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  Despite its singular importance to the American war effort during the Revolution, 

there remains no scholarly consensus regarding the genesis of the American navy.  There 

are historians who credit Massachusetts with the birth of organized naval resistance to 

British authority.
i
  Other academics maintain Rhode Island drew up “the first formal 

movement in behalf of a Continental Navy.”
ii
  Some of the foremost historians to study 

the origins of the American navy, including William Bell Clark and Samuel Eliot 

Morison, believe George Washington first developed the concept of arming vessels for 

war.
iii

  Morison goes so far as to refer to Washington as the “„Founder‟ of the United 

States Navy.”  Clark unequivocally states: “General Washington provided the idea.”  

Others have argued that Washington was only part of a group of individuals who 

collectively developed arguments for a navy.
iv

  Credit for the formation of the first 

American navy has also been given to the Continental Congress‟ Naval Committee and 

Marine Committee, established between 1775 and 1776.
v
  Some scholars are willing to 

consider the fishing schooners Washington ordered armed for war at Beverly, 

Massachusetts in the fall of 1775 to be the first American warships.
vi

  Others dismiss the 

idea that these fishing vessels could be considered warships at all.
vii

 

 This essay will not resolve all these disputes.  It will, however, offer new 

evidence to reinforce the position that fishing vessels did, indeed, constitute a crucial part 
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of America‟s first navy.  Moreover, it will detail the social history of the fishermen 

responsible for the military conversion of fishing vessels during the American 

Revolution, which has never been done before.   

------------- 

  Commercial fishing vessels were converted into warships at the very start of the 

Revolutionary War in 1775.  These warships constitute an important part of the first 

American navy for several reasons.  First, the mobilization of commercial vessels for war 

represented part of the American naval strategy developed at the start of conflict.  

Second, these vessels were leased directly to the Continental Congress, making them the 

temporary property of the United Colonies.  Third, they operated on a basis that defies 

classification as privateers.  This is not to say that fishing vessels by themselves 

constituted a navy.  These vessels were only a part of a larger process by which American 

sea power was organized and focused.  They were an integral part of this process, 

however.  The naval strategy that was first developed in 1775, the fishing vessels that 

were armed for war, the men who manned and commanded those vessels, and the 

administrative support surrounding them, can collectively be seen as the first American 

Navy if properly viewed in the context of an eighteenth-century revolutionary society that 

lacked any pre-existing professional military force. 

  At the start of the Revolutionary War in 1775, colonial American leaders debated 

the need for a navy.  Some felt the costs outweighed the benefits, while others hoped for 

reconciliation with the mother country.  Those that supported the formation of an 

American Navy included that ubiquitous firebrand, Thomas Paine.  Paine wrote:  

we never can be more capable to begin on maritime matters than now, 

while our timber is standing, our fisheries blocked up, and our sailors and 
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shipwrights out of employ….To unite the sinews of commerce and 

defense is sound policy.
viii

   

 

Another supporter, Christopher Gadsden, a former purser in the British Navy and a 

member of the Continental Congress from South Carolina, met John Adams, then acting 

as Massachusetts‟ representative, at the Congress in Philadelphia.  As Adams reported, 

Gadsden was “confident that We may get a Fleet of our own, at a cheap Rate.”  Gadsden 

believed that smaller commercial vessels, such as fishing vessels, could be converted into 

warships, and that the expense of building an entirely new naval fleet could be largely 

avoided.  Such a “cheap” navy could “easily take their Sloops, schooners and Cutters 

[smaller vessels], on board of whom are all their best Seamen, and with these We can 

easily take their large Ships, on board of whom are all their impressed and discontented 

Men.”
ix

  Gadsden maintained that such pressed men would not put up much of a fight, 

especially when pitted against fellow colonists. 

 John Adams then sent Gadsden‟s plans to Elbridge Gerry, a fish merchant from 

Marblehead, Massachusetts, and a member of the Massachusetts Provincial Congress, 

which controlled the military resistance to British forces throughout much of 1775.  The 

Provincial Congress then debated the issue of arming vessels for war.  On June 20, 1775, 

the Provincial Congress resolved “that a number of armed Vessels, not less than six, to 

mount from eight to fourteen carriage guns, and a proportionable number of swivels, &c. 

&c. be with all possible dispatch provided, fixed, and properly manned, to cruise as the 

Committee of Safety, or any other person or persons who shall be appointed by this 

Congress for that purpose, shall from time to time order and direct, for the protection of 

our trade and sea-coasts against the depredations and piracies of our enemies, and for 
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their annoyance, capture, or destruction.”  The matter was “ordered to subside for the 

present.”
x
  This program of arming vessels would resume in Massachusetts later in 

August.   

 The first colonial naval strategy, then, was worked-out between June and July, 

1775, and sent to the seat of war in Massachusetts.  The plan at this time involved arming 

and manning smaller commercial vessels that could be fitted out efficiently and at low 

cost.  These vessels were to capture successively larger enemy vessels, protect colonial 

shipping, and cut British supply lines. 

  Such a scheme should not be confused with the eighteenth-century way of war 

known as guerre de course, or cruiser warfare, in which merchant vessels were targeted 

in hit-and-run tactics to bring economic and political pressure to bear on a government 

through increased maritime insurance rates, price inflation, and shipping losses.
xi

  The 

American strategy involved these goals, to be sure.  But, there were three additional war 

aims that differentiated American naval strategy from a guerre de course.  First, colonists 

hoped to diminish British sea power through the capture of vessels, supplies, and 

manpower.  Second, colonists hoped that severing British supply lines would cause 

British forces in Boston to run out of food and evacuate the port city.  Third, colonists 

believed they could open a hole through the British naval blockade in order to allow 

overseas trade to continue.  As a result of these strategic purposes, the fishing fleet that 

was converted into warships at the end of 1775 must be considered an important part of 

the first American navy.  These fishing vessels were part of the initial naval strategy 

members of the Continental Congress designed. 
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  In addition, these fishing vessels were leased directly to the Continental Congress.  

Such leases underscore the vessels‟ status as the first American warships.  On July 18, 

1775, the Continental Congress officially sanctioned the conversion of commercial 

shipping into armed vessels in order to meet the before-mentioned strategic objectives.  

The members resolved “that each colony, at their own expense, make such provision by 

armed vessels or otherwise, as their respective assemblies, conventions, or committees of 

safety shall judge expedient and suitable to their circumstances and situation for the 

protection of their harbors and navigation on their sea coasts, against all unlawful 

invasions, attacks, and depredations, from cutters and ships of war.”
xii

  Marching orders 

were sent to the Massachusetts Provincial Congress, which assigned John Glover the task 

of finding vessels to arm.  Glover was a fish merchant from Marblehead, Massachusetts, 

the foremost fishing port in North America, and he was the colonel of the port town‟s 

regiment.
xiii

         

  In August, 1775, Glover succeeded in assembling five of the six vessels the 

Provincial Congress had resolved back in June to arm.  The vessels were all fishing 

schooners; they all belonged to fish merchants in Marblehead; and they were all 

converted into warships nearby in Beverly‟s harbor.  The schooners were the Hannah, 

Franklin, Hancock, Lee, and Warren.
xiv

   

 Glover leased his schooner Hannah of “78 tons” burden to the Continental 

Congress on August 24.
xv

  The schooner was built in 1765.  Glover purchased her in 

1769, and, in typical fashion, the Hannnah and her crew transported fish and lumber to 

Barbados in the winter months between 1770 and June 1775, probably having worked the 

offshore banks on fishing expeditions in the spring, summer, and fall.  She returned 
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bearing muscovado sugar and West Indian rum in her hold.
xvi

  Glover leased the fishing 

vessel to “the United Colonies of America,” or, in other words, the Continental Congress, 

which was the first centralized American government.  The Marblehead fish merchant 

did not lease the schooner to the Massachusetts Provincial Congress, nor did he lease her 

to General Washington.  Such a lease underscores the Hannah’s role as the first 

“American,” as opposed to state, naval vessel.  And she was not given away freely.  

Glover charged the Continental Congress a rate of “one Dollar p[e]r Ton p[e]r Month,” or 

“6” shillings, which, “for two Months & 21 days” amounted to “208 dollars,” or 

£32.8.0.
xvii

  He further charged £151.4.0 to “the United Colonies of America” for 

provisioning and manning the Hannah.
xviii

  Four days later, Glover billed the Continental 

Congress £11.9.1 for blacksmith work on the schooner.
xix

  George Washington then 

reminded Nicholson Broughton, the Hannah’s captain, that it was Congress that paid his 

salary, not Glover, in his official sailing orders.
xx

  Once she had been armed and manned, 

the Hannah set sail on September 5.
xxi

   

  In addition to the aforementioned naval strategy and these lease agreements, the 

fishing vessels operated on a basis that cannot be classified as privateers.  William 

Falconer, the author of an eighteenth-century maritime dictionary, defined a privateer as a 

privately-owned vessel, fitted out and armed in wartime, “to cruise against and among the 

enemy, taking, sinking or burning their shipping” in exchange for shares of any captured 

prizes.
xxii

  And there is evidence that contemporaries regarded the fleet of armed 

schooners fitted out at Beverly as a collection of privateers.  For example, “Manly, A 

Favorite New Song in the American Fleet,” composed in Salem, Massachusetts in March 

1776, referred to the armed schooner Lee, John Manley, Captain, as a “Privateer.”
xxiii
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Out of exasperation, Washington even went so far as to refer to the men on the schooners 

as “our rascally privateersmen” in a letter to his secretary Colonel Joseph Reed.
xxiv

  Such 

evidence, combined with the facts that the fishing schooners remained privately owned 

and the crews (at least) earned some prize shares, has led several naval historians to 

consider the vessels armed at Beverly to be mere privateers.
xxv

  Following this line of 

reasoning, the refitted ships were profit-driven business ventures, and nothing more. 

  Yet, there are several reasons the fishing schooners that were armed for war in 

late 1775 were not mere privateers.  First and foremost, the Continental Congress‟s naval 

strategy was not one of guerre de course, as has been mentioned.  Such a strategy would 

have typically involved privateers.  Moreover, most of the prize money earned from the 

sale of the prizes these schooners took went not to the vessel owners, as it would have 

done with privateers, but rather to the government to recoup outfitting costs.
xxvi

  

Additionally, the crews on the armed schooners were given wages in addition to prize 

shares, and the Continental Congress paid these wages.  The standard practice for 

privateers in the late eighteenth century, by contrast, involved giving crews food but not 

wages.
xxvii

  All of this evidence points to the fact that the collection of fishing vessels 

armed at Beverly represents the first American warships.  This should not be overly 

surprising.  There was an established naval tradition of arming fishing vessels for war in 

the early modern Atlantic World.
xxviii

  Moreover, most of the vessels engaged in combat 

at sea with the British during the Revolution were of smaller design.
xxix

 

  As for the men who manned these fishing vessels-turned-warships, they were 

commercial fishermen.  A significant portion of New England‟s population had worked 

in the cod fishing industry prior to the war.  Of the 581,100 people living in New England 
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in 1770, 10,000 – or 8% of the adult male working population - found employment in this 

sector of the economy.
xxx

  In 1765, there were 4,405 workers employed in the 

Massachusetts cod fisheries alone, 8% of the adult working population among the 

245,698 people counted in the colony‟s census.
xxxi

  

  Fishermen played a variety of important roles in the Revolutionary War.  At sea, 

these maritime laborers armed and manned the first American warships, transported 

troops across hazardous waters, and manned privateers.  Fishermen evacuated George 

Washington and the Continental Army from Long Island, and they transported those 

same land forces across the Delaware River prior to the Battle of Trenton.  On land, 

fishermen built seacoast defenses, served in a supporting role at the Battle of Bunker Hill; 

fought on Long Island, and at Pell‟s Point during the White Plain‟s retreat; they fought at 

Trenton; it was their reconnaissance work that led to the capture of British General John 

Burgoyne at Saratoga; and later they fought to retake Rhode Island from the British.
xxxii

   

  Fishermen were also exceptionally willing participants in the Revolution.  While 

it was typical for 22-35% of the adult male population among in-land farming towns to 

take up arms and resist British authority,
xxxiii

 the foremost fishing port in British mainland 

North America, Marblehead, Massachusetts, sent 39%.
xxxiv

  In addition, of those men 

who were positively identified in my recent study as having worked in the commercial 

cod fishing industry prior to the Revolution, 82% could be documented as having fought 

in the war in some capacity.
xxxv

  Thus, those involved in commercial fishing may have 

been more likely to participate in the Revolutionary War than any other occupational 

group in colonial America.   
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  Fishermen were motivated to fight against British authority in large measure due 

to the Restraining Act Parliament voted into law in March 1775.
xxxvi

  The Act aimed at 

restricting New England maritime commerce.  It prohibited Yankees from trading with 

any other part of the world except the British Isles and British West Indies.  These 

restrictions further empowered the British Navy to impress the ships, men, and goods of 

merchants who violated the legislation.  The Restraining Act also posed a total 

moratorium on New Englanders‟ access to known fishing grounds that was to take effect 

after July 20, 1775, but it was published in newspapers throughout the colonies as early 

as May.
xxxvii

  These restrictions meant unemployment for workers in this vital colonial 

maritime industry.  Charles Watson-Wentworth, better known as Lord Rockingham, a 

Whig leader during the imperial crisis, believed the Act to be one of the foremost causes 

of the American Revolution.  In a speech in the House of Lords on November 5, 1776, he 

explained the situation to Prime Minister Lord Frederick North, who was shocked at the 

level of colonial resistance to that point.  Rockingham stated that Yankee “seamen and 

fishermen being indiscriminately prohibited from the peaceable exercise of their 

occupations, and declared open enemies, must be expected, with a certain assurance, to 

betake themselves to plunder, and to wreak their revenge on the commerce of Great-

Britain.”
xxxviii

   

  Fishermen from Marblehead, Massachusetts, the foremost fishing port in the 

thirteen British North American colonies on the eve of the Revolution, made the 

transition to fighting men during the war.  The port town employed more men, more 

vessels, and larger amounts of capital than any other port in the region.  If fishermen were 

going to join the Revolution anywhere in colonial America, they would do so in 
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Marblehead.  Indeed, Ashley Bowen, that ubiquitous observer of town events in the 

fishing port, recorded in his diary on Monday, May 22, 1775, “the fishermen are enlisting 

quite quick.”
xxxix

  Such a port community therefore represents the best case study for 

determining fishermen‟s military service.   

  For my dissertation, I compiled a database of fishermen and their participation in 

the Revolutionary War.  I triangulated data from vital records, probate records, merchant 

ledgers, and military service records in order to isolate and identify individual fishermen 

and their war records.  This process yielded a short list (N=55).
xl

  However, this is the 

most reliable list possible.  The list also fully details the different types of military service 

fishermen from Marblehead performed, or did not perform, in the Revolution. 

  It is possible to gain a fairly exact portrait of the fishermen who fought in the war.  

They tended to be younger men in their early-to-mid twenties, with little taxable income 

or property and an average height of 5‟7.”  Such men commonly re-enlisted for at least 

one more tour of duty after their initial experience in the war.
xli

   

 Of the Marblehead fishermen who did military service in the war (N=45), 78% 

performed some service at sea, including work in local coast guard units, the 

Massachusetts Navy, the Continental Navy, and privateers.  Berths on Continental Naval 

vessels held out to maritime laborers potential for increased earnings, partly in the form 

of inflated war-time wages.
xlii

  Such war-time inflation of maritime wages was typical 

throughout the eighteenth century Atlantic world in those labor markets in which naval 

authorities and merchants competed for manpower.
xliii

   

  Marblehead fishermen such as Richard Tutt, Jr. signed-on for cruises in the 

American Navy during the Revolution.  Tutt was the son of a fisherman.  He was born on 
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February 11, 1759, and while records of his fishing exploits have not survived, he is 

listed in probate records as having lived his life as a fisherman.
xliv

  Tutt enlisted in the 

Marblehead regiment at the start of the Revolution, and fought on land until March 20, 

1776.  At some point after that, he signed-on as seaman on board the “U.S.” brigantine 

General Gates, John Skimmer, captain.
xlv

   

 While it might be expected that fishermen would fight at sea, it is perhaps less 

obvious that such maritime laborers would also fight on land.  Yet, 76% of those 

Marblehead fishermen who fought in the war participated on one occasion or another in 

some military service on terra firma.  The local militia regiments that were formed at the 

start of the conflict provided the first means by which Massachusetts fishermen could 

supplement or replace the earnings they had lost as a result of the Restraining Act.  Such 

local regiments then became part of the first American Army once Washington assumed 

command.  Some members of the Marblehead regiment left the ranks to board 

Washington‟s schooner fleet at the end of 1775, but others re-enlisted in the regiment 

when the commander-in-chief re-organized the Continental Army in January, 1776.   

 Not every fisherman in Marblehead participated in the Revolution.  There are 

several reasons why 18% of Marblehead‟s fishermen did not fight in the war.  Age played 

a significant role in these maritime laborers‟ decision to not fight.  Of those who did not 

serve (N=10), the average age was 32.  This was higher than the average age of those 

who did serve (N=45), which was 26.  Significantly, cod fishermen were the most 

physically productive in catching fish, and thereby reached their peak earning potential, 

between the ages of 25-30.
xlvi

  In other words, those Marblehead fishermen who decided 

to fight against British authority lost more as a result of the Restraining Act.  Those over 
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the age of thirty, by contrast, were usually realizing fewer and fewer profits from the 

fishing industry.  There were also minors such as thirteen-year-old Thomas Ingalls, and 

fifteen-year-old Thomas Dolliber, whose parents or legal guardians may have prevented 

them from serving.  Sixteen was the standard age young lads were allowed into militias, 

although necessity ensured that there were boys under sixteen in the armed forces during 

the war.
xlvii

  Regardless of their reasons, those who chose to publicly support the Crown 

and Parliament were ridden out of fishing ports very early in 1775.
xlviii

  

----------- 

 What are the broad implications that can be taken from this evidence?  Was the 

military conversion of fishing vessels and fishermen part of a distinctive American way 

of war?  Does the mobilization of the fishing industry represent the roots of an American 

military-industrial complex?  Can we consider the American Revolution to be a total war 

because of this industrial/commercial mobilization?  The answer to each of these 

questions is most likely “no.”  Other civilizations mobilized fishing vessels and 

fishermen for war.  A government agency was not established to regulate the 

mobilization of the fishing industry in a manner similar to the agencies that were created 

during the build-up to WWII.  And there were civilians who did not participate in the 

Revolution.   

  This essay adds to our understanding of the origins of the American navy.  It 

demonstrates the strategy that was conceived in 1775, the pay system and lease 

agreements that were established, the fishing vessels that were armed and manned, and 

the officers that were commissioned collectively constitute the first American navy.  

Moreover, the military conversion of the fishing industry during the Revolution 
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underscores the important and necessary relationship between commerce and war.  

Without the mobilization of the fishing industry, American sea power would have been 

limited and manpower would have been diminished.  Without such sea power and 

manpower, the American war effort may have ended on a different note. 
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