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Battle of Camden, August 16th, 1780

History 

Steven D. Smith 

Introduction


The following history describes the battle of Camden and serves as a baseline narrative of that event for use by the Battle of Camden Project in its goal of protecting and preserving the modern battlefield.  This history is in no way intended to be the last word concerning what exactly happened on that hot August 16th, 1780.  While it is based on traditional interpretations of what happened that day, incorporation of previously unused documentary sources has begun, and it is designed to serve as a foundation for the project’s on-going research and meet the specific goal of attempting to detail, to the extent possible, the sequence of maneuvers by both American and British military units across the battlefield landscape.  As such, this history will rely primarily on eyewitness accounts, especially those of: 1) American Commander General Horatio Gates, 2) Colonel Otho Williams, Adjutant to the American Commander, 3) British Commander Lord Earl Cornwallis; and, 4) Lieutenant Colonel Banastre Tarleton, British light cavalry commander.
  While there are many secondary accounts,
 after study, most seem to rely heavily on the few eyewitnesses referenced herein.  Therefore, unless they offer some additional insight or contrary interpretation of the sequence of events, or locate units on the battlefield, they will rarely be referenced (except for their excellent summaries of the overall strategic situation).  As Battle of Camden Project research continues, a number of additional eyewitness accounts are being discovered in pension applications and at British archives.  For that reason alone, this effort is not the final say on the Battle of Camden.  


Following this historical narrative, the preliminary results from the analysis of a diverse range of relic hunter collections is discussed.  This artifact data is the result of several independent metal detector collectors who shared their knowledge of find locations on the Camden battlefield.  To the extent that their finds are cataloged and provenienced, the information they provide adds to the interpretation herein and serves, again, as baseline data for understanding the battle that professional archaeological investigations can build upon.

Prelude


Only a few days after the fall of Charleston, in May 1780, British infantry and cavalry detachments fanned out across South Carolina capturing towns and villages including Ninety Six, Camden, and Georgetown.  Controlling these towns created a defensive front protecting Charleston, and from which the backcountry would be subdued.  Both sides saw Camden, South Carolina, as the keystone in this arch.  The only American forces in South Carolina were a few partisans, and for a short time a party of Virginians under Colonel Abraham Buford who were to be slaughtered at the Waxhaws by British Lieutenant Colonel Banastre Tarleton.  

Prior to Charleston’s surrender, General George Washington recommended that a force of Continental soldiers be sent south to rescue the besieged or, if Charleston had fallen (it already had) to act to “arrest the progress” of the British and “save the Carolinas.”
  He further hoped that the Continentals’ presence would rally the cause and increase Carolina militia enlistments.  Major General Baron de Kalb, commander of the Maryland and Delaware Division, eventually arrived near Buffalo Ford, North Carolina, encamping on July 19th after a difficult march south through Virginia and North Carolina.  There, de Kalb awaited further orders, desperately needed supplies, and reinforcements.  Despite de Kalb’s pleading to Whig authorities in North Carolina, he got nothing but promises.  Especially galling for de Kalb and later Gates, was the lack of cooperation from Major General Richard Caswell who commanded North Carolina militia, and who was supposed to join de Kalb with supplies.  Meanwhile, Congress sent General Horatio Gates, the hero of Saratoga to take command of the Southern forces.  Gates arrived at the American camp on July 24th, with the good news that a force of Virginia militia was on its way to join the Continentals.  

At Buffalo Ford, Gates surveyed his army.  His best unit was de Kalb’s Maryland (and Delaware) Division, which consisted of two brigades.  General William Smallwood commanded the 1st Brigade and the 2nd was under General Mordecai Gist.
  The Delaware regiment, commanded by Colonel Vaughan, was an integral part of the 2nd Brigade.  In addition, Gates expected Colonel Armand, Marquis de la Rouerie, who led a legionary corps consisting of about 60 cavalry and an equal number of infantry.  Critically, this little unit would be Gates’ only cavalry, aside from 20 men under Francis Marion who would act as a bodyguard for Gates in the upcoming campaign.  Luckily for Marion, he was dispatched to take charge of the Williamsburg District militia only a day before the disaster at Camden.  There were also three companies of Continental Artillery under Colonel Edward Carrington.  Major Thomas Pinckney was in camp as an aide to de Kalb and became Gates’ aide.
  

With these forces, and expecting to be joined by Virginia militia under Brigadier General Edward Stevens and North Carolina militia under Caswell, Gates decided to focus of his campaign on Camden, which General Thomas Sumter reported as vulnerable due to a reduced garrison.  Gates made some hasty decisions that, in hindsight, appear to have contributed to the disaster on August 16th, 1781.   To the amazement of his officers, Gates immediately ordered the weary and starved troops to be ready to march.  Only three days later, the troops were on the move, leaving behind two artillery pieces for lack of horses.  The army would travel toward Camden with ten field pieces.  To the further consternation of some officers, Gates’ intended line of march was a direct route to Camden, through a part of the Carolinas widely known to lack forage—a veritable desert-- occupied by an unfriendly population.  Colonel Otho Williams, assigned as Adjutant General first to de Kalb, and then to Gates, attempted to dissuade Gates from the intended march in favor of a more indirect approach that first turned west, through Salisbury, North Carolina, and then south toward Camden.  This route would take the army across a landscape where the local population was friendly and the forage was believed to be more available.  Gates was not persuaded.
  

The army marched through a desert-like countryside until they arrived at Mask’s Ferry on the Pee Dee.  Here the army found plentiful green corn.  Starving, the men ate the corn with obvious results.  As the men suffered gastrointestinal reactions, a tremendous thunderstorm hit the army and delayed the crossing. In the meantime, Gates made a more rudimentary tactical error.  Colonel Anthony White and Lieutenant William Washington, with what was left of the 1st and 3rd Light Dragoons after General Lincoln’s surrender, asked for aid in recruiting their corps and offered to join Gates’ army.  But Gates turned them away.
  Although White and Washington’s commands were tiny and probably could not have prevented Tarleton’s cavalry from wreaking havoc at Camden, they would have been valuable nevertheless.  Gates apparently placed little value on cavalry, and would later attempt to convert even Armand’s few cavalry horses to artillery draft horses.

After some delay, Gates got his army across the Pee Dee on August 3rd to find Lieutenant Colonel Charles Porterfield and about 100 Virginia State Troops awaiting him.  Porterfield was welcomed and his command began serving as scouts in front of the army.  As the army marched west and south, Gates finally received two communications from Caswell.  Caswell first wrote Gates saying he was planning an attack on a British outpost, and then on August 6, came a plea for help as Caswell himself was about to be attacked.  Gates had had enough, and rode on ahead of the army to find the North Carolina militia and get them under his control.  Once he found Caswell, Gates was “graciously” received and the two forces were joined on August 7th.
  Together, with de Kalb on the right and Caswell on the left the unified command proceeded to Lynches Creek.  There they found British Lord Rawdon and his command fortified on the opposite bank above the creek.


While Gates’ starving army straggled toward Camden, the British, under Lord Francis Rawdon, had been well aware of Gate’s progress, but were attending to their own immediate problems. General Thomas Sumter had been harassing the British outposts at Rocky Mount and Hanging Rock.  Rawdon first marched out of Camden to reinforce these posts, but soon decided to concentrate his forces to meet Gates.  Thus, when Gates arrived on the west branch of Lynches Creek, about 14 miles from Camden, there was Rawdon, with the 23rd, 33rd and 71st Infantry Regiments, his own Volunteers of Ireland, a militia corps under Lieutenant Colonel Hamilton, and 40 dragoons of the British Legion under Tarleton.  Farther west, British Legion infantry was posted at Rugeley’s Mills.
  Meanwhile, as Gates assessed his chances of attacking Lord Rawdon at Lynches Creek, Lord Earl Cornwallis left Charleston, rapidly heading northeast to take command of the British forces.
  


Gates eventually thought better of attacking a fixed position across a causeway, despite de Kalb’s urging.  Instead, Gates moved north and then west to Rugeley’s Mills effectively by-passing Rawdon.  The British Legion infantry left before Gates arrived.  Rugeley’s plantation, also known as Clermont, was the home of loyalist Colonel Henry Rugeley, and included a mill, store, home, and barn.  At the fork of two creeks thirteen miles from Camden, Rugeley’s mills were also along the main road from Camden to Charlotte.   As a result of Gates circling maneuver, Rawdon was left out on a limb and moved toward Camden, posting his command at Logtown a small hamlet a mile north of Camden.  This move placed the British between Gates and Camden and concentrated the British forces.  Throughout the 13th of August, units of Gates’ army stumbled into Rugeley’s Mills.  Late that night, Lord Cornwallis arrived at Logtown.  The following day would find both Gates and Cornwallis making critical decisions leading to the Battle of Camden.

Phase I:  Night March and Clash of Armies

August 14th saw the long awaited arrival of General Edward Stevens and the Virginia militia who followed behind Gates never being able to catch up.  Stevens brought some 700 additional, albeit exhausted, reinforcements.  At the same time, Gates received a plea from General Sumter, operating to the west, for additional troops.  Sumter saw an opportunity to capture a British supply train proceeding toward Camden.  Rather than ordering Sumter to join the main force for an attack against Cornwallis, on the morning of the 15th, Gates sent Sumter 300 North Carolina Militia, 100 of the 5th Maryland, and two field pieces.
  Of less immediate consequence, but fortunately for future American partisan operations, Gates detached Marion to the Williamsburg district.  


Had Gates waited while the militia rested, perhaps history might have recorded the battle of Rugeley’s Mills.  Otho Williams believed that a few days rest at Rugeley’s would have seen the arrival of an outpouring of local militia and supplies.  But neither Gates, nor Cornwallis at Logtown, saw the American camp as a good tactical position.  Gates wanted to be closer to Camden.  He sent Colonel John Senf and Lieutenant Colonel Porterfield down the road toward Camden to find a better, more defensible site, from which to “confine his [the enemy] operations, to cut off his supplies…and…harass him.”
  Senf found an “Advantageous Situation, with a Deep Creek in Front, Seven Miles from Camden.”
 This site, the destination of the American army’s march toward Camden, was either Gum Swamp Creek just south of the Camden battlefield, or more likely, Sanders Creek, about a mile south of Gum Swamp.  


But Gates and his advisors had made a false assumption—that Cornwallis planned to retreat.  Instead, Cornwallis was planning an attack.  Cornwallis’s excellent intelligence informed him that Gates was “badly posted,” at Rugeley’s.
  Furthermore, sickness had spread widely in the British army and a retreat from Camden would have left the sick to the rebels, along with a large quantity of supplies.  Further, abandoning Camden would leave the upcountry to the rebels.  With confidence that Charleston was well protected, and that he had “little to lose by a defeat, & much to gain by a Victory,”
  Cornwallis prepared to march with the full intention of engaging and defeating Gates at Rugeley’s Mills.  


At the American camp, Gates called his officers to Rugeley’s barn on the afternoon of the 15th and issued orders to march south to the new position at ten that evening.  According to Gates, he “communicated” his plans in this meeting and no one raised any objections.
  Williams confirms that Gates heard no objections in the meeting, but asserts that there were misgivings among the officer corps about a composite army of regulars and militia that had never maneuvered together in daylight, marching at night toward the enemy.
  

Otho Williams, in his narrative, has little good to say of Gates and takes every opportunity to point out poor decisions Gates made that led to the ultimate Camden disaster.  Whether Gates was at fault for what happened the next day will continue to be debated.  One thing that seems clear was that the army marching on the evening of the 15th was exhausted, sickly, and hungry.  As mentioned earlier, Williams points out that waiting a few days at Rugeley’s would have probably increased both the size of the army and also its food supply.
  However, unknown to Williams, Cornwallis would have arrived at Granny’s Quarters Creek the next morning, perhaps surprising and routing the American army anyway.

Nevertheless, Gates’ army prepared for the night march.  He ordered the sick, heavy baggage, extra artillery stores, and quartermaster supplies north to the Waxhaws.  In keeping with his intent of moving to a better position, other supplies such as ammunition would accompany the army.  Then he fed the men.  The combined effects of exhaustion and tight stomachs makes it startling today to read that Gates issued the men a full meal of meat, bread, and a gill of molasses.  As should have been expected, the repast "operated so cathartically, as to disorder very many of the men, who were breaking ranks all night, and were certainly much debilitated before the action commenced in the morning."


Gate’s army moved out at ten that evening in the following order:  Armand's cavalry took the advance along the sandy road.  Two hundred yards on his right, marching through the woods in single file was Lieutenant Colonel Porterfield's Virginia Continental light infantry.  On the left at an equal distance was North Carolina militia light infantry under Major Armstrong.  Porterfield and Armstrong were reinforced with hand picked men from the North Carolina and Virginia militia.  In the road behind the cavalry were Armand’s light infantry, then the 1st Maryland Brigade followed by the 2nd.  Next in line were three brigades of North Carolina militia followed by the Virginia militia, and a rear guard covered the baggage wagons. Each of the continental brigades had two field pieces at its front.
   The rest of the artillery was in the rear.   In the van, Gates ordered his few cavalry to be prepared to stand and absorb any attack on their front.  Porterfield and Armstrong would then sweep in on the left and right to flank the attackers until more support could be brought up.  Gates thought the cavalry’s position in the van was a positive move.
 But Armand was upset with the order.    Armand complained that cavalry had never been placed in advance of troops marching at night before, and that Gates’ order was insulting.  It is possible Armand was right about the insult.  Gates did not seem to appreciate the cavalry’s value, having already dismissed William Washington, and he had wanted Armand's horses to pull the artillery.  However, if Gates is guilty of misplacing the cavalry out front, the British did the same.

The landscape between Rugeley's and Camden was gently rolling and wooded.  One eyewitness describing it as "thick" however, it is more likely that today it would be described as deep, since these woods in no way resembled modern forests of thin pines and heavy undergrowth.  The virgin pine forests of colonial South Carolina consisted of giant mature trees with thick trunks and a canopy perhaps as much as thirty to forty feet above the ground.  In this environment, little underbrush could grow, so there were clear, open spaces between the trees that allowed good visibility and did not hinder maneuver.  Colonel Guilford Dudley, attached to Porterfield, described the battlefield landscape as an “open piney wood plains, destitute of brush wood” which did not hinder visibility, even at night.
  No other eyewitness’s mention any problem in maneuvering, nor did the woods hinder British cavalry during the battle.
 

With a full moon shining through the high canopy, Armand's cavalry and Porterfield's light infantry kept visual contact throughout the march.
  The men were under orders not to make a sound.  But the thump of hooves on the sandy road, creak of leather, squeak of artillery wheels, and occasional cough probably carried farther than Gates would have wanted.  Still, at 2:30 A.M., four and one half hours into the march and only two miles from his destination, Gates must have been gaining confidence that his maneuver would work.  He would reach Sanders Creek, send Armand across to scout, and deploy the army along the ridge above the creek.  

Colonel Armand's vedette was 300 yards in front of the army, pushing down a long gentle hill that would bottom out at Gum Creek.  Suddenly, out ahead there was a shout, and the vedette fired his pistol, the crack ringing through the night forest.  Armand hurried back to Porterfield, and still maintaining silence, whispered that there were British to his front.


Unknown to Gates, Cornwallis marched at the same hour up the same road hoping to reach Rugeley’s mill on the morning of the 16th for a surprise sunrise attack.  Lord Cornwallis placed a British legion dragoon troop in the British van.  Behind them were mounted infantry and four companies of light infantry.  The regular infantry, 23rd and 33rd Regiments of Foot followed, behind them was Lord Rawdon's brigade consisting of the Volunteers of Ireland, British legion infantry, and Hamilton's corps of North Carolina Loyalists.  Two battalions of the 71st regiment and a few wagons and dragoons brought up the rear.  Cornwallis also brought six field pieces, four with the forward elements and two with the reserve.
  The British march had also been a silent one, but when the two armies clashed, the British were probably in better order than the Americans.  While crossing Sanders Creek, the British experienced some confusion.  But they quickly reformed and were in good compact order when they met Colonel Armand's cavalry.

The British light cavalry charged immediately when their challenge went unanswered.
 Armand's command took the British charge and the two forces crashed together, pistols cracking and sabers clanging.  Porterfield's light infantry reacted to the first shots exactly as ordered and ran up the flank, returning fire.
  This surprised the British dragoons and forced them back, but their light infantry advanced, deployed, and laid down a solid fire, throwing back the American center.
  Horses and men became entangled, and the shock recoiled down the main line of the American columns into the advanced guard and then to the 1st Maryland Brigade.  Gates had ridden to the front at the first shots and was “urged to retire” by Armand,
 but he remained in front while other officers worked to get the troops under control and formed into a hasty battle line.  Many of the militia fled at first sight of the British dragoons, but a few on either flank, held by their commanders, put up a good fight, until the left fell back.  Porterfield and about 50 men on the right flank fired as many as five rounds before being forced to retreat when the British moved up the road and flanked his exposed left flank.  At this point, Porterfield was wounded and he ordered a retreat.

Covered by the British light infantry, the 23rd and 33rd also deployed across the road.
  Random firing continued for about 15 minutes, and then both sides ceased firing.
 It appears that both sides withdrew just beyond sight of each other, neither wishing to continue the battle in the night.  But the night action was not over.  Throughout the night British dragoons probed the forests, scouting the lay of the land and attempted to discover the American front.
  Likewise the few American horse were busy, but not so venturesome.  Scattered firing continued throughout the night.


In the sharp night action, both sides took prisoners, and now as the armies prepared for battle, their commanders discovered who was in their front.  Gates unhappily learned that Cornwallis's entire force was just down the gentle slope.  Cornwallis, probably much happier, learned he had Gates in the open and it would be nearly impossible for Gates to avoid battle.  The landscape gave neither side a particular advantage.  An open wood, both sides could deploy in linear battle order with their flanks protected.  On either side were low swamps and marshes, where cavalry and infantry would have difficulty out-flanking their opponents. Both sides anchored their flanks on these natural features.  Gates held higher ground.  Cornwallis had Gum Swamp to his rear.  This would seemingly give Gates some slight tactical advantage, but only if he forced Cornwallis to retreat.  While his men formed for battle, Gates called a council of war behind the line.  He asked his officers, “Gentlemen, what is best to be done?”  After a pause, General Stevens spoke.  “Gentlemen,” he said, “is it not too late now to do any thing but fight?”
  It was a very good question.  With wagons on the road behind them, his troops formed into a ragged battle line that needed further attention, no cavalry to screen a retreat, and with daylight approaching rapidly, it would have been suicide for Gates to do anything but fight.
  No one commented further and Gates asked all to return to their units and await the daylight.  


Perhaps here was where Gates made his greatest mistake.  When the troops were formed for battle, the militia displayed to the left and the Continentals to the right.  The newly arrived Virginia militia was on the far left. Thus the entire American left consisted of exhausted, sick, militia.
 Gates placed the 1st Maryland Brigade 200 yards to the rear of the first line behind the 2nd Maryland Brigade and extending across the road.
  When morning came, the American lines stood as follows.  On the extreme right were the four regiments of the 2nd Maryland Brigade (with the Delawares near the road) totaling about 500 to 550 men.
  Under the command of General Gist, their right flank was anchored on a creek line called Macdonald’s Branch.  In the center were the North Carolina Militia under Caswell, approximately 1200 men in three brigades commanded by Gregory, Butler and Rutherford.  On the left, the Virginia Militia consisted of about 700 men under Stevens.   Stevens’s left flank was protected by a low swampy area, with Porterfield’s command and some North Carolina light infantry under Major Armstrong covering a small gap between the end of the line and the swamp (less than 400 men).  Further support came from Armand’s cavalry (around 100 men) behind the left flank.  Two hundred yards to the center rear of the front line, straddling the road, was the 1st Maryland Brigade under General Smallwood (approximately 400). Artillery along the front line was arranged with two guns between the Marylanders and the Delawares, three straddling the road, and two in the rear line with Smallwood’s command.
 

Down slope only a few hundred yards away,
 Cornwallis did not fully deploy his troops.  Instead he ordered his men to lay down where they were and await daylight.  With an army of regulars and well-drilled loyalists, he could leave most of his units in columns along the road, knowing they would deploy quickly when the time came.  

Phase II: Opening Gambits


Just before daylight, Gates paraded down the line saying a few words to the men, encouraging them for the coming battle.
  From Camden, came the boom of the morning gun.
  He had only just finished speaking to Smallwood’s reserve and had posted himself behind them when he heard his artillery boom at the center of the front line.  Captain Singleton, in command of the artillery along the road, had spotted the British emerging in column from the gloomy morning mist about two hundred yards away.  He informed Colonel Williams.
  Williams immediately ordered him to fire and then spurred his horse back to General Gates.  Finding Gates, he told of the British advance and added that the British were “displaying their column by the right.” 
  According to Williams, Gates did nothing, so Williams offered the suggestion that if the British were displaying to the right, then an advance by the Virginia militia, already in line, might have a “fortunate effect.” Gates said to him, “that’s right—let it be done,” and Williams spurred his horse for Stevens’s militia to relay the order.
  Gates then turned to Pinckney and sent him to order de Kalb to advance in concert with Stevens.
  Gates also ordered the second line, Smallwood’s 1st Maryland Brigade, to move left and advance behind the Virginia militia.
  Williams soon reached Stevens and relayed Gates’s order.  Williams then made a request of Stevens that shows an excellent tactical understanding.  He asked for 40 or 50 volunteers to run forward, take to the trees and start a “brisk fire,” enticing the British to return fire, and thereby blunting the effect of their first volley on the militia.
  The request was granted and the men advanced as close as 40 to 50 yards from the enemy but it did little good against the on-coming disciplined British.


While Gates was parading in front of his troops, Lord Cornwallis was busy completing his deployment.  East of the road, he deployed a brigade under the command of Lt. Colonel Webster in the following order.  On his extreme right, he placed his light infantry (four companies of 148 men) anchored by the swamps on the right, then from right to left, the 23rd Regiment (292 men) and 33rd Regiment (238 men).  Behind them, the 1st battalion of the 71st (144 men) stood ready as a reserve.  Left of the road, Cornwallis deployed his other brigade under Lord Rawdon.  From right to left, this brigade consisted of the Volunteers of Ireland Regiment (303 men), the British Legion infantry (126 men), and Colonel Hamilton’s North Carolina Loyalists and Volunteer militia Regiments (267 and 322 men, respectively) anchored by another swamp on the left.  Cornwallis’s artillery, consisting of two six pounder and two three pounder cannon, were placed on the right of the Volunteers of Ireland.  The 2nd battalion of the 71st (110) was placed behind the Volunteers, each 71st battalion had a six pounder artillery piece.  The British Legion dragoons under Tarleton (182 men) formed a reserve along the road.
  With a few pioneers (28) and artillerists (19), Cornwallis’s force consisted of 2,179 officers and men.
  This disposition placed Cornwallis’s best, the light infantry, 23rd and 33rd Regiments, against Gates’ weakest units, the Virginia militia. Thus all the units were in the right place for the disaster that would soon occur.


Cornwallis had just completed his deployment and were ready to advance when, “I perceived that the Enemy, . . . were formed in two lines opposite & near to us, and observing a movement on their left, which I supposed to be with an intention to make some alteration in their order, I directed Lt. Colonel Webster to begin the attack.”
  

Thus the sequence of events for the opening of the battle may have been as follows.  At dawn Cornwallis orders his forces to deploy as described above.  With daylight increasing, Williams and Singleton see the British move and Singleton opens fire with his artillery.  Williams then races back to Gates while the British are rushing to complete their deployment eastward, and their light infantry are skirmishing in front to cover the deployment of the 23rd and 33rd. Gates and Williams meet and, after Williams tells Gates that the British are in column, Gates orders Stevens to advance.  Williams rides to Stevens.  As artillery and light infantry fire spread, Williams and Steven confer.  Williams quickly rounds up his volunteers and moves out in front of Stevens’s line. Cornwallis notices Williams’ volunteers moving forward, which he takes as an attempt to change formation.  Cornwallis immediately orders an advance, first to Webster then to Rawdon. 
   By now, de Kalb has his orders and also starts forward.  


At this point, with both sides advancing, Stevens realizes that his militia will not gain any advantage as the British are now in line and advancing.  Perhaps it is at this point he begins to worry, because Stevens reminds the men that they too have bayonets (which they had been issued only the day before).  But it will do no good.

Phase III:  Flight of the Militia and Advance by Continentals


All eyewitnesses agree that the militia broke almost immediately.  Many, probably most, fled without firing a shot.
  Seeing the British bayonets and hearing their cheers, the tired, untried militiamen, “at least two thirds” of the army, turned and ran.
  The Virginians fled first, “almost instantly followed by the North Carolinians.”
  One North Carolinian, Garret Watts, unashamedly claims to have been the first to fire, and flee.  

I can state on oath that I believe my gun was the first gun fired, notwithstanding the orders, for we were close to the enemy, who appeared to maneuver in contempt of us, and I fired without thinking except that I might prevent the man opposite from killing me.  The discharge and loud roar soon became general from one end of the line to the other.  Amongst other things, I confess I was amongst the first that fled. The cause of that I cannot tell, except that everyone I saw was about to do the same.  It was instantaneous.


Watts is probably referring to being the first of the North Carolinians to fire and run, not the first in the whole of Gates’ force.  Obviously, if Williams did get a few volunteers out in front of the Virginia line, they fired first, and quite possibly fled first.  In this scenario, the skirmishers may have precipitated the collapse of the Virginia line by running back to, and through, the main line instead of falling back slowly.  


In any case, it would appear that the flight of the militia was like a line of dominos, with the far left collapsing first, followed on down the Virginians and then along the North Carolinians.  Most were gone in an instant, but not all. Just to the left of the 2nd Maryland Brigade, Dixon’s North Carolina regiment held firm, firing as many as three volleys, before they fled.
  Or perhaps they did not run until the very end.  Pinckney, returning after delivering Gates’s order to de Kalb, saw these brave few standing firm but “in small squads in the rear of the left of the artillerists.”
  Guildford Dudley testifies that Dixon’s men not only stood firm, but actually drove the enemy opposite them (the 33rd) “out of line.”
  Furthermore,  Sergeant Lamb of the British 23rd Regiment recorded that the men under Gregory “kept the field while they had cartridge to fire.  Gregory himself was twice wounded by a bayonet in bringing off his men:”
 Thus, it is clear that the extreme right of the North Carolina militia held for sometime, perhaps as long as the Continentals.

Nevertheless, in the short time it took Pinckney to ride to de Kalb, witness the commencement of their advance, and return, the Virginia and most of the North Carolina militia were fleeing northward.  The 1st Maryland Brigade, ordered forward to support the militia, must not have gotten far to the left before the militia collapsed back into them.   The Marylanders opened their ranks to allow the militia through, reformed and checked the British advance.  One eyewitness, Colonel Guilford Dudley saw them take post on Dixon’s right, which means they advanced near or along the first line.
  As the Marylanders engaged the British 23rd Regiment and light infantry, Pinckney rejoined them only to be wounded.  He was carried to an ammunition wagon that was “then endeavoring to escape, into which I was thrown.”
  

Pinckney’s goal before being wounded was to rejoin Gates, but Gates was not with the 1st Maryland Brigade.  Gates, Caswell and other officers were quite busy attempting to rally the militia.  Twice, according to Gates, he and Caswell attempted to stop the militia on the battlefield, but to no avail.  Pressed by the British, the mass of humanity “ran like a Torrent” up the road to Rugeley’s.
  Gates was swept along with the flood.  Guilford Dudley, making his way along the American line saw the militia run and asked an officer in Caswell’s command where Gates was.  The officer replied that “He’s gone,” and showing contempt for his General added “He has fled and is probably past Rugeley’s by now.”

Dudley, with the help of several North Carolina militia officers, attempted to stop the flood.  Amazingly, they managed to get about 150 men to about in line, only to discover that none had weapons.
  In their panic to get away, the militia not only fled up the road to Rugeley’s, but others “kept straight forward through the plain and over the sand hills, to gain the Cheraw road on their right.”

Phase IV:  Destruction of the Continentals


As the militia collapsed on the left, and Smallwood’s brigade was holding back the British 23rd and light infantry, Gist’s command on the American right were in a furious battle with the British loyalists and unaware of the danger they were in.
  Advancing against the British legion, North Carolina Loyalists and Volunteers of Ireland, the American right pushed the British back, capturing some British and an artillery piece.  One eyewitness states that even Lord Rawdon was a prisoner for a moment.

Essentially, the Americans on the right were winning their half of the field.  What exactly happened along that portion of the line will never be known.  Few Continentals survived to tell their side of the story, and as the battle raged, smoke hung over the battlefield, obscuring observation by either side.
  According to Guilford Dudley, when Smallwood’s reserve brigade took post to the left of Dixon’s command, “the contest was renewed with redoubled vigor, the Continentals on the right of Dixon led on by the brave De Kalb.”
  Even the self-confident Tarleton admits that de Kalb, “made a vigorous charge with a regiment of continental infantry through the left division of the British.”
    Furthermore, he noted that the 33rd regiment took “heavy and well-directed fire” along with the British left.
  The battle was fierce and in some instances hand-to-hand, and for a moment, the British left was in trouble.  


For perhaps as long as thirty minutes, the contest remained in the balance on the western side of the battlefield.
  As the militia fled north, the disciplined British did not follow them immediately.  Instead, the British right flank turned on the left flank of the 1st Maryland Brigade. The 1st Maryland Brigade had no choice but to give ground.  As the 23rd and the light infantry continued to press the Marylanders exposed left wing, the officers of the 1st Maryland Brigade sought out General Smallwood, for orders to retreat.  But Smallwood had left the field.  Undaunted, they rallied the Brigade, only to be forced back again.  Still, they rallied again, and again were driven back under pressure from the British left.  In the middle of the battle, the British 33rd Regiment took tremendous fire, its left flank exposed to the American artillery was stopped, but perhaps its right pivoted on Dixon’s North Carolina militia.
   Meanwhile, the 2nd Maryland Brigade was increasing the pressure against the British left.  Although bending, and even giving ground, the British provincials held.  The 1st Maryland Brigade was now almost at a right angle with the American right, and there was perhaps as much as a two hundred yard gap between the two.  Williams rode to the 2nd Maryland, only to find them fully engaged and about to break.  He called to them to stand, but Lieutenant. Colonel Ford of the 6th Maryland Regiment answered, “They have done all that can be expected of them—we are outnumbered and outflanked—see the enemy charge with bayonets.”


It is at this point that the Americans paid for Gates disdain of cavalry.  Cornwallis, seeing the gap between the Maryland brigades, threw forward his reserves, and most critically, ordered the cavalry into action.  A detachment of British cavalry under Major Hanger attacked the left flank of the 1st Maryland Brigade.
  The rest, under Tarleton, “completed their confusion.”  Exactly what Tarleton means by this is not known.
  Although most sources say the British cavalry attacked the American left flank, (meaning that they attacked the exposed left flank of the 1st Maryland brigade), Hanger or Tarleton probably shot the gap between the 1st and 2nd Maryland Brigades, turning right and left, and getting behind both.
  In the process, they also captured the American artillery.  Behind them came one, or perhaps both, of the 71st battalions, filling the gap between the British 33rd and 23rd Regiments.  Now the American 1st Maryland Brigade was being pressed on both flanks and the rear.

Phase V:  Rout of the Americans


With cavalry in their rear, and the 71st battalions thrown into the British line, the Americans began to loose cohesion.
   Many of the Continentals stayed and died on the battlefield or surrendered, still others broke into small clusters and attempted to fight their way off the battlefield.  Williams claims that “not even a company retired in any order” giving the false impression that the Continentals ran like the militia.
 In making such a statement he must be speaking only of the battlefield, otherwise, he contradicts himself by observing that Major Anderson, “rallied, as he retreated, a few men of different companies; and whose prudence and firmness afforded protection to those who joined his party on the rout.”
  Furthermore, Williams recorded that along the line of retreat, the Continentals reformed and made their way to safety in little groups.  “Colonel Gunby, Lieutenant Colonel Howard, Captain Kirkwood, and Captain Dobson, with a few other officers, and fifty or sixty men, formed a junction on the rout, and proceeded together.”  All of these officers were in the 2nd Maryland Brigade.

There is good evidence that even on the battlefield, Continental units did not completely dissolve but, again, broke into small groups, some attempting to surrender and others fighting their way out. Tarleton recorded that General Gist retired into the swamp with about 100 Continentals “in a body….in a compact state.”
  This group waded into the swamps on the American right where the British cavalry could not follow.  A few weeks after the battle, American Colonel John Banister wrote to a Colonel Bland, that some of the Maryland line actually broke through the British. 


Instead of all the Maryland line being killed and taken, near five hundred are come in, with most of the officers, particularly Smallwood, Cist [sic] and Gunby, who were said to have been slain.  This veteran corps, after having sustained the attack of the enemy, with the assistance of only one regiment of North Carolina Militia, by a bold and well conducted attack on the enemy forced a passage through their main body and retreated.  On their retreat they totally demolished a party of horse sent to harass them, except two only that escaped by flight.

If this is Gist’s command, it appears that Tarleton underestimated the number that got out through the swamp.  If not, it means that separate groups of Americans fought their way off the battlefield as a semi-cohesive force.

Perhaps another final stand was made by the remnants of the 1st Maryland Brigade on the north ridge (see archaeological data, below).  Once the battle was won and the Continentals killed, captured, or pushed into the swamps, the British cavalry was ordered north to pursue the fleeing Americans.  They did so with their usual vigor.


Gates, Caswell, and Armand, forced off the battlefield by fleeing militia and pursuing British cavalry, continued to Rugeley’s attempting to stop the flood of militia.  However,  “the militia were struck with a panic and obeyed no more command.”
  At Rugeley’s, Gates with the assistance of Colonel Armand and his cavalry, attempted to rally the militia.  There they found another problem.  The wagon train that had been ordered north before the march to Camden had not gotten far.  As Gates, Armand, and other American officers attempted to send them off, and rally the militia streaming by, Tarleton’s cavalry appeared across the creek.  Fortunately for the Americans, the British cavalry were widely dispersed.  Tarleton had to assemble his cavalry before mounting an attack toward Rugeley’s.  But the respite for the Americans was temporary.  Tarleton quickly recalled his troopers and pushed across the creek.  “Colonel Armand’s dragoons and militia displayed a good countenance, but were soon borne down by the rapid charge of the legion; The chase again commenced. . .”
  Tarleton’s pursuit continued some twenty-two miles to Hanging Rock; the British captured twenty ammunition wagons, one hundred and fifty carriages, and many American officers and men, including North Carolina Militia under General Rutherford.


General Gates, however, was not one of them.  Seeing that it was impossible to rally the militia, hearing no more firing in the direction of Camden, and being hard pressed by the British cavalry, Gates and Caswell rapidly proceeded up the road to Charlotte.  Finding no one there, Gates rode on to Hillsborough to report the defeat, leaving Caswell to wait for any stragglers to come in.
  


North Carolina militia melted into the countryside to make their respective ways home.  Some Virginia militia eventually reassembled at Hillsborough but soon after were released as their time of service was complete.  The Continentals like wise made their way back to Charlotte, then Salisbury and Hillsborough, North Carolina.  Amazingly, many Continentals would show up in the next few weeks, and with each returning soldier, the enormity of the catastrophe lessened.  On August 24th, Francis Marion surprised a guard of British soldiers escorting 147 continentals from the Camden battle to Charleston.  Amazingly, close to half refused to join Marion, wanting to continue on to Charleston as prisoners.  The rest were sent to Wilmington.


Casualty figures for Camden will never be exact.  Cornwallis reported 800 to 900 Americans killed and around 1,000 prisoners captured—but Landers states that this is “so far from correct that they are valueless as a guide.  The militia broke early in the day and scattered in so many directions upon their retreat that very few were made prisoners.”
  He is probably right about the Virginia militia as many simply went home.
  But there were many North Carolina prisoners.  Landers reports the loss of the “regulars” at about 300, a seemingly very low figure.  Williams states that 832 failed to answer muster, but it is not known how many were prisoners rather than dead or wounded.  Gates wrote from Hillsborough, North Carolina, on August 29th, that as many as 700 of the Maryland Division rejoined the Army.
 Among the most critical American losses were those among the Continental officers and noncommissioned officers, including General de Kalb.  Around 32 Continental officers were taken prisoner including Lt. Colonel Porterfield (who later died of his wounds) and Thomas Pinckney.  But despite the many who escaped, the battle was a costly defeat for the Americans.  Essentially, for the next few months, there was no southern American army.  The only active forces were partisans under Marion and Sumter.  An effective American fighting force in the south would have to await Nathanael Greene’s rebuilding effort.  


Meanwhile, on the British side, it is clear that although the British won a resounding victory, they paid for it. Cornwallis’ casualty figures indicate that he had 68 killed, 245 wounded, and 11 missing.  The 33rd and Volunteers of Ireland took much of the American fire.  The Volunteers of Ireland suffered a 28% casualty rate (87 of 303).  However, the 33rd fared even worse.  The 33rd had only 238 in line, and 100 were casualties, making a casualty rate of 42%.
  That is a tremendous casualty rate, and they were all veterans.
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� Williams, Narrative, p. 487.  Gates has been roundly criticized for taking this route and it is probable that his decision had a lot to do with army’s poor physical health on the morning of August 16th.  However, historian Charles Flood, repeating an argument first proposed by eyewitness Thomas Pinckney, offers a defense of Gates.  Pinckney and Flood argue that the patriots in South Carolina would interpret the march west as abandonment.  Further, that de Kalb first, and then Gates second, could not get control of General Caswell and his North Carolina militia, who were acting independently in South Carolina.  By marching southwest, Gates was drawing nearer to Caswell, hoping to take charge of the errant commander and his troops before they were lost in a unnecessary battle, see Flood, Rise, Chapter 44, and Pinckney’s “Southern Campaign,” pp. 250-251.
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� Gates, Report to Congress, p. 302 in Stevens.  Otho Williams, does not mention the North Carolina Militia being detached, see, Narrative, p. 492.  Historians, convinced of Gates’ military incompetence, have pointed to this decision as an example, see Ward, Revolution, p. 722.  But again, Pinckney, an eyewitness, comes to Gates rescue.  He argues that Gates had no real intention of an open battle with the British.  In fact, Pinckney states that he asked Gates directly if Gates intended to attack the enemy.  Gates responded “No!”  It what turns out to be alarming irony, Gates’s reasoning was “the number of Militia who formed the bulk of his army.” Thus Gates was well aware that the militia was not to be relied upon.  In any case, the decision to aid Sumter, and subsequent orders to march toward Camden (see below) were to “take post” there (as Gates states in his Report to Congress) probably to force Rawdon (Cornwallis) to abandon Camden or attack Gates in a fortified position.  In this light, Sumter’s flanking maneuver to the east to capture the supplies would have pressured the British southward if, as Gates and Sumter believed, the British were thinking of retreat, see Pinckney, Southern Campaign, pp. 244-246.  Williams does not make this explicit, but his comment that “The colonel’s [Sumter] accurate knowledge of the geography of the country, and the qualities of the men who were his followers, favoured the execution of this enterprise,” Narrative, p. 492 can be interpreted to mean he approved of the decision.
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� A loyalist spy had walked into the American camp under the guise of being a friend of the American cause.  He was showed to Gates, and the spy promptly offered some information about the British outpost at Camden and left with promises of more.  Then the spy reported to Cornwallis his observations of the American camp.   Cornwallis to Lord Germain, in State Records of North Carolina, p. 270.
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� Williams, Narrative, p. 494.  Porterfield was mortally wounded in the exchange.  Colonel Guilford Dudley, serving in the North Carolina Militia, helped carry off the Porterfield and stayed by his side until daylight when the cannon called Dudley back to the fight, see Dudley’s pension deposition in John C. Dann, The Revolution Remembered: Eyewitness Accounts of the War for Independence (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980), pp. 221—228.


� Senf, Library of Congress.  Senf was sent to Congress by Gates with news of the defeat.  
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� Tarleton, History, 105.


� Williams, Narrative, p. 494.  The length of this night action will never be decisively determined.  Most sources indicate that both sides ceased firing until daylight.  On the other hand, Williams says there were “frequent skirmishes” between “advanced parties” until the battle began, and it seems reasonable to believe it.


� Colonel Dudley assisted in getting Porterfield to the rear and was almost found by one of these roving British patrols.  See Dudley, Sketch, p. 234.


� Williams, Narrative, p. 495.


� Williams apparently disagreed that it was too late to retreat.  Although he does not say so, outright, he states that when he went to get de Kalb for the council of war, de Kalb replied “Well, and has the general given you orders to retreat the army?”  However, de Kalb did not oppose Stevens comment, so it is difficult to determine what de Kalb meant by his question.  It could have been a sarcastic comment to the effect that “What else is there to do but fight,” rather than Williams’s interpretation that de Kalb thought they should retreat.  Here Pinckney’s interpretation of events seems more reliable.  He notes that sunrise was expected at 5:34 A.M. and that twilight was expected 4:30.  Given the nearness of the British, and lack of cavalry for screening a retreat, and perhaps only an hour and a half until daylight, Gates had no choice but to fight.


� It might be that there simply was no time to rearrange the line. With more time available, perhaps another formation would have had greater success.  


� Williams, Narrative, p. 495.  Williams states that the American front was too narrow to include the 1st Maryland Brigade.  This is an important clue to exactly where this front can be found on the battlefield today—see the archeological discussion in this report.  Dr Lawrence Babits offers another possibility for Gates placing the 1st Maryland Brigade in the rear.  His research leads him to hypothesize that the 1st Maryland Brigade was somewhat bloodied in the night battle and was held in reserve to recover from that engagement.


� The exact number of Americans in the battle needs additional research.  These figures are from Landers, Battle of Camden, p. 40.  Dr. Lawrence Babits suggests that Landers’ estimates of strength in the 1st and  2nd Maryland is too low, while the number in Armstrong’s light infantry and Armand’s cavalry is too high.  He believes that Porterfield had only had 200 men and Armand around 60, he references Williams and Dudley as support.


� There is great consistency in this order of battle, see Williams, Gates, and Tarleton.  The placement of the artillery however is not.  Tarleton states that “The principal part of the American artillery was posted to the left of their right wing of continentals: the remainder was placed in the road, under the protection of the reserve,” see Tarleton, History, p. 106.  This seems to agree with Stedman’s map.  Senf however, states that there were two field pieces “on his [Gist] right” and two on the road, between the NC militia and the continentals, and two more between the NC militia and the Virginia militia. Dr. Lawrence Babits believes the artillery were posted with 2 guns in the center of the Continentals, three guns were along the road, and two others were on the left flank (ie. along the road) of the 1st Maryland Brigade in the rear.  Total American officers and men on the battle line were in the neighborhood of 3,700 according to Landers, Battle of Camden, p. 28. 
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� Williams, Narrative, p. 495.


� Pinckney, who was with Gates at the time tells a similar tale.  However, he says he did not hear the exchange between Williams and the General and states that there was no hesitation in the General. He acted quickly to order Stevens to attack while the British were still maneuvering. 
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� Senf, p. 277.


� Williams’ account of the battle makes Williams sound like he was a brilliant officer hamstrung by an incompetent Horatio Gates. While his account is obviously self serving, Williams was well appreciated by Gates’ replacement Nathanael Greene, and his account provides the most details about the battle, see Williams, Narrative, p. 495.  
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� Cornwallis report, in State Records of North Carolina, p. 271.  It is interesting to note that Cornwallis was able to see the second line by this point in the morning, indicating that visibility for both sides must have been very good. Loyalist North Carolina Governor Joseph Martin states that the enemy was discovered “advancing in a heavy Column and very near to the right of our line,” see Governor Martin to the Secretary of State, 18th August, 1780, in State Records of North Carolina, p. 54.


� Dr. Lawrence Babits hypothesizes the British troops had not completed their deployment eastward when Cornwallis noticed the Americans on the move and decided he had to attack immediately.


� Stevens rallying cry is reported by Williams.  One has to question how Williams heard Stevens when Williams also says he was with the forward skirmishers.  Perhaps they compared notes afterwards.


� Governor Abner Nash adds to the shame of the militia by pointing out that the militia were drawn up in two lines while the British “from a defect in numbers, were only a single file five feet apart, yet the Militia, tho’ so much superior in numbers, gave way on the first fire, and fled with the utmost precipitation..” Governor Abner Nash to the Delegates in Congress, Hillsborough, August 23rd, 1780 in Walter Clark, editor, State Records of North Carolina, Volume XV, (Goldsboro: Nash Brothers Book & Job Printers, 1898), p. 60. Dr. Lawrence Babits estimates that the British were forced to thin their lines as much as possible to cover the American front, thus advancing in the infamous thin red line.  See footnote 50 as evidence of this thin line.


� Williams, Narrative, p. 496.
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� Garret Watts, pension account, quoted in John C. Dann, Editor, The Revolution Remembered: Eyewitness Accounts of the War for Independence (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1980), p. 195.  Despite Watts candid confession, it is doubtful he was the first to fire or flee. 


� Williams, Narrative, p. 496.   Dr. Lawrence Babits has discovered a pension account by one Willoughby Blackard who indicates that he served at the battle with a company of North Carolina Continentals under a Captain Edward Yarborough attached to Dixon.  This may help to explain the resolve of Dixon’s continentals.
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� Dudley, Sketch, p. 281.


� Pinckney’s aside that the ammunition wagon was attempting to escape must mean that even before Smallwood was flanked, the militia flight had convinced those support troops in the rear that all was lost.


� Gates, Report, August 20th, 1780.


� Dudley, Sketch, p. 281.


� Dudley, Sketch, p. 281.


� Ibid., p. 282.  If the fleeing militia took the Cheraw road, that would mean they ran east and over some of the roughest terrain surrounding the battlefield.  


� Its possible that Dixon’s command advanced also.


� Cornwallis states that there was “a little haziness in the Air, which, preventing the smoke from rising, occasioned so thick a darkness that it was difficult to see the effect of a very heavy & well-supported fire on both sides.” Tarleton’s account is almost identical noting that “both armies in such a cloud, that it was difficult to see or estimate the destruction on either side,” and finally, a soldier of the 23rd notes that the smoke “occasioned such thick darkness, …” Obviously, both the soldier and Tarleton saw and copied from Cornwallis.  See Cornwallis, Report to Lord Germain, August 21, 1780, Tarleton, History, p. 107, and Roger Lamb, An Original and Authentic Journal of Occurences During the Late American War from its Commencement to the Year 1783, Dublin, 1809, p. 303.
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� Tarleton, History, p. 107.


� Tarleton, History, p. 107.  Dr. Lawrence Babits hypothesizes that the 33rd Regiment, essentially in the center of the British line, was stopped dead after advancing only a few hundred yards.  When the British left (loyalists) fell back, the left flank of the 33rd was exposed to deadly fire from both the continentals and the American artillery.  The 33rd suffered heavy casualties, see conclusions of this history.


� Cornwallis noted that there was an “obstinate resistance during three quarters of an hour,” Cornwallis, Report to Lord Germain, August 21, 1780.  


� Guilford Dudley states that the 1st Maryland Brigade was driven “out of line” first, then Dixon’s command, much like the domino effect first seen with the militia units, see Dudley, Sketch, p. 282.
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� Tarleton, History, p. 107; There is much support for the hypothesis that the British cavalry shot the gap between the two American units, although the main eyewitness are not clear on this point.  For instance, see William Seymour, “A Journal of the Southern Expedition, 1780-1783” in The Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography, Volume VII(1883), p. 288.  Seymour was with the 2nd Maryland Brigade.  He states that the British got entirely around them before being discovered, and that this caused the American rout.  It is not clear if he means cavalry or infantry or both.  Senf says the cavalry “wheeled to the right and left, took the 1st and 2nd Maryland Brigades in their flank and rear.”  Finally, another eyewitness, American officer Major McGill, states clearly that there was a “chasm” between the two brigades “through which the Enemy’s Horse came and charged our rear.” McGill, letter to his father, August 1780, from Appendix, Stevens, “Gates at Camden,” p. 278.  There is some on-going debate about the cavalry’s participation at the present time. Dr. Lawrence Babits is skeptical that the cavalry would maneuver too far off the main road since the battle was fought in a woods and a man on horseback would be wary of overhanging limbs.  The author of this report, however, believes that the woods was not a significant obstacle, the tall pine of the virgin colonial forests created wide open spaces with little understory to hinder maneuver.
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