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Blockade Runners
of the Confederacy

By Austin Sheheen
Above: Charleston Importing and
Exporting Company, one share ($1000
par value), purchased by Mr. Jas.
Carlin, June 26th, 1863. Note: a
hand-written dividend notation is in
the bottom left corner, and a dividend
paid stamp over the steam ship
vignette at right center.

0 N APRIL 19, 1861, FIVE DAYS AFTER THE EVACUATION
of Fort Sumter, President Lincoln proclaimed a blockade of the six
southern states which had seceded up to that time and which con-
stituted the Confederate States of America: South Carolina,

Georgia, Alabama, Florida, Mississippi and Texas. Lincoln's proclamation
declared them to be in a state of insurrection. Eight days later, the President
issued another decree, extending the blockade to include North Carolina and
Virginia. This made the blockade of the South complete from Cape Henry to
the Mexican border, four thousand miles of coast line.

The first reaction to President Lincoln's announcement was anger.
Eastward across the Atlantic the reaction to the blockade was one of surprise and
bewilderment. It was a novelty to see a nation blockade its own ports, since
blockade is a recognized agency of war only between independent nations. It is a
concept of international law, that a nation at war closes its insurrectionary ports,
but only blockades the ports of an enemy nation.

Even before President Lincoln issued his blockade proclamation on April
19, 1861, leaders of the Confederacy realized that they would have to obtain
great quantities of their military supplies from abroad. Thus, the highly prof-
itable business of Confederate blockade runners was born of necessity to provide
the needed materials, supplies, military arms, food, and countless other items
needed for everyday living by the citizens of the Confederate States. The trade
grew into a sophisticated business, carried on by both the Confederacy and pri-
vate companies. Without blockade running, the Confederacy could not have
properly armed, clothed, or fed its soldiers. As long as there were ports that
steamers could utilize, the Confederacy survived; but once the seaports were cap-
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Above: The Chicora Importing &
Exporting Company, one share ($1000
par value), purchased by A Simonds,
Dec. 11th, 1863. Note: a hand-writ-
ten notation at left indicates the
owner borrowed $60 against this
stock.

Below: The Atlantic Steam Packet
Company, five shares ($1000 par
value per share), purchased by Geo.
W. Williams & Co., March 12th,
1863.

tured, the nation was destined to die.
John Fraser and Company was a respected Charleston-based importing and

exporting company. For aid in Europe, the Confederacy employed them as its
agents. George Trenholm was the company's senior and directing partner. The
firm opened Fraser, Trenholm and Company in Liverpool and Trenholm
Brothers in New York. Secession provided greater business opportunities than
ever before.

There were blockade running companies started in South Carolina,
Georgia, Florida, Virginia, Alabama, Louisiana, Texas and perhaps others. By
the fall of 1862, the Confederate armed forces were becoming increasingly
dependent on imported supplies. Resources were steadily dwindling. The nation
was facing growing shortages in food, cloth, leather, raw materials, and muni-
tions. "King Cotton" had failed, and with it the South's most influential foreign
affairs policy collapsed. Cotton's use as an instrument of foreign policy was
ended, but its full value as a medium of exchange was just beginning.
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Above: The Consolidated Steamship
Company, one share ($1000 par
value), purchased by Theodore D.
Gervey, January 26th, 1864. Note:
imprint of "Evans & Cogswell,
Printers, Charleston" appears at bot-
tom left.

During the war, there were more than 500 vessels engaged in the business
of blockade running, and the Union was never able to completely and effectively
blockade all of the southern ports.

Profits and patriotism were the two most powerful motivating elements in
blockade running. Without profits, blockade running would not have existed;
few entrepreneurs would have operated vessels on patriotism alone. Lured by the
prospects of huge returns on their investments, individuals and firms from
England, Canada, Cuba, the Confederacy and even the United States began to
enter the trade. The mainstay of the trade was the steam-propelled blockade
runner. The persons most sought after by blockade running companies were
southern steamboat captains. These men, with their knowledge of the shoreline,
were highly valued and were paid high salaries. In many instances the captains
received wages of $5,000 per trip.

Charleston and Wilmington became the cities that were the gateways to
the South for the blockade runners. Charleston served as the home port for the
majority of the South's blockade running companies. Successful efforts in run-
ning the blockade resulted in enormous profits for the companies and great
rewards for the crew. Capture by the Union forces was disastrous, as punishment
was severe and loss of ships and cargo could bankrupt a company.

South Carolina was the home base of seven (7) large and successful block-
ade running companies. In addition there were many smaller vessels, incorporat-
ed and operated by the vessel owners under contract with the government. The
stock certificates representing these companies have become very desirable col-
lectibles. Several of these companies had interlocking directors that made huge
fortunes from the business.

Stand on the beach anywhere along the coast near Wilmington or
Charleston, look beyond the breaking surf, out over the rolling waves, and reflect
upon the history written within your line of sight. There, more than a century
ago, blockade runners stranded, passed safely, were captured or destroyed. In
these very waters a small group of men and ships endeavored to save the
Confederacy. All that remains are the stock certificates of ownership; some of
which are shown here.
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