
Early American Wars:

 New Orleans

American:  5,700 regular and militia troops commanded by 
Brevet Maj. Gen. Andrew Jackson. Key subordinates included 
Brig. Gen. David Morgan commanding 1,076 men on the West 
Bank of the Mississippi, and U.S. Navy Commodore Daniel 
Patterson supporting Jackson with two ships (USS Carolina and 
USS Louisiana).

British:  8,000 troops commanded by Maj. Gen. Sir Edward 
Pakenham. Key subordinates included Maj. Gens. Sir John 
Keane, Sir John Lambert, and Sir Samuel Gibbs. (Adm. Sir 
Alexander Cochrane was the expedition’s overall commander but 
took little part in the ground campaign.) 

The War of 1812 had not gone particularly well for the United 
States. The British were blockading America’s coasts, damaging 
commerce, and thwarting any hopes for U.S. territorial gains 
in Canada. After two years of fighting, Americans were further 
humiliated when, in August of 1814, the British burned the U.S. 
Capitol. The people in the young republic yearned for respect. 
Brevet Maj. Gen. Andrew Jackson would finally give them that 
respect with his lopsided victory at New Orleans. Although the 
War of 1812 officially ended with the signing of the Treaty of 
Ghent two weeks prior to the battle, the commanders on the 
ground were unaware of it at the time. Ironically, because news of 
Jackson’s victory reached Washington so closely timed with word 
of the peace treaty, New Orleans would long be etched in the 
American conscience as the “victory” that ended the war. More 
accurately, the war was a draw. Nevertheless, the victory at New 
Orleans was significant enough for the U.S. to earn the respect of 
Britain, which never again treated America as anything less than 
an independent power. It would also launch the political career of 
a future president.    

Actions by the Americans – Britain’s heavy-handed attempts 
to cut off supplies to Napoleon in Europe had been pushing 
America toward war for years. Not only had shipping and 
commerce been disrupted, but since 1807 when a British warship 
attacked the USS Chesapeake, American sailors had been pressed 

into service of the Crown. President Thomas Jefferson took the 
drastic step of halting all trade with England, but popular outrage 
continued to grow. Things reached a breaking point on 18 June 
1812, when the Senate approved President James Madison’s 
request for a declaration of war against Great Britain.   
Initially, American strategy focused on invading Canada and 
securing the Northwest Territory. But by 1814, after two years 
of lackluster results and increasing British aggressiveness, U.S. 
strategy turned more defensive. For the first two years of the 

war, British forces had not been active in 
the American South. Jackson was occupied 
against the Spanish in Florida and against the 
Creek Indians in the Mississippi Territory. 
His victory at Horseshoe Bend in March 1814 
effectively ended the Creek War and propelled 
his appointment as a Maj. Gen. in the Regular 
Army.1  In May that year, Jackson assumed 
command of the 7th Military District, which 
included New Orleans. When he learned of 
Britain’s upcoming campaign in the Gulf, he 

suspected Adm. Sir Alexander Cochrane might use an overland 
route to take New Orleans. Working quickly, Jackson helped 
thwart the initial British attack at Fort Bowyer, near Mobile. He 
then moved his forces to New Orleans.   
When Jackson arrived on 1 December, he found the defenses in 
poor condition. After assembling his uniquely American army 
comprised of Regulars, militia, two brigades of New Orleans free 
black men, Choctaw Indians, and even Jean Lafitte’s 800 pirates, 
he threw himself into preparing for the coming fight. A few weeks 
later, on 23 December, Jackson received surprising news from his 
scouts. A British force had already landed and was encamped just 

nine miles southeast, at Villeré Plantation in 
Chalmette, Louisiana. “By the Eternal,” Jackson 
roared, “they shall not sleep on our soil!”2  He 
decided to attack.

Actions by the British – Britain found itself in 
another war with America, but her forces were 
heavily committed against Napoleon in Europe. 
This forced a strategy focused on protecting 
Canada from American territorial designs, 
while trying to weaken American resolve by 
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opposing forces

Historical significance

Strategy & maneuver

Maj. Gen. Jackson

Maj. Gen. Pakenham

Strategic/Operational:
1) Strategy – British strategy in the Gulf was an extension of their larger strategy to degrade the American will to continue the war 
by punishing her population with naval-supported attacks and raids along the coasts. By attacking in the south, Britain also hoped 
to take pressure away from the northern theater and U.S. efforts to acquire Canadian territory. This strategy had produced results 
in the Chesapeake Bay and elsewhere, but in New Orleans, Cochrane’s plan for an indirect approach, which may have given him an 
advantage, changed to a direct approach after he was blunted in Mobile. This allowed Jackson to prepare for the more predictable 
attack from the south. Compounding his problems, Pakenham’s poor tactical plan–heavily influenced by Cochrane–crumbled in the 
face of the smart, determined, and tenacious Jackson. 
2) British Failure to Maneuver – Because Pakenham failed to properly maneuver his forces, he ceded a significant advantage to the 
outnumbered Jackson. Ironically, Pakenham’s first instinct was the correct one. Dissatisfied with his initial position, he wanted to move 
to a more advantageous one. This is the essence of maneuver. Unfortunately, Cochrane cajoled him into remaining, which allowed 
Jackson to dictate the location of the fight on terrain favorable to him. Even more surprising, Pakenham chose a frontal assault on 
open terrain against a prepared defensive position. He even stuck with his plan despite the absence of Thornton’s enfilading position 
across the river. Likely blinded by overconfidence, Pakenham not only underestimated the strength of the well-prepared Line Jackson, 
but he also failed to properly synchronize the one thing that could have changed his fortunes–Thornton’s supporting attack on the west 
side of the river. As a result, the final engagement on 8 January would go down in history as one of the more ill-advised attacks by a 
battlefield commander.

Tactical:
1) Mass – British forces failed to mass their superior numbers at any decisive point. While the combined British naval and land forces 
heavily outmatched the corresponding American forces in the New Orleans area, Pakenham failed to synchronize these forces to take 
advantage of it. Surprisingly, given Jackson’s effective use of his limited naval assets, Pakenham failed to use his own superior naval 
strength as anything other than transport ships. Jackson, on the other hand, despite inferior numbers, effectively massed his forces 
where they had the greatest effect. Pakenham cooperated by attacking into the one area where Jackson could best mass his fires–
directly in front of his Line Jackson. 

2) British Overconfidence – In the year prior to New Orleans, the British experienced a series of victories over American forces in 
both Canada and along the American east coast. By leveraging their well-trained army with support from the sea, they seized and 
retained the initiative. Cochrane fully expected this success to continue in the Gulf, to the point of overruling Pakenham’s desire to 
change to a better attack location, but his overconfidence was ill-advised against this particular foe. Jackson’s active leadership, skilled 
tactics, and effective use of terrain changed the equation. British leaders failed to give him and his “amateur” army the respect they 
deserved. Expecting the bravery and discipline of British troops to overcome significant tactical disadvantages was a mistake born of 
overconfidence.  

3) British Logistical Failures – Pakenham’s failure to coordinate the logistical aspects of his plan contributed to his defeat. Several 
examples illustrate the point. The British never took the time to build adequate artillery positions or ammunition resupply roads 
before the battle. This made it difficult to emplace guns and bring in ammunition when needed. During the artillery duel, insufficient 
ammunition was stockpiled forward. This forced the attack to be called off before any real damage was done to Jackson’s defensive 
position. It also reinforced the notion that the Americans had “won.” Leading up to the final assault, insufficient numbers of boats were 
available to get Thornton’s force across the river in time for the attack. In addition, the regiment assigned the crucial task of bringing 
assault ladders and fascines forgot them and had to go back. Taken together, these logistics miscues failed to degrade Jackson’s 
position, delayed the crucial supporting attack from across the river, and prevented any serious chance at breaching Jackson’s line. 

4) Jackson’s Leadership – Jackson was a smart, aggressive, offense-minded officer who took those skills into the defense of New 
Orleans. By reacting quickly to British movements with his initial spoiling attack, he gained the initiative and disrupted British 
preparations. He also gained valuable time to improve his Line Jackson. When the British launched their reconnaissance-in-force, 
Jackson made important adjustments and reinforced weak points in his defenses. Even after the artillery duel, he continued to adjust, 
placing a force on the west bank to provide flanking fires. Jackson also understood his troops and used it to his advantage. He knew 
that his new recruits and militia would perform better behind entrenched fortifications. To capitalize on this, he built a solid defensive 
position further stiffened by artillery. Lastly, Jackson used his strong command presence and personal example to inspire his men. 
When the final assault came, Jackson displayed energy, determination, and confidence. Like the Duke of Wellington would do at 
Waterloo five months later, Jackson appeared where he was most needed, shared the danger, and provided needed encouragement to 
his men.




