
The story of My Grandmother Caroline's father ,. 
who served the Confederacy 

Nicholas Mickles - My Great Grandfather 
by 

John Wesley Thomas 

The maternal grandfather of the six Norman girls, my mother and her 
sisters, died before some of them were born , and the others were so 
young at the time of his death that they would not have remembered him. 
My mother's grandfather was Nicholas Mickles, the father of Lunda 
Caroline, and his family name was sometimes spelled Michaels on various 
records. He died on May 19, 1903. Nicholas enlisted as a member of 
Company F, 28th North Carolina Regiment, on June 18, 1861. Company 
F was known as "The Yadkin Boys". Their initial enlistment was for one 
year. That was to change. The 28th Regiment with a reported strength of 
933 men was reorganized on February 13, 1862 while encamped near 
Wilmington. At that time, the men were to serve for the duration of the 
war. Not too different from the story of the young men who were drafted 
just prior to our entry into the second World War. They were initially to 
serve for a year but many of those who survived were to remain on active 
duty for several years. 

From the musty old records found in the North Carolina Division of 
Archives and History at Raleigh, we read only this brief report of three 
long and difficult years that were taken from the life of our Nicholas: 

MICHAELS, NICHOLAS, Private 
Resided in Yadkin County where he enlisted at age 24, June 18, 1861. 
Wounded in left hand and captured at or near Hanover Court House, 
Virginia on or about May 27, 1862. Confined at Fort Monroe, Virginia, and 
at Fort Columbus, New York Harbor. Paroled and transferred to Aiken 's 
Landing, James River, Virginia, where he was received July 12, 1862, for 
exchange. Declared exchanged at Aiken's Landing on August 5, 1862. 
Returned to duty in November-December 1862. Deserted on May 27, 
1864. 

At the beginning of the war, Nicholas Mickles (or Michaels as it is 
often spelled) was a young unmarried farmer in Yadkin County. Although 
the official records show his age as 24 at the time of his enlistment, our 
records indicate that Nicholas was born on October 6, 1839. We believe 
that Nicholas had passed his twenty-first birthday only about six months 
before the war began at Fort Sumter, South Carolina, when General 
Beauregard began the bombardment of April 12, 1861 , just as a relief 
expedition of Union forces approached. By the end of May, ten Southern 
states, including Nicholas' home state of North Carolina, had seceded 
from the Union and formed the Confederate States of America. Emotions 
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were rising, and the ordinary citizens of both the South and the North 
were in a frenzy to enter the fight and get it over with. As has often been 
the case at the beginning of any war, the young and easily swayed were 
first in line to enlist. They were anxious to don the uniform of a soldier. 
Going off to war seemed to be glamorous and exciting . Military life would 
be so different and glamorous as contrasted to the drudgery of 
subsistence farming. Or, so they thought. They could not wait to get in the 
thick of it. Nicholas was no different from the many others. 

Although the issue of slavery is often touted as the major factor 
behind the conflict, only owners of the large tobacco, cotton, and rice 
plantations in the Confederacy were heavily dependent upon slave labor. 
Relatively few of the families in hills of Yadkin County or in the several 
surrounding counties even owned slaves at the time the war began. 
According to the 1860 Census of Yadkin County, the population was 
1O,174 persons including 1,436 slaves and 172 "free colored" persons 
enumerated. In the plantation areas of the South, the ratio was generally 
about the opposite. The other political issue that generally divided the 
nation was the question of high tariffs to protect manufacturers in the 
northern states, and it was this issue that caused higher prices for 
manufactured goods needed in the south. However, for the generally 
poor and subsistence farmers of Yadkin County, such as the family and 
the neighbors of Nicholas, neither of these issues mattered much. These 
farm families such as the family of Nicholas owned a few acres of land, a 
pair of mules and a cow, raised a few hogs and chickens for the dinner 
table, and grew most of the food and other things they needed. They 
purchased few manufactured goods, and most of them likely did not 
understand the tariff issue. These issues that divided the manufacturers of 
the north and the slave holding plantation owners of the south really 
affected only a small percentage of the citizens of either section of the 
nation. Nicholas and his people were caught up in the frenzy of 
excitement from the attack on Fort Sumter and knew little nor cared much 
about the issues behind the conflict. 

Throughout the war years, the young men from the more affluent 
families of both the South and the North were often able to escape military 
duty. They may have been considered essential to the operation of the 
plantations or manufacturing plants owned by their families, or they were 
often able to pay a few hundred dollars for some other young man to take 
their places. To these subsistence farmers of the south, or to the recently 
emigrated families of the north, the few hundred dollars gained by a son 
going off to war and taking the place of a relatively wealthy citizen often 
provided a godsend for these poor folk. Of course, many of the military 
officers serving both sides were relatively well educated and from the 
more affluent families, while the ordinary soldier was from a far different 
world. 
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The excitement of being in a war began to engulf the citizens of 
Yadkin County as it did the people from other states in both the North and 
the South. Volunteers poured forth from the farms, and units often 
consisted entirely of young men as well as their officers from the same 
geographical part of the land. This was the situation in Yadkin County as 
volunteers formed Company F of the 28th Infantry, the unit they called the 
"Yadkin Boys", with Nicholas enlisting on June 18, 1861 . The 28th 
Regiment under the command of General Joseph Anderson initially 
consisted of 933 men, and it was organized at Camp Fisher near High 
Point. The date of organization for the 28th Regiment was officially 
September 21, 1861, and the men had volunteered for twelve months 
service. Before many months had passed, they were to learn that this 
year would be extended for a much longer time. 

The first commander of Company F, 28th Regiment, was Captain 
John Hendricks Kinyoun. Captain Kinyoun was a medical doctor and 
was soon transferred to the 66th N. C. Regiment and assigned as 
Surgeon for that regiment. Before leaving Company F, Captain Kinyoun 
recorded the height of each of the members of his command and Private 
Nicholas Mickles is shown as being 5' 1 O" tall. This was about the 
average height of the 81 privates in Company F. 

On September 30, 1861, the entire 28th Regiment left Camp Fisher 
for Wilmington, North Carolina. They traveled by train, arriving 
Wilmington on October 1st. Their first mission was to build the barracks in 
which they would live for a few months, and to practice the basics of 
military drill. Later, while stationed near Wilmington, they were detailed to 
guard the bridges and the tracks of the Atlantic and North Carolina 
Railroad. The 28th Regiment remained in the area around Wilmington for 
not quite six months, or until March 13 of the next year, at which time they 
entrained for New Bern. Arriving New Bern, these men of the 28th 
Regiment began a campaign against the Union forces there and at 
Kinston. The 28th Regiment engaged in several skirmishes in this area 
over the next six weeks period. Six men of the regiment were reported 
missing during this time. 

In early May of 1862, the 28th Regiment left Kinston by train for 
Rapidan Station, Virginia, arriving there on May 6th. For Nicholas and 
his fellow soldiers, this is when the war really began. For the next few 
weeks, they were marched to Gordonsville, ordered to the Shenandoah 
Valley, but turned back at the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains. On 
May 27th they were engaged in the battle of Hanover Courthouse 
northeast of Richmond. Colonel James Lane reports these actions in 
which the 28th faced overpowering forces including the 25th New York 
Regiment. In this battle, also known as the battle of Taliaferro's Mill, 
Kinney's Farm, or Slash Church, the 28th Regiment lost four hundred men 
captured, or almost one-half of their members. Those men captured 
included Nicholas, who was also wounded in the left hand. Records 
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indicate that there were only 480 men remaining in the 28th regiment after 
this battle designated as Hanover Courthouse. 

As a prisoner of war. Nicholas was confined for a short time at Fort 
Monroe, Virginia, and then taken to the federal prison at Ft. Columbus in 
the New York harbor. As this was early in the conflict, the exchange of 
prisoners was still underway and Nicholas, along with many others, was 
brought by boat back south to Aiken's Landing on the James River to be 
exchanged for Union soldiers who had been captured by the 
Confederates. Nicholas arrived at Aiken's Landing on July 12th and was 
exchanged on August 5, 1862. Probably because of his injury and the 
deprivations of captivity, Nicholas was away from active duty for the next 
three or four months. 

According to the official records, Nicholas returned to active duty in 
November or December of 1862 and. the next major battle in which he 
took part was at Fredericksburg on December 13th when the forces of 
Burnside were defeated by Lee's Army of Virginia. The 28th Regiment 
lost 16 men killed and 49 wounded in this engagement. Following this 
battle, the 28th went into winter quarters near Moss Neck just below 
Fredericksburg, Virginia, where the men performed picket duty until April 
30, 1863. The year of 1863 saw numerous battles and much marching 
back and forth to and from the Virginia battlefields. Advancing towards 
Chancellorsville on May 2nd as a part of Jackson's Corps, the 28th forced 
the federal troops to retreat and occupied their positions. In this battle, the 
28th lost 12 men killed and 77 wounded. 

The 28th was now assigned · as a part of General Hill's 3rd Corps. 
On June 3rd, they departed for the Shenandoah Valley on a campaign 
that would culminate in the battles of July 1-3 at Gettysburg, and the 
disastrous retreat begun on the night of July 4th. The Gettysburg 
campaign resulted in 12 killed and 92 wounded. Retreating from 
Gettysburg, the 28th participated in rear-guard actions at Hagerstown and 
when crossing the Potomac. Following several relatively minor 
skirmishes, the 28th Regiment spent the remainder of the winter of 1863-64 
camped on the Rapidan at Liberty Mills. 

Supplies were becoming scarce and the Confederate soldiers 
usually had to live off the land with few or no replacements for uniforms 
and shoes worn ragged by the almost constant marching. The winter of 
1863-1864 was very rough, and by the spring of 1864 Nicholas, along 
with many of his fellow soldiers in the Confederacy, had seen enough of 
this war. The end was still about almost a year away, yet many of the 
soldiers in the field could see the problems and shortages they faced with 
little or no hope for improvement. Usually, they had to live off the land; 
scrounging food where and when they could. Many did not have shoes 
and their uniforms were ragged and tattered. 

Today, many who read of the trials and the troubles that Civil War 
soldiers encountered and the shortages of goods needed by soldiers on 
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the battlefields may think that the war was lost by the South because they 
did not have the manufactured goods and the ammunition necessary to 
fight a war. Actually, no major battles were lost by the South because of a 
shortage of guns and ammunition . The major shortage hurting the war 
effort of the Confederate soldier was a lack of food. Despite the plentiful 
amount of good agriculture land in the South with the inherent ability to 
produce food sufficient for the armies, the emphasis placed by the large 
plantation owners was on producing cotton for the export market. 
Northern manufacturers were advertising in southern newspapers offering 
up to one U. S. dollar a pound for cotton, and European markets were 
also desperate for the South's cotton. The southern plantation owners 
could reap huge profits growing cotton and selling it through black 
markets for money worth far more than the Confederate dollar, and they 
simply did not produce the food that they were capable of growing. So, 
the lack of food hurt the Confederate Army more than just about anything 
else. 

On the morning of May 4, 1864, the Army of the Potomac under the 
command of General Grant began crossing the Rapidan and the 
Wilderness battles of May 5-6 resulted in the 28th Regiment losing 88 men 
killed and wounded. There was desperate fighting at a place called :"Mule 
Shoe" on the morning of May 12th, and in this battle the 28th lost 126 men 
killed and wounded, as well as losing its colors. The 28th was again in 
the thick of fighting crossing the North Anna on the 23rd, losing another 30 
men killed or wounded. 

Then the battle of Cold Harbor began in the latter part of May 1864. 
Cold Harbor was a nondescript crossroads tavern about ten miles east
northeast of Richmond and the area was crisscrossed by streams and 
rivers, but how it got the name of Cold Harbor is not known. One 
participant in the battle describes the place as a wide spot on a hot dusty 
road with no harbor within miles and the roads ankle deep in powdery 
dust. Years later, one veteran of the battle is said to have remarked that 
of all the battle sites in the war, Cold Harbor was the one spot that he had 
never heard any soldier express a desire to revisit. Here, the 
Confederates were dug in deeply, and Lee knew that he had to prevent 
the Union Army from breaking through their entrenched lines which would 
have resulted in the capture of Richmond. Grant and Meade were 
desperate to force their way into the nearby capital of the Confederacy, 
though later criticism of their tactics was severe. Losses were heavy on 
both sides. 

The records of the 28th Regiment indicates that Nicholas was last 
reported as present on May 27, and the record indicates that he deserted 
on or soon after this date. The battles had begun at this time and 
continued for several days afterwards. Of course, personnel records 
were not precise during these days of fighting and Nicholas likely left 
during the confusion following the fighting and during the withdrawal or 
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realignment of lines. All that we have documented is that Nicholas was 
recorded as being present with the 28th Regiment, which was in the battle 
at Cold Harbor, on May 27, 1864, and that he had arrived back home 
some time before December 15th of that year. Nicholas walked off and 
went home to East Bend. He had seen enough war, and he was not 
alone in this action as many other Confederate soldiers, as well as 
soldiers of the Northern armies, took the same route. 

The desertion rate for both Northern and Southern forces was such 
as we would find it difficult to understand in modern times. The Northern 
soldier was often treated as harshly as was his Southern counterpart, and 
he also lived through the deprivations of long marches and poor nutrition 
as did his opponent. Estimates are that perhaps half a million soldiers 
from each side deserted their units at some time during the war. Many 
returned to their units, but others remained home and kept out of sight of 
the bounty hunters while scratching out a living as best as they could. So, 
desertion by the soldier of each side and returning home to escape the 
difficulties and the horrors of army life was not unusual. 

The direct distance, as the crow would fly, from Cold Harbor to East 
Bend is about 21 O miles. Of course, the direct route would have taken 
him through the city of Richmond , and over areas covered by Union 
forces west of that capital of the Confederacy. He would have to circle 
south of Petersburg, a Confederate stronghold almost surrounded by 
attacking Union forces. He knew that he would have to miss these 
heavily fortified areas. Of course, he had to travel mostly at night, using a 
roundabout way by-passing cities and towns, avoiding both the Union and 
Confederate forces, Probably his most dangerous enemy would have 
been the Confederate Home Guards who were eager to capture 
deserters for the bounty on their heads. He would be fair game for both 
Confederate and Union forces as well as the Home Guard in Virginia and 
in North Carolina. There was no easy route back home. He would try to 
survive by eating off the land. It would not have been an easy journey. 
So far as we know, he kept no records nor passed down to descendants 
information on his life during these difficult months. We do not know just 
when he arrived back in East Bend. However, it was certainly a long, 
dangerous, and difficult trek. 

Nicholas Mickles and Sally Taylor were married on December 15, 
1864. As their families were neighbors in Yadkin County, we suspect that 
they knew each other before the war began, and they may even have 
been childhood sweethearts. We can only speculate that this was the 
case. Their first child named Mary was born March 5, 1866, and the 
second child, also a daughter and named Lunda Caroline, was born on 
March 9, 1868. Lunda Caroline was the mother of my mother or my 
maternal grandmother. She died when her six daughters - my mother 
and her five sisters - were very young. 
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Then the war ended about eleven months after Nicholas left Cold 
Harbor, and four months after the marriage of Nicholas and Sally. The 
28th Regiment surrendered near Farmville as they were en route 
Appomattox. The remaining and surviving 230 men were paroled on 
April 12, 1865. 

When he applied for a North Carolina pension on July 1, 1901, 
based on his Confederate military service, Nicholas was a resident of the 
community of Poindexter in Yadkin County. Poindexter, named after a 
family of the area, was incorporated in 1924 under the name of Smithville. 
At that time, the examining physician, Dr. M. A. Royall, stated that Nicholas: 

presents a left wounded hand - bullet going through it from side to 
side, leaving hand stiff and fingers weak - wrist joint also appears 
weak - the disabilities are fully one half - his muscles on left forearm 
are much wasted - 314 rating might come nearer telling the 
condition 

The novel Cold Mountain by Charles Frazier published in 1997 is a 
fictional story of another Confederate soldier who deserted from a military 
hospital near Raleigh after being wounded at the battle of Petersbur9. 
This book describes the soldier's difficult journey from the hospital to his 
home, and to his sweetheart in western North Carolina. One can imagine 
the similarities between the journey home by our own Nicholas Mickles, 
and the story of the hero of this novel by Charles Frazier. 
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