
 

Battle of Paoli  A story about our Neiley ancestors 

During the Revolutionary War Matthew and James served briefly in the local militia.  There are records that show that 

at least one time they paid a fine to not serve.  Although Presbyterians had no religious objections to fighting, 

Mathew and James had farms that were in very dangerous positions with regard to the location of the opposing 

armies.  

 

 

The above is a picture by William Wu found in the website “Diviant Art”(copyrighted, for personal use only).  It is amazing in that 

it is the only depiction of Valley Forge that I have found that is from this perspective.  From above the rise where the army camp 

can be seen is Mount Misery and beyond is Diamond Rock Hill.  Mathew Neiley’s fields were between these two hills.  James and 

Mary’s home was located about 3 miles south. 

 

Prior to 1777 most of the conflicts with the British occurred in the New England states, around New York and in New 

Jersey.  The Americans were doing fairly well and frustrating the British military. Philadelphia was the largest city in 

the colonies and the headquarters of the Continental Congress.  In an attempt to take Philadelphia and end the 

conflict,  Great Britain's forces sailed into the Chesapeake Bay and moved  their troops northwest.  The plan was to 

attack Philadelphia from the west.   After the Battle of Brandywine (southwest of Philadelphia) on Sept 11, 1777 the 

British forces under Howe and Cornwallis moved north with the hope of fording the Schulykill River so they could 

again attack Washington’s forces and then move on to Philadelphia.  But a tropical depression moved thru the area 

and produced heavy rains that flooded the Schulykill making it impossible to ford.  General Washington sent General 

Wayne to the rear of the British forces to “harass and annoy the enemy”. General Wayne did not think the British 

knew where he was but there were British Loyalists in the area that were willing to disclose Wayne’s location.  During 

the night of Sept 20th the British attacked the American soldiers as they slept near a small town called Paoli. After 

this battle the British finally crossed the Schulykill and occupied Philadelphia while Washington spent the winter in 

Valley Forge. 



 

 James’ home was within the known boundaries of the British army encampment during that Sept of 1777. The British 

forces numbered as many as 20,000 troops and camp followers.  The narrative that follows is from a speech by 

Hannah Epright ( a distant cousin) given Sept 20, 1898 at a memorial service at the Paoli Battlefield Park.  It tells what 

happened that night. 

 

“The night was dark, and the surrounding woodland under it still darker. The attack was made by bayonets and light 

horsemen's swords only, in a most ferocious and merciless manner. It is needless for me to review the butchery; 

neither wounded nor sick were spared, and many were killed after resistance on their part had ceased -- some on 

their knees begging mercy. Of the fifty-three mangled dead who were found on the field, neither history nor tradition, 

so far as I know, has preserved to us the names of one, but their ashes rest here in peace, and it is enough to say that 

they laid down their lives for their country, and greater love hath no man than this. 

 

 

The Battle of Paoli painted by Xavier della Gatta.   From the Valley Forge Historical Society 

 

“… James Neille started up to help care for the wounded and bury the dead. His young wife was sick and possibly a 

little nervous, and she cried about the cold soil coming in contact with the dead soldier's faces. So she arose, went to 

her linen closet, took out her linen sheets, cut them into squares, and handed him the bundle, charging him to lay the 

squares of linen over their dead faces; and if there were not enough to go around, he must be sure to put their coats 

over them. He did so, and at intervals all through the cold winter, while our Army was at Valley Forge, they made 

mush, and in their cellar they fed the hungry soldiers mush and cider.” 

 



 The source of most information and pictures: Tredyfrinn Easttown Historical Society 

 A fantastic book about the Yellow Fever epidemic is called Fever  by Laurie Halse Anderson.  The well 

researched story gives the reader a great understanding of what is was like to go thru this horrible time in 

Philadelphia. 

 


