
Thomas Jefferson, the First Marines, and the
Secret Mission of 1805: An In-Depth
Examination
: Setting the Stage

In the annals of American history, the name Thomas Jefferson holds a
prominent place. Known for his pivotal role in the drafting of the Declaration
of Independence and his visionary leadership as the third president of the
United States, Jefferson is often associated with the ideals of democracy,
liberty, and westward expansion.
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However, beyond his well-known accomplishments, there lies a lesser-
known chapter in Jefferson's presidency – a secret mission undertaken in
1805, involving a small detachment of the United States Marine Corps,
known as the First Marines.
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This article delves into the intriguing tale of this clandestine operation,
shedding light on its historical context, the key players involved, and the
lasting impact it had on the development of the United States and the
Marine Corps.
The Barbary Pirates: A Scourge of the Mediterranean

To fully understand the significance of the 1805 mission, it is essential to
delve into the geopolitical landscape of the Mediterranean Sea during that
era. The Barbary Coast, a region encompassing the present-day nations of
Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, and Libya, was infamous for its ruthless pirates
who preyed upon merchant ships from all over the world.

These pirates, operating under the patronage of local rulers, employed
tactics such as kidnapping, extortion, and ransom to amass vast fortunes.
Their activities disrupted trade, instilled fear among seafaring nations, and
posed a significant threat to global commerce.

The United States, still a young and expanding nation, found itself
increasingly affected by the Barbary pirates' depredations. American
merchant vessels were frequently seized, and American citizens held for
ransom, placing a heavy financial burden on the young republic.

Thomas Jefferson and the Marine Corps

President Jefferson, a firm believer in diplomacy and the avoidance of
military conflict, initially pursued negotiations with the Barbary states to
secure the release of American captives and ensure the safety of American
shipping.

However, as diplomatic efforts proved futile, Jefferson recognized the need
for a more assertive approach. In 1801, he authorized the creation of a



small but elite force of Marines, known as the First Marines, specifically
tasked with protecting American interests at sea.

These Marines, rigorously trained and highly disciplined, would play a
crucial role in the upcoming secret mission, marking their first major
deployment outside the borders of the United States.
The Secret Mission: A Daring Undertaking

In 1805, President Jefferson approved a daring plan to confront the
Barbary pirates directly. The mission, shrouded in secrecy, aimed to
establish a pro-American regime in Tripoli, one of the most powerful
Barbary states.

At the heart of this plan was William Eaton, a former US consul to Tunis,
who had established contacts with Hamet Karamanli, the exiled brother of
Tripoli's reigning pasha, Yusuf Karamanli.

Eaton, along with a small contingent of Marines led by Lieutenant Presley
O'Bannon, embarked on a perilous journey across the North African desert
to meet with Hamet and rally local support for his claim to the throne.

The Battle of Derne: A Pivotal Moment

With Hamet's forces and Eaton's Marines, they marched on Tripoli,
capturing the city of Derne in April 1805. This victory marked the first time
the American flag had flown over a foreign territory.

The Battle of Derne was a significant turning point in the mission. It
demonstrated the courage and tenacity of the Marines and Eaton's
diplomatic prowess in forging alliances with local leaders.



The Legacy: A Lasting Impact

Ultimately, the secret mission achieved its objectives. Hamet was installed
as pasha of Tripoli, and a peace treaty was negotiated, securing the
release of American captives and ensuring the safety of American shipping
in the Mediterranean.

The 1805 mission had a profound impact on the United States and the
Marine Corps. It demonstrated the nation's willingness to use military force
to protect its interests abroad, setting a precedent for future interventions.

For the Marine Corps, the mission was a defining moment, solidifying their
reputation as an elite fighting force capable of operating in diverse and
challenging environments.

The Marines' Hymn, still sung today, commemorates the Battle of Derne,
immortalizing their bravery and the legacy of the 1805 secret mission.

: A Chapter in American History Revisited

The secret mission of 1805, involving Thomas Jefferson, the First Marines,
and William Eaton, remains a fascinating and underappreciated chapter in
American history.

It is a tale of courage, diplomacy, and the pursuit of national interests. It
underscores the importance of military preparedness, the power of
alliances, and the enduring legacy of those who serve their country with
distinction.
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