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INTRODUCTION

I was a child during World War II, a time when patriotism was high in America—and I was patriotic to the core. I knew the hymns of all the armed services. Behind my home in Hollywood, California, I had my own “Victory” garden, in which I grew I remember not—except for radishes. At the time, with food being rationed, I felt I was doing my part for the war effort: the more food civilians grew and canned, the more factories would be freed up to produce things the military needed.

Members of my family were patriotic, too. My mother, Lena Horne, sang for GIs, as people began calling soldiers during World War II (“GI” stands for “Government Issue”). My great-uncle John Burke Horne was a sergeant in the Army, and he was engaged to my personal military role model, Lieutenant Harriet Pickens, who was in the Navy’s WAVES (Women Accepted for Volunteer Emergency Service). However, I had no idea then that Uncle Burke was a sergeant in the segregated Army or that Harriet was one of the first black WAVES. As a child, I also had no idea that black GIs often sat behind German prisoners of war at United Service Organizations (USO) shows, and that my mother was banned from the USO for refusing to sing at such an event.

Years later, when I began to work on my book The Hornes, a family history, I discovered that Uncle John Burke’s much older brother Errol had served in the military. He had made a career in the Army, then based in the faraway vastness of the West, home of the 9th and 10th Cavalries and 24th and 25th Infantries: the legendary Buffalo Soldier regiments.

Always a superb athlete, Errol was taught to ride horses and shoot by veterans of the Indian Wars, at Fort Huachuca, in the Arizona desert. Black soldiers regularly won top prizes in marksmanship and riding competitions, which were among the very few nonsegregated activities in the Army. By 1916, handsome twenty-six-year-old Sergeant Horne was at the top of his profession. That year, he was a member of an all-black force, commanded by Brigadier General John J. Pershing, that went in hot pursuit of Pancho Villa. This Mexican revolutionary-bandit had led a raid on Columbus, New Mexico. In the raid, seven soldiers had been killed: members of the 24th Infantry and Sergeant Errol Horne’s regiment, the 10th Cavalry.

In those days, sergeant was the highest rank to which a black soldier could aspire, but Errol Horne was promoted to lieutenant during World War I. Sadly, within a year of his arrival in France, Lieutenant Horne was dead: a victim of the influenza epidemic that swept the ranks of the American Expeditionary Forces and much of the world in the winter of 1918. It is impossible to know how much of the war Errol actually saw: his records were among those destroyed in a fire in the U.S. Army archives in 1973. There’s no doubt in my mind, however, that my great-uncle Errol was a hero.

What do heroes do? They fight dragons. And black Americans have been fighting the dragons of racism since the uprising that gave birth to this nation. One of their most powerful weapons has been service in the military. In joining the armed forces, and in going to war, black men and women believed they could both better their own lives and make their country true to its own best promise. American Patriots is a celebration of their fortitude, a tribute to their heroism.

—Gail Buckley


THE REVOLUTION


I served in the Revolution, in General Washington’s army.… I have stood in battle, where balls, like hail, were flying all around me. The man standing next to me was shot by my side—his blood spouted upon my clothes, which I wore for weeks. My nearest blood, except that which runs in my veins, was shed for liberty. My only brother was shot dead instantly in the Revolution. Liberty is dear to my heart—I cannot endure the thought, that my countrymen should be slaves.

—“Dr. Harris,” a veteran of the 1st Rhode Island, in an address to an anti-slavery society in Francestown, New Hampshire, 1842



By 1770, Crispus Attucks, the son of an African father and a Native American mother, had spent some twenty years at sea, having escaped slavery in Framingham, Massachusetts, when he was about twenty-seven years old.

On the night of March 5, 1770, Attucks was in Boston’s King Street tavern when an alarm bell was heard from the street’s British sentry. When Attucks led a stick- and bat-wielding group of fellows from the tavern, he discovered that the sentry was under “attack” only from snowball-throwing boys. Still, Attucks and his mob took the side of the boys against the Redcoats—using heavy sticks instead of snowballs. Witnesses said that Attucks, striking the first blow, caused arriving British soldiers to open fire. British musket shots hit eleven people, killing five: four white men and Crispus Attucks—the first to die, from two shots to the chest.

Some Bostonians had little regard for the victims. In his defense of the British soldiers, lawyer John Adams blamed Attucks for the mini riot, dismissing him as a rabble-rouser— the leader of a gang of lowlifes and rowdies. The merchant John Hancock, like Adams a future signer of the Declaration of Independence, also accused Attucks of provoking the “Boston Massacre”—but from a praiseworthy point of view. “Who taught the British soldier that he might be defeated?” Hancock later asked. “Who dared look into his eyes? I place, therefore, this Crispus Attucks in the foremost rank of the men that dared.”

Although the British soldiers were acquitted from any wrongdoing, the Americans won the lion’s share of public support and sympathy. Crispus Attucks and his companions became the first popular martyrs of the Revolution.

By the time of the Boston Massacre, Britain controlled North America from the Atlantic Ocean to the Mississippi River, as well as most of the islands that made up the West Indies. The debt Britain had incurred securing much of this territory during the French and Indian Wars (1689–1763) led to heavy taxation of the thirteen colonies, which, in British eyes, existed only for the benefit of the mother country. The thirteen colonies, with a budding sense of nationhood, saw any form of taxation as slavery. The mother country’s Sugar Act, Stamp Act, and other acts of taxation sparked bold acts of defiance, such as the “Boston Tea Party” on the night of December 16, 1773.

Black people also engaged in protest—against slavery. In 1773, Massachusetts courts and legislature saw several petitions from enslaved blacks, asking for their freedom along with, in one case, some “unimproved land” on which to build new lives. At the time, out of a total population of 2,600,000, in Britain’s North American colonies, there were roughly 500,000 black people, with about 460,000 of them enslaved.

Quaker Philadelphia was the heart of early eighteenth-century abolitionism. Benjamin Franklin was among that city’s early abolitionists. Anthony Benezet was another. “How many of those who distinguish themselves as Advocates of Liberty remain insensible,” Benezet wrote in a 1766 pamphlet, “to the treatment of thousands and tens of thousands of our fellow men, who … are at this very time kept in the most deplorable state of slavery.”

By the mid-1770s, Boston was the center of abolition as well as revolution. “No country can be called free where there is one slave,” declared James Swan, a Boston merchant who had participated in the Boston Tea Party.

“It has always appeared a most iniquitous scheme to me,” wrote Abigail Adams in the summer of 1774 to her husband, John, “to fight ourselves for what we are daily robbing and plundering from those who have as good a right to freedom as we have.” By “we” Abigail was referring to the American colonies—not the Adams family, for they were not slaveholders. When Abigail wrote this letter, she was at home in Braintree, Massachusetts. John was in Philadelphia, at the First Continental Congress, where representatives from the colonies (except for Georgia) were meeting to discuss their grievances against Britain and ways to get them remedied.

By the spring of 1775, armed revolt seemed the only remedy to many. On March 23, at a convention in Richmond, Virginia, Patrick Henry, a slaveholder, raised the American battle cry with “Give me liberty or give me death!” By then, having anticipated trouble, the British had increased their troops in Boston. These troops were under the command of General Thomas Gage, who was also Royal Governor of Massachusetts.

New England towns and villages had been preparing for war since the winter of 1774. Weapons and gunpowder had been stored. Militiamen were armed and ready, as were Minutemen, an elite militia that could be “ready in a minute” and were organized after the Boston Tea Party. By April 1775, there was a growing number of Patriots ready to do battle against Britain—and against colonists who sided with the mother country, the Loyalists, also known as Tories.

In April 1775, British intelligence learned that a secret meeting in Concord of the illegal Massachusetts Congress had determined to establish an army. On April 18, General Gage ordered troops to proceed to Concord to seize all weapons and ammunition. An advance guard was also sent to Lexington because of similar rumors about an insurrection there.

As British soldiers left by boat across Back Bay late on the night of April 18, two signal lamps (“One if by land, two if by sea”) were hung in the steeple of the Old North Church. The printer and silversmith Paul Revere was silently rowed across the Charles River, which was being watched by a heavily armed British warship. Once on shore, Revere mounted one of the fastest horses in the colony to warn first Lexington and then Concord that the British were coming.

In Lexington, Revere, by then joined by two other couriers, was briefly stopped by a British patrol, to whom he supplied “information,” with a gun to his head. Armed with Revere’s “information,” the British patrol told their commanders that at least five hundred Minutemen were waiting on Lexington Green.

The several hundred British soldiers who approached the green early the next morning found a motley army of seventy-seven militiamen. The British Major Pitcairn ordered his troops not to fire and told the Americans to drop their weapons and disperse. Lexington’s militia, led by Captain John Parker, was not eager for battle, either. But just as Parker gave the order to withdraw, someone’s musket fired (whether American or British is unknown). Scattered shots from both sides followed that first mysterious shot. Eight Americans died and nine were wounded before the shooting stopped.

Prince Easterbrooks, a Lexington slave, was one of the Americans who fought in Captain Parker’s company in that first battle of the Revolution—a battle that lasted about fifteen minutes. Easterbrooks was also in the next quick (about five minutes) fight later that same morning: the Battle of Concord.

Entering Concord without resistance at around eight o’clock in the morning, the British found some four hundred Minutemen waiting at North Bridge. There’s no mystery as to who fired first here: the British. The Patriots’ return fire became known as the “shot heard round the world.”

Three British and two Americans were killed before the Americans retreated, with many others from both sides wounded. Prince Easterbrooks, who was among the wounded, was not the only black Massachusetts militiaman defending North Bridge that day. The others included Peter Salem, of Framingham, who had been freed from slavery to enlist; Samuel Craft, of Newton; Caesar Ferrit and his son John, of Natick; and men known only by first names—Pompy, of Braintree (now Quincy), and Prince, of Brookline. Another black Patriot was Lemuel Haynes, who would become the first black ordained Congregational minister in America.

Lemuel Haynes was born in West Hartford, Connecticut, to a black father and a white mother. At the age of five months, he was indentured to a white farmer (and deacon) of Granville, Massachusetts, who raised him like a son. In 1774, shortly after the end of his indenture, twenty-one-year-old Haynes joined up with the Granville militia. Haynes trained one day a week on the Granville green, learning crude military drills and Native American stealth-fighting techniques, which apparently served him well on that first morning of the Revolution. Shortly after the battles of Lexington and Concord, Haynes penned the poem “The Battle of Lexington,” which contains the lines “For Liberty, each Freeman Strives / As [it’s] a gift of God / And for it, willing yield their Lives.”

Marching back to Boston, the red-coated “victors” of Lexington and Concord—with their heavy and constricting uniforms, plus 60 to 125 pounds of gear—were perfect targets for waiting militiamen. Americans fired at will from behind trees and stone walls at rows of shiny black hats and bright red coats, aiming at officers as well as enlisted men. (Europeans never fired at officers.) “The soldiers were so enraged at suffering from an unseen enemy,” wrote a British lieutenant, “that they forced open many of the houses from which the fire proceeded and put to death all those found in them.”

Stories of Lexington and Concord describing the Redcoats as savages were sent to England and circulated throughout the colonies. In response to the action at Lexington and Concord, the Congresses of Massachusetts, Connecticut, New Hampshire, and Rhode Island authorized the raising of troops, with Massachusetts pledging the most, close to fourteen thousand.

Among the black men who joined the Patriots’ cause shortly after the battles of Lexington and Concord was the freeborn Barzillai Lew. Like his father, he had seen service in the French and Indian Wars, and his seven generations of descendants would serve America in future wars.

Barzillai Lew was born not far from Boston, in Dracut’s “Black North,” a black settlement established in 1712. Not long after Barzillai’s birth, his parents moved across the Nashua River to Pepperell, where they had three more children. In 1768, Barzillai Lew married Dinah Bowman, a pianist from Lexington whose freedom he bought from her owner, and with whom he’d have many children (all of whom became musicians). When the Revolution broke out, Lew was supporting his family as a cooper.

On May 6, 1775, Lew enlisted as a fifer and drummer in the 27th Massachusetts Regiment. Not long after that, Lew (along with soldier-poet Lemuel Haynes) was among the black men who participated in the raid on the British-held Fort Ticonderoga in upstate New York, on Lake Champlain. The taking of Fort Ticonderoga, under the dual leadership of Benedict Arnold and Ethan Allen, was the first American victory of the war. A month later, Barzillai Lew was once again brave, in the fight that became known as the Battle of Bunker Hill (after the hill the Patriots originally thought would be the site of a big battle).

In the early morning of June 17, 1775, British ships in Boston Harbor opened fire on Breed’s Hill, just north of the city, and close to Bunker Hill. The Americans had been fortifying Breed’s Hill since late the night before. If the British could be driven from Boston, the Americans would control Massachusetts. With a hundred times as many ships and yet far less manpower than the colonists, the British were trying to destroy the American army.

Despite the bombardment, the Americans, under the command of Colonel William Prescott, continued to fortify their position until late in the afternoon. They then waited behind their parapets for the British to come ashore and storm the hill. Prescott ordered his men to pick out officers and to aim at the crossings of their belts. Anxious about the small stores of ammunition, General Israel Putnam of Connecticut famously added, “Don’t fire till you see the whites of their eyes.”

After being initially held off in heavy fighting on the beach, the British assaulted Prescott’s fort. Rows of Redcoats, led by Major Pitcairn, marched up the hill, firing at intervals but receiving no return fire. When the British were within fifty yards, the Americans finally fired—to devastating effect.

The British fell back, regrouped, and advanced again, marching over their dead and wounded. More British fell in the second advance. By the third advance, the Americans were almost out of ammunition. Offering brief but fierce resistance, they began to retreat as ship-based British marines swarmed over their fortifications.

Major Pitcairn was one of the British officers killed during the battle, and his death is credited to Peter Salem, veteran of Concord. Another black Salem also distinguished himself during the battle—this one Salem Poor, a twenty-eight-year-old free man from Andover, Massachusetts. Poor is credited with the death of another British officer: Lieutenant Colonel James Abercrombie. In December 1775, fourteen American officers would petition the General Court of Massachusetts to ask the Continental Congress to reward Salem Poor. He had “behaved like an Experienced Officer,” they stated, “as Well as an Excellent Soldier.” There is no record that Poor ever received any reward from the Congress.

Along with Peter Salem and Salem Poor, there were some twenty other black Patriots at the Battle of Bunker Hill, with soldier-fifer Barzillai Lew keeping American morale high by playing “There’s Nothing Makes the British Run Like Yankee Doodle Dandy.”

Officially a British victory, the battle was nevertheless a boost to the Patriots’ morale. It rallied more Americans to join the Patriots’ cause—as soldiers and as suppliers of goods and money.

Just before Bunker Hill, the Continental Congress decided to raise an army—the Continental Army—and chose as its commander a six-foot-three, forty-three-year-old delegate from Virginia: the wealthy planter and slaveholder George Washington, a militia leader and veteran of the French and Indian Wars. Washington took command of New England’s army of fourteen thousand troops on July 3, 1775, in Cambridge, Massachusetts. He had told his wife that he would be home by Christmas.

Opposition to black soldiers in the Continental Army grew strong soon after George Washington took command: most southern slaveholders were against arming blacks, who would, they feared, set a dangerous example for slaves. In mid-November 1775, Washington was compelled to issue an order that banned the recruitment and reenlistment of black soldiers in the Continental Army.

Around the time that the Continental Army was rejecting black soldiers, the British army was accepting them. On November 7, 1775, John Murray, Earl of Dunmore, Royal Governor of Virginia, issued a proclamation from Norfolk Harbor inviting able-bodied black men held in slavery by Patriots to join British forces. (Slaves belonging to Tories who answered the call were returned to their masters.) By December 1, 1775, three hundred black men—Lord Dunmore’s “Ethiopian Regiment”—were in uniform. Later that month, the regiment was part of the British force defeated by American militiamen at Great Bridge, Virginia. After the battle, the ranks of the Ethiopian Regiment continued to grow, but in the spring and summer of 1776 the regiment was decimated by disease (possibly smallpox). Dunmore wrote that if disease had not killed the Ethiopian Regiment, it would have grown to two thousand men.

Dunmore’s proclamation, coupled with the fact that Washington had raised less than half the force needed for his new army, caused the American command to change its mind about black soldiers. In mid-January 1776, the Continental Congress announced that free blacks who had served in the Continental Army could reenlist. Free blacks, as well as slaves substituting for their masters, would fight until the end of the war—a war in which thousands would bleed and die in hundreds more skirmishes and full-blown battles. One of the most famous of these was the Battle of Long Island, which occurred about a month after the Patriots issued their Declaration of Independence.

The first version of the Declaration of Independence contained an anti-slavery statement, which began: “[King George] has waged cruel war against human nature itself, violating its most sacred rights of life and liberty in the persons of a distant people … captivating and carrying them into slavery in another hemisphere, or to incur miserable death in their transportation thither.” The passage was deleted at the request of South Carolina, Georgia, and New England slave-trading interests.

With the issuance of the Declaration of Independence, white Patriots were not just fighting against Britain: they were fighting for a new nation. So were black Patriots. Inspired by the Declaration, Lemuel Haynes wrote an essay late in 1776, “Liberty Further Extended,” in which he declared, “I think it not [an exaggeration] to affirm, that even an African, has Equally as good a right to his Liberty in common with Englishmen … consequently, the practice of slave-keeping, which so much abounds in this land is illicit.”

In the summer of 1776, Britain’s General Sir William Howe was preparing to attack New York. His first goal was to capture Long Island. By August, he was ready to launch the assault.

Washington’s army was up against some twenty thousand British and German hired guns (all called Hessians because the majority were from the German principality Hesse-Cassell).

The Battle of Long Island was the most devastating American loss in the early days of the war. Some Hessians bayoneted surrendering Americans and won a reputation as “butchers.” The Americans retreated to Brooklyn Heights, having lost fourteen hundred men, many of whom were wounded or captured.

Washington managed to assemble a makeshift fleet of ships. Joining this ragged armada, which gathered in the East River one night in late August to transport troops to lower Manhattan, was Colonel Glover’s “Massachusetts Fishermen.” There were at least 150 blacks in Glover’s regiment of land- and sea-fighting men, the earliest American marines.

The evacuation of men, horses, guns, ammunition, and supplies continued throughout the night. The operation was so quiet that the British never knew what was happening. At dawn, with a sudden fog, Washington stepped into one of the last boats, and the escape (with a third of the army left behind) was accomplished. The British would occupy Manhattan for much of the war, with little complaint from the island’s inhabitants because most of them were very pro-British.

The Battle of Long Island was one of a series of defeats for the Continental Army during the summer and early autumn of 1776, and winter was the Revolution’s darkest hour.

In November, Washington fell back across New Jersey, plagued by desertions and losses of equipment. By early December he had crossed the Delaware River and into Pennsylvania. It was a time of crisis, but it was also a turning point. After the Battle of Long Island, Washington had formed a strategy to defeat the British. Henceforth, the war would be “defensive,” he wrote to Congress. He would “avoid a general action”—he would also, to bedevil the British, “protract the war”—that is, drag out the war by avoiding a lot of quick battles, thereby wearing the British down. Washington was turning retreat into a winning strategy. It was a tactic that would serve him well in Trenton, New Jersey.

The Americans reached Trenton in the dawn of December 26, just as the Hessians stationed there were sleeping off their drunken Christmas celebration. After overrunning the town from two directions, Washington retreated with some 2,400 men—all the men he had left—back across the Delaware River into Pennsylvania. Oliver Cromwell, a twenty-four-year-old New Jersey farmer, was among the blacks who participated in the legendary crossing of the Delaware River, and he would fight in several more battles.

“[We] knocked the British about lively,” said Oliver Cromwell in his recollections of the Battle of Princeton, which took place in an orchard outside of this New Jersey town in January 1777. In this battle, a number of British soldiers were captured single-handedly by Primus Hall, a free black Bostonian whose father, Prince Hall, a tanner, made leather drumheads for the Continental Army.

The Patriots had an even greater victory in October 1777, when General John Burgoyne surrendered at Saratoga, the first major British defeat. Discontent, desertion, and a number of suicides among British troops followed, and Hessians deserted heavily. Among the Patriots’ black victors of Saratoga was Peter Salem, hero of the Battle of Bunker Hill.

By the end of 1777, blacks had become a familiar part of Washington’s army. Salem Poor and Oliver Cromwell were among the black soldiers with him through the encampment at Valley Forge, Pennsylvania, during the grueling winter of 1777–1778.

At Valley Forge there were no battles, but there were plenty of deaths because of a severe shortage of uniforms and supplies. On December 23, 1777, Washington wrote to Congress that 2,900 men were “unfit for duty because they were barefoot and otherwise naked.” By February, the number of barefoot and semi-naked had risen to four thousand. The camp ran out of food three times. Men, living in freezing huts, died at the rate of four hundred per month of “putrid fever, the itch, bloody flux or smallpox.” As many as 2,500 out of some 10,000 died in six months. Hundreds more deserted for home, or went over to the British.

The Patriots received a great deal of help from abroad. One of their most passionate European supporters was the rich and idealistic Frenchman Marquis de Lafayette, who was at Washington’s side at Valley Forge and during several battles. In February 1778, France became the first country to recognize the new American Republic. France also gave the Americans money and military might.

From the French colony Sainte-Domingue (present-day Haiti) came a company of troops called the Fontages Legion (named for their French commander). In the Fontages Legion were several future leaders of the Haitian Revolution. Haiti’s future king, twelve-year-old Henri Christophe, a powder boy, was wounded during the ill-fated French-American siege of Savannah of October 1779, in which some seven hundred members of the Fontages Legion participated.

Among the other Europeans who aided the Americans was the Prussian baron Friedrich von Steuben. He gave Americans at Valley Forge their first formal training in the art of war. There was also the Polish engineer Thaddeus Kosciuszko, who, like Lafayette, was an ardent abolitionist. “I would never have drawn my sword in the cause of America,” declared Lafayette after the Revolution, “if I could have conceived that thereby I was founding a land of slavery.”

Spain entered the war in 1779. Bernardo de Gálvez, governor of the Spanish colony of Louisiana, drove the British from Louisiana and Alabama. Gálvez mobilized a force of 670 men, which included 80 free blacks of New Orleans, to take Mobile in March 1780. Black men of Louisiana also helped capture Baton Rouge, Louisiana; Pensacola, Florida; and Natchez, Mississippi. Nearly half of Gálvez’s Mississippi Valley force was black, among them two companies of Louisiana’s black militia. Gálvez turned Louisiana into a vital source of money and supplies for the Americans, shipping them up the Mississippi under the Spanish flag.

As the war dragged on, most states found it increasingly difficult to meet their recruiting quotas. Rhode Island was desperate: its very busy city, Newport, was occupied by British troops, and a blockade was strangling commerce, including the slave trade. Because Newport was the chief slaving port, Rhode Island had the largest population of blacks in New England. And it was in Rhode Island that the first all-black American regiment—the 1st Rhode Island—was formed, in 1778. Colonel Christopher Greene, a native of Rhode Island and one of Washington’s best officers, was chosen to command the new 132-man regiment. In February 1778, the Rhode Island legislature announced that any enslaved man who volunteered for the new battalion would be “absolutely free,” with the same wages and bounties as regular soldiers.

That August, in the only battle of the Revolution fought in Rhode Island, Hessians directed their main assault against the new black regiment. The 1st Rhode Island held the line against four hours of assaults, thereby helping the American army escape and be ferried to the mainland—another skillfully executed rescue-retreat by the Massachusetts Fishermen. The Americans lost the Battle of Rhode Island, but British casualties were five times greater.

From 1780 until war’s end, most of the fighting and dying took place in the South. There, in May 1780, the British had their greatest victory of the war: the taking of Charleston, South Carolina, with the Americans surrendering six thousand soldiers, sailors, and armed citizens, as well as five ships and more than three hundred cannons. Several months later the Continental Army received its sharpest blow, and from one of its own: Benedict Arnold, one of Washington’s favorite and best officers, was found out to be a traitor, spying for the British.

Despite these setbacks, the hope of independence burned strong in the hearts of die-hard Patriots. Black soldiers continued to believe that an American victory would mean the end of slavery. Blacks serving in the navy felt likewise.

Hundreds of blacks served in the Continental Navy. A 1775 recruiting poster in Newport, Rhode Island, had sought “ye able backed sailors, men white or black, to volunteer for naval service in ye interest of freedom.” Besides doing ordinary seamen duties, blacks in the Continental Navy served as marine sharpshooters and gunmen. (Southern Patriots showed less resistance to black sailors than to black soldiers. Most of the Chesapeake Bay and river pilots of Virginia’s navy, for example, were black men who had grown up on the bay or its tributaries.) Joseph Ranger served longer than any other black Virginia seaman. He served on one ship that was blown up by the British navy, and on another whose entire crew was captured and held by the British until the end of the war.

Privateers (private vessels commissioned by a government) were most popular with men who had escaped slavery. But not all blacks who served aboard privateers had been enslaved. Fourteen-year-old James Forten, born free in Philadelphia, signed on in 1781 as a powder boy on the Pennsylvania privateer the Royal Louis, under Captain Stephen Decatur, Sr. On Forten’s second cruise, the Royal Louis (with a crew of two hundred, including twenty blacks) was captured by a British frigate. Black prisoners were usually sold in the West Indies, but Forten (thanks to his talent for shooting marbles) became a playmate of the captain’s son. Young Forten was not, however, spared punishment. After he refused to give up his allegiance to America and join the British, he spent the last seven months of the war on the prison ship Jersey, a notorious floating disease-ridden dungeon in New York. Prisoners died with such regularity that when British jailers opened the hatches in the morning, their greeting to the men below was “Rebels, turn out your dead!” More than eleven thousand Americans died on the Jersey.

At the end of the war, a skeletal Forten, his hair fallen out from malnutrition, was released in the general exchange of prisoners. He walked home barefoot to Philadelphia.

Between January and April 1781, General Cornwallis, the British commander in Virginia, suffered more than fifteen hundred casualties. In September, he found himself besieged by European and American forces at Yorktown, on the Chesapeake Bay in northeastern Virginia. Worn down by smallpox, lack of food, and protracted war, his men were in no condition to put up much of a fight.

Cornwallis dug in at Yorktown with some eight thousand British and Hessian soldiers—against upwards of sixteen thousand troops, the majority of whom were under the command of George Washington and France’s Count Jean de Rochambeau. A smaller contingent was under the command of Friedrich von Steuben and the Marquis de Lafayette. What’s more, a French fleet had sailed from the Caribbean to the Chesapeake in early September, just in time to encircle Cornwallis at Yorktown and cut him off from any support by sea.

On the night of October 6, European and American forces stormed the advance British defense post. The British and Hessians were easily overwhelmed. After a week of intense bombardment, Cornwallis’s officers
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