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Slippery Hill Battlefield Site 
Grasonville vicinity 
Private 

1813 

The Battle of Slippery Hill was actually a very 
brief skirmish which occurred when a large force of 
British infantry advanced on and occupied Queenstown. 
It took place early in the norning of August 13, 1813 
along the main road fron Kent Narrows to Queenstown. 
A small troop of approximately 20 men were stationed 
just east of Grasonville, serving as an advance picket 
to watch the road. Faced with an advancing column 
of 2000 British infantry, the picket guard opened 
fire, repeated a second round and then retreated. 
The British force was thrown into confusion and had 
to fall back and regroup before resuming their march, 
which led on the following day to the occupation of 
Queenstown. 
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two artillery pieces with a com~any of 35, and 100 

cavalry. All of the m~n were fron Queen Anne's County, 

and had been stationed at uueenstown in anticipation of 

British incursions to the ~ainland. 

In an atte~nt to neutralize this militia, the 

British co~~and deternined to send a large force to 

Queenstown in ho~es of capturing the militia by 

surDrise, believing they could be taken without 

bloodshed. The attack was planned in two parts, with 

a large force of infantry narching directly on the town 

from Kent Narrows, while a second grou~ was tiansoorted 

by barge to a ~oint on the Ch~ster River above Queenstown. 

-This would cut off the militia fro~ the rear, and 

leave then little choice excent surrender. The attack 

was to hegin early on the raorning of August 13, 1013. 

The American officers were clearly aware of the 

rather pr~carious ryosition th~y were in, and had 

aDparcntly Qade so~e nreDarations for an attack by water 

as well as by land. Lt. Colonel Wright was ill, and 

Major William H. Nicholson was in co~Qand during his 

absence. On August 12, Major Nicholson ordered two 

co~panies, nu~bcring 62 men, to reconnoitFr Piney neck, 

a long peninsula to the south of Queenstown. This was 
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directly across fron Kent I~land and was a logical 

point for the British to land troors for an assault 

on Queenstown. In addition to this advance group, a 

picket was stationed on the main road to Kent Narrows, 

about two miles west of Queenstown. It was this 

advance ?icket that first detected and engaged the 

British force. 

It is fortunate that a number of first-hand 

accounts of this engagement hove been preserved. 

Major ThoMas E~ory, in coCTnand of the American cavalry 

unit, reported the events in two senerate letters 

published in the Easton Star in the days following. 

A- longer and more detailed account nay be found in 

the report of Major Nicholson. Of particular interest 

is a report by a British officer, who described the 

reaction of the British colu~n at Slippery Hill, and 

surn~arized the subsequent occupation of Queenstown.Cl) 

Because of the thoroughness of Major Nicholson's 

report, a lengthy excerpt is included here, describing 

the engagement and forced withdrawal: 

••• In the course of the afternoon of th~ 12th, 

a variety of circumstances combined to induce 

me to believe that I should be attacked the 
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next morning, and that chiefly, if not 

altogether on the land side, I therefore took 

my officers separately and pointed out to 

each of them the positions their rnen were to 

occupy on the land side, in the event of an 

attack by land, and the sane if attacked by 

water. We were unaninously of opinion, that 

the posts selected were of such strPngth, as 

to enable us to do great execution to a much 

larger force than our own; and against any

thing like an equal force, we felt confid~nt 

of success - Against an a~tack fro~ 2 or 3 

points, I felt the insufficiency of my force 

to provide, and did not attempt it - Having 

dispatched Adjutant Tilgh~an, and one or two 

officers into the neck, about 11 o'clock, 

and haying finished visiting ny guards about 

~ past 12, I retired to my roo~ - At ~ past 

1 o'clock, the Adjutant returned from 

reconnoitering, without having gained any 

inform~tion of the enemy's intentions - At 

10 Minutes before 3 o'clock of the 13th· 

I was aroused by the auick approach of horsemen, 
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and found them to be my c~valry videts of 

the out posts, with the intelligence that the 

cne~y.was approaching in great force on the 

main road from Kent Narrows to Queen's Town -

I immediately called UD ny officers, and at 

15 Minutes nast 3, my force paraded in order 

of battle, with the exce~tion of the Cavalry -

The want of acconodations for the men~d 

horses, com?elled me to quarter them about l~ 

miles from the village - but this occasioned 

no delay; for in the course of 10 or 15 ninutes 

Major E~ory, in person, (much to the honor 

of that body) reported his Cavalry as forMed 

on the ground I had directed, and ready for 

an action - A few minutes only had elansed, 

when an express arrived to me fro~ Captains 

Hobbs and Taylor, with the information that 

the enemy was advancing in such force, as to 

make it impossible that I could oppose the~ 

with mine; and that they ex~ected to effect a 

safe retreat - This inteiligPnce created great 

anxiety for the fate of ny ?icouet guard, 

.which was stationed about 2 miles in advance of 

Queen's Town, on the road by which the enemy 
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was apprortching - I i~~ediately mounted my 

horse, and pressed forward towards my picquet

When I had advanced within ~ a mile of the 

post, the firing conraenced between them and 

the enemy- and the vollies of musquetry left 

me without hope that an individual of them was 

alive- I retu~ned iMraediately to my main 

body, and found thera at their ~osts, all 

cheerful and anxious for the onset of the 

eneny, notwithstanding hi~ nu:nbers- a fresh 

volley of rnus~uetry created feelings which I 

can never forget, it assured me that MY 

picquet was not annihilated as I supposed, 

but {to their imnortal honor) that they had 

abused ~y orders of the night before, rallied, 

and a second tine attacked the enemy~ I 

instantly sent the Adjutant on to meet them, 

and they arrived safe at our line, about 400 

yards in advance of the enemy without the 

loss of a nan, and only one very slightly 

wounded If anything I could s~y, would add 

to the renutation of those gentlenen, how 

freely would I say it. In giving th~ir 
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names to the public, I do all that I cnn; 

It shall be known, that a picouet guard 

comoosed of the following gentlemen, stood 

firm at their posts, received the attack, 

and returned the fire of a column of British 

troops 2000 0trong, su~~orted by 4 field 

pieces, retreated, forned again, and gave 

the enemy their second fire. 

Picket Guard - Capts. Ja~es Massey, J. H. 

Nicholson, Jr. 

Privates - James D. Emory, Solomon E. Wright, 

James Chairs, Sarnuel Green, W. Seward 

(slightly wounded), Tho~as DeRoachbroome, 

Jereniah Vincent, Peter Ross, Sanuel Mccosh, 

John Green, Dennis Sullivan, John Hassett, 

Jnmes,Jackson, Jacob Price, John Dodd, 

Thonas Cox, Willian Enerson, Archibald Roe. 

About 4 o'clock, ~y cavalry videts, 

stationed on Chester river came·in, bringing 

the painful intelligence that a large nu~ber 

of barges were entering Queen's Town creek. 
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In a few minut~s ~fter a signal rocket from 

the barges told me the news too true; at the 

same moMent, one of ny guards stationed on 

the creek came with the information that they 

had formed their line across the mouth of 

Queen's Town Creek. The signal rocket was 

answered from the land side, and I instantly 

called in all ray guard exce~t three, out of 

twenty, stationed at Mr. Hall's landing on 

the creek, who I left for t~e purnose of 

conveying intelligence to ~e of the enemy's 

a?proach: for I was fir~ly resolved to engage 

the enemy in My front, if it could be done 

without subjecting the force I comnanded to 

certain ca~ture. I had sent Major Blake to 

take a view of the eneny on the water, who 

returned with the information that they h~d 

!anded and that he was fired on by then. 

The force in ~y front was about 150 yards 

from us, and was plainly seen from both my 

left and right flanks. In this situation, I 

concluded, that nothing but a silent retreat 

could effect my esca~e this I ordered, and 
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dispatched the surgeon of the reginent to 

major Enory of the cavalry with the order; 

but for some Misconception of the surgeon., Major 

Emory did not consider the order as official; 

and, of course, did not commence his retreat 

with that promptness of movement, for which 

his coMinand is remarkable. I discovered the 

delay, and as soon as possible sent on the 

adjutant, with orders for the cavalry to 

press their retreat; this was done under a 

heavy fire of rockets, round, and grape 

shot, ecually u~on the cavalry, infantry, 

and artillery, from the enemy's land force, 

and from a fire of rockets, round and grane 

shot, upon the infantry and artillery, fro~ 

the force on the water side. There was no 

confusion among any of the troops; all 

retreated in perfect order, and the column was 

we fl forr:u=•d (for militia) during the Hhole 

retreat; indeed it became absolutely necessary 

to qive a ~ositive order to quicken their 

pace before I could effect it •• ;The hAad of 

the colu~n having reached the an~ointed place 
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of rendevous, about one and a half miles from 

the town, I was riding very leizurely along 

in the rear with the adjutant, and had just 

ordered him to ride forward and halt the column, 

when information was sent to me, by a person 

who had been on the water's edge during the 

whole time, that the enemy were landing a 

large force fron twenty barges on a point 

of Mr. Wright's. I was well aware, ~hat the 

.landing a force at that ~lace could have no 

other object in view, but the intercepting 

ny retreat, and I instant~y ordered the 

head of the column to advance and continue 

the retreat to this place, where every Man 

arrived in safety •. The firing of ny picauet 

guards killed two of the enemy, and wounded 

five; .and their commander in chief Sir, Sidney 

Beckwith, had his horse killed. The deserters, 

who were with the land force, state their 

numbers to have been, one company of marine 

artillery (4 pieces) 100 strong; the 102d 

regiment of foot, 300 strong; 2 battallions 

of Marines 1600, and one rocket company 50 
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strong. This was the force in my front to 

which I had determin~d to give battle, but the 

appearance of the enemy Clttacking ny rear, 

conpelled ne to give u~ my intention. His 

number by water not known; but was contained 

in 45 barges, and by those who had the best 

opportunity of ex~ressing, is stated to have 

been a least 1350. It affords ~e g~eat 

pleasure to add that ca9tains Hobbs and Taylor 

made good their retreat across Wye river in 

batteaws and canoes; and the troopers who 

were under their com~and effected theirs by 

. . th . h ( 2 ) swiming eir orses across ••• 

In his closing statenent, Major Nicholson felt 

compelled to justify his withdrawal, and requested a 

Board of Inquiry to deternine whether his actions 

were correct. Evidently his actions were not questioned, 

however, and in view of both the size and deployment 

of the British forces he was l~ft with no other reasona~le 

alternative. 

The British account of the nffair is provided 

by a Cantain Robertson, one of the officers on the 
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expedition: 

••• Kent Island, se?arated fron the mainland 

shore by a narrow strait, next became an 

object. After the attack on HaMpton, Va., 

Napier landing there with his own regiment 

and the ~arine artillery narch0d across the 

island and sPized the Fort of Kent Narrows. 

Beckwith followed with the nain body, and the 

whole were hutted in the woods. This was an 

aimless enterprise of some militia encam~ed at 

Queen's Town, seven miles. off. For this, one 

battalion of marines with artillery was 

embarked in the night, to land high up in 

the bay and take their can~ in reverse. The 

remainder of the troo~s, with two guns, were 

to pass the ferry at midnight and march 

straight against the town, guided by Ca9tain 

Robertson, who had got ac0uainted with the 

road by going in with a flag of truce. This 

combination failP.d entirely; the boats 

with the dctach~ent nissed the landing -~oint, 

And returned, and the officer with the 
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advanced guard disob~yed Napier's orders, 

which were calculated to capture the American 

out-~ost without a shot being fired. He had 

coMe suddenly upon an A~erican vidette, and 

irresolutely suffered him to fire and gallop 

off. The vidette was followed by the pic0uet, 

which would otherwise have been surprised, 

and the Engli~h officer, in a disgracefully 

inca~able state, ordered his ~en to fire, 

throwing hinself on the ground; then the 

whole advanced guard co~menced firing, which 

brought u~ Beckwith and N~pier at a gallop 

to ascertain the cause. This done they 

ordered C~ntain Robertson to take con~and, 

and stop the firin~, while they went to 

restore ord~r in the rear; but the ~ischief 

had alreildy s,re~d there; for the men, seeing 

the road suddenly lighted u~ by the firing 

in the front, while the reverberating sounds 

seeMed to snread around then, were panic

stricken, and in colunn as they·were, 

fired right and lrft, shooting each other. 

Beckwith ordered thP band to nlay, and 
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resuned the march, but at every turn the 

American patriots fired, and the panic 

returned. Then a fresh co~pany was nushed 

in front, and Beckwith and Napier took the 

advance. Beckwith's horse was shot, and 

Na9ier was then dangerously ~xposed, as 

the only ~ounted man. Cautain Robertson 

earnestly entreated him to aliqht, calling 

to his recollection what had hapnened at 

the battle of Busaco; he, howev~r, refused, 

saying "the ~tn.te of the troons would not 

allow of care for himself". At dawn 

Queenstown was reached, and a hundred 

American horsemen, were seen half a Mile 

to the left, but being nlied by Captain 

Robertson with some shots and rockets, 

fled; .their infantry had previously gone 

off with two field ~uns. The enemy's 

ca11tain of artillery (Capt. Gust<lvus Hright), 

who thus retired, had been a few days before 

-
received with a flag of truce, and on th<lt 

occasion invited the British to fight, 

going so far as to offer single combat to 
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Captain Robertson; he now fled without 

firing a shot, though he night have used 

his guns effectually and safely, being 

QA-362 

beyond musauetry, and Beckwith had no 

cavalry. The projects of Sir J. Harren at 

whose entire disposal Beckwith and his troops 

were placed, were now exhausted, and he 

had done nothing. <
3 > 

The British occunied QuP.en~town, and although 

acts of vandalisn were reported, particularly ~t 

Bowlingly, the town t·ias sDared. the destruction 

·s-uffered in other locales. Soon after this skirmish, 

the British abandoned Kent I~land, and by late August 

they had withdrawn from the U?per Chesapeake. 

The engagements fought at Queenstown and at 

St. Michaels were relatively minor in the overall 

defense of the Bay, but were apparently contributing 

factors in the British decision to curtail their 

operations. The fleet was sent to Halifax, apparently 

to escape the August heat and an outbreak of fever, 

and no further trouble occurred in Quern Anne's 

County. <4
> 
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Footnotes 

(1) Excerpts of all four documents may be found in 

Emory, UuPen Anne's County, Hi1ryl<md, p. 430-36. 

Transcribed copies of the two letters fro~ Major 

Emory and the ~eport of Major Nicholson were made 

available by Dr. Harry C. Rhodes of uueenstown. 

(2) Letter of Major William H. Nicholson to Lt. Col. 

Tho~as Wright, dated Centreville, 16 August 1813. 

Several differenceA are to be found betweRn the 

excerpts published in E~ory and the conplete 

transcribed copies. In particular, there are 

several disagreements in the nanes of soldiers 

involved at Slipoery Hil~. The account included 

here i~ taken frorn Dr. Rhodes' transcri!'t• 

(3) Published in The Life of GPnRral Sir Charles James 

Nanier by Lieut. General Sir W. Nanier, K. C. B., 

Vol. -1, )'">ages 215-216. 

(4) See Mahon, John K. ThP War of 1812 Gainesville, 

1972. p. 21. 
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