David W. Porter

b. 1780, Boston Mass, d. 1843

Books

Nothing Too Daring, David Long, U.S. Naval Institute, 1970


In Pirate Waters, Richard Wheeler, Thomas Cromwell Co. 1969

The Second Admiral, Life of D.D. Porter, Richard West, Coward-McCann, 1937

Grandfather

Captain Alexander Porter, Captain in Merchant Marine, Born Massachusetts, 1727, fought in Revolution, had 7 children

Father


Captain David Porter, Born 1754


Commanded Merchantmen in Revolution

Served as midshipman in American Revolution on 32 Gun Frigate Raliegh, under Capt. John Barry, Raliegh trapped and captured on Maine Coast, Barry escapes, Porter and other crew captured, sent to prison ship "Jersey"  (Note: James Maxwell of Warren is imprisoned on same ship in 1778)


Smuggled to freedom from prison ship in an empty water cask in 1779


Fought in Maine expedition. 


Later commanded privateers Delight and Aurora


Married Rebecca Henry in Boston in 1779

Son- David W. Porter


b. 1Feb 1780 in Boston

According to Washington Irving, a friend of David W. Porter, when David Porter (father) was home he would “pour out stories of peril and adventure and …the wonders and vicissitudes that chequer a seafaring life.”

Moved to Baltimore at end of Revolution after Father captured a revenue cutter and took charge of signal station at end of war. 

1796 at age of 16, sailed with father as midshipman to West Indies on Eliza, where British ship attacked and attempted to take Americans into British Navy. Successful fought of attacks, though unarmed. 

1805 – Barbary Pirates War: 

Taken prisoner with loss of the Philadelphia, subsequently sprung loose

1808 – Befriended Washington Irving


Stationed in New Orleans, took several privateers. During this time, the Lafitte brothers, operating with privateer commissions from Cartagenan Republic (Colombia) preyed upon Spanish commerce in the Gulf of Mexico and Caribbean, then illegally disposed of their goods (fencing) in New Orleans.

1812 – Commanded Frigate Essex, built in Salem in 1799, small ship, overloaded (therefore slow because it had too many guns) with 32 guns, 860 tons, 140 feet, 300 men (people of Salem and Essex County subscribed $64,662 at 6% for the hull, and U.S. Government provided $74,700 for fitting out with equipment.  Oct 1812-April 1814 Left Philadelphia to Cape Verde Islands, around Cape Horn, to Galapagos Islands to Marquesas. Cruised Pacific off coast of South America. Destroyed British Whaling Fleet. Wrote salty narrative of journal of cruise made to Pacific.

1814 – Battle of Valparaiso, Chile, where he was blockaded and defeated by the British. Porter subsequently wrote and published a booklet on his voyage and feats and became a national hero.

1819 – Porter sent to Navy Board in Washington

(During the prior year, General Andrew Jackson is sent to New Orleans. Earlier, he fought in the battle of New Orleans in January, 1815 had formed an alliance with the pirate-smuggling Lafitte brothers, Jean and Pierre, operating out of New Orleans. In 1814, Lafitte was offered $30,000 and a Captaincy in the Royal Navy by the British if he were to ally with the Crown. Lafitte was thus distrusted by the US Governor Claiborne, who, aided by the US Army and Navy, began commandeering Lafitte’s ships and attempted to wipe out his colony of cohorts. Lafitte appealed to the hard-pressed General Jackson, offering to join forces in return for a pardon. Jackson accepted, and subsequently won the Battle of New Orleans against the British, largely due to the artillery prowess of the pirates. Jackson personally commended the Lafittes as the “ablest of men” and President Madison issued a public proclamation of pardon for the entire pirate band.  

However, the Lafittes returned to their ignoble ways in 1817, forming a pirate colony of 1,000 men in Campeche, the island that is now Galveston, using that site as a base for continued attacks on the Spanish fleets. Piracy was still in vogue. 

Andrew Jackson was retained after the war to command the southern district after the end of hostilities defend the South against Indian invasions from the Spanish held territory in Florida (which we did not acquire until 1819). Jackson returned to his home in Tennessee in 1816, and was recalled in December 1817. Shortly upon assuming command, and knowing of Congress’ interest in gaining Florida, Jackson launched an invasion of Florida, capturing two Spanish outposts, and appointing one of his lieutenants as military governor of Florida. Spain immediately protested, causing a crisis in Washington. Secretary of State John Quincy Adams staunchly defended Jackson, saving Jackson, and hastening the acquisition of Florida. 

Lafitte’s attacks on US ships in 1820 brought an official US response. In 1821, Lafitte burned the town of Campeche and left to engage in piracy in the Caribbean, and was not seen after 1825. 

1823 – Captain David Porter is sent to Key West to establish Navy Base and clean up pirates in Caribbean by President Monroe. Latin American countries in revolt against Spain.  Monroe Doctrine called for no further incursions of European powers in Western Hemisphere. US would honor existing European colonies, but would not tolerate further colonization, and would not tolerate recolonization after a successful revolution. US would not interfere with internal affairs of European Sovereignty, and would respect the sovereignty of existing European territories in Western Hemisphere. The rapid failing of the Spanish and Napoleonic systems in Latin America spawned numerous privateers who used their phony letters of marque to launch piracy raids on legitimate American fleets. Monroe indicated, through the Secretary of the Navy, that he believed the remaining Spanish Empire would support the American position to stop piracy by stating: “pirates are ….the enemies of the human race.” This delicate situation was not designed for Porter, who took his orders to clean out the pirates more literally. With a mosquito fleet of eight shallow bottom boats and the first steam vessel to serve in the US Navy, Porter chased his foes through the shallows of Key West and across the Caribbean. However, he chased one pirate too many into Puerto Rican waters, violating the sovereign territorial rights of Spain. Rather than risk an international incident in such a vulnerable position so shortly after a devastating war and a recent energy crisis, Monroe sacrifices Porter through a court martial, symbolizing America’s commitment to a strict enforcement of the Monroe Doctrine. There is the possibility that Porter’s rebuke may also have been in response to the fact that Andrew Jackson was elected to the US Senate in 1822, and was making strong overtures to make a run at the Presidency in the election of 1824. Jackson, just several years earlier, had behaved similarly when he attacked Florida, showing little respect for territorial borders in an era of emerging manifest destiny regarding America’s territorial rights. Jackson, it must be remembered, first served politically as a lawyer, judge, major general of the militia, and representative in the Tennessee legislature between 1796 and 1804, thus being a very strong adversary of Monroe’s presidency.

1824 – Jackson loses Presidential Race

1826-9 – Porter leaves US to become commander in Mexican Navy

1829 – Andrew Jackson Inaugurated, to become first populist President
1830 – Porter exonerated by President Jackson. Jackson is a strong President. After the war of 1812, Jackson became a US Senator in 1822, lost the Presidential election of 1824, and won the Presidency in 1828. Jackson appoints Porter as consultate to Algiers, and later to become Ambassador to Turkey. 

