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Boots and Saddles: The bugle call for cavalry troops to mount and to take their place in the line.


Introduction
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In his time, many people considered George Washington to be the best horseman in the colonies. It’s odd, then, that in the first days of our Revolutionary War, it looked as though he was determined to dispense with the use of mounted troops altogether. When, in the early summer of 1776, Washington moved his rabble of an army to New York City, he faced two primary tasks. Most immediately, he needed to defend the city from a British invasion that everyone knew was coming, and perhaps more importantly, he needed to organize, supply, discipline, and deploy an army that would be capable of taking the field against King George’s troops, which were considered to be the best in the world.

Building an army had not been easy and by midsummer it was still very much a work in progress. The various regional militias and other largely ad hoc forces under Washington’s command were mostly insubordinate, mistrustful of one another, jealous each of their particular prerogatives, and uncertain in a fight. But Washington soon understood that if this ragtag force was to be the means by which the colonists secured their independence, he would have to rethink the whole concept of what it meant to be a military commander. To this end, the general swallowed his pride and instead of simply issuing orders, he adopted a policy of at once flattering and cajoling—and only occasionally bullying—his recalcitrant troops.

By early July, Washington had begun to make some progress along these lines when a large company of mounted troops—five hundred or so—arrived at his headquarters. They had come from Connecticut, and they had been raised and organized from among the patriot gentry. Most of them were well off, and many traveled with their own servants and were accompanied by a string of spare mounts. Their uniforms were gorgeous. At first, Washington was nonplussed. This was not, he felt, what he needed to defend New York. His army required arms, infantry, powder, and rations, not this horde of gentlemen cavaliers. More than that, their mere presence threatened to upset all his arrangements and stratagems, the careful balance between the egos and prejudices of his disparate force. Therefore, his first gambit was to declare that unfortunately he had no forage for the horses and no funds with which to procure any. No worries, replied the cavaliers, who explained that they were men of property who would buy the forage themselves. But when the General further informed them that he required them to serve as dismounted troops, to join the line and help dig fortifications, they took themselves back to Connecticut in some haste.

Washington’s own prior experience was in backwoods fighting, where the mounted warrior had little role to play. The real difficulty was that he—as well as most of the other American commanders—had scant insight regarding the war-making potential of mounted troops, much less any idea of the value of an arm of the service specifically organized for the purposes of shock-attack and pursuit, reconnaissance and exploration, screening an advance or a retreat, and harassing an enemy himself in retreat. Eventually, Washington and his officers grew to understand something of their value, and over the next one hundred years, the U.S. Cavalry adapted itself to the needs and imperatives of the growing nation, often covering itself in glory and only occasionally miring itself in shame.

As the whole history of the U.S. Cavalry is too immense a subject for any one volume, this book is composed largely of accounts and memoirs of officers and men who served in the various actions and theaters of conflict. The aim is toward an impressionistic effect, each exploit giving color and contrast to the whole.

Besides the virtue of being primary source history, each exploit illustrates unique aspects of U.S. Cavalry life and tactics in the nineteenth century.

—Stephen Brennan

Cornwall, CT

2016
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Classic U.S. Cavalry Arms, Tactics, and Practices

[image: images]


This first section of the book is here offered as an introduction to the whole world of the U.S. Cavalry trooper in the nineteenth century. Materials are freely edited and adapted from Cavalry Tactics as Illustrated by the War of the Rebellion, by Alonzo Gray; History of the United States Cavalry, by Albert G. Bracket; and Across the Continent with the Fifth Cavalry, by George F. Price.



Arms

American Revolutionary War dragoons were armed with saber and horse pistols. The mounted riflemen fought dismounted and were armed with long rifles and knives or hatchets.

During the Mexican War, the dragoons were armed with musketoons, which were carried on sling belts. They also carried dragoon sabers of Prussian pattern and horse pistols.

The Mounted Rifles were armed with percussion rifles and Colt army revolvers but no sabers.

Civil War cavalry regiments were armed with sabers, rifle-carbines and Colt navy revolvers.

During the Civil War, the U.S. Cavalry was generally armed with short breech-loading rifles or carbines, sabers, and revolvers. The short rifles carried at the commencement of the Civil War were later replaced by carbines, and the single-loading carbines were, in the later part of the war, replaced by repeating ones.

At the beginning of the Civil War, the sabers were of the Prussian pattern, with a long, straight blade. These were soon replaced by the light cavalry saber with a curved blade, which was much more highly regarded than the Prussian saber.

The Colt revolver was generally carried. It was loaded with powder and ball, and fired with a percussion cap.

The year 1861 saw the raising of the Sixth Pennsylvania, the only regiment of lancers ever fielded by the U.S. Cavalry, but this regiment exchanged the lance for the saber in April 1863. Although American troops had faced British lancers in the Revolutionary War and in the War of 1812, and very skillful lancers in the Mexican War, this method of fighting never really caught on in the U.S. From time to time, there were experiments with its use but nothing much came of them. This was largely because the lance could not be used to good advantage in the close, wooded country found everywhere along the Atlantic coast and in the eastern states generally. By the time of the Indian Wars following the Civil War—fought mostly in the open country of the Great Plains and the deserts of the Southwest—advances in the firepower of the carbine and the revolver obviated any need for the mounted lancer.

Saber Versus Revolver

Throughout the nineteenth century, there was a great deal of discussion in the U.S. Cavalry service regarding the relative merits of the revolver and saber. This discussion was time wasted. Each weapon had its distinct and proper uses, and neither could replace the other.

During the Civil War—just as it had been throughout the history of the mounted warrior—the saber was the essential weapon for shock action. But in individual combat—one man pitted against another—the revolver was to be the winner in almost every case. If the trooper were expert in its use and his luck held, he had little to fear from an individual enemy armed with a saber.

During the thick of the melee that followed impact, the saber was still preferred; but when the melee devolved into individual combat, the saber was most often exchanged for the revolver. Since the switch from saber to revolver was made during the fight, the trooper had to be able to get his weapon into action rapidly. This exchange of weapons was accomplished either by discarding the saber altogether, or by returning it to its scabbard, or by dropping it and letting it hang attached to the wrist by a sword knot. The first option was really no option at all, as it involved the loss of the weapon; the second method was nearly impossible when in motion; the third meant some danger to the trooper or to his mount—especially if the weapon was as sharp as it should be. Thus, there was no really satisfactory way to swap the saber for the revolver while in action.

The revolver on the right hip also had a yard-long cord fastened to it. The troopers were practiced in firing at a target while passing at speed and then dropping the pistol on the opposite side, letting it hang by the cord while they handled the saber.

The true use of the revolver lay in irregular warfare, where single, man-to-man combats and sudden encounters of small parties took place—on horseback, in narrow lanes, among woods and fences—where the saber could not be used. In such places, and wherever regular order was broken up, the revolver was invaluable. In pursuits, patrols, and surprises, it was superior to the saber.

The revolver or pistol—a large-caliber weapon with great stopping power, quick firing, and accurate up to about fifty yards—was used whenever regular order was broken up. That is, in individual combat, charging as foragers on wagon trains or artillery, in the woods, on patrol duty, when on a mounted skirmish line in close country, and in irregular or partisan warfare where sudden encounters of small parties were to be expected. In a melee, the carbine was useless against the revolver. The revolver was also sometimes used for collective fire while dismounted but, ideally, only under exceptional circumstances, such as from behind a stone wall or for defense after the carbine ammunition had become exhausted.

The Cavalry Charge

It was often asserted that the horse was the real weapon in the charge and that it made little difference whether a trooper had a revolver or saber in his hand, but the moral effect of the flash and glitter of a “three-foot razor” was not to be ignored.

In fact, the psychological impact of the charge was tremendous. The fierce charging yell, rising and swelling higher and higher until it overtopped the sound of musketry, frightened men more than bullets did, and few troops would stand up against a cavalry charge if they were unsupported by works—out in the open and away from fortifications such as stone walls or entrenchments. In line charges in the open field, the saber most often conquered.

The troopers were taught never to fire before the command. The effect of this reserved volley was telling. Irregular firing during an advance by mounted troops proved useless and demoralizing. The time to fire was thirty or forty feet from the enemy’s line, all together and aiming low. Troopers were cautioned never to try long shots when attacking on horseback.

The general practice from the time of the Mexican War was that the charge should be made at a raise saber—i.e., with the sword held above the head—and this continued to be the case all through the 1840s and well into the Civil War.

Commanders found that their men used it no matter what was officially prescribed and that untrained men instinctively used the saber as they would use a club. Furthermore, since the effect of the saber before and at the instant of contact or shock is largely a moral one, it seemed that this effect would be materially increased by carrying the saber during the charge at a raise saber rather than at the position of charge saber or tierce point, since in the former position, with its flash and glitter, its effect would be much greater than if carried at the latter. Despite this, by the 1860s cavalry tactics prescribed the tierce point as the approved posture for charging cavalry troops. The common practice was to begin the charge with the troopers holding their sabers point forward at tierce and change them to raise saber about fifty yards out.

Analects of Classic Cavalry Tactics and Practices of the Civil War Era

Fire Action

Anything that encourages men to “charge home” doubles their morale, and morale is everything.

Cavalry, in falling back, needs to be careful to move to the flanks of supporting infantry; otherwise, their confusion is communicated to the infantry with serious consequences to the latter.

If possible, a charge should always be met by a charge.

The charge will be most destructive if the enemy can be caught in the act of maneuvering.

A mounted column should always be held in readiness to take the initiative when opportunity is offered. At rare intervals, there will be a golden moment and the commander who would seize it must be found ready.

Ground scouts should always be sent in advance of attacking troops.

Reserves should have sabers drawn.

Care must be exercised that cavalry does not arrive at the charging point in a distressed or “blown” condition. The distance over which cavalry can travel at an increased gait and still be fit to deliver a shock will depend upon their training. Frederick the Great required that his cavalry be able to pass over four thousand yards at a trot and eighteen hundred yards at a gallop, and still be able to finish three hundred to four hundred yards at full speed. Modern conditions involving long-range firearms make it more essential than ever that cavalry are able to pass over great distances at high speed.

The saber was frequently used as the charging weapon against artillery. However, the best results will be obtained by using the revolver, since the gunners will take refuge behind their pieces and can execute well with the revolvers with which they are armed. A frontal charge against artillery is not likely to succeed unless the distance is very short; the greater the distance charged, the less the chance of success. In this case, the flank attack offers a fair chance of success unless the artillery is well supported by foot troops.

The frontal attack on artillery with mounted troops in the center and dismounted troops on the flanks is an example of the poorest kind of tactic.

The best time to strike artillery is when it is in the act of limbering or unlimbering. (Artillery was moved from place to place by horse-drawn caissons—two-wheeled wagons containing ammunition and other gear. Limbering a gun means to attach it to, and stow the ammunition and gear in, the caisson, so that it can be moved. Unlimbering a gun means to separate it from the caisson and move it into firing position.)

Fire Action Against Infantry

It is now generally accepted that unshaken infantry cannot be successfully charged in front by cavalry. This is not necessarily true. The infantry of Frederick the Great in solid lines, three deep, delivered a fire of fifty-caliber balls as rapidly as our thin lines, with two-yard intervals, can now deliver a fire of thirty-caliber bullets. In Frederick’s time, every ball that hit a horse stopped it. Unless hit in a vital spot by a thirty-caliber bullet, a horse with many wounds will now finish the charge and still be able to leave the field. There will be many opportunities offered for a successful charge against infantry other than directly against its front. It can be charged in flank; when changing front; while forming; while in column emerging from a defile or from the woods; when shaken by fire; and in a canyon where it cannot deploy.

If infantry can be surprised by a well-executed charge, it is likely that its fire will be very inaccurate.

It will often be possible to support a mounted charge by dismounted fire or the fire of artillery delivered from a flank position; this will keep down the enemy’s fire and divert it from the charging troops.

When dismounted, troops break through a firing line, their advance may be checked by a mounted charge.

As soon as the leading unit has delivered its shock, it should rally in rear of the column. This exercise should be practiced frequently.

The more solid the mass at the instant of impact, the greater will be the effect of the shock. The charge should, therefore, be made boot-to-boot. Notwithstanding this well-known maxim, the tendency is to open out the rank at a time when the troopers’ greatest safety lies in riding well closed toward the enemy.

If the three-line formation is used, the first line should usually be heavier than either the support or the reserve. If time is precious and success depends upon one cast of the die, the first line should be as strong as possible; if the enemy has reserves constantly arriving, then numerous lines should be used.

The lines should be far enough apart so that, if the advance line is beaten, it will not communicate its confusion to the lines in rear. For this reason, it is better to hold the troops in rear of the second lines of columns. The first line should be preceded by mounted skirmishers employing mounted rifle fire. These mounted skirmishers amount to the same thing as ground scouts, who would be sent out from troops in the front line.

After a line has been launched in a charge, the commander can only influence the fight by the use of troops held in reserve. The commander should not personally engage in the fight until after his last reserve is thrown in.

Mounted carbine fire was often used. This was confined mostly to mounted skirmishers who preceded the first line while forming for attack. It can also be used to accelerate the retreat of defeated infantry but should not replace the saber, which is more effective. The fire of mounted men is very inaccurate, since one hand is always necessary to control the horse.

Mounted carbine fire is not as accurate as revolver fire, provided the force armed with the revolvers comes to close quarters.

A badly defeated cavalry unit, if vigorously pursued with the revolver, will not stop running until it reaches the next county.

The mobility of cavalry renders it extremely valuable as a reinforcement to weak points in the line of battle.

A rapidly moving target does not suffer heavy losses.

Dismounted Fire Action

From behind a fence, troops shoot with greater accuracy than when in the open.

Dismounted men can often stop a mounted charge with their fire, even though it gets as close as 50 yards.

A formation for attack is strengthened by placing regular troops on the flanks.

The time for a skirmish line to go forward is when it receives fresh troops from the reserves.

Dismounted fire, when each man holds his horse by the reins, is very rare.

The time to inflict severe losses on an enemy is when his attacking line breaks to the rear.

Dismounted fire action will be resorted to when the ground is unsuited to mounted action.

Successful turning movements may be made for the purpose of attacking the flank or rear of an infantry line.

The fire of an attacking line should not be opened until the enemy’s fire compels it.

At times, cavalry will be called upon to fight for long periods on foot. Breastworks—i.e., field fortifications—will often be constructed by cavalry with a view of their being occupied later by infantry.

Ammunition in boxes can be conveniently distributed along the line from pack mules before the action begins.

It will rarely be possible for cavalry to select a battlefield and hold it until occupied by infantry but it will often be possible for cavalry to hold important tactical positions until relieved by infantry. Under these conditions, the commander should see that the cavalry is not kept to do infantry work but is returned to its own legitimate sphere of usefulness.

Combined Mounted and Dismounted Action

In combined mounted and dismounted actions, with few exceptions, the dismounted men were in the center and the mounted men on the flanks. The exception is where the most suitable ground for a charge is along a narrow lane, running at right angles and leading to the center of the enemy’s line, along which the charge will necessarily be made in column of fours. The reason for the mounted men being on the flanks is that by rapid movements they can attack or threaten the enemy’s flanks and rear. If the enemy breaks, it will be difficult for them to regain their led horses, provided that the mounted men are quick to move aggressively.

Mounted troops should always be ready to charge when the enemy’s line breaks.

When the enemy is broken, he should not be given time to form new lines with his reserve.

Dismounted sharpshooters under cover are a good support for a weak or timid mounted force.

If the terrain is not suited to retiring (i.e., orderly retreat) by successive formations, then the retreating dismounted men should be covered by mounted troops whose threatening attitude will give the dismounted men time to regain their horses.

When mounted, troops meet in a lane, the head of the column should engage in mounted combat, while those in rear break through the fences to the right and left, and endeavor to gain a flank fire on the rear of the enemy’s column.

In a lane from which no deployment can be made, a small force may be considered equal to a large one as long as this condition can be maintained.

The tactical action of combined cavalry and infantry is much the same as that of mounted and dismounted cavalry.

Dismounted cavalry is often thrown into battle to strengthen infantry.

Cavalry should not believe that a lot of infantry must follow it around like the tail of a comet. The correct idea is expressed by Philip Sheridan, namely, that cavalry ought to fight the enemy’s cavalry, and infantry the enemy’s infantry. It is true that cavalry, like artillery, is a subordinate arm, and under the commanding general, should work to the overall plan for defeating an enemy, and while doing so, can and will fight anything. Good cavalry is, however, too difficult to replace to expend it on foot troops massed behind entrenchments and its potential is likewise too great to hinder its mobility by tying it to infantry support.

Cavalry can often cover the withdrawal of infantry by being placed in trenches, thus enabling the infantry to get away without molestation or its absence being discovered.

Cavalry will act as support for infantry more often than infantry acts as support for cavalry.

Putting cavalry into trenches for longer than twenty-four hours is very demoralizing to the cavalry. The fighting of men in the trenches will not, as a rule, compensate for the damage to their horses resulting from neglect.

Dismounted cavalry is particularly fitted for the work of delaying the advance of a victorious army. Its mobility enables it to take advantage of the terrain in places where its horses can be kept close up. Under this condition, it can delay its retirement with impunity, being able to retreat more quickly than infantry and thus being better at fighting rearguard actions. If horses cannot be kept close up, and owing to unfavorable terrain are sent to the rear, cavalry will still have an advantage over foot troops in that they carry no packs and are motivated by the assurance of safety upon regaining their horses.

The usual method of withdrawing was by alternate successive formations. It is possible, at times, to pit the whole fight on one good, strong position. In this case, when the smash comes, it will be every man for himself.

It will frequently happen that when circumstances, not known to the firing line, render a retirement desirable, a successful retirement may be made under cover of the confusion caused by a vigorous cavalry attack.

In the attack of a ford or bridge, the whole trick consists in keeping down the enemy’s fire until the crossing can be managed and a deployment made on the opposite side. This may be done by rifle fire, artillery fire, or both combined. The method of employing it will depend upon the ground. If high banks overlook the crossing, position fire is desirable. Often a bold clash will turn the trick. This method is particularly applicable where the defenders can be surprised. One other method will often be possible, namely, delivering a vigorous attack and crossing under cover of the confusion caused to the enemy’s ranks. But when the defense is strong, the enemy will suffer more by permitting his column to get well into the stream.

The cutting loose of one end of a pontoon bridge was also resorted to by Lee’s army when crossing the Potomac after the Battle of Gettysburg.

Usually, some method can be found by which a crossing can be turned. The mobility of cavalry will enable it to reconnoiter, in a short time, a considerable distance to both flanks of the crossing, while other troops are engaging the enemy’s attention in front. If a crossing can be found, it will be cheaper to turn the position than to force it.

Miscellaneous Tactics

A commander is not justified in withdrawing from a fight until he has put all his reserves into the firing line.

When Sheridan took command of the cavalry of the Army of the Potomac, he found the horses had been worn out by doing picket duty around an infantry camp on a line of nearly sixty miles, while the Confederates habitually sent their horses to the rear in winter to recuperate.

The use of cavalry as supply train guards is not to be encouraged. It is a great waste of cavalry and besides, the duty can be better performed by infantry. In case of an attack, the infantryman can shoot much more effectively than can a man on a horse. The speed of a train being much slower than the march of cavalry, it is very wearing on horses to hold them down to the rate of travel of the train.

The marching of cavalry in rear of infantry trains means that there will be nothing left for the cavalry to eat. When this condition is combined with night marching, the situation could not be worse for a cavalry command.

A very poor opinion is held of night operations. Their chief use will be limited to an attack over a short space of ground directly to the front after the troops have worked into position by daylight. Another application will be where the troops can work into position under the cover of darkness and make the attack at daybreak.

The size of an advance guard for a corps should be one brigade. On the point, it should be an advance guard of a sergeant and two men with connecting files extending back for a mile, one hundred yards apart—then about thirty men with connecting files for another mile—all totaling about seventy men. In this way, signals can be transmitted back two miles in two minutes. On each side road, the leading man rides out a quarter-mile or more and all the connecting files move up. When the last file is deployed, the lookout takes his place in rear. The employment of flankers and skirmishers, unless the enemy is known to be near, hardly pays for the consumption of horseflesh occasioned by constantly riding over broken ground. The flanking should be done by scouts, who travel light.

The subjects of security and reconnaissance are distinctly different. Security embraces advance, rear and flank guards, outposts and screening; while information embraces all kinds of reconnaissance, the employment of a spy and scout system, and the strategic use of cavalry.

Security will usually serve troops on the defensive while reconnaissance and the strategic use of cavalry will usually involve them in combat.

The defeat of the enemy’s cavalry may prevent it from gaining information about the main body that is following.

An offensive screen will naturally result from a cavalry fight just preceding a battle and not far from the main body.

The formations used by cavalry on screening duty—whose aim is to screen or shield an army’s movements and dispositions from its enemy—will necessarily be different from those used when seeking information. In screening, cavalry may be disposed so that if the enemy approaches, the screen, in falling back, gathers strength as it retires; while the cavalry, seeking the information, will try to break the screen and locate the enemy’s main body. In order to do this, patrols may be sent out, which will endeavor to locate the weak points in the screen. The aggressors can then concentrate their forces in an effort to break the screen at its weak point, leaving the duty of screening their own forces to the divisional cavalry.

Screening means separation, while the penetration of an enemy’s screen means concentration.

If the outpost used in a defensive screen is well out, care should be exercised that byroads do not enter behind the outpost.

Cavalry formations should remain on outpost duty until the infantry outposts are posted. Cavalry should then be brought in behind the infantry lines. If this is not done, the horses will all be rendered unserviceable by excessive work in a very short time. It is best to leave out only enough horses to patrol in front of the infantry outpost. The divisional cavalry may be sent out again early in the morning to take up the duties of the infantry while the latter is withdrawn.

The use of cavalry as a flank guard for other troops most frequently occurs while on the march.

In battle, cavalry will frequently be found on the flank of infantry either as a support or as a part of the firing line. Its mobility and its presence on the flanks will check any turning movement by the hostile cavalry.

Scouts and Spies

Scouts should go in pairs, they should be well mounted, leave sabers and packs with the baggage train, and live off the country. A well-organized scout organization should be kept at headquarters. They should not dress in the enemy’s uniform. Their horses should be shod with rubber pad shoes.

The information obtained from independent cavalry by strategic reconnaissance is much more accurate and valuable than that obtained from civilians. The former will be trained military observers, while the latter, under stress of excitement, will either not know or terribly exaggerate. Occasionally intelligent citizens will be found who, in a systematic way, go about the matter of observing an enemy passing through a town and succeed in getting a report to the general of their own forces.

The information obtained from spies will be more or less valuable, depending upon the reliability of the spy, his intelligence and his opportunity for observation. Even a spy who plays double may be utilized.

A well-organized scouting system should be maintained in every army. All officers should be trained in the matter of estimating the number of troops seen. Autumn maneuvers (i.e., activities undertaken at the end of the campaign season as the army goes into winter quarters) furnish an excellent opportunity to make an application of this valuable accomplishment. A number of officers should be detailed daily to observe and report on the number of troops seen.

It is desirable to send important reports in duplicate to different superiors. Each report should mention the fact that a duplicate has been sent to the other superior.

A commander who hastily acts on information without seeking to verify it will usually make a mistake.

It will always be necessary to have a bureau of information at headquarters, where different reports can be compared and conclusions drawn from the multitude of reports received.

The absence of information is as much a handicap to a commander as the possession of it is an advantage.

When contact with the enemy is achieved, the cavalry should not lose it again.

Strategic Use of Cavalry

Cavalry that sticks close to the main body of the Army loses half its strength. It must be employed on distant expeditions to cut the enemy’s lines, to be worth its cost in strategic combinations. For its full strategic effect, cavalry is obliged to live off the land after the first three days.

Cavalry operating strategically will be on the offensive and a considerable distance from its main body, while the opposing cavalry will be defensively screening its own forces.

Cavalry operating strategically will endeavor to break through the enemy’s screen and observe the numbers and disposition of the enemy.

Cavalry can be screening defensively and while using good strategy will not be strategically used. Cavalry performing a defensive role may take the offensive and thus be used strategically. A forced reconnaissance amounts to a strategic use.

The strategic use of cavalry requires great activity, watchfulness and good judgment on the part of the commander.

Tactical use may also involve the use of strategy. A successful raid may be merged with strategic use depending upon the object of the raid.

Although cavalry strategically used might not get all the desired information, it might assist the commander’s plans so as to produce great tactical results.

When cavalry, on a strategic mission, obtains valuable information, a staff officer should be sent with it to the commanding general. The messenger will then be able to answer questions and make explanations, thus elucidating matters that would otherwise remain obscure to the commanding general.

Pursuit

It is desirable to have a well-organized mounted force ready to take up the pursuit in case of victory. Flanking columns should take up the pursuit on parallel roads, endeavoring to cut in on the enemy’s column, while troops following in rear endeavor to compel the enemy to deploy as frequently as possible. Only the parallel pursuit can meet with great results when cavalry is pursuing cavalry.

Fresh infantry can pursue defeated infantry but exhausted infantry cannot. In this case, cavalry is necessary.

The distance that a pursuit should be kept up will depend upon the progress of the general engagement. If cavalry defeats cavalry at the beginning of a battle, they should not pursue to the extent of becoming disorganized, but should rally and be kept in readiness to contribute to the general result. A decisive cavalry victory would amount to nothing if the general engagement is lost. If an enemy is defeated in a general engagement, there should be no limit to the pursuit. In that case, push it as far and as long as possible.

Raids

To be successful, a raid will have to be started without much preparation. If suspected by the enemy, it will not succeed. A strong diversion should be made in its favor.

Raids are seldom worth their cost in horseflesh and the damage done to the cavalry will be to the detriment of the raiders.

If the raiders cannot rejoin in safety, the raid may be counted as a failure.

Successful raids will generally be made in a friendly country or at least in a country where many sympathizers are found to give information.
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Colonial Horse Soldiers
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The following sections are adapted from the writings of Charles Francis Adams, Jr.



Revolutionary War Cavalry

Some years ago, I was accidentally led into a somewhat careful as well as critical examination of the actual facts of a Revolutionary battle, that before Brooklyn, N.Y., known as the Battle of Long Island, fought August 27, 1776. My attention was particularly drawn to the curious fact, which I did not remember ever to have seen noticed, that Washington, in the operations he then conducted, apparently had no conception of the use to be made of cavalry, or mounted men in warfare. His idea of an effective military organization, at least as he understood it, appeared to be a command consisting of infantry of the line, with a suitable artillery contingent. He did not seem at all to grasp the idea of some mounted force as an instrument essential to ascertaining the whereabouts and movements of his opponent, or concealing his own movements—or if it occurred to him, it was in a theoretical way, and not as a necessary means of meeting a present exigency.

Campaign of 1776

This is especially noticeable to any reader who might have had some practical experience in warfare, and most of all to one who has seen actual cavalry service. But it never seems to have occurred to the authors of most of our popular histories that in 1776 and later the seat of warfare in America, especially between the Hudson and the Potomac—the field in which Washington conducted his operations—was one singularly adapted to irregular cavalry operations. It was a region full of horses, while every Virginian and nearly every inhabitant of Pennsylvania and the Jerseys was accustomed to the saddle. People owned their mounts. Every farming lad and every son of a farmer was, in a rude way, an equestrian; the doctors made their rounds on horseback; the lawyers rode the circuits; in fact, the whole social and business life of the community was in a more or less direct way connected with the saddle. The horses, also, were of fairly good breed; and when brought into military use, showed solid powers of endurance.

This omission first becomes noticeable in connection with the narrative of events in the second year of the war—the operations in and about New York during the latter half of 1776. Prior to that time warfare had been waged on principles and by methods that were in every sense of the term irregular. Carried on in heavily wooded regions, it was a conflict between individuals, a struggle in which the ranger and rifleman were pitted against the savage or the Frenchman. In operations, except as couriers, the mounted man played no part. Even scouting was impracticable in a wilderness where an opponent might be lurking behind every cover. This held good through all the earlier Revolutionary operations from Concord and Lexington to the transfer of the scene of operations from the neighborhood of Boston to that of New York. Paul Revere, for instance, was mounted; but, when arrested in his ride, he was acting as a courier. Montgomery and Arnold led detachments into Canada, but their movements, when not by canoe, were made through a wilderness, pathless, and for the mounted man impracticable. So, from the beginning of American civilization down to August 1776, it may be said generally that, except as a pack animal or for draft and courier purposes, the horse found no place in military operations. Cavalry was not a recognized branch of the service. In the early months of 1776 the seat of active Revolutionary warfare was transferred from Boston and its immediate neighborhood to the mouth of the Hudson.

It was then apparent that to advance the patriot cause a wholly new system of strategy and tactics became advisable. The mouth of the Hudson did not, under conditions existing at the time, admit of successful defense. The better policy to be pursued was to abandon it to the enemy; and then to draw that enemy away from his base, into the interior, where the tactics of Lexington and Concord could be applied. Away from New York, the enemy would have no strategic objective, and he could be harassed day and night, from behind every tree and stonewall, holding only the ground on which he camped. The more country he tried to cover the more vulnerable he would have become.

Under these conditions, not yet developed fully, during the early days of July, and seven weeks before Sir William Howe showed any signs of activity, Governor Trumbull of Connecticut sent a detachment of “light-horse,” as they were called, to New York. Some four or five hundred in number, they were a body of picked men, and as Washington wrote, “most of them, if not all, men of reputation and property.”

Yet, because of the cost of forage, he refused to allow them to keep their horses, and, when they declined to do infantry duty, he roughly sent them home, writing to their commander, “They can no longer be of use here, where horses cannot be brought into action, and I do not care how soon they are dismissed.” It is not easy to understand how a commander of even Washington’s relative inexperience, under the conditions then confronting him, could have reached such a conclusion, much less have expressed it so bluntly and in writing. What did he have in mind when he asserted that his operations were necessarily conducted “where horses” could not “be brought into action?” It is true that both New York and Brooklyn were on islands, but that fact notwithstanding, the field of operations on those islands afforded ample space as well as constant occasion for the employment of any arm of the service, engineers, infantry, artillery or cavalry. Also, to hold the town of New York it was necessary to occupy Brooklyn, and the occupation of Brooklyn involved at least a dozen miles of uncovered front, or avenues of approach. These needed to be vigilantly guarded and patrolled. It was by means of one of these avenues of approach to Brooklyn, wholly unguarded, though only some four or five miles to the eastward of the direct road from the place where Howe landed his army, that a little later on, a detachment of the British force worked its way by a flanking movement to the rear of Washington’s right wing, and inflicted on it and him crushing disaster. Long Island was full of forage, which afterwards was either destroyed or fed the horses of the British cavalry and artillery. So shockingly deficient was the American mounted service that on the very day when Clinton turned the American flank, Heath, the acting quartermaster-general of the patriot army, was writing from King’s Bridge, a few miles away on Manhattan Island, to Mifflin, who was about to cross his command over the East River to Brooklyn, “We have not a single horse here. I have written to the General [Washington] for two or three.” To a military critic, the attempt to hold the outer Long Island line under such circumstances seems little short of ineptitude.

General Sullivan, who was in command of that line, and who, together with Stirling, his next in command, was captured when his flank was turned, afterward claimed that he had all along felt uneasy about the Bedford road—that by which Howe effected his turning movement—and “had paid horsemen fifty dollars for patrolling [it] by night, while I had command, as I had no foot for the purpose.” The plain inference would seem to be that none of the American commanders, from Washington down, had at this stage of the war any understanding of the use and absolute necessity of mounted men in field operations. A cavalry patrol fifty strong only, on the flank of the American advanced line on Brooklyn’s right front, and patrolling the approaches, might, and probably would, by giving timely notice, have saved the commands of Sullivan and Stirling from the disaster of August twenty-seventh, and yet a few weeks before, the four hundred Connecticut mounted men had been sent home by Washington for the reason that cavalry could be of no service in military operations conducted “here, where horses cannot be brought into action.” But, American or British, it was all of a piece; and the whole story of what occurred August 27 to 30, 1776, on Long Island, is on both sides suggestive only of a badly played game of chess, the result of which was that the losing party escaped a checkmate only through the quite unaccountable procrastination of his opponent on land, and the inactivity of that opponent on the water.

All this, as well as the subsequent transfer of the patriot army from Brooklyn across the East River to New York, occurred during the closing days of August. Four months later the affairs at Trenton and Princeton closed the campaign of 1776, and Washington’s army went into its winter quarters at Morristown.
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