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Chapter 43 

Naval Battles of the American 

Revolutionary War 

The American Revolutionary War saw a series battles involving 

naval forces of the British Royal Navy and the Continental 

Navy from 1775, and of the French Navy from 1778 onwards. 

Although the British enjoyed more numerical victories, these 

battles culminated in the surrender of the British Army force of 

Lieutenant-General Earl Charles Cornwallis, an event that led 

directly to the beginning of serious peace negotiations and the 

eventual end of the war. From the start of the hostilities, the 

British North American station under Vice-Admiral Samuel 

Graves blockaded the major colonial ports and carried raids 

against patriot communities. Colonial forces could do little to 

stop these developments due to British naval supremacy. In 

1777, colonial privateers made raids into British waters 

capturing merchant ships, which they took into French and 

Spanish ports, although both were officially neutral. Seeking to 

challenge Britain, France signed two treaties with America in 

February 1778, but stopped short of declaring war on Britain. 

The risk of a French invasion forced the British to concentrate 

its forces in the English Channel, leaving its forces in North 

America vulnerable to attacks.  

France officially entered the war on 17 June 1778, and the 

French ships sent to the Western Hemisphere spent most of the 

year in the West Indies, and only sailed to the Thirteen 

Colonies from July until November. In the first Franco-

American campaign, a French fleet commanded by Vice-
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Admiral Comte Charles Henri Hector d'Estaing attempted 

landings in New York and Newport, but due to a combination of 

poor coordination and bad weather, d'Estaing and Vice-Admiral 

Lord Richard Howe naval forces did not engage during 1778. 

After the French fleet departed, the British turned their 

attention to the south. In 1779, the French fleet returned to 

assist American forces attempting to recapture Savannah from 

British forces., however failing leading the British victors to 

remain in control till late 1782.  

In 1780, another fleet and 6,000 troops commanded by 

Lieutenant-General Comte Jean-Baptiste de Rochambeau, 

landed at Newport, and shortly afterwards was blockaded by 

the British. In early 1781, General George Washington and the 

comte de Rochambeau planned an attack against the British in 

the Chesapeake Bay area coordinated with the arrival of a large 

fleet commanded by Vice-Admiral Comte François Joseph Paul 

de Grasse from the West Indies. British Vice-Admiral Sir 

George Brydges Rodney, who had been tracking de Grasse 

around the West Indies, was alerted to the latter's departure, 

but was uncertain of the French admiral's destination. 

Believing that de Grasse would return a portion of his fleet to 

Europe, Rodney detached Rear-Admiral Sir Samuel Hood and 

15 ships of the line with orders to find de Grasse's destination 

in North America. Rodney, who was ill, sailed for Europe with 

the rest of his fleet in order to recover, refit his fleet, and to 

avoid the Atlantic hurricane season.  

British naval forces in North America and the West Indies were 

weaker than the combined fleets of France and Spain, and, 

after much indecision by British naval commanders, the 

French fleet gained control over Chesapeake Bay, landing 
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forces near Yorktown. The Royal Navy attempted to dispute 

this control in the key Battle of the Chesapeake on 5 

September but Rear-Admiral Thomas Graves was defeated. 

Protected from the sea by French ships, Franco-American 

forces surrounded, besieged and forced the surrender of 

British forces commanded by General Cornwallis, concluding 

major operations in North America. When the news reached 

London, the government of Lord Frederick 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 recognised the independence of the United States of 

America.  

Early actions, 1775–1778 

First skirmishes 

The Battle of Lexington and Concord on 19 April 1775 drew 

thousands of militia forces from throughout New England to 

the towns surrounding Boston. These men remained in the 

area and their numbers grew, placing the British forces in 

Boston under siege when they blocked all land access to the 

peninsula. The British were still able to sail in supplies from 

Nova Scotia, Providence, and other places because the harbour 

remained under British naval control.  Colonial forces could do 

nothing to stop these shipments due to the naval supremacy of 

the British fleet and the complete absence of any sort of rebel 

armed vessels in the spring of 1775. Nevertheless, while the 

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

and the British forces were on short rations, and prices rose 

quickly  Vice-Admiral Samuel Graves commanded the Royal 
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Navy around occupied Boston under overall leadership of 

Governor General Thomas Gage. Graves had hired storage on 

Noddle's Island for a variety of important naval supplies, hay 

and livestock, which he felt were important to preserve, owing 

to the "almost impossibility of replacing them at this 

Juncture".  

During the siege, with the supplies in the city running shorter 

by the day, British troops were sent to the Boston Harbour to 

raid farms for supplies. Graves, apparently acting on 

intelligence that the Colonials might make attempts on the 

islands, posted guard boats near Noddle's Island.  

These were longboats that included detachments of Marines. 

Sources disagree as to whether or not any regulars or marines 

were stationed on Noddle's Island to protect the naval supplies. 

In response, the Colonials began clearing Noddle's Island and 

Hog Island of anything useful to the British. Graves on his 

flagship HMS Preston, taking notice of this, signalled for the 

guard marines to land on Noddle's island and ordered the 

armed schooner Diana, under the command of his nephew 

Lieutenant Thomas Graves, to sail up Chelsea Creek to cut off 

the colonists' route. This contested action resulted in the loss 

of two British soldiers and the capture and burning of Diana. 

This setback prompted Graves to move HMS Somerset, which 

had been stationed in the shallow waters between Boston and 

Charlestown, into deeper waters to the east of Boston, where it 

would have improved manoeuvrability if fired upon from land. 

He also belatedly sent a detachment of regulars to secure 

Noddle's Island; the colonists had long before removed or 

destroyed anything of value on the island.  
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The need for building materials and other supplies led Admiral 

Graves to authorise a loyalist merchant to send his two ships 

Unity and Polly from Boston to Machias in the District of 

Maine, escorted by the armed schooner Margaretta under the 

command of James Moore, a midshipman from Graves' flagship 

Preston. Moore also carried orders to recover what he could 

from the wreck of HMS Halifax, which had apparently been run 

aground in Machias Bay by a patriot pilot in February 1775. 

After a heated negotiation, the Machias townspeople seized the 

merchant vessels and the schooner after a short battle in 

which Moore was killed. Jeremiah O'Brien immediately 

outfitted one of the three captured vessels with breastwork, 

armed her with the guns and swivels taken from Margaretta 

and changed her name to Machias Liberty. In July 1775, 

Jeremiah O'Brien and Benjamin Foster captured two more 

British armed schooners, Diligent and Tatamagouche, whose 

officers had been captured when they came ashore near Bucks 

Harbour. In August 1775, the Provincial Congress formally 

recognised their efforts, commissioning both Machias Liberty 

and Diligent into the Massachusetts Navy, with Jeremiah 

O'Brien as their commander. The community would be a base 

for privateering until the war's end.  

Their resistance, and that of other coastal communities, led 

Graves to authorise a reprisal expedition in October whose sole 

significant act was the Burning of Falmouth. On 30 August, 

Royal Naval Captain James Wallace, commanding Rose fired 

into the town of Stonington, after the townspeople there 

prevented Rose 's tender from capturing a vessel it had chased 

into the harbour. Wallace also fired on the town of Bristol, in 

October, after its townspeople refused to deliver livestock to 

him. The outrage in the colonies over these action contributed 
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to the passing of legislation by the Second Continental 

Congress that established the Continental Navy. The US Navy 

recognises 13 October 1775, as the date of its official 

establishment — the Second Continental Congress had 

established the Continental Navy in late 1775. On this day, 

Congress authorised the purchase of two armed vessels for a 

cruise against British merchant ships; these ships became 

Andrew Doria and Cabot. The first ship in commission was 

Alfred purchased on 4 November and commissioned on 3 

December by Captain Dudley Saltonstall. John Adams drafted 

its first governing regulations, adopted by Congress on 28 

November 1775, which remained in effect throughout the 

Revolution. The Rhode Island resolution, reconsidered by the 

Continental Congress, passed on 13 December 1775, 

authorising the building of thirteen frigates within the next 

three months, five ships of 32 guns, five with 28 guns and 

three with 24 guns.  

Foundation of the Continental Navy 

The desperate shortage of gunpowder available to the 

Continental Army had led the Congress to organise a naval 

expedition, one of whose goals was the seizure of the military 

supplies at Nassau. While the orders issued by the Congress to 

Esek Hopkins, the fleet captain selected to lead the expedition, 

included only instructions for patrolling and raiding British 

naval targets on the Virginia and Carolina coastline, additional 

instructions may have been given to Hopkins in secret 

meetings of the Congress' Naval Committee. The instructions 

that Hopkins issued to his fleet's captains before it sailed from 

Cape Henlopen, Delaware on February 17, 1776, included 

instructions to rendezvous at Great Abaco Island in the 
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Bahamas. The fleet that Hopkins launched consisted of: Alfred, 

Hornet, Wasp, Fly, Andrew Doria, Cabot, Providence, and 

Columbus. In addition to ships' crews, it carried 200 marines 

under the command of Samuel Nicholas. In early March, the 

fleet (reduced by one due to tangled rigging en route) landed 

marines on the island of New Providence and captured the 

town of Nassau in the Bahamas. After loading the fleet's ships, 

(enlarged to include two captured prize ships), with military 

stores, the fleet sailed north on 17 March, with one ship 

dispatched to Philadelphia, while the rest of the fleet sailed for 

the Block Island channel, with Governor Browne and other 

officials as prisoners. Outbreaks of a variety of diseases, 

including fevers and smallpox, resulting in significant 

reductions in crew effectiveness, marked the fleet's cruise.  

The return voyage was uneventful until the fleet reached the 

waters off Long Island. On 4 April, the fleet encountered and 

captured a prize, Hawk, which was laden with supplies. The 

next day brought a second prize Bolton, which was also laden 

with stores that included more armaments and powder. Hoping 

to catch more easy prizes, Hopkins continued to cruise off 

Block Island that night, forming the fleet into a scouting 

formation of two columns. The need to man the prizes further 

reduced the fighting effectiveness of the fleet's ships. The fleet 

finally met resistance on April 6, when it encountered the 

Glasgow, a heavily armed sixth-rate ship. In the ensuing 

action, the outnumbered Glasgow managed to escape capture, 

severely damaging the Cabot in the process, wounding her 

captain, Hopkins' son John Burroughs Hopkins, and killing or 

wounding eleven others. Andrew Doria's Captain Nicholas 

Biddle described the battle as "helter-skelter". They reached 

New London on 8 April.  
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Although Continental Congress President John Hancock 

praised Hopkins for the fleet's performance, its failure to 

capture Glasgow gave opponents of the Navy in and out of 

Congress opportunities for criticism. Nicholas Biddle wrote of 

the action, "A more imprudent, ill-conducted affair never 

happened". Abraham Whipple, captain of Columbus, endured 

rumours and accusations of cowardice for a time, but 

eventually asked for a court-martial to clear his name. Held on 

6 May by a panel consisting of officers who had been on the 

cruise, he was cleared of cowardice, although he was criticised 

for errors of judgment. John Hazard, captain of Providence, 

was not so fortunate. Charged by his subordinate officers with 

a variety of offences, including neglect of duty during the 

Glasgow action, he was convicted by court-martial and forced 

to surrender his commission.  

Commodore Hopkins came under scrutiny from Congress over 

matters unrelated to this action. He had violated his written 

orders by sailing to Nassau instead of Virginia and the 

Carolinas, and he had distributed the goods taken during the 

cruise to Connecticut and Rhode Island without consulting 

Congress. He was censured for these transgressions, and 

dismissed from the Navy in January 1778 after further 

controversies, including the fleet's failure to sail again (a 

number of its ships suffered from crew shortages, and also 

became trapped at Providence by the British occupation of 

Newport late in 1776). American forces were not strong enough 

to dislodge the British garrison there, which was also 

supported by British ships using Newport as a base.  

On Lake Champlain, Benedict Arnold supervised the 

construction of 12 vessels to protect access into Hudson 
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River's uppermost navigable reaches from advancing British 

forces. A British fleet destroyed Arnold's in the Battle of 

Valcour Island, but the fleet's presence on the lake managed to 

slow down the British progression enough until winter came 

before they were able capture Fort Ticonderoga. By mid-1776, 

a number of ships, ranging up to and including the thirteen 

frigates approved by Congress, were under construction, but 

their effectiveness was limited; they were completely 

outmatched by the mighty Royal Navy, and nearly all were 

captured or sunk by 1781.  

Privateers had some success with 1,697 letters of marque 

being issued by Congress. Individual states and American 

agents in Europe and in the Caribbean also issued 

commissions. Taking duplications into account, various 

authorities issued more than 2,000 commissions. Lloyd's of 

London estimated that Yankee privateers captured 2,208 

British ships, amounting to almost $66 million, a significant 

sum at the time.  

France enters the war, 1778–1780 

French movements 

For its first major attempt at co-operation with the Americans, 

France sent Vice-Admiral Comte Charles Henri Hector 

d'Estaing, with a fleet of 12 ships of the line and some French 

Army troops to North America in April 1778, with orders to 

blockade the British North American fleet in the Delaware 

River. Although British leaders had early intelligence that 

d'Estaing was likely headed for North America, political and 



Encyclopedia of American Revolution, Volume 5 

818 

military differences within the government and navy delayed 

the British response, allowing him to sail unopposed through 

the Straits of Gibraltar. It was not until early June that a fleet 

of 13 ships of the line under the command of Vice-Admiral 

John Byron left European waters in pursuit. D'Estaing's 

Atlantic crossing took three months, but Byron (who was called 

"Foul-weather Jack" due to his repeated bad luck with the 

weather) was also delayed by bad weather and did not reach 

New York until mid-August.  

The British evacuated Philadelphia to New York City before 

d'Estaing's arrival, and their North American fleet was no 

longer in the river when his fleet arrived at Delaware Bay in 

early July. D'Estaing decided to sail for New York, but its well-

defended harbour presented a daunting challenge to the 

French fleet. Since the French and their American pilots 

believed his largest ships were unable to cross the sandbar 

into New York harbour, their leaders decided to deploy their 

forces against British-occupied Newport, Rhode Island. While 

d'Estaing was outside the harbour, British Lieutenant-General 

Sir Henry Clinton and Vice-Admiral Lord Richard Howe 

dispatched a fleet of transports carrying 2,000 troops to 

reinforce Newport via Long Island Sound; these reached their 

destination on 15 July, raising the size of Major General Sir 

Robert Pigot's garrison to over 6,700 men.  

French arrival at Newport 

On 22 July, when the British judged the tide high enough for 

the French ships to cross the sandbar, d'Estaing sailed instead 

from his position outside New York harbour. He sailed south 

initially before turning northeast toward Newport. The British 
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fleet in New York, eight ships of the line under the command of 

Lord Richard Howe, sailed out after him once they discovered 

his destination was Newport. D'Estaing arrived off Point Judith 

on 29 July, and immediately met with Major Generals 

Nathanael Greene and Gilbert du Motier, marquis de Lafayette, 

to develop a plan of attack. Major General John Sullivan's 

proposal was that the Americans would cross over to 

Aquidneck Island's (Rhode Island) eastern shore from Tiverton, 

while French troops using Conanicut Island as a staging 

ground, would cross from the west, cutting off a detachment of 

British soldiers at Butts Hill on the northern part of the 

island. The next day, d'Estaing sent frigates into the Sakonnet 

River (the channel to the east of Aquidneck) and into the main 

channel leading to Newport.  

As allied intentions became clear, General Pigot decided to 

redeploy his forces in a defensive posture, withdrawing troops 

from Conanicut Island and from Butts Hill. He also decided to 

move nearly all livestock into the city, ordered the levelling of 

orchards to provide a clear line of fire, and destroyed carriages 

and wagons. The arriving French ships drove several of his 

supporting ships aground, which were then burned to prevent 

their capture. As the French worked their way up the channel 

toward Newport, Pigot ordered the remaining ships scuttled to 

hamper French access to Newport's harbour. On 8 August 

d'Estaing moved the bulk of his fleet into Newport Harbour.  

On 9 August d'Estaing began disembarking some of his 4,000 

troops onto nearby Conanicut Island. The same day, General 

Sullivan learned that Pigot had abandoned Butts Hill. Contrary 

to the agreement with d'Estaing, Sullivan then crossed troops 

over to seize that high ground, concerned that the British 
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might reoccupy it in strength. Although d'Estaing later 

approved of the action, his initial reaction, and that of some of 

his officers, was one of disapproval. John Laurens wrote that 

the action "gave much umbrage to the French officers". 

Sullivan was en route to a meeting with d'Estaing when the 

latter learned that Admiral Howe's fleet had arrived.  

Storm damage 

Lord Howe's fleet was delayed departing New York by contrary 

winds, and he arrived off Point Judith on 9 August. Since 

d'Estaing's fleet outnumbered Howe's, the French admiral, 

fearful that Howe would be further reinforced and eventually 

gain a numerical advantage, reboarded the French troops, and 

sailed out to do battle with Howe on 10 August. As the two 

fleets prepared to battle and manoeuvreered for position, the 

weather deteriorated, and a major storm broke out. Raging for 

two days, the storm scattered both fleets, severely damaging 

the French flagship. It also frustrated plans by Sullivan to 

attack Newport without French support on 11 August. While 

Sullivan awaited the return of the French fleet, he began siege 

operations, moving closer to the British lines on 15 August and 

opening trenches to the northeast of the fortified British line 

north of Newport the next day.  

As the two fleets sought to regroup, individual ships 

encountered enemy ships, and there were several minor naval 

skirmishes; two French ships (including d'Estaing's flagship), 

already suffering storm damage, were badly mauled in these 

encounters. The French fleet regrouped off Delaware, and 

returned to Newport on 20 August, while the British fleet 

regrouped at New York.  
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Despite pressure from his captains to sail immediately for 

Boston to make repairs, Admiral d'Estaing instead sailed for 

Newport to inform the Americans he would be unable to assist 

them. Upon his arrival on 20 August he informed Sullivan, and 

rejected entreaties that the British could be compelled to 

surrender in just one or two days with their help. Of the 

decision, d'Estaing wrote: "It was [...] difficult to persuade 

oneself that about six thousand men well entrenched and with 

a fort before which they had dug trenches could be taken 

either in twenty-four hours or in two days". Any thought of the 

French fleet remaining at Newport was also opposed by 

d'Estaing's captains, with whom he had a difficult relationship 

because of his arrival in the navy at a high rank after service 

in the French army. D'Estaing sailed for Boston on 22 August.  

D'Estaing reach Boston 

The French decision brought on a wave of anger in the 

American ranks and its commanders. Although General Greene 

penned a complaint that John Laurens termed "sensible and 

spirited", General Sullivan was less diplomatic. In a missive 

containing much inflammatory language, he called d'Estaing's 

decision "derogatory to the honor of France", and included 

further complaints in orders of the day that were later 

suppressed when cooler heads prevailed. American writers 

from the ranks called the French decision a "desertion", and 

noted that they "left us in a most Rascally manner".  

The French departure prompted a mass exodus of the American 

militia, significantly shrinking the American force. On 24 

August, Sullivan was alerted by General George Washington 

that Clinton was assembling a relief force in New York. That 
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evening his council made the decision to withdraw to positions 

on the northern part of the island. Sullivan continued to seek 

French assistance, dispatching Lafayette to Boston to negotiate 

further with d'Estaing. In the meantime, the British in New 

York had not been idle. Lord Howe, concerned about the 

French fleet and further reinforced by the arrival of ships from 

Byron's storm-tossed squadron, sailed out to catch d'Estaing 

before he reached Boston. General Clinton organised a force of 

4,000 men under Major General Charles Grey, and sailed with 

it on 26 August, destined for Newport. The inflammatory 

writings of General Sullivan arrived before the French fleet 

reached Boston; Admiral d'Estaing's initial reaction was 

reported to be a dignified silence. Under pressure from 

Washington and the Continental Congress, politicians worked 

to smooth over the incident while d'Estaing was in good spirits 

when Lafayette arrived in Boston. D'Estaing even offered to 

march troops overland to support the Americans: "I offered to 

become a colonel of infantry, under the command of one who 

three years ago was a lawyer, and who certainly must have 

been an uncomfortable man for his clients".  

General Pigot was harshly criticise by Clinton for failing to 

await the relief force, which might have successfully entrapped 

the Americans on the island. He left Newport for England not 

long after. Newport was abandoned by the British in October 

1779 with economy ruined by the war.  

Other actions 

The relief force of Clinton and Grey arrived at Newport on 1 

September. Given that the threat was over, Clinton instead 

ordered Grey to raid several communities on the 
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Massachusetts coast. Admiral Howe was unsuccessful in his 

bid to catch up with d'Estaing, who held a strong position at 

the Nantasket Roads when Howe arrived there on 30 August. 

Admiral Byron, who succeeded Howe as head of the New York 

station in September, was also unsuccessful in blockading 

d'Estaing: his fleet was scattered by a storm when it arrived off 

Boston, while d'Estaing sailed away, bound for the West Indies.  

The British Navy in New York had not been inactive. Vice-

Admiral Sir George Collier engaged in a number of amphibious 

raids against coastal communities from Chesapeake Bay to 

Connecticut, and probed at American defences in the Hudson 

River valley. Coming up the river in force, he supported the key 

outpost capture of Stony Point, but advanced no further. When 

Clinton weakened the garrison there to provide men for raiding 

expeditions, Washington organised a counterstrike. Brigadier 

General Anthony Wayne led a force that, solely using the 

bayonet, recaptured Stony Point. The Americans chose not to 

hold the post, but their morale was dealt a blow later in the 

year, when their failure to co-operate with the French led to an 

unsuccessful attempt to dislodge the British from Savannah. 

Control of Georgia was formally returned to its royal governor, 

James Wright, in July 1779, but the backcountry would not 

come under British control until after the 1780 Siege of 

Charleston. Patriot forces recovered Augusta by siege in 1781, 

but Savannah remained in British hands until 1782. The 

damage sustained at Savannah forced Marseillois, Zélé, 

Sagittaire, Protecteur and Experiment to return to Toulon for 

repairs. John Paul Jones in April 1778 led a raid on the 

western English town of Whitehaven, representing the first 

engagement by American forces outside of North America.  
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Yorktown Campaign 

French and American planning for 1781 

French military planners had to balance competing demands 

for the 1781 campaign. After the unsuccessful American 

attempts of co-operation leading to failed assaults at Rhode 

Island and Savannah, they realised more active participation in 

North America was needed. However, they also needed to co-

ordinate 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, France in 

March 1781, several important decisions were made. The West 

Indies fleet, led by the Rear-Admiral Comte François Joseph 

Paul de Grasse, after operations in the Windward Islands, was 

directed to go to Cap-Français (present-day Cap-Haïtien, Haiti) 

to determine what resources would be required to assist 

Spanish operations. Because of 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 Jacques-

Melchior de Barras Saint-Laurent. He 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 
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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 Lieutenant-General Comte Jean-Baptiste 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).  

Opening moves 

In December 1780, General Clinton sent Brigadier General 

Benedict Arnold (who had changed sides the previous 

September) with about 1,700 troops to Virginia to carry out 

raiding and to fortify Portsmouth. Washington responded by 

sending the Marquis de Lafayette south with a small army to 

oppose Arnold. Seeking to trap Arnold between Lafayette's 

army and a French naval detachment, Washington sought the 

Admiral Chevalier Destouches, the commander of the French 

fleet at Newport for help. Destouches was restrained by the 

larger British North American fleet anchored at Gardiner's Bay 

off the eastern end of Long Island, and was unable to help.  

In early February, after receiving reports of British ships 

damaged by a storm, Destouches decided to send a naval 

expedition from his base in Newport. On 9 February, Captain 

Arnaud de Gardeur de Tilley sailed from Newport with three 

ships (ship of the line Eveille and frigates Surveillante and 

Gentile). When de Tilley arrived off Portsmouth four days later, 

Arnold retreated his ships, which had shallower drafts, up the 

Elizabeth River, where the larger French ships could not 

follow. Unable to attack Arnold's position, de Tilley could only 
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return to Newport. On the way back, the French captured HMS 

Romulus, a 44-gun frigate sent to investigate their movements. 

This success and the pleas of General Washington, permitted 

Destouches to launch a full-scale operation. On 8 March, 

Washington was in Newport when Destouches sailed with his 

entire fleet, carrying 1,200 troops for use in land operations 

when they arrived in the Chesapeake.  

Vice-Admiral Mariot Arbuthnot, the British fleet commander in 

North America, was aware that Destouches was planning 

something, but did not learn of Destouches' sailing until 10 

March, and immediately led his fleet out of Gardiner Bay in 

pursuit. He had the advantage of favourable winds, and 

reached Cape Henry on 16 March, slightly ahead of 

Destouches. Although suffering a tactical defeat, Arbuthnot 

was able to pull into Chesapeake Bay, thus frustrating the 

original intent of Destouches' mission, forcing the French fleet 

to return to Newport. After transports delivered 2,000 men to 

reinforce Arnold, Arbuthnot returned to New York. He resigned 

his post as station chief in July and left for England, ending a 

stormy, difficult, and unproductive relationship with General 

Clinton.  

Arrival of the fleets 

The French fleet sailed from Brest on 22 March. 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, Admiral de 

Grasse also made two important requests. The first was that he 
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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.  

On 21 May Generals George Washington and the comte de 

Rochambeau, respectively the commanders of the American 

and French armies in North America, met to discuss potential 

operations against the British. They considered either an 

assault or siege on the principal British base at New York City, 

or operations against the British forces in Virginia. Since 

either of these options would require the assistance of the 

French fleet then in the West Indies, a ship was dispatched to 

meet with de Grasse who was expected at Cap-Français, 

outlining the possibilities and requesting his assistance. 

Rochambeau, in a private note to de Grasse, indicated that his 

preference was for an operation against Virginia. The two 

generals then moved their forces to White Plains, New York to 

study New York's defences and await news from de Grasse.  

De Grasse arrived at Cap-Français on 15 August. He 

immediately dispatched his response, which was that he would 

make for the Chesapeake. Taking on 3,200 troops, he sailed 

from Cap-Français with his entire fleet, 28 ships of the line. 

Sailing outside the normal shipping lanes to avoid notice, he 

arrived at the mouth of Chesapeake Bay on 30 August and 

disembarked the troops to assist in the land blockade of 

Cornwallis. Two British frigates that were supposed to be on 

patrol outside the bay were trapped inside the bay by de 

Grasse's arrival; this prevented the British in New York from 

learning the full strength of de Grasse's fleet until it was too 

late.  
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British Vice-Admiral Sir George Brydges 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. So Rodney accordingly 

divided his fleet, sending Rear-Admiral Sir Samuel Hood north 

with 15 ships of the line and orders to find de Grasse's 

destination in North America and report to New York. Rodney, 

who was ill, took the rest of the fleet back to Britain in order 

to recover, refit his fleet, and to avoid the Atlantic hurricane 

season. Hood sailed from Antigua on 10 August, five days after 

de Grasse. During the voyage, one of his ships became 

separated and was captured by a privateer.  

Sailing more directly than de Grasse, Hood's fleet arrived off 

the entrance to the Chesapeake on 25 August. Finding no 

French ships there, he then sailed on to New York to meet with 

Rear-Admiral Sir Thomas Graves, in command of the North 

American station following Arbuthnot's departure, whom had 

spent several weeks trying to intercept a convoy organised by 

John Laurens to bring much-needed supplies and hard 

currency from France to Boston. When Hood arrived at New 

York, he found that Graves was in port (having failed to 

intercept the convoy), but had only five ships of the line that 

were ready for battle.  

De Grasse had notified his counterpart in Newport, the comte 

de Barras Saint-Laurent, of his intentions and his planned 

arrival date. De Barras sailed from Newport on 27 August with 

8 ships of the line, 4 frigates, and 18 transports carrying 
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French armaments and siege equipment. He deliberately sailed 

via a circuitous route to minimise the possibility of an 

encounter with the British, should they sail from New York in 

pursuit. Washington and Rochambeau, in the meantime, had 

crossed the Hudson on 24 August, leaving some troops behind 

as a ruse to delay any potential move on the part of General 

Clinton to mobilise assistance for Cornwallis.  

News of de Barras' departure led the British to realise that the 

Chesapeake was the probable target of the French fleets. By 31 

August Graves had moved his ships over the bar at New York 

harbour. Taking command of the combined fleet, now 19 ships, 

Graves sailed south, and arrived at the mouth of the 

Chesapeake on 5 September. His progress was slow; the poor 

condition of some of the West Indies ships (contrary to claims 

by Admiral Hood that his fleet was fit for a month of service) 

necessitated repairs en route. Graves was also concerned 

about some ships in his own fleet; Europe in particular had 

difficulty manoeuvring. The squadrons' clash started with 

Marseillois exchanging shots with the 64-gun HMS Intrepid, 

under Captain Anthony Molloy.  

Aftermath 

The British retreat in disarray set off a flurry of panic among 

the Loyalist population. The news of the defeat was also not 

received well in London. King George III wrote (well before 

learning of Cornwallis's surrender) that "after the knowledge of 

the defeat of our fleet [...] I nearly think the empire ruined".  

The French success at completely encircling Cornwallis left 

them firmly in control of Chesapeake Bay. In addition to 
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capturing a number of smaller British vessels, de Grasse and 

de Barras assigned their smaller vessels to assist in the 

transport of Washington's and Rochambeau's forces from Head 

of Elk, Maryland to Yorktown.  

It was not until 23 September that Graves and Clinton learned 

that the French fleet in the Chesapeake numbered 36 ships. 

This news came from a dispatch sneaked out by Cornwallis on 

the 17th, accompanied by a plea for help: "If you cannot relieve 

me very soon, you must be prepared to hear the worst". After 

effecting repairs in New York, Admiral Graves sailed from New 

York on 19 October with 25 ships of the line and transports 

carrying 7,000 troops to relieve Cornwallis. It was two days 

after Cornwallis surrendered at Yorktown. General Washington 

acknowledge to de Grasse the importance of his role in the 

victory: "You will have observed that, whatever efforts are made 

by the land armies, the navy must have the casting vote in the 

present contest". The eventual surrender of Cornwallis led to 

peace two years later and British recognition of the 

independent United States of America.  

Admiral de Grasse returned with his fleet to the West Indies. In 

a major engagement that suspended Franco-Spanish plans for 

the capture of Jamaica in 1782, he was defeated and taken 

prisoner by Rodney in the Battle of the Saintes. His flagship 

Ville de Paris was lost at sea in a storm while being conducted 

back to England as part of a fleet commanded by Admiral 

Graves. Despite the controversy over his conduct in this battle, 

Graves continued to serve, rising to full admiral and receiving 

an Irish peerage.  

  



Chapter 44 

Mariot Arbuthnot, Joseph Brant 

and John Burgoyne 

Mariot Arbuthnot 

Admiral Mariot Arbuthnot (1711 – 31 January 1794) was a 

British admiral, who commanded the Royal Navy's North 

American station during the American War for Independence.  

Early life 

A native of Weymouth, England, Arbuthnot was the son of 

Robert Arbuthnot and Sarah, née Bury. Robert's father was the 

son of the Rev. Robert Arbuthnot, minister of Crichton & 

Cranston. Mariot Arbuthnot entered the Royal Navy in the late 

1720s, became a lieutenant in 1739, and commander in 1746. 

In 1746 he was commander of the sloop HMS Jamaica, which 

captured two French privateers while employed as a cruiser in 

the channel. He was appointed post captain in 1747. On 22 

June 1747 he became captain of the frigate HMS Surprize. 

Shortly afterwards he became captain of the Triton.  

Seven Years' War 

In 1757 he became chief officer of the Garland. In 1759, during 

the Seven Years' War, he commanded the Portland, one of the 

ships employed under Commodore Robert Duff in the blockade 
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of Quiberon Bay, and was present at the total defeat of the 

French on 20 November. Towards the end of the war he 

commanded HMS Oxford. In 1770 he was made captain of 

HMS Terrible.  

American War of Independence 

From 1775 to 1778, he was Resident Commissioner of the 

Navy, Halifax Nova Scotia. He was Lieutenant Governor of Nova 

Scotia, 1776–78. He was replaced in this role by Richard 

Hughes. It may have been about then that an armed schooner 

was named Arbuthnot after him. On 19 March 1779, he was 

made Vice-Admiral of the Blue, and on 2 May 1779 took 

command of HMS Europa. That same year he took up his 

appointment as commander-in-chief on the North American 

Station. Soon after arriving at his destination, he was 

blockaded in New York City harbour by the French fleet under 

Count d'Estaing. In December 1779, Arbuthnot conveyed the 

troops of Sir Henry Clinton to Charleston, South Carolina, and 

cooperated with him in laying siege to that city. The surrender 

document signed by prominent citizens was addressed to him 

and Clinton. On 26 September 1780 he was promoted to Vice-

Admiral of the White. On 13 March 1781, he fought the French 

Newport squadron, at the Battle of Cape Henry, before 

returning to England.  

Later life 

He advanced by seniority to become, on 1 February 1793, 

Admiral of the Blue. He died in London the following year, 

leaving two sons, John and Charles.  
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That he was ignorant of the discipline of his profession was 

proved by his altercation with Sir George Rodney; that he was 

destitute of even a rudimentary knowledge of naval tactics was 

shown by his absurd conduct of the Battle of Cape Henry; and, 

for the rest, he appears in contemporary stories (cf. Morning 

Chronicle, 18 May 1781) as a coarse, blustering, foul-mouthed 

bully, and, in history, as a sample of the extremity to which 

the maladministration of Lord Sandwich had reduced the 

British Navy.  

Admiral Arbuthnot was the nephew of Dr. John Arbuthnot, the 

satirist and mathematician.  

Joseph Brant 

Thayendanegea or Joseph Brant (March 1743 – November 24, 

1807) was a Mohawk military and political leader and 

slaveowner, based in present-day New York, who was closely 

associated with Great Britain during and after the American 

Revolution. Perhaps the Native American of his generation best 

known to the Americans and British, he met many of the most 

significant Anglo-American people of the age, including both 

George Washington and King George III.  

While not born into a hereditary leadership role within the 

Iroquois League, Brant rose to prominence due to his 

education, abilities, and connections to British officials. His 

sister, Molly Brant, was the consort of Sir William Johnson, 

the influential British Superintendent of Indian Affairs in the 

province of New York. During the American Revolutionary War, 

Brant led Mohawk and colonial Loyalists known as "Brant's 

Volunteers" against the rebels in a bitter partisan war on the 
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New York frontier. He was accused by the Americans of 

committing atrocities and given the name "Monster Brant", but 

the accusations were argued by later historians to have been 

false.  

In 1784, Frederick Haldimand granted Joseph Brant and his 

followers a land treaty to replace what they had lost in New 

York State at the Sandusky Council after the Revolution. This 

tract, the Haldimand Grant, was about 810,000 hectares 

(2,000,000 acres) in size, 12 miles (19.2 kilometers) wide along 

the whole trace of the Ouse or Grand River in what is now 

southwestern Ontario. Chief Brant relocated with most of his 

people to Upper Canada to the area which is now Six Nations 

Reserve, where he remained a prominent leader.  

Early years 

Joseph was born in the Ohio Country in March 1743, 

somewhere along the Cuyahoga River during the hunting 

season when the Mohawk traveled to the area from Kanienkeh 

("the Land of the Flint", the Mohawk name for their homeland 

in what is now upstate New York). He was named 

Thayendanegea, which in the Mohawk language means "He 

places two bets together", which came from the custom of tying 

the wagered items to each other when two parties placed a bet. 

As the Mohawk were a matrilineal culture, he was born into his 

mother's Wolf Clan. The Haudenosaunee League, of which the 

Mohawks were one of the Six Nations, was divided into clans 

headed by clan mothers. 

Anglican Church records at Fort Hunter, New York, noted that 

his parents were Christians and their names were Peter and 
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Margaret Tehonwaghkwangearahkwa. His father died when 

Joseph was young. One of Brant's friends in later life, John 

Norton, wrote that Brant's parents were not born Iroquois, but 

were rather Hurons taken captive by the Iroquois as young 

people; the Canadian historian James Paxton wrote this claim 

was "plausible" but "impossible to verify", going on to write 

that this issue is really meaningless as the Iroquois considered 

anybody raised as an Iroquois to be Iroquois, drawing no line 

between those born Iroquois and those adopted by the 

Iroquois.  

After his father's death, his mother Margaret (Owandah) 

returned to the province of New York from Ohio with Joseph 

and his sister Mary (also known as Molly). His mother 

remarried, and her new husband was known by whites as 

Barnet or Bernard, which was commonly contracted to Brandt 

or Brant. Molly Brant may have actually been Brant's half-

sister rather than his sister, but in Mohawk society, they 

would have been considered full siblings as they shared the 

same mother.  

They settled in Canajoharie, a Mohawk village on the Mohawk 

River, where they had lived before. The Mohawk in common 

with the other nations of the Haudenosaunee League had a 

very gendered understanding of social roles with power divided 

by the male sachems and chiefs and the clan mothers (who 

always nominated the male leaders). Decisions were reached by 

consensus between the clan mothers and the chiefs. Mohawk 

women did all the farming, growing the "Three Sisters" of 

beans, corn, and squash, while men went hunting and engaged 

in diplomacy and wars. In the society in which Brant grew up, 

there was an expectation that he would be a warrior as a man.  



Encyclopedia of American Revolution, Volume 5 

836 

The part of the New York frontier where Brant grew up had 

been settled in the early 18th century by immigrants known as 

the Palatines, from the Electoral Palatinate in what is now 

Germany. Relations between the Palatines and Mohawks were 

friendly, with many Mohawk families renting out land to be 

farmed by the hard-working immigrants (though Mohawk 

elders complained that their young people were too fond of the 

beer brewed by the Palatines). Thus Brant grew up in a 

multicultural world surrounded by people speaking Mohawk, 

German, and English. Paxton wrote that Brant self-identified 

as Mohawk, but because he also grew up with the Palatines, 

Scots, and Irish living in his part of Kanienkeh, he was 

comfortable with aspects of European culture. The common 

Mohawk surname Brant was merely the Anglicized version of 

the common German surname Brandt.  

Brant's mother Margaret was a successful businesswoman who 

collected and sold ginseng, which was greatly valued for its 

medical qualities in Europe, selling the plant to New York 

merchants who shipped it to London. Through her involvement 

in the ginseng trade, Margaret first met William Johnson, a 

merchant, fur trader, and land speculator from Ireland, who 

was much respected by the Mohawk for his honesty, being 

given the name Warraghiagey ("He Who Does Much Business") 

and who lived in a mansion known as Fort Johnson by the 

banks of the Mohawk river. Johnson, who was fluent in 

Mohawk and who lived with two Mohawk women in succession 

as his common-law wives, had much influence in Kanienkeh. 

Among the white population, the Butler and Croghan families 

were close to Johnson while the influential Mohawk families of 

Hill, Peters and Brant were also his friends. Johnson's Mohawk 

wife, Caroline, was the niece of the "King Hendrick" who visited 
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London to meet Queen Anne in 1710; Hendrick Peters as the 

British called the sachemTheyanoguin was not a king, but he 

was a powerful man in the Mohawk community.  

In 1752, Margaret began living with Brant Canagaraduncka 

(alternate spelling: Kanagaraduncka), a Mohawk sachem, and 

in March 1753 bore him a son named Jacob, which greatly 

offended the local Church of England minister, the Reverend 

John Ogilvie, when he discovered that they were not married. 

On September 9, 1753, his mother married Canagaraduncka at 

the local Anglican church. Canagaraduncka was also a 

successful businessman, living in a two-story European style 

house with all of the luxuries that would be expected in a 

middle class English household of the period. Her new 

husband's family had ties with the British; his grandfather 

Sagayendwarahton ("Old Smoke") was one of the Four Mohawk 

Kings to visit England in 1710. The marriage bettered 

Margaret's fortunes, and the family lived in the best house in 

Canajoharie. Her new alliance conferred little status on her 

children as Mohawk titles and leadership positions descended 

through the female line.  

Canagaraduncka was a friend of William Johnson, the 

influential and wealthy British Superintendent for Northern 

Indian Affairs, who had been knighted for his service. During 

Johnson's frequent visits to the Mohawk, he always stayed at 

the Brants' house. Brant's half-sister Molly established a 

relationship with Johnson, who was a highly successful trader 

and landowner. His mansion Johnson Hall impressed the 

young Brant so much that he decided to stay with Molly and 

Johnson. Johnson took an interest in the youth and supported 

his English-style education, as well as introducing him to 
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influential leaders in the New York colony. Brant was described 

as a teenager as an easy-going and affable man who spent his 

days wandering around the countryside and forests with his 

circle of friends, hunting and fishing.  

During his hunting and fishing expeditions, which lasted for 

days and sometimes weeks, Brant often stopped by at the 

homes of Palatine and Scots-Irish settlers to ask for food, 

refreshment and to talk. Brant was well remembered for his 

charm, with one white woman who let Brant stay with her 

family for a couple of days in exchange for him sharing some of 

the deer he killed and to provide a playmate for her boys who 

were about the same age, recalling after the Revolutionary War 

that she could never forget his "manly bearing" and "noble 

goodhearted" ways.  

In 1753, relations between the League and the British had 

become badly strained as land speculators from New York 

began to seize land belonging to the Iroquois. Led by chief 

Theyanoguin, known to the British as Hendrick Peters, a 

delegation arrived in Albany to tell the Governor of New York, 

George Clinton: "The Covenant Chain is broken between you 

and us. So brother you are not to expect to hear of me any 

more and Brother we desire to hear no more of you". The end of 

the "Covenant Chain" as the Anglo-Iroquois alliance had been 

known since the 17th century was considered a major change 

in the balance of power in North America. In 1754, the British 

with the Virginia militia led by George Washington in the 

French and Indian War in the Ohio river valley were defeated 

by the French, and in 1755 a British expedition into the Ohio 

river valley led by General Edward Braddock was annihilated 

by the French.  
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Johnson, as superintendent of Indian Affairs, had the task of 

persuading the Iroquois Six Nations to fight in the Seven Years' 

War on the side of the British Crown, despite their own 

inclinations towards neutrality, and on 21 June 1755 called a 

conference at Fort Johnson with the Iroquois chiefs and clan 

mothers to ask them to fight in the war and offered them many 

gifts.  

As a 12-year-old, Brant attended the conference, though his 

role was only as an observer who was there to learn the ways 

of diplomacy. At the Battle of Lake George, Johnson led a force 

of British Army troops raised in New York together with 

Iroquois against the French, where he won a costly victory. As 

the Iroquois disliked taking heavy losses in war owing to their 

small population, the Battle of Lake George which had cost the 

Iroquois many dead set off a deep period of mourning across 

Kanienkeh and much of the Six Nations leadership swung 

behind a policy of neutrality again. Johnson was to be sorely 

tried during the next years as the Crown pressed him to get the 

Iroquois to fight again while most of the Six Nations made it 

clear that they wanted no more fighting. Kanagradunckwa was 

one of the few Mohawk chiefs who favored continuing to fight 

in the war, which won him much gratitude from Johnson.  

Seven Years' War and education 

Starting at about age 15 during the French and Indian War 

(part of the Seven Years' War), Brant took part with Mohawk 

and other Iroquois allies in a number of British actions against 

the French in Canada: James Abercrombie's 1758 expedition 

via Lake George that ended in utter defeat at Fort Carillon; 

Johnson's 1759 Battle of Fort Niagara; and Jeffery Amherst's 
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1760 expedition to Montreal via the St. Lawrence River. He was 

one of 182 Native American warriors awarded a silver medal 

from the British for his service.  

At Fort Carillon (modern Ticonderoga, New York), Brant and 

the other Mohawk warriors watched the battle from a hill, 

seeing the British infantry being cut down by the French fire, 

and returned home without joining the action, being thankful 

that Ambercrombie had assigned the task of storming the fort 

to the British Army and keeping the Mohawks serving only as 

scouts. However, the expedition to Fort Carillon introduced 

Brant to three men who were figure prominently later in his 

life, namely Guy Johnson, John Butler and Daniel Claus. At 

about the same time, Brant's sister, Molly moved into Fort 

Johnson to become Johnson's common-law wife. The Iroquois 

did not see anything wrong with the relationship between the 

vicenarian Molly and the quadragenarian Johnson, and shortly 

before moving into Fort Johnson, Molly gave birth to a son, 

Peter Warren Johnson, the first of the eight children she was 

to have by Sir William.  

During the siege of Fort Niagara, Brant served as a scout. 

Along with a force of British Army soldiers, New York 

militiamen, and other Iroquois warriors, he took part in an 

ambush of a French relief force at the Battle of La Belle-

Famille, which may have been the first time that Brant saw 

action. The French force, while marching through the forest 

towards Fort Niagara, were annihilated during the ambush. On 

July 25, 1759, Fort Niagara surrendered. In 1760, Brant joined 

the expeditionary force under General Jeffrey Amherst, which 

left Fort Oswego on 11 August with the goal of taking Montreal. 

After taking Fort Lévis on the St. Lawrence, Amherst refused to 
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allow the Indians to enter the fort, fearing that they would 

massacre the French prisoners in order to take scalps, which 

caused the majority of the Six Nations warriors to go home, as 

they wanted to join the British in plundering the fort. Brant 

stayed on and in September 1760 helped to take Montreal.  

In 1761, Johnson arranged for three Mohawk, including Brant, 

to be educated at Eleazar Wheelock's "Moor's Indian Charity 

School" in Connecticut. This was the forerunner of Dartmouth 

College, which was later established in New Hampshire. Brant 

studied under the guidance of Wheelock, who wrote that the 

youth was "of a sprightly genius, a manly and gentle 

deportment, and of a modest, courteous and benevolent 

temper". Brant learned to speak, read, and write English, as 

well as studying other academic subjects. Brant was taught 

how to farm at the school (considered to be woman's work by 

the Iroquois), math and the classics. Europeans were 

afterwards astonished when Brant was to speak of the Odyssey 

to them. He met Samuel Kirkland at the school, later a 

missionary to Indians in western New York. On May 15, 1763, 

a letter arrived from Molly Brant at the school ordering her 

younger brother to return at once, and he left in July. In 1763, 

Johnson prepared for Brant to attend King's College in New 

York City.  

The outbreak of Pontiac's Rebellion upset his plans, and Brant 

returned home to avoid hostility toward Native Americans. 

After Pontiac's rebellion, Johnson did not think it safe for 

Brant to return to King's College. The ideology behind Pontiac's 

war was of a pan-Indian theology that at first appeared in the 

1730s being taught by various prophets, most notably the 

Lenape prophet Neolin, which held the Indians and whites were 



Encyclopedia of American Revolution, Volume 5 

842 

different peoples created by the Master of Life who belonged on 

different continents and urged the rejection of all aspects of 

European life. In Kanienkeh, the Mohawks had sufficiently 

good relations with their Palatine and Scots-Irish neighbors 

that Neolin's anti-white message never caught on. Pontiac's 

War caused panic all over the frontier as the news that various 

Indian tribes had united against the British and were killing 

all whites, causing terrified white settlers to flee to the nearest 

British Army forts all over the frontier. Johnson as the 

superintendent of northern Indian affairs was heavily involved 

in diplomatic efforts to keep more Indian tribes from joining 

Pontiac's war, and Brant often served as his emissary.  

During Pontiac's rebellion, leaders on both sides tended to see 

the war as an ethnic conflict in which no mercy was to be 

given, and Brant's status as an Indian loyal to the Crown was 

a difficult one. Even his former teacher Wheelock wrote to 

Johnson, asking if it was true that Brant "had put himself at 

the Head of a large party of Indians to fight against the 

English". Brant did not abandon his interest in the Church of 

England, studying at a missionary school operated by the 

Reverend Cornelius Bennet of the Society for the Propagation 

of the Gospel, in Canajoharie. However, in Mohawk society, 

men made their reputations as warriors, not scholars, and 

Brant abandoned his studies to fight for the Crown against 

Pontiac's forces.  

In February 1764, Brant went on the warpath, joining a force 

of Mohawk and Oneida warriors to fight for the British. On his 

way, Brant stayed at the village of Oquaga, whose chief Issac 

was a Christian, and who became Brant's friend. Brant may 

have had an ulterior motive when staying with Issac or perhaps 
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romance blossomed, for Issac's daughter was soon to become 

his wife. In March 1764, Brant participated in one of the 

Iroquois war parties that attacked Lenape villages in the 

Susquehanna and Chemung valleys. They destroyed three 

good-sized towns, burning 130 houses and killing the cattle. 

No enemy warriors were seen. The Algonquian-speaking Lenape 

and Iroquois belonged to two different language families; they 

were traditional competitors and often warred at their 

frontiers.  

Marriages and family 

On July 22, 1765, in Canajoharie, Brant married Peggie also 

known as Margaret. Said to be the daughter of Virginia 

planters, Peggie had been taken captive when young by Native 

Americans. After becoming assimilated with midwestern 

Indians, she was sent to the Mohawk. They lived with his 

parents, who passed the house on to Brant after his 

stepfather's death. He also owned a large and fertile farm of 80 

acres (320,000 m) near the village of Canajoharie on the south 

shore of the Mohawk River; this village was also known as the 

Upper Mohawk Castle. Brant and Peggie raised corn and kept 

cattle, sheep, horses, and hogs. He also kept a small store. 

Brant dressed in "the English mode" wearing "a suit of blue 

broad cloth".  

Peggie and Brant had two children together, Isaac and 

Christine, before Peggie died from tuberculosis in March 1771. 

Brant later killed his son, Isaac, in a physical confrontation. 

Brant married a second wife, Susanna, but she died near the 

end of 1777 during the American Revolutionary War, when they 

were staying at Fort Niagara.  
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While still based at Fort Niagara, Brant started living with 

Catherine AdonwentishonCroghan, whom he married in the 

winter of 1780. She was the daughter of Catharine 

(Tekarihoga), a Mohawk, and George Croghan, the prominent 

Irish colonist and British Indian agent, deputy to William 

Johnson, Superintendent of Indian Affairs for the Northern 

District. Through her mother, Adonwentishon became clan 

mother of the Turtle clan, the first in rank in the Mohawk 

Nation. The Mohawk had a matrilineal kinship system, with 

inheritance and descent through the maternal line. As the clan 

matriarch, Adonwentishon had the birth right of naming the 

Tekarihoga, the principal hereditary sachem of the Mohawk 

who would come from her clan. Through his marriage to 

Catherine, Brant also became connected to John Smoke 

Johnson, a Mohawk godson of Sir William Johnson and relative 

of Chief Hendrick.  

With Catherine Croghan, Brant had seven children: Joseph, 

Jacob (1786–1847), John (selected by Catherine as Tekarihoga 

at the appropriate time; he never married), Margaret, 

Catherine, Mary, and Elizabeth (who married William Johnson 

Kerr, grandson of Sir William Johnson and Molly Brant; their 

son later became a chief among the Mohawk).  

Career 

With Johnson's encouragement, the Mohawk named Brant as a 

war chief and their primary spokesman. Brant lived in Oswego, 

working as a translator with his new wife Neggen, where she 

gave birth to a son who was named Issac after her father. At 

the end of the year, the Brants moved to back to his hometown 

of Canajoharies to live with his mother. Brant owned about 80 
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acres of land in Canajoharies, though it is not clear who 

worked it. For the Mohawk, farming was woman's work, and 

Brant would have been mocked by his fellow Mohawk men if he 

farmed his land himself. It is possible that Brant hired women 

to work his land, as no surviving record mentions anything 

about Brant being ridiculed in Canajoharie for farming his 

land. In 1769, Neggen gave birth to Brant's second child, a 

daughter named Christina. In early 1771, Neggen died of 

tuberculosis, leaving the widower Brant with two children to 

raise. In the spring of 1772, Brant moved to Fort Hunter to 

stay with the Reverend John Stuart. He became Stuart's 

interpreter and teacher of Mohawk, collaborating with him to 

translate the Anglican catechism and the Gospel of Mark into 

the Mohawk language. His interest in translating Christian 

texts had begun during his early education. At Moor's Charity 

School for Indians, he did many translations. Brant became 

Anglican, a faith he held for the remainder of his life. Brant, 

who by all accounts was heartbroken by the death of his wife, 

found much spiritual comfort in the teachings of the Church of 

England. However, he was disappointed when the Reverend 

Stuart refused his request to marry him to Susanna, the sister 

of Neggen. For the Haudenosaunee, it was the normal custom 

for a widower to marry his sister-in-law to replace his lost wife, 

and Brant's marriage to Susanna was considered to be quite 

acceptable to them.  

Aside from being fluent in English, Brant spoke at least three, 

and possibly all, of the Six Nations' Iroquoian languages. From 

1766 on, he worked as an interpreter for the British Indian 

Department. During this time, Brant became involved in a land 

dispute with Palatine fur trader George Klock who specialized 

in getting Mohawks drunk before having them sign over their 
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land to him. Brant demanded that Klock stop obtaining land 

via this method and return the land he already owned. The 

dispute led Klock to sail to London in an attempt to have King 

George III support him, but he refused to see the "notorious 

bad character" Klock. Upon his return to the New York 

province, Brant stormed into Klock's house in an attempt to 

intimidate him into returning the land he had signed over to 

him; the meeting ended with Mohawk warriors sacking Klock's 

house while Klock later claimed that Brant had pistol-whipped 

him and left him bleeding and unconscious. At a meeting at 

Johnston Hall with the Haudenosaunee leaders, Johnson 

attempted to mediate the dispute with Klock and died later the 

same night. Though disappointed that Johnson was not more 

forceful in supporting the Haudenosaunee against Klock, Brant 

attended the Church of England services for Johnson, and then 

together with his sister Molly, Brant performed a traditional 

Iroquois Condolence ritual for Johnson. Johnson Hall was 

inherited by his son John Johnson who evicted his stepmother, 

Molly Brant, who returned to Canajoharie with the 8 children 

she had borne Sir William to live with her mother. Sir John 

Johnson wished only to attend to his estate and did not share 

his father's interests in the Mohawk. Daniel Claus, the right-

hand man of Sir William, had gone to live in Montreal, and Guy 

Johnson, the kinsman of Sir William, lacked the charm and 

tact necessary to maintain social alliances.  

Johnson's death left a leadership vacuum in Tryon County 

which led to a group of colonists to form, on August 27, 1774, 

a Committee of Public Safety that was ostensibly concerned 

with enforcing the boycott of British goods ordered by the 

Continental Congress, but whose real purpose was to challenge 

the power of the Johnson family in Tryon County. In the 
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summer and fall of 1774, Brant's main concern was his 

ongoing dispute with Klock, but given his family's close links 

with the Johnson family, he found himself opposing the 

Committee of Public Safety.  

American Revolution 

In 1775, he was appointed departmental secretary with the 

rank of Captain for the new British Superintendent's Mohawk 

warriors from Canajoharie. In April 1775, the American 

Revolution began with fighting breaking out in Massachusetts, 

and in May 1775, Brant traveled to a meeting at German Flatts 

to discuss the crisis. While traveling to German Flatts, Brant 

felt first-hand the "fear and hostility" held by the whites of 

Tryon County who hated him both for his tactics against Klock 

and as a friend of the powerful Johnson family. Guy Johnson 

suggested that Brant go with him to Canada, saying that both 

their lives were in danger. When Loyalists were threatened 

after the war broke out in April 1775, Brant moved to the 

Province of Quebec, arriving in Montreal on July 17. The 

governor of Quebec, General Guy Carleton, personally disliked 

Johnson, felt his plans for employing the Iroquois against the 

rebels to be inhumane, and treated Brant with barely veiled 

contempt. Brant's wife Susanna and children went to 

Onoquaga in south central New York, a Tuscarora Iroquois 

village along the Susquehanna River, the site of present-day 

Windsor.  

On November 11, 1775, Guy Johnson took Brant with him to 

London to solicit more support from the government. They 

hoped to persuade the Crown to address past Mohawk land 

grievances in exchange for their participation as allies in the 



Encyclopedia of American Revolution, Volume 5 

848 

impending war. Brant met George III during his trip to London, 

but his most important talks were with the colonial secretary, 

George Germain. Brant complained that the Iroquois had 

fought for the British in the Seven Years' War, taking heavy 

losses, yet the British were allowing white settlers like Klock to 

defraud them. The British government promised the Iroquois 

people land in Quebec if the Iroquois nations would fight on 

the British side in what was shaping up as open rebellion by 

the American colonists. In London, Brant was treated as a 

celebrity and was interviewed for publication by James 

Boswell. He was received by King George III at St. James's 

Palace. While in public, he dressed in traditional Mohawk 

attire. He was accepted as a Mason and received his ritual 

apron personally from King George.  

Brant returned to Staten Island, New York, in July 1776. He 

participated with Howe's forces as they prepared to retake New 

York. Although the details of his service that summer and fall 

were not officially recorded, Brant was said to have 

distinguished himself for bravery. He was thought to be with 

Clinton, Cornwallis, and Percy in the flanking movement at 

Jamaica Pass in the Battle of Long Island in August 1776. He 

became lifelong friends with Lord Percy, later Duke of 

Northumberland, in what was his only lasting friendship with a 

white man.  

On his return voyage to New York City, Brant's ship was 

attacked by an American privateer, during which he used one 

of the rifles he received in London to practice his sniping 

skills. In November, Brant left New York City and traveled 

northwest through Patriot-held territory. Disguised, traveling 

at night and sleeping during the day, he reached Onoquaga, 
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where he rejoined his family. Brant asked the men of Onquaga 

to fight for the Crown, but the warriors favored neutrality, 

saying they wished to have no part in a war between white 

men. In reply, Brant stated that he had received promises in 

London that if the Crown won, Iroquois land rights would be 

respected while he predicated if the Americans won, then the 

Iroquois would lose their land, leading him to the conclusion 

that neutrality was not an option.  

Brant noted that George Washington had been a prominent 

investor in the Ohio Company, whose efforts to bring white 

settlement to the Ohio river valley had been the cause of such 

trouble to the Indians there, which he used to argue did not 

augur well if the Americans should win. More importantly, one 

of the "oppressive" acts of Parliament that had so incensed the 

Americans was the Royal Proclamation of 1763, forbidding 

white settlement beyond the Appalachians, which did not bode 

well for Indian land rights should the Americans be victorious.  

Brant's own relations with the British were strained. John 

Butler who was running the Indian Department in the absence 

of Guy Johnson had difficult relations with Brant. Brant found 

Butler patronizing while Brant's friend Daniel Claus assured 

him that Butler's behavior was driven by "jealousy and envy" at 

the charismatic Brant. At the end of December, Brant was at 

Fort Niagara. He traveled from village to village in the 

confederacy throughout the winter, urging the Iroquois to enter 

the war as British allies. Many Iroquois balked at Brant's 

plans. In particular, the Oneida and Tuscarora gave Brant an 

unfriendly welcome. Joseph Louis Cook, a Mohawk leader who 

supported the rebel American colonists, became a lifelong 

enemy of Brant's.  
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The full council of the Six Nations had previously decided on a 

policy of neutrality at Albany in 1775. They considered Brant a 

minor war chief and the Mohawk a relatively weak people. 

Frustrated, Brant returned to Onoquaga in the spring to 

recruit independent warriors. Few Onoquaga villagers joined 

him, but in May he was successful in recruiting Loyalists who 

wished to retaliate against the rebels. This group became 

known as Brant's Volunteers.  

Brant's Volunteers consisted of a few Mohawk and Tuscarora 

warriors and 80 white Loyalists. Paxton commented it was a 

mark of Brant's charisma and renown that white Loyalists 

preferred to fight under the command of a Mohawk chief who 

was unable to pay or arm them while at the same time that 

only a few Iroquois joined him reflected the generally neutralist 

leanings of most of the Six Nations. The majority of the men in 

Brant's Volunteers were white.  

In June, he led them to Unadilla to obtain supplies. There he 

was confronted by 380 men of the Tryon County militia led by 

Nicholas Herkimer. The talks with Herkimer, a Palatine who 

had once been Brant's neighbor and friend, were initially 

friendly.  

However, Herkimer's chief of staff was Colonel Ebenezer Cox, 

the son-in-law of Brant's archenemy Klock, and he continually 

made racist remarks to Brant, which at one point caused 

Brant's Mohawk warriors to reach for their weapons.  

Brant and Herkimer were able to defuse the situation with 

Brant asking his warriors to step outside while Herkimer 

likewise told Cox to leave the room. Herkimer requested that 
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the Iroquois remain neutral but Brant responded that the 

Indians owed their loyalty to the King.  

Northern campaign 

Service as war leader, 1777–78 and "Monster Brant" 

In July 1777 the Six Nations council decided to abandon 

neutrality and enter the war on the British side. Four of the six 

nations chose this route, and some members of the Oneida and 

Tuscarora, who otherwise allied with the rebels. Brant was not 

present, but was deeply saddened when he learned that Six 

Nations had broken into two with the Oneida and Tuscarora 

supporting the Americans while the Mohawk, Onondaga, 

Cayuga and Seneca chose the British. Sayenqueraghta and 

Cornplanter were named as the war chiefs of the confederacy. 

The Mohawk had earlier made Brant one of their war chiefs; 

they also selected John Deseronto.  

In July, Brant led his Volunteers north to link up with Barry 

St. Leger at Fort Oswego. St. Leger's plan was to travel 

downriver, east in the Mohawk River valley, to Albany, where 

he would meet the army of John Burgoyne, who was coming 

from Lake Champlain and the upper Hudson River. St. Leger's 

expedition ground to a halt with the Siege of Fort Stanwix. 

General Herkimer raised the Tryon County militia, which 

consisted mostly of Palatines, to march for the relief of Fort 

Stanwix while Molly Brant passed along a message to her 

brother that Herkimer was coming. Brant played a major role 

in the Battle of Oriskany, where an American relief expedition 

was stopped on the 6th of August. As Herkimer marched 

through the forest at the head of a force of 800, they were 
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ambushed by the Loyalists, who brought down heavy fire from 

their positions in the forest. The Americans stood their ground, 

and after six hours of fighting, the battle ended inconclusively, 

though the Americans losses, at about 250 dead, were much 

greater than the Loyalist losses. The Canadian historian 

Desmond Morton described Brant's Iroquois warriors as having 

"annihilated a small American army".  

Though Brant stopped Herkimer, the heavy losses taken by the 

Loyalist Iroquois at Oriskany led the battle to be considered a 

disaster by the Six Nations, for whom the loss of any life was 

unacceptable, making the 60 Iroquois dead at Oriskany a 

catastrophe by Iroquois standards. St. Leger was eventually 

forced to lift the siege when another American force 

approached, and Brant traveled to Burgoyne's main army to 

inform him. The Oneida, who had sided with the Americans 

together with the Tryon County militia sacked Canajoharie, 

taking particular care to destroy Molly Brant's house. 

Burgoyne restricted participation by native warriors, so Brant 

departed for Fort Niagara, where his family joined him and he 

spent the winter planning the next year's campaign. His wife 

Susanna likely died at Fort Niagara that winter. (Burgoyne's 

campaign ended with his surrender to the Patriots after the 

Battles of Saratoga.) Helping Brant's career was the influence 

of his sister Molly, whom Daniel Claus had stated: "one word 

from her [Molly Brant] is more taken notice of by the Five 

Nations than a thousand from a white man without exception". 

The British Army officers found Molly Brant to be bad-

tempered and demanding, as she expected to be well rewarded 

for her loyalty to the Crown, but as she possessed much 

influence, it was felt to be worth keeping her happy.  



Encyclopedia of American Revolution, Volume 5 

853 

In April 1778, Brant returned to Onoquaga. He became one of 

the most active partisan leaders in the frontier war. He and his 

Volunteers raided rebel settlements throughout the Mohawk 

Valley, stealing their cattle, burning their houses, and killing 

many. The British historian Michael Johnson called Brant the 

"scourge of the American settlements of New York and 

Pennsylvania", being one of the most feared Loyalist irregular 

commanders in the war. Morton wrote the fighting on the New 

York frontier was not so much between Americans and the 

British as "a cruel civil war between Loyalist and Patriot, 

Mohawk and Oneida, in a crude frontier tradition". On May 30, 

Brant led an attack on Cobleskill. At the Battle of the 

Cobleskill, Brant ambushed an American force of 50 men, 

consisting of Continental Army regulars and New York 

militiamen, killing 20 Americans and burning down the farms. 

In September, along with Captain William Caldwell, he led a 

mixed force of Indians and Loyalists in a raid on German 

Flatts. During the raid on German Flatts, Brant burned down 

almost the entire village, sparing only the church, the fort, and 

two houses belonging to Loyalists. Brant's fame as a guerrilla 

leader was such that the Americans credited him with being 

behind any attack by Loyalist Haudenosaunee, even when he 

was not. In the Battle of Wyoming in July, the Seneca were 

accused of slaughtering noncombatant civilians. Although 

Brant was suspected of being involved, he did not participate 

in that battle, which nonetheless gave him the unflattering 

epithet of "Monster Brant".  

In September 1778 Brant's forces attacked PerciferCarr farm 

where rebel/patriotic scouts under Adam Helmer were located. 

Three of the scouts were killed; Helmer took off running to the 

north-east, through the hills, toward Schuyler Lake and then 



Encyclopedia of American Revolution, Volume 5 

854 

north to Andrustown (near present-day Jordanville, New York) 

where he warned his sister's family of the impending raid and 

obtained fresh footwear. He also warned settlers at Columbia 

and Petrie's Corners, most of whom then fled to safety at Fort 

Dayton. When Helmer arrived at the fort, severely torn up from 

his run, he told Colonel Peter Bellinger, the commander of the 

fort, that he had counted at least 200 of the attackers en route 

to the valley (see Attack on German Flatts).  

The straight-line distance from Carr's farm to Fort Dayton is 

about thirty miles, and Helmer's winding and hilly route was 

far from straight. It was said that Helmer then slept for 36 

hours straight. During his sleep, on September 17, 1778, the 

farms of the area were destroyed by Brant's raid. The total loss 

of property in the raid was reported as: 63 houses, 59 barns, 

full of grain, 3 grist mills, 235 horses, 229 horned cattle, 279 

sheep, and 93 oxen. Only two men were reported killed in the 

attack, one by refusing to leave his home when warned.  

In October 1778, Continental soldiers and local militia 

attacked Brant's home base at Onaquaga while his Volunteers 

were away on a raid. The soldiers burned the houses, killed the 

cattle, chopped down the apple trees, spoiled the growing corn 

crop, and killed some native children found in the corn fields. 

The American commander later described Onaquaga as "the 

finest Indian town I ever saw; on both sides [of] the river there 

was about 40 good houses, square logs, shingles & stone 

chimneys, good floors, glass windows." In November 1778, 

Brant joined his Mohawk forces with those led by Walter Butler 

in the Cherry Valley massacre. Brant disliked Butler, who he 

found to be arrogant and patronizing, and several times 

threatened to quit the expedition rather than work with Butler. 
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As Brant's force was mostly Seneca and he was a Mohawk, his 

own relations with the men under his command were difficult.  

Butler's forces were composed primarily of Seneca angered by 

the rebel raids on Onaquaga, Unadilla, and Tioga, and by 

accusations of atrocities during the Battle of Wyoming. The 

force rampaged through Cherry Valley, a community in which 

Brant knew several people. He tried to restrain the attack, but 

more than 30 noncombatants were reported slain in the attack. 

Several of the dead at Cherry Valley were Loyalists like Robert 

Wells who was butchered in his house with his entire family. 

Paxton argued that it is very unlikely that Brant would have 

ordered Wells killed, who was a long-standing friend of his. 

Diaries belonging to British soldiers at the time explicitly refer 

to the regiment as being the perpetrators of the massacres.  

The Patriot Americans believed that Brant had commanded the 

Wyoming Valley massacre of 1778, and also considered him 

responsible for the Cherry Valley massacre. At the time, 

frontier rebels called him "the Monster Brant", and stories of 

his massacres and atrocities were widely propagated. The 

violence of the frontier warfare added to the rebel Americans' 

hatred of the Iroquois and soured relations for 50 years. While 

the colonists called the Indian killings "massacres", they 

considered their own forces' widespread destruction of Indian 

villages and populations simply as part of the partisan war, 

but the Iroquois equally grieved for their losses. Long after the 

war, hostility to Brant remained high in the Mohawk Valley; in 

1797, the governor of New York provided an armed bodyguard 

for Brant's travels through the state because of threats against 

him.  
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Some historians have argued that Brant had been a force for 

restraint during the campaign in the Mohawk Valley. They have 

discovered occasions when he displayed compassion, especially 

towards women, children, and non-combatants. One British 

officer, Colonel Mason Bolton, the commander of Fort Niagara, 

described in a report to Sir Frederick Haldimand, described 

Brant as treating all prisoners he had taken "with great 

humanity". Colonel Ichabod Alden said that he "should much 

rather fall into the hands of Brant than either of them 

[Loyalists and Tories]." But, Allan W. Eckert asserts that Brant 

pursued and killed Alden as the colonel fled to the Continental 

stockade during the Cherry Valley attack. Morton wrote: "An 

American historian, Barbara Graymount, has carefully 

demolished most of the legend of savage atrocities attributed to 

the Rangers and the Iroquois and confirmed Joseph Brant's 

own reputation as a generally humane and forbearing 

commander". Morton wrote that the picture of Brant as a 

mercenary fighting only for "rum and blankets" given to him by 

the British was meant to hide the fact "that the Iroquois were 

fighting for their land" as most American colonists at the time 

"rarely admitted that the Indians had a real claim to the land". 

As the war went on and became increasingly unpopular in 

Britain, opponents of the war in Great Britain used the 

"Monster Brant" story as a way of attacking the Prime Minister, 

Lord North, arguing the Crown's use of the "savage" Mohawk 

war chief was evidence of the immorality of Lord North's 

policies. As Brant was a Mohawk, not British, it was easier for 

anti-war politicians in Britain to make him a symbol of 

everything that was wrong with the government of Lord North, 

which explains why paradoxically the "Monster Brant" story 

was popular on both sides of the Atlantic.  
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Lt. Col. William Stacy of the Continental Army was the highest-

ranking officer captured by Brant and his allies during the 

Cherry Valley massacre. Several contemporary accounts tell of 

the Iroquois stripping Stacy and tying him to a stake, in 

preparation for what was ritual torture and execution of enemy 

warriors by Iroquois custom. Brant intervened and spared him. 

Some accounts say that Stacy was a Freemason and appealed 

to Brant on that basis, gaining his intervention for a fellow 

Mason. Eckert, a historian and historical novelist, speculates 

that the Stacy incident is "more romance than fact", though he 

provides no documentary evidence.  

During the winter of 1778–1779, Brant's wife Susanna, died, 

leaving him with the responsibility of raising their two 

children, Issac and Christina alone. Brant chose to have 

children stay in Kanienkeh, deciding that a frontier fort was no 

place for children. For Brant, being away from his children as 

he went to campaign in the war was a source of much 

emotional hardship.  

Commissioned as officer, 1779 

In February 1779, Brant traveled to Montreal to meet with 

Frederick Haldimand, the military commander and Governor of 

Quebec. Haldimand commissioned Brant as Captain of the 

Northern Confederated Indians. He also promised provisions, 

but no pay, for his Volunteers. Assuming victory, Haldimand 

pledged that after the war ended, the British government would 

restore the Mohawk to their lands as stated before the conflict 

started. Those conditions were included in the Proclamation of 

1763, the Treaty of Fort Stanwix in 1768, and the Quebec Act 

in June 1774. Haldimand gave Brant the rank of captain in the 
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British Army as he found Brant to the most "civilized" of the 

Iroquois chiefs, finding him not to be a "savage".  

In May, Brant returned to Fort Niagara where, with his new 

salary and plunder from his raids, he acquired a farm on the 

Niagara River, six miles (10 km) from the fort. To work the 

farm and to serve the household, he used slaves captured 

during his raids. Brant also bought a slave, a seven-year-old 

African-American girl named Sophia Burthen Pooley. She 

served him and his family for six years before he sold her to an 

Englishman named Samuel Hatt for $100. He built a small 

chapel for the Indians who started living nearby. There he also 

married for a third time, to Catherine Croghan (as noted above 

in Marriage section).  

Brant's honors and gifts caused jealousy among rival chiefs, in 

particular the Seneca war chief Sayenqueraghta. A British 

general said that Brant "would be much happier and would 

have more weight with the Indians, which he in some measure 

forfeits by their knowing that he receives pay". In late 1779, 

after receiving a colonel's commission for Brant from Lord 

Germain, Haldimand decided to hold it without informing 

Brant.  

Over the course of a year, Brant and his Loyalist forces had 

reduced much of New York and Pennsylvania to ruins, causing 

thousands of farmers to flee what had been one of the most 

productive agricultural regions on the eastern seaboard. As 

Brant's activities were depriving the Continental Army of food, 

General George Washington ordered General John Sullivan in 

June 1779 to invade Kanienkeh and destroy all of the 

Haudenosaunee villages. In early July 1779, the British 
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learned of plans for a major American expedition into Iroquois 

Seneca country. To disrupt the Americans' plans, John Butler 

sent Brant and his Volunteers on a quest for provisions and to 

gather intelligence in the upper Delaware River valley near 

Minisink, New York. After stopping at Onaquaga, Brant 

attacked and defeated American militia at the Battle of 

Minisink on July 22, 1779. Brant's raid failed to disrupt the 

Continental Army's plans, however.  

In the Sullivan Expedition, the Continental Army sent a large 

force deep into Iroquois territory to attack the warriors and, as 

importantly, destroy their villages, crops and food stores. 

Brant's Volunteers harassed, but were unable to stop Sullivan 

who destroyed everything in his path, burning down 40 villages 

and 160,000 bushels of corn. The Haudenosauee still call 

Washington "Town Destroyer" for the Sullivan expedition. As 

Brant looked over the devastated land of Kanienkeh he wrote in 

a letter to Claus: "We shall begin to know what is to befal 

[befall] us the People of the Long House". Brant and the 

Iroquois were defeated on August 29, 1779, at the Battle of 

Newtown, the only major conflict of the expedition. Sullivan's 

Continentals swept away all Iroquois resistance in New York, 

burned their villages, and forced the Iroquois to fall back to 

Fort Niagara. Brant wintered at Fort Niagara in 1779–80. To 

escape the Sullivan expedition, about 5,000 Senecas, Cayugas, 

Mohawks and Onondagas fled to Fort Niagara, where they lived 

in squalor, lacking shelter, food and clothing, which caused 

many to die over the course of the winter.  

Brant pressed the British Army to provide more for his own 

people while at the same time finding time to marry for a third 

time. Brant's third wife, Adonwentishon, was a Mohawk clan 
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mother, a position of immense power in Haudenosauee society, 

and she did much to rally support for her husband. Haldimand 

had decided to withhold Brant the rank of colonel in the 

British Army that he had been promoted to, believing that such 

a promotion would offend other Loyalist Haudenosauee chiefs, 

especially Sayengaraghta, who viewed Brant as an upstart and 

not their best warrior, but he did give him the rank of captain. 

Captain Brant tried his best to feed about 450 Mohawk 

civilians who had been placed in his care by Johnson, which 

caused tensions with other British Army officers who 

complained that Brant was "more difficult to please than any of 

the other chiefs" as he refused to take no for an answer when 

he demanded food, shelter and clothing for the refugees. At one 

point, Brant was involved in a brawl with an Indian 

Department employee whom he had accused of not doing 

enough to feed the starving Mohawks.  

Wounded and service in Detroit area, 1780–1783 

In early 1780, Brant resumed small-scale attacks on American 

troops and white settlers the Mohawk and Susquehanna river 

valleys. In February 1780, he and his party set out, and in 

April attacked Harpersfield. In mid-July 1780 Brant attacked 

the Oneida village of Kanonwalohale, as many of the nation 

fought as allies of the American colonists. Brant's raiders 

destroyed the Oneida houses, horses, and crops. Some of the 

Oneida surrendered, but most took refuge at Fort Stanwix.  

Traveling east, Brant's forces attacked towns on both sides of 

the Mohawk River: Canajoharie on the south and Fort Plank. 

He burned his former hometown of Canajoharie because it had 

been re-occupied by American settlers. On the raiders' return 
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up the valley, they divided into smaller parties, attacking 

Schoharie, Cherry Valley, and German Flatts. Joining with 

Butler's Rangers and the King's Royal Regiment of New York, 

Brant's forces were part of a third major raid on the Mohawk 

Valley, where they destroyed settlers' homes and crops. In 

August 1780, during a raid with the King's Royal Regiment of 

New York in the Mohawk valley, about 150,000 bushels of 

wheat were burned. Brant was wounded in the heel at the 

Battle of Klock's Field.  

In April 1781, Brant was sent west to Fort Detroit to help 

defend against Virginian George Rogers Clark's expedition into 

the Ohio Country. In August 1781, Brant soundly defeated a 

detachment of Clark's force, capturing about 100 Americans 

and ending the American threat to Detroit. Brant's leadership 

was praised by British Army officers whom described him as an 

intelligent, charismatic and very brave commander. He was 

wounded in the leg and spent the winter 1781–82 at the fort. 

During 1781 and 1782, Brant tried to keep the disaffected 

western Iroquois nations loyal to the Crown before and after 

the British surrendered at Yorktown in October 1781.  

In June 1782, Brant and his Indians went to Fort Oswego, 

where they helped rebuild the fort. In July 1782, he and 460 

Iroquois raided forts Herkimer and Dayton, but they did not 

cause much serious damage. By 1782, there was not much left 

to destroy in New York and during the raid Brant's forces killed 

9 men and captured some cattle. Sometime during the raid, he 

received a letter from Governor Haldimand, announcing peace 

negotiations, recalling the war party and ordering a cessation 

of hostilities. Brant denounced the British "no offensive war" 

policy as a betrayal of the Iroquois and urged the Indians to 
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continue the war, but they were unable to do so without 

British supplies. Other events in the New World and Europe as 

well as changes in the British government had brought 

reconsideration of British national interest on the American 

continent. The new governments recognized their priority to get 

Britain out of its four interconnected wars, and time might be 

short. Through a long and involved process between March and 

the end of November 1782, the preliminary peace treaty 

between Great Britain and America would be made; it would 

become public knowledge following its approval by the 

Congress of the Confederation on April 15, 1783. In May 1783, 

a bitter Brant when he learned about the treaty of Paris wrote 

"England had sold the Indians to Congress". Much to Brant's 

dismay, not only did the Treaty of Paris fail to mention the 

Haudenosaunee, but the British negotiators took the viewpoint 

that the Iroquois would have to negotiate their own peace 

treaty with the Americans, who Brant knew were a vengeful 

mood against him. Like all of the Indians who fought for the 

Crown, Brant felt a profound sense of betrayal when he learned 

of the Treaty of Paris, complaining that the British diplomats 

in Paris did nothing for the Indian Loyalists. Nearly another 

year would pass before the other foreign parties to the conflict 

signed treaties on September 3, 1783, with that being ratified 

by Congress on January 14, 1784, and formally ending the 

American Revolutionary War.  

The American Revolutionary War is known to the 

Haudenosaunee as "the Whirlwind" that led to many of them 

being exiled from Kanienkeh to Canada, and the decision of 

Joseph and Molly Brant to be loyal to the Crown as the best 

way of preserving the Haudenosaunee lands and life of way has 

been controversial, with many Hadenosaunee historians 
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believing that neutrality would have worked better. However, 

Paxton noted that after the war the United States imposed 

treaties that forced the Tuscarora and the Oneida who fought 

for the United States to surrender most of their land to white 

settlement; which Paxton used to argue that the if even all Six 

Nations had fought for the United States or remained neutral, 

they still would still have lost most of their land. In this 

context, Paxton maintained that the decision of the Brant 

siblings in 1775 to support the Crown, which at least promised 

to respect Haudenosaunee land rights was the most rational 

under the circumstances.  

After the war 

In ending the conflict with the Treaty of Paris (1783), both 

Britain and the United States ignored the sovereignty of the 

Indians. Britain had accepted the American demand that the 

boundary with British Canada should revert to its location 

after the Seven Years' War with France in 1763, and not the 

revisions of the Quebec Act as war with the colonists 

approached. The difference between the two lines was the 

whole area south of the Great Lakes, north of the Ohio River 

and east of the Mississippi, in which the Six Nations and 

western Indian tribes were previously accepted as sovereign. 

For the Americans, the area would become the Northwest 

Territory from which six-and-a-half new States would later 

emerge. While British promises of protection of the Iroquois 

domain had been an important factor in the Six Nations' 

decision to ally with the British, they were bitterly 

disappointed when Britain ceded it and acknowledged the 

territory as part of the newly formed United States. Just weeks 
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after the final treaty signing, the American Congress on 

September 22, stated its vision of these Indian lands with the 

Confederation Congress Proclamation of 1783; it prohibited the 

extinguishment of aboriginal title in the United States without 

the consent of the federal government, and was derived from 

the policy of the British Proclamation of 1763.  

Brant's status as a successful war leader who was popular 

with the warriors, his relationships with various British 

officials and his marriage to Adonwentishon, the clan mother 

of the turtle clan, made him a spokesman for his people, and 

Brant emerged as a more powerful leader after the war than 

what he had been during the war. In 1783, Brant consulted 

with Governor Haldimand on Indian land issues and in late 

summer of 1783, Brant traveled west and helped initiate the 

formation of the Western Confederacy. In his speeches during 

his trip, Brant advocated pan-Indianism, saying that if First 

Nations peoples would only stick together then the Americans 

might be held at bay while allowing the Indians to play off the 

British against the Americans. Brant argued that if all of the 

Indians held together to negotiate peace with the United 

States, then they would obtain better terms as he argued the 

Indians needed to prove to the Americans that they were not 

"conquered peoples". In August and September he was present 

at unity meetings in the Detroit area, and on September 7 at 

Lower Sandusky, Ohio, was a principal speaker at an Indian 

council attended by Wyandots, Lenape, Shawnees, Cherokees, 

Ojibwas, Ottawas, and Mingos. The Iroquois and 29 other 

Indian nations agreed to defend the 1768 Fort Stanwix Treaty 

boundary line with European settlers by denying any Indian 

nation the ability to cede any land without common consent of 

all. At same time, Brant in his talks with Haldimand was 
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attempting to have a new homeland created for the Iroquois. 

Initially, the new homeland was to be the Bay of Quinte, but 

Brant decided he wanted the Grand river valley instead. 

Haldimand did not want to give the Grand river valley to the 

Iroquois, but with many Haudenosaunee warriors openly 

threatening to attack the British, whom they accused of 

betraying them with the Treaty of Paris, Haldimand did not 

want to alienate Brant, the most pro-British of the chiefs.  

Brant was at Fort Stanwix from late August into September for 

initial peace negotiations between the Six Nations and New 

York State officials, but he did not attend later treaty 

negotiations held there with the commissioners of the 

Continental Congress in October. Brant expressed extreme 

indignation on learning that the commissioners had detained 

as hostages several prominent Six Nations leaders and delayed 

his intended trip to England attempting to secure their release. 

The Treaty of Fort Stanwix was signed on October 22, 1784, to 

serve as a peace treaty between the Americans and the 

Iroquois, but it forced the cession of most Iroquois land, as 

well as greater lands of other tribes to the west and south. 

Some reservations were established for the Oneida and 

Tuscarora, who had been allies of the American rebels.  

With Brant's urging and three days later, Haldimand 

proclaimed a grant of land for a Mohawk reserve on the Grand 

River in the western part of the Province of Quebec (present-

day Ontario) on October 25, 1784. Later in the fall, at a 

council at Buffalo Creek, the clan matrons decided that the Six 

Nations should divide, with half going to the Haldimand grant 

and the other half staying in New York. Starting in October 

1784, Brant supervised the Iroquois settlement of the Grand 
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river valley, where some eighteen hundred people settled. At 

the newly settlement of Brant's Town (modern Brantford, 

Ontario), Brant had the Mohawks move into two-room log 

houses while the center of the community was the local 

Anglican church, St. Paul's. Brant built his own house at 

Brant's Town which was described as "a handsome two story 

house, built after the manner of the white people. Compared 

with the other houses, it may be called a palace." Brant's home 

had a white fence, a Union Flag flying in front, and was 

described as being equipped with "chinaware, fine furniture, 

English sheets, and a well-stocked liquor cabinet". The British 

historian Michael Johnson described the lifestyle of the 

Anglophile Brant along the Grand as "something of the style of 

an English squire". Deeply interested in the Anglican church, 

Brant used his spare time to translate the Gospel of St. Mark 

from English into Mohawk. He had about twenty white and 

black servants and slaves. Brant thought the government made 

too much over the keeping of slaves, as captives were used for 

servants in Indian practice. He had a good farm of mixed crops 

and also kept cattle, sheep, and hogs. At one point he owned 

40 black slaves.  

Brant was nostalgic for Kanienkeh, and as much possible, 

Brant tried to recreate the world he had left behind in the 

Grand river valley. As part of Brant's efforts to recreate 

Kanienkeh on the Grand, he tried unsuccessfully to persuade 

all of the Haudenosaunee who gone into exile into Canada to 

settle on the Grand river valley. Many of the Haudenosaunee 

who went into exile preferred to take up the British offer on 

land on the Bay of Quinte, which was further from the United 

States. Within the Mohawk people, the traditional division 

between those living in the town of Tiononderoge and those 
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living in the town of Canajoharie persisted, with most of the 

Tiononderoge Mohawks preferring the Bay of Quinte to the 

Grand river valley. Brant did not discourage whites from 

settling around the Grand River valley, and at the beginning of 

every May, Brant hosted a reunion of Loyalist veterans from 

New York. At Brant's Town, veterans of Brant's Volunteers, the 

Indian Department and Butler's Rangers would meet to 

remember their war services while Brant and other former 

officers would give speeches to the veterans amid much 

dancing, drinking and horse racing to go along with the 

reunions.  

Though the Grand River valley had been given to Iroquois, 

Brant allowed white veterans of Brant's Volunteers to settle on 

his land. The very first white settlers on the Grand were 

HendrickNelles and his family; the Huff brothers, John and 

Hendrick; Adam Young and his family, and John Dochsteder, 

all veterans of the Brant's Volunteers, whom Brant invited to 

settle. Brant was to trying to recreate the "human geography" 

of Kanienkeh along the Grand as the families he allowed to 

settle by the Grand River had all been his neighbors in 

Kanienkeh before the war. Brant gave leases with an average 

size of 400 acres to former Loyalists along the Grand river, 

which became an important source of revenue for the Iroquois, 

as well recreating the multi-racial and multi-cultural world 

that Brant had grown up in. Not all the Iroquois appreciated 

Brant's willingness to allow white veterans to settle in the 

Grand river valley with two Mohawk veterans, Aaron and Issac 

Hill threatening at a community meeting to kill Brant for 

"bringing white people to settle in their lands", which ended 

with the Hills leaving for the Bay of Quinte. Paxton wrote that 

European and American writers coming from a patriarchal 
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culture almost completely ignored the clan mothers and tended 

to give Iroquois headmen, orators, and sachems far more power 

than what they possessed, and it is easy to exaggerate Brant's 

power. However, Paxton noted that way in which critics like the 

Hills attacked Brant as the author of certain policies "suggests 

that Brant was no empty vessel. Rather, he had transformed 

his wartime alliances into a broad-based peacetime coalition 

capable of forwarding a specific agenda". Much to everyone's 

surprise, Molly Brant did not settle at Brant's Town, instead 

settling in Kingston. Molly wanted the best education for her 

eight children, and felt Kingston offered better schools than 

what were to be found in the settlement run by her brother.  

In November 1785, Brant traveled to London to ask King 

George III for assistance in defending the Indian confederacy 

from attack by the Americans. The government granted Brant a 

generous pension and agreed to fully compensate the Mohawk 

for their losses, but they did not promise to support the 

confederacy. (In contrast to the settlement which the Mohawk 

received, Loyalists were compensated for only a fraction of 

their property losses.) The Crown promised to pay the Mohawk 

some £15,000 and to pay both Joseph and his sister Molly 

pensions for their war services. During his time in London, 

Brant attended masquerade balls, visited the freak shows, 

dined with the debauched Prince of Wales and finished the 

Anglican Mohawk Prayer Book that he had begun before the 

war. He also took a diplomatic trip to Paris, returning to 

Quebec City in June 1786.  

Upon his return, Brant was notably more critical of the British, 

for instance calling the Colonial Secretary, Lord Sydney, a 

"stupid blockhead" who did not understand the Iroquois. At the 
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same time, Brant's relations with John Johnson declined with 

Johnson siding with the Hills against Brant's land policies 

along the Grand river valley. In December 1786 Brant, along 

with leaders of the Shawnee, Lenape, Miami, Wyandot, Ojibwa, 

Ottawa, and Potawatomi nations, met at the Wyandot village of 

Brownstown and renewed the wartime confederacy in the West 

by issuing a statement to the American government declaring 

the Ohio River as the boundary between them and the whites. 

Nevertheless, despite Brant's efforts to produce an agreement 

favorable to the Brownstown confederacy and to British 

interests, he also would be willing to compromise later with the 

United States. In 1789, a trivial incident strained Brant's 

relations with the British. Brant attempted to enter Fort 

Niagara carrying his weapons, and was told by a sentry that as 

an Indian, he would have to laid down his arms. An indignant 

Brant refused, saying that as both a Mohawk warrior chief and 

as a British Army officer, he would keep his weapons, and the 

commandant of Fort Niagara agreed that Brant would enter 

with his weapons. Nonetheless, the incident left a sour taste in 

Brant's mouth as he noted that other officers in the British 

Army were not asked to remove their weapons when entering a 

fort. From 1790 onward, Brant had been planning on selling 

much of the land along the Grand river granted by the 

Haldimand proclamation and using the money from the sales to 

finance the modernization of the Haudenosaunee community to 

allow them equal standing with the European population.  

In 1790, after Americans attacked the Western Confederacy in 

the Northwest Indian War sending General Josiah Harmar on a 

putative expedition, member tribes asked Brant and the Six 

Nations to enter the war on their side. Brant refused; he 

instead asked Lord Dorchester, the new governor of Quebec, 
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for British assistance. Dorchester also refused, but later in 

1794, he did provide the Indians with arms and provisions. 

After the defeat of General Josiah Harmar in 1790 at the hands 

of Little Turtle, the United States became interested in having 

Brant mediate as the War Secretary Henry Knox wrote several 

letters to Brant asking him to persuade Little Turtle of the 

Western Confederacy to lay down his arms. Harmar's defeat 

proved to the U.S. government that Indians of the Northwest 

were not "conquered peoples", and it would require a war to 

bring them under U.S authority. Brant exaggerated his 

influence with the Western Confederacy in his letters to U.S. 

officials, knowing if the Americans were courting him, then the 

British would likewise engage in gestures to keep his loyalty. 

Brant was attempting to revive the traditional "play-off" system 

in order to strengthen the position of his people. However, 

Brant knew that the British were not willing to go to war with 

the United States to save the Western Confederacy, and his 

position was not as strong as it seemed.  

As a mediator, Brant suggested to the Americans that they 

cease white settlement in most of the lands west of the Ohio 

river while advising the Western Confederacy to negotiate with 

the Americans, saying that after Harmar's defeat they held the 

upper hand and now was the time to negotiate peace before the 

Americans brought more military forces into the Old 

Northwest. Brant also advised the Americans to negotiate with 

the Western Confederacy as a whole instead with the individual 

nations and at the same time used his talks with the 

Americans to impress upon the British that they needed to 

have respect for First Nations land rights in Upper Canada. 

The peoples of the Northwest had often had difficult relations 

with the Iroquois in the past, and were primarily interested in 
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enlisting Brant's aid as a way of bringing the British into the 

war on their side. In June 1791, Brant was publicly challenged 

by representatives of the Western Confederacy to "take up the 

hatchet" against the Americans, and by refusing, his influence, 

whatever it was, on the Western Confederacy ended forever. 

Though Brant had warned the Western Confederacy that they 

were fighting a war that they could not hope to win, in 

November 1791 Little Turtle inflicted a crushing defeat on the 

American general Arthur St. Clair, which made Brant appear 

both cowardly and foolish. After St. Clair's defeat, Little Turtle 

sent Brant the scalp of Richard Butler, who had one of the U.S. 

Indian commissioners who negotiated the Treaty of Fort 

Stanwix, together with the message: "You chief Mohawk, what 

are you doing? Time was when you roused us to war & told us 

that if all the Indians would join with the King they should be 

a happy people & become independent. In a very short time you 

changed your voice & went to sleep & left us in the lurch". It 

was widely noted in the Northwest that amongst the victorious 

warriors who defeated St. Clair were the Shawnee, Miami, 

Ottawa, Wyandots, Chippewas, Potawatomi, Cherokee, Mingoes 

and Lepnai, but none were from the Six Nations.  

In 1792, the American government invited Brant to 

Philadelphia, then capital of the United States, where he met 

President George Washington and his cabinet for the first time. 

The Americans offered him a large pension, and a reservation 

in upstate New York for the Mohawks to try to lure them back. 

Brant refused, but Pickering said that Brant did take some 

cash payments. Later in 1794, Washington privately told Henry 

Knox to "buy Captain Brant off at almost any price" in order to 

avoid further conflict with Brant and the Mohawks. While in 

Philadelphia, Brant attempted a compromise peace settlement 
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between the Western Confederacy and the Americans, but he 

failed. In 1793, Brant spoke at a council meeting of the 

Western Confederacy where he suggested that they accept the 

American settlements north of the Ohio river while excluding 

white settlement to the rest of the land west of the Ohio as the 

price of peace. Brant was outvoted and the assembled chiefs 

announced that no white settlement west of the Ohio were the 

only peace terms they were willing to accept. The war 

continued, and the Indians were defeated in 1794 at the Battle 

of Fallen Timbers. The unity of the Western Confederacy was 

broken with the peace Treaty of Greenville in 1795. The defeat 

of the Western Confederacy led to the Americans losing interest 

in Brant as a mediator, causing the collapse of his attempts to 

play the British off against the Americans.  

Brant often clashed with General John Graves Simcoe, the 

governor of Upper Canada. In 1791, following tensions between 

French-speakers and English-speakers, the province of Quebec 

had been divided into two new colonies, Lower Canada (modern 

southern Quebec) and Upper Canada (modern southern 

Ontario). Brant had begun selling some of the land he owned 

along the Grand river to British settlers with the intention of 

investing the profits into a trust that would make the Six 

Nations economically and politically independent of the 

British. Simcoe sabotaged Brant's plans by announcing that 

the Six Nations were only allowed to sell land to the Crown, 

which would then resell it to white settlers. On 14 January 

1793, Simcoe issued a "patent" to the Haldimand proclamation, 

which stated that the Brant's lands did not extend to the 

beginning of the Grand river as the Haldimand proclamation 

had stated, and that the Haudenousaunee did not have the 

legal right to sell or lease their land to private individuals, and 
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instead were to deal only with the Crown. Brant rejected the 

Simcoe patent, saying that Simcoe did not the right to alter the 

Haldimand proclamation; the question of whether the Iroquois 

owned all the land to the beginning of the Grand river to its 

mouth or not is still, as of the 21st century, part of an ongoing 

land dispute. Simoce justified his "patent" with reference to the 

Royal Proclamation of 1763, which had forbidden white 

settlement west of the Ohio river while at the same time giving 

the Indian tribes living west of the Ohio the right to sell the 

land only to the Crown, which was the ultimate owner of the 

land with the Indians merely having the right of "occupancy". 

Brant disregarded the Simoce's "patent" and in 1795–96 sold 

blocks of land along the Grand river, receiving some £85,000 

sterling together with interest of £5,119 annually. Simcoe 

disallowed these land sales as illegal and refused to give the 

buyers land deeds, but he made no effort to evict the buyers, 

who continued to own the land.  

When in the spring of 1795, Brant's son Issac murdered an 

American deserter named Lowell who had settled in the 

Mohawk community at Grand River, Simcoe insisted that the 

Crown was paramount in Upper Canada and Issac Brant would 

have to face trial for murder in an Upper Canada court, which 

would try him according to English common law. Brant by 

contrast insisted that Six Nations were sovereign along their 

lands on the Grand, and his son would face justice in a 

traditional Mohawk trial before community elders, denying that 

Simcoe had the legal right to try any Mohawk. The issue of 

whether the Six Nations were sovereign along their lands 

besides the Grand River as Brant insisted or possessing a 

limited sovereignty subjected to the authority of the Crown as 

argued by Simcoe had been brought to a head by the question 
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of whether Issac Brant was to be tried by an Upper Canada 

court or by Mohawk elders, and Brant's actions were motivated 

than by his desire to protect his son. Simcoe threatened to call 

out the Upper Canada militia to take Issac Brant by force, 

when his father refused to turn him over, but was overruled by 

Lord Dorchester, who told Simcoe that the murder of one 

deserter from the U.S. Army was scarcely worth a war with the 

Six Nations, especially as Britain was at war with revolutionary 

France. Brant had responded to Simcoe's threat to call out the 

Upper Canada militia that "it would be seen who the most 

interest with the militia and that the Governor wold not be able 

to make them Act against him". Most of the white settlers along 

the Grand River had been given their lands by Brant and many 

of the men had fought with him during the Revolutionary War, 

and Brant believed that they would not act against him if it 

came to a showdown with Simcoe. In 1798, a Moravian 

missionary who traveled along the Grand river wrote "all the 

settlers are in a kind of vassalage to him [Brant]".  

The issue resolved itself later that year when during the 

distribution of presents from the Crown to the Iroquois chiefs 

at Head of the Lake (modern Burlington, Ontario), Issac had 

too much to drink in the local tavern and began to insult his 

father. Joseph Brant happened to be in a neighboring room, 

and upon hearing what Issac was saying, marched in and 

ordered his son to be silent, reminding him that insulting one's 

parents was a grave breach of courtesy for the Mohawk. When 

an intoxicated Issac continued to insult him, Joseph slapped 

him across the face, causing Issac to pull out his knife and 

take a swing at his father. In the ensuring fight, Joseph badly 

wounded his son by turning his own knife against him, by 

deflecting the blow which caused the knife to strike Issac's 
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head instead, and later that night Issac died of his wounds. 

Brant was to be haunted by the death of his son for the rest of 

his life, feeling much guilt over what he had done.  

In 1796, Upper Canada appeared to be on the brink of war with 

the Mississaugas. In August 1795, a Mississauga chief named 

Wabakinine had arrived at Upper Canada's capital York 

(modern Toronto, Ontario) with his family. A British soldier, 

Private Charles McCuen was invited by Wabakinine's sister 

into her bed, and neither saw fit to inform Wabakinine of their 

planned tryst under his roof. When Wabakinine woke up to 

relieve himself after a night of heavy drinking, he saw an 

unknown naked white man with his sister, and apparently 

assuming he had raped her, attacked him. In the ensuring 

struggle, McCuen killed Wabakinine and, though charged with 

murder, was acquitted by a jury under the grounds of self-

defense. The Mississaguas were incensed with the verdict and 

threatened war if McCuen was not turned over to them to face 

their justice, a demand the Crown refused.  

Despite their differences with Brant over the land sales on the 

Grand, the Crown asked him for his help, and Brant visited the 

Mississaugas to argue for peace, persuading them to accept the 

verdict, reminding them that under Mississauga law self-

defense was a valid excuse for killing someone, and even 

Wabakinine's sister had stated the sex was consensual and she 

had tried to stop her brother when he attacked McCuen, 

screaming she had not been raped, but that he would not 

listen. Historically, the Haudenosaunee and Mississauga were 

enemies with the Six Nations, mocking the Mississauga as "fish 

people" (a reference to the Mississauga practice of covering 

their bodies with fish oil), and it was a sign of Brant's 
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charisma and charm that he was able to persuade the 

Mississauga not to go war with the Crown as they had been 

threatening. Afterwards, Brant was able to form an alliance 

with the Mississauga with the men of the latter taking to 

shaving their hair in the distinctive hairstyle of the Mohawk, 

popularly known as a "mohawk". The governor of Upper 

Canada, Peter Russell, felt threatened by the pan-Indian 

alliance, telling the Indian Department officials to "foment any 

existing Jealously between the Chippewas [Mississauga] & the 

Six Nations and to prevent ... any Junction or good 

understanding between these two Tribes". Brant for his part 

complained to Russell that "my sincere attachment [to Britain] 

has ruined the interests of my Nation".  

In early 1797, Brant traveled again to Philadelphia to meet the 

British diplomat Robert Liston and United States government 

officials. In a speech to Congress, Brant assured the Americans 

that he would "never again take up the tomahawk against the 

United States". At this time the British were at war with France 

and Spain. While in Philadelphia, Brant also met with the 

French diplomat Pierre August Adet where he stated: "[H]e 

would offer his services to the French Minister Adet, and 

march his Mohawks to assist in effecting a revolution and 

overturning the British government in the province." When 

Brant returned home to Canada, there were fears of a French 

attack. Peter Russell wrote: "the present alarming aspect of 

affairs – when we are threatened with an invasion by the 

French and Spaniards from the Mississippi, and the 

information we have received of emissaries being dispersed 

among the Indian tribes to incite them to take up the hatchet 

against the King's subjects." He also wrote that Brant "only 

seeks a feasible excuse for joining the French, should they 
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invade this province". London ordered Russell to prohibit the 

Indians from alienating their land. With the prospects of war to 

appease Brant, Russell confirmed Brant's land sales. Governor 

Russell wrote: "The present critical situation of public affairs 

obliges me to refrain from taking that notice of Capt. Brant's 

conduct on this occasion which it deserves".  

When Brant arrived in York in June 1797 asking for Russell to 

confirm the land sales along the Grand, the governor asked for 

the opinion of the executive council of Upper Canada who told 

him to confirm the land sales. In July 1797 a message from 

London arrived from the Colonial Secretary, the Duke of 

Portland, forbidding Brant to sell land along the Grand. 

Russell offered Brant an annuity that would be equal to the 

land sales along the Grand, which Brant refused. In a report to 

London, Russell wrote that Brant "had great Influence not only 

with his own Tribe, but with the rest of the Five Nations, and 

most of the neighboring Indians; and that he was very capable 

of doing much mischief". To keep Brant loyal to the Crown, 

Russell then struck a deal under which the Brant would 

transfer the land along the Grand river to the Crown, which 

would sell it to the white settlers with the profits going to the 

Six Nations. Brant then declared: "[T]hey would now all fight 

for the King to the last drop of their blood." In September 

1797, London had decided that the Indian Department was too 

sympathetic towards the Iroquois, and transferred authority 

from dealing with them to the lieutenant governor of Upper 

Canada, Russell, a move that Brant was openly displeased 

with. The veterans of the Revolutionary War like John Johnson 

who fought alongside Brant were more sympathetic towards 

Brant's efforts to maintain independence for his people, which 

was why London had removed them from dealing with Brant. 
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William Claus, the new man appointed to handle Indian affairs 

in Upper Canada, wanted the traditional paternal relationship 

with the Indians as wards of the Crown. On 5 February 1798, 

some 380,000 acres of land along the Grand belonging to Brant 

was transferred to the Crown, and Brant hired a lawyer from 

Niagara named Alexander Stewart to manage the money from 

the land sale.  

Brant's efforts to make the Six Nations economically 

independent via land sales of his vast land-holding along the 

Grand River began to bear fruit, and Brant used the annuity to 

train the Iroquois men to work as blacksmiths, doctors, 

lawyers, and surveyors, and building a council house and a 

mill. The Crown was displeased at Brant's efforts to make the 

Iroquois economically independent, preferring that the 

traditional patronage relationship where the Indians had to 

line up to receive presents from the Crown, and tried to 

sabotage Brant's efforts as much as possible. At the same time, 

Brant was unable to meet expectations in the Haudenosaunee 

community about the extent of the profits from the land sales, 

and many openly said that Brant should have driven a harder 

bargain. In 1798, Brant began to build a new house at 

Burlington Bay, reflecting his wish to be way from the Grand 

River community of Brant's Town where so many had criticized 

his leadership. Most notably, the Crown refused to allow Brant 

to make any further land sales along the Grand while five of 

the six buyers of the land that Brant had sold in 1795–96 had 

stopped payments, hoping to own the land for free while 

lawyers argued about the legality of the sales. Only Brant's 

friend, the merchant Richard Beasley continued to make his 

mortgage payments on time and in full. By 1801, Brant was 

beleaguered with the new governor of Upper Canada, Peter 
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Hunter, refusing to allow Brant to make any further land sales 

along the Grand; the expected profits from the land sale of 

1798 not appearing; and most of the Haudenosaunee 

demanding that Brant retire. In 1802, Hunter issued a degree 

forbidding the Haudenosaunee from leasing their land along 

the Grand to white settlers while Claus used the dispute about 

the land sales to stir up opposition to Brant within the 

Haudenosaunee community. At the same time, Hunter severed 

the tie between Brant and the Mississauga by stopping the 

distribution of presents to the Mississauga when Brant 

demanded the Crown pay the Mississauga two shillings per 

acre for the land between York and Head of Lake in what is 

now the city of Mississauga, Ontario, arguing the Crown's offer 

of two pence per acre was far below what the land was worth. 

As the Mississauga were short of animals to hunt and fish to 

catch in Lake Ontario, the loss of presents from the Crown was 

a painful blow and in 1802 the Mississauga removed Brant as 

their chief agent. In 1805, the Mississauga chiefs sold what 

land that is now Mississauga to the Crown for goods worth 

£1,000.  

In late 1800 and early 1801 Brant wrote to New York Governor 

George Clinton to secure a large tract of land near Sandusky, 

Ohio, which could serve as a refuge. He planned its use for the 

Grand River Indians if they suffered defeat. In September 

1801, Brant was reported as saying: "He says he will go away, 

yet the Grand River Lands will [still] be in his hands, that no 

man shall meddle with it amongst us. He says the British 

Government shall not get it, but the Americans shall and will 

have it, the Grand River Lands, because the war is very close 

to break out." In January 1802, the Executive Council of Upper 

Canada learned of this plot, led by Aaron Burr and George 



Encyclopedia of American Revolution, Volume 5 

880 

Clinton, to overthrow British rule and to create a republican 

state to join the United States. September 1802, the planned 

date of invasion, passed uneventfully and the plot evaporated.  

In January 1801, Brant was interviewed by an American 

minister, the Reverend Elkanah Holmes about the history of 

the Iroquois. A notable aspect of Brant's answers about the 

origins of the Haudenosaunee Confederacy was that refrained 

from any mention of the supernatural or Hiawatha, and 

Wathatotarho is less of a villain than other accounts have him. 

The American historian Douglas Boyce wrote Brant's answers 

which portrayed the genesis of the Iroquois Confederacy as due 

to rational statesmanship on the part of the chiefs instead of 

the workings of magic suggested that either Brant was ignoring 

the supernatural aspects of the story in order to appeal to a 

white audience or that alternatively that white American and 

Canadian ethnologists, anthropologists, and historians have 

played up the emphasis on the supernatural in the story of the 

birth of the Haudenosaunee Confederacy in order to depict the 

Haudenosaunee as a primitive and irrational people.  

In 1804, Brant sent his agent and friend John Norton to 

London to meet lobby various British politicians to allow the 

Haudenosaunee to sell their land directly along the Grand, and 

to remind them that Brant had fought for the Crown in the 

American Revolutionary War. Brant's old friend, the Duke of 

Northumberland, whom he had known since 1775, had after 

meeting Norton, raised the issue of the Haudenosaunee land 

dispute in the House of Lords, saying the Crown should have 

treated Brant better. Claus, who felt threatened by Norton's 

mission, organized a meeting at Buffalo Creek of various 
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Seneca chiefs to denounce Brant, and announced he was now 

removed from office. As Brant was not a chief, it was not clear 

from what position he was being removed from, and 

furthermore only clan mothers could depose a chief, so under 

Haudenosaunee traditions and laws, the ruling of chiefs at 

Buffalo Creek was not binding. Brant organized a meeting of 

the clan mothers living along the banks of the Grand River who 

affirmed their confidence in Brant to represent them.  

Claus had organized another meeting of the Seneca chiefs at 

Fort George to again denounce Brant and to claim that Norton 

was only a white man playing an Indian. Norton was a half-

Scottish, half-Cherokee man and had been adopted by a 

Haunosaunee family, so under their Haudenosaunee tradition 

that made him an Iroquois, so the claim that Norton was really 

a "white man" was questionable. In July 1806, Brant attended 

a meeting at Fort George to tell Claus that only the clan 

mothers had the power to depose officials in the 

Haudenosaunee community and asked that Claus not be 

involved anymore in the land issue, saying he had not shown 

good faith. Brant was to spent his last year of his life was 

involved in lawsuits with Claus as he sought to argue for the 

legal right to sell the land along the Grand.  

Brant bought about 3,500 acres (14 km) from the Mississauga 

Indians at the head of Burlington Bay. Upper Canada's 

Lieutenant Governor, John Graves Simcoe, would not allow 

such a sale between Indians, so he bought this tract of land 

from the Mississauga and gave it to Brant. Around 1802, Brant 

moved there and built a mansion that was intended to be a 

half-scale version of Johnson Hall. He had a prosperous farm 

in the colonial style with 100 acres (0.40 km) of crops.  
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Death 

Joseph Brant died in his house at the head of Lake Ontario 

(site of what would become the city of Burlington, Ontario) on 

November 24, 1807, at age 64 after a short illness. His last 

words, spoken to his adopted nephew John Norton, reflect his 

lifelong commitment to his people: "Have pity on the poor 

Indians. If you have any influence with the great, endeavor to 

use it for their good."  

In 1850, his remains were carried 34 miles (55 km) in relays on 

the shoulders of young men of Grand River to a tomb at Her 

Majesty's Chapel of the Mohawks in Brantford.  

Legacy 

Brant acted as a tireless negotiator for the Six Nations to 

control their land without Crown oversight or control. He used 

British fears of his dealings with the Americans and the French 

to extract concessions. His conflicts with British 

administrators in Canada regarding tribal land claims were 

exacerbated by his relations with the American leaders.  

Brant was a war chief, and not a hereditary Mohawk sachem. 

His decisions could be and sometimes were overruled by the 

sachems and clan matrons. However, his natural ability, his 

early education, and the connections he was able to form made 

him one of the great leaders of his people and of his time. The 

Canadian historian James Paxton wrote that Brant's 

willingness to embrace numerous aspects of European culture, 

his preference for wearing European style clothing and that he 

was a devoted member of the Church of England has led to 
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Brant being criticized for not being sufficiently "Indian" 

enough. Many of his critics would prefer Brant to have been a 

leader like Tecumseh or Pontiac, leading his people into a 

brave but doomed battle with the white men. Paxton wrote this 

line of criticism is based on the erroneous notion of First 

Nations peoples being "static and unchanging", and fails to 

understand that a people like the Mohawks could and did 

change over time.  

Paxton wrote that Brant grew up in a world where the Palatines 

and Scots-Irish settlers were his neighbors, and he understood 

that the European colonization was not going to be undone, 

leading him to attempt to secure the best possible future for 

his people by seeking an accommodation with the Europeans.  

The situation of the Six Nations on the Grand River was better 

than that of the Iroquois who remained in New York. His 

lifelong mission was to help the Indian to survive the 

transition from one culture to another, transcending the 

political, social and economic challenges of one of the most 

volatile, dynamic periods of American history. He put his 

loyalty to the Six Nations before loyalty to the British. His life 

cannot be summed up in terms of success or failure, although 

he had known both. More than anything, Brant's life was 

marked by frustration and struggle.  

His attempt to create pan-tribal unity proved unsuccessful, 

though his efforts would be taken up a generation later by the 

Shawnee leader Tecumseh.  

In more recent times, Brant's legacy has received debate due to 

his use of slave labour. Once African slavery was introduced 
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into North America by European settlers, some Iroquois, such 

as Brant, did own African slaves.  

Honors and memorialization 

During his lifetime, Brant was the subject of many portrait 

artists. Two, in particular, signify his place in American, 

Canadian, and British history:  

• George Romney's portrait, painted during Brant's 

first trip to England in 1775–76, hangs in the 

National Gallery of Canada in Ottawa, Ontario. 

• The Charles Willson Peale portrait was painted 

during his visit to Philadelphia in 1797; it hangs in 

the art gallery in the former Second Bank of the 

United States building at Independence National 

Historical Park in Philadelphia. Brant chose to dress 

in traditional Mohawk style for the formal portraits. 

• The Joseph Brant Museum was constructed the mid-

1800s on land Brant once owned. An Ontario 

Historical Plaque was erected by the province to 

commemorate the Brant House's role in Ontario's 

heritage. His first house in Burlington was 

demolished in 1932. 

• The City of Brantford and the County of Brant, 

Ontario, are located on part of his land grant and 

named for him. The town of Brant, New York was 

also named for him. 

• Joseph Brant Hospital in Burlington, Ontario, is 

named for him; it is sited on land he had owned. 

• A statue of Brant (1886) is located in Victoria 

Square, Brantford. 
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• The township of Tyendinaga and the Tyendinaga 

Mohawk Territory are named for him, by his 

traditional Mohawk name, in a different spelling. 

• The neighbourhood of Tyandaga in Burlington was 

also named for him. 

• Brant is one of the 14 leading Canadian military 

figures commemorated at the Valiants Memorial in 

Ottawa, Ontario. 

• A dormitory and one of the squadrons at the Royal 

Military College of Canada are named for him. 

Archaeology 

In 1984–85, crews from The University at Albany under the 

direction of David Guldenzopf, supervised by Dean Snow 

investigated the late Mohawk site at "Indian Castle" 

(Dekanohage) in Herkimer County, New York. Among the 

structures excavated were a house owned by Molly Brant and 

her brother Joseph from around 1762–1780. The cellar had 

foundation walls of 60 centimetres (24 in) thickness with the 

floor 1 metre (3.3 ft) below the surface. The house was 6 by 12 

metres (20 ft × 39 ft) with a wooden, rather than dirt, floor, 

and a gable-end fireplace rather than the standard central 

open fire and smoke hole.  

The outer walls were covered by clapboards. Following the 

Brants' forced departure the house was occupied by a white 

family until it burned down sometime between 1795 and 1820. 

The relative luxury of the Brant house "was something rather 

new to traditionally egalitarian Mohawk society... Joseph Brant 

was the first among Mohawk men who advanced themselves 

economically and politically outside the traditional matrilineal 
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political system. ...in taking on this role he also took on many 

English symbols of success: wealth and the material display it 

affords. These things all help us to understand why the 

admiration of Brant by modern Mohawks is so grudging."  

The site was designated a National Historic Landmark, the 

Mohawk Upper Castle Historic District, in 1993.  

John Burgoyne 

General John Burgoyne (24 February 1722 – 4 August 1792) 

was a British general, dramatist and politician who sat in the 

House of Commons from 1761 to 1792. He first saw action 

during the Seven Years' War when he participated in several 

battles, most notably during the Portugal Campaign of 1762.  

Burgoyne is best known for his role in the American 

Revolutionary War. He designed an invasion scheme and was 

appointed to command a force moving south from Canada to 

split away New England and end the rebellion. Burgoyne 

advanced from Canada but his slow movement allowed the 

Americans to concentrate their forces. Instead of coming to his 

aid according to the overall plan, the British Army in New York 

City moved south to capture Philadelphia. Burgoyne fought two 

small battles near Saratoga but was surrounded by American 

forces and, with no relief in sight, surrendered his entire army 

of 6,200 men on 17 October 1777. His surrender, says 

historian Edmund Morgan, "was a great turning point of the 

war, because it won for Americans the foreign assistance which 

was the last element needed for victory."  He and his officers 

returned to England; the enlisted men became prisoners of 
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war. Burgoyne came under sharp criticism when he returned to 

London, and never held another active command.  

Burgoyne was also an accomplished playwright, known for his 

works such as The Maid of the Oaks and The Heiress, but his 

plays never reached the fame of his military career. He served 

as a member of the House of Commons for a number of years, 

sitting for the seats of Midhurst and Preston.  

Early life 

Family and education 

John Burgoyne was born in Sutton, Bedfordshire, location of 

the Burgoyne baronets family home Sutton Manor, on 24 

February 1722. His mother, Anna Maria Burgoyne, was the 

daughter of a wealthy Hackney merchant. His father was 

supposedly an army officer, Captain John Burgoyne, although 

there were rumours that he might be the illegitimate son of 

Lord Bingley, who was his godfather. When Bingley died in 

1731, his will specified that Burgoyne was to inherit his estate 

if his daughters had no male issue.  

From the age of 10, Burgoyne attended the prestigious 

Westminster School, as did many British army officers of the 

time such as Thomas Gage with whom Burgoyne would later 

serve. Burgoyne was athletic and outgoing and enjoyed life at 

the school where he made numerous important friends, in 

particular Lord James Strange. In August 1737, Burgoyne 

purchased a commission in the Horse Guards, a fashionable 

cavalry regiment. They were stationed in London and his duties 

were light, allowing him to cut a figure in high society. He soon 
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acquired the nickname "Gentleman Johnny" and became well 

known for his stylish uniforms and general high living which 

saw him run up large debts. In 1741 Burgoyne sold his 

commission, possibly to settle gambling debts.  

The outbreak of the War of the Austrian Succession led to an 

expansion in the size of the British Army. In April 1745, 

Burgoyne joined the newly raised 1st Royal Dragoons as a 

cornet, a commission he did not have to pay for as it was newly 

created. In April 1745, he was promoted to lieutenant. In 1747, 

Burgoyne managed to scrape the money together to purchase a 

captaincy. The end of the war in 1748 cut off any prospect of 

further active service.  

Elopement 

Through his friendship with Lord Strange, Burgoyne came to 

know Strange's sister, Lady Charlotte Stanley, the daughter of 

Lord Derby, one of Britain's leading politicians. After Derby 

refused permission for Burgoyne to marry Charlotte, they 

eloped together and married without his permission in April 

1751. An outraged Derby cut his daughter off without a penny. 

Unable to support his wife otherwise, Burgoyne again sold his 

commission, raising £2,600, which they lived off for the next 

few years.  

In October 1751, Burgoyne and his new wife went to live in 

continental Europe travelling through France and Italy. While 

in France, Burgoyne met and befriended the Duc de Choiseul 

who would later become the Foreign Minister and directed 

French policy during the Seven Years War. While in Rome, 

Burgoyne had his portrait painted by the British artist Allan 
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Ramsay. In late 1754, Burgoyne's wife gave birth to a 

daughter, Charlotte Elizabeth, who was to prove to be the 

couple's only child. In the hope that a granddaughter would 

soften Derby's opposition to their marriage, the Burgoynes 

returned to Britain in 1755. Lord Strange interceded on their 

behalf with Derby, who soon changed his mind and accepted 

them back into the family. Burgoyne soon became a favourite 

of Derby, who used his influence to boost Burgoyne's 

prospects.  

Seven Years War 

A month after the outbreak of the Seven Years' War, Burgoyne 

bought a commission in the 11th Dragoons. In 1758, he 

became captain and lieutenant-colonel in the Coldstream 

Guards.  

Raids on French coast 

In 1758, he participated in several expeditions against the 

French coast. During this period he was instrumental in 

introducing light cavalry into the British Army. The two 

regiments then formed were commanded by George Eliott 

(afterwards Lord Heathfield) and Burgoyne. This was a 

revolutionary step, and Burgoyne was a pioneer in the early 

development of British light cavalry. Burgoyne admired 

independent thought amongst common soldiers, and 

encouraged his men to use their own initiative, in stark 

contrast to the established system employed at the time by the 

British army.  
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Portuguese campaign 

In 1761, he sat in parliament for Midhurst, and in the 

following year he served as a brigadier-general in Portugal 

which had just entered the war. Burgoyne won particular 

distinction by leading his cavalry in the capture of Valencia de 

Alcántara and of Vila Velha de Ródão following the Battle of 

Valencia de Alcántara, compensating for the Portuguese loss of 

Almeida. This played a major part in repulsing a large Spanish 

force bent on invading Portugal.  

In 1768, he was elected to the House of Commons for Preston, 

and for the next few years he occupied himself chiefly with his 

parliamentary duties, in which he was remarkable for his 

general outspokenness and, in particular, for his attacks on 

Lord Clive, who was at the time considered the nation's leading 

soldier. He achieved prominence in 1772 by demanding an 

investigation of the East India Company alleging widespread 

corruption by its officials. At the same time, he devoted much 

attention to art and drama (his first play, The Maid of the 

Oaks, was produced by David Garrick in 1775).  

Early American War of 

Independence 

In the army he had been promoted to major-general. On the 

outbreak of the American war, he was appointed to a 

command, and arrived in Boston in May 1775, a few weeks 

after the first shots of the war had been fired. He participated 

as part of the garrison during the Siege of Boston, although he 

did not see action at the Battle of Bunker Hill, in which the 
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British forces were led by William Howe and Henry Clinton. 

Frustrated by the lack of opportunities, he returned to England 

long before the rest of the garrison, which evacuated the city in 

March 1776.  

In 1776, he was at the head of the British reinforcements that 

sailed up the Saint Lawrence River and relieved Quebec City, 

which was under siege by the Continental Army. He led forces 

under General Guy Carleton in the drive that chased the 

Continental Army from the province of Quebec. Carleton then 

led the British forces onto Lake Champlain, but was, in 

Burgoyne's opinion, insufficiently bold when he failed to 

attempt the capture of Fort Ticonderoga after winning the 

naval Battle of Valcour Island in October.  

Saratoga campaign 

The following year, having convinced King George III and his 

government of Carleton's faults, Burgoyne was given command 

of the British forces charged with gaining control of Lake 

Champlain and the Hudson River valley. The plan, largely of 

his own creation, was for Burgoyne and his force to cross Lake 

Champlain from Quebec and capture Ticonderoga before 

advancing on Albany, New York, where they would rendezvous 

with another British army under General Howe coming north 

from New York City, and a smaller force that would come down 

the Mohawk River valley under Barry St. Leger. This would 

divide New England from the southern colonies, and, it was 

believed, make it easier to end the rebellion.  

From the beginning, Burgoyne was vastly overconfident. 

Leading what he believed was an overwhelming force, he saw 
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the campaign largely as a stroll that would make him a 

national hero who had saved the rebel colonies for the crown. 

Before leaving London, he had wagered Charles James Fox 10 

pounds that he would return victorious within a year.  

He refused to heed more cautious voices, both British and 

American, that suggested a successful campaign using the 

route he proposed was impossible, as the failed attempt the 

previous year had shown.  

Underlining the plan was the belief that Burgoyne's aggressive 

thrust from Quebec would be aided by the movements of two 

other large British forces under Generals Howe and Clinton, 

who would support the advance.  

However, Lord Germain's orders dispatched from London were 

not clear on this point, with the effect that Howe took no 

action to support Burgoyne, and Clinton moved from New York 

too late and in too little strength to be any great help to 

Burgoyne.  

As a result of this miscommunication, Burgoyne ended up 

conducting the campaign single-handedly. He was not yet 

aware that he would not be gaining additional support, and 

was still reasonably confident of success. Having amassed an 

army of over 7,000 troops in Quebec, Burgoyne was also led to 

believe by reports that he could rely on the support of large 

numbers of Native Americans and American Loyalists who 

would rally to the flag once the British came south. Even if the 

countryside was not as pro-British as expected, much of the 

area between Lake Champlain and Albany was underpopulated 

anyway, and Burgoyne was skeptical any major enemy force 

could gather there.  
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The campaign was initially successful. Burgoyne gained 

possession of the vital outposts of Fort Ticonderoga (for which 

he was made a lieutenant-general) and Fort Edward, but, 

pushing on, decided to break his communications with Quebec, 

and was eventually hemmed in by a superior force led by 

American Major General Horatio Gates. Several attempts to 

break through the enemy lines were repulsed at Saratoga in 

September and October 1777. His Aide-de-camp Sir Francis 

Clerke was killed on 15 October. On 17 October 1777, 

Burgoyne surrendered his entire army, numbering 5,800. This 

was the greatest victory the American forces had up to that 

point in the Revolutionary War, and it proved to be the turning 

point in the war, as France entered into an alliance with the 

American Patriots.  

Convention Army 

Rather than an outright unconditional surrender, Burgoyne 

had agreed to a convention that involved his men surrendering 

their weapons, and returning to Europe with a pledge not to 

return to North America. Burgoyne had been most insistent on 

this point, even suggesting he would try to fight his way back 

to Quebec if it was not agreed. Soon afterwards the Continental 

Congress repudiated the treaty and imprisoned the remnants of 

the army in Massachusetts and Virginia, where they were 

sometimes maltreated. This was widely seen as revenge for the 

poor treatment that prisoners-of-war of the Continental Army 

had received while imprisoned. Following Saratoga, the 

indignation in Britain against Burgoyne was great. He returned 

at once, with the leave of the American general, to defend his 

conduct and demanded but never obtained a trial. He was 

deprived of his regiment and the governorship of Fort William 
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in Scotland, which he had held since 1769. Following the 

defeat, France recognised the United States and entered the 

war on 6 February 1778, transforming it into a global conflict. 

Although Burgoyne at the time was widely held to blame for the 

defeat, historians have over the years shifted responsibility for 

the disaster at Saratoga to Lord Germain, the Secretary of 

State for the Colonies. Germain had overseen the overall 

strategy for the campaign and had significantly neglected to 

order General Howe to support Burgoyne's invasion, instead 

leaving him to believe that he was free to launch his own 

attack on Philadelphia.  

Later life 

Previously Burgoyne had been a Tory-leaning supporter of the 

North government but following his return from Saratoga he 

began to associate with the Rockingham Whigs. In 1782 when 

his political friends came into office, Burgoyne was restored to 

his rank, given the colonelcy of the King's Own Royal 

Regiment, made commander-in-chief in Ireland and appointed 

a privy councillor. After the fall of the Rockingham government 

in 1783, Burgoyne withdrew more and more into private life. 

His last public service was his participation in the 

Impeachment of Warren Hastings. He died quite unexpectedly 

on 4 August 1792 at his home in Mayfair, after having been 

seen the previous night at the theatre in apparent good health. 

Burgoyne is buried in Westminster Abbey, in the North Walk of 

the Cloisters.  

After the death of his wife in 1776, Burgoyne had four children 

by his mistress Susan Caulfield; one was Field Marshal John 

Fox Burgoyne, father of Hugh Talbot Burgoyne, VC.  
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Dramatist 

In his time Burgoyne was a notable playwright, writing a 

number of popular plays. The most notable were The Maid of 

the Oaks (1774) and The Heiress (1786). He assisted Richard 

Brinsley Sheridan in his production of The Camp, which he 

may have co-authored. He also wrote the libretto for William 

Jackson's only successful opera The Lord of the Manor (1780). 

He also wrote a translated semi-opera version of Michel-Jean 

Sedaine's work Richard Coeur de lion with music by Thomas 

Linley the elder for the Drury Lane Theatre where it was very 

successful in 1788. Had it not been for his role in the 

American War of Independence, Burgoyne would most likely be 

foremost remembered today as a dramatist.  

Works 

• The Dramatic and Poetical Works of the Late Lieut. 

Gen. J. Burgoyne, London 1808. Facsimile ed., 2 

vols. in 1, 1977, Scholars' Facsimiles & Reprints, 

ISBN 978-0-8201-1285-5. 

• The Maid of the Oaks (1774, staged by David Garrick 

with music by François Barthélemon) 

• The Camp (1778) possible collaboration with 

Sheridan 

• The Lord of the Manor (1780) 

• The Heiress (1786) 

• Richard Coeur de Lion (1786) 

• Is credited with writing the words to Dashing White 

Sergeant 
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Legacy 

Burgoyne has often been portrayed by historians and 

commentators as a classic example of the marginally 

competent aristocratic British general who acquired his rank 

through political connections rather than ability.  

Despite this, accounts of those that served under him, 

particularly that of Corporal Roger Lamb, noted that Burgoyne 

'shunned no danger; his presence and conduct animated the 

troops (for they greatly loved their general)'. Accounts of the 

lavish lifestyle he maintained on the Saratoga campaign, 

combined with a gentlemanly bearing and his career as a 

playwright led less-than-friendly contemporaries to caricature 

him, as historian George Billias writes, "a buffoon in uniform 

who bungled his assignments badly".  

Much of the historical record, Billias notes, is based upon 

these characterisations. Billias opines that Burgoyne was a 

ruthless and risk-taking general with a keen perception of his 

opponents, and also a perceptive social and political 

commentator. Burgoyne has made appearances as a character 

in historical and alternative history fiction. He appears as a 

character in George Bernard Shaw's play The Devil's Disciple 

and its 1959 and 1987 film adaptions, portrayed by Laurence 

Olivier and Ian Richardson respectively. Historical novels by 

Chris Humphreys that are set during the Saratoga campaign 

also feature him, while alternate or mystical history versions of 

his campaign are featured in For Want of a Nail by Robert 

Sobel and the 1975 CBS Radio Mystery Theater play 

"Windandingo".  



Chapter 45 

George III, Jeffery Amherst and 

William Barrington 

George III 

George III (George William Frederick; 4 June 1738 – 29 

January 1820) was King of Great Britain and Ireland from 25 

October 1760 until the union of the two kingdoms on 1 

January 1801, after which he was King of the United Kingdom 

of Great Britain and Ireland until his death in 1820. He was 

concurrently Duke and Prince-elector of Brunswick-Lüneburg 

("Hanover") in the Holy Roman Empire before becoming King of 

Hanover on 12 October 1814. He was a monarch of the House 

of Hanover, but unlike his two predecessors, he was born in 

Great Britain, spoke English as his first language, and never 

visited Hanover.  

George's life and reign, which were longer than those of any of 

his predecessors, were marked by a series of military conflicts 

involving his kingdoms, much of the rest of Europe, and places 

farther afield in Africa, the Americas, and Asia. Early in his 

reign, Great Britain defeated France in the Seven Years' War, 

becoming the dominant European power in North America and 

India. However, many of Britain's American colonies were soon 

lost in the American War of Independence. Further wars 

against revolutionary and Napoleonic France from 1793 

concluded in the defeat of Napoleon at the Battle of Waterloo in 

1815. 
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In the later part of his life, George had recurrent, and 

eventually permanent, mental illness. Although it has since 

been suggested that he had bipolar disorder or the blood 

disease porphyria, the cause of his illness remains unknown. 

After a final relapse in 1810, a regency was established. His 

eldest son, George, Prince of Wales, ruled as Prince Regent 

until his father's death, when he succeeded as George IV. 

Historical analysis of George III's life has gone through a 

"kaleidoscope of changing views" that have depended heavily 

on the prejudices of his biographers and the sources available 

to them.  

Early life 

George was born on 4 June 1738 in London at Norfolk House 

in St James's Square. He was the grandson of King George II, 

and the eldest son of Frederick, Prince of Wales, and Augusta 

of Saxe-Gotha. As he was born two months prematurely and 

thought unlikely to survive, he was baptised the same day by 

Thomas Secker, who was both Rector of St James's and Bishop 

of Oxford. One month later, he was publicly baptised at Norfolk 

House, again by Secker.  

His godparents were King Frederick I of Sweden (for whom Lord 

Baltimore stood proxy), his uncle Frederick III, Duke of Saxe-

Gotha (for whom Lord Carnarvon stood proxy), and his great-

aunt Sophia Dorothea, Queen in Prussia (for whom Lady 

Charlotte Edwin stood proxy).  

George grew into a healthy, reserved and shy child. The family 

moved to Leicester Square, where George and his younger 

brother Prince Edward, Duke of York and Albany, were 
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educated together by private tutors. Family letters show that 

he could read and write in both English and German, as well 

as comment on political events of the time, by the age of eight. 

He was the first British monarch to study science 

systematically.  

Apart from chemistry and physics, his lessons included 

astronomy, mathematics, French, Latin, history, music, 

geography, commerce, agriculture and constitutional law, 

along with sporting and social accomplishments such as 

dancing, fencing, and riding. His religious education was 

wholly Anglican.  

At age 10, George took part in a family production of Joseph 

Addison's play Cato and said in the new prologue: "What, tho' a 

boy! It may with truth be said, A boy in England born, in 

England bred." Historian Romney Sedgwick argued that these 

lines appear "to be the source of the only historical phrase 

with which he is associated".  

King George II disliked the Prince of Wales and took little 

interest in his grandchildren. However, in 1751 the Prince died 

unexpectedly from a lung injury at the age of 44, and his son 

George became heir apparent to the throne and inherited his 

father's title of Duke of Edinburgh. Now more interested in his 

grandson, three weeks later the King created George Prince of 

Wales.  

In the spring of 1756, as George approached his eighteenth 

birthday, the King offered him a grand establishment at St 

James's Palace, but George refused the offer, guided by his 

mother and her confidant, Lord Bute, who would later serve as 

Prime Minister. George's mother, now the Dowager Princess of 
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Wales, preferred to keep George at home where she could 

imbue him with her strict moral values.  

Marriage 

In 1759, George was smitten with Lady Sarah Lennox, sister of 

Charles Lennox, 3rd Duke of Richmond, but Lord Bute advised 

against the match and George abandoned his thoughts of 

marriage. "I am born for the happiness or misery of a great 

nation," he wrote, "and consequently must often act contrary 

to my passions." Nevertheless, attempts by the King to marry 

George to Princess Sophie Caroline of Brunswick-Wolfenbüttel 

were resisted by him and his mother; Sophie married 

Frederick, Margrave of Bayreuth, instead.  

The following year, at the age of 22, George succeeded to the 

throne when his grandfather, George II, died suddenly on 25 

October 1760, two weeks before his 77th birthday. The search 

for a suitable wife intensified. On 8 September 1761 in the 

Chapel Royal, St James's Palace, the King married Princess 

Charlotte of Mecklenburg-Strelitz, whom he met on their 

wedding day. A fortnight later on 22 September, both were 

crowned at Westminster Abbey. George remarkably never took 

a mistress (in contrast with his grandfather and his sons), and 

the couple enjoyed a happy marriage until his mental illness 

struck.  

They had 15 children—nine sons and six daughters. In 1762, 

George purchased Buckingham House (on the site now 

occupied by Buckingham Palace) for use as a family retreat. 

His other residences were Kew Palace and Windsor Castle. St 

James's Palace was retained for official use. He did not travel 
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extensively and spent his entire life in southern England. In 

the 1790s, the King and his family took holidays at Weymouth, 

Dorset, which he thus popularised as one of the first seaside 

resorts in England.  

Early reign 

George, in his accession speech to Parliament, proclaimed: 

"Born and educated in this country, I glory in the name of 

Britain." He inserted this phrase into the speech, written by 

Lord Hardwicke, to demonstrate his desire to distance himself 

from his German forebears, who were perceived as caring more 

for Hanover than for Britain.  

Although his accession was at first welcomed by politicians of 

all parties, the first years of his reign were marked by political 

instability, largely generated as a result of disagreements over 

the Seven Years' War. George was also perceived as favouring 

Tory ministers, which led to his denunciation by the Whigs as 

an autocrat. On his accession, the Crown lands produced 

relatively little income; most revenue was generated through 

taxes and excise duties. George surrendered the Crown Estate 

to Parliamentary control in return for a civil list annuity for 

the support of his household and the expenses of civil 

government.  

Claims that he used the income to reward supporters with 

bribes and gifts are disputed by historians who say such 

claims "rest on nothing but falsehoods put out by disgruntled 

opposition". Debts amounting to over £3 million over the 

course of George's reign were paid by Parliament, and the civil 

list annuity was increased from time to time. He aided the 
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Royal Academy of Arts with large grants from his private funds, 

and may have donated more than half of his personal income 

to charity. Of his art collection, the two most notable 

purchases are Johannes Vermeer's Lady at the Virginals and a 

set of Canalettos, but it is as a collector of books that he is 

best remembered. The King's Library was open and available to 

scholars and was the foundation of a new national library.  

In May 1762, the incumbent Whig government of Thomas 

Pelham-Holles, 1st Duke of Newcastle, was replaced with one 

led by the Scottish Tory Lord Bute. Bute's opponents worked 

against him by spreading the calumny that he was having an 

affair with the King's mother, and by exploiting anti-Scottish 

prejudices amongst the English. John Wilkes, a member of 

parliament, published The North Briton, which was both 

inflammatory and defamatory in its condemnation of Bute and 

the government. Wilkes was eventually arrested for seditious 

libel but he fled to France to escape punishment; he was 

expelled from the House of Commons, and found guilty in 

absentia of blasphemy and libel. In 1763, after concluding the 

Peace of Paris which ended the war, Lord Bute resigned, 

allowing the Whigs under George Grenville to return to power.  

Later that year, the Royal Proclamation of 1763 placed a limit 

upon the westward expansion of the American colonies. The 

Proclamation aimed to divert colonial expansion to the north 

(to Nova Scotia) and to the south (Florida). The Proclamation 

Line did not bother the majority of settled farmers, but it was 

unpopular with a vocal minority and ultimately contributed to 

conflict between the colonists and the British government. 

With the American colonists generally unburdened by British 

taxes, the government thought it appropriate for them to pay 
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towards the defence of the colonies against native uprisings 

and the possibility of French incursions.  

The central issue for the colonists was not the amount of taxes 

but whether Parliament could levy a tax without American 

approval, for there were no American seats in Parliament. The 

Americans protested that like all Englishmen they had rights 

to "no taxation without representation". In 1765, Grenville 

introduced the Stamp Act, which levied a stamp duty on every 

document in the British colonies in North America. Since 

newspapers were printed on stamped paper, those most 

affected by the introduction of the duty were the most effective 

at producing propaganda opposing the tax. 

Meanwhile, the King had become exasperated at Grenville's 

attempts to reduce the King's prerogatives, and tried, 

unsuccessfully, to persuade William Pitt the Elder to accept 

the office of Prime Minister. After a brief illness, which may 

have presaged his illnesses to come, George settled on Lord 

Rockingham to form a ministry, and dismissed Grenville.  

• Lord Rockingham, with the support of Pitt and the 

King, repealed Grenville's unpopular Stamp Act, but 

his government was weak and he was replaced in 

1766 by Pitt, whom George created Earl of Chatham. 

The actions of Lord Chatham and George III in 

repealing the Act were so popular in America that 

statues of them both were erected in New York City. 

Lord Chatham fell ill in 1767, and Augustus FitzRoy, 

3rd Duke of Grafton, took over the government, 

although he did not formally become Prime Minister 

until 1768. That year, John Wilkes returned to 



Encyclopedia of American Revolution, Volume 5 

904 

England, stood as a candidate in the general 

election, and came top of the poll in the Middlesex 

constituency. Wilkes was again expelled from 

Parliament. He was re-elected and expelled twice 

more, before the House of Commons resolved that his 

candidature was invalid and declared the runner-up 

as the victor. Grafton's government disintegrated in 

1770, allowing the Tories led by Lord North to return 

to power. 

George was deeply devout and spent hours in prayer, but his 

piety was not shared by his brothers. George was appalled by 

what he saw as their loose morals. In 1770, his brother Prince 

Henry, Duke of Cumberland and Strathearn, was exposed as an 

adulterer, and the following year Cumberland married a young 

widow, Anne Horton. The King considered her inappropriate as 

a royal bride: she was from a lower social class and German 

law barred any children of the couple from the Hanoverian 

succession.  

George insisted on a new law that essentially forbade members 

of the Royal Family from legally marrying without the consent 

of the Sovereign. The subsequent bill was unpopular in 

Parliament, including among George's own ministers, but 

passed as the Royal Marriages Act 1772. Shortly afterwards, 

another of George's brothers, Prince William Henry, Duke of 

Gloucester and Edinburgh, revealed he had been secretly 

married to Maria, Countess Waldegrave, the illegitimate 

daughter of Sir Edward Walpole. The news confirmed George's 

opinion that he had been right to introduce the law: Maria was 

related to his political opponents. Neither lady was ever 

received at court.  
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Lord North's government was chiefly concerned with discontent 

in America. To assuage American opinion most of the custom 

duties were withdrawn, except for the tea duty, which in 

George's words was "one tax to keep up the right [to levy 

taxes]". In 1773, the tea ships moored in Boston Harbor were 

boarded by colonists and the tea was thrown overboard, an 

event that became known as the Boston Tea Party. In Britain, 

opinion hardened against the colonists, with Chatham now 

agreeing with North that the destruction of the tea was 

"certainly criminal".  

With the clear support of Parliament, Lord North introduced 

measures, which were called the Intolerable Acts by the 

colonists: the Port of Boston was shut down and the charter of 

Massachusetts was altered so that the upper house of the 

legislature was appointed by the Crown instead of elected by 

the lower house. Up to this point, in the words of Professor 

Peter Thomas, George's "hopes were centred on a political 

solution, and he always bowed to his cabinet's opinions even 

when sceptical of their success. The detailed evidence of the 

years from 1763 to 1775 tends to exonerate George III from any 

real responsibility for the American Revolution." Though the 

Americans characterised George as a tyrant, in these years he 

acted as a constitutional monarch supporting the initiatives of 

his ministers.  

American War of Independence 

The American War of Independence was the culmination of the 

civil and political American Revolution resulting from the 

American Enlightenment. Brought to a head over the lack of 

American representation in Parliament, which was seen as a 
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denial of their rights as Englishmen and often popularly 

focused on direct taxes levied by Parliament on the colonies 

without their consent, the colonists resisted the imposition of 

direct rule after the Boston Tea Party. Creating self-governing 

provinces, they circumvented the British ruling apparatus in 

each colony by 1774. Armed conflict between British regulars 

and colonial militiamen broke out at the Battles of Lexington 

and Concord in April 1775. After petitions to the Crown for 

intervention with Parliament were ignored, the rebel leaders 

were declared traitors by the Crown and a year of fighting 

ensued. The colonies declared their independence in July 

1776, listing twenty-seven grievances against the British king 

and legislature while asking the support of the populace. 

Among George's other offences, the Declaration charged, "He 

has abdicated Government here ... He has plundered our seas, 

ravaged our Coasts, burnt our towns, and destroyed the lives 

of our people." The gilded equestrian statue of George III in 

New York was pulled down. The British captured the city in 

1776 but lost Boston, and the grand strategic plan of invading 

from Canada and cutting off New England failed with the 

surrender of British Lieutenant-General John Burgoyne 

following the battles of Saratoga.  

George III is often accused of obstinately trying to keep Great 

Britain at war with the revolutionaries in America, despite the 

opinions of his own ministers. In the words of the British 

historian George Otto Trevelyan, the King was determined 

"never to acknowledge the independence of the Americans, and 

to punish their contumacy by the indefinite prolongation of a 

war which promised to be eternal." The King wanted to "keep 

the rebels harassed, anxious, and poor, until the day when, by 

a natural and inevitable process, discontent and 
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disappointment were converted into penitence and remorse". 

Later historians defend George by saying in the context of the 

times no king would willingly surrender such a large territory, 

and his conduct was far less ruthless than contemporary 

monarchs in Europe. After Saratoga, both Parliament and the 

British people were in favour of the war; recruitment ran at 

high levels and although political opponents were vocal, they 

remained a small minority. With the setbacks in America, 

Prime Minister Lord North asked to transfer power to Lord 

Chatham, whom he thought more capable, but George refused 

to do so; he suggested instead that Chatham serve as a 

subordinate minister in North's administration, but Chatham 

refused to co-operate. He died later in the same year. In early 

1778, France (Britain's chief rival) signed a treaty of alliance 

with the United States and the conflict escalated. The United 

States and France were soon joined by Spain and the Dutch 

Republic, while Britain had no major allies of its own. Lord 

Gower and Lord Weymouth both resigned from the government. 

Lord North again requested that he also be allowed to resign, 

but he stayed in office at George III's insistence. Opposition to 

the costly war was increasing, and in June 1780 contributed to 

disturbances in London known as the Gordon riots.  

As late as the siege of Charleston in 1780, Loyalists could still 

believe in their eventual victory, as British troops inflicted 

heavy defeats on the Continental forces at the Battle of 

Camden and the Battle of Guilford Court House. In late 1781, 

the news of Lord Cornwallis's surrender at the siege of 

Yorktown reached London; Lord North's parliamentary support 

ebbed away and he resigned the following year. The King 

drafted an abdication notice, which was never delivered, finally 

accepted the defeat in North America, and authorised peace 
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negotiations. The Treaties of Paris, by which Britain recognised 

the independence of the American states and returned Florida 

to Spain, were signed in 1782 and 1783. When John Adams 

was appointed American Minister to London in 1785, George 

had become resigned to the new relationship between his 

country and the former colonies. He told Adams, "I was the last 

to consent to the separation; but the separation having been 

made and having become inevitable, I have always said, as I 

say now, that I would be the first to meet the friendship of the 

United States as an independent power."  

Constitutional struggle 

With the collapse of Lord North's ministry in 1782, the Whig 

Lord Rockingham became Prime Minister for the second time 

but died within months. The King then appointed Lord 

Shelburne to replace him. Charles James Fox, however, refused 

to serve under Shelburne, and demanded the appointment of 

William Cavendish-Bentinck, 3rd Duke of Portland. In 1783, 

the House of Commons forced Shelburne from office and his 

government was replaced by the Fox–North Coalition. Portland 

became Prime Minister, with Fox and Lord North, as Foreign 

Secretary and Home Secretary respectively.  

The King disliked Fox intensely, for his politics as well as his 

character; he thought Fox was unprincipled and a bad 

influence on the Prince of Wales. George III was distressed at 

having to appoint ministers not of his liking, but the Portland 

ministry quickly built up a majority in the House of Commons, 

and could not be displaced easily. He was further dismayed 

when the government introduced the India Bill, which proposed 

to reform the government of India by transferring political 



Encyclopedia of American Revolution, Volume 5 

909 

power from the East India Company to Parliamentary 

commissioners. Although the King actually favoured greater 

control over the company, the proposed commissioners were all 

political allies of Fox. Immediately after the House of Commons 

passed it, George authorised Lord Temple to inform the House 

of Lords that he would regard any peer who voted for the bill 

as his enemy. The bill was rejected by the Lords; three days 

later, the Portland ministry was dismissed, and William Pitt 

the Younger was appointed Prime Minister, with Temple as his 

Secretary of State. On 17 December 1783, Parliament voted in 

favour of a motion condemning the influence of the monarch in 

parliamentary voting as a "high crime" and Temple was forced 

to resign. Temple's departure destabilised the government, and 

three months later the government lost its majority and 

Parliament was dissolved; the subsequent election gave Pitt a 

firm mandate.  

William Pitt 

For George III, Pitt's appointment was a great victory. It proved 

that he was able to appoint Prime Ministers on the basis of his 

own interpretation of the public mood without having to follow 

the choice of the current majority in the House of Commons. 

Throughout Pitt's ministry, George supported many of Pitt's 

political aims and created new peers at an unprecedented rate 

to increase the number of Pitt's supporters in the House of 

Lords. During and after Pitt's ministry, George III was 

extremely popular in Britain. The British people admired him 

for his piety, and for remaining faithful to his wife. He was 

fond of his children, and was devastated at the death of two of 

his sons in infancy in 1782 and 1783 respectively. 
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Nevertheless, he set his children a strict regimen. They were 

expected to attend rigorous lessons from seven in the morning, 

and to lead lives of religious observance and virtue. When his 

children strayed from George's own principles of righteousness, 

as his sons did as young adults, he was dismayed and 

disappointed.  

By this time George's health was deteriorating. He had a 

mental illness, characterised by acute mania, which was 

possibly a symptom of the genetic disease porphyria, although 

this has been questioned. A study of samples of the King's hair 

published in 2005 revealed high levels of arsenic, a possible 

trigger for the disease.  

The source of the arsenic is not known, but it could have been 

a component of medicines or cosmetics. The King may have had 

a brief episode of disease in 1765, but a longer episode began 

in the summer of 1788. At the end of the parliamentary 

session, he went to Cheltenham Spa to recuperate. It was the 

furthest he had ever been from London—just short of 100 miles 

(150 km)—but his condition worsened. In November he became 

seriously deranged, sometimes speaking for many hours 

without pause, causing him to foam at the mouth and making 

his voice hoarse.  

George would frequently repeat himself, and write sentences 

with over 400 words at a time, as well as his vocabulary 

becoming more complex, possible symptoms of bipolar 

disorder. His doctors were largely at a loss to explain his 

illness, and spurious stories about his condition spread, such 

as the claim that he shook hands with a tree in the mistaken 

belief that it was the King of Prussia. Treatment for mental 
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illness was primitive by modern standards, and the King's 

doctors, who included Francis Willis, treated the King by 

forcibly restraining him until he was calm, or applying caustic 

poultices to draw out "evil humours".  

In the reconvened Parliament, Fox and Pitt wrangled over the 

terms of a regency during the King's incapacity. While both 

agreed that it would be most reasonable for George III's eldest 

son George, Prince of Wales, to act as regent, to Pitt 's 

consternation Fox suggested that it was the Prince of Wales's 

absolute right to act on his ill father's behalf with full powers. 

Pitt, fearing he would be removed from office if the Prince of 

Wales were empowered, argued that it was for Parliament to 

nominate a regent, and wanted to restrict the regent's 

authority. In February 1789, the Regency Bill, authorising the 

Prince of Wales to act as regent, was introduced and passed in 

the House of Commons, but before the House of Lords could 

pass the bill, George III recovered.  

Slavery and the slave trade 

During most of his reign, King George III opposed the 

abolitionist movement. Pitt conversely wished to see slavery 

abolished but because the Cabinet was divided and the King 

was in the pro-slavery camp, Pitt decided to refrain from 

making abolition a cabinet measure. Instead, he worked toward 

abolition in an individual capacity.  

According to the website Voyages: The Trans-Atlantic Slave 

Trade Database, run by researchers at Emory University, in 

George III's reign 1.6 million slaves were transported out of 

Africa to British colonial possessions.  
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French Revolutionary and 

Napoleonic Wars 

After George's recovery, his popularity, and that of Pitt, 

continued to increase at the expense of Fox and the Prince of 

Wales. His humane and understanding treatment of two insane 

assailants, Margaret Nicholson in 1786 and John Frith in 

1790, contributed to his popularity. James Hadfield's failed 

attempt to shoot the King in the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane, on 

15 May 1800 was not political in origin but motivated by the 

apocalyptic delusions of Hadfield and Bannister Truelock. 

George seemed unperturbed by the incident, so much so that 

he fell asleep in the interval.  

The French Revolution of 1789, in which the French monarchy 

had been overthrown, worried many British landowners. France 

declared war on Great Britain in 1793; in the war attempt, 

George allowed Pitt to increase taxes, raise armies, and 

suspend the right of habeas corpus. The First Coalition to 

oppose revolutionary France, which included Austria, Prussia, 

and Spain, broke up in 1795 when Prussia and Spain made 

separate peace with France. The Second Coalition, which 

included Austria, Russia, and the Ottoman Empire, was 

defeated in 1800. Only Great Britain was left fighting Napoleon 

Bonaparte, the First Consul of the French Republic.  

A brief lull in hostilities allowed Pitt to concentrate effort on 

Ireland, where there had been an uprising and attempted 

French landing in 1798. In 1800, the British and Irish 

Parliaments passed an Act of Union that took effect on 1 

January 1801 and united Great Britain and Ireland into a 
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single state, known as the "United Kingdom of Great Britain 

and Ireland". George used the opportunity to abandon the title 

"king of France", which English and British Sovereigns had 

maintained since the reign of Edward III. It was suggested that 

George adopt the title "Emperor of the British Isles", but he 

refused. As part of his Irish policy, Pitt planned to remove 

certain legal disabilities that applied to Roman Catholics. 

George III claimed that to emancipate Catholics would be to 

violate his coronation oath, in which Sovereigns promise to 

maintain Protestantism. Faced with opposition to his religious 

reform policies from both the King and the British public, Pitt 

threatened to resign. At about the same time, the King had a 

relapse of his previous illness, which he blamed on worry over 

the Catholic question. On 14 March 1801, Pitt was formally 

replaced by the Speaker of the House of Commons, Henry 

Addington. Addington opposed emancipation, instituted annual 

accounts, abolished income tax and began a programme of 

disarmament. In October 1801, he made peace with the 

French, and in 1802 signed the Treaty of Amiens.  

George did not consider the peace with France as real; in his 

view it was an "experiment". In 1803, the war resumed but 

public opinion distrusted Addington to lead the nation in war, 

and instead favoured Pitt. An invasion of England by Napoleon 

seemed imminent, and a massive volunteer movement arose to 

defend England against the French. George's review of 27,000 

volunteers in Hyde Park, London, on 26 and 28 October 1803 

and at the height of the invasion scare, attracted an estimated 

500,000 spectators on each day. The Times said, "The 

enthusiasm of the multitude was beyond all expression." A 

courtier wrote on 13 November that, "The King is really 

prepared to take the field in case of attack, his beds are ready 
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and he can move at half an hour's warning." George wrote to 

his friend Bishop Hurd, "We are here in daily expectation that 

Bonaparte will attempt his threatened invasion ... Should his 

troops effect a landing, I shall certainly put myself at the head 

of mine, and my other armed subjects, to repel them." After 

Admiral Lord Nelson's famous naval victory at the Battle of 

Trafalgar, the possibility of invasion was extinguished.  

In 1804, George's recurrent illness returned; after his recovery, 

Addington resigned and Pitt regained power. Pitt sought to 

appoint Fox to his ministry, but George refused. Lord Grenville 

perceived an injustice to Fox, and refused to join the new 

ministry. Pitt concentrated on forming a coalition with Austria, 

Russia, and Sweden. This Third Coalition, however, met the 

same fate as the First and Second Coalitions, collapsing in 

1805. The setbacks in Europe took a toll on Pitt's health and 

he died in 1806, reopening the question of who should serve in 

the ministry. Grenville became Prime Minister, and his 

"Ministry of All the Talents" included Fox. Grenville pushed 

through the Slave Trade Act 1807, which passed both houses 

of Parliament with large majorities. The King was conciliatory 

towards Fox, after being forced to capitulate over his 

appointment. After Fox's death in September 1806, the King 

and ministry were in open conflict. To boost recruitment, the 

ministry proposed a measure in February 1807 whereby Roman 

Catholics would be allowed to serve in all ranks of the Armed 

Forces. George instructed them not only to drop the measure, 

but also to agree never to set up such a measure again. The 

ministers agreed to drop the measure then pending, but 

refused to bind themselves in the future. They were dismissed 

and replaced by William Cavendish-Bentinck, 3rd Duke of 

Portland, as the nominal Prime Minister, with actual power 
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being held by the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Spencer 

Perceval. Parliament was dissolved, and the subsequent 

election gave the ministry a strong majority in the House of 

Commons. George III made no further major political decisions 

during his reign; the replacement of Portland by Perceval in 

1809 was of little actual significance.  

Later life 

In late 1810, at the height of his popularity, already virtually 

blind with cataracts and in pain from rheumatism, George III 

became dangerously ill. In his view the malady had been 

triggered by stress over the death of his youngest and favourite 

daughter, Princess Amelia. The Princess's nurse reported that 

"the scenes of distress and crying every day ... were 

melancholy beyond description." He accepted the need for the 

Regency Act 1811, and the Prince of Wales acted as Regent for 

the remainder of George III's life. Despite signs of a recovery in 

May 1811, by the end of the year George had become 

permanently insane and lived in seclusion at Windsor Castle 

until his death.  

Prime Minister Spencer Perceval was assassinated in 1812 and 

was replaced by Lord Liverpool. Liverpool oversaw British 

victory in the Napoleonic Wars. The subsequent Congress of 

Vienna led to significant territorial gains for Hanover, which 

was upgraded from an electorate to a kingdom.  

Meanwhile, George's health deteriorated. He developed 

dementia, and became completely blind and increasingly deaf. 

He was incapable of knowing or understanding that he was 

declared King of Hanover in 1814, or that his wife died in 
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1818. At Christmas 1819, he spoke nonsense for 58 hours, and 

for the last few weeks of his life was unable to walk. He died at 

Windsor Castle at 8:38 pm on 29 January 1820, six days after 

the death of his fourth son Prince Edward, Duke of Kent and 

Strathearn. His favourite son, Frederick, Duke of York, was 

with him. George III was buried on 16 February in St George's 

Chapel, Windsor Castle.  

Legacy 

George was succeeded by two of his sons, George IV and 

William IV, who both died without surviving legitimate 

children, leaving the throne to Victoria, the only legitimate 

child of Prince Edward.  

George III lived for 81 years and 239 days and reigned for 59 

years and 96 days: both his life and his reign were longer than 

those of any of his predecessors and subsequent kings. Only 

Queens Victoria and Elizabeth II lived and reigned longer.  

George III was dubbed "Farmer George" by satirists, at first to 

mock his interest in mundane matters rather than politics, but 

later to contrast his homely thrift with his son's grandiosity 

and to portray him as a man of the people. Under George III, 

the British Agricultural Revolution reached its peak and great 

advances were made in fields such as science and industry. 

There was unprecedented growth in the rural population, 

which in turn provided much of the workforce for the 

concurrent Industrial Revolution. George's collection of 

mathematical and scientific instruments is now owned by 

King's College London but housed in the Science Museum, 

London, to which it has been on long-term loan since 1927. He 
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had the King's Observatory built in Richmond-upon-Thames for 

his own observations of the 1769 transit of Venus. When 

William Herschel discovered Uranus in 1781, he at first named 

it GeorgiumSidus (George's Star) after the King, who later 

funded the construction and maintenance of Herschel's 1785 

40-foot telescope, which was the biggest ever built at the time.  

George III hoped that "the tongue of malice may not paint my 

intentions in those colours she admires, nor the sycophant 

extoll me beyond what I deserve", but in the popular mind 

George III has been both demonised and praised. While very 

popular at the start of his reign, by the mid-1770s George had 

lost the loyalty of revolutionary American colonists, though it 

has been estimated that as many as half of the colonists 

remained loyal. The grievances in the United States 

Declaration of Independence were presented as "repeated 

injuries and usurpations" that he had committed to establish 

an "absolute Tyranny" over the colonies. The Declaration's 

wording has contributed to the American public's perception of 

George as a tyrant. Contemporary accounts of George III's life 

fall into two camps: one demonstrating "attitudes dominant in 

the latter part of the reign, when the King had become a 

revered symbol of national resistance to French ideas and 

French power", while the other "derived their views of the King 

from the bitter partisan strife of the first two decades of the 

reign, and they expressed in their works the views of the 

opposition".  

Building on the latter of these two assessments, British 

historians of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 

such as Trevelyan and Erskine May, promoted hostile 

interpretations of George III's life. However, in the mid-
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twentieth century the work of Lewis Namier, who thought 

George was "much maligned", started a re-evaluation of the 

man and his reign. Scholars of the later twentieth century, 

such as Butterfield and Pares, and Macalpine and Hunter, are 

inclined to treat George sympathetically, seeing him as a victim 

of circumstance and illness. Butterfield rejected the arguments 

of his Victorian predecessors with withering disdain: "Erskine 

May must be a good example of the way in which an historian 

may fall into error through an excess of brilliance. His capacity 

for synthesis, and his ability to dovetail the various parts of 

the evidence ... carried him into a more profound and 

complicated elaboration of error than some of his more 

pedestrian predecessors ... he inserted a doctrinal element into 

his history which, granted his original aberrations, was 

calculated to project the lines of his error, carrying his work 

still further from centrality or truth." In pursuing war with the 

American colonists, George III believed he was defending the 

right of an elected Parliament to levy taxes, rather than 

seeking to expand his own power or prerogatives. In the 

opinion of modern scholars, during the long reign of George III 

the monarchy continued to lose its political power, and grew as 

the embodiment of national morality.  

Titles, styles, honours and arms 

Titles and styles 

• 4 June 1738 – 31 March 1751: His Royal Highness 

Prince George 

• 31 March 1751 – 20 April 1751: His Royal Highness 

The Duke of Edinburgh 
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• 20 April 1751 – 25 October 1760: His Royal Highness 

The Prince of Wales 

• 25 October 1760 – 29 January 1820: His Majesty The 

King 

In Great Britain, George III used the official style "George the 

Third, by the Grace of God, King of Great Britain, France, and 

Ireland, Defender of the Faith, and so forth". In 1801, when 

Great Britain united with Ireland, he dropped the title of king 

of France, which had been used for every English monarch 

since Edward III's claim to the French throne in the medieval 

period. His style became "George the Third, by the Grace of 

God, of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland King, 

Defender of the Faith."  

In Germany, he was "Duke of Brunswick and Lüneburg, Arch-

Treasurer and Prince-elector of the Holy Roman Empire" 

(Herzog von Braunschweig und Lüneburg, Erzschatzmeister und 

Kurfürst des HeiligenRömischenReiches) until the end of the 

empire in 1806. He then continued as duke until the Congress 

of Vienna declared him "King of Hanover" in 1814.  

Honours 

•  Great Britain: Royal Knight of the Garter, 22 June 

1749 

• Ireland: Founder of the Most Illustrious Order of 

St. Patrick, 5 February 1783 

Arms 

Before his succession, George was granted the royal arms 

differenced by a label of five points Azure, the centre point 
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bearing a fleur-de-lis Or on 27 July 1749. Upon his father's 

death, and along with the dukedom of Edinburgh and the 

position of heir-apparent, he inherited his difference of a plain 

label of three points Argent. In an additional difference, the 

crown of Charlemagne was not usually depicted on the arms of 

the heir, only on the Sovereign's.  

From his succession until 1800, George bore the royal arms: 

Quarterly, I Gules three lions passant guardant in pale Or (for 

England) impaling Or a lion rampant within a tressureflory-

counter-flory Gules (for Scotland); II Azure three fleurs-de-lys 

Or (for France); III Azure a harp Or stringed Argent (for 

Ireland); IV tierced per pale and per chevron (for Hanover), I 

Gules two lions passant guardant Or (for Brunswick), II Or a 

semy of hearts Gules a lion rampant Azure (for Lüneburg), III 

Gules a horse courant Argent (for Saxony), overall an 

escutcheon Gules charged with the crown of Charlemagne Or 

(for the dignity of Archtreasurer of the Holy Roman Empire).  

Following the Acts of Union 1800, the royal arms were 

amended, dropping the French quartering. They became: 

Quarterly, I and IV England; II Scotland; III Ireland; overall an 

escutcheon of Hanover surmounted by an electoral bonnet. In 

1816, after the Electorate of Hanover became a kingdom, the 

electoral bonnet was changed to a crown.  

Jeffery Amherst, 1st Baron Amherst 

Field Marshal Jeffery Amherst, 1st Baron Amherst, KB (29 

January 1717 – 3 August 1797) was a British Army officer and 

Commander-in-Chief of the Forces in the British Army. 

Amherst is credited as the architect of Britain's successful 
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campaign to conquer the territory of New France during the 

Seven Years' War. Under his command, British forces captured 

the cities of Louisbourg, Quebec City and Montreal, as well as 

several major fortresses. He was also the first British Governor 

General in the territories that eventually became Canada. 

Numerous places and streets are named for him, in both 

Canada and the United States.  

Amherst's legacy is controversial due to his expressed desire to 

exterminate the race of indigenous people during Pontiac's 

War, and his advocacy of biological warfare in the form of 

gifting blankets infected with smallpox as a weapon, notably at 

the Siege of Fort Pitt. This has led to a reconsideration of his 

legacy. In 2019, the City of Montreal removed his name from a 

street in the city, renaming it Rue Atateken, from the 

Kanien'kéha Mohawk language. The town of Amherst, Nova 

Scotia is controversially named for him, as is the town of 

Amherstburg, Ontario.  

Life 

Early life 

Born the son of Jeffrey Amherst (d. 1750), a Kentish lawyer, 

and Elizabeth Amherst (née Kerrill), Jeffery Amherst was born 

in Sevenoaks, England, on 29 January 1717. At an early age, 

he became a page to the Duke of Dorset. Amherst became an 

ensign in the Grenadier Guards in 1735.  

Amherst served in the War of the Austrian Succession 

becoming an aide to General John Ligonier and participating in 

the Battle of Dettingen in June 1743 and the Battle of 
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Fontenoy in May 1745. Promoted to lieutenant colonel on 25 

December 1745, he also saw action at the Battle of Rocoux in 

October 1746. He then became an aide to the Duke of 

Cumberland, the commander of the British forces, and saw 

further action at the Battle of Lauffeld in July 1747.  

Seven Years' War 

Germany 

In February 1756, Amherst was appointed commissar to the 

Hessian forces that had been assembled to defend Hanover as 

part of the Army of Observation: as it appeared likely a French 

invasion attempt against Britain itself was imminent, Amherst 

was ordered in April to arrange the transportation of 

thousands of the Germans to southern England to bolster 

Britain's defences. He was made colonel of the 15th Regiment 

of Foot on 12 June 1756. By 1757 as the immediate danger to 

Britain had passed the troops were moved back to Hanover to 

join a growing army under the Duke of Cumberland and 

Amherst fought with the Hessians under Cumberland's 

command at the Battle of Hastenbeck in July 1757: the Allied 

defeat there forced the army into a steady retreat northwards 

to Stade on the North Sea coast.  

Amherst was left dispirited by the retreat and by the 

Convention of Klosterzeven by which Hanover agreed to 

withdraw from the war: he began to prepare to disband the 

Hessian troops under his command, only to receive word that 

the Convention had been repudiated and the Allied force was 

being reformed.  
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Louisbourg 

Amherst gained fame during the Seven Years' War, particularly 

in the North American campaign known in the United States as 

the French and Indian War when he led the British attack on 

Louisbourg on Cape Breton Island in June 1758.  

In the wake of this action, he was appointed commander-in-

chief of the British army in North America and colonel-in-chief 

of the 60th (Royal American) Regiment in September 1758. 

Amherst then led an army against French troops on Lake 

Champlain, where he captured Fort Ticonderoga in July 1759, 

while another army under William Johnson took Niagara also 

in July 1759 and James Wolfe besieged and eventually 

captured Quebec with a third army in September 1759. 

Amherst served as the nominal Crown Governor of Virginia 

from 12 September 1759.  

Montreal 

From July 1760, Amherst led an army down the Saint 

Lawrence River from Fort Oswego, joined with Brigadier Murray 

from Quebec and Brigadier Haviland from Ile-aux-Noix in a 

three-way pincer, and captured Montreal, ending French rule 

in North America on 8 September. He infuriated the French 

commanders by refusing them the honours of war; the 

Chevalier de Lévis burned the colours rather than surrendering 

them, to highlight his differences with Vaudreuil for later 

political advantage back in France.  

Half the continent changed hands "at the scratch of a pen." 

The British settlers were relieved and proclaimed a day of 
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thanksgiving. Boston newspapers recount how the occasion 

was celebrated with a parade, a grand dinner in Faneuil Hall, 

music, bonfires, and firing of cannon. Rev. Thomas Foxcroft of 

the First Church in Boston offered thus:  

The Lord hath done great things for us, whereof we are glad... 

Long had it been the common opinion, DelendaestCarthago, 

Canada must be conquered, or we could hope for no lasting 

quiet in these parts; and now, through the good hand of our 

God upon us, we see the happy day of its accomplishment. We 

behold His Majesty's victorious troops treading upon the high 

places of the enemy, their last fortress delivered up, and the 

whole country surrendered to the King of Britain in the person 

of his general, the intrepid, the serene, the successful 

Amherst. 

In recognition of this victory, Amherst was appointed 

Governor-General of British North America in September 1760 

and promoted to major-general on 29 November 1760. He was 

appointed Knight of the Order of the Bath on 11 April 1761.  

Caribbean 

From his base at New York, Amherst oversaw the dispatch of 

troops under Monckton and Haviland to take part in British 

expeditions in the West Indies that led to the British capture of 

Dominica in 1761 and Martinique and Cuba in 1762.  

Pontiac's War 

The uprising of many Native American tribes in the Ohio Valley 

and Great Lakes region, commonly referred to as Pontiac's War 

after one of its most notable leaders, began in early 1763. 
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From 1753, when the French first invaded the territory, to 

February 1763, when peace was formally declared between the 

English and French, the Six Nations and tenant tribes always 

maintained that both the French and the British must remain 

east of the Allegheny Mountains. After the British failed to 

keep their word to withdraw from the Ohio and Allegheny 

valleys, a loose confederation of Native American tribes 

including the Delawares, the Shawnees, the Senecas, the 

Mingoes, the Mohicans, the Miamis, the Ottawas and the 

Wyandots, who were enraged with British post-war occupation 

of the region, banded together in an effort to drive the British 

out of their territory.  

Biological warfare involving smallpox 

One of the most infamous and well-documented issues during 

Pontiac's War was the use of biological warfare against the 

Native Americans. The British Army attempted the use of 

smallpox against Native Americans during the Siege of Fort Pitt 

in June 1763. During a parley in midst of the siege on 24 June 

1763, Captain Simeon Ecuyer gave representatives of the 

besieging Delawares two blankets and a handkerchief enclosed 

in small metal boxes that had been exposed to smallpox, in an 

attempt to spread the disease to the Natives in order to end the 

siege.  

William Trent, the trader turned militia commander who had 

come up with the plan, sent a bill to the British Army 

indicating that the purpose of giving the blankets was "to 

Convey the Smallpox to the Indians." The invoice's approval 

confirms that the British command endorsed Trent's actions. 

Reporting on parleys with Delaware chiefs on 24 June, Trent 
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wrote: '[We] gave them two Blankets and an Handkerchief out 

of the Small Pox Hospital. I hope it will have the desired effect.' 

The military hospital records confirm that two blankets and 

handkerchiefs were 'taken from people in the Hospital to 

Convey the Smallpox to the Indians.' The fort commander paid 

for these items, which he certified 'were had for the uses above 

mentioned.' A reported outbreak that began the spring before 

left as many as one hundred Native Americans dead in Ohio 

Country from 1763 to 1764. It is not clear, however, whether 

the smallpox was a result of the Fort Pitt incident or the virus 

was already present among the Delaware people as outbreaks 

happened on their own every dozen or so years and the 

delegates were met again later and they seemingly had not 

contracted smallpox.  

A month later the use of smallpox blankets was discussed by 

Amherst himself in letters to Colonel Henry Bouquet. Amherst, 

having learned that smallpox had broken out among the 

garrison at Fort Pitt, and after learning of the loss of his forts 

at Venango, Le Boeuf and Presqu'Isle, wrote to Colonel 

Bouquet:  

• "Could it not be contrived to send the small pox 

among the disaffected tribes of Indians? We must on 

this occasion use every stratagem in our power to 

reduce them." 

Bouquet, who was already marching to relieve Fort Pitt, agreed 

with this suggestion in a postscript when he responded to 

Amherst just days later on 13 July 1763:  

• "P.S. I will try to inocculate [sic] the Indians by 

means of Blankets that may fall in their hands, 
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taking care however not to get the disease myself. As 

it is pity to oppose good men against them, I wish we 

could make use of the Spaniard's Method, and hunt 

them with English Dogs. Supported by Rangers, and 

some Light Horse, who would I think effectively 

extirpate or remove that Vermine." 

In response, also in a postscript, Amherst replied:  

• "P.S. You will Do well to try to Innoculate [sic] the 

Indians by means of Blankets, as well as to try Every 

other method that can serve to Extirpate this 

Execrable Race. I should be very glad your Scheme 

for Hunting them Down by Dogs could take Effect, 

but England is at too great a Distance to think of 

that at present." 

• Amherst was summoned home, ostensibly so that he 

could be consulted on future military plans in North 

America, and was replaced pro tem as Commander-

in-Chief, North America by Thomas Gage. Amherst 

expected to be praised for his conquest of Canada, 

however, once in London, he was instead asked to 

account for the recent Native American rebellion. He 

was forced to defend his conduct, and faced 

complaints made by William Johnson and George 

Croghan, who lobbied the Board of Trade for his 

removal and permanent replacement by Gage. He was 

also severely criticised by military subordinates on 

both sides of the Atlantic. Nevertheless, Amherst was 

promoted to lieutenant-general on 26 March 1765, 

and became colonel of the 3rd Regiment of Foot in 

November 1768. 
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On 22 October 1772, Amherst was appointed Lieutenant-

General of the Ordnance, and he soon gained the confidence of 

George III, who had initially hoped the position would go to a 

member of the Royal Family. On 6 November 1772, he became 

a member of the Privy Council.  

American Revolutionary War 

Amherst was raised to the peerage on 14 May 1776, as Baron 

Amherst, of Holmesdale in the County of Kent. On 24 March 

1778 he was promoted to full general and, in April 1778, he 

became Commander-in-Chief of the Forces, which gave him a 

seat in the Cabinet. In 1778, when the British commander in 

North America, William Howe, requested to be relieved, 

Amherst was considered as a replacement by the government: 

however, his insistence that it would require 75,000 troops to 

fully defeat the rebellion was not acceptable to the government, 

and Henry Clinton was instead chosen to take over from Howe 

in America. Following the British setback at Saratoga, Amherst 

successfully argued for a limited war in North America, 

keeping footholds along the coast, defending Canada, East and 

West Florida, and the West Indies while putting more effort 

into the war at sea. On 7 November 1778 the King and Queen 

visited Amherst at his home, Montreal Park, in Kent and on 24 

April 1779 he became colonel of the 2nd Troop of Horse 

Grenadier Guards.  

Invasion scare 

A long-standing plan of the French had been the concept of an 

invasion of Great Britain which they hoped would lead to a 

swift end to the war if it was successful: in 1779 Spain entered 
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the war on the side of France, and the increasingly depleted 

state of British home forces made an invasion more appealing 

and Amherst organised Britain's land defences in anticipation 

of the invasion which never materialised.  

Gordon Riots 

In June 1780, Amherst oversaw the British army as they 

suppressed the anti-Catholic Gordon Riots in London. After the 

outbreak of rioting Amherst deployed the small London 

garrison of Horse and Foot Guards as best as he could but was 

hindered by the reluctance of the civil magistrates to authorise 

decisive action against the rioters. Line troops and militia were 

brought in from surrounding counties, swelling the forces at 

Amherst's disposal to over 15,000, many of whom were 

quartered in tents in Hyde Park, and a form of martial law was 

declared, giving the troops the authority to fire on crowds if 

the Riot Act had first been read. Although order was eventually 

restored, Amherst was personally alarmed by the failure of the 

authorities to suppress the riots. In the wake of the Gordon 

Riots, Amherst was forced to resign as Commander-in-Chief in 

February 1782 and was replaced by Henry Conway. On 23 

March 1782 he became captain and colonel of the 2nd Troop of 

Horse Guards.  

French Revolutionary Wars 

On 8 July 1788, he became colonel of the 2nd Regiment of Life 

Guards and on 30 August 1788 he was created Baron Amherst 

(this time with the territorial designation of Montreal in the 

County of Kent) with a special provision that would allow this 

title to pass to his nephew (as Amherst was childless, the 
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Holmesdale title became extinct upon his death). With the 

advent of the French Revolutionary Wars, Amherst was recalled 

as Commander-in-Chief of the Forces in January 1793: 

however is generally criticised for allowing the armed forces to 

slide into acute decline, a direct cause of the failure of the 

early campaigns in the Low Countries: Pitt the Younger said of 

him "his age, and perhaps his natural temper, are little suited 

to the activity and the energy which the present moment calls 

for". Horace Walpole called him "that log of wood whose 

stupidity and incapacity are past belief". "He allowed 

innumerable abuses to grow up in the army… He kept his 

command, though almost in his dotage, with a tenacity that 

cannot be too much censured". He retired from that post in 

February 1795, to be replaced by the Duke of York, and was 

promoted to the rank of field marshal on 30 July 1796. He 

retired to his home at Montreal Park and died on 3 August 

1797. He was buried in the Parish Church at Sevenoaks.  

Family 

In 1753 he married Jane Dalison (1723–1765). Following her 

death he married Elizabeth Cary (1740–1830), daughter of 

Lieutenant General George Cary (1712–1792), who later 

became Lady Amherst of Holmesdale, on 26 March 1767. There 

were no children by either marriage.  

Legacy 

Several places are named for him: Amherstburg, Ontario 

(location of General Amherst High School), Amherst, 

Massachusetts (location of the University of Massachusetts 
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Amherst, Hampshire College and Amherst College), Amherst, 

New Hampshire, Amherst, Nova Scotia, Amherst, New York and 

Amherst County, Virginia.  

Movement to reconsider Amherst's legacy 

Amherst's desire to exterminate the indigenous people is now 

viewed as a dark stain on his legacy and various agencies, 

municipalities and institutions have reconsidered the use of 

the name "Amherst". "The Un-Canadians", a 2007 article in The 

Beaver, includes Amherst in a list of people in the history of 

Canada who are considered contemptible by the authors, 

because he "supported plans of distributing smallpox-infested 

blankets to First Nations people".  

In 2008, Mi'kmaq spiritual leader John Joe Sark called the 

name of Fort Amherst Park of Prince Edward Island a "terrible 

blotch on Canada", and said: "To have a place named after 

General Amherst would be like having a city in Jerusalem 

named after Adolf Hitler...it's disgusting." Sark raised his 

concerns again in a 29 January 2016 letter to the Canadian 

government. Mi'kmaq historian Daniel N. Paul, who referred to 

Amherst as motivated by white supremacist beliefs, also 

supports a name change, saying: "in the future I don't think 

there should ever be anything named after people who 

committed what can be described as crimes against humanity." 

In February 2016, a spokesperson for Parks Canada said it 

would review the matter after a proper complaint is filed; 

"Should there be a formal request from the public to change 

the name of the National Historic Site, Parks Canada would 

engage with the Historic Sites and Monuments Board of 

Canada for its recommendation." An online petition was 
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launched by Sark to satisfy this formal request requirement on 

20 February 2016. The park is known as Port-la-Joye–Fort 

Amherst National Historic Site and one of Parks Canada's 

partners for the site is the Mi'kmaq Confederacy of PEI.  

In 2009, Montreal City Councillor Nicolas Montmorency 

officially asked that Rue Amherst be renamed: "it is totally 

unacceptable that a man who made comments supporting the 

extermination of Native Americans to be honoured in this way".  

On 13 September 2017, the city of Montreal decided that the 

street bearing his name would be renamed. On 21 June 2019, 

the street was officially renamed Rue Atateken, atateken being 

a Kanien'kehá word describing "those with whom one shares 

values," according to Kanehsatake historian Hilda Nicholas.  

In 2016, Amherst College dropped its "Lord Jeffery" mascot at 

the instigation of the students. It also renamed the Lord 

Jeffery Inn, a campus hotel owned by the college, to the Inn on 

Boltwood in early 2019.  

William Barrington, 2nd Viscount 

Barrington 

William Wildman Shute Barrington, 2nd Viscount Barrington, 

PC (15 January 1717 – 1 February 1793) was a British 

politician who sat in the House of Commons for 38 years from 

1740 to 1778. He was best known for his two periods as 

Secretary at War during Britain's involvement in the Seven 

Years War and American War of Independence.  
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Background 

Barrington was the eldest son of John Barrington, 1st Viscount 

Barrington, by his wife Anne, daughter of Sir William Daines. 

The Hon. Daines Barrington, Rear-Admiral the Hon. Samuel 

Barrington and the Right Reverend the Hon. Shute Barrington, 

Bishop of Durham, were his younger brothers. He received a 

private education under a tutor at Dalston, Robert Graham, 

whose family later established a political dynasty. Sent to be 

further educated at Geneva, Switzerland in 1735 he spent 

three years at the alpine university; having inherited the 

estates and title in 1734, he spent some time travelling on the 

Grand Tour. After coming of age in January 1738, he returned 

home, arriving in England that February.  

Early political career 

As Barrington's title was in the Peerage of Ireland it did not 

entitle him to a seat in the British House of Lords. In March 

1740 he was returned to the House of Commons as Member of 

Parliament for Berwick-upon-Tweed (a seat his father had 

represented from 1714 to 1723). Joining the opposition 

benches, Barrington took his seat in 1741 for Walpole's 

dismissal, voting down a bill for manning the fleet on the 

grounds it would increase the 'Court Whigs' influence on the 

coast.  

With the exception of Lord Carteret, the energetic foreign 

minister, Barrington, having deserted the whigs found his new 

allies pitiable reformers. None of the corruption went 

punished, as the promised 'new broom' failed to materialise. 
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The Hanoverian Ascendancy was magnified by the military 

exploits of allies Hanoverian Legion that lionised Carteret's 

performance and the King's role in the warfare, but at 

considerable expense to the Treasury. Barrington was among 

the opposition peers consulted for a new ministry in 1744 

between the Cobhamites and the incumbent Pelhamites, 

removing Carteret, now earl Granville, and his Tory friends 

from office. In February he had voted down two bills, one to 

suspend Habeas Corpus, on the grounds that the ministry had 

not proven the rumours of an impending French invasion. Tory 

opposition led by Pitt stormed out of the chamber in protest at 

Barrington's speech. A decisive move came when he identified 

with Lord Cobham. Grenville was impressed by the young MP; 

refusing the offer of a 'lord of trade' the future peer could do 

"whatever he pleases".  

Grenvillite Whig: a war 

departmental career 

A critical year was 1744 for the young aspiring minister: 

perhaps the pressure of Jacobitism, the return of the Army 

from Flanders, and the whiff of Jacobite conspiracy forced a 

change of allegiance. For on 23 January in the first of such 

votes, Barrington elucidated his principled support for a 

Standing Army. The following month he voted with the 

Treasury money bill. He steered a flagship policy National 

Militia bill through parliament that excluded Catholics and 

Quakers. He reformed the process of Charitable parochial 

relief, rather than requiring its total abolition, although by 

1782 he took a Pittite view of reform.  
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Having taken his seat in the Irish House of Lords in 1745, still 

only twenty-eight year old, he was appointed one of the Lords 

Commissioners of the Admiralty, later being forced to write a 

vindication of his conduct of affairs during the War of Jenkins' 

Ear in which large sums went missing from the Treasury. In 

1746 Barrington was one of the 'managers' of the impeachment 

of the Highland general Lord Lovat, and lord of the Admiralty 

in February 1746. But with the conflict brought to a successful 

conclusion in 1748, Barrington seconded a motion that 

required the King to demobilise 16,000 Hanoverian soldiers in 

peacetime. Barrington was also responsible for the 

introduction of the concept of half-pay to the navy, as a means 

of effecting semi-retirement for laid off officers. His Commons 

bill enumerated 20,000 sailors for redundancy. This 'tory' bill 

was vigorously opposed by Lord Egmont, and the Pelhamites 

defeated it in the Commons. A Quarantine bill was drafted to 

prevent the spread of infectious diseases in the fleet, as well as 

to blockade its importation onto the mainland. Barrington's 

subsequent Paper on the Plague helped to establish a House of 

Recovery for the Sick at Gray's Inn, which was extended to the 

dying and suffering in London.  

Secretary at War 

On Pelham's death in March 1754, the Duke of Newcastle was 

in line to succeed as First Lord of the Treasury. On becoming 

Member of Parliament for Plymouth, Barrington applied 

directly for a treasury bench seat, on the recommendation of 

Henry Fox. Pelham had already gone to the palace to 'kiss 

hands'. On the understanding of a Treasury seat for the public 

economist, Barrington succeeded Sir Thomas Robinson as the 
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Master of the Great Wardrobe in 1755, when he was granted a 

seat as Privy Counsellor. At Newcastle House in September 

Barrington was informed the arrangement was squared with 

the king, but Cumberland, the Commander-in-Chief at 

Windsor, did not know of it. He was appointed as Secretary at 

War in the Duke of Newcastle cabinet. The supremacy of 

cabinet government over Wardrobe, Treasury over commander-

in-chief in the realm of the patronage of political appointments 

can be dated from Newcastle's office tenure. Barrington held 

the post for the next six years throughout the Seven Years' 

War, despite the Byzantine logistics, and notorious corruption 

at the war office owing to his scrupulous attitude towards 

corrupt practices revealed in his letters.  

Shortly after the new ministry had come to office, Minorca fell. 

Barrington ordered the 7th regiment to reinforce the Gibraltar 

garrison on 21 March 1756. The cabinet insisted the rock must 

be held as a strategic naval base; Barrington's experience told 

him this, switching the Governor's detachment, a battalion 

onto Byng's flagship. In the event the garrison could not spare 

the men: facing the threat of an attack by the Toulon fleet, 

Barrington was clear in a subsequent letter that Gibraltar 

must not be left undefended. But Byng's subsequent disgrace 

and execution left Barrington's loyalties in doubt. He had 

shown no disobedience to His Majesty the King, when General 

Fowke was tried at court martial for allegedly abandoning his 

post. Cumberland was disgusted at the loss of Port Mahon, its 

naval base, and the shame brought upon the military's 

discipline and reputation, adding to the Secretary's political 

problems; Barrington consequently clung to Newcastle's 

patronage at least in part for self-preservation. Modern 

historians have laid the blame at barrington's door for the 
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confusion that ensued from the contradictory orders; but much 

of the contention has derived from his belated conversion to 

Toryism, and embracing of a Pittitebluewater policy with all its 

attenuated risks.  

Meanwhile, the Prime Minister insisted on quizzing Granby on 

the battlefield with young Barrington in tow learning how to 

disappoint generals for the future. During the Seven Years 

War, his brothers, Admiral Sir Samuel Barrington and Major-

General John Barrington, who led the assault expeditionary 

force that captured Guadeloupe, a French colony, were both 

active in the Caribbean. Barrington remained a staunch friend 

and ally of Newcastle throughout, always grateful for the 

confidence, but never afraid to differ from the duke "to whom I 

owe more compliance than to any man living, because he is the 

only subject, to whom i have a real obligation. I must do his 

Grace the justice...." The previous October he had advised 

Field Marshall Ligioner, by now a Viscount, that his brother 

was over-promoted "I again deprecate Colonel Barrington being 

so near the command; and i entreat of your Lordship to 

recommend some other Major-General to His Majesty, in case 

Mr Boscawen should be excused."  

In the light of his compassion, the story of Colonel Monro's 

Arabian horse seemed typical of the man's discreet delicacy, 

nursing his gifted steed back to health, but putting its 

ownership into trust. Barrington was always careful to avoid 

accusations of taking sweeteners or inducements for corrupt 

practices; sufficiently astute to defer on matters of ethical 

credibility to others. The cost of the war was ruinous; and 

Barrington refused to accede to the duke's demand to buy the 

Election of 1761.  
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Tory George III: Barrington and a 

new administration 

On 12 March 1761 he was transferred to the office of 

Chancellor of the Exchequer, just ten days before the 

dissolution of parliament. In 1762 the Tory Prime Minister 

proposed Barrington Treasurer of the Navy, which he accepted, 

but remained close to the duke, who declined to oppose the 

new ministry. Senior cabinet ministers may have met in 

autumn 1762 at Beckett, his ancestral seat. For he was 

probably influential in the reconciliation between Newcastle 

and Cumberland, long embittered rivals, because in a letter to 

Barrington on 11 July he had signed off "your affectionate 

friend". Moreover, he strongly advised his whig friend to join 

with the Tories. Barrington's membership of Bute's ministry, in 

spite of his friendship with Newcastle, who was at the height of 

his powers, was, he claimed, on the basis of being a principled 

"servant of the Crown"; for the main achievement of Bute's 

time in office was the Peace of Paris in April 1763. On principle 

he would not oppose the ministry from within, and yet would 

not resign to suit his friend, mentor and patron. Bute 

suggested enlarging the government with a Foxite Coalition; 

but Barrington, who long been a friend of Charles James Fox 

felt "a coolness between us".  

The Duke of Devonshire's resignation, he feared, would 

destabilise the administration. And so it did precipitating in 

Newcastle's words, "such a clamour arising against the 

Ministry". At a meeting at Newcastle House, London, on 11 

November the duke pressed Barrington to end his support, 
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knowing the ministry would fall, which it did in April 1763. Yet 

while in office, the Viscount never visited Claremont, upheld 

bipartisan principles, and remained on friendly terms with 

Bute, Grenville, Egremont and Halifax.  

On 17 July 1765 Barrington returned to London to seek his 

former position of secretary at war from the King whom he 

told: "That a man like me, solely attached to himself, must not 

expect many Court friends", at St James's Palace as 

department GHQ, at once abandoned by General Ligonier, who 

preferred the esprit de corps of Knightsbridge. Barrington told 

Charles Gould, the Advocate-General that he was the 

"guardian" of the interests of "the poor, though deserving 

officer". He told the king that he "detested faction" and 

"...would never have anything to do with it". It was two days 

before he informed the Prime Minister that he had 'kissed 

hands' with the Sovereign. On 26 July Barrington, the prospect 

of joining a Tory Chatham ministry looming over the horizon, 

played his royal hand again to stay in government. Yorke told 

the Pelhamite Hardwicke that he stayed "by virtue of his 

pliability". It became Barrington's political hallmark that his 

pledged allegiance was to the Army and the King only; while 

Cumberland was Commander-in-Chief he would share in any 

political decisions.  

Barrington remained in the party, yet a country whig/Tory for 

all that with independently minded ideas distinct from London 

whiggery. One particular dispute that rankled was the 

outstanding furore with the most distinguished soldier of his 

generation, Lord Ligonier.  

I have not time to answer your Lordship's letter of Sunday, 

which i received last night: perhaps it is better i should not 
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particularly answer it, as I wish always to keep my temper 

especially with those who are older and wiser than myself...it 

certainly does not extend to make a Secretary at War give the 

King advice, which he thinks wrong. I told your Lordship very 

explicitly at our first outset, that I never would. 

Disliked by the Commander-in-chief Lord Ligonier, eyed warily 

from the Guards barracks at Knightsbridge, Barrington 

immediately had to deal with a number of crises: The Weavers 

and Corn Riots prompted the Life Guards out onto the streets,  

The present riotous assemblings on account of high price of corn 

made it necessary for the Magistrates to call in a military force 

to their assistance, 

wrotemr Secretary. The Wilkes Riots of 1768/9 also called on 

the army to quench the rioters anger deployed, protesting at 

their champion's exclusion, the Household Cavalry were 

deployed in Parliament Square to protect the buildings.  

The problem of the Colonies 

Barrington took his share of the blame for the loss of the 

American colonies, and was not allowed to forget it. In 1765 

the Rockingham whigs in the cabinet wanted to repeal the 

Stamp Act, but Barrington was among the minority who 

insisted the Americans should pay their way. This hard line 

approach to complex legal problems characterised the ministry, 

the non-importation embargo for instance begun by the 

Americans in 1768/9 was bankrupting the East India 

Company; the dumping of China tea just one expression of the 

violence to follow. So when John Wilkes, petitioned to be 
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allowed to take his seat in the Commons, Barrington and the 

Paymaster of the Forces, Richard Rigby led the cabinet in 

throwing him out.  

In 1775 Barrington ordered a reluctant General Burgoyne to be 

put in command of the British forces in the northern American 

theatre of war. The two men shared a belief in the same 

bluewater strategy. Barrington was in charge of the army, but 

strategic deployment of the Royal Navy was the only way to 

defeat the rebels. Blockade and strangulation of colonial trade 

should be coupled to a large standing army, he declared. But it 

should not pursue 'a wild goose chase' of Americans around 

the countryside. Burgoyne's defeat at Saratoga ended in 

disgrace and recall to England. Even Barrington was not 

altogether convinced of Burgoyne's abilities to resist 

corruption, and the practice of commission purchases, an 

issue he helped straighten with the firm.  

...after a series of favours of which the army does not furnish a 

precedent, and to which with all his amiable and valuable 

qualities as a man he had not the least claim as a soldier...Has 

Lieutenant-Colonel Burgoyne a right to every douceur, which 

General Elliot may expect? Or can he demand more than his 

bargain? 

Barrington wished young officers who wanted preferment to 

buy, or await promotion by seniority. Burgoyne's friend and 

mentor, Barrington retained office but only until December 

1778, when the Rockingham whigs resumed majority control in 

the Commons. In 1759 Burgoyne had threatened him; 

Barrington responded "with the House of Commons, in case i 

am, what you call partial against you...the least courtly letter 

that was ever written to a Secretary at War." Barrington raised 
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more regiments and increased the places at Old Chelsea 

Hospital for wounded men. Wages improved slightly, and more 

compassion was shown after battle; developments that 

dovetailed with the career of Marquis of Granby. Hospital 

Board Surgeon Mates were introduced, and an Inspector of 

Infirmaries was appointed overseer. Ending the practice of in 

commendam holding every second corps in reserve because it 

was ruinous to finances exemplified his public policy 

credentials of saving graces, but critics thought it left England 

dangerously exposed to invasion from the continent. But more 

aptly was his fear of domestic unruliness and disorder. 

Perennial riots was an habitual occurrence on London streets:  

London is of all places in the island most attentively to be 

watched, he warned ...if an insurrection in London should be 

attended with the least success, or even to continue unquelled 

for any time...., 

Like North, Barrington hated the American revolution. It made 

him sick with worry. He told the king it is "more disagreeable 

to me". He had been a minister for thirty years, was weary, 

tired of the work, and wanted to retire, aged sixty. The King's 

minister, virtually his whole career, he realised that the 

Sovereign's word was his bond. King George III wanted him to 

quit the Commons but remain a minister; but the correct 

constitutional position for any minister was in parliament, 

particularly for a Secretary at War, a second non-cabinet rank. 

But the war caused these decisions to be pushed to one side, 

ignored and delayed. On 29 October 1777, Barrington again 

applied for the Chiltern Hundreds. Burgoyne's catastrophic 

defeat was the catalyst: finally after a protracted and agonising 

wait, he could no longer hold his own counsel "or oppose them, 
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without affecting my honour and duty". He was allowed to 

receive the Chiltern Hundreds on 24 May 1778, but was 

compelled to remain at the War Office until Christmas.  

Semi-retirement 

For four months in 1782 Barrington was joint Postmaster 

General. The death of his predecessor threw open a vacancy at 

the cabinet table. Barrington was the most qualified candidate, 

who had to forego a generous pension from 9 January to 

qualify. Lord North's defeat however ushered in the whiggish 

friends of America to conclude the Paris Treaty, forcing 

Barrington to resign in April. Shelburne had always opposed 

the King's attempts to prevent American colonial 

independence; and so withheld his Civil list pension of £2000 

which had been settled on him "unsolicited" by the King. 

Barrington appealed directly to George III who guaranteed it 

was "renewed and continued" for public service until his death.  

Family 

Lord Barrington married Mary, daughter of Henry Lovell and 

widow of the Hon. Samuel Grimston, in 1740. There were no 

surviving children from the marriage. She died in September 

1764. Barrington remained a widower until his death at his 

country estate, Beckett Hall at Shrivenham in Berkshire (now 

Oxfordshire), in February 1793, aged 76. He was buried in St. 

Andrew's parish church, Shrivenham. His nephew William 

Barrington succeeded in the viscountcy.  

  



Chapter 46 

George Washington, William 

Alexander and Ethan Allen 

George Washington 

George Washington (February 22, 1732 – December 14, 1799) 

was an American political leader, military general, statesman, 

and Founding Father of the United States, who served as the 

first president of the United States from 1789 to 1797. 

Washington led the Patriot forces to victory in the American 

Revolutionary War, and presided at the Constitutional 

Convention of 1787, which established the Constitution of the 

United States and a federal government for the United States. 

Washington has been called the "Father of the Nation" for his 

manifold leadership in the formative days of the country.  

Washington's first public office was serving as official Surveyor 

of Culpeper County, Virginia from 1749 to 1750. Subsequently, 

he received his initial military training (as well as a command 

with the Virginia Regiment) during the French and Indian War. 

He was later elected to the Virginia House of Burgesses and 

was named a delegate to the Continental Congress. Here he 

was appointed Commanding General of the Continental Army. 

With this title, he commanded American forces (allied with 

France) in the defeat and surrender of the British at the Siege 

of Yorktown during the American Revolutionary War. He 

resigned his commission after the Treaty of Paris was signed in 

1783. 
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Washington played an indispensable role in adopting and 

ratifying the Constitution of the United States. He was then 

twice elected president by the Electoral College. He 

implemented a strong, well-financed national government while 

remaining impartial in a fierce rivalry between cabinet 

members Thomas Jefferson and Alexander Hamilton. During 

the French Revolution, he proclaimed a policy of neutrality 

while sanctioning the Jay Treaty. He set enduring precedents 

for the office of president, including the title "Mr. President", 

and his Farewell Address is widely regarded as a pre-eminent 

statement on republicanism.  

Washington owned several hundred slaves, and, to preserve 

national unity, he supported measures passed by Congress to 

protect slavery. Starting in 1778, he became troubled with the 

institution of slavery and freed William Lee, one of his slaves, 

in his will. He endeavored to assimilate Native Americans into 

the Anglo-American culture but combated indigenous 

resistance during instances of violent conflict.  

He was a member of the Anglican Church and the Freemasons, 

and he urged broad religious freedom in his roles as general 

and president. Upon his death, he was eulogized as "first in 

war, first in peace, and first in the hearts of his countrymen". 

He has been memorialized by monuments, various media, 

geographical locations, including the national capital, the 

State of Washington, stamps, and currency, and many scholars 

and polls rank him among the greatest U.S. presidents. On 

March 13, 1978, Washington was militarily ranked General of 

the Armies, an honor that has only been awarded twice in the 

history of the United States.  
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Early life (1732–1752) 

The Washington family was a wealthy Virginia planter family 

that had made its fortune through land speculation and the 

cultivation of tobacco. Washington's great-grandfather John 

Washington immigrated in 1656 from Sulgrave, 

Northamptonshire, England, to the English colony of Virginia 

where he accumulated 5,000 acres (2,000 ha) of land, 

including Little Hunting Creek on the Potomac River.  

George Washington was born on February 22, 1732, at Popes 

Creek in Westmoreland County, Virginia, and was the first of 

six children of Augustine and Mary Ball Washington. His father 

was a justice of the peace and a prominent public figure who 

had four additional children from his first marriage to Jane 

Butler. The family moved to Little Hunting Creek in 1735. 

Three years later in 1738, they moved to Ferry Farm near 

Fredericksburg, Virginia on the Rappahannock River. When 

Augustine died in 1743, Washington inherited Ferry Farm and 

ten slaves; his older half-brother Lawrence inherited Little 

Hunting Creek and renamed it Mount Vernon.  

Washington did not have the formal education his elder 

brothers received at Appleby Grammar School in England, but 

he did learn mathematics, trigonometry, and land surveying. 

He was a talented draftsman and map-maker. By early 

adulthood he was writing with "considerable force" and 

"precision"; however, his writing displayed little wit or humor. 

In pursuit of admiration, status, and power, he tended to 

attribute his shortcomings and failures to someone else's 

ineffectuality.  
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Washington often visited Mount Vernon and Belvoir, the 

plantation that belonged to Lawrence's father-in-law William 

Fairfax. Fairfax became Washington's patron and surrogate 

father, and Washington spent a month in 1748 with a team 

surveying Fairfax's Shenandoah Valley property. He received a 

surveyor's license the following year from the College of 

William & Mary. Even though Washington had not served the 

customary apprenticeship, Fairfax appointed him surveyor of 

Culpeper County, Virginia, and he appeared in Culpeper 

County to take his oath of office July 20, 1749. He 

subsequently familiarized himself with the frontier region, and 

though he resigned from the job in 1750, he continued to do 

surveys west of the Blue Ridge Mountains. By 1752 he had 

bought almost 1,500 acres (600 ha) in the Valley and owned 

2,315 acres (937 ha).  

In 1751, Washington made his only trip abroad when he 

accompanied Lawrence to Barbados, hoping the climate would 

cure his brother's tuberculosis. Washington contracted 

smallpox during that trip, which immunized him but left his 

face slightly scarred. Lawrence died in 1752, and Washington 

leased Mount Vernon from his widow; he inherited it outright 

after her death in 1761.  

Colonial military career (1752–1758) 

Lawrence Washington's service as adjutant general of the 

Virginia militia inspired his half-brother George to seek a 

commission. Virginia's lieutenant governor, Robert Dinwiddie, 

appointed George Washington as a major and commander of 

one of the four militia districts. The British and French were 

competing for control of the Ohio Valley. While the British were 
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constructing forts along the Ohio River, the French were doing 

the same—constructing forts between the Ohio River and Lake 

Erie.  

In October 1753, Dinwiddie appointed Washington as a special 

envoy. He had sent George to demand French forces to vacate 

land that was being claimed by the British. Washington was 

also appointed to make peace with the Iroquois Confederacy, 

and to gather further intelligence about the French forces. 

Washington met with Half-King Tanacharison, and other 

Iroquois chiefs, at Logstown in order to secure their promise of 

support against the French. His party reached the Ohio River 

in November and were intercepted by a French patrol. The 

party was escorted to Fort Le Boeuf, where Washington was 

received in a friendly manner. He delivered the British demand 

to vacate to the French commander Saint-Pierre, but the 

French refused to leave. Saint-Pierre gave Washington his 

official answer in a sealed envelope after a few days' delay, as 

well as food and extra winter clothing for his party's journey 

back to Virginia. Washington completed the precarious mission 

in 77 days, in difficult winter conditions, achieving a measure 

of distinction when his report was published in Virginia and in 

London.  

French and Indian War 

• In February 1754, Dinwiddie promoted Washington 

to lieutenant colonel and second-in-command of the 

300-strong Virginia Regiment, with orders to 

confront French forces at the Forks of the Ohio. 

Washington set out for the Forks with half the 

regiment in April but soon learned a French force of 



Encyclopedia of American Revolution, Volume 5 

949 

1,000 had begun construction of Fort Duquesne 

there. In May, having set up a defensive position at 

Great Meadows, he learned that the French had 

made camp seven miles (11 km) away; he decided to 

take the offensive. 

The French detachment proved to be only about fifty men, so 

Washington advanced on May 28 with a small force of 

Virginians and Indian allies to ambush them. What took place, 

known as the Battle of Jumonville Glen or the "Jumonville 

affair", was disputed, but French forces were killed outright 

with muskets and hatchets.  

French commander Joseph Coulon de Jumonville, who carried 

a diplomatic message for the British to evacuate, was killed. 

French forces found Jumonville and some of his men dead and 

scalped and assumed Washington was responsible. Washington 

blamed his translator for not communicating the French 

intentions. Dinwiddie congratulated Washington for his victory 

over the French. This incident ignited the French and Indian 

War, which later became part of the larger Seven Years' War.  

The full Virginia Regiment joined Washington at Fort Necessity 

the following month with news that he had been promoted to 

command of the regiment and colonel upon the regimental 

commander's death. The regiment was reinforced by an 

independent company of a hundred South Carolinians led by 

Captain James Mackay, whose royal commission outranked 

that of Washington, and a conflict of command ensued. On 

July 3, a French force attacked with 900 men, and the ensuing 

battle ended in Washington's surrender. In the aftermath, 

Colonel James Innes took command of intercolonial forces, the 
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Virginia Regiment was divided, and Washington was offered a 

captaincy which he refused, with the resignation of his 

commission.  

In 1755, Washington served voluntarily as an aide to General 

Edward Braddock, who led a British expedition to expel the 

French from Fort Duquesne and the Ohio Country. On 

Washington's recommendation, Braddock split the army into 

one main column and a lightly equipped "flying column". 

Suffering from a severe case of dysentery, Washington was left 

behind, and when he rejoined Braddock at Monongahela the 

French and their Indian allies ambushed the divided army. 

Two-thirds of the British force became casualties, including 

the mortally wounded Braddock.  

Under the command of Lieutenant Colonel Thomas Gage, 

Washington, still very ill, rallied the survivors and formed a 

rear guard, allowing the remnants of the force to disengage and 

retreat. During the engagement, he had two horses shot from 

under him, and his hat and coat were bullet-pierced. His 

conduct under fire redeemed his reputation among critics of 

his command in the Battle of Fort Necessity, but he was not 

included by the succeeding commander (Colonel Thomas 

Dunbar) in planning subsequent operations.  

The Virginia Regiment was reconstituted in August 1755, and 

Dinwiddie appointed Washington its commander, again with 

the rank of colonel. Washington clashed over seniority almost 

immediately, this time with John Dagworthy, another captain 

of superior royal rank, who commanded a detachment of 

Marylanders at the regiment's headquarters in Fort 

Cumberland. Washington, impatient for an offensive against 
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Fort Duquesne, was convinced Braddock would have granted 

him a royal commission and pressed his case in February 1756 

with Braddock's successor, William Shirley, and again in 

January 1757 with Shirley's successor, Lord Loudoun. Shirley 

ruled in Washington's favor only in the matter of Dagworthy; 

Loudoun humiliated Washington, refused him a royal 

commission and agreed only to relieve him of the responsibility 

of manning Fort Cumberland.  

In 1758, the Virginia Regiment was assigned to the British 

Forbes Expedition to capture Fort Duquesne. Washington 

disagreed with General John Forbes' tactics and chosen route. 

Forbes nevertheless made Washington a brevet brigadier 

general and gave him command of one of the three brigades 

that would assault the fort. The French abandoned the fort and 

the valley before the assault was launched; Washington saw 

only a friendly fire incident which left 14 dead and 26 injured. 

The war lasted another four years, but Washington resigned 

his commission and returned to Mount Vernon.  

Under Washington, the Virginia Regiment had defended 300 

miles (480 km) of frontier against twenty Indian attacks in ten 

months. He increased the professionalism of the regiment as it 

increased from 300 to 1,000 men, and Virginia's frontier 

population suffered less than other colonies. Some historians 

have said this was Washington's "only unqualified success" 

during the war. Though he failed to realize a royal commission, 

he did gain self-confidence, leadership skills, and invaluable 

knowledge of British military tactics. The destructive 

competition Washington witnessed among colonial politicians 

fostered his later support of a strong central government.  
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Marriage, civilian, and political life 

(1755–1775) 

On January 6, 1759, Washington, at age 26, married Martha 

Dandridge Custis, the 27-year-old widow of wealthy plantation 

owner Daniel Parke Custis. The marriage took place at 

Martha's estate; she was intelligent, gracious, and experienced 

in managing a planter's estate, and the couple created a happy 

marriage. They raised John Parke Custis (Jacky) and Martha 

Parke (Patsy) Custis, children from her previous marriage, and 

later Jacky's children Eleanor Parke Custis (Nelly) and George 

Washington Parke Custis (Washy). Washington's 1751 bout 

with smallpox is thought to have rendered him sterile, though 

it is equally likely that "Martha may have sustained injury 

during the birth of Patsy, her final child, making additional 

births impossible." The couple lamented not having any 

children together. They moved to Mount Vernon, near 

Alexandria, where he took up life as a planter of tobacco and 

wheat and emerged as a political figure.  

The marriage gave Washington control over Martha's one-third 

dower interest in the 18,000-acre (7,300 ha) Custis estate, and 

he managed the remaining two-thirds for Martha's children; 

the estate also included 84 slaves. He became one of Virginia's 

wealthiest men, which increased his social standing.  

At Washington's urging, Governor Lord Botetourt fulfilled 

Dinwiddie's 1754 promise of land bounties to all-volunteer 

militia during the French and Indian War. In late 1770, 

Washington inspected the lands in the Ohio and Great 

Kanawha regions, and he engaged surveyor William Crawford 
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to subdivide it. Crawford allotted 23,200 acres (9,400 ha) to 

Washington; Washington told the veterans that their land was 

hilly and unsuitable for farming, and he agreed to purchase 

20,147 acres (8,153 ha), leaving some feeling they had been 

duped. He also doubled the size of Mount Vernon to 6,500 

acres (2,600 ha) and increased its slave population to more 

than a hundred by 1775.  

Washington's political activities included supporting the 

candidacy of his friend George William Fairfax in his 1755 bid 

to represent the region in the Virginia House of Burgesses. 

This support led to a dispute which resulted in a physical 

altercation between Washington and another Virginia planter, 

William Payne. Washington defused the situation, including 

ordering officers from the Virginia Regiment to stand down. 

Washington apologized to Payne the following day at a tavern. 

Payne had been expecting to be challenged to a duel.  

As a respected military hero and large landowner, Washington 

held local offices and was elected to the Virginia provincial 

legislature, representing Frederick County in the House of 

Burgesses for seven years beginning in 1758. He plied the 

voters with beer, brandy, and other beverages, although he was 

absent while serving on the Forbes Expedition. He won the 

election with roughly 40 percent of the vote, defeating three 

other candidates with the help of several local supporters. He 

rarely spoke in his early legislative career, but he became a 

prominent critic of Britain's taxation policy and mercantilist 

policies towards the American colonies starting in the 1760s.  

By occupation, Washington was a planter, and he imported 

luxuries and other goods from England, paying for them by 
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exporting tobacco. His profligate spending combined with low 

tobacco prices left him £1,800 in debt by 1764, prompting him 

to diversify his holdings. In 1765, because of erosion and other 

soil problems, he changed Mount Vernon's primary cash crop 

from tobacco to wheat and expanded operations to include corn 

flour milling and fishing. Washington also took time for leisure 

with fox hunting, fishing, dances, theater, cards, backgammon, 

and billiards.  

Washington soon was counted among the political and social 

elite in Virginia. From 1768 to 1775, he invited some 2,000 

guests to his Mount Vernon estate, mostly those whom he 

considered "people of rank". He became more politically active 

in 1769, presenting legislation in the Virginia Assembly to 

establish an embargo on goods from Great Britain.  

Washington's step-daughter Patsy Custis suffered from 

epileptic attacks from age 12, and she died in his arms in 

1773. The following day, he wrote to Burwell Bassett: "It is 

easier to conceive, than to describe, the distress of this 

Family". He canceled all business activity and remained with 

Martha every night for three months.  

Opposition to British Parliament and Crown 

Washington played a central role before and during the 

American Revolution. His disdain for the British military had 

begun when he was passed over for promotion into the Regular 

Army. Opposed to taxes imposed by the British Parliament on 

the Colonies without proper representation, he and other 

colonists were also angered by the Royal Proclamation of 1763 
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which banned American settlement west of the Allegheny 

Mountains and protected the British fur trade.  

Washington believed the Stamp Act of 1765 was an "Act of 

Oppression", and he celebrated its repeal the following year. In 

March 1766, Parliament passed the Declaratory Act asserting 

that Parliamentary law superseded colonial law. In the late 

1760s, the interference of the British Crown in American 

lucrative western land speculation, spurred on the American 

Revolution.  

Washington himself was a prosperous land speculator, and in 

1767, he encouraged "adventures" to acquire backcountry 

western lands. Washington helped lead widespread protests 

against the Townshend Acts passed by Parliament in 1767, and 

he introduced a proposal in May 1769 drafted by George Mason 

which called Virginians to boycott British goods; the Acts were 

mostly repealed in 1770.  

Parliament sought to punish Massachusetts colonists for their 

role in the Boston Tea Party in 1774 by passing the Coercive 

Acts, which Washington referred to as "an invasion of our 

rights and privileges". He said Americans must not submit to 

acts of tyranny since "custom and use shall make us as tame 

and abject slaves, as the blacks we rule over with such 

arbitrary sway". That July, he and George Mason drafted a list 

of resolutions for the Fairfax County committee which 

Washington chaired, and the committee adopted the Fairfax 

Resolves calling for a Continental Congress. On August 1, 

Washington attended the First Virginia Convention, where he 

was selected as a delegate to the First Continental Congress, 

September 5 to October 26, 1774, which he also attended. As 
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tensions rose in 1774, he helped train county militias in 

Virginia and organized enforcement of the Continental 

Association boycott of British goods instituted by the 

Congress.  

The American Revolutionary War began on April 19, 1775, with 

the Battles of Lexington and Concord and the Siege of Boston. 

The colonists were divided over breaking away from British 

rule and split into two factions: Patriots who rejected British 

rule, and Loyalists who desired to remain subject to the King. 

General Thomas Gage was commander of British forces in 

America at the beginning of the war. Upon hearing the 

shocking news of the onset of war, Washington was "sobered 

and dismayed", and he hastily departed Mount Vernon on May 

4, 1775, to join the Second Continental Congress in 

Philadelphia.  

Commander in chief (1775–1783) 

Congress created the Continental Army on June 14, 1775, and 

Samuel and John Adams nominated Washington to become its 

commander-in-chief. Washington was chosen over John 

Hancock because of his military experience and the belief that 

a Virginian would better unite the colonies. He was considered 

an incisive leader who kept his "ambition in check". He was 

unanimously elected commander in chief by Congress the next 

day.  

Washington appeared before Congress in uniform and gave an 

acceptance speech on June 16, declining a salary—though he 

was later reimbursed expenses. He was commissioned on June 

19 and was roundly praised by Congressional delegates, 



Encyclopedia of American Revolution, Volume 5 

957 

including John Adams, who proclaimed that he was the man 

best suited to lead and unite the colonies. Congress appointed 

Washington "General & Commander in chief of the army of the 

United Colonies and of all the forces raised or to be raised by 

them", and instructed him to take charge of the siege of Boston 

on June 22, 1775.  

Congress chose his primary staff officers, including Major 

General Artemas Ward, Adjutant General Horatio Gates, Major 

General Charles Lee, Major General Philip Schuyler, Major 

General Nathanael Greene, Colonel Henry Knox, and Colonel 

Alexander Hamilton. Washington was impressed by Colonel 

Benedict Arnold and gave him responsibility for launching an 

invasion of Canada. He also engaged French and Indian War 

compatriot Brigadier General Daniel Morgan. Henry Knox 

impressed Adams with ordnance knowledge, and Washington 

promoted him to colonel and chief of artillery.  

Washington initially opposed the enlistment of slaves into the 

Continental Army. Nevertheless, he later relented when the 

British issued proclamations such as Dunmore's Proclamation, 

which promised freedom to slaves of Patriot masters if they 

joined the British. On January 16, 1776, Congress allowed free 

blacks to serve in the militia. By the end of the war, one-tenth 

of Washington's army were blacks.  

Siege of Boston 

Early in 1775, in response to the growing rebellious movement, 

London sent British troops, commanded by General Thomas 

Gage, to occupy Boston. They set up fortifications about the 

city, making it impervious to attack. Various local militias 
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surrounded the city and effectively trapped the British, 

resulting in a standoff. As Washington headed for Boston, word 

of his march preceded him, and he was greeted everywhere; 

gradually, he became a symbol of the Patriot cause. Upon 

arrival on July 2, 1775, two weeks after the Patriot defeat at 

nearby Bunker Hill, he set up his Cambridge, Massachusetts 

headquarters and inspected the new army there, only to find 

an undisciplined and badly outfitted militia. After 

consultation, he initiated Benjamin Franklin's suggested 

reforms—drilling the soldiers and imposing strict discipline, 

floggings, and incarceration. Washington ordered his officers to 

identify the skills of recruits to ensure military effectiveness, 

while removing incompetent officers. He petitioned Gage, his 

former superior, to release captured Patriot officers from 

prison and treat them humanely. In October 1775, King George 

III declared that the colonies were in open rebellion and 

relieved General Gage of command for incompetence, replacing 

him with General William Howe.  

In June 1775, Congress ordered an invasion of Canada. It was 

led by Benedict Arnold, who, despite Washington's strong 

objection, drew volunteers from the latter's force during the 

Siege of Boston. The move on Quebec failed, with the American 

forces being reduced to less than half and forced to retreat.  

The Continental Army, further diminished by expiring short-

term enlistments, and by January 1776 reduced by half to 

9,600 men, had to be supplemented with the militia, and was 

joined by Knox with heavy artillery captured from Fort 

Ticonderoga. When the Charles River froze over, Washington 

was eager to cross and storm Boston, but General Gates and 

others were opposed to untrained militia striking well-
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garrisoned fortifications. Washington reluctantly agreed to 

secure the Dorchester Heights, 100 feet above Boston, in an 

attempt to force the British out of the city. On March 9, under 

cover of darkness, Washington's troops brought up Knox's big 

guns and bombarded British ships in Boston harbor. On March 

17, 9,000 British troops and Loyalists began a chaotic ten-day 

evacuation of Boston aboard 120 ships. Soon after, Washington 

entered the city with 500 men, with explicit orders not to 

plunder the city. He ordered vaccinations against smallpox to 

great effect, as he did later in Morristown, New Jersey. He 

refrained from exerting military authority in Boston, leaving 

civilian matters in the hands of local authorities.  

Battle of Long Island 

Washington then proceeded to New York City, arriving on April 

13, 1776, and began constructing fortifications to thwart the 

expected British attack. He ordered his occupying forces to 

treat civilians and their property with respect, to avoid the 

abuses which Bostonian citizens suffered at the hands of 

British troops during their occupation. A plot to assassinate or 

capture him was discovered but thwarted, resulting in the 

arrest of 98 people involved or complicit (56 of which were from 

Long Island (Kings (Brooklyn) and Queens counties), including 

the Loyalist Mayor of New York David Mathews. Washington's 

bodyguard, Thomas Hickey, was hanged for mutiny and 

sedition. General Howe transported his resupplied army, with 

the British fleet, from Halifax to New York, knowing the city 

was key to securing the continent. George Germain, who ran 

the British war effort in England, believed it could be won with 

one "decisive blow". The British forces, including more than a 

hundred ships and thousands of troops, began arriving on 
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Staten Island on July 2 to lay siege to the city. After the 

Declaration of Independence was adopted on July 4, 

Washington informed his troops in his general orders of July 9 

that Congress had declared the united colonies to be "free and 

independent states".  

Howe's troop strength totaled 32,000 regulars and Hessians 

auxiliaries, and Washington's consisted of 23,000, mostly raw 

recruits and militia. In August, Howe landed 20,000 troops at 

Gravesend, Brooklyn, and approached Washington's 

fortifications, as George III proclaimed the rebellious American 

colonists to be traitors. Washington, opposing his generals, 

chose to fight, based upon inaccurate information that Howe's 

army had only 8,000-plus troops. In the Battle of Long Island, 

Howe assaulted Washington's flank and inflicted 1,500 Patriot 

casualties, the British suffering 400. Washington retreated, 

instructing General William Heath to acquisition river craft in 

the area. On August 30, General William Alexander held off the 

British and gave cover while the army crossed the East River 

under darkness to Manhattan Island without loss of life or 

materiel, although Alexander was captured.  

Howe, emboldened by his Long Island victory, dispatched 

Washington as "George Washington, Esq." in futility to 

negotiate peace. Washington declined, demanding to be 

addressed with diplomatic protocol, as general and fellow 

belligerent, not as a "rebel", lest his men are hanged as such if 

captured. The Royal Navy bombarded the unstable earthworks 

on lower Manhattan Island. Washington, with misgivings, 

heeded the advice of Generals Greene and Putnam to defend 

Fort Washington. They were unable to hold it, and Washington 

abandoned it despite General Lee's objections, as his army 
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retired north to the White Plains. Howe's pursuit forced 

Washington to retreat across the Hudson River to Fort Lee to 

avoid encirclement. Howe landed his troops on Manhattan in 

November and captured Fort Washington, inflicting high 

casualties on the Americans.  

Washington was responsible for delaying the retreat, though he 

blamed Congress and General Greene. Loyalists in New York 

considered Howe a liberator and spread a rumor that 

Washington had set fire to the city. Patriot morale reached its 

lowest when Lee was captured. Now reduced to 5,400 troops, 

Washington's army retreated through New Jersey, and Howe 

broke off pursuit, delaying his advance on Philadelphia, and 

set up winter quarters in New York.  

Crossing the Delaware, Trenton, and Princeton 

Washington crossed the Delaware River into Pennsylvania, 

where Lee's replacement John Sullivan joined him with 2,000 

more troops. The future of the Continental Army was in doubt 

for lack of supplies, a harsh winter, expiring enlistments, and 

desertions. Washington was disappointed that many New 

Jersey residents were Loyalists or skeptical about the prospect 

of independence.  

Howe split up his British Army and posted a Hessian garrison 

at Trenton to hold western New Jersey and the east shore of 

the Delaware, but the army appeared complacent, and 

Washington and his generals devised a surprise attack on the 

Hessians at Trenton, which he codenamed "Victory or Death". 

The army was to cross the Delaware River to Trenton in three 

divisions: one led by Washington (2,400 troops), another by 
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General James Ewing (700), and the third by Colonel John 

Cadwalader (1,500). The force was to then split, with 

Washington taking the Pennington Road and General Sullivan 

traveling south on the river's edge.  

Washington first ordered a 60-mile search for Durham boats to 

transport his army, and he ordered the destruction of vessels 

that could be used by the British. Washington crossed the 

Delaware River on Christmas night, December 25, 1776, while 

he personally risked capture staking out the Jersey shoreline. 

His men followed across the ice-obstructed river in sleet and 

snow from McConkey's Ferry, with 40 men per vessel. The wind 

churned up the waters, and they were pelted with hail, but by 

3:00 a.m. on December 26, they made it across with no losses. 

Henry Knox was delayed, managing frightened horses and 

about 18 field guns on flat-bottomed ferries. Cadwalader and 

Ewing failed to cross due to the ice and heavy currents, and 

awaiting Washington doubted his planned attack on Trenton. 

Once Knox arrived, Washington proceeded to Trenton to take 

only his troops against the Hessians, rather than risk being 

spotted returning his army to Pennsylvania.  

The troops spotted Hessian positions a mile from Trenton, so 

Washington split his force into two columns, rallying his men: 

"Soldiers keep by your officers. For God's sake, keep by your 

officers." The two columns were separated at the Birmingham 

crossroads. General Nathanael Greene's column took the upper 

Ferry Road, led by Washington, and General John Sullivan's 

column advanced on River Road. (See map.) The Americans 

marched in sleet and snowfall. Many were shoeless with 

bloodied feet, and two died of exposure. At sunrise, 

Washington led them in a surprise attack on the Hessians, 
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aided by Major General Knox and artillery. The Hessians had 

22 killed (including Colonel Johann Rall), 83 wounded, and 

850 captured with supplies.  

Washington retreated across Delaware River to Pennsylvania 

but returned to New Jersey on January 3, launching an attack 

on British regulars at Princeton, with 40 Americans killed or 

wounded and 273 British killed or captured. American 

Generals Hugh Mercer and John Cadwalader were being driven 

back by the British when Mercer was mortally wounded, then 

Washington arrived and led the men in a counterattack which 

advanced to within 30 yards (27 m) of the British line.  

Some British troops retreated after a brief stand, while others 

took refuge in Nassau Hall, which became the target of Colonel 

Alexander Hamilton's cannons. Washington's troops charged, 

the British surrendered in less than an hour, and 194 soldiers 

laid down their arms. Howe retreated to New York City where 

his army remained inactive until early the next year. 

Washington's depleted Continental Army took up winter 

headquarters in Morristown, New Jersey while disrupting 

British supply lines and expelling them from parts of New 

Jersey. Washington later said the British could have 

successfully counterattacked his encampment before his troops 

were dug in. The victories at Trenton and Princeton by 

Washington revived Patriot morale and changed the course of 

the war.   

The British still controlled New York, and many Patriot soldiers 

did not re-enlist or deserted after the harsh winter campaign. 

Congress instituted greater rewards for re-enlisting and 

punishments for desertion to effect greater troop numbers. 
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Strategically, Washington's victories were pivotal for the 

Revolution and quashed the British strategy of showing 

overwhelming force followed by offering generous terms. In 

February 1777, word reached London of the American victories 

at Trenton and Princeton, and the British realized the Patriots 

were in a position to demand unconditional independence.  

Brandywine, Germantown, and Saratoga 

In July 1777, British General John Burgoyne led the Saratoga 

campaign south from Quebec through Lake Champlain and 

recaptured Fort Ticonderoga intending to divide New England, 

including control of the Hudson River. However, General Howe 

in British-occupied New York blundered, taking his army south 

to Philadelphia rather than up the Hudson River to join 

Burgoyne near Albany. Meanwhile, Washington and Gilbert du 

Motier, Marquis de Lafayette rushed to Philadelphia to engage 

Howe and were shocked to learn of Burgoyne's progress in 

upstate New York, where the Patriots were led by General 

Philip Schuyler and successor Horatio Gates. Washington's 

army of less experienced men were defeated in the pitched 

battles at Philadelphia.  

Howe outmaneuvered Washington at the Battle of Brandywine 

on September 11, 1777, and marched unopposed into the 

nation's capital at Philadelphia. A Patriot attack failed against 

the British at Germantown in October. Major General Thomas 

Conway prompted some members of Congress (referred to as 

the Conway Cabal) to consider removing Washington from 

command because of the losses incurred at Philadelphia. 

Washington's supporters resisted, and the matter was finally 

dropped after much deliberation. Once the plot was exposed, 
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Conway wrote an apology to Washington, resigned, and 

returned to France. Washington was concerned with Howe's 

movements during the Saratoga campaign to the north, and he 

was also aware that Burgoyne was moving south toward 

Saratoga from Quebec. Washington took some risks to support 

Gates' army, sending reinforcements north with Generals 

Benedict Arnold, his most aggressive field commander, and 

Benjamin Lincoln. On October 7, 1777, Burgoyne tried to take 

Bemis Heights but was isolated from support by Howe. He was 

forced to retreat to Saratoga and ultimately surrendered after 

the Battles of Saratoga. As Washington suspected, Gates' 

victory emboldened his critics. Biographer John Alden 

maintains, "It was inevitable that the defeats of Washington's 

forces and the concurrent victory of the forces in upper New 

York should be compared." The admiration for Washington was 

waning, including little credit from John Adams. British 

commander Howe resigned in May 1778, left America forever, 

and was replaced by Sir Henry Clinton.  

Valley Forge and Monmouth 

Washington's army of 11,000 went into winter quarters at 

Valley Forge north of Philadelphia in December 1777. They 

suffered between 2,000 and 3,000 deaths in the extreme cold 

over six months, mostly from disease and lack of food, 

clothing, and shelter. Meanwhile, the British were comfortably 

quartered in Philadelphia, paying for supplies in pounds 

sterling, while Washington struggled with a devalued American 

paper currency. The woodlands were soon exhausted of game, 

and by February, lowered morale and increased desertions 

ensued.  
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Washington made repeated petitions to the Continental 

Congress for provisions. He received a congressional delegation 

to check the Army's conditions and expressed the urgency of 

the situation, proclaiming: 

"Something must be done. Important alterations must be 

made." He recommended that Congress expedite supplies, and 

Congress agreed to strengthen and fund the army's supply 

lines by reorganizing the commissary department. By late 

February, supplies began arriving.  

Baron Friedrich Wilhelm von Steuben's incessant drilling soon 

transformed Washington's recruits into a disciplined fighting 

force, and the revitalized army emerged from Valley Forge early 

the following year. Washington promoted Von Steuben to Major 

General and made him chief of staff.  

In early 1778, the French responded to Burgoyne's defeat and 

entered into a Treaty of Alliance with the Americans. The 

Continental Congress ratified the treaty in May, which 

amounted to a French declaration of war against Britain.  

The British evacuated Philadelphia for New York that June and 

Washington summoned a war council of American and French 

Generals. He chose a partial attack on the retreating British at 

the Battle of Monmouth; the British were commanded by 

Howe's successor General Henry Clinton.  

Generals Charles Lee and Lafayette moved with 4,000 men, 

without Washington's knowledge, and bungled their first attack 

on June 28. Washington relieved Lee and achieved a draw after 

an expansive battle. At nightfall, the British continued their 

retreat to New York, and Washington moved his army outside 
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the city. Monmouth was Washington's last battle in the North; 

he valued the safety of his army more than towns with little 

value to the British.  

West Point espionage 

Washington became "America's first spymaster" by designing 

an espionage system against the British. In 1778, Major 

Benjamin Tallmadge formed the Culper Ring at Washington's 

direction to covertly collect information about the British in 

New York. Washington had disregarded incidents of disloyalty 

by Benedict Arnold, who had distinguished himself in many 

battles.  

During mid-1780, Arnold began supplying British spymaster 

John André with sensitive information intended to compromise 

Washington and capture West Point, a key American defensive 

position on the Hudson River. Historians have noted as 

possible reasons for Arnold's treachery his anger at losing 

promotions to junior officers, or repeated slights from 

Congress. He was also deeply in debt, profiteering from the 

war, and disappointed by Washington's lack of support during 

his eventual court-martial.  

Arnold repeatedly asked for command of West Point, and 

Washington finally agreed in August. Arnold met André on 

September 21, giving him plans to take over the garrison. 

Militia forces captured André and discovered the plans, but 

Arnold escaped to New York. Washington recalled the 

commanders positioned under Arnold at key points around the 

fort to prevent any complicity, but he did not suspect Arnold's 

wife Peggy. Washington assumed personal command at West 
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Point and reorganized its defenses. André's trial for espionage 

ended in a death sentence, and Washington offered to return 

him to the British in exchange for Arnold, but Clinton refused. 

André was hanged on October 2, 1780, despite his last request 

being to face a firing squad, to deter other spies.  

Southern theater and Yorktown 

In late 1778, General Clinton shipped 3,000 troops from New 

York to Georgia and launched a Southern invasion against 

Savannah, reinforced by 2,000 British and Loyalist troops. 

They repelled an attack by Patriots and French naval forces, 

which bolstered the British war effort.  

In mid-1779, Washington attacked Iroquois warriors of the Six 

Nations to force Britain's Indian allies out of New York, from 

which they had assaulted New England towns. The Indian 

warriors joined with Loyalist rangers led by Walter Butler and 

viciously slew more than 200 frontiersmen in June, laying 

waste to the Wyoming Valley in Pennsylvania. In response, 

Washington ordered General John Sullivan to lead an 

expedition to effect "the total destruction and devastation" of 

Iroquois villages and take their women and children hostage. 

Those who managed to escape fled to Canada.  

Washington's troops went into quarters at Morristown, New 

Jersey during the winter of 1779–1780 and suffered their worst 

winter of the war, with temperatures well below freezing. New 

York Harbor was frozen over, snow and ice covered the ground 

for weeks, and the troops again lacked provisions.  

Clinton assembled 12,500 troops and attacked Charlestown, 

South Carolina in January 1780, defeating General Benjamin 
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Lincoln who had only 5,100 Continental troops. The British 

went on to occupy the South Carolina Piedmont in June, with 

no Patriot resistance. Clinton returned to New York and left 

8,000 troops commanded by General Charles Cornwallis. 

Congress replaced Lincoln with Horatio Gates; he failed in 

South Carolina and was replaced by Washington's choice of 

Nathaniel Greene, but the British already had the South in 

their grasp. Washington was reinvigorated, however, when 

Lafayette returned from France with more ships, men, and 

supplies, and 5,000 veteran French troops led by Marshal 

Rochambeau arrived at Newport, Rhode Island in July 1780. 

French naval forces then landed, led by Admiral Grasse, and 

Washington encouraged Rochambeau to move his fleet south to 

launch a joint land and naval attack on Arnold's troops.  

Washington's army went into winter quarters at New Windsor, 

New York in December 1780, and Washington urged Congress 

and state officials to expedite provisions in hopes that the 

army would not "continue to struggle under the same 

difficulties they have hitherto endured". On March 1, 1781, 

Congress ratified the Articles of Confederation, but the 

government that took effect on March 2 did not have the power 

to levy taxes, and it loosely held the states together.  

General Clinton sent Benedict Arnold, now a British Brigadier 

General with 1,700 troops, to Virginia to capture Portsmouth 

and conduct raids on Patriot forces from there; Washington 

responded by sending Lafayette south to counter Arnold's 

efforts. Washington initially hoped to bring the fight to New 

York, drawing off British forces from Virginia and ending the 

war there, but Rochambeau advised Grasse that Cornwallis in 

Virginia was the better target. Grasse's fleet arrived off the 
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Virginia coast, and Washington saw the advantage. He made a 

feint towards Clinton in New York, then headed south to 

Virginia.  

The Siege of Yorktown was a decisive Allied victory by the 

combined forces of the Continental Army commanded by 

General Washington, the French Army commanded by the 

General Comte de Rochambeau, and the French Navy 

commanded by Admiral de Grasse, in the defeat of Cornwallis' 

British forces. On August 19, the march to Yorktown led by 

Washington and Rochambeau began, which is known now as 

the "celebrated march". Washington was in command of an 

army of 7,800 Frenchmen, 3,100 militia, and 8,000 

Continentals. Not well experienced in siege warfare, 

Washington often referred to the judgment of General 

Rochambeau and used his advice about how to proceed; 

however, Rochambeau never challenged Washington's authority 

as the battle's commanding officer.  

By late September, Patriot-French forces surrounded Yorktown, 

trapped the British army, and prevented British reinforcements 

from Clinton in the North, while the French navy emerged 

victorious at the Battle of the Chesapeake. The final American 

offensive was begun with a shot fired by Washington. The siege 

ended with a British surrender on October 19, 1781; over 

7,000 British soldiers were made prisoners of war, in the last 

major land battle of the American Revolutionary War. 

Washington negotiated the terms of surrender for two days, 

and the official signing ceremony took place on October 19; 

Cornwallis claimed illness and was absent, sending General 

Charles O'Hara as his proxy. As a gesture of goodwill, 

Washington held a dinner for the American, French, and 
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British generals, all of whom fraternized on friendly terms and 

identified with one another as members of the same 

professional military caste.  

After the surrender at Yorktown, a situation developed that 

threatened relations between the newly independent America 

and Britain. Following a series of retributive executions 

between Patriots and Loyalists, Washington, on May 18, 1782, 

wrote in a letter to General Moses Hazen that a British captain 

would be executed in retaliation for the execution of Joshua 

Huddy, a popular Patriot leader, who was hanged at the 

direction of the Loyalist Richard Lippincott.  

Washington wanted Lippincott himself to be executed but was 

rebuffed. Subsequently, Charles Asgill was chosen instead, by 

a drawing of lots from a hat. This was a violation of the 14th 

article of the Yorktown Articles of Capitulation, which 

protected prisoners of war from acts of retaliation. Later, 

Washington's feelings on matters changed and in a letter of 

November 13, 1782, to Asgill, he acknowledged Asgill's letter 

and situation, expressing his desire not to see any harm come 

to him. After much consideration between the Continental 

Congress, Alexander Hamilton, Washington, and appeals from 

the French Crown, Asgill was finally released, where 

Washington issued Asgill a pass that allowed his passage to 

New York.  

Demobilization and resignation 

As peace negotiations started, the British gradually evacuated 

troops from Savannah, Charlestown, and New York by 1783, 

and the French army and navy likewise departed. The 
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American treasury was empty, unpaid, and mutinous soldiers 

forced the adjournment of Congress, and Washington dispelled 

unrest by suppressing the Newburgh Conspiracy in March 

1783; Congress promised officers a five-year bonus. 

Washington submitted an account of $450,000 in expenses 

which he had advanced to the army. The account was settled, 

though it was allegedly vague about large sums and included 

expenses his wife had incurred through visits to his 

headquarters.  

Washington resigned as commander-in-chief once the Treaty of 

Paris was signed, and he planned to retire to Mount Vernon. 

The treaty was ratified in April 1783, and Hamilton's 

Congressional committee adapted the army for peacetime. 

Washington gave the Army's perspective to the committee in 

his Sentiments on a Peace Establishment. The Treaty was 

signed on September 3, 1783, and Great Britain officially 

recognized the independence of the United States. Washington 

then disbanded his army, giving an eloquent farewell address 

to his soldiers on November 2. On November 25, the British 

evacuated New York City, and Washington and Governor 

George Clinton took possession.  

Washington advised Congress in August 1783 to keep a 

standing army, create a "national militia" of separate state 

units, and establish a navy and a national military academy. 

He circulated his "Farewell" orders that discharged his troops, 

whom he called "one patriotic band of brothers". Before his 

return to Mount Vernon, he oversaw the evacuation of British 

forces in New York and was greeted by parades and 

celebrations, where he announced that Colonel Henry Knox 

had been promoted commander-in-chief.  
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After leading the Continental Army for 8½ years, Washington 

bade farewell to his officers at Fraunces Tavern in December 

1783 and resigned his commission days later, refuting Loyalist 

predictions that he would not relinquish his military command. 

In a final appearance in uniform, he gave a statement to the 

Congress: "I consider it an indispensable duty to close this last 

solemn act of my official life, by commending the interests of 

our dearest country to the protection of Almighty God, and 

those who have the superintendence of them, to his holy 

keeping." Washington's resignation was acclaimed at home and 

abroad and showed a skeptical world that the new republic 

would not degenerate into chaos. The same month, Washington 

was appointed president-general of the Society of the 

Cincinnati, a hereditary fraternity, and he served for the 

remainder of his life.  

Early republic (1783–1789) 

Return to Mount Vernon 

Washington was longing to return home after spending just ten 

days at Mount Vernon out of 8+1 ∕2 years of war. He arrived on 

Christmas Eve, delighted to be "free of the bustle of a camp 

and the busy scenes of public life". He was a celebrity and was 

fêted during a visit to his mother at Fredericksburg in 

February 1784, and he received a constant stream of visitors 

wishing to pay their respects to him at Mount Vernon.  

Washington reactivated his interests in the Great Dismal 

Swamp and Potomac canal projects begun before the war, 

though neither paid him any dividends, and he undertook a 
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34-day, 680-mile (1090 km) trip to check on his land holdings 

in the Ohio Country. He oversaw the completion of the 

remodeling work at Mount Vernon, which transformed his 

residence into the mansion that survives to this day—although 

his financial situation was not strong. Creditors paid him in 

depreciated wartime currency, and he owed significant 

amounts in taxes and wages. Mount Vernon had made no profit 

during his absence, and he saw persistently poor crop yields 

due to pestilence and poor weather.  

His estate recorded its eleventh year running at a deficit in 

1787, and there was little prospect of improvement. 

Washington undertook a new landscaping plan and succeeded 

in cultivating a range of fast-growing trees and shrubs that 

were native to North America. He also began breeding mules 

after having been gifted a Spanish jack by King Charles III of 

Spain in 1784. There were few mules in the United States at 

that time, and he believed that properly bred mules would 

revolutionize agriculture and transportation.  

Constitutional Convention of 1787 

Before returning to private life in June 1783, Washington 

called for a strong union. Though he was concerned that he 

might be criticized for meddling in civil matters, he sent a 

circular letter to all the states, maintaining that the Articles of 

Confederation was no more than "a rope of sand" linking the 

states. He believed the nation was on the verge of "anarchy and 

confusion", was vulnerable to foreign intervention, and that a 

national constitution would unify the states under a strong 

central government. When Shays' Rebellion erupted in 

Massachusetts on August 29, 1786, over taxation, Washington 
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was further convinced that a national constitution was needed. 

Some nationalists feared that the new republic had descended 

into lawlessness, and they met together on September 11, 

1786, at Annapolis to ask Congress to revise the Articles of 

Confederation. One of their biggest efforts, however, was 

getting Washington to attend. Congress agreed to a 

Constitutional Convention to be held in Philadelphia in Spring 

1787, and each state was to send delegates.  

On December 4, 1786, Washington was chosen to lead the 

Virginia delegation, but he declined on December 21. He had 

concerns about the legality of the convention and consulted 

James Madison, Henry Knox, and others. They persuaded him 

to attend it, however, as his presence might induce reluctant 

states to send delegates and smooth the way for the 

ratification process. On March 28, Washington told Governor 

Edmund Randolph that he would attend the convention but 

made it clear that he was urged to attend.  

Washington arrived in Philadelphia on May 9, 1787, though a 

quorum was not attained until Friday, May 25. Benjamin 

Franklin nominated Washington to preside over the convention, 

and he was unanimously elected to serve as president general. 

The convention's state-mandated purpose was to revise the 

Articles of Confederation with "all such alterations and further 

provisions" required to improve them, and the new government 

would be established when the resulting document was "duly 

confirmed by the several states". Governor Edmund Randolph 

of Virginia introduced Madison's Virginia Plan on May 27, the 

third day of the convention. It called for an entirely new 

constitution and a sovereign national government, which 

Washington highly recommended.  
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Washington wrote Alexander Hamilton on July 10: "I almost 

despair of seeing a favorable issue to the proceedings of our 

convention and do therefore repent having had any agency in 

the business." Nevertheless, he lent his prestige to the goodwill 

and work of the other delegates. He unsuccessfully lobbied 

many to support ratification of the Constitution, such as anti-

federalist Patrick Henry; Washington told him "the adoption of 

it under the present circumstances of the Union is in my 

opinion desirable" and declared the alternative would be 

anarchy. Washington and Madison then spent four days at 

Mount Vernon evaluating the new government's transition.  

Chancellor of William & Mary 

In 1788, the Board of Visitors of the College of William & Mary 

decided to re-establish the position of Chancellor, and elected 

Washington to the office on January 18. The College Rector 

Samuel Griffin wrote to Washington inviting him to the post, 

and in a letter dated April 30, 1788, Washington accepted the 

position of the 14th Chancellor of the College of William & 

Mary. He continued to serve in the post through his presidency 

until his death on December 14, 1799.  

First presidential election 

The delegates to the Convention anticipated a Washington 

presidency and left it to him to define the office once elected. 

The state electors under the Constitution voted for the 

president on February 4, 1789, and Washington suspected that 

most republicans had not voted for him. The mandated 

March 4 date passed without a Congressional quorum to count 

the votes, but a quorum was reached on April 5. The votes 
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were tallied the next day, and Congressional Secretary Charles 

Thomson was sent to Mount Vernon to tell Washington he had 

been elected president. Washington won the majority of every 

state's electoral votes; John Adams received the next highest 

number of votes and therefore became vice president. 

Washington had "anxious and painful sensations" about 

leaving the "domestic felicity" of Mount Vernon, but departed 

for New York City on April 16 to be inaugurated.  

Presidency (1789–1797) 

Washington was inaugurated on April 30, 1789, taking the 

oath of office at Federal Hall in New York City. His coach was 

led by militia and a marching band and followed by statesmen 

and foreign dignitaries in an inaugural parade, with a crowd of 

10,000. Chancellor Robert R. Livingston administered the oath, 

using a Bible provided by the Masons, after which the militia 

fired a 13-gun salute. Washington read a speech in the Senate 

Chamber, asking "that Almighty Being who rules over the 

universe, who presides in the councils of nations—and whose 

providential aids can supply every human defect, consecrate 

the liberties and happiness of the people of the United States". 

Though he wished to serve without a salary, Congress insisted 

adamantly that he accept it, later providing Washington 

$25,000 per year to defray costs of the presidency.  

Washington wrote to James Madison: "As the first of everything 

in our situation will serve to establish a precedent, it is 

devoutly wished on my part that these precedents be fixed on 

true principles." To that end, he preferred the title "Mr. 

President" over more majestic names proposed by the Senate, 

including "His Excellency" and "His Highness the President". 
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His executive precedents included the inaugural address, 

messages to Congress, and the cabinet form of the executive 

branch.  

Washington had planned to resign after his first term, but the 

political strife in the nation convinced him he should remain in 

office. He was an able administrator and a judge of talent and 

character, and he regularly talked with department heads to 

get their advice. He tolerated opposing views, despite fears that 

a democratic system would lead to political violence, and he 

conducted a smooth transition of power to his successor. He 

remained non-partisan throughout his presidency and opposed 

the divisiveness of political parties, but he favored a strong 

central government, was sympathetic to a Federalist form of 

government, and leery of the Republican opposition.  

Washington dealt with major problems. The old Confederation 

lacked the powers to handle its workload and had weak 

leadership, no executive, a small bureaucracy of clerks, a large 

debt, worthless paper money, and no power to establish taxes. 

He had the task of assembling an executive department and 

relied on Tobias Lear for advice selecting its officers. Great 

Britain refused to relinquish its forts in the American West, 

and Barbary pirates preyed on American merchant ships in the 

Mediterranean at a time when the United States did not even 

have a navy.  

Cabinet and executive departments 

Congress created executive departments in 1789, including the 

State Department in July, the Department of War in August, 

and the Treasury Department in September. Washington 
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appointed fellow Virginian Edmund Randolph as Attorney 

General, Samuel Osgood as Postmaster General, Thomas 

Jefferson as Secretary of State, and Henry Knox as Secretary of 

War. Finally, he appointed Alexander Hamilton as Secretary of 

the Treasury. Washington's cabinet became a consulting and 

advisory body, not mandated by the Constitution.  

Washington's cabinet members formed rival parties with 

sharply opposing views, most fiercely illustrated between 

Hamilton and Jefferson. Washington restricted cabinet 

discussions to topics of his choosing, without participating in 

the debate. He occasionally requested cabinet opinions in 

writing and expected department heads to agreeably carry out 

his decisions.  

Domestic issues 

Washington was apolitical and opposed the formation of 

parties, suspecting that conflict would undermine 

republicanism. His closest advisors formed two factions, 

portending the First Party System. Secretary of the Treasury 

Alexander Hamilton formed the Federalist Party to promote 

national credit and a financially powerful nation. Secretary of 

State Thomas Jefferson opposed Hamilton's agenda and 

founded the Jeffersonian Republicans. Washington favored 

Hamilton's agenda, however, and it ultimately went into 

effect—resulting in bitter controversy.  

Washington proclaimed November 26 as a day of Thanksgiving 

to encourage national unity. "It is the duty of all nations to 

acknowledge the providence of Almighty God, to obey His will, 

to be grateful for His benefits, and humbly to implore His 
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protection and favor." He spent that day fasting and visiting 

debtors in prison to provide them with food and beer.  

In response to two antislavery petitions, Georgia and South 

Carolina objected and were threatening to "blow the trumpet of 

civil war". Washington and Congress responded with a series of 

pro-slavery measures: citizenship was denied to black 

immigrants; slaves were barred from serving in state militias; 

two more slave states (Kentucky in 1792, Tennessee in 1796) 

were admitted; and the continuation of slavery in federal 

territories south of the Ohio River was guaranteed. On 

February 12, 1793, Washington signed into law the Fugitive 

Slave Act, which overrode state laws and courts, allowing 

agents to cross state lines to capture and return escaped 

slaves. Many in the north decried the law believing the act 

allowed bounty hunting and the kidnappings of blacks. The 

Slave Trade Act of 1794, sharply limiting American involvement 

in the Atlantic slave trade, was also enacted.  

National Bank 

Washington's first term was largely devoted to economic 

concerns, in which Hamilton had devised various plans to 

address matters. The establishment of public credit became a 

primary challenge for the federal government. Hamilton 

submitted a report to a deadlocked Congress, and he, Madison, 

and Jefferson reached the Compromise of 1790 in which 

Jefferson agreed to Hamilton's debt proposals in exchange for 

moving the nation's capital temporarily to Philadelphia and 

then south near Georgetown on the Potomac River. The terms 

were legislated in the Funding Act of 1790 and the Residence 

Act, both of which Washington signed into law. Congress 
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authorized the assumption and payment of the nation's debts, 

with funding provided by customs duties and excise taxes.  

Hamilton created controversy among Cabinet members by 

advocating establishing the First Bank of the United States. 

Madison and Jefferson objected, but the bank easily passed 

Congress. Jefferson and Randolph insisted that the new bank 

was beyond the authority granted by the constitution, as 

Hamilton believed. Washington sided with Hamilton and signed 

the legislation on February 25, and the rift became openly 

hostile between Hamilton and Jefferson.  

The nation's first financial crisis occurred in March 1792. 

Hamilton's Federalists exploited large loans to gain control of 

U.S. debt securities, causing a run on the national bank; the 

markets returned to normal by mid-April. Jefferson believed 

Hamilton was part of the scheme, despite Hamilton's efforts to 

ameliorate, and Washington again found himself in the middle 

of a feud.  

Jefferson–Hamilton feud 

Jefferson and Hamilton adopted diametrically opposed political 

principles. Hamilton believed in a strong national government 

requiring a national bank and foreign loans to function, while 

Jefferson believed the states and the farm element should 

primarily direct the government; he also resented the idea of 

banks and foreign loans. To Washington's dismay, the two men 

persistently entered into disputes and infighting. Hamilton 

demanded that Jefferson resign if he could not support 

Washington, and Jefferson told Washington that Hamilton's 

fiscal system would lead to the overthrow of the Republic. 
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Washington urged them to call a truce for the nation's sake, 

but they ignored him. Washington reversed his decision to 

retire after his first term to minimize party strife, but the feud 

continued after his re-election. Jefferson's political actions, his 

support of Freneau's National Gazette, and his attempt to 

undermine Hamilton nearly led Washington to dismiss him 

from the cabinet; Jefferson ultimately resigned his position in 

December 1793, and Washington forsook him from that time 

on.  

The feud led to the well-defined Federalist and Republican 

parties, and party affiliation became necessary for election to 

Congress by 1794. Washington remained aloof from 

congressional attacks on Hamilton, but he did not publicly 

protect him, either. The Hamilton–Reynolds sex scandal opened 

Hamilton to disgrace, but Washington continued to hold him in 

"very high esteem" as the dominant force in establishing 

federal law and government.  

Whiskey Rebellion 

In March 1791, at Hamilton's urging, with support from 

Madison, Congress imposed an excise tax on distilled spirits to 

help curtail the national debt, which took effect in July. Grain 

farmers strongly protested in Pennsylvania's frontier districts; 

they argued that they were unrepresented and were 

shouldering too much of the debt, comparing their situation to 

excessive British taxation before the Revolutionary War. On 

August 2, Washington assembled his cabinet to discuss how to 

deal with the situation. Unlike Washington, who had 

reservations about using force, Hamilton had long waited for 

such a situation and was eager to suppress the rebellion by 
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using federal authority and force. Not wanting to involve the 

federal government if possible, Washington called on 

Pennsylvania state officials to take the initiative, but they 

declined to take military action. On August 7, Washington 

issued his first proclamation for calling up state militias. After 

appealing for peace, he reminded the protestors that, unlike 

the rule of the British crown, the Federal law was issued by 

state-elected representatives.  

Threats and violence against tax collectors, however, escalated 

into defiance against federal authority in 1794 and gave rise to 

the Whiskey Rebellion. Washington issued a final proclamation 

on September 25, threatening the use of military force to no 

avail.  

The federal army was not up to the task, so Washington 

invoked the Militia Act of 1792 to summon state militias. 

Governors sent troops, initially commanded by Washington, 

who gave the command to Light-Horse Harry Lee to lead them 

into the rebellious districts. They took 150 prisoners, and the 

remaining rebels dispersed without further fighting. Two of the 

prisoners were condemned to death, but Washington exercised 

his Constitutional authority for the first time and pardoned 

them.  

Washington's forceful action demonstrated that the new 

government could protect itself and its tax collectors. This 

represented the first use of federal military force against the 

states and citizens, and remains the only time an incumbent 

president has commanded troops in the field. Washington 

justified his action against "certain self-created societies", 

which he regarded as "subversive organizations" that 
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threatened the national union. He did not dispute their right to 

protest, but he insisted that their dissent must not violate 

federal law. Congress agreed and extended their 

congratulations to him; only Madison and Jefferson expressed 

indifference.  

Foreign affairs 

In April 1792, the French Revolutionary Wars began between 

Great Britain and France, and Washington declared America's 

neutrality. The revolutionary government of France sent 

diplomat Citizen Genêt to America, and he was welcomed with 

great enthusiasm. He created a network of new Democratic-

Republican Societies promoting France's interests, but 

Washington denounced them and demanded that the French 

recall Genêt. The National Assembly of France granted 

Washington honorary French citizenship on August 26, 1792, 

during the early stages of the French Revolution. Hamilton 

formulated the Jay Treaty to normalize trade relations with 

Great Britain while removing them from western forts, and also 

to resolve financial debts remaining from the Revolution. Chief 

Justice John Jay acted as Washington's negotiator and signed 

the treaty on November 19, 1794; critical Jeffersonians, 

however, supported France. Washington deliberated, then 

supported the treaty because it avoided war with Britain, but 

was disappointed that its provisions favored Britain. He 

mobilized public opinion and secured ratification in the Senate 

but faced frequent public criticism.  

The British agreed to abandon their forts around the Great 

Lakes, and the United States modified the boundary with 

Canada. The government liquidated numerous pre-
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Revolutionary debts, and the British opened the British West 

Indies to American trade. The treaty secured peace with Britain 

and a decade of prosperous trade. Jefferson claimed that it 

angered France and "invited rather than avoided" war. 

Relations with France deteriorated afterward, leaving 

succeeding president John Adams with prospective war. James 

Monroe was the American Minister to France, but Washington 

recalled him for his opposition to the Treaty. The French 

refused to accept his replacement Charles Cotesworth 

Pinckney, and the French Directory declared the authority to 

seize American ships two days before Washington's term ended.   

Native American affairs 

Ron Chernow describes Washington as always trying to be 

even-handed in dealing with the Natives. He states that 

Washington hoped they would abandon their itinerant hunting 

life and adapt to fixed agricultural communities in the manner 

of white settlers.  

He also maintains that Washington never advocated outright 

confiscation of tribal land or the forcible removal of tribes and 

that he berated American settlers who abused natives, 

admitting that he held out no hope for pacific relations with 

the natives as long as "frontier settlers entertain the opinion 

that there is not the same crime (or indeed no crime at all) in 

killing a native as in killing a white man."  

By contrast, Colin G. Calloway writes that "Washington had a 

lifelong obsession with getting Indian land, either for himself 

or for his nation, and initiated policies and campaigns that had 

devastating effects in Indian country." "The growth of the 



Encyclopedia of American Revolution, Volume 5 

986 

nation," Galloway has stated, "demanded the dispossession of 

Indian people. Washington hoped the process could be 

bloodless and that Indian people would give up their lands for 

a "fair" price and move away. But if Indians refused and 

resisted, as they often did, he felt he had no choice but to 

"extirpate" them and that the expeditions he sent to destroy 

Indian towns were therefore entirely justified."  

During the Fall of 1789, Washington had to contend with the 

British refusing to evacuate their forts in the Northwest 

frontier and their concerted efforts to incite hostile Indian 

tribes to attack American settlers. The Northwest tribes under 

Miami chief Little Turtle allied with the British Army to resist 

American expansion, and killed 1,500 settlers between 1783 

and 1790.  

Washington decided that "The Government of the United States 

are determined that their Administration of Indian Affairs shall 

be directed entirely by the great principles of Justice and 

humanity", and provided that treaties should negotiate their 

land interests. The administration regarded powerful tribes as 

foreign nations, and Washington even smoked a peace pipe and 

drank wine with them at the Philadelphia presidential house. 

He made numerous attempts to conciliate them; he equated 

killing indigenous peoples with killing whites and sought to 

integrate them into European-American culture. Secretary of 

War Henry Knox also attempted to encourage agriculture 

among the tribes.  

In the Southwest, negotiations failed between federal 

commissioners and raiding Indian tribes seeking retribution. 

Washington invited Creek Chief Alexander McGillivray and 24 
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leading chiefs to New York to negotiate a treaty and treated 

them like foreign dignitaries. Knox and McGillivray concluded 

the Treaty of New York on August 7, 1790, in Federal Hall, 

which provided the tribes with agricultural supplies and 

McGillivray with a rank of Brigadier General Army and a salary 

of $1,500.  

In 1790, Washington sent Brigadier General Josiah Harmar to 

pacify the Northwest tribes, but Little Turtle routed him twice 

and forced him to withdraw. The Western Confederacy of tribes 

used guerrilla tactics and were an effective force against the 

sparsely manned American Army. Washington sent Major 

General Arthur St. Clair from Fort Washington on an 

expedition to restore peace in the territory in 1791. On 

November 4, St. Clair's forces were ambushed and soundly 

defeated by tribal forces with few survivors, despite 

Washington's warning of surprise attacks. Washington was 

outraged over what he viewed to be excessive Native American 

brutality and execution of captives, including women and 

children.  

St. Clair resigned his commission, and Washington replaced 

him with the Revolutionary War hero General Anthony Wayne. 

From 1792 to 1793, Wayne instructed his troops on Native 

American warfare tactics and instilled discipline which was 

lacking under St. Clair. In August 1794, Washington sent 

Wayne into tribal territory with authority to drive them out by 

burning their villages and crops in the Maumee Valley. On 

August 24, the American army under Wayne's leadership 

defeated the western confederacy at the Battle of Fallen 

Timbers, and the Treaty of Greenville in August 1795 opened 

up two-thirds of the Ohio Country for American settlement.  
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Second term 

Originally Washington had planned to retire after his first 

term, while many Americans could not imagine anyone else 

taking his place. After nearly four years as president, and 

dealing with the infighting in his own cabinet and with 

partisan critics, Washington showed little enthusiasm in 

running for a second term, while Martha also wanted him not 

to run. James Madison urged him not to retire, that his 

absence would only allow the dangerous political rift in his 

cabinet and the House, to worsen. Jefferson also pleaded with 

him not to retire and agreed to drop his attacks on Hamilton, 

or he would also retire if Washington did. Hamilton maintained 

that Washington's absence would be "deplored as the greatest 

evil" to the country at this time. Washington's close nephew 

George Augustine Washington, his manager at Mount Vernon, 

was critically ill and had to be replaced, further increasing 

Washington's desire to retire and return to Mount Vernon.  

When the election of 1792 neared, Washington did not publicly 

announce his presidential candidacy. Still, he silently 

consented to run to prevent a further political-personal rift in 

his cabinet. The Electoral College unanimously elected him 

president on February 13, 1793, and John Adams as vice 

president by a vote of 77 to 50. Washington, with nominal 

fanfare, arrived alone at his inauguration in his carriage.  

Sworn into office by Associate Justice William Cushing on 

March 4, 1793, in the Senate Chamber of Congress Hall in 

Philadelphia, Washington gave a brief address and then 

immediately retired to his Philadelphia presidential house, 

weary of office and in poor health.  
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On April 22, 1793, during the French Revolution, Washington 

issued his famous Neutrality Proclamation and was resolved to 

pursue "a conduct friendly and impartial toward the belligerent 

Powers" while he warned Americans not to intervene in the 

international conflict.  Although Washington recognized 

France's revolutionary government, he would eventually ask 

French minister to America Citizen Genêt be recalled over the 

Citizen Genêt Affair. Genêt was a diplomatic troublemaker who 

was openly hostile toward Washington's neutrality policy. He 

procured four American ships as privateers to strike at 

Spanish forces (British allies) in Florida while organizing 

militias to strike at other British possessions. However, his 

efforts failed to draw America into the foreign campaigns 

during Washington's presidency. On July 31, 1793, Jefferson 

submitted his resignation from Washington's cabinet. 

Washington signed the Naval Act of 1794 and commissioned 

the first six federal frigates to combat Barbary pirates.  

In January 1795, Hamilton, who desired more income for his 

family, resigned office and was replaced by Washington 

appointment Oliver Wolcott, Jr.. Washington and Hamilton 

remained friends. However, Washington's relationship with his 

Secretary of War Henry Knox deteriorated. Knox resigned office 

on the rumor he profited from construction contracts on U.S. 

Frigates.  

In the final months of his presidency, Washington was assailed 

by his political foes and a partisan press who accused him of 

being ambitious and greedy, while he argued that he had taken 

no salary during the war and had risked his life in battle. He 

regarded the press as a disuniting, "diabolical" force of 

falsehoods, sentiments that he expressed in his Farewell 
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Address. At the end of his second term, Washington retired for 

personal and political reasons, dismayed with personal 

attacks, and to ensure that a truly contested presidential 

election could be held. He did not feel bound to a two-term 

limit, but his retirement set a significant precedent. 

Washington is often credited with setting the principle of a 

two-term presidency, but it was Thomas Jefferson who first 

refused to run for a third term on political grounds.  

Farewell Address 

In 1796, Washington declined to run for a third term of office, 

believing his death in office would create an image of a lifetime 

appointment. The precedent of a two-term limit was created by 

his retirement from office. In May 1792, in anticipation of his 

retirement, Washington instructed James Madison to prepare a 

"valedictory address", an initial draft of which was entitled the 

"Farewell Address". In May 1796, Washington sent the 

manuscript to his Secretary of Treasury Alexander Hamilton 

who did an extensive rewrite, while Washington provided final 

edits. On September 19, 1796, David Claypoole'sAmerican 

Daily Advertiser published the final version of the address.  

Washington stressed that national identity was paramount, 

while a united America would safeguard freedom and 

prosperity. He warned the nation of three eminent dangers: 

regionalism, partisanship, and foreign entanglements, and said 

the "name of AMERICAN, which belongs to you, in your 

national capacity, must always exalt the just pride of 

patriotism, more than any appellation derived from local 

discriminations." Washington called for men to move beyond 

partisanship for the common good, stressing that the United 
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States must concentrate on its own interests. He warned 

against foreign alliances and their influence in domestic 

affairs, and bitter partisanship and the dangers of political 

parties. He counseled friendship and commerce with all 

nations, but advised against involvement in European wars. He 

stressed the importance of religion, asserting that "religion and 

morality are indispensable supports" in a republic. 

Washington's address favored Hamilton's Federalist ideology 

and economic policies.  

Washington closed the address by reflecting on his legacy:  

Though in reviewing the incidents of my Administration I am 

unconscious of intentional error, I am nevertheless too 

sensible of my defects not to think it probable that I may have 

committed many errors. Whatever they may be, I fervently 

beseech the Almighty to avert or mitigate the evils to which 

they may tend. I shall also carry with me the hope that my 

country will never cease to view them with indulgence, and 

that, after forty-five years of my life dedicated to its service 

with an upright zeal, the faults of incompetent abilities will be 

consigned to oblivion, as myself must soon be to the mansions 

of rest. 

After initial publication, many Republicans, including Madison, 

criticized the Address and believed it was an anti-French 

campaign document. Madison believed Washington was 

strongly pro-British. Madison also was suspicious of who 

authored the Address.  

In 1839, Washington biographer Jared Sparks maintained that 

Washington's "... Farewell Address was printed and published 

with the laws, by order of the legislatures, as an evidence of 
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the value they attached to its political precepts, and of their 

affection for its author." In 1972, Washington scholar James 

Flexner referred to the Farewell Address as receiving as much 

acclaim as Thomas Jefferson's Declaration of Independence 

and Abraham Lincoln's Gettysburg Address. In 2010, historian 

Ron Chernow reported the Farewell Address proved to be one 

of the most influential statements on Republicanism.  

Retirement (1797–1799) 

Washington retired to Mount Vernon in March 1797 and 

devoted time to his plantations and other business interests, 

including his distillery. His plantation operations were only 

minimally profitable, and his lands in the west (Piedmont) were 

under Indian attacks and yielded little income, with the 

squatters there refusing to pay rent. He attempted to sell these 

but without success. He became an even more committed 

Federalist. He vocally supported the Alien and Sedition Acts 

and convinced Federalist John Marshall to run for Congress to 

weaken the Jeffersonian hold on Virginia.  

Washington grew restless in retirement, prompted by tensions 

with France, and he wrote to Secretary of War James McHenry 

offering to organize President Adams' army. In a continuation 

of the French Revolutionary Wars, French privateers began 

seizing American ships in 1798, and relations deteriorated with 

France and led to the "Quasi-War". Without consulting 

Washington, Adams nominated him for a lieutenant general 

commission on July 4, 1798, and the position of commander-

in-chief of the armies. Washington chose to accept, replacing 

James Wilkinson, and he served as the commanding general 

from July 13, 1798, until his death 17 months later. He 
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participated in planning for a provisional army, but he avoided 

involvement in details. In advising McHenry of potential 

officers for the army, he appeared to make a complete break 

with Jefferson's Democratic-Republicans: "you could as soon 

scrub the blackamoor white, as to change the principles of a 

profest Democrat; and that he will leave nothing unattempted 

to overturn the government of this country." Washington 

delegated the active leadership of the army to Hamilton, a 

major general. No army invaded the United States during this 

period, and Washington did not assume a field command.  

Washington was known to be rich because of the well-known 

"glorified façade of wealth and grandeur" at Mount Vernon, but 

nearly all his wealth was in the form of land and slaves rather 

than ready cash. To supplement his income, he erected a 

distillery for substantial whiskey production. Historians 

estimate that the estate was worth about $1 million in 1799 

dollars, equivalent to $15,249,000 in 2020. He bought land 

parcels to spur development around the new Federal City 

named in his honor, and he sold individual lots to middle-

income investors rather than multiple lots to large investors, 

believing they would more likely commit to making 

improvements.  

Final days and death 

On December 12, 1799, Washington inspected his farms on 

horseback. He returned home late and had guests over for 

dinner. He had a sore throat the next day but was well enough 

to mark trees for cutting. That evening, he complained of chest 

congestion but was still cheerful. On Saturday, he awoke to an 

inflamed throat and difficulty breathing, so he ordered estate 
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overseer George Rawlins to remove nearly a pint of his blood, 

bloodletting being a common practice of the time. His family 

summoned Doctors James Craik, Gustavus Richard Brown, and 

Elisha C. Dick. (Dr. William Thornton arrived some hours after 

Washington died.)  

Dr. Brown thought Washington had quinsy; Dr. Dick thought 

the condition was a more serious "violent inflammation of the 

throat". They continued the process of bloodletting to 

approximately five pints, and Washington's condition 

deteriorated further. Dr. Dick proposed a tracheotomy, but the 

others were not familiar with that procedure and therefore 

disapproved. Washington instructed Brown and Dick to leave 

the room, while he assured Craik, "Doctor, I die hard, but I am 

not afraid to go."  

Washington's death came more swiftly than expected. On his 

deathbed, he instructed his private secretary Tobias Lear to 

wait three days before his burial, out of fear of being entombed 

alive.  

According to Lear, he died peacefully between 10 and 11 p.m. 

on December 14, 1799, with Martha seated at the foot of his 

bed. His last words were "'Tis well", from his conversation with 

Lear about his burial. He was 67.  

Congress immediately adjourned for the day upon news of 

Washington's death, and the Speaker's chair was shrouded in 

black the next morning. The funeral was held four days after 

his death on December 18, 1799, at Mount Vernon, where his 

body was interred. Cavalry and foot soldiers led the 

procession, and six colonels served as the pallbearers. The 

Mount Vernon funeral service was restricted mostly to family 
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and friends. Reverend Thomas Davis read the funeral service 

by the vault with a brief address, followed by a ceremony 

performed by various members of Washington's Masonic lodge 

in Alexandria, Virginia. Congress chose Light-Horse Harry Lee 

to deliver the eulogy. Word of his death traveled slowly; church 

bells rang in the cities, and many places of business closed. 

People worldwide admired Washington and were saddened by 

his death, and memorial processions were held in major cities 

of the United States. Martha wore a black mourning cape for 

one year, and she burned their correspondence to protect their 

privacy. Only five letters between the couple are known to have 

survived: two from Martha to George and three from him to 

her.  

The diagnosis of Washington's illness and the immediate cause 

of his death have been subjects of debate since the day he 

died. The published account of Drs. Craik and Brown stated 

that his symptoms had been consistent with cynanche 

trachealis (tracheal inflammation), a term of that period used 

to describe severe inflammation of the upper windpipe, 

including quinsy. Accusations have persisted since 

Washington's death concerning medical malpractice, with some 

believing he had been bled to death. Various modern medical 

authors have speculated that he died from a severe case of 

epiglottitis complicated by the given treatments, most notably 

the massive blood loss which almost certainly caused 

hypovolemic shock.  

Burial, net worth, and aftermath 

Washington was buried in the old Washington family vault at 

Mount Vernon, situated on a grassy slope overspread with 
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willow, juniper, cypress, and chestnut trees. It contained the 

remains of his brother Lawrence and other family members, 

but the decrepit brick vault needed repair, prompting 

Washington to leave instructions in his will for the 

construction of a new vault. Washington's estate at the time of 

his death was worth an estimated $780,000 in 1799, 

approximately equivalent to $17.82 million in 2021. 

Washington's peak net worth was $587.0 million, including his 

300 slaves. Washington held title to more than 65,000 acres of 

land in 37 different locations.  

In 1830, a disgruntled ex-employee of the estate attempted to 

steal what he thought was Washington's skull, prompting the 

construction of a more secure vault. The next year, the new 

vault was constructed at Mount Vernon to receive the remains 

of George and Martha and other relatives. In 1832, a joint 

Congressional committee debated moving his body from Mount 

Vernon to a crypt in the Capitol. The crypt had been built by 

architect Charles Bulfinch in the 1820s during the 

reconstruction of the burned-out capital, after the Burning of 

Washington by the British during the War of 1812. Southern 

opposition was intense, antagonized by an ever-growing rift 

between North and South; many were concerned that 

Washington's remains could end up on "a shore foreign to his 

native soil" if the country became divided, and Washington's 

remains stayed in Mount Vernon.  

On October 7, 1837, Washington's remains were placed, still in 

the original lead coffin, within a marble sarcophagus designed 

by William Strickland and constructed by John Struthers 

earlier that year. The sarcophagus was sealed and encased 

with planks, and an outer vault was constructed around it. The 



Encyclopedia of American Revolution, Volume 5 

997 

outer vault has the sarcophagi of both George and Martha 

Washington; the inner vault has the remains of other 

Washington family members and relatives.  

Personal life 

Washington was somewhat reserved in personality, but he 

generally had a strong presence among others. He made 

speeches and announcements when required, but he was not a 

noted orator or debater. He was taller than most of his 

contemporaries; accounts of his height vary from 6 ft (1.83 m) 

to 6 ft 3.5 in (1.92 m) tall, he weighed between 210–220 

pounds (95–100 kg) as an adult, and he was known for his 

great strength. He had grey-blue eyes and reddish-brown hair 

which he wore powdered in the fashion of the day. He had a 

rugged and dominating presence, which garnered respect from 

his peers.  

He bought William Lee on May 27, 1768, and he was 

Washington's valet for 20 years. He was the only slave freed 

immediately in Washington's will.  

Washington frequently suffered from severe tooth decay and 

ultimately lost all his teeth but one. He had several sets of 

false teeth made, which he wore during his presidency—none of 

which was made of wood, contrary to common lore. These 

dental problems left him in constant pain, for which he took 

laudanum. As a public figure, he relied upon the strict 

confidence of his dentist.  

Washington was a talented equestrian early in life. He collected 

thoroughbreds at Mount Vernon, and his two favorite horses 
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were Blueskin and Nelson. Fellow Virginian Thomas Jefferson 

said Washington was "the best horseman of his age and the 

most graceful figure that could be seen on horseback"; he also 

hunted foxes, deer, ducks, and other game. He was an 

excellent dancer and attended the theater frequently. He drank 

in moderation but was morally opposed to excessive drinking, 

smoking tobacco, gambling, and profanity.  

Religion and Freemasonry 

• Washington was descended from Anglican minister 

Lawrence Washington (his great-great-grandfather), 

whose troubles with the Church of England may have 

prompted his heirs to emigrate to America. 

Washington was baptized as an infant in April 1732 

and became a devoted member of the Church of 

England (the Anglican Church). He served more than 

20 years as a vestryman and churchwarden for 

Fairfax Parish and Truro Parish, Virginia. He 

privately prayed and read the Bible daily, and he 

publicly encouraged people and the nation to pray. 

He may have taken communion on a regular basis 

prior to the Revolutionary War, but he did not do so 

following the war, for which he was admonished by 

Pastor James Abercrombie. 

Washington believed in a "wise, inscrutable, and irresistible" 

Creator God who was active in the Universe, contrary to deistic 

thought. He referred to God by the Enlightenment terms 

Providence, the Creator, or the Almighty, and also as the Divine 

Author or the Supreme Being. He believed in a divine power 

who watched over battlefields, was involved in the outcome of 
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war, was protecting his life, and was involved in American 

politics—and specifically in the creation of the United States. 

Modern historian Ron Chernow has posited that Washington 

avoided evangelistic Christianity or hellfire-and-brimstone 

speech along with communion and anything inclined to "flaunt 

his religiosity". Chernow has also said Washington "never used 

his religion as a device for partisan purposes or in official 

undertakings". No mention of Jesus Christ appears in his 

private correspondence, and such references are rare in his 

public writings. He frequently quoted from the Bible or 

paraphrased it, and often referred to the Anglican Book of 

Common Prayer. There is debate on whether he is best classed 

as a Christian or a theistic rationalist—or both.  

Washington emphasized religious toleration in a nation with 

numerous denominations and religions. He publicly attended 

services of different Christian denominations and prohibited 

anti-Catholic celebrations in the Army. He engaged workers at 

Mount Vernon without regard for religious belief or affiliation. 

While president, he acknowledged major religious sects and 

gave speeches on religious toleration. He was distinctly rooted 

in the ideas, values, and modes of thinking of the 

Enlightenment, but he harbored no contempt of organized 

Christianity and its clergy, "being no bigot myself to any mode 

of worship". In 1793, speaking to members of the New Church 

in Baltimore, Washington proclaimed, "We have abundant 

reason to rejoice that in this Land the light of truth and reason 

has triumphed over the power of bigotry and superstition."  

Freemasonry was a widely accepted institution in the late 18th 

century, known for advocating moral teachings. Washington 

was attracted to the Masons' dedication to the Enlightenment 
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principles of rationality, reason, and brotherhood. The 

American Masonic lodges did not share the anti-clerical 

perspective of the controversial European lodges. A Masonic 

lodge was established in Fredericksburg in September 1752, 

and Washington was initiated two months later at the age of 20 

as one of its first Entered Apprentices.  

Within a year, he progressed through its ranks to become a 

Master Mason. Washington had high regard for the Masonic 

Order, but his personal lodge attendance was sporadic. In 

1777, a convention of Virginia lodges asked him to be the 

Grand Master of the newly established Grand Lodge of Virginia, 

but he declined due to his commitments leading the 

Continental Army. After 1782, he frequently corresponded with 

Masonic lodges and members, and he was listed as Master in 

the Virginia charter of Alexandria Lodge No. 22 in 1788.  

Slavery 

In Washington's lifetime, slavery was deeply ingrained in the 

economic and social fabric of Virginia. Slavery was protected 

by law in all of the 13 colonies up until the American 

Revolutionary War.  

Washington owned and worked African slaves, and during his 

lifetime over 577 slaves worked Mount Vernon. He acquired 

them through inheritance, gained control of eighty-four dower 

slaves on his marriage to Martha, and purchased at least 

seventy-one slaves between 1752 and 1773. His early views on 

slavery were no different from any Virginia planter of the time. 

He demonstrated no moral qualms about the institution and 

referred to his slaves as "a Species of Property". From the 
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1760s his attitudes underwent a slow evolution. The first 

doubts were prompted by his transition from tobacco to grain 

crops, which left him with a costly surplus of slaves, causing 

him to question the system's economic efficiency. His growing 

disillusionment with the institution was spurred by the 

principles of the American Revolution and revolutionary friends 

such as Lafayette and Hamilton. Most historians agree the 

Revolution was central to the evolution of Washington's 

attitudes on slavery; "After 1783", Kenneth Morgan writes, 

"...[Washington] began to express inner tensions about the 

problem of slavery more frequently, though always in 

private..."  

The many contemporary reports of slave treatment at Mount 

Vernon are varied and conflicting. Historian Kenneth Morgan 

(2000) maintains that Washington was frugal on spending for 

clothes and bedding for his slaves, and only provided them 

with just enough food, and that he maintained strict control 

over his slaves, instructing his overseers to keep them working 

hard from dawn to dusk year-round.   

However, historian Dorothy Twohig (2001) said: "Food, 

clothing, and housing seem to have been at least adequate". 

Washington faced growing debts involved with the costs of 

supporting slaves. He held an "engrained sense of racial 

superiority" over African Americans but harbored no ill feelings 

toward them.  

Some slave families worked at different locations on the 

plantation but were allowed to visit one another on their days 

off. Washington's slaves received two hours off for meals 

during the workday and were given time off on Sundays and 
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religious holidays. In May 1796, Martha's personal and favorite 

slave Ona Judge escaped to Portsmouth. At Martha's behest, 

Washington attempted to capture Ona, using a Treasury agent, 

but this effort failed. In February 1797, Washington's personal 

slave Hercules escaped to Philadelphia and was never found.  

Some accounts report that Washington opposed flogging but at 

times sanctioned its use, generally as a last resort, on both 

men and women slaves. Washington used both reward and 

punishment to encourage discipline and productivity in his 

slaves. He tried appealing to an individual's sense of pride, 

gave better blankets and clothing to the "most deserving", and 

motivated his slaves with cash rewards. He believed 

"watchfulness and admonition" to be often better deterrents 

against transgressions but would punish those who "will not do 

their duty by fair means". Punishment ranged in severity from 

demotion back to fieldwork, through whipping and beatings, to 

permanent separation from friends and family by sale. 

Historian Ron Chernow maintains that overseers were required 

to warn slaves before resorting to the lash and required 

Washington's written permission before whipping, though his 

extended absences did not always permit this. Washington 

remained dependent on slave labor to work his farms and 

negotiated the purchase of more slaves in 1786 and 1787.  

Washington brought several of his slaves with him and his 

family to the federal capital during his presidency. When the 

capital moved from New York City to Philadelphia in 1791, the 

president began rotating the slave staff periodically between 

the capital and Mount Vernon. This was done to circumvent 

Pennsylvania's Slavery Abolition Act, which, in part, 

automatically freed any slave who moved to the state and lived 
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there for more than six months. In February 1786, Washington 

took a census of Mount Vernon and recorded 224 slaves. By 

1799, slaves at Mount Vernon totaled 317, including 143 

children. Washington owned 124 slaves, leased 40, and held 

153 for his wife's dower interest. Washington supported many 

slaves who were too young or too old to work, greatly 

increasing Mount Vernon's slave population and causing the 

plantation to operate at a loss.  

Abolition and emancipation 

Based on his letters, diary, documents, accounts from 

colleagues, employees, friends, and visitors, Washington slowly 

developed a cautious sympathy toward abolitionism that 

eventually ended with the emancipation of his own slaves after 

his death. As president, he kept publicly silent on slavery, 

believing it was a nationally divisive issue that could destroy 

the union.  

During the American Revolutionary War, Washington began to 

change his views on slavery. In a 1778 letter to Lund 

Washington, he made clear his desire "to get quit of Negroes" 

when discussing the exchange of slaves for the land he wanted 

to buy.  

The next year, he stated his intention not to separate families 

as a result of "a change of masters". During the 1780s, 

Washington privately expressed his support for the gradual 

emancipation of slaves. Between 1783 and 1786, he gave moral 

support to a plan proposed by Lafayette to purchase land and 

free slaves to work on it, but declined to participate in the 

experiment. Washington privately expressed support for 
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emancipation to prominent Methodists Thomas Coke and 

Francis Asbury in 1785 but declined to sign their petition. In 

personal correspondence the next year, he made clear his 

desire to see the institution of slavery ended by a gradual 

legislative process, a view that correlated with the mainstream 

antislavery literature published in the 1780s that Washington 

possessed. He significantly reduced his purchases of slaves 

after the war but continued to acquire them in small numbers.  

In 1788, Washington declined a suggestion from a leading 

French abolitionist, Jacques Brissot, to establish an 

abolitionist society in Virginia, stating that although he 

supported the idea, the time was not yet right to confront the 

issue.  

The historian Henry Wiencek (2003) believes, based on a 

remark that appears in the notebook of his biographer David 

Humphreys, that Washington considered making a public 

statement by freeing his slaves on the eve of his presidency in 

1789. The historian Philip D. Morgan (2005) disagrees, 

believing the remark was a "private expression of remorse" at 

his inability to free his slaves. Other historians agree with 

Morgan that Washington was determined not to risk national 

unity over an issue as divisive as slavery. Washington never 

responded to any of the antislavery petitions he received, and 

the subject was not mentioned in either his last address to 

Congress or his Farewell Address.  

The first clear indication that Washington seriously intended to 

free his slaves appears in a letter written to his secretary, 

Tobias Lear, in 1794. Washington instructed Lear to find 

buyers for his land in western Virginia, explaining in a private 
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coda that he was doing so "to liberate a certain species of 

property which I possess, very repugnantly to my own 

feelings". The plan, along with others Washington considered 

in 1795 and 1796, could not be realized because he failed to 

find buyers for his land, his reluctance to break up slave 

families, and the refusal of the Custis heirs to help prevent 

such separations by freeing their dower slaves at the same 

time.  

On July 9, 1799, Washington finished making his last will; the 

longest provision concerned slavery. All his slaves were to be 

freed after the death of his wife, Martha. Washington said he 

did not free them immediately because his slaves intermarried 

with his wife's dower slaves. He forbade their sale or 

transportation out of Virginia. His will provided that old and 

young freed people be taken care of indefinitely; younger ones 

were to be taught to read and write and placed in suitable 

occupations. Washington freed more than 160 slaves, including 

25 he had acquired from his wife's brother in payment of a 

debt freed by graduation. He was among the few large slave-

holding Virginians during the Revolutionary Era who 

emancipated their slaves.  

On January 1, 1801, one year after George Washington's 

death, Martha Washington signed an order to free his slaves. 

Many of them, having never strayed far from Mount Vernon, 

were naturally reluctant to try their luck elsewhere; others 

refused to abandon spouses or children still held as dower 

slaves (the Custis estate) and also stayed with or near Martha. 

Following George Washington's instructions in his will, funds 

were used to feed and clothe the young, aged, and sickly slaves 

until the early 1830s.  
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Historical reputation and legacy 

Washington's legacy endures as one of the most influential in 

American history since he served as commander-in-chief of the 

Continental Army, a hero of the Revolution, and the first 

president of the United States.  

Various historians maintain that he also was a dominant factor 

in America's founding, the Revolutionary War, and the 

Constitutional Convention. Revolutionary War comrade Light-

Horse Harry Lee eulogized him as "First in war—first in peace—

and first in the hearts of his countrymen". Lee's words became 

the hallmark by which Washington's reputation was impressed 

upon the American memory, with some biographers regarding 

him as the great exemplar of republicanism. He set many 

precedents for the national government and the presidency in 

particular, and he was called the "Father of His Country" as 

early as 1778.  

In 1885, Congress proclaimed Washington's birthday to be a 

federal holiday. Twentieth-century biographer Douglas Southall 

Freeman concluded, "The great big thing stamped across that 

man is character." Modern historian David Hackett Fischer has 

expanded upon Freeman's assessment, defining Washington's 

character as "integrity, self-discipline, courage, absolute 

honesty, resolve, and decision, but also forbearance, decency, 

and respect for others".  

Washington became an international symbol for liberation and 

nationalism as the leader of the first successful revolution 

against a colonial empire. The Federalists made him the 

symbol of their party, but the Jeffersonians continued to 
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distrust his influence for many years and delayed building the 

Washington Monument. Washington was elected a member of 

the American Academy of Arts and Sciences on January 31, 

1781, before he had even begun his presidency. He was 

posthumously appointed to the grade of General of the Armies 

of the United States during the United States Bicentennial to 

ensure he would never be outranked; this was accomplished by 

the congressional joint resolution Public Law 94-479 passed on 

January 19, 1976, with an effective appointment date of July 

4, 1976. On March 13, 1978, Washington was militarily 

promoted to the rank of General of the Armies.  

Parson Weems wrote a hagiographic biography in 1809 to 

honor Washington. Historian Ron Chernow maintains that 

Weems attempted to humanize Washington, making him look 

less stern, and to inspire "patriotism and morality" and to 

foster "enduring myths", such as Washington's refusal to lie 

about damaging his father's cherry tree. Weems' accounts have 

never been proven or disproven. Historian John Ferling, 

however, maintains that Washington remains the only founder 

and president ever to be referred to as "godlike", and points 

out that his character has been the most scrutinized by 

historians, past and present. Historian Gordon S. Wood 

concludes that "the greatest act of his life, the one that gave 

him his greatest fame, was his resignation as commander-in-

chief of the American forces." Chernow suggests that 

Washington was "burdened by public life" and divided by 

"unacknowledged ambition mingled with self-doubt". A 1993 

review of presidential polls and surveys consistently ranked 

Washington number 4, 3, or 2 among presidents. A 2018 Siena 

College Research Institute survey ranked him number 1 among 

presidents.  
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Memorials 

Jared Sparks began collecting and publishing Washington's 

documentary record in the 1830s in Life and Writings of George 

Washington (12 vols., 1834–1837). The Writings of George 

Washington from the Original Manuscript Sources, 1745–1799 

(1931–1944) is a 39-volume set edited by John Clement 

Fitzpatrick, whom the George Washington Bicentennial 

Commission commissioned. It contains more than 17,000 

letters and documents and is available online from the 

University of Virginia.  

Universities 

Numerous universities, including George Washington 

University and Washington University in St. Louis, were named 

in honor of Washington.  

Places and monuments 

Many places and monuments have been named in honor of 

Washington, most notably the capital of the United States, 

Washington, D.C. The state of Washington is the only US state 

to be named after a president.  

Currency and postage 

• George Washington appears on contemporary U.S. 

currency, including the one-dollar bill, the 

Presidential one-dollar coin and the quarter-dollar 

coin (the Washington quarter). Washington and 

Benjamin Franklin appeared on the nation's first 
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postage stamps in 1847. Washington has since 

appeared on many postage issues, more than any 

other person. 

William Alexander, Lord Stirling 

William Alexander, also known as Lord Stirling (1726 – 15 

January 1783), was a Scottish-American major general during 

the American Revolutionary War. He was considered male heir 

to the Scottish title of Earl of Stirling through Scottish lineage 

(being the senior male descendant of the paternal grandfather 

of the 1st Earl of Stirling, who had died in 1640), and he 

sought the title sometime after 1756. His claim was initially 

granted by a Scottish court in 1759; however, the House of 

Lords ultimately over-ruled Scottish law and denied the title in 

1762. He continued to hold himself out as "Lord Stirling" 

regardless.  

Lord Stirling commanded the 1st Maryland Regiment that 

fought at the Battle of Long Island. He lost the battle and was 

captured, but his actions allowed General George Washington's 

troops to escape. Stirling was returned by prisoner exchange, 

promoted for his actions, and served with distinction 

throughout the war. He was trusted by Washington and in 

1778, he exposed the Conway Cabal.  

Early life 

William was born 1726 in New York City in what was then the 

Province of New York, a part of British America. He was the 

son of lawyer James Alexander and merchant Mary Spratt 
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Provoost Alexander. His nephew was Senator John Rutherfurd 

(1760–1840). He was educated, ambitious, and proficient in 

mathematics and astronomy, he then joined his mother, Mary 

Alexander, the widow of David Provost, in the provision 

business left her by the death of her first husband.  

Earldom of Stirling 

The Earldom of Stirling in the Scottish peerage became 

dormant or extinct upon the death of Henry Alexander, 5th 

Earl of Stirling. William Alexander's father, James Alexander, 

who had fled from Scotland in 1716 after participating in the 

Jacobite rising, did not claim the title. Upon his father's death, 

William lay claim to the title and filed suit. His relationship to 

the 5th Earl was not through heirs of the body, but through 

heirs male collateral. Thus, he was not entitled to a title 

inherited only by the male line descendants of the 1st Earl. 

However, the inheritance by proximity of blood had been 

questioned. It was settled in his favor, by a unanimous vote of 

a jury of twelve in a Scottish court in 1759, and William 

claimed the disputed title of Earl of Stirling. It is not clear 

whether the case went to court because of an unfavorable 

answer from the Lord Lyon King of Arms concerning the 

peerage.  

Legal opinion was that this was a "Scottish heir" problem, so 

the title right was solved. This might have been unopposed, as 

indisputable peerage, except there was a catch. The two 

sponsors, Archibald Campbell, 3rd Duke of Argyll, and John 

Stuart, 3rd Earl of Bute, encouraged William Alexander 

through representatives to seek the title. The goal was vast 

land holdings in America that the holder of the title was to 
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enjoy. The sponsors were to receive money and land if William 

was successful. With this in mind, William decided to petition 

the House of Lords. A friend and professional agent in 

Scotland, Andrew Stuart, wrote and advised William not to 

petition the House of Lords. He felt that the right of 

indisputable peerage demanded that William just claim the 

titles as others had done.  

His opinion was that others lay similar claims to titles so he 

would not be opposed. It is possible William did not want to 

commit a crime, or be found out, and if the House of Lords 

advanced his claim it would be forever legal. One problem was 

that to prove his claim in court, two old men were called upon 

to testify that William did in fact descend from the first Earl 

through his uncle named John Alexander. This might have 

been persuasive in a Scottish court but might be considered 

dubious in England.  

He inherited a large fortune from his father, dabbled in mining 

and agriculture, and lived a life filled with the trappings 

befitting a Scottish lord. This was an expensive lifestyle, and 

he eventually went into debt to finance it. He began building 

his grand estate in the Basking Ridge section of Bernards 

Township, New Jersey, and upon its completion, sold his home 

in New York and moved there. George Washington was a guest 

there on several occasions during the revolution and gave away 

Alexander's daughter at her wedding. In 1767, the Royal 

Society of Arts awarded Alexander a gold medal for accepting 

the society's challenge to establish viticulture and wine making 

in the North American colonies by cultivating 2,100 grape (V. 

vinifera) vines on his New Jersey estate. Alexander was elected 

to the American Philosophical Society in 1770.  
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American Revolution 

When the American Revolutionary War began, Stirling was 

made a colonel in the New Jersey colonial militia. Because he 

was wealthy and willing to spend his own money in support of 

the Patriot cause, he outfitted his unit, the 1st New Jersey 

Regiment, at his own expense. He distinguished himself early 

by leading a group of volunteers in the capture of an armed 

British naval transport.  

The Second Continental Congress appointed him brigadier 

general in the Continental Army in March 1776.  

Prisoner of war 

At the Battle of Long Island, in August of that year, Stirling led 

a brigade in Sullivan's division. He held against repeated 

attacks by a superior British Army force under the command of 

Gen. James Grant at the Old Stone House near Gowanus Creek 

and took heavy casualties. Additional redcoats had made a 

wide flanking attack sweeping to the east through the lightly-

guarded Jamaica Pass, one of a series of low entrances through 

the ridge line of hills running east to west through the center 

of Long Island, catching the Patriot forces on their left side. 

Sterling ordered his brigade to retreat while he himself kept 

the 1st Maryland Regiment as rear-guard. Though heavily 

outnumbered he led a counter-attack, eventually dispersing his 

men before being overwhelmed. Stirling himself was taken 

prisoner but he had held the British forces occupied long 

enough to allow the main body of Washington's army to escape 

to defensive positions at Brooklyn Heights, along the East 
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River shoreline. Later, under the cover of a miraculous fog 

which enveloped the river, Washington was able to barge his 

remaining troops and equipment across back to Manhattan 

Island and New York Town.  

Because of his actions at Long Island, one newspaper called 

Stirling "the bravest man in America", and he was praised by 

both Washington and the British for his bravery and audacity. 

Later a commemorative monument was erected at the site of 

the military engagements and embattled retreat and the plot of 

land deeded to the State of Maryland near Prospect Park as a 

sacred parcel of "blood-soaked Maryland soil".  

Release 

Stirling was released in a prisoner exchange, in return for 

governor Montfort Browne, and promoted to the rank of major 

general, and became one of Washington's most able and 

trusted generals. Washington held him in such high regard 

that during the second Middlebrook encampment, he placed 

him, headquartered at the nearby Van Horne House, in 

command of the Continental Army for nearly two months, from 

21 December 1778, when he left to meet with Congress in 

Philadelphia, until he returned about 5 February 1779.  

Throughout most of the war Stirling was considered to be third 

or fourth in rank behind General Washington. At the Battle of 

Trenton on 26 December 1776, he received the surrender of a 

Hessian German mercenary regiment. On 26 June 1777, at 

Matouchin, he awaited an attack, contrary to Washington's 

orders. His position was turned and his division defeated, 

losing two guns and a hundred fifty men in the Battle of Short 
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Hills. Subsequent battles at Brandywine and Germantown in 

Pennsylvania during the campaign to defend the Patriot capital 

of Philadelphia and Monmouth in New Jersey, cemented his 

reputation for bravery and sound tactical judgment. At the 

battles of Brandywine and Germantown he acted with bravery 

and discretion.  

Stirling also played a part in exposing the Conway Cabal, a 

conspiracy of disaffected Continental officers looking to remove 

Washington as Commander-in Chief and replace him with 

General Horatio Gates. According to one author, "Lord Stirling 

never gave dull parties. His dinners were a Niagara of liquor. 

His love of the bottle was notorious..." One of Gates' aides, 

James Wilkinson stopped at Stirling's headquarters at Reading, 

Pennsylvania and stayed for dinner because it was raining. 

Wilkinson got drunk and began repeating criticisms of 

Washington that he had heard from other officers. Finally, he 

claimed to have read a letter from Thomas Conway to Gates 

that stated, "Heaven has determined to save your country or a 

weak general and bad counselors would have ruined it". The 

loyal Stirling wrote to Washington the next day and repeated 

what Wilkinson said. Washington, in turn, wrote to Conway, 

repeating what Stirling had written. Once exposed, the cabal 

went to pieces. Conway denied ever writing the note, Wilkinson 

called Stirling a liar, and Gates made statements that made 

himself look guilty.  

At the Battle of Monmouth on 28 June 1778, Stirling 

commanded the American Left Wing. This included the 1st 

(429), 2nd (487), and 3rd Pennsylvania (438) Brigades, John 

Glover's (636), Ebenezer Learned's (373), and John Paterson's 

(485) Massachusetts Brigades. He displayed tactical judgment 
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in posting his batteries, and repelled with heavy loss an 

attempt to turn his flank. During the devastating winter 

encampment at Valley Forge, northwest of British–held 

Philadelphia, his military headquarters have been preserved. In 

January 1780, he led an ineffective raid against Staten Island 

on the western shores of New York Bay.  

When Washington and the French comte de Rochambeau took 

their conjoined armies south for the climactic Battle of 

Yorktown in 1781, Stirling was appointed commander of the 

elements of the Northern Army left behind to guard New York 

and was sent up the Hudson River to Albany where he died 

shortly thereafter in January 1783.  

Personal life 

In 1747, married Sarah Livingston (1725–1805), the daughter 

of Philip Livingston, 2nd Lord of Livingston Manor. Sarah was 

also the sister of Governor William Livingston. Together, 

William and Sarah had two daughters and one son:  

• William Alexander 

• Mary Alexander (1749–1820), who married wealthy 

merchant Robert Watts (1743–1814), son of John 

Watts of New York. 

• Catherine Alexander (1755–1826), who married 

Continental Congressman William Duer (1743–1799). 

Always a heavy drinker, Alexander was in poor health, 

suffering from severe gout and rheumatism, and died in Albany 

on 15 January 1783. His death, just months before the official 

end of the American War of Independence with the Treaty of 
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Paris of 1783, is the probable reason that he is not as well 

known today as many other Revolutionary War generals. Still, 

his significant contributions made him one of the most 

important figures of the American Revolution. He was buried in 

the Churchyard of Trinity Church, facing the historic Wall 

Street district (adjoining nearby St. Paul's Chapel), in New 

York City.  

Descendants 

Through his daughter Catherine, he is grandfather to college 

president William Alexander Duer (1780–1858) and noted 

lawyer and jurist John Duer (1782–1858). He is also great-

grandfather of U.S. Congressman William Duer (1805–1879) 

and great-great-great-grandfather of writer and suffragette 

Alice Duer Miller (1874–1942).  

Through his daughter Mary, he is great-grandfather of General 

Stephen Watts Kearny (1794–1848) and great-great-grandfather 

of General Philip Kearny, Jr. (1815–1862), who died in action 

during the U.S. Civil War.  

Legacy 

In honor of Alexander:  

• MS51, a Middle School on the former Gowanus 

battlefield, is named William Alexander Middle 

School. 

• Stirling, New Jersey, an unincorporated community 

in Long Hill Township is located a short distance 

from Alexander's house in Basking Ridge. 
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• The Lord Stirling School in New Brunswick, New 

Jersey is named for him. 

• Lord Stirling Park in Basking Ridge, New Jersey is 

located on part of his estate. 

• Sterling Hill Mine was named after him, as he once 

owned the property 

• Lord Stirling 1770s Festival 

• The town of Sterling, Massachusetts. 

Ethan Allen 

Ethan Allen (January 21, 1738 [O.S. January 10, 1737] – 

February 12, 1789) was a farmer, businessman, land 

speculator, philosopher, writer, lay theologian, American 

Revolutionary War patriot, and politician. He is best known as 

one of the founders of Vermont and for the capture of Fort 

Ticonderoga early in the Revolutionary War. He was the brother 

of Ira Allen and the father of Frances Allen.  

Allen was born in rural Connecticut and had a frontier 

upbringing, but he also received an education that included 

some philosophical teachings. In the late 1760s, he became 

interested in the New Hampshire Grants, buying land there 

and becoming embroiled in the legal disputes surrounding the 

territory. Legal setbacks led to the formation of the Green 

Mountain Boys, whom Allen led in a campaign of intimidation 

and property destruction to drive New York settlers from the 

Grants. He and the Green Mountain Boys seized the initiative 

early in the Revolutionary War and captured Fort Ticonderoga 

in May 1775. In September 1775, Allen led a failed attempt on 

Montreal which resulted in his capture by British authorities. 
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He was imprisoned aboard Royal Navy ships, then paroled in 

New York City, and finally released in a prisoner exchange in 

1778.  

Upon his release, Allen returned to the New Hampshire Grants 

which had declared independence in 1777, and he resumed 

political activity in the territory, continuing resistance to New 

York's attempts to assert control over the territory. Allen 

lobbied Congress for Vermont's official state recognition, and 

he participated in controversial negotiations with the British 

over the possibility of Vermont becoming a separate British 

province.  

Allen wrote accounts of his exploits in the war that were widely 

read in the 19th century, as well as philosophical treatises and 

documents relating to the politics of Vermont's formation.  

His business dealings included successful farming operations, 

one of Connecticut's early iron works, and land speculation in 

the Vermont territory. Allen and his brothers purchased tracts 

of land that became Burlington, Vermont. He was married 

twice, fathering eight children.  

Early life 

Allen was born in Litchfield, Connecticut Colony, the first child 

of Joseph and Mary Baker Allen, both descended from English 

Puritans. The family moved to the town of Cornwall shortly 

after his birth due to his father's quest for freedom of religion 

during the Great Awakening. As a boy, Allen already excelled at 

quoting the Bible and was known for disputing the meaning of 

passages. He had five brothers (Heman, Heber, Levi, Zimri, and 
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Ira) and two sisters (Lydia and Lucy). His brothers Ira and 

Heman were also prominent figures in the early history of 

Vermont. The town of Cornwall was frontier territory in the 

1740s, but it began to resemble a town by the time that Allen 

was a teenager, with wood-frame houses beginning to replace 

the rough cabins of the early settlers. Joseph Allen was one of 

the wealthier landowners in the area by the time of his death 

in 1755. He ran a successful farm and had served as town 

selectman. Allen began studies under a minister in the nearby 

town of Salisbury with the goal of gaining admission to Yale 

College.  

First marriage and early adulthood 

Allen was forced to end his studies upon his father's death. He 

volunteered for militia service in 1757 in response to the 

French siege of Fort William Henry, but his unit received word 

that the fort had fallen while they were en route, and they 

turned back. The French and Indian War continued over the 

next several years, but Allen did not participate in any further 

military activities and is presumed to have tended his farm. In 

1762, he became part owner of an iron furnace in Salisbury. 

He also married Mary Brownson from Roxbury in July 1762, 

who was five years his senior. They first settled in Cornwall, 

but moved the following year to Salisbury with their infant 

daughter Loraine. They bought a small farm and proceeded to 

develop the iron works. The expansion of the iron works was 

apparently costly to Allen; he was forced to sell off portions of 

the Cornwall property to raise funds, and eventually sold half 

of his interest in the works to his brother Heman. The Allen 

brothers sold their interest in the iron works in October 1765.  
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By most accounts, Allen's first marriage was unhappy. His wife 

was rigidly religious, prone to criticizing him, and barely able 

to read and write. In contrast, his behavior was sometimes 

quite flamboyant, and he maintained an interest in learning. 

Nevertheless, they remained together until Mary's death in 

1783. They had five children together, only two of whom 

reached adulthood.  

Allen and his brother Heman went to the farm of a neighbor 

whose pigs had escaped onto their land, and they seized the 

pigs. The neighbor sued to have the animals returned to him; 

Allen pleaded his own case and lost. Allen and Heman were 

fined ten shillings, and the neighbor was awarded another five 

shillings in damages. He was also called to court in Salisbury 

for inoculating himself against smallpox, a procedure that 

required the sanction of the town selectmen.  

Allen met Thomas Young when he moved to Salisbury, a doctor 

living and practicing just across the provincial boundary in 

New York. Young taught him a great deal about philosophy and 

political theory, while Allen shared his appreciation of nature 

and life on the frontier with Young. They eventually decided to 

collaborate on a book intended as an attack on organized 

religion, as Young had convinced Allen to become a Deist. They 

worked on the manuscript until 1764, when Young moved away 

from the area taking the manuscript with him. Allen recovered 

the manuscript many years later, after Young's death. He 

expanded and reworked the material, and eventually published 

it as Reason: the Only Oracle of Man.  

Heman remained in Salisbury where he ran a general store 

until his death in 1778, but Allen's movements are poorly 
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documented over the next few years. He lived in Northampton, 

Massachusetts in the spring of 1766, where his son Joseph 

was born and where he invested in a lead mine. The authorities 

asked him to leave Northampton in July 1767, though no 

official reason is known. Biographer Michael Bellesiles 

suggests that religious differences and Allen's tendency to be 

disruptive may have played a role in his departure. Allen 

briefly returned to Salisbury before settling in Sheffield, 

Massachusetts with his younger brother Zimri. It is likely that 

his first visits to the New Hampshire Grants occurred during 

these years. Sheffield was the family home for ten years, 

although Allen was often absent for extended periods.  

New Hampshire Grants 

New Hampshire Governor Benning Wentworth was selling land 

grants west of the Connecticut River as early as 1749, an area 

to which New Hampshire had always laid claim. Many of these 

grants were sold at relatively low prices to land speculators, 

who made land kick-backs to Wentworth. In 1764, King George 

issued an order resolving the competing claims of New York 

and New Hampshire in favor of New York. New York had issued 

land grants that overlapped some of those sold by Wentworth, 

and authorities there insisted that holders of the Wentworth 

grants pay a fee to New York to have their grants validated. 

This fee approached the original purchase price, and many of 

the holders were land-rich and cash-poor, so there was a great 

deal of resistance to the demand. By 1769, the situation had 

deteriorated to the point that surveyors and other figures of 

New York authority were being physically threatened and 

driven from the area.  
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A few of the holders of Wentworth grants were from 

northwestern Connecticut, and some of them were related to 

Allen, including Remember Baker and Seth Warner. In 1770, a 

group of them asked him to defend their case before New 

York's Supreme Court. Allen hired Jared Ingersoll to represent 

the grant-holder interest in the trial, which began in July 1770 

and pitted Allen against politically powerful New York grant-

holders, including New York's Lieutenant Governor Colden, 

James Duane who was prosecuting the case, and Robert 

Livingston, the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court who was 

presiding over the case. The trial was brief and the outcome 

unsurprising, as the court refused to allow the introduction of 

Wentworth's grants as evidence, citing their fraudulently 

issued nature. Duane visited Allen and offered him payments 

"for going among the people to quiet them". Allen denied taking 

any money and claimed that Duane was outraged and left with 

veiled threats, indicating that attempts to enforce the 

judgment would be met with resistance.  

Many historians believe that Allen took these actions because 

he already held Wentworth grants of his own, although there is 

no evidence that he was issued any such grants until after he 

had been asked to take up the defense at the trial. He acquired 

grants from Wentworth to about 1,000 acres (400 ha) in 

Poultney and Castleton prior to the trial.  

Green Mountain Boys 

On Allen's return to Bennington, the settlers met at the 

Catamount Tavern to discuss their options. These discussions 

resulted in the formation of the Green Mountain Boys in 1770, 

with local militia companies in each of the surrounding towns. 
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Allen was named their Colonel Commandant, and cousins Seth 

Warner and Remember Baker were captains of two of the 

companies. Further meetings resulted in creating committees 

of safety; they also laid down rules to resist New York's 

attempts to establish its authority. These included not allowing 

New York's surveyors to survey anyland in the Grants, not just 

land owned through the Wentworth grants. Allen participated 

in some of the actions to drive away surveyors, and he also 

spent much time exploring the territory. He sold some of his 

Connecticut properties and began buying land farther north in 

the territory, which he sold at a profit as the southern 

settlements grew and people began to move farther north.  

Friction increased with the provincial government in October 

1771, when Allen and a company of Green Mountain Boys 

drove off a group of Scottish settlers near Rupert. Allen 

detained two of the settlers and forced them to watch them 

burn their newly constructed cabins. Allen then ordered them 

to "go your way now, and complain to that damned scoundrel 

your Governor, God damn your Governor, Laws, King, Council, 

and Assembly". The settlers protested his language but Allen 

continued the tirade, threatening to send any troops from New 

York to Hell. In response, New York Governor William Tryon 

issued warrants for the arrests of those responsible, and 

eventually put a price of £20 (around £3.3k today) on the 

heads of six participants, including Allen. Allen and his 

comrades countered by issuing offers of their own.  

The situation deteriorated further over the next few years. 

Governor Tryon and the Green Mountain Boys exchanged 

threats, truce offers, and other writings, frequently written by 

Allen in florid and didactic language while the Green Mountain 
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Boys continued to drive away surveyors and incoming tenants. 

Most of these incidents did not involve bloodshed, although 

individuals were at times manhandled, and the Green 

Mountain Boys sometimes did extensive property damage when 

driving tenants out. By March 1774, the harsh treatment of 

settlers and their property prompted Tryon to increase some of 

the rewards to £100.  

Onion River Company 

Allen joined his cousin Remember Baker and his brother Ira, 

Heman, and Zimri to form the Onion River Company in 1772, a 

land-speculation organization devoted to purchasing land 

around the Winooski River, which was known then as the 

Onion River. The success of this business depended on the 

defense of the Wentworth grants. Early purchases included 

about 40,000 acres (16,000 ha) from Edward Burling and his 

partners; they sold land at a profit to Thomas Chittenden, 

among others, and their land became the city of Burlington.  

The outrage of the Wentworth proprietors was renewed in 1774 

when Governor Tryon passed a law containing harsh provisions 

clearly targeted at the actions of the "Bennington Mob". 

Vermont historian Samuel Williams called it "an act which for 

its savage barbarity is probably without parallel in the 

legislation of any civilized country". Its provisions included the 

death penalty for interfering with a magistrate, and outlawing 

meetings of more than three people "for unlawful purposes" in 

the Grants. The Green Mountain Boys countered with rules of 

their own, forbidding anyone in the Grants from holding "any 

office of honor or profit under the colony of N. York". Allen 

spent much of the summer of 1774 writing A Brief Narrative of 
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the Proceedings of the Government of New York Relative to Their 

Obtaining the Jurisdiction of that Large District of Land to the 

Westward of the Connecticut River, a 200-page polemic arguing 

the position of the Wentworth proprietors. He had it printed in 

Connecticut and began selling and giving away copies in early 

1775. Historian Charles Jellison describes it as "rebellion in 

print".  

Westminster massacre 

Allen traveled into the northern parts of the Grants early in 

1775 for solitude and to hunt for game and land opportunities. 

A few days after his return, news came that blood had finally 

been shed over the land disputes. Most of the resistance 

activity had taken place on the west side of the Green 

Mountains until then, but a small riot broke out in 

Westminster on March 13 and led to the deaths of two men. 

Allen and a troop of Green Mountain Boys traveled to 

Westminster where the town's convention adopted a resolution 

to draft a plea to the King to remove them "out of so oppressive 

a jurisdiction". It was assigned to a committee which included 

Allen. The American Revolutionary War began less than a week 

after the Westminster convention ended, while Allen and the 

committee worked on their petition.  

Revolutionary War 

Capture of Fort Ticonderoga 

• Allen received a message from members of an 

irregular Connecticut militia in late April, following 
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the battles of Lexington and Concord, that they were 

planning to capture Fort Ticonderoga and requesting 

his assistance in the effort. Allen agreed to help and 

began rounding up the Green Mountain Boys, and 60 

men from Massachusetts and Connecticut met with 

Allen in Bennington on 2 May, where they discussed 

the logistics of the expedition. By 7 May, these men 

joined Allen and 130 Green Mountain Boys at 

Castleton. They elected Allen to lead the expedition, 

and they planned a dawn raid for May 10. Two small 

companies were detached to procure boats, and Allen 

took the main contingent north to Hand's Cove in 

Shoreham to prepare for the crossing. 

On the afternoon of 9 May, Benedict Arnold unexpectedly 

arrived, flourishing a commission from the Massachusetts 

Committee of Safety. He asserted his right to command the 

expedition, but the men refused to acknowledge his authority 

and insisted that they would follow only Allen's lead. Allen and 

Arnold reached an accommodation privately, the essence of 

which was that Arnold and Allen would both be at the front of 

the troops when they attacked the fort.  

The troops procured a few boats around 2 a.m. for the 

crossing, but only 83 men made it to the other side of the lake 

before Allen and Arnold decided to attack, concerned that dawn 

was approaching. The small force marched on the fort in the 

early dawn, surprising the lone sentry, and Allen went directly 

to the fort commander's quarters, seeking to force his 

surrender. Lieutenant Jocelyn Feltham was awakened by the 

noise, and called to wake the fort's commander Captain 

William Delaplace. He demanded to know by what authority the 
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fort was being entered, and Allen said, "In the name of the 

Great Jehovah and the Continental Congress!" Delaplace finally 

emerged from his chambers and surrendered his sword, and 

the rest of the fort's garrison surrendered without firing a 

shot. The only casualty had been a British soldier who became 

concussed when Allen hit him with a cutlass, hitting the man's 

hair comb and saving his life.  

Raids on St. John 

On the following day, a detachment of the Boys under Seth 

Warner's command went to nearby Fort Crown Point and 

captured the small garrison there. On 14 May, following the 

arrival of 100 men recruited by Arnold's captains, and the 

arrival of a schooner and some bateaux that had been taken at 

Skenesboro, Arnold and 50 of his men sailed north to raid Fort 

St. John, on the Richelieu River downstream from the lake, 

where a small British warship was reported by the prisoners to 

be anchored. Arnold's raid was a success; he seized the sloop 

HMS Royal George, supplies, and a number of bateaux.  

Allen, shortly after Arnold's departure on the raid, decided, 

after his successes at the southern end of the lake, to take and 

hold Fort St. John himself. To that end, he and about 100 Boys 

climbed into four bateaux, and began rowing north. After two 

days without significant food (which they had forgotten to 

provision in the boats), Allen's small fleet met Arnold's on its 

way back to Ticonderoga near the foot of the lake. Arnold 

generously opened his stores to Allen's hungry men, and tried 

to dissuade Allen from his objective, noting that it was likely 

the alarm had been raised and troops were on their way to St. 

John. Allen, likely both stubborn in his determination, and 
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envious of Arnold, persisted. When Allen and his men landed 

above St. John and scouted the situation, they learned that a 

column of 200 or more regulars was approaching. Rather than 

attempt an ambush on those troops, which significantly 

outnumbered his tired company, Allen withdrew to the other 

side of the river, where the men collapsed with exhaustion and 

slept without sentries through the night. They were awakened 

when British sentries discovered them and began firing 

grapeshot at them from across the river. The Boys, in a panic, 

piled into their bateaux and rowed with all speed upriver. 

When the expedition returned to Ticonderoga two days later, 

some of the men were greatly disappointed that they felt they 

had nothing to show for the effort and risks they took, but the 

capture of Fort Ticonderoga and Crown Point proved to be 

important in the Revolutionary War because it secured 

protection from the British to the North and provided vital 

cannon for the colonial army.  

Promoting an invasion 

Following Allen's failed attempt on St. John, many of his men 

drifted away, presumably drawn by the needs of home and 

farm. Arnold then began asserting his authority over Allen for 

control of Ticonderoga and Crown Point. Allen publicly 

announced that he was stepping down as commander, but 

remained hopeful that the Second Continental Congress was 

going to name "a commander for this department ... 

Undoubtedly, we shall be rewarded according to our merit". 

Congress, for its part, at first not really wanting any part of 

the affair, effectively voted to strip and then abandon the forts. 

Both Allen and Arnold protested these measures, pointing out 

that doing so would leave the northern border wide open. They 
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both also made proposals to Congress and other provincial 

bodies for carrying out an invasion of Quebec. Allen, in one 

instance, wrote that "I will lay my life on it, that with fifteen 

hundred men, and a proper artillery, I will take Montreal". 

Allen also attempted correspondence with the people of Quebec 

and with the Indians living there in an attempt to sway their 

opinion toward the revolutionary cause.  

On June 22, Allen and Seth Warner appeared before Congress 

in Philadelphia, where they argued for the inclusion of the 

Green Mountain Boys in the Continental Army. After 

deliberation, Congress directed General Philip Schuyler, who 

had been appointed to lead the Army's Northern Department, 

to work with New York's provincial government to establish 

(and pay for) a regiment consisting of the Boys, and that they 

be paid Army rates for their service at Ticonderoga. On July 4, 

Allen and Warner made their case to New York's Provincial 

Congress, which, despite the fact that the Royal Governor had 

placed a price on their heads, agreed to the formation of a 

regiment. Following a brief visit to their families, they returned 

to Bennington to spread the news. Allen went to Ticonderoga to 

join Schuyler, while Warner and others raised the regiment.  

Allen loses command of the Boys 

When the regimental companies in the Grants had been raised, 

they held a vote in Dorset to determine who would command 

the regiment. By a wide margin, Seth Warner was elected to 

lead the regiment. Brothers Ira and Heman were also given 

command positions, but Allen was not given any position at all 

in the regiment. The thorough rejection stung; Allen wrote to 

Connecticut Governor Jonathan Trumbull, "How the old men 
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came to reject me I cannot conceive inasmuch as I saved them 

from the incroachments of New York."  

The rejection likely had several causes. The people of the 

Grants were tired of the disputes with New York, and they were 

tired of Allen's posturing and egotistic behavior, which the 

success at Ticonderoga had enhanced. Finally, the failure of 

the attempt on St. John's was widely seen as reckless and ill-

advised, attributes they did not appreciate in a regimental 

leader. Warner was viewed as a more stable and quieter choice, 

and was someone who also commanded respect.  

The history of Warner's later actions in the revolution (notably 

at Hubbardton and Bennington) may be seen as a confirmation 

of the choice made by the Dorset meeting. In the end, Allen 

took the rejection in stride, and managed to convince Schuyler 

and Warner to permit him to accompany the regiment as a 

civilian scout.  

Capture 

The American invasion of Quebec departed from Ticonderoga 

on August 28. On September 4, the army had occupied the Île 

aux Noix in the Richelieu River, a few miles above Fort St. 

John, which they then prepared to besiege.  

On September 8, Schuyler sent Allen and Massachusetts Major 

John Brown, who had also been involved in the capture of 

Ticonderoga, into the countryside between St. John and 

Montreal to spread the word of their arrival to the habitants 

and the Indians. They were successful enough in gaining 

support from the habitants that Quebec's governor, General 

Guy Carleton, reported that "they have injured us very much".  



Encyclopedia of American Revolution, Volume 5 

1031 

When he returned from that expedition eight days later, 

Brigadier General Richard Montgomery had assumed command 

of the invasion due to Schuyler's illness. Montgomery, likely 

not wanting the troublemaker in his camp, again sent him out, 

this time to raise a regiment of French-speaking Canadiens. 

Accompanied by a small number of Americans, he again set 

out, traveling through the countryside to Sorel, before turning 

to follow the Saint Lawrence River up toward Montreal, 

recruiting upwards of 200 men.  

On September 24, he and Brown, whose company was guarding 

the road between St. John's and Montreal, met at Longueuil, 

and, according to Allen's account of the events, came up with a 

plan in which both he and Brown would lead their forces to 

attack Montreal. Allen and about 100 men crossed the Saint 

Lawrence that night, but Brown and his men, who were to 

cross the river at La Prairie, did not. General Carleton, alerted 

to Allen's presence, mustered every man he could, and, in the 

Battle of Longue-Pointe, scattered most of Allen's force, and 

captured him and about 30 men. His capture ended his 

participation in the revolution until 1778, as he was 

imprisoned by the British. General Schuyler, upon learning of 

Allen's capture, wrote, "I am very apprehensive of disagreeable 

consequences arising from Mr. Allen's imprudence. I always 

dreaded his impatience and imprudence."  

Imprisonment 

Much of what is known of Allen's captivity is known only from 

his own account of the time; where contemporary records are 

available, they tend to confirm those aspects of his story.  
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Allen was first placed aboard HMS Gaspée, a brig anchored at 

Montreal. He was kept in solitary confinement and chains, and 

General Richard Prescott had, according to Allen, ordered him 

to be treated "with much severity". In October 1775, the 

Gaspée went downriver, and her prisoners were transferred to 

the Adamant, which then sailed for England. Allen wrote of the 

voyage that he "was put under the power of an English 

Merchant from London, whose name was Brook Watson: a man 

of malicious and cruel disposition".  

On arrival at Falmouth, England, after a crossing under filthy 

conditions, Allen and the other prisoners were imprisoned in 

Pendennis Castle, Cornwall. At first his treatment was poor, 

but Allen wrote a letter, ostensibly to the Continental 

Congress, describing his conditions and suggesting that 

Congress treat the prisoners it held the same way. Unknown to 

Allen, British prisoners now included General Prescott, 

captured trying to escape from Montreal, and the letter came 

into the hands of the British cabinet. Also faced with 

opposition within the British establishment to the treatment of 

captives taken in North America, King George decreed that the 

men should be sent back to America and treated as prisoners 

of war.  

In January 1776, Allen and his men were put on board HMS 

Soledad, which sailed for Cork, Ireland. The people of Cork, 

when they learned that the famous Ethan Allen was in port, 

took up a collection to provide him and his men with clothing 

and other supplies. Much of the following year was spent on 

prison ships off the American coast. At one point, while aboard 

HMS Mercury, she anchored off New York, where, among other 

visitors, the captain entertained William Tryon; Allen reports 
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that Tryon glanced at him without any sign of recognition, 

although it is likely the New York governor knew who he was. 

In August 1776, Allen and other prisoners were temporarily 

put ashore in Halifax, owing to extremely poor conditions 

aboard ship; due to food scarcity, both crew and prisoners 

were on short rations, and scurvy was rampant. By the end of 

October, Allen was again off New York, where the British, 

having secured the city, moved the prisoners on-shore, and, as 

he was considered an officer, gave Allen limited parole. With 

the financial assistance of his brother Ira, he lived 

comfortably, if out of action, until August 1777. Allen then 

learned of the death of his young son Joseph due to smallpox.  

According to another prisoner's account, Allen wandered off 

after learning of his son's death. He was arrested for violating 

his parole, and placed in solitary confinement. There Allen 

remained while Vermont declared independence, and John 

Burgoyne's campaign for the Hudson River met a stumbling 

block near Bennington in August 1777.  

On 3 May, 1778, he was transferred to Staten Island. Allen was 

admitted to General John Campbell's quarters, where he was 

invited to eat and drink with the general and several other 

British field officers. He stayed there for two days and was 

treated politely. On the third day Allen was exchanged for 

Colonel Archibald Campbell, who was conducted to the 

exchange by Colonel Elias Boudinot, the American commissary 

general of prisoners appointed by General George Washington. 

Following the exchange, Allen reported to Washington at Valley 

Forge. On 14 May, he was breveted a colonel in the Continental 

Army in "reward of his fortitude, firmness and zeal in the 

cause of his country, manifested during his long and cruel 
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captivity, as well as on former occasions," and given military 

pay of $75 per month. The brevet rank, however, meant that 

there was no active role, until called, for Allen. Allen's services 

were never requested, and eventually the payments stopped.  

Vermont Republic 

Return home 

Following his visit to Valley Forge, Allen traveled to Salisbury, 

arriving on 25 May 1778. There he learned that his brother 

Heman had died just the previous week and that his brother 

Zimri, who had been caring for Allen's family and farm, had 

died in the spring following his capture. The death of Heman, 

with whom Allen had been quite close, hit him quite hard.  

Allen then set out for Bennington, where news of his 

impending return preceded him, and he was met with all of the 

honor due to a military war hero. There he learned that the 

Vermont Republic had declared independence in 1777, that a 

constitution had been drawn up, and that election had been 

held. Allen wrote of this homecoming that "we passed the 

flowing bowl, and rural felicity, sweetened with friendship, 

glowed in every countenance". The next day he went to 

Arlington to see his family and his brother Ira, whose 

prominence in Vermont politics had risen considerably during 

Allen's captivity.  

Politics 

Allen spent the next several years involved in Vermont's 

political and military matters. While his family remained in 
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Arlington, he spent most of his time either in Bennington or on 

the road, where he could avoid his wife's nagging. Shortly after 

his arrival, Vermont's Assembly passed the Banishment Act, a 

sweeping measure allowing for the confiscation and auction by 

the republic of property owned by known Tories.  

Allen was appointed to be one of the judges responsible for 

deciding whose property was subject to seizure under the law. 

(This law was so successful at collecting revenue that Vermont 

did not impose any taxes until 1781.) Allen personally escorted 

some of those convicted under the law to Albany, where he 

turned them over to General John Stark for transportation to 

the British lines.  

Some of these supposed Tories protested to New York Governor 

George Clinton that they were actually dispossessed Yorkers. 

Clinton, who considered Vermont to still be a part of New York, 

did not want to honor the actions of the Vermont tribunals; 

Stark, who had custody of the men, disagreed with Clinton. 

Eventually the dispute made its way to George Washington, 

who essentially agreed with Stark since he desperately needed 

the general's services. The prisoners were eventually 

transported to West Point, where they remained in "easy 

imprisonment".  

While Allen's service as a judge in Vermont was brief, he 

continued to ferret out Tories and report them to local Boards 

of Confiscation for action. He was so zealous in these efforts 

that they also included naming his own brother Levi, who was 

apparently trying to swindle Allen and Ira out of land at the 

time. This action was somewhat surprising, as Levi had not 

only attempted to purchase Allen's release while he was in 
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Halifax, but he had also traveled to New York while Allen was 

on parole there and furnished him with goods and money. Allen 

and Levi engaged in a war of words, many of which were 

printed in the Connecticut Courant, even after Levi crossed 

British lines. They would eventually reconcile in 1783.  

Early in 1779, Governor Clinton issued a proclamation stating 

that the state of New York would honor the Wentworth grants, 

if the settlers would recognize New York's political jurisdiction 

over the Vermont territory. Allen wrote another pamphlet in 

response, entitled An Animadversory [sic] Address to the 

Inhabitants of the State of Vermont; with Remarks on a 

Proclamation under the Hand of his Excellency George Clinton, 

Esq; Governor of the State of New York. In typical style, Allen 

castigated the governor for issuing "romantic proclamations ... 

calculated to deceive woods people", and for his "folly and 

stupidity". Clinton's response, once he recovered his temper, 

was to issue another proclamation little different from the 

first. Allen's pamphlet circulated widely, including among 

members of Congress, and was successful in casting the 

Vermonters' case in a positive light.  

In 1779, Allen published the account of his time in captivity, A 

Narrative of Colonel Ethan Allen's Captivity ... Containing His 

Voyages and Travels, With the most remarkable Occurrences 

respecting him and many other Continental Prisoners of 

Observations. Written by Himself and now published for the 

Information of the Curious in all Nations. First published as a 

serial by the Pennsylvania Packet, the book was an instant 

best-seller; it is still available today. While largely accurate, it 

notably omits Benedict Arnold from the capture of Ticonderoga, 

and Seth Warner as the leader of the Green Mountain Boys.  
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Negotiations with the British 

Allen appeared before the Continental Congress as early as 

September 1778 on behalf of Vermont, seeking recognition as 

an independent state. He reported that due to Vermont's 

expansion to include border towns from New Hampshire, 

Congress was reluctant to grant independent statehood to 

Vermont. Between 1780 and 1783, Allen participated, along 

with his brother Ira, Vermont Governor Thomas Chittenden, 

and others, in negotiations with Frederick Haldimand, the 

governor of Quebec, that were ostensibly about prisoner 

exchanges, but were really about establishing Vermont as a 

new British province and gaining military protection for its 

residents. The negotiations, once details of them were 

published, were often described by opponents of Vermont 

statehood as treasonous, but no such formal charges were ever 

laid against anyone involved.  

Later years 

As the war had ended with the 1783 Treaty of Paris, and the 

United States, operating under the Articles of Confederation, 

resisted any significant action with respect to Vermont, Allen's 

historic role as an agitator became less important, and his 

public role in Vermont's affairs declined. Vermont's 

government had also become more than a clique dominated by 

the Allen and Chittenden families due to the territory's rapid 

population growth.  

In 1782, Allen's brother Heber died at the relatively young age 

of 38. Allen's wife Mary died in June 1783 of consumption, to 
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be followed several months later by their first-born daughter 

Loraine. While they had not always been close, and Allen's 

marriage had often been strained, Allen felt these losses 

deeply. A poem he wrote memorializing Mary was published in 

the Bennington Gazette.  

Publication of Reason 

In these years, Allen recovered from Thomas Young's widow, 

who was living in Albany, the manuscript that he and Young 

had worked on in his youth and began to develop it into the 

work that was published in 1785 as Reason: the Only Oracle of 

Man. The work was a typical Allen polemic, but its target was 

religious, not political. Specifically targeted against 

Christianity, it was an unbridled attack against the Bible, 

established churches, and the powers of the priesthood. As a 

replacement for organized religion, he espoused a mixture of 

deism, Spinoza's naturalist views, and precursors of 

Transcendentalism, with man acting as a free agent within the 

natural world. While historians disagree over the exact 

authorship of the work, the writing contains clear indications 

of Allen's style.  

The book was a complete financial and critical failure. Allen's 

publisher had forced him to pay the publication costs up front, 

and only 200 of the 1,500 volumes printed were sold. (The rest 

were eventually destroyed by a fire at the publisher's house.) 

The theologically conservative future president of Yale, Timothy 

Dwight, opined that "the style was crude and vulgar, and the 

sentiments were coarser than the style. The arguments were 

flimsy and unmeaning, and the conclusions were fastened 

upon the premises by mere force." Allen took the financial loss 
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and the criticism in stride, observing that most of the critics 

were clergymen, whose livelihood he was attacking.  

Second marriage 

Allen met his second wife, a young widow named Frances 

"Fanny" Montresor Brush Buchanan, early in 1784; and after a 

brief courtship, they wed on 16 February 1784. Fanny came 

from a notably Loyalist background (including Crean Brush, 

notorious for acts during the Siege of Boston, from whom she 

inherited land in Vermont), but they were both smitten, and 

the marriage was a happy one. They had three children: Fanny 

(1784–1819), Hannibal Montresor (1786–1813), and Ethan 

Alphonso (1789–1855). Fanny had a settling effect on Allen; for 

the remainder of his years he did not embark on many great 

adventures.  

The notable exception to this was when land was claimed by 

the Connecticut-based owners of the Susquehanna Company, 

who had been granted titles to land claimed by Connecticut in 

the Wyoming Valley, in an area that is now Wilkes-Barre, 

Pennsylvania. The area was also claimed by Pennsylvania, 

which refused to recognize the Connecticut titles. Allen, after 

being promised land, traveled to the area and began stirring up 

not just Pennsylvania authorities but also his long-time 

nemesis, Governor Clinton of New York, by proposing that a 

new state be carved out of the disputed area and several 

counties of New York. The entire affair was more bluster than 

anything else, and was resolved amicably when Pennsylvania 

agreed to honor the Connecticut titles. Allen was also 

approached by Daniel Shays in 1786 for support in what 

became the Shays's Rebellion in western Massachusetts. He 
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was unsupportive of the cause, in spite of Shays's offer to 

crown him "king of Massachusetts"; he felt that Shays was just 

trying to erase unpayable debts.  

In his later years, independent Vermont continued to 

experience rapid population growth, and Allen sold a great deal 

of his land, but also reinvested much the proceeds in more 

land. A lack of cash, complicated by Vermont's currency 

problems, placed a strain on Fanny's relatively free hand on 

spending, which was further exacerbated by the cost of 

publishing Reason, and of the construction of a new home near 

the mouth of the Onion River. He was threatened with debtors' 

prison on at least one occasion, and was at times reduced to 

borrowing money and calling in old debts to make ends meet.  

Allen and his family moved to Burlington in 1787, which was 

no longer a small frontier settlement but a small town, and 

much more to Allen's liking than the larger community that 

Bennington had become. He frequented the tavern there, and 

began work on An Essay on the Universal Plenitude of Being, 

which he characterized as an appendix to Reason. This essay 

was less polemic than many of his earlier writings. Allen 

affirmed the perfection of God and His creation, and credited 

intuition as well as reason as a way to bring Man closer to the 

universe. The work was not published until long after his 

death, and is primarily of interest to students of 

Transcendentalism, a movement the work foreshadows.  

Death 

On 11 February 1789, Allen traveled to South Hero, Vermont 

with one of his workers to visit his cousin, Ebenezer Allen, and 
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to collect a load of hay. After an evening spent with friends and 

acquaintances, he spent the night there and set out the next 

morning for home. While accounts of the return journey are 

not entirely consistent, Allen apparently suffered an apoplectic 

fit en route and was unconscious by the time they returned 

home. Allen died at home several hours later, without ever 

regaining consciousness. He was buried four days later in the 

Green Mount Cemetery in Burlington. The funeral was attended 

by dignitaries from the Vermont government and by large 

numbers of common folk who turned out to pay respects to a 

man many considered their champion.  

Allen's death made nationwide headlines. The Bennington 

Gazette wrote of the local hero, "the patriotism and strong 

attachment which ever appeared uniform in the breast of this 

Great Man, was worth of his exalted character; the public have 

to lament the loss of a man who has rendered them great 

service". Although most obituaries were positive, a number of 

clergymen expressed different sentiments. "Allen was an 

ignorant and profane Deist, who died with a mind replete with 

horror and despair" was the opinion of Newark, New Jersey's 

Reverend Uzal Ogden. Yale's Timothy Dwight expressed 

satisfaction that the world no longer had to deal with a man of 

"peremptoriness and effrontery, rudeness and ribaldry". It is 

not recorded what New York Governor Clinton's reaction was to 

the news.  

Family 

• Allen's widow Fanny gave birth to a son, Ethan 

Alphonso, on 24 October 1789. She eventually 

remarried. Allen's two youngest sons went on to 
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graduate from West Point and serve in the United 

States Army. H.M. Allen was the 7th graduate, a 

member of the Class of 1804, and served until 1813. 

E.A. Allen was the 22nd graduate, a member of the 

Class of 1806, and served until 1821. His daughter 

Fanny achieved notice when she converted to Roman 

Catholicism and entered a convent. Two of his 

grandsons were Henry Hitchcock, Attorney General 

of Alabama and Ethan Allen Hitchcock, served as a 

Union Army general in the American Civil War. 

Reportedly General Hitchcock strongly resembled his 

famous grandfather. Two of Henry Hitchcock's sons 

were Henry Hitchcock and Ethan Allan Hitchcock.  

Likenesses 

No likenesses of Allen made from life have been found, in spite 

of numerous attempts to locate them. Efforts by members of 

the Vermont Historical Society and other historical groups 

through the years have followed up on rumored likenesses, 

only to come up empty.  

Photographs of Allen's grandson, General Ethan Allen 

Hitchcock, are extant, and, Hitchcock's mother said that he 

bore a strong resemblance to her father.  

The nearest potential images included one claimed to be by 

noted Revolutionary War era engraver Pierre Eugene du 

Simitiere that turned out to be a forgery, and a reference to a 

portrait possibly by Ralph Earl that has not been found (as of 

Stewart Holbrook's writing in 1940). Alexander Graydon, with 
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whom Allen was paroled during his captivity in New York, 

described him like this:  

His figure was that of a robust, large-framed man, worn down 

by confinement and hard fare; but he was now recovering his 

flesh and spirits; and a suit of blue clothes, with a gold laced 

hat that had been presented to him by the gentlement of Cork, 

enabled him to make a very passable appearance for a rebel 

colonel ... I have seldom met with a man, possessing, in my 

opinion, a stronger mind, or whose mode of expression was 

more vehement and oratorical. Notwithstanding that Allen 

might have had something of the insubordinate, lawless 

frontier spirit in his composition ... he appeared to me to be a 

man of generosity and honor. 

Memorials 

Allen's final home, on the Onion River (now called the Winooski 

River), is a part of the Ethan Allen Homestead and Museum. 

Situated in Burlington, Allen's homestead is open for viewing 

via guided tours.  

Two ships of the United States Navy were named USS Ethan 

Allen in his honor, as were two 19th-century fortifications: a 

Civil War fort in Arlington County, Virginia and a cavalry 

outpost in Colchester and Essex, Vermont.  

The Vermont Army National Guard's facility in Jericho, 

Vermont is called the Camp Ethan Allen Training Site. A statue 

of Allen represents Vermont in National Statuary Hall of the 

United States Capitol. A city park in the Montreal borough of 

Mercier–Hochelaga-Maisonneuve commemorating his capture 
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bears his name. The Spirit of Ethan Allen III is a tour boat 

operating on Lake Champlain. Allen's name is the trademark of 

the furniture and housewares manufacturer, Ethan Allen Inc., 

which was founded in 1932 in Beecher Falls, Vermont. The 

Ethan Allen Express, an Amtrak train line running from New 

York City to Rutland, Vermont, is also named after him.  

The Ethan Allen School was added to the National Register of 

Historic Places in 1988.   
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