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Cultural Intelligence

To the Shores of Tripoli: a case study
by Col Michael M. Walker, USMC(Ret)

Preface

On 7 April 1805, William Eaton,
one midshipman, and eight United
States Marines under the command of
Presley O’Bannon stood ar the Egy,
tian frontier and looked up towards tE
hills that would take them into hostile
territory.! Accompanying them was a
collection of several hundred merce-
naries and followers of the exiled ruler
of the Barbary State of Tripoli, Hamet
Qaramanli. Having crossed 280 miles
of desert, the war party still had to ad-
vance 180 miles into Tripoli to capture
the port city of Derne, the capital of
Cyrenaica. In the weeks that followed,
Eaton would succeed beyond expecta-
tions, earning his place in history. While
much has been written about the Bar-
bary Wars—including the Derne vic-
tory—discussions on the social dynam-
ics at work in Tripoli largely have been
missing. Yet those dynamics, which may
be described as “cultural intelligence,”
played an important role.? Fai%ing to
understand that is to fail to fully un-
derstand the war itself. This article is an
attempt to introduce that history as an
argument for a greater focus on cultural
intelligence in military planning.

“A Country Not Your Own”?

For four years, the United States
waged desultory naval combat with
Tripoli after its leader, Bey Yusef Qa-
ramanli, declared war on 14 May 1801.
The conflict stemmed from a refusal to
offer tribute, a dubious scheme where
America paid not to have their ships
robbed or seized by the Bey’s pirates. In
June 1803, a frustrated President Thom-
as Jefferson authorized a land attack and
appointed Eaton, an experienced North
African diplomat, as commander (Naval
Agent for the Barbary Regencies). As
Washington never contemplated send-
ing an army abroad and the few Marines
proved inadequate, the need for local
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Lieutenant 0°'Bannon and Marines advancing toward Tripoli. (lmage from Merill L. Bartlett and Jack
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forces became critical and the ability
to rally fighters to oppose his brother
Yusef made Hamet indispensible. Under
Eaton, Hamet’s “army” would conduct
the first land campaign led by the young
United States on a foreign shore.*

On 27 April 1805, some 400 sol-
diers under Easton assaulted Derne,
defended by twice their number. A
charge by a handful proved decisive:
the Marines and midshipmen, a com-
pany of 26 Greck mercenaries and 24
artillerymen. The fight was a short, if
bloody, affair; Eaton suffered a shattered
wrist from a musket ball, and two Ma-
rines died with another wounded while
Hamet emerged unscathed during the
subsequent capture of the Governor’s

palace. Within three hours, Derne fell
and the Stars and Stripes waved for the
first time over a distant battlefield. Why
was a mixed and meager force under
American generalship able to defeat a
superior force located deep within their
homeland?5 The courage of Eaton and
his men won out, but a number of so-
cial factors worked to their advantage.
Tripoli was riddled with social fissures
stemming from the nature of the Bar-
bary States and the local political situ-
ation in Tripoli.

In 1805, Ottoman Barbary consisted
of the provinces (cyalats) of Algiers, Tu-
nis, and Tripoli. Barbary came from
the Arab barbar (Berber), describing
North Africa’s inhabitants. The term
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became misleading after the 11th cen-
tury as the Arabian Banu Hilal tribes
migrated across North Africa, halting
only at Morocco’s border. Over the
course of their migration, they swept
away much of the Berber farming popu-
lation, something that had two last-
ing cffects. The Arabs and the Berbers
formed a mixed race and two societies
were created, one sedentary, clustered
around the remaining coastal cities and
farmlands and the other consisting of
semi-nomadic Bedouin tribes. This also
divided economic life between inland
astoralism with the caravan trade and
rirtoral agriculture linked to sea com-
merce. The society fractured further
with the rise of the Barbary States in
the 15005.6
Around 1505, Hayreddin Barbarossa
moved his pirate fleet from the Acgean
to Algeria and began raiding Europe-
an shipping. In the process, he made
a great fortune and his forces grew in
strength. Simultancously, the Spanish
Reconquista spread into the Maghreb.
In 1517, Barbarossa traded submission
to Ottoman authority for military aid
and Sultan Selim I obliged by send-
ing forces while elevating Barbarossa
to beylerbey. In 1551, the Ottomans
recaptured Tripoli from the Maltese
Knights of Saint John and the Span-
ish were driven from Tunis in 1574.7
With the crisis averted, the Porte
dismissed the beylerbey and divided
its holdings into the three eyalats, each
ruled by a commander (bey) appointed
by the Sultan and, if successful, promot-
ed to pasha. Together with the bey and
a Turkish administrative staff, Janissar-
ies were dispatched along with a naval
contingent. The three capital ports were
turned into fortified bascs. Ideally, the
eyalats should have been divided into
sanjaks (districts headed by sanjak-beys)
to solidify control, but Ottoman rule
was too tenuous to expand inland. This
created additional socictal strains as the
Turks, Janissaries, and sailors disturbed
the status quo. The Ottoman legal tra-
dition also created friction; it followed
the Hanafi Sharia while most peoples
of the Maghreb adhered to the more
conservative Maliki school. Acknowl-
edging the limits of its authority, the
Porte never forced the Hanafi system
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on the local population, but the result
heightened the barrier between the gov-
erned and those that governed.?

The Janissaries—lifelong soldicrs—
were also a breed apart. Most had been
taken as boys as a “blood tax” on Chris-
tians dwelling in Ottoman Europe.
Moved to Anatolia, they were reared
as soldiers and volunteered or coerced
to convert to Islam. Despite these hard-
ships, Janissaries were well paid, held a
respected position in society, and were
free to elect their own leaders, the deys.
Finally, sailors, the most alien and prof-
itable contingent, were able seamen
recruited from anywhere and, if not
Muslim, became converts. Motivated
by the promise of privateering spoils,
they were singularly mercenary and
of limited loyalty but brought much
needed cash to the States. Pirate rule
soon reigned.?

The Ottoman conquest ended in the
imposition of an alien government that
never fully integrated with the people.
Tripoli suffered most from these inter-
nal disconnects. Because of geography,
it had only two enclaves able to support
agriculture: the plateau south of the port
of Tripoli and tEe ancient Pentapolis in
Cyrenaica with Derne on the eastern
extreme. The Bedouin tribes were eco-
nomically self-sufficient and dominated
the rest of the country, allowing them
to stand apart from the Bey. This made
rule tenuous in the best of times and the
war with America did not come during
the best of times.!0

Tripoli was ostensibly part of the Ot-
toman Empire, but the power yiclded
was far from that of the 16th century.
When Tripoli was recaptured, the Sub-
lime Porte installed Aga Murad as bey
and as an indication of the importance
of Tripoli as a naval base, named Ad-
miral (Reis) Turgut the second bey in
1553. For the next half century, Tripoli
was ruled directly by the Porte. In 1609,
the local Janissaries selected Suleiman
Safar as dey who overthrew Bey Ahmad
Pasha, and the Porte subsequently ac-
ceded to the elected deys as rulers. In
late 1709, Bey Halil Pasha died with-
out a successor and over the next two
years, Tripoli witnessed five different
self-professed governors attempting to
take and keep power.!!

During this crisis, the Janissaries
chose as dey the capable sipahi (cavalry)
leader Ahmed Qaramanli. Qaramanli
was not a pure-blooded Janissary but
a khouloughli (children of soldiers),
the descendants of earlier Janissaries
who had married into the local clite in
Tripoli. In July 1711, Ahmed seized con-
trol and the Sublime Porte recognized
him as bey and awarded him the rank
of pasha. Although he continued to refer
to himself as Dey, Ahmed ended the dey
elections and the Qaramanli became
hereditary leaders. The Qaramanli were
able to expand their control into the
Fezzan to the south and Cyrenaica to
the east. A succession of Qaramanlis
ruled effectively for most of the 18th
century until the physical decline of
the long serving Ali Pasha in the 1790s
set in motion an internecine power
struggle. The troubles began when Ali
designated his eldest son, Hassan, as
his successor in 1790.12

In August, Yusef, the youngest son,
lured Hassan into the Bey’s harem
under the ruse of reconciling their
differences. The harem was a refuge
whose protections exceeded that of a
mosque. Once there, Hassan disarmed
as required and greeted his mother. A
hiding Yusef then cut him down. Has-
san was able to recover his saber and
slightly wound Yusef before dying. This
murderous outrage threw the country’s
leadership into turmoil. Bey Ali refused
to recognize Yusef as regent and a civil
war erupted with Yusef besieging Ali
in the Tripoli fortress during the spring
and summer of 1793.13

In carly July, Al died after naming
Hamet, the middle son, as bey. Amidst
this chaos, the Turks acted. On 29 July
1793, an Ottoman flect under Ali Ben-
ghul arrived in the harbor. He declared
himself ruler and both Hamet and Yusef
fled to Tunis. Benghul’s rule ended in
failure when the brothers, with the as-
sistance of the Dey of Tunis, regained
power in 1795. Yusef then pushed aside
Hamet, sending him to Derne as Gov-
ernor of Cyrenaica—an internal exile.
Yusef also took Hamet's family hostage.
In fear for his life, Hamet fled first to
Tunis and then to Egypt. Yusef sat
uneasily on the throne, knowing that
the Porte and his brother awaited an
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opportunity to overthrow him. Those
were not his only problems.}

Tripoli was the poorest of the Barbary
States and the government’s survival had
become dependent on extortion, namely
the tribute and wartime privatcering
policy. Even Yusef acknowledged that
reality, stating in 1797 that his aim was
to declare war on one nation as soon as
he made peace with another. Internal
conflicts made matters all the worse.
When Americans had paid tribute to
avoid trouble, the Barbary silver piaster
was interchangeable with the U.S. dol-
lar, except in the case of Tripoli. Yusef
had so badly bankrupted Tripoli’s fi-
nances that its piaster ll:ad been reduced
to a small copper coin. By the outbreak
of war, one U.S. dollar was trading for
800 Tripolitanian piasters.!S

In this environment, the American
blockade worked exceptionally well as it
affected little outside the Port of Tripoli.
There was no hardship in the agricultur-
al regions, a reality equally true for the
pastoral tribes and their caravan trade.
For the United States, the war became
a conflict limited to Yusef and his fol-
lowers, and the blockade cost Yusef his
primary source of income, forcing him
to raise taxes, an act that alienated the
population under his control. As if the
economic and political difficulties were
not enough, Yusef could not count on
his military for much help as the situa-
tion within the ranks of Janissaries and
amongst the ships’ crews was nothing
short of dire.!6

Tripoli wasa feeble military power in
the carly 1800s. When Yusef declared
war on the United States, his navy had
seven ocean-going corsairs: 2 frigates,
one of 32 and onc of 28 guns, plus 5
barks or sloops of 10—18 guns cach. The
only bright spot was the flect command-
er, Admiral Murad, a competent com-
mander who sailed on the seized Ameri-
can vessel Betsy. This compared with 13
corsairs held by Tunis and 18 by Algiers.
By the time of the Eaton Expedition,
Murad’s diminished fleet was trapped in
portand the U.S. Navy’s Mediterranean
Squadron under Commodore Samuel
Barron containing 6 frigates (220 guns
total), 2 brigantines (16 guns each), 3
schooners (12 guns each) and the 10-gun
sloop Hornet, sailed offshore.!”
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The exact size of Tripoli’s Janissary-
khouloughli corps during the war is
not known. Given its poorness and the
fact that Tunis had an army of 6,800
badly trained and equipped soldicrs,
Tripoli may have been able to ficld half
that force. Further, because Yusef had
alicnated himsclf from the Porte, he
could not count on Turkish reinforce-
ments. This limited his ability to defend
the country from a land attack. By the
spring of 1805, excluding fortress can-
noneers, the port of Tripoli garrison
was approximately 900 sipahi Janissaries

Lt Presiey 0'Bannon. (Image from Bartlett and
Sweetman.)

with another 90 each at Misurata and
Benghazi. Derne had an estimated 800
defenders, both Janissary and untrained
local Arab levees.!?

Derne was an enclave on a coastal
plain and passage into town followed
the Roman road that was used by Hadj
pilgrims traveling to and from Mecca,
providing a source of income and in-
formation. The Mediterranean coast
ran before Derne roughly from east to
west with a sloping point jutting slightly
into the sea to the northwest and the
sheltered port just to the east. To either
side of the open shore that abutted the
Derne plain, the beaches were shallow
and pinned between sea and rocky cliffs.

Rising hills surrounded the plain, start-
ing approximately one and a half miles
inland from the coast. In the 1800s, the
wadi system that had formed the plain
consisted of a scasonally dry riverbed
that passed Derne to the southcast and
empticd into the port along with the
main wadi that passed west of town
en route to the sea. It contained an
aqueduct system that provided water
to Derne and the surrounding fields.
By 1805, Derne was known as a fertile
region, rich in fruits and grains as well
as wax, honey, and butter.!?

The population was approximately
7,000 people and represented the social
upheavals of the Mediterranean world.
Originally a 7th century B.C. Greek
settlement, it fared well during Roman
times, becoming a bishopric by the 5th
century. Following the 7th century Arab
conquest, Derne fell into decline and
its people were swept up in the Banu
Hilal migration during the 11th cen-
tury. Refugees from Moorish Spain,
the moriscos, resettled the abandoned
city in the 15th century. As sedentary
settlers, communal ties, not Bedouin
bloodlines, formed the basis of morisco
society. Communities were tied to the
farmland, the town, and as it grew, by its
quarters that formed de facto sub-tribes.
The Bedouins regarded the inhabitants
of Derne as outsiders, a people without
a tribe, well into the 20th century.2

The Bedouin tribal leaders were
more opportunists than adherents of
the Qaramanli regime. Their focus was
on herding and trading with Derne and
the caravans that operated far from the
court intrigucs in the Port of Tripoli.
They acknowledged the Dey’s author-
ity but were disinterested in politics so
long as it did not interfere in their live-
lihoods. The relationship between the
town’s community and the Bedouins
was one of uneasy tension. This made
Derne’s population dependent on the
protection of the Dey, to feel the hand
of his rule or misrule, and by 1805, their
loyalties were divided between the com-
peting Qaramanli heirs.2!

In Egypt, Eaton formed an “army”
after the Ottoman Viceroy provided
a letter of amnesty on 17 December
1804. The letter granted permission for
Hamet and Easton to pass the Turk-
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ish garrison without interference dur-
ing what was in essence an invasion of
Tripoli. This was blow to Yusef who
had sent an envoy to the Viceroy with
the aim of keeping Hamet in Egypt.
The envoy returned to Tripoli and
upon hearing of Hamet’s plan, Yusef
ordered the dispatch of a Derne relief
column, a decision that stretched his
army to its limit, leaving only 600 sa-
pahis at the port fortress. The column
was augmented by Bedouin horsemen
and untrained soldiers from tribes of
questionable loyalty and, as Derne was
on the pilgrimage route to Mecca, Yusef
could not keep the movement secret.22

In February 1805, several hundred
Hamet loyalists assembled in the Egyp-
tian desert nearly 300 miles from me
frontier. To transport the necessary sup-
plies and weapons, Eaton was forced to
hire some 200 camels with drivers from
avenal and troublesome Bedouin sheik
named Tayyb, who would bring several
dozen armed horsemen for protection.
This allowed the expedition to travel
relatively unmolested and trade with
the local tribes for food from the time it
departed on 6 March until the 21 April
Battle of Derne. The American victory
had an immediate and profound impact
on the course of the war.23

Yusef immediately sued for peace.
The demand for tribute and a $200,000
ransom proposed ironically on 21 April
was withdrawn for a new one with three
conditions: first, a $60,000 payment;
second, the ending of aid to Hamet; and
third, the evacuation of Derne. Tribute
would end and Yusef also agreed to the
release of Hamet's family upon the return
of Derne, but there was a secret provision
that allowed him to keep Hamet's family
hostage for four years even if Hamet quit
Derne. The American negotiator, Tobias
Lear, agreed and the treaty was signed
on 4 June and the secret provision, the
day following, The war was over.24

The expedition was a marked mili-
tary success. While achieved by the he-
roics of those who fought there, it was
made possible by Tripolis social fissures.
Culturally, the bifurcation of the society
in the 11th century created the caravan
system and made the expedition logisti-
cally viable, and the Turkish insertion
of foreign coastal colonies decpened
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fault lines and formed a Bedouin society
that would indifferently accept outsid-
ers like Hamet and Eaton. Militarily,
Tripoli’s poorness and the limits of the
Janissary-khouloughli system put Yusef
at a disadvantage. Divided loyalties at
Derne also meant that Eaton would be
sufficiently strong in relative terms. Vic-
tory was not certain but not by the risky

By themselves, none of
these factors ensured
success, but together
they leveled the battle-
field.

undertaking indicated by Eaton’s small
numbers. Politically, had Yusef not risen
bloodily to power or had Hamet not
escaped, the entire enterprise would not
have been possible. Yusef’s illegitimate
rule in the eyes of the Porte also helped,
as demonstrated by the lack of aid for
Yusef coupled with the Viceroy’s sup-
port of Hamet.25

By themselves, none of these factors
ensured success, but together they lev-
eled the battlefield. It was equally true
that, had any factorial combination
been different, victory at Derne may
have proven impossible. The point for
military planners is that cultural intelli-
gence or regional knowledge and experi-
ence can prove invaluable, and formally
integrating cultural intelligence into the
planning process can make a difference
between success and failure.
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