cockburn remained in the Bay. 

In August of 1814, Captain Lloyd Jones, serving as an aid to the American 

ministers in Ghent, sent a letter to Madame la Roche in France. The letter was dated the 

United States Ship Neptune, August twenty-sixth, 1814 and mentions to Madame la 

Roche all the current information he has on her son now a Masters Mate serving with his 

friend Captain James Stewart on the frigate Constellation. Though his information is 

dated considering he left Philadelphia on the seventh of May 1813, he does inform her 

that he believed George was involved "in the Action off Crany Island," adding that "I am 

sure he did his duty.,,45 

Early in August, George de la Roche was promoted to the rank of sailing master 

for his service in the defense of Craney Island. He was then transferred from the 

Constellation to the Sloop of War Erie, now under construction in Baltimore. The new 

Captain of the Erie was the former First Lieutenant ofthe Constellation C. G. Ridgely. 

The Erie would not be ready for open sea until the following March, but as sailing 

master, George would have the primary responsibility of making the ship's navigation, 

sails, rigging, and equipment ready for sea.46 

At this point, a description of the rank of sailing master will help to understand 

the current authority George de la Roche now held and how he could be placed in 

45 Jones, Lloyd, Capt. Letter: to Madame F [de] la Roche, 1814 Aug. 26 (The H. Furlong 
Baldwin Library, Maryland Historical Society, Baltimore, MD) 

46 de la Roche, Journal, August 1,1813; Michael J. Crawford, ed. 1814-1815: 
Chesapeake Bay, Northern Lakes and Pacific Ocean, vol. 3 of The Naval War of 
1812: A Documentary History (Washington: Naval Historical Center, 2002), 32, 
"George F. De La Roche's sailing master's warrant dated from 3 August 1813, at 
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command of the Erie in the future. The rank of sailing master was originally intended to 

be command level for the gunboats that were popular before the War of 1812. The rank 

offered the chance of promotion to the commissioned rank of lieutenant and was a second 

pool of recruits to choose from beyond the young and immature pool of midshipmen. 

"Traditionally, sailing masters handled the navigation of larger vessels and until the 

Chesapeake-Leopard affair numbered only about one in twenty of the officer corps." 

The change of the makeup of the rank occurred under the administration of Secretary 

Smith who wanted mature men who could act independently in command of gunboats. 

By August of 1807, the rank of sailing master was offered to '''any young man bred to 

sea that may be fit to have the command of gunboats." By the War of 1812 

approximately one fifth of the officers in the navy were sailing masters. "They tended to 

be former merchant-ship captains who were both older and more experienced than typical 

midshipmen.,,47 

When news of the British fleet off Norfolk spread across the Chesapeake, the 

Committee of Underwriters of the city of Baltimore developed a defense plan in case that 

fleet decided to sail north. They determined that the best option to protect the ships going 

in and out of the city was to arm several of the schooners. This was believed to be the 

most efficient defense, at the moment, since they were aware that the protection of the 

ports and commerce "is the proper provence of the General Government, with which they 

do not desire to interfere. But the occasion is urgent, and they are confident that their 

Exertion will be received as intended, as an auxiliary measure, that will procure 

temporary relief, until a more efficient plan can be devised & executed." When the 

47 Tucker, 71 
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Secretary of the Navy received this request, he could not authorize the plan outright but 

agreed that this situation in Baltimore supported this type of plan. In Baltimore, the 

American Navy consisted of one gunboat, No. 138, which was undermanned due to the 

multiple Privateers being made ready in the city. Since privateering was such a profitable 

business in Baltimore and the city furnished a great number of the vessels, the American 

navy had a hard time recruiting in the city. However, Captain Charles Gordon, who 

commanded the naval station in Baltimore, stated that he had several Privateers at Fort 

McHenry, which could be adapted to temporary service of the United States Navy.48 

48 Dudley, William S. ed. 1813, 329-332 
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Chapter 4 

War of 1812 Era: 

Baltimore, 1814-1815 

In 1814, the British strategy in America changed. With the war in Europe 

winding down and Napoleon preparing to abdicate, the Admiralty sent several units 

across the Atlantic to apply more pressure to the Americans. The principle strategy of the 

British was to attack areas with the intent of drawing the American navy into a 

disadvantageous engagement where it could be neutralized. Essentially the major 

difference between this strategy and the 1813 strategy was the inclusion of army troops 

for incursions into the country along the coastline. In addition, the orders sent to Vice 

Admiral Sir Alexander Cochrane, the man who replaced Admiral Warren as commander 

of the Atlantic theater, stated that if any of the local people were to offer their assistance 

(inferring to escaped slaves) then the Admiral was authorized to take those persons with 

him when he left the area.49 

Early in March 1814 the United States sloop of war Erie was finally ready to start 

its mission and on the twelfth the ship "being ready and manned dropped below fort 

McHenry & anchored." By the twentieth, the Erie was in Annapolis and three days after 

that was on its way out of the Bay. When passing Gwinn's Island,50 a British man of war 

and her tender chased the Erie back up the Chesapeake. Making it back to Baltimore by 

the twenty-sixth, the Captain decided that the ship was going to be blockaded in the city 

49 Crawford, 70-74 
50 Gwynn Island is located at the point where Piankatank River meets the Chesapeake 

Bay just south of the Rappahannock River 
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for the remainder of the year. Thus, he left for Lake Ontario with the bulk of the crew, 

leaving sailing master George de la Roche in command. Of the original compliment of 

the Erie, George now only had two officers and twenty men to work the ship.51 

The official correspondence between Captain Charles Ridgely and the Secretary 

of the Navy reveals why he chose to leave the care of the Eire in the hands of sailing 

master de la Roche. When Ridgely took command of the Erie in the late summer of 

1813, his goal was to make the ship ready for open sea as soon as possible. He knew that 

the American Navy had won significant victories on the high seas and taken many British 

merchant vessels. For a captain seeking honor and glory, he needed to be where the 

action was and so when the ship was finally ready and attempted to make its way out to 

sea only to be turned back by a superior force, Captain Ridgely was distressed. His 

letters to the Secretary of the Navy were downcast and in March, he sought permission to 

transfer to a station where he could be of use. As early as January he had been in 

communication with his former commander, Commodore Chauncy, on Lake Ontario, 

who wanted Ridgely to join him. Still vacillating over his prospects for open sea, 

Ridgely did not take him up on his offer, yet. Spending the next few months preparing 

his ship for sea, his mood in his correspondence with the Secretary was upbeat and 

hopeful. When Ridgely could not get the Erie to open sea, he again asked permission to 

proceed to Lake Ontario with his officers and crew. On 4 April, Secretary of the Navy 

Jones authorized his transfer and ordered Ridgely to place the Erie in Baltimore for the 

summer and proceed to "Sackett's Harbour, and report yourself to Commodore Chauncey 

for service under his command." Additionally, Captain Ridgely was ordered to place "A 

51 de la Roche, Journal, March 12, 1814 - March 26, 1814 
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careful Officer, with a few men, will be appointed to keep the Ship in order." When 

Captain Ridgely responded to this letter on 7 April, he informed the Secretary that he had 

placed "the Sailing Master with one of his Mates in charge of the Ship .... " For the 

remainder of the summer of 1814, George de la Roche was in command of the Sloop of 

War Erie, which would playa role in the events that were about to unfold in Baltimore 

and the surrounding area. 52 

F or the men stationed in Baltimore the early summer of 1814 was quiet, it was not 

until news of the disaster in Washington reached the city that preparations for a potential 

invasion began. When Admiral Cochrane replaced Admiral Warren as commander of the 

forces in the Atlantic, the summer of 1814 gave him the opportunity to launch a major 

offensive in the Chesapeake Theater. One of the principle goals of the British was to 

silence the city of Baltimore, which furnished numerous privateers who wreaked havoc 

on the merchant vessels of the British Empire. With him was General Ross, a veteran 

from the Napoleonic Wars and commander of four regiments of elite troops. Those four 

regiments would be extremely useful in the upcoming operations. When Admiral 

Cochrane arrived in Chesapeake Bay, he rendezvoused with Admiral Cockburn who had 

been waging a war of terror on the inhabitants of the Bay. The arrival of Cochrane with 

General Ross and his regiments gave Cockburn the ability to do what he had been 

planning, a recon in force deep into the American countryside, perhaps even into the 

capital. Admiral Cockburn had sufficient experience in the area to know that the local 

militia could not stand up to the regular troops of the British and frequently did not even 

show up to oppose them. With this belief in mind, he proposed his strategy to attack 

52 Crawford, 25-32 
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Washington that he would personally take part in. Admiral Cochrane did not intend to 

assault the American capital and he made his feelings known, which General Ross 

noticed. Nevertheless, once Admiral Cockburn was with the landing party and away 

from the ships, he managed to push and prod General Ross into executing his plan. With 

the fall of Washington, the British now believed that any campaign they mustered in the 

area would succeed. Therefore, with the strategic and hated city of Baltimore to the 

north, Admiral Cochrane acquiesced to the advice of his commanders and sailed his fleet 

further up the bay.53 

It may be asked why the city of Baltimore was more important to the British than 

Annapolis, the relatively undefended capital of Maryland. The British throughout the 

campaign of terror of the summer of 1813 had shown no problem in raiding the numerous 

small towns and settlements along the Chesapeake Bay. However, Annapolis remained 

unscathed, partly due to its size, but more importantly due to the lack of military stores 

within the city. Annapolis was only a symbol and had lost much of its prestige as the 

principle Maryland port when tobacco ceased being the primary export of Maryland. The 

diversification of the local economy and the necessity for a deep-water port pushed the 

commercial center of Maryland further north onto the Patapsco River. This necessity led 

to the flourishing of the port of Baltimore both in development and in prestige. The 

resulting economic boom gave rise to an immense shipping industry, which would place 

53 Borneman, 216-249; Walter Lord, The Dawn's Early Light (Baltimore: lohns Hopkins 
University Press, 1972), 101-259 
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Baltimore at the forefront of the privateer business during the war and feed the resulting 

British anger.54 

On the twenty-fourth of August 1814, sailing master de la Roche received orders 

from Commodore Spence to assist in the erecting of batteries across the city for its 

defense.55 In the official correspondence, Commodore John Rodgers informed the 

Secretary, on the twenty-seventh, that he had arrived in Baltimore and took command of 

units under Captains Porter and Perry and Master Commandant Spence. In his general 

orders to those units, Commodore Rodgers informed them that they would be formed into 

a single brigade made up of two regiments commanded by Captains Porter and Perry 

respectively. The makeup of these two regiments would come from the sailors and men 

from the various ships that were laid up over the summer. First regiment would consist 

of the men and officers from the United States Frigates Guerriere and Essex and the 

second regiment would be made up men from the flotilla. On the twenty-eighth, 

Commodore Rodgers took his newly created brigade of Naval men and moved them 

south toward Washington but to far, that he could not retire to defend Baltimore if 

necessary. On 1 September, he received a notice from Major General Samuel Smith of 

the Maryland Militia and commander of the defenses at Baltimore, informing him to 

return to the city immediately. A second letter from Major General Smith on 2 

September mentioned that the two sloops of war, the Erie, and Ontario that were 

supposed to defend the western branch of the Patapsco River were not prepared. In 

response to the concern over the Erie and Ontario Commodore Rodgers sent a letter to 

54 Jerome R. Garitee, The Republic's Private Navy: The American Privateering Business 
as practiced by Baltimore during the War of 1812 (Middletown: Wesleyan 
University Press), 1977, 11-31 

55 de la Roche, Journal, August 24, 1814 
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Master Commandant Spence on the eighth of September ordering him to have one of the 

two sloops of war moored below Fort McHenry in the Patapsco River. With the sloop of 

war, Spence was to place the barges in a southern direction toward the opposing shore to 

act as a barrier to any plan the enemy might devise. On 11 September, Lieutenant 

Solomon Rutter of the Flotilla service sent a letter to Commodore Rodgers where he 

listed the numbers of men on the various ships in the western branch of the Patapsco, of 

those ships twenty-four men were listed on the Erie.56 

George mentions in his journal on 8 September that he was ordered to anchor the 

Erie, below Fort McHenry to defend the entrance of the Western Branch of the Patapsco 

River. To fill the gaps, in manpower on the ship, officers and men from the gunboat 

flotilla were transferred onboard, "and had the boats anchored both a head & a stem of 

the Erie." Four days later the British were making their way into the Patapsco River and 

"had succeeded in forcing three frigates inside of the Man of War Shoals 15 miles below, 

and were coming up with a fine breeze, contrary to our expectations .... " At this point 

George sent word back to Commodore Rodgers in Baltimore informing him that the Erie 

was no match for the frigates now approaching the city. Commodore Rodgers ordered 

the ship to return to the harbor behind the forts and several ships were sunk in the channel 

to prevent the British from forcing their way past Fort McHenry. With the Erie now 

safely secure within Baltimore, the crew was removed from the ship and placed along the 

line of defense to the east where it was presumed the British land attack would originate. 

George was stationed at one of the central batteries just below the Sparrows Point road 

56 Crawford, 259-264 
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along a rise in the terrain known as Hampstead Hill. The battery at that position 

consisted of three twelve-pound cannon and thirty-two officers and men.57 

The deployment of the defenders described in George's journal was confirmed in 

the report sent to Secretary of the Navy Jones by Commodore Rodgers on the twenty-

third of September. In this report, he mentions "Sailing Master De La Roach [Roche] of 

the Erie and Midshn. Field of the Guerriere with 20 Seamen in command of Two Gun 

Battery fronting the Road leading from Sparrows Point." The map located below (See 

Figure, 4.1) illustrates the dispositions of the fortifications and which batteries were 

commanded by which men, as well as the location of the several American warships in 

the harbor. Additionally the sloop Erie, and presumably the gunboat flotilla, were placed 

below all other vessels in the inner harbor, south of Fells Point along a straight line to 

Fort McHenry, the position of which leads the observer to perceive it possible that the 

crews manning the various batteries would have had access to their ships. The Java and 

Ontario were slightly further north, moored along the eastern side of Fells Point owing 

most likely to their current inactive state.58 

Early in the morning of 12 September, a British force under the command of 

General Ross landed at North Point, approximately five miles to the southeast of the city. 

The troops proceeded inland and encountered skirmishers from the Maryland Militia who 

held up the advance of the column of troops. When General Ross moved to the front to 

see first hand the forces opposing him, a sniper knocked him off his horse, mortally 

wounding him. With the death of Ross, the command of the land expedition would fall to 

57 de la Roche, Journal, September 8, 1814; September 12, 1814 
58 Crawford, 291-304 
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Figure 4.1, a map taken from Crawford, 299, which shows the fortifications along 
Hampstead Hill in eastern Baltimore. To supplement the local militia, the men of the 
Navy took charge of several of the redoubts along the center of the line. At the center of 
the line, sailing master George F. de la Roche commands Bastion #5. 
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his second in command, Colonel Brooke, who took the death of his leader as an ill omen 

for the success of their mission. In the outer harbor, the British Navy could not break the 

fort protecting the city, even with a daylong bombardment. Without breaking through 

Fort McHenry the Royal Navy could not divert some of the troops defending Hampstead 

Hill. As a result, Admiral Cochrane sent a letter to Colonel Brooke that he could not 

support the land offensive. 

On 13 September, the British forces marched within sight of the defenses on 

Hampstead Hill and Colonel Brooke called a council of war to determine what the 

various commanders' thought about their chances against the troops fortified on the 

ridge. Though Admiral Cockburn was positive that the regular troops they possessed 

could sweep the ineffective militia from the field, he reconciled himself to the decision of 

the council and Colonel Brooke to retire to the ships. During the retreat that followed, 

Admiral Cochrane remained unaware of the disposition of the army and attempted to 

outf1ank Fort McHenry to the west by way of a nighttime raid into the Western Branch of 

the Patapsco River. The mission failed when one of the watchmen discovered the barges 

causing them to be fired upon, until they retreated beyond the range of the cannon. When 

news of the retreat of the army reached him, Admiral Cochrane decided to abort any 

attempt to take Baltimore in order to preserve his force for what he hoped would be a 

more successful assault on New Orleans.59 

In a letter from Major General Samuel Smith of the Maryland Militia, to Acting 

Secretary of War Monroe on the nineteenth he reported that he was grateful to the "aid I 

have derived from Comr. Rodgers. He was ever present & ever ready to afford his useful 

59 Crawford, 272-291 
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counsel and to render his important services. His presence with that of his gallant 

officers & seamen gave confidence to ever one. ,,60 This praise should reflect the service 

the men of the Navy rendered to the Maryland Militia and the defenses of Baltimore. 

Without the assistance, and steadiness of the seamen, marines, and officers of the navy, 

the defense of the city could only have been in doubt if the British had a more fortuitous 

march inland from their landing at North Point. In further recognition of their service, 

thirty years later when the city of Baltimore chose to honor the brave men who stood on 

the line at Hampstead Hill and the numerous other fortifications throughout the city, the 

man chosen as the Chairman of the Executive Committee of the Association of the 

Defenders of Baltimore, was none other than a navy man, Captain George F. de la 

Roche. 61 

On the fourteenth of September, George wrote in his journal that the British 

forces attacking the city of Baltimore were repulsed on all fronts and "retreated to their 

fleet and then proceeded down the bay, and I again took command of the ship Erie.,,62 

George remained in command of the Erie for the remainder of the year and stayed 

with the ship over the winter as the waters of the Patapsco froze. The winter of 1814-15 

was especially severe, as George would mention in his journal entry on 15 February. 

That day the ice finally let up enough for the ship to be moved to "Donnell's wharf' for 

repair and refitting. The ship would be laid up there for a little more than month. During 

this time news of the Treaty of Ghent arrived and with it the realization that the war was 

60 Crawford, 293-298 
61 De la Roche, Frederick Franck, Baron, 1757-1805. A blank certificate of the Defenders 

of Baltimore in 1814, dated May 14, 1842, signed by Geo. F.de la Roche. Papers, 
1778, 1954 (The H. Furlong Baldwin Library, Maryland Historical Society, 
Baltimore, MD) 

62 de la Roche, Journal, September 14, 1814 
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now over. On the twenty-fifth of March, Captain Ridgely returned with the officers and 

men who accompanied him to Lake Ontario. Immediately the ship was prepared for a 

voyage to sea. George does not mention any discussion with Captain Ridgely over the 

actions that occurred in Baltimore while he was away. Certainly those men must have 

heard about the battle at Baltimore and were probably surprised that the ship they left out 

of boredom almost a year before could have had the adventure that occurred the previous 

summer.63 

63 de la Roche, Journal, February 15, 1815; March 25, 1815 
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Chapter 5 

Return to the Merchant Marine and Beyond 

George did not remain with the Erie after the return of Captain Ridgely and the 

end of the war. On 15 April, he obtained permission to leave the ship for Baltimore to 

take command of one of the several vessels that he had been offered. At first taking 

command of the Baltimore, owned by J. Byois, George found that he and the owner could 

not work together and he left to captain the brig Eugene. The Eugene was owned by Mr. 

Rescaniere and Mr. Pascal who had a lucrative shipping business and ordered Captain de 

la Roche. to proceed to Tappahannock, Virginia64 to load cargo from George Tyson and 

then sail for Cadiz, Spain. On 2 July, the Eugene left Baltimore and anchored in 

Tappahannock three days later. While the cargo was being loaded into the holds, George 

observed multiple leaks that were likely due to the age of the ship. Nonetheless, when 

the cargo was loaded on the twenty-first, the ship left Tappahannock and made its way 

out to sea bound for its next port of call. Four days later, the Eugene made a brief stop in 

Norfolk to finish acquiring men for the journey across the Atlantic. On the twenty-ninth, 

Captain de la Roche finally left the Chesapeake Bay and entered the Atlantic. However 

due to the damage to the hull of the Eugene, the ship was "compelled to bear away for the 

Western Islands and on August 27, 1815 Anchored at Tayal, where owing to the damaged 

state of vessel and to unload & repair, and was detained until October 29 when proceeded 

on from her to our destination, Cadiz." Since the names of many of the islands in the 

Atlantic may have changed or because he could be using nineteenth century nautical 

64 Tappahannock, Virginia is located on the southern banks of the Rappahannock River. 
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slang, it was impossible to locate the specific island, to which he was referring. However 

given the course he was on from the Chesapeake Bay to Cadiz, Spain, the most likely 

places for the Eugene to have stopped would have been in the Azores Islands, Madeira 

Islands, or Bermuda. Finally arriving in Cadiz on the twenty-first of November, George 

placed the brig and its cargo in the care of Mr. Bloomfield and Mr. Tunis.65 

The winter of 1815-16, George spent in the city of Cadiz and the surrounding 

area. By the first of the New Year, the Eugene was fully loaded for the return trip back to 

Baltimore. Sailing from Cadiz the trip across the Atlantic took almost two months with 

the ship and cargo making it to Cape Henry on 17 February. Three days later, they 

entered the city of Baltimore and began to unload their European cargo. The next month 

must have passed quickly because by 13 March George was no longer in command of the 

Eugene but instead was married to Miss Anna Maria McNulty on the twenty-sixth. 

Remaining on land for their honeymoon, the couple traveled along the Atlantic coast to 

Washington and the surrounding area. Finally settling himself and his family in 

Baltimore, George took command ofthe schooner Traveller, based out of Georgetown, 

D.C., on 8 June. The schooner was moored in Georgetown and by the tenth it was sailing 

down the Potomac River on route to Baltimore to pick up cargo.66 According to the 

history, previously mentioned, written by Henry Page, George moved with his new wife 

to "74 Market Street, Fells Point, in Baltimore, Maryland, and that for a while he was 

engaged in the shipping business with his father-in-law." Though the corroborating 

information could not be since George never mentioned who owned the Traveller.67 

65 de la Roche, Journal, April 15, 1815 - November 21, 1815 
66 de la Roche, Journal, January 1, 1816 - June 10, 1816 
67 Page, 46-47. 
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When the Traveller reached Baltimore on the twenty-first, George immediately 

prepared for a trade run to the West Indies, recently open to American trade. Loading 

cargo, provisions, and obtaining the right crew took nearly three weeks so by 12 July the 

ship sailed out of Baltimore and made its way for St. Thomas in the British West Indies. 

On the sixteenth, the Traveller had passed Cape Henry and made it out to sea, sailing 

down the Atlantic coast and into the Caribbean. The ship made St. Thomas on 7 August. 

The journal entry for the seventh mentioned the desire "to try the Market" giving the 

impression that the trip to the British West Indies was an exploratory trading expedition, 

designed to see what goods could be acquired and for what price. The journal entry on 

the twelfth mentions that the ship sailed from St. Thomas for the Island of Aux Cayes, in 

Haiti, either meaning that the goods in St. Thomas were overpriced or that the local 

markets had no desire for what the Traveller was carrying. If Captain de la Roche had 

been successful in trading in St. Thomas, the ship would have remained there more than 

five days to load cargo and there would have been no need to sail for Haiti. Additionally, 

when George was much younger and first joined his mentor Captain Lloyd Jones, he 

visited Port-au-Prince in 1802. George was thus familiar with the trading grounds in the 

area, and would most likely have used them as a fall back if his attempt to secure a new 

market in St. Thomas failed. When the ship arrived in Aux Cayes, it remained there 

almost an entire month until 7 September, unloading all of its cargo and picking up new 

cargo.68 

The Traveller left Haiti on 7 September for Baltimore, fully loaded with cargo as 

it passed through the Caribbean. On 13 September off Cape Tiberoon in southwestern 

68 de la Roche, Journal, June 2], 1816 - August 15, 1816 
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Haiti, a "piratical Schooner manned with whites & blacks," overtook the Traveller at 

seven in the morning. The pirate crew abused and tortured the crew of the Traveller and 

threatened to kill them, which they all believed would be their fate until providence 

intervened when another ship was seen nearby. The distraction caused to the pirates to 

allow the crew of the Traveller to escape in the two small landing boats attached to the 

ship. Captain de la Roche and his crew remained adrift in the Caribbean with only a bag 

of bread to sustain them for the next two days until they drifted near enough to the 

mainland. On 15 September, Captain de la Roche and his ten men arrived at Jeremie, 

Haiti where an English merchant LB. Smith Esq. picked them Up.69 

After the crew had rested and recovered from their ordeal, Captain de la Roche 

took them back to Aux Cays on the twenty-first in a small coastal boat without a deck. 

Four days later, they reached the port of Aux Cays and prepared to return voyage to 

Baltimore. Since there was no ship presently sailing for America and his crew was now 

safe, Captain de la Roche took his leave and worked his way across the island to Port-au-

Prince in the hope that the larger town would offer a better chance to quickly return 

home. Unfortunately, the opportunity for passage to the United States was just as rare in 

Port-au-Prince, forcing George to wait until 20 October to find a ship sailing in that 

direction. The Haitian brig La Confiance, Captain McHenry commanding, left Port-au-

Prince en route to Baltimore. The ship arrived in Baltimore on 15 November and George 

took this opportunity to recuperate with his family until the following spring.7o 

Deciding not to take command of another vessel, George instead found 

employment as an agent of the Baltimore Insurance Office, tasked with traveling to 

69 Ibid., August 15, 1816; September 13, 1816 
70 Ibid., September 25, 1816 
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Kristiansand, Norway to retrieve the schooner Plattsburg. The crew of the Plattsburg 

had mutinied, murdered the Captain and officers, and taken the ship to Norway, where 

the authorities recognized what had happened and arrested the men. Now Captain de la 

Roche was on his way to Europe in the final trip of his journal. He left Baltimore on 5 

April 1817 as a passenger on the ship Philip, bound for Hamburg and commanded by 

Captain Hancock. When George arrived in Hamburg on 18 May, he interviewed one of 

the mutineers and received some of the money they had made with the stolen goods from 

the ship they took. On the thirtieth, George left Hamburg for Kiel so that he could catch 

a ferry to Copenhagen. Leaving Kiel on the first, George arrived in Copenhagen the next 

day and promptly met with Mr. Saabie, the United States Consul in Denmark. Mr. 

Saabie showed Captain de la Roche to the local jail where six of the mutineers were 

imprisoned. After interviewing them and taking any property they had into custody, 

George "then prepared to leave for Christiansand where the Plattsburg was & shipped a 

crew for her, here with which June 14th, 1817 left Copenhagen in a Norwegian cutter 

belong to a Mr. Rosenchild of Christiansand." At this point, the journal of Captain de la 

Roche ends, and though the exact details of the return voyage were not recorded, George 

did return to the United States without incident.71 

It was not known when George returned to active service in the United States 

Navy; however, the gap between the end of his journal and 1821 was covered briefly in a 

letter he wrote to his mother on 4 February 1821. George wrote his mother that he was 

greatly concerned that she had not received his letters from the thirteenth and sixteenth of 

December 1819. In this letter, he mentioned returning from a six-month expedition 

71 Ibid., September 25, 1816 - June 2, 1817 
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during the summer of 1820, on an unnamed United States Naval vessel, which sailed 

from Norfolk to the western coast of Africa. After patrolling the coastline, most likely 

for ships engaged in the illegal slave trade, the ship returned via the Gulf of Mexico in 

December of 1820. He asked for permission to remain assigned to the Norfolk station in 

order to stay close to his family and to allow himselftime to recover from a terrible 

malady he acquired along the African coastline. Mentioning in the letter that the United 

States Navy could be further reduced, by order of Congress, George expressed an interest 

in returning to the "merchant Service again, which is not at present in a very flourishing 

condition; I am now endeavoring to get some Merchants to establish a line of Bordeaux 

packets. ,,72 

At this point, the details of George's life became clouded since few records of his 

movements remain. He more than likely left the Navy soon after this point. According 

to Henry Page's family genealogy, George left the naval life to become a civil engineer 

employed by the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad sometime between 1817 and 1820.73 

Based on the letter George wrote to his mother these dates seem unlikely, while it was 

true that he became an engineer, the employer he worked for after leaving the shipping 

business was unknown. 

The first clue of his later life occurs with the publishing ofa map in 1835 for the 

Baltimore and Susquehanna Railroad. The map encompassed the different canal and 

railroad improvements that were made around York, Pennsylvania, to connect the 

Baltimore railroad with the Susquehanna railroad. The map was signed by Chief 

72 de la Roche, Correspondence, 1803-1863, Letter from George F. de la Roche to Mme 
E.M. de la Roche, 4 Feb 1821 
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Engineer George F. de la Roche.74 This was not the only map that George would create. 

Three others dating from 1846 covered several key locations throughout the southwestern 

frontier, including the area of the Rio Grande with Texas and northern Mexico campaign 

maps for army operations in northern Mexico, and a sketch of the battleground at Palo 

Alto, Texas. If these maps were used by Brigadier General Taylor during his planning 

and campaigning in that theater or if they were drawn up after the fact were unknown. 

However, these maps show that George was respected enough as an engineer to have 

been given the responsibility for their production.75 

Perhaps the reason behind the decision to commission George to draw those maps 

of the Mexican War had a great deal to do with what happened four years earlier when in 

1842 congress authorized the construction of the United States Naval Observatory in 

Washington, D.C. The observatory would allow the navy to plot star constellations that 

ship captains and navigators would use to guide their vessels at night as well as helping in 

the production of clocks that were more accurate. Efficiency in the building design of the 

Naval Observatory was the highest priority given the limited funds available, 

approximately $25,000, for the project. James Melville Gilliss, the project manager, 

consulted many people in the astronomical field to formulate an opinion. "The net result 

ofthese consultations was to recommend a single cruciform building ... On Gilliss's 

74 George F. de la Roche, C. Engr, A Map o/the Principal Canal and Rail Road 
Improvements which will connect with the Bat & Susqa Rail Road at York, 1835, 
(Library of Congress Geography and Map Division) 

75 George F de la Roche, Campaign maps 0/ military operations in northern Mexico, 
1846, (Library of the University of California at Berkley); George F de la Roche, 
Map o/Texas/rom Rio Grande to Baffin Bay, 1846, (Library of the University of 
California at Berkley); George F de la Roche, Sketch o/the battle ground at Palo 
Alto Texas, May 8, 1846, (Library of the University of California at Berkley) 
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return G.F. de la Roche drafted the plans under his direction; in November Mr. William 

Bird received the building contract to carry out the plans. ,,76 

By this point in his life, George had relocated to Georgetown, D.C. and married 

Ms. Jane Jacob Belt, after the death of his first wife. After the end of the Mexican 

American War, W.W. Corcoran, a successful businessman, purchased fifteen acres along 

Rock Creek to be used in the plotting ofa cemetery. In March of 1849, Congress 

incorporated the Oak Hill Cemetery Company and shortly thereafter on 15 May, Captain 

George de la Roche was hired to survey and layout the cemetery grounds. According to 

the corporate history of the company, George also designed the gatehouse that sat at the 

highest point of the grounds. George died just under twelve years later, on the fifteenth 

of March 1861, his tombstone on site 1, lot 306 of Oak Hill Cemetery read "He was the 

Architect / and Engineer of this / Cemetery.,,77 

76 Steven J. Dick, Sky and Ocean Joined, The u.s. Naval Observatory 1830-2000 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 63-64; I. Bernard Cohen, ed. 
Aspects of Astronomy in America in the Nineteenth Century (New York: Arno 
Press, 1980), 2-7 

77 de la Roche, George F. Corporate Records. Oak Hill Cemetery Company (Washington 
D.C.) 
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EPILOGUE 

The life of George F. de la Roche took him from his birthplace in Europe to the 

United States during the time ofthe early republic, from the Caribbean to the West 

African coast, and almost everywhere in between. George lived an adventurous life that 

merited recognition. Many of the events he took part in had lasting repercussions. The 

War of 1812 finally settled the independence of the United States from British authority. 

This outcome would have been impossible if the British force that attacked Washington, 

D.C. in 1814 had been allowed to destroy the city of Baltimore, since the diplomats at 

Ghent paid close attention to the various campaigns. His service there on land and sea 

was no different from those brave men who stood their ground inside Fort McHenry 

during the two-day bombardment. On the high seas after the war the American merchant 

marine would grow into one of the largest in the world. By the midpoint of the century, 

the problems of impressment and interference from foreign ships would be a thing of the 

past. The United States Naval Observatory, which George designed, still stands in 

Washington, D.C. though a newer observatory replaced his building in 1893. The Naval 

Observatory allowed the American government to maintain accurate navigation of the sea 

as well as keeping the most accurate time that could be transmitted across the country 

when Samuel Morse invented the telegraph a few years later. George took part in all of 

these accomplishments and though this document has focused merely on the journal that 

he wrote during his years at sea, the extent of his service reached far beyond the ocean. 

Finally, on the subject of George's journal, it would be careless to assume that as a source 

it is infallible but what it did provide was an invaluable starting point for this journey. 
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Appendix 

George de la Roche Maritime Service History (1791 - 1861) 

Vessel Captain Time of Service 

ship Ploughboy Lloyd Jones 5121/1802 - 2/611803 

ship Thomas Lloyd Jones 8/2911803 - 4/6/1806 

ship Thomas William Sayers 4/22 - 10/811806 

En route to New Orleans was made a prize of HBM ship Lark, 20 Guns 

and the brig Migonne 1211511806 - 2/9/1807 

ship Thomas Lloyd Jones 3/3 - 4116/1807 

ship Active Lloyd Jones 5/5 - 121211809 

ship Thalia Lloyd Jones 6122 - 10/3111810 

ship Thalia Tristram Gardner 1/10- 6/25/1811 

ship Atalanta Joseph Burnham 6/5 - 6110/1811 

packet brig Champlin Zebulon Miller 7115-?11811 

packet Champlin George de la Roche 8/12 - 9116/1811 

ship Flora ? Blake 10/511811 -? 

brig Aurora Samuel Lake 10121/1811 - 112511812 

ship Ohio Unknown 1127 - 2112/1812 

Frigate Constellation Joseph Tarbell 211411812 - 8/1/1813 

Gunboat 99 Sailing Master Benn Briant 5/12 -9/1/1812 

Gunboat 74 Master George de la Roche 5/11 - ?11813 

Sloop of War Erie e.G. Ridgley 81111813 - 3/26/1814 

Sloop of War Erie George de la Roche 3/26/1814 - 4/15/1815 

brig Eugene George de la Roche 4/15/1815 - 3/13/1816 

schooner Traveller George de la Roche 6/8 - 9/13/1816 

Pirates too the Traveller and George escaped with his crew and made it back to 

Haiti when on October 20, 1816 he was a passenger on the Haitian brig la Confiance 

ship Philip 

Norwegian cutter 

schooner Plattsburg 

Unknown U.S. Ship 

? Hancock 

Unknown 

George de la Roche 

Unknown 
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