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“Don’t Give Up The Ship”
A Kewanee Man Played a Role in the Famous Battle in the War of 1812
In
U.S.
history
classes, we learned of
United States Naval
Commander
Oliver
Hazard Perry, his ship’s
flag
carrying
the
declaration “Don’t Give
Up The Ship,” defeating
the British in the Battle
of Lake Erie during the
War of 1812, and then
sending the message,
“[w]e have met the
enemy and they are
ours.”
What we didn’t learn
in those classes was that
a future Kewaneean, a
then- young Isaac Potter,
played a role in the
victory.
On June 18, 1812,
207 years ago, President

James Madison signed a declaration of war against
Great Britain, the first time our new nation had declared
war against another country in our brief existence.
Among the reasons for the two-and-one-half-year
war were British impressment of U.S. merchant
sailors into the Royal Navy, trade restrictions on the
U.S. as the result of Britain’s wars with France, and
British support for Native Americans fighting
against U.S. expansion. The U.S. ended up fighting
Canadian colonists and Native American tribes in
addition to the British – owner of the planet’s largest
navy at the time.

soldiers died as well. No one knows the losses
suffered by Native American tribes.
Fortunately, after helping in the defense of
Presque Isle, Isaac survived and was mustered out.
During his time in service, he had earned a whopping
ten dollars a month.

When the war began, the British regular military
was comprised of just under a quarter of a million
soldiers. In contrast, there were only an estimated
7,000 men serving in the U.S. military. But when the
war ended, there were more than 35,000 American
regulars and 450,000 militia in service (although
many of them were only mustered in for local
defense).
One of our nation’s soldiers was Isaac Potter, who
died in 1884 after living in Kewanee for 31 years.
Isaac was born in Rumbly County, Maryland, in
1793. In 1800, his parents moved the family to
Crawford County, Pennsylvania, just south of Lake
Erie, in the northwest corner of the state. The family
later moved a little farther south, to Mercer County,
closer to Pittsburgh.
Then the war with the British began.
Young Isaac joined the 134th Regiment of the
Pennsylvania Militia, commanded by Lieutenant
Colonel Thomas Hosack. The regiment drew its
recruits from the Mercer County area of western
Pennsylvania. One of its assignments was to protect
Presque Isle, a peninsula jutting out into Lake Erie, a
location which played a vital role in the victory over
the British in the Battle of Lake Erie.
Perry commanded the winning U.S. fleet. He used
Presque Isle as a pier and a location to build six of
the eleven ships in his fleet. The small bay at the tip
of the peninsula became known as Misery Bay,
because of the difficulties the defenders of the
peninsula suffered, including contracting smallpox.
A number of the infected died and were buried in a
nearby pond now called Grave Yard Pond. But the
battle was an important victory in the war.
Around 15,000 Americans died in the War of
1812. An estimated 8,600 British and Canadian

Payroll for Isaac Potter’s Regiment
Isaac then returned to western Pennsylvania.
In 1816, he married Catherine Hixenbough in
Pittsburgh. But by 1818, Isaac moved his young
family to Coshocton County, Ohio, where they
continued to live until the middle of the century.
Isaac’s younger brother, David, had moved to
Wethersfield with his family in 1838. David is
credited with planting the first orchard in
Wethersfield and raising the first fruit crop. Isaac and
his family joined his brother and his family in the
early 1850s.
By 1860, the Federal Census showed that Isaac
and his sons were farming land spanning Burns and
Kewanee Townships, northwest of the new village of
Kewanee. Isaac’s son, also named Isaac, eventually
took over the family farm.
The War of 1812 veteran Isaac and his wife
continued to live on the family farm until their
deaths, hers in 1865 and his in 1884.

They should be remembered and honored, even if
we’ve forgotten, for the most part, about the war
itself.

Isaac Potter & Family in 1860 U.S. Census
In Isaac’s obituary, the Kewanee Courier reported
that he had reached the age of 90 years, 9 months and
11 days. However. there was no mention of his
service to his country. But later issues of the local
papers regularly identified Isaac along with all of the
veterans buried in Kewanee’s cemeteries.
Other Kewaneeans who fought in the War of 1812
and were buried in those cemeteries include, William
Cosner, Jesse Dickenson, Jeremiah Lester, A. W.
Matthews, and Adlja Wedge.

Isaac Potter

The War of 1812 is one of our most forgotten
conflicts, perhaps because of its proximity to the
Revolutionary War. Nevertheless, it was an important
time in our fledgling country, when we flexed
our muscles against what was then considered the
strongest nation on earth. The war paved the way to
the doctrine of Manifest Destiny which resulted in
the westward growth of our country, including,
eventually, the founding of both Wethersfield and
Kewanee. Oh, yes, the rockets red glare over Fort
McHenry in Baltimore in 1814 also gave us our
national anthem.
Kewanee veterans like Isaac played roles and
made contributions to the growth of our country.
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