


























Again in January 1864 the Secretary of the Navy proposed a
joint land and sea attack on Fort Caswell. The Secretary of the
Army proposed instead that Caswell and Smithville be bypassed by
attacking Fort Fisher and going up river from there.

It was during 1864 that torpedoes (underwater mines) were first
used in the Cape Fear area. They were used first at Fort Caswell.
The mines were placed near the bar and connected by wire to elec-
tric batteries at the fort. They were never exploded and attempts
to explode them during the evacuation of the fort failed because of
dead batteries.

During 1864 a large attack on Forts Caswell and Fisher was still
being planned. It was proposed that Fort Caswell be attacked
first by exploding a ship loaded with gun powder near the fort
and thus blow down part of its walls. Caswell would then be
taken and the same plan of attack would be used against Fort
Fisher at New Inlet. In a November 18, 1864 letter to the As-
sistant Secretary of War, U. S. Army Chief Engineer General
Richard Delafield gave his views on this plan.®” A ship filled with
560,000 pounds of gunpowder was to be floated as near to Fort
Caswell as possible and exploded. General Delafield pointed out
that the nearest that the ship could get was 450 yards and to get
there it would have to be floated right in front of the fort’s bat-
teries. If the fort fired hot shell at the ship it would prematurely
blow up the ship and kill anyone aboard. Thus, no one could
possibly be asked to volunteer to go with the ship. It was also
pointed out that the guns of the fort were quite formidable and
commanded by General Whiting who was an expert on hot and
hollow shot. Even if the ship could get past the guns the fort was
so strong and the ramparts so well sloped that the explosion
would have very little, if any, effect.

General Delafield pointed out that the same plan would also fail
at Fort Fisher since, although Fisher was not as strong a struc-
ture, they could not even get a ship as close to Fisher as they
could to Caswell. It is notable that this plan was tried at Fort
Fisher despite this advice and it failed to accomplish anything
but to wake up all the troops in the fort that night.

The final plan was to take Fort Fisher and block the river
there, then to approach Fort Caswell from the rear and take it.
Then the Federal forces would move up river to Wilmington and
down behind Fort Caswell.

The attack on Fort Fisher began in December 1864. Fort Cas-
well sent all the troops it could spare to the aid of Fort Fisher.

Fort Fisher held against the heaviest bombardment on any fort
in history until January 15, 1865. Land forces poured over its
walls and met terrific resistance; however, the fort fell at 9 P.M.
that night. It is said that the fort would not have fallen if Con-
federate General Bragg, who was up the river with a large force,



had come to reinforce the fort. The general, who had a record

of incompetence, not only refused to come to the aid of Fort
Fisher, but also ordered Fort Caswell evacuated and blown up
after Fisher fell. General Whiting later wrote General Robert E.
Lee from prison and officially blamed General Bragg for the loss
of Fort Fisher and for giving up Fort Caswell without a fight.

At midnight January 15 the orders were received to evacuate
Fort Caswell and to regroup up river. The orders were to spike
the guns and destroy the ammunition. Large wooden barracks
around the fort were burned as well as the wooden citadel inside
the fort. The powder and ammunition magazines were then ex-
ploded. One of the magazines in Fort Caswell contained nearly
100,000 pounds of powder and it exploded with such power that
the shock was felt in Wilmington and even 100 miles away in
Fayetteville.

Finally on January 16 the Confederate flag was hauled down
and the last men left the fort which had successfully guarded
the main entrance to the river for four long years of civil war.

When the Federal forces took possession of the fort again they
found that the southeast wall had been blown out and part of the
north and west front walls had been destroyed by the Confederate
troops.

Fort Caswell remained in ruins for many years after the War
Between the States. It was not until the latter part of the 19th
century when the United States began to be more involved in
world affairs and struggles that the fort was heard of again. By
Act of Congress on April 14, 1896 money was appropriated to
reconstruct Fort Caswell. New Inlet had been closed for about 20

years at this time and Caswell guarded the only entrance to the.

river and the Port of Wilmington.

The new fort consisted of the seven batteries which remain in
a deteriorated form today. These were Caswell Battery, which was
built over the remains of the original fort and again named in
honor of Gov. Richard Caswell; Swift Battery, which stands in
front of the old barracks and was named for Alexander J. Swift,
the engineer who completed the original fort; Madison Battery,
which is now the Drift Inn; Bagley Battery, the large Battery
just west of the barracks; Shipp Battery, the last structure near
the gate; and McDonough and McKavett Batteries, which are
next to the original fort at the north-east end of Oak Island.

The new fort became the station of the United States Coast
Artillery in the Cape Fear region. In 1909 the U. S. Coast Artil-
lery Band from Fort Caswell was the official band playing for
Pre.sident William Howard Taft during his visit to the Cape Fear
region.

In 1916 Fort Caswell was again one of the most important mili-



tary posts on the east coast. It was the headquarters of the Cape
Fear Coastal Defenses and was manned by three companies of
Coast Artillery Corps under the command of Col. Charles A.
Bennett. The armament consisted of mortars, direct and rapid
fire guns and a mine defense. The fort was used as an Army
training camp in World War 1.

After the Great War the world was thought to be at peace for
good and in 1923 Fort Caswell was abandoned by the Coast
Artillery. One reason for its abandonment was its isolation.
Until 1928 there was no road to Oak Island. The only means of
approach was by water. In 1935 the State of North Carolina pro-
posed that Caswell be transformed into a seaplane base. Since
most of the buildings (most of which still are used) were still
in good condition, it could be converted without much expense.
However, the Pentagon did not comply with this suggestion and
the fort remained unoccupied.

Hence, Caswell remained desolate until World War II. Just
three days after the “Day of Infamy” of December 7, 1941 the
United States again acquired the property on Oak Island by
means of condemnation.

During World War II Fort Caswell served as an army base and
a submarine lookout post. Thus, once more the fort helped protect
the North Carolina coast and the Port of Wilmington during a
military crisis. On January 31, 1946 Fort Caswell was designated
as war surplus and assigned for disposal.

The Baptist State Convention of North Carolina purchased the
fort property for $86,000 on September 27, 1949. On October 5 of
that year the deed was registered and the 250 acres on Oak
Island belonged to the Baptists of North Carolina.

Since that time Fort Caswell has been a religious assembly
ground. Many of the buildings of Caswell’s second era (World
War I and the Spanish-American War) are still in use and many
additional structures have been built. Unfortunately many of the
buildings have been allowed to deteriorate or have been damaged
by careless use and reconstruction.

Old Fort Caswell now provides a place of relaxation and learn-
ing for Baptists and all others in the center of the most interest-
ing and varied area of the United States. All around lie historie
relics of other eras rich in the tradition of the Cape Fear, and
the unsurpassed beauty of unscarred nature. Visitors to the area
can see everything from the ruins of one of the earliest towns in
Colonial America to the wild natural beauty of Bald Head Island.

Hence today, peaceful yet powerful old Fort Caswell is a
refuge for those who seek the power and peace of the Christian
message in North Carolina’s most beautiful and historic environ-
ment.
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