
Encyclopedia of
American Revolution

Volume 4

Anthony Strickland



ENCYCLOPEDIA OF

AMERICAN REVOLUTION

VOLUME 4





ENCYCLOPEDIA OF

AMERICAN REVOLUTION

VOLUME 4

Anthony Strickland



Encyclopedia of American Revolution, Volume 4

by Anthony Strickland

Copyright© 2022 BIBLIOTEX

www.bibliotex.com

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or used in any

manner without the prior written permission of the copyright owner, except

for the use brief quotations in a book review.

To request permissions, contact the publisher at info@bibliotex.com

Ebook ISBN: 9781984668387

Published by:

Bibliotex

Canada

Website: www.bibliotex.com

http://www.bibliotex.com
http://www.bibliotex.com
mailto:info@bibliotex.com


Contents 

Chapter 32 Crisis of 1772, Gaspee Affair and Hutchinson Letters Affair ........... 601

Chapter 33 Boston Tea Party and Powder Alarm .............................................. 620

Chapter 34 Boston campaign and Invasion of Quebec (1775) ........................... 643

Chapter 35 Nova Scotia in the American Revolution ......................................... 676

Chapter 36 New York and New Jersey Campaign .............................................. 689

Chapter 37 Saratoga Campaign ........................................................................ 704

Chapter 38 Philadelphia Campaign .................................................................. 733

Chapter 39 Northern Theater of the American Revolutionary 

War after Saratoga ......................................................................... 743

Chapter 40 Southern Theater of the American Revolutionary War .................... 753

Chapter 41 Western Theater of the American Revolutionary War ...................... 770

Chapter 42 Yorktown Campaign ....................................................................... 782





Chapter 32 

Crisis of 1772, Gaspee Affair and 

Hutchinson Letters Affair 

Crisis of 1772 

The crisis of 1772, also known as the credit crisis of 1772 or 

the panic of 1772, was a peacetime financial crisis which 

originated in London and then spread to other parts of Europe, 

such as Scotland and the Dutch Republic. In 1770 the Great 

Bengal famine of 1770, which was exacerbated by the actions 

of the East India Company, led to massive shortfalls in 

expected land values for the company. As this information 

became public, 30 banks across Europe collapsed.  

Alexander Fordyce, a partner in the banking house Neale, 

James, Fordyce and Down in London, had lost £300,000 

shorting East India Company stock. On 8 June 1772, Fordyce 

fled to France to avoid debt repayment, and the resulting 

collapse of the firm stirred up panic in London. Economic 

growth at that period was highly dependent on the use of 

credit, which was largely based upon people’s confidence in the 

banks.  

As confidence started ebbing, paralysis of the credit system 

followed: crowds of people gathered at the banks and requested 

debt repayment in cash or attempted to withdraw their 

deposits. As a result, twenty important banking houses went 

bankrupt or stopped payment by the end of June, and many 
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other firms endured hardships during the crisis. At that time, 

the Gentleman’s Magazine commented, "No event for 50 years 

past has been remembered to have given so fatal a blow both to 

trade and public credit".  

Before the crisis 

From the mid-1760s to the early 1770s, the credit boom, 

supported by merchants and bankers, facilitated the expansion 

of manufacturing, mining and internal improvements in both 

Britain and the thirteen colonies. Until the outbreak of the 

credit crisis, the period from 1770 to 1772 was considered 

prosperous and politically calm in both Britain and the 

American colonies. As the result of the Townshend Act and the 

breakdown of the Boston Non-importation agreement, the 

period was marked with a tremendous growth in exports from 

Britain to the American colonies. Exports to North America 

increased rapidly compared to imports to North America 

between 1750 and 1772. These massive exports were supported 

by credit that British merchants granted to American planters.  

Problems, however, lay behind the credit boom and the 

prosperity of both British and colonial economies: speculation 

and the establishment of dubious financial institutions. For 

example, in Scotland, bankers adopted "the notorious practice 

of drawing and redrawing fictitious bills of exchange…in an 

effort to expand credit". For the purpose of increasing the 

supply of money, the bank of Douglas, Heron & Company, 

known as the "Ayr Bank", was established in Ayr, Scotland in 

1769; however, after the original capital was exhausted, the 

firm raised money by a chain of bills. Henry Hamilton has 

explained how a chain of bills works, "A, say in Edinburgh, 
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drew a bill on his agent B in London, payable in two months. 

Before payment was due B redrew on A for the same sum plus 

interest and commission. Meantime A discounted his bill in 

Edinburgh and before the two months were up he drew another 

bill on B and so on". This method could only temporarily 

support economic development, yet it promoted false optimism 

in the market. The warning signals of the impending crisis, 

such as the overstocked shelves and warehouses in the 

colonies, were completely overlooked by British merchants and 

American planters.  

Effects in Scotland 

In his History of Banking in Scotland, William Kerr writes:  

The crisis of 1772, which formed the subject of our last 

chapter, although sharp and disastrous in its immediate 

effects, passed off more quickly and easily than might have 

been expected... The harvest of 1773 was fairly good, the 

fisheries excellent, the cattle trade active, and money cheap. 

Hardly had affairs resumed a satisfactory aspect, when the 

dark cloud of war cast its shadow over the land. 

Effects on Europe 

After the crisis, a dramatic rise in the number of bankruptcies 

was observed: the average number of bankruptcies in London 

was 310 from 1764 to 1771, but the number rose to 484 in 

1772 and 556 in 1773. Banks that were deeply involved in 

speculation endured hard times during the crisis. For example, 

the partners of the Ayr Bank paid no less than £663,397 in 
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order to fully repay their creditors. Owing to this process, only 

112 out of 226 partners remained solvent by August 1775. In 

contrast, banks that had never engaged in speculation did not 

bear any losses and gained prestige for their outstanding 

performance despite the turbulence. The East India Company 

bore heavy losses and its stock price fell significantly. As 

Dutch banking houses had invested extensively in the stock of 

the East India Company, they suffered the loss along with the 

other shareholders. In this manner, the credit crisis spread 

from London to Amsterdam.  

Effects on the thirteen colonies 

The credit crisis of 1772 greatly deteriorated debtor-creditor 

relations between the American colonies and Britain, especially 

in the South. The southern colonies, which produced tobacco, 

rice, and indigo and exported them to Britain, were granted 

higher credit than the northern colonies, where competitive 

commodities were produced. It was estimated that in 1776 the 

total amount of debt that British merchants claimed from the 

colonies equaled £2,958,390; Southern colonies had claims of 

£2,482,763, nearly 85 per cent of the total amount. Before the 

crisis, the commission system of trading prevailed in the 

southern plantation colonies.  

The merchants in London helped the planters sell their crops 

and shipped what planters wanted to purchase in London as 

returns. The commission equaled the price of the British goods 

minus the revenue of the crops. The planters were usually 

granted credit for twelve months without interest and at five 

per cent on the unpaid balance after the deadline.  
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After the outbreak of the crisis, British merchants urgently 

called for debt repayment, and American planters faced the 

serious problem of how to pay the debt for several reasons. 

First, because of the economic boom before the crisis, planters 

were not prepared for large-scale debt liquidation. As the credit 

system broke down, bills of exchange were rejected and almost 

all heavy gold was sent to Britain. Second, without the support 

of credit, planters were unable to continue producing and 

selling their goods. Since the whole market became crippled, 

the fallen price of their goods also intensified the pressure on 

planters. Owing to the crisis, the colonies endured hard times 

to maintain the balance of payments.  

The Crisis of 1772 also set off a chain of events related to the 

controversy over the colonial tea market. The East India 

Company was one of the firms that suffered the hardest hits in 

the crisis. Failing to pay or renew its loan from the Bank of 

England, the firm sought to sell its eighteen million pounds of 

tea from its British warehouses to the American colonies. Back 

then the firm had to market its tea to the colonies through 

middlemen, so the high price made its tea unfavorable 

compared to the tea that was smuggled to or was produced 

locally in the colonies. In May 1773, however, the Parliament 

imposed a three pence tax for each pound of tea sold, and 

allowed the firm to sell directly through its own agents. The 

Tea Act reduced the tea price and enabled the East India 

Company’s monopoly over the local tea business in the colonial 

tea market. Furious about how British government and the 

East India Company controlled the colonial tea trade, citizens 

in Charleston, Philadelphia, New York and Boston rejected the 

imported tea, and these protests eventually led to the Boston 

Tea Party in 1773. The crisis also worsened the relationship of 
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the North American colonies and Britain, due to the fact that it 

affected all 13 of the colonies, and due to the fact that the 

British were forced to introduce controversial legislation for 

the colonies in an attempt to remedy the crisis, which made 

the crisis one of the causes of the American Revolutionary War.  

Gaspee Affair 

The Gaspee Affair was a significant event in the lead-up to the 

American Revolution. HMS Gaspee was a British customs 

schooner that had been enforcing the Navigation Acts in and 

around Newport, Rhode Island in 1772. It ran aground in 

shallow water while chasing the packet ship Hannah on June 9 

near Gaspee Point in Warwick, Rhode Island. A group of men 

led by Abraham Whipple and John Brown attacked, boarded, 

and torched the ship.  

The event increased tensions between the American colonists 

and British officials, following the Boston Massacre in 1770. 

British officials in Rhode Island wanted to increase their 

control over trade—legitimate trade as well as smuggling—in 

order to increase their revenue from the small colony. But 

Rhode Islanders increasingly protested the Stamp Act, the 

Townshend Acts, and other British impositions that had 

clashed with the colony's history of rum manufacturing, 

maritime trade, and slave trading.  

This event and others in Narragansett Bay marked the first 

acts of violent uprising against the British crown's authority in 

America, preceding the Boston Tea Party by more than a year 

and moving the Thirteen Colonies as a whole toward the war 

for independence.  
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Background 

The customs service had a history of strong resistance in the 

Thirteen Colonies in the eighteenth century. Britain was at war 

during much of this period and was not in a strategic position 

to risk antagonizing its overseas colonies. Several successive 

ministries implemented new policies following Britain's victory 

in the Seven Years' War in an attempt to increase control 

within the colonies and to recoup the cost of the war from 

them. To that end, the Admiralty purchased six Marblehead 

sloops and schooners and gave them Anglicized French names 

based on their recent acquisitions in Canada, removing the 

French accents from St John, St Lawrence, Chaleur, Hope, 

Magdalen, and Gaspee.  

Parliament argued that the revenue was necessary in order to 

bolster military and naval defensive positions along the 

borders of their far-flung empire—but also to pay the debt 

which England had incurred in pursuing the war against 

France. These changes included deputizing the Royal Navy's 

sea officers to enforce customs laws in American ports. The 

enforcements became increasingly intrusive and aggressive in 

Narragansett Bay; Rhode Islanders finally responded by 

attacking HMS St John in 1764, and they burned the customs 

ship HMS Liberty in 1768 on Goat Island in Newport harbor.  

In early 1772, Lieutenant William Dudingston sailed HMS 

Gaspee into Rhode Island's Narragansett Bay to force customs 

collection and mandatory inspection of cargo. He arrived in 

Rhode Island in February and met with Governor Joseph 

Wanton. Soon after he began patrolling Narragansett Bay, 

Gaspee stopped and inspected the sloop Fortune on February 
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17 and seized 12 hogsheads of undeclared rum. Dudingston 

sent Fortune and the seized rum to Boston, believing that any 

seized items left in a Rhode Island port would be reclaimed by 

the colonists.  

This overbold move of sending Fortune to Boston brought 

outrage within the Rhode Island colony, because Dudingston 

had taken upon himself the authority to determine where trial 

should take place concerning this seizure, completely 

superseding the authority of Governor Wanton by doing so. 

Furthermore, it was a direct violation of the Rhode Island 

Royal Charter of 1663 to hold a trial outside of Rhode Island 

on an arrest that took place within the Colony.  

After this, Dudingston and his crew became increasingly 

aggressive in their searches, boardings, and seizures, even 

going so far as to stop merchants who were on shore and force 

searches of their wares. Public resentment and outrage 

continued to escalate against Gaspee in particular and against 

the British in general. When a local sheriff threatened 

Dudingston with arrest, his commanding officer, Admiral 

Montagu, responded with a letter threatening to hang as 

pirates anyone who made effort to rescue ships taken by 

Dudingston during his operations.  

On March 21, Rhode Island Deputy Governor Darius Sessions 

wrote to Governor Wanton regarding Lieutenant Dudingston, 

and he requested that the basis of Dudingston's authority be 

examined. In the letter, Sessions includes the opinion of Chief 

Justice Stephen Hopkins, who argues that "no commander of 

any vessel has any right to use any authority in the Body of 

the Colony without previously applying to the Governor and 
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showing his warrant for so doing." Wanton wrote to Dudingston 

the next day, demanding that he "produce me your commission 

and instructions, if any you have, which was your duty to have 

done when you first came within the jurisdiction of this 

Colony." Dudingston returned a rude reply to the Governor, 

refusing to leave his ship or to acknowledge Wanton's elected 

authority within Rhode Island.  

The incident 

On June 9, Gaspee gave chase to the packet ship Hannah, but 

Gaspee ran aground in shallow water on the northwestern side 

of the bay on what is now Gaspee Point. Her crew were unable 

to free her and Dudingston decided to wait for high tide, which 

would possibly set the vessel afloat. Before that could happen, 

however, a band of Providence men led by John Brown decided 

to act on the "opportunity offered of putting an end to the 

trouble and vexation she daily caused." They rowed out to the 

ship and boarded her at the break of dawn on June 10. The 

crew put up a feeble resistance in which they were attacked 

with handspikes and Lieutenant Dudingston was shot and 

wounded in the groin. The boarding party casually read 

through the ships papers, before forcing the crew off the ship 

and lighting it aflame.  

A few days after being forced off of the ship, Dudingston was 

arrested by a sheriff for an earlier seizure of colonial cargo. His 

commanding officer, Admiral Montagu, freed him by paying his 

fine and promptly sending him back to England to face a court-

martial on the incident.  
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Joseph Bucklin was the man who shot Lt. Dudingston; other 

men who participated included Brown's brother Joseph of 

Providence, Simeon Potter of Bristol, and Robert Wickes of 

Warwick. Most of the men involved were also members of the 

Sons of Liberty.  

Previous attacks by the colonists on British naval vessels had 

gone unpunished. In one case, a customs yacht was actually 

destroyed by fire with no administrative response. But in 1772, 

the Admiralty would not ignore the destruction of one of its 

military vessels on station. The American Department 

consulted the Solicitor and Attorneys General, who 

investigated and advised the Privy Council on the legal and 

constitutional options available. The Crown turned to a 

centuries-old institution of investigation: the Royal 

Commission of Inquiry, made up of the chiefs of the supreme 

courts of Massachusetts, New York, and New Jersey, the judge 

of the vice-admiralty of Boston, and Governor Joseph Wanton 

of Rhode Island.  

The Dockyard Act passed in April demanded that anyone 

suspected of burning British ships should be extradited and 

tried in England; however, the Gaspee raiders were charged 

with treason. The task of the commission was to determine 

which colonists had sufficient evidence against them to 

warrant shipping them to England for trial. The Commission 

was unable to obtain sufficient evidence and declared their 

inability to deal with the case.  

Nonetheless, colonial Whigs were alarmed at the prospect of 

Americans being sent to England for trial, and a committee of 

correspondence was formed in Boston to consult on the crisis. 
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In Virginia, the House of Burgesses was so alarmed that they 

also formed an inter-colonial committee of correspondence to 

consult with similar committees throughout the Thirteen 

Colonies. The Rev. John Allen preached a sermon at the 

Second Baptist Church in Boston which utilized the Gaspee 

affair to warn listeners about greedy monarchs, corrupt judges, 

and conspiracies in the London government. This sermon was 

printed seven different times in four colonial cities, becoming 

one of the most popular pamphlets of Colonial America. This 

pamphlet and editorials by numerous colonial newspaper 

editors awoke colonial Whigs from a lull of inactivity in 1772, 

thus inaugurating a series of conflicts that culminated in the 

Battles of Lexington and Concord.  

Aftermath and legacy 

The British called for the apprehension and trial of the people 

responsible for shooting Dudingston and destroying the 

Gaspee. Rhode Island Governor Wanton and Deputy Governor 

Sessions echoed those British sentiments, though they lacked 

enthusiasm for punishing their fellow Rhode Islanders. A 

British midshipman from Gaspee described the attackers as 

"merchants and masters of vessels, who were at my bureau 

reading and examining my papers." Admiral Montagu wrote to 

Governor Wanton on July 8, nearly a month after the burning 

of the schooner, and utilized the account of Aaron Briggs, an 

indentured servant claiming to have participated in the June 9 

burning. Montagu identified five Rhode Islanders, in varying 

levels of detail, whom he wanted Governor Wanton to 

investigate and bring to justice: John Brown, Joseph Brown, 

Simeon Potter, Dr. Weeks, and Richmond.  
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Governor Wanton responded to this demand by examining the 

claims made by Aaron Briggs. Samuel Tompkins and Samuel 

Thurston, the proprietors of the Prudence Island farm where 

Briggs worked, gave testimony challenging his account of June 

9. Both men stated that Briggs had been present at work the 

evening of June 9 and early in the morning on June 10. 

Additionally, Wanton received further evidence from two other 

indentured servants working with Briggs, and both stated that 

Briggs had been present throughout the night in question. 

Thus, Wanton believed that Briggs was no more than an 

imposter. Dudingston and Montagu challenged Wanton's 

assertions, Montagu saying that "it is clear to me from many 

corroborating circumstances, that he is no imposter."  

Pawtuxet Village commemorates the Gaspee affair each year 

with Gaspee Days. This festival includes arts and crafts and 

races, but the highlight is the Gaspee Days parade, which 

features burning the Gaspee in effigy and a Revolutionary War 

battle reenactment, among other entertainments.  

Gaspee Point is listed on the National Register of Historic 

Places. There is also a plaque in the front of a parking lot on 

South Main Street in Providence, Rhode Island, identifying the 

location of the Sabin Tavern, where the burning of the Gaspee 

was plotted.  

Hutchinson Letters Affair 

The Hutchinson Letters Affair was an incident that increased 

tensions between the colonists of the Province of 

Massachusetts Bay and the British government prior to the 

American Revolution.  
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In June 1773, letters written several years earlier by Thomas 

Hutchinson and Andrew Oliver, who were governor and 

lieutenant governor of the province at the time of their 

publication, were published in a Boston newspaper. The 

content of the letters was propagandistically claimed by 

Massachusetts radical politicians to call for the abridgement of 

colonial rights, and a duel was fought in England over the 

matter.  

The affair served to inflame tensions in Massachusetts, where 

the implementation of the 1773 Tea Act was met with 

resistance that culminated in the Boston Tea Party in 

December 1773. The response of the British government to the 

publication of the letters served to turn Benjamin Franklin, 

one of the principal figures in the affair, into a committed 

Patriot.  

Background 

During the 1760s, relations between Great Britain and some of 

its North American colonies became strained by a series of 

Parliamentary laws (including the 1765 Stamp Act and the 

1767 Townshend Acts) that were intended to raise revenue for 

the crown and to assert Parliament's authority to pass such 

legislation despite the lack of colonial representation. The laws 

had sparked strong protests in the Thirteen Colonies. In 

particular, the Province of Massachusetts Bay saw significant 

unrest and direct action against crown officials. The 

introduction of British Army troops into Boston in 1768 further 

raised the tensions that escalated to the Boston Massacre in 

1770.  
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In the years after the enactment of the Townshend Acts, 

Massachusetts Lieutenant Governor Thomas Hutchinson and 

his colonial secretary and brother-in-law, Andrew Oliver, wrote 

a series of letters concerning the acts, the protests against 

them, and suggestions on how to respond to Thomas Whately, 

an assistant to British Prime Minister George Grenville. 

Whately died in 1772, and his papers were turned over to his 

brother William. Whately, at one point, gave access to his 

brother's papers to John Temple, another colonial official who 

sought to recover letters of his own from those papers.  

Hutchinson was appointed governor of Massachusetts in 1770 

after the critical publication by opposition politicians of letters 

written by his predecessor, Francis Bernard. Over the next two 

years, Hutchinson engaged in an extended and rancorous 

written debate with the provincial assembly and the governor's 

council, both of which were dominated by the radical 

leadership hostile to Parliamentary authority. The debate 

centered on the arbitrariness of executive prerogative and the 

role of Parliament in colonial governance and greatly deepened 

divisions in the province.  

The Massachusetts debate reached a pitch in England when 

the colonial secretary, Lord Dartmouth, insisted for Benjamin 

Franklin, who was acting as agent for Massachusetts in 

London, to demand for the Massachusetts assembly to retract 

its response to a speech the governor had given early in 1772 

as part of the ongoing debate. Franklin had acquired a packet 

of about twenty letters that had been written to Whately.  

Upon reading them, Franklin concluded that Hutchinson and 

Oliver had mischaracterized the situation in the colonies and 
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thus had misled Parliament. He felt that wider knowledge of 

the letters would then focus colonial anger away from 

Parliament and towards those who had written the misleading 

letters.  

Franklin sent the letters to Thomas Cushing, the speaker of 

the Massachusetts assembly, in December 1772. He insisted to 

Cushing that they not be published or widely circulated. 

Franklin specifically wrote that they should be seen only by a 

few people and that Cushing was not "at liberty to make the 

letters public."  

The letters arrived in Massachusetts in March 1773, and came 

into the hands of Samuel Adams, who was serving as the clerk 

of the Massachusetts assembly. By Franklin's instructions, 

only a select few people, including the Massachusetts 

Committee of Correspondence, were to see the letters. Alarmed 

at what they read, Cushing wrote Franklin to ask if the 

restrictions on their circulation could be eased. In a response 

received by Cushing in early June, Franklin reiterated that 

they were not to be copied or published but that they could be 

shown to anyone.  

Publication 

A longtime opponent of Hutchinson's, Samuel Adams narrowly 

followed Franklin's request, but managed to orchestrate a 

propaganda campaign against Hutchinson without immediately 

disclosing the letters. He informed the assembly of the 

existence of the letters, after which it designated a committee 

to analyze them. Strategic leaks suggestive of their content 

made their way into the press and political discussions, 
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causing Hutchinson much discomfort. The assembly eventually 

concluded, according to John Hancock, that in the letters 

Hutchinson sought to "overthrow the Constitution of this 

Government, and to introduce arbitrary Power into the 

Province", and called for the removal of Hutchinson and Oliver. 

Hutchinson complained that Adams and the opposition were 

misrepresenting what he had written, and that nothing he had 

written in them on the subject of Parliamentary supremacy 

went beyond other statements he had made. The letters were 

finally published in the Boston Gazette in mid-June 1773, 

causing a political firestorm in Massachusetts and raising 

significant questions in England.  

Content 

The letters were written primarily in 1768 and 1769, 

principally by Hutchinson and Oliver, but the published letters 

also included some written by Charles Paxton, a customs 

official and Hutchinson supporter, and Hutchinson's nephew 

Nathaniel Rogers. The letters written by Oliver (who became 

lieutenant governor when Hutchinson became governor) 

proposed a significant revamping of the Massachusetts 

government to strengthen the executive, and those of 

Hutchinson were ruminations on the difficult state of affairs in 

the province. The historian Bernard Bailyn confirms 

Hutchinson's own assertion that much of the content of his 

letters expressed relatively little that had not already been 

publicly stated.  

According to Bailyn, Hutchinson's ruminations included the 

observation that it was impossible for colonists have the full 

rights they would have in the home country, essentially 
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requiring an "abridgement of what are called English liberties". 

Hutchinson, unlike Oliver, made no specific proposals on how 

the colonial government should be reformed and wrote in a 

letter that was not among those published, "I can think of 

nothing but what will produce as great an evil as that which it 

may remove or will be of a very uncertain event." Oliver's 

letters, in contrast, specifically proposed for the governor's 

council, whose members were then elected by the assembly 

with the governor's consent, to be changed to one whose 

members were appointed by the crown.  

Consequences 

In England, speculation ran rampant over the source of the 

leak. William Whately accused John Temple of taking the 

letters, which Temple denied, challenging Whately to a duel. 

Whately was wounded in the encounter in early December 

1773, but neither participant was satisfied, and a second duel 

was planned. In order to forestall that event, Franklin on 

Christmas Day published a letter admitting that he was 

responsible for the acquisition and transmission of the letters, 

to prevent "further mischief". He justified his actions by 

pointing out that the letters had been written between public 

officials for the purpose of influencing public policy.  

When Hutchinson's opponents in Massachusetts read the 

letters, they seized on key phrases (including the 

"abridgement" phrase) to argue that Hutchinson was in fact 

lobbying the London government to make changes that would 

effect such an abridgement. Combined with Oliver's explicit 

recommendations for reform, they presented this as a clear 
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indication that the provincial leaders were working against the 

interests of the people and not for them.  

Bostonians were outraged at the content of the published 

letters, burning Hutchinson and Oliver in effigy on Boston 

Common. The letters were widely reprinted throughout the 

British North American colonies, and acts of protest took place 

as far away as Philadelphia. The Massachusetts assembly and 

governor's council petitioned the Board of Trade for 

Hutchinson's removal. In the Privy Council hearing concerning 

Hutchinson's fate, in which the aftermath of the Boston Tea 

Party was also discussed, Franklin stood silently while he was 

lambasted by Solicitor General Alexander Wedderburn for his 

role in the affair. He was accused of thievery and dishonor, 

and called the prime mover in England on behalf of Boston's 

radical Committee of Correspondence. The Board of Trade 

dismissed Franklin from his post as colonial Postmaster 

General, and dismissed the petition for Hutchinson's removal 

as "groundless" and "vexatious". Parliament then passed the 

so-called "Coercive Acts", a package of measures designed to 

punish Massachusetts for the tea party. Hutchinson was 

recalled, and the Massachusetts governorship was given to the 

commander of British forces in North America, Lieutenant 

General Thomas Gage. Hutchinson left Massachusetts in May 

1774, never to return. Andrew Oliver suffered a stroke and 

died in March 1774.  

Gage's implementation of the Coercive Acts further raised 

tensions that led to the outbreak of the American 

Revolutionary War in April 1775. Franklin, who had been 

politically neutral with respect to the colonial radicals prior to 

his appearance before the Board of Trade, returned to America 
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in early 1775, committed to independence. He went on to serve 

in the Second Continental Congress and became a leading 

figure in the American Revolution.  

Franklin's source 

A number of candidates have been proposed as the means by 

which Franklin obtained the letters. John Temple, despite his 

political differences with Hutchinson, apparently managed to 

convince the latter in 1774 that he was not involved in their 

acquisition. He, however, claimed to know who was involved 

but refused to name him because that would "prove the ruin of 

the guilty party."  

Several historians (including Bernard Bailyn and Bernard 

Knollenberg) have concluded that Thomas Pownall was the 

probable source of the letters. Pownall was Massachusetts 

governor before Francis Bernard, had similar views to Franklin 

on colonial matters and had access to centers of colonial 

administration through his brother John, the colonial 

secretary.  

Other individuals have also been suggested, but all appear to 

have an only tenuous connection to Franklin or to the 

situation. The historian Kenneth Penegar believes the question 

will remain unanswerable unless new documents emerge to 

shed light on the episode.  

  



Chapter 33 

Boston Tea Party and Powder 

Alarm 

Boston Tea Party 

The Boston Tea Party was an American political and mercantile 

protest by the Sons of Liberty in Boston, Massachusetts, on 

December 16, 1773. The target was the Tea Act of May 10, 

1773, which allowed the British East India Company to sell tea 

from China in American colonies without paying taxes apart 

from those imposed by the Townshend Acts. The Sons of 

Liberty strongly opposed the taxes in the Townshend Act as a 

violation of their rights. Protesters, some disguised as 

American Indians, destroyed an entire shipment of tea sent by 

the East India Company.  

The demonstrators boarded the ships and threw the chests of 

tea into the Boston Harbor. The British government responded 

harshly, and the episode escalated into the American 

Revolution. The Tea Party became an iconic event of American 

history, and since then other political protests such as the Tea 

Party movement have referred to themselves as historical 

successors to the Boston protest of 1773.  

The Tea Party was the culmination of a resistance movement 

throughout British America against the Tea Act, which had 

been passed by the British Parliament in 1773. Colonists 

objected to the Tea Act because they believed that it violated 
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their rights as Englishmen to "no taxation without 

representation", that is, to be taxed only by their own elected 

representatives and not by a British parliament in which they 

were not represented. In addition, the well-connected East 

India Company had been granted competitive advantages over 

colonial tea importers, who resented the move and feared 

additional infringement on their business. Protesters had 

successfully prevented the unloading of tea in three other 

colonies, but in Boston, embattled Royal Governor Thomas 

Hutchinson refused to allow the tea to be returned to Britain.  

The Boston Tea Party was a significant event in the growth of 

the American Revolution. Parliament responded in 1774 with 

the Intolerable Acts, or Coercive Acts, which, among other 

provisions, ended local self-government in Massachusetts and 

closed Boston's commerce. Colonists up and down the Thirteen 

Colonies in turn responded to the Intolerable Acts with 

additional acts of protest, and by convening the First 

Continental Congress, which petitioned the British monarch 

for repeal of the acts and coordinated colonial resistance to 

them. The crisis escalated, and the American Revolutionary 

War began near Boston in 1775.  

Background 

The Boston Tea Party arose from two issues confronting the 

British Empire in 1765: the financial problems of the British 

East India Company; and an ongoing dispute about the extent 

of Parliament's authority, if any, over the British American 

colonies without seating any elected representation. The North 

Ministry's attempt to resolve these issues produced a 

showdown that would eventually result in revolution.  
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Tea trade to 1767 

As Europeans developed a taste for tea in the 17th century, 

rival companies were formed to import the product from China. 

In England, Parliament gave the East India Company a 

monopoly on the importation of tea in 1698. When tea became 

popular in the British colonies, Parliament sought to eliminate 

foreign competition by passing an act in 1721 that required 

colonists to import their tea only from Great Britain. The East 

India Company did not export tea to the colonies; by law, the 

company was required to sell its tea wholesale at auctions in 

England. British firms bought this tea and exported it to the 

colonies, where they resold it to merchants in Boston, New 

York, Philadelphia, and Charleston.  

Until 1767, the East India Company paid an ad valorem tax of 

about 25% on tea that it imported into Great Britain. 

Parliament laid additional taxes on tea sold for consumption in 

Britain. These high taxes, combined with the fact that tea 

imported into the Dutch Republic was not taxed by the Dutch 

government, meant that Britons and British Americans could 

buy smuggled Dutch tea at much cheaper prices. The biggest 

market for illicit tea was England—by the 1760s the East India 

Company was losing £400,000 per year to smugglers in Great 

Britain—but Dutch tea was also smuggled into British America 

in significant quantities.  

In 1767, to help the East India Company compete with 

smuggled Dutch tea, Parliament passed the Indemnity Act, 

which lowered the tax on tea consumed in Great Britain and 

gave the East India Company a refund of the 25% duty on tea 

that was re-exported to the colonies. To help offset this loss of 



Encyclopedia of American Revolution, Volume 4 

623 

government revenue, Parliament also passed the Townshend 

Revenue Act of 1767, which levied new taxes, including one on 

tea, in the colonies. Instead of solving the smuggling problem, 

however, the Townshend duties renewed a controversy about 

Parliament's right to tax the colonies.  

Townshend duty crisis 

A controversy between Great Britain and the colonies arose in 

the 1760s when Parliament sought, for the first time, to impose 

a direct tax on the colonies for the purpose of raising revenue. 

Some colonists, known in the colonies as Whigs, objected to 

the new tax program, arguing that it was a violation of the 

British Constitution. Britons and British Americans agreed 

that, according to the constitution, British subjects could not 

be taxed without the consent of their elected representatives. 

In Great Britain, this meant that taxes could only be levied by 

Parliament. Colonists, however, did not elect members of 

Parliament, and so American Whigs argued that the colonies 

could not be taxed by that body. According to Whigs, colonists 

could only be taxed by their own colonial assemblies. Colonial 

protests resulted in the repeal of the Stamp Act in 1766, but in 

the 1766 Declaratory Act, Parliament continued to insist that 

it had the right to legislate for the colonies "in all cases 

whatsoever".  

When new taxes were levied in the Townshend Revenue Act of 

1767, Whig colonists again responded with protests and 

boycotts. Merchants organized a non-importation agreement, 

and many colonists pledged to abstain from drinking British 

tea, with activists in New England promoting alternatives, such 

as domestic Labrador tea. Smuggling continued apace, 
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especially in New York and Philadelphia, where tea smuggling 

had always been more extensive than in Boston. Dutied British 

tea continued to be imported into Boston, however, especially 

by Richard Clarke and the sons of Massachusetts Governor 

Thomas Hutchinson, until pressure from Massachusetts Whigs 

compelled them to abide by the non-importation agreement.  

Parliament finally responded to the protests by repealing the 

Townshend taxes in 1770, except for the tea duty, which Prime 

Minister Lord North kept to assert "the right of taxing the 

Americans". This partial repeal of the taxes was enough to 

bring an end to the non-importation movement by October 

1770. From 1771 to 1773, British tea was once again imported 

into the colonies in significant amounts, with merchants 

paying the Townshend duty of three pence per pound in weight 

of tea. Boston was the largest colonial importer of legal tea; 

smugglers still dominated the market in New York and 

Philadelphia.  

Tea Act of 1773 

The Indemnity Act of 1767, which gave the East India Company 

a refund of the duty on tea that was re-exported to the 

colonies, expired in 1772. Parliament passed a new act in 1772 

that reduced this refund, effectively leaving a 10% duty on tea 

imported into Britain. The act also restored the tea taxes 

within Britain that had been repealed in 1767, and left in place 

the three pence Townshend duty in the colonies. With this new 

tax burden driving up the price of British tea, sales 

plummeted. The company continued to import tea into Great 

Britain, however, amassing a huge surplus of product that no 

one would buy. For these and other reasons, by late 1772 the 
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East India Company, one of Britain's most important 

commercial institutions, was in a serious financial crisis. The 

severe famine in Bengal from 1769 to 1773 had drastically 

reduced the revenue of the East India Company from India 

bringing the Company to the verge of bankruptcy and the Tea 

Act of 1773 was enacted to help the East India Company.  

Eliminating some of the taxes was one obvious solution to the 

crisis. The East India Company initially sought to have the 

Townshend duty repealed, but the North ministry was 

unwilling because such an action might be interpreted as a 

retreat from Parliament's position that it had the right to tax 

the colonies. More importantly, the tax collected from the 

Townshend duty was used to pay the salaries of some colonial 

governors and judges. This was in fact the purpose of the 

Townshend tax: previously these officials had been paid by the 

colonial assemblies, but Parliament now paid their salaries to 

keep them dependent on the British government rather than 

allowing them to be accountable to the colonists.  

Another possible solution for reducing the growing mound of 

tea in the East India Company warehouses was to sell it 

cheaply in Europe. This possibility was investigated, but it was 

determined that the tea would simply be smuggled back into 

Great Britain, where it would undersell the taxed product. The 

best market for the East India Company's surplus tea, so it 

seemed, was the American colonies, if a way could be found to 

make it cheaper than the smuggled Dutch tea.  

The North ministry's solution was the Tea Act, which received 

the assent of King George on May 10, 1773. This act restored 

the East India Company's full refund on the duty for importing 
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tea into Britain, and also permitted the company, for the first 

time, to export tea to the colonies on its own account. This 

would allow the company to reduce costs by eliminating the 

middlemen who bought the tea at wholesale auctions in 

London. Instead of selling to middlemen, the company now 

appointed colonial merchants to receive the tea on 

consignment; the consignees would in turn sell the tea for a 

commission. In July 1773, tea consignees were selected in New 

York, Philadelphia, Boston, and Charleston. The Tea Act in 

1773 authorized the shipment of 5,000 chests of tea (250 tons) 

to the American colonies. There would be a tax of £1,750 to be 

paid by the importers when the cargo landed. The act granted 

the EIC a monopoly on the sale of tea that was cheaper than 

smuggled tea; its hidden purpose was to force the colonists to 

pay a tax of 3 pennies on every pound of tea.  

The Tea Act thus retained the three pence Townshend duty on 

tea imported to the colonies. Some members of Parliament 

wanted to eliminate this tax, arguing that there was no reason 

to provoke another colonial controversy. Former Chancellor of 

the Exchequer William Dowdeswell, for example, warned Lord 

North that the Americans would not accept the tea if the 

Townshend duty remained. But North did not want to give up 

the revenue from the Townshend tax, primarily because it was 

used to pay the salaries of colonial officials; maintaining the 

right of taxing the Americans was a secondary concern. 

According to historian Benjamin Labaree, "A stubborn Lord 

North had unwittingly hammered a nail in the coffin of the old 

British Empire."  

Even with the Townshend duty in effect, the Tea Act would 

allow the East India Company to sell tea more cheaply than 
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before, undercutting the prices offered by smugglers, but also 

undercutting colonial tea importers, who paid the tax and 

received no refund. In 1772, legally imported Bohea, the most 

common variety of tea, sold for about 3 shillings (3s) per 

pound. After the Tea Act, colonial consignees would be able to 

sell it for 2 shillings per pound (2s), just under the smugglers' 

price of 2 shillings and 1 penny (2s 1d). Realizing that the 

payment of the Townshend duty was politically sensitive, the 

company hoped to conceal the tax by making arrangements to 

have it paid either in London once the tea was landed in the 

colonies, or have the consignees quietly pay the duties after 

the tea was sold. This effort to hide the tax from the colonists 

was unsuccessful.  

Resisting the Tea Act 

In September and October 1773, seven ships carrying East 

India Company tea were sent to the colonies: four were bound 

for Boston, and one each for New York, Philadelphia, and 

Charleston. In the ships were more than 2,000 chests 

containing nearly 600,000 pounds of tea. Americans learned 

the details of the Tea Act while the ships were en route, and 

opposition began to mount. Whigs, sometimes calling 

themselves Sons of Liberty, began a campaign to raise 

awareness and to convince or compel the consignees to resign, 

in the same way that stamp distributors had been forced to 

resign in the 1765 Stamp Act crisis.  

The protest movement that culminated with the Boston Tea 

Party was not a dispute about high taxes. The price of legally 

imported tea was actually reduced by the Tea Act of 1773. 

Protesters were instead concerned with a variety of other 
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issues. The familiar "no taxation without representation" 

argument, along with the question of the extent of Parliament's 

authority in the colonies, remained prominent. Samuel Adams 

considered the British tea monopoly to be "equal to a tax" and 

to raise the same representation issue whether or not a tax 

was applied to it. Some regarded the purpose of the tax 

program—to make leading officials independent of colonial 

influence—as a dangerous infringement of colonial rights. This 

was especially true in Massachusetts, the only colony where 

the Townshend program had been fully implemented.  

Colonial merchants, some of them smugglers, played a 

significant role in the protests. Because the Tea Act made 

legally imported tea cheaper, it threatened to put smugglers of 

Dutch tea out of business. Legitimate tea importers who had 

not been named as consignees by the East India Company were 

also threatened with financial ruin by the Tea Act. Another 

major concern for merchants was that the Tea Act gave the 

East India Company a monopoly on the tea trade, and it was 

feared that this government-created monopoly might be 

extended in the future to include other goods.  

In New York, Philadelphia, and Charleston, protesters 

successfully compelled the tea consignees to resign. In 

Charleston, the consignees had been forced to resign by early 

December, and the unclaimed tea was seized by customs 

officials. There were mass protest meetings in Philadelphia. 

Benjamin Rush urged his fellow countrymen to oppose the 

landing of the tea, because the cargo contained "the seeds of 

slavery". By early December, the Philadelphia consignees had 

resigned and the tea ship returned to England with its cargo 

following a confrontation with the ship's captain. The tea ship 
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bound for New York City was delayed by bad weather; by the 

time it arrived, the consignees had resigned, and the ship 

returned to England with the tea.  

Standoff in Boston 

In every colony except Massachusetts, protesters were able to 

force the tea consignees to resign or to return the tea to 

England. In Boston, however, Governor Hutchinson was 

determined to hold his ground. He convinced the tea 

consignees, two of whom were his sons, not to back down.  

When the tea ship Dartmouth, arrived in the Boston Harbor in 

late November, Whig leader Samuel Adams called for a mass 

meeting to be held at Faneuil Hall on November 29, 1773. 

Thousands of people arrived, so many that the meeting was 

moved to the larger Old South Meeting House. British law 

required Dartmouth to unload and pay the duties within twenty 

days or customs officials could confiscate the cargo (i.e. unload 

it onto American soil). The mass meeting passed a resolution, 

introduced by Adams and based on a similar set of resolutions 

promulgated earlier in Philadelphia, urging the captain of 

Dartmouth to send the ship back without paying the import 

duty. Meanwhile, the meeting assigned twenty-five men to 

watch the ship and prevent the tea – including a number of 

chests from Davison, Newman and Co. of London – from being 

unloaded.  

Governor Hutchinson refused to grant permission for 

Dartmouth to leave without paying the duty. Two more tea 

ships, Eleanor and Beaver, arrived in Boston Harbor. On 

December 16 – the last day of Dartmouth's deadline – roughly 
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5,000 to 7,000 people out of a population of roughly 16,000 

had gathered around the Old South Meeting House. After 

receiving a report that Governor Hutchinson had again refused 

to let the ships leave, Adams announced that "This meeting 

can do nothing further to save the country." According to a 

popular story, Adams's statement was a prearranged signal for 

the "tea party" to begin. However, this claim did not appear in 

print until nearly a century after the event, in a biography of 

Adams written by his great-grandson, who apparently 

misinterpreted the evidence. According to eyewitness accounts, 

people did not leave the meeting until ten or fifteen minutes 

after Adams's alleged "signal", and Adams in fact tried to stop 

people from leaving because the meeting was not yet over.  

Destruction of the Tea 

While Samuel Adams tried to reassert control of the meeting, 

people poured out of the Old South Meeting House to prepare 

to take action. In some cases, this involved donning what may 

have been elaborately prepared Mohawk costumes. While 

disguising their individual faces was imperative, because of the 

illegality of their protest, dressing as Mohawk warriors was a 

specific and symbolic choice. It showed that the Sons of 

Liberty identified with America, over their official status as 

subjects of Great Britain.  

That evening, a group of 30 to 130 men, some dressed in the 

Mohawk warrior disguises, boarded the three vessels and, over 

the course of three hours, dumped all 342 chests of tea into 

the water. The precise location of the Griffin's Wharf site of the 

Tea Party has been subject to prolonged uncertainty; a 

comprehensive study places it near the foot of Hutchinson 



Encyclopedia of American Revolution, Volume 4 

631 

Street (today's Pearl Street). The property damage amounted to 

the destruction of 92,000 pounds or 340 chests of tea, reported 

by the British East India Company worth £9,659, or 

$1,700,000 dollars in today's money. The owner of two of the 

three ships was William Rotch, a Nantucket-born colonist and 

merchant.  

Another tea ship intended for Boston, the William, had run 

aground at Cape Cod in December 1773, and its tea was taxed 

and sold to private parties. In March 1774, the Sons of Liberty 

received information that this tea was being held in a 

warehouse in Boston, entered the warehouse and destroyed all 

they could find. Some of it had already been sold to Davison, 

Newman and Co. and was being held in their shop. On March 

7, Sons of Liberty once again dressed as Mohawks, broke into 

the shop, and dumped the last remaining tea into the harbor.  

Reaction 

• Whether or not Samuel Adams helped plan the 

Boston Tea Party is disputed, but he immediately 

worked to publicize and defend it. He argued that the 

Tea Party was not the act of a lawless mob, but was 

instead a principled protest and the only remaining 

option the people had to defend their constitutional 

rights. 

In Britain, even those politicians considered friends of the 

colonies were appalled and this act united all parties there 

against the colonies. The Prime Minister Lord North said, 

"Whatever may be the consequence, we must risk something; if 

we do not, all is over". The British government felt this action 
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could not remain unpunished, and responded by closing the 

port of Boston and putting in place other laws known as the 

"Intolerable Acts." Benjamin Franklin stated that the East 

India Company should be paid for the destroyed tea, all ninety 

thousand pounds (which, at two shillings per pound, came to 

£9,000, or £1.15 million [2014, approx. $1.7 million US]). 

Robert Murray, a New York merchant, went to Lord North with 

three other merchants and offered to pay for the losses, but 

the offer was turned down.  

The incident resulted in a similar effect in America when news 

of the Boston Tea Party reached London in January and 

Parliament responded with a series of acts known collectively 

in the colonies as the Intolerable Acts. These were intended to 

punish Boston for the destruction of private property, restore 

British authority in Massachusetts, and otherwise reform 

colonial government in America. Although the first three, the 

Boston Port Act the Massachusetts Government Act and the 

Administration of Justice Act, applied only to Massachusetts, 

colonists outside that colony feared that their governments 

could now also be changed by legislative fiat in England. The 

Intolerable Acts were viewed as a violation of constitutional 

rights, natural rights, and colonial charters, and united many 

colonists throughout America, exemplified by the calling of the 

First Continental Congress in September 1774.  

A number of colonists were inspired by the Boston Tea Party to 

carry out similar acts, such as the burning of Peggy Stewart. 

The Boston Tea Party eventually proved to be one of the many 

reactions that led to the American Revolutionary War. In his 

December 17, 1773, entry in his diary, John Adams wrote:  
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Last Night 3 Cargoes of Bohea Tea were emptied into the Sea. 

This Morning a Man of War sails. This is the most magnificent 

Movement of all. There is a Dignity, a Majesty, a Sublimity, in 

this last Effort of the Patriots, that I greatly admire. The People 

should never rise, without doing something to be 

remembered—something notable And striking. This Destruction 

of the Tea is so bold, so daring, so firm, intrepid and inflexible, 

and it must have so important Consequences, and so lasting, 

that I cant but consider it as an Epocha in History. 

In February 1775, Britain passed the Conciliatory Resolution, 

which ended taxation for any colony that satisfactorily 

provided for the imperial defense and the upkeep of imperial 

officers. The tax on tea was repealed with the Taxation of 

Colonies Act 1778, part of another Parliamentary attempt at 

conciliation that failed.  

Legacy 

John Adams and many other Americans considered tea 

drinking to be unpatriotic following the Boston Tea Party. Tea 

drinking declined during and after the Revolution, resulting in 

a shift to coffee as the preferred hot drink.  

According to historian Alfred Young, the term "Boston Tea 

Party" did not appear in print until 1834. Before that time, the 

event was usually referred to as the "destruction of the tea". 

According to Young, American writers were for many years 

apparently reluctant to celebrate the destruction of property, 

and so the event was usually ignored in histories of the 

American Revolution. This began to change in the 1830s, 

however, especially with the publication of biographies of 
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George Robert Twelves Hewes, one of the few still-living 

participants of the "tea party", as it then became known.  

The Boston Tea Party has often been referenced in other 

political protests. When Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi led a 

mass burning of Indian registration cards in South Africa in 

1908, a British newspaper compared the event to the Boston 

Tea Party. When Gandhi met with the Viceroy of India in 1930 

after the Indian salt protest campaign, Gandhi took some duty-

free salt from his shawl and said, with a smile, that the salt 

was "to remind us of the famous Boston Tea Party."  

American activists from a variety of political viewpoints have 

invoked the Tea Party as a symbol of protest. In 1973, on the 

200th anniversary of the Tea Party, a mass meeting at Faneuil 

Hall called for the impeachment of President Richard Nixon 

and protested oil companies in the ongoing oil crisis. 

Afterwards, protesters boarded a replica ship in Boston 

Harbor, hanged Nixon in effigy, and dumped several empty oil 

drums into the harbor. In 1998, two conservative US 

Congressmen put the federal tax code into a chest marked "tea" 

and dumped it into the harbor.  

In 2006, a libertarian political party called the "Boston Tea 

Party" was founded. In 2007, the Ron Paul "Tea Party" money 

bomb, held on the 234th anniversary of the Boston Tea Party, 

broke the one-day fund-raising record by raising $6.04 million 

in 24 hours. Subsequently, these fund-raising "Tea parties" 

grew into the Tea Party movement, which dominated 

conservative American politics for the next two years, reaching 

its peak with a voter victory for the Republicans in 2010 who 
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were widely elected to seats in the United States House of 

Representatives.  

Boston Tea Party Ships and Museum 

The Boston Tea Party Museum is located on the Congress 

Street Bridge in Boston. It features reenactments, a 

documentary, and a number of interactive exhibits. The 

museum features two replica ships of the period, Eleanor and 

Beaver. Additionally, the museum possesses one of two known 

tea chests from the original event, part of its permanent 

collection.  

Participants 

• Phineas Stearns 

Second Boston Tea Party 

In March 1774, a Second Boston Tea Party occurred. Around 

60 colonists dumped 30 chests of tea into the water.  

Powder Alarm 

The Powder Alarm was a major popular reaction to the removal 

of gunpowder from a magazine by British soldiers under orders 

from General Thomas Gage, royal governor of the Province of 

Massachusetts Bay, on September 1, 1774. In response to this 

action, amid rumors that blood had been shed, alarm spread 

through the countryside to Connecticut and beyond, and 

American Patriots sprang into action, fearing that war was at 

hand. Thousands of militiamen began streaming toward Boston 
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and Cambridge, and mob action forced Loyalists and some 

government officials to flee to the protection of the British 

Army.  

Although it proved to be a false alarm, the Powder Alarm 

caused political and military leaders to proceed more carefully 

in the days ahead, and essentially provided a "dress rehearsal" 

for the Battles of Lexington and Concord seven and a half 

months later. Furthermore, actions on both sides to control 

weaponry, gunpowder, and other military supplies became 

more contentious, as the British sought to bring military stores 

more directly under their control, and the Patriot colonists 

sought to acquire them for their own use.  

Background 

In 1772, many of the thirteen British colonies, in response to 

unpopular British actions and the negative British reaction to 

the Gaspee Affair (the destruction by colonists of a grounded 

ship involved in enforcing customs regulations), elected to form 

Committees of Correspondence. These allowed communities to 

formally communicate with each other, raise awareness of 

incidents occurring elsewhere, and to coordinate actions; as 

such, they became instrumental in managing the colonial 

response to enforcement of the Tea Act, the Intolerable Acts, 

and other unpopular British colonial legislation. The colonists 

of Massachusetts had not yet taken concerted action to 

organize themselves militarily against actions of the British 

regulars, although statements were made about supporting 

Boston (whose port had been closed earlier in 1774 under the 

Boston Port Act) "at the risque of our lives and fortunes."  
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General Thomas Gage, who had become the military governor 

of Massachusetts in May 1774, was charged with enforcement 

of the highly unpopular Intolerable Acts, which British 

Parliament had passed in response to the Boston Tea Party. 

Seeking to prevent the outbreak of war and to keep the peace 

between the American Patriot (Whig) majority and the Loyalist 

(Tory) minority, he believed that the best way to accomplish 

this was by secretly removing military stores from storehouses 

and arsenals in New England. The secrecy of these missions 

was paramount, as Gage feared that leakage of any plans 

would result in the seizure or concealment of the stores by 

Patriot sympathizers before his men got there.  

• There were several places throughout the colonies 

where the British army had stockpiled supplies. 

Some of these places were fortifications that were 

manned by small garrisons; others were merely 

locked magazines. Most of the powder in these was 

under the control of the provincial government, 

though some was the property of individual towns. 

One locked storehouse near Boston, in what was 

then part of Charlestown, now Powder House Square 

in Somerville, was controlled by William Brattle, the 

leader of the provincial militia and an appointee of 

the governor. Brattle, who had not obviously sided 

with either Loyalists or Patriots, notified Governor 

Gage in a letter dated August 27 that the provincial 

("King's") powder was the only supply remaining in 

that storehouse, as the towns had removed all of 

theirs. Gage decided that this powder had to be 

brought to Boston for safekeeping. 
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Expedition 

On August 31, Gage sent Middlesex County sheriff David Phips 

to Brattle with orders to remove the provincial powder; Brattle 

turned the key to the powderhouse over to Phips. Gage also 

gave orders to ready a force of troops for action the next day, 

something that did not go unnoticed by the local population. At 

some point that day, General Gage, whether by his intent, 

accident, or theft by a messenger, lost possession of William 

Brattle's letter; the widely held story is that it was dropped. 

News of its content spread rapidly, and many considered it to 

be a warning to Gage to remove the provincial powder before 

Patriots could seize it.  

Early in the morning of September 1, a force of roughly 260 

British regulars from the 4th Regiment, under the command of 

Lieutenant Colonel George Maddison, was rowed in secrecy up 

the Mystic River from Boston to a landing point near Winter 

Hill in modern-day Somerville. From there they marched about 

a mile (1.6 km) to the Powder House, a gunpowder magazine 

that held the largest supply of gunpowder in Massachusetts. 

Phips gave the King's Troops the keys to the building, and after 

sunrise, they removed all of the gunpowder. Most of the 

regulars then returned to Boston the way they had come, but a 

small contingent marched to Cambridge, removed two field 

pieces, and took them to Boston by foot over the Great Bridge 

and up Boston Neck. The field pieces and powder were then 

taken from Boston to the British stronghold on Castle Island, 

then known as Castle William (renamed Fort Independence in 

1779).  
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Response to the raid 

Rumors flew throughout the day across the countryside about 

the British troop movements. The regulars were marching; 

provincial powder had been seized; war was at hand; people 

had been killed; Boston was being bombarded by His Majesty's 

warships. The alarm spread as far as Connecticut. From all 

over the region, people took up arms and began streaming 

toward Boston. One traveler in Shrewsbury reported that in the 

space of 15 minutes, 50 men had gathered, equipped 

themselves, sent out messengers to surrounding towns, and 

left for Boston. On September 2, several thousand men bent on 

violence gathered in Cambridge, where they forced several 

notable Loyalists, including William Brattle, to flee to Boston 

and the protection of the military. Sheriff Phips was forced, in 

writing, to dissociate himself from any and all government 

actions. Eventually facts caught up with the rumors, and 

militia units (some of which were still heading toward Boston) 

returned home.  

Also on September 2, Boston newspapers published a letter 

from William Brattle in which he protested that he had not 

warned Gage to remove the powder; Gage had requested from 

him an accounting of the storehouse's contents, and he had 

complied. The content of his letter to Gage would be published 

on September 5. Brattle remained on Castle Island through the 

siege of Boston, leaving when the British evacuated the city in 

March 1776. He died in Halifax, Nova Scotia, in October 1776 

at the age of 70.  

When the horrid news was brought here of the bombardment of 

Boston, which made us completely miserable for two days, we 
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saw proofs of both the sympathy and the resolution of the 

continent. War! war! war! was the cry, and it was pronounced 

in a tone which would have done honor to the oratory of a 

Briton or a Roman. If it had proved true, you would have heard 

the thunder of an American Congress. 

• —  John Adams, reporting on the reaction of the First 

Continental Congress in Philadelphia 

British reaction 

Gage, surprised by the size and scope of the colonial reaction, 

delayed and eventually cancelled a second planned expedition 

to the storehouse in Worcester. He concentrated his troops in 

Boston, and called for reinforcements from London, writing "if 

you think ten thousand men sufficient, send twenty; if one 

million is thought enough, give two; you save both blood and 

treasure in the end." However, Gage's request was seen by 

some in London as absurd, as there were only 12,000 troops in 

Britain at the time, but he did eventually receive an additional 

400 Marines in response to these requests. He later began 

planning and executing seizures again, and he further fortified 

the Boston peninsula.  

Colonial reaction 

After the Powder Alarm, militia forces throughout New England 

were more cautious with their supplies and more intent on 

gaining information about Gage's plans and troop movements. 

Paul Revere played a significant role in distributing this 

information because of his geographical position in Boston, his 
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social position as a middle-class craftsman in contact with all 

social classes, and his political position as a well-known 

Patriot propagandist and organizer.  

The colonists organize 

On September 21, Patriot leaders met in Worcester and urged 

town meetings to organize a third of the militias into special 

companies of minutemen in constant readiness to march. They 

also instituted the system of express riders and alarms that 

would prove to be critical at Lexington and Concord. In 

October, the former legislature of Massachusetts met in 

defiance of the Massachusetts Government Act and declared 

itself to be the First Provincial Congress. It created a 

Committee of Safety modeled after a body with the same name 

during the English Civil War and it recommended that a 

quarter of the militia be designated as minutemen. Military 

stores were to be stockpiled away from the coast (more than a 

convenient day's march), to make attempts to seize them more 

difficult. The largest stockpiles were located at Concord and 

Worcester.  

Portsmouth Alarm 

Early in December, British military command voted to prohibit 

the export of arms and powder to North America and to secure 

all remaining stores. On December 12, intelligence received by 

Paul Revere indicated that a seizure of stores at Fort William 

and Mary in Portsmouth, New Hampshire was imminent. He 

rode from Boston to Portsmouth the next day to notify the local 

Patriots, who quickly raided the fort on December 14 and 

removed its supplies. Revere's intelligence had been incorrect; 
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although a British operation had been contemplated, it had not 

been ordered. The British did send ships carrying troops to 

Portsmouth, and they arrived three days after the fort's 

supplies were removed. The first arrived on December 17 and 

was directed into shallows at high tide by a local Patriot pilot, 

much to the captain's anger.  

Stores of gunpowder—typically referred to by Loyalists as "the 

King's powder" but in contrast by Patriots as "the militia's 

powder"—were also carried off from forts in Newport, Rhode 

Island, Providence, Rhode Island, and New London, 

Connecticut, and distributed to the militias in towns away 

from the coast. Cannon and other supplies were smuggled out 

of Boston and Charlestown.  

Salem confrontation 

On February 27, 1775, HMS Lively brought a force of about 

240 British regulars from the 64th Regiment under Colonel 

Alexander Leslie to confiscate weapons in Salem, 

Massachusetts. They were stopped by a small crowd that raised 

a drawbridge in their path and taunted them while others 

moved the cannon to safety and sent for help from nearby 

towns. Eventually, the drawbridge was lowered and the 

regulars were permitted to search the forge where the cannon 

had once been. They returned to their ship while being mocked 

by a growing force of irregulars marching along in lock-step 

next to them. There were minor scuffles, but no shots were 

fired.  

  



Chapter 34 

Boston campaign and Invasion of 

Quebec (1775) 

Boston campaign 

The Boston campaign was the opening campaign of the 

American Revolutionary War, taking place primarily in the 

Province of Massachusetts Bay. The campaign began with the 

Battles of Lexington and Concord on April 19, 1775, in which 

the local colonial militias interdicted a British government 

attempt to seize military stores and leaders in Concord, 

Massachusetts. The entire British expedition suffered 

significant casualties during a running battle back to 

Charlestown against an ever-growing number of militia.  

Subsequently, accumulated militia forces surrounded the city 

of Boston, beginning the siege of Boston. The main action 

during the siege, the Battle of Bunker Hill on June 17, 1775, 

was one of the bloodiest encounters of the war, and resulted in 

a Pyrrhic British victory. There were also numerous skirmishes 

near Boston and the coastal areas of Boston, resulting in loss 

of life, military supplies, or both.  

In July 1775, George Washington took command of the 

assembled militia and transformed them into a more coherent 

army. On March 4, 1776, the colonial army fortified Dorchester 

Heights with cannon capable of reaching Boston and British 

ships in the harbor. The siege (and the campaign) ended on 
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March 17, 1776, with the permanent withdrawal of British 

forces from Boston. To this day, Boston celebrates March 17 as 

Evacuation Day.  

Background 

In 1767, the British Parliament passed the Townshend Acts, 

which imposed import duties on paper, glass, paint, and other 

common items imported into the American colonies. The Sons 

of Liberty and other Patriot organizations responded with a 

variety of protest actions. They organized boycotts of the goods 

subject to the duty, and they harassed and threatened the 

customs personnel who collected the duties, many of whom 

were either corrupt or related to Provincial leaders. Francis 

Bernard, then Governor of the Province of Massachusetts Bay, 

requested military forces to protect the King's personnel. In 

October 1768, British troops arrived in the city of Boston and 

occupied the city. Tensions led to the Boston Massacre on 

March 5, 1770, and the Boston Tea Party on December 16, 

1773.  

In response to the Tea Party and other protests, Parliament 

enacted the Intolerable Acts to punish the colonies. With the 

Massachusetts Government Act of 1774 it effectively abolished 

the provincial government of Massachusetts. General Thomas 

Gage, already the commander-in-chief of British troops in 

North America, was also appointed governor of Massachusetts 

and was instructed by King George's government to enforce 

royal authority in the troublesome colony. However, popular 

resistance compelled the newly appointed royal officials in 

Massachusetts to resign or to seek refuge in Boston. Gage 

commanded four regiments of British regulars (about 4,000 
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men) from his headquarters in Boston, but the countryside was 

largely controlled by Patriot sympathizers.  

War begins 

On September 1, 1774, British soldiers removed gunpowder 

and other military supplies in a surprise raid on a powder 

magazine near Boston. This expedition alarmed the 

countryside, and thousands of American Patriots sprang into 

action, amid rumors that war was at hand. Although it proved 

to be a false alarm, this event—known as the Powder Alarm—

caused all concerned to proceed more carefully in the days 

ahead, and essentially provided a "dress rehearsal" for events 

seven months later. Partly in response to this action, the 

colonists carried off military supplies from several forts in New 

England and distributed them among the local militias.  

On the night of April 18, 1775, General Gage sent 700 men to 

seize munitions stored by the colonial militia at Concord. 

Several riders — including Paul Revere — alerted the 

countryside, and when the British troops entered Lexington on 

the morning of April 19, they found 77 minutemen formed up 

on the village common. Shots were exchanged, eight 

Minutemen were killed, the outnumbered colonial militia 

dispersed, and the British moved on to Concord. At Concord, 

the troops searched for military supplies, but found relatively 

little, as the colonists, having received warnings that such an 

expedition might happen, had taken steps to hide many of the 

supplies. During the search, there was a confrontation at the 

North Bridge. A small company of British troops fired on a 

much larger column of colonial militia, which returned fire, 

and eventually routed the British, who returned to the village 
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center and rejoined the other troops there. By the time the 

"redcoats" or "lobster backs" (as the British soldiers were 

called) began the return march to Boston, several thousand 

militiamen had gathered along the road. A running fight 

ensued, and the British detachment suffered heavily before 

reaching Charlestown. With the Battle of Lexington and 

Concord — the "shot heard 'round the world" — the war had 

begun.  

Siege of Boston 

In the aftermath of the failed Concord expedition, the 

thousands of militiamen that had converged on Boston 

remained. Over the next few days, more arrived from further 

afield, including companies from New Hampshire, Connecticut, 

and Rhode Island. Under the command of Artemas Ward, they 

surrounded the city, blocking its land approaches and putting 

the occupied city under siege. The British regulars fortified the 

high points in the city.  

Need for supplies 

While the British were able to resupply the city by sea, 

supplies in Boston were short. Troops were sent out to some of 

the islands in Boston Harbor to raid farmers for supplies. In 

response, the colonials began clearing those islands of supplies 

useful to the British. One of these actions was contested by the 

British in the Battle of Chelsea Creek, but it resulted in the 

loss of two British soldiers and the British ship Diana. The 

need for building materials and other supplies led Admiral 

Samuel Graves to authorize a Loyalist merchant to send his 
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ships from Boston to Machias in the District of Maine, 

accompanied by a Royal Navy schooner. The Machias 

townspeople rose up, seizing the merchant vessels and then 

the schooner after a short battle in which its commander was 

killed. Their resistance and that of other coastal communities 

led Graves to authorize an expedition of reprisal in October 

whose sole significant act was the Burning of Falmouth. The 

outrage in the colonies over this action contributed to the 

passing of legislation by the Second Continental Congress that 

established the Continental Navy.  

The colonial army also had issues with supply, and with 

command. Its diverse militias needed to be organized, fed, 

clothed, and armed, and command needed to be coordinated, 

as each militia leader was responsible to his province's 

congress.  

Washington wanted to both retaliate for the British Burning of 

Falmouth as well as interrupt and acquire British armaments 

approaching Boston. Toward this end, in October 1775, 

General Washington ordered the first American naval 

expedition. Washington borrowed two vessels from John 

Glover's Marblehead Regiment. Glover recruited Captain 

Nicholson Broughton in the Hancock and Captain John Selman 

(privateer) in the Franklin. There expedition north led to 

capturing fishing vessels off Canso, Nova Scotia and the Raid 

on Charlottetown (1775).  

Bunker Hill 

Late in May, General Gage received by sea about 2,000 

reinforcements and a trio of generals who would play a vital 
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role in the war: William Howe, John Burgoyne, and Henry 

Clinton. They formulated a plan to break out of the city, which 

was finalized on June 12. Reports of these plans made their 

way to the commanders of the besieging forces, who decided 

that additional defensive steps were necessary.  

On the night of June 16–17, 1775, a detachment of the colonial 

army stealthily marched onto the Charlestown peninsula, 

which the British had abandoned in April, and fortified Bunker 

Hill and Breed's Hill. On June 17, British forces under General 

Howe attacked and seized the Charlestown peninsula in the 

Battle of Bunker Hill. This battle was technically a British 

victory, but losses (about 1/3 the attacking forces killed or 

wounded, including a significant fraction of the entire British 

officer corps in all of North America) were so heavy that the 

attack was not followed up. The siege was not broken, and 

General Gage was recalled to England in September and 

replaced by General Howe as the British commander-in-chief.  

Formation of the Continental Army 

The Second Continental Congress, meeting in Philadelphia, had 

received reports of the situation outside Boston when it began 

to meet in May 1775. In response to the confusion over 

command in the camps there, and in response to the May 10 

capture of Fort Ticonderoga, the need for unified military 

organization became clear. Congress officially adopted the 

forces outside Boston as the Continental Army on May 26, and 

named George Washington its commander-in-chief on June 15. 

Washington left Philadelphia for Boston on June 21, but did 

not learn of the action at Bunker Hill until he reached New 

York City.  
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Stalemate 

Following the Battle of Bunker Hill, the siege was effectively 

stalemated, as neither side had either a clearly dominant 

position, or the will and materiel to significantly alter its 

position. When Washington took command of the army in July, 

he determined that its size had reduced from 20,000 to about 

13,000 men fit for duty.  

He also established that the battle had severely depleted the 

army's powder stock, which was eventually alleviated by 

powder shipments from Philadelphia. The British were also 

busy bringing in reinforcements; by the time of Washington's 

arrival the British had more than 10,000 men in the city.  

Throughout the summer and fall of 1775, both sides dug in, 

with occasional skirmishes, but neither side chose to take any 

significant action. Congress, seeking to take some initiative 

and to capitalize on the capture of Ticonderoga, authorized an 

invasion of Canada, after several letters to the inhabitants of 

Canada were rejected by the French-speaking and British 

colonists there. In September, Benedict Arnold led 1,100 

troops on an expedition through the wilderness of Maine, 

which was drawn from the army assembled outside Boston.  

Washington faced a personnel crisis toward the end of 1775, as 

most of the troops in the army had enlistments that expired at 

the end of 1775. He introduced a number of recruitment 

incentives and was able to keep the army sufficiently large to 

maintain the siege, although it was by then smaller than the 

besieged forces.  
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Siege ends 

By early March 1776, heavy cannons that had been captured at 

Fort Ticonderoga were moved to Boston, a difficult feat 

engineered by Henry Knox. When the guns were placed on 

Dorchester Heights in the course of one day, overlooking the 

British positions, the British situation became untenable. 

While General Howe planned an attack to reclaim the high 

ground, a snowstorm prevented its execution. The British, after 

threatening to burn the city if their departure was hindered, 

evacuated the city on March 17, 1776 and sailed for temporary 

refuge in Halifax, Nova Scotia. The local militias dispersed and, 

in April, General Washington took most of the Continental 

Army to fortify New York City and the start of the New York 

and New Jersey campaign.  

Legacy 

The British were essentially driven from New England as a 

result of this campaign, although there (as elsewhere in the 

colonies) they continued to receive support from local 

Loyalists, especially in Newport, Rhode Island, from which they 

drove most of the local Patriots. The campaign, as well as the 

final result of the war as a whole, were a significant blow to 

British prestige and confidence in its military. The senior 

military leaders of the campaign were criticized for their 

actions (Clinton, for example, while he went on to command 

the British forces in North America, would take much of the 

blame for the British loss of the war), and others either saw no 

more action in the war (Gage), or were ultimately disgraced 

(Burgoyne, who surrendered his army at Saratoga). While the 
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British continued to control the seas, and had military 

successes on the ground (notably in New York, New Jersey, and 

Pennsylvania), their actions that led to these conflicts had the 

effect of uniting the Thirteen Colonies in opposition to the 

crown. As a result, they were never able to marshal enough 

support from Loyalists to regain meaningful political control of 

the colonies.  

The colonies, in spite of their differences, united themselves as 

a consequence of these events, granting the Second 

Continental Congress (predecessor to the modern U.S. 

Congress) sufficient authority and funding to conduct the 

revolution as a unified whole, including funding and outfitting 

the military forces that formed as a result of this campaign.  

Invasion of Quebec (1775) 

The Invasion of Quebec (June 1775 – October 1776, French: 

Invasion du Québec) was the first major military initiative by 

the newly formed Continental Army during the American 

Revolutionary War. The objective of the campaign was to gain 

military control of the British Province of Quebec (part of 

modern-day Canada), and convince French-speaking Canadiens 

to join the revolution on the side of the Thirteen Colonies. One 

expedition left Fort Ticonderoga under Richard Montgomery, 

besieged and captured Fort St. Johns, and very nearly 

captured British General Guy Carleton when taking Montreal. 

The other expedition left Cambridge, Massachusetts, under 

Benedict Arnold, and traveled with great difficulty through the 

wilderness of Maine to Quebec City. The two forces joined 

there, but they were defeated at the Battle of Quebec in 

December 1775.  
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Montgomery's expedition set out from Fort Ticonderoga in late 

August, and in mid-September began besieging Fort St. Johns, 

the main defensive point south of Montreal. After the fort was 

captured in November, Carleton abandoned Montreal, fleeing to 

Quebec City, and Montgomery took control of Montreal before 

heading for Quebec with an army much reduced in size by 

expiring enlistments. There he joined Arnold, who had left 

Cambridge in early September on an arduous trek through the 

wilderness that left his surviving troops starving and lacking in 

many supplies and equipment.  

These forces joined before Quebec City in December, and they 

assaulted the city in a snowstorm on the last day of the year. 

The battle was a disastrous defeat for the Continental Army; 

Montgomery was killed and Arnold wounded, while the city's 

defenders suffered few casualties. Arnold then conducted an 

ineffectual siege on the city, during which successful 

propaganda campaigns boosted Loyalist sentiments, and 

General David Wooster's blunt administration of Montreal 

served to annoy both supporters and detractors of the 

Americans.  

The British sent several thousand troops, including General 

John Burgoyne and Hessian allies, to reinforce those in the 

province in May 1776. General Carleton then launched a 

counter-offensive, ultimately driving the smallpox-weakened 

and disorganized Continental forces back to Fort Ticonderoga. 

The Continental Army, under Arnold's command, were able to 

hinder the British advance sufficiently that an attack could not 

be mounted on Fort Ticonderoga in 1776. The end of the 

campaign set the stage for Burgoyne's campaign of 1777 to 

gain control of the Hudson River valley.  
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Naming 

The objective of the American military campaign, control of the 

British province of Quebec, was frequently referred to as 

"Canada" in 1775. For example, the authorization by the 

Second Continental Congress to General Philip Schuyler for the 

campaign included language that, if it was "not disagreeable to 

the Canadians", to "immediately take possession of St. John's, 

Montreal, and any other parts of the Country", and to "pursue 

any other measures in Canada" that might "promote peace and 

security" of the colonies. Even relatively modern history books 

covering the campaign in detail refer to it as Canada in their 

titles (see references). The territory that Britain called Quebec 

was in large part the French province of Canada until 1763, 

when France ceded it to Britain in the 1763 Treaty of Paris, 

which formally ended the French and Indian War. (French 

leaders had surrendered the province to the British military in 

1760.) The name "Quebec" is used in this article, except in 

quotations that specifically mention "Canada", to avoid 

confusion between this historic usage, and usage with respect 

to the modern nation of Canada.  

Background 

In the spring of 1775, the American Revolutionary War began 

with the Battle of Lexington and Concord. The conflict was 

then at a standstill, with the British Army surrounded by 

colonial militia in the siege of Boston. In May 1775, aware of 

the light defenses and presence of heavy weapons at the 

British Fort Ticonderoga, Benedict Arnold and Ethan Allen led 

a force of colonial militia that captured Fort Ticonderoga and 
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Fort Crown Point, and raided Fort St. Johns, all of which were 

only lightly defended at the time. Ticonderoga and Crown Point 

were garrisoned by 1,000 Connecticut militia under the 

command of Benjamin Hinman in June.  

Congressional authorization 

The First Continental Congress, meeting in 1774, had 

previously invited the French-Canadians to join in a second 

meeting of the Congress to be held in May 1775, in a public 

letter dated October 26, 1774. The Second Continental 

Congress sent a second such letter in May 1775, but there was 

no substantive response to either one.  

Following the capture of Ticonderoga, Arnold and Allen noted 

that it was necessary to hold Ticonderoga as a defense against 

attempts by the British to militarily divide the colonies, and 

also noted that Quebec was poorly defended. They each 

separately proposed expeditions against Quebec, suggesting 

that a force as small as 1200–1500 men would be sufficient to 

drive the British military from the province. Congress at first 

ordered the forts to be abandoned, prompting New York and 

Connecticut to provide troops and material for purposes that 

were essentially defensive in nature. Public outcries from 

across New England and New York challenged the Congress to 

change its position. When it became clear that Guy Carleton, 

the governor of Quebec, was fortifying Fort St. Johns, and was 

also attempting to involve the Iroquois in upstate New York in 

the conflict, Congress decided that a more active position was 

needed. On June 27, 1775, Congress authorized General Philip 

Schuyler to investigate, and, if it seemed appropriate, begin an 

invasion. Benedict Arnold, passed over for its command, went 
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to Boston and convinced General George Washington to send a 

supporting force to Quebec City under his command.  

Defensive preparations 

Following the raid on Fort St. Johns, General Carleton was 

keenly aware of the danger of invasion from the south, and 

requested, without immediate relief, reinforcements from 

General Thomas Gage in Boston. He set about raising local 

militias to aid in the defense of Montreal and Quebec City, 

which met with only limited success. In response to the 

capture of Ticonderoga and the raid on Fort St. Johns, he sent 

700 troops to hold that fort on the Richelieu River south of 

Montreal, ordered construction of vessels for use on Lake 

Champlain, and recruited about one hundred Mohawk to assist 

in its defense. He himself oversaw the defense of Montreal, 

leading only 150 regulars, since he relied on Fort St. Johns for 

the main defense. The defense of Quebec City he left under the 

command of Lieutenant-Governor Cramahé.  

Negotiations for Indigenous peoples support 

Guy Johnson, a Loyalist and British Indian agent living in the 

Mohawk Valley in New York, was on quite friendly terms with 

the Iroquois of New York, and was concerned for the safety of 

himself and his family after it became clear that Patriot 

sentiment had taken hold in New York. Apparently convinced 

that he could no longer safely conduct Crown business, he left 

his estate in New York with about 200 Loyalist and Mohawk 

supporters. He first went to Fort Ontario, where, on June 17, 

he extracted from indigenous tribal leaders (mostly Iroquois 

and Huron) promises to assist in keeping supply and 
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communication lines open in the area, and to support the 

British in "the annoyance of the enemy". From there he went to 

Montreal, where, in a meeting with General Carleton and more 

than 1,500 indigenous peoples, negotiated similar agreements, 

and delivered war belts "to be held ready for service". However, 

most of those involved in these agreements were Mohawks; the 

other tribes in the Iroquois Confederacy largely avoided these 

conferences, seeking to stay neutral. Many of the Mohawks 

remained in the Montreal area after the conference; however, 

when it seemed uncertain whether the Americans would 

actually launch an invasion in 1775, most of them had 

returned home by the middle of August.  

The Continental Congress sought to keep the Six Nations out of 

the war. In July 1775, Samuel Kirkland, a missionary who was 

influential with the Oneidas, brought to them a statement from 

Congress: "we desire you to remain at home, and not join 

either side, but to keep the hatchet buried deep." While the 

Oneidas and Tuscaroras remained formally neutral, many 

individual Oneidas expressed sympathy with the rebels. News 

of Johnson's Montreal meeting prompted General Schuyler, 

who also had influence with the Oneidas, to call for a 

conference in Albany, to be held in mid-August. Attended by 

about 400 indigenous (primarily Oneidas and Tuscaroras, and 

only a few Mohawk), Schuyler and other Indian commissioners 

explained the issues dividing the colonies from Britain, 

emphasizing that the colonists were at war to preserve their 

rights, and were not attempting conquest. The assembled 

chiefs agreed to remain neutral, with one Mohawk chief saying, 

"It is a family affair" and that they would "sit still and see you 

fight ... out". They did, however, extract concessions from the 
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Americans, including promises to address ongoing grievances 

like the encroachment of white settlers on their lands.  

Montgomery's expedition 

The primary thrust of the invasion was to be led by General 

Schuyler, going up Lake Champlain to assault Montreal and 

then Quebec City. The expedition was to be composed of forces 

from New York, Connecticut, and New Hampshire, as well as 

the Green Mountain Boys under Seth Warner, with provisions 

supplied by New York. However, Schuyler was overcautious, 

and by mid-August the colonists were receiving reports that 

General Carleton was fortifying defensive positions outside 

Montreal, and that some Native tribes had joined with the 

British.  

Approach to St. Johns 

On August 25, while Schuyler was at the indigenous peoples 

conference, Montgomery received word that ships under 

construction at Fort St. Johns were nearing completion. 

Montgomery, taking advantage of Schuyler's absence (and in 

the absence of orders authorizing movement), led 1,200 troops 

that had mustered at Ticonderoga up to a forward position at 

Île aux Noix in the Richelieu River, arriving September 4. 

Schuyler, who was falling ill, caught up with the troops en 

route. He dispatched a letter to James Livingston, a Canadian 

prepared to raise local militia forces in support of the 

American effort, to circulate in the area south of Montreal. The 

next day, the forces went down the river to Fort St. Johns, 

where, after seeing the defenses and a brief skirmish in which 
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both sides suffered casualties, they withdrew to Île aux Noix. 

The skirmish, which involved mostly indigenous people on the 

British side, was not supported from the fort, prompting the 

Indians to withdraw from the conflict. Any additional 

indigenous support for the British was further halted by the 

timely arrival of Oneidas in the area, who intercepted a 

Mohawk war party on the move from Caughnawaga toward St. 

John's. The Oneidas convinced the party to return to their 

village, where Guy Johnson, Daniel Claus, and Joseph Brant 

had arrived in an attempt to gain the Mohawks' assistance. 

Refusing to meet directly with Johnson and Claus, the Oneidas 

explained to Brant and the Mohawks the terms of the Albany 

agreement. Brant and the British agents left without any 

promises of support. (In a more formal snub of the British, the 

war belt that Guy Johnson gave to the Iroquois in July was 

turned over to the American Indian commissioners in 

December 1775.)  

Following this first skirmish, General Schuyler became too ill 

to continue, so he turned command over to Montgomery. 

Schuyler left for Fort Ticonderoga several days later. After 

another false start, and the arrival of another 800–1000 men 

from Connecticut, New Hampshire, and New York, as well as 

some of the Green Mountain Boys, Montgomery finally began 

besieging Fort St. Johns on September 17, cutting off its 

communications with Montreal and capturing supplies 

intended for the fort. Ethan Allen was captured the following 

week in the Battle of Longue-Pointe, when, overstepping 

instructions to merely raise local militia, he attempted to take 

Montreal with a small force of men. This event resulted in a 

brief upturn in militia support for the British; but the effects 

were relatively short-lived, with many deserting again in the 
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following days. After an attempt by General Carleton to relieve 

the siege failed on October 30, the fort finally surrendered on 

November 3.  

Occupation of Montreal begins 

Montgomery then led his troops north and occupied Saint 

Paul's Island in the Saint Lawrence River on November 8, 

crossing to Pointe-Saint-Charles on the following day, where he 

was greeted as a liberator. Montreal fell without any significant 

fighting on November 13, as Carleton, deciding that the city 

was indefensible (and having suffered significant militia 

desertion upon the news of the fall of St. Johns), withdrew. He 

barely escaped capture, as some Americans had crossed the 

river downstream of the city, and winds prevented his fleet 

from departing right away. When his fleet neared Sorel, it was 

approached by a boat carrying a truce flag.  

The boat carried a demand for surrender, claiming that gun 

batteries downstream would otherwise destroy the convoy. 

Based on uncertain knowledge of how real these batteries were, 

Carleton elected to sneak off the ship, after ordering the 

dumping of powder and ammunition if surrender was deemed 

necessary. (There were batteries in place, but not nearly as 

powerful as those claimed.) On November 19, the British fleet 

surrendered; Carleton, disguised as a common man, made his 

way to Quebec City. The captured ships included prisoners 

that the British had taken; among these was Moses Hazen, a 

Massachusetts-born expatriate with property near Fort St. 

Johns whose poor treatment by the British turned him against 

them. Hazen, who had combat experience in the French and 
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Indian War and went on to lead the 2nd Canadian Regiment 

throughout the war, joined Montgomery's army.  

Before departing Montreal for Quebec City, Montgomery 

published messages to the inhabitants that the Congress 

wanted Quebec to join them, and entered into discussions with 

American sympathizers with the aim of holding a provincial 

convention for the purpose of electing delegates to Congress. 

He also wrote to General Schuyler, requesting that a 

Congressional delegation be sent to take up diplomatic 

activities.  

Much of Montgomery's army departed due to expiring 

enlistments after the fall of Montreal. He then used some of the 

captured boats to move towards Quebec City with about 300 

troops on November 28, leaving about 200 in Montreal under 

the command of General David Wooster. Along the way, he 

picked up James Livingston's newly created 1st Canadian 

Regiment of about 200 men.  

Arnold's expedition 

Benedict Arnold, who had been rejected for leadership of the 

Champlain Valley expedition, returned to Cambridge, 

Massachusetts, and approached George Washington with the 

idea of a supporting eastern invasion force aimed at Quebec 

City. Washington approved the idea, and gave Arnold 1,100 

men, including Daniel Morgan's riflemen, for the effort. 

Arnold's force sailed from Newburyport, Massachusetts to the 

mouth of the Kennebec River and then upriver to Fort Western 

(present day Augusta, Maine).  
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Arnold's expedition was a success in that he was able to bring 

a body of troops to the gates of Quebec City. However, the 

expedition was beset by troubles as soon as it left the last 

significant outposts of civilization in present-day Maine. There 

were numerous difficult portages as the troops moved up the 

Kennebec River, and the boats they were using frequently 

leaked, spoiling gunpowder and food supplies. The height of 

land between the Kennebec and the Chaudière River was a 

swampy tangle of lakes and streams, where the traversal was 

complicated by bad weather, resulting in one quarter of the 

troops turning back. The descent down the Chaudière resulted 

in the destruction of more boats and supplies as the 

inexperienced troops were unable to control the boats in the 

fast-moving waters.  

By the time Arnold reached the outskirts of civilization along 

the Saint Lawrence River in November, his force was reduced 

to 600 starving men. They had traveled almost 400 miles 

through untracked wilderness. When Arnold and his troops 

finally reached the Plains of Abraham on November 14, Arnold 

sent a negotiator with a white flag to demand their surrender, 

but to no avail. The Americans, with no cannons, and barely fit 

for action, faced a fortified city. Arnold, after hearing of a 

planned sortie from the city, decided on November 19 to 

withdraw to Pointe-aux-Trembles to wait for Montgomery, who 

had recently captured Montreal. As he headed upriver, 

Carleton returned to Quebec by river following his defeat at 

Montreal.  

On December 2, Montgomery finally came down the river from 

Montreal with 500 troops, bringing captured British supplies 

and winter clothing. The two forces united, and plans were 
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made for an attack on the city. Three days later the 

Continental Army again stood on the Plains of Abraham and 

began to besiege the city of Quebec.  

Battle and siege of Quebec 

While planning the attack on the city, Christophe Pélissier, a 

Frenchman living near Trois-Rivières, came to meet with 

Montgomery. Pélissier, who was politically supportive of the 

American cause, operated an ironworks at Saint-Maurice. 

Montgomery discussed the idea of holding the provincial 

convention with him. Pélissier recommended against holding a 

convention until after Quebec City had been taken, as the 

habitants would not feel free to act in that way until their 

security was better assured. The two did agree to have 

Pélissier's ironworks provide munitions for the siege, which he 

did until the Americans retreated in May 1776 (at which time 

Pélissier also fled, eventually returning to France).  

Montgomery joined Arnold and James Livingston in an assault 

on Quebec City during a snowstorm on December 31, 1775. 

Outnumbered and lacking any sort of tactical advantage, the 

Americans were soundly defeated by Carleton. Montgomery was 

killed, Arnold was wounded, and many men were taken 

prisoner, including Daniel Morgan. Following the battle, Arnold 

sent Moses Hazen and Edward Antill, another expatriate 

American, to report the defeat and request support to Wooster 

in Montreal, and also to the Congress in Philadelphia.  

Carleton chose not to pursue the Americans, opting instead to 

stay within the fortifications of the city, and await 

reinforcements that might be expected to arrive when the river 
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thawed in the spring. Arnold maintained a somewhat 

ineffectual siege over the city, until March 1776, when he was 

ordered to Montreal and replaced by General Wooster. During 

these months, the besieging army suffered from difficult winter 

conditions, and smallpox began to travel more significantly 

through the camp. These losses were offset by the arrival each 

month of small companies of reinforcements. On March 14, 

Jean-Baptiste Chasseur, a miller living downstream from the 

city, entered Quebec and informed Carleton that there were 

200 men on the south side of the river ready to act against the 

Americans. These men and more were mobilized, but an 

advance force was defeated in the Battle of Saint-Pierre by a 

detachment of pro-American local militia that were stationed 

on the south side of the river.  

Congress, even before it learned of the defeat at Quebec, had 

authorized as many as 6,500 additional troops for service 

there. Throughout the winter, troops trickled into Montreal and 

the camp outside Quebec City. By the end of March, the 

besieging army had grown to almost 3,000, although almost 

one quarter of these were unfit for service, mainly due to 

smallpox. Furthermore, James Livingston and Moses Hazen, 

commanding the 500 Canadians in the army, were pessimistic 

about the loyalty of their men and the cooperation of the 

population due to persistent Loyalist propaganda.  

Congress was conflicted about requests that Arnold made for a 

more experienced general officer to lead the siege effort. They 

first chose Charles Lee a major general with experience in the 

British Army, to lead the troops in Quebec in January. One 

week later, they retracted the step, and instead sent Lee into 

the southern states to direct efforts against an anticipated 
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British attack there. (The British attempt was thwarted in the 

June 1776 Battle of Sullivan's Island.) They finally settled in 

March 1776 on Major General John Thomas, who had served in 

the army besieging Boston.  

Discontent in Montreal 

When General Montgomery left Montreal for Quebec City, he 

left the administration of the city in the hands of Connecticut's 

Brigadier General David Wooster. While Wooster at first had 

decent relations with the community, he took a number of 

steps that caused the local population to come to dislike the 

American military presence. After promising American ideals to 

the population, he began arresting Loyalists and threatening 

arrest and punishment of anyone opposed to the American 

cause. He also disarmed several communities, and attempted 

to force local militia members to surrender their Crown 

commissions. Those who refused were arrested and imprisoned 

at Fort Chambly. These and similar acts, combined with the 

fact that the Americans were paying for supplies and services 

with paper money rather than coin, served to disillusion the 

local population about the entire American enterprise. On 

March 20, Wooster left to take command of the forces at 

Quebec City, leaving Moses Hazen, who had raised the 2nd 

Canadian Regiment, in command of Montreal until Arnold 

arrived on April 19.  

On April 29, a delegation consisting of three members of the 

Continental Congress, along with an American Jesuit priest, 

John Carroll (later the first Catholic bishop in the United 

States) and a French printer from Philadelphia, arrived in 

Montreal. The Continental Congress had assigned this 
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delegation the tasks of assessing the situation in Quebec and 

attempting to sway public opinion to their cause. This 

delegation, which included Benjamin Franklin, was largely 

unsuccessful in its efforts, as relations were already 

significantly damaged. The delegation had not brought any 

hard currency to alleviate debts to the population that were 

accumulating. Efforts to turn the Catholic clergy to their cause 

failed, as the local priests pointed out that the Quebec Act 

passed by the British Parliament had given them what they 

wanted. Fleury Mesplet, the printer, while he had set up his 

press, did not have time to produce anything before events 

began to overtake the delegation. Franklin and Carroll left 

Montreal on May 11, following news that the American forces 

at Quebec City were in panicked retreat, to return to 

Philadelphia. Samuel Chase and Charles Carroll, the other two 

delegates, analyzed the military situation in the area south and 

east of Montreal, finding it a good place to set up a defense. On 

May 27, they wrote a report to Congress on the situation, and 

left for the south.  

The Cedars 

Upriver from Montreal were a series of small British garrisons 

that the Americans had not concerned themselves with during 

the occupation. As spring approached, bands of Cayuga, 

Seneca, and Mississauga warriors began to gather at 

Oswegatchie, one of these garrisons, giving the commander 

there, Captain George Forster, a force with which to cause 

trouble for the Americans. Forster had recruited them on the 

recommendation of a Loyalist who had escaped from Montreal. 

Furthermore, while General Wooster, much to the annoyance of 

both Patriot and Loyalist merchants, had refused to permit 
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trade with the Indians upriver out of fear that supplies sent in 

that direction would be used by the British forces there, the 

congressional delegation reversed his decision and supplies 

began flowing out of the city up the river.  

To prevent the flow of supplies to the British forces upriver, 

and in response to rumours of indigenous peoples gathering, 

Moses Hazen detached Colonel Timothy Bedel and 390 men to 

a position 40 miles (64 km) upriver at Les Cèdres (English: The 

Cedars), where they built a stockaded defense works. Colonel 

Forster was made aware of these movements by Indian spies 

and Loyalists, and on May 15 began to move downriver with a 

mixed force of about 250 Natives, militia, and regulars. In an 

odd series of encounters known as the Battle of the Cedars, 

Bedel's lieutenant Isaac Butterfield surrendered this entire 

force without a fight on the 18th, and another 100 men 

brought as reinforcements also surrendered after a brief 

skirmish on the 19th.  

Quinze-Chênes 

On receiving news of Butterfield's capture, Arnold immediately 

began assembling a force to recover them, which he entrenched 

in a position at Lachine, just upriver from Montreal. Forster, 

who had left the captives in the stockade at Les Cèdres, moved 

closer to Montreal with a force now numbering around 500, 

until May 24 when he received intelligence of Arnold's location, 

and that Arnold was expecting additional forces which would 

significantly outnumber his. Since his force was dwindling in 

size, he negotiated an agreement with his captives to exchange 

them for British prisoners taken during the siege of Fort St. 

Johns. After a brief exchange of cannon fire at Quinze-Chênes, 
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Arnold also agreed to the exchange, which took place between 

May 27 and 30.  

Reinforcements arrive at Quebec 

City 

American troops 

General John Thomas was unable to move north until late 

April, due to the icy conditions on Lake Champlain. Concerned 

about reports of troop readiness and sickness, he made 

requests to Washington for additional men to follow him while 

he waited for conditions to improve. Upon his arrival in 

Montreal, he learned that many men had promised to stay only 

until April 15, and most of these were insistent on returning 

home. This was compounded by relatively low enrollments in 

regiments actually raised for service in Quebec. One regiment 

with an authorized strength of 750, sailed north with but 75 

men. These deficiencies prompted Congress to order 

Washington to send more troops north. In late April, 

Washington ordered ten regiments, led by Generals William 

Thompson and John Sullivan, to go north from New York. This 

significantly reduced Washington's forces that were preparing 

for a British attack there. This also exposed transport 

problems: there were insufficient sailing hands on Lakes 

George and Champlain to easily move all of these men. 

Furthermore, there was also a shortage of supplies in Quebec, 

and much of the shipping was needed to move provisions 

instead of men. As a result, Sullivan's men were held up at 

Ticonderoga, and Sullivan did not reach Sorel until the 
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beginning of June. General Wooster arrived in the American 

camp outside Quebec City in early April with reinforcements. 

Reinforcements continued to arrive from the south in modest 

numbers, until General Thomas arrived at the end of April and 

assumed command of a force that was nominally over 2,000 

strong, but in reality was significantly diminished by the 

effects of smallpox and the hardships of the Canadian winter. 

Rumors began circulating on May 2 that British ships were 

coming up the river. Thomas decided on May 5 to evacuate the 

sick to Trois-Rivières, with the rest of the forces to withdraw 

as soon as practical. Late on that day he received intelligence 

that 15 ships were 40 leagues below the city, awaiting 

favorable conditions to come up the river. The pace of camp 

evacuation took on a sense of urgency early the next day when 

ship's masts were spotted; the wind had changed, and 3 ships 

of the fleet had reached the city.  

British troops 

After news of Lexington and Concord reached London, the 

government of Lord North, realizing it would require the 

support of foreign troops to combat the rebellion, began 

negotiating with European allies for the use of their troops in 

North America. Requests to Catherine the Great for Russian 

troops were refused, but a number of German principalities 

were prepared to offer theirs. Of the 50,000 troops that Britain 

raised in 1776, nearly one third came from a handful of these 

principalities; the number of troops from Hesse-Cassel and 

Hesse-Hanau caused them to be widely referred to as Hessians. 

Of these 50,000, about 11,000 were destined for service in 

Quebec. Troops from Hesse-Hanau and Brunswick-Lüneburg 
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sailed in February 1776 for Cork, where they joined a convoy 

carrying British troops that sailed in early April.  

Carleton, having been informed of pace of activity in the 

American camp, rapidly unloaded reinforcements from the 

arrived ships, and around noon marched with a force of about 

900 troops to test the Americans. The American response was 

essentially panic; a disorganized retreat began that might have 

ended even more disastrously for the Americans had Carleton 

pressed his advantage. Hoping to win over the rebels with a 

lenient attitude, he was content to send ships up the river to 

harass the Americans, and to possibly cut them off. He also 

captured a number of Americans, mostly sick and wounded, 

but also a detachment of troops that had been abandoned on 

the south side of the St. Lawrence. The Americans, in their 

hurry to get away, left numerous valuable military effects, 

including cannon and gunpowder, in their wake. They 

regrouped on the 7th at Deschambault, about 40 miles upriver 

from Quebec City. Thomas held a war council there, in which 

most of the leadership favored retreat. Thomas opted to retain 

500 men at Deschambault while sending the rest to Sorel, and 

also sent word to Montreal for assistance, since many of the 

troops had little more than the clothes on their backs and a 

few days rations.  

The Congressional delegation in Montreal, upon hearing this 

news, determined that holding the Saint Lawrence would no 

longer be possible, and dispatched only a small number of 

troops toward Deschambault. Thomas, after waiting for six 

days for word from Montreal and hearing none, began to 

withdraw toward Trois-Rivières, but not before having to fight 

off skirmishers from forces landed from British ships on the 



Encyclopedia of American Revolution, Volume 4 

670 

river. They reached Trois-Rivières on May 15, where they left 

the sick, and a detachment of New Jersey troops to defend 

them. By the 18th, the remaining troops joined reinforcements 

under General Thompson at Sorel, where on the 21st, a council 

was held with the Congressional delegates. Thomas contracted 

smallpox that same day, and died on June 2. He was replaced 

by Thompson.  

Carleton's counteroffensive 

Trois-Rivières 

On May 6, 1776, a small squadron of British ships under 

Captain Charles Douglas had arrived to relieve Quebec with 

supplies and 3,000 troops, precipitating the Americans' retreat 

to Sorel. However, General Carleton did not take significant 

offensive measures until May 22, when he sailed to Trois-

Rivières with the 47th and 29th regiments. While hearing news 

of Forster's success at Les Cèdres, instead of pushing ahead he 

returned to Quebec City, leaving Allen Maclean in command at 

Trois-Rivières. There he met Lieutenant General John 

Burgoyne, who had arrived on June 1 with a large force of 

mostly Irish recruits, Hessian allies, and a war chest of money.  

The Americans at Sorel, on receiving word that a force of "only 

300 men" was at Trois-Rivières, thought that they should be 

able to send a force from Sorel to take Trois-Rivières back. 

Unaware that major British reinforcements had arrived, and 

ignorant of the geography around the town, General Thompson 

led 2,000 men first into a swamp, and then into the teeth of a 

reinforced, entrenched British army. This disaster included the 
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capture of Thompson and many of his senior officers, as well 

as 200 men and most of the ships used for the expedition, and 

forecast the end of the American occupation of Quebec. The 

American forces at Sorel, now under the command of General 

Sullivan, retreated. Carleton once again did not press his 

advantage, even going so far as to eventually return the 

captives to New York, in great comfort, in August.  

Retreat to Crown Point 

Early on June 14, Carleton finally sailed his army up the river 

to Sorel. Arriving late in the day, they discovered that the 

Americans had abandoned Sorel just that morning, and were 

retreating up the Richelieu River valley toward Chambly and 

St. Johns. Unlike the departure from Quebec City, the 

Americans left in a somewhat orderly manner, although some 

units were separated from the main force by the arrival of 

Carleton's fleet, and were forced to march to Montreal to join 

Arnold's forces. Carleton directed General Burgoyne and 4,000 

troops to move up the Richelieu after the retreating Americans, 

while Carleton continued sailing toward Montreal.  

In Montreal, Arnold was ignorant of the events taking place 

downriver, having recently finished dealing with Forster. A 

messenger he sent downriver toward Sorel on June 15 for news 

from General Sullivan spotted Carleton's fleet, escaped to 

shore, and returned with the news to Montreal on a stolen 

horse. Within four hours, Arnold and the American forces 

garrisoned around Montreal had abandoned the city (but not 

before trying to burn it down), leaving it in the hands of the 

local militia. Carleton's fleet arrived in Montreal on June 17.  
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Arnold's troops caught up with the main army near St. Johns 

on the 17th. Sullivan's army was in no condition to fight, and 

after a brief council, the decision was made to retreat to Crown 

Point. The army reportedly got away from St. Johns almost 

literally moments before the vanguard of Burgoyne's army 

arrived on the scene.  

The remains of the American army arrived at Crown Point in 

early July, ending a campaign that was described as "a 

heterogeneal concatenation of the most peculiar and 

unparalleled rebuffs and sufferings that are perhaps to be 

found in the annals of any nation", by Isaac Senter, a doctor 

who experienced much of the campaign. Unfortunately for the 

Americans, the campaign was not quite ended, since the 

British were still on the move.  

Shipbuilding and politics 

The Americans had been careful at every step of the retreat up 

the Richelieu and across Lake Champlain to deny the British of 

any significant shipping, burning or sinking any boats they did 

not take with them. This forced the British to spend several 

months building ships. Carleton reported to London on 

September 28 that "I expect our Fleet will soon sail with hopes 

of success should they come to action". General Arnold, when 

he and Ethan Allen captured Fort Ticonderoga, had established 

a small navy that was still patrolling Lake Champlain.  

While the British assembled a navy to counteract Arnold's, 

Carleton dealt with matters in Montreal. Even before the 

Americans retreated from Quebec City, he formed committees 

to look into the roles played by local Patriot sympathizers, 
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sending them out into the countryside to arrest active 

participants in the American action, including those who had 

detained Loyalists. When he arrived in Montreal, similar 

commissions were set up.  

Valcour Island 

General Horatio Gates was given command of the Continental 

Army's northern forces in early July. He promptly moved the 

bulk of the army to Ticonderoga, leaving a force of about 300 

at Crown Point. The army was busied improving the defenses at 

Ticonderoga, while Arnold was given the task of building up 

the American fleet at Crown Point. Throughout the summer, 

reinforcements poured into Ticonderoga, until the army was 

estimated to be 10,000 strong. A smaller army of shipwrights 

labored at Skenesborough (present-day Whitehall) to build the 

ships needed to defend the lake.  

Carleton began to move on October 7. By the 9th, the British 

fleet was on Lake Champlain. In a naval action between 

Valcour Island and the western shore, beginning on October 

11, the British inflicted heavy damage to Arnold's fleet, forcing 

him to withdraw to Crown Point. Feeling that Crown Point 

would be inadequate protection against a sustained British 

attack, he then withdrew to Ticonderoga. British forces 

occupied Crown Point on October 17.  

Carleton's troops remained at Crown Point for two weeks, with 

some troops advancing to within three miles of Ticonderoga, 

apparently in an attempt to draw Gates' army out. On 

November 2, they pulled out of Crown Point and withdrew to 

winter quarters in Quebec.  
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Aftermath 

The invasion of Quebec ended as a disaster for the Americans, 

but Arnold's actions on the retreat from Quebec and his 

improvised navy on Lake Champlain were widely credited with 

delaying a full-scale British counter thrust until 1777. 

Carleton was heavily criticized by Burgoyne for not pursuing 

the American retreat from Quebec more aggressively. Due to 

these criticisms and the fact that Carleton was disliked by 

Lord George Germain, the British Secretary of State for the 

Colonies and the official in King George's government 

responsible for directing the war, command of the 1777 

offensive was given to General Burgoyne instead (an action 

that prompted Carleton to tender his resignation as Governor 

of Quebec).  

A significant portion of the Continental forces at Fort 

Ticonderoga were sent south with Generals Gates and Arnold 

in November to bolster Washington's faltering defense of New 

Jersey. (He had already lost New York City, and by early 

December had crossed the Delaware River into Pennsylvania, 

leaving the British free to operate in New Jersey.) Conquering 

Quebec and other British colonies remained an objective of 

Congress throughout the war. However, George Washington, 

who had supported this invasion, considered any further 

expeditions a low priority that would divert too many men and 

resources away from the main war in the Thirteen Colonies, so 

further attempts at expeditions to Quebec were never fully 

realized.  

Several hundred men of British and French descent continued 

to serve in the ranks of the Continental Army following the 
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retreat of 1776. Under Livingston and Hazen, they served in 

various theaters of the war, including the siege of Yorktown. 

Being unable to recover the property they lost in the Province 

of Quebec, many remained in the army out of necessity and 

continually pushed American political and military authorities 

to live up to their financial pledges. At war's end, Canadiens 

reunited with women and children who had survived on rations 

in Albany and Fishkill, New York; some accepted the 

opportunity to settle a northern New York tract designated for 

"refugees" from Canada and Nova Scotia.  

During the Paris peace talks, the American negotiators 

unsuccessfully demanded all of Quebec as part of the war 

spoils. Benjamin Franklin, primarily interested in the Ohio 

Country, which had been made part of Quebec by the Quebec 

Act of 1774, suggested in the peace talks that Quebec should 

be surrendered to America but only the Ohio Country was 

ceded.  

In the War of 1812 the Americans launched another invasion of 

British North America, and again expected the local populace 

to support them. That failed invasion is now regarded as a 

significant event in Canadian history; it has even been claimed 

as the birth of modern Canadian identity.  

  



Chapter 35 

Nova Scotia in the American 

Revolution 

The Province of Nova Scotia was heavily involved in the 

American Revolutionary War (1776–1783). At that time, Nova 

Scotia also included present-day New Brunswick until that 

colony was created in 1784. The Revolution had a significant 

impact on shaping Nova Scotia, "almost the 14th American 

Colony". At the beginning, there was ambivalence in Nova 

Scotia over whether the colony should join the Americans in 

the war against Britain. Largely as a result of American 

privateer raids on Nova Scotia villages, as the war continued, 

the population of Nova Scotia solidified their support for the 

British. Nova Scotians were also influenced to remain loyal to 

Britain by the presence of British military units, judicial 

prosecution by the Nova Scotia Governors and the efforts of 

Reverend Henry Alline.  

Context 

In Nova Scotia a number of former New England residents 

objected to the Stamp Act 1765, but recent British immigrants 

and London-oriented business interests based in Halifax, the 

provincial capital were more influential in keeping the colony 

loyal to the crown. The only major public protest was the 

hanging in effigy of the stamp distributor and Lord Bute. The 

act was implemented in both provinces, but Nova Scotia's 

stamp distributor resigned in January 1766, beset by 
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ungrounded fears for his safety. Authorities there were ordered 

to allow ships bearing unstamped papers to enter its ports, 

and business continued unabated after the distributors ran 

out of stamps.  

1775–1778 

• At the outbreak of the American Revolution, many 

Nova Scotians were New England-born and were 

sympathetic to the American Patriots. This support 

slowly eroded over the first two years of the war as 

American privateers attacked Nova Scotian villages 

and shipping to try to interrupt Nova Scotian trade 

with the American Loyalists still in New England. 

During the war, American privateers captured 225 

vessels either leaving or arriving at Nova Scotia 

ports. In June 1775, the Americans had their first 

naval victory over the British in the Battle of 

Machias. In response to this defeat, in July 1775, 

the British sent from Halifax two armed sloops to 

Machias, Province of Massachusetts Bay to capture 

the rebels. American privateer Joseph O'Brien 

captured these two British vessels on 12 July 1775 

in the Bay of Fundy. The following month American 

privateers from Machias executed their third 

consecutive victory in the region by raiding St John. 

In retaliation for the American victories at Machias and St. 

John, the British executed the Burning of Falmouth (present-

day Portland, Maine) in October 1775. The following month, in 

November 1775, the American Patriots retaliated by ships 

Hancock and Franklin from Marblehead conducting the Raid on 
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Charlottetown (1775) and Canso, Nova Scotia where they took 

five prizes. (In the raid on Charlottetown, the privateers also 

sought revenge against Nathaniel Coffin, the Loyalist who cut 

down the Liberty Tree in Boston.) The first year of the war 

ended with the American privateer Raid on Yarmouth, Nova 

Scotia.  

In 1775, rebellion began to ferment within Nova Scotia. 

Governor Legge began to target prominent Protestant 

dissenters of the St. Matthew's Church: John Fillis and judge 

William Smith and John Frost (minister). The Governor also 

targeted judge Seth Harding (judge) from the Liverpool 

Township and he left on October 1775 and did not return. 

According to Cahill, as a result of "instances of non-legal 

repression and petty tyranny, such as the summary dismissals 

of Judge Smith and Justice Frost, had ended with the recall of 

Governor Legge [to London] in January 1776."  

A small number of Nova Scotians went south to serve with the 

Continental Army against the British; upon the completion of 

the war these rebels were granted land in the Refugee Tract in 

Ohio.  

In 1776, there was also armed rebellion such as the 

Maugerville Rebellion (1776). The other attack was by land and 

led by Jonathan Eddy who led the Battle of Fort Cumberland. 

According to historian Barry Cahill, this rebellion led the Nova 

Scotia government to "use the formal law in sedition trials for 

an essential aspect of the official response to the American 

Revolution." The government arraigned dissenters John 

Seccombe and jailed Timothy Houghton for sedition (incitement 

to rebellion). Malachy Salter was convicted of sedition in 1777.  
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At the end of 1776, there were two significant American 

attacks on Nova Scotia. One of these assaults was by sea and 

led by John Paul Jones in the Raid on Canso (1776). In 1776, 

John Allan led the Maliseet to challenge the loyalists on Indian 

Island, New Brunswick to join the rebel cause. In 1776, two 

American privateers took four vessels at Cape Forchu, Nova 

Scotia and took the people of the hamlet prisoners.  

In March 1777, in the first American Navy encounter with the 

British, the British ran the American vessel aground in the 

Battle off Yarmouth (1777) and the privateers escaped to find 

protection among the local village. The crew found support and 

the inhabitants of Yarmouth sheltered the American privateers 

from the British navy until they made their escape back to New 

England. The engagement between the American privateers and 

local militia was one of several in the region. On 2 May 1777, 

in the Minas Basin Captain Collet ordered the capture the 

American privateer schooner Sea Duck, under the command of 

John Bohannan. He had the vessel taken to Windsor. In June, 

the American Patriots launched the St. John River expedition. 

In July 1777, HMS Amazon captured the privateer Active off of 

Cape Sable Island. In August 1777, the British raided Machias.  

The following year, in April 1778 the American privateers again 

attacked Liverpool. On 9 August, Privateers attacked 

Cornwallis at present-day Kentville, which resulted in the 

British building Fort Hughes in the area. The fort could hold 

56 soldiers. In 1778, the British schooner Hope also destroyed 

a privateer ship at Canso. Seven Patriots escaped but were 

later captured near Halifax. Prisoners were returned from 

Halifax to Boston on the Swift in September 1778. The Cartel 

Silver Eel took prisoners to Boston in October 1778. In 1779 
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Maugerville was raided again by Maliseets working with John 

Allan in Machias, Maine. A vessel was captured and two or 

three residents' homes were plundered. In response, a 

blockhouse was built at the mouth of Oromocto River also 

named Fort Hughes (New Brunswick) (named after the 

Lieutenant Governor of Nova Scotia, Sir Richard Hughes). In 

June 1779, the British troops at Windsor captured 12 

American privateers in the Bay of Fundy, where they cruised in 

a large boat, armed, plundering the vessels and the 

inhabitants. In 1779, American privateers returned to Canso 

and destroyed the fisheries, which were worth £50,000 a year 

to Britain.  

1779–1782 

In 1779 the British from Halifax adopted a strategy to seize 

parts of Maine, especially around Penobscot Bay, and make it a 

new colony to be called New Ireland. It was intended to be a 

permanent colony for Loyalists and a base for military action 

during the war.  

In early July 1779, Francis McLean left Halifax and led a 

British naval and military force into Castine's commodious 

harbor, landed troops, and took control of the village. He began 

erecting Fort George on one of the highest points of the 

peninsula. Alarmed by this incursion, the Commonwealth of 

Massachusetts sent the Penobscot Expedition to lay side to the 

fort and reclaim the territory. The siege started on July 25 and 

lasted three weeks until the arrival of British commander 

George Collier who crushed the American expedition. (The 

British held New Ireland, the planned loyalist homeland, until 
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the end of the war. Instead, the British divided Nova Scotia 

and named the new Loyalist homeland New Brunswick.)  

At the end of 1779, the British at Halifax experienced some 

significant losses. In December 1779 the schooner Hope 

wrecked near the Sambro Island Light on the Three Sisters 

Rocks. Captain Henry Baldwin and six other crew were killed. 

Weeks later, 170 British sailors were lost when two vessels – 

North and St Helena – were wrecked in a storm when entering 

Halifax harbour. On 10 July 1780, in the Battle off Halifax, the 

British privateer brig Resolution (16 guns) under the command 

of Thomas Ross engaged the American privateer Viper (22 guns 

and 130 men) off Halifax at Sambro Light. In what one observer 

described as "one of the bloodiest battles in the history of 

privateering", the two privateers began a "severe engagement" 

during which both pounded each other with cannon fire for 

about 90 minutes. The engagement resulted in the surrender of 

the British ship and the death of up to 18 British and 33 

American sailors.  

In May 1781, the local Nova Scotia militia defeated American 

privateers in the Battle off Cape Split. The British and French 

also clashed in the Naval battle off Cape Breton. Finally, the 

privateers returned in the Raid on Annapolis Royal (1781). In 

the final year of attacks on Nova Scotia, the American 

privateers fought in the Naval battle off Halifax and the Raid 

on Lunenburg (1782).  

Defence regiments 

To guard against American privateer attacks, the 84th 

Regiment of Foot (Royal Highland Emigrants) (2nd battalion) 
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was garrisoned at forts around Atlantic Canada. Fort Edward 

(Nova Scotia) in Windsor, Nova Scotia was the Regiment's 

headquarters to prevent a possible American land assault on 

Halifax from the Bay of Fundy. Also raised in Nova Scotia were 

the Royal Fencible American Regiment and the Royal Nova 

Scotia Volunteer Regiment. The King's Orange Rangers 

defended Liverpool, the second largest settlement in the 

colony. The Hessians also served in Nova Scotia for five years 

(1778–1783). They protected the colony from American 

privateers, such as when they responded to the Raid on 

Lunenburg (1782). They were led by Baron Oberst Franz Carl 

Erdmann von Seitz. There were 5000 British troops in Nova 

Scotia by 1778.  

Naval defence 

In terms of naval force, along with issuing letters of marque for 

different privateering vessels, in 1776 the Government also 

retained the armed schooner Loyal Nova Scotian (8 guns, 28 

men). On Nov. 26, 1776, under the command of John 

Alexander, the Loyal Nova Scotian re-captured the privateer 

Friendship. In 1778, the vessel was ordered to Lunenburg and 

then retired. By 1779, Nova Scotia's naval defence had four 

vessels: a frigate (32 guns), sloop of war (18 guns), armed 

schooner (14 guns) and another armed schooner (10 guns). 

These ships were named Revenge (18 guns, 50 men, Captain 

Jones Fawson; Captain James Gandy), Buckram (8 guns, 20 

men, Captain Archibald Allardice) and the armed schooner 

Insulter (Captain John Sheppard), all acting under government 

orders. There were numerous other privateers supported by 

local villages: Enterprise (Liverpool), Hero (100 men, 16 guns, 



Encyclopedia of American Revolution, Volume 4 

683 

Captain Bailey, Chester), Arbuthnot, The David, Mowatt, Lady 

Hammond, The Fly, Sir George Hammond, Lancaster, 

Dreadnought (Captain Dean of Liverpool), The Success, The 

Lively, the sloop Howe, and the ship Jack.  

In 1778, Nova Scotians ships had taken at least 48 prizes and 

four recaptures. Between 1779 and 1781, they captured 42.  

Treaty of Watertown 

In 1776, the Mi'kmaq signed the Treaty of Watertown, agreeing 

to support the American Patriots against the American 

Loyalists. Three years later, on 7 June 1779, the Mi'kmaq 

"delivered up" the Watertown treaty to Nova Scotia Governor 

Michael Francklin and re-established Mi'kmaw loyalty to the 

British.  

After the British resounding victory over the American 

Penobscot Expedition, according to Mi'kmaw historian Daniel 

Paul, Mi'kmaq in present-day New Brunswick renounced the 

Watertown treated and signed a treaty of alliance with the 

British on 24 September 1779.  

St. John's Island and Newfoundland 

The population of St. John's Island (present-day Prince Edward 

Island), small compared to Nova Scotia, was only about 1215 in 

1774. Nova Scotia has been described as a 'shield' to the other 

two colonies, stopping much unrest from the American colonies 

from reaching them. St. John's Island during the time has been 

described as "a model colony".  
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At the outbreak of the American Revolution, Phillips Callback 

was in charge of St. Johns Island. Thomas Gage began 

recruiting men to help defend Quebec against American attack; 

however, his efforts were hindered by a group of American 

revolutionaries living in Pictou, Nova Scotia. A group of about 

150 American soldiers set out to attack ships bringing arms to 

the British.  

Though they failed in their attempt, they arrived in Pictou, and 

from the Americans living there learned about recruiting 

efforts, and attacked Charlottetown. They threatened to set fire 

to the town but Callback convinced them to spare the town. 

Callback and Thomas Wright (the surveyor of the island) were 

taken prisoner. The two hostages were eventually released, and 

made it back to the island on May 1, 1776.  

After the attack, an armed brig was sent to guard St. John's 

Island, and a militia was raised. The brig left when HMS Lizard 

arrived in September 1776. A fort was planned to better defend 

the town then Fort Amherst could. After Eddy's raid, the 

militia (which had only existed as 20 men previously) was 

raised to 80, and named The Loyal Island of St. John 

Volunteers. In 1778, five companies under Timothy Hierlihy 

were sent to better garrison the island. At the troops arrival, 

Callback was ordered to disband the "superfluous and 

expensive" militia. He ignored the orders. The feasibility of 

attacking St. John's was considered by the French navy.  

The Island, despite perceived danger, served mainly as a 

stopping point for British troops on their way out from Quebec, 

and British troops bringing captured privateers back. A group 

of 200 Hessians en route to Quebec spent a year on the Island. 
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Work on the fort continued until Patterson (the governor) 

arrived in 1780. He saw the five companies and 8,000 pounds 

which had been spent on fortifications as a colossal waste of 

money. Work was halted and the companies returned. 

Throughout the war, the Island was highly loyal, and endured 

few attacks.  

In 1765, Newfoundlands population was around 15,000, 

consisting largely of Irish immigrants. As it was not technically 

a colony, Newfoundland did not pay the Stamp Act 1765 or 

Townshend Acts taxes.  

Despite having minor problems with the British government, 

the island "preserved a tone of exemplary loyalty." The island 

maintained nearly no defenses, and as such, Esek Hopkins was 

sent to attack Newfoundland. In September 1776, a group of 

several privateers took three or four ships, and plundered 

about ten others. In 1777, HMS Fox was captured, and several 

months later retaken. The following year, many other ships 

were attacked, particularly by Minerva.  

Upon the arrival of Richard Edwards, many privateers were 

defeated, and by 1779, very few were left. Edwards ordered 

cannon distributed to allow towns to defend themselves against 

attack. In early 1780, at Mortier, a privateer was repulsed by 

the town. That same year, a fleet, led by Edwards, of nine 

ships, captured six privateers. Fourteen were captured the 

next year. Several companies were raised, and several hundred 

soldiers left to fight with British troops.  

Both islands had minor food shortages, particularly after a fire 

on St. Johns burnt 35 houses, and many stores of food. The 

fishing industries in both were reduced to "low and miserable 
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state[s]," and the general population of both decreased as well. 

An outbreak of robberies occurred as people needed various 

resources. A riot occurred in 1779 on St. John's, in which one 

person was killed.  

Loyalist settlements 

About 20,000 Loyalists fled to Nova Scotia during and after the 

American Revolution. Most came from the state of New York. 

The three largest settlements being Saint John River Valley, 

Digby, Nova Scotia and Shelburne, Nova Scotia. Cape Breton 

was a separate colony as received 3150 Loyalists. Ile St. Jean 

received 300 Loyalist refugees. The British returned New 

Ireland to the Americans and the territory in Maine entered the 

control of the newly independent American state of 

Massachusetts. Those from New Ireland settled St. Andrews, 

New Brunswick. With the Loyalist homeland gone, Nova Scotia 

was divided to accommodate the Loyalists: both New Brunswick 

and Cape Breton were created as separate colonies for the 

Loyalists (Cape Breton returned to Nova Scotia in 1820).  

There are many Loyalists who settled in Halifax and were 

buried in the Old Burying Ground (Halifax, Nova Scotia), 

including a number of Black Loyalists who have unmarked 

graves.  

Numerous British soldiers became Loyalists and their 

regiments settled in various communities across Nova Scotia. 

The Royal Fencible American Regiment settled in Wallace, Nova 

Scotia. The Second Battalion of the 84th Regiment of Foot 

(Royal Highland Emigrants) settled in Municipality of East 

Hants, particularly at Kennetcook, Nova Scotia.  
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There were three Regiments that settled Digby, Nova Scotia: 

New Jersey Volunteers, the Royal Garrison Battalion and the 

Loyal American Regiment. Black Pioneers settled in Brindley 

Town, (now Acaciaville, Nova Scotia).  

The Black Pioneers settled at Annapolis Royal, Nova Scotia. 

The Hessians also settled Annapolis Royal and other places in 

Nova Scotia.  

At Guysborough, Nova Scotia there were six regiments that 

settled: Jamaica Rangers, Jamaica Volunteers, Negro Horse, 

Royal North Carolina Regiment, Duke of Cumberland's 

Regiment and the North Carolina Highlanders. East Country 

Harbour, Nova Scotia was settled by three regiments: the Royal 

North Carolina Regiment, the King's Carolina Rangers (see 

Joseph Marshall) and the South Carolina Royalists.  

The Royal Nova Scotia Volunteer Regiment settled Ship 

Harbour, Nova Scotia and Antigonish, Nova Scotia.  

The King's Orange Rangers settled in Middleton, Nova Scotia.  

Communities named after Loyalist Leaders 

• Parrsboro, Nova Scotia, John Parr 

• Guysborough, Nova Scotia (Guy's borough), Guy 

Carleton, 1st Baron Dorchester) 

• Carleton Corner 

• Carleton Village, Nova Scotia 

• Birchtown, Nova Scotia, Brigadier-General Samuel 

Birch, compiler of the Book of Negroes 

• Rawdon, Nova Scotia, Francis Rawdon-Hastings 
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• Digby, Nova Scotia, Admiral Robert Digby (Royal 

Navy officer) 

• Abercrombie, Nova Scotia, General James 

Abercrombie 

• Tiddville, Nova Scotia, Samuel Tidd, a private for 

Col. Beverley Robinson 

• Gilbert Cove, Nova Scotia, Lt. Thomas Gilbert 

• Barton, Nova Scotia, Lt. Col. Joseph Barton (military 

officer) 

• Russell Lake, Nova Scotia, Nathaniel Russell 

• Wentworth, Nova Scotia, Sir John Wentworth, 1st 

Baronet 

• Wentworth Valley, Nova Scotia 

• Wentworth Station, Nova Scotia 

• Douglas, Nova Scotia, Sir Charles Douglas, 1st 

Baronet 

• Seccombes Island, Nova Scotia, Rev. John Seccombe 

• Allendale, Nova Scotia, James Allen 

• Ballantynes Cove, Antigonish, (David Ballentine, 

82nd Regiment) 

• Balls Creek, Nova Scotia, (Ingram Ball, 33rd 

Regiment) 

  



Chapter 36 

New York and New Jersey 

Campaign 

The New York and New Jersey campaign was a series of battles 

in 1776 and the winter months of 1777 for control of the Port 

of New York and the state of New Jersey during the American 

Revolutionary War between British forces under General Sir 

William Howe and the Continental Army under General George 

Washington.  

Howe was successful in driving Washington out of New York, 

but overextended his reach into New Jersey, and ended the 

active campaign season in January 1777 with only a few 

outposts near the city. The British held New York harbor for 

the rest of the war, using it as a base for expeditions against 

other targets.  

Landing unopposed on Staten Island on July 3, 1776, Howe 

assembled an army composed of elements that had been 

withdrawn from Boston in March following their failure to hold 

that city, combined with additional British troops, as well as 

Hessian troops hired from several German principalities. 

Washington had New England soldiers as well as regiments 

from states as far south as Virginia.  

Landing on Long Island in August, Howe defeated Washington 

in the largest battle of the war in North America, but the 

Continental Army was able to make an orderly retreat to 

Manhattan under cover of darkness and fog. Washington 
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suffered a series of further defeats in Manhattan, with the 

exception of the skirmish at Harlem Heights, and eventually 

withdrew to White Plains, New York. At that point Howe 

returned to Manhattan to capture forces Washington had left 

in the north of the island.  

Washington and much of his army then crossed the Hudson 

River into New Jersey, and retreated all the way across the 

Delaware River into Pennsylvania, shrinking due to ending 

enlistment periods, desertions, and poor morale. Howe ordered 

his troops into winter quarters in December, establishing a 

chain of outposts from New York to Burlington, New Jersey. 

Washington, in a tremendous boost to American morale, 

launched a successful strike against the Trenton garrison after 

crossing the icy Delaware River, prompting Howe to withdraw 

his chain of outposts back to New Brunswick and the coast 

near New York, while Washington established his winter camp 

at Morristown. During the remaining winter months, both sides 

skirmished frequently as the British sought forage and 

provisions.  

Britain maintained control of New York City and some of the 

surrounding territory until the war ended in 1783, using it as 

a base for operations elsewhere in North America. In 1777, 

General Howe launched a campaign to capture Philadelphia, 

leaving General Sir Henry Clinton in command of the New York 

area, while General John Burgoyne led an attempt to gain 

control of the Hudson River valley, moving south from Quebec 

and failed at Saratoga. Northern New Jersey was the scene of 

skirmishing between the opposing forces for the rest of the 

war.  
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Background 

When the American Revolutionary War broke out in April 1775, 

British troops were under siege in Boston. They defeated 

Patriot forces in the Battle of Bunker Hill, suffering very high 

casualties. When news of this expensive British victory reached 

London, General William Howe and Lord George Germain, the 

British official responsible, determined that a "decisive action" 

should be taken against New York City using forces recruited 

from throughout the British Empire as well as troops hired 

from small German states.  

General George Washington, recently named by the Second 

Continental Congress as the commander-in-chief of the 

Continental Army, echoed the sentiments of others that New 

York was "a post of infinite importance", and began the task of 

organizing military companies in the New York area when he 

stopped there on his way to take command of the siege of 

Boston.  

In January 1776, Washington ordered Charles Lee to raise 

troops and take command of New York's defenses. Lee had 

made some progress on the city's defenses when word arrived 

in late March that the British army had left Boston after 

Washington threatened them from heights south of the city. 

Concerned that General Howe was sailing directly to New York, 

Washington hurried regiments from Boston, including General 

Israel Putnam, who commanded the troops until Washington 

himself arrived in mid-April. At the end of April, Washington 

dispatched General John Sullivan with six regiments to the 

north to bolster the faltering Quebec campaign.  
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General Howe, rather than moving against New York, withdrew 

his army to Halifax, Nova Scotia, and regrouped while 

transports full of British troops, shipped from bases around 

Europe and intended for New York, began gathering at Halifax.  

In June, he set sail for New York with the 9,000 men 

assembled there, before all of the transports arrived. German 

troops, primarily from Hesse-Kassel, as well as British troops 

from Henry Clinton's ultimately unsuccessful expedition to the 

Carolinas, were to meet with Howe's fleet when it reached New 

York.  

General Howe's brother, Admiral Lord Howe, arrived at Halifax 

with further transports after the general sailed, and 

immediately followed.  

When General Howe arrived in the outer harbor of New York, 

the ships began sailing up the undefended Narrows between 

Staten Island and Long Island on July 2, and started landing 

troops on the undefended shores of Staten Island that day. 

Washington learned from prisoners taken that Howe had 

landed 10,000 men, but was awaiting the arrival of another 

15,000. General Washington, with a smaller army of about 

19,000 effective troops, lacked significant intelligence on the 

British force and plans, and was uncertain exactly where in 

the New York area the Howes intended to strike.  

He consequently split the Continental Army between fortified 

positions on Long Island, Manhattan and mainland locations, 

and also established a "Flying Camp" in northern New Jersey. 

This was intended as a reserve force that could support 

operations anywhere along the New Jersey side of the Hudson.  
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Capture of New York City 

• The Howe brothers had been granted authority as 

peace commissioners by Parliament, with limited 

powers to pursue a peaceful resolution to the 

conflict. King George III was not optimistic about the 

possibility of a peace, "yet I think it right to be 

attempted, whilst every act of vigour is unremittingly 

carried on". Their powers were limited to granting of 

"general and special pardons" and to "confer with 

any of his Majesty's subjects". On July 14, pursuant 

to these powers, Admiral Howe sent a messenger 

with a letter addressed to "George Washington, Esq." 

across the harbor. Washington's adjutant, Joseph 

Reed, politely informed the messenger that no person 

with that title was in their army. Admiral Howe's 

aide wrote that "the Punctilio of an Address" should 

not have prevented the letter's delivery, and Howe 

was said to be visibly annoyed by the rejection. A 

second request, addressed to "George Washington, 

Esq., etc." was similarly rejected, although the 

messenger was told that Washington would receive 

one of Howe's adjutants. In that fruitless meeting, 

held July 20, Washington pointed out that the 

limited powers the Howe brothers had been given 

were not of much use, as the rebels had done no 

wrong requiring an amnesty.In late August, the 

British transported about 22,000 men (including 

9,000 Hessians) from Staten Island to Long Island. 

In the Battle of Long Island on August 27, the 

British outflanked the American positions, driving 
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the Americans back to their Brooklyn Heights 

fortifications. General Howe then began to lay siege 

to the works, but Washington skillfully managed a 

nighttime retreat through his unguarded rear across 

the East River to Manhattan Island. Howe then 

paused to consolidate his position and consider his 

next move. 

During the battle, the British had captured General John 

Sullivan. Admiral Howe convinced him to deliver a message to 

Congress in Philadelphia, and released him on parole. 

Washington also gave his permission, and on September 2 

Sullivan told the Congress that the Howes wanted to negotiate, 

and had been given much broader powers to treat than those 

they actually held. This created a diplomatic problem for 

Congress, which did not want to be seen as aggressive, which 

is how some representatives felt a direct rejection of the appeal 

would appear. Consequently, Congress agreed to send a 

committee to meet with the Howes in a move they did not think 

would bear any fruit. On September 11, the Howe brothers met 

with John Adams, Benjamin Franklin, and Edward Rutledge in 

the Staten Island Peace Conference. It had exactly the outcome 

the Americans expected.  

During this time, Washington, who had previously been 

ordered by Congress to hold New York City, was concerned that 

he might have escaped one trap for another, since the army 

was still vulnerable to being surrounded on Manhattan. To 

keep his escape routes open to the north, he placed 5,000 

troops in the city (which then only occupied the lower portion 

of Manhattan), and took the rest of the army to Harlem 

Heights. In the first recorded use of a submarine in warfare, he 
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also attempted a novel attack on the Royal Navy, launching 

Turtle in a failed attempt to sink HMS Eagle, Admiral Howe's 

flagship.  

• On September 15, General Howe landed about 

12,000 men on lower Manhattan, quickly taking 

control of New York City. The Americans withdrew to 

Harlem, where they skirmished the next day, but 

held their ground. Rather than attempting to 

dislodge Washington from his strong position a 

second time, Howe again opted for a flanking 

maneuver. Landing troops with some opposition in 

October in Westchester County, he sought once 

again to encircle Washington. To defend against this 

move, Washington withdrew most of his army to 

White Plains, where after a short battle on October 

28 he retreated further north. The retreat of 

Washington's forces was aided by a dense fog which 

concealed their movement to the British troops. This 

isolated the remaining Continental Army troops in 

upper Manhattan, so Howe returned to Manhattan 

and captured Fort Washington in mid November, 

taking almost 3,000 prisoners.  

Four days later, November 20, Fort Lee, across the Hudson 

River from Fort Washington, was also taken. Washington 

brought much of his army across the Hudson into New Jersey, 

but was immediately forced to retreat by the aggressive British 

advance.  

General Howe, after consolidating British positions around New 

York harbor, detached 6,000 men under the command of two of 
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his more difficult subordinates, Henry Clinton, and Hugh, Earl 

Percy to take Newport, Rhode Island (which they did without 

opposition on December 8), while he sent General Lord 

Cornwallis to chase Washington's army through New Jersey.  

The Americans withdrew across the Delaware River into 

Pennsylvania in early December.  

Reactions 

• The outlook of the Continental Army—and thus the 

revolution itself—was bleak. "These are the times 

that try men's souls", wrote Thomas Paine in The 

American Crisis. Washington's army had dwindled to 

fewer than 5,000 men fit for duty and would be 

significantly reduced after enlistments expired at the 

end of the year. Spirits were low, popular support 

was wavering, and Congress had abandoned 

Philadelphia, fearing a British attack. Washington 

ordered some of the troops that returned from the 

failed invasion of Quebec to join him, and also 

ordered General Lee's troops, which he had left north 

of New York City, to join him. Lee, whose 

relationship with Washington was at times difficult, 

made excuses and only traveled as far as 

Morristown, New Jersey. When Lee strayed too far 

from his army on December 12, his exposed position 

was betrayed by Loyalists, and a British company led 

by Lieutenant Colonel Banastre Tarleton surrounded 

the inn where he was staying and took him prisoner. 

Lee's command was taken over by John Sullivan, 
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who finished marching the army to Washington's 

camp across the river from Trenton. 

The capture of Lee presented the Howes with a problematic 

prisoner. As with a number of other Continental Army leaders, 

he had previously served in the British Army. Because of this 

the Howes at first treated him as a deserter, with threats of 

military punishment. However, Washington intervened, tying 

the treatment of Lee to the treatment of prisoners he held. Lee 

was ultimately treated well, and apparently offered the British 

commanders advice on how to win the war. Because the 

Americans did not have a prisoner of comparable rank, Lee 

remained a prisoner in New York until 1778, when he was 

exchanged for Richard Prescott.  

The failure of the Continental Army to hold New York also 

brought about a rise in Loyalist activity, as the city became a 

haven for refugee supporters of the Crown from elsewhere 

across the region. The British therefore actively recruited in 

New York and New Jersey to build regiments of provincial 

militia, with some success. Loyalists in these areas may have 

been motivated by seeing elements of the rebel army head 

home after their enlistments ended. One New York Patriot 

militia leader wrote that thirty of his men, rather than 

reenlisting with him, had instead signed up with the enemy. 

On November 30 Admiral Howe offered amnesty to anyone that 

had taken up arms against the Crown, provided they swore an 

oath to it. Washington responded with his own proclamation 

suggesting that those who did not renounce such oaths should 

immediately go behind British lines. As a result, New Jersey 

became a civil battlefield, with militia activity as well as spying 

and counterspying continuing for the rest of the war.  
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News of the capture of New York was favorably received in 

London, and General Howe was awarded the Order of the Bath 

for his work. Combined with news of the recovery of Quebec, 

circumstances suggested to British leaders that the war could 

be ended with one more year's campaigning. News of Admiral 

Howe's amnesty proclamation was met with some surprise, as 

its terms were more lenient than the hardliners in the 

government expected. Politicians opposed to the war pointed 

out that the proclamation failed to mention the primacy of the 

Parliament. Furthermore, the Howes were criticized for failing 

to keep Parliament informed of the various peace efforts they 

embarked on.  

Howe's strategy 

With the campaign at an apparent conclusion for the season, 

the British established a chain of outposts in New Jersey 

stretching from Perth Amboy to Bordentown, and entered 

winter quarters. They controlled New York harbor and much of 

New Jersey, and were in a good position to resume operations 

in the spring, with the rebel capital of Philadelphia in striking 

distance. Howe detached General Clinton with 6,000 men to 

occupy Newport, Rhode Island as a base for future operations 

against Boston and Connecticut (Clinton occupied Newport in 

early December without opposition.) Howe then sketched a 

campaign for the following year in a letter to Lord Germain: 

10,000 men at Newport, 10,000 for an expedition to Albany (to 

meet an army descending from Quebec), 8,000 to cross New 

Jersey and threaten Philadelphia, and 5,000 to defend New 

York. If additional foreign forces were available, operations 

could also be considered against the southern states.  
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Counterattack in New Jersey 

• While worrying over how to hold his army together, 

Washington organized attacks on the relatively 

exposed British outposts, which were as a result 

continually on edge due to ongoing militia and army 

raids. German commanders Carl von Donop and 

Johann Rall, whose brigades were at the end of the 

chain of outposts, were frequent targets of these 

raids, but their repeated warnings and requests for 

support from General James Grant were 

dismissed.Beginning in mid-December, Washington 

planned a two-pronged attack on Rall's outpost in 

Trenton, with a third diversionary attack on Donop's 

outpost in Bordentown. The plan was aided by the 

fortuitous presence of a militia company that drew 

Donop's entire 2,000-man force away from 

Bordentown to the south that resulted in a skirmish 

at Mount Holly on December 23. The consequence of 

this action was that Donop was not in a position to 

assist Rall when Washington's attack on Trenton 

took place. On the night of December 25–26, 1776, 

Washington and 2,400 men stealthily crossed the 

Delaware and surprised Rall's outpost the following 

morning in a street-to-street battle, killing or 

capturing nearly 1,000 Hessians. This action not 

only significantly boosted the army's morale; it also 

brought Cornwallis out of New York. He reassembled 

an army of more than 6,000 men, and marched most 

of them against a position Washington had taken 

south of Trenton. Leaving a garrison of 1,200 at 
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Princeton, Cornwallis then attacked Washington's 

position on January 2, 1777, and was three times 

repulsed before darkness set in. During the night 

Washington once again stealthily moved his army, 

going around that of Cornwallis with the intention of 

attacking the Princeton garrison. 

On January 3, Hugh Mercer, leading the American advance 

guard, encountered British soldiers from Princeton under the 

command of Charles Mawhood.  

The British troops engaged Mercer and in the ensuing battle, 

Mercer was mortally wounded. Washington sent reinforcements 

under General John Cadwalader, which were successful in 

driving Mawhood and the British from Princeton, with many of 

them fleeing to Cornwallis in Trenton. The British lost more 

than one quarter of their force in the battle, and American 

morale rose with the victory. This period, from December 25, 

1776, through January 3, 1777, has become known as the Ten 

Crucial Days.  

The defeats convinced General Howe to withdraw most of his 

army from New Jersey, only leaving outposts at New Brunswick 

and Perth Amboy. Washington entered winter quarters at 

Morristown, having retaken most of the state from the British.  

However, provisions for both armies were limited, and 

commanders on both sides sent out parties to forage for food 

and other supplies. For the next few months, they engaged in a 

forage war, in which each targeted the foraging parties of the 

other. This led to numerous skirmishes and minor 

confrontations including the Battle of Millstone. The British 

also sniped with each other over the subject of provisions. Lord 
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Percy resigned his command after a series of disagreements 

with Howe came to a head over the ability of the Newport 

station to provide forage to the New York and New Jersey 

forces.  

Aftermath 

The British gained control of New York harbor and the 

surrounding agricultural areas, and held New York City and 

Long Island until the war ended in 1783. The Americans 

suffered significant casualties and lost important supplies, but 

Washington managed to retain the core of his army and avoid a 

decisive confrontation that could have ended the war. With the 

bold strokes of Trenton and Princeton, he had regained 

initiative and boosted morale. The areas around New York City 

in New York, New Jersey, and Connecticut were an ongoing 

battleground for the rest of the war.  

The early reports that General Howe sent to his superiors in 

London concerning the battles at Trenton and Princeton 

attempted to minimize their significance, blaming Rall for 

Trenton, and trying to recast Princeton as a nearly successful 

defense. Not everyone was fooled by his accounts, in particular 

Lord Germain.  

In a letter to the Hessian General Leopold Philip von Heister 

Germain wrote that "the officer who commanded [the forces at 

Trenton] and to whom this misfortune is to be attributed has 

lost his life by his rashness." Heister in turn had to report the 

loss to his ruler, Frederick II, Landgrave of Hesse-Kassel, with 

the news that not only had an entire brigade been lost, but 

sixteen regimental colors and six cannon as well. The news 
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reportedly enraged Frederick, who broadly suggested that 

Heister return home (which he did, turning over command of 

the Hessian forces to Wilhelm von Knyphausen). Frederick also 

ordered extensive inquiries into the events of 1776, that took 

place in New York from 1778 to 1782. These inquiries created a 

unique archive of materials about the campaign.  

The news of Washington's successes reached Paris at a critical 

time. Britain's ambassador to France, Lord Stormont, was 

preparing complaints to France's foreign minister, the Comte 

de Vergennes, concerning the semi-secret financial and 

logistical support France had been giving to the rebels. 

Stormont had learned that supplies bound for America were to 

be shipped under French flags, where they had previously sent 

under American colors. He wrote that the French court was 

extremely happy with the news, and that the French diplomatic 

position noticeably hardened: "that M. de Vergennes is hostile 

in his heart and anxious for the success of the Rebels I have 

not a shadow of a doubt."  

Next steps 

The British planned two major operations for the 1777 

campaign season. The first was an ambitious plan to gain 

control of the Hudson River valley, whose central thrust was a 

move along Lake Champlain by the army from Quebec under 

General John Burgoyne. Execution of this plan ultimately 

failed, ending with the surrender of Burgoyne's army at 

Saratoga, New York, in October. The second operation was 

General Howe's plan to take Philadelphia, which, after a 

difficult start, met with success in September.  
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Washington's strategy in 1777 continued to be a basically 

defensive one. He successfully fended off an attempt by Howe 

to draw him into a general engagement in northern New Jersey, 

but was unable to prevent Howe's later success taking 

Philadelphia. He did send material help to General Horatio 

Gates, who was tasked with defending against Burgoyne's 

movements. Major General Benedict Arnold and Daniel 

Morgan's riflemen all played a notable role in the defeat of 

Burgoyne, following which France entered the war.  

Legacy 

In the urban environments of Manhattan, Brooklyn, The Bronx, 

Westchester and Trenton there are plaques and other 

memorials placed to commemorate the actions that took place 

in and around those locations. The Princeton Battlefield and 

Washington's Crossing are National Historic Landmarks, with 

state parks also preserving all or part of the locations where 

events of this campaign occurred in those areas. Morristown 

National Historical Park preserves locations occupied by the 

Continental Army during the winter months at the end of the 

campaign.  

When the illustrious part that your Excellency has borne in 

this long and arduous contest becomes a matter of history, 

fame will gather your brightest laurels rather from the banks 

of the Delaware than from those of the Chesapeake. 

• —  Cornwallis to Washington, after dining with him 

following the Siege of Yorktown, 1781 

  



Chapter 37 

Saratoga Campaign 

The Saratoga campaign in 1777 was an attempt by the British 

high command for North America to gain military control of the 

strategically important Hudson River valley during the 

American Revolutionary War. It ended in the surrender of the 

British army, which historian Edmund Morgan argues, "was a 

great turning point of the war, because it won for Americans 

the foreign assistance which was the last element needed for 

victory."  

The primary thrust of the campaign was planned and initiated 

by General John Burgoyne. Commanding a main force of some 

8,000 men, he moved south in June from Quebec, boated up 

Lake Champlain to middle New York, then marched over the 

divide and down the Hudson Valley to Saratoga. He initially 

skirmished there with the Patriot defenders with mixed results. 

Then, after losses in the Battles of Saratoga in September and 

October, his deteriorating position and the ever-increasing size 

of the American army forced him to surrender his forces to the 

American general Horatio Gates on October 17.  

In this critical British loss on the field of battle, the 

coordinated movements that had been drawn up in far away 

London did not materialize. Colonel Barry St. Leger had been 

assigned to move east through the Mohawk River valley on 

Albany, New York, but was forced to retreat during the Siege of 

Fort Stanwix after losing his Indian allies. The major 

expedition planned from the south was not launched due to 

miscommunication with London when General William Howe 
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sent his army to take Philadelphia rather than sending it up 

the Hudson River to link up with Burgoyne. A last-minute 

effort to reinforce Burgoyne from New York City was made in 

early October, but it was too little, too late.  

The American victory was an enormous morale boost to the 

fledgling nation. More important, it convinced France to enter 

the war in alliance with the United States, openly providing 

money, soldiers, and munitions, as well as fighting a naval war 

worldwide against Britain.  

British strategy 

Toward the end of 1776 it was apparent to many in England 

that pacification of New England was very difficult due to the 

high concentration of Patriots. London decided to isolate New 

England and concentrate on the central and southern regions 

where Loyalists supposedly could be rallied.  

In December 1776, General John Burgoyne met with Lord 

Germain, the British Secretary of State for the Colonies and 

the government official responsible for managing the war, to 

set strategy for 1777. There were two main armies in North 

America to work with: General Guy Carleton's army in Quebec 

and General William Howe's army, which had driven George 

Washington's army from New York City in the New York 

campaign.  

Howe's plan to attack Philadelphia 

On November 30, 1776, Howe—the British commander-in-chief 

in North America—wrote to Germain, outlining an ambitious 
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plan for the 1777 campaign. Howe said that if Germain sent 

him substantial reinforcements, he could launch multiple 

offensives, including sending 10,000 men up the Hudson River 

to take Albany, New York. Then, in the autumn, Howe could 

move south and capture the U.S. capital of Philadelphia. Howe 

soon changed his mind after writing this letter: the 

reinforcements might not arrive, and the retreat of the 

Continental Army over the winter of 1776–77 made 

Philadelphia an increasingly vulnerable target.  

Therefore, Howe decided that he would make the capture of 

Philadelphia the primary object of the 1777 campaign. Howe 

sent Germain this revised plan, which Germain received on 

February 23, 1777.  

Burgoyne's plan to capture Albany 

Burgoyne, seeking to command a major force, proposed to 

isolate New England by an invasion from Quebec into New 

York. This had already been attempted by General Carleton in 

1776, although he had stopped short of a full-scale invasion 

due to the lateness of the season. Carleton was heavily 

criticized in London for not taking advantage of the American 

retreat from Quebec, and he was also intensely disliked by 

Germain. This, combined with rival Henry Clinton's failed 

attempt to capture Charleston, South Carolina, placed 

Burgoyne in a good position to get command of the 1777 

northern campaign.  

Burgoyne presented a written plan to Lord Germain on 

February 28, 1777; Germain approved it and gave Burgoyne 

command of the main expedition.  
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Burgoyne's invasion plan from Quebec had two components: he 

would lead the main force of about 8,000 men south from 

Montreal along Lake Champlain and the Hudson River Valley 

while a second column of about 2,000 men (which Barry St. 

Leger was chosen to lead), would move from Lake Ontario east 

down the Mohawk River valley in a strategic diversion. Both 

expeditions would converge upon Albany, where they would 

link up with troops from Howe's army, proceeding up the 

Hudson. Control of the Lake Champlain–Lake George–Hudson 

River route from Canada to New York City would cut off New 

England from the rest of the American colonies.  

The last part of Burgoyne's proposal, the advance by Howe up 

the Hudson from New York City, proved to be the most 

controversial part of the campaign. Germain approved 

Burgoyne's plan after having received Howe's letter detailing 

his proposed offensive against Philadelphia. Whether Germain 

told Burgoyne, who was still in London at that time, about 

Howe's revised plans is unclear: while some sources claim he 

did, others state that Burgoyne was not notified of the changes 

until the campaign was well underway. Historian Robert 

Ketchum believes that Burgoyne would probably have been 

aware of the problems that lay ahead had he been notified of 

the Philadelphia plan.  

Whether Germain, Howe, and Burgoyne had the same 

expectations about the degree to which Howe was supposed to 

support the invasion from Quebec is also unclear. What is 

clear is that Germain either left his generals with too much 

latitude, or without a clearly defined overall strategy. In March 

1777 Germain had approved of Howe's Philadelphia expedition 

and did not include any express orders for Howe to go to 
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Albany. Yet Germain also sent Howe a copy of his instructions 

to Carleton which plainly stated that the northern army was to 

make a junction with Howe's army at Albany. In a letter from 

Germain to Howe dated May 18, 1777, he made clear that the 

Philadelphia expedition should "be executed in time for you to 

co-operate with the army ordered to proceed from Canada and 

put itself under your command."  

This last letter, however, was not received by Howe until after 

he had departed New York for the Chesapeake. To attack 

Philadelphia Howe could either have moved overland through 

New Jersey or by sea via the Delaware Bay, both options would 

have kept him a position to aid Burgoyne if necessary. The 

final route he took, through the Chesapeake Bay, was 

immensely time-consuming and left him wholly unable to 

assist Burgoyne as Germain had envisioned. The decision was 

so difficult to understand that Howe's more hostile critics 

accused him of deliberate treachery.  

Burgoyne returned to Quebec on May 6, 1777, bearing a letter 

from Lord Germain which introduced the plan but lacked some 

details. This produced another of the conflicts of command 

that plagued the British throughout the war. Lieutenant 

General Burgoyne technically outranked Major General 

Carleton, but Carleton was still the governor of Quebec. 

Germain's instructions to Burgoyne and Carleton had 

specifically limited Carleton's role to operations in Quebec. 

This slight against Carleton, combined with Carleton's failure 

to get command of the expedition, led to his resignation later 

in 1777, and to his refusal to supply troops from the Quebec 

regiments to garrison the forts at Crown Point and Ticonderoga 

after they were captured.  
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American strategy 

George Washington, whose army was encamped at Morristown, 

New Jersey, and the American military command did not have 

a good picture of British plans for 1777. The principal question 

on the minds of Washington and his generals Horatio Gates 

and Philip Schuyler —who both were at turns responsible for 

the Continental Army's Northern Department and its defense of 

the Hudson River— was of the movements of Howe's army in 

New York. They had no significant knowledge of what was 

being planned for the British forces in Quebec, in spite of 

Burgoyne's complaints that everyone in Montreal knew what he 

was planning. The three generals disagreed on what Burgoyne's 

most likely movement was, and Congress also rendered the 

opinion that Burgoyne's army was likely to move to New York 

by sea.  

Partly as a result of this indecision, and the fact that it would 

be isolated from its supply lines if Howe moved north, the 

garrisons at Fort Ticonderoga and elsewhere in the Mohawk 

and Hudson valleys were not significantly increased. Schuyler 

took the measure in April 1777 of sending a large regiment 

under Colonel Peter Gansevoort to rehabilitate Fort Stanwix in 

the upper Mohawk valley as a step in defending against British 

movements in that area. Washington also ordered four 

regiments to be held at Peekskill, New York that could be 

directed either to the north or the south in response to British 

movements.  

American troops were allocated throughout New York theater in 

June 1777. About 1,500 troops (including those of Colonel 

Gansevoort) were in outposts along the Mohawk River, about 
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3,000 troops were in the Hudson River highlands under the 

command of General Israel Putnam, and Schuyler commanded 

about 4,000 troops (inclusive of local militia and the troops at 

Ticonderoga under St. Clair).  

International interest 

Ever since the Seven Years' War, France's foreign ministers, 

beginning with Choiseul, had followed the general idea that the 

independence of Britain's North American colonies would be 

good for France and bad for Britain, and furthermore that 

French attempts to recover parts of New France would be 

detrimental to that cause.  

When war broke out in 1775, the Comte de Vergennes, then the 

Foreign Minister, outlined a series of proposals that led to 

secret French and also Spanish support of Congress, and some 

preparations for the possibility of war, including expansion of 

their navies.  

Vergennes did not think open participation in the war was 

diplomatically or politically feasible until Washington's army 

demonstrated its strength and ability to gain military victories 

without significant assistance.  

To further the aim of French participation in the war, 

Vergennes closely monitored news from North America and 

London, and worked to remove impediments to Spanish 

participation in the war. Vergennes went so far as to propose 

war to King Louis XVI in August 1776, but news of Howe's 

capture of New York City scuttled that plan.  
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Campaign begins 

Most of Burgoyne's army had arrived in Quebec in the spring of 

1776, and participated in the routing of Continental Army 

troops from the province. In addition to British regulars, the 

troops in Quebec included several regiments from the German 

principalities of Hesse-Cassel, Hesse-Hanau (from whose name 

the common reference of Hessian comes) and Brunswick-

Wolfenbüttel under the command of Baron Friedrich Adolph 

Riedesel. Of these regular forces, 200 British regulars and 300 

to 400 Germans were assigned to St. Leger's Mohawk valley 

expedition, and about 3,500 men remained in Quebec to 

protect the province. The remaining forces were assigned to 

Burgoyne for the campaign to Albany.  

The regular forces were supposed to be augmented by as many 

as 2,000 militia raised in Quebec; by June, Carleton had 

managed to raise only three small companies. Burgoyne had 

also expected as many as 1,000 Indians to support the 

expedition. About 500 joined between Montreal and Crown 

Point.  

Burgoyne's army was beset by transport difficulties before it 

left Quebec, something that apparently neither Burgoyne nor 

Carleton anticipated. As the expedition expected to travel 

mainly over water, there were few wagons, horses, and other 

draft animals available to move the large amount of equipment 

and supplies on the land portions of the route. Only in early 

June did Carleton issue orders to procure carts sufficient to 

move the army. Consequently, the carts were poorly 

constructed of green wood, and the teams were driven by 

civilians who were at a higher risk of desertion.  
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On June 13, 1777, Burgoyne and Carleton reviewed the 

assembled forces at St. John's on the Richelieu River, just 

north of Lake Champlain, and Burgoyne was ceremonially given 

command. In addition to five sailing ships built the previous 

year, a sixth had been built and three had been captured after 

the Battle of Valcour Island. These provided some transport as 

well as military cover for the large fleet of transport boats that 

moved the army south on the lake.  

The army that Burgoyne launched the next day had about 

7,000 regulars and over 130 artillery pieces ranging from light 

mortars to 24 pound (11 kg) pieces. His regulars were 

organized into an advance force under Brigadier General Simon 

Fraser, and two divisions. Major General William Phillips led 

the 3,900 British regulars on the right, while Baron Riedesel's 

3,100 Brunswickers and Hanauers held the left. His regular 

troops started out in good condition but some, notably some of 

the German dragoons, were poorly equipped for wilderness 

fighting.  

Colonel St. Leger's expedition was also assembled by mid-June. 

His force, a mixed company of British regulars, Loyalists, 

Hessians, and rangers from the Indian department, numbering 

about 750 men left Lachine, near Montreal, on June 23.  

Ticonderoga falls 

Burgoyne's army traveled up the lake and occupied the 

undefended Fort Crown Point by June 30. The screening 

activities of Burgoyne's Indian support were highly effective at 

keeping the Americans from learning the details of his 

movements. General Arthur St. Clair, who had been left in 
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command of Fort Ticonderoga and its surrounding defenses 

with a garrison of about 3,000 regulars and militia, had no 

idea on July 1 of the full strength of Burgoyne's army, large 

elements of which were then just 4 miles (6.4 km) away. St. 

Clair had been ordered by General Schuyler to hold out as long 

as possible, and had planned two avenues of retreat.  

Open skirmishing began on the outer defense works of 

Ticonderoga on July 2. By July 4, most of the American 

garrison was either at Fort Ticonderoga or nearby Mount 

Independence, the extensive fortifications on the Vermont side 

of the lake. Unknown to the Americans, their withdrawal from 

an outer defensive position cleared a way for the British to 

place artillery on the hilltop known then as Sugar Loaf (now 

Mount Defiance), whose heights commanded the fort. St. Clair 

withdrew the night after spotting British cannon on Sugar Loaf 

on July 5, and Burgoyne's men occupied the main fortification 

and the positions on Mount Independence on July 6. The 

uncontested surrender of the supposedly impregnable fort 

caused a public and political uproar. Although a later 

investigation cleared both Schuyler and St. Clair of any 

wrongdoing in the withdrawal, it caused the Continental 

Congress to replace Schuyler with General Horatio Gates as 

commander of the Northern Department of the Continental 

Army in August.  

Burgoyne sent forces out from his main body to pursue the 

retreating army, which St. Clair had sent south via two 

different routes. The British caught up with elements of the 

retreating Americans at least three times. General Fraser and 

elements of Baron Riedesel's troops faced determined 

resistance in Battle of Hubbardton on July 7, and that same 
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day the vanguard of the main army met Pierse Long's 

retreating companies in a skirmish at Skenesboro. These were 

followed by another standoff in the Battle of Fort Anne on July 

8, in which a forward company of the British army was nearly 

decimated. These actions cost the Americans about 50% more 

casualties than those incurred by the British, and they 

demonstrated to the British officers present that the Americans 

were capable of putting up stiff resistance. Burgoyne's army 

was reduced by about 1,500 men as a result of the Ticonderoga 

actions. He left 400 men to garrison the magazine at Crown 

Point and another 900 to defend Ticonderoga, and the battles 

that followed resulted in about 200 casualties.  

The bulk of St. Clair's army retreated through the New 

Hampshire Grants (present-day Vermont). St. Clair issued 

appeals to the states for militia support, and also arranged to 

have as much of the area's livestock and supplies delivered to 

Fort Edward on the Hudson River, where the American armies 

would regroup. St. Clair reached Fort Edward on July 12 after 

five days of grueling marches. Some of the remnants that had 

been scattered at Hubbardton rejoined the army, but Seth 

Warner and the remains of his regiment were stationed at 

Manchester in the Grants.  

Reaction and delay 

Burgoyne settled into the house of Loyalist Philip Skene at 

Skenesboro while the pieces of his army regrouped and he 

considered his next steps. He penned letters describing the 

British victory, intended for public consumption. When this 

news reached the capitals of Europe, King George was happy, 

and the Comte de Vergennes was not, as the news effectively 
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scuttled an early proposal for French entry into the war. 

British diplomats increased pressure on the French and 

Spanish, demanding that they close their ports to American 

shipping. While this demand was refused, it markedly 

increased the tensions between the powers. The news was also 

harshly received by Congress and the American public, 

including slanders that St. Clair and Schuyler had been 

bribed.  

On July 10 Burgoyne issued orders for the next series of 

movements. Most of the army was to take the rough road from 

Skenesboro to Fort Edward via Fort Anne, while the heavy 

artillery was to be transported down Lake George to Fort 

Edward. Riedesel's troops were sent back up the road toward 

Castleton, primarily as a diversion intended to suggest that he 

might be aiming for the Connecticut River. Burgoyne's decision 

to move the army overland via Fort Anne was a curious one, for 

it contradicted his own earlier commentaries on planning the 

expedition, in which he presciently observed that defenders 

could easily block the route. His decision appears to have been 

motivated by two factors; the first being the perception that 

moving the army over water via Lake George would require a 

retrograde movement that could be perceived as a retreat, and 

the second being the influence of Philip Skene, whose property 

would benefit by the improved road Burgoyne would have to 

build.  

General Schuyler, at Albany when he received word of 

Ticonderoga's fall, immediately rode to Fort Edward, where 

there was a garrison of about 700 regulars and 1,400 militia. 

He decided to make Burgoyne's passage as difficult as possible, 

using the axe as a weapon; as it was much easier to fell large 
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trees in the enemy's path than to remove them after they were 

down, this brought Burgoyne's advance to a crawl, tiring his 

troops and forcing them to use up supplies. On July 11 

Burgoyne wrote to Lord Germain, complaining that the 

Americans were systematically felling trees, destroying bridges, 

and damming streams along the road to Fort Edward. Schuyler 

also employed scorched earth tactics to deny the British access 

to local provisions. In spite of Burgoyne's lack of movement, 

his scouts were active; some of Schuyler's work crews were 

attacked.  

Schuyler's tactics required Burgoyne to build a road through 

the wilderness for his guns and troops, a task that took about 

two weeks. They moved out of Skenesboro on July 24, and 

reached Fort Edward on July 29, finding that Schuyler had 

already abandoned it, in a retreat that ended at Stillwater, New 

York. Before he left Skenesboro, Burgoyne was joined by about 

500 Indians (mostly Ottawas, but also Fox, Mississauga, 

Chippewa, and Ojibwe, as well as members of the Iroquois) 

from the Great Lakes region under the leadership of St. Luc de 

la Corne and Charles Michel de Langlade.  

St. Leger's expedition 

• Lieutenant Colonel St. Leger sailed up the St. 

Lawrence and crossed Lake Ontario to arrive at 

Oswego without incident. He had about 300 regulars, 

supported by 650 Canadian and Loyalist militia, and 

they were joined by 1,000 Indians led by John Butler 

and the Iroquois war chiefs Joseph Brant, 

Sayenqueraghta and Cornplanter. Joseph Brant 

killed and tortured Indians who did not support the 
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Crown. Leaving Oswego on July 25, they marched to 

Fort Stanwix on the Mohawk River, and began 

besieging it on August 2. About 800 members of the 

Tryon County militia and their Indian allies marched 

to relieve the siege, but some of St. Leger's British 

and Indians ambushed them on August 6 at the 

bloody Battle of Oriskany. While the Americans held 

the field of battle, they retreated because of the 

heavy casualties they suffered, including the mortal 

wounding of their leader, General Nicholas Herkimer. 

Warriors from Iroquois nations fought on both sides 

of the battle, marking the beginning of a civil war 

within the Six Nations. During the Oriskany action, 

the besieged Americans staged a sortie from Fort 

Stanwix and raided the nearly empty Indian camp. 

Combined with the significant Indian casualties at 

Oriskany, this was a significant blow to Indian 

morale. 

On August 10, Benedict Arnold left Stillwater, New York for 

Fort Stanwix with 800 men of the Continental Army from 

Schuyler's Northern Department. He expected to recruit 

members of the Tryon County militia when he arrived at Fort 

Dayton on August 21.  

Arnold could only raise about 100 militia, as most of the 

militia men that had been at Oriskany were not interested in 

joining, so he instead resorted to subterfuge. He staged the 

escape of a Loyalist captive, who convinced St. Leger that 

Arnold was coming with a much larger force than he actually 

had. On this news, Joseph Brant and the rest of St. Leger's 

Indians withdrew. They took most of his remaining supplies 
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with them, and St. Leger was forced to raise the siege and head 

back through Oswego to Quebec. Arnold sent a detachment a 

short way after them, and turned the rest of his force east to 

rejoin the American forces at Saratoga. St. Leger's remaining 

men eventually arrived at Fort Ticonderoga on September 27. 

Their arrival was too late to effectively support Burgoyne, 

whose army was already being hemmed in by the growing 

American forces around him.  

Mounting difficulties 

• The advance of Burgoyne's army to Fort Edward was, 

as with the approach to Ticonderoga, preceded by a 

wave of Indians, which chased away the small 

contingent of troops left there by Schuyler. These 

allies became impatient and began indiscriminate 

raids on frontier families and settlements, which had 

the effect of increasing rather than reducing local 

support to the American rebels. In particular, the 

death at Indian hands of the attractive young 

Loyalist settler Jane McCrea was widely publicized 

and served as a catalyst for rebel support, as 

Burgoyne's decision to not punish the perpetrators 

was seen as unwillingness or inability to keep the 

Indians under control. 

Even though the bulk of his army made the trip from 

Skenesboro to Fort Edward in just five days, the army's lack of 

adequate transport served to delay the army again, as the 

supply train, hampered by a lack of draft animals and carts 

and wagons that were capable of dealing with the rough tracks 

through the wilderness, took time to follow.  
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On August 3, messengers from General Howe finally succeeded 

in making their way through the American lines to Burgoyne's 

camp at Fort Edward. (Numerous attempts by the British 

generals to communicate were frustrated by the capture and 

hanging of their messengers by the Americans.) The 

messengers did not bring good news. On July 17 Howe wrote 

that he was preparing to depart by sea with his army to 

capture Philadelphia, and that General Clinton, responsible for 

New York City's defense, would "act as occurrences may 

direct". Burgoyne refused to divulge the contents of this 

dispatch to his staff.  

Realizing that he now had a serious supply problem, Burgoyne 

decided to act on a suggestion that Baron Riedesel had made to 

him in July. Riedesel, whose forces Burgoyne had stationed at 

Castleton for a time while he was at Skenesboro, had observed 

that the area was rich in draft animals and horses, which 

might be seized for the army's benefit (including the mounting 

of Riedesel's currently unmounted dragoons). Pursuing this 

idea, Burgoyne sent Colonel Friedrich Baum's regiment toward 

western Massachusetts and the New Hampshire Grants on 

August 9, along with some Brunswick dragoons. Most of 

Baum's detachment never returned from the August 16 Battle 

of Bennington, and the reinforcements he had sent after them 

came back after they were ravaged in the same battle, which 

deprived Burgoyne of nearly 1,000 men and the much-needed 

supplies. What Burgoyne had been unaware of was that St. 

Clair's calls for militia support following the withdrawal from 

Ticonderoga had been answered, and General John Stark had 

placed 2,000 men at Bennington. Stark's force enveloped 

Baum's at Bennington, killing him and capturing much of his 

detachment.  
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The death of Jane McCrea and the Battle of Bennington, 

besides acting as rallying cries for the Americans, had another 

important effect. Burgoyne blamed his Indian and Canadian 

allies for McCrea's death, and, even after the Indians had lost 

80 of their number at Bennington, Burgoyne showed them no 

gratitude. As a result, Langlade, La Corne, and most of the 

Indians left the British camp, leaving Burgoyne with fewer than 

100 Indian scouts. Burgoyne was left with no protection in the 

woods against the American rangers. Burgoyne would later 

blame La Corne for deserting him, while La Corne countered 

that Burgoyne never respected the Indians. In the British 

Parliament, Lord Germain sided with La Corne.  

American change of fortune 

While the tactic of delay worked well in the field, the result in 

the Continental Congress was a different matter. General 

Horatio Gates was in Philadelphia when Congress discussed its 

shock at the fall of Ticonderoga, and Gates was more than 

willing to help assign the blame to reluctant generals.  

Some in the Congress had already been impatient with General 

George Washington, wanting a large, direct confrontation that 

might eliminate occupation forces but which Washington 

feared would probably lose the war. John Adams, the head of 

the War Committee, praised Gates and remarked that "we shall 

never hold a post until we shoot a general." Over the objections 

of the New York delegation, Congress sent Gates to take 

command of the Northern Department on August 10. It also 

ordered states from Pennsylvania to Massachusetts to call out 

their militias. On August 19, Gates arrived at Albany to take 

charge. He was cold and arrogant in manner, and pointedly 
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excluded Schuyler from his first war council. Schuyler left for 

Philadelphia shortly after, depriving Gates of his intimate 

knowledge of the area.  

Throughout the month of August, and continuing into 

September, militia companies arrived at the Continental Army 

camps on the Hudson. These were augmented by troops 

Washington ordered north from the Hudson Highlands as part 

of General Arnold's operation to relieve Stanwix. Those troops 

arrived at the end of August and included the crack 

sharpshooters of Daniel Morgan's rifle corps, which he sent 

north from his own army. News of the American successes at 

Bennington and Fort Stanwix, combined with outrage over the 

death of Jane McCrea, rallied support, swelling Gates' army to 

over 6,000 rank and file. This number did not include Stark's 

small army at Bennington, which was reduced in size by 

disease and the departure of some of its companies, but was 

also augmented by several hundred troops raised by General 

Benjamin Lincoln, who was assigned to make attacks against 

Burgoyne's supply and communications.  

Saratoga 

The "Battle of Saratoga" is often depicted as a single event, but 

it was actually a month-long series of maneuvers punctuated 

by two battles. At the beginning of September 1777, Burgoyne's 

army, now just over 7,000 strong, was located on the east bank 

of the Hudson. He had learned of St. Leger's failure at Stanwix 

on August 28, and even earlier that Howe would not be giving 

him substantial support from New York City. Faced with the 

need to reach defensible winter quarters, which would require 

either retreat back to Ticonderoga or advance to Albany, he 
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decided on the latter. Subsequent to this decision, he made 

two further crucial decisions. He decided to deliberately cut 

communications to the north, so that he would not need to 

maintain a chain of heavily fortified outposts between his 

position and Ticonderoga, and he decided to cross the Hudson 

River while he was in a relatively strong position. He therefore 

ordered Riedesel, whose forces were in the rear, to abandon 

outposts from Skenesboro south, and ordered the army to 

cross the river just north of Saratoga, which it did between 

September 13 and 15. Moving cautiously, since the departure 

of his Indian support had deprived him of reliable scouting, 

Burgoyne advanced to the south. On September 18 the 

vanguard of his army had reached a position just north of 

Saratoga, about 4 miles (6.4 km) from the American defensive 

line, and skirmishes occurred between the leading elements of 

the armies.  

When Gates took over Schuyler's army, much of it was located 

near the mouth of the Mohawk River, south of Stillwater. On 

September 8 he ordered the army, then about 10,000 men (of 

whom about 8,500 were effective combat troops), to Stillwater 

with the idea of setting up defenses there. The Polish engineer 

Tadeusz Kościuszko found the area inadequate for proper 

defensive works, so a new location was found about three miles 

further north (and about 10 miles (16 km) south of Saratoga). 

At this location Kosciusko laid out defensive lines stretching 

from the river to the bluffs called Bemis Heights.  

The right side of these defenses was nominally given to General 

Lincoln, but as he was leading troops intended for a diversion 

against Ticonderoga, Gates assumed command of that portion 

of the line himself. Gates put General Arnold, with whom he 
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had previously had a good relationship, in command of the 

army's left, the western defenses on Bemis Heights. The 

relationship between the two soured when Arnold chose to staff 

his command with friends of Schuyler, whom Gates hated. 

Combined with the prickly natures of both Gates and Arnold, 

this eventually brought internal power squabbles to a boil.  

Freeman's Farm 

Both Generals Burgoyne and Arnold recognized the importance 

of the American left flank. Burgoyne recognized that the 

American position could be flanked, and divided his forces, 

sending a large detachment to the west on September 19. 

Arnold, also recognizing that a British attack on the left was 

likely, asked Gates for permission to move his forces out to 

Freeman's Farm to anticipate that maneuver. Gates refused to 

carry out a general movement, since he wanted to wait behind 

his defenses for the expected frontal attack; but he did permit 

Arnold to send Daniel Morgan's riflemen and some light 

infantry out for a reconnaissance in force. These forces 

precipitated the Battle of Freeman's Farm when they made 

contact with Burgoyne's right flank. In the ensuing battle, the 

British gained control of Freeman's Farm, but at the cost of 

600 casualties, ten percent of their forces.  

After the battle the feud between Gates and Arnold erupted. 

Not only did Gates not mention Arnold at all in the official 

account of the battle he sent to Congress, but he also 

transferred Morgan's company (which had been technically 

independent but operated under Arnold's command in the 

battle) to his direct command. Arnold and Gates had a noisy 

argument in Gates' quarters, in which Gates said that General 
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Lincoln would be replacing him. Following the argument Arnold 

drafted a letter to Gates outlining his grievances and 

requesting a transfer to Washington's command. Gates gave 

Arnold a pass to leave, and continued to inflict petty 

indignities on Arnold. A commonly referenced reason why 

Arnold chose to remain is that a petition signed by all of the 

line officers except Gates and Lincoln convinced him to stay. 

While proposals for such a document were considered, there is 

no contemporary evidence of one actually being drafted and 

signed.  

Burgoyne considered renewing the attack the next day, but 

called it off when Fraser noted that many men were fatigued 

from the previous day's exertions. He therefore dug his army 

in, and waited for news that he would receive some assistance 

from the south, as a letter he received from General Clinton in 

New York on September 21 suggested that a movement up the 

Hudson would draw off some of Gates' army. Although he was 

aware of the persistent desertions that were reducing the size 

of his army and that the army was running short of food and 

other critical supplies, he did not know that the American 

army was also daily growing in size, or that Gates had 

intelligence on how dire the situation was in his camp.  

Attack on Ticonderoga 

Unknown to either side at Saratoga until after the battle, 

General Lincoln and Colonel John Brown had staged an attack 

against the British position at Fort Ticonderoga. Lincoln had 

collected 2,000 men at Bennington by early September. After 

marching north to Pawlet, they received word that the guard at 

Ticonderoga might be susceptible to surprise. Lincoln sent 
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three detachments of 500 men each to "annoy, divide, and 

distract the enemy." One went to Skenesboro, which was found 

to be abandoned by the British. The second went to capture 

Mount Independence on the east side of Lake Champlain, while 

the third, led by John Brown, made the approach to 

Ticonderoga. On the morning of September 18, Brown 

surprised the British defenders at the southern end of the 

portage trail connecting Lake George to Lake Champlain. 

Rapidly moving up the trail his men continued to surprise 

British defenders and capture artillery pieces until they 

reached the height of land just before Ticonderoga, where they 

occupied the "old French lines" (so named because it was there 

that a French defense improbably held against a much larger 

British army in the 1758 Battle of Carillon). On the way he 

rescued 100 American prisoners (thus increasing the size of 

his force) and captured nearly 300 British. His demand for the 

fort's surrender was refused, and for the next four days 

Brown's men and the fort exchanged cannon fire, to little 

effect. Since he had insufficient manpower to actually assault 

the fort, Brown then withdrew to Lake George, where he made 

an unsuccessful attempt to capture a storage depot on an 

island in the lake.  

General Gates wrote to Lincoln on the day of Freeman's Farm, 

ordering his force back to Saratoga and that "not one moment 

should be lost". Lincoln reached Bemis Heights on September 

22, but the last of his troops did not arrive until the 29th.  

Sir Henry Clinton attempts a diversion 

General Howe, when he left New York for Philadelphia, had put 

General Sir Henry Clinton in charge of New York's defense, 
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with instructions to assist Burgoyne if opportunities arose. 

Clinton wrote to Burgoyne on September 12 that he would 

"make a push at [Fort] Montgomery in about ten days" if "you 

think 2000 men can assist you effectually." When Burgoyne 

received the letter he immediately replied, appealing to Clinton 

for instruction on whether he should attempt to advance or 

retreat, based on the likelihood of Clinton's arrival at Albany 

for support. Burgoyne indicated that if he did not receive a 

response by October 12 he would be forced to retreat.  

On October 3, Clinton sailed up the Hudson River with 3,000 

men, and on October 6, one day after receiving Burgoyne's 

appeal, captured the highland forts named Clinton and 

Montgomery. Burgoyne never received Clinton's dispatches 

following this victory, as all three messengers were captured. 

Clinton followed up the victory by dismantling the chain across 

the Hudson, and sent a raiding force up the river that reached 

as far north as Livingston Manor on October 16 before turning 

back. General Shcuyler found a spot along side the Hudson 

River to build a garrison house where the Indians had a few 

settlements. This housing area results in the Indians losing 

this fishing ground. Word of Clinton's movements only reached 

Gates after the battle of Bemis Heights.  

Bemis Heights 

In addition to Lincoln's 2,000 men, militia units poured into 

the American camp, swelling the American army to over 15,000 

men. Burgoyne, who had put his army on short rations on 

October 3, called a council the next day. The decision of this 

meeting was to launch a reconnaissance in force of about 

1,700 men toward the American left flank. Burgoyne and 
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Fraser led this detachment out early on the afternoon of 

October 7. Their movements were spotted, and Gates wanted to 

order only Daniel Morgan's men out in opposition. Arnold said 

that this was clearly insufficient, and that a large force had to 

be sent. Gates, put off one last time by Arnold's tone, 

dismissed him, saying, "You have no business here." However, 

Gates did accede to similar advice given by Lincoln. In addition 

to sending Morgan's company around the British right, he also 

sent Enoch Poor's brigade against Burgoyne's left. When Poor's 

men made contact, the Battle of Bemis Heights was underway.  

The initial American attack was highly effective, and Burgoyne 

attempted to order a withdrawal, but his aide was shot down 

before the order could be broadcast. In intense fighting, the 

flanks of Burgoyne's force were exposed, while the 

Brunswickers at the center held against Learned's determined 

attack. General Fraser was mortally wounded in this phase of 

the battle. While frequently claimed to be the work of Timothy 

Murphy, one of Morgan's men, the story appears to be a 19th-

century fabrication. After Fraser's fall and the arrival of 

additional American troops, Burgoyne ordered what was left of 

the force to retreat behind their entrenched lines.  

General Arnold, frustrated by the sound of fighting he was not 

involved in, rode off from the American headquarters to join 

the fray. Arnold, who some claimed was in a drunken fury, 

took the battle to the British position. The right side of the 

British line consisted of two earthen redoubts that had been 

erected on Freeman's Farm, and were manned by Brunswickers 

under Heinrich Breymann and light infantry under Lord 

Balcarres. Arnold first rallied troops to attack Balcarres' 

redoubt, without success. He then boldly rode through the gap 
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between the two redoubts, a space guarded by a small company 

of Canadian irregulars. Learned's men followed, and made an 

assault on the open rear of Breymann's redoubt. Arnold's horse 

was shot out from under him, pinning him and breaking his 

leg. Breymann was killed in the fierce action, and his position 

was taken. However, night was falling, and the battle came to 

an end. The battle was a bloodbath for Burgoyne's troops: 

nearly 900 men were killed, wounded, or captured, compared 

to about 150 for the Americans.  

Surrender 

Simon Fraser died of his wounds early the next day, but it was 

not until nearly sunset that he was buried. Burgoyne then 

ordered the army, whose entrenchments had been subjected to 

persistent harassment by the Americans, to retreat. (One 

consequence of the skirmishing was that General Lincoln was 

also wounded. Combined with Arnold's wounds, this deprived 

Gates of his top two field commanders.)  

It took the army nearly two days to reach Saratoga, in which 

heavy rain and American probes against the column slowed the 

army's pace. Burgoyne was aided by logistical problems in the 

American camp, where the army's ability to move forward was 

hampered by delays in bringing forward and issuing rations. 

However, Gates did order detachments to take positions on the 

east side of the Hudson to oppose any attempted crossings. By 

the morning of October 13 Burgoyne's army was completely 

surrounded, so his council voted to open negotiations. Terms 

were agreed on October 16 that Burgoyne insisted on calling a 

"convention" rather than a capitulation.  
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Baroness Riedesel, wife of the commander of the German 

troops, vividly describes in her journal the confusion and 

besetting starvation of the retreating British army. Her account 

of the tribulation and death of officers and men, and of the 

terrified women who had taken shelter in the cellar of what 

later became known as the Marshall House dramatizes the 

desperation of the besieged army.  

On October 17, Burgoyne's army surrendered with full honours 

of war. Burgoyne gave his sword to Gates, who immediately 

returned it as a sign of respect. Burgoyne's army, about 6,000 

strong, marched past to stack arms as the American and 

British bands played "Yankee Doodle" and "The British 

Grenadiers".  

Aftermath 

British troops withdrew from Ticonderoga and Crown Point in 

November, and Lake Champlain was free of British troops by 

early December. American troops, on the other hand, still had 

work to do. Alerted to General Clinton's raids on the Hudson, 

most of the army marched south toward Albany on October 18, 

while other detachments accompanied the "Convention Army" 

east. Burgoyne and Riedesel became guests of General 

Schuyler, who had come north from Albany to witness the 

surrender. Burgoyne was allowed to return to England on 

parole in May 1778, where he spent the next two years 

defending his actions in Parliament and the press. He was 

eventually exchanged for more than 1,000 American prisoners.  

In response to Burgoyne's surrender, Congress declared 

December 18, 1777 as a national day "for solemn Thanksgiving 
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and praise" in recognition of the military success at Saratoga; 

it was the nation's first official observance of a holiday with 

that name.  

Convention Army 

Under the terms of the convention Burgoyne's army was to 

march to Boston, where British ships would transport it back 

to England, on condition that its members not participate in 

the conflict until they were formally exchanged. Congress 

demanded that Burgoyne provide a list of troops in the army so 

that the terms of the agreement concerning future combat 

could be enforced. When he refused, Congress decided not to 

honor the terms of the convention, and the army remained in 

captivity. The army was kept for some time in sparse camps 

throughout New England. Although individual officers were 

exchanged, much of the "Convention Army" was eventually 

marched south to Virginia, where it remained prisoner for 

several years. Throughout its captivity, a large number of men 

(more than 1,300 in the first year alone) escaped and 

effectively deserted, settling in the United States.  

Consequences 

On December 4, 1777, word reached Benjamin Franklin at 

Versailles that Philadelphia had fallen and that Burgoyne had 

surrendered. Two days later, King Louis XVI assented to 

negotiations for an alliance. The treaty was signed on February 

6, 1778, and France declared war on Britain one month later, 

with hostilities beginning with naval skirmishes off Ushant in 

June. Spain did not enter into the war until 1779, when it 
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entered the war as an ally of France pursuant to the secret 

Treaty of Aranjuez. Vergennes' diplomatic moves following the 

French entry into the war also had material impact on the later 

entry of the Dutch Republic into the war, and declarations of 

neutrality on the part of other important geopolitical players 

like Russia.  

The British government of Lord North came under sharp 

criticism when the news of Burgoyne's surrender reached 

London. Of Lord Germain it was said that "the secretary is 

incapable of conducting a war", and Horace Walpole opined 

(incorrectly, as it turned out) that "we are ... very near the end 

of the American war." Lord North issued a proposal for peace 

terms in Parliament that did not include independence; when 

these were finally delivered to Congress by the Carlisle Peace 

Commission they were rejected.  

Remembrances 

Most of the battlefields of the campaign have been preserved in 

some way, usually as state or national parks, but also as 

historic sites under state or federal control. Some monuments 

erected to mark the battles are listed as National Historic 

Landmarks and some are separately listed on the National 

Register of Historic Places. Many of the battles are regularly 

reenacted, and the Battle of Bennington (although it was 

actually fought in present-day Walloomsac, New York) is 

marked in the state of Vermont by Bennington Battle Day.  

The commemorations of Benedict Arnold's contributions to the 

American success of the campaign are particularly noteworthy. 

The obelisk at Saratoga National Historical Park has, on three 
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of its four sides, alcoves bearing statues of three generals 

instrumental in the success at Saratoga: Gates, Schuyler, and 

Morgan. The fourth alcove, representing Arnold, is empty. The 

park also contains the Boot Monument which, though again 

without identifying Arnold by name, clearly honors his 

contribution in the second Saratoga battle.  

The World War II era aircraft carriers USS Saratoga (CV-3) and 

USS Bennington (CV-20) were named after the battles of the 

Saratoga campaign.  

  



Chapter 38 

Philadelphia Campaign 

The Philadelphia campaign (1777–1778) was a British effort in 

the American Revolutionary War to gain control of 

Philadelphia, which was then the seat of the Second 

Continental Congress. British General William Howe, after 

failing to draw the Continental Army under General George 

Washington into a battle in northern New Jersey, embarked his 

army on transports, and landed them at the northern end of 

Chesapeake Bay. From there, he advanced northward toward 

Philadelphia.  

Washington prepared defenses against Howe's movements at 

Brandywine Creek, but was flanked and beaten back in the 

Battle of Brandywine on September 11, 1777. After further 

skirmishes and maneuvers, Howe entered and occupied 

Philadelphia. Washington then unsuccessfully attacked one of 

Howe's garrisons at Germantown before retreating to Valley 

Forge for the winter.  

Howe's campaign was controversial because, although he 

captured the American capital of Philadelphia, he proceeded 

slowly and did not aid the concurrent campaign of John 

Burgoyne further north, which ended in disaster at Saratoga 

for the British, and brought France into the war. Howe 

resigned during the occupation of Philadelphia and was 

replaced by his second-in-command, General Sir Henry 

Clinton. Clinton evacuated the troops from Philadelphia back 

to New York City in 1778 in order to stiffen that city's defenses 

against a possible Franco-American attack. Washington harried 
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the British army all the way across New Jersey, and forced a 

battle at Monmouth Court House that was one of the largest 

battles of the war.  

At the end of the campaign, the two armies were roughly in the 

same positions they were at its beginning.  

Background 

• Following General William Howe's capture of New 

York City, and George Washington's successful 

actions at Trenton and Princeton, the two armies 

settled into an uneasy stalemate in the winter 

months of early 1777. While this time was 

punctuated by numerous skirmishes, the British 

army continued to occupy outposts at New 

Brunswick and Perth Amboy, New Jersey.  

General Howe had proposed to George Germain, the British 

civilian official responsible for conduct of the war, an 

expedition for 1777 to capture Philadelphia, the seat of the 

rebellious Second Continental Congress. Germain approved his 

plan, although with fewer troops than Howe requested. He also 

approved plans by John Burgoyne for an expedition to "force 

his way to Albany" from Montreal. Germain's approval of 

Howe's expedition included the expectation that Howe would be 

able to assist Burgoyne, effecting a junction at Albany between 

the forces of Burgoyne and troops that Howe would send north 

from New York City.  

Howe decided by early April against taking his army overland 

to Philadelphia through New Jersey, as this would entail a 
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difficult crossing of the broad Delaware River under hostile 

conditions, and it would likely require the transportation or 

construction of the necessary watercraft. Howe's plan, sent to 

Germain on April 2, also effectively isolated Burgoyne from any 

possibility of significant support, since Howe would be taking 

his army by sea to Philadelphia, and the New York garrison 

would be too small for any significant offensive operations up 

the Hudson River to assist Burgoyne.  

Howe's evolving plans 

Washington realized that Howe "certainly ought in good policy 

to endeavor to Cooperate with Genl. Burgoyne" and was baffled 

why he did not do so. Washington at the time and historians 

ever since have wondered why Howe was not in place to come 

to the relief of Burgoyne, whose invasion army from Canada 

was surrounded and captured by the Americans in October. 

Historians agree that Lord Germain did a poor job in 

coordinating the two campaigns. Following Howe's capture of 

New York and Washington's retreat across the Delaware, Howe 

on December 20, 1776, wrote to Germain, proposing an 

elaborate set of campaigns for 1777. These included operations 

to gain control of the Hudson River, expand operations from 

the base at Newport, Rhode Island, and take Philadelphia, the 

seat of the rebel Continental Congress. The latter Howe saw as 

attractive, since Washington was then just north of the city: 

Howe wrote that he was "persuaded the Principal Army should 

act offensively [against Philadelphia], where the enemy's chief 

strength lies." Germain acknowledged that this plan was 

particularly "well digested", but it called for more men than 

Germain was prepared to provide. After the setbacks in New 
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Jersey, Howe in mid-January 1777 proposed operations against 

Philadelphia that included an overland expedition and a sea-

based attack, thinking this might lead to a decisive victory over 

the Continental Army. This plan was developed to the extent 

that in April Howe's army was seen constructing pontoon 

bridges; Washington, lodged in his winter quarters at 

Morristown, New Jersey, thought they were for eventual use on 

the Delaware River. However, by mid-May Howe had apparently 

abandoned the idea of an overland expedition: "I propose to 

invade Pennsylvania by sea ... we must probably abandon the 

Jersies."  

Howe's decision to not assist Burgoyne may have been rooted 

in Howe's perception that Burgoyne would receive credit for a 

successful campaign, even if it required Howe's help; this 

would not help Howe's reputation, as the Philadelphia 

expedition would if it succeeded. Historian John Alden notes 

the jealousies among various British leaders, saying, "It is 

likely that [Howe] was as jealous of Burgoyne as Burgoyne was 

of him and that he was not eager to do anything which might 

assist his junior up the ladder of military renown." Along the 

same lines Don Higginbotham concludes that in Howe's view, 

"[The Hudson River campaign] was Burgoyne's whole show, and 

consequently he [Howe] wanted little to do with it. With regard 

to Burgoyne's army, he would do only what was required of him 

(virtually nothing)." Howe himself wrote to Burgoyne on July 

17: "My intention is for Pennsylvania, where I expect to meet 

Washington, but if he goes to the northward contrary to my 

expectations, and you can keep him at bay, be assured I shall 

soon be after him to relieve you." He sailed from New York not 

long after.  
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Early feints 

Washington's Continental Army had been encamped primarily 

at Morristown, New Jersey, although there was a forward base 

at Bound Brook, only a few miles from the nearest British 

outposts. In part as a retaliatory measure against the ongoing 

skirmishes, General Charles Cornwallis executed a raid against 

that position in April 1777, in which he very nearly captured 

the outpost's commander, Benjamin Lincoln. In response to 

this raid, Washington moved his army forward to a strongly 

fortified position at Middlebrook in the Watchung Mountains 

that commanded likely British land routes toward Philadelphia.  

For reasons that are not entirely clear, General Howe moved a 

sizable army to Somerset Court House, south of New 

Brunswick. If he performed this move as a feint to draw 

Washington out from his strong position, it failed, as 

Washington refused to move his army out in force. Washington 

had intelligence that Howe had not brought the necessary 

equipment for either bringing or constructing watercraft, so 

this move seemed unlikely to him to be a move toward the 

Delaware River. When Howe eventually withdrew his army back 

toward Perth Amboy, Washington did follow. Launching a 

lightning strike, Howe sent forces under Cornwallis in an 

attempt to cut Washington off from the high ground; this 

attempt was foiled in the Battle of Short Hills. Howe then 

withdrew his troops to Perth Amboy, embarked them on 

transports, and sailed out of New York harbor, destined for 

Philadelphia.  

Washington did not know where Howe was going. Considering 

the possibility that Howe was again feinting, and would 
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actually sail his army up the Hudson to join with Burgoyne, he 

remained near New York. Only when he received word that 

Howe's fleet had reached the mouth of the Delaware, did he 

need to consider the defense of Philadelphia. However, the fleet 

did not enter the Delaware, instead continuing south. 

Uncertain of Howe's goal, which could be Charleston, South 

Carolina, he considered moving north to assist in the defense 

of the Hudson, when he learned that the fleet had entered 

Chesapeake Bay. In August, he began moving his troops south 

to prepare the city's defenses. General John Sullivan, who 

commanded the Continental Army's troops facing Staten 

Island, had, in order to capitalize on perceived weaknesses of 

the British position there following Howe's departure, 

attempted a raid on August 22, that failed with the Battle of 

Staten Island.  

Capture of Philadelphia 

General Howe landed 15,000 troops in late August at the 

northern end of the Chesapeake Bay, about 55 miles (90 km) 

southwest of Philadelphia. General Washington positioned 

11,000 men between Howe and Philadelphia but was 

outflanked and driven back at the Battle of Brandywine on 

September 11, 1777 and suffered over 1,000 casualties, and 

the British lost about half that number.  

The Continental Congress once again abandoned the city, 

relocating first to Lancaster, Pennsylvania, and later York, 

Pennsylvania. British and Revolutionary forces maneuvered 

around each other west of Philadelphia for the next several 

days, clashing in minor encounters such as the abortive Battle 

of the Clouds and the so-called "Paoli Massacre." On 
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September 26, Howe finally outmaneuvered Washington and 

marched into Philadelphia unopposed. Capture of the rebel 

capital did not bring the end to the rebellion as the British 

thought it would. In 18th-century warfare, it was normal that 

the side who captured the opposing force's capital city won the 

war, but the Revolutionary War would continue for six more 

years until 1783 because of the rebels' unconventional warfare 

tactics.  

After taking the city, the British garrisoned about 9,000 troops 

in Germantown, 5 miles (8 km) north of Philadelphia. On 

October 2 the British captured Fort Billingsport, on the 

Delaware in New Jersey, to clear a line of chevaux de frise 

obstacles in the river. The idea of placing those obstacles is 

attributed to Benjamin Franklin, and they were designed by 

Robert Smith. An undefended line had already been taken at 

Marcus Hook, and a third line was nearer Philadelphia, 

guarded by Fort Mifflin and Fort Mercer. Washington 

unsuccessfully attacked Germantown on October 4, and then 

retreated to watch and wait for the British to counterattack. 

Meanwhile, the British needed to open a supply route along the 

Delaware River to support their occupation of Philadelphia. 

After a prolonged defense of the river by Commodore John 

Hazelwood and the Continental and Pennsylvania Navies, the 

British finally secured the river by taking forts Mifflin and 

Mercer in mid-November (although the latter was not taken 

until after a humiliating repulse). In early December, 

Washington successfully repelled a series of probes by General 

Howe in the Battle of White Marsh.  

General Washington's problems at this time were not just with 

the British. In the so-called Conway Cabal, some politicians 
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and officers unhappy with Washington's performance in the 

campaign secretively discussed his removal. Washington, 

offended by the behind-the-scenes maneuvering, laid the whole 

matter openly before Congress. His supporters rallied behind 

him, and the episode was abated. 

Valley Forge and Monmouth 

(Courthouse) 

• Washington and his army encamped at Valley Forge 

in December 1777, about 20 miles (32 km) from 

Philadelphia, where they stayed for the next six 

months. Over the winter, 2,500 men (out of 10,000) 

died from disease and exposure. However, the army 

eventually emerged from Valley Forge in good order, 

thanks in part to a training program supervised by 

Baron von Steuben. 

Meanwhile, there was a shakeup in the British command. 

General Howe resigned his command, and was replaced by 

Lieutenant General Sir Henry Clinton as commander-in-chief. 

France's entry into the war forced a change in British war 

strategy, and Clinton was ordered by the government to 

abandon Philadelphia and defend New York City, now 

vulnerable to French naval power. The British sent out a peace 

commission headed by the Earl of Carlisle, whose offers, made 

in June 1778 as Clinton was preparing to abandon 

Philadelphia, were rejected by Congress. As the British were 

preparing their withdrawal, Washington sent out Lafayette on a 

reconnaissance mission. Lafayette narrowly escaped a British 

ambush at the Battle of Barren Hill.  
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Clinton shipped many Loyalists and most of his heavy 

equipment by sea to New York, and evacuated Philadelphia on 

June 18. Washington's army shadowed Clinton's, and 

Washington successfully forced a battle at Monmouth 

Courthouse on June 28, the last major battle in the North. 

Washington's second-in-command, General Charles Lee, who 

led the advance force of the army, ordered a controversial 

retreat early in the battle, allowing Clinton's army to regroup. 

By July, Clinton was in New York City, and Washington was 

again at White Plains, New York. Both armies were back where 

they had been two years earlier.  

Aftermath 

Shortly after the British arrived in New York, a French fleet 

arrived outside its harbor, leading to a flurry of action by both 

sides. The French and Americans decided to make an attempt 

on the British garrison at Newport, Rhode Island; this first 

attempt at coordination was a notable failure.  

Under orders from London, Clinton reallocated some of his 

troops to the West Indies, and began a program of coastal 

raiding from the Chesapeake to Massachusetts. In and around 

New York, the armies of Clinton and Washington watched each 

other and skirmished, with occasional major actions like the 

1779 Battle of Stony Point and the 1780 Battle of Connecticut 

Farms. Clinton considered making new attacks on 

Philadelphia, but these ideas never came to fruition.  

The British also began a wider frontier war organized from 

Quebec City, using Loyalist and Native American allies. British 

and French forces engaged each other in the West Indies and 
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in India beginning in 1778, and the 1779 entry of Spain into 

the war widened the global aspects of the war even further.  

In 1780, the British began a "southern strategy" to regain 

control of the rebelling colonies, with the capture of 

Charleston, South Carolina. This effort would ultimately fail at 

Yorktown.  

  



Chapter 39 

Northern Theater of the American 

Revolutionary War after Saratoga 

The Northern theater of the American Revolutionary War after 

Saratoga consisted of a series of battles between American 

revolutionaries and British forces, from 1778 to 1782 during 

the American Revolutionary War. It is characterized by two 

primary areas of activity. The first set of activities was based 

around the British base of operations in New York City, where 

each side made probes and counterprobes against the other's 

positions that sometimes resulted in notable actions. The 

second was essentially a frontier war in Upstate New York and 

rural northern Pennsylvania that was largely fought by state 

militia companies and some Indian allies on the American side, 

and Loyalist companies supported by Indians, British Indian 

agents, and occasionally British regulars. The notable 

exception to significant Continental Army participation on the 

frontier was the 1779 Sullivan Expedition, in which General 

John Sullivan led an army expedition that drove the Iroquois 

out of New York. The warfare amongst the splinters of the 

Iroquois Six Nations were particularly brutal, turning much of 

the Indian population into refugees.  

The only other notable actions occurred in New England. A 

combined American-French attempt was made to drive the 

British out of Newport, Rhode Island. The Battle of Rhode 

Island ended badly when the French fleet abandoned the effort; 

the failure did some damage to American–French relations. In 

1779 the British established a base on the Penobscot River in 
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the District of Maine with the intent of establishing a Loyalist 

presence there. The state of Massachusetts responded with the 

amphibious Penobscot Expedition, which ended in complete 

disaster.  

The British continued a process of raiding the New England 

coastal communities. One such raid led to a skirmish at 

Freetown, Massachusetts, while others descended on 

Massachusetts and Connecticut coastal communities. In the 

1781 Battle of Groton Heights, the British were led by 

Connecticut native Benedict Arnold, who did substantial 

damage to the town.  

British strategy after Saratoga 

After General John Burgoyne surrendered his army after the 

Battles of Saratoga in October 1777 France entered the war, 

recognizing the United States and entering into a military 

alliance. France dispatched a fleet and army across the 

Atlantic to aid the Americans fighting for independence, in 

addition to pursuing military operations in the Caribbean and 

the East Indies. France also applied pressure on Spain to enter 

the war; although this did not happen until 1779, Spanish 

actions in other theaters further stretched British military 

resources.  

These strategic changes forced the British to shift their 

attention away from North America, moving troops, ships and 

resources to defend the West Indies, India and other colonial 

possessions, as well as guarding against the threat of a French 

invasion of Great Britain itself. In North America, the British 

withdrew from Philadelphia in 1778, and made New York City 
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the headquarters for the North American theater of war. They 

then embarked on a southern strategy, in which they sought to 

gain control over the colonies of Georgia, North and South 

Carolina, and Virginia, where they believed Loyalist sentiment 

to be strong.  

This activity formed the bulk of military activity in North 

America for the remainder of the war, but actions and forays 

occurred from British strongholds in Quebec, New York, Rhode 

Island, and Nova Scotia.  

Following their consolidation after the Saratoga disaster, the 

British began recruiting American Loyalists and Native allies in 

great numbers to make up for their lack of army troops, and 

dispatched them on what were essentially raiding expeditions 

against Patriot settlements on the frontiers. Using their naval 

supremacy the British also launched raids and amphibious 

actions against the New England coastline.  

American strategy after Saratoga 

American military strategy widened to some extent following 

entry of France into the war. The states were still dominated by 

the larger British army, which kept the Continental Army on 

the defensive outside Philadelphia and New York. The British 

began withdrawing from Philadelphia early in 1778, and the 

arrival of a French fleet off Philadelphia in July increased 

prospects for offensive action. While these large-scale actions 

occupied the army, militia and settlers on the northern and 

west frontiers of New York and Pennsylvania had to contend 

with incursions by Indians and Loyalists organized by the 

British out of posts in Quebec.  
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Skirmishes around New York 

Each side made probes or diversionary movements designed to 

keep the other side on edge and uncertain of its intentions. 

General Clinton sent troops to "clean out that nest of Rebel 

Pirates" at Little Egg Harbor, New Jersey. In the Battle of 

Chestnut Neck on October 6, 1778 the British destroyed some 

American supplies, and on the 15th surprised Pulaski's Legion 

in the Little Egg Harbor massacre. Apparently as a diversion to 

draw attention away from that raid, Clinton also sent troops 

into northern New Jersey. During those movements, 12 

companies of British light infantry led by Charles Grey 

surprised and slaughtered a sleeping company of American 

dragoons in the Baylor Massacre on September 27.  

In May 1779 Clinton captured the outpost at Stony Point, New 

York, which guarded one side of a major crossing point on the 

Hudson River. When he weakened this force to provide troops 

for William Tryon's coastal raids, Washington devised an 

attack to regain the position. In the Battle of Stony Point on 

July 16, the fort was stormed and captured by Anthony 

Wayne's light infantry. Clinton later withdrew his forces back 

to New York as part of the planning for the invasion of the 

southern states. Later in 1779, Light Horse Harry Lee led 

American troops in a surprise raid on Paulus Hook in present-

day Jersey City, New Jersey that weakened British control of 

northern New Jersey.  

In early 1780, a British attack against an American outpost in 

Westchester County, New York resulted in about 50 American 

casualties and 75 captured in the Battle of Young's House. The 

last notable action in the New York area was an attempt by the 
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British to regain control of northern New Jersey in June by 

attacking the main Continental Army camp at Morristown. The 

first British-Hessian thrust by Wilhelm von Knyphausen was 

blocked at the Battle of Connecticut Farms on June 7. A 

second offensive by Knyphausen on June 23 was halted in the 

Battle of Springfield after stiff fighting when Nathanael Greene 

appeared on the scene with 2,000 troops. This put an end to 

British ambitions in New Jersey.  

On 21 July, Wayne with two Pennsylvania brigades and four 

cannons attacked a loyalist blockhouse at Bulls Ferry, New 

Jersey. In the Battle of Bull's Ferry, the 70 Tories endured an 

artillery barrage and repelled all American attacks, inflicting 

15 killed and 49 wounded while suffering only 21 casualties.  

Coastal actions 

The northern coast did not see a great deal of military action 

after 1777, although the British executed a series of raids 

against the coastal communities of Connecticut and 

Massachusetts, and there was occasional skirmishing.  

The arrival off New York of a French fleet in July 1778 caused 

a flurry of activity. Major General John Sullivan had earlier 

been sent to Rhode Island to organize an attack on British-

occupied Newport. The British raided his supply caches, as 

well as destroying military defenses and significantly damaging 

several communities on Mount Hope Bay. Sullivan's efforts 

became part of the first major attempt at Franco-American 

cooperation after the idea of an attack on New York was 

rejected. Marred by bad weather and poor communication, 

French troops arrived but were not used, and the Americans, 
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while in retreat after a brief failed siege effort at Newport, 

fought an inconclusive battle with British forces in the Battle 

of Rhode Island.  

General Clinton marshalled troops from New York intending to 

support the New York garrison, but he arrived off Newport after 

the Americans had been driven off. Clinton instead ordered 

these troops on a raid (also led by General Grey) against New 

Bedford, Massachusetts and Martha's Vineyard in September. 

He also ordered a series of raids on the Connecticut coast led 

by William Tryon in 1779.  

The most devastating raid was against New London in 1781, 

led by turncoat British General Benedict Arnold.  

In the summer of 1778 British military planners in London 

began to develop plans for a new Loyalist settlement in 

Penobscot Bay. An expedition was organized in early 1779, and 

on May 30, a fleet carrying troops and supplies left Halifax, 

Nova Scotia.  

Arriving about two weeks later, the British established a series 

of fortifications on the east side of the bay. The State of 

Massachusetts organized an expedition to drive the British out 

with minimal support from the Continental Congress. This 

expedition ended in disaster, with the entire fleet destroyed 

and nearly half the expedition's men killed, captured, or 

wounded. It was the worst defeat of an American naval force 

until the 20th century. Failure of the expedition was attributed 

to a lack of well-defined command between the land and naval 

components, and Commodore Dudley Saltonstall's 

unwillingness to engage the British fleet that arrived in relief.  
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Frontier war 

Expanded Native American role 

In the aftermath of the Saratoga campaign, a frontier war 

emerged. Before Burgoyne's campaign, Quebec's Governor Guy 

Carleton had previously restricted their use in Quebec territory 

(which at that time encompassed the Iroquois lands that are 

now western New York, Ohio, and northwestern Pennsylvania). 

Carleton was, however, ordered by Secretary of State Lord 

Sackville (who harbored an intense political and personal 

hatred for Carleton, and had denied him the command given to 

Burgoyne) to expand recruitment. This Carleton did, 

encouraging and funding John Butler at Fort Niagara for the 

purpose. Some of these recruits joined Burgoyne, while others 

joined Barry St. Leger on his equally unsuccessful Siege of Fort 

Stanwix in August 1777. The bloody Battle of Oriskany, fought 

mainly between Native Americans on the British side and Tryon 

County militia accompanied by some Oneidas, exposed 

fractures within the Iroquois Confederacy and marked the start 

of a bloody intra-Iroquois civil war.  

Although there were still tribal interests that wanted to remain 

neutral, vocal advocates of war, including the Mohawk leader 

Joseph Brant, and the continued persuasion of John Butler 

(which included many presents and the use of liquor to 

weakening Native resolve), convinced many of the Iroquois, 

particularly the Senecas and Cayugas to take up arms for the 

British. These forces were principally led by war chiefs leaders 

Cornplanter and Sayenqueraghta, although Brant led a 

contingent of Mohawks and a small force of Loyalists known as 
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Brant's Volunteers. Brant's recruitment of Loyalists sometimes 

put him at odds with the Butlers, who were also recruiting 

Loyalists for their ranger companies.  

Raiding in the valleys, 1778 

These forces engaged in destructive raids on outlying 

settlements of New York and Pennsylvania in the Mohawk, 

Susquehanna, Delaware, and upper Hudson River valleys, 

known as the Burning of the Valleys. These raids aimed to 

destroy farms and crops and disrupt the flow of supplies to the 

American forces. These operations were primarily under the 

leadership of John Butler, his son Walter, or under the 

direction of one of the war chiefs. They were supplied by the 

British in Quebec and sympathetic Loyalist and Indian 

communities. These raids sometimes crossed into the territory 

of present-day Vermont, territory that was formally claimed by 

New York but had recently proclaimed independence from New 

York after many years of dispute. The frontier settlers 

organized militia to defend themselves, and were supported by 

a few Continental Army Regiments based at Fort Schuyler, 

Cherry Valley, and the Wyoming Valley (now part of 

Pennsylvania but then disputed between that state and 

Connecticut). These defenses were largely ineffective at 

preventing the raiders from acting, but communities were 

sometimes warned of impending attacks by friendly Oneidas, 

most of whom sided with the Americans.  

In 1778, Brant recruited a mixed force of Loyalists and 

Iroquois, and started his frontier raids with an attack on 

Cobleskill, New York in May 1778, and the Senecas operated in 

the Susquehanna River valley, driving settlers out of present-
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day Lycoming County, Pennsylvania in a series of actions that 

became known as the Big Runaway. The Butlers and Senecas 

joined forces in early July to attack the Wyoming Valley. 

Although Brant was not present, atrocities claimed to have 

been committed there contributed to his reputation as a 

"monster", and the Seneca were outraged at false accusations 

that they had committed atrocities.  

Brant joined forces with some of Butler's Rangers to attack 

German Flatts in early September. New York authorities 

responded to Brant's activities by destroying the Indian towns 

of Unadilla and Onaquaga in October; those towns had been 

used by Brant and the Butlers as bases of operation. Brant, 

the Butlers and some Senecas joined forces to take revenge by 

participating in a major attack on Cherry Valley in early 

November in which as many as 30 non-combatants were 

slaughtered in the aftermath. British forces from the Montreal 

area led by Major Christopher Carleton raided communities in 

the upper Hudson River valley in October.  

Sullivan expedition, 1779 

The brutal frontier warfare led to calls in the Continental 

Congress for the army to take an active role. In 1779, 

Washington sent General John Sullivan on a punitive 

expedition to suppress Indian attacks. Sullivan and his troops 

systematically destroyed Iroquois villages, successfully driving 

the Iroquois north into Quebec. In the only major action in 

that expedition, Sullivan's forces defeated those of the Butlers 

and Brant in the Battle of Newtown. Brant led raids that 

specifically targeted the villages of the Oneida and the 

Tuscarora, who also supported the American cause. This 



Encyclopedia of American Revolution, Volume 4 

752 

destruction of Indian villages on both sides effectively 

depopulated much of the Iroquois territory as the survivors of 

the raids became refugees, but Sullivan's expedition failed in 

its objective of stopping or reducing the frequency of frontier 

attacks. In April, a few months prior to the Sullivan 

Expedition, American Colonel Van Schaick led an expedition of 

over 500 soldiers against the Onondagas, destroying several 

villages.  

Raiding continues 

The Butlers continued to attack New York frontier areas while 

Brant became more active on the western front. In early April 

1782, Anne Hupp defended the fort of Miller's Blockhouse 

against a Shawnee Indian attack, for over 24 hours in 1782 

while eight months pregnant, after her husband was murdered 

and scalped.  

Even after preliminary peace was agreed in 1782, Brant tried 

to continue the war, but was forced to abandon the effort when 

the British stopped supplying him.  

  



Chapter 40 

Southern Theater of the American 

Revolutionary War 

The Southern theater of the American Revolutionary War was 

the central theater of military operations in the second half of 

the American Revolutionary War, 1778–1781. It encompassed 

engagements primarily in Virginia, Georgia and South 

Carolina. Tactics consisted of both strategic battles and 

guerrilla warfare.  

During the first three years of the conflict, 1775–1778, the 

largest military encounters between Continental Army and the 

British Army had been in the New England and Middle 

colonies, around the cities of Boston, New York, and 

Philadelphia. After the failure of the Saratoga campaign, the 

British Army largely abandoned operations in the north and 

pursued peace through subjugation in the Southern Colonies. 

Before 1778, these colonies were largely dominated by Patriot-

controlled governments and militias, although there was also a 

Continental Army presence that played a role in the 1776 

defense of Charleston, the suppression of loyalist militias, and 

attempts to drive the British from strongly loyalist East 

Florida.  

The British began to implement their "Southern Strategy" in 

late 1778, in Georgia. It initially achieved success with the 

capture of Savannah, Georgia, which was followed in 1780 by 

operations in South Carolina that included the defeat of 

Continental forces at Charleston and Camden. At the same 
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time France (in 1778) and Spain (in 1779) declared war on 

Great Britain in support of the United States. Spain captured 

all of British West Florida, culminating in the siege of 

Pensacola in 1781. France initially offered only naval support 

for the first few years after its declaration of war but in 1781 

sent massive numbers of soldiers to join General George 

Washington's army and marched into Virginia from New York. 

General Nathanael Greene, who took over as Continental Army 

commander after Camden, engaged in a strategy of avoidance 

and attrition against the British. The two forces fought a string 

of battles, most of which were tactical, though pyrrhic victories 

for the British Army. The high cost in casualties left it 

strategically weakened, while the Continental Army remained 

largely intact to continue fighting. This was best exemplified by 

the Battle of Guilford Courthouse. Several American victories, 

such as the Battle of Ramseur's Mill, the Battle of Cowpens, 

and the Battle of Kings Mountain, also served to weaken the 

overall British military strength. The culminating engagement, 

the siege of Yorktown, ended with the surrender of British 

General Lord Cornwallis on October 19, 1781. It was 

essentially the last major battle of the Revolutionary War. 

Shortly afterward, negotiations between the United States and 

Great Britain began, resulting in the Treaty of Paris of 1783.  

Early operations, 1775–1778 

Virginia 

In most colonies British officials quickly departed as the 

Patriots took control. In Virginia, the royal governor resisted. 

In the Gunpowder Incident of April 20, 1775, Lord Dunmore, 
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the Royal Governor of Virginia, removed gunpowder stored in 

Williamsburg to a British warship in the James River. Dunmore 

saw rising unrest in the colony and was trying to deprive 

Virginia militia of supplies needed for insurrection. The Patriot 

militia, led by Patrick Henry, forced Dunmore to pay for the 

gunpowder. Dunmore continued to hunt for caches of military 

equipment and supplies in the following months, acts that 

were sometimes anticipated by Patriot militia, who would move 

supplies before his arrival.  

Dunmore issued an emancipation proclamation in November 

1775, promising freedom to runaway slaves who fought for the 

British. After an incident at Kemp's Landing in November 

where Dunmore's troops killed and captured Patriot 

militiamen, Patriot forces defeated Loyalist troops (which 

included runaway slaves Dunmore had formed into his 

Ethiopian Regiment) at the Battle of Great Bridge on December 

9. Dunmore and his troops retreated to Royal Navy ships 

anchored off Norfolk; these naval forces bombarded and burned 

the town on January 1, 1776. Patriot forces in the town 

completed the destruction of the former Loyalist stronghold. 

Dunmore was driven from an island in Chesapeake Bay that 

summer, and never returned to Virginia.  

Georgia 

Georgia's royal governor, James Wright, nominally remained in 

power until January 1776, when the unexpected arrival of 

British ships near Savannah prompted the local Committee of 

Safety to order his arrest. Georgia Patriots and Loyalists alike 

believed the fleet had arrived to provide military support to the 

governor; it had been sent from the besieged British forces in 
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Boston, Massachusetts to acquire rice and other provisions. 

Wright escaped captivity and reached the fleet. In the Battle of 

the Rice Boats in early March, the British successfully left 

Savannah with a number of merchant vessels containing the 

desired rice supplies.  

The Carolinas 

South Carolina's population was politically divided when the 

war began. The lowland communities, dominated by 

Charleston, sided strongly with the Patriots, while the back 

country held a large number of Loyalist sympathizers. By 

August 1775, both sides were recruiting militia companies. In 

September, a Patriot militia seized Fort Johnson, Charleston's 

major defense works, and Governor William Campbell fled to a 

Royal Navy ship in the harbor.  

The seizure by Loyalists of a shipment of gunpowder and 

ammunition intended for the Cherokee caused an escalation in 

tensions that led to the first siege of Ninety Six in western 

South Carolina late November. Patriot recruiting was by then 

outstripping that of the Loyalists, and a major campaign 

(called the Snow Campaign due to unusually heavy snowfall) 

involving as many as 5,000 Patriots led by Colonel Richard 

Richardson succeeded in capturing or driving away most of the 

Loyalist leadership. Loyalists fled, either to East Florida or to 

the Cherokee lands.  

A faction of the Cherokee, known as the Chickamauga, rose up 

in support of the British and Loyalists in 1776. They were 

finally defeated by militia forces from North and South 

Carolina.  
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Crucial in any British attempt to gain control of the South was 

the possession of a port to bring in supplies and men. To this 

end, the British organized an expedition to establish a strong 

post somewhere in the southern colonies, and sent military 

leaders to recruit Loyalists in North Carolina.  

The expedition's departure from Europe was significantly 

delayed, and the Loyalist force that was recruited to meet it 

was decisively defeated in the Battle of Moore's Creek Bridge in 

late February 1776. When General Henry Clinton arrived at 

Cape Fear, North Carolina, in May, he found conditions there 

unsuitable for a strong post.  

Scouting by the Royal Navy identified Charleston, whose 

defenses were unfinished and seemed vulnerable, as a more 

suitable location. In June 1776, Clinton and Admiral Sir Peter 

Parker led an assault on Fort Sullivan, which guarded the 

Charleston harbor.  

Clinton had failed to order a complete reconnaissance of the 

area. His 2,200 men force was landed on Long Island (adjacent 

to Sullivan's Island on which the fort was positioned), and they 

found the channel dividing the two islands too deep to ford. 

Instead of re-embarking on his boats, he relied on the 

expedition's naval forces to reduce the fort, which became 

known after the war as Fort Moultrie.  

However, the firepower of the British ships was unable to make 

an impression on the spongy palmetto logs that formed the 

majority of the fort's defenses, and the bombardment failed in 

its objective. It was a humiliating failure, and Clinton called off 

his campaign in the Carolinas. Clinton and Parker argued after 

the engagement, each blaming the other for the failure of the 
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assault. It is debated that the South was lost by this failure to 

take Charleston in 1776, as it left the Loyalists unsupported 

for three years, while allowing the port of Charleston to serve 

the American cause until 1780.  

Failed attempts at British East Florida 

Patriots in Georgia attempted several times to defeat the 

British garrison that was based at Saint Augustine in British 

East Florida. This garrison actively supported the activities of 

Loyalists who fled there from Georgia and other southern 

states, and were responsible for raiding cattle and other 

supplies in southern Georgia.  

The first attempt was organized by Charles Lee after he took 

command of the Southern Department, but sputtered out when 

he was recalled to the main army. The second attempt was 

organized by Georgia Governor Button Gwinnett with minimal 

help from the new commander of the Southern Department, 

Robert Howe, in 1777.  

This expedition also failed. Gwinnett and his militia 

commander, Lachlan McIntosh, could not agree on anything. 

Some Georgia militia companies made it into East Florida, but 

they were checked in the May Battle of Thomas Creek. The last 

expedition was in early 1778. More than 2,000 Continentals 

and state militia were raised for the effort, but it also failed 

due to issues of command between Howe and Georgia governor 

John Houstoun. A brief skirmish at Alligator Bridge in late 

June, combined with tropical diseases and command issues in 

the Patriot forces, left East Florida firmly in British hands for 

the war's duration.  
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British campaign in the South 

The Loyalist question 

In 1778, the British again turned their attention to the South, 

where they hoped to regain control by recruiting thousands of 

Loyalists. Their belief in widespread Loyalist support was 

based on the accounts of Loyalist exiles in London who had 

direct access to the British Secretary of State for America, 

George Germain. Keen to recover their lands and be rewarded 

for their loyalty to the crown, these men realized that the best 

way to convince the British to undertake a major operation in 

the South would be to exaggerate the level of potential Loyalist 

support. As a group, they had great influence on the British 

ministers in London. In addition, there were strong business, 

trading and family ties among some Loyalists and the British 

in London. The British operated under the expectation that 

they would find substantial support for their actions, if only 

they liberated the right areas. While in South Carolina, 

Cornwallis wrote in a letter to Clinton that "Our assurances of 

attachment from our poor distressed friends in North Carolina 

are as strong as ever." For the most part, this assumption was 

incorrect, as Cornwallis soon realized as the campaign 

progressed.  

British take Savannah 

On April 19, 1778, three row galleys of the Georgia Navy 

engaged, defeated, and captured a Royal Navy brigantine, an 

armed British East Florida provincial sloop, and an armed brig.  
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On December 29, 1778, a British expeditionary corps of 3,500 

men from New York, under the command of Lieutenant Colonel 

Archibald Campbell, captured Savannah, Georgia. He was 

joined in mid-January 1779 by Brigadier General Augustine 

Prevost, leading troops that marched up from Saint Augustine, 

taking over outposts along the way. Prevost assumed command 

of the forces in Georgia; and dispatched Campbell with 1,000 

men toward Augusta with the goals of gaining control of that 

town and the recruitment of Loyalists.  

The remnants of the defense of Savannah had retreated to 

Purrysburg, South Carolina, about 12 miles (19 km) upriver 

from Savannah, where they were met by Major General 

Benjamin Lincoln, commander of Continental Army forces in 

the South. He marched most of the army from Charleston, 

South Carolina in a move intended to monitor and oppose 

Prevost. Early in February, 1779, Prevost sent a few hundred 

men to occupy Beaufort in a move probably intended to divert 

Lincoln's attention from Campbell's movements; Lincoln 

responded by sending General Moultrie and 300 men to drive 

them out. The Battle of Beaufort was largely indecisive, and 

both contingents eventually returned to their bases.  

In the meantime, Campbell had taken control of Augusta 

without much resistance, and Loyalists were beginning to turn 

out. While he enrolled more than 1,000 men over a two-week 

period, he was powerless to prevent the defeat of a sizable 

number of Loyalists by Patriot militia under Andrew Pickens in 

the February 14, 1779, Battle of Kettle Creek, 50 miles (80 km) 

from Augusta. This demonstrated to everyone in the area the 

limits of the British Army's ability to protect Loyalists. 

Campbell suddenly left Augusta, apparently in response to the 
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arrival of John Ashe and more than 1,000 North Carolina 

militia Lincoln sent to add to the 1,000 militia that were 

already across the river from Augusta in South Carolina. On 

the way back to Savannah, Campbell turned over command of 

his men to Augustine Prevost's brother, Mark. The younger 

Prevost turned the tables on Ashe, who was following him 

south, surprising and very nearly destroying his force of 1,300 

in the March 3 Battle of Brier Creek.  

Second attack on Charleston 

By April, Lincoln had been reinforced by large numbers of 

South Carolina militia and received additional military 

supplies through Dutch shipments to Charleston. He decided 

to move toward Augusta. Leaving 1,000 men under the 

command of General Moultrie at Purrysburg to monitor 

Augustine Prevost, he began the march north on April 23, 

1779. Prevost's reaction was to lead 2,500 men from Savannah 

toward Purrysburg on April 29. Moultrie fell back toward 

Charleston rather than engaging, and Prevost was within 10 

miles (16 km) on May 10 before he began to see resistance.  

Two days later he intercepted a message indicating that 

Lincoln, alerted to Prevost's advance, was hurrying back from 

Augusta to assist in the defense of Charleston. Prevost 

retreated to the islands southwest of Charleston, leaving an 

entrenched guard at Stono Ferry (near present-day Rantowles, 

South Carolina) to cover his retreat. When Lincoln got back to 

Charleston he led about 1,200 men, mostly untried militia, 

after Prevost. This force was repulsed by the British on June 

20, 1779, in the Battle of Stono Ferry. The rear guard, having 

succeeded in its objective, abandoned that post a few days 
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later. Prevost's foray against Charleston was notable for his 

troop's arbitrary looting and pillaging, which enraged friend 

and foe alike in the South Carolina low country.  

Defense of Savannah 

In October 1779, French and Continental Army forces tried to 

retake Savannah. Under the leadership of General Lincoln, and 

with the assistance of a French naval squadron commanded by 

Comte d'Estaing, it was a spectacular failure. The combined 

French-American forces suffered some 901 casualties, to the 

British 54. The French Navy found Savannah's fortifications 

similar to those that had defied Admiral Peter Parker at 

Charleston in 1776. The artillery bombardment had little effect 

on the defenses, but unlike Charleston—where Clinton decided 

against attacking Fort Moultrie by land—Estaing decided to 

press the assault after the naval bombardment had failed. In 

this assault, Count Kazimierz Pułaski, the Polish commander 

of American cavalry, was fatally wounded. With Savannah 

secured, Clinton could launch a new assault on Charleston, 

South Carolina, where he had failed in 1776. Lincoln moved 

his remaining troops to Charleston to assist in the 

construction of its defenses.  

Third attack on Charleston 

Clinton moved against Charleston in 1780, blockading the 

harbor in March and building up about 10,000 troops in the 

area. His advance on the city was uncontested; the American 

naval commander, Commodore Abraham Whipple, scuttled five 

of his eight frigates in the harbor to make a boom for its 

defense. Inside the city, General Lincoln commanded about 
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2,650 Continentals and 2,500 militiamen. When British colonel 

Banastre Tarleton cut off the city's supply lines in victories at 

Moncks Corner in April and Lenud's Ferry in early May, 

Charleston was surrounded. Clinton began constructing siege 

lines. On March 11 he commenced the bombardment of the 

town.  

On May 12, 1780, General Lincoln surrendered his 5,000 

men—the largest surrender of U.S. troops until the American 

Civil War. With relatively few casualties, Clinton had seized the 

South's biggest city and seaport, winning perhaps the greatest 

British victory of the war. This victory left the American 

military structure in the South in ruins. It was only after 

Nathanael Greene slipped past Cornwallis after the Battle of 

Guilford Courthouse in 1781 that the British finally lost this 

advantage in the South.  

The remnants of the southern Continental Army began to 

withdraw toward North Carolina, but were pursued by Colonel 

Tarleton, who defeated them at the Battle of Waxhaws on May 

29. Historians have debated accounts spread after the battle 

that Tarleton's forces had massacred many Patriots after they 

had surrendered.  

As a consequence, "Bloody Tarleton" or "Bloody Ban" became a 

hated name, and the phrase, "Tarleton's quarter"—referring to 

his reputed lack of mercy, or "quarter"—soon became a rallying 

cry for the Patriots. Whether or not the battle was the 

massacre that it was claimed, its ramifications were felt 

throughout the campaign. When a Loyalist militia surrendered 

at the end of the Battle of Kings Mountain, many of them were 

killed when Patriot marksmen continued to fire while shouting 
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"Tarleton's Quarters!". Tarleton later published an account of 

the war that glossed over accusations of misconduct towards 

American militia, and portrayed him in an unabashedly 

positive light.  

Cornwallis takes command 

After Charleston, organized American military activity in the 

South virtually collapsed. The states carried on their 

governmental functions, and the war was carried on by 

partisans such as Francis Marion, Thomas Sumter, William R. 

Davie, Andrew Pickens, and Elijah Clarke. General Clinton 

turned over British operations in the South to Lord Cornwallis. 

The Continental Congress dispatched General Horatio Gates, 

the victor of Saratoga, to the South with a new army, but Gates 

promptly suffered one of the worst defeats in U.S. military 

history at the Battle of Camden (August 16, 1780). Cornwallis 

prepared to invade North Carolina.  

Cornwallis' attempts to raise Loyalists in large numbers in 

North Carolina were effectively crushed when Patriot militia 

defeated a larger force of Loyalists in the Battle of Kings 

Mountain on October 7, 1780. Many of the Patriot men had 

crossed the Appalachian Mountains from the Washington 

District of North Carolina to fight the British, and were so 

named the Overmountain Men. The British plan to raise large 

Loyalist armies failed—not enough Loyalists enlisted, and 

those who did were at high risk once the British army moved 

on. The defeat at Kings Mountain and the continuing 

harassment of his communications and supply lines by militia 

forces in South Carolina forced Cornwallis to withdraw and 

winter in South Carolina.  
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Gates was replaced by Washington's most dependable 

subordinate, General Nathanael Greene. Greene assigned about 

1,000 men to General Daniel Morgan, a superb tactician who 

crushed Tarleton's troops at the Battle of Cowpens on January 

17, 1781. As after Kings Mountain, Cornwallis was later 

criticized for detaching part of his army without adequate 

support. Greene proceeded to wear down his opponents in a 

series of skirmishes and military movements referred to as the 

"Race to the Dan" (so named because the Dan River flows close 

to the border between North Carolina and Virginia); each 

encounter resulted in a tactical victory for the British but gave 

them no strategic advantage, while attrition took its toll.  

Cornwallis knew that Greene had divided his forces and wanted 

to face either Morgan's or Greene's contingent before they 

could rejoin. He stripped his army of all excess baggage in an 

effort to keep up with the fast-moving Patriots. When Greene 

learned of this decision, his gleeful response was "Then, he is 

ours!" Cornwallis' lack of provisions as a consequence played a 

role in his later difficulties.  

• Greene first engaged Cornwallis in the Battle of 

Cowan's Ford, where Greene had sent General 

William Lee Davidson with 900 men. When Davidson 

was killed in the river, the Americans retreated. 

Greene was weakened, but he continued his delaying 

tactics, fighting a dozen more skirmishes in South 

and North Carolina against Cornwallis' forces. About 

2,000 British troops died in these engagements. 

Greene summed up his approach in a motto that 

would become famous: "We fight, get beat, rise, and 

fight again." His tactics have been likened to the 
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Fabian strategy of Quintus Fabius Maximus 

Verrucosus, the Roman general who wore down the 

superior forces of the Carthaginian Hannibal by a 

slow war of attrition. Greene eventually felt strong 

enough to face Cornwallis directly—near New 

Garden, North Carolina (modern day Greensboro, 

North Carolina). Although Cornwallis was the 

tactical victor in the Battle of Guilford Court House, 

the casualties his army suffered forced him to retreat 

to Wilmington, North Carolina, for resupply and 

reinforcements. 

While Cornwallis was unable to completely destroy Greene, he 

recognized that most of the supplies that the American forces 

were relying on were coming from Virginia, a state that up to 

this point in the war had been relatively untouched. Against 

the wishes of Clinton, Cornwallis resolved to invade Virginia in 

the hopes that cutting the supply lines to the Carolinas would 

make American resistance there impossible. This theory was 

supported by Lord George Germain in a series of letters that 

left Clinton out of the decision-making process for the 

Southern Army, despite his nominally being its overall 

commander. Without informing Clinton, Cornwallis marched 

north from Wilmington into Virginia to engage in raiding 

operations, where he eventually met the army commanded by 

William Phillips and Benedict Arnold, which had engaged in 

raiding activities there. These raids resulted in massive 

destruction of tobacco fields and curing barns, as the colonists 

used tobacco to fund their war efforts. The British destruction 

of about 10,000 hogsheads of tobacco (roughly 10 million 

pounds) in 1780 and 1781 became known as the Tobacco War.  
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When Cornwallis left Greensboro for Wilmington, he left the 

road open for Greene to begin the American reconquest of 

South Carolina. This he achieved by the end of June, in spite 

of a reverse sustained at Lord Rawdon's hands at Hobkirk's 

Hill (2 miles north of Camden) on April 25. From May 22 to 

June 19, 1781 Greene led the siege of Ninety-Six, which he was 

only forced to abandon when word arrived that Rawdon was 

bringing troops to relieve the siege. However, the actions of 

Greene and militia commanders like Francis Marion drove 

Rawdon to eventually abandon the Ninety Six District and 

Camden, effectively reducing the British presence in South 

Carolina to the port of Charleston. Augusta, Georgia was also 

besieged on May 22, and fell to Patriot forces under Andrew 

Pickens and Harry "Light Horse" Lee on June 6, reducing the 

British presence in that state to the port of Savannah.  

Greene then gave his forces a six weeks' rest on the High Hills 

of the Santee River. On September 8, with 2,600 men, he 

engaged British forces under Lieutenant Colonel Alexander 

Stewart at Eutaw Springs. Americans who fell in this battle 

were immortalized by American author Philip Freneau in his 

1781 poem "To the Memory of Brave Americans." The battle, 

although tactically a draw, so weakened the British that they 

withdrew to Charleston, where Greene penned them in for the 

remaining months of the war.  

Yorktown 

Upon arrival in Virginia, Cornwallis took command of the 

existing British forces in the region, which had been 

commanded first by turncoat Benedict Arnold, and then by 

Major General William Phillips. Phillips, a good friend of 
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Cornwallis, died two days before Cornwallis reached his 

position at Petersburg. Having marched without informing 

Clinton of his movements (communications between the two 

British commanders was by sea and extremely slow, sometimes 

up to three weeks), Cornwallis sent word of his northward 

march and set about destroying American supplies in the 

Chesapeake region.  

In March 1781, in response to the threat of Arnold and 

Phillips, General Washington had dispatched the Marquis de 

Lafayette to defend Virginia. The young Frenchman had 3,200 

men at his command, but British troops in the state totaled 

7,200. Lafayette skirmished with Cornwallis, avoiding a 

decisive battle while gathering reinforcements. It was during 

this period that Cornwallis received orders from Clinton to 

choose a position on the Virginia Peninsula—referred to in 

contemporary letters as the "Williamsburg Neck"—and 

construct a fortified naval post to shelter ships of the line. In 

complying with this order, Cornwallis put himself at risk to 

become trapped. With the arrival of the French fleet under the 

Comte de Grasse and General Washington's combined French-

American army, Cornwallis found himself cut off. When the 

Royal Navy fleet, under Admiral Thomas Graves, was defeated 

by the French at the Battle of the Chesapeake, and a French 

siege train arrived from Newport, Rhode Island, his position 

became untenable. Cornwallis surrendered to General 

Washington and the French commander the Comte de 

Rochambeau on October 19, 1781.  

Cornwallis reported this disaster to Clinton in a letter that 

opened:  
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I have the mortification to inform Your Excellency 

that I have been forced to give up the posts of York 

and Gloucester and to surrender the troops under 

my command by capitulation, on the 19th instant, as 

prisoners of war to the combined forces of America. 

Consequences 

With the surrender at Yorktown, the full participation of 

French forces in that battle, and the resulting loss of 

Cornwallis' army, the British war effort ground to a halt. The 

sole remaining British army of any size remaining in America 

was that under Sir Henry Clinton in New York. Clinton, 

paralyzed by the defeat, made no further action and was 

replaced by Guy Carleton in 1782. Such a shocking reversal in 

fortune, coming as it had on the back of a rare naval defeat, 

served to increase the shift in British popular opinion against 

the war. The North Ministry collapsed, a peace-oriented 

government took power, and no further major operation on the 

American continent occurred for the rest of the war. While 

Saratoga had started the decline of British fortunes in the 

Revolution, Yorktown was its death knell.  

  



Chapter 41 

Western Theater of the American 

Revolutionary War 

The Western theater of the American Revolutionary War (1775–

1783) was the area of conflict west of the Appalachian 

Mountains, the region which became the Northwest Territory of 

the United States as well as the states of Kentucky, Tennessee, 

Missouri and Spanish Louisiana. The western war was fought 

between American Indians with their British allies in Detroit, 

and American settlers south and east of the Ohio River, and 

also the Spanish as allies of the latter.  

Background 

When the American Revolutionary War began in 1775, the Ohio 

River marked a tenuous border between the American colonies 

and the American Indians of the Ohio Country. This border had 

its origins in the Proclamation of 1763, which forbade British 

colonists from settling west of the Appalachian Mountains.  

The British Crown had issued the Proclamation after the 

French and Indian War (1754–1763) in order to prevent conflict 

between Indians and colonists in the vast territory newly 

acquired from France. Settlers and land speculators in Britain 

and America objected to this restriction, however, and so 

British officials negotiated two treaties with American Indians 

in 1768—the Treaty of Fort Stanwix and the Treaty of Hard 

Labour—which opened up land for settlement south of the Ohio 
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River. Thereafter, tensions between British officials and 

colonists over western land policy diminished. In 1774, British 

officials annexed most of the western land to the Province of 

Quebec.  

Most of the Indians who actually lived and hunted in the Ohio 

Valley—Shawnees, Mingos, Delawares, and Wyandots—had not 

been consulted in the 1768 treaties. Angry with the Iroquois 

for selling their lands to the British, Shawnees began to 

organize a confederacy of western Indians with the intention of 

preventing the loss of their lands. British and Iroquois officials 

worked to diplomatically isolate the Shawnees from other 

Indian nations, however, and so when Dunmore's War broke 

out in 1774, Shawnees faced the Virginia militia with few 

allies. After Virginia's victory in the war, the Shawnees were 

compelled to accept the Ohio River boundary. Shawnee and 

Mingo leaders who did not agree with these terms renewed the 

struggle soon after the American Revolutionary War began in 

1775.  

1775 to 1776 – Neutrality and small 

raids 

Initially, both the British and the Continental Congress sought 

to keep western American Indians out of the war. At Fort Pitt 

in October 1775, American and Indian leaders reaffirmed the 

boundary established by Dunmore's War the previous year. 

Without British support, Indian leaders such as Chief 

Blackfish (Shawnee) and Pluggy (Mingo) raided into Kentucky, 

hoping to drive the settlers out. Governor Patrick Henry of 

Virginia wanted to retaliate by attacking Pluggy's Town in the 
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Ohio Country, but he canceled the expedition for fear that the 

militia would be unable to distinguish between neutral and 

hostile Indians, and thus make enemies of the neutral 

Delawares and Shawnees. Nevertheless, Shawnees and 

Delawares became increasingly divided over whether or not to 

take part in the war. While leaders such as White Eyes 

(Delaware) and Cornstalk (Shawnee) urged neutrality, 

Buckongahelas (Delaware) and Blue Jacket (Shawnee) decided 

to fight against the Americans.  

In Kentucky, isolated settlers and hunters became the frequent 

target of attacks, compelling many to return to the East. By 

late spring of 1776, fewer than 200 colonists remained in 

Kentucky, primarily at the fortified settlements of 

Boonesborough, Harrodsburg, and Logan's Station. In 

December 1776, Pluggy was killed in an attack on McClellan's 

Station, which was located on the site of present Georgetown, 

Kentucky.  

1777 – Escalation 

In 1777, the British launched the Saratoga campaign from 

Canada. In order to provide a strategic diversion for operations 

in the Northeast, officials in Detroit began recruiting and 

arming Indian war parties to raid American settlements. 

Unknown numbers of American settlers in present Kentucky, 

West Virginia, and Pennsylvania were killed in these raids. The 

intensity of the conflict increased after enraged American 

militiamen murdered Cornstalk, the leading advocate of 

Shawnee neutrality, in November. Despite the violence, many 

Ohio Indians still hoped to stay out of the war. This was a 
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difficult task because they were located directly between the 

British in Detroit and the Americans along the Ohio River.  

1778 to 1779 – American advances 

In the early years of the war, the Virginians had attempted to 

defend their western border with militiamen garrisoning three 

forts along the Ohio River—Fort Pitt, Fort Henry, and Fort 

Randolph. Defending such a long border proved to be futile, 

however, because American Indians simply bypassed the forts 

during their raids. In 1778, the Americans decided that 

offensive operations were necessary to secure their western 

border.  

Problems at Fort Pitt 

The first American expedition into the Ohio Country was a 

debacle. In February, General Edward Hand led 500 

Pennsylvania militiamen from Fort Pitt on a surprise winter 

march towards Mingo towns on the Cuyahoga River, where the 

British stored military supplies which they distributed to 

Indian raiding parties. Adverse weather conditions prevented 

the expedition from reaching its objective, however. On the 

return march, some of Hand's men attacked peaceful Delaware 

Indians, killing one man and a few women and children, 

including relatives of the Delaware chief Captain Pipe. Because 

only non-combatants had been killed, the expedition became 

derisively known as the "squaw campaign".  

Besides unruly militia, Loyalist sentiment around Pittsburgh 

also contributed to Hand's problems. In March, three men with 

close ties to the British and American Indians left Pittsburgh, 
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defecting to the British and Indian side. They were Simon 

Girty, an interpreter who had guided the "squaw campaign", 

Matthew Elliot, a local trader, and Alexander McKee, an agent 

for the British Indian Department. All three would prove to be 

valuable British operatives in the war. Amid much criticism, 

and facing a congressional investigation for allowing the men 

to defect, Hand resigned in May.  

Treaty making and fort building 

Following the escalation of the war in 1777, Americans on the 

western frontier appealed to the Continental Congress for 

protection. After an investigation, a Congressional commission 

recommended in early 1778 that two regiments of the 

Continental Army be stationed in the West. Furthermore, 

because a defensive line of forts had little effect on Indian 

raids into the American settlements, the commissioners called 

for a fort to be built on the Indian side of the Ohio River, the 

first in a line of forts which would enable the Americans, it was 

hoped, to mount an expedition against Detroit.  

Hollidays Cove Fort was a Revolutionary War fortification 

constructed in 1774 by soldiers from Ft. Pitt. It was located in 

what is now downtown Weirton, West Virginia, along Harmons 

Creek (named for Harmon Greathouse), about three miles from 

its mouth on the Ohio River. It was commanded by Colonel 

Andrew Van Swearingen (1741–1793) and later by his son-in-

law, Captain Samuel Brady (1756–1795), the famous leader of 

Brady's Rangers. In 1779, over 28 militia were garrisoned at 

Hollidays Cove. Two years earlier, Colonel Van Swearingen led 

a dozen soldiers by longboat down the Ohio to help rescue the 

inhabitants of Ft. Henry in Wheeling in a siege by the British 
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and Indian tribes in 1777. That mission was memorialized in a 

WPA-era mural painted on the wall of the Cove Post Office by 

Charles S. Chapman (1879–1962). The mural features Col. 

John Bilderback, who later gained infamy as the leader of the 

massacre of the Moravian Indians in Gnadenhutten in 1782.  

In order to build a fort in the Ohio Country, the Americans 

sought the approval of the Delaware Indians. In September 

1778, Americans negotiated the Treaty of Fort Pitt with the 

Delawares, which resulted in the building of Fort Laurens 

along the Tuscarawas River. American plans soon went awry, 

however.  

White Eyes, the Delaware leader who had negotiated the treaty, 

was apparently murdered in 1778 by American militiamen. His 

rival, Captain Pipe, eventually abandoned the American 

alliance and moved west to the Sandusky River, where he 

began receiving support from the British in Detroit. 

Furthermore, because of intense warfare in eastern 

Pennsylvania and upstate New York, Congress was unable to 

provide the manpower for operations against Detroit. Fort 

Laurens was abandoned in 1779.  

Clark's Illinois campaign 

In late 1778, George Rogers Clark, a young Virginia militia 

officer, launched a campaign to seize the sparsely garrisoned 

Illinois Country from the British. With a company of 

volunteers, Clark captured Kaskaskia, the chief post in the 

Illinois Country, on July 4, and later secured the submission 

of Vincennes. Vincennes was recaptured by General Henry 

Hamilton, the British commander at Detroit. In February 1779, 
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Clark marched to Vincennes in a surprise winter march and 

captured Hamilton himself. To American frontiersmen, 

Hamilton was known as "the Hair-buyer General" because, they 

believed, he encouraged Indians to kill and scalp American 

civilians. For this reason, Governor Thomas Jefferson brought 

Hamilton to Williamsburg, Virginia, to be tried as a war 

criminal. After British officials threatened to retaliate against 

American prisoners of war, Jefferson relented, and Hamilton 

was exchanged for an American prisoner in 1781.  

1780 – Major British and Indian 

offensive 

Over the next several years of the war, both sides launched 

raids against each other, usually targeting settlements. In 

1780, hundreds of Kentucky settlers were killed or captured in 

a British-Indian expedition into Kentucky. George Rogers Clark 

responded by leading an expedition in August which destroyed 

two Shawnee towns along the Mad River, but doing little 

damage to the Indian war effort.  

In late May Spanish-held St. Louis was attacked by a British 

force mostly made up of Indians and was successfully defended 

by the mixed Spanish and French creole force. Fort San Carlos, 

a stone tower in modern downtown St Louis, was the center of 

this defense.  

In the Illinois territory, French officer Augustin de La Balme 

assembled a militia force of French residents in an effort to 

take Fort Detroit. The force was destroyed in November by the 

Miami under Chief Little Turtle. At the same time, the nearly 
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abandoned Fort St. Joseph was raided by Americans from 

Cahokia. On their return trip, however, they were overtaken by 

British loyalists and Indians near Petit fort.  

1781 

• Spanish Governor Francisco Cruzat, in St. Louis, 

sent a force of about 140 Spanish soldiers and 

American Indians under Captain Eugenio Pourré to 

capture Fort St. Joseph. It was captured and 

plundered on February 12, 1781. 

In late 1780, Clark traveled east to consult with Thomas 

Jefferson, the governor of Virginia, about an expedition in 

1781. Jefferson devised a plan which called for Clark to lead 

2,000 men against Detroit. Recruiting enough men was a 

problem, however. In time of war, most militiamen preferred to 

stay close to their homes rather than go on extended 

campaigns. Furthermore, Colonel Daniel Brodhead refused to 

detach the men because he was staging his own expedition 

against the Lenape, who had recently entered the war against 

the Americans. Brodhead marched into the Ohio Country and 

destroyed the Lenape Indian capital of Coshocton in April, but 

this only made the Delawares more determined enemies and 

deprived Clark of badly needed men and supplies for the 

Detroit campaign. Most of the Delawares fled to the militant 

towns on the Sandusky River.  

When Clark finally left Fort Pitt in August, he was 

accompanied by only 400 men. On August 24, a detachment of 

one hundred of his men was ambushed near the Ohio River by 

Indians led by Joseph Brant, a Mohawk leader temporarily in 
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the west. Brant's victory ended Clark's efforts to move against 

Detroit. Between the combatants on the Sandusky River and 

the Americans at Fort Pitt were several villages of Christian 

Delawares. The villages were administered by the Moravian 

missionaries David Zeisberger and John Heckewelder. Although 

non-combatants, the missionaries favored the American cause 

and kept American officials at Fort Pitt informed about hostile 

British and Indian activity. In response, in September 1781, 

Wyandots and Delawares from Sandusky forcibly removed the 

Christian Delawares and the missionaries to a new village 

(Captive Town) on the Sandusky River.  

1782 – "The Year of Blood" 

In March 1782, 160 Pennsylvania militiamen under Lieutenant 

Colonel David Williamson rode into the Ohio Country, hoping 

to find the Indian warriors who were responsible for ongoing 

raids against Pennsylvania settlers. Enraged by the gruesome 

murder by Indians of a white woman and her baby, 

Williamson's men detained about 100 Christian Delawares at 

the village of Gnadenhütten. The Christian Delawares had 

returned to Gnadenhütten from Captive Town in order to 

harvest the crops that they had been forced to leave behind. 

Accusing the Christian Indians of having aided Indian raiding 

parties, the Pennsylvanians killed the 100 Christian Indians—

mostly women and children—with hammer blows to the head.  

Colonel William Crawford of the Continental Army came out of 

retirement to lead 480 volunteer militiamen, mostly from 

Pennsylvania, deep into American Indian territory, with the 

intention of surprising the Indians. The Indians and their 

British allies from Detroit had learned about the expedition in 
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advance, however, and brought about 440 men to the 

Sandusky to oppose the Americans. After a day of indecisive 

fighting, the Americans found themselves surrounded and 

attempted to retreat. The retreat turned into a rout, but most 

of the Americans managed to find their way back to 

Pennsylvania. About 70 Americans were killed; Indian and 

British losses were minimal.  

During the retreat, Colonel Crawford and an unknown number 

of his men were captured. The Indians executed many of these 

captives in retaliation for the Gnadenhütten massacre earlier 

in the year, in which about 100 Indian civilians were murdered 

by Pennsylvania militiamen. Crawford's execution was 

particularly brutal: he was tortured for at least two hours 

before being burned at the stake.  

The failure of the Crawford expedition caused alarm along the 

American frontier, as many Americans feared that the Indians 

would be emboldened by their victory and launch a new series 

of raids. Even more defeats for the Americans were yet to come, 

and so for Americans west of the Appalachian Mountains, 1782 

became known as the "Bloody Year". On July 13, 1782, the 

Mingo leader Guyasuta led about 100 Indians and several 

British volunteers into Pennsylvania, destroying Hannastown 

and killing nine and capturing twelve settlers. It was the 

hardest blow dealt by Indians in Western Pennsylvania during 

the war.  

In Kentucky, the Americans went on the defensive while 

Caldwell, Elliott, and McKee with their Indian allies prepared a 

major offensive. Fort Estill was attacked by Wyandot Indians in 

March 1782. Colonel Benjamin Logan, commanding officer of 
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the region, and stationed at Logan's Station, learned that the 

Wyandot warriors were in the area on warpath. The Indians, 

aided by the British in Detroit, had raided from Boonsborough 

past Estill's Station along the Kentucky River. Logan 

dispatched 15 men to Captain Estill at Estill's Station with 

orders to increase his force by 25 more men and reconnoiter 

the country to the north and east. Following orders, Captain 

Estill reached the Kentucky River a few miles below the mouth 

of Station Camp Creek and camped that night at Sweet Lick, 

now known as Estill Springs. On the day after they left Estill 's 

Station, a body of Indians appeared there at dawn on March 

20, they raided the fort, scalped and killed a Miss Innes in 

sight of the fortification and took Monk, a slave of Captain 

Estill, and killed all the cattle. As soon as the Indians 

retreated, Samuel South and Peter Hackett, both young men, 

were dispatched to take the trail of the men and inform them of 

the news. The boys found them near the mouth of Drowning 

Creek and Red River early on the morning of March 21. Of the 

40 men, approximately 20 had left families within the fort. 

They returned with the boys to Estill's Station. The remainder 

crossed the Kentucky river and found the Indian trail. Captain 

Estill organized a company of 25 men, followed the Indians, 

and suffered what is known as Estill's Defeat, later known as 

the Battle of Little Mountain (March 22, 1782) in Montgomery 

Co.  

In July 1782, more than 1,000 Indians gathered at 

Wapatomica, but the expedition was called off after scouts 

reported that George Rogers Clark was preparing to invade the 

Ohio Country from Kentucky. The reports turned out to be 

false, but Caldwell still managed to lead 300 Indians into 

Kentucky and deliver a devastating blow at the Battle of Blue 
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Licks in August. With peace negotiations between the United 

States and Great Britain making progress, Caldwell was 

ordered to cease further operations. Similarly, General Irvine 

had gotten permission for a Continental Army expedition into 

the Ohio Country, but this was cancelled. In November, George 

Rogers Clark delivered the final blow in the Ohio Country, 

destroying several Shawnee towns, but inflicting little damage 

on the inhabitants.  

Peace and legacy 

The war in the Northwest, in the words of historian David 

Curtis Scaggs, Jr. "ended in a stalemate". In the war's final 

years, each side could destroy enemy settlements, but could 

not stay and hold the territory. For the Shawnees, the war was 

a loss: the Americans had successfully defended Kentucky and 

increased settlement there, so that prime hunting ground was 

now lost. Although the Indians had been pushed back from the 

Ohio River and were now settled primarily in the Lake Erie 

basin, the Americans could not occupy the abandoned lands 

for fear of Indian raids.  

News of the pending peace treaty arrived late in 1782. In the 

final treaty, the Ohio Country was signed away by Great 

Britain to the United States, even though "not a single 

American soldier was north of the Ohio River when the treaty 

was signed". Great Britain had not consulted the Indians in the 

peace process, and the Indians were nowhere mentioned in 

treaty's terms. For the Indians, the struggle would soon 

continue as the Northwest Indian War, though this time 

without the explicit support of the British.  



Chapter 42 

Yorktown Campaign 

The Yorktown or Virginia campaign was a series of military 

maneuvers and battles during the American Revolutionary War 

that culminated in the decisive siege of Yorktown in October 

1781. The result of the campaign was the surrender of the 

British Army force of General Charles Earl Cornwallis, an event 

that led directly to the beginning of serious peace negotiations 

and the eventual end of the war.  

The campaign was marked by disagreements, indecision, and 

miscommunication on the part of British leaders, and by a 

remarkable set of cooperative decisions, at times in violation of 

orders, by the French and Americans.  

The campaign involved land and naval forces of Great Britain 

and France, and land forces of the United States. British forces 

were sent to Virginia between January and April 1781 and 

joined with Cornwallis's army in May, which came north from 

an extended campaign through the southern states. These 

forces were first opposed weakly by Virginia militia, but 

General George Washington sent first Marquis de Lafayette and 

then "Mad" Anthony Wayne with Continental Army troops to 

oppose the raiding and economic havoc the British were 

wreaking.  

The combined American forces, however, were insufficient in 

number to oppose the combined British forces, and it was only 

after a series of controversially confusing orders by General Sir 

Henry Clinton, the British commander-in-chief, that Cornwallis 
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moved to Yorktown in July and built a defensive position that 

was strong against the land forces he then faced, but was 

vulnerable to naval blockade and siege.  

British naval forces in North America and the West Indies were 

weaker than the combined fleets of France and Spain, and, 

after some critical decisions and tactical missteps by British 

naval commanders, the French fleet of Paul de Grasse gained 

control over Chesapeake Bay, blockading Cornwallis from naval 

support and delivering additional land forces to blockade him 

on land. The Royal Navy attempted to dispute this control, but 

Admiral Thomas Graves was defeated in the key Battle of the 

Chesapeake on September 5. American and French armies that 

had massed outside New York City began moving south in late 

August, and arrived near Yorktown in mid-September. 

Deceptions about their movement successfully delayed 

attempts by Clinton to send more troops to Cornwallis.  

The siege of Yorktown began on September 28, 1781. In a step 

that probably shortened the siege, Cornwallis decided to 

abandon parts of his outer defenses, and the besiegers 

successfully stormed two of his redoubts. When it became clear 

that his position was untenable, Cornwallis opened 

negotiations on October 17 and surrendered two days later. 

When the news reached London, the government of Lord North 

fell, and the following Rockingham ministry entered into peace 

negotiations. These culminated in the Treaty of Paris in 1783, 

in which King George III recognized the independent United 

States of America. Clinton and Cornwallis engaged in a public 

war of words defending their roles in the campaign, and British 

naval command also discussed the navy's shortcomings that 

led to the defeat.  
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Background 

By December 1780, the American Revolutionary War's North 

American theatres had reached a critical point. The 

Continental Army had suffered major defeats earlier in the 

year, with its southern armies either captured or dispersed in 

the loss of Charleston and the Battle of Camden in the south, 

while the armies of George Washington and the British 

commander-in-chief for North America, Sir Henry Clinton 

watched each other around New York City in the north.  

The national currency was virtually worthless, public support 

for the war, about to enter its sixth year, was waning, and 

army troops were becoming mutinous over pay and conditions. 

In the Americans' favor, Loyalist recruiting in the south had 

been checked with a severe blow at Kings Mountain in October.  

French and American planning for 1781 

Virginia had largely escaped military notice before 1779, when 

a raid destroyed much of the state's shipbuilding capacity and 

seized or destroyed large amounts of tobacco, which was a 

significant trade item for the Americans. Virginia's only 

defenses consisted of locally raised militia companies, and a 

naval force that had been virtually wiped out in the 1779 raid. 

The militia were under the overall direction of Continental 

Army General Baron von Steuben, a prickly Prussian 

taskmaster who, although he was an excellent drillmaster, 

alienated not only his subordinates, but also had a difficult 

relationship with the state's governor, Thomas Jefferson. 

Steuben had established a training center in Chesterfield for 
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new Continental Army recruits, and a "factory" in Westham for 

the manufacture and repair of weapons and ammunition.  

French military planners had to balance competing demands 

for the 1781 campaign. After a series of unsuccessful attempts 

at cooperation with the Americans (leading to failed assaults 

on Newport, Rhode Island, and Savannah, Georgia), they 

realized more active participation in North America was 

needed. However, they also needed to coordinate their actions 

with Spain, where there was potential interest in making an 

assault on the British stronghold of Jamaica. It turned out 

that the Spanish were not interested in operations against 

Jamaica until after they had dealt with an expected British 

attempt to reinforce besieged Gibraltar, and merely wanted to 

be informed of the movements of the West Indies fleet.  

As the French fleet was preparing to depart Brest in March, 

several important decisions were made. The West Indies fleet, 

led by the Comte de Grasse, after operations in the Windward 

Islands, was directed to go to Cap-Français (present-day Cap-

Haïtien) to determine what resources would be required to 

assist Spanish operations. Due to a lack of transports, France 

also promised six million livres to support the American war 

effort instead of providing additional troops. The French fleet 

at Newport was given a new commander, the Comte de Barras. 

De Barras was ordered to take the Newport fleet to harass 

British shipping off Nova Scotia and Newfoundland, and the 

French army at Newport was ordered to combine with 

Washington's army outside New York. In orders that were 

deliberately not fully shared with General Washington, De 

Grasse was instructed to assist in North American operations 

after his stop at Cap-Français. The French general, the Comte 
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de Rochambeau was instructed to tell Washington that de 

Grasse might be able to assist, without making any 

commitment. (Washington learned from John Laurens, 

stationed in Paris, that de Grasse had discretion to come 

north.)  

The French fleet sailed from Brest on March 22. The British 

fleet was busy with preparations to resupply Gibraltar, and did 

not attempt to oppose the departure. After the French fleet 

sailed, the packet ship Concorde sailed for Newport, carrying 

the Comte de Barras, Rochambeau's orders, and credits for the 

six million livres. In a separate dispatch sent later, de Grasse 

also made two important requests. The first was that he be 

notified at Cap-Français of the situation in North America so 

that he could decide how he might be able to assist in 

operations there, and the second was that he be supplied with 

30 pilots familiar with North American waters.  

British planning for 1781 

General Clinton never articulated a coherent vision for what 

the goals for British operations of the coming campaign season 

should be in the early months of 1781. Part of his problem lay 

in a difficult relationship with his naval counterpart in New 

York, the aging Vice Admiral Marriot Arbuthnot. Both men 

were stubborn, prone to temper, and had prickly personalities; 

due to repeated clashes, their working relationship had 

completely broken down. In the fall of 1780 Clinton had 

requested that either he or Arbuthnot be recalled; however, 

orders recalling Arbuthnot did not arrive until June. Until 

then, according to historian George Billias, "The two men could 

not act alone, and would not act together". Arbuthnot was 
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replaced by Sir Thomas Graves, with whom Clinton had a 

somewhat better working relationship.  

The British presence in the south consisted of the strongly 

fortified ports of Savannah, Georgia and Charleston, South 

Carolina, and a string of outposts in the interior of those two 

states. Although the strongest outposts were relatively immune 

to attack from the Patriot militia that were their only formal 

opposition in those states, the smaller outposts, as well as 

supply convoys and messengers, were often the target of militia 

commanders like Thomas Sumter and Francis Marion. 

Portsmouth had most recently been occupied in October 1780 

by a force under the command of Major General Alexander 

Leslie, but Lieutenant General Charles, Earl Cornwallis, 

commanding the British southern army, had ordered them to 

South Carolina in November. To replace General Leslie at 

Portsmouth, General Clinton sent 1,600 troops under General 

Benedict Arnold (recently commissioned into the British Army 

as a brigadier) to Virginia in late December.  

British raiding in Virginia 

Part of the fleet carrying General Arnold and his troops arrived 

in Chesapeake Bay on December 30, 1780. Without waiting for 

the rest of the transports to arrive, Arnold sailed up the James 

River and disembarked 900 troops at Westover, Virginia, on 

January 4. After an overnight forced march, he raided 

Richmond, the state capital, the next day, encountering only 

minimal militia resistance. After two more days of raiding in 

the area, they returned to their boats, and made sail for 

Portsmouth. Arnold established fortifications there, and sent 

his men out on raiding and foraging expeditions. The local 
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militia were called out, but they were in such small numbers 

that the British presence could not be disputed. This did not 

prevent raiding expeditions from running into opposition, as 

some did in skirmishing at Waters Creek in March.  

When news of Arnold's activities reached George Washington, 

he decided that a response was necessary. He wanted the 

French to send a naval expedition from their base in Newport, 

but the commanding admiral, Chevalier Destouches, refused 

any assistance until he received reports of serious storm 

damage to part of the British fleet on January 22.  

On February 9, Captain Arnaud de Gardeur de Tilley sailed 

from Newport with three ships (ship of the line Eveille and 

frigates Surveillante and Gentile). When he arrived off 

Portsmouth four days later, Arnold withdrew his ships, which 

had shallower drafts than those of the French, up the 

Elizabeth River, where de Tilley could not follow. De Tilley, 

after determining that the local militia were "completely 

insufficient" to attack Arnold's position, returned to Newport. 

On the way he captured HMS Romulus, a frigate sent by the 

British from New York to investigate his movements.  

Congress authorised a detachment of Continental forces to 

Virginia on February 20. Washington assigned command of the 

expedition to the Marquis de Lafayette, who left Peekskill, New 

York the same day. His troops, numbering about 1,200, were 

three light regiments drawn from troops assigned to 

Continental regiments from New Jersey and New England; 

these regiments were led by Joseph Vose, Francis Barber, and 

Jean-Joseph Sourbader de Gimat. Lafayette's force reached 

Head of Elk (present-day Elkton, Maryland, the northern 
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navigable limit of Chesapeake Bay) on March 3. While awaiting 

transportation for his troops at Annapolis, Lafayette traveled 

south, reaching Yorktown on March 14, to assess the situation.  

American attempts at defense 

De Tilley's expedition, and the strong encouragement of 

General Washington, who traveled to Newport to press the 

case, convinced Destouches to make a larger commitment. On 

March 8 he sailed with his entire fleet (7 ships of the line and 

several frigates, including the recently captured Romulus), 

carrying French troops to join with Lafayette's in Virginia. 

Admiral Arbuthnot, alerted to his departure, sailed on March 

10 after sending Arnold a dispatch warning of the French 

movement. Arbuthnot, whose copper-clad ships could sail 

faster than those of Destouches, reached Cape Henry on March 

16, just ahead of the French fleet. The ensuing battle was 

largely indecisive, but left Arbuthnot free to enter Lynnhaven 

Bay and control access to Chesapeake Bay; Destouches 

returned to Newport. Lafayette saw the British fleet, and 

pursuant to orders, made preparations to return his troops to 

the New York area. By early April he had returned to Head of 

Elk, where he received orders from Washington to stay in 

Virginia.  

The departure of Destouches' fleet from Newport had prompted 

General Clinton to send Arnold reinforcements. In the wake of 

Arbuthnot's sailing he sent transports carrying about 2,000 

men under the command of General William Phillips to the 

Chesapeake. These joined Arnold at Portsmouth on March 27. 

Phillips, as senior commander, took over the force and 

resumed raiding, targeting Petersburg and Richmond. By this 
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time, Baron von Steuben and Peter Muhlenberg, the militia 

commanders in Virginia, felt they had to make a stand to 

maintain morale despite the inferior strength of their troops. 

They established a defensive line in Blandford, near Petersburg 

(Blandford is now a part of the city of Petersburg), and fought 

a disciplined but losing action on April 25. Von Steuben and 

Muhlenberg retreated before the advance of Phillips, who 

hoped to again raid Richmond. However, Lafayette made a 

series of forced marches, and reached Richmond on April 29, 

just hours before Phillips.  

Cornwallis and Lafayette 

To counter the British threat in the Carolinas, Washington had 

sent Major General Nathanael Greene, one of his best 

strategists, to rebuild the American army in North Carolina 

after the defeat at Camden. General Cornwallis, leading the 

British troops in the south, wanted to deal with him and gain 

control over the state. Greene divided his inferior force, 

sending part of his army under Daniel Morgan to threaten the 

British post at Ninety Six, South Carolina. Cornwallis sent 

Banastre Tarleton after Morgan, who almost wiped out 

Tarleton's command in the January Battle of Cowpens, and 

almost captured Tarleton in the process. This action was 

followed by what has been called the "race to the Dan," in 

which Cornwallis gave chase to Morgan and Greene in an 

attempt to catch them before they reunited their forces. When 

Greene successfully crossed the Dan River and entered 

Virginia, Cornwallis, who had stripped his army of most of its 

baggage, gave up the pursuit. However, Greene received 

reinforcements and supplies, recrossed the Dan, and returned 
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to Greensboro, North Carolina to do battle with Cornwallis. The 

earl won the battle, but Greene was able to withdraw with his 

army intact, and the British suffered enough casualties that 

Cornwallis was forced to retreat to Wilmington for 

reinforcement and resupply. Greene then went on to regain 

control over most of South Carolina and Georgia. Cornwallis, 

in violation of orders but also in the absence of significant 

strategic direction by General Clinton, decided to take his 

army, now numbering just 1,400 men, into Virginia on April 

25; it was the same day that Phillips and von Steuben fought 

at Blandford.  

Phillips, after Lafayette beat him to Richmond, turned back 

east, continuing to destroy military and economic targets in 

the area. On May 7, Phillips received a dispatch from 

Cornwallis, ordering him to Petersburg to effect a junction of 

their forces; three days later, Phillips arrived in Petersburg. 

Lafayette briefly cannonaded the British position there, but did 

not feel strong enough to actually make an attack. On May 13, 

Phillips died of a fever, and Arnold retook control of the force. 

This caused some grumbling amongst the men, since Arnold 

was not particularly well respected. While waiting for 

Cornwallis, the forces of Arnold and Lafayette watched each 

other. Arnold attempted to open communications with the 

marquis (who had orders from Washington to summarily hang 

Arnold), but the marquis returned his letters unopened. 

Cornwallis arrived in Petersburg on May 19, prompting 

Lafayette, who commanded under 1,000 Continentals and 

about 2,000 militia, to retreat to Richmond. Further British 

reinforcements led by the Ansbacher Colonel von Voigt arrived 

from New York shortly after, raising the size of Cornwallis's 

army to more than 7,000.  
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Cornwallis, after dispatching General Arnold back to New York, 

then set out to follow General Clinton's most recent orders to 

Phillips.  

These instructions were to establish a fortified base and raid 

rebel military and economic targets in Virginia. Cornwallis 

decided that he had to first deal with the threat posed by 

Lafayette, so he set out in pursuit of the marquis. Lafayette, 

clearly outnumbered, retreated rapidly toward Fredericksburg 

to protect an important supply depot there, while von Steuben 

retreated to Point of Fork (present-day Columbia, Virginia), 

where militia and Continental Army trainees had gathered with 

supplies pulled back before the raiding British. Cornwallis 

reached the Hanover County courthouse on June 1, and, rather 

than send his whole army after Lafayette, detached Banastre 

Tarleton and John Graves Simcoe on separate raiding 

expeditions.  

Tarleton, his British Legion reduced by the debacle at 

Cowpens, rode rapidly with a small force to Charlottesville, 

where he captured several members of the Virginia legislature. 

He almost captured Governor Jefferson as well, but had to 

content himself with several bottles of wine from Jefferson's 

estate at Monticello. Simcoe went to Point of Fork to deal with 

von Steuben and the supply depot. In a brief skirmish on June 

5, von Steuben's forces, numbering about 1,000, suffered 30 

casualties, but they had withdrawn most of the supplies across 

the river. Simcoe, who only had about 300 men, then 

exaggerated the size of his force by lighting a large number of 

campfires; this prompted von Steuben to withdraw from Point 

of Fork, leaving the supplies to be destroyed by Simcoe the 

next day.  
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Lafayette, in the meantime, was expecting the imminent arrival 

of long-delayed reinforcements. Several battalions of 

Pennsylvania Continentals under Brigadier General Anthony 

Wayne had also been authorised by Congress for service in 

Virginia in February. However, Wayne had to deal with the 

aftereffects of a mutiny in January that nearly wiped out the 

Pennsylvania Line as a fighting force, and it was May before he 

had rebuilt the line and begun the march to Virginia. Even 

then, there was a great deal of mistrust between Wayne and 

his men; Wayne had to keep his ammunition and bayonets 

under lock and key except when they were needed. Although 

Wayne was ready to march on May 19, the force's departure 

was delayed by a day because of a renewed threat of mutiny 

after the units were paid with devalued Continental dollars. 

Lafayette and Wayne's 800 men joined forces at Raccoon Ford 

on the Rappahannock River on June 10. A few days later, 

Lafayette was further reinforced by 1,000 militia under the 

command of William Campbell.  

After the successful raids of Simcoe and Tarleton, Cornwallis 

began to make his way east toward Richmond and 

Williamsburg, almost contemptuously ignoring Lafayette in his 

movements. Lafayette, his force grown to about 4,500, was 

buoyed in confidence, and began to edge closer to the earl's 

army. By the time Cornwallis reached Williamsburg on June 

25, Lafayette was 10 miles (16 km) away, at Bird's Tavern. 

That day, Lafayette learned that Simcoe's Queen's Rangers 

were at some remove from the main British force, so Lafayette 

sent some cavalry and light infantry to intercept them. This 

precipitated a skirmish at Spencer's Ordinary where each side 

believed the other to be within range of its main army.  
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Allied decisions 

While Lafayette, Arnold, and Phillips manoeuvred in Virginia, 

the allied leaders, Washington and Rochambeau, considered 

their options. On May 6 the Concorde arrived in Boston, and 

two days later Washington and Rochambeau were informed of 

the arrival of de Barras as well as the vital dispatches and 

funding. On May 23 and 24, Washington and Rochambeau held 

a conference at Wethersfield, Connecticut where they 

discussed what steps to take next. They agreed that, pursuant 

to his orders, Rochambeau would move his army from Newport 

to the Continental Army camp at White Plains, New York. They 

also decided to send dispatches to de Grasse outlining two 

possible courses of action.  

Washington favored the idea of attacking New York, while 

Rochambeau favored action in Virginia, where the British were 

less well established. Washington's letter to de Grasse outlined 

these two options; Rochambeau, in a private note, informed de 

Grasse of his preference. Lastly, Rochambeau convinced de 

Barras to hold his fleet in readiness to assist in either 

operation, rather than taking it out on expeditions to the north 

as he had been ordered.  

The Concorde sailed from Newport on June 20, carrying 

dispatches from Washington, Rochambeau, and de Barras, as 

well as the pilots de Grasse had requested. The French army 

left Newport in June, and joined Washington's army at Dobb's 

Ferry, New York on July 7. From there, Washington and 

Rochambeau embarked on an inspection tour of the British 

defenses around New York while they awaited word from de 

Grasse.  
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De Grasse had a somewhat successful campaign in the West 

Indies. His forces successfully captured Tobago in June after a 

minor engagement with the British fleet. Beyond that, he and 

British Admiral George Brydges Rodney avoided significant 

engagement. De Grasse arrived at Cap-Français on July 16, 

where the Concorde awaited him. He immediately engaged in 

negotiations with the Spanish. He informed them of his intent 

to sail north, but promised to return by November to assist in 

Spanish operations in exchange for critical Spanish cover while 

he sailed north. From them he secured the promise to protect 

French commerce and territories so that he could bring north 

his entire fleet, 28 ships of the line. In addition to his fleet, he 

took on 3,500 troops under the command of the Marquis de St. 

Simon, and appealed to the Spanish in Havana for funds 

needed to pay Rochambeau's troops. On July 28, he sent the 

Concorde back to Newport, informing Washington, 

Rochambeau, and de Barras that he expected to arrive in the 

Chesapeake at the end of August, and would need to leave by 

mid-October. He sailed from Cap-Français on August 5, 

beginning a deliberately slow route north through a little-used 

channel in the Bahamas.  

British decisions 

The movement of the French army to the New York area caused 

General Clinton a great deal of concern; letters written by 

Washington that Clinton had intercepted suggested that the 

allies were planning an attack on New York. Beginning in June 

he wrote a series of letters to Cornwallis containing a 

confusing and controversial set of ruminations, suggestions, 

and recommendations, that only sometimes contained concrete 
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and direct orders. Some of these letters were significantly 

delayed in reaching Cornwallis, complicating the exchange 

between the two. On June 11 and 15, apparently in reaction to 

the threat to New York, Clinton requested Cornwallis to fortify 

either Yorktown or Williamsburg, and send any troops he could 

spare back to New York. Cornwallis received these letters at 

Williamsburg on June 26. He and an engineer inspected 

Yorktown, which he found to be defensively inadequate. He 

wrote a letter to Clinton indicating that he would move to 

Portsmouth in order to send troops north with transports 

available there.  

On July 4 Cornwallis began moving his army toward the 

Jamestown ferry, to cross the broad James River and march to 

Portsmouth. Lafayette's scouts observed the motion, and he 

realised the British force would be vulnerable during the 

crossing. He advanced his army to the Green Spring 

Plantation, and, based on intelligence that only the British 

rear guard was left at the crossing, sent General Wayne 

forward to attack them on July 6. In reality, the earl had laid a 

clever trap. Crossing only his baggage and some troops to 

guard them, he sent "deserters" to falsely inform Lafayette of 

the situation. In the Battle of Green Spring, General Wayne 

managed to escape the trap, but with significant casualties 

and the loss of two field pieces. Cornwallis then crossed the 

river, and marched his army to Suffolk.  

Cornwallis again detached Tarleton on a raid into central 

Virginia. Tarleton's raid was based on intelligence that 

supplies might be intercepted that were en route to General 

Greene. The raid, in which Tarleton's force rode 120 miles 

(190 km) in four days, was a failure, since supplies had 
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already been moved. (During this raid, some of Tarleton's men 

were supposedly in a minor skirmish with Peter Francisco, one 

of the American heroes of Guilford Court House.) Cornwallis 

received another letter from General Clinton while at Suffolk, 

dated June 20, stating that the forces to be embarked were to 

be used for an attack against Philadelphia.  

When Cornwallis reached Portsmouth, he began embarking 

troops pursuant to Clinton's orders. On July 20, with some 

transports almost ready to sail, new orders arrived that 

countermanded the previous ones. In the most direct terms, 

Clinton ordered him to establish a fortified deep-water port, 

using as much of his army as he thought necessary. Clinton 

took this decision because the navy had long been dissatisfied 

with New York as a naval base, firstly because sand bars 

obstructed the entrance to the Hudson River, damaging the 

hulls of the larger ships; and secondly because the river often 

froze in winter, imprisoning vessels inside the harbour. 

Arbuthnot had recently been replaced and to show his 

satisfaction at this development, Clinton now acceded to the 

Navy's request, despite Cornwallis's warning that the 

Chesapeake's open bays and navigable rivers meant that any 

base there "will always be exposed to sudden French attack." It 

was to prove a fatal error of judgement by Clinton, since the 

need to defend the new facility denied Cornwallis any freedom 

of movement . Nevertheless, having inspected Portsmouth and 

found it less favourable than Yorktown, Cornwallis wrote to 

Clinton informing him that he would fortify Yorktown.  

Lafayette was alerted on July 26 that Cornwallis was 

embarking his troops, but lacked intelligence about their 

eventual destination, and began manoeuvring his troops to 
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cover some possible landing points. On August 6 he learned 

that Cornwallis had landed at Yorktown and was fortifying it 

and Gloucester Point just across the York River.  

Convergence on Yorktown 

Admiral Rodney had been warned that de Grasse was planning 

to take at least part of his fleet north. Although he had some 

clues that he might take his whole fleet (he was aware of the 

number of pilots de Grasse had requested, for example), he 

assumed that de Grasse would not leave the French convoy at 

Cap-Français, and that part of his fleet would escort it to 

France as Admiral Guichen had done the previous year. Rodney 

made his dispositions accordingly, balancing the likely 

requirements of the fleet in North America with the need to 

protect Britain's own trade convoys. Sixteen of his twenty-one 

battleships, therefore, were to sail with Hood in pursuit of de 

Grasse to the Chesapeake before proceeding to New York. 

Rodney, who was ill, meanwhile took three other battleships 

back to England, two as merchant escorts, leaving his 

remaining two in dock for repairs. Hood was well satisfied with 

these arrangements, telling a colleague that his fleet was 

"equal fully to defeat any designs of the enemy, let de Grasse 

bring or send what number of ships he might in aid of Barras." 

What neither Rodney or Hood knew was de Grasse's last 

minute decision to take his entire fleet to North America, thus 

ensuring a French superiority of three to two in battleship 

strength. Blissfully unaware of this development, Hood 

eventually sailed from Antigua on August 10, five days after de 

Grasse. During the voyage, one of his smaller ships carrying 

intelligence about the American pilots was captured by a 
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privateer, thus further depriving the British in New York of 

valuable information. Hood himself, following the direct route, 

reached the Chesapeake on August 25, and found the entrance 

to the bay empty. He then sailed on to New York to meet with 

Admiral Sir Thomas Graves, in command of the New York 

station following Arbuthnot's departure.  

• On August 14 General Washington learned of de 

Grasse's decision to sail for the Chesapeake. The 

next day he reluctantly abandoned the idea of 

assaulting New York, writing that "[m]atters having 

now come to a crisis and a decisive plan to be 

determined on, I was obliged ... to give up all idea of 

attacking New York..." The combined Franco-

American army began moving south on August 19, 

engaging in several tactics designed to fool Clinton 

about their intentions. Some forces were sent on a 

route along the New Jersey shore, and ordered to 

make camp preparations as if preparing for an attack 

on Staten Island. The army also carried landing craft 

to lend verisimilitude to the idea. Washington sent 

orders to Lafayette to prevent Cornwallis from 

returning to North Carolina; he did not learn that 

Cornwallis was entrenching at Yorktown until August 

30. Two days later the army was passing through 

Philadelphia; another mutiny was averted there when 

funds were procured for troops that threatened to 

stay until they were paid. 

Admiral de Barras sailed with his fleet from Newport, carrying 

the French siege equipment, on August 25. He sailed a route 

that deliberately took him away from the coast to avoid 
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encounters with the British. De Grasse reached the 

Chesapeake on August 30, five days after Hood. He 

immediately debarked the troops from his fleet to assist 

Lafayette in blockading Cornwallis, and stationed some his 

ships to blockade the York and James Rivers.  

News of de Barras' sailing reached New York on August 28, 

where Graves, Clinton, and Hood were meeting to discuss the 

possibility of making an attack on the French fleet in Newport, 

since the French army was no longer there to defend it. Clinton 

had still not realized that Washington was marching south, 

something he did not have confirmed until September 2. When 

they learned of de Barras' departure they immediately 

concluded that de Grasse must be headed for the Chesapeake 

(but still did not know of his strength). Graves sailed from New 

York on August 31 with 19 ships of the line; Clinton wrote 

Cornwallis to warn him that Washington was coming, and that 

he would send 4,000 reinforcements.  

On September 5, the British fleet arrived at the mouth of the 

Chesapeake to see the French fleet anchored there. De Grasse, 

who had men ashore, was forced to cut his cables and 

scramble to get his fleet out to meet the British. In the Battle 

of the Chesapeake, de Grasse won a narrow tactical victory. 

After the battle, the two fleets drifted to the southeast for 

several days, with the British avoiding battle and both fleets 

making repairs. This was apparently in part a ploy by de 

Grasse to ensure the British would not interfere with de 

Barras' arrival. A fleet was spotted off in the distance on 

September 9 making for the bay; de Grasse followed the next 

day. Graves, forced to scuttle one of his ships, returned to New 

York for repairs. Smaller ships from the French fleet then 
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assisted in transporting the Franco-American army down the 

Chesapeake to Yorktown, completing the encirclement of 

Cornwallis.  

Yorktown 

• On September 6, General Clinton wrote a letter to 

Cornwallis, telling him to expect reinforcements. 

Received by Cornwallis on September 14, this letter 

may have been instrumental in the decision by 

Cornwallis to remain at Yorktown and not try to fight 

his way out, despite the urging of Banastre Tarleton 

to break out against the comparatively weak 

Lafayette. General Washington, after spending a few 

days at Mount Vernon for the first time in years, 

arrived in the camps outside Yorktown on September 

17. That same day, the British military leadership in 

New York held a council, in which they agreed that 

Cornwallis could not be reinforced until they had 

regained control of the Chesapeake. Historian 

Richard Ketchum describes the decision of the 

council as leaving Cornwallis "dangling in the wind." 

One day earlier, Cornwallis wrote a desperate plea 

for help: "I am of the opinion that you can do me no 

effectual service but by coming directly to this 

place." Before dispatching the letter on the 17th, 

Cornwallis added, "If you cannot relieve me very 

soon, you must prepare to hear the worst." 

Washington, Rochambeau, and de Grasse then held council 

aboard de Grasse's flagship Ville de Paris to finalize 

preparations for the siege; de Grasse agreed to provide about 
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2,000 marines and some cannons to the effort. During the 

meeting, de Grasse was convinced to delay his departure 

(originally planned for mid-October) until the end of October. 

Upon the return of the generals to Williamsburg, they heard 

rumors that British naval reinforcements had arrived at New 

York, and the French fleet might again be threatened. De 

Grasse wanted to pull his fleet out of the bay as a precaution, 

and it took the pleas of Washington and Rochambeau, 

delivered to de Grasse by Lafayette, to convince him to remain.  

The siege formally got underway on September 28. Despite a 

late attempt by Cornwallis to escape via Gloucester Point, the 

siege lines closed in on his positions and the allied cannons 

wrought havoc in the British camps, and on October 17 he 

opened negotiations to surrender. On that very day, the British 

fleet again sailed from New York, carrying 6,000 troops. Still 

outnumbered by the combined French fleets, they eventually 

turned back. A French naval officer, noting the British fleet's 

departure on October 29, wrote, "They were too late. The fowl 

had been eaten."  

Aftermath 

isposition of the British army 

The negotiations for surrender were complicated by two issues. 

When American forces surrendered at Charleston in 1780, they 

were not granted customary terms of capitulation that included 

flying colors and the playing of an enemy tune. Washington 

insisted that these terms be applied to the surrender of the 

British army at Yorktown, his negotiators pointing out that the 
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defenders had in both instances acted with valor. The second 

issue concerned the disposition of Loyalists in the British 

camp. This issue was finessed with the addition of a clause to 

the terms that allowed one British vessel, the sloop Bonetta, to 

be sent without any sort of inspection to carry dispatches from 

Cornwallis to New York; Americans, suspecting that either 

runaway slaves or Loyalists might be aboard, were prevented 

from searching the vessel.  

When the British garrison marched out of their positions on 

October 19 to surrender, it was with colors cased, possibly 

playing the British tune "The World Turned Upside Down". 

Cornwallis, claiming illness, did not attend the ceremony, 

sending his deputy General O'Hara to deliver his sword. O'Hara 

at first sought to deliver it to a French officer, but he was 

finally directed to one of Washington's officers, Benjamin 

Lincoln, the defeated commander at Charleston. Lincoln briefly 

held the proferred sword and then returned it to O'Hara.  

Over the following weeks, the army was marched under guard 

to camps in Virginia and Maryland. Cornwallis and other 

officers were returned to New York and allowed to return to 

England on parole. The ship on which Cornwallis sailed in 

December 1781 also carried Benedict Arnold and his family.  

Disposition of the allies 

The local militia that supported the siege were dismissed from 

service. Some of the American Continental forces were returned 

to the New York City region, where Washington continued to 

stand against the British presence until the end of the war; 

others were sent south to assist in General Greene's efforts in 
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the Carolinas. Issues of pay and condition were an ongoing 

problem until the war ended, but Washington fought no more 

battles.  

The French forces that came with de Grasse were reembarked, 

and he sailed for the West Indies, with the fleet of de Barras, 

in early November. After recapturing a number of British-held 

targets there, de Grasse was preparing to join with the Spanish 

for an assault on Jamaica when Admiral Rodney defeated him 

in the April 1782 Battle of the Saintes, capturing him and his 

flagship. The forces of General Rochambeau wintered in 

Virginia, and marched back to Rhode Island the next summer.  

Reactions 

General Washington's aide, Lieutenant Tench Tilghman, was 

dispatched to deliver the news to Congress. Arriving in 

Philadelphia on October 22, he was two days behind the first 

notice of the surrender, which had been expressed from 

Baltimore ahead of him. The news electrified Congress and the 

populace. Church bells pealed, and the Liberty Bell was 

reportedly rung, actions that were repeated as the news 

traveled through the colonies. Some Congressmen introduced a 

resolution calling on General Washington to arrest and hang 

General Cornwallis; after "[t]he debate continue'd several 

Day's", the resolution was voted down.  

The news put British-occupied New York City into mourning. 

At first met with some skepticism, the news was finally 

confirmed on October 27, although the city still awaited news 

of Clinton's abortive relief effort. Clinton was recalled to 

London, and left the city in March 1782. He was replaced by 
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General Guy Carleton, who was under orders to suspend 

offensive operations. When the news reached London on 

November 25, Lord Germain described the reaction of Lord 

North to the news: "he would have taken a ball on his breast. 

For he opened his arms exclaiming wildly as he paced up and 

down the apartment, during the few minutes, 'Oh God! It is all 

over!'" 

King George was reported to receive the news with calmness 

and dignity, although he later became depressed as the news 

sank in, and even considered abdication. The king's supporters 

in Parliament were depressed, and the opposition elated. A 

resolution calling for an end to the war was introduced on 

December 12, and failed to pass by a single vote. Lord Germain 

was dismissed in early 1782, and the North administration fell 

shortly afterward. Peace negotiations followed, and the war was 

formally ended with the signing of the Treaty of Paris on 

September 3, 1783.  

General Cornwallis, despite being the commander who 

surrendered, was not blamed for the defeat. He was well-

received on his return to London, and one writer echoed a 

common sentiment that "Lord Cornwallis's army was sold." 

General Clinton spent the rest of his life defending his own 

reputation; he was "laughed at by the rebels, despised by the 

British, and cursed by the loyalists." In 1783, he published a 

Narrative of the Campaign of 1781 in North America in which he 

attempted to lay the blame for the 1781 campaign failures on 

General Cornwallis. This was met with a public response by 

Cornwallis, who leveled his own criticisms at Clinton. The 

highly public debate included the publication of much of their 

correspondence.  
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Admiral Graves also did not suffer due to his defeat by de 

Grasse; he was eventually promoted to full admiral and given a 

peerage. However, many aspects of the Battle of the 

Chesapeake have been the subject of both contemporary and 

historical debate, beginning right after the battle. On 6 

September, Admiral Graves issued a memorandum justifying a 

confusing use of signals, indicating that "[when] the signal for 

the line of battle ahead is out at the same time with the signal 

for battle, it is not to be understood that the latter signal shall 

be rendered ineffectual by a too strict adherence to the 

former." Hood, in commentary written on the reverse of his 

copy, observed that this eliminated any possibility of engaging 

an enemy who was disordered, since it would require the 

British line to also be disordered. Instead, he maintained, "the 

British fleet should be as compact as possible, in order to take 

the critical moment of an advantage opening ..." Others 

criticise Hood because he "did not wholeheartedly aid his 

chief", and that a lesser officer "would have been court-

martialled for not doing his utmost to engage the enemy."  

The Comte de Rochambeau dispatched two messengers to 

deliver the news to Paris in a move that had unusual 

consequences in French military politics. The Duc de Lauzun 

and the Comte de Deux-Pontes, both of whom had 

distinguished themselves in the siege, were sent on separate 

ships to bring the news. Deux-Pontes was accompanied by a 

favorite of the French naval minister the Marquis de Castries, 

the Comte de Charlus, who Lauzun had urged Rochambeau to 

send in his stead for political reasons. King Louis XVI and his 

ministers received the news warmly, but Castries and the 

snubbed Charlus ensured that Lauzun and Rochambeau were 

denied or delayed in the receipt of rewards for the success. 
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Deux-Ponts was rewarded with the Order of Saint Louis and 

command of a regiment.  

Analysis 

Historian John Pancake describes the later stages of the 

campaign as "British blundering" and that the "allied 

operations proceeded with clockwork precision." Naval 

historian Jonathan Dull has described de Grasse's 1781 naval 

campaign, which encompassed, in addition to Yorktown, 

successful contributions to the French capture of Tobago and 

the Spanish siege of Pensacola, as the "most perfectly executed 

naval campaign of the age of sail", and compared the string of 

French successes favorably with the British Annus Mirabilis of 

1759. He also observes that a significant number of individual 

decisions, at times against orders or previous agreements, 

contributed to the success of the campaign:  

• French ministers Montmorin and Vergennes 

convinced the French establishment that decisive 

action was needed in North America in order to end 

the war. 

• The French naval minister Castries wrote orders for 

de Grasse that gave the latter sufficient flexibility to 

assist in the campaign. 

• Spanish Louisiana Governor Bernardo de Gálvez 

released ships and troops to cover French territories 

while de Grasse sailed north with most of the French 

military establishment in the West Indies. 

• Spanish Cuban colonial official Francisco Saavedra 

cooperated in the decision-making that enabled de 

Grasse's northward expedition. 
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• General Rochambeau and Chevalier Luzerne both 

urged de Grasse to decide on the Chesapeake. 

• Admiral de Barras violated his orders to operate off 

Newfoundland, making possible the timely delivery of 

the French siege train to Yorktown. 

• George Washington decided against an attack on New 

York and instead embarked on a risky march to 

Virginia. 

• Admiral De Grasse agreed to overstay his planned 

time in the Chesapeake, understanding the 

importance of the undertaking there. 

Of de Grasse's negotiations with the Spanish that secured the 

use of his fleet and his order to the economic fleet to remain in 

the West Indies, Royal Navy Captain Thomas White, in his 

1830 analysis of the 1781 campaign, wrote that "[i]f the British 

government had sanctioned, or a British admiral had adopted 

such a measure, [...] the one would have been turned out, and 

the other would have been hung: no wonder they succeeded 

and we failed."  

Legacy 

The principal points of commemoration of the events of this 

campaign are managed by the National Park Service in the 

Colonial National Historical Park. In addition to the battlefield 

at Yorktown, the park includes the Cape Henry Memorial, 

where the French naval victory by de Grasse is remembered.  
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