The Battle of Moore's Creek Bridge,
Feb. 27, 1776
On this day in history, February 27, 1776, the Battle of Moore's
Creek Bridge ends British rule in North Carolina. Governor Josiah
Martin had been living in exile aboard a ship off the coast since July of
1775 after a popular uprising. In response to his lobbying, Scottish
soldiers Brigadier General Donald McDonald and Lieutenant Colonel
Donald MacLeod were sent to raise loyalist troops in the interior, many
of whom were of Scottish decent, to help take back the colony.
In early 1776, Governor Martin learned that a fleet would arrive in
mid-February and he hoped to have the Loyalists join them. McDonald
and MacLeod met with Tory leaders at Cross Creek (present day
Fayetteville) on February 5. They quickly raised 3,500 men, but they
quickly dwindled when they learned there were no British soldiers to
escort them to the coast through patriot friendly territory. By the time
the force began its march, only 1,400 remained.
When the Provincial Congress learned of the meeting at Cross
Creek, they sent Colonel James Moore to prevent them from reaching
the coast. On February 20, McDonald began his march to the coast,
intending to cross the Black River at Corbett's Ferry. Colonel Moore
anticipated this and sent Richard Caswell (the future first governor of
North Carolina) to block the ferry. Alexander Lillington was sent to
block the crossing at Moore's Creek Bridge, a few miles to the north.
McDonald arrived at Corbett's Ferry only to find it blocked. He
raced north to try to cross at Moore's Creek Bridge, but Caswell beat
him, joining Lillie on the 26th. Lillie had already taken position on the
east side of the creek, so Caswell went to the west side. During the
night, however, he realized his position was weak, so he moved across
the creek to join Lillie and built a semi-circular earthwork around the
east side of the bridge during the night.
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In the morning, the elderly McDonald was ill and gave command
to Lt. Col. MacLeod. MacLeod saw the patriots on the opposite side of
the creek, but severely underestimated their numbers. MacLeod
ordered 80 swordsmen to charge across the bridge, which had been deplanked and greased by Caswell. The patriots, hiding behind their
earthworks on the east side of the bridge, waited until the swordsmen
were within only a few feet of them before firing. The swordsmen were
wiped out almost immediately, including Lt. Col. MacLeod, who was
shot nearly 20 times. The battle lasted only 3 minutes. 50 to 70 Loyalists
were killed or injured. The remaining Loyalist forces quickly dissolved
and fled.
Caswell re-planked the bridge and began pursuit. Over the next
few days, nearly 850 Loyalists and loads of supplies were captured,
including 1,500 muskets, 300 rifles and £15,000 in silver coins, all valued
at nearly $1,000,000 in today's money.
The Battle of Moore's Creek Bridge effectively ended any hope of
re-establishing British rule in North Carolina. The victory rallied
southern patriots to join the militia and the Continental Army in mass.
Loyalists became afraid of voicing their opinions. It has been called "
The Lexington and Concord of the South." The British would not
attempt to take North Carolina again until the southern campaign of
1780 and even then, the lingering memory of the Battle of Moore's Creek
Bridge would discourage Loyalists from joining General Charles
Cornwallis as he attempted to take back the south.
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