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An Unexpected Enemy
and the Turn of the Tide:
Andrew Creswell’s King’s' Mountain
Letter*
Hubert Gilliam, Kingsport, Tennessee
and

Jim Glanville, Blacksburg, Virginia

On this field, the Patriot forces at-
tacked and totally defeated an equal force
of Tories and British regular troops. The
British commander, Major Patrick
Ferguson, was killed and his entire force
was captured after suffering heavy loss.
This brilliant victory marked the turn-
ing point of the American Revolution.

Text of a commemorative plaque* at the site of the Battle of King’s
Mountain, fought October 7, 1780. The site is just south of the border
between North and South Carolina, approximately 40 miles west of
modern-day Charlotte, North Carolina.

Introduction
Concerning the Battle of King's Mountain, Thomas Jefferson
wrote

I remember well the deep and grateful impression made on
the minds of every one by that memorable victory. It was the
joyful annunciation of that turn of the tide of success which ter-
minated the Revolutionary War, with the seal of our indepen-
dence.’

*© Jim Glanville, 2005. All rights reserved
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Theodore Roosevelt wrote:

..atacrisis in the BrEcd T Le dATRESt
hours for the patriot cause. it was given to a band of western
men to come to the reliel of their brethren of the seaboard and
1o strike a telling and decisive blow for all America.*

Lord Charles Cornwallis said of the battle:
The event proved unfortunate .... A numerous and unexpected
enemy came from the mountains; as they had good horses their
movements were rapid.”

Western Virginians have more than once expressed the opinion
that the significance of the Battle of King's Mountain has been under-
rated by eastern Virginians. For example, Arthur Campbell of Saltville

-was very dissatisfied by the lack of importance attached to
Kings Mountain and he was furious when he heard that John
Randolph had remarked in the [Virginia] House of Representa-
tives that Cowpens was the most important batile fought in the
South during the American Revolution.”

Heretofore, historians have relied almost exclusively on the
Lyman C. Draper manuscripts’ for serious research on the battle.*
But this article introduces a new, never-before-known source: a let-
ter,” unknown to Draper, written by a participant in the battle. The
letter was sent in 1822 from Andrew Creswell to Col. John Preston of
Walnut Grove, near Abingdon.

When the two authors of this paper met during the summer of
2005, they agreed to collaborate in its publication and — because of
the letter’s significance for our region and to the Preston family —
chose to submit it to The Smithfield Review. As we will show, Creswell's
letter finally answers a long unanswered question' posed by Theodore
Roosevelt about the battle .

The Creswell Letter
Knowledge of the existence of the Creswell letter was retained
within the Creswell family, and the published family genealogy de-
scribed a letter “written by Andrew Creswell, who had served in the
Revolutionary War ... about his experience in the Battle of King's

Mountain ... [that] had been framed on a woman’s livi m;, room wall

acauction. !

Thc leucr is written in what we assume is Crcx\\v.ll s own hand-
writing and remains clear and readily legible almost 200 years after
being written. The envelope (shown in Figure 1) is apparently writ-
ten in the same hand. The address reads “Col. John Preston, Walnut
Grove, Near Abingdon, Virginia.” The return address at the upper right
ol the envelope appears to read “Free, [Alex?| Preston, [Pillp?], Sevier
C [?] Ten.” We do not understand the detailed significance of this
notation, although clearly either the sender or recipient of the letter
was entitled to free mail service. The concluding three lines of the
letter and Creswell's signature are shown in Figure 2.

The letter reads as follows:

Sometime in September 1780, 1 was ordered on a Tour of duty to
the South under the command of Col William Campbell of Vir-
ginia which tour 1 served under James Dysart' as my Captain.
Without entering into details of the whole of the route T shall
begin the day before the Battle when we eat our fresh beef in the
morning without bread or salt, and then commenced our march
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Figure 1. The envelope of the Creswell letter.
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which lasted till Sun-set where we struck camp at the Cowpens
but did not get leave to eat our beel till we took up the line of
march which lasted all night, about Sunrise we crossed Broad
River where we expected to fight but finding them removed from
that place to Kings Mountain we pursued on till about 2 o'clock
in the evening when we called a halt, when Col. Campbell came
back along the lines telling us to prime our Guns afresh for we
were then within two miles of the enemys camp. we started thru
like in two collumns Col. Shelby at the head of the left collumn
and Col. Campbell at the head of the right. with Captain Dysart
in the front of the right collumn. we rushed to the foot of the
mountain. left our horses without any confiniment, Campbells
front was ordered to push round which was done with rapidity.
in the meantime Captain Dysart was wounded in the arm, his
men rushed on making very little halt till we got within Gun
shot of Shelby’s line. | saw the smoke of their Guns and as | saw
but one man further round than mysell 1 spoke to him & told
him we had better take care least we might make a mistake. 1

retreated about ten paces where | discharged my Gun. about that
moment they began to run. I waited for nobody I ran without a
halt till T ran into the center of their encampment at which mo-
ment the [lag was raised for quarters. I saw Capt. Dupoister''
start out from amongst his dirty crew on my right hand secing
him coming a direct course toward me. I looked round to my
left. I saw Col. Mr. Campbell of Virginia on my left. Dupoister
came forward with his sword hilt foremost Campbell accosted
him in these words I am happy to see you sir. Dupoister in an-
swer swore by his maker he was not happy to see him under the
present circumstances at the same time delivered up his sword
Campbell rec’. the sword turned it round in his hand and handed
it back telling him to retire to his post which he received, rejoin-
ing these words God eternally damn the Tories to hells Mames
and so the score ended as to the surrender.

Dec 8" 1822 A. Creswell

The Prelude to King’s Mountain
In the spring of 1780, nearly four wearying years after the United
States had declared their independence, Lord Cornwallis and the Brit-
ish launched a Southern campaign. To win that campaign, they
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Figure 2. The concluding three lines of the letter
and Creswell’s signature.

counted on the support of Tories and loyalists who — the authorities
in London believed — could be found in large numbers in the South.
This strategy led to what has been called the “struggle for the South.”™"

That struggle began well for the British. On May 12, 1780,
Charleston, South Carolina, fell to a British force of 10,000 under the
command of Sir Henry Clinton. For the United States this defeat was
the worst disaster of the entire Revolutionary War. Vast quantities of
supplies were lost, most of the political and military leaders of South
Carolina were seized, and some 5,000 soldiers of the Continental army
and militia forces were taken prisoner. Clinton departed for the north-
ern theater soon after the victory. turning command over to Lord
Cornwallis, who pushed inland. At Camden, South Carolina, on Au-
gust 16, Cornwallis’s forces routed patriot forces led by Major-Gen-
eral Horatio Gates, the hero of Saratoga but a loser in the Carolinas.
Of the 7,000 men under Gates's command at Camden, fewer than
1,000 escaped northward to Hillshorough, North Carolina, and they
arrived there without arms, ammunition, or food. As summer 1780
turned to fall, the patriot cause lay gasping for life.

The patriot cause was resurrected almost by accident. Ranging
1o the west, a force of Tories and loyalists under the command of Scot-
tish Major Patrick Ferguson'” took advantage of the temporary Brit-
ish hegemony to attempt to bring under control the country to the
west of the Blue Ridge Mountains. Using two paroled patriot prison-
ers as his messengers, Ferguson sent a message of ultimatum west-
ward to Col. Isaac Shelby in mountainous Sullivan County (then in
North Carolina, now in Tennessee). The message said that if Shelby
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and his mountain men continued to oppose British control, then
Ferguson would “march his army over the mountains, hang their lead-
ers, and lay their country waste with fire and sword.” This ultima-
tum coalesced the opposition of mountain leaders such as Col. Charles
McDowell of Burke County, North Carolina, Col. John “Nolichucky
Jack” Sevier of what is now Washington County, Tennessee, Col. Wil-
liam Campbell of Washington (now Smyth) County, Virginia, Col.
Benjamin Cleveland of Wilkes County, North Carolina, and Major
Joseph Winston of Surry County, North Carolina. Together with
Shelby, each of these men agreed to raise a fighting force from their
respective localities and bring them to an assembly at Sycamore Shoals
on the Watauga River on the 25th of September.

Thus came into being the fighting force ever more to be immor-
talized as the “Overmountain Men.” Of course, much of that fighting
force already existed, though its elements were widely scattered and
had not previously been conjoined. Mountain men had for years been
fighting Indians as part of the ongoing westward expansion and settle-
ment. Indeed, even during the War of Revolution, Thomas Jefferson
s claims to the Ohio country that
he had tried 1o send part of the Virginia militia to that region during
the summer of 1780."” But the mountain men had declined, prefer-
ring to stay close to home. ™

These overmountain men were skilled woodsmen, fine horse-
men, and expertriflemen. They were almost all Presbyte 1 Scots-
Irish and Scots by birth or descent, most deriving from northern Ire-
land or the north British border country. They were thus steeped in
the tactics and traditions of border wars* and had been recently fur-
ther tempered by their bitter and brutal experiences of Indian fight-
ing. Almost miraculously, they were the very men to revive the Revo-
lutionary cause — though neither they nor George 111 knew before-
hand that such was to be their destiny.

had been so eager to secure Virginia

ns.

The Battle of King’s Mountain
The story of the Battle of King’s Mountain is sufficiently well
known from the many standard sources* to require in this section no
more than a precis for the purpose of providing a context for the

ANDREW CRESWELL'S KING'S MOUNTAIY LETTER

Creswell letter. The reader will see that Creswell’s account in his let-
ter is fully consistent with this précis.

Alter assembling on September 25th at Sycamore Shoals, near
modern-day Elizabethton, Tennessee, the combined militia force
marched south as a united citizen army.** As September waned and
the weather turned cold and wet, the army crossed Yellow Mountain
Gap, at an elevation of 4,682 feet, marched through Spruce Pine, and
skirted Linville Mountain on its western flank. By October 2, the army
was drying out in North Carolina near Pilot Mountain. On October 5,
the army was near the North Carolina-South Carolina border, but,
lacking good intelligence, was heading west, away from Ferguson’s
force. Early on the morning of October 6, news came of Ferguson’s
whereabouts. The army swung around and marched through the day
to Cowpens, where the men ate a hasty evening meal, and pushed on
through a rainy night towards King's Mountain — as Creswell himself
describes in his letter.

The prominence called King's Mountain is a stony humpback
roughly 700 yards long by 300 yards wide. Although now wooded on
its broad top and on its steeply sloping sides, at the time of the baule
it was crested by a narrow, grassy area (a bald) where the tents of
Ferguson’s force were pitched. The overmountain army advanced rap-
idly, with surprising speed. Professional opinions differ as to whether
Ferguson was either unable*’ or unwilling® to escape eastward to re-
join Cornwallis, only 40 miles away.

But whether Ferguson was there at King’s Mountain by choice,
or there because the overmountain men had marched sufficiently fast
to catch him, Ferguson believed his defensive position on the hump-
back to be impregnable, declaring that “the Almighty could not drive
him from it.”* He was wrong, and the history of the world turned on
his error.

The plan of attack was straightforward: surround the mountain
and trap its defenders in a constantly shrinking perimeter of fire as
the mountain sides were scaled. Four columns of men marched abreast
to a point where they separated and spread out to positions along the
base of the mountain. Around 3:00 pm, from their various positions,
they began more-or-less simultaneously to climb the slopes. This
method of advance relied heavily on their skills as riflemen and expe-
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rience as Indian fighters. They used the cover on the slopes provided
by the rocks and trees and fired with withering accuracy.

They were formidable and unstoppable. The action was con-
cluded in an hour, perhaps a little more. Ferguson himself lay dead.
The report™® prepared two weeks later by the commanders placed
Ferguson’s losses as 225 killed, 163 wounded, 716 prisoners, and
none escaped, a total killed, wounded, and captured of 1,104, The
losses of the patriots were 28 killed and 62 wounded, a total of 90.
Indeed a “brilliant victory.” as recorded on the plaque at the site quoted
above.

Andrew Creswell

As a low-ranking participant in the King’s Mountain battle, An-
drew Creswell is only a minor historical figure and as such es
the attention of even the encyclopedic Lyman Draper.?” whose exten-
sive index passes directly from Crawford to Crider’s Fort. However,
inan age when popular interest in genealogy has been greatly stimu-
lated and enhanced by the internet, it is possible to reconstruct some-
thing of his biography, relying solely on online sources.**

According to the Mary Blount Chapter of the Daughters of the
American Revolution in Blount County, Tennessee, Andrew Creswell
was born on January 12, 1757, and died on July 16, 1838. He was
married to Dorothy Evans, and is buried in Eusebia Church Cem-
etery” in Blount County, Tennessce, where the chapter placed a mar
in 1976.

Revolutionary War soldier’s pension rolls’ show that Andrew
Creswell, a private of the Virginia Line* from Sevier County, Tennes-
see, received a $40 annual pension for three years, beginning on Oc-

caped

er

Figure 3. Andrew Creswell was formerly a member of the Virginia line.
Seen here recently at Yorktown Victory Center is native Pennsylvanian
and former member of the U.S. Navy, Don Reinart, wearing the
uniform of a sergeant of the Virginia line. Reinert observed that
members of the line would not have been dressed this well by 1780, the
time that King’s Mountain was fought. Creswell at King’s Mountain
would probably have been wearing typical mountaineer’s skin clothing.
~ Photograph by Jim Glanville.
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tober 25, 1833, when he was recorded as being 76 years old. His daugh-
ter, Nancy Creswell,”* was born on February 5, 1776.

After the war Creswell lived in Tennessee and was the victim of
. as attested by the following quote:*

an Indian auac
In 1792 and 1793 the Indian outrages came thick and fast.
Andrew Creswell was a settler. living in the neighborhood of
McGaughey's station. He had with him his family and two other
men. One day William Cunningham, walking along a winding
road through the forest, heard a shot, felt a sharp pain in his
right arm, and saw behind a neighboring tree the figure of a
lurking Indian. Cunningham ran with all haste to Creswell's
house. He clutched the door-knob, pushed his way in. and fell
breathless on the floor. Every inmate of the cabin knew at once
what it meant. Doors and windows were barricaded. They waited.
but no foe appeared. An agitated conference was held as to
whether they should abandon the cabin and seek refuge at
McGaughey’s station*” or not. Mrs. Creswell spoke. She said, “1
would rather die than go live in the filth and confinement of the

stockade

“Then,” said Creswell, “1 will defend this house until it is burned
over my head.” Every preparation was made for defense. From
the barn-door a long lever reaching into the house underneath
the ground, was arranged so that it could not be opened except
from the inside of the house. With this and other arrangements,
Creswell calmly awaited the foe. Whether they ever came or not
we do not know. Such was the courage of the seulers.

Colonel John Preston

We know a good deal about Colonel John Preston™ of Walnut
Grove, to whom Creswell addressed his letter. Our John Preston was
= 6-1706) of Londonderry.
the progenitor of the Walnut Grove branch of the Preston family. Our
John Preston was the hushand of Margaret Preston and together they
Thad fourteen children. Margaret was the twelfth child of Colonel Wil-
liam Preston and his wife Susanna Smith of Smithfield. Our John
Preston was a captain in the War of 1812, later a colonel of the 105th
Virginia Militia, and presiding Justice of Washington County from
1820 to 1852.

14

ANDREW CRESWELL'S KING'S MOUNTAIN LETTER

What we don’t know are the circumstances that led Creswell to
write his letter to Preston, 42 years after the battle. As noted above,
Creswell fought in the Virginia Line, and that possibly is his link to
Preston. Preston, in turn, perhaps had a taste for history, a common
enough trait among Abingdon lawyers. But to say even this much
pushes us close to the edge of outright speculation.

Conclusions
The first broad conclusion we reach is that Creswell’s account
squares well with the known facts of the battle. Nothing in his letter
contradicts the traditional account of the events of October 7, 1780.
A second and historically important conclusion we reach is that
eswell's letter finally answers a long unanswered question posed
in 1889 by Theodore Roosevelt: “...[did] Campbell or another of
Shelby's brothers receive De Peyster's sword.” Creswell answers thu

Dupoister came forward with his sword hilt foremost Campbell

accosted him in these words I am happy to see you sir. Dupoister

in answer swore by his maker he was not happy to see him un-

der the present circumstances at the same time delivered up his

sword...

Campbell received De Peyster’s sword!

Athird minor conclusion involves the so called Shelby-Campbell
controversy.” Thirty or forty years alter the battle, allegations by Isaac
Shelby and others surfaced suggesting William Campbell had shown
cowardice at the battle. These allegations were at the time demon-
strated to be false: probably a case of mistaken identity combined
with political ambition. However, although scholars have long since
conceded that Campbell's reputation was unstained, Creswell's ac-
count provides direct eyewitness testimony of Campbell's presence
in the thick of the fighting and confirms that this notorious contro-
Versy hias been properiy A& aGelmitivi

FSetied i Campoeli s favor.
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