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Once again to Kitty, Clay, Callie, and Careen




I return’d to this place on the 15 & brought with me the Cannon being nearly the time I conjectur’d it would take us to transport them to here, It is not easy [to] conceive the difficulties we have had in getting them over the Lake owing to the advanc’d Season of the Year & contrary winds, but the danger is now past & three days ago it was very uncertain whether we could have gotten them until next spring, but now please God they must go . . . if that should be the case I hope in 16 or 17 days’ time to be able to present to your Excellency a noble train of artillery.

—Letter from Henry Knox to General George Washington
December 17, 1775

The reflection upon my situation and that of the army produces many an uneasy hour when all around me are wrapped in sleep. . . . [F]ew people know the predicament we are in.

—Letter from George Washington
January 14, 1776
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NOTE TO THE READER

Sources for Henry Knox’s 1775 expedition are often contradictory. Even Tom Lovell’s painting of the Noble Train is suspect. It is one of the few paintings that shows how Henry Knox transported sixty tons of cannon in 1775. Lovell, an illustrator during the early twentieth century, stated that he did a lot of historical research before attempting a painting. In his depiction we see the Noble Train coming through the snowy Berkshire mountains with four oxen pulling a five-thousand-pound sled, and teamsters and militia men struggling with ropes and calling out to one another. A man in a blue tricornered hat who looks like an officer is Henry Knox. Behind are the great mountains of the Berkshires; the train of cannons on heavy wooden sleds stretches as far as the eye can see. This painting is the product of Tom Lovell’s imagination after reading as much as he could about Henry Knox’s expedition.

    Like the Knox expedition, the painting is clouded by obfuscation. There are historians who question whether Knox used oxen to pull his cannons from Fort Ticonderoga to Cambridge, Massachusetts. Horses might have been used instead, which throws doubt on the impression of the painting. The snow and the cold prevented Henry Knox from writing anything other than short notes in his journal. He pulled out the ragged book along the trail as the oxen or horses puffed steam and the men rested. Knox wrote in his torn and sometimes wet journal hastily, sitting on a stump or on the edge of one of the sleds and scribbling impressions and notes. Then he was off again. Henry Knox kept the thirty-page diary at the beginning of the trip, his notes eventually tapering off by the time he reached Cambridge with the artillery. The entries largely cover logistics: who was paid and how far they traveled on a given day.

John Becker Jr., a twelve-year-old accompanying his father, John Becker Sr., a teamster in charge of the actual freighting of the cannons, kept a journal of reflections on the journey. He then gave an interview to the Albany Gazette in the early nineteenth century and turned over his journal, which covered his and his father’s life and times during the Revolution.

Then there are the papers of Henry Knox, which include official letters and the letters between Henry and his wife Lucy. That takes care of the primary sources for Henry Knox’s expedition in the winter of 1775. Every secondary source written about the Noble Train uses these sources and interprets them in very different ways, if not with entirely contradictory conclusions.

Retired Lieutenant Colonel William L. Browne wrote a small book in 1975, Ye Cohorn Caravan, all of eighty pages, in which he reinterpreted Henry Knox’s diary and came to very different conclusions than others before him. This was a different interpretation of another military man, Thomas M. Campeau, a major in the U.S. Army who in 2015 wrote his master’s thesis on the Noble Train of Artillery, painstakingly re-creating how Henry Knox and the teamsters moved sixty tons (the two men differ on the weight, as well, Browne counting 119,000 pounds of cannons using Knox’s own inventory and Campeau coming in at a whopping 150,200 pounds using the Rothenberg’s Age of Warfare in the Age of Napoleon as a guide) over a semifrozen Lake George using oxen, over the frozen Hudson River four times (the Mohawk River flows into the Hudson ten miles above Albany and Knox, and others use these names interchangeably, sometimes mistakenly identifying the rivers), and through the peaks and valleys of the Berkshire mountains. But the major differs entirely with the lieutenant colonel about how Knox procured his sleds and oxen, where he procured them, who was involved, and where and when it happened. It is as if each man interpreted two different events.

The rest of the secondary sources treat Knox’s feat of transporting vital cannons to George Washington as a minor event with few details and many times in summary. There are several children’s books about the Noble Train but there is no definitive source stating how it happened, so the historian, like Henry Knox during that very cold winter of 1775, must pick a path and commit to it.

What we do know—and what the military men and just about everyone else agrees on—is that during the winter of 1775, Henry Knox headed into the wilderness of Massachusetts and then New York on a knight’s errand for George Washington, and two months later returned with sixty tons (most historians agree on sixty tons, or 120,000 pounds, so we will settle there) of cannons that George Washington then used to force the British from Boston and score the first American victory of the Revolution. That is the path I focused on while writing, and in a sense, it doesn’t really matter if historians disagree about where Knox procured his eighty oxen and forty-two sleds or if he used more horses or more oxen. What matters is that Henry Knox, in the winter of 1775, did something that everyone said was impossible: pulling cannons with a combined weight of twenty-eight SUVs through the wilderness, over frozen lakes and rivers, and through mountains, thereby saving the American Revolution. This simple truth is the story of the Noble Train.




PROLOGUE

1775

Necessity is the mother of invention.

—English proverb

No one believed the Americans could beat the British, and many were still loyal to the Crown with Loyalists centered in Boston after the British holed up in the city, licking their wounds from Bunker Hill. The patriots had scattered into the countryside and joined the newly formed army laying siege outside of Boston. It was essentially a disparate army of farmers coalesced from the surrounding towns. The American general who assumed command of the colonial forces outside Boston had for the last fifteen years lived the life of a genteel farmer.

George Washington was appointed by the Continental Congress to lead the justly named Continental Army, a collection of colonial militias that had fought bravely at Lexington and Concord and then finally Bunker Hill. But they were not an army, and the southerner George Washington, who had named himself “his excellency,” knew nothing about the New England men who would be under his command. He knew even less about how to lay siege to Boston, where the British could resupply at will from the ocean and could wait out the undisciplined colonists.

King George III had declared the colonies in rebellion and the war was “manifestly carried on for the purposes of establishing an independent empire.”1 The king then threw down the gauntlet. “I need not dwell upon the fatal effects of such a plan. The object is too important, the spirit of the British nation too high, the resources with which God hath blessed her too numerous, to give up so many colonies which she has planned with great industry, nursed with great tenderness, encouraged with many commercial advantages, and protected and defended at much expense of blood and treasure.”2

King George sent reinforcements to America with his best generals—William Howe, John Burgoyne, and Henry Clinton—to put down the American rebellion. These would be backed up by naval forces and foreign mercenaries. By spring 1776, there would be twenty thousand British in New England. Washington had to dislodge the British in Boston, but without the use of cannons to threaten the British fleet and the city, he could do nothing.

    Bunker Hill had shown that the colonists could fight, but the army was quickly falling apart from disease, expiring enlistments, desertion, and lack of money, weapons, and gunpowder. Many farmers had to return to plant the spring crops. Washington needed artillery to force the British from their stronghold, but the only cannons were in the recently taken British Fort Ticonderoga, which was 150 miles below Canada. There were three hundred miles of frozen rivers, lakes, unchartered wilderness, and mountains between Washington’s army and the sixty tons of artillery. The task of bringing the cannons to Cambridge was deemed impossible. Many of the colonies had yet to send their representatives to the Continental Congress in Philadelphia and awaited the outcome of Boston. The British could afford to sit and wait while the Americans withered away. A sudden attack against the weakened colonial army could end the American Revolution before it began.




I

THE BOOKSELLER AND THE GENERAL
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    FORT TICONDEROGA/LAKE CHAMPLAIN

May 10, 1775

    Taking care to dip their paddles, Benedict Arnold and Ethan Allen silently rowed across Lake Champlain, straining their eyes in the half light. Ripples from their boats swished across the still lake in the morning silence. More of Arnold’s men were supposed to be coming over. They had staggered the boats; the first wave was the Green Mountain Boys, a loosely connected outlaw militia that took orders only from its leader, Ethan Allen. This had forced Arnold to the realization that he would have to share command with the pushy Allen, if only to ensure that the two small armies didn’t turn on each other.

A faint pink brimmed in the east. Soon the boats would be visible to the sentries in the fort. If the men lost the element of surprise, they could be massacred on the water. Fort Ticonderoga was perched in the corner of northern New York State. It was valuable to the Americans for many reasons, but a major one was the store of cannons at the fort. As much as sixty tons of artillery were said to be within its great walls, and the British were slow to recognize the fort’s renewed strategic importance as a back door to their rebellious colonies. Overlooking a portage river connecting Lake Champlain and Lake George, British General Gage was one of the few who realized the fort’s importance and instructed Quebec’s governor, General Guy Carleton, to reinforce the fort before the colonists tried to capture it.

The Connecticut Militia captain Benedict Arnold also believed that the fort was vulnerable early on. The Provincial Congress of Massachusetts rounded up the funds for Allen to attack the fort, and the Massachusetts Committee of Safety gave him a colonel’s commission along with a stipend of £100 pounds, gunpowder, and the authority to enlist four hundred men. Meanwhile Ethan Allen and his one hundred Green Mountain Boys in the New Hampshire Grants territory also had become aware of the fort’s strategic importance and headed north. When Arnold heard of Allen’s plans, he rode so furiously that his horse collapsed. Reaching headquarters in Bennington, Vermont, Arnold learned that Allen had already headed north and was awaiting more men. Arnold finally caught up with him at Fairhaven, only to discover that Allen’s Green Mountain Boys would follow only their self-styled leader.

[image: chpt_fig_001]

The journey of Henry Knox’s Noble Train in the winter of 1775–1776. AS Barnes, New York, 1958

Now they sat in two flat-bottomed boats on Lake George, a lake so pure priests requested its waters to fill their founts for baptisms. Dawn now backlit the massive British Fort Ticonderoga, which had come to be known as the Gibraltar of North America. The fort had long been a flashpoint for France and Britain’s fight for control of the continent. The French began construction in 1755, and Fort Carillon soon became Fort Ticonderoga, a pathway for the French to Britain’s colonies. The British attacked on July 8, 1758, attempting to seize control. After a bloody battle in which they outnumbered the French army nearly five to one, the British were defeated, losing two thousand men in the Battle of Carillon. It was France’s greatest victory of the French and Indian War.

The British returned in July 1759 and succeeded in capturing the fort. Before surrendering, the French blew up the powder magazine and the fort fell into disrepair. The strategic importance of Ticonderoga once again had become important with the outbreak of hostilities at Concord. The British realized too late that it would threaten the back of the American forces around Boston and hadn’t moved to reinforce the small force of soldiers, women, and children. The fort was truly low-hanging fruit in the opening salvo of the American Revolution and a door to taking British-held Quebec.

Benedict Arnold looked at the fort again. The large black ramparts of Fort Ticonderoga were breaking the skyline. It was now or never. He and Allen conferred and decided to move ahead with the men that they had. The order was given and the boatmen began to row steadily toward the fort. Arnold pulled back the hammer on his musket as they reached the river leading to Ticonderoga and then floated toward the entrance.

The army of Green Mountain Boys reached the south gate, and Arnold reminded himself that a spy had told him that Ticonderoga was poorly defended. The musty fort was quiet, with blue smoke trailing from a pile of burning logs. Arnold rushed in as a lone sentry fled after misfiring his musket. Allen and the Green Mountain Boys stormed the fort, waking the sleeping British in their barracks and confiscating their weapons. Lieutenant Jocelyn Feitham of the British army woke Captain William Delaplace, who demanded to know by what authority the Americans were taking the fort. Arnold quickly replied, “in the name of the Great Jehovah and the Continental Congress!”1 Delaplace surrendered his sword and the fort fell to the Americans.

It was swift and anticlimactic as the Green Mountain Boys took to plundering and breaking into the well-stocked wine cellar. Arnold, who had been hired by the Connecticut Committee of Correspondence to bring back whatever he could find, looked for the artillery reported to be in the fort. He walked toward the walls and saw the cannons and counted 150 pieces consisting of cannons, mortars, and howitzers. Two of the cannons were five-thousand-pound Big Berthas. The black pig iron of the cannons glistened with dew and many of the mortars had rusted.

It was the only real artillery the Americans had, but two rivers, unchartered wilderness, lakes, mountains, and three hundred miles lay between the American army surrounding Boston and Fort Ticonderoga. Benedict Arnold stared at the rusting cannons, many in disintegrating wooden carriages. A lot of the cannons had not been fired for twenty years and looked as if they would never fire again. Arnold had been tasked with taking the fort, but he had no idea how to get the cannons to the men who needed them. He watched the Green Mountain Boys upending jugs of rum and turned back to the rusting cannons, shaking his head. There was simply no way to move the heavy cannons to Boston. Only a fool would even attempt it.
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BOSTON ON EDGE

March 5, 1770

Henry Knox strutted along with his pigeon-toed gait. A heavy young man, he carried his weight like a man toting a bowling ball under his vest. It was a cold night in Boston with a hardened crust of snow on the ground. Candles flickered through frosted windows. His hard shoes clicked on cobblestones. It was still winter though there had been several thaws.

Knox walked briskly, his ponytail and scarf trailing over his shoulder. His ruffled shirt, vest, and coat were thin for the weather, and he wore another scarf wrapped around his left hand. He was all of nineteen.

Knox navigated Boston’s icy, crooked streets on which he had run as a boy and then as a young man in the South End Boston gangs. A bit of rum burned pleasantly in his stomach after visiting friends. He had been on his own since he was nine, when his father, an unsuccessful shipbuilder, abandoned the family. He then joined a South End gang and found he was taller than most of the boys and stronger. The gangs battled it out in bloody fistfights, with Henry winning most of the fights and taking on the leaders of other gangs. For three years he was the toughest boy in the neighborhood.

On Pope’s Night, his prowess with his fists held him in good stead. Each gang carried an effigy of the pope and the devil to Union Street, where fights broke out and the gangs tried to capture opposing effigies. The South End gang that Knox led had theirs in a heavy cart that lost a wheel. Knox put his shoulder under the axle and held the cart up while the boys fixed it, and they proceeded on to the center of town. Word spread of the strength of Henry Knox.

This was all years before. Henry ticked off the corners where he and the gang once congregated. He passed the darkened Boston Latin Grammar School he attended before he went to work to support his mother and three-year-old brother William. One of ten brothers, four of whom survived until adulthood, Henry’s older brothers John and Benjamin had left years before to become merchant seamen, and Henry’s new job was his salvation.

Messrs. Wharton and Bowes ran a fashionable bookshop in south Boston and agreed to hire the boy. They showed their new employee around and pointed out the books that might help his education, “volumes on mathematics and history, Greek and Latin classics, and literature—telling him that he could take any home to study. His employers said they would tutor him in the craft of binding and repairing books and teach him everything about the trade. Henry was then put to work running errands and doing chores around the shop, helping customers and making deliveries.”1 Mathematics, science, and engineering quickly became favorites and, later, military engineering. He simply could not read enough about what men constructed during times of war.

Henry took on the job with secret pride, believing he could save the family from financial ruin and restore the Knox name. Descended from crusading nobility in Scotland, William Knox was “lord of Gifford; a manor near Edinburgh in the Scottish Lowlands,”2 and the brother of John Knox, who led the Reformation movement preaching Calvinist conversion and furthering the Protestant cause in a predominantly Catholic country led by Mary, queen of Scots. The conflict between Catholic and Protestants drove Henry’s family to Northern Ireland and eventually America.

Henry’s father, William Knox, sailed from Dublin in 1729 at age seventeen. William was part of a congregation that departed Derry Island for the New World and established the Church of Presbyterian Strangers on Bury Street. The strapping young man became a shipbuilder then a merchant and made money in the new economy building ships for 25 to 50 percent less than England due to the availability of cheap labor and lumber. The Irishman prospered, buying a wharf in Boston Harbor, a construction yard, and a “picturesque, two-story, wood sided home with a gambrel roof and two fireplaces on Sea Street.”3 William’s home had a white picket fence and overlooked the harbor, where he could see the goods arriving that he would sell for a profit. His courtship of Mary Campbell sealed his success as an early rags-to-riches parable in Boston’s rapidly evolving social structure.

The couple married, and Henry Knox was born in the new home on July 25, 1750. Henry was a rambunctious child who sought adventure at an early age. He and childhood friend David McClure attempted to “fly” by climbing onto the roof of a shed and sliding down the length of an oar to feel the sensation of flight. Knox’s parents recognized early their son’s intelligence. The Boston Latin Grammar School was founded a year before Harvard and counted Benjamin Franklin and Samuel Adams as alumni. Knox read verses of the Bible before the stern headmaster John Lovell in order to gain entrance.

In 1751 the Boston economy slipped into a depression after Parliament passed the Currency Act, which “prohibited the provinces from issuing paper money. The shortage of money led to a sharp drop in prices and many businesses went bankrupt.”4 When his father’s business began to fail, possessions in their home disappeared as William Knox began to sell his property. The home was then sold, and Henry and his brothers moved into a smaller home when he was eight. His father, broken by the failure of his business, boarded a ship for St. Eustatius in the West Indies, leaving Henry, his mother, and his brother to fend for themselves. Years later word came that his father had died at age fifty in the Caribbean and Henry felt the abandonment keenly, swearing to himself to never abandon his own family as his father had.

In the Boston bookshop, young Henry had a big personality that filled the book-lined store, which served as something akin to a literary salon. It provided a liberal education for “clergymen, merchants, seamen, mothers, and daughters,”5 but the military veterans who came looking for books held Henry enthralled. The old soldiers described battles with the French and the Indians in the continuing war for the Ohio River valley and exchanged tales of an expedition led by “Massachusetts governor William Shirley to capture Fort Niagara in 1755 and the victorious siege of Louisburg three years later to protect the gateway of the St. Lawrence River.”6 The soldiers kept Knox riveted in place long into the night, the voices of high adventure painting pictures against the flickering tallow light.

Knox’s intelligence, ability to listen, and wit caused men like Whig leader Samuel Adams to remark that Knox was “a young gentleman of very good reputation.”7 He plunged into Plutarch’s Lives, loving the stories of ancient battles and using his knowledge of Latin from grammar school to teach himself French. John Adams, a young lawyer, also noticed that Knox was “a youth who attracted my notice for his pleasing manners and inquisitive turn of mind.”8

A few months before his eighteenth birthday, Knox watched a local military parade and became fascinated with a train of artillery commanded by Lieutenant Adino Paddock. Paddock, the local chair maker, had the artillery unit fire their three-pound brass cannon, shaking the windows of the bookstore. The artillery company was known as “the Train,” and Knox quickly joined, learning that “to be a competent soldier encompassed more than just valor, honor, and duty, there was an underlying, dispassionate science to military art.”9

Firing a cannon and building fortifications required understanding engineering and calculus, and Knox ramped up his study in the bookstore, poring over books like Sharpe’s Military Guide, and borrowing other books from the Harvard library. Knox had to know how to calculate range and heading in order to hit a distant target, and he also came to understand how to transport cannons weighing several tons. The symphony of firing an eighteenth-century cannon was a dance that required precision and coordination.

A cannon crew was usually comprised of six to ten men with an officer in charge. The officer had overall command and determined the target, range, and accuracy but usually didn’t participate in the actual firing. The “firer” held a linstock, which is a long wooden stick, to grip a slow match, usually a burning cord treated with potassium nitrate. The linstock allows the firer to light the cannon without getting hit by the recoil. Once everyone was in place, the careful choreography of firing the cannon was initiated. The cannon was searched with a “worm” to make sure all shot was gone. Then the barrel was swabbed with a wet sheepskin skin to extinguish lingering embers with the vent hole stopped up. A new powdered cartridge—usually black powder sewn in a fabric bag—was placed in the cannon then rammed down the barrel. Then paper or usually hay was jammed down along with the shot. The powder bag was pricked through the vent hole with a sharpened iron bar, powder poured in for priming, and “primed” shouted out. The crew then moved to firing positions with the command “make ready,” and the burning match attached to the linstock was touched to the venthole and the cannon fired.

Firing a cannon appealed to the inquisitive young man in the bookstore, but it was during the far-ranging discussions under the candlelight that the real education of Henry Knox occurred. Political discussions elbowed in with the odious Townshend Revenue Acts leading the charge. The act placed a duty on “tea, glass, red and white lead, paper and paint in an attempt to raise £20,000 to pay the salaries of royal governors and crown officials as well as for British troops in America.”10 Knox must have remembered the destruction of his father’s business at the hands of the Currency Act passed by Parliament, the long hand of personal disaster reaching across the ocean once again.

Samuel Adams organized a continental boycott of British goods, and the bookshop canceled orders from Boston with a subsequent drop in revenue. The young man listened to radicals like John Adams who frequented the bookstore and seeded a distrust of the British along the faint dream of independence for America. Knox’s store catered to both sides of the political fence with Tories on one side and young Harvard students and professors, the “campus radicals” of Boston, on the other. Knox often met at the Green Dragon Tavern with young zealots where discussions of British tyranny swirled among coffee, tea, beer, and wine. But his final evolution was about to come.

Henry Knox turned the corner, passing down the winding streets, where a whiff of the harbor lingered in the air, the scent of dead fish and the tar used on the ships. The moon shone brightly and at times he saw his shadow on the snowy cobblestone streets. Lately Knox had been thinking of starting his own bookstore after having worked in the trade for eleven years. His own bookstore would be a revelation, but the Parliamentary Acts had kicked off another boycott of English goods, and he could order no books from London. He could do nothing until Britain lifted the odious tax on all imports.

Knox made his way down the streets without lamps. He could see very well with the crisp snow lapping the window crests and the ruddy glow of candles against frosted glass. It was 9:00 p.m. and the streets were empty. There had been much talk of not being out after dark. The “lobsterbacks” were up in arms over the beating of several soldiers by workers at the Gray’s Rope Manufacturing factory. Knox didn’t think about the warnings. He was a fighter and he had proved it many times in the street gangs. Now, at six feet tall, broad shouldered, with a heavy build that topped 250 pounds, he had the booming voice of a sailor and saw no problems he couldn’t handle.

Boston had been simmering ever since the Massachusetts House of Representatives had responded to the Townshend Acts with the boycott of taxed goods. The British countered by sending the fifty-gun warship HMS Romney into Boston Harbor along with four regiments of British soldiers. Knox had watched the smartly dressed soldiers march into town as Boston became an immediate flashpoint for confrontations between the redcoats and Bostonians. Two regiments eventually left Boston in 1769 but the Fourteenth and Twenty-Ninth Regiments remained. Life in the city had changed. “Boston had become an armed camp and spectacles such as public floggings for military deserters became frequent at the Commons. The British commanders ordered that a cannon be placed directly in front of the Massachusetts Provincial House, which had been converted into a barracks.”11

Knox heard the urgent low voices in the bookstore and their talk of rebellion and independence from Britain. This excited the young nineteen-year-old who felt the passion of the “Sons of Liberty,” as many called themselves now. “Like many in town, Knox seethed at this threat to his freedom.” He became friends with many in the Sons of Liberty including “Benjamin Edes and Jonathan Gil, publishers of the Boston Gazette, and Paul Revere, the silversmith and sometime dentist.”12

Knox continued, hearing the soft crunch of his shoes. The clear strike of church bells rang in the frigid air. It was a call of distress for fire, and he began to run toward Provincial House, where the British were waking up along with the town. The catalyst for the ringing bells was a young wigmaker’s apprentice named Edward Garrick who had yelled at a British officer, Captain Lieutenant John Goldfinch, while crossing King Street, “There goes that mean fellow who had not paid my master for dressing his hair!”13 The debt had been settled, but Private Hugh White, standing guard in front of the Customs House, heard Gar-rick. White had been involved in the Gray’s Rope fight before and called out to the boy that he should be more respectful of officers and then shouted, “Show me your face!”14

“I’m not afraid to show my face to any man,” Garrick shouted back, approaching White and poking him in the chest with his finger.15

The British soldier swung his musket, clubbing Garrick in the head with the stock. The boy fell to the ground, stunned, then jumped up and ran off. A witness who saw the redcoat strike the boy rang the fire alarm that brought Henry Knox and fifty other Bostonians on the run. Knox ran into the square, his breath puffing into the cold night. He saw Garrick return with friends and begin throwing snowballs at Private White.

“There is the soldier who knocked me down,” Garrick yelled.16

Knox felt his heart throb. There had been fights in the last few months between the British, the townspeople, and Loyalists. Several people who found themselves on the wrong side of quickly gathered mobs had been tarred and feathered. Loyalists and soldiers had become targets ever since the Boston Tea Party and the Intolerable Acts. Boston was a loaded keg of gunpowder, and it was only a matter of time before the flint was struck. More snowballs, sticks, bottles, stones started to pelt Private White, who loaded and primed his musket.

“The lobster is going to fire!” another boy yelled out.17

Knox turned and ordered the boys to leave the soldier alone. Henry then turned to the soldier. “If you fire, you must die for it!”18

It was an amazing moment. Knox put himself in the middle of the fight, but it was a British law that deemed capital punishment for any soldier who fired on civilians without an explicit order. The crowd had grown with some holding torches. The frightened British soldier backed up to the Custom House. “I don’t care,” he yelled to Knox. “If they touch me, I’ll fire!”19 He then retreated to the door of the Custom House and, pounding on the wood, shouted, “Turn out the Main Guard!”20

A servant rushed from the custom house to the British barracks and screamed, “They are killing the sentinel!”21

Six soldiers with fixed bayonets from the Twenty-Ninth Regiment led by Captain Thomas Preston rushed to White’s aid. Knox persisted, telling the captain that if the soldiers fired, it would be death for them all. He shouted at the regimental commander, “Take your men back again, if they fire, your life must answer of the consequences!”22

The crowd shouted at the soldiers, moving closer: “Lay aside your guns and we are ready for you. . . . Come on you rascals, you bloody backs, you lobster scoundrels, fire if you dare. We know you dare not!”23

“I know what I am about,” the captain yelled at Knox as his men loaded their muskets.24 Several soldiers pushed back against the colonists, now numbering eighty. The six men formed a semicircle around Private White as the crowd continued to grow to two hundred and began to throw more snowballs, taunting the soldiers. Knox felt all the anger that had been swirling around the bookstore during the last year rushing out and catching fire like flames starved for oxygen. The crowd continued to taunt the soldiers, daring them to act.

“Fire! Fire!”

“You are cowardly rascals,” another man shouted, “for bringing arms against naked men!”25

Torches gave the scene a lurid cast. Knox knew the pent-up passions that had begun well before the Boston Tea Party had erupted into the open. Richard Palmes, a local innkeeper, approached Captain Preston with a cudgel and asked if the muskets were loaded. Preston assured him that they were but that the soldiers wouldn’t fire unless he ordered them to. The match to the American Revolution would be a heavy stick thrown at British Private Montgomery.

Private Montgomery fell to the street and dropped his musket, shouting for his men to fire. He picked up his musket while Palmes swung his cudgel at Montgomery and then at Captain Preston. The British muskets flashed with fire in the cold darkness. Captain Preston was clubbed to the ground by Palmes, and the crowd began running for their lives. Henry Knox heard a second round of shots and saw smoke rolling out across the town square. He saw the first man killed in the American Revolution, a mixed-race former slave, Crispus Atticus, who had been shot in the chest with two balls. The owner of the rope factory, John Gray, died next with a clean shot to the head. Mariner James Caldwell was hit in the back twice by two musket balls and died instantly. Eight more people were wounded with Samuel Maverick, an apprentice ivory turner, dying a few hours later, and Patrick Carr, an Irish immigrant, lingering for two weeks before expiring.

It was over in seconds. Henry Knox stared at the snow laced with blood. All the talk in the bookstore and the loss of his father’s business and subsequent abandonment meant nothing compared to the blood in the snow on the Boston street. It was his baptism of fire, and Knox felt a deep hatred for the British he hadn’t known before. The British were already reloading as Preston told them to stand down, striking their flintlocks with his hand. Knox tried to help with the wounded being dragged away, leaving rivers of blood across the snow. The entire town had awoken now to the news that the British had fired on the townspeople and many were dead. Bostonians ran to the intersection of King and Exchange Streets to stare at the carnage.

Knox heard a townsman say that five thousand people were massing on a nearby street as battle drums beat throughout the city. “To Arms! To Arms!”26 The cry engulfed the young bookseller as Massachusetts Lieutenant Governor Thomas Hutchinson rushed into the street to plead with the gathering mob to return to their homes and let the law take its course. He told the British to return to their barracks as well. “The law,” he pleaded, “should have its course,” and he would “live and die by the law!”27

Knox later told magistrates what he had witnessed. Preston and the other soldiers who had fired were arrested later that night. The next morning, Henry went to a town meeting at Faneuil Hall along with twelve hundred others, where a statement was written demanding the British troops leave Boston. It was the first known organization of rebellion that Henry Knox attended. Samuel Adams along with a committee of fifteen were sent to meet with the lieutenant governor. The Twenty-Ninth Regiment, which had been involved in the shooting, was ordered to leave Boston, but the Fourteenth Regiment remained.

Knox watched in amazement as patriots from the surrounding towns of Roxbury, Charlestown, Braintree, Dorchester, and Cambridge descended on Boston with muskets at the ready.28 It was a dry run for what would happen at Concord and Lexington, and by nightfall ten thousand rebel colonists were in and around Boston. The British pulled further back to the barracks at Castle William Island in the harbor.

Knox attended the funeral of the four Bostonians on Thursday, March 8, with twenty thousand people marching down Main Street. “Shops were closed, and bells tolled in slow solemn cadence not only in Boston but neighboring towns . . . at 4 p.m. several hearses formed a procession on King Street at the scene of the tragedy. They proceeded up Main Street followed by fifteen to twenty thousand mourners, who marched four and six abreast through the narrow lanes.”29 The Boston Gazette noted, “The distress and sorrow visible on every countenance, together with the peculiar solemnity with which the whole funeral was conducted, surpass description.”30 The bodies were held in a burial vault until the spring thaw. Paul Revere produced a famous engraving of the Boston Massacre showing the British shooting the unarmed citizens of Boston.

Knox returned to the bookstore, and on April 12, Parliament repealed all the surtaxes on goods from America, acknowledging the effectiveness of the boycott. The boycott ended in Boston, and the young bookseller could now order books from London. Henry Knox was ready to leave the bookstore of Wharton and Bowes and strike out on his own; the rebel bookseller would now have his day.
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HIS EXCELLENCY

July 15, 1775

His Excellency George Washington stared at the HMS Cerberus, a twenty-eight-gun British man-of-war that had brought Generals William Howe, John Burgoyne, and Henry Clinton to Boston. The ship was peacefully at anchor in the harbor of Long Wharf, along with three other ships that had had fifty guns or more. They were proud ships with gleaming brass and bright red British flags flapping in the sea wind.

Washington sat astride his white horse with his reddish hair, his fair complexion sunburnt as it usually was, a long aquiline nose, and pale blue eyes that became cold in seconds. At forty-three, he had a few defective teeth and cheeks slightly scarred from smallpox. He was six feet, two inches, with long, powerful thighs, and he weighed 190 pounds. He was in his prime but tired, not having slept since he arrived, trying to catch up all the business of assuming command of an army comprised of a collection of colonial militias.

George Washington was magnificent to look at, and although some thought his title, “his excellency,” ridiculous and overblown, it did seem to fit. He had a commanding quality that people recognized quickly. Some might have called it arrogance—and many did—but no one could deny the mantle of leadership that sat on his shoulders. James Thatcher, a doctor present for Washington’s arrival in Concord, recorded his impression of the new general who was to command what was then called “the army of the United Colonies.”


His excellency was on horseback, in company with several military gentlemen. It was not difficult to distinguish him from all others. His personal appearance is truly noble and majestic, being tall and well proportioned. His dress is a blue coat with buff colored facings, a rich epaulet on each shoulder, buff underdress, and an elegant small sword, a black cockade in his hair.1



A physician from Philadelphia, Benjamin Rush, noted that Washington had “so much martial dignity in his deportment that you could distinguish him to be a general and a soldier from among ten thousand people. There is not a king in Europe that would not look like a valet de chamber by his side.”2 What the two doctors didn’t know about the imposing general was that he had grave doubts about what he was about to undertake. In fact, George Washington “did not feel certain that the Americans could win a war with Britain or even that they could force the British to an accommodation of American liberties.”3

Washington had not been at Concord, Lexington, nor the slaughter of Bunker Hill with its thousand British casualties. He didn’t even know about Bunker Hill until he arrived or the baptism of fire that the men under him had experienced. He simply saw disarray, an army of disparate colonial militias and farmers fresh off the fight and now facing the full might of the British army.

The planter from Virginia had accepted the appointment like a reluctant bride unsure about the marriage but willing to go through with the ceremony. He had responded to Congress with mild protest, “My abilities and a Military experience may not be equal to the extensive and important Trust.”4 George Washington had been retired from the military, but there was honor here, a word Washington used frequently, and he felt it would bring dishonor upon himself, his wife, and his friends to refuse to lead the fight of the American Revolution.

George Washington, for the last fifteen years, had been living the life of a genteel Virginia planter with all the trappings of wealth and status his wife’s money could deliver. His military background was spotty. “His only prior experience had been in backwoods warfare—a very different kind of warfare—and most notably in the Braddock campaign of 1755, which had been a disaster. He was by no means an experienced commander. He had never led an army in battle, never commanded anything larger than a regiment. And never had he directed a siege.”5

The man on horseback staring toward Boston had not had a military career that would warrant his appointment as commander of the newly named Continental Army. He had been consumed for the last two decades with the expansion of his plantation, crops, horses, the finest bourbon, and the best tobacco. John Adams had written to his wife after he put Washington forward to command the Continental Army: “This appointment will have great effect in cementing and securing the union of these colonies.”6 He went on to predict that Washington would become one of the greatest generals the world has ever known. John Adams might have been shocked to know Washington’s greatest desire at one time was to become an officer in the British army. The problem was that the British didn’t want the young officer who had proved several times that he was inept as a commander.

    George Washington was born 1732 to a Virginia planter. His was not a wealthy family, and when his father, Augustine Washington, died in 1743, he left his wife and two sons ten thousand acres and not much more. George had seven years of private tutoring for schooling and none in “Latin or Greek or law, as had so many prominent Virginia patriots.”7 He lived with his half-brother, Lawrence, at Mount Vernon, along with his mother, Mary Ball Washington. She was not a pleasant woman by all accounts, quarrelsome and bitter about her lot in life, and young George would have liked to get away. As a young man Washington was clumsy and awkward. His large hands and feet often got in his way, and he was keenly aware of his lack of wealth and distinguished lineage. He was determined to remake himself and turned to books for instruction. Youths Behavior or Decency in Conversation amongst Men was a manual Washington read to smooth out his rough edges: “In the presence of Others sing not to yourself with a humming noise nor Drum with your fingers or feet. Shake not the head, feet or legs, roll not the eyes, lift not one eyebrow higher than the other, wry not the mouth, and bedew no man’s face with your spittle, by approaching too near him when you speak.”8

Washington developed a strong writing style and a head for mathematics that allowed him to become a surveyor of land at sixteen. He liked to dance, enjoyed parties, and a common quote of the time could have been applied to him: “He liked his glass, his lass, his game of cards.”9 He was passionate about acquiring land, going West and returning in 1748 with fifteen hundred acres. When he turned twenty-one, he “owned several thousand acres, he had leased Mount Vernon (which would soon be his), he was a major in the militia, and he was the surveyor of his county.”10

But Washington craved fame and fortune, and the fighting between France and Britain over control of the continent gave him an opportunity. After an expedition by order of Virginia’s governor to challenge French claims on the Allegheny River valley in 1753, he published a diary, The Journal of Major George Washington, which brought him fame in America and Europe. In 1754, the twenty-two-year-old was assigned to take the fort at the Allegheny and Monongahela Rivers, Fort Duquesne. It went badly, but Washington discovered something: he did not have the typical fear that other men did in battle. “I heard the bullets whistle and believe me there is something charming in the sound,” he wrote in a letter later printed in a London magazine.11

A final debacle ultimately tarnished the young officer. He and a British officer, Thomas Gage, took part in General Braddock’s ill-fated attempt to take Fort Duquesne. Seeing the undisciplined rabble of colonial soldiers did not fit with his ideals of an officer in a military force, and Washington realized he wanted out of the colonial militia system. He wanted an officer’s commission and made overtures to the British but was flatly refused. Perhaps the British simply didn’t see George Washington as officer material. The irony is that Washington would endeavor to create his own version of the British army that had spurned him.

The only real military success that would justify the Continental Congress choosing Washington to lead the American army was his appointment in 1755 as colonel of the Virginia Regiment. It was an opportunity to organize a thousand paid, full-time soldiers. The twenty-three-year-old Washington proved a stern taskmaster with floggings and hangings of deserters that rivaled his British counterparts. But the “blues,” as they came to be called because of their colorful uniforms, gained respect on the frontier in defense of the colony. Colonel George Washington’s regiment came to be regarded as the “toughest” and “best trained” soldiers in the colonies. Governor Dinwiddie said of the regiment, “If it should be said that the troops of Virginia are irregulars, and cannot expect more notice than other provincials . . . I must beg
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