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The purpose of this thesis is to examine the role of Beaufort Harbor in Union
naval operations during the American Civil War. Because it was the scene of little
fighting during the conflict, any importance the harbor had must be logistical.
Consequently, much of the research focused upon discovering how the blockading fleet
was supplied, and how Beaufort fit into the supply system.

Beaufort Harbor was a key element in the blockade of the port of Wilmington.
The use of Beaufort Harbor saved the U.S. Navy money during the war in coal costs, and
saved its blockading ships valuable time making the blockade more efficient. The great
advantage of Beaufort Harbor was its location relatively close to the Cape Fear River
approaches. This enabled ships to refuel with only a short absence from station, and with
little fuel usage in transit. Another impoﬁant advantage was that the inlet’s depth
allowed the admittance of most ships in the fleet.

Because of its location the harbor was a haven in which ships could conduct
emergency repairs or refit after extended periods at sea. The harbor was well-suited as a
base from which to raid towns farther down the coast and disrupt Confederate activities.

Beaufort would eventually be the base from which the great attacks on Fort Fisher

originated. Though little recognized, one cannot understand the blockade without

understanding the role of Beaufort Harbor.
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Introduction: A Blockade without fuel?

At daybreak on 30 November 1863 one hundred miles south-east of Frying Pan
Shoals, crewmen on board the USS Florida sighted the tell-tale black smoke of a
blockade runner they suspected to be the Lucy. They sounded the customary rattles to
alert the crew, and thus began one of the Union navy’s thousands of chases during the
American Civil War. The Florida’s coal heavers shovelled more fuel into her boilers in a
vain attempt to gain extra speed above the ship’s maximum of ten knots under sail and
steam. Her navigator struggled to keep the swift runner from crossing her bow. The sea
conditions (strong wind and very heavy head sea) favored the large, sturdily built
gunboat. The Florida occasionally appeared to gain on her target, but seemed to lose
more often. Darkness closed with the runner still distant from the U.S. Navy’s gunboat.
The next day dawned with “nothing visible but the wide ocean.”

Too often discussions of the U.S. Navy’s blockade of the southern coastline focus
on such dramatic chases. Popular histories of the Civil War’s naval activities go into
great detail describing the characteristics of the blockade runners: long, sleek design,
light gray or blue paint, telescoping funnels, and prodigious speed. Writers often recount
the navy’s efforts to gather ships, by purchase, new construction, or lease, to enforce the
blockade. In discussing the blockade’s difficulties they concentrate on the speed of

blockade runners, and the geographical challenges posed by some ports, particularly

'William Keeler, Aboard the USS Florida: The Letters of Paymaster William Keeler, U.S. Navy to
his Wife Anna, edited by Robert Daly, (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 1968), 120. Unites States
Navy Department, Official Records of the Union and Confederate Navies in the War of the Rebellion, 31
vols. (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1894-1927) Series I, Volume 9, 333. Hereafter cited
as O.R.N..







Wilmington, N.C. What most neglect are the logistical hurdles the navy had to jump in
order to maintain the blockade. Like many others who write on military topics, they
overlook logistics in favor of looking at strategy or technology. The slight attention to
logistics however, does not negate the importance of a ship’s ability to refuel without
traveling great distances. In fact, Florida did not go back to her post on the blockade
after the chase described earlier, but instead went to Beaufort, N.C. for fuel.

Naval activities during the war have not received nearly as much literary attention
as the political and military aspects. One could argue that there has yet to be a good
scholarly book on overall naval operations in the war. Within this field one has to search
the literature for any mention of logistics. Battles, guns, horsepower, and the thrill of the
chase easily overshadow this often-overlooked military science. Bern Anderson, James
Merrill, and Ivan Musicant among others have written monographs on the naval aspects
of the war, and have addressed, to various extents, the blockade. Useful though they are,
none of these writers adequately documented his work or relied extensively upon original
research. Furthermore, none even mentioned the logistics of the blockade. Daniel
Ammen, captain of a Union monitor at Charleston, S.C., during the war, scarcely even
mentions the blockade, much less logistics of it in his book The Atlantic Coast.?

Several recent writers have addressed some issues related to Beaufort Harbor’s
use during the war, but none has addressed its role and primary importance. The

historiography of the Civil War benefited greatly from the 1993 publication of Robert M.

?Bern Anderson, By Sea and By River: The Naval History of the Civil War, (New York: Alfred
A. Knopf, 1962). James M. Merrill, The Rebel Shore: The Story of Union Sea Power in the Civil War,
(Boston: Little, Brown, 1957). Ivan Musicant, Divided Waters: The Naval History of the Civil War, (New
York: Harper Collins, 1995). Daniel Ammen, The Atlantic Coast, New York: Charles Scribner’s, 1883).







Browning’s From Cape Charles to Cape Fear. This volume traces the history of the
North Atlantic Blockading Squadron during the war. It examines in depth the operations
of the squadron in its varied theaters: the James River, the Sounds of North Carolina, and
the blockade of the North Carolina coast. Browning does include resupply, refueling, and
repairs, all of which were essential to keeping the squadron at sea. Richard Sauer’s
recent doctoral thesis at Pennsylvania State University exhaustively covered the Burnside
campaign, but did not go beyond that. Rod Gragg’s work on the battles of Fort Fisher
covered an event in which the possession of Beaufort Harbor was important. No one,
however, has focused on the role of this harbor during the war and the critical importance
of logistics.?

This thesis goes beyond Browning’s work and focuses on the squadron’s use of
Beaufort, North Carolina’s most accessible harbor for large vessels. This harbor, which
had been slow in developing in the prewar era, became an essential asset of the North
Atlantic Blockading Squadron’s effort to staunch the flow of goods into and out of the
Confederacy. Though historians have not recognized its significance, Beaufort Harbor
was essential to maintaining blockade. Scholars have debated since the end of the
conflict the effectiveness of the blockade in harming the Confederate war effort.
Whatever position one may take in that debate, the blockade would have been much more

difficult without that port. By any measure, time spent away from station, likely damage

3Robert M. Browning, From Cape Charles to Cape Fear: The North Atlantic Blockading
Squadron during the Civil War, (Tuscaloosa, AL: University of Alabama Press, 1993). Richard Allen
Sauers, “General Ambrose E. Burnside’s 1862 North Carolina Campaign,” Phd. Dissertation, Pennsylvania
State University, 1987. Rod Gragg, “Confederate Goliath: The Battle of Fort Fisher, New York: Harper
Collins, 1991).
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resulting from transit to port, or coal costs, the blockade could not have been as effective
without Beaufort.

This thesis is organized into six chapters that are roughly chronological. Chapter
one covers the history of Beaufort, N.C., and the early uses of its harbor. A large part of
this section is devoted to activities on the North Carolina coast during the first year of the
war. These include the early efforts to stop smuggling and the capture of much of the
northern coastal region, including Beaufort Inlet. The second chapter begins after the
capture of the area and describes the early usage of the harbor. At first, it was little more
than a rendezvous for vessels blockading the approaches to Wilmington. Reliance on the
harbor grew steadily until the activities there had outgrown the administrative and
support systems available. The third chapter is a logical follow-up to the second.
Beginning with the appointment of the first actual commandant of the U.S. Naval Station
at Beaufort, it describes the growth and development of the station to accommodate the
dozens of ships that eventually relied upon it for supplies. Included is an examination of
the basic process by which ships entered the harbor and refueled.

Chapter four covers the activities in Beaufort itself during the war. This includes
the raids conducted from there, and the Confederate threats to the area. This chapter also
demonstrates that the importance of the harbor was not purely logistical: ships frequently
conducted minor repairs, and the navy obtained large supplies of naval stores. The fifth
chapter describes the importance of Beaufort to the Fort Fisher campaigns. It carries

historically through the end of the war and the navy’s gradual withdrawal during the

summer of 1865. Finally, the navy closed the station in October 1865. The final chapter







summarizes the importance of the station to the navy during the war. In particular, it
provides statistical evidence of the cost savings of using Beaufort for refueling as
opposed to using another facility.

There remain holes in the historiography of Civil War navies, including a good
scholarly work on overall naval operations, and on the Union navy in general. This
thesis is an attempt to fill one of them by bringing attention to an under-appreciated
aspect of the Union Navy’s war effort. Though not as familiar to most readers as

Wilmington, Charleston, Mobile, New Orleans, and Hampton Roads, Beaufort was vital

nonetheless.







Chapter One: Origins

During the American Civil War the North Carolina coast posed a threatening
obstacle to Union naval activities, but also presented a potential asset. The state’s
coastline, which juts into the Atlantic, is rimmed by a series of narrow islands that separate
shallow sounds from the Atlantic Ocean. A number of inlets between the barrier islands
allow entrance into the sounds from the ocean. These inlets in most cases are shallow and
transitory. In fact, Hatteras Inlet, which would be important during the war, had only
been open since 1846." The sounds and inlets of North Carolina, traditionally havens for
pirates and smugglers, would be a bane to the Union Navy because of the privateers,
cruisers, and blockade runners that operated there.

The coastline was also dangerous. Known for years as the “Graveyard of the
Atlantic,” the state’s coast threatened passing vessels. Storms could arise quickly in the
waters off Cape Hatteras to endanger shipping. From each of the capes (Hatteras,
Lookout, and Fear) shoals extend outward for miles creating shallow, rough seas.

Though dangerous, the coast offered great opportunity for the Northern war effort.
Control of the coastal region could threaten important rail lines into Virginia and divert
badly needed Confederate manpower from other theaters. Moreover, Union naval ships
could have access to a safe harbor and replenishment base much closer to areas of
operation off the remainder of the Confederate coast if they could gain a foothold. When

the prospect of a long war loomed large, Union forces struck from the sea at North

'Richard S. Barry, “The History of Fort Macon,” (M.A. Thesis, Duke University, 1950), 3.







Carolina. The Union took advantage of the state’s coastal area to threaten supply lines
and siphon away Confederate strength.

As part of their operations Federal forces seized Beaufort, N.C., where the navy
established a station in the deep water harbor. There its vessels enforcing the blockade
were able to refuel, re-supply, and repair. This thesis will examine the importance of
Beaufort Harbor to the U.S. Navy. It will demonstrate that this harbor was very
important to the navy during the war, and that its primary importance was logistical. The
ships that lay in the harbor on a continual basis were neither glamorous nor famous. They
were colliers, supply hulks, ammunition schooners, and tugs. The fastest blockading ship
was worthless if it could not refuel, just as the biggest gun was useless if it lacked shot and
shell. From the fall of Fort Macon in late April 1862 through the end of the war three
years later, ships enforcing the blockade called regularly at Beaufort. In that safe
anchorage they received coal, ordnance, and supplies, and repaired the ravages of long
stays at sea.

Only two of North Carolina’s inlets, Ocracoke and Old Topsail, had been charted
on maps dating back to the earliest explorations of the colony.? Mariners eventually came
to regard Old Topsail Inlet (later known as Beaufort Inlet), which separates Bogue Banks
on the west from Shackleford Banks on the east, as the safest of the inlets because of its
depth and relatively sheltered location. In the early eighteenth century a small village

originally known as “Fishtown” grew on the mainland inside the inlet and was

2Ibid.







incorporated as Beaufort in 1713. In April 1722 the colonial government recognized the
potential of the harbor at Beaufort by making it a port of entry for the colony. The
following October the town became the county seat for Carteret County.’

The harbor at Beaufort offered many natural advantages to the navy. The
anchorage was very close to the Atlantic and was at the same time virtually land-locked,
providing shelter from storms. The anchorage within ran from the east end of Bogue
Banks westward for nearly two miles. Throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries
the depth of water on the bar outside the inlet ranged from fifteen to eighteen feet at low
tide, allowing the passage of most ships.*

Surprisingly, despite these natural advantages, Beaufort Harbor had not flourished.
During a portion of the 1700s it was North Carolina’s second leading port for exporting
naval stores and corn. At the same time, however, it exported only small amounts of sawn
lumber, shingles, rice, and indigo. Trade at New Bern was growing at Beaufort’s expense.
New Bern, despite its lack of easy access to the ocean, benefited from being the colonial

capital. It had good roads and was located at the mouth of the Neuse River, which

3Ibid., 6. Walter Clark, ed., The State Records of North Carolina, 26 vols., (Goldsboro, Nash
Brothers, 1904), vol. 23, 102. Hugh T. Lefler and Albert Newsome, North Carolina: The History ofa
Southern State, (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1973), 68. William L. Saunders,
ed., The Colonial Records of North Carolina, 10 vols., (Raleigh, NC 1886-1890), vol. 2, 454.

“David Whitehall Garrigues, “Sketch of Beaufort Harbor, North Carolina,” (Beaufort, NC:
Beaufort Harbor Company Co-Operative, 1904), 1-4. Courtesy of North Carolina Maritime Museum.
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stretched far inland. On the other hand, Beaufort was not located on the main coastal
highway and lacked good water communications with the interior.’

Though hampered in development by poor inland communications, colonial and
later state and federal politicians recognized the value of Beaufort Harbor. Shortly after
the founding of the town, officials began a series of attempts, some of them feeble, to
protect the harbor. As early as 1732 the royal governor recommended that Beaufort be
fortified, but for fiscal reasons no fort was ever built. Within a few years, during King
George’s War, Spanish privateers used nearby Cape Lookout, and seized Beaufort and the
harbor in 1747.% As a result of the Spanish raids on Beaufort and other coastal towns, the
colonial Assembly agreed to raise the necessary funds to build four forts, one of them
specifically to guard Beaufort Inlet. No one pressed the construction of the proposed fort,
however. Eventually during the French and Indian War, Governor Arthur Dobbs selected
a site for the fort on the east end of Bogue Banks. A house for the garrison was
constructed, but the lightly built fort, named Fort Dobbs aﬁer the royal governor, was
probably never armed.”

The area was unguarded during the American Revolution, but no hostile force ever

attacked the fort. Though no fort protected the harbor, shipbuilding was popular at

Harry Roy Merrens, Colonial North Carolina: a Study in Historical Geography, (Chapel Hill,
NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1964), 88, 109, 126-12, 150, 153-154.

Carl E. Swanson, Predators and Prizes: American Privateering and Imperial Warfare, 1739-
1748 (Columbia, SC: University of South Carolina Press, 1991), 159-160.

7Barry, “Fort Macon,” 7-9, 12-16.
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Beaufort during the revolution.® Early in its nationhood, the U.S. government made
Beaufort an official port of entry in 1803. Four years later the state turned over to the
federal government five acres of land on the east end of Bogue Banks for the construction
of a new fort since Fort Dobbs had fallen into ruins. The U.S. government completed the
new fort, named Fort Hampton, in January 1809. The government bought additional land
to add to the federal preserve in 1810.” Garrisoned by both regular army and militia
forces, the semi-circular stone fort mounted five eighteen-pounders during the War of
1812. Though the British raided Ocracoke, enemy vessels ventured no closer than Cape
Lookout, a few miles east of Beaufort.'® Because enemy ships were never a serious threat
to the port, and because the harbors at Chesapeake Bay and Charleston were closely
blockaded, Beaufort became a haven for privateers who operated from there and returned
to store their prizes.'!

After the end of the war, Fort Hampton fell into disuse and disrepair. By the early
1820s the erosion of the shoreline ruined the fort. The destruction of Fort Hampton led to
the building of the third fortification to sit on the east end of Bogue Banks. Largely as a
result of North Carolina’s Senator Nathaniel Macon, the federal government planned

another fort for the site as a part of its “third system” of forts. This chain of forts was

#] efler and Newsome, North Carolina, 237.
*Barry, “Fort Macon,” 32-34.
%%bid., 35-43.

Ybid., 36-37,42,44; Lefler and Newsome, North Carolina, 312.










