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  James Dunwoody Bulloch often took a different path from Reverend Tremlett’s St. Peter’s Church in Belsize Square to the offices of Fraser Trenholm & Company at 10 Rumford Place on Castle Street, Liverpool, England, now the Union had declared him the most dangerous man in Europe.1 Some days, Tremlett followed in his capacity as secretary of the Society for Promoting a Cessation of Hostilities in America.


  Bulloch had served America’s rebel Confederacy tirelessly from the moment he landed in England on June 4, 1861. Almost every Confederate dollar spent in Europe went through his hands. Almost every dollar they earned smuggling did, too. He took pride in a list of blockade-runners and raiders acquired, refitted, or commissioned in Europe, which would number more than two hundred vessels.2 Most were getting through the 5,600-kilometer Union naval blockade at the war’s start. Most still did at war’s end. The tougher nut to crack was trying to build a navy virtually from scratch with a fraction of the Union’s resources. His office was laden with plans for massive broadside ships, ram ships, and more exotic designs, but precious few had been realized, and the war was turning against them. He’d have preferred a command of his own to all this skullduggery—the first time he steamed home to report to the Confederate secretary of the navy, he captained the just-acquired merchant screw steamer Fingal, which he’d later rebuild as an ironclad warship.


  Bulloch was a man of the sea. He’d left Georgia to sign on as a U.S. Navy midshipman as early he could and served from Brazil to the Mediterranean on warships including the United States, Potomac, Decatur, and Delatore, before graduating second in the Philadelphia Naval School class of 1845. While he served in the Mexican War on the Erie and was credited with saving the schooner Shark’s crew as acting master when she foundered on the Columbia River, few of his generation found career opportunities in a fleet with fewer than ten thousand men in uniform.3 Coastal surveying followed. He captained the Black Warrior when she was seized by the Spanish in Cuba in 1854 in a serious diplomatic incident.4


  After a fifteen-year naval career, he resigned his commission to serve as a vastly overqualified first officer on the mail steamer Georgia, and thought his service was behind him. When the American Civil War broke out in 1861, he dutifully steamed the Georgia north, took the U.S. mail steamer Bienville to New York to resign, and enlisted in a Confederate navy that had been formed two months before the war by the Provisional Confederate Congress.5 Simply stealing the Georgia was unthinkable. At a time when reputation mattered, the Bulloch name meant enough that few were surprised when his nephew Theodore Roosevelt later rose to the U.S. presidency. Bulloch wasn’t a man given to poetic flourishes. He knew ships didn’t fight one another. Men did.


  The American South had long-standing ties throughout the United Kingdom. By 1860, 125,000 people a year moved from the United Kingdom to the United States. The outbreak of war didn’t deter 38,000 following in 1861.6 No one bought more of her tobacco. Southern trade helped make Liverpool a prosperous shipping hub, and Lancashire the cotton-spinning capital of the world. British consuls stayed on in the rebel South to facilitate trade over the North’s protests.7 Many Scots saw an echo of their own desire for independence or were swayed by southern donations after the Free Church of Scotland split in 1843. Some thought the only color that mattered was the color of money, like the industrialist James Smith, whose ironmaking investments in the South would cost him a brother, killed as a rebel colonel in the Battle of Munfordville.


  Western Europe had mixed feelings about the American Civil War. A shortage of Southern cotton led to localized recession in English mill towns, but equally, Northern grain helped address challenges with Ukrainian production. A reduced Union would be less of a threat to English Canada. An independent South would recognize France’s newly imposed Hapsburg monarchy in Mexico. The abolitionist author of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Harriet Beecher Stowe, had a well-received tour in early 1861 at the invitation of the New Glasgow Anti-Slavery Society, albeit in many of the same venues as black minstrel shows.8 When escaped slave and emancipationist Frederick Douglass toured Edinburgh, he recorded, “all is smooth—I am treated as a man and as an equal brother.” Thirty years after their own abolition of slavery, much of Europe’s left, progressives, unionists, and working class were pro-Union, so much so that Glasgow is the only city outside America with a monument to Abraham Lincoln and the Civil War.9


  At first, Bulloch could work quite openly, just another balding man with overscale moustache and formidable sideburns, even for the day. Foreign ministers initially received the rebel South’s representatives, albeit unofficially, even after any notion of them recognizing the Confederacy quickly evaporated. Countless merchants called on him; many of them the biggest names in Liverpool, Glasgow, and London. They made him the biggest provider for the Southern war effort. He made them rich.


  Related offices like the Confederate States Aid Association headquarters were openly signposted and so well patronized that when the London Emancipation Society disrupted a meeting there in 1862, no rebels were arrested, but a number of protesters—including a runaway former slave of Jefferson Davis—were arrested for trespass.


  Bulloch’s network ran through at least a half dozen front firms. Their public face was the Southern Independence Association, whose forty-seven branches boasted members including a future prime minister, a cabinet member, nineteen members of Parliament, thirty-four peers, and others of rank and means. If anyone in Europe’s ports was as busy as Bulloch, it was Thomas Haines Dudley, the U.S. consul tasked with dragging his trade and suppliers into the light.


  Bulloch’s men were rebels. They were spies. They were criminals, and they were there to buy a navy.


  For the war’s opening six months, the South’s first ship agent, Lieutenant James H. North, tried to acquire warships like the French navy’s flagship La Gloire that were never on sale, complaining, “I can do anything in the way of building if I only had the money,” despite more than $2 million having arrived before him.


  Most of the records North left were of sightseeing in London and yacht racing in the Channel Islands.10 The secretary of the navy, Stephen Russell Mallory, was gracious about his lack of progress. “The Department regrets very much to learn that you were unable to purchase or contract for the construction of an ironclad war vessel . . . but it is fully aware of the difficulties with which you had to contend.”11


  If the South couldn’t buy what they needed, they’d build. North was directed to construct “one or two war steamers of the most modern and improved description.” What he’d contracted in response was a monster with a broadside of twenty 60-pounder rifles and eight 18-pounder smooth-bore cannon that almost brought the whole rebel program crashing down.12


  Bulloch conceded the challenges North had faced but had a much firmer grasp on what was required. “Inquiries have been and continue to be made. Most of the ironclads already built or now under construction for the European Powers are either too large, and of too heavy draft for our especial purposes, or they are mere floating batteries, too small and heavily armed to cross the Atlantic.”13


  Now that North’s single ship—already under construction on the Clyde River—could cost them almost everything they had, Bulloch challenged him directly. North presented a ream of reports in his defense. His ship would be the most powerful in North America. A false paper trail for the fictional Santa Maria of Glasgow, or simply for “Hull 61,” would keep her a secret.


  The press would later describe her as the Scottish sea monster, and rightly so. She was as long as a twenty-seven-story building is high. By the time her 18-inch teak hull was clad in 4.5 inches of rolled iron armor, she displaced more than 4,770 tons without a gun complement, fit-out, or stores. Her draught was more than 19 feet—hardly suited to fight for a Mississippi River as shallow as 9–12 feet. She was so vast that more than 530 men would be required to sail her, more men than the entire Confederate navy had at the beginning of the war. A full complement of guns would need hundreds more at a time when the Union’s breakthrough monitor ironclads had just sixty-three men on board. As powerful as her 1,000-horsepower engine appeared on paper, in a vessel of this size, it was marginal. When the Danes built the contemporary ironclad Peder Skram, it was 35 percent lighter and featured 40 percent more horsepower. North’s sea monster had coal stores so vast—despite a ponderous 8-knot top speed—that she would have exhausted the bunkers of intervening ports like Nassau without dedicated supply. Worse still, with her appetite for iron, reinforced gun decks, and sheer size, she couldn’t help but be identified by Union spies no matter what they called her.14


  If anything, it was a relief for Bulloch when her contracts were exposed by British authorities, and he could extricate himself from the contract with J & G Thompson of Glasgow, Scotland. The South had already invested £182,00 in her unfinished state. They recovered just £40,000 selling her on February 23, 1864, to the Royal Danish Navy then at war with a pre-German Prussia.15


  The rechristened Danmark’s continued fit-out was so slow, she missed the European war altogether. It would be five years before she took her one and only deployment at sea, where she was found to roll alarmingly and consume an astonishing quantity of coal, even with her three-mast rigging set. The Danmark sat ignominiously as a floating barracks until her scrapping in 1907.16 North was quietly reassigned.


  Mallory and Bulloch reset their focus on their Laird shipyard rams in England. While smaller, they were such potent designs they became a flashpoint that had some calling for war between England and America. When they were ultimately claimed by the Royal Navy after three years of the American Civil War, the South only had resources for one more roll of the dice. This is the story of the five-nation ship that resulted.
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  Confederate agents commissioned her. Spies tracked her. Men fought and died for her. Millions thrilled at her exploits in newspapers. The war she’d serve would change America forever.

  Postindependence America was a rising industrial power, but it was divided, and when the nation elected President Abraham Lincoln in November 1860, they knew it could mean war.


  By the time seven Southern states (South Carolina, Mississippi, Florida, Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, and Texas) seceded from the Union as the Confederate States of America in 1861, their European representatives William Lowndes Yancey, Pierre A. Rost, and Ambrose Dudley Mann had already spent months seeking European diplomatic recognition.1


  Until the shooting started, there was a Northern view that it wasn’t too late to turn back and a Southern view that the North lacked the courage to fight.2 It’s remarkable how lightly militarized their starting points were. Abraham Lincoln was guarded by so few Kansas Frontier Guards that they slept in the same front room of the White House. Jefferson Davis was watched over by just Cassius Clay of Kentucky.3 The whole U.S. Army amounted to fewer than fifteen thousand men.4


  Many felt honor-bound by events. The South’s General Robert E. Lee wrote, “If Virginia stands by the old Union, so will I. But if she secedes (though I do not believe in secession as a constitutional right, nor that there is sufficient cause for revolution), then I will follow my native State with my sword, and, if need be, with my life.”5 The division between North and South had been widening for generations. They shared a history in agriculture—which was still more than half the North’s economy in 1861—but had invested in very different futures. By 1860, 90 percent of the nation’s manufacturing was in the North, and 84 percent of the South’s workforce was agricultural.6


  Rivers and coastlines were the lifeblood of the South. When they fought, they fought to control them. On April 12, 1861, the Confederacy fired the first shots of the war at Fort Sumter, which guarded the entrance to Charleston harbor in South Carolina, and forced its surrender. Four further states—Virginia, Arkansas, Tennessee, and North Carolina—joined the rebel Confederacy.


  They were confident that victories would see other states follow them. Maryland was an early target for General Lee. Delaware, Maryland, Kentucky, and Missouri—and from 1863, the newly established state of West Virginia—were all slave-owning Union states. None rebelled.


  The Crimean War (1853–1856) had ended four years before with an alliance of Ottoman, French, United Kingdom, and pre-Italian states humbling Russia. It had consumed almost 750,000 lives on the battlefield and countless more among civilians, and ushered in terrible new military technologies.7 Yet, when Fort Sumter fell, there was no loss of life and fewer than 28,000 Americans in uniform. Lincoln’s first actions raised 75,000 militiamen and focused on a naval blockade that grew to more than five hundred ships. Within a week, Confederate president Jefferson Davis called on privateers to attack Union merchants, without result, as European powers forbade bringing captured prizes into neutral ports.8 His treasury appropriated just $2 million for the war effort. Davis’s alternative White House on the James River in Richmond, which replaced Montgomery, Alabama, as the Confederate capital, had been built within a year of Washington’s white house on the Potomac River by some of the same team. They were scarcely 145 kilometers apart.


  The South started by raising one hundred thousand soldiers. They knew there were as many as three men of fighting age in the Union for each of theirs. Before the war was out, more than three-quarters of eligible men had served (against less than half in the North).9 If the odds of protecting Southern institutions like slavery were against them, well, the odds had been against America in its war for independence, too. Their president, Jefferson Davis, was a U.S. Military Academy (West Point) graduate, a veteran of the Mexican-American War and former secretary of war.


  Lincoln hadn’t fired a shot in his service with the Black Hawk War; his career was in law and legislation. Union army leadership was quickly handed from the venerable Winfield Scott to the ultracautious George B. “Little Mac” McClellan, who termed Lincoln a “well-meaning baboon” (who quipped in return of his inaction, “If General McClellan isn’t going to use his army, I’d like to borrow it for a time”).10 Command would pass again from Henry W. Halleck to Ulysses S. Grant before Lincoln found the drive he needed. What the North had above all was their Anaconda Plan, blockading the South, seizing their rivers and squeezing.


  Some of the war’s greatest clashes were in the most unlikely places. A local noted that Bull’s Run “looks for all the world as though it had done its business, whatever it was, fully eighty years ago, and since then had bolted its doors, put out its fires, and gone to sleep.” The first Battle of Bull Run (to the North, who named battles after places and features, and Battle of First Manassas to the South, who favored towns and cities) saw the Union’s hesitant advance south checked within 48 kilometers by General Stonewall Jackson’s reinforcements. More than five hundred civilian spectators watched, including Judge McCook with one son watching the service of his other son a few hundred yards away.11


  The nation’s navy had become the Union’s. The Confederacy’s fledgling fleet was entrusted to Secretary Mallory, an admiralty lawyer in his home state of Florida and former U.S. senator and chairman of the Naval Affairs Committee.


  Within three weeks, the Niagara (5,013 tons; 12 guns), which would one day battle our five-nation ship, was off Charleston, and the Brooklyn was at the mouth of the Mississippi to close the South’s two largest ports.12 The Union navy secretary, Gideon Welles, launched a crash program to expand their fleet. Merchants were armed. Paddle wheeler timber-clads hid their wheels. Passenger ships became troop transports. Bulk ships became coalers. By December, their total ships in service spiked from 42 to 264, and work proceeded on purpose-built warships at a rate the South could only dream of.13


  The Union had almost 21 million citizens in twenty-three states and 88 percent of the nation’s immigration. The South’s 9.5 million people included more than 3 million slaves in eleven states. The North’s industrial capacity was as much as nine times larger and growing faster. While Southern production skyrocketed, it increasingly fell into Union hands, and inflation became a battle of its own. It took $100 in Confederate dollars to purchase $100 in gold in 1862. By April 1865, it took more than $5,500.14 On Lincoln’s election, 97 percent of the country’s arms were made in the North, as well as 96 percent of railway locomotives, 93 percent of her pig iron, 90 percent of her boots, and so on. Her land had almost twice the mechanization of the South. Her railway density was double the South’s, and quickly became the world’s largest network. All the ingredients in gunpowder were imported, for North and South alike, which made control of the nation’s ports a deciding factor.


  What the South had was land and training, conviction and money, and slaves. The economic value of slaves exceeded all the country’s railroads, banks, and factories put together. This “peculiar institution” was a longstanding issue. Missouri’s entry to the Union in 1819, when there were eleven free states and eleven slave states, was only accepted with the rule that the western territories above Missouri’s lower border would be free. England passed her own Slavery Abolition Laws in 1833, though her efforts to stop African abductions began in 1807 (excluding formerly French acquisitions in the Caribbean). While slavery was always an issue, it only became a defining issue with Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation in 1863.15 Much has been made of his assertion, writing to Horace Greeley the year before, “If I could save the Union without freeing any slave I would do it, and if I could save it by freeing all the slaves I would do it; and if I could save it by freeing some and leaving others alone I would also do that,” which does him an injustice without adding the qualification, “I have here stated my purpose according to my view of official duty; and I intend no modification of my oft-expressed personal wish that all men everywhere could be free.”16


  The Confederacy started the war with confidence. Seven of the country’s eight military colleges were in the South. In the first year of the war, her armies matched the North for troops. The average white citizen was twice as wealthy in the South, and more than 60 percent of the nation’s richest men were south of the dividing Mason-Dixon line. While the South had ambitions for a decisive battle in Washington, most of her fighting was on land nearer their homes that they knew better. She had all the food she needed, and all the wealth that king cotton brought. By 1815, it was America’s biggest export, and by 1840, it was worth more than all others combined. When the rebel Confederacy gambled it would bring the European powers in on their side, they lost. While European ports remained open for business, they also welcomed rival suppliers in India and Egypt, and rebel cotton trade collapsed 95 percent by the war’s end.17


  The North’s initial call-ups were for three months. The South’s were for six, not knowing the Civil War would be fought for more than five years in more than ten thousand places. More American lives would be lost to the American Civil War than to World War I, World War II, the Korean War, and the Vietnam War combined.18


  Even before war on land, tensions had been escalating at sea. In January 1861, when only South Carolina had seceded, the steamship Star of the West was fired on in Charleston, South Carolina, and Floridians seized the U.S. Navy Yard at Pensacola.


  Despite their great disadvantage, the first shock of the war at sea would be sprung by the Confederacy. The first battle in a new era of ironclad warfare was fast approaching.
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  Union flag officer Charles Stewart McCauley, a sixty-eight-year-old veteran of the War of 1812, was a desperate man as rebel militia approached. His command, Fort Norfolk and the Gosport shipyards, with their lines of warships “in ordinary,” thousands of cannons, and more than 250,000 pounds of powder, was such an intoxicating target, protecting them had been one of naval secretary Gideon Welles’s first orders of the war. He knew people whispered he’d “taken to drink,” was too old for command, and had put reports of the base’s “disorder and confusion” on the record.1 Though he wanted to show he was the man for the job, he was hopelessly torn between evacuating these Union treasures with the tug Yankee or destroying them in place.2 Now, as dawn broke on April 20, 1861, three days after Virginia had seceded, a decision was being forced on him.


  It wasn’t the army of Virginia that lined their port fences, it was their neighbors and employees. He couldn’t fire on civilians, but nor could he keep them out. Mid-morning, hotheads among them briefly overran the Yankee but left as quickly when the Cumberland trained her guns on them. It proved to be the final straw. By noon, McCauley resolved to ignore the citizens’ council at his gates, dismiss his civilian workforce, and order every man in uniform to begin the base’s destruction. Within hours, every heavy ship but the Cumberland and United States had been scuttled. The Columbia, Pennsylvania, and Raritan had been torched, punctuating the afternoon with explosions as the flames crept through their stores. Rifles were flung as far as into the Elizabeth River as his men could manage. Cannon proved almost impossible to destroy with sledgehammers. By 8:30 p.m., 350 men of the Third Massachusetts Volunteer Infantry Regiment arrived on board the Pawnee, found it too late to support the base’s defense, and joined in the destruction. By the time Lieutenant Henry A. Wise set the Merrimack—a 3,200-ton former Pacific squadron flagship, and veteran of Cape Horn and South America—alight, flames danced among the yard’s buildings. The seventy-four-gun New York—hoisted out of the water for works—burned to ash. The dock itself was spared by a petty officer on her explosives detail concerned about the neighboring homes of friends. By 4:20 a.m. the following morning, the last Union men steamed out on the Pawnee and Yankee, with the Cumberland under tow. The conflagration behind them could be seen 48 kilometers away.


  McCauley considered it a success, but despite a promotion to commodore, as more details emerged, he was quietly moved to the navy retired list. His war was over. When Virginian militia quenched the last fires on base, by some accounts, they found more than twelve hundred heavy guns, including the latest Dahlgrens, which constituted one-third of their initial field artillery, and half their heavy cannon. The foundry and machine shop were untouched.3 With them came three thousand surviving barrels of powder, massed pyramids of shot, and eight vessels in whole or part.4


  A stream of barges, tenders, and wagons distributed their bounty for weeks. And they found the five-year-old Merrimack, which the New York Times, on March 10, 1862, called the “finest vessel of war of her class that had ever been constructed,” whole from the waterline down, ready to be reborn.


  Little else could be salvaged. The Fulton (2,500 tons), an old 1837 side-wheeler named for the designer of the world’s first war steamer, proved too far gone to adapt. The once-mighty three-deck Pennsylvania (3,240 tons; 130 guns) was broken up in place. The Richmond limped to Richmond, Virginia, for completion. The only ships afloat were three coastal survey vessels, lighthouse tenders, and the revenue cutters Twilight and Petrel; Petrel’s war lasted just two weeks before she was shattered by the larger Union warship Lawrence.5


  The rebel naval secretary Mallory needed a game-changer.


  “Inequality of numbers may be compensated by invulnerability. A new and formidable type [of warship] must be created.”6 By July 3, barely three months into the war, he’d tapped Florida-born polymath John Mercer Brooke, an army officer’s son, Naval Academy graduate, Pacific explorer, and pioneer in seafloor mapping, for options.7


  Brooke cycled through possible contractors before settling on the Norfolk Navy Yard’s John Luke Porter and chief engineer William P. Williamson, and turned to developing his namesake heavy cannon, founding the Confederate States Naval Academy and serving as chief of the Bureau of Ordnance and Hydrography.8 Porter worked from an existing ironclad battery ship he’d unsuccessfully offered to France. Williamson worked from a clean sheet of paper. Their joint design proposed a radical submerged bow, hull, and stern with a heavy angled casement to deflect incoming shot.9


  Merrimack was their chance to make it happen. She was raised and floated to a graving dock for a massive reworking under John L. Porter, whose competing design had been overlooked. Her charred timbers were stripped away to service her machinery and add an armored superstructure with gunport cutouts along two-thirds of her length.10 Unsure if their newly acquired Gosport guns could penetrate the iron warships already rumored in the North, they reached back to where naval warfare began. Like millennia of ships before her, this new hope, the ironclad Virginia was headed by a 1,500-pound iron ram under water.


  The ram ship’s return was not a lightning bolt, but an evolution. Engineer Charles Ellet Jr., who’d pioneered wire suspension bridges in America and left his mark on railroads, civil works, and canals, wrote as early as 1855, “I have plans to convert a steamer into a battering ram and enable her to fight not with guns, but with her momentum.” He went on to develop the Union ram fleet before dying on deck with the side-wheeler Queen of the West (406 tons; four guns) at the Battle of Memphis in 1863.11


  These new iron superweapons were front-page news. In the South, John S. C. Abbot claimed the Virginia was not “merely an iron-clad vessel with a turret; but there are, in fact, between thirty and forty patentable inventions upon her.”12 There were not, though her Northern rival would soon file more than 240. The Chicago Tribune was closer to the mark, “The [Union’s] Monitor is no new invention of Mr. Ericsson’s, but she is the result of 25 years’ study toward an invulnerable siege battery.”13


  At 275 feet, the Virginia was as long as a World War II frigate, and at more than 3,200 tons displacement, considerably heavier. Fourteen gunports were laid down with 7-inch Brooke rifles bow and stern, broadsides of 3-inch by 6-inch Brooke rifles and a 9-inch Dahlgren smoothbore, crowned by two 12-pounder Dahlgren howitzers angled 45 degrees to her heading. Eight-inch-wide iron plates from Richmond’s Tredegar ironworks were fastened in two 2-inch thick outer layers over 4 inches of oak backing and twenty of pine. With her sides sloped back at 36 degrees, she looked more like a floating barn roof than the ship she’d been.


  Timing mattered. Rivers and ports were the South’s lifeblood. If they couldn’t win on water, they couldn’t win at all, and Union forces were advancing steadily. Generals Grant and Charles F. Smith captured Fort Henry to open the Tennessee River in February 1862. The Mississippi’s Mosquito fleet was blown away at North Carolina Sounds. In March, Union general Ambrose Burnside captured New Bern, North Carolina, “an immense depot of army fixtures and manufactures, of shot and shell . . . by land and sea,” reversing their good fortune at the Gosport Yards.14 The Battle of Island Number Ten opened the Mississippi River as far as Fort Pillow, Memphis, in April. Fort Henry’s loss a week later opened the Tennessee River, and the Battle of Roanoke Island, North Carolina, cost the South the Pamlico Sound. Taking Fort Donelson in Tennessee opened the Cumberland River. Port Royal fell in South Carolina in November. The North’s Anaconda strategy was squeezing, and worse was to come. The South needed results.


  On September 17, 1862, the Battle of Antietam in Maryland saw the rebel General Lee’s invasion of the North turned back in the bloodiest day in American military history. The North left behind 12,401 dead of 87,000 troops; the South, 10,316 of 45,000 troops. Finally, in December, a failed river crossing saw the Union sharply defeated at the Battle of Fredericksburg, Virginia. The Union’s General Burnside had lost 12,653 dead to the South’s 5,309. “If there is a worse place than hell,” wrote Lincoln, “I am in it.” General Lee was somber in victory, “It is well that war is so terrible, or we would grow fond of it.”15


  While the South had lost much of her (smaller) pool of naval crews to the army, officers like Mexican war veteran and torpedo and submarine pioneer Hunter Davidson were still being identified. A new complement of three hundred naval officers was raised and trained under artillerist John Taylor Wood aboard the Confederate States for the fleet to come.


  Virginia was needed, fast. Expediency was the order of the day. When she rode too high, exposing a vulnerable rim of timber above the waterline, pig-iron ballast lowered her in the water. When her top-heavy design proved unstable, more pig iron followed. Agile, she wasn’t. When commissioned on February 17, she was more worksite than warship. Skepticism abounded. To detractors, she was too heavy. Too cumbersome, she could take forty-five minutes and more than 1.6 kilometers to turn a full circle. Too rushed. Too radical. She’d sink. Her chief engineer, Ramsay, was mailed condolences by a peer, as it “would soon be his coffin.”16 Even after appointing Lieutenant John Taylor Wood, the well-connected grandson of President Zachary Taylor and son-in-law of Confederate president Jefferson Davis, it was a scramble to assemble a crew.


  She was loud, poorly ventilated, uncomfortable, and unhealthy, conceded her second in command, Lieutenant Catesby ap Roger Jones. “The crew, 320 in number, were obtained with great difficulty, primarily from Norfolk army regiment volunteers, and even then, only four days before she first fought.”17 By the time she steamed out to fight, as many as sixty of them had been hospitalized, and others aboard were on a sick list. Her effective complement was as low as 250, helped by a “sprinkling of old man-of-war’s men,” recalled Lieutenant John R. Eggleston, “whose value at the time could not be overestimated.”18


  So much was riding on her. One army captain observing this “huge, unwieldy make-shift” craft recorded she was “freighted down to the very guards with the tearful prayers and hopes of a whole people. Every man and officer well understood the desperate hazards of the approaching fight; the utter feebleness of their ship, and the terrible efficiency of the enemy’s magnificent fleet.”19


  Virginia’s construction practices verged on press-ganging for Norfolk’s boilermakers, blacksmiths, and mechanics. It would be a recurring theme, with labor scarcity meaning yard bosses had to divert shipbuilding funds to disgruntled workers and simmering labor tensions. By March 8, Virginia moved out under tow, with tradesmen still at work.


  With half-empty magazines, Commander Mallory hoped of her ram, “Like a bayonet charge of infantry, this mode of attack, while most distinctive, will commend itself to you in this present scarcity of ammunition.”20


  When reports of a new all-iron rebel ship reached Washington, public reactions ranged from disbelief to near panic, but their navy was sanguine. The previous August, Congress had appropriated $1.5 million to order their own “iron or steel-clad steamships or floating steam batteries.”21


  The South started with the former Merrimack and worked their way up. The North started with a clean sheet of paper. A dedicated naval board reviewed a shortlist of sixteen candidate designs. Most were quickly dismissed. Many were slavish copies of the French La Gloire. Some had full sail rigs. Some were too heavy to enter the literals they wanted to control. Some were too light to control them when they did. The South went all-in on one option up front. The North had the luxury of progressing with three.


  The first, the largest vessel commissioned in the United States to that point, the New Ironsides (named for the Constitution that was revered as Old Ironsides after her battle with HMS Guerrière in the War of 1812) was a 4,120-ton, eighteen-gun ocean-going ironclad with 4.5-inch armor from engine builders Merrick & Sons and shipbuilders William Cramp & Sons in the tradition of the French Gloire. She was deployed the day she was commissioned to bottle up the Virginia, and served in a series of Union fort attacks and Confederate torpedo runs. None of her class followed.


  The second, Galena (950 tons; six guns), was scaled down to a sloop with 3-inch armor that went on to trade fire with the Tennessee at the Battle of Mobile Bay and cycled through fort attacks and repair throughout the war. Damage suffered at the Battle of Drewry’s Bluff vindicated fears she was too lightly protected to go toe-to-toe with the heaviest Southern vessels. None of her class followed either.


  The third design was controversial. When Cornelius Scranton Bushnell was introduced to the dour and balding Swedish designer, John Ericsson, who’d built a maverick reputation with engines, locomotives, and iron screw ships, to address concerns about Galena’s stability, he was intrigued by a working model of a radically different design. If anything, selling its designer was harder than selling his work. In 1844, Ericsson had equipped the Princeton with a huge gun along French lines he termed the “peacemaker” despite protests from his engineers over its construction. When fired on a full charge in an early trial on the Potomac River, it exploded so violently that six observers—among them the secretaries of state and navy—were killed, and his patron, Captain Robert F. Stockton, was wounded. Ericsson found himself friendless, and it was only with the lone voice of Stephen Russell Mallory (the future secretary of the Confederate navy) that he was repaid his costs. Dahlgren guns were routinely fired with partial charges well into the Civil War as a result.22 Ericsson took American citizenship regardless and made a respectable living in New York but was determined to rebuild his naval reputation.


  Ericsson had unsuccessfully pitched his design for “a new system of naval attack” to the French navy in 1854. Its shallow-drafted, low-freeboard riverine design was not the oceangoing vessel the Union board had called for. Its deck would be less than 2 feet above the water, with only a 6.1-meter by 2.7-meter rotating gun turret housing two monstrous 15-inch smoothbore guns and a small bow house for the helmsman and commanding officer rising above what looked like a low, upside-down armored bathtub. She’d maneuver with a huge 9-foot screw powered by a single-cylinder vibrating-lever steam engine of Ericsson’s own design, fed from a 100-ton coal bunker and supplemented by smaller engines for turret rotation and ventilation so she didn’t have a vulnerable funnel above deck. Deck armor with 2-inch × .5-inch layers was significantly less than Virginia’s, but her turret had 3 to 5 inches of rolled iron over a matching 2 feet of oak and pine.23


  For Ericsson, there was only one name that would suit. “The impregnable and aggressive character of this structure will admonish the leaders of the Southern Rebellion that the batteries on the banks of their rivers will no longer present barriers to the entrance of the Union forces. The iron-clad intruder will thus prove a severe monitor to those leaders.”24 Critics called it the cheesebox on a raft and bet on its failure, but manufacturing magnate Cornelius S. Bushnell loved it and took Ericsson on a Washington tour so successful that work was already underway when a contract was issued on October 4. When her keel was laid down on October 25, the South had been at work on the Merrimack night and day for three and a half months. The plan to catch up started with more than three hundred drawings from Ericsson that machinists called, “marvels of neatness and accuracy to scale.”25


  At every point, Admiral Porter argued for speed of construction, and Ericsson for enhancements that included concealed rudder chains, additional hatches, a reinforced bow, and her turret’s sightlines, knowing any flaw would be the end of him. “Ericsson’s folly” was considered such a risky venture that his Union contract stipulated that if it was inferior to the New Ironsides or Gelena, or if the “the impregnable battery” was tested “under the enemy’s fire” and found wanting, all payments were to be refunded to the government. He took the project on anyway, declaring, “I love this country, I love its people and its laws, and I would give my life for it.”26


  The 173-foot, 987-ton Monitor’s construction was a showcase for Northern industry. Its board of approval included the owners of the Albany Iron Works and Rensselaer Iron Works in Troy, who began rolling iron plates. The Delamater Iron Works, who’d previously built engines for Ericsson, did so again. E. W. Barstow supplied anchor chains. H. R. Worthington supplied bilge pumps. Holdane and Company supplied timber and angle iron. The Novelty Iron Works fabricated her 21-foot gun turret.


  When freed slave Mary Louvestre smuggled news of the Merrimack’s intended launch date through Confederate lines, a still-formidable pair of 7,300-kilogram, 11-inch guns using 6.8-kilogram powder charges to propel a 61.7-kilogram projectile up to 3,340 meters were stripped from the steam sloop Dacotah (996 tons; eight guns, freshly returned from patrol in China) to replace the 15-inch guns intended.27 Porter and Ericsson aimed to finish her in 100 days. They managed it in 160, and just in time, launching January 30, 1862, with her fit-out still underway. There was a price for such speed. When first trialed, her steam cut-off valves were backwards, reducing her speed from 7 to 3.5 knots. Her complex valve-and-pump submarine toilet launched an untutored user to the ceiling on a water geyser. The rudder was too far back. Hand-cranked friction gears in the turret worked backwards. The gun’s initial recoil dented her rear turret wall. Flooding between the turret and deck was persistent. All were addressed.


  Her fifty-five-man all-volunteer crew was a cross-section of immigrants: Scandinavian, German, Austrian, English, Scots, Irish, and Welsh. Two were African American. Although their call for recruitment was oversubscribed, it was not for everyone. One veteran seaman, in a “solemn and prophetic tone,” proclaimed, “You fellows certainly have got a lot of nerve or want to commit suicide, one or the other.”28 Several sailors deserted on sighting her.


  Neither the Virginia or Monitor was the equal of the European Warrior or La Gloire. The American ship’s laminar armor was weaker than hot-rolled European armor, for example. Testing showed 2-inch by 2.5-inch iron sheets were half as effective as a single 5-inch-thick sheet, and 5-inch by 1-inch sheets were only a quarter as effective. The gap would later close, but for the South, it was yet another reason to look to Europe for her navy. Ultimately, neither European ship could fight their way down a river, and neither American ship could fight their way out to sea.


  When Virginia launched March 7, 1862, under Lieutenant John L. Worden, the stage was set for a clash that would change naval warfare forever.29 The five-nation ship was only twenty-seven months away.
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  The Virginia’s officers might have had every confidence in their fighting men, but their ship was an unknown. Prior to steaming out March 8, 1862, Lieutenant Wood noted of the Virginia, “not a gun had been fired, hardly a revolution of her engines had been made.” Her internal compartments were incomplete, leaving fumes and noise to run her length. Lieutenant Jones noted that her forward gun shields had dropped several inches, leaving a narrow band of wood exposed as she turned. She inspired as much disbelief as awe, with her surgeon, Dinwiddie Phillips noting, “many predicted a total failure.”1


  It took the gunboat Beaufort to nudge her underway. Within her first 3 kilometers on the Elizabeth River, her steering was so erratic that twin tugs were attached to guide her. With a draft of 19 feet, and depth soundings in places of less than 14 feet, Southern pilots vetoed any night fighting and worried about her reaching Union forces at all. The Raleigh joined her before a rendezvous with the James River squadron gunboats Patrick Henry, Jamestown, and Teaser (64 tons; two guns, with the five-nation ship’s future first officer aboard). The skies were blue. Temperatures, warm. Making just 5 knots gave the people of Norfolk more than an hour to cheer her on. Lunch was called onboard, though the sight of the assistant surgeon laying out his instruments just a curtain away limited their appetites. Afterward, Captain Franklin Buchanan declared his intention to ram the Cumberland. His final speech centered on the South’s desire to strike back, and simply closed, “Those ships must be taken. . . . Go to your guns.”2 At her tallest, her casement was under 7 feet high. Under her sloping casement facings, her gunners kneeled and waited.


  Five warships from the Union North Atlantic Blocking Squadron awaited them. The sloop Cumberland (1,726 tons; twenty-two guns), which had a whole gundeck “razed” away from her original build, and the frigate Congress (1,867 tons; fifty-two guns), which had served as far afield as the Uruguayan civil war (1839–1851), were anchored across a shoal channel near the Newport News. The marginal sail frigate St. Lawrence (1,726 tons; fifty guns), which had already been decommissioned and resurrected four times, the twice-decommissioned steam frigate Roanoke (4,544 tons; six guns), which might as well have been a sail ship with her engines undergoing a rebuild, and the Minnesota* (3,360 tons; forty-four guns) were moored under the guns of Fort Monroe.


  There could be little excuse for surprise—newspapers had speculated on the clash for weeks, and thousands of spectators already jostled with observers like Gustavus Fox, assistant secretary of the Union navy, for vantage points onshore. This would be a recurring theme. Picknickers watched the First Battle of Bull Run. Numerous references are made to spectators on hilltops, rooftops, and balconies throughout the war. Major General “Fighting Jo” Hooker records of Antietam, “The progress of the battle on this part of the field was watched with anxious interest for kilometres around, and while it elicited the applause of the spectators, they could not fail to admire the steadiness, resolution, and courage of the brave officers and men engaged.”4


  When the Union fort commander saw the small French paddle wheel gunboat Gassendi readying to move without notifying the port, he was right to be suspicious. Observers aboard the French ship had kept the Virginia’s secrets for months. Additional lookouts were posted. At 11:00 a.m., Brigadier General Joseph K. Mansfield noted heavy smoke, without reporting it ahead. At 12:45 p.m., Virginia was spotted. Union general quarters were sounded. Signal flags alerted the fleet. Military drums replaced idle harmonicas. Guns were manned. The Virginia’s chief engineer, Ramsey, recorded, “long lines of tugs and boats scurried to the far shore like chickens on the approach of a hovering hawk.”5 The Cumberland had her crew’s washing strung across her rigging, looking oddly festive. She was a good eighty men short of her full complement, even with eighty marines aboard. The 5,000-ton paddle wheel liner Vanderbilt was unarmed, unready, and unable to respond. St. Lawrence and Minnesota attempted to get under steam. Roanoke sat becalmed, with her engine disassembled.


  The diminutive Union steam tug Zouave (127 tons; two guns) fired first. The gunship Beaufort replied. Virginia held her fire. Congress opened up on her with 4-inch by 8-inch smoothbore and forty-eight 32-pounders as Virginia passed, recording hit after hit to no effect.


  The wood-and-sail Cumberland chimed in with a state-of-the-art broadside of 9-inch Dahlgren guns. Virginia finally replied with three 9-inch Dahlgren guns and a Brooke rifle on each flank, and Brooke rifles fore and aft, deafeningly loud in the closed iron casemate as she charged. Virginia pierced Cumberland with an explosive shell below decks and followed it with a ram strike so violent that her iron ram was split from her keel and disappeared. When the rebel ironclad’s engines could separate them, the hole rent in Cumberland’s side was so large she went down with her colors flying and took 111 Union sailors with her, some “gallantly fighting her guns as long as they were above water,” testified Buchanan.6 Ten more would die of their wounds in the days ahead. Rebel captain Franklin Buchanan ordered Virginia to turn on the Congress, despite knowing his brother McKean Buchanan served aboard the Union ship.


  Without steam power, by the time the Congress set topsails and jibs and slipped her anchor, she faced the concentrated fire of Tucker’s James River Squadron and chose to ground herself. Virginia closed on her stern, and together they poured fire into her for more than an hour, inflicting such heavy damage that when her captain, William Smith, was decapitated, her executive officer, Austin Pendergrast, struck her colors and ordered abandon ship at 4:00 p.m. When the Virginia’s Confederate captain Franklin Buchanan exited her superstructure to observe, he was struck in the thigh by infantry fire from the riverside that had peppered her throughout. In revenge, Congress was raked with incendiary hot shot that set her ablaze. Union fire parties later finished what she had started.7


  Meantime, the James River Squadron had concentrated on the Minnesota, which had slipped her moorings under Fort Monroe and run aground. Virginia attempted to close on her but couldn’t against the channel’s shallow run and ebbing tide. With daylight fading, she retreated to wait out the night in the relative safety of the Elizabeth River, steaming off at little more than a walking pace. Behind her, two Union ships had been sunk. Three others were grounded. Two further tugs were destroyed, and a transport was captured. Virginia had had two guns disabled in return. Her ram was gone. Her smokestack was riddled with holes and leaking fumes below deck, but above all, her armor plate, while heavily marked, held. Command passed to executive officer Lieutenant Catesby ap Roger Jones, who’d overseen the ship’s fit-out.


  It was a shocking outcome for the North. Stephen Russell Mallory described it as “the most remarkable victory which naval annals record.” When briefed on the day’s battle, Lincoln was speechless. The Union secretary of war, Edwin Stanton, declared the “whole character of the war” had changed. “The Merrimack [Virginia] would sink every vessel in the navy, capture Fort Monroe, cut off Burnside in the Carolina sounds, retake Port Royal, and lay New York and Boston under ‘contribution.’” Gideon Welles, the Union secretary of the navy, called it “the worst day of the war.” They would have more to fear from the ironclad warships being negotiated with European shipyards. The Union was already reeling from defeats in Tennessee and the Carolina Sounds. Secretary Mallory speculated Virginia could “make a dashing cruise on the Potomac as far as Washington, [as] its effect upon the public mind would be important to our cause.”8


  The fight was far from over, though. Union forces, lit by the burning Congress, repositioned the Minnesota and St. Lawrence behind a strange, low-slung shape overnight, black as coal, and so low in the water that Virginia initially ignored her when she returned. This new Union warship only narrowly made it. Her tug, the Seth Low, had twice pulled her inshore for fear of her being swamped, and the whole time she fought the next day, crewmen with hand pumps fought the river.9 The Monitor’s captain, John L. Worden, reminded his men they were all volunteers at first light. When he asked if any man wanted to walk away, he received three cheers, and none left. “I will stand by you to the last if I can help you,” Lieutenant Worden, Monitor’s commander, told Minnesota’s Captain Van Brunt.10 At 7:20 a.m., they piped all hands to stations and waited.


  Morale was high among the Confederates on their return. “There isn’t enough danger to give us glory,” recorded acting paymaster Frederick Keeler.11 Confident of the kill, Lieutenant Jones and the Virginia made straight for the stationary Minnesota after 8:00 a.m. Virginia opened fire first. When the Minnesota replied, further blasts could be seen from a strange vessel beside her. The Monitor had opened fire, and ironclad warships were engaged for the first time. Her Union captain later wrote, “The Negroes {who formed an aft gun crew} fought energetically and bravely—none more so. They evidently felt that they were thus working out the deliverance of their race.” More than 17,600 African Americans would follow them in the Union navy, making up as much as 16 percent of their complement, twice the rate of the army.12


  As Virginia punched through the Minnesota’s gun smoke, the Monitor’s large twin-gun turret became clear, and the ironclads traded fire. The Monitor’s guns took five to seven minutes to load. Her cast-iron balls shattered against Virginia’s armor with the conservative 6.8-kilogram powder charges being employed (later tests showed twice as much could have been sustained13). Buchanan, with a rebel magazine primarily of explosive shells better suited to wooden hulls, saw shot after shot burst on the Monitor’s turret in reply.


  The Monitor’s turret was rotated closed during reloading for protection. In action, it was so difficult to see from and operate, her gun crew kept it spinning rather than try and track back and forth, leaving them almost completely disoriented. With her speaking tubes failing, orders could only travel from captain to engineer as fast as a man could run. Inward opening port stoppers (which kept water out in bad weather) meant she could only fire one gun at a time. Conditions on both ships were hellishly hot, loud, and concussive. As her ammunition ran low, Virginia tried to reorient to the wooden Minnesota. When Monitor moved with her, a ramming duel developed that neither ironclad was maneuverable enough to win. Virginia had the same engines that saw Merrimack laid up in the first place, and even if she could make full steam, her ram was gone. Virginia readied her boarding crew. At one point, Monitor fired her primary battery almost touching the Virginia. Her plates buckled but held. Sporadic fire continued.


  Finally, after four hours of exchanges, a final shot struck the Monitor’s pilothouse, temporarily blinding Captain Worden. Executive officer Samuel Dana Green took command and ordered her to shallower water to assess damage to her captain and turret alike. The deeper-drafted Virginia couldn’t follow. With a growing struggle against the tide, wounded men of its own and little ammunition remaining, the Virginia reluctantly broke off and made for the shelter of Portsmouth. When the Monitor returned to the channel beyond Fortress Monroe, her opponent was gone. The Monitor had been struck twenty times. Virginia, more than a hundred.


  The South had proved an ad hoc crew could match some of the most experienced officers in the Union navy. Flag officer Buchanan reported, “The bearing of [Virginia’s] men was all that could be desired. Their enthusiasm could scarcely be restrained. During the action, they cheered again and again. Their coolness and skill were the more remarkable from the fact that the great majority of them were under fire for the first time. They were strangers to each other and to the officers and had but a few days’ instruction in the management of the great guns.”14


  Minnesota’s volume of fire was astonishing. She’d fired 141 (10-inch) solid or explosive rounds, and 225 more 8-inch shells and expended more than 2,260 kilograms of powder. Three crewmen had died. Not a single shot of it had holed anything but Virginia’s smokestack.15 The Union rushed in the converted civilian steamships SS Arago, SS Illinois, and SS Ericsson to join the SS Vanderbilt as reinforcements until the new ironclads E. A. Stevens and Gelena could join them.16


  Both sides claimed victory.


  The popular press clearly afforded it to the South. It’s hard to overstate the shock a single rebel ship had inflicted. The Philadelphia Daily News spoke of “disaster and . . . unheard-of treason” from her navy. The Bangor Daily Whig and Courier (Maine) shouted, “Fiasco . . . or something worse.” The Philadelphia Inquirer observed Union ships were deployed “as to invite their sad fate.” Congress demanded an investigation of the “deplorable calamity.” The Boston Daily Evening Traveler claimed (falsely) that Secretary Welles had dismissed ironclads as “humbugs.” The New York Times spoke to the North’s lack of confidence against a scratch-built opponent: “What the next naval disaster may be, we shall all know after it occurs.” The Times placed Hampton Roads in a “long series of national disgraces.”17 The fear in the North was very real, and important to remember as rumors of new European-built rebel ships followed.


  Southern engineers worked forty-eight hours straight on repairs. A new smokestack needed fabrication. There wasn’t a flagpole, rail, or stanchion left to fly the flag. Her bow leaked. The port anchor, two cannons, both anti-boarding mortars, and cutter boats were replaced. Further armor was grafted below the waterline. On came barrel after barrel of gunpowder, as her boarding parties practiced driving wedges between the Monitor’s deck and turret. She steamed out on April 10 without battle being offered.18 She did again on April 11, but the Monitor remained under the protection of Fort Monroe and their distant exchange of fire amounted to nothing before the Virginia withdrew.


  While the Monitor remained on station throughout the spring and summer of 1862, they never faced one another again. The North didn’t have to defeat the Virginia to negate her. On May 3, their army’s advance on Sewell’s Point bottled her in. By May 10, 1862, Northern troops occupied both sides of the Elizabeth River. Captain Josiah Tattnall ruled out a solo fight for the Virginia against a reinforced Union fleet, “playing around us as rabbits around a sloth” as no way to spend the lives of his crew.19 Her only option was to chance the James River’s shallows to make for Richmond and the rebel fleet.


  Stripped of her ballast, water, and nonessentials but fully armed, she grounded herself in the attempt and stuck fast. When removing armor plating wasn’t enough to free her, it was clear she couldn’t escape in fighting shape. To avoid her capture, they stripped her of her guns, evacuated her crew, and lit a fire that blasted her clear out of the water, could be heard for kilometers, and sent her to the bottom when it reached the 36,000 pounds of powder still in her magazine. It was May 11. Tattnall sadly telegraphed Mallory, “the Virginia no longer exists.”20 Her career spanned just 83 days.


  The Union’s flag officer, Louis M. Goldsborough, declared the James River closed to him, and he was accused of having “ram fever” or “Merrimac on the brain.” Southern historian Virginius Newton, in a postwar reading attended by General Robert E. Lee, summarized, “The brief career of the Merrimac in Hampton Roads, delayed the advance of McClellan on the Peninsula—gave you the much-needed time to put the defences of Richmond in order.”21


  The Union navy was convinced of John Ericsson’s design. The Monitor’s payments were duly made, but she wouldn’t see the year out either. If there was an Achilles’ heel to her design, it was her seaworthiness. From the moment sharks tailed her out of New York harbor under tow from the Rhode Island (1,517 tons; eleven guns) on December 30, stormwater began shipping across her deck, leaking through her deck-plates, ebbing through the seals of her turret and down her funnel and ventilator fairings. As the swell worsened into the evening, her crew were ordered below deck with the cry, “Hurrah for the first iron-clad that ever rounded Cape Hatteras! Hurrah for the little boat that is first in everything!” When one of her tow’s hawser ropes snapped shortly afterward, violent rolling began filling her bilges. Wet coal struggled to make a quarter of her normal 80 pounds of pressure. The slower she moved, the more she rolled, and the more frequently her pilothouse was submerged. By 8:45 p.m., her tow ship stopped. At 10:00 p.m., a red distress lantern went up. At 11:00 p.m., she signaled for rescue. Monitor was sinking. Her crew began a desperate scramble through the hatch in her turret. When she went down, sixteen men went down with her.22 One-fifth of the ship, including the turret, still bearing impacts from Virginia, was raised in 2002 and restored by the Mariner’s Museum in Newport News for display at the Batten Conservation Complex.23


  The Confederacy lost 7 killed and 17 wounded at Hampton Roads.24 The age of high-masted, wooden-hulled warships was closing. Two hundred and sixty-one Union sailors had died; 108 were wounded—more than in any sea battle in the fledgling nation’s history, and more than would again until the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941. They were shots heard around the world. The London Times called it the end of an era. “Before the duel off Hampton Roads, the Royal Navy had 149 first-class warships. After the battle, it has just two.”25


  The Virginia’s loss meant the upper Mississippi, Cumberland, and Tennessee Rivers now served the North. The race for new ironclads was on. The rebel Arkansas launched in April, but her war ended when her engines died in August in waters said to be haunted by the fearsome White River Monster.26 Her larger sister, the first Tennessee, was overrun by the North and burned in her shipyard.27 Ultimately, the Confederacy started construction on thirty-four ironclads within its borders, of which twenty-five entered service and most were sunk at their own hands to avoid capture. Only the small Manassas in 1862 and Albemarle in 1864 were ever sunk by enemy action.28


  Ericsson argued that his monitors would always prevail in candid public talks, declaring, “The next time they go out, I predict the third round will sink the Merrimac [Virginia].”29 Monitor fever gripped the North. Of the eighty-four ironclads they built, sixty-four were evolved monitor types with raised freeboards, improved seals, and 15-inch Dahlgren guns.30 By war’s end, they boasted twin turrets that retracted into the hull for reloading (which Ericsson felt was so redundant, he compared them to having “two suns in the sky”31). The others were legacy paddle wheelers, a four-ship run of James Ead’s Milwaukee-class shallow-draft ironclads, one of which limped on in service as a side-wheeler ferry as late as 1945, the heavy ships-of-the-line New Ironsides and Dunderberg, which only launched after the war’s end, and two much larger ocean-going monitors, the Dictator (4,438 tons; two guns) and Puritan (3,265 tons; two guns).


  The South launched a crash course in industrialization to close the gap. A 3.2-kilometer run of Confederate Ordnance Bureau factories sprouting along the Augusta canal produced up to 6,000 pounds of gunpowder daily, requiring imported saltpeter. The Columbus arsenal factory produced ten thousand small arms rounds a day. Dalton made swords. Rome made cannon. Gris-woldville, pistols and bayonets. Athens made rifles, and so it went. Between 1860 and 1870, Georgia’s factories alone spiked from 1,890 to 3,836.32


  It wasn’t enough. Of the nation’s ten shipyards, eight were in the North. Only two Southern mills could produce rolling stock. The Tredegar Iron Works at Richmond was their only factory casting heavy guns. None made ship engines or percussion caps. There were no Southern rope walk factories of note. The North produced twenty times more pig iron and thirty times more firearms. The price of iron quickly spiked from $25 a ton to more than $1,300 and was scarce at any price. Even when material made it through the blockade—and more did than didn’t—the South needed 50,000 tons of rail annually for her transport connections alone.33


  The solution for Southern naval supremacy wasn’t in the Confederacy. It was in Europe’s shipyards.

Footnote

  *One notable crewman of the Minnesota was Welsh explorer and writer Henry M. Stanley, of “Dr. Livingstone, I presume?” fame, who managed to serve the Confederate army, the Union army, and the Union navy throughout the Civil War.3
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  For Secretary Mallory, the answer to the North’s overwhelming wooden naval blockade was iron. The age of sail was ending. Steam engines and screw propellers had freed captains from the wind and unleashed new designs and tactics. The challenge was innovating fast enough to impact the war.


  By December 1861, his agents were scouring the world for warship acquisitions, and five ironclad warships were under construction to “enable us with a small number of vessels comparatively to keep our waters free from the enemy and ultimately to contest with them the possession of his own.”1 Mallory had been raised on stories of the sea. When his family lost his father and brother to accidents in his youth, it was letting rooms out to seamen that funded his education. He’d worked as a customs inspector, served in the Second Seminole Indian War (1835–1837), and been elected senator in 1850. As the son of an engineer, he’d always been a practical man. When consulting on grand schemes to develop Florida marshland, for example, he cited their low elevation and said, “he might as well have surveyed the moon.” His loyalty to the South was absolute. “It is not for me to indicate the path she [the South] may, in her wisdom, pursue; but, sir, . . . my whole heart is with her, and she will find me treading it with undivided affections.”2


  He’d imagined the new Porter-designed Virginia setting New York to such panic that the North would surrender. For years, he was convinced he was one ship away from success. The next ironclad launched, for example, the Louisiana (1,400 tons; sixteen guns), improvised in New Orleans with machinery from the river steamer Ingomar, “if completed, would raise the blockade of every Gulf port in 10 days.”3


  It was not a fanciful idea. While the North was developing ironclads of their own, blockading more than 5,600 kilometers of coastlines meant much of the work fell to light wooden craft, including fifty-seven revenue cutters with a single gun like the rebel-captured Hercules.4


  For all his ambition, his ironclads were evolutionary, not revolutionary.


  British commercial interests had used the flat-hulled iron paddle wheel steamboat Nemesis to shatter the Chinese middle-kingdom’s navy and turn Lord Nelson’s famous adage “a ship’s a fool to fight a fort” on its head in the Opium Wars (1839–1841).*


  France launched the Napoleon in 1849 as the first steamship of the line. England fitted her HMS Agamemnon with auxiliary engines in reply the following year.


  The Crimean War (1853–1856) between Russia and an alliance of the Ottoman Empire, France, England, and pre-independence Italians—to which Confederate president Jefferson Davis dispatched observers as secretary of war—showcased further disruption.6 Russian admiral Pavel Nakhimov’s 700-gun Russian squadron didn’t just defeat the opposing Vice Admiral Osman Pasha’s 510-gun Turkish fleet in the Battle of Sinope, they shattered it, showcasing the power of new explosive shells against wooden warships. Only one Turkish ship escaped with the news. Turkey lost more than 3,000 lives. Russia lost 37.7


  England and France used early armored battery ships like the Devastation, Lave, and Tonnante to open the Dnieper and Rostov-on-Don Rivers Russia thought her forts had closed, though despite being only 50 meters long, they were already displacing more than 1,700 tons without machinery and had to be towed into place. Cowper Phipps Coles and the great British engineer Isambard Kingdom Brunel pioneered rotating turrets on the test ship HMS Trusty, which meant they could aim their guns for the first time, not their whole ships.8 Russia’s humiliating defeat sent her into a wave of modernization—and the emancipation of her serfs.


  No one had more to lose from the sudden vulnerability of wooden warships than the great rivals, England and France. Emperor Napoleon III had his namesake warship Napoleon rebuilt as the first ocean-going ironclad, La Gloire, in 1859 with a 5-inch armored belt (6,000 tons; thirty-six 30-pounder guns).9 Queen Victoria’s navy replied with the HMS Warrior the following year (6,109 tons; forty guns).10 Warrior’s 4,000-horsepower engine was the largest ever put to sea. Her speed (14 knots) was faster than any warship afloat. In a four-month tour of England in mid-1863, more than three hundred thousand people toured her, including American observers. Her cost equated to the kind of money it took to build a twentieth-century escort aircraft carrier.


  As many as twenty iron warships of some description had launched worldwide before Virginia.10 Russia ordered a 3,300-ton ironclad with a ram bow in 1861 from the Warrior’s shipyards. Ottoman Turkey ordered 6,400-ton ironclads from England. Spain ordered ships in France even as she began her first ironclads at home. Austria contracted for new iron corvettes and a trio of French La Gloire–class warships. A pre-Italy Sardinia ordered the ironclads Formidabile and Terribile (2,807 tons; twenty guns) from France and the sea-going turret ram Affondatore (“Sinker”; 4,307 tons; four guns) from Armstrong’s yard at Elswick, England.11 A new age had arrived.


  The U.S. Navy had monitored these developments. Though it was never completed, the floating battery ship Robert Livingston Stevens started development with shells replacing round shot in 1842.12 For Mallory, Confederate ironclads would not be auxiliaries that supported ships of the line, they would displace them entirely. “Such a vessel at this time could traverse the entire coast of the United States to prevent all blockades, and encounter, with a fair prospect of success, their entire navy.”13


  The South’s navy needed their army to buy her time.


  In May 1861, the North crossed the Potomac River, occupied Alexandria, and suffered her first large-scale casualties. In June, fighting started in the east near Philippi, West Virginia, and escalated with the Battle of Big Bethel in Virginia, which resulted in West Virginia becoming the twenty-fifth state of the Union. In July, the Battle of Bull Run saw Union forces retreat toward Washington. By August, a rebel victory at the Battle of Wilson’s Creek, Missouri, and the death of General Nathaniel Lyon, shattered any notion of a quick end to fighting. The North’s focus on ports began with the seizure of Fort Hatteras at Cape Hatteras, North Carolina. It was progress, but it was a strategy that would take years.


  When it became clear England and France would not officially recognize the Confederacy, further outreach to Belgium and Russia was cancelled, and the Confederacy’s European operatives were refocused on supply and acquisition.14 A battle for hearts and minds started with both sides printing propaganda newspapers two doors apart on London’s Fleet Street.15


  At the outset of war, 321 of 1,563 officers in the U.S. Navy pledged to serve the South despite the odds against them. The rebel navy triaged their resources into five streams for them that culminated in the five-nation ship.


  The first was gathering everything afloat in fighting shape. Captain C. W. “Sea Wolf” Read, who would capture twenty-two Union vessels with the Clarence, Tacony, and Archer, records, “As the different States seceded from the Union, each sovereignty made efforts to provide for a navy. . . . A few revenue cutters and merchant steamers were seized and converted into men-of-war. . . . The secretary of the navy, Mr. Mallory, immediately turned his attention to the building of a navy.”16 Long odds were little deterrent to men like him, who moved directly from the American Civil War to rebellion in Spanish Cuba.17 By war’s end, the Confederate navy had grown from a scratch fleet of fourteen vessels to more than a hundred, with a further fifty contracted or linked to the rebels.18 Vessels like the McCrae (680 tons; eight guns), a former Mexican navy gunboat (Marquis de la Habana) captured by the Saratoga during the March 1860 Battle of Anton Lizardo, were quickly readied.19 The age of paddle-steamers with their high drag, high center of gravity, and frailty was ending, but where there were no alternatives, they made do, like Jamestown (1,300 tons; two guns) or the former mail ship Nashville (1,100 tons; four guns), which fired the first rebel shots at sea, and was sunk, hopelessly outmatched, by the monitor Page. The side-wheeler Star of the West (1,172 tons), which was fired on approaching Fort Sumter in the war’s opening clash, served as a transport and ended her war scuttled as part of the defense of Vicksburg. The ironclad sloop Whitehall used machinery grafted from a sawmill. The Seabird (202 tons; two guns) was rammed and sunk by Commodore Perry. The Pontchartrain, originally the side-wheeler Lizzie Simmons, burned in the docks while undergoing conversion to an ironclad ram.20 The side-wheelers Bigbee (1,716 tons) and Montgomery were never commissioned.21 The initiative behind them was remarkable. Their results were not.


  Private owners donated or sold a handful of other vessels to the fledgling Confederate navy, which added the Patrick Henry (formerly the Yorktown, 1,300 tons; ten guns) and “mosquito fleets” of lighter craft including the Beaufort (85 tons; one gun), the screw-tugs Winslow and Ellis (100 tons; two guns) and the Everglade (406 tons; one gun), which served as the Savannah, Old Savannah, and Oconee before foundering at sea as a blockade-runner.22 None made a lasting contribution to what sceptics called Stephen Mallory’s “soapbox navy.”


  A second stream of ships were gathered to raid Union shipping like the Sumter (437 tons; five guns), a Philadelphia-built barque-rigged wooden steamer that took eighteen prize-ships before reassignment to blockade running. Commerce raiders like the Florida (nine guns), the English-crewed Alabama (1,050 tons; eight guns), Georgia (600 tons; five guns), Shenandoah (1,160 tons; eight guns), and Tallahassee (700 tons; three guns) thrilled the South with their successes.


  An often overlooked third stream were the wooden warships advocated by Matthew Fontaine Maury, along the lines of the 141-foot, twin-screw Chattahoochee (six guns), a section of which survived its spectacular boiler explosion and was raised for display at the National Civil War Naval Museum at Port Columbus. Their simplified requirements raised the number of potential rebel shipyards to more than 150, but they proved as much a dead end as paddle wheelers. Even when we consider others from Europe, like the Florida (obscured during construction as the Oreto [700 tons; nine guns], which was later ravaged by yellow fever), none were material to the war.23


  Secretary Mallory concluded, “I regard the possession of an iron-armoured ship as a matter of the first necessity.”24 Despite a multimillion-dollar authorization for European-sourced vessels within the first months of the war, urgency dictated that he had to start his warship building at home.


  An ingenious fourth stream of ships saw wooden vessels radically rebuilt as ironclads, like the Virginia or the merchantman Fingal, which relaunched as the ironclad Atlanta and served both sides of the war. Five were under construction by February 1862.25 While a series of launches followed at Norfolk, Richmond, Wilmington, Charleston, Savannah, Mobile, New Orleans, and elsewhere, only the Louisiana and Mississippi (each 1,400 tons; sixteen guns) captured in the fall of New Orleans on April 24, 1862, were ever seen as a profound threat by the Union’s Admiral Porter.26 The first of them to fight was the Manassas (387 tons; one gun) in the bloodless Battle of the Head of Passes.


  On October 12, 1861, the low-slung turtle-backed ironclad adapted from the heavy tug Enoch Train with a fixed 64-pounder gun and disturbing system for pumping boiling water to repel boarders, steamed on Union forces on the Mississippi River. This beast, looking like a half-submerged iron egg, led a mosquito fleet with the Calhoun (509 tons; five guns), Ivy (447 tons; two guns), side-wheeler Tuscarora (357 tons; two guns), flagship Jackson (297 tons; two guns), and Pickens (155 tons; three guns). Opposing them were the Union’s wooden screw sloop Richmond (2,700 tons; twenty-two guns), which boasted a greater broadside than the South’s entire squadron, and the sloops Vincennes (eighteen guns), Preble (sixteen guns), and Water Witch (255 tons; three guns), which the five-nation’s ship’s first captain had made famous in South America years before.


  The Preble fired first, futilely, over the rebel Manassas, which rose barely six feet above the waterline. In return, the unwieldy Southern ironclad wedged herself between the Richmond and coal schooner Joseph H. Toone, tearing off an engine. Her struggle to free herself wasn’t helped by her signal rockets accidentally ricocheting inside her. By the time she was clear, her smokestack had been shot clean away, forcing a very, very slow retreat. Richmond was hit twice, without damage, and the greatest risk the Union fleet faced was when the Vincennes’s misnamed Captain Handy tried unsuccessfully to torch his own ship when he misunderstood a signal.27


  It was an inauspicious omen. Manassas was a nightmare to handle. While she later withstood a murderous weight of fire in the Battle of Forts Jackson and St. Philip, she only managed to miss a ram run on Pensacola (3,000 tons; seventeen guns), scrape along the Mississippi (3,272 tons; ten guns) without effect, and lightly damage the wooden sloop Brooklyn (2,532 tons; 21 guns) before being grounded and abandoned, which lightened her enough to float empty downriver until she exploded spectacularly.28


  The Mississippi River was fickle. From the middle of the nineteenth century, engineering works had set about creating a narrower, faster flow to accelerate trade. It could flood 4.8 kilometers wide or more and run fast or slow, shallow or deep. Her course could change so radically that she didn’t just wreck ships, she hid them. In 1988, the steamboat Great White Arabia, sunk in 1856, revealed 200 tons of preserved cargo when found in the middle of a Kansas cornfield. The champagne tasted as good as ever. The shipwrecked steamboat Malta was later found nearby.29


  It took time to rebuild donor hulls into angular ironclads like the Gatling gun–equipped 
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