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I.  Description:

This engagement is a Confederate assault on a Union fortified river 

town.  The Southern force is a division of over 12,000 with supporting 

cavalry, artillery and navy (the ironclad ram Albemarle).  The Federals 

have an infantry brigade with siege artillery for a total of 2,834 land 

troops.  Four U.S. gunboats are on station.

II.  Gameplay:

200/20 scale.  Fifty turns but really about eighteen turns with the night 

respite. The late arrival of the Confederate ram interrupts the cease fire 

for a two turn raid. Mostly breezy fair weather.

This, as most counter-battery scenarios go, works best in "reactons+" 

and all advance options in AoR version 1.4. 

III.  Background:  

Setting:  

Plymouth sits on the Roanoke River at the head of the Albemarle Sound 

in eastern North Carolina.  Its seizure occured during the Federal blockade 

actions of 1862.  The town itself is well fortified but the linear redoubt 

system is stretched over three miles along the river.  The city's 

immediate defense works of a naval battery and two forts, are connected

by a rifle line .  There are no abatis works in the road approaches.  

The surrounding terrain lends to Plymouth's immediate defensive 

strength.  The Roanoke forms the base with a thick swamp on the 

opposite bank.  Surrounding marsh and creeks limit approaches to a 

few exposed lanes. Redoubts command these open fields and cow 

pastures.  The Federals destroyed the two bridges that cross the inland 

streams since their line of communication is  river borne.  For the 

attacker, movement is slow and the only cover  is provided by the 

wood & brush line that surrounds the town eight hexes or so away.

The marsh contributes to the weakness of the strung-out line in that 

the outer forts are subject to isolation.  

The improbable Rebel attack occurs at a time when its out-numbered

and under-supplied national force is desperately on the defensive 

against the steadily advancing Union juggernaut in Virginia and 

Georgia.  

Strategic Prelude:

The Union, confident in the strength of its Navy and guns, has its mind 

on maintaining the blockade in the Albemarle Sound while focusing on 

sealing Wilmington and its in-land rail link.  Any Rebel action against 

Plymouth will probably be a small overland raid at best.  Expecting 

such an action from the southwest, the single-line "picket" defense is 

constructed accordingly and manned by a brigade with thirty guns.  

For the Confederate strategists, a mini-campaign  through inner coastal 

NC would dissuade against a  Union westward foray to disrupt the 

vital transport between Petersburg and the rest of the South.  In 

addition, opening the Albemarle would spring another leak in the 

tight Union naval blockade.  

The division is raised from defensive units protecting Petersburg, the 

Weldon Railroad, Suffolk and Wilmington.  To overcome the "siege 

mentality",  the body  is comprised mostly of  North Carolina units of 

varied experience.  A single ironclad, laid in a local cornfield thirty 

miles upstream, will handle the Union's supporting blockade squadron. 

Further, a young  Tar Heel is entrusted to lead the combined attack.

Figures:

Newly anointed Brigadier General Robert F. Hoke, served with 

distinction and bravery during his meteoric rise through the 

Confederate officer ranks.  Just shy of 27 years,  young Hoke enters this 

engagement with severe injuries sustained at Chancellorsville.  His 

former regiments, North Carolina's 21st and 35th, are serving proudly 

in this home division.  Riding with Mercer's Brigade, Hoke leads the 

charges in the first days of battle.

Also a new Brigadier General, Henry Walton Wessells leads the Federal 

garrison at Plymouth.  He is well suited to this mundane command.  

Besides guarding the Roanoke river, the town serves as a supply depot 

and as a recruiting center for the U.S. Colored Troops and Southern 

Union Loyalists.  Its harbor is a  base for the Albemarle Sound's 

patrolling gunboats.  It's just a Quarter-master's post. (no offense)

C.S.N. Commander J.W. Cooke oversees her construction and brazenly 

leads the hand-built Albemarle in an impossible mission.

Southern Colonel Matt Ransom, a popular military appointee, will lead 

his brigade in the battle's final assault.  He goes on to become a revered 

statesman in North Carolina and in national affairs.

IV.  Battle Capsule 17-20 April 1864 

Approaching from the southwest,  the Confederates initiate the four day 

conflict with late afternoon skirmishing and probing assaults on the 

Western outer forts.  These Rebel pokes and prods are repulsed with 

disproportionate casualty due to the Union defender's favorable position 

and the support of the gunships Miami and Southfield (or Smithfield).  

On the 18th, such restrained attacks continue concluding with the 

capitulation of Ft. Wessells,  1/2 mile south west of Plymouth's main 

defenses.  Showing great patience with his superior force, Hoke avoids 

a direct frontal conflict with his dug-in opponent.  On this day, the 

Confederate leader opts for artillery bombardment, small arms 

skirmishing and demonstrative troop movements 

On 19 April, the delayed ironclad ram Albemarle arrives to resume the 

combined operation.  After navigating past underwater impediments in 

the early morning darkness, the iron behemoth encounters the pair of 

sentinel gunboats. Southfield falls victim to the ram's piercing prow 

while the Miami tries to drop a point-blank shell in Albemarle's 

smokestack.  Eventually, the outmatched Miami steams down river in 

retreat.  Two additional gunboats, observing from far downstream, 

never engage the ironclad.  Without the threat of naval guns, Hoke 

continues his land advance at daybreak.  Minor feints and shelling 

characterize the day.

20 April:   The Confederate main force's histrionics directly in front of 

the town's stronghold, Fort Williams, diverts attention from Hoke's 

overnight maneuver to the defending line's left flank.  While the Reb 

artillery continues to pound these defenses, a single infantry brigade 

(of three in the division) charges across a cow pasture, overwhelming 

the eastern  Fort Comfort (Compher) and driving the defenders back 

through the streets of Plymouth.  In complement, the division's best 

sharp-shooters sneak along the river bank and take up sniper positions 

within the town.  

With shells pouring in from close range in front, naval ordinance 

pestering from the Albemarle behind, and accurate rifle fire from 

seemingly all directions,  the Union defenders are stymied.  Fort 

Williams, now carrying the battle alone, reluctantly raises the white 

flag.  Union Gen. Wessells avoids a sure massacre.  It is still morning.

V.  Notes

Plymouth is the first "Hardee's stop" on the way home from the Outer 

Banks.  It is still surrounded by a huge, bug-infested marsh.  Add to it 

the delicate aroma of a local pulp mill.

The overshadowed story of the ironclad Albemarle, from incarnation to 

shameful end, approaches mythical, hyperbolic proportions; look it up. 

Find out how the Miami's Commander Flusser met his end!

Gen. William Wessells died in my former hometown  Dover, Delaware. 

Never heard of him.

To accomplish the crafty "end around" in the dark, Hoke's men had to 

build pontoons over the destroyed bridges on Conaby creek.  This 

inadvertently started the delightful leisure of Carolina intra-costal 

pontooning (see movie: Cape Fear).

Many local African-Americans, as well as many recent freedmen  from 

elswhere, distinguished themselves on the Union parapets and boat 

decks in their fight to the death.  A black "powder boy" served on the 

Albemarle.

It would seem that the account of Plymouth would be celebrated  and 

perpetuated down here by Carolina's  Secesh sentimentalists.  After all, 

it was an unlikely attack at an unlikely stage of the war executed by an 

unlikely, young, home-grown leader (he was only a 2nd Lt. in 1861)  

Apparently, the memory, or memorial, of this battle is continued and 

sponsored by the descendants of the gallant defenders.  

So, Robert Hoke is knighted  Major General, the Albemarle does her thing,  

the division returns to the defense of Petersburg, the Union retakes 

Plymouth yada, yada.   Many of the captives that day, on the other hand,  

go on to leave this world suffering.  Take some time absorbing the unit rolls

on the Civil War Plymouth Pilgrim's Descendants Society's web page (skip 

movie: Andersonville).  There were unfortunate others, USCT and 

Union Loyalists Buffaloes, that never even made the trip.  There have been

allegations of a masacre of these troops after the city's capture. 

Regardless, many of these members fled with their lives and resigned those

same lives in the swamp and brush outside of Plymouth.

VI.  Massage Message

I used abatis to represent the two fallen bridges on the eastern creek.  

On the western creek, the bundle of sticks represents a  foot bridge of 

single logs, the only over-land route from the town to Ft. Gray.  

Mercer's Brigade, directed by the AI, can't find its  way to town without 

this materialized crossing.  I doubt that 2,800 men would do the Nadia 

over this plank-trail under fire.  Don't bother trying to "engineer" a 

faster crossing , the abatis does not add to the movement penalty of 

traversing a ford/marsh.  The AI pauses to clear the abatis, though.

And in the river (Thoroughfare Gap) the abatis & rocks symbolize the 

sunken hulks and debris that the U.S. hoped would contain any 

upstream invaders.  In the game (as in history!), you can shuttle 

through virtually unmolested.  Sometimes, however, the AI can't find 

its way through.  I guess you'll just have to pummel the ironclad 

from eight hex range instead of one.

There are a lot of anonymous Rebel regimental leaders.  This unfairly 

facilitates better mobility of the AI's brigades over-the-creek-and-

through-the-woods.  The ratings for the leaders were concocted to 

neither handicap or enrich the leaderless regiment.

The 8th Confederate Cavalry for the AI is merely an active guard of the 

artillery line.  I know nothing about this unit except that it came from 

NC and Va.  You will find that by using them, you can wreak  havoc 

in a frontal assault.  It's not as fun.  Resist if you can.

For the Blue's, the two small gunboats downstream are almost non-

participants, too.  In fact, at first sight of blood, they turn tail 

(just like history!)  Feel free to use them after the Albemarle shows up.

Oh, ignore the ratings for the vessels.  I tried to represent the huge 

advantage that an ironclad slash ram had on these wooden steamers.  

I'm sure, however, that Commander Cooke had near "98" courage just 

to get in that bucket of bolts.  Too bad that when the steamers do flee, 

they bolt for centreville Plymouth instead of  down river (north) toward 

the Sound.

I put walls in some redoubts and batteries because I like the way they 

rubble.  In fact, if everything works out right, the entire town ends up in 

rubble (just like history!).

I encountered the fact that the Tar Heel regiments were more uniform 

in their uniform than other states because textiles, not tobacco, was our 

state's nineteenth century forte.   British fasteners and shoes 

smuggled through the blockade at Wilmington surely improved 

appearances.  Home regiments wore a bluish gray field coat with 

coordinating trousers.  Handsome black trim accented  the head gear, 

epaulets and leg seams.  That's why those Carolina guys are preppy-

looking compared to the ragged Virginians (just like history!).  This 

state, representing a seventh of the Confederate population, donated a 

dapper ninth of the Cause's casualties.  

I guessed at unit troop strengths as did the record keepers.  Braxton 

Bragg's conjured up Tar Heel division was 10,000 to 15,000 in number.  

The books, and the martyr-makers, seem to agree on the Union's 2,834 

troops and their thirty assorted guns.

More significantly, (and tragically) I guessed artillery too.  20 lb. 

Parrots? Probably.  200 lb. Siege gun? Who knows.  (the cannon 

allegedly  at Battery Worth didn't have angle to tag the Albemarle when 

she slipped past at five knots).  Change one gun and a computer vs. 

computer balance test yields a  "brilliant Union victory" which was once 

a  consistent "draw".

VII.  Hints & Tips

...put the Confederates to bed, the routed regiments will need the rest.

...to pull out a notable victory, the Albemarle must possess the town's 

wharf area; she can't do it on her own.

...lovers of siege defense (and Doom) know that one can win just by 

mowing down as much as you can before you bite the dust.

...the Yankees should head for a bomb proof as soon as the shelling 

starts.

...un-do Wessells' flawed defense by recalling the satellite 

detachments.

...pay attention to your artillery ranges and reaction orders.

...related to point above, don't wear headphones in the first few turns

VIII.   Sketch of Resources

Civil War, Red River to Appomattox, a Narrative History (3rd book.) by  

Shelby Foote

Smithsonian's Great Battles & Battlefields of the Civil War / Jay Wertz 

& Edwin Bearss ed.

Echoes of Glory / Henry Woodhead ed.

Ironclad of the Roanoke; Gilbert Elliot's Albemarle by Robert G. Elliot

Civil War in North Carolina by John G. Barrett

North Carolina as a Civil War Battleground 1861 to 1865 by John G. 

Barrett

Ironclads and Columbiads: Civil War in North Carolina; The Coast. by 

William R. Trotter.

Port of Plymouth Museum and the Albemarle Sound Tourist Board, 

Washington County, North Carolina

VMI and Va. Tech's Civil War resource centers on the web

N.C. State's  Abstract Libraries

...and  the following sources provided by WWW links on the Civil War 

Plymouth Pilgrim Descendent Society: 

WWW.members.aol.com/CWPPDS/homepage:

OOB Civil War On-line / Michael Busby (or Ken Boots?)

The Soldier's Story of His Captivity at Andersonville, Belle Isle and 

Other Rebel Prisons(excerpt)/Sgt. Warrren Lee Goss 2nd Mass. Heavy 

Artillery  Co. H

History of the Twenty -First (North Carolina) Regiment (excerpt)/ 

Maj. James F. Beall C.S.A.

History of the Bradford Battery (Miss.) (excerpt)/ Lt. P.C. Hoy C.S.A.

History of North Carolina's Colored Troops (10th U.S., 2nd NC)  web 

page.

Confederate Ironclads Homepage (no kiddin')

IX.  Version Notes

(1.00- 23 June 1997) will float for a while until I receive feedback

(1.02- 21 July 1997) 

-adjusted regiment strength of Confederates.  Total force is now just over  

10,000 instead of 13,000 still can not account for the 3K troops but the 

change reflects effective combatants for this relatively new and short-

lived organization.

-corrected historical artillery placements to add positional guns with 

considerable range and battering strength.

-placed the correct artillery in Ft. Gray and Ft. Williams.

-fixed AI problem with Ransom's Brigade attack path

-adjusted reaction orders for artillery on both sides

-placed Ft. Grey on an embankment

-corrected misplaced leaders

-added a battalion of Reb sharp shooters...the 49th NC Battalion..they 

start the scenario skirmishing and hidden in front of Ft. Williams

-gave the 8th Confederate Cavalry their Sharps carbines

-gave the crew of the USS Ceres some balls

-fixed word-wrap in this document

X.  Vitals

Thanks to Grant Whitley of Williamston, NC- a prolific scenario designer

and a inquisitive playtester and researcher.

pppogie@sprynet.com

or

lilpogie@aol.com

please, just drop a brief note with your comments.

J.P. Asuncion

Durham, North Carolina

