
The Crossing of the Dan in Halifax County
 

After the Battle of Saratoga, Horatio Gates was appointed Commander of the Southern Army, but was quickly defeated at 
the Battle of Camden in South Carolina by the British army under Lieutenant General Lord Charles Cornwallis.
 

To replace Gates, George Washington chose Nathanael Greene. When Greene arrived in Charlotte, NC, he found the 
remaining army in “wretched condition”, and realized he could not have a head-on battle with the British. He would 
split his army into two forces, use guerilla warfare tactics, attempt to draw the British away from their source of 
supplies, and wear them down.
 

Half of Greene's army under the command of Daniel Morgan fought Lieutenant Colonel Banastre Tarleton, Commandant 
of the British Legion (nicknamed "the Green Dragoon"), at Cowpens, SC. Morgan then began a strategic retreat into 
North Carolina. British losses were staggering, with 90 percent of their number either killed, wounded, or captured. 
Learning of this loss, Lord Cornwallis swore to regain his prisoners “no matter what the cost”.
 

Totally enraged by the loss at Cowpens, Cornwallis and Tarleton began to chase the American army and their hundreds of 
British prisoners. Greene and Morgan maneuvered north with the British army trailing close behind. Greene's strategy 
was to avoid battle and draw the British further away from their supply lines. The Americans headed northeast into 
North Carolina. In an effort to move faster, Lord Cornwallis, obsessed with catching the Americans, burned most of 
his army’s supply wagons and destroyed all the soldier's daily rations of brandy.
 

General Greene stopped at Guilford Court House (Greensboro), N.C., to ask his officers whether it was best to end the 
retreat and confront the British there or to race on to the Dan. It was decided to go into Virginia to get additional 
recruits and supplies. In anticipation of the Dan River crossing, military engineer Colonel Thaddeus Kosciuszko was 
sent ahead to build earthworks (defenses), and Lt. Colonel Edward Carrington was dispatched to gather boats.
 

Greene again split his army, sending 700 men away from his main army as a decoy towards the upper fords (shallow places 
in a body of water where one can cross by walking) of the Dan River upstream from Dix's Ferry (Danville). 
Meanwhile, the slower moving main army, with artillery and supply wagons, took the shorter route and crossed the 
swollen river on February 14, 1781, with boats at Irvin’s Ferry (near Turbeville) and Boyd’s Ferry (South Boston). As 
the last Americans finished crossing the river, the first British troops arrived. Without boats they were unable to cross. 
Greene had won the race to the Dan River.
 

Greene’s American army enjoyed a weeklong rest north of the Dan River at the Old Halifax Court House (Crystal Hill) as 
the commander plotted his next strategy. His troops reinforced and his provisions refreshed, Greene considered an 
attack against the British. With Cornwallis removed from his supply lines, and his men exhausted from their fruitless 
pursuit, the advantage was Greene’s. The weary British forces moved south to camp at Hillsborough, NC, while the 
reenergized Americans, eager for a fight, prepared to slip back across the Dan River.
 

During the next month the British moved back towards Guilford Court House, while suffering many ambushes and 
skirmishes with the Americans. The two armies finally met at the Battle of Guilford Court House where 1,900 British 
clashed with 4,400 Americans. Lasting only two-and-a-half hours, the British lost 532 men, while the Americans only 
lost 264.
 

Though Lord Cornwallis held the field at Guilford Court House, it was at great cost. From that battlefield, the British army 
maneuvered to Wilmington, North Carolina, to await fresh troops and supplies before turning north again into 
Virginia. The Americans returned to the Carolina interior where they fought to capture the British posts that remained.
 

The British general's stubborn fixation on the destruction of Major General Nathanael Greene's Southern Field Army at any 
cost was a total failure. Lord Cornwallis and Banastre Tarleton were responsible for the loss of 1,513 of their troops in 
a three and a half month period - 48% of his army!
 

Lord Charles Cornwallis would come to the rash decision in Wilmington to abandon the Carolinas and move into Virginia, 
seeking the decisive victory that would never come.
 


