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Prologue


Fate and the gods of war were most unkind to Colonel James Williams. Commanding the South Carolina backcountry patriots of the Little River District militia of the Little River Regiment, he was a hero of the key Patriot victory at Musgrove’s Mill, South Carolina, on August 19, 1780, and the far more important Battle of Kings Mountain in the South Carolina Piedmont on Saturday, October 7, 1780. However, the colonel’s life was tragic because of the surreal horrors of a brutal war that had consumed the backcountry of South Carolina in 1780, after the fall of Charleston, South Carolina, to the British invaders in May.

Most of all, by the fall of 1780 and like so many other backcountry Patriots, Williams was highly motivated, driven in part by vengeance, and for good reason. He had a personal score to settle with Major Patrick Ferguson, who was one of Lord Charles Cornwallis’s top lieutenants with the vital mission of conquering the South Carolina backcountry. The Scotland-born commander had occupied Williams’s Little River, South Carolina, plantation in the backcountry and forced his wife, Mary Wallace-Williams of Celtic descent, and children out of their home. The colonel’s burning desire to meet Ferguson and his command of Loyalists to settle old scores finally became a reality during the bloody struggle on October 7, 1780, for possession of an obscure ridge in the Piedmont of northwestern South Carolina located just below the North Carolina boundary, Kings Mountain.

To this day, James Williams, the highest-ranking American commander who received his death stroke during the most important battle ever fought of the Southern theater, Kings Mountain, has been forgotten in the history books and by the American public, including even by some leading historians: a classic example that is representative of the overall relative obscurity of the Battle of Kings Mountain. Indeed, very few Americans have ever heard anything about Colonel Williams, a devout Presbyterian who helped to win at xKings Mountain—the decisive showdown of the Revolutionary War. Today, no statue of Colonel Williams can be seen on the top of Kings Mountain, where he received his mortal wound.

In fact, even the remains of Colonel James Williams have no final resting place at the battlefield of Kings Mountain. Instead of having been killed on Kings Mountain, the Virginia-born Colonel Williams died of his wounds on October 8, 1780, at an obscure overnight encampment at age thirty-nine.

At this time, the victorious Patriots were retreating west from Kings Mountain and toward the safety of the heavily forested Blue Ridge Mountains. They had just eliminated the entire task force of nearly a thousand Loyalists—around a third of Lord Charles Cornwallis’s Army—in barely an hour of bitter combat. Even more, they also killed the famed Loyalist commander who, ironically, was the only non-American who fought in the battle, Scotland-born Major Patrick Ferguson, during what was America’s first civil war, eighty years before the Civil War of 1861–1865. Like no other battle in the American Revolution, the dramatic and climactic showdown at Kings Mountain personified the nightmarish horror of a brutal conflict that pitted brother against brother on an almost unimaginable scale across the South. However, the roles and contributions of the Loyalists, fellow Americans, have also been largely forgotten and ignored because they were the losers in the war over the heart and soul of America.

Unlike the twenty-eight Patriots who were killed on Kings Mountain on the previous day, Colonel Williams was hastily buried by the grieving men of his Little River Regiment on October 8 in a remote grave under a shady chestnut tree beside the dusty road leading toward the safety of the Blue Ridge. After having been finally located and then removed, the grave of Colonel Williams has been marked today by a small, modest monument in the town of Gaffney, South Carolina. Colonel James Williams, a prosperous South Carolina planter, devout leader of the Little River Presbyterian Church, and hard-fighting holy warrior like so many of the Patriots, has served as a representative example of the frightfully high price paid by an entire generation of forgotten Americans in the South in the making of America and the winning of independence.

Unfortunately, these distinguished contributions have been long forgotten, partly because one of the colonel’s Patriot rivals unfairly blamed him for a lack of courage and patriotism, although he was mortally wounded in the all-important battle—ugly and unfair charges that were leveled to blemish xiWilliams’s character and reputation, which have been widely accepted by far too many historians in part because the colonel never had a chance to refute them. Nevertheless, the accepted accounts of Williams’s influential enemies, especially Colonel William Hill’s writings, have long disparaged his contribution at Kings Mountain. This has become part of the standardized version of the Kings Mountain story to this day, while romantic myths and legends have developed to replace other historical facts, while elevating far less deserving individuals into the limelight during the hilltop struggle on October 7, 1781.

In the supreme sacrifice, Colonel Williams gave his life “in defense of my rights and liberties, and that of my children,” in his own words, during what was America’s first civil war that generations of nationalist historians have overlooked or ignored in their glorification of the American Revolution. Like their father who sacrificed everything for the sacred cause of liberty, Colonel Williams’s two oldest sons, Daniel, age eighteen, and Joseph, age fourteen, didn’t survive the war. They were hung by the infamous Loyalist partisan leader William “Bloody Bill” Cunningham, of Scotch-Irish descent, and his mostly South Carolina partisans after having surrendered on the false promise that they would receive fair treatment. Both of the colonel’s young sons were brutally murdered while serving in South Carolina’s Little River Regiment (Daniel was a captain and Joseph a private, and they both had seen action at Kings Mountain in their father’s command) on November 19, 1781, barely a year after the October 7, 1780, battle, in cruel revenge for their father’s leading role at the Battle of Kings Mountain. “Bloody Bill” had good reason for vengeance because victory at Kings Mountain reversed the course of the American Revolution and placed the British Army, which never completely recovered from the unexpected blow, on the road to Yorktown where America won its independence.

In what had become a very personal war between Colonel James Williams and Major Patrick Ferguson, Williams’s wife, Mary Wallace-Williams of Scotch-Irish descent, and their brood of children were thrown out of their home three times by Loyalists. In the South Carolina backcountry in 1780, hundreds of Patriots were similarly abused and victimized by the Loyalists and British. This general historical amnesia about the unmatched cruelty and horrors of America’s first civil war in the Southern backcountry has even applied to the Patriots, including the colonel’s sons and the men of Kings Mountain, who unfortunately have been forgotten by the nation that they played a large xiirole in helping to save during the darkest days of the American Revolution. These anonymous Patriots sacrificed their all—lives, fortunes, and futures—in the name of America during the struggle for the heart and soul of the new experiment in nationhood, and they deserve full recognition today for what they achieved against the odds.
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Introduction


The remarkable story of the dramatic and all-important showdown at Kings Mountain certainly deserves a special place in the American memory and in the annals of American history, because it represented a major turning point of the American Revolution and was America’s greatest citizen-soldier success of the entire war. Even more, this climactic battle in the remote South Carolina backwoods of the Piedmont on October 7, 1780, is still important and relevant to this day for a variety of reasons that have nothing to do with the rather remarkable tactical aspects of this crucial engagement. Most of all this long-overlooked battle forcefully demonstrated that it was the most common people of the western frontier, on both sides of the Blue Ridge, who voluntarily rose up to determine their own destiny by winning this turning point showdown at a time when the established leaders, both political and military, of their infant government in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, had failed them in every possible way.

This dire situation in which life and liberty were at stake presented an emergency situation to the people of the frontier because of the seemingly endless follies of the Continental Congress in Philadelphia and the Army, which had seemingly lost the revolution after the South had been all but conquered by the eventful summer of 1780. The common people of the West were left on their own and unprotected, due to the central government’s long list of mistakes and miscalculations, to face a powerful enemy that threatened to destroy their homeland and families, like the Native Americans—especially the Cherokee, whom they had long fought to ensure their survival. As a consequence, and in their common-sense wisdom, they volunteered and then rode forth to fight, despite the omnipresent Indian threat to their settlements and families, to deliver what was necessary for survival: the preemptive strike to catch the enemy by surprise at Kings Mountain.
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In the past, generations of American historians have emphasized that the Westerners rode forth toward a rendezvous with destiny because of lofty Age of Enlightenment idealism and nationalism, which was not the case since they had not needed to be told about Age of Enlightenment philosophies or any ideology. Instead, they trekked south through the Blue Ridge Mountains to Kings Mountain in defense of the land that they loved and because of the promise of pushing even farther west in the future to gain even more and richer lands, if independence was won. In this regard, they fought at Kings Mountain on October 7, 1780, for the limitless expanse of this vast land that lay to the West and its sheer beauty and boundlessness.

By this time, the most important and most vital of lessons already had been learned by the hard-pressed people of the western frontier, which came from their knowledge of the Holy Bible’s Old Testament and Indian fighting experiences over the years: that when the American people could no longer depend on its own government and its armies, it was time for them to take matters into their own hands. The most important story about the Battle of Kings Mountain was this key decision of the common people of the western frontier that they were actually better off and had a greater chance for success if they depended upon themselves and God as he commanded his true believers—concepts utterly unimaginable, if not entirely not understandable in the minds of modern-day Americans, who have become dependent on their iPhones, modern conveniences, and their bloated government in Washington, DC, in almost too many ways to count.

Significantly, it was this vital decision made by the common people and not the government in Philadelphia or General George Washington that resulted in the reversing of the tide of the revolutionary struggle and saving of the infant republic from his own folly by ultimately paving the way to Lord Charles Cornwallis’s surrender at Yorktown, Virginia, barely a year later. This miracle was all made possible by the one-sided victory won by Westerners, who were also Southerners, at Kings Mountain that destroyed Cornwallis’s best light expeditionary force in its entirety—a decisive success won by the common people, all volunteers, of the frontier militia, which was a large volunteer force unknown to even exist to General Washington and the Continental Congress.

In this regard, Kings Mountain truly represented the most purely American of all victories, especially in regard to the common people, of the American Revolution because this amazing success resulted from a spontaneously popular 3uprising of the common people across the Southern frontier just in the nick of time.

In truth and contrary to the standard interpretations that have become popular about the American Revolution in a complete inversion of the facts, especially in terms of overall decisiveness, the crucial Southern theater, and more specifically the war in South Carolina, was the true scene of the Big Show where the war was ultimately won, while the Northern theater, including Washington’s campaigns, especially after the miracles at Trenton and Princeton, New Jersey, was nothing more than a sideshow barren of decisive results, except in regard to Saratoga, New York, where victory had been won by the army under Major General Horatio Gates.

In the finest hour of the backcountry and Overmountain militiamen during the war in the South, the bitter and often point-blank struggle that swirled back and forth on the rugged, wooded hillsides of Kings Mountain on that fall afternoon changed the course of the American Revolution. Ironically, this decisive success in the South Carolina Piedmont was not won by conventional military tactics, but by the classic frontier tactics of Indian-style fighting at close range and encirclement to destroy the enemy, fellow Americans. Here, individual citizen-soldiers, who were mostly veteran Indian fighters like most of their popular leaders, won the day. Kings Mountain must be viewed today as a major battle of extreme strategic importance and decisiveness in the annals of the most famous battles in world military history, because this victory saved America in one of her darkest hours.

When compared to other significant engagements of the Revolutionary War, this often-minimized struggle in the South Carolina backwoods was remarkably deceptive at first glance, having lasted barely an hour. Additional obscurity for the fight at Kings Mountain also came from the fact that it was a struggle of Americans pitted against fellow Americans—literally, a true brother’s war of America’s first civil war. Here, on October 7, 1780, relatives, neighbors, sons, fathers, and brothers of two radically differing militia systems, consisting of family members and relatives who dominated the ranks in familial companies of Patriot volunteers, fought against one another for what they believed was right. In truth, the Patriots were not entirely in the moral right or atrocity free unlike so long presented in the traditional romanticized view of the American Revolution, because of the conflict’s seemingly endless complexities and contradictions.
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What was most remarkable was the fact that this most dramatic and important victory of the American Revolution in the South was won solely by volunteer militiamen from both sides of the Blue Ridge Mountains, after they had organized behind their own frontier leaders without orders or direction from General Washington, any Continental general officer, state executive, or any legislative or judicial body in the land. The almost accidental creation of a formidable frontier, or ghost, army in record time reaped the astonishing success at Kings Mountain that effectively proved the superiority of the American militiamen to British-trained troops at a time when they were considered decidedly inferior by all the experts and leaders on both sides.

These men, veterans of countless fights with the Cherokee, Creek, Loyalists, and British, wore no uniforms or signs of rank, donning frontier hunting and civilian attire when fighting with backwoods skill like Native Americans, while taking full advantage of the timbered hillsides and rocks along the slope. Even more, they thought much differently about the American Revolution’s core philosophical meanings on a much more personal and emotional level—simple biblical, rooted in the Old Testament, and moral laws of basic survival lay at the core of their revolutionary experience and frontier attitudes—rather than on the flowery words of Thomas Jefferson and other founding fathers.

The astounding victory at Kings Mountain all but ensured that the American Revolution was won in the South and that the final showdown at Yorktown was a curtain call to the long, bloody years of America’s most savage war, which had consumed the Southern backcountry with horrors that have been seldom revealed in the history books. However, the overall importance of this vicious struggle, which included fierce hand-to-hand combat, on a remote mountain in the backcountry (also known as the up country of the South Carolina Piedmont) by rough-hewn and mostly illiterate men in the Patriot ranks has been long minimized by American historians, especially from the Ivy League colleges of the Northeast, in part because of the victors’ lowly, or common, qualities—average Americans who ultimately won this bitter war for the heart and soul of America. Even the top Patriot leaders were rough-and-tumble men of the frontier who knew how to cut the throats of enemies, take their scalps, and hang victims high from the tallest tree.

By any measure, this dramatic showdown was not only the most unexpected battle of the war but also the most unorthodox and strangest one in terms of defying the usual expectations of the experts, because it was the 5antithesis of a conventional and traditional eighteenth-century engagement in almost every possible way: nearly a thousand Loyalists from New York, New Jersey (Provincial regulars), South Carolina, and North Carolina (militia) held an exceptionally strong position atop Kings Mountain for the supreme tactical advantage, and they were much better trained and equipped, which was simply not enough because they relied on the conventional British tactics that had almost always equated victory—most recently at Camden, South Carolina, on August 16, 1780—the bayonet charge.

If the fight had been a traditional battle on an open field, the undisciplined Patriots would not have stood a chance of winning the day. But the heavily wooded terrain of Kings Mountain and Indian-fighting skills of the Patriots had deemed otherwise. And no large-scale battle of the American Revolution more thoroughly revealed the depths of the hatred and viciousness that existed on each side than on October 7, 1780, including no-quarter warfare and the slaughtering of Loyalists after a white flag was raised in surrender near the battle’s conclusion: a tragic and brutal case of hundreds of American fighters on both sides systematically destroying each other in one of the bloodiest battles of the Revolution.

Even more, these frontier and backcountry men never wore fine silk clothing and had no elitist pretensions like upper-class members living on the East Coast, especially in the bustling urban center of Philadelphia: the antithesis of the aristocratic and elitist circles, both colonial and British. Few, if any, of these rough-hewn and raw-boned common men, who were generally tall and lanky, from the western frontier had ever read the words of the Declaration of Independence or English immigrant Thomas Paine’s masterpiece Common Sense that had helped to revive the revolutionary struggle during the dark days of late 1776.

However, these realities did not matter when it came to hard-nosed Indian fighting against anyone who dared to threaten their frontier communities, families, and distinctive way of life that they cherished. The common Westerners needed no Age of Enlightenment ideals or Patriot propaganda from Philadelphia newspapers to revive their spirits or motivate them to fight against the invaders of their homeland, because the primary motivation of these men was simple survival and to preserve the lives of their communities that they had hacked out of the wilderness. Instead of reading the well-chosen, polished words of the upper-class elites on the east coast, the Overmountain and backcountry men 6expressed their own personal sentiments about liberty by their combat prowess and desperate fighting at Kings Mountain.

Relying on mobility and stealth, the twin keys to achieving victory in irregular, or guerrilla, warfare when it came to a hard-hitting preemptive strike, it was the swiftness of the mobile force of partisan mounted volunteers of the county militias on both sides of the mountains that ensured that Scotland-born Major Patrick Ferguson was caught by surprise at Kings Mountain. What has been most minimized about the Kings Mountain story has been the Patriots’ epic ride across the formidable mountains simply to reach Major Ferguson and his command on their mountaintop to deliver a lethal blow: a frontier odyssey all in itself, when more than a thousand volunteers of the backcountry and Overmountain region trekked south and then east during a grueling ordeal of more than 330 miles in thirteen days, including in the midst of rain and nasty early autumn weather. Well-armed and thirsting for revenge on a hated enemy who had threatened to destroy their home communities, they rode through an uncharted wilderness and across the towering Blue Ridge Mountains, which were part of the Appalachian Mountains, of western North Carolina before reaching the South Carolina backcountry and their ultimate target at Kings Mountain on October 7, 1780.

While fighting Indian-style along the wooded slopes after having stealthily surrounded Kings Mountain on all sides under the unofficial Overmountain leader, Colonel Isaac Shelby, they reaped the most improbable of victories against Provincial regulars, who had been trained like British regulars and wore red uniforms and long-tailed scarlet uniform coats—the best Loyalist fighting men—and hundreds of North and South Carolina Loyalist militiamen who were dressed in typical frontier garb like the Patriots. In striking contrast to Major Ferguson’s well-trained Provincials, the victors of Kings Mountain, not even top officers, wore no uniforms and fought in coarse hunting shirts and homespun civilian clothing and wore their hair long and tied in the back in a stylish queue that was popular among the frontiersmen.

Most significantly, these frontiersmen from both sides of the mountains not only prevailed on this bloody Saturday in the South Carolina Piedmont but completely annihilated Ferguson’s strong task force by killing, capturing, and wounding every member of the once-thought-invincible command. Lord Cornwallis was depending upon Ferguson to advance north as his left flank for his much-anticipated invasion of North Carolina, then Virginia, and then 7to eventually confront and crush Washington’s Army in a bid to end the war, when Sir Henry Clinton advanced south from New York City. This was a classic pincer movement that promised decisive victory. However, Cornwallis’s ambitions of obtaining glory were dashed by the defeat of his largest force of light infantry at Kings Mountain, while conclusively ending the all-important British experiment of relying on newly raised Loyalists to crush the rebels and win the war.

To this day, historians have most often overlooked the complexities of the most crucial theater of operations, which still needs to be fully and better understood today to place the story of Kings Mountain in a proper historical perspective. To a generation of Americans who fought for simple survival and to preserve their families on the western frontier, the American Revolution was most of all an Indian war in what was the largest theater of the war that spanned hundreds of miles of untamed frontier, dwarfing the theaters of General Washington’s Continental Army far to the north and witnessing the harshest combat of the war. Historians with a detailed understanding of the complexities of this extremely bitter war in the South can no longer debate the longtime argument whether the American Revolution was truly a revolution or not, because of the existing analogies of America’s first civil war, especially in the South, with the horrific “Reign of Terror” of the early 1790s during the French Revolution. It was in the South where the surreal horrors of war truly matched those of the French Revolution, and these extremely dark chapters of the American experience were unleashed by American Patriots and American Loyalists against each other in a savage guerrilla war rather than against British regulars or Continental troops as portrayed in the traditional and mythical American Revolution.

After all, there was no Continental Army in the South by the time that the common people of the backcountry and frontier began to rise up and fight back against the seemingly invincible invaders. The only American army in the South—ironically called the “Grand Army”—had been entirely destroyed by Cornwallis at the Battle of Camden, South Carolina, in mid-August 1780. Then, a miracle occurred when this ghost army of backcountry and Overmountain men, who hailed from the frontier settlements situated in Watauga, Holston, and Nolichucky River valleys west of the mountains, was created by themselves before General Washington dispatched General Nathanael Greene south to create a new army in the South to replace the one destroyed by Lord Cornwallis 8at Camden. Even more, the Patriot attack force consisted of only 910 men who defied conventional wisdom and tactical thought when they surrounded Kings Mountain and charged uphill against a large and better-trained Loyalist force of more than a thousand men, who held the strategic crest that seemed impregnable: usually the tactical equation that guaranteed defeat for attackers since time immemorial.

The unexpected formation of an entire ad hoc army of backcountry and Overmountain men was an entirely natural development of coming together for urgent self-defense in order to launch an audacious offensive strike to catch the enemy by surprise, partly because it was based on a lengthy historical tradition. The Patriots were mostly Scotch-Irish, Scots, and Welshmen and their descendants—Celts all who still embraced ancient customs and mindsets—who banded together under their own democratically chosen chiefs from both sides of the mountains in times of severe crisis, when either fighting Native Americans or Loyalists, like the gathering of the Celtic and Scottish Highlands clans of old on the Atlantic’s other side.

Therefore, there was no centralized or organized command and leadership structure of a traditional army among the victors of Kings Mountain. Then to ensure greater obscurity about the battle to this day, most of these men who won in dramatic fashion on October 7 then continued to move west to new lands, including the Trans-Mississippi and also across the “Father of Waters,” and scattered to the winds: a guarantee for greater obscurity in the historical record. As a result, they left behind little collective memory or organized veteran groups in east Tennessee or in the Carolinas, unlike in the case of Civil War veterans, allowing for local historical legacies and memories of the Battle of Kings Mountain to slowly fade away with the mists of time. And because so many of the victors were illiterate, most of the written record was either never penned or simply faded away to be lost forever.

For such reasons, the Battle of Kings Mountain has become America’s most forgotten turning point clash of arms of the American Revolution, when Washington’s Continental Army hundreds of miles to the north was doing practically nothing to achieve important successes much like America’s French allies. In fact, by this time, the French-American alliance looked very much like a flat failure, and the French, including King Louis XVI, became disillusioned by the war and the Americans’ excessive demands that seemed to have no end for seemingly everything imaginable. France was headed for bankruptcy—one 9of the primary causes of the French Revolution that erupted in 1789—because of its massive support for America. As noted and most significantly, it was not Washington’s Continental Army nor top Continental generals who made the decisions or took actions that turned the tide in 1780 but ordinary Americans, mostly Scotch-Irish of the South, who banded together out of desperation to save homes and families from the British-Loyalist-Native American threat on their own and without support from either the Continental Army or Congress.

When Americans speak today about the Civil War, they fail to understand how the American Revolution in the South was equally as divisive. The best example of this undeniable reality of large numbers of fellow Americans killing Americans on an unprecedented scale was best demonstrated on an obscure hilltop in South Carolina on October 7, 1780. Incredibly and unlike any other battle of the American Revolution, a brutal familial war was waged in full at Kings Mountain. At least seventy-four sets of brothers and twenty-nine sets of father-son fighting teams were among the howling attackers that surrounded the mountain. Indeed, the struggle at Kings Mountain was also the epitome of a fratricidal brothers’ fight.

For instance, five brothers of the Goforth family from Tryon County, North Carolina (today’s Rutherford County), fought against each other on bloody October 7, 1780: three Loyalist brothers were killed and among the remaining two brothers, one was killed on the Patriot side. Only one Goforth brother survived the battle to tell the tale of the surreal horror of civil war. As was fully demonstrated, these close family connections ensured the most bitter of conflicts of a highly personal and intimate nature in the entire course of American history. No-quarter warfare was commonplace across the South among friends, neighbors, and even family members in a true civil war.

In a striking paradox, these bitter enemies were much the same in regard to class, background, education, and economic standing: primarily small hardscrabble farmers from the backcountry and Overmountain region of lower-and middle-class antecedents. The men of both sides believed that they were battling in the best interests of themselves and their families: the antithesis of the popular misconception and worn stereotype that the Loyalists hailed primarily from the urban environments of the eastern cities, the upper-class elite, and the educated class, unlike the Patriots.

Here, at Kings Mountain in barely an hour’s time, an ad hoc collection of Patriot Westerners without formal military training or having learned any 10textbook lessons about the advantages of fighting on foot Indian-style with the deadly Long Rifle, or the Pennsylvania Rifle, to completely eliminate the entire left-wing strike force of Lord Charles Cornwallis, who was thought by King George III and ministers to have been on the verge of winning it all and ending the revolution. The enemy force of Loyalist Americans was swiftly vanquished by 910 backcountry and Overmountain men to sabotage the entire British plan, the so-called Southern Strategy for winning the war. Around half of Patriots at Kings Mountain were backcountry men of South Carolina from the region, which was remote and frontier-like, located around seventy-five miles from the coastal lowlands filled with rice plantations and from the wilder frontier west of the mountains from where roughly the other half of the Patriots hailed.

Most important and as noted, this remarkable October victory in 1780 led to Yorktown in part because Cornwallis’s Army never recovered from the elimination of Ferguson’s entire command in the most unexpected tactical development of the war. For such reasons, more than 240 years after this all-important battle for the heart and soul of America was fought, it is time to take a new and fresh look at this remarkable clash of arms and the equally remarkable men on both sides who fought at Kings Mountain and well beyond the traditional layers of popular myths, fiction, and familiar stereotypes that have obscured fundamental truths for generations. In consequence, the overall purpose of this book is to present as many new views and fresh perspectives as possible to replace the old myths and stereotypes that have existed since the battle was fought so long ago.

This book seeks to understand the spirit, heart, and soul of the American Revolution by looking more closely at the ordinary Americans who rose to the fore at Kings Mountain—basically, a most revealing analysis of the American Revolution from below at the common soldier level. And no single battle from 1775 to 1783 was won more exclusively by average Americans—citizen-soldiers of the Southern frontier militia—than Kings Mountain, which represented the most democratic battlefield success of the American Revolution. These average men of the frontier, including many volunteers who had been born in Ulster Province, north Ireland, were the ones who ensured that a true common people’s revolution would be won in the end. Even more, the American Revolution was a rich man’s war and a poor or average man’s fight, with no battle better representing this fundamental truism on both sides than Kings Mountain.
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Every man among the attackers fought on his own hook in repeatedly advancing up the hill through the trees and then in prudently withdrawing back down when the Loyalists unleashed repeated bayonet attacks, and then the Patriots resumed the advance up the wooded slopes in a highly effective buddy system of two friends (basically one fired while the other loaded at intervals), who fought together as formidable teams at Kings Mountain.

In New England and in the mid-Atlantic states, the romantic image of the yeoman farmer-citizen-soldier, or the so-called “Minute Man,” was largely a myth beyond the first eighteen months of the war, unlike in the South. Here, in the South, the average yeoman farmer—unlike the poor, immigrants, youths, unmarried men, free Blacks, and slaves on society’s margins—primarily served as a lower-class foundation of the Continental Army’s enlisted ranks. Most important, the local militia in the backcountry and Overmountain region of the South made a more significant contribution to winning the war as demonstrated at Kings Mountain as opposed to farther north. Serving in regiments that represented counties in Virginia and North Carolina and districts in South Carolina, many backcountry militiamen had served from the beginning in the Cherokee War of 1776 and to the war’s end, including at Yorktown.

Indeed, another one of the great myths of the American Revolution was that the Southern Patriots of the militia—to coincide with the myth of the militia’s much-emphasized ineffectiveness and ineptness, which was far more the case in the North than in the South—in the backcountry were generally inactive and nonparticipants in the struggle after the fall of Charleston to Sir Henry Clinton on May 12, 1780. However, nothing could have been further from the truth, because Patriots in the backcountry, Overmountain region, and the Eastern lowlands began to rise up almost immediately to defend families and the land they loved.

Contrary to the generally poor performance of the American militia in New England and the mid-Atlantic states except in the war’s beginning and during the 1777 Saratoga Campaign where the New England militia shined in conjunction with Continental troops, it was the Southern militia of backcountry Virginia, North Carolina, today’s east Tennessee, and South Carolina that primarily reversed the war’s course, especially at Kings Mountain, and won the war in the South against British regulars, Royal Provincial regulars, Native Americans, and Loyalist militia and not the Continental troops, who generally 12performed poorly in the South when mixed with militia. Ironically, there was not a single Continental soldier or officer at Kings Mountain.

In the annals of the American Revolution and in a most unfortunate development, the generally unreliable performance of the militia in Washington’s Army, with notable exceptions like the Trenton-Princeton campaign, has long stained the far higher reputation of the Southern militia, especially of the backcountry, in an entirely unfair and erroneous judgment that has endured to this day. Ironically, the mythical revolution has long glorified the Patriot militia of the North, especially from New England, thanks to the early dominance of regional historians in American Revolutionary historiography, while basically ignoring the far more important, if not decisive in the end, contributions of the South’s hard-fighting militia of the backcountry that compiled a dramatic list of victories in 1780. All in all, by relying on the wisdom of Indian tactics and experienced popular leaders, the success of the militia of the South went a long way toward the winning of the American Revolution.

Quite simply, it was Southern militia—highly mobile fighting men who relied on swift movements on horseback, basically light cavalry or mounted infantry, to surprise the enemy and then fought dismounted with deadly long rifles in a winning tactical formula, instead of attempting to fight in the conventional manner (a recipe for disaster as Major Ferguson discovered to his dismay) by European rules of warfare—of the backcountry and Overmountain region that not only saved the day by winning on October 7, but also set the stage for Washington’s Continentals, along with their French allies, to reap the lion’s share of the glory by marching south to win victory at Yorktown in the following October. But without the Patriot militia’s great victory at Kings Mountain and other lesser-known places in South Carolina, including Musgrove’s Mill where the tactically astute Isaac Shelby prevailed, then there would have been no dramatic victory at Yorktown that changed the course of not only American history, but world history.

Significantly, in an overlooked ethnic analysis, it should not be surprising that the backwater, Overmountain, and frontier Patriot militia proved so effective by 1780 because these were mostly hardy Scotch-Irish, who hailed from an embattled native homeland across the Atlantic and from some of America’s most remote and isolated areas, where they had made their homes in the untamed wilderness. The Scotch-Irish people continued a lengthy tradition of battling the oppressive forces of England. The British first began to create a 13vast colonial empire by denying the Celtic people in various lands, beginning in Ireland that became an English colony by way of a brutal conquest in the 1500s, the right of self-determination by crushing one common people’s revolt after another, going back to ancestors who fought in doomed Celtic independence struggles, including under nationalist leaders such as William Wallace in Scotland and Owain Glyndwr in Wales. Most of all, it was the Scotch-Irish who had been most recently oppressed in Ulster Province, north Ireland, by the autocratic dictates of the British government and greedy landlords, which ensured that they had ample old scores to settle with the British during the American Revolution.

Most important, the mostly Scotch-Irish frontiersmen of Kings Mountain possessed the most thorough battle experience of any fighting men in America by 1780. Most Patriots who won one the American Revolution’s most remarkable and unexpected victories at Kings Mountain did so because they were hardened veterans of a half-decade of bitter, exceptionally bloody, and often no-quarter conflict against Native Americans and Loyalists. These were the common men who rose magnificently to the fore while serving under their own elected officers, fought in their own way with the same hunting rifles that had long provided food for the table and had vanquished the Cherokee, rode their own trusty war horses, made their own tactical decisions on the fly as tactically astute individuals, and battled on their own terms to save their cherished homeland, way of life, and families from the enemy: a truly astonishing success on October 7 at a time when there was no state legal authority or government to help them in their vital mission.

Even more, these Patriot men of lowly origins were also inspired and motivated by a sense of an early spirit of Manifest Destiny that always pointed west toward new lands and the setting sun, where the future lay for them and their families. While the Loyalists and British looked to the old ways of the past and a future within the British Empire, the backcountry men, especially those hardy pioneers who had settled west of the Appalachians, were more forward-thinking idealists, because they possessed a vibrant, expansionist continental vision, which fueled western expansion and was not understood or appreciated by their foes: another forgotten aspect of the battle that made Kings Mountain so different and unique from other Revolutionary War battles.

Indeed, the case can be made that this astonishing victory when least expected was won partly because of the vibrancy of America’s early sense of 14Manifest Destiny that existed in the hearts and minds of the frontiersmen, because the British, personified by Major Ferguson, posed a barrier to future westward expansion if they won this war for the heart and soul of America, because Great Britain envisioned a vast Indian reserve west of the mountains and a halt to westward migration. This deep-seated fear infused the backcountry Patriots, who fought in part to fulfill both a personal and national destiny that lay in the limitless opportunities in the seemingly boundless west. Such an intoxicating futuristic vision that more fertile lands for the taking lay open for them to the west—in the Ohio and Mississippi Valleys and all the way to the Mississippi River—made them even more highly motivated to fulfill a historic mission of the American people by eliminating the British: boldly leading the way ever-westward into the lands of the fertile Mississippi Valley and then all the way to the Pacific Ocean.

Precisely because they were ordinary men of the remote frontier, these extraordinary individuals fought with their hearts and souls, while risking all in perhaps the most remarkable battle of the American Revolution at this key turning point, even while their homeland was still under Indian threat and the nation’s future could not have seemed more bleak. And by far the most forgotten frontier Celtic leader was Colonel Isaac Shelby, who played the decisive role in winning victory not only at Kings Mountain but also in all of the South in the turning point year of 1780. He was the rawboned and unorthodox son of an immigrant from Wales, which had been conquered by the British like Ireland and Scotland centuries before. Shelby hailed from the South Holston River settlement located in the pristine lands west of the mountains, emerging as the finest leader produced in the Overmountain region. By any measure, Shelby was the most extraordinary of the common men from the western frontier. He became the top tactical expert in the frontier art of Indian fighting and the real inspirational and moral leader of the far-flung expedition to Kings Mountain and the remarkable, one-sided victory. In leading his Overmountain men from west of the Blue Ridge Mountains with consummate skill, Shelby made the key leadership decisions that led to the war’s most surprising victory in America’s darkest hour, becoming the forgotten “father” of the remarkable October 7 success. Quite simply, without Colonel Shelby, there would have been no victory at Kings Mountain and no key turning point of the American Revolution in the early fall of 1780. Indeed, the long-forgotten and ignored Shelby truly deserved the lion’s share of the credit for this most surprising victory of the 15American Revolution. The common omission of Shelby’s name from the list of the most distinguished and capable South Carolina partisan leaders of the war, such as Francis Marion, Thomas Sumter, and Andrew Pickens, is certainly not only one of the great ironies but also one of the great injustices of generations of American Revolution historiography.

It was the astute Colonel Shelby who made a series of smart Solomon-like leadership decisions from the beginning to end of this campaign and led by example both on and off the battlefield, ensuring the reaping of perhaps the war’s most dramatic victory. It was Shelby’s relentless driving force, never-say-die personality, and sense of determination, which had been forged by years of battling Native Americans, that made him an irrepressible force of nature throughout the most grueling of campaigns, guaranteeing victory in the final showdown at Kings Mountain.

Most important, their victory at Kings Mountain significantly reinvigorated the overall resistance effort and spirit of the revolutionary struggle, especially in the South, by demonstrating most convincingly that ordinary Americans of the militia could defeat even the best-trained Loyalists to boost pride and confidence. Kings Mountain, therefore, was a most decisive battle in multiple ways, and, without this victory in the middle of nowhere, America would be a much different nation today because this backwoods success cast a giant shadow that ensured the winning of America’s independence. In the words of one historian who emphasized what the Battle of Kings Mountain actually represented in a larger historical perspective, it was “the grave of the last British hope of subduing the United States.”

In the end, the British came closer to winning the war in the South—it could not be won in the northern and middle states because of strategic stalemate as had been repeatedly demonstrated by years of indecisive British victories, including even the 1777 capture of America’s capital of Philadelphia—than has been generally recognized by historians. While Washington’s Continental Army failed to achieve decisive victory and merely fought to survive during a lengthy war of attrition, and because of the ineptitude of the Continental Congress, it was largely left to the common people to rise up as one at the last minute and on their own in the South like nationalistic Celtic rebels of one of the many Scottish, Welsh, or Irish rebellions of old (which all failed because of superior British might, organization, and arms) without Continental officers or troops, without funds and arms, without military 16maps, without a central headquarters, without formal military educations or training, and without any authorization or knowledge of either George Washington, the Continental Army, or the United States Congress to thwart the most ambitious and best British military plan of conquest during the course of the American Revolution.

After having successfully contained the threat posed by the northern and middle colonies by effectively neutralizing Washington’s Army and then easily subduing South Carolina in 1780, Cornwallis then planned to push north to conquer North Carolina and Virginia before descending on Washington’s Army to deliver the decisive death stroke of the war: a tactical master plan of the conquest of America that was proven not feasible because it was largely undone by the unimaginable Patriot victory at Kings Mountain.

However, what was most remarkable was exactly how close the British plan came close to succeeding in winning the Southern war and then capitalizing on that success farther north. In formulating their ambitious plans of conquest, British strategists on both sides of the Atlantic completely forgot about the tough fighting men, especially the Scotch-Irish, of the Southern backcountry and the frontier on both sides of the mountains who had already won a two-front war against the Cherokee to the west and the Loyalists to the east in masterful fashion by the end of 1780.

Lord Cornwallis was shocked by this unknown enemy from the wilderness who had suddenly crossed the mountains from west to east and emerged from the backcountry to destroy his crucial left flank task force of Loyalists with an astonishing swiftness seldom seen. He wrote with some shock how a “numerous and unexpected enemy came from the mountains [and] As they had good horses, their movements were rapid,” unlike the overconfident Major Ferguson, who had decided to make his ill-advised defensive stand atop Kings Mountain because he naively believed that he could defeat the best and most experienced fighting men in America—a fighting force that was destined to badly outclass him and his men in a fight to the death with a savagery seen in no other Revolutionary War battle of importance.

Basically, two victories, tactical and strategic, were won there when they were needed the most by a hard-pressed America: First, the October battle itself in tactical terms and second in strategic terms with the spread of the people’s uprising and heightened resistance across the South when the astonishing news of the war’s most unexpected victory spread far and wide. The 17rejuvenated resistance efforts led to other Patriot victories in the backcountry, including at Cowpens, South Carolina, on January 17, 1781, where many Kings Mountain veterans fought, dwindling Cornwallis’s numbers and the morale of his increasingly exhausted men, because the Loyalists’ spirit and resolve had been broken forever by the decisive victory on October 7. After that success orchestrated by Colonel Shelby and the grim lesson that resulted from the hanging of nine captured Loyalists by the Kings Mountain victors not long afterward, the Loyalists were effectively demoralized and taught a bitter lesson. In this sense, the most potent fuel to the Patriot resistance effort that ultimately succeeded and paved the way to Yorktown began at Kings Mountain.

If not for what these most ordinary of men achieved on October 7, America’s most celebrated men, including George Washington and Thomas Jefferson, would have been hung as traitors, and America today would be governed by a constitutional monarchy across the sea. Therefore, this book is dedicated to these average and ordinary Americans who rose up on their own in the frontier tradition—although their homeland, especially west of the mountains, was still under Indian threat—to unite and strike as one to completely undo British strategic planning by winning an all-important battle in which glory, colorful flags, martial music, fancy uniforms, proper training, military organization, and the traditional rules of waging war were entirely absent on the Patriot side.

In separating myths from realities, this book has been written to shatter the enduring popular romance and enduring legends about this relatively obscure battle, the war in general, and the men who won it to bring new insights and a fresh understanding to the least appreciated story of the American Revolution, and to demonstrate that the great dream of independence was actually decisively won in the forgotten struggles of the Southern backcountry. Lord Cornwallis received one of the greatest shocks of his life “when the numerous and formidable body of the Back Mountains men came down to attack Major Ferguson and shewed themselves to be our most inveterate enemies” in this war at a time when it seemed that England was about to win back its wayward thirteen colonies because of a faltering resistance effort and the misfires of American and French collaborative efforts that brought this crucial alliance to the verge of extinction. Instead of Great Britain winning it all as already confidently assumed in London, the sparkling Patriot success on October 7, 1780, drove a 18stake through the heart of the entire foundation of the British strategy of winning the war by having Americans vanquish their fellow Americans.

In the end, perhaps Thomas Jefferson said it best about the supreme importance of the bloody showdown at this remote hilltop in the South Carolina Piedmont: “I remember well the deep and grateful impression made on the minds of every one by the memorable victory [at Kings Mountain]. It was the joyful annunciation of that turn of the tide of success which terminated the Revolutionary War, with the seal of our independence” of a new nation, the United States of America.

Most important, I also have told the incredible story of the common soldiers, who were almost all poor but incredibly rich in self-reliance, resourcefulness, and democratic leanings, as much as possible, despite the fact that this is very nearly an impossibility because of the absence of soldier letters, diaries, and memoirs—more than in any other war in America partly because of the high rate of illiteracy, especially in the Southern backcountry and frontier. Even accounts from the British side, especially among the common Loyalist soldiers from the Carolina backcountry who were basically from the same class as the Patriots at Kings Mountain, are rare for the same basic reasons.

Consequently, the forgotten stories, brief but insightful, of America’s common soldiers in the South from 1775 to 1783 have been lost for the most part and remain glaringly absent in most books, especially accounts from men of the backcountry and on the frontier, and most specifically in the case of citizen-soldiers from west of the mountains. Most of all, in this author’s opinion, these men need to be rescued from an undeserved oblivion.

After nearly 250 years, it is certainly time for a fresh, new look at this decisive battle that forever altered America’s fate and destiny. Consequently, I have heavily focused on placing the overall story of Kings Mountain in a proper historical perspective. And the story cannot be fully understood without first understanding the history of the Scotch-Irish and Indian conflict—basically a bloody forge and training ground that created first-class fighting men by the time of the climactic showdown at Kings Mountain, thanks to the horrors of the savage war in the backcountry.

Without a hint of the traditional romance and myths that have so long distorted even the most acclaimed books about the American Revolution, I have also presented the darker and uglier side, but a more honest and accurate 19one, of the American Revolution with all its warts and blemishes. In consequence, the story of Kings Mountain is also a story of sheer brutality and savagery on multiple levels and on a scale not seen anywhere else during the American Revolution. Even more than the conflict with Native Americans, the war’s greatest evils evolved from whites destroying fellow whites—Americans all—which appalled leaders, especially the British, on both sides to a degree not previously seen in this war.

Almost all books devoted to the American Revolution have long rehashed in ever-predictable fashion the same old standard analysis and interpretations that have become exceedingly stale for the last nearly 250 years. And in these popular and widely acclaimed traditional books by first-class authors, what has been most absent have been the stories of the forgotten common soldiers, especially the men of the Southern theater. To a degree that is truly astonishing, they—the most important players in the most overlooked story that made America—have been left out of most traditional historical narratives as if they were unimportant or even nonexistent, and this was especially the case in the war in the South. Consequently, the names, backgrounds, hopes, and fears of these forgotten Patriots of lower- and middle-class status will be explored in detail, especially Irish immigrants and most notably the Scotch-Irish who were truly the forgotten men of the American Revolution, despite their disproportionate and crucial role throughout the struggle.

Consequently, for the first time in a book devoted to a remarkable short campaign in the most overlooked theater of the American Revolution, the experiences of the forgotten common soldiers, who were the anonymous “Sons of the Mountains” and the isolated Southern backcountry, will be told as much as possible.

In walking today through the oak, hickory, and pine woodlands of Kings Mountain National Military Park, which is far off the beaten path and one of the least visited national military parks in America, it is still as pristine as it was on the fateful and bloody afternoon of October 7, 1780. It is quite amazing to realize how this sacred ground in the middle of nowhere was the dramatic scene of the greatest Patriot militia victory of the war and where the tide of the American Revolution was turned in a most decisive way in one of America’s darkest hours. Most important, this long-forgotten battle in the South Carolina Piedmont was not a contest between well-educated men, aristocrats of the elite, or revered leaders who had been trained at military. Instead, the all-important 20victory at Kings Mountain in the sixth October of the war was orchestrated by the inhabitants of the Southern frontier and backcountry and was won by the resourcefulness, faith, courage, skills, and character of the common people.

—Phillip Thomas Tucker, PhD

Central Florida

September 1, 2024
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Chapter I





Major Patrick Ferguson’s Greatest Mistake and the Bluff That Disastrously Backfired: Threatening the Overmountain Men with Destruction


The stately hardwood trees, especially the towering cottonwoods along the rivers and creeks of the Southern backcountry, were already beginning to turn to their beautiful autumnal colors with the arrival of an early fall in late September 1780. After more than five years of war waged by America’s rustic revolutionaries against the might of the British Empire, this was no ordinary autumn in the life of the young United States of America. The fall of 1780 was destined to be the most decisive one to date in the history of the infant American republic, which was battling for its life in a lengthy war of attrition against one of the world’s most powerful nations.

To date, the war effort of the fumbling and inept American revolutionaries had proved disastrous, especially in the South after the fall of its most important city of Charles Town (Charleston, South Carolina) on May 12, 1780, and a frustrating stalemate in the North. This stalemate had presented the golden opportunity in 1780 for the British Army to take the initiative in the South, where they envisioned that decisive victory could be won to restore the thirteen colonies back to their “rightful” place in the British Empire.

Only one obstacle now stood in the way of Great Britain achieving decisive victory in the South: the Scotch-Irish people who were Patriots and anti-British to the core, because of the cycles and contours of history that had long been tragic ones in Scotland and Ireland, thanks to generations of British conquerors. A good many searing past and present Celtic memories—especially of the Scotch-Irish who were the majority of Patriot settlers in the South Carolina backcountry and also west of the Blue Ridge—of British conquest in Ireland and Scotland were about to be rekindled by the looming threat of Scotland-born 22Major Patrick Ferguson, who was the top lieutenant of Lord Charles Cornwallis now leading the invasion of the South. A capable and talented commander, Ferguson had boldly penetrated deep in the North Carolina backcountry with impunity like invading British troops in the ancestral Scottish and Irish homelands for centuries. Overconfidence (if not hubris), the lack of Patriot resistance, and the desire to organize new Loyalist units had drawn Ferguson ever deeper into western North Carolina like a magnet and ever closer to the remote and isolated Overmountain settlements west of the Blue Ridge Mountains, as part of Lord Cornwallis’s overall invasion of North Carolina.

Nestled in a pristine wilderness and lush river valleys of incredible beauty, these remote settlements of mostly Scotch-Irish were full of experienced county militiamen with abundant Indian-fighting skills who were experts in the use of firearms. Virtually every male of age was an experienced militia member of his respective county and possessed a deadly long rifle, which had already proven highly effective in the successful 1776 campaign against the Cherokee. Revealing a recklessness and gambler’s instinct for which he was well known, Ferguson had taken an advanced position far to the west—too far and to nearly the forest-covered foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains—at Gilbert Town, North Carolina, while serving at the far left, or western, flank of Cornwallis’s British Army to the east that had invaded North Carolina. With his main force that served as the center of his invading army, Cornwallis had captured Charlotte, North Carolina, on September 26, 1780, after a hot skirmish that had been skillfully conducted by the feisty band of Patriot defenders who were badly outnumbered.

Major Ferguson, a veteran commander who had battled Washington’s Continental Army to the north in the past, including at Brandywine, Pennsylvania, on September 11, 1777, where he had been wounded in battle, was now situated farther away from Cornwallis’s main force at Charlotte. Clearly, much like Ferguson, Cornwallis was a gambler who was going for broke, after the conquest of South Carolina and Charles Town’s fall before mid-1780, which had paved the way to the ambitious invasion of North Carolina: a dangerous situation for an isolated task force deep in the unfamiliar territory of a sprawling land populated mostly by the Scotch-Irish.

At Gilbert Town, beginning to realize that he was out on a limb because he was too close to the Overmountain settlements, Ferguson devised a scheme that he hoped would keep the Overmountain militia at bay in their stationary 23place west of the Blue Ridge Mountains. He hoped that they would stay there after what Colonel Isaac Shelby, a primary frontier commander from west of the majestic Blue Ridge and of Welsh, or Celtic, descent, had demonstrated in the victory at Musgrove’s Mill, South Carolina, on the chocolate-colored Enoree River just after mid-August 1780. All the while, Ferguson continued to perform his mission of guarding Cornwallis’s left flank, watching for the irrepressible Elijah Clarke and his Georgians, and raising Loyalist militia in the backcountry. For ample good reason, Major Ferguson was naturally concerned about receiving an attack from the west on his own left flank, because the Overmountain men from the scattered frontier settlements west of the imposing Blue Ridge had crossed the mountains to strike hard-hitting blows in South Carolina during the summer of 1780.

The Scottish major’s scheme to eliminate this threatening potential west of the mountains came in the form of a direct threat that was a bold outright bluff: an ill-fated decision that was destined to backfire on him with disastrous consequences, primarily because he had failed to understand his opponent’s inherent nature and psychology, Colonel Isaac Shelby’s character, and his enemy’s predominant ethnic composition, Scotch-Irish, and their traditional defiance in the face of threats, especially from a menacing foreign invader on their doorstep.

As a Scottish aristocrat and professional officer of the British Army dominated by upper-class values and elitist mentalities, Ferguson was unable to appreciate the fact that the Overmountain leaders were the least likely of any men in America to be bluffed by harsh words. In such a situation in a harsh environment in which simple survival of the settlers west of the mountains was based on the laws of nature that were Darwinian in the extreme, Ferguson’s decision to issue threatening words were about to strike the rawest of nerves among the Overmountain men. From his comfortable headquarters at Gilbert Town, Ferguson was shortly about to send forth his ill-conceived verbal message to Colonel Shelby, the victor of Musgrove’s Mill, South Carolina, in August 1780 and other hard-fought small-scale actions east of the mountains. As events at Kings Mountain would demonstrate, this was the Scottish major’s ultimate mistake, because this threatening message “instructed him [the messenger] to inform the officers of the Western officers, that if they did not desist from their opposition to the British arms, and taken protection under his standard, he would march his army over the mountains, lay their country waste with fire and sword.”1
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Indeed, Ferguson’s ill-fated message would be most serious, full of devastating intent and the promise to unleash a brand of total warfare on the Overmountain settlements just like Native American warriors, especially because, in the words of Ireland-born Colonel William Hill, “the greatest part of the Tories with him were well acquainted with every gap in the [Blue Ridge] mountain[s], every ford of the rivers or creeks.”2 Clearly, this was no ordinary threat that would be forthcoming from Ferguson’s headquarters at Gilbert Town, located just on the other side of the mountains, and one that Colonel Shelby, an experienced Indian fighter and the primary orchestrator of the concept of an immediate forceful response with a hard-hitting preemptive strike, took most seriously. If Ferguson’s bluff succeeded, then it would help to ensure that not only would the brash Scotsman succeed in his daunting mission of protecting Cornwallis’s left flank, but also all but ensure the overall success of Cornwallis’s campaign of invading North Carolina and even farther north in what he and other British leaders, both military and civilian, believed would be the war’s most decisive campaign.3 Demonstrating a degree of wisdom, however, Ferguson was right on target in his growing concern because he was now situated so near to the heavily forested ranges of the Blue Ridge Mountains and the rebels west of the mountains. After all, the Overmountain men had already demonstrated their formidable war-waging capabilities on both sides of the mountains, especially as mounted infantrymen armed with deadly long rifles. With insightful vision, Shelby, coming off his remarkable victory at Musgrove’s Mill and understanding how the initiative and momentum must be maintained in 1780 to win the backcountry, had already wisely “proposed that an army of volunteers be raised on both sides of the mountains for the purpose of resisting Ferguson’s advance” west and ever-closer to the Overmountain settlements that were isolated and vulnerable.4

But Colonel Shelby’s timely tactical vision and dream of attacking “the lion in his den” east of the mountains to eliminate Ferguson and any other British leader sent forth by Cornwallis were simply not to be in the summer of 1780, since it had to be delayed because of the harvesting of crops in September upon which the frontier families and communities depended to survive the upcoming winter. However, because Shelby’s forward-thinking proposal had been favorably received by other Patriot leaders primarily because of the continued Cherokee threat, the seed had been planted and the wheels were already in motion to create a frontier army of citizen-soldiers from the existing county 25militias that eventually won the day at Kings Mountain. In fact, Shelby, only twenty-nine and an experienced frontiersman, was already planning to cross the mountains and strike Ferguson’s roving patrols after the fall harvest, when all of the necessary work on the settlers’ small farms for the upcoming winter had been completed so that he could tap into all available manpower.

Because of the wide dispersal of Colonel Charles McDowell’s Burke County, North Carolina, militia command, including those refugees who had fled west of the mountains after their defeat at Cane Creek, North Carolina, which had resulted in his aggressive pursuit, Major Ferguson’s daunting mission was now actually beyond his capabilities for a relatively small independent command located too far from the main army. Hence, raising thousands of Loyalist militiamen to compensate for Ferguson’s weaknesses was now the only solution. Despite commanding more than a thousand Loyalists, including recent recruits from Gilbert Town and Tryon County, North Carolina, Ferguson was already over his head because of his limited capabilities and vulnerable personal qualities, especially when so near to the Overmountain region. Most of all, this now involved a guerrilla war in which the winning of hearts and minds was crucial: the impossible objective of the British in crushing the revolutionary spirit because it existed deep inside the hearts and minds of a majority of the people of the backcountry, especially in western North Carolina, and simply could not be destroyed, especially among the Scotch-Irish. In fact, at this time in late September, Ferguson was not focused on the main threat west of the mountains, despite his location. He was far more worried about eliminating that persistent threat presented by Colonel Elijah Clarke and his hard-fighting Georgia partisans that consisted of a relatively small band of men. Ferguson continued to hope that he could succeed in intercepting and “cutting off” the Georgian’s retreat northwest to the safety of North Carolina’s mountains and Overmountain settlements after his defeat when the British had captured Augusta, Georgia, while ignoring the reality of the nearby presence of the Overmountain men just across the mountains: a glaring, inexcusable mistake made by Ferguson. Unfortunately for him, Ferguson had taken his eyes off what should have been his top priority, which played a large role in his undoing at Kings Mountain. Indeed, as fast-paced events shortly demonstrated, he should have been focused on the potential threat to the west because it far outweighed that posed by Clarke and his small band of Georgians.

Characteristic of his fiery nature and natural aggressiveness, Ferguson’s movement deep into western North Carolina and pushing through hostile 26country all the way to Gilbert Town at the picturesque foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains had been too bold for his own good. The Scottish major had fully realized that nothing could stop him, and he had met with almost no resistance during his push through North Carolina, which emboldened him and made him more confident. In fact, Ferguson seemed to think and act like Clarke’s force of diehard Georgians was the only sizable force left in the entire backcountry. Even more, he almost seemed to have a personal grudge against the elusive Clarke, because he was consumed with a burning desire and obsession to cut off the refugee Georgians, who were reported to be fleeing north for the safety of the mountains and the Overmountain settlements.

Worst of all for British fortunes, Ferguson was not interested in winning hearts and minds, because this goal—the key to winning any insurgency from time immemorial—was simply not part of official British policy. Cornwallis’s priorities were revealed in his harsh orders issued in the past, helping to make the South Carolina war even more murderous and desperate. Because he was a faithful officer, the Scotsman in a major’s uniform had fully embraced Cornwallis’s harsh brand of warfare. For example, Ferguson’s troops burned and looted wide stretches of the backcountry side to ensure plenty of enemies in his wake; thus making his name infamous to the Overmountain men. The people west of the mountains had already learned shocking details about the savage nature of the war east of the mountains. While Cornwallis demonstrated caution when it came to advancing farther north from Charlotte toward Salisbury and into even more unfamiliar North Carolina territory because of increasing signs of trouble, Ferguson was more eager and aggressive, throwing caution to the wind. The Scottish “Bulldog,” who possessed a distinctive Celtic swagger of a privileged aristocrat with the common touch, should not have lived up to his well-deserved nickname as a true dog of war when situated at his Gilbert Town headquarters so far from Cornwallis and support in hostile country, which was populated by so many Scotch-Irish. To be fair to Major Ferguson, he was only the blunt instrument of Lord Cornwallis and King George III, who was known for this hatred of the Irish and Scotch-Irish on both sides of the Atlantic. All the while, British leaders were only repeating the same kind of fundamental mistakes that had fueled popular uprisings in Ireland and Scotland for centuries.

By late September, Ferguson had advanced so far west into the rolling hills of Tryon County that he spent the last days of the month in complacency at his headquarters at Gilbert Town within only a few miles of the Blue Ridge to the 27west. This picturesque hamlet was located less than fifty miles from the Holston River Valley and the homeland of the Sullivan County militiamen west of the mountains, Colonel Shelby’s beloved homeland. He was now within striking range of the Overmountain settlements. At this point, Ferguson needed to be cautious and careful, especially in regard to not doing anything to stir up the hornet’s nest in the Overmountain settlements. Instead, the major’s roving parties of Loyalist troops were as abusive in Tryon County as they had been in the backcountry during the advance north, almost as if attempting to spark an uprising.

But the ever-unpredictable Ferguson proceeded to do exactly what he should not do at all costs to fulfill his crucial mission when vulnerable at Gilbert Town. Against all good sense and sound judgment for anyone who possessed even a slight understanding of the psychology of his opponent west of the mountains, he proceeded to make the most fateful of decisions. Indeed, like a mistake-prone rookie commander, Major Ferguson made the worst of all decisions in a high-stakes game of bluff in the hope of keeping the recently active Overmountain men inactive by issuing the ill-fated threatening proclamation to them. Ferguson’s disguised fear of the Overmountain men in part prompted his decision to play this risky game of bluff, when the stakes were exceptionally high.

To ensure that the Overmountain men received his threatening message “to march over the mountains, hang their leaders, and lay the country waste with fires and sword,” Ferguson went out of his way on September 10. He
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