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Of Civil War

THE FINAL SHOTS:
UNRAVELING THE
TRUE STORY OF
THE LAST BATTLE
OF THE CIVIL WAR

When we think of the
American Civil War, our
minds often drift to the
iconic moment at
Appomattox Court
House on April 9, 1865,
where General Robert
E. Lee surrendered to
General Ulysses S.
Grant. For many, this
single act marks the
symbolic conclusion of
a devastating national
conflict. However, the

historical reality is far
more complex and
geographically
scattered. The question
of which engagement
constitutes the true
last battle of the
Civil War is not a
simple one, involving a
series of final,
desperate clashes
across the South and
even into the far
reaches of the globe.
Understanding this
final chapter requires
peeling back the layers
of a war that did not
end with a single
signature, but rather
with a slow, agonizing
fade into silence.

The landscape of early
1865 was one of


https://old.oplm.com/

Confederate collapse.
Sherman's march
through the Carolinas
had shattered the
heartland, Grant's
siege of Petersburg
had finally  broken
Lee's defenses, and
the Confederate
government was
fleeing Richmond. Yet,
for every defeated
army that laid down its
arms, another
commander, separated
by distance or sheer
stubbornness,
remained in the field.
This fragmentation
created the conditions
for several claimants to
the title of the last
battle of the Civil
War, each with its own
compelling narrative
and historical
significance.

The

Tradition
al

Marker:
Appomatt
ox and Its
Aftermat
h

There is no denying the
profound significance
of the surrender at
Appomattox. It was, for
all intents and
purposes, the death
knell of the
Confederacy's primary
fighting force.
However, it is crucial to
recognize that Lee's
surrender was not a
blanket armistice. His
army, while the most
prominent, was just
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one of several
Confederate forces still
operational.

Immediately following
Appomattox, the focus
shifted westward and
southward, where
other significant
commands were still
actively resisting. The
symbolic weight of
Appomattox often
overshadows the real,
bloody combat that
continued for weeks
afterward. The
narrative of a clean,
tidy end to the war is a
comforting myth, one
that the historical
record of the last
battle of the Civil
War does not support.

Contende
r One:

The
Battle of
Palmito
Ranch

If one were to look
solely at the date on
the calendar, the
strongest candidate for
the title of the last
battle of the Civil
War on land is the
Battle of Palmito
Ranch, fought in the
remote scrublands of
far southern Texas on
May 12 and 13, 1865.
This engagement
occurred a full month
after Lee's surrender
and over two weeks
after the assassination
of President Lincoln.
The battle was a
strange and almost
farcical affair, driven
by local tensions and a



break in
communication. Union
Colonel Theodore H.
Barrett, commanding a
force of mostly U.S.
Colored Troops,
launched an expedition
from the Union-
occupied island of
Brazos Santiago.

His objective was to
capture a Confederate
camp near Brownsville.
On May 12, Barrett's
forces initially
surprised and drove off
a smaller Confederate
cavalry detachment.
However, on May 13,
the Confederates,
reinforced by cavalry
under Colonel John
"Rip" Ford,
counterattacked with a
ferocity that caught the
Union troops off guard.
The battle degenerated
into a chaotic skirmish
across the open prairie,
with the Union forces
eventually being
routed and forced to

retreat. The final shots
of this engagement
were fired on May 13,
1865. The irony is
palpable: the last land
battle of the war was a
Confederate victory, a
small, meaningless
triumph in a war they
had already lost. The
Battle of Palmito Ranch
stands as a poignant
and bizarre footnote, a
testament to how news
traveled slowly and
how the machinery of
war can grind on long
after the war has been
decided.

Contende
r Two:
The
Battle of
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Columbus
, Georgia

While Palmito Ranch
wins on chronology,
many historians and
local communities
argue for other
engagements based on
context. The Battle of
Columbus, Georgia,
fought on Easter
Sunday, April 16, 1865,
is often cited as the
last battle of the
Civil War with
significant strategic
and logistical weight.
Unlike the isolated
skirmish in Texas,
Columbus was a vital
industrial hub for the
Confederacy,

producing cannons,
naval supplies, and
other war material.
Union General James H.
Wilson, on his
devastating cavalry
raid through Alabama

and Georgia, targeted
Columbus as a final
prize.

The battle was a
brutal, combined-arms
assault. Wilson's well-
mounted and battle-
hardened cavalry
charged the city's
defenses, which were
manned by a pitifully
small force of local
militia, convalescent
soldiers, and naval
personnel. The fighting
was desperate, with
the Union forces
fighting  their way
across the
Chattahoochee River
bridges under heavy
fire. The fall of
Columbus on April 17
effectively silenced one
of the last major
industrial arsenals of
the Confederacy. The
damage was immense,
with factories,
foundries, and
warehouses burned to
the ground. For



Georgians and many
historians focused on
the industrial war
effort, the Battle of
Columbus is not just a
final skirmish but the
last meaningful
strategic blow of the
conflict, making it a
powerful contender for
the title of the last
battle of the Civil
War.

Contende
r Three:
The
Standoff
at
Bennett
Place

Another critical
moment in the war's

final days was the
series of surrender
negotiations that took
place at Bennett Place
in North Carolina.
While not a battle in
the sense of a large-
scale military
engagement, the
events of April 17-26,
1865, were the
culmination of the last
major campaign of the
war, and the largest
surrender of
Confederate troops.
The campaign itself
involved the Battle of
Bentonville (March
19-21), which was the
last major battle
between the armies of
General Joseph E.
Johnston and General
William T. Sherman.
However, the last
battle of the Civil
War in this theater is
best understood in the
context of the
subsequent surrender.

After the Battle of
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Bentonville, Johnston's
army was trapped
between Sherman's
massive force and the
advancing Union
armies under Grant.
Negotiations began on
April 17, were
interrupted by Lincoln's
assassination and the
subsequent political
chaos, and finally
concluded on April 26.
The surrender at
Bennett Place was the
largest of the war,
involving nearly 90,000
Confederate soldiers
spread across the
Carolinas, Georgia, and
Florida. This was the
moment when the
Confederate war effort
in the Eastern and
Central theaters truly
crumbled. The
surrender terms were
generous, allowing for
the dissolution of
entire state
governments and a
peaceful transition of

power. The Bennett
Place surrender was
the death blow to the
Confederate war
machine, making the
campaign that led to
it—and the final
skirmishes within it—a
crucial part of the story
of the war's end.

The Final
Surrender
s: A War
That
Faded,
Not
Ended

The story of the last
battle of the Civil
War cannot be told
without acknowledging
the numerous



surrenders that
followed in the weeks
and months after
Appomattox. These
events were the true
end of the war, a slow,
grinding process of
capitulation across a
vast continent. Here
are the key surrenders
that bookend the
conflict:

e May 4, 1865:
Lieutenant
General Richard
Taylor surrenders
his forces in
Alabama and
Mississippi at
Citronelle. This
was the first
major surrender
after Lee's,
ending the war in
the Gulf states.

e May 10, 1865:
Confederate
President
Jefferson Davis is
captured in
Georgia,
effectively

signaling the
collapse of the
Confederate
government.
May 26, 1865:
Lieutenant
General Simon
Bolivar Buckner
surrenders the
Trans-Mississippi
Department, the
largest remaining
Confederate
force, at New
Orleans. This
ended organized
resistance west
of the
Mississippi.

* June 2, 1865:

General Edmund
Kirby Smith
officially
surrendered the
forces of the
Trans-Mississippi
Department.

e June 23, 1865:

Stand Watie, a
Cherokee leader
and a
Confederate
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Brigadier
General,
surrenders his
Native American
troops. He was

the last
Confederate
general to
surrender on
land.
Each of these
surrenders was
preceded by

skirmishes,

negotiations, and the
slow realization that
the cause was lost. The
"pbattles" in the final
weeks were often
small, desperate affairs
driven by local
commanders who
refused to believe the
war was over. The
historical record shows
that the guns did not
fall silent all at once.
The last battle of the
Civil War was a
collection of actions,
each one a final, futile
gasp of a dying nation.

The Naval
Perspecti
ve: The
CSS
Shenando
ah

No discussion of the
last battle of the
Civil War is complete
without turning our
eyes to the sea. While
the land battles were
winding down, the
Confederate commerce
raider CSS Shenandoah
was still actively
waging war in the far
reaches of the Pacific
and Arctic Oceans.
Captain James Waddell,
commanding the ship,
refused to believe
reports of the
Confederacy's collapse.



He continued his
mission of destroying
Union whaling ships,
believing he was
striking a blow for his
still-struggling nation.

On June 22, 1865, the
Shenandoah sailed into
the Bering Sea and
began a spree of
destruction. Over the
next six days, the crew
captured or destroyed
an astonishing 24
American whaling
ships, most of them in
a single day on June
28. The crew of the
Shenandoah had no
idea that Lee had
surrendered three
months earlier and
Johnston two months
earlier. They were
fighting a war that had
already ended. This
was, in a very real
sense, the last act of
open naval warfare in
the Civil War. The final
shot of the war, fired
from a cannon or a

10

musket, could have
been fired by a
Confederate sailor on
the Shenandoah as late
as June 28, 1865. The
ship's captain only
learned of the war's
end from a British ship
in Liverpool, England,
in November 1865,

being the last
Confederate
combatant to

surrender.

Why the
Confusion
Exists

The debate over the
last battle of the
Civil War is not a
matter of trivia; it
reveals the chaotic and
decentralized nature of
the conflict's end.
There was no single,
clean finish line. The
reasons for this
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Command: The
Confederacy was
a collection of
states and
military
departments. A
surrender by one
commander did
not automatically
bind the others.
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confusion are Each department
straightforward: head had to
make his own
1. Poor L decision to
Communication capitulate.
: In 1865, news 3. Rogue
traveled at the Commanders:
speed of a horse Some officers,
or a ship. It took like Confederate
weeks for the Colonel "Duke" P.
news of Lee's G.T.
surrender to Beauregard's
reach the far subordinate in
corners of the the West,
Confederacy. , refused to accept
Commanders in defeat. They
Te,xa,s' ,the, Trans- continued to lead
Mississippi, and their men in
on the high seas skirmishes and
were operating raids, hoping for
.On old . a change in
mformatlor]. fortune.
- Decentralized 4. The Definition

of "Battle": Is a
battle a major
engagement with
thousands of
troops, or does a
small skirmish
count? The
answer
determines



which event is
considered the
"last." Palmito
Ranch was a
small skirmish,
while the
campaign at
Columbus was a
larger, more
strategic
operation.

CONCLUSION

The search for the
definitive last battle
of the Civil War
reveals a truth about
the conflict that is both
fascinating and
humbling. The war did
not end in a single,
heroic moment at

12

Appomattox. Instead, it
ended in a series of
messy, often tragic,
and sometimes bizarre
events across the
continent and beyond.
While the Battle of
Palmito Ranch holds
the claim as the final
land battle by date, the
surrender at Bennett
Place, the fall of
Columbus, and the
continued rampage of
the CSS Shenandoah
all have valid claims to
being the last act of
the war. Ultimately, the
"last battle" is not a
single event but a
symbol of the war's
long, painful death. It is
a reminder
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