

















Craney Island continued from page 6

Commandant of the Gosport Navy
Yard, ordered the flotilla of fifteen
gunboats under his command to back up
the land defenses. In May, 1813, Capt.
Stewart departed for Boston to take over
USS Constitution, Master Commandant
John Tarbell had assumed temporary
command of Constellation. He enjoyed
a close working relationship with Taylor
and willingly offered the frigate’s sailors
for use ashore.

After Warren return to Hampton
Roads, HMS Junon, Narcissus and
Barossa were ordered to attack American
shipping in the James River. June 19,
calm winds stranded the ships off
Newport News with Junon lying about
three miles away from her consorts. At
11 p.m., two divisions of US Navy
gunboats under Lt. John Gardener and
Robert Henley proceeded down the
river to attack Junon. By 4 a.m, the
gunboats had gained position within
1,500 yards of the ship and opened fire.

The defenses-shown here is one of the

Sfortifications built on Craney Island.
Servicemen from all branches participated to
help defend the island. This included sailors
and Marines from USS Constellation, Virginia
militiamen from all over the state and U.S. Army
troops from Fort Norfolk. (Engraving from The
Pictorial Field Book of the War of 1812)

The attack lasted about 45 minutes
before a breeze came up and the other
British ships were able to make sail,
forcing the gunboats to retire. Junon
suffered one marine killed and three
seamen wounded as well as “several
shot in our hull and some of the
standing and running rigging cut.”
American losses were one petty officer
killed and two sailors slightly wounded
by splinters. Although the attack was
largely ineffective, it provided a
significant boost to American morale

The Jeffersonian idea of national defense consisted of a few frigates, a few brigs and gunboats by the

truckload. The Navy acquired more than 200 of these gunboats, several of them being built in Norfolk.
These “humble” little gunboats had only one or two guns and were no match against larger British
warships. However, |2 of these ships proved their worth at the Battle of Craney Island as they were
able to prevent British troop transports from passing Lambert's Point on the Elizabeth River.

as the usual overly optimistic action
reports circulated.

That same day Warren, his
fundament somewhat blackened by the
blast he had received from the Admiralty,
began “to particularly attend to their
Lordships former directions.” His
squadron of 13 warships including three
troop transports moved from Lynnhaven
Bay to the James. Reports of large
numbers of barges indicated the long-
awaited British attack would soon
commence.

Taylor’s garrison on Craney Island
was relatively weak: two light artillery
companies with four six-pounders, 50
riflemen and 416 infantry - atotal of 557
men. The post was under the command
of Lt. Col. Henry Beatty with Maj.
James Faulkner as his artillery
commander. Taylor sent his aide, Capt.
John Myers, to Tarbell with a request for
sailors to augment the Craney Island
force. Tarbell immediately dispatched
100 sailors under Lt. B. J. Neale, Lt. W.
B. Shubrick and Lt. James Sanders
together with 50 marines headed by 1st
Lt. H. B. Breckenridge. The artillery line
was strengthened when two 24-pounders
and an 18-pounder were manhandled
from the unfinished blockhouse to the
opposite end of the island. Cassin placed
his fifteen gunboats in arc between
Craney Island and Lambert’s Point. Men
on the island realized they would be in
for a tough fight with no possibility of
retreat.

The 2,200 troops under Beckwith
were landed with some confusion two to
three miles west of the island on June 22.
They marched towards Wise’s Creek

with the intention of storming Craney
Island on its south side. Capt. S. G.
Pechell of HMS San Domingo
commanded a second British force made
up of about 1,500 sailors and marines.
This element conducted a direct
amphibious assault using 50 barges from
the fleet. As Beckwith’s column reached
the creek, they discovered it was too deep
to ford. To cover their movements, a
Royal Marine Artillery battery loosed a
spectacular but ineffective barrage of
Congreve rockets at the Americans.
Faulkner, with continuous volleys of
grapeshot and canister succeeded in
driving back Beckwith’s men.

As that threat eased, the British barges
began to close the island. Led by Neale’s
superb gunnery with the 18-pounder, the
American artillery began to break up the
waterborne assault. Some boats did close
to within a few hundred yards, but when
men began to go over the side they
discovered the bottom consisted of three
or four feet of slimy mud. Pechell saw
the impossibility of the situation and
ordered his men back to the fleet. One
column of boats under Capt. John
Hanchett (natural son of the British king)
had veered off into one the creeks behind
Craney Island. Hanchett was standing
upright in Warren’s barge, the Centipede,
when he was mortally wounded by a
canister ball in the thigh. Hanchett’s
men quickly carried him back to his
ship, but the barge was captured by
Neale’s sailors who waded out after it.
British casualties killed, drowned and
wounded were reported by the
Americans at more than 200, plus 30
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