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9 Sept. 1834–11 Feb. 1882
William MacRae, railroad manager, civil engineer, and Confederate general, was born inWilmington [2]. His family was
descended from the clan MacRae from Rosshire on the seacoast of the western Highlands of Scotland, and its members
participated with great valor in wars from the Crusades to Waterloo. MacRae's father, General Alexander MacRae, was an
officer in the War of 1812 [3] and was destined to lead a battalion of infantry in theCivil War [4] though nearly seventy years
of age; he was also a civil engineer and president of the Wilmington and Weldon Railroad [5]. MacRae's mother was the
daughter of Zilpah McClammy. All of MacRae's eight brothers served in the army or navy, one of them remaining with the
Union during the Civil War and fighting against his brothers and father.
William MacRae was raised in affluence and given the benefits of private education. At an early age he developed a
fascination for railroads and did much study in this area. At age sixteen he left home and took a job with I. P. Morris and
Company of Philadelphia, where he learned the trades of locomotive builder and skilled machinist. In this capacity he
served as an apprentice until he was twenty-one, then returned to North Carolina to work in the machine shops of the
Wilmington and Weldon Railroad. Here he became a locomotive engineer and track boss. Afterwards MacRae took up the
study of civil engineering under his brother, John C., as well as under his father and worked with them in North Carolina,
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The outbreak of the Civil War found MacRae working as assistant engineer of the Carolina Central Railroad at Monroe.
He enlisted in the Confederate army as a private in a company known as the Monroe Light Infantry. This company soon
became Company B of the Fifteenth North Carolina Regiment, of which MacRae was elected captain on 1 May 1861. The
regiment was ordered to Virginia but was soon hurried back to North Carolina to reinforce General L. O'B. Branch at
Goldsboro [7] after the Battle of New Bern [8]. Once again transferred to Virginia, the regiment became part of the brigade of
General Howell Cobb of John B. Magruder's (later Lafayette McLaws's) command and saw service in the Peninsular and
Seven Days' campaigns. On 2 May 1862 Captain MacRae was promoted to lieutenant colonel of the regiment. On 1 July
the regiment participated in the Battle of Malvern Hill, the closing engagement of the Seven Days' campaign, where 164
out of 600 men were killed or wounded. In the Maryland campaign, the regiment took part in the fighting at Crampton's
Gap during the Battle of South Mountain, on 14 Sept. 1862, where another 186 men were either killed, wounded, or
captured. In the bloody Battle of Sharpsburg three days later, Lieutenant Colonel MacRae succeeded to the command of
the brigade in the absence of General Thomas R. R. Cobb and, the brigade reduced to 250 men, repelled three attacks of
the enemy, falling back with only 50 men remaining and ammunition exhausted.
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In the autumn of 1862 MacRae and the Fifteenth North Carolina were transferred to the all–North Carolina brigade of
General John R. Cooke [9] and on 13 December participated in the Battle of Fredericksburg. Stationed on Marye's Heights,
the Fifteenth North Carolina suffered a terrible loss of 274 out of 563 men killed and wounded. In early 1863 Cooke's
brigade was transferred to South Carolina, and the Fifteenth North Carolina was stationed to guard the Charleston and
Savannah Railroad, where it was engaged in heavy skirmishing. On 27 February MacRae was commissioned colonel of
the Fifteenth North Carolina. In April Cooke's brigade was ordered back to Virginia and, in passing through North
Carolina, took part in the Battle of Bachelor's Creek outside New Bern [10]. Arriving at Richmond, the brigade remained
there through the summer of 1863. In October Cooke's brigade joined General Henry Heth's division of General Robert E.
Lee's army in the Bristoe Station campaign. In the Battle of Bristoe Station MacRae was complimented by General Lee for
his valor.
In the spring of 1864 he participated with Cooke's brigade on the right flank at the Battle of the Wilderness (5–6 May), at
Spotsylvania Court House (8–21 May), and at Cold Harbor (June). On 23 June MacRae was promoted to the rank of
temporary brigadier general, to rank from 22 June, and was assigned to the command of the brigade of General William
W. Kirkland [11], who had been wounded at Cold Harbor. This force consisted of the Eleventh, Twenty-sixth, Forty-fourth,
Forty-seventh, and Fifty-second North Carolina regiments. One of MacRae's officers said that "he [MacRae] could place
his command in position quicker and infuse more of his fighting qualities into his men than any other officer I ever saw
. . . [he] changed the physical expression of the whole command in less than two weeks, and gave the men an infinite
faith in him and in themselves which was never lost, not even when they grounded arms at Appomattox." MacRae's
brigade served in the siege of Petersburg and on 25 Aug. 1864, with the North Carolina brigades of James Lane [12] and
John Cooke, took part in the Battle of Reams's Station on the old Weldon Railroad. These brigades attacked and drove
the Union II Corps from its entrenchments, capturing flags, nine pieces of artillery, and over two thousand prisoners. The
success of the attack was due to General MacRae's selecting the right moment to attack without orders, and he was
again complimented by General Lee.
Later MacRae was given a separate command on the extreme right of the Confederate line near Poplar Spring Church.
He commanded his own brigade, Archer's Infantry, a battalion of artillery, and General James Dearing's cavalry brigade.
When Union forces attacked Fort Harrison near Richmond, MacRae was ordered to take part of his command and help
reinforce Richmond on 30 Sept. 1864. During his absence, Union soldiers attacked and captured the position he had been
holding. MacRae returned at 5:00 P.M. on the thirtieth, however, and recaptured part of the lost ground. In the first Battle
of Hatcher's Run, or Burgess's Mill, on 27 October, MacRae attacked the Union lines and broke through, capturing a
battery. Holding the position until that night, he received no support and, nearly surrounded, had to fall back. He had
carried 1,050 men into the action and lost all but 525. On 5 Nov. 1864 MacRae was made a permanent brigadier general,
in accordance with a special congressional law of October 1862, to rank from 4 November.
MacRae was not present at the second Battle of Hatcher's Run, during 5–7 Feb. 1865, where some of the Confederate
units were badly battered. Of the battle MacRae's corps commander, General A. P. Hill, said: "Had William MacRae been
here, the result would have been different." MacRae's brigade participated in the retreat to Appomattox in April 1865 and
was the last brigade to stack arms at the surrender. MacRae had been wounded only once in the war, when he was shot
through the jaw, but his sword was shot in half on two occasions and his hat and clothing were pierced by bullets and
shell fragments many times.
After the war he returned to North Carolina penniless and in January 1866 was appointed general superintendent of the
Wilmington and Manchester Railroad [13]. The war had left this organization in severe disarray, but within a short time
MacRae was able to get it functioning properly. He later managed the Macon and Brunswick Railroad, making it such a
profitable organization that northern capitalists were vying for its control and ownership.
In 1873 MacRae became general superintendent of the Western and Atlantic (State) Railroad of Georgia. Eventually his
health began to deteriorate as a result of overwork and exposure. Finally, he resigned his position and went to Florida,
hoping to gain relief and some rest in the warm climate. The lung disease that was gripping him was too far advanced,
however, and he set out for Wilmington where he wished to spend his last days. While stopping over at a hotel in Augusta,
Ga., he was seized with a congestive chill and died. Tragically, he was only forty-seven. His remains were returned to
Wilmington for burial in Oakdale Cemetery [14].
General MacRae was a brilliant and energetic man, recognized as one of the best railroad managers in the country and
certainly one of the finest brigade commanders in Lee's army. It was generally understood that if the war had continued,
he would have been made a major general. He never married.
References:
Lucy Anderson, "Confederate Generals from the Old North State" (typescript, North Carolina Collection, University of
North Carolina, Chapel Hill).
At Home and Abroad 6, no. 6 (1882).
Walter Clark, ed., Histories of the Several Regiments and Battalions from North Carolina in the Great War, 1861–1865, 5
vols [15]. (1901).
Clement A. Evans, ed., Confederate Military History, vol. 4 [16] (1899).
2

John Moore, Roster of North Carolina Troops [17] (1881).
James Sprunt, Chronicles of the Cape Fear River, 1660–1916 [18] (1916).
Charles Manly Stedman, Memorial Address on the Life and Character of Gen. William MacRae, with an Account of the
Battle of Reams' Station [1890].
Ezra J. Warner, Generals in Gray (1959).
Wilmington Daily Review, 13 Feb. 1882.
Wilmington Weekly Star, 17 Feb. 1882.
Marcus J. Wright, comp., General Officers of the Confederate Army [19] (1911).
Additional Resources:
MacRae, William. “Amnesty Petition of William MacRae, July 28, 1865.”Civil War Era
NC. http://history.ncsu.edu/projects/cwnc/items/show/869 [20] (accessed September 29, 2014).
Stedman, Charles M. Memorial address delivered May 10th, 1890, at Wilmington, N.C. Wilmington, N.C.: W.L. DeRosset,
Jr. 1890. https://www.worldcat.org/title/memorial-address-delivered-may-10th-1890-at-wilmington-nc/oclc/028130664 [21]
(accessed September 29, 2014).
W. & A.K. Johnston. The Tartans of the Clans and Septs of Scotland with the Arms of the Chiefs,vol. 2. Edinburgh and
London.1906. http://hdl.handle.net/2027/yale.39002012889151 [22] (accessed September 29, 2014).
Image Credits:
Clark, Walter. Histories of the several regiments and battalions from North Carolina, in the great war 1861-'65.Raleigh,
E.M. Uzzell, printer. 1901. http://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=mdp.39015005762466;view=2up;seq=820 [6] (accessed
September 29, 2014).
Subjects:
Biography [23]
Engineers [24]
Military [25]
Military personnel [26]
Railroads [27]
UNC Press [28]
War of 1812 [29]
Authors:
Branch, Paul [30]
Origin - location:
Craven County [31]
New Bern [32]
New Hanover County [33]
Wilmington [34]
Wayne County [35]
Goldsboro [36]
From:
Dictionary of North Carolina Biography, University of North Carolina Press.[37]
1 January 1991 | Branch, Paul
Source URL: https://www.ncpedia.org/biography/macrae-william
Links
[1] https://www.ncpedia.org/biography/macrae-william
[2] https://www.ncpedia.org/geography/wilmington
[3] https://www.ncpedia.org/war-1812
[4] https://www.ncpedia.org/history/cw-1900/civil-war
[5] https://www.ncpedia.org/wilmington-weldon-railroad
[6] http://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=mdp.39015005762466;view=2up;seq=820
[7] https://ncpedia.org/gazetteer/search/Goldsboro/0
[8] https://www.ncpedia.org/new-bern-battle
[9] https://www.ncpedia.org/biography/cooke-john-rogers
[10] https://ncpedia.org/gazetteer/search/New%20Bern/0
[11] https://www.ncpedia.org/biography/kirkland-william-wheedbee
[12] https://www.ncpedia.org/biography/lane-james-henry
[13] http://dc.lib.unc.edu/cdm/ref/collection/ncmaps/id/386
[14] https://www.ncpedia.org/oakdale-cemetery
[15] http://catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/000455388
3

[16] https://archive.org/details/confedmilhist04evanrich
[17] http://hdl.handle.net/2027/yale.39002001904367
[18] https://archive.org/details/chroniclescapef02sprugoog
[19] http://hdl.handle.net/2027/mdp.39015012156660
[20] http://history.ncsu.edu/projects/cwnc/items/show/869
[21] https://www.worldcat.org/title/memorial-address-delivered-may-10th-1890-at-wilmington-nc/oclc/028130664
[22] http://hdl.handle.net/2027/yale.39002012889151
[23] https://www.ncpedia.org/category/subjects/biography-term
[24] https://www.ncpedia.org/category/subjects/engineers
[25] https://www.ncpedia.org/category/subjects/military
[26] https://www.ncpedia.org/category/subjects/soldiers
[27] https://www.ncpedia.org/category/subjects/railroads
[28] https://www.ncpedia.org/category/subjects/unc-press
[29] https://www.ncpedia.org/category/subjects/war-1812
[30] https://www.ncpedia.org/category/authors/branch-paul
[31] https://www.ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal-16
[32] https://www.ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal-41
[33] https://www.ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal--7
[34] https://www.ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal-39
[35] https://www.ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal-12
[36] https://www.ncpedia.org/category/origin-location/coastal-45
[37] https://www.ncpedia.org/category/entry-source/dictionary-no

4

