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					We cannot, I fear, falsify the pedigree of this fierce people, and persuade them that they are not sprung from a nation in whose veins the blood of freedom circulates.

					—Edmund Burke,

					Speech on Conciliation with America,

					March 22, 1775
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				Introduction

				John Adams, with that acidic intelligence of his, was concerned from the get-go. He was “distressed,” he said, by “the superstitious veneration that is sometimes paid to General Washington.” This was in 1777, when the Continental army under Washington’s command was camped for the winter at Morristown, New Jersey. This was before the major battles had been fought at Brandywine, Germantown, Saratoga, and Monmouth. But already even the most accomplished members of the Continental Congress found themselves in awe of the tall and distinguished-looking soldier from Virginia, and with good reason.

				Even Thomas Jefferson, who had his disagreements with his fellow Virginian, found Washington uncommonly impressive. After Washington had been dead for more than a decade, Jefferson said the man who led the Continental army to victory over the British “was incapable of fear, meeting dangers with the calmest unconcern. His integrity was most pure, his justice the most inflexible I have ever known…his stature exactly what one would wish, his deportment easy, erect and noble; the best horseman of his age, and the most graceful figure that could be seen on horseback.”

				Never, Jefferson continued,

				
					did nature and fortune combine more perfectly to make a man great, [and] his was the singular destiny and merit, of leading the armies of his country successfully through an arduous war, for the establishment of its independence; of conducting its councils through the birth of a government, new in its forms and principles, until it had settled down into a quiet and orderly train, and of scrupulously obeying the laws through the whole of his career, civil and military, of which the history of the world furnishes no other example.

				

				Not for nothing, then, is the Revolutionary War seen even to this day as “George Washington’s War,” as a 1992 history of that conflict was entitled. In part because of his subsequent service as the nation’s first president, Americans find it almost impossible to see the War of Independence except, as it were, in Washington’s shadow. General histories of the Revolution, even in our own time, take the form of accounts of battles in which the Father of Our Country, as John Marshall called him, or troops under his immediate command fought. These clashes were—until Yorktown—those in the North.

				Even educated Americans think of the War of Independence almost exclusively in terms of stirring stories about its beginnings—Lexington and Concord, Bunker Hill, Washington crossing the Delaware, the cruel winter at Valley Forge—in which “embattled farmers” and “citizens in arms” led by Washington triumph over the greatest military power in the world.

				There is a problem with the standard narrative, however stirring. The problem is that much of the war took place not in the North but in the South, and that is where the most decisive battles—those that forced the British surrender at Yorktown—were fought. Washington himself remained in New York and New Jersey, primarily, for most of the war. It was not until late summer of 1781, en route to Yorktown, that he crossed the Potomac, more than three years after the last major battle in the North, at Monmouth, took place. The events that forced the British to give up the fight are given short shrift, and the surrender at Yorktown, in most histories of the war, occurs almost as if by magic.

				There are understandable reasons that the histories of the war take the form that they do. The earliest accounts of the war came largely from biographies of Washington himself, so they focus on events that he was either directly involved in or closely associated with. Parson Weems’s The Life of George Washington (1808), in which he was deemed a “Demi-god,” was wildly popular, and went through several editions, as did John Marshall’s The Life of George Washington (1838). Washington Irving followed with a five-volume Life of George Washington (1855), which was widely read as well.

				Contemporary memoirs of the war published during the first decades of the next century—those of William Moultrie (1802) and Henry “Light Horse Harry” Lee III (1812), for example—were important to later scholars but never achieved the readership of the Washington biographies. Early histories of the fledgling nation—that of Mercy Otis Warren (1805), for example—were written by New Englanders and, for that reason, focused on New England. More scholarly works followed, decade after decade, with Progressive Era historians, for example, having their say about the revolutionary period, its causes and consequences. Each period brings its own concerns and seeks in the Revolution its own “usable past.”

				More about this in a moment, but the Civil War, of course, is a factor in the historiography of the Revolution, too. Because the South was seen—no great surprise here—as disloyal and unpatriotic, any desire on the part of historians to recognize, much less celebrate, its contribution to the cause of independence itself collapsed. But even in the earliest years of the republic, when self-conscious “nation-building” was taking place, the presence of loyalist elements in the South during the revolutionary period was also a factor in the way historians regarded the region’s role in the War of Independence. So, by the turn of the twentieth century, the popular narrative of the Revolution was well established, with Washington dominating inspiring events in the North.

				Fortunately, it is possible to correct the record, as it were, with no disrespect to Washington or without diminishing his role in the war. No debunking is necessary, or desired. This is not a political or diplomatic history of the war, and in both areas, Washington’s contribution was, of course, immense. But if anything, it can be argued that by giving scant attention to the southern campaign, we have failed to acknowledge one of Washington’s most indispensable attributes as a leader: with the notable exception of Benedict Arnold, Washington was a superb judge of character. As the pages that follow should demonstrate, over the course of the war, Washington came to recognize the abilities of largely self-made men—Nathanael Greene, notably, and Daniel Morgan—and trust them to make decisions about how best to conduct the war in the South, where Washington could not be.

				Given a fair hearing, however, it should become clear that the events of the southern campaign, during the three-plus years that convinced the British to surrender, are as compelling as any of the most widely publicized events in the North. In battles too few Americans have even heard of, fought by armies commanded by largely unsung heroes, this book seeks to account for the American victory, the reasons for which would otherwise remain a mystery. The South had its “embattled farmers” and “citizens in arms,” too. The war, after all, was not only fought between American Continentals and British redcoats; it was also a civil war fought with astonishing ferocity between “partisans” fighting for independence and their “loyalist” neighbors, in battles, skirmishes, and appalling acts of domestic terrorism. The South had its Molly Pitchers, too, and their stories need to be told.

				The South also had African Americans who fought in the Revolution, much as Crispus Attucks had in the North—and they fought on both sides of the war. When denied the opportunity to fight, they were servants and laborers. The record here is not as tidy as later generations, including our own, might wish. There were abolitionists in the South as well as in the North, and there were slaveholders in the North as well as in the South. Benjamin Franklin of Boston and Philadelphia—and a member of the Pennsylvania Abolition Society—was at one time a slaveholder himself. So was Philadelphia’s Benjamin Rush, a signer of the Declaration of Independence and member of the same abolitionist society. Alexander Hamilton, a member of the New York Manumission Society, also owned slaves.

				And there were southerners who were forthright in their belief that slavery was wrong—a violation of the values for which the Revolution was fought—and that it should be abolished. These included some of the most prominent leaders in the drive for independence, and slaveholders themselves, including Thomas Jefferson and Henry Laurens. They were compromised by their ownership of slaves and, for that reason, disappointing to readers today, but they not once defended the institution. It was, as Jefferson said, a “hideous evil,” though he never figured out a practical plan for its abolition.

				This brings us, finally, to another reason the war in the South had been downplayed in recent years. “How is it,” Samuel Johnson asked, “that we hear loudest yelps for liberty from the drivers of negroes?” The sad fact is that the war in the South was fought by armies commanded by slaveholders whose ranks were filled with slaveholders. The political leaders of the cause of independence—in Richmond, Charles Town, and elsewhere in the South—were slaveholders themselves and, in some cases, slave traders. It is not surprising that historians in our own time have had little inclination to chronicle the war in the South, much less to credit the contribution of white southerners to the establishment of the new nation.

				To many thoughtful contemporaries, Jefferson’s “Empire of Liberty” seems a ghastly imposture that stains anything and everything associated with it. But this is not new. Even in the immediate aftermath of the Civil War, historians were understandably reluctant to honor the southerners who contributed so much to the War of Independence, knowing as they did the direct line from Henry Lee III, for example, to Robert E. Lee. This is why historians have chosen to celebrate the early episodes of the American Revolution—the Boston Massacre, Lexington and Concord, Bunker Hill, and Washington’s crossing—and avert their gaze from the later ones—Camden, Kings Mountain, Cowpens—in the South.

				That southerners saw little contradiction in fighting for their liberty while keeping others in bondage is itself revealing, a subject that the pages that follow will explore and explain but not attempt to justify. It is difficult—even painful—to acknowledge this shameful reality of our nation’s history, but it is long past time to do so.

				On a related note, the way the revolutionary generation viewed Native Americans is not how we view them today, a subject touched on in this account of the war. Native Americans were routinely referred to as Indians, and the terms appear interchangeably in the pages that follow.

			

		

	
		
		
			
				Chapter One

				“A Spirit of Independence”

			
			The day after Major General Johann von Robais, Baron de Kalb, and his entourage of officers crossed from Virginia into North Carolina, he found time to write to his wife in Paris. “Here I am at last, considerably south,” he wrote, “suffering from intolerable heat, the worst of quarters, and the most voracious of insects of every hue and form.” It was mid-June 1780, and de Kalb’s men, well-trained veterans from Delaware and Maryland, had sweated their way through swamps and pine forests before making camp outside Goshen, a town that cannot today be located on a map. They would pass the night at other long-forgotten settlements as they headed toward Charles Town, hoping to reinforce the garrison there and, if they were too late for that, to defend the rest of the South as the British sought to bring the entire region under their control.

			The war, by this time, had dragged on for years, without either the British or the Americans being able to defeat the other and bring it to a close. The first shots had been exchanged at Lexington and Concord more than seven years before. All the great events later generations would teach their children about—the Battle of Bunker Hill, Washington’s crossing the Delaware, the victory at Saratoga, the winter at Valley Forge, where de Kalb had suffered with the others—had come and gone, with still no end in sight. The last battle in the North, the inconclusive clash at Monmouth, took place in June 1778, exactly two years earlier. After that, not much had happened, and the cause of independence seemed to have stalled. The British still held New York and Philadelphia, and, in the South, when de Kalb had arrived, they were moving on the port at Charles Town. Starting a war, a cynic might say, was easy. Ending a war—actually winning one—was another matter. If this war was to be brought to a successful conclusion, it would be in the South, and General George Washington, back in New Jersey, hoped that de Kalb could be of more use there than in the North.

			This trek to the Carolinas was hard-going even for young men born and raised in the mid-Atlantic colonies. For de Kalb, who was fifty-eight years old and had grown up in Bavaria and spent most of his life in northern Europe, summer in the American South presented daunting challenges. This old campaigner had known nights in rough barracks and drafty tents and on cold ground, but he had experienced nothing like the insects that hummed and buzzed and bit, morning, noon, and night. This was something that his wife, ensconced with their three small children in an elegant townhouse in Paris, could only imagine. “The most disagreeable [of these],” he told his wife, “is what is commonly called the tick, a kind of strong black flea, which makes its way under the skin, and by its bite produces the most painful irritation and inflammation, which lasts a number of days.” His body was “covered with these stings,” which southerners to this day know not as ticks but chiggers.

			It would not get any easier for any of the men—especially those accustomed to the cooler weather of England and northern Europe—as they made their way deeper into the swampy lowlands along the southern coast. There, as the British commander at Savannah told Lord Charles Cornwallis, the heat was “beyond anything you can conceive.” Malaria, smallpox, typhus, dysentery, and what were called “malignant fevers,” “putrid fevers,” and “bilious fevers” would spread through their camps, killing officers and men. This made it “the height of madness and folly,” another British officer said, to do much fighting during the summer months. Diseases would sweep through the prison ships and the filthy encampments, and before long, the men were carrying the deadly microbes with them wherever they went. De Kalb had arrived in early summer, when the temperatures were rising, and with them, disease.

			De Kalb would never make it back to his wife and children in France. Eight weeks later, when the British commanded by Cornwallis annihilated the main Continental army under General Horatio Gates at Camden, South Carolina, another 175 miles farther away, an enemy soldier struck de Kalb with a saber, opening an alarming gash in his head. Other redcoats then converged on him, and de Kalb was down, his body pierced three times with musket balls. All told, he would be wounded eleven times in the following seconds, and he would have been torn to pieces had not the Chevalier du Buysson, his aide-de-camp, shielded his commander’s body with his own. Only when du Buysson told the British soldiers de Kalb’s name and rank did they relent. By the time de Kalb was hit, the firing elsewhere in this lopsided battle had more or less ceased, and Cornwallis himself rode over, paying his respects to his fallen adversary, as the unwritten rules of so-called civilized warfare required; these included treating defeated officers with gentlemanly courtesy.

			“I am sorry, sir, to see you,” Cornwallis told de Kalb, “not sorry that you are vanquished, but sorry to see you so badly wounded.” Cornwallis ordered his men to carry de Kalb into Camden on a litter. There he was tended to by British surgeons, but, after three days, he died. The British general saw to it that de Kalb was buried with full military honors, with the other enemy officers attending the ceremonies.

			

			—

			He was born simply Johann Kalb on June 29, 1721, in Huttendorf, just northwest of Nuremburg, the son, official records say, of a “peasant.” This was a time of constant warfare in Europe, and, for an ambitious and capable young man, a career as a professional soldier offered opportunities for advancement. Before he was twenty, he had joined the French army, serving in the Chasseurs de Fischer, a corps of partisans—what we would call guerrillas, or irregulars—under the command of Marshal de Saxe, one of the great military theorists to emerge from the War of the Austrian Succession. At twenty-two, Kalb was made a lieutenant in the Lowendahl Regiment, a sophisticated, highly cultured, multilingual unit led by officers from all over Europe, also under Saxe’s command. By learning “how to lead troops, and gaining experience in all aspects of the art of military planning and combat,” John Beakes Jr., de Kalb’s recent biographer, writes, he was making himself into a “very effective officer.” Serving under early European masters of mobility in warfare—of the feint, of the hit-and-run, of the surprise attack, in units often far removed from the main army that operated with unusual independence—he was learning the kind of fighting especially suited to the American landscape. By 1747, when Kalb was twenty-six, he had fought in sixteen major battles and was promoted from lieutenant to captain with the designation aid-major. After that, he began to call himself de Kalb, as he would be known thereafter; the Baron would come later.

			By the end of the War of the Austrian Succession in 1748, de Kalb had grown into a tall, imposing figure, calm under fire, well regarded by the men who served under him, and admirably humane at a time when his peers could be cruel. He remained with the French army in peacetime, where he became something of a reformer. He proposed—without success—the formation of a special regiment of “marine infantry,” trained to undertake surprise attacks on the English coast and its colonies. Any such regiment should include good numbers of Irishmen. “All the world is aware,” he wrote, “of the hatred cherished by the Irish against the English.”

			But de Kalb also attended to matters involving individuals. When a court-martial issued a death sentence for a deserter who then returned to the army, de Kalb successfully argued that capital punishment was applicable only when the deserter was arrested on foreign soil. His efforts to reform some of the harsher protocols of camp life were not always successful, but he tried. Prostitutes were not to enter the barracks, and when they were discovered to have done so, soldiers they were there to entertain could be made to whip the women as punishment. Men who objected to this treatment were hanged for insubordination. Details are sketchy, but Beakes says de Kalb sought “more humane” responses to this too-common occurrence, “and it was his practice throughout his career to try to soften some of the more drastic punishments that prevailed in eighteenth-century armies. He was a firm disciplinarian, but he seems to have tempered this with a genuine concern for his troops.” How he dealt with the prostitutes awaits further research.

			With the outbreak of the Seven Years’ War, which Americans called the French and Indian War, de Kalb was fighting again, as struggles between France and Great Britain spilled over into the New World—where, in Pennsylvania, the twenty-one-year-old Virginia militia officer George Washington, sent with a small force to protect construction of a British fort on what the French claimed was their territory, ambushed a force of Canadians and killed its commander. Again de Kalb was with the Loewendal Regiment and in 1756 was promoted to major. The following year he fought in the Battle of Rossbach, an ancien régime engagement unlike what he and other veterans of European wars would see in the New World.

			At Rossbach, Frederick the Great’s twenty thousand Prussians defeated forty thousand troops fighting for France and Austria. In the southern theater in the American Revolution, by contrast, it was not unusual for what was considered a major battle to be fought between troops totaling no more than two thousand or three thousand on both sides. Compare that to Leipzig, where, in 1813, half a million men would fight. But Fortune had smiled on America, Alexis de Tocqueville observed in 1840. It had placed its “inhabitants…in the midst of a wilderness, where they have, so to speak, no neighbors.” Even half a century after the War for Independence, a “few thousand soldiers are sufficient for their wants, but this is peculiar to America, not to democracy.”

			In 1760, de Kalb purchased a commission in the First Battalion of the regiment Anhalt, where he was appointed quartermaster general of the Army of the Upper Rhine. This further deepened his considerable military education. There seemed almost no aspect of the art and science of war in which he was not experienced, both in theory and practice. For his performance in the Battle of Wilhelmsthal in 1762, he received the French Order of Military Merit. The war ended the following year. De Kalb was forty-two now—no longer a young man—and had spent almost two decades in the French army, fighting in at least twenty major engagements in two wars. During visits to Paris, he met and in 1764 married Anna Elisabeth Emilie Robais, the sixteen-year-old heiress to a cloth-manufacturing fortune. On his pension—and his wife’s money—this German peasant who had affixed a “de” to his name retired to what could have been a life of ease. De Kalb could not claim to possess one of the “first-rate fortunes,” he admitted, but he need never again fret about money.

			Retirement did not suit de Kalb, however, and in October 1767, he was on board the Hercules, sailing to the American colonies on a secret mission for France. Bent on revenge for its losses in the Seven Years’ War, the court of Louis XV followed the mounting unrest on the shores of the Atlantic and was eager to determine the extent to which troubles there might be exploited to its advantage. The French wanted to know, de Kalb was told, whether the rebels there “are in need of good engineers and artillery officers,” the “quantities of munitions of war and provisions they are able to procure,” what were “their resources in troops, fortified places, and forts.” France wanted to know, too, the rebels’ “plan of revolt,” if they had one, “and the leaders who are expected to direct and control it,” and “the strength of their purpose to withdraw from the English government.”

			France needed a spy, and de Kalb, with his reputation for courage, sound judgment, and discretion, plus the knowledge a quartermaster general of the Army of the Upper Rhine would possess, was the man for the job. De Kalb landed in Philadelphia in January 1768, and, during his six months in the colonies, he visited Boston and New York, cultivating sources and filing reports, written in code to the Duc de Choiseul, the French foreign minister, who was his handler back home. Six years before the British closed the port of Boston—before de Kalb had even sailed to Philadelphia—he sympathized with the Americans’ complaints. England, he wrote, “ought to be content with the profits it derives from selling them worthless goods at high prices, and purchasing necessities for a song.” If the colonists made good on their threats to boycott anything manufactured in the mother country, the British economy would suffer, and “if the court should undertake to cure this evil by imposing additional taxes [as it would], sedition will follow, and the break be beyond healing.”

			These sympathies intensified as de Kalb got to know the colonists and saw the effects of British policies on their lives, all the while eluding English spies who were, in turn, tracking his comings and goings. “All people here,” he wrote from New York, “are imbued with such a spirit of independence and even license, that if the provinces can be united under a common representation, an independent state will certainly come forth in time.” In Boston, he discovered that the inhabitants “are almost exclusively Englishmen or of English stock.” This native of Germany who had spent most of his life in the French army saw in the colonists’ heritage a telling paradox: Because they are Englishmen, he wrote, “the liberties so long enjoyed by them have only swelled the pride and presumption peculiar to that people.” It was precisely the enjoyment of those liberties and their pride and presumption that made the colonists desire independence and would make them willing to make considerable sacrifices to achieve it.

			Before arriving back in Paris in June 1768, de Kalb translated articles from American newspapers from English to French and sent them on to his handler to supplement his personal observations. His reception was not what he had expected. Choiseul had lost interest in the American colonies, and in de Kalb’s reports. The foreign minister’s attention, for now, was on the conquest of Corsica, and he had no time for his returning spy. De Kalb sought an audience with Choiseul but was repeatedly rebuffed. They finally met the following year at a social event. “You returned too soon from America, and your labors are therefore of no use to me,” de Kalb was told. “You need not send me any more reports about that country.”

			Choiseul might have lost interest in de Kalb’s findings, but for the next decade—and with increasing intensity after that—the French continued to seek ways to help what they routinely referred to as the American “insurgents.” By 1776, at least a year before the Battle of Saratoga and France’s recognition of American independence, French interests were covertly shipping arms, ammunition, and other supplies to the rebels, and the following year, a meeting was arranged between de Kalb and an immensely rich young nobleman eager to risk everything for the American cause. This was Marie-Joseph Paul Yves Roch Gilbert du Motier, or, as he is better known, the Marquis de Lafayette.

			Lafayette was nineteen years old when he was introduced to de Kalb, who was described to him as a man “whose experience and counsels might be valuable” to him. The young marquis “is a prodigy for his age,” de Kalb wrote, “full of courage, spirit, judgement, good manners, feelings of generosity and zeal for the cause of liberty.” De Kalb had developed a “zeal for the cause of liberty,” too, although his was also informed by his desire to be of professional service in a war where his abilities would be recognized and rewarded.

			The Americans needed more than the idealism of young aristocrats like Lafayette, de Kalb believed. If they had any hope of success against the British, they could not rely on green recruits. What would be required by the colonists, “now in the position of mere children,” de Kalb said, “is some foreign troops.” They needed battled-tested leaders, of course, and he was eager to make his thirty-two years of experience available. Other European officers were interested in the cause as well—“gentlemen of rank and fortune,” as Silas Deane, the Continental Congress’s secret envoy in Paris, described them—and they, too, wished to participate. Whispered negotiations ensued, and de Kalb was back and forth between Paris and Versailles, eventually obtaining a two-year furlough from the French army and, thanks to Deane, a commission in George Washington’s new army. It was during this winter of intrigue that, for reasons that remain somewhat mysterious, de Kalb was first referred to, in official correspondence, as “Monsieur Le Baron.” (Other titles were also questionable. Without proper authorization, Deane signed agreements with both de Kalb and Lafayette, making them major generals in the Continental army—a matter that would have to be sorted out later, when both were actually on American soil.)

			Not everyone was enthusiastic about Lafayette’s “zeal for the cause of liberty,” however. His family was against the scheme. So was the court of Louis XVI. Agents were sent to arrest the young nobleman to prevent his departure but, on the Victoire, a ship Lafayette purchased out of his own fortune, he, de Kalb, and several other ambitious French officers slipped away in March 1777. For three weeks, they laid anchor in a Spanish port, while Lafayette, his family, and the court came to terms with the marquis’s plans. Learning of their opposition to the scheme, de Kalb “advised him to sell the ship,” because “this folly will cost him dearly. But if it be said that he has done a foolish thing, it may be answered that he acted from the most honorable motives and that he can hold up his head before all high-minded men.” The adventure was off to a rocky start—Lafayette was seasick when they set out—but they reached open seas in mid-April. Even then, with British men-of-war prowling the Atlantic, they were not out of danger.

			It was a “long and painful voyage,” de Kalb told his wife, “not entirely without anxiety every time we saw some ships, all the more so since we had decided to defend ourselves, though we were poorly equipped for the purpose.” This did not prove necessary, and on June 13, 1777, the Victoire reached South Carolina.

		

	
		
		
			
				Chapter Two

				“Proud and Jealous of Their Freedom”

			
			Strong winds prevented the Victoire from sailing into port at Charles Town, and the ship moored instead in Winyah Bay, outside Georgetown, some sixty miles to the north. The Marquis de Lafayette, Baron de Kalb, and the others would have to make the trek overland, which would prove arduous for them all. But until the more serious business of war began, the young French aristocrat was enjoying himself, enchanted by his first glimpse of the American South.

			The weather the morning after their arrival “was beautiful,” he wrote, recording his impressions in third person.

			
				The novelty of all that surrounded him—the room, the bed covered with mosquito nets, the black servant who came to ask his commands, the beauty and foreign aspect of the country which he beheld from his windows, and which was covered by a rich vegetation—all united to produce on M. de Lafayette a magical effect, and excite in him a variety of inexpressible sensations.

			

			These would give way, soon enough, to a less rapturous response. They couldn’t get enough horses to ride the sixty miles to Charles Town, so for much of the trek the men walked, sometimes barefoot, through swamps and over hot sand. It was hard going, but de Kalb did as well as any of the others. “I believe I’ll bury all our young men,” he said. When they finally reached Charles Town, according to one of their officers, they looked like “beggars and bandits.” Once they had cleaned up, however, there were eight days of “feasts and celebrations,” and Lafayette again expressed his admiration for the Americans. “A simplicity of manners, a desire to please, the love of country and liberty” were everywhere. “The richest man and the poorest are upon the same social level, and although there are some great fortunes in the country, I defy one to discover the least difference in the bearing of one man to another”—except, of course, for the institution of slavery, of which Lafayette publicly disapproved.

			Charles Town “is one of the most attractive, the best built, and inhabited by the most agreeable people that I have ever seen…There are no poor people in America, not even what may be called peasants. Every man has his own property, and each has the same rights with the greatest land-owner in the country.” This was something of an exaggeration, though other visitors, accustomed to far more stratified societies of Europe, were similarly impressed by the extent to which a nascent democracy really was operating, even in the slaveholding South.

			There was no question, of course, that Charles Town’s so-called rice kings enjoyed themselves in a way most residents of this city did not, though even its mechanics and artisans enjoyed a higher standard of living than did those of the big cities of the North. Charles Town was wealthier than any other city in North America, and its fourth-largest port—and the only one still operating unimpeded when those of New York and Philadelphia were in British hands. This made the city especially attractive to the British, who had tried—and failed—to capture it the previous year. It was also a city that foreign officers would love to occupy, for understandable reasons. The people of Charles Town “live rapidly, not willingly letting go untasted any of the pleasures of life,” a German visitor at the time observed. Their “manner of life, dress, equipages, furniture, everything denotes a higher degree of taste and love of show, and less frugality than in the northern provinces.” There was a “grand dinner” given in Lafayette’s honor “that lasted five hours,” during which, the young nobleman said, the guests “drank many healths and I spoke very bad English.” De Kalb served as his teacher and translator of this language, which Lafayette said, with evident pride, “I am beginning now to use a little.”

			What seems to have escaped the young Frenchman’s notice—early on, anyway—was the extent to which South Carolina’s wealth and charm, and especially Charles Town’s, were possible only because they were built on an institution he professed to deplore. By the time of Lafayette’s arrival, Charles Town was the fourth-largest city in America, behind only Boston, Philadelphia, and New York, and one of the richest. Half of its twelve thousand residents were Black slaves, with thousands of others living and working on the rice and indigo plantations outside of it. Charles Town was also America’s largest center of the slave trade, outranking Richmond and New Orleans. An early South Carolina constitution, adopted before the city was established, gave freemen “absolute power and authority over Negro slaves.” Even so, the slave owners were utterly dependent on the people over whom they exercised this near-total control. The slaves not only knew more about the cultivation of rice than the planters did but also proved far better able to survive the malarial summers of the South Carolina lowcountry, having developed immunities in Africa. Over time, the colony, as one visitor wrote, came to look “more like a Negro country than like a Country settled by white people.”

			Charles Town also became a financial and commercial center thanks to the slave trade. The buying and selling of other human beings “required enormous capital outlays, so Charles Town merchants turned to the Caribbean and English connections for credit and made their profits by wharf-side auctions of slaves to Low Country planters, who usually paid in rice,” Walter J. Fraser Jr. wrote in his history of the city. “Aggressively expanding their acreage and buying more slaves, planters mortgaged both to Charles Town merchants, who knew, as one Carolinian wrote in the 1730s, that ‘Negroes’ were ‘the bait proper for Catching a Carolina Planter, as certain as Beef to catch a Shark.’ ”

			Those were boom times for Charles Town merchants, for dozens of whom “the profits were enormous.” During that decade, almost twenty thousand slaves were imported from Africa, and more than 30 percent of them were brought in by one company. The leading families of the city—who would figure prominently in the drive toward independence—were all dependent, in one way or another, on the slave trade. Henry Laurens, who would emerge as a highly compromised critic of the slave trade, ran a firm that handled the sale of more than seven hundred slaves per year, brought to the wharf in more than sixty cargos. Laurens’s family, like the Brewtons, Pinckneys, and Mottes, grew rich from the slave trade, giving a special tone and temper to the city and to the colony. The richest families intermarried, forming “alliances,” consolidating their wealth, and buying plantations of their own, all the while living most of the year in elegant houses near the waterfront. They also consolidated their power. To be elected to public office, a man had to own five hundred acres of land or ten slaves, or other forms of property worth at least one thousand pounds sterling. This alone limited potential officeholders and the population that elected them to fewer than five hundred people.

			The city’s elite, Robert N. Rosen wrote in A Short History of Charleston,

			
				was able to do as it pleased, defying many of the standards of its time, because slavery made it an elite without opposition. Over time the planters, the great merchants and the elite of colonial Charlestown developed a way of life distinguished not only by great wealth but also by the elevation of pleasure and pleasure seeking to the highest of social goals.

			

			Luxury items—including cloth from Russia and Holland and wine from Portugal—were carried in the shops. Dr. Alexander Garden, one of the elite himself, wrote that “the gentlemen planters…are absolutely above every occupation but eating, drinking, lolling, smoking, and sleeping, which five modes of action constitute the essence of their life and existence.”

			This was somewhat unfair, as the Revolution, which tested the mettle of these men, would demonstrate. But it was not without some basis in fact, as everyday life in the city bore out. Whites and Blacks in equal numbers walked the streets of the city, though the laws and customs that governed their actions differed radically. Womanizing was the other great pastime of the planter class, many of whose men seem to have viewed preying on enslaved women—including rape—as acceptable behavior. “The enjoyment of a negro or mulatto woman,” Josiah Quincy of Boston observed when he visited Charles Town, “is spoken of as quite a common thing; no reluctance, delicacy or shame is made about the matter.” A letter to the editor of The South Carolina Gazette noted that Charles Town bachelors and widowers “in a Strait for Women” need only “wait for the next Shipping from the Coast of Guinny. Those African ladies are of a strong robust Constitution [able] to serve them Night as well as Day.”

			Charles Wesley, a British clergyman and a founder of Methodism, observed when he visited the city in the 1730s that white children had slaves of their own age “to tyrannize over, to beat and abuse out of sport.” White women looked down on domestic chores, which were considered the work of household slaves. Even tradesmen often had slaves do their work for them. Rosen quotes a visitor who saw “tradesmen go through the city followed by a Negro carrying their tools—barbers who are supported in idleness and ease by their negroes who do the business, and in fact many of the mechanics bear nothing more of their trade than the name.”

			The stench of the slave trade was, in a very real sense, inescapable. “Following the sale of the slave cargoes,” Fraser wrote,

			
				the putrid holds of the slavers, awash with excrement, urine, and vomit, would be “smoked” by the crews who plunged heated bullets into buckets of vinegar to clean the vessels for the loading of outward bound cargoes of commodities. Despite these efforts, sailors often refused to serve on slave ships after several voyages as the smells of the human cargoes seem to permeate the timbers. As the common saying went: “You can smell a slaver five miles downwind on the open ocean.”

			

			The men who ran these shipments were “a rough set of people,” one visitor said, but were nonetheless “caressed” by the slave merchants when they came into port “on account of the great profits of their commissions.”

			As might be expected, slaveholders, slave traders, and white people generally lived in fear of slave insurrections and passed harsh slave codes in the hope of reducing their likelihood. The bloodiest uprising in the country took place in late summer of 1739 twenty miles south of Charles Town. Slaves hoping to escape to Spanish Florida killed a dozen whites and burned their houses before being overtaken by planters, who shot twelve of them; a year later, slaves north of the city were planning to revolt before their plans were made known by one of their fellows. Nearly seventy of the alleged conspirators were rounded up, with several hanged “to intimidate other Negroes.” By one account, the planters “cutt off [the slaves’] heads and set them up at every Mile Post they came to.”

			City dwellers feared their own domestic workers, and the fact that whites and Blacks lived close together in Charles Town meant their relations were more complicated than on the plantations. A jury found, for example, that the “unrestrained intercourse and indulgence of familiarities” between the two races “are destructive of the respect and subserviency which our laws recognize as due from one to the other.” The city allowed police to “break doors, gates or windows” if they suspected that meetings were taking place to teach slaves to read or write, which was illegal. Black-run churches were similarly viewed with suspicion as dangerous “nurseries of self government.” Blacks caught in the streets after dark, unless they were carrying a letter of permission from their owners, could be locked up overnight and subject to whipping in the morning. To secure their release, their owners would have to pay a fine.

			As troubling as all these attitudes and actions strike us today, and in time offended Lafayette, they were taken for granted throughout much of the American South and in fact figured prominently in the region’s drive for independence. “Absolute and unquestioned rule over the lives of other human beings, a rule that included, as a practical matter, life-and-death decisions, gave to the planter class a justified feeling of absolute power,” Rosen wrote. These assumptions were especially pronounced in Charles Town but existed in Richmond and New Orleans and Savannah as well and on plantations throughout the South. “Each planter,” as Rosen puts it, “was king of all he owned. His friends and neighbors were the government and the courts. In all the history of America, it is doubtful that a more absolutely powerful class or group ever ruled a city, colony, or state.” And when the power of that class was challenged by the mother country—after decades in which its members had been left to govern themselves—they were indignant.

			When the British tried to enforce the Stamp Act in 1765, Christopher Gadsden, one of the city’s elite, led the opposition, declaring the act inconsistent “with that inherent right of every British subject, not to be taxed but by his own consent, or that of his representatives.” Mobs calling themselves the “Sons of Liberty” and by some accounts directed by Gadsden rioted, erected a forty-foot-high gallows near the harbor, buried a coffin bearing the sign “American Liberty,” and burned in effigy a stamp distributor. A decade later, following Boston’s lead, Charles Town, again with Gadsden leading the opposition, staged its own Tea Party, dumping shipments into the Cooper River.

			It was Edmund Burke, the prominent member of the Whig opposition in Parliament, who seems to have best understood the role of slavery in the South’s push for independence—which, contrary to current assertions, had nothing at all to do with fear that the British threatened its so-called Peculiar Institution. Great Britain posed no such threat, and there is scant evidence that southerners believed that it did. The Americans rebelled, in large measure, to defend the rights they believed they possessed as loyal subjects of the Crown. They rebelled, too, because their experience of self-government had shaped their character as a people. Having become accustomed to governing themselves, they were increasingly suspicious of attempts to limit their liberty. They were also sensitive to being taxed. This should have surprised no one in Parliament because, as Burke told the House of Commons just weeks before Lexington and Concord, “the great contests for freedom in this country were from the earliest times chiefly upon the question of taxing.” Clearly, more than policy was operative here. The very temperament, disposition, and understanding of themselves made it impossible, under the circumstances, for Americans not to rebel.

			The colonies, Burke reminded the other members of Parliament, had been settled by Protestants, who are “the most adverse to all implicit submission of mind and opinion. This is a persuasion not only favorable to liberty, but built upon it.” This posture of defiance was true in the northern colonies, so long associated with Pilgrims and Puritans, but in the Anglican South as well, where a different set of circumstances made the determination to rebel at any suspicion of British tyranny all the more acute. There was a paradox here, of course. The “spirit of liberty” among the southerners, Burke argued, “was still more high and haughty than in those to the northward,” precisely because of the institution of slavery. In Virginia and the Carolinas, “they have a vast multitude of slaves. Where this is the case in any part of the world, those who are free are by far the most proud and jealous of their freedom.” Burke in no way intended

			
				to commend the superior morality of this sentiment, which has at least as much pride as virtue in it; but I cannot alter the nature of man. The fact is so; and that these people of the southern colonies are much more strongly, and with a higher and stubborn spirit, attached to liberty, than those to the northward…In such a people, the haughtiness of domination combined with the spirit of freedom, fortifies it, and renders it invincible.

			

			Men from the Continent, unlike Burke, often took a less nuanced view of the chattel slavery that they witnessed not only in the American colonies but also, in the case of France, in their own New World possessions. Lafayette, of course, would emerge as an outspoken and imaginative abolitionist. Influenced by the philosophes of the European Enlightenment, in 1783, Lafayette would write to Washington of a “wild scheme” he had dreamed up, in which the two of them would buy acreage where the enslaved workers at Mount Vernon and Washington’s outlying properties could work as tenant farmers. The project, if successful, would then spread in popularity throughout the United States and, eventually, to the West Indies.

			“If it be a Wild scheme,” Lafayette told Washington, “I had rather be mad in this way, than to be thought wise in [another] task.” Washington responded with praise for his young protégé. The idea “which you propose as a precedent, to encourage the emancipation of the black people of this Country from the state of Bondage [in which] they are held, is a striking evidence of the benevolence of your Heart.” Washington found the plan commendable but remained uncommitted. While he supported the idea in principle and would “be happy to join you in so laudable a work,” he would prefer to discuss the details when they next met in person.

			The plan—without Washington’s participation—moved forward, with some alterations. Three years after broaching the subject with Washington, Lafayette wrote again to his former commander about “that Experiment which you know is my Hobby Horse,” informing Washington that he had purchased a plantation in French Guiana, intending to free the slaves on it. They would work the land, with the assurance that they could not be sold. The purchase of the estate, Washington told Lafayette, “with a view of emancipating the slaves on it, is a generous and noble proof of your humanity,” and he sincerely hoped that “a like spirit would diffuse itself generally into the minds of the people of this country.” Even so, like almost all of his countrymen, North and South, Washington believed that the matter could not be rushed. A sudden and immediate emancipation “would, I really believe, be productive of much inconvenience and mischief; but by degrees it certainly might, and assuredly ought to be effected; and that too by Legislative authority.”

			All that would come later, of course—after the war had been won. For now, Lafayette was enjoying himself in balmy Charles Town, while de Kalb—the more seasoned and less idealistic soldier—set about the serious business of inspecting the city’s defenses.

		

	
		
		
			
				Chapter Three

				“The Principal Theater of the War”

			
			Charles Town’s defenses, de Kalb learned, held up surprisingly well when the British first tried to establish a base of operations on Sullivan’s Island, at the entrance to the city’s harbor. That was the previous June, when an armada carrying three thousand redcoats arrived—and Benjamin Lincoln, commanding an army of six thousand Americans, showed up to oppose them. Fear had been building for months, not least that the British were encouraging slave revolts. “Opulent and Sensible” residents of Charles Town would remain loyal to the Crown, the British told themselves, while the “Low and Ignorant” would not. A Council of Safety was created to maintain order, and the Provincial Congress urged people on the way to church to “take with them their Fire-Arms and Ammunition.” Residents suspected of conspiring with Blacks to set fires and sow discontent were tarred and feathered.

			While the well-to-do fled to the countryside and “half the best houses were empty,” Lincoln supervised the construction of defenses, which included an unlikely-looking fortification composed of “Mud & Sand, faced with Palmetto Tree[s],” at the southern end of the island. The British attacked on a morning in early summer of that year, and cannonballs that were fired into the palmettos did little damage. “A breach in the wood is impossible,” de Kalb reported, for “it never bursts, and cannonballs and their holes close up again, or better, when the blow has lost its force, the shot is sent back by the elasticity of the wood.” By evening, the British flotilla withdrew, battered and badly beaten, and hobbled back to New York. “Thus,” one of their officers said, was “the Invincible British Navy defeated by a battery which it was supposed would not have stood one Broadside.”

			Having failed to take Charles Town, the British turned their attentions to the smaller port 120 miles to the south, at Savannah, Georgia. Here, in late December 1778, they succeeded spectacularly, with only three killed and ten wounded, compared to eighty-three Americans killed or wounded, and more than 450 taken prisoner. The British also seized three ships, forty-eight cannons, and twenty-three mortars when Savannah fell. (A joint effort to retake the port in October 1779 failed miserably, and Savannah would remain in British hands until the war’s end.)

			De Kalb’s inspection of Charles Town’s remaining defenses—and the story of how well they had served during the last attack—was cause for optimism, but there were other reasons for hope as well. American troops drilled for the entertainment of their European visitors, and de Kalb was “astonished by their precision, for such new troops.” The arrival of the French officers was encouraging in itself, and news that they had come to help the cause of American independence appeared in newspapers as far north as Boston.

			After eight days, Lafayette, de Kalb, and their aides were off to Philadelphia, about 670 miles north—on a modern interstate highway—and their troubles began anew. Their splendid carriages broke down after a few days, and the men had to abandon them and much of their baggage. First, they rode on horseback, but the heat proved too much for their mounts, and they too broke down. Then the men walked. One of their traveling companions said that de Kalb, “though approaching sixty,” had little trouble keeping up with the younger men. He “pressed forward with firm purpose, not without occasional indignant outbursts about the heat or the insects.” By the third week of July, when they departed Annapolis, only Lafayette and de Kalb were healthy enough to continue.

			They arrived in Philadelphia a week later, by which time the other members of the party seem to have caught up, “in a more pitiable condition even than when we first came into Charles Town.” Again they cleaned themselves up, put on their uniforms, and made their way to Independence Hall. There, to their dismay, they were “received like dogs,” in Lafayette’s words, ordered to wait in the street, and addressed, Charles-François, the Chevalier du Buysson, recalled, “as a group of adventurers,” which left them “stupefied.” Silas Deane, they would discover, had exceeded his authority back in Paris, and appointing foreigners as generals had outraged Americans who had earned their rank on the battlefield, including Nathanael Greene and Henry Knox. Tense negotiations followed, and three days later, Congress made Lafayette a major general. It was September before a decision about de Kalb and the others was finally rendered. While de Kalb waited, Lafayette on September 11 fought at the Battle of Brandywine—and fought admirably, suffering a minor wound. Washington was impressed.

			It was not until later in the month that Congress reversed itself, offering de Kalb a commission as a major general. Throughout the difficult negotiations, his demeanor had won over the politicians. The more they saw, the more they liked, and James Lovell, who had greeted the foreign officers rudely when they arrived at Independence Hall, was now an admirer. “Baron de Kalb speaks English well,” he told a New Hampshire congressman. In “manners and looks,” Lovell said, de Kalb resembled Washington himself.

			By this time, Philadelphia had fallen to the British, Congress was meeting in York, Pennsylvania, and Washington’s army had again been beaten, this time at Germantown, just outside Philadelphia. Prospects seemed bleak then and there, but the victory at Saratoga in September 1777, under Horatio Gates, raised hopes (even as it made Washington’s leadership seem increasingly suspect). Most of all, Saratoga persuaded France that the American army was more formidable than they imagined and that the likelihood of the rebellion succeeding was better than the French had imagined. Always eager to weaken its longtime enemy in London, and possibly regain American territories that it had lost in the Seven Years’ War, France recognized American independence and signed the formal treaty of alliance in February 1778, clearing the way for the French to enter the war openly, without subterfuge.

			De Kalb was with Washington at Valley Forge when the treaty was signed, and for the celebration that followed. Mostly, though, he performed routine but important administrative duties to help prepare the Continental army for the coming campaign. Washington had come to appreciate de Kalb’s experience in logistics but also in military engineering, so he was put to work inspecting outlying fortifications. De Kalb was with Washington, too, for the winter encampment at Middlebrook, New Jersey, in 1778–79, and at Morristown, New Jersey, too, the next year—where it was “so cold the ink freezes in my pen,” he wrote, and the ice on the Passaic River was six feet thick. “Those who have been only in Valley Forge and Middlebrook during the last two winters, but have not tasted the cruelties of this one, know not what it is to suffer,” de Kalb said. Again, he was doing routine duty, with no opportunity whatever for military glory.

			“It is odd,” he told his wife,

			
				that in the two years I have been in service here, constantly with the army, the troops under my command (and I have always had very strong divisions) have not taken part in any battle or engagement, and that I myself, so to speak, have not seen a gun go off. Were I a braggart I might go on to say that since I have been with the army the enemy have had little success, and that they are afraid to attack us because they know I am here, but the coincidence is really singular.

			

			The enemy had racked up no significant successes, and those divisions under de Kalb’s command really were first-rate. The last major confrontation in the North had been at Monmouth, in 1778, and while that engagement ended in a draw, Washington’s Continentals, drilled by Baron von Steuben since Valley Forge, had put up a far more impressive fight than the British had bargained for. Since then, things had ground to a halt. Washington had managed to pen the British army in at New York, preventing its breaking out, but beyond that, the war had become a kind of stalemate, and was recognized as such by both sides.

			De Kalb had been given command of troops from Delaware and Maryland, and they were considered among the best trained in the Continental army. Two years earlier, at the Battle of Long Island, the Maryland line saved Washington’s army from annihilation. But there was not much for them to do in the North, given the impasse that had been reached, so Washington dispatched de Kalb and his 1,400 or so troops to the South, where the British now showed every indication of concentrating their energies. In mid-February 1780, another flotilla of British warships, this one carrying several thousand redcoats, had appeared outside Charles Town, and the city was under siege. The fall of Charles Town, should it occur, Washington feared, would “involve the most calamitous consequences to the whole state of South Carolina,” and possibly the entire region. If the city fell, he told General Lincoln, still in command of the garrison at Charles Town and the highest-ranking Continental officer in the entire South, “there is much reason to believe, the Southern States will become the principal theatre of the war.”

			With that likelihood in mind, Washington had ordered de Kalb and his troops toward the Carolinas, though the commander in chief thought they might not arrive in time to save the city. Lafayette, meanwhile, would head north, to link up with Washington’s main army. De Kalb sent his troops on ahead and left Philadelphia shortly thereafter. This time, the British knew better than to waste their fire on the palmetto walls. They would approach by land and sea, and by early April, their siege lines were creeping closer to the town’s defenses.

		

	
		
		
			
				Chapter Four

				“Great Guns Bursting and

				Wounded Men Groaning”

			
			The siege of Charles Town began on March 29, 1780, a Wednesday. The commander of the garrison inside the city had done what he could—given the shortages of everything—to build new fortifications and repair those that had been damaged during the attack the year before. Even so, as George Bancroft wrote in the tenth volume of his 1879 history of America, the city “had neither citadel, nor fort, nor ramparts, nor stone, nor materials for building any thing more than field-works of loose sand, kept together by boards and logs.”

			There was work to be done, and their struggles were real, but conditions were better in Charles Town than they were for the army in the North. For the second year in a row, General Washington had established winter quarters outside Morristown, New Jersey, about forty miles due west of New York City. From Morristown, Washington’s men, protected by a range of hills, could block any British move up the Hudson or, marching through New Jersey, toward Philadelphia, where the Second Continental Congress met. His troops could also ambush enemy foraging parties, which they did to great effect. Above all—unlike the troops in South Carolina—they could rest until spring. They would not break camp until June. But that was not as easy as it might at first appear. The ten thousand to twelve thousand soldiers camped at Morristown hunkered down in crude log shacks, enduring record cold and rarely getting enough to eat.

			The commander of the garrison at Charles Town was Benjamin Lincoln, who, at five feet nine and weighing more than two hundred pounds, looked like he never missed a meal. In the autumn of 1778, at the age of forty-five, Lincoln had been made commander in chief of the Continental army’s entire Southern Department. One of the first major generals appointed by Congress, Lincoln was a Massachusetts native, no more comfortable in the climate of the Carolinas than any of the other northerners who found themselves in the South, and probably a good deal less so. Some of these men were gaunt by this time in the war, but not Lincoln. Unlike Washington and de Kalb, who were six feet tall or taller and looked like giants on horseback, Lincoln was “so uncommonly broad a person,” William Maclay, a senator from Pennsylvania, said, “as to seem of less stature than he was.”

			Also, he limped, the result of being shot in the ankle in the action at Saratoga, in an embarrassing episode typical of what can happen when uniforms are not uniform. He was riding through the woods that morning when he spotted a knot of soldiers impossible to identify. “At first,” Lincoln said, “I could not distinguish them by their dress from our own troops, two of them having scarlet clothes, others being in blue”—like the Hessians—“and some being clad like our militia.” A few of the patriots, moreover, wore British uniforms, captured from the enemy. The Continental troops wore blue, “while our militia resembled in dress the people of the country who had joined the army,” meaning they had no uniforms at all.

			By the time Lincoln realized that the men he was approaching were the enemy, two in proper British redcoats opened fire. Carried into Albany, Lincoln underwent the first of a series of surgeries that continued for two years. Pieces of broken bone would be removed with alarming regularity. Sometimes fragments worked their way to the surface and punctured the skin. When it was all over, Lincoln’s right leg was two inches shorter than the left.

			Lincoln also suffered from narcolepsy or, as Maclay called it, “somnolency.” During meals—which he otherwise enjoyed immensely—or “when driving himself in a chaise, he would fall into a sound sleep.” He was known, while dictating dispatches in battle, to nod off. He “slept between the sentences,” but would then snap to, and continue as if he had never fallen asleep at all. People found amusement in this condition of his, but William Jackson, who served as his aide and was later secretary to the Constitutional Convention, defended him. “Sir,” he said to one such jokester, “General Lincoln was never asleep when it was necessary for him to be awake.”

			Lincoln did not seem like much of a soldier in other ways, too. A pious New Englander, “he always frowned on profanity and impropriety.” He was also more methodical than decisive, which struck some
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