“THis COUNTRY NOw OCCUPIES
THE VANTAGE GROUND:

UNDERSTANDING JOHN ERICSSON’'S MONITORS AND THE

AMERICAN UNIONS WAR AGAINST BriTisH NAvAL SUPREMACY

by Howard . Fuller

n 5 August 2002, the National Oceanic and
Armospheric Administration (NOAA) and
the U.S. Navy at last salvaged the turret of the
original ironclad-battery Monitor, complete with
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dents from the famous battle of Hampton Roads
(9 March 1862) against the CSS Virginia (or
“Merrimac’), along with the ship’s anchor, engine,
shaft, and propeller.! It seems in fact that history
is finally catching up, piece by piece, with America’s
most famous—and most misunderstood—class of
naval warship.

Now is the time, therefore, for us to clarify ex-
actly why the Monitor was so very important to the
Union during the American Civil War. Much con-
troversy, both now and then, has surrounded the
vessel, from whether or not she was a successful
warship to her legendary status as the product of ei-
ther “American myth-making” or simple historical
fact.? Yet her inventor, John Ericsson, made it abun-
dantly clear what a “Monitor” was about when he
named her:

The Navy Department at Washington having,
shortly before the launch, requested me to sug-
gest an appropriate name for the impregnable
turreted steam battery, I addressed a letter to
the Assistant Secretary of the Navy, saying:
“The impregnable and aggressive character of
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this structure will admonish the leaders of the
Southern Rebellion that the batteries on the
banks of their rivers will no longer present bar-
riers to the entrance of the Union forces. The
iron-clad intruder will thus prove a severe mon-

itor to those leaders.”

Usually, when this letter is quoted, the passage
above is followed by the concluding statement:
“On these and many similar grounds, I propose to
name the new battery Monitor.” However, Ericsson
continued: “But there are other leaders who will
also be startled and admonished by the booming of
the guns from the impregnable iron turret”:

“Downing Street” will hardly view with
indifference this last “Yankee notion,” this
monitor. To the Lords of the Admiralty the new
craft will be a monitor, suggesting doubts as to

the propriety of completing those four steel
ships at three and a half million apiece.
On these and many similar grounds, I pro-

pose to name the new battery Monitor3

To evaluate the Monitor-class of warship, it is
essential to explore first the full historical context
of this letter to Assistant Secretary Gustavus Fox
dated 20 January 1862.

ErreCT OF THE TRENT AFFAIR

Ericsson’s allusion to “Downing Street” was
aimed at the recent New Year's Day conclusion of
the Trent Affair, when the two captured Southern
emissaries to England and France, James Mason
and John Slidell, were released from Federal incar-
ceration, and a third American conflict with the
British Empire—this time in the midst of a civil

Salvaging of Monitor turret. Courtesy of Monitor Center website.
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war—was barely avoided.* The end of the Trent
Affair, as such, was the greatest diplomatic humil-
iation suffered by President Abraham Lincoln’s ad-
ministration, especially since it came at the end of
a British cannon (although even the generally bel-
licose New York Herald accepted the rationale that
disavowing the seizure of Mason and Slidell from
the 7rent vindicated Americas traditional policy of
“freedom of the seas,” while depriving the South of
its greatest hope—a war between England and the
Northern states.)’ Had he refused the ultimatum
of Lord Palmerston’s government, no amount of in-
ternational law at the beginning of 1862 could have
prevented the huge Royal Navy from counter-
blockading the North and overwhelming its coastal

defenses.® This was even more so since most navies
were still measured by overall numbers of wooden
steamships (themselves classed by overall numbers
of guns), despite the fact that the broadside-iron-
clad HMS Warrior was finally ready for sea and the
Monitor herself, at the time Ericsson named her, was
only ten days from launching. Even as early in the
Civil War as June 1861, Palmerston was very keen
to utilize ironclads in a show of force against the
Union, for “their going could produce no bad
Impression here, and depend upon it as to
Impression in the United States the Yankees will be
violent and threatening in Proportion to our local
weakness and civil and pacific in Proportion to our
increasing local strength.™”

USS Monitor, spring 1862. Courtesy of U.S. Naval Historical Center website.

Vorume Sixrv-Two, NumBer ONE - 93



Congress was more than bitter about the
Union’s weakness, exclaiming that England’s “stan-
dard of right has been, is, and will be, the interests
of England. There is nothing in the law of nature
or of nations that will stand in the way of her im-
perious will.”8 British naval might seemed behind
British political and legal right. At the same time,
Blackwood s Magazine made this point:

the Americans have been coerced into an act of
justice, which they performed with the worst
possible grace; and we are frankly assured that

a time is coming, when they mean to take am-
ple vengeance for present humiliations. It ap-
pears, then, that a war with the Federal States

Wiaiting for an Answer in Punch, 14 December
1861,
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Columbia’s Fix in Punch, 28 December 1861.

of America is only deferred. If not imminent,
it is pretty sure to come sooner or later.”

Thus the original Moenitor, according to
Ericsson, was now openly intended to deter at least
the wooden ships of the Royal Navy from further
influencing U.S. policy. Indeed, when Cornelius
Bushnell, Ericsson’s earliest backer, first exhibited
the Monitor plans to Secretary of the Navy Gideon
Welles, in September 1861, he announced that an
anxious President Lincoln “need not further worry
about foreign interference; I [have] discovered the
means of perfect protection.”!?



BriTisH REacTiONS TO THE MONITOR

We do not have enough space here to go into
the extraordinary reaction of Great Britain to news
of the battle of Hampton Roads; nevertheless, a few
illustrations reveal a remarkable transformation of
attitude. In reply to Ericsson’s published letter on
the naming—and nature—of the Monitor, the
London 7imes had this statement:

We are much obliged to Mr. Ericsson for
his hint. We take the warning as it was given,
and acknowledge with all frankness that “this
last Yankee notion” merits all the attention
which he claims foriit. . . .

At Washington, says our Special
Correspondent, “the common remark is that
the naval supremacy of Great Britain is dis-
posed of.” We don’t think it will be disposed of
quite so easily, and yet the conclusion has re-
ally berter warrant than usual. . . . Six months

ago the Secretary of the Admiralty described

M HARPER'S WEEKLY.

our active force afloat as 19 line-of-battle ships,
two iron-cased frigates, 38 frigates and corvertes,
and 90 sloops. Of all this force there are but two
vessels thar could be relied upon to meet such
a ship as the Monitor.!!

In Parliament, it was also tellingly reflected
that “the great question of iron-plated ships against
wooden vessels had been brought to an issue, and,
happily, without any action on our part.” News of
the American naval battle, with its impervious iron-
clads, struck even deeper against government plans
already underway for exorbitant coastal
fortifications. It was to save face for Palmerston’s
anti-French forts—and his own expensive seagoing
ironclad program—that the Duke of Somerset, the
first lord of the Admiralty, famously ridiculed the
Monitor as “something between a raft and a diving
bell” in the House of Lords; while the prime min-
ister himself, never very confident in the partially-
armored Warrior that he privately expressed to
Somerset as “a fine yacht, but not an efhcient Ship

Py 10, 1562,

A PROMISE FULFILLED.

Jommxy, that's the o build a Yacht!
{Sin Zomalon Panchy Sy,

Brorses Josaruas, * Thers, A
sbays [l show you bow w make a Manol-War,

A Promise Fulfilled in Harpers Weekly, ro May 1862.
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John Ericsson. Courtesy of U.S. Naval Historical

Center website.

of War,” now defended her in the Commons as “a
very splendid ship” almost solely on the basis that
she was at least seagoing, unlike “floating batrter-
"12 “Only think of our position,” wrote the for-
eign secretary, Lord Russell, to Palmerston, “if in
case of the Yankees turning upon us they should by
means of iron ships renew the triumphs they

ies.

achieved in 1812—13 by means of superior size and
weight of metal.”!3 The U.S. minister to Britain,
Charles Francis Adams, meanwhile noted the
change: “the effect is to diminish the confidence in
the result of hostilities with us. In December we
were told that we should be swept from the ocean
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in a moment, and all our ports taken. They do not
talk so now."” 14

EricssonN’s DepiNiTION OF “Navar Power”

Shortly after the Monitor checked the Virginia
at Hampton Roads, Ericsson wrote Secretary of
State William Seward that “the state of the naval de-
fences of the country being so intimately connected
with its international relations, I deem it my durty
to report to you that under orders from the
Secretary of the Navy, keels for six vessels of the
Monitor class of increased size and speed have al-
ready been laid.” Their ultimate purpose was to de-
stroy oceangoing broadside-ironclads through a
combination of greater maneuverability, lighter
draft for coastal operations, greater protection in the
form of low freeboard submersion and thicker,
more concentrated armor, and deadlier firepower—
now measured in caliber of gun, not numbers.
These “recent developments in naval warfare,”
Ericsson declared, “tend to prove that this country
now occupies the vantage ground.”'> With ship-to-
ship superiority confirmed, it would be suicide for
a maritime power such as England to risk either
wooden steam ships of the line or her magnificent,
though comparatively lightly-armored, broadside-
gunned ironclads for at least the crucial duration
of the Civil War—the most vulnerable period in the
nation’s international as well as domestic history.'®

This was confirmed in September 1862 follow-
ing Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamartion (after
the battle of Antietam), when the British cabinet,
fearing a grisly slave uprising in the South remi-
niscent of the ferocious Sepoy Muriny in India
(1857—58), debated a French proposal to co-inter-
vene.!” Secretary for War Sir George Lewis put in
a printed memo what practical factor, among oth-
ers, influenced their decision not to try and stop the
Civil War. Even if Britain and France had “the
right to intervene,” he wrote, large transatlantic de-
ployments (of “peace-keeping” troops) were
“difficult and expensive,” suggesting bitter memo-
ries of the recent war in the Crimea against Imperial



HMS Warrior in 1862 in Warrior: The World s First Ironclad Then and Now by Andrew Lambert (London: Conway
Maritime Press, 1987), 27.

Russia, while “the wooden ships of Europe would
encounter the small iron-cased steamers of
America, which, though not seagoing ships, would
prove destructive in the ports and rivers.”'8

This was a conclusion, moreover, that the
Admiralty—whose business it was to know—also
reached. Although he strongly objected to Union
monitors as a model for the Royal Navy in general,
the commander-in-chief of the North American
and West Indian Station, Vice Admiral Sir
Alexander Milne, recognized that their potency for
harbor and coast defense had completely upset the
balance of power in North America. Following
news of the naval action at Hampron Roads, Milne,
surveying the most powerful British fleet ever as-
sembled at Bermuda, wrote privately to an
Admiralty Board member that “if these ships of the
line now here were cut up into small vessels, they
would be of use to me, but except for
Demonstrations clear of Merrimac and Monitor,
they are no use.”!? The Controller of the Royal
Navy (the influential equivalent of Fox), Admiral

Robert Spencer Robinson, also acknowledged
Ericsson’s “riddle” for British naval supremacy.
With various Union ironclad descriptions before
him, from American newspapers and Royal Navy
officers under Milne’s command, Robinson re-
ported that “there appears to be no novel or im-
portant principle elucidated by these construc-
tions.” Those that “seem to possess sea going qual-
ities,” particularly the experimental broadside-iron-
clad USS New Ironsides, “are in no way superior to
the French Gloire or Invincible or the Ships of the
Royal Oak class.” The obvious bulk of the armored
Federal warships were “mere Rafts carrying very few
heavy guns propelled at moderate speed, and
though perfectly well adapted for the Inland waters
of that great Continent, and most formidable as
Harbour Defences, are not in any sense sea going
Ships of War”:

This is not said with any view of dis-
paraging the Skill and industry which has been

displayed in their construction, still less with
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any intention of undervaluing the enormous
defensive power which has thus been devel-
oped: a power which I believe renders the
Americans practically unassailable in their own
warers. . . .

If again, Admiral Milne means that we
have not yet an Iron plated Flotilla capable of
going into the inland waters, rivers and
Harbors of the United States, and when there,
able to fight an Action on equal terms with the
description of Vessels which will be found
awaiting us, he is perfectly right and it will be
only necessary to observe that such a proceed-
ing on our part is simply impossible.?

TuE THREAT OF FOREIGN INTERFERENCE GROWS

Congress, meanwhile, was in a spending mood
far beyond the needs of the Union Navy. The sum
of ten million dollars was appropriated for “20
more ironclads,” in addition to the $1.5 million al-
ready invested for the three initial prototypes, the
Galena, New Ironsides, and Moniter—and after

AN ADVOUATE OF MORAL FORCH
Burmsn Ling (sele) “This hain't the weed 1o tako—lem! bt *Circnms.

hattitude wo used
| stances halter Coses.' Tbmll'hm_‘\'ﬂh of the Yankeos — lhem!—yes! We mmt try

the * Peotreble Remoastraice®

An Advocate of Moral Force in Harpers Weekly, 31
May 1862.

I MOKITORS " MONADNOCK,™ " CANONICUR,” “MANOPAC,” AND * BAUGUR™ AT ANCHON WEAN FORT FISMER DUNING & GALE. [AFTER LITHOGRARN &F ENBICOTT & ey
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Various monitors at sea in the Fort Fisher Campaign, 1864, published in “The Monitors” by John Ericsson in
palg P Y

Century Magazine, 31:2 (December 1885): 289.
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Hampton Roads this was raised to nearly thirty mil-
lion dollars—but another ten million dollars was
devoted to Union coastal fortifications.?! This was
followed closely by a ten-million-dollar bill calling
for an improved interior canal network that would
link the Great Lakes with the Mississippi River—
all in anticipation of hostilities with Englan
Even the first transcontinental railroad was urged
on the floor of the House by reason that it would
help protect California from strategic isolation in
an Anglo-American conflict.?

Nor were these considerations entirely ground-
less. British reinforcements to Canada, although
themselves defensive by nature, were seen as threat-
ening; while Napoleon III's extended imperial
“visit” to Mexico, with large French military and

naval forces, only heightened a sense that the
United States was now surrounded by European en-
emies—the nightmare scenario that prompred the
Monroe Doctrine in 1823—as much as it was di-
vided from within by “Southern traitors.” What
started as the North’s “personal” irritation with
Queen Victoria’s Proclamation of Neutrality at the
start of the conflict (which automatically granted
the Confederates belligerent rights), nearly turned
to war over the Trent; but ever-present was the
threat of British and French intervention in the
conflict, whether to relieve themselves of the cot-
ton shortage imposed by the Union blockade or for
strictly humanitarian reasons.?! Britain’s largely
ruling-class sympathy with the Southern aristoc-
racy, in addition to its contempt for popular

L
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The Rod in Pickle in Harpers Weekly, 8 August 1862.
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Rodman 15-inch smoothbore. Courtesy of U.S.
National Archives.

democracy, was also well known. William Howard
Russell of the London Times recorded these re-
marks in his diary:

There is after all great satisfaction among the
representative property men & tories in
England with the ruprure in America & I con-
fess for one that I agree in thinking this war if
it be merely a lesson will be of use. . . . Had
there been a possibility in human nature to
make laws withourt faction & interest & to
employ popular institutions without intrigue
& miserable self seeking the condition of parts
of the U.S. does no doubr cause regret that it
did not occur here, but the strength of the
U.S. employed by passion interest self seeking
became dangerous to other nations & therefore
there is an utter want of sympathy with them
in their time of trouble & England regards the
North without fear, favour or affection & in
spite of liberty rather favours the South.?

When British subjects began constructing and
manning fast blockade runners, commerce raiders,
and even ironclad rams for the Confederacy—uti-
lizing British naval bases in Halifax, Bermuda, and
the West Indies—the American Civil War took on
a different dimension that historians tend to over-
look, though the phrase “Anglo-Rebel” fills con-
temporary newspapers, political debates, and pri-
vate letters.26 Indeed, the greatest threat to the sur-
vival of the nation throughout the American Civil
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Dahlgren 15-inch smoothbores. Courtesy of US

National Archives.

War arguably came from the great powers, not the
South. Itis significant that the first official naval his-
tory of the Civil War saw the Union Navy’s primary
victory as having “saved us from foreign interven-
tion that could not have been otherwise avoided,”
adding almost as an afterthought, “while at the
same time its labors in putting down the rebellion
have been far greater than has been generally sup-
posed.”?” When we recall what foreign recogni-
tion and assistance meant for the original thirteen
colonies struggling for independence, we can see
how important this hope was for the Southern
states. How long could the Confederacy hold out
without blockade running to and from England?2
Chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations
Committee Charles Sumner informed his English
friend Richard Cobden of the situation:

[Olur people are becoming more and more
excited, &c., there are many who insist upon
war, A very important person said to me yes-
terday—“we are now at war with England, but
the hostilities are all on her side.”??

Union RESPONSES TO AN
“AncLo-REBEL” THREAT

The result of this attention on the “Anglo-
Rebel” threat was the development of ironclad-
killing weapons, the monster 15- and later 20-inch
Rodman and Dahlgren smoothbores, mounted in
both the new fortifications and the monitors, re-



French 7-inch-steel armor plate target penetrated by a 15-inch shot. Courtesy of U.S. Archive Record Group 74,

Entry 99 (“Reports of Target practice, 1862-1866"), vol. 3.

spectively. Fox confirmed this strategy when he
wrote to the Navy’s Bureau of Ordnance that the
U.S. had to “keep pace, and lead, if possible, in the
production of smooth bore and rifled guns of such
calibres and velocities as shall be irresistible zgainst
anything possible to construct which will cross the
ocean.” The Bureau subsequently proved Fox and
Ericsson’s belief that the 15-inch gun would be
supreme at effective combat ranges. “Target 57,”
that included a large, s-inch thick, rolled iron plate
from John Brown and Company of Shefhield, was
punched clean through, in addition to “Target
s1"—a rolled plate six inches thick procured from
a reputable French manufacturer.3! According to .
P. Baxter, “when Fox sent [Ericsson] a plan of one
of the Laird rams . . . [he] replied ‘such a ginger-
bread affair must not come near our XV inch bull-
dogs in their impregnable kennels.”32 It is impor-

tant to note that the “fever” over Confederate iron-
clad-rams added ro this concern.

Yet Ericsson, Fox, and the Union Navy’s am-
bitions reached far beyond the American coast-
line. Even as Ericsson boasted to Seward of the geo-
strategic value of the Passaic-class coastal moni-
tors, he also wrote to Fox that “the national con-
test for supremacy is now fairly inaugurated,” for
to break up any distant blockade of the Northern
States, or engage broadside-ironclads on the open
sea, Ericsson also proposed a “super” monitor-ram
fully twice the size of the original. The vessel would
continue to forego the tactical weaknesses associ-
ated with sails and rigging in combat (in addition
to the much larger crew of sailors needed to work
them), in favor of a massive coal-carrying capacity
of one thousand tons. Low freeboard of hull, also
permissible without masts, would continue to al-
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USS Wampanoag. Courtesy of U.S. Naval Historical Center website.

low the maximum concentration of armor along
the waterline, while forming an unusually steady
gun platform for the heaviest possible guns—
mounted behind fifteen inches of turret armor.
Gigantic engines in the larger hull were expected to
make sixteen knots.?3 “Sir William [Armstrong]
may do his best,” wrote Ericsson, “but we will
make floating targets which he cannot demolish
and guns that will sink any thing his country can
put to sea.” 4

Added to this, Welles informed Congress in his
annual report dated 1 December 1862 that “we
must have a formidable Navy, not only of light
draught vessels to guard our extensive and shallow
coast, but one that with vessels always ready for
service, and of sufficient size to give them speed, can
seek and meet an enemy on the ocean.” The re-
sult of this appeal was the establishment of the
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League Island dockyard at Philadelphia to facilitate
the construction of a full-scale, wide-ranging iron-
clad navy that had nothing to do with the prose-
cution of the war against the Rebellion and every-
thing to do with a war against British naval and
maritime supremacy. The following year Welles
also revealed plans for a class of “super-Alabamas,”
“with which to sweep the ocean, and chase and
hunt down the vessels of an enemy.”36

It was this combination of plans and proof in
the shape of warships already built and under con-
struction by 1864 that led Admiralty-appointed
naval observer Captain James G. Goodenough,
R.N., to report to the worried British minister to
the United States, Lord Lyons, that “this country
is preparing for war against a maritime power by
aiming at destroying its commerce and protecting
its [own] ports with vessels of a peculiar construc-



tion and by breaking a blockade of any of its ports
with [the] aid of swift manageable invulnerable
vessels.”” Nor was this development necessarily in-
consistent with the Union’s foreign policy. Lincoln
himself declared towards the end of the Civil War
that “England will live to regret her inimical atri-
tude toward us.” The resolution of the Zrent Affair
was “a pretty bitter pill to swallow, but I contented
myself with believing that England’s triumph in the
matter would be short-lived, and that after ending
our war successfully we would be so powerful that
we could call her to account for all the embarrass-
ments she had inflicted upon us.”38

CONCLUSION
Understanding the monitors means under-

standing the Civil War, not exclusively one of
North and South, but an international contest be-

tween the two great English-speaking peoples of the
mid-Victorian era. The “iron shield” of the
American republic—struggling for its survival
against slave-holding factions from within and
from British support via commerce raiders and
blockade runners—was Fox and Ericsson’s idio-
syncratic force of monitors, that the Royal Navy
simply could not challenge. On 23 December 1861,
the height of the 7rent crisis, Ericsson wrote this to
Welles: “Our gun boats or floating batteries, since
they lack speed, size and many other potent ele-
ments of the large European iron clad war ships will
be worthless unless absolutely impregnable and ca-
pable of carrying the heaviest ordnance.” The orig-
inal Monitor, still under construction, possessed
“the properties called for, requiring only increased
substance of turret plate and to be armed with 15-
inch guns to bid defiance to any war ship afloat.”®
Following the ironclad stalemate at Hampron

The naval assault on Charleston Harbor, 7 April 1863, from Battles and Leaders of the Civil War edited by Robert
Underwood Johnson and Clarence Clough Buel (1887; reprint, New York: Castle Books, 1956), 4:38.
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Roads, Ericsson further assured the secretary that
the new, enhanced monitors were “exactly what we
most need” on the basis “thar there are no vessels yet
produced in Europe that could sustain an en-
counter with the fleet of turret vessels now build-
ing under your orders.”40

Previously, Welles had replied to the Senate
Naval Committee’s request for particulars on the
navy’s ironclad lineup that “the Department does
not propose to confine itself exclusively to any par-
ticular plan yet offered burt proposes to avail itself
of the experience which will be gained in the con-
struction of those now going forward, one of which
will soon be tested in actual conflict.” This referred
to the expected duel with the converted Merrimac,
and of the three original Union ironclads con-
tracted, only the Monitor would possibly be ready
in time. He also noted, however, that “the ends pro-
posed for the gunboar class is to reduce all the
fortified sea ports of the enemy and open their

harbors to the Union army.”#! This was a significant
caveat not mentioned by Ericsson, who based his
conception of a superior ironclad more on a con-
centrated, thicker armor scheme and larger though
fewer guns; specifically, an ironclad-killing ironclad,
or “machine.”

Because of this discrepancy, the Passaic-class
monitors proved to be of limited value in bom-
barding Confederate land works, as during the
great naval assault on Charleston’s defenses of 7
April 1863, where a rapid suppressing fire counted
more than individual weight of shell.#2 Their de-
fensive powers, on the other hand, were extraordi-
nary. At less than eight hundred yards, USS Passaic
(844 tons, with a crew of only seventy) was struck
thirty-five times in under forty minutes, though
firing only thirteen times in return. A month be-
fore, she was struck thirty-four times in an attack
against Fort McAllister. “One of my officers who

was below,” reported her commanding officer,

g

THE MONITOR ** WEEHAWKEN" CAPTURING THE CONFEDERATE IRON-CLAD RAM ‘‘ ATLANTA,"
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WARSAW SOUND, GEORGIA, JUNE 17, 1863.

Capture of the Confederate ironclad-ram Atlanta, 17 June 1863, from Battles and Leaders of the Civil War edited
by Robert Underwood Johnson and Clarence Clough Buel (1887; reprint, New York: Castle Books, 1956), 4:42.
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Salvaged turret of the Monitor. Courtesy of

Maenitor Center websire,

Caprain Percival Drayton, “tells me that at one
time in a few seconds he counted fifteen shot which
passed over his head just above the deck, and at
times the whistling was so rapid he could not keep
count at all.”#3 In fact, by the end of 1863, Welles
was responding to a complaint from another mon-
itor captain that “neither the XI inch smooth bore
nor the VIII inch rifle can penetrate the armor of
the rebel iron clads, and in a contest with them,
only the 15 inch gun can be effective, according to
the experience derived from the contest between the
Atlanta and the Weehawken. In a contest with sand
batteries, broadside vessels are required, so that it
is immaterial whether the guns are 15, 11 or 8 inch.
Against the exposed masonry of forts we have the
testimony of our own officers and the rebels that the
15 inch gun is the most effective.”#4

Then again, when the Confederate States Navy
ventured to oppose these monitors, the results were

disastrous. The casemate-ram CSS Atlanta was
forced to surrender after five shots from the mon-
itor Weehawken (17 June 1863); the mighty Zennessee
was pounded into submission at Mobile Bay (5
August 1864) first by the 11-inch guns of the river
monitor Chickasaw, and then the 15-inch guns of
the Manhattan, while the Virginia Il was heavily
damaged by the double-turreted Onondaga at
Trent’s Reach (24 January 1865).45 At the same
time, public and professional opinion in Great
Britain was turning against the broadside-ironclad
principle.6 The London Mechanics’ Magazine, ju-
bilantly quoted by Scientific American, wrote that
“the fleet of experimental iron-clads, of which the
Warrior is the type, must, if they are to be in a con-
dition to cope with the armor-plated ships of for-
eign powers, be reconstructed. . . . The remedy is
a bitter pill for the Government to swallow; but
there is no avoiding it.”4” Even the London 7imes
admitted that, for all intents and purposes, “a per-
fect Ironclad is an imperfect seaboat”—a momen-
tous though unconscious distinction between what
may be termed tactical and strategic naval su-
premacy.i8 Which was more important, and upon
that was the other based?

What we see, therefore, in the recent salvaging
of the original Monitor is not just a forgotten war-
ship; indeed, the Monitor's place in American and
naval history has been assured since 1862. What we
see is the primary weapon in a forgotten war—an
entire dimension of the American Civil War—that
was never fought. Probably as a consequence of
their much more decisive though less obvious de-
terrent success, John Ericsson’s monitors have been
understood only in relation to Confederate de-
fenses, rather than as a “national defense system” of
the most sophisticated war machines of their day,
conceived and manufactured on an unprecedented,
industrialized scale against the offensive capability
of the world’s greatest naval power. In that respect,
perhaps, they were the timely fulfillment of Thomas
Jefferson’s dream of strategic isolation secured by a
host of comparatively inexpensive gunboats—not
a “Blue Water” navy.4?
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