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The First
Combat Infant

COLONEL STEDMAN CHANDLER

® The enwreathed musket of the Combat Infan-
tryman Badge has become the acknowledged sym-
bol of the Infantry—the Queen of Battles who,
in the last analysis, has won every war in history
and is not likely to play a minor role in any
future conflict, no matter how atomic. It seems
reasonable, therefore, to search for a man to
match this symbol, who can stand as the proto-
type of the Queen’s Men: America’s Combat In-
fantryman No. 1.

R. W. Thompson, a British author and war
correspondent of World War II, has rightly said:
“There are bad generals and bad privates. It is no
great matter.” But it is a great matter if there
are bad small-unit troop leaders—leaders of
squads, platoons, companies, battalions. War has
no place for them; in every winning army you
will find they’ve been weeded out, and that the
remnant is a hard core of tough-bodied, tough-
minded men remarkably equipped to do what
must be done. A good general can train these men
and use them properly; a bad general can misuse
and sacrifice them; no general can do what they
must do: the dangerous, dirty, decisive job of
fighting. All armies in all wars have had them,
and America, from Plymouth Colony to Korea,
can point to an impressive Honor Roll. From such
a list it should- be hard to pick a prototype, and
yet it isn’t hard. There is such a man, and among
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all the many candidates you will find none more
worthy.

Many fine histories of our War for Independ-
ence don’t even mention him, yet the name of
Robert Kirkwood should ring like a strong clear
bell for everyone who cherishes the military
heritage of the United States. This young Dela-
warean made a record, documented beyond all
doubt, before which we can only stand in awe.
The more actual combat one has personally ex-
perienced, the more profound his awe.

“Greene’s Delawares,” says the historian Henry
Phelps Johnston, “were the admiration of the
Army and their leader, Kirkwood, was the Ameri-
can Diomed.” Diomed, Thomas Bulfinch tells us,
was “second only to Achilles in all the qualities
of a hero.”

Robert Kirkwood, as we follow his hard career,
seems second to none. Lynn Montross declares,
“If anyone in the Continental Army could have
been called the bravest of the brave, it was Cap-

tain Robert Kirkwood of the Delaware Regi-
ment.” Henry Lee referred to ‘the company of
Delaware, under Kirkwood, to whom none could
be superior.” Nathanael Greene paid repeated
tributes to ‘“the brave Kirkwood” and if the
unanimous praise of his superiors is not enough,
hear the verdict of his own Sergeant Major,
William Seymour, written midway in Kirkwood’s
career: ‘‘Captain Robert Kirkwood, whose he-
roick valour and uncommon and undaunted brav-
ery must needs be recorded in history till after
ages.”

It is difficult (and extremely annoying to one
who would make a three-dimensional, flesh-and-
blood character of him) to write of Kirkwood
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without dealing in superlatives. Little has come
down to us descriptive of his person, his person-
ality, or his personal flaws, which we must assume
he had like any human. He led his men and they
followed into battle his red shock of hair upon
which no hat would remain. His superiors valued
his service and lavished praise upon him; his sub-
ordinates—and Seymour’s evaluation is the only
clue—gave him the kind of “followership” of
which every leader dreams. He himself was reti-
cent. Though he has the distinction of leaving the
most professional diary of the war, his Journal is
terse and unadorned and his Order Book gives
only occasional hints as to what might have made
him tick. What can you do with a Journal that
reads like this?

Dec. 23—March’d—16 miles
24—March’'d—13

25—March’d to Pacolet—S8
11—March’d—16

16—March’d to the Cowpens—12
17—Defeated Tarlton

“Defeated Tarlton,” of course, refers to the
almost complete destruction of a small British
army, and this same Colonel Banastre Tarleton,
who escaped from the Cowpens by the skin of
his teeth, was later almost captured by the same
Kirkwood, who missed him by an eyelash.

You find Kirkwood at the keypoint of almost
every important action in the Revolution. He
was in 32 in all; his thirty-third fight came later,
and cost him his life. And here we may digress.

It is odd, intriguing and unexplained, but the
bhard core of the Continentals of both Washing-
ton in the north and Greene in the south, from
start to finish of the war, was composed of men
from Maryland and Delaware. These two small

Jan.
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killed. Kirkwood was one of the nine Haslet offi-

r
r
e

M was
the ood ex-
hibited military qualities, though we have
scant r of it, he not having opened his

Journal until the southern march. But after the
disaster at Camden where, as John Thomas Scharf

ing at muster.
From then on we hear nothing but all-out

praise he remn under the b
Kirkw ” e, or ht Horse H
e
t
n

find the name Kirkwood without the adjective
“hrave.” But reading these, I always go back to
his Sergeant Major Seymour—a good man in his
own t his r uncom-
mon nted s be re-
corded in history till after ages.” What greater
tribute could any troop leader ask?

Seymour ter Camden, when
wood had to fight. After C
Gates formed the two Delaware companies into

fibered, Wa found Kir d an co-
hort. When el Greene the c and
from Gates at Charlotte in December 1780, he
found a compatible and effective pair to use as
he saw fit. He used them until he wore them out,
but by then the war was won.

For a p ant ¢ wood’s battle
was a vict that iece de by the
fertile brain of Daniel Morgan at the Cowpens.
This is the fight noted in Kirkwood's Journal as
“Defeated Tarlton.” Tarleton was destroyed,
thanks to Morgan’s peculiar genius. Even so, ac-

ing to rf, the day would have lost
the ve Maryland and Delaware lars
wavered at the decisive moment. Instead, as Sey-
mour ure
us on Ca
wheel ht
their left flank so vigorously that they were soon
repulsed.” Scharf never was
there known such ing, dis and
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and
en d
fire
the British.
We must note that these men of Maryland and

p d
d y
a h
ca,
ra
to
p. In the R on (as General S.
found in War II), report

to have been quite listless about it.

After Cowpens his 1 re-
treat to the Dan g to him
General John Eager Howard of Maryland with
“the flower of the army” (including Kirkwood). It
was, according to Seymour, a chase in which both
armies suffered incredible privations. ‘“Most of
the men,” he wrote, ‘“were entirely without shoes
and had no time to cook what provisions they
had.”

As they retreated, Lee’s Legion (with Kirk-
wood along) continuously harried their pur-
suers and more than once almost captured the
elusive Tarleton. Lee’s cavalry almost got him
once and Kirkwood’s foot came even closer. Sey-
mour tells us that on the night of 6 March 1781,
“there commenced a smart skirmish in which

near thing; the fox had almost caught the hound.

As the chase went on, Greene wrote: “For
more than two months more than one-third of our
men were entirely naked, with nothing but a
breech cloth about them . . . and the rest were

ed as wolves. Our beef p
even bad as it was, W e
any.”

Then on 15 March, having received reinforce-
ments, Greene decided on battle again, and risked
one at Guilford Court House. Employing Mor-
gan’s C ens tacties, he placed the h -
lina mil in the front line, to fire a il ,
Kirkwood was on the right flank, with Washing-
ton’s dragoons and Lynch’s Virginia riflemen.
When the British attacked (in mass formation,
according to a ¢ they could not

the Carolinians , most of them
firing at al se militia line a bet-
ter but ev ly and the V. n re-
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even had they been properly equipped to meet
them, would have been exceptional. But they were
not so equipped; they fought shoeless and in rags
and subsisted on molasses, frogs and alligators.
Also, they got no pay.

Finally, they fought in a region seared by one
of history’s most savage civil wars, with both
sides—Tories and Whigs—admittedly guilty of
inexcusable excesses. It was an atmosphere both
dangerous and degrading, yet at no time do we
find the Continental Line befouled by it. They
fought their own war, grimly by themselves, tak-
ing no part in the local butcheries and often pre-
venting them.

Considering all we know about the individual
soldier of the Revolution, his independence, level-
ling attitude, and scorn of authority, the record
of this Continental Line must reflect only the
most commendable and superior leadership.

Since here the Delawares are our chief con-
cern, the superlative record of the small band he
commanded must be charged to the exceptional
military qualities of Robert Kirkwood, the vet-
eran captain who even at the war’s end was still
in his middle twenties.

Captain he remained. Hear Light Horse Harry
Lee: “Captain Kirkwood passed through the war
with high reputation; and yet, as the line of Dela-
ware consisted of but one regiment and that
regiment was reduced to a captain’s command,
Kirkwood could never be promoted in regular
routine. . . . The sequel is singularly hard. Kirk-
wood retired upon peace, a captain (he had been
brevetted major) and when the army under St.
Clair was raised to defend the West from the In-
dian enemy, this veteran resumed his sword as
the eldest captain in the oldest regiment. In the
decisive defeat on the 4th of November, 1791, at
the battle of Miami, the gallant Kirkwood fell,
bravely sustaining his point in the action. It was
the thirty-third time he had risked his life for his
country, and he died as he had lived, the brave,
meritorious, unrewarded Kirkwood.”

The sequel was indeed hard. Returning to Dela-
ware, his state granted him an award of 100
pounds, but only Virginia really rewarded his
services. From the Old Dominion he received a
grant of 2,000 acres of land in North West Terri-
tory, in what is now southeastern Ohio. His land
was probably in Belmont County, across from
Wheeling, where he removed soon after the grant
was made. In 1790 he was a justice of the peace,
and a carefully written copy of the laws promul-
gated by General St. Clair is found in the back of
his Journal, together with some interesting items
from his docket. On 4 March 1791 he was commis-
sioned captain in the 2d Infantry, and “march’d”
again, under St. Clair in his hapless expedition
against the Indians. St. Clair was ambushed and
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his troops, largely militia and as poor in quality
as any ever assembled, were scattered and slaugh-
tered. Only small groups of Regulars stood and
fought. One of these was led by Kirkwood, who
refused to give ground and died with his face to
the enemy at Fort Recovery, Ohio. “There, resting
beneath a tree, lay old Kirkwood, scalped, his head
smoking like a chimney.” A more honorable son
the United States has never had, nor a braver one.

Since Robert Kirkwood survived the Revolu-
tion there is no certainty, even under today’s
more liberal system of awards, that he would have
been awarded the Medal of Honor, though the
Continental Congress actually did grant medals
to Morgan, Howard, and William Waghington for
the Cowpens, where Kirkwood was almost equally
distinguished. But it is hardly arguable that by
today’s standards, the rugged Delawarean would
have worn a Distinguished Service Cross with
more Oak Leaf Clusters than any one ribbon
could fairly carry. It would be interesting to know
of any company officer in the Army who ever
received more citations and glowing tributes than
Kirkwood. But he was never awarded a medal or
any current counterpart, and his brevet came very
late: as major on 30 September 1783.

Without the Kirkwoods of that war, and of all
the wars that followed, there could have been no
United States of America. One real disaster for
Greene, and the Revolution would have collapsed.
To be sure, Kirkwood didn’t win it single-handed;
nevertheless, he and his men were ever at a criti-
cal spot, and over the whole long route there is no
hint of their having failed; only of staunch and
vital service. As Colonel John W. Thomason said
of Marbot, Kirkwood loved his country and the
Army and all his record is honorable.

There are bad generals and bad privates. It is
no great matier. But for the key men, the ‘“cor-
nerstone men” as R. W. Thompson calls them, the
men who win or save battles, there are no sub-
stitutes. Modern research in depth applied to the
battlefield has proved what all combat veterans
already know: that every battle is won by such
men, singly or in small groups, fighting on their
own initiative at the right time in the right place;
and that such men are rare. The same type of
research reveals that few men—and only truly
exceptional men—ever sustain, over long periods,
their peaks of either capacity or daring. In this
light the simple chronicle of Robert Kirkwood
seems to define the man, and the shadow he casts
is a long one. It is therefore no more than just
that now, nearly two centuries later, we salute
him for what he was: America’s Diomed, Amer-
ica’s Combat Infantryman No. 1. This is his over-
due reward, and one he would have liked. And
so would the Blue Hen's Chickens.
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