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Known as the “Commodore,” he spent forty years in the
United States Navy serving both as a line officer and
naval engineer. However, during this same time period he

also had a number of accomplishments in the civilian realm,
the main one being the financing and building of the
Delaware and Raritan Canal. While not having the notoriety of
many of his contemporaries during this era, Stockton played
a crucial role in the development of the United States and of
his beloved New Jersey.

Robert Field Stockton was born on August 20, 1795 in
Princeton, NJ, at Morven, the Stockton family estate/farm
built by his grandfather, Richard Stockton, a Signer of the
Declaration of Independence.2 He was the fourth of nine
children born to Richard Stockton junior (a.k.a.: “The Duke”)
and Mary Field of Bordentown, NJ. His father, like his
grandfather, was a prominent New Jersey lawyer and
politician, who served both one term in the United States
House of Representatives and Senate.3 Robert, at eight years
of age, was sent to the Basking Ridge Classical School run by
the Reverend Robert Finley. It was here that Robert—who in
his early naval career was known as “Fighting Bob”—must
have first exhibited this aspect of his personality, when,
before the end of his first year, he was dismissed from the
Classical School for “brawling.”4 Upon returning to Princeton,
he attended the Princeton Academy and then at thirteen
years of age he was admitted to the College of New Jersey.5

Most likely Robert was on a track to follow in the
footsteps of many of the Stockton men who went on to
become lawyers and politicians. However, at the age of
fifteen, he decided the academic life was not for him, and left
school to join the United States Navy. So what led this
fifteen-year-old to drop out and join the navy? It has been
noted that a biography of the then-recently deceased Admiral
Horatio Nelson had a profound influence on young Robert.6

Also influencing him was that his uncle, Reverend Andrew
Hunter, was appointed to the post of Senior Chaplain of the
U.S. Navy and assigned to the Navy Yard in Washington, D.C.7

Here, Hunter also taught mathematics and astronomy to
potential midshipmen at what was, basically, America’s first
naval academy.8 On September 11, 1811, Robert received a
warrant as a midshipman in the United States Navy.9

Midshipman Stockton reported for his first seagoing
assignment in February 1812 to the USS President, the
flagship of Commodore John Rodgers. On June 18th war was
declared on Great Britain. Within five days, on June 23, Robert
took part in his first wartime action when the USS President
engaged with the HMS Belvidera off the coast of New York.
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For the next twenty-eight months Midshipman/Master’s
Mate Stockton took part in a number of naval engagements.
He distinguished himself when the British sailed into the
Chesapeake Bay, attacked and burned Washington, D.C.
(August 1814) and then they attempted to capture Baltimore.
For his actions in the fight for Baltimore, Robert was
mentioned positively in dispatches of Commodore Rodgers.10

One of the results of his wartime actions was the nineteen
year-old being commissioned a Navy Lieutenant on
December 9, 1814.11

Soon after the ratification of the Treaty of Ghent in
February 1815 that ended war with Great Britain, the United
States Congress declared war on the Dey of Algiers on March
2nd. Commodore Stephen Decatur was ordered with his
squadron, to proceed to the Mediterranean and bring the war
to the “Barbary Pirates.” Originally assigned to Decatur’s
flagship USS Guerriere, Lt. Stockton was transferred to the
USS Spitfire, a fourteen-gun sloop of war.12 After having
participated in a number of naval engagements in the
Mediterranean, Stockton returned home aboard the USS
Spitfire that November.

Beginning in February 1816, Lt. Stockton was to spend the
next four years on duty in the Mediterranean, serving aboard
the USS Erie as its First Lieutenant. While not involved in any
military actions, he honed his naval skills with regards to
seamanship and military law. As presented in “A Sketch of the
Life . . .”

Lieutenant Stockton particularly applied himself with
assiduity to his nautical studies. He esteemed it to be
one of his first duties to become a perfect master of
his profession. The law of nations likewise as well as
the common law and the law martial, were objects of
his special study.13

While stationed in the Mediterranean, Stockton
participated in three duels.14 The first was with a British naval
officer while docked in Naples, Italy. Then, when his ship
called in at Gibraltar, he fought another duel with a British
Army officer. Stockton’s only duel involving a fellow American
was with a disgruntled midshipman on his ship. In these
duels it was noted:

The personal combats in the Mediterranean,
fortunately, were attended with no loss of life. Their
effects were, however, very important and useful. They
taught the British naval and military gentlemen
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salutary lesson. Their deportment, thenceforth, was
extremely circumspect and respectful towards all
Americans.15

Following his return from the Mediterranean in November
1819, Stockton did not receive another assignment until
February 1821. This came about with the influence of the
leadership of the American Colonization Society that his
former schoolmaster, the Reverend Robert Finley was one of
its founders.16

The American Colonization Society, founded in 1816 was
a very influential organization during the first half of the
nineteenth century. Many prominent Americans supported
the Society’s basic premise: that while slavery was a moral
evil, Blacks could not be expected to live among whites and
the only humane solution was the sending of free Blacks to
colonies they would establish in Africa, where a crude
understanding of “race” assumed they would inherently
thrive best.17 The institution of slavery was becoming divisive
in American politics. Though there would still be an interstate
slave trade, one point that many Americans agreed on was
the prohibition of the importation of new slaves from Africa,18

leading to the passage of the “Prohibition of Slave Trade Act,”
signed into law by President James Monroe on March 3,
1819. Its main focus was the interdiction of American slave
ships and return of rescued slaves to Africa. The new law
incorporated a financial incentive to stop the transatlantic
slave trade: any ships taken in the process of slaving would
be considered a “prize” and the proceeds of the sale of the
vessel would be shared equally between the federal
government and the officers and sailors on the ship having
seized it. Further: there was to be a $25 bounty to be paid to
the crews of ships delivering enslaved persons found on a
slave ship to a U.S. representative who had the authority to
repatriate such individuals.19

Robert F. Stockton, a twenty-six year old navy lieutenant,
was given command of a new warship, the schooner, USS
Alligator on February 14, 1821.20 His general cruising orders
were to enforce the acts of Congress with regards to
American flagged slave traders and to the suppression and
capture of “piratical” vessels in general.

During 1821 Stockton sailed three controversial cruises off
the African west coast that involved the taking of foreign flagged
ships (four French and one Portuguese).21 The third cruise
involved landing at Cape Mesurado, negotiating with indigenous
chieftains, and the purchase of land to settle free American
Blacks—that “purchase” became the country of Liberia.22
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Upon his return from Africa, he landed at Charleston,
South Carolina. On February 18, 1822, he received orders that
included the command to “ . . . Offer protection to our
commerce in the West Indies which is daily exposed to
depredations of Pirates.”23 He took up his station in the
Caribbean Sea as part of Commodore James Biddle’s West
Indies Squadron. Using what he deemed as “Creative
Disobedience,” he decided to pursue ships he believed to be
pirates into Cuban waters, contrary to his orders to not
violate national boundaries and treaties.24 When the outraged
Cuban authorities demanded reparations, Stockton’s
superiors were not pleased with his actions. His ship, the USS
Alligator, was ordered back to Charleston and he was relieved
of its command.25 While Lt. Robert F. Stockton was in
Charleston, “awaiting orders,” it turned out to be providential
for his future.

It was during this time that he met, courted, and married
Harriet Marie Potter, the only daughter of John and Catherine
Potter.26 Potter was a wealthy merchant, banker, and
plantation owner. In 1824 Robert and his bride moved back to
Princeton, living in at what is known today as the Palmer
House.27 In 1826 he was called back to active duty with orders
to survey naval facilities in the harbors of Charleston as well
as Savannah and Brunswick in Georgia. This duty continued
until April 1828, when he was given leave due to the death of
his father. It signaled a new direction in Robert Stockton’s life,
for over the next decade he took a number of extended leaves
and furloughs.28

With his father’s death, Robert inherited the family’s
historic property Morven in 1828.29 After settling his father’s
estate, Stockton decided to go back to the South and became
involved in his first business venture. In the autumn of 1828
he bought a property near Brunswick, Georgia, that was virgin
timberland which he turned into a sugar cane plantation.
While sugar cane had been grown in the lower Mississippi
Valley, Stockton was a pioneer in its introduction of it in the
Georgia lowlands.30 This enterprise exhibited the paradoxical
nature of Robert Stockton: fighting the African slave trade,
while on his plantation, according to the 1830 U.S. Census,
there were one-hundred-eight slaves.31

His plantation enterprise failed, however, when a tariff on
imported sugar designed to protect domestic plantations
was reduced, causing a flood of cheap imports. With this
failure in Georgia, Stockton returned to New Jersey and
undertook his next business venture, the Delaware and
Raritan Canal (D&R Canal).

There were a number of proposals for building a canal
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across Central Jersey at public expense but none were ever
acted upon. With the success of New York’s Erie Canal in the
1820s, there was a renewed interest for a Central Jersey
canal. In 1830, the New Jersey Legislature approved a
charter for such a canal, this time with private funds.
Competing with the canal was a concurrent proposal from
the influential Stevens family of Hoboken, NJ, to build a
railroad, basically along the same route as the canal. In 1830,
the Legislature chartered both the canal, the Delaware-
Raritan Canal, and the railroad, the Camden & Amboy
Railroad.32 A problem arose due to the fact there was ill will
between the Stevens and Stockton families going back to
1776 when the Stevens faction blocked Richard Stockton (the
Signer) from becoming the first non-royal Governor of New
Jersey (they supported William Livingston). In regards to
either the canal or railroad both groups felt that they had to
have monopoly over transportation in Central Jersey in order
to recoup their expenditures in building their project.33 So how
did the New Jersey Legislature decide to deal with
antagonism between these two formidable families?

In February 1831 the New Jersey Legislature passed an
act that formed the Joint Companies, “marrying” both utilities.
Each company would have its own organization and officers
but would combine all revenues and expenditures.34 For giving
the Joint Companies a monopoly over transportation in
Central Jersey, the State received 2,000 shares and
guaranteed $30,000 per year in revenue.35 The main reason
that the Stockton and Stevens factions agreed to this
arrangement was the recognition that they served different
markets: the railroad would carry passengers and light freight,
while the canal would carry bulk and heavy cargo.

Construction of the D&R Canal began in 1831. Canvas
White, who worked on the Erie Canal, was named Chief
Engineer. While using some locals, the main work force
consisted of an additional 4,000 Irishman.36 The workmen
were paid $1 per day and could earn an additional 25¢ for
every stump that was removed. The canal’s route from
Trenton to New Brunswick was forty-three miles in length;
feeder canals from Bordentown to Trenton and from
Lambertville to Trenton resulted in the Delaware and Raritan
Canal totaling sixty-five miles in length. The Canal officially
opened on June 25, 1834.

Eventually, the canal began to make a profit, and its main
cargo was carrying anthracite coal from northeast
Pennsylvania to New York City.37 The economic crisis during
the Panic of 1837 meant there was no local financing to be
found. So, Robert went to London to seek a loan directly from
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the Bank of England. After securing the loan, Stockton
furthered his interest in naval engineering when he was
introduced to the Swedish naval engineer John Ericsson, who
had built an iron hulled, propeller driven steam tugboat.
Stockton was so impressed with this new design he ordered
one for the D&R Canal.

In 1838, much to the dismay of the Board of Directors of the
Joint Companies, Master Commandant Robert F. Stockton
received orders from the Navy to report for duty as the
executive officer for the USS Ohio, the seventy-four gun frigate
flagship of Commodore Isaac Hull’s European Squadron. In
“Sketch of the Life” is an explanation of how he viewed his naval
officer responsibilities while on the extended leave:

It may be remarked that during his whole period of
service he never refused or declined to obey a single
order of the Navy Department, nor did he ever ask to
have any order modified or withdrawn, but always
promptly obeyed, whatever might be personal
sacrifices; nor was he in one single instance ever
reprimanded by a superior in rank, or subjected to a
court-martial for any acts official or otherwise.”38

Notwithstanding the above, however, upon reaching
Europe, through his political influence, Stockton received new
orders to bring dispatches to the American Consul in Great
Britain and was once again given leave in order to pursue
business interests.

While in England Stockton took ownership of the propeller
steam power tugboat Ericsson had built for the D&R Canal.
The tug originally named, Robert F. Stockton, was completed
in 1838, it was seventy-feet in length with a ten-foot beam,
and was the first iron, steam propeller driven ship to cross the
Atlantic.39 It was also on this visit to England that Stockton
became involved in another the area of naval engineering:
naval ordnance. He, along with Ericsson, came up with a
design for what was to be the largest caliber naval cannon,
based on the Paixhans gun—a cannon that could fire
explosive shells as opposed the normal naval cannons that
fired solid balls.40

Stockton was once again to become the center of
controversy, this time it involved President Martin Van Buren
and the Secretary of the Navy, James K. Paulding. In
December 1838, a number of naval captaincies opened up
and six Master Commandants were proposed for promotion,
but not Stockton. The two New Jersey Senators, Samuel
Southard and Garrett Wall, threatened to hold up all
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appointments unless Stockton was added to promotion list.
Paulding noted that the main reason that Stockton wasn’t on
the list was that he had been on leave for ten years.
Regardless, the Senators held their ground. The
administration gave in and Stockton was promoted to the
rank of Captain on March 1, 1839, back dated to December 8,
1838. In what seemed to Stockton as an act of retaliation,
Secretary Paulding assigned Captain Stockton to the post of
inspector of timber for the Navy. At this point Stockton asked
for a two-year leave that was granted.41

As a result of his fight with the Van Buren administration,
Stockton became a Whig and gave his support to William H.
Harrison and John Tyler in the 1840 election. This helped
carry New Jersey for them. Supposedly in gratitude, Stockton
was offered the post of Secretary of Navy that he turned
down. However, in 1841, he was offered an assignment that
he desired, to build the United States Navy’s first propeller
driven steam-powered warship. The ship, the USS Princeton,
has been described thusly:

[It] was a full-rigged sailing vessel with steam
propulsion and screw propeller. She could be called an
epoch-making, for many features anticipated in later
practice. Her engines, novel in design were coupled
directly to the shaft and were mounted below the
water line. Designed to burn anthracite coal . . .
minimize smoke and chance of detection.42

The USS Princeton was ordered in November 1841, with
the hull being laid down in October 1842 at the Philadelphia
Navy Yard. John Ericsson, who designed the propeller driven
tugboat in service on the D&R Canal, had joined Stockton in
the United States to help design and oversee the building of
this new warship.43 It was commissioned in September
1843.44 Along with its revolutionary propulsion system was
the inclusion of two enormous wrought iron cannons known
as the “Peacemaker” and “Oregon.”45 The Princeton, in
February 1844, sailed to Washington, D.C., where it was to
meet with a disaster.

On February 28, 1844, Stockton hosted a party aboard the
USS Princeton for four hundred guests, including President
John Tyler with a number of cabinet members and other
VIPs.46 The highlight of this voyage was the firing of the ship’s
cannons, particularly the “Peacemaker” and “Oregon.” The
giant guns were fired without incident; however the Secretary
of the Navy Thomas Gilmer requested that there be another
volley. When the “Peacemaker” was fired again it exploded,
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resulting the death of Gilmer, along with Secretary of State Abel
Upshur, President Tyler’s future father-in-law David Gardiner,
and the President’s valet, a slave named Armistead. Aside from
Stockton, another twenty individuals were injured.47

President Tyler had the Navy convene a board of inquiry to
investigate the cause of the explosion. The conclusion of this
inquiry, along with one held by Congress, was that the
explosion was an accident and no one was responsible.48 In
March, the USS Princeton returned to the Philadelphia Navy
Yard for repairs and refitting.49 After repair, it proceeded to
Norfolk Navy Yard, and Captain Stockton was given orders to
proceed to Galveston, TX, carrying Congressional
Resolutions regarding the annexation of Texas.

Captain Stockton was once again to overstep his orders
when he met with Texas militia leaders and offered to
finance, out of his own funds, the arming of Texans to invade
disputed borderland between Texas and Mexico. When his
sub-rosa dealings came to light, he was ordered back to
Norfolk. While publicly praised for his actions, he was
privately rebuked for exceeding orders and was relieved of
command of the USS Princeton in July of 1845.50

In August Captain Stockton was given command of the
USS Congress with orders to proceed to the Pacific and take
command of the United States Pacific Squadron, setting sail
on October 30, 1845. While at sea, war with Mexico was

"He Was Above All a Jerseyman" | Joseph Wroblewski | www.GardenStateLegacy.com GSL 48 June 2020

Contemporary Currier & Ives
lithograph depicting the
explosion.

President John Tyler
(1790-1862)



declared on May 13, 1846, the news not reaching California
until July 1846. Commodore John Sloat, Stockton’s
predecessor, had the Pacific Squadron anchored in Monterey
Bay. When word of the war reached him he went ashore with
an armed force and raised the American flag over the main
Mexican fort in Northern California, the Monterey Presidio, on
July 6, 1846. The Congress did not drop anchor in Monterey
Bay until July 15, 1846.51 Upon relieving Commodore Sloat, on
July 23rd, Stockton issued a proclamation that California was
now a possession of the United States. He then proceeded to
deploy sailors and marines along the coast of Alta California,
occupying all the main ports.52

Through the rest of the summer, joined by Captain John C.
Fremont and the Bear State militia, they continued to
consolidate American control of Alta California. However in
September and October the “Californios” revolted and took
control of Los Angeles and San Diego. Brigadier General
Stephen Kearny, carrying orders from President Polk to take
command of California, arrived at San Diego in December.
With the joining of forces, in January 1847, the Americans
were able to rout the Mexican forces at the battles of San
Gabriel and the Mesa and entered Los Angeles on January
10, 1847. With these victories this, what could be called,
American “Triumvirate” of Stockton, Fremont and Kearny
regained control of all Alta California, and on January 13,
1847 the Treaty of Cahuenga was signed, ceding California to
the United States.53

It wasn’t long, however, before these “Conquerors of
California” had a falling out.54 Basically Stockton and Fremont
refused to accept Kearny’s authority, even though his orders
came from President Polk. In June 1847, having been
relieved, Stockton decided to return to the east coast by
going overland.55 Kearny and Fremont also left California at
the same time; however when they reached Fort
Leavenworth, Kearny had Fremont arrested on a variety of
charges, including mutiny. In November 1847, Fremont’s
court martial was held in Washington, D.C. and Captain
Stockton was called as a witness. Fremont was found guilty
of disobedience to a superior and military misconduct but not
guilty of the major charge of mutiny and was dismissed from
the Army.56 In May 1850, the Commodore brought his forty
year naval career to a conclusion when he resigned his
commission and began another stage of his life: he became
active in politics.57

On December 30, 1851, the New Jersey Legislature
elected him to the United States Senate (Democrat).
Interestingly, Commodore Stockton was the first Navy
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veteran to be elected to the U.S. Senate. He only served until
January 1853, when he resigned in favor of a brother-in-law,
John R. Thomson.58 While a Senator, his main
accomplishment was killing a bill that would have
reintroduced flogging in the Navy. He also proposed a bill to
reform the promotion procedure in the Navy that wasn’t
passed. On the national political scene, in 1852 he vied for the
Democrat Party’s presidential nomination, losing out to
Franklin Pierce. Then, in 1856, Stockton sought the American
Party (Know Nothing), presidential nomination, eventually
losing out to former President Millard Fillmore who, in turn,
lost to the Democrat James Buchanan.

Following his resignation from the Senate, Stockton
resumed the Presidency of the Joint Companies, then
officially titled the United New Jersey Railroad and Canal
Company. His main concern during this period was fighting
off challenges to the monopoly established by the New
Jersey Legislature in the original act of 1831. In this endeavor
he was successful in holding off attempts to break up the
monopoly from both state and federal lawsuits.59

In 1855–56, Stockton faced major crises with the Joint
Companies when, on August 29, 1855, a Camden & Amboy
train derailed near Burlington, NJ, in which twenty-four people
were killed and ninety injured.60 Then on March 15, 1856 a
Camden & Amboy Ferry heading to Camden, named New
Jersey, caught on fire in the Delaware River resulting in sixty
fatalities.61 In the newspapers and in lawsuits both Stockton
and the company officials were accused of callowness
because they refused to compensate the families of the
deceased and the survivors; however the company position of
no responsibility for losses was upheld in the courts.

In 1860, as the clouds of war were forming, Stockton
returned to the Democrat Party, supporting its Constitutional
Unionist wing that nominated John Bell of Tennessee.62

Following the election of Lincoln, Stockton became an
advocate of the Southern position with regards to slavery,
which he detailed in an inflammatory speech that he gave at
the New Jersey Peace Convention held in Trenton on
December 11, 1860. Resolutions that came out of this
Convention basically put the blame of the present crisis on
Northern agitators and called for a guarantee of the property
rights of slave holders.63 In February 1861 at the invitation of
Virginia, Stockton was one of 132 delegates from twenty-two
states at the National Peace Conference held in Washington,
D.C.64 President of the Conference was former President John
Tyler. Coming out of the Conference was a proposal for a seven
point Constitutional Amendment that reinstituted the
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provisions of the Missouri Compromise of
1820 with regards to slavery in new
territories.65 Most likely influencing Stockton’s
Pro-Southern stance was his family ties and
business connections. However, once
fighting broke out, he became a staunch
supporter of the Union cause. Not being
recalled for active duty, the Commodore did
not see any action.66

During this period Stockton split his time
between three residences: Morven his 150
acre farm in Princeton, his residence in
Philadelphia at 13th and Walnut Streets, and
spent the summers at his 500 acre farm at
the Jersey Shore that he named Sea Girt.67

His beloved wife of almost forty years, Harriet
died on April 1, 1862. On October 7, 1866, the

Commodore became sick with what was believed to have been
as “cholera morbus,” a bacterial gastrointestinal infection. It
resulted in his death on October 11, 1866. A funeral was held
at the Trinity Episcopal Church in Princeton across the street
from Morven and he was buried next to his wife.68

So what is the legacy of Commodore Robert Field
Stockton? The cities of Stockton, CA, Stockton, MO, and
Stockton, NJ, were named for him.69 Two hotels at the Jersey
Shore were named after him: in Cape May the West Jersey
Railroad who took over portion of the Camden & Amboy’s
right of way built the Stockton Hotel in 1869 which was later
razed in 1910. In Sea Girt, NJ, part of the Commodore’s
farmhouse was expanded into the Stockton Hotel that was
destroyed by a fire in 1965. Between 1901 and 1973 three
U.S. Navy ships were named for the Commodore. Beyond
that, his fascinating yet complicated history reflects the best
and, arguably, worse of America during the critical formative
and transformative years up to the Civil War.

Finally, a good summary of Commodore Stockton’s life
can be found at the end of R. John Brockmann’s 2009 book,
“A Protean Man”:

. . . Robert Stockton was many things to many people,
but in two things he was constant: he was unwavering
in his dedication to his state and to his country, and he
never failed to strive for glory . . . he ought always to be
remembered as a man of position and principle, ever
ready to throw down the gauntlet in the passionate
defense of what he believed.70

"He Was Above All a Jerseyman" | Joseph Wroblewski | www.GardenStateLegacy.com GSL 48 June 2020

Robert and Harriet Stockton
graves at Princeton
Presbyterian Cemetery. (Author)

Dr.  Wroblewski was born in Trenton, NJ,
attended Notre Dame High School, received a
BA in Social Studies from Trenton State College
in 1967; received a MA in Social Studies also
from Trenton State (1972) and attained a
Doctorate in Education from Temple University
in 1987. Along with his college degrees, Dr.
Wroblewski was also certified as a Social
Studies Teacher, had administrative
certification as a Supervisor of Social Studies
and a Secondary Principal in both New Jersey
and Pennsylvania. 

In his professional career, upon
graduating from Trenton State, Dr. Wroblewski
entered the United States Peace Corps and was
sent to Western Samoa as a Social Studies
Teacher at Chanel College (1968-69). Upon
returning to New Jersey after his Peace Corps
Service he taught Social Studies at Notre Dame
H.S. from 1970 through 1974. In 1974 he was
employed by the School District of Philadelphia
in the Office of Research and Evaluation until
1992 where upon he returned to the classroom
as a Social Studies Teacher at the S. A. Douglas
High School as a faculty member in their
dropout prevention alternative program. Dr.
Wroblewski retired from the School District of
Philadelphia in 2002 and returned to the
Trenton area and at the present resides in
Hamilton Township. For the past three years Dr.
Wroblewski served as a volunteer educational
consultant with Crossroads of the American
Revolution National Heritage Area; and is
presently a member to the New Jersey
Historical Commission NJ350 Committee
planning for the observance of the 350th
Anniversary of the founding of New Jersey.



ENDNOTES
1. From: Robert F. Stockton’s obituary, New York Times, October 6, 1866.
2. Morven today is a museum noted for the Georgian Style house and had

formerly been the official residence of the Governors of New Jersey
(1957–1982). Until the 20th Century it was a one hundred fifty acre
working farm; today the property consisting of five acres owned by
the State of New Jersey and run by the non-profit Morven, Inc. For
good introduction into the life of Richard the Signer, see: Donald
Johnstone Peck, New Jersey’s Darkest Hour,
GardenStateLegacy.com, Issue I, September 2008.

3. While it can be a bit confusing, the oldest son in this branch of the
Stockton family was always named Richard.

4. See: R. John Brockmann, Commodore Robert F. Stockton (1795–1866)
A Protean Man for a Protean Nation, (Amherst, NY: Cambria Press,
2009), 8. This is the most comprehensive biography of Robert F.
Stockton.

5. The College of New Jersey was the forerunner of Princeton University.
Robert’s great-grandfather John Stockton was one of the men who
were responsible for the school relocating to Princeton. Most of the
Stockton males, including his grandfather the “Signer,” his father, a
number of uncles and cousins, along with an older brother attended
the school.

6. See: R. John Brockmann, 9—15.
7. He was Robert’s uncle through marriage: Hunter married his Aunt Mary

Stockton.
8. Following the Treaty of Paris (1783) the Continental Navy was looked

upon as an expensive “luxury” and by1785 it was disbanded.
However with the actions of the Barbary Pirates attacking American
shipping in the Mediterranean, Congress passed the United States
Naval Act of 1794 that funded six warships and provided for the pay
and sustenance of naval personnel.

9. In the US Navy at this time there were two grades of non-specialist
warrant officer: midshipman and master’s mate. 

10. For details of Stockton’s service in the War of 1812, see: R. John
Brockmann, 18–24; also, Samuel J. Bayard, A Sketch of the Life of
Com. Robert F. Stockton, (New York: Derby & Jackson, 1856),
14–24. This book was authored with Stockton and was prepared for
his presidential bid in 1856 for the nomination of the American
Party.

11. At this time there were only three grades of commissioned naval
officers: lieutenant, master commandant, and captain. The rank of
commodore was a temporary rank given to the person who
commanded a small fleet or squadron for a special mission. Once
the mission was completed, the person reverted to previous rank;
however in practice once one served as a commodore they were
usually referred by that title. There was no rank of admiral in the US
Navy until the Civil War, the first being David Farragut. 

12. For detailed account of Stockton’s role in the Barbary Pirate War, see:
Samuel Bayard, Chapter III, 15—25. Further: A sad note for Robert at
this time was that his younger brother Horatio who was a
midshipman aboard the flagship died from illness or a wound. R.
John Brockmann, 26.

13. Samuel Bayard, 31.
14. It was been reported that between the War of 1812 and the Civil War

there were two thirds more naval officers who died in duels than in
combat. The most famous navy officer to die in a duel during this
period was Commodore Stephen Decatur (1820), Stockton’s
squadron commander during the Barbary War. For an excellent
review of dueling by naval/military personnel see: R. John
Brockmann 28–34. Further: Dueling was a required practice for not
just military men but for anyone considered a gentleman; Robert’s
older brother Richard was killed in a duel in New Orleans in 1827.

15. Samuel Bayard, 36. Author’s Note: On display at the Morven Museum
are the Commodore’s dueling pistols.

16. In 1825 Robert Stockton was elected President of the New Jersey’s
Princeton based Chapter.

17. In 1816 there were over 2,000,000 slaves and around 200,000 “free
people of color” in the United States, who were manumitted slaves

or their descendants. For an overview of the “mission” of the
American Colonization Society, see: American Colonization Society
(1816–1865), Resource Bank, @pbs.org. For an excellent in depth
look at the American Colonization Movement and its influence in
New Jersey see: Craig Hollander, Princeton and the Colonization
Movement. Also his: Navigating Slavery: Robert F. Stockton and the
Limits Antislavery Thought. Both found: @slavery.princeton.edu.

18. See U.S. Constitution, Article I, Section 9. The first attempt to stop this
trade was a law passed on January 1, 1808 the earliest permitted by
the U.S. Constitution, but it was not enforced.

19. Marvin L. Duke, “Robert F. Stockton Early U.S. Naval Activities in
Africa,” Naval War College Review, Vol. 24, No. 9 (May 1972), 86–94.

20. See: “USS Alligator,” Naval History and Heritage Command, @-
history.navy.mil.

21. These two actions came before the United States Supreme Court that
ruled in Robert’s favor. Daniel Webster, a family friend, served as his
defense attorney.

22. A fellow New Jerseyman Dr. Eli Ayers, from Woodbury, NJ,
accompanied Stockton as an agent of the American Colonization
Society. For the founding of Liberia from Robert Stockton’s point of
view, see A Sketch of the Life, Chapter IV, 39–48. Further information
about the founding of Liberia: The Stockton 1821 Expedition,
@globalsecurity.org. It is believed that eventually 10,000 -13,000
(200 from New Jersey) free Blacks from the United States
immigrated to Liberia; see: Craig Hollander, Princeton and the
Colonization Movement, @princeton.slavery.edu.

23. R. John Brockmann, 59.
24. For a discussion of “Creative Disobedience” see: R. John Brockmann,

12–13.
25. Interestingly on November 20, 1822 it ran aground on a reef and sank.

It was believed that the Alligator’s wreck was located in Florida Keys,
however in 1996 after extensive study of the remains it was
determined that the wreck they were studying was not the USS
Alligator.

26. Harriet and Robert were married on March 4,1823; they had ten
children, nine of whom reached adulthood; three sons and six
daughters.

27. Palmer House was a wedding present to Harriet and Robert from her
father John Potter. Today the Palmer House is the official
guesthouse of Princeton University. For more on the Palmer House
see: Palmer House@princeton.edu.

28. Interestingly, in June 1830 while on extended leave Robert was
promoted to Master Commandant. Even with his extensive
business interests he never resigned his naval commission.

29. This came about because his older brother Richard who would have
normally inherited the property, as previously noted, had been killed
in a duel in New Orleans the year before (1827). Robert and Harriet
remained at Palmer House due to the fact that his mother Mary was
given a life tenancy; she died in 1837

30. R. John Brockmann, 72–73.
31. United States Census found @ancestry.com.
32. The Camden-Amboy Railroad’s initial stock offering sold out in ten

minutes! Whereas the D&R Canal’s initial offering wasn’t selling and
Robert Stockton turned to his father-in-law for help and with a
$500,000 loan, he purchased the remaining stock. Richard F. Veit,
The Old Canals of New Jersey: A Historical Geography, (Little Falls,
NJ: Geographic Press, 1963), 61.

33. . R. John Brockmann, 77–78.
34. For comprehensive look at the Joint Companies, see: George N.

Tatum, An Exposition of the Character and Management of the New
Jersey Joint Monopolies, (Philadelphia: King and Baird, Printers,
1852).

35. It was noted that with the stock and the guaranteed income, for a
number of years it served as almost the sole income of the State.
Richard Veit, 61.

36. For an informative, brief description on the building of the Canal, see:
The Canal Built by Irishmen, @historicalmarkerproject.com. 

37. In 1866 83% of its cargo was coal; in 1873 it had its peak revenues,
then by 1893 it ran at a deficient. It ceased operation in 1933 and the
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state took over the property in 1934. The Delaware—Raritan Canal
State Park Commission was established in 1974. For more details
on the D&R Canal, see: William J. McKelvey, Delaware and Raritan
Canal: A Pictorial History, (York, PA: Canal Press, Inc., 1975).

38. Samuel Bayard, 76.
39. It arrived in the United States on May 30, 1839. When it went into

service on the D&R Canal it was renamed the New Jersey and
remained in service on the Canal for thirty years. For more
information see: Robert F Stockton (1838), Passenger/cargo vessel.
Steamer, @ collections.rmg.co.uk.

40. Invented by French General Joseph Henri Paixhans, for more
information on improvement of naval ordinance see: Dahlgren
Cannon @learningabe.info. 

41. For a detailed account of his promotion to Captain, see: R. John
Brockmann, 100. 

42. Lee M. Pearson, “ The ‘Princeton’ and the ‘Peacemaker’: A Study in
Nineteenth Century Naval Research and Naval Procedures,”
Technology and Culture, vol. 7, No. 2 (Spring 1966), 163–164.

43. Regretfully, Stockton and Ericsson had a falling out and Stockton
refused to approve Ericsson final payment for his services. Ericsson
reached prominence in the Civil War with his design of the Union
ironclad Monitor.

44. The ship was 170’ long, 30’ 6” beam and 17’ draft. It was a sail and
steam ship. Its innovation was it had a 16-foot, 6-blade propeller
and engine below the waterline. For more information see: The USS
Princeton’s Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very Bad Day, February 23,
2013, @patrickmurfin.blogspot.com.

45. Along with the “Peacemaker” and “Oregon” the Princeton was also
armed with twelve forty-two pound cannons. 

46. One of the guests was James Madison’s widow, Dolley. Robert
Stockton paid for this and an earlier shipboard party out of his own
funds.

47. For an interesting first person account of the fatal cruise see: George
L. Sioussant, “The Accident on Board the U.S.S. “Princeton,”
February 28, 1844,” A Contemporary Newsletter, Pennsylvania
History: A Journal of Mid-Atlantic Studies, Vo. 4, No. 3 (July, 1937)
161–189. Can be found at jstor.org.

48. Later another investigation was conducted by the Franklin Institute in
Philadelphia that basically held with the findings of the
government’s inquiries, although they were critical of wrought iron
metallurgy in extreme heat of cannonading. One result of the
disaster was the Navy scraped further plans for warships on the
Princeton’s design and stayed with side and stern wheels as the
means of propulsion. It wasn’t until the Civil War, that propeller
driven warships became the preferred propulsion means for the US
Navy.

49. While Stockton was completing the repairs of the Princeton in
Philadelphia, that May the anti-immigrant/Catholic riots, led by the
nativist Know-Nothing Party broke out. Leading a group of heavily
armed sailors called “boarders” they helped to put down the riots.
Interestingly later in his life Stockton sought the nomination of the
American Party (Know-Nothing) for U.S. President. 

50. Following the Texas mission, the Princeton spent five years on station
in the Mediterranean; in 1849 it was due for an overhaul but because
of the cost it was scraped.

51. Before arriving in California, Stockton had orders to bring the
Commissioner to the Sandwich Islands (Hawai’i) to Honolulu. While
there Stockton met with King Kamehameha III. 

52. In February 1849 Commodore Stockton submitted a report to
Secretary of Navy Bancroft detailing his actions in California. Paul R.
Spitzzeri at the Homestead Museum (City of Los Angles) website
presented a six part series, detailing and commenting on the report,
see: Commodore Robert F. Stockton’s Report on Military/Naval
Operations in California, 16 February 1849, @-
homesteadmuseum.wordpress.com.

53. For an extensive history of the conquest of California, go to the
California Military History Museum @militarymueum.org. Click on
Mexican War for numerous articles on the relationship of Stockton,
Fremont and Kearny. 

54. For an in-depth review of this disagreement see: “The Mexican War
and the Conquest of California: Stockton or Kearny Conquer and
First Governor,” California Historical Society, vol. VIII, no. 3,
September 1929. Found @militarymuseum.org.

55. Even though in A Sketch of the Life, stated that he did not take the
opportunities to speculate on land in California, (Samuel Bayard,
157); however according to Brockmann, before Stockton left, he
purchased the 2,000 acre Rancho el Potrero de Santa Clara, and
other speculative ventures, R. John Brockmann, 226–230. Further:
for an account of adventures on Stockton’s return East, see: Samuel
Bayard, Chapter XII, 157–168.

56. President Polk rescinded the dismissal but Fremont resigned his
commission.

57. Stockton must have been on leave because there doesn’t seem any
record of any naval activities on his part for 1848–1849. However in
1848 he purchased land in Virginia on which he open gold mines
and in 1849 with the closing of the Virginia mines he returned to
New Jersey and took control of the Joint Companies. See: R. John
Brockmann, 266–277.

58. Thomson had married Robert’s sister Annis who had died in 1842; he
was an officer of the D&R Canal and was reelected to Senate in
1857 and served until 1863. In 1865 the Commodore’s son, John
Potter Stockton was elected to the Senate, the third generation
Stockton to have been a United States Senator from New Jersey.

59. Again see: George N. Tatham, An Exposition of the Character and
Management of the New Jersey Joint Monopolies.

60. For details of crash, see: Camden Amboy Railroad Crash, 1855,
@interment.net. For a thorough discussion of the crash and its
aftermath, see: R. John Brockmann, Twisted Rails and Sunken
Ships: The Rhetoric of Nineteenth Century Steamboat and Railroad
Accident Investigation Reports 1833–1879, (New York: Routledge,
2005), Chapter 4. Can be found: @google.books.com.

61. See: “Philadelphia, PA Ferry Boat NEW JERSEY Fire, Mar 1856,”
Philadelphia Ledger, @gendisasters.com.

62. In the 1864 Presidential Election Stockton supported the Democrat
candidate, George B. McClellan.

63. The Convention was called for by conservative members of New
Jersey’s Democrat Party who supported the slave holders rights
and opposed the forced abolition of slavery. New Jersey was one of
the last northern states to abolish slavery with the Gradual Abolition
Act of 1804; in 1860 there were still eighteen slaves reported in the
census. For a detailed look at the abolition of slavery in New Jersey,
see: Geneva Smith, Legislating Slavery in New Jersey, Princeton and
Slavery, @slavery.princeton.edu.

64. For a review the Conference, see: Harold Holzer, Pre Civil War
Conference, @historynet.com.

65. Due to events occurring on the national scene, i.e., Lincoln’s
Inauguration in March and the firing on Fort Sumter in April,
Congress never took up the proposed amendment. For details of the
Amendment see: Amendment Proposal for the Peace Conference,
February 8—27, 1861, @avalon.law.yale.edu.

66. When the Confederates invaded Pennsylvania, Stockton was made a
Major General of the New Jersey Militia; when the threat ended he
was demobilized. 

67. The property was purchased in 1853 and sold in July 1866; his former
farm at the Jersey Shore today is Sea Girt, NJ. For brief history of
Sea Girt, see: Sharon Merkel Prudhomme, The Interesting History of
Sea Girt, @jerseyshorescene.com.

68. The Commodore, whose family had been fervent Presbyterians going
back to his great-grandfather John, helped found and finance
Princeton’s Trinity Episcopal Church mainly due to the fact his that
wife was an Episcopalian.

69. Stockton, MO was originally named Fremont but name changed to
Stockton in 1857, most likely changed after Fremont ran for
President in 1856 as a Republican.

70. R. John Brockmann, 402.


