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NEXT ONLY TO CONTINENTAL ARMY commander General George Washington, Nathanael Greene was the ablest American general of the War for Independence. Historian Edward Lengel, in his study of George Washington’s military career, speaks for many when he sums up Greene as “the youngest and most capable of Washington’s generals.” Although he acquired his knowledge of the military arts almost entirely from books and on-the-job experience, Greene proved extraordinarily capable. Although he won few battles, his campaign that won the South for the revolutionary cause is generally acclaimed to have been the most brilliant and daring of the entire war.


A strict disciplinarian who insisted on “spit and polish” and rigorous training, Greene was also deeply concerned for the welfare of his men. Hardworking and seemingly indifferent to fatigue himself, Greene was by nature a problem solver who understood people. As with Washington, he could recognize talent and knew how to utilize it effectively. By nature optimistic, Greene was also extraordinarily ambitious, sensitive, and proud. Probably because he had not been close to his own father and because he and Washington were very much alike, Greene absolutely worshiped the commander in chief as a father figure and accorded him his complete loyalty.


Despite his near-total lack of military experience, circumstances fortunate for the American nation in 1775 combined to raise the thirty-two-year-old Greene from relative obscurity to military prominence. A Rhode Island merchant and businessman by profession, he knew little of the military but applied sound leadership principles to become the youngest general in the Continental Army. Advancing from brigadier general to major general, Greene was considered by many of his contemporaries to be the ablest brigade and then division commander in the army. Certainly Washington placed great trust in him and, at a particularly difficult time for the army, assigned him the critical yet herculean task of serving as quartermaster general. Greene proved extraordinarily effective in this demanding assignment, as he did in all others.


In October 1780, Washington assigned Greene by far his most demanding task: command of the army’s Southern Department. It was a command that Greene had actively sought. Taking charge of a sharply depleted, dispirited force lacking all manner of military equipment and even clothing, Greene refused to be drawn into pitched battles save on favorable terms. Rebuilding the Southern Army in less than a year, Greene adopted daring tactics that defied conventional military wisdom but that recaptured from British control most of the Carolinas and Georgia. Although Greene lost the most important of his Southern battles, that of Guilford Court House, this sanguinary struggle led British Lieutenant General Charles Lord Cornwallis to withdraw with the bulk of his army into Virginia, which set up the Battle of Yorktown, the climactic engagement of the war.


Greene has rarely been accorded his earned place in American military history. This is in part explained by his early and unexpected death in 1786 at only forty-three. Fortunately, the popular perception of Greene is changing, thanks to the appearance of a number of new studies of the general during the last decade. These have served to give him his proper place in American military history.


I was delighted when Josiah Bunting approached me to write this book, for I have long admired Greene and welcomed the chance to learn more about him. It has been both a pleasurable and educational experience. Certainly I come away from it with an even greater appreciation of Greene’s pivotal role in the Revolutionary War. I also believe strongly that lessons to be drawn from Greene’s life transcend the Revolutionary War period, for the leadership principles he espoused have much to tell us today. The most important of these is that character, hard work, and common sense trump specialist knowledge.


The vast bulk of Greene’s sizable personal correspondence survives, and for my primary sources I have relied mostly on the extraordinarily rich collection of the thirteen volumes of The Papers of General Nathanael Greene, compiled over a thirty-year span. The Papers contain letters from Greene to his wife Catharine (Caty) Greene. By all accounts quite lovely and flirtatious, Caty attracted the attention of many men. Unfortunately only his letters to her have been preserved. No doubt she herself destroyed her letters to him after his death, perhaps the result of Greene’s unnecessary chiding about her writing skills and poor spelling. This short study, however, concentrates on Greene’s military leadership and career. Because of space limitations, the only endnotes are those for direct quotations, which retain original spelling and punctuation. For consistency in casualty figures in battles, I have relied for the most part on Christopher Ward’s The War of the American Revolution.


I am grateful to Larry Hoffman for his wonderful maps and to historians Jim Piecuch and Paul G. Pierpaoli, Jr., who have read and commented on the manuscript. My wife, Beverly Tucker, also read the work and provided insightful suggestions.
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	AUGUST 7 (JULY 27, OS), 1742

Born in Potowomut, in Warwick, Rhode Island




	1768

Takes over operation of family foundry in Coventry




	1771

Deputy to the Rhode Island Assembly




	1774

Banished from the Quaker community for joining the Kentish Guards, the local militia




	JULY 20, 1774

Marries Catharine Littlefield of Block Island




	AUGUST 1774

Formation of Military Independent Company at East Greenwich




	OCTOBER 27, 1774

Kentish Guards, local militia, chartered




	
MAY 8, 1775

Commissioned brigadier general of Rhode Island Army of Observation




	JUNE 22, 1775

Commissioned brigadier general in the Continental Army




	AUGUST 9, 1776

Commissioned major general in the Continental Army.




	MARCH 2, 1778

Accepts position of quartermaster general of the Continental Army




	JULY 26, 1780

Resigns as quartermaster general of the Continental Army




	OCTOBER 6, 1780

Appointed commander of West Point




	OCTOBER 14, 1780

Appointed commander of Southern Department of the Continental Army




	DECEMBER 2, 1780

Arrives at Charlottetown (Charlotte), North Carolina, to assume command of the Southern Army




	MARCH 15, 1781

Commands at the Battle of Guilford Court House




	APRIL 25, 1781

Commands at the Battle of Hobkirk’s Hill




	MAY 22–JUNE 18, 1781

Commands at the siege of Ninety Six




	SEPTEMBER 8, 1781

Commands at the Battle of Eutaw Springs




	
DECEMBER 14, 1782

Occupies Charleston after evacuation by British




	NOVEMBER 1783

Leaves military service




	AUGUST 1785

Retires to Mulberry Grove, Georgia




	JUNE 19, 1786

Dies at Mulberry Grove Plantation, Georgia
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IN 1775 ON THE OUTBREAK of the Revolutionary War, Nathanael Greene seemed an unlikely candidate for a military career, let alone distinction as a brilliant strategist. Greene came from a decidedly unmilitary Quaker background and had no formal military training to speak of when he became a general in the Continental Army. Indeed, he suffered from a further liability in the form of physical disability: a slight limp. As an adult, he also was subject to severe bouts of asthma. Yet Greene and George Washington shared the distinction of being the only general officers to serve for the entire period of the Revolutionary War, and Greene rose to be one of the finest generals and influential leaders of the War for Independence. Although there is no proof of Washington having made such a designation, several of his key subordinates believed that Greene was his choice to succeed him should that prove necessary.


Greene was born into a prosperous Quaker family in Potowomut, Rhode Island, on August 7 (July 27 OS), 1742. Potowomut is an isolated neighborhood of Warwick and was originally a village in the Warwick Township of Kent County. It is located on a peninsula between Greenwich Bay to the north and Narragansett Bay to the south. Potowomut is about two miles east of the nearest large community of East Greenwich.


Greene’s relatives had arrived in America a century before. In the early 1630s, John Greene, a religious dissident and surgeon by profession, left Salisbury, England, with his wife and five children for Massachusetts Bay. Greene was a follower of the charismatic Roger Williams, and when Williams was banished from the Bay Colony for his teachings, Greene went with him to help establish a new colony, known first as Providence and later as Rhode Island, on land purchased from the Wampanoag Indians. There John Greene became a Quaker.


John Greene’s great-grandson was Nathanael Greene Sr. An astute businessman, he bought out his brothers’ holdings and ultimately owned several forges and became known for the production of iron ship anchors. Greene also owned a gristmill and was the proprietor of a general store. His firm, Nathanael Greene & Co., became a prosperous enterprise, with Greene reportedly paying the second highest taxes in Warwick. Known as a hard worker, he also served as a part-time Quaker minister. The Greene family lived in a fine house that had been built by Nathanael Sr.’s father in 1684.


Nathanael Greene Sr. had a large family: two boys and a girl by a first marriage and six sons by his second wife, Mary Motte. His second son in his second marriage was Nathanael Greene Jr. Most of what we know of Nathanael Jr.’s youth comes from his grandson, George Washington Greene, who had the opportunity to meet with some of Nathanael’s brothers and with people who knew him. George Washington Greene describes a childhood that mixed play in nearby woods with hard physical labor.


Nathanael’s mother died when he was not yet eleven and seems not to have been a major influence on him. This was not the case with his father, however. Although he appears to have been both narrow-minded and stern, from all accounts the elder Greene also was fair. Nathanael Jr. wrote of him, “My Father was a man [of] great Piety, had an excellent understanding; and was goven’d in his conduct by Humanity and kind Benevolence.”


At the same time, Nathanael Jr. and his father were very different. The senior Greene shared the Quaker belief that advanced education was not only unnecessary but might actually lead to immorality and heresy. This was a serious barrier to a boy who from an early age thrived on books and education. Greene expressed bitterness about this years later when he wrote: “My Father was a Man of Industry and brought up his Children to Business. Early very early when I should have been in the pursuit of Knowledge, I was digging into the Bowels of the Earth after Wealth…. His mind was over shadow’d with prejudices against Literary Accomplishments.”


The elder Greene believed that the boys should be able to read and write sufficiently well and should master enough math to be able to engage in business. The Bible was the standard literary text of the day, and to complement it, the Greene boys read Quaker texts by founder George Fox, including one entitled Instructions for Right Spelling and Plain Directions for Reading and Writing True English, designed to instruct Quaker children in English grammar but also in Quaker theology. Greene also read another work by Fox, The Journal, as well as Robert Barclay’s Quaker text, An Apology for the True Christian Divinity.


Young Nathanael’s siblings apparently were content to follow the course set by their father, but Nathanael resented his father’s strictures against education and was both sufficiently strong-willed and possessed of enough thirst for learning to pursue an education. Greene wrote: “I lament the want of a liberal Education; I feel the mist [of] ignorance to surround me, for my own part I was Educated a Quaker, and amongst the most Supersticious sort, and that of itself is a sufficient Obstacle to cramp the best of Geniuses, much more mine.”


Apparently Nathanael did persuade his father to hire a tutor, Adam Maxwell, who had emigrated to Rhode Island from Scotland. Supposedly Maxwell was to instruct the boy in mathematics and Latin, but he or someone instilled in Nathanael a love of the classic Roman writers, for in not too many years Greene demonstrated a knowledge of works by Julius Caesar, Seneca, Horace, and Euclid. His brothers recalled seeing Nathanael late at night, book in hand, sitting on a stool and reading by firelight. He read whenever the opportunity presented itself, even, on occasion, while he was supposed to be working. When his father refused to buy books for his son, on his own time Nathanael fashioned small anchors and other toys to sell in Newport, New England’s second busiest seaport, when he traveled there in the sloop Two Brothers with cargoes of anchors and flour. In Newport, Greene also did not hesitate to approach people who were better educated than he and from whom he could learn. These included the Reverend Ezra Stiles, later president of Yale College.


Nathanael was much interested in geometry, and reportedly his first purchase was a volume by Euclid. Other books included works by Seneca and Horace and by modern writers such as John Locke (Essay on Human Understanding) and Jonathan Swift. Although Greene was largely self-taught, frequent recollections by contemporaries of his ability to hold his own in conversation suggest a man who was well educated according to the standards of the day.


Nathanael Greene Sr. did not interfere with this activity and might even have taken some secret pride in his son’s enterprise. The elder Greene was, however, firmly opposed to Nathanael Jr.’s other great passion: dancing. On one occasion his father reportedly whipped him for sneaking out of the house at night to attend a dance. This punishment apparently did not deter the strong-willed Nathanael from continuing the activity. Throughout his life, he always enjoyed dancing and the company of the opposite sex. George Washington Greene related the story of how one dancing partner accused Greene of dancing “stiffly,” no doubt in reference to his slightly lame right leg—a birth defect—to which Nathanael replied, “Very true, but you see that I dance strong.”


Nathanael’s older stepbrothers Benjamin and Thomas died in 1760, and a legal battle ensued over the inheritance. Nathanael, then only eighteen and the best-educated family member, took the lead in a successful effort to keep the family holdings together, preserving these for his father, himself, and his brothers Jacob, William, Elihu, Christopher, and Perry. In order to prepare himself for these legal proceedings, Nathanael read the classic work on English law, Sir William Blackstone’s Commentaries. Although we know few details, apparently the case took him out of Rhode Island, to Connecticut, and New York City.


Nathanael Greene grew into a handsome, tall (5’10”) young man. He was broad-shouldered and strong, no doubt partly due to his work at the forge. He had determined features and a firm mouth, high forehead, and blue-gray eyes. He had a slight blemish in his right eye, the consequence of an inoculation for smallpox during a trip to New York City. His decision to receive the inoculation, which was then illegal in Rhode Island, is yet another indication of his independent, rationalist spirit. He also was able to overcome his stiff knee. Barely noticeable, reportedly it did not prevent him from being able to outrun, outfight, and outdance most of his peers. In his twenties, however, he developed asthma that plagued him the remainder of his life.


Although he was very much involved in learning the family businesses, Greene also continued his interest in intellectual pursuits. This included a petition, which he probably wrote himself, to the Rhode Island Assembly, calling on it to relocate Rhode Island College from Warren to East Greenwich. Notwithstanding the petition’s characterization of East Greenwich as “abounding with Every necessary supply to render the Scholars Comfortable,” including a post office, Rhode Island College moved instead to Providence, where it became Brown University.


In November 1770 Greene Sr. died, and his surviving sons inherited his businesses, but Nathanael Greene Jr. was clearly the most important figure in these enterprises. Just before his father’s death he had moved to Coventry, about ten miles west of East Greenwich, where the family had established a new foundry. There he built a new eight-room house, which he called Spell Hall. This residence contained a library to house his growing collection of books.


Greene was now a community leader. Reportedly he took charge of the effort to establish the first public school in Coventry. Although no doubt he engaged in conversations during his frequent business trips to Newport about the implications of the English Parliament’s efforts to tax its American colonies, there is no indication during this period of Greene’s involvement in radical political activity. Greene’s lengthy correspondence in the early 1770s with Samuel Ward Jr., who in 1771 at age fourteen was already a student at Rhode Island College, is entirely devoid of such discussions.


Greene did continue his self-education. For whatever reason, this activity was now directed more toward military topics. Greene noted later that he read, in addition to Caesar’s narratives of his campaigns, writings by Prussian King Frederick II (“the Great”), including his Instructions to His Generals, and French Marshal Maurice de Saxe’s memoirs, Mes Reveries.


After moving to Coventry, Greene fell in love with Anna Ward, daughter of Samuel Ward and older sister of Samuel Ward Jr. Anna’s father was one of the important political leaders of Rhode Island and on occasion its governor. Greene was crushed when in the summer of 1771 she rejected his marriage proposal.


Two years later, however, in 1773, at a dance in East Greenwich, Greene again fell in love, this time with Catharine Littlefield. Caty, as she was known to her friends, was an orphan and ward of Greene’s cousin, William Greene. She has been described as slight of build, witty, and a graceful dancer. Although, like her suitor, limited in formal education, Caty was bright and clever. Flirtatious, she clearly enjoyed the company of men. Caty immediately captured Greene’s affections. On July 20, 1774, the two were married in East Greenwich in a small ceremony. He was a few days shy of thirty-two, and she was but nineteen. They were a perfect match: he was solid and dependable; she was vivacious and charming.


Now apparently settled into a business career, Greene brought Caty back to Coventry, intent on amassing a fortune and starting a family. Theirs was largely a very happy and satisfying union, but they were not to enjoy matrimonial bliss for long. The gathering storm clouds over New England were about to break into open rebellion.










CHAPTER TWO THE APPROACH OF WAR [image: ]



SEPARATED BY THREE THOUSAND MILES of ocean and dissimilar circumstances, it was inevitable that differences in outlook would arise between the ruling class in Britain and the inhabitants of British North America. Statesmen in London did not understand this, and, even when they did, they made little or no effort to reconcile the differences. The communities on each side of the Atlantic had been growing apart for some time, but the crushing British victory over France in the French and Indian War of 1754–63, known in Europe as the Seven Years’ War of 1756–63, actually worked against British rule. The removal of the French threat gave free play to the forces working for separation. Although the war had been won largely by British regulars, Americans magnified their own role in the victory; in any case, the colonials believed that their contributions to it diminished their obligations to Britain.


Almost immediately after the war, in 1763 Chief Pontiac of the Ottawa Indians led an intertribal alliance in a rebellion along the western frontier. British regulars put it down, but in these circumstances, London decided to station 10,000 regulars along the frontier and have the Americans pay part of their upkeep. The plan seemed fair, especially as the mother country was hard-pressed for funds following the heavy expenditures of the French and Indian War, and because the soldiers would be protecting the colonials both from Indian attack and any French resurgence. This decision, however, ignited a long controversy about Parliament’s right to tax.


The question became: what taxes would the Americans be willing to pay? Americans—that is, those apart from slaves and indentured servants—were probably the freest people in the world. Apart from import duties (many of which were evaded through widespread smuggling), Americans paid only those few taxes assessed by their own colonial legislatures.


Parliament’s effort began with the American Duties Act of April 1764, commonly referred to as the Sugar Act. Although it lowered the duty on foreign molasses, it imposed the duty on all sugar or molasses, regardless of its source. The act also insured that the duty would be paid, and it established a new vice-admiralty court with jurisdiction over customs cases in the British colonies, placing it in the garrison town of Halifax, Nova Scotia, where British judges presumably would be safe from intimidation.


The Sugar Act aroused great resentment among the colonists. James Otis of Massachusetts denounced the new act in his pamphlet The Rights of the British Colonies Asserted and Proved. This work enunciated the principle of no taxation without representation. The Sugar Act hit Rhode Island hard, for that colony’s economic fortunes were closely tied to the rum trade. There was thus considerable anger when the British warships Squirrel and Maidstone were sent to Newport to enforce the act. In late 1764, Rhode Island Governor Stephen Hopkins published a treatise, The Rights of the Colonies Examined, in which he inveighed against both the Sugar Act and another new tax, the Stamp Act. Parliament, he claimed, had no right to collect taxes without the consent of the colonists themselves.


The Stamp Act of 1765 was a levy on all paper products. Such a tax was not new and was in widespread use in Europe. A cargo of the stamps arrived at Newport aboard a British ship that October, but opposition to the tax was so strong that the stamps were not unloaded. The act was repealed the next year. Generally unnoticed in the excitement over the repeal was the Declaratory Act of March 1766. It asserted Parliament’s right to bind its American colonies “in all cases whatsoever.”


The next effort by Parliament to find some tax that the colonials would pay came in the Townshend Acts of 1767. These imposed customs duties on glass, lead, paint, paper, china earthenware, silk, and tea imported from Britain into the colonies. According to Chancellor of the Exchequer Charles Townshend, the revenues raised would be applied to help pay the salaries of royal governors and judges, as well as the cost of defending the colonies. But the act was clearly an attempt to make British officials independent of colonial legislatures to enable them to enforce parliamentary authority. After colonial protests, in March 1770 this act too was repealed, save for the tax on tea.


Tensions between colonists and British soldiers also had been rising. This was in part for economic reasons; many British soldiers had, out of need, taken part-time jobs away from Bostonians. Another problem was the Quartering Act, by which Bostonians were forced to house and feed British troops. These factors led to a bloody confrontation on March 5, 1770: the so-called Boston Massacre.


Rhode Island was in the thick of these developments. On May 16, 1769, angry Rhode Islanders at Providence tarred and feathered several customs officials. Then on July 19, 1770, the British customs schooner Liberty arrived at Newport to enforce the customs laws and prevent smuggling. Its captain, determined to do his duty, had fired on a suspicious colonial vessel—no doubt a smuggler—the day before. A large crowd of angry citizens gathered on the wharf, confronted the captain, and instructed him to order his crew ashore. Members of the crowd then boarded the ship and burned it.


Greene, meanwhile, had become more politically active. In 1771, he won election to the Rhode Island General Assembly, serving there until 1775 and rewriting the colony’s militia laws. He also soon became involved in what became a famous incident in the path to revolution.


In early 1772, the sixty-foot British revenue schooner Gaspee, purchased by the British government in North America, arrived in Newport to enforce the revenue acts. Its captain, Lieutenant William Dudingston, was well aware of what had happened to the Liberty but nonetheless was determined to do his duty. His ship stopped every colonial vessel entering or leaving Newport and subjected it to a thorough search for contraband.


On February 17, Dudingston ordered his crew to search the merchant ship Fortune in Newport Harbor. It had a cargo of fourteen hundred gallons of rum and forty gallons of “Jamaican Spirits.” Rufus Greene, a cousin of Nathanael Greene, was at the helm, and the Fortune was owned by none other than Nathanael Greene & Co. Dudingston apparently handled young Rufus Greene roughly and ordered the Fortune towed to Boston where its future could be decided by an admiralty court rather than being adjudicated by a local jury at Newport, which might be expected to find for the ship owners.


Greene was outraged at the news. He wrote that he was setting out in pursuit of a “Searover” (i.e. a pirate) who had made off with “a quantity of our Rum and carried it round to Boston….” The “illegallity of [the] measure created such a Spirit of Resentment That I have devoted almost the whole of my Time in devising and carrying into execution measures for the recovery of my Property and punishing the offender.”


Indeed, Greene brought a lawsuit against Dudingston, demanding compensation, and the case became a cause célèbre in Rhode Island. The lawsuit forced Dudingston to evade the colony’s officials, who were authorized to arrest him. Meanwhile, Dudingston continued aggressive enforcement of the law, creating no little havoc at Newport and causing Governor Joseph Wanton to complain to Dudingston’s commanding officer, Admiral John Montagu, at Boston, but to no avail. The exchange between Montagu and Wanton was terse. Montagu warned Wanton that he had heard rumors of plans in Newport to fit out a vessel that might then attempt to cut out ships seized for illegal trading activity. Were this to occur, Montagu warned, the guilty parties would be hanged as pirates. Wanton replied that he did not take instructions from “the King’s Admiral stationed in America.”


Much to the chagrin of Newport merchants, that summer Dudingston continued his rigid enforcement of British law. On June 9, 1772, the Gaspee fired a shot across the bow of the merchant ship Hannah in Narragansett Bay. Benjamin Lindsay, captain of the Hannah, attempted to escape, and Dudingston ordered the Gaspee to give chase, but Lindsey took his own ship into shallow water and there the Gapsee promptly grounded. Lindsey then sailed his own ship on to Providence some six miles distant and reported what had transpired.


Late that night, more than sixty men set out in a half dozen longboats from Providence. The crew of the Gaspee spotted the approach of the longboats, and Dudingston appeared on deck with a pistol and demanded to know who the men were. Sheriff of Kent County Abraham Whipple identified himself and said that he had a warrant for Dudingston’s arrest in connection with Greene’s lawsuit. Whipple demanded that Dudingston surrender, but he refused and was shot in the groin. The Providence men then boarded the revenue schooner and overpowered its crew, transporting them to shore before returning to torch the Gaspee.


The Gaspee Affair caused a sensation. British officials in London, even King George III, were outraged. Lord Hillsborough, British secretary of state for American affairs, resigned. The king ordered a royal commission to investigate the crime and bring those responsible to justice. Meanwhile, Governor Wanton was obliged to issue a proclamation offering a reward of £100 for information on the perpetrators. George III personally raised the reward to £500. Despite this considerable sum and the commission of inquiry, no one came forward.


Indeed, the Kent County sheriff arrested Dudingston in his hospital bed, allowing the trial against him for his seizure of Greene’s ship to proceed, and Greene ultimately won a judgment against the lieutenant of some £300, although there is no indication that he ever received the money. Certainly Greene & Co. desperately needed the funds, because even as the case was being argued, in August 1772 the forge at Coventry was destroyed in a fire, plunging Greene into despair and bringing on an acute attack of asthma.


The Gaspee Affair was certainly a major event in Greene’s life. Suggestions that he was among the perpetrators carried considerable personal risk, for suspects, once apprehended, were to be transported to England for trial. This grave personal threat seems to have awakened in Greene a political outlook heretofore lacking. His extant earlier correspondence makes no mention even of the Boston Massacre, but after the Gaspee Affair, it is laced with references to British tyranny and the threats posed by the crown to colonial liberties. Thus, Greene wrote Samuel Ward Jr. that while witnesses could establish his complete innocence in the affair, the investigatory commission was “justly Alarming to every Virtuous Mind and Lover of Liberty in America.” He also condemned the Rhode Island General Assembly for not protesting the work of the commission as “betrayers of the Peoples Liberties.” Greene saw in his own difficulties the fate of all Americans. Whatever his motivations, Greene had become a patriot.


Matters were now coming to a head between the Crown and colonial agitators. The prolonged British effort to bring the colonies to heel, and colonial resistance to it, ended with the so-called Boston Tea Party. In May 1773, Parliament attempted to rescue the financially strapped yet politically well-connected British East India Company. The government authorized it to sell its considerable surplus of tea directly to its own agents in America. The tea would actually be cheaper, even with the tax in place, than smuggled Dutch tea, but the arrangement would cut out colonial middlemen, establishing a monopoly on what was the principal colonial drink and ending a major element of the smuggling trade. Public meetings in New York, Philadelphia, and Boston all condemned the act.


At the end of November 1773, three ships carrying East India Company tea arrived at Boston. Two mass meetings at that port demanded that it be returned to England without payment of duty. With no action forthcoming, on the evening of December 16, some eight thousand people met in protest, and afterward a number of them, roughly disguised as Mohawk Indians, boarded the tea ships and, working throughout the night, emptied them of 342 large chests of tea, which were dumped into Boston harbor. Further disorders against the landing of tea followed in other American seaports.


This event ended the period of British government patience. Frustrated by its fruitless decade-long effort to tax the colonies and by colonial intransigence and lawlessness, London now adopted a hard line. Determined to teach the rebellious American subjects a lesson, in March 1774 King George III and his ministers pushed through Parliament the first of what became known as the Coercive Acts, measures known in America as the Intolerable Acts. The first of these, the Boston Port Bill, closed the port of Boston, threatening the colony with economic ruin. Other legislation suspended the charter of Massachusetts, placed that colony under martial law, and gave the new government extensive new powers over town meetings. A Quartering Act required colonial authorities to provide housing and supplies for British troops. If the colonists would make restitution for the destroyed tea, the restrictions would be lifted. Nonetheless, this strong action against a colonial government and the colony’s economic livelihood created a firestorm in America, lending credence to arguments by the New England radical leaders that the British were out to crush American liberties.


At the same time, although not part of the coercive program, the Quebec Act of May 1774 seemed a gratuitous British insult and one of the “intolerable” measures. Actually one of the most enlightened pieces of imperial legislation of its day, it sought to reconcile the large number of French Catholics to British rule by granting full civil rights and religious freedom to Canadians. This was anathema to many Protestants in New England. More importantly for the seaboard colonies, it defined the borders of the former New France as the French had drawn them, cutting the colonies off from further westward expansion.


After the Intolerable Acts and the Quebec Act, self-authorized groups met in several colonies and sent delegates to a “Continental Congress” in Philadelphia in September 1774. It adopted the so-called Association that called for nonimportation of English goods after December 1. Individual colonies then organized committees of public safety, and Greene’s brother Jacob was a member of the Rhode Island committee.


Greene followed these events closely. Boston was only sixty miles from Coventry, and he made frequent business trips there. On one of these trips Greene met bookseller Henry Knox. The two men soon became fast friends and often discussed events and their common belief of inevitable war between Britain and the colonies. The two shared an interest in military science, and both sought to prepare themselves for the coming conflict through independent study. Knox, the future commander of the Continental Army’s artillery, read everything he could on that subject, while Greene read the writings of French Marshal Henri de la Tour d’Auvergne, Vicomte de Turenne. Through Knox, Greene met Samuel Adams and Paul Revere.


Greene now firmly identified with the radicals. His language and outlook as expressed in his correspondence was fully as extreme as their own. Thus, in a letter to Samuel Ward Jr., Greene charged that the British ministry in London




seems to be determined to embrace their cursed hands in American Blood, and that once Wise and Virtuous Parliament, but now Wicked and weak Assembly, lends an assisting hand to accomplish their hellish schemes. The soldiers in Boston are insolent above measure. Soon very soon expect to hear the thirsty Earth drinking in the warm Blood of American sons. O how my eyes flashes with indignation and my boosom burns with holy resentment.





Greene joined others in raising funds to buy food to assist the people of Boston. He contributed 2£ 8S, the second highest sum among eighty citizens who signed a subscription deploring the “Late, Cruel, malignant and more than savage Acts of the British Parliament.”


Increasingly, Greene also involved himself in militia activities. In August 1774, he helped found a militia company in East Greenwich, one of a number of such companies being organized throughout the colonies, and especially New England, in direct response to events in Boston. Tradition has it that on one of his trips to Boston, Greene, assisted by Knox, hired a deserting British Army sergeant to go to East Greenwich and drill the new unit, known as the Kentish Guards (for Kent County), several times a week. Greene also purchased a musket in Boston and smuggled it out of the city, and he enlisted in the new unit as a private. On October 29, 1774, the Kentish Guards were accepted by the Rhode Island Assembly as a recognized state military unit. Writing to a friend, Colonel James Varnum, at the end of October 1774, Greene explained his support for a militia unit in these words: “I thought the cause of Liberty was in danger and as it was attackt by a military force it was necessary to cultivate a military spirit amongst this People, that should tyranny endeavor to make any further advances we might be prepared to check it in its first sallies.”


While some writers have claimed that it was this military activity that caused Greene to be read out of the Quakers, recent scholarship suggests otherwise. Greene was already drifting away from the family religion and indeed had become cynical about organized religion in general. Part of it was resentment over the claims of religious leaders to be the guardians of public morals, and indeed the action that led to his departure from the Quakers was having been seen with a cousin at “a Place in Coneticut of Publick Resort [i.e. tavern] where they had No Proper Business.”


While some members of the Kentish Guards wanted Greene as that unit’s first lieutenant, apparently a majority objected to his slight limp, believing that officers should not suffer from physical disability and that such would reflect poorly on the unit as a whole. This was a great blow. Attorney Michael Varnum, one of Greene’s close friends, had accepted the captaincy of the unit, and, angry at the treatment of Greene, he reportedly threatened to resign his commission. Greene wrote Varnum on October 31: “Let me intreat you Sir if you have any regard for me not to forsake the company at this critical season, for I fear the consequences…. I would not have the company break and disband…. It would be a disgrace upon the county and upon the town in particular.” At the same time, Greene was deeply wounded. He noted that he had been told that he “was a blemish to the company.” He admitted that “it is my misfortune to limp a little but I did not conceive it to be great…. I had pleased my self with the thoughts of serving under you, but as it is the general Opinion that I am unfit for such an undertaking I shall desist. I feel not the less inclination to promote the good of the Company because I am not to be one of its members. I shall do every thing in my power to procure the Charter.” Greene did not resign; indeed, he became one of the company’s most faithful members, drilling with it regularly.


Meanwhile, by the winter of 1774–75, North America was a powder keg. British commander in North America Lieutenant General Thomas Gage reported to London that the situation was dangerous and that he lacked sufficient manpower to deal with events if fighting were to break out. This did not influence George III and his ministers, who were determined to pursue a hard line. In February 1775 Parliament declared Massachusetts to be in rebellion.


Gage strongly disagreed with London’s approach. In a report sent to London but not shared with Parliament, he estimated that, in the event of fighting, it would take a year or two and 20,000 men just to pacify New England. If these men could not be supplied, Gage advocated a naval blockade and economic pressure as the best approach. London disagreed. The ministry held that 10,000 troops, supported by Loyalists, would be sufficient. Surely Gage was a defeatist or worse. London believed that the vast majority of Americans were loyal to the crown, that any problems were the work of only a few agitators, that a show of force and the arrest of the troublemakers would restore order, and that all would then be well.


The war that London now entered into so blithely caught Britain unprepared. Troops would have to be raised, the navy rebuilt, and men and supplies shipped across the ocean. While the Royal Navy, once rebuilt, could land troops at any point on the American seaboard and extract them again, campaigning in the interior in a land without adequate roads or strategic centers would be difficult indeed.


Fighting began on April 19, 1775, when Gage sent troops from Boston to destroy stores of arms that the radicals had been stockpiling at Concord. He had successfully carried out similar operations in the past, but this time the militia were alerted. At Lexington, Gage’s troops encountered a hastily assembled small militia force, and, in a skirmish, easily brushed them aside. The British then marched on to Concord and completed their mission. The withdrawal to Boston became a nightmare, however, for the local militia was by then out in full force, and they sniped at the British from cover along the route. In all, the operation claimed 273 British casualties of some 1,800 engaged (73 killed, 174 wounded, and 26 missing) and 95 Americans (49 killed, 41 wounded, and 5 missing). Militia forces then closed around Boston, opening a siege. The War for American Independence had begun.


Mounted couriers spread the news, and Greene learned of events that same day. He bid a hasty goodbye to Caty and marched with the Kentish Guards for Providence, fourteen miles distant. The royalist governor of Rhode Island ordered the Kentish Guards to return home, but Greene, two of his brothers, and several other men rode on toward Boston to assess the situation, only returning when they learned that the British troops had all returned there.


Several days later, the General Assembly of Rhode Island selected Greene as one of two commissioners to meet with Connecticut representatives concerning common defense measures. At the same time, the General Assembly ordered the raising of a brigade of 1,500 men, known as the Army of Observation. On May 8, after two other men had turned down the post, Connecticut officials named Greene a brigadier general and commander of the Army of Observation. This decision set in motion everything that followed.


The selection of Greene to head Rhode Island’s military effort appears surprising, given that his sole military experience consisted of six months’ occasional drill as a private in the Kentish Guards. Yet Greene was hardly unknown. He had established political connections and had served in the assembly. The decision was most probably based on Greene’s brief show of leadership as one of the commissioners treating with Connecticut and on his fixity of purpose and apparent appetite for command. Greene’s commission called on him to “resist, expel, kill and destroy” any enemies who might invade or assault America, “in Order to preserve the interest of His Majesty and His good subjects in these parts.”


Greene’s brother Jacob now assumed direction of the family’s financial enterprises, while both Nathanael and his brother Christopher went off to war. (Christopher, then a colonel, was killed in fighting in May 1781 at Croton, New York.) Greene spent the next several weeks preparing the brigade for war. A stickler for details, he quickly became acquainted with his staff and key officers and drilled the men. He also busied himself securing supplies, and at the end of May 1775, the brigade set off for Roxbury near Boston. Caty, now pregnant with their first child, remained in Coventry.
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