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Preface



This narrative was drawn from primary sources and interviews with the participants published in contemporary newspapers, allowing me to re-create the drama based exclusively on the testimony of eyewitnesses. I dismissed all reports of scenes and events in secondary sources that I could not firmly establish as fact from the original record, and there were many such instances. Likewise, I omitted any dialogue I could not confirm from firsthand observers who reported in news stories, in their private journals, or in official war records what was said to them or overhead as the story unfolded.

I owe my ability to tell this tale solely to the on-the-scene participants. I am thankful that these individuals recorded the history they lived and that it was saved for posterity in the National Archives, the Library of Congress, and elsewhere. A more lengthy author’s note at the end of the book provides additional details regarding research methods and other important factors that went into writing this narrative.








Introduction



The American Civil War was the bloodiest conflict in the history of the United States. There were almost as many soldiers killed between 1861 and 1865 as were lost in all others from the Revolutionary War to Vietnam. At its end in May 1865, with the final surrender of the last remaining Confederate forces, approximately 620,000 soldiers on both sides were dead from wounds sustained on the battlefield or from the effects of disease. The Civil War still resonates today, though well more than a century has passed, as do the names of the great battles—Chancellorsville, Fredericksburg, Chickamauga, Gettysburg, Shiloh. The fighting raged from Pennsylvania to the New Mexico Territory, and nearly all of it occurred on land or on rivers, bays, and sounds.

But there was another little-known front, one that played itself out on the vast, empty reaches of the world’s oceans. Although the Confederacy lacked the resources to field a mighty navy, its leaders understood that maritime commerce represented the lifeblood of the Union, and they quickly took steps to send a handful of men on the lonely, thankless mission to destroy as much of it as possible. Eight oceangoing Confederate commerce raiders, as well as a few of their prizes fitted out for cruising, scuttled, burned, captured, or bonded more than two hundred U.S. merchant vessels. They terrorized the maritime business community.

While few in number, Confederate commerce destroyers harpooned the U.S. Merchant Marine and spurred a decline already in progress to end in the nineteenth-century America’s bid for supremacy on the high seas. It was not so much the destruction of shipping and cargoes that led to economic ruin, but the reaction of the merchants and insurance underwriters to the risk involved in maritime commerce while rebel gunboats stalked the shipping lanes of the world for Yankee victims. The rates for insuring vessels and cargoes soared. Merchants diverted business from American to foreign-flagged ships, and shipowners sold off their fleets to foreign companies. After the war, the United States calculated the financial damage to the overall economy at as much as $9 billion. No small surprise, then, that these raiders were called pirates in the North, and in coastal cities were among the most hated of the Confederates.

One of the most infamous of these pirates was a young man named Charles William Read, a second lieutenant in the Confederate Navy. Initially Read showed little promise of greatness, evidence of superior intelligence, or ability to lead, until he was given the opportunity to prove himself on the high seas when he took command of a Yankee vessel captured by the CSS Florida in 1863 and fitted out as a Confederate raider. Read then found himself locked in a battle of wits with the most senior man in the Navy Department, a wise old Connecticut Yankee serving his country as Abraham Lincoln’s Secretary of the Navy. His name was Gideon Welles. Set against the backdrop of Robert E. Lee’s advance toward Gettysburg in the early summer of 1863, these two unlikely adversaries squared off in a whirlwind of dramatic events that shocked the North and caused widespread panic in cities from New York to Portland, Maine. Overshadowed by the horror and bloodshed that occurred at Gettysburg between July 1 and July 3, the story of this young Confederate raider stands as an all-but-forgotten chapter of the Civil War on the high seas.









Chapter One

Daring Combat




Western Mississippi, Yazoo River,

2:00 A.M., July 15, 1862

Acrid smoke drifted lazily skyward from the tall funnel of the Confederate ironclad Arkansas, signifying the activity below in the fire room as the coal heavers set to their work with a will at the open doors of the furnaces beneath the boilers. The dull light of a lantern flickered in the pilothouse, but little of it was visible from outside. Only a swath of yellow penetrated the shadows from the port cut into the iron to give the commander and the two river pilots a view ahead without being exposed to enemy fire.

Arkansas was a cumbersome vessel, ugly to the seaman accustomed to the sharp lines of a full-rigged sailing ship. Her main deck hardly cleared the water’s surface, and the oak-andiron–reinforced walls protecting the guns resembled a boxlike fort. In the darkness on the water below the diminutive heights of Haynes Bluff, her form loomed above the landing—indistinct, like a small island merged with the shore.

The spring rains had come and gone, and with the onset of summer the water level of the river began to drop. Drawing fourteen feet, Arkansas was deep for work on a tributary of the Mississippi River. On each bank of the Yazoo rose a dense forest choked with briars and vines, and blowdown was piled high from the endless cycle of passing thunderstorms and annual inundation that temporarily spread an inland sea across the Mississippi flood plain. Overhanging branches might easily snag the smokestack, or one of the many shoals might easily trap the ironclad, making her a prize of any patrols sent from the two Union fleets anchored several hours away just above Vicksburg beyond DeSoto Point on the Mississippi River.

The nearly two hundred men down below, deep inside the ironclad, prepared for the battle to come as the ship’s deckhands cast off the lines and the pilots muttered commands to the helmsman, who turned the wheel as directed. Orders were relayed via a tin speaking tube to the engineers on duty at the ship’s two low-pressure steam engines. The 165-foot warship maneuvered away from the shore into midchannel, and started slowly downriver keeping just enough way on to maintain steerage in the current. Men moved about on the gundeck filling the tubs between the guns with fresh water for the sponges needed to swab the barrels after each shot, lest a lingering spark prematurely explode the next charge rammed home.

Other crewmen poured sand around the guns to soak up blood and help prevent the gunners and powder boys from slipping. They piled bandages and tourniquets at various locations while the surgeons below on the berth deck readied the surgery. The instruments—scalpels, forceps, and saws—shone brightly in the dim light. Down below, the churn of the ship’s twin propellers was a dull roar.

In the aft section of the gundeck, Second Lieutenant Charles W. Read supervised the loading of the two six-inch stern rifles capable of firing exploding shells deadly to any wooden ship they might hit. The two gun crews under his command rammed home cartridge bags filled with powder, and followed them with wads and shells. When this was done, the gun captains plunged sharp metal picks down the vent holes at the breeches of the cannons to break open the powder bags. Primers and lanyards were made ready, and the guns were run out. The still air smelled of the river, dank and primal, of mud and ooze, and the heavy odor of the closely packed men, their sweat in the humid night darkening their uniforms and dampening their brows.

Standing near one of his guns, Read satisfied himself that his battery was ready for action, then leaned on the cannon and gazed out the gunport. He well understood what would come with the dawn—the thrill and rush of war, the cries of the wounded, and the possibility that he might not live to see another day. He was already battle-hardened from bloody engagements on the upper and lower Mississippi River, and had learned under fire what he failed to at the U.S. Naval Academy in Annapolis. By all accounts of those who knew him, he was unafraid to fight. Rather than fearing war, he liked the excitement.

Read was a short man of slight build with a sharp, angular face adorned with a slender brown mustache and a goatee. A native of Satartia, Mississippi, a small town about twenty miles downriver from Yazoo City, he was soft-spoken and often taciturn, even when on liberty in the company of his fellow lieutenants, though he was fiercely loyal to his few friends. Like so many officers in the Confederate Navy, he resigned his commission in the Union Navy during the spring of 1861. His brief stint in the U.S. Navy, most of which he spent as a midshipman aboard the steam cruiser Powhatan, stationed in the Gulf of Mexico, provided him with few opportunities to better himself as an officer or to acquire important skills and knowledge of naval warfare.

Read’s lackluster record at the Naval Academy in Annapolis likewise revealed nothing to indicate bright prospects as an officer in charge of ships and men in peacetime or in combat. He had taken his final examinations at Annapolis in June 1860, graduating at the age of twenty, and finishing last in his class of twenty-five cadets. During his liberal arts and military studies at the academy he racked up a prodigious number of demerits for fighting, profanity, failure to pass room inspection, and other infractions. His lack of discipline and his single-minded self-assurance came close to ending his naval career before it began. A classmate of his, Roswell H. Lamson, a lieutenant serving in the Union Navy, wrote that Read “was not considered very brilliant, but was one of those wiry, energetic fellows who would attempt anything but study.”

Read’s worst subject was French. No matter how hard he tried, he failed to master the language. The only word he could pronounce correctly was savez, a form of the verb “to know.” He evidently took to saying it so often his classmates nicknamed him Savez. In fact, his close friends called him Savez throughout his life.

While Read may not have been a prime candidate as a French interpreter, he showed somewhat more promise in gunnery. He finished fourth from the bottom of his class in the theory of naval gunnery, a complex course of study involving voluminous charts, tables, and calculations required to figure accurate range, trajectory, and bearing for a target, the influence of windage, and, of course, a comprehensive overview of the various types of guns and projectiles found on typical warships of the day. However, when it came to actually firing cannons he exhibited a natural flair for the job. Big guns he could understand, and his instructors noticed and encouraged his affinity for them.

Of all the men aboard, Read was the only one with firsthand knowledge of what lay ahead of Arkansas. Several days past, under orders from his commander, Read had ridden hard across fifty miles of rugged terrain through the night to reach the stronghold of Vicksburg. Once there, he presented himself to Major General Earl Van Dorn. Read passed on his captain’s concerns about the general’s insistence that Arkansas should leave her easily defended position on the Yazoo to carry out the risky mission of attacking two Union fleets, then steam down the Mississippi and make for Mobile, destroying enemy gunboats along the way. Van Dorn listened to Read, but he did not change his mind. Arkansas would attack without delay and sink the enemy vessels gathered above Vicksburg or be blown up in the process. Infantry and cavalry charges against impossible odds were common in the land war, and thus far the Confederates had proven victorious in most such engagements. Van Dorn saw no reason not to apply similar tactics when it came to the ironclad.

In the company of another officer, Read rode up the east bank of the Mississippi above Vicksburg until he came within sight of the Union fleets. The undergrowth of the forest became so thick that he could ride no further. He crept to the river’s edge on foot, and with a field glass surveyed the armada he and his shipmates aboard Arkansas would soon confront. The seagoing vessels of Admiral David G. Farragut were anchored in a line along Read’s side of the river.

Read had fought Farragut’s fleet during the battle of New Orleans the previous April, and he nursed a special grudge against one of the vessels, Gunboat Number Six. It was this ship that had fired a broadside into the CSS McRea, on which he had served as the executive officer. It was this ship that had killed his commander, Lieutenant Thomas B. Huger, a fair and brave man to whom he was devoted. Read later wrote that Huger was “an agreeable gentleman,” adding that he was the sort of leader he wanted to serve under. Read watched patiently for a time, trying to see the telltale signs of smoke rising from the stacks of the wooden sloops of war.

Convinced that Farragut’s ships did not have steam up, Read turned his attention to the ironclads and rams of Admiral Charles H. Davis anchored across the river from Farragut’s fleet. Plumes of gray-and-black smoke rose from the stacks of most of Davis’s ships. The smoke meant these ships had steam up and could get underway as soon as Arkansas hove into view. Of the two fleets, the ironclads and rams ranked as the most dangerous. They had fought their way down the Mississippi to destroy Confederate fortifications and capture cities, squeezing the Confederates from the north while Farragut did the same from the South in the Union’s concerted effort to control all of the Mississippi and effectively cut the Confederacy in two. Vicksburg represented the last major Confederate fortress, a city with gun emplacements mounted on the heights above the river, and a series of defenses to protect its landward flanks. Read counted more than thirty large warships and support craft. Some of the mortar boats that had shelled forts Jackson and St. Philip, guarding the lower Mississippi before the fall of New Orleans, were also in the area. Arkansas’s mission appeared doomed from the start.

The hours passed in tense silence for the dozens of men crowded into the small confines of Arkansas’s gundeck, and for the others lined up below ready to pass cartridge bags, shot, and shells from the magazines along the passageways to the upper deck. The pilots worked the ship skillfully downriver, negotiating each twist and turn with care to stay in midchannel and avoid the shallows that made out from the points on the inside of bends. The first faint tinges of daylight cast the open gunports in dark blue. Soon, the men could make out the features along the shoreline as the sun rose and the warship approached the lower Yazoo.

“Daylight found us seven or eight miles above the mouth of the river,” Read later wrote in his Reminiscences of the Confederate States Navy. “The morning was warm and perfectly calm; the dense volume of black smoke which issued from our funnel, rose high above the trees, and we knew that the enemy would soon be on the lookout for us. Pretty soon we discovered smoke above the trees below, winding along the course of the crooked Yazoo.”

Three Union warships steamed fast upriver on a reconnaissance mission. The USS Carondelet, an ironclad mounting thirteen guns, was the most powerful. Tyler, a side-wheeler with eight guns, and the ram Queen of the West supported her. The rebel vessel came into view. The lookouts noted that she looked chocolate, rather than black, due to the patina of rust on her iron plating. The armor reinforcing her timber casemate was nothing more than railroad iron hastily fitted in place, along with boiler plate. She looked like a great brown monster pushing up a bow wave of murky river water.

The distance between the opposing vessels closed. Tyler, the leading ship, fired her bow guns. Carondelet followed. The deafening impacts of the shells smashing against Arkansas’s forward casemate shook the ship and sent shards of iron from her shield whizzing aft. More shot and shells hit, and the iron began to warp and bend. When her guns came to bear, Arkansas returned fire. A shell ripped through Tyler and exploded in the engine room, spraying the compartment in blood and gore from the dead and wounded. The Union ships turned back toward the Mississippi. They chose a running fight that would bring the rebel ironclad between the massed guns of the two Union fleets, where it was supposed she would be quickly destroyed.

The roar of cannons, the shriek of shells, and the tremendous explosions from each direct hit rumbled through the countryside. The noise of the cannonading could be heard more than ten miles away. Smoke drifted across the water, and created an unnatural fog that seemed to hang in the still air and spread slowly to each bank of the Yazoo. Both Union and Confederate crews took casualties, the men of Carondelet receiving the worst of it with approximately thirty killed, wounded, or missing at the close of the engagement. Queen of the West, after ineffectual attempts to ram Arkansas, steamed away with all speed, though damaged from several well-aimed projectiles.

Read described in vivid detail the destruction of Carondelet:

We had decreased our distance from the iron-clad rapidly, and were only a hundred yards astern, our shot still raking him, when he ceased firing and sheered into the bank; our engines were stopped, and ranging up alongside, with the muzzles of our guns touching him, we poured in a broadside of solid shot, when his colors came down…. on we pushed, driving the two fleeing boats ahead of us, our speed decreasing all the time, owing to shot holes in the smoke stack; but in a few minutes the “Arkansas” glided out into the broad Mississippi, right into the midst of the hostile fleet.


In addition to casualties among the crew, Arkansas had sustained serious damage. Holes riddled the smokestack, reducing the flow of air available to efficiently fire the boilers. The connection between the funnel and the furnaces had been shot to pieces, and flames from the furnaces heated the gundeck. The temperature inside the ship rose to above 120 degrees, steam pressure decreased, and the ironclad’s propellers turned more slowly every minute.

As Arkansas emerged from the Yazoo, the engines could hardly keep her moving fast enough to maintain steerage in the swift river current. Her captain, who had been wounded, nevertheless kept to his post. He ordered her turned downriver toward the safety of Vicksburg. In the brief interlude before the next battle, he observed the “forest of masts and smokestacks” and the “panoramic effect…intensified by the city of men spread out with innumerable tents opposite on the right bank.” The Union fleets were not ready to get underway and the men aboard the ships rushed to bring their guns to bear. One of the first to slip her cable and close in was Gunboat Number Six.

Manning his station at the bow guns, Lieutenant George W. Gift recognized the ship. “The first vessel which stood out to engage us was ‘No. 6’, against which we had a particular grudge, inspired by Read, who desired us all to handle roughly any seagoing vessel we should see with ‘No. 6’ on her smoke-stack…. I sent my powder boy to Read with a message to come forward, as his friend was in sight.”

Although it was risky for a gunnery officer to encourage a peer to leave his post at the start of what promised to be a fierce and bloody naval engagement, Gift indeed sent for Read. Read evidently did not think there was anything wrong in temporarily abandoning his station and went forward to see his “friend.” Like two boys in a schoolyard, the lieutenants watched Gunboat Number Six draw near through the gunport. All of Arkansas’s officers, except the captain, were inexperienced young men. Though they had passed muster at Annapolis, they were not rooted in the discipline and training of traditional navy standards.

“[Read] came leisurely and carelessly, swinging a primer lanyard, and I think I have never looked at a person displaying such remarkable coolness and self-possession,” Gift wrote years later in an article published in the Southern Historical Society Papers. “On observing the numbers ahead his eye was as bright and his smile as genuine as if he had been about to join a company of friends instead of enemies.”

Read returned to his post at the stern, ever hopeful that Gunboat Number Six would stray into range of his guns. The record does not indicate if Read got his chance for revenge. However, Gift reported:

We were now getting close aboard “No. 6”, and he sheered with his port helm and unmuzzled his eleven-inch pivot gun charged with grape. It was hastily pointed, and the charge fell too low to enter our ports, for which it was intended. This broke the terrible quiet which hung over us like a spell. Every man’s nerves were strung up again, and we were ready for the second battle. With a sharp touch of the starboard helm Brady [Arkansas’s Mississippi River pilot] showed me “No 6” straight ahead, and I gave him a shell through and through, and as we passed he got the port broadside. He did not follow us up. These two shots opened the engagement.


Arkansas steamed slowly between the two lines of ships, running a gauntlet of heavy fire that her captain compared to a “volcano.” The pounding of shot and shell was continuous, as was the return fire from the crews at the rebel ironclad’s ten guns. Smoke obscured the surface of the river and the vessels as well. It hung in a thickening cloud, and blinded the gunners on both sides. They found their targets by the flashes of cannons. The noise deafened them. Inside Arkansas, the men panted for breath in the furnace that was their ship, and coughed and gagged from the smoke of the guns. On she steamed, dodging and disabling rams, ripping apart Farragut’s wooden ships, and hotly engaging Davis’s ironclads.

The Union fleets closed in, surrounding Arkansas. Bits of her armor blew off the casemate and allowed projectiles to breach the ship’s shield in the bow section. One shell alone killed sixteen men and wounded many more. Gift described the inside of the casemate as a slaughterhouse. “A great heap of mangled and ghastly slain lay on the gundeck, with rivulets of blood running away from them. There was a poor fellow torn asunder, another mashed flat…brains, hair and blood were all about.” Read, who was far less descriptive in his recollections, simply said the shells and shot had done “fearful execution amongst our men.”

Arkansas’s port side weakened. The fasteners holding the iron in place ripped away under the continuous pounding of the Union guns. As the entire ship shuddered, inching her way downriver, the shield of armor threatened to fall to pieces and expose the crew to the full fury of the cannonade. The pilot strained to see ahead. DeSoto Point hove into view. Riding the current, the steam pressure in her boilers almost gone, the ship drew under the protective guns of Vicksburg to the cheers of thousands of jubilant residents gathered on the heights above the river.

The Union fleets attempted to destroy Arkansas later that same night and for some days afterward, but with no success. Davis and Farragut abandoned Vicksburg, earning them reproach from Secretary of the Navy Gideon Welles. On August 10, 1862, Welles received word that Arkansas’s crew had run her aground and blown her up to keep the ship from falling into Union hands. She had been pinned down on August 6 during a Confederate counteroffensive to retake Baton Rouge, an effort that failed in large part because of the presence of U.S. gunboats firing in support of the hard-pressed army forces fighting at the river’s edge. Welles knew that the failure to capture Vicksburg meant the war would be prolonged, and he blamed the army for it. While Arkansas’s role in the battle represented more an irritating embarrassment than a decisive factor contributing to the Union’s withdrawal, he looked on it as a black mark against both flag officers, and indirectly, on his own reputation as well.

Vicksburg should have been taken by the first of June, but no adequate cooperating military force was furnished, and as a consequence our largest squadron in the Gulf and our flotilla in the Mississippi have been detained and injured. The most disreputable naval affair of the War was the descent of the steam ram Arkansas through both squadrons till she hauled in under the batteries of Vicksburg, and there the two flag officers abandoned the place and the ironclad ram, Farragut and his force going down to New Orleans, and Davis proceeding with his flotilla up the river. I have written them both, briefly but expressively, on the subject of the ram Arkansas….


There were other disreputable naval affairs just over the horizon. On the evening of September 3, 1862, the Confederate commerce destroyer Florida reached the waters off Mobile, Alabama, and the next day ran through the flotilla of Union warships blockading the port. She had only a skeleton crew—men stricken with yellow fever while fitting the raider out with gun batteries transported to Bahamian waters aboard a British-flagged vessel operating on behalf of the Confederacy. When she was safely anchored in the bay, though badly damaged during the transit, her captain, John Newland Maffitt, began organizing men to make repairs.

Maffitt also started his search for young officers to assist him in his future mission. He wanted brave, capable men, sailors whom he could rely on to follow orders and do their duty while facing the uncertainties of a ship that must live on the spoils of her victims, a ship that would be hunted and pursued wherever she went. In his quest for such men, the name of a young Mississippian came to his attention. That man was Charles W. Read, and Maffitt put his influence to work to have him transferred to his command. The decision had far-reaching consequences that Maffitt never could have foreseen, and that Welles would find far more threatening than simply an irritating embarrassment.









Chapter Two

High Seas Terror




New York Harbor, October 16, 1862

The brig Golden Lead slowly worked her way northward up the Main Ship Channel bound for the crowded anchorage on the flats off Governors Island in the upper bay of New York Harbor. Staten Island and the quarantine station on its waterfront receded astern. The light southerly wind and a fair tide pushed the brig through the Narrows, and the low skyline of the city gradually took shape ahead. The spire of Trinity Church, the tallest landmark on the seaward tip of Manhattan, projected above all the other buildings. It had been an eventful passage from the Isle of Jersey across a sea crowded with more than peaceful merchantmen engaged in the routine transportation of goods and passengers to distant ports. The master of the brig stood on the poop deck beside the pilot guiding the vessel safely through the shoals above the Sandy Hook bar, and looked with sympathy upon the eight men who had been strangers just ten days since.

The men gathered together on the leeward side of the poop deck, out of deference to the master, and each stared at the city. No doubt they wondered what their prospects might be now that they had lost their ships to the enemy. Three were captains, and one—George Hagar of the ship Brilliant—had lost everything he owned. He unwisely thought the seas were safe enough to sail without paying for war risk insurance. The rates had soared after the start of the rebellion, and Hagar, like many shipowners and masters, could not afford it. A growing number of American ships stayed in port or were sold to businessmen in neutral countries. Times were bad for the U.S. Merchant Marine. It did not appear that they would improve in the foreseeable future.

When Golden Lead reached the flats, her officers and crew brought her head to the wind and current. The headsails luffed in the gentle breeze. With her topsails backed, the vessel lost way. Her bow began to pay off as the anchor, freed from the cathead, plunged into the shallow water, the chain rattling and sparking against the iron rim of the hawshole. Her bow came again to face south, her sprit and jibboom pointing straight down the bay at the Narrows. Topmen aloft furled her square sails, while deckhands set to coiling the lines neatly on the pins at the rails and the bases of the masts. It was a familiar bit of work to all aboard. However, for the eight passengers, the routine activity of the crew inspired memories of their unlucky encounters with the Confederate raider Alabama.

In the fall of 1862, the Confederacy’s plans to field commerce destroyers to cripple the Union’s maritime enterprise resulted in the completion and deployment of two swift, modern vessels, Florida and Alabama. Early in the war, the Confederate government realized it would have to rely on Britain and, to a lesser extent, France for the building and arming of warships. The South’s lack of skilled labor and shipyards capable of constructing ships suitable for combat on the high seas required the Confederates to seek foreign assistance. Before this was possible, they needed to work around existing British statutes and laws that technically forbade active cooperation in support of the war effort.

On May 13, 1861, Britain issued a Proclamation of Neutrality. By recognizing the Confederacy as a belligerent power, it greatly favored the South, according it the same rights and restrictions as the United States in dealings with Great Britain, such as terms upon which a vessel from either side might enter British ports, obtain supplies, and make repairs. This was just short of recognition as an independent nation for legal and political purposes. Under international law, a blockade was meant as a recourse against a foreign enemy, so Lincoln’s blockade effectively legitimized Britain’s quasirecognition of the Confederacy. Had Lincoln merely closed the ports, the South would not have received the advantages of a belligerent power. On the other hand, the United States would not then have been legally able to seize neutral ships bound for blockaded ports and otherwise efficiently choke off maritime trade with the Confederacy.

However advantageous the rights of a belligerent may have been, the proclamation’s prohibition against the sale of warships was a problem for the South. The stipulations of the Foreign Enlistment Act of 1819 also prohibited British subjects without official sanction to build or arm warships for a belligerent power. There were no limits, though, on the sale of weapons, ammunition, uniforms, or provisions to either side, and there were no limits on building vessels provided that they were not armed. With the help of British attorneys, Confederate agents took advantage of the numerous loopholes in the Proclamation of Neutrality and the Foreign Enlistment Act. British entrepreneurs saw a great opportunity to earn substantial profits from the American Civil War, and were only too happy to cooperate with representatives of the Confederacy. They also profited from sending goods through the blockade.

British foreign policy made it easy for the Confederates to get what they wanted and to operate freely in English ports. The nation stood to gain much if the Union split apart and the United States lost its clout as an emerging world power. Cotton from the South would continue to flow into Britain’s major manufacturing centers, and America’s merchant marine, second only in size and importance in global economics to England, would no longer be able to compete as it once did. It was a natural inclination, however reprehensible it may have been from the American point of view, given the jockeying for power that had taken place in a bloodless manner between Britain and the United States since the close of the War of 1812. Neither Britain nor France wanted to get directly involved in the American conflict, but each stood to profit through indirect involvement. Each commenced a careful dance around international laws toward that end.

Acting under orders from the Confederate government to build and equip commerce raiders, former U.S. naval officer James Dunwoody Bulloch crossed the Atlantic and reached Liverpool on June 4, 1861. He was authorized to spend more than a half-million dollars on the two ships that were to become Florida and Alabama. To avoid any chance of diplomatic complications, Bulloch arranged it so that the ships were, on paper, not intended for the Confederacy but rather for third parties. Title would change hands once the ships were at sea and clear of British waters. Both British and United States officials knew full well what Bulloch was doing. Yet, the vessels did not appear to be property of the Confederacy and were apparently being built for peaceful service as merchantmen. Construction was allowed to proceed. Bulloch instructed the shipyards not to arm the raiders, but instead purchased the guns and other equipment he needed separately and exported the war materiel from England on British transports.

Thus, William C. Miller & Sons of Liverpool went to work on a ship called Oreto, and during the course of 1861, she took shape on the ways at the edge of the Mersey River. She was a vessel of 700 tons displacement, 191 feet on deck, and two steam engines of 200 horsepower each turned a single propeller. The design was similar to that of an English gunboat, and her three masts raked aft gave her the sleek look of a topsail schooner meant for the racecourse. She sailed from Liverpool in March of 1862 and was rechristened CSS Florida en route to Mobile, Alabama on August 17, 1862.

As laborers secured Oreto’s frames to her keelson, then set to plank her hull, men across the river were busy at Birkenhead Iron Works on hull 290. Slightly larger than Oreto, 290 displaced approximately nine hundred tons and extended 230 feet on deck. Her engine developed 300 horsepower and also drove a single screw. Barkentine-rigged, she would cruise better off the wind than Oreto, but both ships were able to maintain an average speed of ten knots under most conditions. Both ships were equipped with mechanisms to raise the propeller into wells built in the underbodies of the hulls—an innovative feature to reduce drag under sail. An expert in merchant and naval shipping, Bulloch knew good craftsmanship when he saw it. He was well pleased with the work of these shipyards. After fitting out in the Azores, hull 290 was christened CSS Alabama on August 24, 1862. She made her first capture on September 5, under the command of veteran U.S. naval officer Raphael Semmes, former master of an earlier Confederate raider, CSS Sumter, which had been laid up and later sold in Gibraltar.

Along with others involved in the scheme to send vessels of the Confederate Navy after peaceful Union ships, Bulloch did not fail to see the immorality of the practice. War was meant to embroil opposing combat forces, not civilians or their property. Total war was a novel concept, one that did not sit well with gentlemen warriors. The conflict changed the conduct of war, introducing advanced technologies in weapons that made the old ways of fighting obsolete. Infantry charges against fortified positions behind earthworks and trenches cost tens of thousands of lives in a single engagement. The field of battle spread to encompass the land and its people. The struggle already had caused the destruction of homes and businesses, and the death of innocents on both sides. If noncombatants at sea suffered because of the raiders, that was a sad, though acceptable, reality of the rebellion. Bulloch wrote:

There can be no doubt that the destruction of unarmed and peaceful merchant ships, while quietly pursuing their voyages on the high seas, is a practice not defensible upon the principles of the moral law…. [But] when two nations unhappily fall out and go to war, the government of each does its best to inflict the greatest possible amount of injury upon the other on the principle that the more burdensome and afflicting the state of war can be made to the opposing party, the more quickly will he consent to terms of peace.


Maffitt described the mission and the intended results of the commerce destroyers in his private journal: “When a man-of-war is sacrificed, ’tis a national calamity, not individually felt; but when merchant ships are destroyed upon the high seas individuality suffers, and the shoe then pinches in the right direction. All the merchants of New York and Boston, who have by their splendid traders become princes in wealth, and puffy with patriotic zeal for the subjugation of the South, will soon cry, ‘peace, peace.’ ” Maffitt was correct. The actions of the raiders did indeed cause many in wealthy circles to put pressure on the Lincoln administration to do its utmost to end the war as quickly as possible, and the news of the depredations of Alabama in October was just the beginning.

As the men aboard Golden Lead filed ashore in New York City on that autumn day in October 1862, CSS Alabama headed steadily westward toward the mainland of the United States. Her captain, Raphael Semmes, harbored a deep-seated desire to sail through the Narrows to fire on the ships in the upper bay and on the city itself. It was an almost suicidal mission to contemplate, for the defenses of New York were strong; but if it succeeded, the blow to Yankee morale would be worth the possible loss of his ship and his men. Only a lack of coal forced Semmes to break off his attacks on transatlantic shipping, the last of which occurred just three hundred miles east of Atlantic City, New Jersey. He sailed southward to carry out even more destruction after resupplying in Venezuela. The people of New York learned of his most recent depredations from Captain Hagar and the others with him, though not of his intentions to attack them on their own soil.

As soon as Captain Hagar and his companions reached the piers of lower Manhattan, the reporters gathered around to hear their tale. The newsmen frequently sought out newly arrived ships, especially those from Britain or France. They were not disappointed with the tidings they received from Golden Lead, and the men she had taken aboard in midocean on October 6 after hailing the ship Emily Farnham of New Brunswick, Canada, bound from New York to Liverpool with a cargo for British merchants. Prisoners from destroyed American vessels, transferred from Alabama, crowded Emily Farnham, which was spared because she was a Canadian ship and carried a British-owned cargo. Her water and food were in short supply, and the master of Golden Lead agreed to take eight prisoners. After the transfer, he went on his way with doubled lookouts and all sail set for New York.

The reporters finished their interviews and scurried off to their offices to file their stories. The following day, readers of the New York Herald opened the paper to the bold headline: A PIRATE ON THE HIGH SEAS: THE DEPREDATIONS OF THE REBEL CRUISER ALABAMA, BETTER KNOWN AS“NO. 290.” Columns of text comprised mostly of testimony from the late prisoners filled the pages, and provided a glimpse of what it was like to endure capture at the hands of the rebels. Prior to the transfer of prisoners to Emily Farnham, more than one hundred men were chained in irons on Alabama’s main deck. Exposed to wind, rain, and the seas that washed through the open gunports, the men suffered terribly.

According to Captain S. R. Tilton, master of the whaling bark Virginia, of New Bedford, which was captured and burned on September 17, “The steamer’s guns being kept run out, the side ports could not be shut; and when the seas was a little rough, or the vessel rolled, the water was continually coming in on both sides, and swashing across the deck where we were, so that our feet and clothing were wet all the time, either from the water below or the rain above. We were obliged to sleep in the place where we were, and often waked up in the night nearly under water…. We were kept on deck all the time, night and day, and a guard placed over us.”

The story also provided details on Semmes as Hagar perceived him. Summarizing the captain, the reporter for the Herald gave the following description of the rebel commander:

[Semmes] sports a huge mustache…and it is evident that it occupies much of his attention. His steward waxes it every day carefully, and so prominent is it that the sailors of the Alabama term him “Old Beeswax.” His whole appearance is that of a corsair, and the transformation appears to be complete from Commander “Raphael Semmes,” United States Navy, to a combination of Lafitte, Kidd and Gibbs, the three most notorious pirates the world has ever known.


The news of Alabama’s attacks rippled through New York’s business district and initially inspired gloom among shipowners, merchants, and insurance underwriters. The financial losses exceeded $1 million for the fourteen ships destroyed since September 5. Those directly affected were furious about these outrages committed on the high seas. Knowing full well that they might be next, their colleagues fumed too. Not all the ire was directed at the pirate. The fallout hit the U.S. Navy and Gideon Welles.

Wealthy entrepreneurs through the New York Chamber of Commerce, and on their own, petitioned the mayor of New York City, then the state governor, to pressure the secretary of the navy to expand convoys for U.S.-flagged vessels beyond those already guarding ships laden with California gold and U.S. mail from the West Coast. Their counterparts in Boston did the same. While Navy officers and sailors grew rich on prizes captured in attempts to run the blockade, the merchants grew poorer because of the Confederate raiders. In northern cities on the coast, people of means cried for action. What was the Navy for if not to protect the vital economic interests of the United States? When would the destruction end?

Welles, however, remained convinced that a couple of wayward Confederate cruisers constituted far less a threat to the nation than the blockade runners resupplying the enemy, and he was disinclined to draw off resources needed to stop them. The British were the chief offenders. They built and deployed fast ships with shallow drafts to dart across shoals inside the squadrons he had worked assiduously to put in place. Other vessels were converted for use in blockade running—from steamers to schooners—and some had retired British naval officers as captains, who plied their trade under assumed names to avoid the provisions of Britain’s Foreign Enlistment Act. In many cases, Southern shipowners transferred registry of their vessels to British merchants to gain the advantages accorded to neutrals. Profits from one voyage often paid the entire building costs of a ship used to run the blockade.

Lincoln had declared a blockade on Confederate ports from South Carolina to Texas on April 19, 1861. On April 27, he extended it to cover Virginia and North Carolina as well. This effectively required Welles to bottle up ports along more than 3,500 miles of coastline laced with navigable inlets, rivers, and well-defended natural harbors. When Welles took over the administration of the Navy Department in March 1861, the U.S. Navy numbered approximately ninety vessels. Only forty-two were in active commission, and less than a dozen cruised in home waters. Establishing and enforcing the blockade was Welles’s main objective in those first days of the war, and it was no easy task.

With the help of his assistant, Gustavus Vasa Fox, Welles orchestrated the construction, charter, and purchase of ships as fast as possible. By the end of 1862, he had deployed more than 250 ships for blockade duty and ballooned the prewar roster of 7,500 enlisted men to more than 22,000. He was seeing results by the autumn of 1862. A close look at the numbers revealed that in late December 1861, nine out of ten blockade runners made it through the squadrons he had deployed to stop them. Now, with the large expansion of the Navy well under way, that number had dropped to seven out of eight.

Nevertheless, every time a runner made port loaded with guns and ammunition, it rankled him. It redoubled his determination to plug the leaks and it fanned a deep-seated, though well-controlled, rage at the British, who played such a pivotal role in thwarting his mission. He knew all too well that those cargoes of arms would ultimately cost lives on the battlefield and prolong the war. Although the increased danger to vessels running the blockade represented progress, it was not good enough for Welles. Drawing off any ships from blockade duty would undermine his key mission. However, he was always mindful of political implications, and he was indeed under pressure from the merchants and government officials in New York and Boston. He found himself forced into the position of sending additional ships out for duty on the high seas, for he had already dispatched cruisers in search of privateers and warships of the Confederate Navy engaged in “piratical activities.”

He noted in his diary on September 4, 1862: “We hear that our new steamer, the Adirondack, is wrecked. She had been sent to watch the Bahama Channel. Her loss, the discharge of the Oreto by the courts of Nassau [Oreto, also known as Florida, had been detained in Nassau because of alleged violations of the Foreign Enlistment Act, but was then released], and the arrival of Steamer 290, both piratical British wolves, demand attention, although we have no vessels to spare from the blockade. Must organize a flying squadron, as has been suggested….”

The squadron of swift warships was dispatched, but to the Caribbean, where it was thought the rebel commerce destroyers might be operating. However, no Confederate raiders were currently active there. It was just one of many times that the “wolves” got the best of Gideon Welles, but he was to have his day. All he had to do was be patient, let the corsairs make fatal mistakes, and have his forces ready to strike when they did.
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