March 1781 - Battle of Guilford Courthouse
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In a clearing in the woods in Guilford
County, North Carolina, in 1781, British
soldiers led by General Charles, the Lor | g#es
Cornwallis, clashed with Whig troops lec |
by General Nathanael Greene in a battle |55
that changed the course of the Americar
Revolution in the southern colonies and
contributed to the ultimate defeat of the
British at Yorktown, Virginia.

In 1780 the British, stalemated in their
attempt to subdue the northern and mid
colonies, turned their attention to the
south. Relying on their command of the
sea, they quickly gained control of the
coastal areas of Georgia and North
Carolina. Whig forces responded by an
attack on the British advance base at Camden, Soartblina, but were defeated and
scattered. George Washington, disturbed by theidet@ng military situation in the
south, entrusted command of Whig forces there toe@# Nathanael Greene, his
guartermaster general. Faced immediately with areesupply problem, Greene divided
his army into several independent units which caulpply themselves more easily. They
were also rallying points for Whig militia.

From his base in Camden Cornwallis struck at Greendependent units, hoping to
destroy them or drive them from the Carolina bamhntry. British troops and loyalist
militia were themselves defeated, however, at #itdebof King's Mountain in October,
1780, and the British Legion, sent to find and aBsa detachment of troops led by
General Daniel Morgan, came to disaster at théebaittCowpens in January, 1781.

Spurred on by the defeat at Cowpens and the captum®re than six hundred British
soldiers, roughly a quarter of his troops, Cornisdéd his whole army into North
Carolina in pursuit of Morgan and his prisonersrr®allis failed to take into account,
however, the extreme difficulty of moving an armythe backcountry in winter, and
Morgan stayed well ahead of him. On January 25tRaansour's Mill, North Carolina,
Cornwallis burned his wagon train with all his sligpin an attempt to speed up his men.

Watching Cornwallis push on recklessly into Nortir@ina, Nathanael Greene saw a
great opportunity to catch the British far fromitHease. He summoned the scattered units
of his command to unite with Morgan, at the sammetmaintaining the withdrawal
northward. In the end Greene withdrew all the weg Mirginia, exhausting his pursuers.
By early March 1781 Greene had pulled together rttwag four thousand of his men



including 1500 troops of the continental line arnasweady to offer battle. Greene
prepared for Cornwallis at Guilford Courthouse, tddCarolina, organizing his forces in
three lines. The first two comprised militia troopko were expected to fire only a couple
of rounds before retiring. Greene's continentalitas filled the third line. On the 15th of
March, 1781, Cornwallis arrived at Guilford Courtise. Although he was outnumbered
two to one, Cornwallis attacked head on, pushimdease militia lines and ultimately
forcing the retreat of the third line as well. Leftpossession of the field, Cornwallis
claimed victory. The "victory," however, had coghhmore than 25 percent of his army,
which was no longer fit to keep the field. Cornwsabegan a slow and exhausting march
to Wilmington, North Carolina, where he could bsugplied by the British navy. Greene,
on the other hand turned south into South Car@ithGeorgia where he began attacking
the troops left behind when his opponent marchethno

Greene's decision to move south proved a wise she gradually drove the inland
British garrisons back to the coast. Cornwalligio other hand elected to move north
into Virginia. There, as in North Carolina, his véays were the masters of the ground on
which they stood, but their supply lines were cangly disrupted by Whig regulars and
militia. Cornwallis again had to retreat to the aé&orktown and the protection of the
navy. There he found that the navy had been diw¥ey the French fleet, and he was
soon besieged and forced to surrender by the cadl@rmies of Washington and
Rochambeau.
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