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he War Between the States was truly a civil war in every sense of the word.
Although the popular image is of North fighting South, it is also true that
Northerners in significant numbers supported the South, and Southerners in significant
numbers fought for the North. Eighty-five [White] Union army regiments were recruited
in the Confederate States: 51 from Tennessee; 10 each from Arkansas and Louisiana; 4
from North Carolina and Texas; 2 from Florida; and 1 each from Alabama, Arkansas,
Georgia, Mississippi, and Virginia. While many of these Southern Unionists confined
their service to within their native states, many others took active roles in fighting
against the Southern Confederacy. Alabama and Tennessee Union regiments fought
under Sherman in the Atlanta campaign and joined him for his March to the Sea. At
least two Tennessee regiments fought at Fort Fisher, occupied Wilmington, fought at
Averasboro and Bentonville, occupied Raleigh, and were present at Johnston’s
surrender at Bennett Place.
North Carolina’s four [White] Union regiments were: the First and Second North
Carolina Union Volunteer Infantry, and the Second and Third North Carolina Mounted
Infantry. The two mounted infantry regiments were stationed in Knoxville, Tennessee
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and saw service primarily in the mountains of Western North Carolina and Tennessee.
The two infantry regiments were organized in eastern North Carolina and remained in
that region for the entire war. This paper deals exclusively with these latter two Eastern
North Carolina regiments.
Why did 1,300 men from the counties of Eastern North Carolina go against their
native state and join the Union army? The answer is complex and is not simply loyalty
to the United States and/or opposition to slavery. The nucleus of the First and Second
North Carolina regiments, those who entered in the first enthusiastic burst of recruiting,
were anti-slavery men who opposed secession. That, however, is even too simple an
explanation. As pointed out by historian Wayne K. Durrill in his book A War of Another
Kind, in describing the war in Washington County, it was a form of class warfare of
haves versus have-nots -the poor whites and small yeoman farmers who opposed and
acted against their wealthy slave holding planter neighbors. Such men rushed to join a
Union army that would help them punish the secessionist planter class.
Union soldiers were amused and impressed by the desire for vengeance of these
Unionist North Carolinians. As described by a correspondent for the New York Tribune,
they maintained “bitter and malignant feelings toward their disloyal neighbors and
hated slavery and slave holders whom they believed to be responsible for their
condition.” The earliest North Carolina Union soldiers were “carried away with the
idea that when they became soldiers they would be licensed to shoot down
indiscriminately every disloyal citizen to the government they could find, and
appropriate all of the property belonging to such persons to their own comfort, or to the
benefit of the Government.” These Unionists were less anti-slavery than pro-white
labor. They wished to end slavery as the first step toward deporting Blacks from the
country - to the benefit of the white working man.
Later recruits brought new motivations for enlisting in the First and Second North
Carolina regiments. Beginning in late 1863, following the Southern defeat at Gettysburg
and the down turn of the war for the Confederacy, Confederate deserters in increasing
numbers found the North Carolina regiments to be safe havens from the war and from
potential punishment if they returned to their former Southern units. While precise
statistics on this are unavailable, it is known that at least 34 of the 97 members of
Company F, Second North Carolina Union Volunteers were deserters from the
Confederate army.
The economic incentives of Union service attracted many poor whites who were
motivated by the introduction of bounties that paid recruits $100 for enlisting in 1862,
and increasing to $300 in December 1863. This amounted to more than a year’s pay for
many destitute North Carolinians.
Economic incentives also attracted poor men with families. The government found
that when it took on the poor of North Carolina, it also took on their families. The very
enormity of the numbers of destitute families in its ranks proved to be an embarrassment
for the government which, in trying to solve it, acted in the roll of parent and welfare
organization.
Finally, the fear of Confederate retribution for joining the enemy was mitigated by
Union promises of protection. Volunteers in the Buffalo regiments were promised that
“the Government of the United States would protect them and their families to the last
extreme; and … the Southern men who placed themselves under the protection of the
[American] flag would, by fighting in the ranks of our army ..., be looked upon as
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special wards of the Government; and that any outrage perpetrated upon them, or their
families, would be severely punished.” North Carolinians took this promise seriously
and were bitter whenever it broke down.
The military status of the First and Second North Carolina regiments was that of
Home Guards. Recruiting posters attracted Unionists and others with promises that
service would be local and that under no circumstances would they be required to leave
North Carolina. As home guards, their primary military roll was defense service at
garrison towns where they served as artillerists in blockhouses, manned outposts, and
did picket duty. Rarely did they work alone when beyond the garrison towns, but rather
in cooperation with elements of Northern regiments. More active service included
serving as scouts for Northern units and participating in reconnaissance missions - again
acting in concert with non-North Carolina regiments. Perhaps the most hazardous duty
involved recruiting forays into the no-man’s land of the Albemarle Sound and
Roanoke/Chowan rivers region where they were regularly harassed by small bands of
Confederate guerillas.
Active combat, with certain exceptions, was avoided, and normally took place during
Confederate offensives against the garrison towns. The localized nature of the Home
Guards doubtlessly attracted recruits to the Union regiments who, regardless of loyalty,
wished to avoid frontline service in either army. During the latter years of the war, this
feature attracted Southern draft-dodgers and Confederate deserters who saw the Buffalo
regiments as a convenient way to sit out the war in relative safety or to avoid
punishment upon returning to their original Confederate units.
By the summer of 1861, President Abraham Lincoln had already begun to recruit
Southern regiments in Tennessee and Virginia. But when Charles Henry Foster1, a
Maine native who edited a newspaper in Murfreesboro, North Carolina, broached the
subject in August of that year, the president’s reply was that if arms were given to a
regiment of Unionist North Carolinians, they probably would not remain in their hands
long.
Lincoln’s attitude changed soon after the Union occupation of Hatteras, North
Carolina on August 28 of the same year. His reversal was largely a result of the
influence of Colonel Rush C. Hawkins of the Ninth New York Volunteers, a.k.a. the
Hawkins Zouaves. He was a compassionate Union officer whose concern for the Union
people of North Carolina would not end with the conclusion of the war. Hawkins, left in
command of the forts at Hatteras Inlet by General Benjamin Butler, became convinced
that a third of North Carolina could be back in the Union within a short time if the
government would send sufficient forces to protect those North Carolinians who wished
to return to their allegiance to the Federal government.

To be continued …
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