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����������������� !"   After the Revolutionary War ended, a lack of funds to 
support a national navy resulted in the vessels that had constituted the 
Continental Navy being disposed of, one by one. The last ship that fought for 
America's freedom during the Revolutionary War was sold in 1785. 
 
That same year, two American merchant vessels were captured by Algerian 
pirates who confiscated the vessels' cargo and enslaved their crews. America's 
Minister to France, Thomas Jefferson, then urged the creation of a naval force to 
protect America commercial interests in the Mediterranean. 
 
Congress discussed various proposals for establishing such a naval force in 
1786 and again in 1791, but other than that, nothing happened. It was only in 
1793, after eleven more American merchant ships had been captured that 
Congress finally got serious about the situation.  
 
������ �#��$%����&'()"�  In January of 1794, a bill was introduced in the 
House of Representatives calling for the construction of four ships to carry 44 
guns each, and two additional vessels to carry 36 guns. The bill also provided 
pay and sustenance for naval officers and enlisted men to man these vessels 
and also outlined how each ship was to operated. 
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Opposition to the bill was strong. To ensure passage, a clause was added that 
stated should peace be established with Algiers, then construction of the six 
ships was to cease. The United States Navy was formally established in March of 
1794 when Congress passed the Naval Act of 1794. 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

�
�
�����*+��*,�%�-"   The first United States naval vessels that Congress 
authorized were sailing frigates. In the 18th century, that naval term connotated a 
square-rigged vessel with three masts and at least 28 cannon.  
 
Usually as long as a ship-of-the-line [18th century equilivant of a battleship], 
these frigates were designed to permit them to perform patrolling and escort 
duties.  The American frigates were created to be powerful enough to engage 
any frigates of the French or British navies, yet be fast enough to evade any 
more heavily armed enemy ship-of-the-line. 
 
The six frigates that Congress authorized were specified to be built at a total cost 
of $688,888.82 [roughly $15 million in today's dollars]. How Congress arrived at 
that odd figue is not documented. Responsibility for creating a navy for America 
was delegated to Henry Knox, Secretary of War under President George 
Washington.    
 
������ !�-�*�-%���#*%*$�#�	�$*-*�."�  Secretary Knox suggested to 
President Washington that six different construction sites be used, one for each 
ship, rather than awarding construction of the frigates to just one shipyard. His 
reasoning, which Washington agreed with, was that approach would stimulate six 
different local economies.  
 
At each shipbuilding site, Secretary Knox stipulated that a civilian constructor be 
hired to direct the work. In addition, he appointed six different Navy captains to 
serve as superintendents at the designated sites. The potential benefits of mass 
production at a single site, consolidated procurements and continuty in project 
management were apparently not given much...if any...consideration. 
 
President Washington was given the honor of naming the frigates, which initially 
were simply designated as 'Frigates A-F'. For the lead ship of the class, i.e., 
Frigate A, he chose the name USS UNITED STATES.  
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The remaining five ships were later given names calculated to appeal to the 
public...and in at least two cases...to Congress. Their names and the building 
locations selected were as follows: 
 

·  UNITED STATES - Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 
·  CHESAPEAKE - Gosport [present day Portsmouth], Virginia 
·  CONSTITUTION - Boston, Massachusetts 
·  CONGRESS - Portsmouth, New Hampshire 
·  CONSTELLATION - Baltimore, Maryland 
·  PRESIDENT - New York, New York 

 
As every American should know, the CONSTITUTION, nicknamed Old Ironsides, 
is still afloat, and is a commissioned US Navy vessel. She is normally berthed in 
Boston, very near the site where she was built over two hundred years ago.  
 
/�-�0���012���!-"�  To design and then administer the construction of the 
six frigates, the well-known, respected and experienced colonial naval architect 
and shipbuilder Joshua Humphreys was appointed Naval Constructor [although 
he remained a civilian] on June 28, 1794 by Congress. Joshua Humphreys, a 
Pennsylvania native, was born in 1751. In his youth, he became a ship 
carpenter's apprentice in Philadelphia in 1765, first with a Jonathan Penrose, a 
leading shipwright, and later with Humphreys' cousin, John Wharton.   
 
When John Wharton died in 1771, he left ownership of his yard to Humphreys. 
Over the next few years, Joshua Humphreys ran what he called the Wharton-
Humphreys Shipyard, located in Southwark, which is currently a south 
Philadelphia waterside neighborhood. During the Revolutionary War he built 
several vessels there for the Continential Navy. 
 
The Continential Navy provided minimal directions to shipbuilders. While some of 
their instructions came in the form of plans, they mostly just specified basics, 
such as length, breadth, number of cannon and masts, etc. Humphreys had a gift 
for taking such information, translating it into ships' lines for sleek sailing vessels 
and then leading his craftsmen to produce fast sailing ships.  
 
A good example of his handiwork is the 
frigate RANDOLPH, illustrated on the 
right and named in honor of Peyton 
Randolph, First President of the 
Continential Congress, who had 
passed away in 1775. The RANDOLPH 
was launched on July 10, 1776 at the 
Wharton and Humphreys Philadelphia 
yard, less than a week after the 
Declaration of Independence was 
signed nearby.       � � ��
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	�-*,.*.,�%����*,�%�-"�  Joshua Humphreys' design of the Navy's first 
warships was predicated on his notion that they needed to be larger, more 
heavily armed and of stouter construction than standard frigates found in other 
navies in the late 1700s. His design included a longer, but narrower hull than 
normal for fighting ships of that period to better glide through the seas.  

To give the hulls of the contemplated American frigates greater strength, and 
make them suitable to carry the weight of numerous heavy guns and to resist 
stresses induced by the open ocean; he designated the use of extremely heavy 
framing and very thick side planking for the six American warships.  
 
Before he was appointed the nation's first Naval Constructor, Humphreys shared 
his design theories for the vessels that Congress later authorized in March of 
1794 with influential officials and politicians in the nations' capital. [At that time, 
the nation's capital was conveniently located in Philadelphia...where Humphreys 
lived and where his shipyard was situated].  
 
In April of 1794, Secretary of War Knox asked Humphreys to create a half model 
of his proposed hull design so that both politicians and other shipbuilders could 
see what he intended...and to make suggestions. Two rival shipbuilders quickly 
offered differing opinions as to what the frigates should look like.  
 
Looking backwards, Jonathan Penrose, son of the man who first trained 
Humphreys, favored a smaller frigate with less cannon than Humphreys 
contemplated; more suited as a coastal cruiser than as a major warship. Penrose 
reportedly criticized Humphreys design, saying it would be extravagant and could 
not be built sufficently strong enough to even survive launching. Humphreys 
solidly rebuffed Penrose's assertions. When it came time to assign responsible 
positions in the frigate building program, Secretary Fox did not include Penrose.   
 
A more serious rival and critic was Josiah Fox, a clerk in the War Department at 
the time. He was a skilled draftsman, whose drawings were exquisite. Fox had 
served a shipbuilding apprenticeship in England, and he claimed to be the only 
ship designer living in America who could produce a suitable design. 
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But like Penrose, Fox's experience and ideas were rooted in the past, including 
his recommendation for fewer and lighter weight cannon than Humphreys had 
proposed. In a written assessment of Humphreys' design, Fox provided an 
abundance of detailed criticisms, apparently thinking that would impress his 
boss, Secretary Knox. Fox's comments were similar to those made a number a 
years previously by British Navy designers, with regard to French frigates.  
 
They had been wrong then, and Humphreys felt Fox was wrong as well. In a 
series of meetings, Humphreys defended his design. Secretary Knox did not 
have the technical knowledge necessary to determine which man was right.   
 
But he did understand that Humphreys was looking forward, in fact beyond the 
immediate need, as the following quote from a letter that Humphreys wrote to 
Secretary Knox in 1794 indicates: 
  

"Frigates built to carry 12 and 18-pounders, in my opinion, will not answer the 
expectation contemplate [sic] for them; for if we should be obliged to take part in 
the present European war, or at a future day we should be dragged into a war 

with any powers on the Old Continent, especially Great Britian, an equal chance 
by equal combat would cause us to lose our ships." 

 
[American victories won by Humphreys-designed frigates some years later in the 
War of 1812 with Great Britain, using 24-pounder cannons and 42-pounder 
carronades vindicated his assertion.] 
 
Fortunately, Secretary Knox chose Humphreys' design. Perhaps he felt that 
another war with Great Britain was inevitable. He delegated Fox to assist 
Humphreys in the development of working plans for the frigates that could be 
used by the six different shipyards selected. Instead of helping, Fox repeatedly 
tried to change important elements of Humphreys' design by substituting his own 
ideas.  
 
Eventually, Fox was removed 
from working on the plans, and 
Humphreys, although not a 
skilled draftman, ended up 
creating the working plans 
himself. He also developed a 
table of off-sets necessary to 
develop hull shapes, a detailed 
list of materials needed to 
construct the warships and 
specific directions as to how the 
hundreds of pieces required to 
build each frigate should be 
fitted together.    



 6 


0*#�*.,�%����*,�%�-"�
The order for construction of 
the USS UNITED STATES, 
along with her five sister 
ships, was placed on March 
27, 1794. Her keel was laid 
the next year in Humphreys' 
Philadelphia shipyard, which 
was wide open to public 
visitors. Early on during the 
vessel's construction, 
President Washington and his 
wife were accorded a tour by 
Humphreys. The President 
expressed his admiration of 
the great size of the ship.   
 
For reasons discussed later herein, construction proceeded very slowly. Then in 
March of 1796, a peace treaty was announced between the United States and 
Algiers. In accordance with a stipulation in the Naval Act of 1794, construction 
was suspended on the frigate UNITED STATES and those of her sister ships that 
were under construction elsewhere. 
 
President Washington requested direction from Congress as to how to proceed. 
A number of conflicting proposals were advanced and argued. It was months 
before Congress arrived at a final decision, which directed President Washington 
to resume construction and complete the UNITED STATES and two of the other 
frigates that were the most advanced in construction. The latter two vessels were 
the CONSTELLATION and the CONSTITUTION.   
 
On May 10, 1797, the USS UNITED STATES was launched with great fanfare. 
Construction completion and fitting out of the first ship in the United States Navy 
proceeded well into the spring of 1798. On July 11, 1798, the USS UNITED 
STATES was commissioned. Shortly thereafter, she set sail and went to sea.  

 
Her first commanding officer was 
Commodore John Barry. He had 
previously served as an officer in the 
Continential Navy and been the first 
captain placed in command of a 
warship commissioned for service 
under the Continental flag.  During 
the construction of the frigate 
UNITED STATES his job was to 
represent the Navy under the title of 
Naval Superintendent.  



 7 

Unlike other Naval 
Superintendent/Shipbuilder 
relationships...then and now... 
Barry, a naval officer and 
Humphreys, a civilian, had a 
harmonious relationship. 
Shortly before the UNITED 
STATES was launched, 
President Washington [left] 
issued Barry [center] US Navy 
Commission Number 1, which 
was backdated to June 4, 1794. 
That document gave Barry the 
rank of Commodore, thus making him the first flag officer in the United States 
Navy in addition to becoming the frigate UNITED STATES' first commanding 
officer when she was commissioned in July of 1798.  
 
The CONSTELLATION and the CONSTITUTION  were also delivered in 1798. In 
that same year, France imprudently began to seize American merchant vessels 
on the open seas, which prompted Congress to appropriate funds to complete 
the remaining three frigates; the PRESIDENT, the CONGRESS and the 
CHESAPEAKE. This final trio of frigates all were commissioned in 1800.   
 
��110.*$�%*�.-��.����$���34��2*.,"�� In addition to being charged with 
the design of the six frigates and construction of the lead vessel, Humphreys was 
also responsible for determining the types and quantitites of construction 
materials. In addition, he maintained a fairly continuous stream of communication 
with various departments in the Federal Government, the other five shipbuilders, 
material and equipment suppliers...and on occasion...with Congress. 
 
Conveniently...although at times Humphreys may not have thought so...both the 
young nation's War Department and Treasury Department, with whom he 
frequently corresponded were located in Philadelphia, as was Congress. Written 
correspondance, the only way to communicate formally in those days was rapidly 
exchanged when hand-carried between various government offices and 
Humphreys' nearby shipyard in the nation's first capital.     
 
But communication with the other shipbuilders, and numerous material suppliers 
and equipment manufacturers up and down the Eastern seaboard was not so 
easy. Dispatched letters took days...even weeks...to be delivered by horseback, 
and responses often encountered similar delays.  
 
Adding to this complication was the fact that such exchanges associated with the 
creation of the six frigates was voluminous. For example, between 1794 and 
1800, some 680 hand-written documents were created by the War Department. 
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These documents have survived, and have been carefully preserved by the 
Federal Government, along with another 55,000 documents created during that 
same period of time that are associated with other activities. In addition, the 
Historical Society of Pennsylvania has in its possession the working papers of 
Joshua Humphreys...in their original binders [depicted below]. 
 
    

Humphreys was meticulious when it came to recording his daily activities and 
documenting the trials and tribulations he endured between 1794 and 1800. An 
example in his flowing handwriting of some of his design details follows: 
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���$0��1�.%�5���.-%�0$%*�.��--0�-"� � In April of 1794, Humphreys 
provided Secretary of the Treasury Alexander Hamilton with a detailed list of the 
various materials and equipment needed. Quantities and types of various woods 
were identified, along with desired lengths, etc.  
 
The Treasury Department requested bids from 
American businesses for a variety of woods and 
all the other items necessary to build the six 
frigates. Contracts were let over the next few 
months for these items. Many of the manufactured 
goods, such as anchors, cannons and sails were 
procured from New England-based firms.  
 
Bells for the ships were cast by none other than 
Paul Revere. The one he made for the 
CONSTITUTION remains onboard that historic 
vessel, and is depicted on the right. Revere also 
provided a number of bolts and other metal 
fastenings for the frigates  
 
Humphreys desired to obtain and use the most durable materials possible for 
construction of the frigates. Live oak found in the southern region and along the 
Eastern seaboard of the United States was his choice for framing because it was 
known to last more than five times longer than the more abundant variety called 
white oak.  
 
Live oak is strong, dense and long-lasting, and weighs up to 75 pounds per cubic 
foot. The timber that Humphreys considered most suitable was known to grow 
only in the coastal areas of Georgia; far from any of the six shipbuilding sites. 
Boston shipwright John T. Morgan was retained to go to Georgia, hire a crew and 
supervise the cutting of the needed quantities of live oak. 
 
In August of 1794, Morgan wrote to Humphreys that constant rain had left the 
area almost completely under water, hampering the cutting of any wood. John 
Barry was sent to Georgia two months later to check on Morgan's progress. He 
found most of cutting crew, including Morgan sick with malaria. Timber cutting 
finally commenced in late October.  
 
The first load of timber arrived in Philadelphia in mid-December. Another load of 
live oak destined for New York was lost when the vessel carrying it sank. 
 
There were additional delays in timber cutting and delivery that continued well 
into 1796. By December of that year, the keels for five of the frigates had been 
laid, but the vessels' framing had not been installed. The keel for the sixth vessel, 
the USS PRESIDENT was not laid until 1798; a delay directly attributed to the 
1796 Peace Treaty between the United States and Algiers.          
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��-%�� ��3�0.-�5�	�#* ��!�	�#�!-"� The five frigates' slow construction 
progress, as previously noted, ended abruptly in March of 1796, when that treaty 
was signed. Although construction on the frigates UNITED STATES, 
CONSTELLATION and CONSTITUTION was later permitted to resume, 
materials for the other ships was placed in storage or, in some cases, sold.  
 
Naval Superintendents and civilian constructors for the CHESAPEAKE and the 
CONGRESS were laid off. Their unfinished hulls were left unprotected in open 
weather. When resumption of their construction was authorized in 1797, 
additional expenses were incurred to recover from weather-related damage.  
 
In addition to the costs of delay and disruption, Congress belatedly discovered 
that the business of building state-of-the-art frigates was more expensive than 
originally contemplated by anyone involved. By early 1797, of the original 
appropriation of $688,888.82, only about $24,000 remained unspent. 
 
The War Department requested an additional $200,000 to complete the ships. 
Congress reluctanly provided additional monies, but cut the appropriated amount 
to $172,000. As a result, and because of further unanticipated costs, the 
following year the Secretary of War reported that another $200,000 would be 
needed to complete the frigate building program. On July 1, 1798, after much 
grumbling over the escalating costs, Congress approved that amount. 
 
Just a few months later, when the next session of Congress convened in 
November of 1798, the War Department requested even more money. Congress 
eventually approved an additional $115,833. But they simultaneously launched 
an investigation into possible waste and fraud in the frigate program.   
 
   On March 22, 1798, The War Department provided 

Congress with an extensive report detailing the 
reasons for the considerable cost escalations. 
Highlighted were the probelms associated with 
procuring live oak, the logistics of supplying 
materials and equipment to six different shipyards, 
and the impacts of bad weather, fires and other 

factors considered beyond the control of the War 
Department or the shipbuilders. 

 
Additional inquiries made by Congress after receiving the 

report revealed that the War Department had used substandard bookkeeping 
practices. Congress also discovered that slowness by the Treasury Department 
in releasing authorized funds had contributed to delays and increased costs.  
 
There is no record that the performance of Joshua Humphreys was found 
lacking. Perhaps because he kept exacting and detailed records of expenses and 
wages. Appartently, the other shipbuilders also escaped censure by Congress. 



 11 

Humphreys continued to design 
and build warships for the 
nation's new navy until 1803. 
That year, he retired, but his 
son, Samuel continued the 
family business of shipbuilding 
for a number of years. No 
images of either man could be 
found, but the painting on the 
right, showing the frigate 
PHILADELPHIA under 
construction includes either the 
father or the son [standing with 
a lady in the lower left portion of 
the image].  
 
The problems associated with the procurements and construction of the six  
frigates resulted, in part, to Congress establishing the Department of the Navy on 
April 30, 1798. By that time, the first three frigates had been completed and were 
at sea. However, it was not until late in the year 1800 that the remaining three 
were commissioned. As a final 'adding insult to injury', in order for them to be 
outfitted and manned, Congress had to provide another $600,000 in July of 1798!  
 
The six frigates took several years longer than anticipated to build. The shortest 
time was three years, in a period when ships' construction times were usually 
measured in months. The longest, albeit interrupted by the temporary work 
stoppage of 1796 was over six years. Their final cost far exceeded the original 
estimate of about $689,000.  
 
The following tabulation indicates just how much the individal vessels eventually 
cost. The total 'as-built' cost of the frigates, collectively, was  2.25 times more 
than the original estimate... 
 

·  UNITED STATES - $299,366 
·  CHESAPEAKE - $220,677 
·  CONSTITUTION - $302,718 
·  CONGRESS - $197,246 
·  CONSTELLATION - $314,212 
·  PRESIDENT - $220, 910 

 
The parallels with present-day naval vessel design and construction are not only 
well known, but too painful to cite. Did the United States get its money's worth in 
the late 1700s? Opinions vary. All of these vessels participated in the War of 
1812. In large measure, Humphreys' prediction that his design would prove 
superior to that of opposing warships of the same type was validated during that 
conflict. Abbreviated career summaries for the six frigates follow.  
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�����	�������"�� When 
she first went to sea, the frigate 
UNITED STATES proved to be 
a fast sailer, capable of making 
11 knots. During the War of 
1812 her stout hull and large 
bore cannon proved to be a 
winning combination. When she 
engaged the British frigate 
MACEDONIAN [left], the 
UNITED STATES [right]  
outsailed her foe and her 24-
pounder cannon outranged the 
British vessel's 18-pounders.  
 
Over a period of three hours, the UNITED STATES riddled her opponent with 
shot and dismasted the MACEDONIAN, which was forced to surrender. The 
British suffered 104 casualties in that engagement; the Americans only 12. 
 
Both before and after the war, the UNITED STATES performed a variety of 
routine naval duties in both the Atlantic and Pacific. In February of 1849, she was 
decommissioned at the Gosport Navy Yard and then allowed to deteriorate. 
When Confederate troops approached the navy yard in April of 1861 to capture 
it, Union forces burned the facilities and most of the vessels they had to abandon 
there before retreating. But they didn't set fire to the UNITED STATES, thinking 
she had become an unusable relic. 
 
They were wrong. Confederate forces reconditioned her and fitted her with a 
battery of 19 guns for harbor defense purposes. They actually commissioned her 
as the CSS UNITED STATES on April 29, 1861, perhaps retaining her original 
name to embarrass and infuriate the Union navy. In her new role, she served the 
Confederacy, albeit briefly until May of 1862, when the Confederates abandoned 
the navy yard [after burning it for a second time].  
 
Before they left, the Confederate forces scuttled her in the middle of the 
Elizabeth River to prevent Union vessels from gaining access to the navy yard. 
Sinking her proved to be difficult. Initial efforts to hole her below the waterline. 
with axes failed. Heavier equipment had to be utilized to bore through her several 
layers of side and bottom planking.  Federal authorities subsequently raised her 
and in 1864 she was ordered broken up.    
 
�������������"� This frigate was named to honor the 15 stars in the 
contemporary national flag that flew during the time she was built. Completed in 
1798, CONSTELLATION became the first US Navy vessel to engage and defeat 
an enemy warship...the very next year. The so-called 'Quasi-War' of 1798-1800 
between the United States and France was fought mostly at sea.  
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On February 9, 1799, the CONSTELLATION outsailed and defeated the French 
frigate L'INSURGENTE, reputedly the fastest ship in the French Navy. When the 
two vessels came into sight of one another, the L'INSURGENTE's captain tried to 
flee instead of fight.  
 
But the CONSTELLATION ran her foe down, and her first broadside devastarted 
the lighter-armed French vessel. Outgunned and outsailed, and with many of his 
crew dead or wounded, the captain of the L'INSURGENTE surrendered; thus 
providing the first major victory to a US Navy-designed and built warship.      
 
A repeat performance occurred on January 30, 1800. Once again a French 
vessel, the LA VENGEANCE tried to evade battle, and once again the 
CONSTELLATION ran her down. In the five hour battle that then ensued, both 
vessels were badly damaged, but the American frigate was victorious. The 
captain of the French vessel later called his opponent 'The Yankee Racehorse'.  

 
Both before and after the Quasi-
War, CONSTELLATION  
participated in skirmishes in the 
Mediterranean with Barbary 
pirates, capturing one of their 
vessels in the summer of 1815. In 
the 1820s she operated in the 
Pacific, and in 1846 she 
circumnavigated the globe.  
 
The CONSTELLATION was 
decommissioned at the Gosport 
Navy Yard and broken up in June 

of 1853. That same year, the keel for a second USS CONSTELLATION was laid 
at Gosport and portions of the original vessel were integrated into her hull.    
 
�����	���"� �Completed in August of 1800, the frigate PRESIDENT was the 
last of the six frigates designed by Humphreys. Her first duty at sea, following 
commissioning, was to provide protection for American merchant shipping during 
the Quasi-War and also to harass Barbary pirates in the Mediterranean along 
with some of her sister ships. 
 
In May of 1811, her crew mistakenly fired on a British warship, thinking it to be 
French. This incident led to increased tensions between the United States and 
Great Britain, and ultimately led to the War of 1812. Three days after the United 
States declared war against Great Britain on June 18, 1812, the PRESIDENT 
engaged HMS BELVIDERA and fired the first shot of that war. Both vessels were 
damaged in that engagement. The British vessel managed to escape only after 
casting off her anchors, small boats and pumping drinking water overboard to 
increase her speed.    
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Later that same year, the PRESIDENT sailed in British coastal waters, capturing 
a small British warship and seven merchant vessels. On two subsequent cruises, 
the American frigate captured over a dozen more British merchant ships. 
 
In January 1815, after being trapped in New York harbor for a year by the Royal 
Navy, she attempted to run their blockade. On the evening of January 14th, she 
ran aground, resulting in serious damage to her hull. Later chased by numerous 
British warships, she managed to cripple HMS ENDYMION during that pursuit. 
 
Unfortunately, due to her damage from grounding, the PRESIDENT was unable 
to maneuver effectively. The ENDYMION was able to gain a favorable position 
and raked the PRESIDENT with three devastating broadsides. Although the 
PRESIDENT managed to limp away, she was caught by two more British 
warships, which fired additional broadsides into her ravaged hull. 
 
In danger of sinking, the PRESIDENT surrendered and was taken to England. 
There she was repaired and commissioned in the Royal Navy as HMS President. 
In March of 1818, an inspection while in dry dock at Portsmouth, England 
revealed that her hull required more repairs than were deemed economically 
beneficial. She was broken up in June of that same year.  
 
Somewhat in tribute to Humphreys skills, her design was copied by the British 
and used in 1829 to create a new HMS PRESIDENT. Some of the wood from the 
original American frigate was used in the construction of that HMS PRESIDENT, 
which served the Royal Navy for decades before being scrapped in 1903.       
 
��������"� �The keel for this frigate was laid in 1795, but she was not 
launched until August of 1799. Completed and commissioned in the first month of 
the year 1800, her first duties...like those of several of her sister ships...was to 
protect American merchant shipping.  
 

During the early part of the War of 1812, 
she made several extended cruise into 
European waters, and captured or assisted 
in the capture of twenty British merchant 
vessels. At the end of 1813, after an 
extended cruise in South American waters, 
the CONGRESS returned to the shipyard in 
Portsmounth, New Hampshire, where she 
was built.  
 
A much-need refit had to be cancelled due 
to a lack of vital materials. She was laid up 
and stayed there for the remainder of the 

war. In late 1815, she returned to active duty and served in the Mediterranean 
with some of her sister ships. 
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Following that tour of duty, she helped supress piracy in the West Indies and 
made several voyages to South America. In 1819, the CONGRESS visited 
China; the first American warship to ever visit that country.  
 
Upon her return to America, she became a receiving ship, losing her masts, 
rigging and all her cannon  in the process, and gaining an ungainly deckhouse 
that was perched high atop her hull. For ten years, she served in this capacity, 
periodically being moved under tow between the Washington Navy Yard and the 
Gosport Navy Yard.  
 
In 1834, a survey of her condition revealed that CONGRESS was unfit for repair. 
She was broken up that same year at Gosport.    
�
��������4�"� �Not long after his disagreement with 
Humphreys, Josiah Fox [right] was appointed Master 
Constructor for the frigate CHESAPEAKE, and sent to 
the Gosport Navy Yard where she was to be built. 
Largely left to his own devices, Fox set about...again...to 
alter some of the important details of Humphreys' design. 
Without Humphreys' approval, Fox shortened the 
frigate's length and modified the shape of her stern both 
below and above the waterline.  
 
Fox also reduced her armament from 44 guns to 38. 
These changes may have been due to material 
shortages...or, more likely...his continued disagreements with Humphreys about 
the design of the six frigates. Still unnamed at the time, and known only as 
'Frigate D', her keel was laid in December of 1795.  
 
In March of the next year, the signing of the peace accord between the United 
States and Algiers led to a two year suspension of her construction. After finally 
receiving a name, the CHESAPEAKE was launched in December of 1799.  
 
When the CHESAPEAKE was completed in May of 1800, she turned out to be 
less impressive of a sailer than her sister ships. This condition was attributed by 
many to the ill-advised changes made by Josiah Fox during her construction.    
 
CHESAPEAKE began her service career during the Quasi-War with France. In 
1807, shortly after leaving Norfolk in peacetime, she was fired upon by HMS 
LEOPARD for refusing to comply with an imperious demand by the Royal Navy 
to search the American vessel for deserters.  
 
Unable to properly resist the British attack because she had been sent to sea 
before stores for a planned long voyage had been taken below, and because her 
guns were not ready for action; the CHESAPEAKE suffered significant damage. 
She also suffered the indignity of being boarded by the British.  
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The CHESAPEAKE returned to Norfolk where repairs were made...and her 
captain court-martialed. Known as the Chesapeake-Leopard Affair, this unlawful 
act on the part of Great Britain also was a factor in the start of the War of 1812. 
 
Early in that war, the CHESAPEAKE captured five British merchant ships. But on 
June 1, 1813, after a refit in Boston, she sailed out of that city's harbor and was 
soon engaged by the frigate HMS SHANNON.  
 
They exchanged two broadsides. The SHANNON's fire was the more accurate. 
The CHESAPEAKE's crew suffered greatly as a result and the American frigate's 
masts and sails were badly damaged, rendering her unable to maneuver 
effectively. 
 
The two vessels then crashed 
together violently. The 
CHESAPEAKE's captain,         
James Lawrence tried to rally 
a boarding party, but was 
mortally wounded by a British 
sniper.  
 
As his men carried him below, 
Lawrence gave his last order: 
"Don't give up the ship. Fight 
her till she sinks."  The 
illustration on the right 
dramatically depicts that 
famous moment in American 
naval history.  
 
Unfortunately, almost immediately a British boarding party swept across the main 
deck of the CHESAPEAKE, killing or wounding most of the American sailors and 
Marines still standing. Once the British forces had control of the American frigate, 
they pulled down her flag and the fight was over. 
 
According to the British captain's after-action report, the Americans suffered 70 
killed and 100 wounded. Only nine of the CHESAPEAKE's 44 Marines escaped 
death or injury. The Shannon's crew's body count was 23 killed and 56 wounded, 
including her captain. 
 
Both vessels were sailed to Halifax, Nova Scotia. Captain Lawrence died en 
route and was buried in Halifax with full military honors by the British. 
 
The CHESAPEAKE was repaired and commissioned into the Royal Navy. Over 
the next several years, she remained in British service. In 1819 she was put up 
for sale by the Royal Navy and dismantled.  
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Because of her short length, the CHESAPEAKE was called the 'runt of the litter' 
and considered an unlucky ship by superstitious sailors. Her ill-fated encounters 
with HMS LEOPARD and SHANNON led many to believe that she was cursed.  
 
Humphreys disavowed any responsibility for the final result that had resulted due 
to Fox's unauthorized changes to the CHESAPEAKE. In 1827 he wrote: She 
[CHESAPEAKE] spoke his [Fox's] talents. Which I leave the commanders of that 
ship to estimate her qualifications."     
 
������������"�  She was, by far the most famous of the 
six Humphreys-designed frigates. It would be redundant to 
repeat, in any great detail here, her lengthy service to the 
nation, which has been the subject of several books, TV 
specials and innumerable lengthy and lavishly illustrated 
articles.  
 
But some of the happenings that transpired during her 
unusually long career are worthy of sharing.     
 

Before she was even completed, 
in the eyes of many a sailor, the 
CONSTITUTION was cursed. On 
September 20, 1797, when she 
was launched, she initially moved 
just 27 feet, much to the 
embarrassment of all in 
attendance, including President 
John Adams.  
 
She had been on the ways for an 
unusually long time because of the 
interruption in her construction in 
1796, following the signing of the 

treaty with Algiers. Unfortunately, during that delay the ways had settled in 
several places under her great weight.  
 
After a month of rebuilding the ways with the CONSTITUTION perched 
precariously on them, she finally slipped into Boston harbor on October 21, 1797, 
after being christened with a bottle of Maderia by Navy captain James Sever. 
Over time, she certainly disproved the dual superstitions that were associated 
with an initially unsuccessful launching and a male sponsor.       
 
Like her sister ships, after being commissioned in the summer of 1798, 
CONSTITUTION provided protection for American merchant shipping during the 
Quasi-War with France and she also pursued Barbary pirates both before and 
after the War of 1812.  



 18 

Of all the six frigates, CONSTITUTION was the most successful. She captured 
numerous British merchant ships and defeated five Royal Navy warships.   
 
In her victorious engagement with HMS GUERRIERE in 1812, the British were 
astonished when many of their cannon shots bounced off the CONSTITUTION's 
stout hull, which, thanks to Humphreys' design, was as much as 21 inches thick 
in places. An American sailor reportedly exclaimed: "Hussah! Her sides are made 
of iron!"  Which is how the frigate acquired the nickname 'Old Ironsides'.  
           
In July of 1812, just weeks after 
war had been declared, the 
CONSTITUTION was becalmed off 
the New Jersey coast. Pursued by 
a squadron of five formidable 
British warships. the American 
frigate's quick thinking captain 
ordered his men to put boats over 
the side and row to draw the ship 
forward. The frigate's crew also 
wet their vessel's sails to take full 
advantage of every breath of air.  
 
Although the British ships copied these tactics, the  CONSTITUTION moved 
more easily through the water than they were able to do. After the American 
frigate pulled away, the British gave up the chase.      
 
After the war, the CONSTITUTION served as a flagship for American squadrons 
that patrolled in the Mediterranean and in the Atlantic Ocean off Africa. In 1845, 
she circumnavigated the world.  
 
During the Civil War, she served as a training ship at the US Naval Academy. 
Before being retired in 1881, the CONSTITUTION sailed to France to carry 
artwork and industrial displays to the Paris Exposition of 1878.   
 

In 1881, her appearance was greatly 
altered during one of several 
restorations that the vessel received 
during her long life. A large, wooden 
barracks-like superstructure was 
placed atop her hull. Although no 
longer capable of sailing, her masts 
were curiously retained. In 1900 
Congress authorized restoration of 
the aging vessel to her original 
configuration, but did not appropriate 
any funding for the proposed work.  
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In 1905, the Navy suggested that she best be towed out to sea and sunk. The 
public was infuriated. A campaign to raise money to restore her was started. 
 
Responding to storms of public protest, Congress authorized $100,000 for 
restoration of the CONSTITUTION in 1906. Although her ugly barracks-like 
superstructure was removed, the funds available did not allow for a full 
restoration to her original configuration. In 1907 she was designated as a 
museum ship, and tours were offered to the public. 
 
By 1925, Old Ironsides was in bad shape. Water had to be pumped from her hold 
on a daily basis to keep her afloat. Her decks and structural components were in 
an advanced state of decay, which was not all that surprising, given that this 
wooden vessel was almost 130 years old by then [wooden warships built in the 
early 1800s were expected to have a service life of only 15 years]. 
 
The Navy's estimated cost to restore her was $400,000. The Secretary of the 
Navy proposed to Congress that this amount be raised privately. Various public 
campaigns, including the encouragement for school childern to donate pennies to 
save this national treasure were initiated, ultimately raising over $600,000. 
 
But by that time, the Navy had revised their estimate for the restoration to 
$745,000. Congress then approved up to $300,000 to complete the work. The 
final cost to fully restore the CONSTITUTION was $946,000.     

In 1932 the restored frigate completed a 
three-year, 90-port tour of the nation, 
including transits of the Panama Canal 
[assisted by a tug]. In 1997, she sailed  
under her own power to mark her 200th 
birthday. She repeated this feat in 2012, 
to celebrate the 200th anniversary of her 
victory over HMS GUERRIERE. 

Today, the CONSTITUTION remains a 
fully commissioned US Navy vessel. In 
May of 2015, she entered a dry dock 
in Boston to begin a three-year 
restoration program, designed to keep 
her afloat for decades more. The cost 
estimate for that effort is currently 
pegged at between 12 to 15 million 
dollars; an amount to be funded by the 
US Navy.    
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��1�16��*.,�/�-�0���012���!-"�  Joshua Humphreys had an unusually 
long life, outlasting most...if not all...of his contemporaries. He passed away in his 
home near Philadelphia in 1838 at the age of 87. 
 
Best known for his work on the US Navy's first frigates, he later built additional 
ships for the Navy. The ships he created were all renowned for their speed and 
efficiency, and his designs, following the American frigates' accomplishments 
during the War of 1812, later influenced European warship designers. 
 
After retiring from shipbuilding, Humphreys was involved in the creation of the 
first shipyard for the Navy in south Philadelphia, and also became active 
politically in Philadelphia. He and his wife had eleven children. His son Samuel 
followed in his father's footsteps as a naval architect and shipbuilder. 
 
Over the ensuing years, the Navy has often remembered Joshua Humphreys. In 
1919, the USS HUMPHREYS (DD-236) was launched  at A New Jersey shipyard 
within sight of the yard once operated across the Delaware River by the 
destroyer's namesake. Joshua Humphreys' great-granddaughter was the 
sponsor for DD-236, which later served throughout World War II in the Pacific. 
 
During the 1980s, a fleet replenishment oiler was named in honor of Humphreys. 
The USNS JOSHUA HUMPHREYS (T-AO-188), completed in 1987, is currently 
on active duty with the US Navy. 
 
In 2015, Building 197 at the 
Washington Navy Yard, following 
an extensive renovation, was 
renamed the Humphreys Building 
in honor of Joshua Humphreys. 
That building is headquarters for 
the Naval Sea Systems Command 
(NSSC). During the dedication 
ceremony, Howard Joshua 
Humphreys, a descendent  
of the nation's first Naval 
Constructor spoke in tribute to his 
enterprising ancestor.  
 
The stated mission of the NSSC is to design, build, deliver and maintain ships 
and systems on time and on cost for the US Navy. Joshua Humphreys 
undoubedly would have approved of this bold...albeit not always achievable... 
mission statement. Not in his day, and not always today, either... 
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