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This study is an examination and interpretation of

the role of Major General Robert F. Hoke in the Civil War

in North Carolina. As a prominent Confederate leader, General

Hoke made significant, contributions to the course of the war.

Hoke enlisted as a twenty-three year old private in

the Confederate Army in May, 1861, and by April, '!%'4, he had

risen to the rank of Major General. During the final two

years of the war, Hoke played an outstanding role in every

major military action in eastern North Carolina. He was

instrumental in planning the eventually unsuccessful Confederate

attempt to recapture New Bern in February, 1864, and led one

of the columns in the actual assault. Although the Confederate

attack ended in failure, Hoke nevertheless proved his ability

to p1 an mi 1itary ope rations.

In an analysis of this battle, Hoke's most serious

deficiency as a military leader can be seen,

lack of ability on his part to cooperate and to coordinate

with Confederate officers of equal or superior rank,

this particular case there was a grave conflict between

Hoke and Major General George Pickett, the commanding
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general, over modifications in the plan of attack drawn

up by Hoke.

Following the Confederate failure to recapture New

Bern, Hoke remained at Kinston in eastern North Carolina

while he made preparations for another attempt to recapture

the eastern part of the state from the Union forces. A1though

in Kinston for only one month Hoke proved his ability to

successfully carry out an independent command as he re-

cruited, trained, and drilled his men for the upcoming

attack. When this endeavor was carried out in April, 1864,

Hoke with the assistance of the famous A1 bernar 1 e, captured

Union held towns of Plymouth and Washington. Here once

again Hoke showed his ability to plan and coordinate

military operations,

successfully an independent command, Hoke was promoted to

major general shortly after his capture of Plymouth.

By proving his ability to handle

Un-

fortunately, before he was able to recapture New Bern,

Hoke was ordered to return to Virginia to assist in the

defense of Richmond.

For the next ten months Hoke remained with the Army

of Northern Virginia, but then returned to North Carolina

in December, 1864, to aid in the defense of Wilmington.

Here Hoke proved his competence in the area of correctly

anticipating the possible movements of the Union forces.

In this instance, after General Benjamin Butler's un¬

successful effort to capture Fort Fisher, Hoke concluded



that it v/as likely that the Union forces would make

another attack and therefore it would be advantageous

if he would entrench his main units at Sugar Loaf, while

sending other reinforcements for Colonel Lamb at Fort

Fisher. Unfortunately General Bragg disagreed and Hoke

was ordered to Wilmington for a grand review of the

troops. Thus when the second attack anticipated by Hoke

came in January, 1865, Hoke's division was not in a position

to counter it, and Fort Fisher fell.

Following the fall of Fort Fisher, Hoke commanded

the Confederate troops in the defense of Wilmington, but

heavy Union reinforcements made it impossible for Hoke to

retain control of the town, and Wilmington was evacuated.

Hoke was then ordered to Kinston where he was engaged

in the Battle for Wise Fork. In this operation the Con-

federates were unable to block the Union movement on

Goldsboro, but Hoke did succeed in delaying the Union forces

long enough to allow General Joseph E. Johnston to organize

an attempt to stop the advance of General William T.

Sherman. Once again Hoke proved his ability as a battlefield

comma nder.

After the Battle of Wise Fork, Hoke joined the hastily

gathered army of General Johnston.

Bentonville, Hoke was assigned the strategic position of

straddling the Goldsboro road along the line of the main

At the Battle of

Once again Hoke rose to the occasion whenUnion advance.



his men successfully stopped a strong Union attack even

before badly needed reinforcements arrived. At Bentonville,

Hoke saw an opportunity for his men to assault a gap in the

Union line, but unfortunately Bragg rejected Hoke's re-

commendation and ordered a frontal assault which produced

bloody losses but accomplished little. Hoke once again

proved his capability to judge correctly the proper military

tactics to use. After the war General Johnston specifically

stated that he wished he had sent Bragg to Raleigh leaving

Hoke in full charge of the division at Bentonville.

Following Johnston's unsuccessful attempt to stop

Sherman, Hoke retreated first to Smithfield and then passed

through Raleigh, remaining with General Joe Johnston until

the final surrender of the entire army in April, 1865.

Although very young and not a professional soldier

General Hoke was very popular and deeply respected by those

who served under him. He won the confidence and respect

of his superiors, including General Lee. It is without

question that General Hoke was a Confederate Civil War

leader with superlative military abilities. Although on

occasion he experienced difficulty in interacting harmon-

iously with his commanding officers arid his peers, never-

theless he played a major role in the Civil War in North

Carolina, and he must be considered one of the better

military leaders of the Confederacy.



MAJOR GENERAL ROBERT FREDERICK HOKE

AND THE CIVIL WAR IN NORTH CAROLINA

A thesis

Presented to

the Faculty of the Department of History

East Carolina University

In Partial Fulfillment

of the Requirements for the Degree

Master of Arts in History

by

Clinton Joyner, Jr.

August 1974

J. Y. JOYNER LIBRARY
EAST CAROLINA UNIV.



MAJOR GENERAL ROBERT FREDERICK HOKE

AND THE CIVIL WAR IN NORTH CAROLINA

by

Clinton Joyner, Jr.

APPROVED BY:

SUPERVISOR OF THESES

CHAIRMAN OF THE DEPARTMENT OF HISTORY

DEAN OF THE GRADUATE SCHOOL

/

517C61



TABLE OF CONTENTS

CHAPTER PAGE

I. INTRODUCTION 1

FAILURE OF HOKE'S PLAN RETAKE NEW BERN . . 13II.

45III. HOKE WAITS AT KINSTON

IV. HOKE'S ATTEMPT TO RECAPTURE EASTERN NORTH
CAROLINA 58

HOKE'S ROLE IN THE DEFENSE OF WILMINGTON . .V. 89

125VI. WISE FORK BENTONVILLE AND THE END

165VII. CONCLUSIONS

170BIBLIOGRAPHY

181MAPS



CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

The Civil War is the most talked and wri tten about topic

in American history. Since its completion in 1865 historians have

thoroughly researched the various aspects of this momentous

struggle. But in spite of the huge volume of research and pub-

lications on the Civil War period, we continue to find some areas

that remain obscure and generally overlooked by historians. One

neglected topic is the military career of Major General Robert

Frederick Hoke. Notwithstanding the fact that Hoke played a

significant role in the war and filled important commands during

the final two years of the war, he has received only minor

attention from historical writers. For instance, in The Centen¬

nial History of the Civil War, a three volume treatise, Bruce

1Ca.tton does not mention General Hoke at all. Also in his monu-

mental studies of Lee's Lieutenants and R^ Lee: A Biography.

Douglas Southall Freeman, although mentioning Hoke on numerous

occasions, fails to understand Hoke's role and character in the

Freeman pictures Hoke as a Confederate who became a

major general in 1864 simply because there was no one else at

Civil War.

1
Bruce Cat ton, The Centennial History of the Ci vi 1

War (3 vols.; Garden City, New York, 1961).
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the time who could assume a. command.^ And strangely enough, even

the foremost historian of military events in North Carolina, John

G. Barrett, has relied on others for the facts on Hoke's part in

the war.3 As a consequence, the roles of Robert E. Lee, Braxton

Bragg, Joseph E. Johnston, and Pierre T. G. Beauregard are famil-

iar to students of the history of North Carolina while the name

Robert F. Hoke remains relatively unknown.

It is not only Hoke's role in the Civil War that has

been largely neglected. The strategic importance of North Carolina

to the course of the war has been almost invariably overlooked by

historians. It is a fact that numerous significant battles were

fought in North Carolina during the war, and Hoke played an

important or dominant role in each of them.

The purpose of this study is to research the role of

General Hoke in the military history of North Carolina and to

reassess the very notable contributions that he made to the

military events of the Civil War. The emphasis in the study will

be on the period from 1864 through the end of the war. This was the

2
Douglas Southall Freeman, Lee's Lieutenants: A Study

in Command (3 vols.; New York 1941), hereinafter cited’ as
Freeman, Lee's Lieutenants; Douglas Southall Freeman, R. E. Lee:
A Biography (4 voTs.; New York, 1935), hereinafter cited as
Freeman’j R. E. Lee.

3
John G. Barrett, The Civil War in North Carolina

(Chapel Hill, 1963), hereinafter cited as Barrett, CiviI
War in North Carolina.
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era when Hoke held his most important commands and made his most

significant contributions. Geographically the study will be

limited to North Carolina.

The nineteenth century western North Carolina town of

Lincolnton holds a unique place in American history. Although

a very small town, Lincolnton furnished the Confederacy with

three generals: Brigadier General Robert D. Johnston, Major

General Stephen Dodson Ramseur, and Major General Robert F.

The latter, Robert F. Hoke, was to become one of theHoke.

south's youngest generals by achieving the rank of major general

before his twenty-seventh birthday,

general, Robert Frederick Hoke was also destined to become one

of the country's oldest surviving generals as he did not die until

Besides being a very young

1912.

Hoke was born in Lincolnton on May 27, 1837, the son

of Michael and Frances Burton Hoke. His direct ancestors were

considered by one prominent historian to be "eminent, cultivated,

educated people of character, intelligence, and refinement.

The first of the Hoke family to come to America was William Hoke,

4
Joseph G. de Roulhac Hamilton, "The Military Career of

R. F. Hoke" (unpublished article), J. G. de Roulhac Hamilton
Papers, Southern Historical Collection, University of North
Carolina at Chapel Hill, hereinafter cited as Hamilton, "Hoke's
Military Career."
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a Lutheran minister of Alsace Lorraine who was one of the first

settlers of York, Pennsylvania. After his death sometime prior to

the American Revolution his widow moved from Pennsylvania to

North Carolina settling in what is now Lincoln County. Her son,

John Hoke, together with a neighbor Michael Schenck, later built

in North Carolina the first cotton mill south of the Potomac.

This mill was to be successfully operated by the family until the

Civil War. Shortly after the construction of the mill John Hoke

married into the Quickie family of Lincoln County. In 1810 he

and his wife gave birth to Michael Hoke. Michael, Robert Hoke's

father, was educated at Captain Partridge's Military Academy in

Connecticut and then studied law. He completed his law study

under Robert H. Burton of Lincolnton whose daughter Frances he

later married. Michael Hoke, a very successful lawyer, was con-

sidered to be one of the foremost Democratic politicians in the

state. In 1844 he was chosen by the North Carolina Democratic

Party to run for governor against William A. Graham, the Whig

candidate. Although unsuccessful, Michael Hoke was able to

reduce the large majority that the Whigs had previously held.

The strenuous campaign was apparently disastrous to his health,

and he died only one month after the election.

His wife, the former Frances Burton, was a daughter of

Colonel Robert H. Burton, who had been educated at the University
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of North Carolina and had moved from his native Granville County

to Lincoln County where he practiced law. There he married one of

the daughters of John Fulenwider, a mining engineer who had come

to North Carolina from Wales. In Lincoln County, Burton began

the development of an iron industry which supplied iron to North

Carolina, Tennessee, and the surrounding areas.5
Robert F. Hoke was seven years old at the time of his

father's gubernatorial attempt. The subsequent death of his

father had such a traumatic impact on the young boy that through-

out his life Hoke eschewed all political preferment, choosing

instead to interest himself in the business affairs of his family.

Apparently Hoke was determined that he would not suffer the same

fate as his father.

With the death of her husband, Frances Hoke was then

obliged to raise the young child alone. Her unique mental

abilities and her strong character are thought to have been very

influential in the development of the young boy's character and

her influence molded the course of his later life.

Robert's first formal education carne at the Lincolr.ton

Academy, a local private school for boys. Upon his completion

5
Samuel A'Court Ashe (ed.), Biographical History of

North Carolina: From Colonial Times to P resent TGreen sboro,
N.~C.', 193771 III, 309-311, hereinafter cited as Ashe,
Biographies.
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of this school in 1852, young Robert, then age sixteen,entered

the Kentucky Military School near Frankfort. All the instructors

of this school were West Point graduates, and the discipline

and course of study were similar to those at the Military

Academy. At the Kentucky Military School, Robert received an

excellent education, being particularly well prepared in the

fields of mathematics and engineering. Although Robert excelled

in his studies at the Kentucky School, he did not graduate,

being compelled to withdraw in 1853.6
Being the oldest of his mother's sons he was obliged

to return home to assume the position of head of the family and to

conduct the family business. Although still a boy, he assumed the

responsibility of looking after the family manufacturing interests

which included a cotton mill, a paper mill, an iron works, and a

linseed and cotton seed oil mill. Robert was successfully engaged

in these activities until 1860 when at age 23 he ventured to

Washington, D. C., to study law. It was at Washington that Hoke

received his first military experience. He joined the "minute rnen,"

an organization of a hundred young southerners formed in-1860 upon

the election of Lincoln for the purpose of offering protection for

the southern members of Congress in the event they were assaulted.^

6
Hamilton, "Hoke's Military Career."

Hamilton, "Hoke's Military Career."
7
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When the Civil War began and North Carolina seceded from

the Union, Hoke returned home and enlisted as a private in a local

company, the Southern Stars. This company shortly thereafter be-

came Company K of the Bethel Regiment. In attestation of his

leadership abilities and popularity among the soldiers, Hoke was

shortly elected to the rank of second lieutenant. With this

promotion he began his rapid rise in the ranks of the Confederate

Army. Hoke and his company took part in the Battle of Bethel,

and the young soldier received praise from his superior officer,

Colonel Daniel H. Hill, for his part in the battle. Hill was

shortly afterwards promoted to brigadier general, and on

September 3, 1861, Hoke was elected major of his regiment. A

short time later his regiment was disbanded, and he was then

appointed major of the Thirty-Third North Carolina Regiment.

In January, 1862, C. M. Avery became colonel of the regiment and

Hoke was appointed lieutenant colonel. The regiment was then sent

to New Bern to aid in the defense of that city. This was to be

the first of Hoke's numerous military adventures in his native

state.8

After capturing North Carolina's Outer Banks and Roanoke

Island, the Union army led by General Ambrose Burnside next moved

The expected Union attack came on March 14, 1862.

The Union assault broke through the Confederate defensive line just

on New Bern.

8
Hamilton, "Hoke's Military Career," Asha, Biographies,

III, 314-315.
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east of the town and hit the left flank of the Thirty-Third.

In this assault when Colonel Avery was taken prisoner, Hoke

assumed command and extricated the regiment from an almost

hopeless military situation and eventually led it safely to

Kinston. For his service in saving the regiment Hoke was named

Avery's replacement as regimental commander.

Hoke then returned to Virginia with his regiment where

he joined General Robert E. Lee, Confederate Commander of the

Army of Northern Virginia. There he commanded the regiment in

the 1862 fighting around Richmond, participating in the battles

of Hanover Court House, Mechanicsvi lie, and Malvern Hill. He

also was regimental commander at Cedar Run, Second Manassas,

and Sharpsburg. Following the later battle, Colonel Avery

was released by the Union after a prisoner exchange and returned

to the regiment reassuming his command. Having been promoted

to full colonel in August, Hoke was assigned command of the

Twenty-First North Carolina Regiment, then part of Trimble's

Brigade.
9

In the Battle of Fredericksburg, fought on December

13, 1862, Hoke, then serving as brigade commander, was stationed

in reserve. Gregg's Brigade, positioned in front of Hoke, was

overrun by the Union attack. General Robert Gregg was killed

and his brigade captured. With this breakthrough, Hoke moved

9
Hamilton, "Hoke's Military Career."
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with dispatch, and in a truly outstanding military move and

without orders, was able to reestablish the Confederate line,

rescue Gregg's Brigade, and capture the opposing Union force.

This "brillant feat" brought a promotion to brigadier general

for Hoke and a new brigade was formed for him. He had been

recommended for promotion by both General Juba! Early and General

Thomas "Stonewall" Jackson. His new brigade was made up of the

Sixth, Twenty-First, Fifty-Fourth, and Fifty-Seventh North

Carolina Regiments. Hoke and his brigade remained with the Army

of Northern Virginia throughout the early part of 1863.^
The young man who had entered the Confederate Army as

a twenty-three year old private was now a twenty-five year old

brigadier general. In spite of his youth Hoke had secured the

trust, confidence, and loyalty of his men. It was during this

period that an incident occurred which the Hoke family is fond

of telling because it reflects Hoke's thoughtfulness, concern for

his men, and his great sense of cleanliness. It seems that

during the winter of 1863 the Confederate soap supply was very low;

consequently Hoke devised a plan to make his own soap. Accord-

ing to the family legend, he sent a few of his rnen to Lincoln

County to obtain the necessary equipment. Meanwhile Hoke had his

other men gathered the dead horses in the area and placed them

under a tree. When the men returned with the equipment, they

10
Hamilton, "Hoke's Military Career."
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found dead horses ready for conversion into soap. Later one of

the Confederate generals complained to General Robert E. Lee that

Hoke had more than his share of soap. Upon hearing this, Lee sent

Hoke then asked Lee to ride over to his camp with himfor Hoke.

and upon reaching his camp he showed Lee his soap. He also told

Lee how it was made and added that he had plenty for the other

brigades. Lee was reportedly "delighted" with Hoke's innovation

and returned to his own camp.‘^
Hoke's military career nearly came to an end shortly

thereafter in the Battle of Chancellorsville. There he was

placed in almost the exact spot where he had saved Gregg's

Brigade the year before, and this time he was again successful.

As the Union Army moved forward capturing Marye's Heights, Hoke

moved up from his position below Deep Run, and after extremely

hard fighting was able to force the Union troops to retreat.

The next morning the Union forces returned to the north side of

the Rappahannock. During the fighting, however, Hoke had been

wounded in the shoulder and thrown from his horse. This proved

to be a severe wound, further complicated by his fall, and it

kept the young general out of the field of battle for several

months. It was during the period of Hoke's recovery from his

wound that General Lee moved north, and as a consequence Hoke

missed the Pennsylvania campaign.

'll
Author's interview with Mrs. Frances Grady, grand-

daughter of Robert Hoke, Southern Pines, November 23, 1973
(notes on interview in possession of author), hereinafter
cited as Grady interview.



11

Another story relating to the Hoke legends is worthy of

note. When it became apparent that his wound would prevent Hoke

from accompanying Lee on his invasion of Pennsylvania., he lent his

horse and saddle to his friend and former superior, Colonel C-. M.

Avery. During the Battle of Gettysburg, Avery was killed, When

Hoke's equipment was found on the battle field, it was assumed that

he had been killed, therefore a wire was sent to Lincolriton to that

effect. It was only later that the true identity of the dead

Confederate officer was discovered, and much to her relief, his

12mother learned that Hoke was not even involved in the battle.

When Lee's army returned to Virginia, Hoke resumed

In September, 1863, Hoke, being a native

of western North Carolina, was ordered by General Lee to return

to that area with two regiments and some cavalry to deal with

deserters and North Carolinans loyal to the Union cause,

also ordered to block the Union forces from moving east from

With limited men and little time, Hoke discharged his

command of his brigade.

He was

Tennessee,

duties admirably. About the middle of November Hoke was ordered

to return to Lee s army. This duty in western North Carolina

v/as Hoke's first independent command,

shown General Lee that he could handle his troops away from the

main body of the army.

His success there had

12
Grady interview.

For details of the Confederate problems in western
North Carolina in 1863,see Barrett, Civil War in North
Carolina, 184-201.

13
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By 1864 the tall, handsome, young, Confederate brigadier

general had proven his leadership capability, his ability to command

a brigade, his capacity to handle an independent command, and also

his resourcefulness. General Lee was now fully convinced that Hoke

was ready for a more important command.



CHAPTER II

THE FAILURE OF ROBERT F. HOKE'S PLAN TO RETAKE NEW BERN

By the close of 1862 the situation in eastern North

Carolina had deteriorated to the point of almost no Confederate

control of the area. The Union forces had successfully cap-

tured Hatteras in August, 1861, and followed this up in February,

1862, with General Ambrose Burnside's capture of strategically

important Roanoke Island. Burnside continued his North Carolina

campaign by capturing New Bern in March of that year. After the

fall of New Bern the Union forces next took Beaufort and Fort

Macon. Burnside planned to move on Goldsboro and possibly

Raleigh, but his campaign was delayed because of the failure of

General George McClellan's Peninsula Campaign. In the meantime,

however, Burnside was able to occupy both Washington and Plymouth

by May, 1862. Burnside left North Carolina the following July with

two divisions to aid McClellan, and later relieved him as com¬

mander of the Union forces in Virginia. Burnside assigned General

John G. Foster to command the Union army in North Carolina.

The citizens of North Carolina and especially the gover-

nor, Henry T. Clark, were shocked at the relative ease with which

the Union captured strategic points in eastern North Carolina.

They demanded of President Jefferson Davis more protection for

this area. But General Robert E. Lee, commander of the Army of

I

1 For a detailed account of Burnside's North Carolina
campaign, see Barrett, Civi 1 War in North Carolina, 29-130.
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Northern Virginia, could spare few troops from northern Virginia,

and he also realized the hopelessness of driving the Union forces

permanently out of eastern North Carolina without greater naval

support than was then available to the Confederacy.

Upon assumption of command at New Bern, General Foster

spent the summer of 1862 building the defenses of the city which

became the main Union base in eastern North Carolina. By August

he had established a line of earthworks running from the Trent

River to the Neuse with Forts Totten, Rowan, and Dalton in the

middle. After completing his defenses, Foster sent out numerous

raids into the eastern part of the state including ones to

Hamilton, Trenton-Pollocksvilie, and Greenville-Washington,^
Reflecting public dissatisfaction in eastern North

Carolina and the fear that Foster might at any time move on

Goldsboro, disrupting the extremely important Wilmington and Weldon

Railroad, Governor Clark asked Lee to send troops to drive out

the Union invaders. Unfortunately for eastern North Carolinians,

Lee felt the events in Virginia were more important and that he

could not spare the troops needed for such an offensive. Lee diet,

however, replace Major General Theophilus H. Holmes with the popular

irV'

2
See Barrett, Civil War in North Carolina, 131-148.

3
For a detailed account of Governor Clark's role in the

First two years of the war, see Gary Camel 1 Mercer, "The Admin is-
tration of Governor Henry Toole Clark 1861-1865" (unpublished
master's thesis, East Carolina University, Greenville, 1965), 56-88.
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General Daniel Harvey Hill as military commander of the state.

Nevertheless it seemed in 1862 that any Confederate offensive

would have to come from the small commands already located in

There were two such raids in the closing months of the

year, one directed at Washington and the other at Plymouth,

however, were relatively insignificant as neither was able to force

Foster on the defensive.

the state.

Both,

After Lee's success at Fredericksburg in February, 1863,

it began to look as if the Confederates might be planning some¬

thing in North Carolina. Lee sent Lieutenant General James

Longstreet with two divisions south of the James River to defend

that side of Richmond and to command the Department of Virginia

and North Carolina. Longstreet planned to protect supply lines and

to gather provisions in eastern North Carolina, but he was under

orders from Lee not to plan a major offensive in the area. With

this in mind, Longstreet organized in Virginia an assault on

Suffolk while his subordinate, General Daniel H. Hill, was to move

on New Bern and Washington. Hill was assigned 13,000 men for the

operation. Hill first planned to assault New Bern with a three

pronged attack. First, one brigade was to move on New Bern by the

"lower Trent Road"; second, the cavalry was to move along the

south side of the Trent River cutting the Atlantic and North Carolina

Railroad; and third, a brigade with artillery was to approach the

city near Barrington Ferry. Unfortunately two of Hill's three

columns failed, and Hill was forced to withdraw. In March, 1863,

Hill next moved on Washington, laying seiye to the town. With
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Union reinforcements and the need of additional Confederate forces

in Virginia, Hill was once again forced to retire. Hill's

operation accomplished very little; in fact the operation

appeared to be more politically than militarily motivated. It

appears the campaign was designed to placate the governor and

citizens of North Carolina.^
In early May many of Hill's men were ordered north to

join Lee's campaign in northern Virginia,

the absence of adequate Confederate troops in the area was once

In May he raided the

Kinston area, and in July he struck Greenville, Tarboro, and

Also in July, 1863, the Union made a raid on Weldon

coming very close to disrupting the Wilmington and Weldon Rail-

road.^

Meanwhile Foster in

again able to raid the surrounding vicinity.

Rocky Mount.

The Union occupation and raids, coupled with the appar-

ent inability of the Confederates to do anything about them, had

a devastating effect on the morale of the citizens of eastern

In addition to this, the citizens were subjected

to a growing number of "Buffaloe" gangs,

loyal southerners hid out during the day and terrorized the country-

North Carolina.

These gangs of dis-

^For a detailed account of Hill's activities in eastern
North Carolina during the spring of 1863, see Barrett, Civil War
in North Carolina, 149-1 70.

^For account of Foster's activities during the summer
of 1853, see Barrett, Civil War in North Carolina, 171-201.
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side at night. As if these troubles were not enough, the slaves

in the area became almost uncontrollable. Perhaps the best

description of the situation in North Carolina by the winter of

1363 was written by a Confederate major. He wrote:

The condition of eastern North Carolina, grew hourly
more deplorable. Frequent incursions of the enemy
resulted in destructions of all kinds. Especially
were horses and mules the object of plunder.
Pianos and other costly furniture were seized and
sent North, while whole regiments of "bummers"
wantonly defaced and ruined the fairest home-
stead in eager search for hidden treasures. The
"Buffaloes" in gangs of a dozen men infested the
swamps and made nights hideous with their horrid
visitation. They and their colored co-adjutators
by all manner of inducement, enticed from the
farms such of the Negro
military duty..

men as were fitted for

The citizens of eastern North Carolina, alarmed and

frustrated at the deteriorating state of affairs, pleaded with the

newly elected governor, Zebulon B. Vance, for help. As there

was very little Vance could do personally, he urged President Davis

to attempt a Confederate offensive in North Carolina,

fall of 1863 Lee felt he could not spare the troops needed for such

But in the

an operation.

Vance and the citizens of eastern North Carolina were,

however, not without an ally in Lee's army,

from his successful expedition to put down disloyal elements in

Robert F. Hoke fresh

6
Quoted in James Hill, "North Carolina," in Confederate

Military History, ed. by Clement Evans (12 vols.; Atlanta, 1899)7
IV, 2183 hereinafter cited as Hill, "North Carolina."
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western North Carolina, was deeply concerned about the fact that

the Confederates had allowed such a state of affairs to develop in
7

North Carolina.

This tali, handsome, ambitious, North Carolinian be-

lieved the Confederacy should attempt to recapture eastern North

Carolina from the Union during the winter of 1864.

believed that the Confederate attack should be made directly on

the Union stronghold at New Bern.

Moreover, he

Hoke was familiar with the area as he had been sta-

tioned there as a colonel when New Bern was captured by the Union

Consequently Hoke drew up a "carefully prepared"army in 1862.

plan for the recapture of New Bern and presented it to General

Lee approved of Hoke's proposal "most heartily."

In regard to Hoke's plan, Lee wrote the following to President

Jefferson Davis on January 2, 1864:

8
Robert E. Lee.

The time is at hand when, if an attempt can be made to
capture the enemy forces at Mew Bern it should be done.
I can now spare the troops for the purpose, which will
not be the case as spring approaches... . A large
amount of provisions and other supplies are said to be
at New Bern, which are wanted for this army, besides
much that is reported in the country will thus be made
accessible to us.9

Hamilton, Hoke's Military Career."

Hamilton, "Hoke's Military Career."
8

9
R. E. Lee to Jefferson Davis, January 20, 1964, The War

of the Rebel!ion: A Compilation of the Official Records of the
Union and Confederate Armies (20 vols.; Washington, 1830-190iT,
ser. I, XXXIII, 1061, hereinafter cited as Official Records,
Armies.
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Davis approved of the plan and suggested that Lee himself

command the attack on New Bern. Lee declined saying, "I consider

my presence here /Tn northern Viginia/ always necessary." Lee then

proposed that Hoke be given this command. But Davis objected. He

pointed out that Hoke was only a brigadier general and higher

rank v/as needed for such an important operation.

Upon Davis' objection to Hoke, Lee offered command of

the operation to the famous Major General George Pickett who had

10

assumed command of the Department of North Carolina on September

Lee instructed Pickett to co-ordinate closely with Hoke

For command of the naval part of the operation,

23, 1863.

in the operation.

Davis suggested one of his own aides, Commander John Taylor Wood.
11

Although Hoke was not selected to command the Confederate

attempt, his operational plan was to be utilized. Lee conveyed

this plan to Pickett on January 20. On that date he also instruct-

ed Pickett to use the brigades of Brigadier General Matt W. Ransom

and Brigadier General Seth Barton. Hoke with his brigade was to

be sent from Lee's army. Lee wrote Pickett that "General Hoke is

from a visit to that country, and it is mainly / on the basis of/

his information that my opinion has been formed." Hoke was to

10
Lee to Davis, January 20, 1864, Official Records

Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 1701.
11
Lee to R. S. Ewell, January 19, 1864, Official Records,

Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 1104; Hamilton, "Hoke's Military Career"*;
R. D. U. Connor. North Carolina: Rebuilding an Ancient Common -
wealth (3 vols.; Chicago, 1929J, II, 246, hereinafter cited as
Connor, North Carolina.
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explain the overall strategy to Pickett, but the latter was

empowered to modify Hoke's plan according to need and local

circumstances.^ Pickett's modification of Hoke's plan was to

lead later to a serious disagreement between the two officers

and to a threat by Pickett to have Hoke arrested.

To implement Hoke's plan, Lee wrote Pickett that

Barton, commanding one column, was to pass south of the Trent

River, attack the forces that were stationed behind Brice's

Creek, sever the rail connection between New Bern and Morehead

City thereby cutting off reinforcements from the coast, and then

enter New Bern across the Trent River. Hoke, commanding another

column, was to move down between the Trent arid Neuse Rivers, sur-

prise the Union at Batchelder's Creek, take the star fort and

batteries near the Neuse River, and then move into New Bern from

that direction. Meanwhile a third column led by Colonel John

Whitford was to move down north of the Neuse River and capture Fort

Anderson at Barrington Ferry, thereby protecting the Confederates

from attacks from that direction. Hopefully, Whitford's movements

would lighten Hoke's action. In the naval portion of the operation

Wood was to move down the Neuse in small boats, capture a Union

gunboat by a surprise attack, and use the gunboat against the

other Union ships. This would prevent naval interference with

Barton's crossing of the Trent River. Finally, Brigadier General

12
Lee to George Pickett, January 20, 1865, Official

Records, Armies, ser. 1, XXXIII, 1102.
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William H. C. Whiting, commander at Wilmington, was to send a

force to threaten Swansboro and Beaufort for the purpose of
13

freezing the Union army in Morehead City.

In his explanation of Hoke's plan, Lee stated that

It was to be strong enough to

overcome any resistance that the Union might offer from either

Barton was to make the first move.

New Bern or Morehead City,

junction with the Confederate force north of the Neuse River.

Next, Hoke would make his move in con-

Lee

made it clear that if the plan was to succeed, "everything will

depend upon secrecy, expedition and boldness of your /Pickett's/

Also, in a further effort to keep the plans as secret

as possible, Hoke would publicly state that he was going to North

14
movements."

15 16
Carolina to arrest deserters and recruit Confederate soldiers.

In concluding his instructions to Pickett, Lee expressed his

confidence in the plan and his belief that the recapture of

New Bern would boost the morale of the citizens in eastern

"It will have the happiest effect inNorth Carolina. Lee concluded:

13
Lee to Pickett, January 20, 1864, Official Records,

Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 1102.
14
Lee to Pickett, January 20, 1864, Official Records,

Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 1102.
15
In the autumn of 1863 Hoke had been sent to the western

part of North Carolina for the purpose of subduing deserters and
disloyal citizens.

16
Lee to Pickett, January 20, 1864, Official Records,

Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 1103.



22

North Carolina and inspire the people.

Two Confederate ironclads were under construction in

North Carolina, one being built on the Neuse River and the other

on the Roanoke River, but neither could be completed in time to

aid in this attack. Both Hoke and Lee recognized the tremendous

advantage that these ships would give to the Confederates. But it

was felt that the operation could not be delayed, it being antici™

pated that General U. S. Grant would begin another offensive when

the roads became passable that spring

On January 20, Lee moved to put Hoke's plan in operation

by ordering Hoke to move to Petersburg with his brigade. Hoke

arrived in Petersburg on January 22, reported to Pickett, ex-

plained the plan of operation in detail to him, and assisted him iri

obtaining transportation and guns for the Confederate troops in

their move to Kinston. En route to Petersburg, Hoke stopped

at Lee's headquarters to receive further oral instructions. Al-

though there is no written record of their conversation, Lee later

referred to these oral instructions in a letter which he wrote

to Hoke in which he instructed Hoke that "upon completing the

business concerning which you have oral instructions you will take

17
Lee to Pickett, January 20, 1864, Official Records,

Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 1103; Hamilton, "Hoke's Military
Career."

18
Lee to Davis, January 20, 1864, Official Records,

Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 1101.
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some convenient position in North Carolina and recruit your

regiment. nl9 From this communication, it would appear that Hoke

was under orders that were not directly related to the planned

attack on New Bern. It seems clear that Lee wanted Hoke to remain

in eastern North Carolina whether the planned assault was sue-

cessful or not.

Hoke spent the next week moving his troops, dealing

with delays, and collecting artillery for the planned attack.

Hoke arranged for the artillery to be sent directly to him so he

would personally be able to control its movement south,

nate any complications, Hoke sent one of his men to Goldsboro to

To elimi -

discuss the artillery movements with the Confederate Transportation

Department.

he knew that the flats were for his own artillery and not for

At this time, Hoke wrote Pickett to make sure that

20
Pickett's. This action was characteristic of Hoke who often

appeared to be more concerned with his role in the attack than with

the overall operation itself.

Hoke proceeded to Kinston ahead of his troops. Finding

\ee to Ewell, January 19, 1864, Official Records,
Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 1099 ; Lee to Hoke, Official Records,
'Armi es, ser. I, XXXIII, 1103; Hamilton, "HoklTs Military
Career."

Lee to Ewell, January 19, 1864, Official Records,
Armies, ser. I. XXXIII, 1099; Hoke to John Whitford, January
22, 23, 1864, John Whitford Papers, Division of Archives and
History, Department of Cultural Resources, Raleigh, hereinafter
cited as Whitford Papers; Report of Robert F. Hoke, February
9, 1864, Official Records, Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 95.
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the Union forces there relatively inactive, he went to Weldon in

order to give the movement of the troops his "personal attention."

This was another action that was consistent with Hoke's pattern of

leadership. He generally delegated little authority to his sub-

ordinates and appeared to prefer to take care of the details of

21

his operations personally.

Although Hoke had planned to meet Barton in Goldsboro on

He did manage, however,

to meet with Barton the next day and was then able to discuss the

Sunday, January 24, he was unable to do so.

22
Meanwhile Hoke's brigade had begun

to arrive at Garysburg, near Weldon, "without causing the slight-

est suspicion."

plan of attack on New Bern.

The young general was now, at that early stage

of operation, under the impression that "everything was working

firmly."
23

He had also again requested that the artillery flats be

sent to him since "it would be well to have them less subject to
24

the orders of General Pickett."

After leaving the Weldon area on January 28, Hoke's

brigade arrived at Goldsboro and then traveled the next day to

Hoke was still very optimistic as he wrote to a fellowKinston.

21
Report of Robert F. Hoke, February 9, 1864, Official

Records, Armies, ser. I, XXXIII. 93.

Hoke to John Whitford, January 23, 1864, Whitford
22

Papers .

23
Hoke to John Whitford, January 23, 1864, Whitford

Papers.
24

Hoke to John Whitford, January 23, 1864, Whitford
Papers.
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25
officer that "everything so far was working fairly."

were transportation problems, however, due to the severe shortage

As a result, Hoke's men were compelled to travel

There

of railway cars.

on separate days in the same freight cars that carried their
26

supplies.

The Confederate forces that gathered at Kinston numbered

There were also 6,500 men under Whiting at Wilmington

as well as fourteen Navy cutters, to be included in the operation.

Under Pickett's command were Kemper's Virginia Brigade, Corse's

Virginia Brigade, Barton's North Carolina Brigade, Ransom's North

Carolina Brigade, Hoke's North Carolina Brigade, four unbrigaded

regiments, five regiments of cavalry, and several battalions of

light and heavy artillery.

about 13,000.

27

25
Hoke to John Whitford, January 29, 1864, Whitford

Papers; Edward Phifer To Elizabeth Carolina Phifer, January 29,
1864, Phifer Family Papers, Southern Historical Collection,
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, hereinafter cited as
Phifer Papers; W. N. Whitaker Diary, January 29, 1864, W. N.
Whitaker Papers, Division of Archives and History, Department of
Cultural Resources, Raleigh, hereinafter cited as Whitaker Diary.

Lee to Hoke, January 20, 1864, Official Records,
Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 1104; Douglas Freeman, R. E. Lee, IV, 248.
The main reason for the breakdown appears to lie in the fact that
with the exhaustion of the grain supply in North Carolina and
Virginia, the trains were being utilized to bring grain up from
Georgia.

26

27
Abstract from the return of ^.ajor General George E.

Pickett, Commanding the Department of North Carolina for the month
of February, 1864, Official Records, Armies, ser. I, XXXIII,
1202; Hill, "North Carolina," IV, 219.
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Implementing Hoke's plan as modified by Pickett, the

Confederate troops that had gathered at Kinston, now divided into

three columns and started toward New Bern. The first column was

led by Brigadier General Seth M. Barton. It included his own

brigade, the brigade of Brigadier General J. L. Kemper and three

regiments of Ransom's brigade, together with some artillery and

cavalry. According to Hoke's plan, Barton's column was to make

the main attack. In what was to be a backdoor move, the column was

to cross the Trent River near Trenton and move to Brice's Creek

below New Bern. It was then to cross the creek, capture the forts

along the Meuse and Trent Rivers, and move on New Bern, crossing

the Trent River via the Atlantic and North Carolina Railroad

bridge. The second column was first assigned to the leadership

of Colonel John Whitford but later changed to that of Major James

Bearing. It contained the fifteenth and sixteenth Virginia

Regiments, Whitford's North Carolina Regiment, and a small amount

of artillery and cavalry. This column was to move down north of

the Neuse River and capture Fort Anderson at Barrington Ferry,

The remainder ofand from there to put direct fire on New Bern.

the force was to form the third column under Hoke. This column,

accompanied by Pickett, was to proceed between the Trent and

Neuse Rivers, surprise the Union at Batchelder's Creek,

the star fcrt and batteries near the Neuse, and penetrate New Bern

28
capture

frail that direction. The three columns were to attack simultaneously

28
Batchelder's Creek is sometimes referred to as

Bachelor's Creek.



27

on Monday morning, February 1. The plan called for Whiting to

send his troops the night before to threaten Swansboro. Also

the night before Wood was to move down the Meuse River and

accomplish his task, thus removing the naval threat to the land
29

forces.

Upon the arrival of Hoke's Brigade, they immediately

moved to take up a position along the Dover Road, five miles

from Kinston, ready for the advance upon New Bern at the proper

time. There they were reinforced by Clingman's and Corse's

brigades. At the same time Barton moved to a position fifteen

miles from Kinston while Bearing was "progressing finely" from

the north. Brigadier General James Martin, under orders from

Whiting, was in the process of moving from Wilmington to threaten

Wood, who arrived iri Kinston on Saturday night,

proceeded down the Meuse late Sunday afternoon.

Morehead City.
30

On January 13, Hoke's column, after spending the night

29
Report of Robert F. Hoke, February 8, 1864, Official

Records, Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 95; Report of George Pickett,
February 15, 1864; Official Records, Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 92.
See also John Barrett, Civil War in North Carolina, 203.

Report of Robert F. Hoke, February 8, 1864, Official
Records, Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 95; Report of Thomas Clingman,
February 10, 1864, Official Records, Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 101;
Robert D. Graham, "The History of the Fifty-Sixth Regiment," in
Histories of the Several Regiments and Battalions from North
Carolina in the Great War 1861-1865; written by members of their
Respective Commands, ed. by Walter Clark (5 vols; Goldsboro,
1901), IV, 175 hereinafter cited as Clark, Histories; J. Marshall
Williams, "The History of the Fifty-Fourth Regiment," Clark,
Histories, III, 273.
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on the Dover Road, began to move again at 6:00 a.m., with Hoke's

own brigade at the head moving toward New Bern. Along the way in

proper military fashion Hoke arrested all persons encountered in

order to maintain as much secrecy as possible. When Hoke camped

his men at Steven's Fork, he was a mere ten miles from New Bern

and only two miles from the nearest Union outpost at Batchelder's

Creek. He attempted to move the column as fast as possible with

the hope of reaching the creek before the Union forces could destroy
31

the bridge there.

The Union outpost at Batchelder's Creek was situated on

the Atlantic and North Carolina Railroad approximately ten miles

west of New Bern. It contained two block houses one of which was

on the Neuse Road running nearly parallel with the river and the

other on the Mill Road running diagonally to the Neuse River and

The outpost was manned by the 132n(^ New York

As Hoke's men

the Neuse Road.
32

Regiment, commanded by Colonel John C. Clausen.

moved toward Batchelder's Creek, Union sharpshooters opened fire

on them at Cove Creek. The Union pickets had been warned of his

31
Report of Robert F. Hoke, February 8, 1864, Official

Records, Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 96; Report of George Pickett,
"February 15, 1864, Official Records, Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 92;
Report of Thomas Clingman, February 10, 1864, Official Records,
Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 102; Whitaker Diary, January 31,
1864.""

32
Frank Moore (ed.), Rebellion Records: A Diary of

American Events with Documents, Narratives, Illustrations, '
Incidents, Poetry, Etc. (10 vois; New York, 1865*), VIII, 358,
hereinafter cited as Moore, Rebell ion Record.
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arrival; therefore when Hoke reached the bridge, he found not only

that the Union troops had destroyed it by pulling up its planks,

but that the Union forces were firmly entrenched on the other

side. Since it was now dark and storming the opposition would

waste Confederate lives, Hoke decided instead to wait until

morning to make his next move.

At about 2:30 a.m. of the following morning, under cover

of fog and darkness, Hoke directed his men to place trees across

the narrow but deep creek. Meanwhile he sent two regiments under

Colonel John C. Mercer of the Twenty-First Georgia regiment to

move on the Federal flank and rear thus detracting the Union

defenders while he repaired the planks in the bridge and moved the

remainder of the troops over it and down the Neuse Road. His

troops quickly accomplished this in spite of stout Federal resis-

tance, but the Federal forces were able to delay Hoke's men at the

bridge for an hour. The Federal commanders in the meantime had tele-

graphed for reinforcements. These arrived by rail at 8:00 a.m.

The Federal troops also used a railroad monitor to fire on the

Confederate troops. With the assistance of their reinforcements

and the monitor, the Union soldiers now attempted to turn Hoke's

right flank, but Corse's brigade drove them back. Also, once

Hoke's men were across the creek, the wings of his force rested

on either side of the Union defender. Being outflanked, the Union

■^Report of Robert F. Hoke, February 7, 1864, Officia 1
Records, Annies, ser. I, XXXIII, 96; Williams, "History of the
Fifty-Fourth Regiment," Clark, Histories, III, 274; Thomas Kenan,
"The History of the Forty-Third Regiment," Clark, H i s to ri es, III, 7.



30

forces withdrew to within the fortification at New Bern at 10:00
34

a.m.

Earlier in the day Hoke had shown a glimpse of military

genius when he had correctly foreseen that Brigadier General Innis

Palmer, the Union commander at New Bern, would "throw troops" by

railroad cars across the creek in an attempt to attack the rear of

his forces. If this would actually take place, he planned to

capture the train, place his men aboard it, and then move rapidly

into the heart of New Bern with Union flags flying. When Palmer

carried out his part as Hoke had anticipated, he ordered the Forty-

Ninth Regiment to capture the train without destroying it. There-

upon the men of the Forty-Ninth Regiment undertook a three mile

rapid march, but the train sped by them just as they were within

twenty yards of the track. The failure of the mission appears tc

34
Report of Robert F. Hoke, February 7, 1864, Official

Records, Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 96; Report of George E. Pickett,
February 15, 1864, Official Records, Armies, ser. I, XXXIII,
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have been caused by a telegraph warning to the Union forces, by

Confederate guides who lacked sufficient geographical knowledge

of the area, and perhaps most importantly, by the fact that the

men of the regiment were too fatigued to move fast enough to

intercept the train.
35

Following the start of the Union retreat, Hoke ordered

Clingmari to cross the Trent Road and thus prevent the return of

the Union forces from Deep Gully. Because of Clingman's lack of

knowledge of the area, however, 900 Union soliders were able to
36

slip through his line and make it back to New Bern.

Hoke then ordered Clingman to move down the Neuse Road

toward New Bern. He was to be followed by Hoke and his brigade.

This time, however, Hoke, who knew the area personally, accompanied

Clingman. They moved down the road until they were within a mile

of New Bern No Union resistance activity was encountered until

Hoke and Clingman were within one-half mile of the Trent Road.

Clingman then
37

There they met and repulsed a Union force.
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Thomas S. Kenan, "The History of the Forty-Third
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February 7, 1864, Official Records, Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 67;
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suggested to Hoke that he bring up his brigade and that they attack

the Union forces in an attempt to drive them to within New Bern.

Hoke returned to his brigade ostensibly to carry out this objective,

but he found his troops too exhausted to make an assault at this

Hoke also wished to wait for Barton's attack.time.

A contemporary newspaper contained an interesting account

of this attack about a week later. The story highlighted Hoke's

characteristic self-confidence and military ability. The news¬

paper stated that toward the evening of the day described above,

no word had been received from Barton on the other side of New

However, just as "the sun was sinking behind the tree tops,"Bern.

the Confederates received word of a Union attack on the extreme

right. At the time Pickett was standing under a tree in full

sight of New Bern while his staff lay around him on the ground.

Pickett was twirling the sword he kept around his "small, white

hand" and looking toward Trenton when Hoke rode up, dismounted,

and explained what was happening on the right. The Confederates

had checked the Union advance, but Pickett wanted them driven

back. "They must be driven back," he said to Hoke. "Can you do

it?" Hoke replied, "Yes, with my own brigade." According to the

newspaper report, his eyes brightened at the thought of military

battle. After Hoke rode away, the artillery fire from the enemy

By the silence. Pickett knew thatceased within a half hour.
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Hoke had carried out his orders. By sundown5 the Union troops
38

were back inside their forts.

Now that Hoke's column had accomplished its part in the

battle, it waited for word of Barton's attack. But during the

wait, Hoke sighted two trains coming from the direction of Morehead

City. This meant that something had gone wrong as Barton should

have been in a position to intercept these trains.

Palmer, the Union Commander at New Bern,continued to

maintain a relatively strong position in New Bern with Fort Totten

as definitely the strongest side. This fort was located about a

half mile from Fvans Mill and midway between the Neuse and Trent

Rivers. It was flanked on the right by Fort Stephenson and on the

left by Fort Guston. A strong breastwork linked the three forts

together. Palmer's headquarters were in Fort Totten. The total

Union forces numbered around 3,500 with black troops shouldering

guns and relieving guards within the city.

39

40

In the meantime, Barton had moved with little difficulty

from Kinston to Brice's Creek. He missed suprising the enemy at

38
This story was

also printed in other newspapers including the Fayetteville
Observer, February 22, 1864.

Richmond Dispatch, February 8, 1864.
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that point and therefore together with Matt Ransom and Colonel

William R. Aydlett, he made a personal reconnaissance to view

Union fortifications south of Mew Bern. The Confederate intelli¬

gence had reported the area to be relatively poorly fortified,

but Barton found that it was actually strongly defended and that

the Union fortifications could not be taken by assault. He there-

upon sent couriers across the Trent River to inform Pickett of this
41

According to Hoke's plan, Barton's backdoor attack was

essential to the success of the operation,

modified Hoke's original plan and provided that if Barton failed

or was unable to attack, he would shift his forces quickly to

fact.

Pickett, however,

serve as reserves for Hoke who would then assault Fort Totten.

Hoke and Pickett bitterly disagreed on the modification.

Hoke felt it was essential that Barton should attack simultane-

ously with the other columns. When Hoke had earlier made a

strenuous objection to Pickett's modification of his original plan,

Pickett directly ordered compliance with his orders. He went so

far as to threaten Hoke with arrest and court-martial for

41
John Chamber Diary, February, 1864, John Chambers

Papers, Manuscript Department, Perkins Library, Duke University,
Durham, hereinafter cited as Chamber Diary; Report of Seth
Barton, February 21, 1864, Official Records, Armies, ser. I,
XXXIII, 96; John Lane Stuart to Mary Stuart Harper, February 7,
1864. John Lane Stuart Papers, Manuscript Department, Perkins
Library, Duke University, Durham, hereinafter cited as Stuart
Papers. See also Barrett, Civil War in North Carolina, 2C5.
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insubordination. Thus Hoke was forced to submit to Pickett's
42

modification of his plan. This apparent lack of ability on the

part of Hoke to co-operate fully with other Confederate officers

would continue to plague him throughout his military career.

In the naval part of the operation, Wood enjoyed a

partial success. Wood's forces succeeded in capturing the Union

gunboat Underwrlter. He was forced to burn her, however, inas-

much as there was not enough steam available to return the boat

It is impossible to state what effect Wood's success

would have had on the Confederate's planned assault on New Bern

because although Wood's role in the attempt was to distract the

Union gunboats during a Confederate crossing of the Trent River,

the actual crossing never occurred.

43
up river.

In another successful aspect of the operation Confederate

forces under command of Martin had moved from Wilmington to

threaten the enemy at Morehead City. The Confederates captured

Newport Barracks and then made a feint at Beaufort, causing an

absolute panic in the town. This movement was entirely in accord-

ance with Hoke's original plan. Before making his move, Martin

42
Joseph G. de Roulhac Hamilton, History of North

Carolina Since 1860 (4 vols; Chicago, 1919), III. 23, herein-
after cited as Hamilton, North Carolina; Connor, North Carolina,
II, 246.

43
Richmond Whig, February 15, 1864. For a detailed

account of Wood's actions, see Barrett, Civil War in North Carolina,
208-211; Thomas J. Scharf, History of the Confederate Navy "(New
York, 1887), 315-320.
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had traveled to Goldsboro where he went over the plan in detail

with Hoke shortly before commencing the operation.
44

Here again,

Hoke's role in the planning of the operation was clearly seen.

Since it was his plan, he was the one to explain the details of

the role of the Wilmington forces in the plan of action.

Meanwhile, late on February 2, Barton's courier had

arrived at Pickett's headquarters. Pickett sent Captain Robert A.

Bright back to talk to Barton. Upon reaching Barton, Bright was

told again that the Union forces were too strong for an assault.

After consultation with Barton, Bright delivered Pickett's orders

for Barton to back up Hoke's column in his proposed assault on the

west side of the town.

45

46
In order to join Hoke's column, Barton

would first have to cross the Trent River at Pollocksville. This

movement would take so much time that Barton would be unable to

join Pickett until February 4.

perceive the operation as a failure and planned to carry out his

Barton, at this time, did not

44
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order to join with Hoke for the attack.4?
In the meantime, Hoke and his forces spent all of Tuesday

waiting for Barton. That night while Hoke's men "struck up some

lively military airs" near Fort Totten, Pickett made the decision

to give up the attack and retire to Kinston,

made when Pickett discovered that Barton could not join Hoke until

February 4.

This decision was

48 Barton was informed of the withdrawal and began his

march toward Kinston. He sent word to Martin that he should

immediately retire to WiImington.^
As a result of this unsuccessful attack on Hew Bern,

the Confederates captured about 500 prisoners, 200 horses, some

clothing, camp equipment, and some artillery pieces belonging to

New York Artillery.^ The Confederate loss was between fifty to

sixty men killed or wounded; on the Union side, there were about

100 killed or wounded.

The attack, however, failed to accomplish its goals and

cost the Confederates many valuable men as well as the loss of

47
Report of Seth Barton, February 21, 1864, Official

Records, Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 93-94.
48

Thomas Kirwan, Seventeenth Regiment Massachusetts
Volunteer Infantry in the Civi 1 liar from"1861-1865 (Salem,
Massachusetts, 1911), 211, hereinafter cited as Kirwan,
Seventeenth Regiment; Report of John Peck, February 19, 1864,
Officiaf Records, Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 60; Report of George
E. Pickett, February 2T( 1864. Official Records, Armies, ser. I,
XXXIII, 1145.

49
Barton to Martin, February 3, 1864, Official Records,

Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 89; Report of Seth Barton, February 21,
"1864, Official Records, Armies, ser. 1, XXXIII, 93-94.

50
Harrison, Pickett's Men, 114.
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considerable time. By the year 1864, these were forfeitures that

the Confederates simply could not tolerate. Therefore, even before

reaching Kinston, they began to ask themselves why they had failed.

Pickett thought that it was a lack of co-operation that caused

He was quite critical of bearing who had failed to

capture Fort Anderson. Perhaps a more important factor was

Barton's failure to attack. Pickett thought that the whole

operation should have been planned more strategically. More speci-

fically, he did not like Hoke's plan and felt that New Bern would

have been theirs if Barton had remained with him instead of going

to the other side of the town. Pickett favored a second attack on

51
the defeat.

New Bern, using his own strategy, when the ironclads then being
52

build on the Nuese and Roanoke Rivers were finished.

Hoke himself was bitterly disappointed in the failure.

He thought the plan should have worked. Concerning the planned

surprise, he concluded that it "was most complete." He was

particularly critical or Barton and pointed out "if everyone had

done their job our hopes would have been more realized." He

stated that New Bern was "within our grasp And/ the enemy was

thoroughly routed and demoralized." Commenting especially on

Pickett's modification of his plan, Hoke's feelings of

resentment and disappointment came to the surface when he noted,

51
Report of George Pickett, February 21, 1864, Official

ser. I, XXXIII, 93.Records, Armies
52
Report of George Pickett, February 21, 1864, Official

Records, Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 93.
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"Being a junior officer it does not become me to speak my thoughts
53

on the move."

In their writing after the war other Confederate offi-

cers who were at New Bern during this period were also critical

Robert D. Graham, writing for the

Fifty-Sixth North Carolina Regiment, thought that Hoke's original

Graham wrote that "it seemed the general

opinion that a determined assault /by Barton/ would have been

Also Thomas Roulhac, a member of Barton's

of the Confederate failure.

plan should have worked.

54
crowned with success."

column, writing for the Forty-ninth North Carolina Regiment,

thought that either Hoke's plan or Pickett's modifications should

have worked "if any rigorous pressing had been undertaken by our

troops on either side of the river."
55

The local Confederate newspapers became involved in the

dispute over the outcome of the attack. The Wilmington Journal

was very critical of the withdrawal. It wanted to hold account-

able the commander responsible for the failure. The editor of the

Journal wrote: "It is time these failures in eastern North Carolina

were put to a stop /and/ we assure them /the commanders/ that the

people have been disappointed."
56

A few days later the Journal

53
Report of Robert F. Hoke, February 7, 1864, Official

Records, Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 95-96.

Graham, "The History of the Fifty-Sixth Regiment,"
Clark, Histories, III, 334.

54

55
Thomas Roulhac, "The History of the Fifty-Ninth

Regiment," Clark, Histories, III, 133.
56
Wilmington Journal, February 6, 1864.
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clarified its position in another editorial. "We are convinced,"

the editor wrote, "that Generals Clingman and Hoke, also Martin

performed their parts well and bravely."

of course, left only Pickett and Barton to shoulder the blame.

The editor of the Raleigh Confederate also had some ideas on the

57
This last statement,

failure. He believed that Hoke's column accomplished all it

could have. Although the editor of the Confederate was inclined

to overstate his praise of Hoke, he reflected the general opinion

in North Carolina of its native son when he wrote"

The execution of General Hoke of the difficult task
of clearing the road at Satchelder's Creek Bridge,
was skillful and brilliant. His rout of the enemy,
the pursuit of the fugitives, and the advance of the
brigades to within range of the fortifications around
the town, were successful examplifications of the -n

ardor and courage of our troops when well-handled. °

For several weeks the Confederate continued to publish

high praise of Hoke by citing the high morale of his men, his

leadership ability, and his military competence. The editor of

"He is thethe Confederate concluded one article by writing:

very man for success if fortune shall ever favor him with the

opportunity to exhibit these qualities in a separate command."
59

57
Wilmington Journal, February 6, 1864.

58
Raleigh Confederate, February 14, 1864. Even though

Hoke was involved in numerous Confederate defeats and guilty at
times of lack of co-operation, he continued to receive very high
praise by North Carolinians, and the state never lost faith in
her native son.

59
Raleigh Confederate, February 14, 1864.
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Within two months Hoke was to have his chance, being assigned an

independent command at Plymouth.

General Lee, too, shared this high opinion of Hoke. Lee

commented favorably upon the roles in the operation of Hoke, Wood,

and Dearing. He felt that Wood had the hardest part in the con-

flict and carried it out well. He believed that Dearing also

carried out his assigned tasks; he was not expected to do more

than occupy Fort Barrington and this he did. Lee thought that
60

Hoke did "all he could." In fact he sent a wire of congratua-

lations to Hoke stating that "you and your gallant brigade

accomplished your part of the work."

shared Hoke's low opinion of Barton's role.

"seems to have altogether failed which I hope can be satis-

factorily explained."

Confederate leaders and the press, Lee, at the request of Barton,

61
Also Lee seems to have

Lee wrote that Barton

62
Because of the accusations by the

63
ordered a court of inquiry to be held concerning the matter.

60
Lee to Davis, February 9, 1864, Douglas Freeman (ed.),

Lee's Pispatches: Unpubl ished Letters of General Robert E. Lee,
CSA to Jefferson Davis and the War Department of the Confederate
States of America 1862-1865 (New York, 191577 136, hereinafter cited
as Freeman, Lee's Dispatches.

61
Lee to Davis, February 9, 1864, Hamilton, "Hoke's

Military Career."
62

Lee to Davis, February 9, 1864, Hamilton, "Hoke's
Military Career."

63
Lee to Pickett, February 18, 1864, Official Records,

Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 1186-1187. This court of inquiry was
apparently never held.
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There were others who felt that if Hoke had been in

command, the operation would have been successful, Most notable

among these was Commander John Taylor Wood who clearly expressed
64

this opinion to President Davis, Wood implied that Pickett had

been at least partially responsible for the failure. Another

critic of the military operation and supporter of Hoke was a

private citizen who expressed the view of many when he called

Hoke “the moving spirit" of the operation.

It seems apparent that Pickett's modifications of

Hoke's plan against New Bern failed for a number of reasons.

65

First, there were Pickett's mistakes. As the commander of the

entire operation, the blame for failure must ultimately fall on

his shoulders. Pickett, under orders from Lee, was forced to use

Hoke's plan. He never had much enthusiasm for the attack in the

first place, and he failed to give the campaign the wholehearted

effort that it needed for success. Inasmuch as Hoke had com-

pleted the preliminary planning for the operation, Pickett was

not as familiar with the territory as he should have been. For

example, when Barton made his decision not to attack across

64
Report of John Taylor Wood, February 11, 1864, Official

Records of the Union end Confederate Navies_ in_ the War of
Rebel lion (50 vols; Washington, 1894-1914"), ser. I, IX, 451-452,
hereinafter cited as Official Records, Navies.

65
Clara B. Boyd to Isabella Perry Carter, February 23,

1864, David Miller Carter Papers, Southern Historical Collection,
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, hereinafter cited
as Carter Papers.
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Brice's Creek and was ordered to return and serve as a reserve

for the attack on Fort Totten, Pickett did not realize that it

would take him two days to move his army into his new position.

The Confederate intelligence, woefully weak and in-

accurate, was apparently based on out-of-date information and

local hearsay. Had Barton known exactly what to expect, perhaps

he could have coped with the situation in a different manner. In

the face of the inaccurate information on which the plan of attack

was based, the strong Union defensive positions caught him off

balance ard he never regained his composure.

Nevertheless, all things considered, the key to the

Confederate defeat lies with Pickett's failure to fully utilize

Hoke's plan. The backdoor plan of Hoke's was considered to be

militarily sound, and if it had been carried out to its fullest

extent, the outcome would have, in all probability, been

different. But in order to be successful, the plan had to have

the co-ordination of all the forces involved, and it was in this

Barton never fully understood thearea that the plan failed,

importance of a vigorous attack on his front, but rather felt

that if he ran into unexpected obstacles, the Confederates

If he had attackedcould easily switch to the alternate plan,

at Evan's Mill, Hoke, Clingman, and Dearing would have been

Perhaps Barton would not have beenready on the other side,

successful, but his attack would have facilitated the other

As it was, Barton's failurefoxes in the capture of New Bern.



44

to attack forced the others to remain inactive at a key time in

the operation, and this delay, combined with Pickett's miscalcu-

lation in the time required to move Barton's force, resulted in the

abandonment of the entire campaign.

Another significant error in this campaign was committed

by General Lee. The more aggressive Hoke, rather than Barton,

should have been the commander of the main attack across the Trent

Lee's decision is difficult to understand considering the

fact that it was Hoke who suggested the plan to Lee, and it was

Lee who recommended to Davis that Hoke lead the entire operation.

Lee apparently wanted Hoke to be with Pickett and the main column

River.

in order to co-ordinate the attack. Had Hoke been in command of

the backdoor move, in all probability, it would have been

successful.

President Davis, too, must share the blame for the

failure by his veto of Lee's suggestion that Hoke command the

expedition. With Hoke in command, it probably would have been

successful. Pickett lacked the enthusiasm needed for victory,

while Hoke, on the other hand, was very enthusiastic about the

The plan was Hoke's andattack and confident that it would work.

only he knew how he wanted it put into operation,

able to do this, the problems caused by Pickett's modifications

With Hoke in command, and using his

own plan, the lack of co-operation would not have occurred

If he had been

would not have occurred.

because he would have been in control of the situation and not

merely a subordinate with a good idea.



CHAPTER III

HOKE WAITS AT KINSTON

Following the Confederate failure to recapture New Bern

Major General George Pickett's forces marched in the mud back to

Kinston, arriving there on February 3.

after returned to Weldon where he established his headquarters as

Pickett shortly there-

commander of the Department of North Carolina. Hoke assumed

command of the Confederate army in the Kinston area.

Operating under oral instructions previously received

from General Robert E. Lee, Hoke continued to believe that the

Confederate forces should be able to recapture eastern North

Carolina. The failure at New Bern had not dampened, in the

slightest Hoke's expectations of military victory in this the-

ater. He insisted that "the work could have been done." He

firmly maintained that the Confederacy could still take New Bern,
1

and he was confident that he was the leader who could do it.

Hoke also was of the opinion that the fighting spirit of his men

To prepare for the anticipated

campaign against New Bern, Hoke continued recruiting in order to

bring his brigade up to full strength.

Recognizing the importance of the construction of the

was sufficient for a new attack.

1
Report of Robert F. Hoke, February 8, 1854, 0ffic.1 al

Records, Arml es , ser. I, XXXIII, 95.

^Report of Robert F. Hoke, February 8, 1864, Offi ci al
Records, Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 95.
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two ironclads then being built on the Roanoke and Meuse Rivers,

Hoke hoped that they might be finished in time for the future

Confederate assault. To facilitate completion of the vessels

at an early date Hoke assigned ninety-five carpenters and

mechanics and fifty laborers to the work. He was confident that

with the extra men the rams could be completed by March 1. He

considered these vessels essential and concluded that with their
3

completion "there can be no doubt of success." Hoke concentrated

his major effort toward the completion of the Neuse, this vessel

being located more conveniently for his purposes than the Albemarle,

then being built on the Roanoke River. In order to speed up the

construction of the Neuse, Hoke wired Colonel John Whitford of

the Transportation Department that he was sending one of his men

to assist him in bringing a boiler forward to Kinston "at once,"

and Hoke informed Whitford that his workers were putting iron on

the vessel as fast as they received it.
4

While construction

3
Henry T. Guion, "Descriptive Journal of Company B

Tenth N. C. Artillery Regiment" (unpublished article), Alexander
Hoke Papers, Southern Historical Collection, University of North
Carolina at Chapel Hill, hereinafter cited as Guion, "Tenth N.C.
Artillery Regiment"; Report of Robert F. Hoke, February 8, 1864,
Official Records, Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 95; Clara B. Boyd to
Isabella Perry Carter, February 23, 1864, Carter Papers. For
Lee's opinion of the ram, see Lee to Davis January 19, 1864,
Official Records, Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 1101. For Picket's
opinion, see Report of George Pickett, February 15, 1864, Official
Records, Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 94. For an account of one of
these rams, the Meuse, see William N. Still, Jr., "The Career of
the Confederate Ram Neuse," North Carolina Historical Review,
XLVIT (January, 1966), 1-13. '

4
Robert F. Hoke to John Whitford, February 9, 1864,

Whitford Papers.
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proceeded very slowly because of transportation delays Lee

continued to express confidence in Hoke, maintaining that in spite

of the earlier failure at New Bern, Hoke could still succeed in
r

the recapture of the area. Hoke himself was firmly convinced

that the capture of eastern North Carolina was of vital importance.

To those who suggested the abandonment of the expedition he

replied: "We cannot, and must not stop.

Hoke's fears of his mission being cancelled were finally

ended in the second week of February when it appeared certain

that a decision had been made to launch another assault on New

7
Bern iri the near future. When Lee wired Hoke congratulations on

February 11 for the part that he and his brigade had played in

the recent attack on New Bern, he also expressed hope concerning

Hoke's future movement in the state. Lee implied that Hoke would

»6

be able to use the information that he had gained during the

previous unsuccessful venture to assist him in the next attempt.

Lee also expressed his pleasure upon learning of Hoke's efforts

5
Report of Robert F. Hoke, February 8, 1864, Official

Records, Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 95; Lee to Davis, March 30, 1864
Of ficfal Records, Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 1245; Freeman, Lee's
Lieutenantss~1i, 335.

6
Report of Robert F. Hoke, February 8, 1864, Official

Records, Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 95.
7
This would later be changed by Bragg, and Hoke's

forces would attack New Bern through Plymouth and Washington in
April, 1864.
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8
to complete the ironclads. Lee agreed with Hoke that the ships

were essential not only for the reconquest of eastern North
9

Carolina, but also for continued control of the sound area. Lee

also directed Hoke to continue his efforts to recruit men for his

brigade and suggested that while waiting for the completion of

the ironclads, Hoke rest his men in preparation for the arduous

campaign ahead.
10

President Jefferson Davis too shewed an interest in

Hoke's plans. Davis was concerned about the large size of the

Confederate force that was proposed for the new operation.

Following the New Bern defeat Commander John Taylor Wood had

informed Davis that the progress in the completion of the iron-

clads was extremely slow. Davis now desired to have the whole

matter speeded up in order to complete the operation in North

Carolina before Grant's spring offensive against Lee. This

attack by Grant was expected as soon as the warm weather would
11

allow the road to be used once again.

As late as the second and third weeks of February

8
Lee to Hoke, February 11, 1864, Official Records,

Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 1161.
9
Davis to Lee, January 20, 1864, Official Records,

Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 1101.
10

Lee to Hoke, February 11, 1864, Official Records,
Annies, ser. I, XXXIII, 1160.

11
William N. Still, Jr., Iron Afloat: The Story of the

Confederate Armorclads (Nashville, 1971), 156, hereinafter cited
as Sti11, Iron Af1 oat.
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Hoke's plans continued to be generally vague. Nevertheless, three

points in the plan were clear. First, there would definitely be

another attempt to retake eastern North Carolina. Secondly, in

this new assault Hoke would personally lead the Confederate forces.

And finally, the ironclads would be used in the attack,

however, would not be able to finalize his plans for the operation

In the meantime he spent his time

dealing with a series of very serious problems.

Hoke,

until they were completed.
12

One pressing problem that faced Hoke was the fate of a

number of Union prisoners who were found to be Confederate

deserters. The whole affair began when Beach Grove, one of the

Union outposts at New Bern, was captured during the earlier

campaign by a Confederate scouting party and thirty-five Union
soldiers were made prisoners. Those captured were in full Union

uniform and therefore were treated as regular prisoners of war

until a few of them were recognized as former members of the

Confederate army. These were immediately classified as deserters
13

After a hasty trialand separated from the other prisoners,

two of these men were hanged on February 5 for their desertion.

The other deserters in the group initially escaped detection, but

they were finally identified by members of the Second North

12
Clara B. Boyd, to Isabella Perry Carter, February 23,

1864, Carter Papers; John Peck to Benjamin F. Butler, February 24,
1864, Official Records, Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 593.

13
Clara B. Boyd to Isabella Perry Carter, February 23,

1864, Carter Papers; Walter Harrison, Pickett's Men, 117.
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14Carolina Loyal Regiment.

latter group were brought to trial, twenty of them were hanged

while others, as warranted by circumstances, received lesser
15

As a consequence of the hangings, a spirited

correspondence ensued between the two commanding generals, Pickett

on the Confederate side and Major General Benjamin F. Butler on

the Union side. In this correspondence, Butler threatened the

Confederacy with Union reprisals for the hanged soldiers.

Pickett was at Weldon during this period, and Hoke

assumed the responsibility for the actual hangings. As one

Confederate soldier in the Kinston area wrote home, Hoke was

When the known deserters among this

sentences.

responsible for "hanging sorry deserters who were caught near

..16New Bern.

Closely associated but not related with the deserter

affair, was the hanging of a Union Negro soldier by the

Confederates upon conviction for shooting a Confederate colonel. 17

14
Edward Phifer to Elizabeth Carolina Phifer, February

5, 1864, Phifer Family Papers; Fayetteville Observer, February
8, 1864; Harrison, Pickett's Men, 117.

15
Harrison, Pickett's Men, 117-118.

16
R [?] T. Burnwell to Edmund S. Burnwell, March 10,

1864, Edmund Burnwell Family Papers, Southern Historical
Collection, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, hereinafter
cited as Burnwell Papers. After the war Secretary of War Stanton
thought of calling Hoke to account, but Hoke went to Washington
and personally saw President Grant. Grant then "stopped the
proceedings." See J. Marshall Williams, "History of the Fifty-
Fourth Regiment," Clark, Histories, III, 275.

Harrison, Pickett's Men, 118; Petersburg Register,
17

March 8, 1864.
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These unrelated events came to a climax when several prominent

North Carolina and Virginia newspapers published the correspon-
18

Hoke's role in these affairsdence of Pickett and Butler.

appears to have been that of carrying out Confederate military

court decisions. Hoke was accused of arbitrarily hanging blacks,

but this charge appears to be without foundation. Though Hoke

was responsible for the actual hangings, he was only a subordinate

following the orders of his superior in the proper military

fashion of the period.

Still another problem pressing Hoke at Kinston was the

morale of the soldiers in his command. Hoke attempted to keep

up the morale by a rigorous training program in preparation for

the upcoming campaign. Hoke was partially successful in building

up his forces numerically with recruits "daily coming in," and those

men along with the others were drilled extensively.
19

In spite

of this intensive training Hoke was not able to maintain complete

control of his men. There were alarming reports of Confederate

soldiers robbing women and children in the vicinity arid killing

livestock to obtain the meat their normal diet lacked. Although

there was little actual desertion at Kinston, there was talk of

18
For newspaper accounts, see Raleigh Confederate,

February 15, 1864, March 15, 1864; Fayetteville Observer,
February 8, March 8, 1864; Petersburg Register, February-
March, 1864.

19
J. Marshall Williams, "History of the Fifty-Fourth

Regiment," Clark, Histories, III, 274.
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the possibility, and the men complained of the high incidences of

sickness in Hoke's camp.

Hoke also worried about the apparent apathetic attitude

of the civilians towards the Confederate cause. This was daily

growing worse and Hoke's men felt the general lack of patriotism

in the country. In particular, they were under the impression

that the southern women sought "ease and pleasure" while the

soldiers fought.

20

21

Another problem that Hoke faced as commander of the

troops in eastern North Carolina was the necessity of dealing

with the illegal civilian trading with nearby Union forces. He

was instructed to stop this illegal trade and to investigate

reports of disloyalty,

obligation of breaking up the illegal trade in cotton and tobacco

between southerners and the Union forces stationed at New Bern.

22
With this in mind Hoke assumed the

23

20
Jessie Hill to Emoline Hill, March 16, 1864, Jesse

Hill Papers, East Carolina Manuscript Collection, East Carolina
University, Greenville, hereinafter cited as Hill Papers; Gary
Whitaker to Lucy Whitaker, February 16, 1864, Hunter-Wills Papers;
East Carolina Manuscript Collection, East Carolina Universi_ty^_
Greenville, hereinafter cited as Hunter-Wills Papers; F f_ ?_/
Poindexter to John F. Poindexter, March 6, 1864, John F. Poindexter
Papers, Manuscript Department, Perkins Library, Duke University,
Durham, hereinafter cited as Poindexter Papers.

21
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22
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23
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While Hoke was not able to stop this trade completely, he was

able to eliminate much of it by arresting "suspicious characters."

His success at this curtailment was reflected in the drastic rise
24

in the price of tobacco in New Bern during this period,

was personally given credit by the Raleigh Confederate for "the

shut down on blockade runners" who moved through the area,

headed for New Bern and Washington, North Carolina,

actions in this regard caused William W. Holden, editor of the

Raleigh North Carolina Standard, to accuse Hoke of denying writs

of habeas corpus to citizens suspected of illegal trade with the

These accusations, however, had little or no effect

on Hoke's continued efforts to stop the illicit trade.

General's aggressiveness in attempting to block this trade

emphasized his strong sense of duty and his deep loyalty to the

Confederate cause.

Hoke

25
Hoke's

26
Union.

The

Throughout Hoke's stay in Kinston, the threat of a

Union attack from New Bern or Washington was constantly present.

Although there were rumors of a strong Union force within thirteen

24
Raleigh Confederate, April 17, 1864; Guion, "Tenth

North Carolina Artillery Regiment."
25
Raleigh Confederate, April 17, 1864.

26
Raleigh North Carolina Standard, April 17, 1864.
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miles, little actual belligerent action on the Union's part took

place.
27

This relative quietness was the result of the Union

army's shortage of men and supplies. All available men and

resources were needed to repair and rebuild fortifications damaged

during the first attack and to prepare for a possible second

Confederate expedition against New Bern. Consequently the threat

of a Union attack remained only a minor problem for General Hoke.

Early in March, Hoke began in earnest to rush the com-

pletion of the ironclads. His men were also aware of the

implications in the completion of these vessels. They now heard

from the men working on the Neuse that it was doubtful if the

vessel could be completed by May. The soldiers were also con¬

scious of the other ironclad then under construction on the
28

Roanoke River.

When at the end of March it became certain that the

Neuse could not be completed in the near future, Hoke journeyed

to Edwards Ferry to confer with John W. Cooke, who was commander

of the Albemarle. Hoke discussed with Cook the Albemarle's

27
John Cherry to Josephine Cherry, March 6, 1864,

Lucy Crisp Papers, East Carolina Manuscript Collection, East
Carolina University, Greenville, hereinafter cited as Crisp
Papers; Guion, "Tenth North Carolina Artillery Regiment."

28
R i_ ?_/ T. Burnwell to Edmund Burnwell, March 10,

March 19, 1864, Burnwell Papers; Guion, "Tenth North Carolina
Artillery Regiment."
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completion date, and with approval from the Navy Department,

Cooke promised to utilize the ram in any future attack on
29

Plymouth.

By this time because the Neuse obviously could not be

completed in the very near future, it was apparent to Hoke that

the target of the attack would have to be Plymouth rather than

New Bern. It appears that the Union leaders including General

Benjamin Butler and Brigadier General Innis Palmer learned of
30

the change in plans almost as soon as Hoke made his decision.

By the end of March with no completion date set for

either ironclad and Grant's spring offensive in northern Virginia

expected shortly, it began to appear that Hoke would be recalled

to Virginia. Even Lee began to press for Hoke's replacement in

North Carolina. Lee wrote to Pickett that although he approved

of Hoke's plans, he now questioned the wisdom of prolonging his

stay in eastern North Carolina in light of the delay in the com-

pletion of the two rams. Pickett proposed to Lee that Hoke be

authorized to attack Plymouth with or without the Albemarle.

Lee reluctantly agreed but made it clear to Pickett that as soon

29
Barrett, Civil War in North Carolina, 215; Gilbert

Elliot, "The Career of the Confederate Ram Albemarle," Century
Illustrated Monthly Magazine, LII (October, 1888), 421-422,
hereinafter cited as Elliot, "The Ram Albemarle"; James Hill,
"North Carolina," IV, 222-223; Hamilton, "Hoke's Military
Career"; Still, Iron Afloat, 163.

30
Report of Charles W. Flusser, March 27, 1864,

Official Records, Navies, ser. I, XIX, 570.
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31
as Plymouth was captured, he expected Hoke's return to Virginia.

Nevertheless by the second week in April Hoke was still

at Kinston with no definite date set for a Confederate offensive.

On April 13,Meanwhile Lee's anxieties over Grant were increasing,

he wrote General Braxton Bragg in Richmond explaining that he

wanted Hoke and his brigade to return to Virginia because General

Juba! Early's division urgently needed reinforcements,

letter Lee stressed that whatever was to be done in North Carolina

In this

32
Lee feared "the gathering storm in Virginia."

By the middle of April the possibility of the abandon-

ment of the proposed expedition weighed heavily on Hoke's mind.

The young, ambitious Hoke was ready to prove his military

prowness through the successful recapture of eastern North Carolina.

He had done all that he could to this end, and now he could only

hope that the Confederate command would give him the order to

proceed with his plan and that at least one of the ironclads

would be completed in time for an attack.

must be done soon.

Even if Hoke had not been allowed to undertake another

offensive in the state, his stay in Kinston should be considered

a success. The Raleigh Confederate reflected the general

opinion that during his command at Kinston, Hoke had brought about

31
Lee to Pickett, March 27, 1864, Official Records,

Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 1273; Hamilton, "Hoke's Military
Career"; Still, Iron Afloat, 157.

32
Lee to Bragg, April 7, 13, 14, 1864, Official Records,

Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 1265, 1266, 1278.
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a complete change in "the public sentiment of the area" and

served as "a terror to tyrants and traitors [and] unflinching

advocate of justice and right." The newspaper also praised

Hoke's vigor of character and sense of duty by writing that

"whatever [Hoke] does he does with all might [and] he fear-

lessly pursues the path of duty. ii 3 3

33
Raleigh Confederate, April 17, 1864.



CHAPTER IV

HOKE ATTEMPTS TO RETAKE EASTERN NORTH CAROLINA

By the middle of April, 1864, it appeared that Robert Hoke's

attempt to retake eastern North Carolina might not take place. For

the past month he had been stalling for time in Kinston while

awaiting the completion of the Confederate rams. General Robert

E. Lee, Major General George Pickett, and General P. T. G.

Beauregard all feared U. S. Grant's spring offensive, and they

unanimously agreed that Hoke could be more effectively used in the

defense of Petersburg. President Davis and General Braxton Bragg

felt that if Hoke acted immediately, there was still time for him

to accomplish his task in North Carolina.

When Lee requested on April 11 the return of Hoke to Virginia,

Bragg informed him that Hoke "is about being employed in an important

expedition which may add materially to our sources of supply for the

Bragg was referring to a plan of his
1

subsistence of your command,

own which stipulated that Hoke, with the assistance of Commander

James W. Cooke's Albemarle, would attempt to recapture Plymouth,

and then move on to attack Washington and New Bern. Davis supported

Bragg's plan in spite of Lee's opposition. Davis believed that Hoke's

mission was of sufficient importance to maintain his absence from Lee's

army. Lee agreed with the plan in principle, but feared that Hoke's

Bragg to Lee, April 11, 1864, Official Records
Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 855.
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absence might jeopardize his own army in Virginia.

By the second week of April there was simply no time

left if the proposed campaign was to be launched before Grant's

offensive. As a consequence, Bragg attempted to speed up matters

by organizing Hoke's expedition directly from Richmond, by passing

General Pickett who was still serving as commander of the

Department of North Carolina. Pickett was instructed, however,

to keep an eye on the situation in North Carolina in case the

Union countered Hoke's attack by moving toward either Petersburg
3

or Weldon.

On April 12, 1864, Hoke finally received his order to

Hoke was given command of a force consisting of

Brigadier General Matt Ransom's Brigade from Weldon, Brigadier

General Thomas Clingman's Brigade from Petersburg, Brigadier

General James L. Kemper's Brigade which was then at Tarboro,

one regiment of cavalry under Colonel James Dearing, some ar-

tillery from Kinston, plus his own brigade temporarily commanded

by Colonel John Mercer.

go ahead.

Hoke's total force numbered between

10,000 to 13,000 men. The force was to be concentrated at Tarboro.

2
Clifford Dowdey. Lee's Last Campaign: The Story

of Lee and His Men Against Grant 1864 (Boston, T96077 75,
hereinafter cited as Dowdey, Lee's Last Campaign.

3
Bragg to Pickett, April 12, 1864, Official Records,

Armles, ser. II , LI, 857; Freeman, Lee's Lieutenants, III, 335;
Donald Seitz, Braxton Bragg: General of the Confederacy
(Columbia, S. C., 1924), 423, hereinafter "cited as Seitz, Braxton
Bragg.
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This troop movement was to be conducted as secretly as possible

to preserve an element of surprise.

Bragg believed that the Albemarle would be completed in

time to aid in the attack and he stressed the importance of Hoke’s

co-operation with Commander Cooke. Hoke was instructed to tell

Cooke the time of the attack, the plan of operation, and the role

to be played by the Albemarle.

According to Bragg's plan, Hoke was to use "prompt and

decided action" because any delay would allow the Union commander

To meet any unforseen events, Hoke was given

"a large measure of discretion" to modify the plan if the local

situation demanded it.

time to reinforce.

4
The initial assault was to be made on

Upon the fall of that base, Hoke was to proceed

immediately to attack Washington and New Bern, the later point

Hoke's forces gathered "secretly

and swiftly" on the night of April 14 in Tarboro.

a.m. the following morning, Hoke began his move toward Plymouth,

Plymouth.

5
being the ultimate objective.

6
At 10:00

-4
Bragg to Hoke, April 12, 1864, Official Records,

Armies, ser. II, LI, 857.

Bragg to Hoke, April 12, 1864, Official Records,
Armies, ser. II, LI, 857-858; Seitz, Braxtor, Bragg, 423.

5

6
"The History of the Fifty-SixthRobert D. Graham.

Regiment", Clark, Histories, III, 175; John W. Graham to
William A. Graham, AprTT24, 1864, William A. Graham Family
Papers, Southern Historical Collection, University of North
Carolina at Chapel Hill, hereinafter cited as Graham Papers;
Dean Henderson Memoirs, Dean Henderson Papers, Southern
Historical Collection, University of North Carolina at Chapel
Hill, hereinafter cited as Henderson Memoirs.
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with Kemper in the lead, followed first by Ransom and then by

Mercer. The column marched twenty miles that day and camped

two miles from Hamilton.

In the meantime, Brigadier General Henry W. Wessells,

the Union commander at Plymouth, began to receive rumors of a

Confederate attack. Wessells failed to recognize the importance

of the reports, however, and he did not take significant steps

for either reconnaissance or reinforcements. This allowed

Hoke to move "unmolested" and in relative secrecy to Plymouth.

Saturday, April 16, Hoke's forces left

Hamilton and moved to the left of Williamston, with Ransom in

At 9:00 a.m • 5

Near Williamston, the column rested at Foster's Millthe lead.
7

until 5:00 a.m Sunday, April 17. The delay was for the• )

purpose of allowing pontoons to be placed across a creek which

was too deep to cross, although local citizens had assured

General Hoke that "it could be easily forded."

morning of April 17, Hoke began the final sixteen mile march to

8
Early on the

Plymouth.

The Union troops at Plymouth numbered close to 3,000.

Wessells to Peck, April 13, 1864, Official Records,
Navies, ser. I, IX, 628; Wessells to John A. Judson, April 13,
1864, Official Records, Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 281; Peck to
Benjamin F. Butler, April 21, 1864, Official Records, Armies, ser.
I, XXXIII, 284; Report of Peck, April 25, 1864, Official Records,
Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 291.

8
John W. Graham to William A. Graham, April 24, 1864,

Graham Papers.
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This force consisted of four infantry regiments, a detachment

of cavalry, and some artillery.

Union naval force, commanded by Lieutenant-Commander Charles W.

Flusser, had two gunboats, the Miami and the Southfield, and

9
On the Roanoke River, the

two other smaller ships, the Whitehead and the Ceres.

Plymouth was defended by forts circling the town on the land

On the west side there was a small earthwork, Battery

Reaching to the south from this earthwork was a line

side.

Worth.

of breastworks extending to the southwest corner of Plymouth.

At this point the breastworks turned at right angles and

extended west on to the southeast corner of the town. These

fortifications, together with the river, guarded Plymouth on

every side except the southeast which contained such "low,

marshy ground" that an attack from that direction was con-

sidered improbable. On the southside the center of the Union

line was defended by Fort Williams. Less than a mile to the

southwest stood Fort Wessells, also known as the 55
th

Redoubt,

while two and one half miles up the Roanoke was Fort Gray set

apart from the other fortifications by a marsh and Welch's

Finally, on the east, Fort Comfort and two redoubtsCreek.

9
Report of Henry W. Wessells, August 18, 1864, Official

Records, Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 297. See also Barrett,Civil War
in North Carolina, 213.
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10
guarded the Columbia Road.

Hoke by following the available roads and by passing

through Jamesville arrived to a point about five miles from

Plymouth by 4:00 p.m., Sunday, April 17. From this position he

sent Hearing's cavalry along with Kemper's brigade and some

artillery to the left to attack Fort Gray at Warren's Neck. In

the meantime Hoke and Ransom moved forward on the road for a

short distance, marched around to the Washington Road, and after

traveling some five miles, they came to the fork in the

Jamesville and Washington Road, two miles from Plymouth.

Scouting ahead of Hoke, a detachment of cavalry sur-

prised some Union pickets, captured several, and scattered a

detachment: of cavalry.

11

12
With the Albemarle still absent, Hoke

10
Hill, "North Carolina," IV, 222; William M. Smith,

"The Siege and Capture of Plymouth," Personal Recollections of
the War of the Rebel lion: Address Delivered Before the New
York Commandery of the Loyal Legion of the United States C 3 Vols.;
New York, 168)7 I, 168, hereinafter cited as, Smith, "Seige and
Capture of Plymouth"; Nate Lampheur, "The Fall of Plymouth"
^Unpublished article), Nate Lampheur Papers, Manuscript Department,
Perkins Library,Duke University, Durham, hereinafter cited as
Lampheur," Fall of Plymouth."

John W. Graham to William A. Graham, April 24, 1864,
Graham Papers; Report of Henry W. Wessells, August 29, 1864,
Official Records, Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 296; A. S. Billingsley,
From Flag to the Cross or Scenes and Incidents of Christianity
in the War~(~Philadelphia, 1872), 164, hereinafter cited as
Billingsley, From Flag to Cross.

John W. Graham to William A. Graham, April 24, 1864,
Graham Papers; Report of Henry W. Wessells, August 29, 1864,
Official Records, Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 296; Billingsley, From
Flag to Cross, 83; W. A. Croffitt and John Morris, The Military
and Civi1 History of Connecticut During the War 1861-1865
(New York, 1869), 486-487, hereinafter cited as Croffitt and
Morris, Connecticut During the War.

11

12



64

pondered his next move. Ransom meanwhile advised Hoke to

"advance at once" so as to insure surprise in spite of the

missing Albemarle and the weariness of the troops. Hoke ignored

this advice feeling that an attack would not be successful at

that time, and therefore he decided to act "more deliberately."

Although he did not attack on April 17, Hoke did advance along

the Washington Road. He positioned Mercer's brigade on the

left of the road and Ransom's on the right,

harrassment of the Union forces by using artillery and sharp-

shooters until dark, but with no important result. The night of

April 17 passed relatively quietly, with the main activity being

the evacuation of Union sick and females to Roanoke Island.

13

14
Hoke kept up

15

At 2:00 a.m. on April 18, Hoke moved his men to the

left of the Washington Road in order to be in a position to

attack Fort Wessells that morning,

northern end of the Roanoke River for the Albemarle, a cannonade

16
In an effort to open the

was opened at daylight upon Fort Gray by Kemper, but the fort's

strong defensive position suffered only mfnor damage and an

assault on Fort Gray had to be delayed. Skirmishing continued

13
Fayetteville Observer, May 2, 1864.

14
John W. Graham to William A. Graham, April 24, 1864,

Graham Papers.
15
Report of Henry W. Wessells, August 18, 1864, Official

Records, Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 297; Billingsley, From Flag to
Cross, 63.

16
John W. Graham to William A. Graham, April 24, 1864,

Graham Papers; Lampheur, "Fall of Plymouth."
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throughout the day and the Confederates were constantly

harrassed by heavy naval gunfire. During the afternoon Hoke

decided to storm Fort Wessells with Mercer's brigade, while

Ransom and some artillery were moved further to the right and

ordered to attack in force against the Union line east of Fort

Williams. At sundown the assault was launched against Fort

Wessells. Heavy fighting ensued with Hoke's men firing their

cannons on Plymouth from every direction, while the infantrymen

repeatedly stormed the fort. Shortly after dark Fort Wessells

surrendered. Unfortunately in the first assault on Fort Wessells,

Colonel Mercer was mortally wounded. Lieutenant-Colonel William

G. Lewis then assumed command of the brigade.^
The capture of Fort Wessells proved to be an important

one for it provided Hoke's artillery with an excellent position

from which to fire directly on Plymouth. As the Confederate

artillery opened fire, Hoke demanded that Wessells surrender

the town, but the Union general declined. Still absent was the

Albemarle. During this time one of Hoke's soldiers wrote home

that the men were "bitterly disappointed at our gunboat not

making its appearance as expected.
,.18 There was the fear that

^Report of Henry W. Wessells, August 18, 1864, Official
Records, Armi es, ser. I, XXXIII, 298; Bi llingsley, From Flag
to Cross, 64; W. H. Smith, "Seige and Capture of Plymouth,"
"Clark,' Histories, III, 342; Lampheur, "Fall of Plymouth;" J.
Marshall Williams, "History of the Fifty-Fourth Regiment,"
Clark, Histories, III, 275.

18John W. Graham to William A. Graham, April 24, 1864,
Graham Papers.
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without the Albemarle Hoke could not capture Plymouth and that

the Confederates would be ordered to pull back to Tarboro.

The fears were without foundation for the ironclad was on the

19

20
The Albemarle had left Hamilton, on the evening of April

17, even though construction of the ship was still incomplete.

way.

The mechanics continued to work on her as she floated down the

Roanoke. Cooke's initial crew was made up of members of Hoke's

brigade. That night twenty veteran seamen and a naval officer

arrived from Charleston to help.

At 10:00 a.m., April 18, Cooke anchored the ram three

miles above Plymouth, expecting at this point to hear from Hoke.

When Hoke did not contact him, Cooke made careful reconnaissance

21

of the obstructions in the river and moved past Fort Gray. At

this point the Albemarle encountered the Union gunboats the

Southfield and the Miami, and in the ensuing battle the
22

Southfield was sunk while the Miami fled down the river. After

19
John W. Graham to William A. Graham, April 24, 1864,

Graham Papers.
20
Report of James Cooke, April 23, 1864, Official

Records, Navies, ser. I, IX, 156.
21
Still, Iron Afloat, 158.

22
Report of James Cooke, April 23, 1864, Official Records,

Navies, ser. I, IX, 671; Elliot, "The Ram Albemarle," 420; Report
of Henry W. Wessells, August 19, 1864, Official Records, Armies,
ser. I, XXXIII, 298; John W. Graham to William A. Graham, April 24,
1864, Graham Papers. See also Barrett, Civil War in North C&rolina,
216. Of note was the death in the battle of the Union naval
commander at Plymouth, Charles W. Flusser.
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this naval action, Cooke sent out a scouting party which

successfully contacted Hoke, thus allowing the naval and land forces

to coordinate their efforts and to assume complete control of the
23

Roanoke River.

Bolstered by the arrival of the Albemarle, Hoke made

preparation to assault the town. He ordered another cannonade

on Fort Gray beginning at 3:00 a.m., April 19, while at the same

time commencing artillery fire from Fort Wessells.

time naval gunfire from the Albemarle pounded the town from the

In the mean-

24
Hoke finally decided that with the ironclad past the

fort, Fort Gray was of only minor importance; therefore he with-

drew Kemper from his position opposite Fort Gray to a new position

south of Plymouth. After "a close personal inspection," Hoke

found the fortifications on the west side too strong for frontal

assault; he therefore decided to feint on that side while, con-

river.

centrating his main assault on the weaker fortifications on the

Hoke chose Ransom's brigade to make this assault on

25
east side.

the east. Ransom was ordered to move his men into position and

to signal when he was ready. Because of the intervening swamp,

23
Report of James Cooke, April 23, 1864, Official

Records, Navies, ser. I, IX, 671.

Wessells to Judson, April 13, 1864, Official Records,
Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 281.

24

25
Robert D. Graham, "Capture of Plymouth," Clark,

Histories, IV, 283; Report of Henry W. Wessells, August 18, 1864,
Official Records, Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 298; Tarboro Southerner,
May 5, 1864.
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Ransom's movement was slower than expected; therefore the attack

had to he postponed until the morning of April 20.

At daylight Ransom signaled Hoke that he was commencing

his assault. The Forty-Ninth North Carolina Regiment moved

forward pushing back Union pickets, while the rest of Ransom's

26

brigade opened fire from their positions on the Canoby Redoubt

which was situated to the right of the Columbia Road and on
27

Camphor Battery which was situated on the left of that road. Hoke

on the west opened fire with his artillery. Ransom's men then

assaulted in full force, captured the two forts, and entered

Plymouth. This move forced the remaining Union forces to fall back
28

into Fort Williams. Thinking that Fort Williams could be

forced to surrender through the use of artillery fire, with a

minimum loss of life, Hoke sent word to the Confederate brigade

commanders that no further assaults would be necessary.
29

Before

26
Report of Henry W. Wessells, August 18, 1864, Official

XXXIII, 298; Robert D. Graham,Records, Armies, ser. I,
"Capture of Plymouth," Clark, Histories, IV, 283; John W. Graham to
William Graham, April 24, 1864, Graham Papers; Lampheur, "Fall
of Plymouth"; Billingsley, From Flag to Cross, 65; Richmond
Examiner, April 23, 1864; Fayetteville Observer, May 12, 1864.

27
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Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, pt. 2, 867; Henry J. H. Thompson Diary,
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opening fire on Fort Williams Hoke under a flag of truce held a

personal conference with Wessells. At this meeting Wessells

found Hoke to be "courteous and soldier-like" but less than

Hoke pointed to the "untenable position" of themagnanimous.

Union forces and demanded surrender. Otherwise the Confederates

would open fire and "not a man in the garrison would be spared."

Wessells later interpreted this statement by Hoke as a threat of

"indiscriminate slaughter." Wessells probably would have agreed

to surrender, but Hoke stubbornly refused to agree to treat

Negro soldiers and North Carolinians serving in the Union army

as regular prisoners of war. Therefore Wessells declined to

accept the terms offered by Hoke.33
Following Wessells decision not to surrender, Hoke

ordered his artillery to open fire on the fort from four direc-

tions. In the face of this heavy bombardment Wessells's men

were unable to leave their bombproofs to return the fire.

Realizing that the situation was hopeless, Wessells consulted

with his officers, and with their unanimous consent, he agreed

to surrender the town at 10:00 a.m., April 20. The terms of

the capitulation called for the surrender of the entire garrison,

along with all supplies and equipment.3"1

^Report of Henry W. Wessells, August 18, 1864, Official
Records, Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 299.

3^ Report of Heno' W. Wessells, August 18, 1864, Offi ci a I
Records, Armi es, ser. I, XXXIII, 299; Lampheur, "Fall of Plymouth;"
Clara B. Hoyt to Isabella Perry Carter, April 24, 1864, Carter
Papers.
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While Hoke's terms of surrender were less than magnan-

imous, he did show warmth arid sympathy toward Wessells personally.

Describing the formal surrender, a Confederate soldier wrote:

There was everything in his /"Hoke's_7 manner, courteous
and considerate bearing to lessen the sting of defeat.
Dismounting from his horse and clasping the captive's
hand, he assured him of his respect and sympathy and
added, "After such a gallant defense you /Wessells/

i can bear the fortune of the war without self-reproach."

Union reinforcements arrived at the mouth of the Roanoke

32

River on the same day as the surrender, but upon learning from

the Union naval officers that the town had fallen and that the

Albemarle controlled the river, the reinforcements returned to
33

Brigadier General John J. Peck, the Union commanderNew Bern.

at New Bern could have sent reinforcements earlier, but because

of faulty intelligence, he had expected that the Confederates

would attack at Plymouth and New Bern simultaneously,

event Wessells surrendered about 2,500 men, thirty pieces of

34
In any

artillery, numerous horses, and some commissary and quartermaster

supplies.
35

For his victory at Plymouth Hoke received congrat-

ulations from many sides. President Davis wired: "Accept my

thanks and congratulations for the brilliant success which has

32
Robert D. Graham, "History of the Fifty-Sixth

Regiment," Clark, Histories, IV, 355.
33
Abstract from Record of Events on return of the

District of North Carolina for April, 1864, Number 6, Official
Records, Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 305.

34
Abstract from Records of Events on return of the

District of North Carolina for April, 1864, Number 6, Official
Records, Armies, ser. I, XXXIII, 305.

35
Graham, "Capture of Plymouth," 192.
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attended your attack and capture of Plymouth. You are promoted

to be a Major General from that date."

promotion on the field of battle ever made by Davis. The North

Carolina General Assembly and the Confederate Congress passed

36
This was the only

resolutions congratulating Hoke and his men. Governor Zeb Vance

also wired Hoke congratulations.

After such a long absence of victory in the area the

people of eastern North Carolina were overjoyed with Hoke's

triumph. Their attitude of joy was exemplified by the Tarboro

Southerner which wanted Hoke to remain in North Carolina.

“He has succeeded where all others have failed," the Southerner

proclaimed. The Southerner concluded on a very optimistic note.

"The people of eastern North Carolina," wrote the editor,"now

breathe more free and hope that the time is near at hand, when

that lovely portion of the state will be rid of the insolent
37

threat of an insiduoas foe."

Perhaps the most admiring words for Hoke emanated

from Virginia in the Richmond Examiner. The editor of this

paper wrote:

General Hoke who commanded the expedition,
though 27 years of age, may well rank with
our ablest division commanders in service.
He has wonderful tack, force, activity, and

36
Davis to Hoke, April 23, 1864, Official Records,

Armies, ser. I, LI, 874.
37
Tarboro Southerner, April 30, 1864.
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endurance that despises fatigue, handles
and hadtroops with great ease and celerity

their unbounded confidence.38

Hoke's fellow soldiers were divided in their opinion as

to whom should go the glory of victory. One participant gave

Hoke full credit. In describing the battle, he wrote of "the

brilliancy and dash of the movement, which was planned and faith-

fully executed according to the direction of the commanding

Hoke himself believed he could have taken Plymouth

without the Albemarle, but it would have cost more lives.4^1
Another participant felt that Ransom's brigade deserved the credit

for the victory. He thought that although Cooke's vessel and the

Confederate artillery played an important role, it was Ransom's

-.39officer.

brigade that outflanked the enemy and carried the fighting on

April 20.41 A member of Ransom's brigade agreed, pointing cut

that Hoke was north of the town and did little of the fighting
AO

while Ransom's brigade bore the brunt of the assault.

Still a third point of view held that victory was

primarily due to Commander Cooke and the Albemarle. Those who

held this point of view maintained that without the ram, Wessells

38
Richmond Examiner, May 2, 1864.

39
William H. S. Burgwyn, "The History of the Thirty-

Fifth Regiment," Clark, Histories, II, 8.
40
Wi11iam H. Morgan, Personal Reminiscences of the War

1861-1865 (Lynchburg, Virginia, 1911), 189, hereinafter cited as
Morgan, Personal Reminiscences.

4
Raleigh Confederate, May 11, 1864.

42
W. H. Rose, "The History of the Twenty-Fourth Regiment,"

Clark, Histories, II, 269.
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could have lasted indefinitely by using the devastating naval

gunfire cf the Union gunboats.

Perhaps in truth the Confederate victory should be seen

as a combination of all three points of view plus a fourth over-

looked by contemporaries. That was the role played by Braxton

Bragg. It was Bragg who organized the operation, instructed

Hoke as to the importance of the co-operation of the ram, developed

the strategy used, gathered the necessary troops at Tarboro,

and in perhaps the most important move, delayed Hoke's recall to

Virginia.

Following the fall of Plymouth, Union prisoners were

quickly sent by Hoke to Tarboro to embark aboard a train that

would take them to Confederate prisons. The North Carolina

Union troops, consisting of native Carolinians who joined the

Union cause, the Negro troops, and Confederate soldiers who

deserted to join the Union cause, were not so fortunate. As

soon as the Confederate victory appeared certain, many escaped

down the Roanoke River to Roanoke Island. Others who stayed

behind, fearing death at Confederate hands if captured, attempted

to escape into the swamps surrounding Plymouth.

Many conflicting reports have come from this situation

concerning the number of escapees, the Confederate action toward

them, and the role Hoke played in the affair. A Union preacher

on the scene reported that all through the day of April 20, he

could hear Confederate rifles fire along the swamps. He firmly
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believed that this fire was directed primarily at Negro Union

soldiers. He also stated that he heard both Union and Confederate
43

officers verifying this massacre of Negroes,

of the Fayetteville Observer reported "not one has escaped except

A correspondent

a few Negroes, Buffaloes, and deserters who are scattered in the

swamp and whom our cavalry are hourly shooting or bringing into

In a later article the paper cited a letter from a

participant who remarked that upon seeing Negroes and Buffaloes

running for the swamps, the Confederate cavalry pursued them.

"I suppose no prisoners were taken there."

another observer at the scene reported that the Negro soldiers

who attempted to escape were pursued by Colonel James Dearing's

Dearing and his men left their dead bodies in the swamp.

44
town."

45
StillHe concluded:

cavalry.

Those Union soldiers who had formerly served in the Confederate

Army were treated as deserters. Some were reportedly court

martialed on the spot and several were hung.
45

One participant

of the battle believed the Confederates pursued the Negroes and

"Buffaloes" and that many were captured, but none killed.
47

43
Billingsley, From Flag to Cross, 69.

Fayetteville Observer, May 2, 1864.
44

45
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47
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In view of all this obviously biased, weak, and conflicting

evidence the full story cannot be told. It does appear that

there was some sort of massacre at Plymouth. The number involved

remains a mystery. It also seems that without question Hoke knew

and approved of this activity, if not actively, certainly

passively.

This proved to be the only blemish on a victory that

would win for Hoke much acclaim not only throughout his home state

but also throughout the South. Later in the war Hoke was destined

to make mistakes, but his fellow North Carolinians would never

forget Hoke's success at Plymouth.

After the capture of Plymouth one Confederate soldier

proclaimed that "affairs look very promising in the Old North State."

Hoke's plan called for his next move to be against Washington.

He would capture the town if possible and then attack New Bern.

The recapture of Washington and New Bern would push the Union

forces out of the major portion of eastern North Carolina. This

would not only give a tremendous boost to the morale of the

people, but would also extend Confederate control over an important

area and give the Confederates access to the rich agricultural

region of the eastern part of the state.

While Hoke was preparing for his attack on Washington,

Brigadier General John Peck, Union commander at New Bern, fully

48
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recognized the importance of Hoke's victory. There being little

doubt as to Hoke's ultimate objective, Peck wired for army and

navy reinforcements for the defense of New Bern. To counter the
49

Albemarle, the Union Navy sent four extra gunboats. Army rein-

forcer,lents would arrive later with the evacuation of Washington.

In the meantime a significant change in the Confederate

command took place shortly after the fall of Plymouth. The

change involved the replacing of Hoke's immediate superior,

Pickett, with General P. T. G. Beauregard. This change was made

because of Bragg's concern over Pickett's alarming and inaccurate

reports and in part to strengthen the southern approaches to

Richmond. Beauregard had been in command of the Department of

South Carolina, Georgia, and Florida and was now placed in command

of the newly created Department of North Carolina and Cape Fear.

He left Charleston and arrived in Weldon on April 22.

Beauregard's new department was large and its boundaries

vague. His command responsibility was overlapping and confusing.

Hoke commanded the middle part of the territory under Bragg's

50
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direct command; yet he had been in Pickett's department and now

should be in Beauregard's,

though not directly under Beauregard's control was given command

of the CaperFear area while Beauregard personally assumed command

of the northern area between the James and Appomatox Rivers.

On April 25, Hoke was ready to make his next move.

Bragg-Hoke plan included the use of the Albemarle.

Major General W. H. C. Whiting

51

The

Hoke was to

move southward, capture Washington if possible, and then move

quickly on New Bern. Beauregard who earlier thought that Hoke

should return to Virginia now felt that if Hoke could move

quickly he might, with the aid of the Albemarle, be able to re-

capture the eastern part of the state. Beauregard in fact told

Hoke that this strategy should meet with "complete success."

Hoke next consulted with Commander Cooke to work out the details
52

on the role of the Albemarle.

Leaving Martin's North Carolina Regiment as a garrison

in Plymouth, Hoke advanced rapidly upon Washington,

federates arrived in front of Washington on April 26 where they

were met by Union artillery fire.

The Con-

53
Hoke was uncertain about
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the Union strength in the town and he feared heavy casualties

from Union naval gunfire.

Albemarle was to participate only in the assault on New Bern;

therefore Hoke concluded that if Washington could not be taken

without as assault, he would by-pass the town and move immediately

Because of the distance involved, the

54
on to New Bern.

But Hoke had overestimated Union strength in the town

and by the morning of April 26, he found that he had much superior

force to that of the Union at Washington. He also received

reports indicating that the Union troops in the town commanded by

Brigadier General Edward Harland were preparing to evacuate.
55

Therefore he decided to wait. The Union leaders had concluded

earlier not to make a stand at Washington, with Lieutenant

General U. S. Grant responsible for the original decision.

Therefore on April 26, General Peck ordered Harland to evacuate

Harland made his preparations and chose the morning

of April 28 to begin his move,

signal New Bern of his evacuation by firing artillery in the air.

On the night of April 27, Harland gave his signal.

56
the town.

Harland was under orders to

Instead of
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firing into the air, however, the Union forces fired their artillery

into Hoke's camp, reportedly causing confusion and excitement as

Hoke and his men thought it was the beginning of a Union

offensive.
57

As Harland's forces began to evacuate Washington, fires

were started purposely to destroy supplies which Hoke might

have been able to use. These fires got out of hand. Hoke's men

entered the town on April 30 and they started more fires accidentally.

This accumulation of blazes left Washington in ruins. Hoke was

now in control of Washington or at least what was left of it.

Hoke's second goal had been achieved and this victory came

without the loss of a single soldier.

Time was running critically short and therefore Hoke

decided to move immediately to attack New Bern. Leaving the

Sixth North Carolina Regiment behind as a garrison for Washington,

Hoke moved up the north bank of the river toward Greenville.

58
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On May 2 he crossed the Tar River at Greenville and moved south

to cross Contentnea Creek at Coward's Bridge.

In the meantime, Lee's anxieties over the upcoming

Union offensive in Virginia steadily increased. On April 28, Lee

wired Davis of his desire to have Hoke back. In support of this

request Lee cited the importance of unity of the army and the

"mutual confidence of serving together."

changed his mind and agreed with Lee, fearing particularly a

Union attack on Petersburg. Beauregard was also concerned over

the vagueness of his command structure and the division of his

army. Thus he requested that Bragg allow him to concentrate the

troops in his department. This would mean the termination of

Hoke's effort to retake New Bern. Beauregard simply did not

think that Hoke's campaign was worth the effort, considering the

possibility of a sudden Union assault on Petersburg or Weldon.

While Lee and Beauregard were protesting against Hoke's

operation, it became clearrthat the Confederates could not

depend on the use of the Neuse, which was now grounded.

60
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Beauregard now
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Heaping of this problem, Beauregard was more anxious than ever
62

to call off the Hoke offensive.

Neither President D.^vis nor General Bragg consented to

the demands that Hoke's forces be returned to Virginia.

Beauregard wired Davis again asking for the abandonment of the

operation, Bragg replied on behalf of the president: "The attempt

should be made with all vigor to improve our condition in the

manner indicated, and in the plan adopted for the campaign of

General Hoke."

When

63
Beauregard was advised to remain patient and see

In response to Beauregard's

continuing hesitancy, Bragg wrote him that if Hoke was "prompt

and successful," the Confederates would then be able to assemble

if the Meuse could not be freed.

a large force to send against Grant's forces in Virginia. Bragg

also expressed confidence in Hoke's abilities by writing

Beauregard: "Knowing his energy and activity the President

promoted him to avoid any difficulty about commands."

Bragg told Beauregard that he felt Hoke could capture New Bern

before the danger to Petersburg developed and that Beauregard should

64
Finally
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give him his co-operation and should “counsel Hoke on how to

proceed."
65

Beauregard who now had little choice consented to

co-operate in support of the operation.

Hardly had the Confederate command agreed to the con-

tinuation of Hoke's campaign before another major problem

developed. The Albemarle was still missing from the scene.

She had left Plymouth planning to steam to New Bern but en-

countered a Union naval force on the way. The ensuing battle

was inconclusive, but it left the Albemarle incapable of further

movement toward New Bern, and the ship had to "limp back to

This meant that Hoke's attempt would have to come

In spite of this, Beauregard

still consented to Hoke's continuance and also promised to

assist in any way he could.

Plymouth."

without the use of the ram.

Hoke and his men were also still
66

confident of victory even without the ram.

In the meantime the situation in Virginia was becoming

critical. Lee wrote Davis on April 30 that General Ambrose

Burnside was moving to join General George Meade, and he felt

65
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Beauregard, II, 554; Henry Machen Patrick to Sue Patrick,
May"2V TSF4, Henry Machen Patrick Papers, North Carolina Division
Archives and History, Department of Cultural Resources, Raleigh,
hereinafter cited as Patrick Papers; Elliot, "Ram Albemarle,"
420; Hill, "North Carolina," IV, 228 ; Robert D. Graham, "History
of the Fifty-Sixth Regiment," Clark, Histories, IV, 349.

66



83

he would need all the help he could get. This would include

President Davis, concerned over the growing danger in

Virginia, wired Bragg urging "the expedition of General Hoke to

an issue at once that his force may join General Lee."

instructed Beauregard to go to Kinston to urge Hoke to hurry his

attack if there was to be an attack at all.

67
Hoke.

68
Bragg

Upon the arrival of Beauregard at Hoke's headquarters

Hoke offered to turn personal command of the operation over to

Beauregard declined because he felt he did not have the

authority inasmuch as Hoke was not his subordinate but rather

Bragg1s.

him.

69
Hoke's gesture was out of courtesy, and he would have

been very surprised indeed if Beauregard had agreed to assume

the command.

Nevertheless Beauregard, following the instruction of

Bragg, did give Hoke specific information about the strength

of the Union force at New Bern and suggested a plan of attack

that Hoke could use. Beauregard advised Hoke that the Union

forces at New Bern numbered approximately 6,000. He also

provided Hoke with the rough location of their infantry,

cavalry, and artillery. Beauregard's suggested plan of attack

67
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included the use of the Albemarle but excluded the element of

surprise. ^
Hoke chose not to adopt Beauregard's plan but retained

complete faith in his original plan of attack, although it had

The plan involved a three pronged attack on New Bern.

One prong would attack Fort Anderson on the north side of New

failed once.

The second prong would attack between the Neuse and the

The third prong would attack the backdoor of New

Bern.

Trent Rivers.

Bern at Brice's Creek.

As Hoke closed in on New Bern in the first few days of

May, pressure for the abandonment of the operation mounted.

On May 4 Davis, now fully alarmed at the threat to Richmond,

wired Beauregard that "unless New Bern can be captured by coup

de main, the attempt must be abandoned and the troops returned

with all possible dispatch to /_be_/ united with the operation in

Had the expe-northern Virginia.

dition not started I would say it should not go.

On Tuesday, May 2, Hoke's forces had left Kinston and
72

traveled to New Bern by way of Trenton and Pollocksvilie.

There is not an hour to lose.

i.71
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Enroute they encountered Union pickets at Deep Gully and were

forced to call up reinforcements to drive them back. The

Confederates succeeded in capturing the Union outpost at Rocky

Run, only eight miles from New Bern.

Seventh North Carolina Regiment to hold this position on the

Trent Road while he moved to the. south side below New Bern.

73
Hoke left the Sixty-

74

Hoke's main column crossed the Trent River at Pollocksville

on May 5, captured a block house near Evans Mill, and took up

a position near the Atlantic and North Carolina Railroad bridge.

The capture of Evan's Mill and the redoubt that supported it was

Hoke's forces were ableaccomplished after an artillery duel.

to outflank the Union line through a forest, thus forcing a

Meanwhile twe of Hoke's regiments marched toward

New Bern by way of the railroad track in front of Fort Spinola

Union retreat.

which was located just west of the railroad on the Neuse River.

At this point the Union forces using a railroad ironclad

monitor opened fire on the Confederates with support from three

Union gunboats.
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During the day Dearing's cavalry, with some artillery support,

occupied a portion of the Atlantic and North Carolina Railroad

and began destroying it in order to prevent either a Union re-

treat toward Morehead City or the sending of reinforcements

Dearing then easily captured Croatan Station;

the blockhouse was the same one that Brigadier General Seth

Barton had retreated from only a few weeks earlier in the belief

that it was too strongly fortified to be taken.

That night Hoke made preparations to put a pontoon

bridge across the Trent River to the New Bern side.

76
to New Bern.

This move

if successful, would put Hoke within the Union line of fortifi-
77

The morale of Hoke's men was very high, and Hoke

personally thought that he would be in command of New Bern by

no later than Sunday, May 7. With Confederates in control of the

outerworks at New Bern, Hoke demanded the surrender of the town.

cation.

If this ultimatum was declined, he planned a full scale assault.

Brigadier General Innis N. Palmer, the Union commander who had

replaced Peck at New Bern, refused Hoke's demand.
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Hoke's planned assault was never to take place.

Grant's spring offensive had begun in full in Virginia. There-

fore Lee, on May 4, ordered the return to the Army of Northern

Virginia of numerous absent detachments one of which was Hoke's.

Lee wanted the return of these troops as quickly as possible.

Promising Lee to return Hoke immediately, Beauregard ordered

Hoke to return to Virginia no matter how far his operation might have

advanced. Beauregard sent a special messenger to carry the order

He also collected the trains at Kinston for Hoke’s
79

to Hoke.

movement to Virginia.

Hoke's men spent the night of May 5 at Pollocksvilie.

They left for Kinston on Saturday, May 6, as Hoke "lost no

time" in obeying the order to return to Lee's army. His men

boarded trains in Kinston, and by May 10, they had reached

Petersburg. According to one historian this was later taught

for many years at West Point as being the fastest troop movement

on record.

80

81

Many years later Hoke was to call his recall from New

Bern "one of the greatest disappointments I ever had."
82

This was
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to be the last Confederate attempt to recapture eastern North

Carolina. Had Hoke been afforded more time, he might have

had the opportunity of proving the validity of his charges

against Barton during the earlier operation. But circumstances

beyond his control forced the abandonment of the attack only

hours before it was scheduled to take place. How Hoke planned to

counter the Union control of the Trent River has never been

fully explained. The Albemarle was occupying a portion of the

Union navy in the Albemarle sound area, but even so the Union

still had at least three gunboats to attempt to stop a Con-

federate crossing the the Trent River. In spite of this Hoke

was fully confident he could cross the river and capture New

But at this juncture Hoke had no time to contemplateBern.

what might have happened. His main concern was to prepare to

help Lee in the defense of Richmond.



CHAPTER V

HOKE'S ROLE IN THE FALL OF WILMINGTON

Hoke returned to Virginia in May, 1864, as one of

Lee's division commanders. His new division consisted of the

brigades of Brigadier General Thomas Clingman, Brigadier General

Johnson Hagood, Brigadier General Alfred H. Colquitt and Brigadier

General William W. Kirkland. Hoke was to remain with the Army of

Northern Virginia for eight months, until December, 1864, when he

was ordered back to North Carolina to help Generals Braxton Bragg

and W. H. C. Whiting defend Wilmington.

Hoke's first assignment when he reached Petersburg was

to assist General P. T. G. Beauregard. While Lee was fighting

General U. S. Grant in the Wilderness, Beauregard had been ordered

to stop General Benjamin Butler as he attempted to move up the

peninsula to Richmond in a move similar to the one General George

McClellan had tried unsuccessfully two years earlier. On May 16

at Drewry's Bluff, Beauregard with Hoke's help successfully bottled

up Butler.

With Butler new checked, Lee requested troops from

Beauregard who was reluctant to release them. But finally in

the last week of May Beauregard consented to send Hoke's division

Hoke arrived at Cold Harbor on May 31 and was placed in

According to at least one major historian,

to Lee.

the Confederate line.
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Hoke must share a major part of the blame for the failure of the

In spite of this failure, it was

Hoke's men who played a large part in the repulse of Grant's famous

Cold Harbor charge on June 1 by inflicting unbelievable casualties

on the Union forces. Hoke reported that Grant's slain and wounded

literally covered the ground.

After Cold Harbor and Lee's subsequent loss of contact

with Grant, Hoke was sent to the vicinity of the Confederate

pontoon bridge across the James River near Drewry's Bluff. This

placed him in a position to cross the river if necessary to

counter Grant. When Lee was convinced that Grant's attack might

come south of the James at Petersburg, he ordered Hoke to support

Beauregard while Lee himself remained north of the James with half

of the men. During the June 15-17 fighting Hoke once again helped

Beauregard in defense of Petersburg. Hoke remained in the front

line trenches around Petersburg for the remainder of June and

throughout July. His division occupied the position to the left

of Major General Bushrod Johnson's Division in the "Battle of the

Crater" of July 30, and was involved in some of its heaviest

fighting. Hoke's division remained in the Petersburg trenches

1
Confederate attack on June 1.

Freeman, Lee's Lieutenants, III, 377.
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until ordered north of the James River in the last week of

September. He was to cooperate in an attempt to force the Union

forces out of Fort Harrison. After numerous futile attempts on

the fort, Lee abandoned this effort on October 12, 1864.

When General James Longstreet returned to Lee's Army

upon recovery of his wound in the third week of October, Hoke was

assigned to his corps in the Confederate defense line north of

the James River. The young general remained in this position
• until December 20 when his division was ordered by Lee to return

to his native state to support Generals Braxton Bragg arid W. H. C.

Whiting in the defense of Wilmington.

In the summer of 1864, General U. S. Grant decided that

the time had come to attempt to close the port of Wilmington. For

the planned Union assault on Wilmington, Rear Admiral David D.

Pcrter was put in command of the North Atlantic Blockading Squadron,

while Major General Godrey Wietzel was to command the army units.

Major General Benjamin F. Butler, the Union commander of the De-

partment of Virginia and North Carolina, who assumed the role as

the actual commander of the army units,was to play a significant

role in the Union command. The Union forces planned to use naval

bombardment to weaken the Confederate defenses at Fort Fisher and

then to land men north of the fort for a land assault.
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To protect the Wilmington area, President Jefferson

Davis, in November, 1864, sent General Braxton Bragg to Wilmington

to assume command of the city and the troops defending it. On

November 11, 1864, Davis created the military department of the

state of North Carolina East of the Blue Ridge with Bragg in

command. Consequently Bragg left Brigadier General W. H. C.

Whiting in charge of the defenses of the port city.^
The key to Wilmington's defences was Fort Fisher.

. This fort, situated below Wilmington, was an earthwork at the

tip of Confederate Point. It was shaped like the capital letter

"L", with the angle of the "L" pointing out to the Atlantic

Ocean in a northeasterly direction. The north or land front,

extended some 700 yards across the peninsula, while the east or

sea face, measured close to 2,000 yards in length. At the

southern end of the fort, Mound Battery was located. This battery

contained long range guns to protect Confederate blockade runners.

Also about a mile away, near the tip of Confederate Point on the

Cape Fear side of the peninsula, stood Battery Buchanan.

2
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The entire fort was built mainly of sand and marsh

grass. The building process had been going on for four years,

and the fort was still incomplete when the Union offensive

began in December, 1864.

By December of that year the movement of the Union

Army under Major General William T. Sherman began to show its

influence on the Confederate defense of Wilmington. As Sherman

rapidly approached Savannah, General P. T. G. Beauregard,

„ commander of the Confederate forces in the area requested

reinforcements. Beauregard specifically stated that he would

like to obtain the assistance of Hoke's division. Beauregard

believed that with the help of Hoke, he might be able to stop

Sherman in Georgia. At this crucial moment it was obvious that

both Beauregard in Savannah and Bragg in Wilmington should be

reinforced; but the Confederates could hardly spare the men at

one of these places, much less at both. Davis contacted Lee to

find out what assistance he could send south to either Wilmington

or Savannah. Lee believed the Union threat to Wilmington "more

emminent," and therefore, during the third week of December he

ordered General James Longstreet of the First Army Corps to send

Longstreet selected Hoke's division,a division to Wilmington.
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3
telling Lee, "I have no better troops."

sion to allow Hoke and his men to move south came after much thought

and hesitation. Lee was afraid that if he sent Hoke south, he would

have to abandon Richmond.^ But his choice was limited by the reali-

zation that Wilmington would surely fall into Union hands without

Hoke's help and consequently a major supply route to Lee's army

would be cut off. For these reasons Davis wired Beauregard on

December 20, informing him that Hoke was being sent to Wilmington
• and that he would have to judge for himself whether the evacuation

of Savannah or Charleston would be necessary.5
The movement of Hoke and his division to Wilmington

proved to be a major problem. Unfortunately Hoke was able to

move his troops to Wilmington transporting only one brigade at

a time. The first of Hoke's brigades began arriving in Wilmington

on December 21, although the last of Hoke's men did not leave

Richmond until December 22.®

But Lee's final deci-

3
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The movement of his men southward from Danville was

"incredibly slow." While traveling on the Piedmont Railraod

between Danville and Greensboro, Hoke encountered so much

difficulty that he lost three days in moving one brigade only

forty-eight miles. Because of this delay, Hoke urged Lee to

seize the railroad, repair it, and operate it "directly." Due

to the poor condition of the railroad, many of Hoke's men were

forced to march through mud and snow on Christmas day and,

according to one of them, "with out anything except army biscuit

to eat.The delay of Hoke's men alarmed Whiting. He planned

that Hoke would occupy the strategic position of Sugar Loaf Hill

in the hope that Hoke's position there would prevent the federal

forces from landing and isolating Fort Fisher,

that Fort Fisher might fall before Hoke's arrival.

8 Whiting feared

The Federal assault on Fort Fisher did not come before

Hoke's arrival only because of a storm that hit the Wilmington

Hoke to Lee, December 25, 1864, Official Records,
Armies, ser, 1, XLVI, pt. 2, 1026-27; John C. Babock to George
G. Meade, December 22, 1864, Offici al Records, Armies, ser. 1,
XLII, pt. 3, 1056; Henry Kennon to "Cousin MollieV January 31,
1864, Henry Kennon Papers, Division of Archives and History,
Department of Cultural Resources, Raleigh, hereinafter cited
as Kennon Papers.

8
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96

area and made it impossible for the planned landing to be carried

out. Therefore on Admiral Porter's recommendation, the army

transports were sent to Beaufort for coal during the storm. The

bad weather continued until December 23, just as Hoke's men were

beginning to arrive in force. With clear weather in sight,

Butler, commanding the army troops, sent Porter word that his

troops would be ready to land on December 24. Meanwhile on the

night of December 23, Hoke's men, while marching from Wilmington

. to Sugar Loaf Hill, heard the noise of an explosion and at the

same time "saw a great light toward the ocean." They reasoned

that it was the magazine of a Union ship that had exploded, but

later learned that instead, it was Butler's famous powder ship.^
While Hoke and his forces were still arriving in

Wilmington on December 24 and positioning themselves at Sugar

Loaf, Porter commenced his bombardment of Fort Fisher. The Union

Navy opened fire at 11:30 a.m. on December 24. Later in the day

Butler's transports arrived from Beaufort, but nightfall forced

9
Charles G. Elliott, "Kirkland's Brigade, 1864-1865

Hoke's Division, 1864-1865," Southern Historical Society Papers,
XXIII (1895), 166, hereinafter cited as Elliot^Kirkland's
Brigade." For a detailed account of this experiment, see Charles
L. Price and Claude C. Sturgill, "Shock and Assault in the First
Battle of Fort Fisher," North Carolina Historical Review, XLVII
(Winter, 1970), 24-34.
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the navy to cease firing. During the day Hoke received orders

at Sugar Loaf that he was to prevent "any landing of the Union

between Masonborough and Fort Fisher,

morning the Union warships opened fire again. According to

the Union strategy, Porter was to shell Fort Fisher while Butler

landed his troops and assaulted the fort. About noon on Christ-

mas day, Butler's men began landing. The Union force was able

to capture two small batteries manned by the North Carolina

Junior Reserves. These were Flag-Pond Hill Battery and Half-

Moon Battery. From the prisoners taken it was learned that part

of Hoke's divison was already in position just north of them.

In spite of this fact, Butler decided to continue the disembarka-

tion, and by 4:00 p.m. he had succeeded in getting about one-third

of his forces ashore and had moved to within fifty yards of Fort

Fisher. A close reconnaissance of the fort revealed only minor

damage by the bombardment. The rough sea interferred with

further Union landing of men and supplies, and Butler feared

..10 Then on Christmas

10
General Orders Number 14, Department of North Carolina,

December 24, 1864, Official Records, Armies, ser. 1, XLII, pt. 3,
1303 ; Hamilton, "Hoke's Military Career.11 For an account of
Union activity, see Barrett, Civil War in North Carolina, 268.
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that an approaching storm would drive the naval vessels off-

shore thus depriving the soldiers ashore of essential naval

gunfire support. These factors combined with the threat of

an attack from the nearby Confederate troops caused Butler

to reembark his men. In making this decision Butler had

overestimated Hoke's strength; he believed Hoke had 6,000

men at Sugar Loaf when in actuality he had only half that number.^
Because of the rough sea Butler encountered difficulty

in re-embarking his men, and he was forced to leave a number of

soldiers on the beach. Bad weather prevented the removal of

these men until December 27. On December 26 Hoke consulted with

Bragg on the advisability of the Confederates attacking the weak

Union force. Hoke and Bragg decided that the risk was too great

because of the devasting naval gunfire from the Union vessels
12

assigned to protect the beach.

After the failure of the Union attack on Fort Fisher,

Hoke assumed that the Federal forces would return for a second

As a consequence he sent a regiment to the Confederate

commander of Fort Fisher, Colonel William Lamb, to assist in the

attempt.

11
Butler to Porter, December 25, 1864, Official Records,

Armies, ser. 1, XLII, pt. 3, 251-257; Elliot, "Kirkland's Brigade,"
167; Benjamin Butler, Butler's Book: Autobiography and Personal
Reminiscences of Major General Benjamin ButlerTBoston, 1892T7-
736; Report of Butler, December 24, 1864, Official Records, Armies:,
ser. 1, XLII, pt. 1, 966.

Report of Kirkland, December 30, 1864, Official Records,
Armies, ser. 1, XLII, pt. 1, 1021. See also Barrett, Civil War In
North Carolina, 270.
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13
continued preparation of the defenses of Fort Fisher.

same time Hoke relocated his own brigade and prepared his defenses

outside the fort. Brigadier General Thomas Clingman's Brigade

was stationed in Wilmington; Brigadier General Alfred H. Colquitt's

Brigade was sent across the Cape Fear to help in the defense of

the fort directly opposite Sugar Loaf, Fort Anderson, and the

brigades under Brigadier General Johnson Hagood and Brigadier

General William W. Kirkland were positioned at Sugar Loaf with
14

Hoke requested permission from Bragg to build earthworks

from the head of the sound to the fort, Bragg refused the request;

he was working on the expectation that there would not be another

irmiediate Union attack. Therefore, during the first week of

January, 1865, he ordered Hoke and his men to withdraw back toward

Wilmington to prepare for a big review. Hoke's division reluctantly

marched back to Wilmington "with colors flying and bands playing."

On January 8, Bragg held a grand review of the Confederate troops

At the

Hoke.

13
Whiting to Hoke, December 28, 1864, Official Records,

Armies, ser. 1, XLl'I, pt. 3, 1336 ; Report of Whiting, December
27," 1864, Offi ci al Records, Arrni es , ser. 1, XL 11, pt. 1 , 996.

14
Hoke to Archer Anderson, December 27, 1864, Official

Records, Annies, ser. 1, XLII, pt. 3, 1328; Bragg to Holmes,
December 26, 1864, Official Records, Armies, ser. 1, XLII, pt. 3,
1335.
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in Wilmington. So confident was Bragg that the Union forces

would not return, he thought that this might be a strategic time

to send Hoke's division on a secret attempt to recapture New

Bern.15

While Bragg was wasting valuable time with his review,

the intelligence sources of Colonel Lamb were reporting that

Union transports were gathering in Beaufort for a second attack.

Whiting made numerous requests to Bragg for some of Hoke's men

Except for the one

regiment Hoke had sent in late December, Bragg refused Whiting's

requests.1^
men near Wilmington, the Union fleet was sighted as it passed

down the coast toward Fort Fisher.

to work on the fortifications at Fort Fisher.

New, ironically, while Bragg detained Hoke and his

Even Lamb had to learn of the

approach of the Union fleet from one of his own mounted pickets.

15
Robert Hoke's Order Book, 1865, Robert Hoke Papers,

Division of Archives and History, Department of Cultural Resources,
Raleigh, hereinafter cited as Hoke's Order Book; Elliot, "Kirkland's
Brigade," XXIII, 167; William Calder to Phi 1 a Lazarus Calder,
January 2, 1865, William Calder Papers, Southern Historical Collection,
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, hereinafter cited as
W. Calder Papers; William Lamb, "Defense and Fall of Fort Fisher,"
Southern Historical Society Papers, XVI (1882), 356, hereinafter
cited as L.amb7~rrDiTense and Fall of Fort Fisher," William Lamb,
"Defense of Fort Fisher," Clark, Histories, Vt 222; Hamilton,
"Hoke's Military Career."

16
Special Orders Number 5, Department of North Carolina,

January 7, 1865, Official Records, Armies, ser. I , XLVI, pt. 2, 61.
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Hoke had consistently seen the necessity of remaining at Sugar

Loaf, and when Bragg would not consent to this, he requested

that he be allowed to send at least one brigade "to fortify"

Sugar Loaf. This request was finally approved on January 12.

On that very night Hoke received word by courier that the Union

forces had arrived off Fort Fisher.^

By midnight of January 12 Bragg finally realized what

was happening, and he ordered Hoke to send one of his brigades

to Sugar Loaf by water, the faster route, while the others

marched down from Wilmington. Within two hours Hoke had his

forces under way. Bragg expected Hoke to make "every effort"

to prevent a landing of the Union forces. This proved to be

impossible inasmuch as the Union landing had begun before Hoke

had a chance to get his men into position. Hoke's orders

stipulated that if he could not prevent the landing, then he was

to take up a position upon which had been agreed upon earlier.^
Because of Bragg's failure to foresee the second attack and

because of his delay in allowing Hoke to set up fortifications

at Sugar Loaf, the commander of the Union army, General Alfred

Terry, was permitted to land his soldiers virtually unopposed.

17
Anderson to Whiting, January 9, 1865, Official Records,

Armies, ser. 1, XLVI, pt. 2, 1031.

Anderson to Hoke, January 12, 1865, Qfficial Records,
Armies, ser. 1, XLVI, pt. 2, 1043-1044; Hagood Memoirs ,"323.

18
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Even if Hoke had been in position, it is doubtful that he could

have done much to oppose Terry's landing. The naval gunfire

along the narrow beach would have made it virtually impossible

for Hoke to prevent disembarkation.

When the first of Hoke's brigades, commanded by Kirkland,

returned to Sugar Loaf in the predawn hours of January 13, Terry

had already begun to land his force. Skirmishing commenced at

once. Hoke had instructed Kirkland to throw up a line along the

Union front, using Sugar Loaf as his baseJ9 Terry had landed

part of his forces by 9:00 a.m. and had already established a

strong defensive position. Throughout the day and into the night,

the Union navy bombarded the Confederate fortifications, con-

centrating on the land face of Fort Fisher. At 2:00 p.m., Bragg

wired Lee to inform him of the Union landing and of his inability

to prevent it. Bragg informed Lee that Hoke had been put into a

position "to confront the Union."20 Meanwhile at Fort Fisher,

Lamb apparently could not believe that the Union had been allowed

to land unopposed. This is evident from a wire in which Lamb

asked another officer: "Where is Hoke? ..21 By 3:30 p.m., January 13,

19
Elliot, "Kirkland's Brigade," XXIII, 168; Report of

Alfred Terry, January 25, 1865, Official Records, Armies, ser. 1,
XLVI, pt. 1, 396.

20
Calder Diary, January 13, 1865, William Calder Papers,

Manuscript Department, Perkins Library, Duke University, Durham,
hereinafter cited as Calder Diary; Bragg to Lee, January 13, 1865,
Official Records, Armies, ser. 1, XLI, pt. 2, 1046.

21
Lamb to Daniel Hill, January 13, 1865, Official

Records, Armies, ser. 1, XLI, pt. 2, 1047.
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Terry had landed 8,000 men with rations, supplies, and ammunition.22
It was not until 8:00 p.m., that Hoke personally

returned to Sugar Loaf to join his men. At this time only one of

his brigades was ready for action, although the others were moving

toward their assigned positions. Hoke was apprehensive that

Terry's forces might use their strong position to attack him

before all of his troops could prepare their defenses.23 During

the day Union forces had been able to form a line entirely across

the peninsula, two miles north of Fort Fisher. This line protected

Terry's army from an attack from the rear during his assault on

?4
Fort Fisher.

Any Confederate attack made against Terry's forces on

January 13 would have had to have been made by Hoke. But Hoke

considered such an attack on that date to be "very injudicious."

Therefore during the day he had his men take up a line parallel

to the beach under cover of sand hills and scrub forest in order

to oppose any Union advance in that direction. Late in the

afternoon Bragg joined Hoke, and after a conference, both agreed

that an attack would have been impossible at that time. Although

Hoke had some 6,000 men, the heavy Union bombardment, the intervening

22
Report of Alfred Terry, January 25, 1865, Official

Records, Armies, ser. 1, XLVI, pt. 1 , 396.

Hoke to Bragg, January 13, 1865, Official Records,
Armies, ser. 1, XLVI, pt. 2, 1048.

23

24
Henry Little, The Seventeenth Regiment: New Hampshire

Volunteers in the War of RebelTlon (Concord, N.H., 1896), 359,
hereinafter cited as Little, Seventeenth Regiment.
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sound, and most importantly, the lack of preparation of his men

kept him from making an assault against the enemy,

sit by and watch Terry complete his disembarkation and perfect

his defenses.^5

He now had to

The return of Hoke's division to Sugar Loaf had caused

a great deal of confusion and disorganization among his men. On

the morning of January 14 Hoke and Bragg made a personal recon-

naissance of the Union position, Bragg going to the left and Hoke

to the right.

by the Confederate cavalry.

In the confusion Hoke and his staff were fired on

26
Luckily, no one was injured.

Early on January 14 the Union navy increased the

intensity of its bombardment. This continued all day and well

into the night. Previously Hoke had been ordered to move as near

the Union forces as possible and from his position on the left,

use his artillery to harrass and cut their lines of communication

at their landing point. The Union troops opposite Hoke at

Sugar Loaf were under the command of Brigadier General Charles

J. Paine and were mostly Negroes.^ Hoke had also been ordered

25
Report of Braxton Bragg, January 20, 1865, Official

Records, Armies, ser, 1, XLVI, 432; W.H.C.Whiting to Theophilus
Holmes, TheophiTus Hunter Holmes Papers, Manuscript Department,
Perkins Library, Duke University, Durham; hereinafter cited as
Holmes Papers; Hagood, Memoirs, 323; "Letter of Braxton Bragg to
Thomas Bragg, January 20, 1865, "Southern Historical Society
Papers, XVI (1882), 382, hereinafter cited as,~"Bragg Letter,
January 20, 1865."

26
"Bragg Letter, January 20, 1865," 382; Hagood Memoirs, 323.

27
Charles G. Elliot, "The Matin-Kirkland Brigade," Clark,

Histories, IV, 525, 554; Anderson to Hoke, January 14, 1865,
Official Records, Annies, ser. I, XLI, pt. 2, 1059.
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by Bragg to attack the Union skirmish line that afternoon.

He was waiting expectantly for the attack order itself when

a courier from Bragg arrived with orders for him to withdraw

to Sugar Loaf. Consequently just as Terry was preparing a

ground assault on Fort Fisher, Hoke was ordered to fall back.

He was back at Sugar Loaf by 3:00 p.m. It is clear that this

time Hoke was in agreement with Bragg's strategy. Hoke was

convinced that the Union force was so strongly entrenched that

if his attack failed, Fort'Fisher would surely be taken and

then the entire state of North Carolina would be open to in-

vasion.2^

Also on January 14, while Hoke was making some

reconnaissance moves in the area and a few minor probes at Paine's

defenses, Lamb and the Confederate soldiers inside Fort Fisher

were forced to endure heavy bombardment from the Union warships.

Meanwhile Terry personally made a reconnaissance close to Fort

Fisher and from his findings decided that he would attack on the

next day. Finally on January 14 after numerous appeals from

28
"Bragg Letter, January 20, 1865," 382, Bragg to Lee,

January 14, 1865, Official Records, Armles, ser. 1, XLI, pt. 2,
1053; Elliot, "Kirkland's Brigade.^XXIII, 168; Report of Braxton
Bragg, January 20, 1865, Official Records, Armies, Ser i xi T
pt. 1, 432. ' ” ' ' ' !
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Whiting and Lamb, Bragg directed Hoke to send about 250 men from

Hagood's brigade, stationed at Sugar Loaf, to reinforce Fort

These men were hardly enough to replace Lamb's wounded.

Lamb had earlier recommended that both Hoke and the garrison of

the fort launch a night attack on the Federal troops,

apparent that neither Hoke nor Bragg ever planned or considered

such an attack.

Fisher.

It is

To prepare for Terry's assault that afternoon the Union

navy commenced during the morning a heavy bombardment of Fort

This was to last until the assault in mid-afternoon.Fisher.

As soon as it became apparent to Whiting that an assault was

imminent, he wired Bragg this information and at the same time

demanded that Hoke attack the enemy from the other side, thus

squeezing the Union forces between them,

probes, but attempted no large scale assault,

during the Union assault on the fort, he did move forward

Hoke made a few minor

At 4:00 p.m.

planning an attack, but again found the Union troops, in a

"very strong position.
..29

Hoke personally led his troops with

29
Report of Alfred Terry, January 25, 1965, Official

Records, Armies, ser. 1, XLVI, pt. 1, 399; Report of Braxton
Bragg, January 20, 1865, Officlal Records, Armies, ser. 1, XLVI,
pt. 1, 433; Calder Diary, January 15, 1865, David McGready to
Katherine Buie, January 24, 1855, Katherine Buie Papers, Manu-
script Department, Perkins Library, Duke University, Durham,
hereinafter cited as Buie Papers; Report of David Potter,
January 17, 1865, Official Records, Armies, ser. 1, XI, 438-39.
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no skirmish line out through a thick undergrowth to the Union

entrenchments and had according to one account, received "two

balls through the coat." At this time the Union fleet's fire

"slackened," but it soon resumed in force. The decrease of fire

caused Bragg to believe that Hoke's feinting had frozen a large

part of Terry's land forces. Bragg was optimistic, apparently

with the concurrence of Hoke, that the Union attack on Fort

Fisher would fail. During the afternoon the intensity of the

naval bombardment increased, and about 3:00 p.m. Terry commenced

his assault, supported by a simultaneous attack by a column of

navy men furnished by Admiral Porter.

When the Union attack became apparent, Whiting wired

Bragg for help. Before Terry's actual assault Bragg finally

consented to send Hagood's brigade to join Lamb's forces inside

the fort, but the steamer that carried these troops was forced

back by Union naval fire. This delayed the arrival of the

reinforcements, but two regiments were able to enter the fort.

30
Bragg to Vance, January 16, 1865, Zebulon Vance

Papers, Division of Archives and History, Department of Cultural
Resources, Raleigh, hereinafter cited as Vance Papers; Report
of Braxton Bragg, January 20, 1865, Official Records, Armies,
ser. 1, XLVI, pt. 1, 433.
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31
They arrived only thirty minutes before the Union assault.

After the Union assault had commenced, Lamb, again wired Bragg

requesting that Hoke attack. Lamb firmly believed that if Hoke

were to make a concerted attack, the Fort could be saved. Lee,

who was being kept informed of the situation by Bragg, also wired

Bragg that he should concentrate Hoke's forces and "endeavor

to dislodge him [Terry],
intervene but merely advising Bragg on proper military strategy.

As a result of the assault on the land side, the Union

soldiers were able to gain a foothold in Fort Fisher. In the

process of hard hand-to-hand fighting, both Whiting and Lamb

were wounded. The command then passed to Major James Reily.

Brigadier General A. H. Colquitt arrived a short time later to

relieve Reily in command of the fort. The wounded Lamb advised

Colquitt that the fort could still be saved if Bragg would

launch a counter attack with a "fresh brigade from Hoke's

division." With the limited reinforcements at hand, Colquitt

regarded the Confederate position by this late hour as hopeless,

and consequently he returned to Sugar Loaf, leaving Reily in

..32 Lee was apparently not trying to

31
Lamb, "Defense of Fort Fisher," Clark, Histories,

V, 226 ; Calder Diary, January 15, 1865.

Lamb, "Defense of Fort Fisher," Clark, Histories,
V, 230; Lee to Davis, January 15, 1865, Clifford Dowdey (ed.),
The Wartime Papers of R. E. Lee (Boston, 1561), 251, hereinafter
cited as’Dowdey, Papers of Lee.
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command of the fort. Major Reily surrendered Fort Fisher to

the Union Army at 10:00 p.m.^
Following the fall of Fort Fisher, Hoke and his men

"had to grind their teeth and bear the humilation of not having

been there" to prevent the fall of the fort. Their frustration

was intensified as they listened to "the shouts and huzzas of

the enemy over it's victory. ii 34 Could Hoke have prevented this

adversity? His contemporaries apparently believed that Hoke

could have been more effective. For example, Whiting was of the

opinion that Bragg should have allowed Hoke to attack Terry’s

forces in the rear during the actual assault. Lamb believed

that the fort could have been saved if Hoke had joined him in

a night attack on the Union forces on the night of January 14.35

33
For an account of the role played by Lamb, Whiting,

Terry, and the Union Navy, see Lamb, "Defense and Fall of Fort
Fisher," XVI, 350-368; Lamb, "Defense of Fort Fisher," Clark,
Histories, V, 216-237 ; Barrett, Civil War in North Carolina,
260-285.

34
George Rose, "History of the 66th Regiment," Clark,

Histories, IV, 694.
35
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article), John Paris Papers, Southern Historical Collection,
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, hereinafter cited
as Paris, "Campaign of 1865"; William Calder to Phi 1 a Lazaras
Calder, February 10, 1865, Calder Papers; Lamb. "Defense of
Fort Fisher," Clark, Histories, V. 234-255.
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Nearly all contemporary leaders were extremely critical

of Bragg for his failure to order the attack on Terry's rear.

Although Bragg was used as a scapegoat for the failure to defeat

Terry's troops, it should be remembered that Bragg's decisions

in this area were undoubtedly influenced by Hoke's assessment of

the situation after his personal reconnaissances. It seems clear

that Hoke felt that the Union forces were too strongly entrenched

for a successful attack. Hoke’s apparent influence on Bragg's

decision appears to have been overlooked by those who criticized

Bragg, although they were familiar with Hoke's assessment,

example, the Wilmington Journal wrote:

who was ordered to make the attack after carefully reconnoitering

The "officer in command" was, of course,

For

"The officer in command

.,36the position declined.

The editor of the Journal went on to say that he did notHoke.

believe Hoke would "derelict his duty," and it did not wish to

„37"tarnish the fame of Hoke.

It is clear that Bragg did make two disastrous mistakes.

First, he did not allow Hoke to entrench a brigade at Sugar Loaf

after Butler's failure, and he thereby lost the opportunity to

attack and overcome Terry's forces while they were landing and

Wilmington Journal, January 18, 1865.

^Wilmington Journal, January 18, 1865.



in

establishing defensive positions. Instead he waited until they

were firmly entrenched. In fact, Hoke was in Wilmington for a

review and possible secret attack on New Bern when the Union landing

commenced. Secondly, Bragg failed to allow Hoke to reinforce Lamb's

forces inside Fort Fisher in time to make an effective defense. The

latter military strategy would appear to have been the correct one

to follow because of the heavy naval bombardment and Terry's strong

defensive position would prevent a successful assault by Hoke.

With the fall of Fort Fisher, Bragg was forced to

abandon the other Confederate forts that defended the mouth of

Cape Fear River. Early on January 16, Forts Caswell and Campbell

were destroyed by retreating Confederate soldiers. Forts Holmes

and Johnston were also abandoned by the Confederates. The forces

who had defended these forts proceeded up the west bank of the Cape
38

Fear to Fort Anderson.

During the next month the Union forces v;cre successfully

checked, and the Confederacy retained control of Wilmington. In

spite of the fact that the Confederates had lost control of the

mouth of the Cape Fear, Hoke was determined to hold on to Wilmington.

Hoke positioned the brigades of Kirkland, Clingman, and Colquitt

at Sugar Loaf while Hagood was stationed at Fort Anderson. Hoke

and his generals and their men endured the shelling of the Union

38
Itineraries of the Army, Number 4, Official Records,

Armies, ser. 1, XLVI, pt. 1, 145; Hill, "North Carolina", IV,
283. See also Barrett, Civil War in North Carolina, 280.
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fleet sharp-shooters, with seemingly no ill effects. Although

they were able to keep t.he Union in check, Hoke and his men were

"living amidst sand and dust and on unsifted corn meal and

spoiled Nassau bacon until life became almost unbearable." While

enduring almost daily naval shelling, to relieve the stress Hoke's

men "frequently ran out" and gathered parts of the shells to make
39

rings and ether ornaments with the brass parts.

Although the Union Army kept military pressure on Hoke

and his forces at Sugar Loaf, the attacks were easily repelled.

At time the fighting became relatively heavy, especially on

January 21. After that day, when the attacks were not renewed,

Hoke correctly reasoned that the Union forces were waiting for

Sherman to move northward from Savannah. He believed that Terry

would attempt to cooperate with Sherrnan by a possible movement

against the Wilmington and Manchester Railroad. Although this

plan was never carried out, Hoke desired to put together a

Confederate force strong enough to move against Terry if such

an attempt was made.^

39
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Throughout his stay at Sugar Loaf, Hoke kept in constant

contact with Bragg in Wilmington arid Brigadier General Louis Herbert

at Fort Anderson who, in Hagood's absence, had been assigned to

temporary command of the fort. At first Hoke and Hagood had

communicated by telegraph, but after Hagood left this means broke

down; therefore, Hoke and Herbert acquired a small boat which

enabled them to exchange personal visits. In spite of these

meetings, Herbert concluded: "I cannot assist him [Hoke] nor
can he assist me. i.41

Hoke's greatest fear was a Union landing above his

position at Sugar Loaf. Besides effecting a Union capture of

Wilmington, such a move might also have isolated Hoke and forced

him to surrender his entire division. Therefore on more than one

occasion Hoke sent his cavalry, commanded by Colonel Thomas J.

Lipscomb, up Masonborough Sound to forestall any possible Union

movement in that direction. Until the second week in February

41
D [?] A. Buie to Katherine Buie, January 20, 1865,

Buie Papers; William Bedham to "wife," January 20, 1865, William
Bedham Papers, Manuscript Department, Perkins Library, Duke
University, Durham, hereinafter cited as Bedham Papers; Hoke to
Anderson, January 18-20, 1865 ; Official P>ecords, Armies, ser. 1,
XLVI, pt. 2, 1096, 1104-1115; Louis Herbert to Arder Anderson,
January 18, 1865, Official Records, Navies, ser. 1, XI, 799.
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the Union never seriously attempted this move, and Hoke was

able to maintain a strong defensive position.**2
During this period one of Hoke's main objectives was

to prevent the movement of Union warships up the Cape Fear River

His plan to forestall this action was "to

Hoke reasoned that the Union

past Fort Anderson,

fill the river with torpedoes."

commanders feared the Confederate torpedoes and that just one

explosion would ward off any other Union ships that would attempt

to run past him.^2
implemented.

For reasons unknown, this plan was never

During the third week of January, Bragg, with Hoke's

concurrence, drew up a plan for Confederate action if the Union

should either get gunboats past Sugar Loaf or Fort Anderson or

threaten the rear of either. They agreed that even if the Union

gunboats passed Fort Anderson, there would be no need for "immediate

evacuation." The most pressing problem would arise if the Union

forces threatened to "over-run" Hoke or Herbert, or to advance on

the rear of their defenses. In the event of the former, Bragg,

42
Bragg to Anderson, January 18-20, 1865, Official

Records, Navies, ser. 1, XI, 599.
43
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Bragg, January 18, 1865, Official Records, Navies, ser. 1, XI, 803.
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Hoke, and Herbert agreed that they should retire to previously

arranged defensive positions on Town and Barnard's creeks. Bragg,

however, made it clearly understood that neither were to retreat

until absolutely necessary.^
Meanwhile, during this waiting period, Hoke did not

have his men remain inactive at Sugar Loaf Hill, but rather made

an attempt to keep the Union forces off balance by demonstrating

against them. Although Hoke never considered a serious offense

against Terry at this time, he was able through the use of his

bluffs to keep the Union forces confused. But during the last

week of the month Hoke's personal mobility was severly restricted

because or a "carbuncle" on his face.^5

The most disheartening problem that faced Hoke at Sugar

Loaf was the poor conduct of some of his troops, especially those

in Hagood's brigade on the west side of the Cape Fear. Bragg

wrote Hoke that in the absence of Hagood, his soldiers were

"struggling off home, plundering indiscriminately as they go."

In an expression of utmost confidence in HokeS leadership, Bragg

felt that Hoke should go to the area personally and attempt to

solve this problem. Hoke did visit the area personally, but

44
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Annies, ser. 1, XLVI, pt. 2, 1117.
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finally had to order his brigade commanders to place officers on

duty all night to prevent their men from roaming through the area,

"committing depredation upon citizens,

appears to have been prevalent throughout the Confederate army

Many of Hoke's men would use excuses to go to

.,45 This defeatist attitude

during this period,

the infirmary where they, would be in a position to desert more

easily.47
Because of this, Hoke considered breaking up the in-

firmaries within this division and sending the sick to hospitals

By the first week in February, he also began a

policy of denying his officers easy furloughs in an attempt to

ease the problem of troop morale.

least he could do to set at ease as many of the soldier's com-

plaints as possible.45
troops would keep his army at its best fighting efficiency.

48in Wilmington.

Hoke felt that this was the

He believed that the good morale of his

46
Hoke to Bragg, January 25, 1865, in Seitz, Braxton

Bragg, 499;: Bragg to Hoke, January 25, 1865, Official Records,
‘Armies, ser. 1, XLVI, pt. 2, 1138.

Anderson to Hoke, January 30, 1865, Official Records,
Armies, ser. 1, XLVI, pt. 2, 1164; Hoke's Order Book, 1865.

Hoke to Anderson, February 3, 1865, Official Records,
Armies, ser. 1, XLVII, pt. 2, 1089.

Hoke to Anderson, February 3, 1865, Official Records,
Armies, ser. 1, XLVII, pt. 2, 1089.

47

48

49



117

Besides these problems of troop morale, Hoke was also

running dangerously short of ammunition. In order to combat this

problem Hoke made it illegal for the troops to fire their guns

without authorization, those who violated this rule would be
Cf)

arrested.

In addition to Hoke's problems of low troop morale,

shortages of ammunition and supplies, maintaining his defenses

against the Union army, and a constant naval bombardment, Hoke

was faced with the sensitivity of Bragg over the continued

criticism of his conduct of the defense of Fort Fisher. As

Bragg became more and more distressed over a. newspaper accusa-

tion that held him responsible for the loss of Fort Fisher, he

told Hoke that if the young general thought the reason for its

fall was the failure to attack Terry's forces, then Hoke should

prefer charges "against the officer in command" who of course

In an attempt to ease Bragg's distress,
51

was Bragg himself.

Hoke responded that he was sorry that Bragg had allowed himself

to become "disturbed" over the newspaper's criticism. He went on

50
Hoke's Order Book, 1865.

Bragg to Hoke, January 25, 1865, Official Records,
Armies, ser. 1, XLVI, pt. 2, 1096.

51



no

to tell Bragg that he had not changed his mind and that he

believed that he had made the correct decision in regard to

Terry's forces. Hoke concluded by saying he "cares nothing for

He knew the anguish that Bragg

was undergoing, and he also understood that there was nothing

they could now do about the fall of Fort Fisher. The problem

facing them at the present was not Fisher, but the protection

of Wilmington.

>.52what is said in a newspaper.

The Federal troops had remained relatively inactive for

Realizing that

Hoke's defensive line from Masonborough Sound on the right was

impregnable, the Union leaders had made no attempt to penetrate

his line until additional troops arrived from the west,

panying these reinforcements was Major General John M. Schofield who

had been ordered to take command of the Department of North Carolina.53
With these reinforcements, the Federal forces launched

about three v/eeks after the fall of the fort.

Accom-

their offensive to take Wilmington. On February 7 Hoke was

52
Hoke to Bragg, January 18, 1865, Official Records,

Armies, ser. 1, XLVI, pt. 2, 1096.

Calder Diary, February 6-15, 1865; Report of Alfred
Terry, January 25, 1865, Official Records, Armies, ser. 1, XLVI,
pt. 2, 399; Report of Braxton Bragg, January 20, 1865, Official
Records, Armies, ser. 1, XLVI, pt. 1, 434; Report of W. H. C.
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XLVI, pt. 1, 442. ' ~
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informed by Bragg of Union plans to move up the east side of

the Cape Fear. Bragg was fully aware of the danger of a forced

retreat by Hoke from Sugar Loaf if the Union army should capture

Fort Anderson. Consequently he advised Hoke that he should

attempt to stop Union movements on the east side of the Cape

Fear, adding that in order to keep the Union off balance, Hoke

should "greatly annoy" the Union garrison at Smithville. This

action would also help the troop's morale following its recent

inactivity at Sugar Loaf. Finally, Bragg informed Hoke that

they must stop any Union effort to send gunboats past Fort

Anderson.5^ On February 9 Bragg departed for Richmond, leaving

Hoke in temporary command of the Department of North Carolina.55
About this time for some reason that he did not explain,

Hoke became convinced that General U. S. G^ant was going to

"transfer his movements to a very considerable degree to our

state." Therefore he telegraphed Governor Zebulon Vance, in-

forming him of these fears, arid requested that the governor meet

him in Goldsboro to discuss the impending situation.55 But wi th

54
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Anderson to Lawrence S. Baker, February 9, 1865,
Official Records, Armies, ser. 1, XLVII, pt. 2, 1138.

Hoke to Vance, February 10, 1865, Vance Papers.
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Sherman now moving up from South Carolina and Schofield planning

to move inland from Wilmington, there was actually little that

Hoke and Vance could do. Hoke's proposed meeting with Vance did

not take place.

Schofield launched his offensive on February 11 by

moving against Hoke. He preceded his movement with a naval

shelling. Schofield had planned to move a naval landing party

up the coast past Hoke at Sugar Loaf by means of small boats

and pontoons. The Union sailors were to meet two army divisions

which were to march up the beach under cover of darkness and then

carry the boats and pontoons across the sand to the Masonborough

Sound. Once they had accomplished this, they would cross the

sound to the mainland. This move would put them in the rear

of Hoke's defense line. Fortunately for Hoke, bad weather and

deep sand blocked this troop movement. Schofield was forced to

withdraw his force on February 14.57 Following this failure to

57
John Schofield to David Potter, February 9, 1865,

Confederate Papers, Southern Historical Collection, University
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Historical Collection, University of North Carolina at. Chapel
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turn Hoke's left, Schofield decided to attempt an attack on

Fort Anderson, which was again under the command of Hagood.

A strong Union force under Major General Jacob D. Cox landed
CO

on the west side of the Cape Fear River ori February 13.

Supported by a heavy naval bombardment, Cox moved through a

marsh and succeeded in arriving in the rear of the Confederate

lines at Fort Anderson. Upon Hagood‘s recommendation, Hoke

ordered the Confederates to evacuate the fort at 2:45 a.m • 9

February 17. Hagood's men moved back to the prearranged location

at Town Creek eight miles to the north. There they reestablished

their defenses.

The evacuation of Fort Anderson left Hoke in a pre-

He now had no choice but to move up the eastcarious position.

bank of the Cape Fear and establish a position opposite Hagood
59

By this time, Hoke had concluded

that Schofield's ultimate goal was not Wilmington but Goldsboro

or some other point to the westward where his forces would unite

at the mouth of Town Creek.

58
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with those of Sherman's. He communicated his beliefs to Lee,

telling him at the same time that Schofield with 15,GOO men

would not have an easy time as "we will dispute every point.

After the fall of Fort Anderson, however, Hoke had little hope

of being able to hold Wilmington. He therefore ordered the removal

of tobacco and cotton from the port city.6^
Now the Union troops moved rapidly. While Terry's

forces pressed Hoke on the east side of the Cape Fear, Cox's

forces moved up the west side against Town Creek. Cox was able

to cross Town Creek and position himself in the rear cf Hagood.

In the meantime Hoke was falling back, using Kirkland's brigade

as his rear guard. Hoke finally reached the outerworks of

Wilmington, four miles below the city at Fork Road. There he

entrenched and checked Terry’s advance. To strengthen his

defensive force, Hoke issued an order that "everyone who can

bear arms, should." By late afternoon of February 20 Cox had

outflanked Hagood by landing Union troops above him at Cowan's

House, north of Town Creek. Therefore Hoke ordered Hagood to

continue his retreat toward Wilmington.6^

„60
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Although Bragg had returned from Richmond during this

period, he had provided Hoke with little assistance. Instead

he went on to Goldsboro.^ By February 21 Hoke had few options

Schofield had placed one corps in front of him and movedleft.

the other west of the Cape Fear. Hoke realized that he would

have to surrender the city or his whole force would be trapped.

Consequently he retired through Wilmington to safety on the

west side of the northeast branch of the Cape Fear.

In passing through Wilmington Hoke and his men, acting

under orders from General Lee, set fire to all the cotton, tobacco,

and other goods that they could not transport out of the city to

prevent their falling into Union hands. The amount they could

save was very little because of inadequate transportation. Hoke

also set fire to two privately owned shipyards. Consequently

as Hoke retreated over the Northeast River, "a mass of black

smoke had settled like a ball over the silent town."^

63
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Wilmington fell to the Union forces on February 22.

Hoke's troops escaped by crossing the Northeast River on pontoons

just ahead of advancing Union troops. Hoke's men had just com-

pleted cutting the pontoons when the Union forces arrived.^ Hoke

reestablished a strong defensive line along the Northeast River,

having a strong force to protect both the road and the railroad.66
For Robert Hoke, it had been a long arduous period

from the beginning of the war through the fall of Wilmington.

Now he must have felt similarly to one of his men who wrote home

just prior to Wilmington's fall that "despair and death is the

order of the day.

assured Lee that he would "dispute every point" and this promise

he had kept.

..67 But Hoke had made a promise to Lee. He had
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CHAPTER VI

WISE FORK, BENTONVILLE, AND THE END

The fall of Wilmington on February 22, 1865, dis-

heartened General Robert Hoke. As he and his men retired across

the Northeast River north of Wilmington, the defeat weighted

heavily on his mind. There were further contests with the

Union ahead, however, and Hoke could not let his depression

deter him.

As Hoke returned northward from Wilmington he

stopped twenty-five miles up the Wilmington and Weldon Rail-

road and established his headquarters at Burgaw Station on

the Rockfish Creek. After setting up his defenses, Hoke

considered reorganizing his brigades, but upon studying the

situation Hoke decided to leave his numerically reduced

His division was composed of the brigades1
brigades intact.

of Hagood, Cl'ingman, Kirkland, and Colquitt,

ship on his troops was the weariness they suffered in the move

from Wilmington to Rockfish Creek since they were forced to

move by night and rest during the day in order to avoid detec-
O

tion by the numerically superior Union army.

A further hard-

Now at Rockfish

1
Hagood, Memoirs, 349; Raleigh Conservative, March 1,

1865: Calder Diary, February 23 to March 5, 1865.
p
David McGready to Katherine Buie, February 27, 1865,

Buie Papers.
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Creek Bragg ordered Hoke to "use the broken down cavalry" and

anyone else he could find to establish guards along the creek

to prevent "stragglers and unauthorized persons" from abandoning

the Confederate cause.
3

While Hoke was dealing with these problems, the Union

forces were also active. General John Schofield, then commander

of the Department of North Carolina, was under orders from General

William I. Sherman to establish a Union outlet from Goldsboro to

Wilmington to supplement the main supply line being established

from New Bern to Goldsboro. Schofield sent reinforcements to

Brigadier General Innis Palmer, the Union commander at New Bern,

and ordered him to advance on Kinston.^ On February 25, Schofield,

then at Wilmington, learned that Palmer still had not commenced

his movement on Kinston; therefore he sent Brigadier General

Jacob D. Cox to assume command under orders to "push forward at

once." On March 1, Cox relieved Palmer of command of the District

of Beaufort, which included the New Bern-Morehead City area.
5
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On the Confederate side, North Carolina, after the fall

of Wilmington, veered close to "military chaos." Control of the

troops was divided between Generals P. T. G. Beauregard, William

Hardee, Wade Hampton, and Braxton Bragg,

these troops must be placed under a single command if the Confeder-

ates were to have even the slightest possibility of stopping

With this in mind, President Davis,

It was obvious that

either Schofield or Sherman.

on February 22, 1865, appointed General Joseph E. Johnston to

the position of commander of the Confederate forces in North

Carolina.6
At Rockfish Creek Hoke, with some 6,000 troops, anxious-

ly awaited further developments. Hoke began to feel the vuner-

ability of his position as Sherman rapidly approached North

Carolina. Although Sherman many weeks earlier had made the

decision to use Goldsboro as his next base of supply, this plan

was unknown to Hoke. Hoke believed that the^e was a good

possibility that Sherman's objective was Wilmington. Conse-

quently, to hinder Sherman's possible movements as much as possible,

Hoke cut both railroads coming into Wilmington from Manchester and

Charlotte. Upon completing this task, Hoke was ordered by Bragg

6
Seitz. Braxton Bragg, 511; Freeman, Lee's Lieutenants,

III, 642-646.
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to block Cox's forces as the Union was not going to be allowed

to take Goldsboro uncontested.^ Bragg reasoned that the proper

place to oppose Cox would be just south of Kinston. On March 5

Hoke began to move his men to Kinston by rail, with Hagood's

brigade bring up the rear. Compounding Hoke's problems was the

low morale of his man. These troops had been kept so busy that

they had not had the opportunity to change their clothes for

many days.^
In spite of this, by 7:00 a.m., March 8, all of Hoke's

men were in Kinston. Besides having the support of this division

Bragg was also to be reinforced by General Daniel H. Hill's

division from John Hood's army. Together Hoke and Hill would
Q

attempt to stop or at least delay Cox.'

In the meantime Cox with two divisions, one under Jnnis

Palmer and the other under Brigadier General Samuel P. Carter,

was moving toward Kinston. A third division under Major General

Thomas H. Huger was in reserve, giving Cox a total force of about

13,000 men.10
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Arriving in Kinston ahead of Bragg and Hill, Hoke had

his men erect breastworks on the northwest side of the Neuse River

at Tull's Farm and across the Dover, Neuse, and British Roads.

The next day, March 7, he established trenches on the west bank

of Southwest Creek, three miles below Kinston. The creek was

considered strategically important to the defense of Kinston since

all wagon roads running from Kinston to New Bern crossed it. Also

the Wilmington Road and the Atlantic and North Carolina Railroad

passed over Southwest Creek. The Neuse Road ran close to the

south bank of the river going east while the railroad crossed in

an almost straight line to New Bern. The Dover Road branched off

from the Neuse Road not far from Kinston and extended west through

nearby swamps. Only the Trent Road did not cross the creek. It

moved north from Trenton, met the Neuse Road just east of Wise

Hoke was establishing his positions on March 7 when Bragg

wired that he would like to meet with Hoke and Hill that evening

at the Howard House which he was using as headquarters.

In the meantime as Cox's army was approaching Kinston,

he discovered almost immediately that it was Hoke who opposed him

and assumed that because of Palmer's earlier delay, Hoke had been

Fork.

11
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given ample time to establish a strong defensive position. In

spite of this belief, Cox planned "to take Kinston at once.

When the Union forces reached the Southwest Creek, Cox found that

Hoke had destroyed the bridges over the creek. Therefore he moved

up to the swamp bordering the creek near Wise Fork. Cox then

ordered the Twelfth New York Cavalry to patrol to the left,
13

watching for any Confederate crossings along the creek.

March 7 saw only a little artillery fire as Hoke awaited

the arrival of Bragg and Hill. During the latter part of the day

Bragg arrived and a plan of attack was decided upon. According to

their plan, upon Hill's arrival he was to relieve Hoke in the

entrenchments while Hoke made his way across the creek and assaulted

Cox’s left flank. Then at the moment of Hoke's assault, Hill was

14
to cross the creek and attack Cox's right flank.

ii 12
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Hill arrived about midnight on March 7 with 2,000

soldiers. Some were veterans of the Army of Tennessee while

others were the boys of North Carolina's Junior Reserves. With

these additions, Bragg's forces now numbered between 8,000 and

10,000 men. As planned, Hill relieved Hoke, who with the Sixty-

Seventh North Carolina Regiment in the lead, marched back to the

Trenton Road, moved through thick underbrush and crossed the

Southwest Creek. Upon reaching the British Road, Hoke turned

northward. By making this long detour through thick woods and

swamps, Hoke arrived near Coble's Mill and on Cox's left flank.

Becoming aware of Confederate activity, Colonel Charles L. Upham

moved his regiment, the Twenty-seventh Massachusetts, to the

British Road, forming his men into a line just south of the

Dover Road. He also ordered up a section of artillery that, never

reached him, because Upham was forced to retreat, finding himself

outflanked on both sides.

At 11:30 a.m. March 8, Hoke's guns began firing and

at approximately noon, Hill crossed the creek in an attempt to

turn the Union right flank. Hill was easily able to drive the

Union troops back. Hoke then wired Bragg to have Hill intercept

the retiring Union troops at the intersection of the Neuse and

British Road. Hoke believed that if he was successful this would

be the point where Hill would be able to intercept the retreating

Hill carried out his task immediately, but whenFederal forces.
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he reached the intersection at 4:30 p.m

troops retreating. He did hear Hoke's men firing in the distance,

suggesting that Hoke was not advancing as expected. Hill then

received word from Bragg that he should march down the British

Road to attack Union forces in their rear. But when Union cavalry

appeared on his front, Hill decided to withdraw behind Southwest

CreekJ5

he failed to find Union• i

Hoke in the meantime in a very successful move captured

almost 1,000 Union soldiers and killed nearly 500 more. Hoke had

earlier called all of his brigadiers to the extreme right for a

conference. There Hoke informed them of his plan to extend further

to the right, hoping they would not be discovered by the Union

army. With this in mind, Hoke moved to the Union left flank with

cavalry iri front and no skirmish lines out. Upon reaching Coble's

Mill, he was able to assault the Union forces unentrenched on their

15
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flank, and he "rolled them up with but little loss to himself."

While Hoke's men advanced, wading knee deep through a swamp, they

came under heavy fire. There Hoke ordered his officers to have

their men cheer. As the "Rebel Yell" was heard, Hoke was able,

through his coolness and presence of mind, to turn possible defeat

into victory. It seems that when Hoke's men shouted "like a

tornado among the pines" that both the Union and Confederate

armies were prevented from seeing that he was surprised by the

unexpected Union musket fire. Hoke finally had to stop the

advance to rearrange his lines as his forces had become disorganized

by the thick underbrush in the area. By the time Hoke was ready

to move again, the Union troops had been able to entrench and it

By sundown the Union troops were in awas approaching dusk,

position oblique to their first position and in the general

direction of the Lower Trent Road, with the right flank almost

reaching the Neuse Road. Meanwhile, Hoke positioned himself in

front of the mill pond on the British Road with his left flank

just short of the rail road.^
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The first day of the Battle of Wise Fork belonged to

Hoke and the Confederates in spite of the fact that the Union

lines remained intact and Hill apparently had wasted time with

useless troop movements.

Thomas H. Ruger's Division, Cox's losses were more than compensated

for. Cox realizing that sooner or later the Confederates would

have to withdraw now desired to fight a defensive battle. With

this in mind, he had his men build a line of breastworks along

their entire front. In addition, Schofield who on March 8

17 But with the arrival of General

arrived in New Bern from Wilmington, informed Cox that there was

no hurry since the remainder of the Twenty-Third Corps was moving

from Wilmington to reinforce himJ^
By the morning of March 9, Hoke and Hill had completed

a line of breastworks along the British Road and another one

nearly at a right angle to it, covering the railroad down to

Then at daylight Hoke, with three of histhe Southwest Creek.

17
Report of Jacob D. Cox, May 16, 1865, Official Records,

Annies, ser. I, XLVII, pt. 1 , 979; William Calder to Phila Lazarus
Calder, March 8, 1865, Calder Papers; Henry J. H. Thompson to
Lucretia E. Thompson, March II, 1865, Thompson Papers.

^Abstract from Journal of Jacob D. Cox, March 8-10, 1865,
Official Records, Armies., ser. J, XLVII, pt. I, 932; Cox, March to
the_Se_a, 159; Schofield to Grant, March 9, 1865, Official Records,
TErinies, ser. I, XLVII, pt. 2, 743; Elliot, '‘Kirkland's Brigade," 169.



135

brigades, moved back across the breastworks, by the Neuse Road,

and left flank planning to again assault Cox's right flank. When

Hoke reached his desired position, he found the Union forces

strongly entrenched. He therefore returned to a position on Hill's

right without attempting an attack. In the meantime Hill, in

order to divert attention, had captured a Union pickett line, but

was unable to hold it. Later in the day Hoke conferred with Hill

about the possible return of Hagood's brigade to his division,
19

but nothing came of this discussion.

Bragg continued to believe they could defeat Cox even

though Hoke had been forced to give up the planned attack on March

9. Therefore Bragg ordered Hoke to make a flanking movement on the

Union left using reinforcements expected from the Army of Tennessee.

Hill was to create a diversion on Hoke's front. The attack was

set for the following morning.^0
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Record's, Armies, XLVII, pt, 1 , 1087; Elliot, "Kirkland's Brigade,"
170; Johnston to Vance, March 9, 1865, Offi ci al Records, Arnri es ,

ser. 1, XLVII, pt. 2, 1360; Rose, "History of the Sixty-Sixth
Regiment," Clark, Histories, III, 697; Calder Diary, March 9, 1865.

Report of Daniel H. Hill, March 29, 1865, Official
Records, Armies, ser. 1, XLVII, 1086.
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As March 10 dawned "rainy and dismal," Hoke moved his

entire division at daylight down the Central Road detouring

through the low swamp country. Everything went "quietly and

safely," as many of the Union soldiers thought the Confederates

had retreated. About 8:00 a. m. Hoke made his assault on the

Union right near the Lower Trent Road. The assault was made en^

echelon, with Kirkland and Colquitt in the advance line and

Clingman and Hagood in the second line. When Hoke was checked

by a strong Union skirmish line, he ordered Kirkland to attack

using his entire brigade. As Kirkland moved to do this, a guide

told a Confederate captain that "his [Kirkland's] brigade has

not gone far enough to the right and Hoke is doing wrong to

Kirkland's charge through the woods drove back

the Union skirmishers but that was all. Kirkland then called on

n 21attack here.

Hoke for reinforcements, but before they could arrive Kirkland's

brigade had to retreat suffering a substantial loss of about
??

300 men.

"21
Elliot, "Kirkland's Brigade," 170; Henry J. A,

Thompson to Lucretia E. Thompson, March 11, 1864, Thompson Papers.

Hagood, Memoirs, 354; W. H. Rose,"History of the
Sixty-Sixth Regiment," Clark, Histories, III, 697; Elliot,
"Kirkland's Brigade," 170.
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Earlier in the day, Kirkland's assault had been the

signal for Hill to advance. At that time Hill pressed forward

capturing an entrenched line of Union skirmishers. Then Hill

stopped momentarily in order to bring up reserves when he learned

that Hoke was retiring. Hoke had decided to do this after finding

Union forces strongly entrenched and having Kirkland's brigade

"roughly handled." When Bragg learned of Hoke's retreat, he

ordered Hill to do the same. That night the Confederates crossed

the Neuse River and camped near Kinston. Cox did not pursue.23
Although the Union was left in control of the battle-

field, the Battle of Wise Fork must be considered a Confederate

victory. Hoke’s March 8 assault on Cox's flank was an excellent

military maneuver. He effected substantial loss on Union forces

and successfully checked Cox's advance toward Goldsboro. Although

they were unable to defeat the Union forces, Hoke and Hill ac-

comp!ished part of their task in that they successfully stalled

23
Calder Diary, March 10, 1865; Elliot, "Kirkland's

Brigade," 170; Report of Daniel H. Hill, March 29, 1865, Official
Records, Armies, ser. 1, Xl.VII, pt. 1 , 1088. For the details of
the Union-activities, see Abstracts from the Journal of Major
General Jacob D. Cox, March 8-March 10, 1865; J. M. Drake, The
History of the Ninth New Jersey Veteran Volunteers (New York,
1830JV 275-279.
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for time while Johnston united the armies of Beauregard,Hardee, and

Hoke's successful move gave the Confederates ten valuable

days, as Cox had to repair the railroad bridge over the Neuse River

and bring up pontoons for the wagons before continuing his march to

Goldsboro.

Hampton.

The Battle of Wise Fork was, however, to be so over-

shadowed by other military events of March, 1865, that it has

received very little attention.

Hoke's one mistake at the battle occurred on March 10,

during the Kirkland assault. On that day Hoke had apparently

not moved far enough to Cox's left before ordering Kirkland to

move forward. Later Hoke contended that he merely wanted Kirkland

to move toward the Union lines to discover their strength and

location. Kirkland, on the other hand, was under the impression

that Hoke had ordered him first to skirmish and then to attack

Consequently, when Kirkland did attack, he found the

Union forces well prepared and protected by small pine trees.

Once again the major flaw in Hoke's military ability emerged.

this instance Hoke was unable to co-ordinate his brigades well

enough to enable success, and therefore had to be satisfied with
24

the accomplishments of March 8.

in strength.

In

24
For Confederate reaction to Hoke's mistake of March

10, 1865, see Rose, "History of the Sixty-Sixth Regiment,"
Clark, Histories, III, 697; Elliot, "Kirkland's Brigade," 172;
Henry J. H, Thompson to Lucretia E. Thompson, March 15, 1865,
Thompson Papers; Calder Diary, March 10, 1865; Edward Wills to
Anna Maria Whitaker Wills, March 19, 1865, Wills Papers.
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After the Battle of Wise Fork, Hoke crossed the Neuse

River on March 11. He then moved his men to Smithfield via

Goldsboro as rapidly as possible. The Confederate ironclad

Neuse, covered his retreat, after which she was destroyed. Hoke

had left Hagood to delay Cox's troops as long as possible before

moving to Smithfield.^5
Hoke's journey from Kinston to Smithfield was described

by one of his men as "a pleasant march through a fine planting

country of the valley of the Neuse." It took Hoke five days to

complete the trip. He and his men passed through Smithfield,

crossed the Neuse River at Turner's Bridge and on March 16 camped

two miles outside the town of Black Creek. The next day passed

uneventfully as Hoke allowed his men to have a much deserved rest.

Finally on March 18, Hoke marched his men fifteen miles to
9f)

Bentonville where they camped and spent a pleasant night.

25
Hagood, Mernoirs, 355; Calder Diary, March 12, 1865;,

■James Cherry to Lunsford B. Cherry, March 12, 1865, Crisp Papers;
Bragg to Hoke, March 11, 1865; Bragg to Hoke, March 11. 1865,
Official Records, Armies, ser. 1, XLVII, pt. 2, 1378.

26
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Bragg to Hoke, March 18, 1865, Bragg to Hoke, March 18, 1865,
Official Records, Armies, ser. 1, XLVII, pt. 2, 1435.
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While Hoke, Bragg, and Hill had been delaying Cox at

Kinston, Sherman's army was rapidly approaching North Carolina.

By early March, Sherman's cavalry commanded by General Judson

Kilpatrick, had moved into the state. North Carolina felt

Sherman's power on March 9, when the right wing of his main army

advanced into North Carolina. Fayetteville fell on March 11.

Three days later, Sherman's army some 60,000 strong, had crossed

theCape Fear River and was apparently moving to unite his forces

with Schofield's army. On the right, Sherman's army was the

Seventeenth Corps followed by the Fifteenth Corps, while on the

left was the Fourteenth and Twentieth Corps. The right wing was

commanded by Major General Oliver 0. Howard while Major General

Henry W. Slocum commanded the left. In observing Sherman's moves,

Johnston was not certain whether Sherman would march toward

Goldsboro or Raleigh; therefore he united his army at Smithfield.

This move would allow Johnston to oppose Sherman no matter which

direction he chose. Johnston had previously concluded that he
07

must attempt to prevent the juncture of Sherman and Schofield.

27
Joseph E. Johnston, Narrative of Military Operation

(New York, 1874), 382, hereinafter cited as Johnston, Narrative;
Grant to Schofield, February 25, 1865, Official Record's, Armies,
ser. 1, XLVII, pt. 2, 579. *
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It was for this reason that Hoke had been ordered to Smithfield.

Here his division consisted of the brigades of Hagood., Kirkland,

Colquitt, and Clingman, plus a new arrival, Nethercutt's brigade

of North Carolina Junior Reservists. This gave Hoke an effective

fighting force of 5,557 men and boys.28 Besides Hoke's division,

Johnston's army included fragments of John B. Hood's Army of Tennessee

and detachments from military departments along the Atlantic coast.

All of these, including Hoke's division, gave Johnston a force of

some 20,000 men.

As Sherman marched through Harnett County, he met with

stiff resistance from General William T. Hardee. During the

Battle of Aversboro, Hardee was able to stop the advance of the

Union's Twentieth Corps. In the meantime Howard's right wing

kept moving toward Goldsboro. This movement caused Slocum's

left winy to become "strung out" and the distance between the two

wings increased. Noting the widening Union gap, Johnston began

to develop strategy for the attack on Sherman's army that would

become known as the Battle of Bentonville. His plan was to isolate

and then attack one of the Union wings before Sherman could

regroup his army.29

28
Abstract from field return of Hoke's division for

March 17, 1855, Official Records, Armies, ser. 1, XLVII, pt. 2,
1424.

29
Barrett, Civil War in North Carolina, 324.
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Early on March 18, Johnston learned that Sherman was

definitely moving toward Goldsboro. He reasoned that the heads

of Sherman's two columns were about one day's march apart,

was his chance. In order to prepare an attack on the left column

Johnston ordered his men at Smithfield under Hoke and Hardee to

This

move to Bentonville and camp between the town and road on which
30

Slocum's column was marching.

The fateful morning of March 19 dawned "clear and

beautiful," with the sun shining for the first time in several

weeks. Confederate cavalry under General Wade Hampton moved

forward and dismounted in order to give Johnston protection while

he deployed his men. Hoke was placed on the Confederate left,

straddling the Goldsboro Road. He was under orders by Johnston to

be ready to move "at a moment's notice." In front of Hoke was

"a low wet pine woods . . . having considerable undergrowth. ..31

30
Bragg to Stewart, March 18, 1865, Official Records,

Armies, ser. 1, XLVII, pt. 2, 1428; Bragg to Hoke, March 18, 1865,
Offlclal Records, Armies, ser. 1, XLVII, pt. 2, 1435; Calder Diary,
March T3, ”1864. for an excellent overa-!! account of the Battle of
Bentonvilie, see Jay Luvaas.Johnston's Last Stand: Bentonvilie,
(Fayettevi1le, 1965), hereinafter cited as Luvaas .Johnston's Last
Stand.

31
Hagood, Memoirs, 358.
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Hoke positioned the center of his forces across the Goldsboro

Road almost at right angles. Hagood was placed on the left with

Colquitt next to him forming the first line of battle. Clingman

and Kirkland formed the second line. This formation was soon

changed when Hoke learned that Union forces were moving to his left.

To counter this Kirkland was brought up and placed on Hagood's left.

In this new formation Hoke's left flank extended to the eastern

edge of the Cole plantation while his right spread out some 400

yards into a thicket south of the planatation.

of artillery were on his right commanding the ground in front.^
Although Bragg remained in command of the division, it was only

nominally, as Hoke gave most of the actual field orders.

As far as the other Confederate troops were concerned,

Johnston wanted Hardee when he arrived with his two divisions to

His two batteries

Further to the right was A. P.place himself on Hoke's right.

Stewart's corps from the Army of Tennessee which prolonged the

line until it was parallel to the Goldsboro Road. The end result

of Johnston's troop placement was, according to one historian, a

line looking very similar to a hugh sickle. Hoke's men represented

the handle, while Stewart's and Hardee's men the "cutting edge."

32
Johnston, Narrative, 385; Hagood, Memoirs, 358; Bragg

to Hoke, March 17, 1865, Official Records, Amies, ser. 1. XLVII,
pt. 2, 1422.
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Then if all went well, General Jeff Davis, commander of the

Fourteenth Corps, would approach "unexpectedly" upon Hoke's road

At this point according to

Johnston's plan Stewart and Hampton who had moved from in front of

Hoke to his right would attack the Fourteenth Corps on its left

flank, before the Union could recover.

OO

up the hoped for Confederate success.

During the early morning hours of March 19, Johnston,

block on the Goldsboro Road.

Hardee was to then follow

together with Hoke and Hardee, rode among their men building
OA

morale for the upcoming battle."1’ Then as planned when the Union

forces approached, Hampton's cavalry withdrew through Hoke's

lines and moved to the extreme right.^ On the other side Sherman,

confident that the Confederates were not planning an attack, had

left Slocum's column early that morning to be closer to Schofield
36

as he approached Goldsboro.
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Before Hoke had deployed all him men, the Union soldiers

from Brigadier General William Carlin's division, leading the

Fourteenth Corps, encountered and drove back his skirmishers.

The reason for Hoke's lack of readiness appears to have been a

combination of lack of roads for accessibility and a thick woods

concealing the Union forces.

For the Union troops, March 19 had begun uneventfully

except that on that day they were somewhat closer to Goldsboro

When Carlin's men first encounteredand a much needed rest.

Hoke's picketts, Slocum, commanding the left column, ordered hirn

to "clear the road." Carlin's division had moved only three miles

when they found the Goldsboro Road blocked by Hoke's infantry.

After driving in Hoke's skirmishers, Carlin's leading brigade,

commanded by Brigadier General Harrison C. Hobert, reached the

Cole House when Hoke's artillery opened fire. This artillery

assault scattered Carlin's men. Hobart moved his brigade forward

and to the left into a wooded ravine. There he was joined by

Brigadier General George P. Buell's brigade. The third brigade

of Carlin's division, commanded by Colonel David Miles, moved to

the right of Goldsboro Road. Believing that the opposing

Confederate force was weak, Jeff Davis, commander of the Four-

teenth Corps, ordered Buell to advance. In conformity with this
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order the Union troops "vigorously" attacked Hoke, concentrating

on his left flank, held by Hagood and Kirkland. Believing Hoke

would not be able to hold his ground, Bragg asked Johnston for

"strong reinforcements." To meet this request, Hardee, just

arriving on the scene, was ordered to send up General Lafayette

McLaws ‘s Division. McLaws arrived just in time to see Hoke's men

repulse the Union assault "after a sharp contest of half an hour,

at short range.

line, but it was quickly re-established by Confederates concealed

under the cover of log and earth obstructions.^
the Confederate cavalry commander Wade Hampton, in describing the

..37 Buell had been able to break Hoke's skirmish

After the war

Union assault said, "Hoke repulsed the attack made on him, fully
.,39and handsomely.
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At 11:00 a.m. Major General James D. Morgan's brigade

arrived on the scene, "brushed by Hoke," and moved to the right,

south of the Goldsboro Road. In attempting to implement Johnston's

plan, the initial Confederate attack on the Fourteenth Corps was

delayed until mid-afternoon because of Carlin's attack on Hoke.

The attack finally commenced around 3:00 p.m. with Hardee, Stewart,

and Hill leading the charge. Hoke and his men, not involved in the

initial assault, watched from their entrenchments. Later one of

them described the scene as seen from their trenches:

It looked like a picture and at our distance was
truly beautiful. . . it was a painful sight to see
how close their battle flags were together, regiments
being scarcely larger than companies and a division
not much larger than a regiment should be.^

The left flank of Davis' Fourteenth Corps was crushed by the

Confederate blow led by Hardee's command. The Union brigades

of Buell and Hobart were driven back upon the Twentieth Corps

which was then arriving on the scene.

It was not, however, until the Confederates stopped to

regroup and to prepare a second charge that Hoke was finally

ordered into action.^ Why Bragg was so slow in ordering Hoke

forward has never been fully explained.

40
T. C. Davis, "History of the Fourth Regiment," Clark,

Histories , II, 675.
41
Report of George W. Grammond, March 25, 1865, Official

Records, Armies, ser. 1, XLVII, pt. 1, 504.
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In the meantime Morgan's division located south of the

Goldsboro Road, had also become involved in the fighting. As

Carlin was retreating, Davis ordered Morgan to move forward with

Brigadier General Benjamin D. Fearing's brigade in order to

"plug the gap" left by the retreating men. As Fearing moved

forward, he "stumbled" on the Confederate left flank, commanded

by Hill. Fearing's subsequent charge forced Hill's men back until

Fearing himself was flanked and forced to retreat. Then the

fighting in this area died down to a skirmish. Of particular

importance was Fearing's retreat which created a separation

between him and the rest of Morgan's division. The next Con-

federate assault was directed against Morgan's division. Hill's

corps flanked Morgan and successfully moved against the rear of

Morgan's breastworks. At this point Hoke expressed the desire to

exploit Hill's success by moving his men into the gap opened in

the Union lines, but Bragg disagreed. Instead Bragg ordered

Hoke's attack to be made on Morgan's front.

Consequently at 4:30 p.m. Hoke engaged in a heavy and

general assault along Morgan's line. Hoke's men as they were

"struggling forward" in a pine thicket were allowed to approach

very close before the Union opened fire. A Union lieutenant
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colonel called this "the most terrific fire I ever listened

ii 42to. Nothing could withstand it. In spite of this heavy

fire, Hoke's men rallied, but they were driven back again. Also

at the time of the heaviest fighting the Union commander Brigadier

General William Vanderer claimed that he had captured Hoke, but

that Hoke later escaped.^ Nothing has been found to substantiate

this claim therefore it appears that Vanderer was mistaken.

With Hoke now in front of Vanderer, a second column led

by McLaws approached, but Vanderer by firing into what had been his

rear was able to hold his position.44 In the fierce fighting,

Hoke's troops suffered 596 casualties. One regiment, the Thirty-

Sixth North Carolina, lost 152 out of 267 men.^5 Another, the

Thirty-First North Carolina, had 50% casualties.^ Hagood blamed

Bragg for these heavy losses. He later wrote: "The Confederate

loss would have been inconsiderable and our success eminent had it

42
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pt. 2, 504.
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not been for Bragg's undertaking to give a tactical order

[Hoke's frontal assault of Morgan] upon a field that he had not

Also at the time of Hoke's frontal assault on Morgan,

Hill was driven back by a brigade from the Twentieth Corps,

commanded by Brigadier General William Cogswell, which has recently

arrived on the scene.

-47seen.

The third and final Confederate attack of March 19 came

at 5:00 p.m. and was aimed at the Union's Twentieth Corps, then

positioned to the left of the Union lines. While Hoke and Hill

were unsuccessfully attacking Morgan, Hardee struck the Twentieth

Corps. He found them ready and waiting. After five attacks had

failed to dislodge the Union forces, Hardee's men finally withdrew

at sundown to the position they had occupied that morning,

night both sides spent a considerable amount of time and energy

building defensive positions. Hoke's men reoccupied the first

line of defense.

That

48

Union reinforcements from Howard's wing began arriving

by daybreak on March 20. The Seventeenth Corps, commanded by

Major General Frank P. Blair, had begun its march at 3:00 a.m.

and was later joined by the Fifteenth Corps. They both moved

westward on the Goldsboro Road. By noon Major General Charles R.

Wood's division leading Howard's wing was marching upon Hoke's

rear. This forced Hoke to abandon the breastworks in his rear and

47
Hagood, Memoirs, 361.

48
Hagood, Memoirs, 362.
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establish a new position parallel to the Goldsboro Road but near

enough to command it. Hoke's breastworks were fortified with

"logs filled with earth, dug up with bayonets, tin pans, and a

few spades and shovels. .,49 But by 4:00 p.m. Sherman's army was

united, and by dusk Howard was firmly entrenched opposite Hoke.

Johnston was now surrounded on three sides with his

only escape route being via the Mill Creek Bridge in his rear.

His line was now "shaped in a V form." On the west side facing

the Union left wing was Brigadier General William B. Taliaferro's

division and the corps of Major General William B. Bates and Hill,

the east side was held by Hoke and McLaws both under Hardee's

command. Later when Johnston learned that Sherman's left overlapped

his right, he moved McLaws's division to Hoke's left. Guarding the

flanks were the cavalry forces of Generals Wade Hampton and Joseph

Wheeler. Sherman’s left was held by the Twentieth Corps and the

right, now opposite Hoke's new position, was helped by the Fif-

teentn Corps. The Seventeenth Corps was positioned on the

extreme right, while Kilpatrick's cavalry remained on the left

flank.50
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Although there was little heavy fighting on March 20,

there was skirmishing along the entire front during the day.

Most of the fighting that did occur on this date took place on

Hoke's front. Here the Union forces notices that Kirkland's

brigade had not fully entrenched following the change in Hoke's

position, so between noon and sunset the Union forces made repeated

In the face of "a withering fire" by the North Carolina

Junior Reservists, the Union forces were forced to withdraw.^
Later after the war Hoke commented on the Junior Reserves in

assaults.

general and this assault in particular saying "they [The Junior

Reserves] repulsed every charge that was made upon them with very

meagre and rapidly thrown up breastworks. Their conduct in camp,

on the march, and on the battlefield was everything that could
-.52be expected of them,

than these young North Carolinians was very impressed with their

performance and complimented them "very highly" for their role in

the Battle of Bentonville.33

Hoke himself less than ten years older

51
Benjamin S. Williams to Esther Williams, March 23, 1865,
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Johnston now on the defensive remained in his position

the entire day, apparently hoping Sherman would attack. Sherman's

main objective at this time was not the destruction of Johnston's

army but the uniting with Schofield in Goldsboro and the resupply

of his army. Throughout the rainy night of March 20, the Con-

federates went without sleep, expecting to receive orders to fall

back across the Mill Creek at anytime.

The following day, March 21, saw heavy skirmishing

along the entire Confederate front, but little of it was directed

at Hoke. Some of the heaviest fighting on this date occurred

on the Confederate right involving Stewart's and Taliaferro's

men. The most serious fighting developed late in the afternoon

on the extreme Confederate left in what became the famous Mower

raid. It seems that during this raid the Union Brigadier General

Joseph A. Mower was able to get into Johnston's rear and almost

succeeded in capturing the bridge over Mill Creek, Johnston's

only means of escape,

back by Hardee.

Mower, however, was repulsed and thrown

54
Report of Johnston. March 27, 1865, Official Records,

Armies, ser. 1, XLVII, pt. 1, 1057; Calder Diary, March 20, 1865.
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Upon learning during the night of March 21 that Schofield

had entered Goldsboro, Johnston ordered an immediate retreat. At

2:00 a.m. he moved his men back across the Mill Creek Bridge at

Bentonvilie and retreated toward Smithfield.55 The men marched

back through deep mud for five miles to the other side of the

creek, then stopped forming a defensive line.56
Confederates were said to be "in high spirits.

Hoke and his men passed a relatively quiet day on March

22 as, together with the rest of Johnston's soldiers, they marched

back toward Smithfield to their former location at Black Creek.

They camped five miles outside the town and spent a quiet night.5^
The next two days were also calm as the Confederates moved less

than six miles.

At this time the

..57

Hoke's men spent their time resting, drilling,

and holding reviews while waiting for Sherman to make his next
59 Sherman, in the meantime, was content to march on to

Goldsboro and made no vigorous attempt to pursue Johnston.

move.
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Hoke's role in the Battle of Bentonville was essentially

Yet, in spite of this subordinate role, he

did play a very significant role in Johnston's attempt to defeat

Had Hoke been in complete command of his division or more

specifically had he not been obliged to share his command with Bragg,

perhaps more of his military leadership ability would have emerged.

At any rate, Hoke's men, including the young Junior Reservist

behaved arid fought admirably at Bentonville.

seen in Carlin's assault on the morning of March 19, as his men

successfully held fast even though Bragg lost confidence in them.

By calling up reinforcements at this time, Bragg cost Johnston

valuable time and the delay weakened the Confederate offensive.

Hoke's best chance to prove himself was foiled by Bragg when

late in the day of March 19, Hoke desired to exploit Hill's

breakthrough; unfortunately Hoke was stopped by Bragg.

By restraining Hoke and forcing him to assault Morgan's

front, Bragg cost the lives of many of Hoke's men.

proposal that the gap in the Union lines should be exploited was

clearly the better military tactic.

were not allowed to use their commander's plan, they gallantly

assaulted Morgan's front in a futile attempt to dislodge the

Even if Hoke had been able to utilize his plan and

that of a subordinate.

Sherman.

This can best be

Hoke's

But even when Hoke's men

Union forces.
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had defeated Morgan, it is doubtful if it would have

accomplished much as Hoke and Hill still had to face the

Twentieth Corps. This corps protected by strong breastworks

and supported by cavalry and artillery could have undoubtedly

remained intact until reinforcements arrived. Despite this fact,

Hoke's men continued to display throughout the Battle of

Bentonville their usual faith and confidence in their leader.

After the war Johnston blamed Bragg for a large part

of the technical errors made at Bentonville. Indirectly express-

ing confidence in Hoke's military ability, Johnston stated that
/r d

he wished he had sent Bragg to Raleigh on March 18.

course, would have left twenty-seven year old Hoke in complete

command of the men holding the extremely strategic position

across the Goldsboro Road. Johnston obviously thought that it

would have been more advantageous to the Confederate cause if the

young Hoke rather than Bragg had been in command of this position.

For the duration of the first week following the battle,

Johnston located his army in the vicinity of Smithfield while

he waited to see which way Sherman would move. Anticipating

that Sherman might attempt to march to Virginia in order to unite

with Grant in an attack on Lee, Johnston wanted to be in a position

to block such a move. There was also the possibility that Johnston

and Lee might find it advantageous to unite their armies. During

This, of

60
Joseph Johnston to Robert Hoke, September 27, January

27, 1871, Hoke Papers. After the war Johnston wrote Hoke on
several occasions requesting information concerning Hoke's role
in the battle. But as usual Hoke apparently failed to respond.
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this week Hoke and the Confederate forces were brought in and

Johnston had time to reorganize his men. On March 30, following

a conference between Hoke and Johnston, Johnson Hagood, one of

Hoke's most trusted brigade commanders, was sent by Hoke to South

Carolina to recruit and round up absentee soldiers.6^
Johnston's reorganized army consisted of about 15,000

fighting men. Johnston chose as his new corps commanders Generals

Hardee, S. D. Lee, and A. P. Stewart. Hoke's division was placed

with Hardee's corps. Following Johnston's reorganization a

grand review of the army was held on April 6. Governor Zebu!on

Vance was among those who reviewed the troops in the morning.

Then that afternoon at Hoke's headquarters Vance delivered a

speech to the Junior Reservists. Vance stated that the Confederates

cause was "by no means hopeless.

division provoked "special admiration" from the governor and were
r o

loudly cheered by the ladies who had come out from Raleigh.

..62 The Junior Reserves of Hoke's

61
Hagood, Memoirs, 365. After Hagood's departure the

memoirs of his brigade were’ finished by one of his captains.
62
Hagood, Memoirs, 367; Calder Diary, April 7, 1865;

Raleigh Confederate, April'10, 1865.

Raleigh Confederate, April 10, 1865; Calder Diary,
63

April 8, 1865.
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General Johnston had hoped that this reorganization and

The attempt was not as

successful as Johnston would have liked because many of the men

had "become despondent about [the Confederate] cause.

review would boost the men's morale.

..64 The

reorganization did at least put the army in a much better fighting

condition.^5 While Johnston's army was camped near Smithfield,

Lee's position in Virginia deteriorated,

boro to confer with President Davis and left Hardee in command of

Johnston went to Greens-

the army. In Greensboro Johnston learned of the fall of Richmond.

Earlier Grant and Sherman had agreed that Sherman would

move his army directly north via Weldon to join with Grant in

joint attack on Richmond. Upon the evacuation of Richmond by

Lee, however, Grant ordered Sherman to move directly against

Johnston's army driving it toward Raleigh. When Sherman began

this move, Hardee was forced to put the stationary army in motion.

On April S the order to prepare to move out was given.^ Hoke and

his men began at 11:30 a.m. on April 10 what would prove to be

their final retreat. They marched in a heavy rain through

Smithfield and encamped five miles beyond the town on the Raleigh

Road. The next day they continued their retreat toward Raleigh,

stopping for the night only five miles from the capital.^ Hoke

64
Hutson,"Reminiscences"; Hagood, Memoirs, 367.

65
Calder Diary, April 7-8, 1865.

Hagood, Memoirs, 367; Calder Diary, April 10, 1865.

Hagood, Memoirs, 367; Charles W. Broadford, "History
of the Seventeenth Regiment (Junior Reserves)," Clark, Histories,
IV, 22.

66

67
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entered Raleigh with Hardee on April 12, and by midnight Hoke's

rear guard had passed through the city and camped eight miles

to the west.

Many years after the war Hoke related to a companion

an interesting story concerning his brief stay in Raleigh. It

seems that while traveling through Raleigh, Hoke heard that Vance

was preparing to surrender the state to Sherman. As Hoke told

the story, upon hearing this, he traveled to the capitol building,

went in, and knocked on the Governor's door. When he entered,

he was the Governor engaged in conversation with some of the state's

leading figures, including William W. Holden and Kenneth Raynor.

Hoke told Vance: "I want a five minute interview with you." When

he informed Vance of what he had heard, Vance replied to Hoke:

"You see that bunch in there talking to me; they are trying their

best to get me to do it. but all hell can't make me do it."

Hoke then expressed "his delight" and left "very much relieved."

Hoke's intention had been to arrest Vance and take him with him

if Vance had planned to surrender the state.

Governor Vance stayed in Raleigh until midnight and

then rode out to Hoke's carnp without the accompaniment of a

single officer. Apparently Vance had no desire to be captured by

Sherman. Hoke said that on this occasion he and Vance discussed

the situation fully. Then Hoke had a great deal of trouble finding
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a place for Vance to sleep, but he finally located a cot for the
68

governor.

After his visit with the governor, Hoke and his men

continued their march with Hardee toward Greensboro, moving out the

following morning, April 13, at 6:30 a.m.

four miles from Chapel Hill.69
were also retreating toward Greensboro but via Hillsboro,

That night they camped

Meanwhile Stewart and S. D. Lee

The

next day Hoke and his men continued their retreat by marching

twenty-two miles toward Greensboro. They continued their march

the following day despite a heavy rain and with much difficulty

crossed the swollen Haw River. Hoke's men next encountered the

swollen Alamance Creek. Here the soldiers hesitated to cross

after a few wagons were lost. Exasperated at the delay Hoke

developed an ingenious plan that would easily allow this troops

to cross the creek. He selected a suitable place a short distance

above the ford and moved the head of the column to this point.

Hoke then directed one man to seize his horse's tail and another

to grasp this man's shoulder and then another to do the same, and

so on until they had formed a long line,

across the stream, and after discharging his cargo, he returned to

Hoke then swam his horse

68
Charles W. Broadford, "History of the Seventeenth

Regiment (Junior Reserves)Clark, Histories, IV, 22; Zebu!on
Vance to Cornelia Spencer, February 17, 1866, Cornelia Spencer
Papers, Southern Historial Collection, University of North Carolina
at Chapel Hill; unpublished and untitled Manuscript by J. J.
Laughinghouse, Hoke Papers.

Hagood, Memoirs, 367.
69

70
Hagood, Memoirs, 368.



161

form another line. Within a short time, the entire division had

safely crossed. Then Hoke's men camped about one-half mile beyond

the river. At this point he and his men learned positively of

Lee's surrender.7^
The next few days were extremely difficult for Hoke.

He found it impossible to keep his divison in fighting efficiency.

Chaos prevailed throughout the division, Hardee's corps, Johnston's

army, and the state of North Carolina in general. Deserters,

ex-soldiers from Lee's army, and even some organized Confederate

troops plundered the area, showing for all to see that army

discipline was a thing of the past.72
Hoke's forces did not, however, remain stationary for

long. On April 16 in what was to be the last day of organized

marching, Hoke's men resumed their weary march westward. After

this date they remained stationary at a position approximately

twenty miles west of the Alamance Creek, in the direction of

Greensboro. Here with rumors rampant that General Johnston would

shortly surrender his army, Hoke lost complete control of his

According to a captain in Hagood's brigade, "within thattroops.

day the army perished; a mob remained. 1.73
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Johnston finally returned to the army on April 19 from

negotiations with Sherman near Durham and told the men that an

armistice would be in effect while he was negotiating with

Sherman. Also included was the agreement that the two armies

would remain in their present positions. With this news, as might

be imagined, the number of Confederate deserters increased. The

men who remained were in complete chaos.

Sherman ended the armistice on April 24 when both the

Confederate and Union governments rejected the Sherman-Johnston

peace proposals. What was left of Hardee's corps was once more

put in motion on April 26. They moved westward stopping near

Trinity College. Earlier that same day Johnston and Sherman

concluded their negotiations and Johnston surrendered his army.

Sherman appointed his second in command, General John Schofield,

to work out the details for the Union, and Johnston appointed

General William Hardee to work with him on behalf of the Confederates.^

For the next week Hoke remained with his division waiting

for parole and attempting to ease the chaos and confusion surrounding

the Confederate surrender. Adding to the confusion the Confederate

soldiers had learned positively of Lincoln's assassination.

74
For the details of the surrender see Nathaniel Cheairs
General William T. Hardee: Old Reliable (Baton RouteHughes, Jr

1965), 385-400; Johnston Narrative, 385; Sherman, Memoirs, III,
310-320; Barrett, Civil War in North Carolina, 367-392.
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While Hardee and Schofield were working out the details

for parole, rations, and transportation for the Confederates,

Hoke attempted to keep his men organized. But it was impossible,

and by April 30 famine was threatening his camp. Even though not

officially dismissed, the soldiers were leaving camp by the hundreds.

By May 1 Hoke's division consisted of only "remnants."

On that date Hoke and his men received their paroles.

Hoke then gathered what remained of his division to bid them

In a farewell speech which was said to be"full of

feeling" Hoke closed with these words:

My comrades, we have borne together the same
hardships. We have shared the same dangers; we have
rejoiced over the same victories. Your trials and
your patience have excited sympathy and admiration,
and borne willing witness to your bravery. It is
with a heart full of grateful emotions for your
services and ready obedience that I take leave
of you. May the future of each one of you be as
happy as your past course has been brilliant, and
may no cloud ever dim the brightness of your
grandeur. Its memories are part of the life of
each one of us. But it is all over now, yet
through the sad, dark veil of defeat is over us,
fear not the future, but meet it with manly hearts.
You can carry to your homes the heartfelt wishes
of your General for your prosperity. My comrades
farewel1.7

75
farewell.

75
Hagood, Memoirs, 372.

76
General Robert Hoke's Farewell Address to His Division.

May 1, 1865, Hoke Papers.
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Hoke remained in camp the following day, paying his

respects and saying his goodbyes to those Confederates who had

remained until the very end. He was deeply moved by the events

of this day and expressed his gratefulness to the members of his

division.^ Hoke then returned to his native home in Lincoln

County and immediately began to prepare the soil for the spring

planting.

77
Hagood, Memoirs, 372.



CHAPTER VII

CONCLUSIONS

Major General Robert F. Hoke's Civil War career

in North Carolina has been shown to be one of major

significance to the course of the war. Hoke's partici-

pation and leadership in every major military action in

the eastern part of the state during the final two years

of the war can be seen to have had great influence on

Confederate military activities. It was Hoke who planned

the assault and led one of the columns in the Confederate

attempt to recapture New Bern early in 1864.

failure of this operation Hoke remained in North Carolina

After the

and helped to organize the next attempt to recapture the

occupied areas. In April, 1.864 , Hoke personally commanded

the successful attack on Plymouth and Washington but he

was recalled to Virginia before he could recapture the

major Union base at New Bern.

After a successful period of service with Lee in

northern Virginia, Hoke was ordered back to North Carolina

in December, 1864, to assist in the defense of Wilmington.

Upon the fall of Fort Fisher to the Union forces, Hoke

commanded the Confederate's futile attempt to save Wil-

mington. His next significant roles were played in the

Battle for Wise Fork and in the holding of a strategic

position in the Battle of Bentonville. Finally, at the

end of the Civil War, Hoke led his division's retreat until
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Johnston's surrender.

In spite of his youth and minimal military training,

Hoke's rapid rise to leadership in the Confederate Army

was justified by his excellent military record. He

enlisted in the Confederate Army at the age of twenty-

three as a private with only one year of military training

and rose to the rank of major general before his twenty-

seventh birthday. During the short span of his military

career, Hoke proved his military capabilities on numerous

occasions. For example, his ability to plan military

strategy was shown by his plan to recapture New Bern. In

this instance although the attempt proved to be a failure,

many of Hoke's peers believed that his plan was an ex-

cellent one and that had Hoke been personally in charge,

the recapture would have been effective. Also, Hoke's

ability to judge correctly the possible movements of the

Union forces was demonstrated during the struggle for

Wilmington when after General Butler's unsuccessful

endeavor to capture Fort Fisher, Hoke pointed out that

it would be advantageous if he would entrench his troops

at Sugar Loaf and send reinforcements to Colonel Lamb

at Fort Fisher. But General Bragg failed to foresee a

second Union attack and consequently Hoke was ordered

back to Wilmington. As a result when the Union forces did

return for a second attack on Fort Fisher, Hoke was found

totally unprepared.
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Again in the Battle of Bentonville, Hoke demonstrated

his superior military abilities when he held the strategic

road block on the Goldsboro road. When the initial Federal

assault commenced, Hoke was able to rally his men sufficient-

ly to repulse the attack handsomely.

on the afternoon of March 19, Hoke, desiring to assault the

Union through a gap in their lines, was restrained by Bragg

who wanted Hoke to attack on the enemy's front.

During the same battle,

On Bragg's

order Hoke's men attacked the enemy's front with a great

loss of Confederate soldiers. After the war General Johnston

stated specifically that he wished that he had sent General

Bragg to Raleigh and had left Hoke in complete control of

this strategic position.

Still another proof of Hoke's.mi 1itary ability was

shown in the Confederate capture of Plymouth in April, 1864,

when Hoke demonstrated his capability to handle an indepen-

This highly successful military

effort proved to be one of the Confederacy's best examples

of a coordinated attack involving military and naval units.

This operation also revealed Hoke as an aggressive and

fearless leader who was never satisfied with less than

dent command of 10,000 men.

complete military victory. His courage and agresssiveness

was also shown in his readiness to assault New Bern in

May, 1864, without the naval support he desperately needed.

General Hoke was not only a fine military strategist

and aggressive commander but also a leader popular with
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both his own soldiers and the people of his native

Although this popularity crested with his capture

of Plymouth in April, 1864, Hoke was consistently respected

and loved by his men from the time he first assumed command

state.

as a young and inexperienced junior officer. His soldiers

followed his capable leadership even in the face of over-

whelming odds as seen in the support of Hoke's futile

assault at Bentonville. The general's popularity with the

citizens of North Carolina was evidenced by writings in

contemporary North Carolina newspapers where on numerous

occasions Hoke was highly praised while other Confederate

leaders were severely criticized.

Not to be overlooked was the high regard in wftich the

Confederate command structure held Hoke. This was parti¬

cularly true of General Lee. Lee was responsible for

recommending to President Davis that Hoke command the

Confederate attempt to retake eastern North Carolina, and

it was also Lee who sent the much trusted Hoke to Wilmington

in December, 1864, to aid in the endeavor to save the

Lee, Bragg, Davis and other Confederate leadersvital port.

were impressed not only with Hoke's military ability, but

also by his determination to win the war and his undying

loyalty to the Confederate cause. This determination was

dramatically revealed in late February, 1 865, when Hoke

promised General Lee that he and his men would dispute

every inch of Confederate territory, and he faithfully
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carried out that promise.

While a very capable leader, Hoke also had his

shortcomings. One was his apparent lack of ability

to delegate the responsibilities of command. For

example, on several occasions it is plain that Hoke

refused to hand over duties to his subordinates and instead

took personal charge of minor details of supply and trans-

po rtation. It is clear that these were the kind of duties

that should have been delegated.

But probably Hoke's most significant weakness was

his lack of capability to coordinate and cooperate with

officers of equal or superior rank. This fault was clearly

apparent in the attempt to recapture New Bern in February,

1864. When his military superior, General George Pickett,

modified his very excellent operational plan, Hoke was so

openly critical and uncooperative as to almost border on

military insubordination. Again at Wilmington, Hoke's

inability to cooperate with General Bragg and General

Whiting may have resulted in the loss of this militarily

important port when during both Butler's and Terry's

attacks Hoke remained at Sugar Loaf, failing to make a

single significant advance toward the Union troops.

In spite of Hoke's deficiencies he nevertheless

proved to a very capable leader and enjoyed the loyalty

and respect of his fellow Confederate soldiers.
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