
An interesting, if somewhat fanciful,
depiction of the battle in an

engraving done by Julian Davidson
and published by the Louis Prang &

Company. (Library of Congress)
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Map of Mobile Bay from 1861 showing
Fort Gaines (lower center) on Dauphin
Island, west of Fort Morgan, across the
bay entrance.

The energetic and daring R/Adm. David
Glasgow Farragut not only went down
in US Navy history for his heroic
combat actions but for also uttering
the phrase “Damn The Torpedoes!”

Rear Admiral David Glasgow
Farragut was not a happy
man.

Federal Navy forces under his
command had broken the Con-
federacy’s stranglehold on Ol’ Man
River by taking New Orleans, while
additional rebel strongholds at Port
Hudson and Vicksburg had likewise
fallen, turning the Mississippi into a
Union highway; but the Con-
federates still held out at Mobile.
The entire Gulf Coast was under
blockade right enough, but the ships
were scattered thinly and gaps
inevitably opened as ships beat back
and forth on weary patrol or put into
port for necessary maintenance and
resupply. Rebel steamers, lurking on
the horizon or coasting silently at
night, were always waiting for a
chance to make the dash for safety
under fortress guns, bringing in
vitally needed materiel and

Last of the Confederacy’s
major sea ports, Mobile

provided haven to
blockade runners and a

lifeline to the outside
world. It was up to the

Navy to correct this
situation, and David

Glasgow Farragut was
determined to do the job.
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maintaining communications with
the covertly friendly governments of
France and Great Britain.

The worst of these rebel boltholes 

was Mobile, Alabama, which not
only provided a haven for blockade
runners but played spawning
ground for ironclad rams, rapidly
taking shape in temporized
shipyards in and above the city.
Scattered shoals and sand banks
turned the lower bay into a
labyrinth of narrow channels, many
of them too shallow for any but the
lightest-riding ships to pass.

The main channel ran between
low-lying islands of Dauphine and
Mobile Point, which sprouted
earthworks and fortifications
bristling with heavy guns. Fort
Gaines, protected on its western side
by a line of trenches and
strongpoints, lay at the tip of
Dauphine Island at extreme cannon
range, but Fort Morgan on Mobile
Point was a different matter.

The Federal government had, in
an effort to protect its major ports
against foreign attack, built a series
of heavily-armed brick forts during
the 1850s: Sumter in Charleston
Harbor, Jefferson in Florida waters,
Drum blocking the mouth of San
Francisco Bay, and Morgan. Cast-
iron Columbiads and Parrotts on
pivots could bring every point in the
channel under sustained, accurate
fire, supported by more guns dug in
along the beach itself. As if a hail

and sent into battle as the CSS
Virginia, the ship had fallen on the
blockading Federals like a wolf
loosed amid a flock of sheep. Only
the arrival of the USS Monitor,
rushed to completion and hurried
south before its sea trials had even
been completed, stopped this
nemesis from making a clean sweep
of the Northern warships. Now, as
Farragut watched the Tennessee’s
smoke and gray-uniformed gunners
stood to their posts, the last of his
four monitors thrashed slowly
towards Mobile in company with the
screw sloop Richmond.

On 3 August, Maj. Gen. Gordon
Granger landed on the western end
of Dauphine Island at the head of a
mixed force of infantry, cavalry, and
artillery, settling down to take Fort
Gaines by siege. The next day a
small party of Army signals officers
came out from New Orleans, their
job being to communicate with
Granger after a passage into the bay
had been forced, coordinating Army
and Navy movements. That
afternoon Farragut and his officers
edged in towards Fort Morgan for a
final look at the rebel fortifications,
catching sight of theTennessee and a
trio of gunboats lying at anchor
around the island’s shoulder. Across
the channel a small transport could
be seen, unloading at Fort Gaines,
an activity its crew cut short when
one of the monitors dropped a 15-in
shell into the water close by.

By now Farragut’s plans had
been laid. Although he wanted to
place his own Hartford in the van,
he bowed to his commanders’ advice
and assigned Capt. James Alden’s
Brooklyn the dangerous task of
leading the Federal ships in. The
laggard Tecumseh and Richmond
arrived just before sunset, but
Farragut let his plan stand. The
heavier screw sloops would each
have a smaller gunboat running
alongside, protecting the lighter
ships from the fort’s gunfire while
these would provide a means to
bring the sloops into the bay and
comparative safety if their engines
were disabled. The force was to be
underway by first light the following
morning, 5 August, but although his
slightest word might make everyone

storm of shell and solid shot weren’t
daunting enough, the Confederates,
hard at work to make the bay
impregnable, had thrown up lines of
moored mines — called torpedoes in
those days — in the throat of the
channel itself while pilings driven
into the sandy bottom denied
shallow-draft ships the use of the
waters around Dauphine, Island.
Unless potential attackers wanted
to risk going aground, they were
thus forced to run the gauntlet of
Morgan’s guns at point-blank range.

Aboard his flagship, the screw
sloop USS Hartford, Farragut could
only grit his teeth and watch as the
finishing touches were put on the
rebels’ defenses, which he knew
would soon include the powerful
ram CSS Tennessee, one of the
Confederacy’s largest and most
heavily-armed ironclads. Armored
sides 6-in thick sloped up to a flat
deck which ran the length of the 8-ft
high barn-like casemate, 78-ft 8-in
long, housing a 7-in Brooke rifle at
either end with a pair of 6.4-in
Brookes on each side. Built at
Selma, the Tennessee was towed
down to Mobile along the Alabama
River by a pair of tugs, where its
engine and ordnance were installed
and iron sheathing, forged in
Atlanta mills, was bolted to the
timber superstructure.

Finally, on 20 May, the ram made
its appearance in the lower reaches
of the bay where it dropped anchor
and waited for the Federals.

Earlier in this year, 1864,
Farragut had tried to persuade
Washington to give him the ships
and troops he needed to launch a
simultaneous sea and land attack on
Mobile’s defenses, but he’d been
overruled by proponents of an
expedition up the Red River —
which had failed dismally — and
now the job still had to be done in
the face of this new menace.

Confederate ironclads had
traipsed through the collective
nightmares of Washington ever
since the resurrection of the USS
Merrimack, raised from the mud of
Norfolk Navy Yard where it had
been burned by retreating Blue-
coats. Razed and capped with an
iron-plated fighting compartment,


