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MASSACRE OF THE VIRGINIANS BY TARLETON AT WAXHAWS

BY WARREN G. KEATH.

May 29 marks the one hundred and fiftieth anniversary 

of the massacre at Waxhaws, S. C. f of Colonel Abraham Buford t s 

corps of Virginia regulars by a company of British dragoons 

led by Lieut. Col. Banastre Tarleton. Butchery of scores of 

American soldiers, failure to grant quarter,and indiginities 

heaped upon the prostrate wounded made this massacre the 

bloodiest and most cruel episode of the longZrain of tragic 

events from Concord to the surrender of Yorktown.

So devoid of the recognized methods of conducting war 

fare was the behavior of the British that Stedman, a British 

historian living at the time, wrote that the "virtue of hu 

manity" was "totally forgot." An American close to the scene 

declared "in the annals of our Indian war nothing is to be 

found more shocking; and this bloody day only wanted the 

war dance, and the roasting fire, to have placed it first in 

the records of torture and of death in the west."

RELIEF OF CHARLESTON.

The event itself was but one in a whole series that 

started with the invasion of South Carolina by the British 

in the early part of 17^0 when Charleston had been surrounded 

and finally forced to surrender May 12. Sir Henry Clinton, 

British general in command, set to work to reduce the whole 

state of South Carolina to submission. He sent three armies 

across the state "to awe the disaffected and encourage the 

loyal." One marched along the Savannah toward Augusta; air
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other followed the south side of the Santee toward 'Ninety- 

Six,' A third, led by Cornwallis, had as its objective the 

penetration of all the territory north and east of the 

Catawba. Headquarters for the army of Gornwallis was to 

be at Camden.

Gornwallis accordingly proceeded with 2,500 men toward 

his appointed camp site. Having reached Nelson's Ferry 

on the eastern side of the Santee he learned that a part of 

the American forces were in Camden. Lieutenant-Colonel 

Tarleton whose troops made up a part of the advance guard 

was sent with one hundred and seventy cavalry and one hundred 

mounted infantry in pursuit of the Americans.

SUBDUING CAROLINA.

In front of Tarleton were 700 North Garolinians under 

Brigadier-General William Caswell and a few more than 400 

troops under Col. Abraham Buford. Buford's corps contained 

members of the llth Virginia, Troopers from Col. William A, 

Washington's outfit, and possibly 25 stragglers who had attached 

themselves for protection. Both corps had come down for 

the relief of Charleston, but when it fell they started to 

retreat from their camp site some 50 miles from the unfortunate 

ci'ty. May 26 Caswell, leaving Camden, led his men toward the A 

*1^ Creek, in North Carolina. The next morning Buford, too, 

marched out but halted 15 miles away at Rugley's Mill*

The next day, May 28, Tarleton, after a hurried ride 

across country, dashed into Camden. Tarrying a few hours to 

give his jaded mounts time to rest he was soon on the march 

again. At 2 a. m., May 29, he reached Buford's camp at Rug-

D. n and to a favorable spot on Cross
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ley's to learn that the American forces were moving toward 

Salisbury, N. G. Realizing that another American force 

(Porterfield 1 s) was not far away, Tarleton decided to demand 

a surrender and if this were refused to attack quickly. 

The Qontinental cavalry was notoriously weak on the pursuit 

and he thought that should he be repulseA a retreat could be 

easily managed. From Rugley's Kill a flag with the demand 

for an immediate surrender of the troops, baggage and 

ammunition was sent forward.

ILL-MATCHED ARMIES.

A cursory glance at the lives of the two men will 

show something of how ill matched were the pursued and the 

pursuer. Tarleton was then in his twenty-sixth year. He 

had entered the service in America in 1776 and taken part 

in the first siege of Charleston, the campaign about New York, 

and the battles in New Jersey in 1777. Picked to lead a 

regiment of Tory horsemen he embarked for the south with 

Clinton, Christmas, 1779   On the way down most of his horses 

were lost. Appointed to protect the British rear in the siege 

of Charleston, he soon furnished his soldiers with good 

mounts taken from Washington's and Pulaski's legions. His 

spirited actions had caused him to rise in esteem among 

the British officers. Clinton had given him high praise 

for his conduct about Monck's Corner in April, 1780. . His 

type of fighting was characteristic of the man who courage 

ously and boldly rushes into a fight without delay. His 

exploits were conducted at all times with zeal and personal 

bravery. Not until Daniel Morgan defeated him at Cowpens 

in 1761 did he know what a repulse in the field meant.
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His opponent, Colonel Abraham Buford, of Culpeper 

county, Virginia was in his thirty-first year. Though he 

had entered the army early in the struggle, his experience 

bad been limited. His action was marked by hesitancy and

indecision. In the face of a foe like Tarleton his indecision
\

turned out to be disastrous,

SURRENDER DEMANDED.

Marching toward Salisbury, Buford was in the lands 

of the Catawbas when Tarleton's dispatch bearer reached 

him. The communication informed Buford that he was about 

to be surrounded by seven hundred men light infantry, cavalry 

and artillery. Should he attempt to resist^ Cornwallis was 

within striking distance with nine battalions. A surrender 

could be made on favorable terms just as had been done by 

Lincoln at Charleston.

Buford upon receiving the demand called a council of 

his officers and ordered his troops to continue marching. 

Various proposals were made. The suggestion that Tarleton T s 

terms be accepted met with indignant scorn.. Another suggestion 

that the impediments of the march be left behind and the 

soldiers ordered to shift for themselves finally to meet at 

some given point was also turned aside as not being in keeping 

with the dignity of a true soldier. It was then suggested 

that the baggage wagons be pulled up and the road so barricaded 

that defense would be easy with the small company. This was 

likewise rejected. Many believed that Tarleton was lying 

about his forces; others thought his statements no 

exaggerations. Finally it was agreed that the troops should 

be hastened on the march and then if Tarleton attacked they



-5-

could prepare for battle. Whatever was agreed upon it 

seems that there was indecision on the part of the officers 

in command. And the officers of lower grade were therefore 

uncertain of what course to follow.

RESOLVE TO RIGHT.

According to Tarleton and Allaire, Buford sent back 

a rer»ly similar to that given by Lincoln and others to 

British demands for surrender. The words were those of the 

military usage of that day: "Sir: I reject your proposal, 

and shall defend myself to the last extremity."

While Buford deliberated Tarleton prepared his troops 

for action. Sixty dragoons with a similar number of infantry 

were to make a flying attack on the American left. A smaller 

force was to attack the center. The corrjnander picked 30 

good horsemen and a few infantry to lead against the right flank 

and the reserve. The remainder of the British troops were 

to be drawn up on top of any close-by hill to act as a reserve 

and a rallying point should a repulse follow the first attack. 

As soon as Buford T s reply was received the troops were rushed 

forward to perfect the plan of battle.

Buford now realized that he would be forced to fight. 

Ordering his baggage trains to continue on the way he selected 

an open wood at the right of the road and ordered his 

infantry to draw up in line. His colors were planted in the 

center. The mounted men were sent to the rear to afford pro 

tection to the wagons. It seems that he was more busily en 

gaged in an attempt to protect the safety of his trains than 

of the outfit itself.
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AMERICANS UNCERTAIN.

The men, drawn up in line, seeing that the remainder 

of the outfit continued to move, were uncertain of what 

course they should follow. At sight of the rushing dragoons 

with their bright green trappings tossing about the be 

wildered Americans knew not whether to stand or retreat. 

Bewildered as they were by the sight of the cavalry charge 

they raised their arms to fire but received orders to hold 

their fire until the enemy drew closer, Tarleton, coming 

in on the American left, heard the command and later wrote 

that this was a fatal mistake. Had the Americans fired when 

the troopers in closed ranks were riding in at a distance 

of about two hundred feet the effect would have been demoraliz 

ing since there would have been serious gaps in the advancing 

line. The command to fire was not given until the troopers 

were within 30 feet. But it was too late. The American line 

broke and gave way only to be dashed back by the galloping 

flankers. A chaotic struggle followed.

The bloody melee that followed never has been accurately 

described. Many of the soldiers in the rear thinking that a 

surrender had been made, threw down their arms. Others kept 

firing away until they were cut down. Some surrendered, and 

then, seeing that their comrades continued to fight, seized 

weapons and entered the fray. The British relentlessly rode 

in among the Americans and hacked at them as long as they 

were to be found Standing. Horses trained in fighting, 

spurred on by their blood-thirsty riders, rushed their heavy 

bodies against fragments of the broken lines. Prostrate men 

were stabbed with swords or bayonets. A trumpet sounded on
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the American side, and a flag bearer went forward, only to 

be shot down as he approached a British officer. In the 

midst of the slaughter Tarleton's horse fell from a musket 

shot. A soldier by his side shouted that they had lost 

their commanding officer. The shout was carried from man 

to man and "stimulated the soldiers to a vindictive asperity 

not easily restrained." Buford, realizing the turn of the 

battle, caught up a remnant of the main guard and rushed 

forward with the advance guard to a place of safety.

LASTED 20 MINUTES.

The engagement lasted 20 minutes. In that time one 

hundred and thirteen Americans were killed   a lieutenant- 

colonel, t-'.ree captains, eight subalterns, one adjutant, 

one quartermaster, and ninety-nine rank and file. One hund 

red and fifty, consisting of three captains, five subalterns, 

and one hundred and forty-two rank and file were so seriously 

wounded that they could not be removed. Cf these wounded 

90 succumbed within a few hours, so that the list of^dead 

reached 203. Fifty-three prisoners   two captains, one 

subaltern and 50 rank and file   were marched away to Camden. 

The British lost seven killed, thirteen wouqded and thirty 

horses killed or wounded.

The British captured three stands of colors, two brass 

six-pounders, two howitzers, 55 barrels of powder, two wag§n3; 

loaded with ammunition, one field repair wagon, and 26 wagons 

loaded with supnlies which had been sent for the relief of 

Charleston.

Some of the wounded were taken into old Waxhaw Presbyterian 

meeting house and cared for by the people of the community.



So aroused by the cruelty of the British were those loyal 

to the American cause that throughout the Carolinas venge 

ance was vowed upon all Tories and British soldiers. Across 

the countryside after the frightful massacre went the cry 

"Remember Tarleton f s quarters," It was heard as far as 

Virginia in l?8l, when Tarleton made his raid on Richmond 

and the surrounding country. Many of his troopers were 

caught and hanged without suggestion of a trial. 

BRITISH MUCH ELATED.

The British were elated over the reports of Tarleton's 

engagement. Cornwallis praised him for his intrepidity. 

Clinton wrote in glowing terms of the audacity of a comman 

der of horse who in an engagement had killed and taken 

prisoner a number of the rebels exceeding the number of the 

British participating.

Buford, having escaped with his men, persisted against 

the advice of De Kalb, who was acting as commander of the 

southern army after the surrender of Lincoln, in marching 

back to Virginia to raise recruits. He was criticized for 

failure to act with greater personal bravery and coolness 

in the presence of the enemy; for mismanagement of his troops 

in leaving the rear unprotected and sending his cavalry ahead; 

for bad generalship in not seeing that he could have fought 

behind his wagons much more easily than in an open space. 

Finally, he was blamed for not fighting in a way that would 

have delayed Tarleton until night, when a retreat could have 

been made. His own indecision disconcerted his officers and 

men.
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History has in its pages devoted to heroes no nobler 

names than of those who were so brutally sent to their 

death at Waxhaw. Unknown, unnamed and almost forgotten they 

lie in a common grave not far from the place where they made 

their noble sacrifice.

ONE AMERICAN GRAVE.

From the place of the massacre Lancaster is about nine 

miles away. The village of Dwight is close by. A memorial 

shaft about 10 feet high stands at the head of the grave. 

The burial place is marked off by a rough wall of boulders 

surrounding a plot about 25 feet long and 10 feet broad. 

The inscription perpetuates the story of Tarleton with respect 

to the number of his troops.

As one faces the crave an inscription on the left side 

of the monument reads as follows:

"Erected—to the memory—and in honor of—the brave 

and patriotic American soldiers-—who fell in the battle— 

which occurred at this—place on the 29th—of May, 1780, 

between—Col. Abraham Buford—who commanded a regiment— 

of 350 Virginians—and Col. Tarleton—of the British array— 

with 350 cavalry and a—like number of infantry." 

Immediately in front is this:

"Nearly—the entire command—of Col. Buford were— 

either killed or wounded--Gallant soldiers are—buried in 

this grave—They left their homes—for the relief of—Charles 

ton—hearing at Camden— of the surrender of—that city— 

were returning.—Here their lives were—ended in the services-- 

of their country." 

To The r ight:
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"The cruelty—and barbarous massacre—committed— 

on this occasion—by Tarleton and his—command after the- 

surrender oc Colonel Buford—and his regiment—originated— 

the American war cry-- 1 Remember Tarleton's—quarters. 1 —A 

British historian—confesses at this battle—the virtue of 

humanity—was totally forgot."
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