LESSONS LEARNED
Strategic/Operational:
1) Unity of Command – The Saratoga Campaign provides a clear example of the perils of violating the principle of unity of
command. While both British commanders submitted plans for cutting the Colonies in two along the Hudson River – Lake
Champlain line, each commander was allowed to pursue his own goals and priorities for the campaign. Initially, the plans appeared
mutually supporting. But when Howe changed his plan to prioritize capturing Philadelphia, it was approved without any required
coordination with Burgoyne. In effect, Howe’s change deprived Burgoyne of his critical “third column.” With no single commander in
charge of all the components of the campaign, the operational strategy became unhinged, leaving critical forces unsynchronized and
unavailable to achieve the desired results. This disregard for unity of command sowed the seeds of British defeat.

2) Gates’ Effective Defense – Although criticized for his defensive mindset and uncoordinated attacks at Freeman’s
Farm, Gates should be credited for his strong defensive stand where he used time and terrain to his advantage.
Gates wasn’t rushed. With adequate provisions and growing numbers, he knew time was on his side. He allowed the
passing of days to degrade Burgoyne’s force before he would have to fight. Gates also used the available terrain to
his advantage by placing himself along Burgoyne’s route of advance to Albany on the high ground at Bemis Heights
while anchoring his right against the Hudson River. And when the battle was joined at Freeman’s Farm, he reacted
to the important British flanking maneuver by sending Morgan’s riflemen, the best shots in his army, forward to
take out British officers. Even though he did it grudgingly, he did allow Arnold to move forward to influence the
action, which proved crucial. Taken together, Gates’ defensive actions proved effective.
This issue of Battle Digest was written, edited and produced by Christopher Petty, Brigadier General (retired)
for the exclusive use of Trinsicore, LLC. Battle DigestTM is a trademark of Trinsicore, LLC. The contents of this
publication are copyrighted by Trinsicore, LLC, except as noted 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.
™

For more, visit us online at

www.BattleDigest.com

1) Describe Britain’s theater strategy for America in 1777. Was it sound? Why or why not?

2) How effective was the American response to the British offensive in New York? Why? Discuss Benedict
Arnold’s unique role.
_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________
3) Describe how the opposing commanders effectively used, or failed to use, principles of war during the
campaign. (Mass, Offense, Unity of command, Surprise, Economy of force, Maneuver, Objective, Security, and
Simplicity)?
_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________
4) Discuss the importance of terrain and British lines of communication and supply during the campaign.
How did they effect Burgoyne’s plan?
_________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________
5) How did the American victory at Saratoga effect the larger war?
_________________________________________________________________________________
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1) Arnold’s Leadership – Arnold, who would later become a disgruntled traitor, was at his best at Saratoga. His
initial relief march and clever deception of the Indians at Fort Stanwix were instrumental in taking St. Leger’s force
out of the fight. His aggressive march back to join Gates for the fight at Freeman’s Farm proved valuable, as well, since
it was there that his leadership was decisive in repulsing the British attack. And despite his frustrations with Gates’
defensive mindset, he made the most of the opportunity by supporting Morgan’s riflemen, then rallying his troops for
a blistering counterattack that nearly drove the British from the field. Later, at Bemis Heights, Arnold again inspired
American troops in a crucial counterattack that sealed Burgoyne’s fate. By recognizing opportunity, acting decisively,
and leading from the front, Arnold’s leadership was a key ingredient in the American victory.
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3) Mass and Maneuver – The Saratoga Campaign highlights a consistent strength of American forces during the war ‒ the ability
to rapidly maneuver forces to achieve mass. Burgoyne expressed frustration with this in a letter to Germain in September, writing,
“Wherever the King’s forces point, militia in the amount of three or four thousand assemble in twenty-four hours, they bring with them
their subsistence, etc., and the alarm over, they return to their farms …”5 Despite long distances and command issues between militia
units and Continentals, American commanders pressed this advantage. Arnold and Herkimer demonstrated this while relieving Fort
Stanwix. Stark did the same when he trounced Baum’s Prussian foragers at Bennington. And finally, Gates ‒ with heavy militia support
‒ was able to mass superior forces against Burgoyne by the time the campaign reached its culmination at Freeman’s Farm
and Bemis Heights. The Americans’ ability to maneuver rapidly to create mass at key points proved decisive.

Tactical:

Discussion Questions:

_________________________________________________________________________________

2) Burgoyne’s Overconfidence – Burgoyne’s overconfidence affected his judgment in the field. His blueprint was complicated enough,
requiring three separate columns to converge around Albany. It not only required an aggressive timeline that assumed minimal
interference from the enemy, but it also relied on an important third column to be provided by Howe ‒ which failed to appear. After his
difficult overland route depleted his supplies and manpower, his situation became bad enough. But after his losses at both Bennington
and Fort Stanwix, it should have become obvious that his prospects for victory had slipped away. However, instead of realistically
assessing his situation and returning to the safety of Ticonderoga, he proceeded with an attack against a numerically superior force in
a strong defensive position. These errors of overconfidence helped ensure Burgoyne’s defeat.

4) The Indirect Approach – Both Schuyler and Gates wisely chose an indirect approach to thwart British objectives.
After the loss of Ticonderoga, rather than forcing battle with a superior British force, they instead whittled away at
Burgoyne’s strength over a period of months. By complicating his movements, interdicting his supply lines, attacking
his foragers, and denying him reinforcements, the Americans all but ensured they would face a much-weakened enemy
in the end. By the time Gates chose to accept battle, Burgoyne was outnumbered, isolated, and degraded. The Saratoga
Campaign demonstrates, once again, the value of the indirect approach in warfare.
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Endnotes, Maps, and Images

Early American Wars:

Saratoga

LOCATION:
Saratoga (present-day Schuylerville), New York
British Prime Minister Lord Frederick North. It
was approved on 3 March.

opposing forces
British Army: Approximately 6,500 troops (British Regulars,
German mercenaries, militia, and Native Americans) commanded
by Maj. Gen. John “Gentleman Johnny” Burgoyne, plus an
additional 800 troops commanded by Col. Barry St. Leger.
Colonial Forces: The initial force of around 4,500 Continentals
and militia would grow to over 10,000 by the battle of Bemis
Heights. These forces were initially commanded by Maj. Gen.
Philip Schuyler, who was replaced by Maj. Gen. Horatio Gates.
Key subordinates included Brig. Gen. Benedict Arnold, Brig. Gen.
Benjamin Lincoln, and Col. Daniel Morgan.

Historical significance
As the campaign season opened in 1777, the American cause hung
in the balance. Gen. George Washington’s defeat in New York and
his subsequent retreat into New Jersey had put American forces
on the defensive. Despite his successes at Trenton and Princeton,
Washington was doing everything he could to hold his army
together as enlistments expired. The British, meanwhile, had
the confidence to launch a plan to divide the Colonies along the
Hudson River. After a promising British start, however, the Saratoga
Campaign would grind to a halt before turning into a stunning
American victory. The battle rejuvenated the cause of independence
while sowing the first seeds of doubt in Britain’s Parliament. Most
significantly, the American victory convinced France’s King Louis
XVI to officially enter the war in support of the Americans. This
critical French alliance would make Saratoga the turning point in
the American Revolution.
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Actions by the British: On 30 November 1776, after Washington’s
retreat from New York, Gen. William Howe advanced a plan for
the upcoming campaign season to split New England from the
rest of the Colonies along the Hudson River – Lake Champlain
line. With Washington on the defensive, Howe believed he could
hold him with a small force while moving 10,000 troops through
New England from Newport, Rhode Island, while another 10,000
troops moved up the Hudson from New York. These two forces
would then converge with a third force moving down from Canada.
After securing this Hudson River line, Howe would then move on
Philadelphia by autumn.1 He submitted his plan to Lord George
Germain, the American Secretary who coordinated the war for

Endnotes: (1) American Military History, Army Historical Series (Center of Military History United States Army, Washington, D.C., 1989), 70. (2) vtstateparks.com/mollystark.html#aboutUsDropdown.
(3) https://clements.umich.edu/exhibit/spy-letters-of-the-american-revolution/gallery-of-letters/howe-burgoyne-letter/. (4) F.J. Huddleston, Gentleman Johnny Burgoyne (The Bobbs-Merrill Company,
Indianapolis, 1927), 203. (5) American Military History, 78. Maps: Map 1 from Creative Commons, author Hoodinski, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Burgoyne%27s_March_on_Albany,_1777.
svg. Maps 2 and 3 courtesy Dept. of History, USMA. Images: All in the Public Domain.

DATE:
Sept. 19 – Oct. 17, 1777

Meanwhile, Maj. Gen. John Burgoyne, who had
secured his own command in Canada, submitted
a separate plan to divide the Colonies along the
same line. From his base near Montreal, Canada,
he would lead an 8,000-man force down the
Hudson River Valley, advancing by boat down
Lake Champlain and then marching crossMaj. Gen. John Burgoyne
country to Albany. (Map 1) Simultaneously,
another 800 men under Col. Barry St. Leger would move from
Lake Ontario into the Mohawk River Valley to rendezvous with
Burgoyne. A third column from Howe’s force would move north
up the Hudson. Oddly enough, Burgoyne’s plan was approved on
29 March ‒ after Germain had approved Howe’s amended plan,
in which he had changed his initial focus to
the capture of Philadelphia. Although it is
reasonable to assume that Germain expected
both plans to support each other, the fact
remains he approved two separate plans from
two different commanders with no guidance
or requirement for coordination between
them. It would be a costly mistake.
On 13 June, as Howe’s army was moving
against Washington, Burgoyne began
Maj. Gen. Horatio Gates
his campaign by moving south on Lake
Champlain. (Map 1) Three weeks later,
he arrived at Fort Ticonderoga, where, despite its fortifications,
he compelled Maj. Gen. Arthur St. Clair and his American
defenders to evacuate on 6 July. With his superior numbers and
no more strongholds in his way, Burgoyne’s campaign seemed
off to a promising start. But things changed when he reached
Skenesborough on 7 July, where instead of moving his heavily
burdened army back to Ticonderoga and using
the waterway of Lake George to move south,
he chose a land route. Unfortunately, the small
wagon trails, ravines, thick woods, and dense
underbrush made the going slow. At one point,
British movement slowed to a mere mile a day.
With his provisions dwindling, Burgoyne’s
beleaguered army finally halted near the village
of Saratoga.
Brig. Gen. Benedict Arnold

To relieve his supply shortages, Burgoyne quickly

