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In February 1865 Lieutenant Dabney Scales, ships officer on the American 
Confederate warship CSS Shenandoah, wrote of Melbourne society:

Passing over the long drive to Melbourne … we were ushered by our host 
into the little parlour, where a quadrill was just being formed … The music 
was not very good for dancing, and the dancing, that is the gallops, … were 
not good for either music or dancers  ... [W]e amused ourselves either in 
listening to songs from some of the gentlemen or in chatting (chaffing) on 
the veranda … with Miss H. to keep me company.1

The Shenandoah was a feared commerce raider in the Confederate navy. 
Between 1864 and 1865 it captured 38 Union merchant vessels and fired the last 
shot of the American Civil War. One wonders how an officer from this warship 
found himself enjoying the company of Melbourne society.

The Shenandoah entered Port Phillip Bay unannounced on 25 January 
1865, where it undertook repairs until 18 February. Local sympathy for the 
Confederate cause was high; more than 7000 Melburnians visited the ship 
at Williamstown, and its officers were invited to numerous social functions, 
including a grand ball held at Craig’s Hotel in Ballarat. The Shenandoah’s stay was 
a diplomatic challenge for the Victorian government; its official position was to 
strictly observe Britain’s neutrality in the American conflict. The United States 
Consul protested and there were tense moments when Shenandoah’s captain 
refused entry to Victorian authorities who wanted to find out if Australians 
were aboard the ship. The authorities’ suspicions were confirmed when, shortly 
after the ship set sail, 42 stowaways appeared, much to the ‘surprise’ of officers.

The visit of the Shenandoah represents the only link between an Australian 
colony and the American Civil War. Dabney Scales’ diary was concealed in the 
disbound journal of a captured whaling ship and, while some of its 104 pages 
are charred and worn, it is in good condition given that it circumnavigated  
the globe. 

With its easy to read cursive script, the diary, purchased with photographs and 
other material through the support of the State Library Victoria Foundation and 
Copland Foundation, provides a unique insight into both the workings of the 
ship and the period it spent moored in Port Phillip. It also provides a fascinating 
snapshot of how sections of Melbourne society viewed the American Civil War.
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Entry for 23 March 1865, describing the Shenandoah berthing at Williamstown, from the diary  
of Lieutenant Dabney Scales, CSS Shenandoah. Australian Manuscripts Collection, MS 15779




