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Dedication

This work is dedicated to the memory of E. Philip Schreier, fel-
low member of the American Society of Arms Collectors (ASAC) 
and the Company of Military Historians, comrade in arms of mili-
tary history and raconteur extraordinaire. Wherever Phil was pres-
ent, no matter the event or venue, a day could not end without a 
protracted cigar-sacri¿cing ritual that often continued well into the 
next day. With our resident bard holding court and the air wafting 
blue haze, he would captivate his listeners with engaging anec-
dotes ranging from Theodore Roosevelt to ¿lm noir. 

Because of his terminal illness, Phil couldn’t attend our ASAC 
meeting last fall. It was during one of those early-morning ci-
gar-burning sessions at his home in late November that he asked 
me to retell the lecture he missed in Pittsburgh. I had the presen-
tation on my laptop, and after an hour of delivering what must 
have been cruel and unusual punishment to my only audience, I 
received polite applause. Always the gentleman, amid the smoke-
¿lled room, Phil enthusiastically encouraged me to publish this 
account.

Over my years of collecting U.S. martial weapons, I have learned 
that a military arm is more than a mere assemblage of wood and 
iron – it’s a storyteller of history if one is willing to listen. The arti-
fact described here called out to tell its tale, but until now, its pleas 
went unheard. This sole surviving musket, likely a witness to piv-
otal events more than two centuries ago, reveals the little-known 
backstory of an American naval legend: an impending hero who 
called upon unsung farmer-heroes to protect his weapons of war 
as they were being built at a remote shipyard, thus enabling his 
passage into history. 

Abstract

The American victory at the Battle of Lake Erie is important 
because it allowed the U.S. to take control of the lake, which led 
to the recapture of Detroit and the defeat of the British and their 
Indian allies. This victory helped establish U.S. dominance over 
the Old Northwest. The Battle of Lake Erie was a key turning point 
in the war and a major moral boost, especially since the overall 
conÀict hadn’t been going well for the U.S., with few reasons to 
celebrate before this win.

History and legend often recount Master Commandant Oliver 
Hazard Perry’s victory over the British Royal Navy on 10 Sep-
tember 1813. However, little has been written about how Perry’s 
ships were built in the wilderness at a remote outpost on Lake Erie, 
and even less about how, without militia presence, the crucial lake 
battle might never have taken place.  The provisional shipyard at 

Presque Isle Bay, Erie, Pennsylvania, was vulnerable to attack and 
destruction by the British, from land or lake, before the ships even 
set sail. Perry feared the worst and asked General David Mead, 
commander of Pennsylvania’s 16th Division of Pennsylvania Mi-
litia, to provide security during construction.

But a generation before the War of 1812, post-Revolutionary 
War America was transitioning from a fragile dependence on for-
eign military weapons to a federal armory system to supply its 
armed forces. This is an account of a rare artifact from that period, 
surviving to tell of the events leading up to this historic battle. 
It reveals that the local militia was not only tasked with provid-
ing security for Perry’s Àeet during its construction, but also with 
Àoating the brigs over the shallow sandbar guarding the mouth of 
the bay and supplementing the undermanned crews of his ships as 
they sailed into battle.

 

Background

In the John Trumbull painting The Death of General Mercer at 
the Battle of Princeton, January 3, 1777 (Figure 1)1, observe that 
the rebel faction is not bearing ¿rearms, yet several “Brown Bess” 
muskets are visible. The outgunned Continental Army is depicted 
¿ghting with swords alone and will likely seize the fallen Brit-
ish soldiers’ muskets as General George Washington charges in to 
save the day.  In this romanticized depiction, why does Trumbull 
subtly show American soldiers without ¿rearms? Perhaps Trum-
bull thought it was important to memorialize the arms disparity 
during the war, or maybe he wanted to remind Americans that the 
U.S. infantry was still poorly equipped and still relied on foreign 
nations for military arms. Regardless, Trumbull portrays the clas-
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Figure 1.  John Trumbull, The Death of General Mercer at the Battle 
of Princeton, January 3, 1777. 
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sical Greek heroic tradition, where, but for the intervention of our 
American Perseus, all would have been lost – with Washington, 
like Perseus, greatly outmatched and armed only with a sword.

Unlike our opponents, the ¿rearms used during the American 
War of Independence (1775-1783) were far from uniform. A 
long-established armory system provided the ubiquitous British 
Army with a standard ¿rearm, the .75-caliber Brown Bess family 
of muskets. Colonial ¿ghters, on the other hand, brought whatever 
weapons they could ¿nd to the fray. Unlike the British, there was 
no national armory to produce standardized military-grade weap-
ons. At the start of the American Revolutionary War, muskets used 
by citizen-soldiers came from many arbitrary sources: personal 
¿rearms, raids on British arsenals, con¿scations from Tories, com-
missioned muskets and battle¿eld captures.2

This unreliable and unsustainable supply situation changed dra-
matically when the French began supplying ¿rearms, ¿rst secretly, 
and then openly in 1777. During the war, the French shipped many 
thousands of these arms to the Àedgling Continental Army.3 This 
¿rearm, with its .69 caliber barrel, was the French Model 1763 and 
its lighter variant, the Model 1766. Colloquially called the “Char-
leyville” to describe muskets of this type, it remains a term widely 
used by historians and arms collectors today, even though Charlev-
ille was just one of three French arsenals producing this musket.4  
The widespread use of this ¿rearm not only inÀuenced the out-
come of the war but also established the Charleville pattern as the 
archetype for American-made military muskets for years to come.

Martial Gun Manufacturing Begins in the U.S.

In 1793, Secretary of War Henry Knox evaluated the U.S. arms 
situation and found it unsustainable. Most muskets were over 
twenty years old and could not withstand the rigor of further mil-
itary action. Moreover, the inventory included a confusing mix of 
American and European weapons. An army requires a reliable sup-
ply chain of dependable ¿rearms with a uniform design and stan-
dard caliber, which is not possible with unstable overseas suppliers 

and a hodgepodge of aging arms in inventory.  Furthermore, the 
1790s marked the beginning of the American two-party system. 
The pro-British Hamiltonian Federalists opposed the French-lean-
ing Jeffersonian Republicans. The debate in American politics 
raised a key question about sourcing ¿rearms: if we relied on a Eu-
ropean supplier, which country would we procure them from, giv-
en the volatility of international politics?  The question answered 
itself. The only practicable choice was domestic production, and in 
1794 Congress authorized the construction of two federal armor-
ies.5 The chosen locations were Spring¿eld, Massachusetts, at the 
site of the existing arsenal, and Harpers Ferry, Virginia.

The decision proved portentous, as the British government re-
fused to allow Ketland, a major ¿rearms manufacturer, to ful¿ll the 
1797 contract for 10,000 stands of arms with the Commonwealth 
of Pennsylvania. In addition, rather than continuing our strong alli-
ance, the U.S. nearly went to war with France during the so-called 
Quasi-War (1798-1800) – as if the French Revolution itself were 
not enough reason to begin domestic production.

Because our national defense still relied heavily on state mili-
tias and the nascent federal armory system was not yet fully op-
erational, alternative arms procurement measures were underway. 
For example, the Commonwealths of Virginia and Pennsylvania, 
along with the federal government, procured arms in large quanti-
ties from various sources. In the 1794 and 1798 contracts, the U.S. 
government solicited nearly thirty private gunmakers to manufac-
ture approximately 47,000 arms.6 The Commonwealth of Virgin-
ia’s 1797 legislative act, which also authorized the construction of 
a state armory in Richmond,7 and Pennsylvania’s 1797 Arms Pro-
curement Act,8 both mandated the purchase of arms from private 
contractors. Private contractors also supplied arms to other states 
and for individual sales. Most military contract muskets from 
this period, despite variations among manufacturers, generally  
follow the period-speci¿c “Charleville Pattern” or “Charleville 
Musket” design.

Figure 2.  J. Low,  
The State of 

Pennsylvania from 

the Latest Surveys 

1800. Annotations  
by the author. 
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Pennsylvania Militia Muskets
The Commonwealth of Pennsylvania Arms Procurement Act of 

1797 authorized the purchase of 20,000 muskets, with 19,900 even-
tually contracted to ¿fteen gunmakers, all located in Pennsylvania. 
An initial order for 10,000 muskets was awarded to the British mak-
er Ketland, and as noted previously, the British government believed 
that no good could come from supplying arms to the U.S., so it in-
tervened to cancel the deal.9 The British order was then redistributed 
among other Pennsylvania gun manufacturers. The list of Common-
wealth of Pennsylvania (CP) contractors appears in Table 1. The 
First Group lists the original contractors, while the Second Group 
shows the replacement suppliers after the canceled British order.10

To the discerning eye, Table 1 reveals two anomalies involving 
one contractor and one manufacturing region, both on the same 
line item. First, Albert Gallatin was the only non-gunmaker to se-
cure an arms deal, while the others were well-established Penn-
sylvania gunmakers. Second, the county where Gallatin’s muskets 
were to be produced, Fayette County, south of Pittsburgh near the 
Virginia (now West Virginia) border, is the only site west of the 
Alleghenies chosen for arms production. The other suppliers are 
all clustered around the traditional gun-making region of South-
eastern Pennsylvania (Figure 2).11 What can we attribute these in-
congruities to, where a non-gunmaker secures a contract to man-
ufacture 2,000 muskets in the non-manufacturing wilderness of 
Western Pennsylvania?12 To explain these inconsistencies, we need to  
examine Albert Gallatin and his role in securing an arms deal in 
Western Pennsylvania.

 Albert Gallatin

Travelers arriving at Three Forks, in Gallatin County, Montana, 
might wonder about the name Gallatin, whose name unexpected-
ly appears when tracing the Corps of Discovery’s journey up the 
Missouri River. In the summer of 1805, to their profound disap-
pointment, Lewis and Clark discovered that the Missouri River 
had reached its navigable limit. The river abruptly divided into 
three forks, all roughly the same size, none large enough to pro-
vide a Northwest Passage to the Paci¿c as Jefferson had hoped. 
Declaring the Missouri River begins at the conÀuence of these riv-
ers, they named the three forks: Jefferson, after the President and 
promoter of their expedition; Madison, the Secretary of State; and 
Gallatin. Who was this Gallatin, and why was recognition given 
to him on the level of founding father luminaries Jefferson and 
Madison?

Today, Abraham Alfonse Albert Gallatin (1761-1849), born 
in Geneva, (present day) Switzerland is perhaps one of the less-
er-known architects of our growing nation, but he had a diverse 
and productive career in both public and private service. His major 
accomplishments include serving as a U.S. Senator from Penn-
sylvania (1793-94), though he was summarily removed over a 
citizenship issue in a partisan dispute; in the U.S. House of Rep-
resentatives (1795-1801); Secretary of the Treasury (1801-1814); 
Ambassador to France (1816-1823) and Great Britain (1826-27); 
co-founder of New York University; and president of the National 
Bank in New York City. Additionally, his lifelong study of Na-
tive American language and culture led him to found the Ameri-
can Ethnological Society, earning him the moniker “the Father of 
American Ethnology.” During his tenure in the Treasury Depart-
ment, Gallatin earned the memorial bestowed by Lewis and Clark, 
and he remains the longest-serving Secretary of the Treasury in our 
nation’s history.13

But it was in 1797, while serving as a member of the U.S. House 
of Representatives from Pennsylvania’s 12th District, that Galla-
tin received a contract from the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania 
to manufacture CP muskets. Although Gallatin lacked the skill or 
even the interest in gun-making, he was eager to build a commu-
nity for expatriated French citizens Àeeing the devastation of the 
French Revolution. Gallatin had founded the town of New Geneva 
in Fayette County and actively promoted business growth in the 
sparsely populated trans-Allegheny wilderness of Western Penn-
sylvania. New Geneva and Gallatin’s Friendship Hill estate, now 
a National Historic Site, are located just north of the conÀuence 
of the Monongahela and Cheat Rivers near the present West Vir-
ginia border, about twenty-¿ve miles west of Fort Necessity, the 
site of George Washington’s ¿rst battle¿eld encounter. Whether 
Gallatin intended to personally pro¿t from this arms contract is 
unknown, as a Venn diagram of his interests might well resemble  
a single circle, with his political, business and altruistic pursuits 
all overlapping.14

The Melchor Baker musket
Little is known about Melchor Baker, aside from his work as the 

subcontractor for Gallatin’s 2,000 CP musket arms contract and his 
work in the newly established community of New Geneva. Baker 
produced at least 1,200 guns to ful¿ll that order. An educated es-
timate among CP musket collectors is that fewer than ten of these 
Melchor Baker muskets exist. It is believed that these ¿rearms 
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spent their useful life in Western Pennsylvania and were poorly 
stored and maintained, which explains their low survival rate.15 

The musket described herein is one of the few survivors of the 
original 1,200 (or possibly 2,000 if it can be proven that the entire 
order was ¿lled).

 
	

The author’s musket bears the stamp “M:Baker” on the lock 
plate (Figure 3, top). All authentic surviving muskets observed not 
only carry this mark but, under close optical inspection, appear 
to be struck from the same stamp.16 Like most CP muskets, the 
M:Baker ¿rearms closely follow the Charleville pattern adopted 
by the U.S.  The barrel proof mark ‘P’ on this musket is positioned 
directly beneath a Liberty Cap (Figure 3, second from top), also 
known as a Phrygian Cap, which symbolizes freedom dating back 
to antiquity. This proof mark is characteristic of those made in the 
First Group, as shown in Table 1. Aesthetic features, such as ¿nial 
decorations found on lock parts, are also indicators of this earlier 
vintage. Later CP musket makers followed the U.S. example by 

using an eagle-head proof mark and eliminating some stylistic fea-
tures. The “CP” logo appears on both the lock plate and barrel per 
Pennsylvania contract speci¿cations (Figures 3).17

While common on U.S. muskets from this period, inspector ac-
ceptance stamps are rare on CP muskets. On this M:Baker musket, 
however, a “T” inspection stamp is deeply struck on the left side 
of the stock Àat (Figure 3, third from top). Joseph Torrence most 
likely inspected this musket sometime before 27 January 1802, as 
he is known to have inspected 1,200 muskets by that date. No ad-
ditional records of his inspection activities have been found, so 
it’s possible that only 1,200 of the original 2,000-unit order were 
delivered to the Commonwealth.18

An essential feature of this musket renders it both unique and 
historically signi¿cant to this narrative. The stock has a prominent 
“133” on the right side, indicating the 133rd Pennsylvania Volun-
teer Regiment of the 16th Pennsylvania Militia Division (Figure 3, 
bottom). Many CP muskets bear regimental markings, but among 
all existing CP muskets, this is the only known arm identi¿able to a 
militia regiment native to the backwoods of Northwest Pennsylva-
nia. It is also the only CP musket directly linked to a Pennsylvania 
militia unit assigned to defend Perry’s Àeet, the Àeet that was des-
tined to defeat the British Royal Navy in the Battle of Lake Erie. 

Forming the Pennsylvania Militia Regiments
In 1807, the Pennsylvania Militia Act, An Act for the Regulation 

of the Militia of the Commonwealth, consolidated the 131 existing 
and somewhat independent militia regiments, added a few new 
ones and reorganized them into sixteen divisions under a single 
command. The 16th Division, comprising eight militia regiments, 
was formed from seven embryonic counties in Northwestern 
Pennsylvania: Beaver, Butler, Crawford, Erie, Mercer, Venango 
and Warren.19 (Figure 4)20

This seven-county region covers 5,263 square miles and had a 
population of 41,614 in 1810. However, Beaver, the county closest 
to Pittsburgh (Allegheny County), accounted for nearly one-third 
of that number, with a population density of 28.0 people per square 
mile. In contrast, Erie County’s population density was only about 
one-sixth of that (4.7), with a population of just 3,758. The town 
of Erie recorded 394 residents in 1810, a signi¿cant increase from 
1800, when it had only eighty-one residents.21

The eight militia regiments of the 16th Division, covering these 
seven counties, were numbered 132 through 139, with the 133rd 
comprising residents of Crawford County.22 This force stood at the 
ready, though no notable militia events occurred in this area for the 
¿rst several years after the 16th Division was formed. Although 
much of this remote area of Pennsylvania was still considered wil-
derness, white settlers had displaced or neutralized the resident 
Native American population, who by then posed little threat. How-
ever, the proximate presence and mobility of the British military, 
along with their Indian allies, remained a troubling concern.

Strategic Lake Erie

In 1535, Jacques Cartier became the ¿rst European to sail up 
the St. Lawrence River, opening a new route for exploring North 
America’s vast interior. The next 200 years would see French ex-
plorers and fur traders reconnoitering the chain of Great Lakes and 
venturing deeper into North America’s interior. The French pri-
marily aimed not to settle, but to establish a fur trade conduit and 
to ¿nd a Northwest Passage to Asia.

Figure 3.  M:Baker maker’s mark and Commonwealth of 
Pennsylvania (CP) contract identi¿er (top); “Liberty cap” barrel proof 
and CP contract identi¿er (second from top); the Joseph Torrence 
“T” inspection stamp on the left stock Àat (second from bottom) and 
Militia unit designator: 133rd PA Volunteer Regiment, 16th Division, 
Pennsylvania Militia (bottom).
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The British would displace the French from the Old Northwest 
under the terms of the 1763 Treaty of Paris, which ended the Seven 
Years’ War, known in North America as the French and Indian War. 
These lands would become contested again after the American 

Revolution, as the burgeoning United States sought to expand and 
dislodge the British from the Old Northwest and Canada (Figure 
5).23 Control of Lakes Erie and Ontario would provide separate are-
nas for the drama that eventually culminated in the War of 1812.24

Figure 4.  Reading Howell, 
A Map of The State of 

Pennsylvania, 1811.  PA 16th 
Division seven-county area 
highlighted. Annotation by the 
Author.  

Figure 5.  John Cary, A New 

Map of Part of the United 
States of North America, 1805. 
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Lake Erie receives water from the south-Àowing Detroit Riv-
er at its western end, which drains the upper Great Lakes. On its 
eastern end, Lake Erie feeds the north-Àowing Niagara River into 
Lake Ontario. Early French maps describe the Niagara River as a 
“chute” or “cascade,” which are interesting terms that obscure the 
magnitude of Niagara Falls. The 300-foot overall elevation differ-
ence between the two lakes meant that warships sailing on Lake 
Erie had to be built on Lake Erie.

Although Ohio achieved statehood in 1803, dominance over 
what remained of the Old Northwest – including the northwest-

ern portion of Ohio – remained in dispute. The British were well 
positioned in Upper Canada and, with little American presence 
on Lake Erie, they could resupply Detroit with impunity. Clearly, 
controlling Lake Erie was vital for opening the western territory to 
American settlement.  In contrast, Americans did not enjoy a se-
cure or direct supply line to Detroit or the western regions. Instead, 
they relied on arduous overland passages north from points along 
the Ohio River. The supply route to Detroit was slow and fraught 
with dif¿culties, including portage, swamps, and the threat of  
Indian ambushes or British confrontation along the way.

Figure 6.  William Charles, 
John Bull making a new 

Batch of Ships to send to 

the Lakes, ca. 1814. Library 
of Congress, www.loc.gov/
item/2002708986/.  The 
caption to the right reads,  
“I tell you what Master Bull. 
You had better keep both 
your ships and guns at home. 
If you send all you’ve got to 
the lakes, it will only make 
fun for the “Yankeys” to  
take them.” 

Figure 7.  William Charles,  
A Scene on the Frontiers  

as Practiced by the 

HUMANE BRITISH and 
their WORTHY ALLIES, 
1812. Library of Congress.  
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War with Great Britain
For the third time in ¿fty years, Great Britain would once again 

be involved in a war in North America. In addition to other factors, 
the U.S. claimed Great Britain had violated American sovereignty 
by preventing American expansion into the Old Northwest, which 
by 1812 had been somewhat reduced with Ohio’s admission as a 
state. However, statehood did not guarantee supremacy, and con-
trol of this region was a key reason the United States declared war 
in 1812. To maintain a grasp on their claims in the disputed ter-
ritory, the British supplied arms and goods to Native American 
defenders who welcomed the support, as they fought off American 
invaders in a desperate struggle to retain their homeland and pre-
serve their way of life. No doubt intended to incite public support 
for the war, one propaganda example from 1812 reproaches the 
British for collaborating with Indians and encouraging them to 
commit atrocities against Americans (Figure 6 and 7).25

Lake Ontario and Lake Erie, the ¿rst two of the Great Lakes 
upstream from the St. Lawrence River, would require separate at-
tention and allocation of military resources. Because Niagara Falls 
prevented inter-lake navigation, the two lakes would effectively 
operate as independent theatres. Domination over Lake Ontario 
was necessary to control the upper St. Lawrence River region, to 
provide a staging point for American incursions directly north into 
Canada and to protect the Lake Champlain region from British 

expeditions south. Control of Lake Erie was essential for access to 
Detroit and the Western Territory (Figure 8).26

The Niagara River, a thirty-six-mile-long northward-Àowing 
strait connecting the two lakes, forms the border between Canada 
and the U.S. The British built two forts on the west side of the riv-
er: Fort George at the northern end near Lake Ontario and Fort Erie 
at the southern end near the mouth of Lake Erie. On the American 
side, Fort Niagara stood opposite Fort George. Black Rock, a small 
shipyard, was located downstream (north) a few miles from Fort 
Erie on the American side. 

General Mead’s Letter to President Madison
In 1788, at the conÀuence of Cussewago Creek and French 

Creek, David Mead founded the town of Meadville, the ¿rst per-
manent settlement in northwestern Pennsylvania. After its for-
mation in 1807, David Mead became the commander of the 16th 
Division of Pennsylvania Militia.27 In this position, Mead ¿gures 
prominently in the events leading up to the Battle of Lake Erie.  
Mead understood the threat to the frontier he was tasked to de-
fend. After learning of Hull’s surrender of Detroit and observing 
the British naval actions on Lake Erie ¿rsthand, he wrote a lengthy 
letter to President James Madison.28 From Erie, on 29 August, 
1812, he begins:

Figure 8.  Vincent J. Esposito and Matthew Forney Steele, Atlas to Accompany Steele’s American Campaigns, 1956.  Theater of War, Lake Erie, 
1812-1814.  
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Sir,

On the evening of 16th Inst. I was apprized at Meadville of the 
Surrender of Detroit with the whole of the army under Brigr. 
Gen’l Hull, and a number of British vessels were hovering on our 
coast in sight of this place, in consequence of the Alarming Sta-

tion of the frontier of Pennsylvania bordering upon Lake Erie, in 

circumstances so extraordinary, I proceeded immediately with a 
number of volunteers and arrived here on the 17th.

The bearer of this dispatch was Daniel Dobbins, whom Mead in-
troduces in his message with both tributes, “a man of intelligence 

and good character” and credentials, “present and made prisoner 

at the capture of both Michilimacinac [sic] and Detroit, is able 

to communicate all the material details.” Daniel Dobbins was an 
Erie resident who had plied the waters of Lake Erie in commercial 
ventures and was uniquely quali¿ed to advise the President and his 
staff on where to build a battle-ready Àeet capable of engaging the 
British Navy.  Based on Dobbins’ ¿rsthand account, Mead’s blunt 
critique of Hull’s surrender at Detroit clearly indicates that Mead 
believed Hull’s inaction resulted from incompetence and coward-
ice, possibly even treason:

“An inferior force on the part of the enemy was permitted 

without resistance… the Surrender being virtually  
unconditional, containing as appears not a single reservation, 

of which the usages of war authorised the Surrender  

in any case.”
Mead suggested that Madison query Dobbins, who was captured 

and released at Detroit, should he require “further particulars.”

In the second section of Mead’s letter to Madison, Mead informs 
the Commander-in-Chief about Erie’s vulnerability, which had re-
cently been under direct threat from the British Navy. Erie held 
enough strategic importance that Mead believed Madison should 
be informed. Mead states, after observing the British Navy off the 
coast of Erie in August 1812, “that about eight hundred men re-

cently ordered by the Governor are now under arms and expected 
today. On Yesterday an attack from an Armed brig was hourly ex-

pected from about one o’clock to Six pm.”

It seemed an armistice to ease tensions had been announced, but 
Mead was suspicious for several reasons, as detailed in his letter. 
Instead of embracing this so-called armistice, Mead suggests “it 

appears now necessary to the Safety of this place, at which the 

whole of Gen’l Brocks army might assemble with little more dif-
¿culty than at Detroit.” Major General Brock was the command-
er of Upper Canada, and Mead was concerned that Brock could 
easily move on Erie, which lacked a fort or permanent military 
presence. Mead then ends the letter by recommending Dobbins to 
serve in “some active Capacity” for government employment, “as 

a man capable trust worthy and highly patriotic.”

In his letter, Mead condemned Hull’s failure as inexcusable but 
felt that Madison must hear the story ¿rsthand from Dobbins to 
boost its impact. Using the Detroit disaster to parallel the situation 
in Erie, Mead urged the President and the Navy Secretary to fo-
cus immediately on Erie’s strategic importance, lest the same fate 
recur. Mead’s message induced three essential pronouncements, 
made while Dobbins was still in Washington. First, Dobbins was 
appointed sailing master in the United States Navy. Second, a Àeet 
of warships would be built to defend and secure control of Lake 
Erie. Third, taking the advice of Dobbins, perhaps the most knowl-
edgeable seaman on Lake Erie, Secretary of the Navy Paul Ham-
ilton and his staff agreed that the warships would be built in Erie’s 
Presque Isle Bay rather than Black Rock or some other less se-
cure location.  The site was approved, and on 15 September 1812, 
just a few days shy of one year before the Battle of Lake Erie (10 
September 1813), Dobbins was authorized to acquire the materials 
needed to build four gunboats. A few months later, a directive was 
issued to build two brigs in addition to the four gunboats.29

A Controversial Shipbuilding Site
Captain Issac Chauncey was appointed the overall Great Lakes 

commander and tasked with building the Àeet and securing control 
of Lake Erie. However, he did not immediately accept the Erie site 
decision. Already commander of Lake Ontario and based at Sack-
ett’s Harbor, an unambiguous directive from Secretary Hamilton to 
Chauncey emphasized the strategic importance of Lake Erie: “Of 

the two lakes, if either is to be considered as the greatest object, it 

Figure 9.  John Widney, 
a map of Presque, isle 

or Erie, 1813. Drawn by 
Pennsylvania volunteer John 
Widney and enclosed in his 
letter of May 13th, 1813, to 
his cousin, Samuel Williams. 
The letter, with another of 
October 3, 1812, is ¿led with 
the map. Although “sand 
bar” is labeled at the mouth 
of the bay, this map does not 
clearly show how the tip of 
the peninsula nearly encloses 
the bay. 
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is Lake Erie.”30 Chauncey directed Lieutenant Jesse Elliot, both of 
whom favored Black Rock, to locate a suitable shipbuilding site. 
Black Rock, situated on the Niagara River near Buffalo, just a few 
miles downriver from the mouth of Lake Erie, was a small, estab-
lished boatyard that offered two advantages for Chauncey. Black 
Rock provided better logistical support and superior command and 
control over both lakes.31 But Black Rock presented two major 
drawbacks. The Niagara River’s swift current required favorable 
northerly winds and signi¿cant manpower to tow the completed 
ships upriver to Lake Erie. Additionally, Black Rock was a poor 
tactical choice, as the slow upstream movement would make the 
vessels vulnerable to British cannon ¿re as they neared Fort Erie.32

Erie’s strategic location was ¿rst recognized by the French, who 
built Fort Presque Isle in 1753 at the outset of the French and Indi-
an War, only to burn it in 1756 when British capture was imminent. 
The occupying British reestablished a post, which was subsequent-
ly captured and burned during Pontiac’s Rebellion in 1763.33 Erie 
later became Pennsylvania’s only lake port in 1792, made possible 
by the purchase of a forty-mile-long wedge-shaped section of land 
from New York, known as the Erie Triangle.

Erie is the shallowest of the Great Lakes, easily provoked by 
capricious westerly winds. Dobbins knew that the ¿nest natural 
protective harbor on the American side – the windward side – of 
Lake Erie was the Presque Isle peninsula, affording full protection 
from the tempestuous waters. He also knew those same winds con-
spired to close the east end of the peninsula, offering another layer 
of protection, this time against a man-made threat. The constant 
wave action created a shallow sand bar across the bay’s narrow 
mouth, and Dobbins asserted this barrier would prevent annoy-
ing enemy warships from entering the bay and pestering the pro-
visional ship-making enterprise (Figure 9).34 Additionally, Erie’s 
geographic location offered some level of protection against an 
overland approach due to its relative isolation. Situated roughly 
one-third of the east-west distance between the vulnerable towns 
of Buffalo and Detroit, Erie served as a signi¿cant buffer from 
British infantry. The likely route of invasion, therefore, would be 
courtesy of the British Royal Navy.

Chauncey remained skeptical of the Erie site, perhaps inÀuenced 
by Elliot, and unaware of the decision already made in Washington 
to build in Erie. A feud between Elliot and Dobbins raged over site 
selection until Dobbins persuaded Chauncey to conduct a site visit 
to Erie, which settled the matter on 1 January 1813. By that time, 
Dobbins was already actively involved in building the gunboats, 
and authorization to construct the ¿rst brig was granted.35

A Commander is Chosen
Once the decision was made to build a Àeet of warships, a com-

mander for Lake Erie had to be chosen. As the overall commander 
of the Great Lakes, Chauncey selected Lieutenant Elliot, but then 
transferred him to Lake Ontario to command the newly commis-
sioned USS Madison. Elliot’s replacement, Lieutenant Samuel 
Angus, feuded with Chauncey to the extent that Angus was soon 
relieved and transferred out. Commodore Chauncey once again 
was left without a commander for the Lake Erie Àeet.36 In a fortu-
nate turn of events, Master Commandant Oliver Hazard Perry was 
seeking an upgrade from his gunboat Àotilla command, having 
recently been promoted. He had gained substantial experience at 
sea, beginning in 1799 as a midshipman aboard the USS General 
Greene, a frigate once commanded by his father. Perry served in 
the Barbary Wars (1801-1806) and was promoted to lieutenant in 
1802. In his hometown of Newport, Rhode Island, he oversaw the 
construction of gunboats and later commanded a Àeet of gunboats 
along with the twelve-gun schooner USS Revenge. Perry was de-
scribed as taciturn in manner and well respected by his peers and 
those under his command. His experience in boat construction 
would prove useful in his next assignment.37

Perry was campaigning for a new position, eager for an ocean 
frigate, when he learned of the Lake Erie opportunity. From No-
vember 1812 through March 1813,38 correspondence among Perry, 
Chauncey, Secretaries of the Navy Hamilton and Hamilton’s re-
placement, William Jones, culminated in Perry’s appointment on 
15 March 1813. Even though a sense of urgency existed among all 
parties, little could be accomplished on the frozen bay during the 
winter months. It was only after the spring thaw that major ship 
construction and enemy lake activity could continue. Chauncey 

Figure 10. Erie & PRESQ 
ISLE BAY. 1813. Map of 
Erie and Presque Isle Bay. 
The shipyard is at the foot 
of Cascade Creek, and 
the completed gunboats 
are anchored just north of 
the barracks. Little Bay 
(now Misery Bay) was the 
assembly point, as indicated 
by the number key. The 
“bar” connects the two 
points of land on opposite 
sides of the channel.  



132/52

instructed Perry to have the squadron built and readied for bat-
tle by 1 June 1813. He anticipated defeating the British on Lake 
Ontario by then and planned to be in Erie to command the Lake 
Erie squadron, arriving “with the greatest part of my of¿cers and 
men.”39 Chauncey expected Perry to oversee the build, but he 
would assume command of the Àeet once it was operational.

Supervising and Supplying the Build
The coastal frontier village of Erie had very little manufacturing 

capability and few skilled laborers in 1813, limited only to those 
activities necessary to support the budding local farming communi-
ties. And despite an abundant supply of timber, the burgeoning lake 
towns that would someday form the heart of the manufacturing belt 
were far from capable of producing ¿nished goods for shipbuilding 
at this time.40

The ¿rst seven months of 1813 in Erie exemplify American de-
termination and resourcefulness. From 1 January 1813, when au-
thorization to build the ¿rst brig was given, to 6 June, when Perry’s 
ships were all “in their element,” six ships were built and aÀoat in 
the bay: four gunboats and two brigs. Out¿tting, from sail to anchor, 
continued after launch, and the Àeet was ready to sail on 23 July.41 
What makes this accomplishment extraordinary is the shipyard’s ex-
treme remoteness. Building a Àeet of ships in this isolated location 
would not only require a master ship builder to design and oversee 
construction, but also a logistics chain to convey the wide range of 
matériel – almost everything except timber – over primitive routes 
from great distances. A skilled labor force would also have to be 
brought in, led by a taskmaster capable of directing the workforce to 
maximum ef¿ciency to meet the aggressive schedule (Figure 10).42

Figure 11. Perry’s 16 
April 1813 letter to Mead 
requesting militia support 
in Erie. 
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Major players in this amazing effort included Issac Chauncey, 
Daniel Dobbins, Noah Brown and, of course, Oliver Hazard Per-
ry.  Captain Issac Chauncey made only that one trip to Erie on 1 
January 1813, but from there he traveled to New York to contract 
with shipbuilder Noah Brown to build the two brigs. In numerous 
follow-up letters with Brown, he pressed him to meet a June com-
pletion deadline. Once Dobbins convinced Chauncey of the advan-
tages of the Erie location, Chauncey leveraged his captain’s rank 
to become an effective logistics manager. From his Lake Ontario 
headquarters in Sackett’s Harbor, Chauncey authorized and direct-
ed the Àow of materials and labor from New York, Philadelphia, 
and Pittsburgh.43 He exerted little inÀuence over Àeet construction, 
leaving that to the experts, as he had the good sense to stay out of 
the way of the Erie team.

Erie resident and sailing master Daniel Dobbins was probably the 
most important ¿gure in the events leading to the victory at the Bat-
tle of Lake Erie. From personally delivering Mead’s letter to President 
Madison and convincing him to build a Àeet on Lake Erie and in Erie, 
to piloting the supply schooner Ohio in support of Perry’s Àeet,44 Dob-
bins was omnipresent. During the build, he served as designer, supply 
of¿cer, advisor, and project coordinator. Through his sustained efforts, 
Dobbins rightly deserves much credit for the project’s ultimate success.

Shipbuilder Noah Brown arrived in Erie from Brooklyn around 3 
March to assume shipbuilding superintendent duties and partnered well 
with Dobbins, who wrote to Chauncey, “(Brown) appears to be the 

man that we want at this Place in order to drive the business.”45 Brown 
proved to be an effective construction manager, completing the Àeet 
nearly on schedule, delayed only by logistical issues beyond anyone in 
Erie’s control. Additionally, Brown was also tasked with constructing 
the “camels,” which, as will be seen, were instrumental in Àoating the 
brigs over the bar.

Perry would serve as the project’s chief director, overseeing 
construction and bearing overall responsibility for its timely com-
pletion. Finding Dobbins and Brown to be solid leaders, Perry was 
free to focus on the arduous task of ensuring they had the workers 
and materials needed to keep the project on schedule. He would 
busy himself with logistics “to expedite the business of equipping 
all the vessels.”46 The ultimate success of the shipbuilding endeav-
or is attributable to Perry’s leadership and the cooperation among 
him, Dobbins and Brown.

Aside from timber, most shipbuilding materials had to be trans-
ported over long distances. The overland supply route relied on 
crude wagon trails, whose suitability for freight travel was heavily 
affected by weather conditions. The treacherous lake-water route 
from Buffalo was only accessible after ice breakup, around mid-
April, and the wagon trace paralleling the lakeshore was primitive.  
Iron materials, like nails, spikes, rods, and Àat bars, could be pro-
duced in the emerging steel town 120 miles to the south, Pitts-
burgh, as well as shot and rope. But even the largest city west of 
the Alleghenies could not produce critical materials such as sails, 
powder and cannon.47 For these, the builders had to look much 
further, across the Alleghenies, to established manufacturing cen-
ters in Eastern Pennsylvania and beyond. Powder, cannon, rigging, 
and sail were brought from New York, Philadelphia, Baltimore, 
Washington, and other eastern cities, all of which would have to be 
hefted over the Alleghenies along this grueling route.48

The route from the eastern population centers followed the wag-
on path ¿rst blazed by the British from Carlisle to Fort Pitt over ¿f-

ty years earlier, which had since been improved by the thousands 
of emigrants seeking the Gateway to the West. But from Pitts-
burgh, the northern leg of the supply line was much more dif¿cult. 
It would trace the same Allegheny River to French Creek water 
route that a twenty-one-year-old Major George Washington of the 
Virginia Militia braved sixty years earlier (see note 33). Although 
this water route experienced seasonal water level Àuctuations, 
was unusable during frozen months and involved a ¿fteen-mile 
overland portage from Waterford to Erie, it remained the preferred 
route. Alternatively, a more direct overland route would go straight 
north to Meadville, then to Erie. This route was sometimes consid-
ered worthless, as it was less developed, swampier and its trave-
lability greatly depended on weather conditions.49

The availability of skilled labor also challenged the Àeet build-
ers, exacerbated by Chauncey’s reluctance to release workers from 
Sackett’s Harbor. Aside from woodcutters, who were indigenous 
to the frontier environment, most labor came from distant sources 
– many from the shipyards of Philadelphia and New York. Block 
makers, ship joiners, caulkers, carpenters, blacksmiths, and other 
trades were in high demand. These workers endured the same trav-
el dif¿culties that hindered the supply trains along those primitive 
routes, but as with material matters, Perry’s team overcame these 
labor challenges to meet their demanding schedule.50

An Appeal to the Militia
Perry had two major concerns that grew as production problems 

eased. First, Perry knew that the British could destroy his Àeet 
while it was in drydock or helpless at its moorings before it ever 
put to sea. A marine-force landing from offshore or an overland 
infantry campaign from either Detroit or Niagara was possible, 
perhaps imminent. 

Second, the sandbar was indiscriminate. British Commander 
Robert H. Barclay could not directly challenge Perry during the 
construction of his Àeet because the sandbar blocked access to the 
bay, but that worked both ways. Perry’s brigs would be trapped 
in the bay when he was ready to sail. The bar’s nominal depth 
was about six feet below the channel entrance, while the brigs 
drew about nine feet. Once the Àeet was completed, out¿tted and 
battle-ready, the Lawrence and Niagara would have to be Àoated 
over the bar. Noah Brown developed a specialized technique to ac-
complish this, but it would render the entire Àeet vulnerable to at-
tack while crossing the bar and while clustered at the bay’s mouth 
assembling for maneuver. To confront the ¿rst threat, when the 
ice on Lake Erie broke up in mid-April, Perry petitioned General 
Mead for protection (Figure 11):51

Erie (Penn) April 16, 1813.

Sir:

I am this moment informed that power is vested in you to call 

out the militia for the defense of this place. You doubtless are ac-

quainted that there is a number of vessels of war building here, 

and that there is no force to protect them. The Navigation is now 
nearly open between this and Malden and from the importance 

to the enemy to destroy those vessels, we may con¿dently expect 
they will attempt it. Should they succeed it will be an everlasting 
disgrace to the country as well as an irremediable loss. If you feel 
yourself at liberty to order on one hundred men, it would in my 

opinion add much to our security.

Very Respectfully
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I am Sir, 

Com. Of U.S. Naval Forces 

O.H. Perry 

on Lake Erie 

Major General David Mead

This request from Perry would hardly have surprised Mead. 
Based on his observations of British activity off Erie’s coast the 
previous August and detailed in his letter to Madison, Mead was 
well aware of the British naval threat long before Perry’s ship-
building enterprise began. (see Mead’s letter to Madison28).  Three 
months after his initial appeal to Mead, the British Àeet was sight-
ed, prompting Perry to once again alert Mead of the impending 
threat. Mead summoned his militia with this notice in Meadville’s 
newspaper, the Crawford Messenger:52

Citizens to Arms!

Your state is invaded. The enemy has arrived at Erie threatening 
to destroy our navy and the town. His course, hitherto marked 
with rapine and ¿re wherever he touched our shore, must be ar-
rested. The cries of infants and women, of the aged and in¿rm, 
the devoted victims of the enemy and his savage allies, call on 

you for defense and protection. Your honor, your property, your 
all require you to march immediately to the scene of action. Arms 
and ammunition will be furnished to those who have none, at the 

place of rendezvous near to Erie and every exertion will be made 
for your subsistence and accommodation.

Your services to be useful must be rendered immediately. The de-

lay of an hour may be fatal to your country in securing the enemy 

in his plunder and favoring his escape.

DAVID MEAD 

Maj. General 16th D.P.M. 
July 20, 1813

On one hand, Mead’s call for volunteers exempli¿es powerful 
propaganda. It would be dif¿cult to ¿nd a more extreme example 
of inspirational grandiloquence, projecting well beyond the usual 
embellishments expected in a motivational appeal.  On the other 
hand, although Erie was never invaded, from Perry and Mead’s 
perspective, they must have sensed a threat so dire that by the time 
the militia responded, Mead’s entreaty would no longer be just 
puffery, but a stark reality.  Mead’s 20 July petition coincides with 
Perry’s plan to put to sea and engage Barclay. Mead’s 16th militia 
appeared in Erie after the Àeet was seaworthy but still vulnerable 
to infantry attack in Presque Isle Bay. In Perry’s 7 August 1813 
letter to Mead, which follows later in its entirety, Perry stated,  
“I shall always recollect with pleasure, the alacrity with which you 

repaired with your division to the defense of the public property at 

this place, on the prospect of an invasion.”

A Contrary Letter
An unsigned letter from Erie, written during Perry’s Àeet con-

struction, has recently been discovered and is included here. The 
author and recipient are unknown, but they clearly possess knowl-
edge of shipbuilding and naval tactics (Figure 12). The full tran-
scription reads:53

Erie 19 July 1813

Dear Brother 

Yours of the 22d March was duly rec’d after a long passage. I had 
almost a conclusion similar to yours - that I should now see or 

hear from you again – It appears that you have made a journey to 
the eastward & lately returned. It would be agreeable to hear the 
news more in detail than you gave it. As it is very uncertain when 
I shall visit your part of the country as I must continue here for the 

present. We apprehend no danger here from invasion although the 
military force stationed here for our defense is a little more than a 

show consisting of about 800 militia guarding Liberty & equality 
now under no deception and little better than a mob - I am always 

apprehended more danger from them than our chosen enemy. Our 
whole dependence is upon the sailors though there are but few 

here now. More expected in a few days - The naval force I expect 
will give us command of these lakes in a short time after they get 

out. I have reason to believe it is superior in every respect - Com-

manded by Com. Perry a tough Rhode Islander - The naval force 
consists of two brigs carrying each 20-32 cannon, a pilot boat 
built schooner 2 heavy long guns 1 large gunboat 2 heavy guns 2 
smaller carrying 1 gun each. These were all built here since last 
winter. In addition to these is a Brig Caledonia taken from the 
British last fall 2 large guns and 4 smaller vessels 60 to 80 tons 
carrying 1 large gun each. The whole Àeet will all be ready to sail 
immediately on the arrival of the seamen. The greatest danger 
apprehend is in getting over the bar at the mouth of the harbor. 
The 5 old vessels wintered at Black Rock and narrowly escaped 

the British on the passage here.

(End of letter, unsigned)

The level of tactical information in this letter about Erie defens-
es, the expected arrival of sailors, the force capability of Perry’s 
Àeet, the sandbar obstacle and the absence of familiar chat strongly 
suggests that Noah Brown wrote it to his brother and shipbuilding 
partner, Adam. In one letter, regardless of authorship, the trifecta 
of militia involvement in Erie is captured:

1)	The militia was present in Erie in signi¿cant strength. This num-
ber would have included other militia units not under Mead’s 
command, all mobilized for an anticipated invasion. That the 
invasion never occurred explains the militia’s deterioration into 
a “mob,” as described in the author’s letter, but it also con¿rms 
the prevailing urgency that led to the deployment of forces to 
Erie in the ¿rst place.

2)	The Àeet is ready to sail, but there are “few” sailors present. The 
tenor of this letter suggests the arrival of seamen is imminent. 
With ships ready and the expected sailors retained by Chaunc-
ey in Lake Ontario,54 Perry would be forced to seek help else-
where – the militia – in his eagerness to commit the Lake Erie 
Àeet to battle.

3)	With the threat of invasion now past, the letter’s author antic-
ipates the “greatest danger” now is in “getting over the bar.” 
Before enlisting them in the ships’ companies, Perry would look 
to the “mob” to negotiate this formidable obstacle.
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Figure 12. Excerpt from the 
unsigned “Brothers” letter. 

Over the Bar

Despite the threat of attack, whether real or perceived, close 
or distant, six ships were built and completed by mid-July 1813. 
These included the two largest ships, approximately 260 tons, the 
brigs USS Niagara and USS Lawrence. Other ships built in Erie 
included the ¿fty to sixty-ton gunboats USS Ariel, USS Scorpion, 
USS Porcupine, and USS Tigress. The captured USS Caledonia 

and gunboats brought up from Black Rock, the USS Somers and 
USS Trippe, completed the squadron. Dobbins’ supply ship, USS 
Ohio, was also brought up from Black Rock. 55

What Perry needed next was assistance in getting the USS Niag-

ara and USS Lawrence over the sandbar. The natural feature that 
made Presque Isle Bay the most protected site on enemy-held Lake 
Erie now became a major tactical obstacle. Barclay could have his 

way with Perry as Perry struggled to get the two brigs over the bar, 
or immediately afterward, as Perry was re¿tting and forming up.

The shallow sandbar at the channel entrance was normally six 
feet below the surface, but the summer lake level lowered the 
depth to four or ¿ve feet. Ships that drew more water required 
the use of “camels,” ingenious Àotation devices invented by the 
Dutch. Camels were essentially large, hollow wooden boxes that 
were ¿rst Àooded, then lashed to both sides of a ship’s hull. A ship 
could be lifted by pumping water from the camels’ hollows, raising 
the ship enough to clear the bar.56 Noah Brown had planned for 
this and built four camels, but deploying them required signi¿-
cant manpower. Much of this manpower would come courtesy of 
Mead’s militia (Figure 13).57

Figure 13. Plan of Erie 

Harbor 1814. From Sea 

Power in its Relations to 

the War of 1812 (vol. Ii, p. 
73) by A.T. Mahan. Note 
that Small Bay (now Misery 
Bay) is the assembly area 
for the Àeet before crossing 
the sandbar. The ¿nger of 
land extending south from 
the peninsula disappears 
underwater and connects to 
the mainland near the “Store 
House.” Its depth is shown 
on the map as “5 feet.” 
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Historians have long speculated why Barclay, who had imposed 
a blockade to contain Perry, suddenly sailed away on 31 July.58 
Perry, suspecting a ruse, waited until the next day to risk Àoating 
the bar. To successfully employ the camels, much of the ballast, 
ordnance, stores, mast, and yards had to be removed incrementally 
until the camels began to work. This added to the delay and made 
the ships especially vulnerable during the re¿t.59 Barclay was not 
present while Perry was exposed, allowing Perry to clear the bar 
and rearm. By midnight on 3 August, Perry was ready to begin 
an aggressive pursuit of Barclay, except that he was still short of 
sailors and marines.

In addition to thanking Mead for his earlier assistance in defend-
ing Erie, Commander Perry expressed his gratitude for Mead’s di-
vision’s help in Àoating the squadron over the sandbar. Perry wrote 
another letter to Mead:60

U. States Sloop of war Lawrence,
off Erie, August 7, 1813.
Sir – I beg leave to express to you the great obligations I con-

sider myself under for the ready, prompt and ef¿cient service ren-

dered by the militia under your command, in assisting us in getting 

the squadron over the bar at the mouth of the harbor, and request 

that you will accept, sir, the assurance that I shall always recol-

lect with pleasure, the alacrity with which you repaired with your 

division to the defence of the public property at this place, on the 

prospect of an invasion.
With great respect

I am. Sir,
Your obedient servant,

O. H. Perry.
Major General David Mead
Pennsylvania Militia, Erie.

Militia Participation in the Battle of Lake Erie	
Brown, Dobbins, and Perry overcame countless dif¿culties 

while building the Àeet, navigating political, material, manpower, 
weather, and transportation obstacles, all while facing the threat of 
enemy attack. Still, the aggressive production schedule was very 
nearly met, hampered only by supply chain issues beyond their 
control. But just when the Àeet was ready to sail, Perry was dealt 
the ultimate affront. The promised ships’ companies had not ar-
rived, and he did not have enough sailors and marines on hand in 
Erie to man his squadron.61 This problem was solved when Perry 
turned to the simple expedient of asking for and getting militia 
assistance to ¿ll the manpower shortages. Militia volunteers, not a 
redundant term, found themselves engaged in the most important 
and bloodiest sea battle of the war. Altoff’s valued work, Deep 

Water Sailors and Shallow Water Soldiers, is principally a book of 
appendices, lists, short biographies, and primary sources that iden-
tify all soldiers, sailors, marines and militia known to have served 
in Perry’s squadron just before and during that historic battle.62

The Pennsylvania Archives provides useful primary sources for 
identifying Pennsylvania militia units and listing their of¿cers and 
men who received payment for service in Erie (Figure 14). From 
these archives, it is evident that Mead’s 16th Division, including 
230 of¿cers and men of the 133rd Regiment under LTC Samuel 
Gowdy  –  all eight companies  – was in Erie from 23 July through 
14 August 1813.63

This timeframe would encompass the 16th Division’s defense of 
Erie during Barclay’s late July blockade and the division’s assis-
tance in Àoating the ships over the bar in early August. At least one 
member of the 133rd Regiment volunteered to serve on board the 
U.S. Àeet for a forty-eight-hour cruise in August, but unidenti¿ed 
militia also served.64

Figure 14.  Example of one company’s Receipt Roll from the 16th 
Division, 133rd Regiment service in Erie during July-August 1813. PA 
Archives, Sixth Series, Vol. X.
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Figure 15. The Government of Pennsylvania issued silver medals to 
Pennsylvania Commonwealth militia members who served on Perry’s 
squadron during the Battle of Lake Erie. The originals were solid silver 
and engraved with the soldier’s name on the reverse. About 39 medals 
were struck, with only a few known to exist, two of which are on display 
at the Erie Maritime Museum (middle and bottom). William C. Brady 
and Samuel McKenny (whose medal is incorrectly inscribed: Saml. 
M. Kenny) were both recruited from the 147th Pennsylvania Militia 
Regiment, thereby becoming volunteers twice over. Perry’s pro¿le 
appears on the obverse as exempli¿ed by this silver-plated restrike (top, 
Author’s collection).
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Captain Chauncey never traveled to Erie to take command of 
the Lake Erie squadron as originally planned, nor did he provide 
Perry with the full manpower needed to operate the Àeet as prom-
ised. Chauncey was criticized for his parsimonious release of Lake 
Ontario-based labor and able seamen needed in Erie, despite Sec-
retary of the Navy Hamilton’s mandate to prioritize Lake Erie over 
Ontario.65 Chauncey had expected to complete his Lake Ontario 
campaign by late spring, but those plans were frustrated by the 
British counteroffensive. Perry was compelled to ¿nd other means 
to ful¿ll his manpower requirements. He then assumed Àeet com-
mand, and, on 12 August 1813, “Perry’s little Àeet raised anchor 
at Presque Isle Bay and sailed off for immortality.”66

The crucial victory over the British navy at the Battle of Lake 
Erie enabled the United States to regain control of Detroit and se-
cure unrestricted access to the Northwest frontier. Perry’s victory 
message to General Harrison was a simple and direct nine-word 
dispatch: “We have met the enemy, and they are ours.”67 While the 
details of this decisive battle are beyond the scope of this work, 
it is enough to say that the formidable British Royal Navy was 
defeated, and Perry emerged a celebrated naval hero. The battle’s 
impact on the nation’s morale was as signi¿cant as its strategic 
importance, since there were still sixteen more months of war to 
come.

That no shots were ¿red in anger during the militia’s service in 
Erie does not diminish the value of the home guard, for Perry re-
mained unmolested while building and launching his Àeet. Perry’s 
expressions of gratitude in his 7 August and 22 October letters to 
Mead stand as an acknowledgement of the militia’s importance in 
preventing a land invasion, Àoating the brigs over the sandbar and 
supplementing the squadron’s complement.  Perry’s ¿nal letter to 
Mead was written six weeks after the Battle of Lake Erie and two 
weeks after the Battle of Thames, where Harrison defeated British 
General Henry Proctor and Tecumseh’s Indian Confederacy. With-
out their naval support, British military presence in the Detroit re-
gion would be unsustainable:68

Erie, October 22, 1813

Dear sir – It may be some satisfaction to you and your deserving 

corps, to be informed that you did not leave your harvest ¿elds in 
August last, for the defence of this place, without cause.

Since the capture of gen. Proctor’s baggage, by gen. Harrison, 
it is ascertained beyond doubt, that an attack was, at the time, 

mediated on Erie; and the design was frustrated only by the fail-

ure, in gen. Vincent, to furnish the number of troops promised and 
deemed necessary.

I have the honor to be, 

Dear Sir, 

Your obedient servant, 

O. H. Perry. 
Major General David Mead, Meadville

After the battle, various versions of “Perry Medals” were pro-
duced, most notably the U.S. Mint medal designed by Moritz Furst, 
awarded to U.S. service members who participated in the battle. 
Furst also designed a Pennsylvania government-commissioned 
Perry medal honoring volunteer members of the Pennsylvania mi-

litia who fought with the Àeet. The originals were solid silver and 
engraved with the soldier’s name. About thirty-nine medals were 
struck, with only a few known to exist, two of which are on display 
at the Erie Maritime Museum (¿gure 15). William C. Brady and 
Samuel McKenny (whose medal is incorrectly inscribed: Saml. 
M. Kenny) were both recruited from the 147th Pennsylvania Mi-
litia Regiment, thereby becoming volunteers twice over. With 
Perry’s pro¿le on the obverse, the medals display this tribute on  
the reverse:

TO

(Name of soldier, engraved.)

IN TESTIMONY OF HIS 
PATRIOTISM AND BRAVERY 
IN THE NAVAL ACTION ON 

LAKE ERIE 
SEPTEMBER 10, 1813

Summary

To tie this narrative together, the subject ¿rearm, identi¿ed as 
belonging to the 133rd Regiment of the 16th Division of Penn-
sylvania Militia, was likely present during the events in Erie from 
June to September 1813, since the entire 133rd Regiment was 
there. As noted earlier, this is the only known ¿rearm linked to any 
unit serving in Erie during that historic summer of 1813.

The British missed two key opportunities. First, they failed to 
destroy Perry’s Àeet while it was under construction in Presque Isle 
Bay. Was the British command discouraged by the militia forces 
waiting for them in Erie? If not, why did they allow their opponent 
to complete their squadron? Second, they failed to intercept the 
squadron as it left the bay, when it was most vulnerable. Barclay 
was court-martialed for his defeat at Put-in-Bay, but not for his 
inaction at Presque Isle Bay, on which the court made no inquiry.69

One crucial fact is clear, and one outcome is certain: as his pe-
titions to Mead show, Perry was deeply concerned about a British 
attack, and without a Àeet, the Battle of Lake Erie would not have 
occurred when it did. It follows that the British would have main-
tained control of Lake Erie for some time and would have been 
able to reinforce Proctor while denying Harrison critical support. 
To what extent prolonged British control of Lake Erie would have 
altered the outcome of the war and their dominance in the disputed 
region is, of course, academic.

A musket is but a tool, the skillfully engineered merging of iron 
and wood, and like any tool, useless if not applied to its intended 
purpose. However, the utility of this tool was demonstrated by its 
presence alone, rather than by its violent deployment. Years later, 
a new purpose emerged – far from its original design – unforeseen 
and profound. It was repurposed for modern use by sparking this 
author’s curiosity.  Because when an ultra-rare artifact surfaces, 
crafted at the turn of the nineteenth century in the wilderness of 
western Pennsylvania and contracted to an unknown gunmaker 
by a U.S. Congressman, bearing regimental Pennsylvania Militia 
markings, there must be a story.
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Author’s notes
1.	The subject musket, with a number-matching bayonet, is cur-

rently on display at the Hagan History Center in Erie, Pennsyl-
vania. The musket and bayonet each have a “44” stamp, indi-
cating the bayonet was hand-¿tted to the musket and that both 
were match-marked to indicate this. The bayonet is too recent to 
be original to the gun (c. 1799) and may not have been paired 
with it in 1813 either, as it appears to be a modi¿ed Model 1816 
bayonet. However, noted bayonet authority Fred Gaede suggests 
that the bayonet displays characteristics of earlier models and 
could have been ¿tted to the gun before 1813. Although inter-
esting, the author chose not to discuss the bayonet in the text but 
included photos here.

2.	The term “marine” as used in this text is generic and includes 
those men who were brought to Erie or volunteered in Erie to 
perform that role. The source material is somewhat vague about 
the term, and unless a speci¿c U. S. Marine Corps regiment is 
speci¿ed, the lowercase designation is used.

© 2026 David H. Hanes
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