
The Wreck of the San Francisco: Disaster 
and Aftermath in the Great Hurricane of 

December 1853
 Novel

 John Stewart

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/EaXe/OPMw/aaVdk/The-Wreck-of-the-San-Francisco-Disaster-and-Aftermath-in-the-Great-Hurricane-of-December-1853
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/EaXe/OPMw/aaVdk/The-Wreck-of-the-San-Francisco-Disaster-and-Aftermath-in-the-Great-Hurricane-of-December-1853
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/EaXe/OPMw/aaVdk/The-Wreck-of-the-San-Francisco-Disaster-and-Aftermath-in-the-Great-Hurricane-of-December-1853
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/EaXe/OPMw/aaVdk/The-Wreck-of-the-San-Francisco-Disaster-and-Aftermath-in-the-Great-Hurricane-of-December-1853
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/EaXe/OPMw/aaVdk/The-Wreck-of-the-San-Francisco-Disaster-and-Aftermath-in-the-Great-Hurricane-of-December-1853
http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/EaXe/OPMw/aaVdk/The-Wreck-of-the-San-Francisco-Disaster-and-Aftermath-in-the-Great-Hurricane-of-December-1853


On December 22, 1853, a new steamship left New York on its maiden voyage. The San
Francisco--perhaps the finest ocean-going vessel of its time--had been chartered by the U.S.
Government to transport the U.S. Army's Third Artillery Regiment to the Pacific Coast.Two days
out, the ship ran into one of the great hurricanes of maritime history. Sails and stacks were blown
away, the engine was wrecked and scores of people were washed overboard, as the men
frantically worked the pumps to keep afloat. A few days later, cholera broke out.After two weeks
adrift, the survivors were rescued by three ships. The nightmare was not over. Two of the
vessels, damaged by the storm, were in no position to take on passengers. Provisions ran out.
Fighting thirst, starvation, disease and mutiny, survivors barely made it back. Then came the
aftermath--accusations, denials, revelations of government ineptitude and negligence, and a
cover-up.
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December 22, 1853, a brand new steamship left New York Harbor on its maiden voyage. The
length of a football field, the San Francisco was arguably the best-made ocean-going vessel
built up to that time, and had been chartered by the United States Government to carry most of
the men of the Third Artillery to the Pacific Coast. The Army was badly needed out there in the
far west. The State of California was only a few years old, and the Gold Rush had brought with it
not only a fantastic influx od people, but a corresponding amount of lawlessness. On top of that,
the Indians were playing up.Only two days out of New York, 300 miles off the coast of Delaware,
the San Francisco ran into one of the great hurricanes of maritime history. Her sails and masts
were blown away, the engine was wrecked, and scores of human beings were washed
overboard. With no power of her own, the ruined steamer became a floating coffin as cholera
broke out on board. With people dying fast, and with the ocean constantly threatening to drag



the ship down at any moment, the men battled frantically with the pumps to keep afloat. Other
vessels began to pass by, but with the seas so high they could be of little help. Finally, with the
storm abating, three ships in succession managed to take off the survivors and bring them back
to civilization. After two weeks, the nightmare was over. But the drama continued. Two of the
three rescuing vessels had been so damaged by the storms that they were hardly in a position to
take on such a large number of unexpected passengers, let alone the threat of cholera, and it
wasn’t long before water and provisions began to run out. Facing death at every turn from thirst,
starvation, exhaustion, exposure, and even a mutiny, they barely made it back to land. But they
did. As for the Third Artillery, it had been decimated.Then came the aftermath, the accusations,
the denials, the shocking revelations of ineptitude and gross negligence by the Government, the
cover-up, and finally the Inquiry and the price to be paid.This book consists basically of a
prologue, the story of the wreck, and an epilogue. The prologue gives the background to what
led up to the adventure. The middle section is a day by day account of what happened between
the time the San Francisco left New York Harbor until the day the survivors made it back to New
York, i.e., from December 22, 1853, to January 14, 1854. The Epilogue tells what happened
afterwards. There is also an appendix, listing all those on board the ship.PrologueIt would never
have happened if it hadn’t been for Padre Hidalgo. Not that he’s to blame; it’s just that when he
shouted he precipitated a chain of events that culminated inexorably in one of the greatest
disasters in maritime history.September 16 marks the day in 1810, in the little Mexican town of
Dolores, when Miguel Hidalgo’s first revolutionary grito—“shout”—was heard around the world. It
wouldn’t be for another 11 years and 11 days, and only then after a long war with Mother Spain,
that the Mexicans would win freedom in deed as well as in proclamation. But one thing is certain;
if El Grito de Dolores had been a mere whisper, the steamer San Francisco would not have been
wrecked 43 years later.In 1821 Mexico included a good portion of what today goes to form much
of the western and southwestern United States of America, including California and Texas, both
thinly settled back then. Just prior to Mexican independence, a few Americans had secured
permission from the Spanish authorities to establish settlements in Texas, and the new
government would, as it turned out, honor that agreement. By 1836 there were roughly 25,000
people living in Texas, about 85 percent of whom were non–Hispanic. Presuming upon the
confidence of such ethnic weight, the Texans declared their independence from Mexico, the
Mexicans objected, and the Alamo happened. Later that year the Republic of Texas was
created, and duly recognized by other countries as a sovereign state. Mexico declined to send
an ambassador.By 1845 there were 6,220 Mexicans, 680 foreigners, and perhaps 15,000
Indians living in California, a total of probably no more than 23,000 individuals in the same space
that today squeezes in almost 40 million. Although not Mexico’s fault, California held little
attraction for potential immigrants. There was nothing there. It was dull as dishwater. It would
take a yellow mineral to change all that.As for what was happening farther to the east, at the end
of the year, December 29, 1845, Texas became the twenty-eighth star on the American flag.
Although this annexation, along with the acquisition of the Oregon Territory six months later,



greatly expanded the frontiers of the U.S.A., it immediately led to trouble with Mexico, who were
still under the impression that it was they who owned Texas. They thought they still owned
California too, and in that they were equally mistaken. Ownership of land goes to those who can
prove it, and the best proof of all is a big stick. Mexico had a small stick.With very definite
prejudice, the U.S. Army marched, rode and sailed in force into the land of their southern
neighbor. The army was divided into three basic arms: The Infantry, Cavalry, and Artillery, each
being subdivided into regiments, and each regiment into companies. The regiments were
numbered in order of precedence, for example, the First Infantry, the Second Cavalry, the Third
Artillery. The companies were given letters, in order of seniority: Company A, Company B, and
on down the alphabet to Company M, missing only J, that letter being too easily confused with a
capital I. Of the Third Regiment of Artillery, to take but one case, all but two of the companies
fought in Mexico. California too became, though to a much lesser extent, a theatre of this war,
with Company F of the Third Artillery, among other army units, going out to protect the growing
American interests on the Pacific coast. For Company F, going around the Horn as they did, it
was like going to a distant country, an expedition into the unknown. But, on January 26, 1847,
198 days out of New York, the steamship Lexington finally nosed her way into the harbor of the
California capital of Monterey. Although they were not the first American troops on the West
Coast, Company F, with its 113 men—mostly recruits enlisted the previous spring—did
establish, the very day after the Monterey landing, the first U.S. Army post in California. In the
meantime the Lexington carried the rest of the troops north up the coast to San
Francisco.Among those just arrived at Monterey were First Lieutenant William Tecumseh
Sherman, who was about to celebrate his 27th birthday; Lieutenant Henry Wager Halleck of the
Engineers; and a 28-year-old second lieutenant from Pennsylvania named Lucien Loeser. A
notable visitor to the post in April and May of 1847 would be Major Thomas Swords,
quartermaster of the Army of the West, then aged 40.1The war ended just outside Mexico City
with the signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo on February 2, 1848, and with it the map of
the mainland U.S.A. came to look, for the first time, much as it does today, stretching from Maine
to San Diego, from Puget Sound to Key West. The world came to comprehend, with startling
clarity, the full meaning of a term that had been coined just three years earlier—Manifest Destiny.
Another expression just starting to come into vogue was “land grab.”Manifest destiny or land
grab? If there was ever any dispute over terminology it was settled by the gods. Nineteen days
before the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, and almost 2,000 miles to the north of the Mexican
capital, a New Jersey man, James Wilson Marshall, unearthed a yellow nugget in the debris at
the bottom of a mill-race he owned with a Swiss named Jacob Sutter, about 200 feet from the
South Fork of the American River, in a California community called Coloma. Talk of Marshall’s
discovery spread locally like wildfire, and by the beginning of April 1848, as word of the ground-
breaking event was starting to make its way into the territory’s newspapers, people were flocking
to Sutter’s Mill for the easy pickings. The military governor of California went to the diggings to
confirm the strike. Accompanying him on his mission was Lieutenant Sherman. The Gold Rush



was on.News of the massive, earth-shattering find had to be transmitted to the U.S.
Government, a world away in Washington, D.C., and Lucien Loeser, still stationed at Monterey,
was the right man for the job of courier, having just been promoted to first lieutenant and thereby
entitled to go home on a long furlough. Carrying Marshall’s nugget among other things,
Lieutenant Loeser left Monterey on a southbound steamer heading for the city of Panama, which
at that point in history was an outpost of the country of Colombia. Here he climbed on the back
of a horse, made the dangerous crossing of the isthmus in a few days, and finally arrived in the
United States on November 28, 1848.As soon as word got out in the Eastern press that there
was gold in Californ-eye-ay, a mass movement of people took place larger than any other since
the time of the Crusades.In those days, transcontinental rail travel was still in the planning stage;
it would be another two decades before they drove home the Golden Spike that would make a
coast-to-coast train trip possible. So, in the late 1840s, there were five basic ways a Forty-Niner
could get from the east to the promised land. To cross overland by wagon, using the old
California Trail, could take a year or more, depending on disease, Indians, accidents and a host
of other eventualities. Or he could take ship and go all the way down to the tip of South America
and then up the other side. This voyage could take up to six months, that is if he made it around
the notorious Cape Horn. Another way was to ship down to Vera Cruz and cross Mexico by land.
But in 1849 you didn’t really want to be wandering around down there south of the border if you
were a “gringo,” not after what you and your fellow Yanquis had just done to the Mexicans.
Finally, Central America offered two main crossing places, the Isthmus of Panama and Lake
Nicaragua, both of them much quicker than any other route, but fraught with hazards, if not
danger. None of these considerations stopped thousands upon thousands of argonauts from
venturing out in search of the Golden Fleece.As far back as 1847 the U.S. Government had
recognized its responsibility for assuring postal delivery to that small but ever increasing number
of Americans settling on the west coast. To help fulfill their commitment, the government
awarded contracts to three private parties, a certain amount of compensation going along with
each contract. The first party, a shipping company, would run steamers down the Atlantic coast
from New York City to the Panama Isthmus. The conveying of the mail by land across the
isthmus, from the Atlantic side to the city of Panama on the Pacific coast, was entrusted to the
dubious care of local contractors. The third group, another shipping firm, would carry the mails
from Panama up the west coast to San Francisco. The two shipping companies, the one
handling the east coast and the other the west, would maintain the right to carry passengers as
well as the mails.When William Henry Aspinwall founded the Pacific Mail Steamship Company
on April 18, 1848, to fulfill his 10-year contract with the U.S. Government to carry the mails
between the cities of Panama and San Francisco, many thought he was crazy, a victim, perhaps,
of an over-indulgence in big dreams. There was absolutely nothing they could see out there in
that part of the world that could possibly interest this giant New York merchant and shipbuilder.
But W.H. Aspinwall was a lot more than just a dreamer; he was lucky. And he had a crystal ball.
Although no one in the east would know of Sutter’s Mill for some months yet, Aspinwall could



obviously see quite clearly in his glass orb the desperate madness that was already sweeping
California. That insanity would soon have millions of people rushing headlong to the west coast,
and a good number of them would, sooner or later, have to make use of W.H. Aspinwall’s
steamers.The first P.M.S.S. steamer, the California, set out from New York on October 6, 1848,
went around the Horn, up the west coast of South and Central America, to the territory she was
named for, and arrived in San Francisco Harbor on February 28, 1849, bringing with her several
early and well-paying Forty-Niners whom the ship had picked up along the way.On April 1, 1849,
the second Aspinwall steamer, the Oregon, arrived at San Francisco, and, on June 4, the
Panama pulled in after a voyage of four months. The ship’s purser on the Panama was a New
Yorker named Theo Schell. At only 22, he was the best purser to be found on any ocean-going
vessel, his attention to his passengers already legendary.Soon, with the argonauts pouring
across Central America and searching desperately for a steamer, any steamer, to take them up
the west coast to California for the free gold, Mr. Aspinwall and his Pacific Mail Steamship
Company became rich indeed. The Gold Rush was very definitely on.In 1850 the company
transferred Purser Schell to the Unicorn, and at that very moment the Panama acquired a new
skipper, a Maryland man who, although he had just started with Aspinwall’s line, was
experienced enough at sea to be able to claim that he had visited San Diego as early as 1832,
and that was certainly saying something. For another few years Captain James Thomas Watkins
would ply the seas unknown to the world at large, just another skipper. But his time would come.
Out of the blue, for reasons far beyond his control, in the last three weeks of January 1854 he
would become, for a brief while, one of the most famous men in the world.Howland & Aspinwall
decided to add a couple of steamers to their Pacific fleet, and in June 1850 contracted with two
of the great New York City shipyards—Messrs. Smith & Damon, and William H. Webb.2 It was
the one taken on by Webb that three and half years later would dominate newspaper headlines
around the globe.The impact of the Gold Rush upon California was such that, virtually overnight,
it transformed that territory from a sleepy backwater that held no interest for anyone but a few
intrepid pioneers into the fastest growing place the world had ever seen. The Mexican War was
over, Manifest Destiny had wrested California from the defeated enemy, U.S. military outposts
had begun to proliferate there—Benicia and San Diego Barracks were established in April 1849
—and in 1850 a thirty-first star appeared on the American flag.In addition to all his other
ventures, W.H. Aspinwall saw great possibilities for Panama. The village of Chagres, at the
mouth of the river of the same name, had long slumbered on the Atlantic side of the isthmus,
and by 1848 had deteriorated into a virtual ghost town. Then news of the California Gold Rush
broke in the East, and almost instantaneously a boom town exploded into being on the opposite
bank of the Chagres River. Yankee Town, they called it, or Yanqui Chagres, full of gold-seekers
on their way up river by steamer and across the hazardous isthmus to the land of purchased
dreams. Mr. Aspinwall had no use for Yanqui Chagres, not for what he had in mind, and so he
founded another, completely new town 10 miles up the coast to the east, and they called it
Aspinwall. From here the New York mogul would build a railroad across the isthmus to the Pacific



coast, and millions of people would pay to use it. The 47-mile project was begun with the laying
of the first length of rail in May 1850. But it wouldn’t be until January 28, 1855, that the first
successful run all the way from Aspinwall to Panama City would be made, and that was two
years too late for the Third Artillery.Another fantastically wealthy American, Cornelius Vanderbilt,
perhaps the greatest tycoon of his age, also caught the strong whiff of gold in Central America.
In those days, whenever a ship made the voyage from New York to the Isthmus of Panama, it
would pass by the Mosquito Coast of Nicaragua. There was a town on this coast named San
Juan del Norte, built at the mouth of the San Juan River. If one were to go 135 miles up this river
into the interior, one would emerge into Lake Nicaragua. On the other side of that giant body of
water was Virgin Bay, separated from and connected to the Pacific Coast by a strip of land a
mere 12 miles long. So, Vanderbilt established a route that shaved a week off the time taken to
cross the Panama Isthmus, and which also had the advantage of avoiding the awful jungles.
However, primarily as a result of internal warfare within Commodore Vanderbilt’s own company—
waged notably by his treacherous partner Charles Morgan—the route folded.W.H. Aspinwall’s
Panama Railroad and the Vanderbilt initiative across Nicaragua were simply examples of
commercial evolution at work, entrepreneurs supplying a demand. There was money to be made
here. But one had to be a big player, or things would probably go wrong. There were always
lesser men prompted by half-baked dreams to search for quicker, better routes from the Atlantic
to the Pacific, those who wondered why they had to go all the way down to Nicaragua, or even
worse, to Panama, when staring them in their relatively-speaking face, on their back doorstep,
was the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, the slimmest portion of Mexico. This, and similar potential
Mexican land routes had been fruitlessly explored for years, but by 1853, with the lure of the
glittering metal out there in California and the coming of Aspinwall’s railroad, and with the
humiliating sting of the late war fading from the collective Mexican memory, these adventurers
were spurred on to fever pitch. It might have seemed, to the interested observer, that every tenth
Yank south of the border was trying to get an exclusive grant from the Mexican Government to
run an overland route. One of these men, Albert C. Ramsay, former colonel of the 11th
Pennsylvania Volunteer Infantry during the Mexican War, even got as far as making an
arrangement with the Pacific Mail Steamship Company to link up with their new steamer about to
be completed in New York—the San Francisco, which would soon be making her way out west
to take her place in the P.M.S.S.’s line of ships plying between the cities of Panama and San
Francisco.But Ramsay’s dreams, like those of all the others, contained insufficient starch to
compete successfully with the obstacles and difficulties thrust in their way: The financing of such
an enterprise, the complexities of dealing with the Mexican Government, and the fact that Lady
Luck was not looking their way. Mexico never happened.As for Theo Schell, the purser, come
early 1853 he was still working for the Pacific Mail Steamship Company, plying the West Coast
on their steamer Tennessee, when he got word from Howland & Aspinwall that their most
magnificent vessel to date, the San Francisco, was nearing completion. For their best ship the
P.M.S.S. needed their best purser. They also wanted their best skipper, James T. Watkins.3The



Mineral Springs Hotel in Lynn, Massachusetts, was quite famous back in 1833, when it was run
by Major Jabez Ward Barton. On November 17 of that year, a new Barton was born—Charles
Frederick. When Charles was still an infant, they all moved to the Maverick House, in Boston,
where the young fellow grew up. In 1841 the Major moved on to the Albion, and eight years later
young Charles Barton went to sea. On February 12, 1853, the new clipper Golden Light sailed
from Boston, bound for San Francisco. Ten days into her voyage she was struck by lightning and
set afire. Five boats managed to get off, but only three were picked up by the British ship Shand
and returned to Boston. Charles Barton, the second mate, was lucky. Lady Luck favors men of
19. Shortly after his narrow escape, Mr. Barton was posted to the San Francisco as third
officer.By July 1853 the Forty-Niners and the Indians were acting up out west, and so, in order to
provide a semblance of law and order, the War Department was endeavoring to collect together,
from several states in the East, a considerable detachment of recruits to be sent as soon as
possible to the state of California and to the Oregon Territory, in order to reinforce the various
army units already there. The depot for the collection and instruction of recruits—boot camp, as
it would be called today—had been moved the previous year from Fort Wood, on Bedloes Island
to Fort Columbus, the castle on Governors Island, both dots of land being situated in New York
Harbor. On July 1, 1853, Lieutenant Colonel John J. Abercrombie, of the Second Infantry,
replaced Colonel Joseph Plympton, of the First Infantry, as superintendent of the depot. The
recruits, as soon as they had been instructed, were sent off to the different regiments on the
Pacific coast.Notes1. Army post returns.2. North American and United States Gazette
(Philadelphia), June 21, 1850.3. New York Herald, April 4, 1853; New York Times, May 26,
1853.General Orders No. 2General Orders No. 2 were issued from U.S. Army Headquarters in
New York, on September 26, 1853, in the name of Secretary of War Jefferson Davis, and signed
by Lieutenant Colonel Lorenzo Thomas, an assistant adjutant general, by command of Major
General Winfield Scott, the general in chief.1 These orders had to do with the movement of
troops. According to Paragraph 5, six companies of the Third Regiment of Artillery were to leave
their respective forts on the New England coast and make their way to New York Harbor, to
concentrate there, at Fort Columbus, to await their ship, and thence to proceed via Cape Horn to
the Pacific Division. In other words, to California and Oregon.What this meant was that almost an
entire regiment was to be transported from one coast of the United States to the other. A
monumental and unprecedented job of logistics. But the army was up to the task, at least in
theory.2 They had the money, the expertise, the experience, the will, and the power to see it
through, and of course, they would have the right ship. Yet this voyage would entail at least four
months at sea, maybe six, and so one other element was required, and without that particular
element, no matter how thorough and painstaking the planning of the overall operation might be,
the men would never reach their destination. Throughout history, soldiers had been routinely
marched once a week by their superiors to a place of worship in order to beseech the relevant
deity to look down favorably upon one military enterprise or another. The United States War
Department was no exception. However, as it turned out, this time they were praying to the



wrong god.The order contained the notice “The Colonel of the Regiment will receive further
instructions for his government from these headquarters.” These were words that, in hindsight,
bode as ill as the ultimate bad card dealt out of a Tarot deck, for the Colonel of the Third Artillery
was William Gates.Officers of the affected companies who were at that moment on leave of
absence or under orders to join the regiment were to make their way to Fort Columbus
forthwith.“The necessary supplies and transportation will be furnished by the proper
departments.”3First Lieutenant William T. Sherman had received his captain’s brevet in 1850, for
“meritorious service” performed as he languished bravely in California while the Mexican War
was raging elsewhere.4 A brevet was the traditional reward given by the army to an officer for
Sherman’s sort of service or for gallantry in the field, or both. Even though the brevet brought no
additional pay, authority, or responsibility, and despite the fact that his substantive rank was still
first lieutenant, he could now call himself Captain Sherman. At least that was something. But
what Sherman really wanted was a conspicuous record of gallantry, and severely chagrined that
he couldn’t, in all conscience, number himself one of the Gay and Gallant Third who had earned
that nickname while facing actual enemy fire in Mexico itself, and keenly aware of the limitations
of a peace-time army career, he resigned his commission in Company I of the Third Artillery on
September 6, 1853, and became a banker in San Francisco.Sherman’s decision set in motion a
chain of events that would prove disastrous for Richard Hamilton Smith and his wife Elizabeth. In
those days, during eras of peace, an officer was promoted according to strict seniority, a very
clear and rigid pecking order. Whenever a vacancy occurred for one reason or another, a
vacuum was created in the Army List, and the War Department had no tolerance for a vacuum.
So the vacancy had to be filled by promotion from below. In this case, when Sherman left the
army the space he had once occupied became a gap in the list of active first lieutenants, and
that gap was automatically and immediately filled, by Second Lieutenant Richard H. Smith. As
was customary, Smith was given leave upon his promotion, and when he went back to work on
September 13, 1853, he was transferred from Company I to Company A, who were stationed at
Fort Trumbull, in New London Harbor, Connecticut.5 Lieutenant Smith didn’t know it then, but it
would be the last furlough he would ever get in his life. Another thing the young Tennessean was
blissfully ignorant of was that he had just over two months to live.At that time, Fort Trumbull was
commanded by Colonel Francis S. Belton, and in his absence by Captain George Taylor, a
veteran of the Seminole War, and former assistant professor of mathematics at West Point, who
had won his major’s brevet during the Mexican War. On September 27 Major Taylor went on
leave, and the newly promoted First Lieutenant Smith found himself in charge of the post. It was
Smith who, the very next day, received General Orders No. 2 from army headquarters in New
York. Company A was to head down to New York Harbor as soon as possible. They were going
to California.6Just two weeks before Richard Smith’s promotion, another vacancy had
unexpectedly occurred in the list of first lieutenants. A man named Brown had died on August
22, 1853, and nine days later Second Lieutenant William Andrew Winder was officially bumped
up to fill his place. On that same day, therefore, an opening was created for a new second



lieutenant, and next in line was James Van Voast, a native of Schenectady, now aged 26, who
stepped into Winder’s old place on the Army List. What had hitherto been merely a brevet for
Van Voast now became a substantive rank. Three weeks later, on September 23, Second
Lieutenant James Van Voast transferred from Company G of the Third Artillery to Company D of
the same regiment, and arrived at his new company’s permanent post, Fort Independence,
which was situated in Boston Harbor and commanded by another veteran of the Mexican War,
Major Francis Octavius Wyse. F.O. Wyse, then 42, was a graduate of West Point in the same
Class of 1837 that produced not only such future illuminati as Jubal Early, Braxton Bragg, and
Fighting Joe Hooker, but also—and more relevant to the story of the San Francisco—George
Taylor. The post surgeon at Fort Independence, Horace Raguet Wirtz of the Medical
Department, would be described by the New York Times of January 16, 1854, as “a young man
of energy and vivacity,” and the young Philadelphian was certainly that, having fought in Mexico
with General Sterling Price. Major Wyse received General Orders No. 2 on September 28, 1853,
instructing him to take his company down to New York Harbor.7 Three days later Dr. Wirtz
celebrated his thirtieth birthday.Fort Preble was situated in Portland Harbor, in Maine, and was
the home station of Company G of the Third Artillery. By August 1853 Major Charles Spencer
Merchant was in command there. A veteran of several wars—with Britain in 1812–15, with
Mexico in 1846–48, and with various Indian tribes—Major Merchant was now 58, and still bore
the scars of a severe wound in a skirmish with the Comanche. The other two officers at Preble
were Captain Charles L. Kilburn and Second Lieutenant William Andrew Winder. Bill Winder got
his promotion to first lieutenant on the last day of August, and his week’s leave started the
following day. Major Merchant left with him, and Captain Kilburn assumed temporary command
of the post. Winder was back at his post on the eighth of September, but Major Merchant’s leave
was extended to the twenty-eighth. On September 15 Kilburn relinquished command of the
company to Lieutenant Winder, and left the post on the twentieth, whereupon Winder took
command of the whole place. In times of both peace and war, an officer’s load is much lightened
by the help of a good sergeant, one he can trust. For Bill Winder, Elijah R. Brown was such a
man, and, inasmuch as an enlisted man could be, a friend. Only four and a half years before,
Brown had been a clerk in a retail grocery store in his home village of West Troy, New York, but
now, at 31, he was the valued first sergeant of Company G. On September 28 Major Merchant
returned to Fort Preble to find that General Orders No. 2 had arrived that day from army
headquarters in New York.8William A. Winder had a second cousin once removed, Second
Lieutenant Charles Sidney Winder, six years younger than Bill but on a faster track, although no
one knew it yet as Charlie had only been promoted to his current rank two years earlier. As
things would turn out, Bill’s track may have been slower than Charlie’s, but it would be longer, a
lot longer. By July 28, 1853, the brave and amiable Charlie Winder of Company H, always
cheerful and very popular with his men, had been pasturing for some time as post adjutant at
Fort Adams, Rhode Island, where his company and Companies B and L were stationed, each,
of course, under the command of an officer, but all under the umbrella command of William



Gates, the colonel of the Third Regiment of Artillery, whose base this was. On that day in late
July, however, Captain and Brevet Lieutenant Colonel Edward J. Steptoe relinquished command
of Company H to Charlie Winder.9Life at Fort Adams might have been somewhat bucolic, but
there were moments of excitement, some quite embarrassing to the army. In November 1852, for
example, three young privates from Charlie Winder’s company went into the nearby town of
Newport on a spree and were arrested for riotous behavior and beating up a city policeman.
Edward Eylsom, from Taunton, Massachusetts, was 22, and had been a boatman when
Lieutenant Sewall Fremont enlisted him at Providence, Rhode Island only a few months before.
Now he and his two pals, Lorenzo A. Phelps and Bernard Gannon, were behind bars. Their trial
came up in early March of ‘53, and they were sentenced to six months in the county jail. By June
the army was desperately trying to get them out, for it looked as if there might pretty soon be a
massive troop movement to the West Coast.For his bravery at Buena Vista, Major John MacRae
Washington, a Virginian and a graduate of West Point in 1817, was awarded a brevet lieutenant
colonelcy, and immediately after the Mexican War was made military governor of New Mexico,
which, at that time included most of the land that today comprises the states of New Mexico and
Arizona plus parts of Kansas, Oklahoma, Texas, Colorado, and Utah. On July 26, 1853, orders
were issued to the effect that Colonel Gates was to relinquish command of Fort Adams to
Colonel Washington. However, Colonel Washington, by now 56, was on leave until October 21,
so Captain Henry Judd, of Company L stepped up to take over when Gates left the post on the
first of August. Judd was in command less than two months when, on September 27, he left the
post to go up on detached service to Fort Sullivan, in Eastport, Maine, and First Lieutenant
Sewall Lawrence Fremont, also of Company L, and the regimental quartermaster, as well as
being a distinguished veteran of the Mexican War, took command of Fort Adams, ably assisted
by Charlie Winder and the fort’s surgeon, Richard Sherwood Satterlee, another old hand from
Mexico, and who held the rank of major. It was Lieutenant Fremont who received General Orders
No 2 on September 28, 1853.10Company I of the Third Artillery were stationed at Fort Sullivan,
in Eastport, Maine, out of the six companies the farthest away from New York City. Captain and
Brevet Lieutenant Colonel Martin Burke commanded company and post. A Marylander by birth,
Colonel Burke had been in the army since 1820, and in the Third since 1823. Now, still suffering
from a disease he had contracted during the Mexican War, he was supported at Fort Sullivan by
First Lieutenant and Brevet Captain Horace B. Field—who had been transferred from Company
K on August 10—and the spruce young brevet second lieutenant, John G. Chandler, as well as
three sergeants, three corporals, a musician and 26 privates.11A couple who happened to find
themselves guests at Fort Sullivan for a month were Sergeant Horace Fox and a man named
George Washington May, both of whom belonged to Company K and were now working as
recruiters under Captain Dawson in the actual town of Eastport. Dawson had been temporarily
called away from his recruiting duties and so left his two men at the fort until he could come back
to collect them on September 11.12 Mr. May had been enlisted on May 10 of that year, in New
York, by Captain Dawson himself. He was the perfect recruiter’s recruit: 6 foot 1 tall, a clerk, 31



years old, and an Englishman to boot, from Croydon, Surrey. Better yet, May was the son of a
well-known Dutch Reformed minister now working in New York, and brother of a famous artist in
Paris and of an accomplished poetess in Philadelphia. Well, perhaps even better than that was
the fact that this was not Mr. May’s first enlistment. Back in ’44, Lieutenant Sherman had
recruited him in Boston, and during the Mexican War, Private May had performed spectacularly
enough at Palo Alto, Resaca de la Palma, Monterrey, Veracruz and Cerro Gordo to get a field
commission in the Ninth Infantry. He had left the army in 1849, but by 1853 he was back. From
now on, no matter what rank he held at any given time—usually private, but occasionally
temporary sergeant—everyone called him “Lieutenant May.” He should have stayed out of the
army after Mexico. If he had, he wouldn’t have been on board the San Francisco on December
22, 1853, when the Third Artillery nosed out into the Atlantic for its rendezvous with the Devil.On
September 29, 1853, Colonel Burke received special War Department orders telling him that
Captain Judd, of Company H, was on his way up from Fort Adams, and on the thirtieth he
received General Orders No. 2, informing him that he and Company I were to make their way
without delay to New York Harbor, where they would be taking a ship that would carry them to
California.13First Lieutenant Ambrose Everett Burnside was in command of Company K, at Fort
Constitution, on New Castle Island, in Portsmouth Harbor, New Hampshire, but he went on six-
months leave beginning in June 1853, and while away, in October, he resigned from the army.
So, by September 1853, the man actually in command of the post at Portsmouth was Brevet
Major William Austine, supported by First Lieutenant Lucien Loeser, the man who had brought
back the nugget from Sutter’s Mill. General Orders No. 2 reached Fort Constitution on
September 29, 1853. As for Lieutenant Burnside, he would be back years later to leave a great
mark in the history books.14The six companies moved fast from their posts, and within a few
weeks were duly assembled at their new home in New York Harbor.15 All they were waiting for
now was the ship that was going to carry them all to the land of gold.Fort Columbus, as the
home of a permanent force of the U.S. Army, housed, as a general rule, between 150 and 200
men, most of them spending their five-year term in what was called general service, in other
words, not attached to any regiment. However, sometimes the number of men at the fort was
increased to as many as 500 through the intake of recruits or West Point graduates who would
usually spend some time on Governors Island before joining their respective regiments. The
permanent force was under the command of Captain and Brevet Major John T. Sprague,
Company E, Eighth Infantry, while Colonel Abercrombie had authority over the recruiting side of
things.16 One of the young officers under Major Sprague was Brevet Second Lieutenant John
Bell Hood, then 22, fresh out of West Point, and soon to go to California with Company B of the
4th Infantry. Indeed, he was scheduled to go out on the San Francisco, but, at the last moment,
was ordered to stay behind. He would eventually end up going via the Panama Isthmus and thus
avoid the disaster that was soon to take place in the Atlantic. General Hood would become
famous some years later during the Civil War.There were 170 guns mounted on Governors
Island: 18-, 24-, 32- and 42-pounders. Attached to the fort was an arsenal of ordnance to which



stores of every description would be sent from the different manufactories, and thence shipped
to every part of the United States. A fundamental element of station life was the school for the
sons of soldiers, which provided an excellent education in the English courses and in the fife and
drum. By October 1853 there were 90 boys all under 15 years of age. The command also had a
select library of 700 volumes at their disposal. An Episcopal church was attached to the station,
and was under the pastoral care of the Rev. Dr. John McVickar, of the U.S. Army, who was also
the schoolmaster; he had been at the post for just over three years. In connection with the
church was a Sunday school, which was largely attended.17It was here, at Fort Columbus, that
the officers and men of the Third Artillery rendezvoused in October 1853. On their first Sunday
morning, mustered in their best regimentals, the entire command, numbering well over 400 men,
were marched to the church. Upon reaching the entrance to the place of worship they were
informed that those having scruples of conscience against taking part in the services may retire,
and would be marched, without prejudice, to their quarters, where the rules and articles of war
would be read to them. Some took advantage of this option. The rest entered the church—all 15
of them.18Notes1. Report of the Secretary of War, Jan. 30, 1854.2. Although this was indeed an
unprecedented job of logistics as far as taking a whole regiment out to California by way of the
Horn, very much alive in the War Department’s memory was the disaster of July 1852, when the
Fourth Infantry, which included Lieutenant Ulysses S. Grant, was sent out west, via the Isthmus
of Panama. This involved shipping more than 700 persons from New York to Aspinwall on the
steamer Ohio, transferring them across the isthmus, and then embarking them on a steamer for
the trip up the Pacific Coast to San Francisco. The trouble lay in hopeless management of the
Panama crossing and in cholera, which ravaged the regiment.3. The orders were published in
various newspapers, including the North American and United States Gazette, Philadelphia,
Sept. 30, 1853.4. This is not to say there was no fighting in California during the Mexican War;
there was, but it was all over by the time Sherman got there.5. Army post returns.6. Army post
returns.7. Army post returns.8. Army post returns. It was noted by the commanding officer in that
month’s post return for Fort Preble that 33 recruits were required to bring the fort up to
strength.9. Army post returns.10. Army post returns. On September 30, 1853, First Lieutenant
and Brevet Captain Hamilton L. Shields joined the post at Fort Adams. Although Shields would
not be on the San Francisco, he would play a significant part in the court of inquiry held in New
York in the wake of the tragedy.11. John Gorham Chandler, from Lexington, Mass., was 22, had
graduated from West Point that year, and only since July 1 had been a brevet second lieutenant.
According to the Army post returns, there was one desertion from Fort Sullivan that September,
and 16 recruits were required to bring the company up to scratch.12. Army post returns.13. Army
post returns.14. Army post returns.15. The Army post returns confirm various histories of the
Third Artillery in regard to the whereabouts of the other companies at the time, and to the re-
formation of Companies B and L around this time. Company C, under the command of Colonel
Braxton Bragg, and Company E, under Major Tim Sherman, both companies by now having
been equipped as light artillery, were stationed at Fort Gibson, in the Cherokee Nation, and at



Fort Snelling, Iowa, respectively, while Companies F and M had been in California since 1848.
As for Companies B and L, they had been in Texas since April 1853, and now General Scott
ordered that the privates in these two companies should be transferred to the First Artillery, and
that the raw recruits who were at that moment being trained at Fort Columbus with a view to
putting them into the First Artillery should now, along with recruits of the general service, be sent
to California on the San Francisco, to reorganize there the two companies B and L of the Third
Artillery.16. New York Times, Dec. 5, 1853.17. New York Times, Dec. 5, 1853.18. Weekly
National Intelligencer, Oct. 29, 1853.Picking the Right ShipBehind the scenes, things were
happening with the thoroughness and speed for which the army was justly well-known. Four
days after the issuing of General Orders No. 2, Thomas S. Jesup, the army’s quartermaster
general in Washington, wrote to Thomas Swords, the quartermaster of New York—the same
Swords who had been quartermaster of the Army of the West during the Mexican War, and who
was now a lieutenant colonel—instructing him to provide transportation for the companies of
Artillery recently ordered to the Pacific via Cape Horn. “You will consult with Major General Scott,
or such officer as he may designate, as to the amount of transportation necessary to be
provided.” Colonel Swords received this letter the same day it was sent—October 1.1Also that
day, Lieutenant Colonel Lorenzo Thomas, assistant adjutant general, acting on behalf of
General Scott, wrote from U.S. Army headquarters in New York to Colonel Gates, regimental
commander of the Third Artillery.2 Although Gates couldn’t possibly have known it at the time—
indeed, no one else could have known it either—this letter would start a ball rolling that would
roll right over him.William Gates was originally from Gloucester, Massachusetts, the son of a
Revolutionary War veteran. He had been one of the very first batch of graduates from West
Point, in 1806, and had fought in the War of 1812 and various Indian wars. A notable blip in his
career, and one that would come back to haunt him years later, occurred in 1836, when he was
court-martialed for cowardice. Notwithstanding this momentary setback, in 1845 he assumed
command of the Third Artillery and took the regiment to the Mexican War. Now, come late 1853,
he was 65, and for seven years had been married to Harriet Louise Carter, who was only 32. Dr.
Buel, who would be the surgeon on the San Francisco, describes Louise as a “Newport belle.”3
Colonel Gates had already been in the army for 20 years before his second wife was born, and
therein lay at least part of the problem that would, before long, manifest itself—an old man under
the thumb of a young wife. This weakness on the part of the regimental commander would help
to ruin his career and his life, and to kill hundreds of his men, including his own son.Colonel
Gates was, of course, to have the run of Governors Island for as long as he was there, and he
would arrange for the accommodation of the officers and men under his command while they
waited to embark on the vessel that would take them to California. As for the recruiting side of
Fort Columbus, a lot of men were being enlisted for the Third Artillery at this time, in recruiting
stations all over the country, primarily Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, and Boston, Massachusetts. Of
the 84 recruits who were finally put into Company B, 39 had joined up at Harrisburg, while of the
51 who went into Company L, 32 were enlisted at Boston. The army would be bringing them all



to Governors Island, where Colonel Abercrombie would be supervising their basic training,
under the direction of the adjutant general, and so it was impressed upon Gates to disturb
Abercrombie and his staff as little as possible. Sooner or later, however, as a matter of course,
Abercrombie would turn the recruits over to Gates, who would then assign them to companies.
All men presently under the command of Colonel Gates who had nine months or less to serve,
would be left behind and transferred to the Fourth Artillery, unless they wanted to re-enlist, in
which case they would be discharged right there at Governors Island and, just before sailing, be
re-enlisted for another five years. The officers going around the Horn would be allowed six
months pay in advance. If the winds were favorable, Gates was instructed to touch in at San
Diego, where he would find orders from the general commanding the Pacific Division, for the
disposition of the Third Artillery, and this would govern Gates’s further movements. If San Diego
were to prove out of the question, then Gates was to proceed up to San Francisco, where he
was to report to the general.4Colonel Gates was in New York City on October 1 when he drew
up the obligatory formal written requisition to Colonel Swords for a vessel to be chartered to take
his regiment to the West Coast. He would require not only a ship, but provisions for nine months
at least. Although this was a voyage that usually took four months or so, that was only an
average, and so it was better to be safe than sorry with the provisions, as anything might happen
during the upcoming trip. So Gates ordered nine months of subsistence—three months flour and
six months hard bread—and should the capacity of the vessel admit, he would estimate for and
take 12 months subsistence of all articles except breadstuffs. He would see that the necessary
fixtures for cooking, and particularly for baking bread, were provided for all the command. As for
protection, each company was going to take with them 2,000 rounds of ball cartridge.5In his
letter to Swords, Colonel Gates estimated that there would be 25 officers and 450 men going
along, plus women belonging to the six companies. Gates had no idea how long it would be
before he might sail, but he was going to try to have everything ready so that they could leave
New York Harbor on the fifteenth of that very month, October. That gave everyone just two
weeks. As for the voyage itself, Colonel Gates stressed to Colonel Swords the need for a clipper
ship, as a clipper would be much faster than the packet ships then generally in use for
transporting this number of persons.6On receipt of the letters from Quartermaster General
Jesup and Colonel Gates, Colonel Swords went to visit General Scott’s office personally, to take
orders from the Great Man. Scott told him that it was immaterial what kind of vessel the troops
went in—steamer, clipper, or full ship, it didn’t matter. What was important was that the men had
plenty of room and were able to make the voyage comfortably.7 General Scott put back the time
of sailing from the fifteenth to the twentieth of October.On October 3, Swords advertised that
proposals would be received at the quartermaster’s office in New York “until Friday, the 7th inst.,
at 12 o’clock, noon, for the transportation hence to San Francisco via Cape Horn, of about 30
officers and 475 men and laundresses, by steamer, clipper, or full vessel.”8Never let it be said
that the War Department didn’t look after its boys. Married officers and enlisted men were
allowed to take their wives and children if they chose. As for those who were unmarried, both



officers and men, army tradition allowed for each company to take four camp women or
“laundresses,” who belonged to the regiment.9“The men are to be provided with berths, water,
and means of cooking,” continued the advertisement, “with ample room in the hold for their
stores and luggage, and about 1,500 barrels of extra provisions. The officers to be furnished with
cabin fare and accommodations. The vessel or vessels to sail on or about the 20th inst.
Proposals will also be received, as above, for the transportation from New York Harbor to
Benicia, of about 10 tons, and 1300 lbs. bulk of ordnance stores, now ready.”10Now the army
needed a competent general to oversee the embarkation at New York Harbor of literally
hundreds of artillery men, as well as women and children and miscellaneous persons. On the
same day that Colonel Swords placed his advertisement, October 3, Colonel Lorenzo Thomas
wrote to Brigadier General John Ellis Wool, then commanding Eastern Division, in Troy, New
York, bringing him up to date on what was happening with the troop movement to California. “I
am instructed by the General in Chief [i.e., General Scott] to request that you will please accept
the command, and superintend their embarkation, which is to take place on the 20th inst.” He
sent a copy of this letter to Colonel Swords.11Swords got several responses to his
advertisement, and on October 7 he and Colonel Gates opened the replies, from this batch
bringing the choice down to the four vessels that had the carrying capacity for the job: The brand
new Pacific Mail Steamship Company steamer San Francisco, and the three clippers, Westward
Ho, Eagle, and Lightfoot. The steamer, which had been constructed with a view to her
occasional employment in the transportation of troops, was not yet ready for sea; certainly there
was no way she was going to make General Scott’s October twentieth embarkation deadline. If
October 20 were truly to be the departure date, then that left the three clipper ships. The 1,650-
ton Westward Ho, built by the great Bostonian shipbuilder, Donald McKay only the year before,
was what they called an extreme clipper, one sacrificing cargo capacity for speed, and she had
already made the trip from New York to San Francisco in 105 days; the Eagle, under the
command of Captain Farren, had made the same run in 111 days only that April; and finally
there was the 1,996-ton clipper Lightfoot, which had just been built by Jackson & Ewell for
Howes & Co., of Boston, for $140,000.12Swords met General Wool in New York City on October
10, and submitted to him all the proposals he had received from the advertisement, bringing to
the old general’s attention particularly the four vessels that Swords and Colonel Gates had
selected as the most promising. It was not long before the choice came down to two: The
steamer San Francisco and the clipper Lightfoot.General Wool favored the San Francisco, but
wouldn’t commit, partly because that vessel wouldn’t be ready in any time even close to October
20. Wool advised Swords to ask General Scott’s advice on this issue. Scott couldn’t make his
mind up either, and referred Swords to Quartermaster General Jesup, a suggestion Swords
followed up on by telegraphic dispatch that same day, October 10. Meanwhile six companies of
artillery were converging upon New York Harbor for what they all thought would be a stay of only
a few days. Partly to keep alive the possibility of the San Francisco, there was a new departure
date being proposed now, November 15.13On the morning of October 11, Jesup, then in



Washington, answered Swords’s dispatch with one of his own. “Is there any certainty that the
steamer will be ready by the fifteenth of next month? and if so, can we get the whole vessel?
Without a positive order from the General in Chief or the Secretary of War, I will never again
allow citizen passengers to go in the same ship with troops. Report in detail in regard to Mr.
Aspinwall’s offer. Will his steamer be able to take the supplies—say for nine or twelve months—
for the command, and does he offer the whole ship for $75,000?”14Quartermaster Jesup had
reservations about the Lightfoot, indeed about clipper ships in general, at least for this sort of
expedition. “I am under some apprehension that troops would be subjected to great
inconvenience, if put on board of a clipper ship. They would be either smothered by the
closeness of the vessel, if it be close as I understand those vessels necessarily are, or be
constantly wet, if it not be kept with closed hatches.” He instructed Swords to inquire into this
matter “particularly and minutely.” Jesup was under the impression that the insurance offices
demanded higher insurance on the cargoes of clipper ships to the Pacific than on those of
ordinary ships because they were so much more liable to damage, in consequence of the
closeness of the vessel. He wanted Swords to investigate this matter as well. “Time is an
important matter in all military movements,” he said, “but the health and comfort of the troops are
more so.” He asked if only one ship—as opposed to clippers—had been offered, having
supposed that public notice would have produced a wide competition and that the army would
have had many vessels to select from. He wanted to know the time estimated for the voyage to
San Francisco by the steamer, by the clipper, and by the best packets, and what the cost would
be. “Report fully and speedily.”Swords received Jesup’s letter the following day, October 12, and
immediately set out to report fully and speedily to his superior. The first thing he did was write a
letter to W.H. Aspinwall, President of the Pacific Mail Steamship Company, and owner of the
steamer San Francisco. The letter was brief and to the point—five points actually:1. “Can you
give a positive assurance that the steamer San Francisco will be ready to take the troops on
board and commence the voyage by the 15th of next month?” The next month being November,
of course.2. “What part of the vessel will be appropriated for the accommodation of the troops,
and what space to the baggage and stores—including fifty wagons?”3. “Will the vessel take any
citizen passengers or private freight?”4. “At what points will the steamer touch for coaling,
etc.?”5. “What is the probable time it will take to reach San Francisco?”15Colonel Swords also
set out to draw up a report on the Lightfoot. He went to the marine insurance offices, and found
that, despite the impression Quartermaster Jesup was under, the insurance for a clipper was the
same as that for a full ship. He also discovered that a clipper was not considered to be a better
vessel than an ordinary sailing ship. And finally, he learned that the average time from New York
to San Francisco by clipper, around the Horn, was between 106 and 112 days, whereas by full
ship the average was 130 days. In fact, just at the time Swords was investigating speeds, the
clipper Mischief, which had left New York on May 20, was making its way up the Pacific coast
and would arrive in San Francisco on November 9, after 133 sailing days. News of that statistic
would not reach the War Department in time to influence their decision, but if it had, the primary



issue of speed, when considering a clipper over a steamer, would have been rendered largely
irrelevant.16Aspinwall received Swords’s letter that same day, and replied immediately,
answering the five questions point by point. He had been assured by the machinists that the
engines would be ready for a trial by steam by November 1, which would allow ample time to
meet the army’s new November fifteenth deadline. However, Aspinwall did not write “15th
November”; he wrote “15th December.” This was an error, yes; he should have written
“November,” but he had been hearing things, something to do with the engines, and he was
already beginning to suspect that there was no way he could meet the army’s deadline of
November 15. In the privacy of his mind—and he was keeping this very quiet—he felt that the
departure date would be more like December 15 than November 15, and this slipped out in the
letter. If anyone noticed the mistake, they don’t seem to have mentioned it. Mr. Aspinwall wrote
that the entire steamer would be at the disposition of the government, excepting only a few
berths for personal friends of the steamer’s skipper, Commodore James T. Watkins. These
friends would be lodged in parts of the second cabin that were not occupied by the officers and
their families. However, Aspinwall bent over backwards so far as to say that if the officers
commanding the troops objected to this arrangement, then Commodore Watkins’s friends
simply would not be on board when the time came. The saloons and their state rooms were to
be allotted exclusively to the officers and their families, and Aspinwall assured his potential client
that no citizen passengers or private freight would be taken. The steamer would call in for coal at
Rio, Valparaiso, and Acapulco.17Apropos of these foreign ports of call, the War Department had
given orders that the soldiers were not to be exposed to civilian life there, for fear that they might
get into trouble or contract some disease; meaning, of course, of the venereal variety.Mr.
Aspinwall then addressed Colonel Swords’s fifth and final point: “Taking the voyage of the [John
L. Stevens] as a standard for estimating the probable time between New York and San
Francisco, and without allowance for the superior qualities and better promise of the San
Francisco, I presume 80 (eighty) days is the period in which we expect to accomplish the
voyage.” Given the speed records set by clippers up to that time, this was an amazingly
optimistic presumption on the part of Mr. Aspinwall. Besides, the San Francisco’s cylinders were
of small size—65 inches in diameter with an eight-foot stroke—only three-fifths the capacity of,
say, Collins steamers. And when one considers that the tonnage of an average Collins steamer
was only 25 percent greater than that of the San Francisco, Aspinwall couldn’t have expected a
great rate of speed for his new steamer, even at her load line, much less at the heavy draft at
which she was doomed to leave port.18The last thing Swords mentioned in his speedy reply to
the quartermaster was that the Stevens, “which they say is smaller than the San Francisco,
measures 3931 superficial feet on her upper deck, 4713 superficial feet on her main deck, 5201
superficial feet on her lower deck, and is entitled by law to carry 1316 passengers, and has ports
on each deck.” Swords was not particularly pushing the Stevens on Jesup, and certainly that
steamer had not been one of the vessels mentioned in any of the replies he had received from
his advertisement. It was just a “for your information” item for Jesup.Jesup, of course, would



have liked more options to choose from, and keenly aware that time was of the essence, he
weighed that up against the safety and comfort of the men and chose the San Francisco.Notes1.
Report of the Secretary of War, Jan. 30, 1854.2. Report of the Secretary of War, Jan. 30, 1854.3.
Buel, 1872. William Peter Buel was a civilian, originally from Sheffield, Massachusetts. Son of a
physician, he had graduated from Yale in 1826, practiced in New York City for twenty years, and
then, his health failing, had moved to California, where he joined the Pacific Mail Steamship
Company as a ship’s surgeon.4. Orders to Gates.5. Report of the Secretary of War, Jan. 30,
1854.6. Report of the Secretary of War, Jan. 30, 1854.7. Report of the Secretary of War, Jan. 30,
1854.8. Report of the Secretary of War, Jan. 30, 1854.9. Buel, 1854; Fremont.10. Report of the
Secretary of War, Jan. 30, 1854.11. Report of the Secretary of War, Jan. 30, 1854.12. New York
Times, Jan. 14, 1854.13. New York Herald, Oct 18, 1853: An ad says: “For San Francisco. The
new double-engine steamship, San Francisco, will be dispatched for the above port via Rio de
Janeiro and Valparaiso, on Tuesday, November 15, by the Pacific Mail Steamship Company, 54
and 55 South street.” This ad would run in the Herald until Nov. 14, by which time it was clear that
the San Francisco was not going to make that sailing date.14. Report of the Secretary of War,
Jan. 30, 1854.15. New York Times, Feb. 8, 1854.16. New York Times, Feb. 8, 1854.17. New York
Times, Feb. 8, 1854; Fremont.18. Franklin Institute; Partridge; New York Times, July 5, 1853;
New York Tribune, Jan. 23, 1854.The U.S.S. San FranciscoThe 2,272-ton San Francisco, was a
steamship of superlatives. It was easy to brag about her, and so they did. “One of the most
magnificent ocean steamers afloat.” This “new and splendid vessel,” 281 feet 5 inches long, with
a deck length of 276 feet and concave lines at each end, had been three years in the building at
Webb’s shipyard at the foot of Sixth Street in lower Manhattan, and only this past June 17 had
been launched from that very yard into New York Harbor, waters that led directly down the bay
and from there into the Atlantic Ocean, graveyard for many a ship just in case anyone present on
this happy occasion happened to reflect upon that gloomy subject. The maximum amount of
human thought possible had gone, and was still going, into the San Francisco. As $350,000
worth of massive ocean-going supremacy slid into the sea, the mere cost of the enterprise
would have dispelled any negative thoughts, except perhaps those of the company that had
insured this leviathan for six-sevenths of its value.1 Mr. Webb himself, William Henry Webb, New
York’s most celebrated builder of such vessels, was two days short of his 37th birthday as he
watched with considerable pride the birth of his new Titan infant. Unfortunately, no matter how
much brain work went into this monarch of the waves, it would not be enough.Modern-day
readers picturing an elegant steamship the length of a football field might see in their mind the
Queen Mary, but, strictly speaking, the San Francisco was a foretopsail schooner with two masts
carrying foresail, topsail and jibs to propel it through the water, in much the same way as vessels
had always harnessed the power of the winds. Columbus had crossed the Atlantic using sails.
But sails have their limitations. If the wind stops, so does the ship, unless you care to get out the
oars. In fact, it was that very idea—oars—that changed everything. In the early 1800s the
steamer was invented, with a steam engine supplying power to paddle wheels, also known as



side-wheels, water wheels, or side-paddles. Situated at both sides of the ship, each wheel
turned constantly, acting like 14 enormous canoe paddles. But whereas canoe paddles depend
on the strength and endurance of the human arm, these steamer paddles were untiring, and
very, very fast. Now ocean-going vessels had not only sail power but steam power as well, and
need never stop, unless, of course, the engine broke. If that were to happen then the vessel
would simply lie in the water, essentially immobile, until the wind picked up and filled the sails,
which it inevitably did, sooner or later. But if, heaven forefend, the ship were to run into an
extremely violent Atlantic hurricane which both tore all the sails away and wrecked the engine,
then you were just about as unlucky as a sea-going passenger could be. You would be floating in
the middle of the ocean with no power to go anywhere except where the wind and waves took
you, and hoping to hell that the ship’s hull would hold up under the pressure. If your hull wasn’t
up to riding out a hurricane, then you would sink.2The San Francisco’s hull, made of the best
Maryland oak, was remarkable for its immense strength, and was up to any challenge. Its
bottom, filled with massive keelsons running the length of the vessel, was solid timber out to the
turn of the bilges, and had been caulked before planking. They made a big deal of that, boasting
that it would guarantee the steamer’s safety.3 And, as it turned out, they were right; it did.
Unfortunately, there would be no such guarantee for the safety of the passengers.Although
comparatively speaking the hull of the San Francisco was not heavily timbered, as an additional
security for the frame it was strengthened by double diagonal iron braces running from the floor
heads to the upper or spar deck, all bolted to the frame and riveted together at each
intersection, and still further secured by a large horizontal belt of iron plate which ran fore and aft
the whole length of the ship under the waterways and over the upper ends of the diagonal
braces. Furthermore, the fact that the ship’s engine and boiler space was narrow—104 feet by
15 feet, including passages—allowed for the introduction of another method of strengthening
the vessel, one that had never before been adopted. Two cross-planked bulkheads, 15 feet
apart, extended the whole length of the ship, fore and aft, from the timbers at the bottom of the
hull up to the spar deck, one on each side of the engine and its two round shelled, drop-flued
boilers, secured to the bottom and the middle deck beams, and diagonally braced with iron the
whole length, which rendered it impossible for anything much less than a complete wreck to
throw a timber out of its socket. By virtually enclosing the engine and boilers, this arrangement
therefore had the added benefit of greatly protecting the steamer’s vital machinery. What all this
meant was that the San Francisco—the basic ship—was able to withstand an uppercut from
Neptune himself. She was classed as A-1 at Lloyds.4The New York Herald of July 5, 1853, was
able to report that the San Francisco’s machinery was now being completed at the Morgan
Works.5 It really meant something in those days for a ship to have its engine and boilers
constructed by the Morgan Iron Works, especially if the designer was Morgan’s own famed
engineer Miers Coryell. But there was a problem with Mr. Coryell. Genius as he may have been,
he was only 27. It was his engine and his boilers that went into the San Francisco. It was his
engine that would fail even before the steamer sailed; four unsatisfactory trial runs in the placid



waters of New York Harbor where even a row boat would perform well. It was his engine that
would, when the awful moment of truth arrived out there in the Atlantic, give out the very first
moment it was put to a true test. And, by the engine giving out, the San Francisco, and scores of
human beings, were doomed. To condemn a man for his youth is, of course, unfair, and no one
ever condemned young Mr. Coryell; nobody ever even wondered if the engine might have been
better if the designer had had more experience.The San Francisco’s paddle-wheels, driven by
the ship’s steam engine, were of somewhat unusual construction, although not by any means
untried. Variously known as Morgan’s Feathering Paddle-Wheels, Morgan’s Eccentric, and the
“feathering float,” they were constructed upon a scientific principle lately discovered in England,
and similar wheels were running on the West India Mail steamers from Great Britain. Twenty-
eight feet in diameter, with a face of eight feet, and a dip of five feet, they were fitted with
feathering buckets. The object was to maintain the faces of the paddles in a nearly vertical
position, and thus avoid the plunging and lifting of the water attending the ordinary construction
when subjected to any considerable amount of dip. The San Francisco was the first instance of
their employment on any extensive scale in the U.S.A., and, despite rumors that their complex
mechanism would make them liable to derangement, the wheels in this instance would fail in no
particular when the true test came out in the Atlantic, and were ascertained by the chief
engineer, Mr. Marshall, only a few hours before the abandonment of the vessel, to be in every
respect as perfect as when they left the hands of their constructors.6And so they bragged about
the science that had gone into this beautiful new ocean-going wonder, this monster that could
lawfully take 1,600 crew and passengers. Hinges and oscillators everywhere, wheels and
paddles. To top it all off, the ship’s wheelhouse sported a gilt phoenix. Despite all that, although
embodying several peculiarities, the San Francisco was not in a much greater degree than many
other steamers an experimental ship.7 What made it different was not its past, nor its present,
but its future.Notes1. Boston Daily Atlas, June 3, 1853; Partridge; New York Herald, July 5, 1853;
New York Tribune, Jan. 16, 1854. The Herald says the San Francisco had a 41-foot breadth of
beam, and was 24? feet deep, although Partridge says she had 23 feet 6 inches depth of hold
and 39 feet 10 inches molded breadth.2. Partridge; Franklin Institute; Partridge; New York
Herald, July 5, 1853.3. Partridge; Franklin Institute; New York Herald, July 5, 1853.4. Partridge;
Franklin Institute; New York Herald, July 5, 1853; New York Tribune, Jan. 23, 1854. Each boiler
was 13 feet 8 inches in diameter by 34 feet long, and had its own separate funnel, while the
engine frames were made principally of boiler plate. The ship’s fire-rooms, placed fore and aft,
were air-tight, the air for combustion being forced in by fan-blowers, driven by separate engines.
The danger from fire was well provided against by having two independent fire pumps with
separate boilers attached, seven tier keelsons and three engine keelsons.5. New York Herald,
July 5, 1853; San Francisco Daily Alta, July 17, 1853. It was actually Messrs. Quintard, Merritt &
Co., a division of the Morgan Iron Works, who constructed the engines for the San Francisco. In
1844, at the age of 22, George William Quintard had married Charles Morgan’s daughter, and in
1850 became one of the proprietors of the Morgan Iron Works.6. Tredgold; Partridge; New York



Herald, July 5, 1853; New York Tribune, Jan. 23, 1854. Morgan, the inventor, was an
Englishman, and not connected in any way with Charles Morgan, an American, who made ships’
engines, the same Morgan who had once been a partner of Commodore Vanderbilt in the
Nicaragua route to California.7. Southworth; Partridge; Buel, 1872; New York Tribune, Jan. 23,
1854.Will She Ever Sail?Now, in October, with the correspondence flying between Colonel
Gates and the two army quartermasters, Mr. Webb was putting the finishing touches to his latest
masterpiece. As a further feather in his cap, and therefore something to enhance his reputation
with the U.S. War Department, the great ship builder was, at the very moment, wrapping up a
deal with the Tsar to build a battleship for the Russian Navy.And there could be no better skipper
than Commodore Watkins who, on November 20, would be celebrating his forty-fifth birthday,
hopefully at sea.They were already touting this new seagoing marvel as the “Queen of the
Pacific,” because that ocean is the one she would be plying as a career once this maiden voyage
was over. But in order to get from New York to her work station in the Pacific, she would have to
go around Cape Horn, and that meant first venturing out of New York Harbor into another ocean.
If you think the Pacific can be a rough place, wait until you get into the Atlantic.On October 13,
Quartermaster General Jesup instructed Colonel Swords to accept Aspinwall’s offer of the San
Francisco, if General Scott or General Wool approved. Wool did approve, and so, on behalf of
the War Department, Swords chartered the magnificent new vessel on October 15, at a rental of
$75,000.Quartermaster General Jesup had been hearing rumors that the owners of the San
Francisco were meaning to stow on board three years’ supply of stores and subsistence for the
captain and crew, in other words for 130 persons. He couldn’t believe these rumors, but he could
feel his indignation rising nonetheless. “Such an attempt would be a fraud,” he said. No vessel
going to a port on the Pacific usually took more than 12 months’ supply, which is what the troops
would be taking. And if that was the amount the troops were taking, then the ship’s crew must be
limited to the same, no more. Rumor or not, it was the Quartermaster’s duty to look into it, see if
there was any truth behind it. On November 5, from Washington, D.C., he wrote a letter to
Colonel Swords asking him to investigate the matter. In his letter, Jesup stressed that the decks
of the San Francisco must not be cumbered with freight, but there should be room for the men to
exercise. If the wagons couldn’t be taken in the hold, then they would have to be shipped out to
California in some other vessel. Oh, and one other thing, Colonel Swords, there should not be
more coal shipped than the quantity required to reach the first point at which the vessel is to
coal, in other words Rio de Janeiro. Oh, and one other thing; sufficient room should be reserved
for the stores of the officers and men. “Look closely to all these matters, and have the provisions
of the contract so specific as not to admit of dispute.”Swords didn’t get the letter until the
morning of November 8, at which point he dashed off a note to Mr. Aspinwall, the ship’s owner,
who in his speedy reply to Swords that same day, refuted the rumor that Jesup had heard.
Swords then wrote back to Jesup that day, enclosing a copy of Aspinwall’s reply.Meanwhile
something quite embarrassing had happened at Fort Columbus. It was Horace Field. On
October 10, just a few days after Company I had come down from Fort Sullivan, they found



Captain Field somewhat under the influence of the poppy. If that wasn’t bad enough, he was on
duty at the time, as officer of the day. He should have known better, being a married man, a West
Point graduate, a veteran of the Indian wars in Florida and a promising young officer who had
won his brevet captaincy for gallant and meritorious conduct during the Mexican War, but, at 35,
Horace Field was fast approaching that stage of life when dreams become the demons haunting
an unfulfilled life. The court-martial held at Governors Island found him guilty as charged, and he
was sentenced to be cashiered. However, the case went to the President for consideration, and
word came down from Franklin Pierce on November 7 that the disgraced officer was to resume
his sword, as if the incident had never happened.1 But it had happened. If Horace Field had
been just that little higher on opium, he could simply have floated off to that green and pleasant
land where awful things don’t happen. It was his innate temperance that doomed him. Within six
weeks Captain Field would be gurgling away his last seconds in the tumultuous waters of the
Atlantic Ocean.The law required that whenever a vessel was chartered by the U.S. Government,
it must be inspected by highly qualified personnel from the Navy Department, to make sure it
had been built in strict conformity to the necessary legal specifications, and, in the case of
vessels such as the San Francisco, to ascertain its fitness for government mail service. There
was a third reason, common to all vessels chartered by the government, and that was to see that
they were suitable for war purposes, if hostilities were to break out during the life of such a
charter. So, on November 2, 1853, the Department constituted a board for the purpose of
making a careful examination and survey of the San Francisco. But, for the government, in this
particular case, it was more than just a question of meeting basic lawful standards. They were
keenly aware of how much was riding on this project. If something were to go wrong during the
voyage, if some part of the machinery were to prove defective, say, and break during a
hurricane, then there was a possibility that the steamer might be wrecked, and hundreds of lives
might be lost, a good portion of them the Third Artillery. This, of course, would be a nightmare for
all concerned, so it obviously behooved the government to make sure the ship was as safe as it
could be. They took their legal, practical and moral responsibilities very seriously, and cheered
themselves on for so doing. But the din of self-congratulation was so loud they failed to hear the
warning bells.The steamer now being ready for inspection, the board was ordered to proceed
forthwith and then report their findings to the Navy Department. No deadline was imposed upon
the board, partly because at that point of time, in early November, two sailing dates had already
been put back in consequence of the steamer not being quite ready yet, and now no one could
tell exactly what the new departure date was going to be. However, because everyone knew, or
at least was hoping, that the big day was reasonably imminent, someone really should have
given the inspecting board a deadline. Perhaps they assumed the board would carry out their
mission with reasonable speed.The board consisted of four men. Commodore Lawrence
Kearny, of the U.S. Navy, would, at the end of the month, be celebrating his sixty-fourth birthday.
The Commodore was a man of whom the gods would say, “Yes, he lived a life.” He had taken
part in the War of 1812, had fought pirates and slave traders in the West Indies and the Gulf of



Mexico, and had completely and spectacularly eliminated the Greek pirate problem in the
Mediterranean. Down in Galveston, while skipper of the Enterprise, he had forced pirate Jean
Lafitte out of his base without a shot being fired. He took on opium smugglers in China and
paved the way for that country’s trading relationship with the U.S.A. He helped thwart a British
takeover of Hawaii, in 1848 became mayor of Perth Amboy, New Jersey, and in 1852 was
appointed Superintendent of the Atlantic mail ships.
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