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Perry Breaks the Line, September 10, 1813. A painting by Peter Rindlisbacher.

BATTLE OF LAKE ERIE

‘We have met the enemy
and they are ours’
JAMES ELLIOTT

THE WAR OF 1812 bicentennial passes largely unnoticed
south of the border. That thousands died in the 30 months of
ﬁghting in a conﬂict that brought America to the edge of bankruptcy, reduced the national capital to ruins and inspired the
lyrics of the national anthem, seems of little interest.
The U.S. Army is having little to do
with any commemoration, because,
one would suppose, there was little, if
any, glory to go round.
The woeful condition of the U.S. Army at the beginning of the war has
been well documented — it was little
more than a frontier constabulary. But
less well-known is the state of the
United States Navy. David versus Goliath hardly seems adequate.
For every naval gun the Americans
had in service, the British could counter with three ships. When war was declared, the Royal Navy had almost 700
warships at sea. The U.S. Navy had 17.
The U.S. Army of course, struggled
through a series of disastrous defeats
in 1812 and 1813 and didn’t ﬁnd its feet
until the ﬁnal year of the war.
The tiny navy, however, distinguished itself right off the bat, winning
a signiﬁcant number of single-ship
battles against Royal Navy vessels.
Nothing however, could have prepared the Board of Admiralty for the
shock of what occurred on Lake Erie
200years ago.
Following a ﬁerce and bloody 15ship naval battle just north of Sandusky Bay, Ohio, a Royal Navy squadron
struck its colours. It was the ﬁrst time
since the Anglo-Dutch Wars of the 17th
century that the vaunted Royal Navy
lost an entire squadron.
The American victory secured control of Lake Erie and the Michigan Territory, imperilled all of southwestern
Ontario and signalled the end of Indian resistance throughout the
Midwest.
The story begins in August 1812
with Major-General Sir Isaac Brock’s
audacious conquest of Detroit that seriously derailed American war plans.
Not only had they lost control of
what is now Michigan, Wisconsin and
part of Minnesota, but without an
armed vessel above Niagara Falls, they
had also ceded control of the upper
Great Lakes.
Formerly ambivalent Indian forces
ﬂocked to the British side and suddenly, the thrust of the American war effort was diverted from the crucial St.
Lawrence valley to the less-important
upper lakes.
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In order to regain control of Lake
Erie, the U.S. Navy turned to Master
Commandant Oliver Hazard Perry.
At 27, he was well-known as a dedicated but aloof commanding presence
with a hair-trigger temper.
To Perry, in late 1812, was set the task
of assembling a ﬂeet on Lake Erie.
From scratch.
The location was Presque Isle Bay at
Erie, Pennsylvania, the best-protected
harbour on the American side of Lake
Erie, 200 kilometres from Pittsburgh
and Fort Fayette.
To the north, the British had already
determined that the St. Lawrence, including the Lake Ontario basin, took
precedence. If the river was lost, then
so would be Upper and Lower Canada.
On Lake Ontario, the priority was
neutralizing the American naval base
at Sackets Harbour. Lake Erie defence
was only a distant afterthought.
Charged with the thankless task of
protecting British interests on the
southernmost lake was 27-year-old
Commander Robert Barclay.
A Scot by birth, Barclay joined the
Royal Navy when he was 12, fought at
Trafalgar with Nelson in 1805 and lost
his left arm in combat three years later.
He arrived at Fort Malden in Amherstburg in June, 1813 with a small company of Royal Navy sailors and ofﬁcers
and took command of the Provincial
Marine squadron, making it an arm of
the Royal Navy.
Shortly after he arrived, a threemasted, 20-gun ship, HMS Detroit
was launched but its outﬁtting was delayed by a lack of supplies, ordnance
and manpower, a situation that Barclay discovered — to his chagrin —
was chronic.
Ofﬁcially informed that he could expect little in the way of support, Barclay was reduced to cannibalizing Fort
Malden for guns and whatever spare
shipping and condemned hulks he
could ﬁnd for sails, blocks, rigging, cables and anchors.
And so proceeded a mismatched
ship-building race in which the Americans quickly outstripped their British
counterparts. In less time than it had
taken British shipbuilder William Bell
to construct the Detroit and two small
gunboats, Perry and his shipbuilder,

Noah Brown, built six combat vessels.
In some ways this feat, accomplished in what was then largely wilderness on the shores of a hostile lake,
is more impressive than the subsequent victory it made possible.
Bell, the RN shipwright — a painstaking, fastidious craftsman, who insisted on precise woods and ﬁnished
workmanship — built vessels that
would last.
Whereas Brown, his U.S. Navy
counterpart, told his workers: “We
want no extras — plain work is all that
is required, they will only be wanted
for one battle.”
In less than 10 months Perry had his
vessels rigged, guns mounted, anchors procured and sails made.
Barclay, told to expect little in the
way of ordnance or stores from Lake
Ontario, had some limited options
such as mounting garrison guns and
stripping his transport vessels. But
what he couldn’t hope to source locally
was manpower.
With eerie prescience, Barclay beseeched Sir George Prevost, the governor general: “If prompt assistance is
not sent up … the great superiority of
the enemy may prove fatal.” Barclay’s
squadron was hastily crewed with
whatever manpower he could ﬁnd, the
overwhelming majority infantrymen
and French-speaking Provincial Marine with no gunnery experience.
Perry, too, struggled to man his
squadron, one of his ofﬁcers complaining: “Our force consisted principally of the refuse of (Lake Ontario)
Commodore Chauncey’s ﬂeet.”
For most of July, Barclay’s squadron maintained a blockade off Erie
that kept Perry from bringing his
squadron into the lake across the
sandbar at the mouth of Presque Isle
Bay.
With less than two metres of water
over the bar, Perry’s larger vessels,
which drew almost three metres, had
to be shorn of guns and all portable
heavy equipment as well as masts and
yards before they could be lifted, using
ﬂotation barges, over the bar.
To do so, however, would render
them sitting ducks for Barclay’s guns.
It should have been a standoff but
inexplicably on July 31 Barclay lifted
the blockade and sailed to Port Dover
(possibly to resupply his vessels) and
didn’t return until August 3. By then,
Perry’s crews —labouring around the
clock for four days — managed to get
most of the squadron into the lake.
When Barclay returned to his position, the American ﬂagship Niagara
was on the bar, without armament.
There was a brief exchange of artillery
but Barclay, believing from what he

And at the very least, Barclay’s
superiors expected his squadron be
“sacrificed to the last atom, sooner
than a vestige be left to swell the
pride of an arrogant foe.”

could see that the entire ﬂeet was safely out, withdrew.
As August crept toward September
and the American squadron now on
the lake, Barclay ignored several
dance invitations from Perry while he
struggled to get his own ﬂagship, the
brand-new Detroit, ﬁt for combat.
Finally in the late evening of Sept 9,
Barclay’s squadron of six vessels —
two ships, one brig, two schooners and
a sloop — slipped their moorings at
Amherstburg and ﬂoated into Lake
Erie to meet an enemy that had a considerable advantage in ships and ﬁrepower.
Why? Because the British at Amherstburg had run out of of options.
The American squadron had
blocked Barclay’s supply route to
Long Point. With the garrison and an
increasingly restive native population
to feed, the situation was desperate.
The British army commander, Major General Henry Proctor, wrote to
his superiors that the Indians “will no
longer be amused with promises … defection is the least of evils we may expect from him.”
Barclay knew the odds were stacked
against him, “but in the present state
of this place without provisions, without stores & without goods, it is necessary to meet the enemy immediately.”
And at the very least, Barclay’s superiors expected his squadron be “sacriﬁced to the last atom, sooner than a
vestige be left to swell the pride of an
arrogant foe.”
Damned if he did and damned if he
didn’t, Barclay resolved to “sail and
risk the battle.”
On the morning of September 10, the
American squadron — three brigs, ﬁve
schooners and a sloop — was waiting
at South Bass Island.
The British, with the wind at their
back, initially held what’s called the
weather gauge, putting Perry at an immediate disadvantage. But the gentle
southwest wind died, backed 90 degrees and blew from the southeast,
turning the tables.
The battle proper began just before
noon about seven kilometres northwest of South Bass Island. The two
squadrons closed within 200 metres
and began to hammer each other in a
thunderous melee that could be heard
30 kilometres away in Detroit.
Perry’s ﬂagship, the brig Lawrence,
got the worst of it and was soon a crippled hulk with 60 per cent casualties.
Perry abandoned the Lawrence to
take command of the brig Niagara and
the tide turned decisively.
The two sides traded broadsides but
the American advantage in ﬁrepower
began to tell.
By 3 p.m. with Barclay’s two biggest
ships, Detroit and Queen Charlotte,
essentially shattered and the commander himself severely wounded,
one of the few British ofﬁcers still
standing surrendered the squadron.
The carnage was shocking.
A witness said the deck of the Lawrence was clotted with blood and
“brains, hair and fragments of bones
were still sticking to the rigging.”
The Americans had 27 killed and 96
wounded, the British 43 killed and 91
wounded, together one of the highest
casualty rates in naval warfare.
Most telling for the British was the
fact the commanders and ﬁrst ofﬁcers
of ﬁve of the six British vessels were either killed or wounded.
Perry, surveying the wreckage he
had survived, took an old envelope
and scribbled one of the most celebrated after-action reports of all time: “We
have met the enemy and they are
ours.”
The consequences of Perry’s victory
were almost immediate and profound.
The British army, forced to abandon
Amherstburg, was overtaken and defeated in a battle that took the life of the
great Shawnee chief Tecumseh.
For the remainder of the war southwestern Ontario from Burlington
Heights to Amherstburg was a lawless, no-man’s-land subject to frequent American raids and depredations.
Further reading: A Signal Victory by David
Skaggs and Gerald Altoff.
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