Lesson Nineteen

The Rhode Island Ironmaster

LESSON IDEA
To further highlight events of the Revolutionary War, and
instill respect for the “hero image” its key figures, by recall-
ing the courage, character, and heroic acts of General
Nathanael Greene, one of the war's most brilliant strate-
gists.
PREPARATION
Make copies of the map on page 76 so each member of
the family can see where the Southern battles described
in this lesson were fought.

ents, Nathanael Greene was taught to live

modestly and labor long. Unlike many of
his friends, he never knew the boyhood pleasures
of hunting and fishing. At age six he was herding
sheep, at ten he was digging ore for his father’s
ironworks, and at 14 he was doing a man’s work
at the forge. It was at the forge,
while balancing on one foot |
when working the trip hammer,
that he developed the limp that
would characterize his gait
throughout his life.

As he matured, he begin long-
ing for the education he had
been denied by his father, a
strict Quaker who considered
“book learning” unessential
beyond the three “R’s”: readin’,
‘ritin’, and ‘rithmetic. When
Nathanael discovered a book-
store in Newport, he began sav-
ing money to buy books.
Gradually, by making and sell-
ing miniature anchors and toys
in his spare time, he earned
enough to pay for the ones he wanted. He read
about the law, absorbed literature and poetry, and
studied the works of European military experts.

His family grieved that he had become so
“worldly,” and became even more upset when, in
his early 20’s, he became caught up in the colonial
protest against English tyranny. Nathanael circu-
lated petitions, served in the Rhode Island legis-
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lature, and befriended state and local patriots.

Eventually, he headed one of the family iron-
works, built a handsome two story home (which
included a library for his treasured books), and
married. As the colonies moved toward separation
from England, his father died, leaving him to
manage the family business. A dedicated patriot,
he set other orders aside and began making heavy
cannon and light fieldpieces. He knew they would
be needed.

and train a local militia. He hired a British

deserter in Boston to drill the unit, and smug-
gled a British musket back home so he could learn
to shoot. Using his own money, he bought uni-
forms and arms for the men who marched on the
village green. Yet when officers
for the militia were selected,
and despite his superior mili-
tary expertise, he was not
included. He was made a mere
private because, it was claimed,
he had “a blemish unbefitting
an officer.” He limped.

What would your reaction
have been to such of treatment?
Would you have quit the militia
or continued? [Ask each family
| member to express an opinion.
| Conclude the discussion by
pointing out Greene was more
interested in the principles of
liberty than in nursing his own
ego. He stayed in the militia
and spent his time studying
British military maneuvers.] What does this tell
us about Greene’s character? [Ask for opinions.
Remind family members that he had learned to
discipline himself with hard work as a boy, and
had refused to feel sorry for himself when denied
“worldly” pleasures and a proper education.
Instead, he undertook to educate himself.]

The Rhode Island Assembly thought more high-
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ly of Greene than did the local militia. The legis-
lators were not concerned with his limp, but with
his ability to organize, direct, and discipline. Soon
after the war began they appointed him a
brigadier general, and placed him in command of
the 1,500 troops mustered in the state.

When Greene joined Washington’s army on the
outskirts of Boston, he spent additional time
studying the enemy. No detail escaped his atten-
tion: drills, fortifications, troop maneuvers, and
the practical means of feeding, clothing, and hous-
ing an army. When the British eventually left
Boston, civilians and soldiers alike began a jubi-
lant celebration, but not Greene. The practical,
young general instead busied himself gathering
the horses, cannon, blankets, and provisions that
the Redcoats had left behind.

With Boston secure, Greene moved on to New
York as commander of Long Island, a key site
which the British were expected to attack. The
young ironmaster made careful preparations, but
at a crucial moment was struck with a raging
fever. Hit precise planning went for naught as his
forces suffered a defeat that included more than
1,000 men killed, wounded, or captured.

Washington’s fledgling army was forced from
New York into New Jersey. Greene suffered one
defeat after another — White Plains, Fort
Washington, and Fort Lee. Only a harrowing
escape across the Delaware River saved the
American army from total disaster.

Understandably, the morale of both soldiers and
civilians became seriously eroded. Nevertheless,
Greene carried out his duties with a faith born of
knowledge. He knew that wars could be won
despite battles that were lost, so began planning
his attack on Trenton in minute detail. He worked
far into the night to put the pieces in place. He
believed, as he had written in a letter to
Washington earlier, that “great events depend
upon little causes.”

The result of Greene’s meticulous planning was
a welcome — and crucial — victory at Trenton
that included the capture of 1,000 muskets, six
brass cannons, many horses, and numerous mili-
tary supplies. All were desperately needed.

There followed another victory at Princeton, but
then a string of defeats at Ticonderoga,
Brandywine, Paoli, and Fort Mifflin. Men began
deserting and, as enlistments expired, few new
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recruits volunteered to take their place.

Y THE WINTER of 1777-1778, Greene
B was no longer fighting the British so much
as waging a battle for the survival of his
men. From his makeshift headquarters at Valley
Forge, he first asked, then demanded, and even-
tually begged for food, clothing, and medicine
from the quartermaster, army supply chief,
Congress — even war profiteers. His soldiers were
barefoot, virtually naked, and starving.

Eventually, Washington — who was well aware
of Greene’s ability to organize and plan —
appointed him quartermaster. The Rhode Island
general regretted giving up his command, but he
knew that a starving, ill-equipped army had no
hope of winning. He commandeered crops and cat-
tle, and found iron, guns, and ammunition where
it was thought none could be found. When troops
needed guns during a winter storm, he secured
300 horsedrawn sleds from farmers and delivered
3,000 men equipped with six cannon and two mor-
tars. He accomplished what had seemed to be
impossible.

Greene accepted a demotion when he became
quartermaster. Why was he willing to do so? Was
he thinking of glory for himself as a general, or of
the practical needs of the army? What quality of
character does his decision reveal? [Emphasize
Greene’s humility and practicality, and his belief
that “great events depend upon little causes,”
which became evident in the battles to follow.]

With the quartermaster department well organ-
ized, and his successor trained, Greene resigned
and returned to active duty. In October 1780,
Washington offered the young ironmaster com-
mand of the Southern army, to replace General
Gates.

The British had won victory after victory in the




South. Most of the important cities and forts were
in their hands. The area had been stripped of food,
horses, wagons, even men. Tories (colonists loyal
to the British), who were everywhere, harassed
American troops and civilians. The Southern
army, after two years of defeats, began taking on
the appearance of halfstarved scarecrows from
lack of food and hope.

Greene, however, took what he called the “long
view.” “There is always something to work with,”
he told one discouraged aide. He requested, and
received, help from General Francis Marion, the
South Carolina commander who fought the
British in the hitandrun fashion of a guerrilla
fighter. Greene also asked Washington for light
cavalry, and got it. He called in Daniel Morgan
and his company of riflemen. He located lead for
bullets, denim for clothing, and cowhide for shoes.
He looked for, and found capable officers. Recruits
began to signing-up. By January 1781, an army of
2,200 inexperienced militia, combined with battle-
hardened companies of the Continental corps, had
been formed. Greene was ready to move.

ignored traditional rules of military strate-
gy by dividing his forces. Keeping more
than one-half of the army under his command at
Cheraw Hill, South Carolina, he sent General
Morgan 140 miles to the southwest into the back
country. The bewildered British general,
Cornwallis, thinking the Americans had gone
berserk, dispatched Colonel Banastre Tarleton
and his crack cavalry to destroy Morgan. But
Morgan and his sharpshooters retaliated with a
vengeance at Cowpens and, as we learned in our
last lesson, smashed Tarleton’s forces. The British
lost 930 men; the Americans 72.
Greene, after joining forces with Morgan, raced
for the safety of the Dan River with Cornwallis in
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hot pursuit. Greene knew what Cornwallis did
not: the river was flooded and crossing was impos-
sible without boats, a detail the Rhode Island
ironmaster had taken into account. Boats were
waiting, and the last American crossed the
swollen river an hour before [map was included at
this point--rwl] Cornwallis arrived. The British
general had been out-maneuvered by his wily
American adversary.

Greene’s flight to the Dan River was a strategic
retreat. The British were drawn far from their
lines or supply, their troops were exhausted, and
they were forced to use up most of their provi-
sions. Combined with Morgan’s victory over one of
their toughest and most able commanders, British
success began losing its luster, and Nathanael
Greene became a hero in the South.

In March 1781, Greene challenged Cornwallis
at Guilford Courthouse. He implemented the
same battle plan that Morgan had used at
Cowpens, placing his raw militia in the front
ranks so that his seasoned fighters and cavalry
could bare the brunt of the overall attack while
absorbing those militiamen who might attempt to
retreat. The militia were to stand as long as they
could, then drop back and leave the field to the
tougher Continentals.

Cornwallis repeated Tarleton’s mistake. Seeing
the militia break as ordered, he assumed that the
American army was fleeing, so swept in for the
kill. But he was immediately surrounded by cav-
alry and the murderous fire of the tough
Continental line.

In an act of desperation to forestall defeat,
Cornwallis ordered his cannon to fire at the line,
even though his own men were mixing it with
Americans in handtohand combat. Greene, aware
that his army was not sufficiently strong to with-
stand such suicidal fire, ordered a retreat. It was,
however, a hollow victory for the British. One-
fourth of their army was killed or wounded and 29
officers fell. The Americans suffered half as many
casualties.

It would be another six months (September
1781) before Greene would fight his next battle
with the British at Eutaw Springs, South
Carolina. Once again, the English emerged with a
victory, but one that cost them 1,000 lives. And
again, the Americans lost only half that number.
It was enough, however, to cripple Greene’s army
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sufficiently to keep it from engaging in the final
showdown at Yorktown. When Cornwallis surren-
dered in October, Greene, encamped in South
Carolina, could only issue extra rations to his men
and fire a victory salute to Washington, Lafayette,
Knox, and Wayne—generals he had known during
the eight years of war. They, in turn, saluted the
Rhode Island iron master who had helped pave
the way to victory. (Adapted from Yankee Doodle
Dandies by Lee McGiffin.)

Concluding Thought

Greene was one of the Revolution’s most brilliant

strategists. “Great events,” he often said, “depend

upon very little causes.” Lead a family discussion
of the following questions.

* What were some of the “little causes” or details
that were important to victory?

¢ Why did Greene cross the Dan River to escape
Cornwallis, instead of engaging in battle? What
did he gain by the escape?

e Why did Greene retreat at the battle of Guilford
Courthouse? Did the British victory make them
stronger or weaker?

To conclude the discussion, emphasize Greene’s
self-discipline, humility, practicality, and perse-
verance, even when facing of defeat.

Looking Ahead

Francis Marion was one of the men who helped
Greene rebuild the Southern army. He continual-
ly harassed the British, raided their camps, and
cut off their supplies. He became known as the
“Swamp Fox,” because he seemingly vanished into
swamps and marshes while British troops rode in
circles trying to find him. In our next lesson, we
will learn more about him.

DURING THE WEEK
Update the “time line” suggested in the last lesson by
adding the following:

August 27,1776 .......... Defeat at Long Island, New
York

December 25,1776 .......... Victory at Trenton, New
Jersey

Winterof 1777-8 .. ................ Winter at Valley
Forge

March 15,1781 ........ Defeat at Guilford Courthouse,
N.C.

September 8, 1781 ......... Defeat at Eutaw Springs,
S.C.
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Major battles the South in 1781.



