
Strategic/Operational:
1) Gates’s Poor Strategy – It’s surprising that Gates failed to see the advantage of a Fabian strategy to force Cornwallis to react 
while chipping away at his numbers, supplies, and Loyalist support. If Gates threatened, Cornwallis would have had to defend 
threatened areas by withdrawing garrisons and consolidating his troops. This would have opened the countryside to greater Patriot 
militia control. It would have taken time but very likely would have succeeded. Unfortunately, there is no evidence that Gates 
thought through this process. Instead, a mere two days after his arrival, he set off toward Camden. This allowed Cornwallis to force 
a battle, after massing all available forces, in a manner most favorable to the British. According to de Kalb’s captured aide-de-camp, 
the Baron urged Gates to avoid a situation where the British could “reduce their attacks to one point, and thereby enable [them] to 
unite [their] detachments.”9 Because this is exactly what Gates did, the very able Cornwallis made him pay a heavy price. 
2) The Value of Offense – Despite the inherent difficulties in subduing such a vast territory, Cornwallis kept the initiative. 
Amid growing militia threats against his supply outposts and patrols, he reacted quickly to Gates’s approach, moving north from 
Charleston the day after he learned of it. And even though he believed that he was outnumbered by at least 2:1, he didn’t wait in 
Camden for Gates. Instead, he went on the offense, moving to surprise Gates in his encampment at dawn. When the two armies 
met on the road, Cornwallis again deserves credit for using the meeting to his advantage and turning it into a decisive victory. 

Tactical:
1) Use of the Militia – We have several examples of the effective use of state militias during the American Revolution. Ironically, 
these include Gates’s own Saratoga Campaign in 1777 (See Battle Digest, Vol. II, Issue 6). Unfortunately, it seems Gates either didn’t 
learn these lessons or he learned the wrong lessons. Standing on open ground, facing British regulars with bayonets, was never 
going to be a militia strength. Compounding his error, he placed his most untrained and inexperienced militia units on his left 
flank, knowing full well the British custom of placing their best troops on the right flank to oppose them. When the militia broke 
and ran, the British quickly enveloped the American position to create overwhelming pressure on the remaining force. Despite the 
tenacious fighting by Continental units and some remaining militia, it was too late. Gates’s poor use of his militia spelled disaster. 
Interestingly, Brig. Gen. Daniel Morgan, a subordinate of Gates at Saratoga, would effectively demonstrate the use of militia at 
nearby Cowpens only five months later (See Battle Digest, Vol. I, Issue 9).  
2) Playing into the Hands of Your Enemy – Gates set himself up to fight exactly the kind of battle that 
Cornwallis hoped for ‒ a frontal assault against his disciplined soldiers and supported by cavalry. When 
Cornwallis unexpectedly bumped into Gates’s Grand Army on the march, he made the decision to stay and 
fight. Assessing the ground to be a bottleneck with its constricted terrain on the flanks, Cornwallis thought 
it would further negate the numerical advantage of the Americans. The problem was not Cornwallis’s 
thinking; it was Gates’s. Gates assumed he had a numerical advantage. Unfortunately, the lack of discipline and 
training of his militia, along with the constricted terrain, negated any advantage Gates initially held. While his 
generals didn’t argue about staying to fight, Gates should have known better. His decision played right into 
Cornwallis’s hands.

3) Gates’s Leadership Failures – Maj. Gen. Horatio Gates entered the battle as an American hero. He left 
it in disgrace. Although he has been criticized for rushing to attack Camden, the historical records mostly 
dispute this assertion. He can, however, be rightfully criticized for other leadership failures. First, he failed 
to gain sufficient intelligence on his enemy. He didn’t know that Cornwallis had arrived, and he was taken by 
surprise as he moved. Second, he surrendered his initiative to Cornwallis. If his intent was to move to a 
strong position to threaten Camden, he clearly allowed Cornwallis to change his plan and force a 
battle. Third, he failed to understand the inherent strengths and weaknesses of his own forces. The 
worst example was placing his weakest militia force against the strongest part of the British line. The 
most shameful act, of course, was riding from the battlefield while his army still fought. Alexander 
Hamilton said it well: “It does admirable credit to the activity of the man at his time of life [age 52]. But 
it disgraces the general and the soldier.”10 To top it all off, in his condescending apology, he didn’t take 
responsibility but instead blamed his own soldiers, saying, “A man may pit a cock, but he can’t make 
him fight.”11 Good military leaders make mistakes but never this many this quickly. 

Early American Wars:

 Camden

Americans:  3,700 soldiers (900 Continentals of the Maryland 
and Delaware Lines and 2,800 militia) commanded by Maj. Gen. 
Horatio Gates. The right flank was commanded by Maj. Gen. 
Baron Johann de Kalb. Brig. Gen. Mordecai Gist commanded 
the 2nd Maryland Brigade, which included the 1st Delaware 
Regiment. Brig. Gen. William Smallwood commanded the 
reserve, the 1st Maryland Brigade. The left flank consisted 
of Gen. Richard Caswell’s 1,800 North Carolina militia, Brig. 
Gen. Edward Stevens’s 700 Virginia militia, Lt. Col. Charles 
Porterfield’s 100 Virginia light infantry, and 120 men of Lt. Col. 
Charles Armand’s Legion of Horse and Foot.

British:  2,200 soldiers commanded by Lt. Gen. Charles Earl 
Cornwallis. Col. Francis Lord Rawdon commanded the left 
division of Irish Volunteers, the Legion infantry, and Royalist 
troops. Lt. Col. James Webster commanded the right division of 
23rd Royal Welch Fusiliers, the 33rd Regiment of Foot, and light 
infantry. Two battalions of the 71st Regiment of Foot and Lt. Col. 
Banastre Tarleton’s Legion Cavalry were in reserve.

In 1780, as the American Revolution entered its fifth year, British 
Gen. Sir Henry Clinton looked to break the stalemate that had 

settled in the North. His “Southern Strategy” 
would leverage what was thought to be strong 
Loyalist support in the Southern colonies to 
subdue the population and further isolate the 
rebellion. After capturing Charleston, South 
Carolina, Clinton left Lt. Gen. Charles Earl 
Cornwallis in charge of the campaign. As 
Cornwallis recruited Loyalists, set up a ring 
of outposts, and prepared to 
move into North Carolina, 
he got word of a Continental 

army, commanded by Maj. Gen. Horatio 
Gates, moving south toward Camden. During 
the resulting battle, Cornwallis routed Gates, 
destroyed the Southern Continental Army, and 
handed the Americans their worst battlefield 
defeat of the war. It appeared that Cornwallis’s 
path to victory was open. Or so it seemed. 

Actions by the British – In March of 1778, after he replaced 
Maj. Gen. William Howe as the commander-in-chief of British 
forces in America, Maj. Gen. Henry Clinton faced a dilemma. 
He had to subdue the rebellion but lacked the manpower 
required to pursue Washington’s army and the state militias 
into the countryside. To regain momentum, Clinton looked 
south. After capturing Charleston on 12 May 1780, he planned 
to maintain control of Georgia while subduing the Carolinas. 
If he could choke off Southern support for the rebellion, he 
would set the conditions for British forces to move into Virginia, 
link up with Northern forces, and put an end to the war. With 
limited manpower and a vast territory, the plan relied heavily on 
recruiting large numbers of Loyalists. 

On 5 June, after a promising start, Clinton left Cornwallis in 
charge and sailed back to New York. While Cornwallis continued 
building a ring of outposts and recruiting Loyalists, problems 
began to emerge. Rebel militias, under Maj. John James, Col. 
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Discussion Questions:

1) Discuss Gates’s strategy shortcomings. What could he have done better to create a winning
campaign? 

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

2) Discuss Rawdon’s and Cornwallis’s reactions as Gates approached Camden. If both men had moved more cau-
tiously, what might have happened?

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

3) Explain the tactical disadvantage that Gates placed himself in at the battle. What could he have done differently 
to increase his chances of success?

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

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

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

5) How did the British victory at Camden shape the larger war?

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________
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