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Coal.

The Noble Cause bleeding to death, starving to death. The Northern aggressors with their dirty heels in the sacred ground of Louisiana, Georgia, Virginia; his generation largely in its graves, or soon to be. And here he was watching the empty horizon from a coal-laden merchant steamer off the coast of West Africa. Three decks below him, his crew bent to dismal duty, the drudgework of the high seas. They were securing the ship’s bunker coal—her fuel supply—and preparing her cargo, of yet more coal, for heavy weather. The description given to those sweating wretches who had to carry it out said it all: “coal heavers.”

Coal.

A mundane cargo for this fine fast ship running now in front of the wind, racing for her life, almost due south, and almost diametrically away from the Confederate States of America. Within her, a cargo weighing almost as much as the ship itself and a valuable cargo indeed: 800 long tons of almost smokeless Welsh coal. A cargo so expensive its owners had sent a man on the voyage to look after it, to see it wasn’t pilfered for fuel, to see it was delivered as planned. A cargo almost as mundane as the young “coal agent’s” undercover alias: “George Brown.”

To be hauling coal, not Enfields, at this moment of the Confederacy’s most parlous plight: Atlanta, proud citadel of the Confederacy, lost to Sherman; Lee in the trenches at Richmond since June; Sheridan’s cavalry chasing Jubal Early’s ragged men up the Shenandoah Valley, burning the fields and barns and mills behind them.

Norfolk, Virginia, or those remnants that had not been burned, was now under martial law; indeed, the homes of “Brown’s” family, the Whittles, the Sinclairs, the Pages, those still standing, were occupied by Federal troops. The South that the young man had known as a glittering nation unto itself, a kingdom of honor and deep traditions, where family names reached back in time until they seemed to merge with the land itself—this Old South was now a scorched, bleeding thing, its armies ground up by the cold advancing Union machine. The war was in its brutal, inexorable end-game.

Sea King, since leaving London days ago, seemingly irrelevant to it all, had plodded toward the southern seas with a consignment of coal. Simply a modern merchantman going peacefully about its business.

Or so the slim boyish “George Brown—coal agent” had hoped any dangerous adversary in the vicinity of the London docks would believe—falsely. When he left the Thames on Sea King, he had staked his life, the life of a Confederate spy, on that risk. Any hostile interception, any “search and seizure” of that vessel and her stores, would have guaranteed his imprisonment, even death. But Sea King was gone now, reported lost, in reality sold to the Confederacy, renamed and reflagged.

“George Brown” had, for the first eleven days, risked only his own life, but now there were others, a new crew, and soon he would be risking these men’s lives as well. Any hostile interception of this once-peaceful vessel now would be an act of war.

And war was his profession.

He was in fact an experienced and dangerous warrior of the sea: Lt. William Conway Whittle, CSN. And this risk was only the first in a Homeric voyage that promised more, and ever more terrible, risks.



What a busy day these twenty-four hours have been. Thank God we have a fine set of men and officers, and, although we have an immense deal to contend with, we are industrious and alive to the emergency.



Just the sort of mild pleasantries (aside from that “emergency”) one might expect from the mind of a slightly built twenty-four-year-old with narrow, sloping shoulders; a high, almost scholarly forehead crowned by a severely combed pompadour; narrow-set, vaguely disapproving eyes; and a small mouth that gave no hint of the eloquent mind inside. He could have been a schoolmaster or an assistant bank clerk. But on this day—October 26, 1864—young Lieutenant Whittle commenced the log of an odyssey that would take its place among the most evocative testimonials produced by the Civil War.
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Sea King’s cargo of coal had been a ruse. The emergency was real. The coal had been the final camouflage in a desperate, nonesuch skein of conspiracy conceived and carried out over many months by Whittle and senior agents of the Confederacy working discreetly in London and Paris late in the Civil War: a scheme to obtain this speedster of a ship—this Sea King—from the English merchant navy with the quiet consent of Queen Victoria herself; load up a cargo of the black, fumy stuff; and, keeping her disguised as a harmless freighter, ease her out of the harbor at London, down the Thames into the English Channel, and from there toward her destiny as a killer of Yankee vessels. She would be met by her Rebel crew and her supply of armaments somewhere on the open ocean, far from the prying eyes of Yankee spies. Sea King’s cover story was virtually airtight. There was just one tie to the Confederacy when she finally left England, in fact there was only one Rebel on board at all, and he was undercover: Lt. William Conway Whittle, CSN, also known as “Mr. Brown.”

Conway Whittle was an ideal figure for this mission. He’d been personally selected by top Confederate operatives in Europe to be the ship’s executive officer, second in rank only to the captain. On the heels of his dashing exploits as a blockade runner, Whittle had been secretly summoned to Paris in September 1864. There he met with Commodore Samuel Barron, a lifelong friend of Whittle’s father, Commodore W. C. Whittle, and one of young Lieutenant Whittle’s primary mentors. Commodore Barron was also one of the key figures in the Confederacy’s hopes to patch together a navy from a European base. Barron handed young Whittle a letter that contained his instructions. He was to make his way via Liverpool to London and check into the fashionable Wood’s Hotel under the “Brown” alias. On the Friday morning of October 7, carrying a newspaper and dressed in unobtrusive business attire, the young man was to take a seat in the hotel dining room, pull the corner of his napkin through a buttonhole in his jacket, and await a stranger who would ask him, “Is this Mr. Brown?”

This figure would be Richard Wright, an elderly Liverpool businessman who’d become wealthy through his investments in Southern cotton. It was Wright who had discreetly purchased the ship then known as Sea King and was in London to arrange its transfer to the Confederate Navy. After the Wood’s Hotel rendezvous, Wright took “Brown” toward the East India Dock, so that the younger man could get a covert glimpse of the exquisitely built black, three-masted extreme clipper he would board before dawn the next day. Then, in his final act as the ship’s owner, Wright took Whittle to a safe house where he introduced him to Capt. Peter S. Corbett, Sea King’s interim captain, and formally gave Corbett power of attorney to sell the ship at any time, to any suitable offer. As all three knew, it was an offer already accepted.

At 3:00 a.m. on Sunday, October 8, “Brown” performed the final act in the elaborate ruse concocted for him. He checked out of the hotel and headed for the waterfront, stumbling and reeling like a drunken man. At the dock, he gazed upward at Sea King’s bowsprit, then pretended to steady himself for what would appear to be any old besotted sailor’s last-minute return on board after a night of AWOL pub-crawling. No one moved to stop him. Still, rather than risk the conspicuous gangway, he crawled over Sea King’s low-slung hull near the forerigging. Within moments the ship cast off and began to idle her way down the Thames—the first small leg of a voyage that would take her around the world.

Sea King’s slow passage toward the Atlantic was excruciatingly hazardous, a gauntlet that could doom her at any moment. Both Yankee and Rebel spies (and counterspies) prowled the docks at London and Liverpool, the eyes and ears of both the embattled governments across the sea. From the first days of secession, the officially neutral Great Britain had been frantically courted by American diplomats from both the North and the South. Even at this late stage, her two great shipyards held the potential to turn the war one way or the other. Thus, hardly any ship moved in and out of either port city without scrutiny and rapidly relayed comment.

The Confederacy needed Britain far more than the Union did. Southern strategists dreamed of giant ironclads and took steps to have them built at Liverpool; ironclads that could steam west across the Atlantic, smash the Union blockade, reestablish the cotton trade with Britain, and even perhaps move up the Atlantic coast and the inland waterways, shelling Northern cities as cannonballs bounced helplessly off their plated sides. British merchants, long since grown fat on the slave-harvested Dixie cotton spun into textiles in their mills, heavily favored an economic/military alliance with the South.

The industrial Union, by contrast, competed with England for the South’s raw materials, had little to offer England in the way of lucrative trade, and in fact suffered British ill will that still lingered from the unpleasantness involving General Cornwallis, Yorktown, and the Declaration of Independence. And then of course the War of 1812. Lord Palmerston, the head of the British government, could hardly hear the words “American democracy” without harrumphing.

Thus a British-Confederate alliance, in the war’s early weeks and months, seemed to need just the formalizing strokes of a few pens. The inevitability was delayed only by American diplomacy and American intelligence.

But what diplomacy! And what intelligence! Holding the fabric of British neutrality together virtually with their bare hands were a determined duo of American diplomats as brilliant, tough, resourceful, and utterly inexhaustible as they were different from each other. They arrived separately in Great Britain in 1861, each appointed by Abraham Lincoln. One of them, a bearded, jug-eared Quaker from New Jersey, set up a vast and intricate network of information agents from his Liverpool office as American consul. He fed the results—munitions transactions, secret and illicit shipbuilding agreements, blockade-running plans—to his “odd-couple” colleague at the Court of St. James in London: a cold, aloof patrician from America’s most distinguished family who held the lofty ambassadorial title Envoy Extraordinary and Minister Plenipotentiary. The ambassador in turn used this information to forestall the dreaded alliance: he mounted eloquent arguments to Parliament that Britain was violating its own legal standards of neutrality, and demanded that Her Majesty’s government uphold its sacred ideals.

Their names were Thomas H. Dudley and Charles Francis Adams. It was their combined power—the power of the United States itself, in the end—that young Lt. William Conway Whittle would soon find himself matched against in a desperate cat-and-mouse game that would span the globe.
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In fact, Thomas Dudley had already got wind of Sea King. Before she was moved to London, the United States consul in Liverpool had received a tip from a detective regarding a suspiciously sleek-looking craft docked on the Mersey. Dudley took a look for himself, and notified Charles Adams in London that he was keeping an eye on a likely privateer. But Dudley was lulled by subterfuge, and waited too long to act. The ship’s operatives, wary of just such attention, allowed Sea King to saunter in and out of various ports on the English coast, like a merchantman searching for a cargo, until the consul’s suspicion waned. None of the crew had an inkling of the ship’s true purpose; they were professional British sailors who had signed on to what they’d been told was a straightforward commercial voyage: London to Bombay and back, a fine payday on a fine new ship. And so even though Sea King had left London without interference, she had not sailed with indifference.

Enemy spyglasses had followed her as she made her way along the Thames in the early-morning sunlight, sweeping her sides and decks for any sign of armaments. They saw none. But Adams, still not convinced Sea King was neutral, and despite the fact that she had left her dock, wanted a closer look. He called in the U.S. Navy. Adams alerted two warships, USS Niagara, one of the navy’s fastest and most heavily armed steam frigates, and USS Sacramento, another steam-powered warship, both on patrol in the English Channel.

Niagara and Sacramento were lethal predators. Only a few days after Sea King’s nerve-racking creep down the Thames, these two sprang at a peaceful Spanish steamer, overwhelming the merchant ship, holding her in custody and searching her for two days, all in British waters. It was Adams himself who ordered her released.

Official Britain’s deference to the U.S. Navy’s interests infuriated the Confederacy, especially given the country’s long history as an enthusiastic buyer of Southern cotton. “The British Government will scarcely give our public ships common shelter,” complained one Southern naval man to another,



and we can not send an unarmed vessel in the direction of North America without embarrassing and annoying enquiries from the customs and board of trade officials. Yet United States ships of war are permitted to lie in English ports and watch British ships, as in the case of the Georgia, previously reported, and are allowed to cruise and make captures of neutral ships off the largest port of the kingdom and in waters which were once considered exclusively British.1



It was sheer luck—augmented by careful planning—that enabled Sea King to slip past these watchdogs and not find her adventure over before it began. By nightfall the nascent Rebel cruiser had raced out of the Channel and entered the Atlantic. Yet the hunt for her was not over. It had scarcely begun. But by now, some eighteen days later, she sailed alone far out in the open Atlantic, with the docks of London nearly three thousand miles astern. The coal had been mostly shifted, making way for the new, more pertinent cargo. An awe-inspiring vessel was emerging: a tiny, diehard crew, working a dramatic transformation under Whittle’s eye and guidance, was creating a warship, even as she raced south ahead of the wind.

Sea King had transmuted into Shenandoah. She had joined that small, scattered cadre of fast, light cruisers bent on a quest that seemed wildly impossible, if not deluded, on its face: to reverse the course of the Civil War.

Never in the history of armed national conflict, not even at Agincourt, had the investment of hope in a handful of gallant and daring individuals seemed so utterly pointless, so drastically out of scale. Their goals were manifold, and breathtaking: to rip a hole in the skin of the Federal blockade and thus open up channels of desperately needed arms and goods flowing from England to Dixie; to cripple Yankee shipping, along with the economically vital Yankee whaling fleet; to end Britain’s official neutrality and ignite the rapid construction of a Confederate navy in British shipyards; and, in sum, to shock and disable Abraham Lincoln’s war machine as traumatically as Stonewall Jackson’s infantry had shocked it at Bull Run and Chancellorsville.
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As for the “emergency” Whittle had noted—well, on Shenandoah’s first day there were plenty of emergencies. A dangerously undermanned crew, for one. Barely enough men to hoist the anchor, and far too few to “fight the ship,” the inclusive term for naval combat and its manpower requirements: men to load and fire the heavy guns, men to return small-arms fire, men to repel boarders, men to operate the ship’s sails while all the others were under fire. Whittle’s fondness for that term underscored his fundamental perception of Shenandoah herself. It was as if the ship, beautiful, fast, and complex as she was, was basically an elaborate weapon. A weapon he could not hope to operate, shorthanded as he was.

His cannon were still in boxes, his rifles had no marines.

And despite the fact that Shenandoah’s speed and agility might well be enough to keep her out of combat with a Yankee warship, shorthanded as she was, she probably wouldn’t have manpower enough to survive a severe storm.

Twenty-two very young seamen of dubious allegiance and twenty-four officers, doing the work of a hundred fifty. (Among these, to be sure, was Southern royalty: Lt. Smith Lee, nephew of a certain commander of the Army of Northern Virginia.)

There was the “emergency” of imminent capture—or worse. Yankee warships crisscrossed the Atlantic like wasps, ever vigilant for targets such as this one. And while Shenandoah, one of the fastest ships afloat, could outrun any of these, if she were somehow to be surprised, she could not fire a shot in her own defense; her guns remained belowdecks in crates, camouflaged as farm equipment.

Which led to the emergency of Mr. O’Shea’s foot:



Mr. O’Shea our carpenter hurt his foot very much today but I trust he will not lay up for it as the heaviest of our work now comes in his department.



The heaviest, and, aside from navigation, the most vital. Mr. O’Shea’s department was charged, for example, with sawing hinged ports in the ship’s eleven-inch teak sides, ports through which those vital cannon barrels would soon glower: two thirty-two-pounders and six sixty-eight-pounders. For want of Mr. O’Shea’s foot, in short, a Cause could be lost. But the master carpenter had refused to buckle. Nor had anyone buckled, for that matter, not even the new recruits.



We are getting along wonderfully. Never did I see a set of officers and men work harder or more cheerfully than our noble hands…. The holy devotion to the cause has been handed by the officers to the men, and the work is not only done but cheerfully done.
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The hard work had commenced a few days earlier, at Funchal, principal port of the Madeira Islands, a Portuguese possession nearly five hundred miles off the African coast. There, still in its merchant trappings, the camouflaged raider waited for a carefully timed rendezvous with another undercover Confederate naval asset. Laurel, a fast supply steam packet, had eased out of Liverpool and down the Mersey less than two hours after Sea King’s departure from London. Seeking further refuge from inquisitive Portuguese eyes, the two ships left Funchal after sharing a secret signal, again several hours apart—then closed their distance on the open sea and slipped into the shallow waters off the appropriately named island Deserta. There, both crews sweated and strained around the clock to transfer the goods from Laurel to Sea King. The two ships were lashed together; any passing U.S. Navy warship could have used them for target practice. None did.

On October 19, in a brisk but formal ceremony, Shenandoah received her commission and her new name. Two days after that, she put to sea again, and the real transformation began.

In her final form, Shenandoah was a black-hulled stiletto: a year old, 230 feet long and 32.5 feet wide. She weighed 1,018 tons. In her bowels churned a 250-horsepower steam engine that turned a fourteen-foot bronze propeller. When others were becalmed, Shenandoah was capable of eight knots. Under favorable winds, with her extreme clipper hull and immense spread of canvas, she could double that. On her maiden voyage, under her first owners, Sea King had demonstrated her composite design’s breakthrough attribute: speed. She was built specifically to race the first tea shipments from the latest Chinese harvest back to the ravenous markets of London. The first cargo to arrive was allowed to “make the market” by setting the price. Until the next ship began offloading, the winner was guaranteed the handsome benefits of cornering the market.

In London in the 1860s, fortunes rode on the price of tea, and in 1863 a bet on Sea King had been a winner. The necessity for speed above all else drove the invention of ever more sophisticated ships. It all came down to modern design, new approaches to age-old technology. Something as simple as wire rope spun from drawn wire, something as basic as cast-iron ribs and cross-bracing gave these ships an almost uncanny ability to survive a storm. And to exploit one. The ships known at the time as extreme clippers now offered the captain two options in a gale: The first was hang on, buttoned up and riding safely pointed into the waves, waiting for the wind to die down, the old way. The second way was storm riding. Suicidal in an earlier age, it now meant sailing with the wind, riding the storm. In fact, it meant keeping far too many sails aloft even to turn back into the storm for safety. Speed was everything, but it carried a cost. This choice meant keeping the sails up, not down. It meant letting the storm drive the ship from behind. It meant giving over control of the ship to the wind itself. You rode with the violence of the storm, a hair-raising experience for most old-school sailors who would always heave to and wait out a storm. But not with the new clippers. Stories are told of a captain on one of these extreme clippers who took to padlocking the halyards, the ropes controlling the sails, so the terrified crew would not be able to take in canvas and slow down while their speed-maddened captain got some rest. The crew would have to ride it out. Some of the storm-driven extreme clippers are known to have covered over 400 miles in a single day.

On the first round-trip, Sea King, with her solid teak, copper-bottomed hull and her elaborate high-tech sails, some furled and unfurled almost automatically by men working from the decks, was going to prove unbeatable. She boasted three huge iron-made lower masts that were strong enough to hold the topmast thirteen stories above the deck. She was the final product of the explosive growth in ship design created by combining steam and sail.

Sea King also had two remarkable innovations, both of which ultimately became technological dead ends. First, she had a hoisting propeller: the huge bronze blade rode in an elaborate cradle and could be hoisted free of the drive shaft and stored above the waterline to reduce drag when she was under sail. Second, Sea King had been equipped with a lowering smokestack that gave her more room for canvas when the boiler was off; lowering the stack also made her look more like a traditional merchantman and not at all like a modern steam-driven warship. Sea King could set an immense, and immensely strong, spread of canvas, and her critical backup steam power meant that for days with no wind, Sea King would be unbeatable. Indeed, she set the London-Bombay-London round-trip speed record. She had earned her (somewhat androgynous) name.

But now her speed, strength, and long-range capabilities would be put to another purpose: not the creation of wealth, but its destruction.

Her mission was as simply stated as it was brutal: to prowl the seas of the world in search of Yankee merchant ships and whalers; and, upon contact, to capture, pillage, and sink them.
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Things were going “all very well,” Conway Whittle recorded in his log book on that first day, “with one exception…”

The exception to all the good cheer would be Captain Waddell.

James Iredell Waddell. The powerfully built, brooding, infinitely complicated “Lieutenant Commanding”—the captain—of this warship was the second of the three men who knew Shenandoah’s secret mission. A seasoned naval veteran of forty, his dark, sideburned face seared under too many unforgiving suns, Waddell was the oldest, by far, among the officers spirited aboard the Laurel at night from a tug-boat on the Mersey, as part of the Rebels’ complex subterfuge.

He’d been born in landlocked Chatham County, North Carolina, in 1824, adopted by his paternal grandmother, and “taught the rudiments of education in a school conducted by a very estimable lady, who did not believe in moral suasion,”2 as he recalled in a brief and somewhat opaque memoir. The implication is that he was orphaned, then beaten by his teacher—which perhaps explains the reputation of an “incorrigible youngster”3 given to “deviltry” that hung about him. Awarded an acting midshipman’s appointment while still in his teens, he reported for active duty to the first ship he had ever boarded, and was overwhelmed by it: the three-decked man-of-war Pennsylvania, moored in the Elizabeth River at Norfolk. (“Can you wonder at my surprise? It seemed an endless undertaking [climbing] from the water up the companion ladder to the spar deck.”4) He entered Annapolis in 1841; a year later, his incorrigibility having darkened into moodiness and a taste for violence, he fought a duel with another midshipman and took a round in his hip. The lead ball stayed inside him and caused him to limp painfully for the rest of his life.

He served a brief stint as professor of navigation at Annapolis, but grew to detest the classroom; he wanted action. “The all important, useful and necessary branches of my profession,” he declared later in life, “I learned at sea, on ship board, while a boy.”5 Action he soon got: the Gulf of Mexico, including engagement at Vera Cruz in the Mexican War; promotion to second lieutenant aboard the USS Germantown off the coast of Brazil; duty with the East India Squadron, where he learned of the imminent North-South conflict. He returned to the States in 1861, hoping for peace and opposed to secession, but resolved to fight for his South if war broke out. He married his fiancée, Ann Sellman Inglehart, in December 1861.
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The war’s eruption found James Waddell holding on to a time-honored code of military honor—protect your homeland—that abruptly no longer applied. After the Rebel victory at the Battle of Bull Run, he wrote a polite letter of resignation to the secretary of the navy, explaining his sense of obligation to family and region. Still, his sense of duty impelled him to remain loyally at his post aboard the gunship USS Adams until it returned to port. He wrote a second, even more elaborate letter, filled with courtesies, to President Lincoln himself.

Waddell’s courtliness was rewarded with a curt dismissive slap in a letter from Navy Secretary Gideon Welles: Waddell’s resignation had been received, and his name stricken from the rolls. When Waddell inquired about the military pay due him, Welles informed him that the money would be forthcoming—provided Waddell signed a document promising he would not take part in the war.

Waddell was furious; he’d earned his salary, and honor required that it be paid him. As for Welles’s requirement that he sign a noncombatant promise, that was nothing less than bribery! James Waddell decided to flee, and lost no time forging a difficult, rain-lashed, and peril-laden trek by schooner and wagon from New York Harbor through occupied Maryland to Richmond, where, on March 27, 1862, he was commissioned a lieutenant in the Confederate Navy. He carried his rage against Welles for the rest of his life. It had fermented deeply, along with his already volatile nature, when he reported to duty under the Confederacy’s supreme offshore operative, James D. Bulloch, and was sent aboard the black raider.

Bulloch—author of that complaining letter to Secretary Mallory about Britain’s partiality to the Union Navy—was the third Confederate operative who knew Sea King’s true identity. An archangel of the Cause, he had been assigned the impossible task of forging a Confederate navy virtually out of thin air. In the spring of 1861, at age thirty-eight, he’d found himself appointed the Rebels’ chief procurement agent. A tough, shrewd, fearless Georgian, a veteran of two decades as a U.S. naval officer and merchant mariner, the balding and brilliantly bearded Bulloch was a godsend in many ways. As important as his thorough knowledge of ships and the sea was his partisan ferocity. Bulloch radiated a political worldview that made Jefferson Davis look conciliatory by comparison, and he thought nothing of risking his life or his fortune, or his family, to help attain it. He’d walked away from wealth and prestige as a leading New York merchant to defend the Cause. (In departing New York, he left behind his wife, Harriet, and his sister Martha, who was married to the eminent Theodore Roosevelt Sr. and was the mother of an adventurous little boy.)

Bulloch, with two seasoned naval officers both eager for sea duty, had more or less assigned Whittle and Waddell joint control of the ship, but had given Waddell just a shade more rank than Whittle. Ideal preconditions for rivalry. Could Whittle, at only twenty-four, withstand the larger, older man’s domineering instincts?

Waddell had already tested Whittle, in Deserta, while still at anchor. And lost. The confrontation stemmed from the prospect of taking a dangerously undermanned ship on the ocean to make war. Every instinct in Waddell’s military mind told him that this was folly—madness. To his superiors, there had seemed little alternative. Attempts to recruit a full complement of sailors for the raider after the transfer at Deserta had gone badly. Of the fifty-five men who’d sailed the Sea King out of London (realizing ten days out that they were no longer headed for Bombay and none too happy about it), only four had signed up—two of them cabin boys. Not even Waddell’s voluptuous sifting of gold coins in a chest as he stood before the assembled Englishmen could generate a groundswell of volunteering.

Thus Shenandoah’s manpower, even before she set sail, remained critically below any rational minimum. At Deserta the officers had been obliged to help the crewmen set the sails and raise the anchor—an unheard-of breach of military tradition, but necessary. Nearly obsessed with manpower—this was, after all, his first command, and he felt the weight of it—Waddell had argued for making a bold entry into some island port and brazenly rounding up seamen and supplies before launching any serious open-water search for Yankee prey. Whittle saw this as tantamount to annihilation. Even the Portuguese roustabouts at Funchal had recognized the black ship as a raider in mufti. Did Waddell imagine that another such incursion—now a violation of the rules of neutrality—would go unresisted, and unreported?



We could not have gotten men, we could not fit our ship and would have had a Yankee fleet waiting at the entrance to the harbor and our position would have been most humiliating. No indeed, I shall never regret the advice I gave and which advice I flatter myself kept us at sea.



Conway Whittle had won this first engagement of wills with his intimidating co-commander. It was a victory that privately outraged Waddell’s notions of military standards; it worked into his psyche. “Responsibility weighed upon my mind,” he wrote in his own journal, “and reflection often created an absence of everything in active movement around me…national property and an important cruise were trusted to me…upon the accuracy of all the calculations of my judgment…depended success or failure.” Strange broodings, those: the thoughts of a man haunted by fears of catastrophe, and strikingly at odds with the intimidating face he presented to the world. That phrase, “and reflection often created an absence of everything in active movement around me”—it conveyed hints of a dark poet. As if to confirm this, Waddell inserted a further note of vulnerability even more deeply at odds with his image as a cold, domineering officer: “I have no doubt I very often appeared to those with me an unsocial and peculiar man.”6

Whittle’s victory over the captain had immediately birthed another crisis. Now he must demonstrate that his instinct to remain at sea was not equally foolhardy. How long could Shenandoah remain operational on a skeleton crew? How long would the sailors’ morale hold out under these conditions? How deep was their loyalty to Shenandoah’s mission, given that capture, following any act of war on their part, could well mean imprisonment, even death by hanging? How many days—hours—could Whittle count on before the hard work and good cheer turned sour? Turned, in its most terrifying form, into mutiny?

The answers to all these questions hinged on the speed with which Whittle could bring the crew up to full strength. And there remained only one possible means to accomplish that task: enlisting sailors from the Yankee merchantmen that Shenandoah spotted, outraced, brought to heel, and sank.

Whittle was taking a chance here by violating neutrality standards on the high seas, and he doubtless knew it. His plan struck some ears as a version of impressment, the despised naval practice of snatching men from other countries’ sailing ships and even coastal towns, and forcing them to serve against their will. Impressments were a tactic of the British navy that predated the eighteenth century and had been used ruthlessly, especially against American merchantmen. The British claimed a fig leaf of legitimacy in these seizures: they were looking to reclaim deserters from the Crown who had signed on with American ships for better pay, but hundreds of their victims had been natural-born U.S. citizens. Impressment was simply another form of piracy. In 1812, President James Madison declared war on Britain largely to force a halt to the practice.

But what if seamen from a captured ship wished to sign on with the conqueror? What if their shift of loyalties were prompted not by pistols, but by incentives—the promise of steady pay on a magnificent ship, and of high adventure undreamed of in the merchant trade, and, most tantalizingly, a share of all the riches harvested from their plump, prosperous prey?

This would be Conway Whittle’s adaptation of impressment. He would respect the neutrality of any nonbelligerent vessel, limiting his approaches to men from Yankee merchantmen. No coercion, only persuasion. And if the United States of America complained—well, there was already a war on.

Shenandoah, then, would gather its crew even as it plied the seas. That was the optimistic plan, at any rate—James Waddell’s affronted judgment notwithstanding. But as afternoon gave way to twilight on October 26, 1864, Conway Whittle understood that the mission’s survival depended on his optimism being justified in very short order: he needed a conquest, and he needed it urgently. He needed it, if possible, even before the ship’s guns were fixed and ready to fire.
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James Waddell’s impulse to test Whittle probably sprang from a deep well of frustration the veteran seaman had by now accumulated regarding the Confederate navy, its prospects, its lost opportunities. He had watched helplessly in the early months of the war as the C.S.A. poured much of its scarce finances into wooden warships in England built by agents friendly to the South. “I have mentioned a belief,” he wrote darkly after it was all over, “from the fact that as the South had no seamen, it was unwise to buy or build fighting ships.” He’d looked on in 1863 as a far more hopeful project, two magnificent ironclads, discreetly funded by wealthy Dixie businessmen and constructed at Laird Brothers Shipyards, across the Mersey from Liverpool, were embargoed by the British government. Waddell himself was skeptical of the general belief that those ironclads might have changed the course of the war: impervious as they were to bombardment, they could not only have run the Federal blockade, but attacked and reduced Northern coastal cities.

The type of Southern naval warfare that did make sense to Waddell—fast, lightly armed ships such as Shenandoah and others, racing over the oceans to make surgical strikes against Yankee freighters—was mobilized too late, in his opinion: “I will say with pardonable modesty that had any number of vessels capable of carrying one gun been purchased abroad by the Confederacy early in the war, they would have driven from the seas or captured the merchant marine of the enemy…If the South could have contested the supremacy of the ocean with the enemy, it would have been [a different] war.”7
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As Shenandoah sailed southwestward toward her destiny, she headed into the gunsights of some of the most powerful figures of the mid-nineteenth century. Intelligent, experienced men on both sides of the American conflict, and also in Great Britain, were far from inclined to dismiss the power of Confederate raiding ships out of hand. They knew from experience the maritime devastation these scourges could deliver.

Some half-dozen other Confederate raiders had preceded Shenandoah into the hunt for Yankee prey. Yet their combined raids devastatingly justified Waddell’s wish that more of them had come sooner; they destroyed, captured, or drove abroad to flags of convenience more than a million tons of Union cargo ships, in a sort of dress rehearsal for naval strategies in a war yet seventy-five years in the future. Among the seven were Shenandoah’s two sister ships from the Liverpool yards, the Florida and the legendary Alabama. Florida (formerly the Manassas) enjoyed sporadic success. Shortly after being launched at Liverpool in the summer of 1862, she crossed the Atlantic undetected and staggered through the Union blockade into quarantine at Mobile Bay, her small crew stricken with yellow fever. She surged back into action on a stormy sea on the night of January 17, 1863, outraced a Yankee warship, and captured twenty-four merchantmen through the following August. After a six-month hiatus at Brest for repairs, Florida rounded up thirteen more enemy ships and then, hemmed in by the Federal cruiser Wachusett off the coast of Brazil, was rammed in the harbor, and eventually sunk. That the neutrality of a sovereign nation had been violated by the U.S. Navy meant little to the world at large, but on a personal and professional level, the stories of the harsh—some said barbarous—treatment handed out to the captive crew of Florida lodged deeply in the consciousness of officers and gentlemen such as Waddell and Whittle.

Alabama fared a bit better. The craft soon to gain fame as “the Greyhound of the Seas” had slid into the waters along with Florida in the summer of 1862, under the ferocious command of Captain Raphael Semmes. Powered along by twin 300-horsepower engines under her massive sails, a deadly fighter with her pivoting, hundred-pound Blakely rifle and six thirty-two-pounders, her crew of 120 men and 24 officers resplendent in their crisp duck frocks, straw hats, and polished shoes, Alabama proved a nightmare ship to the Yankee merchant fleet. She captured and burned her way through the North Atlantic and the West Indies and rounded the South African coast, laying waste to more than sixty ships in two years—the highest number of conquests in recorded naval history. In June 1864, four months before Shenandoah’s launching, CSS Alabama was drawn into battle and sunk off Cherbourg, France, by the pursuing Union warship Kearsarge. Several Alabama survivors were now among the young officers aboard Shenandoah; men apart, already, despite their tender ages; figures of legend.
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The South did not have the luxury of regarding the raiders’ outsized conquests as windfall victories. For the Confederate States of America to have the faintest prayer of converting its present debacle into victory—or, more likely, an endless deadlock—its scattered pastiche of a navy would need to achieve the impossible again, and again, and again. And then again. Overwhelmed by a well-equipped, deeply structured, and highly rationalized United States Navy—the shipyards from Maine to Maryland mobilizing to expand the fleet—the South faced slow strangulation from the sea: its great sweeping arc of coastline, 3,600 miles from Chesapeake Bay to the Gulf Coast of Texas, was rapidly ringed by a Union blockade.

At first the blockade, improbably, had been thought a godsend for the Rebels. Europe’s booming textile mills, chiefly those in Britain and France, depended on imports of Southern cotton, and the architects of secession assumed that these countries would unleash their naval might against the North as a matter of self-interest. This had not happened, though Britain had come tantalizingly close to recognizing the Confederacy as a legitimate nation in the early stages of the war. Only the unstinting persuasion and argument of dedicated Washington diplomats had preserved neutrality, and for three years the Yankee stranglehold, though famously porous, had worked: the Southern treasury was depleted. Moreover, the expected large-scale importation of manufactured goods—guns and ammunition in particular—had never materialized. And the Confederacy labored on to cobble together a naval force, and naval strategy, by whatever means lay at hand.

“Whatever means” fell to a shrewd fat man of fussy tastes named Stephen R. Mallory, a former helper at his mother’s Key West, Florida, boardinghouse. Mallory had grown up to study admiralty law, serve two terms in the United States Senate, and, in 1853, win an appointment as chairman of the Naval Affairs Committee. He spear-headed the midcentury modernization of the United States Navy, infusing it with elegant new steam-powered frigates and sloops of war, which Mallory himself would soon be dreaming up ways to sink, and streamlining the naval chain of command, which he would soon be trying to outwit. Following his native state into secession in 1861 and nominated by Jefferson Davis to be the Confederacy’s secretary of the navy, Stephen Mallory now faced the undignified and certainly daunting prospect of fighting against his own nautical war machine.

That machine was now in most capable hands. Gideon Welles, with his seaweed-styled beard, was the very picture of the nautical commander. He looked like Neptune. To Abraham Lincoln, who appointed him secretary of the navy, he was Neptune—“Old Father Neptune,” as Honest Abe liked to call him. Welles was in fact a classic upper-crust New Englander (Connecticut, the Cheshire Academy) who, though sharp-witted, had no training whatsoever in anything to do with the sea. (He’d expected to be named postmaster general.) He did understand administration, and had an eye for the big picture. With the wealth of the industrial North backing him, Welles quickly expanded the work that Mallory, now his adversary, had begun: he expanded the Union navy’s size, scope, and firepower capacity; he quickly implemented a blockade plan; and he set about tightening the vise on the Confederacy’s underdefended ports and drastically overmatched sea power.
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Welles was aided by a number of savvy naval professionals in his department; but his Rebel counterpart, in this aspect at least, held the advantage. In James Dunwoody Bulloch, Mallory had his own Mallory.

Bulloch would need to exhaust all his gifts of relentless brilliance, because the shopping list that Mallory handed him was staggering; it added up to a new navy. Complete with sailors. Bulloch would have to conduct his shopping abroad, given that “Southern shipbuilding” was virtually a contradiction in terms. Shopping abroad, in turn, meant that the patrician Bulloch would have to function as a secret agent: the neutrality provisions maintained by the European powers prohibited any purchase of war goods by a belligerent in the American war. Furthermore, Britain’s forty-two-year-old Foreign Enlistment Act criminalized the recruitment of seamen (or any other armed combatant) within the borders of Victoria’s globe-girdling Empire.

It would require a mastermind—and a steel-nerved one, at that—to find a way around, or through, these seemingly airtight provisions. By early June 1861, Bulloch was in Liverpool under an assumed name. By the summer of 1862, remarkably just over twelve months, he had arranged for the construction, acquisition, and deployment of the CSS Alabama, one of the most successful commerce raiders in the history of naval warfare. The costs to the North began to mount up. Maritime insurance rates skyrocketed, and Yankee ships rotted at the dock rather than risk destruction. Bulloch had done his job well, and despite the loss of Alabama and the ever-tightening blockade, by the fall of 1864 he was about to send the fastest ship on the ocean after the U.S. Merchant Marine.
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From Lieutenant Whittle’s log of October 26, 1864: “This afternoon made our first chase. She was a fully rigged ship to leeward but we had not the daylight to catch her.”

Nor were the guns in any shape to engage her if necessary, for that matter. The “tackles” required to hold the cannon fast after firing were lost—left behind in the confusion and haste at Deserta, apparently, or perhaps intercepted by Yankee agents on the pier in Liverpool. This would not pose a fatal problem vis-à-vis the generally unarmed merchant ships. But if a Yankee man-of-war should happen to close on her in darkness, Shenandoah would be a floating target for a cannonade. Whittle had ordered the crew to shove her unsecured cannon barrels through those newly sawed ports anyway, if only as a bluff.



I trust we may soon get a prize from which we may get some men. Imagine my anxiety to have more when I say that one more man [in each watch] would do an immense amount of good. Think of a ship of this size having only four men in a watch…



It was a time for trusting in God’s aid; and God had not thus far displayed much more inclination than Britain to intervene in the Southern cause. Night came on; Shenandoah raced blindly through the gathering darkness toward its quarry until pursuit grew impossible. The raider had covered her first 1,500 miles since hoisting the Confederate navy battle flag in the Madeiras, their last known location. Even now the U.S. Navy would need to search over a million square miles of the Atlantic to find them. The loneliness had only begun. And the time for decisive action was already running out.



2
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If the South’s greatest weapon in the Civil War was the knightly spirit of its fighting men, Conway Whittle was the Southern arsenal incarnate.

Like many young officers of his time and region, Whittle was an innate patriot, and not an ideologue. That the “peculiar institution” of slavery predominated over all other issues as an ignition point for the Civil War is scarcely a matter of serious debate. Nor is the wrongness of the South’s insistence that slavery was divinely ordained and thus a legitimate social institution. But as in all wars, it was the political leadership on each belligerent side that staked out the predicates for armed conflict; it was the press and the pulpit that inflamed public opinion; and it was the young men who did the fighting and bleeding and starving and dying, and who worked out their private rationales for fighting and bleeding and starving and dying.

Vast numbers of Southern boys supported slavery, and the racial assumptions that enabled it, without question—as did vast numbers of Northern boys. For many others—and this was especially true of the officer class, who generally had more discretion in choosing which side to fight for—the motivating impulse was not perpetuation of human bondage, but a defense of nationhood, and of place.

Waddell was a good example of this ethic—Waddell, who had been so rudely treated by Gideon Welles when he tried to explain it in his letter of resignation from the U.S. Navy. Years after the war, in his memoirs, Waddell meditated on the typical officer’s mind-set—detachment from ideology, yet passion for homeland:



Naval officers are very conservative men. They had nothing to do with the contest between the political elements of the North and the South…. Those discussions which excited sectional discord and animosities among the people, exercised small influence upon the minds of naval officers. Their opinions on political questions were generally in condemnation of the doctrines set for them by noisy demagogues and wild theorists.



For Waddell, and for thousands of Southern men caught up in the terrible war, the Southern “cause” had little to do with an appetite for subjugating other human beings, or even for rejection of the American nation. As he wrote in his memoirs,



It is well known with what regret they threw aside those emblems and decorations [of their service to the Union]…the Federal flag was dear to them, but they were forced to abandon it or sail beneath its folds to the destruction of their homes and their kindred.8



Such a choice had confronted Conway Whittle.

He was the offspring, one of eleven, of the legendary Commodore William Conway Whittle, a hero of both the United States and (later) the Confederate navies. (A portrait of the elder Whittle shows a gaunt mariner in the epaulets and double brass buttons of his CSA uniform, chin tucked deep into his starched white collar, his mouth as straight and tight as a bayonet, his eyes blazing forth from beneath a dark avenger’s brow.) Born at Norfolk in 1805, Commodore Whittle had entered the navy at age fifteen. Twenty-seven years later, at Vera Cruz, the pivotal battle of the Mexican War, he was in the thick of the first major amphibious landing of troops in the history of the U.S. Army. He survived heavy fire heading for the beach outside the walled city in an open boat, and was wounded while charging a parapet at the head of the soldiers from his ship.

The following year, on patrol against the slave trade, he was commanding a sloop-of-war off the coast of Africa when a plague of yellow fever swept through Norfolk and claimed the lives of his wife, Elizabeth Beverly Sinclair, and his eldest son, Arthur Sinclair Whittle.

Conway junior, then fourteen, survived. Whatever sort of boy he’d been, mass death and maternal bereavement interrupted that boyhood forever. Now commenced his maturation. His stoic father, returning home, enrolled him in the Naval Academy at Annapolis. The boy graduated at eighteen. But his achievements at Annapolis were only a prologue to the almost superhuman skein of wartime adventures that soon ensued—adventures that displayed not only Conway Whittle’s fearlessness, but the rare combination of aggressiveness, gentleness, cunning, and chivalry that marked him as a latter-day knight errant.

Conway Whittle unleashed his first demonstration of valor under fire, and his remarkable knack for leadership, before his twentieth birthday.

In March 1860, as sectional tensions in the United States escalated toward civil war, Whittle was a midshipman aboard the USS Preble in the harbor of Vera Cruz—one of three American warships patrolling the tropical waters off the troubled shores of Mexico. In the wake of its 1848 military defeat by the United States, Mexico had been ravaged by uprisings within its borders. From without came armed men, fighters for both sides. The enlightened jurist and soon-to-be president Benito Juarez was struggling to preserve his reformist government’s survival against both soldiers of fortune and regulars from Cuba and Spain—in fact, the armed proxies of the economically powerful Catholic church. The Illinois congressman Abraham Lincoln—to whom Juarez would one day be compared—was among the many Americans who recognized Juarez’s democratic vision; and a concerned United States was about to give diplomatic recognition to his embattled government, which could well mean armed support.

Among the most dangerous revolutionaries stalking Juarez was Gen. Miguel Miramon, leader of the Church Party. General Miramon’s troops had Juarez’s weaker army pinned down inside the seaside capital city of Vera Cruz, holding threatening positions above and below the fortified harbor castle of San Juan Ulua. At the same time, a rebel naval expedition, fitted out in Cuba, was en route to attack Vera Cruz from the sea.

Providing unofficial support to Juarez’s regime alongside Preble were the frigate Savannah and the sloop-of-war Saratoga. A desperate Juarez had appealed to the ships’ senior commanding officer, Captain Joe Jarvis, to intercept the invading force.

While Jarvis hesitated—unsure of his authority to take action—a pair of mysterious two-masted steamships, showing no flags, hove into view off the harbor, heading toward the port. The loyalist troops inside the castle, in what Whittle would recall as “a spirit of bravado,” fired a cannon in the ships’ direction. The round fell far short, but the two ships quickly bore away to the southwest, toward the Rebel forces positioned some dozen miles below the harbor, near a reef called Anton Lizardo. Their colors remained concealed, but their purpose was clear, and being “combines”—steam-and-sail composites—their tactical advantage over Jarvis’s far stronger but wind-driven squadron was significant. At least for a time.

Jarvis finally decided to investigate. At around seven o’clock in the March evening, he sent Saratoga out to overtake and inspect the strangers. In light air Saratoga, well armed but sail-powered, was ignominiously towed into harm’s way by two small chartered steamers that Jarvis had hired as they lay at anchor inside the port: Indianola, a propeller-driven craft, and Wave, a side-wheeler. Crew for both came from the men of the squadron. Conway Whittle volunteered for Wave, which would be under the command of Lt. Joel Kennard. The small boat was hastily armed with a single howitzer of which Whittle would be in charge, and a force of twenty sailors with rifles. Indianola was similarly armed.

Whittle’s journal records the action that soon erupted.



A beautiful moonlight soon overtook us…on approaching Anton Lizardo we saw the two vessels in a bend of the reef. One had anchored and the other, apparently, about to do so. As soon as they saw us, the one not anchored started off from us to the southward. Capt. Turner [aboard Saratoga] fired a shot across her bow to bring her to, but she kept on. He then ordered the towing steamer to anchor the Saratoga near the steamer at anchor. This was done and both tow-boats were ordered to pursue the flying steamer and we, under full steam, gave chase.



Indianola caught up first, at sometime after 11:00 p.m. Her officer in charge, Lt. Andrew Bryson, hailed the stranger in English, asking her name and nationality. He received no reply, and hailed her again in Spanish. The reply to this was “a full broadside from her guns. On hearing this, Saratoga, anchored near the other [stranger], fired at her and she promptly surrendered.”

The broadside fired at Indianola by the second ship damaged her hull above the water. Both towing steamers now opened up on the remaining enemy, while Saratoga, some distance away, and anchored, guarded her captive. Aiming and firing the howitzer aboard the Wave throughout the engagement was young Conway Whittle.



With howitzers and musketry, we peppered her so vigorously that she [the second “mystery ship”] turned around and ran to the northward. We followed, and keeping up and receiving vigorous fire. On the new course, the Indianola was thrown out of the fight by running aground on a spur of the reef, and despite her every effort, so remained until after the surrender.



Soon the second mystery ship herself ran hard aground.

With the Saratoga, the squadron’s flagship, still at anchor, her sails useless on a windless night, and the steamer Indianola badly shot up and aground, Wave took action alone. Overmatched in firepower if not determination, and in hot pursuit, she closed with her quarry. Instead of standing off from her prey, Wave chose close-quarters combat, setting herself up well inside small-arms range. Her marines fired at will. With Wave under her port quarter, the target unleashed her pivot-gun and musketry upon the Americans. Whittle, returning fire from Wave, found his howitzer jammed. Its lockstring had become entangled with the hammer. Improvising coolly under fire, the teenager grabbed a nearby carpenter’s hammer and used it to explode the primer for the fight’s duration. It lasted “until about 2:30 a.m. when [the enemy’s] fire slackened and finally ceased and she showed an improvised white flag and surrendered.”

On hearing the victorious crew’s three cheers, Saratoga sent over a small boat in order to transport an officer of the Wave over to the defeated craft to receive her surrender. Wave’s crew nominated Midshipman Conway Whittle, who soon found himself the only American on board the vanquished ship. Her name was totemic indeed.



I found the prize to be the steamer General Miramon from Havana. The steamer which had surrendered to the Saratoga, was the Marquis de Habana from Havana. Both were under the command of Admiral Marin and each had about 100 men and several broadside and one pivot gun of good caliber, and laden with munitions of war for the revolutionists.



Many of the enemy combatants had been wounded, including Admiral Marin, who was belowdecks. Whittle found the officer of the deck and demanded his sword. The officer had none, but handed Whittle his speaking trumpet in surrender. Alertly, the young midshipman summoned an engineer from Wave to check Miramon’s boiler pressure. The pressure proved to be near the point of explosion. Conway Whittle’s thorough seamanship had saved the Spanish crew, and himself, from a terrible explosion.

The youth enjoyed a Tom Sawyerish moment of glory when Indianola, having finally ungrounded herself, steamed near the combatants and harrumphed out a demand for the Spaniards’ surrender: “Much to their surprise, I replied that I was on board and had received the surrender.”

The Mexican federal forces eventually overcame their powerful revolutionary enemies, and in 1861, Benito Juarez was elected president of Mexico. As for Conway Whittle, he reaped one final accolade for his exploits—one that doubtless gratified him far more than the cheers of his comrades. It was contained in a letter sent on March 23, 1860, by Lt. R. D. Miner, the official “Prizemaster” of Miramon, to one Captain William C. Whittle, U.S. Navy, describing his son’s exploits in his first firefight:



Dear Sir:

It will no doubt be gratifying for you to know that your son, midshipman Whittle, is very highly spoken of for his conduct in the action off Anton Lizardo. He had charge of a howitzer and fought it well, and it was he who demanded the surrender of the steamer.



Heroism enough for a young man not yet twenty. But Conway Whittle had not even begun to fight.
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He had completed two years of active duty when the Civil War broke out in 1861. Both father and son resigned their commissions in the U.S. Navy and offered themselves to the Southern cause. The senior Whittle accepted a commission as commodore from the Confederate government. He commanded the early river defenses below Richmond, and later the Confederate naval debacle at New Orleans.

The son’s first assignment hurled him to the epicenter of the belligerents’ struggle for control of the seas. In October 1861, Conway Whittle reported for duty aboard the CSS Nashville, a ship whose name would soon be linked with his own in Southern folklore.

Nashville was an elegant 1,220-ton, two-masted side-wheel steamer, built at Greenpoint, New York, in 1853 for peaceful purposes: to carry fashionable passengers between Charleston, South Carolina, and New York City. Her job description changed abruptly as she lay in port at Charleston, South Carolina, in January 1861, when the state seceded from the Union and Nashville became the first combat ship commissioned by the Confederacy. After witnessing the fall of Fort Sumter in April, Nashville was hastily armed and swept up immediately into the cloak-and-dagger intrigue that swirled about the South’s frantic international efforts to build, beg, borrow, or steal a navy.

She was dispatched eastward toward Great Britain the following October, under the command of Lt. Robert Baker Pegram of Virginia. Conway Whittle was on board as third lieutenant. Soon the young man would be promoted to second lieutenant; not long after that, he would assume command.

Among his comrades was a nearsighted young midshipman named Irvine S. Bulloch. The Georgian was James Bulloch’s half brother and fully his equal as a Southern zealot. Obscure at this early stage of the war, young Irvine Bulloch was destined to attain glory of his own, first aboard the legendary Alabama, and then aboard Shenandoah.

Lieutenant Pegram’s original mission was to transport a pair of Confederate diplomats to London and Paris: Rebel ambassadors sent across the sea on behalf of their new country to see the leaders of old Europe, where they were expected to negotiate formal recognition of the Confederate States of America as a nation—and ally. These plans changed just before Nashville disembarked. Giving in to doubts that the ship could either outrun or outgun a Yankee warship (she was rather bulky, and carried only a couple of twelve-pound howitzers), Confederate authorities rebooked the diplomats to England via Havana, and dumped on Nashville an inglorious cargo of mail instead.

The chagrined Pegram proved that his ship could damn well run by slashing through the Union blockade of Charleston harbor on October 21 and bursting into the open sea toward his transatlantic mail drop. Off the coast of Britain, he decided to show the world that his ship and his nation could by-God fight, as well. Whittle was about to find himself not only on the first Confederate warship, but at the South’s first offshore naval victory of the Civil War.

On November 19, Nashville caught a Yankee merchant ship, Harvey Birch, in the English Channel. She evacuated the crew, burned the vessel, and left her flaming wreckage before the shocked eyes of both England and France. Pegram and Nashville then docked at Southampton, where they were treated like conquering heroes. The incident made headlines in America and western Europe. And it caused discreet smiles under certain powdered wigs at Whitehall in London. The vast British industrial mills had been spinning Southern cotton into economic gold for decades, and Her Majesty’s lords and ministers were tilting ever more precariously toward Dixie. In fact they had already launched the stately, cautious process toward alliance: on May 9, Britain had recognized both the North and the South as “belligerents.” This action conferred a certain sovereign legitimacy on the Confederacy that led many in the South to believe that full recognition would soon follow, and with it a bounty of British industrial might that would neutralize the North’s factory advantage and tip the balance of the war.
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Dashing as it was, Lieutenant Pegram’s exploit served merely as an aftershock to an incident that spurred European sympathy for the South. This one was perpetrated by the North.

It involved those same Confederate diplomats who’d been displaced from Pegram’s ship. Their names were John Slidell and James M. Mason. These two might well have enjoyed a faster ship than Nashville on the first leg of their crossing, but out of Havana they’d ended up on a plodding British-owned packet, the Trent. On November 8, as it chugged through the Caribbean toward the island of St. Thomas, Trent was intercepted by a Yankee sloop-of-war commanded by the swashbuckling if shortsighted Captain Charles Wilkes. Wilkes stormed aboard the packet, arrested the dignitaries, and hauled them off to a Union prison fortress.

His aim had been the same as Pegram’s: to make a bold stroke that would rally the spirit and confidence of his embattled nation. He achieved recognition indeed, but with the wrong nation. Wilkes had embarrassed his country by stupidly violating its own restrictions against search of a neutral ship at sea and impressment of its crew. He had in a sense done Slidell and Mason’s work for them.

The “Trent affair” spurred the momentum of British public opinion away from its tepid support of the United States. Only a latter-day revulsion against the practice of capturing and importing African slaves for hard labor—a practice Britain had helped pioneer—held the nation’s sentiments in check. Just a year earlier, as the American crisis barreled toward flash point, the London Times had anguished: “Can any sane man believe that England and France will consent, as is now suggested, to stultify the [neutrality] policy of half a century for the sake of an extended cotton trade, and to purchase the favors of Charleston and Milledgeville by recognizing what…impels African labor toward the tropics on the other side of the Atlantic?”

Now the answer was edging toward “yes.” The South seemed on the verge of nailing down a partnership with England that could make it the military and economic equal of the Union. Perhaps the rest of Europe would follow.

It was in this hopeful climate that CSS Nashville, having burned and sunk a fine U.S. merchant vessel, then docked at Southampton on November 21, the first ship to display the Confederate flag in British waters. For weeks, young Third Lieutenant Whittle witnessed a stream of welcoming visits laid on by British dignitaries. Towering over all of them, his white muttonchops fierce and his gaze steely, would be one of the titans of nineteenth-century geopolitics: the seventy-seven-year-old Henry Temple, the third Viscount Palmerston.

The once and future British prime minister deeply favored the Confederacy. It was Palmerston who had engineered the May recognition of the South as a belligerent. It was Palmerston who had thrown a torch on the Trent tinderbox by thundering to Parliament, “You may stand for this, but damned if I will!” and firing off an ultimatum to Washington demanding the diplomats’ release—to which Lincoln wisely, if bitterly, acceded. Yet Palmerston’s sympathy with the South was anything but sentimental. Since 1850 he had been the leading voice of Imperial Britain, obsessed with making his country the hub of what he grandly called “the new Rome”—the ruler of the world. He quietly hungered not so much to align Britain with the South as to claim those cotton and tobacco fields for the Crown, along with Europe, Russia, and the old Ottoman empire. Moreover, a severed America would be a crippled military threat. And slavery? Lord Palmerston did not understand the bother. His own servants seemed perfectly content.

Lord Palmerston’s visit aboard Nashville occurred on Saturday, December 14, and coincided with some very bad news: bad for his empire-building schemes, and therefore bad news for the Confederacy.

Prince Albert, the Queen’s beloved husband, had died at forty-one, succumbing to typhoid fever. Albert was no player in the diplomatic world, but he was the emotional fulcrum for Queen Victoria’s life and the father of their nine children. His adoring widow immediately secluded herself, and would mourn his death for forty years. Victoria’s sympathies favored the South, but Palmerston understood the calamity almost at once: her grief would virtually disable her, and prevent the viscount from urging her royal imprimatur on an alliance. Even in happy times, Victoria disliked her calculating prime minister. Palmerston’s zeal for world dominion far exceeded her own—and besides, he’d been caught once trying to seduce one of her ladies-in-waiting. Hardly what one would call proper Victorian form.

The Confederates aboard Nashville could scarcely divine these currents, yet Lieutenant Pegram gallantly—and immediately—lowered the Confederate flag at the news. It did not go unnoticed. “Ours was one of the first flags half-masted at Southampton in recognition of the sad event which stirred the running hearts of a nation who revered their queen’s husband,” Whittle later wrote.

The implications of Nashville’s presence in the harbor changed abruptly from polite and political to precarious when a formidable predator materialized: the USS Tuscarora, commanded by Captain. T. A. M. Craven, bent on avenging the loss of Harvey Birch. Fast and heavily armed, Tuscarora docked imposingly close to the Confederate ship. Clearly, capture or destruction was on its agenda: a large, deadly cat beginning to toy with the rat in its trap. “She resorted to every expedient to watch us,” wrote Whittle, “and took a position to prevent our escape.”

Luckily for the Rebels, either the Admiralty acted without her, or the moment was so incendiary that the queen set aside her grief long enough to remind Captain Craven, through her ministers, of Britain’s neutrality. Any confrontation within British waters would be treated as a violation of this neutrality, and dealt with harshly by Her Majesty’s navy. The two ships were enjoined to leave the harbor twenty-four hours apart. Tuscarora, its tail twitching, slunk out of Southampton
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