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Chapter 16 – Section 2 
Early Years of the War


MALE SPEAKER: Today Newport News at the mouth of the James River is a peaceful marina dotted with pleasure boats and yachts. But in 1862, it was the sight of the southern Navy's most powerful engine of war. Her magnificent new weapon 'the Merrimac', waited here for action. On March the 8th, 1862, this Iron monster was at last sent to challenge the Northern blockade. One by one the Merrimac destroyed the Union's outdated wooden vessels, as Union canyon balls helplessly bounced off. The Monitor racing towards Hampton roads represented the Unions last hope of saving the blockade. The Monitor arrived just in time to witness from a few miles away, the full force of her foes destructive powers. For one night, the confederate navy ruled the sea, unaware that the monitor was heading their way. As dawn arrived on March the 9th, those on the Merrimac saw a strange new contraption emerging from behind one of the few remaining frigates. Dwarfed by the massive wooden dinosaur, which had concealed her, as the Merrimac approached the monitor, no one knew what to expect. 

MALE SPEAKER:  Gentleman that is the Merrimac, you better get below.

MALE SPEAKER:  On March 9th, the Monitor and the Merrimac went at each other for about 4 hours on a very clear Sunday, late morning and afternoon. Hampton roads here is a natural naval amphitheater. Thousands of people from both sides witnessed the battle in this crisp clear weather. But the strange thing was that unlike every other naval battle, there were apparently no people. Instead of just two machines going at each other. All the people were buried inside. As soon as the monitor went into battle, a major design flaw became apparent, the turret was in the middle of the ship, but the captain and the pilot who were driving the ship were up forward in a pilothouse. They couldn't speak to each other, Erickson had designed in a speaking tube that broke early in the battle and then it was left to people like William Frederick Keeler to run back and forth carrying messages. 

FREDERICK KEELER: Lt. Green, the Captain says he’s bringing us up to starboard.

MALE SPEAKER: First mate! First mate! Fire!

MALE SPEAKER:  Cannon balls that would formerly have created lethal barrage of wooden splinters, which shredded your opponents’ crew, now either made clean holes through the sides or merely bounced off. 

MALE SPEAKER:  Observers who saw the Monitor pictured it as this willful beast carefully probing the weaknesses of the Merrimac. The irony was on board the Monitor; none of the crew really had any idea of what was going on. Only the captain could see, everybody else including the gun crew could really not see out at all. 

MALE SPEAKER:  In theory the Monitor had the advantage over her opponent, because while the Merrimac had do keep repositioning, the Monitor's rotating gun turret meant she could fire in whatever position she was in.

FREDERICK KELLER: Tell him we struck her!

MALE SPEAKER:  In practice, whatever advantage the gun turrets rotation gave, was negated by the considerable time it took to reload her two guns.

MALE SPEAKER:  If the Monitor had hit the Merrimac in any one place two times in a row, they probably would have sank the ship, but they never did, they could never manage to concentrate the fire in any practical way. 

MALE SPEAKER:  Why isn’t he firing?

MALE SPEAKER:  Again design flaws thwarted the Monitors crew; they couldn't fire directly forwards or backwards for fear of damaging their own ship.

FREDERICK KELLER: You men in the hole. The Captain asks why you’re not firing?

MALE SPEAKER: Tell him I can’t do that from this position. I’ll risk injuring people in the pilothouse, including him.

MALE SPEAKER:  At 12 noon after 4 hours of fighting, the Merrimac made a lucky hit, straight on the viewing slit of the pilothouse, while the Monitor's captain looked out. The Monitor now withdrew to change command, after 4 and half hours of fighting; neither ship was in a position to finish off the fight. The Merrimac afraid of being trapped by the changing tide decided to retreat also. 

MALE SPEAKER:  Essentially the battle ended in a draw, neither ship was sank. Both sides claimed victory. For the Merrimac, they claimed that the Monitor had retreated. For the Monitor, they had obviously prevented a repeat of the carnage of the day before. So the entire event comes down through history to us as one of mixed results. Perfect ingredients for legend. 
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