A Gentlemanly and Honorable Profession
The Creation of the US. Naval Officer Corps,
1794-1815. By Christopher McKee. (Annapo-
his: Naval Institute Press, 1991 xvi, 600 pp
$49.95, 158N 0-87021-283-4.)

Christopher McKee, author of Edward Preble
{1972), has now produced an exhaustively re-
searched and wonderfully comprehensive ex-
arsination of the first generation of American
naval ofacers. This prosopography enters the
woefully neglected field of the social history of
the American military, still best represented by
Peter Karsten's The Naval Aristocracy (1972),
which covers the period 1845 to 1925,

“cKee's darabase covers 2,902 appointed
0. Is, from the navy’s st six caprains (1794)
to those midshipmen commissioned the day
before peace was announced in February 1815
For greater depth of coverage, he has focused
his sharp eyes upon those 653 men entering
scrvice in 1800, 1804-1805, 1809, 1812, and
1815 Equal actention to each man weights the
analysis heavily toward the lower ranks— mid-
shipmen, sailing masters, and lieutenants—
which made up 80 percent of his population
The results refreshingly take the text far from
the rote praise of such famous men as James
Lawrence and John Paul Jones {of whom
MeKee is delighdfully deflating)

Noting the advantages of group biography
in providing a grid upon which the history of
individuals and events can be placed, McKee
confesses that his approach could Iack intimacy
and "the depth of psychological undetstand-
ing” The author compensates in two ways; the
frst is in his storyelling, which fleshes out a
variety of characters previously lost to a history
dominated by the heroic capiains of 1812
He also provides Afry-four portraits of his
officers—with  sometimes quitky captions,
such as his descripsion of Thomas Turner who
“even looked like an accountant of the navy!”

McKee has many a kind word for the early
aumerican navy Apparently the administrative
and fAnancial bureaucracies were rn honestly
and efficienzly by apolitical and regionally sen-
sitive gentlemen. And despite the great num-
ber of "wild boys” who joined the corps,
most officers served honorably, commanding
through a shared sensc of deference, enforced
upon crews with the cat-o'-nine-sails and upon
the officers with equally liberal use of educa-
tion and indocttination. McKee has quantified
each of these leadership tools by couniing the
boatswain's lashes as well as the chaplain's
lessons.

A career in the gendemanly and honorable
profession provided security for those who sur-
vived the vicissicudes of wopical storms and
diseases, as well as big-navy/small-navy poli-
cies. Pursers, and on rare occasions captains,
could cven attain wealth, but for the most part
the navy sustained the middle-class respecta-
bility with which most commissioned officers
enteted the service. In fact, the greatest threat

to naval officers was the well-charted alcohol
abuse.

With this book’s wealth of informarion and
Rawless prose, its shortcomings are few. This
revicwer's preatest concern is the failure to
make a strong connection becween the stable,
progressive officer corps and the zlleged fight-
ing effecriveness of this navy. McKee writeselo-
quently on the amount of teaching young
officers received in their “on-going self im-
provement,” but he negleces their reaining to
fght: to sail efficiensly, to achieve tactical su-
periority, and to command gun crews to beat
an enemy. These are, after ali, the crigeria upoa
which fighting navies are based.

Nonetheless, this is an extremely valuable
contribution not only to the study of naval his-
tory but also o thet of che caty Amecrican
republic. It should also be read by social
historians for its thorough research and asz
guide for further study of this fascinating,
influential, and well-documented group
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