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				I honor him.

				But, as he was ambitious,

				I slew him.

				~William Shakespeare,
 Julius Caesar
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			PREFACE

			The Fault Line

			We all know the story: how a defiant and undisciplined collection of citizen soldiers banded together to defeat the mightiest army on earth. But as those who lived through the nearly decadelong saga of the American Revolution were well aware, that was not how it actually happened.

			The real Revolution was so troubling and strange that once the struggle was over, a generation did its best to remove all traces of the truth. No one wanted to remember how after boldly declaring their independence they had so quickly lost their way; how patriotic zeal had lapsed into cynicism and self-interest; and how, just when all seemed lost, a traitor had saved them from themselves.

			

			 • • • 

			Charles Thomson was uniquely qualified to write a history of his times. As secretary of the Continental Congress from 1774 to 1789, he had functioned as what one historian has described as the “prime minister” of the Congress. While delegates came and went over the course of the War of Independence, Secretary Thomson was always there to bear witness to the behind-the-scenes workings of the nation’s legislative body during its earliest and most critical period. According to his friend John Jay, “no person in the world is so perfectly acquainted with the rise, conduct, and conclusion of the American Revolution as yourself.”

			Soon after his retirement in July 1789, Thomson set to work on a memoir of his tenure as secretary to the Congress, eventually completing a manuscript of more than a thousand pages. But as time went on and the story of the Revolution became enshrined in myth, Thomson realized that his account, titled “Notes of the Intrigues and Severe Altercations or Quarrels in the Congress,” would “contradict all the histories of the great events of the Revolution.” Around 1816 he finally decided that it was not for him “to tear away the veil that hides our weaknesses,” and he destroyed the manuscript. “Let the world admire the supposed wisdom and valor of our great men,” he wrote. “Perhaps they may adopt the qualities that have been ascribed to them, and thus good may be done. I shall not undeceive future generations.”

			

			 • • • 

			The American Revolution had two fronts: the war against Great Britain and a civil war so widespread and destructive that an entire continent was seeded with the dark inevitability of even more devastating cataclysms to come. Many of us have heard of the partisan struggles in the South during the final bloody years of the Revolution. But the middle of the country was also torn apart by internal conflict, much of it fought along the periphery of British-occupied New York. Here, in this war-ravaged “Neutral Ground,” where neither side held sway, neighbor preyed on neighbor in a swirling cat-and-dog fight that transformed large swaths of the Hudson River Valley, Long Island, and New Jersey into lawless wastelands.

			At the epicenter of this self-destructive furor was the patriot capital of Philadelphia. Before and after it was briefly occupied by the British, the city was the scene of religious and political persecution, profiteering, and massive legislative dysfunction. Rather than the paragon of leadership and eloquence that we associate with the passage of the Declaration of Independence in July 1776, the Continental Congress had become, as the testimony of Charles Thomson suggests, the political incarnation of the confusion and hostility that had overtaken the nation as a whole.

			By the summer of 1780, America had reached its lowest ebb. The expectations created by a dramatic victory at Saratoga in 1777 had subsided into disillusionment as the much-vaunted alliance with France had so far done nothing to win the war. Exhausted and dispirited by a struggle that was in its fifth year, the American people appeared to have turned their backs on the cause they had once so ardently embraced. Instead of a unified republic governed by a Continental Congress, the United States had devolved into thirteen scrabbling and largely independent polities. If, by some miracle, General Washington should find a way to win the war against the British, the real question was whether there would be a country left to claim victory.

			What follows is the story of how one of Washington’s greatest generals came to decide that the cause to which he had given almost everything no longer deserved his loyalty. Although it later became convenient to portray Benedict Arnold as a conniving Satan from the start, the truth is more complex and, ultimately, more disturbing. Without the discovery of Arnold’s treason in the fall of 1780, the American people might never have been forced to realize that the real threat to their liberties came not from without but from within.

			

			 • • • 

			The Battle of Saratoga is the pivot point of this story, the place where on October 7, 1777, Benedict Arnold suffered the debilitating injury that ultimately set him on the path to treason. It is also where his nemesis Horatio Gates acquired the renown that allowed him, with the help of key members of the Continental Congress, to challenge Washington’s position as commander in chief.

			Washington is rightly regarded today as one of the greatest military commanders and statesmen in American history. But like every exceptional leader, he made his share of mistakes. Indeed, to insist that Washington could do no wrong is to deny him his greatest attribute: his extraordinary ability to learn and improve amid some of the most challenging circumstances a commander in chief has ever faced.

			Though a soldier, Washington recognized at the beginning of the war that if America was to survive the Revolution with her ideals intact she must be governed by her civil, rather than military, leaders. This meant that he had no choice but to submit to the indignity of being continually second-guessed by a legislative body that had a deep distrust of the army and especially its leader. By 1777 Washington had emerged as the preeminent figure, civilian or military, in America, and for many members of Congress, particularly if they were from New England, the Virginia planter had assumed an aura that was dangerously monarchical. Inevitably the legislators began to employ the same strategies against Washington that they had used to overthrow the British king. The danger was that the revolutionaries’ almost knee-jerk urge to undermine whoever was in charge would ultimately lead to anarchy. That Washington resisted the temptation to resign in disgust or, at the other extreme, proclaim himself, like Napoleon, emperor, is a testament to his judgment and almost unbelievable patience.

			While Washington had the strength of character to see the long view, Benedict Arnold lived in the messy and highly emotional moment. As he once admitted, “I am a passionate man,” and without this passion, he would never have accomplished what he did on the battlefield—accomplishments that garnered from Washington the highest praise. But as Washington also came to realize, Arnold’s volatility could be dangerous. The son of a bankrupt alcoholic who had been ruined by his pretensions, Arnold lacked the ability to rise above petty and unjustified criticism. He also had a habit of living beyond his means. Later in the war, after being overlooked for promotion and almost losing his leg to an enemy musket ball at Saratoga, he convinced himself that profiting from his position in the military was justified. When combined with his growing disillusionment with Congress, which in addition to denying him promotion, proved reluctant to reimburse him for his considerable expenses at the beginning of the war, Arnold’s need for money helped fuel his gradual creep toward treason.

			If Arnold was Washington’s dark angel, the young Marquis de Lafayette almost always seemed to be in the light. Only nineteen years old when he and Washington first met, this idealistic, confident, and immensely wealthy French nobleman had a charm and charisma that appealed to just about everyone. Even when the reality hardly justified his optimism, Lafayette maintained a buoyant enthusiasm that stood in marked contrast to Arnold’s ever-growing bitterness.

			This story is also about the British side of the Revolution. Unlike their American counterparts, for whom the war was what Washington called “this glorious cause,” the British generals quickly came to see the struggle as a dreary quagmire out of which few, if any, of them were likely to emerge with their reputations intact. Rather than the aristocratic buffoons and bloody hirelings of later American legend, Generals Howe, Clinton, Carleton, Cornwallis, and Burgoyne were bright, ambitious, and conflicted men forced to fight a people whom they considered to be their countrymen.

			Ultimately, however, the story is less about battles won and lost than it is about a people who lived through one of the most tumultuous and creative periods in American history. While Washington, Arnold, Howe, and Lafayette will play major roles in what follows, this book is also the story of the long-suffering soldier from Connecticut who almost single-handedly set the record straight as to what really happened in the ranks of the Continental army; of the mechanical genius who, if not for an uncooperative tide, might have ended the war before it had properly begun; of the Philadelphia lawyer who betrayed Washington’s trust before pushing Benedict Arnold to the brink of treason; and of the young wife and mother whose loyalist leanings changed the course of a nation.

			Finally, this is the story of a country knit together—and potentially pulled apart—by water. At a time when overland travel was laborious and slow, rivers and lakes held a strategic advantage that is difficult for us to appreciate today in a nation crisscrossed by multilane highways. Extending south from Canada was a corridor of water that both the British and the Americans regarded as the strategic key to the conflict. If the British could establish control of both Lake Champlain to the north and the Hudson River to the south, it would be possible to isolate New England from the rest of the colonies and win the war. As a consequence, New York City and the Hudson River, augmented by Lake Champlain’s river-like thrust toward Canada, will serve as the jagged fault line of this book, a book about loyalty and betrayal and the fault line that is in all of us.
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					The Wilderness
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					Untried Things

					We Americans . . . are the pioneers of the world; the advance-guard, sent on through the wilderness of untried things, to break a new path in the New World that is ours.

					~Herman Melville,
 White-Jacket, 1850

				

			

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			Demons of Fear and Disorder

			By the spring of 1776, George Washington had established his army’s headquarters at New York, then a wedge-shaped labyrinth of streets and lanes at the southern tip of Manhattan Island. Bracketed by two tidal rivers, New York was the second-largest urban center in America. It was also rapidly filling up with American soldiers as the city braced for an invasion by sea. Five miles to the south of the American encampment in New York, lookouts atop Staten Island’s Todt Hill searched the horizon for enemy ships.

			Three months before, Washington had formed his elite Life Guard, consisting of more than a hundred handpicked men between five feet eight and five feet ten inches in height. They were all, in accordance with Washington’s orders, “handsomely and well made . . . , clean and spruce.” As their title suggested, the Life Guards had been entrusted with ensuring the safety of His Excellency, the commander in chief of the Continental army.

			During the second week in June, with a British invasionary force expected any day, New York was rocked by the rumor that one of Washington’s Life Guards, Sergeant Thomas Hickey, had conspired to betray the leader he had vowed to protect. Upon the arrival of the British fleet, Hickey and a few well-placed confidants planned to turn against the Americans. Hickey had been accused of the blackest of crimes, but the case had a startling legal nuance: how could a people who still called themselves British subjects condemn a soldier for remaining loyal to the king?

			Certainly the New York courts, “being as yet held by authority derived from the Crown of Great Britain,” could not try the man. The only alternative was for Washington to try Hickey before a military tribunal.

			
				[image: ]
			

			On June 26 a court-martial board found the Life Guardsman guilty of mutiny and sedition. Two days later, Hickey was hanged on the common of New York before a crowd of almost twenty thousand spectators. A week before the signing of the document that made it official, Washington had issued his own Declaration of Independence.

			On the very next day, at nine in the morning, the lookouts atop Todt Hill saw the first British sail.

			“In about ten minutes,” Private Daniel McCurtin recounted in wonder, “the whole bay was [as] full of shipping as ever it could be. I declare that I thought all London was afloat.”

			Over the course of the next few hours the dozens upon dozens of sails coalesced at Sandy Hook, the strip of barrier beach at the tip of northeastern New Jersey where ships traditionally anchored before entering New York Harbor. Once the ships had come to rest and the sails were furled, the many masts looked, to McCurtin’s eye, like “a wood of pine trees trimmed.”

			Only three months had passed since the British general William Howe and his army of almost nine thousand soldiers had been forced to abandon Boston when in a single night Washington managed to build a cannon-equipped fort atop Dorchester Heights. After retreating to Halifax, Nova Scotia, to recoup and rebuild, Howe was now back, with an even bigger army and with New York squarely in his sights. It seemed almost unimaginable that King George and his ministry could have responded so quickly and with such force to the setback in New England. But, as it turned out, King George was just getting started.

			

			 • • • 

			A few days later the wind shifted into the south, and the hundred or so ships gathered at Sandy Hook started up the channel toward the Narrows, the mile-wide choke point between Staten Island and Long Island through which all ships sailing into New York Harbor must pass. At that moment, Henry Knox, the twenty-five-year-old commander of the Continental army’s artillery regiment, and his wife, Lucy, were standing together at the second-floor window of their temporary quarters at Number One Broadway.

			Henry had already decided that his wife and their young daughter must leave New York, but Lucy had stubbornly insisted on remaining by his side. Now, with a fleet of enemy warships and transports racing up the channel, both of them knew that she had indeed “stayed too long.” “We saw the ships coming through the Narrows,” he wrote to his brother William, “with a fair wind and rapid tide, which would have brought them up to the city in about half an hour. You can scarcely conceive the distress and anxiety that she then had. The city in an uproar, the alarm guns firing, the troops repairing to their posts, and everything in the [height] of bustle. I not at liberty to attend her, as my country calls loudest. My God, may I never experience the like feelings again!”

			Fortunately, the wind began to die and shift to the north. At first it looked as if the fleet was about to veer off for Long Island, but eventually the ships turned to the west and started to anchor along the shore of Staten Island. Once Knox realized that the immediate danger had passed, he returned to his quarters on Broadway and “scolded like a fury at her for not having gone before.” By early July, Lucy and their daughter were safe in Connecticut, and Knox was still lamenting “the extremely disagreeable . . . circumstances of our parting.”

			

			 • • • 

			In mid-July, the already considerable enemy force gathered at Staten Island more than doubled in size with the arrival of 150 more ships under Admiral Richard Howe, the new commander of the British navy in North America and William Howe’s older brother. On August 1 another 45 ships sailed up the Narrows bearing two thousand troops under the command of General Henry Clinton. And then, on August 12, just when it seemed that the Narrows could not fit any more vessels, yet another vast fleet materialized “as if,” an American officer remarked, “[they] had dropped from the clouds.”

			This final convoy, it turned out, contained eight thousand soldiers from Hesse-Cassel in west-central Germany. Britain’s determination to put an end to the American rebellion was so great that the ministry had decided to augment its army of native-born troops with these superbly trained and equipped professional soldiers, whose ruler depended on the income derived from hiring out the young men of his impoverished state to finance his government.

			By the middle of August, the British flotilla totaled more than four hundred vessels bearing forty-five thousand soldiers and sailors, making it the largest collection of ships and men ever assembled by the British Empire. (Not until World War I would Great Britain amass a larger fleet.) Housed within this giant network of wooden hulls and creaking masts was a floating city of soldiers more populous than Philadelphia, the biggest urban center in North America.

			Joseph Reed had recently rejoined George Washington’s staff as His Excellency’s adjutant general. Reed had been there at the beginning when Washington had faced the daunting task of dislodging the British army from Boston. But nothing had prepared him for what he called “the prodigious fleet they have collected.” “I cannot help being astonished,” he wrote to his wife in Philadelphia, “that a people should come three thousand miles at so much risk, trouble, and expense to rob, plunder, and destroy . . . because [another people] will not lay their lives and fortunes at their feet.”

			The Americans were not the only ones surprised by the size of the fleet gathered at the Narrows. Even the British army’s commander, the normally imperturbable William Howe, voiced his “utter amazement at the decisive and masterly strokes” exhibited by the new secretary of state, Lord George Germain, in assembling this mammoth fleet. Germain was driven by that most powerful of motives in the eighteenth century: personal honor. Back in 1760 he had been convicted of cowardice at the Battle of Minden in what is now North Rhine–Westphalia, Germany, and for the last decade and a half he had languished in disgrace. But now he had his chance; by pulling off the logistical miracle that ended the rebellion, he hoped, in the words of his friend the historian Edward Gibbon, to “reconquer Germany in America.”

			Germain had sent this force across the Atlantic with the expectation that Howe would deliver “one decisive blow [and] finish this rebellion in one campaign.” But Howe and his newly arrived older brother appear to have had other ideas. Both Howe brothers were political moderates with a long-standing affection for the American colonies. In 1759 the General Court of Massachusetts had paid for a memorial in Westminster Abbey for their older brother George, who’d been killed during the French and Indian War. It was a tribute the Howe family never forgot, and as early as 1774 Admiral Howe had engaged in informal talks with Benjamin Franklin in a fruitless effort to set things right with the colonies. More recently he had insisted that in addition to being named commander of the British navy in America, he also be given, along with his brother William, the power to negotiate peace.

			But there was a problem. On his arrival at Staten Island in July, Admiral Howe learned of the signing of the Declaration of Independence—a document that technically rendered all future negotiation impossible because the Howes had only been given the authority to quell a rebellion, and not to recognize the Americans as an autonomous people. This was not enough to deter Admiral Howe, who made several unsuccessful attempts to engage Washington in talks even as he sent communications to Benjamin Franklin and other officials in Philadelphia. But as Franklin subsequently informed the admiral, the “fine and noble china vase” of the British Empire had already been shattered.

			

			 • • • 

			Soon after the evacuation of the British from Boston in March, the Continental Congress had commissioned the artist Charles Willson Peale to paint a portrait of His Excellency General George Washington. The timing was unpropitious, but in early July, just as the waters to the south of New York began to fill up with enemy warships, Washington reluctantly agreed to sit for the portrait.

			In the finished rendition, he is dressed in a dark-blue, buff-faced coat with a light-blue sash cutting diagonally across his chest. A still vital forty-four, he seems a man with better things to do, and he looks at the painter with a withering impatience, his left hand stuffed inside his vest. His mouth has a puckish expressiveness that will be lost in the years ahead when after a lifetime of cracking walnuts with his teeth he will be forced to wear ill-fitting dentures. He has the pale forehead of someone who regularly wears a hat, his sun-scorched cheeks demonstrating why he often takes an umbrella with him when riding his horse beneath a summer sun.

			This is not the steady and pragmatic leader that most of us associate with the Father of Our Country. This is an ambitious, even ferocious warrior caught in a moment of forced tranquillity. This is a man who wants to fight.

			Throughout the nine-month Siege of Boston, Washington had wanted desperately to attack the occupying British army and end the war with one brilliant and bloody stroke—a proposal that had repeatedly been rejected by his council of war as too dangerous. Taking up where he had left off in Boston, Washington presented a plan to his generals in New York to launch a bold, preemptive strike against the British at Staten Island. But once again the plan was dismissed as too risky.

			As his adjutant general Joseph Reed recognized, Washington’s determination to confront the British army was partly a “point of honor” for his commander—a determination that had only increased with the signing of the Declaration of Independence. If America was to be worthy of her status as a new nation, her army must be willing to meet the enemy head-on. But there was another, more personal side to Washington’s attitude toward the British army. His formative years as a military officer had been spent in the western frontier during the French and Indian War. Because of that experience, Washington had developed the unmistakable look of a soldier, possessing “so much martial dignity,” the doctor Benjamin Rush claimed, “that you would distinguish him to be a general . . . from among ten thousand people.” But those years in the wilds of Pennsylvania had also been a time of bitter professional disappointment. Even though he had served with great bravery on Britain’s behalf, he had ultimately been refused an officer’s commission in the king’s army. Like Secretary of State Germain, Washington hoped to obliterate the painful memories of past injustices with a victory at New York.

			But to engage this powerful and well-disciplined British force in combat involved enormous risks. By placing most of his own army on the island of Manhattan, Washington had made himself inordinately vulnerable to the enemy, who simply had to sail their fleet up the Hudson and East Rivers and attack his army from the north. With only two small bridges at the Harlem River providing a potential evacuation route, his army would be trapped and most likely crushed. Despite these obvious hazards, Washington remained convinced that occupying Manhattan was worth the gamble. On July 10 he assured John Hancock, president of the Continental Congress, that if the British did take New York, they would have to “wade through much blood and slaughter [and] at best be in possession of a melancholy and mournful victory.” The Battle of New York would be, in other words, another Bunker Hill, and, in fact, a well-fortified rise of land that overlooked a large pond on the northern edge of the city had been renamed Bunker Hill in hopes of emulating that battle’s result.

			Critical to the defense of New York were the heights of Brooklyn at the western tip of Long Island, across a narrow river channel from lower Manhattan, where an emplacement of cannons commanded any ships that might approach the city from the south. If Brooklyn should fall, so, inevitably, would New York, which made it particularly disheartening when on August 15 Washington learned that the general in charge of the fortifications around this strategic high ground, Nathanael Greene, had been incapacitated by “a raging fever.” Washington was ultimately forced to replace Greene with General John Sullivan, just back from Canada and without his predecessor’s intimate understanding of the terrain.

			The great question for Washington was where Howe would ultimately attack. Because his brother’s navy commanded the sea, the British general could move his men in almost any direction in a matter of hours. Already two frigates, the Phoenix and the Rose, had sailed boldly past the American fortifications at the mouth of the Hudson and spent several weeks terrorizing the river towns to the north. Now the ships were back with the bulk of the fleet, and what was going to happen next was anyone’s guess.

			By the morning of August 23, the chaplain Philip Fithian had moved with his regiment from New York to Brooklyn, where a string of forts extended from Wallabout Bay down to Gowanus Creek to the south. A violent thunderstorm had erupted over Manhattan the night before, and after a night of little sleep, Fithian was awakened by the sound of cannons. “Crack! Crack!” he recorded in his journal. “An alarm from Red Hook, Crack! Crack! Crack! The alarm repeated from Cobble Hill.” He soon learned that “the enemy have been landing for some time down at the Narrows.” The long-awaited British invasion had begun.

			

			 • • • 

			Amphibious landings were notoriously difficult, but the Howes made it look effortless. Ninety sailing vessels crowded into the Narrows as wave after wave of troops were delivered to the sandy shore of Long Island’s Gravesend Bay in a new type of landing craft with a bow section that dropped open like the drawbridge of a castle. From the perspective of Admiral Howe’s secretary Ambrose Serle, it all made for a magnificent spectacle: “ships and vessels with their sails spread open to dry, the sun shining clear upon them, the green hills and meadows after rain. . . . Add to all this, the vast importance of the business . . . and the mind feels itself wonderfully engaged.” By noon, fifteen thousand men and forty pieces of artillery had landed at Gravesend.

			
				[image: ]
			

			Brothers with a close and congenial relationship, the Howes interacted without the tensions and miscommunications that typically existed between the army and navy. But if they had the special closeness that only siblings possess, that very intimacy made it difficult for their subordinates to know exactly what they were thinking, especially since both brothers were exceedingly taciturn. (Horace Walpole described William as “reckoned sensible, though so silent that nobody knew whether he was or not” while his brother was “undaunted as a rock and as silent.”) While the Howes’ stolid reserve might seem impenetrable to many of their subordinates, one officer was determined to let his opinions be heard. With the arrival of General Henry Clinton on August 5, fresh from an embarrassing defeat in Charleston, South Carolina, a new and extremely volatile ingredient was added to the already strange dynamic at work within the command structure of the British army.

			No one liked Henry Clinton, especially Clinton himself, who was, by his own account, “a shy bitch.” His sense of insecurity brought to a fever pitch after the debacle in the South, he did what Clinton did best: act so obnoxiously that even when he proposed the most logical move, those he was attempting to convince felt compelled to do the opposite. That is what had happened prior to the disaster at Bunker Hill, when he had insisted that the British should avoid a deadly frontal assault by cutting off the rebels from behind, and that is what would happen once again. First Clinton urged Howe to attack Washington from the north of Manhattan Island, a suggestion that appears to have made it inevitable that Howe would land his force at Long Island. Certainly there were considerations that favored this relatively cautious approach. Long Island, like Staten Island, was home to a significant number of loyalists. It also had the farms and grasslands Howe’s army needed to sustain itself. But once established in Gravesend, Howe needed to decide upon his next move, and once again Clinton would play a crucial role.

			

			 • • • 

			Washington’s previous wartime experience had been limited to the western wilderness during the French and Indian War and, most recently, the Siege of Boston. He had never commanded a large army in battle, and during the days prior to the British assault, he displayed the petulance and lack of focus of a leader who had strayed beyond his depth.

			Rather than making certain that he and his subordinates were thoroughly acquainted with the terrain between them and the enemy on Long Island, he decided that thirteen of his senior officers must remain in New York to attend the court-martial of an officer accused of selling secrets to the British. Besides providing a needless distraction, the court-martial in New York on August 25 and 26 meant that several of the regiments in Brooklyn were without their commanders when they needed them the most. Colonel William Smallwood of Maryland remembered that when he “urged the necessity of attending our troops, [His Excellency] refused to discharge us, alleging there was a necessity for the trials coming on.” Even though a British attack was imminent, Washington chose to indulge his wrath against a traitorous officer rather than confront a far more pressing and complex challenge for which he had no good solution.

			In the meantime, the American force in Brooklyn was in chaos, partly because Washington had reorganized the army from regiments into larger brigades. The change was a good one, but the timing could not have been worse. An already tentative command structure was now almost entirely unhinged, and General John Sullivan reported that “American troops were wandering about western Long Island, sometimes miles beyond their position.” Adding even further to the confusion, Washington suddenly decided to replace Sullivan with Israel Putnam of Connecticut. A rotund, boisterous, and rough-edged Yankee, Putnam had never been known for a meticulous attention to detail, and on August 25 Washington pointedly reminded him that “the distinction between a well-regulated army, and a mob, is the good order and discipline of the first, and the licentious and disorderly behavior of the latter.” Even though he had largely created the problem in Brooklyn, Washington vented his frustrations by lecturing an officer who had not yet had the opportunity to set things right.

			On the afternoon of August 26 Washington joined Putnam in Brooklyn to assess the disposition of the American army. By that time, Putnam had established his headquarters at the appropriately named Fort Putnam that anchored the American line of defense near Wallabout Bay. Six thousand men were stationed behind this line of fortifications perched atop the high ground in Brooklyn; another three thousand were stationed outside the lines along a wooded ridge that extended for four miles between the American and British armies. This natural barrier was pierced by three narrow and (from an American perspective) easily defended passes—the Martense Lane Pass near New York Harbor, the Flatbush Pass a few miles to the east, and a few miles beyond that, the Bedford Pass. Even if the British were able to force their way through the passes, they could not avoid enduring considerable losses before the American defenders retreated to the safety of the forts behind them. This did not change the fact, however, that if fighting should occur at these three passes, most of Washington’s army would remain bystanders behind the lines, leaving just a third of the army to confront a British force that outnumbered it by more than six to one.

			After a final inspection of the lines, Washington returned to New York. That night, at about two in the morning, the British assault began when General James Grant, commanding approximately five thousand men, marched up the road leading through the Martense Lane Pass on the American right. Amid the firing of alarm guns, Putnam ordered General William Alexander to advance with a force of sixteen hundred men.

			

			 • • • 

			Alexander was one of the more intriguing figures in the Continental army. In addition to marrying well, he had inherited a large fortune from his Scottish father. Affecting the title of Lord Stirling, he had lived in high style at his estate in Basking Ridge, New Jersey, until the money had run out and he was forced to move to New York. Eager for a new beginning even though he continued to insist on being addressed as Lord Stirling, Alexander had embraced the patriot cause and was now a general in the Continental army. And so it was that a fifty-year-old bankrupt alcoholic with aristocratic pretensions was about to lead the first significant American force to oppose the British army in the open field.

			It all unfolded in what one officer described as the “true English taste.” Stirling and Grant marched to within two hundred yards of each other’s position, and the two armies proceeded to blast away with their artillery, a cannonball every now and then “taking off a head.” More than a year before, Grant had famously bragged in Parliament that he could subdue all of the American colonies with just five thousand men, and Stirling now used this boast to encourage his soldiers. For the next four hours, the Americans stood up to the British force “amazingly well,” convinced that they were “holding back the invaders.” Meanwhile, Sullivan, looking out from a redoubt on the left toward the Flatbush Pass, faced a similar number of Hessian soldiers under General Leopold Philip de Heister. Dressed in blue, the Hessians made a great show of cannon and musketry but, like Grant’s division of British soldiers to the west, seemed unable to make any progress against the Americans.

			Not until nine in the morning on August 27, with the firing of a British signal gun, did the truth begin to dawn. While Stirling and Sullivan had been preoccupied with the enemy ahead of them, ten thousand British light infantrymen and grenadiers under General Howe had marched to a fourth pass, the Jamaica Pass, which was so far to the east that the Americans had left it undefended. For Washington and his generals, who had several weeks to learn every nook and cranny of western Long Island, it was an inexcusable lapse. For the British general Henry Clinton, who had come up with the idea of a flanking movement through the Jamaica Pass, it marked one of the few times, if not the only one, that another general had chosen to follow his advice.

			It was over in about an hour. As Howe’s forces swooped in from the northeast and attacked Sullivan and Stirling from behind, Grant and Heister advanced from the south. Those Americans who weren’t captured or killed fled in panic toward the fortifications to the north from which the Reverend Fithian looked on in horror and despair. “O dolelful! Doleful! Doleful!” he recorded in his diary. “Blood! Carnage! Fire! . . . Such a dreadful din my ears never before heard! And the distressed wounded, came crying into the lines.” Fithian watched in terrified disbelief as Stirling and his small band of 400 Marylanders, dressed in scarlet and buff coats, actually advanced on the British general Charles Earl Cornwallis’s 2,000 soldiers. Stirling and his Marylanders hoped to hold the British back for as long as possible as their comrades floundered through the tidal pond that lay between them and the American lines. Over the course of the fighting, 256 Marylanders were killed and 100 captured (including their leader, Lord Stirling, who one witness claimed fought “like a wolf”), making for a casualty rate of close to 90 percent. By this time, Washington had crossed over from New York and was, like Fithian, watching from the American lines in Brooklyn. “Good God,” he is reputed to have said, “what brave fellows I must this day lose!”

			Soon the sheer momentum of the onslaught had thrown the grenadiers of the British advance up against the American fortifications. Howe was confident that “had they been permitted to go on . . . they would have carried the redoubt.” But to the frustration of Clinton, Howe called them back, claiming that he did not want to “risk the loss that might have been sustained in the assault.”

			Several British officers later insisted that their commander had made the right decision. One notable American, however, had a different view. Standing on the battlements of the fort that bore his name, Israel Putnam watched as the British grenadiers reluctantly gave up the attack. “General Howe,” he said, “is either our friend or no general.”

			

			 • • • 

			For the next two days it rained, a “pitiless pelting” that further depressed the morale of the already dispirited American soldiers. On the morning of August 29, Washington learned that the British had spent the night building a sizable breastwork less than five hundred yards from the walls of Fort Putnam—the first step in the methodical process of taking a fortress by siege.

			That appears to have decided it for Washington. If the British were not going to make another Bunker Hill–like assault, he no longer had a chance to inflict significant casualties on the enemy by remaining in Brooklyn. He must get his army off Long Island before Admiral Howe’s fleet (presently held in check by a nasty nor’easter) moved up the East River and prevented him from escaping to New York by water. No longer stymied by a multifaceted strategic problem, he could now apply his naturally aggressive instincts to a single and urgent objective: the evacuation of his army. But first he needed a fleet of boats to transport his men across the river.

			Absolute secrecy was essential, so Washington came up with a ruse: claiming that his exhausted soldiers on Brooklyn Heights needed to be replaced with troops stationed across the Hudson in New Jersey, he issued an order to collect every available boat along Manhattan’s sixty-five-mile perimeter. If word of the ever-growing fleet of boats leaked to the British, Washington hoped the enemy would assume the vessels were to replenish rather than to evacuate the American army in Brooklyn.

			The call for watercraft had already gone out by the time Washington convened a council of war in a mansion overlooking the mouth of the East River. All the officers present soon agreed to the necessity of an immediate evacuation, with General Thomas Mifflin of Philadelphia volunteering to command the last group of soldiers to abandon the works at Brooklyn Heights. By the afternoon, boats of all types—rowboats, flatboats, whaleboats, pettiaugers (two-sailed workboats equipped with leeboards instead of a keel), and sloops—were being gathered at the ferry landing, near what is today the easterly base of the Brooklyn Bridge. Manning this heterogeneous fleet were sailors from Marblehead and Salem led by John Glover and Israel Hutchinson, respectively, and by 7:00 p.m. the evacuation of the more than nine thousand American soldiers had begun.

			From the first, the driving, wind-whipped rain was miserable, but by 9:00 p.m., it was blowing so hard that the sailboats could no longer negotiate the passage. Then the first of two miracles occurred.

			At 11:00 p.m. the nor’easter began to moderate and shift to the southwest. With a change in the tide, the once turbulent river suddenly became as smooth as a slick of oil, enabling the sailing craft, some of them so loaded with men that only their hulls’ gunwales were visible over the water, to glide back and forth between Brooklyn and New York. Throughout this tense ordeal, Washington seemed to be everywhere: on his horse quietly urging the men to hurry or, in one instance, taking up a boulder in his huge hands and threatening to sink a dangerously overloaded boat if some of its occupants didn’t immediately get out.

			But as dawn approached, a sizable number of men still remained to be transported across the river. Benjamin Tallmadge, waiting impatiently in the trenches, described what happened next. “A very dense fog began to rise, and it seemed to settle in a peculiar manner over both encampments . . . ; so very dense was the atmosphere that I could scarcely discern a man at six yards’ distance.” Concealed by a smothering fog, the boat trips continued, with several of the ferrymen ultimately completing as many as eleven trips back and forth across the East River. By midmorning, almost all of Washington’s force had returned to the relative safety of New York—with one notable exception.

			Around one in the morning, the Reverend Fithian and a fellow chaplain had been advised by the woman who owned the house they were staying in that they “consult immediately for our safety as the army is leaving the island!” Fithian and his friend dismissed the warning as “an idle tale” and went back to sleep. The next morning they made their way through the fog to the ferry landing only to discover that their landlady had been right, and they were about to be marooned in Brooklyn. Fortunately, a few vessels still remained, and along with Washington and his staff, they “happily came over, among the last boats.”

			One American officer called it “the best effected retreat I ever read or heard of.” Washington’s beaten and bedraggled army had been delivered from Long Island by what was, in effect, a lifesaving operation performed by a handful of fishermen from the north of Boston. As it turned out, this was not to be the last time that John Glover and his boys from Marblehead would come to Washington’s rescue.

			

			 • • • 

			Not until more than a day after the retreat, on Saturday, August 31, was Washington able to inform the Continental Congress of how things stood in New York. After being awake for more than two days straight, he had been, he admitted, “entirely unfit” to take up a pen. “Since Monday scarce any of us have been out of the lines till our passage across the East River,” he wrote. “I had hardly been off my horse and never closed my eyes.”

			In the aftermath of the Battle of Long Island, Washington’s army began to fall apart. The militiamen who composed the majority of his force started to desert in droves, and in his subsequent letters to Congress, Washington raged at the inadequacies of his army. “No dependence,” he insisted, “[can] be put in a militia or other troops than those enlisted and embodied for a longer period than our regulations heretofore have prescribed.” Those militiamen who hadn’t already deserted were so “dismayed, intractable, and impatient to return” that they had become useless as soldiers. What was needed to oppose the British was the steady expertise that only a well-trained professional army could provide. “Our liberties must of necessity be greatly hazarded, if not entirely lost, if their defense is left to any but a permanent standing army.”

			He might fume about the quality of his soldiers, but if anyone had failed to meet the test at the Battle of Long Island, it was their commander in chief. Lieutenant Colonel Daniel Brodhead, who’d witnessed the catastrophe on the American left, was still outraged by the ineptitude displayed by His Excellency and his subordinates. “Upon the whole,” he wrote, “less generalship never was shown in any army since the art of war was understood.” Colonel John Haslet was more diplomatic: “I fear General Washington has too heavy a task, assisted mostly by beardless boys.”

			By his own account, Washington did not have, at present, an army equal to the task of taking on a force of disciplined British and German soldiers. He also knew that given the enemy’s large fleet of ships, defending a city at the tip of a river-surrounded island was a virtual impossibility. He should have continued what he had so brilliantly begun with his retreat from Long Island and gotten his army off Manhattan as quickly as possible. Washington, however, was unwilling to abandon his original determination to fight for New York.

			Part of the problem was that Washington was not his own master. The delegates of the Continental Congress had made it clear that they did not want New York abandoned. The majority of Washington’s generals, whom he consulted regularly in councils of war, were also reluctant to leave the city. In addition, there was the matter of public opinion. After the defeat on Long Island, giving up New York without a fight would be difficult to explain. And then there was Washington’s inherently aggressive nature. In the early days of September, he appears to have talked—at least to his adjutant general Joseph Reed—about making a stand on the southern tip of Manhattan Island.

			Reed did not agree with Washington’s decision to remain in this vulnerable position—“cooped up . . . on this tongue of land where we ought never to have been.” But if a final climactic battle might serve a greater good, Reed was perfectly willing to go down fighting with his commander. “If a sacrifice of us can save the cause of America,” he wrote to his wife on September 6, “there will be time to collect another army before spring, and the country be preserved.”

			

			 • • • 

			When it comes to Washington’s interior life, we are without an essential source: his letters to his wife, Martha, which were destroyed, almost without exception, after his death. But as his letters to his cousin Lund Washington in Virginia reveal, he missed his former life terribly, and that summer and fall, as his army fell apart around him, he sought relief from the pressures of the moment by contemplating the renovation of his beloved home on the Potomac. In one paragraph to his cousin he lamented having ever agreed to assume command of the Continental army: “In confidence I tell you that I never was in such an unhappy, divided state since I was born.” In another, he detailed how he wanted the addition at Mount Vernon to enhance the mansion’s neoclassical symmetry and grandeur: “The chimney in the new room should be exactly in the middle of it—the doors and everything else to be exactly answerable and uniform—in short I would have the whole executed in a masterly manner.” If he could not control the course of events in New York, he at least had the satisfaction of knowing that his wishes were being followed in Virginia.

			In the end, however, Washington was still commander in chief of the Continental army, a post from which he could not resign even if he wanted to. “[I am] told . . . that if I leave the service all will be lost,” he wrote to Lund. His only alternative, then, was to fight.

			

			 • • • 

			As Washington prepared for the battle to end all battles, the Howes decided to have one more try at negotiation. Two American generals had been captured during the Battle of Long Island—Lord Stirling and John Sullivan—and Admiral Howe was able to convince Sullivan to deliver a verbal message to the Continental Congress: if the Americans agreed to discuss the possibility of peace, the British would suspend current military operations.

			John Adams, for one, was not pleased by Sullivan’s appearance in Philadelphia on September 2, just three days after the American evacuation from Brooklyn. As the general spoke before the assembled delegates, Adams leaned over to Benjamin Rush and whispered that he wished “the first ball that had been fired on the day of the defeat of our army had gone through [Sullivan’s] head.” He was, to Adams’s view, a mere “decoy duck” for the British. Even though Admiral Howe clearly did not have the authority to negotiate with a newly independent America, Sullivan had provided him with the opportunity of “playing off a number of Machiavellian maneuvers in order to throw upon [the Continental Congress] the odium of continuing the war.” So as to avoid the accusation that they had rebuffed the admiral’s attempts to settle this dispute, Congress reluctantly decided, after several days of heated discussion, to send a delegation of three representatives to meet with Admiral Howe.

			

			 • • • 

			On the night of September 7, Admiral Richard Howe was preparing for bed aboard his flagship HMS Eagle, anchored beside tiny Bedloe’s Island between the tip of Manhattan and the shore of New Jersey. By that time, the Continental Congress had selected John Adams, Benjamin Franklin, and the young South Carolinian Edward Rutledge to serve on the committee that was to meet with the admiral. Howe would not receive word of the committee’s impending arrival until three days later, but on September 7 he was still hopeful that he could settle this dispute peacefully.

			It was truly bizarre. Despite having at his command the largest army anyone had ever seen in America, General Howe (aided and abetted, if not led, by his brother) seemed reluctant to use it. George Washington, on the other hand, seemed determined to put his much weaker and disorganized army squarely in harm’s way, first on Long Island and now on Manhattan. And then, on the night of September 7, events turned in an even more curious direction.

			Unbeknownst to the admiral, whose head was full of improbable dreams of peace, a strange clam-shaped device made of tar-smeared wood and powered by a hand-cranked propeller was making its uncertain way through the dark waters of New York Harbor toward his ship. If all went according to a plan hatched by the son of a Connecticut farmer and approved by Washington, Admiral Howe and his flagship, anchored beside the future site of the Statue of Liberty, were about to be blown to smithereens.

			

			 • • • 

			They called it the Turtle, an appropriate name for a craft designed to swim both above and below the surface of the water. A submersible vessel was by no means a new concept; already in England more than a dozen patents had been granted to inventors attempting to find a way to explore the depths of the sea. What made this submersible unique was the keg of gunpowder attached to its back, making the Turtle the world’s first military submarine.

			It was the brainchild of David Bushnell, a Yale graduate who during the Siege of Boston began to tinker with the idea of creating a craft equipped with an explosive device that he called a “torpedo” in reference to the torpedo fish, a type of ray capable of stunning its prey with an electric shock. The operator of the Turtle gazed out through a glass hatch at the top while holding the tiller to an aft-mounted rudder in one hand and spinning a front-mounted propeller with the other. When it came time to submerge, he filled the bottom of the submarine with water for a dive that could only last as long as a half hour before the oxygen ran out. Once he had succeeded in attaching the torpedo to the bottom of an enemy ship with a hand-crank drill that extended from the top of the submarine, the operator pumped out the water sloshing around his feet and legs and returned to the surface of the sea.

			Although a mechanical genius, Bushnell was not, apparently, much of a physical specimen, and he lacked the strength and stamina required to propel his invention through the water. At first his brother was enlisted to man the Turtle, but when he fell ill, Bushnell was forced to replace him with Sergeant Ezra Lee. On the night of September 7, Lee was attempting to position Bushnell’s submarine under the flagship of Admiral Howe. He’d already consumed several hours fighting against the tide, and with dawn approaching he was desperate to place the torpedo at the stern of the ship, beneath the admiral’s cabin.

			The Eagle was a sixty-four-gun third-rate ship of the line, meaning that she had two gun decks and a crew of over six hundred men. She was relatively small to be the flagship of an admiral of Howe’s stature, but given the difficulties of navigating the shallow, current-swept waters of the mid-Atlantic coast, she was the perfect vessel—fast, maneuverable, and just two years old. Howe’s cabin was splendidly appointed: lacquered-white walls trimmed in gold and decorated with mirrors and copper engravings. The Turtle, on the other hand, was a barely seaworthy contraption without a single amenity (unless you counted barely breathable air) whose sole purpose was to destroy the enemy. By sanctioning a mission to send both the Eagle and Admiral Howe to the bottom, Washington was taking a risk that far exceeded anything he was currently contemplating in New York.

			Up until that point, the Howe brothers appear to have been motivated by a genuine belief that crushing the rebellion with a brutal show of force would only alienate the affections of the colonists even further. Instead of destroying Washington’s army in New York, Howe had opted for the more conservative approach of occupying enemy territory on Long Island. Having so thoroughly humiliated the American army and its commander on August 27, the time was right, from the Howes’ perspective, for negotiation. But as the presence of this tadpole of a submarine made clear, the American high command was not yet ready to yield. However, was killing Admiral Howe—which would undoubtedly force his brother to dispense with diplomacy in favor of all-out war—really in America’s best interests?

			Dawn was approaching by the time Ezra Lee positioned the Turtle beneath the Eagle’s stern. Now he must fasten the torpedo to the wooden planking of the hull by turning a large screw, which he rotated within the dripping confines of the submersible. But as chance would have it, he had placed himself directly under the thick metal plate that connected the Eagle’s rudder to the hull. By the time Lee realized he must reposition the Turtle, it was too late. He had to abandon the operation and start back for New York before daylight revealed him to the enemy.

			Lee, by this point, was exhausted, and try as he might to propel the Turtle across the surface of the harbor to Manhattan, the current kept sweeping him east toward British-occupied Governors Island. When a boatload of British sailors set off in pursuit, Lee once again submerged and this time released the torpedo, which had a clocklike timing device. The torpedo exploded, “throwing up large bodies of water to an immense height,” but did no apparent damage, and Lee was eventually rescued by several American whaleboats waiting for him along the city’s waterfront.

			Lee and Bushnell had failed in their quest to destroy Admiral Howe and his flagship. And yet the voyage of the Turtle testifies to the immense wellsprings of ingenuity and audacity unleashed by the American Revolution. A young nation had attempted to negate the superiority of the most powerful navy in the world with a technological breakthrough that was almost a century ahead of its time.

			

			 • • • 

			By the morning of September 11, after a two-and-a-half-day journey from Philadelphia, Benjamin Franklin, John Adams, and Edward Rutledge found themselves in the presence of Admiral Howe in the Billopp House at the southwestern tip of Staten Island, just across from Perth Amboy, New Jersey. Howe was, according to Adams, “profuse in his expressions of gratitude to the state of Massachusetts” for erecting the marble monument to his brother in Westminster Abbey. Howe claimed, Adams recounted, that he “esteemed that honor to his family above all things in this world. That such was his gratitude and affection to this country, on that account, that he felt for America as for a brother, and, if America should fall, he should feel and lament it, like a loss of a brother.” Franklin slyly replied, “My Lord, we shall do our utmost endeavors to save your lordship that mortification.”

			The conversation quickly went from bad to worse as the Americans came to realize that nothing had changed since the admiral’s earlier communications with Washington and Franklin; he still did not have the authority to conduct meaningful negotiations. As Howe’s secretary tersely recorded in his journal, “They met, they talked, they parted.” Admiral Howe might have been a most capable naval officer, but he was a wretched negotiator. Rather than Washington and his army, it was the Howe brothers’ misguided obsession with reaching a peace accord that saved America in the summer of 1776.

			

			 • • • 

			On September 5 General Nathanael Greene, who’d been transported from Long Island to New York for medical attention back in August, announced his return from the sickbed that had nearly claimed his life with a letter addressed to George Washington. It was madness, Greene asserted, to remain in the city. “Part of the army already has met with a defeat,” he reminded Washington, “the country is struck with a panic, any capital loss at this time may ruin the cause. ’Tis our business to study to avoid any considerable misfortune and to take post where the enemy will be obliged to fight us and not we them.” Instead of battling it out in New York, he insisted that “a general and speedy retreat is absolutely necessary and that the honor and interest of America requires it.” He also recommended burning the entire city to the ground so as to “deprive the enemy of an opportunity of barracking their whole army together.”

			Initially Washington appears to have resisted his subordinate’s advice, in part because he saw New York as “the key to the northern country.” It wasn’t the city itself but what it provided access to that made New York so important. At that moment, British forces under General Guy Carleton were in the Canadian town of St. Johns in present-day Quebec assembling their own version of Howe’s invasion force for an assault on Fort Ticonderoga near the southern tip of Lake Champlain. If Howe should take the city of New York (which the Continental Congress insisted should not be burned in any retreat or evacuation), the British would have unimpeded access to the Hudson River, which was navigable all the way to Albany. By the end of the year, Howe would undoubtedly have linked up with Carleton coming down from Lake Champlain, and America would effectively be cut in half. With the British in command of both the Hudson and the sea, the flow of provisions and soldiers on which the American war effort depended would cease. The longer Washington could hold on to New York, the better.

			By September 8, three days after Greene wrote the letter urging the abandonment of the city, Washington had begun to come around to his brigadier general’s way of thinking. As he explained in a letter to Congress, even if the British occupied New York, the “strong posts” the Americans had established at Fort Washington at the northwestern corner of Manhattan Island and directly across the Hudson in New Jersey (eventually called Fort Lee) might be enough to block the British, especially since a barrier of sunken ships and other impediments to navigation now spanned the river between these two fortifications. Washington certainly did not feel good about it, but even he had to admit that from a strategic point of view, the time had come to abandon New York. On September 12 he called a council of war where it was agreed to relocate the army to the rocky and highly defensible heights of Harlem fourteen miles to the north of the city.

			And so, as on the other side of the East River General Howe moved his army from Brooklyn into Queens County to the north, Washington began the evacuation of New York.

			

			 • • • 

			Joseph Plumb Martin was just fifteen years old. His father was an improvident, know-it-all minister with a habit of alienating the members of his congregation, and early on in his life the decision had been made that Joseph should be raised by his mother’s parents in Milford, Connecticut. Precocious, restless, and ultimately rootless, Martin had convinced his reluctant grandparents to allow him to join a locally raised company of state troops attached to the Continental army. As dawn approached on the morning of September 15, he was with his regiment at the edge of the East River, dug into a bank of dirt overlooking Kips Bay (today’s East Thirty-Fourth Street), almost directly across from Long Island’s Newtown Creek at the border of Brooklyn and Queens.

			“At daybreak,” Martin later wrote, “the first thing that ‘saluted our eyes’ was . . . four ships at anchor with springs upon their cables, and within musket shot of us.” It had been what Martin described as “quite a dark night,” and somehow the British had maneuvered four frigates to within just a few hundred yards of the Manhattan shore—an amazing feat given the strength and variability of the current in this portion of the East River. Using lines to keep them sideways to the shore, the four frigates presented an awesome show of potential firepower, with close to eighty large cannons now trained in the direction of the Connecticut troops. One of the frigates was so close to Martin’s position that he could make out the name Phoenix “as distinctly as though I had been directly under her stern.”

			
				[image: ]
			

			As the sun rose over the opposite bank of the East River, Martin could see dozens upon dozens of boats coming out of the mouth of Newtown Creek. They were filled with British soldiers dressed in red uniforms, and once the fleet had spread out over the river behind the warships, the bobbing boats imparted a crimson haze across the water’s surface that resembled, Martin wrote, “a large clover field in full bloom.”

			After a few hours of staring quietly at the unfolding scene ahead of them, the American soldiers heard the distant boom of cannons behind them as several British ships that had recently sailed up the Hudson River began to fire on the small community of Bloomingdale on the west shore of Manhattan. This, it turned out, was a feint to distract the Americans from what was about to happen on the east side of the island at Kips Bay.

			As the British forces waited for the diversion in Bloomingdale to have its effect, Martin grew impatient. Directly behind him was an abandoned warehouse with its door swung open. Martin stepped inside the old cavernous space and sat down on a stool. “The floor was strewed with papers which had in some former period been used in the concerns of the house,” he wrote, “but were then lying in ‘woeful confusion.’” Martin, a bright and very curious lad, began to examine some of the papers when suddenly, just outside the doorway into the warehouse, the British barrage at Kips Bay began.

			“I thought my head would go with the sound,” he remembered. “I made a frog’s leap for the ditch and . . . began to consider which part of my carcass was to go first.” It was, by all accounts, an absolutely overwhelming show of force. According to Howe’s secretary Ambrose Serle, “So terrible and so incessant a roar of guns few even in the army and navy had ever heard before.” The Reverend Benjamin Trumbull was a chaplain in the American lines near Martin, and he, like all of them, was awestruck by what he described as “a most furious cannonade.” All around the Connecticut troops, the “sand and sods of earth” were thrown into the air and “made such a dust and smoke that there was no possibility of firing on the enemy to any advantage.”

			For the next two hours, Trumbull, Martin, and the others lay with their hands over their ears as their earthen fortifications were, according to Martin, “almost leveled upon us.” Eventually their officers, “seeing we could make no resistance and . . . that we must soon be entirely exposed to the rake of their guns, gave the order to leave the lines.” Even though they were grievously exposed to British grapeshot, which rained upon them, one soldier remembered, “as though a person . . . had thrown his hand full of stones,” they had no choice but to run for it. Once beyond the reach of the British artillery, Martin fell in with two fellow soldiers from Connecticut, and the three of them headed west.

			They were in a hurry, but apparently not that much of a hurry. On the road leading into the interior of Manhattan, they came upon a small house in which they found two women and several small children, “all crying most bitterly.” When asked whether they had “any spirits in the house,” one of the women produced a bottle of rum and placed it on the table. “We each of us drank a glass,” Martin wrote, “and bidding them good-bye betook ourselves to the highway.”

			

			 • • • 

			William Howe had hoped to launch the assault on New York two days earlier, on September 13, which was the anniversary of the Battle of Quebec. On that date in 1759, a much younger Howe had courageously climbed the near-vertical cliffs fronting the Plains of Abraham to help deliver a miraculous victory to his commander, General James Wolfe. Wolfe had been fated to die on September

			
			
			

			 • • • 
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