THE BATTLE OF THE RICEBOATS:
BRITISH VIEWS OF GEORGIA'S FIRST BATTLE OF THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION

By Robert S. Davis, Jr., Jasper, Georgia

In no other southern colony did the American Revolution become
armed rebellion as suddenly and dramatically as in Georgia. In mid-
January 1776, a British fleet of warships, with various transports and
carrying 390 sailors and 200 marines and light infantrymen, assembled at
the mouth of the Savannah River. Under the overall command of Captain
Andrew Barkley, this naval force had come to Georgia to obtain provisions
for the British army in Boston. Georgia's rebels had replaced the
province's colonial government with their own Provincial Congress and
Council of Safety, had finally joined the other rebelling colonies in
adopting the Continental Association, and would soon place the royal
governor under arrest. However, until the arrival of these British ships,
their rebellion had been little more than politics, propaganda, and the
persecution of open British smypathizers. The real fighting had been in
far off Massachusetts and Canada.

Barkley, however, did not originally intend to use force to obtain
the provisions and offered to buy the supplies. When Georgia's rebels
refused, he patiently waited until March 1, when the Continental
Association was to expire, in hopes that the ban the Association placed on
trade with the British would then be disregarded long encugh to allow him
to buy the some 3,000 barrels of rice he had come to obtain,

The Georgia Whigs were facing a crisis. They readily believed the
speculation of their royal governor, Sir James Wright, that the British
fleets had orders to punish rebellious colonists and would attack Savarmah
if not allowed to purchase provisions. However, if the supplies were
sold to Barkley, Georgia would jeopardize the union between the province
and the other revolting colonies. At the eleventh hour, the Georgia
Council of Safety voted to prohibit the sale of goods to the British, with
or without the Continental Association. The Council also ordered Savannah
to be defended and, if necessary, burned down to prevent the town's
capture.

Savannah's defenders were a mixed command. They consisted of the
twenty to thirty men that had been enlisted so far in Colonel Lachlan
McIntosh's newly authorized Georgia Continental Battalion; 300 to 400
Georgia militiamen, including a high percentage of "crackers" or
frontiersmen; 153 South Carolina troops ynder Major John Bourguin; and
eventually, a company of Creek Indians.  How the latter came to be
fighting beside men against whom they had so often been at the verge of
war has been a minor mystery. A newspaper article in a contemporary
British periodical, however, provides an explanation of how this odd
alliance came about:

New York, July 4 [1776]
Extract of a letter from Charlestown

By a remarkable providence the Creek Indians
have engaged in our favour. A party of men [Barkley's
command] came to Georgia, expecting by favour of the
Tories, to make that a provision colony. At that very
period, a few head men of that nation [the Creeks]
happened to be at Mr. Bryants [sic, Jonathan Bryan's]
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to warn him of the danger of an Indian war. At this
moment, he being absent his house was attacked by some
of the enemy who had got up the river Savannah. The
Savages finding that in the absence of their old friend,
their house was assaulted, they defended it; and one
of the Chiefs, the only man wounded, in the thigh. This
so enraged them that they sent off a rumner, who in a
few days brought down 500, who have since Eilled several
men of the fleet who had landed for water.

On March 2, Barkley, realizing that the Georgians were not going to
sell him provisions, prepared to seize a fleet of merchant ships, loaded
with rice, in Savannah harbor. The "harbor" was actually the chamel of
the Savannah River between the town and Hutchinson Island. The ships, or
riceboats, were moored on the island side of the harbor. Because the
Americans had blocked the south end of the channel, Barkley ordered his
smaller vessels up the river, behind the island, and into the north end of
the harbor. As his vessels passed Hutchinson Island, troops landed to
cross the island and seize the riceboats.

The American forces in Savannah were busy defending the town--in
fact, they were defending the town too well. McIntosh, who had assumed
command of the defenders, had stationed his men to protect Savannah from
the expected British attack and took no action to defend or render
immovable the riceboats until after Barkley's men on Hutchinson Island had
already seized most of the vessels. A heated skirmish ensued between the
Americans in Savannah and the British in the river and on the island.
McIntosh's command eventually succeeded in setting afire some of the
riceboats and in driving the British from Hutchinson Island, although
Barkley's fleet withdrew with at least ten of the merchant vessels,
carrying some 1,600 barrels of rice. The British ships remained near the
mouth of the Savannah River, with their marines skirmishing on the shore
with the militigmen and Indians until March 31, when most of the fleet set
out for Boston.

The Battle of the Riceboats, as this conflict has come to be known,
was important for the American cause in Georgia. When facing what they
believed were the alternatives of abandoning their alliance with the other
colonies or risking the destruction of Savarmah, Georgia's rebels stood
their ground. Not only had they refused under any circumstances to sell
goods to the British warships, but with force of arms had limited the
amount of rice Barkley seized to little more than half of what he had
intended to take. When the fighting was over, Georgia Whigs claimed that
they had successfully defended Savarnah against British attack. Although
this claim was a gross exaggeration, anything except a total defeat by
Barkley's forces was of use to the colony's rebels as propaganda. The men
who came to Savannah's defense in 1776 gave promise for Georgia's future
military affairs, South Carolina had contributed the first of the
thousands of soldiers that would be sent to Georgia's aid from other
colonies. The Georgia frontiersmen, whose support of the American cause
had been questioned, served well in Savannah in 1776. Although the Creeks
would never again fight beside the rebels, their service in the Battle of
the Riceboats gave hope, at that time, for future good relations with the
Indians.

Research into this episode of Georgia history has been limited by a
lack of source material. Most of what is known of the actual fighting,
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for example, is found in the account or accountslL of William Ewen,
president of the Council of Safety, and Lachlan McIntosh. British
narratives of this campaign have been particularly scarce.

However, some British accounts of the Battle of the Riceboats, both
pro-British and pro-American, have been discovered in the contemporary
newspapers of Newcastle-on-Tyne. How the press of that English city was
able to obtain information on the events in far off Georgia was a quirk of
fate. Immediately prior to the conflict at Savannah, Georgia's most
famous colonial vessel, the Georpia Packet, moored with the other merchant
vessels at Hutghinson Island. The ship's passengers were sea captain
William Manson® and about a hundred indentured servants from England and
Scotland. He and his servants had come to Georgia to build a plantation
in the Ceded Lands, on the province's northwest frontier. Manson's
financial backers lived in Newcastle and they were kept informed of the
events in Georgia by Manson and others aboard the Georgia Packet. These
letters were sometim?s published in the pro-American Newcastle Journal and
General Advertiser’ and the apparently anti-American Newcastle Courant,
especially if the letters supported each paper's respective view of the
rebellion in America.

The articles on the Battle of the Riceboats that appeared in the
surviving Newscastle newspapers of the Newcastle Central Library are
reproduced here with the permission of the Library. In these accounts,
British bystanders recorded their differing perceptions of the "strange
revolution” in Georgia.

Newcastle Journal and General Advertiser, 17
February 1776, (p.1):
London, February 7-8

The Polly Raynes, which arrived in the
Downs from Georgia came over in ballast, & has
brought the greatest quantity of letters of any
ship at one time, together with some newspapers
of the 18th December. She is the last ship that
is to come from that place, the port being quite
shut up.

Ibid. (p.2):
Extract of a letter from Georgia, October 7, 1775
"The flame of war is now burst forth, and
wraps the western world in a blaze. Everything
wears the face of most determined resolution;
the cry of young and old is liberty or death;
the peal of war is sounded forth; our levies are
beginning to embody, & will soog be completed to
the amount of 8000 efficient men” all mustered to
war, & as well disciplined troops as any in
Europe. This is the quota imposed on us by the
continental congress." Extract of a letter from
Capt. Manson of the Georgia Packet who sailed
from hence on September last.

Savarnnah December 16, 1775
"We arrived safe here on the 12th inst, after a
long passage of 82 days from the Orkneys. In the
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fore part of the voyage the small pox broke out
amongst us, and carried off four children, but as
all appearance of the infection ceased seven
weeks before we had arrived, we were excused from
performing quaranteen. Three children likely to
live were born in the passage. On affirming we
had no goods on board but for plantation use we
were permitted to land our stores and will be
allowed to pass peaceably to our plantation in
the back settlements 200 miles up the country.
The 'Marlboro' belonging to Mr. Brown® of Whitby
from the Orkneys with emigrants arrived here 5
weeks before us and having brought some coals for
sale, was obliged by the committee of safety to
throw them overboard before she could enter. The
congress have shut the ports of Georgia against
all exportation from this day to the first of
March next, but with permission for such ships as
have entered and cleared outwards before to
complete their loading. We accordingly cleared
outwards yesterday for London and took in 6
barrels of rice by way of beginning at 3 per ton,
which is very(ohigh freight, owing to so few ships
being here."

Ibid. 11 May 1776 (p.2):

A vessel is arrived at Bristol from
Savannah in Georgia, which she left about the
middle of March last & brings advices, of which
the following is the substance:

"That the transpprts with marines on
board, which General Howe'' sent there for rice &
other provisions, arrived; that the people would
not permit them to be furnished with a single
article; in consequence the marines attempted to
land in their boats, with a design to carry off
some vessels that were lying in the harbour
loaded; but meeting a very severe attack, were
compelled to make a precipitate retreat to their
transports upon which the loac?ﬁd ships (which
belonged to suspicious persons) “ were instantly
destroy by fire. One was called the
Inverness ~ & valued at L 60,000 sterling. The
vessel which brought this intelligence to
Bristol, has brought away 20 barrels of rice.
She unexpectedly got out of the harbour in the

night,"

Ibid., 18 May 1776(p.1):

Letters from Georgia, by Georgia Packet,
Capt. [blank] who arrived on tuesday at Dover,
from Georgia, brings a confirmation of the
strange revolution in that colony since they have
heard of the hiring of foreign troops to assist
in bringing the Americans to submit to the
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arbitrary mandates of the British ministry; that
that circumstance has more exasperated them than
all their proceedings before; and they have as
thoughts none but of throwing off the dependence
on the mother country.

Ibid. (p.2):

Governor Wright, of Georgia, has takqa
refuge on board the Scarborough man of war.
There were 7 ships burnt at Savammah not 5, as
mentioned in som?sof the papers. General Howe
sent Major Grant ~ & Capt. Maitland, with 4
transports and 200 marines to get provisions.
The Carolinians hearirllg of it, sent 500 men to
assist the Georgians. A battery was erected
which fired smartly upon the transpoyts as soon
as they arrived in Savannah harbour. Finding
they could not land, they came round our island
in the night to get provisions from them; but
the Georgia militia who were assembled, & the
Carolinians, kept a continuous fire upon them &
at length bunizgd the ships, so they were entirely
disappointed.

Ibid. (p.2):

Newcastle

Extract of a letter from the second mate of the
Georgia packet, dat(-fg, Dover, May 6, 1776, to a
gentleman at Shields.

"We yesterday arrived here in ballast from
Savannah in Georgia. The day before we sailed
some of His Majesty's ships & transports with
troops entered the harbour, where the rebels,
guessing we were about to depart, demanded our
sails & running rigging to be immediately sent on
shore, fortunately for us, some of the King's
troops came on board, & when the rebels finding
us not inclined to comply with their demands,
came to take them by force a skirmish ensued,
wherein [a] few of th.ﬁﬂ were taken prisoners, &
seven killed & wounded; " on this they retreated,
but we had two engagements more with them before
we got out of the harbour, without any loss on
our side, except our boat; which they made
capture of - before this happened we were
chartered for rice & had part of our cargo on
board which the men of war took, put on board the
transports for Boston."

"Mr. William Manson and his people were
all in good health, and .in the interior parts of
the country in February last, since then no
intelligence but we expect the commotions of the
province would not extend to them. All the
inhabitants of Savannah who wished the prosperity
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of old England, retired into the country and left
the rebels in possession of the town."

Newcastle Courant, 8 June 1776 (p.4):

A gentleman lately arrived from Savannah,
in Georgia brings the following intelligence: -
That on the day the merchantmen in the river,
with a few marines on board, as mentioned in a
former paper, had had a skirmish with the
provincials about delivering up their sails, the
latter observing the ships were preparing to go
up the river, erected a battery of 5 guns upon a
bluff a little above where the s&{lps lay, to play
upon them in their passage up, while another
party set fire to two vessels that lay nearest
the town that they might drive up with the flood,
and come upon the otheﬁzships before they floated
to set them on fire; but this design proved
abortive for those they fired drew more water
than the rest & on being setzgdrift struck before
they came near the others. They then got all
underway, a ship from Whitby of four guns, four
pounders, leading the van; the rest had no guns
or small arms on board. When they came opposite
the bluff, where about 500 crackers (men who
lived principally on what they shoot in the
woods) who compose t éflower of the provincial
army, were assembled,”’ they began to fire upon
them with muskets & from the battery, but without
any effect: meantime the fire was returned by
the first ship, & the second shot razing the top
of the bluff, made a line through the crackers,
and did great ﬁ:ecution, which immediately put
them to flight,”” except six or seven that stayed
by the guns. The vessels they sent round a small
island, contrary to the expectation of the
provincials, and got safe to the men of war in
Cockspur road. When they were there a party of
marines went on shore to cut wood and one of them
straggling from the rest was surprised by some
crackers who laid one of his legg across a block
and chopt it off with an axe: a proof that
their mercy & clemency is not, in every instance
exaggerated by their good friends on this side of
the water! However, to do them justice, it must
be acknowledged that several parties of them had
opportunities of destroying the people on board
the unarmed ships as they passed down by the
shore in different places, but did not fire upon
them--several provincial officers left their
respective corps and entered on board the men of
war soon as they had opportunity, which plainly
shows they were not to so unanimous as they
appeared to be, and that many for their present
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safety espouse their cause only till they can
with propriety avow their real sentiments.

Ibid. 22 June 1776 (p.3):

The Mississippi Packet, Capt. ChamE7rs,
brings an account that Commodore Berkeley”' in
the Scarborough, with three other ships of war,
surprised Georgia in the night, & seized 20
vessels, 12 of which laden with rice were
immediately sent to General Howe & a few were
burned. There are seven more men of war arrived
there from England.

Ibid., 6 July 1776 (p.3):

Several families are come in the Unity,
Capt. Wardell, from Georgia, to settle in England
till peace be restored to that colony. The
following gentleman came passengers in here:
John Graham, Esq. & family, Sir P. H on, Mr.
Simpson, Mr. Murray & the chief justice.

Ibid., 20 July 1776 (p. 3):

London, July 12

Letters from the Live Oak, Woodhouse, arrived in
the river from Pensacola gives an account that
the inhabitants of Georgia are heartily tired of
the oppressions of the Congress, and many of them
wish for nothing more than the arrival of the
King's troops to relieve them from their
arbitrary proceedings. She brought a number of
families.

Ibid., 3 August 1776 (p. 3):

One of the passengers in the Unity,
Wardell, from Georgia, mentions, that a person
lately appointed one of the Treasurers by the new
constitution of that province being found
deficient in his accounts 13,000 declared on
his examination before their provincial congress,
that a party of men, with guns and bayonets
(provincial soldiers) in the night entered his
Eou§§ by force and took the said 13,000 from

im.

Ibid., 17 August 1776 (p.3):

Saturday, August 17, 1776. Mr. J. Morrison of
Birtley White House has favoured us with the
following letter %hich he had received from his
friend in America.3

17



Friendsborough.| March 22, 1776

Dear Sir, 42
Since my last lgster which I wrote to
you from Wrightsboro' the country has been
under almost perpetual alarms; several ships of
war have been occasionally at Savamah wanting
provisions but which the congress refused to
supply them with for money: they accordingly
took what came in their way upon the islands,
near the mouth of the river but have not yet
attempted any violence upon the town. About a
month ago the governor (who had been made
prisoner in his own house by order of the
congress, some time before) withdrew on board one
of the king's ships where he still continues,

Soon after he withdrew an armed tender was
sent up the north channel of the river (which
forms an island about 4 miles long opposite the
town) to reconnoitre; upon her making a feint of
landing a skirmish ensued in which a gentleman's
house wag, battered down and two or three men
wounded. All the women, children and wvaluable
effects are removed from Savannah which is filled
with armed men, who live there in the true
Liberty Stile, breaking into stores and knocking
in the heads of the rum punches etc. During the
skirmish with the tender the provincials set fire
to four ships which were lying at the town warf,
& the fire communicated to two or three more, who
were all totally consumed. The cargo of one of
these, the Invernegs, was worth L20,000. Mr.
McLean of Augusta”” and 53 hogsheads of skins
shipped on board worth L6,000.

The people up here are much afraid lest
government should set the Indians upon the
frontiers; but I hope not as most of the people
hereabout§6are well affected in their hearts to
government™ & are heartily sick of anarchy.

They are all greatly distressed by the
blocking up of the port, which they did igqeed
themselves before the King's ships came, I
believe almost all the people in the southern
colonies wish for a reconciliation but the New
Englanders are staunch for independence, T will
write you again soon and in the meantime and
always 1 am dear Sir etec.
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