
 

 

Lincoln's forgotten, and tragic, admiral 
 

 
The timing of Kevin Weddle's presentation to the Roundtable could not have 
been more timely or appropriate.  When Weddle commenced his program 

about 7 p.m. on March 8, exactly 155 years ago at Hampton Roads the new 
ironclad CSS Virginia was retiring for the day as darkness fell on Tidewater 
Virginia.  The former USS Merrimac, now outfitted by Confederates with an 

iron skin, had wreaked havoc on the Union blockade at Norfolk, sinking the 
USS Cumberland and the USS Congress.  The Virginia approached the USS 
Minnesota, which had run aground, but withdrew in waning light, determined 

to claim its third prize on the following day. 
 
But, overnight, the new Union ironclad Monitor had steamed into 
Chesapeake Bay to confront the Virginia on March 9.  The resulting epic 

clash of the two ironclads off Sewells Point would set the Union Navy's 
strategy for the remainder of the war.  The five-hour battle itself was a draw 
as both ships survived but is generally considered a strategic Union victory 

as its blockade of Southern ports survived. 
 
Weddle is a 28-year U.S. Army veteran, who retired as colonel with an 

impressive collection of graduate degrees.  He is professor of military theory 
and strategy at the U.S. Army War College in Carlisle, Pennsylvania.  He has 
served as director of the advanced strategic art program at the war college.  

He is currently writing a strategic history of the Saratoga campaign during 
the American Revolution. 
 

Weddle's subject for the Roundtable meeting was Admiral Samuel Francis Du 
Pont, the Navy's third admiral.  He used the term "forgotten" to describe Du 
Pont's fate during the war.  The title of his 2005 book is "Lincoln's Tragic 

Admiral."  Each description is appropriate. 
 
Du Pont is certainly a worthy subject for study as he was one of the most 

noteworthy naval commanding officers of the first half of the nineteenth 
century.  Du Pont (he was the only member of his generation of the famous 
manufacturing family to use a capital "D") was born September 27, 1803, 

the first American-born family member, at Goodstay, the family home at 
Bergen Point (now the city of Bayonne), New Jersey.  His uncle was 
Eleuthera Irenee du Pont, founder of E.I du Pont de Nemours Company, a 
maker of gunpowder that grew into the international chemical manufacturer.  

Family connections enabled the young man to gain appointment as a 
midshipman at the tender age of 12.  He set sail on his maiden voyage 
aboard the 74-gun Franklin from Delaware in December 1815. 

 



 

 

As there was no Naval Academy, aspiring officers like Du Pont learned 
navigation and mathematics on the job before the mast.  Du Pont would 

spend the rest of his life in uniform, half of it at sea.  His scores of voyages, 
ships and commands are simply too voluminous to list.  Some highlights:  
Du Pont's second assignment was aboard the frigate Constitution in 1821.  

He later sailed with the frigate Congress in the West Indies and off Brazil.  
Though not yet a commissioned officer, he was sailing master on the North 
Carolina on a voyage to the Mediterranean in 1825.  Promoted to lieutenant 

in 1826, Du Pont served on the schooner Porpoise and the sloop Ontario.  
Though a young officer, Du Pont's blunt, outspoken and aggressive 
personality started to manifest itself.  Du Pont was openly critical of the 

sclerotic condition of the Navy where promotions were based on seniority 
and politics.  These traits would both advance and hinder his career. 
 
In June 1833 Du Pont married his first cousin Sophie Madeleine du Pont 

(1810-88).  By 1842 Du Pont was promoted to commander and sailed to 
China aboard to brig Perry.  But illness cut short this voyage, and he had to 
return home.  He was back in command of the Congress in 1845, sailing to 

Hawaii and California on the eve of the Mexican War. 
 
In the war Du Pont took command of the sloop Cyane in 1846 and quickly 

cleared the Gulf of California by taking or sinking 30 enemy ships.  Du Pont 
transported Major John Fremont's troops to San Diego.  In an amphibious 
landing they took the city.  Thereafter, Du Pont's ships captured other towns 

on the Baja coast, destroyed enemy ships and launched a landing on San 
Jose del Cabo in February 1848. 
 

Following these hostilities Du Pont concentrated on modernizing the U.S. 
Navy, emphasizing the need for an aggressive naval force, not just one that 
defended coastal facilities and ports.  He was appointed superintendent of 

the Naval Academy but resigned after four months, believing the post was 
more suitable for an older officer.  As a member of the Naval Efficiency 
Board, he oversaw the removal 201 officers.  Du Pont came under withering 

criticism as almost half of those removed gained reinstatement. 
 
Du Pont was promoted to captain in 1855, and as commander of the steam 

frigate Minnesota he transported the U.S. minister to Beijing.  Subsequently, 
he sailed to Japan, India and Arabia, before returning to Boston in 1859.  
The next year he was appointed commandant of the Philadelphia Naval 
Shipyard, a position in which he expected to retire.  But South Carolinians 

fired on Fort Sumter in April 1861, and Du Pont returned to active duty. 
 
In June 1861 Du Pont took charge of a board planning naval operations 

against the Confederacy.  He oversaw the establishment of the naval 



 

 

blockade of the entire Southern coast, dividing it into five squadrons.  
Appointed flag officer of the steam frigate Wabash, Du Pont took command 

of the South Atlantic squadron responsible for the coast from roughly Cape 
Fear to Key West.  As such, he led a successful invasion on November 7 and 
the taking of Port Royal Sound in South Carolina. 

 
No engagement in the war demonstrated more clearly the personal nature of 
this war.  In charge of the federal gunboat Pocahontas was Commander 

Percival Drayton (1812-65).  Commanding rebel defenses at Forts 
Beauregard and Walker was General Thomas F. Drayton (1809-91), 
Commander Drayton's older brother.  The two brothers had gone separate 

ways early in life.  Their father, a prominent lawyer and politician in 
Charleston, was a staunch unionist who moved the family to Philadelphia in 
1833 following the Nullification Crisis.  Except for Thomas who stayed 
behind.  Thomas went on to West Point, graduating in 1828 in a class that 

included future Confederate president Jefferson Davis.  Thomas became a 
railroad engineer, president of the Charleston and Savannah Railroad and a 
slave owner, whose wife owned Fish Hill Plantation on Hilton Head Island.  

Percival became a prominent naval officer, commanding the ironclad Passaic 
in attacks on Forts McAllister and Sumter in March and April 1863.  He was 
promoted to captain in July 1862 and commanded the squadron flagship 

Hartford during the battle of Mobile Bay ('Damn the torpedoes') in August 
1864. 
 

Prior to the capture of Port Royal, Du Pont had been dismissive of 
abolitionists, considering them annoying.  But upon witnessing the pitiful 
plight of slaves, he underwent an immediate and profound change, 

becoming a committed advocate of Negro emancipation.  The Port Royal 
Experiment, under which freed slaves had unprecedented freedom, took 
place under his guidance.  Based on his success at Port Royal and the 

resultant sealing of the Georgia and Florida coasts, Du Pont was promoted to 
rear admiral, only the third admiral in naval history. 
 

Following the battle of ironclads at Hampton Roads in early 1862, witnessed 
by union Assistant Secretary of the Navy Gustavus Fox, Fox and his superior 
Navy Secretary Gideon Welles became obsessed with ironclads and with 

taking Charleston solely with ironclads. 
 
Du Pont, unfortunately, became the reluctant instrument of Fox and Welles.  
Du Pont knew, from his years of experience, that a well-defended Charleston 

harbor could not be taken by a naval force alone.  It would require a joint 
operation with infantry to take out rebel batteries. 
 



 

 

But, with grave misgivings, Du Pont led nine ironclads in single file formation 
into Charleston harbor on April 7, 1863.  Confederate General P.G.T. 

Beauregard had had two years to prepare for such an invasion. The Union 
fleet's route obstructed by sunken hulks, it was a sitting duck, battered by 
some 2,200 rounds.  Hampered by the ironclads' slow rate of fire, Union 

gunners were able to fire only 154 rounds.  Miraculously, only one Union 
sailor was killed.  But five gunboats were disabled, and the Keokuk was 
sunk.  By sundown Du Pont ordered a withdrawal.  It was a total failure. 

 
Du Pont took the full blame, but not without a fight.  Correspondence 
between him and his War Department superiors took on an increasingly 

hostile tone, until he was relieved of command on July 5, 1863.  His career 
was over. 
 
Du Pont spent the next two years trying to redeem himself.  He was 

unsuccessful.  Subsequent events vindicated him as a second, larger naval 
invasion of the city also failed.  Charleston did not fall until General William 
Tecumseh Sherman's army, marching north from Savannah in early 1865, 

took the city. 
 
On a trip to Philadelphia Du Pont died on June 23, 1865.  He is buried in the 

du Pont family cemetery at Greenville, Delaware.  After his death his widow 
Sophie took up the cause of restoring her husband's reputation.  She 
amassed most of his correspondence, not only letters he received but also 

his letters to recipients. 
 
Du Pont's legacy, according to Weddle:  professionalism and promotion by 

merit. 
 
In 1882, following years of lobbying by Sophie and the influential family, 

Congress authorized a statue to be placed in what was then Pacific Circle.  A 
bronze statue was sculpted by noted Irish-American sculptor Launt 
Thompson and dedicated on December 20, 1884, in the renamed Du Pont 

Circle.  In attendance was President Chester A. Arthur.  Du Pont in bronze 
stands as he would have on the bridge of a ship, staring into the horizon 
holding binoculars in his left hand, his right hand lightly touching the 

glasses. 
 
However, the story did not end there.  The statue fell out of favor with some 
members of the du Pont family.  Perhaps they felt Du Pont was not 

portrayed in a sufficiently heroic pose.  Led by Du Pont's niece, who was 
married to a U.S. senator from Delaware, Congress authorized removal of 
the statue in 1917, at the family's expense.  The statue was taken down and 

moved to Rockford Park in Wilmington, Delaware, in August 1920, where it 



 

 

still stands.  The family commissioned sculptor Daniel Chester French and 
architect Henry Bacon, who had collaborated on the iconic Lincoln Memorial, 

to design a new monument.  The result:  a fountain with allegorical figures 
representing the sea, stars and wind.  Weddle observed that it is likely no 
passerby, commuter hurrying to the underground Metro station or noontime 

lunch taker has the slightest clue what the fountain means. 
 
Original sculptor Thompson was long gone when his statue was removed.  

Sadly, he died at age 61 in 1894 at the State Mental Asylum in Middletown, 
New York.  But during his heyday from the 1860s until almost 1890, 
Thompson was a significant and successful artist who sculpted many notable 

monuments.  His other works included Rocky Mountain Trapper, a marble 
portrait of James "Grizzly" Adams; Napoleon the First, at the Smithsonian 
American Art Museum; a portrait bust of William Cullen Bryant; the General 
John Sedgwick monument at West Point; a Civil War memorial in Pittsfield, 

Massachusetts; General Winfield Scott at the Soldiers' Home in Washington, 
D.C.; Abraham Pierson, first president Yale; and General Ambrose E. 
Burnside, Thompson's only equestrian statue and his last major work in 

1887, in Providence, Rhode Island. 
 
Treasurer's Report for March 2017 
Beginning checking account statement balance 3/1/2017 = $2019.92 
March receipts = $290.00 ($185.00 dues, $105.00 book raffle) 
March expenses = $320.00 ($200.00 for March mtg. speaker fee,  $120.00 to Mike   Peters for speaker 
travel expenses) 
Ending checking account statement balance 3/31/2017 = $1989.92 

 
 
 
 


