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Three years after the start of the American 
Revolutionary War, neither side seemed to be 
winning. So, a group of British generals came 
up with a plan to try to break this stalemate. 
This plan became known as the Southern 
Strategy or the Southern Campaign. 

The British knew that many Loyalists lived in 
the southern states of Georgia, South Carolina, 
and North Carolina. (During the American 
Revolution, Loyalists were Americans who 
did not want the United States to declare 
independence and who helped the British 
army during the war.) British leaders hoped 
that they could train groups of southern 
Loyalists to fight alongside the British army. 

For a while, the British plan appeared to 
be working. By May 1780, the British had 
captured the coastal cities of Charleston, 
South Carolina, and Savannah, Georgia. These 
were port cities, where the British could land 
large ships full of soldiers and supplies. From 
Charleston, the British began taking over the 
rest of South Carolina. 

At first, the Patriot army in the South was weak compared 
to the might of the British army. Many of the Patriot soldiers 
from southern states were farmers who had little experience 

fighting battles against a large, 
well-trained army. Also, the 
first Patriot commander in the 
South, General Horatio Gates, 
made some bad mistakes, which 
caused the Patriots to lose 
several important early battles. 
In October 1780, General George 
Washington replaced Gates with 
a general from Rhode Island, who 
was named Nathanael Greene. 
He was a very clever general 
who understood how to take 
advantage of the terrain (hills, 
valleys, swamps, etc.) to make it 
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easier for his soldiers to win battles. He was also a brave general who was not afraid to take risks 
and try new ways of fighting to gain an advantage over the British army. 

The leader of the British army in the South was General Charles 
Cornwallis. After taking over most of South Carolina, General 
Cornwallis decided to go through North Carolina to try to take 
over the state of Virginia, which, at the time, was the largest 
state in the United States. However, General Greene always 
managed to stay one step ahead of Cornwallis. 

General Greene knew that the British had many well-trained 
and experienced Redcoats, along with a large group of Loyalists 
who were fighting alongside the British. The combined forces 
of the Redcoats and the Loyalists were too much for General 
Greene’s army. So, General Greene took a chance and split his 
army into several groups that each went in a different direction. 
In response, General Cornwallis split his army into several 
groups to chase the Patriots into North Carolina. Each of these 
smaller British groups was easier for the Patriots to attack. 

Also, instead of fighting large battles in open fields, General 
Greene often organized surprise attacks on British soldiers 

when they were in the forest. The Patriot soldiers would attack the British army by surprise, 
fight for a few hours, and then quickly scatter into the forest. With each attack, the British lost 
soldiers who could not be easily replaced. As General Cornwallis chased General Greene’s soldiers 
across North Carolina, the British got farther and farther away from their bases in Charleston 
and Savannah, which made it more and more difficult for the British to get the food and supplies 
they needed to continue fighting. By contrast, as the Patriots moved through North Carolina, they 
received help and new volunteers from throughout the state. 

This strategy worked well for the American Patriots. They won important victories against the 
British at the Battle of Kings Mountain and the Battle of Cowpens (which both took place near 
the border between South Carolina and North Carolina, not far from the city of Charlotte) and the 
Battle of Guilford County Courthouse (which took place in present-day Greensboro). 

General Cornwallis had planned to pass through North Carolina quickly so that he could attack the 
larger and wealthier state of Virginia. However, by the time Cornwallis’s army finally marched into 
Virginia, they were exhausted. Many of the most experienced British Redcoats had been killed 
or wounded, and the soldiers who survived were tired, hungry, and short on supplies. General 
Cornwallis eventually had no choice but to lead his troops to the coast to wait for more British 
soldiers and supplies to arrive by ship. However, when he arrived at the coastal city of Yorktown, 
Virginia, instead of food and supplies, he received an unpleasant surprise — at Yorktown, General 
Cornwallis’s soldiers were attacked by the full force of the Continental Army. 

At the end of the Battle of Yorktown, General Cornwallis and his army surrendered (gave up) and 
agreed to return to Great Britain. This was the last major battle of the American Revolutionary 
War. Great Britain’s Southern Campaign had broken the stalemate in the Revolutionary War — but 
not in the way that the British leaders had intended! 

General Cornwallis
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Reading Review Questions:
Why did General Greene split the Patriot army into smaller groups, and how did this choice help 
the Patriots defeat General Cornwallis’s army?

 
 

 
 

Explain how General Greene’s use of surprise attacks helped the Patriots to weaken the British 
army in North Carolina. 

   
 

 
 

Why did General Cornwallis lead his army to the city of Yorktown, Virginia, and what happened 
when he arrived?

   
 

 
 


