Continental Marines: The 1778 Willing Expedition
Neimeyer, Charles

Leatherneck; Sep 2008; 91, 9; Marine Corps Gazette & Leatherneck Magazine of the Marines

pg. 58

TN

Continental Marines:
The 1778 Willing Expedition

uring the American Revolution,

D Continental Marines aboard the
American frigate, Alfred, led by

the future first Commandant, Captain Sam-
uel Nicholas, won some renown in 1776
for their attempt to seize a store of royal
gunpowder at New Providence, Bahamas.
While this landing was the first time a
Marine-led expeditionary force stepped
foot on foreign soil, a second expedition-
ary landing followed soon. That particu-
lar landing took place far from saltwater
and occurred in the river town of Natchez
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in British-occupied West Florida. Fur-
thermore, this expedition was not led by
a Marine officer, but was commanded by
temperamental and newly commissioned
26-year-old Navy Captain James Willing,.

Willing and his men had a special mis-
sion from Congress to take a volunteer
riverine force down the Ohio and Missis-
sippi rivers and ultimately join Continen-
tal agent Oliver Pollock, then in residence
in Spanish-held New Orleans. The pur-
pose was to establish a covert supply line
between New Orleans and Fort Pitt and

possibly seize portions of weakly defended
British West Florida.

Recruiting approximately 34 Continen-
tal Army soldiers and even some local river
pirates, Willing, most likely in deference to
his naval commission, called his new re-
cruits “Marines.” While these men certain-
ly were far different from their seagoing
brethren, they were exceptional raiders,
and their military activity on the Ohio and
Mississippi rivers caused greater conster-
nation for the British than any other Con-
tinental Marine operation during the war.
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| James Willing ... was instructed by Congress to proceed to Ft. Pitt in

| western Pennsylvania and draw provisions ... for a secret expedition

. down the Ohio and Mississippi rivers.

James Willing cut a very dashing fig-
ure. Proud, quick-tempered and charis-
matic, he was the “younger brother of
prominent Philadelphia merchant Thomas
Willing.” Thomas Willing was the busi-
ness partner of Robert Morris, who later
1 became known as the financier of the
‘ American Revolution.

In 1772, the younger Willing moved to

;  the Mississippi River district of British
West Florida to make his fortune. Plant-

ing indigo and other crops on a sprawling

; plantation near the remote village of Natch-
qy ! ez on the east bank of the Mississippi

! \ : River, James Willing quickly gained a
reputation for being quarrelsome with his
; neighbor planters. His plantation was not
‘ a commercial success, and when war fi-

nally came to the region, Willing already
had returned to Philadelphia.

While in Natchez, Willing had become
friends with Oliver Pollock. Pollock oc-

casionally worked as a business associate
of the Philadelphia-based Willing and
Morris firm. Fluent in Spanish, Pollock’s
presence in New Orleans was found ac-
ceptable to the Spanish governor of the
Louisiana Territory. He was “granted lu-
crative trading rights, including contracts
to supply the local military garrison [at
New Orleans] with flour and foodstuffs.”

During the summer of 1777, James Will-
ing, now a commissioned Navy captain,
was instructed by Congress to proceed to
Ft. Pitt in western Pennsylvania and draw
provisions from its commandant, General
Edward Hand, for a secret expedition down
the Ohio and Mississippi rivers. While
Willing’s written congressional instruc-
tions no longer exist, his mission can be
surmised from letters of introduction sent
to both Edward Hand and Oliver Pollock.
Willing arrived at Ft. Pitt on 12 Dec. 1777,
and the letters that he carried also au-

; g < d
Ay Zrkend (' £ 5
< ttaash f oo Rooulin Dirireril H i
ot DA crinas vt kv ohe ket ot 1730 e
" 7 et
N ANCME Z drorngrd pofEremch ur 120 3
rees aod Land 3
e 70 of Natohes N
® 3
g i
¢
+
N ~ wdiges | 3 !
N Ol
Rt .7‘“1/.,,-,.,. & 3
Locrtveers 3
- Pber iy 140 Twreme N\,
"N Prtag ke o e y Pt e t‘.
Above: “Willing’s Marine N e ettt AN L X
Egedton obran § T80 ) ( BRCT RICA
1778, by Maj Charles H. § ,‘ N
Waterhouse, USMCR, s - e
%
depicts spolls from a A\ > J‘
z K " j
Loyalist plantation being R i fn.. . ks /
*
loaded on the armed ; )
ce>
flatboat Rattletrap. i R SR %
Frpgl [P a -
: 4 RN
Rlﬂlt: This map of the !f‘F-ff-pill‘"",‘;f;,;m..r.n- - s 1 N TCILRTRM =4 X
o » 3 .
lower Mississippi reglon 5 . A
O ’ 1
shows part of British AN — —~
. 2 jg!.pw~}3\a ¥ co
America to the east st o i g 7 A
and Spanish America ai' Len s
to the west of the § r P Aot Mooes fomotnd
4 st Sl & b gy S
Mississippl River. It was o 1 e ~ |2
Thpatrs op i Mopsifogp . - towss ’X;”"é’;‘ p:'.:;n rver du g
printed for Robert Sayer, J (/- v~ 4w 5 A1 = ¢ oee |3
London, 1775. E S H Cihn 5. sieva o Eathion appermanide , P < & ‘i
* N i i i 4‘ /} é
v | i X, -
. . v > v 3 >
(r 17 1. F OF M E X c o0 Wyl g
WWW.mCa-marines. org/leathemeck SEPTEMBER 2008 LEATHERNECK m

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.




thorized him to recruit “Marine” volun-
teers for the expedition from the Army’s
garrison troops.

Willing later claimed that he also had
been instructed by Congress “to capture
whatever British property he might meet
with.” This part of Willing’s mission ulti-
mately landed him in hot water. In a May
1778 letter to Pollock, Willing wrote: “[1
have been] ordered to make prize of all
British property on the Mississippi River”
and to “apply to the Governor [of Louisi-
ana] for Liberty to make Sale of them. That
obtained, I am again instructed to pay one
moiety {share] of the Net proceeds into
Your hands as agent for the Congress.”

This gave Willing carte blanche to raid
and pillage the British side (the east bank)
of the Mississippi River and then sell the
proceeds in New Orleans. The more he
took, the wealthier he and his men could
become. Acting as a “land privateer” and
applying the rules of warfare at sea to in-
land riverine operations, Willing could
gain the wealth that had eluded him. It
also meant that his “Marines” were enti-
tled to a share of “prizes” taken during
the expedition. Since Edward Hand’s Army
garrison troops were paid an average
$6.66 a month, Willing easily recruited
more than enough volunteer river Marines.

Twenty of the recruits came from the
13th Virginia Regiment. Another 14 men
were enlisted from other garrison troops.
“Robert George and Robert Elliott were
appointed first and second lieutenants,
respectively.” These instant Marines later
would be joined by other men, mostly
river pirates picked up along the way.

For his trip downriver, Willing purchased
the armed boat Rattletrap at the cost of
300 pounds Pennsylvania currency, charg-
ing the bill to Congress. The boat had a
flat bottom and was propelled by a make-
shift sail, oars and/or poles. Willing also re-
quested that Rattletrap be armed with two
swivel guns, most likely located on the stern
and bow of the boat. Finally, on 10 Jan.
1778, Willing’s expedition, “with very Good
water,” got underway for New Orleans.

Worried that Willing and his men might
be headed his way, British Indian agent
John Stuart had instructed two of his
deputies, Hardy Perry and Robert Welsh,
to station a party of Choctaw Indians on
the bluffs at Walnut Hills [Vicksburg].
Perry wrote that “as for one bateau com-
ing down, I do not think they will venture
as they cannot but hear we are lying in
wait for them.”

But Perry and Welsh were not very dili-
gent in keeping the Indians assigned to
their posts, and the Choctaw soon went
home. While the deputies scrambled to
get replacements, Willing and his Marines
aboard Rattletrap descended the Missis-
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sippi unnoticed. The British colonial sec-
retary, Lord George Germain, was furious
with Stuart.

On the night of 18 Feb. 1778, 40 Amer-
icans under the command of a Lieutenant
Mclntyre rowed ashore in two small barges
and completely surprised Stuart’s deputy
Indian agents in the home of John Wat-
kins. While Willing’s men eventually let
Watkins go, they captured and threatened
to kill agents Robert Welsh, John Rich-

“Instant Marines” and river pirates
made up a great part of Willing’s
expedition, but some were veterans
of the 13th Virginia Regiment.

mond Marshall, Henry Earnest and John
Earnest. But before leaving with their
prisoners, McIntyre and his men forced
Watkins to take an oath of neutrality and
plundered his plantation of everything
they could carry.

Arriving at Loyalist Anthony Hutchins’
Natchez plantation the very next day,
Willing took him prisoner and sent out
small parties to arrest all British citizens
who lived in the surrounding area. Those
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While Willing's expedition caused great panic among the Loyalists of West Florida, the raid probably

did more harm than good to the American cause.

who did not answer the call willingly were
brought in at gunpoint. Purposely mis-
leading the citizens of Natchez to believe
that he commanded 500 men, soon to be
followed by a larger force of 2,000 com-
ing down river in May, Willing declared
the town and its surrounding plantations
property of the United States.

On 20 Feb. 1778, some inhabitants were
selected to negotiate terms with CAPT
Willing and quickly proposed an eight-
point document of capitulation. The terms
included the release of Robert Welsh and
that “they would not in any way take up
arms against the United States,” or “oth-
erwise act to the prejudice of the United
States nor in word or deed ... treat with
enemies but observe a strict neutrality.”
Finally, that their “persons, slaves, and
property ... shall remain safe and unmo-
lested during [their] neutrality.”

With the exception of plundering Hutch-

ers also had slaves seized and livestock
destroyed or taken away.

The area between Natchez and New
Orleans became a virtual no-man’s-land
as Willing’s men began raiding every plan-
tation outside of Natchez proper. They
were not beneath taking personal belong-
ings from the planters. During the raiding
below Natchez, Willing allegedly carried
a “black-list” of targeted plantations with
him.

While Willing’s expedition caused great
panic among the Loyalists of West Florida,
the raid probably did more harm than
good to the American cause. When Will-
ing finally arrived at New Orleans, laden
down with his plundered goods and stolen
slaves, Spanish Governor Bernardo de Gal-
vez was placed in a diplomatic dilemma.

Ostensibly, Spain and its colonial pos-
sessions were still neutral, although the
presence of Continental agent Oliver Pol-

e

The “armed boat Rattletrap” was assigned to CAPT Willing at Ft. Pitt, where he stopped to gather and
equip his small force. (lllustration by Maj Charles H. Waterhouse, USMCR)

ins’ plantation and seizing 18 of his slaves
and all moveable property, evidence indi-
cates Willing kept his word with the rest
of the residents of Natchez, many of whom
he knew when he lived there prior to the
war. However, the area below Natchez was
not included in the terms. Willing’s and
his men’s depredations grew out of con-
trol there.

Singled out for special treatment by
Willing were the plantations of prewar
enemies. Lt McIntyre was well aware of
the enmity that existed between Alexan-
der McIntosh and Willing, and he sarcas-
tically informed McIntosh, “That damned
scoundrel James Willing is come once
more to pay you a visit.” Willing’s men
killed all of McIntosh’s livestock and stole
most of his personal property. Other plant-
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lock seemed to indicate that he favored
the Americans. But the British were loud-
ly demanding that Galvez immediately
return all property captured by Willing and
sent three small warships to the mouth of
the Mississippi to back up their threat.
Galvez, however, was not one to be easily
stampeded. Foreseeing that the British
might not appreciate the presence of Will-
ing and his ersatz Marines, he informed
the British that he was not responsible for
protecting British subjects on British soil.

While Willing’s raid netted only a rel-
atively modest $37,500, the British did
have a point that Willing and his men vi-
olated the international rules of neutral-
ity by capturing British-owned property
on Spanish soil. Consequently, Willing
was ordered by Galvez to return two

small British sloops that he had captured
on the Spanish-controlled west bank of
the Mississippi River.

Needless to say, Peter Chester, the
British governor in Pensacola, Fla., was
not happy about the appearance of Will-
ing and his “banditti.” To make matters
worse, Governor Galvez had given Will-
ing and his men the freedom of the city of
New Orleans. One British prisoner com-
plained: “The party of rebels under the
command of ... James Willing were per-
mitted to have a public guard house in the
said town, that they mounted guard and
patrolled the streets, and the county round,
recruited, exercised, and in every respect
performed the function of soldiers, as
publicly as Spanish troops did. ...

“Parties of rebels [were] fitted out from
the said town of New Orleans, who went
up the river and across Lake Pon[t]char-
train, plundered the British subjects there
of their [slaves], cattle, and other prop-
erty which was brought to New Orleans,
and by authority of the Spanish govern-
ment, sold at public sale.”

British citizens besieged Galvez with
petitions demanding restitution of their
private property. Galvez kept them most-
ly at bay and refused to be intimidated by
British threats of retaliation. In fact, Pol-
lock praised Galvez to Congress, stating
that he should be “given the greatest ap-
plause ... for his noble Spirit & behavior
on this Occasion, for, tho’ he had no Bat-
teries erected, or even Men to defend the
place against the Two Sloops of War [sent
earlier by the British to enforce their de-
mands against him] and at the same time
a Small Sloop with a Hundred Men in the
Lakes all coming against him with De-
mands & Threats, yet in this Situation he
laughed at their Haughtiness and despised
their attempts.” In short, they returned as
they came.

Both Pollock and Willing remained con-
cerned about the continued neutrality of
the Natchez district. Some of this was due
to Hutchins’ decision to flee New Orleans
and return to his Natchez plantation where
he proceeded to stir up the local inhabi-
tants, urging them to break their previously
coerced oath of neutrality. Consequently,
Willing sent a lieutenant named Harrison
with a body of men to see what was taking
place there. In fact, Harrison expected no
trouble from the local citizenry as he ap-
proached the town dock in a river bateau.

Calling upon “friends of the United
States” to stand apart from the gathering
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The Willing expedition failed to achieve most of its original objectives. British West Florida remained

olidly in British hands for the rest of the war.

crowd, a voice responded in reply for “all
friends to the Natchez” to duck below the
gunwales of Harrison’s bateau. At this
point someone fired a shot (each side ac-
cused the other of ordering it to happen),
and general fighting soon broke out. Har-
rison and his men were grossly outnum-
bered by the locals. Harrison and his party
quickly surrendered after five men were
killed in the dockside ambush.

Willing was not dismayed by this re-
versal of fortune. In late May 1778, he was
urging Galvez to “open the Levy, drown
the Country, Felle some Trees ... and by
Burning and destroying Buildings
and other materials, put a stop to
their Operations until such time as
sickness or ye arrival of a Rein-
forcement might effectually prevent
their fixing themselves solidly.”

The longer that Willing stayed in
New Orleans, the more difficult Pol-
lock and others found him. Using
New Orleans as a sanctuary, Willing
continued to raid British West Flor-
ida territory whenever the oppor-
tunity presented itself and continued
to expose his Spanish benefactors
to potential British retaliation.

Concerned that Willing was be-
ginning to alienate the pliant Gov-
ernor Galvez, Pollock wrote to Con-
gress in August 1778 complaining
about Willing’s continued presence
in New Orleans: “What his next Pre-
tense for tarrying here will be God
knows, but as there is a clear Passage
for him and his Party to go up, part
by Land and Part by Water through
the Spanish Territories by way of the
Appelousa & Nachetosh and join
Colonel [George Rogers] Clark [
am determined to stop all Supplies
in order to get him away.”

This was easier said than done.
Galvez was gravely concerned that if the
increasingly erratic Willing were allowed
to return to the Natchez district via Span-
ish-controlled territory, he would inflame
the situation by a resumption of plunder-
ing along the river. Instead, Willing was
told he needed to return to the United
States via a schooner while the greater
part of his original expedition force was
granted permission to travel northward
under the direction of a more reliable of-
ficer, Lt Robert George.

Willing finally departed New Orleans
after settling his accounts with Pollock,
who entrusted him with a letter to Congress
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along with a box of “Havanna segars,”
but neither Willing nor the cigars ever
reached Philadelphia. Most likely cap-
tured by a British privateer off the capes
of Delaware Bay, Willing was thrown into
prison. He further aggravated his situa-
tion when the volatile raider argued with
a British naval officer and was placed in
irons for three months.

The entire venture brought Pollock to
the brink of personal bankruptcy. Due to
demands being made upon him by Will-
ing during his extended stay in New Or-
leans, Pollock had been forced to use his
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Willing and his party were welcomed to New Orleans, and in spite
of diplomatic pressures from England, Spanish Governor Bernardo
de Galvez (above) allowed them to sell their plunder.

own funds or to seek loans from New Or-
leans merchants. As late as 1792, Pollock’s
creditors were hounding him for their
money, and he spent time in a Havana jail
until the intercession of Robert Morris
and Galvez himself won his release in
1785, a few years after the official end of
the American Revolution.

The Willing expedition failed to achieve
most of its original objectives. British
West Florida remained solidly in British
hands for the rest of the war. Moreover,
due to the mercurial temperament of Will-
ing, the best friend the United States had
in the region, Spanish Governor Bernar-

do Galvez, nearly was attacked by the more
powerful British.

In fact, Willing was guilty of using his
position and congressional instructions to
settle old prewar scores with his former
neighbors in the Natchez district and to
make money for himself at the same time.
Willing used his nautical title and com-
manded land-based “marines,” so that he
could specifically take private property
with impunity in the same manner that a
seagoing privateer operated.

However, while the American dream of
ridding West Florida of British occupa-
tion would be unfulfilled, the expe-
dition revealed to Congress the ex-
tent they could count upon Ber-
nardo Galvez, who, despite the ac-
tivities of Willing, risked life and
limb for the American cause to the
extent that was permissible under
the rules of neutrality.

Finally and not insignificantly,
the Willing expedition tied up Brit-
1sh reinforcements that might have
been sent elsewhere. Further, the
proceeds of the expedition were later
used by Oliver Pollock to partially
finance a more successful expedi-
tion under Col George Rogers Clark
into the Illinois country. Thanks in
part to Pollock’s funds and Spanish
military stores sent upriver, Clark
was able to seize the trading posts
of Kaskaskia and Vincennes and to
drive the British back to Fort Detroit
and thereby solidified the Ameri-
can postwar claim to the Northwest
Territory.

While the Willing Expedition is
historically obscure today, the im-
pact of what Willing and his Ma-
rines indirectly accomplished had
far-reaching consequences for the
postwar development of the new
United States. Without first Willing’s and
then Clark’s expeditions, the British may
have been able to hold onto the Ohio and
Illinots territory and keep the western
borders of the new United States from
going much farther beyond the Appala-
chian mountains.

COURTESY OF DR, CHARLES NEIMEYER

Editor's note: Dr. Neimeyer, Director,
Marine Corps History, based this article
on an oral presentation that he delivered
at the Council on the American Military
Past (CAMP) annual conference in Salt

Lake City in May. K
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