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War on the Great Lakes: Essays Commemorating the 175th Anni-
versary of the Battle of Lake Erie. Edited by William Jeffrey
Welsh and David Curtis Skaggs. (Kent, Ohio: Kent State Uni-
versity Press, 1991. Pp. vi, 154. Maps, tables, bibliographies,
notes, index. Clothbound, $29.00; paperbound, $17.50.)

This. small (just over 100 pages of text), expensive book is a
mixed bag. Composed of ten disparate essays, which came out of a
1988 conference in Windsor, Ontario, commemorating the battle of
Lake Erie, the book is perhaps more useful for its bibliographic
information than for its substantive essays. The introduction con-
tains a page or two setting the stage for the conference, very short
descriptions of the ten essays, and some editorial caveats. Each es-
say runs about a dozen pages, with the first, by Gerald T. Altoff,
giving a short, albeit lively, description of the battle itself. Unfor-
tunately, there are no maps, no diagrams, no illustrations of any
kind to assist the reader in understanding the actions. (In fact, it
is not until the fourth essay that the reader encounters the book’s
only map pertaining to the battle.)

The essay by Frederick C. Drake is a fascinating, if arcane,
accounting of the relative artillery strength of the two squadrons,
in which Drake concludes that the American commander, Master
Commandant Oliver Hazard Perry, not only had superiority in car-
ronades but in long guns as well. Building on this contention, W.
A. B. Douglas concludes that Perry’s British opposite, Captain Rob-
ert Heriot Barclay, and his tiny navy did the best that they could
and preserved the “honor of the flag.” Dennis Carter-Edwards’s es-
say deals with the strategic necessity of the battle and the conse-
quences of it. He concludes that Barclay had little choice but to
fight to reopen the supply channels to Detroit. Perry and General
William Henry Harrison’s twin victories cost the British the west-
ern end of the Great Lakes, but the Americans were unable to
press their advantage further into Canada. The Indian part in this
story is explored in greater depth by R. David Edmunds, who dis-
cusses a number of Wyandot, Shawnee, and Potawatomi leaders,
most of whom historians have neglected in favor of the Prophet
and Tecumseh. To close out the narrative essays, Harold D. Lang-
ley discusses the peace process. There is nothing new here, but it
is a concise, nicely written explanation of British and American
motives and diplomacy.

The second half of the book consists of a series of historio-
graphical and bibliographical essays from both Canadian and
American sources. lan C.B. Pemberton investigates the works of
Canadian scholars. Most defend the conduct of both Barclay and
Perry and, with a few exceptions, give them high marks. Christo-
pher McKee, looking at American scholarship, decries the lack of
attention given to events of the war on the western Great Lakes.
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Several have covered Perry’s actions adequately, but few have
looked at other American commanders (such as Jesse Elliott), and
no one has taken the American seamen into account. The last two
authors, Stuart Sutherland and Douglas E. Clanin, have put to-
gether two most helpful and seemingly complete bibliographical
essays. Sutherland describes the Canadian archives, while Clanin
describes and lists the various collections in the United States con-
taining War of 1812 materials. This book will be invaluable to re-
searchers of the period for these two essays alone.

RAYMOND L. SHOEMAKER is assistant executive director of the Indiana Historical
Society, Indianapolis.

Sixty Million Acres: American Veterans and the Public Lands be-
fore the Civil War. By James W. Oberly. (Kent, Ohio: Kent
State University Press, 1990. Pp. xii, 222. Tables, illustra-
tions, maps, figure, appendixes, notes, sources, index. $28.00.)

In this well-focused study, James W. Oberly examines the ori-
gin, operation, and effect of land grant bounties in the 1840s and
1850s. In so doing, he provides valuable insights on federal admin-
istration of the national domain in the transitional period between
the Distribution Act of 1841 and the Homestead Act of 1862. Al-
though the underlying intent of established policy remained con-
stant—to transfer public lands to private ownership and facilitate
the settlement of new farmers—the assumptions that defined and
framed governmental action were altered significantly. Adminis-
tration officials and Congress had long considered land sales as a
source of national revenue. In the late 1840s, Oberly argues, with
land sale receipts depressed, government expenditures modest, and
customs revenues healthy, the connection between public lands
and the public debt attenuated. Politicians and citizens came to
view the government as a proprietor, which could dispose of the
national domain in order to meet various federal obligations. Ac-
cordingly, land grants were used to abet recruitment during the
Mexican conflict, reward survivors of past wars, drain swamps, and
promote railroads.

Oberly confines his analysis to a judicious statistical sampling
of the sixty million acres of land grants given to American veter-
ans and their heirs from 1847 to 1855. Perhaps mistaking effect for
intent, Oberly contends that bounties functioned as a substitute for
cash pensions plied from a penurious government by single-inter-
est veterans organizations. Consequently, he concludes that war-
rants did not prove to be a fillip to western expansion; most
assignees sold them for cash. Nor did grant holders who chose to
locate their claims travel far, for they generally came from, and
took up residence in public land states. Longstanding fears of





