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Introduction


ONce Upon A Time there was a Revolution.

Abraham Lincoln said that the “new nation” born of that Revolution in 1776 was “conceived in liberty and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal.” When we think of a conception we think of a clear beginning—of a spark ex nihilo—so it’s not too much to say that the conception of the country we call the United States of America occurred when the idea of liberty went forth from the eternal mind of God, entering history and time. But when exactly was that?

Many of the men of the Revolution—having a view of history involving “providential dispensation”—believed that this first happened when the Israelites made a covenant at Sinai, and that the fire from this initial spark traveled through the centuries, flaring up slightly and briefly here and there in the city-states of ancient Greece and the Roman republic and then mostly went underground again, until after the Reformation it had gathered enough energy to leap across the Atlantic, where in a handful of communities the flame was cherished and carefully guarded until—being threatened—it was seen to burst more generally into view in the events we shall be discussing.

So the American nation—“conceived in liberty” and born in 1776—is the geopolitical expression of that Revolution, of that glorious idea from outside this world that came into the world. There has never been another nation like it. Of course, after its birth 250 years ago, it has continued to exist—and not merely to exist but to grow dramatically, ideally developing xiialong the genetic lines established in the moment of conception. But in order for that to happen, it is inescapably vital that the citizens who form that nation are aware of the glorious events of that conception and that birth, so that they may rejoice in them. That is the principal reason for the existence of this book.

Although this book might have been titled The American Revolution, it is simply titled Revolution, because the Revolution we often call the American Revolution is the only genuine revolution in the history of so-called revolutions, and therefore stands quite alone, requiring no adjective. Our Revolution set the standard and is the model, such that nothing that has called itself a revolution can seriously compare with it. The French Revolution was ultimately a tragic and failed revolution, and the Bolshevik or Soviet Revolution was the cynical and demonic parody of a genuine revolution. Perhaps the Greek Revolution of 1821 comes closest, although even that cannot really begin to compare with what happened during our own Revolution. As ever, John Adams may have said it best. In a letter to his friend Benjamin Rush in June 1776, he said, “We are in the very midst of Revolution, the most complete, unexpected, and remarkable of any in the history of the world.”

The Revolution that took place in America in the eighteenth century was a world-changing event and was therefore an international event, one that had never happened before and can never happen again, any more than the Big Bang—or the events of the Crucifixion and Resurrection—could happen again. It was a singularity in world history. Because the nation born of that Revolution was “dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal,” it took all of humanity into a new epoch.


The “Revolution Before the Revolution”

Some would say that the Revolution began on April 19th in 1775, at the moment of “the shot heard round the world.” We will certainly come to that glorious moment, which is indeed a blood-red marker on the timeline of history, and deserving full recognition as such. And yet that date only marks when the war began, which we call the Revolution. John Adams said that there was a Revolution before the Revolution. So xiiibefore we get to the war and the birth of the nation—as we certainly shall—we must first visit a number of scenes that prepared the way for the eventual explosion into war. So before we turn the historic corner of Lexington and Concord in 1775, and then proceed to the sacred year of 1776, and continue through the scenes of the war that did not officially end until 1783, we will first visit those previous scenes—those shrines along the way of our Revolutionary pilgrimage—to understand how the war we call the Revolution came to happen.

According to John Adams, the first of these scenes took place in a Boston courtroom in 1761, as we shall see. But the second—and perhaps the grandest of them all—concerns the Stamp Act in 1765, which was the kick-off to everything that would follow, only lacking confetti and balloons. And then there were the Townshend Acts in 1767, and the chilling moment in 1768 when British troops arrived in Boston, and then the bizarre explosion in 1770 that was the Boston Massacre, and then the Boston Tea Party in 1773. It is only in knowing the exquisite dramas of each of these scenes in the “Revolution before the Revolution” that we can be properly prepared for the momentousness of the war we call the Revolution.

Part of why we must visit these scenes is to see just how stunning it all was to the British, who in the years leading up to the Revolution tragically failed to read the tea leaves, so to speak. They could hardly have been more ignorant of how the Colonies—three thousand miles away—had been developing over the previous 150 years. By the time of the Revolution, they seemed shocked to find themselves fighting with a people from whom they were quite alienated, and whose cultural language they did not speak. They were flabbergasted when we dared to disagree over whether they could tax us, and more flabbergasted when we took up arms in defense of our principles about this, and most flabbergasted of all when we continued to fight and fight, as though we earnestly cherished those principles more than life itself, which as it happened, we did.

Most historians would say the troubles began in 1763, following the French and Indian War, when the Crown decided it was time to tax the American colonists for the great costs incurred during that war—that this was the proximate cause and the inciting incident. But according to xivJohn Adams, as we have mentioned, it really began in a Boston courtroom in February 1761. But in order for the trial in that courtroom to have happened, an old king had first to die, and a new king to ascend the throne.
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Chapter One “The Opening Scene of the Revolution”


Otis was a flame of fire. . . . American Independence was then and there born.

—John Adams

IT Was October 25th, 1760, when the old king, George II—now hard of hearing and blind in one eye—awoke at six a.m., drank a cup of chocolate, and then rose from the royal bed to proceed to the so-called Close Stool,* where—having allowed the chocolate to have its effect—he would engage in the quotidian process of elimination. The loud crash of his fall summoned his valet, and the monarch was put back into bed, soon after which he expired, at which precise moment history lurched forward into a new era, when even before he knew of it himself, the young grandson of the newly deceased George II became the new king of England, taking 2the name George III. He would remain on the throne for the next sixty years.

George III was just twenty-two when he became king, but he had known since his own father’s premature death in 1751 that he would one day ascend to the throne and had been preparing for it, although nothing could have prepared him for the various crises ahead, and especially not for that prolonged battle with the thirteen rebellious children—called the American Colonies—across the ocean. On September 9th, 1761, mere hours after he finally met her, George III married the seventeen-year-old Princess Charlotte of Mecklenburg, with whom he would have what was by all accounts a happy marriage of fifty-seven years, as well as fifteen actual children, thirteen of whom survived into adulthood, and who did not unite to declare their independence from him.

George III’s coronation at Westminster Abbey took place two weeks after his wedding. Among those present to witness this great changing of the guard was another figure who would play a central a role in the great drama that lay ahead. This was the fifty-five-year-old Benjamin Franklin, who lived in England with his son William. Despite our idea of Franklin as the consummate American, he lived no less than twenty-seven years of his life in Europe—eighteen of them in London, from 1757 until 1775, and then nine in France, from 1776 until 1785. Back in 1724 when he was just eighteen, he had traveled to England to work in the printing business, but after a year and a half returned to Philadelphia, which became his home for the next three decades.

But as Franklin beheld the spangled coronation of George III in 1761, he could hardly have imagined what lay ahead. He had ever and only thought of himself as a faithful British subject. In fact, he had just a few years earlier tried to persuade his fellow Americans to unite the colonies, although certainly not against England. Indeed, it was at the behest of England that Franklin in 1754—as the leader of the Pennsylvania delegation to the Albany Congress—had put forward his Albany Plan of Union, exhorting the Colonies to link arms and pool their resources to work with the British against the French and the Indians. But at that time the American colonies were so independent of each other that they were deeply wary of giving up that independence, and the plan never came to 3fruition, although the image Franklin created to illustrate the idea, a snake cut in eight pieces with the slogan “Join, or Die,” would be resurrected two decades later at the beginning of the Revolution.

[image: Illustration of a segmented snake divided into eight labeled pieces, each marked with colonial abbreviations. Below the snake is the phrase JOIN, or DIE., all elements drawn in black and white line art style.]

Designed by Benjamin Franklin in support of his 1754 “Albany Plan”; considered the first political cartoon.


The end of the French and Indian War would not occur for another two years, at which point England would turn its attention to paying for the debt incurred in that war—and would contrive to get the Colonies to pay a goodly amount toward that debt, which would lead to all the troubles. But in September 1761, all of this was in the distant future. Not that there had been no rumblings of disagreement between the Colonies and Great Britain. But no one dreamt they could ever rise to the historic cataclysm they eventually did. To England especially it all seemed to come out of nowhere. But it did not come out of nowhere. The disagreements had always been there, and it was why so many had left England for America to begin with. But certainly, no one ever thought the two sides in these disagreements would ever clash on the field of battle.


Writs of Assistance

For example, in Colonial America, much of the trade that was conducted involved what the British considered “smuggled” goods. But because Americans—being three thousand miles away—were essentially economically independent of the British, they were practically free to do business with whom they wished, and therefore did a considerable amount of business with the Dutch, Spanish, and French. Although the British disapproved, they couldn’t do very much about it. Besides, they themselves benefited considerably from the robust economic health of the Colonies. But when they could do something against it, they did. To this end, the king issued something called “Writs of Assistance,” which enabled customs officers to enter the home or store of someone they believed might be trafficking in smuggled goods.

4
But these writs were very controversial, since they violated the personal property rights that Americans—and all Britons—held dear. The customs officials bearing such writs didn’t need a court order for their search, nor were they even obliged to state what it was for which they were searching. But the British felt they needed to crack down on Americans trading with the enemy, and knew that the Writs of Assistance granted by George II were vital to doing this. But because such writs were only in effect during the lifetime of the king who has issued them, the death of George II made it necessary to issue new writs in the name of his successor. And so, the royal governor of Massachusetts, Francis Bernard—in the name of the new king—attempted to do just that, bringing the flammable subject to the fore once again.

One of the themes at the center of our story has to do with the corruption of British elites, and the American revulsion toward that corruption. For example, we know that when Bernard reissued these writs, he desperately needed money. We also know that once these writs were issued, he stood to get a hatful of it. In fact, as governor, he would take in a full third of all the money collected in fines. There is a reason John Adams would later describe Bernard as “avaricious to a most infamous degree.” So of course Bernard’s action rankled anyone disgusted with the money-grabbing political corruption of the British officials, as well as anyone who thought of them as unconstitutional violations of their rights as British subjects. But there was one person more rankled by Bernard’s reissuing of these writs than anyone else. His name was James Otis Jr.



James Otis Jr.

[image: Portrait of a man with short, curled hair, wearing a dark coat over a light shirt and waistcoat, facing slightly left. He looks forward with a neutral expression. The image is black and white.]

James Otis Jr. (1725–1783)


James Otis Jr. was a thirty-six-year-old lawyer, and as brilliant a figure as then lived in Massachusetts. As an American, he was certainly opposed to the newly reissued writs on legal grounds. But for Otis, the subject also touched on the issue of political corruption in a way that was personal. That’s because Bernard had just given the lucrative position of Chief Justice of the Colony to Thomas 5Hutchinson, even though several previous Massachusetts governors had promised that job to Otis’s father, James Otis Sr., and from that moment forward, Otis counted Bernard as his sworn enemy. He immediately resigned his position as a prosecutor in the colony’s vice-admiralty court—where it had in fact been his job to convict smugglers— and would instead now apply his legal genius to helping the merchants, who opposed prosecuting the smugglers.

The famous trial on the issue of the writs took place in the Massachusetts State House on February 24th, 1761. Otis argued the case in an electrifying performance lasting nearly five hours. One man present that day who was forever changed by what he heard was an unmarried twenty-five-year-old lawyer who had no idea of the tumultuous and world-changing events that lay ahead, nor of the central role he would himself play in them. But many decades later, he vividly remembered what he had witnessed in that court room, declaring it “the opening scene of the Revolution.” This young man was John Adams.

One contemporary described Otis as “a plump, round-faced, smooth skinned, short-necked, eagle-eyed politician.” But Adams saw something else. “Otis was a flame of fire,” he wrote, who delivered “a promptitude of classical allusions, a depth of research, a rapid summary of historical events and dates, a profusion of legal authorities, a prophetic glare of his eyes into futurity,” and with “a torrent of impetuous eloquence, he hurried away everything before him.” Then the man who would know better than anyone, declared something truly extraordinary. “American Independence,” John Adams said, “was then and there born.”

Otis fulminated with fiery eloquence, declaring that the power behind the writs “places the liberty of every man in the hands of every petty officer.” Although no stenographer was present, what are thought to be accurate accounts of his words have survived. “A man’s house is his castle,” he said, “and whilst he is quiet he is as well guarded as a prince in his castle. This writ, if it should be declared legal, would totally annihilate this privilege. Custom house officers may enter our houses when they please; we are commanded to permit their entry.” So Otis was simply saying that English law must be based on a firm foundation. But the Crown’s argument was high-handed and essentially circular: if Parliament said 6something was legal, it was legal. Otis and others had different ideas about what was genuinely legal—and what was merely legalistic chicanery disguised as legality. He also knew the British Constitution itself agreed with him, and not with King George or Governor Bernard.

So the case argued that day was even more fundamental than the coming debate over whether Parliament could tax the Americans, because it raised the issue that was central to everything—whether human beings possessed what would fifteen years later be called “certain inalienable rights.” Otis argued with brilliance that they did and dared to say that Parliament was going against their own Constitution in what they were doing—and more shockingly and more to the point, was going against what would fifteen years hence be called “the Laws of Nature and Nature’s God.” As Adams correctly adjudged, it was James Otis’s throwing down the gauntlet in a way that would eventually lead Americans toward embracing these seminal ideas.

Even though Otis’s side lost that day, something changed for those who were there, or who afterward heard of what had taken place. “Every man of an immense crowded audience appeared to me to go away, as I did, ready to take arms against writs of assistance,” Adams recalled. “Then and there was the first scene of the first act of opposition to the arbitrary claims of Great Britain. Then and there the child Independence was born.”

It was how Otis framed things that was genuinely revolutionary. It was one thing to argue the merits of his position from British case law—or to go a step further to show that the writs contradicted the British Constitution. It was something else altogether to drive to the deeper heart of the matter and to effectively show that what was at stake was nothing less than freedom versus slavery. In denouncing these writs as “instruments of slavery,” he dared to make the even more incendiary point—which may not have helped him that day—that this liberty of which he spoke must be available to all men, regardless of the color of their skin. Three years later he would valiantly argue against slavery itself. Who then can reasonably shrink from the sharp conclusion that Otis was that cold day in Boston a wild-eyed prophet declaring the future? It was as though at the extremest verge of logic and truth he stood on the lip of madness, and like so many prophets, reached into the timeless eternity all around us to 7pull from it and into time and space something sacred and true, so that the world would never be the same.



Britain Wins the Seven Years’ War

The simplest way to explain what precipitated the American Revolution is to say that England won the French and Indian War in America, but that the victory came at such a staggering cost that as soon as it was over, they needed to raise money, and believed taxing the Americans was the answer. And the Americans’ disagreements on that led to the Revolution. But the disagreements about the taxes brought up deeper disagreements on more fundamental issues, such as what it meant to be free, and whether one was obliged to obey God or the king. But before we touch on those things, we must say what happened during the war itself.

The Seven Years’ War—which the Americans called the French and Indian War, since it involved fighting the French and their Native American allies—began in the 1750s, when the British felt they ought to push back against French incursions in the Ohio River Valley. The French had been expanding their American empire south from Canada, establishing a series of forts along the Ohio. British settlers had been skirmishing with the French on the western border of the American Colonies for some time, so Great Britain figured it was time to act. Their efforts in this direction began in 1753 when they sent a twenty-one-year-old Virginian named George Washington to deliver an official warning to the French fort on the Monongahela River. The following year, Washington led a surprise attack—it was called the Battle of Jumonville Glen—that was nightmarishly disastrous, and caused the French to want retaliation, which led directly to the French and Indian War. It is a strange fact of history that the young Virginian whose actions triggered that first war would twenty years later lead the forces in the second war, which was essentially a result of the first.

At the beginning of the war, things did not go so well for the British, but in 1757, William Pitt—“the Great Commoner”—entered the scene. One of the greatest orators and leaders in British history, Pitt saw that the war gave Great Britain an extraordinary opportunity to expand its empire, 8and indeed now under his spectacular leadership, they would do just that. By 1763, England had conquered all of France’s North American territories east of the Mississippi, as well what had been French Canada, including Montreal and Quebec. The French philosopher Voltaire sniffed that this loss meant nothing, wittily characterizing Canada as nothing more than “a few acres of snow.” But it was a fact that under Pitt’s leadership England had more than doubled the size of its North American empire. The difficulty, however, was that it had also nearly doubled its national debt. So the question was whether it had been worth what they paid. As the British would learn at Bunker Hill in a few years, winning could sometimes cost so much more than losing that one might come to wonder whether one actually had won at all.



Ben Franklin’s Whistle

Benjamin Franklin learned this bitter lesson in 1713, when he was seven years old. He told the story to his own son William in 1761, when William was practically begging for a royal appointment as governor of New Jersey, explaining how some things we fervently desired could end up costing us far more than they were worth. Franklin explained that when he was a boy, he had seen a wooden whistle in a shop and was so desperate for it that he told the shopkeeper he would pay every copper in his pocket to have it. The sly shopkeeper took the seven-year-old’s coppers, and the seven-year-old Franklin took the whistle home, where he proceeded to blow it all over the house. But as anyone may guess, he soon grew tired of it and eventually came to realize that what he had paid for it was far more than it was now worth. It was a lesson he would never forget.

So in 1763, the British finally had the empire they had longed to have, one that was far larger than the empire of their great rivals, the French. But what had they paid for this wooden whistle? Much. But they came up with a rather simple solution for paying down the vast debt they had incurred. Were not the Colonies the principal beneficiaries of this expensive victory? And so now they must be taxed. But the Americans had some objections.

First of all, they had themselves contributed significantly to the victory, with blood and treasure both. It wasn’t as if the British had done it alone. 9Second, winning the war benefited the entire British empire, not merely its Colonies. So why should only the Colonies bear the cost? Third, the British had in the settlement with France made a gigantic concession that American Colonists could not continue settling westward of the Allegheny mountains. Many Americans considered westward expansion part of why they had fought the war in the first place, and now this great prize was to be denied them. And fourth, the British wanted to keep a standing army on the westward border of the Colonies, saying this was necessary to continue to protect that border from the French and Indians. But the Americans felt that they could manage this border without any British help—especially since most of their foes along that border had been walloped in the war. So they certainly didn’t want to pay the expense of the help they didn’t think they needed in the first place.

But King George and Parliament disagreed. As far as they were concerned, revenues must be raised, and that was that. They had won a great empire, and now they must get down to the business of properly managing that empire. Part of this meant forcing the Americans to pay what they owed. The British felt that they had been giving the Colonies a free ride for too long. So along these lines, two things must occur. First, there would be a concerted crackdown on smuggling, which had enabled the Americans to avoid paying duties and taxes to Great Britain, as we have mentioned; and second, actual new taxes must be levied. And so it all began on April 5th, 1764, when Parliament passed the Sugar Act.

The Sugar Act was mainly a way of cracking down on the widespread smuggling of sugar and molasses from the French and Dutch West Indies. But there was much more to it. To wit: Prime Minister George Grenville at this time had rather high-handedly declared Parliament’s “right” to tax the colonies in whatever way they pleased. What? He additionally declared that further taxes might be forthcoming, including a stamp tax along the lines of what recently had been levied in England. This was all tremendously troubling to the Americans. But like so many in British elite circles, Grenville was dramatically out of touch with the climate in the American colonies and was therefore ignorant of the gale force blowback such a cavalier proposal would engender. It is also likely he believed that whatever the Colonial climate might be, they simply had no choice but to do whatever Parliament told them to do.
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Could Parliament Tax the Colonies?

Many Americans indeed disagreed that Parliament had a good reason to tax them for the debt incurred during the war. But this brought up a much deeper issue, which was whether Great Britain had any constitutional right to tax them, since the Colonies had no representation in Parliament. Parliament and the young king were mostly ignorant of the Americans’ sharp awareness of their rights as British citizens, and of their awareness of what John Locke had referred to as “natural rights,” given to us by God. But by the 1760s, the Americans had on this particular subject pulled far ahead of their cousins across the ocean.

For one thing, the Americans were far more literate than any other people had ever been in the history of the world. This came out of the priority that Reformation and Puritan thinking placed on reading and understanding the ideas in the Bible for oneself, rather than simply receiving it from a sacerdotal elite. This had become a kind of unspoken American creed. Second, the Americans were more aware of what the laws said—and didn’t say—than any other people had been in history. During this decade, British booksellers said their biggest sellers in the Colonies were the Bible, followed by Sir William Blackstone’s Commentary on the Laws of England. And third, as these two previous facts showed, the Americans were astonishingly biblically literate, especially in New England. Because of this—and by dint of the Great Awakening of the previous decades—they had a livelier sense of their rights as coming from God and not the king than any people that had ever existed. The British would soon discover this.

Another thing the British would discover: there was not just an ocean, but a tremendous cultural divide between them and the Colonies, one that more than anything fell along religious lines. The Americans were generally very serious about their faith—as one might expect from people who had crossed an ocean because of that faith—while the British tended not to be. So the culture of Colonial America took things like virtue and morality very seriously, while England during this Georgian era had become especially decadent, particularly among its elites. So the people in the Colonies did not cynically shrug at corruption as a simple fact of life, but tended earnestly to believe in such things as principles and therefore 11could be sticklers over them, even if this might become inconvenient. But the British cultural elites lived in a bubble and couldn’t imagine that a large group of people who were subjects of the same king and spoke the same language could be so different from them. It was much like when the New Yorker film critic Pauline Kael had in 1972 revealed her almost comically profound parochialism by declaring that she didn’t know anyone who hadn’t voted for McGovern.



The Stamp Tax

Precisely as the Americans feared, shortly after the Sugar Act was passed, Parliament began debating imposing a Stamp Tax on the Colonies too. This was infinitely more onerous than the Sugar Act. If passed, the Stamp Act would mean that every single piece of paper used in the Colonies—meaning every newspaper or magazine or almanack and every legal document and other documents such as college diplomas and land deeds—would need to have a royal revenue stamp. This also included calendars and playing cards. For some reason, even dice would be stamped and subject to the tax built in to purchasing all these items. Americans would be legally obliged to use this stamped, taxed paper. The news of this caused an immediate howling outcry in the Colonies and is widely regarded as the inciting incident in the American Revolution. There were at least two reasons for the resistance. One had to do with whether Parliament had the right to tax the Americans, who were not represented in Parliament, as mentioned. The second had to do with the idea that taxing newspapers, in particular, would have the inevitable effect of squelching a free press, which led many to think that Parliament’s actual goal was crushing political dissent. It all smacked of tyranny, though no one had used that term at this point.



Samuel Adams

We have already mentioned what John Adams called “the opening scene of the Revolution,” when James Otis Jr. argued against the writs of assistance. But now in 1764—with the news of the Sugar Act and warnings about a potential Stamp Tax—another Bostonian would enter the lists in the cause of liberty. His name was Samuel Adams. And actually, 12he had been fighting for the cause of American liberty for some time already.

Samuel Adams is as important a figure in the story of the Revolution as anyone, and it’s no exaggeration to say that he as central to bringing about the American Revolution as George Washington was in bringing about the American nation that arose from that Revolution. We might almost say the same of his contemporaries Dr. Joseph Warren and John Hancock, with Paul Revere not far behind. What a handful of these men did cannot be overstated. If Washington was “the indispensable man” of the American Revolution—and he certainly was—it is no exaggeration to say that these too were indispensable men, albeit in obviously different ways. But it is undeniable that without their truly heroic efforts in the 1760s there never would have been any Revolution in the 1770s. And one of the reasons they are somewhat forgotten is because their efforts in the 1760s were so secret—since their very lives were on the line for what they were doing—that they intentionally left few records of those efforts. But none was as central as Samuel Adams.

The nineteenth-century historian James Kendall Hosmer reckoned that Samuel Adams could “more properly be called the ‘Father of America’ than Washington.” America’s second and third presidents felt similarly. Samuel’s cousin John said he possessed “the most thorough understanding of liberty, and her resources . . . as well as the most habitual, radical love of it . . .”* And Thomas Jefferson called Samuel Adams “truly the Man of the Revolution,” who for “for depth of purpose, zeal, sagacity, no man in Congress exceeded, if any equalled.” He also called him “the earliest, most active, and persevering man of the Revolution.” Another measure of his importance to the Revolution is that when Governor Thomas Gage in 1775 offered a general amnesty to everyone involved at Lexington and Concord, only two names were excluded: John Hancock and Samuel Adams.

13


Christian Roots of American Liberty

Samuel Adams’s great ardor for liberty sprang as directly from his unshakeable Christian faith as Athena sprang from Zeus’s brow. Though his father was a central figure at Boston’s New South Church, and his mother was described as having “severe religious principles,” Samuel had his own “conversion experience” in his late teens. In September of 1740—Adams was eighteen and had just graduated from Harvard— George Whitefield came to Boston and preached to many thousands every day for weeks on end, where in his own words he “exhorted them steadily to imitate the Piety of their Forefathers.” Most Bostonians at this time attended church, but in 1742, Samuel Adams became an official member of the Brattle Street Church, which required the testimony of a genuine conversion.*

[image: Oval portrait of a man with long curly hair, dressed in armor and a lace cravat. He gazes slightly to the side. The background is plain and unadorned, highlighting his facial features and elaborate attire.]

Sir Edmund Andros (1637–1714)


But the dissenting faith and deep Puritan roots of many Bostonians like Adams made them deeply suspicious of English government. They knew the story of how Sir Edmund Andros had arrived in Puritan Massachusetts in 1685 with a clergyman from the Church of England—which they regarded as one short step from the Satanic frippery that was Roman Catholicism—and that Andros had dared to ask the Boston churches to allow Anglican services in their sanctuaries. They believed the Church of England was just a stalking horse and had no doubt James II’s ultimate goal was to force the Colonists back into some kind of feudal relationship, with Church and Crown both. But they had certainly not sailed across an ocean to backslide into anything along such lines, and 14pushed back with all their might and main. In April 1689, on the day of a Colonial rebellion against Andros, the Reverend Cotton Mather read a declaration aloud revealing the discovery of a horrid “Popish plot, wherein the bloody Devotees of Rome had in their Design and Prospect no less than the Extinction of the Protestant Religion.” The declaration also accused the Crown of contradicting the rights given to them as English subjects in 1215 in the Magna Carta. So the battle Samuel Adams and others would now be fighting in the 1760s was part of the same war the Americans had been fighting since the beginning of the previous century. The Puritans of Boston had seen in the “Glorious Revolution” of 1688 a restoration to the principles of liberty, rescuing Great Britain from “the horrible brinks of Popery and Slavery.” So while those in Parliament seemed to have forgotten about all of this, the Americans had not. And would not. This—in a nutshell—was the gravamen of all that would follow.
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Cotton Mather (1663–1728)


So the connection from the Massachusetts Puritans of the seventeenth century to such as Samuel Adams in the eighteenth was quite inescapable. At age twenty-one, while pursuing a master’s degree at Harvard, he wrote his thesis on “Whether it be lawful to resist the supreme magistrate, if the commonwealth cannot be otherwise preserved.” But Adams’s animosity toward British corruption and power became dramatically personal in 1747 when, during a banking scandal, British elites tried to seize his family’s estates. The historian John Alexander says that for Adams this experience “served as a constant personal reminder that Britain’s power over the colonies could be exercised in arbitrary and destructive ways.”

But Adams was hardly alone in seeing the destructive arbitrary power of the British government. In 1747, a British commodore who needed men to serve on his ship sent a gang of sailors into the streets of Boston, seizing fifty men, who were “pressed” into service in the Royal Navy. But Bostonians fought back, eventually securing the release of the fifty, and 15then demanding that the Crown prosecute the guilty parties. That same year, Charles Chauncy, pastor of Boston’s First Church, preached that rulers must preserve the “civil rights” of their people and defend “their liberties.” They must guard “against the designs of those who would rule in a despotic manner.”

From 1748 through 1750, Samuel Adams wrote many essays on liberty for a weekly paper called the Independent Advertiser. In one he wrote against “arbitrary government,” saying a good government “condemns every instance of oppression and lawless power, derives a certain remedy to the sufferer by allowing him to remonstrate his grievances . . .” In another he called liberty “the choicest gift that heaven has lent to man,” and that there was nothing “which mankind are more passionately fond of, which they fight with more zeal for, which they possess with more anxious jealousy and fear of losing . . .”

In another he praised “our fathers” the Puritans, who “so severely felt the effects of tyranny and the weight of the bishops’ yoke, that they underwent the greatest difficulties and toils to secure to themselves and transmit to their posterity these invaluable blessings.” And he clearly understood the connection between liberty and virtue, writing, “Neither the wisest constitution nor the wisest laws will secure the liberty and happiness of a people whose manners are universally corrupt.” So already in the 1740s, Samuel Adams was delineating the idea of liberty that the Founders would adopt twenty-five years in the future.

But now in 1764, when the Sugar Tax and the threat of further taxes were proposed, Samuel Adams leapt to action, drafting a statement for the Massachusetts legislature that in its main points prefigured the entire landscape that lay ahead. “For if our Trade may be taxed why not our Lands?” he asked. And “[w]hy not the Produce of our Lands & every thing we possess or make use of?” Samuel Adams got to the very heart of the matter. “This,” he said “annihilates our Charter Right to govern & tax ourselves. It strikes our British Privileges, which as we have never forfeited them, we hold in common with our Fellow Subjects who are Natives of Britain.” The issues of the next decade were all there in 1764. “If taxes are laid upon us,” Adams said, “in any shape without our having a legal representation where they are laid, are we 16not reduced from the character of free subjects to the miserable state of tributary slaves?”



“Civil Government Is of God”

An even more detailed protestation to Parliament’s proposals came in a July 1764 pamphlet from James Otis Jr., who—taking his lead from John Locke—laid out the principles at stake. In his conclusion he declares that the very soul of his argument is simply that “civil government is of God.”


Has it [government] any solid foundation?—any chief cornerstone. . . ? I think it has an everlasting foundation in the unchangeable will of God. . . . Government. . . . is by no means an arbitrary thing depending merely on compact or human will for its existence. . . . There can be no prescription old enough to supersede the law of nature and the grant of God Almighty, Who has given to all men a natural right to be free; and they have it ordinarily in their power to make themselves so if they please. . . . If both those powers are retained in the hands of the many (where nature seems to have placed them originally), the government is a simple democracy, or a government of all over all. . . . [God is] the only monarch in the universe Who has a clear and indisputable right to absolute power because He is the only one Who is omniscient as well as omnipotent.



So British subjects did not get their rights from Parliament or the king, but from God. More shockingly, the king himself and all the members of Parliament—being subject to God’s laws—were under God’s authority precisely as all other British subjects were under God’s authority and were in this regard equal to all other British subjects. This lay at the heart of everything, beating to a pulp any ideas about the Divine Right of Kings. Although these ideas were central to the British Revolution of the previous century, many British leaders had by now forgotten about them. But the Americans would remind them of these things over and 17over and try to get them to be faithful to what they themselves had agreed to a century before.

And then Otis got to the main point. According to these ideas in the British constitution, “no parts of his majesty’s dominions can be taxed without their consent . . .” So in July 1764, we see the battle lines being drawn and have the grand themes of the American Revolution laid out. From across a great ocean, Otis was reminding England of its own laws and constitution, and of these two principles at its core. He hails the British constitution as “the most free one, and by far the best, now existing on earth,” and says that “by this constitution, every man in the dominion is a free man.” He then says that “no parts of his majesty’s dominions can be taxed without their consent” and “every part has a right to be represented in the supreme or some subordinate legislature.” Otis must also be credited for popularizing what would become the great battle cry of the next few years: “Taxation without representation is tyranny.”

But Otis was merely reminding everyone of what they had ostensibly already established. Were not these the stated beliefs of England? But as these events would unfold, it would become clear that these ideas had never really been properly settled at all, and the Revolution would be how they would finally be settled, at least for those living in the American Colonies.



Two Cultures Separated by a Common Ocean

Though there were certain figures like James Otis Jr. and Samuel Adams—and John Adams as we shall see—who took the lead in clarifying the issues at stake, there was a general cultural climate in New England that placed great value on these issues, and which had made it possible for the Colonies essentially to govern themselves. Average Americans had been catechized in Locke’s Second Treatise and in the idea that our rights come not from the king—or even Parliament—but from God. So these principles were central to American culture and identity, but England was another story. For some Whigs like Edmund Burke and William Pitt, these principles were settled, but for many others they were not. And just as Parliament never expected the strong American resistance to their proposed taxes, the Americans could 18hardly dream that Parliament really meant for them to accede to having their cherished liberties violated. Only when we fully appreciate the dramatic divergence of the cultures of England and the Colonies at this time can we understand what followed.



Boycotting British Goods

One example of the Americans’ dedication to these ideas becomes obvious in their resolve to boycott British goods. Once the threat of these additional taxes loomed, the boycott was quickly put into practice, and to great effect. It began when fifty merchants added teeth to the written objections of Adams and Otis by refusing to purchase luxury goods from British merchants. Some even talked of increasing colonial manufactures, so that they would be less beholden to England. This is the first instance in which we see Americans aware of the great economic power they wielded, and willing to use that power to make a political point. This is also the first instance in which we see the Colonies begin to unite. Their common complaint against what they saw as English injustice gave them something in common which they simply hadn’t had before. And it seems that this economic pressure more than anything else was what would eventually push Parliament to repeal the Stamp Tax, although the most notable form of protest would come in the shape of violent mob riots, as we shall soon see.

So as the months of 1764 passed, opposition to the Stamp Tax grew. By December, six colonies—Massachusetts, Connecticut, Rhode Island, New York, New Jersey, and Virginia—had sent protestations of one kind or another to Parliament, laying out their objections. Parliament high-handedly ignored all of them. But the common cause that all the Colonies felt in opposing the Stamp Act marked another dramatic step forward on what we now know as the road to Revolution.




	*  After the fourteenth-century invention of the Close Stool—which was a seat, sometimes embroidered with cushions, with a covered lid, beneath which was placed a chamber pot—the word “stool,” which then and still now refers to a chair or seat, eventually came to refer to that which proceeded from their use. The inventive and entrepreneurial efforts of Sir Thomas Crapper (1836–1910) regarding flush toilets in the late nineteenth century similarly caused that man’s name to become synonymous with the toilets themselves, and then in an abbreviated form with those end products with them associated.

	*  He also said he had “the most correct, genteel and artful pen,” and was “a man of refined policy, steadfast integrity, exquisite humanity, genteel erudition, obliging, engaging manners, [and] real as well as professed piety.”

	*  Like his cousin John, his deep Christian faith made him an ardent opponent of slavery. When he was married, someone gave him as a wedding gift a female slave, which he refused on principle. “A slave cannot live in my house,” he explained, “if she comes she must be free.” So the woman came to live in their home, but he and his wife treated her as a family member and eventually were able to free her officially. In later years, Adams pushed for free public education for girls as well as boys, and believed that Native Americans—whom he called “savages,” as was the habit of that time—could be educated in adopting the ideas of liberty.
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Chapter Two Parliament Debates the Stamp Act


And now will these Americans, children planted by our care, nourished up by our indulgence until they are grown to a degree of strength and opulence, and protected by our arms, will they grudge to contribute their mite to relieve us from the heavy weight of that burden under which we lie?

—Charles Townshend

AMong the Handful of figures in Parliament who agreed with the Americans on this issue was a military hero named Isaac Barré, whose powerful response to what Charles Townshend said in favor of the Stamp Tax became especially famous. In two years’ time, Townshend himself would become known as “Champagne Charley” for an unforgettable speech given after some post-prandial excesses, as we shall see, and would at that time become despised by Americans for what came to be known as the oppressive “Townshend Acts.” But that was still two years in the future. On this day in 1765—February 6th—the debate was on the Stamp Tax.

Barré and Townshend seem to underscore a theme we see again and again in this unfolding epic drama, where often comically effete, out-of-touch, and dissolute elites on one side do battle with principled, morally upright figures on the other. Barré had fought with tremendous bravery 20in the French and Indian War. When a bullet struck his face during the Quebec expedition, he forever lost the use of his right eye, and he is heroically pictured in one of the most famous paintings of the eighteenth century, titled The Death of General Wolfe, by Benjamin West.
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Barré spoke first and spoke powerfully. He knew that most in Parliament were deeply ignorant of the Americans’ passionate and principled objections to the Stamp Tax. There are “very few who know the circumstances of North America,” he said, and before Parliament voted, they should at least know how strongly against the previously passed Sugar Act the Americans were. He then called the Stamp Tax “odious,” saying that the Americans “tremble at it.” No one doubted Parliament had the power and the legal right to do as they liked, but Barré sternly cautioned them, “lest the power be abused, the right subverted, and two million of unrepresented people mistreated and in their own opinion slaves.”

“Champagne Charley” then rose to blast a loud raspberry at everything Barré had just said. Townshend’s magnificently patronizing response forms an almost perfect portrait of how Parliament could get everything so wrong and prefigures how they would tragically and spectacularly stumble forward in the years ahead. First, Townshend took great umbrage at the very notion that the Colonies would dare to oppose the proposed tax. “And now will these Americans,” he asked, “children planted by our care, nourished up by our indulgence until they are grown to a degree of strength and opulence, and protected by our arms, will they grudge to contribute their mite to relieve us from the heavy weight of that burden under which we lie?”

For Isaac Barré, the tone-deaf inanity was too much. His withering response immediately became famous, illustrating why he was thought such a formidable orator. In fact, before choosing the law and a subsequent military career, Barré was courted to become an actor by no less than 21David Garrick himself. But Barré of course chose another path, such that his histrionic gifts were displayed in the service of his country, and it is for this speech mocking Townshend that he is most remembered.

He began with biting sarcasm. “They planted by your care?” Barré scoffed. “No! Your oppression planted ’em in America. They fled from your tyranny to a then uncultivated and unhospitable country where they exposed themselves to almost all the hardships to which human nature is liable, and among others to the cruelties of a savage foe . . .” If anyone in Parliament was familiar with the American narrative, it was Barré. “They nourished by your indulgence?” he asked. “They grew by your neglect of ’em.” The economic facts were on Barré’s side. Many others, such as Benjamin Franklin, made the same case, saying that when the Colonies were left alone—which was sometimes called a policy of “salutary neglect”—they thrived spectacularly, and this only redounded to the great economic benefit of the British, via trade. So it was self-destructive foolishness to kick this great gift horse in the mouth.

Barré continued: “As soon as you began to care about ’em, that care was exercised in sending persons to rule over ’em . . . to misrepresent their actions and to prey upon ’em; men whose behaviour on many occasions has caused the blood of those sons of liberty to recoil within them . . .” This marked the first time the phrase “sons of liberty” was spoken, and when a few weeks later the ardent Boston patriots read Barré’s speech in a newspaper, they gleefully adopted it for themselves.

Then Barré made his final point. “They protected by your arms?” he asked. “They have nobly taken up arms in your defense, have exerted a valor amidst their constant and laborious industry for the defense of a country whose frontier while drenched in blood, its interior parts have yielded all its little savings to your emolument. . . . The people I believe are as truly loyal as any subjects the king has, but a people jealous of their liberties and who will vindicate them if ever they should be violated . . .”

But Barré’s memorable eloquence did not win the day. The Stamp Act was passed by an overwhelming margin of four to one, and in the House of Lords, it passed unanimously. On March 22nd, the royal goose quill scratched it into law. But it would not take effect until November, giving 22the Americans ample time to raise unholy heck against it, which they now would certainly do, beginning with a speech in Virginia by a certain young lawyer. In fact, many thought it was the spark of this speech that set off all the fireworks that followed.


Patrick Henry Makes His Debut
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Patrick Henry (1736–1799)


On May 14th, ships bearing the shocking news of the Act’s passage arrived in Boston, and two weeks later, the news came to Virginia, where a country lawyer named Patrick Henry had just been elected to the House of Burgesses. Henry is most famous for his “Give me Liberty or give me Death!” speech, delivered ten years later in 1775, one month before the Battles of Lexington and Concord; it would vault him into that rare pantheon of figures whose spoken words have changed the course of history. But already now in 1765 he would change history, and establish himself as one of the most eloquent and audacious voices against British tyranny. Indeed, he was the very first American who dared to employ the word “tyrant” to describe George III; he was also the first American publicly to be accused of treason.

Actually, both things happened two years earlier, in 1763, when Henry was arguing an important case called “The Parson’s Cause,” which was itself a notable event in the run-up to the American Revolution.



“The Parson’s Cause”

The Parson’s Cause effectively pitted the dissenting American evangelicals of that time against the Church of England, which was the official and “established” church in Virginia. George Whitefield and the Great Awakening had come to Virginia twenty-five years earlier, and Patrick Henry had been right in the middle of it. In fact, his favorite book was 23
The Rise and Progress of Religion in the Soul* by Philip Doddridge, who was himself an evangelical dissenter. So Henry was especially sensitive to British attempts to force Anglicanism on any Virginians who preferred a more evangelical expression of the faith, and like many, he felt the Anglican Church was being used by the British Crown to deprive Virginians of their religious liberties. But in the course of arguing the case, he dared to say that any king who annulled a good law—in this case it was the Two Penny Act—was a “tyrant.” Henry further declared that such a ruler “forfeits all right to his subjects’ obedience.” This was a shockingly bold thing to say in 1763, and the opposing counsel instantly denounced Henry’s words as “treasonous.” But what he said resounded strongly with many Virginians, who like Henry and other evangelicals were already thinking along such lines. They felt that their obedience to God came before their obedience to the king and were glad someone had dared to say so out loud. Henry afterward fought and won many legal battles for dissenters such as the Baptists and Quakers, who were discriminated against by the Church of England.

So now in 1765, when the Stamp Act was passed, Henry would once more stand defiantly against the Crown—and again be accused of treason. He had had only been a member of the House of Burgesses for ten days when a ship delivered the news of the Stamp Act’s passage. It was May 28th, so late in the legislative session that most of the members—George Washington among them—had already skedaddled away from the heat of Williamsburg to the coolness of their plantations. But the next day, the newly minted legislator rose in the assembly to denounce the Stamp Act with every atom of his being. In a sidewise fashion he also flew as dangerously close to the sun of actual treason as any American ever had, skillfully flirting with the shocking idea of taking the life of George III. But what exactly did Henry say?

Until the twentieth century, accounts of it were second- and third-hand, so that what he actually said was mostly misrepresented. The oft-repeated claim was that when Henry was accused of treason for his 24remarks, he had the more boldly replied, “If this be treason, let’s make the most of it!” Though that phrase is still in most history books, we have no evidence that he said it, and it was not until 1921 that an eyewitness account of what he actually said finally emerged, in the diary of an unknown Frenchman passing through Williamsburg, who had stood in the lobby of the House of Burgesses and heard it all.

According to the anonymous traveler, Henry in his speech said that Julius Caesar “had his Brutus” and King Charles “had his Cromwell,” and Henry didn’t doubt that “some good American” would similarly stand up for his country—although “in a more moderate manner.” But it seems that there were shouts of treason before his clever caveat, so that many never heard that caveat. The two dramatic historical allusions, however, were lost on no one. Brutus was of course one of the leading figures in Caesar’s assassination, and Cromwell had led the charge in calling for King Charles I’s head. So the Speaker of the House immediately sprang up to denounce these words as treason, at which point several others chimed in their own condemnations.

But according to the Frenchman’s diary, Henry at this point deftly backtracked, quickly declaring that he would “[s]how his loyalty to his majesty King George III at the expense of the last drop of his blood, but what he said must be attributed to the interest of his country’s dying liberty which he had at heart.” So it seems that Henry did not openly embrace “treason” at this juncture, as the legends claimed. But he may as well have, because everyone remembered the cries of “treason” against him and hailed it as a breathtakingly courageous performance in the cause of liberty. A fellow member of the Virginia House said that Henry had played “on the line of treason, without passing it.” In any case, his remarks were undeniably audacious—as Henry had been before and would be again—and are rightly credited with igniting the conflagration that raged throughout the Colonies in the months and years following.

Although the thirty-three-year-old Washington missed the historic oratory, another future founder did not. Thomas Jefferson, then a twenty-two-year-old law student at the College of William and Mary, was standing at the door of the chamber, along with the unknown Frenchman, and heard and saw everything. Jefferson said that Henry’s eloquence had 25been “such as I never heard from any other man. He appeared to me to speak as Homer wrote.”



The Virginia Resolves

Henry’s oratorical gifts—as with his most famous speech in 1775— did what the best oratory has always done, moving its audience not merely to admiration, but to action, which was what made him such an effective trial lawyer. But that day in the House of Burgesses his soaring words specifically argued for the passage of five resolves against the Stamp Act. Soon hailed everywhere as the “Virginia Resolves,” they were published in newspapers throughout the colonies, and like a lightning bolt quickly galvanized widespread opposition. Massachusetts Governor Thomas Hutchinson—soon to be on the painful receiving end of that opposition—complained that it was the publication of these infernal resolves in the Massachusetts press that led to all the considerable troubles there.

What the Virginia Resolves said is hardly shocking today. But to readers at that time, they were—we might say—revolutionary. First, they said the American colonists possessed all the liberties and privileges of anyone living in England, hardly something everyone in Parliament agreed with. Second, that Americans were therefore entitled to tax themselves—or to be taxed by those they had themselves elected to represent them. In other words, Parliament did not have that right, since the Americans were not represented in Parliament. Henry’s resolves further declared that this idea was central to the British Constitution. So the “Virginia Resolves” clearly denounced the Stamp Act as “unconstitutional” and strikingly and more publicly than ever denounced the principle of “taxation without representation.”

When these declarations appeared in colonial newspapers, something was unleashed. For example, a week after Henry’s speech, the Massachusetts Assembly called for a meeting of representatives from all the Colonies that October in New York. This would come to be called the Stamp Act Congress, and as a show of colonial unity, it greatly alarmed some in Parliament. Benjamin Franklin had headed up the Albany Congress in 1754, but that desire for colonial unity aimed to help Great 26Britain and was certainly not for the purposes of opposing an act of Parliament. The Americans had crossed a bold new line.

In a moment, we will turn to the part that mob violence played in resistance to the Stamp Act. But before that, we must mention the tremendously important role many ministers played in preaching to their congregants on these issues, as they had been doing for some time. As evidenced by the story of the aforementioned “Parson’s Cause” trial, there were deep religious roots beneath this suddenly fast-growing—and to some suddenly visible—Tree of Liberty.



Pulpits Aflame for Liberty

Since the previous century, many colonial pastors had been shaping the minds of their congregants on how Christian faith was obliged to address political and governmental matters and could lead to civil disobedience. In 1750, Jonathan Mayhew, the minister of West Church in Boston, preached a sermon John Adams later claimed everyone had read or knew of. It was printed and became tremendously popular. Entitled “A Discourse Concerning the Unlimited Submission and Non-Resistance to the High Powers,” it was essentially a refutation of the idea that kings or governments could rule with arbitrary power, an idea that many Christians misunderstand because of the famous passage in Chapter 13 of the New Testament’s Book of Romans.* Mayhew refuted the idea that this passage meant Christians must simply bow to whatever the government demanded. “It is blasphemy to call tyrants and oppressors God’s ministers,” he said. “When [they] rob and ruin the public, instead of being guardians of its peace and welfare, they immediately cease to be the ordinance and ministers of God, and no more desire that glorious character than common pirates and highwaymen.” Faithful believers hadn’t bowed the knee to Nebuchadnezzar—or to Haman or to Caesar—had they?

27
New England ministers had been preaching along such lines ever since the Puritans left England over their own disagreements with the government there. So these ideas were part of the warp and woof of New England culture. In fact, John Adams in a letter to Abigail a decade later touched on the very same subject. Her mother had just died, and after praising his mother-in-law, Adams wrote the following. “There is one thing however, which you will forgive me if I hint to you,” he said. “Let me ask you rather, if you are not of my opinion?”
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John Adams said that everyone had read Mayhew’s 1750 sermon, encouraging Christians to resist tyrannical government.



Were not her talents and virtues too much refined to private, social and domestic life? My opinion of the duties of religion and morality, comprehends a very extensive connection with society at large, and the great interest of the public. Does not natural morality, and much more Christian benevolence, make it our indispensable duty to lay ourselves out, to serve our fellow creatures to the utmost of our power, in promoting and supporting those great political systems, and general regulations upon which the happiness of multitudes depends? The benevolence, charity, capacity and industry which exerted in private life, would make a family, a parish, or a town happy, employed upon a larger scale, in support of the great principles of virtue and freedom of political regulations, might secure whole nations and generations from misery, want and contempt. Public virtues, and political qualities therefore should be incessantly cherished in our children.



The idea that faith is merely a private matter—which often has been called pietistic—would militate against fighting tyrannical power, whether via sermon or pamphlet or civil disobedience, or eventually via 28taking up arms. But the pulpits of Massachusetts and most of its citizens were steeped in the idea that it was their Christian duty to oppose tyrannical government, and they would lead the way in persuading the other colonies along such lines.

So now as a result of the Sugar Act and the Stamp Act, the pulpits would again lead the way in responding. But what Mayhew had said in 1750 summed it up. “The king is as much bound by his oath not to infringe the legal rights of the people, as the people are bound to yield subjection to him,” he said. “From whence it follows that as soon as the prince sets himself up above the law, he loses the king in the tyrant. He does, to all intents and purposes, unking himself.” To most Bostonians of Puritan stock, this would have made perfect sense. “The subject’s obligation to allegiance then ceases, of course,” Mayhew continued, “and to resist him is no more rebellion than to resist any foreign invader . . . it is making use of the means, and the only means which God has put into their power for mutual and self-defense.”

So the question for most Bostonians was not whether to resist, but how. Many pushed back in written form, as John Adams did in what he wrote in the Boston Gazette that year. Some communicated their opposition in speeches, as Patrick Henry did. But there was one form of resistance that was every much as central toward moving opinion as these others, to which we must now turn our attentions, and which is usually known by the term “mob violence.”




	*  It was this book that in 1785 would lead to the Christian conversion of William Wilberforce, who led the battle against the slave trade in Parliament.

	*  The King James Bible version reads: “Let every soul be subject unto the higher powers. For there is no power but of God: the powers that be are ordained of God. Whosoever therefore resisteth the power, resisteth the ordinance of God: and they that resist shall receive to themselves damnation. For rulers are not a terror to good works, but to the evil. Wilt thou then not be afraid of the power? Do that which is good, and thou shalt have praise of the same.”
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Chapter Three Mob Violence Comes to Boston


And I, brethren, if I yet preach circumcision, why do I yet suffer persecution? Then is the offense of the cross ceased. I would they were even cut off which trouble you.

—Galatians 5:11–12

As Soon as News of the Stamp Act’s passage became known to them, nine men began meeting at a distillery on Hanover Square, near the Boston Common. A magnificent 120-year-old elm tree towered over one edge of the square and would figure famously in what they were planning, set to occur on August 14th. They dubbed themselves “The Loyal Nine,” but would soon become widely known as the “Sons of Liberty,” having happily seized the name from Barré’s speech in Parliament. Their determined goal was to make sure the Stamp Act was neutralized before it officially took effect on November 1st, by nearly any means necessary, which would involve what we might describe as political theater, although this would quickly metamorphose into mob violence, which was not unintentional.

It is almost certain these nine men were in touch with Samuel Adams and with James Otis Jr. We know that John Adams met with them at the distillery at least once, although he was not at all pleased with the methods 30they would be employing. After all, there were other ways to counter what Parliament was proposing. For example on June 6th, the Massachusetts Assembly proposed the radical idea of the aforementioned “Stamp Act Congress,” a meeting of representatives from all the colonies to take place that October.* And both Adamses and Otis and others would write a steady stream of articles, usually published in the Whiggishly-inclined pages of the Boston Gazette. But what the Loyal Nine—or Sons of Liberty—had in mind involved public demonstrations and would require what we today call “muscle,” for which they turned to two working-class mobs in Boston at that time.

It is only proper and right that we would today protest against violence in political protest. John Adams and others did so at that time, too. But we must also acknowledge the realities of eighteenth-century America, in which the common people did not have the same recourse to legal processes as we do. So it is at least understandable that they sometimes might express themselves in less civil ways. The working classes of Boston—and often in cities in England too—knew that the elites who ruled over them sometimes abused their powers and usually got away with it. So if they sometimes stooped to fend for themselves via extra-legal means, we cannot be surprised.

One early example of this took place in 1747, when the aforementioned British naval fleet anchored south of Boston and proceeded to kidnap citizens to serve in His Majesty’s Navy. For centuries, Britain’s Royal Navy had sent “press gangs” into the streets of coastal cities to snatch any men of the right age for service into what was for most a cruel and awful existence. Even though arguably against the British Constitution, the poor souls “pressed” into such service hardly had the means for legal recourse, and refusing to “volunteer” along such lines was even punishable by hanging. While these men sailed the Seven Seas, their families were left without a provider. Scurvy was also so rampant on British vessels that many died from it, never to return home. The horror of press gangs was common 31enough that it would be mentioned in the “Declaration” as one of the complaints justifying our separation from England.* So when this happened in 1747, a working-class mob took control of Boston and refused to yield until the commodore of the fleet released every one of the men he had seized. Given all we know, it is difficult to blame these men for taking matters into their own hands.

So now eighteen years later, the “Loyal Nine” turned to the same rough-and-tumble citizens that had successfully fought back in 1747. Actually, there existed two reasonably organized mobs in Boston at this time, one from Boston’s South End and another from its North End. Each November 5th, these opposing gangs would brawl in the streets of the city on “Pope’s Night”—which was an American version of Guy Fawkes Day and was similarly anti-Catholic in nature. We may also see it as anti-elite more generally, since for the Boston descendants of Puritans, the Catholic Church and the Church of England both represented the royal establishment—and the Established Churches—that had persecuted their forebears.

[image: A woodcut-style illustration shows a robed figure in religious attire perched atop a cart drawn by two grotesque, horned demon-like beings. More demonic figures cluster around as a church structure sits on the cart. The scene is dark, supernatural.]

Pope’s Night in Boston.
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Pope’s Night in Boston

So each year on Pope’s Night, the populist madness was uncorked: bonfires were lit, fireworks were detonated, and the large and grotesque effigies of villains—such as the begilded and bejeweled Pope, and the Devil himself—were paraded and jeered at through the streets on large floats. Each of the two principal mobs created its own float and Pope effigy, with the ostensible goal of capturing the opposing gang’s Pope. Whichever mob succeeded had the honor of hosting the large bonfire at the culmination of the festivities. If the North End mob won, a bonfire would be lit on Copp’s Hill; if the South End mob won, a bonfire would be lit on Boston Common. Then all of the wicked effigies—both Popes and both Devils—would be cast into the winning bonfire, in a kind of cleansing Walpurgisnacht immolation. But amidst the general gaiety and frolic leading toward this bright telos, the two opposing mobs—having beguzzled themselves into an absence of mind most conducive to violent brawling—would proceed to beat each other’s ever-loving brains out all over the city.* In 1764, this Bacchanalian rampaging raged so out of control that one of the Pope wagons ran over a child, killing him, although even this horror did not stanch the Juggernaut of violence that night.

[image: Portrait illustration of an older man with curly, shoulder-length hair, wearing a buttoned formal jacket and a white cravat. He is facing forward with a neutral expression and visible facial lines.]

Andrew Oliver (1706–1774)


But how did the Loyal Nine persuade the opposing mobs to join forces against the Stamp Act? As it happened, those in Boston’s working classes were only too willing to transfer their abiding and bitter resentment toward the wealth and corruption of the Catholic Church and English elites to more local representatives of wealth and corruption, and would cheerfully enough strike a common blow—with literal blows and kicks as necessary—against those elites if given 33some reasonable opportunity, which the Loyal Nine indeed now very happily did give them.

[image: Oval portrait of an older man with white hair, dressed in a dark coat and white cravat. He faces forward with a serious expression. The plain background emphasizes his features. The image appears historical and formal.]

Francis Bernard (1712–1779)


Soon after Bostonians heard of the Stamp Act’s passage, they learned that the plum job of “Stamp Distributor” had been awarded to Andrew Oliver, a politically powerful merchant. That November, when the act was slated to take effect, the already wealthy Oliver would profit handsomely. To add to the narrative of corruption, his brother-in-law—the colony’s Lieutenant Governor, Thomas Hutchinson—was believed to have suggested the tax in the first place. And at the head of this unholy Trinity of corruption stood the royal governor, Sir Francis Bernard, who had previously been the royal governor of New Jersey, whom John Adams described as “avaricious to a most infamous degree.”



The Liberty Tree Makes Its Debut

The Loyal Nine’s planned festivities began on the morning of August 14th. Anyone at that time walking near Hanover Square could not have failed to behold a number of objects hanging from the branches of the aforementioned stately elm. One was a straw-filled effigy that bore the initials A.O., immediately understood to mean the aforementioned Andrew Oliver. Besides him in the tree there was also a large boot, punnily meant to represent the Earl of Bute (pronounced “boot”), who was Prime Minister two years earlier, and who was aggressively despised as the main figure behind the idea of taxing the colonies to pay for England’s expenditures in the French and Indian War. In case anyone remained unclear on the general cant of things, a devil figure was crawling out of the boot. The sole of the boot was painted vividly in green, with the punny words “a Green-ville Sole,” referring to the current prime minister, George Grenville, who had officially proposed the Stamp Act. So the villains on whom the mob’s ire was focused were known.

34
But who had created these elaborate decorations and with them festooned the ancient tree? No one would say publicly, although it seems that the Loyal Nine’s chief emissary was a shoemaker named Ebenezer Mackintosh, known to be the leader of the South End mob, who had fielded forty or fifty members of the two mobs to do whatever seemed necessary. And whatever political theater now followed was obviously orchestrated beforehand.

To begin with, a rowdy crowd began to gather around the tree—soon dubbed “the Liberty Tree”—who declaimed against the Stamp Act and the evil figures behind it. But when word of the insubordinate mummery reached the ears of Lieutenant Governor Thomas Hutchinson, he was outraged and immediately ordered the sheriff to cut the figures down. Interestingly, Hutchinson had actually come out against the Stamp Act, but because he now dared to try to forcibly stop these still-peaceful protests, he would not be forgiven. When the sheriff arrived at the scene, the mob quickly clarified his chances of success by threatening his life, at which point he retreated. Now what? Soon enough, the mob swarming around the tree numbered five thousand, roughly a third of Boston’s population.

[image: A historical illustration shows a large crowd gathered outdoors around a tree where several people are hanging. Others stand nearby, watching and pointing. More trees and the crowd fill the background.]

The August 14th, 1765 gathering under the Liberty Tree.
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The Riot of August 14th

So Governor Bernard and the Boston Town Council debated their options. Meanwhile, the mob leaders themselves cut down the effigy of Oliver and then in a mock funeral procession marched with it and the rowdy thousands to the Town House where the council was gathered, giving three threatening huzzahs, and chanting “Liberty, Property, and No Stamps!” From here they surged down toward the docks, where the despised Oliver had been constructing a new building, wherefrom Mackintosh and the others assumed he planned to distribute the despised stamps. But if the building didn’t exist, that would of course be difficult. It didn’t take these hardened working-class men long to tear it apart very thoroughly, with everyone deliberately “stamping” on the splintered remains to underscore their “anti-stamp” position.

After this, they proceeded to Oliver’s especially well-appointed house, still chanting “Liberty, Property, and No Stamps!” The street on which the house stood was Oliver Street, in case the prominence of the family was not enough known, and in front of that home the mob leaders made their heavy-handed point by beheading the effigy of Oliver, presumably as he and the rest of his family watched, and as others pelted the house with stones. After this, they carried the headless “body” up to the summit of nearby Fort Hill, where they again cleverly “stamped on it” and then burned it in a bonfire made of the timbers extracted from Oliver’s now non-existent building.

By this point, most of the mob had had enough. But the handful of those who hadn’t circled back to Oliver’s house, from which he and his family had by now wisely fled, leaving it in the hands of some trusted friends, who barricaded the front doors. This only enraged the mob the more. They promptly tore down the garden fence, stove in the front door and windows, and entered the house anyway, shouting that they meant to find Oliver and kill him. By now, Oliver’s friends ran away too, and the mob, whose murderous energies were not yet spent, and assuming that Oliver was hiding in one of the neighbors’ homes, continued their search. But before they discovered him, some gentleman Rahab helpfully misled them, saying that Oliver had f led to Fort 36William, which was the fort on an island in Boston Harbor, and they abandoned their search. But with their remaining energies, the mob took revenge on Oliver for having escaped by burning his stable house along with his coach and chaise. They then destroyed much of his home, even madly tearing the very wainscoting from the walls. They also drank his wine and destroyed much of his furniture, including a looking glass so magnificent as to have been declared the largest such object outside Europe.

Around 11 p.m., Thomas Hutchinson bravely appeared on the scene with the sheriff, hoping at that late hour to persuade the mob to disperse. But the mob became freshly enraged at the sight of him and the sheriff and flung a stinging hail of stones at them, forcing them to master a quick retreat. The mob then cheerfully resumed their painstaking demolition of Oliver’s house.

The next day, August 15th, a delegation of men met with the shaken Oliver and convinced him that the only way forward was for him to resign his post as Stamp Commissioner. But Oliver had not yet even been appointed. How could he resign? Nonetheless, if it would help the situation, he would write a letter to England preemptively resigning the post and promised that even before his resignation letter received a response he would do nothing to enforce the Stamp Tax.



John Adams Weighs In

So the aim of the Loyal Nine to kill the Stamp Act in Massachusetts Bay had succeeded, albeit through violent means. But the violence was hardly over. What would someone like John Adams make of all of it? He was no advocate of violence, but like so many others, he surely approved of the outcome. Fortunately, we have his journal from the very next day, August 15th. “I hope it will give no offense to enquire into the grounds and reasons of the strange conduct of yesterday and last night at Boston,” he wrote. He then went on to ask whether there was any evidence of the accusations made against Oliver. “Is it known,” Adams asked, “that he ever advised the Ministry to lay internal taxes upon us? That he ever solicited the office of Distributer of Stamps? Or that he has ever done anything to injure the people, or to insure their displeasure, 37besides barely accepting of that office? If there is no proof at all of any such injury done to the people by that gentleman, has not the blind, undistinguishing rage of the rabble done him irreparable injustice?”

Adams then listed the offenses of the mob. He was obviously sickened by it all, and said so. But then, like the lawyer that he was, he laid out the other side of the case. “But on the other hand let us ask a few questions,” he says, turning his attentions to Thomas Hutchinson, who was the brother-in-law of Oliver.

“Has not his Honor the Lt. Governor [shown] to the people in innumerable instance a very ambitious and various disposition? Has he not grasped four of the most important offices in the province into his own hands?” Adams was very well aware of corruption in which the British rewarded their friends with extraordinarily lucrative and powerful posts. And he went on to enumerate the truly staggering list of those in Hutchinson’s family who had them, with Oliver at the head of that damning list. “Has not [Hutchinson’s] brother in law Oliver another of the greatest places in government? Is not a brother of the Secretary a judge of the Superior Court? Has not that brother a son in the House? Has not the Secretary a son in the House, who is also a judge in one of the counties? Did not that son marry the daughter of another of the judges of the Superior Court?” But Adams was not finished: “Has not the Lieutenant Governor a brother [who is] a Judge of the Pleas in Boston? And a namesake and near relation who is another judge? Has not the Lieutenant Governor a near relation who is Register of his own Court of Probate, and Deputy Secretary? Has he not another near relation who is Clerk of the House of Representatives?”

Like a lawyer making his case before a jury, Adams’s flurry of damning questions gives us a mind-boggling picture of the corruption at the heart of English government at that time. It was well-known that King George III essentially bribed his cabinet and members of Parliament with lucrative and powerful posts on both sides of the Atlantic, even as their guttering consciences sometimes weakly protested. To honest and hard-working Puritans like John Adams, it all stank to high heaven. How much more must it have rankled those in the working classes, who seethed with resentment? So Adams asked, “Is not this amazing ascendancy of one family 38foundation sufficient on which to erect a tyranny? Is it not enough to excite jealousies among the people?”

Adams went on. Was it not true that many of the members of the Massachusetts House had done everything in their power to communicate “to the King, Lords and Commons” their strongest opposition to the Stamp Act? And were they not rudely rebuffed in doing this? Had not Hutchinson himself  “all along been the very gentleman who . . . prevented it, and wiped out every spirited, if not every sensible expression out of those petitions?” And when the Massachusetts court tried to get an agent to represent their concerns before parliament: “Did not the governor, Lieutenant Governor, and Secretary make use of all their influence” to install a man who had been a secretary to Prime Minister Grenville, the very architect of the Stamp Act? And was not all of this sufficient “to excite suspicions” among the people of Boston, “that all these gentlemen were in a combination to favor the measures of the Ministry, at least to prevent anything from being done here to discourage the Ministry from rash, mad and dogmatical proceedings?”

In other words, the Adams who is the enemy of political violence explains to himself in his journal—and to posterity—that the abominable corruption of the government elites and the undeniable high-handedness with which they continued to conduct themselves, made them the real culprits in the story of mob violence. Anticipating where this might all lead—and would in 1776—Adams had laid everything out in his own mind. The powers that be must either respond honestly to the charges of corruption, or at some point bring upon themselves the fury of the oppressed people. Q.E.D.

Speaking of whom, the vox populi of Boston was not quite through with what it had to say. Yes, it had sent a loud and clear message on August 14th, under the anonymous tutelage of the Loyal Nine. But should they not build on the foundation of that message by sending another, this time to Hutchinson himself? Had he not shown his contempt for the people of Boston when he imperiously ordered the sheriff to cut down the objects hanging from the elm tree that would soon become a living symbol of Liberty? Did not this haughty fellow himself deserve some comeuppance too? It is unclear whether the Loyal Nine were behind what now happened, 39or whether the furies of the mob had by this point simply flown beyond anyone’s control. We only know that the mood in Boston was for justice, however that might be interpreted, and however crudely that justice might manifest itself. So on August 26th, the vox populi would be heard once more.

To be clear, it was not merely what John Adams had called the “undistinguishing rage of the rabble” that felt strongly. As we have said, many Boston ministers had throughout that summer catechized that rabble toward the actions of August 14th, and nodded their approval afterward. On Sunday, August 25th, the aforementioned Reverend Mayhew took for his text Galatians 5:12–13, which states: “I would they were even cut off which trouble you. For, brethren, ye have been called unto liberty; only use not liberty for an occasion to the flesh, but in love serve one another.” The King James language provides a fig leaf over the violent central image of Paul’s righteous anger, which taunts the liberty-denying legalists not merely to fussily circumcise themselves, but to dare to follow the logic all the way to full emasculation. Who in the pews could hear Mayhew’s sermon as anything but a resounding affirmation of what had lately happened? And who would not take this eminent divine’s homily as theological permission to allow it to continue to do so?



The Riot of August 26th

So the next evening—August 26th—a mob gathered to fuel their rage at a bonfire on King Street before separating to do further violence to the opulent homes of two other wealthy government figures. They had planned to attack the home of Governor Bernard himself, but when they learned public funds might be used to rebuild what they destroyed, they thought better of it. Instead, one group peeled off to attack the home of William Story, and another the home of Benjamin Hallowell, whom some reckoned—we assume behind Hutchinson—the “second most hated man in Boston.” Though Story was a reasonably moderate figure, for the mob’s purposes he was guilty enough, being a royal appointee and deputy registrar of the Vice Admiralty Court. He had placed an advertisement in the Boston papers that very day explaining his innocence of any wrongdoing regarding the Stamp Act, likely as insurance against what soon befell him anyway. The mob destroyed 40much of his house and office, including his private and public papers. Hallowell was the Commissioner of the Board of Customs,, whose house was reckoned one of the finest in Boston, which only recommended it the more as an object of destruction.

After spending themselves in destroying Story’s and Hallowell’s homes, the bisected mobs melted together again to unleash their combined and fullest fury on the home of the superlatively despised lieutenant governor, who was at home, eating dinner with his family in his sumptuously decorated house. Upon seeing the mob’s approach, Hutchinson’s family judiciously took a powder. Hutchinson himself remained behind for a time, until his eldest daughter returned to rescue him, which according to historian Robert Middlekauff, likely saved his life. Hutchinson’s escape from their murderous hands—taking him through back gardens and backyards—proved to be a close shave.

[image: A young man dressed in eighteenth-century clothing sits at a table, holding a large book. He looks forward with a slight smile. On the table are a quill, an inkwell, papers, and a draped cloth partially covering it.]

Benjamin Hallowell (1725–1799)




But as he and his daughter escaped, they could never have imagined the bizarrely fastidious thoroughness with which the mob would now deconstruct their brick house. In one way, its utter destruction suggests the indifferent alighting of a tornado, with doors smashed to splinters and wainscoting ripped from the walls; in quite another, it suggests the machine-like progress of carpenter ants or termites, or the demonic parody of a barn-raising in reverse. And whatever the liberty-loving vandals did not demolish they carted away, stealing the Hutchinsons’ silverware, crockery, much clothing, and nine hundred pounds in cash. They also peevishly hurled into the street Hutchinson’s impressive library of books, and even the manuscript of a history of the colony he had been laboring on for thirty years. They even stooped to chop down the innocent fruit trees in his garden, causing us to wonder that they did not take the trouble to salt the ground before they left, as conquering armies had sometimes 41done in antiquity, cursing the very soil itself with infertility. All through the dark night they labored. The sun’s rising found them in the bizarre process of removing the slates from Hutchinson’s roof—and painstakingly sawing off the cupola itself, as if symbolically to geld the handsome edifice along the harsh lines of the Pauline exhortation the Reverend Mayhew had taken for his text the day previous.




	*  Their stated goal was “to consult together on the present Circumstances of the Colonies, and the difficulties to which they are and must be reduced by the operation of the late Acts of Parliament for levying Duties and Taxes on the Colonies, and to consider of a general and humble Address to his Majesty and the Parliament to implore Relief.”

	*  “He has constrained our fellow Citizens taken Captive on the high Seas to bear Arms against their Country, to become the executioners of their friends and Brethren, or to fall themselves by their Hands.”

	*  We may still see echoes of this—minus the anti-Catholicism—in our own Devil’s Night and Halloween traditions.
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Chapter Four John Adams Waxes Prophetic


Liberty . . . that complication of real honor, piety, virtue, dignity, and glory, which has never been enjoyed in its full perfection . . . will reign in America. . . . In future ages, when the bones and sinews that now direct this pen shall become indistinguishable from the rest of Mother Earth . . . Man shall make his true figure upon this continent.

—John Adams

[All] candid foreigners who have passed through this country and conversed freely with all sorts of people here will allow that they have never seen so much knowledge and civility among the common people in any part of the world.

—Humphrey Ploughjogger

No one of any feeling, born and educated in this once happy country, can consider the numerous distresses, the gross indignities, the barbarous ignorance, the haughty usurpations that we have reason to fear . . . for ourselves, our children, our neighbors—in short for all our countrymen and all their posterity—without the utmost agonies of heart, and many tears.

—Humphrey Ploughjogger
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IN The Summer of 1765, while the Loyal Nine in the Hanover Square distillery were still plotting the mob theatrics of that August, a thirty-year-old lawyer was writing an essay. It would eventually bear the soporific title “A Dissertation on the Canon and the Feudal Law.” But what it said was far from soporific. On the contrary, it would end up being an astonishing document. The essay crisply and buoyantly—and presciently and eloquently and then soaringly—lays out the bedrock fundamentals of what everyone would be debating in the years ahead. In its way, it’s a kind of hidden miracle, giving us deep and early insight into the genius who would be one of the chief architects of the nation no one could yet even imagine, who would become its first vice president and second president, and who would live on through the decades to breathe the distant air of its fiftieth anniversary. But because of the manner in which Adams wrote and published the essay, it is scandalously little known.

[image: An illustration shows a man with curly hair, wearing a coat with a high collar and a cravat. Below the portrait is the text “J. Adams.]
In 1765, John and Abigail Adams—married just the year before—were expecting their first child. At this time, the great Boston lawyer Jeremiah Gridley—well aware of Adams’s daring thoughts on the subject of liberty—pushed the brilliant young man to put those thoughts to paper. So that May, as Americans first heard of the passage of the Stamp Act, Adams began making some fragmentary notes. In them, he lays out the larger case for liberty, saying that it has through history been “persecuted by the great, the rich, the noble, the reverend, the proud, the lazy, the ambitious, avaricious, and revengeful . . .” But he clearly believed that as a result of the Protestant Reformation, liberty was now at last breaking through into the wide world. He sensed that he was alive at an inexpressibly important historical moment. In these first notes, Adams explains what real liberty is. It is nothing like mere license or mere rebellion against authority, but partakes of something inescapably sacred. It is related to faith and to virtue. He esteems it a combination “of real honor, piety, 44virtue, dignity, and glory.” It is precisely because of his high view of liberty that he would denounce the violence of the Boston mobs that August.

Adams says that liberty had never in history been “enjoyed in its full perfection,” but then—quite astonishingly—out of the blue declares that it “will reign in America, over hundreds and thousands of millions at a time.” What in the world could explain his saying such a thing in 1765? Nonetheless, in this opening fragment, Adams flatly and confidently prophesies that one day “Man shall make his true figure upon this continent,” which “his great Creator intended he should in other countries, before his ruin was effected by the lust of tyrants.” The soon-to-be father goes further, predicting a coming golden age, in which “science, literature, civility, politeness, humanity, [and] every Christian grace and virtue shall be well understood by all men . . .” He declares these things on the page, somehow seeming to know that they are on the horizon, that they are nearly at hand. “Then,” he declares, “will be the era of human happiness.”

But how can we account for such extraordinarily radical and sanguine beliefs, so boldly declared in the summer of 1765, that they amount to the declaration of an imminent messianic era? Eleven years later—an infinity of time when we think what took place in them, as we shall see—Thomas Paine would say similar things, and would be rightly remembered for saying them. But who remembers that Adams said them at the dawn of this historic decade of tectonic shiftings? Who even knows this side of John Adams?


The History of Liberty

Later that summer, Adams wrote a more complete draft of what he was thinking. In it he traces what he saw as the history of mankind’s enslavement by the few, and squarely blames both the authoritarian state and the state church, which are the “Canon and Feudal Law” of his eventual title. He says that in the centuries of history both property and knowledge were “monopolized” and those suffering under this tyranny couldn’t do much about it. But then in the fifteenth century came the invention of the printing press and the Protestant Reformation in the sixteenth. “The people,” Adams declares, “grew more and more sensible 45of the wrong that was done them by those systems, more and more impatient under it, and determined at all hazards to rid themselves of it, till the struggle at last, under the Stuarts grew, formidable violent and bloody.” The first Stuart monarch was King James I, who brutally persecuted those dissenting from the official Church of England—which led the Pilgrims to cross the ocean. “It was this struggle,” Adams says, “that peopled America.” So Adams—like his Puritan forefathers—inescapably saw America as a promised land where lovers of liberty could enjoy liberty. And he very clearly singles out that strain of Christian faith that loved liberty. “It is commonly said that these Colonies were peopled by religion,” he writes, “but I should rather say that the love of liberty projected, conducted and accomplished the settlement of America.” In other words, it was a particular strain of dissenting Christian faith. Adams says it was the “Romish” church and the concomitant idea of the “Divine Right of Kings” that kept the people in subjection, but in the seventeenth century, both of these were seen by some as the enemies of liberty, leading many in the Old World to depart for the New. One reason Adams’s essay is so important is that it shows that these Puritan Christian views formed the heart of Boston’s resistance to the Stamp Act and to England’s encroachments on their liberties. We earlier mentioned Jonathan Mayhew’s 1750 sermon, which Adams claimed “everybody” had read.

The first part of the essay appeared in the Boston Gazette on August 12th and likely fed the flames of the riots that occurred two days later. The second part appeared a week later. One reason the essay is not more well known is precisely because Adams chose to publish it in four parts, the third of which appeared on September 30th, and the fourth on October 20th, so that it was not at the time seen as a single essay. And Adams published all of the four parts anonymously, under the preposterous nom de plume “Humphrey Ploughjogger.” So almost none of those reading it at the time could have known the actual identity of the thirty-year-old savant behind it.

In the first of the four parts, Adams lays out his premise, declaring that man has “an exalted soul” which “has always stimulated the common people to aspire at independency, and to endeavor at confining the power 46of the great within the limits of equity and reason.” The clear assumption is that we are created in God’s image, so that we are created not to be slaves. Adams’s use of the word “independency” is telling, because he links free or “independent” thinking to what would eventually become his own advocacy for the colonies’ “independency” from Great Britain. Ten years later, he became one of the earliest and strongest advocates for independence, long before most others could make the dizzying leap. Adams then asserts that mankind’s “rights” are “antecedent to all earthly government,” that they cannot be repealed or restrained by human laws. He then says these rights are “derived from the great legislator of the universe.” Of course, others such as John Locke had said as much in the previous century, nor in hearing these words can we help thinking of the phrase in the Declaration of Independence eleven years later, that human beings are “endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights.” But to see an unknown thirty-year-old lawyer clearly laying this out in 1765 is at least surprising.

Adams then reprises the history of those who came to America, saying it was a “wicked confederacy” of church and state in England that oppressed the people, and who in doing so eventually woke up the Puritan resistance that would f lee to Massachusetts in 1620 and afterward. These Reformation views led them to become aware of the liberties God had given them, and then to resist the religious and secular powers denying them those liberties. It “was this great struggle, that peopled America.” But for any Gazette readers not as serious about Christian faith as Adams, he clarified the point. “It was not religion alone, as is commonly supposed,” he says, “but it was a love of universal liberty, and a hatred, a dread, an horror of the infernal confederacy, before described, that projected, conducted, and accomplished the settlement of America.”



Reformation Faith Linked to Liberty

In the second part on August 19th, Adams repeats that it was the Christian faith that led so many to see the wrongs of the British monarchy under James I and caused them to flee to the shores from which he now wrote. But because Adams knew he was speaking to a Boston population that a century after these migrations may have regarded the 47Puritan religion of their forefathers as somehow excessive, he explains that their own views on proper government could not have come about without that Puritan faith. Those who fled England, he explained, saw the overbearing church supported by James I and Charles I as having veered from the scriptures, so that it was “[t]heir greatest concern . . . to establish a government of the church more consistent with the scriptures, and a government of the state more agreeable to the dignity of human nature, than any they had seen in Europe.” Their faith drove all of it. So already in 1765, John Adams was illuminating the path ahead, clearly and inextricably linking liberty with the Protestant and Puritan faith of Massachusetts’s first settlers.

So those who came to America wished to establish a church and a government “on the foundation of the Bible and common sense.” The Reformation led the Puritans to see that they must think for themselves and not simply accept the law laid down by any church or governmental authorities. The faith of such English reformers as John Wycliffe and William Tyndale—which like Martin Luther’s Reformation pointed people back to the Bible itself—had paved the way to something greater for all mankind. It was that faith that led to their appreciation of the liberties for which they were now fighting in rejecting the Stamp Act. In other words, the best of the Enlightenment—which purported to look solely to reason—was not at odds with the faith of the Puritans, but on the contrary, owed its very existence to that faith.



Love of Learning as a Puritan Idea

“Humphrey Ploughjogger” would say more in the third and fourth parts of his essay, published on September 30th and October 21st. In the first of these he first lays out the Enlightenment principles—derived as he earlier said from true Christian faith—that the diffusion of knowledge among the people is central to combating a tyranny of the elites. In other words, he was against the “Romish” view that a priestly elite could be trusted to interpret the Scriptures. Adams explained that among the first objects of those in the Puritan vanguard who landed on American shores was the establishment of colleges and universities. Harvard, which Adams attended, was established in 1636, an 48astonishing six years after the Colony itself. Furthermore, every town was obliged to have a grammar school. In other words, there could be no room for ignorance or illiteracy, which the established churches in England and throughout Europe had required to render the people subservient. Reading and understanding the Bible—and the principles arising therefrom—was central to a free people and to liberty.

Adams also said that a “native of America who cannot read and write is as rare an appearance, as a Jacobite* or a Roman Catholic, i.e. as rare as a Comet or an Earthquake.” Adams again grounded what we might today think of as Enlightenment principles to one of the central tenets of the Reformation, that all people must read and think for themselves, precisely so that they could read the Bible and interpret it correctly. “It has been observed,” he boasted, “that we are all of us, lawyers, divines, politicians and philosophers. And I have good authorities to say that all candid foreigners who have passed through this country, and conversed freely with all sorts of people here, will allow, that they have never seen so much knowledge and civility among the common people in any part of the world.”

He reminded his readers that all “have a right” to liberty, and that it is “derived from our Maker.” And then the man history seems unable to think of as inspirational waxed as inspirational as any Founder ever did, reminding his audience that “our fathers have earned, and bought it for us, at the expense of their ease, their estates, their pleasure, and their blood.” In other words, all they have sacrificed for you and your liberties requires something of you now, who are reading these words. So this quintessentially Puritan and Reformation Protestant idea that reading and thinking for ourselves lay at the heart of real faith, which lay at the heart of understanding our liberties as gifts from God, cannot be missed. It was not the Enlightenment, but the Reformation to which Adams was pointing.

So Adams in these pieces published in the Gazette in 1765 played a significant part in exhorting the people of Massachusetts to much of the action to follow. “And liberty,” he said, “cannot be preserved without a general knowledge among the people, who have a right from the frame of 49their nature to knowledge, as their great Creator who does nothing in vain, has given them understandings, and a desire to know.” Again, he was clarifying that the Reformation had led to the kind of liberty he was describing, and he seemed to think that God had therefore prepared the way in history for the nation whose outlines he was before anyone else beginning to see.

But Adams then got more specific about how this must work, and went one giant leap further, saying that we the people “have a right, an indisputable, unalienable, indefeasible divine right to that most dreaded, and envied kind of knowledge, I mean of the characters and conduct of their rulers.” Though some would at the time think it verging on treasonous thinking, it is the shocking conclusion. Along the lines of what George Whitefield had been saying up and down the American coast since 1738, and what Mayhew and other divines had been preaching, Adams said that we are all equal under God, so that every magistrate and governor—and even the King—is under God’s authority. Thus do we the people have a responsibility before God himself to hold our leaders accountable. Adams even said that “rulers” are simply “agents, attorneys, and trustees” for “the people.” This was what the “Glorious Revolution” of the British people was meant to establish a century earlier. But of course, the Stuart monarchs had strayed very far from this, and the clear implication was that George III was not doing much better.

But then Adams rather shockingly stated what followed from what he was saying, and took the genuinely treasonous leap that may help us understand why he did not sign his name to this essay—and which eleven years hence would be stated in the Declaration of Independence to which he and fifty-five others would bravely append their names—that “if the cause, the interest and trust” of the people “is insidiously betrayed, or wantonly trifled away, the people have a right to revoke the authority, that they themselves have deputed, and to constitute abler and better agents, attorneys and trustees.” Can we really imagine that a thirty-year-old Bostonian wrote this in 1765? Are we surprised that the people of Boston who read these words might be moved to take action—sometimes violent—to preserve their liberties?

But it was in the fourth and final installment of his essay—printed in 50the Boston Gazette October 21st, ten days before the dreaded Stamp Act took effect—that Adams rose to make his closing argument in the case against Great Britain. As much as any of the American Founders—and probably more than any of them—he deserves credit not merely for being the first to say these things, but for saying them more boldly than anyone else.

Adams opened the final installment with a surprising statement: “We have been afraid to think.” And then in fiery language exhorted his readers to throw off the shackles of timidity, to be not afraid to think—and to speak independently and courageously. As much as Patrick Henry or anyone else, he was in here making a clarion call to his fellow Americans to shake off the chains of their subjection. In what amounts to a first draft of the grievances that would appear in the Declaration eleven years hence, he asked: “Have we not been treated . . . with abominable insolence, by officers of the navy?” Of course, he was referring to the aforementioned horrors of the press gangs. “Have not some generals, from England,” he asked, “treated us like servants, nay more like slaves than like Britons?” He went on: “Have we not been under the most ignominious contribution, the most abject submission, the most supercilious insults of some custom house officers? Have we not been trifled with, browbeaten, and trampled on, by former governors, in a manner which no king of England since James the Second has dared to indulge towards his subjects?” Once again, the most astonishing thing about what he was saying was that he was saying it in 1765.

Adams then directly attacked the nepotistic corruption of Hutchinson’s family: “Have we not raised up one family, in them placed an unlimited confidence, and been soothed and battered and intimidated by their influence, into a great part of this infamous tameness and submission?” In other words, was not enough enough? Had anyone yet been as revolutionary as Adams was now? Here in this final installment, his writing seems more like oratory:


We have been told that “the word ‘Rights’ is an offensive expression.” That “the King, his ministry and Parliament will not endure to hear Americans talk of their Rights.” That “Britain 51is the mother and we the children, that a filial duty and submission is due from us to her,” and that “we ought to doubt our own judgment, and presume that she is right, even when she seems to us to shake the foundations of government.” That “Britain is immensely rich and great and powerful, has fleets and armies at her command, which have been the dread and terror of the universe, and that she will force her own judgment into execution, right or wrong.” But let me intreat you Sir to pause and consider. Do you consider your self as a missionary of loyalty or of rebellion?



He then dared to say what almost no one would dare to say at this early date. “Are you not representing your King, his ministry, and parliament as tyrants, imperious, unrelenting tyrants by such reasoning as this?” Adams knew that those acting for the British crown were betraying the British constitution itself. He asked: “Is not this representing your most gracious sovereign as endeavouring to destroy the foundations of his own throne?”


Are you not putting language into the royal mouth, which if fairly pursued will shew him to have no right to the crown on his own sacred head? Are you not representing every member of parliament as renouncing the transactions at [Runnymede],* and as repealing in effect the bill of rights, when the Lords and Commons asserted and vindicated the rights of the people and their own rights, and insisted on the King’s assent to that assertion and vindication?



Did anyone before this say anything as nakedly revolutionary? And should the thirty-year-old not be given first place in this, ahead of the famously passionate Patrick Henry, and perhaps even his own famously revolutionary cousin Samuel? John Adams was offended so many in Parliament had spoken of the colonists as children, but said that if they 52are children, do they not have the right to complain to their parents if their parents were “attempting to break their limbs, to administer poison, or to sell them to enemies for slaves?”

He knew that there was a greater battle between good and evil working its way through history. On the one side was “liberty” and on the other “slavery.” He knew there were advocates of liberty in England—such as John Wilkes, of course, as we shall see—and generously and hopefully appealed to them, who still adhered to the republican principles that led to their “Glorious Revolution” and that gave them the constitution many of them were betraying. Just as Patrick Henry did in his May 29th speech to the Virginia burgesses, Adams shockingly pointed backward to the liberty-killing kings whom liberty-lovers themselves killed:


Let us take it for granted, that the same great spirit . . . which severed the head of Charles the first from his body, and drove James the second from his kingdom; the same great spirit (may heaven preserve it till the earth shall be no more) . . . is still alive and active and warm in England; and that the same spirit in America, instead of provoking the inhabitants of that country, will endear us to them for ever and secure their good will.



But Adams was not finished. First of all, having said the incendiary things he doubtless felt needed saying, he clarified that these things must be channeled in the right way. “This spirit,” he wrote, “without knowledge, would be little better than a brutal rage.” The essay appeared two months after the August mobs had expressed themselves in what he clearly thought was the wrong way. He knew that if divorced from the thinking Christian faith he had mentioned, the revolutionary spirit—which would rise in the French Revolution twenty-five years later—could be tremendously destructive. “Let us tenderly and kindly cherish, therefore the means of knowledge,” he cautioned. “Let us dare to read, think, speak and write.”

There can be no doubt that the young Adams at this juncture sensed an extraordinary opportunity to return to the republican spirit of 1685 and 1688, from which Crown and Parliament had since grievously strayed. 53He hopefully and innocently sensed the possibility in the air of history. In combining gentle rebuke with great hope, Adams’s words rose to what we must call the prophetic, and in this remind us of Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I Have a Dream” speech from 1963, which refers to our Founding eighteenth-century documents as a “promissory note” America had defaulted on, but which he hoped might finally be paid in the twentieth.



Adams Calls for Cultural Revolution

So Adams in his summation laid out what must be done, exhorting his fellow Americans to school themselves in those great principles. The people must “become attentive to the grounds and principles of government, ecclesiastical and civil.”


Let us study the law of nature; search into the spirit of the British constitution; read the histories of ancient ages; contemplate the great examples of Greece and Rome; set before us, the conduct of our own British ancestors, who have defended for us, the inherent rights of mankind, against foreign and domestic tyrants and usurpers, against arbitrary kings and cruel priests, in short against the gates of earth and hell.



Then he pointed his contemporaries to the Americans of the previous generation. “Let us read and recollect and impress upon our souls, the views and ends, of our own more immediate forefathers,” he wrote, “in exchanging their native country for a dreary, inhospitable wilderness. Let us examine into the nature of that power and the cruelty of that oppression which drove them from their homes . . .” He was the first to lay out clearly how America—if she was to become what he obviously and presciently thought she might—must take her lead not from Jamestown, but from Plymouth:


Recollect their amazing fortitude, their bitter sufferings! The hunger, the nakedness, the cold, which they patiently endured! The severe labors of clearing their grounds, building their houses, raising their provisions amidst dangers from wild 54beasts and savage men, before they had time or money or materials for commerce! Recollect the civil and religious principles and hopes and expectations, which constantly supported and carried them through all hardships, and patience and resignation! Let us recollect it was liberty! The hope of liberty for themselves and us and ours, which conquered all discouragements, dangers and trials!



He then exhorted the pulpits to “resound with the doctrines and sentiments of religious liberty.”


Let us hear the danger of thralldom to our consciences, from ignorance, extreme poverty and dependance, in short from civil and political slavery. Let us see delineated before us, the true map of man. Let us hear the dignity of his nature, and the noble rank he holds among the works of God! that consenting to slavery is a sacrilegious breach of trust, as offensive in the sight of God, as it is derogatory from our own honor or interest or happiness; and that God almighty has promulgated from heaven, liberty, peace, and good-will to man!



Could this be John Adams, whom we often think of as so steeped in Boston Puritanism that he was dour and crabbed and devoid of passion? Or does that Puritanism—not least by the evidence of this essay—require a dramatic reappraisal as the very wellspring of that passion?

Adams obviously believed to maintain the kind of liberty of which he was speaking required civic education and a legal class awake to the possibilities of the moment. “Let the Bar proclaim,” he said, “the laws, the rights, the generous plan of power, delivered down from remote antiquity; inform the world of the mighty struggles, and numberless sacrifices, made by our ancestors, in defense of freedom.”


Let it be known, that British liberties are not the grants of princes or parliaments, but original rights, conditions of original contracts, coequal with prerogative and coeval with 55government. That many of our rights are inherent and essential, agreed on as maxims and established as preliminaries, even before a parliament existed. Let them search for the foundations of British laws and government in the frame of human nature, in the constitution of the intellectual and moral world. There let us see that truth, liberty, justice and benevolence, are its everlasting basis; and if these could be removed, the superstructure is overthrown of course.



He was clearly calling for a wholesale cultural transformation and was laying out the idea that if these ideas were not promoted everywhere, so that most citizens understood them, they could not hope to succeed. He was anticipating the extemporaneous words of Benjamin Franklin exiting the Constitutional Convention twenty-two years in the future, who declared that we could only maintain the republic just created on paper if we the people “can keep it.” “Let the colleges,” Adams said, “join their harmony, in the same


delightful concern. Let every declamation turn upon the beauty of liberty and virtue, and the deformity, turpitude and malignity of slavery and vice. Let the public disputations become researches into the grounds and nature and ends of government, and the means of preserving the good and demolishing the evil. Let the dialogues and all the exercises, become the instruments of impressing on the tender mind, and of spreading and distributing, far and wide, the ideas of right and the sensations of freedom.



He said that the very “encroachments upon liberty” in the Stuart era produced a great number of  “consummate statesmen,” all of whom “owed their eminence in political knowledge to the tyrannies of those reigns.” And he believed that “the prospect, now before us, in America ought in the same manner to engage the attention of every man of learning to matters of power and of right, that we may be neither led nor driven blindfolded to irretrievable destruction.”
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An Intentional Design to Enslave Americans

But in case he hadn’t been bold enough yet, he made it clear that he thought there was indeed an evil conspiracy behind what they were all facing. It was indeed not about mere taxes and government revenue. There was a darker story at work. There was, he believed, a plan to utterly subjugate the men in America, to slowly but surely turn them into slaves. He wrote: “nothing less than this seems to have been meditated for us, by somebody or other in Great-Britain. . . . There seems to be a direct and formal design on foot, to enslave all America.” It is a startling statement, but one to which many of his readers would have likely assented. Adams felt that it was the intention of the British Parliament slowly but surely to reduce the colonists to the second-class status of slaves, and that this nefarious endgame lay behind all that was now happening. Because Adams believed this, can we wonder that he would in a few years be the first to push for full independence from Great Britain? Or that he would sign a document calling for that, knowingly and genuinely putting his life on the line?

So at the very end of the last part of his essay—in the most dramatic statement of all—he made the case that the true design of the Stamp Act was not the raising of revenue, but something infinitely more sinister. It was to cripple the free exchange of ideas, which was at the heart of all liberty. Because the Stamp Act would most dramatically affect those who published newspapers, even doubling the price of some, and putting them out of business. Adams believed this was their dark intention, saying that “it seems very manifest from the [Stamp Act] itself, that a design is formed to strip us in a great measure of the means of knowledge, by loading the press, the colleges, and even an almanack and a news-paper, with restraints and duties . . .” They knew this tax on paper would crush the free expression of ideas, which was their diabolical goal. These were shocking and dramatic accusations. But Adams believed them, and surely many who read them believed them too. And even if this wasn’t Parliament’s intention, would it not nonetheless be the inevitable result? And would not the colonists’ acceding to the Stamp Act only be the first step in a series of degrading steps, designed to subjugate them forever?
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Adams was aware that he had gone on long enough, but said that in the sequel to what he writing, “whenever I shall find health and leisure to pursue it,” he would give “a disquisition of the policy of the stamp act.” And then he closed:


In the mean time however let me add, These are not the vapors of a melancholy mind, nor the effusions of envy, disappointed ambition, nor of a spirit of opposition to government: but the emanations of a heart that burns, for its country’s welfare. No one of any feeling, born and educated in this once happy country, can consider the numerous distresses, the gross indignities, the barbarous ignorance, the haughty usurpations, that we have reason to fear are meditating for ourselves, our children, our neighbors, in short for all our countrymen and all their posterity, without the utmost agonies of heart, and many tears.



But there would be no sequel. And because of his writing as “Humphrey Ploughjogger,” very few would ever know the author of this astonishing essay. Nonetheless, one Thomas Hollis in London was so impressed that he decided to reprint the essay in its four parts in the London Chronicle that November and December. He reprinted it again years later, but misattributed it to Jeremiah Gridley, the man who initially suggested Adams write it.
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Jeremiah Gridley (1702–1767)


Like Patrick Henry’s 1765 speech and “Virginia Resolves,” Adams’s essay was exceedingly bold, to the point of open defiance. But it was much more than that. It had a strange prophetic quality that nothing at this early date could be said to have had. Even more than Samuel Adams and John Hancock, who would write many essays in the Boston Gazette in the years ahead, John Adams seemed somehow to see a faint outline of that far country that 58lay ahead, and in this essay bore testimony to what he saw. And in bearing that testimony he played no small part in moving all those who read his words in the Boston Gazette in the direction of what he saw, until eventually most of them would see it too.




	*  As Jacob is the Latin for James, a Jacobite referred to those who after the “Glorious Revolution” of 1688 still supported the exiled Stewart monarchs, the first of whom was James I, and who believed in the Divine Right of Kings.

	*  Where the Magna Carta was signed.
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Chapter Five The Stamp Act Takes Effect


[And] now, when they are called upon to contribute a small share toward the public expense . . . they renounce your authority, insult your officers, and break out, I might almost say, into open rebellion. . . . Ungrateful people of America!

—Lord Grenville

The Americans are the sons, not the bastards, of England! . . . Will you punish them for the madness you have occasioned?

—William Pitt the Elder

THe Breathtaking Destruction of Boston’s mobs on August 14th and and then again on August 26th quickly became known throughout the Colonies, spawning similar demonstrations. On August 27th in Newport, Rhode Island, a mob erected an intimidating gallows in a prominent place, and ominously paraded with the effigies of the three “stamp men” to be hanged there, and then hanged them. At a time when a mob might hang the actual men themselves, these were hardly hollow threats. To underscore their sentiments, the mob did what the mobs had done in Boston and exhaustively destroyed the homes of 60two of the “stamp men.” So it is no wonder the “stamp men” in every colony eventually resigned the posts, effectively rendering the Stamp Act null and void before it could officially be repealed.

In Connecticut, the principal villain was Jared Ingersoll, who had agreed to take the job of stamp distributor. Sons of Liberty hanged his effigy in Norwich on August 21st, and that week effigies of him were hanged in New London, Windham, Lebanon, and Lyme, while in West Haven some Sons of Liberty displayed “a horrible Monster, or Male Giant, twelve Feet High, whose terrible Head was internally illuminated,” which they then consigned to the flames.

Of course, reasonable people could have different views. For example, although George Washington himself opposed the Stamp Act—calling it “unconstitutional”—he was nonetheless friends with the man in Virginia who had been appointed stamp commissioner; in Philadelphia the stamp commissioner was an old friend of Ben Franklin’s. Actually, Franklin himself—then living in London—was initially quite untroubled by the Stamp Act, thinking more like those proposing it than those protesting it, although that would soon change. In any case, there can be no doubt that the ideas expressed in the various resolves, sermons, and essays had a great effect on influencing public opinion, but it would be madness not to acknowledge that it was the unhinged colonial mobs that gave sharp teeth to those ideas.

In New York, it wasn’t until November 1st—the very day of the Act’s going into effect—that a mob did what the mobs had done in Massachusetts and Rhode Island. It happened after Royal Artillery Major Thomas James—enraged at the defiance of some New Yorkers toward the tax—made the mistake of brazenly declaring his intention to “cram the stamps down their throats with the end of my sword.” He then further threatened that if anyone was looking for trouble he “would drive them all out of the town for a pack of Rascals, with four and twenty men.” Two thousand persons who took issue with his sentiments expressed themselves by attacking his home, called Vaux Hall, which overlooked the Hudson. The New York Gazette in its account of the destruction, described the home as “genteely furnished,” with “a valuable library of choice books, papers, accounts, mathematical instruments, draughts, rich clothes, linen, 61&c. and a considerable quantity of wine and other liquors.” After entering, the mob “proceeded to destroy every individual article the house contain’d—the beds they cut open and threw the feathers abroad,” and so on until, like the homes destroyed in Boston and Newport, it was “a meer shell.”

Such scenes—which had played out in many Colonies in the months before—effectively persuaded the officials of the impossibility of doing their duties. So by the time the Stamp Act officially went into effect in November, there was not a single Stamp Act commissioner who had not resigned. But before we move on, we should mention what happened in New York City a month earlier.


The Stamp Act Congress

In June of 1765, the Colonies decided to meet a few weeks before the Stamp Act was to take effect, and that October in New York City convened what came to be called the “Stamp Act Congress.” It must have frightened those in Parliament who heard of it, at least to some extent, because it marked the first time the Colonies had ever united in this way. And of course, by sending representatives to gather in a single place to discuss their responses—individually or collectively—to Parliament’s actions, they could not help but begin to think of themselves as a union, however informal. And indeed, it followed that this gathering gave many American leaders an incipient sense of themselves as Americans.

But little beyond this sense of unity came of their efforts. They drafted a “Declaration of Rights and Grievances” saying that “taxation cannot be constitutionally imposed” except “by their respective legislatures.” But this and similar petitions sent to Parliament, were pointedly ignored. Eleven years hence the Declaration would state that “we have petitioned redress in the most humble terms,” and our “repeated petitions have been answered only by repeated injury.” These petitions written by the Stamp Act Congress would be the first of these.

But the Stamp Act, in leading to the October gathering, had forced leaders of the disparate Colonies to unite and to articulate for the first time their common beliefs. For one thing, they asserted that all Americans as 62subjects of the Crown were entitled to all of the rights of Englishmen “that his majesty’s liege subjects in these colonies are entitled to all the inherent rights and privileges of his natural born subjects within the kingdom of Great Britain,” and that they could not be taxed without being represented in Parliament, but could be taxed by their own elected representatives in their own colonial legislatures. In 1765, these were significant steps toward all that followed.



The Stamp Act Takes Effect

So when the Stamp Act officially took effect, it was essentially a non-issue in the Colonies. The Americans had done three things toward this end. First, they had tenaciously stuck to their guns in boycotting British goods, creating a strong economic incentive for the act’s repeal. Second, they had via the resolves and essays published made clear their rights as English subjects, especially in the formal declaration of the Stamp Act Congress. And third, they had made their passions known in the often overzealous exertions of the various mobs throughout the colonies, which were so effective in intimidating those who would have been involved in distributing the stamps that now when the time came to do so, there was not a single stamp commissioner in all thirteen Colonies to do the job. As we have said, they had all resigned.

Parliament was quite shocked by the Americans’ antipathy toward the Stamp Act, and had no idea how to proceed. To them it still only seemed fair that the Americans should shoulder the financial burden the Mother Country had taken on in financing the French and Indian War. What else could be done? But what the British elites could not fathom was that for the Americans it really was not about the money—as the cliché goes—but really was about the principle of the thing. In any case, some in Parliament felt they could not allow the Colonies to get away with such brazen behavior. Simply to revoke the Stamp Act could be seen as rewarding their violence and rebellion. But the British economy was beginning to suffer. There was no question that the boycott of British goods throughout the Colonies had a real effect, and that the further refusal of the Colonists to use the official “stamped” papers necessary for all manner of legal documents had effectively killed most of the business conducted 63between England and America. As a result, many British merchants, having felt the economic pain, were now passionately lobbying against the Stamp Act.

So the British government began to wonder: Might it be possible to repeal the Stamp Act, but without appearing to have given in to the unacceptable violence in the Colonies? Was there a way to repeal the act, while still somehow saving face? Eventually, Parliament would find a way to do precisely that. But first, there would be debate.



Parliament Debates Repealing the Act

In December, the recently ousted Prime Minister Grenville moved to condemn the Colonies for their actions. But the new prime minister, the Marquess of Rockingham, had other ideas. Like many in Parliament, he had been persuaded that perhaps insisting on this Stamp Tax was not the best way forward. But who could speak to this issue most effectively? Rockingham knew just the man. It must be William Pitt.
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William Pitt the Elder (1708–1778)


As we have said, Pit t—that hawk-nosed political paragon of the era—had led England in their victory in the French and Indian War. For this alone he was a gargantuan figure in British politics and a national hero. His triumphs in the best year of that war, 1759, had been such that Horace Walpole* remarked, “Our bells are worn out threadbare with ringing for victories.” So when the king ousted Grenville as prime minister the previous July, it was his fondest wish to make Pitt his prime minister. But at that time, Pitt had been incapacitated 64by gout* and depression, two maladies that had plagued him on and off since his twenties. So the king had given the top job—temporarily—to Rockingham, who was wise enough to know that he now desperately needed Pitt’s help, and summoned him.



Pitt Speaks Against the Stamp Act

As an orator, Pitt was without peer in his generation. His speeches, Walpole said, contained “more humour, wit, vivacity, finer language, more boldness, in short more astonishing perfections” than anyone could imagine. And so on January 14th of the new year, goaded by love of his country, Pitt dramatically hobbled into Parliament on a crutch to address the issue of the Stamp Tax. He began by expressing the horror he felt at the Stamp Act’s passage, saying that when it was debated, he was ill in bed. But the consequences of a vote to tax the colonies had so agitated him that if he could have “endured to be carried” into Parliament in his bed, he “would have solicited some kind hand” to lay him down on the floor of the chamber, so that he could have spoken against it.

“I hope a day may soon be appointed,” he went on, “to consider the state of the nation with respect to America . . . a subject of greater importance than ever engaged the attention of this House, that subject only excepted, when, near a century ago, it was the question whether you yourselves were to be bond or free.” Pitt was framing the issue in the extremest of terms. Just as with the crises that had torn England apart in the previous century—in which a civil war would be fought and a king would lose his head—this touched on the deepest issues of the proper role of government and of the rights of Englishmen. Like many, he saw these same issues being played out again. “This kingdom,” he said, “has no right to lay a tax upon the colonies.” As “subjects of this kingdom,” they were equally entitled “to all the natural rights of mankind and the peculiar 65privileges of Englishmen; equally bound by its laws, and equally participating in the constitution of this free country.” And then he spoke another famous line: “The Americans are the sons, not the bastards, of England!” There was no one alive who could have spoken so clearly to the main point, which was the principle of liberty and the rights of the Americans—as English subjects—to be taxed by no one but themselves or their representatives.

After Pitt rose Grenville, who predictably spoke in defense of the Stamp Tax, reminding everyone that when he proposed the tax on the Americans the year before, no one had risen to object to the right of Parliament to do so. He then reprised the argument that since Great Britain as the Mother Country had used its military might to protect the Colonies, they were obliged to submit to this tax. “The nation has run herself into an immense debt to give them their protection,” he said, “and now, when they are called upon to contribute a small share toward the public expense—an expense arising from themselves—they renounce your authority, insult your officers, and break out, I might almost say, into open rebellion. . . . Ungrateful people of America!”

When Grenville finished, others rose to speak. But everyone was shocked to see William Pitt among them. His standing to speak at this point was entirely out of order, because once someone had given his speech in Parliament, he was obliged to yield to others. But Pitt was an extraordinary figure, and these were extraordinary times. So despite the long-established rule, the clamor in the chamber was nonetheless for Pitt.



“I Rejoice That America Has Resisted!”

Pitt first excused himself for speaking now by claiming that he wished only to continue what he had originally intended, so that he did not see himself as speaking for a second time after all. He then repeated Grenville’s remarks characterizing America as “obstinate” and “in open rebellion.” And then—shocking everyone—Pitt spoke the line that would be most remembered from that day. “I rejoice that America has resisted!” he said. This was the gunshot opening to the second part of what many reckoned the single greatest speech in a life of singularly 66great speeches. Pitt said he rejoiced that America had shown herself not to be “so dead to all feelings of liberty” that she would “voluntarily submit” to slavery. Here was the issue. Not just for those in America who had said as much, but for William Pitt in Parliament. Even “under former arbitrary reigns,” he said, “parliaments were ashamed of taxing a people without their consent . . .”

Pitt then said what many knew—that America’s wealth redounded to England. Were they not therefore being penny-wise and pound-foolish in insisting on this silly tax? The “profits to Great Britain from the trade of the colonies,” he said, “is two millions a year. This is the fund that carried you triumphantly through the last war.” Who would know this better than William Pitt, who had overseen that war? So in taxing America, Great Britain was ironically working against her own economic interests. If America were to thrive, it would only benefit England. Conversely, he warned, if America were crushed by England—whether economical ly or militarily he did not specify—England must be the one to suffer. He said that if America were to fall, she would like Samson “embrace the pillars of the state, and pull down the constitution along with her. Is this your boasted peace? Not to sheathe the sword in its scabbard, but to sheathe it in the bowels of your countrymen?”

Pitt had heard of the grievous mob violence and had heard the arguments that to repeal the Stamp Tax would give the appearance that Parliament were rewarding such behavior. He agreed the Americans had been neither “prudent” nor “temperate,” but said it was Parliament’s bitter injustice toward them that had driven them to madness. “Will you punish them,” he asked, “for the madness you have occasioned? Rather let prudence and temper come first from this side. I will undertake for America, that she will follow the example.” This was precisely the leadership England needed at this time, marked by the wisdom of Christian graciousness towards one’s enemies. Such leadership—had it been followed—would have given England the moral high ground in the disagreement. Indeed, this was the graciousness that the Americans would show their British enemies in the war to come, and that the British—ceding the moral high ground—would over and over fail to show the Americans. 67To sum up how he thought Britain should treat her colonies, Pitt did not cite Tacitus or Cicero—as he so often did—but quoted the refrain of a popular song from his youth, about how a man should treat his wife: “Be to her faults a little blind,” he said, and “Be to her virtues very kind.”



“An Erroneous Principle”

In his closing, the “Great Commoner” thundered that the Stamp Act should be repealed: “absolutely, totally, and immediately. “ And not only must Parliament repeal the Act, but must explicitly declare “the reason for the repeal . . . because it was founded on an erroneous principle.” In other words, Parliament was obliged to publicly repent of what they had done by admitting that taxing the Colonies violated the very principles of their own constitution. It would not be enough simply to repeal the Act.

It was true that the act was economically foolish, and likely couldn’t be enforced anyway. But Pitt saw that the looming larger point was the issue of this “erroneous principle.” The act was a clear violation of the British constitution, to which they all presumably subscribed—and was therefore a violation of the rights of their subjects in America. But for Parliament at this point to admit such a thing was a bridge too far. As the historians Edmund and Helen Morgan put it in their landmark work on the subject, that “would have asked the members of Parliament to display a humility they had never possessed.”1 They were fixedly unwilling to humble themselves in this way, and it was just this hauteur and misplaced pride that would steer them wrong again and again in the years ahead. So yes, they would eventually repeal the tax. But they would not honestly address the issue of whether they had any right to tax the Americans. Instead, they would petulantly kick this can all the way down the red, white, and blue road to 1776.

As Pitt concluded his speech, he was happy to reaffirm his general patriotism and his sense of what Parliament actually had the right to do regarding the colonies. “We may bind their trade,” he said, and may “confine their manufactures, and exercise every power whatsoever—except that of taking money out of their pockets without their consent.” Pitt—among the greatest parliamentarians in British history—had 68delivered himself of a speech for the ages. Still, Parliament was not ready to vote against the act. Not quite yet.

A much younger man—himself destined to become one of the greatest parliamentarians in British history—now rose to say that Parliament needed more information. This was Edmund Burke, just elected, who summoned a cavalcade of witnesses to provide it. They were heard from on February 11th, 12th, and 13th. Many were merchants, whose trade had suffered tremendously from the colonists’ boycott, and who were aching for the Stamp Act to be repealed. How could a tax intended to help England’s coffers be worth the trouble if it was so injuring her economy as these merchants were testifying?

But even after the collective yowling of these merchants, the mood of Parliament still remained unclear. So in the end, Burke summoned one final witness. A star witness. This was Benjamin Franklin, who had lived in London the last ten years, but whose finger was yet on the American pulse, and whose famous testimony would finally turn the tide.



Ben Franklin Testifies Against the Stamp Act

Franklin had lived in London since 1756 and had betimes fallen out of step with the feelings of his fellow Americans, having, for example, initially favored the Stamp Act. But after hearing the news of the violence in his hometown of Boston—and in his adopted home of Philadelphia and elsewhere too—he eventually saw the light. On February 13th, the sixty-year-old left his lodgings at Craven Street and traveled the mile south to Parliament, where he stepped up to the wooden bar that prevented him from entering the House of Commons itself, wherefrom he gave his testimony. Franklin was during this time peppered with what would amount to 174 questions, half from hostile members. But he had come well-prepared, and in many ways he in his own person virtually represented the Colonies. The members of Parliament therefore thought him something of an oracle and took the opportunity to ask him about many things.

For example, early in the proceedings, they asked about the “temper of America toward Great Britain” before 1763, when the French and Indian War had concluded. Franklin said it was “the best in the world.” 69He said that the Americans “had not only a respect, but an affection, for Great-Britain, for its laws, its customs and manners, and even a fondness for its fashions, that greatly increased the commerce.” Of course, he was deftly underscoring the idea that it was foolish for Parliament to work against its own economic interests.

But when asked what the “temper” of the Americans was at present, Franklin replied, “O, very much altered.” By way of explanation, he said what many like William Pitt certainly understood, that Americans had always thought of Parliament “as the great bulwark and security of their liberties and privileges, and always spoke of it with the utmost respect and veneration.” When asked if this continued, he replied, “No, it is greatly lessened.”

When asked what the Americans’ opinion was of the right of Parliament to tax them, and of Parliament’s resolutions along such lines, Franklin replied bluntly: “They will think them unconstitutional and unjust.” He was then asked whether he believed the British military could force the Americans to go along with the Act. But he said that he could not “see how a military force can be applied to that purpose.” Parliament then inquired why it couldn’t. Franklin replied that if a military force were sent “into America, they will find nobody in arms; what are they then to do? They cannot force a man to take stamps who chooses to do without them.”

As ever, Franklin’s wit was on display. But then he said something that would prove prophetic. Such a military force, if one ever were sent, “will not find a rebellion,” he said, but “they may indeed make one.” Franklin knew that if Parliament foolishly insisted along such lines, they would only succeed in fanning the flames they had already kindled, which is of course precisely what happened. But not quite yet.

The conversation continued. “If the act is not repealed,” they asked him, “what do you think will be the consequences?” His response: “A total loss of the respect and affection the people of America bear to this country, and of all the commerce that depends on that respect and affection.” Again, there was the threat in what he said, that England would suffer economically if she insisted on this tax. But it is also certain that merely raising the subject of America’s economic power offended the pride of 70many in Parliament, who insecurely felt the need to think of the Americans as inherently inferior. But Franklin knew that the economic issue was the clearest, and when a member of Parliament—presumably someone who wanted to repeal the Stamp Act, and who had given Franklin this question in advance—asked him, “What used to be the pride of the Americans?” He answered, “To indulge in the fashions and manufactures of Great-Britain.” The man asked a follow-up: “What is now their pride?” “To wear old clothes over again, till they can make new ones.”

Someone then asked about one of the reasons for which the Americans were to be taxed in the first place. “Is it not necessary to send troops to America, to defend the Americans against the Indians?” Franklin said “No, by no means.” He then added:


They defended themselves when they were but a handful, and the Indians much more numerous. They continually gained ground, and have driven the Indians over the mountains, without any troops sent to their assistance from this country. And can it be thought necessary now to send troops for their defense from those diminished Indian tribes, when the Colonies are become so populous, and so strong? There is not the least occasion for it; they are very able to defend themselves.



Toward the end of the questioning, someone asked Franklin whether— if the Stamp Act were repealed—the Americans would then “acknowledge the rights of parliament to tax them,” and would “erase” the “resolutions” in which they had often spoken of their rights as British subjects. Again, Franklin’s response was blunt: “No, never.” He was further asked whether there was any “means of obliging them to erase those resolutions?” Franklin replied: “None that I know of; they will never do it unless compelled by force of arms.”

And so here, on February 13, 1766, the battle lines were clearly drawn. The British would do what they could—or what they must—to keep the Colonies from boiling over into open rebellion. They would acknowledge the practical economic urgency of repealing the act but would pretend that the Colonies’ protestations and complaints regarding Parliament’s 71authority to tax them in this way had never been lodged, and would therefore themselves never openly come to terms with whether they were betraying their own constitution and laws. They would refuse to acknowledge the American Colonies’ rights, as the Americans understood those rights. For the British, it seemed to have become more than anything an issue of pride. They confused their own pride for a greater principle, and would refuse to relent on that greater principle, which was actually no principle at all. It was on this point precisely that all that followed would turn, and that would lead to what we now call the Revolution.




	*  The youngest son of the British Prime Minister Sir Robert Walpole, Horatio—or Horace—Walpole (1717–1797) was a Whig politician best remembered for the torrential literary output of his letters and journals, which give us some of the most colorful pictures of that colorful period.

	*  One reason gout was so prominent in the eighteenth century had to do with the widespread use of lead in much of the cookware of the time, and most especially in lining casks in which wine was stored. The diets of the wealthy, consisting of meat, sugar, and alcohol, were part of the reason, too, but port wine and certain other red wines that were popular among the wealthy were especially high in purines, which break down into uric acid, causing gout.
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Chapter SIX The Stamp Act Repealed, Etc.


It is impossible to express the joy the inhabitants in general were in, on receiving the above great and glorious news. . . . Almost every countenance discovered an unaffected gaiety on the establishment of that Liberty which we were in the utmost hazard of losing.

—The Boston Gazette, May 19, 1766

JUst Eight Days After Franklin’s testimony—actually at two o’clock in the morning on Saturday, February 22nd—Parliament passed the bill repealing the Stamp Act. Though it technically still required three “readings” in Commons, and then passage in the House of Lords, everyone knew its passage was assured, and since the popular mood in London was decidedly for its repeal—as the economic pain had been significant all around—Londoners reckoned that the time to celebrate was at hand. As soon as the happy news got out that Saturday morning, bells throughout the city rang in celebration, and continued ringing throughout the happy day. The captains of ships in their Thames docks celebrated by hoisting their colors, and many trading ships long marooned because of American boycotts that very day weighed anchor to begin their long-awaited journeys across the bounding main. Their arrival some weeks later brought the first news of the act’s repeal to the Colonies. A letter on one of these ships from a Londoner to his American friend said, “It is repealed, my friend, to the universal joy of Britain. . . . Had it not been so, there is the strongest reason to think that by this time there would have been more formidable commotions here than any that have been on your side of the Atlantick.”
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[image: A historical illustration depicts a group of men in eighteenth-century attire holding flags and papers, standing near ships and dockside buildings, with boxes and protest signs visible in the background.]

A newspaper engraving on the Stamp Act’s repeal.


But the London celebrations over the Act’s repeal were as less than nothing compared with those in the Colonies, where the joy was so uncontained that it even expressed itself in statuary. The people of South Carolina voted to erect a statue to the hero who had led the way in Parliament, William Pitt. Not to be outdone, New York in June voted to erect two statues, one of Pitt, and another of King George himself. The latter would be a magnificent and monumental equestrian statue, modeled after the famous statue of the Roman Emperor Marcus Aurelius on the Capitoline Hill in Rome, and sculpted by Joseph Wilton, who would cast his masterpiece in 4,000 pounds of lead, and gaudily cover it with gold. This shining symbol of America’s renewed love for her Mother 74Country—and their common sovereign—would occupy a prominent spot in the center of New York’s Bowling Green.*

It was May 16th when the official news of the act’s repeal arrived in Boston on one of John Hancock’s ships—the brig Harrison—that had sailed six weeks and one day across the water before docking in Boston. At this point, the celebrations became nearly riotous. Bells everywhere tolled the glorious news, and at night bonfires roared and crackled. Cannons were fired near the Liberty Tree and toasts everywhere drunk to the king and to William Pitt. Many gay verses were written and recited, and many celebratory sermons preached from many pulpits.

The Reverend Jonathan Mayhew compared America’s rejection of the Stamp Act to ancient Israel’s rejection of a king ruling over them. In other words, America had in vigorously opposing the tax opted for true liberty, and like ancient Israel, for a covenantal relationship with God himself. The “Son of God came down from heaven to make us ‘free indeed,’” Mayhew said, and “where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is liberty,’ . . . freedom [is] a great blessing.” But he went even further, saying that in this glorious moment, America had so “established” her liberties that she might in the future lead the way with other nations along such lines, and perhaps at some point “keep Britain herself from ruin!”

The repeal of the Stamp Act seemed to the Americans an unadulterated triumph of liberty over tyranny, a victory so decisive that it might even lead the way in transforming Great Britain itself into a truly free nation. In their minds, the great war had been won. They could not conceive that this was merely a victory in a battle, and that the war itself had barely begun, nor that it would in nine years become an actual war, nor that in ten years they would take the step of tearing themselves away from Britain. At this moment, they could not see anything but victory to the horizon, and they now only wanted to celebrate that victory.

So everywhere throughout the city, festive music was played, and drummers everywhere went a-drumming. Flags and banners were flown from the tops of houses and on the masts of ships in the harbor, just as 75they had been in London several weeks earlier. The Boston Gazette on May 19th summed things up: “It is impossible to express the joy the inhabitants in general were in, on receiving the above great and glorious news. . . . Almost every countenance discovered an unaffected gaiety on the establishment of that Liberty which we were in the utmost hazard of losing.”

Nowhere was the joy less contained than at the Liberty Tree, whose outstretched branches seemed like rejoicing arms lifted to the sky, and which fearless young tree-climbers decorated with flags and streamers and dozens of lanterns. What a picture it must have made! And to the tree’s tremendous trunk, in honor of the final and decisive debate in Parliament following Franklin’s testimony on February 13th, a copper sign was affixed that cleverly said: “This tree was planted in the year 1646, and pruned by order of the Sons of Liberty, Feb. 14th, 1766.”

As another way of celebrating, a number of Boston’s wealthy citizens, Hancock among them, even contributed funds to release the many poor then languishing in the debtors’ prisons, in a reprisal of the Old Testament habit of forgiving debts on special days of Jubilee. Hancock also helped pay for the extravagant fireworks display a few days later on the Boston Common. For gentlemen of particular distinction, he hosted a celebration at his magnificent home overlooking the Common. For less genteel Bostonians, he generously placed two pipes of Madeira—each giant barrel the equivalent of 500 bottles—in front of his house, inviting all and sundry to partake.


Paul Revere’s Illuminated Obelisk

Another way people celebrated was with what were called “illuminations,” and throughout Boston many windows in homes were illuminated with images and mottoes inscribed on waxed paper or cloth, lit from behind with candles, so that passersby could see them. But by far the greatest such illumination in Boston during this time was created by Paul Revere, as we might expect. To outdo everything else that had been done in marking the insuperable victory, Revere designed and created a monumental celebratory obelisk—or “pyramid”—made of waxed translucent paper and held together by a wooden frame. Each of its four sides featured images and poetry. For some idea of its 76tremendous size—which we do not know—we only need to mention that this magnificent triumphal structure was illuminated top to bottom from within by a staggering 280 candle lamps.

The obelisk was erected on the Boston Common for a major celebration on the night of May 26th. Each of its four sides featured images and poetry. At the top of each side were four images of the notable figures, among them King George, Queen Charlotte, and Pitt, as well as Lord Dartmouth, Charles Townshend, John Wilkes, and others. Below these topmost figures the story of the Stamp Act drama was told in the somewhat stilted verse of the day. Just below this was an accompanying narrative illustration, the first picturing America as an Indian, protected by an angel of Liberty, as a flying black devil attempts to deliver the hated Stamp Act, while four wicked figures, including Grenville and Lord Bute, stand by approvingly. The other two are a Medusa figure and a friar, doubtless representing the openly reviled Catholic Church. The second shows these villains retreating under a storm cloud crackling ominously with thunderbolts as America on bended knee appeals to other members of Parliament for aid. In the third an eagle feeds its young in the branches of the Liberty Tree, as an angel delivers a shield of divine protection. In the fourth and final illustration, we have the happy denouement of the story as Brittania—having now repealed the foul act—introduces America to the Goddess of Liberty.* Huzzah!

The celebration featuring this magnificent illuminated obelisk on Boston Common went according to plan, until just after it ended. The culmination of the evening was a spectacular fireworks display. At the apex of the grand obelisk, according to the Boston Evening-Post, “was fixed a round box of fireworks horizontally. . . . At eleven o’clock the signal being given by a discharge of 21 rockets, the horizontal wheel on top of the pyramid or obelisk” was ignited into explosive action, ending “in the discharge of sixteen dozen of serpents in the air, which concluded the shew.” The obelisk was intended after this “to be placed under the Tree of Liberty, as a standing monument of this glorious era,” but by some accident the great structure “took fire about one o’clock, and was consumed.” 77Evidently, the lamps within it had not been appropriately “extinguished at the close of the scene.” Happily for history, Paul Revere had already created an engraving of it, which is preserved.

But perhaps the incandescent disappearance of the obelisk late that night can be seen as somehow prophetic and apt, because if it had survived, it would have soon stood as a monument to premature celebration. Because what the Sons of Liberty celebrated that day—however wonderful—would in a few short years come to mean nothing, as we shall see. Everyone was so extremely happy that they didn’t dare believe that the defeat of the Stamp Act would eventually be seen as a Pyrrhic victory. But there was a fly in the ointment* that no one was willing to acknowledge. And that stinking fly, as history has recorded, was called the Declaratory Act.



The Declaratory Act

It was true that Parliament had repealed the Stamp Act. But in doing this—against Pitt’s stern advice—they had deliberately dodged the principal issue at stake: whether they had the right to tax the Colonies. They had never officially agreed that they did not. Quite to the contrary, just before they repealed the Stamp Act, they passed another act, intended to make perfectly clear that they believed they had every right to tax the colonists. So yes, in the case of the Stamp Act, they had chosen not to tax the Colonies, but they made quite sure everyone understood they nonetheless retained that right. And the act that declared this right was called the Declaratory Act.

Rather like a barbed hook in a piece of bait, it was hidden. Or perhaps the Americans simply didn’t want to see it, preferring to pretend that all was well. But the Declaratory Act was clear enough, giving Parliament “full power and authority to make laws and statutes of sufficient force and validity to bind the colonies.” In early drafts of the bill, it specifically mentioned that this meant a right to tax, but in the final bill it did not mention this. But most in Parliament were satisfied that it could be read to mean as much anyway, and when they needed it to, it certainly would. So this act 78specifically opposed what the Stamp Act Congress had officially stated concerning the rights of the American colonists. Had the Americans really not noticed? So while they celebrated giddily—somehow assuming that they had in the repeal of the act established for themselves the rights they believed belonged to them— the reality was something else. And Parliament would now bide its time for a season, and like the Devil in the wilderness would simply return to the subject at a more opportune time.

Of course, some saw the situation clearly. A South Carolina physician named David Ramsey, who later served with Washington, recalled how those celebrating in 1766 had overlooked the poison pill that was the Declaratory Act. “The bulk of the Americans,” he wrote, “intoxicated with the advantage they had gained, overlooked this statute, which in one comprehensive sentence not only deprived them of liberty and property but of every right incident to humanity.” Ramsey said the Americans “flattered themselves it would remain a dead letter and that, although the right of taxations was in words retained, it would never be exercised.” He rightly said that the “claims of the two countries were not only left undecided, but a foundation was laid for their extending at a future period, to the impossibility of a compromise.” So we can see in retrospect that the joy over the act’s repeal in 1766 obscured the existence of something like a time bomb, and that the riotous noise of the celebrations camouflaged the noise of its ticking. But that riotous noise would eventually die down, at which point the Americans would certainly hear it.



Another Mob Threatens Violence

After the Stamp Act’s repeal, the Colonies found themselves in a season of notable calm regarding the Mother Country. John Adams said as much that November. “I presume, it will not be deny’d, that this Province is at present, in a state of peace, order and tranquility,” he wrote in his diary, “that the people are as quiet and submissive to Government, as any people under the sun—as little inclined to tumults, riots, seditions, as they were ever known to be, since the first foundation of the Government.” The repeal of the Stamp Act, he said, had “hushed into silence almost every popular clamor, and composed every wave of popular disorder into a smooth and peaceful calm.”
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But there were still periodic agitations and scenes of threatened mob violence. Perhaps they did not boil over into actual violence, but the serious and unresolved tensions between the Boston patriots and the British government remained and would dramatically flare up from time to time. One of these issues had to do with customs duties that merchants like John Hancock very cleverly managed to get around, believing them to be another manifestation of unfair British taxation and regulation. So the game he and other merchants and their ship captains played would continue. In fact, several months after the Stamp Act jubilations—and two months before Adams noted the tremendous “tranquility” in Boston—something that certainly behaved like a mob threatened violence to some customs officers and succeeded in preventing them from doing what they believed was their duty.

It began on the morning of September 24th, 1766, between eight and nine, when Deputy Collector William Sheaffe and Comptroller Benjamin Hallowell (whose house had been destroyed eleven months earlier) came calling at the home of Captain Daniel Malcolm to look for “a number of casks of brandy wines and other liquors” they believed were in his cellar. Malcolm was known to be as hostile to the British customs officers as anyone in Boston. He flatly refused to let them in, threatening them with “a sword and a brace of pistols.” So they returned a few hours later with the sheriff and two other customs officers. By now a crowd was gathering. The sheriff described the crowd as a menacing mob, but another witness declared he “never saw people that was going to a funeral behave more solemn . . . [with] not the least noise nor disturbance no more than if Mr. [George] Whitefield had been preaching.”

This view notwithstanding, a rumor quickly spread that if the officials dared to force open the door of Malcolm’s house, the bell of the Old North Church would sound the alarm, summoning citizens from far and wide, whose gathering would certainly not be for the purpose of behaving as though Mr. Whitefield were preaching. Greenleaf realized that he desperately needed help and hustled to the homes of several local justices of the peace, begging them to lend their personal authority to the situation. But none was willing. The first of them pled illness, and the second only agreed to accompany Greenleaf to the home of a third justice, John Ruddock, 80who himself pled obesity, confessing what everyone’s eyes already verified, that “he was a Very Heavy Man,” and was therefore unable to make his ponderous way to Malcolm’s house.* What was the sheriff to do?

In the midst of this stalemate, a nearby school let out, with the liberated schoolboys only too happy to raucously augment the disturbance. A number of them loudly spat out the name of the villain who had informed on Malcolm, saying they knew where he lived and would pay him a visit “to give him three Cheers” for his efforts. That man’s name was Richardson, and for his reputation as an informer to the customs officials he was more despised than any man in Boston. Sam Adams called him “detestable” and “a person of the most infamous character,” who was often even compared to Nero and Caligula. His maniacal behavior would in 1770 light the fuse leading to the explosion that was the Boston Massacre, when he would kill an eleven-year-old boy, which would be the first death of the Revolution, as we shall see. But on this day Richardson somehow escaped the justice of the mob, neither were the officials able to do their duty. So now and at other similar junctures, things were at an impasse.

As we have established, the customs officers had for many years been humiliatingly thwarted in this by such as Hancock and Malcolm, and many others. But with the debt from the French and Indian War still very much an issue—despite the repeal of the Stamp Tax—Parliament was no longer willing to let these sleeping dogs lie. They had never changed their mind that the revenue was owed to them and was vital to England’s interests. As we know, eventually England would do the one unthinkable thing that was certain to make everything worse: they would send troops. But that still lay two years in the future. At this juncture, Parliament and the king still believed they had other less dramatic options to get the Colonies to pay their “fair share.” But what were those options? And who would propose them? Into this breach—to gamely defend England from those who would rob her of what was hers—would now leap Charles Townshend, that indefatigable figure whom Pitt had just named Chancellor of the Exchequer, but whom history remembers more colorfully as “Champagne Charley.”




	*  Until July of 1776, when it wouldn’t, as we shall see. See Kerrie Mitchell, “A Horse’s Tail: How a Legendary Piece of a King George III Statue Landed at the New-York Historical Society.”

	*  Some accounts of this scene mistake Brittania for King George III, and erroneously and bizarrely claim he is dressed in the guise of a “Dutch widow,” signifying a prostitute.

	*  Ecclesiastes 10:1 reads “Dead flies cause the ointment of the apothecary to send forth a stinking savour: so doth a little folly him that is in reputation for wisdom and honour.”

	*  In Ruddock’s defense, upon the hefty fellow’s death six years later, the Boston merchant John Andrews remarked that Ruddock was “ye most corpulent man among us, weighing, they say between 5 and 600 weight.”
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Chapter Seven The Townshend Acts


For many days afterward men could talk or inquire of nothing else. “Did you hear Charles Townshend’s champagne speech?” was the universal question.

—Horace Walpole

WE Shouldn’t Be Surprised if some eighteenth-century wit somewhere declared that with the Sugar Act, the Stamp Act, and the Declaratory Act, we have the makings of a play called How England Lost the Colonies: A Tragedy in Three Acts. But to be fair, there were other important acts of Parliament that would play their roles in finally pushing the Colonies to draw the sword that forever sundered the umbilical cord attaching them to the Mother Country. The Townshend Acts of 1767 are principal among them.

It all began in July 1766, when King George finally persuaded William Pitt to accept the role of Prime Minister, which his health issues had previously prevented him from doing. Pitt understood that he must in his new role circle back to the vexing Chinese puzzle of how to get the Colonies to pay something toward Parliament’s desolate coffers. Toward this end, he made Charles Townshend Chancellor of the Exchequer. Townshend had always taken a strong interest in the subject of revenue. But Pitt did not appoint Townshend without deeply serious misgivings. And as we shall 82see, he would soon come to bitterly rue the day he had done so. But who, exactly, was Charles Townshend?


“Champagne Charley”

[image: Portrait of a man wearing a velvet coat and cravat, facing forward with a neutral expression. He is shown from the chest up against a plain dark background, which emphasizes his face and upper body.]

Charles Townshend (1725–1767)


The sickly son of a viscount—and the brother of another—Charles Townshend was born in 1725, and from an early age evinced all the qualities one could expect in the spoiled children of privilege. His university days were pockmarked by “follies and indiscretion,” during which time he befriended that almost inconceivably entertaining troublemaker John Wilkes, whom we shall soon meet. But as things generally went in these high circles, young Charles hardly needed apply himself to advance in influence and fortune. To wit, he was at age twenty-one awarded a seat in Parliament, where he would remain for the two decades before his premature death.

His biographers say that Charles took after his mother, who was unstable and promiscuous,* describing the pair of them as “intelligent, witty, and malicious,” and “not burdened with a conscience or a faith.” His parents separated when he was fifteen, so Charles was raised principally by his father, with whom he did not get along, and who remained bitter towards his bow-legged wife. Charles was said to possess “no passion but ambition,” and would like a lamprey attach himself to whatever or whomever he thought might best promote his interests, as though his only deeply held principle was that he must have no principles. The Earl of Bute’s daughter, Lady Louisa Stuart, described him as “careless, gay, inconsiderate, volatile, seemingly foreign to every serious reflection or feeling. He 83had one of those happy tempers which nothing can ruffle, without a grain of pride, sternness or resentment in his nature. Ready to laugh with every body and at every thing, he poured out wit in torrents . . .”

Townshend came to be known as “Champagne Charley” not simply because of his well-known penchant for guzzling Methuselahs of champagne, but for a single drunken speech—by all accounts unforgettable—that he gave in Commons on May 8th, 1767, one month before proposing the infamous acts that would bear his name. For context, we note that during the Georgian era drunken speeches in Parliament were as rare as three-leaf clovers. Even so, Townshend’s performance that night became the apotheosis of them all. According to Horace Walpole, Townshend had given a speech earlier that day on the subject of the East India Company, and had then gone out to dine, after which—about eight in the evening—he returned to give another, being now “half-drunk with champagne, and more intoxicated with spirits.” It was a cork-screwing performance for the ages.
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Walpole said that before Townshend was finished, “he had poured forth a torrent of wit, parts humor, knowledge, absurdity, vanity, and fiction, heightened by all the graces of comedy, the happiness of allusion and quotation, and the buffoonery of farce. To the purpose of the question he said not a syllable. It was a descant on the times . . . an encomium and a satire on himself . . .” Walpole reckoned it “the most singular pleasure of the kind I ever tasted. The bacchanalian enthusiasm of Pindar flowed in torrents less rapid and less eloquent, and inspires less delight than Townshend’s imagery, which conveyed meaning in every sentence. It was Garrick writing and acting extempore scenes of Congreve.”* For many days afterward, men could talk or inquire of nothing else. “Did you hear Charles Townshend’s 84champagne speech?” was the universal question. Walpole said after the speech that Townshend joined him and some others at a typically late supper, where “the flood of his gaiety not being exhausted, he kept the table in a roar till two in the morning, by various sallies and pictures, the last of which was a scene in which he mimicked inimitably his own wife, and another great lady with whom he fancied himself in love, and both whose foibles and manner he counterfeited to the life.”

We know there is little doubt that Charles Townshend could be entertaining. We also know that William Pitt had not chosen him as Chancellor of the Exchequer for that reason, but probably in spite of it. Pitt understood that steering the ship of state at this extremely dire moment required the kind of leadership that only a statesman such as he himself could provide. How to get the Colonies to pay something—but without enflaming the banked fires of rebellion—would be especially difficult. The king and Pitt believed Pitt was the man for the job, but what neither of them reckoned on was that Pitt’s being prime minister would not prevent him from suffering further incapacitating bouts with his health. And so it was in the spring of 1767, during one of these unfortunate episodes of incapacitation, that Charles Townshend cheerfully sprang forward—or aft, as the case may be—and put his hand to Brittania’s tiller.

It is unclear what motivated Townshend to do what he now did. Some said that he simply wished to gain favor with King George III, who always believed taking a harsh hand with the Colonies the best solution. As we have established, Townshend was not burdened by any governing principles besides his own ambition. But there was in 1767 a general appetite in England to teach the penurious and wayward Americans something of a lesson. Most everyone still believed they should pay something toward the great debt incurred in the war conducted on their westward frontier, and there was also a feeling that they shouldn’t get off scot-free for how they had behaved in their protests against the Stamp Act.

So when Grenville in Parliament returned to the issue of raising revenue from the Colonies, Townshend leapt up to volunteer that he had been cooking up a plan he thought should do the trick. It was an historic pity that Pitt—being ill—was not there to hear it. When it was communicated to him, however, he was perfectly horrified, so much so that he 85crawled out of his sickbed and made haste to London, where it was his only hope to replace the troublesome Townshend before it was too late. But Lord North, to whom he now desperately offered Townshend’s job, refused it. At this, the already fragile Pitt had what someone then described as a “dark fit of irrationality,” and what we today call a nervous breakdown. And it was because of this that “Champagne Charley” was now quite free to have his way.

Townshend therefore popped the cork without delay, gushing forth four proposals, all of which Parliament quickly passed. Since these proposals effectively robbed the Americans of the very rights they thought they had successfully reclaimed in resisting the Stamp Act, these so-called Townshend Acts would stoke the fire everyone hoped had been quenched, but hadn’t, and are therefore seen as a principal cause of the Revolution.

The first of the Townshend Acts was proposed on June 29th, 1767. It was called the Revenue Act, and put a tax on lead, paper, glass, and paint. There was also a tax on tea, which would of course cause some memorable trouble in the years to come. But perhaps worse, this act also re-established the authority of courts to issue “writs of assistance”—the very thing James Otis Jr. had so passionately argued against back in 1761—allowing customs officials to enter private homes and businesses to search for smuggled goods, and which the colonists always regarded as a direct assault on their rights as British subjects.

The second of these acts was the Commissioners of Customs Act, which moved the Customs Board—previously in London—to Boston, with the purpose of strictly enforcing shipping regulations and preventing smuggling, which continued to be as widespread as ever. The Americans felt a right to what they regarded as “free trade” and saw this crackdown as a heavy-handed encroachment by the British, something as Americans might regard the sudden hiring of innumerable new IRS agents. What was presented as a way of getting people to obey the law was seen by many as an excuse to encroach upon their liberties, and because this increased government presence in Boston, it would enable Parliament to target their rebellious enemies more effectively. So most of the colonists regarded it as we might a speed trap: revenue would be raised, but in a way that many felt corrupt and illegitimate.
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But “Champagne Charley” was only half finished. Three days later he proposed—and Parliament passed—the New York Restraining Act. This erased the ability of the New York Assembly or governor to pass any laws until they finally agreed to comply with the Quartering Act of 1765, which required them to provide housing, food, and supplies to British troops quartered there. Most colonists deeply resented the presence of these troops and certainly did not agree on the need for them. As Franklin had said in his testimony on the Stamp Act, after the British won the war in 1763, New York’s western border was simply no longer under the threat it had been before, and whatever threat still existed they could handle by themselves, thank you very much. So this new law would force them to house troops they neither wanted nor needed.

Finally, Parliament that same day passed the Indemnity Act, a rather underhanded maneuver that essentially forced the Americans to stop buying smuggled Dutch tea and instead purchase their tea from the British East India Company. Many members of Parliament had a particular interest in the East India Company, which was in serious trouble due to Dutch competition, and decided that it was “too big to fail,” and must be bailed out in whatever way possible.

But perhaps the most nettling part of it all—for those bothered by the idea of “taxation without representation”—was that the revenue extracted from these new customs duties would go to pay those officials previously paid by the colonial assemblies. So these officials would feel no obligation to the American colonists, but to the Crown. So if there was anyone in the Colonies still unconvinced that Parliament meant to destroy their constitutional rights, the Townshend Acts would have gone a long way toward convincing him.

Word of these acts sailed across the ocean, arriving in Boston in late August, around the same time that their unprincipled but entertaining author fell ill. On September 4th— before he could enjoy the benefits of his newfound popularity in London, or hear of the withering hatred toward him in the Colonies—Charles Townshend departed this world of what was at time called “a putrid fever.” He was forty-two.

In London, Ben Franklin—who could not at this point be accused of only seeing the American side of these controversies—registered his 87dismay at what he was seeing and hearing in London circles. He was concerned that many British people really did regard the Americans not merely as the king’s subjects, but as their own. “[E]very man in England seems to consider himself as a piece of a sovereign over America,” he wrote, and “seems to jostle himself into the throne with the King and talks of our subjects in the colonies.”

It must be said that at first, the American response to the Townshend Acts was somewhat unclear. After their spectacular victory in the repeal of the Stamp Act, which had come after such great efforts on their part and had felt so satisfying, they weren’t sure a response was necessary. The new taxes were indeed onerous, but they were not clearly “internal taxes,” because Townshend had cleverly taken pains to disguise them as “external” taxes. Nonetheless, the four acts seemed a bizarre step backward—and therefore a slap in the face—to those who believed that the Stamp Act’s repeal had reaffirmed the rights they felt entitled to in the British Constitution. The idea that customs commissioners would soon land like unwelcome aliens on their shores and at close quarters monitor their every move—to squeeze from them every last farthing—was not merely economically troubling but seemed calculated to humiliate them, and to remind them that Great Britain really did think of them not as equal fellow subjects, but as second-class citizens who needed a reminder of their inferior status.



“Letters from a Farmer”

As the Americans were trying to puzzle through how to respond, there appeared in many colonial newspapers a series of letters, humbly titled Letters from a Pennsylvania Farmer in Pennsylvania, to the Inhabitants of the British Colonies. These were not the work of some incendiary Boston Puritan like Samuel Adams, but were by a decidedly moderate Pennsylvania Quaker named John Dickinson. These twelve letters published in 1767 and 1768 reasonably laid out the case against the Townshend Acts and were widely published and eagerly read.

One of these letters’ most important points what that this was a matter of principle, that the Townshend Acts were most harmful because of the disturbing precedent they would set. Just as Patrick Henry and 88John Adams had in 1765 framed the Stamp Act as pushing the colonists toward slavery, so Dickinson—albeit in much milder language—suggested the same. “Nothing is [lacking] at home but a Precedent,” he said, “the force of which shall be established by the tacit submission of the colonies. . . . If the parliament succeeds in this attempt, other statutes will impose other duties . . . and thus the Parliament will levy upon us such sums of money as they choose to take, without any other Limitation than their Pleasure.”

Ben Franklin in London was trying to process what was happening, and as with the Stamp Act, he did not always immediately come out on the American side. But when Dickinson’s letters were published, he thought well enough of them to write a preface to them that was published in London in 1768. Franklin still could not imagine that the British would not listen to reason.

But already now in October 1767—as the Americans debated what to do next—a ship was plying its way westward, carrying three of the promised customs commissioners, who would now be based in Boston, where they could keep a close eye on the crafty smugglers, many of whom had been making fortunes by avoiding paying duties. Chief among these was John Hancock.



John Hancock
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John Hancock is, of course, most famous for being the man whose very name has become synonymous with the word signature. This is because his eponymous “John Hancock” on the Declaration of Independence is notable for its startling size and position—squatting aggressively and almost magisterially and centrally above all the others and hardly a micrometer from the text above—as well as for its assertive penmanship, literally and otherwise underscored with the flourish called a “paraph.” Only Franklin’s 89paraph—as artistically loopy as Hancock’s is authoritative—is as obviously practiced. But John Hancock’s John Hancock actually reveals much about the man behind it.

Hancock was born in Braintree, Massachusetts, and as a boy gamboled in the woods with John Adams; Hancock’s father—who was a pastor—had baptized Adams. When Hancock was seven, however, his father died, and he was taken in by his extraordinarily wealthy merchant uncle, who raised him to take over the business. In 1764, his uncle died, making the twenty-seven-year-old one of the richest men in the Colonies. As we have said, much of the business colonial merchants did involved skirting the British customs laws and was called “smuggling.” But these merchants were not thought of as criminals. The practice of smuggling was as socially acceptable as hiring a clever tax lawyer is today, principally because it was believed that the laws England imposed were an unfair burden. But, of course, the commissioners would not see it this way, and would see John Hancock as the worst of the offenders they had come to Boston to confront.



The Commissioners Arrive at Boston
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Charles Paxton (1708–1788)


It was on the rainy afternoon of November 5th that the ship bearing its duty-free cargo of the three unwelcome commissioners landed in Boston. This just happened to be the annually celebrated “Pope’s Day,” as we have mentioned, when Boston’s working classes freely expressed their considerable pique toward their enemies in “the establishment” by parading with floats bearing large effigies of these enemies, and which this year featured a typical complement of “twenty devils, popes, and Pretenders.” But as one of the commissioners—Charles Paxton— made his way from the wharf through the wet weather, he unpleasantly found himself in the midst of these raucous celebrations, and with his own startled eyes read the slogan, “Liberty, Property and No 90Commissioners.”* This was the updated version of what the mobs had been chanting two years earlier, “Liberty, Property and No Stamps.” As Paxton wended his way through the demonstrations, he was shocked to see that one of the Devil effigies was actually labeled “Charles,” in the honor of his impending arrival. Worse yet, the men carrying his over-sized doppelgänger somehow recognized him—and then followed him with it. No violence followed, and Paxton made it to his lodgings. But if the commissioners were unclear how the locals would receive them, these Pope’s Day festivities gave them some indication.

More socially prominent Bostonians would spread their own unwelcome mats, too. John Hancock took the lead, formally and loudly snubbing the commissioners—twice. The first was on the occasion of an official ceremony Governor Bernard planned welcoming the commissioners to Boston. Hancock had for two years been the Captain of the First Corps of Cadets, a ceremonial bodyguard for the Royal Governors of Massachusetts. But in a way clearly calculated to insult the commissioners, he refused to let the Cadets participate. Soon after this, Governor Bernard announced a public dinner at Faneuil Hall, to commemorate the upcoming elections. Hancock informed him that if the commissioners attended, the Cadets Company would not. To underscore the snub, the town leaders sided with Hancock by refusing the use of Faneuil Hall altogether.

It is little wonder the commissioners would soon have it out for Hancock. As a merchant who had inherited—and then augmented—a staggering fortune, he had for many years very successfully played the cat and mouse game all merchants played, even bribing customs officials to look the other way, and essentially cutting them in on his profits. But with the Customs Commission no longer across the ocean, Hancock would need to be especially careful. What he didn’t know, however, was that whatever he did, the commissioners were determined to make an example of him, culminating in what history remembers as the so-called “Liberty 91Affair,” which erupted in June of 1768, and which would raise tensions in Boston to a new level.

But before the pustule called “the Liberty Affair” would come to an ugly head, there would be another major crisis. It happened in February of that year and concerned what was then called a “circular letter.”



The Circular Letter of February 1768

Just before his death two years earlier, the Boston pastor Jonathan Mayhew suggested something exceedingly radical to James Otis Jr. He suggested writing a “circular letter” from the Massachusetts Assembly to the twelve other colonial assemblies. The hope was that such a letter laying everything out would begin to unify the Colonies against Parliament’s increasingly heavy-handed measures. It would get Parliament’s attention. But that could be a problem too. Parliament might be so shocked that the Massachusetts legislature would dare to do this that they might behave even more heavy-handedly. Nonetheless, Otis and Samuel Adams felt the time had come to do what Mayhew had suggested.

So on February 11th, 1768, on behalf of the Massachusetts Assembly, they drafted a circular letter laying out the reasons for resisting the Townshend Acts and dared to send copies to all of the colonial assemblies. In a day when horses carried the mail, it is no small thing to think of these twelve letters making their way to the assemblies in the New England Colonies of New Hampshire, Rhode Island, and Connecticut, and further south to the Middle Colonies of New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and Delaware, and yet further south to the Southern Colonies of Maryland, Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Georgia.

The letter began very humbly, saying that it seemed “necessary that all possible care should be taken that the representatives of the several assemblies, upon so delicate a point, should harmonize with each other” and said the Massachusetts assembly hoped the letter would “be candidly considered in no other light than as expressing a disposition freely to communicate their mind to a sister colony, upon a common concern, in the same manner as they would be glad to receive the sentiments of your or any other house of assembly on the continent.” The letter’s authors were 92quite aware what they were doing might be seen as a startling step. Especially since it went on to say that Parliament was not above the British constitution and reiterated what had been said during the Stamp Act crisis, that the Americans were as entitled to their own rights as British subjects as British subjects in Britain itself. It further clarified that those rights included not having their pockets picked in the form of taxes imposed by a Parliament in which they were not represented. One can hear echoes of John Locke in the passage in which they make this point. “[I]t is an essential, unalterable right in nature,” it said, “engrafted into the British constitution, as a fundamental law, and ever held sacred and irrevocable by the subjects within the realm, that what a man has honestly acquired is absolutely his own, which he may freely give, but cannot be taken from him without his consent . . .”

In the letter, they also put to sleep any idea that they could from the distance “of a thousand leagues” be represented in Parliament, and reminded everyone that it was precisely because of this distance that earlier English monarchs had created “subordinate legislature here, that their subjects might enjoy the unalienable right of a representation.” In other words, they had been governing themselves—and taxing themselves—for 150 years and expected to continue to do so. The way they expressed these things was notably irenic and respectful, and they ended by saying the House could not conclude without “expressing their firm confidence in the king, our common head and father, that the united and dutiful supplications of his distressed American subjects will meet with his royal and favourable acceptance.”

But as the twelve copies of this letter galloped to the twelve colonial assemblies, a thirteenth copy sailed the thousand leagues to Parliament, arriving at the end of March 1768. Three years earlier, Parliament had imperiously ignored the many letters the colonial assemblies sent protesting against the Stamp Act. But this letter caused them to set down their teacups and take notice. What it said was troubling enough, but that its authors dared to send copies to the other Colonies smacked of rebellion. So it was soon answered with an unmistakably strong and stinging response from Lord Hillsborough, the new no-nonsense Secretary of State for the American colonies, whom we shall introduce more fully in a 93moment. Hillsborough sternly and rather shockingly ordered the Massachusetts Assembly to officially rescind the letter. And he threatened that if they did not do so, Parliament would officially dissolve their assembly.

So the response from Parliament was far worse than its Massachusetts authors had ever expected and had to do with Parliament’s growing feeling that—even more important than raising revenue—they must assert their fundamental authority over the Colonies. Many members of Parliament were offended at the temerity of the letter’s claims. How did these colonial hicks dare to speak in such highfalutin language? But for a more general idea of how the English elites might receive this letter on the subject of English “liberties,” we must mention that King George III was at this time contending with a more local troublemaker, who also believed in the radical ideas of liberty and freedom of the press, and who was not nearly as respectful in how he expressed himself on the subject. His name was John Wilkes.



“Wilkes and Liberty!”

As gracious and explicitly Christian as the Adamses and James Otis Jr. were in their differences with the Crown, John Wilkes was vicious and explicitly irreligious. If ever there were an exception that proved the rule that liberty on the American model came from the deeply held Protestant Christian beliefs of the Boston Puritans, Wilkes was that exception. His immorality and blasphemous behavior were legendarily outlandish. He had been a member of the so-called Hellfire Club,* where sexual transgression was celebrated and religion defiantly mocked. In fact, it was Wilkes who had at one of its ceremonies masterminded the prank of costuming a baboon as the devil, putting him in a box to be opened at the climax of a satanic ritual, at which point the beast sprang onto the back of the Earl of Sandwich, John Montagu, frightening him nearly to death, and thereafter making of him Wilkes’s dedicated enemy.
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John Wilkes (1725–1797)


But at that time in England, there was no greater advocate of liberty than Wilkes. Widely known as “the ugliest man in England,” he was nonetheless also renowned as a great rake who through the felicitous pairing of overwhelming charm and razor-sharp wit managed to overcome the equally infelicitous pairing of a prognathous jaw and perpetually crossed eyes. Over time, his decaying teeth would make him difficult to understand, but he often said that if given thirty minutes with a woman, his charm and wit would make her forget his looks. When the Earl of Sandwich insulted Wilkes by saying that he was destined either to die on the gallows or of the pox—which was then a euphemism for venereal disease—Wilkes was supposed to have responded: “That must depend on whether I embrace your lordship’s principles or your mistress.”

Much of Wilkes’s writing was as scurrilous as can be imagined. He was a provocateur non pareil and gleefully dared to push the rumor that the king’s mother and the Earl of Bute were lovers. But in 1763, he published an issue of his magazine, The North Briton, that so aggressively criticized the king’s speech that the number of the issue in which it was printed—it was #45—because famous throughout England and America both as a symbol of liberty, and “45” was scrawled everywhere by all those on the side of “Wilkes and Liberty.” But having made no small number of enemies, Wilkes in 1764 was found guilty of “libel and seditious libel” for publishing a blasphemous pornographic satire called “the dirtiest poem in the English language”—after which he fled to France. But now in 1768, he had returned to England to resume his spoiler role as a burr under the royal saddle and a pebble in Parliament’s shoe.

Wilkes was celebrated by many in England and America as a fierce champion of the liberties many Britains thought they had won in the “Glorious Revolution” of 1688. In the first issue of The North Briton, he called freedom of the press “the birthright of a Briton . . . justly esteemed 95the firmest bulwark of the liberties of this country.” But it was now 1768, precisely when things were heating up in Boston, that Wilkes—though still officially an outlaw—chose to run for a seat in Parliament, and won, after which he turned himself in, and was held at the King’s Bench Prison. On May 10th, at nearby St. George’s Fields, a crowd of around 15,000 of his supporters protested, chanting “Wilkes and Liberty”, “No Liberty, No King”, and “D—n the King! D—n the Government!” They were a homegrown English analog of the radical mobs that controlled Boston at this time, mainly consisting of tradesmen who saw the corrupt elites as enemies of their natural liberties. But when the king’s troops thought the stone-throwing mob was about to overtake the prison to free Wilkes, they opened fire. Seven were killed, sparking protests across London.

So it was in the atmosphere of these literally riotous events that the circular letter from Massachusetts landed in London with a thud. It couldn’t have come at a worse time. The king was in no mood to encourage what he thought of as a bevy of lunatic Wilkeses across the ocean. So he turned to Lord Hillsborough as someone who would have no qualms about letting these upstart children know how he felt about the “liberties” they mentioned in their letter. There’s little doubt that Hillsborough was precisely the wrong man for this job at this time, precisely because the king knew Hillsborough shared his views and would take the most forceful actions.



Lord Hillsborough
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Lord Hillsborough (1719–1793)


Lord Hillsborough—whose actual name was Wills Hill, and who is confusingly referred to by a preposterous congeries of titles including the First Marquess of Downshire, the Second Viscount Hillsborough, and the First Earl of Hillsborough—is another in that venerable line of upper-class caricatures who could be counted on to handle these delicate matters in a way almost calculated to engender maximum disaster. Horace Walpole described him as “a 96pompous composition of ignorance and want of judgment,” and how he now handled this affair proves Walpole’s sagacity for all time. Neither was Ben Franklin deceived, publicly calling Hillsborough “a Haman for our time.” Just as the king hoped, Hillsborough had no patience for the circular letter and saw it as presenting a capital opportunity to slap down all thirteen uppity colonial assemblies in one fell swat. So as we have said, he ordered the Massachusetts Assembly to rescind the letter at once or be dissolved. But he also ordered the other twelve legislatures to officially disregard the circular letter, lest every one of them be dissolved too. It was such a heavy-handed and harsh way of handling things that Hillsborough may as well have added a codicil demanding everyone in the Colonies make bricks without straw.

As anyone might have predicted, Hillsborough’s iron-fisted response would backfire and succeed only in further uniting the Colonies against Great Britain. But it would take almost two months for his response to reach Boston—and another two months for him to learn of their response. Nevertheless, Hillsborough had seen and heard enough, so even before he heard what the colonial response to his draconian edict would be, he did something else that was as dramatic as could be imagined by anyone: on June 8th, he ordered 4,000 troops be sent to Boston. Word of this shocking and incendiary measure would not make its way to Boston for several months. In the meantime, the temperature in Boston would continue to rise.

As we have said, the six-week delay in how information traveled could be very confusing. Information—and misinformation too—crossed like ships in the night, often quite literally. Whenever Hillsborough’s order to rescind the circular letter finally arrived in Boston, it would put Governor Bernard in a terrible bind, since it fell to him to transmit the bad news. What would happen then? But as we know, the ship carrying Hillsborough’s insulting orders would not arrive until June. And before that, the tensions in Boston would ratchet up further still as a result of the explosive event that happened in May and June, and which is known to us as the Liberty Affair.




	*  She was widely believed to have inspired the character of “Lady Bellaston,” the notorious seductress in Henry Fielding’s Tom Jones.

	*  Congreve was a Restoration-era playwright known for his satire and comedy.

	*  The Serial—or Oxford—Comma notably absent in this slogan and the one following would not be prescribed until 1905, when Horace Henry Hart as Controller of the Oxford University Press published Hart’s Rules for Compositors and Readers.

	*  Founded by Francis Dashwood, the 11th Baron le Despencer, who served as Chancellor of the Exchequer in 1762–63, the club met at an abandoned abbey and openly parodied religious orders, with prostitutes in the place of nuns. A stained-glass window bore the motto “Do as thou wilt.”
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Chapter EIGHT The Liberty Affair


ON April 9th, 1768, two of the newly Boston-based customs officials—they were called tidesmen—boarded one of John Hancock’s ships, suspecting that it contained smuggled goods. As we have said, these commissioners had it out for Hancock and were determined to make him pay for insultingly snubbing them a few months earlier. The ship they boarded was the brigantine Lydia, having the day before arrived after an eight-week journey from London. But Hancock spotted the tidesmen from his office on the wharf and personally confronted them, refusing to allow them to inspect the ship’s hold. After all, they did not have the writs of assistance to make such a search legal. But the customs commissioners weren’t interested in playing by the rules where Hancock was concerned, so that night, they sent another tidesman, Owen Richards, who under cover of darkness snuck onto the ship and illegally crept down into the hold. Hancock had anticipated this and had men waiting. They captured the trespassing fellow in the foul act and roughly removed him from the ship.

This was a further humiliation for the commissioners, who may not have had the law on their side, but who would nonetheless use what power they had to damage their least-favored Son of Liberty. So hoping to punish him in the courts—what we today call “lawfare”—they filed criminal charges against Hancock, claiming he had interfered with customs officers in their duties. But the attorney general knew Hancock was within his legal rights and declined to proceed with the case. For his cheeky 98resistance, the wealthy Hancock was becoming more and more of a hero to the citizens of Boston.

But the commissioners would not desist and sent an appeal to the Treasury Board in England. The larger issue for the commissioners was Hancock’s repeated and brazen flouting of “royal authority.” They longed to make an example of this rebellious jackanapes, if only as a warning to other similarly inclined merchants. Far above any technical infractions of customs laws, it was his open defiance of His Majesty’s representatives that galled them most. He must be punished.

In this tense atmosphere, the mob continued to aggressively push back against the customs commissioners, thumbing their noses at every opportunity. During this same period, the merchant and ship captain Daniel Malcolm unloaded a full cargo of Madeira wine at night and carted it through the streets of Boston—duty unpaid—using “30 or 40 stout fellows armed with bludgeons.” Such things were becoming commonplace, and what the commissioners thought of as a lawless mob were effectively now in control of Boston. Surely, they must do something.

But history sometimes shows that doing nothing can be the wiser path, because what the commissioners now did only aggravated things further. They wrote to London, insisting that the time had come to send troops. Governor Bernard had assiduously avoided doing this, knowing such an action would almost certainly make things worse. But he had written so many letters complaining of the troubles in Boston that anyone in London might see that however little he wished to be explicitly asking for troops, he hoped they might be sent anyway. In any case, the commissioners did not ask Bernard’s permission, and not only asked for troops, but for warships, too. Soon enough the Hms Romney was sailing down from Halifax. When it arrived on May 17th, everything would change.

But before that—on May 9th—another of Hancock’s ships arrived in Boston. This was the sloop Liberty, which John Hancock had provocatively named as a thumb in the eye to the commissioners, likely as an homage to John Wilkes. Since the ship had sailed from Madeira, Spain, the commissioners suspected it contained a cargo of Madeira wine. Because it was too dark to inspect that night, the tidesmen decided to do 99so the next day, but when they did, they claimed to find only twenty-five pipes of wine.* But the Liberty could hold at least one hundred such pipes. Obviously, something was afoot. The commissioners were baffled, since the tidesmen swore they had kept an eye on the ship all through the night and had seen nothing unloaded. Had Hancock bribed them? In any event, Hancock only paid the duty owed on the twenty-five pipes and began reloading the emptied ship with barrels of whale oil and tar. But the rumor was that the clever Hancock had once again gotten the better of the despised commissioners.

And then on May 17th, into this general powder keg, the Hms Romney suddenly appeared, as blatant a threat of force as can be imagined at that time. It is hard to overstate what the sight of this fifty-gun warship would have felt like to the people of Boston, something like seeing a Sherman tank rolling down a bucolic main street. Alongside the Romney sailed the St. Lawrence, a schooner with ten additional guns. As the people of Boston goggled at this brute show of force, there could be no doubt the hated commissioners were behind it, and perhaps Governor Bernard too. In case the troublemakers of Boston were not sufficiently cowed, one week later, the 146-foot Romney moved from her mooring to another much closer—just two cable lengths, roughly 1,200 feet—from Hancock’s wharf. This was the first time in what we now think of as the Revolution that Great Britain brought military force into the equation. The Sons of Liberty were certainly astonished.

Then Romney’s captain, John Corner, added dramatically to the tensions by sending sailors into the harbor to press into service any able-bodied men they could get their hands on, obviously against their wills. Corner was short of manpower on his vessel and wouldn’t cavil at dragooning whomever he could into this service, despite a long-standing statutory prohibition against this. The Bostonians saw this as the ultimate provocation. The British were now openly disregarding the laws on the books and enslaving the free citizens of Massachusetts, just as they had tried and failed to do in 1747. So when on June 9th, a British naval officer 100and two midshipmen were dragging a newly “impressed” sailor, Thomas Furlong, to the Romney, a seething crowd intervened. They swarmed to the wharf to rescue their fellow citizen, screaming insults at the British navy men and aggressively threatening them with stones. Furlong was finally released, but Captain Corner assuaged his pride by ordering his crew to perform an exercise in which they fired the ship’s cannons and some small arms too. The shattering sound of these powerful weapons would have been an unprecedented shock to the citizens of Boston. Where might these rising tensions lead? The next day would answer that question.

On June 10th, one of the customs officials, Thomas Kirk—who had been charged with inspecting the Liberty a month earlier—approached the commissioners to fully recant his previous story. Perhaps the concussive blasting of the Romney’s guns had made him feel safe in speaking candidly. In any case, he now claimed the Liberty’s captain attempted to bribe him into allowing the surreptitious unloading of its cargo, and said that when he staunchly refused this overture, five sailors shoved him into the ship’s cabin and nailed the hatch shut. For the next three hours, he claimed, he “heard a noise as of many people upon deck at work hoisting out goods,” as well as “the noise of the tackles.” He said he was thereafter released but was threateningly ordered never to mention a word of anything. The commissioners happily took Kirk at his revised word, satisfied that they now had all the legal evidence needed to take the next step: they determined to seize the Liberty.

Because the commissioners were so desperate to make an example of Hancock, we know they were not concerned with the fussier legal facts of the story. For one thing, Kirk was hardly an unbiased witness: if the ship and its cargo were confiscated, he stood to gain a staggering third of the proceeds. Also, the technical legal charge for Liberty’s seizure never mentioned the May 9th cargo but only cited the lack of a permit for the subsequent loading of whale oil and tar. So there is every reason to entertain the idea that Hancock was being framed.

Nonetheless, the commissioners knew they could now at least attempt to do what they wished. But they knew it wouldn’t be easy. In fact, the physician Joseph Warren—a Son of Liberty we shall soon hear more 101of—had himself clearly warned Comptroller Hallowell against seizing the ship, saying “there would be great uproar,” and that he would “not be answerable for it.” Nonetheless, they were determined to proceed, asking Captain Corner for two boats and enough men to do the job. As expected, they were met at the wharf by a stone-throwing mob, who wounded some of Romney’s sailors. But in the end, the sailors prevailed. The Liberty was successfully towed out to the Romney and moored at her stern. But the mob—in Hutchinson’s words “chiefly sturdy boys and Negroes”—had other things upon which they might focus their fury. They first chased down Hallowell and two other customs officials, beating them rather badly. After this, they converged on Hallowell’s home, and then on the homes of two of the other officials, breaking hundreds of panes of windows. Only because Hallowell was now half-dead, and the owners of the other two homes absent, did the mob eventually cease in their destruction of these homes to search for something else to destroy. They now scoured the wharves for Romney’s boats, but Corner, likely anticipating this, had recalled them to the ship. The resourceful and flexible mob were happy enough to divert their fury toward a magnificent sailing vessel belonging to one of the customs officials, Joseph Harrison, “built by himself in a particular and elegant manner.” How they hauled the heavy pleasure boat from the water we do not know, but they subsequently dragged it through Boston’s filthy streets, all the way to the Liberty Tree, at which sacred site it was officially condemned for the crimes of its owner—and then down to the Common, where it was ceremoniously burned.

For a portrait of the yawning cultural divide between the working-class men who composed these mobs and the effete British elites who held such lucrative positions as customs commissioners, we have Harrison’s own words on the demise of his cherished vessel. The “destruction of this boat I must own is a very sensible mortification,” he said, “she being as celebrated here [in the Colonies] for swift sailing as Bay Malton [one of Prime Minister Rockingham’s race horses] is in England for running.” He quite piteously added that the craft “had just before been nicely fitted out to send [as] a present to Sir George Savile,” then the 8th Baronet of Thornhill and a member of Parliament. Quelle domage. For street toughs unacquainted with the plummy world of racing yachts or thoroughbred horses, 102it is not difficult to see how class resentment may have entered the equation.

Before the dark night was over, the mob swelled to several thousand, who ferreted out other customs officials, who were further bruised and beaten. The sun the next day rose on what for many seemed the landscape of a new world. Samuel Adams and the other Sons of Liberty were certainly not proud of the violence that had been unleashed, any more than they were of what happened on August 26th, 1765, in the second night of mob violence following the Stamp Act. But neither could they fathom that England had really sent a fifty-gun man-of-war to crush them into submission. That the Crown and Parliament had seen fit to ratchet things to this level made the Boston patriots wonder whether taking up arms was finally at hand. Although it is not confirmed, someone reported that on the heels of these developments, Samuel Adams said, “If you are men behave like men: let us take up arms immediately and be free and seize all the King’s Officers: we shall have thirty thousand men to join us from the Country.” How easily the war might have started now, seven years earlier than it did.

Unsurprisingly, most of the customs officials and their families now fled for their lives to the capacious safety of the Romney. But first, Hallowell and Harrison thought it made sense at least to try to come to terms with the other side. So they met with Dr. Joseph Warren, who at this time still came across as someone who would at least be reasonable, still having friends and clients on both sides of these issues. They even agreed to give Hancock his ship back, if only Hancock would agree to certain terms. But Hancock would not. Thus would the legal case to get the ship back—with John Adams and James Otis Jr. as Hancock’s lawyers—drag on and on. Nor would he ever get it back.

But we see that from this point on, the Sons of Liberty were in no mood to parlay with the enemy. Roused to new fury, they held a series of open-air mass meetings at the site of the Liberty Tree—now wittily called “Liberty Hall”—and then moved the meetings to Faneuil Hall. In the end a delegation—Hancock, Warren, Samuel Adams, and Captain Malcolm—met with Governor Bernard, petitioning him to order the Romney to leave, and demanding an inquiry into the attention-getting rumors that British troops had been ordered to Boston. Bernard would 103do whatever he could do to keep the peace. But with the passage of each day, what the governor could do was being winnowed down to nearly nothing, and then, in time, to precisely nothing itself.


“The Glorious 92”

On June 17th, in the midst of this unbearable situation, the ship carrying Lord Hillsborough’s hysterical response to the Massachusetts Assembly’s circular letter arrived in Boston. We remember that in the letter, Hillsborough—with the king’s beaming approval—had ordered the authors of the letter to rescind the letter, threatening that if they should refuse, their legislature would be formally dissolved. These tremendously severe terms came as a staggering blow to Bernard, precisely because he knew the unenviable task of delivering the grim news to the assembly fell to him. But after delaying for four days and realizing he had no other choice, he hitched up his trousers and did so. The assembly in turn took a few days before they officially met on the subject. The day they met—June 30th, 1768—would become famous because of the vote they took, which would become more famous still.

For some flavor of how their meeting went, we may reference the fiery speech of James Otis Jr., who mined the ever-fruitful vein of the infamous degeneracy of the British ruling class at some length, describing the members of Parliament as “button-makers, horse jockey gamesters, pensioners, pimps, and whore-masters.” And for some flavor of how Bernard received Otis’s speech, we may quote Bernard himself, who described it as the single most “insolent [and] treasonable declamation that perhaps was ever delivered.”

But Otis’s ardent sentiments were hardly out of the mainstream that day. The assembly thought Hillsborough’s order so astonishingly imperious that when the vote was finally taken whether to comply, it was overwhelmingly against: 92 to 17. No one would be rescinding any letter. So Bernard was now forced to do his deeply unpleasant duty and formally dissolved their assembly. The assembly certainly knew he would, but didn’t give a tinker’s fig. On the contrary, they had never been so emboldened. They knew that their vote was historic, a magnificent watershed moment that ought to be celebrated.
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The ninety-two souls who voted “Not to Rescind” soon swelled with pride to see their names printed in the Boston Gazette and were thenceforth everywhere hailed as the “Glorious Ninety-two.” To more formally commemorate what they all knew at the time was an unprecedented and positively historic vote, that Son of Liberty and master engraver Paul Revere was commissioned with creating a silver bowl, to be inscribed with the following words:

To the Memory of the glorious Ninety-TWO Members of the Honbl House of Representatives of the Massachusetts-Bay, who, undaunted by the insolent Menaces of Villains in Power, from a Strict Regard to Conscience, and the Liberties of their Constituents, on the 30th of June 1768, Voted Not to Rescind.

There was no going back.

But to see how very closely linked the battle for liberty in Boston was with what was happening across the ocean, we should note that the other side of Revere’s bowl prominently displayed the slogan “Wilkes and Liberty,” along with the number “45,” which as we have mentioned referred to Issue #45 of John Wilke’s The North Briton. The cry “Wilkes and Liberty” and the number “45” had since 1763 been a bold symbol for freedom of speech and liberty in England, but by 1768 the number was much celebrated throughout the Colonies. For example, on the night of South Carolina’s elections that year, the “working men” defied the upper-class gentry by creating their own Liberty Tree, decorating it with forty-five lights, firing off forty-five rockets, and parading with forty-five men carrying candles. When a New York pamphlet writer named McDougall was arrested and charged with libel, he deliberately chose jail over bail, hoping to be compared with his hero Wilkes, across the ocean. But the fidelity to the number forty-five became a kind of patriotic madness. The newspapers said forty-five men visited him at the jail, and consumed forty-five pounds of beef, and offered forty-five toasts. The beef was said to come from a steer that was forty-five months old. We can see how the Americans felt that the forces of liberty were linked across the ocean and might prevail in both 105places. It was a fight for liberty for all Britons, on both sides of the pond, and no one in 1768 believed any of it could ever lead to independence from Great Britain.

So after the vote not to rescind, Paul Revere was commissioned with casting his bowl. But to further express their solidarity with “Wilkes and Liberty,” those commissioning the bowl required it be of precisely forty-five ounces of silver—and that it should be of a size to hold precisely forty-five gills* of liquid. To further symbolically link these two numbers with liberty, and to formally express their solidarity with Wilkes himself, the patriots of Boston did something extravagantly symbolic and sent him two turtles as a gift.** It was not the turtles but the weight of the turtles that was symbolic: One weighed forty-five pounds—of course—but the other weighed forty-seven, so that together they added up to ninety-two, the other number that would now forever proudly stand for liberty alongside its British cousin.



England Sends Troops

What the jubilant Sons of Liberty did not know in the heady days after their historic vote was that their own heroic resolution to stand brazenly against Parliament’s overreach was being matched by Hillsborough’s resolution—more foolhardy than heroic—to stand brazenly against what he saw as theirs. Though the Americans would have no idea for months, Hillsborough’s order to rescind the letter was only the first round in his artillery attack. The second—which would involve literal artillery—was when in June he had ordered 4,000 of His Majesty’s troops sent to Boston. So the summer of 1768 marked a dramatic turning point in the road to Revolution.




	*  A pipe of wine is a very large barrel—the equivalent of four actual barrels, or two hogsheads—containing roughly 126 gallons, or 500 bottles. Each such barrel weighed about 1,200 pounds.

	*  A gill (pronounced “ jill”) is a liquid measurement equal to four ounces, or one quarter of a pint.

	**  Turtles were a prized delicacy at that time, and sea turtles especially so because on a long sea voyage they could be kept alive until they were to be cooked.
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Chapter Nine On the Road to Bloodshed


Damn that Adams. Every dip of his pen stung like a horned snake.

—Governor Bernard

NEither Side Was Backing down. With the Massachusetts Assembly having boldly voted not to rescind their circular letter, and with Britain already having made the decision to send troops to Boston, there was no longer much question that some unpleasant clash lay ahead. But between the last months of 1768 and the shocking bloodletting of the Boston Massacre in March 1770, the battle of ideas would continue to rage, with most of what the patriots said appearing in the Boston Gazette. If the circular letter from the Massachusetts Assembly had been the official and diplomatic version of how Bostonians felt, what appeared in the Gazette was the unofficial and bellicose version. As was the habit at that time, most of the essays appeared under pseudonyms, but many of them were written by the same handful of people, the most prominent of whom were Joseph Warren and Samuel Adams.

Dr. Joseph Warren had for the longest time been a silent combatant on the side of liberty—or at least an anonymous one. With patients on both sides of the political divide, he was in the 1760s happy to keep his radical thoughts mostly to himself. Of course, in time he would become so prominent a patriot that he was effectively the leader of the movement in Boston. But for now, he was still working under the radar. History has 107generally failed to adequately recognize Warren’s efforts for the same reason it has often failed to recognize the even greater efforts of Samuel Adams: what both of them were doing in these early days was necessarily secretive. And to their credit, neither of them cared whether they were recognized for what they did, only that it be done. So their gargantuan and central efforts in these early years were mostly sub rosa, and therefore easy to overlook. But that they were so utterly given to the sacred cause that they happily chose obscurity is another reason we should lift them out of that obscurity.

Joseph Warren’s first bold words in the Gazette appeared in 1766, but now in 1768, they became bolder still. In one article he did not mention Governor Bernard by name, but quite clearly meant to implicate him. Saying such things about the royal governor in print was unprecedented and shocking, but for now Warren was safe behind any number of pseudonyms. But just as Patrick Henry in Virginia would lead the way in being the first to say what others would eventually say, so Warren in Massachusetts would lead the way in doing this in print. One of his Gazette efforts—in which he accused the governor of a “diabolical Thirst for Mischief”—finally elicited a response from Bernard himself, to which Warren in turn responded the more boldly. “I will no longer refrain my pen,” he declaimed, “but will freely lash your lies and follies (which you know are many and great) unless you immediately desist from your barbarous attempt to spread dissension and ruin this my native country.” He later on called the governor a “worthless treacherous man” whom he charged to “depart from this province in as honorable a manner as you can.” Bernard tried to get the assembly to condemn the article, but in vain. Then Lieutenant Governor Hutchinson stepped in and persuaded the attorney general to prepare an indictment against the Gazette’s printers, Edes and Gill, for the libel of a public official. It was becoming a war on every front.

In another article, Samuel Adams—under the pen name “Determinatus”—declared he was no more a friend to “Riots, Tumult, and unlawful Assemblies” than was his Excellency, Governor Bernard,


But when the People are oppressed, when their Rights are infringed when their property is invaded, when taskmasters 108are set over them, when unconstitutional acts are executed by a naval force before their eyes, and they are daily threatened with military troops, when their legislature is dissolved! . . . in such circumstances the people will be discontented, and they are not to be blamed . . .



One can in such words discern the swelling tide of liberty. Adams’s use of the word “taskmasters” was calculated to remind his Bible-literate readers of Exodus 1:11, which stated, “Therefore they did set over them taskmasters to afflict them with their burdens. . .” But if Britain was deliberately being cast in the role of Pharaoh, there could be little question that there was at least some implication that not merely the idea of escaping into the wilderness was being discussed, but the idea of total separation from England.


England Sends Troops

Early that September, the Gazette published an article under the pen name “Clericus Americanus,” Latin for “American Clergyman,” but which was by Samuel Adams. It asked a terrible question: “What shall we do if troops are sent to Boston?” But its answer was for some readers far more terrible: the Colonies, it said, “must declare their independence.” Unsurprisingly, it was Samuel Adams who led the way in first mentioning what so many in England feared the Americans were really thinking. But Governor Bernard was more terrified to read this than anyone. That’s because he knew something “Clericus Americanus” did not. Just one week earlier, Bernard had gotten official word that troops were indeed on their way. Fearing a full-blown insurrection when they arrived, Bernard promptly panicked and, thinking to somehow soften the blow, leaked the news of the troops’ imminent arrival. But all this did was give the patriots time to prepare.

Since the legislature had been dissolved by order of Lord Hillsborough for their failure to rescind the circular letter, there was no way to meet officially to discuss how to respond when the troops landed. But they got around this by calling a “convention of towns” and discussed the matter there. They didn’t decide anything dramatic—there was still little appetite 109to take up arms against British troops—but the very idea that they met at all, in open defiance of Hillsborough and Governor Bernard, marked another step on the road to Revolution.

As was their habit, they also set aside a Day of Fasting and Prayer throughout the colony on September 20, in preparation for the troops’ arrival. And in the Boston Gazette the following words appeared: “If an army should be sent to reduce us to slavery, we will put our lives in our hands and cry to the Judge of all the earth. . . . Behold—how they come to cause us out of this possession which Thou has given us to inherit. Help us, Lord, our God. For we rest on Thee, and in Thy name we go against this multitude.”



The Newspaper Campaign

Governor Hutchinson realized that the daily drumbeat of pseudonymous articles, especially in the Boston Gazette, was not good, and certainly knew who was behind most of them: “Otis and the two Adams, Cooper & Church go regularly every Saturday to set the Press.” John Adams in his diary of September 3, 1769, recalled spending the evening with Samuel Adams and John Gill “preparing for the next day’s newspaper—a curious employment, cooking up paragraphs, articles, occurences, &c, working the political engine.” Governor Bernard mentioned Samuel Adams and James Otis Jr. as the “principal managers” of the newspaper, and the efforts of all of these men were so successful that Bernard and Hutchinson brought a libel charge against it, which was defeated, and which prompted Samuel Adams to write: “There is nothing so fretting and vexatious, nothing so justly Terrible to tyrants, and their tools and abettors, as a Free Press.”

In the list of villains Hutchinson mentions, the “Church” to whom he refers was Benjamin Church, who was among the principal Sons of Liberty until 1776, when it was discovered that he had eventually gone over to the other side and was serving as a spy. So it is only right that history should forget him, or at least hiss at his memory. But the Cooper to whom Hutchinson refers was the Reverend Samuel Cooper of the Brattle Street Church, whose members included all four of the principal troublemakers: Hancock, Warren, and both Adamses. When a new brick building was 110built for the church in 1772, Hancock gave the equivalent of a quarter million dollars to the effort.



A War on Christian Faith

There can be no doubt that the principal players on the American side saw their efforts as a continuation of the disagreement that had caused their forefathers and other dissenting Christians to cross the ocean 150 years before. In 1766, Samuel Adams and Hancock wrote the inhabitants of Plymouth, Massachusetts, thanking them for supporting the resistance to the Stamp Act:


When we recollect the ardent love of religion and liberty . . . which induced them at the time when tyranny has laid its oppressive hand on church and state in their native country, to forsake their fair possessions and seak a retreat in this distant part of the earth—When we reflect upon their early care to lay a solid foundation for learning, even in a wilderness, as the surest if not the only means of preserving and cherishing the principles of liberty and virtue and transmitting them to us our posterity our mind is filled with deep veneration, and we bless and revere their memory.



In the letter, they recalled the efforts of the British via Edmund Andros in the 1680s to deprive them of their liberties and said it was their “fervent wish” that “the sprit of our venerable forefathers may revive and be defused through every community in this land: that lively civil and religious, the grand object of their view, may still be felt enjoy’d & vindicated by the present generation, and the fair inheritance, transmitted to our latest posterity.”

Two years later, Samuel Adams wrote the Earl of Shelburne, then known for his conciliatory stance toward the Colonies. “Your Lordship is not insensible that our forefathers were in an unhappy reign driven into this wilderness by the hand of power,” he said, and “At their own expense they crossed an ocean of three thousand miles, and purchase an inheritance for themselves and their posterity, with the view of propagating the 111Christian religion, and enlarging the English dominion in this part of the earth.” In the letter, he said that “It is the glory of the British constitution, that has its foundations in the law of God and nature.” In writing to Lord Camden, another Whig politician whose sympathies tended toward the Colonies, Adams wrote on behalf of the Massachusetts House of Representatives that the “proposition that taxation and representation are inseparable is found on the immutable laws of nature: but the Americans had no representation in the parliament, when they were taxed. Are they not then unfortunate in this instances, in having that separated, which God and natured have joined?”

This was the larger narrative behind the political battle. Just as John Adams had written in his four-part essay in the Gazette in 1765, the Protestant Reformation was still being played out now, in eighteenth-century Massachusetts. The Catholicism Samuel Adams and others so passionately decried was in their minds linked to those monarchs and government forces that had driven the Puritans across an ocean in search of religious liberty. And now Samuel Adams and his colleagues looked back to those battles for strength and encouragement. In the Gazette in December 1769, he said, “government is an ordinance of Heaven, designed to by the all benevolent Creator, for the general happiness of his rational creature, man,” and described the people of Boston as “tenacious of those sacred rights and liberties wherewith God hath made them free.”

As we have already shown, the British elites—and especially their representatives then occupying Boston—often mocked such religious views. And when the troops arrived in Boston, this contempt for the simple faith of the Bostonians came out into the open. The Journal of the Times reported in November 1768 that on “the Lord’s day”—especially sacred in puritan Boston—“the minds of serious people at public worship were greatly disturbed with drums beating and fifes playing, unheard of before in this land [on the Sabbath].” The article went on: “What an unhappy influence must this have upon the minds of children and others, in eradicating the sentiments of morality and religion, which a due regard to that day has a natural tendency to cultivate and keep alive.” Later that year, the journal complained that the British troops lacked religion altogether, 112having no chaplains or Bibles, and could often be heard shouting “horrid oaths and blasphemies.” The brewing Revolution before the Revolution was inescapably a religious and cultural war. The Journal again reported in June 1769 that British military music was played on the Sabbath, marring that day, it seemed intentionally.



British Troops Land in Boston

Bostonians gazing toward the sea in late September would have seen something hitherto inconceivable: a number of British transports loaded with troops sailing into Boston Harbor. The next day, a number of warships appeared, too. What so many had dreaded was at hand. To announce themselves—and to taunt the rebellious Bostonians, whom they made no secret of despising—the British launched skyrockets and loudly sang “Yankee Doodle.” These were hardly auspicious omens.

Then, on October 1st, the first of the red-coated troops were ferried in boats to the Boston wharves, then marched through the streets of the town with fifers fifing, drummers drumming, and colors flying. The Bostonians had strongly pushed for them to stay offshore on the island called Castle William, which though three miles away was nonetheless officially part of Boston. But here they were marching through Boston itself. Because the town did everything possible to legally deny them quarter, the troops made their camp in tents on Boston Common. But eventually, the Fourteenth Regiment marched to Faneuil Hall, that Holy of Holies of American liberty, which seemed a calculated provocation. Was this not blasphemous, a kind of abomination of desolation?

The troops’ presence and behavior reinforced the patriots’ direst fears that they were under occupation by hostile powers who were not there merely to upbraid them temporarily, but to subjugate them forever. We can hardly imagine what an affront this must have been—or what a loss of honor—for these people who had freely governed themselves for generations. Nor did the soldiers mind their own business. In the weeks and months ahead, Bostonians were routinely accosted by haughty soldiers, demanding to know things the Bostonians felt they had no right to know, so that many pointedly refused to respond to the effrontery, and simply kept walking, increasing the troops’ animosity toward them.
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John Adams peevishly wrote of his annoyance at the daily parade of troops outside his house in Brattle Square, waking the children with their infernal drumming and the “earpiercing fife.” And the habit of the British troops in always doing things on the Sabbath—so sacred to these descendants of Puritans—only underscored the profanity they routinely displayed. But much of their behavior was calculatedly provocative, and they often reprised the mocking rendition of “Yankee Doodle” they had sung upon landing.

Bostonians were also offended to see the gruesome horrors of military discipline meted out on their own Boston Common. It was not unusual for soldiers to receive hundreds of lashes, often to the point of near death—or death. Some punishment was of course warranted, since soldiers were often publicly drunk and engaged in molesting the property—and virtue—of Boston’s citizens. But the sadistic brutality of these chastisements horrified the Christian sensibilities of the citizens, who believed the biblical “forty minus one” lashes to be the furthest allowable extent of such punishments.

The Townshend Acts—and the advent of the troops’ arrival—was a significant marker in the stumbling path toward divorce, which even Franklin in London admitted. “Things daily wear a worse aspect,” he wrote in February 1769, “and tend more to a breach and final separation.” Samuel Adams said that from “their first landing their behavior was to a great degree insolent and such as looked as if they really believed that we were a country of rebels and that they were sent here to subdue us.”

The constant tension provoked by the presence of the soldiers would inevitably explode into number of highly charged encounters. In his 1970 book The Boston Massacre, Hiller Zobel refers to a series of such confrontations as “an arpeggio of conflict,” which in retrospect could not help but lead to that momentous and bloodiest of encounters, which the patriots called “The Boston Massacre.”



The Liberty Is Burned

Despite the legal efforts of the brilliant John Adams and James Otis Jr., John Hancock would never get his ship back. After its seizure by the Royal Navy, it was retrofitted to their purposes and unpleasantly 114renamed the Hms Liberty and was ironically used to patrol for ships thought to be smuggling goods. It was off the coast of Rhode Island on July 17th, 1769, when its Royal Navy captain seized two Connecticut ships he suspected “of having done an illicit act” and towed them into Newport Harbor. But the captain of one of these ships was not so easily dealt with. He mustered a mob of locals and led them to the HMS Liberty. They forced their way aboard, took control of it, and eventually succeeded in scuttling it in Newport Harbor—and then burning it. The two seized ships were subsequently released to their owners, and the act of violence toward the HMS Liberty marks the first such efforts by the colonists against the Crown in what we now call the Revolution.



Governor Bernard Departs

By the summer of 1769, Governor Bernard seems finally to have arrived at his wits’ end, doubtless appreciating better than most the bleak hopelessness of the situation in Boston, at least as far as his own efforts were concerned. Like some hapless adult in a Hal Roach comedy harried by street urchins, Bernard had by this time been driven positively goofy and had at last decided he could take it no more, or would not. And so it was determined that on August 1st—or as soon as the weather was favorable, since sailing vessels were necessarily at the mercy of the wind, which “bloweth where it listeth”—the man whom all patriotic Bostonians had come to despise as the very personification of all their troubles would wearily board a ship for England, never to return.

Edes and Gill in the July 31 issue of the Gazette tried not to gloat, simply saying: “His Excellency sir Francis Bernard, Baronet of Nettleham in Lincolnshire Old England, sails for London the first fair Wind.” But the next day, they couldn’t help themselves, citing several reasons for celebration, among them that “the King has been graciously pleased to recall a very bad Governor,” and the “sure and certain Hopes that a very good one will be sent out, and placed in his Stead,” and finally that “a worse cannot be found on this Side— —, if there.” The two dashes were undoubtedly meant to 115suggest “of hell.” Although we know the man who replaced Bernard, Thomas Hutchinson, was no better.

In any case, the celebrations over the news of Bernard’s imminent exit were giddy and unrestrained, such that Bernard was heartily kicked on his way out, and in a creative variety of ways. For example, when the happy news of his soon departure was made public, mocking verses were written and published in the Boston Gazette and then read aloud by all and sundry. One read:

O B[ernard]! Great thy Villainy has been!

Schem’d to destroy our Liberty and Peace:

The public Eye attentively has seen

Thy base Endeavors, and has watch’d our Ease

Most of the ships in the harbor gaily flew their colors, and a large union jack was hoisted to fly from the venerable limbs of the Liberty Tree. And on the day of his actual leaving—as his boat limped toward the horizon and the long-awaited hope of a life of peace on its other side— Bernard suffered the final indignity of hearing from the ship’s deck the full-throated roar of the Boston militia’s cannons firing in celebration, mingled with the wild and cheerful pealing throughout the city of church bells, as with his weary eyes he beheld against the receding American hills a host of raging bonfires, festively illuminating the very sky itself for joy.



The Sad Tale of James Otis Jr.

Certainly, these were tense times for the men and women of Massachusetts, not all of whom shared the same views. Samuel Adams took the lead in pushing everyone in Boston and beyond to unite in agreeing not to import anything from England and worked hard to isolate and ostracize any merchants who weren’t complying—and who were likely gaining in profit what those who were complying were losing. Such divisions created tensions. To be fair, most colonists still regarded themselves as loyal British subjects and knew that even to speak against the king or parliament was treason. But tempers were during 116this time running especially high. Families and communities were rent asunder by division. We know that James Otis Jr.’s personal difficulties were certainly exacerbated by the fact that his own wife and father-in-law were dedicated Loyalists.

For those who had long admired him, John Adams especially, Otis’s increasingly erratic behavior had become concerning. Adams more than once lamented Otis’s inability to stop rambling. Following a dinner on September 3rd with Otis, Samuel Adams, and others, Adams said that “Otis talks all. He grows the most talkative man alive.” How it must have unnerved him to see the man he so respected coming apart before his eyes. “No other gentleman in company can find a space to put in a word—as Dr. Swift expressed it, he leaves no elbow room.” Otis was not quite mad yet. Adams allowed there was “much sense, knowledge, spirit and humour in his conversation. But he grows narrative, like an old man. Abounds with stories.”

During this time, Otis had become furious with a group of customs collectors for writing defamatory letters about him to London, accusing him of treasonous behavior. Otis several times met with John Robinson, whom he thought most guilty, but to no avail, and finally published an advertisement accusing the commissioners of having “treated the character of all true North Americans in a manner not to be endured, by privately and publicly representing them as traitors and rebels.” He then homed in on Robinson, threatening to “break his head.” Soon thereafter, Otis went to the unwise length of confronting Robinson in a coffee shop frequented by British soldiers, demanding satisfaction in a duel of fisticuffs outside. But before they stepped outside, the man grabbed Otis’s nose—a very insulting gesture at that time—after which everything exploded into violence, during which Otis received a devastating blow to the head that bled profusely and likely fractured his skull. His sister, Mercy Otis Warren, wrote that with this blow “the future usefulness of this distinguished friend of his country was destroyed. Reason was shaken from its throne.”

A few months later, John Adams said Otis “rambles and wanders like a ship without a helm.” One day, after having “got into a mad freak,” he broke some windows at Boston’s Townhouse and then burned his papers. 117A month after this he inanely fired his rifle from a window in his home. In 1771, he was officially “ judged a lunatic,” and the court appointed his brother to be his guardian. His old nemesis, Thomas Hutchinson, took delight in Otis’s demise, writing in a letter: “Otis was carried off today in a post chaise bound hand & foot. He has been as good as his word, set the Province in a flame and perished in the attempt.”

Eventually, Otis moved in with an old friend in Andover and lived the remaining years of his life there, apart from the historic events he had played such a central role in provoking. In a letter to his sister, he wrote, “I hope when God Almighty, in his righteous providence, shall take me out of time into eternity, that it will be by a flash of lightening.” Bizarrely enough, it would happen just so. On May 23rd, 1783—just months before the war officially ended—James Otis stood in the doorway chatting with his friends, who were seated inside. Suddenly a storm came up. Thunder shook the house, and a bolt of lightning struck him dead where he stood. He was fifty-eight years old.
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Chapter Ten The First Death of the Revolution


ALthough the so-Called Boston Massacre—which occurred on March 5th, 1770—is often considered the first instance of bloodshed in the Revolution, it is more accurate to say that what happened eleven days before is the first instance of bloodshed, when an eleven-year-old boy was killed. But perhaps the idea that a rowdy boy was the first casualty of the Revolution deviates too quirkily from the established narrative for it to be properly remembered. But facts are facts, and it was undoubtedly this event that raised tensions to the unbearable pitch that erupted into the Boston Massacre so soon thereafter.

To understand the events of that black day, we must remind ourselves that the most devout Boston patriots had in their battle against the British called for a boycott of British goods. The power of the purse was used as a weapon, before actual weapons came into play. So those in the vanguard of the patriot movement took the boycott against British goods very seriously, and via “cultural pressure” had for some time more or less forced every shopkeeper in Boston to comply, though many had clearly not wished to do so. But as 1770 dawned, some of these shopkeepers thought that enough time had passed—and that they had complied long enough—and that perhaps it was time to begin to move past such economically painful behavior. And so they began again importing British goods. But the Sons of Liberty disagreed strongly and felt the need to single out 119those merchants who flouted the boycott by posting threatening signs with an accusing hand pointing at the guilty shop, bearing the word “Importer.”

Sometimes they did more than merely post signs, as on the night of February 21st, when they also menacingly besmeared with tar and feathers the shop windows of those guilty of importing British goods. Sometimes they used animal feces. One such shop belonged to a man named Theophilus Lillie. Lillie had also had the particular temerity to publish the reason behind his non-compliance in the Boston Chronicle, a pro-British newspaper. “It always seems strange to me,” he wrote, “that people who contend so much for civil and religious Liberty should be so ready to deprive others of their natural liberty—that Men who are guarding against being subject to Laws [to] which they never gave their consent in person or by their representative, should at the same time make Laws, and in the most effectual manner execute them upon me and others, to which laws I am sure I never gave my consent either in person or by my representative . . .” Lillie then pointedly summed things up with an apt riposte for what seemed to him and many others like mob rule. “I own I had rather be a slave under one master,” he wrote, “for I know who he is, [and] I may, perhaps, be able to please him, than [be] a slave to a hundred or more, who I don’t know where to find, nor what they will expect from me.”

Perhaps it was the pithiness of his statement that galled the Boston mob, but by the morning of the 22nd, someone had duly affixed one of their pointing hand “Importer” signs to a post near his shop. Far more menacingly, the whole street near the shop was crowded with angry men—and many more taunting boys, who that day were not obliged to be in school, for it was a Market Day—“who would suffer no person to go to his Shop.” It becomes difficult from our vantage point not to regard these methods of enforcement as evocative of similar scenes outside Jewish shops in Germany in the early 1930s.

Thus was the tinder piled high, and all that remained was for someone to strike a match. That someone soon appeared in the person of a certain Ebenezer Richardson, who lived fifty paces away. As we said regarding him in the incident at Captain Malcolm’s house in 1766, Richardson was probably the single-most hated person in Boston, well known as an 120informer for the British customs service, and every bit as brutal and bellicose in his views as his neighbor Lillie was eloquent and pacific. Only the day before, Richardson had been heard hoping there might indeed be some trouble—and that the Fourteenth Regiment would be on hand to “cut up the damned Yankees.” So when he saw the crowd and the sign in front of Lillie’s store, he rather maniacally took it upon himself to tear it down. He first tried to knock down the post to which it was affixed by commandeering the horse and wagon of a passing farmer, in town for market day. When the farmer resisted, Richardson forcefully attempted to employ a charcoal carter’s horse and wagon to his purposes. When the carter proved unwilling, Richardson madly seized the reins of a third wagon, assaying to uproot the offending post and sign himself.

So the crowd naturally turned their focus from Lillie’s store to Richardson and pelted him with “dirt, sticks, and stones,” until he finally retreated to his home, while exchanging angry threats with his persecutors. “By the eternal God,” Richardson shouted, “I’ll make it too hot for you before night!” Whether he meant that he would burn them alive or send them to hell or both is unclear. But the three men to whom he had been addressing these oaths now made their way to Richardson’s front door .“Come out, you d— son of a b—!” one of them said. “I’ll have your heart out, your liver out!” Richardson was so filled with rage that he actually did come out, fists up, commanding the mob to go away, and they in turn refusing, saying they had every right to be “in the king’s highway.” Richardson went back inside, but now the surge of boys turned their artillery of fruit peelings and other missiles upon his house. Richardson again came out, this time brandishing a cane threateningly, saying he would “make a lane through them” if they did not disperse. In the fever of the moment, some thought he was holding a gun, so when Richardson stepped inside again, someone escalated things further by throwing a brick. It must have bounced off the house, such that someone else picked it up and helpfully hurled it through one of Richardson’s windows. The loud crash invited further violence as more eggs and sticks and stones were hurled, breaking more windows. One of the stones hit Richardson’s wife. Others nearly struck his two daughters. Still more rocks were thrown and more windows broken.
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At this point, the besieged Richardson spied an ally just outside his door, and quickly let him in. It was George Wilmot, who had been on the crew of the Liberty, and who had lost his job when it was burned by Rhode Island patriots the previous July. Wilmot vowed to stand with Richardson “as long as he had breath,” inquiring whether Richardson had a gun. The hurled rocks that had by now broken every pane of glass in the windows now began to break the leading and casements of the windows themselves. Some that coursed into the house cracked the plaster ceiling within, and Richardson’s wife and daughters were by now cringing in terror. But the crowd would not abate its efforts. Some of the men declared that Richardson ought to have been hanged long before. Others knew things had gone too far and tried to discourage further violence. Then someone spied Richardson and Wilmot inside the house holding muskets. Richardson brought his to the window and threateningly snapped the lock. At this, the mob broke open his front door but declined to enter. It is unclear whether Richardson fired at this point, but even if he did, it was most likely simply to frighten and disperse the crowd, since the gun was only loaded with powder.

But even now the crowd did not disperse, and the violent assault on his home continued. At last, Richardson appeared at an upstairs window. His gun was now loaded with what was called swanshot, pea-sized pellets roughly the equivalent of modern-day 00 buckshot. Likely because no one imagined Richardson would dare actually to fire into the unarmed crowd, no one moved away. Nonetheless, Richardson did. What he expected to result we cannot know, but we do know that some of the large pellets maimed the hand and entered the thigh of a nineteen-year-old named Samuel Gore. Dr. Joseph Warren would himself cut those slugs from Gore’s leg later that day and reported that “in all probably he will lose the use of the right fore finger.” But infinitely worse than this was what happened to a boy named Christopher Seider. As Richardson fired, Seider was stooping down to pick up another stone. Eleven of the deadly swanshot—one for each year of his young life—penetrated the boy’s chest and stomach. He was quickly carried away, and for many hours a number of local doctors did all they could, but by that night he lay dead. Dr. Joseph Warren performed the boy’s autopsy. Although it predates the Boston 122Massacre by eleven days, and Lexington and Concord by five years, Christopher Seider’s death may nonetheless be rightly recorded as the first death of what we now call the American Revolution.


“My Eyes Never Beheld Such a Funeral”

Whether one thinks of the Sons of Liberty as rabble-rousers, as propagandists, or as political geniuses who simply understood the value of public opinion, they knew that the ghastly tragedy of an eleven-year-old boy being shot dead must not be wasted. Samuel Adams knew this better than anyone and would masterfully exploit it for the cause of liberty when four days later—on February 26th—he staged what was until that time the largest funeral ever held on the continent. The whole affair was perfectly calculated to ratchet up the feelings of the Bostonians against the British, painting them as nothing less than wicked accomplices in the murder of an innocent child.

John Adams happened to be in town that day and was astonished at the spectacle. “My eyes never beheld such a funeral,” he wrote in his diary. “The procession extended further than can be well imagined.” Adams found it all encouraging for the cause. For him, the vast scope of the mournful extravaganza showed that there were “many more lives to spend if wanted in the service of their country. . . . [and] that the ardor of the People is not to be quelled by the slaughter of one child and the wounding of another.”

The solemn procession would stretch five-eighths of a mile and began appropriately enough at the Liberty Tree, where several pointed biblical quotations were prominently posted. One read: “Thou shalt take no satisfaction for the life of a Murderer—he shall surely be put to death. (Numbers 35:31)” At the front of the endless column—which would snake all the way to the Old Granary burial ground, where the child was to be interred—marched more than two hundred pairs of schoolboys, obviously calculated to dramatize the horror of murdered innocence. These were followed by the small coffin, borne by six boys and decorated with Latin inscriptions themselves attesting to innocence murdered. The child’s heartbroken family and friends walked solemnly behind the bier, after which followed an astonishing number of mourners, about two thousand. 123Bringing up the rear were no fewer than thirty chariots and chaises. In orchestrating this unprecedented funereal pageantry, Samuel Adams and the other Sons of Liberty were underscoring as powerfully as possible the catastrophic results of the British presence, desiring to whip up as much ire as possible against it. What Adams hadn’t expected was that these increased tensions would one week later boil over, and in a way that would be quintuply more deadly.
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Chapter Eleven The Boston Massacre


SAmuel Adams and the Sons of Liberty ardently hoped the escalation of tensions over Christopher Seider’s death would force the British troops to leave Boston. But even after the grand spectacle of the boy’s funeral, the troops were still there. Then four days after the funeral—on March 2nd—something else happened to further inflame things.

It began when a redcoat named Patrick Walker approached some workers at Gray’s Ropeworks, which often employed day laborers from among the British troops. He wasn’t looking for trouble, but for some extra money. One of the ropemakers, William Green, asked Walker if he was looking for work. He was. “Well,” Green said, “then go and clean my shithouse!” Things escalated predictably, until Walker was swinging wildly at Green and the other ropemakers. But he was outnumbered. When he was knocked down, an unsheathed cutlass fell from his coat, at which point he fled. Just a few minutes later, however, he returned with eight other soldiers, who squared off against the ropemakers, now themselves outnumbered. Now the ropemakers called for assistance. A number of their colleagues appeared, wielding wooden “wooldering” sticks, used in making rope, but now threatening a more violent purpose. And now the soldiers were outnumbered, so they quickly retreated to their barracks, only to return once more, this time numbering nearly forty, and now themselves carrying clubs and sticks. In the violent melee that ensued, the ropemakers and soldiers fought brutally around the ropemakers’ tar kettle, 125until the soldiers finally had had enough and again retreated to their barracks.

But things would hardly end there. Word of this bloody skirmish spread to those on both sides of the divide, until the appetite for violence in Boston became more dispersed. The next day a trio of soldiers tangled with three more ropeworkers, during which a tanner appeared with two wooden bats, handing one to an eager bystander. One soldier had his skull fractured and an arm broken. The others fled. But the general feeling in Boston was that the battles between these tradesmen and the redcoats would only escalate, so Lieutenant Colonel Maurice Carr, who commanded the Twenty-Ninth Regiment, wrote Lieutenant Governor Hutchinson, asking for help. But what was the beleaguered Hutchinson to do? The atmosphere among the British troops became so tense that when one soldier that Sunday failed to report for duty, it was assumed he had been murdered. So Carr—having no authority to do so—took matters into his own hands, and with a number of officers proceeded to the ropeworks to search for the body, further exciting tensions with the ropemakers. But after this, the missing soldier suddenly appeared, looking perfectly hale and healthy. It was reasonably conjectured he had been in the society of another profession, one perhaps even hoarier than that of the venerable ropemakers.

But all of this did nothing to assuage the feeling that there was more trouble to come. In the midst of it all, word got out—or was aggressively pushed out—that on the following day, Monday, March 5th, things would come to a head. Hutchinson realized he must do something, and early on the fifth gathered local leaders, asking what might be done. Their answer was simple and predictable: nothing. Unless the British troops decamped Boston. That was the only solution. But this was hardly possible, and certainly not on such short notice. Under these circumstances, the widespread violence that had been threatened that night seemed inevitable.

On that very same day in faraway London, something painfully ironic was taking place: Parliament was debating whether to rescind the hated Townshend Acts, which had brought the troops to Boston in the first place. But because of the intervening ocean, the irony was lost on everyone. 126By the time the debate ended, Parliament had indeed agreed to rescind them, but word of it did not reach Boston for six weeks, which was far too late, such that Parliament’s newfound wisdom was no better than foolishness.

So as darkness fell over Boston on March 5th, the stage for trouble was set. There was an unmistakable air of menace. Between the foot of snow that lay on the ground and the half moon that hung in the cold sky, there was some light, but not much. Streetlamps would not appear in Boston for another four years. Quite as expected, gangs of club-wielding toughs began roaming the city, as did groups of soldiers. Both were itching for vengeance. That morning, a handbill appeared declaring that the soldiers were prepared to defend themselves, which was of course read as a challenge and a threat. A host of destructive rumors flew about, including one that the British soldiers planned that very night to cut down the most sacred symbol of the cause, the Liberty Tree. So somehow that night the rising passions of the last few days were supposed to find the expression for which both sides seemed to long. But what exactly would happen?

It all began as unpredictably—and as bizarrely—as many historic events seem to do. At the corner of King Street and Royal Exchange Lane, a lone sentry, Private Hugh White, was standing in front of his sentry box, fighting boredom and the bitter cold. At a certain moment, Captain-Lieutenant John Goldfinch of the Fourteenth Regiment walked past him. But as what many often call fate would have it, at that precise moment, a somewhat inebriated thirteen-year-old named Edward Garrick walked past as well. Garrick was the apprentice to a wigmaker and barber named John Piemont. Garrick in that moment recognized Goldfinch as a customer at Piemont’s shop. “There goes the fellow that won’t pay my master for dressing his hair!” he shouted. In fact, Goldfinch had paid his bill, so he ignored the taunt and kept walking. But Private White standing in front of his sentry box had heard it too. He became infuriated at yet another Boston ruffian daring to insult one of His Majesty’s officers. But, of course, he could not leave his post.

As the drunken thirteen-year-old (hic) stumbled away into the night, he bumped into another of Piemont’s apprentices, Bartholomew Broaders. Broaders had escorted two young women to the apothecary and was now 127returning them to their residence at the Custom House. As the four stood on the Custom House steps, Broaders told Garrick he had seen a group of club-carrying townsmen on King Street, who said they’d been attacked by some soldiers. The two young men wanted in on whatever action or trouble was to be had, and once the girls had been safely deposited inside, Garrick and Broaders began looking for it.


“Goldfinch Is a Gentleman!”

Their path took them past White’s sentry box, at which point Garrick loudly renewed his accusation against Goldfinch—although Goldfinch was by now back at his barracks. But provoking the sentry was likely Garrick’s intention, and he also began bending the ears of three passersby, declaring that Goldfinch was stingy and wouldn’t pay his bills. Hearing these further calumnies, White could hold his tongue no longer. The honor of a British officer, not there to defend himself, was being impugned. “Goldfinch is a gentleman!” he shouted. “And will pay whatever he owes!”

This only provoked the young Garrick. “There are no gentlemen in that regiment!” he retorted. Hearing this bold insult, White had had enough. He left his post and stepped toward Garrick. But rather than wisely retreating, the thirteen-year-old actually dared to move toward the irate soldier. “Let me see your face!” White demanded.

“I am not ashamed to show my face!” Garrick said brazenly. For whatever reason, White now snapped, swiftly swinging the butt of his musket and striking a nasty blow to the side of Garrick’s head. The sharp pain caused the apprentice to burst into tears, leaving Broaders to trade escalating imprecations with White. The explosive ruckus drew the attention of other passersby, who began hurling insults at White, too, at which point White realized he was alone and in trouble. So he retreated to his sentry box. But the growing crowd began to taunt him, daring him to step out and fight. “Lobster* son of a bitch!” They shouted. “D—rascally scoundrel son of a bitch!”

At the same time, other loud shouting was heard nearby, and suddenly 128a bell began tolling, ratcheting up the general confusion. Such bells were ordinarily the alarm signal for fire, which would draw everyone who could hear it out to help. But most of the roaming patriots realized this was no fire alarm, but was instead the preapproved signal for which they had been waiting. The bell was the signal that whatever clash was supposed to happen—in which the townspeople and the soldiers would finally have it out—was now officially on. Many who heard it therefore rushed toward the sound, wanting to be part of the action.

We now know that by now, about nine in the evening, when White was trying to protect himself from the growing mob in front of the Custom House, two other confrontations—both dramatically larger—were already taking place. One was in front of Murray’s barracks, where a host of armed civilians had swarmed the 29th Regiment, and were finally repulsed. Another was at Dock Square, where a stave-carrying mob of hundreds continued to grow. But since the fire bell seemed to be coming from the direction of the Custom House, some in these two crowds—many of whom were intoxicated—began making their way in that direction.

By the time the crowd around the frightened sentry had grown to about fifty, White had retreated further to the Custom House steps, which gave him some height and a protected rear. Fearing the worst, he proceeded to load his musket, at which point the crowd—likely provoked by this—began throwing snowballs at him. What could White do? He fixed his bayonet and withstood the icy barrage. He was doubtless now regretting his rash act with the drunken thirteen-year-old over the barbering bill of an officer who didn’t know his name.



Henry Knox Arrives

Just around this time, too, a tall nineteen-year-old named Henry Knox was walking home. He had been across the bay in Charleston visiting a friend, and as he passed the Custom House, he was startled to take in the unfolding scene of what looked like impending violence. Standing six-foot-two and having a muscular, athletic build, Knox cut a decidedly imposing figure. Among the street gangs of North Boston, he had been a formidable street fighter, renowned for his superhuman strength. During the madness of a Pope’s Night celebration in the 1760s, the 129wheel of the South End gang’s cart broke, at which point Knox put his shoulder under that part of the cart and bore its weight for the rest of the procession.

But Knox was no mere street tough or troublemaker—far from it—and quickly assessing the situation, he sternly ordered the boys to end their verbal and physical harassment of the private. But they ignored him. Knox also spoke sharply to Private White, warning him that if he were to fire—which he must have been sorely tempted to do as the stress upon him increased with the taunts and well-aimed snowballs—it would cost him his own life. The law was clear on this score, and most Bostonians knew it: unless a magistrate read the Riot Act, no soldier was allowed to fire. If he did, it would cost him his life. And it was undoubtedly the knowledge of this law that goaded the raucous crowd to fearlessly provoke the soldier as they did.

Knox’s affinity was not with the British. He knew some of the Sons of Liberty and was friends with Paul Revere. But he felt that this scene was not tending toward a happy ending and was too wise to openly take sides. A Tory who was on the scene would later recall that Knox had done “everything in his power to prevent mischief on this occasion.” Of course, Knox could have no idea that what he was that night endeavoring to stop would become one of the chief events in catapulting the Colonies into war with Great Britain five years hence. Or that he would himself be among the principal figures in that war, present in virtually every major action of it. At this early juncture, such things were impossible to imagine.

So White did not fire, but the unruly crowd continued viciously to taunt him, despite Knox’s loud reprimand. Someone even dared White to do what Knox had just warned him against, shouting “Fire!” White then warned the crowd to “Stand off!” and retreated further up the stairs to the door of the Custom House, pounding on it and pleading for help.

A servant from inside who understood what was happening finally raced up the street via a back door to the main guard and alerted Captain Thomas Preston to the escalating situation. But Preston had no good options. The crowd between him and White had become so thick and filled with rage that storming into the situation with his men could be disastrous. By this time, White was completely surrounded. A tight clot 130of ten men were taunting him at close quarters, daring him to do anything in response, and the general crowd continued to swell. Preston rightly feared for White’s life, but he knew charging in could cost him many more men. After a half hour of this unbearable tension, Preston finally made a decision, ordering his subordinate James Basset to “Take out six or seven of the men, and let them go down to the assistance of the sentry.” All but the corporal were grenadiers, the largest men in the regiment, who were intentionally made the more intimidating by their tall bearskin caps. But then Preston realized the great delicacy of the situation required his personal leadership, so he marched with the men himself in a column of twos toward the Custom House. The crowd was so impassable that Preston and his men were obliged to use the butts of their muskets and even their bayonets to make their way toward White.

Before they got there, Henry Knox boldly approached Preston, even pulling on the captain’s coat to get his attention. The nineteen-year-old was mature far beyond his years, and a natural leader, as the years ahead would show. Preston stopped, while Basset and the corporal and grenadiers continued toward White. “For God’s sake, take care of your men,” Knox warned him, fearing the worst. Reprising what he had told White, he sternly reminded Preston that if his men were to fire, “your life must answer for the consequences!”

“I am sensible of it,” Preston said, obviously agitated, and continued on his way. By now the two columns of four men had made their way to White. They lowered their muskets and began to load them. Preston joined them and ordered White to fall in line with his men, which he did, the idea being that Preston might simply be able to march them all back to the main guard. But the raucous crowd seemed hell-bent on provoking a violent confrontation, and would not permit this, closing ranks around the handful of redcoats like a human palisade. And the snowballs and chunks of ice continued to fly.



“D—n You, Fire!”

Then someone screamed: “D—n you, you sons of bitches, fire! You can’t kill us all.” White had been trapped, but now Preston and the men there to deliver White were themselves trapped. Preston knew they couldn’t 131force their way through a crowd like this. So he ordered his men to form a rough semi-circle, facing outward with their muskets and bayonets. Still the crowd did not budge, and continued to provoke them, now pelting them not only with icy snowballs, but with stones and sharp oyster shells.

Adding to the impossible tension was the fact that some of the very soldiers standing with Prescott had been involved in the fights with the ropemakers a few days before, and several of those ropemakers were in the front of the taunting crowd. The soldiers tried to use their bayonets to create some breathing room, but the crush of the crowd proved too much. Some of the soldiers began to shake with fear, as those in the front of the crowd goaded them to shoot: “Why do you not fire?” they said. “D—n you! You dare not fire! Fire and be d—d!” But the soldiers could not fire. They knew the law and were under Prescott’s command. Nonetheless, the pressure upon them as the seconds passed became unbearable.

What then would break the terrible impasse? It was a heavy piece of wood, hurled by an unknown hand. The yard-long club whizzed over the heads of the crowd, striking Irish private Hugh Montgomery with such force that he was knocked to the icy ground, dropping his musket. Some witnesses said when he recovered himself, another object struck him—either another piece of wood, or a large chunk of ice. Montgomery was simultaneously so stunned and enraged that he now dared to do what he had no authority to do and shouted to his comrades: “D—n you, fire!” And then himself did just that. Suddenly, his words and his action were in the irrevocable past. The dam had broken.

The shock of this fired shot instantly caused a riot of action, so that those enraged civilians nearest the soldiers suddenly and violently struck at them with their clubs, while the soldiers began stabbing with their bayonets, but not yet shooting. Subsequent testimonies revealed that between Montgomery’s initial shot and the shots that followed there was a pause of six seconds, or perhaps much longer. The testimonies varied. But it seems clear that the second shot came from private Matthew Kilroy, who at close range shot in the head one of the ropemakers with whom he had brutally tangled a few days earlier. Then the other six fired, almost together. Three men were killed instantly. Eleven were hit, all told. A fourth man died from his wounds hours later, and a fifth several days later. Six of the wounded survived.
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[image: Illustration shows British soldiers lined up on a city street, firing rifles at a crowd of unarmed colonists. Several figures lie on the ground. Background features multiple buildings, including one with a tall steeple.]

Paul Revere’s illustration of the Boston Massacre.


Perfect chaos now ensued. The wild lust for immediate vengeance among the hundreds of armed townspeople was at such a pitch that a bloodbath ought well to have followed, in which scores were killed, and which would rightly have earned the term “Boston Massacre.” After all, the armed Bostonians outnumbered the British soldiery many times over. But it seems that numbed shock was what prevailed more than anything. 133A number of persons sped to Governor Hutchinson, saying that “unless [he himself] went out immediately, the whole town would be in arms and the most bloody scene would follow that had ever been known in America.” Hutchinson soon after hied himself to the balcony of what is today Faneuil Hall, and from that reasonably safe altitude grimly and stoically addressed the madding crowd. He knew that unless he ordered the immediate arrest of Preston and his men the violence would resume, and somehow succeeded in convincing his audience that a fair trial and justice for what had transpired would surely follow—if they would only now disperse. Quite astonishingly, they did. The next day, Hutchinson realized that merely allowing the six hundred men of the two regiments to remain in Boston was out of the question; so rather than tempt fate, he ordered them all off to Castle William in the harbor. And so it was in this way that the Sons of Liberty achieved the very object they had for two years so earnestly sought, and the streets of Boston were at long last free of despised British soldiers.

But just as with the death of eleven-year-old Christopher Seidel two weeks before, Samuel Adams and the other Sons of Liberty immediately worked to leverage the deaths of these four—eventually five—Americans, to gin up further support for the patriot cause. Speed was paramount, and with the greatest alacrity possible they published their own cock-eyed version of what happened in a hopped-up pamphlet titled A Short Narrative of the Horrid Massacre in Boston, which contained ninety-six largely skewed eyewitness depositions portraying the locals as fey innocents set upon by murderous soldiers. What’s more, they sped this account to London tout suite, hoping to get ahead of the British version, and did.

Three days after the event, Samuel Adams outdid himself in leading ten thousand Bostonians—two-thirds of the whole town and appropriately five times as many mourners as had attended the funeral of Christopher Seidel a week earlier—in another extravagantly theatrical grand procession. To sartorially signal the theme of republican virtue against tyranny, James Otis Jr. gave the eulogy wearing a toga.



Paul Revere’s Engraving

But it was the famous Paul Revere engraving, far more than the 134aforementioned pamphlet, that would shape public perception, immediately and in the two and a half centuries afterward. The Sons of Liberty were not shy about taking liberties with the truth, if what they thought of as the larger truth were at stake, and Revere’s engraving depicts Preston with his sword raised, giving the intended impression that he had brutally ordered the massacre, which of course he had not. If anyone was in danger of misinterpreting things in the British soldiers’ favor, the engraving was helpfully titled “The Bloody Massacre Perpetrated in King-Street Boston on March 5th 1770 by a Party of the 29th Regt.” Casting the event as a one-sided “massacre” was a masterstroke of public relations that still affects our perceptions of it. It was doubtless Samuel Adams who gave it that name, a public relations coup essentially without equal in our history. The engraving also labeled the Custom House building “Butcher’s Hall,” and for an additional fillip depicts a gun firing from one of its windows, since some had reported shots being fired from there, which they almost certainly were not. Finally, whatever the small dog miraculously standing impassively at the center of the exploding violence is meant to suggest will torture art historians till Doomsday.

But the famous Revere engraving was not merely not accurate; in fact it was not created by Revere at all, but by Henry Pelham—a half-brother to the artist John Singleton Copley—who had lent the engraving to Revere, and which Revere quickly and vigorously reproduced and sped to sale three weeks after the event, a full week before Pelham could himself do so. Pelham was rightly outraged, but in Revere’s defense, speed in this battle of ideas was everything. Oddly enough, Pelham was a Loyalist and moved to London in 1776. As for Paul Revere, he was not merely a copycatting enthusiast for liberty, but a man of obviously myriad talents, and to his version of the engraving he appended a poem that he himself had written, painting the soldiers as dedicated sadists:

Unhappy Boston! see thy Sons deplore

Thy hallow’d walks besmear’d with guiltless gore

While faithless [Preston] and his savage bands

With murd’rous rancour stretch their bloody hands

135

Like fierce barbarians grinning o’er their prey

Approve the carnage and enjoy the day.

If scalding drops from rage, from anguish wrung

If speechless sorrow, lab’ring for a tongue

Or if a weeping world can ought appease

The plaintive ghosts of victims such as these

The patriot’s copious tears for each are shed

A glorious tribute which embalms the dead.

But know, Fate summons to that awful goal

Where Justice strips the murd’rer of his soul,

Should venal [Courts] the scandal of the land,

Snatch the relentless villain from her Hand

Keen execrations on this plate inscrib’d

Shall reach a Judge who never can be brib’d.

Revere’s literary talent is on full display, as in the final six lines is his— and most of the Boston patriots’—explicit appeal to heaven for the justness of their cause. Now what?




	*  As they are red, lobster or lobsterback was a common patriot epithet for redcoats.
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Chapter Twelve John Adams Takes the Case


Facts are stubborn things.

—John Adams

ON The Morning of March 6th, Hutchinson, who had had little sleep, was in a perfect quandary. What to do now? And who in the world could he find to fairly defend the soldiers in the trial he had been forced to promise? Though the townspeople had demanded justice, and he had promised it, their ideas of what this would constitute were quite fixed. We see in the closing lines of Revere’s poesy the cynicism toward the idea that real justice could be done in this environment. So who would enter the lists on behalf of these despised soldiers, and bear the slings and arrows sure to follow?

As it happened, there lived near Boston at that time an ardent patriot, who was somewhat rare in being as committed to the truth as to the political cause of liberty, perhaps because he was brave enough and wise enough to see that the latter was a phantasm without the former. The thirty-four-year-old John Adams of Braintree was willing to take the case, and would defend the despised British troops. Adams was far too god-fearing not to have been troubled by the mob violence that had over the years attended much of the Sons of Liberty’s otherwise laudable efforts, and he hoped 137that his affiliation with the Sons of Liberty would at least lend some semblance of fairness to those patriots whose only idea of justice was to see the nine redcoats swinging from a gibbet on Boston Common.

Thirty years later, Adams recalled that on the morning following the carnage a loyalist merchant named James Forrest had come to his office “with tears streaming from his eyes,” begging Adams to take the case, insisting that Preston was innocent and could not find legal counsel. Adams recalled saying that legal counsel should be the last thing anyone should lack in a free country, and his willingness to take this case is an early example of his heroically leading the way in staking out the moral high ground for the cause of liberty. If one wished to have God’s favor on one’s efforts, he said many times, one must assiduously court virtue. Even a case like this could not merely be about winning.

In fact, there would be two trials, one for Preston, and another for the soldiers. But exactly when and how to conduct these trials without re-exciting the passions of the mob would be ticklish. Hutchinson thought postponing them until that fall was the wiser tack, so that passions might have a chance to cool. But who really knew what was best? That summer many impatient patriots clamored for goosing justice along by storming the prison where the miscreant Preston was being held—and lynching him. To avert this, Governor Gage proposed holding the nine prisoners on one of the navy ships in the harbor, or even moving them to Castle William. Happily, neither of these proved necessary.


George Whitefield’s Influence

That August of 1770—as everyone in Boston was on tenterhooks about the upcoming trials—perhaps the single most central figure in bringing the American Colonies to where they would soon find themselves arrived in the city for the last time. The great evangelist George Whitefield was in America for what would be his last tour. He had first arrived in Philadelphia in 1738 and had for three decades preached more tirelessly throughout the Colonies than anyone can reasonably imagine, such that nearly three-quarters of their inhabitants heard him in person at least once. In the course of his lifetime, he was said to have preached 18,000 sermons. Any tallying of his evangelistic efforts 138almost makes St. Paul and Billy Graham come across as lazy agnostics in comparison. Whitefield had—it seems in retrospect prophetically—crossed the Atlantic thirteen times. And on September 29th, he preached his last sermon in Newburyport, north of Boston, dying the next day, and being buried in the church crypt beneath the pulpit.

[image: Illustration of a man wearing clerical robes standing behind a lectern with an open book, both arms raised upward. He is positioned in front of a window featuring a decorative stone pattern.]

George Whitefield (1717–1770)


Whitefield’s legacy is simply incalculable. In overseeing the First Great Awakening, he had given many Americans their first taste of what it might look like to govern themselves with “no king but Jesus,” instead—on precisely the model that Israel had done—making a covenant directly with God. It now seems obvious that the Revolution would never have happened, apart from his influence. Whitefield stood for a populist and personal faith that pushed hard against the Established churches—and reawakened whatever dissenting Puritan stirrings had lain dormant since the previous century. His preaching paved the way for the idea that each person was answerable first and only to God, and not to any clerical or governmental leaders. Samuel Adams had been greatly influenced by him and once declared that he “hoped to do by means of a political revolution what Whitefield had done through a religious awakening.” So if anyone can be hailed as the great proto-architect of what we call the Revolution, it must be he.

The brand of religion Whitefield preached had done several things at once. By encouraging throwing off the ecclesiastical bondage of the Established churches—and any dead liturgical or moralistic theology—it less explicitly but nonetheless very powerfully encouraged escaping the political bondage to godless and tyrannous elites. The desire of colonial Americans to throw off the shackles of Great Britain would be cast by many in the years ahead as a reprisal of the Israelites standing against Pharaoh, as a group of pilgrims seeking freedom in the wilderness. And the crossing through the Red Sea would be seen as a type and shadow of crossing the Atlantic to the promised land of America.
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But inasmuch as Whitefield had been reminding his listeners of the Puritanical idea of a covenant directly with God—which was of course a form of self-government—he was also underscoring the centrally important idea that John Winthrop had spoken about in 1630, that those who left Egypt—or Great Britain—had to make a personal moral choice. If they would follow the commands of God, God would bless their efforts. They would appear to others as “a shining city on a hill.” But if they would not follow his commandments, He would not bless them, but would curse them. So it followed that if the Americans honored God in how they behaved—and in how they fought their battles, whether in the courtroom or on the battlefield—God would honor them. But if they only sought to win whatever battles in which they found themselves, and forgot God and his commandments as they fought—He would not give them the victory they sought. This idea was inescapably at the center of many of those who were leading the Revolution before the Revolution—and later of those leading the war we call the Revolution. George Washington would often refer to it when he demanded of his officers a high moral standard in how they treated their British enemies, despite the British behaving abominably in how they treated their American enemies. There was a radical kind of faith in this that is not at all normal among those conducting war.

John Adams would mention this idea many times in his letters to Abigail in the years to come. But right now, in the autumn of 1770, as he sought to give the British soldiers as fair a trial as he would want for himself, he would for the first time put this noble belief into action. He believed that those fighting on the American side must never morally stoop merely to conquer, but must trust that God would give us the victory for which we fought only if we honored him in how we conducted ourselves in the fight. Though he would mention this view often in the years ahead, our first picture of it comes in his participation in these two trials. So that October, just weeks after Whitefield departed this world, Preston’s trial—the first of the two—took place, and the trial for the eight soldiers took place in November.



“Facts Are Stubborn Things”

Knowing that many had already made up their minds that the officers 140were all guilty, Adams kicked off his presentation by reading aloud a passage from the Enlightenment thinker Cesare di Beccaria, making plain his noble aims. “If,” Adams said, “by supporting the rights of mankind, and of invincible truth, I shall contribute but to save from the agonies of death one unfortunate victim of tyranny, or of ignorance, equally fatal, his blessing and years of transport will be sufficient consolation to me for the contempt of all mankind.”

Practically speaking, Adams sought to prove that Preston had not given the order to fire—contra Revere’s engraving—but had only done what could reasonably be expected in the exceptionally intense situation. It was thought a “virtuoso performance,” and Preston was exonerated, understandably afterward retiring from military life. In the second trial, Adams’s effect on the over-crowded courtroom was described as “electrical.” From the outset, he openly blamed the drunken Boston mob for creating the situation that led to the violence. But tipping his hat to the patriotic cause, he ascribed the larger tragedy to the policy of quartering British troops among the Boston population.

Adams didn’t mince words about characterizing the crowd that had pushed the soldiers to near madness as “a motley rabble of saucy boys, negroes, and molattoes, Irish teagues, and outlandish Jack Tars.” They hardly comprised a frieze of heroes in the cause of liberty. He went on: “And why we should scruple to call such a set of people a mob, I can’t conceive, unless the name is too respectable for them.” Adams’s dry, sarcastic humor closed the point: “The sun is not about to stand still or go out, nor the rivers to dry up because there was a mob in Boston on the 5th of March that attacked a party of soldiers.” According to the eyewitnesses Adams called, none in the van of the drunken, rowdy, and violent mob—including the five who died—present an image of noble innocents, however lamentable their deaths. Adams even singled out Crispus Attucks—often hailed as a hero for his death that day—as particularly guilty of inciting the violence. Then after painting the vivid scene leading to the shooting, Adams asked how a soldier might be expected to act under such circumstances, having been the target of every vicious taunt, and then knocked off his feet with a club: “Do you expect he should behave like a Stoic philosopher, lost in apathy?”
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Adams began his closing by coining a now famous phrase. “Facts are stubborn things,” he said, “and whatever may be our wishes, our inclinations, or the dictums of our passions, they cannot alter the state of facts and evidence.” Two and a half hours later, the jury returned a verdict of acquittal for six of the eight, finding only Montgomery and Kilroy guilty of manslaughter. This might have cost them their lives nonetheless, and only by “pleading clergy” were their sentences reduced. In what surely seems anachronistic for the late eighteenth century, each was branded on his right thumb with the letter M, for murder.

Adams’s efforts were heroic and played a central role in rescuing the cause of the American patriots from the lowbrow mob tactics that had tarnished it over the years, and would still continue to tarnish it from time to time. As Washington would do during the war itself, Adams, in taking this case and conducting it as he had, provided the patriots’ cause with a dramatic example of moral leadership.

In so judiciously adjudicating this immensely momentous and fraught case, Adams and the Massachusetts Bay Colony had dramatically shown Great Britain how dedicated they were to truth and justice, heaping hot coals on their heads as they did so. It was a gracious and magnanimous gesture to the Mother Country by those whom she had rarely treated graciously or magnanimously, nor would in the future. The British historian G. M. Trevelyan said that “The moment was eminently favorable for a complete and permanent reconciliation.”2 Of course this was not to be.

But for the next three years, something like tranquility entered the picture. After all, the despised troops had been removed from the streets of Boston. This was undeniable and welcome. Everyone saw that their presence had led to nothing good and had led to the horror of five men killed. But many saw that the agitations of the mobs had led to the event of the killings too. In any case, the terrible explosion of tensions that came to be called the Boston Massacre served as a kind of blood-letting, and for the better part of the next three years, tensions were greatly reduced. Perhaps the principal lesson taken from the Boston Massacre was that British troops should never have been in Boston in the first place. And as we have said, on the very day of the bloody event, Parliament took up the issue of the Townshend Acts, and eventually—on April 12th—voted to 142repeal them all. As Trevelyan said, Parliament might at this happy juncture have made a clean breast of things and started afresh with the American Colonies. But of course, they did not.

Like a dog returning to its vomit, they now again did something that we can see would lead to great trouble. Just as in 1766, when as they repealed the Stamp Act they also passed the Declaratory Act—as if to say yes, but no—Parliament once again rather perversely insisted on doing something to assuage its pride. Under the leadership of Prime Minister Frederick North, they now voted to keep the one tax on tea. This was far less about the money than about the principle of explicitly retaining the right to tax the colonies as they pleased. It was about reminding the Colonies—or perhaps about assuring themselves—that it was they who were still in charge, despite all. It smacked of insecurity and whether it was Parliament or the king who was the least secure we can never know. But we do know that this small point of order, calculated to preserve what Parliament believed was the status quo in their relations with the Colonies, ironically would be precisely what eventually destroyed that status quo forever.
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Chapter Thirteen “The Destruction of the Tea”


It was now evening, and I immediately dressed myself in the costume of an Indian, equipped with a small hatchet, which I and my associates denominated the tomahawk, with which, and a club, after having painted my face and hands with coal dust in the shop of a blacksmith, I repaired to Griffin’s Wharf, where the ships lay that contained the tea.

—George Robert Twelves Hughes

In Coming to What someone in the nineteenth century cheerfully dubbed “The Boston Tea Party,” we arrive at that part of our story where we must introduce Frederick North, the Second Earl of Guilford, whom history remembers as Lord North, and often as “the man who lost the Colonies.” Although the historian Richard M. Ketchum described him as “[r]oundshouldered, fat, with a puffy, sleepy, piglike face and an oversize tongue that thickened his speech . . .”3 no one could outdo the eternally catty Horace Walpole, who remarked of North’s appearance that “nothing could be more coarse or clumsy or ungracious. . . . Two large prominent eyes that rolled about to no purpose . . . a wide mouth, thick lips, and inflated visage gave him the air of a blind trumpeter. A deep, untunable voice, which . . . he enforced with unnecessary pomp, a total neglect of his person, and ignorance of every civil attention, disgusted all 144who judge by appearance.” Many kinder souls remarked on North’s striking resemblance to the king, and at a time when infidelity approached ubiquity in the upper classes, it was reasonably rumored that the king’s father had fathered North too, making the extraordinary resemblance not at all coincidental, but genetic.

Despite such unflattering descriptions, however, Lord North was no tailor’s dummy. Far from it. And the king, knowing he could trust North always to serve his interests, in January 1770 made him prime minister. It was true that North well knew the workings of Commons, having sat there since 1754. He was known to be wise and—despite his appearance as a dullard—quite witty. One day someone in Parliament, while delivering a passionate diatribe, was shocked to observe that North had his eyes closed. The speaker pointedly paused in his peroration to accuse the Prime Minister of daring to sleep in the midst of his comments. But North was not sleeping. “I wish to God I were,” he said.

North would be prime minister for the next twelve years, and would come to be known as “the man who lost the colonies.” Whether this is quite fair is another story, but it is certainly true that North did many things—and didn’t do many—that can be seen as having contributed to the loss. The first of these involves what until the nineteenth century was simply called “The Destruction of the Tea.”

Every American has heard the story of how in December of 1773 a group of men dressed as Mohawk Indians dumped three-hundred-forty-two crates of tea into Boston Harbor. We celebrate it as a symbolically powerful act of rebellion toward the British, and as one of the principal events leading to the Revolution. But the details of how it came to happen can be complicated. Exactly why did the Bostonians feel the need to go to such a dramatic lengths? Who masterminded it? And what exactly that led to this colorful and theatrical moment?


Parliament Tries to Rescue the East India Company

As we have mentioned, political corruption in England during this period was rampant. An especially prominent example is how the fortunes of the British government were dramatically tied to the East India Company, which was the largest private stock company in the world. 145Indeed it was the largest private stock company in the history of the world, accounting for roughly half of all the world’s trade at that time. The company was founded in 1600 and had grown to such scope and power that it eventually had its own army of 250,000 soldiers, roughly twice the size of the British army itself. But now quite suddenly in 1772, the global behemoth found itself careening headlong into bankruptcy.

The causes for the crisis were mismanagement and corruption among the company’s Indian employees, coupled with the advent of the world’s first banking crisis, causing the company’s debt to skyrocket to 1,300,000 pounds, much of which was owed to the Bank of England, who could no longer extend further credit. John Burgoyne—whom we shall hear about soon—championed an investigation into the company’s corruption. But Lord North did all he could to successfully shut this down. There were so many in Parliament invested in the company—so many who had made fortunes from it which they didn’t wish to lose—that its corruption was closely tied to their own. So they reckoned the company was “too big to fail” and must somehow be saved from the wrack and ruin that seemed inevitable. But how exactly? Frederick North, the Second Earl of Guilford, had an idea, and it involved tea.

Among its many liabilities at that time, the East India Company had a staggering amount of unsold tea sitting in its London warehouses. Eighteen million pounds of it, to be exact. If it wasn’t sold soon, it would rot. But the company had been having significant trouble selling its tea for some time. For one thing, the Americans bought most of their tea from the Dutch. The quality wasn’t as good, but the prices were much better. Secondly, British tea—as we famously remember—was taxed, to the tune of threepence per pound. So it was more expensive in part because of that tax. On top of that, many Americans believed paying the tax on tea betrayed their principles, and were usually unwilling to do so, such that only about 14 percent of the tea that Americans bought came from the East India Company. But Lord North believed he could do something about this. What, he wondered, if Parliament could somehow tempt the Americans to buy most of their tea from the East India Company? What if Parliament and the East India Company could make the American colonists an offer they couldn’t refuse?
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The plan, hatched by Lord North, was diabolically clever. First of all, Parliament would by fiat award the East India Company a monopoly on selling tea to the Americans. By doing this, they would cut out the middlemen, who were the British merchants. Parliament had the power to do so and would simply do so, and thus, voila—instead of the East India Company selling their tea to British merchants, who paid a threepence per pound duty on the tea, and who then sold it to the Americans, the East India Company could sell their product straight to the Americans. The tea would be threepence-per-pound cheaper—since the merchant’s threepence-per-pound duty would not need to be paid—and that would be that. Surely, British tea at such bargain basement prices would be impossible for the Americans to pass up.

But during the Parliamentary debate, someone who had obviously not read the feeling in the chamber dared to ask the awkward question of why Parliament didn’t simply eliminate the threepence-per-pound tax they were charging the Americans? If Parliament’s sole goal was to bail out the foundering East India Company, waiving the threepence tax on the Americans would have been just as easy as waiving the threepence duty on the English merchants. And the tea would have been twice as cheap. Or Parliament could have kept the duty that the merchants paid but waived the threepence tax on the Americans instead. The price would have been just as low. And far more attractive, the sticky issue of paying the tea tax—obviously somewhat important to the Americans—would have been entirely eliminated.

But when this question about eliminating the tax to the Americans was asked, Lord North was palpably discomfited. He knew that doing this would greatly displease the king, so he quite firmly and sternly dismissed the idea. Getting the Americans to pay this trifling tax—and in doing so to tacitly assent to the right of Parliament to tax them as it liked—was centrally important to the whole affair. Although it was not something that North wished to make explicit, this aspect of it was not a bug, but a feature. The artificially depressed price of the tea was therefore a kind of bribe, a cynical ploy designed to lure the pietistically principled Americans into setting their highfalutin’ principles aside.

And so it was that on May 10th, 1773, Parliament—with overwhelming 147support—passed the Tea Act. But how would the Americans respond? Would they buy the tea in the quantities that Parliament and the Crown believed they would, and thereby bail the East India Company out of its looming trouble? How, really, could the Americans refuse to buy it? In any case, no one would know the answer for several months. And during that time, a serious scandal would erupt in the Colonies, one that would dramatically increase the already grave mistrust and friction that already existed between England and her Colonies.

When the news of the Tea Act crossed the Atlantic, most were initially mystified by the details of it and what it might mean for them. Therefore, they did not immediately perceive it as the grave insult that they would by the end of the year, when the three tea-laden ships at last hove into sight. But during the months that the Americans were making sense of the Tea Act’s significance to them, something else was happening to greatly increase the tensions between the Mother Country and her Colonies. This had to do with a number of incendiary letters that fell into the wrong hands—and that were then put into far wronger hands by Benjamin Franklin—leading to all kinds of trouble. This would make the Americans’ response to the Tea Act more negative than ever.



Benjamin Franklin Creates a Scandal

By 1773, Benjamin Franklin had lived in London for almost two decades. He undoubtedly loved living there and saw himself as a living embodiment of that venerable link between the two British worlds separated by an ocean. He appeared to have no longing to return to his native land, despite—or perhaps because of—having a wife in Philadelphia. During his years in London, Franklin spent much effort working to ameliorate the waxing and waning—but now again increasingly waxing—tensions between England and her colonies. But in 1773, his efforts along these lines would backfire spectacularly, and a few months later drive him back across the ocean to make him as implacable an enemy of the Crown—and as vigorous a proponent of American Independence—as anyone. But not yet.

The great troubles began in June 1773, with the shocking publication in the Boston Gazette of a series of highly inflammatory private letters. 148They were written several years earlier by Thomas Hutchinson and Andrew Oliver, at the height of the Townshend Act crisis, and they exposed their authors’ shocking thoughts on how Parliament ought to handle the troubles in Boston at that time. That they were never meant for anything close to public consumption is an understatement. In one of the letters from January 1769, Hutchinson bluntly expressed his doubt “whether it is possible to project a system of government, in which a colony, three thousand miles distant, shall enjoy all the liberty of the parent state.” In other words, he openly entertained the notion that the Americans could be deprived of the liberties most of them thought their legal rights as British subjects. When most Americans read this in the Gazette, they were outraged. In another letter, Hutchinson wasn’t only open to this idea, but was advocating for it, actually asking Parliament to consider the “abridgment of what are called English liberties.” The howls of the Bostonians reading these words were such that they might almost have been heard across the ocean. Those who distrusted and despised Hutchinson and Oliver now had ample and unmistakable proof of their long-standing treachery. Their conspiracy to enslave the American colonists could no longer be in question.

In 1772 and 1773, Samuel Adams and the other Boston patriots had been fighting with Hutchinson over his proposal that England should pay British colonial officials directly—thereby making these officials beholden not to the colonials whom they were supposed to represent, but to their overlords in Parliament, which the colonists saw as yet another blow to American liberties. So it was now, in the midst of this bitter battle, that these letters were shown to the Boston leaders, who could not resist publishing them—in effect hoping to use them as a trump card against Hutchinson. Now everyone would see the villainous thinking of the man they had been dealing with in good faith all these years. So that June, the letters were published, fanning again into raging flames the fire that had been mostly banked in the three years since the Boston Massacre. And with the ammunition of these new letters, the Boston leaders wrote Parliament, boldly asking for the resignation of Governor Hutchinson.

When this information found its way to Benjamin Franklin, he was 149not at all happy. Up until now, he had been very hopeful about the prospects of a happy reconciliation between the two sides. He had even recently written to Thomas Cushing, Speaker of the Massachusetts Assembly. “With regard to the sentiments of the people in general here concerning America,” he said, “I must say that we have among them many friends and well-wishers. . . . There seems to be, even among the country gentlemen, a growing sense of our importance, a disapprobation of the harsh measures with which we have been treated, and a wish that some means might be found of perfect reconciliation.” And a month later—writing as a chiding friend to the British leaders—he published a satirical piece entitled “Rules by Which a Great Empire may be Reduced to a Small One.” In it he sarcastically recommended doing most of the things Great Britain was guilty of doing in the previous ten years. But he really believed there were enough men of reason on his side of the pond that he might help them to change the destructive course of things. But now with the publication of these incendiary letters—and the Boston patriots calling for Hutchinson’s resignation—the cause of reconciliation was dramatically set back.

But how had these radioactive letters come into the hands of the patriots in Boston? They were, after all, private letters, sent from Boston to London. And they had been written by Oliver and Hutchinson in 1768 and 1769. How was it that they had now—four and five years later—been suddenly plucked from obscure darkness and thrust into the glaring public light of day, such that everyone in America who could read might read them? How in the world had they found their way back across the ocean after all these years?

Strangely enough, it was all Benjamin Franklin’s doing. How he got them is unclear, but whatever derring-do the cunning Franklin employed in laying his hands on them was never for the purpose of inflaming the colonists against Britain—which was now happening—but for the very opposite purpose. Franklin thought that by sending these letters to Samuel Adams and John Hancock in Boston he would help them see that Parliament was not to blame for everything, and that it was only Hutchinson and Oliver who were the real troublemakers. He had only been trying to reduce the tension between the Boston leaders and 150Parliament. But now the best-laid plans of Franklin had backfired with spectacular unpleasantness.

Franklin had sent the letters to Thomas Cushing, giving Cushing the strictest instructions that they were not to be made public. Cushing should show them to a trusted handful of select persons, such as Samuel Adams and John Hancock. The letters must not be copied and must be guarded at all costs. But as Franklin now realized, the hotheads in Boston had not complied with his sober instructions. On the contrary, the master propagandist that was Samuel Adams thought he could leverage their contents to considerable effect, so he copied the letters and sent them to leaders throughout the colony. And then in June 1773, throwing caution to the winds, he arranged for Edes and Gill to publish the letters in the Gazette. No sooner had he done so than the word of Hutchinson’s naked treachery spread like wildfire throughout the colonies. He was burned in effigy in many cities and hailed as a fiend who bore comparison with the Emperor Nero and Judas Iscariot. But somehow the knowledge of Hutchinson and Oliver’s treachery didn’t focus the ire on them alone, as Franklin had naïvely hoped, but only seemed to galvanize everyone against Parliament the more. It was a fiasco. So when in this new and highly enflamed environment the news of the Tea Act reached the colonies, whatever chance there was that the colonists would take it well evaporated into the blue sky itself.



The Tax Act Was a Cynical Bribe

As we have said, Parliament thought it rather a clever scheme to persuade the Americans to swallow their high-flown principles about taxes and simply to buy the cheap tea that would soon be coming their way. The British elites were convinced the low price of the tea would expose the Americans as hypocrites, who always yammered on about their principles, but who in reality would now cast aside those principles, if the price was right. But what actually would happen now would reveal the great cultural divide between those in colonial leadership and the British cultural elites. Lord North and most in Parliament simply could not fathom that the Americans really had the principles they claimed. They had projected their own world-weary and cynical views onto the 151Americans. But as the British would soon see, many Americans really did have principles and convictions about their liberties, and about anything that cut against those liberties.

So as the months of 1773 passed—in the atmosphere exacerbated by the revelations of the purloined letters—the Americans began to see that the Tea Act was a cynical bribe, an underhanded effort by Parliament to lure them into betraying their principles. But in what was to happen, Parliament would soon see they were badly mistaken.



The Tea Makes Its Way to America

So it was into this environment—pregnant with offense and fury— that the several ships laden with East India Company tea set sail in the fall of 1773. One by one the London ships headed for New York and Philadelphia and Charleston and Annapolis and many other colonial harbors, including, of course, Boston. As far as Parliament was concerned, these ships were to be just the first in an endless parade of ships that over the next months and years would ferry the bargain basement tea to America, solving the grievous difficulties of the East India Company and its hand-wringing shareholders in Parliament.

But the treacherous information in the suddenly public letters, coupled with the colonists’ awakening to what it would mean for them to accept the offer of this shadily discounted tea, meant that as these ships slowly carried it o’er the swells of the great ocean, resistance to their arrival increased with each day. Throughout all of the Colonies, the chance that the Americans would accept any of this tea had dwindled to zero. In a large meeting in Philadelphia that October, the future signer of the Declaration, Dr. Benjamin Rush, said the approaching ships carried “the seeds of slavery,” after which the Philadelphians voted to declare anyone importing the tea “an enemy to his country.” In a letter, Abigail Adams echoed Rush’s thinking and denounced the British tea as “the weed of slavery.”

The Sons of Liberty knew that before any of the ships arrived with the tea, there was preemptive work to be done. The first order of business was to “persuade” any merchants who had been selected by the Crown to sell the tea in America to resign. As had happened with the Stamp 152Commissioners in 1765, that gruesome and cruel practice called “tarring and feathering” was typically threatened. And as in 1765, almost all of them did resign. So when the despised tea arrived, there would be no one to sell it. As if to underscore the corruption involved in the whole affair, the merchants the Crown had chosen for these lucrative gigs as tea merchants were those who had been the most loyal to the Crown, or most opposed to the aims of the Sons of Liberty. So the local ire against these figures could hardly have been greater. But as we have said, all of them were persuaded to resign before any of the tea arrived.

Except in Boston. Somehow here, where all the troubles had begun, the tea merchants—who nepotistically were the sons of Thomas Hutchinson himself—had refused to resign. This predictably only increased the fury of the Bostonians. When they called a town meeting around the issue, 5,000 people showed up, out of a total population of 16,000. A vote was taken—and it was unanimous, since who would dare to dissent?—to refuse to accept the tea whenever it arrived. A smaller group afterward led by Paul Revere vowed “their lives and fortunes” against receiving it. But what precisely would happen when the three ships headed for Boston finally arrived? What could the Bostonians have in mind about repulsing the “evil weed” from their inviolate shores? As the ships sailed toward them, Samuel Adams and the other Sons of Liberty began working on a few ideas.

The first of the three ships heading to Boston was the Dartmouth, which appeared on the horizon on November 28th, and blithely sailed into the hostile waters of Boston harbor. Two more, the Beaver and the Eleanor, would follow in the weeks ahead. But what would be the fate of the now-fabled 342 crates of tea in their holds?

One thing the Boston patriots knew: although they couldn’t stop the ships from arriving, they could stop the tea in their holds from being unloaded. So guards were stationed at Griffin’s Wharf to see that it was not. The twenty-three-year-old Henry Knox and his Boston Grenadiers were among those charged with this vitally important duty. Each day that the three ships sat there, the patriots pressured their captains to request the port clearance required for them to sail back to England with their execrable cargo. Each day that clearance was refused.
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The Destruction of the Tea

At some point, however, the Sons of Liberty realized Hutchinson had set a clever trap. There was a law that if in twenty days the duties were not paid on a cargo it could legally be seized by the government, taken ashore, and disposed of however they saw fit. In Boston harbor were a man-of-war and several frigates filled with sailors, and in nearby Castle William a regiment of British troops. After twenty days, the full force of them could be legally deployed by Hutchinson to ensure that the tea was unloaded. Since the day the Dartmouth had landed, the clock had been ticking. So on the morning of December 16th—when at midnight the legal deadline would be passed—the Sons of Liberty called a meeting at the Old South Church. It is a measure of the feelings on this subject in Boston that between five thousand and seven thousand souls attended. The meeting’s leaders implored the ship’s captain to visit Governor Hutchinson at his home and personally request clearance for the ship to sail away. So the captain traveled the seven miles to Hutchinson’s home in Milton. But Hutchinson refused. By the time the captain returned to the Old South Meetinghouse it was four o’clock in the afternoon, and nearly dark. But anticipating Hutchinson’s answer, the Sons of Liberty had been formulating a rather crisply detailed plan and would now put it into action.

[image: Several people stand or move near a large sailing ship docked at a pier. Some appear to be boarding while others watch. Buildings and distant mountains can be seen in the background, suggesting an earlier era.]
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According to one account, on hearing the captain’s news, Samuel Adams threw up his hands and declared loudly to the assembly: “I do not see what more Bostonians can do to save their country!” This sentence seemed to be a pre-arranged signal. A loud Mohawk-style war whoop suddenly erupted from the large gallery of the church. A similar whoop answered from the church’s doorway, where suddenly some fifty men stood, accoutered in old blankets, their faces stained with paint or coal dust. Most carried hatchets, clubs, and axes. They now left the church to file in two orderly columns toward Griffin’s Wharf. On their way, they were joined by another contingent of forty or so men, similarly attired.

At the dock, the men divided into three groups, boarded the ships, and demanded the keys to the cargo holds. Throughout the entire affair, however, we have the unmistakable impression not of some unruly mob, but of men with dispatch executing a carefully predetermined plan. Some descended into the holds, wherefrom they hoisted the heavy crates to the deck, with block and tackle—since the chests each weighed roughly 270 pounds—while those on deck with their hatchets broke the 342 crates open and then emptied the 92,000 pounds of Ceylon and Darjeeling tea—worth precisely 9,659 British pounds and six shillings—into the waters of the moonlit harbor. Thousands watched the giddy spectacle from the docks, and in three hours it was over. The participants had taken especial pains not to damage anything besides the tea, and in one case even took the trouble to replace a lock inadvertently broken. Anyone caught trying to steal any of the tea for himself was seriously punished.

[image: Portrait of an elderly man with a bald head, prominent sideburns, and a stern expression. He wears a dark coat over a high-collared shirt. The image has grainy texture and appears aged, emphasizing facial features and clothing details.]

1842 photo of Samuel Sprague (1753–1844)


One participant recalled “a tall, aged man who wore a large cocked hat and white wig, which was fashionable at that time,” who dared to slip some tea into his pocket, but “being detected, they seized him, and, taking his hat and wig from his head threw them, together with the tea, of 155which they had emptied his pockets, into the water. In consideration of his advanced age, he was permitted to escape, with now and then a slight kick.”

But who precisely had organized this outrageous event with its strict rules? And who had taken part? There can be little doubt that Samuel Adams—with his signature talent for such things—was the mastermind. But we can never know for sure, since there was an absolutely strict insistence on anonymity, as those involved knew they could get in very serious legal trouble for what they were doing.

It was not until many decades later that a few participants felt safe in admitting their participation. It is astonishing that we have the photograph of one of them:* Samuel Sprague was born in 1753 and was on the historic night just a week shy of his twentieth birthday. “That evening,” he recalled, “while on my way to visit the young woman I afterwards married, I met some lads hurrying along towards Griffin’s Wharf, who told me there was something going on there. I joined them, and on reaching the wharf found the Indians busy with the tea chests. Wishing to have my share in the fun, I looked about for the means of disguising myself. Spying a low building, with a stove-pipe by way of chimney, I climbed the roof and obtained a quantity of soot, with which I blackened my face. Joining the party, I recognized among them Mr. Etheredge, my master.** We worked together, but neither of us ever afterwards alluded to each other’s share in the proceedings.” That Sprague and Etheredge recognized each other but never dared mention it, even privately, tells us how seriously the operation’s secrecy was taken.

The memorable idea of all participants disguising themselves as Mohawk Indians had something to do with the general order concerning anonymity, but was more likely calculated to send the sharp message that the identity of those involved as Americans now eclipsed their identity as 156British subjects. This marked a clear departure from their previous genial and submissive posture as faithful British subjects, and therefore itself was designed to be a dramatic statement and an explicit break from the past, signaling that there would thenceforth be no chance of going back. In many ways it was the first acknowledgment—albeit cleverly coded—of the idea of American independence. Samuel Adams and those who had planned this were essentially saying they had had enough, and in dumping the tea had deliberately burned their bridges and boats both.

The next day, John Adams, whose penchant for independence had been clear for some time, wrote glowingly of what had transpired. It had not been a violent mob, but an unmistakable act of protest, powerful and yet orderly. We cannot help but assume Samuel Adams and John Hancock and Joseph Warren and Paul Revere and a handful of others were behind it. John Adams felt that the event had somehow changed things forever. “There is a dignity, a majesty, a sublimity, in this last effort of the patriots that I greatly admire,” he wrote. “This destruction of the tea is so bold, so dark, so firm, intrepid and inflexible, and it must have important consequences, and so lasting that I cannot but consider it as an epocha in history.” And of course he was quite right. John Hancock too felt that it signaled a change, and that the wild news of it throughout the Colonies did much to unite them in the feelings against England. But George Washington down in Virginia was not as exuberant. He agreed that Boston’s cause was “the cause of America,” but felt the need to add a caveat, saying: “not that we approve their conduct in destroying the Tea.” The shocking news of “the destruction of the tea”—intended above all to send a message to Parliament—did not reach London until the third week of January in the new year, 1774. To prepare us for how it was received, we must revisit the case of the purloined letters.



The Purloined Letters

As we have said, the private letters made public in the pages of the Gazette in the summer of 1773 were written by Governor Hutchinson and Andrew Oliver and caused great outrage in the Colonies. The man to whom they were written was Thomas Whately, a powerful figure in British politics. So when in the fall of 1773 the news reached England 157that these letters—written by two of His Majesty’s royal servants to another of His Majesty’s royal servants—had been shared with the Massachusetts rabble, the fury was great. How had this happened? No one knew. Whately had inconveniently taken his thoughts on this question to the grave eighteen months earlier. Who then had stolen the letters? Whately’s brother William was convinced that he knew and promptly accused an American living in London of the base thievery. But the man accused, John Temple, vigorously pled his innocence, to the point of challenging his accuser to a duel with both pistols and swords, which they fought awkwardly and inconclusively in Hyde Park. As neither was grievously wounded, another duel was scheduled.4 It was at this point—hoping to spare the lives of the duelists—that Benjamin Franklin decided to lay his shocking cards on the table.

On Christmas Day, he published a statement in a London newspaper. “I alone,” he confessed, “am the person who obtained and transmitted to Boston the letters in question.” But Franklin was not apologizing. Quite the contrary. “These letters,” he explained, “though not official, [were nonetheless] related wholly to public affairs . . . and were intended to affect public measures. They were filled with representations, in regard to the state of things in the colonies, as contrary to the truth, as they were insidious in their design. The discontents and commotions were ascribed to a factious spirit among the people, stirred up by a few intriguing leaders; and it was intimated, that this spirit would be subdued, and submission to the acts of Parliament would be attained, by the presence of a military force, and by persevering in the coercive measures already begun.”

In other words, Franklin really did feel that Hutchinson and Oliver in these letters had advised Parliament very poorly and had significantly exacerbated the troubles between England and her Colonies by advising them to send troops, which they did, and which eventually led to the horror of the Boston Massacre nine months earlier. Franklin would often—and was now especially—putting himself in the position of peacemaker. He believed it was possible reasonably to work out these differences, and obviously hoped that by now falling on his sword in this admission he would ameliorate the tensions. He had never been more mistaken.

Franklin would for the first time now see the dark and ungovernable 158ugliness of the situation and would see that his faith in the players on his side of the Atlantic was mostly misplaced. More personally, he would learn that even he—the caressed darling of European elites for his innumerable contributions to science and learning—was not always so to be regarded, at least not among the British cognoscenti, whose animus toward the Colonies, and toward him as their representative, was now made painfully clear. The tide in England was now stronger than ever against the Colonies, and suddenly the man who thought himself able to observe these currents impartially* found himself indecorously and sacrificially cast overboard like Jonah, and was now struggling against that whelming tide, far from the friendly shores of home.

One aspect that made the story of the purloined letters fodder for gossip and scandal was the embarrassing fact that Franklin was the postmaster for the United States. The hypocrisy of it all! A few days after his confession, a London newspaper published the following doggerel, addressed “To D__R F__N”:

Thou base ungrateful cunning upstart thing!

False to thy country first, then to thy King

To gain thy selfish and ambitious ends

Betraying secret letters writ to friends

May no more letters through thy hands be past,

But may thy last year’s office be thy last!

Even now, though, Franklin still naïvely hoped all might be well. After all, if the man who was something like the living Apotheosis of the Enlightenment could not bring Reason to the situation, who could?
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Franklin was scheduled to appear before the King’s Privy Council in mid-January to argue for Hutchinson’s resignation, and believed he would have the opportunity to do so at that time. When he arrived on the scheduled day, however, he realized that the mood was less that the Americans should put England in the dock for how she—with Hutchinson’s help—had bungled things with the Colonies, and more that he should himself be put in the dock for how he had inexcusably put private letters into the hands of colonial trouble-makers. It was a rude awakening. He realized that he might now need the services of a lawyer or two and asked for three weeks to prepare. The new hearing was scheduled for January 29th.



News of the Tea’s Destruction Reaches England

In the meantime, however, something would happen to make things even worse. This was because on January 19th, the staggering news of the wanton destruction of the tea—carried aboard one of John Hancock’s ships, the Hayley—reached Dover, England. It carried Boston newspapers with accounts of the event, which were reprinted in London newspapers on January 22nd. Nearly everyone was shocked to read them. And then horrified. But then almost everyone in the British government seemed to arrive at a feeling of red-faced rage that their years of patience and graciousness toward the Colonies had been rudely thrown back in their faces. They felt that this ingratitude deserved an answer. And Benjamin Franklin would now be the scapegoat who would bear the full brunt of that answer. King George III was especially offended. His royal wrath would wax greatly, such that he would cause the heat of the proverbial furnace into which Franklin would soon be cast to be increased seven times, as the old Babylonian story goes. For anyone inclined to see England’s relationship with the Colonies as one in which the latter played the role of especially ill-behaved children, this may be regarded as that moment when parental belts are removed. And so it was now—just days after the overwhelming waves of this news and emotion broke over England—that Benjamin Franklin was again to appear before the King’s Privy Council.




	*  The idea that we can look upon the face of a man who participated in this epochal event seems almost impossible to comprehend, but photographs became possible in the early 1840s, when Sprague was in his late eighties. He died in 1844. A number of photographs exist of people from the Revolutionary era, including one of the fourth first lady, Dolley Madison.

	**  Sprague was apprenticed to a mason.

	*  In 1768—as postmaster general of the Colonies—Franklin had taken a personal interest in the literal currents of the Atlantic Ocean after learning that English mail packets traveling to America often took two weeks longer than those moving in the easterly direction. He asked his cousin, Thomas Folger, formerly a Nantucket whaling captain, about it. Folger explained that he and other whalers knew of what we now call the Gulf Stream, and took advantage of it, but British captains with whom they shared this information nonetheless obstinately ignored it. Franklin in 1769 published a map showing what we now call the Gulf Stream, with the intention of helping the British captains, but most of them still ignored it. Franklin in crossing the ocean himself in 1775 made his own measurements and later shared the information with the French, to aid their navy in aiding America in the war.
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Chapter Fourteen Franklin Enters the Cockpit


TEn Years Before Having her decapitated, King Henry VIII longed to wed Anne Boleyn. So in the year 1527, he sought to have his marriage to the forty-two-year-old Catherine of Aragon annulled, so that he might legally bed the fetching twenty-five-year-old. Correctly guessing that the Pope would not enthusiastically leap to arrange this, the willful ginger tyrant besought the help of his fixer, Cardinal Wolsey, who had enjoyed the king’s confidence for many years, and who lived in the great luxury such royal favor usually brought. But when Wolsey failed to carry this ball over the line with the Pope, Henry peevishly stripped him of his government titles, and of his properties, which included the fabulously appointed York Palace—later called Whitehall—where Wolsey lived. Once Wolsey had decamped, Henry himself moved in, and with an eye toward freshening things up in his own sporty image had a number of “pleasure buildings” constructed nearby. There was a tennis court, a bowling alley, and a tilt-yard, for jousting. A fourth building was dedicated to cockfighting. When in the next century interest in this bloodsport waned, Charles I charged the architectural pioneer Inigo Jones with turning it into a theater, although it would nonetheless forever after be referred to as “the Royal Cockpit,” or “the Cockpit in Court.” But in the eighteenth century, it became the chamber for the king’s Privy Council, and so it was to this iteration of the building that Benjamin Franklin was summoned 161to appear on January 29th, 1774. When we consider what took place there that day, we must be forgiven for recalling its former uses as a theater, and as a pit in which unfortunate combatants were torn to bloody shreds for the purposes of cathartic entertainment.

So on January 29th, Franklin for the second time that month entered the Privy Council chamber, doubtless with some inkling of what unpleasantness lay in store. It had been bruited about in the highest circles of influence that the esteemed American was to get the dressing down of a lifetime, and that inasmuch as he was thought to be the embodiment of America, the golden rays of the Crown’s fury would be focused on his person as through a lens. Franklin did not wittily appear in a costume of asbestos, but came attired especially respectfully, wearing an old-fashioned “full-bottomed” wig, whose tresses fell to his shoulders, and one of his best suits, made of blue spotted Manchester velvet. There was an unmistakable sobriety to his demeanor.

[image: A historical painting shows several men in eighteenth-century attire gathered indoors; some are seated, others stand, while one addresses another. The scene includes onlookers observing from a balcony above.]

Franklin in the Cockpit, 1774.
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Because of the rumors, everyone in power had done everything possible to wangle a coveted seat. There had never before been so many in attendance, with many even willing to stand for the privilege of witnessing what they believed would occur. Thirty-six lords in their finery sat at a tremendously long table. The Archbishop of Canterbury was there, as was Lord Hillsborough, likely more eager than most for what he hoped would take place. The quack philosopher Jeremy Bentham was there too. At one end of the august chamber there was a fireplace, and through the windows one could see St. James’s Palace, the residence of the king himself. Even if Franklin had doubts about what was in store, the unprecedented crush of the crowd would have betrayed to him the truth of the rumors that many had indeed come for what they anticipated as something like a public hanging. There were some friendly faces, though: Edmund Burke was there, as was the scientist Joseph Priestley, a personal friend of Franklin’s.

Franklin’s lawyers first spoke on the behalf of the Massachusetts petition to remove Hutchinson, the ostensible reason for the Privy Council’s meeting. But everyone already knew this petition was not to be taken at all seriously, since the honor of the government’s reply had been awarded to a dedicatedly unpleasant Scot named Alexander Wedderburn, about whom many terrible things were said, and many more thought. There was no escaping the impression that King George in this spectacle wished to make as unmistakable a point about his feelings as the Boston patriots had wished to make in their destruction of the tea. In other words, he had had enough of the Colonies’ nattering protests. The ghastly escapade with the tea had slammed shut the door to retreat. So now to properly kick off the historically great fit of pique he would successfully sustain against the Colonies for the next decade, the king had peevishly selected Wedderburn as solicitor general, and had tasked him with viciously and publicly humiliating the Colonies in the person of their loathsome representative, Benjamin Franklin, whom the king and others by now suspected was not merely their representative, but was indeed the secret mastermind behind all their intolerable actions.

The king had himself once remarked in a letter to Lord North on “the duplicity that often appears in [Wedderburn’s] political deportment.” But Wedderburn’s established lack of principles could now serve the king’s lack of principles, and why shouldn’t they? Prime Minister North, who also had a hand in choosing Wedderburn, cynically admitted that the man possessed “the gift of an accommodating conscience.” Someone else said there was something about Wedderburn “which even treachery cannot trust.” It was telling that King George’s government had now chosen to represent them someone they owned lacked principles, and for whom they themselves had no respect. It was as though the concussive shock of the Boston Tea Party had finally broken whatever moral compass they still possessed, so that they would now openly and officially renounce even the pretense of moral high ground and would henceforth do what they did simply because they could, because they had the power to do it. At this juncture in history, the British Crown and Parliament had far more power than anyone on the globe, and the temptation to use it could hardly have been greater. It was as if now in siccing Wedderburn on Franklin they were publicly announcing their turn away from debating the proper limits of their power. The luxury of that was suddenly in the quaint past. To anyone daring to question their authority, they would today and henceforth answer with a delightfully wicked show of force. And today it would begin with a bang, when they aimed their hired Scottish gun in the direction of Benjamin Franklin and opened fire.
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[image: Sketch of a judge seated in an ornate chair, wearing judicial robes and a large, curled wig. Decorative objects such as vases and intricate patterns are visible in the background.]

Alexander Wedderburn (1733–1805)


So once Franklin’s lawyers had finished, it was Wedderburn’s turn, and he commenced his attack from an altitude of highest dudgeon. He scorned the very notion that the people of Massachusetts could ever question the integrity of Thomas Hutchinson, the king’s most faithful servant. Some in attendance recalled that his tone in pronouncing the word 164“people” sneered at the very idea that they should have anything to say about anything. But then like a weathervane, he swung sharply away from his contempt for the Massachusetts masses to suggest that these loyal subjects of the king were being misled by a tiny cabal of power-hungry rebels, which in turn was being led by the most power-hungry rebel of them all, the Yankee miscreant standing just there before you in blue velvet. So just as Franklin had hoped by releasing the letters to convince the people of Massachusetts that it was not all of Parliament who were guilty of the policies toward them—and that it was a cabal of Hutchinson and Oliver—now Wedderburn was making the case that it was not the “people” who wished to remove Hutchinson, but Benjamin Franklin himself.

But Wedderburn had only just begun, becoming more and more viciously personal, denouncing the celebrated genius as a low thief, accusing him of having basely stooped to bribery to obtain the letters. To the chortling delight of those in attendance, Wedderburn ridiculed Franklin as someone who—famous for his experiments in electricity—was the “prime conductor” of the conspiracy against Hutchinson. Then he made mock of Franklin’s exalted position as postmaster general over the Colonies. “Private correspondence has hitherto been held sacred,” Wedderburn fumed. “He has forfeited all the respect of societies and of men. . . . He will henceforth call it a libel to be called a man of letters.” Touche. The well-crafted jibes and japes—and much of Wedderburn’s unshirted harangue—were well calculated to elicit snorting laughter from the assembly, and succeeded. And as Franklin in this darkest hour saw the willingness of many of these men whom he had known and respected to revel in this spectacle, as though besmearing themselves with the gore of a bull-baiting, Franklin’s once buoyant hope that he might broker peace between Great Britain and America drained away, never to return.

Edmund Burke was embarrassed for his country, and a year later memorably summed up what he had witnessed in a speech before the House of Commons: “A great empire and small minds go ill together.” But through all the bilious proceedings, the man who twenty-two years earlier had teased lightning from the heavens bore himself with what many saw as astonishing dignity, standing erect and remarkably motionless, not 165betraying the slightest emotion, thereby denying his detractors any scintilla of satisfaction. When Wedderburn called Franklin himself as a witness, Franklin through his lawyers pointedly declined: nor would he answer his accusers. For years to come, Franklin’s vivid memory of this would fuel his efforts for revenge. There is a story that on the way out of the chamber he took the Scotch imp by the elbow, saying, “I will make your master a little king for this.” Whether apocryphal or not, Franklin would in time do precisely that. The era of brokering peace with his once beloved England was decidedly at an end.

But the very next day came a further—and worrisome—humiliation: a letter from his old friend Francis Dashwood—now styled Lord Le Despencer*—informed him that he had been removed from his position as colonial postmaster. Suddenly fearing arrest, Franklin skipped upriver with a trunk of vital papers to a friend’s home in Chelsea. But after a while he felt safe to return to Craven Street, and resume receiving visitors. He would still remain in London another year, returning to Philadelphia a month before the Battles at Lexington and Concord. But after the debacle in the Cockpit, he had set his heart like flint for home.




	*  Franklin had socialized with Dashwood, founder of the previously mentioned “Hellfire Club,” where John Wilkes had made a permanent enemy of Lord Sandwich by humiliating him with a baboon dressed as the devil.
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Chapter Fifteen The Intolerable Acts


And let us play the man for our God, and for the cities of our God, whilst we are using the means in our power, let us humbly commit our righteous cause to the great Lord of the Universe . . . let us joyfully leave our concerns in the hands of Him who raises up and puts down the empires and kingdoms of the earth as He pleases.

—John Hancock

BAck in the Colonies, everyone was waiting for news about how the destruction of the tea had been received across the ocean. And on March 6th—before anyone had heard of Franklin’s humiliation in the Cockpit—Boston commemorated the fourth anniversary of the Boston Massacre. John Hancock was the speaker and said he had “confidence that the present noble struggle for liberty will terminate gloriously for America.” It is extraordinary that more than a year before war broke out, and two years before the Americans declared independence, Hancock could be so hopeful. “And let us play the man* for our God, and for the cities of our God,” Hancock continued, “whilst we are using the means in 167our power, let us humbly commit our righteous cause to the great Lord of the Universe . . . let us joyfully leave our concerns in the hands of Him who raises up and puts down the empires and kingdoms of the earth as He pleases.”

It would still be some time before the Americans heard of the British response to the tea’s destruction, but when they did, they would see that the message they wished to send had indeed been loud and clear. But the effect it had would not move things in the direction they had hoped. Quite to the contrary. King George III was so insuperably outraged that he now demanded Parliament punish the Americans without mercy. Indeed, there was little dissent in England that the only response to what had been done required the harshest measures possible. The general idea was that if Boston were brutally punished it would serve as a thunderous warning to the rest of Massachusetts, and to the other twelve Colonies, in case anyone else was foolishly inclined to do anything similar. But there were a few British leaders who wisely worried this approach could have the opposite result. One of these was the new secretary of state for the Colonies—William Legge, Lord Dartmouth—who had replaced Lord Hillsborough in 1772.

[image: Engraved portrait of the Earl of Dartmouth wearing formal eighteenth-century clothing, shown within an oval frame topped by a ribbon, with the text “The Rt. Honble Earl of DARTMOUTH” beneath the image.]
Dartmouth was the extremely rare figure of prominence in England whom we would today describe as an evangelical, and who at the time would have been described as a “Methodist,” which was the pejorative appellation given to those who followed the evangelical teachings of John and Charles Wesley and George Whitefield. Because of his establishment bona fides, however, he was sometimes able to bridge the gap between the Anglican establishment and the Methodists. He had been the one who had recommended the former-slave-trade-captain-turned-evangelical John Newton for the curacy of Olney parish in 1764 and through him was friends with the poet 168William Cowper. Dartmouth also funded efforts to bring the Christian faith to the Native Americans of New England, and it was for this reason that Dartmouth College was named for him. But in the pronouncedly dissolute climate of Georgian England, such figures were very much the exception.

But it was now Dartmouth who wisely suggested a way forward. Could not the leaders who had overseen “the destruction of the tea” be singled out for punishment? Many in London—now and in the years ahead—were convinced it was a small cabal overseeing all the trouble anyway. To this end, Dartmouth sought a ruling from Wedderburn and from Attorney General Edward Thurlow that the leaders in Boston had committed treason. All that was needed to bring the leaders to trial was evidence from witnesses. But the canny Boston leaders—Samuel Adams and John Hancock principal among them—had hidden themselves so well that such evidence could not be found.


The Coercive or “Intolerable” Acts

So on March 14th, Lord North proposed another idea, as harsh as could be imagined, and four days later brought it to Parliament. It 169would be called the Boston Port Bill, being the first of four laws which Parliament called “the Coercive Acts,” since they were explicitly designed to punish the citizens of Boston and brutally coerce them into full compliance with the Crown, beginning with paying the nearly ten-thousand-pound-cost for the destruction of the East India Company’s tea, although that was certainly the least of it.

[image: Several men in eighteenth-century attire stand around a seated woman who appears distressed; one man holds her head while forcing something into her mouth. Others watch or restrain her. A caption is printed below the scene.]

Cartoon commentary on the “Intolerable Acts.”


The Crown and many members of Parliament felt the time had come for an unapologetically merciless crackdown on Boston. There were of course some dissenting voices, just as there would be throughout the coming war. Edmund Burke’s was one. He didn’t mince words, sternly warning Parliament that “[you might soon find yourselves] wading up to your eyes in blood.” But the mood was decidedly against hearing such things. So Parliament would now with overwhelming majorities pass these four laws, which the Americans quickly dubbed “The Intolerable Acts.” The idea was to so crush the rebellious Bostonians into submission that it would isolate them from everyone else in Massachusetts and the rest of the Colonies. But Parliament’s bold gambit would do just the opposite.

The first of the “Coercive Acts” was the Boston Port Act, which meant that the Royal Navy would blockade Boston Harbor, having the effect of a military siege. It would cut the Bostonians off from any source of income via trade, and far more severely would cut them off from most of their food supply. It was certainly intended to be severe and crippling. Next was the Massachusetts Government Act, which in some ways was more shocking than any of them, as it instantly severed the colony’s citizens from the representational self-government they had enjoyed for nearly 150 years. It peremptorily canceled Massachusetts’s 1691 charter, giving the Crown what was essentially total authority over Massachusetts citizenry. The third was the Act for Impartial Administration of Justice, which enabled the Crown to hale anyone clean across the Atlantic for a trial in London, which would almost certainly guarantee results unfavorable to that person. This flew in the face of the hoary judicial principle of a fair trial by one’s peers, dating back to Magna Carta. In a rare early instance of the famously self-controlled George Washington allowing a glimpse of his great passions, he called it “the Murder Act,” knowing that it effectively gave Great Britain the ability to get away with murder, and not merely 170figuratively. The final of the four was the Quartering Act, which allowed the Crown to house soldiers almost anywhere they pleased, and even obliged the Americans to pay for their lodging. Of course, with the news being carried by sailing ships, it was not until early May that the Americans learned of these measures. It was all a genuine shock. On June 1st, the blockade of Boston Harbor would begin. In no time, the Royal Navy’s ships, with their powerful guns, would arrive.



Unity Comes to the Colonies

The sum of these actions was calculated to annihilate the nascent rebellion once and for all. Part of the Crown’s calculation was that these ruthless actions would make an example of Boston, showing what would befall any other Massachusetts towns that dared to follow their rebellious lead. But it was also meant as an enticement. Those towns willing to reject Boston’s lead might gain the trade that Boston had lost and improve their own situations. These acts were further intended to isolate Massachusetts from the other colonies, lest any of them dare to stand with them. But as had happened before, and as would happen again, whatever the British Crown did seemed to backfire spectacularly. So now, instead of pushing the other towns and Colonies away from Boston and Massachusetts, these actions caused everyone to come to their aid, and began bringing a unity among the Colonies that never before existed.

Most close to hand, the towns surrounding Boston rose up to help in any way that they could. “We must be lost to all feelings of humanity,” they said, “could we indulge one thought to raise our fortunes on the ruin of our suffering neighbors.” And when the Committees of Correspondence by post riders brought word of what had happened to the other Colonies down the Atlantic seaboard, they each quickly and clearly cast their lot with their brethren in Massachusetts Bay. In Philadelphia on June 1st—the day the blockade of Boston was to take effect—windows were shuttered from dawn till dusk, flags were set at half-mast, and the mournful dirge of muffled church bells was heard, marking the occasion of a funeral or some other deeply grave occasion. Six hundred miles south in Williamsburg, the Virginia Assembly declared that Boston was enduring 171a “military invasion.” Actually, those were George Washington’s words. It was now that one saw an irrevocable shift in Washington. In a letter to a friend, he called the acts “repugnant to every principle of natural justice.”

The Burgesses set June 1st as “a Day of Fasting, Humiliation, and Prayer, devoutly to impose the divine Interposition for averting the heavy Calamity, which threatens Destruction of our civil Rights, and the Evils of a Civil War.” Washington wrote to a friend, “We must assert our rights or submit to every imposition that can be heaped upon us, till custom and use shall make us tame and abject slaves . . .” and said that what the British had enacted upon Boston was “an unexampled testimony of the most despotic system of tyranny that was ever practiced by a free government.”

When word of the blockade reached South Carolina, the colony shipped two hundred barrels of rice north, with another eight hundred to follow. The citizens of Wilmington, North Carolina, sent money, in the extraordinarily generous amount of two thousand pounds. By way of pointed cultural contrast, the British historian George Trevelyan noted that that same staggering amount was spent for a single evening’s entertainment at Boodle’s, one of London’s most fashionable clubs. From nearby Connecticut the help came most quickly, in the form of sheep. One town drove 258 of them all the way up to Boston to feed their fellow patriots. Another drove 290.

And Israel Putnam, the celebrated veteran of the French and Indian War, from his hometown of Pomfret, Connecticut, personally drove 150 sheep to Boston, where, after having delivered his bleating ovine cargo, “Old Put” paid a visit to some of the British officers he had fought side by side with two decades earlier. They had always liked him and knew how much he loved a fight, jokingly suggesting he was there because he had sniffed gunpowder in the air, and saying he could have his fill of it soon enough, if he wished, because twenty heavily armed “ships of the line” were on their way from England, with as many regiments of soldiers. But the old patriot immediately let them know where he would now stand. “If they come,” he said, “I am prepared to treat them as enemies.” And soon enough, he would.
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A Continental Congress Is Called

The Massachusetts Assembly gathered in Salem and on June 17th took what we may well see as the first clear step toward what in twenty-four months would become a new nation: they resolved to call a Congress of all the colonies in Philadelphia. But there was no time to lose. Letters must be sent to the assemblies of all the far-flung Colonies. Georgia was over a thousand miles away, so simply sending these invitations would take time, and then each colonial assembly would have to decide whether to take the bold step to send delegates to Philadelphia—and would then have to send those delegates to Philadelphia. In order to accommodate all of this, the date for the Congress was set for September 5th. The Massachusetts Assembly chose John Adams, his cousin Samuel Adams, and Thomas Cushing as the delegates they would send to Philadelphia, but had no idea how many of the other assemblies would send delegates. They would only know when they arrived.

The Boston delegation would leave August 10th. In the meantime, John Adams visited a friend in what is today Portland, Maine. While there he asked a woman, “Madam, is it lawful for a weary traveller to refresh himself with a dish of tea provided it has been honestly smuggled, or paid no duties”? She replied firmly: “No sir, we have renounced all tea in this place. I can’t make tea, but I’ll make you coffee.” Writing to Abigail, he said, “Accordingly I have drank [sic] coffee every afternoon since, and have borne it very well. Tea must be universally renounced. I must be weaned, and the sooner, the better.”




	*  The phrase “let us play the man” is an allusion to when in Oxford, England, in 1555, Bishop Hugh Latimer—about to be burned at the stake for his religious views, contrary to the British government’s at that time—urged his fellow martyr to be of good cheer and face his death bravely. That this would have been understood by everyone underscores the deeply religious culture of America at this time.
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Chapter Sixteen The First Continental Congress


I am not a Virginian, but an American!

—Patrick Henry

SO On August 10th, the delegation from the place that had caused all the trouble began the arduous three-hundred-mile trip south. John Adams, his cousin Samuel—indisputably the principal director of the decade of events leading to this point—and Thomas Cushing would ride together the entire way, in a cramped coach that jounced along the roads. Two and a half centuries later we easily apprehend the significance of it as no mere journey, but as a daring and historic procession into an unknown future. But somehow those who were alive at the time seemed to sense this too. All along the way, Adams was bowled over at the grand receptions they received. Word of their journey raced ahead of them, so that when their coach passed through many of the towns, gay throngs lined the roadways just to catch a glimpse of these men as church bells were rung and cannons fired to mark the occasion. Adams said it all put him in mind of “a coronation.” If ever he had doubts whether the people between Boston and Philadelphia stood with him and his fellow delegates, they would vanish on this journey.

When Adams and his fellows finally arrived in New York, they were 174obliged to stay for six days as the leading citizens feted them like heroes, showing them every sight, including the fabulous equestrian statue of King George III commissioned in 1766 when the Stamp Act was repealed, when the monarch was seen as a friend and protector of their liberties. It was delivered and then erected in 1770 on a high marble pedestal situated, Adams says, on “a beautiful Elipsis of Land railed in with solid iron,” describing the statue itself as “very large, of solid lead, gilded of gold.” Surely no one could never have dreamt that two years hence it would be torn down—and melted into musket balls to be fired against the monarch’s own troops.

On August 22nd, the men rode three miles north of the city to breakfast in a magnificent villa overlooking the Hudson. “A more elegant breakfast I never saw,” Adams wrote in his diary. It featured “a very large silver coffee pot, a very large silver tea pot, napkins of the finest materials, plates full of choice fruits, and toast and bread-and-butter in great perfection. . . . After breakfast, a plate of beautifull Peaches, another of Pairs and another of Plumbs and a Muskmellen were placed on the Table.” But the Boston Puritan was somewhat taken aback by it all. Despite all “the opulence and splendor” he thought there was “very little good breeding to be found” and in his diary wrote that he had “not seen one real gentleman,” since he had arrived. There “is no modesty . . .” he said, “no attention to one another. They talk very loud, very fast and all together. If they ask you a question, before you can utter three words of your answer they will break out upon you again and talk away.” Some of it can be put down to mere cultural differences, but surely the man who felt that the puritanical culture of Boston was what made them the staunchest enemies of British tyranny must have wondered whether the citizens of New York would stand with them if a real crisis were to come.


Arrival in Philadelphia

And yet even New York could not compare with Philadelphia. If there existed an American city in which aping the luxuries of London were done to a turn, this was it, and Adams wriggled his puritanical nose at some of the excesses. “Everything which could delight the eye or allure the taste,” he reported. “Curds and creams, jellies, sweetmeats of various 175sorts, twenty sorts of tarts, fools, trifles, floating island, and whipped sillabubs.” He would have been well acquainted with the injunction from Proverbs 23, cautioning against gluttonous luxury. “Put a knife to thy throat,” it warned, “if thou be a man given to appetite.”

But this was no time to focus on what divided the cultures of the thirteen Colonies. It was a time for unity, if such could be found. Adams and his delegation arrived on August 29th, with the official proceedings to begin September 5th. Delegates arrived every day, with fifty-five in all agreed to come, from twelve Colonies. Only Georgia declined, since they were just then having serious trouble with Cherokee Indians and felt the need of British troops.

Most of the delegates—including George Washington and New York’s John Jay—had never met each other and spent the few days before everything began dining and taking in the sights, including a tour of the hospital and then “in the lower rooms, under ground, the Cells of the Lunaticks” where Adams was stunned to see a man he had once represented, “whom I once saved . . . from being whipped . . . for horse stealing.” Each of them must have been taking the measure of the others during this period, and Adams’s diary is filled with odd but keen observations of the men with whom he would be forever linked in history. He calls Delaware’s Caesar Rodney “the oddest looking man in the world. He is tall—thin and slender as a reed—pale—his face is not bigger than a large apple.” On the upside: “Yet there is sense and fire, spirit, wit and humour in his countenance.” Pennsylvania’s John Dickinson—who had written the famous Letters from a Farmer in response to the Townshend Acts—he calls “a shadow—tall, but slender as a reed—pale as ashes. One would think at first sight that he could not live a month.” And then completely reverses himself: “Yet upon a more attentive inspection, he looks as if the springs of life were strong enough to last many years.” Connecticut’s Eliphalet Dyer and Roger Sherman “speak often and long, but very heavily and clumsily.” The Rutledge brothers of South Carolina fare less well. The elder Rutledge’s “appearance is not very promising. There is no keenness in his eye. No depth in his countenance. Nothing of the profound, sagacious, brilliant, or sparkling in his first appearance.” Ned, the younger brother, is “a perfect Bob o’ Lincoln—a Swallow—a Sparrow—a 176Peacock—excessively vain, excessively weak, and excessively variable and unsteady—jejune, inane, and puerile.”
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On September 5th, they at last gathered officially in the recently built Carpenter’s Hall. Their chief goal was to convince Parliament to rescind the Coercive—or Intolerable—Acts crushing Boston. But there must have been a sense that something much larger was at work, for here were delegates from twelve of the thirteen Colonies gathered in a way that was unprecedented and historic. And perhaps treasonous. And yet their differences were serious, too. There was a suspicion of the Massachusetts delegates as being too radical, too much inclined to taking up arms, and too much inclined toward declaring independence. John Adams was aware of this, and since everyone was gathered precisely because of the Coercive Acts against Boston, he advised his firebrand cousin Samuel to remain as mum as possible.

When on that first day when they took the roll of who was there for the inaugural meeting—since there were still some not yet arrived—they realized that precisely forty-five delegates were present. Everyone was amazed. That number was still very much thought of as symbolically significant of liberty, and the moment they realized it, everyone cheered. It was as positive an omen as anyone might have hoped for.



United in Prayer

The following day, Thomas Cushing moved that the proceedings begin with prayer. But John Adams in a letter told Abigail that John Jay of New York and John Rutledge were opposed to the idea. He explained it was “because we were so divided in religious sentiments—some Episcopalians, some Quakers, some Anabaptists, some Presbyterians, and some Congregationalists—that we could not join in the same act of worship.” Jay and Rutledge were devout Christians. Jay would even become the founder and president of the American Bible Society. So their concern was that a prayer might create disunity by underscoring 177the denominational differences in the room. But Adams went on to say that his cousin Samuel “arose and said he was no bigot and could hear a prayer from a gentleman of piety and virtue, who was at the same time a friend to his country.”

Samuel Adams had singled out an Episcopal clergyman, Mr. Jacob Duché, and officially moved that he should the following day “read prayers to the Congress.” That any Boston Congregationalist with deep Puritan roots should do this was the more remarkable, since the Episcopal Church was of course the American branch of the official Church of England. It was an overtly magnanimous gesture that no one present could have missed, and it signaled that what united them all was infinitely more important than whatever theological differences they had. It also signaled that the project in which they were mutually engaged—and which was based on what they all agreed on theologically—was central.

John Adams continues the story:


Accordingly next morning [Duché] appeared . . . and read several prayers in the established form; and then read the collect for the seventh day of September, which was the thirty-fifth Psalm. . . . I never saw a greater effect upon an audience. It seemed as if Heaven had ordained that Psalm to be read on that morning.



For context, the psalm was not chosen that morning by anyone. It had been read on that day of the year since 1662, when the Book of Common Prayer was written. It’s opening lines were: “Plead my cause, O Lord, with them that strive with me: fight against them that fight against me . . .” It goes on in this vein for its entire length. Adams continues:


After this, Mr. Duché, unexpected to every body, struck out into an extemporary prayer, which filled the bosom of every man present. I must confess I never heard a better prayer, or one so well pronounced with such fervor, such ardor, such earnestness and pathos, and in language so elegant and sublime. . . . They prayed fervently for America, for Congress, 178for the Province of Massachusetts Bay, and especially for the town of Boston. It has had an excellent effect upon every body here.



As startling as it can be to our modern sensibilities that the official proceedings of this historic gathering should begin with Christian prayer, it was surely at least as startling to Adams and to many others that those who were so denominationally divergent would that day put aside their theological divisions in a common cause. We must once more credit George Whitefield having created an environment where this was possible. One of his principal sermons over the years, which many in the room knew about, had specifically dealt with unity among Christians. Whitefield in the sermon pretended to be talking to “Father Abraham” at the entrance to Heaven. Adams described it to Jefferson years later, reprising Whitefield’s dialogue:

“Father Abraham, whom have you there with you? Have you Catholics?”

“No.”

“Have you Protestants?”

“No.”

“Have you Churchmen? [Anglicans]?”

“No.”

“Have you Dissenters [Congregationalists]?”

“No.”

“Have you Presbyterians?”

“No.”

“Quakers?”

“No.”

Anabaptists? [Amish and Mennonites]”

“No.”

“Whom have you there? Are you alone?”

“No.”

At this point, Whitefield would address the congregation directly. “My 179brethren,” he would say, “you have the answer to all these questions in the words of my next text,” and then quoted Act 10:35: “He that feareth God and worketh righteousness, shall be accepted of Him.” When Whitefield first had preached this, it was decidedly radical and to many religiously hidebound souls offensive, causing them to denounce him. But now, five years after his death, this Christian ecumenism he had preached throughout the Colonies for decades was happily embraced by the men in Carpenter’s Hall.

Years later, Adams wrote of the tremendous cultural division among the thirteen Colonies at that time, saying that “to unite them in the same principles in theory and the same system of action was certainly a very difficult enterprise. The complete accomplishment of it, in so short a time and by such simple means, was perhaps a singular example in the history of mankind. Thirteen clocks were made to strike together; a perfection of mechanism which no artist had ever before effected.” So that day to see an early example of this unity in this prayer was astonishing. Connecticut’s Silas Deane reckoned the prayer “worth riding one hundred mile to hear,” and some of the Quakers in attendance actually shed tears to hear it. Their denomination had been persecuted by the Anglicans, so for them to hear Duché pray as he did touched them especially deeply. Something extraordinary was afoot.

The Christian atmosphere of Congress—and the frank belief among most of its members that their fate lay in God’s hands—would continue. At their next meeting in 1776—after the war had broken out—Adams wrote Abigail that a Day of Fasting and Prayer for all the colonies had been appointed for July 20. “Millions will be upon their knees at once, before their great Creator. Imploring his forgiveness and blessings—His smiles on American councils and arms.” It would be the first of fifteen national calls to prayer throughout the war.

Abigail’s letters are crowded with scriptural allusions, as when she effortlessly quotes Amos 5:24 and Psalm 46:4, saying, “if the prayers and petitions ascend unto Heaven which are daily offered for you, wisdom will flow down as a stream and righteousness as the mighty waters—and your deliberations will make glad the cities of our God.” She also says that it is the goodness of their cause that convinces her they will prevail, but worries 180that the sin of slavery could hurt that cause. “It always appeared a most iniquitous scheme to me,” she tells John, “to fight ourselves for what we are daily robbing and plundering from those who have as good a right to freedom as we have.” But this foundational idea that God would bless those who honored Him is everywhere in their letters. Abigail’s courage and faith were a deep encouragement to her husband. She already knows what may lie ahead—including the death of her husband. “You cannot be I know, nor do I wish to see you an inactive spectator,” she writes, “but if the Sword be drawn I bid adieu to all domestic felicity, and look forward to that Country where there is neither wars nor rumors of War in a firm belief that thro the mercy of its King we shall both rejoice there together.”



“I Am Not a Virginian, but an American!”

It is a fact that the two colonies first established—Massachusetts and Virginia—would 150 years after their establishment lead the way in moving to separate from the Mother Country. Three of the Virginians representing their colony in Philadelphia at this time were George Washington—famous for his exploits in the French and Indian War—Patrick Henry, and Richard Henry Lee. During the time of this Congress, Washington’s reputation beyond Virginia grew when the rumor spread that upon hearing of Britain’s blockade of Boston, he immediately declared his willingness to raise and arm a force of one thousand men at his own expense. The reputations of Patrick Henry and Richard Henry Lee grew too. Silas Deane of Connecticut was enraptured at Henry’s eloquence, calling him “the completest speaker I ever heard,” and confessing his own inability to do justice to the “music” of Henry’s voice, or the “high-wrought yet natural elegance of his style and manner.” Both Deane and John Adams reckoned Henry and Lee the Cicero and Demosthenes of that time.

Just as Henry during the Stamp Act crisis in 1765 had leapt ahead of everyone by suggesting King George was a tyrant, he now leapt ahead of everyone by declaring that the presence of warships in Boston harbor meant that their ties to England had already been severed. “Government is dissolved,” he said, and the Colonies were already “in a state of nature,” evoking Thomas Hobbes and John Locke. Henry followed the logic in 181suggesting that it was time for Americans to form their own government. This must have been music to the ears of both Adamses, but for many others it was a dramatic leap too far. John Jay and others felt that they still could work “within the system,” and persuade Parliament to accept the facts of their own constitution, that all British subjects possessed “natural liberties” and therefore could not be taxed without representation. But Henry believed it was too late, and war was inevitable. And once again leaping ahead of everyone else, he said something perfectly extraordinary. “The distinctions, between Virginians, Pennsylvanians, New Yorkers, and New Englanders, are no more,” he declared. “I am not a Virginian, but an American.”



The Suffolk Resolves
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Paul Revere (1735–1818)


Before leaving Boston, Samuel Adams had arranged for express riders such as Paul Revere to supply those gathered in Philadelphia with fresh updates on the besieged city, where much was happening. On September 6th, Joseph Warren in Boston introduced his first draft of what came to be known as the Suffolk Resolves, whose terms were strikingly defiant toward Britain. These were debated in Boston and approved September 9th, after which Paul Revere—eight months before making his celebrated but relatively short ride—spirited them the 300 miles to Philadelphia, and lay them before Congress. They resolved to:


	boycott British imports, curtail exports, and refuse to use British products;

	pay “no obedience” to the Massachusetts Government Act or the Boston Port Bill;

	demand resignations from those appointed to positions under the Massachusetts Government Act;

	182support a colonial government in Massachusetts free of royal authority until the Intolerable Acts were repealed;

	urge the colonies to raise militia of their own people.



These were quite dramatic, so it is something of a wonder they were all endorsed by the Continental Congress on September 17th. This extraordinary show of solidarity must have deeply grieved those in Parliament when they learned of it. But John Adams in his diary reckoned it “one of the happiest days” of his life. “In Congress we had generous, noble sentiments, and manly eloquence,” he wrote. “This day convinced me that America will support Massachusetts or perish with her.”



Petition to the King

In case anyone might think the men gathered in Carpenter’s Hall were rushing toward a separation and conflict with Britain, we turn to the petition they drafted during this time, which illustrates the dramatic lengths to which they would go to avoid that separation and conflict. If an irrevocable break ever came, they were determined not to be the ones to have chosen it. Literally and figuratively, they were committed not to fire the first shots, but only to defend themselves if necessary, to be aboveboard, and in all things never to cede the moral high ground. As it was the Coercive Acts that brought them to Philadelphia in the first place, they now drafted—and debated and then approved—a petition to the Crown, “entreating his Majesty’s gracious interposition for the removal of such grievances, thereby to restore between Great-Britain and the colonies that harmony so necessary to the happiness of the British empire, and so ardently desired by all America.”

Could the tone have been humbler? “To a Sovereign, who glories in the name of Briton,” it read, “the bare recital of these Acts must, we presume, justify the loyal subjects, who fly to the foot of his Throne, and implore his clemency for protection against them.” There was an almost cringing servility to it:


Permit us then, most gracious Sovereign, in the name of all your faithful People in America, with the utmost humility, to 183implore you, for the honour of Almighty God, whose pure Religion our enemies are undermining; for your glory, which can be advanced only by rendering your subjects happy, and keeping them united; for the interests of your family depending on an adherence to the principles that enthroned it; for the safety and welfare of your Kingdoms and Dominions, threatened with almost unavoidable dangers and distresses, that your Majesty, as the loving Father of your whole People, connected by the same bands of Law, Loyalty, Faith, and Blood, though dwelling in various countries, will not suffer the transcendent relation formed by these ties to be farther violated, in uncertain expectation of effects, that, if attained, never can compensate for the calamities through which they must be gained.



One wonders how the king could possibly ignore a petition framed in such terms. Nonetheless, he and his resourceful ministers would find a way. In the meantime, the delegates of the first Continental Congress— having done all they felt possible for now—went home. Before they left, they had resolved that on December 1st the twelve Colonies would boycott British goods, and resolved to send invitations to all the American Colonies for a Second Continental Congress the following May of 1775. It was hoped that the three British colonies in Canada— of Quebec, Prince Edward Island (then called St. John’s Island), and Nova Scotia—would join too. They also sent invitations to the British colonies of East Florida and West Florida.

The fawningly gracious petition to the king arrived in London on December 14th and was from that moment treated with contemptuous indifference. On December 21st, Lord Dartmouth informed Benjamin Franklin—and Arthur Lee and William Bollan, who were colonial agents in London—that it seemed “decent and respectful,” but could not be presented to Parliament until after the Christmas recess. In fact, Lord North did not present it to the House of Commons until January 19th. Even so, Franklin noted, it was then presented along with a great heap of other documents, not even given the dignity of being singled out as especially noteworthy, and in the end, no response whatever was made to it.
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Chapter Seventeen The Culture War


WHen the First Continental Congress voted to begin a boycott of British goods, they adopted and signed something called the Articles of Association, but what they were doing went well beyond using economic leverage against Great Britain. Article Eight of the document reads like a cultural manifesto, pushing away from the decadent culture widely prevalent in English elite circles, and to some extent in certain American circles too, as we have mentioned. The historian Robert Middlekauff reminds us that what ultimately bound the Colonies together went beyond their fidelity to the ideas of natural rights and the British Constitution. There was a cultural identity that they held in common whose roots went back to their seventeenth-century founding, and that now in this time of crisis pointed them all back to those roots, and away from the degraded cynicism and immorality of the British elites.

So in these Articles of Association—also called the “Continental Association”—they called on everyone to gird themselves against the softness, debauchery, and corruption of England. They were to “encourage Frugality, Economy, and Industry,” but this went beyond the economic self-sufficiency involved in such things as spinning wool and making woolen clothing. There was a moral component to all of it too. We saw a late example of this during World War II when people were encouraged to “do their part” by planting Victory Gardens and generally being vigilant. It was not merely utilitarian. It was about taking the conflict seriously more generally.
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The Articles of the Association went so far as to address this directly, as though deliberately framing things in moral—if not explicitly religious—terms, and calling on everyone to “discountenance and discourage every species of extravagance and dissipation, especially all horse-racing, and all kinds of gaming, cock-fighting, exhibitions of shews, plays, and other expensive diversions and entertainments . . .” All of these things were extremely central to life in London, but let it not be said—the words seemed to say—that we will have any part in such things here. Middlekauff writes that the “emphasis on the ethics of Puritanism recalled Americans to an older way of life, one perhaps that they were in danger of forgetting in the urge to get and spend that filled so much of their lives in the eighteenth century. Now in the crisis with Britain they continued to consider what sort of people they were.”5

This view inescapably harkened back to the pietistic practices of their hallowed Puritans and Quaker ancestors. So the Americans were reconnecting with those who in the previous century had begun the larger fight they now saw themselves as continuing. Yes, they would occasionally dedicate a specific Day to Fasting and Prayer, but in this document were declaring that they would every day strive to behave in a way that asked God’s favor in the battle. They would humble themselves and show themselves serious, which meant rejecting any number of the soft luxuries that might tempt them toward laxity when they must be vigilant. In culturally realigning themselves with their seventeenth-century forebears, they were pushing away from decadent, godless England and all its Satanic pomp. They even went so far as to eschew funereal excesses, resolving not to “go into any further mourning-dress than a black crape or ribbon on the arm or hat for gentlemen, and a black ribbon and necklace for ladies, and we will discontinue the giving of gloves and scarfs at funerals.” It was all as if to say, “this is wartime, and we will behave accordingly.”

For some picture of the cultural converse of this and to illustrate what many Americans saw as the decadent excesses of late Georgian England, we turn to a contemporaneous event orchestrated and overseen by a figure we will see much of in the years ahead, and whom we now introduce. We are referring to that dashing figure whom history remembers as “Gentleman Johnny” Burgoyne.
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“Gentleman Johnny” Burgoyne

Any description of John Burgoyne lacking the adjective dashing must be dismissed, as the word seems to have been invented for him. Born in 1722 into a wealthy but not aristocratic family of merchants—although many thought him the illegitimate son of the 1st Baronet Bingley—Burgoyne at age fifteen purchased a military commission, and quickly entered on a life of such high-living as was fashionable at the time, including gambling, running up outrageous debts, and cutting an impressive figure with the ladies. But at the mature age of twenty-nine, having found true love, he opted to elope with the daughter of the Earl of Derby, who did not approve of the match. Amidst the otherwise concupiscent profligacy of the day, Burgoyne, in his devotion to his wife, was a rare figure. By all accounts he took his vows seriously, as a point of gentlemanly honor. But he was never dull. In 1759, promoted by George II to Colonel and charged with raising a light horse regiment called the Sixteenth Hussars, he created a recruiting poster that caused a sensation. “You will be mounted on the finest horses in the world,” it read, “with superb clothing and the richest accoutrements; your pay and privileges will be equal to two guineas per week; you will be everywhere respected; your society will be courted; you will be admired by the fair which, together with the chance of getting switched to a buxom widow, or of brushing with a rich heiress, renders the situation truly enviable and desirable . . .” Burgoyne was elected to Parliament in 1768 as a Whig, where he was noted for his general outspokenness, and for leading investigations into corruption in the East India Company.
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An early image of “Gentleman Johnny.”


But in June 1774, Burgoyne did something that would set the fashion for entertaining in elite society for years to come, and that four years later 187in Philadelphia would inspire something even more excessive, as we shall see. Burgoyne was uncle to Lord Stanley Smith and had the ambitious idea of creating an “extravaganza” to mark the engagement of his nephew to Lady Hamilton. It would take place at the Stanley estate in Surrey and would surpass anything the British—in their endless efforts to ape the dissipated excesses of the French court—had ever dared. The event would follow the sinuous lines of a French garden party, known as a fete de champetre, and would be so expensive and opulent that it would set tongues a-wagging throughout British society, and draw the tsk-tsk-ing disapproval of those across the ocean in besieged Boston. Horace Walpole estimated the cost to be 5,000 British pounds, and the unnamed but obvious theme was romantic love.

Burgoyne enlisted the celebrated architect Robert Adam to design temporary buildings, including a “supper room” for three hundred guests and a 120-foot-long ballroom that—at 8,200 square feet—would be the largest room he built or decorated in his whole career. There would be a spate of entertainments, too, with a troupe of performers directed by no less than David Garrick, lending his own best scenery and lighting expert for the occasion, with the ballet master of the London Opera House overseeing the dancers.

The guests included the creme de la creme of London society, including Prime Minister North, who had much rather called a session of Parliament to discuss the vitally pressing issues of the day—which of course included dealing with the recalcitrant Colonies—but who in discovering everyone was attending this party, was unable to muster a quorum, and so decided to attend it himself. According to the London Gentleman’s Gazette, all the guests were escorted by Burgoyne himself to “the voluptuous scene on the back lawn,” where French horn players crouching behind shrubbery and an orchard of potted orange trees* provided the musical background for a Gallic pastoral fantasy replete with shepherdesses on swings and rural “swains” shooting arrows at a “bird” atop a maypole, and singing and dancing wood fawns and nymphs. Each female guest was presented “by two cupids” with a bouquet of flowers.
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The piece de resistance came when everyone was escorted into a temporary octagonal building to take in a farcical masque written by Burgoyne himself, titled The Maid of the Oaks. This was followed by dancing of the minuet, quadrilles, and country dances. At eleven thirty the dancers were startled in their steps by a loud staccato explosion of rocketry that “put the whole lively group into a consternation” to announce: Supper is served. Some curtains now flew up to “exhibit to the company a large supper room, with the tables spread with the most costly dainties, all hot and tempting.”

It is a curious but perhaps telling fact that while this riotously indulgent celebration took place, the people of Boston were gasping under the Coercive Acts that many at this party had voted to pass. Unable to bring in food—much less “costly dainties”—they were beginning to wonder how it all would end, so that Burgoyne’s tremendously ambitious fete de champetre stood in as stark contrast as possible to that simple world of suffering a thousand leagues to the west.

David Garrick thought enough of Burgoyne’s masque to oversee its eventual adaptation into a five-act play at the Theatre Royal. Indeed, it seems to have anticipated the musical comedy that soon became popular in England. The hackneyed plot involves a gentleman about to marry a poor orphaned country girl, but his friend, believing her to be a gold-digger, tries to intervene. The bride—unsurprisingly—is in the end revealed to be herself loaded; she had only hidden her affluenza under the fig leaves of rags to ensure that whoever married her did it for true love. Burgoyne’s message to the engaged couple was clear enough. But four years later, in coda that was more consonant with the mores of the day, the couple still had not married, and shortly thereafter Lady Hamilton eloped and had a child with a former lover, who was the nephew of Lord Germain, who was by then the secretary to the American Colonies, and the chief architect of the hardline stance—and then the war—against them.



Political Corruption

The decadent excess described above complemented the general culture of political corruption. But as a Whig in Parliament, Burgoyne, like the Howe brothers and others, stood with the Americans and disagreed 189with the harsh tack the king and his ministers were taking with the Colonies. In 1774, the same year of the event in Surrey, Burgoyne registered his hope for reconciliation. “My heart grows heavy within me,” he wrote in a letter to Lord George Germain, “when I see a parent and child taking divergent paths. Let us show tolerance, patience and the love of a mother for her offspring before it is too late.” He was at this point still of the same mind as Pitt and Burke and others, though that would certainly change. “The clock of destiny is already striking the fatal hour,” he said, “and we can bind the American colonies to us only if we treat them with the honor and respect due a son who has grown to manhood and is capable of standing four-square upon his own feet in the world.”

But the king needn’t have worried about such as Burgoyne. There were many other members of Parliament he could persuade via the power of the purse, having at his disposal the truly staggering sum of 800,000 British pounds per annum, which he sowed into such eager pockets as was necessary. In other words, he had mastered the art of bribery and corruption, an accepted feature of the political culture of that time. By rewarding those he wished—and punishing others—George III was able to skate pirouettes around the check-and-balance Parliament was intended to be, at least according to the British Constitution. In other words, whatever political battles had been won in the seventeenth century to limit the power of the king had by now been mostly reversed, practically speaking. John Wilkes and others had been bravely fighting against this for some time.

So like some heavy-lidded Cosa Nostra capo, the King routinely awarded lucrative no-show sinecures to those figures whose votes he wished to buy. There were always members of Parliament showing little interest in such homespun values as republican virtue or “natural rights.” George Selwyn is an apt example. His extremely flamboyant lifestyle and towering gambling debts made him an easy mark for the king’s purchase, and he was given several sinecures—one was “Paymaster of the Works” and another “Surveyor of the Mint”—for which he was required to do nothing more than align his vote with the will of the man disbursing these ethereal posts. There were many other such titles and 190“ jobs” with which the king could guarantee the outcome he wished. Did anyone know what the Deputy Ranger of Whittlebury did, or the Clerk of the Jewel Office? The King with these pecuniary emoluments was able to insulate himself from the wise advice of any who might have helped him. Most in Parliament were in on the action to some extent. So it’s not too much to say that the rampant culture of political corruption was one of the principal reasons the American Colonies would be lost.



Ben Franklin Goes Home

Ben Franklin had lingered in London for a year following the incident in the Cockpit. Though he knew it was likely hopeless, he still tried to do what he could toward reconciling the Americans and the British. Of course, the king had already made up his mind to use force, and Franklin had for many years witnessed how these things worked. “Most of the members are bribing or purchasing to get in,” he wrote to Thomas Cushing, so “there was little doubt of selling their votes . . .” Even some Franklin considered friends participated in the corruption, being unwilling to pass up the good money that came with eschewing a principled stand.

[image: Illustration of a man in eighteenth-century military uniform facing slightly left, wearing a decorated tricorn hat, epaulettes, and sash. The image is framed by a simple border with a signature below.]

General Sir William Howe (1729–1814)


Nonetheless Franklin gamely did what he might, including meeting with Lord Richard Howe several times. Lord Howe—known as “Black Dick”—was a rear admiral in Britain’s navy, who in Parliament advocated for reconciliation with the Colonies and was known to sympathize with the American view of things. But because of the raging enmity toward Franklin at this time, they met secretly at Howe’s sister’s home; she and Franklin had already met there twice, simply to play chess. Admiral Howe’s brother was Sir William Howe, a general in the British army and also a member of 191Parliament who, like his brother, tended toward the American side of things. Their eldest brother, George, had died at Fort Ticonderoga during the French and Indian War, and was so beloved in Massachusetts that after his death the Colony sponsored a memorial to him in Westminster Abbey. This added to the Howe’s general affection for the Colonies, although as we know, the two of them would in a year’s time be charged with leading the war effort against them. Further complicating things, their mother was known to be the illegitimate daughter of King George I, so that her children were all thought of as cousins to King George III. Nonetheless during this time, Lord Howe still hoped reconciliation could be found and offered himself to Franklin as someone who would try to help.

But it really was too late. The king had resolutely determined reconciliation to be out of the question. To that end, he ordered Lord Dartmouth to write a letter to Thomas Gage, ordering him to act immediately by arresting the leaders of the rebellion, and to be prepared to use the formidable troops he had to fight any Americans who resisted. In the letter, Dartmouth described them as “a rude rabble without a plan.” The letter was sent January 27nd, but would not arrive in Boston until April 14th and would precipitate what happened at Lexington and Concord five days later. Nonetheless, those in London who still believed bloodshed might be averted kept trying.

For example, on Sunday, January 29th—the anniversary of his public lambasting in the Cockpit—Franklin met in his Craven Street rooms with William Pitt. They formulated a plan Pitt would present to the House of Lords three days hence. Among other things, it suggested Parliament renounce its right to tax the Colonies and fully repeal the Coercive Acts, which almost certainly would have averted the looming disaster. When Pitt presented the plan, Lord Dartmouth suggested they take some time to consider it. But the Earl of Sandwich, John Montagu—to whose back Wilkes’s devilish baboon had affixed itself at the Hellfire Club in 1763—would have none of this, and exploded from his seat to demand that they reject the proposal immediately. He then fingered Franklin, then “at the bar” observing, of being the actual author of the plan, and shrilly castigated him as “one of the bitterest and most mischievous enemies this 192country has ever known.” Thus was the plan soundly rejected by a 2–1 margin, with Dartmouth quickly mincing backwards to join the majority. Franklin wrote to a friend that the plan “was treated with as much contempt as they could have shown to a ballad offered by a drunken porter.”

On February 2nd, sensing the mood—and wishing to please the king—Lord North moved to declare the Colony of Massachusetts in rebellion. Edmund Burke strongly opposed it, calling it a declaration of war. But the motion passed by an overwhelming 3–1 margin. And, of course, there was but one thing to do with a colony in rebellion, which was to crush it. But Thomas Gage—who had replaced Hutchinson as Massachusetts governor—knew it would not be so easy and wrote from Boston describing the startling numbers of Americans willing to fight. The previous September, when he ordered troops to confiscate 125 barrels of gunpowder in nearby Cambridge, he was bowled over to learn that several thousand men had come from near and far to oppose the seizure, and had succeeded. Gage knew that his army of 3,000 British troops was a fraction of what was necessary, thinking 20,000 more like it. The king was disgusted to read this and made a note to replace Gage with someone more amenable to his own views. Lord Sandwich was certainly among them. He mocked the very idea of Americans fighting the British Army. “They are raw, undisciplined, cowardly men,” he crowed in a speech before the House of Lords. “I wish instead of forty or fifty thousand of these brave fellows they would produce in the field at least two hundred thousand; the more the better, the easier would be the conquest . . .”

So that spring the king would send only another one thousand men. And when Lord Amherst—the man he chose to replace Gage in Boston—declined the great honor, the king instead sent a trio of major generals to set things right. But this was hardly a murderer’s row of fearsome military men. One was General William Howe—the brother of Admiral Howe—whom we have already mentioned as siding with the Americans, to the extent that he had in Parliament even promised his constituents that he would refuse a commission to fight in America. But now when the time came—unlike Amherst—Howe felt an unavoidable obligation to do what his monarch—and cousin—had asked. The second 193and third were Sir Henry Clinton and “Gentleman” Johnny Burgoyne, who even as he boarded the ship still fantasized about somehow bringing reconciliation between Mother Britain and her children.

Franklin was on the verge of leaving England forever and now saw with heartbreaking clarity the impossible cultural abyss between America and England. To a friend thinking the two countries might still be amicably united, Franklin now wrote: “When I consider the extream corruption prevalent among all orders of men in this old rotten state, and the glorious public virtue so predominant in our rising country, I cannot but apprehend more mischief than benefit from a closer union . . .” So now even Franklin, the sophisticated bi-continental man of the world—who for years like some colossus bestrode the very ocean in hoping that the two nations might grow and flourish together—now saw their differences as irreconcilable.

He had lived at his home on Craven Street for eighteen years. On the day before he departed, his friend Joseph Priestley visited to bid him adieu, and noted that Franklin was in his last moments looking through American newspapers for articles that could be reprinted in London papers, to sway public sympathies toward the Colonies. Priestley wrote in his memoir Franklin “was frequently not able to proceed for the tears literally running down his cheeks.” On March 20th, the sixty-nine-year-old Franklin and his fifteen-year-old grandson Temple traveled to Portsmouth and then boarded the London Packet for Philadelphia. He knew he would never return. But he did not know that already as his ship plied its way westward over the hills and dales of the great ocean, everything would change. Men would die at Lexington and Concord, and the America to which he returned would already be at war with the England he had left.




	*  Lord Stanley is supposed to have purchased every single orange tree for sale in London.
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Chapter Eighteen “Give Me Liberty or Give Me Death!”


The millions of people armed in the holy cause of liberty, and in such a country as that which we possess, are invincible by any force which our enemy can send against us. There is a just God who presides over the destinies of nations, and who will raise up friends to fight our battles for us. . . . There is no retreat but in submission and slavery! Our chains are forged! Their clanking may be heard on the plains of Boston! The war is inevitable—and let it come! I repeat it, sir, let it come!

—Patrick Henry

IN Reprising the Great epic that is the American Revolution we come to another scene so famous it seems to have been burned onto the collective retina of our history. This is Patrick Henry’s speech in St. John’s Church in Richmond, Virginia, on the morning of March 23rd, 1775, twenty-six days before the “shot heard round the world.” As he did in 1765 and again in 1774 at the First Continental Congress, Henry rather extraordinarily intuited what was to come, such that his words would soon and forevermore seem prophetic.

The setting was the Second Virginia Convention, held in Richmond instead of Williamsburg, lest it fall under the hostile gaze of the royal governor, Lord Dunmore. The burgesses were gathered to choose delegates 195to the Second Continental Congress in June. There was no doubt that the silver-tongued firebrand himself would be among them. But the burgesses were considering another more contentious question: whether Virginia ought to raise a militia independent of British authority. Massachusetts had done this long before, and that militia would in a few weeks be fighting in the war many still hoped avoidable. But because Patrick Henry felt conflict inevitable, he now believed that failing to raise a militia was madness. So that morning he raised a motion that Virginia “be immediately put into a posture of defense” and presented a plan for arming “a well-regulated militia.” Many in the room vehemently opposed, not merely thinking such an action premature, but feeling that in appearing needlessly provocative to the Crown it could be fatally counterproductive. Henry felt passionately otherwise. For him, the British had made their plans plain enough, and inaction now could only end in making the Americans slaves.

So in defense of his ideas that morning, he rose to give the speech that would become such a fixture of American history that schoolchildren have been memorizing it for two and a half centuries. Thomas Jefferson was in the church to hear it. He would soon become famous for his writing, but was never hailed as a great speaker, shyly avoiding it whenever possible. Washington was there too, and in the decades ahead would almost make of taciturnity an art form. But that day both laconic Virginians would hear a piece of oratory never to be forgotten. Even among the handful of best-known speeches in history, none can compare in the immediate effect on their listeners. A century afterward, Currier and Ives commemorated a lithograph of it, and to this day in the church itself there are regular reenactments.

The speech is most remembered for its final lines, which were almost a paroxysm. But witnesses recall that Henry began the speech very calmly and slowly, even praising those in the room who were his opponents on the subject. Then he came to the main point. “The question before the House,” he declared, “is one of awful moment to this country. For my own part, I consider it as nothing less than a question of freedom or slavery.”


. . . and in proportion to the magnitude of the subject ought to be the freedom of the debate. It is only in this way that we can 196hope to arrive at truth, and fulfill the great responsibility which we hold to God and our country. Should I keep back my opinions at such a time, through fear of giving offense, I should consider myself as guilty of treason towards my country, and of an act of disloyalty toward the Majesty of Heaven, which I revere above all earthly kings.



Henry knew what he was about to say was so strong that it might offend some of his hearers, so he wanted them to understand why he should speak as he did, that what animated him was the question of that starkest and most naked of human choices, between slavery and freedom.

He said that how Great Britain had acted until that point made how they would behave going forward impossible to mistake. They had been given every chance imaginable to change their course but had not changed it. So he said there was no evidence whatever to “justify those hopes which gentleman have been pleased to solace themselves . . .” As he had been at the First Continental Congress the previous autumn, he alluded to the “Petition to the King” they had so carefully drafted and then humbly and hopefully sent to London, which had been so pointedly ignored. There could no longer be any mistaking what the Crown had in store. He told John Adams when they were drafting it that he felt war inevitable, and now six months had passed. Henry obviously felt they were being willfully naive. “Suffer not yourselves to be betrayed with a kiss,” he said. “Ask yourselves how this gracious reception of our petition comports with those warlike preparations which cover our waters and darken our land.” In his years as a trial lawyer, he had honed his obviously extraordinary gifts at persuasive speaking. He went on:


Are fleets and armies necessary to a work of love and reconciliation? Have we shown ourselves so unwilling to be reconciled that force must be called in to win back our love? Let us not deceive ourselves, sir. These are the implements of war and subjugation; the last arguments to which kings resort. I ask gentlemen, sir, what means this martial array, if its purpose be 197not to force us to submission? Can gentlemen assign any other possible motive for it? Has Great Britain any enemy, in this quarter of the world, to call for all this accumulation of navies and armies? No, sir, she has none. They are meant for us: they can be meant for no other. They are sent over to bind and rivet upon us those chains which the British ministry have been so long forging.



Henry was begging his fellow burgesses to open their eyes. Either they armed themselves immediately, or they would lose their liberty forever. They had tried all that could be tried, in vain. “There is no longer any room for hope,” he said. “If we wish to be free—if we mean to preserve inviolate those inestimable privileges for which we have been so long contending—if we mean not basely to abandon the noble struggle in which we have been so long engaged, and which we have pledged ourselves never to abandon until the glorious object of our contest shall be obtained—we must fight! I repeat it, sir, we must fight!” He could not pretend there was any other way forward. “An appeal to arms,” he said, “and to the God of hosts is all that is left us!”

Henry knew some felt they didn’t stand a chance against the greatest military force on the globe, but whatever chance they had would only decrease if they hesitated. “Shall we gather strength by irresolution and inaction?” he asked. “Shall we acquire the means of effectual resistance by lying supinely on our backs and hugging the delusive phantom of hope, until our enemies shall have bound us hand and foot?”

At this point, Henry turned to consider the question of God’s will, saying that if God did will victory for the Americans, nothing could prevent it. So that was the real question. “The millions of people,” he said, “armed in the holy cause of liberty, and in such a country as that which we possess, are invincible by any force which our enemy can send against us.” He was touching on what George Washington and John Adams would both say in the years ahead. “There is a just God who presides over the destinies of nations, and who will raise up friends to fight our battles for us,” he said. “The battle, sir, is not to the strong alone; it is to the vigilant, the active, the brave. Besides, sir, we have no [choice]. If we were base 198enough to desire it, it is now too late to retire from the contest. There is no retreat but in submission and slavery! Our chains are forged! Their clanking may be heard on the plains of Boston! The war is inevitable—and let it come! I repeat it, sir, let it come!”

“Gentlemen may cry, Peace, Peace—but there is no peace,” he said, quoting Jeremiah 6:14. “The war is actually begun! The next gale that sweeps from the north will bring to our ears the clash of resounding arms!” At this point, the speech seems unavoidably prophetic, since four weeks later the news of the bloodshed at Lexington and Concord would make its way to Virginia. “Our brethren are already in the field!” he said. “Why stand we here idle? What is it that gentlemen wish? What would they have? Is life so dear, or peace so sweet, as to be purchased at the price of chains and slavery? Forbid it, Almighty God!” And then he delivered the famous line. “I know not what course others may take,” he said, “but as for me . . . Give me Liberty or Give me Death!”

[image: An illustration shows a man standing and gesturing as he speaks, surrounded by people seated in a crowded courtroom. A judge sits above the scene, observing, with many individuals watching the man’s actions intently.]
All who were present would have recognized his words as an allusion to the line from Addison’s famous play, Cato: “It is not now time to talk of aught/ But chains or conquest, liberty or death.” But in case this weren’t itself sufficiently clear, as Henry delivered these final words, he punctuated them by suddenly appearing to plunge a whalebone “paper knife”* toward his breast. In doing so, he was visually underscoring the reference to Cato, whom everyone knew nobly committed suicide with a sword, rather than suffer under the tyranny of Julius Caesar. The point and the parallel were unmistakable.

Witnesses recalled that an astonished silence followed for several 199minutes. It is no hyperbole to say that no speech history has recorded ever had quite such an effect. Thomas Marshall, then a member of the Virginia Assembly and the father of Supreme Court Chief Justice John Marshall, called it “one of the most bold, vehement, and animated pieces of eloquence that [has] ever been delivered.” Edward Carrington—who later served as a colonel in Washington’s army—was obliged because of the crushing crowds to hear the speech standing at a window outside the church. When it was over, he was so overcome and so moved that he told his friends, “Let me be buried at this spot!” Thirty-six years later, his wish was granted.




	*  Commonly used to cut open the pages of books which at that time were often bound with folded pager, such that the purchaser would himself be obliged to cut the pages when he was ready to read the book, and like the letter openers we still use.
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Chapter Nineteen Paul Revere’s Ride


Listen my children and you shall hear

Of the midnight ride of Paul Revere.

On the 18th of April in ’75.

Hardly a man is now alive

who remembers that famous day and year.

—Henry Wadsworth Longfellow

IN 1860—While Living in the Cambridge, Massachusetts, mansion that in 1775 and 1776 served as Washington’s headquarters—the poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow wrote what some have hailed as the greatest poem in American history. Hoping to rouse the nation to stand resolutely in the existential crisis then unfolding, the abolitionist Longfellow harkened back in his poem to the rousing beginnings of the previous existential crisis, and in 130 unsurpassed poetic lines sketches the breathtaking story of a few hours’ action by one of the most active and important Sons of Liberty. Some critics hostile to the notion of poetic license have complained about some of the poem’s details in the same way one might snipe at the Bayeux tapestry for its inaccurate color palette. Others have sneered at its beauty and accessibility, as though faulting Dante for having stooped to rhyme. Nonetheless, the poem has only grown in its power to inspire. Of course, the events it depicts actually happened.
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Before April 14th, 1775—the day Thomas Gage in Boston received Dartmouth’s letter ordering him to arrest the principal troublemakers, and which would end in the events at Lexington and Concord on April 19th—Gage had attempted to deal with the brewing rebellion several times, and was startled at the opposition. That February, Gage learned that the carriages for twenty cannons were being built in Salem, and so on February 26th he dispatched Colonel Alexander Leslie on a secret expedition to seize them.

Leslie’s troops were transported by boat up to Marblehead and then marched to Salem, where they were surprised to encounter thousands of minutemen, obviously tipped off to their coming. The militia had even lifted up the drawbridge necessary for the troops to get to the arsenal. Leslie ordered his men to take aim at the militia and then ordered the colonials to lower the bridge. But the militia’s leader, Captain John Felt, warned that if Leslie’s troops dared to fire, every one of them would soon be dead. Leslie remonstrated that he had orders to cross into Salem and had no choice. So Felt made a deal that Leslie and his men could march into Salem, to say they had fulfilled their orders, if they promised to then turn around and go home. Leslie took the deal. Edmund Burke summed up the situation in these words before Parliament: “Thus ended their first expedition, without effect, and happily without mischief. Enough appeared to show on what a slender thread the peace of the Empire hung, and that the least exertion of the military power would certainly bring things to extremities.”


Tension Builds in Boston

March 5th marked the fifth anniversary of the Boston Massacre, and as happened every year, the Sons of Liberty assembled to hear an address. As a measure of the tension in Boston six weeks before Lexington and Concord, we note that British soldiers and officers were in the church to mock and antagonize those gathered. Joseph Warren was the orator that day, and of course Hancock, Samuel Adams, and Paul Revere were there. Some British officers “had placed themselves on the top of the pulpit stairs,” obviously to intimidate Warren. One later archly 202recalled that they “frequently interrupted Warren by laughing loudly at the most ludicrous parts, and coughing and hemming at the most seditious, to the great discontent of the devoted citizens.” The historian G. M. Trevelyan said we may presume that by the “ludicrous parts of Warren’s speech” he meant Warren’s “references to the Bible; and the promise (which [Warren] kept) to give his life in case his life was wanted.”6

The British officers’ derision toward the faith of the Americans was a constant in the cultural divide. The Continental Congress had ordained a day of prayer and fasting for later that month, which was observed in the churches of Boston. To disturb these prayers, one of the military corps in the city pitched two “marquis tents” ten yards from one of these churches and during the service played their fifes and drums, with the approval of their colonel.



The Road to Lexington and Concord

We now know that on April 19th, the “shot heard round the world” changed everything. But we also know that it need not have happened precisely as it did. When Lord Dartmouth on January 27th wrote to Governor Gage in Boston, he never thought his letter would trigger what we now call the American Revolution. The whole point was to end the rebellion before it could start. But just as Franklin had wittily warned in his 1766 testimony regarding the Stamp Act—when he said certain actions might end up creating a rebellion—these events would now do precisely that.

On April 14th, Thomas Gage in Boston read the letter from Lord Dartmouth instructing him “to arrest the principal actors and abettors in the Provincial Congress whose proceedings appear in every light to be acts of treason and rebellion.” The letter stressed that whatever was done must be done with the greatest secrecy. But this would not be so easy. Paul Revere, Joseph Warren, and the other Sons of Liberty had developed an extraordinary network of spies, who were keeping the closest of tabs on their would-be overseers. But Gage himself had at least one spy among the rebels. This was Dr. Benjamin Church, who had been one of the leaders of the Sons of Liberty, but who for some reason had recently changed sides. 203So in early 1775, he had begun supplying Gage with privileged information.*

And April 15th, the day after Gage received Dartmouth’s instructions, Church told him of inside information that things were likely to change soon, and suggested to Gage that “a sudden blow struck now would overset all their plans.” Gage had been planning to send troops to seize the gunpowder at Concord and knew the time to act had arrived. He chose 750 of the most elite troops available to him, composed of light infantry and grenadiers,** who were physically the largest and most fearsome troops, both qualities of which were augmented by the tall, furred caps they wore, resembling a bishop’s mitre. But in doing this he scrambled things somewhat, since these men were not all under the commanders they were used to. Gage obviously had no idea what lay ahead and didn’t think mixing the companies as he did would have the effect of disorder that it would on the unimaginable events of the next day.

To lead the mission Gage selected an unenterprising and overweight fifty-two-year-old—Lieutenant Colonel Francis Smith—to command, along with the fifty-three-year-old Major John Pitcairn. The idea was to ferry these troops across the Back Bay, rather than march them the longer way around on land, and then march them westward to Concord. It would all be done under cover of darkness, for maximum surprise. But the secrecy was blown almost immediately. For one thing, everyone could see the boats being readied. Actually, two days before his celebrated ride—on the morning of April 16th—Paul Revere went blasting off to Lexington to let Hancock and Samuel Adams know something was afoot. Since they already knew Gage wanted to capture them, they were hiding in the parsonage of Hancock’s cousin, Jonas Clarke, preparing for their trip to Philadelphia to attend the Second Continental Congress, to begin May 10th.
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Paul Revere’s Midnight Ride

Revere returned to Boston the same day and arranged the famous signal: if the troops marched via the land on Boston Neck, one lantern would be hung in the 191-foot steeple of the Old North Church; if they were taking boats across the Back Bay, there would be two. The idea was that the moment the troops made their move, Revere would row across the bay to Charlestown, and ride from there to warn everyone on the road to Lexington and Concord. But if he was intercepted— since the HMS Somerset, a seventy-gun man-of-war sat in the harbor— the lanterns would alert other patriots across the bay, in Charlestown, who would make the ride in his stead. As another safety precaution, William Dawes—a Boston tanner—would ride the other way, across Boston Neck. The vital thing was that at least one of the riders make it to Lexington and Concord to warn everyone to grab their guns. Just as in Salem two months earlier, the patriots only wanted to stop the British from achieving whatever aims they had and were resolutely determined not to fire unless fired upon.

Gage’s plan was for the troops to begin the journey to Concord on the night of April 18th, after dark. That morning, he sent a mounted patrol of twenty men into the countryside to intercept any messengers who might be relaying any vital information. But this only alerted everyone to the fact that something was happening. At nine thirty that night the British troops were shaken awake by their sergeants, rather than by shouted commands, so as not to alert anyone unnecessarily. Most of them hadn’t slept at all since waking up that morning and would not be sleeping again until the night of April 19th, assuming they survived the next day, which many of them would not. They then marched in the dark down to the boats at the foot of Boston Common. But Revere and the Sons of Liberty had spies everywhere, just as Longfellow tells us:

Meanwhile, his friend, through alley and street

Wanders and watches with eager ears,

Till in the silence around him he hears

The muster of men at the barrack door,

The sound of arms, and the tramp of feet,
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And the measured tread of the grenadiers

Marching down to their boats on the shore.

They knew that the time to make their ride had come. Revere and Dawes hustled on their separate ways. Revere got in a boat and rowed far enough downstream of the Somerset to elude detection. Once in Charlestown, he mounted “Brown Beauty”—lent to him by Charlestown Deacon John Larkin—and took off toward Lexington, beginning his fabled ride through the dark. In no time, he was already miles ahead of the British, whose “tramping feet” wouldn’t get very far for several hours. Because there were not enough boats for the 750 troops, it took several trips for all of them to cross. And where the first troops landed across the bay was so shallow they were obliged to wade ashore and then wait for the other troops. In the end, they would not even begin their eighteen-mile march toward Concord until nearly two o’clock in the morning, after which they soon got wet again by fording another stream, ostensibly so their footfalls on a nearby wooden bridge would not alert the sleeping neighbors. Never had attempts at secrecy been less successful.

By this time, Revere had been alerting people all along his route for several hours. At one point he was nearly captured by a British patrol, but sped away just in time, reaching Lexington around midnight, where he roused Hancock and Adams. Dawes showed up soon afterward. The town’s church bells were rung, and by one o’clock in the morning, Lexington’s militia were mustered on the green: 130 of them, commanded by Captain John Parker. But since no one knew when the British troops would be passing through—in fact they would not show up till four thirty—many of the men went to the local tavern, to warm up, drink flip,* and wait. Some even returned to their homes.

But it seemed clear 750 troops could not be coming simply to arrest two men, but were almost certainly headed to Concord to seize the gunpowder. So Dawes and Revere took off again, now accompanied by 206Dr. Samuel Prescott, whom they knew and had bumped into. About two miles from Concord, a group of British patrols intercepted the trio, and forced them into a pasture for questioning, but when Prescott whispered the words “put on” to Revere and Dawes, they blitzed away in opposite directions. Prescott escaped, leaping a stone wall to gallop to Concord, and Dawes rode to Lexington to tell Hancock and Adams. But Revere was caught, and years later wrote of it. One of the British officers, he said, “whom I afterwards found to be a Major Mitchel, of the 5th Regiment, clapped his pistol to my head, called me by name and told me he was going to ask me some questions, and if I did not give him true answers, he would blow my brains out.”

Revere did tell the truth. But he told it slant. He boldly told them that he and others had been abroad all that night warning the local militias and that if the British weren’t careful, they would start a war. He exaggerated the number of militia the British would find at Lexington, since one of his goals was to frighten them away from going there, where Hancock and Adams were.




	*  We know that Church was not a man of great character, if only because he was eventually caught when he entrusted a coded letter to one of his former mistresses, “a very lusty woman much pitted with smallpox,” who unwisely passed it to someone who wisely passed it to Nathanael Greene.

	**  The term grenadier originated in the seventeenth century, describing men strong and powerful enough to hurl heavy grenades a great distance.

	*  A popular tavern drink of that era, typically combining ale or beer with rum or whiskey, as well as raw eggs and molasses or sugar, all of which is heated into a froth by the insertion into the tankard of a red-hot poker.
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Chapter Twenty Lexington and Concord


Stand your ground, Harry. Your cause is just and God will bless you!

—Reverend William Emerson

SO Much Was Happening simultaneously now, in the middle of the night. Because of Revere and Dawes and Prescott, the word that the British were coming had alerted innumerable other riders, who had spidered out into every town of the surrounding countryside far beyond Lexington and Concord. Militias for many miles around were alerted, and would be making their way toward the action soon enough, so that what we think of as “Lexington and Concord” involves men from an area dramatically greater, and so many of them that in the end it would be impossible for the British to get back to the safety of Boston before suffering a humiliating rout. But it would begin in Lexington.

At four o’clock in the morning—as the advance column of 238 troops commanded by John Pitcairn approached the town—they heard alarm bells. They knew they would be facing something. So he ordered them to halt and load their muskets. By the time these regulars with their loaded muskets hove into view, Parker had mustered between sixty and eighty of his men on the Lexington green. The rest were still in the tavern or at their homes. It was bold and courageous that so few of them would dare to gather this way in the open, bearing arms, with a vastly superior force of trained British soldiers approaching. Precisely what Parker was thinking 208we can never know. “Let the troops pass by,” he ordered his men. “Don’t molest them without they being first.” It seems that the idea was simply to make a show of force as if to say this is our home and we will not cower like slaves. We are not mad, but neither are we cowards. “There are so few of us it is folly to stand here,” one man said. But Parker would not back down. “The first man who offers to run shall be shot down,” he said, in case there was any question. “Stand your ground! Don’t fire unless fired upon! But if they want to have a war let it begin here!” And now it would.

Lieutenant Jesse Adair—a British officer in the van of Pitcairn’s column—made a fateful choice. He could have turned left toward Concord, avoiding the men on Lexington Green, but not knowing whether they would fire on his troops as they passed, he turned right to confront them. In a few moments, two of his companies were seventy yards from the Americans and quickly deployed from their marching column into a line of battle, shouting, “Huzza! Huzza! Huzza!” It was calculated to cow the Americans, who simply stood their ground. Pitcairn could have avoided the gathered men and turned left, but now it was too late. So he galloped into the now intense scene, holding his pistol aloft, with other officers on horseback. When he was eighty feet away, he shouted: “Lay down your arms, you d—d rebels!” Other officers galloping forward shouted similarly hostile epithets. Parker knew he was outnumbered, that it would be suicide not to stand down. So he ordered his men to disperse. But he did not order them to lay down their arms, which none of them did. Most did disperse, some more slowly than others. But some lingered where they stood.

Precisely what happened next no one could ever know. It was dramatically similar to what happened at the Boston Massacre five years before. Someone fired a shot. Perhaps this is that unique case where it is more accurate to use the passive: a shot was fired. However, many men would examine their memories over the years and decades, and no one could say for sure who fired the shot, nor whether it was British or American, nor from what direction it came. This was not the fabled “shot heard round the world,” which was no literal shot, and which would come soon enough. This shot some thought to have come from the pistol of one of the hopped-up young British officers, perhaps as a warning shot meant to 209speed those who were not dispersing with the alacrity he felt appropriate. Another solid conjecture is that it was some green American hidden from sight and likely deceived by the aforementioned flip into thinking his foolhardiness heroic. No one can ever know, but precisely as happened at that other inciting incident five years before, the sound of the anonymous shot caused a dam to burst—and now unleashed the raging torrent we call the Revolution.

Precisely as happened in Boston on March 5th, 1770, there instantly followed an eruption of British fire. And then emboldened by the firing musketry, other British soldiers fired. Suddenly, the Americans—most of whom were dispersing and some of whom were simply standing where they were, but none of whom were themselves firing—were under full attack. At the deadly crackling of musket fire, most of them scattered toward safety. Several were shot in the back as they f led. In the smoke-choked chaos, almost none returned fire. Captain Parker’s cousin Jonas Parker had likely fired and was observed by many to be reloading his musket where he stood, vowing “never to run.” A musket ball hit him, and as he lay wounded, the charging regulars with their bayonets finished him. John Munroe fired once and then retreated some distance to fire again. His father, Robert, was killed. His second cousin Ebenezer Munroe fired too. “The balls flew so thick,” he said, “I though[t] there was no chance for escape and that I might as well fire my gun as stand still and do nothing.” In a few minutes seven Americans lay dead. Two of them—Samuel Hadley and John Brown—had been shot in the back. Many of the nine who were wounded had been similarly shot. Pitcairn waved his sword to get his men to stop, but in vain; the British officers had lost all control of their men, now killing and wounding as they ran amok, in what really was a massacre, in a way that what happened five years before never was.*

Finally, the corpulent Colonel Smith rode into the scene with the main body of troops, astonished at the ghastly tableau of smoke and blood. He 210knew it for what it was, a slaughter of innocent people, and seeing that his officers had lost all command over their men himself located a drummer and had him beat “to arms,” which insistent and unmistakable tattoo finally summoned them away from the carnage they were inflicting. Once they had reluctantly assembled, Smith for the first time informed them of their mission, to proceed the further six miles to Concord. Men and officers alike were horrified. Most of them had not slept a wink the previous night and were exhausted. The prospect of marching far deeper into this increasingly hostile territory seemed undeniably imprudent. But Smith was no real leader and lazily felt it safest simply to obey his orders. Whatever unpleasantness might follow he could always blame on those who had given the orders. So they would now march to Concord. But to inspire these men who desperately longed to return to Boston, he allowed them to fire a victory salute and give three cheers, after which they went on their fateful way.

In their wake, the people of Lexington were numb. Seven of their men were dead. Who could fathom what had just happened? Nine were wounded, some seriously. Another who had previously been captured and tried to escape had been shot dead too. But Parker knew that he and his men would not have the luxury to stay behind. Inasmuch as they had now been fired upon, they had the freedom and the obligation to fight.


The First Prisoner of the Revolution

Another man who was in the midst of the fighting was Sylvanus Wood, a shoemaker from Woburn, five miles away. Like so many, he heard the church bells an hour before daybreak and hastened to Lexington. After the carnage, he helped carry the six dead into the meeting house and then with most of the others pursued the British toward Concord. Many years later, Wood remembered that before reaching Concord he spotted “one of the grenadiers standing sentinel,” and snuck up on him. “I cocked my piece,” Wood remembered, “and run up to him, seized his gun with my left hand. He surrendered his armor, one gun and bayonet, a large cutlash (sic) . . . one box over the shoulder with twenty-two rounds, one box round the waist with eighteen rounds. This was the first prisoner that was known to be taken that day.”
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“The Shot Heard Round the World”

On July 4, 1837, in Concord, Massachusetts, next to a bridge over the Concord River, an obelisk—twenty-five feet tall and carved from local white granite—was ceremonially dedicated to mark the events that took place there April 19, 1775, sixty-two years earlier. Also to mark those events a poem was commissioned and written by young writer, whose grandfather, Pastor William Emerson, had played a central role in those events. The poem—titled “Concord Hymn”—was read aloud to those gathered. Later in the ceremony the words were sung by a choir, to the hoary and familiar tune of “Old Hundredth.” The poem’s opening stanza reads:

By the rude bridge that arched the flood,

Their flag to April’s breeze unfurled,

Here once the embattled farmers stood

And fired the shot heard round the world.

The thirty-three-year-old who penned those words was Ralph Waldo Emerson, and his coinage of the now famous phrase “the shot heard round the world” would itself—like the shot it described—be heard round the world, so that it became the most famous line ever written by the author. Of course, Emerson’s use of the word “shot” refers poetically—and synecdochally, literarily speaking—to all of the shots that day fired, and not just to the shots fired but to the message they sent. But what message did they send?

Not long after that day in 1775, much of the world knew that what happened there in Concord by the bridge was epochal, that the world could forever after be divided into the world before that day and after. If there was a clear bright line at which point the Revolution we call the American Revolution began, the events at that bridge on that day were it. For most participants—and especially for the young minister whose grandson would write those lines—there was something of the sacred in it. It was among those impossibly rare instances in history when eternity pokes a hole into time, when the divine bleeds into this world, changing it irrevocably and forever. Many involved in what happened at the time 212thought of it as the outworking of a mandate from God to live free, whatever that meant, and there is no question that most of the militia who had gathered around Massachusetts and beyond prayed before they began their march toward Boston. But to understand what happened, we must return to the unfolding day itself.



The Concord Militia Gather

Concord is six miles from Lexington, and the militia who were gathering there in the early morning on April 19th had little idea of what had just happened in Lexington. A messenger alerted them that British troops had fired, but no one knew that anyone had been killed or wounded. Some of the younger men waiting in Concord grew impatient, and ignoring the advice of the older men began to march toward Lexington. They had gone about a mile when from a hill they spotted the approaching regulars. Nineteen-year-old Thaddeus Blood remembered it. “The sun was rising and shined upon their arms,” he said, “and they made a noble appearance in their red coats and glistening arms.” When the British spotted them, they dispatched some light infantry, at which point the young men decided that perhaps their elders were right, and began retreating back to Concord, where everyone else had gathered on a hill near the meetinghouse. The thirty-one-year-old William Emerson, who was Concord’s minister—whom we have mentioned—encouraged them. “Let us stand our ground,” he said. “If we die, let us die here!” Emerson was the twelfth of thirteen children and the father of five. As he milled around the men gathered, he saw that one eighteen-year-old named Harry Gould was giving way to panic, so he put his hand on the young man’s shoulder. “Stand your ground, Harry,” he said. “Your cause is just and God will bless you!”

These Concord men—now joined by the militia of nearby Lincoln—saw that the British troops outnumbered them and decided to retreat to a hill a mile from the town center, where they could observe what was happening. Once the British arrived, they went about their orders, securing the two bridges into the town, and then searching the village for munitions. But because of Paul Revere’s warnings, nothing much remained in Concord. After an eighteen-mile march, the British had been skunked. 213They eventually found a five-hundred-pound cache of 7,500 musket balls, which they took the trouble to heave into a nearby millpond. But the next day, locals simply waded in to retrieve them. Trevelyan says the British were reduced to “spoil[ing] some flour, knock[ing] the trunnions off three iron guns, burn[ing] a heap of wooden spoons and trenchers, and cut[ting] down a liberty pole.”7 But the bonfire they made—and into which they tossed spare wheels and tent pegs—inadvertently caused the town hall to catch fire, though it was eventually put out. But when the militia on the hill saw the smoke, they assumed the British were burning their town. They knew they must take action.

Four companies had been sent a mile further beyond the North Bridge to the house of a Colonel Barrett, which they had been informed was an arsenal, but Revere’s warnings had caused this place to be emptied too. After searching in vain, the exhausted and hungry troops demanded Mrs. Barrett give them breakfast. “We are commanded to feed our enemy if he hunger,” she said defiantly, and fed them. But when they offered to pay, she refused their coins as “blood money.”



The Americans Advance

Meanwhile, the torrent that we now call the Revolution continued to gush forth. From as far away as horses could gallop, militia began marching toward the action. Men began streaming in from Carlisle and Chelmsford and Groton and Littleton and Stow and Westford. Colonel James Barrett was the senior officer and wore a version of the anti-uniform of the militia he commanded: “an old coat, a flapped hat, and a leather apron.” Concord’s Major John Buttrick was next in command. By the time they saw the smoke rising from the village, there were about five hundred of them. A hot-blooded young lieutenant named Joseph Hosmer—whom someone described as “the most dangerous man in Concord”—confronted Barrett. “Will you let them burn the town down?” Addressing a commanding officer like this would ordinarily be considered out of line, but in the egalitarian environment of the New England militia, and under these circumstances, not quite. Others harrumphed similarly, until Barrett ordered the men to load their weapons. But before they moved an inch toward the regulars, he 214repeated what they all would have heard innumerable times in their training: under no circumstances were they to fire until they themselves had been fired upon. They must never cede the moral high ground.

And so now, in orderly ranks, they began marching down toward the North Bridge. The British mockery of the American militia had been so widespread that it was almost impossible for the regulars to imagine what they were seeing. Were these “ragged” militia actually advancing upon them? They were. Perhaps even more astonishing, they were doing so in formation. One recalled that they “began to march by divisions down upon us from their left in a very military manner.” Another said they did so with “the greatest regularity.” Given all the British had heard about the undisciplined New England “rabble,” the sight of them advancing in this way was profoundly unnerving, as though they had been flying through the air on broomsticks. It was a ghastly omen of the horrors that lay ahead for them that day, exhausted and an impossibly distant eighteen miles from where they had begun. In a final fillip, the young fifer leading the American column played “The White Cockade,” a provocatively upbeat Jacobite air calculated to twit the Hanoverian troops of George III.

Captain Walter Laurie realized his men were outnumbered and now commanded the three British companies under him to retreat to the other side of the bridge. But there was some chaos in doing so. The beautifully arcing bridge was the pride of Concord, being 100 feet long and sixteen feet wide, and some of the Concord men were enraged to see some of the British troops pulling up its planks. The Americans continued to advance and then—in another sign of the lack of discipline among the British that day—a British soldier fired into the river. There had been no order to fire. As happened in Lexington four hours earlier, and as happened at the Boston Massacre five years earlier, this initial shot—as if involuntarily—instantly triggered further British shots. Suddenly one of the Americans—Captain Isaac Davis of Acton—was struck by a ball in his chest, splattering those near him with blood. He it was whom Longfellow would memorialize in 1860, remembering him hours before this moment, still swaddled in the safety of slumber: “And one was safe and asleep in his bed/Who at the bridge would be first to fall,/Who that day would be lying dead,/Pierced by a British musket-ball.” Davis was 215thirty. His wife, Hannah, years later would recount how just before he left the house before dawn that morning he had turned to her, holding her in his gaze for a few moments without a word. “Take good care of the children,” he then said, and stepped out into the darkness. Hannah remembered being overwhelmed with sadness at that moment with a clear premonition that she would never see him again in this life. Just seconds after Davis stepped into the next world, a twenty-year-old private, Abner Hosmer, followed him, receiving a ball under his left eye. In a few seconds, thirteen others were hit by the British fire, at which point Captain David Brown shouted, “G-d d--n them! They are firing balls! Fire, for G-d’s sake! Fire!” Others echoed the order, most notably Buttrick, their commander.

It was in this very moment that these rural Americans were shoved forward across a bright red line and into a new world, never to return. So now—responding to the bullets killing and maiming them—they at last squeezed the triggers that fired the powder that sent the one-ounce lead balls toward His Majesty’s troops. The war was officially begun. Americans had been fanning out into a wide line along the river, while the British had massed into a tight formation, providing an easy target. The American fire instantly hit four officers of the eight there gathered, causing such confusion among the British that Captain Laurie understood the jig was up. Men in the rear began leaking away almost immediately until everyone in all three of these hand-picked companies panicked to hightail it back toward Concord. “We was obliged to give way,” one said, “then run with the greatest precipitance.” It was such a reversal of everyone’s expectations that we may view it as presaging the tune played at Yorktown eight years hence, “The World Turned Upside Down.” Not only had American militia behaved with more order and discipline than expected by their British counterparts; they had behaved with more order and discipline than their British counterparts. And not only had they dared to advance upon the British regulars, but those British regulars had dared to retreat from them, and in shameful disorder.

As they retreated, Noah Parkhurst of Lincoln said: “Now the war has begun and no one knows when it will end.” As only art can do, Longfellow’s famous poem sums up what followed in the next hours:
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You know the rest. In books you have read

How the British regulars fired and fled.

How the farmers gave them ball for ball

From behind each fence and farmyard-wall,

Chasing the red-coats down the lane,

Then crossing the fields to emerge again

Under the trees at the turn of the road,

And only pausing to fire and load.

But before all that would happen that day began to happen, nothing happened. The Americans at the bridge, having acted, now stopped. They had no idea what to do next. Although they knew something unprecedented and astonishing had just happened, they could not yet apprehend the impossibly large idea that they had just crossed the border into an unknown country. They knew that they had killed and wounded British officers and that the British had retreated. But was that perhaps all that was necessary? Had they sufficiently made their point? Or should they pursue the retreating British? No one knew. No one had planned for this. And so for a time they did nothing but try and take in what had just happened.

Neither knew the British what to do. The three companies retreating back to the center of Concord met up with their commander Smith, who even now was not awake to the gathering nightmare that militia were already converging from the four points of the compass to kill him and the men he had blithely led eighteen long miles into the hellish depths of hostile territory, that he and these men entrusted to him would endure the impossible agony of spending the next hours frantically scrambling to clamber out of this abyss, pursued all the way in their flight by sharp-fanged Death. But the first hint of what Smith was facing now came in the shape of these retreating companies, who would have apprised him that twelve of their men had been shot, with two already dead. Smith doubtless then thought of the four companies still on the far side of the North Bridge at Barrett’s Mill. But lucky for Smith and for those companies, the Americans did not press their advantage. They were like the dog who had caught the car he was chasing, and as they stood near the bridge, paralyzed by their 217unexpected success, they allowed these four companies to pass by unmolested and join their comrades in Concord.

The confused Americans also gave Smith some time to gather the rest of his scattered men, and to begin organizing their eighteen-mile retreat. He was especially glad that he had had the wisdom to request reinforcements from Boston, now sensing he would need them, but never dreaming how desperately. But Smith had no idea how badly his request for reinforcements had been bungled. They should have been showing up any minute, but it would be hours before he saw them. So Smith sat on his haunches, waiting, oblivious that with every minute he stayed in Concord more militia were coming to kill the men he was allowing to rest when they should have been retreating with all possible speed back to Boston. Only by noon—with no sign of the expected reinforcements—did he figure it might be best to begin the long march back.

And so they did. But all through the night the alarm spread by Revere and Dawes and Prescott had been spread to other riders, who were calling the men of New England to arms in a wider and wider circle. When the shots had been fired at five o’clock in the morning in Lexington, more riders had gone out, and with more urgency than ever, since Americans had been killed. So with every minute that had passed more militia men were on their way. By the end of that day, 14,000 of them would arrive, and 4,000 would take part in the action against the regulars running and fighting for their lives.

But already one mile beyond Concord—at a crossroads called Miriam’s Corner—the British would get a bloody taste of what they faced in the long retreat still ahead. As they approached, 600 militia were crouched behind stone walls, farm buildings, trees, and haystacks. The withering fire was such that two redcoats were killed and six wounded. Already here some in the British ranks feared they had no chance to make it back and concluded that their safest option would be to surrender to the rebels. Of course, their officers would not hear of it. But their journey had barely begun, and before it was all over a full third of the 750 men would be dead, wounded, or missing in action. And the closer they got to Boston the worse it would be, as more and more militia arrived, as if out of nowhere. “It seemed as if men came down from the clouds,” one British soldier said. 218The Americans were free to move in any direction—sideways and backwards—and to appear and shoot from behind any obstacle they could find, while the British were confined to their ranks and to the road.

As the panicking British column approached Lexington—having now gone into a double-time trot—they would have to face the men upon whom they had opened fire at dawn, eight hours before, who had gathered themselves to march west toward Concord, zealously wishing to avenge the deaths of their loved ones and friends. Captain John Parker ordered each of his men to pick a British target. Colonel Smith himself took a ball in his thigh and fell from his horse. Pitcairn now took command, ordering some men to engage with Parker’s militia, but even this slight delay only enabled the Americans in pursuit to catch up and fire on the rear of the British column. Many of the British soldiers became unhinged for fear. So many had already been killed or wounded—and left behind—that it seemed logically impossible they could make it all the way back to Boston, twelve miles away. Most of the men had not slept in two days and had already marched twenty-four miles. One officer recalled that around this time “we began to run rather than retreat in order.”

Shortly thereafter at a place called Fiske’s Hill, a militia regiment led by a company who had come all the way from Cambridge waited as the British column approached. One man saw Pitcairn “mounted on an elegant horse, and with a drawn sword in his hand . . . riding backwards and forwards, commanding and urging the British troops.” Until the redcoats were in range, the Americans held their fire. Then, as a British soldier recalled, a number of them from “behind a pile of rails, raised their guns and fired with deadly effect.” Pitcairn was hit and fell from his horse which “took fright” and “leaped the wall” to run “directly towards those who had killed his rider.” With both Smith and Pitcairn out of commission and many other officers killed or wounded, the fragile order had frayed completely, so that it was essentially every man for himself. Many were nearly out of ammunition, since they had taken little, having no idea when they began that they might need it. And they had not even yet made it to Lexington Green.

It was soon after this nadir that help arrived in the shape of Brigadier Hugh, Lord Percy, who was hardly able to take in what he saw. The elite 219British companies were by now shattered beyond recognition. Percy had been foremost in mocking the American militia. In fact, a few hours earlier as he began his journey, to show his contempt for those he was about to face, he had his fifers play “Yankee Doodle.” But suddenly now he saw how mistaken he had been in his assessment of the Americans. He had with him a thousand regulars and suddenly gave the harried men straggling back real hope that they might still survive the day, as well as the inestimable luxury of resting for thirty minutes while Percy and his officers discussed their best options. “I had the happiness of saving them from complete destruction,” he would later write.

At the same time, the Americans were at this point joined by none other than Dr. Joseph Warren, along with a general, William Heath. Suddenly, there were real leaders on the scene to coordinate things. Heath had no battle experience whatsoever but had avidly read many of the military books in Henry Knox’s bookstore, and in remembering something from one of them now conceived the idea of creating a “moving circle of fire” that would surround the retreating British. He was also able to coordinate the endlessly arriving militia companies to take positions along the road back to Boston.



The Oldest Soldier in the War

As Percy’s troops continued their retreat, passing through Menotomy, the fighting became especially brutal. Twenty-five Americans would be killed, and forty British, three of whom would meet their death at the horned hands of the man history remembers as the oldest soldier of the war. This was seventy-eight-year-old Samuel Whittemore, who at the approach of the British elected not to let them pass unmolested, but grabbed four weapons and took a position behind a stone wall. Born in 1696, a few years after the Salem Witch trials, he had fought at Louisburg in 1745 and later in the French and Indian War. As the British passed, Whittemore fired his musket, killing a grenadier, and then with his dueling pistols instantly killing another and shooting a third, who would also die. Unable to reload, he now unsheathed his sword to do battle with the British soldiers still coming at him. They shot him in the face and bayoneted him twelve or thirteen times, leaving 220him for dead in a pool of blood. But some Americans later found him reloading his musket for further action. They brought him to one Cotton Tufts—a cousin of Abigail Adams—who glumly offered no hope for the brave man’s survival past that day. But Whittemore would make monkeys of the grenadiers who thought they had killed him and of Dr. Tufts too, living another eighteen years to age ninety-six.



Why They Fought

Almost two hundred years after the birth of Samuel Whittemore—in 1894—a seventy-two-year-old man named Mellen Chamberlain gave a speech to the Concord Sons of the Revolution. He recounted how fifty-one years earlier—in 1843—as a twenty-one-year-old Dartmouth student, he had the privilege of interviewing the ninety-one-year-old Captain Levi Preston, then thought to be the oldest survivor of the fighting at Concord. Their conversation has become famous, because the young Chamberlain was able to cut through all he had heard and read about why the Revolution was fought and actually ask someone who had fought. The reason Preston gave for having fought had little to do with the Stamp Tax or the tax on tea. But it did have to do with what they represented. To pay those taxes would have meant submission to the arbitrary dictates of Parliament. When the young student asked Preston whether he had read Locke about “the eternal principles of liberty,” Preston confessed ignorance: “We read only the Bible, the Catechism, Watt’s Psalms and Hymns and the Almanac.” So when the young Chamberlain finally pushed Preston on the question of why he fought, the old man famously replied: “What we meant in going for those redcoats was this: we always had governed ourselves, and we always meant to govern ourselves. They didn’t mean we should.” That was it. The people of Massachusetts 221had left England to govern themselves and had gotten used to governing themselves. So the Revolution began because for the first time the ability to do that was seriously threatened.

[image: Detailed illustration of an older man in eighteenth-century clothing, with a prominent high-collared shirt and jacket. He faces slightly left with a solemn expression. Below the image, the caption states: James Thacher M.D.]
Another young man who was in Boston when the hostilities broke out was James Thacher, then twenty-one years old, and just beginning his career as a surgeon. He would soon be attached to the Continental Army, following Washington through most of the war. Thacher had just begun keeping a journal, and two days after Lexington and Concord, wrote his own thoughts on why they were fighting:


Never was a cause more just, more sacred than ours; we are commanded to defend the rich inheritance bequeathed to us by our virtuous ancestors; and it is our bounded duty to transmit it uncontaminated to our posterity; we must fight valiantly therefore, for our lives and property, for our holy religion, for our honor, and for our dearest friends. We are not born to be slaves, and are resolved to live and die free; appealing to the Sovereign Ruler of the Universe for the justice of our cause, and relying on his Almighty arm for protection and support.



No one had been more dedicated to the American cause over the decade previous than Joseph Warren. When word of the fighting came to him in Boston, he took a ferry across the harbor toward the action and was heard to say: “They have begun it. That either party could do. And we will end it. That only one can do.” As he would do two months later at Bunker Hill, he insisted on taking an active role in the fighting that day. At one point a musket ball clipped his wig, passing so near his head “as to strike the pin out of his earlock,” nearly ending his life. It was as close a call as imaginable, and when she heard of it, Warren’s old mother with tears remonstrated against his heroics. But Warren would have none of it. “Wherever danger is, dear mother,” he said, “there will your son be.” And then, speaking prophetically, said: “Now is no time for one of America’s children to shrink from the most hazardous duty; I will either set my country free, or shed my last drop of blood to make her so.”




	*  If Pieter Bruegel had ever painted a scene of this complex chaos we would see the strange image of two men in the background carrying and dragging a large heavy trunk from Buck-man’s Tavern to hide it from the British. The men are Paul Revere and John Lowell, and the trunk belonged to John Hancock and contained a treasure of valuable papers. This trunk today may be seen in the Worcester Historical Museum in Massachusetts.
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Chapter Twenty-One The War Is Begun


Must we now sit still and maintain peace with the butchers of our friends?

—Reverend William Stearns

THe Morning After The fighting, a group of the Boston leaders met in Cambridge. Captain Thomas Pickering—who two months earlier had led the militia at Salem—felt there was no need to do anything. Had not General Gage seen that the Americans would stand firm, even unto death? Pickering believed the carnage inflicted on the British had taught them the lesson they needed, and that now—just as they had done following the Stamp Act riots ten years earlier, and just as they had done following the Boston Massacre five years earlier—they would pull back from their excesses. Pickering did not see the point of fighting further toward “getting possession of Boston.” But Joseph Warren, essentially the leader of the movement, thought otherwise and advocated for continuing the fighting in the strongest terms possible. “Our all is at stake,” he said. “Death and devastation are the instant consequences of delay. Every moment is infinitely precious. An hour lost may deluge your country in blood and entail perpetual slaughter upon the few of your posterity who may survive the carnage.” Warren was not finished. “We beg and entreat,” he said, “as you will answer to your country, to your own consciences, and above all, as you will answer to God himself, that you will hasten and encourage by all possible means the 223enlistment of men to form the army, and send them forward to headquarters at Cambridge.”

What they were to do militarily was another story. So many militia had come to Boston—actually to Cambridge across the bay, since the British had retreated to Boston and were essentially trapped there—that it was unclear what the battle plan would be. But no sooner was the fighting over than Warren and the other patriot leaders turned to what they had been doing for the last decade: shaping the narrative of events to inspire American patriots to action.

Warren himself wrote a circular letter, and a committee ginned up fury against the British by collecting affidavits from witnesses, all calculated to cast the events as “barbarous murders committed on our innocent brethren,” as though the childlike Americans had been brutally tomahawked in their sleep by cold-blooded assassins. The account said the lobster-backed criminals had driven “into the streets women in child-bed” and killed “old men in their houses.” There was enough truth to these accounts, but the general effect was to exaggerate the worst of what happened to summon the greatest outrage, and in so doing to provoke thousands of colonials with their guns to surge Boston-ward and dramatically to fortify the ranks of the militia now arraying against the British.

So already on the morning of April 19th, word of the fighting was sent by a professional post rider named Isaac Bissell, who galloped the nearly fifty miles to Worcester, Massachusetts, by noon of that day, riding his horse so hard that the animal died shortly after he arrived. He rode the sixty miles south to Hartford, and by the evening of April 20th, another rider carried the news another fifty miles to New London on the Connecticut coast. By the evening of April 21st, the electrifying news had traveled the 130 miles west to New York, and on the afternoon of April 24th reached Philadelphia, after which it continued south and west, reaching Georgia two weeks later. In June news of the fighting reached a group of frontiersmen on Elkhorn Creek in what is today Kentucky—a thousand miles inland from Lexington, Massachusetts. The men immediately named the spot Lexington.

Warren’s rhetoric worked, and before long twenty thousand men from every corner of New England—from New Hampshire, Rhode Island, 224Connecticut, and from far western Massachusetts—streamed to the scene of the action, so that the British troops found themselves uncomfortably bottled up on the Boston peninsula, forced to subsist on salt provisions.

But the account of things that Warren and the Massachusetts patriots were setting forth was not merely intended for their colonial brethren, but for the power brokers in Parliament too. So they prepared it with blistering speed, and put it on board the Quero, a swift sixty-two-ton sloop bound for England, where the aggrieved American accounts soon stirred sympathies against the warmongering monarch. But George III didn’t care one whit what anyone said, since he knew he had enough votes to make war on the rebellious Colonies, having taken the pains to purchase these votes himself. Indeed, a month earlier—frustrated with General Gage—he had decided to replace him with three generals, who were already on their way across the Atlantic. But there were indeed many in England who saw the folly of going to war with the Colonies. Among these was the evangelist John Wesley, as we shall see. In the Colonies, however, some of the most vocal proponents of taking up arms were the pastors, whom the British bitterly derided as “the Black Regiment,” or “the Black Robe Regiment,” since the pastors at that time wore black robes.


The Black Robe Regiment

“No body of men are so extremely injurious to peace and tranquility as the clergy,” said Lord Percy, who had commanded the relief force on April 19th. “They preach sedition openly from their pulpits.” The historian Robert Ferguson writes, “As the primary literary vehicle of the times, the sermon forms a dialectic with the people’s voice and prepares more Americans for rebellion than do books and pamphlets. . . . The belief required for independence is born in these sermons.”8

Three weeks after Lexington and Concord, in a sermon on May 11th, the Reverend William Stearns of Marlboro pulled no punches about how he felt. “Must we now sit still and maintain peace with the butchers of our friends?” he asked. “Shall we maintain it at the expense of property, liberty and life, and all that is dear? God forbid! If ever there was a call in providence to take the sword, there now is! Therefore to arms! To arms!” In his sermon, he invoked the story of the cowardly inhabitants of Meroz from 225Judges 5:23, whom the angel of the Lord cursed for refusing to come “to the help of the Lord against the mighty” and trusted “that none such will refuse to enlist in defense of his country.” Finally, he threatened that when “God in his providence calls to take the sword, if any refuse to obey, Heaven’s dread artillery is levelled against him, as you may see” and then quoted Jeremiah 48:10: “Cursed be he that keeps back his sword from blood; cursed is that sneaking coward who neglects the sinking state when called to its defense. Let America’s valorous sons put on the harness, nor take it off till peace shall be to Israel.”

On May 31st, the Reverend Samuel Langdon—then president of Harvard—preached a sermon. “That ever memorable day, the nineteenth of April, is the date of an unhappy war openly begun by the Ministers of the King of Great Britain against his good subjects in this Colony, and implicitly against all the colonies. But for what? Because they have made a noble stand for their natural and constitutional rights, in opposition to the machinations of wicked men who are betraying their Royal Master, establishing popery in the British dominions, and aiming to enslave and ruin the whole nation [so] that they may enrich themselves and their vile dependents with the public treasures and the spoils of America . . .” Langdon went on, “We must keep our eyes fixed on the supreme government of the Eternal King as directing all events, setting up or pulling down the Kings of the earth at his pleasure, suffering the best forms of human government to degenerate and go to ruin by corruption, or restoring the decayed constitutions of kingdoms and states by reviving public virtue and religion, and granting the favorable interpositions of his providence . . .”

A host of these pastors not only exhorted the faithful to fight but grabbed their muskets and fought themselves. The moment he heard of the events at Lexington and Concord, one pastor in New Ipswich, New Hampshire, led ninety-seven men from his church to Boston, sixty miles away. Another pastor, David Avery of Windsor, Vermont, led twenty-seven of his faithful to Boston, and in preaching along the way attracted others to join him.

The most famous of these stories of the so-called Black Robe Regiment is of the twenty-nine-year-old Peter Muhlenberg, the pastor of a Lutheran 226congregation in Virginia’s Shenandoah Valley, who led 300 men from his county to form the 8th Virginia Regiment. Seventy-five years later his great-nephew related the story of how Muhlenberg in January 1776 was preaching the famous verses from Ecclesiastes. “To every thing there is a season . . . a time of war, and a time of peace . . .” at which point he declared, “and this is the time of war,” dramatically removing his black silk-and-wool clerical gown to reveal his colonel’s uniform underneath. When we remember the histrionics of other orators of that time—including his fellow Virginian Patrick Henry—we imagine that this is precisely what happened. As the story goes, this rending of garments was the cue for the drummers outside to begin their drumming, at which point the men kissed their wives, and then walked down the aisle and out of the church to enlist.

The surgeon James Thacher just after Lexington and Concord said that the Massachusetts Provincial Congress had specifically recommended that “ministers of parishes adapt their discourses to the times, and explain the nature of civil and Religious liberty, and the duties of magistrates and rulers. Accordingly, we have from our pulpits the most fervent and pious effusions to the throne of Divine Grace in behalf of our bleeding, afflicted country.” Thacher recalled hearing one pastor—“a zealous divine”—who when the war had started prayed aloud from his pulpit: “Oh! Lord, if our enemies will fight us, let them have fighting enough. If more soldiers are on their way hither, sink them, O Lord, to the bottom of the sea.” To which, Thacher remembered, all those in the pews assented heartily.



John Wesley Writes Dartmouth

Because what happened at this point is in the past, it is sometimes difficult to imagine that many were taking stock of things as they were unfolding, and wished to stand athwart what in retrospect looks like the inevitable juggernaut of history to shout “halt!” The events at Lexington and Concord were so shocking and devastating to the British that some at the time indeed called for a dramatic reappraisal of the situation, and quite rightly saw that fighting the Americans would not be the gay romp to victory so many had confidently predicted. Among these was John 227Wesley, who had led the Methodist movement for nearly four decades.
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John Wesley (1703–1791)


On June 15th—behindhand in his knowledge of some details, but accurately enough—from Ireland, Wesley wrote his longtime friend and fellow evangelical Lord Dartmouth. The urgency of his appeal reveals itself immediately. “My Lord,” he wrote, “I would not speak, as it may seem to be concerning myself with things that lie out of my province. But I dare not refrain from it any longer; I think silence in the present case would be a sin against God, against my country, and against my own soul.” Unlike others who may have expressed sentiments similar to those he is about to express, Wesley was of no party, and in writing said he trusted “only in the living God, who hath the hearts of all men in His hands. And whether my writing do any good or no, it need do no harm; for it rests within your Lordship’s breast whether any eye but your own shall see it.” But what was so extraordinarily heavy on his heart that he should preface his remarks this way? He said that he did “not intend to enter upon the question whether the Americans are in the right or in the wrong.” He admitted that his innate prejudices were against them. “And yet,” he continued, “in spite of all my long-rooted prejudices, I cannot avoid thinking, if I think at all, these, an oppressed people, asked for nothing more than their legal rights, and that in the most modest and inoffensive manner that the nature of the thing would allow.” So Wesley concurred with many Americans in this.

But his concerns were mostly practical. “But waiving this, waiving all considerations of right and wrong, I ask, Is it common sense to use force toward the Americans?” This was the great question beneath all the other questions. At some point in every conflict, military or other, there is the question of what price one is willing to pay to support one’s position. The British seemed to think fighting the Americans was an issue of honor. They could not and seemingly would not allow the colonials to defy 228Parliament and the Crown, even if the Americans may have had some good reason. They had been stubborn in considering the merits of those reasons for more than a decade, but after the Boston Tea Party had seemingly moved from stubbornness to a kind of perfect fixity. Their position was that as children must obey their parents, the colonists must obey the Mother Country. But sidestepping this, Wesley addressed whether it would be worth the cost. As Franklin forever after regretted the whistle he purchased in 1713, Wesley was convinced whatever price England would pay going forward would be too much. He referred to how many were killed at Lexington and Concord on either side. Many more British had been killed (49 Americans versus 73 British) and far more wounded (39 to 174). Twenty-six British were missing versus only five Americans. “And this is the first essay of raw men against regular troops!” Wesley wrote. “You see, my Lord,” he continued, “whatever has been affirmed, these men will not be frightened. And it seems they will not be conquered so easily as was at first imagined. They will probably dispute every inch of ground, and, if they die, die sword in hand.”

The oft-heard flippant dismissals of the Americans Wesley himself dismissed. “They are as strong men as you,” he said. “They are as valiant as you, if not abundantly more valiant, for they are one and all enthusiasts—enthusiasts for liberty. They are calm, deliberate enthusiasts.” Wesley was speaking in a kind of code to his fellow evangelical. The eighteenth-century term “enthusiast” meant “religious fanatic,” and was leveled times without number at Wesley and at Dartmouth too, who was sometimes called “the Psalm-singer” by his secular colleagues. The derisive term “Methodist” was also used against Wesley, although he eventually adopted it as a term of honor, as he likely was now using the term “enthusiast.” So he was appealing to their common faith to nudge Dartmouth toward seeing that just as they would die for what they believe, so would these Americans.



“Remember Rehoboam!”

In talking to his fellow “enthusiast,” Wesley cited the cautionary tale of Rehoboam, the son of King Solomon, who after the death of his father ignored the cries of his people against harsh taxation. Rehoboam 229arrogantly told them that he would punish them for their daring to appeal to him about this, even saying that his “little finger” was bigger than his own father’s “loins” or “waist,” a euphemistic phallic comparison. Dartmouth would have known that Rehoboam in his arrogance had caused Israel to be forever divided from ten of her twelve tribes. At this point the parallel to England and her Colonies became chilling. Wesley had many close ties with the Americans, and said his sources told him the Colonies were quite united. “Not in the Province of New England only,” he says, “but down as low as the Jerseys and Pennsylvania. The bulk of the people are so united that to speak a word in favor of the present English measures would almost endanger a man’s life.” Again, speaking merely practically, he says that the Americans—whether “right or wrong”—were fighting “pro aris et focis,* for their wives, children and liberty!” Their zeal would be dramatically different than whose who “fight only for pay, none of whom care a straw for the cause wherein they are engaged . . .” He then even wonders whether British soldiers fighting the Americans might tempt the French into the fray.

Wesley even talks of the economic sufferings in England at that time—part of which was because of the American non-importation agreements—and believes that this suffering was God’s judgment against England. “Upon the whole,” he writes, “I am really sometimes afraid that this evil is from the Lord. When I consider the astonishing luxury of the rich, and the shocking impiety of rich and poor, I doubt whether general dissoluteness of manners does not demand a general visitation.” The term “manners” at that time simply meant morality. So Wesley is telling his fellow enthusiast that England may for its sins be coming under God’s judgment. “Perhaps the decree is already gone forth from the Governor of the world,” he writes, “perhaps even now.” Without mentioning the source, he quotes some chilling verses from a poem: “As he that buys surveys a ground/So the destroying angel measures it around./Calm he surveys the perishing nation;/Ruin behind him stalks, and empty desolation.”**

230
Was Wesley prophesying against his beloved England? “But we Englishmen are too wise to acknowledge that God has anything to do in the world!” he says. “Otherwise should we not seek Him by fasting and prayer before He lets the lifted thunder drop? O my Lord, if your Lordship can do anything let it not be wanting!” What must Dartmouth have thought? Wesley’s last lines are especially haunting, like the words of Hamlet’s dead father to his son as he vanishes. “For God’s sake,” he says, “for the sake of the King, of the nation, of your lovely family, remember Rehoboam! Remember Philip the Second! Remember King Charles the First!” Wesley couldn’t have been clearer in citing these cautionary examples. As we have said, Rehoboam began his reign overseeing the twelve tribes of Israel but lost ten of them. In the sixteenth century, Spain’s Philip II oversaw the great Spanish empire, but because of arrogance and rigid intolerance lost a large part of Holland. And in the seventeenth century, King Charles I had lost his head. In retrospect it seems clear that Wesley was not just an evangelist, but a prophet.




	*  For hearth and home.

	**  The lines are from an epic poem written by his own father, Samuel Wesley, published in 1693, titled The Life of Christ.
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Chapter Twenty-Two Now What?


MAny on April 20th realized they were suddenly on the other side of a line in world history, on the other side of the “rude bridge that arched the flood.” What would happen next? And what should be done? One thing most of those ruminating on these questions knew for sure: there was no time merely to ruminate. Immediate action was necessary. But what? Because no one had known whether or when this moment that arrived would arrive, no one was prepared when it did arrive.

First of all, who among the leaders in the thirteen Colonies had the authority to decide what should be done? Many of the leaders did not even hear about what had happened for many days or even weeks afterward. The events at Lexington and Concord and Boston were so far removed from New York and Philadelphia—much less Virginia and North and South Carolina and Georgia—that any concerted, agreed-upon action in the short term was out of the question. The speed of even the fastest horse was dramatically unequal to the job of informing everyone what had happened, much less putting everyone on the same page regarding next steps.

There were some who thought that the events of Lexington and Concord would play out as the Stamp Act riots and the Boston Massacre had played out, meaning that Britain would see its errors and wisely retreat from their position. In this case, it was hoped they might pack up and go home. But most did not think this possible, and reasoned that whatever 232might happen, they had an obligation to do what they could to press their advantage. The patriots must not lose a moment. We know that Congress would gather in Philadelphia on May 10th and would on June 14th establish a Continental Army and name George Washington as Commander in Chief and send him north to Boston to lead the American forces, such as they were. But the calendar still read April. Whatever advantage the patriots might gain now could mean everything in the months ahead—which would indeed be the case, as we shall see.

But who would be the one to leap into the breach at this early moment and suggest what immediate action should be taken? And who should then take that action? To seize the reins of history now—knowing that everyone with the proper authority could not be consulted—required a certain brashness. The coolest heads of that time certainly did not want to do anything that might in time be viewed as a grave mistake. But anyone wondering who might step up to lay claim to his spot in the sunshine of history needn’t have waited very long for his answer. As it happened, there was a certain brave and extraordinarily capable Connecticut patriot only too happy to leap headlong into this breach, and to boldly and confidently suggest specific and exceptionally bold action—and to further suggest himself as the principal actor in that action. The name of this brave and extraordinarily capable American patriot was Benedict Arnold.


Benedict Arnold

It is impossible to fathom the psychologies and motives of certain figures of history. Benedict Arnold must certainly be ranked among the first echelons of such figures. But it is nonetheless equally impossible not to speculate on what animated those who for a time seem to light up the dark sky like a comet, captivating all who behold them. What made them who they were and what drove them to do what they did? No one could debate that Benedict Arnold was astonishingly gifted, and in an impressive host of ways.

Born into a prosperous and socially prominent family in Norwich, Connecticut, he was at age ten or eleven enrolled at a prestigious private school, with the eventual goal of studying at Yale. But the future of these bright college years was scotched three years later, owing to lack of funds, 233and his father’s decline into alcoholism, and the boy was apprenticed to an apothecary. But the energetic and supremely resourceful young Arnold seems to have longed to restore his family’s name, and redeem the humiliation of his father, who was denied communion in the local church and arrested several times before dying in 1761. The next year the twenty-two-year-old Arnold successfully launched himself into business in New Haven, as a book-seller and apothecary. His success enabled him to quickly repay the loans borrowed to start these businesses, and even to repurchase the family homestead his father had lost. His prosperity continued, enabling him to purchase three ships and embark on an even more lucrative career as a trader in the West Indies. He often commanded his own ships, traveling as far as Canada to the north and the West Indies to the south.
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Benedict Arnold (1741–1801)


But as we know, once the French and Indian War ended—in which Arnold had also taken some part—England’s efforts against the profitable smuggling increased dramatically, and suddenly Arnold’s trading business struggled. So he quite naturally found himself on the side of those Americans resisting the British. He joined the nascent patriot cause in New England and was counted among the Sons of Liberty in Connecticut. Arnold was married in 1767, and by 1772 his wife had borne him three sons. He continued traveling widely for business, and took part in the cause of American liberty, as tensions with Great Britain continued to rise.

In March of 1775, Arnold was made a captain in the Connecticut militia, leading the Second Company of the Governor’s Foot Guard. On April 21st, just two days after the historic clash at Lexington and Concord, he and everyone else in New Haven heard the startling news. The next day Arnold exhibited the boldness for which he would become famous—and the rashness for which he would become infamous—when 234he demanded the keys to the powder house on the New Haven Green. He was eager to lead the march to Boston that minute and make a name for himself in the golden pages of history. He had already mustered sixty men on the New Haven Green, all of whom itched to join the fighting, none more than Arnold. To be of any use, however, they must first have the gunpowder under lock and key in the New Haven powder house. There was no time to waste.

But the city leaders—then meeting in the Hunt Tavern to decide what action to take—did not see things with the same urgency. Who knew how best to proceed? Were we truly at war with the Mother Country? The leaders who held the keys to the powder and munitions made clear to Arnold that they were not inclined to take any impetuous steps. General David Wooster—then still a colonel in the Connecticut militia and New Haven’s Justice of the Peace—cautioned that only the Connecticut legislature had the authority to decide what action to take. They were meeting in Hartford, and those in New Haven had no choice but to wait for “regular orders.” But such measured caution quickly proved unequal to Arnold’s staggering force of will. “Regular orders be damned!” he retorted. The Colonies were at war and didn’t have the luxury of cooling their heels as those in Hartford dithered. “May other units follow where they may,” Arnold declared. “None but God almighty may stop me!” He then threatened that if those with the powderhouse keys did not hand them over “within five minutes,” his men would break down the door. So the New Haven leaders acceded to Arnold’s demands and he and his men—with the gunpowder and other munitions—began their 150-mile march to the fighting in Boston. That they covered the distance in three days paints a picture of Arnold’s zeal to be where the action was.

On the road out of New Haven, he met Samuel Holden Parsons, another Connecticut militia leader, who had just come from Boston, and was back in Connecticut to raise troops. Parsons gave Arnold some vital intelligence, saying that the troops in Boston were desperately lacking powder and ammunition—and cannons. Of course, Arnold had intuited this and was bringing all the powder that was stored in New Haven. But on the issue of cannon, too, Arnold had a solution, which he volunteered 235to Parsons. He declared that the first object of the patriots must be the taking of Fort Ticonderoga, which had many cannons of every kind, and which was very poorly guarded, as Arnold well knew, having been there on his many travels. So the Americans must seize Ticonderoga before the British had an opportunity to send troops to guard it properly. The fabled fort lay roughly three hundred miles from Boston, at the base of Lake Champlain, and had been built by the French at the beginning of the French and Indian War, as a defense against the northward ambitions of the British. But during that war the British had taken the fort, and now in 1775 it lay in British hands.

The word “Ticonderoga” comes from an Iroquois word meaning “at the junct ion between two waterways,” those being Lake George—stretching southward—and Lake Champlain—stretching northward. Before the French and Indian War, the British controlled the Hudson River valley, which stretched from Lake George all the way south to New York; and the French controlled the watery corridor that began with Lake Champlain and stretched north to the St. Lawrence River. But when the British won the French and Indian War, they captured Fort Ticonderoga and afterward controlled everything north of it, including Canada. Arnold knew that if the Americans could take Ticonderoga now it would give them a powerful strategic advantage, and would provide the Americans with the cannons they lacked. Taking Ticonderoga would also help prevent the British from attacking from the north, and might even be a staging ground for American efforts to attack Canada. As we shall see, Arnold would eventually himself be at the forefront of this effort too.

But in telling Parsons his brilliant idea, Arnold inadvertently set things in motion that would nearly rob him of the glory he hoped to have. It would at least force him to share that glory, which for someone of his ambition, was nearly as unpleasant. That’s because right after their meeting, Parsons approached the Connecticut authorities with this novel and urgent plan, which they instantly put into action. So while Arnold was marching north, burning to share this idea with the Massachusetts leaders—and expecting them to charge him with leading the mission to Ticonderoga—the Connecticut leaders leapt ahead of him. They began 236raising funds for the mission and sent recruiters north to gather volunteers. Word of it soon reached the ears of the doughty frontiersman Ethan Allen, who volunteered to lead the mission himself. Was not Ticonderoga in his own neck of the woods? So Allen began rounding up his Green Mountain Boys, the militia group he had led in many missions over the previous five years, and on May 2nd, they gathered in what is today Bennington, Vermont, to discuss details.

Arnold and his New Haven militia arrived in Cambridge on April 30th, where he eagerly told Joseph Warren and the other leaders his idea, that the guns they now lacked—the mortars and howitzers and cannons—were that very minute at Ticonderoga, which was hardly defended, being occupied by a handful of “invalid” soldiers and their families. Arnold was not inclined to sit around in Cambridge and stare at the British across the river, but was champing at the bit to ride to Ticonderoga and seize the fort. So Warren and the others agreed to his idea, but it was not until a full week later—on May 3rd—that the Massachusetts Provisional Congress finally deputized him as the mission’s leader and promoted him from captain to colonel. They charged him with taking Ticonderoga, as well as nearby Fort Crown Point, and sent him on his way with all haste. En route he was to recruit four hundred men for the effort. The Massachusetts leaders gave him ten horses, and a relatively skimpy war chest of one hundred pounds for provisions. But because of the urgency Joseph Warren attached to the mission, he gave Arnold two hundred pounds of gunpowder, which was tremendously scarce in Boston, and which action would almost certainly cost him his life two months later, when the patriots would run out of it at Bunker Hill.

So Warren and the Massachusetts leaders sent Arnold off, unaware that the Connecticut leaders had already sent Ethan Allen off on the same mission. And there was at least one more person who had had the idea. His name was John Brown. In fact, it may be argued that he had the idea first, because already in March of 1775—when he was in Canada, hoping to get the Canadians to join the Thirteen Colonies in their brewing rebellion against the Crown—he wrote: “One thing I must mention, to be kept as a profound secret. The Fort at Ticonderoga must be seized as soon as 237possible, should hostilities be committed by the King’s Troops.” So whoever was the originator of the idea, or who passed the idea to whom, we may never know.* But we know that in the first few days of May 1775, both Ethan Allen and Benedict Arnold were scrambling toward Ticonderoga and glory, each perfectly oblivious that someone else shared their grand and heroic ambition. The great collision between them would not be long in coming.



A World of Water

The speed of horses and sailing vessels play as large a part in the story of the Revolution as anything, making coordination among the far-flung leaders of the Colonies difficult, and making coordination between London and the British in America that much more difficult. But both of these facts underscore the larger reality of that time, that—as it had been for many centuries and would continue to be for some time still— the medium through which trade and warfare were overwhelmingly 238conducted was water. The strategic importance of Fort Ticonderoga at that time underscores this.
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Ethan Allen at Ticonderoga.


From our own modern perspective, a fort that sits on a bluff in the middle of a vast wilderness can have no real strategic importance. Ticonderoga is roughly 200 miles from Boston and 250 miles from New York City. That it was once as important to the British as was Gibraltar—so that Ticonderoga was actually called “the Gibraltar of America”—is hard to fathom. We can still see that controlling the straits of Gibraltar was vital, since that narrow passage to the Mediterranean was an obvious choke point for all sea travel to the east. If we look at a map of the Dardanelles Strait, we can see how that too was an impossibly strategic choke point for sea travel at the other end of the Mediterranean. But Ticonderoga? To us it seems landlocked, hundreds of miles from the Atlantic Ocean. But when we examine its position more closely, we get a glimpse of why everyone was suddenly in 1775 clamoring to gain control of it as quickly as possible.

Traveling on water was everything. Such roads as then existed often took troublingly meandering paths. We will soon see how difficult this was when we describe Henry Knox’s heroic expedition to carry the invaluable cannons and other guns from Ticonderoga to Boston. Whatever roads then existed were often choked with mud too viscous for wagon wheels. If it snowed, sleds were the only option. But even if the best available roads were in their best condition, whatever wagons were in use for transporting things were a fraction of the size of the train cars that would emerge in seven decades, and a fraction of the size of the tractor trailers that speed across our multi-lane highways. So whatever waterways could be used to move things were used, and controlling those waterways lay at the heart of nearly everything.

So the waterway we rarely think of today—that stretched from the Canadian Atlantic via the St. Lawrence, down Lake Champlain and Lake George, and then via the Hudson River all the way down to New York City—was strategically more important than anything. It’s why the British put Fort Ticonderoga where it was twenty years earlier, during the French and Indian War. It effectively sat at the center point of this strategic corridor. In the Revolution it became their plan to control that corridor, which 239would effectively cut off New England from the rest of the Colonies. They knew that if they could do that, the game would essentially be over. So controlling Ticonderoga was at the heart of everything for both sides.

But the British had so overwhelmingly won their war with the French that Ticonderoga had been mostly ignored since 1763. In 1775, there were only forty-eight men there, half of them listed as “invalids.” There was no reason for the British to keep it robustly staffed. Until now, when everything had suddenly changed again. With “the shot heard round the world,” the Crown suddenly again had a dedicated enemy, and suddenly now the value of the American Gibraltar skyrocketed.



Benedict Arnold and Ethan Allen Clash Forward

So on the evening of May 3rd, 1775, Benedict Arnold—now Captain Arnold—left Boston with six footguards and ten horses carrying as many cartridges and casks of gunpowder as possible. He would travel 100 miles west to Williamsburg and then the 130 miles north to Ticonderoga, there being no roads approximating a hypotenuse at that time. He was of course oblivious that anyone else had been deputized to do what he was doing, much less that they were already ahead of him in doing it. Because the springtime roads were an agony of sludge, it took Arnold three days to get to Williamsburg, where he heard the horrific news. He instantly understood that Parsons, with whom he had shared his idea, had put it into action, with the Connecticut leaders giving Ethan Allen the honor of executing it. Far worse, Allen had gotten such a huge jump on things that he might already be at Ticonderoga. Storming this vitally important fort would constitute America’s first offensive action of the new war, and could even decide the fate of the Colonies. Arnold was not about to be cut out of this dance with history. So with the lack of hesitation that was his trademark, he left all but one of his men behind and immediately took off hell-for-leather, desperately hoping to overtake Allen and snatch from him the reins of the mission. Arnold flew north at such blistering pace as was possible—the horse he rode was killed in the effort—finally catching Ethan Allen in the town of Shoreham, just in the nick of time, seven miles from the star-shaped fort they both aspired to take from the British.
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As expected, Arnold forcefully tried to wrest control of the mission, declaring that the Massachusetts leaders had deputized him to lead the mission. This gave Allen pause, but Allen’s men were unmoved. The Green Mountain Boys flatly refused to follow Arnold’s lead and would only fight under Allen. In the end, an uncomfortable compromise was struck, whereby the two men would have joint command, which would satisfy neither of them. But what exactly was the plan? Ethan Allen had been working on it.

Some of Allen’s most vital intelligence about the fort came from one Captain Noah Phelps, who had recently stayed at a nearby farmhouse where some British officers were having a dinner party. He overheard them discussing the fort, which emboldened him to think he might gain entrance into it for a closer look. The next day he did just that, wheedling his way in with a unique stratagem: he would pose as a peddler in need of a shave. That the bewhiskered Phelps obviously needed a shave was unavoidably central to the ruse. Once Phelps cajoled them into receiving him, he got his shave and then found himself sauntering about the fort with its commander, who freely volunteered that the dilapidated walls were not the fort’s greatest vulnerability. The wet condition of their gunpowder was a far greater weakness. With this crucial information, the clean-shaven Phelps hustled from the fort to Allen.

On May 10th, in the blackness before dawn, and with only two boats, only eighty-three of his men were rowed across the lake before Allen saw the sun dawning and realized their time was up. They must act immediately. He had hoped the rear guard commanded by Colonel Seth Warner would join them and had sent the boats over for them. But it was too late. Since his diminished force greatly increased the danger of their mission, Allen spoke earnestly to his men, hoping to rally them. “We must this morning either quit our pretensions to valor,” he said, “or possess ourselves of this fortress in a few minutes; and inasmuch as it is a desperate attempt—which none but the bravest of men dare undertake—I do not urge it on any contrary to his will. You that will undertake voluntarily, poise your firelocks!” We cannot be surprised that all eighty-three of his men did so. What followed, however, was a far cry from the Battle of Agincourt. There was a chaos and a comedy to the whole affair. The sentry 241at the south gate fled at the first gunshot, and Allen and Arnold and their men poured in, waking the men in their beds and confiscating their arms.

According to Allen’s later account, he then proceeded to the officers’ quarters. Lieutenant Jocelyn Feltham appeared, with his breeches in his hand, and then called for the fort’s commander, Captain William Delaplace, still abed. But Delaplace would not unlock his door. “Come out of there,” Allen bellowed to him, “you d—d old rat!” Other accounts say “skunk” or “bastard.” When asked by what authority these men were there, Allen waxed more formal: “In the name of the Great Jehovah and the Continental Congress!” That settled that. Captain Delaplace now appeared and surrendered his sword.

Two days later, Fort Crown Point was taken too. In the meantime, most of Allen’s men were inside the fort and began to plunder it, ignoring Arnold’s commands that they stop. In a notebook he kept at this time, Arnold wrote that “Mr. Allen, finding he had a strong party and being impatient of control & taking umbrage at my forbidding the people to plunder, he assumed the entire command & I was not consulted or advised with for 4 days which time I spent in the garrison as a private person, often insulted by him and his officers, often threatened with my life and twice shot at by his men with their fusees.” Although the details will vary in the years ahead, it becomes impossible to avoid seeing that Arnold had an almost eerie knack for making enemies, and that righteous indignation would follow him where’er he went as surely as the little lamb followed Mary.



Congress Meets in Philadelphia

On May 10th—the same day Arnold and Allen had taken Ticonderoga —the Continental Congress convened in Philadelphia. What to do after Lexington and Concord was not exactly clear, and the arguing among these men gathered to provide the answer was quite fierce. In the midst of it all, they designated the next day as one of “public humiliation, fasting, and prayer.”

Samuel Adams was against the idea of appointing a “standing army,” feeling that this departed too much from the idea of true liberty and “republican principles.” He approved of the idea of militias, but for him deputizing a general to command a Continental Army felt too much like 242choosing a king. He and others of the Boston Puritan mindset felt that America must stay true to the ideas their forefathers had 150 years before, which harkened back to the covenant the Israelites had made directly with God in the Sinai wilderness. But John Adams was more practical. He knew that most of the other Colonies thought of the Massachusetts contingent as hopelessly radical and realized that by deputizing a Virginian to lead the Continental Army they could more easily draw the others into joining them. But actually, doing this would not come for another month. Benjamin Franklin—whom some in Congress suspected of being a British spy, partly because his own son William had already sided with the British, refusing to resign as royal governor of New Jersey—shocked not a few of those present when he boldly declared “I am for independence.” Who had said anything about independence? To say such a thing as early as May 1775 was certainly extraordinary. But many of those present still believed that there was a peaceful way forward. Most of them still firmly believed that King George III was on their side, and that it was only Parliament that was to blame for the most recent awful developments.



Burgoyne, Howe, and Clinton Arrive in Boston

As Congress in Philadelphia argued, the three generals that had been appointed to replace General Gage arrived in Boston. The ship that had carried them—General William Howe, “Gentleman Johnny” Burgoyne, and Sir Henry Clinton—was the Cerberus.* That such a trio of eminences should travel together on a single ship was itself strange. But that the ship on which they sailed should be named for the grotesque three-headed dog who guarded the gates of hell in Greek mythology seems to have had unintentionally comic—or prophetic—implications. The slavering monster guarding Hades was charged with keeping anyone from entering the underworld, as well as with keeping any from leaving. What then did it mean that these three figures should be traveling to Boston at this time? They arrived on May 25th, 1775. Lexington and Concord had long before happened, and the Battle of Bunker Hill was 243three weeks away. But they would indeed find themselves playing something similar to the role Cerberus played, because during the so-called “Siege of Boston” that would last for the next nine months, no patriot could come into the city—but no one inside the city could leave. For these many months they would be in Boston, uncomfortably pinned there, as though themselves at the very gates of Hades.

Upon their arrival, the local wits did not miss the comedic aspect, writing:

Behold the Cerberus, the Atlantic plough,

Her precious cargo, Burgoyne, Clinton, Howe!

Bow, wow, wow!

No one at the time knew that three weeks after their landing—on June 17th—everything would again change, when the first real battle of the Revolution would take place. Nor that on July 2nd, George Washington would arrive there to take command of the newly minted Continental Army. For now, the three generals were coming into a strange situation, having no idea what lay ahead, and assuming that it was simply their job somehow to restore order. The horrors of Lexington and Concord could not be undone, but perhaps in time they could help the Americans see that there was no future in going up against His Majesty’s armed forces.

As for “Gentleman Johnny,” he was often bored, being as far from hobnobbing with David Garrick as though he had been in Timbuktu, and bemoaning the scandalous non-existence of theater performances in the deeply Puritan town. Even so, the inveterate epicurean could not fail to remark in his letters home to his wife on the superb quality of Boston’s seafood, raving about the lobster and mussels, even deeming the American oysters superior to those scraped from the English Channel. He grew especially enamored of the local clams—a species unknown in England—dubbing them “America’s caviar.”

Like his two colleagues, Burgoyne was convinced a happier way forward might be possible. On June 14th—three days before the historical explosion at Bunker Hill—he wrote Prime Minister North, proposing that he himself leave Boston to journey through the Colonies in his 244capacity as a member of Parliament, to sit down and treat amicably with the rebel leaders. Describing himself as “a friend of human nature, and a sincere well-wisher to the united interests of the two countries,” he thought that he might be able “to forward as far as in me lies, the great work of reconciliation upon enlarged, solid honorable grounds.” Clearly bristling at the dolorous inactivity of life in humdrum Boston, Burgoyne sincerely believed that if only his undeniable surfeit of charm could be brought to bear on things, progress might be made. If he had written to the sympathetic ears of Burke, Fox, and Chatham—instead of to the King’s most recalcitrant flunky—something might have come of the idea. But by the time the letter had coursed o’er the vasty deep and into the prime minister’s hands, the idea had become dated to the point of preposterousness.



George Washington Takes Command

On June 15th, the Continental Congress knew they must choose the man who would lead the Continental Army against the British. Though Joseph Warren wasn’t a delegate to Congress, he expressed a strong preference for Charles Lee of Virginia. John Hancock was convinced he was himself the man for the job and fully expected to be chosen. But two other Bostonians—Samuel and John Adams—knew that to unite the colonies they needed to pick a Virginian. It so happened that George Washington had been attending Congress in his military uniform, sartorially and silently indicating he might be open to taking the job. Washington never openly put himself forward, even when actually putting himself forward. He was that rarest of figures, a man of such character as could simultaneously evince great ambition and abjectest humility. He knew what he wished for himself but could never be comfortable in getting it for himself. So when he was unanimously chosen—on June 19th—he leaned over to his fellow Virginian, Patrick Henry, and said: “Remember, Mr. Henry what I now tell you: from the day I enter upon the command of the American armies, I date my fall, and the ruin of my reputation.” Not until Lincoln would in his Gettysburg Address declare that the “world will little note, nor long remember what we say here,” can we find another example of something so spectacularly historically inaccurate.
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So that was settled. Washington would soon be on his way north, to Boston, to command the thousands of militia who had been gathering there since April 19th. By the time he arrived, Bunker Hill would have happened. Of course Israel Putnam was already there, along with Artemas Ward. But before Washington left, Congress had to choose which generals should serve immediately under the new commander in chief. Washington himself went to bat for Horatio Gates and Charles Lee, whom he both knew personally, and whose great military qualifications he also knew. And both of them would soon enough repay him for this by undermining him at every turn and gunning for his job in the years ahead, as we shall see.




	*  We also know that Samuel Adams traveling through Hartford on his way to the Second Continental Congress had also shared this idea, urging Governor Jonathan Trumbull to act on it, and Trumbull had contacted Allen.

	*  As we have mentioned, General Howe had been powerfully ambivalent about accepting such a post, and even declared that he would only go to America if the king himself commanded it. But the king had commanded it, and so he had gone.
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Chapter Twenty-Three The Battle of Bunker Hill


Don’t fire until you see the whites of their eyes.

—Anonymous

THe First Two Things anyone learns about the Battle of Bunker Hill is that it didn’t take place on Bunker Hill, but on the adjacent Breed’s Hill, and that even though the Americans lost the battle, it was mostly regarded as a victory anyway. The third is that Israel Putnam, who during the battle supposedly said, “Don’t fire until you see the whites of their eyes,” almost certainly didn’t.

The piece of ground called Bunker Hill was named in 1634—four years after Boston was settled—when a land grant including the property was awarded to George Bunker of Bedford, England. The British surname Bunker derives from the French words “bon” and “coeur,” meaning “good heart.” When Norman Lear in 1970 wanted to name the quintessentially working-class American icon of his All in the Family sitcom, he chose the name Bunker. What could be more patriotically American?

The idea to fight on Bunker Hill began not with the Americans, but with the British. We remember that the British forces—after being routed in their retreat on April 19th—had become cooped up on the peninsula that was then Boston. But General Gage was not inclined to stay cooped up. He knew that the imminent arrival on the Cerberus of Generals Burgoyne, Clinton, and Howe was the Crown’s unsubtle way of goosing 247him toward taking a firmer hand. So toward this end, he came up with a bold plan to seize Dorchester Heights and Bunker Hill. The former heights were on the peninsula south of the Boston peninsula; the latter on the heights north of it. With artillery in those locations, the British would command the entire harbor. The plan was to seize them both on June 18th. The idea to do this was formulated just weeks after Lexington and Concord. But as it happened, General Burgoyne had spoken of these plans while in earshot of someone friendly to the patriot cause. So the idea quickly found its way to the effective head of the patriot movement, Dr. Joseph Warren. He told General Ward, and Israel Putnam was soon apprised too.


Israel Putnam

[image: Portrait of an older man in military uniform with decorative epaulets, standing upright. He holds a tricorne hat in his right hand. His expression is calm and his light, curly hair frames his face.]

Israel Putnam (1718–1790)


Israel Putnam was already in 1775 a living legend, known for his bravery in war. And he now insisted—with his typical aggressiveness and elan—that the Americans must seize these strategic heights immediately, before the British could take them. If they could do this and create fortifications there, the British would have to pay dearly to take them back. Not everyone agreed with Putnam. This was three weeks before George Washington would arrive, and Artemas Ward—who was in charge till then—was no George Washington. Nor was he a tithe the warrior that Putnam was. “Americans are not afraid of their heads,” Putnam declared, “but they are very much afraid of their legs. Cover them and they will fight until doomsday.” He knew whereof he spoke. In eighteenth-century warfare a ball in the head—obviously a much smaller target than the rest of one’s body—likely meant instant death. But a ball in the leg likely meant infection and a painful amputation, often followed by a painful death, nonetheless. So Putnam felt that digging entrenchments and luring the British to attack them was the best course. Old Put’s wisdom on this score would pay dramatic dividends, as we shall see.
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Putnam is probably best remembered for his role at Bunker Hill—where he was most famous for saying what he likely didn’t: “Don’t fire till you see the whites of their eyes.” It is possible that he said something like it, or that someone like Colonel William Prescott did, because the general idea of waiting until the enemy was close—especially when you had little ammunition and gunpowder—made sense. But the fifty-eight-year-old warrior was already something like a tall-tale hero at this time, renowned for his heroics on and off the battlefield, so if anyone would be remembered as having said the fabled phrase, it would be he.

Putnam was so impatient for action that a full month before Bunker Hill, he had personally led two thousand men across Charlestown Neck—and up Bunker Hill—hoping to provoke the British into action. “We will set our country an example of which it shall not be ashamed,” he said. He knew that the colonial militia had not left their homes to sit around Cambridge doing nothing. Some of them had already gotten fed up and left. Putnam knew they were itching to fight. So he and his men had that day flaunted their presence in full view of the British in Boston. At that time, however, the British didn’t take the bait. But at Bunker Hill, of course, they would.



Connecticut’s Last Wolf

Israel Putnam was born in 1718 near Salem, Massachusetts—where his parents had opposed the horrors of the witch trials of the 1690s. As a young man he had moved to Brooklyn, Connecticut, where he became instantly famous for bearding a wolf in its den, almost literally. Wolves were by that time mostly eradicated from Connecticut, but what history regards as the last wolf in the state had for years been ravaging the livestock of the local farmers, of whom Putnam—then twenty-five years old—was one. In that year of 1743, seventy sheep belonging to Putnam himself had been killed. One day someone finally spied the fabled beast, and a group of farmers tracked it six miles to its den, which lay at the end of a narrow forty-foot fissure in the Connecticut gneiss.* With the fearsome creature trapped, the farmers 249held a vigil, waiting for it to reemerge, and made extraordinary efforts to smoke it out, burning sulfur and straw at the mouth of the den, but this too failed. Having spent years hoping to find and slay the beast, they could not relent now. So they sent their hunting dogs in, who eventually retreated, whimpering. Putnam then commanded his own servant to go in with a torch to see whether the wolf was inside after all. The man refused. So Putnam would go himself. A rope was tied to his leg, so that he could be pulled out, alive or dead, and he crawled in with a blazing torch. The dank narrow passage sloped down fifteen feet and then continued horizontally for another ten. The passage then continued upward fifteen feet. Amazingly, Putnam dared to crawl all the way in until at last, three yards away, the trapped beast made itself known. Putnam kicked so hard that the men on the other end hauled him out quickly enough for him literally to lose his shirt and some skin in being dragged backwards to safety. But now he had the full picture. Once more into the breach Putnam crawled, this time with a torch and a musket. When he again came face to face with the monster he blasted at it. Once he was sure it was indeed dead, he grabbed it by the ears and kicked again. The men at the other end again hauled him out, this time along with the carcass of the freshly deceased marauder.

Putnam became an instant hero. That night he was carried in a midnight torchlit procession, and was afterward known as “Wolf ” Putnam, and the story of his bravery grew. Putnam enlisted for service in the French and Indian War in 1755 and two years later added to the list of his exploits when he heroically fought a barracks fire threatening to engulf the powder magazine. The burns he suffered in fighting the fire were severe enough to lay him up for a month. A year later, he was captured by Mohawk Indians, whose gentle habit it was to torture their captives to death. So they tortured Putnam for some time, until they finally decided to end his sufferings by burning him alive. Putnam’s biographer David Humphreys tells the story in his 1788 account:


It was determined to roast him alive. For this purpose they led him into a dark forest, stripped him naked, bound him to a 250tree, and piled dry brush, with other fuel, at a small distance, in a circle round him. They accompanied their labours, as if for his funeral dirge, with screams and sounds inimitable but by savage voices. Then they set the piles on fire. A sudden shower damped the rising flame. Still they strove to kindle it, until, at last, the blaze ran fiercely round the circle. Major Putnam soon began to feel the scorching heat. His hands were so tied that he could move his body. He often shifted sides as the fire approached. This sight, at the very idea of which all but savages must shudder, afforded the highest diversion to his inhuman tormentors, who demonstrated the delirium of their joy by correspondent yells, dances, and gesticulations. He saw clearly that his final hour was inevitably come. He summoned all his resolution and composed his mind, as far as the circumstances could admit, to bid an eternal farewell to all he held most dear. To quit the world would scarcely have cost a single pang but for the idea of home, for the remembrance of domestic endearments, of the affectionate partner of his soul, and of their beloved offspring.



But at this point a French officer, hearing the murderous screams of the natives, knew what must be happening and intervened to save Putnam’s life, though the horrors of his captivity were far from over. Nonetheless, he survived. So by the time the Revolution broke out, there was no one more famous for bravery than Israel Putnam. Now in his late fifties, he was described by a soldier in Boston at that time as “not a tall man, but very stout and strongly built,” with “a remarkable head of white bushy hair.”

So it was this illustrious figure who once again now rose to the occasion, trying to push the others to take action by taking Bunker Hill before the British could do so. In the end, he prevailed in convincing Ward and Warren, and at nine o’clock in the evening on June 16th, he met Colonel William Prescott to lead three Massachusetts regiments—along with 200 Connecticut militia and a company of men from New Hampshire—to the heights above Charlestown.
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Bunker Hill and Breed’s Hill

The orders were to create fortifications on Bunker Hill. But Putnam believed that Breed’s Hill, a bit lower and closer to Boston Harbor, was a better site. Artillery placed on Bunker Hill would not have sufficient power to hit the British ships in the harbor. Also, Breed’s Hill, being closer to the British, would be a stronger temptation to them, and Putnam desperately wanted to lure them into attacking. But in the never-ending historical argument on the subject, there is one more nit to pick about why Breed’s Hill was chosen over Bunker Hill, and this was because some soldiers claimed the two hills were both referred to as Bunker Hill, since they were connected as a kind of geographical saddle. In other words, whatever Putnam and Prescott decided would be fine, since many thought of both hills interchangeably. So in the end, Putnam won the argument, and the defensive fortifications were built on Breed’s Hill. Its heights loomed so close to the British forces that it would be nearly impossible for the British not to take the bait and attack, if only to preserve their pride.

And so that night, the hundreds of men with their shovels and picks went to work, creating a spectacular fortification 136 feet square, with walls six feet high. The Massachusetts Committee of Safety had ordered the inhabitants of all the local towns to lend their firearms and “grubbing tools”—spades and pickaxes—to the effort, with which the soldiers dug through the night. Another breastwork—about fifty feet long and six feet high—was built on the east side of the redoubt, using the earth that had been excavated to build the fort itself.

But the sounds of the construction came to the attention of the British. Actually, they came to the attention of none other than General Clinton—living in John Hancock’s opulent house on Beacon Hill—who was unable to sleep, and was taking a midnight walk, when he heard what sounded like digging across the water. Clinton pulled out his spyglass and saw what he thought he heard, quickly hustling to the home of General Gage, whom he awakened. Gage convened his officers, who urged a dawn attack. But Gage didn’t see the urgency. He thought it best to see how things looked after daybreak and went back to bed.

But the captain of the HMS Lively in the harbor, when informed of 252what was happening at four o’clock in the morning, ordered his artillery to fire at the Americans. The earthwork bastion was so well constructed that almost no damage was done. But one cannonball—four inches in diameter and weighing nine pounds—decapitated thirty-nine-year-old Asa Pollard of nearby Billerica. The unbounded horror of this so affected those who witnessed it that Prescott insisted the body be buried immediately and then leapt onto the battlements to show his men that—their comrade’s great misfortune notwithstanding—there was little to fear from cannon fire. “Hit me if you can!” he shouted at the British, strutting back and forth. Eventually the Lively stopped firing. The admiral of the fleet had been awakened by the cannon fire and told the Lively’s captain to stop. But soon thereafter the sun rose and the British goggled at what the rebels had accomplished in just a few hours. At this point, Gage ordered the warships in the harbor—including the seventy-gun Somerset—to begin blasting away.

But the British generals soon saw that this would not be sufficient. They needed to take the hill back from the Americans. Their dignity could not suffer this affront. Gage felt it was necessary not merely to take the hill, but to so thrash the Americans that they were humiliated. They must be made to see as decisively as ever that the crude efforts of any number of farmers and hicks could never prevail against His Majesty’s crackerjack professionals. So Gage ordered a deliberate frontal assault on their position. The idea was that as they saw the gleaming crimson troops advancing, their hearts would stop for fear. In retrospect, we know this decision was much colored by contempt for the Americans, coupled with a bitter desire for revenge following the humiliation of Lexington and Concord two months earlier. We also know that in the elaborate preparations for this direct approach, Gage gave the Americans a further twelve hours to work on their fortifications.

Gage handed responsibility for the attack to General Howe, who took the leisurely liberty of feeding his 2,300 men lunch before they finally marched through Boston down to the boats and barges that would take them across the half-mile-wide mouth of the Charles to the Charlestown shore. The undeniable result of this was that many of them would soon die with full stomachs. But as a “shock-and-awe” preamble to their landing, 253Gage would first burn Charlestown. So as the troops crossed, the big guns from the British navy began blasting away at Charlestown itself, soon engulfing its wooden structures into a roaring conflagration. Before it was all over the charming hamlet would be laid waste, a ruin of smoldering ashes.

As this was happening, vast crowds in Boston began gathering on roofs to witness the transpiring drama of thundering cannon fire, raging flames, and billowing smoke, and then the solemn, majestic, and grim image of thousands of red-coated British regulars making their preparations. In the distance it seemed like something out of a gaily painted diorama of tin soldiers. But this was no static image, but the terrible thing itself, alive and moving. No one among the thousands on the Boston rooftops had ever seen anything like it, nor had dreamt of it. The battle of Bunker Hill had begun.

The day before, Joseph Warren had told his fellow Committee of Safety member Elbridge Gerry that he would be there to fight. Gerry warned him bluntly not to do it: “It’s sure as you go, you will be slain.” But Warren would not be dissuaded. On the next day, however, after the fighting had begun, he was still in Cambridge, suffering the agony of a migraine headache. But he would eventually make his way to the battlefield. Only three days earlier—on June 14th—he had been commissioned as a major general, but when he arrived to the battle, he threw that aside, insisting on fighting as a private soldier, and asking Israel Putnam where the fighting would be thickest. Putnam pointed to the newly created fortifications on Breed’s Hill. Warren would fight there. But Putnam and Colonel Prescott both insisted he serve as a commander, expecting to serve under his command. Had Warren not been a leader of the movement in Boston for a decade? And was he not now officially a major general? But Warren refused the command, knowing that Putnam and Prescott had far greater battle experience. He would simply serve as a soldier.

And so the British troops landed in their gleaming crimson coats and massed for their assault against the untested farmers and tradesmen on the hill. But the British in their cocky overconfidence had already handicapped themselves with the weight of their accoutrements, which included a haversack for personal items, a canvas knapsack bulging with a three-day 254supply of food, and so much other equipment that the historian Richard Ketchum said it was as if each of them “carried a good-sized deer on their backs.”9 Their Brown Bess muskets alone weighed twelve pounds; their bayonets a further two. And on what would be a hot June day they all wore heavy wool uniforms.

Although Burgoyne, Clinton, and Howe had come together on the Cerberus a month before, Burgoyne did not fight at Bunker Hill, and Gage chose Howe to lead, with Clinton in a subordinate role. Burgoyne watched the battle from Copp’s Hill. “And now,” he wrote afterward, “ensued one of the greatest scenes of war that can be conceived. If we look to the heights, Howe’s corps, ascending the hill in the face of the entrenchments, and in a very disadvantageous ground, was much engaged. To the left, the enemy poured in troops by the thousands, over the land, and in the arm of the sea our ships and floating batteries cannonaded them. Straight before us a large and noble town was in one great blaze—the church steeples, being timber, were great pyramids of fire above the rest.”

Howe was quite typical of the British elites of the time. His grandmother was an acknowledged illegitimate half-sister of King George I, the moral climate of Georgian England being such that adulterous liaisons and illegitimate children were openly acknowledged. Howe had distinguished himself during the French and Indian wars in America, during which time he won a seat in Parliament. He never had the bitterness toward the colonies that many British elites did, and his feelings underscore how much the Revolution was very much a civil war. His feelings toward the colonies—and Boston in particular—were especially sympathetic because when his elder brother George was killed at Ticonderoga in 1758, the Massachusetts Assembly had generously paid for a marble monument to be erected to his memory in Westminster Abbey. No less than Israel Putnam himself had cradled George’s head as he died. Howe was also wise enough to know that a war with the Colonies would be difficult, if not impossible to win, and loathed the idea of being called to serve against her, but was resigned to doing so if his king demanded it of him, saying that to refuse would cause him to suffer “the odious name of backwardness to serve my country in distress.” So as his king had ordered, he had crossed the ocean, and now as his commanding officer had ordered, 255he was leading the British troops in their first battle. And after the carnage he would witness that day, his ambivalence to it all would be taken to a dramatically higher level.

It was not until three o’clock that afternoon that the 2,500 crimson-colored troops had assembled on the shore. The British cannonade now stopped, for fear of striking their own troops. On Howe’s command and in silence, the redcoats in formation commenced their slow approach up through the fields toward the rebel lines. Because the Americans were frighteningly low on gunpowder, the idea was to hold off firing until the redcoats were very close, hence the apocryphal story that Prescott or Putnam shouted, “Don’t fire till you see the whites of their eyes.” Preserving their gunpowder could not have been more important. So no one on either side fired as the redcoats approached up the gradual slope. At three hundred yards, nothing. And at two hundred yards, still nothing. The American officers told their men to “aim at the handsome coats.” It was obvious who the officers were and hitting them would sap the morale of those under them. It was not until the British were within fifty yards—about when they would have begun their charge toward the fortifications with fearsome bayonets gleaming—that the colonials fired. As we have heard ever since, it was the proverbial bloodbath.

One of the Americans that day, a private named Peter Brown, wrote his mother that the British “advanced toward us in order to swallow us up, but they found a chokey mouthful of us, though we could do nothing with our small arms as yet for distance, and had but two cannon and nary a gunner. . . . But God in His mercy to us fought our battle for us, and although we were but few and so were suffered to be defeated by them, we were preserved in a most wonderful manner, far beyond expectation, to admiration.”

How often the story has been told, of how the regulars marched up the hill twice, and how twice in their marching they were slaughtered. Their progress was slowed by the high unmowed grass and every hundred yards by rail fences, and there was something ghastly about it. Howe said that in leading his men in this devastating massacre he had experienced “a moment that I never felt before.” The blood-soaked horror of it all marked him so deeply that it would haunt him in nearly all that he did in 256the years ahead, as we shall see. After Bunker Hill, Howe would never be the same. No one could be.

Yet on the brutal day Howe himself would soldier on despite everything, with the most impressive devotion. Though what he had seen would cow him again and again in the battles that lay ahead, no one could say that he was cowed on this day. And so, despite their extreme and understandable reluctance to follow his orders in a third assault, Howe now marshaled his men to do so. During the last attempt on the fortifications, Major Pitcairn—who had led the British at Lexington and Concord—was killed.

Joseph Warren was in the redoubt to the last. When he had arrived there—so splendidly dressed that someone described him as looking like “Lord Falkland in his wedding suit”—his appearance inspired the men tremendously. They received the celebrated figure “with loud hurrahs,” and his presence was a great inspiration to everyone around him. Amidst the fighting he declared of the British: “These fellows say we won’t fight! By Heaven, I hope I shall die up to my knees in blood!” When the third and final British assault was underway, the Americans were running out of powder, in part because of Warren’s own decision a month earlier to send Benedict Arnold to Ticonderoga with two hundred pounds of it. But Warren remained resolutely in the redoubt to fight on, essentially sacrificing himself to give his fellow patriots more time to escape.

At some point an officer stormed into the redoubt, recognized Warren, and shot him in the face with his pistol, killing him instantly, in contravention of acceptable eighteenth-century warfare of the time. The officer would ordinarily have taken Warren as a prisoner, which would have been a coup, given his stature as a leader. But here, in an early example of the behavior for which the British would soon become infamous—which we today categorize as war crimes—Warren was instead killed. As if to underscore the British commitment to an ignoble departure from the norms of civilized warfare, the corpse of this noble patriot was stripped of clothing and brutally bayoneted beyond recognition. Reliable accounts say he was decapitated. As for his burial, the man who had served as senior British officer at Concord’s North Bridge, Captain Laurie, boasted that 257he had “stuffed the scoundrel with another rebel into [a single] hole, and there he and his seditious principles may remain.”*

When it was all over, the British had won, but at a price so great that it would change the course of the long war ahead. Like Ben Franklin’s whistle, it had cost far more than it was worth. The American side had had 420 casualties—305 wounded and 115 killed—but the British had had a staggering 1,054 casualties. Both sides knew the proverbial score. It was a perfectly Pyrrhic victory.** General Nathanael Greene wrote to his brother: ”I wish we could sell them another hill, at the same price.” General Howe concurred, saying, “the success is too dearly bought.” But this was putting it mildly. It was well known that Howe had been changed forever by the experience. Charles Lee said that the “sad and impressive experience of [that] murderous day sunk deep into the mind of Sir William Howe.”

One sop to the broken Howe was the news of Joseph Warren’s death. He could hardly believe such a man had ever been so reckless—or so astonishingly brave and selfless—as to put himself in harm’s way. Warren’s importance to the cause was far greater than could be reckoned, with Howe saying his death was the equivalent of “five hundred” men. Samuel Adams—then in Philadelphia—had been Warren’s mentor and close friend, and in a letter to his wife he called the news “greatly afflicting,” but said that it was their “duty to submit to the dispensations of heaven.”

Abigail Adams and ten-year-old John Quincy Adams were among the thousands who had watched the battle, standing on Penn’s Hill in Braintree. The day after she wrote John: “Dearest Friend, the Day—perhaps the decisive Day—is come, on which the fate of America depends.” But learning of the death of Warren was too much. “My bursting Heart must find vent at my pen,” she said. “I have just heard that our dear friend Dr Warren is no more, but fell gloriously fighting for his 258Country—saying better to die honourably in the field than ignominiously hang upon the gallows. Great is our loss. He has distinguished himself in every engagement, by his courage and fortitude, by animating the soldiers and leading them on by his own example . . .” It is difficult to conceive what it must have been to know that perhaps the greatest leader among them was gone, six days after his thirty-fourth birthday. There was no one like Warren, who brought together a host of valuable qualities. “We mourn for the citizen,” Abigail wrote, “the senator, the physician and the warrior.” For the Adamses it was also personal. Warren had been close to them since 1763, when he inoculated John against smallpox. In 1772, he had saved then seven-year-old John Quincy’s finger from amputation.

In her letter Abigail quotes Ecclesiastes. “The race is not to the swift, nor the battle to the strong,” she says, “but the God of Israel is he that giveth strength and power unto his people. Trust in him at all times ye people . . . pour out your hearts before him. God is a refuge for us.” And then: “Almighty God cover the heads of our countrymen, and be a shield to our dear friends. How many have fallen we know not. The constant roar of the cannon is so distressing that we cannot eat, drink or sleep.” The depth of Abigail’s faith is obvious in her correspondence, which is suffused with the phrases of the King James Bible. A week after the battle, she tells John how the utter devastation of Charlestown has affected her father. “Why should not his countenance be sad, when the city, the place of his fathers’ sepulchers lieth waste, and the gates thereof are consumed with fire, scarcely one stone remaineth upon another. But in the midst of sorrow we have abundant cause of thankfulness that so few of our brethren are numbered with the slain, whilst our enemies were cut down like the grass before the scythe.” She goes on: “We live in continual expectation of hostilities. Scarcely a day that does not produce some, but like good Nehemiah having made our prayer unto God, and set the people with their swords, their spears and their bows, we will say unto them, Be not afraid of them. Remember the Lord who is great and terrible, and fight for your brethren, your sons and your daughters your wives and your houses.”

On July 7th, John wrote back. He is disgusted the British would resort to immolating an entire town, calling it “a method of conducting war long 259since become disreputable among civilized nations: but every year brings us fresh evidence that we have nothing to hope for from our loving Mother Country, but cruelties more abominable than those which are practiced by savage Indians.” But he knows better than most in Congress that with all that has happened, there is no going back. “. . . a Constitution of Government once changed from Freedom, can never be restored. Liberty once lost is lost forever. When the people once surrender their share in the legislature, and their right of defending the limitations upon the Government, and of resisting very encroachment upon them, they can never regain it.”

Following Bunker Hill, both sides knew everything had changed, probably forever. The British had seen in the fighting at Bunker Hill that whatever they had thought of the Americans as fighters required revision. Dr. James Thacher, the young surgeon, wrote: “It is presumed they will no longer apply the term poltroons to American soldiers.” No less than Thomas Gage himself agreed, writing Lord Dartmouth days after the battle that the “rebels are not the despicable rabble too many have supposed them to be.” But what would happen now? Meanwhile the British in Boston—though they had taken the Charlestown peninsula—were essentially surrounded everywhere by hostile Americans, who they now knew could fight, and would fight. And in three weeks George Washington would arrive.




	*  The den may be visited today.

	*  Ten months later, Warren’s brothers and Paul Revere exhumed the body, identifying it by two artificial teeth wired into his jaw, marking the first instance of dental forensic identification of a body. The patriot hero’s remains were on April 18th, 1776, buried with full honors in the Old Granary Burying Ground, precisely one year since he had dispatched Revere and Dawes to make their midnight ride.

	**  The term originates from the victory in 279 BC of King Pyrrhus of Epirus, whom Plutarch records as saying: “If we are victorious in one more battle with the Romans, we shall be utterly ruined.”
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Chapter Twenty-Four Washington Takes Command


He has so much martial dignity in his deportment, that you [would] distinguish him to be a general and a soldier from among ten thousand people. There is not a king in Europe that would not look like a valet de chambre by his side.

—Benjamin Rush

AS With so Many scenes in our story, that of Washington mounting his horse in Philadelphia to head to Boston and take command of the new army has become so impossibly invested with meaning that we can never hope to think of it as it was when it happened, before anyone knew what would follow. Imagining what was at least at the time conceivable, that this man might actually fail in his mission, can almost seem sacrilegious. Have we not seen the 555-foot obelisk in his honor that stands in the grand capital city that itself bears his name?

But of course no one at that time knew the future. Most who were then in Philadelphia understood that what they were doing was significant, no matter how it should turn out. Just a few days after Congress chose Washington—on June 19th—they received the startling and yet somehow encouraging news of Bunker Hill. And then on June 23rd, Washington—along with Generals Charles Lee and Philip 261Schuyler—began their journey north. John Adams wrote to Abigail: “I have this morning been out of town to accompany our Generals Washington, Lee, and Schuyler a little way on their Journey . . .” Just before he departed, Washington wrote Martha, “I go fully trusting in that Providence, which has been more bountiful to me than I deserve,” he said, and “in full confidence of a happy meeting with you sometime in the fall. I have not time to add more, as I am surrounded with company to take leave of me. I retain an unalterable affection for you, which neither time or distance can change . . .”


Perceptions of Washington

The effect George Washington’s appearance had on nearly everyone who came into contact with him is undeniable, almost to the point of comedy. Being six foot three at a time when most men were five six made him stand out dramatically, but it was far more than that. He seems to have commanded every room in which he stood. The Marquis de Lafayette years later wrote, “I thought then, as now, that I had never beheld so superb a man.” When Abigail Adams finally met him, she told John, “You had prepared me to entertain a favorable opinion of him, but I thought the one half was not told me.” Benjamin Rush wrote, “He has so much martial dignity in his deportment, that you [would] distinguish him to be a general and a soldier from among ten thousand people. There is not a king in Europe that would not look like a valet de chambre by his side.” Thomas Jefferson would call him “the best horseman of his age, and the most graceful figure that could be seen on horseback.”

Washington’s strength was legendary. At eighteen he had won a county-wide wrestling championship. Generations of schoolchildren read in Parson Weems’s widely derided hagiography of Washington hurling a silver dollar across the Potomac.* Since the river is a mile wide, that would have been as impossible as Mickey Mantle hitting a baseball two thousand feet. Nor were silver dollars minted in America until 1794. But as with most such accounts, there is truth behind it, from which the legend was 262likely born. His step-grandson George Custis told of Washington hurling a comparably sized piece of slate the astonishing but plausible distance of 250 yards across the Rappahannock. In May 1772, the artist Charles Willson Peale spent two weeks at Mount Vernon to paint the first of his many portraits of Washington over the years, and recalled that during this time—while he and some other young men were engaged in hurling an iron bar for distance—Washington appeared and “requested to be shown the pegs that marked the bounds of our efforts.” Peale recalled that “smiling, and without putting off his coat, [he] held out his hand for the missile. No sooner . . . did the heavy iron bar feel the grasp of his mighty hand than it lost the power of gravitation, and whizzed through the air, striking the ground far, very far, beyond our utmost limits. We were indeed amazed, as we stood around, all stripped to the buff, with shirt sleeves rolled up, and having thought ourselves very clever fellows, while the colonel, on retiring, pleasantly observed, ‘When you beat my pitch, young gentlemen, I’ll try again.’”



Washington’s Faith

Despite curiously insistent assertions that Washington was a Deist, the evidence becomes overwhelming that he was a theologically orthodox Christian, deeply committed to his faith. He was throughout his life surrounded by especially devout believers. His mother, Mary Ball Washington, was especially so. When he left for the French and Indian War in 1755, she admonished him to “remember that God is our only sure trust . . . to Him I commend you. . . . My son, neglect not the duty of secret prayer.” But already at this early age he had a sense of Providence’s protection. “The God to whom you commend me, Madam,” he replied, “when I set out on a more perilous errand, defended me from all harm, and I trust he will do so now.”

His wife, Martha, was also serious in her faith. Her granddaughter Nelly recalled that every morning at nine she retired to her room for a strictly guarded hour of Bible reading and prayer, and most evenings prayed, read the Bible, sang hymns, and read from the Book of Common Prayer. This pious atmosphere formed the backdrop of Washington’s life, although his natural diffidence was so pronounced that he was little given 263to speaking of his faith. Washington was famously private. As the historians Peter Marshall and David Manuel tell us in The Light and the Glory, Virginian Anglicans at this time considered “outward displays of religious fervor” to be “unseemly,” and “even rude.”10

Some of the most explicit evidence that he was no Deist is that in 1769, he was named to the Committee for Religion of the Virginia House of Burgesses, along with Patrick Henry and Richard Henry Lee, both devout Christians. The committee was formed specifically to counteract “the infidel principles of France” that was Deism, which was creeping into the colony via some of the faculty at the College of William and Mary. One Virginia bishop—William Meade—specifically mentions Washington as among the group pushing against it.



Washington Arrives at Cambridge

Washington traveled the 300 miles to Boston in an extraordinary seven days, arriving on July 3rd. One thing that happened as soon as he arrived: he heard accounts of the Battle of Bunker Hill, which had taken place two weeks earlier, making him say it was time to “shake off all connections with a state so unjust and unnatural.” But, of course, how we would do that would not be easy, especially given the state of what the Continental Congress had generously decided to call the “Continental Army.” What Washington now saw with his own eyes was alarming.

Like the term “Continental Congress,” “Continental Army” was meant to project the image of a united thirteen Colonies, all on the vast continent of America, and stretching westward to near infinity. Whether the “Continental” appellation was meant as at least a partial dig at Great Britain is unknown, although when we recall Ben Franklin’s frequent sly references to the economic power of the Colonies during his testimony before Parliament—and his calculation, published in 1755, that the Colonies’ population would double every twenty-five years, projecting that in a century “the greatest Number of Englishmen will be on this Side of the Water”—we cannot rule this out. Nonetheless, the term “Continental” was clearly meant to contrast the Colonies from England, which being a mere island off the European continent, was part of no continent at all. And lest we think it was mere grandiloquent boasting on the part of the 264“Continental Congress” in so naming itself, we should recall that while the territory of Great Britain was roughly 80,000 square miles, that of the thirteen Colonies, at 800,000 square miles, was ten times larger.

Nonetheless, despite its grand name, the reality of the army Washington now commanded was something else. The ragtag quality of the militias squatting in clumps at Cambridge was shocking. Washington had twenty years earlier been stung by how the British treated him and all of the provincial military in America as second-class citizens. So to see this view confirmed in those who had gathered after Lexington and Concord was depressing, and he knew that turning this aggressively motley assemblage of farmers into something that could plausibly stand against His Majesty’s troops would be nearly impossible. Nonetheless, he would set himself to the grim task.

One day after taking command, Washington issued a general order to be read to all the troops forbidding “profane cursing, swearing and drunkenness.” It further said that their new commander “requires and expects of all officers and soldiers not engaged in actual duty a punctual attendance of Divine services, to implore the blessing of Heaven upon the means used for our safety and defense.” This idea that the fate of America was in the hands of the Almighty recurred time and again in Washington’s explicit orders to his troops. A year later in New York, he issued a general order that said that he was “sorry to be informed that the foolish and wicked practice of profane cursing and swearing . . . is growing into fashion.” He hoped that “the officers will, by example, as well as influence, endeavor to check it, and that both they and the men will reflect that we can have little hopes of the blessing of Heaven on our arms, if we insult it by our impiety and folly . . .” Deists don’t talk like that.

More practically, someone soon after his arrival informed Washington there were precisely 308 barrels of powder, sufficient to fight a battle. But this turned out to be the number before Bunker Hill. The number was now thirty-six, sufficient for only nine rounds per soldier. According to witnesses, when Washington learned of this, he was so devastated that he sat, unable to speak, for thirty minutes. He knew if this information reached the British, they would not hesitate to attack, and it would all be over. So now—as many times in the years ahead—he craftily deceived the 265enemy, immediately putting out the hypertrophied whopper that they had precisely 1,800 barrels, so much that they hardly knew what to do with it. As he hoped, word of this wriggled its way to the British, who swallowed it, and buried any ideas they had of attacking soon, which bought Washington the time to draft a spate of letters begging anyone who had gunpowder to send it to Cambridge, which they did, soon tripling the meager amount.



E Pluribus Unum

The lack of gunpowder was just one problem. Everywhere Washington looked, he saw sloppiness and a disturbing lack of military order. Many of the New England militia officers had recruited their friends to join them, so there reigned an easy familiarity between them and their men that Washington found shocking. He was especially scandalized to see a Massachusetts officer shaving one of his men. That the officer was a barber made no difference to Washington. He quickly made clear that officers were to behave as such, and to exert authority and discipline over those under them.

But the patrician Virginian’s idea of what an army ought to look like and how it ought to behave stood in sharp contrast to the views of many of the New Englanders now in Cambridge. We must remember that two decades earlier, he had sought a commission in the British army and came from the socially stratified world of Virginia planters, where the Church of England—not ecclesiastically far from the Catholic Church—was the established denomination, whereas most of the New Englanders were of Puritan stock, steeped in the egalitarianism of the Congregational church. Washington was initially tremendously put off, telling a fellow Virginian that the Yankee officers were “the most indifferent” people he had ever seen, while the Yankee enlisted men were “an exceeding dirty and nasty people.” He was also troubled by the number of black men in the militias, although these racist views would change dramatically over the next few years as Washington himself became more accustomed to the different points of view to which he would now be exposed.

Just as Washington would change, so would the men under him, who identified with their own colonies and certainly did not yet think 266of themselves as Americans. They were as different from each other as Italians and Finns. For example, the Marblehead regiment of John Glover from some miles up the coast included many black men, some of whom had been slaves, and all of whom made their living on the sea, whether as fishermen or as sailors, and dressed the part. Most of the Virginia backwoodsmen who had come with Daniel Morgan had never seen saltwater and wore fringed buckskin. What did they make of each other? We know that their differences and parochial loyalties were not so easily forgotten, and one winter day in Cambridge, tensions came to a head. Glover’s men got in a snowball fight with Morgan’s men that soon escalated into something far more serious. Before long, the proverbial dugouts had emptied, and hundreds of men were brawling viciously.

An army cook, Israel Trask, remembered that as this was happening, Washington appeared out of nowhere on his horse, riding with his servant Billy Lee. “With the spring of a deer,” Trask recalled, Washington “leaped from his saddle, threw the reins of his bridges into the hands of his servant, and rushed into the thickest of the melee, with an iron grip seized two tall, brawny, athletic, savage-looking riflemen by the throat, keeping them at arm’s length, alternately shaking and talking to them.” Trask said that within moments everyone else in the violent tableau recognized Washington and froze—and then scampered away like naughty children. But what must the soldiers have made of him? It was as though a living deus ex machina had entered the scene, as though a marmoreal colossus suddenly had come to life and descended from his plinth to wade like some Homeric god among the mortals. Washington’s sheer physicality was never less than astonishing. Now and innumerable times in the years ahead his men would remark on it.

Washington’s headquarters during this time were in Cambridge, in a large house at 105 Brattle Street, which still stands today. Nearly every night he dined with his generals, including Charles Lee, Horatio Gates, Nathanael Greene, and Israel Putnam. In time Henry Knox would often be there too. That December, Martha Washington arrived, remaining through the spring. The cast of characters is almost too much to imagine. That both Gates and Lee—who obviously thought they should be 267commander in chief and would spend the next several years trying to make that happen—were there is at least interesting. Lee was especially eccentric, often described as filthy, having a violent temper, and speaking crudely and viciously, and often with bitter sarcasm. One acquaintance described him as “an odd genius; full of fire and passion, and but little good manners; a great sloven, wretchedly profane, and a great admirer of dogs—of which he had two at dinner with him, one of them a native of Pomerania, which I should have taken for a bear had I seen him in the woods.” One soldier in Cambridge at the time said: “I remember him well; he was a small man, and the soldiers used to laugh about his great nose.” The historian John Shy adds that “his sex life seems to have been of the transient kind,” which may help us understand his ill-fated visit to Widow White’s tavern in December of 1776.11



Can Canada Become the Fourteenth Colony?

Samuel Adams and others believed the British would attack by coming down from Canada—dividing New England from the rest of the Colonies—as they certainly would try to do. This was why Allen and Arnold had been dispatched to take Ticonderoga in May. They had succeeded in that, but then General Schuyler had been charged with continuing north to take Canada. If the Americans could preemptively take Quebec and Montreal, they would prevent the British from using them as positions from which to attack south. And it was hoped that— even better—the Canadians could be persuaded to join the American rebellion, becoming the fourteenth colony.

In mid-September, Schuyler became sick, turning his command over to General Richard Montgomery, who continued the push north up Lake Champlain, successfully taking Fort St. John from the British, and then continuing further north. But that August, Benedict Arnold, eager to have his own command, approached Washington with the idea of leading his own expedition through the wilds of Maine, to meet up with Montgomery in Canada. The British were convinced no force could possibly penetrate the wilderness of Maine all the way up to Canada. To attempt it would be madness. But Arnold convinced Washington that he could do it, and could do it in twenty days. That would put them on the St. Lawrence in 268mid-October, before the Canadian winter had set in, which was crucial. So Washington agreed and sent Arnold on his mission.

The idea was that the largely French-Catholic Canadians bristled under British rule, which was imposed on them in 1763, when the French lost the French and Indian War. So the Americans believed they would welcome the idea of joining the American rebellion. But careful diplomacy was needed, too. Many of the Canadians feared that they would do no better allying with the anti-Catholic Puritans in New England. So Washington made explicit to Arnold that the Patriot cause must adhere to the strictest idea of Religious Liberty, an idea that must be seen as extraordinarily ahead of its time. In his orders to Arnold, Washington also made perfectly clear how American soldiers were to conduct themselves, urging Arnold to severely punish any soldiers who would dare “attempt to plunder or insult any of the Inhabitants of Canada.” This was Washington’s “Christian” way of conducting warfare, as we shall see, to treat others as we would ourselves wish to be treated. But then Washington went a dramatic step further, knowing the population was mostly Catholic:


I also give it in charge to you to avoid all disrespect or contempt of the religion of the country and its ceremonies. Prudence, policy and a true Christian spirit will lead us to look with compassion upon their errors without insulting them. While we are contending for our own liberty, we should be very cautious of violating the rights of conscience in others, ever considering that God alone is the judge of the hearts of men and to him only, in this case, they are answerable.



It’s telling that Washington did not truckle in the direction of pretending the Americans had no differences with Catholic theology, openly referring to “their errors.” But something was happening in the Colonies now. Something like an American creed was developing, that urged a certain measure of toleration. Washington and others felt that at the heart of true Christianity was an ability to look past some theological differences, while not pretending they were unimportant. And it would be that vitally important balance and discernment that would enable 269America to move forward as a nation that was undeniably Christian, but that would nonetheless not allow government to “establish” a religion.

In Cambridge, Arnold recruited 1,100 troops, who all claimed to be seasoned “woodsmen” and skilled in handling the boats—called bateaux—they would be using on the waterways as they pushed north. Daniel Morgan and his Virginia sharpshooters were a part of the contingent as well. In mid-September, they marched north to Newburyport, on the north shore of Massachusetts. From there they would sail up to the mouth of the Kennebec River in Maine and then proceed inland. But while at Newburyport, Arnold and his officers did something rather macabre. It was certainly theologically confusing. It involved an extemporaneous ritual that can be seen as somehow simultaneously “Catholic” and “anti-Catholic.” And it involved opening the coffin of George Whitefield.



Whitefield’s Grave

George Whitefield preached his last sermon in Newburyport in 1770 and died in the parsonage there soon afterward. Because he had preached there many times over the years, the church was considered to be a center of the Great Awakening, and Whitefield was buried in a crypt under the church’s pulpit. When Arnold and his men were in Newburyport, they visited the church and heard an especially inspiring sermon preached by their own chaplain, the Reverend Samuel Spring, invoking a blessing on their mission, which they knew would be difficult. The sermon was so powerful that four years later he was called to be the church’s pastor. But it was what happened after he preached that day in September 1775 that concerns us here.

Spring himself told the story. “After the service the general officers gathered around me. Some one requested a visit to Whitefield’s tomb. The sexton was hunted up, the key procured, and we descended to his coffin.” What happened next is hard to fathom, especially today, but the “officers induced the sexton to take off the lid of the coffin.” In any case, they soon saw that the great evangelist’s body had already returned to dust. But some “portions of his grave-clothes remained.” Before we continue, we must put things in context.

Whitefield was the greatest figure of the Great Awakening, and his 270preaching over the decades had undeniably led to the moment in which America now found itself. He had preached that we were all equal in God’s sight, and that we must therefore look directly to God, rather than look to priests as mediators. Jesus was the mediator, and we were to have a direct relationship with him. This idea was of course Reformation and Puritan theology and had led Americans to believe they could govern themselves, looking to no earthly king, but rather looking to God as the true sovereign. So that we would be in something similar to the covenant relationship that the Israelites had before they chose a king. So if there was anyone whose preaching and theology stood against the Establishment religion from which the early Massachusetts settlers had fled, it was Whitefield. And at the apex of the ritualistic and hierarchical theology would be Roman Catholicism. Nonetheless, Whitefield was as close to a saint as the Protestant Americans of New England could ever come, and the men in that crypt were awed to be standing before the moldering remains of the great figure who had in his preaching led them to this sacred moment in history. So the men in that crypt—wanting some visible and visceral token of their visit—would now essentially plunder the man’s grave for relics.

Spring remembers that Whitefield’s “collar and wristbands” were best preserved, and “were taken and carefully cut in little pieces, and divided among them.” It was as “Catholic” an act as can be imagined, and being done with the remains of the man who symbolized everything the Established churches of Europe stood against. What to make of this truly astonishing moment? Arnold and Morgan—and of course Spring himself—clearly believed that in taking these tokens with them they would also take with them the blessing of the great man whose corpse they had been viewing. What would Whitefield have thought of their curious—and undeniably “Popish”—actions? We know that their intentions were to have Whitefield’s blessing. But when we consider the spectacular disaster that followed, the precise effect of their well-meaning ritual becomes impossible to know.



Arnold’s Trip to Canada

Arnold never lacked energy or self-confidence. But no sooner had their 271trip up the Kennebec begun than they encountered problems that would delay them. For one thing, the summer drought had dropped the water level significantly. So they could only sail upriver about half as far as hoped. He had ordered 200 bateaux with which his men would make much of the rest of the journey. But when he rode thirty-five miles upriver to inspect them, he immediately saw they were poorly made, of heavy wet green pine, that would shrink and leave seams wide open, allowing water to come in. They were also extremely heavy. Since there would be innumerable portages where the men would need to carry these boats, along with all their gear, that was a serious problem. But these were the boats he now had, with which he was hoping to lead his men through 400 miles of rough water all the way to Quebec. “Could we have come within reach of the villains who constructed these crazy things,” said one private, “they would fully have experienced the effects of our vengeance. Avarice or a desire to destroy us—perhaps both— must have been their motives.”


The men in general, not understanding bateaux, have been obliged to wade and haul them for more than half way up the river . . . we have been obliged to force up against a very rapid stream where you would have taken the men for amphibious animals, as they were great part of the time under water; add to this the great fatigue in portage you will think I have pushed the men as fast as could possibly have been.



But it would only get worse. In the wilderness of Maine now—it was October 2nd, far later than Arnold had hoped at this point—it got cold. The temperatures plunged so low that the wet men sleeping on the ground found that their clothing was “frozen a pane of glass thick.” One of them said that their “fatigue seemed daily to increase, but what we most dreaded was the frost and cold from which we began to suffer considerably.” The next day, October 3rd, two companies charged with hauling most of the food arrived. Some of the barrels had leaked brine, and the meat inside was covered with writhing maggots. But because they were poor boatsmen, much of the food in the barrels had 272been ruined by water. Fish exposed to water had its preservative salt washed off, and the fish had rotted. Cracked barrels of flour and peas had taken on water and were now filled with moldy mush. There is no doubt that Arnold’s overzealousness in recruiting the men for this especially treacherous wilderness mission had caused him to take on men who knew nothing of how to navigate boats, which had caused much of these problems.

Eventually, they came to what was called “the Great Carrying Place,” where they would need to portage everything from the Kennebec to the Dead River. But it was a nightmare obstacle course that took Arnold five days, and that took others a full week. One private called it “the most prodigious march ever accomplished by man.” The historian Willard Sterne Randall said part of this slog consisted of “a nightmare of grass-and-moss-covered bog concealing roots and knees and mud a foot deep that tripped and cloyed at the burdened, cursing troops.”12 Many men were stricken with dysentery and the food shortage had become acute. Then on October 20th, a rainstorm caused the water of the Dead River to rise twelve feet in three days. The raging current overturned many boats and much more food was lost. Some men were now eating candles.

Arnold’s men were freezing and starving. He decided something drastic must be done and dispatched Lieutenant Colonel Roger Enos—who commanded the rear guard of the expedition—to bring some of the sicker men back some distance, and then to return with more provisions. But in an act of treachery and cowardice, Enos decided he had had enough and defected, taking 350 men with him all the way back to Cambridge. This was a third of Arnold’s entire force, and in the end would make taking Quebec impossible. Enos had taken half the food too. To those he had abandoned in this way, it was the blackest betrayal imaginable. One of them said they “made a general prayer that Colonel Enos and all his men might die by the way, or meet with some disaster.” They did not, but when they returned, Washington had Enos arrested and court-martialed.

Knowing that his men were starving, Arnold decided to push ahead on his own, hoping to encounter some of the French inhabitants of the area who might spare something by way of feeding his men. After all, they were 273at last beginning to emerge into Canada. At one point he managed to procure a single cow. Many years later Richard Vining—at the time of the expedition a twenty-two-year-old from Massachusetts—remembered:


Previous to this, our company were obliged to kill a dog and eat it for our breakfast, and in the course of that day I killed an owl, and two of my messmates and myself fared in the repast. However, we came up with the cow and cooked a portion of it and drinked the broth of the beef and owl cooked together, and the next day [ate] the meat.



Another remembered when several men bolted toward a patch of vegetation and “with their fingers they dug up the roots of the plants and ate them raw.” Another recalled being given “a little broth, given to him by some friends.” It was called “bleary” or “bear’s broth” and consisted of almost anything, including dirt and shoe polish. He later discovered it had been made from dog meat. “One or two dogs were killed, which the distressed solders ate with good appetite, even the feet and skins.” Another wrote, “It was now four days since I had eat[en] anything save the skin of a squirrel.”

At last on November 3rd—with 675 men left—Arnold’s army staggered out of the wilderness. One of them, Abner Stocking, recalled the sight they made. “Our clothes were torn in pieces by the bushes and hung in strings,” he said. “Few of us had any shoes but moccasins made of new skins—many of us without hats—and beards long and visages thin and meager. I thought we much resembled the animals which inhabit New Spain called the Ourang-outang.”



Storming Quebec City

The survival of this many men after eight weeks is astonishing, and is a testament to the extraordinary leadership of Benedict Arnold. But because of the delays and setbacks, they did not arrive in Canada when he had hoped. If they had, and if Enos had not taken a third away with him, Arnold might well have succeeded in his mission. By the time Arnold arrived, Montgomery had taken Fort St. John at the northern 274end of Lake Champlain and had continued pushing north to Montreal, which he would eventually take on November 13th. This would force Guy Carleton—the royal governor of Canada—to abandon Montreal altogether, and to retreat to Quebec, where he was now. Arnold attempted to bluff Carleton into surrendering, but Carleton didn’t take the bait.

So Arnold bided his time until he could join forces with Montgomery on December 2nd. Ideally, they would have conducted a siege, but Carleton had enough supplies and food within the walled city to stay where he was, hoping to hold out until reinforcements could arrive from England in the spring. Even so, Montgomery himself sent threatening letters, hoping to bluff Carleton into surrendering. But Carleton knew he was secure enough. So Montgomery realized there was only one way to take the city. Unfortunately, this was a “frontal assault” that would cost the lives of many men. There was no other way. And it was a long shot. But down in Philadelphia, Richard Henry Lee—unapprised of the details—was more than hopeful. “No doubt is entertained here that this Congress will be shortly joined by delegates from Canada,” he exclaimed, “which will then complete the union of fourteen provinces.”

The American assault was planned for the last days of 1775. But taking a walled fortress—while difficult—at least required having a superior force, which Montgomery and Arnold did not. But both men were fiery, courageous leaders. And Arnold’s men had more than proved themselves in getting this far. “Fortune favors the brave,” Montgomery said. They would try.

Montgomery’s strategy required strong winds, so he planned the attack for the first “strong northwester.” The idea was that they would break into the lower town and set it on fire, leaving the winds to blow the conflagration to maximum effect, hopefully burning the wooden palisade protecting the upper town, and sowing confusion in the enemy. So they waited on the weather. A snowstorm arrived late on December 30th—which also would have given Carleton the idea that all was well, since no one would be crazy enough to attack during a snowstorm. It grew in intensity until at four o’clock in the morning on what was now December 27531st—in the midst of what had become a genuine blizzard—Montgomery and Arnold began their attack.

Each would command forces to different points on the outer defenses, hoping to breach them and meet inside the city. Arnold’s force reached their destination first and attempted to smash through the barrier with artillery. But the defenders fought back, and within just a few minutes a ricocheting musket ball struck Arnold in his lower leg. The wound bled horrendously, nor could Arnold walk. He was carried away from the action, and Daniel Morgan took command. But Montgomery’s men experienced difficulties in getting to the point they had been assigned. When they arrived, however, they found it unguarded, and with axes cut their way through. Just as they had begun to charge forward toward the next barrier, a salvo of artillery and musket fire stopped them. Montgomery was instantly killed. He was thirty-seven. Soon after, it was all over.

The almost inconceivable effort that it had taken for all of these Americans to get to this point was suddenly for naught. Sixty men were killed or wounded, and 426 men were taken prisoner, among them Ethan Allen, who would write a narrative of the horrors he would endure in British captivity. The loss was a titanic discouragement to the Americans, who entered the year of 1776 in no wise able to imagine what lay ahead.



The Siege of Boston

As the grand drama had been playing out in the north, the strange stalemate in Boston continued. Washington more than once wanted to strike at the British, but whenever he called a war council on the subject, he was outvoted. Part of the problem was that he lacked artillery, which was no small thing in going against the British. Something must be done about this—and soon enough, something would be done, or at least attempted. In the meantime, nothing. Or close to nothing. Now and again shots were fired out of Boston by the British, and now and again shots were fired into Boston by the patriots. One loyalist put it best: “Both armies kept squibbing at each other, but to little purpose.”

After Lexington and Concord—and especially after Bunker Hill—the British were trapped, uncomfortably bottled up on the 765-acre Shawmut Peninsula that was then the whole of the city of Boston—many decades 276before the vast Back Bay would be filled in with dirt, and before the other many land-reclamation projects would create the city that exists today. They had far less food than they wanted. The salt provisions they were existing on made many ill. And when winter set in, there was far too little firewood to keep warm. In November 1775, the surgeon James Thacher wrote:


It is now represented that the distresses of the inhabitants and troops in Boston exceed the possibility of description. The are almost in a state of starvation, for the want of food and fuel. The inhabitants, totally destitute of vegetables, flour and fresh provisions, have actually been obliged to feed on horse flesh; and the troops confined to salt provisions; by mean of which they have become very sickly. They have taken down a number of houses, removed the pews from the church, and are digging up the timber at the wharves for fuel.



Already back in August, the British decided to kill two birds with one stone by cutting down that glorious symbol of American patriots called the Liberty Tree. For one thing, they wouldn’t have to look upon the towering reminder of their bitter foes; and for another, they would get no less than fourteen cords of firewood from the ancient elm tree. But they would pay a terrible price: it is recorded that in cutting down the gigantic symbol one of the soldiers climbing into its highest limbs fell to his death.

That fall, one of the principal figures in the Sons of Liberty was discovered as a spy. Benjamin Church had been sharing critical information with Thomas Gage. It was an unbearable betrayal, and Abigail Adams wrote to John of it. “You have doubtless heard of the villainy of one who has professed himself a patriot, but let not that man be trusted who can violate private faith and cancel solemn covenants, who can . . . laugh at Christianity.” It was another tremendous blow. “How is he to be found,” she asked, “whom neither honor nor conscience holds?”



Farce Begets Farce

After the Battle of Bunker Hill, John Burgoyne’s attitude toward the 277Colonies changed dramatically. We remember that he had been hopeful of reconciliation, but the bloody horror of what he witnessed through his spyglass in June changed everything. He took no part in the battle, nor was he asked his opinion on how to conduct it, but he afterward reckoned Gage “a stupid butcher, as our casualty figures show.” In the long months that followed, Burgoyne was starved not only for good food, but for culture and diversion. Like many officers in besieged Boston, he was bored. So he decided to write a play, to be performed there for the other officers and men. Titled The Blockade of Boston, it intentionally steered towards the rocks of propaganda and is inarguably the weakest of his dramatic efforts. Happily for Burgoyne, most of it did not survive. One couplet, which alludes to a famous Dryden couplet, gives us a taste: “Hold, let me be, you damned confounded dog,/ I am to rise and speak the Epilogue.”

The play was performed for the British on January 8th in Faneuil Hall. Thacher tells us that the “figure designed to burlesque General Washington was dressed in an uncouth style, with a large wig and long rusty sword, attended by his orderly-sergeant in his country dress, having on his shoulder an old rusty gun, seven or eight feet long.” The hyuk-hyuk humor underscores the redcoats’ contempt for their enemies, which time and again would cause them to underestimate them. But Burgoyne in his attempt at lampooning the Americans would be hoist on his own petard when during the performance—just as the cornball Washington figure appeared on the stage—“one of the regular sergeants came running on the stage, threw down his bayonet, and exclaimed, ‘The Yankees are attacking our works on Bunker’s Hill!’” Most of the audience, understanding this to be part of the entertainment, guffawed heartily. But a moment later they stopped. Thacher said that suddenly General Howe—who was in the audience—shouted: “Officers to your alarm posts!” The sergeant had not been part of the play at all. At this point everyone was suddenly “undeceived; all was confusing and dismay; and among the ladies, shrieking and fainting ensued.”

Evidently that evening, one Major Thomas Knowlton—who would go on to found “Knowlton’s Rangers”—had on the orders of General Washington snuck with a small company down to Charleston, where they 278had set fire to those houses that had not been consumed back in June, and were to capture any British troops guarding the location. They seem to have been unaware that their actions would disturb the theatrical premiere of a work by the same playwright who had given the world The Maid of the Oaks. Thacher could not help but rejoice. “How pure the satisfaction,” he wrote, “to a great mind employed in burlesquing those Yankees by whom they are besieged!” Whether Burgoyne’s farce was ever subsequently performed in its entirety is unknown.




	*  The Potomac takes its name from the Greek word for river, “Potamos”—from which we derive the words “potable” and “Hippopotamus”—or “River Horse.” So Potomac River literally means “the River River.”
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Chapter Twenty-Five Henry Knox’s “Noble Train of Artillery”


Necessity is the mother of invention.

—English proverb

AMong the Greatest Scenes of the American Revolution is an epic adventure in the snow and ice of the winter of 1775–1776, overseen by a young man named Henry Knox. As we’ve seen, Knox was a key figure at the Boston Massacre in 1770, where at age nineteen he displayed tremendous maturity in attempting to defuse the tension. Shortly after meeting him in the summer of 1775, George Washington came to trust the young man as much as anyone, and Knox would stand by Washington’s side through nearly every one of the key moments of the war, from Boston to Yorktown and beyond. But it was for what Knox did now in the first winter of the war—overseeing one of the most extraordinary feats of logistics in American military history—that he is best remembered.

Like so many of that era, Knox was forced to grow up very early. Because of financial reverses, his father left the family, and nine-year-old Henry was obliged to leave the Boston Latin School to work in a bookshop. But what the extremely bright young man learned there would shape the rest of his life. He voraciously inhaled the store’s books, which the 280owner let him take home. He read French and Latin and especially liked books on military history. At eighteen, he joined the artillery company of a Boston militia regiment, where he learned how to load and fire cannon, and began reading books on the mathematics of firing artillery. Knox met many important figures at the store, impressing them with his extraordinary mind and charming manner. One was a young lawyer named John Adams, who had just opened an office in Boston. The teenage Knox also befriended a number of the Sons of Liberty, including Paul Revere, and the owners of the Boston Gazette, Edes and Gill. Although Knox knew people on both sides of the political divide, he inevitably sided with his patriot friends against the British. By the time he was twenty, he opened his own bookstore, and at age twenty-four married Lucy Flucker, the daughter of a prominent Tory family.

In 1775—with the British bottled up on the Boston peninsula— Washington saw that his army was at a monstrous disadvantage, having almost no artillery. But he knew that at Fort Ticonderoga, 300 miles away, lay a staggering cache of artillery that—thanks to Benedict Arnold and Ethan Allen—was already in American hands. But this tremendously valuable asset was worthless where it lay. And how to transport all of those magnificent guns to where they were needed? Was there anyone willing to travel thither and somehow haul back what amounted to 120,000 pounds of cannons and other armaments? The obstacles would be nearly insurmountable. Even to attempt it would require an almost inhuman level of perseverance.

But the twenty-five-year-old former bookseller—bursting with confidence and ambition—was champing at the bit to prove himself to Washington, and had spent so many years studying books on artillery that he felt born for the mission. To have the opportunity to retrieve such a staggering cache of it—in the glorious cause of liberty—seemed providential. As with many such nearly impossible undertakings, Knox’s greatest asset may have been his ignorance of what lay ahead. Rescuing this treasure of artillery from its uselessness on the heights of Ticonderoga would mean commandeering several hundred men and hundreds of oxen, horses, and sledges to haul what Knox called a “noble train of artillery” across four frozen river crossings—provided the ice would support the 281weight—and then up and over the torturous passes and trails of the snow-covered Berkshire Mountains. Some of the largest cannon were eleven feet long and weighed 5,000 pounds. But Knox’s earnest and almost childlike enthusiasm seemed created for the challenge. The value of these weapons could not be overstated, and—after he agreed to let Knox make the attempt—Washington told him that “no trouble or expense must be spared to obtain them.”

And so on November 17th, Knox set out, confidently expecting to be back in a month, and optimistically telling his wife Lucy three weeks. Though a hulking overweight figure, Knox possessed boundless energy, and a kind of giddy and contagious youthful enthusiasm. But he was no mere blusterer, but a man of sincere faith, who loved his country and desperately longed to do anything he could for it, which Washington clearly saw. Still, what lay ahead in this titanic adventure was difficult to imagine. Traveling in the dead of winter in that part of the world meant snow, so that sleds were necessary to haul everything—unless the snow was too deep for sleds, which was another problem. But if the temperature dropped and there was no snow—Knox heard the roads were “much gullied”—sleds would be useless. The ice on the rivers and lakes was another question. The last part of the journey up to Ticonderoga involved sailing thirty-five miles north on Lake George, which was mostly already covered with ice, and then—after presumably loading all the artillery—back south on the lake. Would there be enough open water to travel by boat? Would the ice on the four river crossings be sufficiently thick to support the tremendous weight of the sleds and animals?

But first Knox went down to New York to visit Colonel Alexander McDougall on Washington’s behalf, regarding supplies. He told Lucy New York was magnificent and impressive, and exceeded Boston in nearly every way, including “in their pride and conceit, which are inimitable; in their profaneness, which is intolerable; in the want of principle, which is prevalent; in their Toryism, which is insufferable, and for which they must repent in dust and ashes.” After some days in New York, he and his nineteen-year-old brother William—who accompanied him the entire journey—rode two hundred miles north along the Hudson, and on 282December 4th, after persevering through a bitter snowstorm, they finally reached Fort George, at the southern end of Lake George.

That evening beside a fire, Knox met the erudite and charming young lieutenant named John André, being transported to New York in a prisoner exchange, following his capture in Quebec. Knox thoroughly enjoyed their conversation, ranging from literature and politics to philosophy. They were the same age, and Knox could not dream that five years in the future he would sit on the court-martial condemning this captivatingly charming man—then Major André—to hang for his role in the unsurpassed treachery of Benedict Arnold.

On the morning of December 5th, General Schuyler—heading south—arrived from Ticonderoga, apprising Knox of the situation there. The plan was to sail there that day with the forty-five boats he had assembled, load everything onto those boats, and then sail back to Fort George. But as they sailed up that day, Knox saw there was already only a slim channel of water at the center of the otherwise frozen lake. He desperately hoped this would not freeze before their return trip, when they would be carrying the brass and iron treasure for which they had come. If that happened, the whole effort would be delayed until spring. The boats for the job were quite large: the gondolas about fifty-five feet long, the pirogues about forty feet long, and the biggest—called bateaux—as long as seventy-five feet. These would be transporting the five-thousand-pound guns. But if they did manage to get everything all the way back to Fort George, they would then need oxen and sleds for the rest of the journey, about 124 sleds and 248 oxen. Knox hoped they would be waiting whenever they got back.

At Ticonderoga, Knox saw that only sixty or so of the 150 cannons were salvageable. Schuyler had helpfully already disconnected these guns from their rusting, corroded mounts and carriages. New ones would have to be built once they got them back to Boston. Three of the brass cannons weighed 5,000 pounds each. How Knox must have been thrilled to think of these on Dorchester Heights, where he would oversee their firing at the British warships in Boston harbor, which was the whole point of this mission. These three brass monsters were the acme of martial technology at that time and were called 24-pounders because they could blast a twenty-four-pound cannonball well over a mile.
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But first they would somehow have to be carried down to the water and loaded on to the boats waiting for them. There were also many barrels of gun flints, and twenty-three boxes of lead. Knox needed to get south the thirty-five miles over the water to Fort George as quickly as possible, because he knew that if the temperature dropped, the center channel he had used to navigate northward would be frozen over, and he would be trapped at Ticonderoga until spring.

Some of the cannon were lowered via ropes from the fort’s walls, but most were hauled down to the water in cattle carts. At three in the afternoon of December 6th, all the boats had been loaded, and they began the first leg of the historic journey. But the temperature had indeed dropped, so the channel of navigable water was already thinner, and because of the tremendous weight now in the boats, they moved far more slowly. But by far the greatest problem they faced heading south was the direction of the wind, which meant that they could not sail, as they had done coming north, but must now row their ponderous cargo the thirty-five miles south.

Rowing this distance over several days—much of the time into the teeth of a biting frozen wind—was brutal. At night they made camp on the shore, building roaring fires. Knox in his diary wrote that on December 11th, they set out about “half an hour before daybreak . . . and in six hours and a quarter of excessive hard pulling against a fresh head breeze we reached Fort George . . .” Most of the other boats were still on the lake heading his way. But as Knox arrived, he wondered where the 124 sleds were that had been promised him—and the hundreds of horses and oxen? Knox had previously gotten an assurance that General Schuyler would oversee this, but either Knox misunderstood the details or simply didn’t believe Schuyler would be able to come through in time. So in his zeal to succeed, he hedged his bets by reaching out to another figure—a certain “Squire Palmer of Stillwater”—whom he paid in advance, but of whom there was no sign. But on the 17th, the eternally optimistic Knox was all sunshine in writing to Lucy, assuring her that all would be well, and all would be well, and all manner of things would be well . . .

What the former Miss Flucker had sacrificed in marrying her beloved “Harry” was significant. For one thing, her fiercely loyalist parents would eventually disown her. Now in December of 1775, she was pregnant and 284for her safety had been sent to live with virtual strangers in Worcester, Massachusetts. She had no real idea when she would see her husband again. This strain would go on for the better part of the long war, though she visited him when she could. But two years later, Lucy wrote a letter offering a glimpse of the sacrificial agonies so many endured:


I am sick at heart, spirited and almost indifferent whether I live or die. Had I no friends I suppose I should not take it so hard, but when I reflect that I have a father and a mother, sisters and brothers, and yet am this poor neglected thing, I cannot bear it . . . I underwent almost every distress for the sake of being yours, and you forsake me. My poor dear father I must never see again. When I reflect upon his excessive tenderness for me when a child, upon the thousand times he has helped me and prayed God to make me the comfort of his age, I am half distressed and yet believe me, dear Harry, I cheerfully remained the best of partners and would do it again and again to live to be with you. But this you refuse me, I have been confined to my room almost a week, have been alone most of the time, and have given myself up to the horror of my situation.



But this was almost two years in the future. As ever, Knox now put the best face on things. “My dearest companion,” he wrote. “It is now twelve days since I’ve had the least opportunity of writing to her whom I value more than life itself. How does my charmer? Is she in health and spirits? I trust in God she is . . .” He then said that “if we have the good fortune to have snow I hope to have the pleasure to see my dearest in three weeks from this date—don’t grieve my dear at its length. I wish to heaven it was in my power to shorten the time—a time already elapsed far beyond the bearance of an eager expectation to see you . . .” Then he paints a cheerful picture of what it is he is doing: “We shall cut no small figure in going through the country with our cannon mortars drawn by eighty yoke oxen.” This would soon enough be true, with the yokels scrambling to gawk at what they had never seen nor imagined, and would never see again, an incomprehensible parade of astonishing 285weaponry making its way to where it would stop the hearts of the enemy. He concluded with “May he who holds the hearts of all flesh in his hands incline America to put their sole confidence in him . . .”

Knox seemed always to be doing his best to manage the expectations of others. If it wasn’t Lucy, it was Washington, whom he wrote the same day, and who was doubtless wondering how the heroic sojourn hundreds of miles away was getting on. First, Knox gives him the good news, that despite brutal difficulties, he has successfully made it to Fort George, and that three days earlier “it was uncertain whether we could have gotten them until spring.” Knox then says “the sledding is tolerable to Saratoga,” the next twenty-six miles of his journey, but beyond that there was no snow yet. Without it there was “scarcely any possibility of ” getting to Albany. But the indefatigable optimist says he has “sent for sleds and teams to come here and expect to begin to move them to Saratoga on Wednesday or Thursday next, trusting that between this and then we shall have a fine fall of snow which will enable us to proceed further . . .” He then says “if that should be the case I hope in 16 or 17 days’ time to be able to present your Excellency a noble train of artillery, the inventory of which I have enclosed.” So there are no sleds or oxen yet, and no snow on the ground where he will need it. But somehow Knox is buoyant. The phrase “a noble train of artillery” would famously sum up what he eventually delivered to Washington. But at this juncture, the journey had barely begun.

That same day Knox wrote General Schuyler in Albany, apprising him of things, including his expectation of getting the necessary sleds from “Palmer of Stillwater,” explaining he had ordered them from Palmer because he had been under the impression that Schuyler was in Philadelphia, presumably unable to help. But Schuyler’s response amounted to a stiff rebuke. He flatly ordered Knox to “countermand any directions” he had given Palmer, saying there were plenty of sleds—or “carriages” as he calls them—in the area, which he would presumably get to Fort George.

The details and planning involved in Knox’s operation are astonishing. Three days earlier he wrote McDougall in New York, saying that when he was there in person a few weeks before he had not known Ticonderoga would yield any 13-inch mortars, and now asked him to send 500 of them 286to Boston as quickly as possible, along with “200 5 3/4 inch shells,” and “400 4 1/2 inch shells.” He also wrote to Albany requesting “500 fathoms”* of three-inch rope which he would need to tie the cannons to the sleds.

Since a general had ordered him to do so, Knox reluctantly canceled the order from Palmer. But he felt such a personal responsibility to Washington and the sacred cause that he did not feel comfortable waiting on Schuyler. So he decided he must himself make the journey to Albany to sort out the details. It was snowing when Knox began his journey in a horse-drawn sleigh, but the snow kept falling. The next day, the drifts were so high that after two miles the horses were unable to proceed further, and the snow was still falling hard. But Knox would not let weather prevent him from reaching Schuyler, and the boundlessly enthusiastic giant—paintings of him corroborate the fact that he was a hulking 280 pounds around this time—elected to proceed on foot the rest of the way through the three-foot-deep snow, an exhausting effort. Eventually, Knox became disoriented and lost—and proceeded in the wrong direction. Fortunately, he stumbled upon a cabin, whose host gave him a respite of warmth, some breakfast, and a horse with which to proceed further. He later wrote that he “almost perished with the cold.” The idea of this crucial expedition hanging on the progress of its leader wandering alone in these conditions is one more strange part of the story.

Knox eventually managed to make his way to Schuyler, who only now began the process of procuring the desperately needed sleds and animals. It was no small thing to scare up over a hundred sleds and at least as many yoke of oxen, with many horses involved too. Between four and eight horses did the job of two oxen. This trip Knox had just made to Albany had given him an opportunity to scout the roads that he would now have to retrace with the sixty tons of cannon. The river crossings would prove the toughest.

Because the greatest fear was that the ice over the four crossings would not be thick enough to sustain the weight of some of the heaviest cannon, Knox employed a method whereby holes were chopped in the ice, water removed with buckets, and then poured on the surface of the ice. It would 287freeze overnight, thickening the ice overall. At least that was the hope. So during the first four days of 1776, Knox was “employed in getting holes cut in the different crossing places in the river to strengthen the ice.”

The logistics and calculations involved in this grand expedition, involving so many men and animals, all fell to Knox. But one of the leading figures helping him was a veteran wagoner named John Becker Sr. The later recollections of his son, John Becker Jr.—then twelve years old—have given us many of the details of the historic expedition. His recollections of a similar expedition give us some idea of the camp life involved at the end of each day: “Our horses were rubbed, fed, and blanketed and tied to the sleighs. We were divided into messes of six men each and went to work quite systematically to secure ourselves a comfortable night, notwithstanding the snow was three and a half feet deep. We dug it away in different places in the manner of the Esquimeaux and in our frozen apartments we likened ourselves to lodgers in a [cellar].”


Drowning Horses

During each of the four river crossings, the greatest fear was whether the ice would sustain the maximum weight of the 5,000-pound brass cannons, plus a further half ton of the sled itself and the giant beasts pulling it. At these most crucial junctures Becker Sr. walked alongside the sled—carrying an ax and listening carefully for cracking ice—because if the ice gave way and the sled with the tremendously heavy cannon broke through and sank down into the icy waters, the animals harnessed to the sled would inevitably be dragged backwards and then down into the fathomless depths to drown. The river was as deep as two hundred feet in spots. In the event of this nightmare, Becker hoped to quickly sever the ropes with his ax, at least sparing the animals. There was forty feet of rope between the animals and the tongue of the sled they pulled.

But on January 4th, as they were crossing the river at Lansing’s Ferry, precisely what everyone feared happened. Becker Jr. recalled the initial cracking of the ice sounding like a gunshot, and then the fracturing of the ice in every direction, endangering all of the teams then crossing, who must immediately have scrambled backwards as quickly as possible. But Becker 288Sr. did not sever the ropes, instead attempting to get the animals—in this case it was horses—to pull furiously forward in the hopes of preventing the cannon and sled from going under. Of course, to Henry Knox, the value to the war effort of a single eleven-foot brass cannon infinitely outweighed the lives of horses. Nonetheless, the monstrously heavy cannon and sled did break through the ice—and sank. But the depth of the river there was fortunately such that the cannon came to rest on the river bottom before the animals were dragged in and drowned. Becker afterward made great efforts to salvage the precious cargo, using several teams of horses and oxen on the shore, attached to great lengths of rope, and eventually succeeded. It was an unpleasant episode, but with a happy ending.



“Vast Icicles of Twenty Feet Long”

The next day, January 5th, Knox rode ahead along the Mohawk River, scouting out where the “noble train” might best cross, when at about nine that morning he stumbled upon one of the region’s natural wonders: Cohoes Falls. Knox—who had hardly left the environs of Boston in his life—had never seen anything like it. Suddenly, the exceedingly laconic diarist waxed rapturous, calling the “stupendous falls inferior to none save the grand one of Niagara . . . form’d by the whole body of the Mohawk River falling at one pitch from a perpendicular of eighty feet.” Knox was transfixed, calling it “the most superb and affecting sight I ever saw.” The morning “beams of the sun reflected on the whole icy scene.” He describes “vast icicles of twenty feet long and three or four feet thick hanging pendent from the neighboring rocks” that “ornamented the scene in a very particular manner” and “gave the water the look of milk,” so that it “look’d like one vast torrent of milk pouring from a stupendous height.” He also said that the falling water “occasioned a very thick mist to arise, which looked like a shower of rain, and I was told that in summer time a perpetual rainbow was to be seen here.” He admitted to having “gazed and wondered” at the arresting spectacle “for a long time” until he could pull himself away to ride the twelve miles back to Albany, but said the time spent “admiring the stupendous works of nature” made him “not a little humbled by thoughts of [his] own insignificancy.”
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On January 7th, most of the sleds had arrived at Albany, where they would make another dangerous river crossing. The ice was not as thick as anyone would have liked, but all the town’s inhabitants gathered on the shore to watch the historic—and nail-biting—spectacle. Each time a team made it over everyone cheered. But once again one of the 5,000-pound cannons broke through the ice. This time the men walking alongside with axes did cut the ropes attached to the animals pulling it. But the hole in the ice created by the heavy gun and sled was huge—fourteen feet wide—making efforts to retrieve it that day impossible. The next morning Knox and his men tried again. Working all day with the help of innumerable locals they eventually succeeded. Knox was so grateful he dubbed this gun “The Albany.”

On January 9th, Knox bid General Schuyler and the citizens of Albany adieu. Although he and his men faced no more river crossings, they now must surmount another obstacle—quite literally—this being the icy 3,000-foot wall called the Berkshire mountains. The idea of dragging 120,000 pounds of iron and brass over a forbidding landscape of icy cliffs and snowy mountain paths with horses and oxen must have given even the tremendously optimistic Knox pause. On January 10th, perhaps to see what he was up against, he rode alone along a mountain trail to the top of one of its snow-covered peaks. It was likely the first time he ever had ascended to such an altitude. In recalling the view, Knox references the Gospel passage in which the devil takes Jesus to the top of a high mountain,* saying it was so high that he “might almost have seen all the Kingdoms of the Earth.”



“The Devil’s Staircase”

In an almost unique moment of realistic honesty, Knox in his journal wrote that it was “almost a miracle that people with heavy loads should be able to get up and down such hills as are here with anything of heavy loads.” Even oxen were not equal to hauling such heavy loads up mountains, and the animals frequently became so exhausted they had 290to be rested for long periods before they could continue. On the steeper grades their inevitable slipping on the ice and snow created serious danger for the men overseeing their progress. But going downhill was far more dangerous, the sleds sometimes overtaking the animals ahead of them, until the men wrapped ropes around trees to control the rate of descent. And because much of their progress was along mere mountain trails, the wagoneers—or teamsters as they were also called—were obliged to cut down innumerable small trees blocking their passage. Some descents were so precipitous that they took the cannons off the sleds and lowered them with block and tackle. This was the case in Westfield, where they had to descend a series of granite cliffs so steep and difficult they were ominously known to the locals as “The Devil’s Staircase.” At several points the grades going up were so steep that the animals simply could not manage, so the men unhitched them and then with long ropes created a block-and-tackle system that sufficiently multiplied their uphill pulling ability. But each time they did this it took three teams of teamsters just to manage one sleigh. And sometimes 291there were accidents. The twelve-year-old John Becker recalled leaping out of the way for his very life when one of the cannons broke loose and careened down a steep slope.

[image: Illustration of oxen harnessed to cannons and wagons moving through snow, guided by soldiers in heavy winter gear. Several figures and animals appear throughout the snowy background.]

Knox’s “Noble Train of Artillery.”


Near the end of their Berkshire agonies, Knox received a report that not far ahead of them lay a long patch with almost no snow, which would greatly multiply the difficulty of proceeding. At this point a number of the teamsters decided they had had enough. No amount of money was worth the hell they were enduring. It took Knox three hours of desperate wheedling and cajoling somehow to convince them to continue. But he did.

Once they had descended the last of the Berkshires, the expedition found themselves in western Massachusetts, where word of their imminent arrival raced ahead to the villages through which they would soon pass. At Westfield, the locals gathered to cheer as the parade of 124 sleds hauling the most powerful military weaponry ever devised made its way along their humble main street. Most people had never seen artillery of any kind, much less a gargantuan eleven-foot-long, 5,000-pound brass cannon, which to them was something like what it would be for us to see a nuclear missile. Becker Jr. recalled that the locals “never tired of examining our desperate ‘big shooting irons’ and guessing how many tons they weighed,” while some of a more “scientific order were measuring the dimensions of their muzzles and the circumference at the breech.” Becker said that the teamsters “were great gainers by the [Westfielder’s] curiosity, for while they were employed in remarking upon our guns, we were with equal pleasure discussing their cider and whisky. These were generously brought out in great profusion, saying they would be darned if it was not their treat.”

At some point, one of the locals asked whether it might be possible for one of these guns to be fired. Knox immediately chose a thirteen-inch mortar he had named “Old Sow” and fired it, using powder but no shot. Becker said that Knox fired this gun several times, giving the villagers “the novel pleasure of listening to its deep-toned thunders.” There were ninety-three miles between Westfield and George Washington in Cambridge, and in every town through which the “noble train” passed the reception was the same. To see with one’s own eyes these monstrous weapons was to see something unimaginable, to witness history alive, in a way most people never do.
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Meanwhile back in Cambridge, Washington waited. He had over the months been champing at the bit to do something to strike at the British, often himself walking down to the water on the wide Charles River to see if the ice was strong enough for him to lead his army across to attack them directly. Some around him rather doubted that young Knox could ever deliver on the wild idea of dragging the world’s heaviest weapons three hundred miles across lakes and rivers and over mountains. Charles Lee was most skeptical of all.

But having surmounted the greatest obstacles, Knox was now well on his way, racing eastward with through the towns of Wilbraham, Monson, Palmer, Brimfield, Spencer, Leicester, and Cherry Valley, where everywhere he and his men were feted and cheered, their fame growing with each mile they drew closer to their goal. That Washington’s Continental Army would soon have these astounding weapons made the idea that the British really might be defeated seem possible—if not probable—to the well-wishers along the way.

Finally, Knox arrived at Worcester, where his Lucy had been waiting more than two months. How it must have thrilled her not merely to see her husband, whom she missed so desperately, but to be filled with pride at what he had overseen. To everyone’s delight, Knox once again fired “Old Sow,” and of course spent the night. But early the next morning, he left again. He and his cavalcade of weaponry were now in the homestretch of the unimaginable journey, with a mere fifty miles of flat road between them and the long-dreamt-of finish line. Now the noble train would pass through Shrewsbury and Northborough and Marlborough and Southborough. When on January 24th they arr ived in Framingham—fifteen miles from Cambridge—Knox could stand it no longer. Leaving the weaponry where it was, he blasted off toward Cambridge to have the joy of informing Washington himself that the impractical and much-doubted expedition he had undertaken—whose success he had personally promised—had finally succeeded.

Washington’s heart so leapt at the news that he refused to wait to see the fruits of Knox’s Herculean efforts and immediately—along with other officers—rode with Knox back to Framingham to behold with his own eyes what he had been dreaming of all winter. But now that he had these 293prodigious armaments, what exactly would he do with them, and when? Until they knew precisely, there was no reason to take them to where the British might see them, so for the time being they stayed in Framingham. On January 25th, John Adams and his good friend Elbridge Gerry* rode there, where they dined and afterward saw the fabled artillery.

Knox was now everywhere celebrated for his astonishing feat. As the toast of the Continental Army, he could now proudly assume his new role as Colonel of the Artillery, and he and Lucy soon received an invitation to dine with Washington: “The General and Mrs. Washington present their compliments to Colonel Knox and Lady [to b]eg the favor of their company at dinner, on Friday half after 2 o’clock. Thursday Evening Feb 4, 1776.” Washington was thrilled to have the artillery and would now and forever regard the young Knox as one of the stalwart heroes upon whom he could—and over and over would—depend in the years ahead.



Dorchester Heights

Washington had been waiting with bated breath not just for the artillery to arrive but for the ice in the bay to be sufficient for him to launch a direct assault on the British in Boston, believing that “a stroke well aimed at this juncture might put a final end to the war.” But each time he proposed it his war council vetoed it, to his great frustration, knowing that there wasn’t enough gunpowder to guarantee success. Washington complained to Joseph Reed about their decision, saying “the enterprise was thought too dangerous!”

But now because of this, Washington came up with what would be the perfect use of the grand assemblage of artillery that had been dragged clean across creation to Boston. On February 18th, he suggested to Knox that the hundred-foot-high hills of Dorchester—which the British had strangely never bothered to occupy—might well be the ideal spot for the formidable weaponry that four months before were rusting on the distant 294heights of Ticonderoga. What would the British on Boston’s peninsula think if one morning they woke up to see the formidable cannonry they brought to Ticonderoga in the 1750s suddenly aimed at them and their proud fleet in the harbor?

But it would be extremely difficult to get all those cannons up there without the British seeing it. And there was another problem. If Washington could get the cannon up there, the British would attack as soon as they saw them, which meant that digging fortifications was absolutely vital. But how could one dig fortifications in the frozen ground? This was essentially impossible.

Enter engineer Rufus Putnam, first cousin to Israel. One night Washington invited him to dine at Cambridge and pressed him to think about how it might be possible to create fortifications under such conditions. Putnam had built fortifications before but had no answer to this puzzle. But he later said that on the way home from this dinner, he had been urged by “divine providence” to pay a visit to General William Heath. While there he spotted a large book on military fortifications and asked to borrow it. Heath never lent books, and refused. But Putnam insisted until Heath relented. The next day in perusing the book Putnam was stunned to see a solution to the intractable problem. It involved what were called “chandeliers,” which consisted of wooden frames one would fill with dirt and “fascines,” tightly wrapped bundles of sticks. Between these and the packed dirt, these structures could certainly stop bullets. But the best part was that these chandeliers could be pre-constructed and then carried with the fascines in wagons up to Dorchester Heights, where they would be assembled. They would bring the mountain to Mohammed.

So these chandeliers and fascines must immediately be created. But then how could they get them and the cannon and hundreds of men involved to the top of Dorchester Heights without alerting the British? Washington—whom history would never insult with the adjective “sneaky,” but who in so many crucial instances was so successfully deceptive that it becomes impossible not to admire him for this quality—had some ideas about how to distract them. For one thing, now having all of Knox’s cannonry, he ordered a bombardment against the British on the night of March 2nd and then again on the night of the third and again on 295the fourth. By the time the Americans would make their move on to the heights, the British would be used to the bombardment, and never suspect it was simply a decoy to hide the troops’ movements.

Of course, no one but Washington and his officers knew what the real plan was. On March 2nd, Abigail Adams in Braintree wrote “But Hark! The house this instant shakes with the roar of cannon.” She knew it was the American guns and heard that “all the remaining Militia” were “to repair to the lines” in two days. On the night of March 3rd, she said that she “went to bed after 12 but got no rest, the cannon continued firing and my heart beat pace with them all night. . . . What tomorrow will bring forth God only knows.” On the fourth, to further camouflage what he was up to, Washington ordered troops to pile large bales of hay along the road to prevent the British from seeing the thousands of troops and the three hundred and fifty ox-carts carrying the chandeliers and fascines—and most of Henry Knox’s artillery—to the heights overlooking Boston. As the Americans made their way up to the heights that night the moon was bright, making the work they had to do easier. But it would also have made it much easier for the British to spot them, except that an unusual haze fell over the harbor, making them invisible, which everyone but the non-existent Deists among them attributed to the hand of Providence.

When the British woke up the next morning and saw what the Americans had done, they struggled to believe their eyes. It seemed quite impossible that all of this could have been done overnight. What sorcery was this? “The rebels have done more in one night,” Howe huffed, “than my whole army would have done in a month.” He reckoned the work had taken the work of 14,000 men. Another British officer said that the two forts and other work was done with a speed “equal to that of the genie belonging to Aladdin’s wonderful lamp.”

The British knew they must respond immediately and aimed a two-hour cannonade at the fortifications, to no avail, since their guns simply could not reach that high. But the British Admiral in the harbor said that his ships could be rather easily reached by the American guns, so that he must evacuate them. Howe determined that he had no choice but to launch a full-out attack and massed several thousand troops to do so, even though he knew it might well be a worse bloodbath than Bunker 296Hill. The Americans had nearly six thousand troops on the Heights, three times as many as they had had at Bunker Hill, and infinitely more firepower.

James Thacher explained that also “amongst the means of defense [were] a great number of barrels, filled with stone and sand, arranged in front of our works, which are to be put in motion and made to roll down the hill, to break the ranks and legs of assailants as they advance. These are the preparations for blood and slaughter! Gracious God! If it be determined in thy Providence that thousands of our fellow creatures shall this day be slain, let thy wrath be appeased and in mercy grant that victory be on the side of our suffering, bleeding country.”

Many on the British side knew a frontal attack was suicidal, but Howe felt that for the honor of the army he must do so and sent two thousand troops in boats to make the landing and begin the assault. But suddenly the weather changed, and very strong winds prevented the landing. Howe vowed to try again at midnight, at the next high tide. But that evening, the winds increased to a howling storm—with hail, sleet, and snow—eventually reaching hurricane strength. There would be no landing that night. The next day the storm continued as rain, but was still so severe that Howe changed his plans altogether. There would be no assault, after all. Many think the storm enabled him to save face, since no one believed the British could have fared well in an attack. In any case, Howe now ordered the city evacuated. The British were leaving Boston.

The formidable array of cannon on Dorchester Heights amounted to a kind of powerful check in a chess game. All of Boston was within striking distance of the guns, so that either Howe moved or the game was over. But in a countermove, Howe sent a message that if the British were allowed to leave unmolested, he would not incinerate the town. He could not send this message directly to Washington, lacking the authority to recognize him as a legitimate commander of the army of a nation. As far as the British were concerned, the Americans were mere rebels, and Washington their outlaw leader. They would take this attitude toward the Americans for a very long time and use it as an excuse to treat American prisoners and even officers despicably, which they would never have done if fighting the French, for example. Even so, the message got to Washington, who 297did not officially acknowledge it, but somehow communicated his acceptance of the terms. So Knox would not be unleashing the guns from Ticonderoga at the British. But if the guns had not threatened the British, they would never have departed.

The chaos that now erupted on the Boston peninsula is hard to describe, especially among the loyalists who never dreamt they would have to leave. There was little room on the departing British ships. It was one thing to evacuate 9,000 of the King’s troops in the 120 available ships. But adding another 1,100 loyalists meant that most of them had to leave their belongings behind. Many of them had lived in Boston their whole lives but knew that if they stayed the returning patriots would not look kindly on them. “I found I could not . . . trust my person with a set of lawless rebels whose actions have disgraced human nature,” one wrote. Among those forever leaving Boston and America now was Lucy Knox’s mother, Hannah, along with Lucy’s five younger siblings. Lucy’s wealthy father had left some months before; she would never see her parents again. Also leaving now was Benjamin Hallowell, the stamp collector whose house the mobs had reduced to atoms in 1765.

The British may have not burned Boston, but they looted the town quite severely on their exit. On March 15th, they planned to leave the next day, but the wind did not cooperate. No one, including Washington, could be sure they would honor their word; so he remained poised to strike. “There has been some movement,” said Abigail Adams, “. . . as if they mean to evacuate the town of Boston.” But no one could know. Washington still wondered if Howe had some trick up his sleeve. But then on March 17th the ships really did go. “From Penn’s Hill,” Abigail wrote, “we have a view of the largest fleet ever seen in America. You may count upwards of 100 and 70 sail. They look like a Forrest.”



The British Leave Boston

Seeing the backs of the despised British after the decade of their increasing wickedness in Boston was as joyous sight as any patriot had ever seen. “Surely it is the Lord’s doing,” Abigail wrote, “and it is marvelous in our eyes.” James Thacher wrote of enjoying “the unspeakable satisfaction of beholding their whole fleet under sail, wafting from our 298shores the dreadful scourge of war.” It was a triumphant moment for Boston, a hundred times greater than when they had watched Governor Bernard depart in 1769. But these ships were not heading to London, as he had done. Once out of sight, they would tack left up to Halifax. And Washington knew that in a few months they would almost certainly sail down to New York, where he expected to face them again.

But because the people of Boston had been the focus of England’s ire for so long, they now imagined the whole war was over. Washington had done it, had he not? Congress certainly thought so and would mint a medal in his honor. But the people of Boston were in a mood to celebrate, and certainly to clap the great Washington on the back. Thacher said that the city’s inhabitants received “his excellency the commander-in-chief . . . with every mark of respect and gratitude; and a public dinner [was] provided for him.” Harvard awarded him an honorary degree.

After nearly a year in exile from their homes, the Bostonians returned. But the Reverend Dr. Andrew Eliot had never left, and Thacher said Washington asked him “at the renewal of his customary Thursday Lecture, to preach a thanksgiving sermon adapted to the joyful occasion. Accordingly on the 28th, this pious divine preached an appropriate discourse from Isaiah xxxiii. 20.” That text read: “Look upon Zion, the city of our solemnities: thine eyes shall see Jerusalem a quiet habitation, a tabernacle that shall not be taken down; not one of the stakes thereof shall ever be removed, neither shall any of the cords thereof be broken.”

Like Washington, Congress felt an obligation to publicly acknowledge God and on March 16th declared a national day of fasting and humiliation for May 17th, saying that it was the “indispensable duty of these hitherto free and happy colonies, with true penitence of heart, and the most reverent devotion . . . to confess and deplore our offences against [God] and to supplicate his interposition for averting the threatened danger, and prospering our strenuous efforts in the cause of freedom, virtue, and posterity.” It is startling to our own generation to see the entire Congress exhorting millions of Americans toward “a solemn sense of God’s superintending providence, and of their duty, devoutly to rely, in all their lawful enterprises, on his aid and direction” and to “confess and bewail our manifold sins and transgressions, and, by a sincere repentance and amendment of 299life, appease his righteous displeasure, and, through the merits and mediation of Jesus Christ, obtain his pardon and forgiveness; humbly imploring his assistance to frustrate the cruel purposes of our of our unnatural enemies,” and asking God to “grant that a spirit of incorruptible patriotism, and of pure undefiled religion, may universally prevail; and this continent be speedily restored to the blessings of peace and liberty, and enabled to transmit them inviolate to the latest posterity.” The congressional statement concluded by recommending “to Christians of all denominations, to assemble for public worship, and abstain from servile labour on the said day.” That most on the American side openly looked to Providence to support their “sacred” cause could hardly be clearer, nor could the idea that the British simply did not think in these terms.



Phillis Wheatley

Once the British had gone, no one knew what would happen next. But on April 4th, Washington would ride out of Boston toward New York. Before then he would meet with Phillis Wheatley, the black poet who had sent him a poem the previous October, celebrating the cause of liberty and praising the man Congress had chosen to lead it in the field. In the poem she expressed the widespread American belief that Providence was with the Americans in their cause.

Wheatley’s own story is extraordinary. Sold into slavery by a West African chieftain, she was seven or eight when she was purchased by the Wheatley family in Boston, who almost immediately recognized—and encouraged—her genius. By twelve, she was reading the Greek and Latin classics in their original languages and writing her own poetry soon thereafter. In 1770, when just seventeen, she published a poem praising George Whitefield following his death, which brought her wider attention, especially among such English evangelicals as John Thornton, John Newton, the Earl of Dartmouth, and Selina, the Countess of Huntington. In 1773, she traveled to London and published her first book of poems, after which the Wheatleys manumitted her.

The poem she sent Washington in late 1775 so impressed him that he wanted to publish it, but because it praised him so fulsomely, he thought it would seem immodest to do so, and arranged for his aide Joseph Reed 300to have it published. But Washington wrote Wheatley, apologizing for his delayed response, and inviting her to visit him in his headquarters, which she seems to have done, although the details are difficult to pin down. But the idea that Washington, who only the summer before had been openly contemptuous of black soldiers serving in his army would now warmly praise the work of this celebrated black poet and invite her to visit him, is a striking measure of the evolution of his views already during this short time.

In the month that Washington left Boston, Wheatley’s poem about him would appear in the Pennsylvania Gazette, at that time being edited by someone who three months before had published something of his own, to which we must now turn our attention.




	*  A fathom is maritime unit of length measuring six feet, roughly an arm span.

	*  “Again, the devil taketh him up into an exceeding high mountain, and sheweth him all the kingdoms of the world, and the glory of them.” Matthew 4:8.

	*  Gerry would sign the Declaration of Independence, notably refuse to sign the Constitution, and become the nation’s fifth vice president, under James Madison. He is perhaps most famous for the term “gerrymander,” a portmanteau verb that means political redistricting and combines his name with “salamander,” which was the purported shape of the Massachusetts political district in question.
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Chapter Twenty-Six “The Birthday of a New World”


The cause of America is in a great measure the cause of all mankind.

—Thomas Paine

We have it in our power to begin the world over again. A situation, similar to the present, hath not happened since the days of Noah until now.

The birthday of a new world is at hand.

—Thomas Paine

WE May Well Ask whether there exists in the history of letters anything to equal the January 1776 publication of Common Sense. The forty-seven-page pamphlet appeared on the tenth day of the year soon to become fabled in world history—in no small part because of that pamphlet—and sparked the subsequent explosion of pro-independence thinking across the Colonies that culminated in the formal declaration that July of what may be reckoned the single most dramatic step in the history of nations.

First published anonymously “by an Englishman” and addressed to “the inhabitants of America,” the essay is probably the single greatest illustration of the maxim that “the pen is mightier than the sword.” At the end of 1776, Paine would write another essay that was nearly as powerful 302a goad to American victory as Common Sense was to independence, and whatever else he did before 1776 fades into oblivion as mere preamble, just as what he did afterward does as a coda graciously best forgotten.

Thomas Paine was born in 1736, the son of a tenant farmer and “stay-maker,” although the stays he made were the ropes and wires used to stabilize the masts on sailing vessels, not those used in corsets, as is often misstated. Paine went to grammar school until thirteen, was afterward apprenticed to his father, and at nineteen went to sea on a privateer. After this he opened up his own “stay-making” shop, and did a host of other things, without success. His first wife died in childbirth—along with their child—and his second marriage was never consummated. In September 1774, Paine met Benjamin Franklin, who may everlastingly be credited with proposing that Paine begin his life anew in America. Paine did just that, albeit with no plans to midwife the birth of a nation, much less the birth of a new kind of nation, and much less yet, the birth of a new world.

[image: The cover page displays the bold title “Common Sense” at the top, followed by a subtitle. Below are several section headings in Roman numerals, handwritten annotations in the margins, and publication details at the bottom.]
The essay’s wholesale denunciation of monarchy as an institution was extraordinarily radical at the time, as was its call for America to break away from England. But because of the bloody events that previous April and June—and because of the King’s recent speech fiercely denouncing the Americans as rebels—Paine’s essay struck a chord with innumerable Americans, dramatically accelerating the conversation on independence. Certain ideas seem to enter the world when someone dares to declare them, as if the declaration of the words themselves has the power to bring ideas into existence. Fiat Lux. So it was with Paine’s radical declarations in his pamphlet, in which he denounced monarchy as an immoral institution, 303and insisted on the necessity of the Colonies to declare independence from Great Britain. The cats and horses were out of the bags and barns, never to return.

Of course, John Adams had been thinking along these lines for some time and must be regarded as the true pioneer in pushing toward independence. But he had been working carefully and quietly to bring it about, knowing that it was a complicated tripartite process, each part of which required tact and diplomacy. First the various Colonies had to be persuaded to create their own legislatures, so that they were no longer colonies but states. Secondly, they should link arms in some form of confederacy or union, as thirteen united states. And thirdly, those thirteen states would in unison declare their independence. But unlike Adams, Thomas Paine was not a lawyer—nor would ever be a statesman or diplomat—and never felt the need to address how it should happen. Being a man of ideas and a writer, his charge was simply to scrawl the principal ideas in large letters, for everyone to see, and in Common Sense, he did this in spades.*

Almost instantly upon publication, the revolutionary ideas in Common Sense seemed to gather strength, as if betwisting themselves into a powerful tornado that touched down in every village and town from Massachusetts to Georgia, in its fury rearranging forever the colonial landscape as it went. In three months—when the population of free people in the Colonies was two million—it sold between fifty and a hundred thousand copies, and in a spate of editions continued to sell and sell. Within no time, almost everyone had read it or heard portions of it read aloud. As a result, most Americans for the first time united around the previously outré ideas that the institution of monarchy was inherently corrupt and that independence from Great Britain was the only way 304forward. The speed of this change in the views of most Americans was astonishing.

In making his case, Paine specifically lays out the corruptions and evils of King George’s monarchy, but then makes a dramatic further step to the truly shocking idea that monarchy is itself wicked and must be rejected. It’s hard to say how radical this was at the time, when the history of the world was essentially a history of monarchies. Of course, the idea of doing something entirely new had existed in America since the first settlers came to Massachusetts, when John Winthrop compared the still unformed Massachusetts Bay Colony to the “city on a hill” that Jesus had referred to. But for all the Colonies to leap in such a direction—and in unison declare independence from Great Britain—was mostly unthinkable. So Paine argues forcefully against monarchy, and then for independence from Great Britain. But before he is finished, he makes the further wild leap that in launching out on its own, America will be doing much more than merely rejecting England: it will be embarking on a “new age of mankind.” Before he could soar to this dizzying denouement, though, Paine would first lay things out.


Government “Is the Badge of Lost Innocence”

He begins very simply by establishing for the reader the proper role of government. In this he takes the uncontroversial and biblical view— which St. Paul explains in his letter to the Romans—that we need government because men are fallen, and that government exists to restrain evil. Evoking Eden and fig leaves, Paine says that government, “like dress, is the badge of lost innocence.” Of course, if “the impulses of conscience” were “clear, uniform and irresistibly obeyed, man would need no” government. We require government “to supply the defect of moral virtue.” Therefore, we are obliged “to surrender up a part of [our] property to furnish means for the protection of the rest . . .” So Paine says that government is “rendered necessary by the inability of moral virtue to govern the world,” and “the design and end of government” is “freedom and security.” These and other ideas Paine touches on had of course appeared in the previous century, most notably in Hobbes’s Leviathan and John Locke’s Second Treatise, but we are hardly surprised 305that most readers of Common Sense would not have read those less readable works.

But governments throughout history had been far from ideal, and Paine specifically underscores the failings of King George’s monarchy, especially in how it had failed the people of the American Colonies. But then Paine goes much further, pillorying the very institution of monarchy itself. He looks back to ancient Israel, who once upon a time had covenanted directly with God himself, until they fell into the temptation of the godless nations around them and demanded a king. Paine says that monarchy, in “exalting one man so greatly above the rest cannot . . . be defended on the authority of scripture; for the will of the Almighty as declared by Gideon and the prophet Samuel expressly disapproves of government by kings.”

The Israelite “form of government (except in extraordinary cases where the Almighty interposed) was a kind of Republic, administered by a judge and the elders of the tribes. Kings they had none, and it was held sinful to acknowledge any being under that title but the Lord of Hosts.” Paine is speaking directly to Christian America, all of whom would have been intimately familiar with this example, and who must have been thunderstruck in seeing the plain logic of it. “And when a man seriously reflects on the idolatrous homage which is paid to the persons of kings,” Paine says, “he need not wonder that the Almighty, ever jealous of his honour, should disapprove a form of government which so impiously invades the prerogative of Heaven.” Who could argue with this?

So in language that is remarkably effective in being easily understood by average readers—which the writings of such Hobbes, Locke, and Montesquieu were not—Paine dares to make a full-out frontal assault on monarchy itself. He does not politely pussy-foot around the issue, as if to defer to King George III and those who would side with him, but thunders against monarchy as an inherent evil, and one whose time for destruction has come, at least in America. “Monarchy,” he says, “is ranked in scripture as one of the sins of the Jews . . .” These arguments could hardly have failed to reach most Americans, for whom the Bible was an unquestioned authority. The only question was how they had missed this before. According to Paine, monarchy was clearly against God’s plan, which was why many 306Protestants were tempted to think of it as “the Popery of government,” and conversely to think of Catholicism as despotism in clerical robes.

But of course in denouncing monarchy, and in pushing toward independence, Paine specifically took aim at the monarchy of King George, accusing it of pretending to be something like a republic—because of its ostensible division of power with Parliament—but then swats this away as nonsensical, saying that “the corrupt influence of the Crown, by having all the places in its disposal* hath so effectually swallowed up the power, and eaten out the virtue of the House of Commons (the Republican part in the constitution) that the government of England is nearly as monarchical as that of France or Spain.” In other words, the monarchy of Protestant England was corrupt and was in reality every bit as despotic as the monarchies of England’s Catholic archenemies.



“The Cause of All Mankind”

But one of the most important things about Common Sense is Paine’s unprecedented lifting of America’s cause into something higher, into something universal. “The cause of America is in a great measure the cause of all mankind” is one of its first sentences. It was already iconoclastic to reject the idea of monarchy, and to make the case for breaking away from England. But the next and most breathtaking step was to show that this opened the door to nothing less than a new era in humanity, when mankind might be truly free, and like the Israelites have no king but the Almighty himself. If there was anything that might truly be called a Revolution, this was it.

Of course, those who had escaped the Old World to live in America in the previous century had done this, but on a much smaller scale. They had wanted to create small Christian communities, which were often theologically parochial. But Paine was suggesting that all of those people and their descendants could now unite to do it in a way that would be a stunning leap forward in human history. Who before Thomas Paine had dared to think—much less speak publicly—along such lines? He is forging 307a new idea of what is possible. “The sun,” he says, “never shined on a cause of greater worth. ’Tis not the affair of a city, a county, a province, or a kingdom; but of a continent—of at least one eighth part of the habitable globe.”



The Reformation Made America Possible

Paine is a powerfully persuasive writer, urging his readers to act. “Every thing that is right or reasonable pleads for separation. The blood of the slain, the weeping voice of nature cries, ‘Tis Time to Part.’” He cites the geography of the continents in his argument, saying that even “the distance at which the Almighty hath placed England and America is a strong and natural proof that the authority of the one over the other, was never the design of Heaven.” In other words, what he is urging them to do is inescapably part of God’s plan. Even when America was discovered, he says “adds weight to the argument, and the manner in which it was peopled, increases the force of it.” John Adams rehearsed these ideas in his 1765 essay, but now Paine is closing the deal.

Then Paine says something astounding: “The Reformation was preceded by the discovery of America: As if the Almighty graciously meant to open a sanctuary to the persecuted in future years, when home should afford neither friendship nor safety.” He is making the same case that many Puritan thinkers would have made—which they called “providential dispensation”—that America was God’s plan. He caused Columbus to discover the Americas before the Reformation, so that those adopting Reformation theology had a place to escape to, where they could then establish a new kind of government, one that would reflect God’s design for government in an unprecedented way in history. Many Americans reading Common Sense believed this, but here was someone saying it out loud, at precisely that moment when it was possible to achieve the final, glorious goal of the whole process.



Now Is the Time

In case anyone thinks him a mere ideologue, he says that no one “was a warmer wisher for a reconciliation than myself, before the fatal nineteenth of April, 1775, but the moment the event of that day 308was made known, I rejected the hardened, sullen-tempered Pharaoh of England for ever; and disdain the wretch, that with the pretended title of Father of His People can unfeelingly hear of their slaughter, and composedly sleep with their blood upon his soul.” And then once again, the man who two decades later would reject Christian faith—becomes explicitly Christian. “But where, say some, is the King of America? I’ll tell you, friend, he reigns above, and doth not make havoc of mankind like the Royal Brute of Great Britain.” Paine then says that it is “the Divine Law, the Word of God” that rules in America.

We can see that apart from the overtly Christian context in which these radical ideas exist, they cannot succeed. There is just enough utopianism in them, making it possible now to pull free of all the gravity of the history that had existed before on the globe. But there is not so much that it will end in the disasters of other utopian projects, such as the French Revolution, for which both Jefferson and Paine naïvely would become unthinking champions fifteen years later. Paine is in his argument still firmly grounding things in the idea that God must be the king to whom everyone bows, and in rejecting all earthly monarchies does not point to the chimera of some secularist utopia, but back to the covenant the Israelites made directly with God at Sinai.

How strongly he felt about this, or whether he simply knew these ideas would appeal to his audience, is difficult to know. In the essay, he addresses government’s role in protecting religion, saying it is “the indispensable duty of government to protect all conscientious professors thereof, and I know of no other business which government hath to do therewith.” But he is writing at a unique time, just as many Americans are arriving at the idea that we can put aside parochial denominational differences while still keeping a vital consensus that Christian faith is central. “For myself,” he says, “I fully and conscientiously believe, that it is the will of the Almighty that there should be a diversity of religious opinions among us.” In other words, we can agree to disagree on religious issues—up to a point. So he is nowhere yet near the secularism of the French Enlightenment in what he is saying. “It affords a larger field for our Christian kindness,” he says, for us not to insist that everyone be of the same denomination. On “this liberal principle,” he says, “I look on the various denominations among us, 309to be like children of the same family, differing only in what is called their Christian names.”

Then as the music swells, he summons the truly extraordinary sentences toward which he has all this time been building. “We have it in our power,” he says, “to begin the world over again.” In the world after the American Revolution, such sentiments have always led to a utopian madness ending in rivers of blood and destruction. But once upon a time in history, it did not. Paine sees the opportunity in America at that moment for something not merely unprecedented, but previously unthinkable. “A situation, similar to the present,” he says “hath not happened since the days of Noah until now.” This sort of thinking would indeed lead to the horrors of the French Revolution a few short years hence, when Paine would again be pushing with the same might and main, his enthusiasm blinding him to the crucial differences in the two cases. In America there existed enough ballast for the ship to withstand the hurricane-force winds driving it. The American people had essentially been governing themselves for 150 years. They had in these fifteen decades developed the civic muscles to do so. “The birthday of a new world is at hand,” he says “and a race of men, perhaps as numerous as all Europe contains, are to receive their portion of freedom from the events of a few months.” Paine the salesman is now closing the deal, saying that all of this is within your grasp, if you will only act now.

The path of “providential dispensation” had led Americans to this moment. The violence of April 19th and then Bunker Hill had happened, changing everything. But even then, some still believed that Parliament was the problem, and that they might appeal directly to the king for reconciliation. So the Second Continental Congress had drafted the exceedingly gracious “Olive Branch Petition.” But the king ignored it and then declared the Colonies to be in rebellion. So now there was nothing more to say. And Thomas Paine was saying so. It only remained for Americans now to step forward into the destiny for which Providence had prepared them. The year was 1776. It was time.




	*  We don’t need to wonder what Adams thought of the pamphlet. In a letter to Abigail that March 19th, he wrote: “You ask what is thought of Common Sense. . . . His sentiments of the abilities of America, and of the Difficulty of a Reconciliation with G.B. are generally approved. But his Notions and Plans of Continental Government are not much applauded. Indeed this writer has a better hand at pulling down than building. It has been very generally propagated through the Continent that I wrote this Pamphlet. But although I could not have written anything in so manly and striking a style, I flatter myself I should have made a more respectable figure as an architect, if I had undertaken such a work. This writer seems to have very inadequate ideas of what is proper and necessary to be done, in order to form constitutions for single colonies, as well as a great model of union for the whole.”

	*  Paine is referring to the king’s doling out of lucrative political appointments to influence votes.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven Just Before the Declaration


ON March 17th, as the last of His Majesty’s ships slunk away over the horizon, many in Boston really believed the war was over, and that the bruised retreat they were witnessing meant the British had been defeated and would never return. But George Washington knew otherwise. The British might not return to Boston, but they were hardly vanquished, and would almost certainly soon turn their attentions southward, to New York. This was not because of the intrinsic value of the city—Philadelphia was a far richer prize—but because of New York’s unsurpassed strategic value to the whole of the Colonies. There was nothing to compare with it. And whatever Washington thought, he was a man under authority, and that authority—which was Congress—had ordered him to proceed to New York and to defend it. That it was essentially indefensible was another story. John Adams’s letter to Washington back in January said “no effort to secure it ought to be omitted.”


Defending the Indefensible

Adams had called New York “the “Key to the whole Continent, as it is a passage to Canada, to the Great Lakes, and to all the Indian Nations.” Most Americans understood this, and Britain certainly understood it. New York commanded the entrance to the mighty Hudson from which any ship could travel three hundred miles north to Albany and 311the Adirondacks. Just beyond Albany were the north-south waterways of Lake George and Lake Champlain, leading all the way up to the St. Lawrence, which led to the sea. In a world in which water was how everyone traveled, that serpentine liquid corridor was more important than anything. And because New York Harbor was where it began, New York was the pearl of great price, worth whatever effort might be needed to defend it.

So in February of 1776—a month before he would finally and triumphantly chase the British out of Boston—Washington sent General Charles Lee to New York to begin preparing the city’s defenses.

But the exasperating conundrum that defending New York presented was two-fold. First, it was a city surrounded by water, and more than merely surrounded; it was an archipelago of three islands: Manhattan, Staten Island, and Long Island. Second, the British Navy was the most powerful navy on the globe. Between these facts there was no daylight, and therefore no good way to defend the city. Lee immediately saw this, telling Washington “the consequences of the Enemy’s possessing themselves of New York have appear’d to be so terrible that I have scarcely been able to sleep.” He was baffled. “What to do with the city, I own puzzles me,” he said. “It is so encircled with deep navigable water, that whoever commands the sea must command the town.” Nonetheless, however impossible New York was to defend, it must be defended. Washington knew that even if he ultimately failed, he must do his best. But what would that mean, practically speaking?

For one thing, fortifications must be prepared in all of the most vulnerable spots along the near infinity of New York’s shoreline. But there were so many that one can see how the prospect of it all must have boggled the mind of anyone examining the problem. Lee’s plan was extraordinarily ambitious. Fort George at the lower end of Manhattan already existed. There had been a fort there since the Dutch arrived, but what was there must be augmented. And then the city itself would be so fortified and barricaded that if the British dared to land troops there, they would be forced to pay as bloody a price as they had paid at Bunker Hill. So this idea—of creating fortifications that would make any invasion as expensive as Bunker Hill—was the general idea. Many new fortifications would be 312built on Brooklyn Heights, and across the Hudson on the west at Paulus Hook, in New Jersey. Lee also proposed fortifications at the northern end of Manhattan, where the George Washington Bridge is today. They would built a fort on what is today called Washington Heights—to be called Fort Washington, after General Washington, as was the custom—and then across the river in New Jersey in what is today called Fort Lee, New Jersey, since the fort there would be called Fort Lee, after General Charles Lee. But these were merely the major efforts. There were many other fortifications and batteries. The vast scope of it all was something that seems to have been planned by a Pharaoh.

Israel Putnam arrived in New York April 7th and felt the need to build fortifications on Governor’s Island too, a half-mile south of the city; without getting permission he ordered a thousand troops to begin. Washington arrived a week later, ordering yet further fortifications. The scale of what the thousands of men under Washington’s command did with picks and shovels over the spring of 1776 is nearly unimaginable.

They also went to great lengths to make the water itself impassable, or at least difficult to maneuver in, by sinking a number of large ships, called chevaux-de-frise. The idea was that as ships awkwardly tried to maneuver past these sunken obstacles, they would become sitting ducks for the American artillery. Washington was even talking with Benjamin Franklin about something never before conceived in the history of warfare, a craft that somehow could travel underwater, and that could affix explosives to the bottoms of the British ships. There was a man in Connecticut, David Bushnell, who had been working on it for several years, and was nearly ready with a claustrophobic “submarine” craft to be dubbed “the Turtle,” and navigated by a single man. Nathanael Greene was tasked with planning the defense of Brooklyn, creating an impressive complex of five forts across Brooklyn Heights. What would become of all these defenses when the British at last arrived? At the end of the summer, everyone could see for themselves. Meanwhile Washington waited.

In retrospect, we know that the end of June marked an extraordinary moment in world history. In a few days—on July 2nd—Congress would officially decide to break away from England. The world was on the verge of inconceivable change. But two things happened on June 28th that bear 313mention. One was a great battle, fought in Charleston, South Carolina. Before we turn to that we mention that also on June 28, in New York, a man was hanged in front of a crowd of 20,000. His name was Thomas Hickey.



Plot to Kill Washington

Some details of the plot to kill Washington are not precisely known. But we know it was a Loyalist plot involving the mayor of New York, who was arrested, as well as two soldiers who were on Washington’s own Life Guard, which we may think of as something like our own Secret Service. They wore blue-and-white coats with brass buttons and were entrusted with guarding the life of the commander in chief. Eventually twelve men were arrested, including two doctors, a tailor, and a shoemaker. News of the plot exploded all over New York, so that patriot mobs took to the streets, beating and generally abusing Loyalists. Israel Putnam and others had their hands busy in simply quelling these patriot riots. We also know that the man masterminding the plot from the safety of a British ship in New York Harbor was William Tryon, the royal governor of New York.

During the trial it was revealed that the plotters attempted to recruit soldiers to their cause, and planned to strike the moment the British fleet appeared on the horizon. They were supposedly going to kidnap Washington, kill a number of those closest to him—and perhaps Washington himself—and blow up a number of ammunition depots. In the end, only one man would pay the ultimate price. Thomas Hickey served as one of Washington’s Life Guards and was initially arrested for passing counterfeit money. But while imprisoned he blabbed of his involvement in this plot to another prisoner. After the public hanging, Washington made an announcement in his general orders to the troops:


The unhappy fate of Thomas Hickey, executed this day for mutiny, sedition, and treachery, the General hopes will be a warning to every soldier in the Army to avoid those crimes, and all others, so disgraceful to the character of a soldier, and pernicious to his country, whose pay he receives and bread he eats. 314And in order to avoid those crimes, the most certain method is to keep out of the temptation of them, and particularly to avoid lewd women, who, by the dying confession of this poor criminal, first led him into practices which ended in an untimely and ignominious death.





The Battle of Sullivan Island

On the same day that Hickey was hanged in New York City, something deeply important was taking place in Charleston, South Carolina. It was so far away it might as well have happened in China, or on the moon. But the results of it would have serious effects. It began over a year before, when the alarming news of Lexington and Concord reached South Carolina, a thousand miles south. Alarmed citizens quickly established militia companies hostile to their British overlords, and loyalists fell under increasing persecution. In September 1775, Royal Governor William Campbell fled the colony but believed he could marshal enough support to return and reestablish British control. Putting down this nascent rebellion should not be especially difficult, as there were many loyalists in Charleston. There were also many residents making so much money from the trade in human slaves—as well as from indigo and rice—that it was assumed these mercenary fence-sitters could be easily won over. Charleston was the wealthiest city in the Colonies, and—as in New York and Philadelphia—those with the most money tended to be the least inclined to kick against the established order. So the British in South Carolina appealed to England for help.

But the pro-liberty South Carolinians did more than form colonial militias. In March 1776, more than three months before the Declaration of Independence, they had officially seceded from the British Empire, becoming an independent state and electing John Rutledge as their first president, a curious foreshadowing of something similar—but different—that they would do four score and four years in the future. Still, the British view that there were more loyalists in the South was not unfounded, and they hoped devoting their attentions to shoring up support in the southern colonies would provide dividends down the road.

So already in January of 1776, Sir Henry Clinton left Boston for 315South Carolina. But first he would meet up with Lord Charles Cornwallis, off the coast of North Carolina, near Cape Fear. Cornwallis had sailed in February with seven regiments under the protection of Commodore Sir Peter Parker, from Cork County, Ireland. The plan was that once Clinton and Cornwallis subdued the rebellion in the Carolinas, they were to rejoin Howe in New York. But there were numerous delays and storms, making the crossing far slower than hoped. When they finally arrived, they decided on Charleston as their target, believing it could easily be bombarded by British warships.

But there was a South Carolinian named William Moultrie who had formed the 2nd South Carolina Regiment, and was convinced he could defend Charleston. Moultrie was also friends with John Rutledge, at that time the new governor. In January 1776, Rutledge ordered Moultrie to build a fort by March, although of course it would be built neither by Moultrie nor by his men, but mostly by the enslaved laborers in the area.

Meanwhile, Washington had sent his eccentric number two in command, General Charles Lee, to Charleston, knowing the British would likely strike there. Washington considered Lee “first officer in military knowledge and experience,” but also thought him “rather fickle, I fear, and violent in his temper.” It was true Lee had far more experience than anyone on the American side, and privately resented being under Washington’s command. He believed Washington would eventually betray himself as unequal to his position, at which point Lee would himself replace him. In the meantime, Congress assuaged Lee’s ambitions by giving him command of the newly created Southern Department. Lee arrived on June 9th.

But after surveying the situation, he found himself decidedly unimpressed with Moultrie, whom he thought no more than an “Indian fighter” who had never faced the fearsome might of British regulars. Lee also described the fort Moultrie was to command as a “slaughter pen,” telling him the British would “knock it down in half an hour.” But Moultrie insisted he could defend it and would. Nonetheless, Lee was unconvinced. He ordered Moultrie to finish building the fort, but more importantly ordered him to prepare an avenue of retreat, convinced one would be necessary. It was to be a mile-long floating bridge constructed of empty hogsheads. But Moultrie did not see retreat as inevitable, nor even as any kind 316of serious option. So he dragged his feet in obeying the command, likely because he was close with Rutledge, who would indeed back Moultrie in his view of things. “General Lee wishes you to evacuate the fort,” he wrote, “but you will not without an order from me.” In case this was unclear, Rutledge added, “I will sooner cut off my hand than write one.”

So when the British attacked on June 28th, neither the fort itself, nor the bridge by which to retreat from it, had been completed. But by now, Lee had had enough of Moultrie’s insubordination and resolved to relieve him of his command. He was about to do that when the British—suddenly finding the winds favorable—made their move. Suddenly, it was too late for Lee to remove Moultrie, who would remain in command after all.

Clinton’s original plan had been to assault the position from land and sea both. His intelligence—“confidently reported by the pilots,” he said—was that at low tide the inlet between his troops and the shore was eighteen inches deep: eminently wade-able. But when the troops commenced splashing across the actual depth, it was discovered to be closer to seven feet, revealing Clinton’s intelligence as nearly five hundred percent in error. Subsequent attempts to bring the troops across in flat-boats—making them sitting ducks for the American snipers—also failed.

Since landing troops was impossible, a sea attack was the only option, with Commodore Parker in command. But the Royal Navy’s firepower should be sufficient to blast the Americans into submission. With hundreds of cannon on a fleet of warships, taking the fort could only be a matter of time. But this too proved untrue. The battle raged for many hours, with the British firing thousands of rounds of cannon and mortar shot. Their efforts failed nonetheless, for two principal reasons.

First, the sandbars and shoals made it impossible for the British ships to get sufficiently close to the fort. So the cannonballs could not be fired with enough virility to inflict serious damage and were instead lobbed in something like an effeminate arc. The British were told they could anchor seventy yards from the fort, but their biggest ships got no closer than 500 yards, and their smaller ships only slightly closer. To this day, no one knows whether the enslaved men Parker used as pilots in these waters were mistaken or misled the British intentionally. The commander of one 317ship, the HMS Thunder, decided to increase the velocity of his shot by overloading the powder in his ship’s cannon, but this made the subsequent blasts so powerful they ended up loosening the ship’s planking.

Second and most important was the fort itself, which had been constructed with the only materials readily available: sand, and the logs of the palmetto palm trees growing in such abundance. But as it happens, palmetto palms are not actually trees but are botanically classed in the category of grasses and bamboo. So the fort made from them did not respond to the cannonade as the British assumed it would, which is to say as wood, which splinters. The inherent sponginess of the non-wooden “logs” simply absorbed the cannonballs. For the British, the whole affair became an exasperating effort, although they dutifully continued the ineffective barrage for twelve hours before finally giving up. They had fired 7,000 shots, and used twelve tons of powder, all to no avail. The Americans used two tons of powder and had fired less than 1,000 shots, but with impressive accuracy.

So Charles Lee had of course been quite wrong in his assessment, both of the fort and of its commander. Late that afternoon, he visited to say as much. “I see you are doing very well here,” he gallantly told Moultrie, and “have no occasion for me. I will go up to town again.”

During the battle, one British ball struck the fort’s flagpole, knocking the flag down outside the fort. But a Sergeant William Jasper risked his life to retrieve it, leaping down from the ramparts and replacing it atop a gunner’s sponge staff, which he defiantly planted in the sand of the beach. The flag had been designed by Moultrie himself before the battle, featuring a blue background with a crescent moon, and the word “Liberty.” Although it’s unclear whether Moultrie intended it, the crescent strongly suggests the silver gorgets Revolutionary officers wore around their necks. For this bravery, Governor Rutledge would later present Jasper with his sword.

History recalls that during the fighting, one well-aimed patriot cannonball skillfully managed to deprive Commodore Parker of his pants, giving some flying splinters of wood unimpeded access to his hindquarters, and causing him to limp for a time, rendering him an object of fun in the press.

South Carolina’s former Royal Governor Campbell had a naval background and commanded gun crews aboard the Bristol, doubtless hoping 318to be reinstalled to his position after a British victory. Instead, he suffered an injury from which he never quite recovered, dying two years later in London. The Bristol saw the worst of any ship, being struck seventy times, with forty men dead. One officer said “no slaughterhouse could present so bad a sight, with blood and entrails lying about . . .”

Late in the battle, as they attempted to maneuver closer, several of Parker’s ships were grounded in the shoals. All eventually freed themselves but one, the HMS Actaeon, which at two o’clock that afternoon the British burned and abandoned. In a curious fillip, Moultrie recalled that the plume of smoke rising from its flames resembled a palmetto palm.

Charles Lee wrote in a report, “The behavior of the garrison, both men, and officers, with Colonel Moultrie at their head, I confess astonished me.” As the general in charge, Lee got the principal credit for this victory, giving Congress an especially favorable view of him, just as George Washington was on the verge of a series of agonizing defeats.

The happy news of the Charlestown victory took three weeks to reach New York, but on July 21st, Washington shared it with his troops, who would soon begin fighting themselves:


This glorious example of our troops, under the like Circumstances with us, the General hopes will animate every officer, and soldier, to imitate, and even outdo them, when the enemy shall make the same attempt on us: With such a bright example before us of what can be done by brave and spirited men fighting in defense of their Country; we shall be loaded with a double share of Shame, and Infamy, if we do not acquit ourselves with Courage, or a determined Resolution to conquer or die: With this hope and confidence, and that this Army will have its equal share of Honour and Success. . . . With such preparation, and a suitable Spirit, there can be no doubt, but by the blessing of Heaven, we shall repel our cruel Invaders; preserve our Country, and gain the greatest Honor.





The British Come to New York

On June 28th, Washington learned that the British had left Halifax 319June 9th and should be arriving any day. At nine o’clock in the morning on the twenty-ninth, they did. Private Daniel McCurtin was gazing idly at the lower harbor. “I could not believe my eyes,” he wrote. “Keeping my eyes fixed at the very spot, judge you of my surprise when in about ten minutes, the whole bay was full of shipping as ever it could be. I declare that I thought all London was afloat.” The sight put him in mind of “something resembling a wood of pine trees trimmed.” Through telescopes from the roof of Washington’s headquarters and other high vantage points, the Americans saw them. By that evening a hundred ships were anchored off Sandy Hook.

But this was just the beginning of the beginning. Before it was all over there would be four hundred ships. It was the greatest movement of men in naval history. And the troops they carried would number 32,000. The idea was to smash the Americans to nothing. Or to threaten this sufficiently to frighten them not out of but into their wits, as seeing the overwhelming force arrayed against them would surely awaken them to the hopelessness of their situation and cause them to agree to terms of peace. And who better to coax them thither than the pacifically inclined Howe brothers, General William and Admiral Richard?

As we have said, the Howes had only agreed to lead His Majesty’s forces if they were also granted the authority to make peace. Believing the war to be a bad idea, their official instructions from the king were “for restoring peace to our colonies and plantations in North America, and for granting pardons to such of our subjects now in rebellion as shall deserve our royal mercy.” Could this double-minded mission work? Or was it a fatal ambivalence? In any case, the idea was that from a position of overwhelming strength they might sooner make their friendly overtures. But before they were able to do so, something would happen that would change things dramatically. If only they had come a month earlier. Because now in Congress in Philadelphia, something was happening that would make their peacenik overtures somewhat difficult, if not impossible, as we shall see.

But for now, the British continued to float over the horizon and into the ken of Washington’s powerful spyglass. The numbers of them left no doubt about their intentions. Lord George Germain in England had 320determined that there could be no more fiddling around. What had unfortunately happened in Boston must now in New York be answered as loudly and clearly as the greatest empire on the globe could answer it. “As there is no common sense in protracting a war of this sort,” he wrote, “I should be for exerting the utmost force of this Kingdom to finish the rebellion in one campaign.” When the war broke out in April 1775, there had been a scant four thousand troops in Boston. Germain had now sent so many ships and troops to New York that there could be no question of the outcome. It would be as overwhelming a show of force as anyone could imagine.

But as we have said, before all the British ships and troops would arrive, something else would happen to make the Howes’ best-laid plans go rather badly agley.
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Chapter Twenty-Eight John Adams Pushes for Independence


We are in the very midst of Revolution, the most complete, unexpected, and remarkable of any in the history of the world.

—John Adams

The man to whom the country is most indebted for the great measure of independence is Mr. John Adams. I call him the Atlas of American independence.

—Richard Stockton, New Jersey

IT Is One of those odd quirks of history—and a grave error needing correction—that has made us associate Thomas Jefferson with independence more than we do John Adams. We may rightly more associate Jefferson with the Declaration, although even this requires some correction, but to conflate the Declaration with the revolutionary idea that was independence itself is deeply mistaken. One is merely a document that ratified Congress’s decision to declare independence. So thinking that the document had anything much to do with independence is like overlooking the mother to congratulate the man who printed the birth certificate. Indeed, the Declaration of Independence is essentially the birth certificate of America, so to focus on that mostly pro forma document while we 322forget the woman in whose womb the child gestated, and whose painful labor brought that child into the world, is a kind of willful madness. We must understand that before there was any need for a document publicly declaring that America had chosen independence, there was the prolonged and difficult labor of the effort toward independence itself.

It is also an undeniable fact that long before anyone else was thinking about independence—much less daring to talk about it—John Adams was thinking about it and talking about it and was always its fiercest advocate. Early on, when only such Boston radicals as he and his cousin Samuel were pushing the idea, it was thought not merely preposterous, but anathema, if only because those who still clung to the evaporating fiction that some reconciliation with England was possible felt that the mere mention of independence might infuriate the Crown and Parliament and ruin the chance of their finally taking our complaints seriously. Such “moderates” as Pennsylvania’s John Dickinson—whom Adams privately and sarcastically referred to as “the Farmer,” for his 1768 Letters from a Farmer—certainly knew Adams’s goal was independence. But as there can be no doubt Samuel Adams was the principal driver of the Revolution, there can be none that his younger cousin was the fiercest advocate of independence. Jefferson’s vital role in putting the thoughts of Adams and others into memorable sentences—though it ought not to be denigrated, as though he were a mere typist—should nonetheless at least be put into something approaching a proper perspective.

Most at that time knew Adams as independence’s greatest champion. “The man to whom the country is most indebted for the great measure of independence is Mr. John Adams,” said Richard Stockton, one of New Jersey’s delegates. “I call him the Atlas of American independence. He it was who sustained the debate, and by force of his reasoning demonstrated not only the justice, but the expediency of the measure.” Many years later—in 1822—Adams admitted as much himself, but knowing he could not write anything that “will not be suspected of personal vanity, local prejudice or provincial & state partiality,” he gravely prefaced his comments by saying he held himself “responsible” in whatever he said “to one only tribunal in the Universe . . .” He recalled that before they arrived at the Continental Congress, a number of men including Dr. Benjamin 323Rush—whom Adams thought “the most active Sons of Liberty”—met privately with him and his colleagues, essentially to counsel them to keep their mouths shut about “independence.” Adams remembered the scene:

Now, said they, you must not utter the word Independence, nor give the least hint or insinuation of the idea, neither in Congress or any private conversation; if you do you are undone; for the idea of Independence is as unpopular in Pennsylvania and in all the middle and Southern States as the Stamp Act itself. No man dares to speak of it. Moreover, you are the Representatives of the suffering state. Boston and Massachusetts are under a rod of Iron. British fleets and armies are tyrannizing over you; you yourselves are personally obnoxious to them and all the friends of government.

So the idea was that if he wished the idea of independence to move forward, he must let Virginia take the lead. And this he did, else “Mr. Washington would never have commanded our armies, nor Mr. Jefferson have been the author of the declaration of Independence, nor Mr. Richard Henry Lee” the man chosen to put forward the revolutionary motion in Congress on June 7th.

Adams therefore mostly kept quiet, although he sometimes could not help speaking out, if only to remind others that independence was unavoidable simply because Great Britain was not going to give in, citing “their vain conceit of their own Omnipotence; their total contempt of us,” and their own frequent boasting that they would “finally conquer us; transport us to England for trial, there to be hanged, drawn and quartered for Treason . . .”

But because of his statements to this effect, Adams was at the time shunned by some. “I was avoided like a man infected with the Leprosy,” he recalled. “I walked the streets of Philadelphia in solitude, born down by the weight of care and unpopularity. But every ship for the ensuing year, brought us fresh proof of the truth of my prophesies and one after another became convinced of the necessity of Independence.” But Adams said that because he was so vilified in 1770, for defending the British soldiers after 324the Boston Massacre, he was used to being unpopular and was willing to withstand it.


John Adams Makes His Move

When in May of 1776 the bad news from Canada was reaching Congress in Philadelphia—that Benedict Arnold and Richard Montgomery had failed in their efforts in the snow and ice—the lion-hearted John Adams was sanguine, nonetheless. He seemed to believe the Americans were on the verge of something greater than even a military victory. He had been pushing toward it forever and believed he could at last see it beginning to happen, could sense that the time for actual action on independence was at hand.

And so it was in May that Adams made his first cunning move. Knowing he must above all else avoid spooking those arrayed against independence, he first slyly persuaded Virginia’s Richard Henry Lee to put forth an anodyne resolution calling for each of the Colonies to form governments to promote “the happiness and safety of their constituents.” It was a simple concession to reality: things with England were broken, so why not be sure in the meantime that the Colonies had something approaching working governments? The tepid resolution passed unanimously, which thrilled Adams.

Then came the especially sneaky part. Adams said that the short and simple resolution could use some sort of preamble to explain it. So Congress told him he should write one, and he did. It was three times as long as the resolution itself, and although it did not begin “When in the course of human events,” it may as well have, since it read like a full declaration of independence. It set out the Colonies’ grievances against the king, openly accused him of “plotting the destruction of the good people of these colonies,” and forcefully called for “any kind of authority” under the Crown to be “totally suppressed.” In its way, it was the original declaration of independence, giving May 15th nearly as much a claim to being America’s day of Independence as July 4th. The radical words of Adams’s preamble are clearly a rough draft of what Jefferson would weeks later buff into the brilliance of the document we know as the Declaration of Independence.

The day Adams’s radical preamble was passed, he wrote Joseph 325Warren. “This day,” he said, “the Congress has passed the most important Resolution that ever was taken in America.” He understood the momentousness and gravity of it and was understandably gratified and ecstatic. It was as though he suddenly found himself standing on Mount Nebo, beholding with his own eyes the Promised Land. But unlike Moses, he would have the inestimable privilege of setting foot there too.

But Adams’s fiery preamble was far too much for some delegates, such as James Duane of New York, who seems fairly to have beshat himself for fear, calling it “a machine for the fabrication of independence.” And that it was. Adams certainly thought so. But Adams felt that “we must have [independence] with more formality yet,” which would of course come with Richard Henry Lee’s resolution on June 7th, and then most famously on July 4th. But Adams knew that in essence, independence was already at hand and was beside himself that the resolution—with its flaming preamble—had passed. May 15th, he said, marked “a decisive event.”

No one knew better than he how hard he had worked toward this end. “It was a measure which I had invariably pursued for a whole year,” he wrote years later, “and contended for through a scene and a series of anxiety, labor, study, argument, and obloquy, which was then little known and is now forgotten, by all but Dr. [Benjamin] Rush and a very few like him survive. Millions of curses were poured out upon me for these exertions . . .”

Just one month before the May resolution, Adams had published an important pamphlet titled “Thoughts on Government.” He wrote it largely to counteract what he saw as the failings of Paine’s Common Sense, and as with his 1765 essay “Dissertation on the Canon and Feudal Law,” wrote it anonymously, so that the world would little note nor much remember who wrote it. In it he said that the purpose of government consisted in “the happiness of society,” and went on to say that “all sober inquiries after truth, ancient and modern, pagan and Christian, have declared that the happiness of man, as well as his dignity, consists in virtue.” And then the punchline: “If there is a form of government then, whose principle and foundation is virtue, will not every sober man acknowledge it better calculated to promote the general happiness than any other form?”

Near the end of the pamphlet, he echoes what Thomas Paine said in 326
Common Sense, that they must seize the moment in which history has allowed them the privilege to exist. “You and I,” he says, “have been sent into life at a time when the greatest law-givers of antiquity would have wished to have lived.” He asks, “How few of the human race have ever enjoyed [such] an opportunity . . .” Never before the present epoch did so many have “full power and a fair opportunity to form and establish the wisest and happiest government that human wisdom can contrive . . .” He exhorts the readers to seize the opportunity to do so.

The first practical step was for each colony to cut ties with Great Britain, and on May 15th it had finally happened. Day later, Adams wrote his dear friend James Warren in Boston. There were no two more ardent patriots, and at last their long push toward independence was blooming. The letter’s opening line is often quoted, with Adams excitedly declaring that “every post and every day” Independence “rolls in upon us . . . like a torrent.” He could see that the other Colonies—all of whom had always lagged far behind Massachusetts in this radical idea—were at last coming around. Adams was thrilled to report that the republican spirit was not just evident in the representatives at Congress, but in the people of Philadelphia too. That very morning, he had witnessed something almost unbelievable: thousands of townspeople braving the rainy weather to gather “in the open air” for their first Town Meeting, where they read aloud and heartily approved the same resolution—with his radical preamble—five days earlier passed by Congress. Seeing this in the hitherto “moderate” environs of Quaker Philadelphia was hugely encouraging. Adams said the meeting’s moderator read the resolution “with a loud Stentorian voice that might be heard a quarter of a mile” and that upon hearing it “the multitude . . . though so wet” nonetheless “rended the welkin* with three cheers, hats flying as usual &c . . .” Adams could hardly believe it, as though he could see the glorious tide of liberty coming in, one by one lifting the boats that had been stuck in the mud. He remarks upon each, telling Warren that Virginia “brought a multitude of letters . . . all of which breathe the same Spirit” and that even Georgia and North 327Carolina had made great leaps in the right direction, so that the “four Colonies to the southward . . . are perfectly agreed now with the four to the Northward.” Even the “five in the middle” which “are not yet quite so ripe” seem “very near it.” Adams registers his annoyance with Catholic Maryland, calling it “so excentric a Colony . . . that I know not what to say about it or to expect from it,” and which unsurprisingly would be slowest in becoming unstuck.

But Adams is generally thrilled. “What do you think must be my sensations,” he asks, “when I see the Congress now daily passing resolutions which I most earnestly pressed for against wind and tide twelve months ago—and which I have not omitted to labour for . . . from that time to this?” He alludes to his battles with Dickinson. “What do you think must be my reflections when I see the Farmer himself now confessing the falsehood of all his prophecies, and the truth of mine, and confessing himself, now for instituting Governments, forming a Continental Constitution, making Alliances with foreigners . . . and confessing that the defense of the Colonies . . . have been neglected, in consequence of fond delusive hopes and deceitfull expectations?” But when the devout Adams realizes he is gloating, he pulls back. “I assure you,” he says, “this is no gratification of my vanity . . .” Though the memory of his battles “moves” his “keenest indignation,” he will not lord his victory over Dickinson or the others who gave him such a hard time, “for I hate to give pain to gentlemen whom I believe sufficiently punished by their own reflections.”

On June 3rd, Adams is still exultant, gushing to Patrick Henry that the enemies of independence are powerless to push against the swelling tide. “The Dons, the Bashaws, the Grandees, the Patricians, the Sachems, the Nabobs—call them by what name you please—sigh and groan and fret, and sometimes stamp and foam and curse—but all in vain. The decree is gone forth, and it cannot be recalled, that a more equal Liberty, than has prevail’d in other parts of the Earth, must be established in America.” He knows that what has happened is unprecedented and historic, going beyond anything achieved by any people. The formal declaration that we call the Declaration is just that, a formality. Adams knows that the thing itself has already happened.

Then on June 7th, as a further step forward, Richard Henry Lee rose 328to make the resolution “that these United Colonies are, of right ought to be, free and independent states.” It went on to say “that they are absolved from all allegiance to the British crown; and that all political connections between them and the state of Great Britain is, and ought to be, totally dissolved.” Here it was, loud and clear and unmistakable. The debate that followed was understandably passionate, with a number of those opposed to independence hoping to postpone the question indefinitely. So everyone was now given time to write home for instructions on how to proceed on what was this most momentous of conceivable issues. Indeed, it was existential: to be or not to be. That was the question.

So they all wrote home, and while they waited for their replies, Congress thought they should redeem the time by drafting an official “declaration of independence,” appointing a committee of Benjamin Franklin, John Adams, and Thomas Jefferson, as well as Robert Livingston and Roger Sherman. Everyone—especially Jefferson—expected Adams to be the main author. But Adams knew that because he had been at the bruising forefront of fighting for independence—and was reviled by those against it—it would be far more judicious for someone else to be the principal author. Adams remembered that when Jefferson came to Congress the year before, he “brought with him a reputation for literature, science, and a happy talent at composition. Writings of his were handed about remarkable for the peculiar felicity of expression.” Why not apply that talent to what might otherwise be a dull, boilerplate document?

So Adams voted for him to lead the committee. But Jefferson pushed for Adams to write the first draft. Adams refused. Years later Adams recalled their conversation:

Adams: “I said I will not; You shall do it.”

Jefferson: “Oh No!”

A: “Why will you not?”

J: “You ought to do it.”

A: “I will not.”

J: “Why?”

A: “Reasons enough.”

J: “What can be your reasons?”
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A: “First, you are a Virginian, and Virginia ought to appear at the head of this business. Second, I am obnoxious, suspected and unpopular; you are very much otherwise. Third, you can write ten times better than I can.”

J: “Well, if you are decided I will do as well as I can.”

A: “Very well, when you have drawn it up we will have a meeting.”

The committee framed everything they believed the document should say but left Jefferson the hard work of the actual writing, which he began June 11th. He wrote on the second floor of the three-story home he was renting on Market Street and put his draft in front of Adams on June 19th or 20th. Adams was greatly pleased, seeing nothing worth changing. He later recalled being “delighted with its high tone, and the flights of oratory with which it abounded,” precisely what he had hoped for. On June 21st, Jefferson showed it to Benjamin Franklin, who seems only to have made a single change, albeit to the most famous sentence of the famous document. “I do not remember that Franklin or Sherman criticized any thing,” Adams remembered. “We were all in haste; Congress was impatient and the instrument was reported, as I believe in Jefferson’s hand writing as he first drew it.” Adams reiterated that the document from Jefferson was not expected to contain anything new, but only to frame the ideas put forth innumerable times. There was no “idea in it,” Adams said, “but what had been hackney’d in Congress for two years before. The substance of it is contained in . . . the Journals of Congress in 1774.” Adams went even further, saying, “the essence of it is contained in a pamphlet, voted and printed by the Town of Boston before the first Congress met; composed by James Otis, as I suppose—in one of his lucid intervals, and pruned and polished by Sam[ue]l Adams.”



“We Hold These Truths to Be Sacred and Undeniable”

Of course, what emerged from Jefferson’s quill borrowed heavily from John Locke and Thomas Paine. But Jefferson brought a lapidary elegance to the project that is the very essence of the document’s astonishing power. He was able to transmute some difficult ideas into phrases 330that sound like music and poetry, and that therefore do not read like legalistic mumbo-jumbo, amounting to something far beyond what anyone expected, and even seeming to partake of the sacred. Indeed, Jefferson originally rendered the document’s most celebrated phrase as “We hold these truths to be sacred and undeniable.” But like some Colonial-era Strunk and White, the Yankee Franklin yanked this soaring phrase down from the welkin, framing it as the blunter and less emotional “self-evident.” The former we may imagine with the wide-eyed earnest expression of the idealistic thirty-three-year-old; the latter with the almost jaundiced tu quoque expression of the worldly seventy-year-old.

The mistaken idea that Franklin, being a man of the Enlightenment, opposed the word “sacred” because of its appeal to the religious turns him into a secular caricature, which he certainly was not. Even so, since Jefferson was no less a man of the Enlightenment, the idea that Franklin would push against Jefferson’s “religious” idea of sanctity must be rejected. More importantly, immediately following in the same sentence comes the bombshell idea that God has created everyone equal, and in so doing has endowed us with “unalienable”—which is to say inherent—rights. This unavoidably biblical idea—which the secular logic of the Enlightenment cannot attain—promotes each of us, by dint of our possession of these divinely awarded rights, into sacred vessels. If Franklin or Jefferson were opposed to these ideas, they might easily have phrased this differently. Therefore, since the idea of human sanctity was already present, and obviously approved by both Franklin and Jefferson, Franklin likely thought explicitly labeling these truths “sacred” logically redundant.* But we must 331also credit Franklin—long and widely renowned for his writing—with innately sensing that the phrase is poetically improved with “self-evident,” that its cadence is sounder, more self-assured, and less strained, as though using Occam’s Razor he had groomed the important idea to present its best face to the world.

The first of the “truths,” that “all men are created equal,” undoubtedly enters the picture as a result of Thomas Paine’s essay five months earlier, which jolted the whole idea of independence forward—and upward—to this magnificently noble sentiment. So the declaration was not merely fussily and legalistically pointing out that England had violated Americans’ legal rights, but dared boldly to point to the sacred Source of those rights and laws. It was the “Appeal to Heaven” of John Locke’s Second Treatise. The next words, declaring that human beings “are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights,” clarify the central larger point, that Great Britain’s government was not God, and that when any disagreement existed between what a government said and what God said, the Americans must choose the latter. Here we stand, we can do no other. So “when in the course of human events” things came to such a fork in the road, we were obliged to depart from the party obstinately mistaken in its course and were now out of a “decent respect to the opinions of mankind” giving our reasons for doing so—and doing so.

Adams was “especially” delighted with Jefferson’s passages “concerning Negro Slavery, which though I knew his Southern Brethren would never suffer to pass in Congress, I certainly never would oppose.” There can be no doubt that the most painful part of the story of the Revolution is the monstrous compromise the anti-slavery majority was obliged to strike with the pro-slavery minority, as though in overseeing the painful birth of the new nation they must overlook the cancerous growth upon its infant body, hoping that when it was grown and stronger they might revisit the excision of that swelling evil, as four score and some years hence they 332would, although even then the bloody procedure would almost kill the patient.

And so on July 1st, Congress debated whether to approve the idea of independence, as laid out in the declaration. John Dickinson had often spoken strongly against independence but would now do so one final time in a speech calculated to register every conceivable objection to it. He wrung his hands on the subject for many hours, calling it premature, “like destroying our house in winter and exposing a growing family before we have got another shelter,” and likening writing a declaration of independence to braving a “storm in a skiff made of paper.” Indeed, by the time “the Farmer” had finished, it was raining. And there was silence in the chamber. Adams said that no “member rose to answer him, and after waiting some time, in hopes that some one less obnoxious than myself . . . [who was] believed to be the author of all the mischief, I determined to speak.”

Adams knew what he would say now he had said innumerable times before, but now one last time delivered himself of the reasons for independence, in what others described as a tour-de-force of oratory, delivered just as the fullness of the summer storm raged with thunder and lightning over them. Jefferson said it was so powerful in “thought & expression” that it “moved us from our seats,” calling Adams “our Colossus on the floor.” Immediately afterward, an informal vote was taken, with the idea that the next day—July 2nd—the official vote would be taken.

But the vote on July 2nd was on the question of independence itself. It was not a vote on the Declaration, which they would spend the next two days finalizing, but on Richard Henry Lee’s June 7th resolution. So it was the vote on July 2nd that officially marked our independence from Great Britain. Although there was dissent, in the end the vote was unanimous, as everyone believed it must be in order to send the right message to Great Britain. In the midst of it all, Adams must have felt like a man awake inside his own dream, as though he had that day been granted the inestimable privilege of seeing with his own eyes the waters of that mythical river called History.

On July 3rd, trying to frame the magnitude of what had happened, John wrote to Abigail. “Yesterday,” he began, “the greatest question was decided, which ever was debated in America, and a greater perhaps, never 333was or will be decided among men.” With a typically exacting and puritanical propriety, he spoke with no taint of hyperbole. What he had been privileged to oversee was an unprecedented miracle in history. It is almost too much for him to bear. “A resolution was passed,” he says, “without one dissenting Colony ‘that these united Colonies, are, and of right out to be free and independent States . . .’” How adequately to describe the momentousness of what had happened? Four score and seven years hence, someone with the powerful advantage of hindsight would say that Adams and his compatriots had “brought forth on this continent a new nation, conceived in liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal.”

Adams giddily tells his “Dearest Friend” that she will soon see “a Declaration setting forth the causes, which have impelled us to this mighty Revolution and the reason which will justify it, in the sight of God and man.” He recalls to her “the year 1761,” and James Otis Jr.’s argument against the writs of assistance, “which I have hitherto considered as the Commencement of the Controversy, between Great Britain and America.” And in recalling all the impossible pretzel twists and hairpin turns in the intervening fifteen years, he admits being “surprised at the suddenness, as well as the greatness of this Revolution.” It is his judgment, he says, that “Britain has been filled with folly and America with wisdom . . .” This seems to have been the strange case, else the Revolution could never have happened, just as there would have been no Exodus had Pharoah’s heart not been hardened, as though there was sometimes a pre-ordained and nonetheless unfathomable mystery to history. And so, Adams says, it is the “will of heaven that the two Countries should be sundered forever.”

But like Lincoln wondering aloud whether the blood of the Civil War should equal that taken by the lash over the decades of American slavery, Adams sees the similarly existential conflict ahead in moral terms. If “America shall suffer calamities still more wasting and distresses yet more dreadful” it will have the “good effect” of producing “virtues, which we have not.” Again purveying the covenantal view that “Blessed is that nation whose God is the Lord,” he says that “the new governments* we 334are assuming . . . will require a purification from our vices, and an augmentation of our virtues, or they will be no blessings.” He knows that the “corruption and venality” among them surely will work against them. “But I must submit all my hopes and fears,” he concludes, “to an overruling Providence, in which, unfashionable as the faith may be, I firmly believe.”

Unable to winnow his thoughts and emotions into the space of a single letter, Adams that day wrote Abigail another. In it he says what has been quoted innumerable times, famously off by two days because he was sure the vote for independence on the second would be remembered, and not the date emblazoned at the top of the official copy of the Declaration. “The Second Day of July 1776 will be the most memorable Epocha in the history of America,” he writes. “I am apt to believe that it will be celebrated by succeeding Generations as the great anniversary Festival. It ought to be commemorated as the Day of Deliverance by solemn Acts of Devotion to God Almighty. It ought to be solemnized with Pomp and Parade with shews, Games, Sports, Guns, Bells, Bonfires and Illuminations from one end of this Continent to the other from this time forward forever more.” For the man who had more than anyone else led his people out of Egypt, it was vital that the day of deliverance be celebrated, and not without “solemn Acts of Devotion to God Almighty,” since he felt ignoring God’s role would be tantamount to the Israelites’ believing they had parted the Red Sea themselves.

Adams knew how his effusions must sound. “You will think me transported with enthusiasm,” he says, “but I am not. I am well aware of the toil and blood and treasure that it will cost us to maintain this Declaration, and support and defend these states.” And then the man we never think of as we do Patrick Henry or Paine or Jefferson—because he has hidden the light of what he says under the bushel of a pseudonym or in a private letter—writes what are some of the most beautiful sentiments in our history. “Yet through all the gloom I can see the rays of ravishing Light and Glory,” he says. “I can see that the end is more than worth all the means. And that posterity will triumph in that day’s transaction, even 335although we should rue it, which I trust in God we shall not.” For various reasons, John Adams has tended to come across to us over the centuries rather like a pinched schoolmarm, wearing practical shoes and glasses, hair in a bun. But in his 1765 essay and in these sentences, we see him take off his glasses and let his hair down—and have the privilege of seeing him as perhaps only his dear Abigail saw him.




	*  Adams might have said “rended the heavens,” but instead used “the welkin,” an older term he would have known from Shakespeare. “Welkin” is etymologically related to the German “Wolken,” meaning clouds.

	*  For an example of this radically logical side of Franklin, we need only recall something he shared with Jefferson at this time, about how when he had been a young printer, and a friend in the hat-making profession was making a new sign for his shop. Franklin told Jefferson the man had used the words, “‘John Thompson, hatter, makes and sells hats for ready money’: with a figure of a hat subjoined.” Franklin continued: “But he thought he would submit it to his friends for their amendments. The first he showed it to thought the word ‘Hatter’ tautologous, because followed by the words ‘makes hats,’ which showed he was a hatter. It was struck out. The next observed that the word ‘makes’ might as well be omitted, because his customers would not care who made the hats. . . . He struck it out. A third said he thought the words ‘for ready money’ were useless, as it was not the custom of the place to sell on credit. Everyone who purchased expected to pay. They were parted with; and the inscription now stood, ‘John Thomson sells hats.’ ‘Sells hats!’ says his next friend; ‘Why, nobody will expect you to give them away. What then is the use of that word?’ It was stricken out, and ‘hats’ followed, the rather as there was one painted on the board. So his inscription was reduced ultimately to ‘John Thompson, with the figure of a hat subjoined.”

	*  Because the thirteen new states each had governments, but were not yet thought of as a single government, Adams used the plural.
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Chapter Twenty-Nine July 4, 1776


We have this day restored the Sovereign,

to Whom alone men ought to be obedient.

—Samuel Adams

MAny Americans Have Fixed in their minds that famous image of the signers lined up to sign the famous document on July 4th. It is a hallowed moment. But like so many other well-remembered scenes from history—such as Luther purposefully hammering the theses to the cathedral church door—it never happened. How then is it that so many of us believe we know that it happened, if it didn’t? The answer begins with the document itself, which we have all seen, with “July 4th” boldly written at the top. But that document—which is called the “engrossed version”—was commissioned on July 19th. To “fairly engross” a document at that time involved preparing an official copy, in the perfect handwriting something of such import deserved. So that famous copy was commissioned on July 19th and wasn’t ready to be officially signed until August 2nd. So the official version with its fifty-six famous signatures and John Hancock’s most prominent which clearly says “July 4th” was mostly signed on August 2nd. What then exactly did happen on July 4th? And why are we so confused about it?

After the vote for independence was taken on the second, it fell to Congress to wrangle with the text the committee had submitted. On July 3373rd and 4th, they did, with Jefferson writhing at the cuts, and recalling that John Adams fought “fearlessly for every word.” Adams remembered that “Congress cut off about a quarter part of it, as I expected they would.” Years later, he admitted wondering “that the original draft has not been published. I suppose the reason is the vehement phillipic against Negro Slavery.” As we have said, because unanimity was central to the larger cause, anything to which anyone strongly objected had to go, enabling South Carolina and Georgia successfully to drive their ghastly and bitter bargain.


“All Men Are Created Equal”

Much has been made of the idea that the Declaration’s signers did not cavil at the phrase “all men are created equal,” to the point of insisting it be stricken out, as they had stricken out what Adams called “the vehement philippic” against Negro Slavery. We rightly wonder how those signers who owned other people could have tacitly assented to “all men are created equal” and more wonder how those representing states whose economies were significantly reliant upon slave labor could do so. It’s likely that some of the men had so internalized a racist view of the world that it would not have occurred to them to think of those whom they had enslaved as part of that group. But before we ourselves indulge in what has been called the “soft bigotry of low expectations” by assuming these issues were impossibly foreign to them, we must remind ourselves that the devout Christians of Puritan Boston took another view and were not always shy in expressing it.

John and Abigail Adams were adamantly against slavery, as was Samuel Adams. But James Otis Jr.—whom Adams credited with starring in the “opening scene of the Revolution” in 1761—had been the most boldly anti-slavery of them all, and in 1763 in a widely read pamphlet on the rights of colonists dared to say that British “colonists are by the law of nature freeborn, as indeed all men are, white or black.” He then went further:


Does it follow that ’tis right to enslave a man because he is black? Will short curled hair like wool instead of Christian 338hair, as ’tis called by those whose hearts are as hard as the nether millstone, help the argument? Can any logical inference in favor of slavery be drawn from a flat nose, a long or a short face? Nothing better can be said in favor of a trade that is the most shocking violation of the law of nature, has a direct tendency to diminish the idea of the inestimable value of liberty, and makes every dealer in it a tyrant, from the director of an African company to the petty chapman in needles and pins on the unhappy coast. It is a clear truth that those who every day barter away other men’s liberty will soon care little for their own.



So it seems that everyone in Independence Hall in 1776 who had been willing to follow the lead of the Boston Puritans to this point—essentially accepting their biblical views about “natural rights” inherent to every person because God had created them with those rights—knew that if they followed these views further down the line of logic there would be trouble. So they seem to have made a tacit bargain that they would not challenge these incendiary words, but would simply assent to them. It was a dirty bargain, and they knew it. But since the present goal was independence, they would do what was necessary to achieve that goal and defer further clarification of the principles that had led them to that goal. Of course that clarification would come in the next century, at the cost of 700,000 American lives.

Congress also added the words “with a firm reliance on the protection of Divine Providence” to the end, the fourth mention of God in the document. It was vital to most of the men in the room to communicate that what they were declaring and doing was not some mere Enlightenment effort in which reason was alone sufficient, but that they humbly acknowledged their inability to succeed on their own. That so many men with theological differences could agree on these basics seems to have been a large part of what gave them the courage to step forward into such historically uncharted waters.

At some point on July 4th they officially voted to accept the edited 339document, which is why we often mistakenly think that is the day we declared independence, instead of on July 2nd, when we actually did.



“We Have Restored the Sovereign”

August 2nd was set as the day when everyone involved would gather in the chamber of what is today called “Independence Hall” to officially and formally sign the engrossed copy of the Declaration. The momentousness of it must have weighed heavily. So Congress thought that on the day before they took this irrevocable step they should turn to the man they thought of as having begun it all, Samuel Adams, and asked him to give a speech, which the next day he did, on the steps of the building still then known only as the Philadelphia State House. It seemed fitting that they should hear from the man who had been alive to these issues since the 1740s, whom Jefferson had called “truly the Man of the Revolution,” and “the earliest, most active, and persevering man of the Revolution.”

In his speech Adams set out to frame why they were doing what they were doing. So he circled back to the early Puritan founding of Massachusetts and to the idea that men were not ultimately answerable to any king, but directly to God himself, that what they were doing now was a revolutionary return to that previous covenantal relationship, which had not existed anywhere in the world since the Israelites had covenanted with God directly in the wilderness of Sinai, and before they had stooped to demand a king over them.

Adams therefore also cited the Reformation idea that everyone must think for himself, which we have sometimes blurred into being an Enlightenment principle. “Truth loves an appeal to the common sense of mankind,” he said, and “He who made all men hath made the truths necessary to human happiness obvious to all.” Because we were responsible to God directly, we did not need the intermediary figures of monarchs, archbishops of Canterbury, or saints or popes. “Our forefathers threw off the yoke of Popery in religion,” he said, and Congress in declaring independence had “the honor of leveling the popery of politics.” So just as the Reformers had “opened the Bible to all, and maintained the capacity of every man to judge for himself in religion,” Congress had made it possible 340for every American to judge for himself in “material and temporal” matters. “This day,” he declared, “I trust the reign of political protestantism will commence.”

Once again, we have evidence that what these men were doing was seen as explicitly “religious,” albeit in the realm of government. The Revolution in which they were now engaged was intended to be a return to the roots of the Christian faith as much as the Reformation had been. “We have explored the temple of royalty,” Adams said, “and found that the idol we have bowed down to has eyes which see not, ears that hear not our prayers, and a heart like the nether millstone.” For him the monarchy of England was that idol. And in doing what they were now doing—just as the Puritans who had sailed across 150 years before had done—they were turning away from that idol and looking directly to heaven. “We have this day restored the Sovereign, to whom alone men ought to be obedient,” Adams said. “He reigns in Heaven, and with a propitious eye beholds his subjects assuming that freedom of thought, and dignity of self-direction which He bestowed on them. From the rising to the setting sun, may His kingdom come.”

Adams also affirmed that these were not merely parochial ideas, but universal ideas held by “every virtuous and enlightened patriot in Great Britain.” And that the country they were now creating would be a refuge for anyone in the world who believed in liberty, as they did, saying that the “petition to Heaven” of all who loved liberty was that “there may be one free country left upon earth, to which they may fly, when venality, luxury, and vice, shall have completed the ruin of liberty there.” What they were doing now was on behalf of the whole world. “Our contest is not only whether we ourselves shall be free,” he said, “but whether there shall be left to mankind an asylum on earth, for civil and religious liberty.” And in case anyone doubted how they had come to this point, Adams reminded them. “The hand of heaven appears to have led us on,” he said, “to be, perhaps, humble instruments and means in the great providential dispensation which is completing.” Adams and most of the Founders saw the creation of the United States of America as part of the unfolding of God’s plan in history. So what they were doing was not some mere political revolution, but the full realization of what John Winthrop had pointed to 341in 1630. “We have fled from the political Sodom,” he said. Therefore “let us not look back, lest we perish and become a monument of infamy and derision to the world!”


Three months before, Samuel Adams had written to a friend:

I have long been convinced that our enemies have made it an object, to eradicate from the minds of the people in general a sense of true religion & virtue, in hopes thereby the more easily to carry their point of enslaving them. Indeed my friend, this is a subject so important in my mind that I know not how to leave it. Revelation assures us that “Righteousness exalted a Nation.” Communities are dealt with in their world by the wise and just Ruler of the Universe. He rewards or punishes them according to their general character. The diminution of public virtue is usually attended with that of public Happiness, and the public Liberty will not long saved the total extinction of morals.



The inescapable fact was that these men were that day attempting to bring Christian faith into the world in a new way. Neither was it the quirk of a few of them or restricted to a few years. John Quincy Adams was nine years old at the time, but on the forty-fifth anniversary of independence in 1821, he would reiterate the ideas of his father and the other Founders, linking the government they had created with Christian faith. “The highest glory of the American Revolution,” he wrote, “was this: it connected in one indissoluble bond the principles of civil government with the principles of Christianity.” And on July 4 in 1837, he reaffirmed the idea that the nation’s birth was part of God’s plan for the whole world, and that the principles of American government were the outworking of God’s plan in history. “Is it not that the Declaration of Independence,” he asked, “first organized the social compact on the foundation of the Redeemer’s mission upon earth?”
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Signing the Declaration

Because the scene of the signing on August 2nd is so invested with mythical power, we have heard many things about that event that are as erroneous as the July 4th date. One of the most well-known of these anecdotes—which we can confidently aver never happened—concerns John Hancock’s plus-sized John Hancock. Reportedly after appending his gargantuan signature, he gave the reason for its size as his wish that King George would be able to read it without his glasses. But there was no plan to send the document directly to King George, nor is there any evidence that the thirty-eight-year-old monarch needed reading glasses. Other accounts have Hancock making the statement about John Bull seeing it, who personified England as Uncle Sam personifies America. But as with almost all such apocryphal anecdotes, there is enough truth in it for us not to disdain it. It is certainly possible that Hancock or someone else may have actually made the statement, albeit at some time after the actual signing at some point, and that it was thought so apt that history has folded it backward into the events of the actual day of the signing.

Another of these anecdotes concerns Hancock, who as president of the Congress wanted to make sure everyone signed, since unanimity would send a far stronger signal to Great Britain, and would not invite them to think America was divided and could be conquered the more easily. “There must be no pulling different ways,” Hancock is supposed to have said. “We must all hang together.” To which the eternally witty Franklin is supposed to have replied: “Yes, we must, indeed, all hang together, or most assuredly we shall all hang separately.” Again, whether these precise words were spoken, or whether they were spoken on that day in that room or on another day afterward shouldn’t matter too much. What does matter is the gravity of what they were doing, and their somber and sober sense of it, which it would have been only natural to leaven with humor. So although everyone present would have chortled at Franklin’s comment, they would have done so in part because they knew it was not merely a joke, but that indeed they were now officially going on the record in a way that made them marked men, whose literal lives were at stake.

James Thacher passed along another exchange supposed to have 343occurred between Virginia’s Benjamin Harrison, whom he described as “a large portly man,” and the “slender and spare” Elbridge Gerry of Massachusetts. The humor is exceedingly black. Thacher says that some time after “the solemn transaction” of signing, “Mr. Harrison said smilingly to Mr. Gerry, ‘When the hanging scene comes to be exhibited, I shall have the advantage over you, on account of my size. All will be over with me in a moment, but you will be kicking the air half an hour after I am gone.’” Years later Benjamin Rush—who also signed that day—wrote Adams. “Do you recollect the pensive and awful silence which pervaded the house when we were called up, one after another, to the table of the President of Congress, to subscribe what was believed by many at that time to be our own death warrants?” Given what was at stake, their resolution is the more humbling to us. Franklin, at seventy, was the oldest man in the room, but Stephen Hopkins of Rhode Island was only a year younger, and his signature—as we can see for ourselves—is somewhat shaky. But history records him as saying, “My hand may tremble, but my heart does not.”

It says much that these men were not pampered elites blithely spinning out political ideologies from the comfort of an ivory tower, and leaving the suffering and the dying that followed to others. Though there are many so-called revolutionaries in history who can be judged guilty of that crime, the men of this Revolution cannot. Already in 1772, Samuel Adams had said as much: “We have proclaimed to the world our determination ‘to die freemen, rather than to live slaves.’ We have appealed to heaven for the justice of our cause, and in Heaven, we have placed our trust.” The final words of the document they signed that day clarify the extent of their commitment: “For the support of this Declaration, with a firm reliance on the protection of the Divine Providence, we mutually pledge to each other our lives, our fortunes, and our sacred honor.”



American Reaction to the Declaration

Most of America heard about the Declaration of Independence immediately after July 4th and didn’t need to wait until after the “engrossed” official copy was signed on August 2nd. Abigail Adams received John’s letters about the event and wrote back on July 14th, saying that the 344usual pleasure she took in reading his letters “was greatly heightened by the prospect of the future happiness and glory of our country; nor am I a little gratified when I reflect that a person so nearly connected with me has had the honor of being a principal actor in laying a foundation for its future greatness. May the foundation of our new constitution, be justice, truth and righteousness. Like the wise man’s houses may it be founded upon those rocks, and then neither storms or tempests will overthrow it.” By the middle of July, all of Boston was celebrating.

On July 18th, after hearing a sermon celebrating Independence, Abigail followed the crowds to the State House where at one o’clock in the afternoon from the balcony the text of the Declaration was read aloud. She said “great attention was given to every word,” and the moment it was over someone shouted, “God save our American States,” followed by three cheers “which rended the air,” after which bells across Boston pealed and cannons from all around the town were fired thirteen times. Afterward, “the kings [sic] arms were taken down from the State house and every vestige of him from every place in which it appeared and burnt in King Street. Thus ends royal Authority in this state, and all the people shall say Amen.” She also said that in the sermon the preacher “told us that he believed one of our great sins for which a righteous God has come out in judgment against us was our bigoted attachment to so wicked a man [as the king]. May our repentance be Sincere.”



King George III Dethroned in New York

New York—being 200 miles closer to Philadelphia than Boston—got word almost immediately. On July 6th, a Massachusetts second lieutenant named Isaac Bangs wrote of it, expressing his hope that the new states would “be able to support themselves free & independent and never again be brought under the yoke of bondage by cunning & designing men.” Bangs and “the whole choir of our officers . . . went to a Pup-lick House to testify our joy at the happy news . . .” and “spent the afternoon merrily . . .”

On July 8th, a letter from Hancock to Washington enclosed a copy of the Declaration, directing him to “have it proclaimed at the head of the army in the way you shall think most proper,” and the following evening at 345six o’clock all of the brigades in New York gathered to hear it. What it must have been for these men to hear for the very first time the ringing phrases that most of us have heard hundreds of times can hardly be imagined. After the Declaration was read, Washington’s orders said that he hoped “this important event will serve as a fresh incentive to every officer and soldier to act with fidelity and courage . . . knowing that now the peace and safety of his country depends (under God) solely on the success of our arms . . .” Surely they all understood this and looked forward to being able to exert themselves for their new country very soon. But many of the men were so inspired they wanted to do something that very moment. But what?

Some soldiers had an idea, and in a few moments forty of them—armed with axes and hammers—were leading the cheering crowd in proceeding toward Bowling Green, where happily situated in the center of an ellipse stood the monumental equestrian statue of King George III. It had been commissioned in 1766 to celebrate the repeal of the Stamp Act and was erected in 1770, but now—in keeping with the new order of things—it must come down. And so with ropes and the tremendous manpower necessary to the job, they pulled down the 4,000-pound statue, made of lead but covered with gold, which many now did their best to scrape off. Then in a regicidal reprise of the separation of Charles I’s head and body a century earlier, George’s head was hacked off, making its way to the Blue Bell Tavern, frequented by patriots, in what is today Washington Heights at Manhattan’s northern end, where it was displayed on a spike for all to see. Sic Semper Tyrannus. The rest of the mammoth statue was put aboard a ship in the East River that sailed to Norwalk, Connecticut, and then via oxcart was transported to Oliver Wolcott’s foundry in Litchfield, where it was melted into 42,000 “musquet balls” to be used against the king’s troops. On the way there the headless horseman and horse stopped overnight in Wilton, Connecticut, where someone eager to own a piece of history stole the horse’s tail, which was rediscovered a century later in a swamp and which you can see today at the New York Historical Society.

The passions against the king and those who fought on his side were sometimes expressed in religiously apocalyptic terms. One soldier likened the statue to the “image of the beast” in Revelation, writing that the “Image of the Beast was thrown down, and his Head severed from his 346Body. Now let George [beware], for he that sheweth no mercy shall have no mercy shewn to him!” Another soldier in his journal said it was “hoped that the emanations of the leaden George will make as deep impression in the bodies of some of his redcoated and Torie subjects & that they will do the same execution in poisoning & destroying them as the superabundant emanations of the folly & pretended goodness of the real George have made upon their minds, which have effectually poisoned & destroyed their souls, that they are not worthy to be ranked with any beings who have any pretensions to the principles of Virtue & Justice; but would to God that the unhappy contest might be ended without putting us to the disagreeable necessity of sending them to dwell with those beings for the company of whom alone their tempers and dispositions are now suitable.”

John Montresor—a British captain we will meet again—dispatched someone to go to the tavern where King George’s leaden head had been sent “to steal it from thence, and to bury it, which was effected . . .” And two months later, after the British took Manhattan, the tete du roi was dug up and shipped to England to “the Lady Gage” and “to Lord Townshend”* in order to convince those in England of the “disposition of the ungrateful people of this distressed Country.” Thomas Hutchinson saw the head in November 1777. “Lady Townshend asked me if I had a mind to see an instance of American loyalty?” he recalled in his diary, “and going to the sopha, uncovered a large gilt head . . . that of the King . . . The nose is wounded and defaced, but the gilding remains fair; and as it was well executed, it retains a striking likeness.”



The Phoenix and the Rose

Washington’s armies had dug an infinity of fortifications and were now waiting for the British attack. On July 10th, Washington wrote Hancock. “If our troops will behave well,” he said, “the enemy will have to wade through much blood & slaughter before they can carry any part of our works . . . May the sacredness of our case inspire our soldiery with sentiments of heroism and lead [them] to the performance of noblest exploits.” But the British were convinced it didn’t need to come to 347that. They hoped that the overwhelming numbers of their fleet would have already weakened the Americans’ resolve. But now they would try to weaken it further.

On July 12th, Admiral Howe—to help the Americans see the uselessness of their great preparations—thought it time for a demonstration of Britain’s naval power, So that afternoon, with the wind and weather favorable, he sent the Phoenix and the Rose, two of his largest warships, through the Narrows and across New York’s inner harbor, straight for the tip of southern Manhattan. As the ships approached, alarm guns sounded and soldiers and panic-stricken civilians ran for cover. When the two ships were near enough, American cannons from Red Hook in Brooklyn and from Governor’s Island opened fire, to no avail. Then the cannons at Fort George in Manhattan were deployed. The artillery captain that day was a nineteen-year-old named Alexander Hamilton. But the two ships suffered no harm and returned fire, blasting cannonballs into houses and down streets, and then merrily continued on their way up the Hudson. Now every battery on Manhattan’s west side opened fire, but the ships simply hugged the Jersey side of the wide river and were not much damaged. In two hours, they came under fire from Fort Washington, at the northern end of the island, but were again mostly unharmed.

The warships were thus able to continue all the way up to Tarrytown, thirty miles north. American cannons had fired almost two hundred times, but the ships sustained only minimal damage. Worse, six Americans were killed when their own cannon exploded, likely owing to their inexperience in operating it, adding to the humiliating experience. And to make it the more so, long after the two ships has passed out of sight, Washington through his spyglass beheld the sixty-four-gun HMS Eagle appear off Staten Island with every sail filled, and from its top mast flying the St. George’s Cross. It was the Howes’ flagship, which meant that the rest of their fleet would soon be arriving.



Mayn’t We Be Friends Again?

Two days later—reckoning that the Americans had seen enough— Admiral Howe dispatched an officer, Lieutenant Philip Brown, under a flag of truce to go in a boat to the New York waterfront. Washington 348sent his aide-de-camp Joseph Reed* to meet the officer, accompanied by Henry Knox and Samuel Webb. “I have a letter, sir,” the officer said, “from Lord Howe to Mr. Washington.” Reed saw the title “Mister” as an insult. “Sir,” he replied, “we have no person in our army with that address.” When Brown asked by what title “Mr. Washington” preferred, Reed replied, “You are sensible, sir, of the rank of General Washington in our army?”

“Yes, sir, we are,” Brown answered. “I am sure Lord Howe will lament exceedingly this affair, as the letter is quite of a civil nature and not a military one.” He also expressed the admiral’s regret at not having arrived before the Declaration of Independence, which of course made things deeply awkward, and then returned to the Eagle with the undelivered letter. Three days later Brown returned, this time bearing a letter addressed to “George Washington, Esq., etc, etc.,” which was similarly refused. The next day yet another messenger—Captain Nisbet Balfour—arrived, inquiring whether Washington would be willing to receive General Howe’s adjutant general, Colonel James Paterson. He would, and at noon on July 20th Paterson arrived and was escorted to Washington’s headquarters at No. 1 Broadway, where Washington received him, along with Reed, Knox, and others. They sat at a table, where Paterson clarified that the admiral had not meant to “derogate from the respect or rank of General Washington.” He said that both Admiral Howe and General Howe held General Washington’s “person and character in highest esteem.” Yet the letter he now placed on the table bore the same address as the previous. Washington pointedly refused to touch it. Paterson remonstrated. The “etc., etc.” implied all that properly ought to follow, did it not?

“It so does,” Washington replied, “And anything.” He said that a letter of this kind was obliged to indicate the station of the person to whom it was addressed, else it would appear to be a private letter and not an official one. Therefore, he was not at liberty to accept it. Paterson must have squirmed but recovered himself to speak of the king’s “goodness” and “benevolence” in having personally appointed Lord and General Howe to 349“accommodate this unhappy dispute.” But Washington knew perfectly well that the Howe brothers had no authority to do anything beyond offer pardons, making the current overture no more than foofaraw. “Those who have committed no fault,” Washington said, “want no pardon.” And then: “We are only defending what we deem our indisputable rights.” Henry Knox said that upon hearing these words Paterson was as “awestruck as if before something super-natural.” At this point he saw that he had no more cards to play and recalled that Washington “with a great deal of marked attention and civility permitted me to take my leave.”

Washington was conscious of the tremendous weight he bore in playing the role assigned to him and had no liberty to depart from it. In his person, he represented a fledgling nation and a sacred cause, so it was not prideful fancy that obliged him to insist on being correctly addressed. It was obvious to Knox that Washington’s pitch-perfect performance had staggered Paterson, but we can only imagine that the Howe brothers aboard their ship were the more staggered. If they ever doubted with whom and what they were dealing, surely they now began to understand.

So there was nothing for Washington to do but wait for the British attack. July stretched into August with more ships arriving over the horizon each day. He and Knox and Reed and his other chief aides knew the time to fight was approaching. Knox wrote Lucy, “I generally rise with or a little before the sun and immediately, with part of the regiment attend prayers, sing a psalm or read a chapter of the Bible.” He and most of those around Washington knew that whatever lay ahead was not in their hands.



The Paradox of Freedom

Washington wondered not only when the fight would come, and where or how the British would attack; he also wondered whether his troops would fight sufficiently well. He feared many would not, because he was keenly aware of the paradox that lay at the heart of freedom, which was that the men who had come to fight had done so voluntarily. They had signed up for the cause of liberty, free men who had freely volunteered to defend their freedom. But it was this very freedom that made many of them feel free to leave when it suited them. Their idea of liberty 350meant that just as they would not bow to the authority of a tyrant in England, neither were they inclined to bow to the military authority over them. This was the rub. Washington knew fidelity to the cause of liberty had brought many of them to the field to fight. But he knew that when liberty was misunderstood as mere license, it could lead to chaos. This conundrum or paradox at the heart of the idea of liberty would be a problem for Congress in the years ahead.

Many like John Adams were initially deeply opposed to the idea of a standing army, seeing it as antithetical to “republican principles,” making the Americans no different than the British. Adams and his cousin Samuel and Benjamin Rush and others felt that the new nation must be like Israel before she had a king, that America represented the new Israel, who looked to God alone. In ancient Israel there had been no military class. Every man who could fight volunteered to fight. But how far did this idea go, and where should the line be drawn? Surely having some military authority and structure did not wipe away the noble ideas of freedom?

But at what point did compelling men to obey authority in the cause of freedom abrogate the very freedom for which they fought? This was Washington’s dilemma. And it was why now and in the future he would again and again ask Congress to give him a real army. These divergent views would continue to cause problems and would in 1787 bring everyone back to Philadelphia to hash them out. How much liberty was too much liberty, such that it pulled away from liberty? How could liberty be properly ordered so that these opposing views were best reconciled and worked together? But the real debate over these issues—when they would somehow be resolved—lay eleven years in the future. At the moment, Washington simply knew that he didn’t have the army he needed and must do his best with what he had. Eventually, he would create the army he wanted, but for that future possibility to exist he needed to fight and win now. Or at least fight in a way that he did not lose the war.

In doing his best with what he had, Washington used a standard carrot-and-stick approach. But interestingly, the carrot and the stick both expressed the two opposing views toward liberty. In other words, Washington would with elevated and inspiring words appeal to the noble ideas of liberty that brought these men to fight. But he would also threaten 351them, saying that if they dared to run in the midst of battle, he would shoot them down like dogs. The soaring language appealed to the cause for which they were all ostensibly fighting. “Remember officers and soldiers,” he told them, “that you are Freemen, fighting for the blessings of Liberty—that Slavery will be your portion, and that of your posterity, if you do not acquit yourselves like men: Remember how your Courage and Spirit have been despised, and traduced by your cruel invaders.” When Washington had the Declaration read aloud on July 9th, it was to this side of his army that he was appealing. But anyone who basely “skulked” or “retreated without orders” would be shot dead. Washington himself had as deep a conviction regarding honor as any man living, and said he hoped “no such scoundrel will be found in this army; but on the contrary, every one for himself resolving to conquer, or die, and trusting to the smiles of heaven upon so just a cause, will behave with bravery and resolution . . .”

So as Washington waited, Howe was getting his ducks in a row, and waiting more than anything for the arrival of the Hessians, the eight thousand mercenary troops the British crown had hired to augment their forces. That the British would stoop to hiring mercenaries to kill their fellow British citizens struck most Americans as another black mark in the book of the mounting British sins against them. Their willingness to ally with anyone—including Native American tribes who were infamous for their cruelty—was shocking. The Hessians were notorious for flouting the accepted rules of eighteenth-century warfare, murdering many who surrendered—and even murdering prisoners. The Hessian commander Colonel Carl von Donop ordered his men to kill any surrendering Americans, even threatening his men with severe beating if they showed any mercy.



A Deal with the Devil

It sometimes seems that the British had made a deal with the devil in their dealings with the Americans. Franklin in his scorching letter to Admiral Howe that summer had referenced Britain encouraging “slaves to murder their masters” and Indian “savages to massacre our farmers.” There was an unavoidable cast of darkness to how low the British were willing to go. They had even inquired about hiring an army of Muslim 352Moors from the “fez of Morocco,” as well as Russian mercenaries. One British officer recommended them because “not understanding the language, they are less likely to be seduced by the artifice and intrigue of these holy hypocrites,” being another example of the contempt many British elites had for the faith of the Americans. The contrast between the dissolute British elites and the Americans is illustrated in a letter of Lord Francis Rawdon-Hastings, who was that August stationed in Staten Island, and makes light of American women being raped by British troops, attributing it to their healthy diet. “The fair nymphs of this isle are in wonderful tribulation,” he wrote, “as the fresh meat our men have got here has made them as riotous as satyrs. A girl cannot step into the bushes to pluck a rose without running the most imminent risk of being ravished, and they are so little accustomed to these vigorous methods that they don’t bear them with the proper resignation, and of consequence we have the most entertaining courts-martial every day.”




	*  Presumably Viscount George Townshend, elder brother of the late “Champagne Charley.”

	*  Reed created the “Appeal to Heaven” flag in October 1775 for use on six schooners. It featured a pine tree.
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Chapter Thirty The Battle of Brooklyn


They will never again stand before us in the field. Everything seems to be over with them and I flatter myself now that this campaign will put a total end to the war.

—General Hugh Percy

BEcause Washington Believed Howe would attack the city of New York directly, most of his army was in Manhattan. But he knew they might also land on Long Island and fight in Brooklyn, across the East River. But since he could ferry his troops across the water if needed, he did what all military leaders agreed one must never do in the face of a superior force—and divided his army, with some in Brooklyn and some in Manhattan, all the while waiting for the British to make their move. Day after day more ships arrived. How many would come before they finally attacked? General Clinton arrived August 1st with the three thousand men who had fought at the Battle of Charleston. But Howe was more than anything waiting for the eight thousand Hessians. They finally arrived August 15th, though many were quite ill from the trans-Atlantic journey. Howe gave them a week to recuperate, planning to make his first move on August 22nd. But Washington could only wonder.

In mid-August, Nathanael Greene fell deathly ill, with a “raging fever.” Without question the best general in Washington’s command, Greene was so sick that they feared for his life, and on August 20th, Washington 354was compelled to replace him with General John Sullivan, who was a far cry from Greene. Washington wrote John Hancock, apprising Congress of the change, describing Sullivan—who had performed quite poorly in the Canadian campaign—as “spirited and zealously attached to the Cause” but “with a tincture of vanity,” and guilty of wishing to be “popular.” But what else could be done?

It was in the midst of this dramatic change in command that the British finally made their move. On the night of August 21st, Cornwallis under cover of darkness with a number of elite units sailed across lower New York bay to the beaches of Gravesend Bay. At six the next morning, the warships fired their cannons to clear the way for these troops to come ashore. American resistance was quickly neutralized, after which an additional fifteen thousand men landed, with textbook efficiency. They marched six miles to the Dutch village of Flatbush, within three miles of the American forces in Brooklyn, and stopped. But Washington was convinced this was all merely a feint. He underestimated the British troops that had landed, believing the larger part of the thirty-five thousand troops were still off Staten Island and would be attacking Manhattan directly. But Howe only had about twenty-five thousand able-bodied troops in total. In any case, three days later the recuperated eight thousand Hessians came across to Long Island, at which point there were twenty-two thousand British troops landed, which was 90 percent of the troops Howe actually had. Washington had only about ten thousand troops on Long Island at this point, many of whom were of course quite green and undisciplined. The other half of his army remained in Manhattan, hedging his bet.

On August 23rd, Washington came over from Manhattan and agreed with Sullivan’s suggestion to move half the men from their defenses in Brooklyn further inland, up to the six-mile ridgeline called the Heights of Guan. It was steeply sloped and thickly wooded. The idea was that in attacking there the British could be forced to pay a price similar to Bunker Hill. And whenever the Americans were overwhelmed, they could fall back to their eight well-fortified entrenchments on Brooklyn Heights, causing the British to pay an even dearer price. But then second-guessing himself—perhaps convinced Israel Putnam could reprise the role he had 355played at Bunker Hill, or simply finding that his reservations about Sullivan had grown—Washington once more changed commanders, putting Putnam in charge of the overall command and giving Sullivan a subordinate position. Because of this, as well as some further changes Washington made, many units became confused. There were reports that some of them were drifting about, under no particular commander. Hearing of this, Washington—again back in Manhattan on August 25th—fired off a stern letter to Putnam, scolding the old veteran about the “distinction between a well-regulated army, & a mob.” On August 26th, Washington again came over to Brooklyn and approved the arrangement of the troops. But by now the time for fussing had come to an end. The British would finally make their move.


The Jamaica Pass

With intelligence provided to them by Loyalists—of whom there were plenty on Long Island—General Clinton formulated a plan, which he proposed to Howe. There were three main passes through the Guan Heights, all of which the Americans were defending. From west to east they were: Flatbush Road, Gowanus Road, and Bedford Pass. But there was a fourth pass much farther east, oddly not much defended. It was so far east that Washington, Putnam, Greene, and Sullivan had somehow overlooked it. This was the Jamaica Pass, which was only guarded by five militiamen on horseback. It was fully three miles further east than the other passes through the Heights of Guan. So Clinton’s plan was for two diversionary forces to attack the Americans head on, as Washington expected, but for the third and largest force of ten thousand men to march through the darkness eastward to the Jamaica Pass. If they could march the nine miles there undetected—and then make it through the pass—they would be able to outflank and surprise the American forces, striking them from behind.

The plan was a daring gamble, but Howe agreed to it. This largest of all the British forces would stretch in a column for over two miles, with Howe and General Percy in the rear, commanding six battalions; Cornwallis in the middle commanding eight; and at the front of it all Clinton himself, with an elite brigade of light infantry. But Clinton would 356be led by three local farmers, the Loyalists who had made it all possible, and who were only too happy to be of assistance to the armies of His Royal Highness King George III. And so it went, the ten thousand proceeding through the night, and keeping as quiet as ten thousand men hauling artillery and baggage wagons could keep. The light infantry at the front scouted ahead for anyone who might sound the alarm, which would kill the whole mission. Anyone who looked like trouble was quickly captured. When the column approached Schoonmaker’s Bridge, near a salt marsh, the Loyalists warned Clinton that this was one place where they might encounter rebel resistance. Surely someone had been stationed there. But, in fact, no one was there at all, and the long column of British troops continued, undetected.

At two o’clock in the morning, they neared Jamaica Pass itself. A few hundred yards before it, they came to Howard’s Tavern, rousing the tavern keeper, William Howard. His fourteen-year-old son, William Jr., recalled: “I was awakened by seeing a soldier at the side of my bed. I got up and dressed and went down to the barroom, where I saw my father standing in one corner with three British soldiers before him with muskets and bayonets.” It seems a curious detail that at this hour General Howe asked for a drink—which he was given—and then came to the point: he needed the father and son to guide him and his troops through the Jamaica pass. The son recalled the conversation:


My father replied, “We belong to the other side, General, and can’t serve you against our duty.” General Howe replied, “That is alright; stick to your country, or stick to your principles, but Howard, you are my prisoner and must guide my men over the hill.” My father made some further objection, but was silenced by the general, who said, “You have no alternative. If you refuse I shall shoot you through the head.”



This being resolved, the British column continued to the pass. Only ten minutes later, they saw the five Americans on horseback who had been charged with guarding it. But these militiamen failed to comprehend the situation and engaged the British in a friendly manner, thinking them 357Americans. So they were easily taken as prisoners. When Howe demanded that his captives tell him the number of troops in Brooklyn, one of them, a twenty-two-year-old lieutenant named Edward Dunscomb, expressed indignation. Did the British really think Americans would so easily offer such intelligence? Howe called the young patriot an “impudent rebel,” who should be hanged. But Dunscomb bravely declared that General Washington could be counted on to respond in kind, hanging a British prisoner for every American so treated.

In any case, while Howe and his forces continued on their surreptitious way to the east, the first of the diversionary forces struck. Israel Putnam in Brooklyn was awakened at three o’clock in the morning to learn that the enemy were attacking at the Gowanus Road pass. He quickly alerted General Alexander—also called Lord Stirling—and Brigadier General Samuel Holden Parsons, who led their men to the battlefield. Everyone assumed this was the main thrust, that the British were attacking precisely as expected. Sometime thereafter the second diversion—under the Hessians—commenced. They began firing their artillery from the Flatbush Road pass, but did not yet attack, since they were awaiting the cannon signal from Howe. The plan was that after Howe and his ten thousand troops came through the Jamaica Pass and outflanked the Americans, he would fire his cannons. But he would get there early and then lie in wait. It took Howe—with his endless column of troops, artillery, and baggage wagons—roughly two hours to get through the Jamaica Pass and westward to their agreed-upon position. Wherever it was necessary to remove fallen trees in the road, they used saws instead of axes, to do so more quietly. But by daylight they had arrived at the Bedford Road pass, where they now lay themselves down to rest, waiting until the appointed hour, nine o’clock in the morning, to make themselves known.



Outflanked

In the meantime—for roughly three hours—the Americans fighting under Lord Stirling and under General Sullivan had no idea that the troops they were fighting were not the whole British army. So under the fictional circumstances in which they believed themselves to be fighting, they were doing rather well. None of them knew that there were 358yet ten thousand men whom they had to face, who had marched undetected all night through the darkness, and were lying in the grass behind them that minute, waiting for the signal to attack. At the sound of the initial fighting, Washington had crossed over to Brooklyn and was quite pleased with what he saw through his spyglass. But at nine o’clock, when the trap was sprung, everything changed. General Howe gave the signal—the British cannons were fired—and his ten thousand troops revealed themselves. The Americans had been audaciously outflanked and were horribly trapped. What followed was a perfect rout.

Many Americans fought bravely. Many did not. In the unfolding chaos and horror, many ignominiously fled for their lives, some of them desperately charging through a vast swamp and pond in which a number of them drowned. Because the infamous cruelty and ruthlessness of the mercenary Hessians was known to the Americans, many actually sought out British troops to whom they could surrender and begged for their lives, believing the Hessians would not spare them, but would bayonet any who surrendered, which was true enough. But here and in the years ahead, many British troops were equally unprincipled and themselves did the same.

Sullivan stationed his advance guard on the ridge to hold off the advancing Hessians. But he wheeled about and led his main forces in fighting the British, who were suddenly arrayed behind him. Many of Sullivan’s men were killed or captured, but more than expected somehow made it back to the Brooklyn lines. Sullivan, however, was captured. For the British to have captured a general was of course a great coup. One soldier recalled seeing Sullivan “in a cornfield close by our lines, with a pistol in each hand, and the enemy had formed a line each side of him, and he was going directly between them.” A second general, Lord Stirling, was also captured, but seemed to prefer death to surrendering to the British themselves, and braved fire as he made his way to a Hessian regiment, before he surrendered. Stirling and his troops had acquitted themselves heroically, fighting Grant’s forces for four hours. Stirling was said to have fought “like a wolf.” The Marylanders under him fought especially bravely, so much so that Washington—observing them dying through his telescope—groaned, “Good God! What brave fellows I must this day lose!”
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General Howe Calls a Halt

By noon, the whole thing was essentially over. But many British officers were zealous to push on and finish the job. General Clinton wrote in his memoir: “I had at the moment but little inclination to check the ardor of our troops when I saw the enemy flying in such a panic.” But somehow General Howe was of another mind and did something that will occupy the minds of historians as long as history itself, calling a sharp halt to the proceedings. While nearly everyone agrees that he could in a few hours have rolled up the whole American rebellion like a rug, Howe chose not to. The question will always be why. Surely, the reasons for his decision involve his nightmare memory of Bunker Hill, where he had personally led brave troops into that gaping maw of death, and had overseen a “victory” that—like Ben Franklin’s whistle—afterward seemed to have cost far too much. So if ever there was a good reason not to finish the job that afternoon in Brooklyn, it was the gory memory of Bunker Hill.

But did Howe really believe fighting on now would be like Bunker Hill? Evidently the awful chance of it was enough to give him pause. He also believed finishing the job that day was unnecessary. As far as he saw, the Americans were perfectly trapped, such that their utter and imminent defeat was guaranteed. His Majesty’s Army had them surrounded on land, and behind them was the roiling East River, inescapably under the control of that most fearsome military force on the globe, His Majesty’s Royal Navy. If Howe thought victory assured, and the rebellion effectively over, why should he recklessly march his troops into what could only be more death? The next day—or the next or the next—he could send someone under a white flag to Washington to hash out the terms of surrender. Peace was at hand. He and his brother longed for this more than anything, to end the unpleasant war and to bring the rebellious Americans back to the British fold, back to the Edenic state from which they had so tragically fallen, led astray by a few hot-headed malefactors.

As for the Americans, they never expected Howe to give them any breathing room, and all through the rest of that terrible day they waited tensely, fully expecting the British to press their advantage and finish the job. They were prepared to keep fighting as their own troops—many 360wounded—straggled in, many with horror stories of what they had seen and endured. But the British stopped about a mile and a half from the Americans. Many of Howe’s generals were stunned at his order, or at least bitterly disappointed, since they felt that total victory had been so close. Nonetheless, few doubted that it would be theirs soon enough.



British Barbarity

General James Grant despised the Americans, and had for years been among their nastiest critics, viciously mocking them in Parliament as cowards “unable to fight,” and loudly boasting that with a force of five thousand he could wipe them out. That day he had fought them himself and was on the verge of seeing their final and well-deserved comeuppance. “You will be glad,” he wrote another general, “that we have had the field day I talked of in my last letter. If a good bleeding can bring those Bible-faced Yankees to their senses, the fever of independency should soon abate.” In 1760, while fighting in the French and Indian War, Grant was renowned for his cruelty toward the Cherokees, deliberately starving them into submission, and to many Americans he typified the inhuman barbarism of the British, much of which had been in evidence in the Battle of Brooklyn, or the Battle of Long Island, as it is sometimes called.
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General James Grant (1720–1806)


For example, besides generals Stirling and Sullivan, a third American general had been captured. This was Nathaniel Woodhull, captured by Captain Sir James Baird of Fraser’s Highlanders regiment. Upon Woodhull’s capture, a British officer had with his sword again and again slashed him about the head and body, because he refused to declare “God save the King,” instead saying, “God save us all.” His head and arm injuries were severe, but despite his rank he was dumped in a prison, where his wounds became infected, and after three weeks, he died. But the reports of 361British cruelty and brutality toward surrendering men and prisoners soon became commonplace. Captain Jabez Fitch reported that after his capture he was imprisoned under horribly crowded conditions in a barn, along with his friend, Captain John Jewett. Fitch said Jewett had been taken prisoner, and in this helpless condition was sadistically bayoneted in the stomach and chest. Fitch comforted Jewett in his agonies, remembering that the captain “was sensible of his being near his end, often repeating that it was hard work to die.”

Though it was a common expectation in the wars of the eighteenth century to “give quarter” to anyone who surrendered, and to treat prisoners reasonably well, the British during the Revolution cast such civilities aside, giving the excuse that the Americans were not the soldiers of any officially recognized army, but were simply despised rebels, no better than base criminals deserving death. In hiring Native Americans and Hessians to fight the Americans, Great Britain well knew it was inviting the typical cruelty and barbarity of these allies. The Hessians were particularly known to delight in bayoneting those who surrendered, often pinning them to trees with their bayonets. One British officer recalled how in the Battle of Long Island the “Hessians and our Highlanders gave no quarters and it was a fine thing to see with what alacrity they dispatched the rebels with their bayonets after we had surrendered them so that they could not resist. . . . We took care to tell the Hessians that the Rebels had resolved to give no quarters to them in particular, which made them fight desperately and put to death all who fell into their hands.” Another said some of his fellow officers “shed their ideas of being heroes. The prisoners who knelt and sought to surrender were beaten.” The Battle of Brooklyn was just the beginning of the British retreat from the civil norms of eighteenth-century warfare. Much more would come.

As the sun set over Manhattan on August 27th, the Americans trapped in Brooklyn had no idea how many men had been lost. We now know that at least 300 were killed, and about 1,100 taken prisoner. We also know that most who were taken prisoner by the British over the next few years would never live to see freedom, because the inhumane and horrific conditions of the prison ships in which they were kept revealed another aspect of the shocking contempt the British had for their despised 362enemies. By the time the war was over, fewer than 7,000 Americans would have died in combat, while roughly 10,000 would die in the hellish British prisons.



The Great Caesura

But now that the Americans were trapped, what exactly was Howe planning? Several things. Because he wanted the fewest British casualties, rather than risking any attack against the well-fortified American lines, he ordered his men to dig trenches in the Americans’ direction and build embankments: it was to be a siege. And of course, he would soon summon the ships from the Narrows to sail north and cut off any ideas the rebels might harbor of escaping across the East River. Once the ships sailed north, that escape hatch—and the Americans’ fate—would be sealed. Captain George Collier, of the HMS Rainbow, was “in constant expectation of the order” to sail north. Once his ship and the four other frigates with him were summoned, it would be over. But for some reason, Howe hesitated in doing this, too. We may fathom Howe’s reasons in holding his troops back, but his failure to order Collier to seal off the watery path to Manhattan is inexplicable. Was it simple overconfidence? Or laziness? In retrospect, we may wonder whether an act of procrastination in warfare was ever as consequential.

Washington knew escape from his position was essentially impossible, but neither was he persuaded the time to surrender had come. While he could, he would keep fighting. His fortifications were such that at least the British could be required to pay a heavy price. But if he did plan to keep fighting, perhaps he could use a few more men, so the next morning—August 28th—he ordered another 1,200 men over from Manhattan. The arrival across the East River of these brigades—which consisted of Captain John Glover and his Massachusetts regiment and Thomas Mifflin and his Pennsylvanians—brought some hope to the exhausted Americans. Little could Washington know how important Glover’s brigades would become.

Meanwhile, the besieging British inched ever closer with their trenches, and both sides kept up an exchange of musket and cannon fire. Then the weather changed dramatically. The temperature began to drop. 363And a torrential northeaster rolled in. Soon enough, an unremitting and chilling rain was deluging the area, along with thunder and lightning. The winds had shifted too, so that now—even if Howe had ordered him to do so—Captain Collier and his four ships could not sail north. They were temporarily stuck, obliged to remain where they were. The storm continued throughout the night of the twenty-eighth and into the twenty-ninth. Many of Washington’s men in their trenches—more miserable and exhausted than can be imagined—were up to their waists in water. Others were sitting in mud, unprotected from the weather. It was impossible to make fires, and much of the gunpowder was now ruined. Many of the troops had no food and had not eaten for two days.



Escape Across the East River

The previous night, Washington had given Israel Putnam’s command to Mifflin, so that “Old Put” could get a couple hours of shut-eye. During this time, Mifflin made a survey of the situation, walking to the outer lines of the American camp. He realized the British were digging forward with startling efficiency, so that their plan was a siege, and it was now only a matter of time before they could finish the job they had paused. Mifflin also spoke with many of the besoaked, exhausted troops and saw that their morale was bleeding steadily toward surrender.

So at four thirty on the morning of the twenty-ninth—as the rains continued—Mifflin apprised Washington of what he had learned. The spades and pickaxes of Howe’s troops had not stopped, and every hour their trenches and embankments crept closer. They were already only six hundred yards away. Howe would soon be able to choke Washington’s forces to death. Mifflin also told Washington of his conversations with the demoralized troops. Suddenly, fighting their way out of this trap was not as possible as Washington assumed. He also knew that the moment the storm moved away the winds would shift, the sails of the British ships would fill, and they would move north, until their frightening firepower was aimed directly at the American fortifications, sealing any door to escape. When this happened, the glorious and sacred cause of liberty would be dead. The closing British entrenchments, the demoralized American troops, and the British warships at their back would mean 364checkmate. The war—and the great Revolution for which the war was being fought—would be over.

Of course, if Howe had finished things on the twenty-seventh, the Revolution would already have been over. Or if Howe had ordered Collier to sail up the East River before the storm on the twenty-eighth. But as we know, Howe had done neither. So if the storm continued to keep the British ships at bay, there appeared the slimmest possibility of keeping the hope of liberty alive. But how? There were nine thousand Americans in Washington’s army in Brooklyn. Once they were surrounded and captured, the guttering flame of liberty would be snuffed out. So Mifflin perceived that there was only one possible option: retreat. And he offered this bitter advice. How Washington’s deep-rooted sense of honor must have bristled at it. Even attempting it would require the almost miraculous favor of the wind and the weather. But there seemed no alternative. Given Washington’s penchant for heroics, it’s conceivable that the near impossibility of a successful retreat appealed to him enough to overcome his innate repulsion at the idea.

In any case, there was no time to lose. With the greatest urgency, he dispatched an express messenger all the way to the northern end of Manhattan, to King’s Bridge, with an order for General Heath. Another was sent to Assistant Quartermaster Hugh Hughes. They were severely enjoined to scour the shorelines in every direction for any flat-bottomed boat or sloop, anything “that could be kept afloat and had either sail or oars.” The search was to range as far afield as possible—“from Hellgate on the Sound to Spuyten Duyvil Creek [on the Hudson].” Anything from anywhere. Washington said in his message that it was for the purposes of ferrying troops from New Jersey who were coming to aid them, which was perfectly untrue, a ruse. Washington didn’t want a soul to know what he was actually up to. But the fact was that he hoped to use this hastily gathered flotilla of small craft to do something nearly unthinkable: to evacuate as much of the entire Continental army of roughly nine thousand remaining men as time allowed, to ferry them in the pitch black across the churning half-mile-wide expanse of the East River to Manhattan, while there was time, which with every hour was running out. The urgency of the order was unmistakable. It even specified that there was to be no 365“ceremony” in acquiring these boats, meaning that boat owners were not to be asked nicely. Anything that could possibly serve in the movement of troops must be snatched with the utmost alacrity.

So all that day of the twenty-ninth, the boats began arriving at the Brooklyn Ferry Landing, roughly where a century in the future the base of the Brooklyn Bridge would rise. And Captain John Glover’s Marblehead Regiment of professional fishermen and sailors—who had happened to come over with Mifflin and his troops the day before—would be doing the ferrying. Without them it would have been unthinkable.

But Washington’s deep sense of honor would not permit him to order the retreat himself, so he convened a council of war at four that day in the Livingstone mansion at the top of Brooklyn Heights, and sounded out his generals on the decision. The indefatigably doughty Israel Putnam was predictably for staying and fighting. “Give an American a wall to fight behind,” he said, “and they will fight forever.” He well knew their fortifications were sufficient to bleed the British along the white lines of Bunker Hill. But most of the others saw the situation as Mifflin had. Eventually Putnam did too. If they stayed and fought and somehow lost the battle, the war itself would be lost. That—which is to say everything—was now seen to be at stake, and nothing less. If Washington’s mandate was at least to keep the cause of liberty alive, there was no other choice. The nine thousand men remaining in the Continental Army in Brooklyn were inescapably necessary to that cause, so their fate at this moment had become the fate of the new nation forever. All the generals agreed. But because General Mifflin had been the one to first suggest the unavoidably ignoble idea of a retreat, he asked the honor for himself and his troops of being the last to leave Manhattan, should the retreat be successful, accepting what was manifestly the greatest chance of discovery and capture.

The moment the council ended—at seven in the evening—orders went out to the various officers, that all troops must be ready with packs and arms. It was to be a night attack on the enemy. Of course this was untrue, and many officers were shocked to hear this; an attack under the present conditions seemed suicidal. Many of the men had not slept for three days. But no one could know what was really happening, not even 366the officers. If by the bizarrest of flukes the truth of the retreat somehow made its way to the British, everything would be over. One of the Pennsylvania officers, Alexander Graydon, was so mortified at the idea of a night attack that he eventually realized what must actually be happening. But when he shared his theory with other officers, they refused to believe it. As mad as a night attack seemed, a retreat to Manhattan seemed madder still.

The weakest and least experienced regiments were to report to the ferry at nine o’clock and told they were being ferried to Manhattan to be replaced with fresher troops, in order to maintain the ruse that a night attack was happening. By now the rain had stopped, but the same northeast wind and ebb tide that prevented the British ships from moving north continued, also making it impossible to ferry many troops across. So General Alexander McDougall, the man in charge of the embarkation, informed Washington that the retreat was impossible.

Then, two hours later, everything changed. At eleven o’clock, the northeastern wind blowing steadily for two days ceased, soon replaced by a wind from the southeast, perfect for getting boats across to Manhattan. The door to retreat was temporarily opened. So John Glover’s expert oarsmen began the brutal process of ferrying the troops across the churning expanse, boat by boat by boat, back and forth and back and forth in the perfect silence and blackness.

Major Benjamin Tallmadge of Connecticut was there that night. The twenty-two-year-old had grown up in what is today Suffolk County on Long Island, the son of a clergyman. At Yale he had become close friends with Nathan Hale. “To move so large a body of troops,” he later recalled, thinking of what Washington was now doing, “with all their necessary appendages, across a river full a mile wide, with a rapid current, in face of a victorious well-disciplined army nearly three times as numerous as his own, and a fleet capable of stopping the navigation, would that not one boat could have passed over, seemed to present most formidable obstacles.”

As this process continued, more and more troops were ordered to leave their lines and silently march to the ferry landing, but leaving enough men behind to keep their fires roaring, so as to deceive the watching British. 367Mifflin’s troops were the farthest forward, nearest the ever-approaching British trenches.

Another soldier present that night was a fifteen-year-old private, Joseph Plumb Martin, also of Connecticut. “We were strictly enjoined not to speak, or even cough,” he recalled. “All orders were given from officer to officer and communicated to the men in whispers. What such secrecy could mean we could not divine. . . . forming various conjectures among ourselves as to our destination.”

Of course, horses were being ferried across too, and cannons, but first they had to be moved to the ferry. To prevent noise, their wheels were muffled with rags. Everyone knew that if the British discovered what was occurring—that Americans were abandoning the safety of their fortifications and were out in the open—they would have attacked with everything they had, and under such circumstances, would have surely prevailed. The entirety of the vast operation was as fragile and as tedious as can be imagined. The two days of downpour had turned everything to mud; moving wagons and cannon was especially difficult. Some of the largest were simply immovable, sunk to their hubs, and had to be abandoned. But first they were “spiked,” a metal spike driven into the touchhole, so that when they fell into British hands, they would be useless. At two a.m., a cannon—probably one of these in the process of being spiked—went off, shattering the silence. But mercifully, the British did not investigate or respond.

By now Washington was himself at the ferry landing, overseeing the process himself. Mifflin’s troops were still in the vanguard, nearest the British lines, and in the greatest danger. They could hear the picks and shovels punctuating the silence, as even now the British closed in. Howe’s plan was proceeding, and of course now that the wind had shifted, he would at daybreak finally beckon Captain Collier to sail north, since doing so in the dark was impossible. Howe knew that when this happened, Washington could not fail to appreciate the hopelessness of his situation and would agree to talk.

Throughout the previous day—as Washington’s men in the rain had frantically scoured the New York coast for escape craft—Admiral Howe sat in the comfortable stateroom of his fleet’s flagship, the HMS Eagle, 368thinking of the imminent peace he would soon be able to offer. Even more wonderful, he had with him generals Sullivan and Alexander, who unlike Woodhull—dying of his wounds in a British prison—were being treated with the dignity expected for men of their rank. The eminently reasonable Howe only wished to bring peace, and as he wined and dined his esteemed captives, he attempted to persuade them to agree to go to the Continental Congress in Philadelphia, as his envoys toward that happy end. Both generals knew how badly Washington’s army had fared, and must have seen the hopelessness of the situation. Nonetheless, Stirling—who had witnessed the tremendous cruelty of the British toward his Scottish countrymen—bitterly refused to be a pawn in Howe’s game. Sullivan, however, would agree. Although just now the American generals and the Howe brothers were sleeping, oblivious to the wild effort being expended in the blackness a few miles north.

But as the minutes toward daylight passed, Washington saw that despite the heroic efforts of the Marblehead regiment, the process of ferrying the nine thousand men across was proceeding too slowly to succeed. The math was inescapable. Not enough troops had been moved. Before five thirty, the sun would break over the horizon; and even long before that the curtain of darkness would begin to lift. When that happened the eyes of the British would start from their sockets—and they would see precisely what had been taking place and would at that moment with everything in them hasten forward to go in for the kill. With the wind finally in their favor, they would have no difficulty in quickly bearing down on the small craft struggling pathetically across the watery expanse. Their guns would obliterate them. It would hardly even seem sporting.

Washington sensed the approach of this inevitability, but there was nothing for it. He must keep going. But even before the darkness lifted and the British discovery of their retreat could happen, there was another horror. General Mifflin and his troops were still holding the vanguard at four o’clock. But at this rate—knowing they would be the last troops to make the journey from their lines to the ferry—they were still two or more hours from being summoned. Nonetheless, just then Major Alexander Scammell rode out of the darkness to tell them otherwise. He had come with the news that the boats were now ready for them, that they should 369leave the lines and hasten to the docks, “without delay.” Mifflin was incredulous. Scammell insisted. So Mifflin and his troops abandoned their post and headed for the river. They were a half mile from the landing when Washington—who seemed to be ranging everywhere on his horse throughout the night—suddenly appeared, horrified to see them. “Good God! General Mifflin,” he exclaimed, “I am afraid you have ruined us!” Scammell was mistaken, just as Mifflin suspected, and the blunder might have alerted the British to everything. Mifflin’s troops—eager to escape to Manhattan—were crushed to realize they must return to their posts but had no choice. When they returned, they were glad at least to discover that their absence hadn’t alerted the British.



“A Very Dense Fog”

As for Washington, he knew what was coming. The much-too-slow movement of the troops to the ferry continued, and as dawn with her rosy fingers stole forward, he stoically steeled himself for the imminent and inevitable calamity. But history records another outcome. For those of a philosophical bent it can sometimes become impossible to avoid ruminating on whether meteorology and history may be more than incidentally related. In this respect, the recollections of such as Benjamin Tallmadge become especially unhelpful. He was among those still at their posts as dawn approached, remembering that “those of us who remained in the trenches became very anxious for our own safety.” But then something extraordinarily curious happened. “At this time,” he recalled, “a very dense fog began to rise, and it seemed to settle in a peculiar manner over both encampments.” Over the Americans and the British both. “I recollect this peculiar providential occurrence perfectly well,” he said, “and so very dense was the atmosphere that I could scarcely discern a man at six yards’ distance.” At this point everyone still trapped in Brooklyn, who with growing dread had known that the unstoppable turning of the earth would soon result in the concomitant appearance of the blazing sun—and their discovery—beheld a hitherto inconceivable new possibility. Because of the startling phenomenon of the fog, they remained as perfectly invisible to the enemy as if it were still midnight.
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Tallmadge remembered that his regiment had been summoned to the ferry earlier, but at the ferry had been told to return to their lines again. So they were still there when the sun had risen fully. But “the fog remained as dense as ever.” Again, his regiment was finally summoned, so that they all “very joyfully bid those trenches a long adieu,” as the impenetrable fog continued. “When we reached Brooklyn ferry,” he said, “the boats had not returned from their last trip, but they very soon appeared and took the whole regiment over to New York; and I think I saw Gen. Washington on the ferry stairs when I stepped into one of the last boats that received the troops.”

That even the portion of Washington’s army that had escaped before daybreak were able to do so is astonishing. But that even after daybreak several thousand more were able successfully to escape is almost beyond belief. But the fog held. Even after landing on Manhattan, the fog continued to be so thick that Tallmadge “began to think of my favorite horse,” which in his understandable haste to leave Brooklyn he had left behind. So with some volunteers he dared to go back across. He recalled that he “obtained [his] horse and got off some distance into the river before the enemy appeared in Brooklyn.” So at last now, with the whole army retreated to Manhattan, the opaque fog lifted. The British at last could see everything and sped to the empty ferry landing. “[W]e were saluted merrily from their musketry, and finally by their field pieces,” Tallmadge recalled, “but we returned in safety.”

“In the history of warfare, I do not recollect a more fortunate retreat,” Tallmadge said. “After all, the providential appearance of the fog saved a part of our army from being captured, and certainly myself, among others who formed the rear guard. Gen Washington has never received the credit which was due to him for this wise and most fortunate measure.”

It was a retreat that saved Washington’s army, and that in doing so enabled them to fight another day—and another and another. What must General Howe have thought at this juncture? He knew that this early golden opportunity to crush Washington’s forces, or at least to trap them so that they had no choice but to surrender, had vanished. And we know that the years of fighting that followed might have been averted, and the Revolution ended shortly after it had begun.

But, of course, that did not happen.
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Chapter Thirty-One Fighting On in New York


Washington Had Not Slept since the morning of August 27th and had hardly been off his horse for the previous forty-eight hours. So now in Manhattan on the thirtieth, he stole the first sleep possible. When he awoke, it was to a new world. He and his army—and the cause of liberty that we call the Revolution—were miraculously still alive. He knew better than anyone that this ought not to be and was determined never again to find himself in any circumstances in which the enemy could end everything. It was one thing to bleed the enemy literally and figuratively as had occurred at Bunker Hill, but this time the British obviously had not taken that bait. Howe had learned his lesson and had declined the likely bloodbath of directly attacking Washington’s fortifications in Brooklyn, even though it would almost certainly have ended the war.


“A War of Posts”

Washington reasoned that if there was any hope going forward, Howe and the British must be bled another way. They must be lured into attacking and attacking, but never succeeding. Washington’s new plan was to fight and retreat and fight and retreat until the British grew wearier and wearier in fighting and following. He would make them grow weary in ill-doing. He hoped fighting such a war a thousand leagues from London would bankrupt their supplies and their energies and their will. At least that was the hope. So he wrote to Congress. For the 372existential survival of the army, the cause of liberty, and the new nation, Washington proposed what was then called “a War of Posts.” This meant assiduously avoiding any all-or-nothing battles in an open field, at which the British regulars excelled and for which they were superbly trained. It had never been clearer that the army Washington had was not up to that. They had in the debacle of August 27th proven as much. So he now asked Congress for a real army, a standing army that could be properly trained and that would neither fracture nor wilt under pressure. But until he got this—or whether he ever did—he proposed going forward by mostly going backwards, retreating maddeningly in such a way that never allowed the British an opportunity to end things decisively. This was also called a Fabian strategy, after the Roman general Fabius Cunctator, who had used it successfully against Hannibal and the militarily superior Carthaginians. “Cunctator” means “delayer.” In many ways this strategy went against Washington’s personality, but a large part of what made him the leader he became was his ability— or more importantly his willingness—to change tactics and strategy if new circumstances called for them, which the brutal lessons of the last few days certainly had done.



Abandoning New York

Washington also proposed something even more startling. The radical idea came from Nathanael Greene, happily resurrected from death and again on hand to assist. It was to abandon New York entirely. Of course, Congress had commanded Washington to defend it at all costs. Adams and others always talked of its unsurpassed strategic importance, which was undeniably correct. Was it not the key to the continent? But Greene argued that because of New York’s impossibly watery geography it gave the British and their matchless navy a staggering—and truly insurmountable—advantage. Since the Americans had no navy at all, New York was essentially indefensible. But what if Britain’s overwhelming naval advantage were simply removed from the equation? What if the Continental Army left New York and forced the British to fight on land elsewhere? Washington agreed. It was an idea bolder than brass, but it made unavoidable and simple sense. Of course, abandoning New York 373would mean that the many months building all of the impressive fortifications in New York would have been for nothing, and it must have been nearly impossible for many of the generals who had overseen the building of these impressive fortifications to swallow throwing away all those months of hard labor. But what was the alternative?

Greene and Washington proposed even more. They should not merely abandon New York, but would reduce it to bitter ashes. The British certainly wished to have the city for their winter headquarters. So if Washington’s troops burned it to the ground as they departed, it would make the life of the British that cold winter dramatically less comfortable. Besides, two-thirds of New York’s population were Loyalists, or “Tories.” It was mostly enemy territory. But on September 7th, Congress—in a letter from John Hancock—forbade this. As if to illustrate their civilian blindness to things, they believed that even if the city fell into British hands temporarily, there was “no doubt of being able to recover” it. Little could Hancock and Adams and the others in Congress dream that the British would not march out of the city until late November of 1783, seven long years and three months in the quite unimaginable future.



And Howe?

Who can imagine what General Howe was thinking when on the morning of August 30th he received the mystifying intelligence that Washington’s entire army—almost like birds—had slipped the surly bonds of Brooklyn? Such an escape had rightly seemed impossible. But Howe’s equanimity even at such terrible news cannot be overstated. However much we may wish to imagine him fulminating—immediately sending his twenty-five thousand troops to chase Washington in Manhattan—he did not. He saw no need for precipitous action. He still seemed to have a number of options. For one thing, Manhattan was an island. So he could trap Washington, beginning with sending a number of ships up to King’s Bridge at Manhattan’s northern tip, shutting off his most likely escape route off the island.

Even so, he felt in no hurry. For one thing, the Howes had succeeded in convincing General Sullivan to go to Philadelphia to address Congress about peace terms. Surely, the humiliating catastrophe of Washington’s 374defeat—and his uncomfortable position at present—would help Congress see things differently. There was truth in this point of view. Although many saw Washington’s retreat as a miraculous victory, the morale of his troops was no better than it had been when Mifflin visited them on the night of the twenty-eighth. The disastrous battle of the twenty-seventh, followed by the endless rains, had washed away any traces of buoyant morale. Even their amazing retreat had not improved it much. But it had given them something perhaps much better: the opportunity to go home. As Washington would complain to Congress, many of these militia troops had an idea of liberty that included their liberty to leave whenever they liked. Whole regiments were now heading home. The roads beyond Manhattan were choked with them. Incredibly, six thousand of the eight thousand Connecticut troops were leaving, although one soldier still possessed the strength to lug a cannonball with him, explaining to everyone that he was planning to give the souvenir to his mother to use for pounding mustard seed.

Many now doubted Washington’s abilities and would begin the clamor for replacing him with General Charles Lee. The low morale of the Americans was the perfect time for the Howes to try to negotiate a peace deal.



Sullivan as “Decoy Duck”

Two months had passed since independence was declared, but many of the members of the Continental Congress were deeply concerned. They had received the discouraging and ghastly details of Washington’s resounding defeat. Many were wringing their hands in despair—Jefferson left to go home to Monticello—but John Adams remained staunchly dedicated to the cause, feisty and steadfast. In fact, on hearing the news, he realized that his presence was needed more than ever, so he scotched his previous plans to go home to Braintree. “The panic may seize whom it will,” he wrote to Abigail. “It will not seize me.”

But the tidings were undeniably bad. Among the worst of it was that the British had added two feathers to their victory cap in capturing generals John Sullivan and William Alexander. It was a great humiliation. So it must have given those assembled in Philadelphia quite a start to see 375Sullivan suddenly standing among them. Why was he there? As we have said, the canny Howe brothers had contrived to parlay their capture of Sullivan into a grand overture of peace to their broken foes, and had convinced him to travel to Philadelphia to deliver their magnanimous message. They had tried to convince Alexander too, but he bitterly refused. But Sullivan had not, and here he stood. Adams was perfectly revolted that Sullivan could have stooped to allow himself to be used so ignominiously. Adams at this juncture had nothing but scorn for any offers of reconciliation, and said he believed the Howes were using Sullivan as “a decoy duck,” hoping to tempt the battered Americans into renouncing their noble cause, “to seduce us into renouncing our independence.” So when Sullivan rose to address Congress, Adams was so disgusted that he bitterly whispered to Benjamin Rush how much better it would have been had Sullivan on Long Island taken a musket ball to the head.

Nonetheless, Congress debated the offer for four days. There was no way they would agree to the request that some members of Congress visit with Howe in “their private capacities” to talk. Adams wrote Abigail that in the end it was “determined by a Majority that the Congress being the Representatives of the free and independent state of America, it was improper to appoint any of their members to confer, in their private characters with his Lordship. But they would appoint a Committee of their Body, to wait on him, to know whether he had power, to treat with Congress upon Terms of Peace and to hear any propositions, that his Lordship may think proper to make.” In other words, just as Washington had refused to be addressed by Howe as “Mister,” demanding to be addressed in his official capacity, so now Congress refused to come in “their private capacities,” but must come as an official delegation. So to this they agreed, if only to see what Howe might say, and unanimously chose Adams for the delegation, along with Edward Rutledge, at twenty-seven the youngest member of Congress, and Franklin, at seventy the oldest. The trio left Philadelphia September 9th, with Franklin and Rutledge each in a two-wheeled chaise with a servant, and Adams on horseback. They were meant to represent the Colonies geographically: Adams the northern 376colonies, Franklin the middle, and South Carolina’s Rutledge the southern.

The 75-mile journey took a bit more than two days, and on the way, they saw innumerable soldiers and of f icers—mostly from Pennsylvania—making their way north to join Washington’s army. Had they been riding south from Connecticut, they would have seen the many soldiers leaving. Although they must have been encouraged to see these troops, Adams saw among them a shocking lack of discipline—describing them as “straggling and loitering”—which made him indignant. But the ever-resolute patriot bucked himself up. “I was nevertheless determined that it should not dishearten me,” he later wrote, saying these men would “no doubt” be “chastised” into the necessary order in time.



Adams and Franklin Share a Bed

In considering the relationship between John Adams and Benjamin Franklin, it is sometimes tempting to regard them as some species of eighteenth-century odd couple, with Adams playing the more pinched, parochial, and easily upset Felix Unger, and Franklin the more rumpled, broad-minded, and easy-going Oscar Madison. So the prospect of these historic characters lying down together in a single bed for the night presents a scene difficult to ignore.

The two men began life similarly, both born in Boston, albeit twenty-nine years apart. Their fathers were both devoutly Christian tradesmen—Franklin’s made candles and soap and Adams’s shoes—and both had Puritan roots, although Franklin had over the decades cut various capers in other directions, sneaking away from Boston for the more worldly environs of Philadelphia at seventeen, becoming a man of the world in every sense, siring at least one illegitimate son and spending most of the previous eighteen years in England, apart from his wife. For his scientific and other accomplishments he had become more celebrated than nearly anyone on the planet. But the sometimes-irascible John Adams was not always as impressed with his venerable colleague as some others, and the two could clash from time to time, especially in Paris a few years in the future, when they were both there as diplomats.

Because of the many soldiers along their route, the inns were generally 377full. When on their second night the trio stopped in New Brunswick, Adams recalled that “but one bed could be procured for Dr. Franklin and me, in a Chamber little larger than the bed, without a Chimney and with only one small Window.” If not for Adams’s firsthand account, we might be expected to dismiss the domestic scene of these Founding Fathers sharing a small bed as obviously legendary. But Adams even gives us the details of their dispute about whether to close the window. The humility of these giants in sharing such accommodations in such markedly close quarters in the cause of their fledgling nation is at least remarkable. As for the window, Adams quickly shut it, fearing the cold night air would make him ill. But Franklin was staunchly of another opinion. “Oh! Don’t shut the window,” he implored, “We shall be suffocated.”

The scientific Franklin went on, explaining that the “air within this chamber will soon be, and indeed is now worse than that without doors. Come! Open the window and come to bed, and I will convince you: I believe you are not acquainted with my Theory of Colds.” As it happened, Adams was quite familiar with it, and dutifully complied with his bed partner’s request, reopening the window and then joining Franklin in the bed, as they continued the conversation.

Adams admitted to Franklin that he had indeed read Franklin’s “Letters to Dr. Cooper” on the subject at hand, in which Franklin claimed that no one actually caught a cold from cold air. But Adams said that since this was inconsistent with his own observations, he had dismissed Franklin’s thesis as “a paradox.” Nonetheless, with the celebrated scientist lying next to him, Adams thought it an extraordinary opportunity to hear him expound further on the subject. “I had so much curiosity to hear his reasons,” Adams said, “that I would run the risque of a cold.”

“The Doctor,” Adams remembered, “then began an harangue, upon Air and cold and Respiration and Perspiration . . .” Adams claimed to recall “little of the lecture . . . except, that the human Body, by Respiration and Perspiration, destroys a gallon of Air in a minute: that two such Persons, as were now in that Chamber, would consume all the Air in it, in an hour or two: that by breathing over again the matter thrown off, by the Lungs and the Skin, we should imbibe the real Cause of Colds, not from abroad but from within.” But as Franklin in the darkness chattily 378continued to fill the small room with his great learning, Morpheus cast his spell. “I soon fell asleep,” Adams said, “and left him and his Philosophy together.”

The following morning—September 11th—the patriots arose from their common bed and proceeded with Rutledge the few miles further to the shore, from which Howe’s barge would meet them for the short crossing to Staten Island. They would be meeting at the home of Colonel Christopher Billop, the commander of Staten Island’s loyalist militia. How extraordinary that Franklin should now meet with Admiral Howe, whom he had last seen in London eighteen months earlier, at Howe’s sister’s house. At that time, he and Franklin had both been hoping to avert the war in which Admiral Howe now played a leading role. How things had changed.

Just six weeks earlier—after Washington had politely rebuffed Howe’s peace overtures—Admiral Howe had written to Franklin in Philadelphia with a similar offer of a truce and “pardons.” But Franklin’s response to that letter, written on July 20th, was positively scorching. “Directing pardons to be offered the Colonies, who are the very Parties injured,” he wrote, “expresses indeed that Opinion of our Ignorance, Baseness, and Insensibility which your uninform’d and proud Nation has long been pleased to entertain of us; but it can have no other Effect than that of increasing our Resentment.” If Howe thought the man who had played chess with his sister in London might be more open to talking things over than Washington, he was mistaken. “It is impossible,” Franklin went on, that “we should think of submission to a Government, that has with the most wanton barbarity and cruelty, burnt our defenseless towns in the midst of winter, excited the savages to massacre our farmers, and our slaves to murder their masters, and is even now bringing foreign mercenaries to deluge our settlements with blood.” He went further, saying that these “atrocious injuries have extinguished every remaining spark of affection for that parent country we once held so dear . . .” Franklin declared the “enmity” between them to be “lasting” and said that if England were again to govern the Americans, the English would only use that as an opportunity toward “breaking our spirit by the severest tyranny, and obstructing by every means in your power our growing strength and prosperity.”
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Staten Island Peace Conference

That the man who had written those undeniably harsh words should now appear before him can hardly have encouraged the Admiral. Nonetheless he was on hand to receive the delegation, who were served mutton, ham, and tongue, with claret. The meeting was cordial and lasted three hours, but it was obvious the admiral did not have the authority to do anything substantive. He was not even free to acknowledge that the men with whom he talked were the representatives of another nation than his own, but was obliged to regard them as something like wicked children who had wantonly strayed from home and required forgiveness. When Howe explicitly stated that he did not have the freedom to regard them as anything but British subjects, Adams tartly replied, “Your lordship may consider me in what[ever] light you please, except that of a British subject.” Howe desperately angled to find a way forward with ever greater desperation: Was there really and truly no possible way of “treading back this step of independency?” He may as well have tried to sweet-talk the moon itself into coming down to earth. It couldn’t have been more useless. In an attempt to come across as large-hearted, Howe at one point said, “If America should fail, I should feel and lament it like the loss of a brother.” Franklin was not in the mood to concede that this could happen. “My Lord,” he replied sarcastically, “we will do our utmost endeavors to save your Lordship that mortification.”

At one point Howe said, “It is desirable to put a stop to these ruinous extremities, as well for the sake of our country as yours.” Of course, no one believed this. Rutledge that day wrote to Washington of the meeting, saying Howe had only spoken in generalities. “Our reliance,” he said, “continues, therefore to be, under God, on your wisdom and fortitude, and that of your forces.” In other words, the Revolution would continue.



The Curious Story of the Turtle

Very early on the morning of September 8th—the day before Franklin, Adams, and Rutledge left Philadelphia for Staten Island—something that had never before happened happened. It was an astonishingly powerful explosion, in the midst of the waters of New York Harbor, 380between Governor’s Island and the mouth of the East River. In the annals of British warfare, no one had ever seen anything like it. It occurred in the midst of a vast expanse of open water, where it could do no one any harm. Nonetheless—for no obvious reason and without any apparent source—it was observed to happen, “with tremendous violence, throwing large columns of water and pieces of wood . . . high into the air.” None of the British who witnessed it could have failed to be frightened and greatly perplexed. But a handful of Americans knew what it was. One of them described it as having thrown “into the air a prodigious column of water, resembling a great water-spout, attended with a report like thunder. . . . Leaving the enemy to conjecture whether the stupendous noise was produced by a bomb, a meteor . . . or an earthquake.” So what was it?

No one on the British side would be able to explain the bizarre phenomenon for many years. But Israel Putnam and a handful of Americans confessed being “exceedingly amused with the astonishment and alarm which this secret explosion occasioned on board the ship” for which it was intended. This was the HMS Eagle, the sixty-four-gun flagship of Admiral Howe’s British fleet, at that time anchored off Governor’s Island. But the explosion did not take place directly underneath that gigantic ship, as had been earnestly hoped. So what actually happened?

The story begins several years earlier, when a young man in Connecticut named David Bushnell developed the ambition to create a submarine craft to be used in warfare. He decided he should enroll at Yale College to acquire the necessary knowledge, and in 1771 at the rather advanced age of thirty-one, Bushnell began his studies, befriending a much younger student named Nathan Hale—then just sixteen, and who had entered Yale at fourteen. Hale recommended Bushnell for Yale’s Linonian Society.

After graduation, Bushnell found a tiny island in the Connecticut River where he worked on developing the craft—along with the casks of exploding gunpowder he planned to deploy with it. The craft itself was made of oak, and like a barrel was held together with iron hoops. Because it looked something like two turtle shells put together, it came to be called “the Turtle.” The idea was that it would—like a turtle—be able to 381surreptitiously make its way to the underside of a great ship, to which the craft’s pilot would then affix one of the powder-filled kegs—or mines—whose clockwork mechanism he would then trigger, after which he would pedal away to safety. The subsequent ka-boom would fatally damage the ship.

Bushnell’s friend Dr. Benjamin Gale had communicated with Silas Deane about it, in November 1775, saying that Bushnell “has made such a trial of the effects of the explosion of gunpowder under water . . . as has exceeded his most sanguine expectations, and is now convinced his magazines will contain three times so much powder as is necessary to destroy the largest ship in the navy.” But there were problems. Bushnell knew that for maximum stealth the craft should be deployed at night. He had been using “foxwood”—a bio-luminescent fungus in decaying wood—on the barometer and compass of the craft, but found that in cold weather the fungus lost its luminescent property. Bushnell had used candles, but they used up the limited and valuable oxygen in the confined space too quickly. Could Deane ask his friend Dr. Franklin whether he knew of anything else that might work besides foxwood?

So it was a long and arduous journey to the events of September 1776. On the night determined, the man who would pilot it, Sergeant Ezra Lee of Lyme, Connecticut, crawled inside the oaken craft. He remembered in a letter to Bushnell that “whale boats towed me as nigh the ships as they dare go, and then they cast me off.” At this point, just beneath the waters of New York Harbor, Lee attempted to make his way to the ship that was his target. But a number of variables worked against him. “I soon found that I was too early in the tide . . .” In other words, the ebbing waters, instead of carrying him toward the Eagle, were pushing him in the other direction. “I however hove about and rowed for 5 glasses [2½ hours], by the ship’s bells, before the tide slackened so that I could get along side the man of war, which lay above the transports.” In other words, unable to make any progress by “rowing” with the propellers, Lee spent two-and-a-half hours “treading water” to avoid being swept away. “Rowing” the Turtle meant using his legs to rock the treadle back and forth while also turning the hand crank. It was not user-friendly. By the time the tide turned, and Lee was able to move toward the Eagle, he was understandably 382quite exhausted. And the sun was coming up: he had to hurry. He finally maneuvered to the ship’s stern, and through the glass window above him could see and hear some men on the deck.

“I shut all doors,” he said, “sunk down, and came up under the bottom of the ship, with the screw against the bottom.” But the screw to attach the exploding cask to the hull of the Eagle “would not enter.” He couldn’t imagine why it wasn’t penetrating the ship’s wooden hull. It was later believed he had had the very bad luck of positioning it in that rare spot in the hull where there was an iron plate connected to the rudder. So he tried and tried and failed. But the increasing daylight meant that he needed to abandon the mission, lest he be discovered. As he was pedaling away, however, he was seen anyway. Two guard boats gave chase. At this point he released the powder keg, whose timing mechanism he had triggered. As we have related, the mine did explode, frightening off the pursuing guard boat. Lee was fortunate to escape with his life, and with the pioneering craft. It would be deployed again but never managed to succeed.



“Between a Hawk and a Buzzard”

History records that in September of 1776, George Washington was not yet George Washington as we know him. He had already made a number of errors, and would make more. For example, even though he believed Manhattan to be a trap from which he ought to escape, he nonetheless remained there for some time. One of this closest advisors, Joseph Reed, wrote his wife during this time, saying, “My country will, I trust, yet be free, whatever may be our fate who are cooped up, or are in danger of being so, on this tongue of land, where we ought never to have been.”

That “tongue of land” called Manhattan Island could all too easily be sealed off by the British fleet. The British were in no hurry, but neither were they inactive. A number of their troops began marching north on the eastern side of the East River—what is today Brooklyn and Queens—and on the night of September 3rd, the frigate Rose sailed up the river, pulling thirty flatboats to be used in ferrying troops across to Manhattan, across from what is called Kip’s Bay, near today’s East Thirty-Fourth Street. The next day more transports brought more troops 383with more flatboats. Meanwhile on the far side of Manhattan, two British ships sailed up the Hudson. Howe was drawing the net slowly but surely.

But Washington was indecisive. Just as he had seemed unable to make firm decisions leading up to the Battle of Brooklyn, he now seemed similarly unable. For lack of knowledge on where the British would attack, he had hedged his bets and kept nearly half his army in Manhattan. Now they were all there. Joseph Reed summed it up. We “cannot stay, and yet we do not know how to go, so that we may be properly said to be between hawk and buzzard.” Washington felt that what was lacking more than anything was information on what the British were planning. He desperately needed a network of spies to provide intelligence.

It was around this time that Benjamin Tallmadge’s friend Nathan Hale stepped forward. Back in June of 1775, Tallmadge had written Hale from Boston, exhorting him to join the fight. “Was I in your condition,” Hale wrote, “I think the more extensive service would be my choice. Our holy Religion, the honor of our God, a glorious country, & a happy constitution is what we have to defend.” A few days after reading the letter, Hale accepted a commission as first lieutenant in the 7th Connecticut Regiment. But because Washington’s army was divided when the Battle of Brooklyn took place, Hale was in Manhattan and did not see action. But now when Washington asked for volunteers, Hale stepped forward. But before we tell the story of Nathan Hale—which culminates in the tragedy of September 22nd—we should reprise Washington’s movements and actions around this period.



Kip’s Bay and Harlem Heights

After the failed Staten Island “conference” on September 11th, the British knew what must be done. Howe’s secretary, Ambrose Serle, who was decidedly bitter toward the Americans, put it plainly: “Nothing now remains but to fight it out against a set of the most determined hypocrites and demagogues, compiled of the refuse of the colonies, [t] hat ever were permitted by Providence other than be the scourge of a country.”

As we have said, Washington was indecisive about how to proceed. He left five thousand troops in New York City, and put another five 384thousand along the Manhattan shore of the East River, and took the nearly ten thousand remaining troops up to Harlem Heights in upper Manhattan, and up to Kings Bridge at the very northern tip of the island. Because the British had not attempted to destroy New York City itself, at the island’s southern end, Washington assumed they planned to make it their winter headquarters. But as we have said, his plans to burn it to the ground were countermanded by Congress.

General Clinton looked forward to trapping the Americans on Manhattan and knew that the way to do that was from the northern end of the island. But Howe had other ideas, not wishing to risk his ships in the treacherous currents of the well-named Hell’s Gate passage to the north, and on September 15th, with five ships launched an attack much further south at what is called Kip’s Bay on the East River—near what is today Thirty-Fourth Street. The exploding and deafening barrage of eighty cannon at the Americans arrayed in breastworks along the shore was more fearsome than anyone could have imagined. Serle himself called it “so terrible and so incessant a roar of guns [that] few even in the army and navy had ever heard” anything like it. The British soon thereafter sent flatboats with troops, and the Americans fled inland, not without reason. One British officer recalled seeing “a Hessian sever a rebel’s head from his body and clap it on a pole in the entrenchments.”

Washington had been in Harlem Heights, but hearing the cannonade galloped the six miles south to see with great consternation the horror of his panicked men “flying in every direction” in a cornfield. The sight of it so infuriated him that he lost control of himself, throwing his hat to the ground, and with a sword—some accounts say a pistol—he cursed and threatened his men to stand and fight. But they would not, causing him to exclaim in exasperation: “Are these the men with which I am to defend America?” Washington knew that an army that would not fight could not survive. As if to prove this point, when a number of the Americans surrendered to the Hessians, they were bayoneted or shot. Washington was so unhinged that he rode within a mere hundred yards of the firing enemy, until two of his own aides—horrified to see their leader lost forever—grabbed the bridle of his horse to lead him away by force.

In a few hour, nine thousand British had landed at Kip’s Bay and were 385storming westward across the island, as the American troops stationed in New York City at the southern tip escaped to the north. Henry Knox had almost been trapped there, but managed to escape via boat, sailing north. Israel Putnam was marching his men north, but almost disastrously led them right into the British forces by going up the island’s east side, until a twenty-year-old lieutenant named Aaron Burr convinced him to veer west. Eventually, most of the Americans were able to retreat to Harlem Heights. It seemed another miracle they hadn’t been trapped and destroyed that day. Nonetheless, it was disastrous. Except for the small northern part where they now were, they had utterly lost the island to the British. Washington was in despair, and later that day from his headquarters at the Morris mansion wrote his cousin Lund Washington:


Such is my situation that if I were to wish the bitterest curse to an enemy on this side of the grave, I should put him in my stead with my feelings; and yet I do not know what plan of conduct to pursue. I see the impossibility of serving with reputation, or doing any essential service to the cause by continuing in command, and yet I am told that if I quit the command inevitable ruin will follow from the distraction that will ensue. In confidence I tell you that I never was in such an unhappy, divided state since I was born.



On the next day, the British attacked at Harlem Heights, and Washington—determined not to be disgraced—dispatched Lieutenant Colonel Thomas Knowlton and a group of his best soldiers to probe southward, expecting the British to attack, which early that morning they did. They outnumbered Knowlton’s forces four to one, and the Americans were soon retreating. The British punctuated the Americans’ humiliation by blowing their bugles, as though on a fox hunt. Washington did not miss their meaning, and this seems to have gotten his back up. Determined not to be disgraced, he dispatched Nathanael Greene and Israel Putnam to lead an attack, while Knowlton and Reed were to get behind the British, trapping them.

The British eventually rallied to pour five thousand men into the fight, 386but the Americans held their own, fighting bravely for several hours until, at last, the British lines began to break, and they retreated to the south. Washington knew that to pursue now might lead him into a trap and called off further attack. But it was a powerful boost to the Americans’ self-respect. Washington later explained to Patrick Henry that it had been vital to acquit themselves well, if only “to recover that military ardor which is of the utmost moment to an army.” The British had suffered nearly 400 casualties, while the Americans had only suffered 130. Unfortunately, Knowlton had been among the men who died that day, which Washington reckoned the “greatest loss.”

The British were shocked the Americans had attacked as they had, and the American troops had been greatly emboldened. Henry Knox wrote that our soldiers had learned “that if they stick to these mighty men, they will run as fast as other people.” Nathanael Greene wrote William Ellery in Congress: “If the officers were as good as the men, and had only a few months to form the troops to discipline, America might bid defiance to the whole world.”



New York Burns

For a few days, there was quiet between the two armies. Then, on September 20th, New York City was consumed by fire. Since Congress had forbidden Washington to set it ablaze—as he would have surely liked to—he could never admit to having sent men to do it, even if he had. Of course, many on the British side were sure the Americans had done it, but no one would ever know. But the town was immolated, with five hundred houses—roughly a quarter of the entire city—destroyed. Governor Tryon wrote to Lord Germain that Washington had surely been behind it. In a letter on the subject, Washington wrote that “Providence, or some good honest fellow, has done more for us than we were disposed to do for ourselves.”

In October, the British again were on the move, this time hoping to trap the Americans from the north. On October 12th, Howe sent 150 ships through the dangerous straits of Hell’s Gate on the East River to land thousands of troops on Throggs Neck—in those days also called Frog’s Neck—and on the shore at Pelham, then called Pell’s Point. 387Washington knew it was time to leave Manhattan. Howe’s thousands would soon be marching south to trap the entire American army where they were, at Harlem Heights. On October 16th, at a war council, it was determined to take the army off the island across Kings Bridge and march them eighteen miles north to White Plains. The actual battle of White Plains did not take place until October 28th. The British won decisively but suffered 250 casualties to the Americans’ 125. And once again, Howe declined to finish the job, mystifying everyone. The next day he did nothing, evidently waiting for reinforcements, and the day after that it poured rain. That night, Washinton moved his troops to higher ground across the Bronx River. But on November 1st and 2nd, Howe did nothing, nor on the third or fourth. And on November 5th, Howe was moving his whole army away from White Plains—and back towards Kings Bridge and Fort Washington.



Fort Washington Falls

Roughly where the Manhattan side of the George Washington Bridge stands today, at the highest point of upper Manhattan, Washington had that June built a seemingly impregnable fortress. It stood on a crag three hundred feet above the river, directly across from Fort Lee. But we remember that on July 12th, the British had brazenly sent two warships—the Phoenix and the Rose—all the way up the Hudson, and that the cannons from Fort Washington were ineffective in stopping them. The two ships sailed past, suffering little damage. If this fort could not stop such ships, what was the reason for its existence? But in late October and again in early November, two other ships—the Pearl and the Repulse—were indeed damaged by cannons from Fort Washington. Israel Putnam and others therefore recommended keeping a force there. Congress had also pushed for Washington to defend the Hudson at all costs. Washington’s instincts had been to abandon the fort, knowing that it wasn’t as effective as it needed to be, and also knowing that the men there would have no real avenue of retreat if the British should strike.

As the British made their way in that direction from White Plains, more American troops marched there, raising the total to three thousand. 388Again, Washington wondered whether to leave the men there to defend the fort, or to evacuate them. On November 8th, he wrote Nathanael Greene, repeating the obvious argument for removing them. “If we cannot prevent vessels passing up [the river],” he said, “and the enemy are possessed of the surrounding country, what valuable purpose can it answer to attempt to hold a post from which the expected benefit cannot be had.” It seemed obvious the answer was to pull the men out immediately. “I am therefore inclined to think it will not be prudent to hazard the men and stores,” he continued. “But as you are on the spot, [I] leave it to you to give such orders as to evacuating . . . as you judge best.” So here—in what would forever be seen as a fatal mistake—Washington deferred to the opinion of Greene, who decided to keep the men there.

On November 16th, Howe struck with thirteen thousand men, four times as many as were in the fort. The Americans fought bravely, but in the end, they were overwhelmed and surrendered. By now Washington had crossed the Hudson and was directly across on the high cliffs of the Palisades. He watched the debacle through his spyglass, bitterly blaming himself for the unfolding nightmare. He valued Nathanael Greene more than almost anyone, but Greene was not the commander in chief. The Americans lost 59 lives, with 96 wounded, but by far the worst of it was that 2,837 Americans were taken prisoner. The loss of this many men to Washington at this time was devastating, not least because the British treated their prisoners so abominably that most of them would die miserable deaths in captivity. Indeed, three-quarters of these men would die.

The sight of what he saw through his spyglass became unbearable. His aides observed him turning away and weeping “with the tenderness of a child.” It was an extremely rare moment in which he would lose composure, especially with others present. Charles Lee—perhaps partly out of simple thoughtlessness—chose this moment to stick a knife into Washington with a perfectly backhanded compliment. “Oh General!” he said, “Why would you be over-persuaded by men of inferior judgment to your own?” Lee also would have known that Washington’s failure would redound to him, and expected that in time Congress would see that he was the man they ought to charge with leading the Continental Army.

In a season of great nadirs, this was likely the deepest. But with no 389options less repulsive, Washington somehow continued. New York was utterly lost. And four days later—on November 20th—a local farmer informed Nathanael Greene in Fort Lee that five thousand British troops had crossed the Hudson and were marching in his direction. Greene dispatched a messenger to Washington in nearby Hackensack, asking what he should do. Washington ordered an immediate evacuation of the fortress. What they should have done in Fort Washington they would do now, however humiliating it was—and it was humiliating.

And so on November 20th began the retreat of Washington’s entire army southward through “the Jerseys” toward the Delaware, with Cornwallis in pursuit. But before we tell the story of that famous retreat, with its more famous surprise ending, we circle back to tell the story of a twenty-one-year-old Yale graduate named Nathan Hale.
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Chapter Thirty-Two The Life and Death of Nathan Hale


My only regret is that I have but one life to give for my country.

—Nathan Hale

Now is the time for heroes . . . for great men to immortalize their names in the deliverance of their country, and grace the annals of America with their glorious deeds.

—James Hillhouse to Nathan Hale

JUst Outside the 1753 brick building at Yale where he lived as a student stands the statue of a young man dressed in Revolutionary garb. It is by the Connecticut sculptor Bela Lyon Pratt, and was commissioned in 1913. The figure has an inescapably noble bearing. When you look closely you see that his hands are tied behind his back, and that his feet are tied, too, because the sculptor has captured that sacred moment just before the twenty-one-year-old stepped into eternity.

Nathan Hale entered Yale at age fourteen and graduated four years later, in 1773. There are few figures from history in whom innocence, piety, and courage combine as they did in him. Perhaps Joan of Arc comes closest. But because we have lived in an age in which these qualities have fallen out of cultural favor, we may find such earnestness hard to take and think 391Hale too good to be true, such that we must hold him at arm’s length.* Everywhere Nathan went he seems to have dramatically impressed those around him. This is so widespread and notable that it cannot all be mere hagiography. A Yale classmate wrote: “No young man of his years put forth a fairer promise of future usefulness and celebrity. The fortunes of none were fostered more sincerely by the generous good wishes of his superiors.”

[image: Photo of a statue seen from behind, depicting a person wearing a coat with their hands clasped behind their back. The figure’s head is turned slightly to one side, showing the back and partial profile.]

Statue of Nathan Hale (1755–1776)


Nathan’s father sent both of his sons to Yale in 1769. Nathan’s brother Enoch was sixteen. Shortly thereafter, their father wrote them that he would “by all means desire you to mind your studies and carefully attend to orders of College. Attend not only prayers in the chapel but Secret Prayer carefully. Shun all vice, especially card playing. Read your Bibles a chapter a night and morning . . .” During college Hale was a member of a secret literary fraternity, Linonia, in which science, theology, and other subjects were debated. “What is the Reason that the Moon is not always Eclipsed every Opposition of the Sun and Moon?” was the subject of one week’s discussion. At Linonia he made a number of friends, all of whom seemed to share his sincere Christian faith, the closest being Benjamin Tallmadge. In the letters they exchanged after graduation—which are usually filled with playful joking—they signed their names as “Damon” and “Pythias.”**

One of Hale’s mentors at Yale, Dr. Eneas Munson, said that his “personal beauty and grace of manner were most charming . . . all the girls 392in New Haven were in love with him.” One day, just after Hale left their house, Munson told his children, “That man is a diamond of the first water, calculated to excel in any situation he assumes. He is a gentleman and scholar—and last though not least of his qualifications, a Christian.” Hale stood six feet tall, quite tall for that time, and was renowned while at Yale for his strength and general athleticism, often winning in wrestling contests. His record long jump on the New Haven Green was “preserved” and “pointed out” well into the nineteenth century.

After Yale, Hale became a schoolmaster in the backwater village of Moodus, or Haddam Landing, on the Connecticut River, where he cultivated a relationship with a young woman that was cut short when he accepted a post in the more cosmopolitan town of New London, thirty miles away. The poem he wrote her following his departure includes the stanza:

You thought, no doubt, I took my leave last Night,

But tis not so. You [haven’t] come off so bright.

It’s true I said good-bye, but notwithstanding,

I only took my leave of Haddam Landing.

As a schoolmaster, he taught students the classics and theology, as well as Greek, Latin, and Hebrew. One of his students later recalled Hale’s extraordinary charm and personal magnetism. “Everyone who knew Hale was attached to him—that’s the fact.”

Another Yale friend, James Hillhouse, was the first to exhort him to serve his country. In a letter from July 1774, he wrote: “Liberty is our reigning topic, which loudly calls upon everyone to exert his talents & abilities to the utmost in defending of it.” The next lines seem prophetic: “Now is the time for heroes. Now is the time for great men to immortalize their names in the deliverance of their country, and grace the annals of America with their glorious deeds.”

On the afternoon of April 22nd, 1775, word of the events at Lexington and Concord reached New London, and at a town meeting that night, Hale rose to speak, saying he wanted to march north to Boston, and join the fight. “Let us march immediately,” he said, “and never lay down our 393arms until we obtain our independence.” For someone at this early juncture to speak of independence was genuinely startling. Scholars reckon Hale’s statement to be the very first time anyone had done so publicly. He seemed to appreciate what was at stake before almost anyone else. Because he was so deeply respected in New London, his words carried great weight. Elizabeth Poole, who at that time lived in the same boarding house, remembered that parents and pupils both greatly appreciated his “capacity as a teacher, and the mildness of his mode of instruction.” His “appearance, manners, and temper secured the purest affections of those to whom he was known.” Poole went on to describe him as “free from the shadow of guile,” and said that no “species of deception had any lurking place in his frank, open, meek & pious mind; his soul disdained disguise.”

Rather than immediately ride to Boston as part of a militia that April, Hale chose to do something more formal: he would join Washington’s Continental Army. Nor did he like the idea of abandoning his important position as schoolmaster in the middle of the term. Meanwhile, he corresponded with two Yale classmates, Ezra Selden—who was already serving near Boston and saw the carnage of the Battle of Bunker Hill—and Benjamin Tallmadge, who first encouraged him not merely to be a member of the militia, but to join Washington’s Army. “When I consider our country,” Tallmadge wrote him, “a land flowing as it were with milk & honey, holding open her arms & demanding assistance from all who can assist in her sore distress, methinks a Christian’s counsel must favor the latter. . . . Our holy religion, the honor of our God, a glorious country & happy constitution is what we have to defend. . . . We should all be ready to step forth in the common cause.” Hale agreed and that July enlisted, becoming a lieutenant in Connecticut’s Seventh Regiment. To his brother Richard, he wrote, “A sense of duty urged me to sacrifice everything for my country.”

His regiment did not march to Boston until September, but in the meantime, he recruited others to join him—they would end up with seventy-four in all—and drilled those already under his command. On September 1st, Hale was promoted to captain, second-in-command. During this time, he continued to impress those around him. A fellow officer predicted a bright future for the twenty-year-old, saying, “His mental powers seemed to be above the common sort, his mind of a sedate 394and sober cast, and he was undoubtedly pious.” Hale often had a Bible in his hand when visiting ill soldiers, praying aloud for their recovery.

Hale’s regiment arrived in Cambridge in late September. The long stand-off with the British was just two months old. There were rare engagements. In a surprise attack, two of Hale’s men were killed and six wounded. But mostly over the weeks and months there was boredom, such that Hale organized wrestling matches between regiments—for which he was reprimanded. The dwindling food supplies became an issue of grave concern too. One day Nathan found himself talking to the legendary General Israel Putnam, explaining to him that many of his men feared starving to death. At one point twenty of those under him attempted to desert. Hale managed to get them all to promise to stay until the end of the year.

After the British left Boston, Hale marched with his regiment to New York, but his frustration at not yet having had the opportunity to serve his country in any meaningful way continued. Because we typically only hear of the more important actions of any war, we often get the impression these were all that happened. For example, while nothing terribly significant was happening in New York, a number of small actions were taken, as when a number of the men in Hale’s unit joined an effort to set fire to two of the British ships in the Hudson, the Phoenix and Rose, which after having boldly sailed past the American batteries on July 12th—as aforementioned—ended up near Tarrytown, and because of the winds stayed there. In the black of night, Hale’s men and some others rowed in galleys to sneak alongside these vessels, while towing a boat loaded with flammable materials and explosives. Although they did not succeed in setting fire to the venerable warships, their attempt caused tremendous consternation among the British, such that Washington commended everyone involved.

One early example of Hale’s bravery took place in May of 1776. Although the British fleet arrived en masse in New York that July, there were already some British ships there, among them the sixty-four-gun HMS Asia. Hale was stationed on Long Island at this time, and knowing the Americans were in desperate need of supplies, devised a daring plan to sneak out under cover of darkness to the supply sloop that was anchored 395next to the Asia and capture it. He didn’t tell his commanding officers of the daring mission, fearing they would forbid him from it. So with a few men from his unit, Hale one night crept down to the water and waited in the dark. When the men in the sloop went to sleep, Hale’s plan was to sneak onto the ship, unmoor it, and then guide it quietly to the American side. When the man guarding the sloop at last said “All’s well!” and went below, Hale knew it was time, soon after creeping board the vessel, and successfully guiding her to the wharf. It was a heroic effort, widely celebrated by the Americans.

By August, everyone in New York knew the all-out British attack must come soon. Nathan wrote his brother that it was an “event we leave to Heaven” and thanked God the Americans had had sufficient time to prepare their fortifications. But when at last the British attacked and the Battle of Brooklyn was fought, Hale’s unit was in Manhattan, out of harm’s way, and he again missed the opportunity to do something significant for his country.

Following the Battle of Brooklyn, Washington was at a loss what to do, having no idea what Howe was thinking. He needed an intelligence network of spies, men willing to risk their lives for the cause of freedom, and that summer had named Thomas Knowlton to head up what would be called Knowlton’s Rangers. Hale was already known both for his intelligence and his tremendous zeal to serve his country, and likely also because of the derring-do and initiative he had shown in his raid on the sloop that May, he was chosen for this secret elite group. On September 8th, desperate for intelligence of Howe’s plans, Washington asked Knowlton if there was anyone who would accept the extremely dangerous assignment of slipping behind enemy lines as a spy. Knowlton first chose a soldier named James Sprague. But Sprague refused to go, citing the typical belief of soldiers at that time, that doing the work of a spy was fundamentally dishonorable. It broke every rule of warfare, requiring the spy to engage in a disagreeable level of deception, so that spies were thought no better than scoundrels, and if captured, would be hanged immediately.

Knowlton called a meeting of his rangers, hoping one of them would volunteer for the mission. Hale had been quite ill with influenza and was 396not there, but in the middle of the meeting, he suddenly appeared, and before long had volunteered, shocking the other men, who tried to talk him out of it. But Hale was resolute. “I think I owe to my country the accomplishment of an object so important,” he said, “and so much desired by the commander of her armies—and I know of no other mode of obtaining the information, than by assuming a disguise and posing into the enemy’s camp.” It stood to reason that if Washington—whom he respected more than any alive—longed for someone to render this service, it would be no disgrace, but an honor, and the opportunity would satisfy Hale’s longing to give himself fully to the sacred cause. Hale does not seem to have feared death, and despised the idea of acting fearfully, or merely in his own interests rather than that of the country. “I am fully sensible of the consequences of discovery and capture in such a situation,” he said, “but for a year I have been attached to the army and have not rendered any material services while receiving compensation for which I make no return.”

After the meeting he found his old Yale friend, William Hull, who also tried to talk him out of it. Hull felt Hale lacked the cunning necessary for such a mission, later saying “his nature was too frank and open [for] deceit and disguise.” Then there was the moral question. Hull called the “propriety” of being a spy “doubtful,” echoing the widely shared opinion. “Who,” he asked Hale, “respects the character of a spy, assuming the garb of friendship but to betray?” In other words, it meant lying. Did not the Scriptures clearly forbid that? But Hale would have thought more deeply about it than Hull: did not the Scriptures countenance Rahab’s deception in helping Joshua and his men take Jericho?

Hull’s view was typical for the time: soldiers should “do our duty in the field; contend for our legitimate rights, and not strain the honor by the sacrifice of integrity.” He counseled Hale that “when present events, with all their deep and exciting interests, shall have passed away, may the blush of shame never arise, but the remembrance of an unworthy, though successful act, in the performance of which we were deceived by the belief that it was sanctified by its object.” In other words, could the ends ever justify such mean means? He obviously didn’t think so. Hull persisted. “Does your country demand the moral degradation of her sons,” he asked, “to advance her interests?”

397
But Hale had considered these objections. “I am not influenced by the expectation of promotion or pecuniary reward,” he explained. “I wish to be useful, and every kind of service necessary to the public good, becomes honorable by being necessary.” For him it was another kind of honor. “If the exigencies of my country demand a peculiar service,” he said, “its claims to perform that service are imperious.”

So Hale’s faith seems to have pushed him beyond the typical desire for recognition and battlefield honors. The greatest honor would be to serve the sacred cause by serving Washington, who embodied honor and dignity. On another level, Hale’s faith suggests that he longed to follow in the footsteps of the one he wished to serve above even Washington, who “made himself of no reputation, taking on the form of a servant . . .” Had not Jesus himself abased himself? Most of the less pious young men could not fathom his reasoning, but by this time Hale had made his decision.

For context, we recall the great desperation of the American forces at this time. Manhattan was essentially surrounded by scores of British ships, with thirty thousand men. The British might at any moment crush them, ending the glorious cause. The advantage of any intelligence cannot be overstated, and Nathan hoped he might be the means of obtaining it. It seems that Hale met with Washington before he left, so that Washington could personally communicate what intelligence he hoped Hale might procure. But because of the nature of the meeting, no record was kept. Nathan’s boyhood friend Asher Wright from Coventry had joined Hale’s regiment and served as his orderly at this time. Wright—who to the end of his life at age ninety would refer to Hale as “the praying man” and weep whenever mentioning him—was the last friend to see Hale, shaving and clothing him before he departed on his fateful mission. Hale also entrusted his belongings to Wright’s care, lest he fail to return.

The plan was for Hale to assume the disguise of a Connecticut soldier heading home, looking for work as a schoolmaster. He wore a white linen frock and carried his Yale diploma as proof of his credentials. With another soldier and friend, Stephen Hempstead, he would travel on foot up the coast into Connecticut. Once they reached Norwalk, Hale would get a boat across the Sound to Long Island, at which point he would be in enemy territory. He would then make his way back down toward New 398York. There was something about Hale’s good looks and athleticism that made him seem invincible to many, but when Asher months later learned of Hale’s mission, he felt that Hale’s noble bearing was sure to make him stand out, saying it would have been wiser to choose “some scrubby fellow.” Another problem was that Hale had the obvious scar of a “powder flash” on his face, which could have betrayed him as having been a soldier. When a gun misfired, the powder was sometimes burned into the face, having a tattoo-like effect.

So with Hempstead he made his way to Norwalk, where Hale donned his full Dutch “schoolmaster” guise, getting rid of the silver buckles on his shoes and wearing a brown jacket and “broad-brimmed” hat. He gave his uniform and papers to Hempstead, who would remain in Norwalk, awaiting Hale’s return. Historians have long puzzled over his carrying the diploma with his own name on it. Early on the morning of the sixteenth, Hale took the sloop Schuyler across the Sound to Huntington, where on foot he began his journey toward Brooklyn, probably arriving on the eighteenth. From there he took a ferry across to the base of Manhattan, where he began doing what he had traveled all this way to do, sketching the fortifications he saw, and making notes of anything he thought Washington would find valuable.

On September 20th—ostensibly having completed his mission—Hale took a ferry back across to Brooklyn and was walking the forty miles back to Huntington, Long Island. That night somewhere along the way he stayed at a tavern, planning to take a ship back to Connecticut in the morning. But before that could happen, the man whom so many thought notable for his principles, innocence, and guilelessness was taken in by someone equally notable for his lack of principle, moral maculation, and guile. This was Robert Rogers, a truly vicious figure whom one of his men described as possessed of an evil “as deep as hell itself,” and who was known for his brutality and ruthlessness. Rogers had the rare distinction of being reviled by British and American leaders both. In a letter, Thomas Gage said he was “wild, vain, of little understanding, and of as little principle,” and possessed of “cunning, [and] no modesty or veracity.” Gage also said he “made a great deal of money during the [French and Indian] war, which was squandered in vanity and gaming,” which had put him “some 399thousands in debt.” After Lexington and Concord, Rogers went to Boston to see whether Washington might want his services. But by now he had added alcoholism and a reputation for general licentiousness to his resume. Washington, regarding him as deceptive and repugnant, declined the offer. But the British, who had no qualms about using someone’s moral failings to their own advantage, happily gave Rogers the command of a Loyalist unit on Long Island. It was in this capacity that he bumped into Nathan Hale in the tavern that night.

Hale fell into conversation with Rogers, believing the dark figure’s story that he was himself on the patriots’ side, and the next morning foolishly revealed his own leanings, stumbling into Rogers’s trap.* Rogers had Hale arrested, bound hand and foot. On the morning of the twenty-first, he was placed in the brig of the Halifax, which sailed westward to Manhattan, arriving some time that afternoon.

Upon arrival, Hale was delivered to the headquarters of General Howe himself, at the Beekman mansion, near what is today East Fifty-First Street. Hale had by this time forsworn any pretense of being anyone other than who he was. The maps and sketches he made had been discovered. He freely admitted his name and mission, and knowing what lay in store for him, had resigned himself to his fate with the equanimity we would expect. A British soldier who was present remarked that “the frankness, the manly bearing, and the evident disinterested patriotism of the handsome young prisoner sensibly touched a tender chord of General Howe’s nature.” But as a man under authority himself, Howe was helpless to do anything beyond what the fixed rules of the situation demanded, which was to pronounce a sentence of death by hanging. It is an extraordinary and affecting scene in history, the noble young soul in his humble costume standing before the world-weary Howe in his general’s uniform. We assume Howe relished this interview with his prisoner as little as Pilate did his own so many centuries before. There was no crowd in front of whom to wash his hands before he did his unpleasant duty. The execution would take place the next day. He then turned Hale over to the Provost 400Marshall, William Cunningham, so notorious for his barbarism that he became regarded as the most hated man in America. The greenhouse on the Beekman Estate served as a temporary jail, into which Cunningham put Hale for the night, with two armed guards. At some point, Hale asked Cunningham for the presence of a chaplain, which Cunningham denied. Hale then reportedly asked for a Bible, which Cunningham also denied. His reputation would lead us to believe that he enjoyed doing so.

That night, Captain John Montresor, who served as Howe’s chief engineer, was asked to look at Hale’s drawings, maps, and notes—likely written in Latin. On the morning of September 22nd, Hale was marched or conveyed about three-quarters of a mile northwest to an artillery park in the vicinity of what is today Sixty-Sixth Street and Third Avenue. Montresor’s marquis tent was near, and he was allowed to graciously “offer Hale the protection of his tent,” while Cunningham made preparations for the execution. Hale asked Montresor if he would let him write two letters. Montresor knew Cunningham would not approve and so hurriedly 401provided quill, ink, and paper. Hale wrote his brother Enoch and then Captain Knowlton, unaware that Knowlton had been killed a few days earlier during the fighting in Harlem Heights. Montresor said that Hale was “calm, and bore himself with gentle dignity, in the consciousness of rectitude and high intentions.”

[image: A man stands beside a gallows with a noose. Soldiers and onlookers surround him; some look solemn, others converse. The scene is outdoors with one tree in the background.]


British lieutenant Frederick Mackenzie, who was present, wrote in his diary that Hale was hanged at eleven in the morning, and “behaved with great composure and resolution,” and wrote that Hale said he believed “it the duty of every good officer, to obey any orders given him by his Commander-in-Chief,” and that he “desired the spectators to be at all times prepared to meet death in whatever shape it might appear.”

It seems that Hale’s final words before he was hanged—“My only regret is that I have but one life to give for my country”—were an intentional echo of the lines from the popular play Cato by Joseph Addison. There are various versions of what Hale said. The lines from Addison’s play are:

How beautiful is death, when earn’d by virtue!

Who would not be that youth? What pity is it

That we can die but once to serve our country.

The first account of Hale’s fate was published in New England’s Essex Journal four months later. It reported his final words as: “You are shedding the blood of the innocent. If I had a thousand lives, I would lay them all down, if called to do it, in defense of my injured, bleeding country.” The details of how a monster such as Cunningham would have treated Hale’s execution are unimportant but may be guessed at when we consider how his body was treated. It was allowed to hang from the tree for three days, during which time many British soldiers desecrated it, as was the custom, even attaching to it cartoons mocking Washington. Hale’s body was buried nearby in an unmarked grave. Montresor gave Hale’s two final letters to Cunningham, who destroyed them, reportedly saying, “The rebels should never know they had a man who could die with so much firmness.”

Nathan’s brother Ethan sought information on his younger brother 402for weeks, finally learning the news on October 23rd in White Plains from Colonel Charles Webb, the head of Nathan’s unit. Webb had heard the news from Montresor himself, who on the day after Hale’s death had under a white flag crossed over into enemy lines to meet with Joseph Reed, Israel Putnam, and Alexander Hamilton to give them a letter from Howe to Washington, concerning a prisoner exchange. And so in this way the difficult news had been confirmed.

Just a few months after Nathan’s death his father, Richard, wrote a letter to his own brother, Samuel, in Portsmouth, New Hampshire. “Dear Brother,” he said,


I received your favor of the 17th of February last and rejoice to hear that you and your family are well. Your observation as to the difficulty of the times is very just. So gloomy a day we never saw before but I trust our cause is just and for our consolation in the times of greatest distress we have this to support us—that there is a God that judgeth in the earth if we can but take the comfort of it. As to our being advanced in life . . . if it do but serve to wean us from this present troublesome world and stir us up to prepare for a world of peace and rest it is well. . . . You desired me to inform you about my son Nathan. You have doubtless seen the Newburyport paper. . . . He was executed about the 22nd of September last, by the accounts we have had. A child I sought much by, but he is gone. . . . We are all through the Divine Goodness well. My wife joins in love to you and to Mrs. Hale and your children. Your loving brother, Richard.






	*  In a quintessentially painful example of this, the Yale Class of 1975 for their 40th reunion created “whimsical” bobble-heads of the statue, complete with the bound hands and feet, as though the figure of a young man hanged for his country could reasonably be treated with sophisticated archness.

	**  The ancient Greek legend of Damon and Pythias—popularized by Cicero—illustrated the noble Pythagorean ideal of male friendship and loyalty.

	*  The oft-told story that Hale was identified by a Tory cousin, Samuel Hale, seems highly unlikely.
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Chapter Thirty-Three The Crossing of the Delaware


I agree with you that it is in vain to ruminate upon, or even reflect upon the authors of our present misfortunes. We should rather exert ourselves and look forward with hopes, that some lucky chance may yet turn up in our favor.

—George Washington, to Robert Morris

AHandful of Scenes From history are so iconic that it becomes quite impossible to see them as mere—or even as actual—events. However we might wish to see them with the objective and unbiased clarity we believe necessary to do them real justice, we cannot, as their overwhelming mythical and symbolic power vanquishes our pathetic attempts. That power pulls them inexorably away from the merely actual and factual and up into that pantheon that exists in the Empyrean realm of Myth, and what happened on Christmas night in 1776—what we remember as “the Crossing of the Delaware”—exists in this rarified realm. The simple fact that it happened on Christmas night by itself draws the event mythward, and that snow was falling—as it must in all mythic accounts of Christmas—does so the more, until it becomes quite impossible to peel away the layers of meaning that have accrued with each retelling in the two and a half centuries since it took place. One 404wonders if, as with the peeling of an onion, one comes to discover that the layers of meaning actually constitute the thing itself and that to suppose there is something beneath those layers of meaning—and therefore somehow apart from them—is itself revealed as folly.

Part of the reason for the scene’s mythic power lies in our knowledge of what led to it, as well as of its happy outcome, that it was a triumphant victory that rose on the other side of deepest despair and hopelessness, and that it did so in a way that somehow gives us hope in our own lives. Another reason is that when most of us think of the event, our minds summon the famous 1851 painting* of it by Emanuel Leutze. Because the painting is a painting, which is to say a symbolic interpretation or representation of an actual event, it deliberately depicts the event in a way that is mythic and symbolic. It is not a grainy photographic snapshot, but a painstakingly curated image.

In the painting Washington is standing in the boat—which some have said could not have happened, being too dangerous—and stares heroically ahead, not merely onto the New Jersey shore of the river, but into the future itself, so that he is staring at us, who live in that future, in a country that was given to us in part by the historic act in which we observe him to be engaged. He is surrounded by a group of twelve men, making comparisons to the Last Supper unavoidable, and of course the total number is meant to represent the Thirteen Colonies. One of the men is impossible to see, but we know he is there because we can see his rifle, so that perhaps he represents everyone else not pictured. But the twelve pictured are intended to represent America itself. One is of African descent, and wears a seaman’s jacket, so we may assume he hails from Captain Glover’s Marblehead regiment. Another wears a Scottish bonnet. Two are western riflemen, wearing fur hats, and two are farmers. Clutching the flag and holding it upright is James Monroe, then an eighteen-year-old lieutenant, who would become the fifth president of the United States. Washington’s favorite general, Nathanael Greene, is seated near him, and another 405general, Edward Hand, born in Ireland and a friend of Washington’s, sits further aft. Another figure wears Native American clothing.

When we think about crossing the Delaware, the river itself drifts mythward, up from its simple material reality as water seeking its own level, and we are tempted to forget that like the Rubicon or the Tiber, it may be crossed literally and not merely figuratively. Unlike the equator, one actually can see it, and like the equator it forms a geographical boundary. Anyone who has ever wondered why the western border of New Jersey is shaped as it is only needs to know that the Delaware River—flowing where it f lows only because its waters f low downhill toward the Atlantic—forms that boundary.

But in order to understand how a moment can come to be filled with so much figurative power, we must go back to the beginning, to see what led to it—and what happened afterward that retroactively invested the crossing with such power and meaning. For this we must go all the way back to what happened once Washington and his troops had been chased out of New York and found themselves retreating southward through New Jersey, pursued by Lord Cornwallis.


Retreat Through the Jerseys

After the devastating loss of three thousand men in the Battle of Fort Washington, New York was completely lost. All that remained to do was retreat through New Jersey all the way to the Delaware River. That was the plan. On November 21st, Washington’s forces scrambled to leave Fort Lee, and only hoped to stay alive as they retreated toward Pennsylvania. The army’s survival meant the survival of the sacred cause. On their journey, Washington’s troops would cross four rivers: the Hackensack, the Passaic, the Raritan, and the Delaware. They did their best to destroy the bridges over each, hoping to slow Cornwallis in his pursuit. Washington might now have retreated to winter quarters but felt that retreating through New Jersey—or “the Jerseys”—toward the Delaware River, and crossing over into Pennsylvania, was the wiser choice. The British had Philadelphia in their sights, so Washington would do what he could to stay between them and that city, where Congress still sat. He also optimistically hoped that his devastated ranks 406would soon enough be augmented by New Jersey and Pennsylvania militia, as well as by the thousands of men in the armies of Charles Lee and Horatio Gates, who were still lingering in the north, but whom he expected at any time.

What little was left of Washington’s army at this point can hardly be imagined. On December 1st, the aforementioned teenaged future president James Monroe decided to count the men as they marched out of Newark. He was dumbfounded to learn that their number had withered to three thousand. Furthermore, their morale was so low that more and more of them were leaving. Many units had come to the end of their service during this period and simply decided they had had enough. At the end of that month and year, many more would come to the ends of their service. The question was whether there would be any army to speak of when the fabled year of 1776 arrived at its last day. All the while, Lord Cornwallis was hot on Washington’s heels. Would the great cause of liberty even survive to limp across the calendrical finish line?

Sixty miles north and across the Hudson in Peekskill, General Charles Lee had four thousand men, down from seven thousand a few weeks before. Washington had repeatedly urged Lee to hasten south to join him, but Lee seemed to wish to keep his distance from Washington, for whom he had less and less respect, as though he didn’t wish to be besmirched with what he likely saw as Washington’s imminent defeat. Lee had always believed he should have been the army’s commander in chief, and it seemed certain that the surfeit of Washington’s failures would soon catch up with him, making that possible. Why rush to his side if one could help it?

On November 26th, Washington received a letter from Lee, still far away at White Plains, musing on whether to engage some of the British forces nearby. More and more, Lee was acting as a free agent who could do as he liked, rather than as Washington’s second-in-command, obliged to follow orders. But Washington—perhaps out of a misplaced deference to the more experienced Lee—never seemed to order him very directly, as though suggesting that the final judgment of what Lee did lay with Lee. At one point Lee dared to write Washington with a message so perfectly mixed that its meaning became unmistakable: “I should be glad to receive your instructions, but I could wish you would bind me as little as possible.” 407To whom at this juncture could Washington appeal for help? He sent a message to General Schuyler, urging him to send whatever Pennsylvania forces were available into New Jersey. He sent Joseph Reed off to visit New Jersey’s Governor Livingston, with a message that the “critical situation of our affairs and the movements of the enemy make some further and immediate exertions absolutely necessary.” The New Jersey legislature promptly agreed to raise four battalions of state troops and to request volunteers from the country militias, but in the end neither of these things happened quickly enough to be of any use. Washington even dispatched General Mifflin to Philadelphia to personally beseech Congress for help.

Washington and his small army remained in Newark for five days. But finally on November 28th, with the British quickly coming, he knew he must be going. And so he and his troops went, with as much haste as possible. In fact, Washington’s rear guard was leaving Newark just as Cornwallis’s advance guard was arriving. When the British got to Newark, they were baffled to find it empty. But Washington was pressing on in his Fabian “War of Posts,” retreating and retreating. The march from Newark to Brunswick was twenty-seven miles. The following day—the twenty-ninth—Washington’s troops crossed the bridge over the Raritan and arrived at Brunswick. And on the thirtieth, Washington got two pieces of difficult news. The first concerned a proclamation issued by General Howe. The second concerned General Lee.

The proclamation Howe had issued offered amnesty to anyone in New Jersey who would accept it. Howe’s idea of what lay ahead was uncomplicated. New York had been subdued, and now New Jersey must be subdued. There were many loyalists in these colonies, and these faithful subjects of His Majesty must be liberated from the handful of miscreants leading the colonial rebellion. So Howe and Cornwallis would continue to pursue Washington’s badly diminished army southward through the Jerseys. But to rally as many as possible to their cause in New Jersey, Howe on November 30th issued an official proclamation offering amnesty to any wayward souls who would return to their senses. They only needed to take an oath to the Crown. But there were only sixty days in which this merciful window would remain open. Whoever leapt at this chance would receive a “free and full pardon,” including a certificate guaranteeing their lives and 408their property. Something like 3,000 eventually took Howe up on this offer. But because Howe seemed always to prefer to make peace over war, his efforts to spread the word of this generous offer delayed the effort in pursuing Washington. But it also subdued the enthusiasm of some to join the New Jersey militia, which likely hurt the American cause at this time.



“That Fatal Indecision of Mind”

The second piece of news Washington received on the thirtieth was quite inadvertent—and likely far more difficult. It was in a sealed letter from Charles Lee. The express rider gave it to Washington, but it was addressed to Joseph Reed, who was still away. Desperately hoping it might offer some news that Lee was at last on his way, Washington tore it open. As soon as he read it, he was horrified. The letter was obviously not intended for his eyes. “My dear Reed,” it began. “I received your most obliging, flattering letter [and] lament with you that fatal indecision of mind which in war is a much greater disqualification than stupidity, or even want of personal courage.” Washington knew Lee was complaining to Reed about himself and was obviously answering a letter Reed had previously written to Lee, also complaining about Washington. There was no doubt Washington’s errors or shortcomings in the New York campaign were serious, and many in Congress wondered whether he ought to be replaced with Lee or Horatio Gates. But for Washington to know that Reed himself, whom he regarded as a close friend, was exchanging such sentiments with his own second-in-command was devastating. Lee went on: “Accident may put a decisive blunderer in the right, but eternal defeat and miscarriage must attend the man of the best parts if cursed with indecision.” Eternal defeat. It was strong stuff. Washington had no choice but to send the missive along to Reed, who was making his way back from visiting the New Jersey governor. He included a note with it: “The enclosed was put into my hands by an express [rider]. . . . Having no idea of its being a private letter . . . I opened it. . . . This, as it is the truth, must be my excuse for seeing the contents of a letter which neither inclination or intention would have prompted me to.”

On December 1st, Washington received reports that the British were 409two hours from Brunswick. He knew it was time to cross the Raritan river and continue his retreat toward the Delaware. As the British approached, Washington turned for help in covering the American retreat to the nineteen-year-old* wunderkind captain of the New York State Artillery. Alexander Hamilton commanded sixty-eight officers and men, and their roaring cannons kept the British at bay long enough for all of Washington’s men to cross. During the subsequent retreat, an old soldier, baffled at Hamilton’s boyish appearance, remembered him as “a youth, a mere stripling, small, slender, almost delicate in frame marching with a cocked hat pulled down over his eyes, apparently lost in thought, with his hand resting on a cannon, and every now and then patting it as it were a favorite horse or a pet plaything.”

That same day, Washington with ink bombarded his usual correspondents for help. Once more he wrote to Charles Lee, explaining with greater urgency than ever that he needed him and his forces, that the enemy continued their advance and obviously meant to push all the way to Philadelphia. “The force I have with me,” Washington wrote, “is infinitely inferior in number and as such cannot give or promise the least successful opposition. . . . I must entreat you to hasten your march, as much as possible, or your arrival may be too late to answer any valuable purpose . . .” Could he have put it any more clearly? What could account for Lee’s mystifying intransigence? Six times in twelve days Washington wrote Lee, never dreaming his entreaties could be so thoroughly ignored.

To Congress in Philadelphia, Washington wrote that all the men serving under Brigadier General Nathaniel Heard had flown the coop, choosing to cut their losses and go home; so he needed help from anywhere, however they might provide it. And to New Jersey’s Governor Livingston he complained that the state militia promised him had stubbornly refused to materialize. Perhaps the governor could urge them more strongly to do so, since their materializing was unfortunately central to his ability to use them.

Once Cornwallis’s troops entered Brunswick, they halted, as ordered 410by Howe. For the next six days they stood pat, not moving. Historians have questioned this, as much as they have questioned Howe’s previously halting behavior. Once more the British forces had been closing in on the Continental Army, and once more had not pressed forward to end things. Perhaps again the effort simply seemed unnecessary to Howe. The Americans were so few and so bedraggled and depleted that victory was essentially imminent. What was the point in expending more British lives when the bird—though technically in the bush—seemed essentially already in hand?

It was not until December 5th that Washington got reports of Cornwallis’s troops finally leaving Brunswick. On the sixth Howe arrived and gave Cornwallis permission to move his troops out. But as the British marched south, their progress was slowed considerably by the many trees the Americans had felled across the road in their retreat. The next day, Howe himself moved out of Brunswick, heading south. Washington sent Major Robert Hoops to find Charles Lee with the now almost ridiculously urgent message that he and his troops were needed, in case this was not yet clear. The American retreat across the Delaware was imminent.

That night, Washington’s troops camped in the woods in the cold. Many regiments had no food, no tents, and no blankets. Washington continued the retreat all the way to Princeton, where at least his troops could enjoy the shelter of the college buildings. But their numbers were now down to 2,500. Where was Charles Lee? Surely, he and his thousands of troops must be arriving very soon. And where was Horatio Gates? Washington had been told that the Pennsylvania militia numbered 16,000, but like the New Jersey militia, they refused to materialize. Washington’s principal goal at this point was keeping his army and the Revolution alive—to avoid being trapped by Howe and Cornwallis. And ideally to prevent them from reaching Philadelphia. But Howe, as ever, was in no hurry to give chase.



“The Most Hellish Scene I Ever Beheld”

When Washington’s evaporating army approached Trenton and the Delaware River, some of the Pennsylvania militia finally showed up and helped them across. One company was commanded by the artist 411Charles Willson Peale. He was astonished at how downcast and broken Washington’s forces looked, harrowingly describing it as “the most hellish scene I ever beheld.” Another officer said some of the men resembled “animated scarecrows.” But for Peale, the encounter with these troops got far stranger when one of the haggard wretches “staggered out of line and came toward me.” Peale had no idea why the man was coming toward him. “He had lost all his clothes. He was in an old dirty blanket jacket, his beard long and his face so full of sores he could not clean it, which so disfigured him that he was not known by me on first sight.” Only when the gaunt wraith spoke did Peale understand: it was his own brother, James.

It’s extraordinary that this broken cavalcade of humanity counted among itself many figures who would become illustrious heroes of their time. Peale had already distinguished himself as a portrait painter and in 1772 had painted Washington’s portrait; his brother would become famous for his own landscapes and miniatures. But here too were Hamilton, already mentioned, who would create the nation’s first banking system, and Henry Knox, who would be its first Secretary of War. Also among these troops was James Monroe, as mentioned, and Thomas Paine, just then working on another essay, as we shall see.

On December 8th, Washington and his army crossed the Delaware River, although this crossing must not be confused with the fabled “Crossing of the Delaware” some weeks in the future. This first crossing involved a broken, retreating army, simply hoping to stay alive, rather than one advancing surreptitiously and hopefully, and aiming to surprise a sleeping enemy. But because Washington knew that the life of his army required making it as difficult as possible for the British to follow, he gave an order to find every single boat that could be found, and to bring them to the Pennsylvania side of the river.

The threat that the British would finally break through the American lines and march on Philadelphia—which they desperately wanted to occupy—was quite real. So Washington informed Congress it was likely time that they skedaddled and sent Israel Putnam there to aid them in doing so. All that was needed for the threat to become imminent was for 412the temperature to drop, and the Delaware to freeze, at which point the British would surely march across it and take the city.

On December 8th, Howe and the British entered Trenton, on the banks of the Delaware. His commanders scoured the area for boats and found almost none. But what did it matter? Howe had no intention of crossing now. Was it not time to go into winter quarters? On this same day Reed—humiliated by the intercepted letter—rode into camp. We may be certain Washington would have said nothing about it. But he immediately dispatched Reed to ride to Philadelphia with an urgent message for Congress, that “not a moment’s time” could “be lost in assembling such force as can be collected.”



Where Is Charles Lee?

On the same day that the British entered Trenton, Charles Lee finally arrived in New Jersey. But he was still nowhere near Washington, but fifty miles north in Morristown. He had been moving at the snail’s pace of less than three miles per day, so that it had taken him the eternity of twenty-three days to get there from White Plains. Nor was he even now in any hurry to join Washington and would remain at Morristown another three days. Lee always cleverly gave the impression he was engaged in something important, so that it could never be said that he was being openly insubordinate. But by this time even the enormously controlled Washington had come to his wit’s end. So when Lee read Washington’s letter from the day before rebuking him for “your hanging on the Rear of the Enemy,” Lee finally ordered his troops to march to meet up with Washington. They arrived two days later, augmenting his forces to just over 6,000 men. But Charles Lee himself was not with them. Actually, he 413would not see Washington for seventeen months, because instead of leading his troops to the Delaware, he now chose to make an especially ill-advised detour.

[image: An illustration shows a man in eighteenth-century clothing holding a musket, standing outdoors. Behind him are rolling hills and lines of troops. Below the image is text: Charles Lee, Esq. Major General of the American Forces.]
As we have said, Lee only fancied himself under Washington’s command technically, believing that he himself knew better what he ought to be doing. So in hanging back for weeks, he doubtlessly flattered himself that in harrying the rear of Cornwallis’s forces he would keep them ever from reaching Washington, which he believed far more important than responding to Washington’s repeated cries for help. But even now, having finally sent his troops to Washington, Lee remained behind, somehow unafraid that as the second-in-command of the Continental Army, his movements might be monitored by the enemy. And so it was that on December 12th, with only a small guard, Lee made his way to Basking Ridge, to the tavern of one Widow White.

The decision to do this points to several deficiencies in Lee’s character. It was unquestionably imprudent—if not reckless—that he would make himself so vulnerable, three miles from his own troops, and accompanied by only fifteen men. Could he really have no idea that from the British point of view, capturing him was second only to capturing Washington himself? Indeed, the British actually thought capturing Lee a greater prize, since their disdain for Washington was similar to Lee’s. But what precisely led him to the Widow White’s Tavern in Basking Ridge? Because of his reputation along such lines, it is most likely Lee was in search of “female companionship.” In any case, Cornwallis had sent a force of twenty-five horsemen from Trenton to discover what they could of Lee’s whereabouts, and some local Tories were only too happy to divulge the details. That next morning—at the civilized hour of ten o’clock—Lieutenant Banastre Tarleton led the charge to surround the building.

Lee was at that late hour not yet dressed. And at precisely the moment of Tarleton’s approach—in what seems fictional in its fittingness—he was putting the finishing touches on a letter to his friend Horatio Gates, in which he was denouncing the man above them both, George Washington. “Entre nous,” Lee wrote, “a certain great man is damnable deficient.” Never suspecting that this letter would be preserved for history, nor that a British force was that minute surrounding him, Lee self-piteously carped on. “He 414has thrown me into a situation where I have my choice of difficulties,” he said. “If I stay in this province, I risk myself and army; and if I do not stay, the province is lost forever. In short, unless something which I do not expect turns up, we are lost.” Of course, something he did not expect was turning up that very minute. And now, as he scratched his bitter complaints, it did.

Tarleton was among the most vicious and ambitious young officers in the British army. On this day, he had an extraordinary opportunity to burnish his reputation and would take no chances. For anyone inside Widow White’s it must have seemed that all hell broke loose, because the moment Tarleton’s party arrived, he ordered his men to “fire into the house through every window and door, and cut up as many of the guard as they could.” Gunfire was exchanged, and two of Lee’s guards were killed. At last, the entrepreneurial widow herself emerged to plead for her life, and to confirm that the man they sought was indeed on the premises.

Tarleton screamed that unless Lee surrendered immediately, the building would soon be in flames. Moments later, the second-in-command of the Continental Army—embarrassingly dishabille, in dressing gown and slippers—emerged. Though somewhat humiliating, it was better than burning to death. Tarleton had bagged the fox. A triumphant cheer went up. The man whom all Americans five months before hailed as “the hero of Charleston”—and who had fought with British troops in Portugal, Poland, and elsewhere—was now in the hands of his enemies, who could hardly have been more elated than in serving this arch-traitor the humiliating justice they believed he deserved. Lee cheerfully informed his captors that he expected he would be treated like a gentleman, which after some time he certainly would. But not yet. Tarleton had bragged in his club back in England that he would personally “hunt down” the traitor Lee and “deprive him of his head.” So Lee was not treated with the decorum he hoped, rather being obliged to leave his clothes and unfinished correspondence behind. He was then forced to mount a horse, hatless, and be taken as a prisoner the twenty miles through the cold December day to Brunswick. The British were so elated at his capture that when the news reached London, bells were rung in celebration. Tarleton himself wrote his mother that this action—of which he of course fancied himself the principal hero—had “put an end to the campaign.”

415
Of course, we know that General Howe had already resolved to end the campaign of 1776. His only goal had only been to maintain control over New Jersey, which he had done. How satisfying it would have been to retire to winter headquarters now, knowing that he had successfully chased the essentially defeated Washington out of New York, clean across the Jersey countryside, and across the Delaware into Pennsylvania. And now, as a particular feather in his cap, he had captured the one American general he feared and respected most. So that was that. During the winter Howe had stationed the Hessians and some Scottish battalions along the Delaware River, rather thinly, while his English troops could hold sway over the New Jersey interior, doubtless making more and more friends of its Crown-inclined citizenry.



General James Grant

Howe would during the winter season retreat to the civilized comforts of New York and gave the overall command of New Jersey to General James Grant, yet another of the living caricatures given to history by the British of this era. Most famous for his boast in Parliament that he could with a force of five thousand easily subdue the Americans, Grant was now manifestly unable to do so, although this inability did not mitigate his considerable hauteur. At one point that December the Hessian officer Donop wrote to Grant, saying that he believed they might need help. But because of his deep contempt for the Americans, General Grant scorned the idea. “You may be assured that the rebel army in Pennsylvania which has been joined by Lee’s Corps, Gates’s and Arnold’s, do not exceed eight thousand men, who have neither shoes nor stockings, and are in fact almost naked, starving for cold, without blankets, and very ill-supplied with provisions. On this side of the Delaware they have not three hundred men.” The Hessian Colonel Johann Rall also asked for the British at least to establish a garrison closer to Trenton. Grant did not see the need and refused.

Many who served under Grant had an almost extravagant loathing toward him. Major James Wemyss described him as “without abilities . . . [but] possessed [of] a kind of cunning, invariably directed to the promotion of his own interest . . . a Gamester, a Glutton and an Epicure. In short 416it may be truly said, that he lived only for himself.” Colonel Charles Stuart, the fourth son of the Earl of Bute, was more succinct: “I despise him.” Cutting a notably stout figure, Grant was known to be so dedicated to the gratification of his gastric lusts that he traveled with his own chef, whom he required to sleep in the same room as himself, that he might be the more immediately attentive to his master’s cravings. Grant came to America early in his career, at age forty-three, being given the governorship of what was then called East Florida, where his entourage had included three French-trained chefs.

So with Grant minding the New Jersey store, Howe would call it a year. He made his way to New York and to his mistress, Mrs. Loring, while Cornwallis would soon sail back to England to see his ailing wife, Jemima, to whom—brazenly flouting convention—he was known to be devoted. But Howe would in New York resume his relationship with the celebrated “Mrs. Loring,” wife of Joshua Loring. By all accounts, Howe had rewarded Loring for his open-minded disposition towards Howe’s relationship with his wife by making him the Commissary of American Prisoners, an exceedingly lucrative position. What makes this picture almost unbearably ugly is that Loring was infamously sadistic in his cruelty toward the many thousands of American prisoners Howe had entrusted to him. He was known to have confiscated the food intended for them, selling it to further enrich himself, and thus oversaw the suffering and starvation of thousands.



Misbehavior of British Troops

Once again, we are struck by the stark difference between American and British troops’ behavior towards civilians. Washington repeatedly sternly instructed his troops to treat civilians as generously and graciously as possible—even and especially if one was taking away their food or livestock to support the starving troops. The British commanders fatally underestimated the damage their troops were doing, and during the war hosts of fence-sitting Americans were shoved over to the patriot side.

But in New Jersey during this period, what began as British troops foraging for food somewhat civilly among the civilian population soon 417turned into plundering—which involved forcibly taking goods—which then turned into pillaging, which involved violence and wanton destruction—and which often turned into raping, too. After all, the Hessians had been lured by the British into joining up in part by being given the idea that they could do as they liked, and often did. But the British themselves were guilty of what amounted to an epidemic of rape in New Jersey during this time. In the town of Pennington, one Mary Campbell testified before Justice Jared Saxton that she was raped repeatedly by a number of soldiers during the fifth and subsequent months of pregnancy, while another woman, Rebekkah Christopher, testified to being raped many times by British soldiers, until she was finally able to escape, at which point she discovered five or six other soldiers raping her ten-year-old daughter. One story was of a gang of soldiers raping many women over the course of several days at the home of Edward Palmer, whose married daughter was raped, and whose thirteen-year-old granddaughter Abigail testified that she had been held prisoner with two sisters—Sarah and Elisabeth Caine—and raped “three Days successively.” In her testimony she remembered that when she had screamed, the British soldiers threatened to blind her eyes with their bayonets.



Philadelphia Panics—and Congress Relents

On December 8th, with the threat of the British imminent, martial law was declared in Philadelphia, with Israel Putnam in charge. Shops were ordered to close, and militia began patrolling the streets. That Congress must actually flee for their very lives finally brought the true urgency of things home. Washington and his troops—in their impossibly weakened state—were all that stood between them and a marauding British army. One year later Dr. Johnson coined his aphorism that “when a man knows he is to be hanged in a fortnight, it concentrates his mind wonderfully.” This was never more apt than now. The Boston firebrands John Adams, Samuel Adams, and John Hancock were at the top of any British list of traitors to be executed. So now at last even these staunchest of purists could see that their noble idea of a standing army as anathema might have its limits. The idea of it had always seemed a concession too much to be borne, as directly opposed to the 418“republican principles” of liberty embodied in the noble cause in which they all were fighting. But on December 12th, they seemed to see that if they did not concede on this point—at least somewhat—the noble cause would no longer exist.

So before leaving Philadelphia, Congress took a number of drastic measures. First, they ordered that all future enlistments would be for three years, or for the duration of the war. This way Washington at least knew going forward that he could plan more than a month in advance. He knew that he would lose most of his army, whose enlistments ran out December 31. Congress also now bestowed upon Washington something akin to dictatorial powers, finally conceding that perhaps in prosecuting the war he was in a position to know more than they did, and therefore should be given such rein as was necessary to do what he thought best. Washington also asked for other things, and on the verge of scrambling from Philadelphia, Congress finally saw the wisdom of granting them. Even the Roman republic understood the need to do such things when they gave Cincinnatus the powers of a dictator for six months, had they not? Samuel Adams wrote that the dire emergency had forced Congress “to do more important business in three weeks” than in the previous six months.

The deep desperation of things was lost on no one. So it wasn’t a moment too soon when on December 19th, the author of Common Sense struck again. It is difficult to fathom the importance of Thomas Paine’s two essays in the space of a year, perhaps making history’s strongest case that the pen is mightier than the sword.* Paine is supposed to have written it during the army’s retreat through the Jerseys. When it was finished, he left Washington’s encampment to have it published in Philadelphia, under the title The American Crisis.

On December 18th, Washington wrote his cousin Lund Washington at Mount Vernon, “Our only dependence now is upon the speedy enlistment of a new army. If this fails, I think the game is pretty near up.” The sense that it was all over for the American cause was not just with Washington. Everyone knew it. On December 20th, James Thacher 419wrote: “Such is now the gloomy aspect of our affairs that the whole country has taken the alarm; strong apprehensions are entertained that the British will soon have it in their power to vanquish the whole of the remains of the continental army.”

But finally, now on December 20th, General Sullivan arrived with Lee’s troops. There were only two thousand of them, but if Lee had not been captured, it is quite possible he would never have brought them to Washington’s aid. General Gates now showed up too, with only six hundred. So Washington’s actual troops now numbered about six thousand. Congress had fled to Baltimore. The handwriting appeared to be on the wall. But it was whenever things were bleakest that something inside Washington rose up. On December 22nd, Joseph Reed wrote Washington. “Will it not be possible, my dear General, for our troops or such part of them as can act with advantage to make a diversion or something more at or about Trenton?” Unknown to Reed, Washington was thinking along the same lines.

“The greater the alarm, the more likely success will attend the attacks,” Reed wrote. “I will not disguise my own sentiments that our cause is desperate and hopeless if we do not take the opportunity of the collection of troops at present to strike some stroke.” In other words, doing nothing now would guarantee the defeat that seemed imminent. “Our affairs are hastening fast to ruin if we do not retrieve them by some happy event,” he said. “Delay with us is now equal to total defeat.” There can be little question Reed’s words to Washington now had as their background the intercepted letter to him from Charles Lee a few weeks earlier, and he closed this one by asking that Washington “[p]ardon the freedom I have used” in writing, saying that “the love of my country, a wife and four children in the enemy’s hands, the respect and attachment I have to you—the ruin and poverty that must attend me & thousands of others will plead my excuse for such much freedom.”



“A Bold Stroke”

Washington must have taken Reed’s words as confirmation of his own plan, which involved making a “bold stroke” of the kind he had mentioned many times before, something that would shock the complacent, 420overconfident British, while simultaneously giving everyone on the American side the boost of encouragement they never needed more desperately. But what precisely did he have in mind? The idea was to exploit the enemy’s weaknesses. For one thing, Howe had scattered the forward line of Hessians along the Delaware rather thinly, making them vulnerable. Washington also assumed they were not being especially vigilant in patrolling. That day he wrote to Robert Morris in Philadelphia that he believed the enemy was only waiting for the Delaware to freeze over before they would march over it and take Philadelphia. Whatever he would do he must do soon.

On December 23rd, hoping to boost their flagging morale, Washington had Paine’s new essay read aloud to the troops. By all accounts, its effect was electric, pulling them out of their Slough of Despond. It began: “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 his country; but he that stands it now, deserves the love and thanks of man and woman.” Of course, the men hearing it knew it was written by someone who had been with them in their retreat, who had seen and felt the bitter discouragement and suffering. In fact, Paine had written these powerful words by the flickering light of their campfires, sometimes using a drum as his desk. Their effect upon the troops was like an elixir. “Tyranny, like hell, is not easily conquered,” Paine said, “yet we have this consolation with us, that the harder the conflict, the more glorious the triumph.” Who could fail to be affected?

The next day—Christmas Eve—Washington convened his generals at Greene’s headquarters, laying his plans before them. The idea was to cross the Delaware at night and surprise the Hessians at Trenton. The plan actually involved three forces crossing the Delaware in three different places. First, some miles to the south at Bristol, Lieutenant Colonel John Cadwalader would cross with 1,500 men. They were to attack Colonel Donop’s forces in Mount Holly, to prevent them from coming to the aid of the Hessians in Trenton. A second force of 700 would cross the river directly across from Trenton, with the assignment of holding the bridge at Assunpink Creek, to prevent a Hessian retreat. The largest force of 2,400—riding with Washington and commanded by generals Sullivan, Stirling, and Green—would cross at McConkey’s Ferry, nine miles 421upstream. They would then march the nine miles to Trenton, where at dawn they would begin their attack.

The central idea was surprise, and Washington’s orders along these lines could not have been more explicit. The Hessians must be shocked by the attack, and perfectly unprepared. Washington’s forces therefore must arrive before dawn. But two things out of Washington’s control would work against this. For one, in the previous weeks many of those who lived in New Jersey had been so harassed and attacked by the plundering, pillaging, and raping Hessians that they had taken things into their own hands. One of those leading the attacks against the Hessians was Captain John Mott, whose own house had been attacked by six Hessians earlier that month. While at home with his children, they had smashed his door down with axes, before he himself killed three of them with a fireplace poker, at which the other three fled. His children were hiding in the cellar. After this, Mott led the local militia in attacking the Hessians wherever and whenever possible. Many other locals had also been infuriated by the constant attacks and had joined militias that went on the offense against the Hessians. As a result, Colonel Rall in Trenton sent repeated requests for help.

Actually, all of this worked in Washington’s favor. He believed that the Hessians were tense and exhausted from all of these harassing attacks. He was right. On Christmas Day at dark, Washington’s army began their march. All day the sun had been bright, and that night the moon would be gibbous, one day past full, so their crossing should be well lit. But almost immediately things went awry. The moment they set out the temperature rose, and it began to rain. Then the rain turned to hail and then to snow, with such strong and biting winds that one soldier called it “a perfect hurricane.” Washington’s men were obliged to march several miles in this bitter weather before even reaching the point of crossing.

For the crossing itself they mainly used boats that carried cargoes of iron to the Philadelphia docks. These were called Durham boats after the Durham Iron Works, and were forty to sixty feet long, with something like the shape of giant canoes, painted black with yellow trim. Some smaller craft were used too, while much larger ferries* were used to 422transport the eighteen pieces of Knox’s artillery, as well as at least fifty horses, understandably wild-eyed in the windy and dark pandaemonium of the difficult crossing. The oversized twenty-six-year-old Henry Knox with his booming voice was charged by Washington with overseeing the whole of the vast and complex operation, and for his triumph in this would soon be awarded the rank of brigadier general. As with the retreat across the East River four months earlier, Glover’s Marblehead regiment of sailors and fisherman played a central role in manning the boats.

The spot at which they crossed was three hundred yards across, but because the weather that week had been unseasonably warm, the water was unusually high. Far worse, it was clogged and glutted by massive floes of jagged ice, and therefore extremely difficult to navigate. Washington later said “breaking a passage through the ice” was the worst of the tremendous struggle. Knox wrote Lucy that the floating ice “made the labor almost incredible,” and described the “almost infinite difficulty” of it. Very few people could swim in those days, and in the chaos, two men fell into the icy waters but were fished out.

Instead of everyone being across by midnight, as planned, the eighteen heavy pieces of artillery were not across until three a.m., and the entire force not assembled until four. Washington knew that the nine-mile march would never arrive at Trenton by dawn, in time to surprise the sleeping enemy, which he deemed crucial. He was observed brooding over this, seated in his cape on a wooden box once used as a beehive, and was sorely tempted to call things off. But because it was too late to call off the two other forces crossing the river at the other two points, he likely felt an obligation to continue and meet them, however late. Of course, had Washington known what became of these other missions, he might indeed have called things off. But he did not know. So he and his 2,400 men would march on.

But as Washington eventually learned, neither of the other two forces made it. The smaller force, led by James Ewing, was to cross directly over the river to Trenton. But their march to the river had been slowed by the 423same storm, and once they got to the river, they saw that the ice floes had converged to create a jam of ice so massive that navigation across was impossible. The jaggedness and irregularity of the ice blocks even made crossing on foot impossible. So Ewing’s troops never crossed and could not fulfill their assignment of preventing a Hessian retreat across the Assunpink bridge. But the force that was to cross downriver at Bristol—with the goal of engaging Donop’s forces at Mount Holly—was also unable to do so. Their problems were more complicated, but the results were the same. So as Washington crossed the river’s expanse, he could not know that both of the other two forces would fail in their crossings.

In the hope that his own forces’ arrival at Trenton would surprise the enemy, Washington sent a Virginia Brigade inland to “form a chain of sentries round the landing place at a sufficient distance from the river to permit troops to form.” Any Hessian patrols wandering near them must be captured. Indeed, no one would be trusted to cross that perimeter. Washington gave strictest orders to suffer no one to pass it who did not know the password. The night before—Christmas Eve—Benjamin Rush had spoken to Washington. “While I was talking to him,” Rush recalled, “I observed him to play with his pen and ink upon several small pieces of paper. One of them by accident fell upon the floor near my feet. I was struck with the inscription upon it. It was ‘Victory or Death.’” This was the password.

Once across the river, Washington’s troops had to march nine miles with heavy artillery on muddy roads, much of it uphill. One of the men crossing was a sixteen-year-old fifer named John Greenwood. He was among the first to cross, in a small “flat-bottomed scow,” and remembered the interminable waiting on the Pennsylvania shore in the cold. The storm increased during this time, so that he and the others built fires from rail fences to warm themselves. “After putting the rails on to burn,” he recalled, “the wind and the fire would cut them in two in a moment, and when I turned my face toward the fire my back would be freezing. However, as my usual acuteness had not forsaken me, by turning round and round I kept myself from perishing before the large bonfire.” The specter of this diminutive fifer pirouetting in front of the fire so as not to burn or freeze somehow serves to underscore the generally impossible situation. 424Greenwood* remembered that as they marched it “hailed, rained, snowed, and blew tremendously.” At one point when they halted, he sat down “on the stump of a tree” and “was so benumbed with cold that I wanted to go to sleep; had I been passed unnoticed I should have frozen to death without knowing it.” We know that at least two of the men marching that night did freeze to death.



Intimations of Success

Nearly everything had gone wrong. The great delay in crossing made arriving at dawn impossible, and as we know, the two other forces never made the crossing. But for many on the mission there was nonetheless a strange optimism. Greenwood remembered that as he waited in the bitter cold, he nonetheless “felt great pleasure.” For many on the mission there was an inexplicable optimism and bonhomie. “The noise of the soldiers coming over and clearing away the ice,” he remembered, “the rattling of the cannon wheels on the frozen ground, and the cheerfulness of my fellow-comrades encouraged me beyond expression.” Why should they be so cheerful?

During the nine-mile march, another soldier had a similarly encouraging intimation. General Washington usually rode up and down the column, often exhorting the soldiers he passed. Forty years later, one of the men with the Connecticut artillery recalled an awful moment. As Washington rode past, the man observed his horse suddenly beginning to slide sideways on the ice, as its hind legs lost their traction. In the unfolding nightmare, Washington and the massive creature beneath him were on the verge of tumbling sideways and backwards to crash horribly together down the slippery bank. But the soldier recalled watching in awe as Washington masterfully took hold of the horse’s mane with his one free hand and with superhuman strength pulled its head erect and somehow forced it to hold its upright position, thereby saving them both from what seemed inevitable tragedy. The soldier said that in watching the drama of those few seconds play itself out he knew immediately that they would be victorious.
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Washington often exhibited an astonishing stoicism and fortitude in the face of hopeless odds. He had earlier written to Robert Morris, saying, “I agree with you that it is in vain to ruminate upon, or even reflect upon the authors of our present misfortunes. We should rather exert ourselves and look forward with hopes, that some lucky chance may yet turn up in our favor.” An officer under General Sullivan noticed that the rain and sleet had soaked the handkerchief he used to cover the priming pan on his musket. The powder was useless. Innumerable other muskets were equally useless. Sullivan gave Washington the sobering news. “Use the bayonet,” Washington said. “The town must be taken.” In his general orders, Washington demanded a “profound silence” as they marched and said that no one was to “quit his ranks on pain of death.”



“Advance and Charge!”

Five miles along the way, the forces divided into two columns, one led by Washington and Greene, which took the Pennington Road, the other by Sullivan, which took the River Road. By the time they again converged outside Trenton, it was nearly eight, an hour past daylight. But it had stormed all night long, and the Hessians were certainly not expecting anyone. To them the raging snowstorm was a tremendous gift, since they knew no one would be attacking, and they could finally get some sleep.

But the night before—on Christmas Eve—the rotund James Grant had received word of a “certain” attack on Trenton. He sneered at it, but nonetheless dutifully passed the message along to Rall, who received it on Christmas afternoon. But Rall was equally contemptuous of the Americans, often referring to them as “clodhoppers.” When strategizing how to defend Trenton, he scoffed at the idea of building strong fortifications. “Shit upon shit!” he declared, auf Deutsch. “If they come, we will go at them with the bayonet!”

But sure enough, some time after receiving Grant’s message, an American patrol fired on some Hessians and then withdrew. Rall sent some troops after them, but they had fled. Rall assumed this was precisely the attack he had been warned about. Therefore, all was well. He could at last relax. Indeed, later that evening he was doing so at the home of a 426Trenton loyalist, playing cards* and almost certainly drinking, when at midnight a servant appeared, to hand Rall yet another warning. Rall seems to have been miffed by the importunate interruption and shoved it into his pocket and out of sight. After all, a furious winter storm was blowing, and a cozy fire was crackling in the hearth. How good it was to have a few hours to think of anything besides the confounded enemy!

So there is little doubt that the next morning at eight—as the blank whiteness of the snowstorm continued to blow—neither Rall nor the 1,500 Hessians were expecting anyone. The oft-told story that most of them were sleeping off their Christmas hangovers is simply not true—although in Rall’s case it likely was true—but it is quite certain that many of them were still in bed, enjoying the glorious wintry respite from any threats of attack, and could not have dreamt that at that hour 2,400 American soldiers were surrounding the town, silently poised to strike.

Then it happened: just as the snowstorm began to blow “with great violence,” Washington shouted the order: “Advance and charge!” Suddenly, all was motion. Nathanael Greene’s forces emerged from the woods about a half mile from the center of the town, marching at a trot. They overwhelmed the Hessians standing guard, who were blinded by the snow blowing into their faces. As the enemy retreated, Sullivan’s forces emerged too, pushing forward with Greene’s forces in a way that impressed Washington, who had positioned himself to the north on higher ground, and was watching it all unfold. He recalled proudly that the men “seemed to vie with [each] other in pressing forward.”

The Hessians could hardly have been more surprised. They tumbled out of their barracks and houses to form into lines on the snowy streets as their officers shouted commands in German—“Der Feind! Der Feind! Heraus!”**—as their drummers drummed and martial music was played. “Was ist los?”*** Rall shouted, and quickly scrambled to get dressed.

Knox’s big guns were in position at the heads of the two main 427streets—King Street and Queen Street—and as soon as the Hessian troops appeared, his artillery opened fire, instantly clearing both streets. Knox would later quote 1 Corinthians 15 in recalling the moment, quipping that it was all done “in the twinkling of an eye.” The Hessians were thus forced into the side streets, where the colonials met them with fixed bayonets. Some Americans entered the houses themselves, where they were able to dry their priming pans and then fire at the British from doors and windows. Between the swirling snow and the clouds of gunpowder wafting everywhere it must have seemed surreal. “The storm of nature,” Greene recalled in a letter to his wife, “and the storm of the town exhibited a scene that filled the mind during the action with passions easier conceived than described.”

Colonel Rall had been on horseback, attempting to take charge of the chaos—historian Thomas Fleming describes him as “befuddled by a hangover” and giving “incoherent orders”—when he “reeled in the saddle,” struck by an American bullet, and then another.13 He was taken from his horse and carried into a church, where he would later die. But seeing their commander struck down magnified the disarray of his troops, who now began surrendering. Some signaled this by simply lowering their battle standards, while others put their hats atop their swords. But in an hour, it was all over. Henry Knox described it as “a scene of war of which I had often conceived but never saw before.” Again alluding to Corinthians, he said that the “hurry, fright, and confusion of the enemy was [not] unlike that which will be when the last trump shall sound.” Many civilians were wounded, too. One colonial musket ball struck the hair comb of a young woman running from one house to another, who for the rest of her life in recalling the story rejoiced that she wasn’t a half inch taller.

The American triumph was significant. Ninety-eight Hessians were wounded, and twenty-two killed, while only four Americans were wounded and none killed. Most extraordinary of all, the Americans now had nearly 900 prisoners. It was the sort of resounding victory Washington had dreamt of, dramatically knocking the British backwards, and causing the Americans to swell with pride and regain the morale they had lost in the agony of the past months. Many of the men fighting believed the dramatic reversal of fortunes was a sign of God’s favor in what they were 428doing. One Connecticut officer said, “What can’t men do when engaged in so noble a cause?”

How Washington would have loved to press his overwhelming advantage now, and to march his men to attack the other outposts on the Delaware. But since the other two forces had never crossed the river—and more importantly since his own troops were tremendously fatigued—he did not. Instead, his troops spent most of that day crossing the ice-choked river once again, this time back to the Pennsylvania side, with hundreds of Hessian prisoners. By the time Washington’s troops were back at their tents, they had been on their feet for thirty-six hours in the cold and snow and sleet. A local Connecticut legend recalls one Nutmeg State captain ordering a dish of Indian pudding immediately upon his return. The story says he fell asleep eating it, waking the next morning with the spoon still in his hand. Though likely untrue, it underscores the memory of the troops’ utter exhaustion following their victory and helps us understand Washington’s reluctance to push on.

The elation over what they had accomplished was understandable. And it was Washington’s first undebatable and unmitigated victory on the battlefield. When word of it arrived in New Brunswick, the British were thunderstruck. For the third time in nine months, Washington’s secretive nighttime efforts had perfectly humiliated them. The first had been on the morning of March 5th, when they goggled to see the cannons pointing at them from Dorchester Heights, forcing their retreat from Boston. The second had been on the morning of August 29th, when the opaque fog over the East River lifted and they saw that Washington’s army had vamoosed to safety. And now Washington had done it again, during the night doing what the British were sure was impossible. The gruff glutton James Grant was once again forced to eat crow. “I did not think that all the rebels in America would have taken that brigade prisoners,” he said. But Howe was especially put out by the news, knowing that if Washington wasn’t taking the winter off from the war, neither could he. Mrs. Loring must keep the bed in New York warm in his absence. But if he couldn’t enjoy his mistress, neither could Cornwallis comfort his wife in London. Cornwallis had only just had his baggage loaded onto the HMS Bristol, soon to spirit him home across the ocean, when on the twenty-seventh 429Howe ordered him to back to New Jersey. His presence was suddenly again necessary.



Washington Pleads with the Troops

Of course, Washington’s problems were hardly over. On December 30th, he crossed the Delaware back to New Jersey, knowing that at the stroke of midnight the next day most of his men would have come to the end of their enlistments and would go home. He desperately hoped the smashing victory at Trenton would have encouraged enough of them to stay. But knowing it had not, he ordered all the regiments to be paraded and made as dramatic an appeal as he could for them to give another six months to the cause. He knew that everything depended on this, and therefore—without the authority to do so, and without the money to back it up—he offered a bounty of ten dollars a man to anyone who would enlist for another six months. To men paid six dollars a month, this was hardly something to sneeze at. They managed to sneeze at it, nonetheless. No one came forward.

So Washington tried again. He had the drummers drum and pled with the men—“in the most affectionate manner”—asking anyone who would accept this extremely generous offer to step forward. But again, no one did. We may imagine the uncomfortable agony of silence as the great Commander in Chief stooped to pleading, riding up and down the lines. Then, with his back against the wall, Washington threw his final pitch, wheeling his horse about and riding back across the lines. “My brave fellows,” he said, “you have done all I asked you to do and more than could be reasonably expected, but your country is at stake, your wives, your houses, and all that you hold dear. You have worn yourselves out with fatigues and hardships, but we know not how to spare you.” He knew that enough of them believed in the cause and that his noble language to them would not have a hollow ring. “If you will consent to stay one month longer,” he said, “you will render that service to the cause of liberty, and to your country, which you can probably never do under any other circumstances.”

Once more the drummers drummed, ratcheting up the emotion of the moment, and somehow now—having been unable to withstand the 430power of Washington’s personal appeal—a few stepped forward. And then the dam burst. More followed, and more and more. In only a few minutes, every single man had stepped forward. No one was more attuned to the desperate need for this than Nathanael Greene. “God Almighty inclined their hearts to listen to the proposal,” he said. Of course, to some extent, Washington was bluffing, since there was no money. But he knew there was simply no other way, and in making the generous offer he seems to have been operating from a position of sheer faith. When writing about it to Robert Morris—to whom he appealed for the money to cover his desperate bet—he said, “I thought it no time to stand on trifles.”

Washington’s heart must have leapt to know that he would have these men for another six months. And he knew that this had all happened by a hair’s breadth. If not for Thomas Paine’s hortatory masterpiece read aloud to them all a week earlier, and if not for their glorious victory at Trenton three days earlier, none of this would have even been possible.



Washington Is Given Dictatorial Powers

On the next day—the last day of the brutal year—Washington opened a letter from Congress to read of their extraordinary decision on the twenty-seventh. He must have been deeply gratified that they had finally acceded to the grim reality of the situation and had admitted that—however much they bristled at the idea of a standing army, or of handing over their civilian leadership of the war to a military man—it was suicidal madness not to do so at such a time as this.

And so, they now gave Washington what amounted to the powers of a dictator for six months: the authority to “use every endeavor” to do whatever was by his lights necessary, including awarding bounties—as he had just done—“to prevail upon the troops” not to depart. It is an exquisite thing—at once breathtaking and somehow humorous too—to consider that before Congress knew he would do so, and before he knew Congress would give him the authority to do so, he had done so. It was as if by faith he had stepped out into the thin air itself, Magoo-like, as the girder magically appeared just in time to support his foot as it landed.
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Of course, the only reason Congress—and John Adams especially—felt secure in giving Washington such powers was because they believed the man to whom they had given these powers could be trusted with them. There can be no doubt that by fixing the term of his authority at six months they were invoking the hallowed figure of Cincinnatus.* Washington would have gotten the reference and all that attended it. To give such authority to anyone else would have been unthinkable. However much anyone else might have been ahead of Washington in martial abilities, as Charles Lee and Horatio Gates may have been, they could not compare to Washington when it came to that more fundamental quality we call character. In their letter, Congress said as much. “Happy it is for this country,” it read, “that the general of their forces can safely be entrusted with the most unlimited power,” and that none of the things they valued most dearly of all and for which they were fighting—for “neither personal security, liberty, nor property”—would “be in the least degree endangered thereby.”

This was the very idea for which they were fighting. Without a virtuous leader who understood just as they did the fathomless centrality of virtue to what he was expected to do, and who understood the sanctity of the liberties they were fighting to secure, it would all have been a reckless gamble. In its way, giving these authorities to anyone was something of a gamble, or perhaps a step of faith. But Congress had dared to take it. And as if to make as bold and plain as possible that Washington understood it all perfectly, he said as much in his reply. “Instead of thinking myself freed from all civil obligations by this mark of their confidence,” he wrote, “I shall constantly bear in mind that as the sword was the last resort for the preservation of our liberties, so it ought to be the first thing laid aside when those liberties are firmly established.” We can hardly imagine Lee or Gates thinking along such lines. It was less military prowess that Congress needed in a commander in chief than what 432Washington now exhibited: virtue. And just as Cincinnatus famously relinquished his dictatorial powers and returned to his plow, so would Washington. Much is rightly made of Washington doing something similarly extraordinary during the so-called “Newburgh Conspiracy” in 1783, but we already see now, seven years earlier, that he had long been the man who understood these things, and perhaps understood them better than anyone alive.




	*  The painting is in the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City. Its gargantuan dimensions—twelve feet by twenty feet—make it the largest framed painting in the museum.

	*  Because we cannot know whether Hamilton was born in 1755 or 1757, it is possible he was twenty-one years old at this time.

	*  Although the concept already existed, the phrase first appeared in an 1839 play written by Edward Bulwer-Lytton, who also coined “the almighty dollar” and first wrote the endlessly mocked “It was a dark and stormy night.”

	*  Before the Revolution, these ferries also carried a celebrated coach called the “Flying Machine” that took passengers the one hundred miles from New York to Philadelphia in a single day, averaging nine miles an hour, making its way across the lower Hudson and Delaware on ferries of this size.

	*  After the war Greenwood (1760–1819) became a dentist in New York, where he created the famous hippopotamus teeth dentures for Washington, who was then president.

	*  Some sources say checkers.

	**  “The enemy! The enemy! Turn out!” The German word “Feind” is etymologically related to the English word “fiend.”

	*** “What’s wrong?”

	*  Cincinnatus was an oft-cited model of the citizen who serves his country but does not seek power. In the famous story of “Cincinnatus and his Plow,” he was summoned from his farm to be a dictator for six months to help Rome at a crucial moment in 458 BC, but as soon as he achieved the victory—in sixteen days—he relinquished his power and returned to his plow.
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Chapter Thirty-Four The Battles at Assunpink Bridge and Princeton


I believe they were as much astonished as if an army had dropped perpendicularly upon them.

—Henry Knox

MAny People Called 1777 “the year of the hangman.” In the late eighteenth century, the forbidding image of a gallows or gibbet was a common one. It was the simple shape of an uppercase Greek gamma, or mirror-wise of the numeral seven. So when the new year dawned and everywhere one looked one saw three such images next to each other, it would have been difficult for even those disinclined toward numerology not to think of a gallows, nor to imagine that the grim image of the year itself might be a portent of what was to come. The British especially engaged in wishful thinking along these lines, desperately hoping that the arresting image of the year itself augured the hanging death of their dedicated and despised foes, of John Adams and Samuel Adams and John Hancock and George Washington and Benjamin Franklin, although Franklin was rather out of reach, having gone to Paris with the aim of inveigling the French into joining forces with the Americans against what was now their common enemy.

In the short term, the red-faced British wanted revenge for Trenton. 434As we said, Cornwallis was in Manhattan, about to sail for home. So he must have been especially infuriated when Howe commanded him to return to the field. Howe is supposed to have marched his men all day—covering the fifty miles from New York to Princeton—arriving after dark. He had decided that the next day he would march seven thousand men directly to Trenton to take the town back from the Americans with the combined forces of James Grant and Hessian Colonel Carl von Donop, who disagreed with Cornwallis’s plan, but must do as he was ordered. Whatever von Donop did, he would do with cruelty. Under normal circumstances, Donop was a vile and violent man, but his desire to revenge the humiliating capture of so many Hessians drove him to even uglier depths. A British sergeant remembers that Donop was “so exasperated against the enemy . . . that he resolved to be revenged; he therefore went through the ranks and declared openly to his men that any of them who would take a rebel prisoner would receive 50 [lashes], signifying to them that they were to kill all the rebels they would without mercy.”


The Battle of Assunpink Bridge

So on the first day of 1777, the British pushed on toward Trenton but met serious resistance from the Americans along their route. Finally, however, they got to Trenton, where the Americans took their stand at the Assunpink Bridge.* They were able to repulse the British forces twice, with much help from Henry Knox’s artillery. But the British kept coming and heroically attempted to cross the bridge a third time, hoping finally to overwhelm the Americans. But unlike at Bunker Hill, this third attempt would not succeed. An American sergeant recalled firing “canister shot” at them, which was a gruesome “anti-personnel” projectile. “Such destruction it made, you cannot conceive,” he said. “The bridge looked red as blood, with their killed and wounded.” That ended the British attacks for the day. One soldier recalled that the bodies of the British dead “lay thicker and closer together for a space than I ever beheld sheaves of wheat lying in a field which the reapers had just 435passed.” For the Americans it was another great victory. But as night fell, they had been forced to retreat to high ground across the bridge. What the next day would bring was a great question.

But in the confusion of the fighting and their retreat across the bridge, some Americans were left behind. John Rosbrugh, a sixty-three-year-old Scots Presbyterian chaplain, was dining in a Trenton tavern when he heard the noise of fighting and emerged to see that his horse was gone. He ran toward the bridge to make his escape, but the Hessians overtook him and—following the orders of Donop—murdered him. But first they would make sport of it, stripping the elderly pastor of his money, watch, and clothing. They then stabbed him in his body with their bayonets and struck him in his head with their swords. Only after he fell on his knees and began to pray did they kill him. The British made no secret of their hatred for the “Black Robe Regiment,” who were those clergymen who believed in the cause of liberty and spoke of it from their pulpits. Rosbrugh had not only spoken of it but had raised a company of militia. Many of the British officers, when they heard of the manner of his death, knowing he had been a clergyman, actually celebrated.

Many of the Americans—and most notably Washington and Adams—believed that they were engaged in a genuinely noble cause, and not merely noble, but sacred. Because of this they were boldly committed not to stoop to the evils they had seen exhibited by the British, who over and over wantonly murdered defenseless men in the act of surrendering. They had done it again now with the Reverend Rosbrugh at Trenton—and seemed to take some particular delight in his being a clergyman.

By now the accounts of the British cruelty toward captives and prisoners had spread, sickening those who heard of it. Even the British Colonel Charles Stuart—in writing to his father, the Earl of Bute—acknowledged it. “Wherever our armies have marched,” he said, “. . . every species of barbarity has been executed.” John Adams had often mentioned it. “I who am always made miserable by the misery of every sensible being,” he wrote Abigail, “am obliged to hear continual accounts of the barbarities, the cruel murders in cold blood, even the most tormenting ways of starving and freezing committed by our Enemies . . . these accounts harrow me beyond description.” But Adams boldly declared the necessity of refusing to follow in such dark 436footsteps. “I know of no policy,” he wrote, “God is my witness, but this—piety, humanity and honesty. . . . Blasphemy, cruelty and villainy have prevailed and may again. But they won’t prevail against America, in this contest, because I find the more of them are employed, the less they succeed.”

Washington was nonetheless equally committed to this idea. After capturing the nine hundred Hessians at Trenton, he expressly commanded his troops to treat them “with humanity.” There was no equivocation on this score. “It is expected that humanity and tenderness to women and children will distinguish us as Americans contending for liberty, from infamous mercenary ravagers, whether British or Hessians.” He was firmly determined to stake out the moral high ground, despite all, and like Adams seemed earnestly to believe that this was at the heart of the greater cause. He wanted this to be made clear to the enemy, too. “I wish the [British officers] may be well treated, and that the [British soldiers] may have such principles instilled in them during their confinement, that when they return, they may open the eyes of their countrymen.” The historian David Hackett Fischer says Washington “often reminded his men that they were an army of liberty and freedom, and that the rights of humanity for which they were fighting should extend even to their enemies,” and that “victory would come only if they deserved to win. Even in the most urgent moments of the war, these men were concerned about ethical questions in the Revolution.”14



The Battle of Princeton

It was about four o’clock when the British decided to end their fighting for the day. After successfully withstanding three attacks, Washington and most of his army retreated across Assunpink Creek to a hill. But at that point, Cornwallis had been disinclined to press on. In an hour it would be dark. He assured his officers that they could “bag the fox” in the morning and ordered them to pitch their tents and cook supper. James Grant—ever scornful of the Americans and likely famished—heartily agreed. But William “Wooly” Erskine, Cornwallis’s quartermaster-general at the time, did not. “If Washington is the general I think him to be,” he said, “he will not be there tomorrow morning.” But Cornwallis believed Washington was trapped, as did most of Washington’s officers.
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“This was the most awful crisis,” one Virginia ensign wrote, “no possible chance of crossing the [Delaware] river; ice floes large as houses floating down, and no retreat to the mountains, the British between us and them.” It was a deeply desperate situation. Rhode Island Captain Stephen Olney concurred that any attempt at retreat across the river would allow the British to “certainly destroy the better half [of our forces] before we could embark.” But for some reason, he said, “not withstanding all this, the men and officers seemed cheerful, and in great spirits.” He asked one of his lieutenants what he then thought of “our independence.” The man answered “cheerfully,” saying “I don’t know; the Lord must help us.” This forms part of the larger narrative of the war, that—like Adams and Washington—many of the men earnestly believed that their cause was just, that because of this, Providence was with them.

So what did Washington have in mind in this hopeless situation? He would retreat without retreating. Or he would retreat—but only in order to attack. Using the same hoary ruse he used to camouflage his retreat across the East River, he ordered his men to build huge fires to convince Cornwallis they were staying put for the night, and he ordered them to make the appropriate noises with their picks and shovels, to give the impression they were creating earthworks with which they would defend themselves on the morrow. But as Cornwallis slept, Washington once more slipped away. But where was he going?

Washington had summoned a council early that evening. There was no doubt that if they stayed where they were the morning would bring a tremendous battle, which they might well lose. Henry Knox thought it wasn’t worth risking a “general engagement.” But neither could they retreat across the Delaware. What were their options? Washington’s host that night was Arthur St. Clair, who told of a bridge some miles beyond the British left flank that led to a relatively unknown road, by which one could travel to Princeton, where the rest of the British forces were. So what if Washington was able to “retreat” and via that bridge march his troops all the way to Princeton, where he would surprise the British by attacking? It was an exceedingly bold idea, and all of the officers in the council agreed with it. Washington wrote that “one thing I was sure of, that it would avoid the appearance of a retreat, which was of consequence.”
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While Washington and his officers were making these plans, something happened which some again described as “miraculous.” The temperatures the day before had been so warm that the road upon which Cornwallis’s army had been marching to Trenton had been miry and muddy, slowing them considerably. If they had gotten to Trenton earlier, they almost certainly would have pushed on across the bridge and attacked Washington’s troops. But night fell before they could do so, and then the weather changed. A keen northwest wind blew, and the temperature plummeted so precipitously that when they began to march the roads, which “the day before had been mud, snow and water . . . had become as hard as pavement.” So with the wheels of their baggage wagons muffled, Washington’s troops proceeded through the night toward Princeton.

At dawn—about three miles from Princeton—they came upon some British troops, who were marching in the opposite direction, hoping to aid Cornwallis in fighting the Americans. What were the Americans doing here? “They could not possibly suppose it was our army,” Henry Knox recalled. “I believe they were as much astonished as if an army had dropped perpendicularly upon them.”

The British commander was Lieutenant Colonel Charles Mawhood, who led his men toward an orchard to meet the Americans. One officer recalled that “the morning was bright, serene, and extremely cold, with an hoar frost that bespangled every object.” Some veterans of many battles had never seen what they saw now, that because of the extreme cold “the ground was frozen and all the blood which was shed remained on the surface.”

Both sides fought well, but General Hugh Mercer’s horse was hit and went down, after which Mercer was himself hit, shouting “retreat!” Some British troops surrounded him, and one struck him with a musket butt. “Call for quarters,” one of them shouted, “you damned rebel!” But Mercer was defiant. “I am no rebel!” he shouted and fought heroically with his sword as they came at him. He was bayoneted seven times. “Damn him! He is dead!” one shouted. “Let us leave him.” Because of how well Mercer was dressed, many of the British thought they had killed Washington himself. Three other American officers were killed shortly thereafter, and the Americans scattered.
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But suddenly, American reinforcements arrived, led by Washington himself. “Parade with us, my brave fellows!” he shouted. “There is but a handful of the enemy, and we will have them directly.” Once again, Washington’s courage astonished those under him. He now dared to ride within a scant thirty paces of the British line and then turned to his own men to shout “Halt!”—and then “Fire!” One of his aides was so mortified at how vulnerable Washington made himself that he involuntarily covered his face with his hat. But when the smoke cleared, Washington was still on his horse. “I shall never forget what I felt at Princeton on his account,” another wrote, “when I saw him brave all the dangers of the field and his important life hanging as it were by a single hair with a thousand deaths flying around him. Believe me, I thought not of myself.”

The British were soon in retreat, with Washington giving chase. He was flushed with victory. But even now in this moment of great triumph, he showed himself true to the idea of which he had so often spoken. A soldier recalled how, just after this battle, as he rode past a fallen British soldier, he paused to praise the man’s “gallant defense and to assure the man that everything the camp could give the victims of the action would be assured.”

The remaining troops in Princeton itself also ended up surrendering or retreating. It was another smashing victory, and just as after Trenton a week earlier he would have liked to push on—this time to Brunswick, where the British had a pay chest of some 70,000 pounds. Indeed, marching on to Brunswick now might have ended the war altogether. But Washington wisely heeded the advice of Knox and Greene, who strongly cautioned against it, and chose to end things for now. Washington seems to have known what the British did not, that this war was less about winning, than about not losing. Whoever didn’t lose would win.

So when his column came to the crossroads, they turned left, toward Morristown, where they would spend the winter. But what they had accomplished at Trenton and at Princeton had changed everything. Only ten days earlier, Washington and his forces had seemed all but defeated. But now one loyalist glumly reported that “the minds of the people are much altered. A few days ago, they had given up their cause for lost. Their late successes have turned the scale, and they are all liberty mad again.”




	*  This battle is sometimes called the Battle of Assunpink Bridge, and sometimes the Second Battle of Trenton.
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Chapter Thirty-Five The Path to Saratoga


WAshington’s Stunning Successes at Trenton and then at Princeton had astonished everyone on both sides of the Atlantic. When in the final days of 1776 everything had looked inescapably hopeless—and the British had confidently retired to winter quarters—he had in two completely shocking strokes surprised everyone and reversed everything. To the consternation of everyone in England, and to the great joy of every American patriot, the sacred and noble cause of liberty and independence had wind in its sails once more.

So what would the British campaign for 1777 look like, and when would it begin? The British themselves didn’t know. It was of course traditional in eighteenth-century warfare to take the winters off, and when the weather warmed up, to commence the spring campaign. “Gentleman Johnny” Burgoyne was back in London, eagerly bending the ear of Lord Germain with his idea of storming south from Canada to meet up with Sir William Howe, who would in this plan of course be coming north. If all went well, they would meet in the middle, shake hands, toast their victory over the Americans, and perhaps drive a golden spike into the turf someplace near Saratoga. Burgoyne could hardly wait.

But Howe in New York had heard nothing about this. He had a completely different idea, wanting to head south to take Philadelphia, where that nest of rebels were who dared to call themselves the Continental Congress. Although Howe was in no particular hurry to head there either. 441There was no rush. He was quite content to stay where he was, gaming and drinking and enjoying the wife of his commissary general, Joshua Loring, who seems to have traded his lawfully wedded wife’s attentions for the tremendously lucrative position that Howe had given him. That the married commander in chief of His Majesty’s forces had a married mistress was hardly a secret to anyone. Just because the pious Americans frowned on such behavior didn’t mean the British elites had to. In his famous satire “The Ballad of the Kegs,” New Jersey’s Francis Hopkinson had referenced it:

Sir William he,

snug as a flea,

Lay all this time a-snoring,

Nor dreamed of harm

as he lay warm,

In bed with Mrs. Loring.

But the British mocked it too, although after a number of months many of them really were wondering when Howe would tear himself away from Mrs. Loring to get on with the fighting, which was after all the principal reason he had come to America:

Awake, awake Sir Billy,

There’s forage on the plain

Oh leave your little filly

And open the campaign.

How much Howe’s predilection for drinking and gambling and Mrs. Loring can account for his languorous attitude toward the war is impossible to know, but years later a loyalist judge, Thomas Jones, wrote: “As Cleopatra of old lost Mark Antony the world, so did this illustrious courtesan lose Sir William Howe, the honour, the laurels, and the glory, of putting an end to one of the most obstinate rebellions that ever existed.” Though it’s equally impossible to know the details of Howe’s 442ugly bargain with Joshua Loring, there can be no doubt that Loring’s treatment of the American prisoners was abominable.

After capturing Ticonderoga with Benedict Arnold in 1775, Ethan Allen had attempted to take Montreal and was captured by the British. He was in their captivity for three years and in 1778 wrote of his descent into the bowels of that hell, with specific reference to the man who oversaw it all. “This Loring is a monster!” he wrote. “There is not his like in human shape: He exhibits a smiling countenance, seems to wear a phiz* of humanity, but has been instrumentally capable of the most consummate acts of wickedness . . . (clothed with the authority of a Howe) murdering premeditatedly (in cold blood) near or quite 2000 helpless prisoners. . . . He is the most mean-spirited, cowardly, deceitful and destructive animal in God’s creation.” There are innumerable other accounts of how inhumanely the British treated their American prisoners—starving and killing 10,000 of them in the course of the war, which is more than all of those killed in battles. So we are obliged to think of Allen’s narrative as typical, with Loring mostly responsible for the horrors. But Howe had appointed Loring to his post and kept him there, despite many letters from Washington and others complaining of the sadistic stories they heard, so that he was as responsible for American prisoners’ suffering as Stalin was for the Siberian gulag thousands of versts to the east of Moscow.

But whenever Howe decided it was time, his plan was to take Philadelphia, to swan down the Jersey shore with his admiral sibling and the British fleet, turning smartly right at Delaware Bay. Was not Philadelphia—positively bloated with welcoming Tories—the de facto capital of the Colonies? Possessing both New York and Philadelphia seemed inescapably impressive, if one believed capturing vital cities the path to victory, as General Howe seems to have.


Burgoyne Persuades the King

However much General Howe was in charge of the forces in America, he knew he must ultimately take his orders from Lord George Germain in London, who was the American secretary. As we have mentioned, 443“Gentleman” Johnny Burgoyne was in his charming way persuading Germain—as well as the young monarch himself—to agree to his plan, which involved storming south from Canada toward Albany, while Howe headed north to meet him. Although the term “pincer movement” would not be used until the twentieth century, the idea of it was as old as warfare itself. As the northern part of this venerable maneuver, Burgoyne would do what every military strategist on both sides of the conflict had been expecting since the war began: he would divide New England from the rest of the Colonies—would isolate it—so that this was also a classic “divide and conquer” strategy.

With Britain’s overwhelming naval superiority controlling the watery corridor from Canada down to lakes Champlain and George near Albany—as well as the Hudson from New York to Albany—the whole thing should be the proverbial cinch. All that it lacked was someone to lead the southward drive successfully. Burgoyne had been there when Sir Guy Carleton failed in an attempt to do this during the summer of 1776. So he was simply proposing another attempt, albeit with himself leading it, and in the end, he succeeded in convincing Germain and King George both that he was the man fate had chosen for the job.

But as happened so many times, the Atlantic would create difficulties. For example, Howe wrote Germain on April 2nd, telling him of his plans to sail south to capture Philadelphia. But by the time Germain read Howe’s letter, Burgoyne was already sailing across to Canada. Furthermore, Germain in letters to Howe was never quite clear enough in what he expected of Howe. He mentioned that Howe was expected to sail north up the Hudson to aid Burgoyne, but he never clearly said that this should take priority over going to Philadelphia. He somehow left this ambiguous, perhaps because he knew that the Howes had close family ties to King George III, and he felt uncomfortable unequivocally ordering them to do anything, preferring to deferentially give them the freedom to make what decisions they thought best.

Adding to this, Germain had been humiliated for his actions—or inactions—during the Battle of Minden in 1759 when a court-martial pronounced him guilty, such that the lingering stench of cowardice likely made him—even all these years later—overeager to please the king. This 444involved taking the ultra-hard line toward the Colonies that the king took, while simultaneously not crossing the king in any way politically, such as strongly and clearly telling the Howes what to do, even though this was now his job. It also must be said that Germain’s overwhelming approval of Burgoyne’s plan had a personal aspect, since Burgoyne would be replacing the failed Carleton when he arrived at Quebec, and Germain had never forgiven Carleton for sitting on the board of the court-martial that condemned him in 1759.



Burgoyne Marches South

Burgoyne arrived at Quebec on May 6th, having sailed across on the HMS Apollo. That Apollo was the Greek god of poetry, music, art, and entertainment would not have been lost on Burgoyne, who as we have mentioned in 1774 wrote his masque The Maid of the Oaks, and more recently had written the less well-received The Blockade of Boston. But for now, the multi-talented Burgoyne wished only to assume his niche in the pantheon of British military heroes. Flushed with the memory of having ridden with the king himself in Hyde Park that winter, he now had the independent command he had craved and could not fail to swoop southward to martial glory, after which he would return to a grateful London and perhaps add further laurels to his head in again writing for the theater. The king had even flattered Burgoyne by taking a deeply personal hand in planning the campaign with him, insisting that “Indians must be employed.” The king knew that native warriors would paralyze many Americans with fear, since they would do what most British soldiers would never do, such as torturing, scalping, and mutilating their victims, including women and children, as we shall see. That he personally insisted Burgoyne sign off on this devil’s bargain is especially telling.

So the towering confidence Burgoyne brought to his mission had much to do with the king’s personal approval of it, although many of his officers shared his heady sense of cocksureness about what they were doing. “We had conceived the idea of being irresistible,” one said. And so on June 20th, hoping to communicate the inevitable victory to those who might foolishly resist him in his triumphant southward campaign, he 445issued a proclamation to the Americans in his path that was as bombastic, patronizing, and outlandish as can be imagined. Suffice it to say that Burgoyne—not now writing for Strand theatergoers—did not know his audience. But even before he addressed them, he gave the reader a hint of things in the resumé-like description of himself as the proclamation’s author, in case some rural readers remained unaware of who it was that addressed them:


By John Burgoyne Esquire; Lieutenant General of His Majesties Armies in America, Colonel of the Queens Regiment of Light Dragoons, Governor of Fort William in North Britain, one of the Representatives of the Commons of Great Britain in Parliament, and Commanding an Army and Fleet employed on an expedition from Canada &c &c &c.





Burgoyne’s Proclamation to the Americans

This august personage then got down to it, directing his “melancholy appeal” to the good people who had not been taken in by the silly rebellion, to “the temperate ones” and “to the breasts of suffering thousands,” asking them whether “the present unnatural Rebellion has not been made for a foundation for the completest system of tyranny that ever God in his displeasure suffer’d for a time to be exercised over a froward and stubborn generation.” We know that many Americans must have howled to read this, and that two-and-a-half centuries later it would be called “gaslighting.”* He then came to the threatening part, albeit in such flowery language as suggested the ruffled shirts and Gallic high heels of the previous century: “Animated by these considerations; at the head of troops in full powers of health, discipline, and valour; determined to strike where necessary, and anxious to spare where possible, I by these presents invite and exhort all persons, in all places where the progress of this Army may point—and by the blessing of God I will extend it far— to maintain such a conduct as may justify me in protecting their lands, 446habitations, and families.” In simpler terms, if you play ball, nobody gets hurt. Burgoyne then downshifted to become more openly threatening, saying that no one should “disregard” what he is saying “by considering their distance from the immediate situation of my camp.” I know where you live and will find you. After which the smiling mask dropped to the floor: “I have but to give stretch to the Indian forces under my direction, and they amount to thousands, to overtake the harden’d enemies of Great Britain and America, (I consider them the same) wherever they may lurk . . .” He desperately wished to be nice, but pray, do not put him to the test. “If notwithstanding these endeavours, and sincere inclinations to effect them, the phrenzy of hostility should remain, I trust I shall stand acquitted in the eyes of God & men in denouncing and executing the vengeance of the state against the wilful outcasts.” In other words, the most wicked tortures will be visited upon you by the howling wild-eyed savages under my command, for whom amputation and roasting alive are as mother’s milk—and you may not then say that I didn’t warn you. “The messengers of justice & of wrath await [you] in the field, and devastation, famine, and every concomitant horror that a reluctant but indispensible prosecution of Military duty must occasion, will bar the way to their return.”

But the proclamation mostly had the opposite effect of what Burgoyne imagined. It was widely mocked—even satirized in another poem by Francis Hopkinson—as a perfect model of turgidity, and when it made its way back to London, Horace Walpole guffawed, calling the author “vaporing Burgoyne,” “Pomposo,” and “General Swagger,” who believed he could “cross America in a hop, step, and a jump.” But the proclamation also so offended the Americans to whom it was aimed that it made them all the more determined to humble the insufferable popinjay who had penned it in the first place.

Washington was himself outraged and sternly took Burgoyne to task in a response that was widely reprinted. It began, “The associated armies in America act from the noblest motives and for the purest purposes; their common object is liberty.” He went on: “The same principles actuated the arms of Rome in the days of her glory, and the same object was the reward of Roman valor. When these sacred ideas are profaned, when the 447abominable mixture of mercenary, foreign and savage forces dare to mention the love of country, and the general privileges of mankind,” which Burgoyne had referenced in the proclamation, “the freemen of America protest against such an abuse of language and prostitution of sentiment.” And then he said that because the British “fleets and armies” had “been driven from Boston, repulsed from Charleston, cut off at Trenton, expelled from [New] Jersey . . .” we “do not dread” British power. The difference in tone between these two writings dramatizes the difference between their authors and the powers they represented .“Harassed as we are by unrelenting persecution,” Washington said,


obliged by every tie to repel violence by force, urged by self-preservation to exert the strength which Providence has given us to defend our natural rights against the aggressor; we appeal to the hearts of all mankind for the justice of our case; its event we submit to Him who speaks the fate of nations, in humble confidence that as his omniscient eye taketh note even of the sparrow that fallen to the ground, so He will not withdraw his countenance from a people who humbly array themselves under his banner in defense of the noblest principles with which he hath adorned humanity.





Ticonderoga Falls

Nonetheless, for all his bluster, Burgoyne’s push southward—at least initially—was everything he could have hoped. In a single week, he had covered the ground Carleton had taken four months to cover a year before. In only two weeks he had taken the glittering prize of Ticonderoga, as well as Crown Point, and Fort Anne, and was a scant seventy-five miles from Albany. So that at the time Burgoyne wrote the proclamation, his ego was badly swollen. When reports of this bouquet of smashing victories reached George III, his ecstasy is supposed to have caused him to crash into Queen Charlotte’s boudoir unannounced, exclaiming, “I have beat them! I have beat all the Americans!”

Of course, this was all worse than merely premature. But until now, Burgoyne’s victorious run really had seemed unstoppable. When the 448Americans heard the news of Ticonderoga’s fall, many of them honestly could not believe it. Washington was filled with “chagrin and surprise,” and called it “altogether unaccountable.” One New Hampshire soldier said “such a retreat was never heard of since the creation of the world.” It seemed so astonishing that many even suspected that the two generals in charge—Schuyler and St. Clair—had turned traitor. James Thacher wrote that it “may be deemed ludicrous that I should record a rumor so extravagantly ridiculous as the following, but it has received too much credence to be altogether omitted.” Thacher said many insisted that the two generals had indeed given up the fort, and “were paid for their treason by the enemy in silver balls, shot from Burgoyne’s guns into our camp, and that they were collected by order of General St. Clair, and divided between him and General Schuyler.”

We know that despite what critics thought, holding Ticonderoga was nearly impossible for several reasons. Perhaps the most important one was that Burgoyne was willing to do what the complacent Americans had failed to do, which involved hauling heavy cannon up steep cliffs to the top of a nearby hill called Sugar Loaf. From its 750-foot-high crest, one could fire cannon down at both Ticonderoga and nearby Fort Independence. The Polish military engineer Tadeusz Kościuszko had strongly advised St. Clair to fortify these heights, but St. Clair didn’t dream the British would have the ambition he lacked. But when Burgoyne’s men suddenly appeared there with two twelve-pounders and commenced firing at vessels in the waters below, St. Clair realized he should have heeded the Pole’s advice and suddenly found himself in the same situation as General Howe in March 1776, when he gulped to behold Knox’s guns atop Dorchester Heights. “We must away from this,” St. Clair is supposed to have said, “because our situation has become desperate.” It had.

Because of Ticonderoga’s fall, Schuyler would soon be replaced by Horatio Gates as the head of the Northern Army. Knowing how badly things were going, Washington also summoned Benedict Arnold from Philadelphia. Actually, following the proper protocol, he wrote to John Hancock in Congress, describing Arnold as “active, judicious and brave, and an officer in whom the militia will repose great confidence,” adding, “I have no doubt of his adding much to the honors he has already 449acquired.” Arnold couldn’t wait to get back in the field, but he bristled at the prospect of being a subordinate to St. Clair. So before accepting the mission, he wrote John Hancock to tetchily kvetch about being passed over for a promotion, which was “an implied impeachment of my character,” and then passive-aggressively offered his resignation, not “from a spirit of resentment (thought my feelings are deeply wounded), but from a real conviction that it is not in my power to serve my country in the present rank I hold . . .” Of course, it was merely a threat, or a bluff. Quite unfortunately for him Congress would call the bluff, eventually. But receiving no immediate answer from Congress—nor the promotion he required—he the next day awkwardly offered to serve “until such time as Congress . . .” One wonders whether it was now that Hancock and others began thinking that perhaps Arnold’s extraordinary contributions to the war effort were something like Benjamin Franklin’s whistle, purchased at a price that eventually would prove far dearer than the object itself.

Before Gates arrived to take command of the Northern Army, Schuyler had done all he could to slow Burgoyne’s southward march to Albany. His axmen felled hundreds of trees across roads, destroyed over forty bridges, and created interlocking timber barriers that were nearly impossible to dismantle. They even diverted streams to flood existing roads and dammed up the river called Wood Creek so successfully that it was too shallow for the use of bateaux. So the closer Burgoyne got to Albany, the slower his pace became. But even when he had an opportunity to race ahead, as he did in the second week of July, he did not. As if ensorcelled into the same hesitation as Howe and Carleton, whom he had criticized for hesitating, Burgoyne now himself hesitated. And then paused—and then hesitated some more. At Skenesborough, he chose to wait for supplies, and for an artillery train, despite an opportunity to send a force of light infantry ahead without them. He had become a very dervish of inactivity. One gets the idea that he was so taken with his string of victories that he wanted to bask in them for a moment. So he dawdled at the well-appointed home of the town’s chief resident, Philip Skene, writing many letters back to London crowing of his triumphs and—according to historian Thomas Fleming—enjoying the favors of Skene’s wife.
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The Murder of Jane McCrea

When he finally felt it time to pry himself away from Skenesborough, Burgoyne made the odd decision to travel overland to Fort Edward. Even though going all the way back to Ticonderoga and sailing south would have been easier, he feared his troops’ morale would be affected by the retrograde movement and instead opted for bushwhacking straight through the woods, which would take three grueling weeks.

But just as he reached Fort Edward, there was gruesome news. Some of the Indians under his command produced the scalp of a young woman named Jane McCrea, the daughter of a New Jersey Presbyterian minister, engaged to a loyalist officer named Jones, serving under Burgoyne. The Indians had been doing what King George and Burgoyne wanted, terrorizing and murdering American settlers, rewarded for each bloody scalp. As the story went, two of them were delivering McCrea to Fort Edwards, where she and Jones would be married. In doing so they argued over which one of them would get the reward for this service. The one who thought he would not get the reward decided he would instead take the sure money of delivering a scalp—and at the same time deprive his colleague of the reward—so he murdered the young woman.

Burgoyne was outraged and demanded that the murderer be delivered to him to be tried and likely hanged. But he would now see the downside of the devil’s bargain he had made in employing these Indians. If he dared to harm the murderer, the Indians threatened to leave, which would severely diminish his forces, which were already far less than he had hoped by this time. The Indians also even dared to threaten reprisals: if pushed, they would only too happily use their vile tactics against Burgoyne’s troops. It was now that Burgoyne saw that he had been gaily riding along on the back of a tiger, and there was no way to get off. So he swallowed his sense of justice and did nothing.

But when word of the murder reached Horatio Gates, he knew he needed to broadcast it to the world. So he wrote Burgoyne a letter, widely reprinted in newspapers. “That the savages of America should in their warfare mangle and scalp the unhappy prisoners who fall into their hands,” it read, “is neither new nor extraordinary; but that the famous Lieutenant General Burgoyne, in whom the fine gentleman is united with the soldier 451and the scholar, should hire the savages of America to scalp europeans and the descendants of europeans, nay more, that he should pay a price for each scalp so barbarously taken, is more than will be believed in England.” The gruesome story went far in exciting American sympathies against Burgoyne and seems to have helped recruit militia to the cause.

Arnold himself wrote to Washington that the “infernal savages . . . joined by a number of more savage and infernal Tories, painted like furies are continually harassing and scalping our people and the miserable defenseless inhabitants. Whole families of the latter have been butchered without distinction of age or sex, and some (I am credibly informed) have been roasted alive in [the] presence of the polite and humane British Army.”

The wicked bargain the English struck in using the Indians became a daily horror. Burgoyne preposterously thought that by giving them a speech he could induce them to change their ways. On June 21st, he addressed four hundred of them, enjoining them to go forth “in the might of your valor and your cause,” but cautioning them against murdering elderly men, women, children, and prisoners, all of which they would studiously ignore. Indeed, the macabre opportunity of torturing prisoners to death seems to have been what brought many of them to the table in the first place. Everyone seemed to know this but Burgoyne. Burke in Parliament famously mocked Burgoyne for deploying his plummy oratory so ridiculously, suggesting that it was tantamount to a zoo keeper loosing wild animals to quell a riot. “My gentle lions, my humane bears, my tender-hearted hyenas,” Burke said, “go forth! But I exhort you as you are Christians, and members of a civilized society, to take care not to hurt any man, woman, or child.”

A surgeon attached to Burgoyne’s troops reported that three days after Burgoyne’s speech some of the Indians captured six rebels and scalped them all alive. A few days later they scalped two more. Many stories are too horrifying to relate. But in one case, the noble Indians approached Burgoyne himself to ask his permission on taking revenge. Two of their warriors were killed by American sharpshooters, so they asked Burgoyne whether they could capture three rebel prisoners—and then roast and eat two of them in front of the third, whom they would then send back to his comrades to tell his story. We have no record of Burgoyne’s response.
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Benedict Arnold and the Mohawk Crazy Man

We have not yet mentioned that there was a third part to the pincer strategy. We know Burgoyne was to drive south toward Albany, and that Howe at some point was expected to move north. But a third part of this strategy involved Brigadier General Barry St. Leger, who was leading his troops eastward from Lake Ontario through the Mohawk Valley, and was also meant to end up in Albany. But when St. Leger had gotten as far as Fort Stanwix, near what is today Rome, New York, he encountered more American resistance than expected, and along with his Mohawk allies besieged the fort.

So in July, General Schuyler sent Benedict Arnold to the rescue. But by August 24th, Arnold was at Fort Dayton—still thirty miles away and with only a thousand men, far short of what he needed to counter St. Leger’s forces. Along the way, Arnold had tried to use the horror story of Jane McCrea to recruit militia but had mostly failed. So lacking the manpower, the fathomlessly inventive Arnold hatched the sort of harebrained scheme one typically sees only in movies. There was at that time at Fort Dayton a certain loyalist captive named Johannes Justus Schuyler—shortened to “Han Yost”—who for spying and other activities had been condemned to death by the Americans. Han Yost was considered by anyone who knew him to be a coarse half-wit: mentally deficient and generally disreputable. Even so, Han Yost was also known to possess “no small degree of shrewdness.” So when the man’s mother, on hearing of her crazy son’s imminent demise, raced with another son to the fort to beg Arnold for his life, Arnold got an idea.

Arnold knew that Indians typically regarded the insane as holy men, possessing special access to the spirits. It also seemed that the Mohawks aiding St. Leger’s forces in the siege of Fort Stanwix knew the raving Han Yost quite well and thought of him in this way. He had grown up more in the company of the Mohawks than in that of the white people of his area and was regarded by them as something of an oracle. So Arnold thought he might use Han Yost to his benefit. In return for his life, Han Yost was to go to Fort Stanwix, along with an Oneida companion, and inform the besieging Mohawks there—under the command of Joseph Brant—that the famous General Arnold was on his way with 3,000 men. Arnold had 453by this point in the war achieved a reputation as something of a madman himself, albeit of the fearless and intelligent variety, so this news was likely to cause the Mohawks to turn tail. To ensure that Han Yost would do as planned, his brother would remain as a hostage at Fort Dayton. To burnish this kooky stratagem, Arnold had Han Yost wear a coat shot full of holes, meant to corroborate his invented tale of hot pursuit, and then sent him and the Oneida on their way.

At Fort Stanwix, Han Yost arrived out of breath and—gesticulating and raving—spun his wild story to the Mohawks, that the famous Arnold was on his way with 3,000 men. When asked to clarify this point, Han Yost dumbly pointed to the tops of the trees, as if to eerily indicate that Arnold had more men than the forest had leaves. The crackers ruse worked like a charm. Most of Brant’s warriors had already tired of the siege, and the prospect of their imminent demise at the hands of the renowned Arnold was enough to cause them to skip off into the woods. When they did so, St. Leger knew he did not have enough troops to continue, so he too abandoned the siege, and Fort Stanwix was saved. More importantly, as we shall see, St. Leger was unable to continue on to Albany, as planned, to aid Burgoyne at Saratoga.




	*  Foreshortened from “physiognomy,” “phiz” is an eighteenth-century word meaning “face.”

	*  The term gaslighting was popularized in the twenty-first century, and refers to the 1941 movie Gaslight, in which Charles Boyer’s character tries to convince Ingrid Bergman’s character that she is going mad.
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Chapter Thirty-Six General Howe Takes Philadelphia


The prospect is chilling on every side: gloomy, dark, melancholy, and dispiriting.

—John Adams

We have appealed to Heaven for the justice of our cause, and in Heaven we have placed our trust. . . . Numerous have been the manifestations of God’s providence in sustaining us. . . . Let us still rely in humble confidence on Him who is mighty to save. Good tidings will soon arrive. We shall never be abandoned by Heaven while we act worthy of its aid and protection.

—Samuel Adams

AS BURGOYNE HAD STORMED southward from Canada, General Howe was still in winter quarters in New York. It is impossible to divine what went on in his mind, but whatever his reasons were for doing so, he had not made any plans to leave New York. Germain in London had written twice, urging him to take his troops north to aid Burgoyne, and Washington was convinced Howe would do this. It only stood to reason, since Burgoyne would need the help soon. But when would Howe do it?
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As we know, Howe strongly preferred the idea of taking Philadelphia. Some wonder whether it had been his plan to do that first, before the Delaware thawed, and then move north to help Burgoyne. But he did not move from New York in February or March, as some expected. Nor in April. For three thousand years, it had been traditional to begin a military campaign in the spring. The Old Testament phrase “in the spring of the year, at the time when kings go out to battle” was part of everyone’s vocabulary. But May came and went, and Howe had not budged. Though no one would have dared say it, not a few wondered: When would the weather be sufficiently pleasant to leave the gaming tables to do something for one’s king in the neighborhood of Philadelphia? Then June too came and went. Washington was on tenterhooks, knowing that at any moment Howe must make his move, at which point Washington would as quickly as possible move his own troops. But it was so late now. Burgoyne had been moving south for some time. Whenever Howe left New York, would he be moving north toward Burgoyne or south to Philadelphia? It became maddening.

Then the electric news came that Burgoyne had taken Ticonderoga. Washington felt this meant there was now “little room to doubt” that Howe would temporarily forego his hankering for Philadelphia to move north on the Hudson to aid Burgoyne. But Washington was wrong. Instead of speeding north to support Burgoyne, Howe reasoned that if Burgoyne had taken Ticonderoga, he must be doing quite well on his own, so what need was there to be troubled? Or perhaps Howe would dispatch General Clinton in Burgoyne’s direction. We know that he had months to move on Philadelphia and hadn’t. And now when he was expected to go north to aid Burgoyne, he didn’t. So it eventually seemed clear to Washington that Howe really was going to Philadelphia after all. But when?

To nearly everyone’s amazement, it was not until July 23rd that Howe would at last hitch up his britches and begin the journey. And it would not be by land, but by sea. He and his brother would sail south along the Jersey coast with 16,000 men in 267 ships. Howe reckoned it should take eight days, but because he had waited for the windless Horse Latitudes of late summer, it ended up taking thirty-four days, and the journey was 456impossibly hellish. The fetid, airless conditions below deck took a tremendous toll on men and beast alike. Twenty-seven soldiers died en route, as did 170 horses. Another 150 horses became so sick they had to be destroyed, virtually gutting whatever calvary there had been to speak of.

In order to keep what he was doing from Washington, Howe sailed over the horizon, so that it was impossible to know where he was sailing. Might he have gone north to Providence or Boston? Or would he sail all the way to Charlestown or Savannah? Washington had men posted along the Jersey shore, who finally confirmed that Howe’s fleet had indeed sailed south and were headed for Philadelphia. But they would not do so by sailing up the Delaware—knowing that the Americans had strongly fortified it—but would instead sail all the way down to the Chesapeake, and then head north to Head of Elk, at the mouth of the Susquehanna, an almost unbelievably inconvenient detour.

Nonetheless, as soon as Washington knew Howe was headed for Philadelphia, he began marching his troops in that direction. On August 24th, with Congress and most citizens of the city watching, his troops marched through Philadelphia’s streets to the music of the fife and drum, each man wearing a green sprig in his hat. Washington thought this jaunty addition would bring a dash of aesthetic uniformity to the motley collection of state militias in their unavoidably variegated costumes. At the head of the troops beside Washington rode the Marquis de Lafayette, who had just arrived in America. Many in Philadelphia were thrilled to see Washington and his troops, although John Adams felt them only “tolerably disciplined,” writing Abigail that “our soldiers have not yet quite the air of soldiers.”


The Battle of Brandywine

Howe’s forces did not splash ashore until August 28th, half dead from the miserable journey. And after all that they were still a sixty-mile march from Philadelphia, their goal. If they had marched directly from New York, it would have been a ninety-mile march. Washington’s hope was to meet them halfway, and stop them, and toward this end he ranged his 12,000 men along Brandywine Creek, twenty-six miles outside Philadelphia. Finally, on September 11th, Howe’s forces arrived 457to the battle. The Hessian Wilhelm von Knyphausen led 6,800 troops to confront the main part of Washington’s forces at Chadds Ford. But Loyalists had apprised Howe of two other distant fords, both unguarded by the Americans. Much in the manner of what they had done in the Battle of Brooklyn, Cornwallis led the remainder of Howe’s forces of 9,000 men on a circuitous seventeen-mile march north— and then east and then south—crossing these two fords to outflank Washington’s forces. When Washington realized what was happening, he and Lafayette sped in the direction of the fighting, but it was too late to do much. In the end, the Americans were forced into a full retreat. Howe certainly won this battle; the American casualties would be roughly 1,000, and the British roughly half that. But most of Howe’s men were exhausted from the long march. And because so many of his horses had died and there was no cavalry to speak of, Howe was unable to press his advantage. So the retreat of Washington’s men was not at all precipitous. Thomas Paine, who was there, called it “extraordinary . . . nobody hurried themselves.”

The Battle of Brandywine, as this would be called, marked the first opportunity for Lafayette to show his great courage. In the course of leading the retreat, he received a musket ball through his calf. Years later Lafayette recalled the incident. “On the field of battle the surgeon prepared his dressings, but the shot fell so thick around us, that in a very little time, if we had remained, we should both have been past all surgery.” Afterward, he said, the “news of my being hurt was conveyed to the commander-in-chief. . . . The good General Washington freely expressed his grief that one so young, and a volunteer in the holy cause of freedom, should so early have fallen; but he was soon relieved by an assurance that my wound would stop short of life . . .” Lafayette was carried to Philadelphia, and entrusted to the care of Washington’s personal physician, Dr. James Craik. “Take care of him as if he were my son,” Washington said.



The Marquis de Lafayette

In hearing the story of that fabled figure known as the Marquis de Lafayette, it becomes virtually impossible not to smile. His family was impossibly wealthy and had closely served the kings and queens 458of France since at least the twelfth century. In 1429, one of his ancestors served under Joan of Arc at the Siege of Orleans. At age sixteen, Lafayette—whose actual name was Marie-Joseph Paul Yves Roch Gilbert du Motier—married the fourteen-year-old daughter of a duke, who was also an eminent scientist, as well as a general in the French Army, and who was related by blood to King Louis, and both Lafayette and his young wife knew Marie Antoinette. Lafayette’s father-in-law promised Lafayette a military commission when he turned eighteen, but when King George III’s embittered brother, the Duke of Gloucester, visited France and at a dinner complained about his brother’s handling of the American Colonies, the idea came to Lafayette that he must by all means sail thither to join the noble cause of liberty at once. Through Benjamin Franklin and Silas Deane—both in Paris at this time, lobbying for France’s aid in the Revolution—Lafayette was able to get a commission as a Major General, partially because they believed his joining the cause would push King Louis toward helping America. Two months later, the nineteen-year-old was en route to America aboard a ship he had himself purchased.



The Battle of the Clouds

For four weeks after the loss in the Battle of Brandywine, Washington did his best to keep the British out of Philadelphia, while Howe did his best to trap Washington’s forces. Neither succeeded. But before Howe was able to take Philadelphia—which he did at the end of September—there were two engagements between the 26,000 men of the two armies. One has come to be known as the Battle of the Clouds and was not an actual battle. On September 16th, Washington’s and Howe’s armies had just squared off to engage when a rainstorm commenced that was so torrential that everything stopped. “I wish I could give a description of the downpour,” one soldier said. “It came so hard that in a few minutes we were drenched and sank in mud up to our calves.” Hessian Captain Johann Ewald called it “the heaviest downpour in this world.” The rain destroyed four hundred thousand cartridges, making fighting impossible. Washington was forced to retreat to northern Chester Country to replenish his ammunition, leaving General 459“Mad Anthony” Wayne behind with a force of 1,500 men, who were to harass the rear of Howe’s forces.



The Paoli Massacre

Before he left, Washington warned Wayne to beware of ambuscades. But Wayne made the mistake of keeping his forces in the same place three nights in a row, making it easy for Howe to somehow discover their whereabouts. On September 20th in the middle of the night—which was decidedly irregular—Howe sent a silent force of 1,200 British to attack Wayne’s men with bayonets, and what followed was gruesome. The British surprised the sleeping men and stabbed to death many who had already surrendered. Major Samuel Hay of Pennsylvania’s Seventh Regiment wrote that the “annals of the age cannot produce such another scene of butchery . . .” Although the British did take some prisoners, so that some would quibble it was not officially a massacre, there was sufficient carnage for it ever after to be referred to as the “Paoli Massacre.” One Pennsylvania militiaman, William Hutchison, many years later told the story of a Quaker coming to their headquarters the morning after the carnage, along with “a man which he said he had found lying in the woods whose clothes, coat, vest, and trousers were stiff with gore.” Hutchinson thought “they would have stood by alone when taken off him.”


He was a Virginian and had shared in the consequences of the massacre; had been singled out at the close thereof as a special subject for the exercise of the savage cruelty of the British soldiers. He told us that more than a dozen soldiers had with fixed bayonets formed a cordon round him, and that every one of them in sport had indulged their brutal ferocity by stabbing him in different parts of his body and limbs, and that by a last desperate effort, he got without their circle and fled. And as he rushed out, one of the soldiers struck at him to knock him down as the finis to the catastrophe, in which only the front of the bayonet reached his head and laid it open with a gash as if it had been cut with a knife. He made, however, his escape, and 460when brought to our captain, he had laid in the woods twenty-four hours. He had neither hat, shoes, nor stockings, and his legs and feet were covered with mud and sand which had been fastened to his skin by mixing with his own blood as it ran down his limbs.

Our captain immediately dispatched his lieutenant for a physician, who, when he returned, was so fortunate as to bring two with him. We then procured the means of washing and cleansing the wounded man, and upon examining him there was found as our captain afterwards announced to the men, forty-six distinct bayonet wounds in different parts of his body, either of which were deep and sufficiently large to have been fatal if they had been in vital parts. But they were mostly flesh wounds and every one of them had bled profusely and many of them commenced bleeding again upon being washed. His wounds were dressed, his bloody garments were burned, and by orders of our captain, he was waited upon with strict attention until he was able to walk . . .





Congress Leaves Philadelphia

Because of the looming inevitability of Howe and his brutal troops marching into Philadelphia, Congress prepared to leave. Then it happened. Very early one morning, a party headed by Alexander Hamilton banged on the doors of each member, waking them, and urging them to grab their belongings and go. As the British were marching from the west, the members of Congress went east to avoid them, but eventually headed fifty miles west toward Lancaster. John Adams in his diary wrote: “The prospect is chilling on every side: gloomy, dark, melancholy, and dispiriting.” From Lancaster they traveled another twenty-five miles to York, where on September 30th they convened to deliberate on how—or indeed whether—the sacred and great cause of liberty could continue. The sudden bleakness of where things stood was inescapable. New York had been in British hands for a year—and now Philadelphia.
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“Good Tidings Will Soon Arrive”

But Samuel Adams was there and would now speak hope and faith to his dispirited colleagues. “Through the darkness which shrouds our prospects the ark of safety is visible,” he said. Why did he feel so strongly that they would somehow prevail? “Despondency becomes not the dignity of our cause, nor the character of those who are its supporters.” For him it was a spiritual battle, so that he framed the war as something far beyond a mere military clash between differing interests. “Let us . . . evince a different spirit—a spirit that shall inspire the people with confidence in themselves and in us—a spirit that will encourage them to persevere in this glorious struggle, until their rights and liberties shall be stabled on a rock.” For him—as for Washington and his cousin John and so many others—the struggle was “glorious” and because of that it must not fail. He saw it as a spiritual war, and alluded to the parable about the wise man who heeded Jesus’s teachings. “We have appealed to Heaven for the justice of our cause, and in Heaven we have placed our trust.” That the British never said anything similar is clear enough. “Numerous have been the manifestations of God’s providence in sustaining us,” he said. And again, likening the American patriots to the Israelites in the wilderness: “In the gloomy period of adversity, we have had our cloud by day and pillar of fire by night.” He knew he was not talking to a room of Deists.

In Samuel Adams’s words to Congress at this darkest hour, the persistent idea that the men who brought the American nation into being were motivated mostly by “Enlightenment principles” falls away. “We have been reduced to distress,” Adams continues, “and the arm of Omnipotence has raised us up. Let us still rely in humble confidence on Him who is mighty to save. Good tidings will soon arrive. We shall never be abandoned by Heaven while we act worthy of its aid and protection.” How did he know this? But he is underscoring what Washington and John Adams and others deeply believed, that the cause was sacred, and that it was therefore how they fought and in Whom they trusted that would make the ultimate difference. So the only way to win was to know that winning wasn’t everything. Therefore, what the British would do to win, we would not do. We would not allow our soldiers to rape and pillage. We would not let them 462bayonet to death surrendering prisoners. We would not murder thousands of prisoners through starvation in prison hulks. We would not allow Native Americans to torture captives and to murder the helpless wounded and the elderly and women and children. And because we would not do these things, we could not doubt that God would smile on our efforts. At this nadir, Samuel Adams spoke with astonishing conviction and hope, adamant that if we lived up to our part of the covenant with God in how we fought, God would give us the victory. And two weeks later—350 miles northeast of York—a battle would play out that would be a dramatic example of the “good tidings” Adams had that day so confidently prophesied.
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Chapter Thirty-Seven Saratoga!


Sanguine hopes are now entertained that we shall, by the help of Providence, be finally enabled to destroy or capture the whole British Army. Our troops are panting for another opportunity of displaying their valor, and another dreadful conflict is daily expected. . . . What can excite ideas more noble and sublime, than impending military events, on which depend the destiny of a nation?

—Dr. James Thacher

Perhaps [Burgoyne’s] despair may dictate to him to risk all upon one show; he is an old gamester, and in his time has seen all chances.

—Horatio Gates

EArly in September, Benedict Arnold galloped back eastward to join the northern army, under the command of Horatio Gates. Arnold was now triumphantly leading 1,200 men, many of them militiamen he had recruited along the way. When he arrived, there was more encouraging news. Washington had sent “Old Wagoner” Daniel Morgan and his corps of 400 frontier riflemen to aid the cause. Apart from Arnold, there was no one more renowned among the Americans than Morgan. Washington had additionally sent two Continental brigades, totaling another 1,500 men, bringing General Gates’s forces to 6,200 men. And even as Gates’s army grew, 464Burgoyne’s would soon shrink, as he had just sent a thousand men on a fool’s errand to the east.

Burgoyne was in dire need of many things. It had become unpleasantly obvious that General Howe would not be arriving to help him soon, and perhaps never. So he decided to send one of his Hessian officers—Colonel Friedrich Baum—on a wild goose chase eastward to recruit militia and gather food, horses, and supplies. While drunk, or simply in the manic mood that had produced his proclamation a few months earlier, Burgoyne believed the mission would be an unmitigated victory. Burgoyne’s German counterpart, Baron Friedrich Adolf Riedesel, did not agree, and warned that sending Baum, who didn’t speak a word of English, into hostile territory might not end well. Burgoyne sent Baum anyway. Nonetheless, when Baum and his men—which included many Indians who were terrorizing civilians along the way—got to within ten miles of what is today Bennington, Vermont,* they were set upon by Colonel John Stark. He had heard of the Indians’ brutalities and decided to do something about it, even though he was under no one’s command. With 2,000 militiamen—including 200 Green Mountain Boys—Stark crushed the enemy. When it was all over, it had cost Burgoyne 1,000 men, and he now only had 5,400.

[image: A uniformed man stands upright, one hand on his chest and the other holding a scroll. He wears a tricorn hat, tall boots, and has a sword at his side. His attire is detailed and formal, indicating importance.]
So now Horatio Gates, with what began to look like decent odds, decided to move his bolstered forces northward, toward Saratoga. They marched twenty-eight miles north of Albany to a site overlooking the Hudson, called Bemis Heights. There Kościuszko built a number of impressive fortifications. Some claim choosing this spot was Arnold’s idea. In any case, the thin-skinned Arnold had by now decided that he despised Gates, even though he was under his command, and even though Gates had previously treated him very well. 465Nonetheless, Arnold petulantly decided to make his preference for General Schuyler—who also despised Gates and was no longer in the picture—as clear as possible. He openly consorted with Colonel Richard Varick, who was the Northern Army’s Deputy Master Muster General, and whom Gates rightly thought of as Schuyler’s spy. So the prickly Gates eventually responded to the pricklier Arnold’s open defiance by countermanding all of the assignments Arnold gave the militia under him, to which Arnold furiously objected, to which Gates responded by saying he would correct the error, which he did not. And so their hatred for each other grew and grew, like a weed in summer.

But these two prickliest of fellows were on the same side and must somehow find a way to work together. Or at least try. During the week before Burgoyne would finally show up, neither the British nor the Continental armies knew where the other was, with Arnold describing morning fogs “so dense you could in very truth grasp [them] with your outstretched hands.” On September 13th, Burgoyne crossed the Hudson on a bridge of boats near Saratoga and began making his way south. Deprived of the ignoble savages who formerly served as his local guides, he was now groping his way toward the enemy. On September 18th, some of his hungry soldiers were digging for potatoes at an abandoned farm when an American patrol found them, killing and wounding twenty. Only then did Burgoyne understand that his enemy was nearby. He decided to strike the next day.


The Battle of Freeman’s Farm

Burgoyne divided his forces into three columns, which revealed the contempt he had for his adversaries. But it was true that at Ticonderoga they had been notably passive and unimpressive. And perhaps if Gates had gotten his way, they would not have been impressive this day either. That’s because when at ten o’clock in the morning the British cannon boomed the signal to begin the advance, all of the American forces were behind the breastworks as the three columns approached, and Gates was perfectly content for them to remain there, waiting. Let them come, he seems to have thought, and we will destroy them as we did at Bunker Hill. But Arnold had a different idea and furiously challenged Gates, urging him to let a force go out to engage them in the woods. Otherwise, 466he argued, the Americans risked being outflanked and trapped where they were. But however much Arnold raged, Gates refused. Then at about noon, Gates somehow begrudgingly agreed, sending Daniel Morgan’s 400 Virginia riflemen out, along with 250 light infantry, who engaged the enemy in a brutal fight. He also told Arnold that if he was needed, he could ride out too. It would be called the Battle of Freeman’s Farm, and many said they had never seen a firefight to compare to it. One American described it as “the hottest fire . . . that ever I heard.” A British veteran of twenty years said it was an “explosion of fire [such as] I never had any idea of before.”

At one point in the chaos Morgan’s men were suddenly met with a force four times larger. Twenty of them were taken prisoner, with the remainder fleeing past their stunned frontiersman leader. Morgan was legendary for his toughness. When in 1755 during the French and Indian War an officer struck him with the flat of his sword, Morgan, renowned for his strength, knocked the officer unconscious with a single blow, for which he was sentenced to 500 lashes, which sentence often proved fatal. Morgan not only survived, but insisted the count was wrong, that he was owed another lash. Two years later a bullet ripped through his neck, taking several teeth with it before exiting through his left cheek. But now in beholding what appeared to be the complete destruction of his beloved rifle corps, this toughest of men wept. But eventually, using the imitation of a wild turkey call—which was their signal—he managed to regather them. And so they would fight again on another day after all.

Arnold had leapt into the melee, fearlessly ranging everywhere with a bravery and astonishing martial instinct that no one could gainsay. One soldier, Samuel Downing, said, “There wasn’t any waste timber in him, and a bloody fellow he was. He didn’t care for nothing. . . . He was as brave a man as ever lived.” But Burgoyne was fearless to the point of recklessness, too, riding through the bullets of Morgan’s men even as his own aide was shot from his horse a few feet away. For hours the battle raged.

More than once, Arnold—sensing that the British were beginning to break—rode back to Gates’s tent inside the fortifications to beg him for more troops. Each time, Gates refused. At one point, Gates ordered Arnold to stay within the fortifications, insisting his behavior was risking 467the entire army. Arnold had no choice but to obey, certain his men in the field would suffer without his leadership. The battle continued as hot as ever, with General John Glover calling it “one continual blaze [of musketry] until dark.” When it was over, the British had managed to hold Freeman’s Farm, but once again, the cost had been staggering. They had suffered almost 600 casualties; the Americans just over 300.

The next day, Burgoyne was spoiling to continue the fight, but his exhausted officers persuaded him against it, though he vowed that they would do so the following day. The Americans were glad for the respite and found themselves so low on ammunition that they sent a message to Albany frantically asking General Schuyler’s help. Setting aside his boundless loathing for Gates, Schuyler sent men around the city to tear the lead sash-weights from windows and melt them into bullets that were rushed to Bemis Heights.

But because of a letter that Burgoyne received on the twentieth, he chose not to fight the next day after all. General Howe—who had proceeded to Philadelphia—had left General Clinton in charge back in New York. The letter was from Clinton, informing Burgoyne that thanks to the arrival of troops from England, he would soon be sailing up the Hudson to aid Burgoyne, if Burgoyne wished. Burgoyne begged him to come “directly.” So the urgency to fight had vanished. Burgoyne would instead wait for Clinton, and while doing so would dig entrenchments around Freeman’s Farm.



The Feud Between Gates and Arnold

In the meantime, the hatred between Gates and Arnold would at last burst into flames. On September 25th, Arnold learned that the report Gates submitted to Congress of the recent battle declined even to mention the names—much less the heroics—of Arnold or Daniel Morgan. So Arnold stormed into Gates’s tent and raged. But it seems that Gates was provoking Arnold deliberately, because he now casually let slip that because Arnold had tendered his resignation from the Army to Congress, his participation in the recent battle was not at all official. Arnold had no idea that Congress had accepted his resignation and was dumbfounded to hear it from the mouth of Gates. In any event, had not 468Gates himself given Arnold command of the left flank? Gates shrugged, and the smirks of Gates’s staff told Arnold that the whole humiliating scene had been pre-arranged. Arnold exploded, saying that he would leave camp and appeal directly to Congress for justice. Gates then informed him that his presence didn’t matter anyway, as command of the left was being given to General Benjamin Lincoln. Lincoln was one of those who had been promoted past Arnold, prompting him to write to Congress offering his resignation in the first place. In saying this it seems inescapable that Gates was openly and cruelly goading him.

Gates is a difficult figure to fathom, but there are enough dark stains in his behavior to make us question his character. That he ambitiously labored to undermine Washington at every turn is undeniable and unpleasant to consider. Another is that a few days before this scene with Arnold, he allowed some Indian scouts to torture a Tory prisoner whom they “buried up to his neck,” afterward setting him near a roaring fire to burn him, as they “hoot[ed] and holl[ered] around him.” A few days later, the Indians brought in twenty-seven prisoners, whom Gates allowed them to beat. We know that the British were much in the habit of letting the Indians inflict their sadism on prisoners, but that the Americans were not, and that Washington himself was especially animated on the subject of how prisoners should be treated.

So Arnold had said he was leaving, but of course it stung him bitterly that now, on the verge of what might be the most important battle of the war, he would be unable to participate. But a number of officers persuaded him to rescind his plans and stay, despite all. The two leaders of this effort were the last men Arnold would have expected. One was Benjamin Lincoln himself. The other was Enoch Poor, who had testified against Arnold regarding accusations he had looted on the way home from the Canadian campaign. All of the officers in Poor’s brigade signed a letter thanking Arnold “for his past service and particularly for his conduct during the late action and refusing his stay.” So Arnold relented. And then, swallowing the horse pill that was his pride, he wrote Gates of his decision “to sacrifice my feelings . . . and continue in the army at this critical juncture when my country needs every support.” But Gates did not respond. So Arnold’s command remained with Benjamin Lincoln.
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Is Clinton on His Way?

When the fighting would resume was anyone’s guess. As the days passed, Burgoyne could not imagine where Clinton was. In his letter Clinton implied that he had left New York some time before. But in fact, he did not budge until October 3rd and was making his way up the Hudson with no particular urgency. He had sent a large contingent to capture two of the American forts, thinking that this would lure forces away from Burgoyne, but it did not. Perhaps this was all he meant when he implied he would help. Actually, Clinton never sailed more than half the distance to where Burgoyne was, so that Burgoyne’s desperate hope for relief was completely ill-placed. Burgoyne wanted to resume the fight nonetheless, but his officers counseled a retreat. In retrospect, there was a sagacity in this advice that—had Burgoyne dared to receive it—might well have changed the fortunes of millions. He might so easily have read the situation more clearly and retreated to Canada, before the water on which he must travel was frozen.



The Battle of Bemis Heights

There was a general sense on the American side that Burgoyne was in his endgame. “Sanguine hopes are now entertained that we shall, by the help of Providence, be finally enabled to destroy or capture the whole British Army,” wrote James Thacher. “Our troops are panting for another opportunity of displaying their valor, and another dreadful conflict is daily expected. . . . What can excite ideas more noble and sublime, than impending military events, on which depend the destiny of a nation?”

Gates himself sensed this and believed that Burgoyne could not resist striking. “Perhaps,” Gates thought, “his despair may dictate to him to risk all upon one show; he is an old gamester, and in his time has seen all chances.” Speaking of which, Burgoyne had the Christmas before wagered fifty guineas that he would subdue the Americans and return by the next Christmas. He had been at Brooks’s Club on St. James’s Street in London, and made the bet with Charles Fox, a famous Whig politician who believed the Colonies would win their independence. There can be little doubt that Burgoyne was thinking of this now, knowing that if he succeeded in 470subduing the Americans in the next few days, he would indeed have enough time to sail home to collect his winnings and bask in the national glory he would have earned. Of course if he did the prudent thing and retreated to Canada, this would not be possible. Who knows what prompted him to his fatal course?

Nonetheless, on October 7th, Burgoyne sent his troops out for battle. Carthago Delenda Est. It was about two in the afternoon. He sent a column of two thousand men; Gates sent Morgan’s men out to meet them. The fighting began. But Arnold could not help himself and appeared at Gates’s headquarters, fully expecting that with everything at stake the coach would be unable to resist putting his star player in the game. Gates was unmoved and dismissed Arnold bluntly. “You have no business here,” he said.

And so the battle began to rage, with Arnold, Achilles-like, sulking in his tent. That he should be sidelined at this juncture must have been too much to bear, and it is strongly suspected that he now began drinking. Then, about an hour later, he appeared on his horse, brazenly defying Gates’s orders and picking up where he had left off eighteen days earlier. He would not be denied his moment in the sun.



Arnold Seizes the Day

When Gates heard that Arnold was in the field, his eyes nearly popped out on their stems. He immediately sent an officer, Major Armstrong, to retrieve the renegade, but there would be no stopping Arnold that day. It was useless, like snatching at the wind. He ranged madly and fearlessly, wherever he saw an opportunity, commanding troops that were not his to command, but who were thrilled to follow him nevertheless, and did. Eventually, the battle tipped in favor of the Americans. The Hessian forces began to retreat. Burgoyne had taken bullets through his coat and hat, and his horse had been shot from under him, making it impossible for him to command at all. So Brigadier Simon Fraser leapt in to command the British forces, urging his horse into the maelstrom. But when Arnold saw this, he pointed to Fraser and shouted at Morgan. “That man on the gray horse is a host unto himself,” he said, “and must be stopped.” Morgan dispatched one of his sharpest shooters 471to do the job. Timothy Murphy promptly clambered into a tree, took aim, and shot Fraser dead.

At this point everything was essentially over. The British had nothing left and began to retreat to their camp, expecting to fight another day. But Arnold had other ideas. He was convinced that Burgoyne’s hash must be settled once and for all, and now shouting “Victory or Death,” he led an American force toward Burgoyne’s camp. It was as if Arnold knew this would be his last day on the battlefield for the Americans and was determined to win the entire war by the sheer force of his own adamantine will. He first led two brigades in a successful attack on a redoubt at the center of Freeman’s Farm, and then spun to the British right, seizing command of another brigade and leading them to another redoubt, this one under the command of a Hessian colonel named Heinrich von Breymann, whom the historian Fleming describes as “a hulking martinet.”15 Men from Morgan’s regiment swarmed over the redoubt’s front walls. When some of Breymann’s men tried to run, Breymann took to discouraging their cowardice by slashing at them with his saber—until one of them shot him dead.



“I Wish It Had Passed Through My Heart”

But another German fatefully squeezed off a musket ball in the direction of General Arnold. It shattered the thighbone of the same leg he had injured at Quebec, and killed his horse too, so that the horse came down upon him, injuring the leg further. A Connecticut soldier named Samuel Woodruff was about forty yards from Arnold. Fifty-five years later he remembered the very moment when “General Arnold, while galloping up and down our line upon a small brown horse which he had that day borrowed . . . received a musket ball which broke his leg and killed the horse under him.” Woodruff and two others raced to extricate the writhing general from under his inert mount. Lieutenant Henry Dearborn, who had served with Arnold at Quebec, was there too, and asked about the nature of the wound. “In the same leg,” Arnold replied. “I wish it had passed [through] my heart.” They then placed him on a litter and carried him back to the headquarters of General Gates, drawing the curtain on the American battlefield career of Benedict Arnold.
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The Endgame at Saratoga

In what was his last act as an American commander, Benedict Arnold had succeeded in taking the Breymann redoubt, which with its cannons commanded the British camp in the same way Mount Independence had commanded Ticonderoga. The British had lost 400 men, the Americans 150. But it was Arnold’s taking of the redoubt that cinched things, and Gates gave orders that it be held “at all hazards.” Burgoyne had no choice but to retreat, which he did, to what is today Schuylerville. He was outnumbered and surrounded. To be sure, the “Old Gamester” should have stood pat. But even now, with the end of all things looming, Baroness von Riedesel, the wife of the Hessian commander, reported that he was “having a jolly time,” and said that he spent “half the night singing and drinking and amusing himself in the company of the wife of a commissary, who was his mistress and, like him, loved champagne.” As his wounded men suffered the agonies of the damned, Burgoyne still entertained fantasies of miraculously escaping his predicament.



Burgoyne Surrenders

John Stark’s performance at Bennington had earned him Congress’s promotion to a brigadier general, and he now stationed his militiamen directly north of Burgoyne, preventing any idea of escape. On October 13th, Burgoyne began to see that the jig was up. General Clinton would not be arriving to save him. So he sent a letter under a white flag, asking Gates for a parley. But Gates proved his lack of skills as a negotiator by demanding an unconditional surrender, which Burgoyne rejected utterly, insisting on the full honors of war. Even more bizarrely, Gates spun 180 degrees and agreed to this, and so quickly that Burgoyne wondered whether Gates had intelligence that perhaps Clinton was on his way after all. So Burgoyne took advantage of Gates by insisting that he would not sign the terms unless the word “capitulation” was replaced with “convention,” which would allow Burgoyne’s men to avoid being kept as prisoners of war for the remainder of the conflict, but would instead allow them to return to England with the “promise” they would not return to fight the Americans. Gates was so obviously eager to seal the deal, that he even agreed to this. Perhaps he thought that victory now 473under any terms would at last catapult him ahead of Washington in the eyes of Congress and give him Washington’s command. But Burgoyne smelled Gates’s desperation, and continued to niggle over terms, even asking his senior officers whether he might honorably break off negotiations at this point as he continued to buy time and hope against hope that he might somehow wriggle free from the straitjacket in the locked trunk at the bottom of the river. But his senior officers knew it was over and told him so.

At ten o’clock on the morning of October 17th, the surrender began. As the thousands of men marched down the muddy road lined with rebel soldiers and then stacked their arms at the appointed place, some British officers wept openly. But the 12,000 Americans who witnessed this humiliation did not gloat. One Hessian recalled that the Americans showed no signs of “hatred, mockery, malicious pleasure or pride for our miserable fate.” A redcoat remembered that many “dare scarce lift up their eyes to view the British troops in such a situation.” The surrender of the 5,895 men under Burgoyne’s command took four hours.

James Thacher recalled that Gates in being “unwilling to aggravate the painful feelings of the royal troops . . . would not permit the American soldiery to witness the degrading act of piling their arms. This instance of delicacy and politeness, at the moment of triumph, towards an enemy who has committed the most unprecedented outrages, is a mark of true magnanimity, and deserves the highest praise . . .” Privately, however, Thacher, like so many others, was over the moon for joy. In his journal he wrote, “Thus we witness the incalculable reversal of fortune and the extraordinary vicissitudes of military events, as ordained by Divine Providence.” Nor could most forget Burgoyne’s boasting hauteur from a few weeks before. “That proud, assuming foe,” Thacher went on, “who so often threatened to lay waste our cities and country . . . is now reduced to the mortifying alternative of suing for terms of surrender, to those powers whom he affected to treat with sovereign contempt.” Thacher realized what it would mean across the ocean, when the news finally reached them. “The intelligence of these events to the British government must affect them like the shock of a thunderbolt and demonstrate to them the invincibility of a people united in the noble cause of liberty and the 474rights of man,” he wrote. “This event will make one of the most brilliant pages of American history.”

When the surrender that day was all over, General Gates magnanimously hosted an outdoor dinner for Burgoyne and his senior commanders. Gentleman Johnny, resplendent in full dress uniform, raised his hat to Gates, and bowed. “The fortune of war, General Gates,” he said, “has made me your prisoner.” Gates’s reply was cut from similar cloth. “I shall always be ready to testify that it was not through any fault of your excellency,” he said.



News of Burgoyne’s Surrender

The news of Burgoyne’s surrender would soon fly across the ocean, both to London and to Paris. But before that it would arrive in Boston, where on October 25th Abigail Adams wrote John in York, Pennsylvania. “The joyful news of the surrender of General Burgoyne and all his army to our victorious troops prompted me to take a ride this afternoon with my daughter to town to join tomorrow with my friends in thanksgiving and praise to the Supreme Being who hath so remarkably delivered our enemies into our Hands.” Then—referencing Horace Walpole’s remarks mocking Burgoyne for his exceedingly pompous “proclamation” a few months earlier—she asks, “Must not the vaporing Burgoyne who tis said possesses great sensibility be humbled to the dust?” Abigail then herself mocks him by referencing the satirical play Burgoyne had written two years earlier—titled The Blockade of Boston—whose performance had of course been so rudely interrupted—saying: “He may now write the Blockade of Saratoga.”

She then remarks on their anniversary. “This day, dearest of friends, completes 13 years since we were solemnly united in wedlock; 3 years of the time we have been cruelly separated.” We know that because of what just happened in Saratoga, John would soon be traveling to Paris to help Franklin in negotiating with the French, and that from 1779 until 1784 he would be there, away from Abigail all that time. But already now the separation is keenly felt. “I have patiently as I could endured it with the belief that you were serving your country and rendering your fellow creatures essential benefits,” she writes. “May future generations rise up and 475call you blessed, and the present behave worthy of the blessings you are laboring to secure to them, and I shall have less reason to regret the deprivation of my own particular felicity.”

Franklin was, of course, in France already. The cheering news had taken thirty-four days to cross the ocean, and on December 4th, an American courier rode into the courtyard of Benjamin Franklin’s Passy residence. When Franklin saw him, he assumed the news was that Philadelphia had fallen to the British, since he had already heard something along these lines. So he asked whether it had. The courier replied “Yes, sir,” confirming the bad news, so that Franklin—dejected to hear it—turned away. “But sir,” the messenger said, stopping him in his tracks, “I have greater news than that. General Burgoyne and his whole army are prisoners!” Franklin and those with him were elated. He immediately wrote of the spectacular news to the Comte de Vergennes, France’s Minister of Foreign Affairs, who two days later was at Versailles with King Louis himself, who officially invited the Americans to resubmit their request for a formal alliance. Everything had changed.



Congress Declares a Day of Thanksgiving

Nowhere was the joy of Burgoyne’s surrender greater than in York, Pennsylvania. Congress heard the news on October 31st. Henry Laurens of South Carolina wrote in a letter to his son that “the glorious intelligence is now extending from city to city diffusing joy in the heart of every loyal American.” The next day, Congress adopted a report declaring that Thursday, December 18th, should be dedicated as “a day of thanksgiving” to God. The proclamation begins “Forasmuch as it is the indispensable Duty of all Men to adore the superintending Providence of Almighty God; to acknowledge with Gratitude their Obligation to him for benefits received, and to implore such farther Blessings as they stand in need of . . .” and continues in that vein at astonishing length, finally ending with a prayer that schools will inculcate the “principles of true liberty, virtue and piety, under God’s nurturing hand, and to proper the means of religion for the promotion and enlargement of that kingdom which consisteth ‘in righteousness, peace 476and joy in the Holy Ghost.’” That Congress saw the “sacred cause” in explicitly religious terms once again becomes unavoidable.

That they saw the battle with England itself in unmistakably moral and religious terms—and as a reprisal of the Israelites rebelling against Pharaoh to govern themselves in the wilderness of Sinai—becomes clearer still when we think that a year earlier, the trio of Franklin, Jefferson, and John Adams, who had been on the committee to draft the Declaration, were charged with designing an official seal for the new country. Both Franklin and Jefferson, so often portrayed as Enlightenment “Rationalists,” proposed explicitly biblical imagery. Franklin’s notes describe an image of Moses parting the Red Sea, and the motto “Rebellion to Tyrants is obedience to God.” Jefferson proposed an image of the Israelites in the Sinai wilderness, following God in the Cloud by day and the Pillar of Fire by night. Adams, the most ardent Christian, proposed the image of a famous painting titled The Judgment of Hercules, underscoring the stark choice between virtue and vice.




	*  At this time there was no state of Vermont, so it was within the state of New York.
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Chapter Thirty-Eight The Winter at Valley Forge


These are the times that try men’s souls.

—Thomas Paine

Valley Forge. The Two words are themselves poetically appropriate, as if chosen by a fiction writer who wanted with the first to summon the idea of being in a dark depression—instead of a sunlit summit—and in the second wanted perhaps at least somewhat hopefully to suggest that via a trial of hammering blows and intense heat something better might eventually be formed. But, of course, the heat in this case came in the form of bitter cold.

But apart from the individual words, the phrase “Valley Forge” has ever since that winter evoked the images of suffering men, of bloody footsteps in the snow, and of penury of various kinds—and death. Yet in many ways, we rightly think of Valley Forge as that crucible in which the ragtag army not only suffered, but was transformed into something new—as though via the training of Baron Friedrich Wilhelm von Steuben it was beaten from improvised ploughshares into actual swords—into something for which Washington had longed since the summer day in 1775 when he rode into Cambridge and first groaned at the wretched lack of discipline in the militias entrusted to him, into a 478professional army able to execute the maneuvers of eighteenth-century European warfare.

As Washington and his army entered the winter of 1777, the war had dragged on for two and a half years and began to look like it might stretch into eternity. Although the bright news of Saratoga buoyed the hopes of every patriot, not least by increasing the possibility of luring France to our side, the immediate picture was bleak. The British had taken New York at the close of 1776, and now had taken Philadelphia. Many of the men limping into the cold encampment at Valley Forge had been in the battles that failed to prevent the British from taking Philadelphia. They were exhausted and hungry, and in many cases without much clothing at all, nor shoes, which is how many with injuries really did leave bloody footprints where they walked, as Washington and others recorded.

What would happen now? The idea of a winter encampment was for the army to be able to regather its strength, and in this case perhaps to receive such military training as would enable them to fight more effectively when they emerged in the spring. But being only twenty miles from Philadelphia, there was always the chance that something would call them to fight before spring—or even that the British would strike at them in their weakened state. And during these painful months, a shocking number of these men would sicken and die.

Although Valley Forge brings to our minds the images of the log cabins in which the troops lived, there were no cabins when they arrived. So their first task was to build them. Meanwhile, despite its being December, they slept in tents. Even Washington slept in a tent the first week, before moving to the two-story stone house that became his headquarters. So for the first month, the twelve thousand troops worked day and night, cutting trees and hauling timber. Before it was all over, there would be fifteen hundred such cabins—each fourteen feet by sixteen, to hold twelve men.

To incentivize the men to work harder and faster, Washington offered prize money to the crews that completed their cabins first. In a letter to Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Paine said the army at that time “appeared to me like a family of beavers; every one busy; some carrying logs, others mud and the rest fastening them together.” He called it a “curious 479collection of buildings in the true rustic order.” But they were as utilitarian as can be, often leaky and drafty, and—because the poorly constructed chimneys didn’t draw well—often unbearably smoky. We would do better thinking of the barracks at Auschwitz than of something from Little House on the Prairie. Even the indefatigably ebullient Lafayette described them as “scarcely gayer than dungeon cells.”

The men were only meant to be in them to sleep, or when they were ill. But part of what makes the general memory of Valley Forge so dark is the impossibly grim fact that between two and three thousand of the men who were there died there—from typhus, dysentery, typhoid fever, or smallpox. It beggars the imagination to think that roughly one-fifth of the men who arrived in December did not live to see the spring. The death rate was owing to their living in such close quarters, as well as to the unsanitary conditions. In the first week Washington complained to Congress that there was no soap. He also reported having only twenty-five barrels of flour—which would not go far with twelve thousand men—and no meat whatsoever. There was a radical shortage of shoes, clothes, and blankets, such that three thousand of the men were “barefoot or otherwise naked.” Washington was desperate, warning Henry Laurens in Congress that unless “some great and capital change suddenly takes place . . . this army must inevitably be reduced to one or other of these three things: starve, dissolve, or disperse.” The sheer number of Washington’s letters along such lines is staggering. Did his complaints fall on deaf ears? “Rest assured, Sir,” he continued, “this is not an exaggerated picture, and that I have abundant reason to support what I say.”

Albigence Waldo, a Connecticut surgeon, summed it up in his diary: “I am sick—discontented—and out of humor. Poor food—hard lodging—cold weather—fatigue—nasty clothes—hasty cookery—vomit half my time—smoked out of my senses. . . . What sweet felicities have I left at home; a charming wife . . . good beds—good food—good cookery—all agreeable—all harmonious. Here all confusion—smoke and cold—hunger and filthiness. . . . There comes a bowl of beef soup—full of burnt leaves and dirt, sickish enough to make a Hector* spue [sic] . . .”
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According to one physician there were nearly five thousand men “hospitalized” by the end of December. Lafayette later recalled men whose feet and legs turned black with frostbite and often had to be amputated. Many of the men were already half-starved and sickly before they arrived, but the cold and lack of food only made things worse. The private Joseph Plumb Martin complained of constantly starving in the weeks before Valley Forge. At one point, his messmate almost succeeded in stealing a hock of meat from a barrel in the commissary but was caught. “So I had nothing else to do but to go home,” he said, “and make out my supper as usual, upon a leg of nothing and no turnips.”

There can be no doubt that being unable to feed the men pained Washington beyond words, so that his equanimity under this crushing burden is yet another testament to his character. Some of his officers remembered that on several occasions when some of these starving men came to Washington to complain—respectfully—about what they were suffering, his eyes swam with tears to hear them.

During that winter, many of the men were sent out of the camp on patrols. One soldier recalled going out for the purpose of “prevent[ing] the Hessians from plundering and destroying property.” He remembered one occasion when he believed they had come upon a whole gang of Hessians in “a handsome mansion house in Bucks Country, Pennsylvania, about sixteen miles from Philadelphia.


We approached near the house and discovered a large Hessian standing in the yard with his gun, as a sentinel we supposed, and by a unanimous vote of the company present it was agreed on that Major McCorman or myself, who were good marksmen, should shoot him. . . . We cast lots, and it fell to my lot to shoot the Hessian. I did not like to shoot a man down in cold blood. The company present knew I was a good marksman, and I concluded to break his thigh. I shot with my rifle and aimed at his hip. He had a large iron tobacco box in his breeches pocket, and I hit the box, the ball glanced, and it entered his thighs and scarred the bone of the thigh on the outside. He fell and then rose. We scaled the yard fence and surrounded the 481house. They saw their situation and were evidently disposed to surrender. They could not speak English, and we could not understand their language. At length one of the Hessians came out of the cellar with a large bottle of rum and advanced with it at arm’s length as a flag of truce. The family had abandoned the house and the Hessians had possession. They were twelve in number. We took them prisoners and carried them to Valley Forge and delivered them up to General Washington.




The Conway Cabal

It was at Valley Forge that Washington learned of a plot to throw him to the wolves. He knew that Charles Lee and—more aggressively and immediately—Horatio Gates had always felt themselves superior to him. But following Gates’s triumph at Saratoga, the members in Congress and elsewhere pushed the harder for Gates to be given Washington’s command, attempting a clandestine coup. Gates cringed to think that many behind his back sniggered that at Saratoga he had been a mile from the fighting and that they regarded Arnold as the hero of the day. Gates believed if he were given command of the army, he would at last have the place in the sun he deserved.

The leader of the so-called cabal, Thomas Conway, was a French-trained, Irish-born volunteer who had initially and rather foolishly attempted to lure Lafayette into the plot, offering him command of a Canadian campaign. But Lafayette saw through the back-stabbing ruse and quickly apprised Washington of all he knew. Most who served under Washington had come to esteem him deeply and recoiled at any talk of replacing him. One of these was Daniel Morgan. When Gates tried to win him over, the craggy ex-wagoner warned him never again to bring up “that detestable subject,” angrily adding “under Washington and none but Washington will I serve.”

It’s interesting to see how there were some who simply knew the centrality of Washington to the success of the cause, who knew that despite any shortcomings he was possessed of a unique set of gifts that made him what historian Thomas Flexner famously called “the indispensable man” of the Revolution. Washington himself seemed to sense this, 482which is likely part of what gave him the ability to withstand the endless attacks.

When Lafayette first appeared on the scene, Washington had taken an instant liking to him, but it was now that Washington truly saw that in this young aristocrat he had one of his most devoted and ardent supporters. On December 30th, Lafayette had tried to visit with Washington in his headquarters, but finding him too busy to see anyone, penned a letter, referring to “stupid men who without knowing a single word about war undertake to judge you, to make ridiculous comparisons.” He went on, “They are infatuated with Gates. . . . If you were lost for America, there is nobody who could keep the army and the Revolution [together] for [another] six months.” Lafayette vowed his fidelity to Washington, saying he was “fixed” to Washington’s “fate, and I shall follow it and sustain it as well by my sword as by all means in my power.”

Of course, it had been Silas Deane and Benjamin Franklin who met with Lafayette in Paris in 1776, and who had paved the way for his entry into the American effort. One year later, still in Paris, they met another foreigner keen on joining the cause. This was Friedrich Wilhelm August Heinrich Ferdinand Freiherr von Steuben, also known as Baron von Steuben.



Baron von Steuben

Born in the fortress town of Magdeburg, von Steuben entered the celebrated Prussian military at fourteen. At seventeen he was given a commission, and during the Seven Years’ War rose to become an aide to Frederick the Great, unanimously regarded as the greatest military genius of the era. Prussia was renowned for having the best-trained army in the world. So when von Steuben presented himself in Paris to Franklin and Deane, they saw in him the potential answer to Washington’s longstanding prayers for a disciplined army. But because Deane and Franklin had pawned off any number of Gallic lemons on Congress in the last year—promising them ranks in the Continental Army that they shouldn’t have had—its leaders had strictly warned the pair to kick the habit, or at least to be infinitely more careful. Lafayette was of course a happy exception, though even he had been initially 483rebuffed by Congress, despite Franklin’s warmest recommendation. But von Steuben seemed more than worthy of sending across the Atlantic and would soon compete with Lafayette for the title of most colorful European figure in the Revolution.

Upon his arrival in America, he and his entourage first met Samuel Adams and John Hancock in Boston, both of whom were impressed. By February 1778, the Baron—a dedicated eccentric—was dashing o’er the snow through Pennsylvania on a magnificent black sleigh pulled by black Percheron draft horses, with bells jingling. The sudden advent of this larger-than-life character at Valley Forge would signal a great change in the overall environment, as though in the land where it was always winter and never Christmas, Father Christmas had himself arrived. The Baron wore a silk robe trimmed with fur and traveled with an Italian greyhound named Azor, said to possess “a discerning ear for music,” and whom the Baron spoiled, even suffering the noble creature to sit on his lap when he met with Washington.

In his letter introducing von Steuben, Franklin inf lated his rank—whether mistakenly or deliberately we cannot say—claiming he had served as Lieutenant General under Frederick the Great, which he had certainly not. But his military knowledge was impressive. He certainly seemed to know how to train an army. Wearing his Prussian blue uniform covered with its impressive riot of medals and ribbons, he had the physically impressive bearing of a natural leader. Washington was willing to give him a try and was soon so impressed he made von Steuben Inspector General of the Army. One soldier wrote that von Steuben “seemed to me a perfect personification of Mars . . . the ancient fabled God of War. . . . The trappings of his horse, the enormous holsters of his pistols, his large size, and his strikingly martial aspect, all seemed to favor the idea.”

His job was to whip the undisciplined troops of Valley Forge into shape, familiarizing them with everything eighteenth-century European armies must know. He began by drilling a single company of one hundred men, who would then become the model for other companies. But alas and alack, the Baron had no English to speak of—or with which to speak—and was obliged to communicate macaronically in French and German, which was then translated into English. But his 484seventeen-year-old French secretary Pierre-Etienne du Ponceau proved so inept in this that John Laurens, the twenty-four-year-old son of South Carolina’s Henry Laurens, and Alexander Hamilton—both of whom knew French—were deputized to assist, each evening translating what von Steuben dictated for the following day’s drills.

Von Steuben was surprisingly nothing like the unyielding Teutonic martinet we would expect in a Prussian drillmaster but was impressively flexible in how he went about his assignment. In his personal diary, he wrote: “In Europe, you say to your soldier, ‘Do this’ and he does it. But I am obliged to say to the American, ‘This is why you ought to do this’ and then he does it.” Von Steuben instantly became a beloved figure with the men, who were greatly entertained by his theatrics, much of which was eventually put on especially for their benefit. He often expressed his frustrations with his men’s failures by cursing in French and German, to great theatrical effect, even sometimes comically insisting that his embarrassed translators render his most sublime oaths into English.



Franklin’s Success in Paris

Not long before von Steuben’s arrival at Valley Forge, an historical earthquake had erupted in France. As everyone had hoped, the astounding defeat of Burgoyne’s army at Saratoga had pushed France into entering the war against England. It became official on February 6th. Actually, the news of Burgoyne’s defeat had so horrified the British that they had approached Franklin, desperately hoping to get their old friend to broker some end to the fighting. Of course, for Franklin— and Washington and John Adams—it was far too late. Too many had been brutally killed. Too many women had been raped. The idea that the Americans might be lured back to the negotiating table—to give back their independence—was insulting and absurd. But the shrewd Franklin would play this fish for some time nonetheless and would successfully use London’s suddenly desperate peace overtures as leverage with the French, who eventually saw the light and decided to do the right thing. And so on February 6th, Franklin—with Silas Deane and Arthur Lee—signed the two treaties, transforming the American Revolution into a world war. In the first of the treaties France officially 485recognized the United States as a sovereign nation—the first nation to do so—and in the second she officially allied with America in the war. Tout de suite, everything changed.

In the sophisticated salons of Paris, Franklin always wore his carefully curated costume of fur cap and ostentatiously plain brown suit as he played to the hilt the role of unadorned American innocent. But on this extremely important day, he would kick away this humble persona and wear something dramatically different, which he had been saving for just such an occasion. It was an arresting suit of blue Manchester velvet. On seeing Franklin’s sartorial departure, Silas Deane asked him about it. Pour quoi? “To give it a little revenge,” Franklin explained. “I wore this coat the day Wedderburn abused me at Whitehall.” Indeed, it was the very one he had last worn four years earlier in London when he was humiliated in the Cockpit, before the king’s Privy Council. It was that black day when he was presented to the smirking elites as an enemy of England, and it was also the day when he knew he would accept this role they had foisted on him, and with all his American heart. And so today—appropriately accoutered—he would step onto history’s stage in that very role and officially ally against them with their ancient enemy. Thus—voila!—had the worm turned.



Celebration at Valley Forge

The spectacular news of the treaty with France horrified all of London, who knew they must now drastically alter their plans for continuing the war. For one thing, they would now face the formidable French navy, who could even harass them near their own shores, and which would certainly do its best to regain whatever territories France had lost in the Seven Years’ War. For example, suddenly the valuable islands in the British West Indies were again in play. But when the news of the alliance reached America, the joy was unconfined.

Word of the long-awaited triumph reached Valley Forge at the end of April, at which point Lafayette was so beside himself that he giddily discomfited the intensely reserved Washington by planting a kiss upon each of the great man’s cheeks, comme ca. This was hardly a time to stand on ceremony! If the two great nations had now at last embraced so openly, 486why should not one of its representatives bestow upon the other the equally public felicity of two kisses? But Washington too was beside himself for joy and planned a proper celebration to mark the treaty a week hence.

On May 5th, he issued orders for the next day. “It having pleased the Almighty Ruler of the Universe propitiously to defend the cause of the United American States,” they read, “and finally, by raising us up a powerful friend among the princes of the earth, to establish our liberty and independence on a lasting foundation; it becomes us to set apart a day for gratefully acknowledging the Divine goodness, and celebrating the important event which we owe to his benign interposition.” At nine the next morning all brigades were to assemble to thank God, and the chaplain of each would “offer up a Thanksgiving [prayer], and deliver a discourse suitable to the occasion.”

After this there would be pageantry, with the firing of thirteen cannons, followed by the sequential firing of muskets, a feu de joie, as it was called—a “fire of joy”—followed by cheers for the King of France. After this Baron von Steuben was given the opportunity to demonstrate what he had been teaching the troops all these weeks, who paraded smartly in front of Washington, performing maneuvers unknown to most of them two months before. They were the sort of army Washington had longed for, and now at long last had in front of him. Between this and the new alliance with France, it was hard not once again to be hopeful. John Laurens reported to this father that “Through it all,” Washington “wore a countenance of uncommon delight.”



Charles Lee Returns

Some weeks earlier, after sixteen months in British captivity in New York, Charles Lee returned. We recall that he was captured in Basking Ridge, New Jersey, while in the very act of pouring out his contempt for Washington in a letter to the other general eager to supplant the commander in chief, Horatio Gates. Lee’s time among the British is its own extraordinary story. When he fell into their hands, he was their bitterest enemy, but that would change rather quickly.

At the very beginning of the war, when it became clear to the British that Lee would lend his great military talents to the rebels, the hot-headed 487Banastre Tarleton in a London club vowed that he would have Lee’s head, and of course Tarleton had indeed led the charge in capturing Lee that morning at Widow White’s tavern. But now that they had captured him, would the British indeed execute Lee, as they would have happily executed John Hancock or John Adams, given the chance? Or as they had indeed murdered Joseph Warren? As it happened, no.

This is because they soon understood that Charles Lee did not have the annoying and unyielding principles those others had—and that he might therefore conceivably be swayed to their advantage. So very soon they treated him rather well. In New York, he was given three rooms and a servant and allowed to walk freely about the city. He often dined with British officers and sometimes the Howe brothers themselves. To further soften him to their advances, the Howes took the pains to reunite him with one of his beloved canines—and provided him with a mistress. But the darkest dealings of Lee during this time, which were undeniably treasonous, would remain unknown to history for almost another century. Certainly, Washington had no idea of it at the time.

So that April, as Lee returned, Washington welcomed back his second in command with particular enthusiasm and warmth—“as if he had been his brother,” as some said—and with all the honors due his position. In an especially magnanimous gesture, Washington rode out four miles to meet Lee, escorting him back to camp with military bands playing in his honor. All of the officers gathered to greet him, followed by an “elegant dinner” with Martha Washington, Nathanael Greene, and many other officers and ladies. Lee was that night provided with a well-appointed room behind Martha Washington’s parlor. But according to Washington’s commissary of prisoners, Elias Boudinot—who had arranged Lee’s exchange with the British—Lee’s behavior the next morning was passing strange. For one thing, Boudinot said he got up very late, looking exceedingly disheveled. It soon became clear that he had welcomed “a miserable dirty hussy”—the wife of a British sergeant from Philadelphia—into his room by a back door after the dinner.

But Lee’s more deep-seated contempt for Washington was the larger issue. He began his grousing by expressing strong disapproval for the foreign interloper impressively drilling the troops. More importantly, he 488immediately resumed his habit of denigrating Washington to anyone willing to listen, obviously still zealous to knock the great man from his perch. In fact, Lee had on his way to Valley Forge shot off a letter to Henry Laurens in Congress, pushing them to promote him to lieutenant general, which would have given him a rank equal to Washington’s. Lee later flatly told Congress that he found the army at Valley Forge “in a worse situation than he expected” and thought Washington unfit “to command a sergeant’s guard.” It seems Lee was not a little put out that they somehow had all managed to survive without him.

But he obviously felt that now that he was back on the scene Congress must soon come to its senses and give him Washington’s spot. In the meantime, of course, he had to be cautious. But even for those, like Washington, who had no idea what Lee was thinking—much less what he had been up to during his time among the enemy—there were telling moments. For example, Congress had mandated a new oath of loyalty to the American government, which Washington was obliged to administer to all officers. Lafayette had been away and hadn’t been able to take it. So Washington thought he would invite a handful of special guests to a small ceremony to witness Lee and Lafayette taking the oath. But when reading aloud that part of the oath in which he renounced any “allegiance or obedience to George III,” Washington saw that Lee lifted his hand from the Bible. When Washington asked him about it, Lee joked that his real difficulty was hardly with the king, but with his son, the Prince of Wales. What? It was an example of the odd japery for which Lee was known, and was of course no real answer, which must have made Washington wonder what he was dealing with in the cunning conundrum that was Charles Lee.

What would happen three weeks later at the Battle of Monmouth would bring the truth of things between them to the surface once and for all and would change things forever for Charles Lee. But ten days before this explosion would occur, the British would leave Philadelphia. So before we proceed with the story of Washington and Lee, we should return to the British in the midst of their happy sojourn in the City of Brotherly Love, indeed on the very day they expressed their great love for the two brothers who had brought them there. It was an impossibly immodest affair called the “Meschianza.”




	*  Homer’s Hector in The Iliad represented the consummate image of a dedicated warrior.
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Chapter Thirty-Nine The Meschianza


Let us eat, drink, and be merry, for tomorrow we will die.

—Shakespeare’s Henry IV, Part One

IN Light of the legendary miseries suffered by Washington’s troops at Valley Forge, it becomes painful to imagine that nineteen muddy miles away in Philadelphia there was planned and staged at this same time a lavish event of such astonishing magnitude that it was by many multiples the single most extravagant and exorbitantly expensive private event ever to occur in the Western hemisphere.* The occasion for this immoderate blow-out—known as the “Meschianza,” held on May 18th, 1778—was the imminent departure from America of the Howe brothers. It was the going-away party to end all going-away parties. If ever a caricature of the excesses of elite British culture could come to gaudy life, it did so now. Nor can one avoid blinking at the blinding contrast between the unbridled gaiety of these festivities and the deadly seriousness of the war being fought.

Immediately following the devastating news of Saratoga, General Howe calculated that his days of drinking, gaming, and adultery on the 490American continent must come to an end.* So before the dispiriting shock of the debacle at Saratoga had time to reach London, at which time the powers that be would surely recall him, Howe preemptively tendered his resignation, which was accepted in January, at which time his brother Richard also begged leave to leave. After Saratoga, the handwriting was daubed on the wall in bright crayon colors for all to see: Belshazzar’s party was over. And so their strange joint command must come to an end. William, the 5th Viscount Howe, would depart in May, and Richard, the 4th Viscount Howe, in September.

There was no getting around the unpleasant fact that General Howe was responsible for Saratoga, not only because he was responsible for everything that happened in America, but also because he had personally failed to aide Burgoyne in his campaign. So the powers that be in London felt that Howe had rather badly let the side down and must be recalled. To be fair, they might as easily have cashiered Lord Germain, who as Secretary to the American Colonies was above Howe, and whose rather confusing directions to Howe about that year’s campaign had not helped matters. But Germain retained the confidence of the king, which—especially in such ticklish situations—tended to matter most.

In January 1778, Howe received word of his resignation’s acceptance. He would sail home in the spring. His brother Admiral Howe thought he might as well go home too and would do so that fall. But the wealthy British officers who had served under General Howe hardly regarded his martial failure as the sole standard by which he should be judged. There seem to have been other values he represented that were to them manifestly more important than mere military success. So when the news of his soon departure became known, they elected to register their heartiest approval of him, while at the same time hoping to assuage the undeniable unpleasantness of his manifest failures and departure. In the words of one of them it was “resolved . . . that we should give him as splendid an entertainment as the shortness of time, and our present situation, would allow us.” Of course, many of these officers were themselves tremendously 491wealthy, such that twenty-two of them broke their piggy banks and checked under such sopha cushions as they could to scrape together the £3,312—today it would be close to a million dollars—that the event cost. Although an additional £12,000 was spent on the acres of finest silks required for the innumerable exquisite costumes.

The impossibly charming, strikingly good-looking, and polyvalently brilliant Major André—who had spent an evening charming Henry Knox in December 1775 while being transported to New York as a prisoner of war—worked with John Montresor* in planning every minute detail of what was called the “Meschianza”—from the Italian mescolanza, meaning medley or mixture—comprising a thirteen-hour series of masterfully orchestrated events. One would have to look back to the Borgia or Medici papacies to find anything as ambitiously extravagant. Even without the sad knowledge of André’s end, the affair stands as a towering monument to Georgian decadence and can seem eerily prophetic of less happy days to come.

[image: An illustration shows a cannon, flag, and weapons arranged around an oval frame displaying rolling hills and a rising sun. Latin banners curve above, flanked by laurel branches at the top. All elements appear in black and white.]

Invitation designed by Major John André.


The celebration non pareil began at three thirty with a regatta—a spectacular aquatic parade of gaily festooned watercraft moving down the Delaware and carrying the four hundred officers and elite Philadelphia society guests in three “divisions,” each of which had its own floating military bands. It was all witnessed by the goggling thousands who crowded the balconies, rooftops, and wharves of the city, and who were certainly not invited to the events that followed. When the costumed dignitaries arrived at Walnut Grove, the magnificent waterfront estate of decamped patriot Joseph Wharton, the HMS Roebuck blasted a seventeen-gun salute to mark the kick-off of the land-based events, which 492would include the sumptuous spectacle of a full-blown medieval mock jousting tournament, as well as a fête champêtre—first popularized in English circles by John Burgoyne at the Oaks Estate in 1774, as mentioned—literally meaning “country fair,” being the sort of chic out-of-doors celebration then au courant in European circles—followed by a pull-out-all-the-stops ball and a fireworks display.

General Howe’s aide de camp, Captain Friedrich von Münchhausen, said that everything “was as splendid and magnificent as possible” and that everyone in attendance “even those who have been in Paris and London” concurred “that they have never seen such a luxurious fete.” In the role of Master of Ceremonies was André himself, who spared less than nothing in his planning. He even designed the invitations, which bore the motto “Luceo Discedens Aucto Splendore Resurgam,” meaning “I shine in setting; I shall rise again in greater splendor,” as though to say that yes, the Howes will certainly glitter on their way out, but do not be fooled, they have much ahead of them!

For the mock tournament the officers wore impossibly elaborate silk costumes inspired by French medieval dress, which André had also designed. The competing groups were styled “the Knights of the Blended Rose” and “the Knights of the Burning Mountain.” André also created mottos and standards for each: the first featured intertwined flowers with the motto “We droop when separated” and the second a smoking volcano with “I burn forever.” André himself wrote a glowing account of this great artistic and social triumph that—like Burgoyne’s account of his own 1774 extravaganza—was published in the London Gentleman’s Gazette.

According to this account, as everyone arrived they “arranged themselves into a line of procession, and advanced through an avenue formed by two files of grenadiers, and a line of light-horse supporting each file. This avenue led to a square lawn of one hundred and fifty yards on each side, lined with troops and properly prepared for the exhibition of a tilting tournament, according to the customs and ordinances of ancient chivalry.” Unable to create actual armor for the knights or horses, André created ambitiously faithful facsimiles in rich silk for each knight and horse, and for each of the squires attending the knights, and for the heralds and trumpeters. Nothing was spared, such that the complexity and detail of it were breathtaking. Andre assigned each of the fourteen knights a fair lady, “selected from the foremost in youth, beauty, and fashion” from the daughters of Philadelphia’s loyalist elite. He had himself costumed them too, with enough risqué ribaldry to put off some Quaker elites.
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[image: Illustration of soldiers on horseback and marching on foot in a parade, moving past rows of uniformed spectators in stands. Background shows several tents and numerous decorative flags strung overhead.]
André chose the seventeen-year-old Peggy Shippen, whom André himself at this time seems to have been courting, to be among the ladies, but her father—scandalized by the Asiatic gauziness of the costumes—had forbidden it, causing the headstrong vixen to shriek herself into an hysterical attack. Accounts differ as to whether she was ultimately at the event at all. When the Americans retook the city one month later, Washington made Benedict Arnold military governor of the city, which was how he began courting Peggy, whom he later married. Nonetheless, André and Peggy remained close, and it was through them that Arnold was drawn into plotting against the Americans. As his own companion that evening, André had chosen Miss Peggy Chew, the seventeen-year-old daughter of one of Philadelphia’s most prominent families, whom he was also courting. It was her family’s castle-like country home a few miles away—with its 494two-foot-thick walls—that was at the center of the battle of Germantown fought seven months earlier, in which the British had taken refuge as the Americans attacked.

André describes the vista formed by the “two triumphal arches,” and then “two pavilions, with rows of benches, rising one above the other . . .”


On the front seat of each pavilion were placed seven of the principal young ladies of the country, dressed in Turkish habits, and wearing in their turbans the favors with which they meant to reward the several knights who were to contend in their honor. These arrangements were scarce made, when the sound of trumpets was heard at a distance; and a band of knights, dressed in ancient habits of white and red silk, and mounted on gray horses, richly caparisoned in trappings of the same colors, entered the lists, attended by their squires on foot, in suitable apparel . . .



The first arch, honoring Admiral Howe, bore a maritime theme, featuring naval trophies, the top crowned with “the figure of Neptune with a trident in his right hand.” On each side in a niche “stood a sailor with a drawn cutlass.” Between the two arches extended “an avenue three hundred feet long and thirty-four broad . . . lined on each side with a file of troops; and the colors of all the army . . .” The second arch honored General Howe, crowned with “the figure of Fame” and featured a quote from an epistle of Horace that meant: “Go, virtuous one, wherever your virtue will take you!” Though it would have been in bad taste to say anything, surely some couldn’t have helped reading these words without a twinge of unintended irony. The arch also featured the images of a bombshell and a “flaming heart.”

André continued:


From the garden we ascended a flight of steps covered with carpets, which led into a spacious hall; the panels painted in imitation of Sienna marble, inclosing festoons of white marble; the surbase, and all below, was black. In this hall, and in the 495adjoining apartments, were prepared tea, lemonade, and other cooling liquors, to which the company seated themselves; during which time the knights came in, and on the knee received their favors from their respective ladies. One of these rooms was afterwards appropriated for the use of the Pharoah table . . .



Pharaoh—usually spelled Faro—was a card game favored by General Howe, who both in New York and Philadelphia seems to have been addicted to gaming, and who via skill and luck had so bankrupted some of his younger officers that a number of them had to be sent home. The “Pharaoh bank” that evening opened with no less than two thousand guineas in British gold.

Walking through this hall the guests were then led out to a vast tent whose “decorations were heightened by eighty-five mirrors, decked with rose-pink silk ribbons . . .” André later wrote, “There was some appearance of enchantment on entering. . . . Every one seemed to hesitate if they should proceed,” as if “they involuntarily stopped to gratify their surprise.”


The ball was opened by the knights and their ladies; and the dances continued till ten o’clock, when the windows were thrown open, and a magnificent bouquet of rockets began the fireworks. These were planned by Captain Montresor, the chief engineer, and consisted of twenty different exhibitions, displayed under his direction with the happiest success, and in the highest style of beauty. Towards the conclusion, the interior part of the triumphal arch was illuminated amidst an uninterrupted flight of rockets and bursting of balloons. The military trophies on each side assumed a variety of transparent colors. The [bomb]shell and flaming heart on the wings sent forth Chinese fountains, succeeded by fire-pots. Fame appeared at top, spangled with stars, and from her trumpet blowing the following device in letters of light: Tes Lauriers sont immortels.*
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This concluded with a cascading “sauteur” of rockets, “bursting from the pediment,” which “concluded the feu d’artifice.” But the night was yet young. André told us that at “twelve, supper was announced,”

	
and large folding-doors, hitherto artfully concealed, being suddenly thrown open, discovered a magnificent saloon of two hundred and ten feet by forty, and twenty-two feet in height, with three alcoves on each side, which served for sideboards. The ceiling was the segment of a circle, and the sides were painted of a light straw-color, with vine-leaves and festoon[ed with] flowers, some in a bright, some in a darkish green.

Fifty-six large pier-glasses, ornamented with green silk artificial flowers and ribbons; one hundred branches with three lights in each, trimmed in the same manner as the mirrors; eighteen lustres, each with twenty-four lights, suspended from the ceiling, and ornamented as the branches ; three hundred wax-tapers disposed along the supper-tables; four hundred and thirty covers, twelve hundred dishes; twenty-four black slaves, in Oriental dresses, with silver collars and bracelets, ranged in two lines, and bending to the ground as the general and admiral approached the saloon: all these, forming together the most brilliant assemblage of gay objects, and appearing at once, as we entered by an easy descent . . .



In his glowing account of this event, André declined to mention that as these guests swam through their fairyland of elegance, the Americans would play the spoiling role of skunk at the garden party, much as they had done during the performance of John Burgoyne’s play The Blockade of Boston, two years earlier. This time the Marquis de Lafayette led some troops from Valley Forge to Germantown, five miles from the Meschianza, surreptitiously pouring vast quantities of whale oil on to the British fortifications there, and then setting it ablaze. When the British guards saw it, they signaled an alarm. But those at the party who heard the commotion were told it was all just part of the fireworks.
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Towards the end of supper, the herald of the Blended Rose, in his habit of ceremony, attended by his trumpets, entered the saloon, and proclaimed the king’s health, the queen, and royal family, the army and navy, with their respective commanders, the knights and their ladies, the ladies in general. Each of these toasts was followed by a flourish of music. After supper we returned to the ball-room, and continued to dance till four o’clock.

Many of the Philadelphia loyalists in attendance were at least nonplussed by it all, finding the idea of the Howes leaving so triumphantly—after leaving things so ill-done—at least strange. But even some among the British elites were put off. Admiral Howe’s own secretary, Ambrose Serle, said, “Every man of sense, among ourselves, tho’ not unwilling to pay a due respect, was ashamed of this mode of doing it.” But the chasm between the decadent acme of elite British culture and the Americans was captured by Elizabeth Drinker, a Philadelphia Quaker. “How insensible these people appear,” she wrote, “while our land is so greatly desolated, and death and sore destruction has overtaken and impends over so many.” Another Philadelphian, Hannah Griffith, satirized the event in a poem, one verse of which says:

Triumphal Arches raised on—Blunders

And true Don Quixotes made of wonders*

The Song of Victory Complete

Fondly re-echoed from Defeat.

The Fair of Vanity Profound**

A madman’s Dance, a Comin’ Round.

In 1784, a Philadelphia loyalist, Charles Stedman, who had attended, predicted that the “triumphal” event would “be handed down to 498posterity, in the annals of Great Britain and America, as one of the most ridiculous, undeserved and unmerited triumphs ever yet performed.” Even “Mad Anthony” Wayne had something to say about it. Six weeks later, after the British defeat at the Battle of Monmouth, he quipped: “The Knights of the Blended Rose & Burning Mount . . . have resigned their laurels.”


Philadelphia Abandoned

It is strangely fitting that not long after the glorious triumph of the Meschianza, Lord Germain in London instructed General Clinton— who had replaced General Howe—to abandon Philadelphia. Many in the British forces were of course thunderstruck that after a mere nine months the city they had so labored to capture—and so enjoyed— would be returned to the rebels. Had the torturous thirty-four-day sea journey to the Head of Elk in the hellish heat of the previous August and the fighting at Germantown and elsewhere all been for naught? But the loss at Saratoga and the subsequent Franco-American alliance really had changed everything. A French fleet was likely already coursing westward and would soon blockade the city. There was no alternative. So Germain ordered Clinton to pack up and head for New York. But as had happened in Boston in March 1775, so many loyalists would now flee the city that there was not enough room to move everyone easily by sea transports. In Boston they had managed, but now most of Clinton’s army were obliged to make an overland march. The train of his army’s baggage—which included everything it was possible to loot on the way out—stretched for twelve miles. Their plan was to cross the Delaware into New Jersey and then make their way across the state to Sandy Hook, where they would then be ferried to New York. Of course, Washington hoped to attack them as they went and now began moving his troops out of Valley Forge and in their direction, eager to try out the new army Baron von Steuben had so successfully transformed.



Battle of Monmouth

When they reached Hopewell, Pennsylvania, on June 24th, Washington called a council of war. He expected to attack the retreating British full 499on, but a number of officers thought it wiser to hang back and perhaps simply harass the enemy’s rear. There was no need to risk an open engagement at this point, was there? After all, were not the French on their way? Why not wait till they had arrived? Alexander Hamilton was put off, sniffing that the cautiousness of the entire council “would have done honor to the most honorab[le] society of midwives, and to them only.” He, along with Lafayette, Nathanael Greene, and “Mad Anthony” Wayne, felt strongly that Washington should risk a large force, believing as Washington did, that—after their training under von Steuben— they were at last ready for a direct confrontation with the British. But Lee sneered at the idea most aggressively, and in inappropriately blunt language blurted that “to risk an action . . . would be to the last degree criminal.” Obviously scornful of von Steuben’s accomplishments, he insisted that the Americans could never dare face the British in open confrontation. Washington was visibly chagrined to hear Lee say this and disagreed. But Lee vigorously insisted that risking an action against the British elite troops was suicide, and that letting the British skate to New York was in everyone’s best interest, even declaring that, had he the power, he would himself “build a bridge of gold” to aid them in their flight.

In the end, Washington split the difference, deciding that a contingent of 1,500 troops would harass the enemy rear. He graciously offered the command to Lee, but Lee—whose ballooning ego was just five years ahead of the Montgolfier brothers—flatly declined, believing the measly size of the force beneath his rank and position. Washington then turned to the twenty-year-old Lafayette, who accepted with undisguised ardor, especially as His Excellency had given him permission to attack “with the whole force of your command.” But what Lafayette and Greene and Wayne said got Washington thinking: perhaps it really was foolish not to risk more. “If we suffer the enemy to pass through the Jerseys without attacking them I think we shall ever regret it,” Greene said, adding that “[p]eople expect something from us and our strength demands it.” So Washington changed his plans and quadrupled the force to three divisions of 5,340 men. Not only this, but his orders now went beyond merely harassing the enemy. Washington earnestly believed that his forces—with von Steuben’s training—might 500completely vanquish Clinton’s rear guard of 2,000 men, who were his elite troops. A victory against them would be a grand one indeed.

But when Lee learned that the force under Lafayette’s command was now to be so much larger, he reconsidered his previous refusal and slithered back to ask Washington to give him the command after all, putting Washington in an awkward position with Lafayette. Lee apologized, but in the end, he got his wish, with Washington giving Lafayette command of the left flank, and saying that once contact with the enemy was made, the overall command would go to Lee.

And so, on June 27th, Washington ordered Lee to attack Clinton’s rear guard. But all that day, Lee did nothing. What was he waiting for? Lee’s strange failure to act may have reminded Washington of his foot-dragging through the fall of 1776, when he had again and again failed to do what Washington implored him to do. At five o’clock in the morning on the twenty-eighth, Washington received word that Clinton’s troops had begun their final march to Sandy Hook. There was no time to waste in catching them. Washington began moving his troops toward Lee’s and sent a messenger to Lee ordering him “to bring on an attack as soon as possible.” Washington expected to arrive in the midst of a full-on engagement, but as he approached, he did not hear the sounds of any battle.

Alexander Hamilton was dispatched to see what was happening and returned to report that indeed Lee was about to attack. But shortly thereafter, Henry Knox appeared to say that Lee’s forces were “confused” and that perhaps things hadn’t gone according to plan. Shortly thereafter, a spooked young fifer reported that Lee’s forces were retreating. Washington refused to believe it. Moments later, he met three more men with the same news. Washington now sped to the crest of a ridge and saw it with his own eyes: two regiments retreating in some disorder. He found Colonel Israel Shreve, of the Second New Jersey Regiment, who could only tell him that he had been ordered to retreat, but did not understand why. Someone else told Washington that Lee was “flying from a shadow,” and had ordered his lines to retreat after they had fired but a single volley—all of which seems to have been distilled nonsense, brought on by what we now call “the fog of war” and the infernal heat of the day. Private Joseph Plumb Martin recalled that “the mouth of a heated oven seemed to me to be but 501a trifle hotter . . . it was almost impossible to breathe.” We now know that Lee probably did most everything well enough, and that what Washington was hearing was confused. But Lee’s one real mistake was in not informing Washington of what had been happening. Still, whatever Washington heard was enough to spark into a roaring conflagration whatever dark suspicions he had ever had about Charles Lee.

When at last Washington spotted him—retreating with a number of aides and his usual complement of hunting dogs, followed by hundreds of men—he raced toward him. No one had ever seen Washington lose his famous cool in the way that he now did, muttering “D—n him!” as the dam against his passions broke. General Charles Scott recalled that the great man “swore that day till the leaves shook on the trees.” This is probably an exaggeration and would have been a unique departure for Washington. But the heat was near 100 degrees. Many men that day actually died from heat stroke. And just when Washington believed he would have the great reckoning with the enemy for which he had so long longed, the enemy was getting away. So in the fury of the awful moment, Washington shouted at Lee: “What is the meaning of this?” Some reported that Washington then called his second-in-command “a d—ned poltroon,” which is unlikely. Nonetheless, it was an ugly moment in the blistering heat. “Sir! Sir!” Was all Lee could manage, and then simply stammered in shock. But Washington continued to insist on an answer. “I desire to know, sir, what is the reason?” he said. “Whence arises this disorder and confusion?” But Lee was dumbstruck. It seems that he expected Washington to praise him for the orderliness of the retreat. At last, he gathered himself and summoned a gushing torrent of words, insisting there was no confusion whatever “but what naturally rose from disobedience of orders, contradictory intelligence, and the impertinence and presumption of individuals.” He then dumped the blame for everything on two brigadier generals. Washington suddenly believed Lee was not quite the general everyone thought he was, that he had lost control of the situation and was now flailing against everyone else. But then Lee said what was the most damning and self-justifying thing of all, that “the whole thing was against my opinion.” In other words, I told you it would fail, and of course I was quite right, and now here we are to see it.
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“All this may be true, sir,” Washington replied, “but you ought not to have undertaken it unless you intended to go through with it!” Washington was furious. So he essentially dismissed Lee and himself took control of the situation, for which Lafayette and Hamilton later gushingly praised him, as though he had saved the day. In fairness to Lee, however, Washington only did much of what Lee was himself about to do. In any case, the ugly explosion between them was the result of building tensions, and in the literal heat of the battle, things had boiled over.



“Tinsel Dignity”

But poor Lee couldn’t leave poor enough alone. In his typically arrogant way—unable to bite his tongue when that would have served him best—he struck off a pair of incendiary letters to Washington in which he so passionately defends his actions that he makes things worse. There was a reason the Mohawks had named him “Boiling Water.” The letters were certainly considered disrespectful. The lack of humility is marked, and Lee has the temerity to write that he believes he has “a right to demand some reparation for the injury committed; and unless I obtain it, I must, in justice to myself, when this campaign is closed (which I believe will close the war), retire from a service, at the head of which is placed a man capable of offering such injuries.” Lee may indeed have been in the right in how he conducted himself on the battlefield, but that he dares to “demand reparation” and then nastily to impugn the character of his own commander in chief is too much. By imperiously demanding justice and insisting on a court martial to clear his name, Lee was openly and directly challenging Washington.

But in his second letter he uses a turn of phrase that may well have been the rub of the whole affair. It was as though a couple had had a tremendous row, with one of them storming out, only to return to say one more thing, which is the very thing that ought never to have been said. After the initial explosion they might conceivably have repaired things, but the final vicious coda they could not survive, and Lee’s short second letter was that coda. “I trust that temporary power of office and the tinsel dignity attending it will not be able by all the mists they can raise to 503[obfuscate] the bright rays of truth,” he huffs, “in the mean time your Excellency can have no objection to my retiring from the army—I am Sir your most obt h[um]ble servt.” That he would refer to Washington’s post of commander in chief as having mere “tinsel dignity” could hardly be sharper. It was as striking an affront as imaginable, nearly explicitly betraying his jealousy of Washington. Though Washington might conceivably have overlooked everything else, he was now obliged to give Lee the satisfaction he had demanded.

So Lee got the court-martial he demanded, though it would have been far better for him if he hadn’t. The mood was decidedly against him, probably because of how he had handled everything, but in the trial, he continued to do himself no favors by repeatedly being disrespectful of Washington, as if to trumpet the idea that the Revolution wasn’t big enough for the both of them. In the end, almost certainly owing to his unhinged behavior, Lee was convicted on all three counts. The first count was for “disobeying orders,” meaning that Washington had ordered him to attack and he had not. The second was for “misbehavior before the enemy on the same day,” and the third was for “disrespect to the Commander in Chief.” He was only likely clearly guilty of the last one, and his rather light sentence seems to have reflected this: he was suspended from the army for a year. But during this suspension he continued to make matters worse, attacking Washington publicly, desperately hoping to lure him into a war of words, and failing.

The continued public attacks on Washington caused two of the men who loved him—John Laurens and Baron von Steuben—to challenge Lee to a duel. Only the Laurens duel took place, in which Lee was wounded in the side. Alexander Hamilton, who was Laurens’s second, saw to it that things went no further. Then in 1780, Lee sent a letter to Congress so odious in tone that they responded by severing his connection to the army. Lee died two years later of a fever, aged fifty. In his will he denounced organized religion and said, “I desire most earnestly that I shall not be interred in any church or church-yard or within a mile of any Presbyterian or Anabaptist Church, for I have kept so much bad company while living, I do not choose to continue it when dead.” History is unclear on why Lee felt the need to wittily insult Christians in his last will and testament, nor 504did he get his unhallowed wish, being interred in an unmarked grave in Christ Church in Philadelphia.



Lee Commits Treason

Although Lee’s reputation was in tatters upon his demise, it would get far worse. In the 1850s, a document surfaced which Lee had authored during his British captivity. It seems that during this time—whether at least partially as a result of Stockholm Syndrome—Lee had come over to the side of his captors, and the document is Lee’s detailed strategy for how the British could defeat the Americans. Some have believed he was deliberately giving them bad advice, but more recent scholarship, especially as documented in the book Washington’s Nemesis by Christian M. McBurney (2019), shows that this cannot have been the case, and we may now know with certainty that Charles Lee committed treason. Lee’s reasoning seems to have been that the Americans never defeat the British—and certainly not if Washington was leading them—so that the only prudent thing to do was help the British bring a swift and merciful end to things. As happened with Benedict Arnold, as we shall see, the British flattered the arrogant general into thinking that he alone would have the wisdom to see the situation as they did. There is no doubt that during his captivity, Lee came to see General Howe in a favorable light, such that the distance between them likely began to seem strange and somehow meaningless—as perhaps even capricious. Lee famously described Howe as someone who “shut his eyes, fought his battles, drank his bottle, had his little whore, advised with his counsel-lors, received his orders . . . shut his eyes, [and] fought again,” almost as though these were understandable or even endearing qualities, which, as we have seen from the sad story of his own life, Lee indeed may have thought them to be.



“Des Landes Vater”

Charles Lee’s inability to catch and engage Howe’s forces on their way to New York—and Lee’s subsequent self-destruction—was mostly a distraction for Washington, who having survived the Conway Cabal to replace him with Gates, had by this point emerged as the single man 505upon whose shoulders the great cause had been laid. It became impossible even for his enemies to deny this, and it was during this time that a German almanac in Lancaster, Pennsylvania, referred to Washington as Des Landes Vater, meaning “Father of the Country.” He would of course be referred to this more and more over time. But what exactly lay ahead for him and the country at this point?

For one thing, the disaster of Saratoga and the subsequent alliance with France caused the British desperately to extend a withered olive branch. So they sent over the so-called Carlisle Peace Commission, which would offer essentially the same terms that the Americans had asked for in 1775. But the Americans had been through far too much to be inclined even to hear such an offer. It was simply too late, and to many offensively so. And mostly owing to the endless confusion in trying to coordinate things at a distance of three thousand miles, there was another fly in the ointment: as the commissioners were on their way across, the British abandoned Philadelphia, as we have seen. The commissioners had believed that turning Philadelphia back over to the Americans was their best bargaining chip, but no sooner than they arrived, they realized it was already gone—and their mission pointless.

Meanwhile on July 9th, the French fleet at last arrived—headed up by the Comte d’Estaing, a distant cousin of Lafayette, as innumerable nobles must have been. But they had taken so ludicrously long to cross the ocean—at eighty-seven days, more than twice the time it typically took—that they missed by only three days the singular opportunity to attack Howe’s fleet leaving Philadelphia on its way to New York. Even so, Washington had for the longest time wanted to attack the British in New York, and now with the French navy on his side, he hoped to do just that. The French ships that finally arrived outgunned the British ships by 850 to 354. But it so happened that d’Estaing’s ships had a much deeper draft than the British ships, so that d’Estaing was afraid to cross the sandbar at the entrance to New York Harbor and refused to do so.

Washington was deeply disappointed but then suggested that d’Estaing take his fleet north to Rhode Island, where a British garrison of three thousand remained. General John Sullivan would lead 4,000 continentals, and Lafayette would lead the New England militia. But this did 506not go well. Sullivan and Lafayette argued, and Lafayette was infuriated by d’Estaing’s condescending attitude toward the Americans. Then, once the American troops had committed themselves on land, d’Estaing got word that Admiral Howe’s fleet was on its way, at which point he and his ships simply disappeared over the horizon to confront them, abandoning Sullivan and Lafayette on Aquidneck Island. But when Sullivan accused the French of cowardice, Lafayette nearly challenged him to a duel. Then a gale blew in, damaging both fleets, so that d’Estaing, instead of returning to aid Sullivan and Lafayette, repaired with his fleet to Boston for repairs. At this point the militia simply went home, and the British attacked Sullivan’s troops, who only survived because of the heroics of the First Rhode Island Regiment, which had 125 Black soldiers in its ranks. It was all a spectacular fiasco, causing deep hatred on the American side for the French. This was unfortunately the first of many times Washington would see that working with the French was not going to be the happy affair so many had hoped.



“The Strangest Vicissitudes”

During this time, Washington and his army were in White Plains, just north of the British in New York. He wanted to be positioned within striking distance of them but clearly had no idea what lay ahead. Rather amazingly, Washington would not again lead his troops in battle for three years but would play a long waiting game. The British would change their strategy to focus on taking the Southern colonies, but Washington and his troops would mostly hover around New York, hoping to eventually coordinate with the French navy in finally attacking and taking that city. On August 20th, from White Plains, he wrote Brigadier General Thomas Nelson.

Like Washington, Nelson was a wealthy Virginia planter who had also served in the House of Burgesses. In his letter, Washington could not help but marvel that his army and the British army were precisely where they had been two years earlier. “It is not a little pleasing,” he said, “nor less wonderful to contemplate that after two years maneuvering and undergoing the strangest vicissitudes that perhaps ever attended any one contest since the creation, both armies are brought back to the very point they set 507out from . . .” Indeed, it must have seemed to him like some kind of strange dream. How could it be that two years earlier, his army had been at White Plains with the British army in New York, and now again they were both in the very same place? Washington thought of the agonies and triumphs he had lived in those two years: through his spyglass watching his surrendering men at Fort Washington bayoneted by the Hessians, followed by the agonizing retreat through the Jerseys, and then the triumphs after crossing the Delaware at Trenton and Princeton, and then the battles around Philadelphia and the British capture of that city, and then the news of Saratoga, followed by the agony of Valley Forge, followed by the news of the French alliance and then the news that the British were abandoning Philadelphia . . . What did it all portend? And yet after all these things, Washington could hardly believe he and his army were yet alive, which seemed to him not less than miraculous. If the army was still alive, the glorious cause for which they had been fighting was still alive, more than two years after independence had been declared. “The hand of Providence has been so conspicuous in all this,” Washington wrote his friend, “that he must be worse than an infidel that lacks faith and more than wicked that has not gratitude enough to acknowledge his obligations.” But the diffident Washington didn’t want to wax too gushingly theological, so he ended his letter by saying “but it will be time enough for me to turn preacher, when my present appointment ceases; and therefore, I shall add no more on the Doctrine of Providence . . .”




	*  One would have to wait more than a century for the Gilded Age and the 1883 Vanderbilt Masquerade to find anything even to compare with it.

	*  Because Mrs. Loring sailed for London roughly when Howe did—while her husband remained in America until 1782—we may assume that the relationship was a bicontinental affair.

	*  This is the same Montresor who two years earlier had shown kindness to Nathan Hale in his final hours.

	*  “Your laurels are immortal.”

	*  In English the word “Quixote” is properly pronounced “KWIK-sut.”

	**  A reference from John Bunyan’s novel Pilgrim’s Progress, in which Vanity Fair symbolizes every worldly temptation designed to keep the eponymous pilgrim from reaching “the Celestial City” that is heaven.
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Chapter Forty Benedict Arnold in Philadelphia


ON June 18th, 1778—ONE month after the carnival of bloat and excess that was the Meschianza—the British at last departed Philadelphia. Whatever had been the point of their taking it in the first place? But as we have said, there were serious reasons to abandon it. That the French fleet could blockade Philadelphia made it a vulnerable outpost far less important than New York, such that the British thought keeping the city far more trouble than it was worth.

For the Americans to return to the city that had been in British hands for nine months, however, would not be so simple. It had been full of Loyalists, not all of whom would now leave with the British. And many of those who were not openly Loyalists had fared rather well in their company—and would be suspected of having Loyalist sympathies. So the tension in the city between those who had stayed behind and those who had been forced to leave—and were now returning—was tremendous.

While the British had been in Philadelphia, all who had chafed under the puritanical restrictions before were able to party to their heart’s content and had done so. The British had revived every entertainment formerly suppressed by the dour figures in the Continental Congress, including cockfights, crickets matches, and horse races. The City Tavern hosted a ball every single week. And British officers performed farces and Shakespearean drama. Officers drank, caroused, and gambled nightly, 509egged on by their gambler-in-chief General Howe, with wagers rising to such astronomical heights that some officers were destroyed, as we have mentioned, forced to sell their commissions and leave the army, and in some cases even committing suicide. The final blow-out that was the Meschianza was only the crowning ne plus ultra of all that had been happening in the months before.

So the exceedingly difficult assignment of now reintegrating the Americans back into the city must ideally be given to someone with great political skills. But Washington gave the job—of military governor—to Benedict Arnold, who was almost uniquely ill-suited to it. But Washington knew that because of Arnold’s devastating injuries sustained at Saratoga—which were far from healed—he could not command forces in the field, and hoped giving this tremendously prestigious and important job to him would give him an opportunity to serve his country, and would be something of a reward for his previous heroic sacrifices. To someone of a different temperament it would likely have been just that. But for Benedict Arnold it would be something else entirely and would become a curse, a swirling Charybdis that would eventually suck him into its depths and destroy him.

It had been eight months since the bullet shattered his femur at Saratoga. A horribly splintered bone typically caused an infection, which could be fatal, so when he was brought to the hospital at Albany, the surgeons strongly advised amputation. Arnold adamantly refused. His doctors were unanimous in thinking him a difficult patient and generally abusive and unpleasant to them, contrasting him with General Benjamin Lincoln, who was in the hospital at the same time. In Lincoln, Dr. James Browne wrote, was “united the resolution of the soldier; the politeness of the gentleman, the patient philosopher, and pious Christian.” But Arnold’s “peevishness would degrade the most capricious of the fair sex. He abuses us for a set of ignorant pretenders . . .” There can be no doubt that Arnold suffered horribly, but there is little question that—far from bringing wisdom—it only fed his already raging hatred for Gates, whom he thought “the greatest poltroon in the world.” One of Gates’s aides was near Arnold during this time and was horrified at the monster he saw. “The malice of this man is so bitter,” he said.
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Arnold Takes Command in Philadelphia

So by the time Arnold got to Philadelphia, his fury at the injustices he had suffered was impossible to conceal. His contempt for authority manifested itself in his defiant and willful insensitivity to Congress and to Pennsylvania’s Executive Council. Washington— who appointed him to this post—was so dramatically different from Arnold in this respect that it seems he was the last person to fathom what Arnold might be capable of along such lines. Washington’s ability to deal with Congress, whose decisions and judgments had often been deeply unjust, was not less than astonishing. But Washington understood that it was his job to swallow these wrongs for the larger cause. Because Washington had over the decades so assiduously labored to improve his character, he could control his volcanic passions at those crucial moments when doing so was vital to that cause, which he profoundly believed sacred and righteous, and he would trust Providence for the larger picture, when any lesser man would have been broken by all of it. And Benedict Arnold—for all of his inescapably towering talents and breathtaking bravery and supreme sacrifices—seems to have been that lesser man. His natural abilities had taken him into that Empyrean realm where only an absolutely implacable dedication to being in all things above board—as Washington dedicatedly was—would prevent him from destroying himself.

In Philadelphia it began with Arnold’s cavalier and even willful disregard for appearances. He moved into the largest and most opulent mansion in the city—it had belonged to the Penn family—and was driven about the city in a liveried coach-and-four. The enemies he had an impressive talent for making wherever he went would not need to look far to find things of which to accuse him. He did many things that might have been technically permissible or legal, feeling that he was entitled to reap some pecuniary rewards for all he had sacrificed—and which indeed he may have been—but which gave his detractors the strong impression that he was using his position for personal gain. Rather than wisely being wary of the politics of his situation, he seems to have thought only of what he had sacrificed for his country, and of his grievous wounding and near constant 511physical pain, such that he didn’t give a fig for how things looked to those who bitterly disliked him, and who would soon rejoice to go out of their way in attacking him. And when they did attack him—feeling that he needed to be humbled—he was only the more defiant. A scrap or two of humility would have greatly improved his situation, and might have averted the disasters ahead, but during this time, as Washington’s biographer Ron Chernow put it, Arnold’s “bitterness curdled into settled malice.”16

Washington himself had enemies who also did all they could to destroy him, but his parrying of those attacks against him was dramatically different than Arnold’s, and infinitely more successful. Washington realized that there were many in Congress who after his many failures—and after the success of Saratoga under Horatio Gates—believed it was time to kick him out and elevate Gates in his stead.

At one point Washington learned of a letter from Thomas Conway—who had commanded a brigade under Washington—to Gates. “Heaven has been determined to save your country,” it said, “or a weak general and bad councillors would have ruined it.” In a letter to Congress, Conway said Washington’s “talents for the command of an army” were “miserable indeed.” We can only imagine Washington’s views in knowing that after all of his own sufferings and sacrifices for the “glorious cause” there were men measuring him for his coffin. He was certainly not above standing up for himself and fighting back. “I have been a slave to the service,” he wrote Richard Henry Lee, “I have undergone more than most men are aware of to harmonize so many discordant parts, but it will be impossible for me to be of any further service if such insuperable difficulties are thrown in my way.” As what came to be called “the Conway Cabal” against him progressed, Washington had to endure the great indignity of having Conway promoted to major general—over Washington’s most strenuous objections—and worse than that to see him become the inspector general in charge of training the Continental Army, so that Conway was to report not to Washington, but to Congress. It was humiliating. But the way Washington fought back against the injustices did not inflame his opponents further. He bore everything with such tremendous dignity that even his most ardent opponents found it difficult to destroy him, as though 512in attacking him they were kicking at goads and would do themselves more harm.



Arnold Is Formally Charged

Arnold, on the other hand, was constantly supplying his enemies with ammunition to use against him, both in what he did and in how he responded to their attacks, many of which were indeed unjust. But by February 1779, Arnold had so provoked the Pennsylvania Executive Council that they drew up formal charges against him and publicly attacked him as “oppressive to the faithful subjects of this state, unworthy of his rank and station,” which to someone as prideful and thin-skinned as Arnold, was tantamount to a declaration of all-out war. He had never been able to defuse things and now would pull out all the stops in trying to vindicate his name, worsening things as he did. Quite like Charles Lee, who also might far better have left things alone, Arnold insisted on clearing his name via a court-martial.

[image: Portrait of a woman in eighteenth-century dress, featuring a high powdered wig with feathers and lace decoration, wearing a ruffled gown and a small necklace. Her gaze is direct, expression composed.]

Peggy Shippen (1760–1804)


In the midst of all this, he got engaged to the eighteen-year-old Peggy Shippen, the daughter of a tremendously wealthy Philadelphia family with decided Loyalist tendencies. She had been close with Major John André while the British controlled Philadelphia and would be the conduit for André’s eventual and fatal connection to Arnold. But Arnold’s courting of her and his affiliation with others of her social set infuriated Joseph Reed and others on the Pennsylvania Executive Council, who felt he was not merely corrupt, but was infinitely too friendly with the city’s despised Loyalists. Already in November of 1778, Nathanael Greene wrote his wife that Arnold was “very unpopular” because of “his associating too much with the Tories.” He seems more and more to have felt that the American cause was hopeless, and began sliding away from it, utterly 513careless of how those who still believed in the cause might see his actions and associations.

For some flavor of how those with Tory leanings were treated, on July 4th, just after Arnold arrived in Philadelphia, a mob of patriotic revelers singled out a woman wearing “a very high headdress”—which had been the fashion when the British occupied the city—and chased her through the streets, “by way of ridiculing her.” This is something like when Parisians shaved the heads of those women known to consort with the Nazis during the Vichy government, who were thought worse than the enemies themselves. So when Arnold married Shippen, it only confirmed his leanings along such lines. That Shippen—and her friends Peggy Chew and others—had been the belles of every British ball was well known.

So like Charles Lee, Arnold would get his court-martial, believing he would at last be vindicated and could then openly triumph over his enemies. But it didn’t go that way. Instead, the court-martial case was delayed and delayed, and as the cloud of accusations against him remained, his reputation suffered, embittering him the more. It was during this time that—through his wife—he made connections with the British. Their initial approach to him was a model of subtlety, designed to play on Arnold’s Brobdingnagian sense of himself, appealing to him as a man of reason and wisdom, as someone who might have sufficient “character” to reconcile the two nations. But for Arnold, the main issue was the money. Precisely how would the British reward him for doing what they hoped he might do? Arnold’s financial problems had gotten worse and worse, and since the Americans had treated him so badly, why shouldn’t he look to the British for help?



Arnold Is Pronounced Guilty

Just as Horatio Gates at Saratoga had despised Arnold and worked to make his life more miserable, so now Joseph Reed did the same, deliberately delaying the date of the court-martial, knowing this would hurt Arnold’s reputation. Arnold begged Washington to expedite things, writing, “When your Excellency considers my sufferings, and the cruel situation I am in, your own humanity and feelings as a 514soldier, will render every thing I can say farther on the subject unnecessary.” But Washington was himself “a man under authority,” obliged not to cross the vindictive Reed, who even threatened not calling up the Pennsylvania militia to help Washington unless given more time to “find evidence” against Arnold. So it was precisely because he put the “glorious cause” ahead of everything that Washington was unable to help Arnold at this time.

The court-martial charged Arnold with thirteen counts of corruption and misconduct. There is no doubt much of it was at least partially trumped up, but Arnold had been so defiantly high-handed that he had done everything short of issue engraved invitations to his enemies to come after him—which they now exultantly did. Just as during his conflict with Horatio Gates, Arnold was so self-righteous toward anyone opposing him that he inevitably provoked them to greater fury. In the end he was cleared of eleven counts and found guilty of just two. One involved his highly improper issuance of a permit to a loyalist ship—the Charming Nancy—to leave Philadelphia for New York, which likely carried goods that would be sold for his own financial benefit; the other concerned using military wagons for his personal use.

The court-martial board recommended to Congress that Arnold be publicly reprimanded, and Congress fobbed off the unpleasant duty to Washington, whom we imagine sighing when given the thankless task. So hoping to put this behind him, Washington in his general orders on February 12th, 1780, included the required boilerplate verbiage. “The Commander in Chief would have been much happier in an occasion of bestowing commendations on an officer who has rendered such distinguished services to his Country as Major General Arnold,” it said, “but in the present case a sense of duty and a regard to candor oblige him to declare that he considers his conduct in the instance of the permit as peculiarly reprehensible, both in a civil and military view, and in the affair of the wagons as ‘imprudent and improper.’”

Essentially burying the reprimand in the orders of the day seems to have been calculated to make it less pointed. Immediately following it that day—as though forcefully to change the subject—were sentences in which Congress mentioned “their proclamation of the 11th of last month to 515appoint Wednesday the 22nd instant* to be set apart and observed as a day of Fasting Humiliation and Prayer for certain special purposes therein mentioned, and recommended that there should be no labor or recreations on that day; The same is to be observed accordingly thro’out the Army and the different Chaplains will prepare discourses suited to the several objects enjoined by the said Proclamation.” So the official reprimand was there, but suddenly we were past it and that didn’t hurt so badly, did it?

It is centrally important to understand that Washington submitted himself to the authority of Congress, believing that this was ever and always the only way forward. There were many times when, like Melville’s Bartleby, he would have “preferred not to,” but he knew he must submit to that civilian authority, and did. Washington clearly felt that if it wasn’t possible to win by following the rules, winning wasn’t worth the trouble. So he trusted the process, even when doing so was painful, believing that subverting it would undermine the cause to which he had given himself. Arnold, of course, took another view. So rather than reading Washington’s pro forma reprimand for what it was—a man under Congress’s authority doing what he must—Arnold predictably and petulantly read it as a betrayal.

As for Washington, he devoutly hoped that with the worst of it all finally over, things could now again proceed along former lines, and was quite excited to soon be able to offer his bravest general a command in the field, hoping that perhaps now Arnold could at long last put this agony of painful convalescence in Philadelphia behind him. But by the time Washington hopefully offered this new command in the field to him, Arnold had crawled over the border into another world.




	*  The word “instant” was used to denote the current month.
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Chapter Forty-One The War Moves South


BEfore We Tell the rest of the story of Benedict Arnold, we circle back to mention some of the events of 1779—and the 1780 story of the Battle of Camden, and the genuinely strange story of Horatio Gates’s retreat afterward. By the beginning of 1779, much of the action in the war had moved to the southern colonies of Virginia, the Carolinas, and Georgia, and even as far as what was then called East Florida. Nathanael Greene and Lord Cornwallis—along with such figures as Francis Marion, known as the “Swamp Fox”—and loyalists and patriot militias battled especially brutally. But Washington still maintained a significant presence in the area of New York. He wanted more than anything to take that city back from the British, but in order for this to happen, the French army and navy would need to cooperate, which they were not doing.


Israel Putnam’s Breathtaking Descent

In 1779, Israel Putnam was in Connecticut. There was hardly a soldier in New England unfamiliar with the details of his exploits over the decades, so that he was something of a living legend. But the man famous for killing Connecticut’s last wolf in 1743, nearly being roasted alive by Mohawks in 1758, surviving a shipwreck in 1762, and being one of the main figures at Bunker Hill would at age sixty-one notch yet one more feat of derring-do in his storied career. It took place in February of 1779 in what is today Greenwich, Connecticut. It was a triumph of daredevil equestrianism that would make men half his age gasp in horror 517and involved a descent on horseback from a height so precipitous that none of the British troops chasing him would even attempt to follow.

What the seasoned old general did that day instantly became the talk of the whole army, and an account was published one week after it happened, in Rivington’s New York Gazette. But the feat was so stupefying that it would be celebrated forever. Forty-six years later, in 1825, the aged Marquis de Lafayette, having returned to the United States, would make a special point of visiting the famous spot where it occurred. In 1879, to celebrate its hundredth anniversary, that spot was officially commemorated, and in 1901 a memorial stone was dedicated. And then in 1966, a ninety-year-old woman sculpted a huge statue of Putnam’s descent that stands in Redding, Connecticut, the site of the 1778–1779 winter encampment under his command.* But what had he done that deserved so much attention?

The conditions in Redding that winter were so abominable it is often called “Connecticut’s Valley Forge.” The often hungry and mostly naked soldiers suffered tremendously, and what relief they had been promised was not forthcoming. The Continental currency in which they had been paid was by this time mostly worthless. Late that December a number of the Connecticut troops made an official petition of their grievances to Connecticut Governor John Trumbull, respectfully but strongly decrying their miserable conditions. But then some went too far, preparing to march from the camp with their weaponry all the way to the state capital in Hartford, where they were planning to threaten the legislators at the points of their bayonets. Before they marched, Putnam himself successfully quashed the rebellion, by giving a rousing and heartfelt speech about their duties to their country. Also, to punctuate his points, Putnam had the ringleader shot.

Redding was chosen for its proximity to three strategic spots: to West Point on the Hudson, to the Connecticut shoreline, and to nearby Danbury, which after William Tryon’s raid in 1777** had been 518reestablished as a military depot. To keep an eye on the enemy, who were in the habit of making “marauding expeditions,” Putnam periodically led detachments to patrol the surrounding areas, and on the day of his celebrated equestrian exploit, he and some of his troops were in what is today Greenwich, thirty miles south of Redding, in a place then called Horse’s Neck.

On the morning of February 26th, Putnam was suddenly informed by a breathless Captain Hosmer that 1,500 redcoats under Tryon had been marching since eleven o’clock the night before. They had left Kingsbridge, at the confluence of Manhattan and the Bronx, proceeding northeast along the coast, with the intention of destroying the saltworks in Greenwich, twenty miles distant. Salt was in those days a fundamentally important commodity for preserving meat, and as most of the Colonies’ salt had been imported from Great Britain, it was resolved when the war began that a number of salt works must be established, naturally along coastal waters.

But it was not long after Hosmer informed Putnam that the British were coming that they arrived. Putnam leapt on his horse and immediately summoned his troops, but soon realized the redcoats outnumbered them. In his report to Governor Trumbull one week later, Putnam said:


We discharged some old field pieces, which were there, a few times, and gave them a small fire of musketry, but without any considerable effect; the superior force of the enemy soon obliged our small detachment to abandon the place. I therefore directed the troops to retire and form on a hill a little distance from Horseneck, while I proceeded to Stamford and collected a body of militia and a few Continental troops which were there, with which I returned immediately.



It was at this juncture—as he began his blistering ride up the coast toward Stamford—that the famous episode took place. But in his official 519report he omits it, simply continuing from that point when he has returned from Stamford with his reinforcements. He saw that the troops he had left behind had been unable to stop the British in their intentions. They had indeed destroyed the saltworks and had burned a sloop. But Putnam thought something more could still be done:


I ordered the few troops that came from Stamford to pursue [the British] thinking they might have an opportunity to pick up some stragglers. In this I was not mistaken, as your Excellency will see by the list of prisoners. Besides these, eight or nine more were taken and sent off, so that I cannot tell to which particular regiments they belonged; one ammunition and one baggage wagon were taken. In the former there were about two hundred rounds of canister, grape, and round shot, suited to three-pounders . . .



But it was before Putnam left for Stamford that the celebrated incident took place. The white-haired hero had just begun his ride when British dragoons spotted him and gave chase. They were on the verge of catching him when he suddenly did what no one thought possible—or advisable—and plunged with his mount down the slope judged impossible by those following. As he made this descent down the steep stone steps, the paralyzed British horsemen could only goggle, desperately firing their pistols at him as he disappeared below them. Eyewitness accounts say Putnam defiantly waved his sword at them and taunted them as he dropped out of sight, but not before one of their musket balls pierced through his cap. Obviously these British cavalry would have been thrilled to capture a general, but in the astonishing feat that no one has ceased celebrating since it happened, Putnam escaped.

Somehow what Putnam did that day so impressed the British cavalry whom he eluded that Governor Tryon—the British general—in a gesture of goodwill for Putnam’s kind treatment of the wounded prisoners he captured that day, who were soon afterwards exchanged, sent Putnam a new suit of military clothes, including a chapeau to replace the cap pierced 520by the British bullet, obviously as a gracious acknowledgment of his perilous descent.

In 1825, the Marquis de Lafayette—the last living General of the Revolution—visited the United States, then preparing for the 50th anniversary of independence. As part of his grand tour, Lafayette was that August led to the brow of the great cliff from which Putnam had so famously descended forty-six years before.

But it was not until 1832 that a full eyewitness account of Putnam’s exploit became available. The story was told by Joseph Rundel of Fairfield, Connecticut—who had enlisted in early 1779. Rundel was at that time sixteen years old and small for his age. He recalled that when Putnam first spotted him, he “told me I looked too young . . . to go into the line and said he would take me as his waiter.”* In Rundel’s account of Putnam’s famous descent in which we finally get an accurate telling of what took place:


Our men had stationed near the meetinghouse a cannon or two, which fired upon the enemy till they approached in so great force and so near that General Putnam ordered his men to retreat and save themselves the best they could. He also retreated on his horse at full speed, pursued closely by the British horse. He made down a flight of stone steps, the top of which were about sixty rods [330 yards] (I should think) from the meetinghouse. He did not ride down more than fifteen or twenty of them (there being, I think, about one hundred of them in the whole). He then dismounted and led down the horse as fast as possible. I was at the bottom of the steps as soon as he was. He then mounted his horse, told me to make my escape to a swamp not far off, and he rode off.



We may understand that Putnam had no compelling reason to contradict the widespread accounts that he had ridden his horse all the way down the hundred steps of the obviously intimidatingly steep declivity, but can infer from the failure of the British soldiers to continue the 521pursuit that the precipice was dangerously steep, and judged too risky for anyone less skilled or courageous than Putnam. So like many legends it is essentially true, such that correcting it seems peevish. Whether he rode his horse the entire vertical distance seems immaterial.



A Year of Disappointment

The historian John Ferling sums up 1779 as a year of disappointments for Washington. As the story of Israel Putnam stopping the rebellion in Connecticut indicates, the supplies and food among the troops were at this time as low as ever. Congress simply did not have the money to do anything about it. And, of course, the war was dragging on far longer than anyone had thought. So general morale among the American troops was plummeting. But Washington continued in the belief that forces beyond time and space were with him and the Continental Army and remarked that on a number of occasions Providence had conspired to keep the British from “pursuing [more] vigorous measures” that might have been fatal to the sacred cause.



Adams Goes Back to Paris

In November of 1779, John Adams again sailed for Paris. He had been there the previous year to negotiate the treaty with the French and had come home. But now he was obliged to return to negotiate peace and commerce terms with the British, and to push the French to do more than they were doing. This time he took his sons John Quincy and Charles, then twelve and nine. The journey across the wintry Atlantic was hellish. The ship sprang a leak and dumped its passengers in Spain, after which they were obliged to make the rest of their journey on a mule train through the Pyrenees.

Abigail desperately longed to be with her husband and had hoped to travel with him on this journey. But John knew that the French frigate on which he traveled might be captured by the British, and their hatred for him meant they were capable of anything. He also knew that Abigail was the only person who could manage their farm in Braintree, which was all they had in the world and to which he longed to return, just as Washington longed to retire to Mount Vernon. But the Revolution itself and then the 522subsequent tending of the fragile plant that was the new nation required more of both of them than they could now know. John had already been away from his “Dearest Friend” for fifty-five of the previous sixty months. Unlike Franklin, whom we imagine content to be away from his wife during his many years in London, Adams adored his Abigail, but knew she shared his belief that sacrificing for the cause of liberty was a sacred calling neither of them could shirk. “We shall be happy,” he wrote her, “whenever our Country is so.”

During his time in Paris, Adams found himself frustrated that the French were not sufficiently committed to helping America, or perhaps simply didn’t care. Like Washington, he quickly saw that the French could not be depended upon, and their alliance was often no help at all. They often wouldn’t even communicate what they were doing with him or with Franklin. Adams was also increasingly frustrated with Franklin. “He may be a philosopher,” Adams wrote, “ . . . but he is not a sufficient statesman.” He also thought Franklin “too old, too infirm, too indolent and dissipated” to be of much help.



The Battle of Camden

As we have said, by 1779 the British had decided to focus their efforts southward. They still held New York but had effectively given up on New England. They were convinced that there were far more Loyalists in the south and at the end of 1778 succeeded in taking Savannah, Georgia. In May 1780—four years after Colonel Moultrie successfully defended it against His Majesty’s Navy—Charleston had fallen to the British too.

Following the Conway Cabal of 1778, the tensions between Washington and Gates had not abated. Gates continued unhappily playing second fiddle to Washington and jockeying for a way to supplant him—or at the very least to have an independent command from him, such as he had enjoyed at Saratoga. In 1780, over Washington’s objections, Congress appointed Gates to head up the southern department of the army. Washington wanted Greene, but Congress still hailed Gates as “the hero of Saratoga.” And now Gates, immediately upon taking command, chose to march his army straight for Camden, South Carolina.
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The Worst Defeat of the War

This was against the robust objections of his senior officers, who knew there were few farms in that swampy direction, and that food would be nearly impossible to come by. The troops were already exhausted and half-starved. Gates also believed he had roughly 7,000 men, when the real number was far less than half that. Finally, he believed that at Camden he would be going up against a small contingent of the British army, instead of the whole army led by General Cornwallis. In all of this and more, Gates would find himself woefully mistaken. But some believe Gates’s ungovernable craving to strike at the enemy—even as so many advised against it—sprang from his burning ambition to vault ahead of Washington. Gates was also especially nettled to sometimes hear Arnold named as the true hero of Saratoga, and perhaps saw Camden as a capital opportunity to exhibit what he felt was his undeniable superiority as a field commander.

But the opposite would happen. On August 15th, Gates led his fatigued men on an ill-advised night march and the next morning was quite surprised to bump into Cornwallis and his army. What would follow was a smashing defeat for the Americans. One of Gates’s errors was in unwittingly placing untrained militia directly across from the Cornwallis’s most experienced regulars, so that when the fighting commenced, these troops panicked and fled for their lives, many even throwing down their heavy muskets so they could run faster. The defeat that followed was so devastating it is widely considered the very worst of the entire war. “Picture it as bad as you possibly can,” said General Edward Stephens, who was there, “and it will not be as bad as it really is.” A British officer described the wounded and dead everywhere for many miles. “The number of dead horses, broken wagons and baggage scattered on the road formed a perfect scene of horror and confusion,” he said, “such was the terror and dismay of the Americans.”

There were innumerable reasons for the terrible loss. For one thing, the American militia Gates was commanding were as green as spring grass and had never even been trained in using a bayonet. For another, they were exhausted and hungry, so that many of them had gorged on unripened corn and fruit the day before. The evening before the battle 524they were served an ill-conceived stew, being a foul mush of cornbread, meat, and molasses. For hundreds of those who ate it, the quick-baked bread, in diabolical concert with the overly fresh meat and likely spoiled molasses—all heaped on top of the previously consumed unripe produce—produced a shattering onset of diarrhea, speedily removing these unfortunates from the action. But considering the carnage of the battle the next day, many of these men taken out of action by their lack of gastro-intestinal fortitude could rightly credit the ghastly repast of the night before with having preserved their lives. Of course, Gates was ultimately responsible for knowing the strength and condition of his troops, and the blame for the embarrassing rout would be held against him.

But at the end of the battle—in a way that was almost worse than the devastating loss itself—Gates was observed quite bizarrely to flee the scene of the crime, as though it had been Chappaquiddick. More strangely, he did so with a Road-Runner-esque speed almost impossible to comprehend, galloping for three days straight to cover 170 miles, before finally pausing long enough to inform Congress of what had happened. There may be nothing in all of military history to compare with it for giving the appearance of full-blown cowardice, such that two-and-a-half centuries later it still retains an undeniably mystifying—if not comical—aspect. And yet, there is still no clear consensus to explain what drove Gates from the enemy at such cartoon velocity.

Some more generous accounts portray him as having been at the mercy of his undisciplined fleeing troops, with Gates trying again and again like a sheepdog to cut them off and steer them to stand and fight, or at least to retreat in something approaching an orderly fashion, so that they retained the integrity of their units. But failing again and again in doing this, he seems to have been forced—at least initially—to go farther and farther away as they continued to scatter centrifugally from the British regulars. Gates later claimed that after these failed efforts he continued his flight in order to find a spot suitable to eventually reconvene whatever army he had left. But the fact that he traveled nearly two hundred miles with such lickety-split hustle simply strains credulity on that score.

There is no doubt that when the story found its way to Washington 525in Pennsylvania there was initial bafflement, instantly followed in his inner circle by an explosion of schadenfreude, with Alexander Hamilton leading the pack. “But was there ever an instance of a general running away as Gates has done from his whole army?” he asked. “And was there ever so precipitous a flight? One hundred eighty miles in three days and a half.” And then the sarcastic thrust: “It does admirable credit to the activity of a man at his time of life.” Gates was fifty-three, only five years older than Washington, but is often described as looking like an old woman, with a ruddy face and long nose, upon which were often perched a pair of glasses, combined with prematurely white hair, and a noticeable stoop to his shoulders, such that some seem to have used the appellation “Granny Gates” behind his back.

In any case, the unparalleled catastrophe at Camden was considered the single worst patriot loss of the war. That—along with the shameful stories of his ludicrous flight at hair-raising celerity—caused the reputation of the man formerly regarded as the hero of Saratoga to fall as precipitously as can be imagined. As a result, Congress now appointed Nathanael Greene to replace him as commander of the southern army, as Washington had strongly preferred in the first place. Nor would Gates have another independent field command for the rest of the war.

Before returning to the events in the south that would lead to the ultimate defeat of the British, we must return to the tragic story of Benedict Arnold.




	*  Putnam Memorial State Park—the oldest state park in Connecticut—is on the site of that winter encampment.

	**  In 1777, the British landed troops in Westport, Connecticut and then marched north to Danbury, where they burned the stores and munitions there. For the best account of this, see Robert F. McDevitt’s Connecticut Attacked: A British Viewpoint, Tryon’s Raid on Danbury.

	*  The term “waiter” at this time meant personal servant.
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Chapter Forty-Two The Tragedy of Benedict Arnold


. . . Farewell happy Fields

Where Joy for ever dwells: Hail horrours, hail

Infernal world, and thou profoundest Hell

Receive thy new Possessor: One who brings

A mind not to be chang’d by Place or Time.

The mind is its own place, and in it self

Can make a Heav’n of Hell, a Hell of Heav’n.

What matter where, if I be still the same,

And what I should be, all but less then he

Whom Thunder hath made greater? Here at least

We shall be free; th’ Almighty hath not built

Here for his envy, will not drive us hence:

Here we may reign secure, and in my choyce

To reign is worth ambition though in Hell:

Better to reign in Hell, then serve in Heav’n.

—John Milton’s Paradise Lost, Book 1
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ANyone Having Seen the slow-motion crash-landing of Evel Knievel at Caesars Palace in 1967 will have some idea of what Joseph Reed and Benedict Arnold’s other enemies vindictively hoped to orchestrate in delaying his actual court-martial until December of 1779: they wished for him to suffer in the long arse-over-teakettle process beforehand. And when it finally took place, it did not end as Arnold expected. That he was in its verdict deprived of the full exoneration for which he hoped, instead having to endure Washington’s gravely intoned condemnation, was more than he could bear. And because many months before this final humiliation Arnold had already had enough, it’s fruitless to estimate at what point in the tumbling catastrophe of this crash that he had determined to do what he would become most famous for doing.

If there was anything Arnold was especially incapable of understanding it would be Washington’s obligation to submit to Congress, who had demanded he reprimand Arnold. Because Arnold himself would not be bridled by Congress or anything beyond his own will, Washington’s actions were to him incomprehensible and could only be read as personal betrayal. Even more painfully, his growing debt was eclipsing his ego. Surely the British had Arnold on their list of those who might be turned. And now as Arnold was most vulnerable, they made their approach. Actually they had already begun to do so months earlier.

Back in May 1779—while still pining for the exoneration he believed a court-martial would bring—Arnold had received a visitor at his opulent Philadelphia home. “You know as well as I do, General,” the visitor said, “that both sides are weary of this long war. What is needed, Sir, is a man of decision—someone with character and power—to step forward and bring this tragic conflict to an end.” The young man placed a sealed envelope on the desk in front of Arnold and left. The letter was from Colonel Beverley Robinson, who served under Clinton. In terms vague enough to say what needed saying without saying it, it held out the wonderful idea that whoever might help facilitate this noble deed of bringing to an end these fatiguing years of misunderstanding would be appropriately rewarded. The British had gingerly attempted to establish connections with other American generals toward such ends, but those Americans had immediately made such attempts public, knowing that silence in the face 528of such evil inescapably signaled compliance with that evil. And so in May of 1779, Arnold’s silence on the delivery of this letter marked his first sure step toward treason.


First Step to Treason

Arnold’s degraded view of those in power on the American side meant that he thought them not only unlikely to win, but manifestly incapable of running a country if they did. Congress had proved to him that they were not merely inept but wicked. Wouldn’t being a leading figure in bringing about what to him began to look inevitable be the good and noble thing? That whoever did something so selflessly heroic should receive some recompense hardly needed mentioning. Nonetheless, Arnold knew to the very farthing how Congress had defrauded him of what was rightly his, and if that renumeration should come through the British, what difference, at this point, would it make? It was time to look to the future. And not just to the future of America and Britain, but to Benedict Arnold’s future, which had been delayed long enough. And so, the seeds were now planted. It only remained for them to germinate and then for the beanstalk to grow into the heavens.

As the court-martial case dragged on—and as his efforts to emerge from the financial ditch into which he had fallen did not succeed—Arnold found the idea of working with the British undeniably appealing. We now know that Arnold’s wife, far from being a mere bubble-headed cheerleader on his arm, was central in steering him to work with her old friend Major André, who was now Clinton’s aide-de-camp. So by April of 1780, Arnold had burned every bridge with the Americans, but he was of course still pretending to be faithful to the cause. Washington certainly felt bad that Congress had required him to publicly reprimand Arnold and graciously wrote Arnold that he would have many “opportunities of regaining the esteem of your country.” But Arnold was no longer interested in this and had already been speaking with the British for some time. Their dealing with Arnold is a master class in treachery.

As much as they flattered him in their overtures to him, the British leaders clearly thought of him only as a means toward the end of defeating the Americans and would string him along as much as they could. Because 529they knew that at the dark heart of everything in him there crouched an aching desire for pecuniary gain, they eventually proposed that if he were able to use his position to turn over an entire army—or a strategic position, or both—they could make it well worth his while. Not long after this, Arnold saw that the solution to all his problems lay with the fortress at West Point. If he could wheedle Washington into giving him control of that spectacularly strategic position, he would be able to turn it over to the British and collect from them the mightily encouraging sum of twenty thousand pounds, a sum approaching five million dollars in today’s money.



Washington Makes Arnold an Offer

Of course, George Washington had no idea of any of this and on August 1st was excited to have what he was sure would be tremendous news for his embattled old friend. As we have said, since Arnold’s grievous wounding at Saratoga nearly three years earlier, he had been incapable of taking on any military command in the field, and the sedentary posting in Philadelphia had obviously ended disgracefully. But Washington was thrilled now to offer him something he thought might be some recompense for his battlefield sacrifices, and for the tremendous indignities and injustices of the last few years. Washington told Arnold he wished to give him a field command of the very highest importance. In fact, he would now make him the second in command of the entire Continental Army. He would be ahead of his bitter rival Horatio Gates, who two weeks earlier had disgraced himself in the Battle of Camden. For Arnold, this would of course be an astounding reversal of fortune. But when Washington proffered this plum “post of honor,” Arnold did not leap at it. Washington was dumbstruck. “His countenance changed,” Washington said, “and he appeared to be quite fallen, and instead of thanking me or expressing any pleasure at the appointment, never opened his mouth.” Other witnesses reported that Arnold turned red and seemed angry. It’s impossible to know what he was thinking, but perhaps he was furious that only now—when he was irretrievably working with the British and therefore couldn’t accept it— was such a position being offered.

To say the least, Washington was bewildered. There was no doubt 530that under normal circumstances, Arnold should have accepted it with boundless gratitude. But Arnold was already deep in his negotiations with the British, who determined that the very best thing they could get out of him was for him to hand over what was perhaps the most strategic site at that time, West Point, and Arnold was likely already counting the golden eggs he would soon receive. So Arnold said nothing, leaving Washington to wonder what in the world might be going on. And at some point, of course, Arnold did mention that he earnestly wished to be given the command of West Point. Washington was flummoxed. The command of a place like West Point was what he would give to someone especially incapable of performing well on the field of battle. “It then appeared somewhat strange to me,” he said, “that a man of Arnold’s known activity and enterprise should be desirous of taking so inactive a part.”



Strategic West Point

The fortress at West Point sits atop a bluff overlooking a quirky curve of the Hudson River. The river there is narrow and takes a sharp turn, so that any sailing ships wishing to navigate it at that point must tack, slowing almost to a stop and becoming sitting ducks for the artillery ranged against them. To further frustrate anyone wishing to pass, the Americans in 1778 constructed a Cyclopean chain across the river of gigantic links—each two feet long and weighing 150 pounds—so that the six-hundred-yard chain weighed sixty-five tons and was buoyed by huge log rafts. Kościuszko had additionally constructed a series of innovative fortifications around West Point, further strengthening the position. The British had long wanted to control the strategic corridor of the Hudson, and taking the fortress at West Point would make that possible, but it would now be more difficult than ever to do so—unless a highly placed turncoat could turn it over to them in a turnkey operation. So they pushed Arnold to get command of the post, which he now desperately hoped to convince Washington to give him, maintaining that his injuries still prevented him from taking a field command.

So in August, Washington—suspecting nothing—relented to Arnold’s strange request, giving him command of West Point, along with the command of the vast surrounding territory on both sides of the 531Hudson, from the northern tip of Manhattan all the way up to Fishkill, including the forts at Stoney Point and Verplanck’s Point. Now Arnold only needed to communicate the details of how he would turn the fort over to the British, and then do so, after which the gaudy sum of twenty thousand pounds would be his. So, leaving his wife and their newborn behind in Philadelphia, Arnold now traveled to West Point to take command.

Of course, instead of strengthening its defenses, as Washington expected him to do, Arnold began weakening them, sending hundreds of the men manning the fort on far-flung missions. Five hundred were sent to cut wood in the nearby forests for the approaching winter. He also transferred much of the food at West Point to his private home two miles away, so that in the case of a long-term siege those holding the fort could not do so for very long. He even decided that the massive six-hundred-yard-long chain across the river should be removed—giving the excuse that the log rafts used to float it needed to be refitted—and requested teams be sent for this purpose. Everything must be ready so that when the British came to take the fort, they would have the least difficulty. Arnold even hoped to turn over to them the entire garrison of troops manning it. He might even be able to help the British capture Washington himself, along with his entourage of Alexander Hamilton, Lafayette, and Henry Knox, who would be traveling there soon. The war itself might soon be over.

But first Arnold had to communicate the various details to the British, and since he was all the way up the river at West Point—and no longer in Philadelphia—this would be difficult. Letters were often intercepted, so a face-to-face meeting with Major André to coordinate things seemed best. General Clinton, however, was not at all eager to let Major André make the exceedingly dangerous journey to meet with Arnold. He was very fond of André and knew many things that could go wrong. But just as desperate as Arnold was to bring this deal to a close, so was André desperately eager to play a central role in this central mission, which might well bring final victory to England in this protracted war. Decidedly ambitious, André was now in the extraordinary position of being an aide-de-camp to Clinton, and had even been elevated to the rank of major. “I am full of gratitude toward the General for so much kindness and impressed with the greatest 532zeal to deserve it,” he wrote, “but can hardly look back at the steep progress I have made without being giddy.” So he was zealous to impress Clinton and pushed hard to take on the terribly dangerous mission of the meeting with Arnold behind enemy lines.

He knew that his future would be made, and some time in August, Clinton reluctantly decided to allow André to make the trip. But because Clinton felt close to André, he especially wanted him to be careful in this dangerous mission and strictly warned him against three things. First, under no circumstances should André go behind enemy lines. He could meet with Arnold on a British ship on the river, or anywhere in Westchester County, which was a kind of no-man’s-land. Secondly, he must wear his uniform. To do otherwise would instantly identify him as a spy, if he were captured. Finally, he must never carry any papers that would give evidence of what he was doing, which would incriminate him. Because the penalty for spying was death by hanging, Clinton did not enjoy the possibility that his beloved young aide could pay that penalty. But as we shall see, André violated all three of Clinton’s warnings.

During this time—knowing that once everything came to fruition Peggy and their newborn would be safer with him than in Philadelphia—Arnold summoned her to join him. He was living two miles down the river from West Point in the majestic home of the Loyalist Beverley Robinson. So she traveled to meet him there.

Meanwhile, Washington would be traveling to Hartford to meet with the Comte de Rochambeau to coordinate their plans for what lay ahead. It had been a frustrating two years, and Washington desperately hoped meeting with Rochambeau might help move things along. So Washington told Arnold that on his way from White Plains to Hartford he would stop by West Point. He also stressed that this trip must remain a secret. But, of course, Arnold quickly told the British about it, hoping they might capture Washington—further adding to his own laurels. Only because Arnold’s letter was delayed did this fail. Washington arrived at West Point September 17th and was stunned at its poor condition. He told Arnold he would proceed to Hartford to meet with Rochambeau, and in five days’ time on the way back would stop by once more to discuss the fort’s defenses.
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So Arnold knew he must act quickly. He and André had been thwarted in a previous attempt to meet, but they would try again on the twentieth. On the night of the nineteenth, Clinton hosted a farewell dinner for André at the Kip Mansion in Manhattan—at what is today Thirty-Fifth Street and Second Avenue—in which he proposed a special toast to honor what Major André was about to do. “The major leaves the city on duty tonight,” Clinton said, “which will most likely terminate in making plain John André, Sir John André, for success must crown his efforts.” How André must have blushed. But he knew it was true. The gravity of what he was about to do hardly be exaggerated, and if successful really might mean victory in the war. That André could be honored by the Crown with a title followed logically, nor would Britain’s man in charge of the war say such a thing lightly.

So the next day, André traveled to the northern tip of Manhattan and boarded the British ship Vulture, which took him up the river to Dobbs Ferry for his rendezvous with Arnold, about twenty miles below West Point. Many things went wrong, making everything exceedingly complicated. As a result, André in his ambition to succeed now flouted each of Clinton’s three gravely intoned warnings. First, he left the safety of the British ship to meet Arnold on shore, behind enemy lines. Second, he took the papers Arnold gave him, detailing West Point’s fortifications. And third, the Vulture—which had been fired upon by Americans as it sat in the Hudson while waiting for André to return to it—felt the need to leave, and then left, leaving André stranded behind enemy lines. So to travel incognito via horse all the way back to British lines he removed his British uniform and donned civilian clothes. It’s impossible not to think that in a giddy desire to win for himself the spectacular laurels that would come with success in this mission, André had lost his head, and thrown every caution to the wind.



Major André Captured

Along his return journey on horse, André was stopped twice. But Arnold had given him a pass, which he showed, and the ruse worked. But on the final leg of his journey, three local Americans on militia duty leapt out and grabbed the reins of his horse. One of them was wearing 534a red-colored coat and a Hessian cap. André foolishly assumed they were of his own tribe, saying as much. In a few moments they forced him to undress, examining his clothing for money, and discovered the documents in his stocking, at which point they knew he was a spy. The men asked what he would pay them to be released. André told them they could have a hundred guineas and his gold watch and the horse he had been riding. For three men whose greed was greater than their commitment to the cause it was mightily tempting. But somehow when they again examined the documents, they thought it might go better for them if they didn’t release him. So they decided to take him to the nearest army post.

When they delivered André to Lieutenant Colonel John Jameson, Jameson immediately decided to turn the spy over to Benedict Arnold. But the damning documents themselves should be sent to Washington, who would soon be arriving on his way back from Hartford. At this point, Benjamin Tallmadge suddenly arrived. Tallmadge had in the five years since his friend Nathan Hale’s death risen to become the director of military intelligence under Washington. He astutely recognized Arnold’s handwriting in the documents and instantly suspected that Arnold was himself behind everything. So he insisted the news of André’s capture not be sent to Arnold, but only to Washington. But Jameson—outranking Tallmadge—disagreed, so that André himself was not sent to Arnold. But the news of his capture was.

Arnold was at this time at home, waiting for Washington’s arrival, and having breakfast with two aides. He believed that by this point André had long since made his way back to British lines, and that everything was proceeding swimmingly. But as he sat there—expecting Washington to arrive any moment—an aide put a letter into his hands. It contained the nightmarish news of André’s capture. In an instant he saw that everything was lost. He managed to calmly excuse himself, and then went upstairs, telling Peggy to burn all of his papers—our first indication that she was in on everything—and then told his surprised aides that he must rush to West Point to prepare for Washington’s arrival. Of course, Washington was the last person he wanted to see, and West Point the last place he wished to be found. So he instead rode down to the water and bribed a pair of boatmen 535to take him not upriver to West Point, but downriver to the Vulture. Only a few minutes later, Washington arrived at Arnold’s home.

Washington was told Arnold had gone to West Point, and that Mrs. Arnold was ill and unable to receive him. So he ate breakfast and then with Knox and Lafayette took a barge across the river to West Point. He found it curious that there was no customary cannon salute to greet his arrival. And where was Arnold? The colonel in charge said Arnold hadn’t been there in two days, which was very confusing. But what could Washington do except wait? In the meantime, he examined the fortress, shocked at its dilapidated condition. At four o’clock there was still no sign of Arnold, so Washington decided to return to the Robinson house. Surely Arnold was there. He was not. But when Washington arrived, Alexander Hamilton was there, holding some papers, which he now put into Washington’s hands. They were the damning papers found on André. Washington sat down at a table in a downstairs room to examine them, and as he did, the full magnitude of the horror became clear. He summoned Knox and Lafayette. “Arnold has betrayed us,” he said. “Whom can we trust now?”*

Washington immediately ordered Hamilton to race after Arnold and bring him back, but already by now the villain was safely aboard the Vulture, heading for New York. His wife, however, in an attempt to do what, no one can discern, decided to feign madness, raving about the mansion in a state of significant undress. One of the officers, Colonel Richard Varick, discovered her with her hair “disheveled and flowing about her neck; [in] her morning gown with few other clothes remain[ing] on her—too few to be seen even by a gentleman of the family, much less by many strangers.” Peggy asked Varick if he had ordered her child murdered and begged him to “spare the innocent babe.” Her principal plaint—communicated howlingly—was that she was all alone in the world now with no friends, that Arnold was gone, gone forever. That she was upset cannot be doubted, but neither should it be doubted that she now rode her unstrung emotions creatively—to intentionally bewilder her guests and guide them to thinking her innocent. The officers attempted to calm her down many times, but she was 536determined to chew every carpet in the house, and at one point in her extended fit pointed to the ceiling to declaim in horror that “the spirits have carried him up there!” Was Arnold in the attic? Then adding, “They have put hot irons in his head!” Although what this meant is some mystery, she nonetheless then declared that the heated irons were now affixed to her own head, and that—for reasons unknown to history or medical science—only General Washington himself could remove them. So the great man—much fatigued and still doubtless in the blackest stupor over the state of things—was summoned upstairs to the scene of her widening hysteria. Upon his entrance, however, she accused him of being not General Washington at all, but an imposter and fiend come to murder—and perhaps eat—her child. Washington had never before been accused of anthropophagous tendencies, and how this exceedingly patient and sober man received these dramatics can hardly be imagined. Peggy’s energetic frenzy continued into the early evening, but eventually subsided, and in a few days, she and her unconsumed child were taken to her parents in Philadelphia.



Arnold Writes to Washington

Once aboard the Vulture, and headed south to British-controlled New York, Arnold wrote Washington. “The heart which is conscious of its own rectitude,” it began, “cannot contemplate to palliate a step which the world may censure as wrong.” It went on:


I have ever acted from a principle of love to my Country, since the commencement of the present unhappy contest between Great Britain and the Colonies. The same principal of love to my Country actuates my present conduct, however it may appear inconsistent to the world, which very seldom judges right of any man’s actions. I have not favor to ask for myself. I have too often experienced the ingratitude of my County to attempt it. But from the known humanity of your Excellency, I am induced to ask your protection for Mrs. Arnold from every insult an injury that a mistaken vengeance of my country may expose her to. It ought to fall only on me; she is as good and innocent as an angel, and is incapable of doing wrong.
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Little could Arnold dream future generations would recoil to see through the lies in this letter and would know he and his wife were not only not incapable of doing wrong, but were at this point determined to do it.

In many ways one can see how turning over West Point to the British, coupled with Arnold’s defection, would have been a crippling if not a fatal blow to the glorious cause. But André had been caught and the plot foiled. Washington reeled to think how close they had all come to disaster. “The discovery” of the plot, he wrote, “appears to have been providential, and convinces me that the liberties of America are the object of divine protection. God grant that all such perfidy may come to light . . .”

Making sense of what had happened with Arnold would of course gnaw at Washington and nearly everyone else who had ever dealt with the strange figure. How might they have missed his ability to do such despicable things? Had there been warning signs? Just two days after the horror was discovered, one man allowed that there had been. “Mad Anthony” Wayne wrote Congress, saying that he knew the general public would be astonished, that Arnold’s “high rank” and “the éclat he had obtained,” made his “perfidy” quite inconceivable. But Wayne knew otherwise, being one of a very select group “who, at a very early period of this war, became acquainted with his true character.” Wayne reminded them that when asked about Arnold during his court-martial nine months before, he had given his opinion “freely,” adding “and, I believe, you thought it rather strongly shaded. I think that I informed you I had the most despicable idea of him, both as a gentleman and a soldier, and that he had produced a conviction to me, in 1776, that honour and true virtue were strangers to his soul; and however contradictory it might appear, that he never possessed either genuine fortitude or personal bravery, and that he rarely went in the way of danger, but when stimulated by liquor, even to intoxication.” Wayne then went further, giving “a small specimen of [Arnold’s] peculate talents.”


What think you of his employing sutlers* to retail the public liquors for his private emolument, and furnishing his quarters 538with beds and other furniture, by paying for them with pork, salt, flour, &c. drawn from the magazines: he has not stopped here; he has descended much lower, and defrauded the veteran soldier who has bled for his country in many a well-fought field, during five campaigns, among others, an old sergeant of mine has felt his rapacity. By the industry of this man’s wife they had accumulated something handsome to support themselves in their advanced age, which, coming to the knowledge of this cruel spoiler, he borrowed a large sum of money from the poor credulous woman, and left her in the lurch. The dirty, dirty acts which he has been capable of committing, beggar all description; and they are of such a nature as would cause the infernals to blush, were they accused of the invention and execution of them.



Of course, Arnold would skate from justice and would on the side of the British do many more ghastly deeds to the Americans who had until his defection thought of him as a hero. And then he and Peggy would go to England. But André would be hanged.

At one point, Washington had put André under the guard of Benjamin Tallmadge, whom we remember as the closest friend of Nathan Hale, both at Yale and afterward. As Tallmadge and André rode together, André pestered Tallmadge about his fate. Tallmadge ignored the question until he no longer could do so and grew emotional. “I had a much-loved classmate in Yale College,” he told André, “by the name of Nathan Hale. . . . General Washington wanted information respecting the strength, position, and probably movements of the enemy. Captain Hale tendered his services . . . and was taken.” Tallmadge paused and then fixed André in his eyes. “Do you remember the sequel of the story?” he asked, somewhat angrily. André did but remonstrated that surely his own mission was quite different, and he could not be facing anything similar. Tallmadge corrected him. “Yes,” he said, “precisely similar.” It was only now that André realized he would not be spared.

When in the end André at the gallows was asked whether he had final words, he said, “I pray you to bear me witness that I meet my fate like a 539brave man.” As the historian Nathaniel Philbrick said, there were some who at the time remembered the reported last words of Nathan Hale, that his only regret was that he had but one life to give for his country. “Hale had expressed his loyalty to the United States,” Philbrick writes. “André thought only of his own honor.”17 It is at least noteworthy that one man died in what he thought a sacrificial way, in a sacred cause, while the other was simply deprived of his life.

There were many who hoped André’s life might be spared, or that he might at least be given the dignity of dying via firing squad and escape the ignominy of the noose. But the same Washington who played by the rules in suffering the injustices of Congress’s poor judgment would now too play by the rules, which were that anyone caught spying must be hanged. To relax such rules would send many bad signals. Washington felt strictly obliged to go by the book, despite the objections of many whose judgment he valued tremendously, including Lafayette and Hamilton. But there was one whose objection to hanging André must only have goaded Washington toward it: Arnold in a letter to Washington dared to threaten that if André were hanged, he would “retaliate on such unhappy persons of your army as may fall within my power . . . I call heaven and earth to witness that your Excellency will be justly answerable for the torrent of blood that may be spilt in consequence.” Even at this point, Washington was taken aback. “There are no terms than can describe the baseness of his heart,” he said.




	*  This phrase is often misquoted as “Who can we trust now?”

	*  Civilian merchants.
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Chapter Forty-Three The Road to Yorktown


But why need I run into the detail when it may be declared in a word that we are at the end of our tether and that now or never our deliverance must come.

—George Washington

WHen the News of the August 1780 smashing defeat at Camden became widely known, whatever reputation Horatio Gates enjoyed as “the hero of Saratoga” was all but erased. The bizarre news of his three-day high-speed retreat was an even bigger headline, as though a hypertrophied sprig of parsley had eclipsed the meal it was meant to garnish. But the good news that followed, as we have said, was that Congress now replaced Gates with Greene, as Washington had wanted all along.

Under Greene, the Americans rallied to gain strength, defeating the British in two crucial battles. The first was at Kings Mountain. The second, with the help of Daniel Morgan and his sharpshooters, was at Cowpens, where they crushed the forces of the most notoriously sadistic of the British officers, Banastre Tarleton. But the sadism of the British had become a staple of the war, especially in the south. After the Battle at Kings Mountain, in which 810 British prisoners were taken, some American officers approached their commanding officer, Colonel Campbell, complaining that there must be a court-martial against a 541number of the captured British, who had committed especially grievous atrocities. In the court-martial thirty-two stood condemned, with nine of the worst being executed. Among the testimonies given during the trial was the case of one British captain. He had approached the house of someone he believed to be an American “rebel” and inquired whether the man was at home. When the nine-year-old boy who answered the door said he was not, the British officer drew out his pistol and shot him.

By way of contrast, after the Battle of Cowpens, Daniel Morgan wrote Greene. “Dear Sir,” he said, “The troops I had the honor to command have been so fortunate as to obtain a compleat victory over a detachment from the British Army commanded by Lt Colonel Tarleton . . .” Morgan corroborated the reports of Tarleton’s evils. “It perhaps would be well to remark, for the honour of the American Arms, that although the progress of this corps was marked with burnings and devastations & although they have waged the most cruel warfare, not a man was killed, wounded or even insulted after he surrendered.” But then he says something astonishing. “Had not Britons during this contest received so many lessons of humanity, I should flatter myself that this might teach them a little, but I fear they are incorrigible.” When in the history of warfare have key figures ever before boasted of showing “humanity” to those whose inhumanity was as well-established and notorious as can be imagined? That Washington had so completely inculcated these explicitly Christian values into his top commanders—such that they would even in the case of Tarleton refer to it in this way—is among the most dramatic evidence we have of who Washington was and precisely how he believed the sacred cause, in the end, would prevail.

Nonetheless, by spring of 1781, Washington’s general perspective on the war was once again particularly bleak. In a letter to John Laurens that April, he said, “But why need I run into the detail when it may be declared in a word that we are at the end of our tether and that now or never our deliverance must come.” A great part of the problem was the French. Washington’s frustration with them had been a constant from the beginning. At this point, he was trying to convince Rochambeau to push Admiral François Joseph Paul de Grasse and his fleet to join the French and American armies in attacking New York. But Rochambeau didn’t 542believe their combined forces sufficient to the job, thinking that it would be better for de Grasse—if he could ever be persuaded to show up at all—to sail to the Chesapeake.

Washington’s thinking was that if they attacked New York, it would force Cornwallis to move his forces north, essentially ending his campaign in the south. “The ruin of the enemy’s schemes would then be certain,” Washington wrote, “the bold game they are now playing would be the means to effect it for they would be reduced to the necessity of concentrating their forces at capital points, thereby giving up all the advantages they have gained in the southern states, or be vulnerable everywhere.”

Washinton’s relationship with Rochambeau was complicated. As the historian Nathaniel Philbrick says in The Hurricane’s Eye (2018), Rochambeau was hardly a friend to America, however much in retrospect we think of him that way. He seems to have believed that Washington and the Americans didn’t have what it took to win, and so was planning to leave them high and dry as soon as things began to fall apart, which he believed was inevitable. This view was corroborated by François Jean de Beauvoir, Marquis de Chastellux, who served as Rochambeau’s translator, but who disagreed with Rochambeau’s cynical views and dared to communicate these things to Washington.

So in their May 1781 meeting at Wethersfield, Connecticut, Rochambeau and Washington disagreed. Washington pushed for an attack on New York. Rochambeau insisted on Virginia. To Washington, the thought of marching his bedraggled and disintegrating army five hundred miles south in the heat of summer seemed a perfect nightmare. But Washington was obliged to dance with Rochambeau. The only good news was that in the end, Rochambeau’s decision would come to be the correct one, although this had precisely nothing to do with Rochambeau’s wisdom, which was wanting, but with a number of things out of everyone’s control, and especially with Lord Cornwallis’s refusal to do what Clinton wanted him to do.


The Backstabbing French

But there was another ghastly development, which was essentially a betrayal by the French of their Treaty of Alliance with America. They 543seemed to have grown tired of the war and were now madly proposing a peace treaty that would essentially give the British whatever parts of America were at that time under their control and the Americans the parts they controlled. It was like a game of geopolitical musical chairs. At some point everything would stop, and that would be that. Wherever things were at that moment would be where they would remain. Of course, the Americans saw this not merely as unacceptable, but as a monstrous betrayal that in the end would destroy everything they had been fighting for these seven years, which was the full independence of the thirteen United States of America. They knew that if—God forbid—the British were awarded the territories of Virginia, North and South Carolina, and Georgia, which they at that time controlled, it might well only be a matter of time before from those strongholds they succeeded in taking the rest of America. Such an arrangement would only benefit France. Britain also controlled much of upstate New York at that time, which under these terms would belong to them. It was a dastardly and offensive abrogation of everything the French had promised.



Cornwallis vs. Clinton

Cornwallis’s headquarters were in Wilmington, North Carolina. He could have moved all his troops via ship to Charleston, South Carolina, but in the great British tradition that saw anything appearing like a retreat as somehow disgraceful—even when it was the prudent choice— Cornwallis decided he must take his army to Virginia, where it would stay on the offensive. But this strategy was at odds with the reality of the war he was fighting. The British had over and over won Pyrrhic victories. They had won at Bunker Hill and had taken New York and had won at Brandywine and Germantown—and then at Charleston and Camden. To what had all of these victories led? The British Admiral Samuel Graves likened the British army’s progress to “the passage of a ship through the sea whose” wake vanishes behind it, as though it was never there. What did it matter if a battle was won if the victory was not consolidated as part of a larger strategy?

But Lord Germain in London loved Cornwallis’s view of the situation, 544even if Clinton did not, which certainly encouraged Cornwallis. But Cornwallis knew the rules. If he received an order from Clinton, he had no choice but to obey. But if perchance he managed to be where he could not receive such an order, he would be gloriously free to do as he pleased. So when Cornwallis received word that a ship was headed toward him from Charleston carrying dispatches from Clinton, he knew he must blow town, so to speak, and on April 25th, he and his army began marching toward Virginia.

Washington did not know this, nor much of anything else that was about to happen. As much as he wished to attack New York, he could see that neither Rochambeau nor de Grasse agreed with him. He had no choice but to wait. He was not a fatalist, but after the siege of Boston in 1776, he had written that “I will not lament or repine at any act of Providence, because I am in a great measure a convert to Mr. Pope’s opinion that whatever is, is right.” The poet Alexander Pope had in 1733 written in An Essay on Man that—in essence—everything happens according to a harmonious plan of God’s. Of course, this could easily be mistaken for fatalism. Surely, the idea that everything works out for the best is a facile cliché, but one assumes that Washington’s view fell in line with the Christian version of this, that if one deliberately put oneself in the hands of Providence, one might rest in the outcome.* And what was happening now—in the strange confluence of the French fleet moving north to the Chesapeake just as Cornwallis was stubbornly marching his army in the same direction—was not something anyone could have foreseen.



South to Yorktown

So when Washington heard from Lafayette that Cornwallis had indeed gone to Yorktown, he brightened at what might be possible. If the French fleet really were to sail up the Chesapeake, they could trap Cornwallis there. And then Washington’s army could lay siege to Yorktown. It was at least something worth thinking toward. But as we have established, the French had been unpredictable and unreliable. But then on August 14th, Washington received a letter saying that de Grasse had indeed left 545the West Indies and was headed to the Chesapeake with twenty-nine ships. Washington hardly felt safe in trusting this news, but he knew that he no longer had any real choice in what to do. And so he told Rochambeau they must hasten to the south immediately.

Of course, Washington wanted to keep this crucial information from Clinton as long as possible. So before he committed to diving headlong in a southern direction, he made a number of bamboozling feints in the vicinity of New York, successfully confusing Clinton. It is strange to think that at this time Benedict Arnold—who was now in New York and on the British side—was champing at the bit to attack Washington’s army, begging Clinton for 6,000 men to do so, convinced a victory along those lines would end the war. But Clinton had other ideas and rebuffed Arnold, who—we are unsurprised to hear—angrily complained to anyone who would listen that none of his “propositions of service are listened to.”

But by August 30th, when Washington’s forces crossed the Raritan and were headed to Princeton, it was clear to everyone they were indeed heading to Virginia. Like everyone else in Washington’s army, James Thacher had to be content with having no idea what the plans were. Until they crossed the Raritan. “Our destination can no longer be a secret,” he wrote in his journal. “Lord Cornwallis is unquestionably the object of our present expedition.”

On September 2nd, Washington and Rochambeau and their troops were in Philadelphia. But the agony of having no guarantee whether de Grasse would show up in the Chesapeake weighed heavily on Washington, who wrote Lafayette: “I am distressed beyond expression to know what is become of the Count de Grasse. . . . Adieu my dear Marquis! If you get anything new from any quarter send it I pray on the Spur of Speed, for I am almost all impatience and anxiety at the same time.” Washington’s troops then marched south from Philadelphia along the Delaware, while Rochambeau would sail down the river.

On September 5th, as Washington was nearing Wilmington, a messenger handed him some letters. One of them bore the astonishing news that de Grasse and his fleet really had arrived in the Chesapeake, with a force of some three thousand troops, who could aid Lafayette in hemming in Cornwallis. Washington was beside himself. If this really 546were true, it would mean that what he had hoped for might at last be on the verge of happening.

A few hours later when this news of the French fleet’s arrival in the Chesapeake got to Philadelphia, the city broke into uncontained jubilation. Thacher recalled how a number of “merry fellows mounted on scaffolds and stages pronounced funeral orations for Lord Cornwallis, and uttered lamentations on the grief and distress of the Tories.” Crowds event went to the home of the French minister to shout “Long live Louis the Sixteenth!” Of course, all this was quite premature. No one knew better than Washington that anything could happen, and his innate reserve, coupled with six years of heartbreaking ups and downs, smothered any temptations toward premature celebration. Still, the news that de Grasse’s fleet had really arrived in the Chesapeake was undeniably cheering, even for the famously restrained Washington. So unable to resist, he turned his horse around to ride the three miles back upriver, hoping to catch Rochambeau to inform him.

Not long afterward, as Rochambeau’s ship approached Chester, some of the men aboard spotted a rangy figure on the dock, with one hand wildly waving a hat and with the other a white handkerchief. When they perceived the blue and buff colors of the man’s uniform, they were astonished. The exuberantly gesticulating figure was none other than George Washington. The man who was so famously guarded in expressing his emotions was unashamedly elated. When the boat docked and Rochambeau descended the gangplank, Washington embraced him with tremendous warmth. One of Rochambeau’s officers, Philippe Guillaume de Deux-Ponts, was especially amazed, remarking that Washington had always been a man “of a natural coldness and of a serious and noble approach.” Deux-Ponts said that in this moment Washington’s “features, his physiognomy, his deportment, all were changed in an instant.” It was something few had ever seen, nor could have imagined. “A child, whose every wish had been gratified,” Deux-Ponts said, “would not have experienced a sensation more lively.”

So it would now be a race to Virginia. This meant that Washington would be passing near Mount Vernon, which he had not seen in over six years. He rode the sixty miles from Head of Elk to Baltimore in a single 547day and then rose early the next to cover the final sixty miles to Mount Vernon. It was such an impressive distance to cover in forty-eight hours that Washington noted it in his diary. He couldn’t stay at Mount Vernon long but was able to entertain Rochambeau and a number of others, who arrived the next day. But on the thirteenth he had to begin the fateful 150-mile journey to the scene of what he believed would be the long-awaited triumph. Before he left, he wrote Lafayette: “I hope you will keep Lord Cornwallis safe, without provisions or forage until we arrive.” That Washington would joke at this juncture gives us some picture of how assured he was of the victory ahead. But then, as if on cue: disaster.



The French Fleet Vanishes

Fifteen miles beyond Mount Vernon an express rider handed Washington a letter saying the French fleet had left their position at the mouth of the Chesapeake to do battle with a suddenly arrived English fleet beyond the horizon. Roughly the same thing had happened three years earlier, in the brief honeymoon of the French-American alliance, when the French fleet had gone to Newport, Rhode Island, to support General Sullivan, only to skip away to chase a British fleet and never return. A great opportunity to defeat the British had been lost, and Sullivan was furious. That had been only the first ugly example of what it meant to have allies who would do whatever was in their own interests, and over whom the Americans had no real authority. However much Washington had chafed in working with Rochambeau over the years, the news of de Grasse’s fleet in the Chesapeake had for the first time allowed him to hope the alliance would finally bear the fruit for which he so long had hoped. But suddenly the French were again doing whatever it was they thought best. How could it end? Would the English fleet get the better of them, or would another storm arise as it had off the coast of Newport to batter the French fleet and drive them away? Washington had no idea, but he was tremendously agitated at the possibilities. But all he could do as he pondered them was continue the journey south.

The British fleet de Grasse had left the Chesapeake to chase was commanded by Rear Admiral Thomas Graves, who had been given 548command only because two other admirals had been forced to depart. He was notoriously cautious. Twenty-five years earlier, he had been court-martialed and reprimanded for failing to fight a French ship. Nor had the years changed his temper. When he came upon de Grasse’s fleet, he saw that it was far larger than he knew. Although if he had attacked when it was still in the bay, the wind would have given him a great advantage. But he lost this best opportunity and thereafter committed a number of serious blunders. The French fought heroically. The next day, both fleets were still far out in the Atlantic, trying to keep their eyes on each other. But Graves did not have the stomach for another battle. When de Grasse slipped away, he did not pursue, only sending a single frigate to follow. The frigate returned to tell Graves that de Grasse’s fleet had slipped back to the Chesapeake, where another eight French ships under the command of Admiral Jacques-Melchior Saint-Laurent, Comte de Barras had been able to enter the bay, obviously with no resistance from the British fleet, still out to sea. De Barras’s ships were carrying the supplies that Washington’s and Rochambeau’s armies needed, along with more cannon for the expected siege.



Yorktown Under Siege

When Washington rode into Williamsburg, Virginia, on September 14th, he was greeted with a twenty-one-gun salute. Lafayette had been ill with a fever, but upon hearing of Washington’s arrival, he leapt from his sickbed and according to witnesses embraced the great man “with an ardor not easily described . . . kiss[ing] him from ear to ear.” That the diffident Washington bore this with equanimity gives us some picture of his affection for the young Marquis. Williamsburg was thirteen miles from Yorktown. Washington gave himself the freedom to expect that with a vastly superior French fleet in the bay—one which the British could no longer expect to dislodge—the chances that things could be brought to a happy ending soon were overwhelming. But there were still serious questions.

Because of Cornwallis’s significant fortifications, Washington did not want to attack him head on, but planned to besiege his forces, which would of course take much longer. But when de Grasse was asked to come to the 549Chesapeake, he made it clear he could not remain long. By early October he needed to return with his fleet to the West Indies to support the Spanish. Desperately hoping to convince him to stay longer, Washington sailed with Rochambeau to meet de Grasse aboard the fleet’s flagship, Ville de Paris. At 177 feet long and boasting 104 guns, it was the largest ship in the French navy. De Grasse was huge too, even taller than Washington, and ten years older, so that when Washington boarded the ship, de Grasse dared to greet him jokingly: “Mon cher petit general!” Whether Washington found this humorous or didn’t, he was nonetheless deeply gratified to finally convince de Grasse to remain through the end of the month. So for the next two weeks, Washington built up his reserves of ammunition and food, and on September 28th began the fateful march to Yorktown.

Rochambeau’s forces were 8,000 men. Washington had a similar number, plus 3,000 militia. In addition to these 19,000 men there were 20,000 French sailors aboard de Grasse’s ships. Cornwallis’s forces were only about 8,000. The French and American troops stopped at two miles from the British fortifications. Over the previous weeks, Cornwallis had a number of opportunities when he could have broken free. But by now—having squandered them—he was essentially trapped. So when Cornwallis got word that Clinton was sending 5,500 troops from New York, along with a British fleet superior to the one de Grasse had just bested, he was encouraged. The news also caused him to abandon the ring of outer fortifications that he had dug, drawing his forces into the inner ring, with the idea that he would need to preserve his forces as well as possible while they waited for the soldiers and ships that were on their way. So the Americans and French had that much less work to do and immediately moved forward to the lines the British had abandoned.

On the night of October 5th, everything was ready to mark where the first line of trenches would be dug. This first parallel would be four feet deep and ten feet wide and would eventually stretch two thousand yards. It was one thousand yards from the British earthworks and five hundred from two of their redoubts. Among the “Sapper and Miners” who would do all the digging was Joseph Plumb Martin, not yet twenty-one. The beginning of this first tremendous parallel was a significant moment, so there was a small ceremony in the moonlight. The French engineers were 550experts in digging siege works, and would direct the Americans, but at some point, they stepped away, telling the Americans not to move from where they had left them, although where they stood was close enough to the British that it was palpably dangerous. Martin noticed a tall stranger in a long overcoat standing nearby in the darkness, who chatted with them as they waited. He told them that if they were captured not to reveal that they were “Sappers and Miners,” since according to the rules of eighteenth-century warfare they would not be given quarter. Martin already knew this, but when the engineers returned and addressed the stranger as “Your Excellency,” he realized it was Washington. Washington then ceremonially struck the ground with a pickaxe, so that it could be said he had done so.



Washington Lights the Fuse

To hide what they were doing from the British—and to avoid being shot at—all the digging was done at night. No one said a word. Four days later, the first parallel had been completed enough to set the artillery in place. It was mid-afternoon on October 9th when Washington again appeared. An American recalled how he ceremoniously “put the match to the first gun” so that Cornwallis might receive “his first salutation.” It seems that this especially well-aimed ball—a monstrous twenty-four-pounder—went through several houses before killing the British commissary general, just then dining with a group of officers supposed to have included Cornwallis himself. For the next several days the bombardment was staggering. At first their principal target had been a brick three-story house serving as Cornwallis’s headquarters, but once this had been thoroughly destroyed, they asked Virginia’s governor Thomas Nelson Jr. which houses they should aim at. He pointed at another stately brick dwelling. Lafayette asked whether he knew whose house it was. He did. It was his own. The previous one was his great-uncle’s.

Each day 3,600 rounds from nearly one hundred cannons were blasted at the British. The loss of life and limbs was horrific. During the day the black balls could be seen sailing through the air toward their targets, but at night, one of the American gunners said the rounds were “most beautifully brilliant” and appeared “like a fiery meteor with a blazing tail.” It is 551possible he was referring to what were then called hot-shots, cannonballs made red-hot in a furnace and put in the cannon’s mouth with tongs, which would burn any wooden structures or ships they hit.

On the tenth, Cornwallis wrote Clinton. “We have lost about seventy men and many of our works are considerably damaged; with such works on disadvantageous ground against so powerful an attack we cannot hope to make a very long resistance.” A few hours later, before sending it, he added, “Since my letter was written we have lost thirty men.” On the eleventh, the zig-zagging trenches had moved to within 350 yards of the British and continued the terrible bombardment. Meanwhile in New York, Clinton and Admiral Graves—who had arrived there with his damaged fleet—were arguing. The ships and troops Clinton had promised Cornwallis must be delivered by Graves, who didn’t like the prospect of having to fight his way past the French fleet in the Chesapeake. Claiming that his ships needed further repair, the timorous admiral would simply delay his departure until it didn’t matter.

On the twelfth, the British observed that a second parallel was being dug, but took comfort in the two redoubts they still occupied. On the thirteenth, many of Washington’s officers were growing impatient and thought it time to storm these redoubts, though it would be a bloody business. Rochambeau wasn’t sure. “We shall see tomorrow,” he said, “whether the pear is ripe!” By the next day, the allied guns were just 200 yards from the British lines, and Washington saw that it would be necessary to attack the redoubts. The French would attack the redoubt on the left, while Lafayette was given the honor of leading the attack on redoubt on the right. But when Lafayette chose a trusted friend—and fellow Frenchman—to lead the attack, Hamilton was furious. Perhaps realizing this might be his last opportunity in the war for glory, he appealed directly to Washington, who granted his wish.



Avenging British Evils

Some of the wicked atrocities the British committed throughout the war were fresh in the minds of many of the men who would now bravely storm these redoubts. There was much to avenge. Some weeks earlier as the Americans and French marched into Virginia, they found a 552pregnant woman murdered in her bed. The soldiers had stabbed both her breasts and above the bed scrawled “Thou shalt not give birth to a rebel.” In another room were five severed heads mockingly arranged on a cupboard. Nor was Cornwallis himself innocent of such depravity. He had offered freedom to any escaped slaves willing to fight with him, but many of them fell ill with smallpox and died. As he had made his swaggering way through Virginia, he ordered his men to desecrate these corpses by using them to poison the wells they passed. And only a few days before, a beloved officer, Colonel Alexander Scammell of New Hampshire, had been captured by the British, and was shot in the back by one of Tarleton’s men. So the men about to risk their lives in attacking these positions sought to answer these evils.

Many of them were thinking of Benedict Arnold too. A month earlier the despised traitor had reduced the Connecticut town of New London to ashes, after which he led an attack on nearby Fort Griswold, during which dozens of men were butchered while in the act of surrendering. Lafayette had this in mind specifically now, as they prepared to attack. “We had promised ourselves to avenge the New London affair,” he said. Nonetheless, when Hamilton and Lafayette stormed the redoubt, they would behave as Washington had always demanded his soldiers behave. In his report to Lafayette, Hamilton later wrote: “Incapable of imitating examples of barbarity and forgetting recent provocations, the soldiery spared every man who ceased to resist.” But nine Americans were killed and nearly thirty wounded. The French paid an even heavier price, losing over twenty men with nearly one hundred wounded.

Even before the redoubts had been taken, Cornwallis had resolved to do something especially despicable. Although he had promised innumerable slaves their freedom if they fought with him, he now reneged on this and drove them from what was left of the British camp. The Hessian Captain Ewald wrote that “we drove back to the enemy all of our black friends. . . . We had used them to good advantage and set them free, and now, with fear and trembling, they had to face the reward of their cruel masters.”

Once these two redoubts were taken, the Americans and French made them part of their second parallel, and Hamilton and Knox found 553themselves together in redoubt number 10. Washington had ordered everyone to shout a warning if a shell was heading in their direction, but the cocky Hamilton thought the order “unsoldierly.” At one point a shell landed near them, at which point Hamilton did all he could to get the gigantic Knox between him and the two still fizzing British shells. Knox didn’t take kindly to being used as “a breastwork” by Hamilton and hurled Hamilton toward the shells. “Now,” he shouted, “what do you think, Mr Hamilton, about crying ‘shell’?”

At this point, it was all essentially over. But Cornwallis—whom Washington had described as “passive beyond conception”—suddenly thought he might do something. Perhaps taking a page from Washington’s playbook, he could do what the Americans had done in retreating across the East River in August 1776. Thanks to de Grasse, who had unaccountably and rather petulantly refused to sail any ships up the York River to prevent such a possibility, this was possible. So Cornwallis attempted to ferry about 3,000 men across, in sixteen boats, with the idea of their escaping. But only a third had crossed when a thunderstorm struck that was so severe several of the boats capsized. The retreat was called off.

On the morning of the seventeenth—four years to the day since Burgoyne’s surrender at Saratoga—the deafening roaring of the American guns continued. After about two hours, Cornwallis had had enough. He sent a drummer boy wearing a red coat to stand where he might be seen and to beat the signal for a “parley.” But amidst the thundering guns no one heard him. A British officer then stood next to him, waving a white handkerchief. At last, some of the French and American guns ceased firing, until a few moments later they had all ceased firing. Amidst the silence there was only the sound of the drumming. Lieutenant Ebenezer Denny of Pennsylvania said “I thought I never heard a drum equal to it. It was the most delightful music to us all.”

Among those in the American camp that day was a woman named Sarah Osborn, who cooked and did laundry for the troops. Years later she remembered that the “enemy fired very heavy till about nine o’clock . . . then stopped, and the drums from the enemy beat excessively . . . and all at once the officers hurrahed and swung their hats.” Sarah asked them: “What is the matter now?” One replied, “Are not you soldier enough to 554know what it means?” She said she was not. “The British have surrendered,” they replied.

But just as “Gentleman Johnny” Burgoyne had done at Saratoga, Cornwallis would do now, too. Desperately hoping that Graves and his fleet might show up any moment to save him, he tried to play for time. But Washington was not the fool Gates had been and would not allow it, rather curtly giving him precisely two hours to provide a written proposal of terms. When two hours had passed and no such proposal appeared, Washington coolly gave the order for the cannons to speak once again in such voice as could not be misunderstood. Before they could say very much, Cornwallis’s second in command, Charles O’Hara, sprang into sight, holding Cornwallis’s proposal. Cornwallis dared to ask for terms similar to what Burgoyne had asked at Saratoga, that the British and Hessian troops be sent to Europe under a promise that they would no longer fight against the Americans or the French. But Washington—again unlike Gates—rejected this. The 7,157 soldiers and 840 sailors under Cornwallis were to be treated as prisoners of war; they would be going precisely nowhere until every jot and tittle of whatever peace treaty had been negotiated was signed. Cornwallis also asked that his army receive “the customary honors,” but Washington, vividly remembering how Benjamin Lincoln after surrendering at Charlestown a year earlier had been denied such honors, felt duty bound to deny them to Cornwallis now. There was a time to be gracious and a time to insist on justice, and Washington knew which was which. As a matter of principle and propriety, he did not feel free to give the British what they had refused Lincoln. Nor would Washington suffer Cornwallis the luxury of more time to accept these terms. “Your Lordship will be pleased to signify your determination either to accept or reject the proposals now offered,” he wrote, “or a renewal of hostilities may take place.”

The official and formal surrender would take place October 19th, six and a half years to the day since “the shot heard round the world” at Lexington and Concord. Washington made clear that a rough draft of the articles must be signed by eleven o’clock in the morning, and that precisely at two o’clock the British garrison would begin marching in a column down Williamsburg Road to a meadow, where they would pile their muskets. 555The British were obliged to march with their twenty-two regimental flags furled, and at the appointed time they began. The gorgeousness of the day must have made what they were doing the more painful, as must have the throngs of witnesses who had come to see with their own eyes what most already knew to be an extraordinary moment in history.




	*  Romans 8:28.
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Chapter Forty-Four “The World Turned Upside Down”


IF Washington Had Given the British the full honors Cornwallis had requested, they would have been obliged to play an American tune, as if graciously to acknowledge their defeat. As Washington had not, they were instead obliged to play an English tune, which they did, and are said to have chosen “The World Turned Upside Down,” by way of making an ironic point. In marching they were led by their second in command, Brigadier O’Hara, astride his horse. Cornwallis—his shattered ego being unable to bear the weight of the historic indignity—pleading illness, had pawned his painful duty off to another. The marching British proudly showed their own unwillingness to face losing to the men they had called rabble and rebels and worse by refusing to face the men themselves, instead fixing their eyes to the right side of the road, where stood the French soldiers. But the ever-noble Lafayette, observing this rudeness, immediately ordered the musicians in his light infantry division to play “Yankee Doodle.”

When O’Hara reached the end of the march, he was himself unable to face the agony of losing to the Americans and attempted to hand his sword not to Washington but to Rochambeau, even as he made an excuse for Cornwallis’s absence. But Rochambeau did not receive it, instead referring him to Washington, who sat astride his chestnut horse on the other side of the road. When O’Hara offered the sword to Washington, however, 557Washington soberly instructed him toward Major General Benjamin Lincoln, his own second-in-command, as if to say that if your own first-in-command—Cornwallis—has declined the honor of touching this sword then neither shall I touch it. Lincoln then directed O’Hara to the spot in a nearby field where the British were to pile their muskets.

The joy among the Americans was on this day unbridled. Everyone knew that the capture of Cornwallis’s entire army of eight thousand men meant that the war was effectively over, the glorious culmination of all that had gone before. Yes, there must follow formalities. Yes, there would even be some further battles. But everyone could now know that none of that would ultimately have any bearing on what had been settled forever in this, the surrender of Cornwallis’s army. History would record that on that day Great Britain had been once and for all defeated—and that the United States of America had won the Revolution. Lafayette wrote a letter to a friend in Paris. “The play, sir,” he said, “is over.”


“It Is All Over!”

In faraway London, Lord North would find himself agreeing with the young Frenchman’s assessment. On November 25th, thirty-seven days after Cornwallis’s surrender, a messenger who had just received the news spirited it to Lord Germain at his home at Pall Mall. As Germain had been Secretary of the State for the Colonies since November 1775—and was of course perhaps more responsible than anyone for the shattering news—we may imagine his thoughts. He dutifully took the news to other ministers, and then with a group of them proceeded to 10 Downing Street, where Prime Minister North had no inkling of the painful news he was about to receive. Nathaniel Wraxall, a young member of Parliament, later asked Germain how the prime minister had taken it. “As he would have taken a ball in his breast!” Germain said. According to witnesses, North dramatically threw out his arms, again and again exclaiming, “O God! It is all over! It is all over!” He did this for several minutes, madly pacing about the apartment “under emotions of the deepest consternation and distress.” Of course, he understood the unprecedented enormity of it and knew that as the man who had been prime minister since before the Boston Massacre in 1770, the blame for 558it would fall on him more than anyone, and that he would likely forever after be known to history as “the Man who lost the Colonies,” as indeed he has been.



King George III Decides to Abdicate

Since most of us know that Cornwallis’s loss at Yorktown really did mean that the war was over, it is all the more extraordinary to know that King George did not see it that way at all. After hearing the news, he rather brainlessly expected that Great Britain would simply soldier on in their efforts to bring the Colonies to heel. The surrender of Cornwallis’s entire army was but a hiccough! The next day the king gave a speech from the throne—ex cathedra—in which he rather pointedly did not even mention Yorktown, and the day after that he wrote to North, buoyantly declaring that he did “not doubt that if measures are well concerted a good end may yet be made to this war.” Since the Titanic would not exist and sink for another 130 years, it is anachronistic to say that the king was at this point engaged in rearranging the chairs upon its deck. One does so nonetheless.

As for Parliament, they had little doubt North was correct, and the king royally mistaken. So they desperately persuaded North to persuade the king to throw Lord Germain—the great architect of this disaster—overboard, which he did. Still the king still somehow expected to soldier on. When Parliament in February 1782 officially voted to end the war—ending all debate on the subject—he devoutly refused to accept their verdict. Indeed, he was so implacably set against it that he felt he had no option but to abdicate his throne, and took the great step to do just that, writing out an Act of Abdication. It is an astonishing document:


His Majesty during the twenty one years He has sat on the Throne of Great Britain has had no object so much at heart as the maintenance of the British Constitution, which the difficulties He has at times met with from His scrupulous attachment to the Rights of Parliament are sufficient proofs.

His Majesty is convinced the sudden change of Sentiments of one branch of the Legislature has totally incapacitated him 559from either conducting the war with effect, or from obtaining any peace but on conditions which would prove destructive to the commerce and essential rights of the British nation.

His Majesty therefore with much sorrow finds He can be of no further Utility to his native country which drives him to the painful step of quitting it forever.

In consequence of which intention His Majesty resigns the Crown of Great Britain and the Dominions appertaining thereto to His dearly beloved son and lawful successor, George Prince of Wales, whose endeavors for the prosperity of the British Empire He hopes may prove more successful.

George III



Most people know that King George III did not abdicate. But this was only because Lord North took special pains to talk him out of it. It fell to the beleaguered prime minister to explain to the obstinate monarch that the king had a constitutional duty to accede to the will of Parliament even when—and perhaps especially when—his own royal will was quite different from theirs. One might say that his misunderstanding of the British constitution along just these lines had led to all these troubles in the first place.

But now as the king and Parliament in the course of 1782 wrestled with how to proceed, George Washington in America did not have the luxury of folding up his tents. There was no question that Yorktown had ended things, but until a treaty was agreed to—and then signed by all parties, which included the difficult French—Washington was still the commander in chief of the Continental Army and was obliged to maintain his presence in the field. The British still held New York, so in April of 1782, Washington moved his headquarters forty miles north of the city, to Newburgh.



The Newburgh Conspiracy

That George Washington’s character is inescapably central to the success of the Revolution—and the birth of the nation—is once 560more illustrated in the story of what is often called the “Newburgh Conspiracy.” Many of the officers with him were at this juncture rightly livid at Congress for failing to pay them for their undeniably faithful service over the years. But what could be done? In May 1782, an officer wrote Washington, hoping to persuade the great man to do what no one else could, and essentially seize command of the new nation and set everything to rights. With the army behind him, how could he fail? The letter’s author, a Colonel Lewis Nicola, hoped Washington would be willing to be the nation’s first king. In so many ways it made perfect sense, because there was little doubt Washington would be anything but a good and noble king. Yet the well-meant proposition offended Washington deeply. “No incident in the course of the war in me triggers painful feelings as your message,” he wrote in response, “that such ideas are circulating in the army, as you expressed it.” Of course, it would be a betrayal of everything they had all been fighting for.

But in early 1783, these vague ideas had metastasized into a full-blown plot, in which the army would threaten Congress, effectively staging a military coup to demand what they believed they deserved—and would surely now get. Had they not sacrificed tremendously, and for many years? It was they who had enabled the nation to come into being, and now they were left to twist in the wind. So they would demand that Congress do right by them—or else. But Washington caught wind of the plot. That the army should threaten the civil government was what he had stood against from the beginning and violated everything they had been fighting for. Congress in December of 1776 entrusted Washington with nearly dictatorial powers for a six-month period, believing that he was that rarest of figures who—unlike Cromwell in the previous century—would be able to withstand the terrible temptation to power, and would cleave to the republican principles for which they were all presumably fighting. And in being given this tremendous honor of trust he had written back to them, clarifying that he understood it all just as they did. And then he had during that six-month period and in the six years since been faithful to that trust. So for this dark temptation at the end of the end once again to raise its head seems something out of a horror movie. But it was horribly real and now—after all they had achieved and on the very verge of the 561culmination of it—a group of officers might well have ruined it all for eternity.

It began with an unsigned letter—written by Horatio Gates’s aide, John Armstrong Jr.—that was circulated, and plans were made to meet to decide on a course of action. Washington learned of the meeting and surprised them all by showing up. Gates was himself at the podium and was shocked to see Washington, who strode to the podium, which Gates relinquished. Washington had prepared a speech, which he now read: “Gentlemen,” he said, “By an anonymous summons, an attempt has been made to convene you together; how inconsistent with the rules of propriety! How unmilitary! And how subversive of all order and discipline . . .” He assured them that he quite understood their grievances, and he vowed to do all he could to right these injustices, but what they were now proposing was not the way forward. “If my conduct heretofore has not evinced to you that I have been a faithful friend to the army,” he said, “my declaration of it at this time would be equally unavailing and improper.


But as I was among the first who embarked in the cause of our common country; as I have never left your side one moment, but when called from you on public duty; as I have been the constant companion and witness of your distresses, and not among the last to feel and acknowledge your merits; as I have ever considered my own military reputation as inseparably connected with that of the army; as my heart has ever expanded with joy, when I have heard its praises, and my indignation has arisen when the mouth of detraction has been opened against it, it can scarcely be supposed, at this late stage of the war, that I am indifferent to its interests.



“Let me entreat you,” he said, “gentlemen, on your part, not to take any measures, which viewed in the calm light of reason, will lessen the dignity, and sully the glory you have hitherto maintained; let me request you to rely on the plighted faith of your country, and place a full confidence in the purity of the intentions of Congress.”
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But what made the case now was Washington’s unimpeachable character itself, which as he spoke and reminded them of his own sacrifices shamed these officers, who had almost taken the fatal step to destroy the work of so many years. It was the great man’s self-sacrificial goodness that broke their hearts. But this dynamic became even more dramatic in what he did next, when he reached into his pocket to produce a letter from a member of Congress, which he wanted to read to them. The letter was written in a hand smaller than the one in which he had written his own speech, and he realized now that he could not read it, forcing him to show a side of himself he had surely never done before, by producing a pair of spectacles. “Gentlemen,” he said, “you must pardon me. I have grown old in the service of my country and now find that I am growing blind.” Somehow seeing the invincible Washington fumbling and humbled in this way by the ravages of the years was extraordinarily affecting. A number of the assembled men began to weep quietly. In this gesture, his own sacrifices over eight years suddenly seemed to embarrass and shame them. The coup was there ended. A few minutes afterward, the officers voted—unanimously—to express their solidarity with Congress, despite all, and to trust that all would somehow be well.

Washington wrote to Congress. “The result of the proceedings of the grand convention of the officers,” he wrote, “which I have the honor of enclosing to your Excellency for the inspection of Congress, will, I flatter myself, be considered as the last glorious proof of patriotism which could have been given by men who aspired to the distinction of a Patriot army; and will not only confirm their claim to the justice, but will increase their title to the gratitude of their country.”

So once more we see Washington taking the lead in trusting that the best way to get Congress to do the right thing was to humbly demonstrate his fidelity to the principles they held in common. Just as he had persuaded the officers, Washington would persuade Congress, using the weapons of goodness and humility. And this, of course, must be seen as nothing less than Revolutionary. It was a dramatic fidelity to the principles that had brought him and the sacred cause to this final pass.
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Washington Resigns His Commission

There are two further stories that illustrate how Washington magnificently lived out these principles, which we may call biblical or republican. One happened after the treaty with Great Britain was signed, when he quite dramatically showed that he was no Oliver Cromwell, and would not use his great string of victories to keep power. It was November of 1783—after more than seven years—that Washington would at last triumphantly march into New York City, where at Fraunces Tavern he had a farewell dinner with his officers. But after this, he made his way to Annapolis, Maryland, where Congress was met, officially to resign his commission. It is an astonishing moment in history, a picture of someone living out the principles he had fought for for so long. However much many expected Washington to cling to power, he would not, and in resigning his commission demonstrated that the power given to him belonged to Congress—which is to say to the people who elected Congress—and now he would officially return it to them. And like Cincinnatus returning to his plough in 458 BC, Washington returned to Mount Vernon.

Decades later, the American artist Jonathan Trumbull—who had served with Washington—painted the scene of Washington resigning his commission. “What a dazzling temptation was here to earthly ambition!” he wrote. “Beloved by the military, venerated by the people, who was there to oppose the victorious chief, if he had chosen to retain that power, which he had so long held with universal approbation? The Caesars, the Cromwells, the Napoleons, yielded to the charm of earthly ambition, and betrayed their country; but Washington aspired to loftier, imperishable glory—to that glory which virtue alone can give, and which no power, no effort, no time, can ever take away or diminish.” Trumbull even called it “one of the highest moral lessons ever given to the world.”

The second instance of Washington voluntarily giving up power took place in 1797. After serving his second term as president of the new country, he elected not to seek a third term, which would have been virtually guaranteed him, as a fourth and fifth certainly would have too. But he wished to make this vital point one final time, that we must guard against our temptation to have a king who reigns and reigns, and that we must in 564our new form of government live out the idea that the people govern themselves, looking only to God. After all, was that not the radical idea that had led us to the Revolution in the first place?



“The Greatest Character of the Age”

If we wonder what King George III made of George Washington, we have two versions of a story that give us the answer, both referring to the events just described. They come to us from the famous portrait painter Benjamin West, who grew up in Pennsylvania, but in the 1760s moved to London, where he became a favorite of the king’s, whose portrait he painted several times. During these sittings, they often had conversations about America, for which West still bore great affection. One version of the story takes place in July 1782, when the war was clearly over, but not yet officially so. West said the king asked about George Washington’s plans after the treaties would be signed. West said he understood that it was Washington’s plan to return to his farm at Mount Vernon. The king was astonished, and replied that if that were really true, Washington “would be the greatest man in the world.” But there is another version of the story that West told, which takes place in 1797, when Washington elected not to run for a third term. In this telling, West reported that the king said that this abdication of power “placed [Washington] in a light the most distinguished of any man living,” and reckoned him “the greatest character of the age.” We cannot know for sure which of these two stories is true—although we must lean to the second—but we know Washington certainly did both these things and that King George really did praise him in this way at least once.



“Heaven Be Praised”

During the time that Washington was in Newburgh, John Adams was in Paris, doing his best to bring the treaty negotiations to a happy close. It was a difficult process. On November 8th, 1782, Adams wrote his “Dearest Friend” that Great Britain had finally “unconditionally and unequivocally acknowledged us a Sovereign State and independent Nation.” This was of course an important first step. But it was a long way from the end, and John was still a long way from being able to 565sail home. But in her typically large-hearted and patriotic way, Abigail wrote back that she felt “a pleasure in being able to sacrifice my selfish passions to the general good, and in imitating the example which has taught me to consider myself and family but as the small dust of the balance when compared with the great community.”

But at last—on January 22nd of the new year 1783—John wrote with the big news: “The preliminaries of peace and an armistice were signed at Versailles on the 20th and on the 21st. We went again to pay our respects to the king and royal family upon the occasion. Mr Jay was gone upon a little excursion to Normandie and Mr Laurens was gone to Bath, both for their health, so that the signature was made by Mr. Franklin and me.” This and this precisely was what he had been working toward for so many years. Of course, there were further details, and the final version with the aforementioned jots and tittles settled would not be signed until that September. But as he wrote Abigail that day, John knew that it was essentially all over. It was over.

And who better than John Adams to be there now at the end of this great drama, who had been there from before the beginning, who had with his twenty-five-year-old eyes witnessed what he called “the opening scene of the Revolution,” in which James Otis Jr. brilliantly argued against the “Writs of Assistance,” and who had in 1765 under the preposterous pseudonym Humphrey Ploughjogger sketched out his own vision of things, prophesying a Golden Era in which the promises of the earliest Puritans in coming to America would at last be fulfilled, and who had been a principal figure navigating toward the glorious goal of Independence and the creation of a new nation—of a new kind of nation in history—and who was now at Versailles to establish the terms of the victory of that new nation—and who had just now at long last signed those terms?

It was a moment of moments in the history of the world and can hardly be sufficiently summed up in a sentence. How exactly then shall we close the epic story of the Revolution that gave birth to the greatest nation in the history of the world? May the words of John Adams—written that day to his beloved Abigail—suffice: “Thus drops the curtain upon this mighty tragedy. It has unraveled itself happily for us—and Heaven be praised.”





566

Epilogue What Is the Meaning of America?


What Now? That was the question.

Although the war we call the Revolution was over in 1783, the Revolution itself was not over—and to some extent would never be over. To secure what had just been achieved, it must continue, and did. It continues still, so that we are obliged to ask ourselves the same question, in the 250th “Supercentennial” anniversary year of our nation’s birth. What now?


The Revolution After the Revolution

Even as they celebrated, those involved in the Revolution knew they had only just begun. Just as John Adams would write Benjamin Rush about “a Revolution before the Revolution,” Rush himself in January 1787 wrote of the Revolution after the Revolution. “There is nothing more common than to confound the terms of the American revolution with those of the late American war,” he said. “The American war is over: but this is far from being the case with the American revolution. On the contrary, nothing but the first act of the great drama is closed.” This would immediately involve what happened between May and September of that year, when many of the central players gathered in Philadelphia at the Constitutional Convention.

But there was more. “It remains yet to establish and perfect our new 567forms of government; and to prepare the principles, morals, and manners of our citizens, for these forms of government, after they are established and brought to perfection.” That summer in what so many have described as another miracle, the Constitution came into being. But the part of Rush’s sentence following the semicolon would continue beyond 1787, because the Founders understood that what was achieved in the Revolution and established in the Constitution could not continue without the virtuous behavior of the citizens of that nation, which was something that could not be legislated, but must come from those citizens freely.

Along these lines John Adams famously declared that “Our Constitution was made only for a moral and religious people. It is wholly inadequate to the government of any other.” So the Constitution was an unprecedented triumph in the history of the world, but it too was just the beginning. Because it was then and forever after remains a dead piece of paper with marks upon it in inert ink, perfectly powerless to do anything of its own accord. All the Founders knew that it fell to we the people to give the document and the government it represented life. Franklin understood this. When leaving the Constitutional Convention in September 1787, he was asked by a Mrs. Powell of Philadelphia what the men inside had given America: “a monarchy or a republic?” Franklin’s answer echoes forever. “A republic, madam,” he said. “If you can keep it.” There it was. We the people must keep the republic. Or it would vanish. What does that mean?



The Paradox of Freedom

The Founders knew that a conundrum or paradox lay at the heart of liberty. The great writer Os Guinness has famously called this idea “The Golden Triangle of Freedom,” and I have written of it in my 2016 book, If You Can Keep It: The Forgotten Promise of American Liberty. In a nutshell the Golden Triangle of Freedom is this: Freedom requires Virtue; Virtue requires Faith; Faith requires Freedom. Round and round it goes. So if we wish to maintain the freedoms won in the Revolution— and enumerated in our founding documents—our culture must be one of virtue. And all the Founders believed for virtue to thrive, we must 568be a culture of robust religious faith. But they understood the critical next part. Faith cannot be mandated by our government, or forced via legislation. Faith must be utterly free and cannot be coerced. The “Establishment Clause” of our Constitution makes this explicit.* So the Founders in insisting on Religious Liberty understood that everyone would be free to believe as they liked, or not to believe. The government could have no say in this, which Thomas Jefferson summed up in his letter to the Baptists of Danbury, Connecticut, in which he speaks of a “wall of separation” between Church and State. So in the culture of our nation we must maintain a culture of virtue and faith, but no law could ever force this. How then do we guarantee this? The blunt answer is that we cannot. The responsibility of “keeping the republic”—of preserving the liberties won in the Revolution—remains entirely up to us, to we the people. Because true freedom must be freely kept. So our responsibility to “keeping the republic” never goes away. It is our responsibility today. If we do not do it of our own accord, the republic and our liberties vanish.

John Adams made this point as president in 1798, saying that our government lacked the power to contend “with human passions unbridled by morality and religion.” As obviously important as the Constitution was, it was insufficient. We the people must voluntarily bridle our passions. “Avarice, ambition, revenge or gallantry** would break the strongest cords of our Constitution as a whale goes through a net,” he said. “Our Constitution was made only for a moral and religious people. It is wholly inadequate to the government of any other.”

Washington in his Farewell Address in September 1796 concurred: “Of all the dispositions and habits which lead to political prosperity religion and morality are indispensable supports.” The horrors of the French Revolution would by that time have made painfully clear that when faith in God was denigrated—or ignorantly set up as somehow being against reason, as the French radicals had averred—catastrophe would result, and 569liberty lost. Washington went on: “In vain would that man claim the tribute of patriotism who should labor to subvert these great pillars of human happiness, these firmest props of the duties of men and citizens.” As he stepped away from public life, Washington was most earnestly offering his sage advice on this issue to those who would follow him. “The mere politician, equally with the pious man, ought to respect and to cherish [religion and morality]. A volume could not trace all their connections with private and public felicity. Let it simply be asked where is the security for property, for reputation, for life, if the sense of religious obligation desert the oaths, which are the instruments of investigation in courts of justice?”

The bloody wake of the aggressively secular French Revolution prompted Washington to say these things. “And let us with caution indulge the supposition that morality can be maintained without religion,” he says. “Whatever may be conceded to the influence of refined education on minds of peculiar structure, reason and experience both forbid us to expect that national morality can prevail in exclusion of religious principle. It is substantially true that virtue or morality is a necessary spring of popular government.” Though famously reticent in speaking of his own faith, Washington nonetheless pushed this idea with impressive vigor when he believed that securing what he had so self-sacrificially won depended upon others understanding it. “The rule indeed extends with more or less force to every species of free government,” he said. “Who that is a sincere friend to it can look with indifference upon attempts to shake the foundation of the fabric?”

So as we consider that the Founders so clearly and so staunchly believed virtue and religion central to the liberty for which they had fought, we may ask whether the war in which they had just prevailed was to some extent—at least at its ideological core—a religious conflict. If we are to keep the republic today, and to continue the Revolution they began and won and continued in their generation, we must examine for ourselves what that Revolution was, and so we must consider this vital question.



Was the Revolution a Religious War?

Much evidence for the idea that the Revolution was—at least to some 570extent—a religious conflict is not new and has already been presented in the course of the narrative of this and other books. There is of course the fundamental ideological difference between those on the American side, who firmly believed their rights were inherent and God-given, and the British, who obviously disagreed with this idea. We have also touched on the Americans’ identification with Locke’s “Appeal to Heaven,” and their belief that in this conflict they looked to God for justice—invoking him in innumerable instances, often officially—while those on the British side either cynically saw this as a hypocritical excuse for the Americans’ rebellion, or saw the idea itself as hopelessly “religious” and subjective, which could simply be dismissed.

More generally—especially in our own more secular era—we can hardly help being overwhelmed by the overtly religious culture of the Americans during the Revolution. The concomitant contrast with those overseeing the British side becomes impossible to avoid. But not only did the British not share the religious views of the Americans, they often delighted in openly sneering at those views, or in explicitly and unashamedly mocking religion and morality. The existence of Lord Despencer’s “Hellfire Club,” as we have mentioned, to which Lord Sandwich and many other prominent figures belonged, would certainly have been unthinkable anywhere in the Thirteen Colonies.

At least as telling is the disparity in the behaviors of the Americans and British leaders of the war itself. We have mentioned that Washington and Adams, for example, expressed their earnest belief that their moral behavior—and that of the Continental Army too—was centrally important to the Revolution. They believed they must maintain the moral high ground at all costs, lest the blessings of heaven be lost. This view, which we may call “covenantal,” took its lead from the Old Testament, in which the Israelites covenanted directly with God, expecting him to deal with them in strict accordance with how they comported themselves. While this view began in America with the Boston Puritans, it seems generally to have caught on in the other American colonies, as evinced by Washington’s repeated assent to it, whether in his general orders or in his letters, public and private.
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In his 1789 Inauguration speech, he says it explicitly:


. . . there is no truth more thoroughly established than that there exists in the economy and course of nature an indissoluble union between virtue and happiness; between duty and advantage; between the genuine maxims of an honest and magnanimous policy and the solid rewards of public prosperity and felicity; since we ought to be no less persuaded that the propitious smiles of Heaven can never be expected on a nation that disregards the eternal rules of order and right which Heaven itself has ordained; and since the preservation of the sacred fire of liberty and the destiny of the republican model of government are justly considered, perhaps, as deeply, as finally, staked on the experiment entrusted to the hands of the American people.



Given this view, we are hardly surprised throughout our telling of this story to see that the general behavior of the two cultures—especially among its elites—would be markedly different. It follows logically. For example, General Howe’s infidelity during his years in America was not merely widely known, but obviously accepted, while it is simply unthinkable to imagine George Washington acquitting himself along similar lines. For Washington behaving virtuously—publicly and privately—was explicitly central, as he so often made clear.

As a general bellwether of how British Georgian elites behaved, we mention that the eldest son of George III became widely known for having had seven thousand sexual conquests in the course of his life. For some index of how the seminally profligate man himself regarded this, we cite his touching insistence upon harvesting a lock of hair from each of his triumphs, which he placed in its own envelope and scrupulously catalogued for posterity. He was also renowned for amassing staggering gambling debts, which were paid out of the public treasury. If the man who would soon sit on Brittania’s throne behaved this way, we are hardly surprised that he set the culture fashion, and that English elites mirrored his behavior. Our account of the 1778 Meschianza in Philadelphia helps to round out the picture of Georgian cultural decadence.
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We have also touched on the political corruption in England during this time, and the cynical attitude that enabled it to succeed. This eventually so disgusted Benjamin Franklin that after his excoriation in “The Cockpit” he finally came to see that dealing with the British in good faith, as he had been doing for many years, was quite useless, causing him to tack sharply to the American side, never to return.



A Devil’s Bargain

But one of the most telling examples of the degraded character of British culture at this time is in how they conducted the war itself, as we have seen, often murdering soldiers who had already surrendered, and treating their captives so cruelly that—as we have cited—most of them actually died in captivity.

John Adams wrote Abigail about this in May 1777:


. . . the recital of the inhumane and brutal treatment of those poor creatures who have fallen into their hands freezes me with horror. . . . Is it not astonishing what men may at last bring themselves to by suppressing passions and affections of the best kind, and suffering the worst to rule over them in their full strength?

Infidelity has been a growing part of the British character for many years. It is not so much to be wondered at that those who pay no regard to a Supreme Being should throw off all regard to their fellow creatures and to those precepts and doctrines which require peace and good will to men; and in a particular manner distinguish the followers of him who hath said by this shall all men know that ye are my disciples, if ye have love one toward another.



Adams cites the American revulsion at this behavior in our own dedication to conduct the war dramatically differently, as befit our own view, that God could not bless our efforts otherwise.


Let them reproach us ever so much for our kindness and 573tenderness to those who have fallen into our hands. I hope it will never provoke us to retaliate their cruelties; let us put it as much as possible out of their power to injure us, but let us keep in mind the precepts of him who hath commanded us to love our enemies; and to exercise towards them acts of humanity, benevolence and kindness, even when they despite-fully use us.

. . . If our cause is just, it will be best supported by justice and righteousness. Tho we have many other crimes to answer for, that of cruelty to our enemies is not chargeable upon Americans and I hope never will be—if we have err’d it is upon the side of mercy and have exercised so much lenity to our enemies as to endanger our Friends—but their malice and wicked designs against us, has and will oblige every state to proceed against them with more rigor, justice and self preservation are duties as much incumbent upon Christians, as forgiveness and love of enemies.



Many Americans were scandalized about the general barbarity of the British. Early in 1777 the surgeon James Thacher wrote that in their “march through the Jerseys [the British troops] have committed such licentious ravages and desolation as must be deemed disgraceful by all civilized people; and indiscriminate robbery and plundering mark every step of their progress; rapine and murder, without distinction of friend or fore, age or sex, has been put in practice with an inexorable spirit, and countenance by officers of rank and distinction.” Thacher also cites the “abominable” British treatment of prisoners. “Among the savage tribes,” he writes, “we know their captives are tortured by fire, by the scalping-knife, and the tomahawk, but we are yet, and, for the honor of human nature, hope we ever shall remain, unacquainted with any civilized nation, except the English, who devote their captives to various forms of destruction.” He says the British view that the Americans were “rebels” was “sufficient to reconcile [their] consciences . . . to inflict on [their prisoners] the most unprecedented cruelties.” The difference with the Americans became astonishing. “Gracious Heavens!” he wrote. “Are 574these the people from whom we derive our origin, and who are inviting the Americans to a reconciliation? A more dreadful curse can scarcely be denounced!”

In early March of 1777 Governor William Livingston of New Jersey catalogued some of the British horrors in a speech:


They . . . have warred on decrepit old age, warred on defenseless youth; they have committed hostilities against the professors of literature and the ministers of religion, against public records and private monuments; books of improvement, and papers of curiosity; and against the arts and sciences. They have butchered the wounded, asking for quarter; mangled the dead, weltering in their blood; refused to the dead the rites of sepulture; suffered prisoners to perish for want of sustenance; insulted the person of females; disfigured private dwellings of taste and elegance, and, in the rage of impiety and barbarism, profaned edifices dedicated to Almighty God.





Providential Dispensation

On the other side of the conflict, we have seen that those leading the Revolution on the American side believed they were engaged in something divinely inspired and directed. They believed their efforts were part of what they called “providential dispensation,” that this new nation “conceived in liberty and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal” was a new epoch in the unfolding story of man’s redemption in history. So the creation of this new nation, which looked directly to God as the Israelites had done at Sinai, was God’s idea.

But this religious and historical sense of what they were doing—however much they themselves referred to it—has been curiously ignored in recent generations, as though the whole thing might reasonably and plausibly be cast as a secular project taking its cues from the French Enlightenment. This seems to account for so many repeating the hoary canard that the principal actors in the great drama were Deists. This is hardly to say the French Enlightenment played no role whatever, but perhaps the greatest role it played was in—because of its skepticism toward 575religion in general—actually sharpening the Christian theology of many of that generation, so that they were less concerned with what fussily divided them denominationally, and more with forging some kind of workable Christian consensus, which resulted in their enshrining religious liberty into our Constitution in 1787. Duché’s prayer at the First Continental Congress and George Whitefield’s oft-cited sermon about the central essence of what God required are touchstones in this distinctly American journey of those decades, without which the Revolution and the nation that emerged therefrom never could have happened.

So our founding was not at all theocratic in the way the Puritan founding of the Massachusetts Bay Colony had been in 1630, but to leap toward characterizing it as therefore somehow secular is even more mistaken. Though the America that emerged in 1776 and afterward was no Christian theocracy, neither was it even slightly secular. It was deeply Christian, but in a new way that had never before been seen in history, in a way that saw respecting people’s religious liberty as at the very heart of true Christian faith. So we cannot jump from the ditch of Puritan theocracy into the opposite ditch of secular a-theocracy. Christian faith remained at the center of the Founders’ view, and without it there could be no liberty as they understood liberty.

Washington in his inaugural in 1789 said “it would be peculiarly improper to omit in this first official act my fervent supplications to that Almighty Being who rules over the universe, who presides in the councils of nations, and whose providential aids can supply every human defect.” Washington’s view of the nation’s birth—and subsequent development in the future along the lines of the Revolution—explicitly depended on God, which was the general consensus at that time. Washington continues:


No People can be bound to acknowledge and adore the invisible hand, which conducts the Affairs of men more than the People of the United States. Every step by which they have advanced to the character of an independent nation seems to have been distinguished by some token of providential agency; and in the important revolution just accomplished in the system of their united government the tranquil deliberations and voluntary 576consent of so many distinct communities from which the event has resulted can not be compared with the means by which most governments have been established without some return of pious gratitude, along with an humble anticipation of the future blessings which the past seem to presage. These reflections, arising out of the present crisis, have forced themselves too strongly on my mind to be suppressed.





What Now?

It seems impossible that we might sustain the liberty bequeathed to us by the men of the Revolutionary era without a culture as dedicated to faith and virtue as theirs. But the general drift toward a secular view among our own cultural elites in the last century—toward an attitude that in its way mirrors the sneering attitude toward faith and virtue of the British elites of the Revolutionary era—has so successfully encouraged the idea that this is possible, and that America can flourish apart from faith and virtue, that we have rarely dared to ask whether this is indeed true. It was never the goal of this book to delve into this question, but in the course of examining the events and wellsprings of the Revolution, it has become increasingly unavoidable.

It seems at the very least ungracious and ungrateful to Washington and Adams and the other men of the Revolution that we could so thoughtlessly depart from what they themselves so earnestly believed. Do we not at least feel sufficiently beholden to these great men to take seriously what they took so deeply seriously, to the extent that they risked everything—including their lives—to live it out? To dismiss the views of these great men as quaint anachronisms seems not merely cavalier, but arrogant and intellectually dishonest. We cannot hope to continue the Revolution as they would have wanted us to continue the Revolution—and to “keep the republic”—without returning to their understanding of why and how it began in the first place, and it is my humble hope that this book might be helpful toward that end. But if such Enlightenment figures as Jefferson and Franklin could look to the Sinai Covenant as they did, we can hardly go wrong in doing the same.

So the Revolution goes on, with you and with me. It continued in the 577nineteenth century with the war that abolished slavery—in that contest delivering on the “promissory note” of the Declaration that stated “all men are created equal.” Lincoln at that time exhorted us to look back four score and seven years ago to our conception for the guiding vision and for the strength to do what was necessary in continuing the Revolution. His words speak to us today.


It is for us the living, rather, to be dedicated here to the unfinished work which they who fought here have thus far so nobly advanced. It is rather for us to be here dedicated to the great task remaining before us—that from these honored dead we take increased devotion to that cause for which they gave the last full measure of devotion—that we here highly resolve that these dead shall not have died in vain—that this nation, under God, shall have a new birth of freedom-—and that government of the people, by the people, for the people shall not perish from the earth.



May we too then today dedicate ourselves to the unfinished work of all those who have lived and died in the twelve score and ten years since our conception, that we might now in our “Supercentennial” 250th year have the “new birth of freedom” that—eight score and three years ago on a battlefield—Lincoln prophesied for us.

And may God bless America.




	*  “Congress shall make no laws respecting an establishment of religion” is part of the First Amendment.

	**  In the eighteenth century, gallantry did not only refer to bravery, but also could refer to the licentious behavior that was the reckless pursuit of romantic or sexual liaisons.
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Author’s Note


John Adams and his “Dearest Friend” Abigail were in the Habit of profligately and seemingly capriciously capitalizing many Nouns in a Way that harkened back to the previous Century. Although this habit was widespread in their Time, they seem to have been especially taken with this perfectly innocent Quirk. But in many cases for no Reason other than Clarity, I have anachronistically rendered many of their capitalized Words in Lowercase, and have subtracted such, preposterously superfluous Commas, as, seemed, necessary for Clarity, except in the Case of, this particular, Sentence.
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[image: A man holds an American flag while leading a group of soldiers across an icy river in a wooden boat. Floating ice surrounds them. Other boats with soldiers are visible in the background beneath a cloudy sky.]

Emanuel Leutze’s monumental 1851 painting Washington Crossing the Delaware has become an apotheosis of the Revolution itself, symbolizing the stoic courage of George Washington and the Continental Army in the face of virtually impossible odds, and pictured on the very verge of one of their greatest victories.
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[image: A man in colonial attire sits at a table, chin resting on his left hand as he holds a silver teapot. The table holds several tools and a rectangular wooden block. The background is dark, emphasizing the man and objects.]

Though Paul Revere (1735– 1818) is best known for the “midnight ride” on April 18th, 1775, his myriad efforts to bring about the Revolution cannot be overstated. Among the most dedicated Sons of Liberty, his fingerprints are everywhere in the years leading to the war itself.


[image: A man with white hair in eighteenth-century clothing stands by a table covered with papers and a scroll. He wears a red coat and waistcoat, extends one hand in gesture, and faces forward against a dark background.]

No one is more responsible for bringing about the Revolution than Samuel Adams (1722–1803), here pictured in a 1772 portrait by John Singleton Copley, and commissioned by John Hancock. Adams’s great ardor for liberty sprang as directly from his Christian faith as Athena sprang from Zeus’s brow.
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[image: A man with white hair in elaborate eighteenth-century attire, including a dark coat with gold trim, sits at a table. He holds a quill pen above an open book. A red draped cloth is visible next to him. He gazes to the side.]

John Hancock (1737–1793)— here pictured in a 1765 Copley portrait—was one of New England’s wealthiest merchants, and one of the Revolution’s greatest leaders. The British Navy’s seizing of his ship Liberty in 1768 dramatically exacerbated tensions with the Crown.


[image: A man in eighteenth-century clothing sits on a red chair next to a table covered with a red cloth, facing forward. He wears a dark coat, white shirt, stockings, and rests his hand on papers on the table.]

By the time he was struck down at Bunker Hill, Dr. Joseph Warren (1741–1775) had essentially become the leader of the American opposition to the British. His untimely death played a large role in galvanizing patriot efforts afterward.
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[image: A man in eighteenth-century clothing sits on a chair, holding a long staff with a large cap labeled “LIBERTY” on top. Beside him, books and papers are arranged on a table. The image is an old etching or engraving style.]

Famous as “the ugliest man in England,” John Wilkes (1725–1797) was a celebrated rabble-rouser and rake who led the battle for liberty in Great Britain, and whose witty and vicious attacks on his opponents were legendary. When John Montagu, the Fourth Earl of Sandwich, insulted him, saying, “Sir, I do not know whether you will die on the gallows or of the pox,” Wilkes is said to have quipped: “That depends, my lord, on whether I embrace your lordship’s principles or your mistress.” Wilkes orchestrated a prank at the “Hellfire Club” in which a baboon dressed as the devil in cape and horns—its features garishly accentuated with glowing phosphorous—sprang from a box and affixed itself to the back of Lord Montagu, who never forgave Wilkes.


[image: A photo of a large engraved silver bowl with visible inscriptions and ornate patterns covering its surface, positioned on a rounded base. The engraving details and texture are clearly defined.]

Following the historic vote “not to rescind” the circular letter (92–17), the Massachusetts Assembly commissioned Paul Revere to create a bowl of 45 ounces of silver (and to hold 45 gills of liquid), tying them to John Wilkes, whose number “45” would now forever be linked to the Americans’ number “92,” in honor of those who voted “not to rescind.”


[image: An engraved metal plaque with an ornate border displays the inscription: “To the Memory of the glorious Ninety-Two Members of the Honble House of Representatives of the Massachs. who...June one thousand seven hundred sixty-eight Voted NOT TO RESCIND.]

To link their own number “92” with Wilkes’s “45,” the Sons of Liberty sent the imprisoned Wilkes two sea turtles, one weighing 45 pounds, the other 47. Do the math.
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[image: An illustrated chart with four tall stone pillars; each has people and texts at the top, figures and a tree at the base. The scene features historical or allegorical imagery in muted brown and gray tones.]

To celebrate the repeal of the Stamp Act in 1766, Paul Revere designed a monumental obelisk constructed of wood and waxed canvas and illuminated from within by 280 candles. Though it succumbed to flames only hours after its May 26th appearance on Boston Common, Revere’s illustration–here pictured–survives.
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[image: A historical illustration shows a line of British soldiers firing muskets at unarmed colonists in a city street. Several figures lie wounded or are falling, smoke fills the air, and multi-story buildings are visible behind them.]

Revere’s stolen rendering of someone else’s engraving has become one of the most famous propagandistic images in history. Anyone able to solve the puzzle of the miraculously impassive dog at the center of the explosive carnage should receive an honorary degree in art history.
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[image: An oil painting shows an older man with white hair, dressed in a dark coat and white cravat. He faces forward, meeting the viewer’s gaze with a composed expression. The background is plain brown.]

In a Boston courtroom in 1761, John Adams (1735–1826) witnessed what he called “the opening scene of the Revolution,” and in 1783, he signed the Treaty of Paris that officially ended the Revolution. He was the principal figure pushing for independence in 1776, served as the nation’s second president, and died on the very date of America’s fiftieth anniversary, July 4th, 1826. This Gilbert Stuart portrait dates from c.1810.
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[image: Several colonists on ships toss crates marked as tea into the harbor below. In the distance, buildings line the waterfront and smoke rises above rooftops. Below, text reads: Americans throwing the cargoes of the Tea Ships into the River, at Boston.]

The phrase “Boston Tea Party” was coined sometime in the nineteenth century. Until then, the event was simply known as “The Destruction of the Tea.”
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[image: An older man with long, thinning gray hair is seated, facing forward. He wears a light gray coat with a matching waistcoat and white cravat. The background is dark, emphasizing his formal attire and composed pose.]

No one worked harder to prevent hostilities between England and her Colonies than Benjamin Franklin (1706–1790), who lived in London for eighteen years. But following his indecent public humiliation at Whitehall in January 1774, he set his face like flint toward American independence and never looked back.


[image: A man with curly hair stands with one arm raised, wearing detailed eighteenth-century clothing. Above him, text reads “Mr. Foote in the Character of Doctor Squintum, Epilogue to the Minor.” A short quotation appears at the bottom.]

Serious Christians were mocked in elite British culture as “Methodists.” Because he had a notable ocular malady, the wildly popular evangelist George Whitefield (1714–1770) was satirized as “Dr. Squintum” in a 1760 play called The Minor. After his death in 1770, Whitefield became something like an American saint; on their way to Canada, Benedict Arnold and his officers in 1775 opened Whitefield’s tomb and cut strips from his cuffs and collar as holy relics.
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[image: Battle scene on a village green with British soldiers in uniform firing muskets at colonial militia. Houses and several trees stand in the background; groups of figures are shown either aiming or reacting to the gunfire.]

Many of the Americans killed or wounded at Lexington were shot in the back by British regulars. What happened here at dawnᾰand a few hours later in Concordᾰwould change the world forever.
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[image: A man in a Continental Army uniform stands with one arm extended. Behind him are a horse and another soldier. The background features a dramatic sky above a battlefield scene.]

Though Washington sat for John Trumbull in Philadelphia in 1792, this portrait pictures him just before the fateful crossing of the Delaware and the Battle of Trenton in December 1776.
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[image: A man in 18th-century military uniform with a tan coat, white cravat, and dark jacket is depicted in a painted portrait. He is set against a dark background within an oval gold frame.]

Eschewing the pacifism of his Quaker upbringing, Nathanael Greene (1742–1786) became Washington’s single most trusted general and is one of the great heroes of the Revolution.


[image: A man wearing an ornate eighteenth-century military uniform with visible gold trim stands upright, holding a rolled document in one hand and a hat in the other, set before a distant sky and broad landscape.]

Marie-Joseph Paul Yves Roch Gilbert du Motier—known as the Marquis de Lafayette (1757–1834, here pictured in 1791)—was fiercely loyal to Washington, fighting alongside him in battles from Brandywine to Yorktown.


[image: A formal painted portrait shows a man with white hair in a blue and tan military uniform, gold epaulets, a white cravat, and a medal on his chest, set against a dark background.]

Henry Knox (1750–1806) began life as a Boston bookseller. He was at the Boston Massacre in 1770 and in 1775 became one of Washington’s most trusted officers, serving by his side through every campaign of the war, though he is most celebrated for hauling the 120,000 pounds of cannon and other guns the 300 miles from Ticonderoga to Boston.
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[image: An older man with curly white hair wears a dark military uniform featuring gold shoulder epaulettes, a broad sash diagonally across his chest, and a prominent medal. He stands before a plain background, holding a rolled paper in his left hand.]

Perpetually nettled at playing second fiddle to Washington, Horatio Gates (1727–1806) was early on hailed as the “hero of Saratoga,” although this reputation was lost utterly after the disastrous rout at the Battle of Camden and his subsequent baffling and precipitous flight therefrom.


[image: A man in eighteenth-century attire stands outside, pointing with his right hand and holding a cane in his left. A small dog is next to him. The sky is cloudy and the surrounding landscape is rural.]

Eccentric to a fault, and unable to hide his peevish and deep-seated contempt for Washington, whose job he believed should be his, General Charles Lee (1732–1782) is here pictured in a caricature that many said looked very much like the man himself. Recent scholarship has shown that while in British captivity during 1776–78, Lee actually committed treason against his country.
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[image: A man in a uniform rides a horse down a steep rocky hillside beside a long staircase. Trees and cliffs fill the background. He holds a sword high above his head. Text underneath says: Genl Israel Putnam: The Last Shot.]

Already a living legend when the Revolution began, Israel Putnam (1718–1790)—here pictured making his daredevil escape from buffaloed British troops in Greenwich, Connecticut, in 1779—served Washington faithfully throughout the war. He is often erroneously said to have exclaimed “Don’t fire until you see the whites of their eyes!” at Bunker Hill.


[image: A man in an eighteenth-century military uniform with medals and epaulets stands beside a tree, looking to his left. Behind him are leafy trees and a river flowing across the landscape.]

Friedrich Wilhelm August Heinrich Ferdinand Freiherr von Steuben, known as Baron von Steuben (1730– 1794), successfully oversaw the training of the American troops at Valley Forge. One soldier wrote that he “seemed to me a perfect personification of Mars . . . the ancient fabled God of War . . .” The correct American pronunciation of his name is “STOO-ben” or “STYOO-ben.”
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[image: A man in an eighteenth-century military uniform with a red coat stands confidently, one hand resting on his hip and the other on a sword, set against a sky filled with dramatic clouds.]

Though encouraged as a playwright by no less than David Garrick, “Gentleman Johnny” Burgoyne (1722–1792)—here pictured in a 1766 Joshua Reynolds portrait—is best known for overseeing the stunning loss of his army in the Battle of Saratoga in 1777, encouraging the French to enter and dramatically turning the war in the Americans’ favor.


[image: A man wearing an eighteenth-century red military coat and white breeches sits on a green chair. His arm rests on a table with a tricorne hat and gloves. He has white hair and looks to the side against a dark backdrop.]

King George III (1738–1820) was the longest-lived king in British history. His tremendous obstinacy and a climate of political corruption that he encouraged blinded him to the wisdom of such as William Pitt and Edmund Burke, causing him to play the role of hard-hearted Pharaoh against the American Israelites.


[image: A man sits upright wearing a detailed black and gold robe, a blue sash across his chest, white ruffled cuffs at his wrists, and a powdered wig. He looks upward. Behind him is dark fabric drapery on a shadowy background.]

Infamous as “the man who lost the Colonies,” Frederick North, known as Lord North (1732–1792), was savagely described by Horace Walpole in his Memoirs of the Reign of George III as having features that “gave him the air of a blind trumpeter. A deep untuneable voice which, instead of modulating, he enforced with unnecessary pomp, a total neglect of his person, and ignorance of every civil attention, disgusted all who judge by appearance.”
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[image: A British officer hands his sword to an American officer on horseback. Both are surrounded by rows of soldiers; smoke billows behind them. American and British flags are visible among the gathered troops.]

Lord Cornwallis’s loss at Yorktown sounded the death knell of British efforts to retain the flourishing American part of their far–flung empire. John Trumbull’s 1819 painting–titled Surrender of Lord Cornwallis–pictures Cornwallis’s second–in–command, Charles O’Hara, handing his sword to Washington’s second–in–command, Benjamin Lincoln. Cornwallis pled illness to avoid the humiliating scene. Washington is on horseback to the right. Lafayette and Colonel Trumbull (the painter’s brother) are also pictured on the right. Rochambeau is on a brown horse on the left.
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