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ABSTRACT: Cin the night of 27 Apnil 1865, the Sultana lcft Memphis for points norcth on ihe
Fhood- s olben Mizkissippi Rever. An estimated 2347 individuals were on board this haxury passen-
ger stcamer—a boat designed 10 accommadate only 76 cabin passengers and 300 deck passen-
gers.

At a potitt seven miles (11 km} north of Memphis near a group of islands known as Paddy's
Hen and Chickens, 3 of the boal s 4 boilers exploded. The explosion, fire, and river claimed
approximately 1547 Limes, excesding the death tol! of the Tramic

Why were 50 many passengers on board the Sultane? Why did the boilers explode? What were
the stories of the survivers? And how does this {cagedy compare with the Trranic disaster?

These questsons gre addressed along with other aspects of the tragedy. [n addion, recent
sitempls by the authors to discover the exact jocation of the wreek are discussed
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On 26 April 1865, the lexury passenger steamer Sultana unloaded cargo at Memphis,
Tennessee, and later that evening crossed the river to the coaling station at Hopefield,
Arkangas [ 7] The Sultana was known to be one of the largest and best luxury sleamers ever
constructed; however, thar night found it deplorably avercrowded It was near midnight
when the coal supply was loaded and the boat cuntinued itz journey, laboriously steaming
north op the flood swollen Mississippt River. At two o'clock on the morming of 27 April 1865,
at a poimt approximately 7 miles (11 km) north of Memphis, 3 of the Seitana s 4 massive
boilers exploded. The explosion, five, and river claimed 1547 nves |2, 3], a death toll exceed-
ing that of the Titanic. Unfortunately, the magnetude of this chsaster was soon lust to history.

The purpose of this paper is to investigate vatious aspects of the Sultarna disaster including
the reasons for the overcrowded conditions aboard, the cause of the explosion, faciors lead-
ing to the excessive loss of [ife, statetments of the sirvivors, and the rezsons for its obscunty.
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In addinwn. recent attempts by the authors to discover the exact location of the wreck will be
discussed.

The Sultana and the Dhaster

The Sultana was built at the Litherburg Shipyard. Cincinnatr. Ghio by Captamn Preston
Lodwick for a sum of $60 000 and launched into the Ohio River on 3 Jan. 1863 [2]. The boat
was col-fueled wth four high-pressure, tubular boilers measuring 18 ft (5.5 m) wn length
and 3 ft 10 1. (1 m) in diameter. It had a capacity for 1000 tons (907 Mg} but trimmed on
only 34 in. (86 cm) of water. The Sufrara wac a Juxury steamer as evidenced by the chande-
fiers, carpets, finc china, and glasswar: aboard. On 7 March 1864, a group of investors
purchased the steamer for $80 000. The new captain and part pwrer was 1, Cass Mason, a
34-year-old who had amassed much experience on the Mississippt River and was respected
by lis peers [4], Witham Jordon Gambrel was first clerk and one-eighth owner of the
steamer.

After stopping at Memphis to unioad cargo, the Sultana continued up river, suecessfully
navigated the difficult Paddy’s Hen and Chickens Islands area, and was approximately 7
miles (11 km) above Mempins when the botlers exploded (Fig. 1). Steam and twisted pieces
of metal ripped through the decks above the boilers, and the midsection of the steamer
etupted, heaving the pilot house, portions of the deck, and huadreds of sleeping passengers
into the river. Many were killed instantly by the shrapnel and stcam. The center of the hurri-
cane deck was blown upward by the initial explosion, but then collapsed to form a funmel
that fed many of the passengers directly into the fire and steam of the boilers. Confuston and
terror were everywhers, Nonswimmers clung t0 swimmers. Several stated they had witnessed
a hundred or more passengers clinging 1o one another drown enmasse [5].

One of the survivors, Commodore Smith, a member of Company C of the 15t Michigan
Volunteer Infantry, noted

The boat was on Fire and the wounded begged us to throw them overboard, chocsing 1o drown
imstead of being roasted to death. . . [We] proceeded to . . [throw] overboard inte the jaws of
cenamn death by drowning those comrades who were unable on account of broken bones and
limbs to help themselves. Some were so badly scalded . . that the flesh was falling from their
bones. . . [Ilistened] to the heartfelt prayers of those suffertng and wounded comrades and | . .
their dying requests as they commended thelt wives, ehiidren, fathers, mothers, sisters and
brothers to God's kind care and keeping, and them thanking us for our kindness to them, not-
withstanding the pawn they were suffering, They fully reahized the fact that thewr last day, hour
and even last mimute w live had come; and then to hear the gurgling sounds, the dying groans
and see them writhing in the water, and finally see them sink to rise no more untl the morning
when all shall ome forth [6).

Chester L. Berry stated that the

*herrors of that night will never be effaced from my memory—such swearing, praying, shouting
and crymng | had never heard; and much of it from the same thragt—imgprecations followed by
petitions to the Almighty, denunciations by bitter weeping . . | came acToss one man who was
weeping bitterly and wringmg his hands as if in terrible agony, continually crnng, ‘0 dear, O
dear.”. . . I took him by hiz shouider and asked where he was hurt. I'm not hurt at all,” he said,
‘but | can’t swim, I've got to drown, O dear,’ . . . I smid 10 him, 'There, do you see that {plank];
now you go to that pile of broken deck and get you one like it, and when you jump into the water
put it under your chin and you can’t drown.” “But I did get one,” said he, ‘and somcone snatched
it awzy from me." *Wel then, get another " said [. ‘I did.” sawd he, "and they took that away from
me.” "Well then,’ said I, ‘get ancther.’ “Why' sard he, 'what would be the use, they would take it
from e, O dear, I tell you there is no use; I've got to drowa I can’t swim.” By this time T was
thoroughly disgusted, and grving him a shove, I said. “drown then you fool.’ | want te say & you
. - - 1 have been sorry all these years for that very act’ [7].

Joseph Stevens noted that “We had a number of mules aboard the boat and some of the
boys hung on to their tails whle they swam to shore. Others wouid get out by means of
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FIG. 1—Explosion of the steamer Sultana as depicted by Harper's Weekly.

planks and barrels . . . We hung onto . . . [a] bale of hay and floated down six or eight miles
below Memphis, where we were picked up by a gunboat . . .” [8]. George F. Robinson
stated, ““I was almost a goner, when I saw a dark object in the water and made for it, and it
was a dead mule, one that was blown off the boat. He was dead but not quite cold. I crawled
up on him and was there when I was picked up at Fort Pickens three miles below Memphis”
[91.

Rescue efforts were launched by many of the locals who lived along the river as well as
other commercial and military steamers. The Essex, a Federal gunboat, saved 60 men and 1
woman south of Mempbhis [10]. Captain John T. Watson of the commercial steamer Bosto-
nia II, upon seeing the fire from the Sultana, ordered his crew to put out the stage planks,
tables, chairs, hay bales, and any cargo that would float. This act, along with the Bostonia’s
lifeboats, are credited with saving a number of lives [/7]. William H. Wooldridge and Mr.
Hill, his mother’s overseer, took a skiff from the Tennessee side of the river and saved 45
passengers [/2]. John Fogleman and his neighbors on the Arkansas side of the river saved
over 100 people with a crude raft they constructed. DeWitt Clinton Spikes, a young passen-
ger on the Sultana, saved 30 lives but was not able to save his father, mother, 3 sisters, 2
brothers, and a niece [/1].

The aftermath of the tragedy was gruesome. The Memphis Argus on 12 May reported that
“many bodies of the victims of the Sultana catastrophe can be seen floating in the river, and
lying on the banks and in the driftwood on both sides as far down as White River. . . . Some
of them have been made the prey of dogs and hogs, and doubtless other animals” [13].
Captain Mason and Clerk Gambrel were both killed in the wreck and, although rewards of
$200 were offered, their bodies were never recovered [/4]. Mason was last seen during the
disaster throwing wood and debris from the Sultana to save those in the river [/5].

The magnitude of this disaster is best comprehended by comparing it to the sinking of the
Titanic, commonly considered the greatest maritime mass disaster in history. The Titanic
was almost 900 ft (274 m) long (one-sixth of a mile) with 9 decks rising to a height of 11
stories [16]. The Sultana was only 263 ft (80 m) long and 42 ft (13 m) wide. with roughly 4
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stories consisting of 3 decks. The upper deck was the hurricane deck with the pilot house
below it, then the passenger deck with its zabins, and the boiler deck. which was closest 10
the water line. Below the botler deck and running the length of the boat was a cargo hold 7 ft
(2 m) deep. The Tiranic with her steel hull weighed 46 000 tons (41 730 Mg) [17]. The
wooden hull of the Suftana weighted 719 tons (652 Mg), 400 tons (363 Mg) less than the
weight of the rivets used in the construction of the Trranic The Titanic could accommodate
2376 passengers. At the time of the disaster there were 2235 passengers, of whom 1522 died
[18). The Sultana had a legal carrying capacity of 376 passengers and crew. At the time of
the explosion, there were 2347 passengers (9], of whom 1547 died |20].

Factors Leading to the Disaster

In February 1865, with the war between the states drawing to a close, a prisoner exchange
was begun with Vicksburg established as a collection point for Federal prisoners of war be-
ing held at Cahaba near Selma, Alabama, and Andersonville in Georgia. They were sent by
train to Camp Fisk, a parole camp located 4 miles (6 km) from Vicksburg. Captain George
A Williams of the Union Army was the Commissary of Musters at Vicksburg and was in
charge of prisoner exchange. On 7 April, Captain Willtams was ordered to Cairo, Iflinois, to
communicate with General Grant. Captain Frederic Speed, Assistant Adjutant General,
performed Williams' duties in his stead [27]. Colonel R. B. Hatch was Chtef Quartermaster,
and Captain W. F. Kerns was Assistant Quartermaster in charge of river transportation
[22]. Note that some federal officers at Vicksburg were suspected of taking bribes from
steamboat captains to secure larger loads of troops [23].

On 12 April 1865, the Sultana was inspected in St. Louis before beginning its final voyage
down the Mississippi River, and the boilets were found to be in good working otder [24]. On
the trip downriver, the Sultana stopped at Vicksburg, and Captain Mason went to the office
of Brigadier General Morgan L. Smith, Commander of the District of Vicksburg, to seek
passengers for the return trip. The Suitana belonged to the People’s Line, which was under
contract with the U.S. government to ship troops [25]. Smith promised to give Mason a
“load™ of prisoners on his trip back, and further instructed Mason to inform him if the
officers in his command did not comply [26].

The Sultana continued down river and arrived in New Orleans on 19 April. At 10 o’clock
on the morning of 21 April, it backed away from the Gravier Street dock and steamed north-
ward with approximately 250 passengets and ctew [27]. The trip upriver from New Orleans
was uneventful until approximately 10 h from Vicksburg, Mississippi, when a leak was dis-
covered in the middie larboard boiler [28,29]. The Suitana contmued toward Vicksburg at a
greatly reduced speed [29].

As soon as the Swuitana could be moored to the wharfboat at Vicksburg on the evening of
23 Aprit, Nathan Wintringer, the chief engineer, hired R. G. Taylor, a local boilermaker
with 28 years of experience, to repair the boiler. Concerned with time, Captain Mason or-
dered Taylor to replace the damaged piece with a 27- by 11-in. (68.5- by 28-cm) patch. Tay-
lor, after protesting, finally complied, but was not allowed to force back the bulge in the
boiler. Although Wintringer approved the boiler, Taylor stated that it could not be consid-
ered safe, and noted that the boilers appeared to have been burned as a result of being
operated with too little water [30].

While the Suftana was being repaired, Mason visited Colonel Hatch, Captain Speed, and
Captain Williams to press for the load of men promised by General Smith Since the Sultana
belonged to a line that was contracted with the government, Mason threatened to file a com-
plaint in Washington against the Exchange Office for using noncontract {ines {3/]. Appar-
ently his threat worked.

On the morning of 24 April, while Captains Speed and Williams were at Camp Fisk pre-
paring prisoners for the trip north, Captain Kerns recetved a written order from Department



846 JOURNAL OF FORENSIC SCIENCES

Headquarters. The order stated that all prisoners remaining at Four Mile Bridge and the
hospital at Big Black were to be organized for transportation north. A postscript on the order
stated ““Copy furnished Captain of the Sultana™ [32]. The clear implication was that all of
these men were to be placed on the Sultana.

Captain Kerns, learning that the steamer Lady Gay had docked, approached Colonel
Hatch with the possibility of placing a portion of the men on that vessel. Hatch telegramed
Speed on this matter, but Speed’s return telegram stated that all the men could go on one
boat—the Sultana [33]. When a second steamer, the Pauline Carroll, docked at the wharf-
boat, Kerns went to Colonel Hatch, General Smith, and General J. Warren Miller request-
ing that this boat be detained for troop transport. They were indifferent to his request. Wil-
liams, when approached, angrily replied that they could all go very well on the Sultana and
that the Pauline Carroll offered 20 cents per man, and for that reason she could not have a
man [34], thus implying a suspicion that Kerns was being bribed. Kerns had been suspected
of bribery from the captain of the Olive Branch, a steamer that had earlier transported pris-
oners from Vicksburg.

At 9 a.m. on 24 April 1865, the Sultana backed away from the wharf at Vicksburg and
steamed northward with 2347 on board. Both the Pauline Carroll and the Lady Gay left
Vicksburg with no prisoners. The crowded conditions on the Sultana are best seen in a pho-
tograph taken at Helena, Arkansas (Fig. 2). The weight of the men produced a notable sag
in the upper deck even though stantions were set in place for support [35]. Since there was
only 1 cooking stove on the boat, the majority of the men were forced to eat their meat rations
raw [35.36]. Among the freight aboard the Sultana were 250 hogsheads of sugar, each
weighing over 1200 Ibs (544 kg) [37], and 70 to 100 mules and horses [38]. In addition, the
crew kept a large pet alligator in a wooden crate [39]. Many of the prisoners had taunted the
creature on the trip up river, only to be tormented by the thoughts of its proximity after the
explosion.
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FIG. 2—Photograph of the Sultana taken at Helena. Arkansas. on the day before the disaster. Note
the overcrowded conditions. (From the collection of The Public Library of Cincinnati and Hamilton
County.)
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What Caused the Explosion?

Four Factors may be proposed as causes of the explosion. The first was sabotage. During a
reunmon of the survivors of the Swframa, William C. Streeter of St Louis claimed that Robert
Lowden—also ktiown s Chatles Dale, s nored Confederate blockade runner during the
war—was responstbie for the explosion According 1o Streeter, Lowden s1ated that while the
Suframa was at the Memphis wharf, he smuggled aboard a torpedo concealed inside a latge
lamp of coat and deposited it on the fuel pde near the boiler for the expressed purpose of
destroying the steamer |48}

A second factor was the boiler's flues, which were designed for travel on the cleaner waters
of the upper Mississippl. These flues supplied water from the niver directly Lo the hoat's
beijers Sediment of the lowet Mississippi readily plugged these flues. resulting in the boiless
running low of water, sverheating, and exploding {4/).

A third factor was that cargo could shift, causing the boat to list and to pull the intake
fiucs from the river. This would also result in the boilers runring tow of water and exploding.
When the photograph depicted in Fig. 2 was taken, the passengers crowded to the ozt rail
nearest the camerz, causing the Sufrana to list considerably [42].

Last. the patch placed on the boter 10 ¥icksburg may be the most likely source of the
expiosion. According to J. I. Witzig, supervising inspector of steamboats, the Sultana’s boil-
ers were constructed of iron 17/4a1m (9 mm) in thickness and were regulared for 145 ps) (1000
kPa). However, the 27- by 11-in. (68.5- by 28-cm) patch used to repair the boiler was only 1/
in. {0.6 cm) 1n thickness and boilers with iron /4 iti, (6 cm) thick were approved to operate at
a maximum of 100,43 psi (692,44 kPa) [43,44]. Wintringer, the Swirane s chief engineer,
stated they ran the boilers at 130 to 135 psi of pressure between Vicksburg and Memphis
|#5]. Since this cxceeded by at least 30 psi (207 kPa) the maximum pressure the patch could
safaly operate under, it seems to represent an appealing explanation for the explosion. Un-
fortunately, the exact cause of the boiler explosion still remains a mystesy.

Why Were the Capunliles 30 High?

Several factors were responsible for the large number of fatantes suffered. The Sultana’s
safety equipment included 76 cork-filled lile preservers, 1 metallic lfehaat, and 1 yawi [46].
The lifcboat caused several deaths when it was thrown from the upper deck, landing upside
down on the heads of 2 number of swimmers. The disaster occurred at night when the Mis-
sigsippi River was at flood stage and extended a considerable distance into Arkansas. Also,
the boat was constructed of wood, most of which was painted with a composition of turpen-
tine, benzine, and other flammable substances. The entire boat was said to be in flames
within 20 min of the explosion [47], The malnourished and diseased cendition of the pris-
oners eannot be overiooked. Andersonyitie was one of the most notorious of the Cuvil War
prison camps A Confederate surgeon in October 1864 stated that “over 10,000 Federal pris-
oners have died, that is, neat one-third of the entire number have perished in less than seven
months” {48]. Their appearance upon felease from prison was described as follows:

Coming like cattle across an open fisld were scores of men who were nothing but skin and bones,
some hobbling along as best they could, and others being helped by stronger comrades. Every
gaunt face with its stanng eves told the story of the suffering and privation they had gone
through, and protruding bones showed through their scanty tattered garments. One might have
thought that the prave and the sea had given up thewr dead 49

Military Envestigation of the Tragedy

Secretary of War Edwin Stanton telegramed General C. C Washbuorn, Commander of the
District of West Tennessee, and ordered a board of inquiry to be commissioned to investi-
gate the incident, Washburn had already established such a board on the marning of the
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disaster The Commussiwn, cumpesed of three officers, conducted heatings in both Memphis
and Vicksbueg until laie May 1865 |30]. The board concluded thar the Saftunw was a
staunch vessel, and although the men had been as comfartable a5 could be expected, there
ws e military necessity o place 5o many on the boar [n additwon, the quartermaster’s
alffige ar ¥icksburp was censured for permitting others to peeform ity dutes, and Capram
Speed was censured for 1aking upon himself dunes not properly belonging o bum. The Com-
musston hekd that the explosion was caused by too Iittle water tn the boilers and concluded
that “The evidence fully shuws thae the government has transferred as many or more troops
on boats of no greater capacity than the Sydrang frequently and with satets™ [57)

The Secretary of War 2lso ordercd Brigadier General Wiiliam Hoffman, Commissary
General of Prisoners for the U.S. Arniy, to proveed to Memphis ard conducl a separate
investigation. Hoffman conciuded that shipment of 30 many on ome Boat was unnecgssary,
unjustified, and a great outrage on the troops. He further concluded that the responsibie
parties were Colonel Hatch, Captain Speed, Caprain Williams. and William Kerns, but thar
Hatch and Speed wete pnimarily tesponsible [52].

On 2 Jan. 1866, Secretary of War 3tanton ordered Captaitt Speed and several other offi-
cers 2t Viekshurg brought before a military court-martial tribunal. Howewer, for reasons seull
obscure, Speed was the unly officer actually tried. When the treal ended S June 1866, Captain
Speed was found guilty of assuming unwarrantable authonity by placing the troops on the
Suftana, and he was sentenced ta be dismissed from the secvice 53] However, Brigadier
Genetal Joseph Holi, Judge Advocate General of the United States, reviewed the proceed-
ings of the court-martial and placed the blame on the carelessness of Mathan Wintringer, the
Suitara’y chuef enginesr. and pointed stispicion in the davectton of Colone! Hatch 1.54]. Holt
recommended that Speed’s sentence be disapproved and chat ha be publicly exonerated from
the charges. The Secretary of War followed these recommendations and on 1 Sept. 1866,
Captam Speed was honorably mustered out of the service [34]. Fredent: Speed made %icks-
butg his home. He was successful in the jumber business and later beczme Crimnal Court
Judge for Warren County, Mississippi | 54], and editor of the Weekly Trmes and Republican
(553

Why Does History Hold So Little Concerning the Sulranc Disaster?

The disaster, although newsworthy, generated little artention from the news media of the
time Two events of extreme historic signifieance avershadowed the calamity Eartier thar
same month at Appomattox, Virginia, the war between the states ended. This was a war
characrerized by the Loss of thousands of lives within single battles "Thus. loss of relatively so
few on che Sufturma was not viewed with insensitivity, but was simply placett within the con-
rext of the times

In addion. only a few days before the disaster, Presidemt Abraham Lincoln was assassi-
nated Stories of the assassination, the alleged conspiracy, and the funeral filled the nation’s
newspapers for many weeks. Few editors gave more than a passing comment to the Suftanaz
tragedy, and these were usually confined to the back pages of the newspaper

The Search [or the Wreck of the Suitang

Qver the past few vears the anthors of this paper have been searching for the wreck of the
Suitana. The Mississippt River has changed course since 1865, and the point at which the
Swftena sank i now approximately 2 fmiles (3 km) from the river i & soybean field near
Mount City. Arkansas. The cargo hold was below the botler deck and may still be in taer,
although 1t may test between 18 and 30 ft (5.3 and % m) below the surface. Magneizmeters
and a water probe (destgned and built by authors § P. and 5 Q) have been used w the
search. The authors have no plans of excavathing the wreck, only locating it Once located,
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this information will be provided to archaeologists whe have expressed an intetest in pursu-
ing funding for excavation,

The wreck of the steamboat Bertrand provides an excellent indicator of preservation on
the Sultara. The Bertrand sank on the Missourt River during the same month and year as
the Sultana and was excavated during the 1960s [56]. Some of the artifacts recovered from
the Bertrand s hold were thousands of pairs of boots, cases of wine and other food items still
in the bottles, crates with readable shipping labels, clothing, and even rancid mutton [56].
To date, the authors have found only a few pieces of the Sultana. such as boiler supports,
hog chain, and boiler grate, These were discovered on the resmnanis of the old river bank and
probably represent debris from a salvage attempt conducted shortly after the disaster.

Concluston

In conclusion, although the Suitana represents the greatest recorded maritime mass disas-
tet, it remains an obscute footnote to history. In like manner, the term “‘obscurity’” best
desctibes our search for her wreck, The cargo hald of the Switara still eludes us, and, in fact,
it may not be gur destiny to discover it. Perhaps Mark Twain was correct when he wrote in
Life on the Mississippi. “Sotme farmer will turn up her bones with his plow one day, no
doubt, and be surprised.”
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