Jefferson and Foreign Affairs 
By 1800, U.S. trade was expanding worldwide. Thomas Jefferson hoped to protect America’s freedom of the seas. As with earlier presidents, however, this goal remained out of reach. Events across the Atlantic pulled the nation into conflicts: first off the North Africa coast and then – because of Napoleon’s attempted conquest of Europe – of the high seas at home. 

Since 1783, U.S. merchants had been trading with the Barbary states of North Africa, including Morocco, Algiers, Tunis, and Tripoli. Barbary pirates demanded protection money from all ships that sailed there. This harassment of U.S. ships convinced many Americans of the need for a powerful navy. That conviction grew stronger as Napoleon’s war in Europe spilled over in the Atlantic Ocean. America was once again caught in the cross fire between Britain as American trade vessels were captured. In the summer of 1807, events took an ugly turn. Britain, facing a manpower shortage in the Royal Navy, stepped up its on-standing practice of impressments. In an effort at “peaceful coercion,” Jefferson urged Congress to pass the Embargo Act of 1807, which stopped shipments of food and other American products to all foreign ports:

To the Senate and the House of Representatives of the United States: The communications now made, showing the great and increasing dangers with which our vessels, our seamen, and merchandise are threatened on the high seas and elsewhere, from the belligerent powers of Europe, and it being of great importance to keep safety these essential resources, I deem it my duty to recommend the subject to the consideration of Congress, who will doubtless perceive all the advantages which may be expected from an inhibition of the departure of our vessels from the ports of the United States…” 

Not surprisingly, New England merchants and western farmers angrily opposed this measure, as did many others who were thrown out of work because of it. John Lane Jones, an unemployed Boston laborer, complained directly to Jefferson: 

You infernal villain. How much longer are you going to keep this…Embargo on to starve us poor people…You must…afford us some kind of relief…I wish you could feel as bad as I do.” 
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