Gunboats in the Battle of Augusta

On September 2, 1862, General Lewis Wallace issued an order creating a gunboat flotilla., to cruise the Ohio River from Maysville to Carrollton in order to prevent Confederate forces from crossing the river.  The boats that made up this flotilla were commercial stern-wheelers that had been fitted with a cannon and supplied with a crew to fire and maintain the gun.  This action was precipitated because of a dramatic drop  in the water level of the river due to a severe drought.  In some areas, especially around Augusta, the water level dropped to around two and one-half feet in mid-stream.  With the drop in water level, sand bars appeared that extended out into the river.  This made it all too easy to cross the river on foot.  
The gunboat assigned to cruise between Augusta and Maysville was the Belfast, under the command of Captain H. H. Symmes.  In the weeks leading up to the battle, the crew of the Belfast worked with the authorities in Augusta to practice firing the cannon onto the roads and hills surrounding Augusta.  As a result of these practice sessions, the gunner became extremely proficient at placing a shell in the exact spot where it was desired.  Colonel Joshua Taylor Bradford, leader of the Bracken County Militia in Augusta, developed his “hearth and home” strategy for defending the town on the basis that the gunboats could prevent the enemy from coming over the hills south of town by shelling them on the hill.  Anyone who did make it into town could then be picked off by troops hidden in the homes and businesses.
On September 27, 1862, when Confederate forces led by Basil Duke d attacked Augusta, the Belfast fired a total of three shells at the enemy on the hill.  When Confederate forces returned this cannonfire with artillery fire of the own, the Belfast, along with another gunboat positioned at the wharf that day, the Florence Miller, abruptly left the town and cruised upriver towards Maysville.  With the gunboats gone, Duke entered the town and the fight began.  The end result of the battle was 31 people dead and 23 wounded on both sides, and the destruction of two and one-half blocks of the town.
Augusta authorities bitterly condemned the actions of the two gunboat captains in reports to Federal authorities.  Any action taken against the captains, however, was not preserved by local historians.  Basil Duke in his own account of the battle several years after the war, makes no mention of what, if anything, happened to these captains.  It seemed as though the story ended without a resolution.
We now know what happened.  Within days of the battle, both David Z. Sedam, Captain of the Belfast and James T. Johnson, Captain of the Florence Miller, were arrested and court-martial proceeding initiated against them.  The trials were held in Cincinnati beginning in late November of 1862 and ending in January of 1863.  The transcripts of these trials eventually ended up in the National Archives in Washington, D. C.  Within the last year, a copy of the trials was obtained and has been transcribed.  We are making these court martial proceedings available to the general public for the first time.  
The transcripts provide professional and amateur historians with new insights into the gunboat program itself; detailed information on what happened leading up to the decision of the Captains to leave Augusta; as well as the verdicts in the cases.  Each trial is presented in two ways:  1) a typed version of the transcript, and 2) scanned copies of each page of the original transcript.  All documents are in .pdf format. 
Copies of the transcripts are on a CD disc for $15.00 or a 1-GB flashdrive for $20 plus $5.00 shipping and handling, while supplies last.  Checks and money orders should be made out to the City of Augusta and mailed to the address below.  If paying by check or money order, please add “Gunboat transcript” on the memo line.   Credit card purchases can be made by contacting the City of Augusta at (606) 756-2183.
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