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DESCRIPTION 

Daniel Morgan was one of the most outstanding military leaders of the American 

Revolution.  His leadership was pivotal at the beginning of the war, when he raised and 

marched a company of riflemen to assist in the siege of Boston in the summer of 1775, 

and he later would command what some have considered the greatest tactical victory ever 

to occur on American soil at the Battle of Cowpens.   

Yet Morgan’s history was not typical of military leaders.  He came from a rough 

background, not dissimilar from many of the men he would command.  His temperament 

was rough, formed by a furious temper and a sensitivity to criticism.  Combined with his 

imposing physical stature and skill in brawling, this would lead to legal trouble in his 

early life.  However, he persevered and overcame many of his challenges, and his 

experience as a “self-made man” would forge the leadership skills that would be key to 

his success as a battlefield commander. 

The Battle of Cowpens represented the culmination of elements that defined 

Morgan’s experience.  He was called upon to lead both militia, where he first gained 

experience leading men, and Continental regulars.  The battle employed the weapon that 

Morgan is most identified with, the rifle, to great effect.  And his stunning tactical victory 

was largely made possible because of his unique and personable leadership style.  It is 

doubtful any other commander would have found such success in similar circumstances.   

Morgan kept his early past mysterious.  He was born in the winter of 1736 to 

James and Eleanor Morgan, Welsh Quaker immigrants who moved to rural New Jersey 

shortly after his birth.  His mother died shortly thereafter, and his father remarried.  

Daniel had a challenging relationship with his father, and he left home at the age of 17, 



Gard – Daniel Morgan  2 

 

heading south on the Great Wagon Road.1 Arriving in Charleston, Virginia in 1753, he 

was illiterate and possessed “little but the clothes on his back and a determination to 

make something of his life.”2 

Morgan began making his way as a laborer, where no doubt his six foot, two 

hundred pound frame was an asset.  He began work as a laborer for a farmer named 

Roberts3, and rapidly gained the trust of his employer.  He was quickly put in charge of a 

sawmill, where his strength and work ethic allowed him to thrive.  Shortly thereafter, 

another farmer, Robert Burwell, recruited Morgan to be a teamster, hauling wagons of 

produce from the frontier to urban markets, and earning more money.4 

Morgan enjoyed the freedom that came with hauling wagons. He quickly became 

close friends with John Ashby, Burwell’s overseer and a well-known equestrian, 

marksman, brawler, and drinker.  Ashby’s character was closely aligned with Morgan’s, 

and the friendship would prove appurtenant to his early military career.  Despite enjoying 

brawls and drinking with Ashby, Morgan remained frugal and determined to make 

something of his life. Within a year, he had saved enough money to purchase his own 

wagon and team of horses.  It was this work that would earn Morgan his favorite 

nickname, “the old wagoner.”5 

 As Morgan was beginning his career, the French were pressing their claims along 

the frontier.  In 1754, they built Fort Duquesne at the forks of the Ohio River, and 

                                                 
1 Richard L. Morgan, General Daniel Morgan: Reconsidered Hero, (Morgantown, NC: Burke 

County Historical Society, 2001), 2. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Don Higginbotham, Daniel Morgan: Revolutionary Rifleman (Chapel Hill: Published for the 

Institute of Early American History and Culture at Williamsburg, Va. by the University of North Carolina 

Press, ©1961), 3. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Morgan, Reconsidered Hero, 3-6.  Higginbotham, Revolutionary Rifleman, 1-2. 
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defeated George Washington’s Virginia militiamen, effectively claiming the Ohio Valley.  

The British responded by sending Major General Edward Braddock and two regiments of 

regulars to push the French back.  This activity interrupted Morgan’s fledgling career as 

an independent teamster, as he soon signed on to transport supplies for Braddock.6  In 

actuality, Morgan had little choice, as Braddock, desperately short of wagons to transport 

supplies, impressed nearly every frontier wagoner in the area.7   

Morgan experienced two defining events during his service for Braddock.  The 

first of these would provide scars and an ever-prescient story which Morgan would use 

later to encourage his men, including at the Battle of Cowpens.  The second provided an 

object lesson in New World military tactics. 

British officers were used to strict obedience, which was anathema to the rowdy 

Virginia teamsters. “The Virginians seldom had experienced restraint, and refused to 

accept it” in Braddock’s employ.8  This created a rift between the regulars and the 

frontiersmen, which no doubt encouraged a British soldier to say something that so 

angered Morgan that he knocked him to the ground.  A drum-beat court martial sentenced 

Morgan to 4009 lashes, a sometimes fatal sentence.10  Nonetheless, Morgan would later 

claim to have remained conscious throughout the ordeal, counting along with the 

drummer.  He claimed the drummer miscounted, and actually owed him one more lash.  

The event left Morgan with a shredded, scarred back, a disdain for public whippings, and 

                                                 
6 Morgan, Reconsidered Hero, 6 
7 Higginbotham, Revolutionary Rifleman, 4. 
8 Ibid., 4-5 
9 Or 500.  Sources conflict. 
10 Roger D. McGrath, “The American Rifleman in the Revolutionary War,” The New American 

(September 13, 2010): 36, accessed October 9, 2017, https://search-proquest-

com.ezproxy2.apus.edu/docview/751608100?accountid=8289 . 

https://search-proquest-com.ezproxy2.apus.edu/docview/751608100?accountid=8289
https://search-proquest-com.ezproxy2.apus.edu/docview/751608100?accountid=8289
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a never-dull motivational story.11  The British soldier later apologized, and Morgan 

accepted.12 

Morgan’s service to Braddock also provided an intimate experience with battle in 

the New World. French and Indian forces ambushed Braddock’s column in the woods, 

with the French and Indians attacking from behind rocks and trees.  Braddock had no 

other plan for battle than massed line fire, and lost badly.  Morgan observed the battle 

from the rear with the supplies, observing wounded and fleeing soldiers trickling in, 

George Washington “galloping up” with orders, and finally a fatally wounded Braddock 

returning.  Following the routing, Morgan helped destroy ammunition, powder, and flour 

to make sufficient space in the wagons for the many wounded.13 

Following Braddock’s demise, Morgan’s friend John Ashby was made a new 

captain in the Virginia Rangers, and was tasked with recruiting three companies to 

protect against the emboldened French and Indians.  Morgan joined Ashby, and gained 

additional important personal experience with combat, and another scar.  In April of 

1756, Morgan and guided a militia contingent from Fort Ashby to Fort Edwards.  He and 

another ranger set out for their return journey on April 16, and were ambushed by 7 

Indians a mere 17 miles out.  The other ranger was killed, and Morgan was shot.  The ball 

tore through his neck and out his cheek, knocking out several of his rear left teeth and 

leaving a permanent scar.  Six of the Indians stopped to scalp his companion, with the last 

                                                 
11 Higginbotham, Revolutionary Rifleman, 4-5. 
12 Morgan, Reconsidered Hero, 6.  Morgan claims the soldier was an officer, while Higginbotham 

states that it is unclear whether the soldier was an officer or enlisted.  Neither cites sources for this 

confusion, though the severity of the sentence in light of Braddock’s need for every wagon and teamster to 

drive it he could get would seem to support his being an officer. 
13 Higginbotham, Revolutionary Rifleman, 5-6. 
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taking up pursuit of Morgan.  Despite his injury, Morgan outrode his pursuer arriving in 

the fort bloody and in shock, but alive.14 

Following his service, Morgan found a sweetheart.  He began courting Abigail 

Curry, the daughter of a reasonably prosperous farmer.  In November of 1761, he began 

purchasing items as gifts, as well as to improve his personal appearance.  Following the 

treaty of Paris, they moved in together in 1763, had two daughters, and bought 255 acres 

from Samuel Blackburn15, Abigail’s uncle, a farm he would name “Soldier’s Rest.”  They 

were later married on March 30, 1773.16 

Abigail provided an important civilizing effect on Morgan.  She taught him, as 

well as their daughters Nancy and Betsy, to read and write, and introduced him to piety.  

Abigail was a charter member of the Old Stone Presbyterian Church in Winchester, 

which Morgan was to join a year later.17 (Morgan’s friend and close confidant at the end 

of his life, Reverend William Hill, was pastor at Old Stone Presbyterian, and made an 

abortive attempt at the first biography of Morgan18).  She even convinced him to nearly 

give up brawling – he only had two assault charges brought against him the following 

year, both of which were dropped!19  While Morgan’s personality, charisma, and combat 

experience made him a natural leader, without the influence of Abigail, and in particular 

the literacy he gained, he would never have risen to command. 

Morgan’s frequent brawling (mostly in his younger years) and his farm also 

connected him with the local political leadership.  The purchase of the new farm, the 

                                                 
14 Morgan, Reconsidered Hero, 7. Higginbotham, Revolutionary Rifleman, 6. 
15 Higginbotham, Revolutionary Rifleman, 13. 
16 Morgan, Reconsidered Hero, 7. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Ibid.,  viii 
19 Higginbotham, Revolutionary Rifleman, 12. 
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expenses related to getting it running, and crop failures proved a financial struggle for 

Morgan.  Unlike in his younger years, he was now struggling with debt.  Though he 

usually settled with his creditors before the courts took action, he nonetheless made 

frequent court appearances.  However, indebtedness was common in the area, and was 

not deleterious to one’s personal reputation.  Instead, local government officials regarded 

him warmly.  Indeed, the same justices who presided over his court cases made him a 

county surveyor and a deputy sheriff, as well as appointing him the militia captain in 

1771.  He was even appointed to maintain county roads, including one case where he was 

instructed to “work all citizens for three miles on each side of the road.”20   

This experience was likely helpful when, following Lexington and Concord, the 

patriot committee unanimously elected Morgan to raise a rifle company from Frederic 

County, Virginia.  In the spring of 1775, Richard Henry Lee claimed that Viginians could 

take the field of battle at a moment’s notice, and produce 6000 men “known for their 

amazing hardihood” gained from “living so long in the woods.”  They were known to be 

good shots with a rifle, preferring targets at least 200 yards away and no larger than an 

orange in shooting matches. 21  Their rifles offered several advantages over the more 

common smoothbore muskets, primarily greater range and accuracy, at the expense of a 

slower rate of fire and the inability to mount a bayonet.   The frontier riflemen wore 

traditional hunting clothing, which gave them good camouflage in the woods, and could 

function effectively as snipers. Lee’s claims appear not to have been exaggerated, as 

                                                 
20 Higginbotham, Revolutionary Rifleman, 14. 
21 Ibid., 19. 
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there are many accounts of riflemen hitting objects at 250 or more yards, beyond the 

range at which a musket ball “fell harmlessly to the ground.” 22   

The New England patriots, unfamiliar with the Kentucky rifle, were so impressed 

with the claims of the riflemen’s ability that they voted to raise 10 companies of riflemen, 

two of them from Virginia.  The Frederick County patriot committee unanimously 

elected Morgan to lead their company, impressed by his “courage, conduct, and 

reverence for liberty,” an opinion that would be echoed by soon to be general Horatio 

Gates.23 

Morgan was somewhat reticent about leaving his family and farm, but recognized 

the honor in his appointment and relished it.  “The great drive and zeal Morgan displayed 

throughout the Revolution were noticeable in the way he performed his first 

assignment,”24 recruitment of his company.  He rode out each morning, recruiting men 

with promises of glories to win and rights to uphold, and probably held marksmanship 

contests to determine the best shots.25  In the end, he accepted 96 riflemen, (28 more than 

the required 68), making his the largest of the ten rifle companies.  Each man was 

responsible for providing his own weapons (rifle, tomahawk, and scalping knife) and 

                                                 
22 Higginbotham, Revolutionary Rifleman, 20. 
23 Ibid., 22. 
24 Ibid., 23. 
25 “Morgan’s Shingle” continues to be a motivational target for marksmen today.  According to 

legend, Morgan had so many volunteers he had to limit those he would take.  He is said to have taken a 

wooden shingle, roughly the size of a Redcoat’s head, and nailed it to a tree.  Any man who could hit the 

shingle on his first shot (cold bore, no sighters) at 250 yards could join Morgan’s riflemen.  Those who 

couldn’t, well, there was sure to be a militia company who would appreciate your help.  This tale is 

commonly told today, with specific detail.  However, it may be apocryphal, as I have found no mention of 

it or its source in any primary or scholarly secondary source.  Nonetheless, he likely did hold 

marksmanship contests of some form.  Higginbotham, Revolutionary Rifleman, 22-23. 
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attire, to include “long hunting shirts, leggings, and moccasins,” while Morgan himself 

dressed as an Indian and carried a new rifle. 26  

Morgan wanted his company to have the honor of being the first Virginia troops 

to support the Continental Army, and may have broken a promise to wait for Captain 

Stephenson of Berkely County in order to do so.  He marched at a furious pace, 

sometimes more than 30 miles a day, covering the 600 miles from Winchester to 

Cambridge, Massachusetts in 22 days.  He arrived five days ahead of Stephenson, and his 

men were reviewed by the newly appointed commander in chief of the Continental Army, 

George Washington, who dismounted and shook hands with each man, with tears in his 

eyes.  Morgan’s fast arrival, the character of his men, their marksmanship terrorizing 

British sentries on the Boston Neck, and renewed friendship with General Horatio Gates, 

now adjutant general of the Continental Army, gained him notoriety far exceeding that 

customary for a mere captain.27  

Morgan’s next great adventure came under one of the few Americans who were 

arguably as successful as he was as a field commander, Benedict Arnold.  In late 

September 1775, 1050 soldiers departed on a secret mission through the wilderness of 

Maine and Canada, in an effort to capture Quebec, forming a 14th American colony.  

General Arnold recognized Morgan’s promise as a leader, and appointed him the head of 

three rifle companies on the expedition.  After marching 350 miles in 60 days, a mere 675 

men, mostly in poor health, remained to assault Quebec. The riflemen would prove more 

suited for the rigors of the wilderness than the bulk of Arnold’s force, comprising mostly 

                                                 
26 Higginbotham, Revolutionary Rifleman, 23. Morgan, Reconsidered Hero, 12. 
27 Higginbotham, Revolutionary Rifleman, 24-25. Morgan, Reconsidered Hero, 12. 
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New England clerks, farmers, and fishermen with little wilderness experience.28  The 

expedition would also serve as a crucible for Morgan as a leader. 

Throughout his career, Morgan’s character was marked by loyalty, and he 

engendered the same in his men.  His loyalty to George Washington remained true 

through a challenging rebuke during the Quebec expedition. As the expedition was 

struggling through the wilderness, Arnold wanted to send one of the rifle companies as 

part of an advance force lead by Lieutenant Colonel Christopher Greene of Rhode Island.  

Morgan, and the other rifle company captains, refused to serve under any of the New 

England militia officers.  Morgan and Arnold were commissioned in the Continental 

Army, and therefore, Morgan said, only they could lead the rifle companies. Morgan 

claimed that George Washington had stated such himself.  Washington refuted this view 

in a series of correspondence, in which the tone indicates he is incensed by being 

misrepresented, yet also aware that Morgan is both valuable and sensitive to criticism.  

Morgan’s effectiveness as a leader of frontier troops was also of great concern, such that 

when Washington’s letters disavowing Morgan’s argument arrived, neither Arnold nor 

the militia officers tried to remove him.  Indeed, they found he was “a highly sensitive 

man,” and that the frontier troops preferred to stay together under an officer who was like 

them.29 

                                                 
28 Morgan, Reconsidered Hero, 13. Higginbotham, Revolutionary Rifleman, 27. 
29  George Washington, Letter to Daniel Morgan, "From George Washington to Captain Daniel 

Morgan, 4 October 1775," October 4, 1775. Founders Online, National Archives, last modified June 29, 

2017. Accessed October 12, 2017. http://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/03-02-02-0091.  

Benedict Arnold. Letter to George Washington, "To George Washington from Colonel Benedict 

Arnold, 25–27 September 1775," September 25, 1775. Founders Online, National Archives, last modified 

June 29, 2017. Accessed October 12, 2017. http://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/03-02-02-

0038. 

 Higginbotham, Revolutionary Rifleman, 28-29. 

http://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/03-02-02-0091
http://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/03-02-02-0038
http://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/03-02-02-0038
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Morgan faced a similar conundrum from the opposite side as the expedition 

slogged through the Maine wilderness.  Morgan had been largely successful in 

maintaining discipline among the backwoodsmen, but they complained about the order 

not to waste ammunition on target practice.  The order was largely, if begrudgingly, 

followed.  However, Morgan witnessed a member of Captain Mathew Smith’s 

Pennsylvania company named Chamberlin fire his rifle at an object.  Morgan accused 

him of violating the order, which Chamberlin denied.  Morgan threatened to strike him 

unless he confessed.  In response, Smith swore that he would punch Morgan if he laid a 

hand on Chamberlin.  Morgan conceded, noting that a fight between two captains would 

have made it harder to maintain control.30  In the height of misery crossing the 

wilderness, some antipathy towards Morgan did develop among the men.  Yet, they also 

realized his leadership had kept the expedition together.31 

His leadership continued upon reaching Quebec.  Morgan became known as a 

strict taskmaster, but one who worked tirelessly to provide for the men under him.  He 

got to know his men well, and became fond of them.  As Private Henry noted, when 

Morgan “became attached, he was kind and truly affectionate.”  Thus, another test of his 

loyalty, when he found Arnold’s rationing insufficient upon arrival in Quebec.  Though 

loyal to Arnold, his need to care for his men took precedence.  When Arnold rejected his 

demand for increased rations for the riflemen, they nearly came to blows.  Thankfully he 

held back, and the next day Arnold reconsidered and increased rations.32 

                                                 
30 Higginbotham, Revolutionary Rifleman, 32. 
31 Ibid.,  34. 
32 Ibid.,  39-40. 
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Morgan’s fighting spirit and the trust his loyalty garnered was evidenced in the 

attack on Quebec.  Arnold was injured in the town, during an assault on a canon 

emplacement.  Because the Americans were exposed and momentum important, 

movement was urgent, but Arnold could not continue.  The field officers present insisted 

Morgan take the lead, even though they outranked him.  He had seen service where they 

had not, and had been given the most difficult assignments and always succeeded. 

Although he was to lead, at any given moment any one of them could overrule him.  The 

attack continued fairly successfully, until the other commanders overruled him.  This 

delay lost critical initiative, and by the time they let him initiate another advance the 

moment was lost.  Morgan came upon a British squad, whose lieutenant called for him to 

surrender his sword.  In response, Morgan shot him in the head.33 

Unfortunately, the British were able to regroup, and surrounded Morgan and his 

men on a narrow street.  Morgan refused to surrender: his back against the wall he dared 

any of the defenders to attempt taking his sword.  In the end, he gave it to a priest rather 

than surrender it to an enemy soldier.34 

Morgan was taken prisoner, where he remained a loyal patriot and steadfast 

fighter.  During his imprisonment, one of Carleton’s subordinates, possibly his brother, 

made a concerted effort at building a friendship with Morgan, carefully avoiding politics 

until finally making the claim that the patriots would gain nothing from the rebellion.  

However, Morgan was brave, enterprising, and deserved better than the American cause 

could offer: he could be a colonel in the British army.  Morgan responded that he was “no 

rascal,” and his services were not for sale. Imprisoned at the time in a comfortable 

                                                 
33 Ibid., 47. 
34 Morgan, Reconsidered Hero, 13-14. 
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seminary, he nonetheless engaged in an escape plan.  When the plan was discovered, he 

was put in irons and thrown in the old Dauphin jail.35 

Morgan was finally released from prison in August of 1776, and reported to 

Washington.  Washington promoted him to colonel for his efforts, and he returned home 

to Soldier’s Rest to find his wife and children well. Later that year, he received his 

commission as colonel of the 11th Virginia Regiment, raised 180 men, and reached 

Washington at Morristown, New Jersey in April, 1777.36 

The 11th Virginia was intended for scouting and guerilla tactics against General 

Howe, but it was seriously undermanned.  Instead, Washington gave Morgan command 

of a specially created light infantry corps: about 500 Continentals dressed in hunting 

shirts and leggings and hailing from Pennsylvania, Massachusetts, and Virginia.  This 

was an independent unit, not attached to any state, and thus excused from camp duties, 

which Morgan found tedious.  He outfitted his men with rifles and pikes. 

This unit played a key role in the pivotal victory at the Battles of Saratoga.  As the 

British approached Philadelphia, Morgan deployed his riflemen throughout a wooded 

area, and took what was to become “his favorite combat station,” just to the rear of the 

center of his troops, so he could easily receive repots and keep contact with most of his 

men, rather than in the safer rearward area with reserve troops many generals preferred.  

At Freeman’s Farm, he claimed a similar location as he and Arnold engaged the British in 

what became a battle of the two iconic weapons technologies of the war, the bayonet and 

the rifle.  Repeated attacks and counterattacks by both sides saw the lines surge back and 

forth throughout the battle. 

                                                 
35 Higginbotham, Revolutionary Rifleman,52. Morgan, Reconsidered Hero, 14. 
36 Morgan, Reconsidered Hero, 14. 
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Morgan’s corps was the first to engage in battle, and the last to leave, but suffered 

few casualties.  He had only four killed, eight wounded, and three missing, while General 

Gates lost 320.  British losses were far greater.  Burgoyne lost nearly 600, and the 

riflemen were primarily responsible for decimating the 62nd regiment, including many of 

Burgoyne’s officers and artillerymen.37 

The success of Morgan and his riflemen was not lost on either Gates or the 

British.  When Washington asked Gates to return Morgan’s group, Gates wrote that the 

outcome of his current campaign hung by a thread.  Washington “would not wish me to 

part with the corps the army of General Burgoyne are most afraid of.”38  Indeed, 

Morgan’s corps had already inflicted significant damage on Burgoyne’s army, and his 

riflemen would be important to American success at Bemis Heights.   

Morgan reorganized Dearborn’s troops, especially their bayonets, which were 

crucial to protecting the riflemen from British charges.  This early employment of 

combined arms gave a preview of the tactics he would later use at the Battle of Cowpens.  

With the protection from charges offered by the bayonets, Morgan’s riflemen engaged 

the British at 200 yards, well beyond musket range.39 

Saratoga provided another test of Morgan’s loyalty.  This time, he was caught in 

the middle between his friend, General Horatio Gates, and George Washington.  

Reverend William Hill claimed that Gates told Morgan that the main army was 

dissatisfied with Washington, and that the officers were threatening to replace him.  

                                                 
37 Higginbotham, Revolutionary Rifleman, 57-70. 
38 Gates to Washington, October 5, 1777. Jared Sparks, Correspondence of the American 

Revolution, vol. 1, Being Letters of Eminent Men to George Washington, from the Time of His Taking 

Command of the Army to the End of His Presidency (Classic Reprint) (N.p. : Forgotten Books, 2017). 
39 Morgan, Reconsidered Hero, 16. 
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Gates hoped to replace Washington himself, and sought Morgan’s support.  Morgan 

remained loyal to Washington, however, stating that “under no man than Washington, as 

Commander-in-Chief, would I serve.”  As a result, Morgan is not mentioned in Gates’ 

dispatches, given no credit for his pivotal role in the battle, or even mentioned in Gates’ 

official account of the battle.40  Given Morgan’s long friendship with Gates and need for 

recognition, it is little wonder that this initiated a period of alienation between the two 

that would last until the spring of 1781. 

Morgan believed recognizing his troops for their good deeds was the “grand 

stimulus that pushes men on to great actions.”41  He certainly identified with his troops, 

and needed recognition for his successes as well.  He was proud, and easily offended.  

Thus, following his great successes, he came to feel he had earned a promotion and 

higher command.  During the winter of 1778, a new light infantry brigade was formed, 

and he had the most experience with light infantry.  It was a command he felt was 

tailored for him.  Unfortunately, the new brigade was of sufficient size to justify a 

Brigadier General, and other egos and politics were involved.  General Anthony Wayne 

had been replaced, and threatened to resign if not given a command.  Additionally, 

colonial politics dictated that there were already too many generals from Virginia, and 

Wayne was from Pennsylvania.   

Morgan resigned.42  He was deeply offended, and at any rate was suffering from 

the health effects of his hard life.  His letter of resignation to Congress expresses a 

                                                 
40 Ibid. 
41 Higginbotham, Revolutionary Rifleman, 88. 
42 Daniel Morgan to the President of Congress, June 30, 1779.  John C. Fitzpatrick, The Writings 

of George Washington from the Original Manuscript Sources 1745-1799 Volume 15 May 6, 1779-July 28, 

1779, 1931 ed.( N.p,  2007), 342. 
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visceral pain at the perceived injustice, “I cannot therefore but feel deeply affected by 

injury done my reputation…  I must conclude from what has happened that my country 

has no more occasion for me.  I therefore beg leave to retire.” 

Morgan’s retirement was short lived, as was his estrangement from Gates.  

Despite their differences, Gates, then commanding the Army of the South, recognized 

Morgan’s value as a leader, particularly of light troops, and asked Morgan to join him.  

He would lead a unit not dissimilar from his old rifle corps, which Morgan was 

enthusiastic about.  He also knew his old friend Gates needed his help.  Morgan agreed, 

though he asked Gates to convince congress to promote him to brigadier general so that 

he wouldn’t need to serve under his former subordinate officers in the Virginia Militia 

recently promoted above him.  Gates agreed to try.43 

Unfortunately, Morgan’s health was too poor for an immediate return.  The day 

after he wrote Gates that his health was finally improving and he would be leaving within 

a fortnight, Gates lead a horrific defeat at Camden.  The entire Southern Army was nearly 

destroyed.  His friend’s defeat engaged Morgan’s sense of loyalty, and he immediately 

departed, depleting his limited personal fortune to cover his travel cost.  It was a slow, 

painful journey, but one in which Morgan was joined by several men who wanted to 

enlist under him, including Major Peter Bruin, who would begin his third tour under 

Morgan’s command.44  Nathaniel Greene was given command of the Southern Army, and 

Morgan was, in time, finally promoted to brigadier general. 

Greene, like Morgan, was a proponent of mobility in battle.  As he rebuilt the 

Southern Army, he created a new, light corps, which he named “The Flying Army.”  This 

                                                 
43 Higginbotham, Revolutionary Rifleman, 102-103.  Morgan, Reconsidered Hero, 22. 
44 Higginbotham, Revolutionary Rifleman, 106-107. 
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name was appropriate, as the force would be small in number and lightly armed so it 

could not stand still in the face of opposition, nor mount a meaningful defense to a 

significant opposing force.  However, it could move through the back country, cutting 

supply lines, harassing lines of communication, and boosting the morale of patriots.  

Greene recognized that Morgan had the most experience commanding light troops, and 

was the obvious choice to command the Flying Army. 

Greene defied conventional wisdom, which dictated keeping a smaller force 

unified when faced with a stronger opponent.  He opted to split his forces, sending the 

Flying Army south to cause consternation to Cornwalis, while he would command the 

bulk of the Southern Army.  The distance between the two forces and the nature of the 

mission required a fair amount of operational freedom and initiative for the Flying Army, 

which suited Morgan.  His mission was to encourage patriots, discourage loyalists, and 

harass Cornwalis’ rear and left flank if he went after Greene and the bulk of the Southern 

army.  Greene’s primary instruction to Morgan was to avoid getting surprised and 

destroyed.45 

Cornwalis countered Greene’s division by sending his only force that could keep 

up with Morgan (having lost his other light division in Major Patrick Ferguson’s defeat at 

Kings Mountain), Banastre Tarleton’s Tory Legion.  Tarleton’s Legion had been used 

extensively and effectively, earning a deserved reputation for brutality and effectiveness.   

Morgan knew he would need to strengthen his light corps until it was equal or 

superior to Tarleton’s in strength.46  Recognizing his smaller numbers, he decided to 

focus on speed and maneuverability.  He added 100 mounted riflemen to his corps, and 

                                                 
45 Ibid., 122. 
46 Ibid., 111-114. 
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employed pack saddles rather than wagons.  He felt it was “incompatible with the nature 

of light troops to be encumbered with baggage.”47  He also used his considerable 

oratorical and motivational skills to recruit members of former units which had been 

dispersed in the area, appealing to their love of country and desire for glory.48 

Tarleton was an appropriate opponent for Morgan.  Both commanded 

unconventional light forces.  He had operated in the area for some time, earning a 

reputation for extreme aggression and brutality.  He knew the local terrain intimately 

from his previous campaign, and was aided by an expert guide.  Tarleton was not like 

Braddock, who could not understand New World warfare.49 

Tarleton found Morgan’s army on the Pacolet River on January 12, 1781, and 

began an aggressive pursuit through the South Carolina back country.50  Though 

Morgan’s “flight” is often viewed as a retreat until he had penned himself into a situation 

in which he could not escape, the chase actually served an important purpose.  Morgan’s 

army could move slightly faster than Tarleton’s, particularly as the latter used wagons to 

haul supplies.  Tarleton had to limit his supplies to keep up with Morgan’s rate of travel.  

But there was little forage to find along the way: his own forces had nearly picked the 

area clean the previous year, so there was little to be found to begin with.  Additionally, 

the rate of travel meant they could not forage a wide area, so they were constantly left to 

forage where Morgan’s army already had.51  Tarleton’s army was more experienced and 

better trained.  But it was also more hungry, less rested, and more frustrated.  Tarleton 

                                                 
47 Ibid., 124. 
48 Ibid., 125-126. 
49 Lawrence Edward Babits, A Devil of a Whipping: The Battle of Cowpens (Chapel Hill: 

University of North Carolina Press, ©1998), 51. 
50 Morgan, Reconsidered Hero, 24. 
51 Babits, Devil of a Whipping, 51. 
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had also been lead further from Cornwalis, while Morgan moved closer to supplies and 

the support offered by Greene.52 

Morgan did have a serious disadvantage, however – one that required his 

charisma and leadership to address.  Shortly before Cowpens, many of his militia 

enlistments expired, and replacements were yet to arrive.  He relied on his powers of 

persuasion: “Morgan… insisted that Captain Whiteside and others, whose time had 

expired, should not leave him in this exposed condition to contend with a handful of men 

against a powerful and victorious enemy.  This appeal, which could not be heard with 

indifference, was not without its effect, and Captain Whiteside and his men remained 

until after the battle.”53 

Morgan’s “flight” allowed him to choose his battlefield, and he made an 

unconventional choice, which received criticism.  Cowpens was a frontier pasture, a long, 

gently sloping ridge where farmers would graze cattle.  There were no woods or swamps 

for his men to hide in or to protect his flanks, and the Broad River to his back prevented 

retreat.  Tarleton himself would have struggled to find a battlefield more apparently 

suited to his preferences.54 

However, Morgan defended his choice, claiming he chose a site which would play 

into the unique psychological factors of the two forces:  His militia would have no place 

to run or hide.  Meanwhile, he knew Tarleton well, and knew that he would attack 

aggressively.  With no place to hide and no place to run, in the face of an aggressive 

opponent with a reputation for executing would-be prisoners and offering no quarter, his 

                                                 
52 Babits, Devil of a Whipping, 52. 
53 Samuel More, quoted in Babits, Devil of a Whipping, 51-52. 
54 Higginbotham, Revolutionary Rifleman, 131. 
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militia would have no choice but to fight.  “When men are forced to fight, they will sell 

their lives dearly.”55 

Morgan’s tactical plan was as unorthodox as his choice of battlefield.  Rather than 

a traditional three-line defense, with the strongest defending unit in the first line, Morgan 

reversed his forces.  He knew his militia, though skilled in guerilla tactics and 

marksmanship, would not stand long in the face of open battle.  He counter-intuitively 

arranged them in the front.  He kept Washington’s cavalry, his most reliable force, in the 

rear reserve position.  He would, of course, take his customary position behind the second 

line.  Morgan’s plan relied on feigned incompetence and cowardice of the militia, which 

they were known for, coupled with aggression and overconfidence of his foe.56 

The night before the battle saw Morgan engaging one of his strongest leadership 

traits: engagement with his men.  He drew his plan out on paper for his officers to see and 

understand, then overnight visited each unit of his men, moving from one campfire to 

another, ensuring each person knew the plan for battle.  He showed his scars and reveled 

in his claim that the King still owed him a lash.  He recounted Tarleton’s brutality.  He 

pitted the pride of Georgia and North Carolina militias against each other to see who 

could claim the best display of bravery.  He made an impassioned speech inciting the 

men, “…in this day you must play your parts for your honor and liberty’s cause.”57 

Meanwhile, Tarleton’s men, eager to prevent Morgan from crossing the river and 

escaping, departed their camp at 3:00 AM.  They were delayed by mud, terrain, and 

Morgan’s skirmishers, eventually leaving the supply wagons to slog through at their own 

                                                 
55 Though he does fail to mention that he had originally intended to engage Tarleton on the other 

side of the river…  Higginbotham, Revolutionary Rifleman, 132. 
56 Babits, Devil of a Whipping, 152. 
57 Higginbotham, Revolutionary Rifleman, 136. 
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pace and catch up later.  As they approached the battlefield, rifleman skirmishers 

harassed them, and fell back.  They engaged the first line of militia, which stood for two 

volleys and withdrew “in panic.”  As each line of defense was reached, it got stronger.  

Cavalry appeared as if from nowhere (or hidden behind a swale…), and the “retreating” 

units reformed and fired volleys in unison, breaking a disorderly bayonet charge by 

British expecting an easy victory.  A Patriot bayonet charge, the reformed militia, and the 

return of the cavalry signaled the end of the brief but decisive battle, and the British 

surrendered. 

Morgan was elated at the result, picking up his nine year old drummer boy and 

kissing him.  He would write to a friend that he had given Tarleton “a devil of a wipping, 

a more compleat victory never was obtained.”58   

The battle lasted less than one hour.  The conflict between less than 1000 

Americans and 1100 British resulted in 110 British killed, 702 captured, while Morgan’s 

casualties were 12 killed and 60 wounded.  The Americans also claimed 2 field pieces, 2 

regimental flags, 35 wagons, 100 horses, 800 muskets, and 70 “negroes who had been 

officer’s servants.” The loss of Tarleton’s legion and its supplies left Cornwalis with no 

light infantry, lost him control of North Carolina, and ultimately led to the decisive 

patriot victory at Yorktown.59 

Though neither the battle nor the American general who led it are widely 

remembered today, the Battle of Cowpens was a tactical triumph, and a strategically vital 

victory for the Patriot cause.  It was a situation that capitalized on all of Morgan’s 

                                                 
58 Higginbotham, Revolutionary Rifleman, 142. 
59 Morgan, Reconsidered Hero, 26. 
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strengths as a leader.  He was confident in his skills as a battlefield commander, honed 

throughout the revolution, from Boston to Quebec, Saratoga to South Carolina.   

Throughout his command career, Morgan was renowned by the enlisted man.  

They identified with him as a fellow backwoodsman, with similar speech and manners, 

and recognized that, though a stern disciplinarian, he always fought to support them.  He 

banned public whippings, as they had a demoralizing effect on the soul.  He tried to meet 

the needs of his men, and encouraged them to seek his personal help and advice.  He was 

also an officer willing to get down off his horse and help his men accomplish dirty, 

difficult, or unpleasant manual labor tasks. 

Morgan was “one of the few first rate American generals in the revolution.” 60 A 

great battlefield tactician.  An inspiring leader.  Only perhaps Benedict Arnold performed 

better leading men in battle.  He was largely associated with the rifle, and no one was 

better at utilizing riflemen in battle.  Likewise, no one was better at combining militiamen 

and other irregular forces with regulars in battle. 

“If this man had his share of faults, mostly temperament, they paled against his 

greatest virtue: loyalty – loyalty to his soldiers, his friends, and his county.”61 He was 

also fiercely loyal.  Whether to the men who served under him, to his immediate 

superiors, or to George Washington, Morgan could be relied upon by those who needed 

to trust him.  And he was always loyal to liberty and his country.   

Short tempered, pugnacious, tenacious, brilliant, stern, supportive, loyal.  A self-

made man, a husband, a father.  The story of Daniel Morgan’s rise from a difficult 

childhood to brilliant military leader is a quintessentially American tale.  And the tale of 

                                                 
60 Higginbotham, Revolutionary Rifleman, 209. 
61 Ibid., viii. 
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Morgan’s life built the character traits that define his leadership, molding him into the 

perfect leader in the perfect circumstances at the perfect moment.    
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