








A Man With Great
Natural Resources

John N. Maffitt, Captain of CSS Florida: An Interpretation

by Jud Hill
by Gordon Calhoun

e Confederate agent in England, James Bulloch, wrote these words

I when recommending John Newland Maffitt for command of the
Confederacy’s first commerce raider, CSS Florida, "A man with great
natural resources, self-reliant, and fearless of responsibility." Capt. Ma-
ffitt gave the Day Book a most unique opportunity when he agreed to talk
to us about life on board Florida and his life outside his 30 years of mili-

tary service.

John Maffitt was born on a ship to Irish parents who emigrated to
Connecticut. He went to live in Fayetteville, N.C. with his uncle, Dr.
William Maffitt, after his parents divorced. He began to receive a formal

education at age 9 in White Plains, N.Y., where he stayed four years.
In 1832, Maffitt was given the opportunity to become a U.S Navy midshipman and begin a career at sea.

Maffitt's sea career mainly consisted of coastal survey work. When the Civil War began, the survey work gave him
detailed knowledge of the eastern coastline, making him a natural choice as a Confederate blockade runner captain. In
mid 1862, Maffitt took command of the commerce raider CSS Florida.

Capt. John N. Maffitt pictured here after the war.

The following interview was conducted with
HRNM volunteer Jud Hill. Hill does afirst person
interpretation of Capt. John N. Malffitt for the
museum.

What did you think of CSS Florida?

Florida was a magnificent vessel.
The architectural firm of Williams C.
Miller & Sons of Liverpool, England
really knew their business. Miller was
an architect for the Royal navy. He was
very conversant with the qualifications
that Mr. Bulloch had set forth. It had to
carry a large amount, be very fast, have
sailsand a steam engine aboard. It had
two seven inch swivel guns, three six-
inch broadside rifles, and a 12-pound
field howitzer. Florida’s design was
based on a China Tea clipper which
was a beautiful design and, of course,
the British and the Scots really knew
how to build them.

How did you treat the merchantmen
whom you captured?

With the greatest respect. [t was
unfortunate for them that they had to
have their ship burned. The officers of
the captured ship were always allowed
to walk on the deck. Their crew had to
be kept below to prevent any trouble,
but they were always well treated. |

either took them to the closest port or
had another passing ship take them.

I assume they were pretty angry.
After all, some of these ships traveled
thousand of miles only to have their
ship and cargo burned on the last leg
of the trip. For example, Jacob Bell
was coming from China.

You’re quite right, they were not
pleased at all. Here they were, an
unarmed, merchant ship and they lost
everything. In the case of Jacob Bell,
it was the biggest, most beautiful clip-
per ship of the age. It was carrying
over $2 million worth of tea and fire-
works from China when we captured
her off the coast of Puerto Rico. The
captain of Jacob Bellhad his entire fam-
ily on board including his daughter who
didn’t take too kindly to being held cap-
tive.

What kind of a crew did you end up
with?

The crew, to begin with, was
mostly from the British Isles: English,
Scots and Irishmen. Unlike the other
raiders, we had Confederate crew mem-
bers as well. Florida was the only
raider which made it to a southern port.

In 1863, after Florida made port in
France, it took on many Spaniards and
Italians.

How well were they paid?

They received one-third more than
they would receive on a merchant ship,
plus they received a portion of the prize
money when we sold captured cargo.
The prize money was divided up based
on seniority and rank. They were paid
in gold too, not in paper money. Some
of the merchant ship sailors would join
us after finding this out.

Yellow Fever was a constant con-
cern for you and your crew. Even
today, it is not curable. What could
you do?

I felt helpless. Alllcould do was
see that the sick people were receiv-
ing proper care and that the fever was
kept down. Other than that, there was
little that I could do.

After you left Florida, did the war
simply end for you?

No. I continued on as a block-
ade runner captain. After the war, I
bought a house and settled down in
Wilmington, N.C. i













