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Civil War
Balloon Barges

B y M i c h a e l P at r i s
ur country’s first recorded
use of a balloon for military
purposes was launched from
land by aeronaut John La Mountain at
Fort Monroe, Virginia in July 1861. But
then in August, he inflated his aerostat
and tied it to the armed Army tugboat
Fanny. Operating under a Navy skipper, he monitored Confederate movements near the waters of Hampton
Roads between Chesapeake Bay and
the James River. With a 2,000-foot rope
reel, La Mountain ascended from the
anchored tug below, making what historians agree was the first launching of
a manned “aircraft” from a vessel.
Irregular balloon operations then
continued, but by October the Fanny
had been captured by the Confederates, sending La Mountain back to
Washington without his “base of operations.” There, he learned that fellow
balloonist Thaddeus S. C. Lowe was
aiming to convince the White House
that his aerial force could be a separate
military branch by itself. Lowe and a
telegrapher had made a tethered ascent
of 500 feet above the nearby Columbia
Armory; a message wired down to
Abraham Lincoln prompted a White
House dinner invitation. Discussions
about real-time intelligence followed,
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Engraving of Thaddeus Sobieski Constantine Lowe as he appeared in Harper’s
Weekly, September 1858.
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Civil War era watercolor painting reproduction of George Washington Parke Custis with
balloon Washington tethered above.
Mount Lowe Preservation Society Collection

and Lowe proved adept at navigating Washington politics. Nonetheless,
General Winfield Scott flatly refused to
meet him.
Lowe next turned to Secretary of
the Navy Gideon Welles for a vessel
that could be used as a launching platform; fortunately, the Washington Naval Shipyard had a viable coal barge
that could be had for $150. Christened
the George Washington Parke Custis
(GWPC), it was renovated as a balloon barge. Its 122-foot length could
accommodate the portable hydrogen
gas generators that Lowe had invented, while leaving space for the inflation of certain smaller balloons. The
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beam (width) of the GWPC was 14.5
feet; its hold’s depth of 5.5 feet allowed
for 75 tons of cargo, perfect for iron
filings that produced hydrogen gas
when mixed with sulfuric acid. Even
fully loaded, the barge could be poled,
rowed or tugged in about three feet of
water, making it flexible under varying
tidal conditions.
On November 10, 1861, the steamer Coeur de Lion towed the GWPC to the
Potomac River headquarters of General Joseph Hooker, where she plied
the waters between Washington and
Mount Vernon. The Washington, a twoman balloon with a 20,000-cubic-foot
envelope, was inflated and put into

service. Lowe and General Daniel E.
Sickles soon reported on Confederate
positions in the vicinity of Mattawoman Creek. Unaware of La Mountain’s
previous use of the Fanny, Lowe wrote
to his superiors:
Navy Yard, Washington, D.C.
November 12, 1861
“I have the pleasure of reporting
the complete success of the first balloon expedition by water ever attempted. I left the Navy Yard early Sunday
morning, the 10th instant, with a lighter (formerly the GWPC) towed out by
the steamer Coeur de Lion, having on
board competent assistant aeronautics,
together with my new gas generation
apparatus, located at the mouth of the
Mattawoman Creek, about three miles
from the opposite of Virginia shore….
We had a fine view of the enemy’s
camp-fires during the evening and
saw them constructing new batteries
at Freestone Point….”
Professor Lowe would continue
to serve with the civilian title of Chief
Aeronaut of the Union Army and
operate the GWPC on the Potomac,
York, James and Pamunkey Rivers
and Chesapeake Bay during the Peninsula Campaign. Both water and land
reconnaissance by balloon would, for
the first time, direct gunfire on targets
not visible by land, such as during the
blockade of the Potomac at Budd’s Ferry below Mount Vernon.
In March 1862, General George
McClellan had requested naval aerial
reconnaissance for the Peninsula Campaign, dispatching a balloon and the
GWPC to Fort Monroe; they ultimately
returned to the Potomac following McCover envelope addressed to Professor
T.S.C. Lowe after the Civil War at his
temporary address in New York City.
Mount Lowe Preservation Society Collection

Engraving of the balloon barge George Washington Parke Custis anchored on the James
River. Harper’s Weekly, September 1862.
Mount Lowe Preservation Society Collection.

Clellan’s eventual loss.
German-born balloonist John
Steiner operated one of Lowe’s oneman balloons, the Eagle, along parts
of the Mississippi River where the
Confederates held “Island No. 10”
near New Madrid, Missouri. Fearing a
blockade, Commodore Andrew Foote
put Steiner aloft from a flat-bottomed
boat towed by Foote’s flagship, the
Benton. Following high winds, success
finally involved directing mortar-fire
through a signal flag system conceived
by Lowe. Steiner threw in the towel,
ending the use of the Balloon Corps in
the Western Theatre.
In early 1862, Lowe associate John
Starkweather made ascents from the
naval vessel May Flower, a steamer reconfigured into a tug and gun boat.
Larger than the GWPC, it cruised off
Port Royal, South Carolina and near
Savannah, Georgia. Operational failure occurred when the envelope became ensnared with the ship during
high winds, grounding
the vessel and disabling
the aerostat. With repair
impossible, the equipment headed back north.
Soon the Confederacy assembled its own balloon, the Gazelle. Due to
supply shortages, Army
Captain Langdon Cheves
enabled the aerostat with
Georgia dressmaking silk.
Contrary to myth, the Gazelle was not derived from

the Sunday finery of the ladies of the
Confederacy. The completed balloon
was given to General Edward Porter
Alexander in June 1862 and inflated
at the Richmond, Virginia Gas Works.
Captain John Randolph Bryan then
successfully observed Union movements at Gaines Mill. Transported to
the armed tugboat Teaser, the Gazelle
was to be deployed on the James River. But the USS Maratanza captured the
vessel and balloon, ending the Confederate Balloon Corps. The Gazelle was
turned over to Thaddeus Lowe, who
cut it up for souvenirs, many of which
still exist today.
Owing to the effects of malaria
and lack of payment, Lowe retired
from the Balloon Corps after the Battle
of Chancellorsville in May 1863. His
equipment was sent into storage at the
Columbia Armory. Balloon Corps advocate General Cyrus B. Comstock was
reassigned, leaving Chief Telegraphic
Signal Officer Colonel Albert Meyer
in charge. Meyer believed that the endeavor was simply too expensive to
operate.
The equipment was eventually
auctioned off by Chief Quartermaster
Brigadier General D. H. Rucker. Pioneering aeronaut Thaddeus S. C. Lowe
purchased his balloon Washington
and kept it for years, flying it periodically on special occasions. Lowe subsequently moved to Pasadena, built a
home on Orange Grove Boulevard and
opened the Mount Lowe Railway on
July 4, 1893.
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