


  CHAPTER ONE


  Overview


  MANY REVOLUTIONARY WAR GENERALS STOOD OUT AS “TALL TREES,” WHO FOR six to seven years led men on marches and countermarches, across rivers, on roads that were no more than Indian or game trails, and through forests and unknown territory. They ate bad food; slept rough in rudimentary camps; communicated up and down the chain of command as best they could; and led their men in skirmishes and battles, suffering wounds, capture, and death (thirteen brigadiers died in combat or from combat-related causes). Over the course of the war, fifty-eight men served as brigadier generals, who for the most part remained loyal to their commander in chief and to the cause of independence and liberty.


  By contrast, among the higher-ranking major generals (of whom there were twenty-three Americans), there were few, if any, “tall trees.” Instead, almost to a man, the major generals were “bent trees” in the Revolutionary War forest, pursuing selfish agendas, often profiting from conflicting transactions one after another, disloyal to and even contemptuous of the commander in chief. This book contrasts seven of the major generals, “bent trees,” with four brigadiers, three of them “tall trees,” whose efforts, leadership, and loyalty played an outsize part in winning independence for the fledgling nation.


  Of Brigadier General Hugh Mercer, Dr. Benjamin Rush wrote, “His character was marked with all the traits of one of the heroes of antiquity.” General Nathanael Greene added, “He was a fine companion, a sincere friend, a true patriot, and a brave general. May heaven bless his spirit.”1 British cavalry had bayoneted an incapacitated Mercer, knocked from his horse while leading troops at the Battle of Princeton. He died several days later.2


  By contrast with Mercer and many of the brigadier generals,3 commander in chief General George Washington’s senior leaders, the major generals, were a disappointment. They pled old age, illness, or urgencies at home as grounds for their resignation from service in the midst of war. Several major generals were more notable failures than that. Several, such as Thomas Mifflin, Thomas Conway, Adam Stephen, Arthur St. Clair, Charles Lee, and Horatio Gates, were badly bent, crooked trees in the forest. Metaphorically, Washington’s contretemps with Lee and Conway resembled modern-day cage fights, while his longer-range relationship with Thomas Mifflin came close. This book singles out those seven notable failures: seven sins and the sinners, so to speak, the bent trees in the forest.


  Washington commanded fifty-eight brigadier generals.4 As aforesaid, thirteen died in combat or had combat-related deaths.5 By contrast, the Continental Congress commissioned twenty-eight major generals, twenty-three American and five foreign. Only two American major generals, Richard Montgomery and John Thomas, died, both in the disastrous 1775 winter expedition to Canada. Quebec defenders shot and killed Montgomery at the very commencement of the patriot attempt to capture Quebec City.6 While leading a retreat from Canada, Thomas died from smallpox. Thereafter, from 1776 to 1783, no American major general perished, either from wounds or as a captive.7


  Thus, on a proportionate basis, 23 percent of the brigadiers died; only 4 percent of the major generals did. The late historical novelist Hilary Mantel reminded us, “History is [often] about what people are trying to hide from you. . . . You search for it in the same way you sift through a landfill: for evidence of what people want to bury.”8 Because finding corroborating evidence that reflects negatively on the major generals has been difficult, little has been written about the group’s decided failings.


  The record shows that at least ten major generals resigned their commissions, returning home before the war ended.9 One famous (or infamous) major general, Benedict Arnold, committed treason and deserted, ultimately escaping to live out his days in England. Based on “problematic performances,” Major Generals Israel Putnam and William Heath were “shunted to less important commands” but not neutered completely.10


  We would think that the senior commanders, the major generals, would have led American forces to the war’s conclusion. That proves not to have been the case. Amazingly, only two major generals were active for the duration: Nathanael Greene (Rhode Island) and Benjamin Lincoln (Massachusetts). Despite his record, Henry Knox of Massachusetts was not made a major general until 1782.11


  Calculations account for sixteen of the war’s major generals. This book is about seven others, all of whom came to be under dark clouds, suffering less than laudable outcomes. Their behavior and ensuing punishments ranged from suspension from command to courts of inquiry and courts-martial. For some, dereliction of duty resulted in separation from the service when they were cashiered following a court-martial:


 
	Arthur St. Clair, suspended from all combat duty after surrendering the American stronghold Fort Ticonderoga without ordering the firing of a shot, regardless of commanding a three-thousand-man garrison.


 	Adam Stephen, court-martialed and cashiered for drunkenness at Germantown, there for prematurely ordering a retreat.


 	Richard Howe, suspended for womanizing, relieved as commander of the Southern Department, and further downgraded for leading an ill-considered and outmanned defense of Savannah, Georgia.


 	Charles Lee, cashiered for refusing to follow orders from Commander in Chief Washington at the 1778 Battle of Monmouth Courthouse.


 	Horatio Gates, suspended for extreme cowardice and abandonment of his troops at Camden, South Carolina.


 	Thomas Mifflin, under a cloud for participation in a plot to overthrow Washington (the Conway cabal); poor performance as quartermaster of the army, contributing greatly to misery and deaths at Valley Forge; and self-dealing, selling goods procured with government money for his own account.


 	Thomas Conway, an Irishman who had served in the French army and was the prime mover of the plot seeking Washington’s dismissal as commander in chief.




  FIVE FOREIGN MAJOR GENERALS


  In May 1777, France’s Philippe Charles Tronson du Coudray pried a general’s commission from the Congress. Unwilling to foist the arrogant du Coudray on troops, General Washington assigned him to inspect Forts Mifflin and Mercer, guarding the Delaware River below Philadelphia. Meanwhile, du Coudray sought the major general’s commission that Congress had promised him. Among others, brigadiers Henry Knox, Nathanael Greene, and John Sullivan vowed to resign if Congress promoted the Frenchman over their heads. On September 11, 1777, while returning to the American camp, du Coudray’s horse bolted on a wooden pontoon bridge spanning the Schuylkill River. Thrown into the river, the general drowned.12


  Another Philippe—Philippe Hubert, chevalier Preudhomme de Borre—commissioned only as a brigadier, commanded troops but considered himself a de facto major general and thus a better tactician than his superiors. At Brandywine he argued with Generals Sullivan and Washington. He publicly complained that he had been given “bad troops.” Disgraced, de Borre resigned his commission, returning to France after a few months of service.13


  Great in number were the flameouts of those to whom, based purely on paper records and relentless self-promotion, Congress handed out commissions and ranks. One of the more spectacular was General Matthias Alexis Roche de Fermoy. In charge of a major contingent of troops before the Second Battle of Trenton, Fermoy mounted his horse and simply rode away before combat commenced. Called a “worthless drunkard” by his American contemporaries, Fermoy resigned his American commission, returning to France in 1777.14


  Appointments of foreigners to high rank in the American army, premised on genuine experience, could nonetheless constitute a blow to morale. On December 13, 1777, for example, Congress appointed the Irishman and former French officer Thomas Conway a major general. Conway was more than a pretender. He led troops in combat, seeing action in several major engagements.15 Initially, however, giving no thought to potential effects on existing brigadiers and major generals, Congress appointed “Thomas Conway to Major General over twenty-three [American] brigadier[s]. . . . Several major generals and nine brigadier generals . . . protested to Congress and threatened to resign.”16 George Washington protested.17 Their protests availed them not.


  In asserting its desire to control military matters, the Continental Congress listened to scores of foreign would-be adventurers. Often, the latter would present Congress with fabricated or exaggerated credentials:



   A Swiss officer wished to become a lieutenant colonel under George Washington, despite never having risen higher than lieutenant for the Dutch. A veteran of ten years in the French army . . . thought he should be a regimental quartermaster. A student from Lyon declared that the time had come for him to do something grand: he would start by killing redcoats.18




  Especially in the war’s earlier years, Congress would award senior officer ranks to foreign supplicants.


  No less an authority than the Pulitzer Prize–winning Ron Chernow, in his George Washington: A Life, came to a negative view of the war’s major generals and a positive one of the brigadiers: “In the end, the generals who succeeded in the Continental Army weren’t grizzled veterans, such as Charles Lee or Horatio Gates [or most of the other major generals], but young, homegrown officers who were quite daring and stayed loyal to George Washington.”19 This book chronicles the exploits of three brigadiers—Hugh Mercer, Peter Muhlenberg, and William Davidson—whose exploits and deaths in combat stand in contradistinction to senior commanders’ less-than-praiseworthy records. Greatly assisted by the men they led, the brigadiers, not the higher-ranked major generals, won the war and could be considered “other” founding fathers of the new nation. That is the thesis that the ensuing chapters seek to support.





  CHAPTER TWO


  Banned from Combat Duty


  ARTHUR ST. CLAIR’S PRINCIPAL BIOGRAPHER, R. W. PHILLIPS, WENT TO GREAT lengths to laud him with superlatives. St. Clair was “a great American hero,” an officer “whose courage knew no bounds,” “an honorable and courageous officer,” “one of the most brilliant military strategists of his era,” and a general “rightfully considered by many to be an American Founding Father.”1 He was “one of Washington’s most trusted major generals” and one who walked with the giants of the American Revolution—Washington, Franklin, Adams, Jefferson, Greene, and Lafayette.2


  These characterizations are not accurate. Arthur St. Clair’s accomplishments—at least the military ones—have gone down as including two of the most shameful blots on Revolutionary War ledgers. In July 1777, St. Clair was in command of the three-thousand-man garrison at Fort Ticonderoga, the first line of defense against British General Johnny Burgoyne. With his eight-thousand-man force, Burgoyne was descending from Canada into upstate New York, intending to split the fledging nation in half. Under cover of darkness, with Burgoyne a threat, St. Clair abandoned the fort without his men having fired a shot or having impeded Burgoyne’s advance in any other way. Both military and political establishments were so shocked that Congress decreed that St. Clair “never be given any future military commands.”3 The episode stamped Arthur St. Clair with the indelible mark, a grievous sin, a stain from which he never fully recovered. After the Ticonderoga surrender, its commandant, Arthur St. Clair, was a bent tree in the Revolutionary War forest.


  Postrevolution, in the fall of 1791, George Washington directed St. Clair, as first governor of the Northwest Territory, to deal with the recurring Indian raids in the Ohio Country.4 On November 4, 1791, in the Battle of the Wabash, St. Clair commanded a fourteen-hundred-man force on an expedition against Chief Little Turtle and one thousand warriors. Utterly vanquished, St. Clair’s brigade lost 914 men killed and 276 wounded. This encounter remains the American military’s greatest loss to a Native American force, garnering the moniker “The Battle of a Thousand Slain.”5 Last of all, the 1775 Battle of Trenton aside, little or no evidence exists that Arthur St. Clair ever participated in combat during the Revolutionary War.


  Yet there must have been some trait that the Continental Congress and George Washington saw in St. Clair. Congress passed over more senior, distinguished officers (Connecticut’s Benedict Arnold and New Hampshire’s John Stark) to promote Arthur St. Clair to major general.6 General Washington appointed St. Clair to the important post of Ticonderoga commandant. Later, St. Clair was appointed governor of the Northwest Territory, a position he held for fourteen years. Still later, Washington and Secretary of War Henry Knox assigned St. Clair the task of dealing with the Native American confederation in the Ohio Country, taming the warriors’ bellicosity.


  HANDSOME, TALL, AND AFFABLE


  Arthur St. Clair was tall, “raised as a gentleman . . . said to have carried himself with aristocratic bearing.”7 Born at Thurso (the exact date being uncertain, probably in 1734), in the far north of Scotland, the northernmost town on the Isle of Britain, St. Clair was a descendant of the Earls of Caithness. “Being of a noble family, he inherited the fine personal appearance and manly traits of the St. Clairs.”8 Being tall has always given one an advantage, a commanding presence in one’s community. In the eighteenth century, the average male stood five feet, five inches.9 St. Clair grew to six feet, two inches—the same height as George Washington. Also, as with Washington, “[t]hroughout his life [St. Clair] exhibited a faultless precision in dress, regarding a person’s apparel as an outward sign of inner order.”10 A contemporary 1776 portrait of St. Clair, age forty-three, captured a well-proportioned countenance, alert eyes, and thin lips, with a tricorn tipped short of rakishly but less than modestly to one side.11 According to Professor Stephen R. Taaffe’s research, “St. Clair was a handsome, well-mannered, and honorable man without the cloying ambition of some of his colleagues. His steadiness, prudence, and experience contributed to Congress’ decision to promote him to brigadier [on August 9, 1776] and then to major general.”12


  Several American senior officers in the Revolutionary War (Hugh Mercer, Edward Hand, Adam Stephen, Arthur St. Clair, James Craik) were Scots physicians who had lived under English thumbs, immigrating to America to escape English oppression and later joining the American fight for independence. St. Clair was a surgeon, educated at the University of Edinburgh with further training in London. In 1756, St. Clair’s mother died, leaving her son an inheritance. Leaving medicine behind, seeking adventure, he used funds to purchase an ensign’s commission in the Royal American Regiment of Foot.13 In 1758, the regiment came to North America to engage in the French and Indian War. St. Clair and the regiment, under the command of Major General Jeffery Amherst, were present at the successful siege of the French fortress at Louisbourg on Nova Scotia’s Atlantic coast.


  St. Clair spent much of his late 1750s service as a British subaltern stationed in Boston. He was well educated and articulate, pleasing in both personality and appearance. “He had the social skills required to” and did “function in the high societies of Boston.” St. Clair “became an acceptable visitor to the best families.”14 He courted and married Phoebe Bayard, niece of the future Massachusetts governor, James Bowdoin II.


  BECOMING AMERICAN


  In 1762, St. Clair resigned his British army commission. He and Phoebe moved to the site of the future Ligonier in the Allegheny foothills of western Pennsylvania. He began to acquire land, eventually accumulating 10,881 acres (of which 8,270 were in the Ligonier Valley). Based on his prior military experience, St. Clair assisted Pennsylvania proprietor Richard Penn’s son John Penn, also governor, in defense against Indian raids. In 1769, St. Clair resigned his Pennsylvania military commission but continued to receive service appointments, such as the surveyor of Cumberland County, from John Penn. Because Indian raids persisted, however, St. Clair moved his family east to Bedford, Pennsylvania, and then later to Pottstown outside Philadelphia (then known as Pottsgrove).


  COMMISSIONED IN THE CONTINENTAL ARMY


  Historians hazard the opinion that George Washington’s higher-ranking officers lacked military experience.15 St. Clair’s biographer appears to have joined the chorus, stating that “St. Clair was one of the few experienced generals.”16 That assertion was wrong; many (if not most) were battle-tested veterans. For instance, seven of eight Virginia brigadiers (George Weedon, Charles Scott, Andrew Lewis, Hugh Mercer, William Woodford, George Rogers Clark, Edward Stevens) had served with George Washington in the Virginia regiment supporting the British during the French and Indian (or Seven Years’) War. Major Generals Charles Lee and Horatio Gates, both of Virginia, also served in the French and Indian War, as British army officers. So had Arthur St. Clair.17 A supermajority of the brigadier generals from the Carolinas (William Moultrie, Andrew Pickens, Griffin Rutherford, Richard Caswell, Francis Nash, William Davidson) gained extensive military experience in the Cherokee Wars (1758–1761), fought in the dense woods of the hill and mountain country of western Carolina.18 So, too, in New England, where Revolutionary War officers (Generals John Stark, Moses Hazen, and Israel Putnam, for example) had gained military experience in the French and Indian War, fighting with Roger’s Rangers.19 Contrary to many historians’ versions, for higher officer positions, Washington chose (or recommended to the Congress) men with prior military leadership background. That included Arthur St. Clair.20


  Besides military experience, St. Clair possessed another attribute that Washington valued: St. Clair was a Mason, a member of the Scottish Rite, as was Washington. Masonic Lodge Number 4, known as Washington’s “Mother Lodge,” had as members future generals Hugh Mercer, Gustavus Wallace, George Weedon, and William Woodford (as well as the Marquis de Lafayette, an honorary member), all of whom knew Washington.21 The Fredericksburg lodge counted ninety-four members who fought in the American Revolution.22


  Last of all, St. Clair was Scottish. In Born Fighting, former US Senator James Webb wrote, “The Scots-Irish heritage has been defined as . . . [an] extreme mistrust of government authority and a propensity to bear arms.” Webb elaborated: “Between 250,000 and 400,000 Scots-Irish migrated to America in the eighteenth century . . . bringing with them not only long experience as rebels and outcasts, but also unparalleled skill as frontiersmen and guerilla fighters. Their cultural identity reflected acute individualism as well as a dislike for aristocracy and a strong military tradition.”23 More accomplished in the drawing room than on the battlefield, St. Clair was nonetheless experienced in warfare and in leading troops.


  FIRST ASSIGNMENT


  Naively, members of the Continental Congress, pundits, military leaders, and George Washington thought that if a military excursion achieved some success, Canadians would transfer allegiance from Britain to the neighboring newly independent nation. The widely held belief was that Canada would become the “fourteenth state.”24 Accordingly, in 1775 Washington sent a sizable force under Major General Richard Montgomery (another former British military officer) up the Hudson River, across Lakes George and Champlain, up the Richelieu River flowing north out of Lake Champlain, and to the St. Lawrence River, then as now Canada’s principal aquatic highway.25 Somewhat later, in early winter, Benedict Arnold would lead one thousand men from Boston up the Maine coast, into the center of Maine on the Kennebec River, across several portages, and down several swift-flowing northbound rivers to the vicinity of Quebec, Canada’s capital. Miraculously, in an extraordinary exercise of bravery and leadership, Arnold bought his men north with minimal losses.


  Richard Montgomery and his men captured Montreal, downriver from Quebec. Canadian Governor Guy Carleton fled upriver, east by northeast, to the walled Quebec City, where he assumed command of the city’s defense. Montgomery followed, intending to rendezvous with Arnold’s command. While enduring a protracted delay, though, Arnold’s force lost the element of surprise, retreating a short way down the St. Lawrence. With enlistments set to expire, the Americans attacked on December 30, 1775.


  The attack was an unmitigated disaster. Montgomery was killed before even breeching the city walls. On the other, northeast side of Quebec, Arnold was severely wounded. Virginia’s Daniel Morgan assumed leadership of the attackers. Canadian and British forces captured Daniel Morgan and others, imprisoning them for a year (under humane conditions and in more than tolerable quarters—a precursor of the Canadian way of doing things).


  Retreating, the battered American force suffered from cold, inadequate clothing, greatly worn shoes (or no footwear at all), and desertions. Most of all, the retreating army became infected with the age’s scourge—smallpox. In retreat, the Americans’ leaders quarantined over one-third of the force on a small island at the juncture of the Richelieu River. Most of them (plus others) died. Accompanying the doomed was the force’s leader, Major General John Thomas, who, covered with oozing pustules and blind from the pox, died a pitiful death.


  Commanding General George Washington and Major General Philip Schuyler, commander of the army’s Northern Department, sent Arthur St. Clair north to lead the force’s remnants home, which he did. No high praise or fluttering flags ensued, nor should they have. The Canadian episode was a sow’s ear that remained a sow’s ear.


  St. Clair’s biographer, though, elevates the retreat into a silk purse. He extols St. Clair’s exploits in retreat from Canada. When St. Clair arrived, “he found [the] army in full retreat from a British force. . . . St. Clair’s fast action turned what would have been a certain massacre into a controlled retreat that saved the lives of more than one thousand American[s].”26 The treatment of St. Clair’s first action contains no citations to authority.27 Left unsaid was the lack of any significant combat.


  FUTURE ASSIGNMENTS


  Leading the retreat from Canada, St. Clair accomplished the mission, always deserving of an accolade—indeed, praise. But high praise? No. The Quebec saga had a certain tawdry aura that detracts from any exploits associated with it. The opportunity for St. Clair to garner high praise was in the future: his 1777 assignment to command the imposing stone fortress at Fort Ticonderoga on Lake Champlain, with a three-thousand-man garrison.





  CHAPTER THREE


  Credit Was Not Due


  ARTHUR ST. CLAIR RECEIVED BLISTERING CRITICISM FOR HAVING COMMITTED the first of his major “sins”—namely, in 1777, ordering Fort Ticonderoga’s abandonment. The fort controlled the chain of rivers, lakes, and portages that made up the 195-mile strategic route between New York and Canada. “When news of Fort Ticonderoga’s fall reached London, Britain’s King George III . . . exclaimed, ‘I have beaten them. I have beat all the Americans.’”1 On the American side, “[b]lame for the debacle”—loss of a supposedly impregnable fortress—“fell on Ticonderoga’s commander, Arthur St. Clair. People accused him of cowardice, even treason. . . . Washington was, like everyone else, shocked that St. Clair abandoned the fort.”2 Throughout the Continental Army’s officer corps, ranging from a soft hiss to vocalized belittlement, officers condemned Arthur St. Clair.


  Earlier, in 1755–1757, the French had built a formidable star-shaped fort of stone, Fort Carillon, at Lake Champlain’s southern terminus. The lake there had narrowed for some distance, approaching a 3.5-mile portage to another long, narrow lake to the south, Lake George. After fighting two battles there against the French, in 1759 the British captured Fort Carillon, renaming it with the Iroquois word for junction of two waterways, corrupted into “Ticonderoga.” The British garrisoned the fort with declining numbers as the years ticked by.


  In 1775, without firing a shot, the American Green Mountain Boys from the Catamount Tavern in Bennington, Vermont, whose leader was the tall, bearded Ethan Allen, captured the fort. Ticonderoga further became a symbol because of a second legendary exploit when Henry Knox, the Boston bookstore proprietor, recovered the fort’s twenty-nine cannons. In 1775–1776, Knox, who was to be Washington’s artillery chief for the war’s duration, used oxen and sleds to transport the heavy cannons, in midwinter, over the snow-covered Berkshire range to Boston, a journey in those times thought impossible. There, placed on Dorchester Heights and commanding a perch above Boston, the cannons rendered the British occupation untenable. The British abandoned the city, departing on Royal Navy transports for Nova Scotia.3 Based on these two events, Ticonderoga took on iconic status for American revolutionaries.


  A COMMANDING PERCH AT TICONDEROGA


  St. Clair’s “sin” was that before he ordered Ticonderoga abandoned, he had failed to take measures to hold the advancing British at bay—or at least to slow their descent toward New York. Previously, while in command of the Americans’ northern army, “General Philip Schuyler decided that Fort Ticonderoga could be defended,” even though a tall hill across the waterway, Mount Defiance, paradoxically also called—benignly—Sugar Loaf Hill, could constitute a commanding perch if the British were to site artillery atop it.4 In midspring 1777, Major General Arthur St. Clair assumed command of Ticonderoga. Contrary to Schuyler, then colonels Benedict Arnold, Anthony Wayne, and John Trumbull thought that an undefended Sugar Loaf Hill constituted a major threat. The colonels reported that “there was vulnerability to cannon from above”: “Trumbull, Wayne, and Arnold, borrowing the commandant’s barge, crossed [Lake Champlain] and landed where Mount Defiance was rocky and perpendicular. [T]hey began to climb. The ascent was difficult but in a little time they reached the top. . . . [T]hat it would be a simple matter to build a carriage road and haul cannon up the side of Mount Defiance was obvious to all.”5 Later, Colonel Wayne, the retiring Ticonderoga commandant, reported the foregoing to St. Clair, who made the command decision to leave the hill undefended. He failed to do what would not have been difficult to accomplish.


  ARRIVAL OF THE BRITISH


  Clanking down the route from Canada came British General Gentleman Johnny Burgoyne, accompanied by three or four wagons of champagne (Burgoyne being much enamored of champagne) and an army of eight thousand “British regulars, Hessian mercenaries, American Loyalists, and Native Americans,” plus ladies with whom Burgoyne mingled and played cards, as well as assorted camp followers.6 British General William Phillips of the Royal Artillery headed Burgoyne’s artillery detachment. As the British approached Ticonderoga, they reconnoitered the fort’s surroundings. On July 5, under the cover of darkness, General Phillips and his men “managed to put guns atop Sugar Loaf Hill.”7


  General St. Clair made a second decision. When St. Clair and his staff “spotted the British troops and campfires on the summit of Sugar Loaf Hill, General St. Clair ordered the immediate evacuation of the fort . . . to be carried out at night.”8 Ticonderoga fell, for the second time without a shot having been fired.
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  John Burgoyne


  ART.COM


  As has been seen, the abandonment of Ticonderoga set off extreme criticism of Arthur St. Clair, both by officers and men of the Continental Army and by the politicians. In the Continental Congress, John Adams and Samuel Adams publicly called St. Clair “a coward.”9 Congress passed resolutions that the army was to court-martial Arthur St. Clair. The legislators further decreed that St. Clair be barred from “any future commands.”10 Major General Arthur St. Clair entered a limbo that lasted the remaining four Revolutionary War years, relegated to recruiting duties in Pennsylvania.11 When fifteen hundred Pennsylvania troops mutinied early in 1781, killing three officers, the mutineers “kicked St. Clair out of camp.”12 In the same year, as Stephen Taaffe recorded it, St. Clair “wrote to Washington to ask for a more active job. . . . Washington responded that there were not enough . . . units in the main army to accommodate another major general.”13 He closed by “urg[ing] St. Clair to remain in Pennsylvania for now to focus on his recruiting duties.”


  APOLOGISTS FOR THE EVACUATION


  Enter again St. Clair’s principal biographer, who calls St. Clair “one courageous general who defied the expectations of a misinformed Congress and risked his career to save his troops from annihilation.” Mr. Phillips’s perspective was that “Congress could be lightening [sic] fast in finding a scapegoat when their decisions didn’t work out . . . as with St. Clair’s unauthorized strategic retreat from Fort Ticonderoga to save his army.”14 Alleged ancillary explanations buttress support for St. Clair’s command decision to abandon Ticonderoga:
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	The fort’s “dismal condition”: The fort was large, built of stone, and sturdy. Earlier, in spring 1777, on being relieved, Anthony Wayne had told St. Clair that “all was well [with the fort] and that the fort would never be carried without much loss of blood” by the attacking force.15


	The fort’s age: Completed in 1757, the fort was but twenty-two years old.


	St. Clair’s conscious decision to ignore the obvious: Congress and General Washington sent St. Clair to Fort Ticonderoga in April 1777.16 For two and a half months or more, St. Clair left Mount Defiance undefended. Trenching, abatis, a redoubt perhaps, and a contingent of American troops could have prevented (or at least greatly hindered) British attempts to summit the hill, especially when dragging heavy cannons up steep slopes.


	The poor health of the three-thousand-man defending force of Americans, with “a third unfit for duty”: Poor food, contaminated water, poor sanitation, and the like rendered the American men unable to fight. Yet the same would have been true of the British/Hessian force. A level of unfitness for duty plagued every regiment and brigade throughout the war, on both sides, British as well as American. To the north, in the Richelieu River vicinity, Burgoyne�s men had had to pass through an area infected with smallpox (Isle aux Noix). Moreover, the Native Americans accompanying Burgoyne and his men were beginning to defect. American loyalists�Tories, as they were known�accompanied the British force but were becoming fainthearted, deserting from the expeditionary foray. Of a force estimated at eight thousand fighters, something like fifty-three hundred would have been available to Generals Burgoyne and Phillips.


	The daunting size of the attacking force: Military analysts posit a five-to-one numerical advantage as necessary to overcome an entrenched opponent such as Ticonderoga.17 Burgoyne had a numerical superiority equivalent to 2.6 to 1, hardly representing a daunting force opposing the entrenched Americans.




  ONE BRUSH WITH COMBAT


  The factoid left undisturbed all these years is the reality that Arthur St. Clair had only one combat experience in the war. Early on, in November 1776, Washington had led his small, decimated, and demoralized army in retreat diagonally across New Jersey, from Fort Washington in the northeast—across the Hudson to the west of New York City—to Newtown, Pennsylvania, in the southwest, across the Delaware River. Toward the march’s end, St. Clair and five hundred troops joined Washington, beginning reinvigoration of the American forces.18 Besides erroneously crediting St. Clair with bringing two thousand fresh troops into camp, St. Clair’s biographer credits him with engineering the entire reversal of fortune that Washington’s army experienced in late 1776 and early 1777: “Arthur St. Clair’s fresh troops, military strategy, and brigade leadership pumped life into Washington’s deflated army, helped defeat the Hessians at Trenton, the British Army at Princeton, and drive the British completely out of New Jersey, in nine days . . . turn[ing] the tide of the war.”19 These exploits constitute, the author tells us, “The Untold Story of the New Jersey Victories.”20


  Did St. Clair devise the strategy of crossing the Delaware on Christmas night, surprising the Hessian Trenton garrison the following morning? Probably not. Writing about the crossing in The British Are Coming, Rick Atkinson concludes that “[f]or over ten days” prior to the Delaware crossing, “Washington had contemplated a bold lunge into the enemy’s flank.”21 St. Clair would not even have been physically present at those times. The second reason to doubt that the crossing and attack were St. Clair’s ideas emanates from Washington’s practices. He frequently convened senior officers in “councils of war,” analyzing and choosing between strategies, later to vote on alternatives.22 Washington recognized that he alone was not a great strategist. Further, the early engagements of the war had made Washington aware that his impetuous side caused him to overcommit, taking unnecessary risks.23 Thus, almost never was the strategy crafted by a single officer or even two or three. Washington operated by consensus.


  THE SECOND BATTLE OF TRENTON


  After the Americans’ complete defeat of the Hessians at Trenton, Lord Cornwallis was infuriated that a ragtag army of rebels had defeated professional British soldiers. Six days after the Hessian embarrassment, Cornwallis, at the head of eight thousand British regulars, set out from Princeton, thirteen miles to the north, focused on teaching the Americans a lesson. Lord Cornwallis and his officers thought the British would obliterate the American army and its camp, now below the town of Trenton and behind the Trenton River (Assunpink Creek).24 In his haste, though, Cornwallis did not observe the practice of armies on the move—setting out picket and skirmish lines along with scouting parties southwest and southeast of the main body’s line of march—thus facilitating what happened later that night.


  “St. Clair was the only officer with the courage to suggest the bold strategy which outflanked Cornwallis’s army at Trenton,” wrote Dick Phillips, conflating St. Clair into the principal hero of the Second Battle of Trenton.25 But the true hero of the Second Battle of Trenton was Colonel (later Brigadier) Charles Scott, the rough-hewn and profane Virginian. Several miles above Trenton, Scott and his troops began a strategic retreat, slowing Cornwallis and ultimately facilitating the strategic move that followed.26


  The American advance force slowly retreated. Colonel Charles Scott’s force waded across Shabbakonk Creek, passing through the village of Trenton. Southeast of Trenton, the mission for Scott and his men became defending the single bridge over Assunpink Creek—that is, beyond Trenton where the Assunpink curved west to flow into the Delaware River. The British halted opposite the American encampment, on the creek’s opposite shore. In his memoirs, Virginian Robert Beale remembered:


 
    Our brigade, consisting of the Fourth, Fifth, and Sixth Virginia Regiments, was ordered to form a column at the bridge. General Washington came, and in the presence of us all, told Colonel Scott to defend the bridge to the last extremity. Colonel Scott answered with an oath, “Yes, General, as long as there is a man left alive.”27




  Scott’s subordinate, Major George Johnston, publicly stated that by his actions, “Colonel Scott acquired immortal honors from his performance” at the Battle of Assunpink Creek, as the engagement also became known.28 Although greatly outnumbered, Scott and his men repulsed three British attempts to take the bridge. With darkness approaching, “General Cornwallis suspended his attack.”29


  The American delaying tactic had succeeded.


  DIVERSION AT ASSUNPINK


  That night the Americans left campfires burning, tended by five hundred soldiers who stayed behind. The remainder of the American army marched quietly out to the east, bending north, toward Princeton. Thus, enabled by Scott’s men and their earlier valiant defense against a superior British force, under cover of darkness Washington’s army conducted an end run around Cornwallis’s army. Again, the Americans were further aided by Cornwallis’s failure to have outriders (scouts and skirmishers) east of his force, who would have impeded the American end run around the British eastern flank. The following day, the Americans went on to defeat, convincingly, several regiments of British troops camped on the grounds of the College of New Jersey (Princeton University).


  Again, it was St. Clair, not Colonel Scott, who is accorded credit by Dick Phillips for the strategy and the victory at Princeton. The nighttime march was “St. Clair’s brilliant strategic idea. . . . In St. Clair, Washington discovered a valuable military strategist . . . capable of assessing situations and making sound decisions. . . . We can only imagine the courage it must have taken to suggest this strategy.”30 Gerald Carbone, in his biography of General Nathanael Greene, hit closer to the mark when he put St. Clair’s contribution into a modest perspective: “[T]he local knowledge of Arthur St. Clair revealed a new road from Trenton to Princeton. This road ran east, around the town, to the left of Cornwallis’ troops. Washington, with the concurrence of his generals [council of war], decided to march along this road.”31


  ST. CLAIR’S SOLE COMBAT EXPERIENCE OF THE WAR


  Flashing back to the earlier Battle of Trenton, once
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