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Say "Uncle!" - The Strange End of the War of 1812 By Toni Lee Robinson The War of 1812 had become, in today's language, a total drag. After throwing itself into the contest, the U.S. had found that going to war may not have been the best idea. For the most part, U.S. forces were not ready for war. The American army was mostly militia. These "citizen soldiers" came from their fields and offices to face British troops. In the face of battle-hardened British regulars, some panicked U.S. militia had run away. Some had refused to support regular troops in battle. To make matters worse, Britain was a primary American trading partner. Quarreling with your best customer is not good for business. The war brought embargos and blockades. American trade suffered greatly. It was now 1814. Two years of war had drained U.S. resources. Britain was finding herself weary of war as well. The twenty-two year battle with France had taken its toll. Finally, in 1814, Britain won the contest. Now the full attention of the mighty British military was concentrated on the U.S. Britain began to pour troops into Canada. Naval vessels were sent to strengthen the blockade of the U.S. coast. Thousands more troops were gathered in the West Indies for an attack on the southern U.S. It seemed obvious that Britain had the upper hand in the scuffle. In late summer of 1814, the U.S. capital had been sacked. In Canada, 20,000 British troops stood ready for a spring campaign. Surely a total British triumph was certain. The British government felt the time was ripe. The recent tide of war should have "softened up" the U.S. resistance. In peace negotiations, Britain would have an advantage. In August of 1814, the two sides met in Ghent, in what is now Belgium. British demands reflected a confidence in the outcome of the war. First, Britain wanted a buffer zone between the U.S. and Canada. This neutral zone would consist of Native American areas around the Great Lakes. It would be bordered by the Ohio River in the south. All forts in the territory, the British said, must be handed over to them. American naval forces must be banished from the Great Lakes. Britain also wanted free access to the Mississippi. American envoys refused to bow to these demands. Instead, they insisted that the British end the practice of stopping American ships. They demanded an end to the impressment of sailors to work on British ships. They pressed for payment for ships seized by the British. They also wanted international law to govern the conduct of British blockades. The peace talks went on for several weeks. At first, neither side would budge. Then news of the war changed the outlook of both parties. Americans had captured Fort Erie in Canada in July. They defended it against a British siege. In September, the British were defeated in the Battle of Lake Champlain. A British assault on Baltimore was thwarted. At the peace table, American envoys became even more stubborn. Finally, the British backed down. They gave up demands for a buffer zone above the Ohio. They no longer insisted that U.S. forts and naval positions be given up. In the end, the impressment issue was abandoned by the Americans. It was agreed that pre-war land rights would be restored. On December 24, 1814, both parties signed a peace treaty. It would take months for news of the treaty to reach the U.S. As the agreement was reached, a major battle was brewing at New Orleans. Britain had sent ships and thousands of troops to take the important port city. The U.S. government had sent General Andrew Jackson to defend it. The Battle of New Orleans took place on January 8, 1815. The overwhelming American victory resulted in some 2,000 British casualties. Thirteen U.S. soldiers were dead and a few dozen wounded. The first month of the new year came and went. Most Americans had no inkling of the treaty or the spectacular triumph at New Orleans. British warships kept the coast hemmed in. British troops pushed into northern outposts. Times were tough. The outlook for the war was bleak. By February, hopelessness had grown into despair. An anti-war group met in New England to discuss options. The gathering was known as the Hartford Convention. Reportedly, some in the group favored secession from the U.S. and alliance with Britain.
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Finally, the lopsided results of the Battle of New Orleans became known. America rejoiced at the resounding victory. There was, after all, cause for hope! Jackson became an instant hero. Then, on February 11, a British ship bearing a flag of truce docked in New York harbor. The American envoys stepped off the ship to deliver the Treaty of Ghent signed six weeks earlier. The nation went wild. A week ago, the second war with Britain had seemed a hopeless, ill-conceived mistake. It was now lauded as a triumph of justice and liberty. Actually, the outcome of the war had caused a small but vital shift in the path of the American nation. The War of 1812 was a kind of "graduation" for America. The young nation had fought off the threat of the mightiest empire in the world. In a sense, the U.S. could now think of itself as a "real country," on a level with any other nation. Americans felt a sense of purpose and national identity. In the euphoria of war's end, the American nation floated off into a time called the "era of good feeling." Say "Uncle!" - The Strange End of the War of 1812



Questions 1. A second war with Great Britain may not have been a good idea for the U.S. Explain why.



2. In 1814, U.S. chances of winning the war lessened. Why was this true?



3. Explain the initial demands of the British representatives at the Ghent peace talks.



4. The chief American demand in the peace process was: A. That American forts be established on the Canadian side of the Great Lakes B. That seizure of American ships and impressment of sailors be stopped C. That Britain cede Canadian lands to the U.S. D. That British ships should stay out of American waters 5. What factors changed the stances of the two parties at the bargaining table in Ghent?
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6. What major event of the war took place after the signing of the peace treaty? A. The American victory in the Battle of Fort McHenry B. The burning of Washington, D.C. C. The capture of New Orleans by the British D. The British defeat at the Battle of New Orleans 7. What was the Hartford Convention? What events rendered it irrelevant?



8. Historians have stated that there was no clear winner in the War of 1812. Do you agree with that assessment? Why or why not?



Define "morale." Describe how it influences events such as wars or sporting contests. Give examples.
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At times, something we want badly becomes a burden rather than the blessing we anticipated. Describe such a time in your life. How did you resolve the problem?
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