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Fortune, which sways so imperiously the affairs of war, demonstrated throughout the operation its 
supreme control… the capricious goddess gave us Pyle and saved Tarleton.1  

Henry “Light Horse Harry” Lee 
 
 

 
wo of the best-known and most consequential events of the Revolutionary War were the battles at 
Cowpens in South Carolina on January 17, 1781, and at Guilford Courthouse in North Carolina on the 
following March 15. In between those two engagements was one that is less known but nevertheless 

consequential—Pyle’s Defeat, in which troops under Lieutenant Colonel Henry Lee “cut to pieces” Loyalist 
militiamen under Col. John Pyle. Pyle’s Defeat, also known as Pyle’s Hacking Match and Pyle’s Massacre, is 
controversial. Historians disagree about even the date and location. The most serious question is whether Lee’s 
forces were guilty of a massacre. 
 Pyle’s Defeat was one of several smaller engagements stemming from the Battle of Cowpens, where 
Continental Gen. Daniel Morgan and volunteer militiamen under Gen. Andrew Pickens routed Lt. Col. Banastre 
Tarleton and took about 600 prisoners. Tarleton’s British Legion had been among the most effective troops under 
Lord Cornwallis, largely because of the fear it instilled after slaughtering Col. Abraham Buford’s surrendering 
troops at the Battle of Waxhaws. Cornwallis could ill afford to lose 600 men, and two days after the Battle of 
Cowpens, together with Tarleton and his remaining troops, he set out in pursuit of Morgan, Pickens, and the 
prisoners. (Figure 1) Morgan and Pickens sent the prisoners northward into Virginia and turned eastward, with 
Cornwallis in pursuit. On January 28, Gen. Nathanael Greene, commander of the Southern Army, left his winter 
camp near Cheraw in South Carolina to join Morgan, and two days later he ordered his army to follow, including 
Lt. Col. Lee, who had been cooperating with Gen. Francis Marion in an unsuccessful attack on the British 
stronghold at Georgetown. On February 1, at Cowan’s Ford on the Catawba River, Cornwallis caught up with 
retreating Patriot forces, marking the beginning of what is often termed the Race to the Dan. Greene retreated 
northeastward, crossing rivers as they swelled just before they became impassable to Cornwallis. On February 
14, with Cornwallis just hours behind, Greene ferried his troops across the Dan River in Virginia, taking all the 
boats to prevent Cornwallis from following. 
 Lee caught up with Greene at Guilford Courthouse, and on February 10, about 6 miles northwest, there 
was a skirmish with Tarleton’s troops in which Lee’s teenage bugler, James Gillies, was slaughtered—an event 
foreshadowing Lee’s actions at Pyles Defeat. Years later Lee described the event as follows: 

[Lee] soon saw the enemy’s near approach to his defenceless bugler, who was immediately unhorsed, and 
sabred several times while prostrate on the ground…. Gaining the road, the lieutenant-colonel [Lee] rushed 
forward in quick charge, and fell upon the troop of Tarleton soon after it had reached his bugler…. The 
enemy was crushed on the first charge: most of them were killed or prostrated; and the residue, with their 
captain, attempted to escape. They were pursued by Lieutenant Lewis, who was commanded by Lee to give 
no quarters. This sanguinary mandate, so contrary to the American character, proceeded from a view of the 
bugler—a beardless, unarmed youth, who had vainly implored quarter, and in the agonies of death 
presented a spectacle resistless in its appeal for vengeance.2  

 
1 Henry Lee, The Revolutionary War Memoirs of General Henry Lee (New York: Da Capo Press, 1998; reprint of the 1869 edition), 263. 
Henry Lee wrote much of his Memoirs in 1809 and 1810 while in debtor’s prison. Lee, Memoirs, iii. 
2 Lee, Memoirs, 241. Bruce L. Peterson, “The Importance of a Small Skirmish during the Race to the Dan,” Journal of the American 
Revolution (September 1, 2021). https://allthingsliberty.com/2021/09/the-importance-of-a-small-skirmish-during-the-race-to-the-
dan/#:~:text=Wright%20objected%20to%20going%20on,riding%20east%20to%20rejoin%20Williams. 
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Two days after failing to cross the Dan, Cornwallis turned south, camping at the plantation of Hugh 
Dobbins until February 18, when he continued to Hillsborough.3 (Figure 2) Greene rested on the north side of the 
Dan River until February 22, as militiamen from Virginia and North Carolina swelled his ranks. In the meantime, 
he sent Pickens and Lee to keep an eye on Cornwallis. On February 17, Pickens was at Back (or Stony) Creek, 
12 to 15 miles west of Hillsborough, when he sent a party under Col. James McCall of Georgia, with forty 
volunteers, to scout Cornwallis’s position. Early the next morning at Hart’s Mill, McCall’s party killed or severely 
wounded eight and took ten British and several Loyalist prisoners without a single man being hurt.4 As an example 

 
3 William Faden, map of “The Marches of Lord Cornwallis in the Southern Provinces,” 1787. E. W. Caruthers, Interesting Revolutionary 
Incidents: and Sketches of Character, Chiefly in the ‘Old North State’ (Philadelphia: Hayes & Zell, 1856), 412. D. N. Conrad and R. N. 
Parks, eds., Papers of Nathanael Greene, (hereafter PNG) Vol. 7 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina, 1994), 313 note 2. 
4 Pickens to Greene, February 23, 1781, PNG 7:341.  

Figure 1: Approximate routes of Tarleton, Cornwallis, Morgan, Pickens and Greene after the Battle of Cowpens. 
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of the conflicting accounts of this period, Capt. Joseph Graham stated in 1821 that he, rather than McCall, was in 
charge of the American party at Hart’s Mill. According to Graham, “our prisoners were one Lieutenant and sixteen 

Figure 2: Possible routes of Cornwallis, Tarleton, Lee and Pickens on roads depicted on the 1808 Price-Strother map. 
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privates, regulars, and two tories…. There were left on the ground, killed or wounded, one sergeant, and eight 
privates.”5  

On February 19, Lee’s Legion with two companies of Maryland Continentals and thirteen Catawba Indians 
recrossed into North Carolina to Dobbins’s Plantation, collecting militia reinforcements and waiting for Pickens 
to join him.6 Pickens joined Lee on February 23, and on the following day they headed toward Hillsborough to 
interfere with Cornwallis’s foraging.7 After camping one night, they went to David Mebane’s farm 8 or 9 miles 
west of Hillsborough,8 where they were told that a foraging party was heading toward the plantation of Patriot 
militia general John Butler. “It was presumable that we should come up with them at Gen Butlers farm which was 
said to be their object. We gained this point about 4 in the afternoon, where we discovered that their numbers 
were respectable, their objects extensive, & their commander Lt Col Tarleton.”9 This was no foraging party, but 
200 of Tarleton’s cavalry with 150 men from Col. James Webster’s Brigade of British infantry and 100 German 
Jägers (riflemen). 

At Butler’s on February 25, Lee and Pickens learned that Tarleton had crossed Haw River at a nearby ford 
on the previous evening.10 They initially decided to separate, with Lee going after Tarleton while Pickens went  7 
miles to the north to Trollinger’s Ferry on Haw River to await reinforcement from Col. Francis Locke, who was 
marching eastward from Guilford Courthouse.11 There was evidently a change in plans, and Pickens joined Lee 
in pursuit of Tarleton. 

Tarleton had been sent by Cornwallis to support Loyalist militiamen under Col. John Pyle, Sr.12 Pyle was 
born to Quaker parents in Chester County, Pennsylvania on April 8, 1723.13 He was a physician, and, unusual for 
the time, he actually had an MD degree, earned at Oxfordshire in England. In the 1760s Pyle moved to Cane 
Creek in the part of Chatham County near present Sutphin in Alamance County, 15 miles south of Burlington. 
Pyle had been a leader in the Regulator movement, which climaxed at the Battle of Alamance in 1771. In 1776 
he was commissioned a captain in the Loyalist militia and ordered to “erect the King’s standard” and to recruit 
and arm Loyalists.14 In the following year, he and his son, John Pyle, Jr. and others were arrested by Patriots and 
imprisoned at Halifax.15 Perhaps as a condition of release, Pyle swore allegiance to the Patriot cause. He switched 
back to the Loyalists only after Cornwallis arrived in the area and promised protection.16 By then he was a fifty-
six-year-old colonel of militia. According to a pension applicant, Pyle “raised a band of men and made violent 
threats what he would do to the republicks if they came in his way.”17  

 
5 Joseph Graham, “Narrative,” in William Henry Hoyt, ed. The Papers of Archibald D. Murphey Vol. 2 (Raleigh NC: E. M. Uzzell, 
1914), 271. 
6 Lee to Greene, February 20, 1781, PNG 7:324. In his Memoirs, page 253, Lee erroneously stated that he crossed the Dan with Pickens 
on February 18. The number of Indians is from the bounty-land application of Robert Kirkwood (BLWt1102-300). 
7 Lee to Greene, February 23, 1781, PNG 7:336; Pickens to Greene, February 23, 1781, PNG 7:341. 
8 Pickens to Greene, February 26, 1781, PNG 7:355. A. D. Murphey, “The Tory Massacre, Pyle’s Defeat, 1781,” Fayetteville Semi-
Weekly Observer, November 25, 1857, https://www.newspapers.com/image/63393659. 
9 Lee to Greene, February 25, 1781, PNG 7:347. Pickens to Greene, February 26, 1781, PNG 7:355. Butler’s plantation is now believed 
to have been near present Swepsonville.  Jeffrey Bright and Stewart Dunaway, Pyle’s Defeat--The Most Comprehensive Guide: Case 
Closed (Lulu, 2011), 155. 
10 William Reed W5673. This and other pension applications cited in this paper are transcribed mainly by Will Graves at revwarapps.org. 
11 Richard Allen S6490; Alexander Gilreath S8564; John Love S8852; Elijah Vickes (Vicks, Vicker) W4368; Jacob Wall S7836. 
Trollinger’s Ferry was near the present railroad bridge east of Burlington. Bright and Dunaway, Pyle’s Defeat, 122;  Carole Watterson 
Troxler and William Murray Vincent, Shuttle & Plow: A History of Alamance County, North Carolina (Alamance County Historical 
Association, 1999), 354. 
12 Banastre Tarleton, A History of the Campaigns of 1780 and 1781, in the Southern Provinces of North America (Dublin: Colles, 1787), 
238. 
13 U.S., Quaker Meeting Records, 1681-1935, Chester Co, PA, Kennett Monthly Meeting, Marriages, 1718-1821, 14, 
https://www.findagrave.com/memorial/49930593/john-pyle#view-photo=306767976. 
14 Hartford (Connecticut) Courant, April 15, 1776, 1-2. https://www.newspapers.com/image/1106313799/. 
15 Joseph Hackney, S6973. Saberton, CP 4:15 note 6. Bright and Dunaway, Pyle’s Defeat, 145-152. 
16 Tarleton, History, 238. 
17 Daniel Smith S7550. 
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Tarleton forded the Haw on February 24 and rode westward to join Pyle and escort his militiamen to 
Cornwallis at Hillsborough. After fording the river, Tarleton skirmished with some Patriot militiamen who 
informed him of the approach of Continental troops. Tarleton then learned that they were Lee’s troops, who he 
was told were intending to join forces with Col. William Preston’s militiamen from Montgomery County, Virginia. 
Tarleton urged Pyle to hasten his junction with him, as he later explained. 

On the 24th the British detachment passed the Haw, and dispersed a party of American militia, who had 
united to counteract the intentions of the loyalists. Tarleton was told by the prisoners, that a continental 
force was expected in the neighbourhood, which intelligence induced him to send to the Pyles to join him 
without delay. In the course of the day particular and authentic information was obtained of Colonel Lee’s 
cavalry having passed Haw river to meet a corps of mountaineers under Colonel Preston, for the purpose 
of intimidating or dispersing the King’s friends. This report made Tarleton repeat his orders to the Pyles for 
an instant junction of the numbers already assembled, that he might proceed against either Lee or Preston 
before they united…. Colonel Pyle, and two hundred of his followers, being all equally ignorant of the 
customs of war, had not complied with the orders they received, and though forewarned of their danger, 
thought fit to pay visits to their kindred and acquaintance before they repaired to the British camp: Inspired 
by whiskey and the novelty of their situation, they unfortunately prolonged their excursions.18 

 

Lee’s Report to Greene 
 In the confusion of battle, memories of the participants understandably differ, and that is especially the 
case with Pyle’s defeat, in which men at the front of Lee’s column might not know what was happening hundreds 
of yards away in the rear. It is reasonable to think that the most reliable account would be the report Lee wrote to 
Gen. Greene a few hours after the event, but even parts of that are doubtful. Lee’s report to Greene is as follows: 

 

12 Oclock Saturday  
Dear Genl   night 25th Feby 81                                                                                
 About 12 O’clock Col Pickens & myself in our march towards Hilsborough were Joined by Col 
[William] Moore, from whom we learnt that a body of the enemy were advanced to the Haw Fields. Every 
inteligence of their numbers & conduct indicated them to be a foraging party. We immediately drove across 
to the Salsbury road in the rear of the enemy. It was presumable that we should come up with them at Gen 
Butlers farm which was said to be their object. We gained this point about 4 in the afternoon, where we 
discovered that their numbers were respectable, their objects extensive, & their commander Lt Col Tarleton. 
We also found that they had crossed the Haw River, & were told they were to encamp for the night at a Mr 
Holts 4 miles on the western side of the river where they were to be joined during the night by large bodys 
of enlisted Carolinians. Solicitous to prevent by a timely stroke this junction & having a reason to beleive 
we should find them in two divisions seperated at some distance, we crossed in pursuit altho very inferior 
in number.  

On this decision I dispatched a courier to order on the Legion Infantry to secure our retreat in case of 
disaster, & advised Col. Williams [Otho Williams of the Maryland Continentals] of the prospects before us. 
 We reached Holts about five O’clock where we were again disappointed, Col Tarleton being then four 
miles to our right at Major Oneals plantation. The troops continued their motion with increased celerity, it 
being our wish to decid the contest that evening. After a march of three miles we came up with a party of 
Col. Hamiltons regt & some No Carolinian associates 350 in number. The Legion cavalry passed them 

 
18 Tarleton, History, 238-239. Cornwallis reported, apparently erroneously, that Tarleton crossed the Haw on February 23. Cornwallis to 
Lord George Germain, March 17, 1781, in Ian Saberton, The Cornwallis Papers (hereafter CP), Vol. 4 (Uckfield, England: Naval & 
Military Press, 2010), 4:15-16.  
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agreable to order, as if British troops. I did this, that no time might be lost in reaching Col Tarleton. The 
enemy discovered their mistake on the near approach of our militia & commenced action. The rear cavalry 
were instantly order to charge by Capt [Joseph] Eggleston & in ten minutes the whole body of the enemy 
were routed, the greatest part of them were left on the field dead & wounded. Among the former were Col 
Piles & several other officers. The night came on & we necessarily deferred farther operation. 
 We are now in a position on the country side of Col. Tarleton, within three miles of his camp & have 
received a considerable reinforcement of militia. It is highly probable that in the course of tomorrow events 
very important may result. Yours most respectfully/ Henry Lee Jr19 

 

 Although Lee was writing while the events were fresh in memory, he had been in the saddle for perhaps 
nineteen hours and was writing in haste late at night. Every sentence should be scrutinized and compared with 
what he wrote almost thirty years later in his Memoirs, while in debtor’s prison with more time to reflect, and 
with the accounts by other participants. One obvious error is the date of Lee’s report. Saturday was actually 
February 24, which has led some historians to believe that Pyle’s Defeat occurred on that date. Tarleton stated 
that he crossed Haw River on the evening of February 24, and Lee and Pickens followed upon learning of it the 
next day. Lee was also incorrect in thinking that Pyle was with Col. John Hamilton’s Royal North Carolina 
Regiment. 

Another detail worth examining is Lee’s statement that his own force was “very inferior in number” to the 
combined forces of Tarleton and Pyle. Lee is estimated to have had perhaps 120 Legion cavalry, and Pickens may 
have had about 500 North Carolina militiamen.20 (See the list of officers in the Appendix to this paper.) As noted 
previously, Tarleton had 450 men, and he and an unnamed officer who had apparently been with Pyle gave Pyle’s 
number as 200.21 If these numbers are correct, then Lee had about 620 men compared with a total of 650 under 
Tarleton and Pyle. Each side tended to exaggerate the enemy’s strength. Lee stated that Pyle’s “No Carolinian 
associates [were] 350 in number,” but in his Memoirs he stated that Pyle had “four hundred loyalists.”22 Graham 
stated that “the tories were over two to one to our actual Cavalry.”23 Pickens estimated two to three hundred,24 
and eleven pension applicants estimated from 250 to more than 500, with the average being close to the 350 Lee 
reported. Even if this number were correct, during the actual engagement Pyle’s men were greatly outnumbered 
by the combined force of Lee and Pickens. 

Lee reported to Greene that the Legion cavalry passed Pyle’s Loyalists “as if British troops… that no time 
might be lost in reaching Col Tarleton.” This statement must have puzzled Greene. Did Lee really intend to have 
Pyle’s force in his rear while he attacked Tarleton? In his Memoirs Lee explained that he “had concluded to make 
known to the colonel [Pyle] his real character as soon as he should confront him, with a solemn assurance of his 
and his associates perfect exemption from injury, and with the choice of returning to their homes, or of taking a 
more generous part, by uniting with the defenders of their common country against the common foe.”25 It is 
incredible that Lee would have been naive enough to think that all of Pyle’s men would simply go home or join 
him, and none would ride ahead to warn Tarleton. 

The following statement in Lee’s report is also questionable: “The enemy discovered their mistake on the 
near approach of our militia & commenced action. The rear cavalry were instantly order [sic] to charge by Capt 

 
19 Lee to Greene, February 25, 1781, PNG 7:347-348. 
20 These estimates are based on Patrick O’Kelley, Nothing but Blood and Slaughter Vol. 3 (Blue House Tavern Press, 2005), 96. O’Kelley 
states that Lee had three troops of cavalry and three companies of infantry with a total of 240 men. 
21 An Officer, “Lord Cornwallis Defended,” The Scots Magazine 44 (May 1782), 239, 
https://ia802807.us.archive.org/29/items/sim_edinburgh-magazine-and-literary-miscellany_1782-05_44/sim_edinburgh-magazine-
and-literary-miscellany_1782-05_44.pdf. 239; Tarleton, History, 239. 
22 Lee’s Memoirs, 256 
23 Graham, “Narrative,” 274. 
24 Pickens to Greene, February 23, 1781, PNG 7:341. 
25 Lee, Memoirs, 257. 
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Eggleston.” In his Memoirs, Lee repeated the claim that the Loyalists started the fight. “Lee was in the act of 
consummating his plan, when the enemy's left, discovering Pickens's militia, not sufficiently concealed, began to 
fire upon the rear of the cavalry commanded by Captain Eggleston. This officer instantly turned upon the foe, as 
did immediately after the whole column.”26 Capt. Joseph Graham, while agreeing with Lee’s account up to this 
point, had a different version of who struck the first blow, stating that “the disposition for attack” had already 
been made and the troops were waiting for a signal to begin. 

Lee states… that Pyles’ men, on seeing the militia, in the rear of his Cavalry, recognized and fired on them. 
The true statement is this: Major [Joseph] Dickson, of Lincoln, who commanded the column on our right, 
(when the disposition for attack, had been made at the last farm,) had been thrown out, of his proper order 
of march, by the fences and a branch, and when Pyles’ men were first seen, by the Militia they were thought 
to be the party under Dickson, which had come round the plantation, and gotten in the road before them. 
On coming within twenty steps of them, Capt. Graham riding alongside of Capt. Eggleston who commanded 
the rear of Lee’s horse, remarked to him, “That company is Tories—what is the reason they have their 
arms?” Capt. Eggleston addressing a good looking man at the end of the line, supposed to be an officer, 
inquired, “To whom do you belong?” The man promptly answered, “A friend of his Majesty.” Whereupon 
Capt. Eggleston struck him over the head. The militia looking on, and waiting for orders, on this example 
being set, rushed on them like lightning and cut away. The noise in the rear, attracted the notice of Lee’s 
men, and they turned their horses short to the right about five steps and in less than a minute, the attack 
was made along the whole line.27 

Manual McConnell (S2773), one of Pickens’s militiamen, also stated that “the signal for a charge was 
then given, we broke upon them, to their great astonishment and put them to death & rout.” Moses Hall also stated 
that the Americans started the fighting, but his account differs from that of Graham and McConnell, perhaps 
because Hall was in Lee’s vanguard while Graham and McConnell were farther back. According to Hall, the 
signal to attack was given by Lee’s bugler.  

I recollect that (our) (my) Captain [Hugh] Hall perceiving they were Tories and thinking that Colonel Lee 
did not know it, & was imposed upon by their cries of friendship & misunderstood them to be our friends 
instead of the British, he called to Colonel Lee across the Tories line and told him “Colonel Lee they are 
every blood of them Tories”  Colonel Lee gave him a sign to proceed on with the execution of the command 
which was to march on until a different command was given. In a few minutes or less time and at the instance 
they the Tories were completely covered by our lines upon both flanks or front and rear as the case may 
have been, the bugle sounded to attack and the slaughter began.28 

 Also questionable is Lee’s statement that the skirmish occurred “after a march of three miles” from Holt’s. 
This statement is crucial in determining where Pyle’s Defeat occurred, and it will be examined in the next section. 

 

Locating Pyle’s Defeat 
 Around noon on February 25 after fording Haw River, Lee and Pickens were within three miles of Holt’s. 
Expecting to find Tarleton there, “a disposition for attack was immediately made.”29 Lee and Pickens “reached 
Holts about five O’clock [and] were again disappointed, Col Tarleton being then four miles to our right at Major 

 
26 Lee, Memoirs, 258. 
27 Graham, “Narrative,” 273-274. In 1827 Graham wrote a slightly different account: “Joseph Graham to A. Murphey, December 20, 
1927, North Carolina Archives Digital Collections,https://digital.ncdcr.gov/Documents/Detail/joseph-graham-papers-american-
revolution-letter-from-joseph-graham-to-a.-murphey/426923. A published transcription is at 
https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=hvd.hx4tmw&seq=9.  
28 Moses Hall W10105. 
29 Lee, Memoirs, 255, 262. 
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Oneals plantation.”30 Perhaps fearing he would be caught between Preston and Lee, Tarleton had urged Pyle to 
hurry northward to join him, but before Pyle arrived Tarleton decamped from Holt’s and rode toward the 
plantation of Patriot Col. William O’Neal. Tarleton probably sent an express to inform Pyle that he was at 
O’Neal’s, and Pyle continued after him, thereby placing his troops between those of Lee and Tarleton. Lee and 
Pickens, guided by local resident Samuel Findley,31 arrived at Holt’s later.  Not finding Tarleton there, they hurried 
toward O’Neal’s after Tarleton, but instead encountered Pyle. Pyle’s Defeat ensued. 
 Determining the location of Pyle’s Defeat should be straightforward if the distances in Lee’s report are 
correct. According to the report, Tarleton was to camp “at a Mr Holts 4 miles on the western side of the river,” 
but he had proceeded from there to a position “four miles to our right at Major Oneals plantation.” Lee stated that 
they continued their pursuit of Tarleton from Holt’s and came up with “Hamiltons regt” (Pyle’s party) “after a 
march of three miles.” If correct, then Lee marched westerly 4 miles from Haw River to Holt’s, then in a northerly 
direction 3 miles to where Pyle’s Defeat occurred. The key to finding the site of Pyle’s Defeat is locating the 
plantations of O’Neal and Holt. 

“Major Oneals plantation” was the farm of William O’Neal, who was taken prisoner by the British. O’Neal 
owned a thousand acres in what is now Burlington on both sides of the great road from Hillsborough to Guilford 
Courthouse.32 The 1808 map of North Carolina by Jonathan Price and John Strother shows “ONeille” on the north 
side of this road in a fork of Little Alamance Creek. That location would be near the present intersection of ONeal 
Street and US 70. This location is consistent with Pickens’s statement to Greene that O’Neal’s was 7 miles from 
the Haw River ford.33 

Two Holt’s plantations are shown on the John Collet map of 1770. One of them is “M Holts” near the 
headwaters of Little Alamance Creek, indicated in red in the top center of Figure 3. M. Holt was probably Michael 
Holt II (1723-1799), who, like his brother John Holt (1721-1802), was captured at Pyle’s Defeat and later freed 
in an exchange for O’Neal.34 A visitor to Michael Holt just before the war gave a different location from the one 
on Collet’s map, stating that Holt lived on the north side of Alamance Creek near where it flows into Haw River.35 
Bright and Dunaway proposed yet another location where Michael Holt is buried, 2 miles south of the Collet 
location, 3 miles west of Haw River, and 3 miles southeast of O’Neal’s.36 (Figure 4) None of the three proposed 
locations of Michael Holt’s agrees with the distances stated by Lee, but a location near his grave is closest and 
also near the Salisbury Road that Tarleton and Lee may have used to get to Holt’s. 

 Another Holt’s on Collet’s map is “I Holts” on the south side of the Salisbury Road and north of Big 
Alamance Creek.37 The Henry Mouzon map of 1775, which is apparently based on Collet’s map, shows “Holts” 
where the Collet map has “I. Holts.” It is about 4 miles west of where Lee crossed Haw River and about 4 miles 
south of O’Neal’s, consistent with the distances stated by Lee. Figure 5 shows the same area as in Figure 3 with 
an overlay of the 1808 map by Price and Strother, which might show the roads more accurately. If the locations 
of Holt’s and O’Neal’s are as shown in Figure 3, and if Lee encountered Pyle after marching 3 miles from Holt’s 
toward O’Neal’s, then Pyle’s Defeat would have occurred roughly where indicated by the upper blue crossed 
swords. This would have been about a mile from Tarleton’s camp at O’Neal’s, a distance also supported by one 
of Lee’s dragoons who wrote that Tarleton was “within less than a mile from the scene.”38 If, however, Holt’s was 

 
30 Lee to Greene, February 25, 1781, PNG 7:347. 
31 Samuel Findley, R14183. Joseph McAdams (S33081) also stated that he was a pilot for Lee at the time. 
32 Carole Watterson Troxler, Pyle’s Defeat: Deception at the Racepath (Graham NC: Alamance County Historical Association, 2003), 
26-27. 
33 Pickens to Greene, February 26, 1781, PNG 7:355. 
34 John Reeves S7381. Capt. Nathanael Pendleton to Mrs. William O’Neal, March 3, 1781, PNG 7:383. Pendleton to Capt. Henry 
Weitzel, March 6, 1781, PNG 7:403-404. 
35 “After a long, but pleasant, ride down the eastern side of the Allamance Creek, I arrived at night at the house of a Mr. Michael Holt, 
a Dutchman [German], whose plantation was adjoining the creek, near the place where it enters the Haw River.” John Ferdinand 
Dalziel Smyth, A Tour in the United States of America Vol. 1 (Dublin: G. Ferrin, 1784), 147.  
36 Bright and Dunaway, Pyle’s Defeat, 91. 
37 I. Holt could not be identified positively, but the 1810 federal census lists an Israel Holt older than forty-five. 
38 William McDonald in the bounty-land application of Robert Kirkwood BLWt1102-300. 
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near the grave of Michael Holt, and if Lee was correct in saying that the skirmish occurred 3 miles from there, 
then Pyle’s Defeat would have been right at O’Neal’s.  

Like much of Lee’s report, the distance of 3 miles from Holt’s is questionable. Several participants stated 
that Pyle’s Defeat occurred about 3 miles from O’Neal’s, which would be about a mile from Holt’s rather than 
the 3 miles stated by Lee, as shown by the lower crossed swords in Figure 5. The unnamed officer who had 

apparently been in Pyle’s party wrote as follows in 1782: 
 

Figure 3: Two early maps overlaid on a modern map at the same scale and recolored green to show approximate locations of Holt's (red). (Top) 
The Collet map of 1770. (Bottom) The Mouzon map of 1775. Also shown are O’Neal’s plantation, the location of the present monument 
commemorating Pyle's Defeat, and the location of Michael Holt’s grave. 
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Lt-Col. Tarleton had been sent with a detachment over the Haw river, to protect those friends that had 
promised to assemble, and had taken post after his march at the plantation of a Maj. O’Neil. Our party of 
friends consisted of about 200, under the direction of Col. Pyle, who, knowing that Col. Tarleton was in 
that country, had sent two of his men to notify the approach of the party; a party of rebel light troops had 
passed the Haw river on the same day, and by mere accident stumbled upon Col. Pyle’s party at a cross 

Figure 4: The grave of Michael Holt II. The historical marker is incorrect; Holt was a Loyalist 
throughout the war. Jeffrey Kline. 
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road, about three miles from Col. Tarleton. Our friends mistook the rebels for the legion, and by that means 
fell an easy prey to the enemy, who massacred many of them in a most barbarous manner, and in so short a 
time, that Col. Tarleton’s assistance came too late.39 

 
In 1821, Joseph Graham also stated that “Tarlton [was] only 2 or 3 miles off.”40 In 1833, pension applicant Mathew 
Vandiver stated: “They were engaged in this pursuit when they met a band of Tories at a place called the Race 
paths under the command of Colonel Piles…. Tarltons corps at the time of this affair were stationed at Oneals 
about three miles from the Race Paths.”41 Moses Hall stated that “Tarlton at this time was in a few miles of us.”42 
The preponderance of evidence therefore suggests that Pyle’s Defeat occurred near the lower crossed swords in 
Figure 5. 

With either location for Holt’s, it is apparent that Lee encountered Pyle’s rear as they were both riding 
from the south toward Tarleton at O’Neal’s. A roadbed from the south toward O’Neal’s is still visible on the 
ground43 and in aerial photographs and lidar-based images just north of the junction of Anthony Road, Old Trail 
Road, and Whites Kennel Road. (Figure 6) It apparently extended from Old Trail Road, which crossed Big 
Alamance Creek from the south.44 It is likely that Pyle forded the Big Alamance Creek there and proceeded 
northward on Old Trail Road on his way to O’Neal’s. 

Further clues to the location of Pyle’s Defeat might be found in landmarks mentioned by participants. Like 
Vandiver quoted above, many other pension applicants stated that Pyle’s Defeat occurred at a place called the 

 
39 An Officer, “Lord Cornwallis Defended,” 239. 
40 Graham, “Narrative,” 273. 
41 Mathew Vandiver S9500. 
42 Moses Hall W10105. 
43 Troxler, Pyle’s Defeat, 68. 
44 Troxler, Pyle’s Defeat, 44-45. 

Figure 5: Overlay of the 1808 Price-Strother map recolored green, with the location of Pyle's Defeat according to Lee if Holt's was as shown in 
Figure 3, and the location if Pyle’s Defeat occurred about 3 miles from O’Neal’s. 
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Race Path.45 Six pension applicants called them Holt’s Race Paths,46 two stated they were Powell’s Race Paths,47 
and one called them “Wm Oneals race pathes.”48 One applicant stated that it was a pair of race paths, and another 

Figure 6: 1939 aerial photo (top) and lidar-based (3DEP) image showing an old road north from Old Trail Road. 
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stated it was “on an old quarter race track—we took the other track.”49 Another applicant stated that it was at a 
racetrack or crossroad, and, as noted above, an unnamed officer with Pyle also stated that it was at a crossroad.50 

 
45 Jesse Evans S15826; Moses Hall W10105; John McLaughlin (McGlothlin) W7436; John Merrell (Merrill) S7223; Mathew Vandiver 
S9500; William Wilkerson S32602.  
46 William Aldredge S16308; Robert Burnside S17304; Samuel Findley R14183; James Graham S8623; Joseph McAdams S33081; 
Solomon Geren (Gearen, Geron) W80. 
47 David Barker S6560; William Reed W5673. 
48 Solomon Mitchell S4222. 
49 John Summers S31999; Manual (Manuel) McConnell S2773. 
50 William T. Gaulden (Gaulding) W7509; Officer, “Lord Cornwallis Defended,” 239. 

Figure 7:Proposed movements of Tarleton, Pyle and Lee before the skirmish at the proposed location indicated by 
crossed swords. Also shown are the locations of Pyle’s Defeat proposed by Troxler and by Bright and Dunaway. Dashed 
lines indicate alternative routes taken by Lee, depending on the location of Holt’s. Current USGS map, Burlington 
quadrangle. 
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Local historian Stewart Dunaway made a thorough search of old property records but found no reference to a race 
path.51 A race path would have been on level ground, and an oval race track near Hillsborough occupied an area 
about 360 by 110 yards, so Pyle’s Defeat probably occurred on a level area of about that size.52 Another clue to 
the location is the statement by the pension applicant and the unnamed officer cited above that the fighting 
occurred at a crossroad, as well as a statement by Lee’s guide, Samuel Findley, and another pension applicant that 
it occurred in a lane.53 “Lane” suggests a private road that would not have appeared on a map. Another clue may 
be Capt. Graham’s statement that “Major Dickson, of Lincoln, who commanded the column on our right, (when 
the disposition for attack, had been made at the last farm,) had been thrown out, of his proper order of march, by 
the fences and a branch.”54 This indicates that there was a stream to the right of the road from Holt’s. The above 
evidence points to a site of Pyle’s Defeat depicted in Figure 7, with two possible routes taken by Lee, depending 
on the location of Holt’s. Also shown for comparison are the locations of Pyle’s Defeat proposed by Bright and 
Dunaway55 and by Troxler, who depicted Pyle and Lee as marching southwestward from John Holt’s farmstead.56 

If Holt’s was near the grave of Michael Holt, as proposed by Bright and Dunaway, and if Lee did not take 
a direct course to O’Neal’s, he might have followed the upper route shown in Figure 7. Part of that route may still 
be seen as a deeply eroded roadbed. (Fig.  

9) If Holt’s was in the location shown as I. Holt’s on the Collet map and as Holt’s on the Mouzon map, 
then Lee might have followed present Gardner Holt Road and an old roadbed visible on lidar (possibly the old 
Salisbury Road). The lane where the battle is said to have occurred would have been the northern extension of 
present Old Trail Road. The race paths might have been on the relatively level area to the right of the road in 
which the fighting is proposed to have occurred. 

The location of the skirmish proposed here is close to the monument commemorating the event and is 
supported by local tradition. Benson J. Lossing was told in 1849 that “the place of conflict is about half a mile 
north of the old Salisbury highway, upon a ‘plantation road,’ two miles east of the Allamance” and about a quarter 
of a mile northwest of a pond.57 Lossing was told that after the skirmish the wounded Col. Pyle hid in this pond. 
His sketch of it appears to show a small, shallow pond consistent with a present pond about a quarter of a mile 
southeast of the proposed location. (Fig. 9)  It is said that a mass grave is just east of the proposed location.58 An 
1893 map of Alamance County by William L. Spoon shows “BATTLE GROUND Between Pyle and Henry Lee 
February 25, 1781” near the location. The site of Pyle’s Defeat might be determined by archaeology, but 
unfortunately much of the area, including the site proposed here, has been developed. The Alamance County 
Historical Museum has an object described as a “Halberd, ca. 1781, found at site of Pyle’s Defeat,”59 but the exact 
location is not stated, and halberds were rarely used in the Revolutionary War. 

 

 
51 Bright and Dunaway, Pyle’s Defeat, 82. 
52 C. J. Sauthier, “Plan of the Town of Hillsborough in Orange County North Carolina,” 1768, 
https://collections.leventhalmap.org/search/commonwealth:hx11z439g. 
53 Samuel Findley R14183; Joel Lucas R6506. British Commissary and historian Charles Stedman was also told that the fighting 
occurred in a lane. C. Stedman, The History of the Origin, Progress, and Termination of the American War Vol. 2 (London, 1794), 333. 
54 Graham, “Narrative,” 273. 
55 Bright and Dunaway, Pyle’s Defeat, 55 has a map showing “Actual Battle Site on M. Holt II plantation.” Elsewhere they wrote, “a 
location, which will never be exactly or precisely known,” (pp 80-81); “Michael Holt II plantation was the general location of the battle,” 
(p. 92); “We firmly believe the battle occurred on Michael Holt II’s Plantation,” (p 98).  
56 Troxler, Pyle’s Defeat, 42-51. According to Bright and Dunaway (Pyle’s Defeat, 89), the location of John Holt’s land is unknown.  
57 Benson J. Lossing, The Pictorial Field Book of the Revolution, Vol 2 (New York: Harper Brothers, 1852). Not paginated in the version 
viewed online. “Two miles east of the Allamance” is interpreted to mean two miles east of where the old Salisbury highway crossed Big 
Alamance Creek at present Alamance, as shown in Figure 3. 
58 Troxler, Pyle’s Defeat, 69-72. 
59 https://www.alamancemuseum.org/Collections.aspx.  
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The Hacking Frolic60   
With all the conflicting evidence, it is difficult to give a coherent account of Pyles Defeat, but an attempt 

follows. Lee wrote in his Memoirs that after arriving at Holt’s at about 5 o’clock in the afternoon:  
the van of the horse galloping to the house brought off two of the enemy's staff, who had been delayed in 
settling for the subsistence of the detachment; and hearing from the family that Lieutenant-Colonel Tarleton 
would not advance above six miles further, Pickens and Lee instantly proceeded toward him, hoping that 
fortune would be more propitious upon the next occasion…. it was determined to pass as a re-enforcement 
sent from Hillsborough to Lieutenant-Colonel Tarleton; and the two prisoners being placed in the centre of 

 
60 Thomas Watkins (Wadkins) W6779 “was at what was called the ‘hacking frolic.’” 

Figure 8: Roadbed east of John Holt farmstead in Figure 7. Jeffrey Kline. 
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the cavalry, were charged to conduct themselves so as to give currency to the deception: in default of which, 
the sergeant having the care of them was directed to put them to death instantly…. This stratagem could 
not fail of imposing on the country people, however well acquainted they might be with the appearance of 
British troops, so far as respected the Legion, inasmuch as both cavalry and infantry were dressed in short, 
green coats, with other distinctions exactly resembling some of the enemy's light corps.”61  

 
The deception was so convincing that even after Lee’s men had slaughtered most of Pyle’s, one of the survivors 
addressed Lee as Tarleton, and another complained to Tarleton of the cruelty of his dragoons.62 Still anticipating 
an attack on Tarleton, Lee pushed forward “with the utmost hope,” and his approximately 120 Legion cavalry and 
Pickens’s several hundred mounted militiamen were “in the highest spirits.”63 According to Graham, “During the 
whole day’s march, every man expected a battle and hard fighting. Men’s countenances on such occasions indicate 
something which can be understood better than described in words. The countenances of the whole militia, 
throughout the day, never showed better.”64  

Lee sent a courier to order his Legion infantry and the Catawba Indians in the rear to catch up in order to 
secure a retreat “in case of disaster,” and he advised Col. Otho Williams of his plan.65 Lee’s vanguard was soon 

 
61 Lee, Memoirs, 256. 
62 Graham, “Narrative,” 276; Tarleton, History, 239. 
63 Pickens to Greene, February 26, 1781, PNG 7:355. 
64 Graham, “Narrative,” 273. 
65 Lee to Greene, February 25, 1781, PNG 7:348. Thomas Boyd S17286. 

Figure 9: Lossing's sketch of the pond in which Pyle was said to have hidden. 
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“met by two well-mounted young countrymen… sent forward by Colonel Pyle for the purpose of ascertaining 
Tarleton's camp, to whom the colonel was repairing with four hundred loyalists…. they not only believed the 
troops they saw to be British, but overlooking what had been told them, took them to be Tarleton's, addressing 
the commandant [Lee] as that officer.”66 Lee was disappointed to learn that Pyle’s force stood between him and 
Tarleton, but seeing that the two young countrymen believed him to be Tarleton, he decided to continue his plan 
to attack Tarleton. He intended to ride quietly past Pyle, if his report and Memoirs are to be believed, or, more 
likely, he would attack Pyle’s force.  

Lee sent one of the young countrymen “back with two dragoons to his van, thence to proceed to Colonel 
Pyle with Lieutenant-Colonel Tarleton’s gratulations, and his request that he would be so good as to draw out on 
the margin of the road, so as to give convenient room for his much fatigued troops to pass without delay to their 
night position…. Orders were at the same time dispatched to the van officer to halt as soon as he got in sight of 

 
66 Lee, Memoirs, 256, 257. Manual McConnell (S2773) made the unlikely claim that “Col. Lee’s men were prepared with red (or Tory) 
plumes or feathers which they stuck in their caps.” 

Figure 10: Possible positions of Lee's and Pyle's troops at the start of the engagement. 
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the loyalists.”67 Lee requested Pickens “to place his riflemen (easily to be distinguished by the green twigs in their 
hats, the customary emblem of our militia in the South) on the left flank, out of sight; which was readily to be 
done, as we were then in a thick wood.”68 Seventy of Pickens’s men were armed with swords like cavalrymen, 
and they were placed under Capt. Joseph Graham behind Lee’s Legion cavalry.69 

After Lee caught up with his vanguard, they proceeded forward and found that Pyle had obligingly moved 
off to the right side of the road, facing in the same direction as Lee, probably expecting to fall in behind what he 
thought was Tarleton’s column. Lee found them “mounted like our militia, fitted like them to move on horseback, 
and to fight dismounted.” As Lee noted, it was fortunate for him that they chose to move to the right, since “their 
guns (rifles and fowling-pieces) were on their shoulders, the muzzles consequently in an opposite direction to the 
cavalry. In the event of discovery, they must have changed the direction before they could fire—a motion not to 
be performed, with a body of dragoons close in with their horses' heads and their swords drawn.”70 Lee’s cavalry 
continued forward “amidst shouts of long live King George from both parties.”71 Capt. Graham followed, “riding 
in front of the militia dragoons near Capt Egleson [Eggleston] who brought up the rear of Lee’s at the distance of 
40 or 50 yards”72 According to Graham, “at the time the action commenced, Lee’s dragoons in the open order of 
march, extended about the same distance with Pyles’ men, who were in close order, and on horseback.” If they 
were in single file in the narrow lane, they and Pyle’s 200 or more mounted troops and Lee’s 120 dragoons must 
have formed a column of more than 600 yards, as shown in Figure 10. Cavalry re-enactor Daniel Murphy, 
however, suggests that it is more likely that both Lee and Pyle were in a column of two files, which would have 
extended for about half the distance.73 

According to Lee, the fighting began just as he reached Pyle at the head of his column. 
Lee passed along the line at the head of the column with a smiling countenance, dropping, occasionally, 
expressions complimentary to the good looks and commendable conduct of his loyal friends. At length he 
reached Colonel Pyle, when the customary civilities were promptly interchanged. Grasping Pyle by the 
hand, Lee was in the act of consummating his plan, when the enemy's left, discovering Pickens's militia, not 
sufficiently concealed, began to fire upon the rear of the cavalry commanded by Captain Eggleston. This 
officer instantly turned upon the foe, as did immediately after the whole column.74  

As noted above, others stated that it was the Americans who began the attack after Eggleston discovered 
one of Pyle’s men was a Loyalist and struck him over the head.75 Other accounts say that “the signal for a charge 
was then given,” perhaps when “the bugle sounded to attack.”76 All of those signals might have occurred at about 
the same time. Lee’s troops “turned their horses short to the right about five steps and in less than a minute, the 
attack was made along the whole line.”77 “By pressing forward they went through their [Pyle’s] line, leaving a 
number behind them. The continual cry by the Tories was ‘You are killing your own men. I am a friend to his 
Majesty. Hurrah for King George.’”78 “Our troops drawing their swords attacked the Tories and cut them down… 

 
67 Lee, Memoirs, 257. Thomas Boyd (S17286): “our Col’s having sent a messenger in advance to Pyles informing him that Tarleton with 
his men was approaching in order to receive him and conduct him and his men to Lord Cornwallis (in this our Colonels represented 
themselves and their troops to be Colonel Tarleton & forces).” 
68 Lee, Memoirs, 256. 
69 Graham, “Narrative,” 273. 
70 Lee, Memoirs, 257-258. Moses Hall (W10105) stated improbably that Lee formed two lines with Pyle in between: “Colonel Lee and 
his Light Horse marching in one column or line, and Major or Colonel Dixon’s [Joseph Dickson’s] command in another, some interval 
apart, the Tories passed into this interval, between our lines, or perhaps which is the fact the Tories having halted our lines passed one 
on each side of them.” 
71 Thomas Boyd S17286. 
72 Graham to Murphey, December 20, 1827. 
73 Daniel Murphy email to Harris, February 16, 2026. 
74 Lee, Memoirs, 258. 
75 Graham, “Narrative,” 273-274.  
76 Manual McConnell S2773; Moses Hall W10105. 
77 Graham, “Narrative,” 274. 
78 Graham, “Narrative,” 274. 
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a great slaughter was made of the Tories whilst they were crying out that they were friends of King George.”79 
Others cried out “God save the King.”80 Also heard from the Americans was the cry “remember Bluford” and the 
order to “give them Blueford’s play,” urging Lee’s men to slay even those who were surrendering, as Tarleton’s 
men had done to Buford’s at the Battle of Waxhaws.81 

“Finding their professions of loyalty and all they could say were of no avail, and only the signal for their 
destruction, twelve or fifteen of those whom Lee’s men had gone through and who had thrown down their guns, 
now determining to sell their lives as dearly as possible, jumped to their arms, and began to fire in every direction, 
making the Cavalry give back a little. But as soon as their guns were empty, they were charged upon on every 
side, by more than could get at them, and cut down in a group together.”82 “All the harm done by their fire was 
that a dragoon’s horse was shot down. Falling very suddenly, and not moving afterwards the rider’s leg was caught 
under him, and by all his efforts, he could not extricate himself, until the action began to slacken; when two of 
his comrades dismounted and rolled the horse off him.”83 This soldier may have been Col. William Moore of the 
Caswell County militia, who had his knee broken when his horse fell but was rescued with the help of Capt. 
Dudley Reynolds.84  

Pickens’s riflemen were probably not engaged at first because Lee’s cavalrymen were in the way, but 
Pickens reported to Green that “unfortunately the Dragoons got separated from us and our Militia could not be 
kept from firing.”85 It is not clear why Pickens thought this was unfortunate, unless in the confusion they fired on 
their own men. According to Graham, however, no such mistakes occurred.  

 
Lee’s men had so recently come to the south that they did not understand the usual marks of distinction, 
between Whig and Tory, and after the first onset, when all became mixed, they inquired of each man, before 
they attacked him to whom he belonged. The enemy readily answered—“To King George.” To many of their 
own militia, they put the same question. Fortunately no mistakes occurred, though in some instances there 
was great danger of them.86  

 

Also in danger were some Whig prisoners taken earlier by Pyle. “The prisoners & Tories being all in the same 
company the slaughter was indiscriminate. Several of the prisoners were killed.”87 Some were rescued by Lee’s 
men, but not before at least one was wounded.88 

Decades later Thomas Lofton recalled that he “never before witnessed the works of death carried to such 
an extent in so short a time as was here; Pyles with his Tories being all either killed or wounded in about 10 
minutes.”89 Lee reported to Greene that “in ten minutes the whole body of the enemy were routed, the greatest 
part of them were left on the field dead & wounded.” Lee mistakenly added that “among the former were Col 
Piles & several other officers,” but in his Memoirs he corrected himself: “Pyle, falling under many wounds, was 
left on the field, as dying, and yet he survived.”90 The killing did not immediately cease. After the majority of 
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John Pyle, Jr., in fact remained in the area after the war, as shown by court records. Bright and Dunaway, Pyle’s Defeat, 149; Troxler 
and Vincent, Shuttle & Plow, 129. Pyle lived until 1804. 
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Pyle’s men had been killed or wounded, Lee’s Legion infantry and the Catawba Indians under Capt. Samuel 
Boykin arrived, and “to our disgrace it may be stated when the Indians came up they were suffered to kill 7 or 8 
of the wounded with spears before they were made desist.”91 According to William McDonald, “Serjeant Whelan 
& thirteen Indians being with us… dispatched them almost as fast as the Dragoons cut them down from their 
Horses.”92 Lee stated in his Memoirs that “The conflict was quickly decided, and bloody on one side only. Ninety 
of the royalists were killed.”93 Graham stated that “the next day our militia counted ninety-three dead, and there 
was the appearance of many more being carried off by their friends.”94 Pension applicants estimated the total 
number of killed and wounded as between 200 and 400,95 and Charles Stedman gave the number killed as 200 to 
300.96 

Some of Pyle’s men were able to escape either to Tarleton or elsewhere, and some were uninjured enough 
to be taken away as prisoners. One pension applicant estimated that the number of prisoners was thirty, and 
another estimated a hundred.97 Fifty-four years later, Moses Hall was still haunted by what happened to some of 
the prisoners. 

The evening after our Battle with the Tories we having a considerable number of prisoners I recollect a 
scene which made a lasting impression upon my mind. I was invi [sic: invited?] by some of my comrades 
to go and see some of the prisoners. We went to where six were standing together. Some discussion taking 
place, I heard some of our men cry out “remember Bluford” and the prisoners were immediately hewed to 
pieces with broad swords. At first I bore the scene without any emotion, but, upon a moments reflection I 
felt such horror as I never did before nor have since, and returning to my quarters and throwing myself 
upon my blanket I contemplated the cruelties of war until overcome and unmanned by a distressing gloom.98 

 After what Lee referred to as “the discomfiture of Pyle,” his troops were scattered and disorganized, and 
there was concern that Tarleton had heard the shooting and would descend upon them.99 According to Graham, 
while reorganizing his troops, Lee ordered a sergeant to bring him a prisoner for questioning. “The Serjeant stayed 
but a short time until he returned with a midle aged man,” either John Holt or Michael Holt, who had received a 
slight wound on the head and was bleeding freely. The sergeant apologised to his Col. because he could find none 
who were not wounded.” 

Lee asked him several questions relative to the roads, farms, water courses, etc: how O’Neals plantation 
(where Tarlton then was) was situated: whether open woods hilly or level, etc… After answering the several 
questions, and after an interval of about a minute while Lee appeared to be meditating, the man addressed 
him, “Well, God bless your soul, Mr. Tarlton you have this day killed a parcel of as good subjects, as ever 
his Majesty had.” Lee, who at this time was not in the humor for quizzing, interrupted him saying: “You 
d—d rascal if you call me Tarlton I will take off your head.100 

Leaving the dead and dying on the battlefield, Lee and Pickens arrived at O’Neal’s as the sun was setting 
and found that Tarleton had decamped in a hurry to a site 3 miles to the east on the main road to Hillsborough. 
Tarleton had received an express from Cornwallis ordering him to return to Hillsborough, and he had also received 
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information of the approach of Col. William Preston’s Montgomery County militia.101 Reinforced by Preston’s 
“three hundred hardy mountaineers,”102 Lee and Pickens considered continuing the pursuit with their now 
overwhelming force, but they decided instead to let their men rest for a few hours. Lee wrote to Greene at 
midnight, optimistic that on the next day he would at last corner Tarleton. “It is highly probable that in the course 
of tomorrow events very important may result.” Before dawn Lee took out after Tarleton. As they came to his 
abandoned camp Moses Hall had a second shock that numbed somewhat the effect of the first one. 

Commencing our march next morning before day by moon light I came to Tarleton’s Camp which he had 
just abandoned leaving lively rail fires. Being on the left of the road as we marched along I discovered lying 
upon the ground something like the appearance of a man. Upon approaching him he proved to be a youth 
about sixteen who having come up to view the British through curiosity for fear he might give information 
to our camps they had run him through with a bayonet & left him for dead, though able to speak he was 
mortally wounded. The sight of this unoffending boy butchered rather than be encumbered in the least on 
the march, as I assume, released me of my distress and feelings for the slaughter of the Tories and I desired 
nothing so much as the opportunity of participating in their destruction.103  

 Lee with his infantry led the way, following Tarleton’s trail by the light of pine-knot torches, with Capt. 
Edward Oldham’s Marylanders and Pickens’s militia on his right and Preston on the left. Tarleton had at first 
marched eastward toward Trollinger’s Ferry, making frequent diversions to throw Lee off the trail, and finally he 
turned southward to cross the Haw River at the ford that he and Lee had crossed before. Lee was within two miles 
of the ford at first light, and as the sun rose, he sent his cavalry and Pickens’s mounted riflemen ahead to hold 
Tarleton until the infantrymen could catch up. Before sunrise Lee came up with Tarleton’s rear guard descending 
the hill to the river, which most of Tarleton’s men had just forded. With Tarleton’s main force on the opposite 
bank of the river, Lee and Pickens decided it was too dangerous to attack. They considered going back to 
Trollinger’s to cross and attack from the north, but they decided against it with Cornwallis’s army so near at 
Hillsborough. They reluctantly gave up the pursuit of Tarleton and went to a nearby plantation to refresh 
themselves and the horses.104  

Was It a Massacre? 
 Not surprisingly, the British characterized Lee’s defeat of Col. John Pyle as a massacre. An officer who 
survived the defeat wrote, “our friends mistook the rebels for the legion, and by that means fell an easy prey to 
the enemy, who massacred many of them in a most barbarous manner.”105 Charles Stedman, who served with 
Tarleton and may have heard first-hand accounts, wrote as follows:  

The loyalists, unfortunately mistaking the American cavalry for Tarleton’s dragoons, allowed themselves to 
be surrounded before they discovered their error. When at last it became manifest, they called out for 
quarter; but no quarter was granted; and between two and three hundred of them were inhumanly 
butchered, while in the act of begging for mercy. Humanity shudders at the recital of so foul a massacre.106 

Lee’s soldiers gave Pyle’s Defeat the grimly whimsical epithet “the hacking match,” which suggests that 
they considered their actions out of the ordinary.107 Lee, himself, apparently felt compelled to explain such a one-
sided victory, essentially pleading self-defense: “In some parts of the line the cry of mercy was heard, coupled 
with assurance of being our best friends; but no expostulation could be admitted in a conjuncture so critical. 
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Humanity even forbade it, as its first injunction is, to take care of your own safety, and our safety was not 
compatible with that of the supplicants, until disabled to offend.”108  

Most American historians now regard Pyle’s Defeat as a massacre,109 but that is not as obvious as might 
appear. Using deception to surprise the enemy and kill as many of them as possible is not only condoned but 
encouraged, as long as the victims are armed and able to defend themselves. The Merriam-Webster Dictionary 
gives as the primary definition of massacre, “the act or an instance of killing a number of usually helpless or 
unresisting human beings under circumstances of atrocity or cruelty.” All battles are cruel, especially close combat 
with swords, so the criterion for determining whether Pyles Defeat was a massacre is whether a sufficient number 
were killed while they were helpless or unresisting. Lee stated that “only ninety of the loyalists were killed,”110 
but that is certainly a sufficient number to qualify as a massacre. At what Americans generally call the Paoli 
Massacre, “only” 53 were bayonetted as they slept.111  

In any surprise attack the initial casualties will be unresisting, so at Pyles Defeat perhaps those slain in the 
first minute or so should not be considered victims of a massacre. The question then becomes how many 
unresisting Loyalists were killed after the initial surprise. Testimony indicates that many were unresisting while 
trying to convince their attackers that they were making a mistake, and they might reasonably be considered 
victims of a massacre. Added to that number would surely be those who were unresisting because they had 
grounded arms and were begging for quarter, as well as those who were helpless from having been wounded. 
From Graham’s narrative we know that the Catawba Indians “were suffered to kill 7 or 8 of the wounded with 
spears,” but we have no data on how many others were killed after being wounded or while trying to surrender. 
This lack of data contrasts with the Battle of Waxhaws, where a large proportion of pension applicants reported 
wounds by both swords and bayonets indicating attacks by Tarleton’s infantry on men who had already been 
struck down by cavalry, and wounds to arms and hands indicating they were attacked after dropping their guns to 
surrender.112  

We can confidently say that at Pyles Defeat there were cries encouraging Lee’s men to avenge the massacre 
at Waxhaws, and the murder of prisoners after the fighting shows that some were inclined to commit atrocities. 
We can also say that after Lee’s bugler was killed he had set an example with his “sanguinary mandate, so contrary 
to the American character,“ “to give no quarters.”113 We think it likely that enough unresisting men were killed to 
qualify Pyle’s Defeat as a massacre. 

Even if Pyle’s Defeat was a massacre, “cold and unfeeling policy avows it as the most effectual means of 
intimidating the friends of royal government,” as Stedman stated.114 Lee also opined that Pyle’s Defeat “produced 
a very favorable result, by repressing thoroughly the loyal spirit just beginning to burst forth,” and Pickens stated 
that it had “knocked up Toryism altogether in this part.” 115 As a result, Cornwallis did not get the outpouring of 
militia support he expected. Greene fought him to a draw at Guilford Courthouse and went on to liberate South 
Carolina, while Cornwallis went on to Yorktown. Without Pyle’s Defeat there might have been a different 
outcome. 

 
APPENDIX 

 
108 Lee, Memoirs, 258. 
109 O”Kelley, Nothing But Blood and Slaughter, 3:96-99; Jim Piecuch, “’Light Horse Harry’” Lee and Pyle’s Massacre,” Journal of the 
American Revolution (June 19, 2013), https://allthingsliberty.com/2013/06/light-horse-harry-lee-and-pyles-massacre/; Jim Piecuch 
and John Beakes, “Light Horse Harry” Lee in the War for Independence (Charleston SC: Nautical and Aviation Publishing Co. of 
America, 2013), 106-121.. 
110 Lee, Memoirs, 259. 
111 Mark M. Boatner, Encyclopedia of the American Revolution (Mechanicsburg PA: Stackpole Books, 1994), 334. 
112 C. Leon Harris, “Massacre at Waxhaws: The Wounds Bear Witness” (academia.edu, 2024). 
https://www.academia.edu/118018911/Massacre_at_Waxhaws_the_Wounds_Bear_Witness 
113 Lee, Memoirs, 241. 
114 Stedman, History, 334. 
115 Lee, Memoirs, 263; Pickens to Greene, February 26, 1781, PNG 7:358. 
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Officers named in pension applications and other primary sources as being at Pyle’s Defeat. Others not 
named may also have been present.116  
 
Lt. Col. Henry Lee 
Lee’s Legion Cavalry 

Maj. Joseph Eggleston 
Maj. Michael Rudulph 

Lee’s Legion Infantry 
Capt. Edward Oldham of Maryland with Catawba Indians 

 
Gen. Andrew Pickens, North Carolina Militia 
Acting as cavalry 

Capt. Joseph Graham (from Mecklenburg County) 
Infantry 
Caswell County: Col. William Moore, wounded in action 

Capt. Thomas Alexander 
Capt. William Douglas 
Capt. David Grisham 
Capt. Herndon Haralson 
Capt. Arthur Loving 
Capt. John McClary 
Capt. George Moore 
Capt. George Oldham 
Capt. John Oldham 
Capt. Dudley Reynolds 

Chatham County 
Capt. Nicholas Nall 

Lincoln County: Maj. Joseph Dickson 
 Capt. Samuel Caldwell 
 Capt. Thomas Lofton 
Mecklenburg County 
 Capt. James Reese 
Orange County 
 Capt. James Lansdale 

Capt. Archibald Lytle 
Capt. William Rogers 

Rowan County: Lt. Col. David Caldwell  
Maj. Thomas McGuire 
Capt. Hugh Hall 
Capt. Samuel Reid 
Capt. Richard Simmons 

Surry County 
 Capt. Jesse Franklin 
 Capt. William Lenoir 
 Capt. Salathiel Martin 

 
116 Compare the order of battle by O’Kelley, Nothing but Blood and Slaughter 3: 96-97 and J. D. Lewis, carolana.com, 
https://www.carolana.com/NC/Revolution/revolution_battle_of_haw_river.html. 
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Wilkes County 
 Capt. Joel Lewis 
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