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DESCRIDE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL f'f kriown} PHYSICAL ARPEARANCE '

The site of the Battle of Great Bridge is located on both sides of
the Albemarle and Chesapeake Canal within the present corporate limits of
Chesapeake. Route 168 cuts through the area on a north-south axis and runs
| over the site of the colonial bridge and causeway for which the battle was
"named. To the west of the site of the causeway lay a small island on -
which the 1781 star-shaped British fort was located, an area now probably .
destroyed by the canal. North of the Great Bridge is a knoll believed to
be the site of Lord Dunmore's 1775 fort, where archaeological remains may be
intact, It was from this fort that British soldiers marched south across
the Great Bridge to confront American patriots entrenched on dry ground
beyond.  Although many modern intrusions disturb the area adjacent to the
Great Bridge, the battlefield retains its original marshland character.
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| was considerable loyalist sympathy in the extreme south-east portion of

STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The strategic importance of the "Great Bridge' across the South Branch
of Elizabeth River led the British to fortify the position in 1775, and
again in 1781 when their troops, under General Benedict Arnold, occupied
Norfolk and Portsmouth. The bridge itself was but the central portion of
a causeway which carried traffic over approximately 360 yards of marsh and
open water. It was a vital link in the land route to Norfolk. The
Village of Great Bridge had thriven as a transshipping point for the naval-
stores and wooden-wares trade of the Great Dismal Swamp.

During the autumn of 1775, Governor Dunmore's troops made several
forays into the countryside of Norfolk and Princess Anne County for the
purpose of capturing rebel cannon, and generally to "show the flag." Thers

Virginia during the last months before the Declaration of Independence.

The accuracy of the Governor's intelligence information attests to the
fact that many persons -~ and not only the numerous Scott merchants -- had,
as yet, been unable to overcome the allegiances of a life-time.

The brief but, for the British, sanguinary Battle of Great Bridge was
fought on December 9, 1775. Witnesses to this, the first pitched battle
of the Revolution in Virginia, observed: "the vast effusion of blood on
the bridge, and in the fort," as well as the "many bodies carried out of
the fort to be interred."” The casualties were British or Loyalist, Patriot
losses being limited to the wounding of one man. Crown forces abandoned
the fort at Great Bridge and other entrenchments. Their position at
Norfolk was no longer tenable: the land route to the -borough was open,
Dunmere’s regulars had suffered serious losses, and, perhaps most
important, the Loyalists were thoroughly demoralized. Many of the latter
fled the region as the Governor's forces withdrew to ships in Noxfolk
Harbor.

Governor Dunmore maintained a semblance of Royal authority in the 0ld
Dominion during the winter and spring of 1776. His efforts, given the
weakened British military position, were arrogant, He publically portrayed
the Virginians as savages, and continually attempted to incite the servile
population to revolt. The destructive New Year's Day bombardment of
Norfolk was a prelude to numerous predatory expeditions against the planta-
tions and shipping of Lower Tidewater. These efforts were self-defeating
in that they alienated many additional Virginians from théir allegiance to
the Crown. The final withdrawal of British forces from the Chesapeake
coincided with the publication in Virginia of the Declaration of
Independence, . > ‘

The British returned to Virginia in force late in the War for
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Independence. Great Bridge was fortified again. The Queen's Rangers ~- a
leading Loyalist unit -~ was stationed at the newly established position.
Their commanding officer, John Graves Simcoe, served the Crown with distinction
during the War, He would later be appointed the first Lieutenant Governor
of Upper Canada.

The Great Bridge battlefield site is significant as a landmark to
Virginia's role in the American Revolution, for in this marshy location took
place the first armed conflict between British soldiers and the colony's
patriot forces. Archaelogical excavation in the area of Dunmore’s fort might
provide important information regarding the fort's exact location and the
activity that took place there, British soldiers are believed to be buried

in the marsh, and the wet conditions here are condusive to the preservation of
remains,
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GREAT BRIDGE, VIRGINIA

A composite of details from three British Maps of 1781,
to which is added known place names, approximate location
of American Breastworks of 1775 and present road and canal.
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