


CHAPTER ONE
From the Battle of Long Island to the Counterattack at Trenton and Princeton


BACKGROUND OF DEFEAT

MORE THAN A DECADE OF INCREASING STRIFE BETWEEN LONDON AND its North American colonies burst into armed conflict in Massachusetts in 1775. Arguments over taxation, trade policy, geographic expansion, and local autonomy caused a rift that led many in the thirteen colonies to support independence. Fighting flared between local “Minuteman” militia and British Regulars in an extended fight that stretched between the towns of Lexington and Concord. After a subsequent brutal battle in Charleston, the “Patriots” bottled up the King’s forces in Boston in what became a stalemate.

The Second Continental Congress meeting in Philadelphia appointed George Washington the commander of the new Continental Army and he proceeded north to personally oversee the besieging forces in Boston. He had cannons captured in upstate New York transported to Boston and emplaced on Dorchester Heights in early March 1776. From these positions the artillery dominated the city and the British were forced to withdraw. The Siege of Boston came to an end as the Royal Navy transported General William Howe and his forces out to sea. The first campaign of the American Revolutionary War had ended with a victory for the Patriots. However, the fighting soon migrated south to New York where Washington’s attempt to hold the city almost cost the new nation its independence. Only a great deal of luck and the incompetence of the British field commander allowed the newly born United States of America to survive the year.

The British had several military options to consider in the effort to suppress the American rebellion. Some in the Royal Navy wanted to adopt a strategy of blockade that would cripple the American economy and eventually force the Continental Congress to the negotiating table with a minimum of bloodshed. This was deemed unworkable as the coastline of the thirteen colonies was too long for even the world’s largest navy to successfully interdict.1 Some in the British military believed that the best course of action was to engage in a savage war of violence and terror—then known as Shrecklichkeit in German—similar to recent wars on the European continent: Towns would have been burned to the ground, the countryside plundered, and civilians ruthlessly attacked by British forces until Patriot will to resist collapsed. Such a strategy was dismissed by Howe who believed it would be counterproductive and only inflame the anger of the local population.2

The British commander also dismissed suggestions by his subordinate, General Henry Clinton, that the primary focus should be on the rebels’ Continental Army, to pursue it relentlessly and bring it to battle until it was destroyed. Howe also discarded this option in the belief that Washington would not allow himself to be caught on open ground and would simply retreat to the continent’s interior where the British could not follow.3 The strategy Howe decided upon was to (1) seize the city of New York and its environs and use this as a primary base, (2) send contingents west into New Jersey and east to Rhode Island to pacify two additional colonies, and then (3) push up the Hudson to Albany and link up with a second British army moving south from Canada to cut off rebellious New England from the rest of the colonies.4

Even before the British ships departed Boston Harbor, Washington had begun to focus on the defense of the city of New York and he had been instructed by senior members of the Continental Congress to do everything possible to hold it.5 The second largest population center in the colonies with around 25,000 residents, it was arguably the most strategically located. Washington correctly guessed that the British were indeed intent on seizing the area due to its large numbers of Loyalists (also known as “Tories”), its unsurpassed harbor, and location at the entrance to the Hudson River. As the U.S. Army’s Center for Military History concluded: “If the British ever had a single strategic objective in the war, it was the Hudson-River-Lake Champlain line. The British believed that by taking and holding this line they would separate New England, considered to be the principal center of the rebellion, from colonies they considered more malleable in the south.” 6 Had Howe immediately sailed south from Boston, it is likely that his force of more than 10,000 men would have taken New York quickly. Instead he headed to Canada so as to assemble reinforcements there first.

Washington, a Virginia planter whose previous military record was uneven at best, had been placed in command primarily for political reasons. His position was not only to lead the new Continental Army, but also to rally support from the Southern colonies to assist those in the North, which were in open revolt. He was intelligent, steadfast in his resolution that his side would prevail, and possessed a great deal of courage and perseverance. However, such positives could not entirely make up for his lack of experience commanding large formation of men in battle. Conventions of the day also required him to hold regular “councils of war” before embarking on most major military decisions. He initially placed the trusted General Charles Lee, a professional and veteran soldier, in charge of the defense of New York in January 1776. Lee relayed contradictory conclusions to his commander that, (1) strategically, the city was of such importance that it must not fall into British hands, but at the same time, (2) tactically, it could not be defended as the Royal Navy controlled the waterways in the region.7

As Lee pointed out, attempting to hold New York would be perilous for the Patriot army. Any of Washington’s troops on Manhattan would find themselves cut off if the enemy were able to seize Harlem and the sole fixed egress point from the island (King’s Bridge, the wooden span that stretched across to what is today part of the Bronx). In addition, if the Royal Navy was able to sail up the Hudson River, any Patriot force in New York would be unable to escape by boat, and likely forced to surrender. Even worse, the defenders needed to control the bluffs of Brooklyn Heights. Any artillery placed there would dominate the city of New York, which at the time only covered about a square mile along the southern tip of Manhattan.

The massive advantage the British had in sea power meant that Manhattan (or York Island as it was called at the time) should have been abandoned. However, Washington accepted that New York was too important to give up without a fight. He agreed with Lee that the British could be forced to pay a high price taking the city and reported to John Hancock, president of the Continental Congress, that his plan was to make the enemy, “wade through much blood & Slaughter before they can carry any part of our Works, If they carry ’em at all, and at best be in possession of a melancholy and mournful victory.” 8 Throughout the 1776 campaign around New York, Washington and his subordinate generals hoped for a repeat of the June 1775 Battle of Bunker Hill where Patriot militia, defending a prepared position, were able to inflict lopsided casualties on British Regulars who engaged in a determined frontal attack.

Bunker Hill certainly provided a massive boost to the morale of America’s Patriots. However, its most important impact may have been on the confidence of General Howe who led the attack in that battle and soon after became Britain’s commander of all ground forces in America. Before Bunker Hill, the general’s record was that of a dynamic and aggressive leader of men. Afterwards, he was invariably hesitant, chose delay rather than taking decisive action, and focused on seizing territory rather than defeating the Continental Army in the field. Not only did Howe shy away from frontal attacks for the rest of the war, many historians have criticized his subsequent command decisions in 1776–1777. Some, such as George Otto Trevelyan, went even further believing the battle was the point where the general’s spirit was broken and his military skills began a rapid decline: “After Howe had succeeded to the supreme command, it [the Battle of Bunker Hill] exercised a permanent and most potent influence on the operations of the war. That joyous confidence, and that eagerness to bring matters to an immediate issue which had been his most valuable military endowments, thenceforward were apt to fail him at the very moment when they were especially wanted. Careless as ever of his personal safety, he was destined to lose more than one opportunity of decisive victory by unwillingness to risk his men’s lives and his own fame, against an intrenchment with American riflemen behind it.” 9

While a member of Parliament in London in 1774, Howe had proclaimed that the entire British army could not conquer America.10 In 1776 he took command of that army and, through his actions, found a way to prove his earlier assertion. While the King and his senior ministers in London deserve their share of the blame for the loss of the American colonies, Howe was the man in charge on the scene across the Atlantic. As will be discussed, he allowed Washington’s army to escape defeat and surrender on multiple occasions in the campaign for New York. Howe’s choice to march on Philadelphia the following year was instrumental in the Patriot capture of an entire British army at Saratoga—an event that led to France, Spain, and the Netherlands entering the armed conflict and ensuring the eventual independence of the United States of America. One can argue that Howe’s generalship was nearly as important to Britain’s military defeat as that of George Washington’s.

Lee’s plan to defend New York, which Washington agreed to implement, was centered on strengthening the defenses of the city by digging in around King’s Bridge and constructing fortified artillery bastions to control the area’s waterways. These included a set of forts on Brooklyn Heights and Governors Island, another at Horn’s Hook (at a narrow point of the East River called the Hell Gate), and two more, which came to be known as Fort Washington (in Harlem) and Fort Lee (in New Jersey), situated across from each other on promontories dominating the Hudson.11 Old ships were scuttled and other obstructions sunk in an attempt to deny the Royal Navy the ability to sail up either side of Manhattan. Reinforcements streamed into the area until Washington had in excess of 20,000 men to defend New York, which was significantly more than what he had under his command during the Siege of Boston.12

Unfortunately, the British also brought reinforcements when they began arriving off Staten Island on July 2. Ships continued to sail into the area until General Howe had more than 30,000 British soldiers and Hessian mercenaries at his disposal as well as a powerful fleet commanded by his brother, Admiral Richard Howe. In addition to overwhelming naval superiority, the larger British ground force was significantly better trained and equipped than the Continentals. While this was taking place, Congress adopted the final draft of the Declaration of Independence on July 4, and Washington read the document in an address to his troops five days later. A formal breach was now in effect between the American colonies and their imperial master.

On July 12, two Royal Navy warships, HMS Rose and Phoenix, sailed up the Hudson, past the Patriot forts and river obstructions, and arrived undamaged at Tarrytown in what is now Westchester County. At a stroke, the British demonstrated that they could move north of the City of New York, cut off supplies moving toward King’s Bridge, and land a force in Harlem to trap Washington’s army on Manhattan. The safe course of action for the Patriot commander after this was to abandon New York and place the survival of the Continental Army above that of securing any specific fixed point. Instead he decided to dig in and defend the city as well as Brooklyn Heights. The U.S. Army Center of Military History describes this decision as follows: “He therefore divided his army between the two places—a violation of the principle of mass and the first step toward disaster.” 13




THE DEFEAT

Moving deliberately and carefully, Howe focused on minimizing casualties and seizing territory rather than destroying the Continental Army. The British general identified Brooklyn as his first target, and on August 22 landed 20,000 men on the southwestern tip of Long Island. This force moved inland while about a third of the 10,000 Patriot soldiers on the island sortied from their fortifications to take up positions along a wooded ridgeline that dominated the main north-south roads. Howe’s men outnumbered this blocking force by more than six to one and made good use of the numerical advantage. A force under General James Grant launched a diversionary frontal attack to fix the Patriots in place. While the defenders fought resolutely and held their positions, a second British contingent marched around in an arc to the east, executed a wide flanking maneuver, and crumpled the American line. The Battle of Long Island, the largest engagement of the war in terms of
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total men engaged, degenerated into a rout in which more than 1,000 Patriot soldiers and three generals were killed or captured while Howe’s force suffered only a few hundred casualties.

The dejected Americans withdrew into their fortifications along Brooklyn Heights, temporarily saved only by the wind that blew from the north. This precluded the British navy from sailing up the East River and surrounding Washington’s force. Even without naval support Howe probably could have stormed the American forts immediately, capturing or killing much of the Continental Army as well as its commander.14 Luckily for Washington, the wind held and the British infantry began digging trenches to besiege the rebel force. An axiom of military thought is to never reinforce failure, but that is exactly what the Continental Army commander chose to do as he ordered an additional 1,000 men cross from Manhattan to Brooklyn Heights. Those who rowed over included two regiments raised from the coastal seafaring towns north of Boston. Their maritime skills proved to be decisive in the survival of the Patriot force.

A storm then blew into the area, which kept the Royal Navy out of the East River and slowed the efforts of the British infantry as they labored to dig entrenchments toward the defenders’ lines. Washington called a council of war that, after significant argument, led to an agreement to withdraw the Continental Army from Brooklyn under the cover of darkness that evening. Every small oared boat in the area was pressed into service and the recently arrived Massachusetts mariners quietly transported the Americans to Manhattan during the night and the fog-shrouded morning of August 30 that followed. The British had won a clear victory and the rebels had been forced to abandon a great deal of artillery and heavy equipment. However, Howe had missed an opportunity to capture Washington along with a large fraction of the Continental Army. It would not be his last.

Despite the near escape, Washington inexplicably chose to defend southern Manhattan with much of his force despite two key vulnerabilities: First, the British now controlled Brooklyn Heights and the artillery that dominated the area. Second, Royal Navy ships had arrived in the western part of Long Island Sound, meaning the British were now in a position to land troops on either side of King’s Bridge. Instead of withdrawing safely while that was still an option, Washington relocated to a mansion in Harlem and divided his outnumbered force in an attempt to defend the entire 15-mile length of Manhattan.

Howe’s subordinate, General Henry Clinton, urged an immediate advance to cut off the Patriots’ northern escape. However, the British commander was hesitant and two weeks elapsed until he finally ordered Clinton to lead a landing of 4,000 men at Kip’s Bay about a quarter of the way up Manhattan’s east coast. While the operation was successful and American defenders in the area were scattered, Howe insisted on consolidating his position before authorizing a push west to the Hudson. During this pause, the 3,500 Patriot soldiers in the city successfully fled north to Harlem though much of their artillery and equipment was abandoned. While Howe had again outmaneuvered his opponent and captured territory, he missed another chance to inflict a major defeat on the Continental Army.

The next day a portion of both armies clashed in the inconclusive Battle of Harlem Heights in which British scouting troops were forced back by the rebels. Some sharp skirmishes took place over the next few weeks, but it was almost a month until Howe again bestirred himself to try to cut off the Continental Army. Landings took place on October 12 and 15 at Throgs Neck and Pelham Bay in what is now the Bronx. Once again, the British moved too slowly and the Patriots took their opportunity to withdraw, this time to the town of White Plains. In the resulting battle there on October 28, the Americans again showed that they could fight resolutely from prepared lines but British flanking maneuvers forced Washington’s men to retreat. Rather than press his advantage, Howe waited two days to move by which time the Continentals had once more retreated under the cover of night. Howe, increasingly irritated by Clinton’s recommendations and suggestions to speed up the pursuit, ordered the latter to prepare an amphibious contingent to seize Newport, Rhode Island, as a winter base for the Royal Navy.

The Patriots still held Fort Washington in Harlem Heights as well as Fort Lee across the Hudson in New Jersey. The U.S. commander considered abandoning this last position in Manhattan. However, his subordinate, General Nathanael Greene, argued that the fort was a strategic asset and the post’s commander, Colonel Robert Magaw, claimed he could hold the position through a lengthy siege. Washington agreed and the garrison was reinforced in size to 3,000 men. This proved to be a disastrous decision.

When Howe finally attacked Fort Washington on November 16, Royal Navy ships took up positions in the Hudson to prevent any chance of escape. Upwards of 8,000 British and Hessian soldiers pressed home their attacks and overwhelmed the Patriot’s outer defenses. Magaw surrendered later that day after only 150 of his men had become casualties. Howe took possession of 2,800 prisoners of war along with great numbers of weapons and supplies. While barely remembered today, this was Washington’s largest defeat of the war. It was also arguably the deadliest. More than half of these POWs would die over the next year and a half crammed into miserable, filthy conditions aboard prison ships in New York Harbor, where they succumbed to disease and starvation.15 A few days later, Howe sent General Charles Cornwallis across the Hudson where his men ascended a narrow path up an unguarded section of the local steep cliffs known as the Palisades. This triggered a hasty and panicked withdrawal of the defenders holding Fort Lee who left behind most of the supplies and cannon stationed at that post as well.

While Howe had failed to take advantage of multiple opportunities to capture the Patriot commander and the bulk of the Continental Army, he had accomplished his declared mission: seizing Manhattan and the region around it while capturing thousands of rebels who the empire hoped would eventually revert to being loyal citizens. Losses among Britain’s armed forces employed to achieve these goals were relatively low. Howe’s reputation soared and he was knighted and awarded the Order of the Bath by King George III.




RECOVERY

The Patriot force had lost more than 20 percent of its men in the New York area as well as precious stores of weapons and supplies at a string of abandoned or surrendered fortifications. Washington accepted that his army had been terribly weakened and did not know if the British would next push north, south, or east. He split his remaining forces into three groups with his New Englanders remaining on the east bank of the Hudson to block any enemy move into Connecticut, a contingent holding the high ground farther north on the river to defend Albany, and personally retaining around 3,000 men in New Jersey. Cornwallis waited only one day after the capture of Fort Lee to begin a pursuit of Washington’s shrunken command. Clinton urged that his task force be landed along the New Jersey coast so as to cut off the Continental Army’s escape. Howe again overruled his subordinate and sent him off to seize Newport.

Outnumbered three to one, Washington began a cold and bitter withdrawal to the south. As the Continental Army pulled back behind one New Jersey river after another, the Revolutionary cause was arguably at its lowest ebb. Participating in the retreat, the ardent Patriot and writer Thomas Paine composed his famous pamphlet, The American Crisis. Designed to restore morale, it begins famously, “These are the times that try men’s souls: The summer soldier and the sunshine patriot will, in this crisis, shrink from the service of their country; but he that stands it now, deserves the love and thanks of man and woman. Tyranny, like Hell, is not easily conquered; yet we have this consolation with us, that the harder the conflict, the more glorious the triumph.” 16

Washington noticed that the British were also dividing their forces into smaller contingents that could potentially be defeated in detail. Not only had Howe sent Clinton to Newport, but he retained a large force in New York to defend the city and its approaches. Rather than move northwest as many of his officers urged, into the hilly defensible country around Morristown, the Patriot commander chose to march southward, keeping his army between his pursuers and the seat of the Continental Congress in Philadelphia. This extended British supply line and Cornwallis had to shrink his striking force as he was forced to leave garrisons in his rear.

While enlistments for many of his soldiers would soon expire, Washington noted that his force was growing as reinforcements arrived, and other sizeable units were not too many days march away along the Hudson. Also, as he neared Philadelphia, he could hope a large number of Pennsylvania militia would turn out to help him defend that city. As the front moved south, there was a real chance the Patriot forces would soon outnumber their pursuers. In addition, as Cornwallis drew closer, the Congress became increasingly alarmed and took extreme financial measures to secure proper supplies for the Continental Army. It also approved cash bonuses to soldiers whose enlistments were expiring to incent them to remain in the service. Then on December 12, it voted to give up much of its power over the administration of the armed forces and transferred it to Washington for the following six months. At the same time, it granted him the authority to arrest Tories and confiscate their property.17 Congress then fled Philadelphia and decamped to Baltimore.

Even as Washington retreated with the remains of his bedraggled force, he believed an opportunity would soon offer itself to strike back at the British pursuers. As early as December 1 he wrote to his subordinate General Lee, “The advantages they have gained over us in the past have made them so proud and sure of success that they are determined to go to Philadelphia this winter. I have positive information that this is a fact and because the term of service of the light troops of Jersey and Maryland are ended they anticipate the weakness of our army. Should they now really risk this undertaking then there is a great probability that they will pay dearly for it for I shall continue to retreat before them so as to lull them into security.” 18

The retreating Revolutionaries crossed the Delaware River at Trenton and took up positions on the Pennsylvania side. Howe arrived at the front and decided to suspend the advance and postpone taking Philadelphia until 1777. With snow falling and temperatures dropping, it was time to settle down into winter quarters. Cornwallis’s army was broken down into several garrison units stretching across New Jersey from Brunswick (now New Brunswick) to the town of Trenton on the Delaware. Ending operations in the field for the season was a customary practice among European warring parties in the eighteenth century. However, the British colonists’ genocidal wars against the American Indians were not conducted in such a manner, and they had become accustomed to fighting throughout the colder months of the year. In addition, the Patriot commander believed the Revolutionary cause needed a victory or it was doomed. As historian John Ferling explained:


While Howe may have been ready to suspend the fight for the next several months, Washington was not. A proud man, he had chafed miserably under his string of defeats. He thought a retreat—any retreat—was mortifying. As a young soldier in Virginia, he had craved being on the offensive. Now, more than ever, he burned with desire to lash out at an enemy that had acutely humiliated him and brought him to the threshold of ruin. But more than revenge gnawed at him. Washington knew that the war, and American independence, hung in the balance. Flagging spirits must be revivified. Recruitment of another army for 1777 was likely to be linked indissolubly to achieving some immediate success.19







VICTORY

Washington’s force along the south bank of the Delaware surged in size in late December 1776. While General Lee was captured by the British, his brigades arrived safely at the commander-in-chief’s encampment on December 20. Two days later, General Horatio Gates also arrived with a sizable contingent from northern New York. These reinforcements brought the total number of Continentals to more than 6,000 men who were supported by significant numbers of local militia. On December 22, Washington held a council of war in which it was agreed that an attack would be staged at first light on December 26 against the 1,500 Hessian soldiers stationed in Trenton.

The plan was daring: Three contingents would strike across the ice-choked Delaware River during the long winter night at different points and then converge on Trenton at daybreak. The main strike force of 2,400 Continentals under Washington would cross at McConkey’s Tavern 10 miles to the north and then march on Trenton. Eighteen hundred Continentals and militia under General John Cadwalader would land 12 miles south of the town to block any movement north from the garrison posted at Bordentown. Finally, a smaller force of militia was to row to the east bank across from Trenton and take up a blocking position to stop any Hessians’ attempt at escape.

Colonel Johann Rall in command of his 1,500 Germanic troops was a seasoned professional, had a poor opinion of the bedraggled American rebels, and did not expect a major attack so late in the season. However, realizing that he was outnumbered in the region, Rall sent a request for reinforcements that was turned down by his superiors. His men also suffered from what is today called “alert fatigue” as New Jersey militia regularly harried the garrison’s dispatch riders and cavalry reconnaissance in what were effectively anti-patrol operations. Most importantly, Trenton had no walls or major defensive fortification and Rall ignored recommendations to build them.

Christmas Night was cold and a storm of sleet and snow descended on the area. The weather hindered operations by both sides. It slowed down Washington’s crossing north of Trenton and his other two detachments failed to even attempt to get to the other side of the Delaware. However, the storm also kept the Hessians from sending out patrols. Washington’s 2,400 men pushed ahead through the snow and did not reach Trenton until well after sunrise. However, the attack still achieved almost complete surprise. The Hessians were quickly driven back in dis-array and Rall was killed in the fighting.

In a sharp battle that lasted less than an hour, 400 of the mercenaries were able to flee, but the remainder, almost 1,000 in total, surrendered along with all their arms and equipment. Over the next few hours, Washington withdrew his force, prisoners, and booty back to the other side of the Delaware.

While a small engagement compared to many in the conflict, the Battle of Trenton had a dramatic impact on the American Revolution. The rebels had proven that they were far from a spent miliary force and that they could defeat professional Hessian mercenaries in battle. Multi-year enlistments to the Continental Army increased, and morale among the Patriot cause surged. Washington’s reputation also rose after what had been a string of defeats stretching back several months.

However, the Patriot commander-in-chief was not yet done fighting for the season as he gathered together his 6,000 men and again crossed the Delaware to confront Cornwallis who was marching south. Washington had his men dig in along the south bank of Assunpink Creek, which flows generally southwest through New Jersey before emptying into the Delaware River at Trenton. Skirmishers were then sent northward under
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Colonel Edward Hand toward the British base at Princeton. Leaving a garrison at that town, Cornwallis headed south with more than 5,000 men on January 2, 1777, and almost immediately came under fire. Fighting “Indian style” and taking just a few shots from behind trees and walls before retreating to the next position, Hand’s men significantly delayed the British force. Again and again, Cornwallis’s columns formed up into a firing line to break the Americans to their front, only to find that their tormentors had melted away.

The sun was nearing the horizon when the British vanguard finally finished the 10-mile march and approached Trenton. The temperature had been above freezing for days so that the roads were generally a morass of mud, and the Assunpink was running fast with snowmelt and only fordable in a few places. Eager to avenge the recent defeat, Cornwallis decided to immediately attack with the troops he had at hand. Hessians, supported by field guns, charged across the sole stone bridge over the creek, which was the strongest point of the Patriot battle line. This was exactly what Washington had hoped for and his artillery and massed musketry drove back the attackers. Additional attempts by British Redcoats met with the same fate and darkness halted the fighting except for some desultory artillery exchanges.

The Battle of Assunpink Creek, also known as the Second Battle of Trenton, was a triumph for Washington. He had used his men brilliantly and played to their strengths: Many had fought against the Indians in the past and were more used to fighting from cover than in tight formations on an open field. As at Lexington to Concord at the start of the war, such tactics against the slow-moving columns of the British could inflict unbalanced casualties on the enemy. In more formal battles, the Continentals tended to fight with greater resolution when confronting the King’s soldiers from behind entrenchments no matter how hastily constructed. As at Bunker Hill and White Plains, the Patriots held their fortified lines against determined British attacks. Exact casualty figures for the day are uncertain due to the running nature of the fight from Princeton to Trenton with its crescendo at sunset. However, losses on the British side may have been greater than 400 compared to only around 100 for the Americans.20

Cornwallis wished to continue the battle but postponed his attack to daybreak despite warnings that the Patriots might retreat before then. However, the British general had little choice as battlefield communications in the eighteenth century were little different from those of two thousand years before, and night attacks often became undisciplined affairs. Attempting to storm across the fast-flowing creek full of snow-melt in the dark could have resulted in a disaster. In addition, his men were tired after an entire day of marching and fighting. Cornwallis hoped that Washington would stay and fight and reportedly boasted: “We’ve got the old fox safe now. We’ll go over and bag him in the morning.” 21 Of course, the American general had no intention of remaining in place to be “bagged.” In a council of war, the Patriots chose the aggressive option of an immediate forced march to attack the garrison at Princeton. Soon after midnight, the bulk of the Continentals were on the move, utilizing the little-traveled Quaker Bridge Road, which wound northeast around the left flank of Cornwallis’s forces.

While the bulk of Washington’s army marched through the night, a small contingent was left behind with a few cannon to keep large fires burning, make entrenching noises with picks and shovels, and continue firing the occasional shell at the British encampment. As dawn approached, these men abandoned the front lines, and at daybreak the British found only an empty camp on the south bank of the Assunpink.

Washington’s forces were unable to achieve complete surprise approaching Princeton, as the Patriot columns encountered Lieutenant Colonel Mawhood with two British regiments marching south from the town to join Cornwallis. In a running, confused battle, the Patriots pushed the defenders out of Princeton and captured a couple hundred prisoners along with significant weaponry and wagons full of supplies. Casualties were similarly uneven to those of the prior day and again represented a victory for Washington.

Meanwhile, alerted by the sound of cannon fire from the north, Cornwallis assembled his army and began the march back up the road to Princeton. With the British main force approaching, and his men exhausted from their night march, Washington chose to withdraw. The Americans retreated to the northwest into the defensible hill country around Morristown where they settled down into winter quarters.

In little more than a week the Patriot cause had recovered from near utter defeat to electrifying victory. In three consecutive engagements Washington successfully used surprise, maneuver, and concentration of force to inflict dramatically lopsided casualties on the professional soldiers of the British military. Desperately needed weapons and supplies also fell into Washington’s hands. Those in favor of independence were heartened while Britain’s enemies across the Atlantic, especially the French, watched events unfold and prepared to enter the conflict.




CAUSES OF DEFEAT

Washington suffered five major defeats in the second half of 1776 in which the British drove him from New York at the Battles of Long Island, Kip’s Bay, White Plains, Fort Washington, and Fort Lee. In each case he overestimated the capabilities of his force and underestimated those of the British. The American Patriots enjoyed a righteous belief in their cause, but almost none of them were professional soldiers. In an era when many land battles were determined by the rapidity a formation of men could reload and fire their muskets in unison, training trumped morale. In addition, the British enjoyed a significant advantage in number of cannon and skilled artillerymen to use them. Washington should have concluded before the campaign began that he had to do everything possible to avoid pitched battle against the combined might of General Howe’s army except when able to defend prepared positions where his flanks were secure and there existed a plausible line of retreat.

In addition, and perhaps even more important, the rebels had almost no warships and were up against the world’s strongest navy. Defending the city of New York on the southern tip of a long, thin island surrounded by navigable waterways was folly when confronted with the overwhelming number of ships the British anchored off Staten Island in the summer of 1776. Any force Washington exposed on Manhattan or Long Island would effectively be positioned in a salient, which could be surrounded and then forced to surrender or destroyed. Only fortuitous weather and an unimaginative, fearful British commander would allow such forward-deployed Patriot contingents to retreat in good order.

Thus, Washington was living dangerously when he divided his army in the face of a much more numerous foe and tried to defend New York after the British demonstrated their ability to sail up the Hudson and cut off his escape route. Nevertheless, the American general gambled that rather than seize the narrow northern stem of the Manhattan geographic bottle in Harlem, Howe would choose to land his men in Brooklyn. There they could be tempted to attack prepared positions in a replay of the Battle of Bunker Hill from the previous year. Luckily for the cause of American liberty, the British came ashore on Long Island rather than Manhattan. In the resulting battle, Howe refused to engage in a bloody direct advance. Instead he took advantage of his greater numbers to overlap the end of the Patriot lines and took advantage of poor generalship by the rebels who had failed to guard their left flank.

After the miraculous escape of Washington and his men from Brooklyn Heights, the U.S. commander still seemed unwilling to accept that British control of the sea and a superior ground force made holding the island of Manhattan untenable. It was only Howe’s indecisiveness that allowed much of the Continental Army to slip away once again after the landing at Kips Bay two weeks later. Then, entrenched across Harlem Heights and in what is now the Bronx, Washington yet again was exposed to an amphibious landing in his rear, which could have led to his army becoming surrounded and destroyed. Luckily, the British commander continued his plodding pace of operations and did not order such a landing until late October. After retreating farther north, Washington had his men dig in along a line of hills hoping again that the British would attack him at his strongest point. In the subsequent Battle of White Plains the Americans fought well for a time against a determined attack, but Howe made good use of his numbers and superior artillery and rolled up Washington’s flank (this time on the right) forcing a general retreat.

The British pursuit was again dilatory and the Continental Army was able to make its escape. After Howe marched south toward Fort Washington, the American commander considered abandoning that post, but eventually chose not to as he was again overconfident in his Patriots’ ability to fight well on the defensive. In the short battle that followed, the garrison surrendered, handing Washington his greatest defeat of the war. Rather than accept that British naval supremacy meant that Fort Lee was now in imminent danger, he failed to order that bastion be abandoned in an orderly manner. The result was that the garrison was forced to flee, leaving behind much of its supplies and heavy weaponry.

The similarities in these defeats are clear: Washington was willing to bet that the British would do what he hoped they would do rather than what they obviously could do by utilizing their command of the sea and more numerous and professionally trained ground forces. The Patriot general was repeatedly forced to execute hasty retreats in reaction to
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	refuse to defend coastal port areas dominated by the Royal Navy,

	separate into disparate contingents while utilizing mobility to retreat into the interior so as to accumulate local militia strength and extend British supply lines that needed to be defended,

	employ guerrilla hit-and-run tactics to wear down the enemy,

	choose defendable positions where flanks were secure and retreat was possible, and

	whenever possible, attack smaller British outposts with overwhelming force so as to secure victories that had not only important military but also political benefits.
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