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6. First American Rockets

UNCOMMON SOLDIER

Alfred Mordecai (1804–1887) played an important role in introduction of rocket
weapons into the American Army. Mordecai was born to a North Carolina Jewish
family and he was a most uncommon soldier. Mordecai exemplified growing profes-
sionalism and modernization of the American army and introduction of new technol-
ogy. He graduated first in the West Point class (of 35 cadets) of 1823.

When the Army Ordnance Department was reestablished by the act of 5 April 1832,
Mordecai was appointed one of its first 10 captains. He directed fabrication of rockets

for the first American
rocket battery during the
Mexican War.  During
his  military career,
Mordecai commanded
three of the largest Army
arsenals,  in Washing-
ton, D.C., Frankfort,
Pennsylvania, and Wa-
tervliet, New York. He
also became well
known for his original
research on ammunition
and ballistics.

As a member of the
Ordnance Board, ap-
pointed in 1839, Mor-
decai worked on unifi-
cation of artillery sys-
tems. In 1840, he visited
Europe with a commis-
sion studying artillery,
ordnance, and arsenals
in several countries.  In
1849 Mordecai pub-
lished a book, Artillery
for the United States
Land Service. This in-
fluential tract became
the first full and accu-
rate description of the
artillery systems.

In 1855 Secretary of War Jefferson Davis sent Mordecai to Europe with the special
commission to study and report on the latest military developments during the Crimean
War. (Other commission members were Major Robert Delafield and Captain George
B. McClellan.)

Mordecai retired to a private life in Philadelphia at the beginning of the Civil War,
being torn between his ties to the “aged mother, brothers, and sisters in the South”
(Virginia and North Carolina) and his allegiance to the U.S. Army and his son, who
graduated West Point and fought for the Union.  After the Civil War, Mordecai worked
as an engineer on the construction of a transcontinental railroad from Vera Cruz and
served secretary and treasurer of the Pennsylvania Railroad Company.

Fig. 6.4. Alfred Mordecai, ca. 1855. Photo courtesy
of the Library of Congress. 
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