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Why Daniel Morgan Should
Be Remembered
“Morgan, you have done wonders this day. You have immortalized yourself and honored your country.”
—General Horatio Gates, after the battle of Saratoga
“Sir, you command the finest regiment in the world.”
—General John Burgoyne, during the surrender at Saratoga, October 19, 1777

“His courage was of a peculiar quality. . . . When beyond the reach of danger . . . he was
accustomed to admit his sensibility to the impressions of fear. Just previous to some
of the most glorious occasions of his life, those feelings are said by himself to have
come upon him like an apparition, shaking for a moment his inmost soul. But at the
crisis of battle most trying to human fortitude, when death presented itself on every
side, and danger flew thickly around, no such weakness ever exhibited.”
—James Graham, Morgan’s first biographer, in
The Life of General Daniel Morgan (1856)
“From Bunker Hill to Quebec, through Burgoyne’s campaign, and wherever he was
entrusted with command, he had proved his courage and his fertility in resources during periods of great danger; and Congress vied with States and citizens, in honorable
testimonials to his valor, as the victor at Cowpens.”
—Col. Henry B. Carrington, in Battles of the American Revolution,
1775–1781 (1877)

“The enemy had with their army great numbers of marksmen, armed with rifle-barreled
pieces. These, during an engagement, hovered upon the flanks in small detachments,
and were very expert in securing themselves, and in shifting their ground. In this action
[September 19], many placed themselves in high trees, in the rear of their own line;
and there was seldom a minute’s interval of smoke in any part of our line, without officers being taken off by single shot.”

“Morgan, by virtue of his strong personality and commanding presence, could mix
freely with his soldiers and acquire their good will without losing their respect. A contemporary wrote that no officer ‘knew better how to gain the love and esteem of his
men.’ ”

—Burgoyne, on Morgan’s corps, in his report to Parliament on Saratoga

—Don Higginbotham, in Daniel Morgan: Revolutionary Rifleman (1961)

“Nothing would give me greater pleasure than to have you with me. The people of this
country adore you. Had you been with me a few weeks past, you would have had it in
your power to give the world the pleasure of reading a second Cowpens affair. . . . Great
generals are scarce—there are few Morgans to be found.”

“Brigadier General Daniel Morgan of the Virginia Line was by far the Continental
Army’s finest battle captain. If one were to judge him by all who have led Americans
into battle, he would have no superiors and few peers.”

—General Nathanael Greene, letter to Daniel Morgan, August 26, 1781

—John Buchanan, in The Road to Guilford Courthouse:
The American Revolution in the Carolinas (1997)

“I have a great regard for Genl. Morgan, and respect his military talents; am persuaded, if a fit occasion should occur no one would exert them with more zeal in the service of his country than he would.”
—George Washington, letter to Colonel Charles M. Thruston, 1794
“Patriotism and valor were the prominent features of his character; and the honorable services he rendered to his country during the Revolutionary War crowned him with glory and
will remain in the breasts of his countrymen a Perpetual Monument to his Memory.”
—Epitaph on Daniel Morgan’s grave, 1802
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The gently sloping field where Daniel
Morgan decided to make a stand
against a pursuing British army,
known as Cowpens, probably looked
something like this on the evening of
January 16, 1781. Though General
Morgan (opposite) was respected as
a battlefield tactician, he faced a stiff
challenge at Cowpens.

1
SHOWDOWN
AT COWPENS

A

s afternoon faded into evening on January 16, 1781,
hundreds of weary men trudged into a grassy, open area
near Thicketty Creek, South Carolina. These American

soldiers had been on the move all day, trying to elude a pursuing
British army. Their commander, Brigadier General Daniel Morgan, had been trying to avoid a battle. Morgan knew that if his
outnumbered men were defeated, American hopes for independence might come to an end.
9
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The American Revolution was entering its seventh year,

young officer who had become one of the most hated and

and many people were tired of the war. In the northern

feared men in the South. Tarleton’s force included about 500

colonies British and Patriot forces were at a stalemate, but

members of the British Legion, a crack force of well-trained

in the South the British had won a series of victories during

infantry soldiers and horsemen, along with another 700

1779 and 1780 and seemed to be regaining control. Amer-

British regulars. Also, the terrain at Cowpens did not seem

ica’s ally France was growing reluctant to waste more soldiers

ideal for the Americans. There

or supplies on what appeared to be a lost cause. The French

were no swamps or thick forests

foreign minister, Comte de Vergennes, had even suggested a

that would prevent Tarleton’s

peace agreement in which Britain would keep the southern

horsemen from charging into the

colonies and New York, while Massachusetts, Pennsylvania,

American lines. The field was so

and a few other colonies would become independent.

wide that the British infantry

Although Patriot leaders did not like this plan, they knew

might be able to outflank the

that another major American defeat in the South would

Patriots. Finally, if the fight went

force them to accept the French proposal.

badly an American retreat would
be blocked by the nearby Broad

CHOOSING THE BATTLEGROUND

River, which had been flooded

By the evening of January 16, Morgan knew his men would

by recent rains. It would be near-

have to fight. The British were only a few miles away, and

ly impossible for Morgan’s army

his men were worn out. After carefully scouting the area, he

to escape annihilation by fleeing

decided his small army of about 1,000 men would offer bat-

across the swollen river.

tle in a grassy pasture that local farmers called Cowpens.

The Americans were anxious

Morgan’s aide, Captain Dennis Tramell, later recalled that as

to fight, though, and they trust-

the general looked out over the terrain, he commented,

ed their commander’s judgment.

“Captain, here is Morgan’s grave or victory.”

Morgan had won decisive victo-

Victory would not be easy. The British commander was

ries in some of the most crucial

Lieutenant Colonel Banastre Tarleton, a cunning and ruthless

battles of the Revolution. The

Colonel Banastre Tarleton, wearing
the green coat of the British
Legion, reaches for his sword in
this dashing portrait. Under Tarleton, the Legion had routed Continental soldiers and Patriot militias
during several encounters in South
Carolina in 1780.
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tall, solidly built general had a reputation for toughness and

that these untrained, inexperienced volunteer soldiers often

bravery, as well as an excellent grasp of battlefield tactics. He

ran away when facing a British bayonet charge. However,

had developed a special plan for the battle, and he believed

the militia had an essential role to play in Morgan’s battle

his soldiers could carry it out.

plan. The men responded eagerly to the commander’s

First, though, he wanted his tired men to eat and rest.

confidence. “It was upon this occasion that I was more

Cowpens was a place where local farmers let their cattle

perfectly convinced of General Morgan’s qualifications to

graze before taking them to market, and there was a herd in

command militia, than I had ever before been,” comment-

the open fields. Morgan ordered the soldiers to butcher

ed Thomas Young, a militia major from South Carolina.

some of the animals and roast the meat for supper. While
darkness fell and the soldiers ate, Morgan explained his battle plan to his officers. After this, the general wandered
through the American camp, stopping to visit the small
groups of soldiers gathered around flickering campfires.

EXPLAINING THE PLAN
Nearly all of the American soldiers respected Morgan.
Unlike most other Continental Army officers, who came

The evening previous to the battle, he went among the volunteers, helped them fix their swords, joked with them
about their sweet-hearts, told them to keep in good spirits,
and the day would be ours. And long after I laid down, he
was going about among the soldiers, encouraging them,
and telling them that the “Old Wagoner” would crack his
whip over Ben [Tarleton] in the morning, as sure as he
lived. “Just hold up your heads, boys,” he would say, “three
fires, and you are free! And then when you return to your
homes, how the old folks will bless you, and the girls kiss
you, for your gallant conduct!” I don’t believe he slept a
wink that night.

from wealthy and privileged backgrounds, Morgan owned a

Morgan was not the only person keeping late hours. Tar-

small farm and had once been a wagon driver on the fron-

leton knew the Americans were near, so he drove his

tier. He had never lost his connection to the regular soldiers,

exhausted men through the night to reach them. At dawn

sharing their hardships in the field and worrying about their

on the chilly morning of January 17, 1781, the British

problems and fears. On the night of January 16, Morgan

marched up the road to Cowpens. They found Morgan’s

carefully explained to his men what they would have to do

men in the field and ready to fight. Shouting their battle cry,

to defeat the British the next morning.

the British soldiers lowered their bayonets and charged

Morgan spent most of his time speaking to the militia
that accompanied his force. All Continental officers knew

through the damp grass toward the American lines.
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