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“. . . getting its history wrong is part of being a nation.” ---Ernest Renan
Battlefield commemoration largely began in the decades after the American Civil War as
veterans and families of veterans sought to memorialize the enormous sacrifices of that conflict
within, at least, the last years of the survivors of those deadly events. Such efforts had almost
never occurred before. Early America had fewer resources for such memorials and had devoted
almost all of its resources towards building a nation rather than commemorating its founders.
Even the Centennial of the American Revolution hardly resulted in new battlefield and historic
preservation. Continuous public awareness of the early history of the United States hardly
extended beyond books and articles. Efforts to preserve battlefields of the Revolution on
something approaching what had been done for the Civil War really only began in the first
decades of the Twentieth Century, generations after the participants in those battles had passed
on and after many of the sites had been permanently lost.

Kettle Creek, Georgia, became particularly representative of the preservation of
Revolutionary War battlefields and how those efforts continue to face obstacles in both coming
late in their history and in a modern world increasingly removed from such a distant past. On
February 14, 1779, a Revolutionary War battle occurred on Kettle Creek, near the present day
town of Washington, in Wilkes County, Georgia. Misunderstandings about it in legend and
history began almost at once. In that fight, 340 Georgia and South Carolina militiamen under
Andrew Pickens, John Dooly, and Elijah Clarke attacked some 600 Americans who supported
the British cause and were on the march to join a British force in nearby Augusta. By that
afternoon, the Patriot militiamen had won the day against their neighbors. Twenty or more of
men believed to have been Loyalists lay dead on the ground. The militiamen had suffered four
men killed, three mortally wounded, and fourteen or fifteen other casualties. This engagement
gave Georgia’s rebellion against Great Britain one of its few, and certainly it’s most memorable,
victories in battle.
This battle, or brawl, at Kettle Creek was not a large military action, even by the standards
of that war. It represents, however, a great deal about the American Revolution the South. As a
contemporary wrote of such clashes of arms:
Most of these actions would in other wars be considered as skirmishes of little account,
and scarcely worthy of a detailed narrative. But these small actions are as capable as
any of displaying conduct. The operations of war being spread over the vast
continent . . . it is by such skirmishes that the fate of America must be decided. They
are therefore as important as battles in which a hundred thousand men are drawn up on
each side.1
British, Hessian, and northern Loyalist troops had invaded and overrun Georgia in a grand plan
to produce an American counter revolution. Kettle Creek demonstrated that this idea lacked
critical local support. The thousands of imagined Loyalists became the reality of only hundreds
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of remnants from fringe communities of Baptists, Quakers, North Carolina Regulators, “white
Indians,” bandits, and other persons more concerned with reaching British protection than dying
as martyrs to the king’s cause at the hands of their mainstream rebel neighbors. At least seven of
the men captured at Kettle Creek went to the gallows for civil crimes despite efforts by the king’s
officers to have the men taken at the battle regarded as prisoners of war. 2
This view of the battle’s representative value, however, belongs to sophisticated revisionist
scholarship that began during the Bicentennial of the American Revolution. Earlier research gave
promoters of the battle and its legends few facts from which to provide their accounts of the
battle. Over the years, that event became “Georgia’s Link to Yorktown,” “The Gettysburg of the
Revolution,” and “Georgia’s Valentine,” although the first claim would be a difficult connection
to make and, of the last, it would seem incredulous to believe that its participants appreciated St.
Valentine’s Day. Preservation of the site and the legends of the battle’s participants developed
with little more than a date and the name of a place. Its popular promotion would, in time,
compete with documented history.
The reality of the historical event initially fared better. News of the battle quickly spread
through the Loyalist and Patriot communities, as shown in letters buried in the British archives
until well into the twentieth century.3 Colonel John Dooly wrote an account of the battle only
two days after it happened that found its way to Major General Benjamin Lincoln, commander of
the Southern Department. Brigadier General Andrew Williamson repeated Andrew Pickens’
report of the same to Lincoln in a letter on February 20, 1779.4 Lincoln allowed an abstract from
the Williamson letter to appear in a South Carolina gazette. The press in other states soon
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reprinted that report.5 The earliest histories of the American Revolution in the South also
mentioned the battle which continued to find at least brief references in later works.6
The Dooly and Williamson letters, however, remained in private hands as part of the
papers of Revolutionary War General Benjamin Lincoln. Most of the Lincoln papers became
even more inaccessible when they were broken up and individually sold to collectors sometime in
the late 1800s. Eventually the Kettle Creek letters found their way to manuscript collections in
university libraries to wait cataloging, coincidently, until almost the bicentennial of the battle.
During the years 1840 to 1891, Lyman C. Draper of Madison, Wisconsin, collected original
records and memoirs of the battle of Kettle Creek, as a very small part of his extensive research
into the lost history of the Southern frontier. Even Draper, however, found his mass of materials
almost inaccessible and publication of his materials, in any form, largely beyond his means. His
collections became part of the holdings of the State Historical Society of Wisconsin, following his
death in 1891, but remained little used until calendars of the documents and microfilm became
available decades later.7 These documents, like information from Revolutionary War gazettes,
immediate post war histories, and federal pension claims of service by veterans of the battle,
remained outside of the access of most scholars until the modern development of microfilm.
Even Kettle Creek, as a place, had, until recently, a largely lost past. The stream likely
received its name from an Indian kittle, or fish trap. The creek as a named place does not appear
on two early 1770s maps of the Wrightsborough/Little River area. It had that name at least as
early as 1773, although that year it appears anonymously, but in detail, on a survey of the
territory then called the Ceded Lands. Truly part of the Southern frontier, the area had been the
lands of neighboring Cherokee and Creek Indians as recently as 1773 although an Edmund Gray
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had started a small white settlement on the Little River that had been abandoned due to his
political troubles by 1755 and had been formally recalled by 1759. A Captain McFarlin's South
Carolina troops camped on the creek to combat Indian raids in 1776. Georgia’s revolutionary
state government included the area in what was then Wilkes County, Georgia’s first county, in
1777, on the then northern-most frontier of Georgia. By 1779, two major paths converged on the
north side of the creek and then crossed the stream where the close proximity of two hills forced
the creek and its swamp to narrow at today’s War Hill. In this cane-choked bend, travelers could
find relatively easy passage across the water to the south side of the stream. By then, some settler
had established a cowpen at the southern end of a large flat ridge to the northwest of the presentday War Hill and the modern monuments. Archaeology in 2008 by Dan Elliott shows that the
battle of February 14, 1779, occurred there when the Loyalists stopped there to rest and to
slaughter a cow they had found. The fighting ended where the path crossed the swamp on the
west side of today’s War Hill.8 Pickens also brought his South Carolina troops back to Kettle
Creek in 1781 en route to an invasion of the Cherokee lands. Creek Indians destroyed Robert
McNabb's Kettle Creek fort/residence in 1778 and 1781. He still rebuilt and on January 3, 1782,
while his family and neighbors took refuge in his fort, he and other men were ambushed and
killed by Creek Indians. Later in 1782, a notorious Patriot horse thief named Colonel Josiah
Dunn, while serving with Elijah Clarke, died in a night skirmish against Loyalists at the mouth of
the creek and like near one of the Philip’s forts.9
The battlefield might have achieved wide spread notoriety had it been mentioned in
Mason Weems’ widely read historical romances that gave such Southern heroes of the
Revolution as William Jasper, John Newton, and Francis Marion widespread fame. William
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Gilmore Simms also did not mention it in his popular antebellum Southern novels, however,
quite possibly because the era’s compilers of South Carolina publications of Revolutionary War
records, his documentary sources, only found passing mentions of Kettle Creek.10 In Wilkes
County, David Hillhouse interviewed senior citizens about the Revolution for some brief articles
on the local history that he published in 1826 but he failed to include any mention of the battle.
He only mentioned the creek, and then misleadingly, as a major waterway.11
The battle of Kettle Creek finally moved into popular history in Georgia through volume
two of Hugh McCall’s The History of Georgia in 1816. His detailed, but not always accurate,
account of the events of the campaign that led to the battle almost certainly came from
correspondence with Andrew Pickens (d. August 11, 1817). He likely supplemented that
information with stories told to him by Elijah Clarke and other veterans and, possibly, details
from his father’s now lost journal.12 Subsequent publications of the history of the battle, until the
bicentennial of the American Revolution, almost exclusively paraphrased the account in
McCall’s book, doing what historian Nicholas J. Saunders described, in another context, as
“weaving stories that were further embroidered with each retelling.” 13
That public notice of the battle generated by McCall thus started the tradition of
bestowing participation in the battle upon the memories of long deceased Georgia heroes of the
era. Former governor George Rockingham Gilmer started this trend when he published a parable,
in 1851, of how slave Austin Dabney kept to his place in plantation society Georgia. According to
Gilmer, that Dabney had been awarded a pension, land, and his freedom for having been disabled
by a wound in the battle of Kettle Creek did nothing to affect his humility, or his status, with the
white family that fulfilled Georgia law by acting as his guardian as a free man. Records recently
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discovered in the National Archives show, however, that Dabney actually received his wound in
Augusta in May, 1781 or 1782.14
Eventually, other popular works on Georgia’s past bestowed undocumented service at
Kettle Creek to such exceptional people of the 1800s as Nancy Hart, a woman, and Abram
Simons, allegedly a Jew. A story of later Governor Stephen Heard being captured at Kettle Creek
serves as an explanation of how his slave woman engineered his escape in a basket of clothes. 15
The lost significance of the battle represented complex issues about what historians Wallace
Brown and Robert M. Calhoon referred to as Revolutionary War clusters of “cultural minorities."
Legends of the battle, such as the accounts of Dabney, came to bestow participation in the battle
on members of minorities and other women who were thus also depicted exceptions to the
institutionalized norms of the antebellum slave society. At the same time, the white Loyalists
who made up the original minorities increasingly came to be denounced in folklore. 16
The Kettle Creek heroes, whatever purpose they served, first appear in an era of increased
appreciation of the American Revolution. As the last veterans became fondly remembered
grandparents and great-grandparents, their war became romanticized. The federal government
responded with an act in 1832 that eventually created 80,000 claims by veterans and widows of
veterans of the Revolution. Some of these claims are detailed records of service at even obscure
engagements like Kettle Creek, making those battles particularly important to the descendents of
those veterans and for historians. An imaginary vignette of the battle began to appear in prints by
the 1840s. In 1846, Georgia newspapers published a satirical speech by a Revolutionary War
veteran named “Mr. Beeswax” that has elements suggesting that the author obtained information
from an actual veteran of the battle.17
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Interest in the battlefield site, however, came only on paper and largely by default. A
community grew up around the battlefield after the war. Directly on the battlefield, or
immediately north of the site, Archibald Simpson, alleged to have owned the cow slaughtered by
the Loyalists preceding the battle, helped to establish the Liberty (Kettle Creek) Presbyterian
Church that welcomed services for all faiths. The term “Liberty” had come to mean the name of
the political party that opposed the British, not some concept of civil rights or freedom.
Established by Reverend Daniel Thatcher in 1795, it may have included a cemetery of the
battlefield. The last years of the war had so little regard for the differences of others that the
murder of unarmed prisoners of war in the South became a cynical joke called “granting a
Georgia parole.” Its cemetery could have been started with the dead of the battle. William
Hammett, a veteran of the battle who had been wounded there and who lost two brothers in that
fight, owned the battlefield. There Jeremiah Fletcher became involved in a brawl with Kettle
Creek veteran Peter Strozier at Hammett’s still house in 1790. General Andrew Pickens, the
commander of the victorious forces in the battle, acquired a grant for 300 acres nearby although
he never lived there. Franklin College, what became the University of Georgia, became the first
state supported institution of higher education with the acquisition of 5,000 acres not many miles
to the west of the battlefield but in another county. Local people, however, eventually moved the
Revolutionary War road to the south rendering it an obscure place in the woods even to the
present day.18
Connections to the battle subsequently disappeared. The church moved and even its few
grave markers have disappeared in recent years. The meadow at the battlefield likewise vanished
as did all other significant Revolutionary War sites in Georgia such as Burke County Jail, Fort
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Cornwallis, Fort Howe, and the British fortifications, almost beyond memory. 19 Adiel Sherwood
wrote of Kettle Creek as the site of a Revolutionary War battle in his 1827 gazetteer of Georgia.
The first specific reference to the battlefield only appeared in 1837 when an anonymous writer
from nearby Washington in Wilkes County reported that he understood that traces of the
battlefield could still be seen but that any certain memory of its location had been or would soon
be lost. In 1847, William Bonner published a detailed map of the state of Georgia that he
compiled from information sent to him by local county officials. The map for Wilkes County
included the location of the Kettle Creek battlefield and of Revolutionary War Heard’s fort.20
Where so many men had fought and some had died became a neglected place in the
woods whose importance remained known only to local families who had connections to the
battle. In 1865, the Wilkes County residents again used the site of the 1779 battle as a cow pen
but, by then, only because it had become so obscure, as a physical place, that invading federal
troops would presumably not be able to find it. Thomas W. Callaway’s 1877 map of Wilkes
County showed the location of the battlefield but no roads anywhere near it. In nearby
Washington, Georgia, Eliza Bowen wrote articles about the battle in the local newspaper as early
as 1879 but bemoaned the fact that many relics had been removed from the battlefield over the
years with no effort made to preserve them locally for public display. Ten years later she admitted
that she was probably one of only two people in Washington to have visited the site, although
she noted that “it would make a very pleasant summer day’s excursion to go up to the battlefield
and carry a lunch.”21
In 1886, Henry T. Slaton, the owner of the battlefield property, sought to draw notice to
the site with a lengthy article that received widespread publication in the Georgia press, based in
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supposition and local tradition that firmly placed Kettle Creek in the very small world of Georgia
folklore. In his article, he described a Civil War style battle that he proclaimed as “the turning
point in the South of the American Revolution” and “one of the most momentous battles of the
Revolutionary War.” He portrayed the enemy as 900 Indians, Loyalists, and red coated British
regulars who traveled down roads that existed more in his time than during the Revolution.22
Kettle Creek, as an object of interest of any type, did not emerge from obscurity again until
1900. By then the Daughters of the American Revolution had been formed with a Wilkes County
chapter. This organization required proof of descent from Patriots of its members and also sought
to raise public awareness of the War of Independence at a time when patriotism had risen
following the establishment of American possessions overseas. Meadow “Metta” Andrews
Green, regent of the Wilkes County Chapter of the DAR and cousin of Eliza Bowen, persuaded
her banker husband to purchase twelve and one half acres of the battlefield for seventy-five
dollars and to donate the land to the Wilkes County Chapter. The African American woman who
owned the property later remarked that even the people immediately living around the battlefield
knew nothing of its importance until Green had stirred up local interest in the site. She went on to
explain that the creek derived its name from the cooking gear lost by the Loyalists in the battle.23
Green and her sister, Civil War writer Eliza Frances Andrews, began a campaign to
persuade Congress to erect a monument at the site. In 1911, they hosted Major Horace P.
Williams of the ancient and Honorable Artillery Company of Massachusetts during his trip to
Atlanta. He visited Kettle Creek battlefield as part of his organization’s efforts to mark all
battlefields in the United States. Williams promised to help the Daughters of the Americana
Revolution and the people of Washington, Georgia, in acquiring a $5,000 appropriation from
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Congress for the monument. That effort failed but, before it did, the sisters used a growing
interest in the Revolution and Georgia history to push this effort by publishing a list of names of
men thought to have been in the battle in 1902. This list included Samuel Davis, father of
Jefferson Davis, and the other notables of legend. Although only 340 men served in militia at
Kettle Creek on February 14, 1779, the various lists of participants grew to eventually include
some 600 names, including men later documented as not even coming to Georgia until after the
American Revolution. After ten years, the initial monument effort failed but the tradition of the
Kettle Creek lists continued and, eventually, included a list entered into the official records of
Congress. Throughout America, persons have tried without success to document the possibility,
as presented by these lists, of particular ancestors having been at the battle.24 While the interests
in these lists grew, however, the battlefield remained an obscure, almost unreachable, spot in a
dense wood.
The War Department finally erected a shaft monument on the site in 1930 as one of many
monuments, large and small, created at government expense during the era of the Great
Depression. Because of the site’s isolation, a road and bridge had to be cut to the west side of the
site for the dedication ceremony and dinner that was held there on a cold and wet June 6, 1930.
The monument commemorated a place that had no other physical reminders of its historically
significant past. Even the creek had been channeled (ditched) in 1920-1921 to ease the effects of
flooding.25
After the crowds and dignitaries left, the battlefield again lapsed into an obscurity that
lasted for decades. By the 1950s, almost no one, even in Wilkes County, knew of the significance
of the site. A few visitors, including some relic hunters, made the difficult trek to the site. In 1942,
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for example, William Lake, a newspaper reporter from Union, South Carolina, found a cannon
ball at the battlefield that he donated, not to a museum, but to the World War II scrap metal
drive.26
Kettle Creek battlefield as history, legend, and historic site emerged parallel with historical
awareness in Georgia. The county maintained the wagon path to the east side of the site after the
monument commemoration bridge on the west side collapsed. In 1958, the state of Georgia
erected two aluminum markers relating to the battle site and, in 1960, antiquarian and veterinarian
Dr. Turner Bryson persuaded the last surviving members of the Wilkes County Chapter of the
DAR to assign the ownership of the property to the Wilkes County Board of Commissioners.
Had he not taken this action, theoretically the property would have passed to their descendents
upon their deaths. Bryson and others were working to find a place for Wilkes County in the
modern world that both preserved and used the area’s extensive history. He had created the
Callaway Plantation historic site to educate the public on his county’s past and, in 1962, he
formed the Kettle Creek Battlefield Commission to try to establish a “first rate park” at the
battlefield. Bryson had the site cleaned up, the road maintained, and picnic tables erected. By
1975, however, the picnic tables had been broken and the historical marker dedicated, by Senator
Richard B. Russell, had been shot full of holes and then stolen. 27
Kettle Creek commemorative efforts, however, continued to expand and to serve their
own ends without regard to the reality of the event or the site. In 1962, Bryson arranged for the
first symbolic reburial of a Revolutionary War veteran at the battlefield, an idea that, many years
before, Met Andrews had opposed as disrespectful of the deceased veterans of the actual battle.
The newly created Kettle Creek Chapter of the DAR has continued this program, although to
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date only one of the soldiers represented by the reburials has been documented as having been in
the Battle of Kettle Creek. On June 24, 1967, a “reenactment” of the battle took place at nearby
Washington, Georgia with soldiers in Continental and British uniforms. Visiting dignitaries, also
in period dress, included the governor of Georgia. Although this gala event raised public
awareness of the battle, it only too well represented how commemorating the battle, in little more
than name only, had grown to such an extent that “Kettle Creek” could serve as a major tourist
draw without in any ways involving the site of the battle or even careful attention to the details of
the historical event.28
Similar situations have existed in other areas of Georgia folk history, historic preservation,
and documentary research.29 Accurately evaluating the historical past seemed particularly dire for
anything relating to the American Revolution. In-depth, credible research in that area of
Georgia’s past published before 1958, and even before 1975, consisted of hardly more than Judge
Alexander A. Lawrence’s publications relating to those years in his native Savannah.30 Director
of the Georgia Department of Archives and History Louise Frederick Hays, for example, wrote
an historical novel on the life of Elijah Clarke that promoted the story of the battle of Kettle
Creek. She presented the book as a documented history and misled readers, including a number
of scholars, to believe that she had credible surviving records when she actually placed people
and events in the battle that came purely out of her imagination. In 1973, Wilkes County writer
Janet Harvill Standard, author of another novel about Elijah Clarke, compiled a book of
published accounts of the battle of Kettle Creek that all originated from the publication by Hugh
McCall in 1816.31
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For Kettle Creek, this situation might well have continued into the present except for the
largely accidental intervention of a few individuals. The Kettle Creek Chapter of the DAR
nominated the battlefield site for a national park in 1972 but the National Park Service turned
down acquisition of the site due to a NPS report in 1960 that had described it as lacking national
significance. A similar effort to have the site placed on the National Register of Historic Places
also failed. David Mercer Sherman, a hiker and Georgiana enthusiast from Albany, Georgia,
serendipitously visited the site of the battle in 1973 and subsequently nominated it for a state park
under the Georgia Heritage Trust program. He urged that it contain several hundred acres so as to
preserve as much of the natural appearance of the area during the American Revolution as
possible.32
As a result of Sherman’s efforts, the then Historic Preservation Section of the Georgia
Department of Natural Resources hired Robert S. Davis as Georgia’s first history intern to write a
report on the site’s potential as a state park. Kenneth H. Thomas, Jr. of the DNR served as his
supervisor and co-author. The resulting 1975 report included research into Kettle Creek as a
place, a historical event, and as a source of legend. Modern biographies of Andrew Pickens and
the late Wilma Waites of the South Carolina Department of Archives and History brought to
these researchers’ attention the Draper manuscripts. Use of a Revolutionary War pension
deposition in Standard’s work led to a search of the pensions as a source of information.33 A
nationwide search by mail sought to locate not only information on the historical event at Kettle
Creek but also the papers of the officers who might have been informed of the battle. The value
of the widely scattered Benjamin Lincoln papers came to the surface from these queries,
including John Dooly’s account of the battle written only two days after it happened. Yale
University, coincidently, had this document but had only processed it hours before receiving the
request for it! A 1779 map turned up in private possession in Scotland that confirmed the details
of the location of the site as given in the initial accounts of the battle by Dooly, Pickens, and
Williamson.34 Thomas provided the first title trace of the ownership of the property. As a
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consequence of the final report, works on the American Revolution in the South published
during and since the Bicentennial have had the advantage of access to source material beyond
McCall’s history.35
A severe economic downturn in the late 1970s killed the plans for making the site any sort
of state park although Thomas succeeded in having forty acres of the site placed on the National
Register of Historic Places in 1975. The Georgia legislature appropriated $10,000 for the site to
compensate for funds from the Bicentennial that never materialized. Lucy Singleton and Turner
Bryson used the funds to set up a formal gate and make other improvements to the site. The
Wilkes County Board of Commissioners and the Georgia Sons of the American Revolution, in
cooperation with many other groups and individuals, today maintains the original twelve and one
half acre site for tourists.
As with almost all Revolutionary War sites, virtually nothing remains of the battlefield as
it would have appeared in 1779 but, in the commemorations in 1979 and 2004, documented
history has at last played a role in the public presentations. The site now has a historically
accurate historical marker and, as appropriate for the traditions of the battle, a monument with a
list of the names of the soldiers in the battle as the work of the Kettle Creek Chapter of the DAR.
This latest incarnation of the Kettle Creek list, however, has only participants whose presence can
in some ways be documented. It also includes names of Loyalists, the Americans who fought for
the king’s cause on that ground on February 14, 1779, and a feature that may be unique to the
Kettle Creek monument.
The site still has problems that it shares with most Georgia historic sites. Important parts
of the battlefield remain in private ownership. Although relic hunters have found such significant
items as a mastodon tooth, rare Indian artifacts, and Anglo-European items on the site, extensive
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professional archaeological work still needs to be been done at Kettle Creek. In 2008, Dan Elliott
and the Lamar Institute conducted the first professional archaeological study of the site. This
survey uncovered, among many important findings, that legend and lore had moved the
battlefield from the west side of War Hill and an unnamed hill to the north of the battlefield, to
the east side of the hill and the monument.36 No ecological studies have been made to determine
what, if anything, of the modern flora might relate to the Revolutionary War era.
Over the years, the history of the physical location, the popular remembrance, and the
scholarship of the battle of Kettle Creek each seemed to each go its own way. Now, as an
example of what has frequently happened in modern times with much of Georgia history,
different historical currents have finally come together. For Kettle Creek, the historic site, the
history, and the traditions now support each other.
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