Figure 2. Union General

Ambrose Burnside. His
impressive facial hair was
named “sideburns” by reversing
his last name.
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Figure 1. The Burnside Expedition arrives in Hatteras Inlet, January 1862.

On February 7, 1862, a hundred vessel Union flotilla steamed down Croatan Sound to land
an amphibious force on Roanoke Island after destroying a small Confederate fleet in
Albemarle and Pamlico sounds. Gen. Ambrose E. Burnside led 15,000 U.S. Army troops
while Flag Officer Louis M. Goldsborough commanded the naval contingent. By capturing
the island, the Federals would have a base from which to attack Confederates in North
Carolina from the sea. About 3,000 Confederate soldiers under Col. Henry M. Shaw
opposed the landing, and Flag Officer William F. Lynch’s three-gun battery and seven
gunboats supported them. Three forts stood on the northwestern part of the twelve-mile-
long island, but were not positioned so they could help. Lynch led his gunboats out against
the Federal fleet, but Goldsborough defeated them and landed the Union troops at Ashby’s
Harbor. By midnight, the Federals occupied the beach, and at 8:00 a.m. the next morning,
they set off in pursuit of the Confederates, who were retreating north. About halfway up
the island, Burnside’s men encountered the battery and a force of 1,500 but soon
outflanked them. The Confederates retreated once again, then surrendered near the
northern tip of Roanoke Island.
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Figure 3. A sketch of the
Burnside Expedition’s route to
Roanoke Island, February 1862.

Burnside next turned his attention to New Bern. Confederate Gen. Lawrence O’B.
Branch, commanding an inadequate number of troops there, decided to defend the city in
fortifications located about six miles below it along the Neuse River. Burnside landed his
men twelve miles downriver on March 13 and began marching toward New Bern. By then,
Branch had redeployed his force closer to the city, and the men braced for the attack, which
began the next morning. Although the Confederates held off the Federals for several hours,
eventually the center of the defense collapsed, and Branch’s men retreated. Some crossed
the Trent River into New Bern and burned the bridge behind them, but Union gunboats
shelled them. Realizing his position was untenable, Branch withdrew his men by rail to
Kinston. Burnside’s force occupied New Bern the next day, and the city remained in
Federal hands until the end of the war. Confederate Gen. George E. Pickett attempted to
recapture it in 1864 but failed. Burnside went on to take Beaufort and Fort Macon, for
which he was promoted on March 18.

Timeline of events

January 11

Burnside’s expedition to North Carolina sails

January 13

Burnside’s expedition to North Carolina arrives at Hatteras Inlet

February 8
Battle of Roanoke Island (page )

February 10
Action at Elizabeth City (page )

March 14
Battle of New Bern (page )

March 23-April 26

Battle of Fort Macon (see National Park Service summary (see
http://www learnnc.orghttp://www.nps.gov/hps/abpp/battles/ncoo4.htm))

On the web

More from LEARN NC

Visit us on the web at www.learnnc.org to learn more about topics related to this article,
including Ambrose Burnside, Burnside Expedition, Civil War, Dare County, North Carolina,
Roanoke Island, battles, and military.
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More information about these images and higher-resolution files are linked from the original web
version of this document.
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Figure 1 (page 1)
. This image is believed to be in the public domain. Users are advised to make their own
copyright assessment.

Figure 2 (page 1)
Photograph by Mathew Brady. This image is believed to be in the public domain. Users are
advised to make their own copyright assessment.

Figure 3 (page 2)
Map by John G. Foster. Printed by U.S. Government Printing Office, 1866. This image is
believed to be in the public domain. Users are advised to make their own copyright assessment.
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