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When we think of bravery at sea, we can’t help thinking of John 
Paul Jones. Numerous times, the enemy outgunned him, but he 
outthought them and outmaneuvered them. Born in Scotland to 
servants, going to sea as a young boy was an opportunity to 
change his place in life—something rarely accomplished in the 
mid-1700s. From the son of a gardener, he rose to the rank of 
commodore of the newly established Continental Navy of the 
United States of America. When he wasn’t capturing enemy 
ships, he was charming the ladies of American and French 
society. So great was his reputation that Catherine the Great 
in far-off Russia sent for him to run her navy. Jones’s victories 
made him one of the greatest American heroes.

781584 1552949

90000

ISBN 9781584155294

John Paul Jones cover.indd   1 11/29/07   10:39:22 AM



Copyright © 2008 by Mitchell Lane Publishers, Inc. All rights reserved. No part 
of this book may be reproduced without written permission from the publisher. 
Printed and bound in the United States of America.

Printing 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Harkins, Susan Sales.

The life and times of John Paul Jones / by Susan Sales Harkins and William H. 
Harkins.

p. cm. — (Profiles in American history)
Includes bibliographical references and index.
Audience: Grades 7-8.
ISBN 978-1-58415-529-4 (library bound)
1. Jones, John Paul, 1747–1792—Juvenile literature. 2. Admirals—United 

States—Biography—Juvenile literature. 3. United States. Navy—Biography—
Juvenile literature.  4. United States—History—Revolution, 1775–1783—Naval 
operations—Juvenile literature. I. Harkins, William H. II. Title.
E207.J7H19 2008
973.3'5092—dc22
[B]

2007000794

ABOUT THE AUTHOR’S: Susan and William Harkins live in Kentucky, where they 
enjoy writing together for children. Susan has written many books for adults and 
children. William is a history buff. In addition to writing, he is a member of the 
Air National Guard.

PHOTO CREDITS: Cover—Stock Montage/Getty Images; pp. 1, 3, 24—Library of 
Congress; pp. 6, 12, 22—U.S. National Archives and Records Administration; 
pp. 11, 27, 30, 34—North Wind Picture Archives; pp. 16, 42—Naval Historical 
Center; p. 35—Jonathan Scott; p. 32—Superstock.  

PUBLISHER’S NOTE: This story is based on the authors’ extensive research, which 
they believe to be accurate. Documentation of such research is contained on  
page 47. 

The internet sites referenced herein were active as of the publication date. 
Due to the fleeting nature of some web sites, we cannot guarantee they will all be 
active when you are reading this book.
         PLB

John Paul Jones book.indd   4 11/29/07   11:34:42 AM



Contents
Chapter One
 A Moonlit Victory ....................................................................7
 *FYInfo: What Jones Really Said ......................................... 13
Chapter Two
 Childhood Adventures, Troubles, and a Mystery ................ 15
 FYInfo: Society-Crossed Lovers ........................................... 21
Chapter Three
 A Revolutionary Sea Captain ............................................. 23
 FYInfo: Providence ............................................................... 29
Chapter Four
 In Enemy Waters .................................................................... 31
 FYInfo: A Ship’s Colors ..........................................................37
Chapter Five
 After the Glory ..................................................................... 39
 FYInfo: About the Body ........................................................ 43
Chronology .................................................................................... 44
Timeline in History ......................................................................... 45
Chapter Notes .............................................................................. 46
Further Reading .............................................................................47
 For Young Adults ....................................................................47
 Works Consulted ...................................................................47
 On the Internet......................................................................47
Index ............................................................................................. 48
*For Your Information

John Paul Jones book.indd   5 11/29/07   11:34:48 AM



7

1
A Moonlit Victory

Captain Richard Pearson scanned the wake from HMS Serapis as 
the frigate glided over the glassy water. Behind her, forty-one mer-
chant ships of all sizes filled the horizon. The British convoy the 
Serapis escorted was still three days from London, and from safety. 

So far, the trip from Denmark had been uneventful. Perhaps it 
had been too easy, Pearson thought. 

The captain looked toward the English coast for a red flag, the 
signal that the enemy was close. No British merchant ship was safe 
from Yankee privateers since the war with the thirteen colonies had 
begun. 

He glanced toward the HMS Countess of Scarborough. The 
smaller ship, a 20-gun sloop of war, was helping him protect the 
convoy. In these troubled times, it paid to have as much firepower 
as possible.

North of Scarborough Castle, he spotted the first flag. Soon a 
warning letter arrived by rowboat from shore. The American pirate 
John Paul Jones had been spotted nearby with four ships. 

No one had to tell the captain who John Paul Jones was. That 
scoundrel had raided Whitehaven a year earlier, in 1778. He was 
the first enemy in one hundred years with the guts and bravado to 
invade England. Every captain in the Royal Navy wanted a chance 
to take revenge on Jones.
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Pearson had confidence in the Serapis. She was one of the new-
est ships in the British Royal Navy. Her copper bottom made her 
faster than anything else in the water. With fifty guns spanning two 
decks, she was terrifying in battle. He knew that the Serapis was 
superior to whatever Jones was sailing. 

However, Pearson wasn’t facing only Jones—he was facing a small 
fleet. With thirty years in the Royal Navy, he had enough experience 
to know that the odds were against him. There were no other British 
warships in the area to help. It would be just his Serapis and the 
Countess of Scarborough against at least four enemy ships with far 
more gun power. Pearson ordered the convoy to sail for the coast. 

Later that afternoon, Pearson called all hands to battle stations. 
Two drummers marched the length of the ship, sounding the alarm. 
Crewmen secured the ship’s sails. Below deck, a surgeon prepared 
for the wounded. 

Then the captain sailed straight for Jones and the Bonhomme 
Richard. Most likely, Jones would be the victor, but the battle would 
give the convoy a chance to escape. 

Meanwhile, Commodore Jones was busy stalking his next prize—
one of the convoy’s merchant ships. Dressed in a blue-and-white 
uniform of his own design, he slowly closed the gap between the 
Bonhomme Richard and his prey. At thirty-two, Jones was smaller 
than his officers, but he was athletic and well built. Despite his short 
stature, he was the picture of confidence standing straight in his 
striking uniform. 

The Bonhomme Richard was the largest ship Jones had com-
manded. It had originally been a merchant ship. With sixty tons of 
armament on deck, she was slower than the British Serapis and hard 
to handle. Confined in the hold were nearly a hundred English pris-
oners, taken from captured ships.

Her crew was another disadvantage. About one third of them were 
Americans. Many were French sailors. Some were even captured 
Englishmen, who preferred to fight for the United States rather than 
languish in prison. Rounding out the crew were a few Portuguese 
and Scandinavian sailors. Many of the crewmen had little or even no 
experience as seamen. Many didn’t understand English. 
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Near six o’clock that evening, drums summoned Jones’s crew to 
battle stations. He signaled the fleet’s next largest ships, the Alliance 
and the Pallas, to form a line of battle. Together, the three ships 
would sail past the Serapis, each taking broadside shots as they 
passed. The first ship would likely take return fire from the Serapis, 
but the British wouldn’t have time to reload before the second and 
third ships passed by.

Jones’s plan gave the Americans the upper hand, but within 
minutes everything changed. Captain Pierre Landais of the Alliance 
failed to obey Jones’s order and headed for open sea. Then the Pallas 
also altered course, sailing away from the Serapis and engaging the 
Countess of Scarborough. The fleet’s remaining ship, the twelve-gun 
Vengeance, was too small to take on the Serapis. The Bonhomme 
Richard was on its own.

Had the captains on the other ships in Jones’s fleet obeyed his 
orders, the Americans could have easily taken the Serapis. However, 
in a one-on-one battle, the Bonhomme Richard was no match for the 
British ship. 

By seven o’clock the full moon was rising and the sea was calm. 
In the fading light, the Serapis called to the Bonhomme Richard to 
identify itself. On the third hail, Jones replied by lowering his ship’s 
British ensign, raising the American colors, and then firing on the 
Serapis. 

At almost the same moment, the Serapis fired. Then a second 
round from both ships met their targets, followed by a small explo-
sion aboard the Bonhomme Richard. Two of her eighteen-pounder 
guns had exploded when they were fired, damaging the ship and 
killing several crewmen. Now it was feared that the ship’s other 
eighteen-pounders were unsafe, so they were taken out of service. 
The Serapis fired a third broadside shot that killed twenty marines 
aboard the Bonhomme Richard. 

Jones knew his ship was in danger of being destroyed by the 
powerful guns of the Serapis. He had two options: make a run for it 
or board the Serapis. To board the enemy ship, Jones would have to 
sail the Bonhomme Richard alongside the Serapis. It was risky, but 
at such close range, the guns on the Serapis would be useless. 
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Meanwhile, Pearson knew he had to keep the Bonhomme 
Richard at a distance, where he could blow her out of the water with 
his long-range guns. 

Jones brought the Bonhomme Richard alongside the Serapis. 
Dodging musket fire and grenades, the crew of the Bonhomme 
Richard tried to use grappling hooks to grab the British ship. The 
attempt failed.

Jones steered his ship left to right in front of the Serapis. Pearson 
swung the Serapis to the left, but it still hit the back end of the 
American ship. The ships were now side by side, but headed in 
opposite directions.

Jones grabbed a broken line from the Serapis and secured it to 
the Bonhomme Richard. With the riggings of both ships hopelessly 
ensnared, Jones ordered his men to tie the two vessels together with 
strong cables. 

Both ships continued to fire their big guns at point-blank range. 
They’d been at full battle for an hour when Captain Thomas 

Piercy of the Countess of Scarborough moved in to take broadside 
shots at the Bonhomme Richard. He found the smoke so heavy and 
the ships so close that he couldn’t distinguish one ship from the 
other.

Two hours into the battle, the Alliance sailed back into the 
action. Jones thought Captain Landais planned to board the Serapis 
from the other side. Instead, Landais steered the Alliance to within 
fifty yards of the two entangled ships and began to fire—not once, 
but three times. The broadside assault killed many men aboard the 
Bonhomme Richard. It also took out several guns on that side of the 
ship. Landais had fired upon the wrong ship!

Sometime during the next two hours, a rumor spread through the 
lower deck of the Bonhomme Richard. The ship was sinking and the 
captain was dead! 

Around ten o’clock, Jones was surprised to hear someone from 
his ship surrender: “Quarter! Quarter! For God’s sake, quarter!” 

Jones pulled a pistol from his belt and ran toward the voice. He 
found Henry Gardner at the railing, waving a lantern high above his 
head to guide the crew of the Serapis. At that same moment, Gardner 
saw his captain—alive! Only then did Gardner realize his mistake. 
The captain raised his pistol and pulled the trigger, but it was empty. 
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There wasn’t time to reload, so he threw the empty pistol at Gardner. 
It struck the back of Gardner’s skull as he tried to escape. He fell to 
the deck. 

On the Serapis, Pearson had heard the cry of surrender. He shout-
ed over the battle to Jones, “Sir, do you ask for quarter?” 

“No sir!” Jones shouted back. “I do not ask for quarter.”
A moment later, the tired Jones shouted over the din of battle his 

famous words, “I have not yet begun to fight!”1 
Near ten-thirty, a thunderous crash startled the crews of both 

ships when the mainmast on the Serapis cracked and fell. With his 
ship out of commission, Captain Pearson surrendered the Serapis to 
Commodore Jones. 

The battle between the Serapis and the Bonhomme 
Richard. Mistakes were made during the battle for 
the British Serapis. Despite the odds, Jones refused 
to give up, and in the end, he won the battle.
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Meanwhile, during their own battle, the Pallas had overwhelmed 
the Countess of Scarborough.

It was late the next day when Jones finally transferred his com-
mand to the Serapis. From the deck of the captured ship, the captains 
and crews watched the fatally wounded Bonhomme Richard sink 
into the dark bubbling water. The battle was over. Jones had two new 
prize ships, but he’d lost the Bonhomme Richard.

In a report to Benjamin Franklin in Paris, Jones accused Landais 
of criminal conduct, cowardice, dereliction of duty, and treason. 
Eventually, the navy dismissed Landais as unfit for command, but 
they never tried him in court.

Politically, the victory was a success for Jones. Even citizens of 
Great Britain thought him a hero. Pearson remained a prisoner of 
war until 1780, when he returned home a national hero.

The capture of 
the Serapis was 
a bold maneuver. 
Jones ordered his 
men to abandon 
their sinking ship 
and board the 
British ship to 
face the enemy. 
It was their only 
chance—and it 
worked.
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