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On January 30, 1864, Major-General George E. Pickett

- attacked Federally-held New Bern, North Carolina. Pickett
‘led a combined naval and land assault upon the strongly
;fortified town. Confederate naval forces managed to capture
fan enemy gunboat that stood guard to the coastal town, but
ﬁthe Confederate land forces pulled back in defeat. New Bern
“ould remain in Union hands until the war's end.'

| Pickett's initial report belied the attack's failure: "Met
'Jﬁe enemy in force at Batchelder's Creek; killed and wounded
%bout 100 in all; captured 13 officers and 280 priscners, 14
gégrOES, 2 rifled pieces and caissons, 300 stands of small
:ﬁ ms, 4 ambulances, 3 wagons, 55 animals, a quantity of
;Elothing, camp and garrison equipage and 2 flags. Our loss,
i35 killed and wounded."? President Jefferson Davis had
already expressed his disappointment to General Lee a week
earlier. '"General Pickett", Davis wrote, "has returned from

" Lee offered

his expedition unsuccessful in the main object.
weak assurance that "it was competent for General Pickett to
have changed the mode of the attack if circumstances prompted

B, Obviously circumstances, in Pickett's mind, did not.
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Most of George Pickett's Civil War career was "unsuccessful
in its main object." Although he rose quickly to division
command in the fall of 1862, his performance as major-general
had hardly been noteworthy. Pickett, a native Virginian, was
a professional soldier, trained at West Point, battle-tested
in Mexico, and army-seasoned on the Western frontier. But he
never gained the same stature as Stonewall Jackson or J. E.
B. Stuart. Initially, what Pickett lacked in penetrating
intellect or talent, he made up for with zeal and
determination. Early in the war this fighting spirit
distinguished George Pickett as one of the Confederate army's

> Nonetheless he seemed incapable

most aggressive brigadiers.
of putting his efforts into more than one area. Before the
Army of Northern Virginia's invasion into Pennsylvania,
frequent absences, constant complaining, and bungling of even
the simplest of orders marked Pickett as an unreliable
division leader.® Pickett seemed overwhelmed with his new
responsibilities.

On July 3, 1863, Lee chose Pickett's division to assault
the Union center at the Battle of Gettysburg. Historically,
southerners would forever associate Pickett's name with this
dramatic yet suicidal charge upon Cemetery Ridge. Pickett
himself bore little responsibility for the charge's failure,

aside from following orders to send his doomed division
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fforward. He watched in disbelief as his men faltered and
broke before the formidable power of the Union Army entrenched
ﬁalong the ridge.

Gettysburg marked a turning point in the life of George
fPickett. He had lost more than his division and his field
Egcommand. Feelings of besiegement and disillusionment that
f}Pickett had begun to feel early in the war intensified. For
i this professional soldier, the Civil War had introduced a new
 and gruesome way of fighting against an enemy that did not
i_follow "civilized" rules of war. For George Pickett, and for
? most Southern professional soldiers, the rules of civilized
; warfare required restraint and self-control. Richard Weaver
% explains that, "As long as each side plays according to rules
- of the 'game', with no more infraction than is to be expected
in any heated contest, the door 1is left open for
. reconciliation and the eventual restoration of amity."T When
| Northern military leaders declared total war on civilians and
soldiers alike, and adopted a policy of unlimited aggression,
Southerners were shocked. The North had stepped over the
boundaries of acceptable behavior. In May 1862, Pickett first
expressed his alarm when he described '"the dastardly
 subterfuges of an enemy pretending to be civilized."® oOne
year later, after witnessing the senseless destruction of his

Virginian division, he began to wonder if any rules existed
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any more. By the fall of 1863, war had eroded his military
judgment and moral sense: the two being inexorably
intertwined.

Two months after Gettysburg, George Pickett received an
opportunity for an apparent fresh start. On September 23,
1863 he assumed command of the Department of North Carolina,
which encompassed southeastern Virginia and eastern north
Carolina.’ He headquartered at Petersburg, Virginia, and
brought his fifteen-year-old bride, La Salle, to live nearby.

Pickett did not have an easy task ahead of him . North
Carolina was a state already split by warring factions of
Unionists and Confederates.'® Historian Michael Honey credits
North Carclina with "the sharpest internal opposition to the
Confederacy of all the Southern states during the war."'
Disaffection so plagued its troops that North Carolina earned
the distinction of having the most desertions of any
Confederate state.' By the fall of 1863, conscriptioen,
President Davis' suspension of habeas corpus and freedom of
speech, military defeats and economic hardships took a heavy
toll on North carolina's poor whites.” Bands of destitute
deserters roamed the mcuntain communities, plundering homes
and wreaking havoc, often ci their own neighbors. In January
1863, Pickett's first cousin, Henry Heth, ordered the

execution of thirteen such Unionist marauders. ' Back in the
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;:, George would soon commit a similar act that threatened
make him the Civil War's second war criminal.'

the midst of his troubles in North Carolina, Pickett
f;inually complained to Richmond that he lacked enough
ifps to defend so large a region. In October he notified
Adjutant Inspector General that plans to reorganize his
ken division had only just begun. It would take many more
to refill the ranks before it could again become "the
division it was."'  Pickett had already protested

7 He implored, "If

ious orders to segment his division.
to take my division into the field, I wish to take the
;}e division, and not a portion of it, as I did at
tysburg, and I beg you not to split it up when going into
n. If I am to keep command of this department do not
tirely divide it n®
ckett's worries intensified when he learned of Federal
against the towns of Suffolk, Virginia, and Elizabeth

North cCarolina.”

Under the orders of Union Major-
eral Benjamin Butler, Brigadier-General E. A. Wild visited
ations to offer freedom to all slaves and Union guns and

2 A woman from Elizabeth City described

forms to black men.
soldiers who "looked and behaved more like deamons [sic]
an any thing else" and threatened to burn and rob her home.

eclared: "It would make your blood boil to see them rush
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on your premises throw out your pickets at any door and have
your house completely surrounded by them white and black."?

The burning and pillaging of private homes continued into
the winter. On December 15, 1863, a colonel of a Georgia
cavalry unit sent disturbing news to Pickett. He described
the enemy forces destroying property and "committing all kinds
of excesses; insulting our ladies in the most tantalizing
manner."?? 1In addition, Wild's men took two female hostages
in retaliation for a black soldier held by Confederates. Wild

ordered the women shackled with irons and confined "with negro

men. "2
Enraged, Pickett demanded permission from the War
Department to clear slaves out of the region. "Whatever is

determined", Pickett urged, '"should be carried out at once,
as everyday loses so much valuable property to the
Confederacy."a Pickett deemed it an "emergency" with no time
to waste. He reiterated his complaint that his command was
too weak to offer protection over such a large area.
"Butler's Plan," Pickett warned the Richmond War office the
same day of Griffin's report, "is to let loose his swarms of
blacks upon our ladies and defenseless families, plunder and
devastate the country." Butler already threatened Pickett's
wife's family home in Suffolk. Pickett saw only one recourse

to combat such "heathens": "to hang at once everyone captured
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;longing to the expedition and afterwards anyone caught who
elongs to Butler's department."? He immediately issued
rders to Colonel Griffin that "any one caught in the act
fegroes or white men) of burning houses or maltreating women
?st be hung on the spot, by my order."?

:But, the "outrages" continued.?” These raids were meant to
suppress supposed guerrilla activities in the eastern portions
iﬁ‘Virginia and North Carolina. At one point, General Wild
ﬁptured a man described as "about thirty, a rough stout
fellow, [who] was dressed in butternut homespun, and loocked
the very ideal of a guerrilla." Though this man was actually
enlisted member of the Georgia cavalry, Wild decided to
e an example of Private Daniel Bright. Union soldiers left
ﬁ;ight's body hanging from a post, a slip of paper pinned to
his back: "This guerrilla hanged by order of Brigadier-
e eral Wild. Daniel Bright of Pasquotank County."28 Oon
iecemher 19, George Pickett learned of Bright's death and shot
off another angry dispatch to Richmond.® He bitterly
éescribed "the most brutal outrages" committed "upon our loyal
}itizens." He announced his intentions "to spare no one," but
Eeared the enemy "too wary" to stop. "They, 1like the
éndians,“ he maintained, "only war on the defenseless."
Pickett scrawled: "It makes my blood boil to think of these

enormities being practiced, and we have no way of arresting
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them. "30

Colonel Griffin followed Pickett's instructions to hang
anyone caught committing such outrages. Within a week after
he had issued the order, a group of Unionist citizens from
Pasquotank County, North Carolina notified Federal officials
that they had found the hanged body of a black Union soldier
with a wooden placard around his neck. The placard read:
"Here hangs Private Samuel Jones of Company B. Fifth Ohio
Regiment, by order of Major-General Pickett in retaliation of
[Private Daniel Bright,] Company L, Sixty-Second Georgia
Regiment, hung December 18, 1863, by order of Brigadier-
General Wilder."¥

Meanwhile Pickett received orders to launch his ill-fated
attack on New Bern. Denying any blame for the defeat, Pickett
lashed out against one of his subordinates, Brigadier-General
Seth Barton.*® 1In retrospect, most historians tend to blame
only Pickett.®  As the campaign's leader, he failed to
coordinate his men for an effective attack.

Overwhelmed by feelings of bitterness and a sense of
failure, Pickett felt caught in a dilemma that grew more
complex by the day. This was not the sort of war he had
envisioned as a young cadet at West Point. Pickett
desperately sought an outlet for his professional frustration

and personal anger. He found his opportunity soon after his
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lorious retreat from New Bern.

~ Not mentioned either in Pickett's cursory report to General
per on February 13, or his official report on the 15th, was
is capture of twenty-two North Carolina soldiers. These were
who had once donned the colors of the state's home guard,
when threatened with Confederate conscription, opted for
Jnion blue. The United States government did not define such
: , who had served in a home guard unit but refused to enter
Confederate army, as deserters. Union officials insisted
t Confederates treat these men as any other prisoners or
34 But such subtle legalities meant little to George
katt . He had found a scapegcat for his mounting
strations and failures. This time there would be little
bt as to the success of his main object. An examination
the unfolding events that followed the capture of these
nty-two men vividly reveals Pickett's troubled states of
uﬁnd. The story begins on February 11 when Union Major-
eral John J. Peck wrote to Pickett to enquire about a
ecent article he had seen in a Richmond paper. The newspaper
reported that during the action around New Bern, black
ops shot and killed Confederate Colonel H. M. Shaw. The
spaper stated that incensed Confederates singled out the
lack soldier who fired the fatal shot, followed, captured,

subsequently hanged him. Peck included a copy of
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President Lincoln's warning to Confederates to make no
distinction based on color in the treatment of war prisoners.
Lincoln threatened "retaliation upon the enemy's prisoners"
by executing rebel soldiers for every Union soldier killed in
violation of the laws of war." Peck closed, "believing that
this atrocity has been perpetrated without your knowledge, and
that you will take prompt steps to disavow this violation of
the usages of war and to bring the offenders to justice, I
shall refrain from executing a rebel soldier until I learn
your action in the pr:errnlses;.“?’5 Union officials already knew

¥ still, Peck gave Pickett

about the hanging of Private Jones.
the benefit of the doubt about his participation in this new
atrocity.

Before Pickett could reply, Peck hurriedly wrote him again
about the captured North Carolinians. Peck reminded Pickett
of the Union policy toward such prisoners of war and asked for

3  He anxiously

special consideration for this specific case.
awaited a response.

George Pickett must have had a chilling laugh. Here was
the enemy, these "heathens," asking him to respect the rules
of war! He sharply denied that he had had any part in the
hanging of Colonel Shaw's killer. He deemed the story "not

only without foundation, but so ridiculous that I should

scarcely have supposed it worthy of consideration." In the
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confusion of a battle how could anyone single out Shaw's
killer, follow and capture him? Nevertheless, Pickett coldly
added that if he had caught any black soldier, "I should have
caused him to be immediately executed." He indignantly
answered Peck's threat of retaliation as expressed in
Lincoln's proclamation by stating: "I have in my hands and
subject to my orders, captured in the recent operations in
this department, some 450 officers and men of the United
States Army, and for every man you hang, I will hang 10 of the
United States Army."® On February 17 he responed
sarcastically to Peck's plea for special consideration for the
fifty-three North Carolinian prisoners:

General: Your Communication of the 13th instant

is at hand. I have the honor to state in reply
that you have made a slight mistake in regard to
numbers, 325 having 'fallen into your [our] hands
in your [our] hasty retreat from before New Bern';
instead of the list of 3 with which you so kindly
furnished me, and which will enable me to bring to
justice many who have up to this time escaped their
just deserts. I herewith return you the names of
those who have been tried and convicted by court-
martial for desertion from the Confederate service
and taken with arms in hand, 'duly enlisted in the
Second North Carolina Infantry, United States Army'.
They have been duly executed according to law and
the custom of war.

Pickett ended the communication: "Extending to you my thanks
for your opportune list, I remain, very respectfully, vyour

obedient servant."¥

He later told Peck that if Peck killed
any Southern prisoners in retaliation, he would make good his

threat of ten Union dead for every one Confederate.
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Before Peck received Pickett's communications he heard
disturbing rumors of the executions. A newspaper carried an
account of the trial and hanging of two of the North
Carolinians. Peck cautioned Pickett that if he failed to
treat the men as prisoners of war, Confederate officers
imprisoned at Fort Monroce would suffer the consequences.“1

When Peck received Pickett's declaration of the crime, he
unleashed a tirade against the rebel general and the entire
confederacy. He concluded by saying, "In any event my duty
has been performed, and the blood of these unfortunates will
rest upon you and your associates." Peck could not help but
comment on the "extraordinary thirst for life and blood on
the part of the Confederate authorities. Such violent and
revengeful acts, resorted to as a show of strength, are the
best evidences of the weak and crumbling condition of the
C’onfe.c]erac:y."{'2

Pickett scornfully dismissed Peck's accusations as "merely
an opinion of your own, intended to gain favor with your

. pickett

superiors at your seat of government.
diligently sent copies of all the correspondence exchanged
between himself and General Peck to the War Department. Only
this time he wanted no intervention from Richmond: "The whole

of the prisoners captured in this department will be held at

my disposal.““ He wanted complete control.
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Details of the execution reveal just how much energy
Pickett exerted to take full control of the prisoners' fate.
After his retreat from New Bern, Pickett marched the prisoners
west to Kinston. Here he had them incarcerated in a local
jail and ordered court martial proceedings to commence
immediately. He allowed little food or coverings to the men
and ignored the pleading of town officials, relatives, or
subordinate army officers. Most of these men resided nearby,
and wives came to visit them and provide what little comfort
they could offer. Within two weeks of capture, the seven
member court decreed three separate hangings of the prisoners
in a public square, where they were surrounded by wives,
children, and townspeople, many of whom knew the men
personally. A Confederate Army chaplain offered baptism to
several of the condemned men and told them that "they had
sinned against their country, and their country would not
forgive them but they had also sinned against God, yet God
would forgive them if they approached with penitent hearts.

."%  After each execution Pickett allowed his soldiers to
strip corpses of all clothing and shoes. Confederates jeered
and taunted widows who attempted to gather their husbands'
bodies for proper burial.“ Pickett's men hastily buried

unclaimed bodies in a single grave beneath the gallows.”
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When news of the execution reached Peck's superior, General
Butler, he wrote directly to the Confederate Commander of
Prisoner Exchange, Colonel Robert Ould. He asked the colonel
if the Confederacy was fully aware of Pickett's disturbing
actions and threats toward Union prisoners. Butler began to
sense the personal anger expressed in Pickett's acts and
words. He warned Ould of the larger implications of Pickett's
behavior: "The question will be whether he [Pickett] shall
be permitted to allow his personal feelings to prevail in a
matter now in our hands.“®

Richard Bardolph argues that a comparison of the records
of Confederate court-martials kept at the National Archives
justifies Butler's concern. Bardolph maintains that most
soldiers sentenced to death were eventually spared and that
the twenty-two men who died at Kinston "were the luckless
exception to general practice." The haste in which Pickett
ordered the execution and his denial of clemency made this
case, in Bardolph's word, "untypical". He points out that
desertion from state service was not even a crime in North

49

Carolina. Michael Honey notes that the harsh treatment given

to the men and their families sent a frightening message to
white Unionists throughout North carolina.>®

Pickett's overwhelming anger, and frustration overshadowed

any notions of discretion. "God damn you, I reckon you will
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hardly ever go back there again, you damned rascals; I'll have
you shot, and all other damned rascals who desert," a soldier
heard Pickett yell at two of the prisoners before court-
martial proceedings even started.”’

Three months after the Kinston hangings, George Pickett
collapsed from mental and physical exhaustion in the midst of
Confederate plans to oust Ben Butler's army from Southeastern

2 He returned to command by summer to witness the

Virginia.
unprecedented blood-letting of the Wilderness Campaign. The
following spring, George Pickett suffered the final ignominy
of relief from command when caught eating shad and drinking
whiskey while the Union cavalry ambushed his division.>
Pickett's military blunders had finally caught up with himn.
Bitter and sick, he made his way back to Richmond to find his
childhood home burned to the ground by order of General
Butler.>

Left without home and job, Pickett sought shelter with his
in-laws in Norfolk, Virginia. Mrs. Pickett remembers that
soon after their arrival in Norfolk, two Union soldiers, old
army friends from before the war, came to see her husband.
They "advised that in the existing uncertain, incendiary,
seditious condition of things he [Pickett] should absent

himelf for a while until calm reflection should take the place

of wild impulse and time bring healing on its wings and make

33



peace secure."? They told Pickett that a federal court of
inquiry had convened to investigate the Kinston hangings and
they urged him to leave the country immediately. Pickett took
their advice, cut his hair, adopted an assumed name, and fled
to Canada.’®

In October 1865, the Court of Inquiry began its
investigation into the so-called "Murder of Union soldiers".
By the following March, federal investigators had questioned
widows, townspeople, soldiers, and government officials from
both North and South. The court went to great pains to
determine whether the Confederate Army denied the dead men
rights guaranteed by military law to prisoners of war, and if

so, who was to blame.”

Evidence revealed that these twenty-
two men had been members of a partisan ranger unit organized
early in the war as a state home guard. Initially, the
Confederate government could not remove such units from their
home vicinity.sa When Richmond ordered their disbandment,
members could either enlist voluntarily in a regular army unit
or suffer conscription. Those who refused to enlist were
taken from their homes at gunpoint and sent to conscription
camp. The North Carolinians Pickett captured had felt so
betrayed and disgruntled that they deserted to Union lines.

Judge Advocate Joseph Holt maintained that the Confederate

military court-martial had no jurisdiction over men who, he
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believed, had never been Confederate soldiers.

The court also paid special attention to the correspondence
between Peck and Pickett. Judge Holt ruled that Pickett's
letters revealed an "imperious and vaunting temper" and
indicated "his readiness to commit this or any kindred
atrocity" in addition to "his boastful admissions" that he
would kill ten Union prisoners for every one Confederate
executed by the Federals in retaliation. Several witnesses
accused Pickett of being soley responsible for the hangings.60
"All tend to show," Holt concluded, "that he was 1in
responsible command, and furnishes evidence upon which it is
believed charges can be sustained against him." On December
30, 1865 Holt recommened Pickett's immediate arrest.® The
court continued investigation proceedings for three more
months to gather additional evidence against Pickett.

Pickett remained in Canada fearing for his life. He and
his family tock up residence in a Montreal boarding house.
Pickett's health worsened and he spent much of his time bed-
ridden. La Salle sold her jewelry and took a job teaching

2

Latin.® They borrowed money from other exiled Confederates

to pay their expenses and feed their son.%®
Meanwhile, family and friends visited Washington on his
behalf, but failed to convince President Johnson to intercede

in the trial. 1In November 1865, an old friend of the family,
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Ex-Senator Orville Browning, tried to exert some influence on
the president. Browning spoke to both Johnson and Grant, but
neither felt tempers had cooled sufficiently to warrant any
action favorable to Pickett.® Pickett waited eight more
months before trying again.

Pickett returned to Virginia sometime in December, 1865.%
With Judge Holt demanding his arrest, Pickett turned for help
to his old West Point friend, General Ulysses Grant. On March
16, 1866 Pickett pleaded with Grant to intercede and procure
a "guarantee that I may be permitted to live unmolested in my
native State, where I am now trying to make a subsistence for
my family, (much impoverished by the War,) by tilling the
land." Pickett described "certain evil disposed persons [who]
are attempting to re-open the troubles of the past, and
embroil me for the actions taken whilst the Commanding Officer
of the Confederate Forces in N.C." He insisted that he had
merely followed the rules of war by executing the deserters.
Grant immediately sent an endorsement to President Johnson on
the day he received Pickett's letter. Grant admitted that
Pickett had used poor judgement in the hangings, but asked the
president to overlook the incident as a personal favor. On
the same day Grant issued Pickett a parole exempting him from
arrest unless ordered by the president or secretary of war.%

Johnson filed the reguest and let the matter stew for another
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three months.
On June 1, 1866 Pickett wrote directly to the president to
apply for a pardon. In a long, rambling letter, he recounted

his days as a regular army officer in the Northwestern

territory. He stated that if his native state had never
seceded, he would never have left his beloved U.S. Army. "No
one," Pickett professed, "was more attached to the old

service, nor ever stood by and fought for it with more
fidelity, nor could any one have been sadder and more loath
to leave it than I, who, from my youth, had been devoted to
it."”  Fifteen days later the Provost Marshall in Richmond
administered the cath of allegiance to George Pickett.®® He
had finally come home.

Pickett returned to Norfolk to begin life anew. But the
events of the past five years had dramatically changed his
life. Nothing in his pre-war experience had prepared him for
the destruction and carnage civil war brought to his beloved
South. None of his pre-war training had prepared him for the
awesome responsiblilty he assumed as a division commander and
leader. And nothing had prepared him for the consequences he
suffered as a wanted man in Canada. He could not understand
the war, dismiss it, or come to terms with the defeat. The
Kinston hangings were a manifestation of the overwhelming

feelings of frustrasting, powerlessness and angry
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disillusionment that haunted him after Gettysburg. In North
Carolina, he lost all sense of restraint and exhibited the
very behavior he thought only the enemy capable of practicing:
uncivilized warfare. Pickett's mental stress grew so serious
that he suffered physical collapse three months after the
incident at Kinston. He never did regain his health or his
peace of mind. He died at the age of fifty in July 1875. His
obituary cited his failed charge at Gettsburg as his most

brilliant moment.®
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