
Guilford Courthouse 
NATIONAL MILITARY PARK 

North Carolina 

Gen. Nathanael Greene 



Guilford Courthouse 
National 

Military Park 
Here, on March 15, 1781, Cornwallis won a victory over Greene's 
American forces but was so weakened as a result that the British soon 
afterward took the road to Yorktown and final surrender 

THE BATTLE of Guilford Courthouse was 
part of the British campaign in the South 
which began at Savannah, Ga., in December 
1778 and ended at Yorktown in October 
1781. The strategy of the British high com
mand was designed to overcome all the rebel
lious colonies by subduing those on the south
ern flank, one by one, from the south toward 
the north. The plan was at first successful. 
During 1779 and 1780, Georgia and South 
Carolina were occupied by British arms. 
North Carolina was invaded in the autumn 
of 1780. Across the border in South Caro
lina, however, the Americans were victorious 
at Kings Mountain in October of that year. 
This setback forced Lord Cornwallis, who 
had assumed command of the British forces 
in the south a few months earlier, to abandon 
his northward march. He returned to South 
Carolina where he established headquarters 
at Winnsboro. 

Turn of the Tide 

In December 1780 the tide of fortune 
turned. Gen. Nathanael Greene relieved 

The National Park System, of which 
this area is a unit, is dedicated to con
serving the scenic, scientific, and his
toric heritage of the United States for 
the benefit and inspiration of its 
people. 

Gen. Horatio Gates in command of the 
American forces in the South. His first 
efforts were directed toward encouraging 
his men and forcing the enemy to move. He 
divided his army, sending a strong detach
ment under Gen. Daniel Morgan to the 
Piedmont section of South Carolina in the 
vicinity of the present cities of Spartanburg 
and Greenville. The remainder he moved to 
a position near the present town of Cheraw. 
Cornwallis at Winnsboro, now between the 
two American commanders, was forced to 
act. He sent Lt. Col. Banastre Tarleton to 
drive Morgan to the northeast, while he him
self planned to move directly northward to 
meet the Americans. 
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Morgan severely defeated Tarleton at the 
Cowpens, west of Kings Mountain. He then 
began a strategic withdrawal to the north
east. Cornwallis, with the main body of the 
British, delayed his movement from Winns
boro a day and thereby enabled Morgan to 
gain a slight lead. Greene, receiving the 
news frcm Morgan, ordered the troops under 
his command to move into North Carolina. 
With a few men, Greene then set out di
rectly to join Morgan. For 23 days Corn
wallis closely pursued the Americans. At 
one point the elements were against him. 
An overnight rise in the Yadkin River forced 
him to detour a considerable distance up
stream to find a ford. The two wings of 
the American Army reunited at Guilford 
Courthouse just before the middle of Feb
ruary, and, continuing the retreat, crossed 
the Dan River into Virginia by means of 
boats that had previously been collected. 
Cornwallis, unable to pass this river barrier, 
gave up the chase and proceeded to Hillsboro 
(near Durham), then the capital of North 
Carolina, where he remained for a few days 

to rest his men, gather food, and try to rally 
the Tories in that section to the royal stand
ard. Not having much success in any of 
these ventures, toward the end of February 
he marched into the country west of Hills
boro. 

Meantime, Greene rested his men in Vir
ginia and collected supplies and reinforce
ments. About March 1, he recrossed the 
Dan and kept almost continuously on the 
move until the 14th when the last of his ex
pected reinforcements had joined him. Then 
he marched directly to Guilford Courthouse 
to offer the battle that Cornwallis had so long 
sought. Cornwallis accepted the challenge. 

The Battle of Guilford Courthouse, 
March 1% 1781 

The first sunlight glinted on British bayo
nets as Lighthorse Harry Lee's men met the 
British at New Garden (the present Guilford 
College, 5 miles from the park). Discover
ing that the whole British Army was present, 
Lee sent the news to Greene, who prepared 
his troops. 

The American front line—North Caro
linians who had joined the army the week 
before—watched from the brow of the hill 
as the redcoats marched up and swung into 
position with the precision of long practice. 
Two cannons on each side boomed for 20 
minutes; then the redcoat line moved across 
the muddy field in front of the Americans. 
At 100 yards, the Carolinians fired. The 
British line staggered, but came on. The 
American militia, without bayonets, had no 
chance in close fighting, so fell back. 

At the second line (where the museum 
now stands) the Virginia militia took up the 
fight, but they too were driven back. The 
British Guards, continuing along the road, 
put to flight a new regiment in the third 
American line, but were met by a burst of 
fire and a bayonet charge from the veteran 
First Maryland, aided by Col. William 
Washington's cavalry. Cornwallis himself 
ordered his cannon to fire into the mixed 
British and Americans, and this halted the 
counterattack. 

Greene saw that nothing would be gained 
by continuing the battle, and began an or
derly retreat to Troublesome Iron Works, 10 
miles north. An army of 4,400 Colonials, 
composed largely of poorly equipped and 

untrained men, had been attacked by 2,200 
British veterans, and in 2 hours had been 
driven from the field. Cornwallis announced 
complete victory, but over a fourth of his 
army had fallen and supplies were low. 
Two days later his men turned toward the 
sea on the march to Wilmington, N. C , 
where they could be supplied by ship from 
Charleston. The American battle loss was 
not as serious as the British, amounting to 
only about half as many men. Though 
Greene's army was weakened by the expira
tion of militia enlistments, it followed 
Cornwallis for 50 miles. The British, how
ever, did not stop to fight. Cornwallis re
mained at Wilmington a month. He then 
marched his men north into Virginia and 
continued on to Yorktown. 

Within 2 months after the Battle of Guil
ford Courthouse, Wilmington was the only 
place in North Carolina in British control. 
The British general plan of conquest in the 
South had failed; North Carolina was safe. 
Guilford was an instance of a battle lost, but 
a campaign won. It proved to be Cornwallis' 
last major battle before he was surrounded 
and besieged at Yorktown, Va. His surren
der there on October 19, 1781, ended the 
war, 7 months after Guilford. 

Diorama of Col. William Washington's cavalry attacking British regulars, Peter Francisco, left foreground. 



Visitor Center 

The Park 
Situated in gently rolling country, Guil

ford Courthouse National Military Park 
contains 148.83 acres of Federal lands, which 
include the major portion of the battlefield 
and the traditional site of the old Guilford 
Courthouse and county jail. It was estab
lished in March 1917. In the park are 29 
monuments and markers, including an eques
trian statue of Gen. Nathanael Greene. 
Buried in the area are the remains of a num
ber of persons prominent in the history of the 
State of North Carolina. 

Location 
Guilford Courthouse National Military 

Park lies immediately northwest of Greens
boro, N. C , near U. S. 220. 

About Your Visit 
You may obtain further information about 

this and other areas of the National Park 

System at the visitor center building. Be 
sure to visit the park museum in this struc
ture, where you will see graphic, colorful 
exhibits telling the story of the Southern 
Campaign and the Battle of Guilford Court
house. These include examples of weapons 
used, pictorial devices, electric maps, a dio
rama, and portraits of several of the leaders. 
The museum is open daily from 9 a. m. to 
5 p. m. 

Those who plan to visit the park in a group 
may receive special service if advance ar
rangements are made with the superin
tendent. 

Administration 

Guilford Courthouse National Military 
Park is administered by the National Park 
Service of the United States Department of 
the Interior. A superintendent, whose ad
dress is Route 2, Box 506, Greensboro, N. C , 
is in immediate charge. 
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