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    Introduction




    North Carolina is a storied land. The area was well populated before the first European arrival, with estimates of native populations running as high as forty thousand to fifty thousand people. The state has a history and culture that fades back into the mists of time.




    The advent of European exploration brought change. The Italians and Spanish made brief forays into the area, but it was the British who chose to first settle there. Along with them came their culture and their diseases, forever changing the landscape of North Carolina.




    The oldest European mystery in the Americas is that of Roanoke Island and what happened to the 110 settlers who came to the North Carolina coast to make a new life. The fate of the first English baby born in America, Virginia Dare, still remains a mystery to historians and archeologists.




    Every successive wave of immigrants has had an impact on North Carolina. British occupations brought pirates, swashbuckling, and romance to the land. Settlers drove out the natives and scrambled to build their own stronghold in the New World. They tried to make a haven in which to raise their children, but disputes with the Indians brought war and blood.




    From the Blue Ridge Mountains in the west to the region on the coast, this is a vast and varied state. North Carolina nurtured the very roots of this nation as one of the original colonies that fought for independence. It was also the setting for bloody conflict in the Civil War.




    It should come as no surprise, then, that a state with this much history and passion is also a most haunted state. There are layers upon layers of ghost stories in every region, some dating back before European settlement. There are ghostly pirates and heroines, spirits in the Uwharrie Mountains, and phantoms on the islands along the Cape. In my research I have come to realize that a region’s ghost stories represent the history of a people and reflect their culture, beliefs, and hopes. It is my pleasure to introduce you to these ghostly tales from grand old North Carolina, and I hope that you will gain a new appreciation for the Tar Heel State after reading them.


  




  

    Coastal Region




    Romance and mystery surround the string of islands off the coast of North Carolina as well as the region on its eastern shore. The land is filled with enduring mysteries and tales of pirates and damsels in distress. The sea is the master here and many of the ghosts come from its very depths. Ghost ships ride the waves and beautiful, doomed women plunge themselves into the waters in an eternal bid to protect their honor and escape from even more unseemly fates. There is no end to the fascinating stories that come from this region. Devils and phantoms abound in the land where little Virginia Dare mysteriously disappeared and the Graveyard of Ships swallows sailors even today.




    The Lost Colony




    The first true mystery concerning Europeans in America is the odd disappearance of the Roanoke settlement. The fate of this little colony has captured the minds and hearts of people on both sides of the Atlantic Ocean and remains an enigma to this day.




    The British of the sixteenth century were a people of conquest and colonization, but America posed a challenge. When the British arrived, they found many communities and nations of people already settled on the land. The European explorers believed they had rights to the land by virtue of the blood in their veins and the natives felt they had the rights by virtue of past possession. When two civilizations collide and both desire the same thing, however, it is inevitable that war and death will follow. But the natives were also people of compassion who had genuinely friendly personalities




    On April 27, 1584, two British ships landed on Roanoke Island. The ships had been sent out by Sir Walter Raleigh with the blessing of Queen Elizabeth to explore the New World for possible colonization. Aboard were tradesmen, craftsmen, artists, and explorers, charged with the task of looking for exploitable resources, such as timber, gold, and fertile land.




    The ships reached the Outer Banks on July 13, 1584, and the explorers sailed in small vessels to land. They put in at what is now Nags Head, North Carolina, and climbed hills or dunes to see what was before them. They quickly realized that they were on a barrier island and decided to move on to the northern end of Roanoke. There they found a palisaded village of natives who were quite hospitable to the English. When the men returned to England, they brought with them two natives, who were a curiosity for the British nobility.




    Queen Elizabeth and her advisors were most happy with the descriptions, artist drawings, and the natives who were presented to her. She made Raleigh the Chief Lord of the new lands and charged him to set up colonies and make the land prosper for the British Empire.




    In accordance, Raleigh planned a second expedition to Roanoke Island. This time he sent seven ships with 150 men and provisions to set up the first colony. The two natives again sailed with the ships so that they might return home. It was hoped that they would sway any hostile natives by telling them about how well they were treated. Some of the men from the first voyage also accompanied this new enterprise. Their help would be invaluable once they reached land again.




    The second expedition reached Ocracoke Island on June 26, 1585, and began exploring with a view as to where they should set up the colony. They finally settled on Roanoke Island on July 27, and chose a spot where the river was wide enough to allow a ship to come inland.




    The new governor, Ralph Lane, had a military background and immediately set about building a fort. He sent out expeditions to see what could be exploited and angered the local natives when he burned down an entire village over a misunderstanding about a silver cup. Lane’s outright theft and aggression alienated the natives and led to warfare, which broke out by the summer of 1586.




    Lane had requested more supplies shortly after beginning to build the fort on the east end of Roanoke Island, but the supply ships were delayed, leaving the natives as the only means of support. Of course at this point, they were not inclined to help the English. The one hundred and fifty men grew more desperate with each passing day. When Sir Francis Drake arrived with twenty-three ships and anchored in the harbor at Roanoke on June 9 of that year, many of the colonists and explorers begged him to take them home, which he subsequently did, making space for them onboard the ships.




    Even Lane had to admit the colony had failed, and he himself boarded one of Drake’s ships and returned to England. Fifteen days later, the supply ships did arrive. They brought along fifteen more men to join the colony but found the fort abandoned. It was decided that the fifteen men would remain to hold the land for Raleigh and England and new colonists would be sent over.




    Raleigh still believed that the Americas should be colonized and gathered up another convoy of ships to sail to Roanoke Island in 1587. This group, led by Gov. John White, included women and children and was much less military in composition. Each planter who successfully settled in the new colony was to be given at least five hundred acres of land. This promise attracted 117 people to join White in the venture, including his son-in-law and daughter, Annanias and Eleanor White Dare. Upon arrival, the colonists searched for the fifteen men they were told would greet them, but they found no one. The houses were in ruins, the fort was partly destroyed, and the forestland had reclaimed the area, with vines and grasses growing on the structures. The colonists found the skeletal remains of one man who had been murdered and presumed that the natives had either killed the rest or taken them away.




    The first order of business was to rebuild the fort and make shelters. It was too late in the year to plant crops, and Governor White realized that he must immediately send for more provisions. He feared that the provisions would be delayed unless he went in person to request them, but he delayed for a short time because his daughter was about to give birth. White’s grandchild, Virginia, was born on August 18, 1587, and she would become notable in history as the first English child born in the Americas.




    Only nine days after Virginia’s birth, Governor White bid his family farewell and boarded the ship for England. Before he departed, he met with a council to develop some signals in the event of a problem to indicate what happened and where he should look if the colony had to move. In that case, White was to look for words carved in wood at the fort site. If the colonists had to leave under duress or were at war, they were to carve a cross above the words.




    What happened at the colony after White left would forever remain a mystery. It was four years before he could return to Roanoke Island. Once he was in England, he was unable to persuade the queen or anyone else to give him ships for the provisions. England was at war with Spain and that took precedence over everything else. Sailors and other men were conscripted into service and ships could not be sacrificed for a journey to America. White languished in frustration and anger as he worried that the colony was suffering. At last, three years later, White was supplied with men and provisions, and on March 20, 1590, he sailed back to Roanoke.




    On August 18, the men arrived on Roanoke’s shore and saw smoke coming from the island. Surely it was a good sign, as White noted. But he soon understood, upon landing, that it meant nothing. The smoke appeared to be smoldering dead trees, probably blasted by lightning. They found the fort abandoned and the houses pulled down. A palisade made of thick tree trunks surrounded the fort. On one trunk was carved the word CROATOAN. Also the letters CRO were carved on a nearby tree. White was not alarmed at first. He knew that the Croatan Indians lived on a nearby island and had been friendly to the colonists, and the carvings were without the cross that signified danger. White wanted to explore the Croatoan Island (today called Hatteras Island) the following day, but a terrible storm erupted, keeping the men away. In need of supplies after their long voyage, the ship’s captain insisted that they leave for the West Indies, despite White’s protests. In great fear and sadness, he watched the islands drift away. He vowed to come back and search for his family, but that would never happen. A lack of funding would prohibit White from ever returning again to North Carolina.




    In 1607, when Jamestown was established in Virginia, Capt. John Smith began inquiries among the local population on the whereabouts of the colonists from Roanoke. He was told that the colonists had split into two bands. Chief Powhatan, who despised the whites, bragged that some of the colonists had taken up residence with Chesapeake Indians, but that he had attacked the villages and slain them. He offered as proof a musket barrel, a brass mortar, and other European artifacts. But in 1612, the residents of Jamestown were told that some of the Roanoke colonists were still alive and living nearby. They began a search but never found any trace of them.




    Since that time, many theories have been offered up to solve the mystery of what happened to the Roanoke colonists. There is some evidence to suggest that the Pembroke Indians took them in, and they assimilated and intermarried, which was common with that group and would explain the light hair and skin and blue eye color of some of the Pembrokes.




    Whatever the truth is, the story of the Lost Colony has become an enduring part of North Carolina’s history, and it is doubtful if the mystery will ever be solved. There are some who believe that the colonists who died still haunt the island.




    Virginia Dare and the White Deer




    There is a legend that explains the fate of little Virginia Dare, as well as the appearance of a ghostly white deer in Hatteras.




    According to the legend, Chief Manteo of the Croatan tribe was returning from a fishing expedition when he learned that the British village on Roanoke was to be attacked by Chief Powhatan. Manteo slipped into the village to warn his friends. It was decided that the villagers would leave and a few brave men would stay behind to slow down the attack so that the others could escape to safety. Manteo knew of a secret tunnel through the caves that would bring the villagers out to canoes that he would have waiting there. He did rescue most of the villagers, including the beautiful, blond baby, Virginia Dare.




    Manteo took the refugees to his own village at Hatteras, where he offered them asylum. The grateful villagers settled in and married within the tribe. There is biological evidence to suggest that at least part of this story is true, as some members of Manteo’s tribe, like the Pembrokes, had fair skin, blond hair, and blue eyes. This could well be the legacy of the lost colonists.




    According to the story, Virginia was much admired as she grew up, for her fair looks were exotic to the dark-haired people. She was a lovely young woman and many of the men wanted to wed her, but Virginia did not want to get married.




    Among those who pushed the hardest for Virginia to choose a mate was the medicine man, Chico. He wanted to take Virginia as his wife and longed to make his bid for her. Virginia, though, did not love Chico and turned her eyes toward another young man whom she had grown up with, a tall, handsome chief named Wanchese, who was a fierce hunter and warrior.




    Chico was furious that Virginia favored Wanchese and vowed to make her unacceptable to him and every other man. He heard of a very powerful potion that could shift the shape of a person into an animal and decided to use it on Virginia. He called upon the powers of the sea and upon the spirits of the island to transform the beautiful young girl.




    When he was sure that his spell would work, he lured Virginia into the forest where he tricked her into drinking the mixture.




    Virginia had known Chico all of her life and was not suspicious when he gave her the brew. She drank it and moments later fell ill. Chico chanted and called upon the spirits as Virginia writhed in pain. When at last Virginia rose again, she appeared to be a white doe. Terror and confusion filled the girl’s heart. She leapt forward and bounded away on strong legs.




    Virginia ran until she came to a stream to get a drink. When she saw her reflection in the water, she realized she could not go back to her village. She could not appear before her beloved Wanchese, for he was a great hunter and might slay her. She would have to hide in the forest.




    For some months the hunters saw the white deer, but they could not kill it. The doe seemed to anticipate their every move. It was as if it was more spirit than real. Wanchese had been devastated by the disappearance of Virginia, and he wanted to find the spirit deer in hope that it could tell him where she had gone.




    An old hunter told Wanchese that only silver-tipped arrows could bring down a spirit deer, and so Wanchese had made such arrows. One day, he stalked the deer and at last found it near a stream. The doe bowed her head to drink and Wanchese brought his bow up. For a second, the deer raised its head and Wanchese hesitated, but then he let the silver-tipped arrow fly.




    As the arrow struck the doe, it let out a human scream. Wanchese suddenly realized that this was not a deer at all but rather a human bewitched in some way. He ran forward and fell before the doe. It looked up at him with quivering sides. From the beast’s lips came a voice. “I am Virginia Dare” the deer gasped before it died.




    Since that time and until this day, a white deer is occasionally seen on Hatteras, and those who know the tale believe that it is the spirit of young Virginia haunting the island.




    The Ghost Ship Crissie Wright




    It was a cold winter’s night on January 11, 1886, and it was a terrible night to be a sailor plying the waters near North Carolina. On board the Crissie Wright, Capt. Jeb Collins struggled with a dilemma. The seas had turned hostile with a bitter storm. Wind buffeted the ship, forcing him to lower the sails. Ice froze in the rigging and made the deck dangerous to traverse. Wave upon wave washed across the frozen deck, adding to the layers of ice. The men were bundled up, but nothing could keep out the bitter cold of the frigid water for long. The ship faced the most dangerous part of its journey as it prepared to cross the Diamond Shoals headed toward Cape Lookout. In such a rough sea, it could well be a suicide mission.




    Captain Collins was a seasoned sailor who knew the area well. At last, he decided to turn back from the shoals and weather the storm in the deep water where the risks were fewer. In a gruff voice, he called his orders and the men hurried to obey. The men slipped and slid along the deck, but soon the ship was anchored both at the fore and aft sides to ride the storm out before crossing the shoals. On Shackleford Banks, the little town of Diamond City watched the hapless ship. The people began preparations for a disaster. The men built a large bonfire on the beach as a beacon, and hot coffee was brewed and broth made to feed any survivors. The men attempted to launch the heavy whaling ships, but they had no luck; the sea would not let them set sail that night. One ship they tried to launch capsized in the waves and several men were hurt. Finally, the would-be rescuers took shelter and waited.




    On board the Crissie Wright, the men were helpless as the battering waves rose and crashed down again and again upon the deck. Even the most hardened sailors among them were silent as the storm raged on. The men had done all they could do and now they were able only to wait out the storm to its end.




    On deck, Captain Collins kept a sharp watch. Everyone’s fingers and toes were numb and the spray had frozen across the men’s faces, leaving white eyebrows and beards. Suddenly, a wave rose up and crashed on the deck, sending the ship dipping downward. There was a terrible crack and the mainmast broke. Rigging dangled as the waves hungrily licked at the broken mast. The ship took another terrible dip, and a wave sent the broken mast ahead like a bludgeon, punching a hole into the decking. Water immediately began pouring through on the men below. There were screams and shouts as the men hurried to fix the hole before the ship was swamped.




    Another wave crashed in from above and the ship shuddered, ripping the planking. Men fought to get topside to help lower the lifeboats, but the waves plucked at them. Two men were nearly swept overboard. It was impossible to launch the lifeboats in such weather.




    Another wave struck the ship and swallowed Captain Collins and two mates. The men now screamed for mercy, but it did no good. The Crissie Wright lost the fight. The ship foundered and filled with water. Men tried to hold on with numbed fingers. On the shore, the townspeople waited as the night grew even more bitterly cold. They huddled by fires to keep warm and thought silently of the men that were struggling aboard the vessel just off their coast. It was daylight before they could launch a rescue attempt. At first light, a sturdy whaling boat hurried toward the wreckage of the Crissie Wright. What the men found was horrible. Of the seven sailors, only four were left aboard. They had wrapped themselves in the mainsail canvas to wait out the storm, but three of them had frozen to death. Only the cook, a large beefy man, had survived. The rescuers took him ashore where he was given medical treatment, but he was never well again, physically or mentally.




    Ever since that bitter winter, there have been those who live along the shore who say that on wild, stormy nights, the ghost of the Crissie Wright once again rides the waves. Her crew fights their futile struggle for survival once more and the sounds of the poor, doomed ship can be heard.




    Captain Harper’s Encounter




    In the mid-1800s, Capt. John Harper was owner and master of a steamer named the Wilmington, which made a daily trip from Wilmington to Southport by way of Lower Cape Fear. On occasion, he also ran special chartered trips. Captain Harper and his vessel became well known among the traveling public, largely because of his wonderful ability as a storyteller. He regaled his passengers with tales of the area and of his own adventures.




    One strange tale Captain Harper often told was called the “Colonial Apparition.” He prefaced the story by saying that the night of the events was one of the most frightening of his life. It begins on a stormy, cold winter’s night, when the captain was in the wheelhouse watching closely over the ship’s course. Despite the terrible weather, Captain Harper was not overly concerned and attempted the crossing. But when he looked out of the little glass pilothouse, he shuddered. The wind whipped around the vessel, battering it dangerously. Waves rose up, threatening to swamp her, and a cold drizzle covered most of the deck with ice. The wild winds pushed the steamer around, and Peter Jorgensen, one of the deckhands, was taking constant depth soundings. Captain Harper remained calm, as if he knew that by instinct alone he could pilot the ship safely to port. Also aboard that night were his crew and one passenger who had come to join Captain Harper in the wheelhouse of the ship. The passenger’s name was MacMillan, and he watched the weather raging around the ship.




    “You know,” MacMillan said, “I have an ancestor who nearly was executed in this very area during the Revolution. Have you ever heard the story of the Scottish Highlanders who were executed at Brunswick?”




    The captain replied that he had not heard this tale and bid MacMillan to continue. “Well my great-grandfather, William MacMillan, was a talented Scottish soldier, and he was invited by none less than Governor Johnston to come and take up the cause. Great-grandfather did come along with a group of fellow soldiers. They fought for the American cause and made homes in North Carolina.




    “Now it was near the end of the American Revolution when events transpired that led to the executions. In September of 1781, Colonel Fanning, a leader among the Tories, set his sights upon this area.” MacMillan waved his hand toward the window.




    “Fanning was famous for being able to obtain valuable information from prisoners. He did this by targeting people with a good deal of probable knowledge and then capturing them. He’d apply various tortures to the captives until they talked. His methods were crude but most effective, and everyone in the Brunswick area was worried lest they come to the attention of Colonel Fanning.




    “Fanning began taking prisoners by setting up a surprise attack on Hillsboro. He managed to capture the governor and other leading people. He gathered the prisoners together and marched them toward Wilmington, where he planned to turn them over to the British along with whatever information he could glean. Along the way, Fanning took prisoner anyone he felt might be useful. Among those he captured were my great-grandfather and two other Scottish Highlanders.




    “Fanning learned that Scottish Highlanders had been forced to take an oath to the king of England, which they had renounced once they had come to settle in the Cape Fear area along with a good number of other Scottish folks. Now Fanning decided to make an example of the Scottish traitors. He would try them and execute them.




    “The men were interred in an old slave ship in the bay at Brunswick. It was a filthy, vile place for the poor men, and they attempted to escape but to no avail. A mockery of a trial was set up and the three Scottish men were found guilty. The first two were brought out in irons and executed. Then they led my great- grandfather to the tree where he would be killed. For only a moment they loosened his bonds so that they could wrap the chains around the execution tree. In that second Grandfather lunged forward and made a mad dash for freedom. Grandfather hid in the brush and moved quickly and quietly along. He never stopped and never rested until he reached his own cabin door. In approximately twenty-four hours he traveled no less than seventy miles.
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    “Grandfather was never rearrested and he lived to a ripe old age, but he never forgot those events, and he never forgot those men who died there that day. He often told the story and you could see by his eyes that his surviving haunted him in some way.” MacMillan turned his eyes to the storm-tossed night raging around the snug little wheelhouse and sighed.




    Captain Harper followed his passenger’s gaze. He knew that they were just passing the Brunswick area. Then he scanned the waters for signs of the shoreline.




    MacMillan cleared his throat and began to talk softly again. “You know that the local slaves used to say that on stormy nights the spirits of the two executed men would rise and walk. Have you ever heard any such tales, captain?” MacMillan inquired.




    Captain Harper nodded. “Aye, I’ve heard such tales, but they’re barely whispered these days. The tales were told to me long ago and without the rich knowledge that your family history has brought to the story.”




    “If spirits are loosed in that area,” MacMillan maintained, “then they must be those of the executed men that Grandfather told me about. Surely they’d have every reason to not lie peacefully in their graves. In fact, I’ve looked into the ghostly tale and learned that on more than one occasion the spirits have also been seen in a boat upon the waters, rowing toward ships. I believe that they are looking for passage back home to Scotland, but that I can’t prove.”




    Despite Captain Harper’s intense interest, he found himself quickly shifting his focus as the ship ran into difficulties. The vessel was tossed and the captain and crew struggled to keep it upright in the waters. Through long hours, fear grew in Captain Harper’s normally placid heart.




    Peter Jorgensen brought the captain more bad news. The ship had lost its course and they were unable to find their location with the instruments. Within moments, the ship’s keel slid over the jetties and the craft was caught. There was nothing that could be done until first light. The captain found the ship to be basically sound, however, and decided to weather the storm stuck on the jetties. The crewmen retired to the furnace room, where they could dry off and lose the terrible chill that enveloped them that night, but Jorgensen remained on watch. The poor mate was buffeted by the winds and icy rain, yet he kept walking the deck and looking out anxiously into the darkness.




    Midnight came and Captain Harper was awake and terribly frightened that he had made a bad decision by sailing that night. Jorgensen, unaware of the time, struggled to stay upright and warm against the biting winter wind. Vigilant as always, he swung his lantern and kept walking the decks. Suddenly, in the leading edge of the light, he thought he saw something. He stopped and held the lantern high; then he stepped closer and froze again. He saw a man, dripping wet, standing there holding the railing, as if he had just climbed out of the water. The man turned toward Jorgensen, who nearly cried out. Ice was frozen in the man’s beard and hair. A look of gaunt horror etched his face. Fearing the specter would bring harm to the crew, Jorgensen lunged forward to knock this watery spirit back into the depths, but his hands plunged through it. There was no substance.




    Jorgensen fled to the wheelhouse. Inside he found Captain Harper and MacMillan talking. The two men listened in shock as poor Jorgensen poured out his ghostly tale. Had the captain not known Jorgensen so well, he would have accused the man of imbibing alcohol, but one look at Jorgensen’s face and shaking hands was enough to assure the captain that the man spoke the truth. Quickly Captain Harper and MacMillan donned rain slickers and made their way to the point on deck where Jorgensen had seen the apparition. They saw nothing.




    The two men returned to the relative warmth and comfort of the wheelhouse and were only beginning to warm themselves when a seagull crashed through the wheelhouse windows, bringing in the raging storm. The bleeding, quivering bird skidded to a stop at MacMillan’s feet and died. MacMillan became rather unnerved and insisted that the bird was an ill omen. There was yet more trouble to befall the vessel, he declared.




    Captain Harper tried to remain calm. He felt a surge of relief when the vessel shifted with the rising tide and began to float again. To calm Jorgensen and MacMillan, the captain began joking. Fear clutched his own heart, however, but he refused to give vent to it.




    He ordered Jorgensen back to watch, joking about keeping a weather eye out for more ghosts. Jorgensen failed to find the comment funny, but he returned to duty. MacMillan calmed, as the captain steered the ship along.




    Suddenly, a terrible scream rang out. The crew came tumbling out on deck, where Jorgensen insisted that he had heard a siren shrieking. No one else saw or heard a thing. Captain Harper ordered the vessel to stop until he was sure that all were safe. In an instant, the ship gave a sickening roll and lurched sideways. The vicious winds buffeted it, and the captain realized the ship was in a trough. He ordered the men on deck to start watches around the ship. As they tumbled out in their warmest garb, another terrible scream filled the air. The men muttered darkly as the painful scream died down. They peered into the darkness against the lashing rain and the howling wind. Without the sound of the engines, the storm seemed to growl in fury.




    Suddenly, a vessel appeared in the distance. The men all thought that they had to be imagining things. The ship bobbing toward them through the storm was an ancient slave ship. Then another terrible scream filled the night air. It sounded as if someone was being tortured aboard the foul vessel. The captain, vaguely aware of MacMillan’s presence at his shoulder, watched in horror. When he turned to look at the shore, he realized that they were in approximately the same location as MacMillan had described in his tale.




    The slave ship loomed closer and now a frightful change took place. The vessel began to glow with a soft green light that illuminated it, so that the men could see it more clearly. Seaweed clung to the vessel and the terrible screams came again and again, squeezing the hearts of those who heard them each time they tore the air.




    The captain ordered that the ancient vessel be secured, and his men tossed out a line. In the dim glow of the ship, they could see two men bound and shackled. They appeared to be mere skeletons with skin stretched over them. The two then cried out in pain at their bonds and raised futile arms to catch the towline.




    Jorgensen pulled in the towline and re-coiled it for another throw. The men were silent in fear as they watched and waited. The captain ordered that the line be thrown again and Jorgensen obliged. Just as Jorgensen let the rope loose, a gray wave smashed into the hulk and seemed to swallow the line up.




    The men aboard the Wilmington waited in horror but the slave ship did not resurface. For several moments they all scanned the darkness, but the slave ship was gone.




    Quickly Captain Harper ordered the engines restarted and he set up a new watch. Then he ordered his men back to work. Returning to the wheelhouse, he began to settle down and think about what he had seen and heard that night. Then a watchman burst in. “Captain, we’ve spotted a wreck,” he announced and waited for further orders.




    Captain Harper turned to look and ordered the ship to swerve to avoid the wreck. The vessel was floating upside down on the waters and two men clung to its slippery bottom. The men were half frozen and could barely cry out for help. The captain ordered his men to rescue the poor survivors, and within minutes they were brought aboard the Wilmington, shivering and thanking their rescuers. Jorgensen cried out when he saw the face of the bearded man, for it was the same face he had seen at the ship’s railing earlier that night, although that seemed impossible.




    The survivors were taken inside and given food and dry clothing. When they were settled, they told the group that they were the last two survivors of the shipwreck. Five other men had died when the vessel capsized in the waves. The two men had clung to the hull of their ship and cried out for help hour after hour in the hope that someone would hear their cries.




    Though Captain Harper surely had his own ideas of why the events of that fateful night had played out the way they did, he never spoke of it. Did the ghosts of the two doomed men from the slave ship appear and guide the Wilmington to rescue the survivors of the shipwreck? Well, what the captain thought he never revealed aloud. He only told the tale and allowed the listeners to come to their own conclusions.




    The Spirits of Fort Fisher




    In war there are many ways to win. You can outthink, outmaneuver, or overwhelm the enemy. You also can disrupt the supply lines, because without food and ammunition, an army will soon stop functioning. That was what happened at Fort Fisher. It became the last stronghold protecting the Confederate supply lines for the Army of Northern Virginia and its strategic importance cannot be overstated.




    In May 1861, Maj. Charles Bolles and his men began work on artillery batteries in the area that would later be called Fort Fisher. Bolles and two other officers believed that at some point Fort Fisher might become strategically significant.




    By July 1862, Col. William Lamb was given command of a few sand batteries with a mounting of approximately twenty-three guns at Fort Fisher. Colonel Lamb realized the fort was the key to protecting both the Cape Fear area and the city of Wilmington, which was a major supply port, so he began building it up. The fort was constructed mostly of earth and sand, which made it far superior to brickwork forts when shelled, because the materials absorb the shock of the explosions. By the end of the Civil War, Fort Fisher covered approximately one-third of a mile of land and more than a mile of sea defense. The fort was built by an estimated five hundred men, mostly slaves and free blacks. When it was completed, twenty-two guns were mounted on a line of twelve-foot-high batteries facing the ocean. At the south side, two batteries, sixty feet high and forty-five feet high respectively, were also built. Large earthen mounds were used to house a hospital, telegraph office, and other needed facilities. The land side was secured with twenty-five guns on fifteen mounds. The mounds were more than thirty-two feet high, and the inside rooms were used for the storage of munitions. Tunnels were dug between the mounds so that snipers would be unable to take advantage of troop movements. A nine-foot-tall palisade fortified the land side for the entire length of the fort.




    Lamb’s foresight would prove vital to the Confederate Army. By 1864, Fort Fisher was the Confederacy’s largest fort and was charged with protecting the last major supply area in Wilmington. It was now under the command of Gen. William H. C. Whiting, brother-in-law of Major Bolles, who originally built the first structures on the ground. Colonel Lamb, however, remained on duty there. Under the protection of Fort Fisher, Confederate naval travel continued and allowed British ships, called blockade runners, to smuggle supplies from Canada, Bermuda, and the Bahamas past the Federal blockades. Union warships were forced to stay far from the shoreline by Fort Fisher’s deadly guns.




    On December 24, 1864, Union forces launched an all-out attack on Fort Fisher. The fort held, and after two days of stalemate fighting, the Federals retreated. It seemed as if Fort Fisher was impregnable. For nearly two weeks, the Union forces looked for weak links in the fort but found none. They knew, however, that they needed to take Fort Fisher in order to break the supply lines and win the Civil War.




    On January 12, 1865, a second attack on the fort was mounted. U.S. warships set up a steady barrage of shelling on the ocean side for two and a half days. At last, on the third day, the Union army broke its way in the fort where hand-to-hand combat ensued. By nightfall, the fort surrendered. Colonel Lamb and General Whiting had both been mortally wounded before the fort fell. Within a few weeks, Wilmington fell to the Union forces and the supply lines of the South were broken. The war would soon be over.




    More than two thousand men died in the attacks at the fort. General Whiting himself succumbed to his injuries and died at a prison camp in New York, but it is believed that he haunts Fort Fisher, because he never overcame the loss of the fort.




    Today, less than ten percent of the fort remains. Although most of it was reclaimed by time and the ocean, it has become a national historic landmark. The palisade has been reconstructed and a visitor’s center offers films and displays about the fort and its importance to the Civil War.




    The first known reported sighting of General Whiting occurred only a few years after the end of the Civil War. According to local lore, a group of Confederate veterans who had been stationed at Fort Fisher returned there to walk through the area and remember their fallen friends and brothers. They continued their reunion far beyond the time they had planned. As they watched the sun sink low, one of them saw a motion on the parapets on the land side. In the last light, it appeared to him that it was an officer standing there. The man pointed out the figure to his comrades, but it was not necessary. Each man was already watching avidly. The unknown officer stood, looking landward as if watching for something. And then, in the sinking light, the shadows shifted and the man became harder to make out. He became indistinct, and then he was gone.




    One of the old veterans turned and addressed the others. “That’s about where he was the day he was shot, wasn’t it?” Another concurred. No one said the words, but each man remembered a beloved officer named William Whiting whom they in private had affectionately called “Little Billy.”




    Through the years, other veterans who had served there caught a glimpse of General Whiting still watching. They all knew him and none of them doubted who he was. “You don’t forget an officer who commands you in battle,” they said when anyone scoffed at them.
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