
Early American Wars:

 Kings Mountain

British Loyalists:  Approximately 900 Loyalists (Tories) under 
the command of British officer Maj. Patrick Ferguson. Although 
Ferguson had around 1,100 men, he sent out a sizable foraging party 
on the morning of the battle. Ferguson reported to Maj. Gen. Lord 
Charles (Earl) Cornwallis.

Colonial Militia: Approximately 910 militiamen (Whigs) from 
North Carolina, South Carolina, Virginia, Georgia, and modern-day 
Tennessee, under the nominal command of Col. William Campbell. 

 

In 1780, with the Revolution in its fifth year, British attention 
turned south. After the capture of Charleston, S.C., British Maj. Gen. 

Charles Cornwallis moved inland and destroyed 
the Continental Army at Camden ‒ setting the 
stage for his movement north. But as Cornwallis 
began his campaign, a simple proclamation by a 
subordinate would unravel his plans. Maj. Patrick 
Ferguson, a promising young officer in charge of 
recruiting and training Loyalists on Cornwallis’s 
western flank, sent the inflammatory message into 
the “over-mountain” region west of the Blue Ridge 
Mountains. The “over-mountain” men responded 
by joining up their militias and coming after 

him. When they caught him at Kings Mountain, the resulting battle ‒ 
pitting American against American ‒ would end the string of British 
successes in the South and alter the course of the war.

  

Actions by the British – By 1779, the Northern theater had become 
a stalemate. Washington’s army had not only survived, but the 
American victory at Saratoga had brought France into the war. 
Sir Henry Clinton ‒ who relieved Lt. Gen. William Howe after the 
disaster at Saratoga ‒ looked south for a new strategy. If he could 
secure the Carolinas, he could cut the rebellion in two, isolate 
Virginia, and stem the flow of rebel supplies to the Northern colonies. 
To overcome chronic British manpower shortages, Clinton would 
rely on well-trained Loyalist militia to supplement his forces. And 
because it was widely believed that the Southern colonies harbored a 
ready supply of Loyalists, the plan seemed promising. 

After British troops from Florida seized Savannah in the winter 
of 1778–79, the Southern stage was set. (Map 1) The following 

December (1779), Clinton sailed from New York with 90 transports 
carrying over 8,500 troops, and by mid-March, Charleston was under 
siege. Unfortunately for the Americans, Maj. Gen. Benjamin Lincoln’s 
ill-advised defense left the Continental Army cut off and isolated, 
precipitating the surrender of 5,500 soldiers on 12 May 1780. Satisfied 
with his initial progress, Clinton departed on 5 June back to New York, 
leaving Cornwallis with around 8,000 regulars and provincial troops to 
hold Georgia and South Carolina. But Cornwallis thought he could do 
more. He planned to invade North Carolina to further isolate the rebels 
and gain Loyalist recruits before moving into Virginia to link up with 
British forces.1 After getting the authority to coordinate directly with 
London, his plan was approved. 

Cornwallis’s campaign got off to a promising start. After strengthen-
ing field magazines at Augusta and Ninety-Six, he established other 
outposts, including a forward base at Camden. When Maj. Gen. Horatio 
Gates came after him in mid-August, the lopsided Battle of Camden 
virtually eliminated the Continental Army in the South. It seemed that 
nothing could stop Cornwallis. But before he could advance into North 
Carolina, he needed to address a nagging problem on his left flank: 
Colonial militias were attacking his outposts and patrols. 

He dispatched Lt. Col. Banastre Tarleton to patrol the area. He also 
tasked Ferguson with subduing the countryside in the West to protect 
his left flank. To accomplish his mission, Ferguson moved into North 
Carolina on 7 September and set up operations in Gilbert Town, where 
he trained recruits and sent out patrols looking for rebels. But because 
the rebels proved elusive, a frustrated Ferguson decided to send them 
a message. On 10 September, Ferguson sent a pardoned prisoner to 
the settlements on the western side of the Blue Ridge Mountains ‒ the 
“over-mountain” region ‒ to deliver a proclamation. It read, “If they did 
not desist from their opposition to British arms, he would march his 
army over the mountains, hang their leaders, and lay their country to 
waste with fire and sword.”2

Even before Ferguson’s message, anger ran high in the region. Tarleton’s 
brutal tactics were well known, especially his end-of-May “massacre” at 
Waxhaws, where his men allegedly slaughtered Col. Abraham Buford’s 
3rd Virginia Continentals trying to surrender. (Map 1) The “Waxhaws 
Massacre” and “Tarleton’s quarter” became rallying cries among the 
militias. The “civil war” within the war was in full bloom. It was against 
this backdrop that Ferguson’s incendiary message spread.

Two weeks after he sent the message, Ferguson learned that the 
over-mountain men were coming for him. Although he requested 
reinforcements from Ninety-Six and sent a message to Cornwallis, 
he still seemed confident. He even remained in his camp for three 
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Discussion Questions:

1) Discuss the impact of Maj. Ferguson’s threatening proclamation on the war in the South. 
Can you think of other examples where seemingly small actions by one person, or one side, 

created an outsized influence on a campaign or strategy?

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

2) What was the critical weakness in Britain’s Southern strategy? How did Kings Mountain expose this 
weakness?

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

3) Explain how each side effectively used, or failed to use, the principles of war during the campaign and battle
(mass, objective, unity of command, surprise, economy of force, maneuver, offense, security, and simplicity).

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

4) From a tactical perspective, discuss how each side created its own advantages and disadvantages. If you were
Ferguson, what would you have done differently?

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

5) Discuss the legacy of Kings Mountain and how the outcome shaped the larger war. 

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________
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Strategic/Operational:

1) British Strategy Error – British leaders believed that Loyalist support in the South was strong. In fact, their entire Southern strategy 
rested on the assumption that Loyalists could be trained in sufficient numbers to quell the local population, defeat militias, and supplement 
British regulars when needed. Initially, Ferguson’s efforts reinforced this assumption. But it all crumbled in 1780 when Cornwallis tried to
reinforce his left flank with Tarleton and Ferguson. Not only did the rebel militias keep him off balance, but also the rebel victories eroded 
Loyalist support enough to force Cornwallis’s hand and change the war. 

2) Ferguson’s Information Operation (IO) Miscalculation – The history of war is replete with examples where one man’s actions create 
an outsized effect on a campaign or strategy. In modern war, this phenomenon has been referred to as the “strategic corporal.” In the case of 
Kings Mountain, Ferguson provides a stunning example. Filled with frustration and arrogance, Ferguson sent his infamous “fire and sword”
proclamation over the Blue Ridge Mountains. The threat was too much for the over-mountain men and other backcountry militias to ignore. 
By threatening their homes and families, Ferguson lit a fuse that would unite these men in a determined pursuit. Ferguson’s proclamation 
became an unnecessary and fateful catalyst that would derail Cornwallis’s entire campaign.

3) Maneuver Value of the Colonial Militia – The Revolutionary War provides numerous examples of both the strengths and weaknesses 
of early American militias. Kings Mountain is no exception. Operationally, the speed, adaptability, and self-sufficiency of these backcountry 
militias created a significant maneuver advantage that made it difficult for Ferguson to escape his pursuers. The Colonials traveled light,
abandoned their cattle, and pared down their numbers to catch Ferguson. This maneuver advantage proved decisive at Kings Mountain.

Tactical:

1) Ferguson’s Lack of Urgency and Preparation – With intel gleaned from deserters, Ferguson had good information on his pursuers. 
This makes his delays and lack of preparations puzzling. Although he did try to confuse the over-mountain men by moving toward Ninety-
Six, he made no effort to move quickly to the safety of Charlotte Town. Not only did he stop in several locations for longer than necessary, 
but he also kept the 17 wagons and small herd of cattle that were slowing him down. Some of it was likely indecision. While waiting at
Tate’s Plantation around 3 October, he wrote two conflicting letters to Cornwallis. The first implied he was seeking battle, while the second 
revealed some concern and a request for reinforcements.8

Equally problematic was Ferguson’s lack of preparation while camped atop Kings Mountain. He neither built defensive works
nor conducted any rehearsals. He even sent out a sizable foraging party prior to the attack. It has also been noted that
Ferguson withheld his considerable reserves of ammunition designated for new recruits instead of preparing cartridges for
a battle that might come. Most Loyalist survivors complained about the ammunition shortage contributing to their defeat.
Whatever his reasons, Ferguson failed in both his lack of urgency and his inadequate preparations for a defensive stand. 

2) An Adaptive Militia – Normally, a dominant position on high ground held by a well-trained defender against an
enemy lacking artillery would be a significant advantage. But the over-mountain men and backcountry militia skillfully
created their own advantages to more than offset Ferguson’s. To offset Loyalist strengths in massing fires, the militia
colonels dispersed their attack into multiple columns to hit multiple points. They also used the mature trees and boulders
on the rising slopes for cover, allowing them to maneuver and shoot with accurate fire from rifles against the Tories’ far 
less accurate smooth bore “Brown Bess” muskets. To negate effective Tory bayonet charges, militia leaders adjusted in 
real time, making each one more costly. Ferguson’s own second in command, de Peyster, described the militia as “brave 
men and stalwart adversaries, and if they did not understand the tactics of the Continentals, they had tactics of their own 
which suited the region in which they had to operate. The tactics of the associated Whig colonels … were far superior to 
Ferguson … the British tactics were those of the Romans …”9 Tactically, when these militias were well led ‒ and able to use 
their natural advantages ‒ they were formidable. It was a lesson Brig. Gen. Daniel Morgan would soon teach Tarleton at 
nearby Cowpens.

Ferguson, on the other hand, squandered his advantages. As soon as he set up his position, he exposed his over-
confidence when he “defied God Almighty and all the rebels out of hell to overcome him.”10 Ferguson also assumed 
that his open-field linear tactics would be effective, even among the difficult terrain of Kings Mountain. And
because Ferguson had not worked to gain any information on the location of his enemy, he not only let himself 
be surprised, but he also reduced his numbers by sending out a foraging party. Perhaps most inexcusable, 
though, was Ferguson’s failure to prepare any type of defensive breastworks or obstacles. Kings Mountain
provides a clear demonstration of how opposing commanders can both squander and create tactical 
advantages in battle.




