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Raising the USS Monitor

If the U.S. Navy is mentioned in histories of the Amer-
ican Civil War, it is almost always with reference to the
famous ironclad USS Monitor and its epic battle with the
Confederate ironclad CSS Virginia. From the moment it
arrived in Hampton Roads on the evening of March 8,
1862, to magnificent exhibits about the warship and its
artifacts currently on display at the Mariners’ Museum
in Newport News, Virginia, no other U.S. Navy warship
has caught the public attention like the Monitor. Add the
public fascination with shipwrecks of any kind and one
has the making of a story as riveting and interesting as
the Egyptian mummies.

Many books have been written about the Monitor
over the years, and with the 150th anniversary of the bat-
tle many more have been published recently. The vast
majority, unfortunately, have offered no new insights
into the warship. Thus it is wonderful to see John D.
Broadwater’s USS Monitor: A Historic Ships Completes
Its Final Voyage, which presents new information into
the discovery, recovery, and preservation of the ship
as only a primary source can.Broadwater served as the
chief archeologist for the National Oceanographic Atmo-
spheric Administration’s (NOAA) Monitor National Ma-
rine Sanctuary for many years. He was personally in-
volved with numerous dives on the shipwreck and with
the development of the wreck’s management plan.

This work is not a formal archaeological report or his-
tory with many technical words and numbers that only a
trained archeologist or historian could understand. There
is no college-level thesis that the reader has to break
down and analyze from different points of view. The au-
thor explains in simple and accessible language the di-

verse technologies used in surveying and recovering the
wreck, allowing any person with a basic understanding
of the sea to comprehend his study. The result is a nar-
rative that is both educational and entertaining.

For the uninitiated, the work provides a history of the
Monitor’s design and operations. It includes a discussion
of how and why the Monitor sank off the coast of Cape
Hatteras, and what has been done since. The bulk of the
work is focused on the planning and challenges of work-
ing on a wreck like the Monitor. Broadwater discusses the
new maritime technologies and approaches used to both
survey and ultimately raise parts of the wreck. This book
also answers numerous questions, including why NOAA,
a federal agency nominally in charge of such projects as
managing the country’s ocean fishing stocks and moni-
toring the weather, is in charge of a U.S. warship (answer:
the navy was not in a position to do so in the 1970s, and
fortunately NOAA stepped up to protect the site).

A more complete discussion about the legal status of
U.S. Navy and Confederate shipwrecks could have been
added to further educate the reader. In other words, why
is the wreck of the Monitor different from the wreck of the
Titanic? The Monitor is a U.S. government vessel while
the Titanic and other civilian shipwrecks belong to the
insurance companies that underwrote the voyages. But
only a select few are aware of this difference.

It could be argued that such a discussion and other
weighty topics fall outside the scope of this work. The
point of this study is to provide the general public with
an overview of the Monitor, how it was raised from the
depths, and what is being done to highlight its legacy. In
that respect, Broadwater has succeeded.

If there is additional discussion of this review, you may access it through the list discussion logs at:

http://h-net.msu.edu/cgi-bin/logbrowse.pl.
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