The Life of
GENERAL WILLIAM MOULTRIE

By Warren Gardner

The American Revolutionary War produced the firse
class of heroes for the fledgling nation. Among the most
prominent Souchern heroes was General William Moultrie,
Of the South Carolina natve's Revolunionary accomplish-
ments, the most significant was lis successful defense of
the port of Charleston in 1776. Later, he defended the cicy
n 1779 and 1780. After his capture by the British following
the acy's surrender, he was seduced by the Redcoats 1o
switch loyaluies, an offer that he refused. After the war,
Moultrie, like many Revolutionary heroes, became an influ-
ential polincan, serving as governor of South Carolina for
WO terms,

Willham Moultrie was born on November 22, 1730 in the
port town he was destined to defend. His father John
Moulrrie was a prominent Scot and an eminent physician,
who received his degree from che University of Edinburgh.
The elder Moultrie had emigrared with his wife Lucretia
Cooper to Charleston in 1729, a year prior to the birth of
William, their second son. William did not take a wife unril
the age of chirty, marrying Elizabeth Darmaris de St. Julien
on December 10, 1749, Thirty years later following cthe
death of his first wife, he would repeat the ritual, when he
married Ms. Hannah Lynch in October 1779 during a
reprieve in the fighting in Charleston.

Prior to the Revolurion, William Moultrie experienced
his ininal military action as a captain in the Cherokee Wars
of 1759 and 176]1. He served under the command of
Governor William Henry Lytrelton in 1759, In the larger
campaign of 1761, Francis Marion, who Moulrrie later
admired as “a brave, hardy, and active soldier and an excel-
lent parosan officer,” served as a lieutenanc in Moultrie's
company. In this struggle Moultrie and his men helped to
defeat some 3000-4000 well-armed Indians.

Between the CherokeeWars and the American
Revolution, Moultrie's status in the city of Charleston rose.
As tensions mounted betweenloyalises and revolurtonaries,
Moultrie quickly recognized the need to recruir as many
influennal Southerners to the revolutionary cause as possi-
ble. He commented on the eve of che war thar “it was
thought not only useful, but political to raise them |offi-

‘

cers].” In an effore ro bring as many “influential men" 1o
his side, Moultrie made it his task to denide loyalists hke
Colonel Scophol, whom he later referred to as “a stupid,
ignorant, blockhead.”

As 1775 drew to a close and the colonies flirted with war,
the struggle beeween loyalists and revolutionaries heared
up in Sourh Carolina, resulring in the formanion of three
patriot regiments, one of which the Provincial Congress
placed under Moultrie’s command. On September 13,
1775, Moultrie was ordered to seize Fort Johnson, a loyalist
stronghold on Charleston Harbor. The men of his com-
mand captured the fort with little resistance from the loy-
alists, who fled 1o British ships. Later, when the South
Carolina flag was raised at the fort, Moultrie commented,
“On its first being hoisted, it gave some uneasiness to our
umid friends who were looking forward to a reconailianion,
They satd that 1t had the appearance of a declaration of
war.” Ir was quite possible thar the flag raising was just
that: a provocanien of war.

ABOVE: “An Exact Prospect of Charlestown...” W.H. Toms after Bishop
Roberts. Engraving on Paper. Courtesy of the Gibbes Museum of Art/
CAA.

OPPOSITE: Major General William Moultrie. Edward Scriven engrav-
ing after J. Trumball painting. From the collections of the South
Carolina Historical Society.
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ABOVE: Wm. Faden engraving of Fort Sullivan and Sir Peter Parker’s flect during the attack on 28 June 1776. From she collections of the South Carolina Historical Society.
BELOW: “Sir Peter Parker’s Attack against Fort Moultrie, June 28, 1776,” oil on cansas, atiributed to James Peale. From the collection of Ms. Margaret James, Urbana, Obio.
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Moultrie’s struggle agaimnst loyalists soon turned into a
struggle against the Brinsh Navy. On December 19-20,
1775, he undertook the “erection of a battery on Haddrell's
Point,” which forced British ships to leave their anchorage
in Charleston harbor. The Britsh ships then temporarily
anchored off Sullivan's Island, northeast of Charleston,
before departing. Because of the 1sland’s stracegic location,
Colonel Moultrie accepted the dauncing rask of construct-
ing a fort there, despite Major General Charles Lee’s claim
that the position was “indefensible.” To this assertion,
Moulerie stated simply that he “could and would defend
the island.”

To defend Sullivan's Island, which was in Moultrie’s own
words nothing more than “a wilderness, covered with oak,
myrele, and palmetro trees,” the colonel supervised the con-
struction of a fore thar was intended to hold 1000 men
upon completion, Moultrie's men erected the forc’s walls
with two walls of palmetto trunks, and berween these walls
the parriots poured sand, so that the walls measured six-
teen feet thick.

The fort on Sullivan's Island (unofficially called Fort
Sullivan and later renamed Forr Moultric) was only partial-
Iy complered when a newly arrived British fleet attacked on
June 28, 1776. Clearly, fire superioriry belonged to the
British, for they had 270 guns situared on the decks of their
men-of-war compared to a mere 25 guns within che fort's
walls on the shores of Sullivan's Island. Despite the superi-
or British firepower, the fort’s walls "harmlessly swallowed
... by the sand and
‘spungy’ logs” Moultrie later recounted a conversation
thar occurred before the batele as the British fleer crossed
the bar. A wisitor to the fort commented: “Well, Colonel,

up . .. many of the cannon balls

whart do you think of it now?” Moultrie replied: “We should
beat them.” The man protested: “Sir, when those ships
come up alongside of your fort, they will knock it down in
a half of an hour.” To this the Colonel resolutely respond-
ed: “Then we will lay down behind the ruins and prevent
them from landing ™ Strong was Moultric's desire to see the
fort defended.

A letter from Roberc Pringle, a soldier in Moultrie’s
command at Sullivan’s Island, related to his brocher the
day's events. He spoke with high praise of his commander’s
gallantry, stating that “the Colonel and the whoele Garrison
would have done honor to the best troops in the world.”
Also, Pringle quoted the losses at “about twelve men killed
and 23 wounded.” Such paltry losses despite the fact that
General Lee, who was awaiting artack on Charleston prop-
cr, “says he had never in che whoele course of his military
service {and few officers have seen so much) seen or heard
so dreadful a cannonade,”

After eleven and half hours of heavy bombardment from
both sides, the British rerreared. While Moultrie's losses
had been nearly inconsequential, the British fleec had suf-
fered greatly, reportedly with 115 soldiers, sailors, and
marines dead and 65 wounded. Furthermore, three British
ships, Acteon, Sphinx, and Syren, ran aground at the mouth
of Charleston in an attempt to enfilade the fort. Sphinx and
Syren were refloaced, but Acteon stuck fast, and her crew set
the vessel afire to prevent its capture. Every Bricish vessel

involved 1n the actack was damaged.

Upon returning to Charleston, Moultrie and us troops
were justly rewarded for their bravery. One prominent it
zen, William Logan, sent his compliments and begged “che
acceprance of 2 hogshead of Antigua rum.” Meanwhile, the
ladies of the town presented the Colonel with a pair of col-
ors, and the fort on Sullivan's Island was immediately
renamed Fort Moultrie.

The defense of Fort Sullivan represented one of the grear
Parriot victories of the Revolution in the South. Pringle
suggested thar had Sullivan fallen, Charleston would have
suffered a similar fare, despite the presence of Major
General Lee and us troops. Historian Edward Riley has
advanced similar arguments, suggesung that “che
Amenican victory ar Fort Moulerie, combined with thae ac
Moore's Creek Bridge in North Carolina, turned aside che
one combination of arcumstances thac mighe have made
Brnnsh conquest possible.”  As a result of his valor,
Moultrie obramed che rank of brigadier general.

This advancement meant thae Moultrie had beconie see-
ond in command of the Southern Deparement, which was
headed by Major General Benjamin Lincoln. Lincoln had
become head of the department on December 19, 1778 and
was immediately confronted wich the problem of defend-
ing Savannah from an impending attack by Licutenant
Colonel Archibald Campbell and his 3500 British regulars
from Flonda. Lincoln’s strategy proved horribly ineffecuve,
resulting 1n the loss of Savannah on December 29,
Following the ciry’s caprure, Lincoln waged a mulu-frone
war with the Briush along the coast and the interior
berween Savannah and Charleston.

...“Sir, when those ships come up alongside

your fort, they will knock it down in a half of

an hour.” To this the Colonel resolutely

responded, “Then we will lay down behind the

ruins and prevent them from landing.”

Having given Moultnie control of 300 state militia troops,
Lincoln asked his general to guard lus route of tetreat as he
attempred a poorly planned attack on Savannah. On
February 3, 1779, Moultrie engaged Brinish forees at Port
Royal Island just outside the town of Beaufore. There,
Moulerie’s troops defeared a Bninsh expeditionary force led
by Major Gardiner, which had been ordered to cut off
Lincoln’s retreat. Lincoln later expressed hus feeling of ela-
tion, “that Moultrie had handled the milina so effecevely
against the regulars” Had Moultrie’s umely victory been
stalled, Lincoln would have found himself in an untenable
position—trapped between British forces giving chase from
Savannah and Gardiner’s expeditionary regulars

Unable to 1ignore his hopes for regaiming a foothold in
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corgia, Maj. General Lincoln called the Black Swam
ounctl on April 19, 1779 to draw up plans for accor
lishing this objective. It was there that Lincoln decid
har hus next rarger would be Colonel Campbell’s force ' s

Augusta. Lincoln’s atrack on Augusta, though, proved o

ct another rash and ill-planned undertaking. He decid : i ralists
to split his forces to protect the passages berween Augusta, 3
Savannah and Charleston. For this purpese, he | s ston. His jeop-
Moultrie in command of 1,000 troops to defend the row
of Purysburg and the Black Swamp area. Lincoln suppo : 5 s 5
that by rthese measures, “the coastal region of Sout
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ABQOVE: “The Attack on Fort Moultrie, Sullivan’s Island, South
Carvlina, on June 28, 1774,” from Harpers Weekly, fune 26, 1858,

country, rhey did communicate, for copies exist of
Moulerie’s contace with John Rutledge, the governor of
Sourh Carolina and primary defender of Charleston with
his force of 3,000. Moultrie's descriprion of the retrear o
Charleston recorded in his Memoirs of the American
Revolution of North and South Carolina and Georgra best reveals
the confusion of the day. In a May 8, 1779 entry, he wrore:

At this time there never was a county in greater confision and

consternation; and it muy be easily accosnted for when five armies
seere marching through the southern parts of 1, at the same time,
and all for different purposes: nryself retreating us fast as possble to
et vo toun, the Brish arnty of 3000 men commanded by General
Prevost in purswit of me; General Lincoln with the American army
of 4000, marching with hasty strides to come np on the Brush,
Governor Rutledge from Orangeburgh, hastening to get to town lest
be get shut out; and Colonel Harrss, with a detachment of 250
Continentals, pushing on 1with all pessible dispatch to remforce me

Moulerie concluded thar, “in short, chere was nothing
bur a general confusion and alarm.”

Rutledge’s army reached Charleston on May 4 and pro-
ceeded to ready the rown for siege. Moultrie’s men, having
received reinforcement from Harnis' Continentals, entered
the gares five days later with General Prevost on cheir heels.
The Briush began the siege two days later, buc Lincoln suc-
cessfully lifted the sicge on May 14 when he arrived from
the south with his force of 4000 men. Lincoln then foreed
Prevost to split his forees and retreat to James Island and
Johns Island to the southwest of Charleston. Refusing o
endanger his troops, though, Lincoln was slow to attack
Prevost’s encampment; such indecision would prove disas-
trous as the summer of 1779 wore on.

Following his confused campaign against Augusta,
which resulted 1 che needless endangerment of
Charleston, Benjamin Lincoln wrote to General
Washingron to resign his posinion. He claimed char he was
suffering from depression. The Charleston press no doubrt
contributed to his state of mind by conunually questioning
his leadership abilities considering "the Briar Creck route,
the aboruve Augusta campaign, the subsequent loss of
Georgla, and [Prevost’s] actempt on Charleston.” His
understanding of local crcumstances also came under
attack, as he was far from his naoive land of New York, On
June 9, 1779, Moulerie replaced Lincoln, but confronted
with the task of heading the entire Souchern cause, the
South Caralina officer wished for Lincoln to continue in
his post. Perhaps Lincoln simply needed encouragement,
and now Moultrie came to his aide psychelogically, remind-
ing che Major General of hus successes and the South's need
of his abilities. He also reinforced Lincoln’s flagging self-
confidence in hus contentions o the press thar “the Major
General is a brave, acrive, and very vigilant officer.”

Finally, on June 20, 1779, Lincoln organized an artack on
Prevost's forces, part of which were stll camped at Stono
Ferry. He planned for Moulerie to command a diversionary
force of 800 men thar would draw Briush attention from
theiwr defense of Johns Island and eventually participate ina
pursuit of the rerreating British. Unfortunately, chis expe-
dition also failed, for Moulerie was not successful in divert-
ing Briush reinforcements or in assisung Lincoln's attack
on Stono Ferry. Legend has it thar Moultrie hosted a parry
in Charleston the eveming before the bactle, and missed che
morning tide while he bade farwell to his guests,
Regardless, the assault was a disaster, and Lincoln lost his
chance 1o destroy the Brinsh force, which the Brinsh Fleec
soon rescued from rhe coastal islands.

Following his failure, Lincoln devised another attack on
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“At this time there never was a country

in greater confusion and consternation;

and it may be easily accounted for when five

armies were marching through the

n

southern parts of it ....

the Georgla coast, this time concenrrating on Savannah.
Having learned his lesson ar Augusta, Lincoln left Moulerie
in command of a small regiment o defend Charleston,
Bolstered by a force of 4000 French troops led by Admiral
d’ Estaing, Lincoln resolutely marched his army co the gates
of Savannah, where Prevost again acted as his nemesis.
Moulerie later recalled Lincoln’s confidence, remembering
that “no one doubted bur thar we had nothing more to do
than march up to Savannah and demand a surrender.” At
Savannah Lincoln was deftly outfoxed by his British coun-
teepart. Prevost, acting on knowledge that reinforcements
were on the way, asked Lincoln for a day to decide whether
to surrender the aity to the revolutionaries. Lincoln agreed,
and during the might Prevost's reinforcements arrived. On
Ocrober 9, 1779, Lincoln and d'Estaing launched a series of
frontal assaults on the British lines, which resulted in a
costly defeat and Lincoln's eventual retreat to Charleston,
As the year 1779 drew to a close, the British forces, under
the command of Sir Henry Clinton, who had recenty
arrived from the war in New York, mounred a counterar-
tack on Charleston. In February 1780, Clinton, Earl
Cornwallis, and 8500 British and German troops arrived at
Charleston. Not wishing ro subject their armies to che
deplenion incurred by a direce ateack, the generals imple-
mented stege tactics. Finally, in mid-May, the order was
given to atrack the weakened revolutionary forces. Moultrie
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later deseribed the arullery fire of the mght of May 9,
declaring chac “ic appeared as if the scars were falling on che
carth.”

On May 12,
Moulrrie dubbed as “one of the grearest disasters suffered

by the Amercans during the whole war.” General Moultrnie

Charleston surrendered, an event whicl

surrendered with che rest of Charleston’s garrison, As a
prisener he learned from a Brinsh officer thac “Charleston
had made a gallant defense bur the town contained a great
many rascals who came out every mghe and gave Chnron
information concerning the garrison and 1ts dispositions.”

The Briush, on whom General Moultrie had exacred
great losses, recognized the importance of gaming such a
military figure, They made numerous atrempis to ger
Moulcrie to revoke lus revolutionary fervor, for they real-
ized thac if they could convinee lnm to change sides, they
would gain a masterful commander and descroy the morale
of other Southern revolunionaries

While other Parrior officers renounced ther revolution-
ary desires, Moultrie remained loyal to the American cause,
Despite numerous inducements from Charles Grenwlle
Montagu, former royal governor of South Carolina, 1o join
the Briush and go to Jamaica, Moultrie would not be
swayed, In response to Montagu's claim that he “could
quit [the Revolution] with honor and reputanon.”
Moultrie showed his character, responding by lecter while a
prisoner:

Youe call supon me and tell me [ have ‘a fair opening of quitting
that service with banar and reputation” to niyself by gomg with you
to Jamaica. Good God! Is it possible that such an idea could arise

ABOVE: Wm. Faden engraving of Charleston from the Bristol the day
after the British attack on Fort Sullivan. Note the Acteon in flames on
the right side of the image. From the collections of the South Carolina
Histerical Socicty.

RIGHT: Portrait of Gorernor William Moultrie, by Charles Fraser,
1802, Courtesy of The Walters Art Gallery, Baltimore,
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i the brease of a man with Honor? Would you wish to hare that
man swhom you bave honoved with your friendship to play the trar-
tor? Swrely not.

And again, in a subsequent letrer:

You say b_y quitting this country for a shore tome, T ought avord
disagreeable conversations, and might return at my oun lesure
and take possession of my estate for myself and for my fanuly; but
you have forgot to tell me how [ am to get rid of the foelings of an
ayured, honest beart, and where to hide niyself from myself. Conld
T be guddty of such bustness, I shonld hate nryself and shun mankmd

Despite cthe best efforts of Montagu and the Brinsh,
Moultrie remained loyal to the revolutionary cause and was
not released unl February 19, 1782, when he and others
were exchanged for Brinsh Major General John Burgoyne.
Shordy after his repatnanon, Moulerie was pro-
moted to the rank of Major General.

One can sce the beginnings of
Moulenie's social and political abili-
oes during his time spent as a
Brinsh prisoner. Not only did he
show grear character in his
rebukes to Briush offers, but
he also revealed his social
conscience in his disap-
proval of the Briush treat-
ment of prisoners. South
Carolina historian Yates
recognized
Moulerie as the much
needed “champion” for che
cause Of American Pl'iSOI'I-

Snowden

ers. Snowden clamed thar
ever since the “defear of
General Gates in Auguse 1780,
there 15 evidence to show that
considered the
American cause lost, and threw

the Britush . . .

their prisoners of war aboard prison
ships, crowded ro suffocation and
infected with the most virulent type of
smallpox.” While Moulerie did not experience

such conditions himself, there is evidence char his troops
were imprisoned on a British ship anchored in Charleston
harbor.

From the cime of his release to che war's end, Moultne
did litele, for the war in the South had nearly come 1o a
close, Upon hearing of the British evacuation of Charleston
on December 14, 1782, he later wrote in his Memoirs of the
“greac joy that was felr on this day by the citizens and the
soldiers.” Later, when he had more tdme to reminisce, he
recounted how “it was a proud day for me, and 1 fele myself
much clated ar seeing the balconies, the doors, and the win-
dows crowded wich patriotic fair, and the aged citizens and
others congratulating us on our return home, saying, ‘God
bless you gentlemen! You are welcome home, Gentlemen!”

Both cimizens and soldiers shed mutual tears of joy."

Like many of the Revolutionary war heroes, Moultre’s
leadershtp skills dominaced his life after che war. He busied
himself with political, soaial, and histonical concerns, He
was elected governor of South Carolina in 1785, Among
the accomplishments of his first term (1785-1787) were the
unification of the up and low counties “in a movement of
industrial, commercial, social, and educational properties”
and the establishment of Columbia as the state capiral.
This represented Moultrie’s ability to compromuse, for in
allowing the state capital to be located mm the nwenor,
Moulerie guaranteed “che rights of the people of the up-
counties to be provided with a judicial and governmental
center conventent to cthetr homes and interests generally.”

Moultrnie’s second cerm (1792-1794) was less successful,
for he encountered the difficulties posed by the insurgent
French Jacobeans and Edmund Gener. During his second
term, also, the cotton gin was introduced, forever

altering the essence of South Carolina agn-
culture,

As a historian, Moultrie provided

us with a first hand account of the

events of the Revolutionary arena

surrounding Charleston. His

Memows were published in

1802, and chey include not

only accurate accounts of

events bur alse insightful

commentary. For example,

Moulrrie charged Lincoln,

in lus move o arrack

Augusta, with committing

“an error of risking a coun-

try to save a town.” Three

years later, on September 27,

18035, William Moultrie died
of natural causes.
Willtam Moulerie was truly
an American hero. His allegiance
to his country throughour the war
was charactenistic of many typical
American revolutionaries, Furthermore,
he embodied the incorruprible soldier of
the American Revolunion in the Souch.
Following the example of President Washington, Moultrie
continued to perform dutiful allegiance to his nanon, shift-
ing from nuhtary to political affairs after the war, He read-
iy adapred the lessons learned as an officer of the
Revolunonary War to his dunes as governor of South
Carolina, recognizing the need for strong leadership in the
polinies of the newborn state governments.

Warren Garduer 11 a graduate student i history at the Umwersity of
Oregon. This essay wus runner-up i the North Callaban Historical Essay
Contest, sponsered by North Callahan, Professor Ewmeritns of History ae
New York University
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