
"A Symbol of American Ingenuity:'' 
Assessing the Significance 

of U.S.S. Monitor 

Historical Context Study 
for the Civil War Ironclad Warship U.S.S. Monitor 



"A Symbol of American Ingenuity:" 
Assessing the Significance 

of U.S.S. Monitor 

Historical Context Study 
for the Civil War Ironclad Warship U.S.S. Monitor 

By 

JAMES P. DELGADO 
United States Department of the Interior 

National Park Service 

Prepared for 
United States Department of Commerce 

National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 
Marine and Estuarine Management Division 

Washington, D.C. 

Washington, D.C. 
National Park Service 

1988 



Acknowledgements 

This Historical Context Study was prepared under the provisions of an interagency agreement 
between the National Park Service and the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration. The 
preparation of this study is one part of that cooperative effort and formed the basis for the determi­
nation by the Secretary of the Interior that U.S.S. Monitor was of exemplary national significance 
and hence worthy of designation as a National Historic Landmark. Monitor is the first shipwreck to 
be designated a National Historic Landmark in the United States. 

The preparation of this study would not have been possible were it not for the assistance, guidance, 
and support of several individuals. I am most grateful to Capt. Ernest Peterkin, Dr. Philip K. Lundeberg, 
Edwin C. Bearss, Dr. William N. Still, Jr., Edward M. Miller, Gordon P. Watts, Jr., Earl J. Hess, Dr. 
Robert J. Chandler, Larry Murphy, Dr. John Haskell Kemble, Dr. Benjamin Franklin Gilbert, Kevin 
Foster, Dr. William S. Dudley, Dr. Richard A. Gould, Dina Hill, Dr. Paul A. Johnston, Dana M. 
Wegner, Carol Olsen, Dr. John O. Sands, Daniel J. Lenihan, Dr. Harold Langley, Joy Waldron 
Murphy, J. Candace Clifford, Edward Miller, and the staffs of the National Archives, National Mari­
time Museum, National Museum of American History, Henry E. Huntington Library, Program in 
Maritime History and Underwater Research at East Carolina University, Library of Congress, Naval 
Historical Center, the Mariners' Museum, and the United States Naval Academy. 



Table of Contents 

Acknowledgements i 
Table of Contents iii 
List of Illustrations iv 
On the Significance of U.S.S. Monitor 1 
Monitor and the Development of the Ironclad Warship 2 
Monitor's Role in the American Civil War 5 
Public Response to Monitor and the Monitors 7 
Monitor as a Representative Work of John Ericsson 9 
Monitor as Prototype 11 
Monitor's Potential to Yield Information 11 
Footnotes 13 
Appendices 

I. National Register of Historic Places Nomination, 1974 17 
II. National Historic Landmark Studv, 1986 29 



List of Illustrations 

Monitor unveiled in Harper's Weekly 2 
Monitor lectures Europe on Naval Architecture 3 
"The Age of Iron" 4 
"The Monitor and Merrimac" 6 
Popular Songs and Sheet Music 8 
"Iron Clad Paint" Advertisement 9 
Monument to John Ericsson 10 
Provenience System of the Monitor 12 



On the Significance of U.S.S. Monitor 

The significance of U.S.S. Monitor in American history is interwoven with perceptions. Hence it has 
become another one of the myths out of which Americans' conception of their history has been 
constructed, along with others as the Liberty Bell, George Washington, Thomas Edison, Abraham 
Lincoln, and the Wright brothers. I'l The importance of Monitor to American history has often been 
discussed both by the popular media and by scholarly forums. In 1978, a conference in Raleigh, 
North Carolina, chaired by Dr. Larry E. Tise, then Director of the North Carolina Division of 
Archives and History, debated Monitor's "meaning and future." Monitor, according to Dr. Tise, like 
Mayflower, U.S.S. Constitution ("Old Ironsides"), and U.S.S. Maine, ".. .became and remains a part 
of the American mind, its bare mention conjuring up images of what we are as a people, of our 
experience as a people, and of some of the major events and motifs in our history." | : | Tise, 
moreover, termed Monitor "one of the most meaningful objects in American history. . .so heavily 
laden with values that transcend the mundane and the common.. . . " |31 Federal official Charles M. 
McKinney, also speaking at the conference, noted in a sweeping comment on Monitor's significance 
that the vessel was important "not just as a ship that changed the course of naval warfare, but as a 
symbol of a people, their ingenuity, their capabilities, and most importantly, their recognition of 
those Americans who contributed to the technological success we enjoy today." |41 While much 
pontification over the importance of Monitor to the American people and their past has ensued, 
quantification and qualification of significance has not: "the question of the Monitor's intrinsic value 
either as a symbol or as an artifact has largely been dismissed as so obvious that it was not in need 
of further discussion." |S| The significance of Monitor was heavily debated at the Raleigh conference 
on Monitor's meaning; Larry Tise finally noted that the importance of the vessel needed to be fur­
ther discussed since questions concerning her value had "become more common and often the sub­
ject of sharp disagreement." |h| Dr. Tise correctly noted that "much of the value of the Monitor is 
based on legend, an incredible history, and very good public relations on the part of people 
associated with the Monitor, from [John] Ericsson right down to the present." |71 

However, the significance of U.S.S. Monitor can be qualified and quantified utilizing the criteria of 
the National Register of Historic Places. Monitor meets all four criteria for National Register listing; 
a) she was associated with broad patterns and events in American history, namely the development 
of the United States Navy in the 19th century, the rise of industrial facilities in the United States, 
and the American Civil War; b) she was associated with an individual significant in American his­
tory, Swedish-American inventor and engineer, John Ericsson; c) she embodies the distinctive 
characteristics as a prototype for a type of warships used by the United States Navy and other 
naval powers well into the 20th century; and finally d) her remains are likely to yield information 
important to American history since archaeological examination will provide a more detailed under­
standing of the vessel and more importantly provide a means for assessing the American mind-set 
through anthropologically generated research questions which probe human interaction with new 
technology and how modern industrial societies prepare for war. 

It is argued here that the significance of U.S.S. Monitor relates primarily to her mythic qualities. 
Myths are real or fictional stories, recurring themes, or character types that appeal to the conscious­
ness of a people, by embodying their cultural ideas or by giving expression to deep, commonly felt 
emotions. U.S.S. Monitor's impact on the American consciousness was profound, instilling a "Moni­
tor mania" that continues to this day. Monitor's impact is reflected in the popular culture of her era; 
cartoons, poems, and other forms of social expression of the 1860s are replete with Monitor refer­
ences. A hero-cult was attached to the vessel's designer and officers, and Monitor instilled a sense 
of American technological know-how and might. 

Naval historian Dr. Philip K. Lundeberg has noted that in "appraising the historical significance 
of.. .Monitor, the modern observer is confronted with a wide range of technological comparisons— 
partly with other mid-19th century ironclads—that makes such an undertaking a deliberate search 
for adequate perspective." |81 Assessing Monitor's significance to broad patterns of American history 
requires contextual setting and perspective. Monitor's role in the development of the ironclad war­
ship, the Civil War, and public reaction to the war and new technology are investigated in the 
narrative which follows. 


