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 About This Book

Paul Revere’s midnight ride . . . Washington crossing the Delaware . . . the winter crisis at Valley Forge . . . Some events of America’s War for Independence are known to us all. But there are other episodes, just as dramatic, that seem to have been lost in the dusty pages of history.

The subject of this book—the great cannon trek of 1775—is one of those remarkable events. It played a vital part in the early months of the revolution, but few people seem to know much about it. What you’re about to read is factual and accurate. All the dates, times, and places are real. The people who took part in it are also real. And now, for the first time, the full account is being told.


 Material for our drama came from many places. Colonel Henry Knox, the central player, kept a diary for part of the long journey. He also sent regular reports to General Washington. Another participant was a young boy named John P. Becker. Years later, in the 1830s, he wrote about his boyhood adventure for a newspaper called the Albany Gazette. The story was also mentioned in many histories, though not in detail.

This author is grateful for the accounts of historians who helped him to put the exciting pieces of the jigsaw puzzle together. Among those noted writers are Donald Barr Chidsey, North Callahan, Clay Perry, Howard H. Peckham, and Esther Forbes, author of a major biography of Paul Revere.

Others who deserve thanks for their kind help include William H. Hooks of Bank Street College; Harris Colt, proprietor of the Military Bookman in New York City; and Linda Russell, singer, musician, and authority on colonial songs and ballads. Thanks must also go to Margaret Peet for her excellent secretarial work.

Most of our country’s history comes to us on printed pages. But there was a time before those pages were written, when people actually experienced the adventures we read about. To make past events truly come to life, the people involved must also come to life. We must really know how they felt and what they may have thought. To do this, the author has tried to “re-create” various speeches and thoughts for his characters. All of these inventive touches have been done with great care, in order to keep them true to the characters and true to their times.

 As you read these pages, you may agree that Colonel Knox’s great adventure was indeed a stirring, suspenseful, and important event in American history. It is a tale of courage and bravery—an episode that gave young America its first real victory, paving the way for the future of a great democratic nation.


 


 


 


 


 From the east to the west

    blow the trumpet to arms;

Through the land let

    the sound of it flee;

Let the far and the near

    all unite with a cheer

In defense of our Liberty Tree!

 


  —THOMAS PAINE (1775)
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 The Restless Rebel

Crack! Crack! Crack!

The sound of musket fire cut through the stillness of the sleeping camp. Colonial soldiers, bleary-eyed, tumbled out of their shelters with their weapons ready and raced toward the palisade. One of these men was a trooper named William Knox, who had been hoping to see action. Excited, he joined the others on the firing line and peered into the gray mist.

The news spread quickly among the waiting men. Hidden by morning fog, a British patrol had slipped across Mill Creek in an attempt to probe the rebel defenses. But an alert sentinel had spotted them in the marshes and opened fire. Others had joined in and the redcoats, giving up, had raced to their barge and escaped. The immediate crisis was over.

 With shrugs and yawns, the soldiers trudged back to their warm beds. But Will Knox was too keyed up to go back to sleep. Unloading his musket, he walked across the drill grounds and climbed a rise called Prospect Hill. From here he could see his beloved Boston, locked in the hands of the enemy to the southeast. The city was only a few miles away, but it could well have been a thousand; the British had thrown a tight blockade around the city, and nobody could get in or out.

On this frosty morning in October of 1775, a sharp wind was blowing, but William was warmly dressed. Some weeks earlier a regiment of Pennsylvania frontiersmen had come marching into camp. Tough, hardy men, they wore long homespun shirts of butternut brown, fringed leather tunics, leggins, and Indian-style moccasins. Will had traded his best hunting knife, plus half a pound of sugar and some chewing tobacco, for a long shirt and tunic. He’d also fancied one of the fine coonskin caps worn by the Pennsylvania men, but those were scarce, so he had to make do with an ordinary militia tricorn.

 Now, sitting with his back against a log rampart, the trooper studied the sweeping view. From where he sat the city looked like an island; it was entirely surrounded by water, except for a narrow causeway called Boston Neck. This strip of land was fortified and guarded by British redcoats. The rest of the area, lying in Boston Harbor, was patrolled by the powerful frigates of the Royal Navy.

Will had just turned nineteen and had joined the Continental Army after the fighting at Lexington and Concord. He’d been born in Boston on Sea Street and had lived there with his parents, brothers, and sisters. When Will was only three, his father had gone off to the West Indies to seek his fortune. He died while away and Will’s older brother, Henry, became the head of the little family. Henry Knox was now twenty-five and a trusted officer on General Washington’s staff! In Will’s admiring eyes, Henry was a true hero—at least, William felt, he would be a hero if there were only something to be heroic about.

Will Knox was half Irish and half Scottish—and both halves were hot-blooded. Like most volunteers, he was a solid patriot. Also an impatient one. He had come here to fight for liberty, eager for action and excitement. But the only action he’d found was trudging the countryside to collect firewood. And his only excitement was an occasional hunting trip to bring down some game for the regimental cook pot.

 Restless and unhappy, William sat and chewed on a blade of spear grass. He raised his empty musket and idly aimed at a British frigate anchored off Dowe’s Wharf. Slowly he moved his weapon, targeting the warships in the blockading fleet one by one. “In truth,” he muttered to himself, “if this puny piece were a heavy cannon, I’d teach Bowwow Howe and his lobsterbacks a thing or two. Aye, I’d send them packing . . .”

Behind him, Will heard the muffled roll of drums—a tattoo calling the troops to their morning drill. He stood up and started down the hill. The day had hardly begun, and already he felt weary. Wars, he knew, were not won by endless drilling. Why was he here? Why in blazes had he rushed to enlist? Why had he expected to find glory, when all he’d found so far was firewood?


 As he hurried to join his company, Will Knox sighed with self-pity and boredom, unaware that an incredible adventure awaited him. The young soldier would soon be part of a strange expedition—one of the most daring and dangerous missions of the American Revolution.


2

 Stalemate in Boston

General Howe was in a bad mood. The cabin boy knew it because the tea things hadn’t been touched, and when the general skipped his tea it meant a very bad mood indeed.

The young sailor picked up the silver tray and stood undecided. “Care for some fresh tea, sir? Nice ’n’ hot?”

“Get out,” growled the general.

With a shrug the boy left, closing the door softly. Alone with his black thoughts, Major General Sir William Howe stared out the stern window of his cabin. Then he threw on a boat cloak, picked up his brass telescope, and stomped out on deck.


 Howe stood at the rail and swept his glass back and forth across Boston Harbor. Five warships bristling with cannons stood in a half circle around the city. His own ship, HMS Somerset, was a frigate of sixty-eight guns that served as the British command post. On the port side he saw the Lively, a twenty-gun sloop, and near her the brig Glasgow, mounting twenty-four guns. To starboard were the armed transports Cerberus and Symmetry. Beyond them he could see the topmasts of the brig Falcon, guarding the mouth of the Charles River.

There were also a number of gun barges, armed schooners, and floating batteries at various key points. All of these formed a strong ring of oak and iron that held colonial Boston in a tight grip. With Howe’s watchdogs on duty, not a single musket ball, not an ounce of gunpowder, not
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