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I. Introduction

The history of consuls has until recently been overlooked by histori-
ans, receiving only marginal attention. This is particularly surprising
in view of the fact that consuls, as intermediaries between politics
and business, played an important role in transnational trade, and
that their reports often contain a wealth of significant political and
economic information.

The main task of consuls was to promote bilateral trade relations.
In times of war, they faced particular challenges. They had to ensure
that trade could continue as far as circumstances allowed, and that
their own countrymen and countrywomen were safe and had access
to essential supplies. Besides being obliged in law to look after pris-
oners, impoverished seamen, and sailors who had been shipwrecked,
consuls also had notarial, judicial, and policing duties and dealt with
ships that had been seized or damaged. In addition, one of their most
important tasks was to keep channels of communication open, so that
they could ensure government and business were up to date with the
changing military situation. 

Two collections of essays in recent years, both co-edited by Jörg
Ulbert, offer an overview of the development of the consular service
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in a variety of countries.1 While there is a relatively active research
community working on the history of the French, Swedish, and (to a
lesser extent) German consuls, the history of the American consular
service in the first fifty years after American independence has
received little attention.2 This is true especially for the years 1792 to
1815, the period of the Coalition Wars. A short summary of the his-
tory of the service was recently published by Christoph Strupp, but
his focus is the second half of the nineteenth century.3 The most com-
prehensive discussion to date is still Charles Stuart Kennedy’s 1990
study,4 which for the Coalition Wars period concentrates on the
problems encountered by American consuls in the Barbary Coast
States. Kennedy also briefly discusses the history of certain consuls in
Britain and Bordeaux, and Silvia Marzagalli has published a survey
of historical sources available for the Bordeaux consulate.5 However,
to date there has been no study of the American consuls in north
German port cities during the Coalition Wars, with the exception of
Hamburg, for which two short studies exist. These, however, provide
only outline data for the years of the Coalition Wars.6
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The sources for this period are, in addition, sometimes very mea-
gre. We are lacking many consular reports, not only because the con-
suls were unreliable when it came to submitting them (as was often
alleged), but primarily because of the war itself. Blockades, piracy,
and shipwrecks made it impossible to report back regularly to the
government. This is evident, for example, in the case of the American
consulate in Bremen, for which all reports are missing for the period
from 1806 until 1812, when they recommenced. It has been impossi-
ble to locate the reports of the consul at Emden, and there are gaps
even in the consul’s reports for Hamburg.7 Surviving consular files
for the German Hanseatic League cities are often in very bad condi-
tion, making them difficult to use for research purposes. The situa-
tion is somewhat better for the Netherlands, as the consul there left a
private archive of files containing significant information on not only
the Netherlands themselves but also the activities of the American
consuls in northern Germany.

As the American consular service on the north German coast has,
until now, received only limited attention, I will use the following
section briefly to set out the development of the consular service
along the north-west European coast. The subsequent two sections
examine efforts to expand consular districts and to obtain a salary for
consuls. The fifth and sixth sections deal with problems caused by a
lack of official guidance for consuls and with communication during
the Napoleonic Wars respectively, although for reasons of space I am
only able to set out some initial thoughts on these topics.

II. The Development of the American Consular Service in Northern
Germany

In the eighteenth century most trading nations possessed an estab-
lished consular network. The United States, which had only just
come into being, was an exception. Before the American War of
Independence, the interests of American traders abroad had been
represented by British consuls, but in the course of that conflict first
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steps were taken that would gradually result in the development of
an independent American consular service. During the Revolution -
ary Wars, for example, Congress had appointed agents in France,
Cuba, and China to represent its interests. But it was not until the
Coalition Wars that the network of consulates dramatically expand-
ed, especially in Europe. In 1790 only eighteen American consulates
existed, but by 1800 there were seventy.8

Article 2 (2) of the US constitution gave the President the right to
appoint consuls. Vice consuls and agents, on the other hand, could be
appointed independently and locally by the consuls themselves.9 But
in contrast to consuls, vice consuls and consular agents had no legal
standing unless the consul applied for their formal recognition by the
United States.

Historical literature regularly notes the fact that in early years for-
eigners could be appointed as consuls in the American consular serv-
ice. John Parish and Joseph Pitcairn in Hamburg, like Frederick Jakob
Wichelhausen in Bremen and Hans Rudolf Saaby in Copen hagen,
were not Americans. The practice of appointing foreigners to the con-
sular office was widespread during the Coalition Wars, not only on
the part of the United States, but also of the German states and
Britain. This was in part due to strategic considerations. Choos ing
respectable native merchants with good and close relationships to the
local and regional political elites made it easier for governments to
work with those elites and, in times of war, to prevent sanctions
being subverted.

The first American consulate in Hamburg was established in the
early 1790s, just before the start of the Coalition Wars. In 1790 the
American government appointed John Parish, who was born in
Britain, first as vice consul and then, in 1793, as consul. He was fol-
lowed in October 1796 by the American Samuel Williams, who, how-
ever, did not stay in Hamburg for long, applying for the consulship
in London a few months later in the summer of 1797 and receiving
his appointment to that post at the beginning of the following year.10
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Williams was followed in Hamburg by Joseph Pitcairn, a Scot.
Pitcairn was not able to take up his office immediately, as he was still
being used as a secret despatch bearer operating between Paris,
Amsterdam, and Berlin. In the interim, consular duties were carried
out by Georg C. Schütt, an employee who already worked at the con-
sulate.11 However, Pitcairn, too, when he eventually took up his post,
remained in it for only a short period of time, passing the baton to
John Murray Forbes in 1802. Nonetheless, he stayed in Hamburg
throughout the Napoleonic Wars, maintaining a close relationship
with the American consul in Amsterdam, Sylvanus Bourne, for the
purpose of information-sharing, and eventually leaving Hamburg in
1815, when he moved back to the USA with his family. Forbes, who
followed Pitcairn in the post, was born in 1771 in Florida, of Scottish
parents. During his time in Har vard, he became a friend of John
Quincy Adams. He remained in office as consul in Hamburg until the
end of the Coalition Wars.

The USA established its first consulate in Bremen in 1794,
appointing Arnold Delius as consul. He was accredited by the Duke
of Oldenburg, but the Bremen Senate rejected his appointment
nonetheless, on the grounds that Delius had been involved in an
ongoing trial since 1786. Instead, Frederick Jacob Wichelhausen took
up the post and remained in office for thirty-five years.12 The first US
consulate in Emden was opened in 1804.

Throughout the nineteenth century the American consular service
was criticized for being badly organized and inefficient, and the con-
suls were accused of neglecting their duties.13 However, whether it
held true in general or not, this perception should be viewed with
caution for the years of the Coalition Wars, when as honorary consuls
(their status at the time) they were faced with the double challenge of
meeting their consular obligations while also ensuring their own
financial survival. And at least in the early years of the service, con-
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suls had no guidance as to what was expected of them in office. It
was not until 1792 that the American government passed the first Act
regulating consular activity.14 A few years earlier John Adams had
declared that a consul’s first duty was ‘[to] ex plore new channels of
commerce and new markets for our produce’.15 In 1790 Thomas
Jefferson had written to all the US consuls requesting that they sub-
mit regular reports. Every six months, he stipulated, they should set
down the number of American ships that had put in at their har-
bours, along with a precise description of the ships themselves and
the goods they carried. These reports were to include details of any
events that might endanger the movement of goods, and ensure that
the ships’ captains were informed in good time of any such threats.16

Jefferson had been urging the Senate and House of Representatives
for legislation to regulate consular activity since 1790, and finally, on
14 April 1792, the first Consular Act was passed. Its provisions main-
ly regulated the support of ill, shipwrecked, or imprisoned seamen;
duties in relation to ships, such as the rescue of stranded ships and
their cargoes; the sale of ships; and the consul’s notarial tasks if an
American should die abroad.17

But the law did not foresee a salary for consuls. Instead, they were
only able to receive compensation for their official services, which in
practice meant the income from disembarkation fees and any money
they might receive for acting as a notary in cases when Americans
died abroad. Financial assistance for impoverished seamen was paid
for by the Treasury at the rate of 12 cents a day. A supplementary Act
was passed in 1803 which allowed consuls to charge other fees,
including 2 per cent of the sum which ships’ captains had to advance
as provision for sailors released from duty, so that the latter could
pay for their passage home.18
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III. Economic Situation

French consuls had been public servants since the seventeenth cen-
tury (which, however, meant that they were not allowed to trade on
their own behalf). But US consuls were not paid until the service was
reformed in 1856. There were a few exceptions; Thomas Barclay,
appointed first US consul in France in 1781, was granted a salary of
1,500 US dollars (USD) per annum, and Samuel Williams received
2,500 USD per annum as consul in London.19 The consuls in the
Barbary Coast States (Algeria, Tunisia, Morocco, Tripoli) each
received salaries of up to 2,000 USD; the US government could hard-
ly do otherwise, given that relations between the US and these states
were in a permanent state of tension and so consuls could not trade
safely in these regions.20 In 1810 the salaries of the Barbary Coast con-
suls were raised to 3,000 USD; at the same time they were absolutely
prohibited from carrying out any trade.21

In economically flourishing ports, consuls could make a consider-
able amount from consular fees. They also enjoyed significant social
prestige and a certain immunity, besides being privy to important
information regarding local and regional developments. For distance
traders, the office of consul had the additional advantage that many
merchants in America did not have their own agents in Europe, but
still wanted to participate in the lucrative European market. They
would often send their goods out speculatively, asking only that they
be sold on a profitable market. Often, captains who had such goods
to sell approached consuls first for help, deeming them trustworthy
partners.22

For less successful businessmen, or even those whose businesses
had failed entirely, becoming a consul was an opportunity to im -
prove their financial situation. Arnold Delius applied for the Bremen
consulate to better his income after he was arrested in Bremen for
allegedly owing 90,000 USD to the firm of Heymann & Tratta. Joseph
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Forman, who took up the position of consul in Rotterdam in the sum-
mer of 1800, had gone bankrupt in the global credit and sales crisis
that began in Hamburg and went on to affect dozens of towns and
cities on the US east coast at the beginning of that year.23 John Murray
Forbes also applied for the position of consul after getting into finan-
cial difficulties, trying first Bordeaux and then Marseille, before even-
tually being appointed consul in Hamburg in 1802. Although he had
applied for consulships in the south of France for health reasons, eco-
nomic considerations eventually led him to decide to accept Ham -
burg despite ‘all the severities’ of the local climate.24

The Hanseatic cities were very attractive for merchants of strait-
ened means, as trade with America had increased considerably after
French revolutionary troops occupied Holland in 1795.25 In 1804
William Clark went to great efforts to establish a consulate in Emden
for precisely this reason. In his request, Clark pointed out that ship-
ping traffic with Emden was insignificant in times of peace, and that
American ships had only called in there more recently because of the
blockade imposed on the neighbouring rivers and the Dutch ports.
Within the previous two months alone, he noted, a dozen American
ships had put in at Emden.26

In the autumn of 1804 a number of measures were implemented
to make things easier for ships travelling between Tönning and Ham -
burg and between the harbours on the Jade and at Bremen. This
resulted in much of the shipping traffic moving from Emden to Eck -
warden and Varel, and Clark therefore requested that these two ports
should come under his consular authority. After the British ended the
blockade in 1805, however, Clark could not see any future for himself
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in Emden, at least financially speaking,27 and his correspondence
breaks off after 1806. But from John Murray Forbes’s reports, we
know that Clark continued as consul at Emden under the Na po leonic
continental system, probably because of the gradual development of
East Frisia into a centre for covert trading.28

The authority of the American consul in Hamburg extended only
to the city, and did not include the bordering Danish district of
Altona. However, shipping traffic in Altona increased significantly
after 1795, and during his short consulship in Hamburg Samuel
Williams fought hard for an extension of his authority to cover all
Danish ports on the Elbe.29 The government refused, but this did not
stop his successor carrying on the campaign.30 Shortly after his
appointment in 1802 Forbes, like Pitcairn before him, asked for the
district covered by the Hamburg consular authority to be extended,
this time to include the numerous minor principalities that lined the
banks of the Elbe. In view of the location of these states, he saw the
limitation of consular authority to Hamburg as a ‘general imbecility’,
which made it ex tremely difficult for him to carry out his job. He
noted that the authority of the other foreign consuls in Hamburg
‘extend[s] “to the Circle of Lower Saxony” which is the only political
division of the country, which embraces all the Sovereignties border-
ing the navigable Elbe’.31

Britain imposed a blockade on the Elbe and Weser rivers when
war broke out again in the summer of 1803, and Forbes worried that
the whole of British and American trade could shift to the Baltic.
Fears for his economic future led him to consider moving his busi-
ness to Lower Saxony, Lübeck, or Rostock in the event that he was
not granted consular authority over Hamburg’s neighbouring terri-
tories. He argued that
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[w]ithout a particular local knowledge of this vicinity it is
impossible to conceive of the embarrassing intersections of lit-
tle dominions which one meets with—they are designated by
posts and in riding five or six miles you may traverse a coun-
try owing allegiance to as many different Lords who recognize
no common stile of regence but that of ‘The Princes States and
Cities composing the Circle of Lower Saxony’.32

For this reason, Forbes considered the limitation of his consular
authority to Hamburg to be a ‘nullity’.33 As Denmark recognized the
consular districts of other nations for the whole of Lower Saxony,
Forbes demanded a corresponding ruling from the US government,
asking at the same time that he be promoted to the position of
General Consul. Were he to be appointed, he promised, he would
appoint a suitable American to the post of consul in Bremen, where
the consul at the time was Wichelhausen. Referring to his two pred-
ecessors, Parish and Pitcairn, he noted that they had made ‘brilliant
fortunes’ while in office,34 while his own situation as an American
‘give[s] for the present only naked and hungry honor with a most
remote and uncertain prospect of commercial success’.35

In October 1803, in view of his precarious financial situation, his
health problems, and the complete collapse of trade in Hamburg,
Forbes applied while on a short visit to London for the position of
consul in Bordeaux, which he had already unsuccessfully applied for
once before.36 His application was no more successful this time.
Although the feared shift of American trade to the Baltic region did
not come to pass, trade traffic instead moved on to Tönning, beyond
the bounds of his consular authority. As a result, he made a new
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attempt in spring 1804 to extend his consular district, which was half-
heartedly granted by the US government.37

Once the British blockade was lifted in 1805 his situation im -
proved briefly. But in the spring, when Prussia, under pressure from
the French, agreed to block its ports for British ships and goods,
Forbes once again began to fear for his economic survival. The exten-
sion of his consular district, for which he had campaigned for so long,
and his appointment to General Consul, finally took place in
December after the imposition of the continental system,38 and
Forbes promptly installed a vice consul in Tönning. The vice consul,
however, as far as we can tell from the consular correspondence, was
not recognized by the Danish government.39

After Hamburg was occupied by French troops and the continen-
tal system was imposed, no more ships came to the city. Forbes
turned to the French consul to try to negotiate an exception for
American vessels, and at first, the consul told him that American
ships could put into Hamburg as long as they went first to Glück -
stadt and declared this as their last port of departure. Forbes, how-
ever, was not on the best of terms with Bourrienne, the French envoy
to Hamburg, and so concessions made by the French consul were
repeatedly revoked.40

After 1807 ships increasingly went to Tönning, so that in 1809
Forbes finally decided to change his place of residence. But a long ill-
ness prevented him from moving quickly, and he complained that he
was losing income as a result: ‘We have flocks of our countrymen
arriving at Tonningen . . . had I been on the spot, I should have done
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very handsomely . . . I regret the loss of good business.’41 And
indeed, within the first two weeks of his arrival in Tönning, no fewer
than five American ships entrusted him with the sale of their car-
goes.42 According to his report, in 1809 alone over ninety American
ships put in at the port, while no American ship had called at
Hamburg since the Decree of Bayonne in 1808.43

Tönning belonged to Denmark, so Forbes could act there only in
the capacity of deputy to the American consul in Copenhagen. As
American ships also called at many of the smaller ports in Holstein
and Schleswig besides Tönning, in 1809 he asked for a consulate to be
established there whose district should integrate both regions, noting
the presence ‘in the different ports of Holstein & Schleswig upwards
of one hundred & twenty American ships and a larger amount of
property of the Citizens of the U.S. than was ever accumulated in any
foreign country’. But he also pointed out that such trading was only
temporary, the goods being destined ultimately for the Hamburg
market;44 he therefore wanted to retain his consulate in Hamburg as
well.45

The situation became critical for Forbes in January 1811, when the
Hanseatic cities were incorporated into the Napoleonic Empire.
Napoleon’s orders in 1811 were intended to prevent any kind of colo-
nial trade. Among other measures, he forced Denmark to close the
harbours on its west coast to American ships and prevent any ships
already docked there from leaving. Only the Danish ports on the
Baltic coast, along with the Russian ports, stayed open to American
ships. Forbes shut the consulate in Tönning and returned to Ham burg,
after trying in vain to persuade the US consul in Copen hagen to set up
a consular agency for Kiel, Eckernförde, and other Baltic ports.46
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But on his return to Hamburg Forbes was faced with the fact that
under the French occupation he was no longer recognized as consul
and would have to be officially re-appointed to satisfy the French and
the Hamburg Senate of his status. His difficulties in this regard,
together with his financial position, led him to exclaim in July 1811:
‘I am so completely disgusted with my present situation that I shall
be well pleased to have a fair excuse for quitting it.’47 As there was no
sign of the government taking any steps to re-appoint him, he
applied instead for the Lisbon consulate, but was disappointed. As a
result, and after the American special envoy in Copenhagen, George
W. Erving, left the Danish capital in 1811, Forbes repeatedly applied
(between 1813 and 1816) for the post of chargé d’affaires and General
Consul in Denmark.

In his campaign to extend his consular district, Forbes was not
solely motivated by worries about his personal income. He was also
trying to protect American trade. As early as the spring of 1804 he
wrote to Madison

that at present the trade of Hamburg being divided between
several other ports and the Governments to which those ports
belong, having determined that no foreigners shall have the
benefits of a commercial residence & establishment among
them, without some official character, I cannot have an oppor-
tunity of affording any assistance to my fellow citizens, and
that my residence at Hamburg is equally without advantage to
myself & my Country.48

The situation reached a crisis point in 1810. Lacking any proper
authority from the American government, Forbes found it almost
impossible to secure the release of ships captured by privateers.49 In
view of the dire plight of many stranded sailors, and the high costs
of caring for them—which were far beyond his own small means or
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even the official funds at his disposal—Forbes requested the appoint-
ment of a paid agent who would be employed solely for the purpose
of looking after the ships’ crews left stranded and impoverished in
Hamburg. It tells us a good deal about Forbes’s financial situation
that he not only put himself forward for this role, but also offered to
be paid at the level of a minor employee.50

IV. The Fight for a Salary

Forbes was not the only consul to campaign for proper remuneration
during the Coalition Wars. Sylvanus Bourne had been trying to per-
suade the American government to offer consuls a regular salary
since the mid 1790s. In the early 1790s Bourne and his colleague
Fulwar Skipwith had been consuls on the French Caribbean islands
of St Domingo and Martinique. As such, they had experienced the
full economic effects of the French Revolution and slave uprisings. In
addition, Skipwith’s fortune was destroyed when his trading house
burned down, and his financial situation was now just as precarious
as that of Forbes and Clark. He applied to be appointed to a consular
post in Lisbon, Bordeaux, Cadiz, or Marseille, but Jefferson sent him
to Martinique instead.51 Because of the unrest in the French Carib -
bean colonies, American merchants had more or less stopped all
trade with the islands, and Skipwith saw no reason to expect an eco-
nomic upturn. He therefore turned to Jefferson with a plea for gov-
ernment remuneration, but was refused.52

Bourne took up his post as consul in Amsterdam in 1794. Just a
few months later, French revolutionary troops occupied the
Netherlands, and trade in the ports of Amsterdam and Rotterdam
collapsed. In view of the poor economic outlook, Bourne made a first
request for a salary in 1795.53 Little is known about his financial situ-
ation at the beginning of his career, although we know that he mar-
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ried into a wealthy and influential American family of traders and
bankers. In 1799 he joined the trading firm of Lange & Bourne as a
partner. Although the British had lifted the blockade on Dutch ports
in the same year, international trade was still suffering as a result of
the severe credit and sales crisis triggered by a speculation bubble in
Hamburg. The crisis affected not only half of Europe, but also the
cities on the United States eastern seaboard. None of Bourne’s agents,
either in America or in Europe, gave him any grounds for optimism
about commissions; in Hamburg, Pitcairn warned that in the crisis,
merchants felt no particular inclination to ‘recommend . . . enterprise
to their friends’.54 However, unlike Forbes, Bourne seems to have
been extremely successful at finding clever ways around the trading
restrictions and blockades of the Napoleonic Wars. When the trading
crisis was over, he quickly built up close links to Hamburg and
Bremen merchants and worked closely with Wichelhausen and Pit -
cairn. He was actively supported by two of his wife’s American rela-
tives, William Taylor and the banker George Salomon, and with their
backing, he was able to enter the banking business in 1801.55

The effects of the global credit and sales crisis of 1799 had not yet
died away when American consuls in Europe were shocked to hear
that Congress had decided to reduce disembarkation fees by half,
from two American dollars to one. The consuls based in Amsterdam,
Hamburg, Bremen, and London all agreed that they would not
accept this, and continued to charge two dollars. In Joseph Pitcairn’s
opinion, even this was too low, considering how much work was
involved in the issuing of a disembarkation notice.56 The American
consuls in Europe were further dismayed by a court judgment in the
USA that questioned the neutrality of the consuls and their trading
houses. Pitcairn saw this as a ‘hardship of mixing consuls with the
Nation they reside in’, and asked Bourne to use his connections to
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Congress to get the judgment revoked.57 Bourne duly turned to his
relatives, William Taylor and the banker George Solomon, asking
them to appeal on his behalf to Congress and the Secretary of State to
stress the difficulties the decision would cause. The consuls also sent
numerous letters of protest to congressmen demanding that the judg-
ment be revoked and the neutral status of consuls confirmed.58

Bourne used this opportunity to revert to the question of pay,
although an internal letter sent to Bourne by Wichelhausen shows
how the latter was concerned about the possible effects of reviving
this question. Wichelhausen feared that if Congress were again to
turn down Bourne’s request, this would be likely to make things
more difficult for the consuls in future. He suggested that rather than
tabling a formal proposal, they should adopt a more subtle approach
and draw the attention of congressmen to the problem as the chance
arose.59 Bourne took no notice, and his application for a salary was
once again declined after Jefferson took office.60 Never theless,
despite this setback, the consuls continued to fight for a salary, part-
ly because their financial circumstances left them no other choice.
Joseph Forman, for example, the Rotterdam consul, took advantage
of a journey to the USA—which he had actually undertaken in order
to sort out his debts—to talk to congressmen about the financial dif-
ficulties faced by consuls in Europe. On his return to Rotterdam, he
complained that there was no consensus on the issue in Congress.
Nonetheless, he was determined to bring the congressmen around to
his way of thinking, being convinced that ‘they must put the con-
sulate on a footing more reputable’. He noted further that as he
would be in Washington when Congress was next in session, he
would use the opportunity to raise the subject again.61 Although their
next application, made in 1802, was also turned down, Bourne and
the other consuls did not give up the struggle.
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As the blockade was imposed with increasing severity, the con-
suls not only lost sources of income. The cost of obtaining the release
of confiscated ships, and caring for stranded and impoverished sea-
men, also rose rapidly. Money made available by the government for
this purpose was not enough either to look after sailors in need or to
send them home. The American consul in Paris, Ridgeway, ran out of
money and could not pay the passage home of Americans released
from custody.62 The situation became particularly worrying for
Forbes in 1810, when American ships were seized and held on the
Danish coast. Within a short time he had spent 7,500 USD on helping
sailors in Tönning who had lost their income, and it was likely that
these costs would only increase as it became more and more difficult
to send sailors home. As there was also no more money forthcoming
from his creditors, he now faced financial ruin. He therefore wrote to
the US government requesting that they transfer him the necessary
funds without delay, as otherwise, ‘I shall be in the greatest embar-
rassment, as the sum involves all the earnings of the short period of
my prosperity and besides embraces a considerable advance of my
friends’.63

Forbes suffered financial hardship more or less throughout the
whole of the war. With no financial resources of his own, he made a
first request for a salary in a letter to Madison in spring 1806, when
Prussia, under pressure from France, prohibited the import of British
goods. He explained to Madison that since his appointment as con-
sul, he had more or less lived off his friends.64 Seeking to ally himself
with Forbes on this point, Bourne raised the subject again in 1808. ‘I
agree with you’, Forbes wrote to Bourne in October of that year, ‘that
these are bad times for consuls without salaries, but when shall we
see better? Should we not concert our attack on the liberality of Govt.
to allow us Salaries?’65 Forbes held out little hope for the success of
Bourne’s application to the US government early the following year,
given the government’s response in the past.66 When he applied for
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the post of chargé d’affaires and General Consul in Co pen hagen in
1813, Forbes again included a request for regular pay in his applica-
tion, hoping for a salary of at least 4,500 USD: ‘You know Sir, how
essential it is in Europe to the influence of a public man that he
should have the means of supporting a suitable standing and of
reciprocating the ordinary hospitalities of society.’67

In part, Forbes’ financial problems during the Coalition Wars
were of his own making, as his behaviour towards traders and politi-
cians had not always been of a kind calculated to gain their support.
He did not even enjoy good relations with Bourrienne. The latter had
a reputation for being open to bribery, which could have been advan-
tageous to Forbes had he not held such behaviour ‘incompatible with
the dignity of our government, and not less revolting to my general
feelings’. Bourrienne and his representatives made Americans,
Forbes claimed, into ‘victims of chicanery’ so that they were ‘exposed
to heavy ransoms by way of bribery’.68

The continental system put American consuls in Europe in an
extremely difficult position. On the one hand, they had to ensure that
American neutrality was upheld and that their fellow Americans
were protected. On the other, this was sometimes only possible if
they disregarded the enemy’s rules; captains of American ships often
ignored the prohibition on putting in at British ports, partly because
they had no other choice and partly for economic reasons, hoping for
profitable sales. However, this meant that they ran the risk of having
their ships confiscated. Often, the consuls found themselves in a legal
grey area, where the lines between lawful and unlawful activity were
blurred. In 1810, for example, Forbes incurred the criticism of both
American traders and their German and Danish customers. He had
long been concerned that English ships were misusing the American
flag, and repeatedly complained that ‘all kinds of tricks are practised
and that English ships and subjects are daily seen under American
protection’.69 He believed that ‘the honor of our flag’ required ‘the
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greatest vigilance to suppress these abuses’.70 Acting on this belief, he
brought several American captains to the attention of the authorities
for holding forged papers. Besides angering his own countrymen,
this also annoyed the trading community in Hamburg and Den -
mark.71 In his application for the post of chargé d’affaires and Gen -
eral Consul at Copenhagen, he therefore hoped that besides a fixed
salary, he would also be permitted economic and political independ-
ence. ‘I have no hope of great mercantile patronage’, he wrote to
Madison, ‘because my public conduct has not always quadrated with
the views of interested and powerful individuals in that line. I wish
therefore to own my means of existence only to the faithful & consci-
entious discharge of such duties as may be confided to me.’72

V. ‘Want of Regulations’

The 1792 Consular Act had stipulated only a few duties for consuls.
As a result, the consuls had no instructions to fall back on when mak-
ing decisions. Joseph Forman’s letter to Bourne, for example, just
after he had been appointed consul for Rotterdam, makes it clear that
he had been given no information at all about the duties and tasks
that awaited him. He did not even know whether he would have to
buy his own stamps and seals, or whether he would have to obtain
accreditation from the relevant government.73

The ever-fluctuating military situation repeatedly forced the con-
suls to make decisions without waiting for an answer from Washing -
ton. As a result, Forman suggested that the consuls should all meet
together ‘[to] make some arrangement for a regular & established
definitions [sic] of consular Privilidges [sic] & Rights’.74 Sylvanus
Bourne’s correspondence shows that at times, there was a lively ex -
change of information between the consuls in the Hanseatic cities,
Holland, and England.
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An ongoing problem was the abuse of neutrality, or that this was
simply ignored. Ships generally kept several flags on board for rea-
sons of safety; these helped them both to escape privateers and to get
around the blockade. In July 1800 Rohan, the American consular
agent in Flushing, was faced with an awkward situation. A French
privateer anchored in Flushing harbour was flying the American flag
on the mainmast, but for the sake of the crew, the captain had also
hoisted the French republican flag.75

The covert swapping of flags was common among all seafaring
nations, leading France and Britain to tighten up the rules. Ships’
captains were obliged to submit written confirmation of neutrality
and that their papers were genuine. This confirmation had to be
obtained both from their home authorities and the French or British
consul. In 1807 Forbes complained that now, not even the tiniest
package could be loaded on to a neutral ship without being signed
off by the French consul.76

There were continual disputes relating to alleged forging of doc-
uments or other ways of concealing a ship’s or a crew’s national alle-
giance. Space does not permit a detailed discussion of this topic here,
but it is useful to look at some cases where consuls were forced to
make quick decisions. When papers were lost because of shipwreck
or other events, it was almost impossible to prove the true nationali-
ty of captain and crew. Missing papers, or the smallest suspicion that
papers might not be genuine, were used by the French and British as
an excuse to seize ships and their crews. Even if someone could
prove that they were American, the British often refused to recognize
their passport if they were a naturalized American or had British
ancestry. According to British law, a person born in Britain remained
British for life, even if they took on the nationality of another coun-
try. Based on this understanding of the law, the British Navy forcibly
pressed many sailors on American ships into its service.77 This
behaviour on the part of the British was one reason for the war that
broke out between Britain and the USA in 1812.78
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A particularly complex situation arose where non-Americans
were in charge of American ships and these were seized by British
privateers. In one case, a captain of Irish birth asked for American
protection after his ship, which was running under an American flag,
was seized by British privateers and taken to Plymouth. The captain
was able to flee to Holland, where he begged Rohan for protection so
that he could return to the United States, but Rohan was not sure
whether he was legally permitted to lend him the protection due to
an American citizen while he was travelling to the USA.79

The nationality of ships that had been seized by privateers and
sold to Americans at auction was also unclear. Rohan in Rotterdam,
for example, asked Bourne if a ship taken as a prize, which had there-
after been bought by an American at auction, could legally sail under
an American flag if all the papers relating to the sale were in order.80

It was important to clarify this question because even in cases where
the purchase of a ship was proven to be entirely legal, the warring
parties did not always respect the change of flag, and defending such
a claim in court was extremely expensive for the consuls.

Forged American passports were also a major problem. Many
British citizens travelled with American identity documents, as peo-
ple living on the European mainland often could not easily tell if
someone was British or American. Nathan Mayer Rothschild, for
example, the founder of the Rothschild banking house in England,
sent one of his employees to Gothenburg with a forged American
pass in 1807, to ensure the safe passage of goods to the European
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mainland.81 In the autumn of 1804 the French commanding officer in
Hanover complained to Forbes that Joshua Jepson Oddy, author of
the book European Commerce (1805), was travelling through German
states on an American pass obtained from the Hamburg Senate.
Forbes protested to the Senate’s legal counsel (Syndikus), Von Sienen,
and to the British consul, but was ignored. He was also prevented
from publishing his protest in the Hamburg newspapers. Eventually
he turned to James Madison, who was residing in London in his
capacity as United States envoy, but Madison proved equally unhelp-
ful.82

Until the beginning of the nineteenth century the Americans did
not issue standardized ships’ registration certificates and there were
no laws obligating ship owners or captains to carry health certificates
for their crews. When American ships and their crews arrived in
Europe, they were therefore often subject to long periods in quaran-
tine. Any certificates they did possess were written by hand and had
no standardized appearance, so that it was easy to doubt their au then -
ticity. It was only in 1801 that the American government instructed
that ships’ certificates must be set out in a specific way and that ship-
ping companies must issue health certificates to their crews. In a let-
ter to Madison in June 1802 Wichelhausen applauded the govern-
ment’s decision, even though it had taken so long, as he thought it
would help avoid lengthy and unfair quarantine times. However, in
the same letter he also regretted that the changes still did not include
a requirement for captains to register their arrival and cargoes with
the local consul. In his opinion, this made it impossible to create reli-
able lists of shipping that had put into the harbour. In 1802 he asked
the American government to grant permission for consuls to force
captains to submit their papers, in order to prevent fraud on the part
of foreign nations.83 In view of the limited means available to consuls,
he also asked for precise instructions as to what circumstances per-
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mitted them to give state aid to stranded and destitute sailors. He re -
fer red to the brutal way in which many ships’ captains simply aban -
doned their sailors with no means of support, sometimes forcing them
to resign their posts. But there were also many, he said, who stayed
behind for no good reason.

At the beginning of 1803 the US government passed a supple-
mentary law which obliged ships’ captains to put down a security
deposit of 400 USD to ensure that they brought back their entire crew
when they returned to the US. The only exceptions were seamen who
had died, run away or been pressed into foreign service, or released
from their contracts early during the voyage home by mutual agree-
ment and with knowledge of the consul. But such an early release
was conditional on the consul receiving an advance payment of three
months’ wages, two-thirds of which was to be given to the sailor,
while a third went towards a fund for sailors in need.84

When Forbes was appointed consul in Hamburg in 1802, one of
his first demands was that support for impoverished seamen should
be increased, as his predecessor, Pitcairn, had been forced to spend
more than the statutory amount on this task.85 After war broke out
again in 1803, and especially after 1806, government funds for strand-
ed sailors proved increasingly insufficient, and so Forbes repeatedly
called on the American government to remedy the situation.86 When
in 1810 the Danish government, acting under pressure from France,
confiscated all American ships in its harbours, Forbes asked the
American envoy in Paris, General Armstrong, for financial assis-
tance, as he had already paid out over 14,000 USD to help such
sailors, and the captains of the few ships still permitted to sail
demanded outrageous sums in return for taking sailors back with
them to America.87 He reported that they were asking for 30 USD or
more a head, although the 1803 law only allowed for up to 10 USD.88
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VI. Communication Problems

Sending and receiving news could be extremely difficult in wartime.
Yet early access to reliable information was essential for American
consuls if they were to fulfil their task of protecting both their coun-
trymen and their country’s trade. Letters could be held up by block-
ades or intercepted. When it came to news, communication was just
as difficult within Europe as it was across the Atlantic, and so any
correspondence was likely to travel via complicated routes to make
sure that letters arrived at their intended destination.89 After French
revolutionary troops occupied Holland, for example, letters between
Amsterdam and the USA were frequently sent to London via the
Hanseatic cities before being forwarded on to the USA from there.
When it became impossible to contact the USA directly, the consuls
in Europe tried to make up for this by sharing information; Mount -
ference, the Paris envoy, for example, asked Sylvanus Bourne to tell
him the outcome of the presidential election in the US after he was
unable to obtain an American newspaper.90

The reliability, or otherwise, of news was also a cause for concern.
In June 1800, for example, a rumour was going around that the Dutch
ports had been blockaded. The captain of an English ship had told
Pitcairn in Hamburg that he had been unable to call in at Amsterdam
because of a blockade. Pitcairn then wrote to Bourne and to Williams,
the American consul in London.91 Both assured him that they had
heard nothing about a further blockade of the Dutch ports. Williams
added that he hoped ‘there will not be another blockade—the other
was sufficiently injurious to this country’.92

His concern was not unjustified. A few months later, Forman re -
ported from Rotterdam that Britain had imposed a general embargo
stretching from the Baltic region to the Mediterranean. It was not
clear to what extent the American flag was affected. But by the begin-
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ning of April 1801 Forman was able to report that the embargo did
not apply to American ships, warning, however, that ‘our situation is
extremely critical at this moment. Great Britain is absolutely desper-
ate & as a nation they are as mad as their King, & with a mad King &
a mad people there can be no calculation.’93 Shortly afterwards, a
message came from London that both the American and the Prussian
flag would be respected and that numerous ships sailing under the
Papenburg flag had reached their destination.94

Newspapers were not always a reliable source of information.
Early in 1807 many European newspapers reported that British
squad rons were holding neutral ships in the Adriatic. The American
consul in Trieste, William Riggins, turned to Bourne, asking him to
correct the newspaper reports, as ships belonging to neutral countries
were not affected.95

Getting messages to the USA became more and more difficult
after 1806. Finding his correspondence increasingly subject to French
interception, Forbes sometimes made as many as four copies of his
letters, sending them by different routes in the hope that at least one
of them would reach the other side of the Atlantic.96 When all com-
munication with London stopped in September 1807 Forbes prompt-
ly decided to take the next ship to England so that he could obtain
reliable information to pass on to American traders and captains.
Once he had got the most up to date news, he travelled back to
Hamburg via Kiel and Tönning.97

Relations between Britain and the USA had been continually wor -
sen ing since 1807. Previously, letters had regularly been sent to
Washington via London, but now they were increasingly forwarded
via Amsterdam or Gothenburg.98 Writing to the US Secretary of State
James Monroe, Forbes spoke of how ‘extreme difficulty and compli-
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cated risks which attend all correspondence with the U.S. at present
almost discourage the attempt’.99

Messages sometimes also arrived dangerously late. The news
about the embargo on the Dutch ports, and that it would apply to
American ships in 1810, did not reach America for three months.
Unaware of the situation, numerous ships had left the USA in the late
autumn of 1809 and were on their way to Europe. Forbes was
extremely worried as he could not think how to get a warning to
them before their arrival:

I am much embarrassed to know how to communicate to these
vessels the distressing and gloomy aspect of our affairs in this
quarter and regret more that is has not been deemed expedient
to employ three or four small and fast sailing vessels in differ-
ent parts of Europe to give information of the great and sud-
den changes which in later times have brought such immense
sacrifices on our foreign commerce.100

He therefore urged the US government to consider using fast sailing
ships to protect their merchant navy, pointing out that the British
were nearly always the first to hear of any changes, to the disadvan-
tage of neutral countries: ‘they push their collusive trade so unblush-
ingly here to such an amount . . . before the honest American can
arrive in Europe.’101 Furthermore, he continued, the new agreement
between Sweden and France permitted neutral trading, but the
British had been the first to profit from it—the very first ship to call
in at Stralsund had been British, trading on a British account.102

Following the Fontainebleau edict of October 1810 trade shifted to
the Baltic region. Smuggling on the German North Sea coast came al -
most to a standstill. Vice-Admiral Saumarez had been ensuring the safe
passage of the British merchant fleet in the Baltic since 1808. According
to Forbes, the British navy was blocking the Sund to the point where
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American ships could not put in at Helsingör to pay their fees. Danish
privateers took advantage of this to seize American ships.103

The news of Napoleon’s defeat in Russia only partly improved the
situation for American shipping. War had now broken out between
the USA and Britain, and American ships which had previously
sailed as far as Russia under the protection of the British Navy in the
Baltic now became targets for British privateers. In response, the
Americans sent two privateers of their own to the North Sea and the
Baltic, which seized over twenty British ships carrying tar, wood, and
wheat.104 Thanks to Forbes’ efforts on their behalf, the Danish gov-
ernment offered the American ships protection in their harbours.

Improved relations with Denmark in the final years of the war
eventually led Forbes to apply for the two positions of Consul and
chargé d’affaires in Copenhagen:

I have been peculiarly the sport of political circumstances
and after thirteen years of arduous service, find myself with-
out a resting place—dearly had I formed a domestic estab-
lishment at Hamburg in 1811, when I was forced to abandon
it, with considerable loss, I have since that time been here and
just at the moment when I hoped to have something like a
charmant and agreeable employment, having expended con-
siderable sums in furniture & I am again in doubt if my wish-
es for an appointment as consul general & Chargé d’Affaires
at this Court will be realized or if I must again return to
Hamburg.105

After the war was over, he received accreditation for the position of
General Consul for Stettin and Stralsund and was appointed to the
Copenhagen consulate in 1817.106 But only two years later he left
Europe for good, having never really taken up his role in Stettin and
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Stralsund.107 After a brief stay in the USA, he went to Argentina as
chargé d’affaires, and died there in 1831.

VII. Conclusion

The financial difficulties experienced by Forbes, and the consuls’
fight for a salary, clearly demonstrate the problems faced by consuls
during the Napoleonic Wars. They had to walk a tightrope between
securing their own economic survival and fulfilling their consular
duties. The lack of proper instructions was an additional burden for
consuls already dealing with a heavy workload and obstructive
wartime conditions.

Much maritime trade during the Napoleonic Wars took place in a
legal grey area, and merchants exploited this to bring their colonial
goods to the mainland during the blockades. Up to a point, the con-
suls could tolerate and even support this practice. With no salary of
their own, some of them were prepared to help undermine the block-
ade to safeguard their own incomes, but they also had to protect and,
if necessary, assert the neutral status of their own country and its
legal rights, which meant preventing illegal practices which could
damage American trade. While free traders and captains could react
quickly to changing circumstances and move to other ports if neces-
sary, consuls were restricted to their own areas of authority.

The political fragmentation of the north German region also
placed significant geographical limits on their official capacities.
Forbes, for example, could not officially assist his own countrymen
outside the narrow borders of his consular district, or if he did, his
assistance would not have been recognized. This limited mobility
meant that consuls lost important sources of income, as we can see
from Forbes’s campaign to extend the area of his consular authority,
and his demand for the establishment of a consulate (if only on a tem-
porary basis) in Tönning. His eventual failure was a result of the dif-
ficult path he had to tread between exercising his official duties—in
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the course of which he had annoyed various merchants, along with
the political elite—and the necessity of securing an adequate, appro-
priate income to meet his own needs.
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