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Introduction


“The Lord is a man of war.”

—Exodus 15:3



A single question lies at the heart of this book: What’s it like being in a battle?

It’s one I’ve been asking myself since I was an undergraduate, when I discovered, in the university bookstore, a copy of John Keegan’s The Face of Battle, a book published just a few years after I was born. I still have it, nearly a quarter of a century later. Cheaply bound and badly printed, the old paperback sits on a shelf in my study, but such are the times that I now also own a digital version that is duplicated on a variety of electronic devices as well as a Folio Society limited edition. I can legitimately say that, as priests and Puritans once did their Bibles, I carry my Keegan with me everywhere.

To those unfamiliar with The Face of Battle, let me explain. Keegan, who died in 2012, investigated the experience of the common British soldier—what he felt, heard, and saw—in three epic battles: Agincourt in 1415, Waterloo in 1815, and the Somme in 1916. Keegan also discussed the mechanics of fighting—for instance, the means by which King Henry V’s longbowmen demolished the French cavalry—as well as the historiography of warfare (how we write about battles over time). His book can justly lay claim to being one of the finest works of history, military or otherwise, of the twentieth century.

Keegan was an inspiration to me as a historian, and The Face of Battle is the inspiration for this book. While Keegan restricted himself to English/British battles, I found that there was no American version based on American battles fought by American soldiers.

Writing one was easier said than done. The great majority of military books focus not on the combat experience of the regular soldier but on history from the bird’s-eye perspective.1 Popular historians still tend to accord top billing to what quaintly used to be called the Great Captains—the Caesars, the Pattons, the Lees and Grants, the Hannibals of history. Napoleon, like many an Immortal a monster of conceit, himself believed that “it was not the Roman army which conquered Gaul, but Caesar; it was not the Carthaginian army which, at the gates of Rome, made the Eternal City tremble, but Hannibal; it was not the Macedonian army which marched as far as the Indus, but Alexander.”2 To which he did not feel the need to add, it was not the million men of the Grande Armée that shook Europe, but myself.

Consequently, innumerable volumes have been written about the generalship of various commanders, their leadership skills, and how they won (or lost) their battles at the operational level, but relatively few about the lowly soldiers who served under them. Bertolt Brecht, the German playwright, alluded to this curious blind spot when he asked—contra Napoleon:


The young Alexander conquered India.

Was he alone?

Caesar beat the Gauls.

Did he not have even a cook with him?

Philip of Spain wept when his armada

Went down. Was he the only one to weep?

Frederick [the Great] won the Seven Years’ War. Who

Else won it?3



To be sure, commanders are important in their own right, but I was more intrigued by the overlooked and the ordinary, the men whose names are catalogued in muster rolls and inscribed on gravestones, the men who are otherwise forgotten. We know what the general on his horse thought, but what of the corporal and private at the sharp end? What was combat like for them? I was certainly not the first to wonder. As Tolstoy once put it, “War always interested me: not war in the sense of maneuvers devised by great generals—my imagination refused to follow such immense movements, I did not understand them—but the reality of war, the actual killing.”4

Unlike that Russian novelist, who served in the artillery during the Crimean War, I could not seek answers within the realm of my own experience. I have never heard a shot fired in anger. Like Keegan, I am not a “flesh-witness” to war.

Instead, I—following Keegan’s lead—exploited my status as an impartial observer to listen to, read about, and report on what veterans thought, felt, and did. There is a surprisingly large trove of raw information available if one, say, excavates the now-forgotten volumes of regimental histories published after the Civil War. These books were written by soldiers for soldiers and in them they speak with surprising frankness of their shared experiences. Then there is the Niagara of letters, memoirs, diaries, interviews, and newspaper accounts of various soldiers over the centuries; these often contain the unvarnished sentiments of vanished ages.

Selecting three properly representative battles from the legions of firsthand sources available was critical. So allow me to explain the thinking behind my decisions to include Bunker Hill in 1775, Gettysburg in 1863, and Iwo Jima in 1945. First, this trio is not supposed to represent necessarily the most important clashes; none of them, for example, were, to use a dated Victorian expression, “decisive battles.”5 Instead, I settled on finding the most iconic battles in American history, the major battles that everyone has heard of. Even so, of course, some readers may query my choices. Why Iwo Jima, for example, and not the Battle of the Bulge? To which I can only reply, well, I thought the European theater has already been treated more comprehensively than its Pacific counterpart. That’s really all there was to it. All right, then, if that’s the case and we restrict ourselves to the Pacific, why Iwo and not Okinawa or Peleliu? In this instance, I would argue that I am interested in a typical soldier’s typical combat experience, not the details of a particular person’s response to a specific battle. In other words, the experi ences of a Marine at Iwo Jima are generally applicable to, or illustrative of, those of comrades fighting on other islands. In some respects, the battles, I guess you could say, don’t matter that much. I felt that Bunker Hill, Gettysburg, and Iwo Jima presented fascinating case studies of combat up close, and the fact that copious primary and secondary resources were available for each clash was an additional, and most valuable, advantage.

Certainly, a few other factors swung the final decisions one way or another. For instance, I weighted the scale in favor of actions that involved American troops within a limited area in order to exclude the additional complications engendered by the presence of allies and the sister arms of land forces. Thus, Yorktown in 1783 was rejected owing to the significant contribution of the French navy to victory over the British. This is not to diminish French valor or to bang the jingoistic drum, but Men of War is a book about American soldiers. From this perspective, then, Bunker Hill seems more optimal: It took place on a small peninsula, lasted less than a day, and involved only American militiamen and British regulars; furthermore, naval participation was peripheral. Additionally, I attempt to remain as close to the killing ground as possible. Hence, for Gettysburg I devote little space to the cavalry actions since the overwhelming brunt of combat fell on the poor bloody infantry, and in the Iwo Jima chapter you will look in vain for material on airpower, important as it was.

You may notice, as well, that by starting with the Revolutionary War and jumping to the Civil War and thence to World War II, I’ve omitted several rather major conflicts: the War of 1812, for example, and World War I. But this is neither an exhaustive history of American warfare nor a general overview of U.S. military history. Men of War is instead a collection of snapshots of American soldiers in combat, one that draws hard distinctions and highlights continuities between the evolving forms and varieties of fighting over time.

So this is, you might have gathered, an unconventional book. It is a book about battles that is not about battles. As I am concerned almost exclusively with the combat experience of soldiers, I allocate only the minimum time necessary to discussing the course of the battles I’ve chosen. I have instead included summaries of what happened and other pertinent details at the beginning of each chapter so that you can follow the action, but my focus is on what the soldiers went through. For precisely the same reason, I devote much more space to wounds, their treatment, and the psychological effects of combat than on strategy, logistics, and politics.

The battles are distinct, and each chapter has a particular structure and essential theme. That of Bunker Hill takes perhaps the most traditional approach, but its intention is more radical: It argues that, notwithstanding the zealous attempts of historians to impose an orderly interpretation on the course of Bunker Hill (dividing it into phases, stages, and so forth), this is an intellectual artifice that would be wholly unintelligible to the actual participants. There is, in other words, no single authoritative sequence of events or narrative for the battle. Even for so seemingly basic a fact as the location of many units, there are multiple possibilities.

Bunker Hill is not unique in that respect: Combat, in any battle, is inherently chaotic, and most of the time the soldiers fighting on the ground have little or no idea what is happening even fifty yards away. On Iwo Jima, to take one example, very few Marines knew what time it was, let alone the day or where they were. (Many of their watches had broken by the fourth or fifth day, and the lack of sleep confused them still further.) To take another, at Gettysburg, the ambit of one’s knowledge of the battlefield extended to the men on either side, a few ahead of you, the color-bearer, and, if you were lucky, the officer on his horse behind. No one knew what was going on, and much of the time battles are decided not by clever war games or brilliant generalship but by accident, initiative, chance, and such other intangibles as morale, background, culture, ideology, and experience.

For the Gettysburg section, my intention was to reconstruct for modern readers how a Civil War infantry action worked—the ways in which the defenders and the attackers acted and felt during a typical episode. How was a charge organized? What was the best way to defeat an assault? Why did officers wear swords and soldiers wield bayonets when they inflicted hardly any casualties? How did men withstand a preliminary artillery bombardment? What did the first few minutes of a fight feel like?

To most of us, upon learning the mechanics and ethos of nineteenth-century infantry tactics, they seem quite bizarre, even rather stupid. Why did soldiers line up, advance shoulder-to-shoulder toward the enemy, and then tolerate their own slaughter? It makes no sense. The chapter argues that while combat on the personal level is chaotic, in fact there is a logic, grammar, and vocabulary to it that shifts over time. In the case of the Civil War, massing troops together and using their combined momentum to advance was the key to victory, not a cause of failure. To that end, the defenders would try to atomize the attacking force into its component parts and thus retard its momentum. Today, in contrast, soldiers keep their distance from each other and move forward as they think fit.

Neither should we omit the nineteenth century’s emphasis on enduring casualties to achieve battlefield objectives. Casualty aversion, in other words, is a more modern yardstick of effectiveness, often wrongly retrofitted to past eras. Indeed, a willingness to suffer, rather than inflict, high casualties was, at that time, considered evidence of a proudly masculine and divinely suffused will to win, not a worrying signal of lunacy or incompetence. Central, then, to the Gettysburg chapter is the principle that there exists no “universal soldier,” in the sense that the internal motivations and beliefs—and the external culture enveloping them—of a past generation of soldiers are not necessarily applicable to a future one.6 That is, a warrior of ancient Greece will have a profoundly different worldview, outlook, or mentality from one of the American Civil War. Military affairs and organizations are not, therefore, static and unchanging but typified instead by diversity, variety, and evolution (hopefully forward, but sometimes backward; often random, but occasionally punctuated). Battles, it should be obvious, need to be examined in their rightful context, and their participants, too, in order to understand why and how they fought, as well as to grasp what they experienced.

As for Iwo Jima, this chapter demonstrates the ways in which soldiers learn through combat how both to survive and to become more lethal as they intersect with the enemy, who also adapts his behavior in response. The conduct of warfare, then, is always dynamic, even—perhaps especially—at the level of the private soldier. This section of the book is structured in such a way as to delineate the kind of learning curves that any army must climb to reach maximum productivity and effectiveness, the awful irony being that acquiring such knowledge entails, as the poet Auden averred, the “necessary murder” of friendly troops—the very ones who would most profit from that knowledge. This is the true pity, and tragedy, of war, which is why a good number of military historians and professional soldiers tend to be more cautious and pacific than one might perhaps expect.

It is fitting that Iwo took place at the end of a long war, by which time Americans had gained bitter experience of the Japanese and had developed new techniques to combat them, whereas Gettysburg occurs at the Civil War’s midpoint and Bunker Hill at the very outset of the War of Independence. At Bunker Hill, the Americans relied on their own older, culturally specific methods; at Gettysburg, Union and Confederate forces alike employed the same contemporary tactics; but at Iwo, U.S. Marines forged new ways to defeat the defenders, even in the midst of battle.

Their willingness to adapt to circumstances so rapidly was governed by practicality: Marines found that their traditional countermeasures against the Japanese did not work on Iwo owing to the singular nature of the island’s geography and their discovery that the Japanese had updated their own defensive tactics. For that matter, American perceptions of the Japanese soldier’s fighting abilities had also shifted drastically since Pearl Harbor. It would have been a very foolish Marine who landed on the beach still believing that the Japanese were a verminous race of miniature, bespectacled cowards, as contemporary racist propaganda suggested. In short, despite modern assertions to the contrary, American (and Japanese) racism played little role in how the battle of Iwo Jima was fought. Culture, in this case, came a very distant second to common sense. Marines quickly learned to treat combat as a job, admittedly foul, but one that had to be executed with grim efficiency. There was nothing romantic or cinematic about their task, no glorious uniforms or glittering medals, but instead there prevailed merely the imperative to process live humans into dead ones. Yet, so affected are we by Joe Rosenthal’s emotionally evocative photograph of the Marines raising the American flag atop Mount Suribachi that we tend to overlook the industrialized nature of this Pacific battle and the toll it exacted.

Terrible as it may be, it seems war has its attractions. That flag fluttering high above Iwo marks a proud patriotic achievement, and there must, after all, be other reasons for war’s historically universal presence and continuing global popularity. Notwithstanding the philosophical and abstract objections to the contrary, for a significant proportion of the young, war can be fantastic fun, at least in the beginning and before disillusionment sets in. It was George Washington, fresh from his first firefight during the French and Indian War, who excitedly related to his brother that “I heard the bullets whistle, and, believe me, there is something charming in the sound.”7 (Upon hearing of this upstart’s braggadocio, King George II, a more bloodied old warhorse, wryly commented, “He would not say so, if he had been used to hear many.”)8

Quite apart from the whiff of danger acting as a stimulant, combat can be narcotically attractive in other ways. For those away from home for the first time, war is a unique chance to see exotic, astonishing, and extraordinary things beyond imagination. Not only can the sight of fine uniforms, dressed lines, and blades glinting in the sun be beautiful, the titanic destructiveness of weaponry is also spectacular.9 Participants can easily lose themselves in the enthralling majesty of it all. General John Burgoyne, who watched the battle of Bunker Hill from Boston, rapturously captured the sensory bounty unveiled before him in a letter to his nephew:


And now ensued one of the greatest scenes of war that can be conceived; if we look to the height, Howe’s corps, ascending the hill in the face of entrenchments, and in a very disadvantageous ground, was much engaged; to the left the enemy pouring in fresh troops by the thousands, over the land; and in the arm of the sea our ships and floating batteries cannonading them; straight before us a large and noble town in one great blaze—the church steeples, being timber, were great pyramids of fire above the rest; … The roar of cannon, mortars and musketry; the crash of churches, ships upon stocks, and whole streets falling together, to fill the ear; the storm of the redoubts, with the objects above described, to fill the eye; and the reflection that, perhaps, a defeat was a final loss to the British Empire in America, to fill the mind.10



War, then, is vile, but experiencing combat is not necessarily all to the bad—even if we may not envy those given (voluntarily or not) the opportunity to fight—for no other activity allows individuals to sample the extremes of what it means to be human. Combat encompasses unadulterated terror and grinding boredom, unstinting comradeship and man being wolf to man, callous randomness and coolly calculated risk, barbarism and unexpected virtue.

If we can take anything from this book, it would be that there is not one “Face of Battle” but many, and therein lies the root of my, and perhaps your, fascination with the experience of combat.
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1. Introduction

The most curious thing about Bunker Hill is that, despite its iconic status in American history, it was in some respects quite a minor affair. Anywhere between 1,500 and 3,500 American militiamen—their strength varied over the course of the day, as men left and reinforcements arrived—fought roughly 2,400 to 3,000 British soldiers over the course of a few hours one pleasant afternoon on June 17, 1775, on a small peninsula across from Boston. By way of contrast, a more typical conflict of the era was the War of the Bavarian Succession between Austria and Prussia. In 1778—contemporaneous with the struggle in the American colonies—Prussia, the least populous and the poorest of the European powers, fielded no fewer than 160,000 troops.1

Yet these dry statistics belie Bunker Hill’s consequence. As the Annual Register would briskly conclude near the end of the Revolution, “Most of these actions would in other wars be considered but as skirmishes of little account [though] it is by such skirmishes that the fate of America must be necessarily decided. They are therefore as important as battles in which an hundred thousand men are drawn up on each side.”2

To its participants the battle certainly did not feel like a “skirmish”: Bunker Hill holds the wretched distinction of being the bloodiest clash of the War of Independence. “I can only say from the oldest soldiers here,” wrote the newly arrived Lieutenant William Feilding, “that it was the hottest fire they ever saw.”3 By day’s end, almost half the British troops engaged would be dead or wounded. “Tho’ Masters of the Field of Battle,” one contemporary grimly judged, “the King’s Troops are much the greatest Sufferers.”4 Another determined that the British army could now be divided into three: “The first company is under ground; the second is above ground; the third is in the hospital.”5 American losses were relatively small.

Before Bunker Hill, few believed that part-time militiamen could stand, face, and fight a professional army. Yet they did, and by acquitting themselves so magnificently demonstrated that the American cause was a viable and worthy enterprise. Which means we must ask: Who were they? How did they do it? And what was it like to fight at Bunker Hill?

2. The Battle

First, a summary of what happened. Late at night on June 16, 1775, a detachment of American militiamen commanded by General Israel Putnam sneakily took possession of Bunker Hill, a modest rise on the Charlestown peninsula. This triangular piece of land was attached to the Massachusetts mainland by a narrow strip called Charlestown Neck, and it jutted out between the Mystic and Charles Rivers to face Boston, where the British were holed up. Early the next morning, the British realized that these Americans were so close to Boston that they could bombard the city with cannon, but far worse, that Colonel William Prescott’s men were now building an earthen “Redoubt” (a type of small fort) atop Breed’s Hill, which was nearer even than Bunker. Once their work was done, the Americans would be so securely ensconced that it would be exceedingly difficult to dislodge them. Accordingly, British troops under General Sir William Howe were transported across the bay to the peninsula, where they prepared to assault the enemy before time ran out. Additionally, after the Americans had been put to the sword, Howe intended to advance on Cambridge, where the main American forces under General Artemas Ward were stationed. If all went well, the rebellion would be over by close of play, either that day or the next.

Meanwhile, fresh American militia units under Colonel John Stark had arrived to support Prescott, now grievously exposed at Breed’s Hill. Instead of reinforcing him directly, however, they marched to Bunker Hill, which guarded the vulnerable Neck against a British attack from the rear. At the foot of Bunker Hill they hurriedly assembled a long defensive structure termed the “Rail Fence,” which faced the spot where the British were assembling in preparation for the imminent clash. On the “Beach” directly below and perpendicular to his position, Stark built a low stone wall to prevent a surprise flank attack. Despite these precautions, Prescott had by this time realized the danger he was in and ordered his men to dig a trench, or breastwork, extending from the redoubt’s walls to cover a weak spot between his position and that of Stark.
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The British were now confronted by firmly entrenched defenders, making nonsense of their original plan. Even so, come what may, the Americans had to be destroyed. Howe divided his force into two divisions, the right under him, the left under Robert Pigot. Howe would attack the rail fence and the beach while Pigot assaulted Prescott’s redoubt at Breed’s Hill.

Following a series of bloody attacks, Howe’s wing stalled but Pigot’s managed to break through Prescott’s defenses. A vicious bout of hand-to-hand combat sent the militiamen fleeing for the safety of Bunker Hill. Their positions lost, the Americans retreated across the Neck and set up defensive positions on the mainland. Some of the British gamely tried to pursue the enemy, but physical exhaustion and the sheer scale of Howe’s losses convinced him to halt for the night. The battle of Bunker Hill was over, but the War of Independence had only just begun.

3. The Redoubt, Part One

The militiamen came garbed for battle as they did for work—as farmers and artisans.1 Some even had on the same leather aprons they wore in their shops.2 For the most part, the New England militia units reflected their respectable rural environments. In Captain Hutchins’s company, two-thirds listed their occupations as “husbandmen”—that is, farmers—with most of the rest making a decent living as carpenters, cobblers, tailors, millers, and the like.3 Many outfits also had within their ranks former slaves, maybe a couple of itinerants, the odd Native American perhaps, but the militiamen who fought at Bunker Hill for the most part owned property of some sort—an average-sized farm, say—and most of those who did not were the sons of men who did.

Many wore homespun shirts, sometimes made of canvas but of linen or flax in the summer, that were “a kind of loose frock, reaching half way down the thighs, with large sleeves, open before, and so wide as to lap over a foot or more when belted.”4 Their gaiters or stockings were tanned a dead-leaf color in vats, and their feet were clad in “cowhide shoes ornamented by large buckles, while not a pair of boots graced the company,” as one octogenarian recollected decades later. Many had on weatherbeaten broad-brimmed hats often turned up on three sides to form a sloppy tricorne, sometimes complemented by a sprig of green or a homemade cockade; around their necks they tied an off-colored neckerchief or stock.5

It was hard, perhaps impossible, to distinguish the men sartorially from their officers—a profound difference to European military custom. Of the ten richest men in Lexington, for example, no fewer than eight were content to sign on as privates, and they dressed accordingly; rare indeed was the officer who took pains to get “above himself” and stand out from the crowd.

Typical was Experience Storrs of Mansfield, Connecticut, a prosperous farmer “portly in figure” who, when not tending his sick wife (“troubled with Histeruk Colluk Pains”), hewed wood, attended church, cleaned drains, worried about his colds, and mended stone walls—all while serving as his regiment’s lieutenant colonel (an almost regal rank far beyond a man of Storrs’s socioeconomic background in Europe). In March 1775 he agreed, with his friends Colonel Jedediah Elderkin and Major Thomas Brown, “to dress in a plain manner.”6 Similarly, at the redoubt Colonel Prescott wore a simple linen coat: British soldiers were later convinced that their foe was commanded by a “farmer dressed in his frock.”7 Even starchy Colonel John Stark, a man “always mindful of his rank,” as his biographer had it, was “never a stickler for dress,” restricting the peacockery to a waistcoat and some kind of “insignia.”8

If the militiamen’s outfits added up to a drab uniformity, their assortment of weapons was motley, to say the least. One veteran of the battle remembered, “Here an old soldier carried a heavy Queen’s arm, with which he had done service at the conquest of Canada twenty years previous, while by his side walked a stripling boy, with a Spanish fuzee not half its weight or calibre, which his grandfather may have taken at the Havana [1762], while not a few had old French pieces, that dated back to the reduction of Louisburg [1758].”9 Ezekiel Worthen of Kensington, New Hampshire, shouldered a French musket, made in 1752, that had been taken from the enemy, taken again by Indians, and retaken by Worthen during a skirmish. He also brought along a newer accessory: a cartridge box engraved with “Liberty or Death.”10 (Some weapons were newer acquisitions: Nathaniel Rice of East Sudbury proudly carried “a musket I took from the British at Concord.”)11

The antiquity of most of the militiamen’s pieces should not obscure their lethality. These were working, effective firearms. In an era when guns were expensive and manufacturing them was a painstaking business, it was common for even regular soldiers to use hand-me-downs. The British, for instance, were using Brown Bess muskets—still perfectly serviceable—purchased as far back as 1730.12 By that standard, the Americans’ arms, most of which dated from the French and Indian War, were relatively new and almost certainly better maintained.

Virtually every man at Bunker Hill brought his own firearm. Ascertaining exact figures for gun ownership in 1775 is extremely difficult. However, an analysis of the returns of thirty New England militia companies finds that the overall rate of private ownership was at least 75 percent and probably much higher. A keen company commander, such as Timothy Pickering of Salem, Massachusetts, ensured that 100 percent of his men were armed. Likewise, at the end of May 1775 all of the 509 men in Colonel Moses Little’s Ipswich, Massachusetts, regiment were, boasted a Provincial Congress report, “armed with good effective firelocks.” Meanwhile, “only” two-thirds of the fishermen from maritime Cape Cod owned their own weapons, no doubt because there was less call for them in their line of work.13 Ultimately, those who fought at Bunker Hill would either bring their own musket, use ones illicitly stockpiled by their local militias, or, in a pinch, borrow them from stay-at-home neighbors.14

Like Colonel Abijah Pierce, who touted a fearsome walking cane at Lexington, the militias also lugged along a formidable, if ragged, collection of hand and edged weapons.15 Many were repurposed from agricultural uses: At least one man was seen bearing a grain flail, numerous others with pitchforks, and a few with shillelaghs (wooden cudgels or clubs).16

Some armed themselves more traditionally. Cutlasses—short, machete-like hacking swords—could be wielded handily by beginners. Before he left for Boston, Israel Litchfield took the precaution of buying one, despite his complete lack of training.17 During the battle his compatriot Israel Potter thought himself fortunate to be armed so: “Although without an edge and much rust-eaten, I found [the cutlass] of infinite more service to me than my musket” when a British officer swiped at his head with a sword. “With one well-directed stroke I deprived him of the power of very soon again measuring swords with ‘a Yankee rebel.’ ”18

Nearly every American sword “had been made by our Province blacksmiths, perhaps from some farming utensil; they looked serviceable, but heavy and uncouth,” remembered one veteran.19 The country metalworkers had tried their best, but in style these weapons looked decidedly dated, as if they had been excavated from some century-old time capsule buried during the English Civil War (1642–1651). Aside from the cutlasses, American swords tended to be simple-hilted straight rapiers for thrusting.20 For their part, recent immigrants fighting alongside the colonials tended to wield weapons from the Old Country: On the night before Bunker Hill the militant cleric John Martin girded himself with his trusty “Irish long sword,” with which he soon slew one unfortunate Briton “by letting out his bowels” and another “by a stroke on the neck.”21

What the Americans lacked and the British enjoyed in abundance were bayonets, but this would not prove a critical omission. While Captain Henry Dearborn alleged that among all the Americans there were only fifty bayonets available—and in his company just one—bayonets were in fact rarely used in combat, their effect being primarily psychological rather than practical.22 The bayonet, it was thought, made soldiers feel more aggressive when assaulting an already nervous enemy, who was liable to panic and run before a well-officered attack actually connected. But if the two sides came to blows at close quarters, a grain flail, cutlass, or pitchfork was almost certainly as dangerous as a bayonet, and probably more so. At Bunker Hill, it was only near the end, by which time the redoubt’s defenders had been severely weakened by casualties and were out of ammunition, that bayonets—wielded by reinvigorated and reinforced British troops surging forward—helped to provoke flight.

For now, though—the night of June 16—the militiamen were bearing shovels, axes, and any other tools they could scrounge that could be used for entrenching.23 Said fourteen-year-old Isaac Glynney, who was substituting for his sick father on militia duty, “I was firnishd with A Shuvel & orderd to March[.] I was Marchd on to Bunker hill [and] here I was Orderd to go to Useing [the shovel] to throw up A Brest work.”24

Like many other participants, Glynney got Bunker and Breed’s Hills confused. It was at Breed’s Hill—a rise closer to Boston—that Glynney and the rest of Colonel Prescott’s detachment stacked their muskets and began digging sometime between 11 P.M. and midnight. Accompanying them was Colonel Richard Gridley, a military engineer whose experience extended back to even before the French and Indian War.25

Gridley staked out an outline of what was to be called the “redoubt.” This small fort was roughly 132 feet square, or rather, slightly rectangular, oriented northeastward.26 Because Prescott insisted that the redoubt’s walls be as complete and as high as possible, each man was detailed to labor for a one-hour shift, then to stand on watch for the next to rest, alternating through the night.27 Gridley and Prescott both knew that when the British began shelling their position, the men, if they weren’t protected, would break. The colonels agreed on six-foot-high earthen walls with a wooden and dirt platform running along the inner perimeter for the militiamen to stand on. Then, only their heads (and muskets) would be visible from outside.28 Given the time constraints, it is unlikely that the walls to the rear were as lofty or as sturdy as those in front, but they would nevertheless afford a measure of protection. A break in the rear wall would serve as a passage for reinforcements and supplies—or a retreat.

The existing literature on the battle pays no attention to the design of this fort atop Breed’s Hill, a consequence of assuming that Gridley improvised the fortifications and that they were nothing more than a few dirt walls, hastily dug. That the fort was quickly constructed—and left unfinished—is certainly true, but haste should not obscure the degree of knowledge and skill that Gridley applied to the task. Prescott’s fort was in fact a scaled-down version of a European-style fortification. Indeed, at the time the name “redoubt” had a specific meaning: “a detached work, enclosed on all sides.”29 It was no ordinary rectangle, either, for as contemporary maps highlight, from the center of its southeastern wall (known as the enceinte, or main perimeter) jutted, prow-like, a hybrid of a ravelin and a bastion. Technically speaking, ravelins—a triangular structure described by the Marquis de Vauban (1633–1707), the French master of the lethal geometry of fortifications whose works were undoubtedly familiar to Gridley, as “beyond all doubt the best and most excellent of all outworks”—were freestanding, while bastions were four-sided edifices (two angled faces with two flanks) that looked like sharpened, angular spearheads and were attached to a wall.30

Ravelins and bastions enabled the defenders of a fortress to fire backward to either side to thwart attacks on the main wall while promoting greater depth of defense. Gridley’s dirt-and-wood redoubt would not hold out for long against a concentrated artillery barrage or a sustained siege, but we should remember that he had had but a night to build it, that it was intended as a temporary defense, and above all that, thanks to its ravelin/bastion protrusion, inner platform, and good sightlines, it presented a formidable obstacle to British assaults.31

It would not be the only one. Later in the morning, Prescott would realize that he had left his northern, Mystic River–facing flank exposed, and so directed his men to dig a sixty-foot-long, four-foot-wide trench with a rudimentary breastwork made out of the excavated dirt. Connected to the redoubt, the breastwork was not much, but it would have to do.32

At about 4 A.M., when a lookout awoke him with news that the Americans seemed to be building a fort on the peninsula, Captain Thomas Bishop of HMS Lively, a twenty-gun sloop patrolling the bay, wasted no time beating to quarters and opening fire on the redoubt.33 His guns soon began to take their toll, psychologically as well as physically.

No other class of weaponry inspired as much trepidation and fear in infantry as artillery. “A young soldier is much more alarmed at a nine-pounder shot passing within four yards of his head than he is of a bullet at a distance of as many inches,” the British officer George Hennell later observed, “although one would settle him as effectively as the other.”34 Understandably so, for the feeling of powerlessness that came of being under fire from afar was then and still is among soldiering’s greatest terrors. “The standing to be cannonaded, and having nothing else to do, is about the most unpleasant thing that can happen to soldiers in an engagement,” said one veteran.35 “To be exposed to fire without being able to return it,” wrote another, was like “receiving a personal insult, and not having the power to resent it.”36 Unlike frontier fighting or close-quarters combat, where one’s judgment, experience, and initiative could reduce the physical dangers, artillery fire rendered all such virtues irrelevant. A cannonball knew no distinction between veterans and rookies, but killed seemingly indiscriminately, randomly, instantly.

The good news was that once they accepted that their lives were in the hands of blind Fate, divine Providence, or dumb Luck (and had survived intact a fusillade or two), most soldiers tamed their instinct to panic. At Bunker Hill, Captain John Chester said, only his “new recruits” were “terribly frightened” by the cannon shot “buzz[ing] around us like hail.”37 In these moments, to calm their fears, officers made sure to inform them that relatively few fatalities were actually caused by cannon fire. “It frightens more than it hurts,” as one French marshal used to assure his understandably skeptical troops.38

He was right, up to a point: In the eighteenth century, artillery accounted for just over 20 percent of all casualties.39 A great deal, however, hinged upon whether the incoming fire was concentrated and aimed—which was more lethal—or merely an occasional barrage—which was much less so, owing to its random distribution.40 Whether the defending troops were formed up in the open or scattered around under cover also made a great difference. At Bunker Hill in both cases, the latter form at this stage was typical, leading to relatively low American casualties.

Those who grasped the principle that a cannon’s bark was worse than its bite often proceeded on their merry way, even as shells fell around them. Dr. James Thacher later saw American troops attending church who manifested “little or no fear of the consequences” and kept singing when a few cannonballs crashed through a wall or the roof.41 In every case, officers were expected to affect a languid manner no matter how “hot” the shot. Near the redoubt, old General Putnam—who had seen it all before—“appeared unintimidated, as if they had not fired a gun,” according to John Dexter, who watched him stride back and forth.42 William Low thought that “Putnam was as cool as ever a man was.”43 Another veteran who remained unfazed was a man named Hill, a British deserter, who, said a grateful Amos Foster, “watched [the] British [guns], and, when they were about to fire, [he warned us and] we all laid down.”44 Having a few such men around to assuage the worries of others made an enormous difference.

Nevertheless, when artillery bit, its bite hurt. Direct hits were invariably fatal. At Bunker Hill, Major Andrew McClary, a New Hampshire tavernkeeper, would be torn apart when “a random shot … passed directly through his body.”45 And the head of a Dr. Dole outside Boston would be carried off by a cannonball with such force that a passing sergeant saw nothing but “a piece of the skin of his head with the hair on it, which was of a light brown beginning to be sprinkled with white hairs.”46

Cannon fire, though, often affected more than just a single individual. A solid, round iron ball, launched into the side of a rank of men—known as “firing in enfilade”—would kill the first few and might grievously wound the next several.47 During the battle, Private Peter Brown saw a British cannonball fired in enfilade that “cut off three men in two”—in other words, sever them in half.48 Sergeant Elisha Bostwick described another that “first took the head of Smith, a stout heavy man & dash’t it open, then it took off Chilson’s arm which was amputated & he recovered it, then took Taylor [through] the bowels, it then struck Sergt. Garret of our company on the hip [and] took off the point of the hip bone.” (Smith, Taylor, and Garret died.)49

Even so, shot that hit troops directly was not as panic-inducing as that which landed a distance off and bounced toward them at thigh height—perfect for crippling.50 Though less immediately lethal than a direct hit, these balls that “grazed” the ground were particularly effective against dense formations. One contemporary soldier noticed that “balls which the troops perceive striking the ground about 100 or more paces in front of them, and approaching them with short bounds, cause much unsteadiness, waving, pressing, and confusion in the ranks, as everyone endeavours to get out of their way.” Perhaps worse, whereas a soldier could sometimes see the dark sphere of a cannonball looming larger in the sky as it descended and plan to be elsewhere when it landed, one caroming off rough ground could be deflected in almost any direction. Nowhere was safe.51

Wounds caused by artillery were more terrible than ones inflicted by musket balls. Cannonballs, when they collided at full speed with an abdomen or chest, tore a hole corresponding to their size—a 12-pound round had about a 4.5-inch diameter—and splattered viscera outward. Hitting a leg or arm resulted in a stump left behind with a nearly smooth, darkly bruised layer of pulpified tissue with the bone sticking out.52 A round, by way of comparison, might require a surgical amputation but never could remove an entire limb at a stroke.

Injuries to other parts of the body amply demonstrated the difference between the two types of ammunition. While the American surgeon Dr. Thacher tended one young soldier who had “received a musket ball through his cheeks, cutting its way through the teeth on each side, and the substance of his tongue,” the victim later began “to articulate tolerably well.” Another of his patients, however, “had the whole side of his face torn off by a cannon ball, laying his mouth and throat open to view.”53 He would have died soon afterward.

From relatively short ranges, mysteriously, a cannonball could kill or wound without even making contact. Captain Ebenezer Bancroft was standing near the redoubt when “a ball from the Somerset passed within a few inches of my head, which seriously affected my left eye so that it finally became totally blind.”54 Later, John Martin felt a cannonball hurtling past his chest “without touching.” He was knocked briefly unconscious and upon wakening “vomited or raised much blood.” Alive but “still in pain at his breast” and concussed, Martin could fight no more that day.55

Owing to the kinetic violence of an artillery hit, surgeons occasionally found parts of other men lodged in a comrade. One discovered a piece of jaw wedged in another man’s palate, the item belonging to a friend whose head had disintegrated. Eyes, owing to their gelatinousness, made a prime site for foreign objects: There was a soldier whose eyeball contained someone else’s tooth and another with a skull fragment lodged underneath his eyelid. In one wounded soldier’s thigh, a doctor found three coins, none of which had originally belonged to the fellow in question.56

More common, at least among those new to war, were dreadful wounds to the feet and ankles caused by expended balls rolling sluggishly along. Asa Prince, for instance, had his ankle dislocated by one such as he crossed the Neck on his way to Bunker Hill. Luckily, he had only to crack it back into its socket and continue onward.57 Others, not so fortunate, “lost their feet” when they “were crushed by the weight of the rolling shot” as they tried to stop them. After that, the more experienced men cautioned youngsters “against touching a ball, until it was entirely at rest,” according to John Trumbull.58

At the redoubt, Private Asa Pollard of Billerica, a scout during the French and Indian War, knew enough to refrain from trying to stop cannonballs but became the battle of Bunker Hill’s first victim when he sat down on the dirt embankment to devour a few leftover scraps of food.59 Working nearby, Amos Foster saw how the fatal ball “struck the ground and hopped along before it struck him,” evidently from be hind. The cannon shot tore off Pollard’s head.60 Now that the Lively’s guns had found their range, casualties began to mount. Soon, Aaron Barr of Captain Maxwell’s company was struck by another cannonball that sheared off his leg. He was trundled back to Cambridge but died later in the day.61

Pollard’s death and Barr’s hideous cries scared the rest of the men, especially the younger ones. Colonel Prescott urgently needed to put a stop to the murmurings and reinspire confidence before their fears led them to put down their tools and retreat, or desert, back across the Neck. As it was, said a witness, “a number of the men [had already gone] and never returned.”62 William French of Dunstable, more bluntly, said that “some slunk off” at this time.63

Thus, when a subaltern asked what to do about Pollard, the colonel curtly ordered, “Bury him.” “What? Without prayers!” replied the shocked lieutenant. Prescott conceded that a service could be held later. Unmollified, the men continued to congregate around the corpse, prompting Prescott’s demand that Pollard’s body be thrown into a trench and immediately covered with soil. The sooner Pollard disappeared, the sooner his troops would forget their fears. The colonel only reluctantly consented to a quick service then and there when a minister noisily insisted on a Christian burial, which was attended, under fire, by Pollard’s company. After that, Prescott told them to get back to digging.

In ordering Pollard’s funeral and distracting the men’s minds with work, Prescott hoped to prevent them becoming maudlin about the loss of their comrade, but they clearly needed an additional dose of encouragement. Leaping onto the parapet, he leisuredly walked back and forth, here encouraging the men, there entertaining them with a joke. He neither ducked nor flinched as the cannonballs flew over. Every man could see him, and Prescott was soon joined by other captains. By dint of such leadership, “the men soon became indifferent to the fire of the artillery” even after several more of them were killed—and just as rapidly removed from sight. (After the battle, the British found near the redoubt a mass grave, about two feet deep, containing a number of corpses, probably including Pollard’s, of men killed in the artillery barrage.)64

For the moment, Prescott’s actions successfully calmed the urge to run. As the sun rose and the day proceeded, however, the instinct for self-preservation would grow more pronounced. By late morning, his men could witness for themselves the forces gathering for the coming assault—as well as discover how vulnerable they were in their half-finished dirt fort. “We saw our danger being against ships of the line and all Boston fortified against us,” wrote Peter Brown. “The danger we were in made us think there was treachery, and that we were brought there to be all slain.”65

Brown was right to be alarmed. The militiamen had to sustain themselves on only a bite of bread and a nip of rum (the British had landed a lucky shot that blew up their two hogsheads of water). Having labored since midnight, they were exhausted. There were no reinforcements expected, no rescue anticipated. The arrival of three or four heavily armed boats—floating batteries—allowed the British to continue their bombardment. Joined by the Lively—and later the Falcon and the Somerset as well as the Glasgow and the Symmetry—they made any further work on the entrenchments too dangerous, even for the jaunty Colonel Prescott.66 Now the redoubt’s sole line of communication and retreat lay across the Neck, easily swept by naval fire. Prescott’s Last Stand beckoned.

As the militiamen hunkered down, they could see the British forming their attack units on the Boston wharves.67 British regiments at the time generally had attached two elite, or “flank,” companies—one Grenadier, the other Light—which could be split off from the ordinary battalion, or line, companies for special operations. Grenadiers, chosen from their regiment’s beefiest, tallest, and most aggressive men, represented brute force and served as heavy shock troops. The average height of the Grenadiers in the 4th Regiment, for instance, was five feet eleven inches—counted as gigantic at the time—while that of the hatmen (normal battalion troops) was five feet eight inches.68

The Lights were a recent innovation, one dating from the French and Indian War and a particular specialty of General Howe, commanding the nascent expeditionary force. In rocky, hilly, or forested terrain, a regiment’s most agile and sure-footed soldiers were used as scouts and sweeping flankers. They traveled fast, too, jogging several miles at a time to catch the enemy unawares. Howe believed his Lights would play a critical role in the battle to come, for, as a British military writer of the time judged, they were especially useful for “seiz[ing] upon elevated positions and important posts, with a rapidity peculiar to themselves.”69

At this early stage, the British plan appears to have been to land the main Grenadier/Light formation plus two regiments (the 5th and the 38th) at Moulton’s Point. Once ashore, the Grenadiers, supported by the battalion companies, would assault the redoubt while the Lights nosed toward the Neck. The latter’s tasks would be to reconnoiter ahead for American positions, to harry and trap soldiers fleeing the redoubt, and to shield the Neck and Bunker Hill from enemy counterattack. Meanwhile, the transports would return to Boston and convey a second wave of regiments—the 43rd and the 52nd—to the peninsula. Once Prescott had surrendered, the 1st Marines and the 47th Regiment would land, after which the remaining British forces in Boston would be ferried over. That night, or perhaps the next morning, the main army would move on Cambridge to destroy whatever was left of the Americans.

Given the commotion on the Boston shorefront, it is not surprising that when General Putnam arrived after midday and asked Prescott to send a party back to Cambridge with the tools, the colonel retorted that “not one of them would return.” Nonsense, cried Putnam patriotically, “They shall every man return.”70 Prescott, knowing that the tools were more valuable than the men, let his people go. Captain Bancroft, who witnessed the exchange, discreetly remarked that “an order was never obeyed with more readiness.” A group of volunteers enthusiastically picked up a shovel or two and “hurried over the hills.” Few would return.71

With the British assault imminent, it was again critical to buttress the faltering confidence of those left behind at the redoubt. Prescott and Putnam rallied the men with one of the most vivid and memorable exhortations in American history: “Don’t fire until you see the whites of their eyes.” What is less well known is that that cry was not conceived in 1775, but some time before, during Frederick the Great’s wars in Europe. The first recorded instance of its use occurred on May 22, 1745, when Prince Charles Alexander directed his Austrians awaiting Prussia’s strike to be “silent, till you see the whites of their eyes.”72 The phrase seems to have taken off, and by 1757, at the battle of Prague, it was sufficiently familiar to be included in the General Orders to the Prussian infantry: “By push of bayonets; no firing till you see the whites of their eyes.”73

In America, older soldiers had picked up the catchphrase in the intervening decades. At Bunker Hill, it seems to have been not Prescott but General Putnam who first used it. Israel Potter in the redoubt wrote that at about noon the general “charged us to be cool and to reserve our fire until the enemy approached so near as to enable us to see the whites of their eyes.”74

Yet there were more men who did not hear Putnam at all but were nevertheless familiar with the rally. For instance, Elijah Jordan recalled that “while we were waiting … orders were given to us not to fire till we could see the whites of their eyes; and this order, I was then told, came from Gen. Putnam; but I did not hear it from him.”75

So, who said what when? The confusion highlights the problem of the mechanics of what is technically known as a “harangue”: brief pep talks intended to buttress and burnish the confidence of soldiers.76 Generally speaking, the shorter, more informal, and less complicated a harangue, the more effective it is, particularly when the commander is trusted and respected by his men. The Duke of Wellington, for one, never bothered with long speeches, high-minded sentiment, or impressive grammar. What was the point, he asked, “since you cannot conveniently make it heard by more than a thousand men standing about you?”77

To spread the word as far and as rapidly as possible, there were two methods of delivery. First, the commander paced up and down the line successively addressing units with a selection of rousing apothegms until all had heard at least one.78 Second, he could declaim once, and his subordinates would pass the message down to their respective units.

What probably happened in the American lines, then, is that Putnam visited the redoubt before the fighting began. He did not give just one speech to everyone at once but toured the defenses bucking up the men here and there with the catchy exhortation not to shoot until they could see the whites of the enemy’s eyes. Once the general had left, the mantra was repeated and emphasized by Prescott and his subordinates. The colonel, for instance, was remembered as imploring his paladins to “wait till you see the whites of their eyes”—but added, as a soundly thrifty New England militia chief would, “waste no powder.”79

By 1 P.M., Prescott had also sent a 200-strong Connecticut detachment under Captain Thomas Knowlton to stake out Moulton’s Point and give the British a warm welcome as they landed. But on his way there Knowlton was likely prevailed upon by General Putnam—who may, despite his brave words, have been having second thoughts as to the wisdom of a knockdown fight at the redoubt—to withdraw to Bunker Hill and establish a strong defense there to forestall a British rush for the Neck and keep an escape route open for Prescott’s men. Once the British attack began in earnest, the Connecticuters could fire off a few volleys at the enemy before themselves wriggling free from Howe’s noose and withdrawing. There would be neither a “battle of Bunker Hill” nor a capitulation, merely another Lexington writ larger.

Meanwhile, on the coast, as his scarlet-clad soldiers formed into three orderly lines, Howe paused. There in the distance, toward Bunker Hill, he could see thickening clouds of men where there were supposed to be none—as well as a defended position, also not there just an hour or two before. Suddenly, his first wave of 1,550 redcoats—a force he had assumed would be more than sufficient to cow Prescott or, if need be, take the redoubt and race ahead to the Neck—looked too few for the job.

What Howe was witnessing were Colonels John Stark and James Reed’s New Hampshire regiments taking their place alongside Knowlton at a place commonly dubbed the “rail fence.” Soon, even more men would arrive in response to the alarms being sounded throughout the American camps. “Turn out! The enemy’s all landed at Charlestown,” Stephen Jenkins of Captain John Noyes’s company remembered crying.80 What had happened was that General Ward, informed of Howe’s arrival, had finally decided that he must hold the British at the peninsula rather than passively wait for them in Cambridge and had directed every available man to speed to Charlestown. There was going to be a battle, after all.

Reacting to the American change of plan, Howe improvised. It was now critical to amputate the peninsula from the Neck without delay. As it was, Americans were already streaming over Bunker Hill.81 No longer could the redoubt be the primary objective and seizing the Neck the secondary; now, rail fence and redoubt were of equal importance. Both needed to fall in order to conquer the peninsula. To that end, once the second wave of troops arrived, Howe split his forces more or less in half.

He would command the right division, comprising the nippy Light infantry (about 350 men), the ponderous Grenadier spearhead (about the same), and 500 to 600 line troops of the 5th and 52nd Regiments. He assigned the left division to Brigadier General Robert Pigot. That wing, of 600 to 750 line troops drawn mostly from the 38th and 43rd Regiments, would eventually be joined by the 47th Regiment and the 1st Marines under Major Thomas Pitcairn, adding another 600 to its number. Remaining behind in Boston as reserve but already preparing to leave were 140 men of the Light and Grenadier companies of the 63rd Regiment and the 2nd Marines.82

Howe’s men were entrusted with the task of breaking the rail fence and thence rushing to block Charlestown Neck. In the meantime, Pigot’s men would assault the redoubt and then swing rearward to flank the rail fence, should it still be standing. It was a tall order, but Howe expected a quick victory thanks to his excellent land artillery. After all, no fewer than six 6-pounders, two 12-pounders, and two 5.5-inch howitzers would soften up the defenders before the attacks even began.83 Probably begged by Pigot for extra support, Howe shifted several of his guns to the center to help enfilade the breastwork shoring up Prescott’s redoubt. This would ultimately prove to be a wise decision.

Howe’s artillery alone might have been sufficient to cleanse the peninsula of militiamen but for a disastrous problem with his ammunition supply. Possibly due to the incompetence, or inattention, of his colonel of artillery, Samuel Cleaveland, who, it was widely rumored, “spends his whole time in dallying with the schoolmaster’s daughters,” Howe brought over crates of twelve-pound balls but no six-pounders, rendering most of his guns useless.84 Perhaps, but it is also possible that the soldiers detailed to lug the ammunition simply brought the larger ones by mistake. Alternatively, young Benjamin Lovell, the clerk of artillery stores, might have been prevailed upon by his brother, James Lovell—a future member of the Continental Congress—to send the wrong ammunition deliberately. (The “schoolmaster” referred to above, perhaps not uncoincidentally, was their father, a Loyalist later judged to be insane.)85 Whatever the reason for the mix-up, it meant that Howe would have to rely much more on his infantry than he had originally intended.

For maximum effect, the dual attacks on redoubt and rail fence were to take place simultaneously—a tough proposition owing to the hilly terrain between Howe and Pigot that obscured their sightlines and left them unable to communicate in a timely manner. The upshot was that the two wings would have to work autonomously, each commander hoping that his counterpart was keeping both pace and to the plan.

Within minutes at the beach, this optimistic scheme would come to grief.

4. The Beach

As ten companies of Howe’s Grenadiers, backed up by the 5th and 52nd Regiments, splayed across the field, eleven companies of Light infantry formed below in a narrow but long column on the peninsula’s “beach”—in actuality a muddy, stony shelf several yards wide at low tide. The intention was to launch a sneak flank attack while the heavy and regular troops diverted the attention of the rail-fence defenders with a frontal advance.

Within minutes of arriving at the rail fence, Colonel Stark, however, had perceived the danger and sent one of his best companies under Captain John Moore—a wily veteran of the French and Indian War—to clamber down the bank and build a low stone wall, behind which they were now crouched in a triple row. Owing to the curvature of the shoreline, the Lights and the Americans could not see each other.1

The British had not thought to scout ahead, and the leading company of the Lights—that of the 23rd Regiment, better known as the Royal Welch Fusiliers—advanced confidently to its doom, four men abreast in eight rows.2 Not until they were 100 to 150 yards away from the stone wall did it begin to dawn on the Lights that the Americans had anticipated their move. When they finally saw Moore and his militiamen, the British probably halted around the curve to consult urgently with Howe via messenger.

Howe ordered forward the Lights. It was the worst possible plan of attack, but he desperately needed to coordinate their advance with that of his Grenadiers against the rail fence. The 23rd Regiment’s Lights began to pick up speed; once they were between 50 and 80 yards from the American position, Moore’s Yankee accent could be heard bawling for his men to open fire. When the first volley smashed into the 23rd, the front rows immediately toppled over, and the men behind them, suddenly stopping short, began tripping over their fallen comrades as those farther back collided with those in front of them. The slippery mud, the ankle-twisting rocks, and the tide’s lapping waves only compounded the confusion. The officers desperately tried to rally their men into some sort of order as incessant sheets of fire roiled the ranks. It did no good. Within a minute, at least a third of the company was down. Miraculously, not a single man was killed instantly—testament to the Americans’ lack of murderous accuracy, which had been sacrificed for rapidity—though over the coming months two corporals, a drummer, and six privates would die of their injuries; a sergeant and four privates remained disabled, probably permanently.3 To the Americans, no other battle action “exhibit[ed] equal scenes of blood in so short a time from so few men engaged.”4 Abigail Adams informed her husband, John, two days later that “our enemies were cut down like grass before the scythe.”5

The remaining men of the 23rd naturally recoiled backward to escape the furious slaughter. As they could not run sideways, there was nowhere for them to go but to barge, pushing and brawling, into the ranks of the unit behind them—the Lights of the 4th Regiment—instigating further derangement as companies successively collapsed under continuing American fusillades.

This phenomenon of panic rippling through the ranks is a relatively common one. A Prussian named Küster who fought at the battle of Hochkirch in 1758 recalled what it felt like to be unexpectedly gripped by panic: “All of a sudden I was overtaken by a fear which deprived me of all my courage, and a terror which set my limbs a-trembling. A little child could have pushed me over.”6 Then came the relentlessly insistent urge to run.

Panic rarely breaks out simultaneously among an entire group. Instead, flight involves at first only a few individuals—like the survivors of the 23rd or Küster—whose behavior then adversely influences those nearby. Once it begins, the effect of “panic upon a multitude,” said an officer who saw troops fall to pieces in 1780, is “like sympathy, it is irresistible where it touches.”7 The astounding rapidity with which the cantagion spreads “can only be fully realized by those who have witnessed a false alarm on a dark night with an army in the field,” warned Viscount Wolseley, a nineteenth-century general. “When under the influence of panic, men for the moment are mad, and act without reason. Whilst the fit lasts, they are capable of the most idiotic actions [and] nothing but some violent shock … or some chance and often trifling occurrence brings them back to the grave realities of their position.”8

At the bloody beach, there was no such “violent shock” to bring the Lights back to their senses. Instead, the situation only worsened when the rear units—which had suffered no casualties—took fright as the forward companies came scrambling pell-mell around the curve. The men at the back had not yet seen what was happening up front. They had heard the cries of pain and the crash of muskets, they smelled the smoke, they felt the anxiety wafting in the air, but this excess of sensory stimuli went unmatched by hard information. In the absence of data on what lay around the fatal bend—ultimately, just a company of militiamen, greatly outnumbered—they could not make rational assessments of risks and probabilities. So they imagined instead the fearful and awful things awaiting them: a battery of artillery, perhaps, or American cavalry, or thousands of reinforcements. Dread of the unknown turned these otherwise disciplined infantrymen into a stampeding horde, proving the old military rule of thumb that it is always the troops in the least immediate danger who turn and run first.9

According to Peter Thacher, who was watching the debacle from across the Mystic River, the entire column of Lights “retreated in very great disorder down to the point where they [had] landed, and there some of them even [scrambled] into their boats.” Their officers, chasing them, used “the most passionate gestures and even push[ed] forward the men with their swords.” After a time, they successfully managed to prod some of the men back onto the beach, but when they suffered another of Moore’s broadsides, the remnant of the Lights again fled to Moulton’s Point and the safety of their landing craft.10 Howe’s flanking gambit had failed disastrously.

Worse, some of the shaken and shuddering remnants of the Lights scrambled up to the field above, where the Grenadiers had started their advance toward the rail fence, and opened fire. They were, in the words of an officer writing in the Edinburgh Advertiser, “in such consternation that they fired at random, and unfortunately killed several of [the Grenadier] officers.” For a more precise account of what happened, we must rely on a private letter written by Lieutenant Colonel James Abercrombie, who was commanding the Grenadier companies. The Lights, said Abercrombie, “gave me a plumper [army slang for volley] and killed two officers and three privates.” Perhaps another twenty men were wounded. Abercrombie himself was shot in the middle of his right thigh and would die of an infection five days later, but not before understatedly mentioning that the Lights “must be drilled before they are carried to action again.”11

Abercrombie’s comment highlights a deeper truth regarding the beach assault. The real cause of the collapse on the beach was not the tactical situation—had the British surged ahead, Moore’s defenders would have been overrun—but the Lights’ unreadiness for combat. They were, in other words, susceptible to disintegration even before Moore unleashed his volleys. Historically, when a unit with a large proportion of battle-seasoned veterans panics, the underlying reason is often administrative incompetence: excessive demands on already combat-stressed men or retention at the battlefront past their peak effectiveness.12 Raw or inexperienced soldiers, in contrast, tend to run when unpleasantly shocked by enemy action or the novelty of combat. Lacking the bonds of unit pride and loyalty to comrades, which require substantial spells of training and service to develop, individuals have little to lose if they forbear sacrificing themselves for the greater good of the outfit or their friends.13 Even so, the presence of a respected leader can often induce them to return to their positions either by appeals to remember their duty or by a violent act (such as shooting “cowards”).14

On that beach, not only were there few such respected leaders, either because they were dead or too new to their positions (Captain Thomas Mecan had taken over the 23rd Lights only that morning) to have earned sufficient trust, but British morale, experience, and training were also quite poor to begin with.

There is a long-standing idea that the British army was at the time the finest in the world.15 Perhaps it was, but even so, the regiments stationed in Boston in 1775 could not be said to be the cream of the crop. Too often forgotten is that before the running skirmish at Lexington and excepting a minor war against the Caribs, the British had not seen real combat since the battles of Minden and the Plains of Abraham (both times against the French) in 1759. Back then, more than half of British soldiers had been older than thirty, with a fair deal of fighting under their belts. By Bunker Hill, that cohort of now-gray-haired veterans had mostly retired. Though there were still a few “Old Soldiers” around—such as John Henderson, a veteran of Culloden in 1746 and a soldier under Wolfe at Quebec—who could keep order among the younger men when the lead started flying































































5. The Rail Fence


































































To Rebecca, without whom this book could not

have been written, and to Edmund (aged five),

without whom it might have been written faster.
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