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Preface 

On August 1, 1861, a man named James Dunwoody Bulloch placed an order for 

a gunboat with the firm of John Laird, Sons & Company, shipbuilders of 

Birkenhead, whose yard was located on the Cheshire bank of the mighty River 

Mersey. Mr. Bulloch entered into the purchase contract as a private individual 

backed by a banker's guarantee from the Liverpool firm of Fraser, Trenholm & 

Company.1 This was the second gunboat to be purchased by the mysterious Mr. 

Bulloch. Six weeks earlier, he had entered into a similar arrangement with the 

engineering firm of Fawcett, Preston & Company of Liverpool. They were to 

supply the engines and boilers for a vessel to be built under subcontract to 

them by William Cowley Miller & Sons of Sefton Street.2 It would appear that 

Mr. Bulloch was having a private navy built on Merseyside. Very mysterious 

indeed.  

Peeling back his cloak of secrecy, Mr. James Dunwoody Bulloch can be 

identified as an American master mariner, actually titled ‘Captain James 

Dunwoody Bulloch’. Peel back a little further, and it is discovered that Captain 

Bulloch was on official business representing the government of the 

Confederate States of America. He had been sent to Europe as a civilian secret 

agent by Stephen Mallory, the Confederacy’s Secretary of the Navy. His remit 

was indeed to build a navy, or at least part of one, to support the South in the 

American Civil War. 

The Miller-built gunboat was CSS Florida, and the Lairds’ vessel, CSS 

Alabama. They would sail away from the Mersey on March 22 and July 29, 1862, 

respectively, and would go on to do untold damage to the enemy’s mercantile 

marine. The havoc wrought by these two Mersey-built ships brought an 

outraged United States of America to the brink of declaring war on Great 

Britain. In 1872, the British government paid the United States $15 million in 

compensation, which, fortunately, was sufficient to ward off the calamity that 

war would have been.  

Fast forward 85 years to January 1957. Another American from the deep south 

was retracing Bulloch’s footsteps with a visit to the Lairds’ shipyard. By then, the 

yard was known as Cammell, Laird & Co. Ltd., following a merger with the 

famous steel manufacturers, Charles Cammell & Co. of Sheffield in 1903.  
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The American gentleman in question was William Stanley Hoole, director of 

libraries at the University of Alabama.3 He had been awarded a Fulbright 

Scholarship in 1956 which funded an extended visit to Great Britain to survey a 

number of small British college libraries. He based himself in New Malden, 

Surrey to carry out that study, but also used some of his spare time to indulge 

his other passion – the history of the Confederate States of America. Hoole was 

a prolific writer. He produced more than 50 books, more than 100 articles, and 

100s of book reviews during his lifetime. He helped establish the Alabama 

Historical Association in 1947 and edited its journal The Alabama Review, from 

1948 to 1967. Among other things, he edited the Confederate Centennial Studies 

– a series of monographs focusing on the American Civil War period.4 On this 

January day of 1957 he had driven up from New Malden to Birkenhead, having 

previously arranged a guided tour of the shipyard with a Mr. E. H. Dodd, an 

employee at the yard5. The purpose of Hoole’s visit was to glean primary-source 

information about CSS Alabama for a book he was planning on the 

Confederate commerce raiders. After his visit to the Cammell, Laird yard, he 

would go on to visit the Fawcett, Preston & Co. works to research CSS Florida.  

While viewing the model of CSS Alabama and the documentation pertinent 

to her purchase order, Hoole’s guide, Mr. Dodd, passed a chance remark about 

another person who had visited earlier in the month on a similar quest. This 

was a young local man by the name of Roger Clarke. Concerned that he might 

be a rival author, Hoole tracked down the young man, telephoned him, and 

arranged a meeting. To his surprise, Roger Clarke turned out to be a 17-year old 

student who was just researching for a term paper he had to write for a history 

class at his school. He was not a rival at all and was only too willing to help with 

Hoole’s research. But to Hoole’s greater surprise, Roger Clarke revealed that he 

was the great-great-grandson of John Low, who had served in the Confederate 

States Navy under James Dunwoody Bulloch, and had sailed on CSS Alabama. 

Moreover, Roger had other relatives in the area who owned actual relics of John 

Low’s service during the Civil War.6  

The young man quickly introduced Hoole to his uncle Malcolm Low from 

Birkenhead, and aunt Kathleen Crippen of Blundellsands. Further afield were 

Doreen Low from Ascot, and Alec Low from Tasmania. These four were all 

grandchildren of John Low, and gave William Stanley Hoole their enthusiastic 

assistance as he compiled a biography entitled Four Years in the Confederate 

Navy – The Career of Captain John Low on the C.S.S. Fingal, Florida, Alabama, 

Tuscaloosa and Ajax. The book, completed in 1964, was published by the 

University of Georgia Press and has been widely recognised as the definitive 
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biography of Captain John Low ever since. It has been frequently cited as a 

reference source by many authors mentioning John Low in their writings about 

the Confederate States Navy.  

John Low’s grandchildren were able to furnish William Stanley Hoole with a 

number of priceless primary-source documents, including John Low’s personal 

logs of his time on CSS Alabama and CSS Tuscaloosa, along with letters to Low 

from James Dunwoody Bulloch and Captain Raphael Semmes, his 

commanding officer on CSS Alabama. There were also a number of newspaper 

cuttings reporting on John Low’s death and funeral in 1906. These, and other 

existing sources, such as the memoirs of Bulloch, Semmes and some of 

Alabama’s junior officers, all written post-war, provided Hoole with the data he 

needed to produce a unique work of significant historical importance in Four 

Years in the Confederate Navy. Of course, the biography of John Low would not 

be complete without reference to the man’s life prior to and after the Civil War. 

For these periods, which Hoole wrote as a prologue and epilogue respectively, 

he was forced to rely on the memories of family history held in the heads of 

John Low’s grandchildren. In the preface to his book, Hoole wrote: 

Happily, in putting the many scattered pieces of John Low’s life together, 
I have continued for seven years to receive the enthusiastic co-

operation of his kind and generous descendants. They have read and 

wholeheartedly approved the Prologue and the Epilogue as being 

genealogically correct, so far as they can determine.7 

That phrase …so far as they can determine… gives a broad hint that Hoole 

was not one hundred percent certain of the correctness of his Prologue and 

Epilogue. He had good reason to be unsure. John Low’s grandchildren were 

trying to recall memories of events, relationships and timelines, which had 

been handed down verbally from a century earlier. It was perhaps inevitable 

that they completely missed some of the important events and relationships of 

their grandfather’s life, and that those they did recall were at times a little 

muddled. 

Fast forward again another 61 years to 2025. The world has emerged from the 

‘machine age’ of the twentieth century into the ‘information age’ of the new 

millennium. The majority of homes now have computers, many times more 

powerful than those of the Apollo spacecraft that took men to the moon in 

Hoole’s lifetime. Creation of the Internet facilitates almost instantaneous 

worldwide communications. Huge quantities of old written records have been 
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digitised and made easily searchable. Thousands of rare and out-of-print books 

and journals have been scanned and made accessible. This digital revolution 

has spawned an upsurge in interest in genealogy. Anyone with a computer or a 

smartphone can now interrogate huge data banks of information from the 

comfort of their own home. They can uncover with ease facts and figures about 

ancestors and others who lived centuries ago. 

Doubts about the veracity of Hoole’s account of John Low’s early life first arose 

when I read an article about Charles Green. This was the same Charles Green 

who was described by Hoole as John Low’s brother-in-law…John, having 

allegedly married Charles’s sister, Eliza Green.8 Given Charles Green’s birth year 

of 1807 and John Low’s of 1836, it was obvious that Charles Green was a 

generation older than John Low. If Eliza’s age was anything similar to her 

brother’s, she would have been old enough to be John Low’s mother. Theirs 

seemed a very unlikely union, unless Eliza Green was significantly younger 

than her brother Charles.  

An evening spent researching the Green family genealogy quickly revealed 

that, far from being younger than her brother, Eliza was Charles’ senior by five 

years. A little more research revealed that Eliza Green had indeed married John 

Low, but that was in 1831, five years before Captain John Low was born.9 The 

John Low married to Eliza Green was, in fact, Captain John Low’s uncle. It would 

appear that the information given to William Stanley Hoole had confused the 

generations. In researching the Low family tree, it quickly became apparent 

that the forenames John and Andrew were frequently repeated, both across and 

within generations of the family. It would have been very easy for someone, 

working from memory alone, to become confused about which John, or which 

Andrew belonged to which time period.  

The discovery of this rather fundamental error inspired me to research the life 

of Captain John Low (1836 – 1906) in detail. Many authors, myself included, 

have quoted from Hoole’s book in the past and have inadvertently perpetuated 

the historical inaccuracies contained in his Prologue and Epilogue chapters. 

This book is an attempt to correct those errors, and to share the wealth of 

additional information that has come to light since Hoole wrote the first 

biography of John Low back in 1964. For specific evidence correcting the Hoole 

inaccuracies, the reader should refer to Appendix 2 of this book. 

The forenames John and Andrew were used by multiple members of the Low 

family, which may lead to confusion as to which John or which Andrew is being 

referred to in the text of this book. To help the reader avoid possible confusion 

of who was who and exactly what the important relationships were among the 
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Low and the Green families, some simplified family trees may be found in 

Appendix 1. Within the text, I show the family relationships from Captain John 

Low’s perspective by using family titles. For example, there are great-uncle 

Andrew, ‘uncle’ Andrew, father Andrew, brother Andrew and cousin Andrew. 

‘Uncle’ Andrew is shown with inverted commas as he was not Captain John 

Low’s true uncle. He was a cousin of the captain’s father, and hence, was a 

cousin-once-removed to Captain John Low. Given the family ties, he would 

have been addressed by Captain John as ‘uncle’. Similarly, ‘uncle’ Charles Green 

was the brother of Captain John Low’s aunt Eliza, so was not a true uncle, 

although they appear to have enjoyed a close, familiar relationship. 

In researching the seventy years of Captain John Low’s life, I have discovered 

snippets of evidence of him from a wide range of different sources. Some lines 

of enquiry have led to dead ends, but in most cases, I have been able to 

assemble small pieces of hard evidence, like the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle to 

complete a clear picture of various aspects of his life. At times, the evidence has 

not been completely clear, requiring me to place my own interpretation on 

what I believe to be the truth. At times, I have had to simply speculate on what 

seems to be the most likely explanation of events. Throughout the book, I make 

clear what is hard fact and what is speculation. 

Captain John Low’s origins and what little is known of his childhood have 

been uncovered in baptism and burial records of St. Mary’s and St. Thomas’s 

parish churches in Stockport, Cheshire. In the background, details of Captain 

John’s wider genealogy and his relationships with other members of the Low 

and Green families, especially the super-rich of Savannah, Georgia, have been 

gleaned from the excellent work of Jennifer Guthrie Ryan and Hugh Stiles 

Golson in their 2011 book, Andrew Low and the Sign of the Buck – Trade, 

Triumph, Tragedy at the House of Low. 

Little detail is known about his early career at sea, but from his application 

for examination to be certified, first as second mate, then later as master 

mariner, we have, from his own hand, a list of the ships on which he served and 

the dates of his voyages. Supplementing that information with shipping details 

published in Lloyd’s Register of Shipping for the relevant years, along with 

information in the marine intelligence sections published in various 

newspapers of the time, it has been possible to paint a fair picture of his early 

career at sea. 

For his career in the Confederate Navy during the American Civil War, and his 

service on CSS Alabama, CSS Tuscaloosa we have his personal log books, 

transcribed and published by William Stanley Hoole in The Logs of the C.S.S. 
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Alabama and the C.S.S. Tuscaloosa 1862-1863, Kept by Lieutenant (Later 

Captain) John Low CSN, published in limited edition in 1972. The logs, by 

themselves, make rather dry reading, being largely records of daily weather 

conditions and the ship’s position, interspersed with somewhat understated 

descriptions of particularly important events. To do justice to the man in this 

biography of him, I have referenced a number of other primary sources, 

alongside his log books, from which I have been able to distil a clear picture of 

the service he gave. These other primary sources referenced are: Bulloch, The 

Secret Service of the Confederate States in Europe; Semmes, Memoirs of Service 

Afloat; Sinclair, Two Years on the Alabama; and The Treaty of Washington (The 

Alabama Claims) Part VI – Statement of Facts Relative to the Alabama. In 

addition, other more modern texts have been referenced to provide fill-in 

details, as shown in the endnotes to the chapters. 

For his brief service on CSS Ajax, I have used information distilled from 

Bulloch’s Secret Service, mentioned above, from William Stanley Hoole’s Four 

Years in the Confederate Navy, and from marine intelligence on the ship’s 

progress gleaned from a number of different newspapers. 

John Low’s post-war life as a cotton mill manager at Golborne and Leigh, and 

later as a multi-faceted businessman and philanthropist in Liverpool, has been 

pieced together almost entirely from newspaper articles that mention him. 

This has, inevitably, required my interpretation of events in stringing these 

articles together into a coherent account of his life.  

In compiling this full-life biography of Captain John Low, I have made every 

endeavour to provide as accurate an account of the man as I possibly can. Any 

inadvertent misinterpretations contained in this book are solely my 

responsibility, and hopefully may be corrected by future researchers.  
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