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CONFEDERATE BLOCKADE RUNNER 1861–65

The Chase

Freed from the lingering chase, in devious ways,

Upon the swelling tides, swiftly the “Lilian” glides,

Through hostile shells and eager foemen past;

The lynx-eyed pilot gazing through the haze,

And engines straining, fair hope dawns at last.

Now falls in billows deep the welcome night,

Upon white sands below; while signal lamps aglow,

Seek out Fort Fisher’s distant answering gleams,

The blockade runner’s keen, supreme delight,

Dear Dixie Land, the haven of our dreams!

James Sprunt Tales of the Cape Fear Blockade



INTRODUCTION

In the historical study of the Civil War, coverage of the naval campaign is scant compared to the wealth of published information covering the battles and campaigns fought on land. In the few available histories of the naval war between the states, little attention is paid to the blockade runners, as their actions lacked the drama and obvious strategic import of the intermittent clashes between Union and Confederate warships. Most students of Civil War history are aware of the naval battles fought at Hampton Roads, New Orleans, and Mobile Bay, and they might even be aware of the other important engagements fought on the Mississippi River, and on the rivers and in the estuaries of the Confederacy’s Atlantic seaboard. Surprisingly few are aware of the importance of the blockade runners, and the contribution they made to the Confederate cause.

The Confederate economy was agrarian, and the South was largely unable to provide its armies with a reliable supply of ordnance, ammunition, uniforms, equipment and even provisions. The survival of the Confederacy therefore depended on importing these vital war materials in order to augment the limited home-based sources of production. From the outset of the war, the Union Navy instituted a blockade of the Confederate coastline, and as the war progressed this blockade tightened. Despite this, many ship-owners on both sides of the Atlantic saw this as an opportunity, as the profits to be made by running the blockade were immense. Ports such as New Orleans, Galveston, Mobile, Savannah, Charleston, and Wilmington became vital sources of supply, and during the war blockade runners imported sufficient quantities of war materials that the Confederate Army was able to remain in the field, despite chronic shortages at home. As the war progressed, purpose-built blockade runners began to appear, and for the rest of the war these sleek, fast vessels engaged in a cat-and-mouse game with the blockading Union Navy. This study of blockade runners provides both an account of the evolution of these strategically important vessels and a brief summary of their modus operandi. Above all, it describes the vessels themselves, which pushed the contemporary boundaries of ship design and marine engineering to their limits.
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John Newland Maffitt (1819–86) from Wilmington, North Carolina, was both an acclaimed Confederate naval officer and then a highly successful blockade runner, commanding the Lillian and Owl, based in Wilmington. (Stratford Archive)



Background: the blockade

On April 19, 1861, just six days after the fall of Fort Sumter, President Lincoln announced the establishment of a naval blockade of the secessionist states. Historians have argued the legality of this declaration ever since. In the realm of international law, the use of the word blockade implied a tacit recognition that the Confederate States of America constituted a foreign power, rather than a section of an existing country which was in a state of rebellion. Whatever the legalities of Lincoln’s blockade, it helped define Union naval strategy throughout the war. In late April, the Union’s Secretary of the Navy, Gideon Welles, defined the role of the Navy as follows:

“The closing of all the insurgent ports along the coast of nearly 3000 miles, in the form and under the exacting regulations of an international blockade … the Organization of combined naval and military expeditions to operate in force against various points of the southern coast … on the Mississippi and its tributaries, and the active pursuit of the piratical cruisers which might escape the vigilance of the blockading force.”

The blockade formed a major part of the so-called “Anaconda plan” developed by General Winfield Scott, which envisaged an economic stranglehold of the Confederacy by a blockading fleet, and the physical dismemberment of the Southern States by the seizure of the Mississippi River. When the war began, the US Navy was in no position to do anything more than institute a token blockade. Over the coming months Gideon Welles ordered the purchase and conversion of hundreds of steam-powered vessels, creating an extemporized fleet which was large and powerful enough to turn Lincoln’s token blockade into an effective one. Welles also instituted an ambitious ship-building program, creating purpose-built warships which were fast enough to intercept enemy blockade runners and high-seas raiders.

In early May only three Union warships were available to blockade Norfolk, Charleston, and Pensacola, but by the end of the year Welles had some 160 blockading warships at his disposal. This number increased steadily throughout the war, as newly built warships joined the fleet, and captured Confederate vessels, including blockade runners, were pressed into service against their former owners. By the end of 1864 over 470 Union blockading warships were in service, a force large enough to make blockade running an extremely dangerous pursuit. One by one the ports used by blockade runners fell into Northern hands until, by the start of 1865, only Wilmington and Galveston remained under Confederate control. The fall of Wilmington on February 25, 1865, (five weeks after the fall of Fort Fisher) effectively cut the last lifeline to the outside world, and ended the blockade-running operations which had played such a significant role in the survival of the Confederacy.
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The Confederate commerce raider CSS Sumter was decommissioned in Gibraltar in 1862, and in December she was purchased for use as a blockade runner, being renamed the Gibraltar. Her ultimate fate is unknown. (Stratford Archive)



On June 23, 1865, the blockade officially ended. During its four years of operation approximately 1,300 attempts had been made to run it, by around 350 blockade runners. Of these, all but 300 of the attempts were successful. The Union blockading fleet succeeded in capturing some 136 blockade runners, and ensured the destruction of 85 more. These blockade runners managed to smuggle some 400,000 bales of cotton out of Confederate ports during the war. Although this was less than 20 percent of the annual pre-war cotton exports from Southern ports it nevertheless represented a significant revenue source for the Confederacy, allowing its agents to purchase vital war materials abroad.
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The blockade runner Hansa, running under the protection of the guns of Fort Fisher, near Wilmington. Close cooperation between blockade runners and the fort’s garrison was responsible for many successful operations during the war. From Harper’s Weekly. (Stratford Archive)



Although no detailed study of Confederate military purchases has been published, they had a significant effect on the Confederate war effort. During the last six months of 1864 alone, blockade runners entering Carolinian ports succeeded in bringing in some 50,000 rifles, 43 pieces of artillery, enough lead and saltpeter to make 10 million rounds of small-arms ammunition, and enough shoes, uniforms and blankets to clothe the entire Army of Northern Virginia. In addition some 1.5 million pounds of meat were imported, ensuring that Robert E. Lee’s men would not starve in their trenches around Petersburg. In effect, the blockade runners kept the Confederate armies in the field.
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Captured blockade runners at anchor off New York in 1862. The vessel in the foreground is the British sidewheel steamer Elizabeth, while the remainder of the prizes appear to be sailing ships. From Harper’s Weekly. (Stratford Archive)



Critics have described the Union blockade as a sieve, and while the numbers above support this view, it is important to remember that the blockade’s effectiveness increased dramatically as the war progressed, though the number of blockade runners increased too. For example, in 1862, only six vessels ran through the blockade into Wilmington (and other smaller North Carolina ports). During 1863 this total increased to 125 vessels, and in 1864 some 180 blockade runners arrived in Wilmington. While a handful of blockade runners made several successful runs, most were wrecked or captured after no more than four runs, or two round trips. Blockade running was a risky business, and the vigilance of the Union fleet ensured that the risks increased as the war progressed. Statistically, the naval blockade was highly successful. When combined with the strategy of the systematic reduction and capture of Confederate ports, it ensured ultimate victory for the Union.
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The Union blockade off Wilmington in 1864, viewed from Fort Fisher. The mouth of the Cape Fear River was difficult to block due to shifting sandbars, local tidal conditions and the protection of shore batteries. (Stratford Archive)




DEVELOPMENT

Early blockade runners

Before the outbreak of war, the Southern states had virtually no steam-powered merchant marine. When President Lincoln announced the imposition of the blockade, neutral shipping was given 15 days to leave Southern ports. In 1861, the bulk of cotton cargoes exported was shipped by foreign vessels, or else moved by river to Northern ports, where American-registered vessels transported the cotton to Europe. Most foreign vessels which happened to be on the scene at the start of the war sailed from Southern ports before the blockade was established, leaving behind a collection of merchant ships which were ill-suited to run through an enemy blockade. Initially, the Confederate merchant marine was made up of river boats, sailing ships, small coastal steamers, and just ten ocean-going steam ships. All of these large steamers would eventually be taken over by the Confederate Navy, and none of them attempted to run the blockade before their conversion into warships began. This meant that the only indigenous steam-powered merchantmen to operate out of Southern ports during the first year of the war were the small coasting packets which plied between ports in the Gulf of Mexico, or navigated the sheltered waters and inland waterways of the Atlantic seaboard. While these shallow-draft vessels were ideally suited for their purpose, they were incapable of undertaking transatlantic voyages.
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The wreck of the blockade runner Ruby on Morris Island, near Charleston, SC. She operated from 1862 on, but was finally driven ashore by the Union gunboat USS Proteus on February 27, 1865. (Stratford Archive)



The Southern states had come to rely on foreign steamships to supply them with the imports they needed. Following the imposition of the blockade, these foreign ships no longer served Southern ports. Only a handful of sailing ships arrived from, or sailed to, foreign ports during this period, and the strengthening of the blockade during the second half of 1861 made it almost impossible for large sailing ships to run through the cordon of Union steam-powered warships. It was clear that only ocean-going steamers could provide the Confederacy with the imports it needed to survive. The resources of the fledgling Confederate Navy were stretched to the limit, so initially the government was unable to build up a state-run merchant marine. It was up to private business to provide the wherewithal for the development of a merchant fleet capable of importing and exporting the goods which the Confederacy required.
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Cotton was the main export of the Confederacy, and mill-owners in Europe were willing to pay high prices for cotton brought out of Confederate ports by blockade runners. In this engraving a blockade runner has unloaded its cargo in Nassau, and the cotton is being stored before being shipped on to Britain by a neutral vessel. (Stratford Archive)



One of the most important shipping businesses in the South was the Charleston-based firm of John Fraser & Company, run by its senior director, George Alfred Trenholm. The subsidiary company of Fraser, Trenholm & Co. maintained an office in Liverpool, England, while another subsidiary was based in New York. The company operated five sailing ships which plied between these three ports, but the establishment of the blockade prevented these ships from sailing. Trenholm immediately approached the Confederate government, offering the services of his Liverpool subsidiary as a financial clearing-house. Specie deposited in Charleston could therefore be converted into letters of credit, which could then be exchanged for foreign currency by Confederate officials in Britain. This could then be used to purchase much-needed war materials. The arrangement was immediately approved by Major Josiah C. Gorgas, who ran the Confederate Ordnance Bureau, beginning a partnership that would last for the duration of the war.

Gorgas relied on his British-based assistants, Major Edward C. Anderson and Captain Caleb Huse, to purchase the weapons and supplies he needed, and to liaise with Charles Prioleau of Trenholm’s Liverpool office to arrange their shipment to the Confederacy. During the summer of 1861 the Ordnance Bureau stockpiled a first batch of the necessary goods in Britain, while Prioleau looked for a suitable ship. He eventually chartered the 1,200-ton iron-hulled screw steamer Bermuda, commanded by Eugene L. Tessier. She left Liverpool on August 22, and slipped into Savannah 26 days later without encountering a single Union warship.

While the Ordnance Bureau shipped its own supplies on the Bermuda, the bulk of the cargo space belonged to Trenholm, or had been leased to other businessmen or agencies. Trenholm and others filled this space with war materials, which were duly sold to the Confederate government for a
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