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FOREWORD

Staff rides provide officers and other students of military history with the
opportunity to obtain important insights into military operations and to study
the effects of technology in combat, concepts of leadership, and how men
have fought and endured in battles. The Cowpens Staff Ride and Battlefield
Tour, by Lieutenant Colone! John Moncure, offers a staff ride guide on a
critical Revolutionary War battle. The guidebook examines the war from a
strategic perspective, looks at the campaign as an operational event, and
provides the backdrop to the tactical battle. The author has gathered opera-
tions orders, dispatches, and numerous eyewitness accounts to allow each
visitor to reconstruct the events that occurred at the Cowpens.

January 1996 Jerry D. Morelock
Colonel, Field Artillery
Director, Combat Studies Institute

P

CSI publications cover a variety of military history topics. The views ex-
pressed herein are those of the author and not necessarily those of the
Department of the Army or the Department of Defense.

Cover: A reproduction of William Ranney’s “‘Battle of Cowpens,” from the
Collection of the State of South Carolina. Shown is the episode in the battle
when Colonel William Washington, riding too far in advance of his men, was
assaulted by three British officers, only to be saved by his black waiter and
an attending American officer.
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INTRODUCTION

The renowned Field Marshal Count Helmuth von Moltke, chief of
the great German General Staff and architect of the three campaigns
that permitted the unification of Germany in 1871, believed fervently
that war, to be understood, must be dissected and the parts examined.
To that end, he directed not only that a section of the General Staff
devote its energies exclusively to the study of military history but that
all General Staff officers, drawn from the cream of the Prussian
officer corps, travel to battlefields, study the plans made by the
commanders, and relive the battles on the actual ground where the
fighting took place. In this manner, Moltke believed, his officers
could understand the interdependence of the commanders’ plans,
logistical considerations, morale factors, and so forth.

The staff ride, as the practice became known, has evolved into an
institution in a number of armies. In the United States Army, officers
in combat units frequently adjourn to nearby battlefields where one
or more officers, tasked to provide a detailed study of the action, host
a walking tour and analysis of the battle. Every branch school
conducts staff rides for its students, and all ROTC cadets participate
in staff rides as part of their professional military education require-
ments.

When I assumed my duties as professor of military history at
Davidson College, I recognized that, while by training I was a
European historian, I could not do justice to my students—most of
whom were destined for commissioned service in the U.S.
Army—without addressing some of the more important events in that
Army’s history. I was fortunate to discover the proximity of the
Cowpens battlefield, about one and one-half hours southwest of the
college.

During the first two years I taught at Davidson, I assembled
documents containing eyewitness testimony to that battle. I believe
this documentary record is critical for the use of students studying
the battle if they are to understand and empathize with the partici-
pants. I gave the documents to my students before we gathered for
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trips to the battlefield. It occurred to me that, while many exciting
histories of the battle exist, none of them had been written to facilitate
a staff ride to the battle site. Students need to relive the terror, the
exultation of the troops, and the self-doubt and sometimes unreflec-
tiveness of the battlefield commanders, all in the full richness of the
officers’ own language. Even the excellent accompaniments to Civil
War battlefields prepared by Jay Luvaas and Harold Nelson provide
only excerpts of that testimony. Consequently, as part of the staffride
narrative, [ assembled this collection of eyewitness accounts and
dispatches for my students. The three chapters that precede the
" narrative serve only as glue to help students assemble the body of
material more coherently. While I have consulted many detailed
studies and determined (in cases where authorities disagree) how I
believe events occurred, I do not pretend to supersede current schol-
arship. Likewise, as I laced the sometimes contradictory narrative
accounts and dispatches into my analysis, I kept in mind that some
eyewitness accounts were in fact written long after the dead were
buried and could be colored by the dimness of an old man’s memory
or by the deliberate distortions of a man with a grudge to bear or a
reputation to protect.

I have organized three chapters to focus on the discrete components
of the war. In order to place the campaign in the Carolinas in context,
chapter one addresses the Revolutionary War in its strategic con-
text—how military planners determined to prosecute the war to
achieve its political goals—and relates the principal events of the war.
In order to provide the environment for the Battle of the Cowpens,
chapter two discusses operational issues and narrates the campaign.
The third chapter focuses on the tactical aspects of the battle on that
cold morning in January 1781. The fourth chapter I have included as
a guide for the staff ride. The leader of a staff ride could use it in
conjunction with the narrative chapters and appendix or let it stand
alone as a guide to a study of the campaign and battle.

A close reading of the documents in the appendixes will highlight
a number of interesting aspects of this battle and, by extension, of
combat in general that I do not address in the narrative. For instance,
I am struck by remarkable differences between the correspondence
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in the two armies. The Cornwallis-Tarleton correspondence is timely
and reveals the freedom and even deference that Major General
Charles Cornwallis awarded his protégé, Lieutenant Colonel Banas-
tre Tarleton. As for the American commander, Major General
Nathanael Greene, the graceful strategist, worried about his unit and
lectured its commander on matters his tactical better knew perfectly
well how to address. Brigadier General Daniel Morgan, one of the
recipients of this advice, impatiently strained at the bit but calmly
assured his superior that he was taking the care that Greene de-
manded. The fact that the American correspondence always over-
lapped in time must have confused matters immeasurably.

I have given short shrift to the manifest logistical problems expe-
rienced during the campaign. Guilty of concentrating on the tactical
dimensions of battle, as are many historians, I understand full well
that great military leaders dwell on far less romantic concerns. From
the pitiable description of Sergeant Major William Seymour to the
repetitive discussion of forage, shoes, and tents in the correspon-
dence, it seems clear that Greene’s deployment in December 1780
was motivated primarily by logistical considerations, as was Mor-
gan’s proposal to invade Georgia and his plea to rejoin the main army.

Finally, I recognize that the assembled evidence derives mainly
from American sources. While Tarleton and Mackenzie provide us a
spirited and informative dispute, the British rank and file are silent,
as are most of the officers. Obviously, American sources are more
readily obtainable for me, but they are from the mouths of American
veterans trying to justify pensions—and perhaps embellish their
personal exploits—after a popular war. The British sources, with a
characteristic predilection for understatement anyway, downplay
events all the more in the wake of the unsuccessful war. Moreover,
although British casualties were far higher than the American ones,
with many of the captives remaining in America after the war, these
men were ineligible for pensions and had little incentive to make
public the record of their military actions against their newly adopted
country. Finally, the few Legion cavalry who escaped consisted
primarily of Loyalists who either removed to Canada after the war or
would have been unlikely to trot out their memories of service against



the United States. I trust careful readers will be able to weigh this
shortcoming as they evaluate the evidence.

I owe a debt of gratitude to a number of talented people without
whose patient efforts this work could not have been completed.
Foremost among them are the fine staff of the Cowpens National
Battlefield. In particular, Patricia Ruff and Bill Kianos showed me
every kindness and offered helpful suggestions that I have incorpo-
rated throughout these pages.

I prepared this manuscript far from the rich source materials I
needed to complete it. Were it not for the determined and cheerful
efforts of the staff of Davidson College’s E. H. Little Library to honor
my near-impossible requests, I could never have finished. Leading
their efforts were Dr. Mary Beatty, Sharon Byrd, Jean Coates, Ellen
Giduz, Cindy Pendergraft, Kelly Wood, and Suzy Yoder. With
dedication and expertise, they ferreted out obscure sources from the
most unlikely places.

I am very grateful to Mr. Donald Gilmore of the Combat Studies
Institute for the professional expertise he brought to bear in editing
this manuscript.

I am also deeply indebted to Lieutenant Colonel Leonid Kondra-
tiuk and the Historical Services Division of the National Guard
Bureau for providing the funds with which this guide was printed.

To several noted scholars, I owe a debt of thanks: Colonel Robert
Doughty at the United States Military Academy and Professor
Russell Snapp of Davidson College read an early version of the
narrative and corrected several points of style and historical fact that
would surely have proved embarrassing to me.

My wife Anne accompanied me on my first visit to the Cowpens.
She understands my compulsion to write and supported my efforts to
complete this work. Without her gentle prodding, this book would
have remained a working manuscript.

Finally, I dedicate this work to my students, especially the ROTC
cadets of Davidson College, for whom it is written.




I. AN OVERVIEW OF THE AMERICAN
REVOLUTION

A mysterious chemistry of Enlightenment political theory1 and the
North American colonial frontier experience, sparked by the eco-
nomic and political repercussions of the French and Indian War
(1754-63), finally exploded into revolution at the village green in
Lexington, Massachusetts, on 19 April 1775.2 Although the dispute
between American colonists and the British Parliament over taxation
was most vexing to Bostonians who made their livelihood from
relatively unrestrained trade prior to the 1760s, broader principles
were sufficiently pressing to elicit supporters (admiringly called
patriots, critically labeled rebels) from all thirteen colonies, albeit not
in equal proportions. The clash pitted a portion of the colonial civilian
population against the armed might of one of the greatest maritime
powers of the time.

To suppress this dispersed and largely unorganized “rabble,” the
English king sent to the colonies three competent professional sol-
diers: Major Generals Sir William Howe, Sir Henry Clinton, and Sir
John Burgoyne They brought with them additional regular British
troops and regiments leased from the Hessian elector, many trained
and experienced in fighting a form of European warfare characterized
by rigid discipline, efficient concentration of combat power, and
extensive logistics and administrative regulation. For these British
officers, battle was more akin to a minuet than a brawl.

Their colonial opponents, however, had little military experience.
Men such as George Washington, Philip Schuyler, Israel Putnam, and
Daniel Morgan had served as militia officers during the French and
Indian War; others had served in paid provincial units (such as
Rogers’ Rangers). 4 What the bulk of American men knew ofthe army
and of war, they had learned in their periodic militia drill on the
village commons. As the American Revolution loomed on the hori-
zon, many of these military organizations suffered from neglect.
Still, shortly after the fighting began, the New England colonies all
managed to raise numbers of regiments based on the geographical
location of the militia.® At the instigation of the Massachusetts



Provincial Congress, these forces (some 30,000 strong) were gath-
ered around Boston as the New England Army. In 1775, they became
the basis of the Continental Army. Only in time, and with the expert
and perceptive advice of General Baron von Steuben,7 was the
Continental Army to develog the battle-worthy stamina and skill
expected of European forces.

Strategic Considerations

In order to maintain the thirteen colonies as British possessions,
the king needed to subdue the population and reestablish loyalty (or
at least obedience) to the Crown. The theater for this operation was
daunting in scale: it contained a population of a bit over 3 million
settlers dispersed over almest 800,000 square miles. Lord North
sought to divide the Colonies by applying economic sanctions to the
most rebellious of them.” British military objectives were fourfold:
separate the New England colonies from the others by seizing the
Hudson River north to Lake Champlain; isolate the “bread basket”
colonies of Pennsylvania and Maryland; control the southern popu-
lace by holding Chaarleston,10 Georgetown, and the line of the Santee
River; and, finally, blockade the entire American coast to prevent an
influx of arms from abroad (see map 1). As New England was the
center of revolutionary sympathy, it logically became the first prior-
ity. A number of military historians claim that this strategy would
have worked if the British had possessed adequate forces in the hands
of resolute commanders. This observation is only partly accurate. The
large army of British regulars, Loyalists, and Hessian mercenaries, a
fleet, and 10,000 sailors indeed were sufficient to destroy the Conti-
‘nental Army, but British commanders never manifested the will to
win, and they squandered their resources, especially time, until the
war was beyond recovery.11 Whether an overwhelming tactical
victory would have won the war, however, is open to conjecture.

To achieve independence, the Americans needed to eject all British
troops—the symbol of the Crown’s rule—from the Colonies. The
Continental Congress would have been delighted had King George
[II granted the colonies their freedom,]3 but as this bounty was not
forthcoming, and as the strength of Britain lay in its considerable
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army and fleet, the Americans could not hope to bring their oppressor

‘to his knees. As historian Russell Weigley has noted, “Washington’s
was a generalship of military poverty.”14 Often necessity breeds
inventiveness, and in this case, circumstances led the American
commander to several brilliant feats of maneuver. While he was
obliged on occasion to face a major British army, he adopted early a
strategy of attrition, at once harassing British detachments while
avoiding battle to preserve his own strength. American diplomats in
Paris, meanwhile, sought intervention from England’s traditional
foes before General George Washington could be trapped by the
king’s troops.

Operational Considerations

Both sides addressed a number of operational issues. Britain’s
most obvious weakness in its effort to subdue the rebellion was the
distance of the theater of operations from the home country. To
project power across the Atlantic, Britain required adequate troops
to occupy key locations in the Colonies, sufficient transport vessels
to carry them across the ocean and sustain them (for seven years, as
it turned out), and a battle fleet to protect these extended lines of
communication. '® Although the British possessed these assets,
America was not England’s sole focus of attention. Increased pres-
sure from England’s colonial rivals and trad1t10na1 continental foes
stretched the country’s assets to the limit. 17 The American rebels
sought to exploit this weakness by engaging privateers and the
fledgling American navy to prey on British shipping and by encour-
aging the French to join them. The British, in turn, sought to minimize
the troop burden by raising Loyalist units in the colonies. This
measure, effective at least in the sense of the number of troops raised,
eased the burden of recruitment and transportation of troops across
the Atlantic, but it did not resolve the resupply problem.

Still, the British were capable of projecting substantial force to
their American colonies. As Washington observed, “The amazing
advantage the Enemy derive from their Ships and the Command of
the water, keeps us in a State of constant perplexity and the most
anxious conjecture.”ls‘ Sea power gave the British the advantage of






