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Why America Entered the War of 1812

The early 1800’s were a turbulent time for Europe and the United States. The
Napoleonic Wars were raging in Europe and the young United States, fresh off of a victory in the
Revolutionary War and the establishment of a new government, were itching to expand
westward. However, only “[t]wenty-nine years had passed since the colonists’ improbable
victory in the Revolutionary War, and for twenty-nine years the British had failed to respect
American sovereignty” (Kilmeade and Yaeger 5). Despite this disrespect, it would seem
unlikely that the U.S. would enter into another war with Europe, but that is precisely what
happened in 1812. There were many events that led up to another war with Britain, but the two
main reasons that the United States entered into the War of 1812 were to fight for American
sailing rights and to settle the problem with the Native Americans out West.

Back in the early 1800°s, the British Royal Navy controlled the seas and did not treat
American sailors with much respect. One of their unfair practices was the impressment of
sailors, “a practice that amounted to little more than legalized kidnappings in port towns and
from merchant vessels” (Benn 9). “The actual number of Americans pressed into service in the
Royal Navy is unknown, but it is estimated that a thousand American seamen per year were
illegally pressed into British service” (“The Chesapeake Affair of 1807”). This was becoming a
major issue. On June 22, 1807, the United States’ ship the Chesapeake was ordered by British
Captain Salisbury Humphreys of the HMS Leopard to turn over four British Navy deserters,
three of whom were Americans who had previously been stolen off of American ships and
pressed into British service. American Commodore James Barron refused to release them, so the
British fired seven broadsides into the Chesapeake, forcing Barron to turn over the sailors. This

incident, along with many others like it, outraged the American public: “As [Andrew] Jackson
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wrote to a Virginia friend after learning of the Chesapeake’s fate, ‘The degradation offered to our
government . . . has roused every feeling of the American heart, and war with that nation is
inevitable’” (Kilmeade and Yaeger 7).

Also at this time, American trade was facing some serious problems. With the war
occurring between Britain and France, America, being neutral, sought to continue trade with both
sides if possible. American trade flourished because of opportunities and new markets brought
about by the war until 1805-1807 when both Britain and France ordered different restrictions on
trade: “Each wanted to prevent the other from obtaining supplies, and each claimed the right to
seize neutral ships bound for the others’ ports. This left the United States in a quandary”
(Greenblatt and Bowman 24). The United States, a neutral country, was essentially caught in the
crossfire between Britain and France, and, “[t]heoretically, both countries’ policies were equally
offensive to Americans, but Britain had the naval might to enforce them more effectively and
hence became the focus of outrage” (Benn 11). In retaliation, the United States passed a number
of trade restrictions that ultimately hurt us more than Britain or France. The United States was
furious with warring Europe, specifically with Britain, over the disrespect they received on the
high seas, but there was also trouble stirring on the home front.

At this time, the United States was beginning to venture out West toward the Mississippi
River and beyond. The doctrine of manifest destiny was on the rise among Americans.
However, the Natives became quite upset at this because the American settlers began moving
into and taking over their territories. Many Native tribes, such as the Shawnee, Ojibwa,
Cherokee, and Chickasaw tribes, feared for their land and for their lives: “The Native leaders
who emerged in response to this expansion shared a single concern, that of protecting tribal

lands” (Fixico). The Americans treated the Natives poorly and oppressed them, treating them
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more like animals that could be herded around rather than people. This caused open conflict to
break out between Americans and the Natives: “In some places, travelers could no longer be
certain whether the Native Americans they encountered were friendly; for inhabitants of the
frontier that meant that the events of daily life were accompanied by fear. Stories circulated of
fathers who returned from a day of hunting to find their children butchered, and of wives who
stumbled upon their husbands scalped in the fields” (Kilmeade and Yaeger 7). On top of this, the
British began to stir up and support the Natives against the Americans, even providing weapons
for them: “Britain’s agenda placed a strain on the ideology of manifest destiny because it
impeded on the American ideal that they were the chosen one’s to settle the land” (“War of
1812”). Most Natives sided with the British, believing that a British victory would end
American expansion out West. Suddenly, America was facing opposition in both the Atlantic
and out West.

Eastern Americans were very hesitant to enter into a war, despite much clamber from
Americans out West and citizens affected by the disrespect happening out at sea. Easterners
sadly did not care about the plights and dangers faced by the westerners, and the government
reflected this view. A war would be too costly for the comfortable New Englanders who had
never experienced the hardships faced by Americans in the West or out at sea. The tide turned in
the elections of 1810 and 1811 when the West gained more representatives who pushed for war:
“Led by a young Kentuckian named Henry Clay, they quickly gained the nickname War Hawks,
because, despite the risks, they knew it was time to fight” (Kilmeade and Yaeger 8). Clay
became Speaker of the House and put pressure on President Madison to declare war on Britain.

Madison finally gave in and declared war on Britain on June 1, 1812. It was finally time for the
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second generation of Americans to fight Great Britain and stand up for their rights out at sea and

— out in the American frontier.




