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FORTRESS YORKTOWN, OCTOBER 1781 

It is late afternoon, a six man British burial party concludes a graveside service for one of their own guarded by two Continental soldiers. The still smoldering ruins of Fortress Yorktown silhouette them.  Outside a white clapboard colonial home American troops stand watch as British prisoners shuffle past. 

Victorious American general George Washington, forty-nine, arrives at the home on foot flanked by six aides. The American guards salute and part to allow him to enter the home. 

Inside, defeated British commander, forty-three year old Charles Cornwallis stands near the hearth as British officers move quickly past. As Washington enters the room stills. 

Cornwallis moves graciously to meet his former enemy with an extended hand. General Washington accepts it with a slight bow.

“Lord Cornwallis, it seems your health is restored,” as Washington tweaks the British commander about his absence during the surrender ceremony. Cornwallis, wincing at the slight, says, “Yes, General, thank you, I am quite fit.” 

LATER, DINING ROOM

General Washington commands the head of a long table flanked by both American and French officers on his left and across from them British officers to his right. The mood is subdued and formality prevails. Lord Cornwallis sits opposite Washington at the other end of the table. A courier enters with a dispatch that requires Washington’s signature. Signing, Washington is interrupted by Cornwallis who takes advantage of the momentary lull. The defeated commander raises his goblet of wine. 

“Gentlemen, if I may take this opportunity,” men quiet and turn towards Cornwallis as Washington sits back. “When the illustrious part that your Excellency has borne in this long and arduous contest becomes a matter of history, I dare say fame will gather your brightest laurels from the banks of the Delaware rather than from those of the Chesapeake.”

Shocked silence descends as Cornwallis has extended Washington an extraordinary compliment. Men look to one another then turn anxious for Washington’s reaction.

Washington lifts his glass. Officers on both sides follow suit as the General chooses his words carefully. 

“Perhaps, your Lordship, our darkest hour revealed our greatest courage.”

Cornwallis nods; impressed by Washington’s humble honesty and his words bring forth warm acknowledgements from all gathered.

As the men from both side concentrate on their meal, Washington’s mind drifts back five years earlier to the banks of the Delaware River. 
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NEW JERSEY SIDE OF THE DELAWARE RIVER

On the fast running river, Continental troops under fire clamor into small wooden boats. A vanguard of British light infantry in their red uniforms appears in the trees. They begin to fire at Washington’s escaping troops. Several Americans are hit. Washington’s maritime expert, Colonel John Glover, from Massachusetts hurries the General into the last boat. With relief Washington turns to Glover. 

“It seems, John, that your maritime skills have preserved this army once again.”

Glover smiling, replies, “Aye, and I pray your Excellency does not continue to make this a habit.”

A British ball hits the head of a nearby man in the boat with a crack. He falls lifeless into the rushing current. They are not out of danger yet. Washington’s men scramble for their muskets and begin to fire back at the British now crowding the river’s edge.  Soon Washington is safely out of British musket range and he slumps a bit from exhaustion but catches himself and looks about him. His men look to him for strength he reminds himself to remain steadfast. 

The Continentals had been chased across the length of New Jersey for more than a month from Fort Lee in the north to Trenton in the south. Finally they are able to put a river between them and the British if only temporarily.
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BUCKS COUNTY, PENNSYLVANIA COLONIAL ARMY ENCAMPMENT 

Washington’s men are worn and cold. They mend uniforms and warm hands over small fires. A winter wind howls. In Bucks county, PA it is early December 1776. Washington has fewer than five thousand men in camp. It is an army in waiting. Many clean guns and mend uniforms. They are waiting for new supplies of ammunition, blankets and food. Many are waiting for reinforcements to relieve them. Others, nearly half, are anxiously waiting for their enlistments to expire at the end of the month. But too many unfortunate souls are simply waiting to die. 
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NEW JERSEY, SNOWY WOODS 

Back across the river in New Jersey, British patrols on horseback search for American army stragglers and others who are loyal to the American cause. In stark contrast to the American army's condition, the British under General, Sir, William Howe, are well supplied. What they lack they plunder from the local citizenry. 
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FARMHOUSE IN NEW JERSEY

At a central New Jersey farmhouse an older man and his wife, displaying faces of regret, hand a paper to a British officer on horseback who is part of a four-man patrol.  It is their loyalty oath to the King. Nearly a third of the American colonists sign these oaths to protect themselves and their property.

Later this same patrol moves on to a well appointed home and call the owners out with a shout, “Declare your loyalty to the King!”

In response a man, forty-five, and his wife slightly younger emerge from the home with their attractive teen daughter. The arrogant British colonel, twenty, spies the pretty teen daughter, dismounts and moves towards her. She backs away then runs insides as he follows – his intentions plain. The father moves to block the officer.

The three British soldiers on horseback draw their guns. The father, with a cold stare, looks into the eyes of the British officer.

“As God as my witness, sir, you shall not take one step further.” he says. The officer looks back to his men and then back at the man and smirks. 

“You shall remove yourself, sir, or I will order my men to open fire,” he says turning to the woman, “taking sure aim at your wife.” 

His fellow British soldiers on horseback immediately swing their pistols to the woman.  Her worried eyes harden. She spits at the officer. The officer, shocked, looks at the spittle on his uniform, turns back and screams to his men.

“BURN THE FARM! BURN IT ALL! ” 

The father backs away with his wife yelling, “No! No!”

He pulls his wife back and they both run into the house for their daughter. 

The livid British officer yells again, “BLOCK THE DOORS! Fire upon any soul

who tries to escape.”  

Two of his soldiers dismount and run to the door, blocking it with barrels and lumber. The remaining British soldier on horseback circles with a torch and throws it onto the house’s roof.  Soon everything is ablaze, the family trapped inside, their screams ignored.

WASHINGTON HEADQUARTERS FARMHOUSE - LATE AFTERNOON 

Washington paces as he dictates a letter to an aide. The strain of command has deepened the lines on his face. Washington, badly in need of supplies, endlessly petitions a Congress on the move. The American government has relocated south to Baltimore with few delegates possessing the confidence that their chosen military commander can stop a British attack on Philadelphia. 

Washington moves to a window, looks at his small army spread out below. Victory has eluded the general and both his second and third generals in line of command; General Charles Lee and Horatio Gates openly question Washington’s military prowess in endless letters to Congress.

The disparate American war effort lacks cohesion as Washington’s subordinates delay sending troops to his aid and pursue their own ineffectual military campaigns.

WHITE’S TAVERN, BASKING RIDGE, New Jersey, December 12th and 13th, 1776

General Charles Lee, forty-four, and a dozen of his officers arrive on horseback at a white clapboard tavern. General Lee, known for his arrogance and independent streak, makes a costly error. The decision to stay the night at this tavern just three miles distant from the protection of his army will cost him dearly. 

As day breaks the next morning, General Lee writes at a small desk while a woman exits his bedroom. He watches her leave, and then returns to the letter he is composing. The letter is yet another in a long line of derogatory letters about General Washington’s failings to fellow subordinate, General Horatio Gates.


“A certain great man is damnably deficient. He is not fit enough to command a Sergeant's Guard. Unless something which I do not expect turns up, we are lost.” 



What turns up is an unexpected patrol of British dragoons at his doorstep tipped off by local Tories. And what’s lost is General Lee, a prisoner of war, for the remainder of the winter campaign. 
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DECEMBER 20, 1776 

Washington's fury over Lee's folly is tempered by the arrival of Lee's two thousand troops a week later in camp now under their new commander, General John Sullivan. George Washington now has the forces with which to go on the offense if he chooses. And the motivation to fight arrives in the form of a thirty-five hundred-word essay by Thomas Paine that reaches camp this very same day. 

Washington directs that all Company Commanders read the letter to their men. The soldiers gather in small groups and listen to the stirring words. 


“THESE are the times that try men's souls. The summer soldier and the sunshine patriot will, in this crisis, shrink from the service of their country; but he that stands by it now, deserves the love and thanks of man and woman.” 


“Tyranny, like Hell, is not easily conquered; yet we have this consolation with us, that the harder the conflict, the more glorious the triumph.” 



Paine's words speak directly to the heart of the common soldier who has endured great hardships and known only defeat. Paine encourages perseverance for the glories to come and reminds the men of the shame that future generations of enslaved British Americans will cast upon them if they do not act now. Their solemn soldierly duty, Paine urges, is not only to one another and their commander but also to those Americans yet unborn whose freedom and fate rests in their hands. 
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TRENTON BARRACKS - HESSIAN COMMAND 

Just across to the
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