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THE STORY

OF TOE

CONFEDERATE STATES SHIP “ VIRGINIA,”

1ONCE MERRIMAC.)

AN artiele in the Army and Nawy Jowrnal, Juoe 13th, entided
The * Monitor" and the '* Merrimae,” iz one of the very cholcest
specimens yet produced of the Northern mode of manufaeturing
history. A grand victory ia claimed for tho ' Monifor,” whereas a
mors palpable, undeniable defeat shall never have been recorded in
payal history, The proofs are heing proparcd by those who were
actors in the drama, who will produce facts and figures, chapter and
verse, bearings and distaneces. In the meantime here is o brief
statement (written hastily and from memery), by a Confederate
soldier, who, from @ safe position saw the fight, It is intended only
as & light four-pounder rocket; eeveral 200 pound chilled bolis,
conical, will follow. We muat sow settle all disputed questions and
rench the fucts, for it is time that the great fight should pass into
history.

It remaing to bo seon whether it would not have been wiser in the
Federals to have remained content, with our tacil acquicscence (to
our shame be it eaid), in their brazen claim, as st first slowly aod
insidioualy 2et up, to & ** drawn battle.”

And here I would observe that the writer shows the stereotyped
Yankee passion for ringing all the olmn&el upon the word ** Rebel”
and its compounds. Now, we Confederates, often soc in print
*¢ the foul dishonoring word” (only less offemsive than traiterous
renegade), and hear it sometimes used in & general collective way,
but individually applied, and viva voce, we never hear it. Curious!!

And first, a few words ms to the Virginia., The Federals,
previous to their flight from Norfulk, had burnt all the United Statea
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Government vessels; and we, taking from the mud the hulk of the
frigate Merrimae, built over it a roof of two-inch iron plates, and
cleaping up the hull and overkouling the cogines, we formally
named the new craft ** Virginiz,” 22 we lavled her out of dock,
and that model sailor and gentleman, the gallant Buchanan, tock
command, She was put up in the roughest way; but the fatal
defect in Ler construction was, that the iron shield cxtended enly &
few inches below the water-line. A shell or iwo amidships, between
wind and water (sho had mo knuckle), and lLer carcer was closed.
She drew 22 feet of water, was in every respect ill-proportioned and
l.op-henvy ; and what with ber immense lcngﬂl and wretched engines
{than which & mere ill-contrived, spraddlieg and unrelizble pair
were pever made, —fuiling on ope oceasion while the ship was under
fire,} she was little more manageable than a timber-raft.

In his report te Com. Tattpal, April bih, *62, Chicf Engineer
Ramsay says: . . . . . ‘‘Theeogines gave out yesterdey,
as I had oceasion fo report to you, after running only a few hours;
and =8 [ cannot insure their working any length of time consecn-
tively, I deem it my duty to make this report. . . . .
Each time that wo have gone down to the Roads T bave had to mlﬂ;u
repairs, which eould not have becn done aboard ship very well, or,
if done at all, would bave requived o great deal of time,”

The cquarters for the crew were damp, ill-ventilated and
unhealthy; ene-third of the men were always on the sick-list, and
upon being transferred to the hospital, they would convalesee imme-
diately, Sbe steered very badly, and both her rodder and screw
were wholly unprotected. Her batlery was magnificent, of course,
for Catesby Roger Jomes had planned and equipped it; and that
be had no peer in this branch of his profession (ordnance), I believe
that every fair man in the ** old navy " will concede.

The day sfter our return to Nerfolk, in reply to the question,
addressed individually, to every officer and scaman of each division,
they said, to a wan, that they were unable to suggest any,—the
alightest alteration, which would increase the efficiency of the battery;
oot 50 much as by the twisting, or unlwisting of a rope yarn,

Afler the Virginia had onpihilated the Federal fleet, and beaten
off the Moniter, our people, who, cutside of maval eircles, knew
nothing whatever of her construction, expected her {o aceomplish all
manner of impossible absurditics, She was first to fake Washington,
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then New York, and after raicing the blockade of the Scuthern
ports, she was to rivel the splendid carcer of the Alabamaz. The
truth was, that the ship was not weatherly enongh, to move in Hamp-
ton Roade, at all times, wilh safety, and she never should have been
found wore than three hours sail from a machine shop. The
wildest suggestions were gravely urged upon the Navy Department ;
but T remember that the Monitor was never considered the smallest
obstacle to her movements, inland or seaward. We conaidered fer,
as she proved to be, hore du combat.

With this huge, unwieldy make-shift, then, and (so characteristic
of Buchanan's Jush, without the slightest trial or experimental trip
for we bhad only warped her from dock to doek), officered with the
very cream of the old navy, and menned by us gallant a erew as
ever fought in & good cause—Southern born almost to & man—we
steamed ont on that beautifal Saturday morning, freighted down to
the very guards, with the tearful prayers and hopes of a whole
people, heroieally struggling against overwhelming odds, to dissolve
a hated political partnorship, into which they had been inveigled,
and which had now become notsome and tncesfuons—and fighting to
the death, only that they might govern their own soil in their own
way. Every man snd officer well understood the desperate hazards
of the approaching fight ; the utter feebleness of their ship, and the
terrible efficieney of the enemy's magnificent flect. Most of them
bad taken, as they supposed, = Inst farewell of wives, children,
friends, and bad set in order their worldly affaira.  All the licuten-
ants {Joncs excepted) rhortly before, and for the first time, bad in
their respective churches—Protestant and Catholie—publiely par-
taken of the Holy Sacrament of the Lord's Supper. Of the
devotedness, of the unselfish, patriotic purity of motive, which now
led them, to give their lives to their Country, the Searcher of all
hearts know.

Bhe had been so crowded, with mechapics from the yard, that
thero had been littlo opportunity to drill or cxercise the crew. Up
to the very hour of sailing, she had been awarming with works
men, and shke was actually in motion ae the last of them, and the
writer jumped ashore. Soys Lieutenant Eggleston in o letter, * We
thowght we were going upon sn ordinary trial trip. I know of no
other officer except Joho Taylor Wood, who would have wound up
a trial trip as our grand old Hero, Buchonan, did in Hempton
Roads that day.”
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1t had just gone three bells, and the vesscl having passed the ob-
structions, Buchanan addressed his erew:—*' Sailors:—In a few
moments you will have the long expected npportunity for showing
your devotion to our cause. [Remember that you are sbout to strike
for your country, for your wives, your children, your homes, for the
right. Beat to quarters.” And now, before fifty minutes have
elapsed, we are at Newport News, where lie at anchor the Cumber-
land and Congress; burrying up from Old Point in all * the pride
and pomp and circumstance of glorious war,” we see the splendid
frigates Minnesota, and Roanoke and Si. Lawrcnee. About 8 P.M.,
we began the fight with a shot from our bow gun; it killed and
wounded ten men at tho after pivot gun of the Cumberland. Our
second shot killed and wounded twelve men at her forward pivot gun.
Both guna were pointed and fired by Lt. Chas. Simms. Wao give
the Congress u broadside as we pass, which was handsomely returned,
but the pilot at the wheel has drawn a bead wpon the Cumberland,
o0d holds her true as the peedle for the doomed ehip. It is justa
little past slack water, snd the Cumberland, haviog swung arcund
about three-quarters, is lying slightly athwart the stream and is just
about tantcning her eable to the young flood, She gives us another
splendid broadside as we near her. Relentless as Fate we rush down
upon her, ond crushing through the barrieade of heavy spars (tor-
pedo fendere), we strike helow the starboard fore chains and crash
far into her hull, The chief engineer, waiting with inbense anxiety
to reverse the engines, ne ordered, could not fix upon the instant of
concussion, g0 slight had been the shock to us.

We back off, and now, the blue waters aro rushing in, to fill the
cavern, we have made in the beautiful frigate; she reels, ond rolls,
and staggers, ond now the waves emgulf her, carrying down that
hated flag,—to us, the cmblem of 80 mueh wrong, and oppression,
and sorrow.

Delicious recollection! Bhe was at tho bottom within twenty
minutes after we struck, and was so gallantly fought, that in fhat
time, she did us more domege than all the rest of the Yankee flect
together—Monitor included. We bead up stream a short distance,
in order that we may turn and come down upon the Congress. In
the hope that we had retired from the unequsl fight, there was great
Yankee cheering ashore and aflost. It was poon changed to lamen-
tation and flight. Terrified at the fate of their consort, they make
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it a enge of saurve qui peut,—did those skedaddling warriors, who
with musie and banners, bad just now come sailing down so proudly
to fight us. In their terrified flight, they plump the Congress and
Minnesota ashore, the Roanoke and St Lawrence gucceed in meking
their cecape. And now we have closed with the Congrees, delib-
crately taking porition just under her counter. Her flag soon comes
down the by run. Two surrender flags are run up, and her officers
delivering up their swords, entreat that they may return, to nssist in
getting their wounded out of the ehip. Permission is piven by
Buchanan, but they never refurn,

In definzce of the usages of war os chserved, even smong say-
ages, a sharp fire is kept up from the shore baiteries, wounding
Admirsl Buchanan, Lieutenant Minor and five of their own men,
now our prisoners. We reply to this cutrage with hot ghot and in-
oendiary shell, and very soon the Corgress mokes a brilliant bon-firo
to illemine the Ronds. And now for the Minncsofe, Buot just here
o precious hour end more is lost through o distressiog error on our
side; and the pilots, nervous and timid, in the absence of all lights
snd buoys, insist upon bringing the ship to anchor while yet the day-
light lasts. Our anchor ie down under Sewell's Point, our ship
unseratehed by o pin, and in the hope that **all's well with our
noble old wounded Captain, the night wears tranquilly away. The
fite of the Cumberland had killed two men and wounded fonrteen,
end hed also corried away the muzzles of two guns, but we mever
ceased firing them, and the damage was wholly immaterial.

It was deemed of importance that no vessel of our litile fleet
should leave the Roade that unight, and se, at about dusk,
the writer, who had voluntcered, took charge of the prisoners from
the Congress. They were twenky-three (23), of whom fiva (5) bad
been bodly wounded by the Fankee fire. After o long pull against
& strong ebb tide, and a very anxious one—the wnencumbered
prigoners pumbering eighteen (18), and the encumbered boats® crew
numbering nine (3)—they were landed before midnight at the Naval
Hospital in Norfolk, two of the wounded prisoners (warines) having
died in the Signal Corpa gig, just before reaching the landing stage.

In the early morning we land our Admiral, sorely stricken, but
cheery and gane as a lion, and as soon as the barge of the Patrick
Heary returns from the duty, with our ship in '*inspection
order,” Jomes, who has succeeded to the command, gets



under way to fimish the AMinnesote. Next comes the Pafrick
Henry (once Yorkfown), commanded by Admiral John Ran-
dolph Tucker, our Princely sailor Knight, ™ so stuffed with all
honorable virtues,’” and next in the Jamestown comes our own
gallant Barney, Baltimore born; snd beveriog about us are our
dashing little mosquite flect, under Webb, and Parker, snd Alex-
ander, We soon desery a strange-locking iron tower sliding over
the waters towards uz, but it bears n hated flag, and we dash at it.
It is the Monitor, which, during the previous night, bud come in
from ses, and which, by the light of the burning Congress, had been
scen and reported by one of our pilots. In’the strong, Anglo-SBaxon
which oll good pilots affect, he remarked to a midshipman of the
watch, ' There goes that d—d Friceson,” which wo knew all about
from Yaukee newspapers.

She had been in momentary domger of foundering during the
twenty-four hours pazsage from Sandy Mook to Capo Henry, and jn
in ordinary reef topeail breeze.

And now the great fight Las begun, and Commodore Parker's
account of it [s substantially correet and foir. It will be re-
membered that this wns the first engagement of iron-olade in
the World's History, During the Crimean War two or three
French ships hed been partially ehod with iron, but they were
never brought inte action, and the experiment had as yet, therefore,
yielded no praeticsl resulte. Old things bad passsed away, and in
an instant, as it wora, the cxperiences of “*a thousand years of
battle and of breeze ™ were brought all to naught—its lessons to be
unlenrned nnd forgotten. In o new volume and npon a virgin page
was the art of naval warfare being rocorded.

Nearly two homrs have passed, aud meny & shell and shot
have been exchanged at close gquarters, with mo perceptible
damage to either. The Virginiz is discouragingly eumbrous and
unwisldy. To wind her for her broadside fire, each fire, fifieen
minutes are lost; while, during all thig time, the Menitor is whirling
around and about like a top, and by the essy working of her turret,
and her precise and rapid movement, elicits the wonder and admira-
tion of all. The ships pessed and re-passed very near each other;
frequently we delivered our brondeide at the distanoe of only & few
yards, and with no greater pereeptible effect than if we hed thrown
marblee at her.



