


  CHAPTER ONE


  On the Frozen Hudson River


  February 11, 1780


  BRITISH GENERAL JOHN SIMCOE LOOKED ACROSS THE LONG PLAIN OF ice that tunneled into the far trees of New Jersey. The light snow on the ice was beautiful under the full moon. How amazing that the mighty Hudson River had frozen. There was no memory of this happening before. Men said that ice would form along the shore, but never had the river effectively become an ice bridge that would allow men, horses, and artillery to travel from Staten Island to New Jersey as if someone had laid out a perfect path for the invasion of George Washington’s winter camp in Morristown.


  The mighty Hudson was now a frozen, snow-covered expanse bisecting the heart of the young nation. There were no transportation systems except for the rivers and the rough roads hacked out of the forests. So this made a river like the Hudson a vital artery for the Americans, and for George Washington it was a buffer between his army in Morristown and the British in New York. No one would dare to cross it in winter; that is, until the worst winter in a century descended and changed what had been a moat into a bridge. And Lieutenant Colonel John Graves Simcoe saw his chance for a knockout blow.


  He had lost his father at an early age; John Simcoe was the commander of the British ship Pembroke and lost his life in an expedition in Canada in 1759. To the son, twenty years later, looking across the Hudson River, it was one of the coldest nights he had ever experienced. The breath of the men and the horses steamed in the air like small ghosts. The horses defecated. The men swore in English and German. The blue ice of the Hudson River spread out before him and his men, with the shores of New Jersey frosted white under the full moon.


  It was a clear, cold night where the temperatures saw no abatement and had already fallen to zero. The cold planet smoked with this cold. Where did it come from? The inlets and bays had frozen and the horses didn’t like it, snorting blasts of steam and chafing under the men waiting for the signal to cross. But it was this cold that gave Simcoe the once-ina-lifetime opportunity to end the American Revolution by kidnapping George Washington.


  Lieutenant Colonel Simcoe looked at the other regiment of 17th Light Dragoons along with the Black Hussars. The German soldiers, wearing their distinctive uniforms of a “red jacket with white facings, buckskin breeches, blacktop boots,”1 talked not at all. Their leather helmets glowed eerily under the lunar light, emblazoned with the skull and crossbones and the words or glory beneath the death’s-head. They held straight sabers and the light carbines they were trained to fire from the saddle.


  The 17th Dragoons along with the Black Hussars would do the actual capturing of George Washington. The Hussars were former German prisoners known for their brutality and their distinctive uniforms of “a hussar cap and black coat with white trousers and boots of the hussar style.”2 Simcoe’s own regiment of Queen’s Rangers, a lightning force of elite British soldiers specializing in speed and cunning, were dressed more closely to the Hussars, with their own “hussar style cap with the crescent or half-moon insignia of the Rangers mounted on front, a green wool jacket, green trousers tucked into short boots and a sword belt over the right shoulder.”3


  The American Revolution showed how Britain depended on Hessian soldiers. The German soldiers had no love affair with Britain, but King George III had several treaties with Germany that allowed him to rent soldiers. “Hessians” has become the blanket term for German soldiers in the American Revolution, but only half of them came from the province of Hesse-Cassell. The real reason Britain needed the German soldiers was that there were only 20,000 soldiers in the British army in 1776 and they were about to invade a country 3,000 miles to the west that was massive in comparison to European countries.


  Being in the British army was not an appealing proposition for most German soldiers, with poor pay and brutality from noncommissioned officers along with miserable living conditions and no chance for advancement. It gets worse. The German princes with whom England had treaties were paid by the head, much like trade in animals. The Hessians were paid the same as British soldiers, but if a Hessian was killed, then the prince received a lump sum, with the family receiving nothing. There was also a stipend for wounded men, with two wounded men equal in pay to one man killed. During the war, the brutality of the Hessians was well-known, with many blamed for raping and pillaging, but in fairness they had been promised by British officers that America was rich in plunder for the taking. In all, 30,000 Germans would serve in the Revolution.


  Simcoe’s plan to kidnap Washington was simple in the beginning: “March by very secret ways made more so by inclement season and to arrive near General Washington’s quarters by daybreak, to tie up his horses in a swamp, and to storm the quarters and attack his guard on foot, for this purpose, his party were to carry muskets as well as swords, and he meant it to consist of eighty men.”4


  This was Simcoe’s original plan, but that had quickly changed when General Wilhelm von Knyphausen and Captain George Beckwith became involved. Simcoe didn’t want to think about it now, but it still rankled him that the Queen’s Rangers had been relegated to a diversionary attack so that the Hussars and the 17th Light Dragoons could do the actual work of kidnapping Washington and then get back to New York before the Americans knew what hit them. But there was little he could do. Lieutenant Colonel Samuel Birch and Captain Beckwith were to be the commanders of the expedition, and to that end Simcoe comforted himself that the result would be the same, the capture of General George Washington and maybe the end of the war.


  The glittering blue ice that had been cleared creaked under the combined weight of the 500 troops. Another snowstorm had delayed the kidnapping expedition by a day and Simcoe was worried the weather might still be their undoing. It had snowed so much and been so brutally cold that horses had suffocated from ice in their nostrils and men on guard had expired after just thirty minutes of exposure to the elements. This historic cold had given them a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, but it also killed men by the dozens. After the snowstorm, Knyphausen had finally given his consent for the mission to proceed on February 8 and Simcoe felt a measure of secret satisfaction that he would finally get revenge for the dishonorable treatment at the hands of the Americans when he was imprisoned, even if he wasn’t leading the men who would actually rouse Washington from his sleep and spirit him away into the night.


  Simcoe envisioned George Washington asleep in the Ford Mansion with his Life Guard soldiers on patrol in front and back. Stealth was everything, along with its cousin, surprise. There must be no alerting of the main army or the main unit of Washington’s personal bodyguards in the log huts nearby. Simcoe had even recommended leaving the horses in a nearby swamp and coming in more like the Indians, creeping in and silencing the sentinels, grabbing Washington while he slept, clapping a gag on him, and then taking him to a waiting horse and riding like the wind back toward the Hudson River. Of course, this was a plan he had devised for the Queen’s Rangers and would have all the hallmarks of speed, surprise, agility, and cunning execution that the Rangers were known for. But once General Knyphausen had endorsed Captain Beck-with’s plan over his, he had lost all control.


  Lieutenant Birch raised his sword and the German mercenaries, with their painted and greased black mustaches and the copper bands around their leather helmets, straightened the line. Simcoe saw the glowing death’s-heads clearly now with the words jumping out at him as General Birch pointed to the New Jersey shore. The Black Hussars, the 17th Light Dragoons, and Simcoe’s Queen’s Rangers exploded across the ice. The snow dust rose up behind the galloping cavalry and Simcoe’s eyes watered as he hunched down and felt the sword belt slapping against his back, staring toward the Jersey shore and, further beyond, Morristown.


  Yes, they were on their way now, and Simcoe believed in the Black Hussars’ motto in this mission to snatch the supreme leader of this disgusting rebellion that had dragged on for five years. The war should have ended years ago. The intent was not to kill Washington, but if he resisted, then death might become a reality. Simcoe himself had been faced with the same decision in the American prison. Death or Glory. That is what George Washington would be faced with as the blade touched his throat in the darkness of the Ford Mansion. Death or Glory. Death or Glory.


 



  CHAPTER TWO


  General in Winter


  December 29, 1779


  OUTSIDE THE FORD MANSION, THE SNOW BLEW DOWN FROM THE ROOF and then caught the crosswind and streaked into the sky before falling with the constant white of the blizzard that had not ceased for days. From outside the window, one could see a man hunched over close to a fire with a powdered white wig, leggings, and buckled shoes. The quill in his hand was bright against the tawny wood more golden in the firelight. The man would be instantly recognizable to anyone in the young republic as the leader of the American Revolution.


  George Washington’s father was not a rich man, and his mother and he did not get along. Most of his life had been one of climbing up the big hill of his background that he hid with books on elocution that taught him not to spit when he spoke. He had contracted smallpox in Barbados, and that left him with pockmarks on his nose, and his teeth were rotting out and gave him so much pain he sometimes had to stay in bed. He had been bold in his youth and fought with the British against the French and was responsible for the catalytic battle of the French and Indian War. When he took over the reins of commanding the Continental Army, he had no idea how to pry the British out of Boston. In fact, he had been living on his wife’s money for fifteen years and had to educate himself on the latest military strategy.


  But George Washington was bold and at the same time plodding. He was an anal man who measured his own progress every day in life by inches and was fond of the Scottish idiom “Many a mickle makes a muckle,”1 meaning that small things add up. His boldness at times bordered on a sort of Evel Knievel daring that courted disaster. When he sent Henry Knox to retrieve artillery from Fort Ticonderoga in the dead of winter in 1775, everyone said it was foolish and Knox would never make it back with the 120,000 pounds of cannons. But Henry Knox did return, and Washington forced the British out of Boston.


  Then he repeated his bold move by crossing the Delaware on Christmas Eve 1776 and surprising the Hessians at Trenton and Princeton, keeping the fledgling country in the war and waking up France to the possibilities of an alliance with the Americans. And on top of that, he was often just plain lucky. The one thing George Washington was not good at was waiting, and that was what he had to do now. He had to wait for the worst winter in a century to pass and essentially do nothing.


  The clock ticked in the study in the Ford Mansion. The fire crackled. The white glare from the snow burnished the floors with a dull gleam. Washington sipped his tea and moved his neck. He had lately developed excruciating headaches from being bent over paperwork. Even his aides could not keep up with the flow of paper between his headquarters and all the branches of the army, including Congress. He was irritated and hungry, but he dared not go to the kitchen where Mrs. Ford and her children roosted close to the stove. It was the warmest room in the house, and in the winter of 1779, this mattered, as the mercury seemed to have been adhered to zero on the thermometers.


  Mrs. Ford was not thrilled to have the commander in chief in her stately white mansion. A letter from New Jersey governor Livingston written on December 10 reveals that Mrs. Ford had complained to him about Washington moving into her home. Livingston lamented that “General Washington could have been as well accommodated without taking up his quarters at Mrs. Fords . . . but his amiable disposition and the pleasure he takes in making everybody about him happy will, I am persuaded, induce him to make it as easy for her not to resent that her house has entertained such a general, nor the Neighborhood regret that a disproportionate quantity of their wood was sacrificed in such a cause.”2


  Washington stood up and picked up another log and placed it into the licking flames. The fireplaces of eighteenth-century homes were horribly inefficient, and most of the heat went up the chimney. Washington warmed his hands and the quill by the fire for several minutes before going back to his writing desk. The snow was falling outside the window in large tufts, more the kind one would see in March than December, but of course the snow had been incessant since November when they had arrived outside Morristown and set up camp in Jockey Hollow.


  George Washington moved the desk closer to the fire. The Ford Mansion had many fireplaces, but the near-zero temperature and brutal wind that even now rattled the windows had penetrated Washington’s headquarters situated three miles from the main body of his troops. The snow fell as it had been doing since before November. It was astounding. The heavens seemed full of an infinite amount of snow and Washington could not help but think it was all being directed against his encampment.


  Even when his men first arrived in late November, they had immediately been exposed to the unseasonable snowstorms. Army surgeon James Thacher, who kept a journal, wrote, “The snow on the ground is about two feet deep and the weather extremely cold; the soldiers are destitute of both tents and blankets and some of them are actually barefooted and almost naked. Our only defense against the inclemency of the weather consists of brush wood thrown together. Our lodging the last night was on the frozen ground.”3


  The scratch of Washington’s quill on the parchment irritated him. It irritated the commander almost as much as when he had received the news in November that the French fleet under Vice Admiral Charles Henry Hector, Count d’Estaing had left the coast of Savannah and headed down to the West Indies for the winter. Washington had hoped that the French would sail north from Savannah and join him in an attack on General Clinton’s British forces occupying New York. But then he received the news on November 15 that not only had a combined attack of French men-of-war and American forces failed in Savannah but that the French had turned and sailed off in search of warmer weather to ride out the ungodly winter that had clapped down on the east coast of America. Realizing the fall campaigns were over, he had put into effect his wintering plan of taking his army into Morristown, where he had spent the cold months two years before.


  In the 1776–1777 winter operation, Washington had come to Morristown with 3,500 rank-and-file soldiers. Now he was heading into the frigid months with 8,433 soldiers, who would camp in and around the town of Morristown. The problem was that the town could nowhere near provide for an army the size of Washington’s. Morristown was not a big town. In 1780 the town consisted of only “sixty or eighty houses around the meeting house. This would suggest a total village population of 200 to 300 people. The village was the county seat of Morris County and the courthouse and country jail stood on the town green around which was centered most of the towns activity.”4 Close around the town within the radius of a mile there were several churches, schools, sawmills, grist mills, five ironworks, and one powder mill. A large store in Morristown advertised “alum and awls to watch chains and wool cards.”5 Farm goods could be exchanged for merchandise, and a circular dated March 14, 1780, stated, “We give the highest prices for bees-wax and hog bristles.”6


  Other towns nearby were even smaller: Parsippany, Troy, Hanover, Whippany, Bottle Hill, and Mendham dotted the countryside with small farms every half mile. But these farmers grew only enough food for their own consumption and had only enough cattle to make it through the winter, and if they did have surplus, they held it in reserve for the British buyers who paid in hard currency. Washington’s real problem was that not one of these farms could come even close to feeding an army. “Probably not over one acre in a hundred within ten miles of Morristown was under cultivation: the balance was swamp and timber land.”7 The land could provide Washington with the timber for the soldier’s huts, but there was no food for any foraging by the commissary. In this way Morristown was a terrible wintering headquarters.


  But Washington had chosen it for its location which provided security and an ability to keep an eye on the British in New York. The general noted that a range of mountains will “preserve us from the insults of the collected force of the enemy.”8 Washington conceded that food would be a problem, noting, “I very well know that a supply of Forage will be difficult at this post and so it will be wherever the Bulk of the Army shall sit down”9 for the winter.


  To make matters worse, there was a grain shortage in 1779–1780 in the mid-Atlantic states that forced Washington to have his army come to Morristown over different routes in hopes that foraging might provide some grain or cattle to their diminished stockpiles. This lack of food for his army was just one of many problems he’d had to confront since arriving at Morristown. There were personal bothers as well. He was cold. Alone. His wife, Martha, had yet to arrive. The small hearth fire did little against the subzero temperatures. And when he had arrived on November 29, the British were about to sail out of New York harbor and there were reports that “the enemy are making or preparing for a pretty considerable embarkation of troops from New York.”10 Washington feared they were heading for Georgia or South Carolina and put the Virginia troops in motion. This had forced the Virginia troops to stop building their winter huts and head out to intercept the British, who ultimately were headed for Charleston to open a new front. Word came that the eighty-eight ships of the British fleet had set sail and left behind in New York 6,613 British and 6,427 German auxiliaries under General Wilhelm von Knyphausen. This combined force of 13,040 regulars dwarfed Washington’s 8,433 in Morristown. Still, after Clinton had set sail, Washington ordered his troops to stand down and return to camp.


  Washington put down his quill and stood up and walked to the window. The white contagion swirled outside. He rubbed his forehead and thought of the letter he had received from Silas Condict, a member of New Jersey’s executive council. “I take the liberty to suggest my apprehension respecting Your Excellency’s situation, which I do not think so secure as I would wish, while the frost [ice] makes firm passing into Jersey from every part of the enemy’s lines.”11 The prescient councilman advised Washington that the solid ice could make possible a “bold” attempt to surprise him and allow a party of cavalry to reach Morristown undetected. “The importance of the object may induce them to hazard an attempt,” Condit warned, “and it will fully justify every means to be ready to receive them.”12


  Kidnapping. It was always a danger, and Washington was well aware of the checkmate that would be set up by trying to take the king off the board of chess which was war. There had even been an effort to kidnap his wife Martha in 1775. John Murray, 4th Earl of Dunmore, the last royal governor of Virginia, had hatched a plot involving ships around Norfolk that could reach his home, Mount Vernon. The ships conceivably could go up the Potomac and anchor, whereupon men would stealthily make their way up to his home, take his sleeping wife, and then hold her until Washington capitulated to British demands. It was a dastardly plot and one Washington could hardly believe as he had socialized at one time with Murray. “I can hardly think that Lord Dunmore can act so low and unmanly a part as to think of seizing Mrs. Washington by way of revenge upon me.”13 Washington made arrangements for Martha to be moved from Mount Vernon at a moment’s notice. One thing was for certain: Nothing was off the table in trying to win the war.


  In fact, Washington had supported kidnapping efforts by the Americans against various leaders in and outside the British army. A plan to kidnap the British commander in chief Henry Clinton at his headquarters in New York in 1778 had won his early support: “I think it is one of the . . . most desirable and honorable things imaginable taking him prisoner.”14 There was never any attempt to kill the intended victim, yet kidnapping was another strategy in winning a war. This was a war of innovation, as the submarine Turtle had proved, and each side was willing to entertain the unconventional to win the day.


  The Turtle was used by the Americans with Washington’s approval. It was a crude submersible with a single keg of gunpowder that would be attached to a ship. The Yale graduate David Bushnell had invented the submersible with the explosive, which he called a “torpedo,” to sink the British ships off the coast of Boston. The operator propelled it by hand while looking forward through a crude glass tower that allowed navigation to the target. The plan was to sink the flagship Eagle with British general William Howe aboard. The plan was no less than an assassination approved by General Washington.


  Things did not go right. A Sergeant Ezra Lee maneuvered the submersible to the back of the Eagle and began to drill with a corkscrew mounted on the front. The metal plating along the rudder foiled Lee’s attempt to penetrate the hull, and the effort proved unsuccessful. By the time he gave up, dawn was slanting across the harbor and Sergeant Lee began cranking the propeller to get back to shore. The British spotted the Turtle and took off in a boat in pursuit. Sergeant Lee flooded his vessel, submerged, and released his timer-rigged explosive. The resulting funnel of water blew up close to the British, giving him time to escape to an American whaling boat.


  Submarines, espionage, and kidnapping were all levers at the disposal of the British and the Americans to break what each side now saw as a war of slow attrition. The weariness and the years of war had worn down both armies and their leaders. At forty-seven, Washington was still the physical specimen who walked with “the unmistakable heel to toe gait of a native warrior . . . his grandson attributed to his long service on the frontier.”15 At six feet two, with the long, powerful legs of a superb horseman, pockmarked cheeks from a smallpox infection when he was a boy, pale blue eyes, and the fair sunburnt complexion of a redhead, Washington was still very much the man who had ridden off into the wilderness and survived a bloody confrontation with the French in his twenties, setting off the French and Indian War. The book he had published about his exploits made him famous.


  George Washington was otherworldly. There was something about the man beyond his ability to survive battles, defeats, intrigue, and assassination plots and then to deliver the bold stroke just when the British and even his own generals and Congress had written him off. He not only acted the part of a deified leader, but he looked it as well. As Dr. James Thacher had written years before when he first saw Washington at Concord, he was not a man to be forgotten. “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.”16


  Benjamin Rush, a physician in Philadelphia, wrote that Washington had “so much martial dignity in his deportment that you could distinguish him to a be a general and a soldier among ten thousand people. There is not a king in Europe that would not look like a valet de chamber by his side.”17 A man of habits, Washington always rose at dawn and padded about in his nightshirt and slippers doing paperwork before going to inspect his farms in Virginia. He was not above throwing off his coat and working alongside his men. A nitpicker of details, he ate the same breakfast of biscuits, honey, and tea every day and dined on fish with ample amounts of madeira with his meals.


  Washington was never far from Mount Vernon in his mind. Even during the war, on the eve of battles Washington would write letters home directing the work on Mount Vernon. “I wish most ardently you could get the north end of the house covered in this fall, if you should be obliged to send all over Virginia, Maryland and Pennsylvania for nails to do it with. Unless this is done it will throw everything exceedingly backward—retard the design of the planting trees . . . besides keeping the house in a disagreeable littered situation. It is equally my wish to have the chimneys run up. In short I would wish to have the whole closed in.”18


  His wife’s money had allowed him to be a planter with a custom carriage, an expanding estate (Mount Vernon), and plenty of foxhunts to fill his time. A common quote of the time certainly applied to Washington: “he liked his glass, his lass, his game of cards.”19 It was only the “glorious cause” and “honor” that had propelled him from Mount Vernon to take the reins of the ragtag colonial army outside of Boston in 1775. Many would wonder later why such a man would risk being hanged to take on the most powerful army on the planet, but Washington believed he was destined for greater things than just being a successful planter, and that was nothing less than creating a new nation out of whole cloth.


  So, the threat of being kidnapped, when compared with the close scrapes he had endured over the last four years, where death was literally a musket ball away, was nothing to get concerned about. Still, the Ford Mansion was separated from the main body of his troops, and this had done in General Charles Lee the year before. A gifted general who had been a thorn in Washington’s side throughout the war with his belief he knew better (and many times, he did), Lee was known by the Indians as “Boiling Water,” referring to the profane rants that bubbled out of the grizzled sixty-year-old general like a smoldering volcano capable of erupting at the slightest provocation. He had been part of the Conway Cabal, the schemers and political Machiavellian players led by General Gates who wanted to oust Washington and replace him with himself. General Lee had decided a night with a prostitute was warranted during the second week of December in 1778. He left his army and went to a home in Basking Ridge, New Jersey, a few miles away from the main body of his troops. After his romp with the prostitute, Lee sat down to write a letter critical of his commander, noting that “a certain great man is the most damnably deficient,”20 believing he should lead the American army, not Gates, when a knock was heard at the door. Lee, still in his nightshirt and slippers, found himself surrounded by British dragoons and had the ignominious fortune of being whisked away on horseback still essentially in his pajamas.


  So, the salient point here is that both men, Washington and Lee, were miles from their own armies and in that way vulnerable. Still, Washington regarded this warning as spurious. He believed the snow would thwart any attempt, and besides, he had his “Life Guard” unit that was always with him. He had established the unit in 1776 at Cambridge. Preceding the Secret Service by a hundred years, these handpicked soldiers had one primary job, and that was to protect the life of George Washington. Other duties included handling the papers and money of the moving headquarters and in some cases filling in on domestic duties. This had happened in the Ford Mansion, where the Life Guard unit had already shrunk from 150 men to 115 in 1778 and then was further diminished by other duties. The unit, led by Major Caleb Gibbs, had lost 28 more men who went on leave, and 6 others worked as servants and 3 others worked as stable hands or served as messengers. Even with this diminished force, the commander saw no real threat coming from New York to snatch him away. Washington had picked Morristown for winter camp because it was situated between Philadelphia and New York, where he could keep an eye on the British, but the army was also protected from attack by the Watchung Mountains and swamplands to the east and the Ramapo Hills, which ran north to the Hudson Highlands. The countryside was densely wooded, and Washington could defend the few passes; still, he also knew the British could overwhelm any frontline troops and he questioned his decision to be so close to New York where the British could easily reach him.


  Washington turned from the window and walked back to his desk. He rubbed his eyes. He had just realized that his personal fortune along with the buying power of the army was slowly being whittled away as a result of the debased Continental currency. “A wagon load of money will scarcely purchase a wagon load of provisions,” he wrote to John Jay. “A rat in the shape of a horse, is not to be bought at this time for less than $200.”21 He was at the end of five long years of war, and now he had to wear spectacles for any kind of paperwork. He pulled out another piece of paper and began writing Congress, imploring them for food and supplies. “The situation of the Army with respect to supplies is beyond description alarming, it has been five- or six-Weeks passed on half allowance, and we have not three days Bread or a third allowance on hand nor anywhere within reach.”22 Washington voiced his concerns regarding the shortages of food, supplies, and pay for the army, detailing the absence of adequate rations and funds for acquiring necessary provisions. According to Washington, the army had “never experienced a like extremity at any period of the War,”23 signifying his distress over the conditions his troops faced. He expressed his fears that without relief, “the Army will infallibly disband in a fortnight.”24


  What he wanted to tell Congress was this. The Continental Army had been fighting for five years. Congress had used up all monetary sources including loans from France. The army was in deplorable shape, with shortages of equipment, gunpowder, ammunition, shoes, uniforms, and, most importantly, food. Continental currency had depreciated to 3,000 to 1 and was virtually worthless. “Not worth a Continental”25 was a common phrase of the time. The army had not been paid for years, and when it was paid, the scrip was worthless.


  As the wind howled outside his window, Washington filed a dreary summation. “Many of the men have been four or five days without meat entirely and short of bread and none but on very scanty supplies.”26 Washington continued, reporting that “his men were eating every kind of horse food but hay”27 and that the army “never experienced a like extremity at any period of the War.”28


  In the thousand huts of the log house city that the men had erected, there was acute hunger, and what made it worse was that outside Jockey Hollow, the area a few miles from Morristown where the camp was located, there was abundance. As Washington later wrote, “A country now overflowing with plenty are now suffering an army, employed for the defense of everything that is dear and valuable, to perish for want of food.”29 The farmers who had food didn’t want the worthless scrip of Continental currency, but preferred the hard currency of silver the British buyers offered. As early as 1778, Washington had seen the disparity between those living in luxury and the sacrifices made by his men in the army. After spending time in Philadelphia, Washington had written Benjamin Harrison V:



   If I were called upon to draw a picture of the times and of men that I have seen, heard, and in part know, I should say in word that idleness, dissipation, and extravagance seems to have laid fast hold to most of them. Speculation peculation and an insatiable thirst for riches seem to have got the better of every other consideration and almost of every order of men. After drawing this picture which from my soul I believe to be a true one, I need not repeat to you that I am alarmed and wish to see my countrymen aroused.30




  Washington could only plead his case to Congress that while there were cities and towns with plenty of food, the Continental Army was starving.


  Washington finished his letter and turned and looked out the window toward the snow-covered log huts of his Life Guard, where his men were slowly freezing. The snow was so thick he saw only a great blanket of white wool pulled across the window. If the British attacked now, it would be all over. Desertions were at an all-time high, and over a third of his men were too weak or sick to fight. Wisps of blue smoke puffed from the chimneys. His men. His cherished men. What hardships they had suffered, and yet the winter had just begun. Washington turned back to his desk and stared at his quill. He blew on his fingers, then stopped. The ink had frozen solid.


 



  CHAPTER THREE


  General Simcoe’s Affront


  October 28, 1778


  THE BRITISH OFFICER BREATHED IN THE SOUR SCENT OF URINE AND the more rancid, disgusting smell of human feces. He kept his eyes shut, trying to will away the smell, which was so strong he felt he might pass out. The wooden bench he lay upon was cold and rough and his head still throbbed from the recent concussion he had suffered upon his capture. The hacking cough of the man who lay on the floor grated on his frayed nerves. The man was a common thief who lay next to his own excrement. The indignity of his treatment, his situation, produced a rage that only made his head throb more.


  Lieutenant Colonel Simcoe stared at the man in his jail cell. His long hair and bushy, unkempt beard gave him the appearance of a creature from the lowest depths of human depravity. Yes, he was a common thief who lay upon the floor of the Burlington jail. It was an insult of the gravest order. He was an officer in the Queen’s service and he was being treated as a criminal by the Americans, for whom he had only contempt. No torture could have been worse. An affront to honor was untenable. And to not be regarded as a prisoner of war but to be placed in the foul-smelling confines of a municipal jail was worse than death with honor. Colonel Simcoe had let Governor Livingston know about it and then a letter to Sir Henry Clinton.


  Lieutenant Colonel Simcoe thought the entire American Revolution was an affront to the idea of the British soldier. British officers expected to be treated with the utmost respect by fellow officers of the opposing side, and that he was treated so badly by the Americans confirmed his original assumption that the rebels were nothing more than a motley crew of backwoodsmen who deserved neither respect nor quarter. And their leader George Washington was just as bad.


  Simcoe had been taken prisoner by the Americans in an ambush, and after a severe concussion when he fell from his horse had been nearly killed by a boy who wanted to run him through with a bayonet. He had been hustled around and ended up in a foul-smelling, dank, dark, crumbling jail cell that he would not put a dog into. The Americans had no respect for his rank as an officer; otherwise, why would he be incarcerated with common thieves?


  In a letter to General Clinton, he wrote:


 
    I was removed to Bordentown on my parole until the 9th, when I was taken from it and closely confined to a Burlington jail. As my commitment expressed no reason for this treatment, I wrote to Governor Livingston on the subject and enclose to your excellency the correspondence. I look upon the present situation as most particularly unfortunate. My private affairs called for my greatest attention . . . my fair fame has been struck at and cruelty, the attribute of fear, has been imputed to
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