
Strategic/Operational:
1) Greene’s Southern Strategy – By changing American strategy in the south, Greene altered the course of the war. He deprived 
Cornwallis of his primary objective ‒ the destruction of the Continental Army in the south. Additionally, after Horatio Gates’s 
disaster at Camden, Greene understood the futility of fighting the British on their terms. Instead, he opted for an indirect approach. 

After stabilizing his supply situation, Greene exploited the one advantage he did have – mobility – to do the unexpected. Instead 
of concentrating his forces to take on Cornwallis, he divided them and threatened the British commander along multiple lines. 
This placed Cornwallis on the “horns of a dilemma.” He could attack Greene with his entire force while leaving key points 
exposed, or he could divide his own forces to match Greene. With the wily Daniel Morgan threatening British outposts and 
supply lines, Cornwallis was compelled to respond. When he did, the Americans seized the initiative.  

2) Mass vs. Maneuver – Cowpens demonstrates how commanders can skillfully make tradeoffs between two competing 
principles of war. By dividing his army, Greene purposely violated the principle of mass – the concentration of forces against 
enemy weakness – in order to take advantage of the principle of maneuver. Cornwallis was more constrained by his lines of 
communication and supply, and Greene used maneuver to force the British commander to divide and weaken his army. The 
tactic not only bought Greene crucial time, but also forced Cornwallis to react. At Cowpens, the capable Morgan took full 
advantage of the British response. 

Tactical:
1) Morgan’s Tactical Plan – Cowpens is most notable for Morgan’s brilliant tactical plan. By taking advantage of the available 
terrain, understanding the capabilities of his troops, and skillfully applying knowledge of his enemy, Morgan designed one of 
the finer tactical plans in history, creating the opportunity for a double envelopment. 

Terrain: By placing rain-swollen rivers behind his troops, thereby preventing easy avenues of retreat, Morgan strengthened 
the resolve of his men. Utilizing available small hills, he concealed significant portions of his force from Tarleton. Not only was 

his cavalry hidden, but foreshadowing the Duke of Wellington at Waterloo a generation later, Morgan initially 
placed his third line (Continentals and militia) on the reverse slope of the second hill.
Enemy: Morgan understood his enemy. Aware of Tarleton’s fearsome reputation and his tendency to act 
impetuously, Morgan devised a tactical disposition that he believed would lead Tarleton into a reckless assault.   
Troops: Morgan understood the relative capabilities of his troops and designed his plan accordingly. He 

maximized the strength of his sharpshooters in the skirmish line, asking them to take out officers and 
erode Tarleton’s command and control. He directed the relatively inexperienced militia to fire and 

displace, rather than trying to hold ground against disciplined British regulars. He ordered his 
veteran Continentals, in the crucial third line, to stand their ground, while Washington’s dragoons 

and Pickens’s militia were positioned to execute flanking attacks as the battle progressed.   

2) Tarleton’s Rush to Failure –Tarleton was known as an impulsive and merciless soldier. 
He pushed his men relentlessly and seemed to have little regard for their welfare. On the eve of 

the battle, his decision to drive his men forward with little rest or food undoubtedly eroded their 
effectiveness. While it may be argued that Tarleton’s deployments at Cowpens were conventionally 
sound, his failure lay in his rashness. Like George Custer at Little Bighorn, Tarleton failed to adequately 
assess his enemy’s strength and dispositions prior to committing to battle. In the end, Morgan used 
Tarleton’s aggressiveness against him, happily allowing the British commander to rush to failure. 

3) Morgan’s Effective Mission Command – Not only was the 44-year-old Morgan a commanding 
presence at Cowpens, but the towering combat veteran (nicknamed the “Old Wagoneer”) also 
demonstrated effective elements of mission command. He created a shared understanding of how the 
battle was to unfold, going as far as moving around the camp on the eve of battle imparting details 
of his plan to subordinates and soldiers alike. Additionally, he trusted his subordinates to exercise 
disciplined initiative as opportunities developed. Howard’s order to the Virginia militia to turn and 
face the British flanking movement, and Washington’s order committing his dragoons at the crucial 

moment, both demonstrate this element of mission command. 

Early American Wars:

 Cowpens

American Continental Army:  1,065 Continental infantry, 
cavalry, and militia under the command of Brig. Gen. Daniel 
Morgan. Subordinate commanders included Col. Andrew Pickens 
of the militia, Lt. Col. John Eager Howard of the Continentals, and 
Brig. Gen. William Washington of the cavalry.

Reinforced British Legion:  1,150 British Regulars, Loyalist 
militia, cavalry, and artillery under Lt. Col. Banastre Tarleton. 
Maj. Arthur MacArthur commanded the 71st Regiment of Foot, 
Fraser’s Highlanders. Maj. Timothy Newmarsh commanded the 7th 
Regiment of Foot, Royal Fusiliers.

By the summer of 1780, Great Britain held the advantage in the 
American Revolution. A strategic shift to the south had borne 
fruit. British forces controlled the major ports of Savannah 
and Charleston, and Maj. Gen. Charles Cornwallis had recently 
trounced American forces under Gen. Horatio Gates at Camden, 
South Carolina. This crushing defeat set the stage for a potential 
death blow to the American Revolution in the south.

But Gen. Nathanael Greene, Gen. George 
Washington’s newly appointed southern 
commander, had other ideas. Greene, who 
would never win a battle but would be 
instrumental in winning a war, got off to an 
unconventional start. Instead of massing his 
forces, he divided them, sending Brig. Gen. 
Daniel Morgan southwestward.

When British forces caught up to Morgan 
at Cowpens in January 1781, he was more 

than ready. Morgan’s victory was a tactical masterpiece, echoing 
Hannibal’s ancient triumph over the Romans at Cannae. 
Cowpens set in motion a chain of events leading to Yorktown 
and, ultimately, American independence.  

  

Actions by the British – After three years of fighting in the 
northern and mid-Atlantic Colonies, the British Army had little 
to show for its effort. Lengthening casualty rolls and skyrocketing 

costs roiled discontent among the British people and, more 
urgently, members of Parliament. British leaders hoped to break 
the stalemate in the Colonies by looking south. They believed 
Loyalist (Tory) sympathies were stronger there, that moderate 
weather would allow a longer campaigning season, and that 
American military organization in the region was questionable.    
It seemed a southern offensive might hold the key to victory.

In the autumn of 1778, Gen. Sir Henry Clinton, commander of 
British forces in North America, made his move. Soon Georgia 
and South Carolina fell under British control. Convinced that the 
situation was progressing well, Clinton returned to New York City 
and left his subordinate, Cornwallis, to conduct a potentially war-
winning campaign in the Carolinas and Virginia. 

Following a series of victories, Cornwallis appeared on the verge  
of complete triumph. However, he became distracted by increasing 
guerrilla activity in the Carolina backcountry. Bands of rebels 
attacked British supply trains and disrupted communications.     
As Cornwallis reacted to this new threat, his opportunity to bring 
on a decisive battle slipped away. In October 1780, a contingent of 
American “Overmountain” militiamen and Continental soldiers 
routed a Tory force at the Battle of Kings Mountain. Cornwallis’s 
frustration grew. 

Greene took command of the Continental Army in the south in 
December and ordered Morgan to move southwest. Cornwallis 
worried that his left flank was endangered and that Morgan 
threatened Ninety Six, a frontier bastion that bolstered Tory 
morale and stood watch in the west.  

Cornwallis faced a dilemma. He could keep his army together, 
ignore Morgan for the time being, and confront Greene with 

his entire force, while accepting the risk that 
Ninety Six and his flank were vulnerable. Or,   
he could divide his army, deal with both Greene 
and Morgan, and defeat them individually. 
Cornwallis decided on the latter, sending Lt. 
Col. Banastre Tarleton to pursue Morgan.

The 26-year-old Tarleton, an impetuous and 
ruthless commander, wasted no time pursuing 
Morgan with his reinforced British Legion 
of 1,150 men. By the morning of 16 January 

This issue of Battle Digest™ was written by military historian and author Michael Haskew for the exclusive use of 
Trinsicore, LLC. Battle Digest™ is a trademark of Trinsicore, LLC. The contents of this publication are copyrighted 
by Trinsicore, LLC, except as indicated in ‘Endnotes, Maps, and Images.’ All rights are reserved. No part of this 
publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form, or by any means, without the prior written permission 
of Trinsicore, LLC, except for short passages used for the purposes of review. To request copies of this, or other 
issues, please visit www.BattleDigest.com.

Volume 1 H Issue 9

LESSONS LEARNED

DATE:
January 17, 1781

LOCATION:
Cowpens, South Carolina

Endnotes, Maps, and Images
Endnotes:  (1) Richard M. Ketchum. Victory at Yorktown: The Campaign That Won The Revolution (Henry Holt and Company, New York, 2004), 113. (2) Lt. Col. John Moncure. The Cowpens Staff Ride 
and Battlefield Tour (Combat Studies Institute, U.S. Army Command and General Staff College, Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, 1996), 74. (3) Ibid., 52. (4) National Park Service. The Battle of Cowpens (U.S. 
Department of the Interior, Washington, D.C., last updated Feb. 9, 2018), 2. (5) John Buchanan. The Road to Guilford Courthouse: The American Revolution in the Carolinas (John Wiley and Sons, New York, 
1997), 324. (6) John Ferling. 100 Days that Shook the World:  The all-but-forgotten story of the unlikely hero who ensured victory in the American Revolution (Smithsonian Magazine, Washington, D.C., July 
2007), smithsonianmag.com/history/100-days-that-shook-the-world-156767960. Maps: Courtesy of USMA Department of History. Images: Morgan, by Charles Peale, 1794 [Public Domain]. Tarleton, by 
Joshua Reynolds [Public Domain]. Battle of Cowpens, by William Ranney, 1845 [Public Domain]. The American Soldier–1781, by Hugh Charles McBarron Jr. [Public Domain]. Battle of Cowpens - Conflict 
between Cols. Washington and Tarleton, artist unknown [Public Domain]. Daniel Morgan monument/statue in Spartanburg, SC [Public Domain].

Lessons for Today’s Leaders

For more, visit us online at 
www.BattleDigest.com

Battle Digest is made possible by the generous 
contributions from your partners in defense...

Notes: _______________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________
_____________________________________________

opposing forces

Historical significance

Strategy & maneuver

Brig. Gen. Daniel Morgan

Lt. Col. Banastre Tarleton

Da
ni

el
 M

or
ga

n 
m

on
um

en
t i

n 
Sp

ar
ta

nb
ur

g,
 S

C.




