
[image: cover]


[image: ]



CONTENTS

INTRODUCTION

THE EARLY DEVELOPMENT OF THE RAIDING FLEET

JAMES BULLOCH’S BRITISH RAIDERS

THE BUSINESS OF COMMERCE RAIDING

CREW

OPERATIONAL HISTORY OF THE CONFEDERATE RAIDERS

• The principal raiders

• Auxillaries and other potential commerce raiders

• Privateers

GUNNERY

BIBLIOGRAPHY

COLOR PLATE COMMENTARY


CONFEDERATE RAIDER 1861–65

INTRODUCTION

When the Confederate States seceded from the Union in 1861, the newly formed Confederate government was ill prepared for the struggle ahead. The Confederate Secretary of the Navy, Stephen R. Mallory, was faced with the dual problems of defending the long Southern coastline from naval attack, and taking the war to the enemy. Mallory hoped to cause sufficient losses to Union shipping to force Union political leaders to the peace table. Even before the bombardment of Fort Sumter in April 1861, he had developed a three-pronged strategy to counter the Union threat. Firstly, he elected to use the limited industrial capacity of the Confederacy to produce ironclad warships, which would neutralize the potentially overwhelming size of the Union fleet. He also decided to arm these naval leviathans with rifled guns, designed by the Southern ordnance expert, John M. Brooke.

Secondly, he organized the defense of Southern ports through the use of fortifications, mines (then known as “torpedoes”), and the ironclads. This combination proved remarkably successful given the forces arrayed against the Confederacy. Union naval strategy involved the slow strangulation of the Southern States through the imposition of a naval blockade. In effect this prevented the Confederates from gathering sufficient forces in any one port to launch a co-ordinated naval attack on the Union forces, although relatively ineffective local attacks on the blockading squadrons were undertaken.
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Captain Raphael Semmes, CSN, photographed in Southampton (Great Britain), just days after the sinking of the CSS Alabama at the hands of the USS Kearsarge (June 19, 1864). Semmes went on to become a Rear Admiral, and was granted the rank of Brigadier-General in the Confederate Army during the Appomattox Campaign of 1865. (©The Stratford Archive/2021)



Finally, in order to cause damage to the enemy, the only offensive option available to Mallory was the use of commerce raiders. He believed that northern maritime commerce was susceptible to attack by Confederate high-seas raiders, and that the predominantly maritime economies of New England could be brought to their knees through the loss of their shipping. This would then lead them to put pressure on President Lincoln to sue for peace. Traditionally, this kind of strategy had involved the use of “privateers;” privately owned high-seas raiders who operated under license from the government for the duration of the war, rather like legalized pirates. What Mallory envisaged was the creation of a small fleet of raiders operated directly by the Confederate Navy, not by authorized civilian captains and ship-owners. Mallory’s employment of custom-built high-seas raiders would prove an effective stratagem, although it never succeeded in bringing the Union government to the peace table, largely due to the single-minded drive of President Lincoln. The history of these ships, the men who commanded them, and the effect they had on the war is one of the most fascinating aspects of the naval history of the Civil War, and is undoubtedly the one which is considered the most romantic.
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The CSS Alabama, a line engraving first published in Harper’s Weekly (1862). The original caption referred to the vessel as the “pirate Alabama, alias 290,” and noted that the engraving was certified as an accurate depiction of the raider by Captain Hagar of the Brilliant, whose vessel was captured by the Alabama on October 3, 1862. (©The Stratford Archive/2021)



THE EARLY DEVELOPMENT OF THE RAIDING FLEET

In most maritime nations, the age-old stratagem of privateering had fallen into disuse, despite its proven historical effectiveness. During the War of 1812 between the United States and Britain, both sides made extensive use of privateers issuing “letters of marque” (privateering licenses) throughout the war. In 1812, the British mercantile marine was the largest in the world, making the American deployment of privateers an effective strategy. Unfortunately the American merchant fleet proved equally vulnerable to attack, and the losses inflicted on New England ship-owners led to the paralysis of American commerce. Eventually, New England lobbyists forced the US Government to negotiate a peace treaty with Great Britain.

Stephen Mallory was well aware of the effectiveness of privateering, however, his options were limited by international opinion. In the decades since the War of 1812 privateering had fallen into disuse, and the majority of maritime powers had outlawed the practice in the naval treaty known as the Declaration of Paris (1856). This treaty also limited the use of commerce raiders of any type. Although Mallory realized the importance of securing British or French support for the Confederacy, he also knew his strategic options were limited. He was opposed to the use of privateers, and, although President Davis signed several privateering “letters of marque” during the war, the commerce raiders employed by Mallory would predominantly be owned and operated by the Confederate Navy. For Mallory, the opportunities presented to commerce raiders were considerable. During the two decades preceding the outbreak of the war, the mercantile fleet of the United States had enjoyed a period of dramatic expansion. Between 1845 and 1861 both the total tonnage and the number of American-flagged vessels had doubled in size. By 1860, the merchant fleet was growing by an average of 100,000 tons per year. This was a boom period, and ports such as New York, Boston, San Francisco and New Orleans were filled with shipping flying the American flag. The total size of the American merchant marine was also close to overtaking the merchant navy of Britain, which until that point had been the largest flag-carrying merchant fleet ever seen on the world’s oceans.

Mallory’s distrust for commercial privateers stemmed from the lack of control he could enforce on their activities. At a time when world opinion could be colored by a single event, both Mallory and President Davis were aware that the ultimate fate of the Confederacy rested on its recognition by the European powers. The use of state-owned commerce raiders rather than privateers ensured that Mallory could retain a greater degree of control over their activities. Also, privateering required the existence of friendly ports for the privateers to take their prizes back to. As the leading European powers enforced strict neutrality, their ports were placed off-limits to Confederate privateers, while the increasing effectiveness of the blockade of the South denied the use of Southern ports to privateers. Eventually, these limitations led to the collapse of the limited Confederate privateering fleet. By contrast, the high-seas raiders planned by Mallory needed no home port, as they were designed to destroy commerce, not to capture prizes. As such they were a strategic weapon, forcing the Union to devote considerable energy to countering them, while extending the scope and impact of the war beyond the coastal waters of the Americas. Above all, these Confederate raiders were designed to operate in accordance with the terms of the Declaration of Paris, and thereby avoided any potential conflict of interests with Britain and France.
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The Confederate privateer schooner Savannah was typical of the majority of “private men-of-war” who patrolled the Southern coastline during 1861. She carried a single 18-pdr. smoothbore gun. This sketch was drawn after her capture by the USS Perry on June 3, 1861. (©The Stratford Archive/2021)



Mallory was also well aware that the shipbuilding capacity of the Confederacy was limited, and that the few facilities available would be hard-pressed to meet the needs of his ironclad program, let alone furnish the South with a fleet of commerce raiders. Consequently, he initiated his policy by sending two Confederate agents to Europe, with the intention of using foreign shipyards to produce the commerce raiders he required. From that point on, although a handful of Confederate raiders were built or converted in Southern ports, the majority of the raider fleet would come from outside the Confederacy. These two Confederate agents, the former naval officer James D. Bulloch and the serving officer Lieutenant James A. North CSN, both planned to start their search in Britain, where there was widespread sympathy for the Southern cause. As a neutral country, British shipbuilders were unable to build warships for foreign powers without the approval of the government. Unless the British government recognized the Confederate States, this approval would not be forthcoming. This ensured that Bulloch and North were forced to disguise their efforts from both Union spies and British officials.
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James Dunwoody Bulloch, the enterprising Confederate naval agent in Britain. His remit was later extended to cover ship procurement throughout Europe. Bulloch was responsible for the building of both the CSS Florida and the CSS Alabama. (©The Stratford Archive/2021)



In the Confederacy, Mallory enlisted the help of the naval officer Raphael Semmes to locate vessels that could be converted into commerce raiders. He found the 437-ton passenger packet Habana in New Orleans, Louisiana. This vessel had been built in Philadelphia in 1857, and had served the past three years sailing between New Orleans and Havana, Cuba. On Semmes’ recommendation the Confederate government purchased the packet in April 1861, and work began on her conversion into the Confederacy’s first commerce raider. Two months later, in June 1861, she was commissioned into service as the CSS Sumter, and Semmes was named as her commander. The Sumter slipped through the Union blockade off the Mississippi Delta in late June, and began the first commerce-raiding cruise of the war. This eight-month spree resulted in the capture of 18 Union prizes. Four months later a second raider set sail from Charleston, South Carolina. The CSS Nashville was originally a New York sidewheel passenger steamer, which had been impounded in Charleston during the attack on Fort Sumter. The eight year old vessel was converted into a warship with the addition of a pair of 12-pdr. howitzers, and was commissioned into the Confederate Navy in October. Her original mission was to ferry a Confederate diplomatic mission to Europe, but at the last minute she was re-designated a commerce raider. Following her breakout from Charleston, she arrived in the British port of Southampton, where she caused something of a diplomatic furore when she became the first warship to sail into a European port flying the Confederate flag. This resulted in the tacit recognition of Confederate warships as bona fide belligerents in Europe, not as outlaw vessels, a stance that was argued by Union diplomats. It soon became apparent to Stephen Mallory that apart from the CSS Sumter and the CSS Nashville, there were no vessels in any Southern port that were ideally suited for service as high-seas commerce raiders. Given that the Union blockade of the Southern coastline was deemed an illegal act by the Confederacy, and faced with the seeming reluctance of the European maritime powers to recognize the Confederacy, Mallory and President Davis considered the
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