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ñ The H.L. Hunleyò ï Naval War Takes a Giant Leap 
 MCCWR member and U.S. Navy veteran Dick 

Worsena took center stage this month to relate the history of the 

H.L. Hunley, the first submarine in history to sink another war-

ship. This was a tale, like many in the war, of heroism and trag-

edy after triumph that rivals any other.  

 The Hunley was named after Horace Lawson Hunley, a 

lawyer from Nashville, TN, who had graduated from what is 

now Tulane University and found a job in New Orleans working 

for the collector of customs there, Francis Hatch. Hatch was an 

acquaintance of the CSA Secretary of War Leroy Pope Walker, 

and he proposed to Walker that, 

for $1,000, he could outfit a ship, 

that Hunley would command, to 

run the blockade. Walker agreed 

but the ship, the Adela,  failed in 

its mission in the end. But it 

gave Hunley an idea that could 

overcome the problems that be-

set the Adela and make him a 

little extra money to boot. 

 His idea was to create 

an underwater boat, a submarine 

in todayôs vernacular,  to attack 

enemy ships. Submarines and 

torpedoes (underwater mines) 

were not new. As far back as 

Robert Fulton in 1797, the 

thought of an armed submarine 

had been discussed. The Confederate navy sank more US ves-

sels with torpedoes than the total of all ships owned by the Con-

federate navy. The Confederacy, unlike the Union navy, saw 

submarines as a great weapon that could produce panic in the 

enemy. Hunley became friends with two men, James 

McClintock and Baxter Watson, who co-owned a machine shop 

in New Orleans. By late 1861, these three men were in fact 

working on a submarine., Of the three, it was Hunley's whoôs 

drive, energy and personal connections propelled the project.  
 The three builder/designers faced many challenges: 

How does a crew continue to breathe under water? How do you 

navigate in 3 dimensions? Once a course is set, how do you ad-

here to it? What method do you use for diving under water and 

then returning to the surface? How do you solve the issue of 

stability? Perhaps most importantly, how would the crew escape 

in an emergency? 

 The first submarine built, the Pioneer, was cigar 

shaped, 35' in length and had a beam of 4'. A manhole at the top 

of the boat allowed a 2 or 3 man crew to enter and exit. One or 

two men turned a screw propeller to power the craft. The com-

mander knelt in the mid section with his head poking into  

the conning tower and controlled the rudder and 2 diving 

planes. There was also a ballast keel and a pump which al-

lowed descent and ascent. The crew was blind underwater and 

there was no snorkel for securing fresh air. Survival was only 

through the use of ambient air. Of the many torpedo delivery 

systems available, this New Orleans group elected to drag a 

torpedo by a rope behind the boat's stern. How the torpedo 

was detonated remains unclear. This was the Pioneer. After 

some shaky ñseaò trials in Lake Pontchartrain, the sub had to 

be scuttled when Gen. Benjamin Butler and Adm. David Far-

ragut captured New Or-

leans. The trio moved on 

to Mobile to try again.  

 After finally get-

ting some official Confed-

erate assistance in the form 

a place to work, they be-

gan design and construc-

tion of the American Diver 

at the Park & Lyons Ma-

chine Shop . Unfortunately 

when the Diver could not 

make a speed greater than 

2 MPH during trials in 

Mobile Bay and then sank, 

the decision was made to 

not salvage the boat.  

 Those behind the  

development of a submarine needed new investors and  found 

them in a groups of Texans who were active in producing tor-

pedoes (mines). Hunley, himself, while initially involved with 

the negations, left the project for a time. While he was away, 

work on the third sub got under way with some significant 

improvements such as diving planes , but human power was 

still to be the manner of propulsion. This new boat was bigger, 

fully 40 feet long, and would hold eight crewmen. One, the 

captain, would be forward and looking out of a viewing port 

while the other seven would sit behind and turn a long crank-

shaft to propel the boat forward or backward.  A rudimentary 

snorkel system and ballast tanks front and rear were added 

along the way. These latter tanks would be both a great im-

provement in the ability of the ship to submerge and resurface, 

and, in the end, the boatôs death knell. The new vessel was 

christened the Fish Boat.  

 Trials began immediately. By this time, the boat had 

been taken to Charleston, SC, since this was a major entry port 

and one which had been hampered greatly by the Union block-

ade. By mid-August, 1863, Beauregard was frustrated that 

there had been no sinkings of enemy shipping, so he seized  
[cont. on pg. 2] 



the boat in the name of the Confederacy and ordered it manned 

by a CSA navy crew. He was warned that an inexperienced 

crew could face disaster if not well-trained, but to no avail.  

 On August 29, the Fish Boat sank while sitting in dock. 

Five of the eight men on board died. Beauregard ordered the 

boat raised, its dead crew removed and buried and the boat to be 

cleaned and made ready again. This was accomplished by Sep-

tember 14, 1863. On the 19th, Horace Hunley had returned to 

Charleston and  informed Beauregard that, as a major investor, 

he would take command of the boat himself and crew it with 

men from Mobile with an assurance that he would soon sink 

enemy shipping.. This was what Beauregard  was after, so he 

agreed.  The new captain rechristened the Fish Boat as the H.L. 

Hunley. By early October, the new crew had arrived and Hunley 

had appointed a new commander, Lt. George Dixon.  

 On October 15th, with Dixon away for the day, Hunley 

took command for a last, and fateful, trial run. At the mouth of 

the Cooper River, the Hunley made a mock attack and dived but 

never resurfaced. Three days later the Hunley was found in 42 

feet of water and was raised on November 7. The eight crew-

man, including Hunley, were found inside in grotesque and con-

torted positions. Clearly they had died a horrible death. These 

eight men, with the earlier five from the first disaster,  were bur-

ied in Magnolia Cemetery in Charleston. 

 After first giving up on the project, Beauregard lets 

himself be persuaded by Dixon to allow the project to move 

forward, ordering the Hunley to be fitted with a 17 foot spar that 

had a bomb/torpedo attached to the end of it. The idea was to 

ram an enemy ship, plant the bomb on the hold,, back off and 

explode it with a remote rope trigger system. Frequent trials 

were held through December and January. No major problems 

were encountered, so the decision was made to select an enemy 

ship and try to accomplish what the boat was designed for.   

 On the clear and calm evening of February 17, 1864, 

the Hunley set out from its dock, torpedo attached, and headed 

for the USS Housatonic, a steam powered but wooden hulled 

sloop.   Although spotted from the deck and fired upon by small 

arms, the Hunley was successful at ramming its payload near the 

powder magazine of the Housatonic, backing off and detonating 

the bomb it had left behind.  The resulting explosion, around 9 

pm, sank the Union ship in just a few minutes. Amazingly, only 

five of the 160 crewmen on board were killed. The Housatonic 

had gained the unenviable honor of being the first ship in the 

history of naval warfare to be sunk by an enemy submarine. 

 `Some on shore thought the Hunley gave a signal that it 

was safely on its way back to its dock, but, for some reason, it 

never arrived. Morning light brought no boat, and a series of 

searches turned up nothing. The worldôs first successful attack-

ing submarine had disappeared beneath the waters of the Cooper 

River off Charleston,  where it would lie for well over a century.  

 In 1995, a team from the National Underwater Marine 

Agency, led by author Clive Cussler, discovered the Hunley 

lying in 30 feet of water off Sullivanôs Island . In August, 2000, 

she would break the surface again after 136 years, raised by the 

team and taken to the Lasch Conservation Center in North 

Charleston where scientists today continue to investigate the 

boat, trying to unlock a mystery and bring the Hunley ñback to 

lifeò in a very different way so that it can be  viewed, studied 

and  appreciated by historians  and  the public. After the first 

two years of study, the remains of all eight crewmen were iden-

tified and buried at Magnolia Cemetery alongside their com-

rades from the first two tragedies .Tours of the Hunley are avail-

able on weekends now.          

   [see note in box at right!] 

Donôt Forget! 
 September was our dues month. We need a small 

amount of operating funds. Annual membership is only $15 

for individuals, $20 for a family and $5 for students, so please 

consider joining (or re-enlisting!) today.  

 We are also asking for extra donations for our 

Speakersô Fund so we can continue to invite expert guests like 

Jeff Patrick, our September guest lecturer, to share their 

knowledge with us. Send in your contribution today! 

While we hope they are informative and entertaining, the 

lead articles each month are greatly condensed recaps of 

our programs. If you want the full details, always put the 

second Tuesday of each month on your calendar and join 

us, as Paul Harvey said, for ñthe rest of the storyò. 

A New CW Magazine 
 The inaugural edition of The Civil War Monitor has 

been published. The first issue of this new magazine features  

articles on efforts to avert the war,  the Battle of Sailorôs 

Creek and new CW book reviews.  For details visit 

www.civilwarmonitor.com 

Kentucky and the War 

As part of the Civil War Sesquicentennial, the Kentucky His-

torical Society (KHS) has been working with the Kentucky 

Department of Travel and Tourism and the Kentucky Heri-

tage Council on a new Kentucky Civil War Heritage 

Trail.  The website for this trail has just been launched, and 

can be accessed at www.kentuckycivilwartrails.org.  This site 

includes information about the trail sites, blog postings, travel 

itineraries, and more.  There are over 50 sites featured. Con-

sider taking a trip to our sister state to the south soon! 

Stolen Flag Returned 
14

th
 Louisiana Infantry Battle Flag Returned To 

Memorial Hall in New Orleans 
A rare battle flag of the 14th Louisiana Infantry was 

stolen from Confederate Memorial hall in the early 

1980s by a former volunteer.  After years of search, 

the flag was located in private hands in Virginia.  The 

collector bought the flag in 2004 and when informed 

by the FBI unit that specializes in artifacts and art of 

its theft years ago, turned the flag over to them.  The 

flag was returned to Memorial Hall in New Orleans, 

Louisiana on Friday, October 7th.  Besides seeing a lot 

of combat action, the banner also laid over former 

Confederate president Jefferson Davisô coffin after his 

death.  The museum will raise funds for its conserva-

tion and eventual display.  If you care to donate please 

contact Memorial Hall at Memhall@aol.com for de-

tails.  The 14th Louisiana Infantry contained many 

Join us for Gail Stephens as she speaks on 

her book Shadow of Shiloh in November.  

http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?llr=ax9w9xbab&et=1107875145787&s=3421&e=001ff8VKZdex5LcDWIMcQvJNBWQcuqf2lrpqJt2rih0KK73dFOcheJoXQfGpslheEswpih1izt4lPh-mphRBvUX4ns7YIsXEeUVFSds-xVxud1iGlJfNJ6YjZWvt3aGDTYy
http://www.kentuckycivilwartrails.org
mailto:Memhall@aol.com


A Hunley Rotogravure 

 

A photo of the coin found on the Hunley  with 

the remains of Lt. George Dixon, Cdr. This coin 

had saved his life when a bullet hit it at Shiloh. 
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The entire crew of the final voyage at rest In 

Magnolia Cemetery in Charleston, SC. Lt. 

Dixon is on the left. All three of the crews are 

in this same plot.  

Interior view of a full -sized model of the Hunley  

[All photos other than the cemetery are from the exhibit area of the Warren Lasch  Conservation Center, North Charleston, SC.] 

See much more on the Hunley conservation at http://www.hunley.org/ 

 

A model of the Pioneer, forerunner of the Hunley  

A painting of the Hunley just before strik-

ing the Housatonic with its torpedo  
 

Facial reconstructions of some of the final 

crew. Lt. Dixon is on the left.  


