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When the Star of the West was built in 1852, she was designed for the sole 
purpose of ferrying passengers between the California coast and New York. The 
vessel was never intended to be a war ship. She is described as being brigantine- 
rigged side-wheeler of 1,172 tons; length, 228 feet, 4 inches; breadth, 32 feet, 
8 inches; depth, 24 feet, 6 inches; speed, 11.5 knots. During her period of 
Confederate ownership the vessel was changed only slightly. On January 16, 
1862, the firm of N. & A. F. Tift, New Orleans, Louisiana, wrote Secretary 
of the Navy (Confederate) Stephen R. Mallory:

Sir: We have examined the Star of th@ West. She is in good 
order and is now occupied as a receiving, recruiting, and 
hospital ship, and would be invaluable as a transport. We 
would not advise the alteration, (into an ironclad gunboat) 
on account of the expense and difficulty of protecting the 
machinery. Commander Hollias concurs in the opinion.

N. & A. F. Tift

However, the vessel was armed at New Orleans with two 68-pounder and four 32- 
pounder guns. It is possible that her masts were shortened for operation on 
inland rivers.

The guns were removed from the Star of the West while she was at Yazoo 
City and were probably either taken to Greenwood for Fort Pemberton, sent to 
Grenada, or emplaced in Yaz6o City. When the vessel settled on the bottom of 
the Tallahatchie she still had her machinery on board. John Locke, a naturalized 
Englishman, in a statement given to Brigadier General Hugh T. Reid, reported 
that "the old Star of the West is sunk alongside of the raft at Greenwood to 
keep it from going downstream. She had never been converted into an ironclad, 
as some of our naval officers supposed, and the machinery is all in her still." 
On February 15, 1864, Lieutenant Commander Elias K. Owen, U.S.A., commanding 
an expedition in the Yazoo River, reported: "The Star of the West is still 
in the channel in the Tallahatchie with her wheels and upper works out" 
(Official Records of the Union and Confederate Navies, ser. 1, vol. 24, p. 296).

There are no parts of the Star of the West - C.S.S. St. Philip above 
water today. It is probable that the above-water section was salvaged after 
the war by individuals or simply removed to clear the passage, and that all 
that remains in the watery grave is the lower section, which is deep enough 
to allow for safe navigation.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Star of the West, sunk in the Tallahatchie River to provide 
an obstacle to navigation in front of Fort Pemberton, had the unique 
distinction of being the recipient of the first shot fired in the 
American Civil War. During her brief, but colorful history she 
served both the United States and the Confederate States in different 
capacities and under different names.

Originally built as the San Juan at a cost of $250,000 by 
Jeremiah Simorfson at Greenspoint, New York in 1852, the vessel's 
name was changed to the Star of the West before she was placed in 
service. The Star of the West operated for nine years as a passenger 
steamer between the California coast and New York (Civil War Naval 
Chronology, p. VI-297).

On January 5, 1861, as the clouds of war gathered, the Star 
of the West departed New York, under charter by the United States 
government with a detachment of 250 men and four officers on boardi, 
bound for the Federal garrison of Fort Sumter in Charleston Harbor, 
South Carolina. Major Robert Anderson, Federal commander of the 
fort, had refused, the state of South Carolina's demands that he 
abandon the fort and surrender all public property to the state. : 
The Federal government had also been notified that any attempt to 
supply or reinforce Fort Sumter would be regarded as an act of war.

At 1:30 A.M. on the morning of January 9, 1861, the Star of 
the West arrived off the Charleston bar. All coastal navigation 
lights had been extinguished and the marker buoys had been removed, 
so rather than risk running aground, the Star of the West anchored 
in 4 1/2 fathoms to wait until daylight. At dawn the Star of the 
West was spotted by a small inshore vessel which signaled the coastal 
defenses with one blue and two red lanterns that the Star of the West 
was loaded with troops and was not there to remove the garrison (His­ 
tory of the Confederate States Nayv_, p. 495) .

The Star of the West steamed into the channel until she was 
about two miles from Fort Moultrie and Fort Sumter, when a battery 
on Morris Island flying a red Palmetto Flag belonging to the Citadel 
cadets opened fire on the steamer. She continued under fire for 
about ten minutes, while she progressed closer to Sumter. Several 
of the shots passed over her; one shot passed just clear of the 
pilot house, another passed between the smokestack and the walking 
beam of the engine. Another struck the ship just aloft of the fore

(continued)
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(continued)

rigging and stove in the planking, while another nearly took away 
the rudder. At the same time two steamers, one towing an armed 
schooner, were seen moving to intercept the Star of the West, and, 
fearing capture, she recrossed the bar outward at 8:30 A.M. and re­ 
turned to New York (ibid., p. 496).

The repulse of the Star of the West with needed supplies and 
men subsequently caused the surrender of the garrison at Fort Sumter 
and resulted in the War Between the States. Several historians have 
speculated that the Star of the West was deliberately sent into the 
harbor with troops on board to test the intentions of South Carolina.

Three months later the United States again chartered the Star 
of the West to the Texas coast to remove the Federal soldiers who 
had been stationed there prior to the secession of Texas. The vessel 
lost an anchor on the way, and was standing offshore awaiting troops 
to be ferried out by the Fashion , when seventy-one men under the 
command of Colonel Earl Van Dqrfi using the General Rusk boarded her 
by force. Van Dorn placed a crew on board to take the Star of the 
West to New Orleans, where she was assigned to the Confederate States 
Navy, which in turn changed her name to the C. S. S. St. Philip and 
armed her with two 68-pounder and four 32-pounder guns. (Official 
Records of the Union and Confederate Navies , ser. 1, vol. 16, p. 534. 
Hereafter referred to as O.R.N.) Although the Star of the West lost 
her designation, she did not completely lose her identity. Often in 
Confederate records she was still referred to as the Star of the West 
in official correspondence.

While in New Orleans, the ship served as a receiving ship until 
April 1862, when the Federal fleet passed the forts below the city and 
New Orleans was in imminent danger of capture. The C. S. S. St. Philip 
was assigned the task of transporting the Confederate government specie 
up the Mississippi River to the safety of the interior (O.R.N. ser. 1, 
vol. 18, p. 350). The vessel delivered her cargo to the Confederate 
authorities safely inland and proceeded up the Yazoo River to the Naval 
Yard at Yazoo City where she remained until the Federals broke through 
the levee into the Yazoo Pass in an effort to gain a footing north of 
the Confederates at Snyder's Bluff (Mills) twelve miles north of Vicks- 
burg. On order to counter the Federals, the Confederates fortified the 
narrow strip of land between the Yazoo and Tallahatchie Rivers west of 
Greenwood, and named the site Fort Pemberton. In front of the fort, 
in the Tallahatchie River, the Confederates constructed a large raft, 
which was chained to the banks and anchored. Behind this raft they 
placed the Star of the West and the John Walsh, which were scuttled 
as soon as the Federal fleet apeared. (O.R.N. ser. 1, vol. 24, p. 269).
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The Federals made repeated attacks against the fortifications, but 
were prevented from training their heavy guns by the obstructions in the 
channel. After nearly a month of trying to pass the guns of Fort Pemberton 
and remove the obstructions, the Federal fleet gave up and returned to the 
safety of the Mississippi River. The sacrifice of the Star of the West 
to the muddy bottom of the Tallahatchie proved to be the most significant 
and certainly the most successful event of the ill-fated vessel's history.
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