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Dedication

This book is dedicated to my friend, the late Samuel Steele Smith. Sam owned a successful printing business, which gave him experience in book production. When Sam retired he combined his knowledge of printing with his interest in history to pursue a second career as the publisher of the Philip Freneau Press. He was particularly interested in the American Revolution and published fourteen books on the subject, some of which he wrote or edited. The Philip Freneau Press closed following Sam’s death in 1989. However, his titles continue to be cited in authoritative books about the Revolutionary War. Sam Smith made a valuable contribution to our understanding of the American Revolution, and I am grateful to have this opportunity to acknowledge his work.

Sam was working on a book about the 1777 Middlebrook Encampment prior to his death. He introduced me to the subject, and I accompanied him on several outings to survey the sites occupied by the Continental Army during the encampment. The narrative you are about to read is based on my field trips with Sam Smith.



George Washington was not a revengeful person. But he was a fast learner who barely survived 1776, the first full year of the American Revolution. Washington learned from his mistakes and returned in 1777 with new strategy and tactics that forced the British to acknowledge him as a wily and elusive opponent.

—Dave R. Palmer, U.S. Army Lieutenant
General (Ret.), former superintendent of
the United States Military Academy at West
Point, and historian whose books include
 The Way of the Fox: American Strategy
in the War for America, 1775–1783
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Introduction


“Nothing under Heaven can save us but the enemy’s [British General Sir William Howe] going to the southward.”1 This comment by Connecticut Governor Jonathan Trumbull in June 1777 introduces a series of events that ended with the surrender of British General John Burgoyne’s army on October 17, 1777, in the village of Saratoga [modern-day Schuylerville] in upstate New York. General Burgoyne launched his campaign from Canada in June of that year with the intention of capturing the important Hudson River town of Albany, New York. Burgoyne fought his way to within twenty-six miles of Albany when he was surrounded by a Patriot army commanded by General Horatio Gates and forced to surrender. Gates’s victory at Saratoga proved to be one of the turning points of the Revolutionary War as it convinced the French to enter the conflict as America’s ally.

The year 1777 was also the scene of significant military activity in the mid-Atlantic states of New Jersey and Pennsylvania. The fighting in this region centered on a campaign by British General Sir William Howe to capture the rebel-held city of Philadelphia. Opposing Howe’s 18,000 British and Hessian troops was an army led by George Washington that eventually numbered 12,000 Continentals and 3,000 militia.2 Sir William’s offensive culminated in the September 11 Battle of Brandywine, Pennsylvania, fought thirty-two miles south of Philadelphia. Howe defeated Washington’s army at Brandywine and seized Philadelphia two weeks later. These two campaigns—Burgoyne’s offensive to capture Albany and Howe’s to seize Philadelphia—dominate accounts of 1777 in the American Revolution.

But other significant events took place that year, which are only briefly mentioned in the histories of the war. The most important of these episodes to the outcome of the Revolution took place in New Jersey during the first half of 1777. But this six-month-long phase of the war receives little attention due to the perception that the period consisted of small-scale fighting in New Jersey between British troops foraging for food and the Americans who opposed them. Adding to the lack of interest in this segment is the visualization of George Washington cloistered in his headquarters in Morristown, New Jersey, involved in the routine business of recruiting and organizing the Continental Army. However, my research into the period reveals a much different story. What I discovered was that Washington was actively involved in deploying his understrength army during the first half of 1777 to keep the big British garrisons in New Brunswick and Perth Amboy (New Jersey) on the defensive. This was accomplished despite the fact that the Americans were sometimes outnumbered three to one. Washington also organized his troops to make the enemy believe that the Patriot forces in New Jersey were far more numerous than they actually were. I also learned that when Washington correctly decided that the British wanted to cross New Jersey to capture Philadelphia, he assembled his army at a “ridge of strong and connecting heights” in New Jersey’s Watchung Mountains overlooking British-held New Brunswick. Washington’s position was “on ground so advantageous as it would be dangerous to attack him.”3 Howe dared not cross New Jersey with Washington’s army in his rear. Sir William knew from experience that Washington would cut his supply line, ambush whole regiments, and engage in unrelenting skirmishing. As the story unfolds, Howe spent weeks maneuvering his army, trying to entice or force Washington to come down from his mountain stronghold to fight him in a decisive battle. Washington responded by sending his newly organized Provincial Rifle Corps commanded by Daniel Morgan to harass the enemy. Unable to bring on a decisive battle, Howe gave up the idea of reaching Philadelphia by crossing New Jersey. Instead he transported his army south on ships to avoid New Jersey and eventually launched his campaign to capture Philadelphia from Chesapeake Bay. It was Washington’s successful defense of New Jersey that put Howe out of reach to cooperate with Burgoyne. Isolated and with no hope of help from General Howe’s distant army, Burgoyne surrendered.

Besides introducing my narrative, this introductory chapter is an opportunity for me to share some information with my readers that I believe will contribute to their understanding of the people and events described in this book. It also gives me a safe haven to include some background information that evades deletion by my editors as being “off the subject.” Among the topics that I believe warrant an explanation at the outset of my book are the presence of French Army officers in the Continental Army in 1776 and 1777. The events described in these pages took place during these years prior to France’s entry into the war as America’s ally. To be exact, France signed a treaty of alliance with the United States in February 1778, and the first French troops arrived in America in July of that year. One French Army officer who is included in my book is Jean Louis de Vernejout, who was commissioned as a captain in the Continental Army on September 19, 1776.4 His story is representative of the French Army officers who joined the Continental Army early in the war. Vernejout was a former captain in the French Army who was discharged during a major reorganization of the French Army and Navy in the late 1760s. He was living on the French Caribbean island of Martinique at the start of the American Revolution. In an effort to resume his military career, Vernejout travelled to Philadelphia at his own expense in September 1776, where he presented his credentials to the Continental Congress. The delegates were ready to commission anyone with military experience and appointed Vernejout a captain in the Continental Army. Following his appointment, Vernejout was instructed to report to General Washington with three other recently commissioned former French Army officers for assignments. Washington was confounded by what to do with the four Frenchmen, as they spoke little or no English. Washington wrote to Congress on October 7, 1776, about Vernejout and the other former French Army officers sent to him: “I am under no small difficulties on account of the French Gentlemen that are here in consequence of the commissions they have received.... Their want of our language is an objection to their being joined to any of the regiments here at this time.”5 Captain Vernejout was appointed later in 1776 as an aide-de-camp to General Charles Lee, who spoke fluent French.

It is difficult to determine how many French Army volunteers served in the Continental Army during the Revolution. The problem is that Americans—unfamiliar with foreign languages—were spelling the names of the Frenchmen in various ways, making it seem that each spelling represented a different person. The above-mentioned Frenchman Vernejout, for example, was also spelled in the correspondence and records of the war as Vernejous or Vernejoux. In another example, George Washington spelled the Polish national, French-trained engineer Thaddeus Kościuszko’s name eleven different ways, including Cosciusko.6

Another more imposing former French Army officer serving in the Continental Army in 1777 was Philippe Hubert, Chevalier de Preudhomme de Borre. He was a sixty-year-old former lieutenant colonel in a French Army infantry regiment. Borre arrived in Boston on April 20, 1777, with a contract signed by Silas Deane (one of the American commissioners in Paris at the time) dated November 30, 1776, appointing Borre a brigadier general in the Continental Army. Congress honored the contract and appointed Borre a general. Besides being barely able to speak English, Borre was unpopular with the Maryland troops he commanded and “ignorant of his duty.”7 He resigned in a huff in September 1777, expecting Congress to beg him to stay. Instead Congress accepted his resignation and paid his expenses to return to France.

Washington expressed his overall impression of the French and other European volunteers who joined the Continental Army during the first years of the Revolution in a letter to Congress written from Morristown, New Jersey, on February 11, 1777. Washington wrote, “You cannot conceive what a weight these kind of people are upon the service and upon me in particular; few of them have any knowledge of the branches which they profess to understand and those that have, are entirely useless as officers from their ignorance of the English language.”8 There is more information and stories about the former French Army officers who joined the Continental Army in the pages of this book.

Also included in my book are quotes from some of the earliest histories of the American Revolution. The authors of these books include Mercy Otis Warren, David Ramsay, William Gordon, John Marshall, and Thomas Jones. Admittedly these authors did not have access to documents available to later historians, but they had one huge advantage over today’s authors: they lived through the war and knew many of the people they wrote about. I like to quote these early eyewitness chroniclers of the American Revolution. David Ramsay, for example, published a two-volume history of the Revolution in 1789. He was an army surgeon during the Revolution and was captured when Charleston, South Carolina, surrendered to the British in 1780 following a long siege. Ramsay was considered one of the leaders of the Revolutionary movement in South Carolina and was imprisoned in St. Augustine, Florida, for a year before he was exchanged. He next served as a South Carolina delegate to the Continental Congress in 1782, 1783, 1785, and 1786. Ramsay was bored with the routine business of Congress and spent much of his time interviewing the Continental Army officers and politicians living or passing through New York City, where Congress was meeting at the time.9 His personal experiences during the war and interviews were the basis of his history of the Revolution and his other works that included a biography of George Washington. Ramsay was a staunch revolutionary who “minimized the complexities of the experience of revolution, preferring instead to recount the crimes conducted by the British Amy and its loyalist allies.”10

But despite his bias, Ramsay’s descriptions are enlightening. For example, here is Ramsay’s account of the raids carried out by Provincial (Loyalist) units operating from British-held New York City late in the war: “the depredations they committed in their several excursions would fill a volume, and would answer little purpose but to excite compassion and horror.”11 Mercy Otis Warren wrote another early history of the war, and her descriptions rival Ramsay’s for their emotional content. Regarding the British invasion of New Jersey in late 1776, Mrs. Warren wrote: “The footsteps of the British Army in their route through New Jersey, were everywhere marked with the most wanton instances of rapine and bloodshed.” She then accused the British officers leading the troops to condone the rampage: “the licentiousness of their officers spread rape, misery and despair, indiscriminately through every village.”12

My narrative also includes passages from another of my favorite historians who wrote about the war. He is Washington Irving (1783–1859), who published a four-volume biography of George Washington. Entitled Life of George Washington, it was published between 1856 and 1859. Washington Irving is one of America’s foremost authors, and his Washington biography includes elegant and descriptive prose as well as being historically accurate. Irving has the distinction of allegedly being kissed by George Washington. According to the eminent historian James Thomas Flexner, “George Washington was aloof and by nature shy. He didn’t invite people into his personality. He never kissed a baby, I’m sure.”13 But Washington Irving said that as a child, he was kissed on the forehead by George Washington. The incident allegedly took place in 1789 when Washington was president and living in New York City, the nation’s capital at the time. Irving was in a Manhattan store with his nursemaid when President Washington walked into the shop. Irving’s nursemaid held the child forward and said, “Please your Honor, here’s a child named after you.” Washington bent down and kissed little Irving on the forehead. Irving claimed that he remembered the incident and spoke of it throughout his life.

Here is some additional information that will help the reader navigate these chapters. The basic administrative organization of the British Army and Continental Army during the American Revolution was the regiment. Each British regiment during the Revolutionary War consisted of ten companies. However, the American regiments varied according to the dictates of the individual states. The 1st New York Regiment, for example, in 1777 had eight companies. In comparison, the 2nd Canadian Regiment in 1777 had twenty companies. The term “battalion” was sometimes used to describe an American regiment, especially early in the war. Two or more regiments operating together was called a brigade. Two or more brigades was called a division.

Generals in the Continental Army held one of two ranks. The lower-ranking generals were called brigadier generals and the senior rank were major generals. George Washington held the rank of Commander-in-Chief of the Continental Army during the war. The British Army had three ranks of generals. They were from the lowest to the highest rank: brigadier general, major general, and lieutenant general. A fine point of history is that Ulysses S. Grant is often cited as the first lieutenant general in the United States Army. However, President John Adams appointed George Washington a lieutenant general during the short-lived preparations for a war with France in 1798.

Both the British and the Continental Armies had the rank of colonel. British colonels were responsible for the recruiting, clothing, and feeding of their regiment. However, they typically did not serve in the field with their regiment. Winston Churchill, for example (who, I hope my readers know, did not fight in the American Revolution), was the colonel of the 4th Queens Own Hussars. British regiments were typically commanded by lieutenant colonels. Colonels in the Continental Army, however, actively commanded their regiments.

Note that I will sometimes refer to the American Revolution as the American War. The term “American War” is historically correct. The American colonist’s rebellion was referred to at the time as the American War, the War for Independence, or the War with Britain. For example, Charles Stedman titled his 1794 history of the conflict The History of the American War. American Major General William Heath published his account of the war in 1798 with the title Memoirs of Major-General Heath Containing Anecdotes, Details of Skirmishes, Battles, and Other Military Events during the American War. The earliest known printed use of the term American Revolution is a history of the conflict titled History of the Rise, Progress and Termination of the American Revolution by Mercy Otis Warren, published in 1805.

“Founding Fathers” is another interesting term associated with the American Revolution. The problem is that its origin dates back only to 1916, when then U.S. Senator from Ohio Warren G. Harding coined the term. I therefore refrain from using the term.

The British, German, and American armies had men armed with rifles during the American War. A rifle has spiral grooves cut inside the barrel that spun the ball (a lead sphere propelled by gunpowder) accurately over a long distance.14 The best-known rifles from the Revolutionary War were used by the Patriots. They were expensive, handcrafted weapons that were the property of the person who carried them. The correct name for a colonial-made rifle from the Revolutionary War is the American long rifle, and the person firing it was called a marksman. The terms “sniper” (named after the snipe, an elusive bird found in India) and “sharpshooter” came later. The distance that a ball from an American long rifle could hit a target depended on the expertise of the gunsmith who made the weapon, the consistency of the black powder (gunpowder), and the skill of the marksman. A reasonable estimate is that an expert rifleman armed with an American long rifle could hit a target at 250 yards. In comparison, the smoothbore musket, which had no grooves (rifling) had an effective range of 100 yards. Claims that American long rifles had a range of up to 400 yards may be based on firing modern reproduction weapons using high-quality black powder.

I hope that I am not ruining your enjoyment of my book by revealing the ending, which is that the British lost the war. There are numerous assessments explaining why the British lost the American Revolution. Among the critiques explaining the loss is an article by Major John A. Tokar that appeared in a U.S. Army military journal published in 1999. Here is an excerpt from Major Tokar’s articulate and concise explanation: “Ultimately, the lack of sufficient reserve supplies, combined with cautious generalship, insufficient transportation, widespread corruption, and the lack of a coherent strategy to maximize the potential support of British loyalists in the colonies, ensured British failure.”15

Note that Major Tokar did not include tactics in his list of British shortcomings in the war. The word “tactics” was defined in British Army Captain George Smith’s 1779 Military Dictionary as “the art of disciplining armies and ranging them into forms for fighting and maneuvering.”16 A modern definition of the term is “the art of handling units in combat, the planning and carrying out of ordered movements and maneuvers both before and during combat for the most efficient use of the combat power of a command.”17 The commonly held vision of Revolutionary War tactics are British Redcoats standing in a line and firing volleys of musket fire indiscriminately at Americans hiding behind trees and rocks. The reality is far different, as the British used tactics adapted for the war in America.

The conventional line formation was practical and based on the success of a line of troops with bayonets attached to their muskets charging an enemy position. Called linear tactics, American militia in particular could not withstand this frightening attack. However, the British modified their line formation from three to two men deep and increased the space between each man in line for the Revolutionary War. This change allowed the same number of men to extend across a greater distance and move quickly across rugged terrain. The British also trained their soldiers to aim their muskets. After arriving in America, the British 71st Regiment, for example, was trained so that “every man shall take the most direct aim possible at the most favorable object in his front” and “If the troops are ordered to move in any direction they are to spring from tree, stump, log & etc with the utmost agility and continue to fire, load and spring as they advance upon or retreat from the enemy.”18

Cavalry, meaning mounted troops who fought on horseback, saw limited use during the war. Historian René Chartrand explained that “unlike Europe, in North America distances between settlements were immense; nature was overwhelming, with endless forests and mighty rivers... and cavalry was useless.”19 However, both the British and American armies found lightly armed soldiers on small, fast horses useful. Both sides called them light dragoons, and they proved to be valuable in conducting reconnaissance forays behind enemy lines, raiding, skirmishing, and attacking enemy supply lines. The British also actively employed specially chosen, equipped, and trained units during the American War. They included light infantry composed of young men: “extremely fit... and possessed of initiative and the ability to act independently.”20 Their uniforms were cut down and the accoutrements (equipment) they carried were reduced for fast-paced irregular warfare. Another type of specialized troops among the British troops who fought in the American War were grenadiers. They were the tallest and most powerful men in the army, used as shock troops to unnerve and overwhelm the rebels. The British also had ranger units trained in the tactics of operating behind enemy lines in small companies.21 The British also had German soldiers called jägers, trained in irregular warfare and armed with rifles that could hit a target at long range. The jägers will be introduced in greater detail later in this book. Historian Dave Palmer summed up the situation perfectly when he wrote that “the British were searching diligently for means to break out of the linear stranglehold.”22 The Americans also had some of these specialized units, including light infantry and rangers.

And now we proceed to open our narrative. It begins with an account of the events of the Revolution from the first shots fired at Lexington in April 1775 to the Battle of Princeton in January 1777. This first chapter is meant to provide essential background information to appreciate Washington’s astute occupation of the Watchung Mountains in 1777 that upset General William Howe’s plan to quickly occupy Pennsylvania and capture Philadelphia by crossing New Jersey in a bid to end the war.




1
 A Variety of Difficulties and Perplexities*

The American Revolution lasted for eight years, and the closest the British came to winning the war occurred on December 1, 1776. On that date, George Washington’s Grand Army consisted of 3,000 exhausted and demoralized men. Facing them was a superbly equipped British force of over 10,000. The Americans were in New Brunswick, New Jersey, on December 1 with the British less than a mile away. Only the narrow Raritan River separated the opposing armies, with just four American cannons at New Brunswick to discourage the British from crossing the river. The defeat of Washington’s Grand Army at New Brunswick, on top of the string of British military successes earlier in 1776, could have convinced the Continental Congress to negotiate an end to the war.

Just five months earlier, in August 1776, Washington had an army of over 21,000 men and 162 cannons defending New York City.1 The events that reduced Washington’s Grand Army from 21,000 to a few thousand threadbare men is one of the great stories of the American Revolution. In this chapter we will follow the events of 1776, which are important in order to appreciate the changes that Washington implemented beginning in the winter of 1777. The story begins in Boston where the Revolutionary War began. But an explanation of the term Grand Army seems appropriate before we proceed. The term was used during the American Revolution to identify the troops under George Washington’s immediate command. It included Continental troops, state troops, and militia. Examples of the use of the term include the July 28, 1778, General Orders of the Army: “The Commander in Chief [George Washington] desires that officers who did not compose part of the Grand Army last winter and spring and who may be unacquainted with the General Orders relative to the duties of the Officers of the day.”2 Another reference appears in the Journals of the Continental Congress. The entry for June 16, 1775, includes: “That there be one chief engineer at [sic] the grand army and that his pay be sixty dollars per month.”3

Boston was the center of colonial opposition to the British Parliament for taxing their flourishing thirteen American colonies. Beginning in 1765 with the Stamp Act, Parliament’s bungling efforts to enforce its will escalated when British troops were sent to Boston in 1768 to force submission. Their presence only increased preparations by the colonial militia, a self-defense system present in all the colonies. The mounting enmity exploded into warfare on the morning of April 19, 1775, when 700 British troops commanded by Lieutenant Colonel Francis Smith sallied out of Boston. They were headed to the village of Concord, where spies had reported that the militia had gathered gunpowder and weapons. Colonel Smith seemed like a poor choice to lead this daring mission. He was a middle-aged, overweight, and indolent officer. But Smith was an experienced soldier who could be counted on to remain calm in a firefight with the militia.

Warned of Colonel Smith’s approach, local militia companies hid their military equipment while additional militiamen from the surrounding Massachusetts towns converged on Concord. Recognizing trouble early on, Colonel Smith sent a courier back to Boston to get reinforcements. Meanwhile, after spending a few futile hours in Concord, Smith’s detachment began the eighteen-mile march back to Boston. A fierce running battle ensued, with the militia gathering strength with each passing mile. Smith ordered his troops to burn every building along their route and sent flanking parties with fixed bayonets to drive the militia out of musket range.

Reinforcements led by British General Hugh Percy finally arrived from Boston with two field pieces (mobile artillery) as the number of hostile militiamen continued to grow at an alarming rate. According to Percy, “with perseverance and resolution” the redcoats staggered back to Boston, pursued by thousands of militiamen who surrounded the city. Percy wrote a fellow officer in England the following day with a portentous appraisal of the Patriot militia he fought on the Concord road: “Whoever looks upon them as an irregular mob, will find himself much mistaken. They have men amongst them who know very well what they are about.”4

Within two months the spontaneous fighting on the Concord road escalated into a revolution. The transformation began when the rebellious Massachusetts Provincial Congress organized the militia surrounding Boston into a Provincial Army of Observation centered in Cambridge, which was just outside of Boston.

The hostilities quickly spread from the Boston area into the neighboring province of New York. It occurred on May 10, 1775, when a makeshift force led by Benedict Arnold and Ethan Allen captured Fort Ticonderoga. The fort’s importance was that it controlled the portage that connected Lake George to Lake Champlain. Whoever occupied Fort Ticonderoga controlled this major inland water route that allowed travelers, trade goods, and armies to move quickly and safely between points as widely separated as New York City, Montreal, and the British trading post of La Baie Verte (present-day Green Bay, Wisconsin).

Meanwhile, back in Massachusetts, the colony’s Provisional Congress was running out of gunpowder and money, and appealed to the Second Continental Congress to assume command of the army blockading Boston. The letter requesting help from Massachusetts’s patriots was read aloud in Congress on June 2, 1775. The pertinent section reads, “As the Army [Provincial Army of Observation] now collecting from different colonies [New England colonies] is for the general defense of the rights of America, we would beg leave to suggest to your consideration the propriety of your taking the regulation and general direction of it [the army blockading Boston].”5

The appeal from Massachusetts followed an alarming report from Colonel Benedict Arnold. Writing from Crown Point, New York (a derelict British fort north of Fort Ticonderoga), Arnold reported that “there were four hundred Regulars [British troops] at St. John’s [a British fort at the northern end of Lake Champlain] making all possible preparation to cross the lake and expected to be joined by a number of Indians.”6 According to Colonel Arnold, their objective was to retake Fort Ticonderoga. The news that the British were planning to enlist their Indian allies against the colonists raised fears in Congress of vicious Indian attacks on frontier villages and isolated farms. Arnold’s report helped convince Congress to take charge of the insurrection and raise a national army to defend America.

There is no known record of the date on which Congress created an army composed of men from every colony, which they called the Continental Army. The most commonly mentioned date for the establishment of a national army is June 14, 1775, when the delegates to Congress authorized recruiting “six companies of expert riflemen.” The delegates included an enlistment form for the riflemen to sign, which read in part, “voluntarily enlisted myself, as a soldier, in the American Continental Army.”7 However, there is an earlier reference to Congress using the term “Continental Army.” The expression was used on June 3, 1775, when Congress resolved to borrow money “to the purchase of gunpowder for the use of the Continental Army.”8

A significant reference to Congress establishing a national army occurred on June 15, 1775, when the delegates to Congress resolved that “a general be appointed to command all the continental forces.” John Adams wrote years later that he recommended his fellow delegate George Washington that same day for the position, calling him “a gentleman, whose skill and experience as an officer, whose independent fortune, great talents and excellent universal character would command the approbation of all America.”9 There was no point in dragging out the debate in Congress as there was agreement among the delegates that Colonel Washington from Virginia was the best candidate to lead their army. The delegates reasoned that while Washington had not seen active military service for the last sixteen years, he was a wealthy, conservative fellow delegate who they could trust not to use the army to overthrow the government and establish a military dictatorship. Their prime historical example was General Oliver Cromwell, who used the army to forcibly disband the British Parliament in April 1653 and proclaim himself the Lord Protector (dictator). Thomas Johnson, a delegate from Maryland, formally nominated Washington as commander-in-chief of the Continental Army later that day. A vote was taken straightaway, and Colonel Washington was unanimously elected.10 John Adams wrote his wife Abigail two days later (June 17, 1775) with the news of the Virginia colonel’s appointment, “The Congress have made Choice of the modest and virtuous, the amiable, generous and brave George Washington Esqr., to be the General of the American Army, and that he is to repair as soon as possible to the Camp before Boston.”11

Washington left Philadelphia on June 23 to take command of the Patriot army surrounding Boston. He was traveling across New Jersey the following day when he heard rumors of fighting that had taken place at Boston. He was in New York City two days later (June 26) where he received definitive news that a big battle had been fought near Boston on June 17, at a place called Breed’s Hill. However, the battle was named for nearby Bunker Hill. It was reported that the colonial forces were defeated at the Battle of Bunker Hill, but they had inflicted heavy casualties among the British troops that were driven back twice before overwhelming the rebel’s earthworks. One British officer who fought at Bunker Hill wrote home afterward, blaming “the great man among us” (General Thomas Gage, who commanded the British troops in Boston) because of his “absurd and destructive confidence, carelessness or ignorance, we have lost a thousand of our best men and officers.”12 Gage was held responsible for the pyrrhic British victory by Lord George Germain, the secretary of state for the colonies. Germain sacked Gage, saying that he was “in a situation of too great importance for his talents.”13 Gage was replaced by General William Howe (1729–1814), a much admired officer with considerable combat experience.14 An American officer who knew Howe said that he “is all fire and activity brave and cool as Julius Caesar.”15

The fighting near Boston had quieted down by June 30, when Washington was met at Springfield, Massachusetts, by a committee from the Massachusetts Provincial Congress. Following some speeches and ceremonies, Washington arrived in Cambridge on Sunday afternoon, July 2. It was raining when he arrived, and he waited until the following morning to formally take command of the Patriot army. It consisted of about 14,000 men from Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Rhode Island, and Connecticut. The British greeted Washington’s appointment as commander of the rebel army with a poem published in the Loyalist newspapers:


When Congress sent great Washington

All clothed in power and breeches,

To meet old Britain’s warlike sons

And make some rebel speeches

 

T’was then he took his gloomy way

Astride his dapple donkeys,

And travelled well, both night and day,

Until he reached the Yankees.

 

Full many a child went into camp,

All dressed in homespun kersey, [“kersey” refers to work clothes made of coarse woolen cloth]

To see the greatest rebel scamp

That ever crossed o’er Jersey.16


The New England army soon took to addressing their new dignified Virginian commander as “His Excellency.” Washington purposely adopted a stately behavior to command respect and maintain discipline from his army. He was always “on stage,” making sure to dress and act the part of an inspirational leader. He learned these traits during the French and Indian War (1754–1763) as a young volunteer aide-de-camp to British Army General Edward Braddock and as a Provincial (Virginia) officer serving under British General John Forbes. Washington was not unique in his military service during the French and Indian War. A number of other British and American officers and enlisted men who fought in the American Revolution were veterans of the earlier conflict. The French and Indian War was the North American segment of a global conflict fought primarily between Britain and France that became known in Europe as the Seven Years’ War.

Washington made an extensive tour of the rebel works surrounding Boston in the days that followed his arrival at Cambridge. While inspecting the defenses, he met a twenty-five-year-old officer named Henry Knox. Washington had a knack for identifying talented people and encouraging them. Knox was one of the Virginian’s first protégés. Others included a young Rhode Island Quaker named Nathanael Greene, and Benedict Arnold, who began the war as an impetuous Connecticut militia officer.

Washington soon realized that he had a large army surrounding Boston, but few cannons. His opponent, General William Howe, was entrenched in the city with plenty of artillery, but too few men to attack the rebels. Washington also discovered that he could not starve Howe’s army into surrendering or withdrawing, because Boston was a seaport and the Royal Navy and merchant ships were keeping the beleaguered garrison supplied with victuals (from the Latin word victualia meaning provisions) and munitions.

Washington finally broke the standoff when Henry Knox transported fifty-nine cannons overland from Fort Ticonderoga to Boston. The artillery arrived in the American camp outside Boston in March 1776. His Excellency used Knox’s artillery to threaten to bombard the city if General Howe’s ministerial army did not evacuate the place. But Howe had decided to abandon Boston long before Knox’s artillery arrived. Howe’s predecessor at Boston, Thomas Gage, described the city’s deficiencies in a letter dated June 26, 1775: “I wish this cursed place was burned.... The only use is its harbor... but in all other respects it’s the worst place either to act offensively from, or defensively.”17 Colonel Knox’s ordnance expedited their departure. Howe packed up his army onto a flotilla of ships, burned or smashed all the equipment he could not take with him, and sailed from Boston Harbor and out to sea.
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  The Operations of His Majesty’s Fleet and Army in 1776 by J. F. W. Des Barres. This printed map of New York City and its harbor is the work of Swiss-born cartographer Joseph Frederick Wallet Des Barres. The city of New York had a population of 25,000 in 1776 and occupied approximately a square mile on the southern tip of Manhattan Island. Des Barres (1729–1824) was one of the great cartographers of the eighteenth century. He created charts (presentations of an area consisting chiefly of water and used for navigation) of the North American coast that were unrivaled for their accuracy and beauty. Note that his map of New York includes the narrow ship channel to reach the city from the Atlantic Ocean. Author’s collection



There was almost unanimous agreement among the Patriots that General Howe would await reinforcements, then return in force to seize rebel-held New York City. Seizing the city made sense. The British had successfully used New York as their base of operations during the French and Indian War. Favoring the city was its central location in the colonies, with a deep water harbor sheltered from severe weather. The British wanted New York’s protected harbor and extensive dock facilities to handle the critical shiploads of troops, war materials, and provisions that would be arriving from Britain to supply their army and crush the rebellion. In addition, unlike rebellious Boston, New York’s estimated population of 25,000 was believed to be pro-British Loyalists except for a few deluded agitators.18

The delegates to the Continental Congress were as interested in retaining New York as the British were in capturing it. Even before Howe evacuated Boston, the members of Congress were insisting that the “utmost diligence” be taken to defend New York and “that by works [fortifications] thrown up in proper places, the enemy may be prevented from gaining possession of it.”19

General Washington agreed with Congress’s assessment that “the Ministry will make an effort to gain possession of New York.”20 One example we have of Washington’s conviction that the British wanted to capture New York are notes of his comments at a council of his senior officers in Cambridge. The pertinent text reads, “The intelligence he [Washington] had received from sundry persons who had escaped from Boston, and from frequent observations... that in all probability they [the British] were destined for New York and would attempt to possess themselves of that City.”21

Washington’s first priority was to have an experienced officer sent from Boston to survey the city and recommend a plan for defending it. The assignment should have been given to an experienced military engineer, but the Patriots had none at this point in the war. Nor was the British Army likely to loan the rebels one of their engineers, who were graduates of the British Army’s Engineering and Artillery Academy at Woolwich, England. As an alternate, Washington gave the job to General Charles Lee.

Charles Lee was an important Continental Army general during the first years of the Revolutionary War. He was also the main character in an event that historian Thomas Fleming called “the luckiest Friday the 13th in American history.” The story about Lee appears later in this narrative. Although an obscure figure in our nation’s history, there are a number of places in America named in his honor—Fort Lee, New Jersey; Lee, Massachusetts; Leetown, West Virginia; and Lee, New Hampshire.

Charles Lee was a former British Army officer who adopted the patriot cause. Thomas Jones (1731–1792) was a prewar Royal judge and stalwart Loyalist who wrote a history of the American Revolution. In his account of the war, Jones said that Lee was “bred to the profession of arms.”22 Lee’s military service prior to the Revolutionary War included fighting the French and their Indian allies in America as a young British Army lieutenant; he was promoted to major, then lieutenant colonel commanding cavalry in Portugal against the Spanish Army, and was a general in the Polish Army. But, by 1773 he was a restless, out-of-work professional soldier looking for a war to enhance his resume and earn some money. According to Judge Jones, “as soon as Lee heard of the commotions in America, he embarked for that country [Lee arrived in New York on October 8, 1773] traveling through all the revolted colonies, harangued mobs, published treasonable pamphlets, cursed the King, the Ministry, and Parliament.”23

Lee was beyond a doubt the most bizarre officer in the Continental Army. His eccentricities included his appearance and behavior. He was tall and thin, and a slovenly dresser. Mercy Otis Warren knew Lee and she described him as “plain in his person even to ugliness, and careless in his manners to a degree of rudeness... his garb ordinary, his voice rough, his deportment rather morose.” But Mrs. Warren also said that Lee “possessed a bold genius... and cherished the American cause.”24 Lee’s strange behavior included several dogs who were his constant companions. But Lee was the most experienced officer the Patriots had at the start of the war. John Adams summed up the opinion of most of the leaders of the Revolution when he said, “He [Lee] is a queer creature—But you must love his dogs if you love him and forgive a thousand whims for the sake of the soldier and the scholar.”25 Mrs. Warren offered another conclusion about Lee: “he emulated the heroes of antiquity in the field [battlefield], while in private life he sunk into the vulgarity of the clown.”26

George Washington was a soldier at heart and welcomed the distinguished half-pay (reserve officer) British colonel to Mount Vernon before the war. Lee visited Washington’s estate twice, staying for five days during one trip. Washington was mesmerized by Lee’s military knowledge and battlefield exploits. Washington’s military experience prior to the American Revolution was impressive, but limited to leading often impertinent colonial troops on the frontier or serving as a Provincial officer under condescending British Army officers. Washington’s most impressive command was the rank of Provincial colonel commanding the 700-man 1st Virginia Regiment assigned to protect the frontier during the French and Indian War. He retired from the regiment in December 1758, sixteen years prior to the start of the Revolutionary War.

After lengthy and stimulating conversations with Lee, Washington became one of his foremost admirers and believers in Lee’s assertion that the colonists could stand up to the British Army.

In Congress, there was some talk early on about appointing Charles Lee the commander-in-chief of the Continental Army. But Lee’s foreign birth (the congressmen wanted an American to lead their army) and his eccentric behavior prevented him from being seriously considered. But Congress agreed with Washington’s opinion that the Patriots needed Lee’s military acumen. As a result, Lee was commissioned as one of the four Continental Army major generals authorized by Congress at the start of the war. Lee was commissioned based on his military experience, whereas the other three major generals (Philip Schuyler, Israel Putnam, and Artemas Ward) were selected for their political affiliations as much as for their military experience. Schuyler was from New York, Putnam from Connecticut, and Ward from Massachusetts.

Lee joined Washington in Cambridge at the start of the war where he proved to be a capable officer and close
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Note


	* Chapter title from a personal letter from George Washington to John Parke Custis, dated “Morris Town Jany 22d 1777.” Washington wrote, “I believe I may with truth add, that I do not think that any officer since the creation ever had such a variety of difficulties and perplexities to encounter as I have.” W. W. Abbot et al., eds., The Papers of George Washington, Revolutionary War Series, 28 vols. to date (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 1985–2020), vol. 8:123.
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