Battle of Palmito Ranch

Civil War 12-13 May 1865

It's common knowledge that the four bloody, thunderous years of the American Civil War came to a solemn
end when Southern Gen. Robert E. Lee surrendered to Union Gen. Ulysses S. Grant at Appomattox — but
it's not true. The final land battle of the war wasn't fought until more than a month later, 150 years ago 12 -
13 MAY on a barren, wind-swept coastal plain at the southern tip of Texas. And the Confederates won.
How the battle of Palmito Ranch came about involves a tale of one officer's ego and another's stubborn
refusal to yield. It was fought on land where little has changed in more than a century, marked by patches
of prickly pear cactus, void of the namesake palm trees and buffeted periodically over the decades by storm
surges and hurricanes from the nearby Gulf of Mexico. "You don't just come here," says Craig Stone, with
the Cameron County Historical Commission. "You have to want to be here."

Brownsville occupied by the Union army under General Nathaniel Prentice Banks, November 1863

The two commanders in this battle were Colonel Theodore H. Barrett of the Union forces and Colonel
John S. "Rip" Ford of the Confederate forces. Colonel Barrett commanded nearly 2,000 men on Brazos
Santiago Island at the mouth of the Rio Grande. Colonel Ford was based at Brownsville, Texas; and his
command - due to desertion as the war drew to a close - had only 625 men fit for duty at the beginning of
April and no doubt lost many more by early May. Captain William N. Robinson served under Colonel Ford
and commanded two camps between Brownsville and Brazos Santiago Island. One was a small outpost at
White's Ranch and the other his main camp nearer Brownsville at Palmito Ranch. As May 1865 rolled
around everyone in southern Texas knew that the war was essentially over. In March Colonel Ford
communicated with Union Major General Lew Wallace concerning the possibility of a truce in southern
Texas. Although no formal agreement came of it, a sort of gentlemen's agreement to end hostilities was
observed. However, in mid-April, the commander of Brazos Santiago Island, Colonel Robert B. Jones,
resigned his post and headed home. He was replaced by Colonel Barrett.



Col. Theodore H. Barrett (left) & CoI John Salmon “Rlp” Ford (right)

Colonel Barrett was an interesting case. He had served as an officer in the Union Army since 1862, but
he had never seen action. Some say the entire cause of the Battle of Palmito Ranch was Barrett's need for,
"a little battlefield glory before the war ended altogether.” | tend to agree, because there doesn't seem to be
anything else for him to gain from this battle. In the early morning hours of May 11 Colonel Barrett issued
orders that set in motion the final battle of the American Civil War. Under those orders, Lieutenant Colonel
David Branson, of the 62nd US Colored Infantry, mustered 250 of his men, with their officers at the north
end of Brazos Santiago intending to cross to the mainland at Port Isabel in a steam boat under cover of
darkness and a coming storm. However, the steamer broke down and they had no way to cross. Branson
then ordered his men to return to camp while he searched for another way to make the crossing.
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Sketch map of battle

He finally gathered enough small boats to get his men and supplies across. Due to the storm he decided
to go to the southern end of the island for a shorter passage across to Boca Chica. Along the way he picked
up 50 volunteers and 2 officers from the Union 2nd Texas Cavalry. These men were cavalry in name only
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as there were no horses available for them to ride. Before making the crossing, each man was issued 5 days
rations and 100 rounds of ammunition; and by 9:30 p.m. Branson finally had his force of 300 men on the
mainland. Using two mule-drawn wagons to carry extra supplies, Branson and his men set out immediately.
Their target was the first rebel outpost at White's Ranch. They reached and surrounded White's Ranch at
roughly 2 a.m. on May 12. Unfortunately for them, their surprise attack surprised no one. Why? Because
there was no one there to surprise, the rebels had all pulled back to Palmito Ranch only a few days earlier.

By this time his men had been up for nearly 24 hours, and Branson knew there was no way he could
reach Palmito Ranch in time to surprise the rebels before daybreak. So, he decided to move a little farther
inland and had his men take cover and sleep, "in a thicket and among weeds on the banks of the Rio Grande
one mile and a half above White's Ranch." At this time, the French controlled the area on the Mexican side
of the Rio Grande, and by eight or nine in the morning their patrols had spotted the Union troops hiding
along the river. This information soon found its way to the Confederate troops north of the river, and French
troops suddenly began appearing across the river from Branson and his men. Despite having lost the element
of surprise, Branson gathered his men and pressed on towards Palmito Ranch.

Captain Robinson's force at Palmito Ranch was fairly small due to the fact that much of the Confederate
cavalry was spread out trying to find grass for their horses. Despite the warning from the French, he was
unable to defend his camp atop Palmito Hill and was forced to retreat. Branson and his men took the camp
along with a few sick prisoners and supplies. There they stopped to rest and eat before continuing on.
Robinson immediately sent word to Colonel Ford of the loss of Palmito Ranch and the fact that he was
badly outnumbered. Ford ordered Robinson to hold on as best he was able while he rounded up some of the
scattered cavalry forces in the area and came to his aid. Robinson, however, was unwilling to wait idly for
re-enforcements. Instead, he gathered all the men that he could (believed to be less than 100) and launched
a daring attack on Palmito hill that afternoon. Branson, despite outnumbering Robinson by roughly 3-1 felt
his position was "indefensible" and began to retreat. Branson fled all the way back to White's Ranch. Once
his men were dug in there he sent word to Colonel Barrett concerning his situation.

When he got Branson's message, Barrett took 200 men of the 34th Regiment of Indiana Infantry, made
the crossing at Boca Chica, and joined Branson at White's Ranch at daybreak on the morning of May 13.
Barrett ordered Branson to set out towards Palmito Ranch immediately, Barrett's men made some breakfast
and followed roughly half an hour later. As they advanced Branson and his men drove Robinson's small
force in front of them. While Branson continued to push Robinson back past Palmito Ranch Barrett's men
returned to the ranch to burn all the supplies that had been left behind. Finally, in mid-afternoon Ford arrived
to re-enforce Robinson. This brought the Confederate force up to about 300 men and 6 pieces of field
artillery to face Barrett's roughly 500 men.

First, Ford tried to trap Barrett in a bend of the river, but the Union forces saw the flanking attack and
were able to respond quickly enough to keep a way of escape open. At this point Barrett began to fall back
slowly continuing to skirmish with the Confederate forces. After about an hour, Ford finally got off a couple
shots with his artillery. Despite the fact that the artillery fire was largely ineffectual, it caused quite a bit of
alarm among Barrett's troops since they had no idea there were any big guns in the area. When more of the
artillery joined the firing, Barrett immediately started his men to the rear on the double quick. He fled in
such a hurry that he left only the 50 men of the 2nd Texas Cavalry to serve as a rear guard, even though
each man had only a few of his original 100 rounds of ammunition after two days of fighting. Nearly half
of these men - including their officers - were captured as Barrett left them behind. In fact, Barrett left so



quickly, that he left behind roughly 80 of the men who were defending against Ford's flanking maneuver to
keep the path of retreat open. These men were surrounded and captured by Ford's forces.

His retreat was so quick that some of his men could not keep up. Some tried to swim the river to safety,
but most of these were driven back by French fire from the other shore. Roughly another 30 men were
captured as a result of not being able to keep up with Barrett's "precipitous” retreat. According to a witness's
account, Barrett promised his troops they would turn and fight at Palmito Hill, but instead he kept them on
the retreat at top speed. Ford's troops kept up the pursuit; but, as they reached the narrow Boca Chica
Peninsula, they were no longer able to flank the Union forces. From then on they simply followed behind
harrying the retreat with musket and artillery fire. As darkness fell, the first Union troops reached the boats;
and - ignoring orders to allow the wounded in first - clambered aboard to make good their escape. At this
point, Ford, who was not even within sight of the boats, was content to let them go without further pressure.
So there was no real reason for such panic.

Ford turned his men and began to head back towards Brownsville, but was met by his superior Brigadier
General James E. Slaughter who thought they should continue to pressure the enemy. Therefore, the
Confederates moved forward and renewed the skirmish with the Union rear until the last of the Union troops
turned and headed for the landing and their boats. Slaughter kept his men moving forward, but he did not
press the attack. Thus, the final shots of the Civil War had been fired! Barrett succeeded in getting his men
back on Brazos Santiago Island by about 4 a.m. on May 14. Afterwards, Colonel Ford put his losses at
"five or six wounded." Reports of Union casualties vary widely but respected historian Jerry D. Thompson
estimates Barrett's forces suffered roughly 4 killed and 12 wounded plus 101 captured. These numbers don't
seem too bad for two days of fighting, but - when you consider the fact that the war had been over for a
month and that there was no good reason for Barrett's attack - it does seem a high price for such a pointless
battle.

- -
Private John J. Williams of the 34th Indiana, was shot and killed in the fighting late in the

afternoon of May 13. Thus, he has the dubious distinction of being the last man to die in the
American Civil War.

Many of the officers who served under him in this battle, thought Barrett's efforts were less than
impressive. Therefore, many blame him not only for causing the battle, but also for losing to a badly
outnumbered enemy. In attempt to shift the blame for his disastrous performance, Barrett brought charges
against one of his officers, Lieutenant Colonel Robert G. Morrison. During a court-martial on these charges
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Colonel Ford was called by Morrison's defense and provided the shaming testimony that Barrett had fled -
on the double quick, no less - before a force which was a little over half the size of his own. The court
absolved Morrison of any responsibility for the Union defeat in the Battle of Palmito Ranch. Twelve days
after the Battle of Palmito Ranch, General Edmund Kirby surrendered Confederate forces in Texas to
General E. R. S. Canby. Many Confederate officers from Texas - including Ford and Slaughter - fled to
Mexico after Kirby's surrender. Confederate Colonel Santos Benavides led 100-150 Hispanic troops in the
Battle of Palmito Ranch. As a Colonel, he was the highest ranking Tejano officer in the Confederate Army
during the American Civil War.

This April 29, 2015, photo shows the Palmito Ranch Battlefield, scene of the last land battle of the
Civil War 150 years ago near Brownsville, Texas

Today, a water tower on the horizon about 15 miles to the west hints at civilization but little else appears
to have changed much at the battlefield. In contrast to the historic shrines at places like Fort Sumter National
Monument, in Charleston, South Carolina, where the war began in April 1861, or Gettysburg, Pennsylvania,
where the tide of war turned, the Palmito Ranch Battlefield is "just a spot on the side of the road,” Stone
acknowledges. It's marked with a metal plaque on a granite tablet and two informational panels. Just off the
highway, three panels display information leading to a small deck overlooking a battlefield that's been
mostly forgotten. "It never really got the credit it deserves or the importance,” Stone says. "They were still
fighting. What did they have to gain?"

[Source: www.americancivilwarstory.com/about-me.html | Mark Weaver | May 2015 ++]
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