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The year is 1805. President Thomas Jefferson, a man known for his intellectual
prowess and agrarian ideals, secretly deploys a detachment of U.S. Marines - the
very first - on a daring mission to the Barbary Coast. This little-known operation,
shrouded in secrecy for years, reveals a surprising aspect of Jefferson’s presidency
and shines a light on the early struggles of the fledgling United States Navy in
dealing with the threats of piracy and international diplomacy. This article delves into
the complexities of this secret mission, exploring the *Barbary Wars*, the *political
climate*, the *role of the Marines*, and the lasting *legacy of this operation*.

The Barbary Coast: A Den of Pirates and Political
Pressure

The Barbary Coast, encompassing present-day Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, and Libya,
was a notorious haven for pirates in the early 19th century. These Berber pirates,
operating under the protection of their respective rulers, preyed upon merchant
ships in the Mediterranean, capturing crews and demanding ransoms. European
powers had long dealt with these pirates, often paying tribute to avoid attacks.
However, the newly formed United States, with its burgeoning merchant fleet, found
itself increasingly vulnerable. This vulnerability became a major political problem for
Jefferson. Paying tribute, as European nations did, was considered a dishonorable
alternative for a young nation striving for independence and respect on the world
stage. The *Barbary pirates* presented a significant threat to American commerce
and national pride.

Thomas Jefferson's Dilemma and the Decision for



The Pirate Coast Thomas Jefferson The First Marines And The Secret Mission Of
1805

Action

Jefferson, a staunch believer in diplomacy and fiscal responsibility, initially attempted
to negotiate with the Barbary states. However, these negotiations proved fruitless, as
the Barbary rulers, accustomed to receiving tribute, saw little incentive to change
their ways. The escalating demands and increasing attacks on American vessels
forced Jefferson's hand. He realized that the *diplomatic approach*, while preferable,
had failed, leaving military action as the only viable option to protect American
interests and shipping lanes. This shift in strategy marked a turning point in
American foreign policy, emphasizing the necessity of a strong naval presence to
ensure national security.

The First Marines: A Secret Deployment to the
Pirate Coast

In 1805, Jefferson ordered the creation of a small detachment of U.S. Marines,
specifically to address the situation on the Barbary Coast. This marked the official
birth of the United States Marine Corps. These Marines, under the command of
Lieutenant Presley O'Bannon, were part of a larger expeditionary force led by William
Eaton, a former U.S. consul in Tunis. Their mission, kept largely secret from the
public, was twofold: to support Eaton's ambitious plan to install a deposed ruler in
Tripoli and to demonstrate American naval power in the region. This involved the
perilous journey across the North African desert, a logistical challenge in itself,
demonstrating the *military capabilities* of this new branch of the armed forces.

### The Battle of Derna and its Significance

The highlight of this mission was the Battle of Derna, where the small contingent of
Marines, along with a ragtag force of local mercenaries and the restored ruler, Yusuf
Karamanli, achieved a decisive victory against the Tripolitan forces. This victory,
though small in scale, had a massive impact on the negotiations with Tripoli,
demonstrating the strength and resolve of the young American forces. The *success
of the Marines* at Derna significantly improved the bargaining position of the United
States, proving the effectiveness of Jefferson's calculated risk.

The Legacy of the Secret Mission and its Impact
on the Nation

The successful conclusion of this secret mission, though not without losses and
hardship, had significant long-term implications for the United States. It established
the effectiveness of a small but highly trained military force capable of operating far
from home, proving that even a young nation could project its power. The bravery of
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the Marines at Derna became a celebrated moment in American military history,
bolstering national pride and paving the way for future military interventions. The
mission effectively ended the era of paying tribute to the Barbary pirates and
cemented the principle that the United States would defend its interests through
force if necessary. The *impact of the mission* is evident in the continuing legacy of
the Marines and their role in maintaining global security.

Conclusion: A Pivotal Moment in American History

The 1805 secret mission to the Barbary Coast represents a pivotal moment in early
American history. It showcased President Jefferson's strategic flexibility, the bravery
and effectiveness of the newly formed Marines, and the growing importance of a
strong naval presence for a burgeoning nation. By confronting the threat of piracy
directly, Jefferson helped secure American trade routes, enhanced national prestige,
and established a vital precedent for future U.S. military operations abroad. The
daring actions on the Pirate Coast helped shape the future foreign policy of the
United States, underscoring the necessity of a strong military combined with shrewd
diplomacy.

FAQ

Q1: Why was the mission kept secret?

Al: The secrecy surrounding the mission stemmed from several factors. Jefferson
wanted to avoid escalating tensions with the Barbary states prematurely. Public
knowledge of the mission could have jeopardized negotiations and potentially
provoked a wider conflict. Furthermore, revealing military plans and strategies at
that time was considered a security risk. The secrecy also served to minimize
political opposition to military action.

Q2: What role did the U.S. Navy play in the mission?

A2: While the Marines were the ground force, the U.S. Navy played a crucial role in
providing transport, naval bombardment support, and maintaining a blockade of
Tripoli. The Navy’s presence was vital in supporting the Marines’ operations and
preventing the Tripolitans from receiving reinforcements or supplies. The *naval
support* was crucial for the success of the overall operation.

Q3: What were the long-term consequences of the Barbary Wars?

A3: The Barbary Wars, including the 1805 mission, significantly impacted American
foreign policy and military development. They ended the era of American tribute
payments, established the importance of a strong navy, and contributed to the
growth and prestige of the U.S. Marine Corps. The wars also increased American
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naval capabilities and experience in conducting operations overseas.
Q4: How did the Battle of Derna impact the negotiations?

A4: The victory at Derna dramatically improved the U.S. negotiating position. It
demonstrated American military capability and resolve, forcing the Tripolitan
authorities to reconsider their approach. The victory proved that the U.S. was not a
pushover and was willing to fight for its interests, leading to more favorable terms in
the subsequent peace treaty.

Q5: What were the casualties during the mission?

A5: The mission involved significant losses on both sides. While exact numbers are
difficult to determine, the American forces suffered casualties in battles and from
disease. The harsh desert conditions and prolonged campaign took a toll on the
soldiers.

Q6: What is the significance of Presley O'Bannon's role?

AG6: Lieutenant Presley O'Bannon's leadership during the Battle of Derna was pivotal
to the American victory. His tactical decisions and the bravery of his Marines are
legendary. His actions helped shape the early image of the Marines as an elite
fighting force. O'Bannon's courage and strategic acumen contributed immensely to
the mission's success.

Q7: How did this event influence the development of the U.S. Marine Corps?

A7: The 1805 mission and the Battle of Derna are foundational to the Marine Corps'
heritage and traditions. The success of the small force against a larger enemy
cemented the Marines' reputation as a skilled and courageous fighting force capable
of operating both independently and as part of a larger military operation.

Q8: What are some primary sources for learning more about this mission?

A8: Primary sources for researching this mission include accounts from participants
like William Eaton and Presley O'Bannon, official naval and military records from the
period, and letters and diaries from sailors and Marines. Searching for historical
archives of the U.S. Navy and Marine Corps, as well as historical societies and
university libraries, will yield valuable primary source materials.

The Pirate Coast, Thomas Jefferson, the First
Marines, and the Secret Mission of 1805: A
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Forgotten Chapter of American History

The year is 1805. President Thomas Jefferson, a man known for his intellectual
demeanor and dedication to peaceful diplomacy, authorizes a remarkably classified
military operation against the notorious pirate haven along the Barbary Coast. This
endeavor, involving the newly formed United States Marine Corps, reveals a obscure
aspect of Jefferson's reign and highlights the critical role the Marines performed in
forming early American foreign policy. This essay will explore into the complexities of
this mission, examining its background, goals, and enduring impact.

The Barbary Coast, encompassing parts of modern-day Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, and
Libya, was a zone infested with pirates. These wicked seafarers, operating under the
protection of various governments, terrorized Mediterranean trade for centuries.
Their depredations resulted in the seizure of hundreds of sailors, the loss of precious
goods, and a constant hazard to American maritime interests.

While Jefferson preferred diplomacy, the extortionate demands and unrelenting
attacks of the Barbary pirates compelled him with little alternative but to authorize
military action. The circumstance differed from the earlier peaceful resolutions that
Jefferson had effectively arranged with other nations. The Barbary pirates displayed a
singular challenge. Their deeds were blatant, their requirements unreasonable, and
the peril to American citizens was significant.

The operation of 1805, consequently, included a mixture of naval and land actions.
The United States Navy, under the leadership of various commanders, faced the
pirates at sea, while the newly formed Marines, below the leadership of capable
officers, supplied crucial assistance in land conflicts. This illustrated the Marines'
adaptability and proved their importance as an indispensable element of American
military power. The Marines' participation in this operation laid the foundation for
their future participation in numerous battles and missions.

The privacy surrounding the 1805 expedition is important. While not fully classified,
the specifics were diligently controlled to lessen any possible diplomatic problems.
Jefferson’s administration recognized the delicacy of interfering in the affairs of the
Barbary states, and therefore upheld a fragile equilibrium between military action
and diplomatic talks.

The 1805 operation is often overlooked in narratives of the early history of the United
States. However, it illustrates a crucial moment in American foreign policy, and the
role of the Marines in this incident emphasizes their significance from the very
phases of the nation's development. The success of the expedition, although not
entirely definitive, established the foundation for future American engagements with
the Barbary states and contributed to the growth of American naval and military
capacities.
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In summary, the covert mission to the Barbary Coast in 1805 provides a fascinating
and significant view into the early days of the United States Marine Corps and the
difficulties faced by the young nation in establishing its role on the world stage. It
shows the intricacy of Jefferson's presidency and the need for a powerful military to
aid diplomatic attempts. Further research into this era is important to completely
grasp the evolution of American foreign policy and the critical contributions of the
United States Marines.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

1. What were the main objectives of the 1805 mission? The primary aim was to
impede Barbary pirate actions and safeguard American commerce in the
Mediterranean. A secondary objective was to negotiate a more favorable treaty with
the Barbary states.

2. How successful was the mission? The mission attained mixed results. While it
did hinder pirate activities to some measure, it did not completely eradicate the
threat. However, it laid the way for later, more conclusive actions.

3. What was the role of the Marines in the mission? The Marines played a vital
secondary role, taking part in terrestrial battles and offering defense for naval
actions. Their performance showed their versatility and value.

4. Why was the mission kept relatively secret? The secrecy surrounding the
operation was intended to prevent heightening tensions with the Barbary states and
to preserve diplomatic alternatives.
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