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Proposal: David Bushnell & American Turtle 

​ At the time of the late eighteenth century, the British Royal Navy was far and away one 

of the strongest military presences in the western world. Famously, the British Navy was vast in 

size, and any other nation that wanted to challenge it had an insurmountable task in front of it. 

This is why, when the American British colonies began their rebellion in 1775, the burgeoning 

country had to find creative solutions to avoid directly engaging the massive power ahead of 

them. This is why the Founding Fathers and early military leaders looked towards the patriot 

tinkerers using prevailing scientific thought to devise great inventions that could help them in 

battling the British.  

​ One of the inventors that the Continental Army sought out was David Bushnell. An adept 

scientist up to date with top scientific knowledge, Bushnell was just the man to help empower 

the American Navy. Bushnell’s work contributed to the creation of a design for the  “Turtle,” 

(also known as the “American Turtle”), a submersible machine designed to drill and explode 

ships from underneath with a gunpowder-filled mine. Bushnell received a substantial amount of 

attention and funding to produce the Turtle, and created a model that was used in combat with 

middling results. Despite the overall lackluster performance of the Turtle in its combat debut, the 

Turtle remains an interesting part of the American Revolution and is often cited today as the 

birthplace of modern submarine warfare.  



​ The proposed research project seeks to do further analysis of the American Turtle and 

David Bushnell, seeking to understand the perception of the people contemporary to the 

invention. The invention of the Turtle is still a substantial amount of time before the Industrial 

Revolution, and stands as a surprisingly modern portion in a bygone time. It seems reasonable to 

believe, then, that the people surrounding Bushnell had formed opinions on the creation of this 

new piece of technology. There is also some reason to evaluate how these opinions changed after 

the failure of the Turtle to perform in any meaningful capacity. It is also worth noting that 

Bushnell went on to keep tinkering well after the creation and blunder of the Turtle, so it is worth 

investigating how his subsequent work was affected by these events.  

​ To do this analysis, the proposed project will rely heavily on the primary literature. 

Bushnell and the Turtle have a high amount of documentation, including letter written by 

important historical figures, such as George Washington and Thomas Jefferson, about the two. 

These letter resources will bare much material that the proposed project will benefit from 

incorporating. Then to go along with these, there are a small number of surviving accounts of the 

Turtle in action from witnesses. In addition to these, Bushnell’s work has some documentation in 

newspapers of the time, which are easily accessed through the Simpson Library database. These 

sources will serve a vital function in the creation of this paper, and act as the work horse for 

writing about the subject.  

The secondary sources on Bushnell and the Turtle specifically are limited in amount. 

Submarine fighter of the American Revolution by Frederick Wagner and The American Turtle 

Submarine by Arthur S. Lefkowitz serve as the main books that have popped up in researching 

for the proposed project, along with a small number of articles about the subject. Where the 



secondary sources do pick up is in contextualizing the greater context the Turtle and Bushnell 

existed in.  
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