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�����������   Member of the 21st Alabama Infantry;  
 

Pilot of the H.L. Hunley, an experimental Confederate  
Submarine�

 

���� ��  Unknown -- probably around 1840.�

���� :  February 17, 1864 
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“George Dixon … was a young and athletic man with sandy blond hair 
… in his mid-twenties … Doug Owsley, forensic expert with the 
Smithsonian Institution, found in his research that Dixon was North 
American born, but was not from a Southern state. "Dixon's alignment 
with the Confederate Army was not based on geographic lines. He was 
not Southern born and is most likely from the Midwest, but has been 
away from home a very long time." Standing 5 feet 9 inches tall, Dixon 
was a man of at least some wealth as indicated by the gold fillings 
found in his teeth, his diamond studded jewelry and an ornate gold 
watch he carried in his pocket” (www.hunley.org).  
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�  Pilot of the Confederate submarine H.L. Hunley during its successful – but deadly – final mission 
which sank the USS Housatonic on February 17, 1864. 
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�  The Confederacy.   
 

�  Co. A, 21st Alabama  
 

�  His crew on the H.L. Hunley. 
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�  Other than the fact that he operated a 
steamboat between St. Louis and 
Cincinnati, and that he was engaged to 
Queenie Bennett (the daughter of his 
steamboat employer), we know little about 
Dixon before the war. 
 

�  Before the H.L. Hunley, 25 previous boats were able to dive and resurface – but the H.L. Hunley 
was the first to ever sink a ship (Hicks 5). 
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�  George Dixon was a member of Co. A, 21st Alabama.  The regiment fought at Shiloh April 6-7, 
1862.  He fought under General P.G.T. Beauregard at Shiloh – and would later work under the 
general in Charleston, South Carolina (Hicks 53). 
 

Facial reconstruction of  
Lt. George E. Dixon.   

Reprinted with permission  
of Friends of the Hunley.   

www.hunley.org. 

Visiting the Shiloh battlefield, circa 1900. LC-DIG-matpc-11381 
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�  At Shiloh, Dixon was seriously wounded in the upper leg.  A minié ball struck a gold coin given to 
him by his sweetheart, Queenie.  The coin probably saved his leg – or possibly his life.   
 

�  His friend, James Williams, named his first child George Dixon Williams.  The child was born in 
Mobile in May 1863. 
 

�  Dixon was elected 2nd Lieutenant of the 21st Alabama, Co. A, in May 1862.  According to Williams, 
“Dixon … came out on parade for the first time” on June 17, 1862 (Williams 89).  He was still 
recuperating from his Shiloh wound. 
 

�  Dixon was involved in the planning and production of the H.L. Hunley, an experimental 
Confederate submarine. 
 

�  When Horace L. Hunley (financier of the H.L. Hunley) died during the second tragic submarine 
accident, Dixon pleaded with Gen. P.G.T. Beauregard to be allowed to put the H.L. Hunley back 
into action because he felt both accidents were the result of 
operator error.  He had faith in the machine (and in himself and 
his crew). 
 

�  He helped recruit the third crew from members of the  
CS Indian Chief (Hicks 55).  P.G.T. Beauregard insisted that  
the volunteers know the dangers of their mission and what  
had happened to the two previous crews. 
 

�  Dixon’s crew performed the first successful sinking of a 
battleship by a submarine. 
 

�  The sinking of Housatonic caused death of five men.  Twenty 
one men were lost in the three H.L. Hunley accidents.  But the 
sinking of the USS Housatonic caused tremendous fear in 
Union sailors and officers.  U.S. Rear Admiral John Dahlgren 
ordered new safety measures to guard the fleet against the H.L. 
Hunley (or other possible submarines) and the “Davids”.  
(Davids were similar to the H.L. Hunley, but they did not go 
completely underwater). 
 

�  If the Hunley’s mission on February 17, 1864 was successful, 
George Dixon was supposed to signal to shore with a blue 
phosphorous lantern (Hicks 65).   The light was seen both at 
Sullivan’s Island and by a survivor of the Housatonic named 
Robert Fleming (Hicks 74).   
 

�  The H.L. Hunley did not return from its mission and as of 2008, 
no one knows what went wrong. 
 

����������	����� !�����"�������� ��
 

·  Dixon’s sweetheart, Queenie Bennett, grieved his loss for  
many years.  She became a school teacher and finally  
married a longtime friend in 1871.  She died in childbirth  
in 1883 (Bak 142). 
 

·  In the 1880s, P.T. Barnum offered $100,000 to anyone who 
could discover the H. L. Hunley (Walker 4). 

 
 
 
 

Adm. Dahlgren. NARA 111-B-4595 

Phineas Taylor Barnum.  
LC-DIG-cwpbh-02176 
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·  Angus Smith claimed to have found the Hunley in 1876, then Lee Spence in 1970.  Finally, the 
Hunley (and Dixon and his crew) were found on May 3, 1995 by Wes Hall, Ralph Wilbanks and 
Harry Pecorelli III, who were under the employ of author Clive Cussler (Hicks 142). 
 

·  Using the science of forensics, scientists were able to analyze the crew members’ bones to 
determine their age, state of health and even where they had lived.  The skulls were used to 
create facial reconstructions, giving us the only images we have of seven of the crew members.  A 
photo found in Queenie Bennett’s photo album is assumed to be of Dixon.  . 

 

·  George Dixon and his crew members were finally buried on April 7, 2004 at Magnolia Cemetery, 
Charleston, South Carolina.   
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·  Dixon was extremely confident in himself, in his men, 
and in the H.L. Hunley. 

 

·  Dixon worked hard to be certain his crew was well-
trained for its mission. 

 

·  He was well liked by his superiors, his colleagues and 
his crew members. 

 

·  He was extremely persuasive – as evidenced by 
Dixon’s ability to convince P.G.T. Beauregard to give 
the H.L. Hunley one more chance – despite 
Beauregard’s having seen the grisly effects of two 
previous catastrophes. 

 

�  He was extremely patriotic, as evidenced by his 
willingness to take on such a dangerous mission. 
 

·  Dixon understood the political environment of the 
time.  He knew that the H.L. Hunley needed to make 
its move “now”.  (The designers of the submarine did 
not understand this fact, and as such, they lost their 
invention to the Confederate government). 
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·  Was Dixon overconfident regarding the H.L. Hunley? 
 

·  In order for Dixon to pursue his mission he needed to have seven to eight other crewmembers.  
Was he was “reckless” with the lives of those who served under him?  (After all, it was a team 
effort, not a solitary bid for fame.) 

 

�  His experience as a steamboat captain gave him at least some experience in the water … but was 
his experience adequate for this type of mission? 

 

�  He was ordered by P.G.T. Beauregard not to dive the machine during an attack … but since 
Beauregard did not say he couldn’t dive after an attack, he and the crew practiced diving. Was he 
obeying orders, or wasn’t he? 
 

Gen. Pierre Gustave Toutant Beauregard.  
NARA 111-B-1233. 
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·  In an undated letter while he was 
in Charleston, SC: 

     “If you wish to see war every day and  
     every night, this is the place to see it”  
     (Ragan 34). 
 

·  Letter to Brig. Gen. Jordan, Chief 
of Staff (to Gen. P.G.T. 
Beauregard), Nov. 14, 1863.  Also 
while in Charleston: 

     Sir:  Before I can proceed with my       
     work cleaning the Sub-Marine boat, I  
     shall have to request of you an order  
     on the Quartermaster or Engineer  
     Department for ten Negroes, also an  
     order on the Commissary  
     Department for soap, brushes, and  
     lime, and an order on the Arsenal to  

have some work done at that place.  In order to make all possible haste with this work, I would be 
pleased to have those orders granted at your earliest convenience.  I am, Yours with Respect, Lt. 
Geo. E. Dixon, Commander Sub-Marine Boat” (Ragan 86).  [Connection:  Dixon asks for “Ten 
Negroes” to clean the interior of the Hunley.  Read Robert Smalls to learn of more daring exploits 
carried out by an African-American from Charleston.] 
 

·  In a letter to Capt. John Cothran of the 21 st Alabama, February 5, 1864:  
“I am fastened to Charleston and its approaches until I am able to blow up some of their Yankee 
ships.  I have been here over three months, have worked very hard, in fact I am working all the 
time.  My headquarters are on Sullivan’s Island, and a more uncomfortable place could not be 
found in the Confederacy.  For the last six weeks I have not been out of the range of shells and 
often I am forced to go within close proximity of the Yankee battery ….If you wish to see war every 
day and night, this is the place to see it.  Charleston and its defenders will occupy the most 
conspicuous place in the history of the war, and it shall be as much glory as I shall wish if I can 
inscribe myself as one of its defenders….” 
 
 “You spoke of being on the front and holding the post of honor.  Now, John, make one trip to the 
besieged city of Charleston and your post of honor and all danger that threatens Mobile will fade 
away…”  
 

“Charleston and its defenders will occupy the most conspicuous place in the history of the war, 
and it shall be as much glory as I shall wish if I can inscribe myself as one of its defenders … what 
more I will do only time will tell” (Ragan 122-123). 
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�  J. H. Tomb, 1 st Assistant Engineer, CS Navy.  Commander of a Confe derate “David”, 
January 1865:  
“Lieutenant Dixon was a very brave and cool-headed man, and had every confidence in his boat, 
but had great trouble w hen under the water from lack of air and light” (Official Records of the 
Union and Confederate Navies, Series I, Vol. XV, p. 334-5). 
 

 

Shell bursting in the streets of Charleston. LC-USZ62-42046 
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�  James Williams, 21 st Alabama, in a letter to his wife, Lizzie – April 8 , 1862: 
“George Dixon [was] shot in the hip, the ball striking a gold piece ranged upwards and came out of 
his side; [he] will probably recover if he can be well cared for” (Williams 53). 
 

�  James Williams, in another letter to Lizzie, June 1 7, 1862: 
“Dixon came yesterday – of course he should not have come so soon, and I have persuaded him 
to go back to Mobile again, which he will do as soon as he can get his papers through the 
circumlocution office.  He will tell you how we live – only so far as eating goes he knows nothing – 
as he brought so many good things with him – (your sack of vegetables being no inconsiderable 
part) that we have improved our bill of fare, till it is past all recognition” (Williams 89). 
 

�  Williams, again to Lizzie, August 7, 1863:  
“I have heard that the sub-marine is off for Charleston, I suppose that Dixon went with it. – with 
favorable circumstances it will succeed, and I hope to hear a report of its success before this 
month is out; still there are so many things which may ruin the enterprise that I am not so 
sanguine of its triumph as Dixon” (Williams 118). 
 

·  Front page of the Charleston  Daily Courier , February 29, 1864:  
“The glorious success of our little torpedo-boat, under the command of Lieutenant Dixon, of 
Mobile, has raised the hopes of our people, and the most sanguine expectations are now 
entertained of our being able to raise the siege in a way little dreamed of by the enemy” (Hicks 
80).  (Was the Hunley really lost at this time?) 
 

·  Gen. P.G.T. Beauregard’s orders of February 20, 186 4: 
“As soon as its fate shall have been ascertained, pay a proper tribute to the gallantry and 
patriotism of its crew and officers” (Official Records of the Union and Confederate Navies, Ser. I., 
Vol. XV, pt. 2, p. 327-338). 
 

Ruins in Charleston, South Carolina. LC-USZ62-119584 
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·  Late 1830s to  No one knows the exact date, but George E. Dixon would have been 

early 1840s  born sometime in the late 1830s to early 1840s.  He was possibly born in  
Kentucky and may have worked as an engineer 
(www.tarleton.edu/~kjones/alinf.html).  
 

·   1860     George worked as a steamboat captain on the Mississippi River between  
Cincinnati and St. Louis. During this time he met Queenie Bennett, who 
gave him a $20 gold piece as a token of her love. 
 

�  Oct. 13, 1861  Dixon was mustered into the 21st Alabama Infantry Regiment, Co. A. 
 

·  Autumn 1861  In a small foundry in New Orleans, James McClintock, Baxter Watson and  
Horace L. Hunley began to work on a small three man “sub-marine” 
(Ragan 18).  McClintock and Watson were engineer-inventors; Hunley 
was a wealthy planter, lawyer, and the Deputy Collector of Customs at 
New Orleans. (See Hunley’s picture at 
www.hunley.org/main_index.asp?CONTENT=BUILDERS.)   
 

·  April 6-7 1862  Battle of Shiloh.  The 21st Alabama lost six color bearers, as well as two  
hundred casualties out of 650 men (www.tarleton.edu/~kjones/alinf.html).  
George Dixon was shot in the leg.  The bullet was stopped by “Queenie’s 
Coin”, which saved his limb from being amputated –possibly saving his 
life.  He had the coin inscribed, “My Life Preserver” (Hicks 237). 

 
 

·  April 1862      New Orleans 
fell to the Union. Inventors 
McClintock, Watson and 
Hunley had been  

     working on a submarine       
     called the Pioneer.  Rather  
     than let it fall into Union  
     hands, they scuttled it in  
     the New Basin Canal  
     before moving on to  
     Mobile, Alabama (Ragan  
     19).   With the fall of New  
     Orleans, Mobile became  
     extremely important  
     because the port was not       
     under Union control. 

 

�  April-June 1862  Dixon recuperated at the home of “Mrs. Willey” in Mobile, Alabama.   
James Williams, a close friend in the 21st Alabama asked his wife, Lizzy, 
to visit and cheer him (Williams 54-55). 

 

Men from several Alabama units (including Co. A. 21st Alabama) were  
sent to Mobile and other industrial areas to protect foundries and machine 
shops.  One man sent to Mobile was Lt. William Alexander.  Dixon 
became involved with the submarine project at this time.  The group – 
including Alexander - worked at Mobile’s “Park and Lyons” machine shop.   

Parks & Lyon Machine Shop in Mobile, AL, where the H.L. Hunley was made. NH53543. 
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·  June 16-17, 1862 From Tupelo,  
MS, Williams 
wrote that Dixon 
visited and 
brought  
vegetables and 
other foods.  All 
officers were 
ordered to be on 
duty on the 17th, 
so Dixon “came 
out on parade”.  
However, he 
was still 
recovering from 
his Shiloh wound and went back to Mobile after the parade (Williams 89).   

 

·  Feb. 1863  McClintock, Watson and Hunley had created a simple submarine called  
the American Diver.  It probably made a failed attack against ships in the 
Union blockade in mid-February.  While being towed off Fort Morgan 
(Mobile Bay) the Diver was swamped during a storm and sank.  No one 
was killed, but the vessel was never recovered (www.hunley.org).  

 

·  May 1863   A son, George Dixon Williams, was born to James and Lizzy Williams.   
 

·  August 1863  Williams reported that a “sub-marine” was being sent to Charleston, and  
he believed that Dixon went along with it.  (This was the H.L. Hunley.)  
According to Williams, “I hope to hear a report of its success before this 
month is out; still there are so many things which may ruin the enterprise 
that I am not so sanguine of its triumph as Dixon” (Williams 118). 

 

�  Aug. 29, 1863  The H.L. Hunley sank for the first time – swamped by the wake of a  

passing ship, the Etiwan.  Five men were killed; three (Lt. Charles Hasker, 
Lt. John Payne and William Robinson) escaped.  A diver named Angus 
Smith helped raise the vessel (Hicks 52).     
 

·  October 15, 1863 The H.L. Hunley sank for the second time.  This time, eight men were  
killed – including the Horace Hunley himself.  He had forgotten to close 
the seacock – (a valve which is opened and closed to let water into a 
ballast tank.  Ballast is the water that is allowed into the vessel, making 
the Hunley get heavier and sink under water). 
 

On November 7, Angus Smith and David Broadfoot raised the vessel 
(Hicks 52). Gen. Beauregard saw the grisly remains of the crew members 
and “…after this tragedy I refused to permit the boat to be used again” 
(Hicks 52).  
 

It took “lime, 21 pounds of soap and ten men working for more than three 
weeks to get the boat back in shape” (Hicks 54).  While the vessel was 
sitting on the docks, being cleaned, Conrad Wise Chapman made a 
famous sketch of the Hunley.  (View it at 
www.hunley.org/main_index.asp?CONTENT=THESPAR).  

 

Cross section of the H.L. Hunley. NH 53544 



Civil War Preservation Trust – Civil War Figures as Examples of Character and Leadership                                                                               page 8 

Civil War Preservation Trust Gifted Module: Character and Leadership during the Civil War * www.civilwar.org * Dixon 1 

 

�  Nov. 8, 1863 Horace L. Hunley was buried at Magnolia Cemetery. 
 

�  Nov. 9, 1863 The other seven crew members from the second Hunley crew were buried, also  
at Magnolia Cemetery (www.hunley.org).  

 

�  Nov. 1863 Dixon convinced Gen. 
Beauregard to have the Hunley repaired, 
to raise a new crew and try another attack 
on the Union fleet.  Beauregard told Dixon 
that he was not to use the Hunley for an 
attack dive.  Dixon, however, felt that 
since Beauregard didn’t say the Hunley 
couldn’t dive after an attack, it would still 
be allowable to practice diving with the 
vessel and its crew.  The Hunley was 
fitted with a spar torpedo – a bomb on the 
end of a long pole.  The Hunley would 
ram an enemy ship, causing the torpedo 
to explode (Hicks 53-54). 

 

·  Dec. 14, 1863 Lt. George E. Dixon was 
officially placed in command of the H.L. 
Hunley  (Ragan 96). 

 
 
 

·  January 1864 Dixon and 
his crew conducted a test to 
see how long they could 
stay under water.  Their 
candle went out fairly 
quickly, but they stayed 
under water for 2 ½ hours.   

 
 
 

      Because the vessel didn’t  
      come to the surface for so  
      long, Gen. Beauregard  
      was told that the crew had  
      died (Hicks 60-61).   
 
 

·  February 17, 1864 At about 8:45 AM, the H.L. Hunley sank the Housatonic at Charleston.     
Five Union sailors were killed, but all eight members of the Hunley were 
killed. As of 2008, we do not know why the H.L. Hunley sank.   

 

·  Feb. 26- Mar. 7, 1864 A U.S. Naval Court of Inquiry regarding the sinking of the Housatonic was  
held.  After extensive questioning, the Court finally said that proper 
procedures were followed and little could have been done to prevent the 
Housatonic’s sinking (Hicks 83-84). 

 

·  Feb. 27, 1864  Gen. Beauregard reluctantly admitted that the crew of the Hunley would  
not return, writing in his report that “there is little hope of safety of that 
brave man [Dixon] and his associates, however, as they were not 
captured” (Official Records …  Navies, Series I, Vol. XV, pt. 2, p. 336). 
 

Live Oak in Magnolia Cemetery, Charleston, SC. LC-DIG-ppmsca-18069 

USS Housatonic. NH 53573 
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·  Feb. 29, 1864 The Charleston Daily Courier 
reported on the “glorious success of our little torpedo-
boat … little dreamed of by the enemy”.  The paper 
reported that the crew had returned safely; either the 
newspaper made a legitimate mistake or they were 
creating war propaganda – a story designed to keep 
the Union Navy scared (Hicks 80). 

 

      Throughout the south, it took weeks for news to arrive  
      that the H.L. Hunley was lost.  Nothing was    
      mentioned of the crew, so Queenie Bennett and  
      William Alexander (who had been sent back to  
      Mobile) were forced to accept that Dixon was lost  
      forever (Hicks 86).  
 

·  Nov. 1864 Union divers dragged the ocean floor 
for five hundred yards around the U.S.S. Housatonic 
– and the Hunley was not found.  Also during this 
time, one of the original inventors, Baxter Watson, 
petitioned Jefferson Davis for help in building a new, 
electromagnetically powered submarine – to no avail 
(Ragan 154).     

 

�  Feb. 17, 1865 Charleston, SC, fell to the Union.   
 

�  April 9, 1865 Robert E. Lee surrendered the Army 
of Northern Virginia to Ulysses S. Grant at Appomattox 
Court House, Virginia. 

 

·  1870  Jules Verne wrote Vingt Mille Lieues 
Sous les Mers, or 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea.  
(It’s a novel about Captain Nemo and his fantastic 
submarine, the Nautilus.) 

 

·  Aug. 1873  The wrecks of the U.S.S. Housatonic and the U.S.S. Weehawken were  
partially detonated and sunk to a depth of twenty feet – and during this 
time the Hunley was not found (Ragan 158). 
 

�  1876   Angus Smith, a sea diver, wrote a letter to P.G.T. Beauregard claiming  

that he had found the Hunley, and, “…she can be saved, and my opinion 
is she is as good as the day she was sunk” (Hicks 94). 

 

·  Late 1870s  P.T. Barnum (of the “Greatest Show on Earth”; later the Barnum and  
Bailey Circus) offered $100,000 to anyone who could recover the H.L. 
Hunley (Hicks 95). 
 

�  1879   Stone jetties were built at Charleston Harbor to keep the underwater  
channels open.  These jetties prevented a lot of needless dredging – as 
ships were growing larger every year – but they also caused sand to build 
up around the H.L. Hunley.  Dixon and his crew were hidden completely 
under the sand (Hicks 96-97).  

 

�  1897   The United States Navy commissioned a small, slow submarine called the  

U.S.S. Plunger (Ragan 160). 
 

Ruins of North Eastern Railroad Depot.  
LC-DIG-cwpb-02361 

Print from Harper’s Weekly: The 
Weehawken. NH 58710 
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�  Nov. 1970 Lee Spence, a 20-year-old underwater explorer, 
found what he thought was the H.L. Hunley while helping a friend 
recover a fishing trap which had snagged “something” on the ocean 
floor (Hicks 119-121). 

 

�  1977 Clive Cussler, an author and underwater explorer, 
founded the National Underwater and marine Agency in Austin, TX 
(Hicks 125). 

 

�  1980 Spence filed a claim on the Hunley in the Charleston 
federal court, but the court refused to get involved (Hicks 124). 

 

       Also sometime in 1980, Clive Cussler went to Charleston to look  
       for the Hunley.  
 

·  1992 Mark Newell (of the South Carolina Institute of  
 Archeology and Anthropology) teamed up with Cussler.  The  

                                                 1994 expedition was a disaster for many reasons (Hicks 134).  
 

·  May 3, 1995  Discovery of the H.L. Hunley by Wes Hall, Ralph Wilbanks and Harry  
Pecorelli III, under the direction of Clive Cussler (Hicks 142). 

 

�  June 1999   The skeletons of five crew members from the first Hunley crew were  
discovered under the Citadel football stadium.   

 

�  March 25, 2000  The five men from the first Hunley were buried next to the second crew  
(www.hunley.org).  

 

·  Aug. 8, 2000  The H.L. Hunley – and with it, the remains of Dixon and his crew – were  
lifted out of the Atlantic (Hicks 204). 

 

·  April 2001  The Civil War Preservation Trust recognized the  

Friends of the Hunley and The Hunley Commission 
with the “Preservation Legacy Award” for their hard 
work and commitment to preservation.    
 

·  May 17, 2001  George Dixon’s body was finally discovered by  
archeologists amidst the mud and muck packed inside the Hunley.  He 
was found “far from the rest of the crew, beneath the forward tower, where 
he would have looked out, got his bearings, signaled shore” (Hicks 233). 
 

·  May 23, 2001  At about 9:30 PM, chief archeologist Maria Jacobsen (known as  
“Goldfinger” for her knack of finding gold), found Queenie Bennett’s gold 
coin under George Dixon’s remains.  It was inscribed, “Shiloh / April 6th 
1862 / My life Preserver / G.E.D.” (Hicks 235-237).   
 

·  April 2004  Facial reconstructions of all the crew members were completed and  

released to the public, making the crew members “come alive” once again. 
 

·  April 17, 2004  At long last, George Dixon and his crew members were buried in Magnolia  
Cemetery, Charleston.  

 

In 2003, a CWPT member sits  
inside a replica of the HL Hunley.  

 Photo: Civil War Preservation Trust. 
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I.  Culture –   
 

How was the culture of the Mississippi River (where Dixon was a steamboat 
captain) different from the culture of Mobile, Alabama?  From Charleston, South 
Carolina?  From the Northeastern United States? 
 

What agents caused cultural change from the 1840s to the 1860s?   
 

Why were torpedoes and submarines initially considered “not gentleman-like” by 
both the military and civilians during the  
1860s? How and why did military and public opinion eventually change concerning 
these “stealth” weapons?  Which people were likely the first to embrace this new 
technology, and how did this reflect a change in culture? 
 

What ethical and social issues are involved in stealth warfare which targets 
unsuspecting (or even civilian) targets? 
 

How did the George Dixon and the H.L. Hunley – and the myths surrounding them -- 
fit into the “Lost Cause” culture of the Reconstruction era South? 
 

II. Time, Continuity and Change—  
 

What was it like to live on the Mississippi River in the mid-1800s?  In Charleston, 
South Carolina?  How has the quality and “style” of life changed from the 
antebellum years to now? 

 

How did warfare change from the beginning to the end of the war (weaponry, tactics, strategy, etc.)?  How was naval 
warfare conducted before the H.L.Hunley?  How did the Civil War change naval warfare?  What were some important 
naval engagements of the Civil War?  When did (Union and Confederate) water vessels support land battles? 
 

Submarine warfare wasn’t embraced again until WWI – however, if Dixon had been successful in sinking the Housatonic 
and coming home safely, how might the outcome of the war have changed?  Do you think the Confederacy could have 
broken the naval blockade?  If so, do you think the Confederacy could have won its independence?  Why or why not?  
Explain your answers. 
 

Why is it important that the H.L. 
Hunley – and historical shipwrecks – 
be preserved and interpreted for 
future generations?  If the Hunley had 
not been discovered – or if it had been 
discovered and then plundered – do 
you think we would have learned 1) 
that there were eight crew members, 
not nine, and 2) there were deadlights 
– showing the Hunley to be fairly 
advanced?  Why or why not? 
 

What happened in the battle of 
Shiloh?  What is the state of 
preservation at Shiloh?   
 

Why should Americans preserve their 
historical past? What impact could we 
see as a nation if we neglect our 
heritage?  What steps can be taken to 
preserve our past for future generations?    
 

III. People, Places and Environments –   
 

Why was the South ideally suited for submarine research?  What were the South’s important ports during the war?  Which 
ones were held (or lost) by the South? 
 

Why was Winfield Scott’s “Anaconda Plan” so hurtful to the Confederacy? 
 

“The Conquered Banner.”  
LC-USZ62-64127 

The Confederate David at Charleston, SC.  A “David” came to be a generic term for a  
vessel which was cigar-shaped and sank very low in the water – but did not submerge.   

They were armed with torpedoes.  NARA 165-C-751 
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Dixon was a steamboat captain on the Mississippi River.  Why has the Mississippi River been so important to both the 
United States and the Confederacy – then and now?   
 

How have the features of Charleston Harbor (both the harbor itself and the shipping channels) changed from the Civil War 
to now?   How has the geography and environment of Charleston shaped the people who live there, then and now?   
 

What underwater conditions at Charleston made it so difficult for George Dixon to steer the vessel?  How did these same 
conditions help to hide – and also preserve – the wreck of the Hunley? 
 

Why were Charleston, South Carolina and Mobile, Alabama so important to the Confederacy?  
 

What industries were located at Charleston and Mobile?  Do these towns have the same significance today that they had 
during the Civil War (political, economic, etc.)? 
 

IV. Individual Development and Identity –   
 

If George Dixon really was from the North, why do you think he might have supported the Confederacy – and given his life 
for his adopted country?  If he was from Kentucky, as some suspect, how might his living in this border state have 
affected his view of the Civil War, and his decision to join the Confederacy? 
 

Why do you think George Dixon volunteered for dangerous, potentially deadly submarine duty?  What ethical principals 
seem to have affected Dixon’s actions? 
 

Dixon had been a steamboat captain, but as far as we can tell, he had never sailed a vessel in the open ocean.  Why do 
you think he was confident enough to sail – not only in the open ocean – but in an experimental, dangerous vessel?   Do 
you think he was qualified?  If not, do you think anyone was fully qualified? 
 

How did Dixon grow from an unknown to a war hero?    
 

Dixon was shot in the leg during the battle of Shiloh.  He spent a long time recuperating.  He did get the opportunity to 
spend time with his fiancé, Queenie Bennett – but how might being “an invalid” have affected his self-identity – especially 
if he acquired a limp?  Do you think it affected his choice to get back to active duty so quickly – in a different field? 
 

What consequences did Dixon suffer because he disobeyed Gen. Beauregard’s orders not to dive?  (Or, do you think he 
wasn’t disobeying orders?  What would you have done?) 
 

Do you think Dixon fully understood that he could die in the Hunley?  Do you think his “escaping the jaws of death” once 
might have made him over-confident?   
 

V.  Individuals, Groups and Institutions –  
 

What groups and institutions controlled and influenced Mobile society in the mid-1800s?  Charleston society?   
 

How did the Confederate government come into conflict with the Hunley’s group of civilian inventors?  What was the 
result?  Does this type of conflict ever occur today?  If so, when and why?   
 

What conflicts existed among Confederate generals in the East?  Which were based on ideology, personality, power 
and/or levels of ability?  Into which conflicts was Gen. P.G.T. Beauregard drawn?  How might this have affected his 
opinion and treatment of Dixon? 

St. Louis, on the Mississippi River.  LC-USZ62-123512 
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VI. Power, Authority and Governance –  
 

Many Northerners fought for the South, and vice versa.  Why did they choose to do this? What would have influenced 
their decision as to which side they would give their lives for?  
 

It is suspected that George Dixon might have been from Kentucky.  Why was Kentucky so important to both the Union 
and the Confederacy – but especially to the Union?  What were President Lincoln’s thoughts on Kentucky?   
 

What types of power and authority would George Dixon have possessed as commander of the H.L. Hunley? 
 

Why and how did the Confederate government seize the H.L. Hunley from its original owners?  Who controlled the craft 
after the seizure?  How was the Confederacy’s seizure of the H.L. Hunley an indirect result of the “crumbling” of States’ 
Rights (and individual rights during wartime)? 
 

Why did it take so long for friends and family to learn that Dixon and the crew of the H.L. Hunley were dead?  Why did the 
newspapers print incorrect information, make omissions, or drop the story despite intense interest in Charleston?  If the 
story was “dropped”, who might have been in charge of that decision?  Does this happen today?  If so, when and why?  
What are some specific examples of individual rights conflicting with the “needs” of government, and what were the 
results? 
 

VII. Production, Consumption and Distribution –  
 

How did the blockade affect Southern production, consumption and distribution?  How were military operations affected?  
How was day-to-day civilian life affected?  In what ways would the blockade have affected Northern industry? 
 
What was the Mississippi River’s role in distribution of goods and transportation?  How has this role changed (or stayed 
the same) over the years?  Has Charleston Harbor’s role seen similar changes (or stayed the same)? 
 

VIII. Science, Technology and Society –  
 

What physical and psychological challenges would George Dixon – and the members of all three H.L. Hunley crews – 
have to overcome within the confines of the H.L. Hunley? 
 

Why did Dixon have such faith in the machinery of the H.L. Hunley, despite two previous (horrific) sinkings?  What was 
Dixon’s job inside the submarine?  How did he accomplish it?  What difficulties did he face?  What difficulties did the other 
crew members face? 
 

 

What was the first 
type of torpedo 
used by the H.L. 
Hunley?  What 
was the final 
type?   
 
 
What were the 
issues involved in 
controlling both 
types – without 
being killed 
yourself? 
 

What “jobs” did each of the crew members have within the Hunley? 
 

How did the H.L. Hunley dive?  How did it return to the surface?  How do modern submarines achieve these tasks? 
 

After the Housatonic was sunk, a court of inquiry was called.  Several people testified that at first they thought the H.L. 
Hunley was a “porpoise” or “log”.  Initially, it was reported that a “David” sank the Housatonic.  What was a “David” and 
how did it differ from the H.L. Hunley?  How did Dixon team up with J.H. Tomb, an engineer on a David, and why did the 
partnership end?  Do you think Tomb could have continued to work with Dixon, with slight modifications to the H.L. 
Hunley?  How might this have changed the history of naval warfare? 
 
Despite the death of Dixon and the loss of the H.L. Hunley and its crew, the H.L. Hunley was successful in terrorizing the 
Union Navy for a time.  Why?  What “counter measures” were ordered by Union Admiral Dahlgren?   

Sketch of a Confederate “David”. NH 59420 
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What changes did Dixon 
and his colleague 
Alexander need to make 
when dealing with winter 
operations?   
 

If the H.L. Hunley had 
succeeded in both sinking 
the USS Housatonic and 
coming back alive, how 
might this success have 
affected the Confederate 
Navy?  How long do you 
think it would have taken 
the Union Navy to catch 
up?   
 

After your extensive 
research on the H.L. 
Hunley, what is your 
theory as to why Dixon 
and the members of the 
HL Hunley never 
returned?  What makes 
you think this?   
 

What were some of the advances made in the field of medicine as a result of the Civil War?   How might Dixon’s wound 
have been treated?  How might it be treated today? 
 

What disease outbreaks might have occurred along the Mississippi River, Mobile Alabama, and Charleston South 
Carolina during the Civil War?  What do we know about these diseases today?  What was known about the diseases 
then?  How have the outbreaks been slowed – or eliminated?  In what parts of the world do these outbreaks still happen 
with frequency? 
 

What Civil War – era scientific and technological advancements have influenced our society today (in areas other than 
medicine and war)? 
 

What scientific advancements allowed modern scientists to 1) identify the remains of the Hunley crew members, 2) make 
facial reconstructions, 3) determine the health and locality of the crew members, 4) raise and preserve the Hunley, 6) 
excavate the remains, etc.?  (In other words, what scientific advancements have made the recovery of the Hunley and the 
remains of Dixon and his crew a technological marvel?) 
 

IX. Global Connections --  
 

Why was it vital to the Confederates (and the Union) to maintain good diplomatic relations with other countries? How did 
the Union blockade make this task difficult for both sides? 
 

Some of the people in the three Hunley crews were foreign-born.  How many immigrants fought in the Civil War?  Did 
more immigrants fight for the North or for the South?  What factors might have influenced where they settled and which 
side they chose in the war?  Why might they have enlisted to begin with? 
 

Which nations were first to pick up on submarine technology after the Civil War? 
 

Why did Great Britain “claim” Dixon as a type of “native son” after his death?  How did Dixon and the exploits of the H.L. 
Hunley capture the world’s imagination? 
 

X.  Civic Ideals and Practices –  
 

How was Dixon’s volunteer ethic an example of the ultimate sacrifice for one’s nation (or cause)?  How was he easily able 
to recruit volunteers for the third Hunley crew?  Some of the crew members are believed to have been foreign born – why 
would they have volunteered for this dangerous duty? 

Why did many southerners volunteer for the Confederate army at the beginning of the war?  Why did northerners 
volunteer?  Compare and contrast their reasons.  How might their reasons have differed from the “official” causes their 
leaders promoted? 

 

An “infernal machine” meant to destroy the USS Minnesota.  LC-USZ62-127603  
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Trustworthiness  
 
+ Dixon could be trusted to put everything he had into his mission.  He pursued excellence. 
 
+ Dixon seems to have earned a good reputation with his friends, colleagues and superior 

officers. 
 
+ Whether he was a native southerner or had moved to the south, he was extremely loyal to his  

adopted country. 
 
-- He disobeyed Gen. P.G.T. Beauregard by using the H.L. Hunley to dive.  The H.L. Hunley was 

created to dive, but Beauregard was sickened by the horrible deaths of the second Hunley 
crew.  He didn’t want even more deaths from a machine he felt was more dangerous to the 
crew than to the enemy. 
 

Respect  
 
+ He respected the men of the 21st Alabama and brought them food and supplies when he 

visited. 
 
+ Dixon hand-picked his crew and treated them with respect.  He had to turn many volunteers 

away – and no one requested to be transferred. 
 
+ / - There is evidence that Dixon might have been from a Northern state.  If so, he learned to  

love and respect his new homeland with all his heart.  If so, however, he turned his back on his 
home country. 
 

-- Again, Dixon disobeyed Gen. Beauregard – feeling that he knew the vessel intimately and 
could avoid the fate of the previous two crews. 
 

Responsibility  
 
+ Despite many hardships and technical difficulties, as well as the failures of the previous two  

crews, Dixon persevered in his mission (sinking a Union vessel) and led by example. 
 
+ The many training missions and difficult physical tests undergone by Dixon and his men show 

that he and his men were very disciplined. 
 
+ Dixon’s conscience was bothered in that the Hunley had helped kill thirteen men – and he 

himself had never shared the same danger that the previous crews shared (Hicks 53). 
 
+/-- Given the number of deaths in the first two crews, was Dixon irresponsible in risking the lives 

of the men who served with him?  Did all of the crew members fully understand the risks they 
were taking, or did Dixon’s (over)confidence cause them to be (over)confident themselves? 
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Fairness  
 
+ Despite his belief that a towed torpedo would be effective in sinking a ship (for example, if you  

dive under the ship and then come up on the other side the torpedo will run into the ship), he 
listened to others when they told him to switch to a spar torpedo.   

 
+/-- When the second Hunley wreck was raised, Dixon claimed that vessel sank because Horace 

Hunley had not closed the seacock correctly.  Not having been part of the doomed mission, did 
he know the full story?  Was he jumping to conclusions?  Might there have been extenuating 
circumstances? 

 
+/-- Was Dixon “playing by the rules” when he continued diving practices – despite Gen. 

Beauregard’s orders to the contrary? 
 

Caring  
 
+ While recovering from his Shiloh wound, Dixon brought vegetables and food “delicacies” to the  

men he had served with in the 21st Alabama. 
 
+/--  Dixon was volunteering to break the northern blockade – to relieve pressure on both the 

Confederate military and southern civilians who were also suffering.  However, there was a 
huge reward for sinking the USS Ironsides or any monitors. 
 

Citizenship  
 
+ Every man in all three Hunley crews did his best to serve the Confederacy and make life better 

for both soldiers and civilians. 
 
+ Dixon gave “the last full measure” to serve his adopted country – as a volunteer. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CHARACTER COUNTS! and The Six Pillars of Character are service marks of Josephson Institute.   
© 2008 Josephson Institute.  The definitions of the Six Pillars of Character are reprinted with permission.  

www.charactercounts.org   
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+ Dixon listened to the wishes and plans of his superiors, unlike the inventors, who caused the 

H.L. Hunley to be seized by the military.  He knew that the Confederacy desperately wanted 
the H.L. Hunley to demonstrate its usefulness by sinking a vessel.  Dixon did his best to 
prepare his crew and try to satisfy the Confederacy.  

 
+/-- He listened to Gen. Beauregard’s orders, but he didn’t follow them completely.  Beauregard 

told Dixon that he could prepare for a mission in the H.L. Hunley provided the Hunley did not 
dive to attack.  Dixon felt that this didn’t mean the Hunley couldn’t dive after attacking – so they 
practiced diving anyway.  Again, with the fragility of the Hunley, he wasn’t being careful with 
his crew members,’ lives. The decision to dive – or not to dive – was up to him. 

4� ���	�������   

+ In keeping himself attached to the Hunley, in working with P.G.T. Beauregard, in training his 
crew, and in reclaiming the Hunley wrecks, Dixon wasted no time – he had incredible initiative. 

+/-- Dixon “dreamed a great dream” of breaking the Union blockade and revolutionizing naval 
warfare.  He hoped he’d turn the tide of the war in favor of the Confederacy.  But, again, 
perhaps this was not realistic, given the fragile and “fickle” nature of the machine.  Still, the 
Confederacy didn’t have time to experiment any longer. 
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+ Lt. Dixon had a cool, calm head and could think clearly in emergencies.  He also had the 
discipline to think logically and clearly when making his point to a superior officer (like Gen. 
Beauregard) even when he felt passionately about what he wanted to do. 

 
-- He probably didn’t allow himself enough time to heal before he tried to jump back into duty. 
 
6� .��������������
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+ He could understand the position of the Confederate government (which was desperate to 

break the Union blockade) and the private backers of the original H.L. Hunley project.  He had 
worked closely with the inventors and backers, yet he also wanted to serve. 
 

7� ������	���

+/-- He learned from the mistakes of the previous two crews, and made sure that his men were 
well-trained and the vessel was well-tested.  Still, he could not plan for everything.  Dixon 
probably didn’t consider an underwater blast very near his vessel.  
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+  When Dixon conducted a timed test – to see how long the crew could remain underwater – he 
let them decide when it was time to come up.   

+ He was very driven, brave and patriotic, and the Hunley gave him an outlet for his passion. 

+/- He understood the stakes for the Confederacy – he needed to succeed in his mission.  But 
according to his colleague William Alexander, it’s uncertain whether Dixon – or anyone in the 
third H.L. Hunley crew – really understood the danger they were in (an “it can’t happen to me” 
mentality).  

9� ����������  
 
+ Dixon led his crew by sharing in their dangers, sufferings, trainings, lifestyle, and so on.  He 

“led from within” and was a positive example. 

+ Lt. Dixon was enthusiastic and very skilled in gaining CS. Gen. P.G.T. Beauregard’s 
permission to train for another Hunley mission – despite Beauregard’s serious doubts and 
fears regarding the machine.  (Beauregard had seen the grisly results of the failure of the 
second H.L. Hunley – yet Dixon prevailed.) 

+ Dixon was a volunteer, which helped others relate to him, his mission, and his men.  It gave 
him an extra “tool in his toolbox”. 

:�  +����������;�����  

+ Dixon trained his men well.  They trained, and trained, and trained….  He knew that he and his 
crew were capable of handling the H.L. Hunley. 

+/- Dixon moved quickly to reclaim the wreck of the H.L. Hunley and to train his new crew – he 
would not dwell on losses, nor did he think the machine was a failure.  His enthusiasm was 
contagious.  Yet, was he being realistic? 
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+  He recognized the if the H.L. Hunley could break the Union blockade, not only would it enable 

much-needed supplies to enter the South, but it would also boost Confederate morale (both 
military and civilian).  

+ The exploits of the H.L. Hunley crew brought hope to a war-weary and supply-starving South – 
especially in Charleston, SC.  People in Charleston thought of the H.L. Hunley as their own 
special “fish-boat”.   

 

Based on “The Servant as Leader” by Robert K. Green leaf, 
© Greenleaf Center for Servant Leadership 1991, 200 8.  

Reprinted with permission.  
Further information about servant leadership can be  found at www.greenleaf.org . 
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Official Records of the Union and Confederate Navie s in the War of the Rebellion. 

Ser. I., Vol. XV, pt. 2, p. 327-338 
SOUTH ATLANTIC BLOCKADING SQUADRON. 

 
Sinking of the U.S.S. Housatonic by the Confederate  States  

Sub-marine torpedo boat H.L. Hunley, off Charleston , S. C., February 17, 1864. 
 
 
Report of Captain Green, U. S. Navy, commanding U.S .S. Canandaigua . 
 
U.S.S. CANANDAIGUA, 
Off Charleston, S. C., February 18, 1864. 
 
SIR: I have respectfully to report that a boat belonging to the Housatonic reached this ship last night at about 
9:20, giving me information that that vessel had been sunk at 8:45 p.m. by a rebel torpedo craft. 
 
I immediately slipped our cable and started for her anchorage, and on arriving near it, at 9:35, discovered her 
sunk with her hammock nettings under water; dispatched all boats and rescued from the wreck 21 officers and 
129 men. 
 
There are missing, and supposed to be drowned, the following-named officers and men: 
 
Ensign Edward C. Hazeltine, Captain’s Clerk Charles 0. Muzzey, Quartermaster John Williams, Second-Class 
Fireman John Walsh, Landsman Theodore Parker. 
 
Captain Pickering is very much, but not dangerously, bruised, and one man is slightly bruised. 
 
I have transferred to the Wabash 8 of her officers and 49 men, on the account of the limited accommodations 
on board of this vessel. 
 
Very respectfully, your obedient servant, 
J. F. GREEN, 
Commodore  
 
S. C. ROWAN,  
Captain. 
 
Report of Lieutenant Higginson, U.S. Navy, of the U .S.S. Canandaigua . 
 
U.S.S. CANANDAIGUA. 
Off Charleston, S.C. February 18, 1864. 
 
Sir: I have the honor to make the following report of the sinking of the U.S.S. Housatonic, by a rebel torpedo off 
Charleston, S.C., on the evening of the 17th instant: 
 
About 8:45 p.m. the officer of the deck, Acting Master J. K. Crosby, discovered something in the water about 
100 yards from and moving toward the ship. It had the appearance of a plank moving in the water. It came 
directly toward the ship, the time from when it was first seen till it was close alongside being about two minutes. 
 
During this time the chain was slipped, engine backed, and all hands called to quarters. 
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The torpedo struck the ship forward of the mizzenmast, on the starboard side, in a line with the magazine. 
Having the after pivot gun pivoted to port we were unable to bring a gun to bear upon her. 
 
About one minute after she was close alongside the explosion took place, the ship sinking stern first and 
heeling to port as she sank. 
 
Most of the crew saved themselves by going into the rigging, while a boat was dispatched to the Canandaigua. 
This vessel came gallantly to our assistance and succeeded in rescuing all but the following-named officers 
and men, viz, Ensign E. C. Hazeltine, Captain’s Clerk Muzzey, Quartermaster John Williams, Landsman 
Theodore Parker, Second-Class Fireman John Walsh. 
 
The above officers and men are missing and 
are supposed to have been drowned. 
 
Captain Pickering was seriously bruised by 
the explosion and is at present unable to 
make a report of the disaster. 
 
Very respectfully, your obedient servant, 
F.J. HIGGINGSON, 
Lieutenant 
 
Rear-Admiral JOHN A. DAHLGREN, 
Commanding South Atlantic 
Blockading Squadron 
 
Report of Rear-Admiral Dahlgren, U.S. Navy. 
 
FLAG-STEAMER PHILADELPHIA, 
Port Royal Harbor, S.C., February 19, 1864. 
 
SIR:  I much regret to inform the Department that the U. S. S. Housatonic on the blockade off Charleston, S.C., 
was torpedoed by a rebel “David” and sunk on the night of the 17th February about 9 o’clock. 
 
From the time the “David” was seen until the vessel was on the bottom a very brief period must have elapsed; 
so far as the executive officer (Lieutenant Higginson) can judge, and he is the only officer of the Housatonic 
whom I have seen, it did not exceed five or seven minutes. 
 
The officer of the deck perceived a moving object on the water quite near and ordered the chain to be slipped; 
the captain and executive officer went on deck, saw the object, and each fired at it with a small arm. In an 
instant the ship was struck on the starboard side, between the main and mizzen masts; those on deck near 
were stunned, the vessel begun to sink, and went down almost immediately.  
 
Happily the loss of life was small: Ensign E. C. Hazeltine, Captain’s Clerk Muzzey, and three of the crew, 
Quartermaster John Williams, Second-Class Fireman John Walsh, and Landsman Theodore Parker. 
 
Two boats of the Housatonic were lowered and received all they could hold; the Canandaigua, which knew 
nothing of the catastrophe, sent her boats immediately on hearing of it, and took off the crew, who had 
ascended into the rigging. 
 
The enclosed printed orders* will show the precautions which have been directed from time to time to guard 
the ironclads that lay inside the bar, and would naturally be the objects of attack from their importance and 
proximity, and I also transmit copy of a communication (January 15) to the senior officer outside on the same 
subject. 
 

 

The Philadelphia.  NH 60690 
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In addition I have been in the habit of giving personal attention to the inside blockade, sometimes visiting the 
picket monitors several hours after dark. 
 
Being notified on the 5th of February by General Gilmore that he was about to throw a force into Florida, and 
would need naval assistance, I left promptly for the St. John’s, in order to be sure that no aid should be wanted 
that was possible, leaving Commodore Rowan, an experienced officer, commanding the Ironsides, in charge of 
the blockade of Charleston. 
 
On my return I touched here to examine into the condition of our depots, and particularly in regard to the 
repairs on the monitors, intending also to visit the blockade of Savannah River. 
 
The Department will readily perceive the consequences likely to result from this event; the whole line of 
blockade will be infested with these cheap, convenient, and formidable defenses, and we must guard every 
point. The measures for prevention may not be so obvious. 
 
I am inclined to the belief that in addition to the various devices for keeping the torpedoes from the vessels, an 
effectual preventive may be found in the use of similar contrivances. 
 
I would therefore request that a number of torpedo boats be made and sent here with dispatch; length about 40 
feet, diameter amidships 5 to 6 feet, and tapering to a point at each end; small engine and propeller, an 
opening of about 15 feet above with a hatch, to float not more than 18 inches above water… 
 
I have already submitted a requisition on the Bureau of Construction (January 16) for some craft of this kind … 
 
I have also ordered a quantity of floating torpedoes, which I saw tried here and thought promised to be useful. 
Meanwhile I hope the expected monitors may soon arrive, when an attack on the defenses of the lower harbor 
may be made. 
 
I have attached more importance to the use of torpedoes 
than others have done, and believe them to constitute the 
most formidable of the difficulties in the way to Charleston. 
Their effect on the Ironsides, in October, and now on the 
Housatonic, sustains me in this idea.  
 
The Department will perceive from the printed injunctions 
issued that I have been solicitous for some time in regard to 
these mischievous devices, though it may not be aware of 
the personal attention which I have also given to the security 
of the ironclads; I naturally feel disappointed that the rebels 
should have been able to achieve a single success, mingled 
with no little concern, lest, in spite of every precaution, they 
may occasionally give us trouble. But it will create no dismay 
nor relax any effort; on the contrary, the usual enquiry will be ordered, though the 
whole story is no doubt fully known. 
 
I desire to suggest to the Department the policy of offering a large reward of prize 
money for the capture or destruction of a “David” -- I should say not less than 
$20,000 or $30,000 for each. They are worth more than that to us. 
 

I have the honor to be, very respectfully, your obedient servant, 
JNO. A. DAHLGREN, 
Rear-Admiral, Comdg. South Atlantic Blockading Squadron. 
 

Hon. GIDEON WELLES, 
Secretary of the Navy, Washington, D.C. 

Top:  A large, but incomplete, “David” captured at Charleston.   
NH 165-C-750.  Bottom, Gideon Welles. NARA 111-B-1189 
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Order of Rear-Admiral Dahlgren, U. S. Navy. 
 
FLAG-STEAMER PHILADELPHIA, 
Port Royal Harbor, S.C., February 19, 1864. 
 

The Housatonic has just been torpedoed by a rebel “David,” and sunk almost instantly.  It was at night and the 
water smooth.  The success of this undertaking will, no doubt, lead to similar attempts along the whole line of 
blockade. 
 

If vessels on blockade are at anchor they are not safe, particularly in smooth water, without outriggers and 
hawsers stretched around with rope netting dropped in the water. 
 

Vessels on inside blockade had better take post outside at night and keep underway, until these preparations 
are completed. 
 

All the boats must be on the patrol when the vessel is not in movement. 
 

The commanders of vessels are required to use their utmost vigilance — nothing less will serve. 
 

I intend to recommend to the Navy Department the assignment of a large reward as prize money to crews of 
boats or vessels who shall capture, or beyond doubt destroy, one of these torpedoes. 
 
JOHN A. DAHLGREN, 
Rear-Admiral, Commanding, South Atlantic Blockading Squadron. 

 

*********** 
Notes from papers of First Assistant Engineer Tomb,  C.S. Navy, regarding the submarine torpedo boat. 
 
CHARLESTON, S.C., January, 1864[5]. 
 
There was a submarine torpedo boat, not under the orders of the Navy, and I was ordered to tow her down the 
harbor three or four times by Flag-Officer Tucker, who also gave me orders to report as to her efficiency as 
well as safety. In my report to him I stated, “The only way to use a torpedo was on the same plan as the ‘David’ 

“Destruction of the Housatonic by a rebel torpedo, Feb. 17, 1864, Charleston. LC-USZ62-783 
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—that is, a spar torpedo — and to strike with his boat on the surface, the torpedo being lowered to 8 feet. 
Should she attempt to use a torpedo as Lieutenant Dixon intended, by submerging the boat and striking from 
below, the level of the torpedo would be above his own boat, and as she had little buoyancy and no power, the 
chances were the suction caused by the water passing into the sinking ship would prevent her rising to the 
surface, besides the possibility of his own boat being disabled.”  
 
Lieutenant Dixon was a very brave and cool-headed man, and had every confidence in his boat, but had great 
trouble when under the water from lack of air and light. At the time she made the attempt to dive under the 
receiving ship in Charleston Harbor, Lieutenant Dixon, James A. Eason, and myself stood on the wharf as she 
passed out and saw her dive, but she did not rise again, and after a week’s effort she was brought to the 
surface and the crew of 7 men were found in a bunch near the manhole. Lieutenant Dixon said they had failed 
to close the after valve. 
 
The last night the “David” towed him down the harbor his torpedo got foul of us and came near blowing up both 
boats before we got it clear of the bottom, where it had drifted. I let him go after passing Fort Sumter, and on 
my making report of this, Flag-Officer Tucker refused to have the “David” tow him again. The power for driving 
this boat came from 7 or 8 men turning cranks attached to the propeller shaft, and when working at their best 
would make about 3 knots. She was very slow in turning, but would sink at a moment’s notice and at times 
without it. The understanding was that from the time of her construction at Mobile up to the time when she 
struck Housatonic not less than 33 men had lost their lives in her. She was a veritable coffin to this brave 
officer and his men. 
 

J. H. TOMB. 
 
 

Report of Lieutenant-Colonel Dantzler, C. S. Army. 
 

HEADQUARTERS BATTERY MARSHALL, 
Sullivan's Island, February 19, 1864. 
 
LIEUTENANT: I have the honor to report that the torpedo boat 
stationed at this post went out on the night of the 17th instant 
(Wednesday) and has not yet returned. The signals agreed upon to 
be given in case the boat wished a light to be exposed at this post as 
a guide for its return were observed and answered. An earlier report 
would have been made of this matter, but the officer of the day for 
yesterday was under the impression that the boat had returned, and 
so informed me. As soon as I became apprised of the fact I sent a 
telegram to Captain Nance, assistant adjutant-general, notifying him 
of it. 
 
Very respectfully, M. DANTZLER, 
Lieutenant-Colonel. 
 
Lieutenant JOHN A. WILSON, 
Acting Assistant Adjutant-General. 
 
 

FEBRUARY 20, 1864. 
 

As soon as its fate shall have been ascertained, pa y a proper 
tribute to the gallantry and patriotism of its crew  and officers. 
 

G.T. BEAUREGARD, 
General, Commanding. 
************* 
[Telegram.] 

Detail of sheet music: “God Save the South”. 
LC-USZ62-33407 
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CHARLESTON, S. C., February 21, 1864. 
 
GENERAL: A gunboat sunken off Battery Marshall. Supposed to have been done by Mobile torpedo boat, 
under Lieutenant George E. Dixon, Company E, Twenty-First Alabama Volunteers, which went out for that 
purpose, and which I regret to say has not been heard of since. 
  
G. T. BEAUREGARD. 
 
************* 
 [Telegram.] 
 
CHARLESTON, S. C., February 27, 1864. 
 
Prisoners report that it was the U. S. ship of war 
Housatonic, 12 guns, which was sunk on night 17th 
instant by the submarine torpedo boat, Lieutenant 
Dixon, of Alabama, commanding. There is little hope 
of safety of that brave man and his associates, 
however, as they were not captured. 
 
G.T. BEAUREGARD, 
General, Commanding. 
 
General S. COOPER, 
Adjutant and Inspector-General, C.S. Army, Richmond, Va. 
 
 
[Extract from Charleston Daily courier, February 29 , 1864.] 
 
On Friday night about half past 9 o’clock one of our naval picket boats, under command of Boatswain J. M. 
Smith, captured a Yankee Picket boat off Fort Sumter…By the prisoners we learn that the blockader sunk by 
our torpedo boat on the night of the 16th instant was the United States steam sloop of war Housatonic, 
carrying 12 guns and a crew of 300 men. They state that the torpedo boat, cigar shape, was first seen 
approaching by the watch on board the Housatonic. The alarm was given, and immediately all hands beat to 
quarters. A rapid musketry fire was opened upon the boat, but without effect. Being unable to depress their 
guns, the order was given to slip the cable. In doing this, the Housatonic backed some distance and came in 
collision with the cigar boat. The torpedo exploded almost immediately, carrying away the whole stern of the 
vessel. The steamer sunk in three minutes’ time, the officers and crew barely escaping to the rigging. 
Everything else on board— guns, stores, ammunition, etc., together with the small boats— went down with her. 
The explosion made no noise and the affair was not known among the fleet until daybreak, ~ when the crew 
was discovered and released from their uneasy positions. They had remained there all night. Two officers and 
three men are reported missing and supposed to be drowned. The loss of the Housatonic caused great 
consternation in the fleet. All the wooden vessels are ordered to keep up steam and go out to sea every night, 
not being allowed to anchor inside.  The picket boats have been doubled and the force in each boat increased. 
 
This glorious success of our little torpedo boat, under the command of Lieutenant Dixon, of Mobile, has raised 
the hopes of our people, and the most sanguine expectations are now entertained of our being able to raise 
the siege in a way little dreamed of by the enemy. The capture of the picket boat reflects great credit on the 
gallant boatswain in charge of our barge, as well as on the unceasing vigilance and energy of Lieutenant J. H. 
Rochelle, commanding the naval picket detachment on board the Indian Chief. He has watched the operations 
of these picket intruders for some time past, and planned the movements for taking some of them in out of the 
wet. 
 

The torpedo-boat Midge in New York after the war.   
NH 75466 
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Order of Rear-Admiral Dahlgren, U.S. Navy, to Capta in Gowan, 
U.S. Navy, regarding measures of precaution against  injuries from torpedoes in Charleston Harbor.  
 
FLAG-STEAMER PHILADELPHIA, 
Port Royal harbor, S. C., February 19, 1864. 
 
SIR: The Paul Jones is just in, with the unpleasant news of the disaster to the Housatonic. 
 
I shall leave here for Charleston as soon as one of the steamers can be made ready. The Nipsic and Paul 
Jones both need coal and some slight but necessary repairs. 
 
The success of this attempt will no doubt cause a resort to the torpedoes along the whole line of blockade, and 
it behooves the commanding officer to resort to every precaution to avert a series of disasters. 
 
As the torpedo boat passed by the ironclads within the bar, I think the inference is fair that the means used to 
protect them have been tried by the “Davids” perhaps, unknown to us, and found sufficient. 
 
All vessels at anchor, inside or outside, are therefore to use out-riggers and hawsers with netting, or, if outside, 
are to keep underway.  You will take any further measures that you may deem necessary to keep off these 
torpedoes. 
 
You will at once clear the inner harbor of all vessels not required for the blockading vessels. Some can leave 
for this place or Stono, and those which remain inside must anchor in the least water, with out-riggers, etc. 
 
The Wabash may leave for this port, as she is not capable of much movement, and is too valuable a mark for 
the torpedoes. 
 

Respectfully, your obedient servant, 
J.A. DAHLGREN, 
Rear-Admiral, Commanding, South Atlantic Blockading 
Squadron. 
 

Captain S.C. ROWAN, 
Commanding U.S.S. Ironsides,  
Senior Officer off Charleston. 

 

Sketch of the Wabash. NH 75466 

Incident with the Octorara, and the rebel torpedo-boat  
St. Patrick. Jan. 26, 1865.   NH 59153 
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Men who died on the  

0##�'���������   

February 17, 1864:  
 
 

John Williams 
Charles O. Muzzey 
Theodore Parker 

Edward C. Hazeltine 
John Walsh 

 

#������+��(�
Sank October 15, 1863 

 
 

Horace Lawson Hunley 
Thomas W. Park 

Robert Brockbank 
Joseph Patterson 
Charles Sprague 

Henry Beard 
John Marshall 

Charles McHugh 
 

No survivors 
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Sank February 17, 1864 

 

Lt. George E. Dixon 
James Wicks 
Arnold Becker 
Frank Collins 

Miller 
Joseph Ridgaway 
Corp. J. F. Carlson 

Lumpkin 
 

 
No survivors 

 

������+��(�
Sank August 29, 1863 
 

Lt. John Payne * 
Lt. Charles Hasker * 

Frank Doyle 
John Kelly 

Absolum Williams 
Nicholas Davis 
Michael Cane 

William Robinson * 
 

* - Survivors  
     Five men drowned; 
     three survived  
 

Sources : Friends of the Hunley 
  Raising the Hunley: The Remarkable History & Recovery of the Lost Confederate Submarine 


