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A Prefatory Note about the C.S.S. Shenandoah and Other Confederate Cruisers

The last shot of the Civil War was fired, not on an obscure battlefield, but in the ice-locked Sea of Okhotsk off Siberia seven months after Lee’s surrender.

The last armed Confederate cruiser was the C.S.S. Shenandoah, a beautiful but dangerous vessel which scattered and burned the New Bedford whaling fleet in Arctic waters. She was the last cruiser sent to sea by James Dunwoody Bulloch, the captain who built the Confederacy’s navy in the shipyards of Europe.

Constructed at a cost of £53,715, the Shenandoah captured thirty-eight ships and burned thirty-two. She inflicted damage to Union commerce which was officially judged at $1,361,983. She took 1,053 prisoners. In fact, she took so many her skipper, Lieutenant-Commanding James Waddell, had to rig a chain of whaleboats that could be towed along by his vessel, to accommodate captured Union seamen and the crews of the whalers he had burned.

A few years after the war, Waddell wrote his account of the Shenandoah’s great cruise, and it is published here complete for the first time. He tells of his own career in the United States Navy and in the Confederate Navy, and also of the events leading up to his taking command of the Shenandoah.

But to give the Shenandoah’s story its proper historical perspective, it must be linked with Bulloch, his activities as the Confederate Naval Agent in Europe, and the cruisers and tenders he built and purchased.
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Captain James D. Bulloch
Confederate States Navy Agent in England

Bulloch was sent to Europe early in 1861, after the leaders of the newborn Confederate States of America realized that the weakest link in their military program lay not on land but on the sea. They knew the South did not have a navy to challenge Union control of the sea, and without warships, the Confederacy would be unable to acquire supplies and material from abroad. The Union armies, on the other hand, could draw on the economic resources of the entire world.

There were no extensive shipyards or shipbuilding facilities in the South, but there were in England and in France. It was on the stocks and ways of Liverpool and Calais that the leaders of the Confederacy envisioned a mighty fleet of warships and raiders.1

Bulloch was a member of a Georgian family that had played a long and distinguished role in American politics and nautical affairs. His grandfather had been the Revolutionary governor of Georgia. His father, James Stephens Bulloch, was a member of that distinguished company of Americans who planned and sponsored the Savannah’s famous voyage from Savannah to Liverpool. His mother was Hester Amerin-thea, daughter of Senator John Elliott.

James Dunwoody Bulloch was born near Savannah, June 10, 1823. Most of his formative years were spent at “Bulloch Hall,” Roswell, not far from Atlanta. From as early as he could remember, Bulloch wanted to follow the sea.2 At sixteen he entered the United States Navy. After fourteen years of honorable service on many ships of the line, he left the Navy to enter the Merchant Marine. One of his commands was the Black Warrior, a merchantship famous in her time, which played a stirring role in the diplomatic history of the United States when she was seized by Spanish authorities in Cuba. The international negotiations resulting from her seizure led to the famous Ostend Manifesto.3

On January 11, 1861, Georgia seceded from the Union. Bulloch at the time was commanding the mail steamer Bienville. A man of deep integrity, he immediately returned the ship to its New York owners. After docking her at Canal Street, he paid a brief visit at the home of his New York relatives, the Roosevelts. There a solemn-eyed child listened to his elders talking of the growing crisis. Years later, in the White House, President Theodore Roosevelt would recall the visit of his “Uncle James.”

Bulloch had many friends in northern shipping circles. He says in his memoirs, “I had no property of any kind in the South, nor any pecuniary interest of any kind in that part of the country.” As the war clouds thickened, he waited, hoping that the North and South would heal their differences.

But in the early hours of dawn, April 13, 1861, Beauregard ordered the firing on Fort Sumter, and the war was on. That same day Bulloch wrote to his friend Judah P. Benjamin, then the Confederacy’s Attorney General, offering his services to his beloved South.

Three weeks later, the South’s Secretary of the Navy, Stephen P. Mallory, ordered Bulloch to go abroad to secure ships and supplies, to build a Confederate navy, particularly warships that could prey on Union shipping. Mallory directed Bulloch to be “prudent and heedful” and not to involve the Confederacy’s diplomatic agents in any embarrassing incidents. He gave the 38-year-old Bulloch an order for several steam-propelled vessels which could be used as raiders. Since it was important that the Confederacy have vessels at sea immediately, Mallory suggested that Bulloch at first purchase ships already built, and then give his whole attention to the construction of cruisers.

Mallory’s description of the ships he wanted “immediately” is typically bureaucratic: “The type of ships desired for immediate use is that which offers the greatest chance for success against the enemy’s commerce.”4

On the evening of May 9, 1861, Bulloch left Montgomery to sail for Europe. His assignment as a Confederate agent was to be one of the most important and most arduous of the entire Civil War. The Confederacy had only one fighting ship, the Sumter. Southern shipbuilding was confined to Norfolk and Pensacola, and these facilities could not produce fighting ships. Therefore Bulloch was faced with building an entire wartime navy in foreign ports. In addition, he was to purchase and somehow send back all types of military supplies.

The obstacles Bulloch faced were tremendous: The South had no hard cash—only cotton. The diplomatic fences which confronted her ministers were almost impossible to hurdle.5 For example, Jefferson Davis sent William Lowden Yancey, Pierre A. Rost, and A. Dudley Mann to England, but Lord Palmerston’s government refused to receive them.

In England, the Confederacy was opposed by one of its greatest foes. President Lincoln had appointed Charles Francis Adams, son of John Quincy Adams and grandson of John Adams, to the post at St. James. Although Adams appeared a “cold codfish” to his overworked secretary, Benjamin Moran, he was one of the most efficient diplomats in the history of the State Department.

Bulloch was also faced with an efficient United States consul in Liverpool, Thomas H. Dudley. Dudley had neither the cultural background nor the poise of Adams, but he had unlimited energy, a fierce patriotism, and a deep hatred for the Confederacy. The cold, aloof, Bostonian Adams and the energetic Liverpool consul proved to be an almost unbeatable diplomatic team. Bulloch and his agents would defeat them from time to time, but in winning the battles and skirmishes, they would completely lose the war.

When Bulloch arrived in England, Her Majesty’s government did not have a clearly defined doctrine in international law that spelled out the obligations of a neutral nation relative to constructing and fitting out armed vessels for a belligerent state. Even the domestic laws of Great Britain were hazy on whether building cruisers constituted an unneutral act for British subjects.

The Union’s principal weapon was England’s Foreign Enlistment Act of 1819, which, among other things, forbade English subjects to “equip, furnish, fit out or arm” a ship that would be used against a nation “with which His Majesty shall not then be at war.” The Act also made it unlawful to place an order or deliver such an order to fit out or arm a vessel for the same purposes. Violators were to be fined and the ship seized by the government.

The unpopular law was ambiguous, and its ambiguity had not been removed by judicial interpretation. In fact, only one minor case had been tried under the Act when the Civil War began.

The British government was slow to bring charges against alleged violators of the Act for fear that Her Majesty’s government would be assessed damages in case the higher courts ruled against the Queen’s Solicitor. In addition, Victoria’s representatives bluntly told the United States representatives that the burden of proof would be on them if they initiated the charges. This view embittered Adams and Dudley, who felt they were being asked not only to enforce England’s own law but also to seek out, and provide in court, evidence that would stand a legal test.6

In France, also, Bulloch’s shipbuilding plans ran into a good deal of difficulty, for the spring of 1861 saw Napoleon III publishing a proclamation of neutrality. However, Slidell, that suave onetime Tammany politician, did make some headway. He could play cards with Drouin de Lhuys, French foreign minister, and be received by Napoleon, but he could never get the Emperor to move either diplomatically or militarily. Like Bulloch, Slidell was opposed by a shrewd and knowing United States consul, John Bigelow, that “forgotten patriot.” Bigelow outguessed, outfought, and outmaneuvered Bulloch, Slidell, and their agents.7

This was the situation in which Bulloch found himself when he stepped ashore in England on June 4, 1861. Because of the very nature of his role as a Confederate agent, he did not wear a uniform. After calling upon the Confederate commissioners, Yancy, Rost, and Mann, he turned to Fraser, Trenholm and Company, the financial lights of the Confederacy. Here he met Charles K. Prioleau, variously described as a resident manager and partner of the company. Although Bulloch would deal with the other members of the company, he worked closely with Prioleau until the end of the war. After their first meeting, Bulloch established his headquarters in that company.8
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Mathew Brady’s picture of John Bigelow. From Mathew Brady: Historian with a Camera.

The plan to buy already completed ships at once hit a snag; Bulloch found there were no ships for sale. With Prioleau underwriting the orders, he then contracted with Fawcett, Preston and Company, a Liverpool firm, to build a wooden ship 185 feet in length, designed along the lines of a British gunboat. She was to be equipped with heavy fire power and be completed by December, 1861, at the cost of £45,628.9 Originally named the Oreto, later rechristened the C.S.S. Florida, she became the first member of the Confederacy’s overseas navy.

While the Florida’s gun mounts were being laid, Bulloch turned to Lairds’ shipyards at Brinkenham, across the Mersey River from Liverpool, to build his next vessel. This time he worked very closely with the designers, incorporating many of his own ideas. When the keel was laid, it was given the number 290; this vessel became the famous Alabama.10

With the workmen swarming about the scaffolding of the 290, toiling at night under torches, Bulloch could turn his attention to the purchase of supplies. Working with Huse and Anderson, the two Confederate agents for the army, he obtained a large amount—guns, powder, food, and medicine—but the problem was to get them across the ocean, past the blockade, and into the Confederacy.
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C.S.S. Florida
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C.S.S. Stonewall. Constructed in France, this was the only ram that ever got to sea under the Confederate colors.
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Lairds’ shipyards on the Mersey as they appeared in the early 1860’s.

Bulloch quietly purchased a steamer called the Fingal for £17,500 and loaded it to the gunwales with supplies. Rather than give the responsibility to another man, he took command of the ship himself and sailed it to Savannah, not only demonstrating that the blockade was ineffective, but establishing a record that was never equaled during the war. No other ship ever delivered to the Confederacy a cargo so completely military.11

Bulloch stayed in the South five months before he again slipped through the blockade on a fast moon-chaser for Liverpool.

To get the Florida to sea now occupied all Bulloch’s attention. He renamed her the Palermo and had her registered in the name of an Italian merchant with offices in Liverpool. He got her past Adams’ agents and armed her at a rendezvous in the Caribbean. At Nassau she was turned over to Captain James N. Maffit and rechristened the Florida, and from there she set out on a voyage that was to result in the sinking and capturing of many Union ships.

Bulloch’s most fervent desire was that he be made captain of a cruiser, and he made his wish clear to Richmond a few months after he had arrived in England.12

In the winter of 1862 he was made a commander and assigned to the first ship to leave England. There was, however, a great deal of professional jealousy among the Confederate flag officers, and soon after the news got out, Lieutenant James H. North, who was building ships in Glasgow under Bulloch’s direction, protested to Mallory. North’s ruffled feathers were smoothed when he was raised in rank some months later; Bulloch, meanwhile, was given his choice of a ship to command.

[image: ]

C.S.S. Alabama

Ironically, fine seaman that he was, Bulloch never did have an opportunity to make a choice; he never attained command. Semmes was given command of the 290, christened first the Enrica by a pretty but unknown young lady, then the Alabama; she became one of the great sea raiders of the war. Bulloch was bitter, but he bowed to the judgment of his superiors in Richmond. In this instance they were correct; there were plenty of able seamen, but not many with Bulloch’s ability to organize a complex shipbuilding program, maintain his own counterintelligence unit, fight English bureaucracy and red tape, and stand toe to toe with Adams and Dudley in the formal but relentless ring of international wartime diplomacy.

Bulloch finally got the Alabama to sea in the false guise of a “builder’s run,” aided by the illness of one of Her Majesty’s personnel.13 Not only did the cruiser inflict tremendous damage on American shipping; the “sickness” of one of England’s clerks cost that nation $15,000,000.14

The Florida and Alabama, for all their swift, hawklike sea attacks, were only wooden ships and were far from powerful enough to attack Union warships. This Mallory realized from the lesson taught by the first Confederate ironclad, which had been built on the superstructure of the Merrimac. It sank two of the Union warships on blockade duty, the Cumberland and the Congress. Mallory sent word to Bulloch to get busy on ironclads at once.
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Heretofore unpublished photographs of H.M.S. Scorpion (above) and H.M.S. Wivern, originally Confederate rams, constructed on contract placed by Commander Bulloch. The Wivern was launched August 29, 1863. Her specifications—“Iron ship, two turrets, one funnel, three masts (tripod), 220 feet long, 42 feet beam, 17 foot draught. Displacement 2750 tons. Armour: Four 9 inch 12½ ton muzzle loading guns, two in each turret.”
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The great dream was twenty-five iron rams, but Bulloch settled for two, built by Lairds’. One, the 294, was one of the most powerful warships in the world. Had she ever sailed under the Confederate flag, the outcome of the Civil War would have been changed. This is not only my opinion, but also that of Brooks Adams as stated in his article, “The Seizure of the Laird Rams.”

The rams were to be 220 feet long, covered with a foot thickness of teak and railroad iron. Rigged as barks and fitted with steam, their calculated speed was to be 10½ knots. Their fire power was to be in two revolving turrets.

Adams and his diplomatic team put up a fierce battle, and Adams bluntly threatened England with war if they sailed. In the end, they were sold by Bulloch and became British naval warships, H.M.S. Wivern and H.M.S. Scorpion.15

Bulloch then turned to France to build his rams, but there he was stopped by John Bigelow, then United States Minister to France. Bigelow was able to circumvent Bulloch’s plans through a young Frenchman, secretary to a shipbuilder in Calais, who sold his information to the Embassy. The young Judas simply walked into Bigelow’s office one day and asked if he wanted to buy information about the rams, now near completion. Barely able to contain his excitement, Bigelow said he was in the market for such information, but had no intention of buying a pig in a poke.16

The informer then burglarized his employer’s office at night, copied the incriminating evidence, and turned it over to Bigelow for payment. On such human frailties does the shape of history depend.

Despite the setbacks, in both England and France, to his program of building the powerful rams, Bulloch continued to buy ships. A study of the diplomatic correspondence of the Civil War shows that these included tenders fitted out to supply the needs of his ships already at sea. Among them were the Hawk, the Louisa Ann Fanny, the Phantom, and the Southern.

Although these were barely mentioned in letters and reports, they did not escape Adams’ attention. Whenever he received a report from Liverpool, Adams would at once send a sharp note to Earl Russell demanding that England take action. However, there are no records that these supply ships were seized, and we can assume they went safely to sea.17

The raiders that Bulloch did get to sea inflicted enormous damage to Union commerce. Before the Alabama was sunk by the Kearsarge, her commander, Captain Semmes, reported that he had not been able to speak a Federal ship for three weeks. Even after the Alabama had been sunk, Federal shipping remained in port or sailed under neutral colors.

In 1864, with the Confederacy going downhill “with a downward pull,” as realistic leaders in Richmond whispered among themselves, Bulloch and Mallory decided to step up their sea raids. Not only did they want to make sure that Union commerce was completely driven from the seven seas; they even elected to attack one of the North’s most lucrative businesses—the New Bedford whaling fleet operating in the Pacific and Arctic oceans off Siberia.18

In the spring of 1864, Mallory was agreeing with Bulloch’s plan of attack on the station, and he urged Bulloch to build or buy more cruisers “in the style of the Alabama.”

Bulloch knew that Matthew Maguire, Dudley’s detective, had infiltrated into Lairds’ shipyards and it would be foolish to waste money in trying to build another cruiser. Although Bulloch’s cash was now running low, English shipbuilders were making almost daily visits to his office, offering to build cruisers, the bills to be paid later with cotton. One builder offered to build six iron rams if the Confederacy signed a pledge to deliver cotton at eight cents a pound. But Bulloch had had enough of rams, and they never left the planning board.19

Bulloch was also supervising the buying of ships by other agents, particularly the scientist Matthew Fontaine Maury, who bought the iron screw steamer Japan, which became the C.S.S. Georgia. When the Royal Navy sold some of its ships, Bulloch’s agents, through a dummy, bought the 500-ton screw steamer Victor. Dudley finally got wind of the sale, and Adams started diplomatic proceedings to have England seize her. Warned by his counter-agents, Bulloch ordered the ship to Calais in Christmas week, 1864. She became the C.S.S. Rappahannock. However, after a trial run, he decided she was not strong enough to risk a battle with the Federal cruisers and ordered her sold.20
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Excerpts from the heretofore unpublished reports of Matthew Maguire, secret agent for United States Consul Thomas Dudley, in Liverpool, and Charles Francis Adams, U.S. Minister to the Court of St. James. Courtesy of Mrs. Theodore Douglas Robinson.

In the fall of 1864, Bulloch heard about the Sea King, “a long, rakish vessel of a registry of 790 tons with an auxiliary engine of 220 nominal horse power.” She had been built in Glasgow by Stevens and Sons, one of the finest shipbuilders in the world. The year before, she had made one trip to Bombay as an army transport.21

Bulloch sent Richard Wright, son-in-law of Prioleau, to look the ship over. His eyes glowed when young Wright reported the Sea King was one of the fastest ships afloat; she had done 320 miles in twenty-five hours, and her engines had not showed any strain.22

But while Bulloch was hearing young Wright’s report, Dudley was reporting to Adams that he had seen the Sea King, and she was “a likely steamer for the purposes of a privateer.”23

During that fall of 1864, Richmond, desperately trying to ward off the inevitable defeat, was pouring hundreds of thousands of dollars into the Northwest Conspiracy engineered by Captain Thomas H. Hines, the bold Confederate agent. Throughout the North, Hines’s men were making grand plans, but these somehow never came off. It was at this hour that Bulloch purchased the Sea King with the intention of using her as his weapon to destroy the New Bedford whaling fleet in the Pacific and the Arctic. She would be the last cruiser he would buy; she was the last hope of the Confederate Navy.

Bulloch tried to make this sale airtight. He proceeded cautiously, telling his plans to only a trusted few. He sent Wright to Scotland and had him make the deal in his own name. Then he ordered the Sea King to several English ports, slipping her in and out in an attempt to make it appear she was an innocent merchantman.

On October 7, 1864, Wright gave power of attorney to Captain G. H. Corbett, a tough old sea dog who had commanded a blockade-runner Bulloch had purchased to ship army supplies to the South. Wright’s written orders to Corbett were to sell the King “at any time within six months for the sum of not less than £45,000 sterling.”24

Finally, on a clear and sparkling October morning in 1864, the beautiful Sea King, harbor trimmed, gaskets tight, and decks gleaming, raised her anchor and pointed her forefoot seaward. Dudley’s detectives, watching her go down the channel through their spyglasses, noted she did not carry turret mounts on her decks nor was she sheathed with teak planking or railroad iron. Her only fire power was two twelve-pounders, “which was normal for an East India merchantman.”25

In Bulloch’s Liverpool offices the lamps burned late as he and his agents worked feverishly to make the Sea King one of the most formidable cruisers of the Confederate Navy. Bulloch had purchased a large supply ship, the Laurel, and had loaded her to the gunwales with guns, powder, and supplies. Aboard the Laurel were a number of Confederate officers and seamen, some of whom had seen service on the Florida and Alabama. Also aboard was the man Mallory had selected as captain of the new cruiser, Lieutenant Commanding James I. Waddell. Physically Waddell was a man of medium height, with black hair and thick sideburns. Years of service on the quarterdecks of many United States ships of the line had stained his face a deep mahogany. An old dueling wound made him limp slightly. He was very proud of his home state, and in later years would boast that he had been the only North Carolinian aboard the Shenandoah.

He was not a warm man; like Semmes of the Alabama, he had a tendency to remain aloof from both his crew and his officers. But he was a man of vast integrity, and he had an almost fanatical devotion to official orders. Before his ship’s voyage ended, he would make a remarkable record as a seaman.

The Laurel left Liverpool at the same hour the Sea King left her coaling station on the Mersey. The destination of both ships was Funchal on the Island of Madeira. There they met eleven days later, and the transfer of supplies and guns took place.26

The Laurel arrived first. Two
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