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  Excerpts from Peter Porcupine’s Works: Containing Various Writings and Selections, Exhibiting a 
Faithful Picture of the United States of America… by William Cobbett (1763-1835), 12 vols. London: 

Printed for Cobbett and Morgan, at the Crown and Miter, Pall Mall, 1801.   

    Cobbett was an English writer and political activist, who spent time in the United States from 1792-
1800. Volume VI contains copies of several letters exchanged between Andrew Ellicott and Secretary of 
State Timothy Pickering (1745-1829), a Federalist from Massachusetts and who served as Secretary of 
State from 1795 to 1800. Pickering was an anglophile who advocated war with France, an ally of Spain, 
during his administration.  It was this prospect of an Anglo-American alliance which the Spanish feared 
and were determined to prevent.  Pickering served as Secretary of State to both Presidents Washington 
and John Adams, to whom he reported on Ellicott’s mission and his assessment of the situation. Reports 

from Ellicott to Pickering complain bitterly about Spanish delays, trickery, their unwillingness to meet 
the specific terms of the treaty obligations, and plots of Americans, such as James Wilkinson, who was in 

the pay of Spain. The correspondence excerpted here provides an early, 1801, interpretation of the 
events, and positions of the various parties. Copy provided is “Courtesy the Library of American 

Civilization”, which includes materials on early America through World War I as a microfiche collection. 

 

Vol. VI, 218-230:  Gazette Selections.—Spanish Affairs. 

“The treaty with Spain, which was concluded just after the treaty with Great Britain was made, 
makes provision for the code of settling the dispute, which had long existed, respecting the 
boundary line between the territories of Spain and those of the United States.;  There is no doubt 
but this business would have been settled very amicably; but, after the treaty was made, and 
before the American Commission went off in order to run the line, the poor  King of Spain had 
made peace with France; and it was doubtless by the order of the villains of Paris, that every 
difficulty was thrown in the way of the American Commissioner.—The following reports of the 
Secretary of State give a full account of the matter. 

                                                                        Department of State, June 10, 1797. 

   The Secretary of State respectfully reports to the President of the United States the substance of 
the information received the 8th inst. From Andrew Ellicott, Esq. the Commissioner of the United 
States appointed to run the boundary line between their territory and his Catholic Majesty’s 
colonies of East and West Florida. (end, p. 218) 

 

   Although Mr. Ellicott left Philadelphia in September, 1796, to proceed by the Ohio and 
Mississippi rivers, to the Natchez, the place appointed by the treaty with Spain; at which the 
Commissioners of the two Government were to meet; yet, owing to the lowness of the waters of 
the Ohio, he did not reach its mouth until the 19th day of December: two days after which, both 
the Ohio and Mississippi were almost frozen over. On the 21st of January the ice began to give 
way, and their store-boat arriving on the 28th, they proceeded on the 31st for Natchez. On the 21st 
February Mr. Ellicott received a letter from his Catholic Majesty’s governor, Gayoso de Lemos, 
dated at the Natchez the 17th of February, mentioning information he had received of his 
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approaching arrival, attended by a military guard and some woodsmen; and desiring that the 
troops might be left about the mouth of Bayou Pierre; assigning for his reason, that thereby every 
unforeseen misunderstanding between the troops of the two powers would be prevented. With 
this request, from views of accommodation, Mr. Ellicott complied. Bayou Pierre is about 60 
miles above the Natchez. 

 

On the 24th February Mr. Ellicott reached the Natchez, and immediately by a letter acquainted 
Governor Gayoso of his arrival.  The governor on the same day returned an answer. The day 
following they had an interview, and fixed on the 19th of March to proceed down the river to 
Clarkesville, near which it was supposed the line would commence. The Monday following, 
February 27th, Mr. Ellicott wrote a letter to the Baron de Carondelet, his Catholic Majesty’s 
Governor General of Louisiana, and the Commissioner named by the Court of Spain for 
ascertaining the boundary line, to inform him of his arrival at the Natchez as the Commissioner 
of the United States. The Baron’s answer, dated (end, p. 219) March 1st, was received the 9th; and 
on the same day Governor Gayoso waited on Mr. Ellicott, and informed him that the Baron, in 
consequence of interesting concerns below, had declined to attend, and the whole business had 
devolved on him. Mr. Ellicott expressed his satisfaction, because he expected that he (Governor 
Gayoso) would be immediately ready to proceed. The Governor answered, ‘No time shall be 
lost; but I fear I shall not be ready the 19th; and although the Baron declines acting on account of 
the business which demands his constant attention at Orleans, he is nevertheless, desirous of 
having the interview with you; and, for that purpose, has ordered a galley to be fitted up for your 
use and accommodation to New-Orleans.’ Mr. Ellicott considered that the third article of the 
treaty with Spain required being at this post, it was his duty to remain there until the Spanish 
Commissioner should be ready to proceed with him to the place where the line should 
commence; and therefore he declined the Baron’s invitation. 

   On the 27th February Mr. Ellicott encamped at the upper end of the town of Natchez, about a 
quarter of a mile from the fort occupied by the Spanish troops; and two days after hoisted the 
flag of the United States.  Upon this he received a verbal message from Governor Gayoso, by his 
aid Major Minor, desiring the flag might be taken down; which Mr. Ellicott declined doing. The 
request was not repeated. Here Mr. Ellicott began his astronomical observations, and found the 
hill [Union Hill] on which he was encamped, to be in latitude 310 33’ 46”, or about 39 miles 
north of the south boundary of the United States. 

   In this situation Mr. Ellicott was told alarming stories about the unfavourable disposition of the 
Indians (end, p.220), under an idea that the United States were meditating their destruction. The 
whole settlement was for some days swarming with them; and they frequently went about his 
camp with drawn knives. For his own safety, he frequently issued provisions to them.  Thus 
critically circumstanced, he, on the 11th of March, wrote to Governor Gayoso the letter to which 
he received the answer. But in the mean time Mr. Ellicott had sent an express to the commanding 
officer of the escort (consisting of only twenty-five men), which, in complaisance to the 
Governor’s first request, he had left sixty miles up the river, to come down directly to the 
Natchez. And being determined not to countermand this order, he, on the 13th, wrote to Governor 
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Gayoso the letter, proposing Bacon’s Landing, about a mile below his camp, for the station of his 
escort; but before this letter was sent he had an interview with the Governor, who undertook to 
prove the propriety and necessity of the whole party from the United States going down to 
Clarke’s Place, and closed his reasoning by observing, that if the escort did land at the Natchez 
he should consider it as an insult offered the King his master. Mr. Ellicott then telling the 
Governor that he should send him immediately an answer in writing, observed, that the desire 
which was constantly manifested to draw him from that place (the Natchez) appeared singular, as 
it was designated in the late treaty between his Catholic Majesty and the United States, as the 
place of meeting for the Commissioners; and, therefore, that he should reject every proposition 
that was intended to draw him from his present situation, until the Commissioner and Surveyor 
on behalf of the Crown of Spain were ready to proceed to business. To which the Governor 
replied, ‘Sir, you either mistake my meaning, or I have expressed myself very badly.  I do not 
want you to leave this place, but on the contrary, (end, p.221) I am desirous for you to take up 
your residence in my home; you will live there much more comfortably than in a tent.’ Mr. 
Ellicott said that his tent was much more agreeable than a palace; for in his camp he enjoyed an 
independence characteristic of the nation he had the honour to represent. The next morning Mr. 
Ellicott sent his letter, and the same day received the Governor’s answer, expressing his entire 
satisfaction with Mr. Ellicott’s sentiments, as uniformly agreeing with his own, in every thing 
which could combine the mutual interests of the two nations. 

   The evening following, March 25, Mr. Ellicott’s escort arrived at the Landing, and the next day 
went down to the place he had proposed for their station. The officer of the escort having found 
in the settlement a number of deserters from the American army, took them up: this occasioned 
some verbal communications between Governor Gayoso and Mr. Ellicott, the former desiring the 
deserters might be dismissed. Mr. Ellicott thereupon proposed this arrangement: that such 
deserters from the army of the United States as came into that country, and took the protection of 
the Spanish Government prior to the time fixed by the treaty for the evacuation of the posts, 
should, for the present, remain unmolested; but that such as had come to that country since that 
time should be liable to be taken and detained.    

   About the time Mr. Ellicott’s arrived, the principal part of the artillery was taken out of the fort 
and carried to the Landing, and every appearance made of a speedy evacuation; but on the 22nd 
of March great industry was used in carrying cannon back to the fort, which were immediately 
remounted. This gave great alarm to the inhabitants of the district, who generally manifested a 
desire to being declared subjects of the United States, and at once to renounce the Spanish 
jurisdiction. In order to quiet (end, p.222)  the minds of the inhabitants, and to be able to give 
them some reasons for the Governor’s conduct, which now began to be considered as hostile to 
the United States, Mr. Ellicott, on the 23rd of March, wrote the letter which was followed by a 
note, to which he received the Governor’s answer. This answer containing information that the 
important business of running the boundary line should soon be commenced, and an assurance 
that nothing could prevent the religious compliance with the treaty, Mr. Ellicott expressed his 
satisfaction in his letter to the Governor, No. 12. 
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   It being now reported that the American troops would be down in a few days, the Governor 
sent by his Aid, to Mr. Ellicott, an open letter from the Governor directed to Captain Pope, who, 
it was said, commanded those troops , informing him that for sundry reasons, it would be proper 
and conducive to the harmony of the two nations, for  himself and the detachment under his 
command to remain at or near the place where the letter should meet him, until the posts should 
be evacuated; and as every preparation was making for that purpose, the delay would be but a 
few days, when he would be happy to see him at the Natchez. This proposal to Captain Pope, the 
Governor, in his letter, desired Mr. Ellicott to second. Upon reading the letter Mr. Ellicott 
observed to Major Minor, that it was impossible for him to join in the Governor’s request to 
Captain Pope, as it was well known to him (Mr. Ellicott) , that instead of evacuating the posts, 
they were making them more defensible. However, Mr. Ellicott said he would write a letter to 
the officer commanding the detachment, and requested Major Minor (as he was to be bearer of 
the Governor’s letter to the Walnut Hills) to take charge of it; to which he had no objection. (end, 
p.221) 

   On the 28th of March the Governor issued the proclamation bearing the date of March 29th, and 
another bearing the same date, with the avowed object of quieting the minds of the inhabitants; 
but they produced a contrary effect. As soon as the Governor discovered this, he requested two 
gentlemen of the settlement to inform Mr. Ellicott that he, the Governor, had received directions 
from the General in Chief, the Baron de Carondelet, to have the artillery and military stores 
expeditiously removed from the forts, which were immediately to be give up to the troops of the 
United States upon their arrival.  Great pains were taken to inculcate this report; but it did not 
remove suspicions.  In order, therefore, to obtain a direct explanation, Mr. Ellicott, on the 31st of 
March, wrote to the Governor the letter enclosing two paragraphs of an address he had received 
from a number of respectable inhabitants of the district. The Governor’s answer, of the same 
date, confirmed every suspicion, as it contained an explicit declaration, that his General had 
given him positive orders to suspend the evacuation of the posts until the two Government 
should determine whether the works were to be left standing or to be demolished; and until, by 
an additional article to the treaty, the real property of the inhabitants should be secured, 
agreeable to his proclamation, in which the Governor thought proper to tell the inhabitants that 
negotiations were on foot between his Catholic Majesty and the United States, for the adjustment 
of that other matter.  It may not be improper to remark that no such negotiation had existed, and 
that this is the first time that these objections to the evacuation of the posts have been heard of. 
This preemptory declaration of Governor Gayoso requires no comment. 

   Mr. Ellicott says, that, with the exception of about eight persons, including some officers, all 
the inhabitants (end, p.221) of the Natchez district )within the limit of the United States) are 
desirous of coming under their jurisdiction, and to have a government established there, similar 
to that north-west of the river Ohio. [Reference is to the Northwest Territory established by 
Congress in 1787]. My inquiries enable me to add, that the population amounts to nearly four 
thousand souls. 
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   Mr. Ellicott further informs that he has not only reason to believe, but is certain, that many 
grants for lands in the district have been give out by the officers of the Government of Louisiana, 
since the ratification of the late treaty, and that their surveyors are now executing the surveys. 

   On the 18th of April, when Mr. Ellicott was folding up his dispatches, he received from 
Governor Gayoso the letter complaining of the enlistment of persons in that district as an 
infringement of the rights of his Catholic Majesty; and requesting that the persons enlisted might 
be discharged; to which Mr. Ellicott immediately returned an answer, observing that the matter 
required investigation; but assuring Governor Gayoso that he would be careful neither to infringe 
the rights of the subjects of his Catholic Majesty, nor willingly suffer those of the citizens of the 
United States to be infringed. 

   The bearer of Mr. Ellicott’s dispatches informs me, that before he left Natchez they had heard 
that two gun-boats were preparing at New-Orleans to bring up reinforcements; and since his 
arrival I have received information which, connected with this detail of facts, is entitled to 
belief—that about the 10th  of May, three large boats full of troops, beside a party by land, set off 
from New-Orleans for the Natchez—it was added, for the purpose of driving off the continental 
troops that had taken possession, agreeably to the late treaty.” [The fort at Natchez was 
evacuated by Spanish troops on the night of March 30-31; thus, Carondelet’s preparations were 
at Baton Rouge for defense of New Orleans, not Natchez.] 

                                                   TIMOTHY PICKERING. 

                                                                              (end, p. 225) 

Additional Report of the Secretary of State to the President of the United States, of the 
Proceedings of the Officers of his Catholic Majesty, in relation to the Posts occupied by the 
Troops within the Limits of the United States,. The Boundary Line, and other matters therewith 
connected. 

    “On Thursday last, the 29th of June, I received farther (sic) dispatches from Andrew Ellicott, 
Esq. the Commissioner of the United States at the Natchez, dated the 10th of May last, of which 
an extract and copies, numbers one, two and three, are subjoined.  By these it appears, that a new 
motive has been assigned by the Commander in Chief, the Baron de Carondelet, and Governor 
Gayoso, for still retaining possession of the posts of the Natchez and Walnut Hills, and for 
strengthening the fortifications, vis. To guard against an attack by the British from Canada. This 
motive being derived from information communicated to the Baron de Carondelet by the 
Chevalier de Yrujo, the Minister of his Catholic Majesty to the United States, it appears 
necessary again to bring before the President my correspondence with the Spanish and British 
Ministers on that subject. 

   Although the Minister declared he had just reasons for suspecting an expedition from Canada 
was preparing by the British against the upper parts of Louisiana, yet he never mentioned a 
single fact or reason on which his suspicion was founded. From all the existing circumstance, I 
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ever believed the suspicion  to be groundless; and the note of Mr. Liston, the British Minister, of 
the 19th last month, declares that no such expedition has been, or in intended by the British 
Government. 

   On the 16th of March last, by the President’s direction, I inquired of the Minister of his 
Catholic Majesty whether the Spanish troops had been withdrawn, agreeably to the treaty, from 
the territory of (end, p.226) the United States; and if not, what orders or measures for 
withdrawing them had been taken. To this the Minister answered on the 17th of April, that not 
having for some months heard from the Baron de Carondelet, he was “deprived of any 
information touching the steps for the execution of the treaty.” Nevertheless he had previously 
informed the Baron de Carondelet of his suspicions of a projected expedition from Canada for on 
the 1st of May, it is offered by Governor Gayoso as a new reason for continuing to hold the posts. 

   On the 24th of June last, the Minister of his Catholic Majesty wrote me the letter, in which he 
undertakes to give the substance of two letters from the Baron de Carondelet, and which about a 
week before he had orally translated to me from the Spanish originals. These letters (as appears 
by the detail of them now given by the Minister) exhibited diverse complaints against Mr. 
Ellicott, whose conduct is assigned as the cause of an alleged misunderstanding between him and 
Governor Gayoso, and of the delay in connecting the running of the boundary line. 

   One article, however, the Minister has omitted in his recital. The Baron de Carondelet 
complained, among other things, that Mr. Ellicott had not given him notice of his arrival at the 
Natchez as the Commissioner on the part of the United States for running the boundary line 
between their territories and those of Spain. I was astonished at this complaint, as I had then 
lying on my table Mr. Ellicott’s letter to the Baron, dated the 27th of February, only three days 
after Mr. Ellicott’s arrival at the Natchez, announcing his arrival as the Commissioner of the 
United States for the object above expressed, and two copies of the Baron’s answer, dated at 
New-Orleans the 1st of March, one of the original Spanish, and the other a translation in English 
acknowledging the receipt of Mr. Ellicott’s letter, and (end, p.227) “congratulating him on his 
arrival in that county in the character of Commissioner on the part of the United States to run the 
dividing line between the territories of his Catholic Majesty and the United States.” I 
immediately presented these copies to the Minister, in whom the repugnance of fact to assertion 
excited the natural sensation; but soon recollecting himself, he made this apology for the Baron, 
that he supposed that he did not consider Mr. Ellicott’s letter as official. This letter and the 
translation of the Baron’s answer have been already laid before Congress and published. 

   The facts I have here stated relative to the complaint of the Baron de Carondelet, which the 
Spanish Minister has omitted in his detail, appeared to me important to be laid before you, to be 
considered together with the other complaints which the Minister has recited.  As to the 
complaint that Mr. Ellicott “attempted to get possession of the Natchez fort by surprise, and that 
the Governor Gayoso has in his power documents which evidently prove the intention of that 
attempt”; I have examined the two gentlemen who have brought Mr. Ellicott’s dispatches, and 
they declare that they never heard of such an attempt being made or intended by Mr. Ellicott; and 
that, far from exciting disaffection to the Spanish Government in the minds of the inhabitants of 
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Natchez, he uniformly recommended patience and submission, until the Spanish jurisdiction 
should be withdrawn. 

   Upon view of the whole correspondence, now and before submitted to the President, it appears 
that the Governor of his Catholic Majesty on the Mississippi have, on various pretences, 
postponed the running of the boundary line, and withdrawing of his troops from the posts they 
occupied within the territory of the United States that after repeated overtures, promises, and 
appearances of commencing (end, p 228) the execution of the treaty between the two nations, in 
both those respects, their conduct demonstrates that for an indefinite period they meant to avoid 
doing either that there is but too much reason to believe Mr. Ellicott’s  suspicions well founded, 
that an undue influence has been exercised over the Indians by the officers of his Catholic 
Majesty, to prepare them for a rupture with the United States; these suspicions corresponding 
with other intelligence recently received by the Secretary of War, and by me. Mine is by a 
private letter from Colonel Sargent, the Secretary of the territory north-west of the river Ohio. 

   Whether this plan of exciting the Indians to direct hostilities against the United States has been 
contemplated and promoted by any of our citizens, it may be difficult to say; but that one or 
more of these citizens have proposed and taken measures to detach the southern Indians from the 
interests of the United States, and to destroy the influence of the public agents over those nations, 
and thus to defeat the great objects of their appointment, the chief of which is to preserve peace, 
is certain.  The evidence of this important fact will be laid before you by the Secretary of War. 
That evidence having a reference to the British Minister and his Government, I took the liberty 
of addressing to him a letter, dated the 1st instant, to which I received an answer. 

   As closely connected with this business, I lay before you the copy of my letter, date the 27th of 
April last, to Charles Jackson, Esq. the District Attorney of Georgia, reciting a passage in a letter 
from the Spanish Minister, dated the 21st of April, declaring his positive knowledge that the 
English had made propositions to General Clarke of Georgia, to obtain his influence in that State, 
in conjunction with some person who might make a diversion or serious attack against Florida. 
By Mr. Jackson’s answer, from (end, p.229) which an extract is herewith presented, it appears, 
that, after diligent inquiry, he could not find any person that knew any thing of the business, or 
that entertained a belief of the kind; and that from General Clarke’s known violent antipathies to 
the English, and other circumstances, he doubted the truth of the report altogether.* All of which 
is respectfully submitted.” 

                                                                                     TIMOTHY PICKERING. 

 

   Department of State, 

   July 3, 1797. 
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*There are certain miscreants in this country who have the imprudence to talk of the bad faith of 
Great Britain; but let them now compare her conduct, in the execution of treaties, with that of the 
natural allies. The forts she possessed were delivered up to an hour, and every other part of the 
treaty she punctually adheres to, while France is in the open violation of her treaty, after having 
long enjoyed its benefits, and while Spain pays no more attention to hers than if it were a ballad 
or  a farce. And yet we find wretches impudent and vile enough to endeavor to perpetuate an ill-
founded, and, to us, destructive prejudice against Britain; a nation whose friendship is of 
inestimable value, and not more valuable than sincere. Had Great Britain detained the Western 
posts (sic for retained)  but a day beyond the time fixed for their delivery had she behaved to our 
officers as the Spaniards have to Mr. Ellicott, what execrations would not have been vomited forth 
against her! Mr. [Jonathan] Dayton (the honest Speaker) would have had his confiscating iron in 
the fire in a moment, and Monsieur Smith, of Baltimore, would have again called for “the 
American youth, whose independent hearts beat high for an opportunity to signalize their valour.” 
But now that the insult, the wrong, come (sic for comes) from the Spaniards and the French, it all 
very well. Not a single voice is raised to vilify and to curse; the American youth are as gentle as 
lambs, their hearts, which whilm (whisdom?) beat so high, now lie as lumpith [limp] as a steel 
dumpling.  (end of note, and p. 230).” 

 

   

    

 
 

  

 

 


