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Foreword

We are pleased to make available this administrative history, part of our ongoing effort to provide a
comprehensive account of the development of each National Park Service unit in the Southeast Re-
gion. This narrative was written by Cameron Binkley and Steven Davis, historians under the supervi-
sion of Chief of Planning and Compliance John Barrett, all three of Cultural Resources Stewardship,
Southeast Regional Office (SERO). Several other individuals and institutions contributed to the suc-
cessful completion of this work. We would particularly like to thank Cowpens National Battlefield
Superintendent Farrell Saunders and Chief Ranger Pat Ruff, as well as National Park Service Bureau
Historians Barry Mackintosh and Janet McDonnell. A final thanks to SERO Historian Robert Blythe,
who copy-edited the final draft. We hope that this administrative history will prove valuable to park
managers and others in understanding the past development of Cowpens National Battlefield and in
planning future activities.

Kirk A. Cordell

Chief, Cultural Resources Stewardship
Southeast Regional Office
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INTRODUCTION

On the morning of January 17, 1781, a combined force of Patriot Continentals and militia com-
manded by Brigadier General Daniel Morgan defeated a British army under Lieutenant Colo-
nel Banastre Tarleton during the Battle of Cowpens in South Carolina. This Patriot victory
during the American Revolution was one of several British defeats in the southern colonies
that eventually led to the October 1781 British surrender at Yorktown, Virginia. Commemora-
tive efforts at the battleground began in 1856 when the Washington Light Infantry of Charles-
ton, South Carolina, erected a monument. After numerous failed attempts, the United States
Congress passed legislation in 1929 creating a one-acre national battlefield site at Cowpens.
Placed in charge of the site, the War Department subsequently erected the U.S. Monument.
After Cowpens was transferred to the National Park Service (NPS) in 1933, the agency main-
tained the property as an unmanned site and made minor improvements under the Mission 66
program. However, battleground supporters continued to seek a larger park. A major drive
for such a park began in 1966, culminating with the designation of Cowpens as a national battle-
field in 1972. Over the next decade, the NPS acquired over eight hundred acres, developed
visitor facilities, and began restoring the battleground to its 1781 appearance. Cowpens has
operated since 1981 as a full-scale unit within the national park system.

Today, the Service continues to manage Cowpens National Battlefield as an 841.56-acre
historical site in Cherokee County, South Carolina. A total of 213,000 people visited the battle-
field in 2000 to use the park’s recreational facilities and to learn about the Battle of Cowpens
and colonial life in the South Carolina backcountry. In order to preserve and interpret that
history, the NPS maintains a visitor center and museum, a picnic area, an interpretive loop
road, an interpretive walking trail, two monuments, a historic road trace, a historic house, and
historic chimney ruins. Landscape restoration efforts continue to be a major priority.

This administrative history traces the development and management of Cowpens National
Battlefield from the time of the 1781 battle to the present, especially during the years of NPS
administration. Chapter One provides background on the Battle of Cowpens and its signifi-
cance. Chapter Two details the early commemorative efforts undertaken by private groups as
well as the federal government. Chapter Three deals with the various campaigns to obtain
congressional authorization for a full-scale national battlefield at Cowpens. Chapter Four cov-
ers the development of Cowpens as a national battlefield between 1972 and 1981. Chapter Five
looks at the NPS administration and continued development of Cowpens after 1981. Chapter
Six examines visitor services, especially the interpretation of the site to the public. Chapter
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Seven deals with resources management and protection at the park, including sections on cul-
tural resources management, natural resources management, and law enforcement. Four
appendices provide a chronology for Cowpens, a list of superintendents and staff, annual visi-
tation statistics, and copies of relevant federal legislation. Last, a bibliography of sources for
further information and an index are included.



Chapter One
THE BATTLE OF COWPENS

CoLoNIAL SOUTH CAROLINA

After earlier attempts by Spanish and French settlers, English colonists from Barbados founded
Charleston as South Carolina’s first permanent European settlement in 1670. Settlers gradually
moved out from Charleston into other areas of the colony’s coastal plain. During the 1760s,
Scotch-Irish colonists traveled down wagon roads from Virginia and Pennsylvania to settle South
Carolina’s backcountry.'

An important component of colonial South Carolina’s economy was cattle raising. Only
ten years after the founding of Charleston, colonists had established cattle operations on the
coastal plain. Cattlemen began moving into the backcountry following the Yamassee War and
the growth of plantations in the coastal areas during the early 1700s. Many backcountry areas
first developed as open ranges where cattle roamed freely and only houses, gardens, and crop
fields were fenced in. These open ranges were known as “cowpens.”?

THE REVOLUTIONARY WAR COMES TO THE SOUTHERN COLONIES

In 1763 the French and Indian War came to an end. France was largely expelled from North
America by British and American forces that had spent decades pursuing that goal. Subse-
quently, and perhaps ironically, the removal of this French threat reduced colonial depen-
dence and thus the need for direct Crown governance of colonial affairs. When Britain im-
posed a series of poorly crafted reforms of its imperial system, including several new and deeply
resented colonial taxes, relations between Britain and her North American subjects rapidly
deteriorated to the point of war. In the North the first battles of the American Revolution be-
gan at Lexington and Concord in April 1775, followed by Bunker Hill in May and a Patriot inva-
sion of Canada late in the year. By early 1776, Britain was preparing to strike into the southern
colonies on the belief that the region contained many Crown supporters, known as Loyalists.
The primary target in the South was Charleston, the region’s largest and wealthiest city.

For the first southern campaign, British commander Sir Henry Clinton planned to have a
British fleet meet a Loyalist army on the coast of North Carolina before proceeding to Charles-
ton. On February 27, Patriot militia defeated the Loyalist army at the Battle of Moores Creek

3
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Bridge. When the British fleet attempted to enter Charleston’s harbor, it was turned back by a
Patriot force on Sullivan’s Island. After this initial British failure, the Crown waited several
years before launching another major campaign in the region. In the meantime, a British force
captured Savannah, Georgia, in 1778 and held the city against a joint Patriot and French attack
the following year. By 1780, Britain was planning its second southern campaign.+

THE SECOND SOUTHERN CAMPAIGN

As the war in the northern colonies stalemated during the late 1770s, British strategy again
focused upon the strong Loyalist base in the South. Military leaders hoped that these Loyal-
ists could secure Georgia, the Carolinas, and Virginia while keeping the northern colonies
blockaded until the rebellion lost momentum. On February 11, 1780, a British fleet began land-
ing troops under Clinton on Simmons Island, thirty miles south of Charleston. By May 12 this
force had marched to the outskirts of the city, cut off escape routes for the Patriot army under
General Benjamin Lincoln, besieged the city, and forced its surrender. It was one of the worst
Patriot losses of the entire war. Within a month, the British had established outposts at Camden,
Ninety Six, and Augusta in the backcountry of South Carolina and Georgia. On August 16 a
Patriot army made up of Continentals and militia under General Horatio Gates met a British
army under Lord Charles Cornwallis at Camden. After the militia fled in the face of British
regulars, the battle turned into a Patriot disaster. With two major victories in three months
and South Carolina largely subdued, Britain’s southern campaign appeared to be going well.5

In the wake of these Patriot defeats came the first in a series of important battles that would

Figure : A depiction of an early cattle pen from the 1939 cover of the NPS master plan for
Cowpens National Battle Site
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ultimately trigger the collapse of Britain’s effort to suppress the colonial rebellion. On October
7, 1780, Patriot militia from the backcountry, including mountain men from Appalachia, sur-
rounded and defeated a Loyalist army of over one thousand men at Kings Mountain, South
Carolina. Although only one British soldier was present, the battle was a serious blow to south-
ern Loyalists and a setback for British strategy.

In December General Nathaniel Greene took command of Patriot forces in the southern
colonies. Both he and Cornwallis established winter quarters in South Carolina. Greene di-
vided his army and sent half of it with Brigadier General Daniel Morgan to attack the rear of
the British force if it entered North Carolina. Cornwallis feared that Morgan might attack the
British outpost at Ninety Six. To meet this threat, Cornwallis sent his fast-moving light troops
under the command of Lieutenant Colonel Banastre Tarleton in search of Morgan. On Janu-
ary 17, 1781, the two armies met in the South Carolina piedmont.’

THE BATTLE OF COWPENS

On the evening of January 16, 1781, Morgan planned for battle with the pursuing Tarleton. At
the suggestion of his militia leaders, he chose a road junction, known as “the Cowpens,” as the
location to fight. The place was the same spot where Patriot militia had gathered before the
Battle of Kings Mountain and was a well-known landmark to local frontiersmen. To do battle
against Tarleton’s eleven hundred troops, Morgan had at his disposal approximately two thou-
sand men, including six hundred experienced Continentals and long-serving Virginia militia-
men, eighty cavalrymen, and over a thousand militia troops from North Carolina, South Caro-
lina, and Georgia.? In arranging his troops for battle, Morgan developed a three-tier, in-depth
defense as was standard in eighteenth-century European warfare. The first position of his battle
formation was to be a skirmish line of over a hundred militia men. After contact with British
troops, this force was to fall back 150 yards to the second position, which consisted of the North
Carolina, South Carolina, and Georgia militia under Colonel Andrew Pickens. After firing two
volleys into the British formations at fifty yards, the entire militia force was to fall 150 yards to
the rear of the Continentials to serve as a reserve. The militia was ordered to pass through the
Continential line at various points as opposed to passing around a flank. The Continentials,
with Maryland and Delaware regulars and long-serving Virginia militia all under the command
of Colonel John Eager Howard, were posted as the main line of battle. To the rear of the Conti-
nentals was Colonel William Washington, commanding cavalry ready to defend the militia as it
fell back.?

Morgan’s battle plan involved several creative tactics. His three-tier defense reversed the
usual order of battle so that his positions became progressively stronger, instead of weaker, as
the enemy encountered them. This strategy had the potential to trick the enemy into believing
that a breakthrough had occurred whereas, in fact, planned withdrawals from forward posi-
tions only strengthened resistance. In addition, Morgan’s strategy provided for the militia to
fire and then retreat to the rear. This ingenious tactic allowed him to use the firepower and
marksmanship of the militiamen without expecting them to stand against a bayonet charge by
British regulars—an expectation that had proved devastating for Patriot forces at Camden.
Besides the arrangement of his battle formations, Morgan’s tactics took advantage of the ter-
rain at Cowpens. By placing his men downhill from the advancing British lines, Morgan ac-
centuated the British tendency to fire too high in battle. Furthermore, the downhill position
of his forces allowed the British forces to be silhouetted against the morning sunlight, provid-






