


























































of quiet and neglect. There was some work done on the fort and 
on the Delaware battery in 1872, and again in 1878, but this did 
not amount to much. 

THE OLD FORT IS "MODERNIZED" 

Through the 1880's the strength and firepower of battleships 
steadily increased, and there was no longer any question about the 
obsolescence of the fort. Early in the 1890's the War Depart­
ment drew up plans for establishing up-to-date fortifications on 
the Delaware. Congress voted an appropriation in 1896, and work 
started again on Pea Patch Island in 1897. 

Emplacements for 12-inch Guns 
Construction in Progress Just Before the Spanish-American War 

The three-story brick building on the west side of the parade 
ground extended along the whole length of that side. Since the 
emplacements for the modern guns were to be inside the walls 
of the fort, all of that part of the building south of the sallyport 
was torn down. Another brick building which extended along 
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the New Jersey side was also razed; and then the work of build­
ing the concrete emplacements for the three 12-inch disappearing 
guns was started. Under these emplacements was space for am­
munition storage rooms, and there were elevators to take the shells 
from the ground floor up to the guns. Generators to supply elec­
tricity for the elevators, for lights, and for the firing of the guns 
were also installed. But the work inside the walls was only a 
part of the modernization plans. On the north end of the island 
a mine-control center was built of concrete and covered with a 
huge mound of earth. 

Tliree batteries of 3-inch guns were also constructed on the 
island south of the fort. They were given the names Battery Allen, 
Battery Alburtis and Battery Dodd, while the three big guns inside 
the walls were known as Battery Torbert. 

But with all this activity, Fort Delaware still was inferior in 
fire power to Fort Du Pont on the Delaware shore and Fort Mott 
on the New Jersey side of the river. Fort Du Pont's armament 
consisted of two 8-inch mortar batteries, two 12-inch disappearing 
guns, two 8-inch guns, and four 5-inch guns. Fort Mott was pro­
vided with three 12-inch guns, three 10-inch guns, four 5-inch guns 
and two 3-inch guns. 

· In addition, provisions were made for an outer mine field to 
be laid across the river just north of Elsinboro Point, and an inner 
one some one thousand yards south of Pea Patch. With all these 
modern guns able to concentrate their fire at given points on the 
river the defenses of the Delaware were again considered impreg­
nable. 

All of this work had not been completed at the outbreak of 
the Spanish-American War in 1898, but the public knew that the 
work was in progress and felt relatively secure when other ports 
on the Atlantic seaboard were in fear of an attack by the Spanish 
Fleet, then centered at Santiago in Cuba. During most of that 
brief war Fort Delaware was fully manned by Coast Artillery 
troops; but once peace was restored, Pea Patch Island again set­
tled down to a quiet period. Fort Du Pont became the headquar­
ters for the three forts, and only a squad or two were assigned to 
Fort Delaware to keep the modern guns in condition for an 
emergency. 
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FORT DELAWARE IN THE PRESENT CENTURY 

There was another flurry of excitement when war was de­
clared in 1917, and more men were sent to the island; but after 
November 11, 1918, Fort Delaware resumed its lethargy. In the 
1920's the last of the Civil War cannon and cannonballs were sold 
for scrap, and the few remaining buildings outside the fort were 
removed to Fort Du Pont. 

As World War II approached there was some additional 
activity when National Guard regiments, including Delaware's 
261st Coast Artillery, spent brief periods there. These troops were 
housed in the old barracks where the Confederate officers had 
been kept, and many of the walls of these rooms have scrawled 
initials and the dates 1940 and 1941. 

By this time, construction had been started on Fort Miles at 
Lewes, which now became the principal defense of the Delaware 
River. When it was completed late in 1942, the Army moved the 
big guns from Fort Delaware to Watervliet Arsenal in New York 
State, dismantled all the metal that could be used for scrap ( such 
as the bronze bars in the windows facing the moat), and sent the 
remaining soldiers and their families to Fort Du Pont. Before 
long, weeds and underbrush covered the parade ground and the 
ramparts. 

In 1945 the fort and the island were declared surplus prop­
erty. With both entirely deserted, vandals moved in, ripped up 
cables, tore out iron stairways, and garnered every bit of scrap 
they could find. Others out of pure malice shattered all the glass 
remaining in the windows. When no governmental agency showed 
interest in fort or island, the island ( though not the fort) was 
offered for lease. The high bidder, a resident of Hockessin, Del­
aware, used his holding as a game reserve. 

Meantime Delaware officials decided the island should be 
returned to the state, and United States Representative J. Caleb 
Boggs introduced a bill in Congress for its return. The bill was 
passed and signed by President Truman in 1948, but no plans 
were made for use of the island and only vandals visited it. 

In December, 1949, a group of newspapermen from Wilm­
ington investigated conditions on the island and were shocked at 
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the damage which had been done to this historic landmark. As 
a result of their story in the Wilmington Morning News, some 
twenty men met in the Hotel Du Pont early in January, 1950, and 
organized the Fort Delaware Society. This society grew rapidly, 
and by 1956 there were more than two hundred members. 

A bill sponsored by the society was introduced in the State 
Legislature in 1951 to turn the fort and island over to the State 
Park Commission and to provide for a caretaker. This measure 
was promptly approved by the Legislature and signed by Gover­
nor Elbert N. Carvel. 

Despite the lack of proper docking facilities on the island, 
the society sponsored trips to Fort Delaware on five week-ends 
during the summer of 1954, and proved the potential tourist in­
terest in the site when more than 6,000 persons visited the island. 
The 1955 session of the General Assembly granted an appropria­
tion large enough to provide a dock on the island and to make 
regular trips possible ( at cost) each summer. Although there is 
still much work to be done on the fort and island, the site is ex­
pected to attract national attention during the Centennial of the 
Civil War between 1961 and 1965. 

Hampered though it has been by lack of funds, the State 
Park Commission, first under John C. Hazzard, then under Nathan 
Miller, and now under Leon H. Ryan, has stopped the vandalism, 
cleared away the underbrush, and prepared the way for develop­
ing Fort Delaware into one of the most attractive state historical 
parks in the East. 
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FOR FURTHER READING 

For the early history of Fort Del~ware and for construction details, see Amer­
ican Stale Papers, Militai-y Affairs, vols. 1 and 2 ( 1832, 1834). 

For a detailed day-by-day account of life at Fort Delaware, July 1863-Oct. 
1864, see Rev. Isaac W. K. Handy, United Stales Bonds; or, Duress by Federal 
Authority ( 1874) . The diary of a prisoner at the fort, Feb.-May 1863, is in George 
Baylor, Bull Run to Bull Run ( 1900). 

There is a wealth of material about Fort Delaware in the Official Records of 
the Union and Confederate A,·mies, published by the U. S. Government ( 128 vols., 
1880-1901). See especially Series II, vols. 3-8. 

John A. Marshall, American Bastile ( 1883), has much of value on political 
prisoners. 

William B. Hesseltine, Civil War Priwns (1930), is a general work. 

Southern Historical Society Papers, I ( 1876) is a Southern report on the· 
"atrocities" commited in northern prisons, with emphasis on Fort Delaware. For a 
prisoner's diary see vols. II and III. 

Other worthwhile works by Southerners include: Mrs. Burton Harrison, Recol­
lections Grave and Gay ( 1911); Belle Boyd, Belle Boyd in Camp and Prison 
( 1865); Reminiscences of General Basil W. Duke ( 1911); North Carolina Regi­
ments, IV, which contains a chapter entitled "Two Years a Prisoner at Fort Dela­
ware"; E. W. Rich, Comrades ( 1898); Fritz Fuzzlebug [John Dunkle}, Prison 
Life during the Rebellion ( 1869); Papers of Randolph Abbott Shotwell ( 1931); 
McHenry Howard, Recollections of a Maryland Confederate ( 1914); Ogden Mur­
ray, Immortal Six Hundred ( 1903); M. P. Andrews, Women of the South in War 
Times (1927); John P. Dyer, Fighting Joe Wheeler (1941); and D . S. Freeman, 
Calendar of Confederate Military Papers ( 1908). 

For Northern accounts of life in Fort Delaware see : J. W. Hanson, HiJtorical 
Sketch of the Old Massachusetls Sixth Ref!.iment ( 1866); J . Polk Racine, Recollec­
tions of a Veteran (1894); W. J. Fletcher, A Soldier /or One Hundred Days 
( 1955); U. S. Christian Commission, Second Annual Report ( 1863); Anna Robe­
son Burr, Weir Mitchell ( 1929); and U. S. Sanitary Commission, Narrative of 
Privations and Sufferings of United States Officers and Soldiers While Prisoners 
of War . .. and"Treatment of Rebel Prisoners in the North (1864). 

The Fort Delaware Society issues a periodical, Fort Delau·are Notes, in which 
is published newly found material on the fort. The society is a natural repository 
for manuscript letters, documents, etc., dealing with the history of- the fort. Persons 
having such material are urged to communicate with the Fort Delaware Society, 
Box 1251, Wilmington, Delaware. 
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INSTITUTE OF DELAWARE HISTORY AND CULTURE PAMPHLET SERIES 

1. A Brief Account of the Indians of Delaware 

2. Delaware Becomes a State 

3. Delaware Stays in the Union 

4 . Fort Delaware 

Copies of these pamphlets may be ordered from the 
University Bookstore, Newark, Delaware. 



The Moat - Along the Delaware Side of the Fort 
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Fort Delaware and Pea Pakh Island 

As sketched by the Topograflhical Engineer t;f the Fort, Mtnr Neugas, 

tiJv. I, 1864 + 
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