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“like a  sea of blood”  
louis i ana,  january  18 15

A Kentucky Soldier’s Account  
of the Battle of New Orleans

The Battle of New Orleans was the most lopsided of the war. Paken-
ham was one of some two thousand British casualties on the day, 
against perhaps seventy total for the Americans. “[T]he vast disparity 
of loss,” observed the National Intelligencer, “would stagger credulity 
itself, were it not confirmed by a whole army of witnesses.” One of 
those witnesses was the anonymous Kentucky rifleman who left this 
account, first published by the Louisiana Historical Society in 1926.

Col. Smiley, from Bardstown, was the first one who gave us 
orders to fire from our part of the line; and then, I reckon, 
there was a pretty considerable noise. There were also brass 
pieces on our right, the noisest kind of varmints, that began 
blaring away as hard as they could, while the heavy iron can-
non, toward the river, and some thousands of small arms, 
joined in the chorus and made the ground shake under our 
feet. Directly after the firing began, Capt. Patterson, I think he 
was from Knox County, Kentucky, but an Irishman born, came 
running along. He jumped upon the brestwork and stooping a 
moment to look through the darkness as well as he could, he 
shouted with a broad North of Ireland brogue, “shoot low, 
boys! shoot low! rake them—rake them! They’re comin’ on 
their all fours!”

The official report said that the action lasted two hours and 
five minutes, but it did not seem half that length of time to me. 
It was so dark that little could be seen, until just about the 
time the battle ceased. The morning had dawned to be sure, 
but the smoke was so thick that every thing seemed to be 
covered up in it. Our men did not seem to apprehend any 
danger, but would load and fire as fast as they could, talking, 
swearing, and joking all the time. All ranks and sections were 
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soon broken up. After the first shot, every one loaded and 
banged away on his own hook. Henry Spillman did not load 
and fire quite so often as some of the rest, but every time he 
did fire he would go up to the brestwork, look over until he 
could see something to shoot at, and then take deliberate aim 
and crack away. Lieut. Ashby was as busy as a nailor and it was 
evident that, the River Raisin was uppermost in his mind all 
the time. He kept dashing about and every now and then he 
would call out, with an oath, “We’ll pay you now for the River 
Raisin! We’ll give you something to remember the River Rai-
sin!” When the British had come up to the opposite side of the 
brestwork, having no gun, he picked up an empty barrel and 
flung it at them. Then finding an iron bar, he jumped up on 
the works and hove that at them.

At one time I noticed, a little on our right, a curious kind of 
a chap named Ambrose Odd, one of Captain Higdon’s com-
pany, and known among the men by the nickname of “Sukey,” 
standing cooly on the top of the brestworks and peering into 
the darkness for something to shoot at. The balls were whis-
tling around him and over our heads, as thick as hail, and Col. 
Slaughter coming along, ordered him to come down. The 
Colonel told him there was policy in war, and that he was 
exposing himself too much. Sukey turned around, holding up 
the flap of his old broad brimmed hat with one hand, to see 
who was speaking to him, and replied: “Oh! never mind 
Colonel—here’s Sukey—I don’t want to waste my powder, 
and I’d like to know how I can shoot until I see something?” 
Pretty soon after, Sukey got his eye on a red coat, and, no 
doubt, made a hole through it, for he took deliberate aim, 
fired and then coolly came down to load again.

During the action, a number of the Tennessee men got 
mixed with ours. One of them was killed about five or six yards 
from where I stood. I did not know his name. A ball passed 
through his head and he fell against Ensign Weller. I always 
thought, as did many others who were standing near, that he 
must have been accidentally shot by some of our own men. 
From the range of the British balls, they could hardly have 
passed over the brestwork without passing over our heads, 
unless we were standing very close to the works, which were a 
little over brest high, and five or six feet wide on the top. This 
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man was standing a little back and rather behind Weller. After 
the battle, I could not see that any of the balls had struck the 
oak tree lower than ten or twelve feet from the ground. Above 
that height it was thickly peppered. This was the only man 
killed near where I was stationed.

It was near the close of the firing. About the time that I 
observed three or four men carrying his body away or directly 
after, there was a white flag raised on the opposite side of the 
brestwork and the firing ceased.

The white flag, before mentioned, was raised about ten or 
twelve feet from where I stood, close to the brestwork and a 
little to the right. It was a white handkerchief, or something of 
the kind, on a sword or stick. It was waved several times, and 
as soon as it was perceived, we ceased firing. Just then the wind 
got up a little and blew the smoke off, so that we could see the 
field. It then appeared that the flag had been raised by a British 
Officer wearing epaulets. It was told he was a Major. He 
stepped over the brestwork and came into our lines. Among 
the Tennesseeans who had got mixed with us during the fight, 
there was a little fellow whose name I do not know; but he was 
a cadaverous looking chap and went by that of Paleface. As the 
British Officer came in, Paleface demanded his sword. He 
hesitated about giving it to him, probably thinking it was de-
rogatory to his dignity, to surrender to a private all over be-
grimed with dust and powder and that some Officer should 
show him the courtesy to receive it. Just at that moment, Col. 
Smiley came up and cried, with a harsh oath, “Give it up—give 
it up to him in a minute!” The British Officer quickly handed 
his weapon to Paleface, holding it in both hands and making a 
very polite bow.

A good many others came in just about the same time. 
Among them I noticed a very neatly dressed young man, 
standing on the edge of the brestwork, and offering his hand, 
as if for some one to assist him. He appeared to be about 
nineteen or twenty years old, and, as I should judge from his 
appearance, was an Irishman. He held his musket in one hand, 
while he was offering the other. I took hold of his musket and 
set it down, and then giving him my hand, he jumped down 
quite lightly. As soon as he got down, he began trying to take 
off his cartouch box, and then I noticed a red spot of blood on 



 january 1815 673

his clean white under jacket. I asked him if he was wounded, 
he said that he was and he feared pretty badly. While he was 
trying to disengage his accounterments, Capt. Farmer came 
up, and said to him, “Let me help you my man!” The Captain 
and myself then assisted him to take them off. He begged us 
not to take his canteen, which contained his water. We told 
him we did not wish to take anything but what was in his way 
and cumbersome to him. Just then one of the Tennesseeans, 
who had run down to the river, as soon as the firing had ceased, 
for water, came along with some in a tin coffee-pot. The 
wounded man observed him, asked if he would please give 
him a drop. “O! Yes,” said the Tenneessean, “I will treat you to 
anything I’ve got.” The young man took the coffee-pot and 
swallowed two or three mouthfuls out of the spout. He then 
handed back the pot, and in an instant we observed him sink-
ing backward. We eased him down against the side of a tent, 
when he gave two or three gasps and was dead. He had been 
shot through the breast.

On the opposite side of the brestwork there was a ditch 
about ten feet wide, made by the excavation of the earth, of 
which the work was formed. In it, was about a foot or eighteen 
inches of water, and to make it the more difficult of passage, a 
quantity of thornbush had been cut and thrown into it. In this 
ditch a number of British soldiers were found at the close 
under the brestwork, as a shelter from our fire. These, of 
course, came in and surrendered.

When the smoke had cleared away and we could obtain a 
fair view of the field, it looked, at the first glance, like a sea of 
blood. It was not blood itself which gave it this appearance 
but the red coats in which the British soldiers were dressed. 
Straight out before our position, for about the width of 
space which we supposed had been occupied by the British 
column, the field was entirely covered with prostrate bodies. 
In some places they were laying in piles of several, one on 
the top of the other. On either side, there was an interval 
more thinly sprinkled with the slain; and then two other 
dense rows, one near the levee and the other towards the 
swamp. About two hundred yards off, directly in front of 
our position, lay a dark dapple gray horse, which we under-
stood had been Packenham’s.
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Something about half way between the body of the horse 
and our brestwork there was a very large pile of dead, and at 
this spot, as I was afterward told, Packenham had been killed; 
his horse having staggered off to a considerable distance before 
he fell. I have no doubt that I could  .  .  .  have walked on the 
bodies from the edge of the ditch to where the horse was lay-
ing, without touching the ground. I did not notice any other 
horse on the field.

When we first got a fair view of the field in our front, indi-
viduals could be seen in every possible attitude. Some laying 
quite dead, others mortally wounded, pitching and tumbling 
about in the agonies of death. Some had their heads shot off, 
some their legs, some their arms. Some were laughing, some 
crying, some groaning, and some screaming. There was every 
variety of sight and sound. Among those that were on the 
ground, however, there were some that were neither dead nor 
wounded. A great many had thrown themselves down behind 
piles of slain, for protection. As the firing ceased, these men 
were every now and then jumping up and either running off or 
coming in and giving themselves up.

Among those that were running off, we observed one stout 
looking fellow, in a red coat, who would every now and then 
stop and display some gestures toward us, that were rather the 
opposite of complimentary. Perhaps fifty guns were fired at 
him, but as he was a good way off, without effect. “Hurra, 
Paleface! load quick and give him a shot. The infernal rascal is 
patting his butt at us!” Sure enough, Paleface rammed home 
his bullet, and taking a long sight, he let drive. The fellow, by 
this time, was from two to three hundred yards off, and some-
what to the left of Packenham’s horse. Paleface said as he drew 
sight on him and then run it along up his back until the sight 
was lost over his head, to allow for the sinking of the ball in so 
great a distance, and then let go. As soon as the gun cracked, 
the fellow was seen to stagger. He ran forward a few steps, and 
then pitched down on his head, and moved no more. As soon 
as he fell, George Huffman, a big stout Dutchman, belonging 
to our Company, asked the Captain if he might go and see 
where Paleface hit him. The Captain said he didn’t care and 
George jumping from the brestwork over the ditch, ran over 
the dead and wounded until he came to the place where the 
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fellow was lying. George rolled the body over until he could 
see the face and then turning round to us, shouted at the top 
of his voice, “Mine Gott! he is a nagar!” He was a mulatto and 
he was quite dead. Paleface’s ball had entered between the 
shoulders and passed out through his breast. George, as he 
came back, brought three or four muskets which he had picked 
up. By this time, our men were running out in all directions, 
picking up muskets and sometimes watches and other plunder. 
One man who had got a little too far out on the field was fired 
at from the British brestwork and wounded in the arm. He 
came running back a good deal faster than he had gone out. 
He was not much hurt but pretty well scared.


