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[Mr. Webster to Lord Ashburton] 

DEPARTMENT OF STATE, Washington, 27
th

 July, 1842. 

Lord Ashburton, &c, &c, &c, 

MY LORD: In relation to the case of the "Caroline", which we have heretofore made the subject of 
conference, I have thought it right to place in your hands an extract of a letter from this Department to 
M

r
Fox, of the 24th of April, 1841, and an extract from the message of the President of the United States 

to Congress at the commencement of its present session. These papers you have, no doubt, already 
seen; but they are, nevertheless, now communicated, as such a communication is considered a ready 
mode of presenting the view which this Government entertains of the destruction of that vessel. 

The act of which the Government of the United States complains is not to be considered as 
justifiable or unjustifiable, as the question of the lawfulness or unlawfulness of the employment in which 
the "Caroline" was engaged may be decided the one way or the other. That act is of itself a wrong, and 
an offense to the sovereignty and the dignity of the United States, being a violation of their soil and 
territory-a wrong for which, to this day, no atonement, or even apology, has been made by Her 
Majesty's Government. Your Lordship cannot but be aware that self-respect, the consciousness of 
independence and national equality, and a sensitiveness to whatever may touch the honor of the 
country-a sensitiveness which this Government will ever feel and ever cultivate-make this a matter of 
high importance, and I must be allowed to ask for it your Lordship's grave consideration. 

I have the honor to be, my Lord, your Lordship's most obedient servant, 

DAN
l
 WEBSTER. 

[Enclosure 1-Extract from note of April 24,1841] 

The Undersigned has now to signify to M
r
 Fox that the Government of the United States has not 

changed the opinion which it has heretofore expressed to Her Majesty's Government, of the character 
of the act of destroying the " Caroline ". It does not think that that transaction can be justified by any 
reasonable application or construction of the right of self-defence under the laws of nations. It is 
admitted that a just right of self-defence attaches always to nations, as well as to individuals, and is 
equally necessary for the preservation of both. But the extent of this right is a question to be judged of 
by the circumstances of each particular ease; and when its alleged exercise has led to the commission 
of hostile acts, within the territory of a power at peace, nothing less than a clear and absolute necessity 
can afford ground of justification. Not having, up to this time, been made acquainted with the views and 
reasons, at length, which have led Her Majesty's Government to think the destruction of the "Caroline" 
justifiable as an act of self-defence, the Undersigned, earnestly renewing the remonstrance of this 
Government against the transaction, abstains, for the present, from any extended discussion of the 
question. But it is deemed proper, nevertheless, not to omit, to take some notice of the general grounds 
of justification, stated by Her Majesty's Government, in their instruction to M

r
 Fox. 

Her Majesty's Government have instructed M
r
 Fox to say, that they are of opinion, that the 

transaction, which terminated in the destruction of the " Caroline", was a justifiable employment of 
force, for the purpose of defending the British Territory from the unprovoked attack of a band of British 
rebels and American pirates, who, having been "permitted" to arm and organize themselves within the 
territory of the United States, had actually invaded a portion of the territory of Her Majesty. 
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At a subsequent period, when the American Colonies of a European Power took up arms against 
their Sovereign, not diverted from the established system of the Government by any temporary 
considerations, not swerved from its sense of justice and of duty, by any sympathies which it might 
naturally feel for one of the Parties, did not hesitate, also, to pass acts applicable to the case of Colonial 
insurrection and civil war. And these provisions of law have been continued, revised, amended, and are 
in fun force at the present moment. Nor have they been a dead letter, as it is wed known, that 
exemplary punishments have been inflected on those who have transgressed them. It is known, indeed, 
that heavy penalties have fallen on individuals, citizens of the United States, engaged in this very 
disturbance in Canada, with which the destruction of the " Caroline " was connected. And it is in 
M

r
 Fox's knowledge also, that the act of Congress of March 10'§ 1838, was passed for the precise 

purpose of more effectually restraining military enterprises, from the United States into the British 
Provinces, by authorizing the use of the most sure, and decisive preventive means. The Undersigned 
may add, that it stands on the admission of very high British authority, that during the recent Canadian 
troubles, although bodies of adventurers appeared on the border, making it necessary for the people of 
Canada to keep themselves in a state prepared for self-defence, yet that these adventurers were acting 
by no means in accordance with the feeling of the great mass of the American People, or of the 
Government of the United States. [The neutrality laws of the United States to which reference is made 
in this and preceding paragraphs are cited and discussed in Moore, Digest, VII, 1010-14; for the act of 
March 10, 1838, see 5 Statutes at Large, 212-14.] 

This Government, therefore, not only holds itself above reproach in every thing respecting the 
preservation of neutrality, the observance of the principle of non-intervention, and the strictest 
conformity, in these respects, to the rules of international law, but it doubts not that the world will do it 
the justice to acknowledge that it has set an example, not unfit to be followed by others, and that by its 
steady legislation on this most important subject, it has done something to promote peace and good 
neighborhood among Nations, and to advance the civilisation of mankind. 

The Undersigned trusts, that when Her Britannic Majesty's Government shall present the grounds 
at length, on which they justify the local authorities of Canada, in attacking and destroying the 
" Caroline ", they win consider, that the laws of the United States are such as the Undersigned has now 
represented them, and that the Government of the United States has always manifested a sincere 
disposition to see those laws effeetuaUy and impartially administered. If there have been eases in 
which individuals, justly obnoxious to punishment, have escaped, this is no more than happens in 
regard to other laws. 

Under these circumstances, and under those immediately connected with the transaction itself, it 
will be for Her Majesty's Government to show, upon what state of facts, and what rules of national law, 
the destruction of the "Caroline" is to be defended. It will be for that Government to show a necessity of 
self-defence, instant, overwhelming, leaving no choice of means, and no moment for deliberation. It will 
be for it to show, also, that the local authorities of Canada,- even supposing the necessity of the 
moment authorized them to enter the territories of the United States at all,-did nothing unreasonable or 
excessive; since the act justified by the necessity of self-defence, must be limited by that necessity, and 
kept clearly within it. It must be strewn that admonition or remonstrance to the persons on board the 
"Caroline" was impracticable, or would have been unavailing; it must be strewn that daylight could not 
be waited for; that there could be no attempt at discrimination, between the innocent and the guilty; that 
it would not have been enough to seize and detain the vessel; but that there was a necessity, present 
and inevitable, for attacking her, in the darkness of the night, while moored to the shore, and while 
unarmed men were asleep on board, killing some, and wounding others, and then drawing her into the 
current, above the cataract, setting her on fire, and, careless to know whether there might not be in her 
the innocent with the guilty, or the living with the dead, committing her to a fate, which fills the 
imagination with horror. A necessity for an this, the Government of the United States cannot believe to 
have existed. 

All will see, that if such things be avowed to occur, they must lead to bloody and exasperated war; 
and when an individual comes into the United States from Canada, and to the very place, on which this 
drama was performed, and there chooses to make public and vainglorious boast of the part he acted in 
it, it is hardly wonderful that great excitement should be created, and some degree of commotion arise. 
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