
Raphael Semmes And The Notorious
Confederate Raider CSS Alabama

The American Civil War was a tumultuous time in American history, with
individuals on both sides of the conflict displaying immense determination and
strategic prowess. One such individual was Raphael Semmes, who became
notorious for his command of the Confederate raider CSS Alabama. This article
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delves into the captivating exploits of Semmes and his crew as they wreaked
havoc on Union shipping during the war.

Early Life of Raphael Semmes

Raphael Semmes was born on September 27, 1809, in Charles County,
Maryland. Growing up, Semmes displayed a keen interest in maritime affairs,
which eventually led him to pursue a career in the United States Navy. He
graduated from the United States Naval Academy in 1826, quickly establishing
himself as a talented and respected officer.
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Joining the Confederate Navy

When the American Civil War broke out in 1861, Semmes made the difficult
decision to resign from the United States Navy and side with the Confederacy.
Impressed by his naval expertise, the Confederacy appointed Semmes as the
captain of the CSS Sumter, a small cruiser tasked with disrupting Union trade.
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Although the CSS Sumter achieved some success, Semmes yearned for a vessel
with greater capabilities. His desire was answered when he was given command
of the CSS Alabama, a formidable and technologically advanced raider ship.
Semmes and the Alabama would go on to become a legendary duo in the annals
of naval warfare.

The CSS Alabama Sets Sail

In August 1862, the CSS Alabama set sail from England, where it was built with
the support of the British government. Equipped with eight powerful cannons and
a crew of skilled sailors, Semmes wasted no time in wreaking havoc on Union
merchant ships.

The CSS Alabama operated primarily in the Atlantic and Indian Oceans, covering
vast distances in its pursuit of Union vessels. Semmes was known for his
strategic brilliance, carefully selecting targets while avoiding direct confrontation
with more heavily armed Union warships.

A Reign of Destruction

The CSS Alabama caused chaos in the Union shipping industry, capturing or
sinking over 60 merchant ships during its two-year operational period. The ship's
crew, which consisted of dedicated Confederate seamen, rapidly carried out
Semmes' orders, ensuring the ship's success.

Semmes' tactical genius was evident in his ability to strike swiftly and efficiently.
He would often disguise the CSS Alabama as a regular merchant vessel, luring
unsuspecting Union ships into close proximity before unfurling the Confederate
flag and launching an attack. This element of surprise gave Semmes a significant
advantage in battle.

The CSS Alabama's Final Battle



Despite its impressive run, the CSS Alabama's reign as a Confederate raider
came to an end on June 19, 1864. The Union warship USS Kearsarge, under the
command of Captain John Winslow, engaged in a fierce battle with Semmes and
his crew off the coast of Cherbourg, France.

In a showdown that captivated the world, the CSS Alabama and the USS
Kearsarge exchanged heavy fire for over an hour. Ultimately, the CSS Alabama
suffered severe damage and began to sink. Semmes, realizing the inevitable,
ordered his crew to abandon ship and surrendered to Captain Winslow.

Legacy of Raphael Semmes and the CSS Alabama

Raphael Semmes' tenure as the commander of the CSS Alabama cemented his
place in history as one of the most successful Confederate raiders. His ability to
outmaneuver and outsmart Union forces, combined with his tactical brilliance,
became legendary.

However, it is important to note that Semmes' actions were not without
controversy. The CSS Alabama was built illegally in England, which violated
international laws and strained diplomatic relations between the United States,
Great Britain, and other European powers. The ship's destruction by the USS
Kearsarge also raised questions about the legality of the battle.

Nevertheless, Semmes' achievements continue to be studied and discussed by
historians to this day. His legacy as a daring, astute naval officer endures, with
the CSS Alabama serving as a symbol of both ingenuity and controversy from the
American Civil War.

, Raphael Semmes and the CSS Alabama undoubtedly left an indelible mark on
the history of naval warfare. Their audacious exploits and strategic brilliance



captivate the imagination and remind us of the intense conflicts that shaped the
American Civil War.
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The electrifying story of Raphael Semmes and the CSS Alabama, the
Confederate raider that destroyed Union ocean shipping and took more prizes
than any other raider in naval history.

In July, 1862, Semmes received orders to take command of a secret new British-
built steam warship, the Alabama. At its helm, he would become the most hated
and feared man in ports up and down the Union coast—and a Confederate
legend. Now, with unparalleled authority and depth, and with a vivid sense of the
excitement and danger of the time, Stephen Fox tells the story of Captain
Semmes's remarkable wartime exploits. From vicious naval battles off the coast
of France, to plundering the cargo of Union ships in the Caribbean, this is a
thrilling tale of an often overlooked chapter of the Civil War.
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