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SEA POWER
VISIONARY

John Paul Jones pioneered the idea of global sea power
a century before the rise of the modern U.S. Navy

By Joseph E Callo

ohn Paul Jones is best known as a warrior, a tough
commander who repeatedly beat the odds in one of
historys bloodiest scenarios: single-ship combat in the Age
of Sail. His career is a stirring sea saga involving courage,
audacity and a commitment to the American struggle for liberty.

But there was much more to Jones than iron determination and
courage under fire. He also was a visionary, a naval officer who
thought in broad strategic terms. Arguably the most important
strategic concept Jones seized upon was that of global power
projection. In his words and deeds, he made it a crucial part of
American naval planning during the War of Independence,
and it remains an influential part of U.S. military strategy:.

Jones also foresaw the crucial role naval power would play in
America’s future. In fact, he predicted it  Jones wears the French Cross
outright in a letter to his friend Thomas ;”";:I'"““"ﬂ“" ";'r "::;t;r: ]

erit in an engraving :
Bell, captain of an American privateer. onac.1781 Charles Wilson
Bell had written Jones in 1778 of the Peale portrait. The captain

: . flew the colors shown over :
= bleak state of affairs in Philadelphia and  Serapis, his 1779 British prize. '
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* ‘Our Marine will rise as if by encha

within the Continental Navy. Jones responded: “Let us
not altogether despond. Tho' | am no prophet, the one will
become the first city, and the other the first Navy within
a much shorter space of time than is generally imagined...
Our Marine will rise as il by enchanument and become,
within the memory ol persons now living, the wonder
and envy of the world.”

The timing of Jones' vision may have been a bit off,
but he was dead-on concerning the rise of the U.5. Navy

he Continental Mavy was an improbable setting

for the kind of long-range strategic perspective

Jomes demonstrated during his career. It was a
makeshilt force—started without a single purpose-
built warship—that often [ound itself blockaded in its
own ports, When it did confront its opposite numbers in
the Royal Navy at sea, it consistently lost. Its officer corps
comprised men with litle or no professional naval service
As a fighting force, they were seamen-warriors, not warrior-
seamen, and their day-to-day challenges, including establish-
ment of a coherent working relationship with their civilian
political leadership, left little room to consider much
more than wactics and survival,

Complicating matters was the fact that with regard to all
things military, members of the Continental Congress were
engaged in “on the job training.” Those civilian leaders
envisioned their nascent Mavy playing a limited role, locused
on coastal defense, support of the Continental Army’s land
campaigns and, on occasion, transport of American diplomats
to and from Europe. That the Continental Navy was able
to contribute meaningfully to the birth of American inde-
pendence is close to miraculous, given such circumstances.

For his part, John Paul Jones would emerge as a sell-taught
naval officer who not only fought with courage and skill
but also was able to see well beyond his own quarterdeck.
When others were thinking delensively and suffering defeat
after defear, he was thinking attack on a strategic scale.

Evidence suggests that Jones grasped the concept of
power projection early in his naval career. In Ociober 1776,
less that a year alter he became the first American naval
officer to hoist his new nation’s flag aboard ship, he wrote
to Robert Morris, an influential Congress member. Jones had

just returned from a successful deployment off the East Coast

and Nova Scotia in his first command, the 10-gun sloop
Providence. The mission had been a modest example of naval
power projection, but within the confines of the Continental
Mavy, a noteworthy one: He reported an impressive tally of
16 British brigantines, sloops and schooners captured or
destroyed. He also had conducted successful raids against
Canso and other fishing harbors along the Nova Scotia coast.

Jones' letter to Morris then twrmed to such broad issues as
naval recruiting and retention. He capped this passage with
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a forward-thinking admonition that went [ar beyond his
own command challenges on Providence: “And without a
respectable Navy—alas Americal” While others were locused
on immediate needs, Jones was suggesting a relationship
between Americas naval power and its future as a nation

His letter also addressed the quality of the officer corps
and the future organizational structure of the Navy:

We have had proof that a Navy may be officered almost on
any terms, but we are not sure that these officers are equal to their
commissions; nor will the Congress ever obtain such certainty,
until they, in their wisdom, see proper to appoint a board of
admiralty, competent to determine impartially the respective merits
and abilities of their officers and (o superintend, regulate and
point out all the motions and operations of the Navy,

tment and become, within the



This was unusually [arsighted but politically risky advice
[rom a Continental Mavy captain to his civilian overseers. Jones
was, in effect, telling Congress how to run its business, the kind
of sweeping, gratuitous advice political leaders generally do not
welcome from Navy captains, But Jones persisted, In his role
as a highly credible “voice from the fleet,” he was almost as
important to his country as he was as a combat leader.

Toward the end of the leuer, Jones wrote of his rumored
next command aboard the 14-gun brig Andrea Dovia and
proposed that he lead a small squadron to the west coast of
Alfrica. Once there, he would attack British commerce and “give
a blow to the English African trade, which would not soon be
recovered, by not leaving them a mast standing along the coast.”

Jones' suggestion of a far-forward deployment to Africa
wis surprisingly audacious given the inability of the nascent

memory of persons now living, the wonder and envy of the world’

A 20th century painting of the 1779 Battle of Flamborough
Head depicts the moonlit exchange of broadsides between
Jones' Bonhomme Richard, left, and Pearson’s HMS Serapis.

Continental Navy even to keep American ports open. But it
demonstrated brilliant insight on the potential strategic impact
of a naval squadron led abroad by a skilled and bold officer
to strike an enemy at vulnerable points. This kind of forward-
leaning mission, based on mobile and flexible units, has
resurfaced in modern applications of maneuver warfare at sea,

In the 1980s, for example, naval strategists proposed
formation of “surface action groups” based on the East and
West Coasts of the U.S. Such squadrons, which never
got beyond conceptual stages, were to be built around
lowa-class battleships or Aegis-class missile cruisers and
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deployed to hot spots worldwide when force below the
tactical capabilities of a carrier baule group was required.

In a broader and more up-to-date context, the Navy’s
recently published A Cooperative Strategy for 21st Century
Seapower describes six core capabilities, the first of which is
forward presence and another of which is power projection. The
two combine to bring naval power to bear against an enemy.

Unfortunately for Jones, the lack of resources and Congress
members’ limited sense of the Navys strategic potential meant
there would be no mission to Africa. Instead, Jones
and Andrea Doria were given a mission similarto
the one he had carried out on Providence. But the

i

A 1777 Continental recruiting poster, above,

appeals for seamen to join Jones aboard the
1B-gun sloop-of-war Ranger “and make their
Fortunes.” Jones raided the port of Whitehaven
and captured HMS Drake on that 1778 voyage,
shocking the British admiralty and populace.

concept of forward projection would reemerge soon enough
at a crucial stage of the American War of Independence.

ically demonstrated his understanding of the effectiveness

of forward projection. Historians commonly view these
missions—one in the 18-gun sloop-of-war Ranger and the other
in the 40-gun frigate Bonhomme Richard—as freestanding
events. In hindsight, however, these modest strikes enabled
Jones to get inside the British decision cycle. As such, they
became a key element in a three-part American naval strategy.
The two other elements were widespread use of American
privateers against British maritime commerce and the seizure of

I n 1778-79 Jones undertook two deployments that dramat-
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domestic naval control by the French lleet of Rear Adm. Frangois
Joseph Paul, compte de Grasse, at the Battle of the Virginia
Capes on Sept. 5, 1781. The former ramped up the British cost
to pursue the American Revolution while providing America
with a source of desperately needed materiel. The latter sealed
Lt.. Gen. Lord Charles Comwallis’ fate at the Bautle of Yorktown.

For several weeks in April and May 1778, Jones com-
manded Ranger independently, mostly in the Irish Sea.
His first major engagement was a raid on the British port of
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Whitehaven on April 22 and 23. It was hardly a textbook
operation in the annals of expeditionary warfare: Jones had
to persuade his crew to even attempt the mission, and his
first and second lieutenants refused to join the landing parties.

Ultimately, Jones was able to muster 30 men to join him
in the boats. Just then the wind dropped, delaying the assault
and eliminating the element of surprise. Fortunately for jones,
there were no real local defenses, and he managed to land
a small force, spike the guns guarding the harbor approach
and set fire 1o a collier tied up at its pier.

From Whitehaven, Jones sailed to nearby St. Marys Isle,
where he hoped to kidnap the Earl of Selkirk and trade him
for imprisoned Continental Navy sailors, The earl was absent,



hewever, and the raid took on comic proportions when some
in the landing party persisted in looting silver plate from
Selkirk’s manor, The lapse in Jones' leadership embarrassed
him and compromised elforts to establish a professional
standing for himself and the Continental Navy;

The next engagement, a single-ship action against the
20-gun HMS Drake, had a decidedly more positive outcome,
The two ships met on April 24 off Belfast Harbor. Drake had
a somewhat larger crew, but Ranger was heavier gunned,
and when the smoke cleared, Jones had captured the British
sloop-ol-war. He returned to France with the ship as a prize.

The raid on Whitehaven and subsequent defeat of a relatively
small British warship were, on the surface, minor military events.
There was, however, significant psychological value to Jones'
victories. They contrasted sharply with the steady series of
sethacks the Continental Navy had sulfered as the Revolution
progressed. That the action took place within sight of the British
shore was not lost on military, political and business leaders
in London. The Gazetteer and New Duaily Advertiser published
a Whitehaven resident’s reaction to Jones' raid: “We are all in
a bustle here from the late insolent attack of the provincal
privateers men.” The Morning Chronicle and London Advertiser
reported, “Four companies of the militia are now here.”

American privateers had previously taken prizes in British
waters, but the shock of a U.S, warship actually raiding an
English port—it had been more than 100 years since the
Dutch had come ashore and burned Sheerness in 1667—
and then escaping with a captured British prize was substan-
tial. It was also a sign of worse things to come for the British

Jones' deployment on Bonhomme Richard in 1779 was an
expanded version of that on Ranger. He commanded a small
squadron, and his flagship was a [rigate, not a sloop-of-war
The squadron included the new 36-gun [rigate USS Alliance
and three French ships: the 26-pun [rigate Pallus, the 12-gun
brig Vengeance and the 12-pun cutter le Cerf. The French ships
were placed under Jones' temporary command

Bonhomme Richard, a convened East Indiaman provided by
the French, was slow, and some of its armament was danger-
ously old. Alliance was newer but captained by Pierre Landais,
a former French naval officer whom John Adams ridiculed
as having an “embarrassed mind.” Before the squadron left
France, Jacques Donatien Le Ray de Chaumont, the French
naval minister, induced |ones to sign an agreement allowing the
French captains to ignore the Amencan commodore if they felt
his orders countered their best interests. Jones’ compliance was
the price he paid for the donated ships and men

By contrast, Jones’ own orders [rom Benjamin Franklin, the
American ambassador to France, were extremely permissive, the
best kind for an ageressive naval commander. Franklin simply
directed Jones 1o circumnavigate the British sles by sailing north
along the west coasts of Ireland and the Hebndes, across the |
top of Scotland and then down the east coasts of Scotland and =
England “in order to take the enemy’ property in those seas.” B

Jones sailed from Lodent on Aug, 14, 1779, and made landfall =
off the Irish coast on August 23. For the next month, he preyed 2
on British shipping and threatened coastal areas. As a result, the ¥

* Rising in the East

B hough he had hoped to be America’s first admiral,
* John Paul Jones never rose above the rank of cap-
tain in the Continental Navy. The fact that he had
commanded small squadrons on several occasions entitled
him to the unofficial title of commodare and nothing mare.
“In 1781 the Continental Congress considered appoint-
ing Jones to flag rank, but two fellow captains, James
Nicholson and Thomas Read, pointed to their colleague’s
relatively junior position on the officers’ seniority list
and his reputation with women to thwart that promation.
Jones, however, did eventually reach the rank of rear
admiral—in the Russian navy of
Empress Catherine the Great.
It was not unusual in the
Age of Sail for a naval
afficer lacking an ac-
tive assignment in his
awn navy Lo serve
in a foreign navy.
Such was the case
with Jones in 1788,
The United States
had won its War of
Independence, and
as Jones wrote in a
letter to Thomas Jeffer-
son, the fledgling nation
*has no public employment
of my military talents.”
Catherine was shrewd enough to
recognize Jones' abilities and appointed him fleet
commander in a theater strategically vital to her expan-
stonist plans: the Liman, an estuary where the Dnieper
and Bug Rivers entered the Black Sea. The Ottoman Porte
had built a powerful fort at that point, blocking Catherine’s
satthern ambitions.

In June 1788, Jones led his fleet in two successful
actions against a Turkish flect at the Liman. But the Ameri-
«can’s political skills were not up to the challenges of
the Russian court. Notwithstanding his prowess as a
[ighting admiral, he quickly lost favor with Catherine
«and retired to Paris, where he died alone in 1792,
~ Back in the U.S., Congress wouldn’t appoint the
first American admiral until July 16, 1862, when David
G, Farragut was appointed rear admiral in the Navy,
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admiralty mobilized militias and dispatched naval units 1o hunt
him down—resources dispropontionate to Jones' small squadron,

The deployment culminated on September 23 with Jones'
bitterly fought single-ship engagement of Captain Richard
Pearson in the 44-gun [rigate HMS Serapis. The battle wook
place within sight of Flamborough Head, off the Yorkshire coast.

The action between Jones and Pearson, like most combat,
didnt follow expectations, Jones, in a 14-year-old merchant-
man, had no chance of outmaneuvering his adversary, in
an agile, purpose-built warship. And British gunners were
better drilled than the Americans.
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into the phrase that has since echoed in U.5. naval history:
“1 have not yet begun 1o fight.”

Ferhaps due to slight wind shifts or a few prescient
maneuvers by Jones or overconfidence by Pearson, the ships
came together twice. The second time, Jones and his crew
managed to hurl over grappling hooks, and the flow of battle
shifted. Jones had embarked more Marines than usual, and
they were effectively deployed in his ships tops and rigging,
Their muskets and swivel guns swept Serapis’ exposed decks.

As the bloody struggle continued, a fortuitous—perhaps
even chance—occurrence sealed Jones' victory. One of his
crewmen was perched on a yardarm,
dropping hand grenades on Serapis’
main deck, when one of his missiles
sailed through an open hatch and
detonated on the gun deck amid
loose powder. The resulting explosions
wiped out Serapis’ main armament,
which had continued to fire point-
blank in one side and out the other
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ol Bonhomme Richards hull. In a lam-
ing instant, it was Pearson’s turn
to contemplate surrender. He struck,
and British citizens again witnessed
an American victory at sea. The shock
rippled across America and Europe,
particularly in London.

On October 3, Jones and his
squadron—minus Bonhomme Richard,
which had sunk afier its victory over
Serapis—put in to the Dutch island

By Ordier ¢frle Conenrss,

Jones' Oct. 10, 1776, commission as a captain in the Navy
bears the familiar mark of John Hancock, then president
of the Continental Congress. The prior December on the
Philadelphia waterfront, Jones, then first lieutenant on
the 30-gun man-of-war Alfred, had the honor of being the

first U.S. naval officer to hoist the nation's flag aboard ship.

The ships maneuvered in light airs and slowly closed.
Suddenly, there was the flash and crack of a musker shot
[rom Bonhomme Richard. As the sound ricocheted off
Flamborough Head, both ships ran up their colors and fired
broadsides. Predictably, Serapis maneuvered around
Bonhomme Richard, methodically inflicting heavy damage.
As casualties aboard the American ship mounted, Pearson
shouted to Jones, asking if he would strike his colors. Given
the course of the battle to that point, it was a rational
question. Most contemporary accounts record his response as,
“I may sink, but I'll be damned if 1 strike!™ It later morphed
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port of Texel. Jones had roiled the
coasts of the British Isles, captured
or destroyed British merchant ships
and outfought a modern British [rigate
in single-ship combat, a victory that
made him a hero in America and a
celebrity in Paris and other European capitals. Most impor-
tant, Jones deployment was a tipping point at the admiralty
and Whitehall in London, where there was increasing con-
cern about a French invasion of Britain. In naval terms, the
Battle of Flamborough Head was what the Battle of York-
town was to the land campaigns of the American Revolution:

It shifted the paradigm.

he same unbreakable determination Jones exhibited
I in combat drove his dealings with civilian leaders,
and as America grappled for its independence,
he continued to push his forward thinking. In Septem-
ber 1782, he again wrote Robert Morris of the long-term
future of the Navy. Morris was by then agent of marine
in Congress and arguably the leading champion of young
America’s naval policy.
Jones letter covered a range of subjects and began with a
bit of wry humor: “The beginning of our Navy. . has no prece-
dent in history. Was it a proof of madness in the first corps of
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sea officers, at so critical a period, to have launched out on the
ocean. 1o make war against such a power as Great Briain?”

Jones contrasted British and French naval tactics and
assessed the difference between single-ship combat and [leet
tactics. The letter also discussed a revised rank structure lor
officers, a signaling system for use in combart and a naval consti-
tution that would govern the growing U.S. fleer alloat and ashore.

Toward the close of the letter, Jones suggested that America
build a Meet of frigates and teach officers the principles ol
mathematics and mechanics at “linle academies” both aboard
the [rigates and at shore stations. He added that officers should
be “entitled to receive instruction gratis at those academies.”
It was the germ of an idea that would eventually be realized with
the October 18435 founding of the Naval School, precursor 1o
the U5, Naval Academy, in Annapolis, Md.

Jones also suggested that a single [rigate in his command be
sent to Europe under the U5, flag to negotiate commercial and
naval agreements. Il such an expedition proved too expensive,
Jones offered to travel to Furope as a passenger to pursue the
agreements. It was a visionary proposal for a new country
struggling to emerge from the exigencies of war, Jones saw his
suggestions realistically: “l am sensible it cannot be immediately
adopted, and that we must first look about for ways and means;
but the sooner it is adopted the better....In time ol peace it is
necessary to prepare, and be always prepared, for war by sea.”

Unfortunately, the budget resources for the naval policy
Jones cutlined did not exist, nor was there broad acceptance of
his vision of the role naval power would play in Amenicas future,
In fact, in 1785 America entered a mine-year peniod when she
had no Navy at all. That lack of ships in suppon of national
imerests would contribute significantly 1o the onset of the Quasi
War with France, the Barbary Wars and the War of 1812

As Jones' heroic image matured, many dubbed him
“the Father of the U.5. Navy,” though Robert Mortis, Joseph
Hewes and even George Washington have a stronger claim
to that title. But if Jones—whose strategic sense of naval
power was visionary and who continually lobbied for a
professional Navy with global reach—does not qualify for
fatherhood status, there is another title he can legiimately claim:
First Sea Power Visionary,

Jones' later years and 1792 death in Paris went remarkably
unheralded. He died alone, and a century later no one actually
knew where he was buried—or seemed to care. But the discov-
ery of Jones' remains in 1905 alter a six-year search (see “The
No-Name Colffin,” this page) marked the beginning rather
than end of his story, as historians rushed to discover the man
behind the mythic combat hero of his 19th century biographers.

John Paul Jones’ bronze and marble crypt beneath the dome
of the U.5. Naval Academy Chapel bears the lollowing epitaph:
HE GAVE OUR NAVY 1TS EARLIEST TRADITIONS OF HEROISM AND VICTORY

Only now do we realize that Jones also [oresaw the critical _

role the U.S. Navy would play in our nation5 history. @

For further reading Joseph Callo recommends: John Paul Jones: z

SEH COLLECTMN, W

A Sailors Biography, by Samuel Eliot Morison, and Sea of Glory: 3
A Naval History ol the American Revolution, by Nathan Miller, £

* The No-Name Coffin

ohn Paul Jones earned high name recognition as a
naval hero of the American Revolution. But on July 18,
1792, the former Continental Navy captain died alone
at age 45 and was buried in a tiny cemetery just outside Paris,
his funeral paid for by a charitable citizen. For mare than
d century Jones' final resting place remained unknown,
Then, in 1899, former Union Army Brig. Gen. Horace Porter,
then American ambassador to France, began a search for
Jones® remains. It was no coincidence that Porter was an
appointee of Theodore Roosevelt, a president who saw naval
power as a key contributor to America’s rising global influence.
The quest to find the lost captain began with a docu-
ment search to identify the cemetery in which Jones had been
interred, Porter eventually established that the grave lay in
the old cemetery of St. Louis, reserved for “foreign Protestants,”
But urban sprawl had long since overrun the burial ground.
In February 1905, Porter secured the rights to excavate the site
and started several shafts and tunnels at his own cost. The
excavation team initially found three lead coffins, two of which
bore copper plates inscribed with names other than Jones.
The coffin with no nameplate was Porter’s best chance.
The team opened the coffin to reveal a well-preserved body
(see photo, below) wrapped in a shroud; that the coffin had been
filled with alcohol at the time of burial proved key to identifi-
cation. Superficial characteristics suggested the remains could be
those of Jones. Porter described the scene as the team compared
the corpse to several likenesses of Jones, including a medal:
“Upon placing the medal near the face, comparing the other
Jeatures and recognizing the peculiar characteristics—the
broad forehead, contour of brow, appearance of the hair,
high cheekbones, prominently arched eye orbits and other
points of resemblance—awe instinctively exclaimed, Paul Jones!™
A careful forensic study at the Paris School of Medicine
confirmed the identity of the remains. Following a series of
state ceremonies in France, Jones” body was placed aboard
the cruiser USS Brooklyn and transported to America by a joint
U.S.—French squadron. Seven Navy battleships joined the
squadron off the LL.S. Atlantic
coast, and on July 23, 1905,
more than a century after
his death, John Paul Jones'
remains were brought
ashore at Annapolis,
Md. He was home, and
an important part
“ of Americas identity
had Boen el




