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			PREFACE

			

			The Land and the Sea

			For five years, two armies had clashed along the edge of a vast continent. One side, the Rebels, had the advantage of the land. Even when they lost a battle, which happened more often than not, they could retire into the countryside and wait for the next chance to attack.

			The other side, the Empire, had the advantage of the sea. With its fleet of powerful warships (just one of which mounted more cannons than the entire Rebel army possessed in the early years of the war), it could attack the Rebels’ seaside cities at will.

			But no matter how many coastal towns the Empire might take, it did not have enough soldiers to occupy all of the Rebels’ territory. And without a significant navy of their own, the Rebels could never inflict the blow that would win them their independence. The war had devolved into a stalemate, with the Empire hoping the Rebels’ rickety government would soon collapse, and with the Rebels hoping for the miraculous intervention of a powerful ally.

			Two years before, one of the Empire’s perennial enemies, the Rival Nation, had joined the war on the Rebels’ behalf. Almost immediately the Rival had sent out its own fleet of warships. But then the sea had intervened.

			

			•   •   •

			
			WHEN FRANCE ENTERED the American Revolutionary War in the spring of 1778, George Washington dared to hope his new ally had put victory within reach. Finally, the British navy’s hold on the Atlantic Seaboard was about to be broken. If the French succeeded in establishing what Washington called “naval superiority,” the enemy’s army would be left open to attack from not only the land but also the sea. But after two and a half years of trying, the French had been unable to contain the British navy.

			First, an inexplicably protracted Atlantic crossing prevented French admiral Comte d’Estaing from trapping the enemy’s fleet in Philadelphia. Shortly after that, d’Estaing turned his attention to British-occupied New York, only to call off the attack for fear his ships would run aground at the bar across the harbor mouth. A few weeks after that, a storm off the coast of southern New England prevented d’Estaing from engaging the British in a naval battle that promised to be a glorious victory for France. Since then, a botched amphibious assault at Savannah, Georgia, had marked the only other significant action on the part of the French navy, a portion of which now lay frustratingly dormant at Newport at the southern end of Rhode Island’s Narragansett Bay. By the fall of 1780, amid the aftershocks of devastating defeats at Charleston and Camden in South Carolina and Benedict Arnold’s treasonous attempt to surrender the fortress at West Point to the enemy, Washington had come to wonder whether the ships of his salvation would ever appear.

			For the last two years he’d been locked in an unproductive standoff with Sir Henry Clinton, the British commander in North America, in and around New York City. What fighting had occurred had been, for the most part, in the south, where British general Charles Cornwallis sought to build upon his recent victories by pushing into North Carolina. Between the northern and southern theaters of the war lay the inland sea of the Chesapeake, which had enjoyed a period of relative quiet since the early days of the conflict.

			All that changed in December 1780, when Clinton sent his newest brigadier general, the traitor Benedict Arnold, to Virginia. Having already dispatched the Rhode Islander Nathanael Greene to do battle with Cornwallis in the Carolinas, Washington sent the young French nobleman whom he regarded as a surrogate son, the Marquis de Lafayette, in pursuit of Arnold.

			Thus began the movement of troops that resulted nine months later in Cornwallis’s entrapment at the shoreside hamlet of Yorktown, when a large fleet of French warships arrived from the Caribbean. As Washington had long since learned, coordinating his army’s movements with those of a fleet of sail-powered men-of-war based two thousand miles away was virtually impossible. But in the late summer of 1781, the impossible happened.

			And then, just a few days later, a fleet of British warships appeared.

			

			•   •   •

			THE BATTLE OF THE CHESAPEAKE has been called the most important naval engagement in the history of the world. Fought outside the entrance of the bay between French admiral Comte de Grasse’s twenty-four ships of the line and a slightly smaller British fleet commanded by Rear Admiral Thomas Graves, the battle inflicted severe enough damage on the Empire’s ships that Graves returned to New York for repairs. By preventing the rescue of seven thousand British and German soldiers under the command of General Cornwallis, de Grasse’s victory on September 5, 1781, made Washington’s subsequent triumph at Yorktown a virtual fait accompli. Peace would not be officially declared for another two years, but that does not change the fact that a naval battle fought between the French and the British was largely responsible for the independence of the United States.

			Despite its undeniable significance, the Battle of the Chesapeake plays only a minor part in most popular accounts of the war, largely because no Americans participated in it. If the sea figures at all in the story of the Revolutionary War, the focus tends to be on the heroics of John Paul Jones off England’s Flamborough Head, even though that two-ship engagement had little impact on the overall direction of the conflict. Instead of concentrating on the sea, the traditional narrative of Yorktown focuses on the allied army’s long overland journey south, with a special emphasis on the collaborative relationship between Washington and his French counterpart the Comte de Rochambeau. In this view, the encounter between the French and British fleets was a mere prelude to the main event. In the account that follows, I hope to put the sea where it properly belongs: at the center of the story.

			As Washington understood with a perspicacity that none of his military peers could match, only the intervention of the French navy could achieve the victory the times required. Six months before the Battle of the Chesapeake, during the winter of 1781, he had urged the French to send a large fleet of warships to the Chesapeake in an attempt to trap Benedict Arnold in Portsmouth, Virginia. What was, in effect, a dress rehearsal for the Yorktown campaign is essential to understanding the evolving, complex, and sometimes acrimonious relationship between Washington and Rochambeau. As we will see, the two leaders were not the selfless military partners of American legend; each had his own jealously guarded agenda, and it was only after Washington reluctantly—and angrily—acquiesced to French demands that they began to work in concert.

			Ultimately, the course of the Revolutionary War came down to America’s proximity to the sea—a place of storms and headwinds that no one could control. Instead of an inevitable march to victory, Yorktown was the result of a hurried rush of seemingly random events—from a hurricane in the Caribbean, to a bloody battle amid the woods near North Carolina’s Guilford Courthouse, to the loan of 500,000 Spanish pesos from the citizens of Havana, Cuba—all of which had to occur before Cornwallis arrived at Yorktown and de Grasse sailed into the Chesapeake. That the pieces finally fell into place in September and October 1781 never ceased to amaze Washington. “I am sure,” he wrote the following spring, “that there never was a people who had more reason to acknowledge a divine interposition in their affairs than those of the United States.”

			The victory at Yorktown was improbable at best, but it was also the result of a strategy Washington had been pursuing since the beginning of the French alliance. This is the story of how Washington’s unrelenting quest for naval superiority made possible the triumph at Yorktown. It is also the story of how, in a supreme act of poetic justice, the final engagement of the war brought him back to the home he had not seen in six years. For it was here, on a river in Virginia, that he first began to learn about the wonder, power, and ultimate indifference of the sea.
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			PART I

			“AGAINST THE WIND”

			In any operations, and under all circumstances, a decisive naval superiority is to be considered as a fundamental principle, and the basis upon which every hope of success must ultimately depend.

			—GEORGE WASHINGTON

			to Comte de Rochambeau, July 15, 1780

			The sea is not like the land. It deceives us sometimes and we have not yet found out a method of sailing against the wind.

			—COMTE DE GRASSE

			to George Washington, October 16, 1781

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			

			The Building Storm

			ON SEPTEMBER 15, 1779, the newly appointed French minister to the United States, the Chevalier de la Luzerne, arrived on the banks of the Hudson River at Fishkill, New York. He and his entourage were on their way to the American fortress at West Point, where they were to meet with His Excellency George Washington. Much to Luzerne’s surprise, the general himself arrived in the small vessel that was to take them the twenty-five miles down the river. Even more surprising, Washington was the one steering the boat.

			They soon departed, and as they sailed south with the tide, the sky darkened and the wind began to shriek out of the surrounding mountains. Even though the vessel heeled ominously in the gusts, Washington refused to surrender the helm to a more experienced mariner. “The general held the tiller,” the secretary to the French delegation recorded, “and during a little squall which required skill and practice, proved to us that this work was no less known to him than are other bits of useful knowledge.” George Washington, a commander in chief who otherwise seemed rooted to his horse, was also a sailor.

			

			•   •   •

			HE WAS BORN IN TIDEWATER VIRGINIA, a flat, water-laced land between the Blue Ridge Mountains to the west and the Chesapeake Bay to the east. In the Tidewater, clear inland rivers blended with the turbid salt of the ocean as it ebbed and flowed along the marshy edges of the Chesapeake. On the Rappahannock River where Washington grew up (just across from the town of Fredericksburg), the tide’s three-foot rise and fall was a daily reminder that even though he was more than fifty miles from the Chesapeake, he was connected to a distant and unseen sea.

			When he was eleven years old, his father died, leaving his mother, who had been his father’s second wife, with five young children to raise. Making their lot all the harder was his father’s decision to leave his most valuable properties, on the Potomac River to the north, to his sons from his first marriage, Lawrence and Augustine. With money tight, the young Washington was unable to attend the school in England to which his older half brothers had been sent. Life in the fairly modest clapboard house on the Rappahannock, painted red to look like brick, offered few opportunities for an ambitious boy looking to make his mark on the world. And then in 1746, when Washington was fourteen years old, his elder half brother offered him a way out.

			Lawrence Washington was twenty-eight years old and a veteran of the Siege of Cartagena, an unsuccessful attempt by the British to take the Spanish port on the coast of what is today Colombia. Although the siege had been a disappointment for the British, Lawrence had received so “many distinguished marks of patronage and favor” from Vice Admiral Edward Vernon that he’d chosen to name the house he’d inherited from his father Mount Vernon in the admiral’s honor.

			Lawrence and his stepmother, Mary Ball Washington, had differing ideas as to where George’s future lay. Mary insisted that her firstborn’s place belonged with her on the Rappahannock, on what came to be known as Ferry Farm. Lawrence, on the other hand, determined that, like his idol Admiral Vernon, his brother was destined for the sea. A British naval vessel had arrived in the Chesapeake, and from Lawrence’s perspective, a midshipman’s appointment offered his younger brother not only the prospect of a promising and honorable career but the chance to escape the possessive clutches of his widowed mother.

			What the fourteen-year-old Washington thought about all this is difficult to determine. Lawrence’s father-in-law and neighbor William Fairfax, who delivered letters addressed to both George and his mother regarding Lawrence’s proposal, reported that the boy “says he will be steady and thankfully follow your advice.” This hardly sounds like an enthusiastic response on George’s part to the prospect of a naval career. And yet, remaining with his willful and self-centered mother (Washington’s cousin later confessed “he was ten times more afraid of Mary than he was of his own parents”) also had its drawbacks.

			After receiving Lawrence’s offer, Mary allowed her son’s plans to go to sea to reach the point that his “baggage [was] prepared for embarkation.” In a scene that remained indelibly seared into the young Washington’s memory, his mother waited until the last possible moment before intervening. “His mother interposed with her entreaties and tears so irresistibly,” Washington’s aide David Humphreys later recounted in an unfinished biography, “as to cause the project to be laid aside. Otherwise,” Humphreys surmised, “instead of having led the armies of America to victory, it is not improbable he would have participated as an Admiral of distinction in the naval triumphs of Britain.”

			Rather than to the east, on the sea, Washington’s future lay to the west. Within a few years’ time, he’d begun a career as a surveyor. When he was sixteen, he set out into the frontier of the Blue Ridge, and with the support of Lawrence’s in-laws, the powerful Fairfax family, he began to purchase tracts of land, accumulating close to two thousand acres by the time he had turned eighteen. Having negotiated the competing demands of his mother and half brother, he’d forged an identity that was not only congenial to his talents (by then he was over six feet tall, physically strong, and blessed with remarkable endurance), it was his and his alone.

			All the while, a tragic sense of foreboding hovered over the young Washington’s life. Lawrence, whom he called his “best friend,” was dying of tuberculosis. (“I hope your cough is much mended since I saw you last,” he wrote worriedly in the spring of 1749.) After trips to England and the hot springs of Virginia in search of a cure, Lawrence resolved to sail to the island of Barbados in the fall of 1751, with his brother, now nineteen years old, as his companion.

			It was the first and last time Washington ever went to sea. The diary he kept during the voyage shows him both fascinated and appalled by the life of a sailor. Much of it came naturally to a boy who had grown up in the Virginia Tidewater, and in his journal he quickly adopted the shorthand of the sea to denote the day’s sail changes, using the initials RMTS for reefed maintopsail and DRTS for double-reefed topsail.

			As Washington soon discovered, however, this was very different from the circumscribed world of an inland river. On the Rappahannock and Potomac, a ship materialized almost instantly from around the nearest bend. On the ocean, a ship emerged slowly, indistinctly, from the seeming depths of the sea itself. First you saw only the uppermost sails rising out of the horizon (“hull down” in the phraseology of the sea) until there it was—the entirety of the ship—briefly beside you and then, as the distance between the two vessels increased, receding back into the rounded, wave-flecked obscurity from which it had come.

			Mostly, however, you were alone with the waves and the pitiless wind. “Hard squalls . . . and rain with sea jostling in heaps,” Washington wrote on October 19, “the seamen seemed disheartened, confessing they never had seen such weather before.” This was not the sea of heroism and romance that Lawrence had promised him back when he was fourteen. This was an alien realm full of danger and fear. As they approached Barbados, he was disturbed to learn that the ship’s navigator had misjudged their position by almost five hundred miles. Only by luck had they stumbled on their destination.

			As it turned out, Washington’s brief stay amid the tropical delights of Barbados almost killed him. Within a few weeks of his arrival, he was, in his own words, “strongly attacked with the smallpox.” A month later, he emerged from his sickbed with barely a trace of pockmarks on his face and determined to go home. While his consumptive brother opted for the cooler breezes of Bermuda, Washington sailed for Virginia. By the following winter, Lawrence’s condition had so worsened that he decided he must “hurry home to my grave.” In the summer of 1752, he was laid to rest in the family vault at Mount Vernon, where forty-seven years later, he was joined by his brother George.

			Washington seems to have been permanently influenced by this sea voyage to a distant island whose promise of rejuvenation had brought only illness and, in the case of his half brother, death. As he demonstrated on the Hudson River to the French minister Luzerne, Washington knew his way around boats and was even proud of his expertise. But that did not mean he trusted the sea and the rivers that flowed into it. For the rest of his life, he preferred the saddle of a horse to the deck of a ship, even when the quickest way to reach his destination was by water. Despite eventually inheriting a house that overlooked a beautiful, mile-wide river, he did his best to put the view, quite literally, behind him. While Lawrence’s most impressive rooms had faced the Potomac, Washington added a large parlor and dining room on the opposite side of the ground floor that effectively flipped the house around so that it looked inland. The house might be named for a British admiral, but it now faced what Washington called the “infant woody country” of his future.

			His experiences during the middle years of the Revolutionary War only confirmed his prejudice against the sea. The United States’ efforts to create an ocean-going navy of its own had proven to be a disastrous waste of the country’s nearly nonexistent resources. It has been estimated that close to 10 percent of Congressional spending during the war years was dedicated to building a navy that one historian has claimed “inflicted no more than a few pinpricks against the British navy.” By the fall of 1780, with the royal navy in control of the Atlantic Seaboard and with his army cooped up amid the Hudson highlands north of British-occupied New York, Washington knew that only the French navy could break the deadlock. However, given the challenges of communication, the unpredictability of the ocean, and Britain’s well-deserved reputation for naval dominance, could he realistically expect the French navy to make a difference? What good was the alliance with France if all it did was create what he called on October 4, 1780, “false hopes”? “I see nothing before us,” he wrote despairingly from his headquarters on the west bank of the Hudson River at New Windsor, “but accumulating distresses. . . . We have lived upon expedients till we can live no longer.”

			Washington at the age of forty-eight was much as he’d been at fourteen: marooned on the banks of a river, wondering what, if anything, might come from the sea.

			

			•   •   •

			FRANCE HAD JOINED the War of Independence not to help America but to strike a blow against Great Britain. Ever since the humiliating conclusion of the Seven Years’ War in 1763, which resulted in the loss of Canada to Britain as well as a disastrous loss of prestige among the powers of Europe, France had embarked on a strategy of revanche, or “revenge.” She had no interest in conquering Britain; she simply wanted to restore the balance of power that had existed during the first half of the century when the two countries had functioned more or less as equals. By rebuilding her army and particularly her navy, France hoped to force her haughty rival (which had included a provision in the treaty that ended the Seven Years’ War demanding that a British commissioner be installed at Dunkirk) to stop treating her as a subservient, second-tier nation. In 1775, with Britain becoming increasingly preoccupied with a colonial rebellion in North America, the French foreign minister, the Comte de Vergennes, had seen his opportunity, and three years later, after British general John Burgoyne suffered a mortifying defeat at Saratoga, France joined the war on America’s behalf.

			What the United States did not fully appreciate was that her new ally did not have to send a single soldier or ship to North America to start challenging an already militarily overextended Great Britain. With a mere twenty-one miles of water between her and the south-eastern edge of England, all France had to do was send a significant number of warships into the Channel from the naval port of Brest, and Britain would be forced to respond in kind.

			Sure enough, in the summer of 1778, all of Britain watched in breathless suspense as her navy rushed to assemble the fleet required to meet the thirty warships under the command of the Comte d’Orvilliers. The Battle of Ushant, conducted at the southern edge of the English Channel, was ultimately indecisive, but it was now frighteningly obvious that with France in the war, Britain’s naval resources were going to be stretched to the absolute limit. And then, with the entrance of France’s ally Spain the following year, Britain found herself threatened in a way that had been unimaginable just a few years before. In the summer of 1779, a huge French-Spanish invasion fleet of 66 warships, 400 transports, and an army of 40,000 assembled in the waters to the south of Britain. Due to poor planning and uncooperative winds, a landing was never attempted, but even without a shot being fired, France, with the help of Spain, had succeeded in proving to her once vaunted antagonist that she could no longer take her dominance at sea for granted.

			Since then, the waters between Britain and France continued to be the scene of numerous naval skirmishes while the war expanded into a truly global conflict with fighting as far away as India. But it was the waters surrounding the sugar islands of the Caribbean (which accounted for more than a third of France’s overseas trade) that soon became the chief naval battleground of the war outside of Europe.

			It may be difficult to appreciate today, but when the war for American independence broke out, Britain’s possessions in the Caribbean were worth much more to her than all thirteen of her colonies in North America. Once France entered the war, Britain chose to concentrate a large portion of her naval resources in these commercially valuable and militarily vulnerable islands (an estimated 33 percent of her total navy compared with just 9 percent in the coastal waters of North America). France and Spain followed suit, and soon the Caribbean was engulfed in war.

			It began with Britain taking the French island of St. Lucia, to which Admiral d’Estaing responded by capturing British Grenada. The Spanish, based in Cuba, were hopeful of winning back what they had lost to Britain in Florida during the Seven Years’ War as well as taking back the island of Jamaica. Adding to the complexity of competing interests was the presence of the supposedly neutral Dutch trading post at St. Eustatius, whose opportunistic merchants furnished American coasting vessels with a steady stream of gunpowder, arms, and other supplies for the Continental army.

			From the European perspective, the Caribbean (which was referred to as the West Indies in the eighteenth century), not North America, was where their navies were needed most. As a result, the island harbors in Cuba, Haiti (then known as Saint Domingue), Jamaica, Antigua, and Martinique remained filled to overflowing with warships while the lack of naval support in the north left the armies of both Washington and his British counterpart Sir Henry Clinton stranded in and around New York.

			From Washington’s perspective, it was as if “a chasm” divided him from the French fleet in the Caribbean. “There seems to be the strangest fatality and the most unaccountable silence attending the operations to the southward that can be conceived,” he wrote in despair. Without the intervention of a large French fleet, the war in North America was likely to stagnate to the point that Britain could win what was proving to be a test of economic and political endurance rather than military might.

			By the fall of 1780, it seemed as if France’s preoccupation with the Caribbean might prevent a significant-sized fleet from ever making its way to the shores of the United States to aid the Continental army. Then, on October 3, one of the most powerful hurricanes in recorded history struck the waters between Jamaica and Cuba.

			

			•   •   •

			THE PHOENIX WAS A BRITISH FRIGATE, meaning that she was smaller and faster than the larger line-of-battle warships. Rather than blast away at the enemy, the Phoenix had the speed and maneuverability to act as the eyes and ears of the British fleet. She had cannons to be sure, forty-four of them, but her chief role was that of a sentinel and scout.

			
				[image: Map: Eastern North America and the Caribbean, 1780.]
			

			She had left Jamaica on September 30, and after sailing north to British-held Pensacola on the Florida panhandle, which was bracing for an attack by the Spanish, the Phoenix sailed south to the coast of Cuba, where her captain, forty-one-year-old Sir Hyde Parker Jr., had seen evidence of a large fleet of Spanish ships gathering in Havana harbor.

			Parker and his crew of 280 officers and men had been stationed in the western Atlantic since almost the beginning of the war. The Phoenix had been one of the first British warships to arrive in New York in the summer of 1776, when the city was still occupied by Washington’s Continental army. Disdaining the barricade of sunken ships the Americans had laid across the Hudson, as well as the cannons clustered at the city’s battery, Parker had sailed boldly past New York to the very verge of the Hudson highlands—an early setback to Rebel pride that had earned him a knighthood.

			Soon after the British took New York, a printing press had been set up aboard the Phoenix to produce counterfeit American currency that was offered to loyalists (who were in on the scam) for the price of the paper. “The artists they employed performed so well,” Benjamin Franklin later wrote, “that immense quantities of these counterfeits . . . were circulated among the inhabitants of all the states, before the fraud was detected.” Not only did this provide the loyalists with some extra spending money, the injection of bogus dollars into the already shaky American economy greatly accelerated the currency’s depreciation. Indeed, it might be argued that no vessel in the entire British navy had done more for the British cause in America than the Phoenix.

			Now, on the evening of October 3, she was cruising between Cuba and Jamaica when, in the words of First Lieutenant Benjamin Archer, the wind began “to snuffle with a monstrous heavy appearance from the eastward.” By eight the next morning, it was “blowing hard from the east-northeast with close-reef topsails . . . and heavy squalls.” By the afternoon, after jibing, or “wearing” the ship across the wind (a tricky maneuver in any weather but especially difficult in a storm), it was blowing what Archer called “a hurricane,” somewhere in the vicinity of seventy to eighty knots, and building fast. Realizing that “no canvas can stand against this a moment,” Archer ordered all the sails to be taken in.

			In addition to securing the triangular foresails at the bow and the gaff-rigged mizzen at the stern, a crowd of sailors leapt into the rigging to furl the Phoenix’s dozen or so rectangular sails as tightly as possible before securing them to the yards with gaskets. To reduce windage aloft, the upper segment of the mainmast, the topgallant, was brought down and tied to the deck. To keep the rain and spray from pouring through the gratings of the deck’s hatchways, the carpenters secured tarpaulins to the lids by nailing battens to the hatches’ sides.

			By eight p.m., it was blowing so hard that birds began to seek refuge aboard the Phoenix. “The poor devils . . . dashed themselves down upon the deck without attempting to stir till picked up and when we let them go . . . they would not leave the ship, but endeavored to hide themselves from the wind.” If the wind continued to build until the ship was in danger of capsizing, it might become necessary to cut away the masts. “Knowing from experience that at the moment you may want to cut away to save the ship an axe may not be found,” Archer stationed a carpenter at each mast with a broad axe.

			With no sails to steady her motion, the Phoenix wallowed wildly in the massive seas, creating an unearthly metallic squealing within the ship as the more than forty cannons secured to the vessel’s sides shook in their carriages. When Archer went below for some supper, he found two marine officers (both landsmen) “white as sheets, not understanding the ship’s working so much, and the noise of the lower deck guns, which by this time made a pretty screeching to people not used to it.” Since the mattress on his bunk was saturated with water, Archer lay down between the two sea chests in his cabin and tried to fall asleep.

			At midnight he was awakened by a young midshipman, who told him they must jibe the ship again to put some distance between them and Jamaica. He found Sir Hyde on the quarterdeck. “It blows damned hard, Archer,” the captain said. “I don’t know that I ever remember its blowing so hard before.”

			Even without a stitch of canvas set on the yards, the horizontal spars needed to be carefully manipulated during the jibe as the helmsman worked the ship across the eye of the wind. After a great struggle, which forced Archer to order most of the sailors into the forward rigging to help turn the ship, the Phoenix was finally on the other tack. The frequency and magnitude of the waves had increased to the extent that the ship “had not time to rise from one sea before another lashed against her.” Even though the sails had been tied with extra care, the ever strengthening wind began to shred the canvas from the yards into what Archer called “coach whips”—something that not even the most experienced seamen had ever seen. “My God!” Archer wrote, “To think that the wind could have such force!”

			So much water had leaked through the ship’s seams that the lower gun deck was now virtually awash. To prevent the seawater from dislodging one of the cannons (a disastrous development since one wayward cannon, which weighed more than two tons, could punch a hole through the ship’s side), Archer went below with an axe and chopped a hole through the gun deck. As the resultant surge of water flowed down into the well in the ship’s hold, Archer searched out the men at the pumps and made sure they understood the urgency of the situation. For the next half hour, he stood at the pumps, “cheering the people” as they worked furiously to prevent the ship from sinking.

			Once back on the quarterdeck, he discovered that Captain Parker had lashed himself to the windward rail to keep from being washed over the side, and he quickly followed suit. By now the wind was, according to Archer, “roaring louder than thunder (absolutely no flight of imagination)” as “a very uncommon kind of blue lightning” lit up the seas, “running as it were in Alps or peaks of Tenerife (mountains are too common an idea).” All the while “the poor ship [was] very much pressed, yet doing what she could, shaking her sides, and groaning at every stroke.”

			By four a.m. they had begun to approach the coast of Cuba. The wind had reached the point that the ship was almost completely on her side—“on her beam-ends, and not attempting to right again.” Word came from below that the severe heel made it impossible for the men to work the pumps. Archer turned to his captain. “This is not the time, Sir, to think of saving the masts; shall we cut the mainmast away?” “Ay! As fast as you can.” Before Archer had a chance to act, “a very violent sea broke right on board of us, carried everything upon deck away, filled the ship with water, the main and mizzen masts went, the ship righted, but was in the last struggle of sinking under us.”

			As soon as the two of them could, in Archer’s words, “shake our heads above water,” Captain Parker exclaimed, “We are gone at last, Archer! Foundered at sea!” “I then felt sorry that I could swim,” Archer recalled, “as by that means I might be a quarter of an hour longer dying than a man who could not.” Then they heard a “thump and grinding under our feet.” To their astonishment, the ship had washed up onto the Cuban coast with her stern toward shore and her bow into the waves. By now, the quarterdeck, usually the domain of the captain and his officers, had become crowded with seamen, who scurried aft as the waves at the bow “wash[ed] clear over at every stroke.” Captain Parker cried out, “Keep to the quarterdeck, my lads; when she goes to pieces it is our best chance!”

			If they had any hope of survival, the bow had to remain pointed out to sea; should the ship turn broadside to the waves, it would immediately capsize, tossing them all into the rock-strewn sea. Unfortunately, the only mast left standing was the foremast, and the added windage of the spar threatened to force the bow around. The mast had to be cut down as soon as possible. Archer ordered a group of sailors forward, five of whom were almost immediately washed overboard when a huge sea swept the mast over the side. “That was nothing,” Archer remembered, “[since] everyone expected it would be his own fate next.”

			At daybreak they discovered the Phoenix had come to rest “upon a bed of rocks, mountains of them on one side, and Cordilleras of water on the other; our poor ship grinding and crying out at every stroke between them, going away piecemeal.” Over the course of the next several hours, “[t]hat unmerciful sea lifted and beat us up so high among the rocks that at last the ship scarcely moved. She was very strong, and did not go to pieces at the first thumping, though her decks tumbled in.”

			A relatively narrow span of water now lay between the stern and shore, and two sailors soon swam across with a line that they made fast to the rocks. By ten in the morning, everyone was ashore, with First Lieutenant Archer being the last man out of the ship. “Sir Hyde came to me,” he remembered, “and taking me by the hand, was so affected that he was scarcely able to speak. ‘Archer, I am happy beyond expression to see you on shore, but look at our poor Phoenix!’ I turned about, but could not say a single word, being too full. My mind had been too intensely occupied before, but everything now rushed upon me at once, so that I could not contain myself, and I indulged for a full quarter of an hour in tears.”

			Eventually, once they’d brought across the necessary supplies and materials from the ship to build some crude shelters, they began to consider what to do next. They were stranded on the south shore of Cuba, about twelve miles to the east of Cape Cruz. There were 250 of them left alive, and “the prospect of being prisoners during the war at Havana, and walking 300 miles to it through the woods, was unpleasant.” But Archer had an idea. There were still some pieces left of one of the ship’s boats. What if they repaired it, and Archer sailed for Jamaica’s Montego Bay (a voyage of more than 150 miles) with the hope of returning with a rescue party?

			A few days later, Archer and a crew of four sailors set out for Jamaica. Four days after that, he was back off the coast of Cuba with three small vessels. “I thought the ship’s crew would have devoured me on my landing,” he remembered. “They presently whisked me up on their shoulders and carried me to the tent where Sir Hyde was.”

			But Archer had some disturbing news. The same hurricane that had destroyed the Phoenix had decimated Jamaica’s Montego Bay to the extent that “scarcely a vestige remained” of the many houses that once lined the shore. In addition, every British warship anchored in the bay had been driven out to sea and lost. Clearly, they were very lucky to have escaped a watery death. “Thy works are wonderful, O God!” Archer wrote. “Praised be thy holy name!”

			But as it turned out, another, even bigger storm was on the way.

			

			•   •   •

			ON OCTOBER 10, what came to be called the Great Storm of 1780 hit the island of Barbados. By the following day, virtually every house, including those built of stone, had been leveled to the ground, and six thousand inhabitants were dead. Many of the cannons at Fort James, which the young George Washington had visited almost thirty years earlier, were hurled more than a hundred feet through the air. The extraordinary surge of water and wind carried a ship so far onto shore that it landed on top of the island’s hospital. The hurricane-whipped rain stripped the trees of bark, indicating that the winds at Barbados must have exceeded 200 mph.

			A similar scene of destruction occurred at St. Lucia, St. Vincent, and Martinique, where a convoy carrying several thousand French troops was blown out to sea. One estimate puts the total death count of the Great Storm of 1780 at twenty-two thousand, making it the deadliest hurricane in recorded history.

			And then, on October 18, two days after a Spanish fleet of seventy-four ships bearing four thousand soldiers under the command of General Don Bernardo de Gálvez departed from Havana to attack Pensacola, a third hurricane struck. Known today as Solano’s Hurricane for José Solano, the admiral in charge of the fleet, the storm ravaged the Gulf of Mexico for three days and ultimately drove the remains of the Spanish fleet back to Cuba. With dozens of vessels sunk and dismasted and hundreds of soldiers and sailors drowned, Solano and Gálvez reluctantly decided to postpone the attack until the following year.

			It would take the English, French, and Spanish months, if not years, to recover from the three hurricanes of October 1780. When British admiral George Rodney, who’d spent the late summer and fall in New York, arrived at Barbados in early December, he was astounded by what he saw. “Had I not been an eyewitness,” he wrote to his wife, “nothing could have induced me to have believed it. More than six thousand persons perished, and all the inhabitants ruined. . . . The hurricane proved fatal to six ships of my squadron.”

			The lesson was impossible to ignore. Given the seasonal dangers of this storm-battered string of islands, the best place for a navy in the summer and fall was anywhere but the Caribbean. Up until this point, France had viewed a naval expedition to the north on the behalf of the United States as a possibility but hardly a priority. After that horrendous October, a different attitude prevailed.

			Once France had repaired her hurricane-ravaged ports and ships and done what she could to further her objectives in the Caribbean during the winter and spring of 1781, she must send a sizable fleet to North America. Not only might the ships strike a helpful blow against the enemy, the fleet’s survival could very well depend on being away from the Caribbean in August, September, and especially October.

			

			•   •   •

			AS HURRICANES ROILED THE WATERS of the Caribbean in 1780, another kind of storm gripped the states of North and South Carolina. Lord Charles Cornwallis was in command of the British forces in the region. Ignoring the advice of his commander in chief, Sir Henry Clinton in New York, who recognized the danger of venturing far from British naval support, he had decided to plunge into the Carolina interior. Since it isolated him from the source of his army’s supplies at Charleston, it was a risky move, but at least he was on the offensive, and at this late stage in the war, King George III and Secretary of State for the Colonies George Germain back in London had pinned their hopes on the subjugation of the south.

			Initially, the news was good. Cornwallis’s young cavalry commander Banastre Tarleton quickly established a reputation for brutal and terrifying efficiency, and on August 16, Cornwallis eviscerated a larger American army under General Horatio Gates at the Battle of Camden in South Carolina. But even with that resounding victory, Cornwallis had detected some disturbing signs that the people of the Carolinas were hardly awed by the power of the British military. “The approach of General Gates’s army unveiled to us a fund of disaffection in this province of which we could have formed no idea,” Cornwallis’s second in command, Lord Francis Rawdon, wrote, “and even the dispersion of that force did not extinguish the ferment which the hope of its support had raised.” Instead of being welcomed by enthusiastic loyalists, Cornwallis was shocked and perplexed to discover that “the majority of the inhabitants . . . are in arms against us.”

			That, however, did not prevent him from sending Major Patrick Ferguson and an army of 1125 loyalists even farther into the northern interior of South Carolina to “awe that district into quiet.” Despite a reputation as a clever innovator (he had invented and patented the first breech-loading rifle in the British army and employed a silver whistle to better communicate his instructions to his troops in battle), Ferguson issued a proclamation that did little to enamor him with the local populace. “If you choose to be pissed upon forever and ever by a set of mongrels,” it read, “say so at once and let your women turn their backs upon you, and look out for real men to protect you.”

			By the morning of October 7, Ferguson had set up camp on King’s Mountain—a flat-topped, steep-sided, and heavily wooded ridge—unaware that a band of frontiersmen from the other side of the Smoky Mountains, who came to be known as the Overmountain Men, was approaching through the trees. Ferguson had had earlier premonitions of danger and even sent Cornwallis a request for reinforcements. His army temporarily immobilized by fever, the British commander had failed to send the extra troops, assuring Ferguson in a message he did not live to receive, “I now consider you perfectly safe.”

			About four in the afternoon, while 200 of Ferguson’s soldiers were out looking for forage, 1790 Overmountain Men crept up the wooded sides of King’s Mountain and caught the British army of just 900 men completely by surprise. Over the course of the next hour, Ferguson, dressed in a checked shirt with his silver whistle held tightly between his lips, rode back and forth across his flat-topped island amid the trees, attempting to beat back the Rebel hordes. Spurning his men’s repeated requests to surrender, he was shot from his horse and killed while leading a desperate charge through the enemy line. The British casualties were horrific—290 killed, 103 wounded, and 688 captured, compared with just 29 Americans killed and 58 wounded.

			Fearing the Overmountain Men might overwhelm his own army, Cornwallis retreated to Winnsboro, South Carolina, even as American militia leaders such as Francis Marion and Thomas Sumter led daring assaults on British and loyalist forces to the south and east. Brigadier General Charles O’Hara, presently in New York but soon to join Cornwallis in the south, had grave misgivings about the war in the Carolinas. “How impossible must it prove to conquer a country,” he wrote, “where repeated successes cannot ensure permanent advantages, and the most trifling check to our arms acts like electrical fire by rousing at the same moment every man upon this vast continent to persevere upon the least and most distant dawn of hope.”

			Only later, once the war was over, did Henry Clinton realize that this “trifling check” in the Carolinas, coming as it did amid the setbacks suffered in the Caribbean, was “the first link in a chain of evils that . . . at last ended in the total loss of America.”

			

			•   •   •

			EVER SINCE THE SUMMER, the five thousand soldiers, seven ships of the line, and six frigates of the French Expédition Particulière (Special Expedition) under the command of General Rochambeau and Admiral Charles-Henri Louis d’Arsac de Ternay in Newport, Rhode Island, had suffered the same indignity they had known in France. Just as the French navy had been forced to contend with smothering enemy blockades at its naval ports in Brest and Toulon, now the expedition’s fleet, anchored in a defensive half circle off Newport, was bottled up by a British squadron under the command of Admiral Mariot Arbuthnot.

			Four different times Admiral de Ternay had attempted to send out dispatches to France, and each time they had been intercepted by the British. Now there was a message of extreme urgency that needed to be delivered. In late September, Washington had met with General Rochambeau in Hartford, Connecticut, where they had agreed on a plan for the following year that depended on two critical ingredients—money and naval support. Rochambeau’s son, a lieutenant colonel in the French army, had been designated as the messenger; in case his ship should be captured and he be forced to destroy the dispatch, he had committed the entire memorandum to memory. With the end of the year approaching, time was of the essence. But what to do about the British ships hovering outside the entrance of Newport harbor? On October 28, as the remnants of Solano’s Hurricane worked its way up coastal New England, scattering the British fleet, de Ternay saw his chance.

			That evening, three French frigates sailed into the stormy night. Once it became clear they had eluded the enemy, the ships separated, and the Amazone, with the young Rochambeau aboard, headed east for France. On December 6, after a passage of only thirty-nine days, he was in Brest and on his way to the French court at Versailles.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			

			“An Enemy in the Heart of the Country”

			WHEN WASHINGTON FIRST LEARNED of Benedict Arnold’s betrayal on September 25, 1780, he turned to Lafayette and asked, “Whom can we trust now?” Based on what Washington did next, the answer to that question was the thirty-eight-year-old major general on whose good sense and clarity of thought he had come to depend: Nathanael Greene.

			Within days, he had chosen Greene to oversee the highly controversial trial of John André, the captured British espionage chief with whom Arnold had conspired to surrender West Point. Soon after André was hanged as a spy, Washington picked Greene to step into the black hole left by Arnold and restore order at West Point. A few weeks after that, he assigned Greene the most unenviable task of the war, which was saying something given that Greene had already served as the army’s quartermaster during the terrible winter at Valley Forge.

			On October 14, Washington ordered Greene to take command of the beaten and demoralized Continental army in North Carolina. At that moment, the enemy appeared poised to extend Britain’s southern dominion as far north as Virginia. News a few weeks later of the American victory at King’s Mountain certainly provided a flicker of hope. But as Greene discovered during his hurried journey south, which included stops at the Continental Congress in Philadelphia and the residence of Virginia governor Thomas Jefferson in Richmond, the unexpected American triumph had given government officials the mistaken impression that the tide had already turned. As Greene’s friend Lafayette wrote on November 10, “I wish [King’s Mountain] had been postponed.”

			Relations between America’s military and civil leaders had become increasingly strained as both the Continental Congress and the states failed to provide the bare essentials required to maintain a functional army. The American people had decided to rebel from the mother country because they did not want to pay the taxes insisted upon by a distant king and the Parliament. Now they refused to pay the taxes needed to fund the war to win their independence. By the fall of 1780, with Congress wallowing in debt and no apparent way to set things right, it seemed as if this five-year experiment in creating a republic was about to founder for a lack of will on the part of the people and their elected leaders. Greene had already established a reputation as one of Congress’s more outspoken critics, and during his journey south, he found only confirmation of his already low expectations. When he asked for the soldiers, provisions, and supplies he needed if he had any hope of opposing a British army that was more than twice the size of the shattered remnant he was about to inherit from outgoing commander Horatio Gates, he received only shrugs and evasive replies.

			Greene was a most unlikely soldier. A Quaker pacifist by birth, he suffered from asthma and had walked with a limp since childhood. He developed an early love of reading and often tended the family forge in Potowomut, Rhode Island, with a book in hand. Painfully aware of his lack of formal education, he cultivated younger and better educated friends who could contribute to his ongoing program of self-improvement. By the time of the Boston Tea Party, Greene was no longer a practicing Quaker and felt free to assume a leadership role in organizing his community’s militia company. However, when the company voted to select its officers, Greene was overlooked. The reason: his physical disability detracted from the impression his company made when performing military exercises.

			Initially devastated at being considered “an inferior point of light” (“I confess it is my misfortune to limp a little,” he admitted, “but I did not conceive it to be so great”), he nonetheless continued to drill and parade with his company as a lowly private. All the while, Greene acquired as many works of military history and tactics as he could find (some of them purchased at the bookshop of future Continental artillery chief Henry Knox in Boston). By the spring of 1775, Greene had come to the attention of several influential lawmakers. That May the Rhode Island assembly voted to promote the thirty-two-year-old private who marched with a limp to the rank of brigadier general so that he could lead the fifteen hundred soldiers being sent to join the provincial army in Boston.

			Greene quickly impressed Washington with his knowledge and judgment, and despite one, potentially career-ending lapse (when in the fall of 1776 he wrongly insisted that New York’s Fort Washington could withstand a British attack), he had emerged as the Continental army’s most capable and dependable major general. Adversity, it seemed, was something on which Nathanael Greene thrived. But even Greene, it turned out, had his limits.

			It was in Richmond, on November 19, 1780, after a disheartening meeting with Governor Jefferson, that the utter impossibility of what he was about to undertake threatened to overwhelm him. “I cannot contemplate my own situation without the greatest degree of anxiety,” he admitted to Washington. “I am far removed from almost all my friends and connections and have to prosecute a war . . . attended with almost insurmountable difficulties. . . . How I shall be able to support myself under these embarrassments God only knows.”

			“You have no doubt an arduous task on hand,” Washington responded on December 13, “but where is the man charged with conducting public business in these days of public calamity that is exempt from it? Your difficulties I am persuaded are great; they may be insurmountable; but you see them now through a different medium than you have ever done before, because every department is now centered or combined in the commanding officer, exhibiting at one view a prospect of our complicated distresses.” Greene, who had not seen his wife, Caty, and their two children since the previous winter, now knew what Washington had been living with for the last five years: the overpowering loneliness of command.

			Throughout his travels south, Greene had been accompanied by Baron Friedrich Wilhelm von Steuben, the Prussian officer responsible for instilling some much needed order in the beleaguered Continental army at Valley Forge in the winter of 1778. Now, in Richmond in the late fall of 1780, Greene realized that his future fortunes in the Carolinas depended on what supplies and men he could get from Virginia. The state had, for the most part, not seen much fighting and therefore possessed ample quantities of the food and manufactured goods that would be impossible to find amid the burned-out farms of the Carolinas. Von Steuben must remain here, in Virginia, where he could oversee the recruitment of soldiers and supplies for the southern army.

			If Greene did not have the benefit of von Steuben’s personal counsel when he assumed command of the army in Charlotte, he did have a kind of surrogate. Von Steuben’s stories of his former commander in Prussia, the military genius Frederick the Great, evidently inspired Greene to seek guidance from the king’s writings. Over the course of the next few weeks, as he pondered how to contain Cornwallis’s larger and better-trained army, his letters refer time and again to the Prussian monarch. Greene also realized that military strategy and tactics meant nothing without a thorough knowledge of the terrain, particularly the rivers that flowed out of the mountains to the west before tracing their meandering way across the more than five-hundred-mile length of North Carolina to the sea. With the Polish engineer Thaddeus Kosciuszko at the head, Greene sent out an advance guard to explore the possibility of constructing a fleet of small, portable boats to provide his army with a strategic advantage in negotiating the state’s rivers.

			Greene soon saw firsthand that a brutal civil war was raging in the Carolinas. “The whole country is in danger of being laid waste by the Whigs and Tories [patriots and loyalists],” he wrote to Congressional president Samuel Huntington, “who pursue each other with as much relentless fury as beasts of prey.” The region around Charlotte was a “desert” that made it impossible to sustain an army for any length of time.

			In early December, Greene hit on what one historian has termed “the most audacious and ingenious piece of military strategy of the war.” Contrary to conventional military wisdom (which insisted that you never divided your army in the face of a larger enemy), the general resolved to send a portion of his army one way while the rest of his army went the other. From a purely practical standpoint, a divided army had a better chance of feeding itself in this war-ravaged region. But it also presented Cornwallis with a dilemma. “It makes the most of my inferior force,” Greene explained, “for it compels my adversary to divide his and holds him in doubt as to his own line of conduct.”

			Soon Brigadier General Daniel Morgan was headed west with a “flying army” of between 800 and 1000 American soldiers in hopes of luring a significant portion of the enemy away from Greene’s 1100-man force, which was headed east to Cheraw, South Carolina. Here, on a tributary of the Pee Dee River, Greene hoped to establish what he termed a “Camp of Repose” where he might rebuild the army into a force capable of meeting Cornwallis in the open field.

			Over the course of the first two weeks of January, Greene’s strategy set the stage for one of the most brilliant American victories of the Revolution. On January 17, at Cowpens in South Carolina, Morgan’s army of mostly undisciplined militiamen defeated more than 1000 British soldiers led by Lieutenant Colonel Banastre Tarleton. It was an astonishing accomplishment, particularly given the enemy officer’s reputation as an unrelenting and remorseless foe. Taking advantage of Tarleton’s well-known impetuosity to entrap the vanguard of his cavalry within the lines of his surprisingly resolute mix of militiamen and Continental troops, Morgan succeeded in killing 110 enemy soldiers and capturing at least 500 more.

			Greene was elated by the news of Morgan’s coup. Unfortunately, developments in Virginia threatened to put a halt to his southern comeback even before it had properly begun. British brigadier general Benedict Arnold had arrived in the Chesapeake with a fleet of forty-six vessels and 1200 soldiers, and he was headed up the James River for Richmond.

			

			•   •   •

			THIRTY-FIVE MILLION YEARS AGO a meteor came screaming out of the sky and smashed into the waters near present-day Cape Charles at the entrance of the Chesapeake Bay. Billions of tons of seawater, mud, and bedrock were hurled hundreds of miles into the atmosphere as the force of the impact created a crater almost a mile deep and fifty miles wide. All evidence of the crater has long since been buried beneath an accretion of sediment (it was not until 1983, when fragments from the impact were discovered in the seabed off Atlantic City, that scientists first became aware of the possible existence of the crater), but we now know that the contours of the Chesapeake were shaped by this cataclysmic event.

			The crater (larger than Rhode Island and almost as deep as the Grand Canyon) became a drain into which the bay’s 150 rivers and creeks began to flow. About two hundred miles to the north, the Susquehanna River was drawn irresistibly in the crater’s direction, ultimately carving the trough that established the bay’s north-to-south orientation. To the south, the James River veered dramatically to the east, where it combined with the Elizabeth and Nansemond rivers to form the wide and protected body of water known today as the Hampton Roads. It was here, on December 31, 1780, in the anchorage created by an ancient meteor, that Benedict Arnold, the most hated man in America, arrived in the Charon, a 44-gun frigate named for the ferryman of Greek mythology who carried the souls of the dead into Hades.

			It had been a horrific ten-day passage from New York. On December 26 and 27, a “hard gale” had separated Arnold’s fleet. Several ships came close to foundering; one had been forced to jettison its cannons; a hundred of the expedition’s cavalry horses had been hurled into the sea. When the fleet finally re-formed off the entrance to the Chesapeake, four transports carrying a total of four hundred soldiers and one man-of-war were missing. That did not prevent Arnold from calling his remaining officers together on the deck of the Charon. They were to supply the troops with enough salted meat, biscuit, and rum for five days and start loading them into the open boats and sloops captured that morning by the advance guard of Arnold’s fleet.

			Arnold’s commander in New York, Sir Henry Clinton, viewed the Chesapeake as essential to the ultimate defeat of the American insurgency in the Carolinas. All rebel communications between the north and the south had to go through the narrow corridor of land between the bulge of the bay’s southwestern edge and the Blue Ridge Mountains. By establishing a fortified naval post in the Tidewater from which British patrols could be sent into the interior, Clinton hoped to block the passage of information and supplies along the western edge of the Chesapeake. If Arnold met with success in Virginia during the winter of 1781, Greene’s forces in the Carolinas would be effectively starved into submission by the closure of their supply line to the north.

			Clinton had reason to believe that Arnold, despite having suffered a severe leg injury at the Battle of Saratoga three years before, was ideally suited to lead this expedition. Described by Johann Ewald, the commander of the detachment’s Hessian jaegers, as “a man of medium size, well built, with lively eyes and fine features,” Arnold was energetic and, to Clinton’s mind, motivated to succeed on this, his first command since becoming a British officer. “I was induced to select Arnold for this service,” Clinton later wrote, “from the very high estimation in which he was held among the enemy . . . and from a persuasion that he would exert himself to the utmost to establish an equal fame with us in this first essay of his capacity.”

			What Clinton had not counted on, however, were the emotions Arnold would arouse among his former compatriots. Even if Virginia’s officials proved woefully unprepared for what he was about to unleash upon them, the ordinary people of the Tidewater would ultimately demonstrate the kind of rage-stoked resolve that only a traitor could inspire.

			
				
				[image: Map: The Chesapeake, 1780-1781]
			

			

			•   •   •

			
			IN ADDITION TO ESTABLISHING a fortified base at Portsmouth, a low, swampy settlement several miles up the Elizabeth River from Hampton Roads at the mouth of the James River, Arnold had been given the latitude to destroy “any of the enemy’s magazines . . . provided it may be done without much risk.” The ever aggressive Arnold chose to interpret this last caveat quite loosely. Knowing that the element of surprise gave him a window of only a handful of days before the state’s militia had a chance to respond, Arnold resolved to sail quickly up the James, and if possible, attack the state at its new capital in Richmond—a town that Governor Jefferson had chosen because of its supposed safety more than a hundred miles upriver from Hampton Roads.

			Working to Arnold’s advantage was the region’s vulnerability to an attack by water. Back in the seventeenth century, the Tidewater’s long, navigable rivers had helped transform this part of Virginia into one of the most prosperous tobacco-producing areas in the colonies. Now the rivers that had been the making of the region were about to prove its undoing. With the aid of Arnold’s fleet of sail-equipped boats (each of them packed so tightly with soldiers that Hessian commander Ewald complained of the sweltering heat generated within the confines of these overloaded cockleshells), the British were able to travel with frightening speed into the state’s interior.

			Making matters worse from an American perspective was Governor Jefferson’s leisurely response to Arnold’s appearance at Hampton Roads. When on the morning of December 31 he was first informed of the arrival of a large fleet of unknown origin, Jefferson seemed reluctant to view it as a threat. Years later, William Tatham, who had delivered the news to Jefferson, remembered that the governor “suppose[d] [the ships] were nothing more than a foraging party, [and] unless he had farther information to justify the measure, he should not disturb the country by calling out the militia.”

			Not until two days later did Jefferson, who had almost no military experience, decide to call out a portion of the militia. Not until two days after that, on January 4—by which time Arnold’s fleet had sailed past the rudimentary fort at Hood’s Point (which if it had been adequately prepared could have easily stopped the British dead in their tracks) and made short work of Virginia’s small fleet of armed naval vessels—did Jefferson see fit to call out the “whole militia from the adjacent counties” even as he led a disorganized attempt to remove the military stores and state records from Richmond. Making matters all the worse was his increasingly antagonistic relationship with General von Steuben, the one Continental officer in Virginia with the experience to oppose an enemy of Arnold’s caliber.

			By January 6, as Governor Jefferson watched from a hill on the opposite bank of the river, Arnold had marched nearly unopposed into the state capital. By the following day, not only Richmond but the cannon foundry seven miles up the James were in flames. According to Arnold’s official report to Clinton, “26 pieces of cannon, 310 barrels of gunpowder, a magazine of oats, and various other stores . . . , a valuable ropewalk, with all its materials and stock, a large depot of quartermaster’s stores and several warehouses filled with rum, salt, sailcloth, and other goods” were destroyed.

			Arnold clearly relished his role as the pillager of Richmond. On his arrival, an officer (who was, more than likely, Arnold himself) appeared at Jefferson’s residence brandishing a pair of silver handcuffs in hopes of capturing the governor. Later in the day, Arnold attempted to contact Jefferson about the peaceful surrender of large quantities of tobacco, liquor, and other valuable goods. When Jefferson refused to negotiate, Arnold accused the “so-called governor” of being “inattentive to the preservation of private property” and added the goods to the bonfire.

			It was later claimed that not until the destruction of the city during the Civil War was there “such a smell of tobacco in Richmond.” Liquor from stove-in wine and rum casks flooded the town’s streets, and one witness remembered that “even the hogs got drunk.” According to Johann Ewald, “On the whole the expedition greatly resembled those of the freebooters, who sometimes at sea, sometimes ashore, ravaged and laid waste everything. Terrible things happened on this excursion: churches and holy places were plundered.”

			By the morning of January 7, Arnold’s troops were in need of rest and sustenance. But Arnold insisted that they immediately begin the march back to Westover—a plantation thirty miles down the river where they had already established a base camp. Four years before, when he was an American general, he had led the Connecticut militia in an attempt to oppose a similar British raid on the inland town of Danbury. Arnold claimed that if the British “had marched two hours sooner from Danbury . . . they would have met without opposition; and if they had delayed it much longer they
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