The Saber and Scroll Journal « Volume 9, Number 4 « Spring 2021

Why the British Lost the American Revolution

Gerald J. Krieger

American Military University

ABSTRACT

The reasons behind the British loss of the American colonies during
the American Revolution remain a subject of debate among schol-
ars. How could the most powerful maritime empire in the world
lose to an underequipped and poorly trained army? The crux of the
conundrum for King George III, the Prime Minister, Lord Fred-
erick North, and members of Parliament in London was that they
failed to properly grasp the political complexities in the colonies.
This drove strategic errors, operational miscalculations, and ulti-
mately, undermined confidence in leadership. This paper reviews
six factors that help explain what went wrong in London in North
America. Today, the British dilemma in North America would be
categorized as a “wicked problem,” or one in which there is no ideal
solution, only varying solutions that might create other challenges.

Keywords: British, American Revolution, North America, leader-
ship, communication, Cornwallis, British failure, policies

Por qué los britanicos perdieron la revolucion

estadounidense
RESUMEN

Las razones detras de la pérdida britanica de las colonias estadou-
nidenses durante la Revolucion Estadounidense siguen siendo un
tema de debate entre los académicos. ;Como podria el imperio
maritimo mas poderoso del mundo perder ante un ejército mal
equipado y mal entrenado? El quid del enigma para el rey Jorge III,
el primer ministro Lord Frederick North y los miembros del Parla-
mento en Londres fue que no lograron comprender adecuadamen-
te las complejidades politicas de las colonias. Esto gener6 errores
estratégicos, errores de calculo operativos y, en ultima instancia,
socavo la confianza en el liderazgo. Este articulo revisa seis facto-
res que ayudan a explicar lo que salié mal en Londres en América
del Norte. Hoy en dia, el dilema britdnico en América del Norte
se categorizaria como un "problema perverso”, o uno en el que no
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hay una solucion ideal, solo soluciones variables que podrian crear
otros desafios.

Palabras clave: Britdnico, Revolucién Americana, Norteamérica,
liderazgo, comunicacién, Cornwallis, fracaso britanico, politicas

AT g B NAE S S i P AR

LS

5k ] i ST T 90 ] 2 25 56 [ 0 RS S i 19 S DRI AT 8 A 2 o i
VI et S o 5 K R i b [ ) 2 T 45 3 45 A 2
AN RAERFEBN? 5 E K Frig =i e B M. 1 E Ak
Fefl e i DARARBOSCR OGN &, X 3 R SR B 7
T AR IERCIRE RO R BOE B4, XS BT R
Rk BAETHRERNR . JFRA&HIES T X OT THIE G . AKX
AL 7oA B, XU R R AR BO AE AL G T
Hazsh. 4, JESerZeE N BREw NS0y — A “ kT
A, B AR SRR CHAE AP 1
[

FKEEE. gEE N, EEFEA, dbE, 95N, 5%, FEIRA
#r (Cornwallis) , Z[E EM, BUR

he reasons behind the British
Tloss of its American colonies

during the American Revolu-
tion is still the subject of debate among
scholars. How could the most powerful
maritime empires in the world lose to
an underequipped and poorly trained
army? The criticisms began even be-
fore the war concluded, focusing on
the actions of both military and civil-
ian leadership. As historian Dan Mor-
rill pointed out, the nascent American
army had no professional military or-

ganization, no manufacturing to speak
of, challenging the “greatest military
power in the world. Great Britain had
an army of 50,000 strong, and the great-
est navy afloat” However, this is a mis-
placed criticism. King George III, the
Prime Minister, Lord Frederick North,
and members of Parliament sent some
of the best military leaders to North
America, though a few Admirals were
too far along in their careers, and en-
trenched in antiquated tactics, to pro-
vide any meaningful support.
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Surrender of Cornwallis. Print of Cornwallis handing his sword to Washington. The
American troops stand on the left, the British on the right. The French fleet and
the wall of the fort at Yorktown are in the background. In the right foreground are
a cannon and a drum. Harry T. Peters “America on Stone” Lithography Collection,

National Museum of American History.?

The problem in North America
was complex, and British disadvantages
plentiful, with London’s errors only ex-
acerbating the situation. Acclaimed his-
torian Robert Middlekauff captured the
British dilemma well. He writes, “The
British faced problems in the war unlike
any they had ever faced, and as rich as
their past was, it furnished only limit-
ed guidance . . . The war was a civil war
against a people in thirteen colonies who
gained determination as they fought
and sacrificed” Lord North and the
American Secretary of State for Amer-
ica, Lord George Germain, attempted
to fight a traditional eighteenth-centu-
ry war as they did in previous wars in
Europe, though they discovered that
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North America was very different. It is
true that several British officers fought
on the continent earlier during the Sev-
en Years’ War (1754-1763), though most
retained their European conventions of
warfare. General George Washington,
along with most Continental generals,
sought to engage the British conven-
tionally, though the real struggle was
in rural areas and backcountry, where
irregular partisan militia harassed and
wore down the British army. This type
of engagement, petite guerre, or literally
“small war;” was elusive and transient,
as small guerrilla units appeared and
disappeared quickly and unpredictably
concentrating on small guerrilla units
that would appear, and then disappear
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quickly. The British were unprepared for
this type of warfare. This generated sig-
nificant problems for British command-
ers, dictating tactical changes in the
British army. The adjustments were
gradual, though the transition from
“old world” to “new world” warfare took
place in the British ranks during the first
few years of the war.* However, the par-
tisan militia was a conundrum that the
British never fully had an answer for,
other than dispatching cavalry officers
such as the infamous Lieutenant Colo-
nel Banastre Tarleton.

Today, the British dilemma in
North America would be categorized
as a “wicked problem,” or one in which
there is no ideal solution, only varying
solutions that might create other chal-
lenges. The crux of the conundrum for
leaders in London was that they failed
to properly grasp the political complex-
ities in the colonies. This drove strate-
gic errors, operational miscalculations,
and ultimately, undermined confidence
in leadership.” Six broad areas must be
addressed to frame a discussion of what
went wrong for the British in the Amer-
ican colonies. They are:

1. The complexity of fighting and sus-
taining an army at a distance

2. Communication across the Atlantic

3. Assumptions about the scale and
nature of the insurrection

4. Policies framed to shape colonies
behavior

5. Structure of the British government,
or command and control

6. Financial challenges for England
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This essay will elaborate on each of
these points to illustrate the complexity
and multifaceted challenges behind the
British failure in the American colonies.
A conclusion will capture the British
dilemma and argue that they cut their
losses, expanding their empire while
eliminating the unsolvable “American
problem.”

The distance between Boston and
England is roughly 3,200 nautical miles,
requiring a minimum of six weeks of
travel by ship, perhaps longer due to
inclement weather and currents. Most
of the military supplies for the British
army were shipped from various ports
in England and Ireland. They did not
come from the colonies. However, there
were some supplies procured from the
colonies such as hay, though this was
largely to supplement shipments from
the mother country. In 1775, London
established contracts for seven compa-
nies to supply a thousand tons of food
a month to provision the garrisons in
North America.® They typically fell
short, delivering supplies in poor con-
dition, improperly sealed and packaged,
leading to spoilage. It was common for
supply ships to arrive at American ports
filled with rodents that had devoured
and ruined the shipments. It was also
typical for ships to arrive with moldy or
weevil-infested bread, rotten potatoes
and vegetables, and dead livestock. For
example, in 1775, supply ships arrived
in Boston from Ireland and England
with significant damage; there were
5,200 barrels of unusable flour among
other spoilage.” British contractors in
America were charged with maintain-
ing a six-month stockpile of reserve in
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Boston, though they rarely met the re-
quirement. It was typical for the British
army to have no more than thirty days
supply consistently throughout the war.®
Sustaining the army was one challenge;
moving it was even more of a logistics
nightmare. Transportation of supplies,
equipment, and troops was always diffi-
cult. To cite one example, General Wil-
liam Howe calculated that to move his
thirty-two regiments outside of Boston,
he would need 3,662 horses, with 50
tons of hay and oats daily, which was
significantly more than the British had
on hand.’ This was an annoyance for
British officers throughout the war in
North America, generating complaints
from many, while providing validation
for requests to delay campaigns. For ex-
ample, General Sir Henry Clinton wrote
about the challenges of his campaigns
after the war. He often mentioned pro-
vision shortages as the cause of delaying
operations."

The distance across the Atlan-
tic also compounded communication
problems. Instructions would arrive
months too late, requests for troops
for upcoming campaigns would arrive,
while troops were dispatched only to
miss the narrow campaign window in
the north. Due to the changing nature of
war in the colonies, timely communica-
tion was crucial to coordination across
the Atlantic. As Michael Pearson notes,
“[Tlhe appalling communications
problem was the one aspect that helped
whittle down the advantages of the su-
perior British strength and resources.”"!
The British maintained the most pow-
erful navy in the world, though they did
not have the largest army. They had to
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use their limited supply of men spar-
ingly and wisely, which was difficult,
considering the vast coastline of North
America. The net result was that orders
and reports were always months after
the fact and could scarcely keep up with
the rapidly evolving requirements on
the battlefield.

Misplaced assumptions regarding
the number of Loyalists who supported
King George III was a consistent prob-
lem throughout the war. After years of
frustration in the northern and middle
colonies, reports poured into London
about a large number of Loyalists in the
south. This led Lord George Germain,
British Secretary of State for America, to
direct what ultimately became a disas-
trous attempt to conquer the southern
colonies. His “Americanization” of the
war meant that loyal Americans would
maintain security and policing duties,
while the British regulars would clear
towns of rebels. The soldiers would elim-
inate or remove the rebels from an area
to ensure that the local authorities could
maintain control. Then, they would
move to another region. The British fi-
nally realized that the large number of
Loyalists who were in the southern col-
onies failed to materialize. This prompt-
ed General Lord Charles Cornwallis to
abandon the Carolinas for Virginia (af-
ter losing a large part of his army during
the Battle of Guilford Courthouse). As
O’Shaughnessy observes, “Indeed, loyal-
ties were never static and they continued
to change, but to the disadvantage of the
British.”*? The British failed to grasp that
that actions conducted “in the name of
the King” continually eroded and shift-
ed supporters away from the Crown.
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General Charles Cornwallis, 1st Marquis and 2nd Earl Cornwallis, 1738-1805.
Artist: John Jones, 1745-1797. The National Portrait Gallery, Smithsonian Insti-

tution. Gift of Monroe H. Fabian, 1793

Cornwallis learned too late that
the militia, although not as dependable
as many Continental officers would
have liked, were effective in their way
because they were adept at moving in
remote regions in ways a conventional
army did not. He would conclude that
militia were “the most troublesome and

13
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predictable elements in a confusing
war”'* The militia and partisan leaders
eroded the confidence of Tory citizens
and challenged the British to protect
their loyal subjects. Even worse, many
Loyalists were determined to exact re-
venge against their Patriot neighbors.
This violence produced vicious retal-
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iation on both sides.!® This factor ulti-
mately undermined all British efforts
for stability in America. This drove un-
committed locals to the Patriot cause.

The structure of the British gov-
ernment also greatly hindered the flow
of information. In London, the British
Secretary of War was responsible for
the army, yet he was not invited to key
cabinet meetings during discussions of
policy in North America.'® This creat-
ed a “fog of war” that was disastrous for
planning strategy in America. There
were other issues with complex and
opaque reporting and sharing infor-
mation. Intelligence was not shared
among cabinet members. Some leaders
were not rigorous in capturing the in-
telligence of potential enemy fleets. For
example, Lord Sandwich, the First Lord
of the Admiralty, was not aggressive
when it came to intelligence regarding
the movement of the French Navy. This
information was vital to operations for
London, given that the few ships they
had were stretched around the globe,
requiring close and exacting steward-
ship. This was a consistent problem,
undermining the overall British efforts
in all colonies. For example, Sandwich
allowed French warships to leave with-
out receiving alerts when they went to
sea for the West Indies."”” At best, co-
ordination among the various depart-
ments of the eighteenth-century British
government was fractured and gross-
ly ineffective.”® There were divergent
opinions and a lack of communication
among these departments, which creat-
ed a fog of strategic priorities that might
vary by the campaign season. Under the
most ideal conditions, these challenges

would have hampered the best military
leaders.

The overall policy of taxing
Americans centered around generating
revenue in the colonies, though what
was collected in the colonies was insig-
nificant. The real value of the American
colonies was a lucrative trade business.
Parliament and King George III over-
looked this to force the colonies to sub-
mit to their authority. Edmund Burke,
one of the most eloquent speakers in
Parliament, argued against the folly of
taxes when the real profit was in trade.
He highlighted the growth of exports
from Great Britain to North American
and the West Indies, which rose from
£500,000 in 1704 to nearly £5,000,000
in 1772." His argument fell on deaf
ears. Merchants in London also began
to complain in 1775, when exports to
North America dropped to £220,000,
because they had been as high as £3
million the previous year.?® The poli-
ticians did not listen and were intent
on making the rebel Americans follow
their policies.

Policies designed to discourage
rebellion isolated those who were un-
committed and pushed colonists to the
rebel cause. Furthermore, the British
abandoned areas and could not protect
Loyalists in the country or once they left
key cities. As just one of many examples
where British policy worked against
them, we can look at England’s efforts
in the Carolinas. For example, Lieu-
tenant Colonel Lord Francis Rawdon
led the Royal Volunteers in the Caro-
linas and began experiencing issues of
desertion. His energetic response was
to issue a proclamation that any civilian
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assisting his soldiers would be flogged
and sent to the West Indies.”’ Rawdon’s
harsh proclamation, naturally, worked
against him, turning more people who
had been neutral against the British,
and also further accelerated the deser-
tion of his men. This was true in all the
colonies, reflecting misguided assump-
tions from Loyalist leaders as well as the
British. Policy undermined their cause,
driving more of the population into the
arms of the rebels.

The greatest challenge with Brit-
ish policies in the colonies was rooted
in the fact that for almost a century,
the British maintained a “hands-oft”
approach to affairs in North America.
The colonies became more indepen-
dent and less interested in centralized
authority. This was clear long before
the American Revolution, as all colo-
nies voted against the Albany Plan of
1754. This almost foreshadowed their
rebellion against the authority of Par-
liament. The type of people who came
to America is important. People left
Great Britain for the colonies to strike
out on their own. They were more in-
dependently minded than many oth-
er groups, which stemmed from their
past and how the British colonized new
territory. Britain's method of coloni-
zation was very “laissez-faire;” almost
setting the stage by allowing colonies
to act independently. The British colo-
nies in America were formed by unique
groups of people who were exposed to
the violence of the wilderness, while
also trapped in an “ideologically po-
larized period in Western history.*
This translated to an independent
spirit and Lockean notions that rulers

were beholden to the ruled. This sense
of self-governance lasted until 1775,
when the British attempts to yoke the
colonies backfired, with disastrous con-
sequences.

While criticism of Britain’s fail-
ure during the American Revolution
is anachronistic, it is worthy to at least
review the thoughts of the British who
fought in North America to better un-
derstand their perspective. Charles St-
edman, a former British officer during
the war, serving most notably under
General Charles Cornwallis, wrote a
history of the war, The History of the
Origin, Progress, and Termination of the
American War in Two Volumes, pub-
lished in 1794. In it, Stedman claims
the British lost the war for a few rea-
sons. He wrote that “the narrow views
of ministers at home[,] and the miscon-
duct of certain commanders abroad,
through a serious of pusillanimity, pro-
crastination, discord, and folly” gener-
ated the downfall of England in North
America.”® Finger-pointing was com-
mon, and he goes further to refer to the
British minister, without naming him.
He appears to point the finger at Lord
George Germain, writing that he did
not possess the genius required to solve
the problem, though he does admit that
Great Britain had several disadvantag-
es.** As John Pancake succinctly point-
ed out, one cannot blame Germain for
the failure of any specific campaign or
even the war, without recognizing that
it had to be conducted within the strin-
gent confines of British politics.”® Based
on limited communication and incom-
plete records, it is not hard to see why
Stedman did not have a more complete
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picture of the events that he was caught
up in. Some notes and correspondence
would not be located and published
until the nineteenth century. However,
he did recognize that the problem was
complex.

Great Britain did not have naval
resources due to financial constraints
imposed by the Seven Years’ War. Con-
sequently, they had to make cuts to their
navy, which impacted English abilities
to patrol the American coast. London
was accustomed to conquering islands.
This was well within their wheelhouse
as a naval power. However, the small
English army was not sufficient to oc-
cupy large territories (or land masses)
that required significant troop assets.
To put it differently, as historian An-
drew O’Shaughnessy succinctly states,
“Britain had an army of conquest, but
not an army of occupation.”* Through-
out the conflict, England could capture
major cities, though smaller towns and
the backcountry required significantly
more troops. Similarly, due to financial
cuts, the British navy was reduced after
the Seven Years’ War, with the “rebuild”
not completed until 1778; even then,
the lack of vessels meant that blocks
were drastically ineffective along the
vast American coast.”’ To exercise the
authority of Parliament, England killed
the “golden goose,” which was British
trade with North America, while incur-
ring significant debt in the process.

The sheer scale of the distance
across the Atlantic exacerbated logis-
tics support for the army, while great-
ly hampering communication between
leaders in London and those in North
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America. Throughout much of the war
in North America, the British army of-
ten did not have more than thirty-day
supplies, dictating that they forage the
land and take what they needed from
local farmers when they elected to go
on a campaign. This worked against
them. The structure of the British gov-
ernment obfuscated clear and concise
objectives, while the organization of
Parliament meant that some key leaders
were not involved in meetings, which
would have enhanced communication.
England was still recovering from the
Seven Years’ War, and not in a financial
position to field a large army and scale
up the construction of precious and ex-
pensive ships of the line.

O’Shaughnessy rightly conclud-
ed that British leaders were mistakenly
held responsible for England’s defeat,
being criticized for either being too
bold or overly cautious. However, this is
misplaced. London failed, “not as a re-
sult of incompetence and blunder, but
because of insufficient resources, the
unanticipated lack of Loyalist support,
and the popularity of the Revolution”?®
This might be summarized as financial
shortfalls, bad assumptions, and pol-
icies that drove the popularity of the
revolution. Also important and crucial
were three other elements. The distance
and scale of waging and supporting a
war on the other side of the Atlantic,
compounded by communication prob-
lems, exacerbated by the structure of the
British government, must be added to
O’Shaughnessy’s list. He also shrewd-
ly noted that the men who lost North
America also retained Canada, grew
the Empire in India, and retained key



The Saber and Scroll

possessions around the globe.” France
and Spain did not get much from the
treaty because of British victories late in
the war in the West Indies, India, and at
Gibraltar.® The winners were America
and England. The most important issue
to England was ensuring its dominance
over the maritime domain. All countries
involved in the Treaty of Paris of 1783
reaffirmed English rights to stop and

inspect neutral ships, the basis for their
economic warfare, ensuring they main-
tained the balance of power around the
globe.’' With a hint at conducting a war
against a large population, Stedman ad-
mits that no contemporary army would
have been successful “in a country where
the people are tolerably united.* At the
time, even the British realized that the
problem in America was wicked.
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