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INTRODUCTION 
 
On the four rolls of this microfilm publication, M2134, are reproduced logbooks of the 
USS Cumberland, Oct. 4, 1843–Sept. 8, 1859. These logbooks constitute a small part of 
the series identified as Logbooks of U.S. Navy Ships, ca. 1801–1940 (ARC Identifier 
581208).* These records are part of Records of the Bureau of Naval Personnel, Record 
Group (RG) 24. 

 
BACKGROUND 

 
Designed by William Doughty, Cumberland was one of the Potomac-class frigates. The 
design borrowed heavily from older American frigate designs used in vessels such as 
the Constitution. However, Doughty gave these frigates more guns than called for in 
European designs. As a result, the Cumberland and her sister ships had a fully armed 
spar deck, along with guns on the gun deck, resulting in a heavily armed, 50-gun warship. 
She was launched May 24, 1842, at the Boston Navy Yard, Boston, Massachusetts.  
 
For her first mission, the ship sailed to the Mediterranean, including Port Mahon, 
Genoa, Naples, Toulon, Jaffa, and Alexandria. The cruise was largely uneventful, 
though there was a diplomatic scuffle with the Sultan of Morocco who refused to 
recognize the newly appointed American ambassador. The most notable event was Lt. 
Andrew Foote’s successful effort to ban the grog ration. It later became Navy Department 
policy in 1862 and it is still in effect to this day with some exceptions. 
 
Cumberland was flagship of the Home Squadron from February to December 1846. 
During the Mexican-American War, she oversaw the blockade of the eastern Mexican 
coast, and participated in several attacks on Mexican ports before running aground, 
which caused her to retire to Norfolk, Virginia, for repairs. Her crew, however, stayed 
behind and switched ships with the crew of the sister frigate USS Raritan, which had 
been at sea for three years. The old Cumberland crew served onboard the Raritan in the 
siege of Vera Cruz. After repair, Cumberland returned to Mexico just as a cease-fire 
was in place. Commodore William Perry took over as flag officer, and was ordered to 
assist settlers fleeing a major Mayan insurrection (known as the Caste War of Yucatán). 
Cumberland left the region after the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo was ratified. 
 
Cumberland made two additional cruises to the Mediterranean between 1849 and 1855, 
with her primary mission being to uphold American neutrality by assisting American 
diplomats, merchants, and American missionaries in Italy, Greece, and the Ottoman 
Empire. 
 
Between 1855 and 1857, Cumberland was razeed at the Charlestown Navy Yard, 
Boston, Massachusetts, into a sloop-of-war. Shipyard workers removed the top deck, 
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quarter galleries, all guns from the spar deck, and several sections of wood to make her 
a lighter and slightly faster ship. 
 
From 1857 to 1859 she cruised as flagship of the African Squadron, patrolling for the 
suppression of the slave trade. Like many U.S. Navy ships in Africa, Cumberland 
employed a number of Krooman (tribesman of Liberia and the adjacent coast) to serve 
as scouts, interpreters, and fishermen. Cumberland crewmen boarded several dozen 
merchant ships, but only seized one—the schooner Cortez—after slave-trading items 
had been found on the deck of the schooner. 
 
Cumberland became flagship of the Home Squadron in 1860 and made a return trip to 
Vera Cruz, Mexico. The U.S. Navy then recalled Cumberland to Hampton Roads, and 
at the outbreak of the American Civil War Cumberland was at the Gosport Navy Yard, 
Virginia, with orders to monitor the situation in Norfolk and Portsmouth.  
 
Cumberland was towed out of the yard by the steam sloop USS Pawnee, escaping 
destruction when other ships there were scuttled and burned by Union forces on April 
20, 1861, to prevent their capture. After undergoing repairs in Boston, she sailed back 
to Hampton Roads and served with the North Atlantic Blockading Squadron, engaging 
in several minor actions, and was also a part of the 1861 Hatteras Expedition that 
captured the forts along the North Carolina coast. 
 
On March 8, 1862—the first day of the Battle of Hampton Roads—Cumberland lay at 
anchor in Hampton Roads, when the Confederate ironclad Virginia steamed up the 
Elizabeth River towards the blockade squadron. Virginia rammed and sunk Cumberland, 
which lost 121 men, including two officers. The engagement between the two ships is 
considered to be a turning point in the history of naval affairs as it showed the advan-
tage of steam-powered armored ships over sail-powered wooden hulled ships. 

 
RECORDS DESCRIPTION 

 
Logbooks form one of the basic historical records of the operation of naval vessels and 
shore units. They also have long-term administrative value as sources of information on 
the service of officers and men in the Navy. Matters such as claims, pensions, and other 
benefits are sometimes proved or disproved by reference to accounts contained in 
logbooks. 
 
The logbooks consist of handwritten entries documenting the official activities of 
officers and crews. The information contained in the logbooks was often generated 
from the quartermaster’s notebook, also known colloquially as the “rough” log. Many 
of the earliest logbooks include personal opinions, reflections, and accounts of 
adventures. Logbooks dated prior to 1860 include entries for each watch (every four 
hours) but are otherwise loosely structured. Naval captains often purchased the volumes 
in which the logbooks were kept and, since they were not designated as official records, 
retained them as their private property. After 1860, the Navy Department began to 
furnish blank books, of uniform size and character, in which all logbook entries were  
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made. These logbooks usually include a title sheet, a list of officers, a columnar sheet, 
and a remarks sheet. The title page, which precedes all entries for a given month, 
contains the name or identification symbol and the number of the vessel; the name of 
the commander; the division, squadron, flotilla, or fleet to which that particular ship 
was attached; and the beginning and ending dates of that particular logbook. The list of 
officers gives the name, rank, date of reporting on board, primary duties, and informa-
tion on next of kin for each officer assigned to the vessel. The columnar sheet contains 
spaces for the name or identification symbol and the number of the vessel, the date 
covered by the logbook, detailed meteorological and hydrographic data, and instrument 
readings indicating the position of the ship. There are also spaces that were used for 
recording general drills and exercises, ocean temperature and other information about 
the surface of the ocean, and hydrographic and meteorological remarks. The remarks 
sheet contains whatever narrative account or information was considered important; it 
describes actions engaged in and lists those wounded or killed in action. In addition, 
logbooks often contain lists of enlisted men and notes on the condition and movements 
of the ship, the quantity of stores, and disciplinary actions taken. 
 
Logbooks for the Cumberland consist of both “rough” (original draft) and “smooth” 
(cleanly rewritten) varieties. No logbook is extant for the period before Oct. 4, 1843, or 
after Sept. 8, 1859. Entries for Dec. 3, 1846, to Mar. 27, 1847, were made aboard the 
USS frigate Raritan, after the crews of the Cumberland and Raritan switched vessels. 
There is also a separate logbook for the Cumberland’s return to Norfolk while staffed 
with the Raritan crew. Logbooks for June 1848–June 1859 are written on pre-printed 
fill-in-the-blank pages. 
 
These records were filmed by the National Archives in 2005 in response to a customer 
reproduction order. The National Archives retained a negative copy of the film, which 
was assigned the number M2134 in 2009 in order to issue it as a National Archives 
Microfilm Publication. 

 
RELATED RECORDS 

 
Suggestions for further research on naval personnel are given in Lee D. Bacon, “Early 
Navy Personnel Records at the National Archives, 1776–1860,” Prologue: Quarterly of 
the National Archives and Records Administration, Vol. 27, No. 1 (Spring 1995): 76–
80, and in Lee D. Bacon, “Civil War and Later Navy Personnel Records at the National 
Archives, 1861–1924,” Prologue: Quarterly of the National Archives and Records 
Administration, Vol. 27, No. 2 (Summer 1995): 178–82. 
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ROLL LIST 
 
ROLL VOL. NO. LOG TYPE DATE SPAN

** 
 
1 1 Rough Oct. 4, 1843–Oct. 4, 1844 
 

2 Smooth Oct. 4, 1843–Mar. 24, 1845 
 
 3 (part) Rough Oct. 5, 1844–June 16, 1845 
 
2 3 (part) Rough June 17–Oct. 17, 1845 
 
 4 Smooth Mar. 25–Nov. 24, 1845 
 
 5 Smooth Jan. 4–Dec. 2, 1846 
 
  Raritan entries Dec. 3, 1846–Mar. 27, 1847 
 

6 Cumberland entries Dec. 12, 1846–Jan. 5, 1847 
 
 7 Smooth Oct. 18, 1847–May 31, 1848 
 
3 8 Rough June 1–Nov. 1, 1848 
 
 9 Smooth June 1–Dec. 2, 1848 
 
 10 Smooth July 19, 1849–June 30, 1850 
 
 11 Smooth July 1, 1850–July 8, 1851 
 
 12 (part) Smooth Apr. 28, 1852–June 14, 1853 
 
4 12 (part) Smooth June 15–Nov. 21, 1853 
 

13 Smooth Nov. 22, 1853–July 5, 1855 
 
 14 Smooth May 25, 1857–June 11, 1858 
 
 15 Smooth June 12, 1858–June 9, 1859 
 
 16 Smooth June 10–Sept. 8, 1859 

                                                           
** Each volume is preceded by a target (information sheet) that identifies the number and date 
span of the volume. Some target pages contain errors, however. Correct information is provided 
here. Also, although the target sheets identify the volumes as being “1 of 21,” “2 of 21,” and so 
forth, there are only 16 volumes for this Cumberland (1842–62); volumes “17” thru “21” are for 
a later Cumberland (1909–15).  
 


