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Stephen Decatur and Purpose 
 

• Compelling Question 
o How can Stephen Decatur’s dedication to his purpose inspire you to follow your purpose? 

• Virtue: Purpose 
• Definition – Purpose is my answer to the question "why do I exist?" It is the reason for which I exist; it is 

my goal, that thing to which my actions are directed. It is our answer to the question “what are you for?” 
• Lesson Overview 

o In this lesson, students will learn about Stephen Decatur and his sense of purpose that drove him to 
successful complete the daring raid on the U.S.S. Philadelphia. They will explore how purpose can 
help advance freedom and work to discover purpose in their own lives. 

• Objectives 
o Students will analyze Stephen Decatur’s performance during the raid on the U.S.S. Philadelphia. 
o Students will understand how they can pursue their purpose in their own lives 
o Students will apply this knowledge to discover their own purpose.   

• Background 
o The United States officially became a nation at the conclusion of hostilities with Great Britain in 

1783. However, the country soon learned that being a nation on paper meant little in the violent 
world of international politics. The United States had trade interests the world over that it was now 
responsible for defending herself. The continent of Europe became embroiled in war following the 
French Revolution in 1789. By 1793, nearly every nation in Europe was at war, including two of the 
United States’ largest trading partners, Great Britain and France.  

 
Officially neutral, the United States attempted to continue normal trade relations with Great Britain 
and France. This eventually led to conflicts with both nations as each attempted to prevent the 
other from receiving much needed trade goods. As a result, the United States began building anavy 
to protect its trade. 

 
The first United States Navy consisted of six large frigates. One of its first major conflicts was with 
the Barbary States in North Africa. This association of independent cities subsisted on piracy, 
ransoms, and bribes from major nations would pay to ensure safe passage of their ships. 

 
When United States ships and sailors began to be seized, the Navy was dispatched to protect them 
and tell the world that the United States would not be trifled with. One of the members of this 
expedition was a young Stephen Decatur.  

• Vocabulary 
o Fledgling 
o Commission 
o Midshipman 
o Frigate 
o Quasi Wars 
o Privateers 
o Becalmed 
o Spar 
o Mast 
o Barbary States 
o Skirmish 
o Beleaguered 
o Resolute 

• Introduce Text 
o Have students read the background and narrative, keeping the “Walk-In-The-Shoes” question in 

mind as they read. Then have them answer the remaining questions below. 
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• Walk-In-The-Shoes Questions 

o As you read, imagine you are the protagonist.  
 What challenges are you facing?  
 What fears or concerns might you have?  
 What may prevent you from acting in the way you ought?   

• Observation Questions 
o What was Stephen Decatur’s role in the First Barbary War? (Discovery A) 
o Why was it so critical to remove the Philadelphia from Tripoli Harbor? (Discovery B) 
o What do Stephen Decatur’s actions say about his identity? (Link A) 

• Discussion Questions 
o Discuss the following questions with your students.  

 What is the historical context of the narrative? 
 What historical circumstances presented a challenge to the protagonist? 
 How and why did the individual exhibit a moral and/or civic virtue in facing and 

overcoming the challenge? 
 How did the exercise of the virtue benefit civil society? 
 How might exercise of the virtue benefit the protagonist? 
 What might the exercise of the virtue cost the protagonist? 
 Would you react the same under similar circumstances? Why or why not? 
 How can you act similarly in your own life? What obstacles must you overcome in order to 

do so? 
• Additional Resources 

o Guttridge, Leonard F. Our Country, Right or Wrong: The Life of Stephen Decatur, the U.S. Navy's 
Most Illustrious Commander. New York: Forge, 2007. 

o Toll, Ian W. Six Frigates: The Epic History of the Founding of the U.S. Navy. New York: W.W. Norton 
&, 2006. 
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Handout A: Stephen Decatur and Purpose 
 
Background 
 
The United States officially became a nation at the conclusion of hostilities with Great Britain in 1783. However, the 
country soon learned that being a nation on paper meant little in the violent world of international politics. The 
United States had trade interests the world over that it was now responsible for defending herself. The continent of 
Europe became embroiled in war following the French Revolution in 1789. By 1793, nearly every nation in Europe 
was at war, including two of the United States’ largest trading partners, Great Britain and France.  

 
Officially neutral, the United States attempted to continue normal trade relations with Great Britain and France. 
This eventually led to conflicts with both nations as each attempted to prevent the other from receiving much 
needed trade goods. As a result, the United States began building a navy to protect its trade. 
 
The first United States Navy consisted of six large frigates. One of its first major conflicts was with the Barbary 
States in North Africa. This association of independent cities subsisted on piracy, ransoms, and bribes from major 
nations would pay to ensure safe passage of their ships. 

 
When United States ships and sailors began to be seized, the Navy was dispatched to protect them and tell the 
world that the United States would not be trifled with. One of the members of this expedition was a young Stephen 
Decatur.  
 
Narrative 

 
Stephen Decatur was born in 1779 in the midst of the American Revolution to a naval family. His father, Stephen 
Decatur Sr., served with the fledgling United States Navy during the Revolutionary War and later he sailed as a 
merchant captain. Stephen was introduced to the sea when, at an early age, he set sail his father in the hopes that it 
would cure an ailment which he developed. Whether it was the sea air or the sense of adventure, he was cured and 
his love of the sea was born. 

 
After he returned from his voyage, Stephen enrolled in school, however, studying did not sit well with Stephen. By 
the age of 17, he had dropped out of school and set off to make a career on the high seas. 

 
In 1798, Decatur was given a commission as a midshipman to the frigate, United States, under the command of 
John Barry, a veteran of the Revolution. Frigates were one of the primary fighting ships of the age. Propelled 
completely by the wind alone, the American frigates were the pinnacles of warship technology. They carried a 
compliment of forty-four muzzle loading cannon and a crew of approximately 450 officers and men. They were 
sleek and comparatively fast ships and were so well engineered that they had sturdy sides. In fact, they were so 
sturdy that the United States’ sister ship, the U.S.S. Constitution was given the nickname “Old Iron-Sides” after 
cannon balls were seen bouncing off of her.  

 
Decatur served as a midshipman, the most junior rank of commissioned officers on board, throughout the tense 
period known as the “Quasi Wars” with France. During this period, he sailed up and down the East Coast of the 
United States and the Caribbean, patrolling for French privateers likely to prey upon American ships. 

 
Life aboard these wooden warships was anything but comfortable. They were completely dependent upon the 
wind and ocean currents for movement. This meant for days they could lay becalmed or stuck in a port due to a 
contrary tide or breeze. When the wind got up and storms hit, the sailing ships were completely at their mercy. The 
ships constantly battled to stay in control and not lose a spar, mast, or sail that may cause the ship to slow down 
and be overtaken by the sea. The crew only ate food that could be preserved for months at sea, mostly salt beef, 
dried peas, and hard tack biscuits. They slept in watches between decks within inches of their shipmates who, 
because fresh water was precious, had not bathed in weeks or months. 

 
But these ships also meant a sort of freedom -- a freedom to sail around the world to see foreign ports and people 
and explore the world. For a generation that for the most part never went more than a few miles from home for the 
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duration of their lives, this life was extremely romantic and exciting. For Decatur, the experiences were a part of 
the call of the sea. 

 
 By 1799, Decatur had been promoted to lieutenant, and he set sail in May of 1801 to take part in the First Barbary 
War. The Barbary States, the collective name given to Tripoli, Algiers, Tunis, and the Sultanate of Morocco on the 
continent of Africa, had been capturing United States ships and sailors and holding them in an attempt to extort 
ransom from the United States government. This campaign would continue for the next several years. The United 
States navy kept up a blockade of the Barbary ports and engaged in a few minor skirmishes with Barbary ships but 
with no decisive action.  
 
In October 1803, the American frigate U.S.S. Philadelphia ran aground on an uncharted reef at the entrance to the 
Tripoli harbor. After several failed attempts to get her off the reef, the ship and her crew were captured by 
Tripolitan soldiers.  The Philadelphia was then turned into a battery to protect the harbor against American forces.  
 
By February of 1804, it had been decided that the Philadelphia needed to be taken out of enemy hands. The 
assignment would be dangerous, and tt would require a group of men to sail in under the cover of darkness to the 
exposed position where the Philadelphia rested. The men would have to get aboard the ship and take it without 
alerting the port authorities of their actions, lest they come under the concentrated fire of the surrounding forts. 
They would be isolated from their comrades and have no chance of reinforcements or escape should they fail. 
 
There was one man who knew it was his purpose to take command of this daring attack and that was Lieutenant 
Stephen Decatur. Decatur gathered a diverse crew of men from the squadron, including Sicilian volunteers and a 
man who spoke Arabic. To increase their odds of success, they decided they would approach the ship in the middle 
of the dark night. Though this increased their odds of taking the Philadelphia, it would make navigation and 
communication extremely difficult. 
 
The water lapped quietly along the side of the overcrowded ship as they glided across the dark water. A gentle 
breeze brought them ever closer to their fate. The men had been briefed beforehand on which part of the deck they 
were to assault. Armed with swords, axes, and boarding pikes; firearms were only to be used as a last resort. 
 
As they neared the ship, the tension mounted. The men were anxious to get aboard. They had to move slowly, not 
only because of the faint breeze, but also because of the narrow channel they had to navigate. A channel that would 
be extremely difficult to escape from if the sea got up any higher. As they came into the harbor, their Arabic 
translator had to call out to the sentry boats, convincing them they were simply seamen who had lost their anchors 
in the gale the previous week and needed assistance. Could she have permission to anchor to the frigate for the 
night? The ruse worked.  
 
Finally, after several hours of sailing, they had arrived. Decatur gave the order to board. His sixty men rushed up 
the steep sides of the Philadelphia, taking them completely by surprise. His men moved about quickly, securing the 
ship and waiting for orders. With the ship secured, Decatur began to assess the situation. 
 
His orders were to, if possible, refloat the beleaguered frigate and sail it out of the harbor, but this was an idealistic 
hope. Decatur quickly realized that this course of action would be impossible. With the rigging in shambles and the 
weight of all the cannon and ammunition aboard, there is no way the ship could be lightened fast enough, let alone 
sailed, before dawn broke. He had one choice, to burn the ship where it stood. 
 
Decatur set his men to work spreading flammable materials around the ship. He set the blaze, made sure it had 
caught, and then hurried his men over the side. Only after the rest of his crew escaped did he leave the doomed 
vessel to make his escape. As the fire spread it heated the guns throughout the ship causing them to fire blindly 
into the night. These rounds began to splash around Decatur and his men. The Tripolitans, now knowing something 
was amiss, commenced to fire upon the escaping Americans. Finally, after several hours of slow sailing, Decatur 
and his men were free from the harbor. They had accomplished their mission in dramatic fashion, all without 
losing a single man. 
 



 Bill of Rights Institute – American Portraits 5 

Stephan Decatur would go on to have an extraordinary career in the United States Navy. His bold actions and 
coolness under fire would forever be his hallmark. Sailing into the harbor that dark night, Decatur clear knew his 
purpose. The enemy capture of the Philadelphia threatened not only the American effort against the Barbary States 
but also damaged the infant Navy’s reputation. A bold stroke was needed to show the world that the United States 
was not a young upstart power that would quickly fade into irrelevancy. Instead, with Decatur’s courage and 
determination, the world was shown that the United States was a resolute nation who would not be bowled over 
by pirates and would act energetically and effectively in its own defense.   

 
 
 
 
 


