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Since the United States Army’s inception by an act of Congress on June 14, 1776, its remarkable service members have engaged in almost every one of the most important turning points in our nation’s history. In THE GREATEST U.S. ARMY STORIES EVER TOLD, editor lain Martin gathers the amazing experiences of America’s fighting men and women into one unforgettable collection.


Each story recounts the sights, sounds, and significance of such hallowed battlefields as Yorktown, Gettysburg, and the Argonne. Ride a rickety boat with Washington in his famous night crossing over the Potomac. Triumph with Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain as he snatches victory from the jaws of defeat on Gettysburg’s Little Round Top. Charge San Juan Hill with Theodore Roosevelt, as told by the era’s most famous war correspondent, Richard Harding Davis.


This collection includes the most significant stories of the highest generals from famous actions such as D-Day and Inchon, as well as the most memorable experiences of the citizen soldier far from home, in such places as Landing Zone X-Ray and 73 Easting. Whether fighting at home or abroad, whether in victory or defeat THE GREATEST U.S. ARMY STORIES EVER TOLD shares the stories and singular experiences of these amazing individuals, and sheds new light on their courage and sacrifice.
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Introduction


Duty, Honor, Country


The greatest army of the modern era began with the most humble of origins. Colonial townships, in need of organizing their own defenses, established local militia forces. These men volunteered to assemble and train periodically under leaders elected by each company. Each man would supply his own weapon, ammunition, clothing, and food. In a time of crisis they would be expected to rally and protect the lives and well-being of their fellow citizens. In times of war they may have been sent to regions unknown in support of British regulars under the command of English officers. Militia units had served the British well in the French and Indian War, yet they were never accorded the respect held only for European regular soldiers.


It was these same citizen soldiers who defied the British as they stood in the path of the advancing redcoats at Lexington green on the morning of April 19, 1775. In the “shot heard around the world” their stand against tyranny ended in bloodshed. Eight men where killed and ten wounded—an unthinkable price for a small township. As the British moved on to Concord the word spread, and the militia formed along the flanks of the British column. Their attacks forced the British to fall back to Boston, suffering over 270 casualties. The war for independence had begun. Militia from all over the colonies marched toward Boston where they put the British effectively under siege.


The Continental Army was born of necessity on June 14, 1775, to meet the threat of all-out war. Congress undertook to raise ten companies of expert riflemen, and appointed a committee that included George Washington to draft rules and regulations for the government of the army. The riflemen authorized on June 14 were the first units raised directly as Continentals, a standing force under the direct supervision of Congress and military authority. Congress intended to have the ten companies serve as a light infantry force for the Boston siege. At the same time it symbolically extended military participation beyond New England by allocating six of the companies to Pennsylvania, two to Maryland, and two to Virginia. Each company would have a captain, three lieutenants, four sergeants, four corporals, a drummer, and sixty-eight privates. The following day Congress unanimously elected George Washington to lead the Continentals, granting him the rank of General and Commander-in-Chief.


Washington was the natural choice for the job. He was one of the most experienced colonials, having fought bravely in the French and Indian War, where he commanded militia forces. Congress hoped that Washington’s appointment to command would help win support from the southern colonies. For what he lacked in experience he made up for with personal qualities of determination, a belief in the American cause for independence, and a sense of honor and dignity that inspired respect and confidence in all around him. In the habit of wearing his old uniform to the military committee meetings at Congress, the six-foot-tall Washington cut an impressive figure. In a time of great confusion, chaos, and uncertainty, the formation of the Continental Army and the appointment of Washington to command was one of the greatest achievements of the Continental Congress.


It is entirely appropriate the origins of the United States Army began with citizen soldiers. Unlike the European armies with traditions of inherited privileges, purchased titles, servitude soldiers, and mercenary allies, the Americans were bound by an understanding that to live as free men they must first work together to overcome all challenges. This sense of individualism and spirit has never left the American soldier. It also validates the concept of volunteer service. A soldier from a free society, who volunteers to serve in a cause deemed righteous, is a force to be reckoned with. As an instrument of force, the United States Army was founded with the mission to protect American freedoms, a role that it has served from 1775 to the present day.


Collected in this volume are twenty-three true stories selected for their narrative and historical merits. The authors range from professional soldiers to draftees, from journalists to historians. They are presented in chronological order and cover all the major conflicts from the American Revolution to the current war in Iraq. The intent of this work is not a glorification of war, but a tribute to those who served and continue to serve, a means of reflection and remembrance, and above all, to provide an engaging read by some of the greatest authors to write about the United States Army.


—IAIN C. MARTIN


CLINTON, CONNECTICUT JANUARY 27, 2006




Washington’s Crossing


DAVID HACKETT FISCHER




Here succeeded a scene of war, which I had often conceived but never saw before. The hurry, fright, and confusion of the enemy was [not] unlike that which will be when the last trump shall sound.


—Colonel Henry Knox, December 28, 1776





There are few moments in American history that rival the importance of events in December of 1776. The euphoria of declaring independence from England that July had been tempered by a major defeat of General Washington’s Continental Army at the battle of Long Island in August. Washington avoided catastrophe with cunning and luck on the night of August 27, when his army crossed the East River at night leaving their campfires burning as they escaped. The British Army under Maj. General William Howe routed Washington’s army from New York and across New Jersey, defeating them again at White Plains and securing Fort Washington and Fort Lee, taking thousands of rebel prisoners along the way.


In early December, Washington moved his army across the Delaware river into Pennsylvania as a new force of 6,000 men under British Lt. General Charles Cornwallis approached Trenton. The American position was dire. Washington’s army was greatly reduced at the end of November when many of the enlistments in his army ran out. Only 4,700 men remained fit for duty. A second round of enlistments would run out on December 31, reducing his force to a mere 1,500 men. Food and supplies were critically short, and many soldiers lacked winter clothing. His loss of New York and retreat from New Jersey left the Continentals and militia without a victory over British regulars. Morale among the ranks was low. Members of the Continental Congress, which had fled from Philadelphia to Baltimore, were beginning to question his ability to lead. As the weather grew colder, Washington knew the British would continue to move against him after the river had frozen. The time had come for decisive action to secure a victory over the enemy or the revolution could fail with the onset of winter.


A Hessian garrison under Col. Johann Rall had taken winter quarters in Trenton across the river. Washington planned a surprise attack for the morning after Christmas with two divisions under Nathaniel Greene and John Sullivan. Twenty-four hundred Continentals and militia would cross the river under the cover of darkness to attack the Hessians at dawn. The poor weather conditions and effects of Christmas celebrations in the enemy camp would work in their favor, yet it was a daring mission fraught with danger. Washington ordered the watchword for the mission to be ‘Victory or Death.’


At 11:00 PM a heavy snowstorm began, which soon became freezing rain. The river was choked with ice. An officer would write in his journal, “It is fearfully cold and raw and a snow-storm is setting in. The wind is northeast and beats in the faces of the men. It will be a terrible night for the soldiers who have no shoes. Some of them have tied old rags around their feet; others are barefoot, but I have not heard a man complain. They are ready to suffer any hardship and die rather than give up their liberty.” As the men entered the boats to cross the river, their officers read to them the words of Thomas Paine’s The Crisis, written only days earlier in Philadelphia, “These are the times that try men’s souls. The summer soldier and the sunshine patriot will, in this crisis, shrink from the service of their country; but he that stands by it now, deserves the love and thanks of man and woman. Tyranny, like hell, is not easily conquered; yet we have this consolation with us, that the harder the conflict, the more glorious the triumph.”


By 4:00 AM Washington’s force had navigated the river crossing and prepared for the ten-mile march to Trenton. Author David Hackett Fischer describes the battle from his acclaimed Washington’s Crossing.
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The American columns were now about two miles from Trenton, and the time was about 7:30 in the morning. George Washington urged his men forward, hoping to salvage something from his ruined plan. They had already passed the hour of sunrise, which was 7:20 local time, but no sun was in sight that day. The nor’easter was raging more violently than ever, and the clouds were very thick. One American remembered that the weather was “dark and stormy so that we could not see very far ahead.” Sleet and snow were falling heavily again, with intervals of heavy rain. The men struggled to keep their flints and powder dry. Some wrapped their weapons in the blankets that Robert Morris had brought them.


As the Americans moved closer to the town, scouts came up to Washington and reported the location of Hessian outposts. The German commanders had established a ring of forward positions about a mile outside the center of Trenton. One large outpost (in company strength) was on the River Road to the west. Another with twenty-four men was near the intersection of the Scotch Road and the Pennington Road to the northwest. A third guarded the Princeton Road to the northeast, and others protected the bridge over Assunpink Creek south of the town, and the ferry landing. Many “night sentries” were posted in between, five or seven from each outpost. At first light they were replaced by “day pickets.”


Colonel Rall had been thorough in his precautions. German outguards covered every major approach by land into Trenton, and other men were in place along the Delaware river. Behind the outposts were duty companies that could offer support. In the center of town, one Hessian regiment was always on alert in “alarm houses,” and the others were ready to muster quickly.


George Washington was well informed about the German dispositions in Trenton. His tactical intelligence was excellent this day. After hearing from his scouts, Washington halted the American left wing on the Pennington Road, behind a screen of woods. They were about eight hundred yards from the Hessian guardhouse, a small wood-frame cooper shop that belonged to Richard and Arthur Howell, a mile from the town center. Senior American officers deployed their brigades in three attacking columns: Mercer’s New Englanders and Maryland men on the right; Stephen’s Virginians with Stirling’s Delaware men in the center; and Fermoy’s Pennsylvanians on the American left. The vanguard were Virginia infantry, led by Captain William Washington and Lieutenant James Monroe.


On command the three columns started forward in a thick flurry of snow. George Washington himself led the attack in the center. As the men emerged from the woods into open fields on both sides of the road, Washington picked up the pace. One soldier remembered that he led them forward at a “long trot” across the fields. Peering ahead through dense clouds of swirling snow, they saw a door open at the cooper shop, and a Hessian emerged. An American raised his weapon, fired at long range, and missed. Other Hessians ran out of the cooper shop, pulling on their coats and equipment. The Americans managed to get off a ragged volley in the storm, then a second and a third. The Hessians formed and fired back.


The time was a little past eight o’clock. Three minutes later, the heavy boom of American artillery was heard from the lower River Road. In the center of the town, German kettledrums suddenly began to beat the urgent call to arms. George Washington could scarcely believe it. Both American wings attacked at nearly the same moment, through a heavy squall of snow that masked their approach. Against all expectation, they had taken the Hessians by surprise.


The Hessian who appeared in the door of the cooper shop on the upper road was Lieutenant Andreas von Wiederholdt. He had been sent to take command of the outpost after the raid on Christmas night. The strength of the outpost was doubled, and Wiederholdt’s orders were very clear. With his twenty-four men he was told to put out night sentries beyond the cooper shop to give warning of a surprise attack, to send out a dawn patrol before first light, and to put day pickets in position from sunrise to sunset.


Weiderholdt had followed his instructions, and even exceeded them. Later he wrote that he “sent out seven posts, as well as I could during the night, and sent out one patrol after another to prevent being surprised.” His night sentries made a chain that stretched from Wiederholdt’s position in the cooper shop to the outguards from the River Road to his left and to the outpost on the Princeton Road to his right. Other outpost commanders did the same thing on that Christmas night.


Then came the storm. Wiederholdt remembered that “the night passed quietly.” At first light he recalled his sentries and sent out a dawn patrol. By now the weather was very bad, and the patrol appears not to have ventured far beyond the cooper shop. Wiederholdt remembered that before eight o’clock “my day patrol was already back for a while, reporting that everything was silent and quiet.”


After a week of constant alarms, and the American raid on Christmas evening, Weiderholdt’s men were very tired. Many had been on sentry duty or patrol through the night, and again at dawn. In the morning, as the storm grew more violent than ever, they relaxed their vigilance a little. Weiderholdt testified that his seven day pickets were all in place, but he complained that they were not very alert, and they saw nothing in the storm. The lieutenant allowed his seventeen men who were not on picket to get warm and dry in the cooper shop, as any good officer would have done.


Inside the building the air must have grown very stale, with so many men who bathed so seldom in so small a space. At about eight o’clock Weiderholdt decided to step outside. He stood for a moment by the door and looked across the frozen fields toward the woods along the Pennington Road. As he peered through the storm, he dimly saw something moving in the distance. Weiderholdt looked again through a white veil of snow and made out the shapes of men coming toward him. He first thought that they were the patrol of Captain Johann Brubach, the inspector of the guard, who made his rounds every morning, checking each outpost and sentry outside the town. Brubach sometimes approached from that direction.


As Weiderholdt studied the distant figures in the storm, they began to multiply. He counted sixty, too many to be Captain Brubach’s small party. Then one of the figures stopped and raised a weapon. Weiderholdt saw the muzzle flash, then another, and a third. He turned to his men and shouted, “Der Feind! The Enemy!”


The Hessians came running out of the cooper shop, tugging on their equipment. “We were quickly under arms,” Weiderholdt remembered, “and we waited to give the enemy a firm challenge, thinking they were merely a roaming party. They fired three volleys at me and my seventeen men, who held their fire. After the third volley I gave the order to fire.” They were at extreme range; nobody on either side appears to have been hit in the first exchange.


Wiederholdt began to see the full size of the American attack. This was no raiding party. Hundreds of men were now visible, advancing through the fields on both sides of the road. He was seeing Mercer’s brigade southwest of the Pennington Road, Stephen and Stirling in the middle, and Fermoy to the east. Together they threatened a double envelopment of the small Hessian outpost. Weiderholdt later wrote, “We fought with them until we were almost surrounded by several battalions. I therefore retreated, under constant fire.”


The American brigades pressed forward. Washington ordered Fermoy’s troops to move east across the country to block the Princeton Road. That task went to Edward Hand’s veteran regiment of Pennsylvania Riflemen and Haussegger’s battalion of German-speaking infantry from Pennsylvania and western Maryland. They responded quickly and attacked the Hessian outguard on the Princeton Road. Weiderholdt looked to the right, and saw the Hessians fall back. His men were doing the same thing.


The two Hessian detachments withdrew in good order toward the town in a fighting retreat. They converged on the high ground at the north end of Trenton where the main streets came together. There a duty company of Lossberg troops under Captain Ernst von Altenbockum came forward to help them. Weiderholdt remembered, “While we had been engaging the enemy this company formed a line in the street in front of the captain’s quarters. I took a position on their right wing and together we fired at the enemy. But soon we were forced to retire in the same manner as before so that we would not be cut off from the garrison.”


The American infantry were closer now, and some were able to fire their muskets in the storm. Weiderholdt remembered that Hessians began to fall. Captain Altenbockum’s company fought stubbornly against heavy odds, with the outguards at their side. The Hessians fell back slowly toward the village, using houses and outbuildings for cover. The fighting retreat of these small Hessian detachments, against heavy pressure from half the American army, was done with courage and skill. George Washington observed them with a keen professional eye and admired their performance. After the battle he went out of his way to mention that the Hessian outguards “behaved very well, keeping up a constant retreating fire from behind houses.”


On the River Road, the other wing of the American army advanced toward the lower end of the town at the same time. General Sullivan led from the front, with Captain John Flahaven’s New Jersey troops in the van and Colonel John Stark’s New Hampshire brigade close behind. Just ahead of the Americans was a small house close to the road where the Hessians had posted a day picket. Beyond it was the Hermitage, General Philemon Dickinson’s home. The Hessians made it their main outpost on the River Road and held it with a company of Jägers under Lieutenant Friedrich von Gröthausen.


As the Americans came forward along the River Road, a Hessian picket fired at them. Lieutenant von Gröthausen heard the shot, mustered his Jägers at the Hermitage, and led them forward to support his picket. The Americans moved into the fields on both sides of the road and brought their artillery into action. Major James Wilkinson remembered, “It was now broad day, and the storm beat violently in our faces. The attack had commenced on the left, and was immediately answered by Colonel Stark in our front, who forced the enemy’s picket.”


John Stark had a reputation as a fighter. He was devoted to the Revolutionary cause and wrote to his wife that he was determined to “live free or die,” a phrase that his state later made its motto. Stark had trained his New Hampshiremen to use the bayonet, and he led them forward through the fields along the River Road. The Hessians were astonished to see the despised American rebels running toward them through the storm with “fixed bayonets.” Lieutenant von Gröthausen retrieved his pickets and ordered his men to fall back.


As the Hessian Jägers retreated toward Trenton, the Americans launched yet another part of their attack. Massed artillery on the Pennsylvania side of the Delaware began firing into the town. That part of the battle does not appear in most American accounts, but Hessians remembered it well and testified that they came under heavy fire from seven batteries across the river. Solid shot smashed the ice along the waterfront, and shells “from the Howitzers on the other side of the Delaware” exploded around the Hessian positions. German troops near the water’s edge were forced to leave their posts “on account of the cannonade.” Trenton was now under heavy attack from three sides.


In the center of town, the three Hessian regiments came running out of their quarters at the first sound of firing at the Hessian outposts. They were alert and responded quickly to the attack. Boston fifer John Greenwood was there and wrote later in his memoir, “I am willing to go upon oath, that I did not see even a solitary drunken soldier belonging to the enemy,—and you will find, as I shall show, that I had an opportunity to be as good a judge as any person there.”


The German responses to the American attack were not those of intoxicated revelers. When the alarm sounded, the three Hessian regiments in the center of town formed rapidly near their quarters. There was no single alarm post for the entire garrison, but every unit had its own place and went to it, as they had done the day before. The Rall regiment was the “regiment du jour” and had been on full alert in their alarm houses all that night, ready to march at a minute’s warning. They assembled in a few moments on lower King Street and moved up the street to pick up their colors at Colonel Rall’s headquarters. The other two regiments had been sleeping in full uniform, with cartridge boxes strapped on. They also assembled very quickly. The Regiment von Lossberg formed on King Street, and the Regiment von Knyphausen gathered near the lower Queen Street, by the Quaker meetinghouse.


When the first shots rang out, the Hessian brigade adjutant, Lieutenant Jakob Piel, sprinted to Colonel Rall’s headquarters on King Street and shouted, “Der Feind! Der Feind! Heraus! Heraus! The enemy! Turn out!” Piel ran to alert others, then returned to find Rall standing at a window in his nightshirt.


“Was ist los?” Rall shouted. “What’s the matter?”


“Do you not hear the firing?” Piel asked.


“I will be there immediately!” Rall answered. He dressed quickly, ran out of his headquarters, and mounted his horse.


As the Hessian regiments began to form, the American infantry converged on Trenton from two directions. On the River Road, John Stark and his New Hampshiremen continued their attack from the west and “pressed it into the town.” Wilkinson remembered that “the enemy made a momentary shew of resistance by a wild and undirected fire from the windows of their quarters which they abandoned as we advanced, and made an attempt to form in the main street, which might have succeeded.”


Greene’s division approached the upper part of the town from the north, with Washington in the lead. The American troops were running forward in open order through the snow. Colonel Clement Biddle wrote, “Indeed I never could conceive that one spirit should so universally animate both officers and men to rush forward into action.” They occupied the high ground at the head of King and Queen streets and could see the entire town below.


Lieutenant Wiederholdt’s retreating Hessian outguards and Captain Altenbockum’s company of Lossbergers resisted bravely, but the larger American force flowed around them on both flanks. To avoid being cut off, the Hessians retreated to another position “in the town at the first houses and fired at the enemy, who were forming for battle on the heights above.” The Hessian outpost troops were very tired. They also felt very much alone. Wiederholdt wrote that “no one came to see what was happening, or to reinforce and assist us. But they did their duty.”


A few moments later Colonel Rall rode up and asked for a report. It was a fateful conversation. Weiderholdt told him that this was not another small raid, that “the enemy was strong, that they were not only above the town but were already around it on both the left and the right.” Rall inquired about numbers. Wiederholdt answered that he did not know but had seen four or five battalions “moving out of the woods.”


Wiederholdt was accurate in most ways, but he was mistaken in one vital fact. The American troops were not yet around the town “on both the left and the right.” They were attacking from the west and north of Trenton. The Hessians still held the stone bridge across Assunpink Creek, which led to good defensive ground southeast of the city. Had Colonel Rall made a fighting retreat across the bridge, he could have put his brigade in a strong position on rising land behind the creek, with his front and flanks protected. In that position his three regiments would not have been easy to defeat. They would also have had an open line of communication with Donop’s Hessians at Mount Holly, Stirling’s Highlanders at Blackhorse, and Leslie’s troops at Princeton, by way of Crosswicks, which was guarded by a Hessian detachment.


That response might have caused major trouble for George Washington, who knew the desperate risk that he was running. If the initial American assault did not succeed quickly, the small Continental army would be in grave danger. Even a drawn battle at Trenton would put it in a perilous situation, surrounded by four British and Hessian brigades, which greatly outnumbered the Americans. An awakened enemy who moved with energy and decision could trap them against an ice-choked river. The result could be another heavy defeat for Washington’s army, even its destruction.


And what if the Continental army were destroyed? After so many defeats around New York, another disaster could end Washington’s command. The recruitment of another American army would become difficult, perhaps impossible. Without an army, the American Revolution could become yet another failed rebellion, much like the Scottish rising of 1745, or the Irish insurrection of 1798. American independence could have been lost on the banks of the Delaware.


In that multitude of might-have-beens, several facts are clear enough. Lieutenant Wiederholdt reported erroneously that the Americans had enveloped the town, nearly an hour before they succeeded in doing so. Colonel Rall responded with a decision not to retreat across the creek, but to counterattack the Americans in the town. The Hessian commander seemed not to know that a line of retreat was still open to good ground just beyond the creek. Later in the battle, Colonel Rall discovered what had happened. A Hessian officer remembered that Rall “sent Lieutenant Piel to the Bridge in order to see if they could still get through.” By then it was too late.


Colonel Rall was also misled in another way, by his own contempt for the American attackers. His attitude was not unreasonable, given the conduct of American troops in the battles around New York. In Trenton, Rall often remarked that a ragtag force of rebels could never stand against German Regulars. He also had a habit of responding to an attack with a strong counterattack, which was German tactical doctrine in many wars. For all of these reasons, Colonel Rall decided to fight the Americans by attacking directly against their main strength inside the town of Trenton. It was a mistake of historic consequence.


While Wiederholdt and Rall discussed the situation, the American artillery unlimbered on the heights that commanded the town, and the infantry deployed into line. With them on the high ground (very near the present battle monument) was George Washington. He had a clear view of the town below, the river beyond, and Assunpink Creek to his left. To his right he could see Sullivan’s division marching toward the town along the River Road. Just below him to the right, Mercer’s brigade was moving down the hill along the west side of the town and entering the village through house lots and alleys. Some American troops were getting into the houses and outbuildings and taking positions that commanded the street.


Inside the town, Washington could see the Rall regiment as it formed by the alarm house, marched up King Street to Rall’s headquarters, and brought out its regimental colors. He saw the Lossberg Regiment join them and the Knyphausen Regiment form in the lower part of Queen Street below the Friends meetinghouse and move to the right into an open field east of the meetinghouse. Washington remembered, “we presently saw their main body formed, but from their motions they seemed undetermined how to act.”


Colonel Rall observed the Americans on the heights and called to his men, “Artillery Forward!” The German artillerymen ran to their guns by the Hessian headquarters on King Street and brought out their heavy horses, which had been kept permanently in harness for such an emergency. Rall ordered his artillery officers to take two guns up King Street and to go into action against the Americans on the heights above. With great speed, Artillery Lieutenants Johann Engelhardt and Friedrich Fischer collected eighteen men, hitched eight horses to the two guns, and led them up the hill to “the first houses in the street.” In a few minutes they opened fire on the Americans above them and got off twelve quick rounds against the American artillery. One Hessian shot hit the fore-horse on an American three-pounder. Sergeant John Greenwood saw the animal “struck in its belly and knocked over on its back. While it lay there kicking the cannon was stopped.”


Under fire, the American artillery came into action on the high ground above the Hessian gunners. General Stirling watched as they “soon got two field pieces at play and several others in a short time.” Captain Thomas Forrest’s large Pennsylvania battery opened fire with its two big six-pounders and two five-and-a-half-inch howitzers. The New York batteries joined in. Captain Alexander Hamilton brought two guns into action, and Captain Sebastian Baumann’s New York battery added three guns more. The gunners bent over their pieces in a heavy fall of wet snow, sheltering their powder and touchholes as best they could. The storm was beating down more violently than ever. Visibility was poor, and the guns were very wet. Merely to fire any weapon in that weather was an achievement.


The American artillery overpowered the Hessian guns and laid down a concentration of fire at the vital center of the battle. Solid iron shot bounded down King Street, toward the German artillery. Five horses were hit and fell terribly wounded in the street. Eight Hessian gunners went down. The rest were driven away from the guns by grapeshot and by heavy musketry from American infantry, who were firing from houses on their flank. The German artillerymen remembered that the American musketry was even more destructive than the batteries on the hill. Finally these brave Hessian gunners could stand no more. German Lieutenants Fischer and Engelhardt ordered their men to fall back. They abandoned the guns, retreated to the bottom of the town, and led their men across the bridge over Assunpink Creek to the hill beyond.


Behind the German guns, the grenadiers of the Rall regiment in King Street were now exposed to the American artillery. Ensign Carl Wilhelm Kleinschmidt remembered that “the enemy were firing on them with their cannon, and many men of the regiment had already been wounded.” They recoiled in disorder. Colonel Rall appeared, always in the thick of the fight. He led them out of the line of fire, took them east through the house lots and a churchyard, and rallied the infantry behind the English Church in the center of the town. The Lossberg regiment gathered there as well.


Rall led both regiments of Hessian infantry east to a large apple orchard just beyond the houses and turned them north. His object was to move against the Americans on the heights above the town arid to attack them on their flank. Over the noise of battle, the Hessian troops heard him shout, “Forward! Advance! Advance!” Both the Rall and Lossberg regiments followed him up the hill.


On the high ground above, George Washington saw the Hessian regiments rally in the apple orchard and watched them start up the hill toward his flank. With great speed and presence of mind, he instantly sent an order to Edward Hand’s Pennsylvania Rifle Regiment and Haussegger’s Pennsylvania and Maryland German regiment. They were told to shift to the east beyond the Hessians, who were advancing up the hill toward the Americans. Hand and Haussegger acted “with Spirit and Rapidity.” They moved quickly beyond the Princeton Road and formed a line on the higher ground with a clear field of fire. That counterstroke defeated the Hessian design. If Colonel Rall had led his men forward to strike at what had been Washington’s flank, the American regiments beyond the Princeton Road would now be on Rall’s flank, and the German troops would be caught between two fires. Washington’s quick reaction checked Rall’s advance just as it was getting under way.


More bad news was brought to the Hessian commander. Colonel Rall learned that two Hessian guns had been abandoned before the enemy in King Street. Worse, they were the guns of his own regiment. Their loss would be a heavy blow to the honor of his unit. The Hessian colonel turned his men toward the center of the town, and shouted, “Alle was meine Grenatir seyn, vor werds! All who are my grenadiers, forward!” The men shared their colonel’s concern for the honor of their regiment. Grenadier Reuber wrote proudly that the “grenadiers stormed to recapture the cannons.” Many of these men loved and respected their brave colonel. They would have followed him to Hell, and that was where he led them.


With drums beating and colors flying, two regiments of Hessian infantry marched back toward King Street in the center of town, determined to rescue the guns and rout the rebels. They moved straight into a cone of American fire that came at them from three directions. Directly ahead were the infantry of Mercer’s brigade, in houses and outbuildings where they were able to dry their muskets and fire from cover. Rall’s regiments were in the open. In the rain and snow, many Hessians were unable to return fire with their wet weapons. To the Hessian right, Lord Stirling’s American infantry moved down the hill against them, and the American artillery on the heights fired from the flank. On the Hessian left, St. Clair’s brigade entered the town by the River Road, moved up King Street, and engaged the German troops from the other side. The American attackers used their artillery brilliantly as shock weapons, just as Henry Knox had intended. At the lower end of town, the New England battery came forward with St. Clair’s troops and caught the advancing Hessians in a deadly crossfire.


With great courage, the Hessian infantry drove doggedly forward into King Street and recovered the German guns. “We got them back,” Grenadier Reuber wrote triumphantly, but it was another thing to keep them. The Americans were fighting with a determination that the Hessians had not seen before. Sergeant Joseph White’s crew worked their gun so hard that they shattered its carriage. White wrote, “The third shot we fired broke the axle tree of the piece,—we stood there some time idle, they firing upon us.”


Colonel Henry Knox rode up to Sergeant White’s ruined gun, looked toward the Hessian artillery, and said, “My brave lads, go up and take those two held pieces sword in hand. There is a party going and you must join them.” The battery commander repeated the order, which was sometimes necessary with these insubordinate Yankees. Captain John Allen said, “You heard what the colonel said, Sergeant White. Now take your men and join the others in the attack.”


White’s New Englanders joined the party and found that it consisted mainly of Virginians, “commanded by Captain Washington and Lieutenant Monroe.” The Virginia infantry and New England gunners charged side by side straight toward the Hessian guns. James Monroe wrote, “Captain Washington rushed forward, attacked and put the troops around the cannon to flight and took possession of them.” In the melee, William Washington went down, badly wounded in both hands. James Monroe took over “at the head of the corps” and led it forward. He too was hit by a musket ball, which severed an artery. He was carried from the field, bleeding dangerously. His life was saved by Doctor Riker, who had joined Monroe’s company as a volunteer the night before. The New Jersey physician clamped Monroe’s artery just in time to keep him from bleeding to death.


At the guns, Sergeant White took command. He remembered, “I hallowed as loud as I could scream to the men to run for their lives right up to the pieces. I was the first that reach them [the Hessian guns]. They had all left it except one man tending the vent.”White shouted, “Run, you dog!” He raised his sword above the Hessian’s head, who “looked up, and saw it, then run.”The American gunners seized the guns and turned one of them toward the German infantry. White wrote, “We put in a canister of shot (they had put in a cartridge before they left it,) and fired.”


On the other side, Hessian grenadier Johann Reuber wrote, “the rebels attacked us ferociously. Near Colonel Rall’s quarters there was a barricade of boards and in front of that stood our two company cannon. As the Americans were attempting to reach the cannon we of Rall’s Grenadier regiment encountered them, directly in front of Rall’s headquarters. The fight was furious. The rebels dismantled the barricade and now we lost the greater part of our artillery and the rebels were about to use them.”


The German troops suffered many killed and wounded. The Lossberg regiment lost seventy men in this struggle. The American infantry were aiming at the Hessian officers and brought down four Lossberger captains. Colonel Rall was in the thick of it. As another junior officer went down, Rall turned to console him. Then the colonel himself was hit and “reeled in the saddle,” shot twice in the side; both wounds were mortal. The dying German commander was helped off his horse, carried into the church, and laid upon a bench.


In the center of Trenton the battle became a bedlam of sound. The streets echoed with the thunder of artillery, the crash of iron on brick and stone, the noise of splintering wood and shattering glass, the roar of musketry, the clash of steel against steel, the mingled shouts and curses, and the cries of wounded men. On the vast scale of human slaughter this eighteenth-century battle was nothing to compare with other wars, but its very close combat of cold steel, massed musketry, and cannon at point-blank range created a scene of horror beyond imagining.


The Americans were appalled by the carnage that they had caused. Henry Knox wrote, “here succeeded a scene of war of which I had often conceived but never saw before. The hurry, fright, and confusion of the enemy was [not] unlike that which will be when the last trump shall sound.” Sergeant Joseph White felt the same way: “My blood chill’d to see such horror and distress, blood mingling together, the dying groans, and ‘Garments rolled in blood.’ The sight was too much to bear.”


The civilian inhabitants of Trenton were caught up in the violence. Among them was little Martha Reed, then a small child, who always remembered the horror of “that awful day,” as she called it. “In the grey dawn, came the beating of drums, and the sound of firing,” she wrote, “the soldiers quartered in our house, hastily decamped, all was uproar and confusion. My mother and we children hid in the cellar to escape the shots that fell about the house.” Her family survived, but others were not so lucky. Martha Reed remembered that “our next door neighbor was killed on his doorstep,” and “a bullet struck the blacksmith as he was in the act of closing himself in his cellar, and many other townspeople were injured by chance shots.” One young woman was running from one house to another when a musket ball hit the high comb in her hair. She lived to tell the story and said that she was happy not to be half an inch taller. At least one American woman joined the fight. A German recalled that “the inhabitants shot at the Hessians from their houses. In fact even a woman fired out of her window and mortally wounded a captain.”


Under heavy fire, the charge of the Hessians failed. They had fought valiantly but were overwhelmed by the weight of American fire. Slowly, grudgingly, the German troops began to give way, and the broken German regiments retreated. Reuber, the Hessian grenadier, believed that the turning point was the loss of Colonel Rall. “If he had not been severely wounded they would not have taken us alive!” he wrote. A Lossberger thought differently. “Our muskets could not fire any more on account of the rain and snow and the rebels fired on us from, within the houses,” one of them wrote, “the Regiment von Lossberg lost in this affair 70 men killed and wounded. . . . Our whole disaster was entirely due to Colonel Rall.”


Some of the Hessians fled into buildings and basements. Most retreated to the east, away from the town, followed closely by the oncoming Americans, only fifty paces behind. Greenwood remembered that his men ran “after them pell mell. Some of the Hessians took refuge in a church at the door of which we stationed a guard to keep them in, and taking no further care of them for the present, advanced to find more, for many had run down into the cellars of the houses.”


Greenwood’s regiment advanced through the place where the fighting had been most severe. He wrote, “I passed two of their cannon, brass six-pounders, by the side of which lay seven dead Hessians, and a brass drum. This latter article was, I remember, of great curiosity to me and I stopped to look at it, but it was quickly taken possession of by one of our drummers, who threw away his own instrument.” American troops left ranks and scoured the ground for souvenirs. Greenwood wrote that he “obtained a sword from one of the bodies,” and “we then ran to join our regiment. He remembered that “General Washington, on horseback and alone, came up to our major and said, ‘March on, my brave fellows, after me!’ and rode off.” Most American soldiers in this battle shared that memory of serving by the side of General Washington. They knew him not only as a leader but a comrade in arms.


The remnants of the Rall and Lossberg regiments retreated to the orchard east of town. They were now without their colonel, and many companies had lost their captains and lieutenants. These highly disciplined men kept some of their cohesion, but they were confused and surrounded. The fight drained out of them, and they did not know what to do.


American infantry and artillery moved forward around them, and the men in Haussegger’s Pennsylvania and Maryland German regiment began to call “in German and English to stack their weapons and surrender.” An American officer, perhaps Washington’s aide George Baylor, rode toward the Hessians and spoke with the senior German officers, Lieutenant Colonel Francis Scheffer of the Lossberg regiment and Major Yost Matthaus of the Rall regiment. He offered them surrender terms and agreed to carry away the brave Captain von Altenbockum, who had been wounded in the head.


The Hessians talked among themselves, then they lowered their proud colors to the snow and grounded weapons. Looking on was George Washington, who was standing with Lord Stirling near Captain Thomas Forrest’s battery. Washington had ordered the artillery to shift from round shot to canister. Forrest was about to obey, then turned to the general:


“Sir,” he said, “they have struck.”


“Struck!” Washington repeated.


“Yes, their colours are down.”


“So they are.” Washington rode forward toward the Hessians. Forrest’s men left their guns and followed him. It was said that the Americans mixed with the Hessians, and “after satisfying their curiosity a little, they began to converse familiarly in broken English and German.”


Not part of this surrender was the Knyphausen regiment, the third Hessian unit at Trenton. At the start of the battle the Knyphausen men had marched to join Rall, but perhaps because of a misunderstood order, they countermarched to the southeast of town. They were behind the Quaker meetinghouse when Rall attacked into the center of Trenton. After he fell mortally wounded, and the Rall and Lossberg regiments were repulsed, the Knyphausen regiment tried to escape from the town across Assunpink Creek. Their acting commander, Major Friedrich von Dechow, led them toward the Stone Bridge, with three hundred troops and two guns.


They were too late. The bridge had been held by Hessian troops through the first hour of the battle, and many noncombatants escaped across it. Major von Dechow himself went to the bridge half an hour after the fighting began, found Sergeant Johannes Müller, who commanded the bridge guard, and ordered him to “hold out as long as possible.” About half an hour later Müller and his eighteen bridge guards were attacked by “three battalions of the enemy.”


These were Sargent’s and Glover’s brigades, mostly New England Yankees. They came forward quickly, “with their right on the Delaware, and with their left to the town, straight away to the bridge,” Sergeant Müller recalled that the Americans carried “two flying colors,” probably the Liberty flags that they had used in the New York campaign, or perhaps the Massachusetts and Connecticut flags. They overwhelmed Muller’s guard, seized the bridge, and took a blocking position on the far side of Assunpink Creek. Sargent’s Continental brigade moved up the Creek on the far bank, and Trenton was completely surrounded.


The Knyphausen regiment turned away from the bridge and marched up the creek in search of a ford. Their two guns sank deep in a patch of soft ground. While they struggled to free their artillery, American troops came up behind them, and others fired from across the creek. The Knyphausen men kept moving up the creek toward another ford, but that crossing was blocked as well. Some of the American infantry were so aggressive that they waded into the freezing creek “about mid-thigh” to attack the Hessians.


More American troops came out of the village and attacked the Knyphausen regiment from the rear and both flanks. The Hessians were trapped. Their acting commander, Major von Dechow, had come on the field still suffering from two wounds received at Fort Washington. Now he was hit again, mortally wounded in the hip. Dechow saw that the situation was hopeless, summoned his officers, and proposed to surrender. One said to him, “Major we cannot give ourselves up like this.” Dechow replied, “My dear sirs, do as you like. I am wounded.” He was carried off the field, escorted by “a file of sergeants” with “a white handkerchief tied to a musket.”


As the Americans gathered around them, the officers and men of the Knyphausen regiment saw that resistance was hopeless. Looking on was Private Jacob Francis, an African American slave who had joined Sargent’s brigade. Francis remembered that “the Hessians grounded their arms and left them there and marched down to the old ferry below the Assunpink, between Trenton and Lambertown.”


Washington had heard the firing near the creek and rode to the sound of the guns. One of his officers remembered that “about half-way to the bridge he came upon some German troops who were assisting a badly wounded officer into a church.” This was Major von Dechow. Then Sullivan’s aide Major Wilkinson came riding up from the bridge with the news that the Knyphausen men had laid down their arms and the last remaining Hessian regiment had surrendered. Washington extended his hand and said, “Major Wilkinson, this is a glorious day for our country.”
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The defeat of the Hessian force at Trenton and a British force at Princeton a few days later gave Washington and the American cause the victory it so desperately needed. It gave Continental Congress a new confidence, and proved American soldiers could defeat European regulars. Enlistments for the Continental Army increased when 8,000 new recruits signed on as regulars. General Washington’s successes in December of 1776 snatched victory from the jaws of defeat.




Narrative of a Revolutionary Soldier


PRIVATE JOSEPH PLUMB MARTIN




If buttercups buzz’d after the bee,
If boats were on land, churches on sea,
If ponies rode men and if grass ate the cows,
And cats should be chased into holes by the mouse,
If the mamas sold their babies
To the gypsies for half a crown;
If summer were spring and the other way round,
Then all the world would be upside down.


—“The World Turned Upside Down”





In 1776, fifteen-year-old Joseph Plumb Martin enlisted for a six-month term with the Connecticut State Troops, and saw action around the New York City area. When his enlistment ended he joined with the newly formed Continental Army for the remainder of the war. Joseph’s seven years of service led him though many of the important engagements of the Revolutionary War. His memoirs, published anonymously in 1830, remain the best-kept record of the war by a private soldier. They speak not so much of battle as of everyday privations of the revolutionary soldier: the life-threatening cold, hunger, and disease; the bone-tiring road marches and uncertainties of war. His words have been an enduring testament to the true nature of the Revolution and the men and women who fought it.


He also gives the Continentals credit as a key element in winning the conflict, a subject hotly debated in the following years by a people and government suspicious of standing armies. The militia, while valuable and brave, “would not have answered so well as standing troops . . . they would not have endured the sufferings the army did; they would have considered themselves (as in reality they were and are) free citizens, not bound by any cords that were not of their own manufacturing, and when the hardships of fatigue, starvation, cold and nakedness . . . begun to seize upon them, in such awful array as they did on us, they would have instantly quitted the service in disgust; and who could blame them?” The Continentals “were there, and obliged to be; we could not go away when we pleased without exposing ourselves to military punishment.” Simply put, Joseph Plumb Martin outlined the need for a professional standing army for the future of the United States.


In the following passage, Martin described his involvement in the Battle of Yorktown. In the late summer of 1781 General Washington moved his forces from New York to lay siege to the British army under Lord Cornwallis. The British prepared for a siege in a series of heavily-defended redoubts, and waited for reinforcements from either General Henry Clinton’s forces in NewYork or from the British Navy. But the arrival of a French fleet under Admiral Comte de Grasse effectively cut them off from reinforcement and made their situation untenable.


Martin’s unit attacked redoubt number ten on October 14, 1781, while French units assaulted redoubt number nine a short distance away. In a rare night action, the Americans advanced quietly with unloaded muskets and fixed bayonets to take the position by close assault. The loss of these redoubts made Lord Cornwallis’ position critically vulnerable, and he surrendered on October 19.


With the sense that the American forces had bested their superiors, the British troops played the then-popular tune “The World Turned Upside Down,” during the official surrender ceremony. British prime minister Lord Frederick North resigned on news of Cornwallis’ surrender. The new British government signed the Treaty of Paris on September 3, 1783, which officially ended the revolution.
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Soon after landing we marched to Williamsburg, where we joined General Lafayette, and very soon after, our whole army arriving, we prepared to move down and pay our old acquaintance, the British, at Yorktown, a visit. I doubt not but their wish was not to have so many of us come at once as their accommodations were rather scanty. They thought, “The fewer the better cheer.” We thought, “The more the merrier.”We had come a long way to see them and were unwilling to be put off with excuses. We thought the present time quite as convenient, at least for us, as any future time could be, and we accordingly persisted, hoping that, as they pretended to be a very courtly people, they would have the politeness to come out and meet us, which would greatly shorten the time to be spent in the visit, and save themselves and us much labor and trouble, but they were too impolite at this time to do so.


We marched from Williamsburg the last of September. It was a warm day [the twenty-eighth]. When we had proceeded about halfway to Yorktown we halted and rested two or three hours. Being about to cook some victuals, I saw a fire which some of the Pennsylvania troops had kindled a short distance off. I went to get some fire while some of my messmates made other preparations, we having turned our rum and pepper cook adrift. I had taken off my coat and unbuttoned my waistcoat, it being (as I said before) very warm. My pocketbook, containing about five dollars in money and some other articles, in all about seven dollars, was in my waistcoat pocket. When I came among the strangers they appeared to be uncommonly complaisant, asking many questions, helping me to fire, and chatting very familiarly. I took my fire and returned, but it was not long before I perceived that those kindhearted helpers had helped themselves to my pocket-book and its whole contents. I felt mortally chagrined, but there was no plaster for my sore but patience, and my plaster of that, at this time, I am sure, was very small and very thinly spread, for it never covered the wound.


Here, or about this time, we had orders from the Commander in Chief that, in case the enemy should come out to meet us, we should exchange but one round with them and then decide the conflict with the bayonet, as they valued themselves at that instrument. The French forces could play their part at it, and the Americans were never backward at trying its virtue. The British, however, did not think fit at that time to give us an opportunity to soil our bayonets in their carcasses, but why they did not we could never conjecture; we as much expected it as we expected to find them there.


We went on and soon arrived and encamped in their neighborhood, without let or molestation. Our Miners lay about a mile and a half from their works, in open view of them. Here again we encountered our old associate, Hunger. Affairs, as they respected provisions, &c., were not yet regulated. No eatable stores had arrived, nor could we expect they should until we knew what reception the enemy would give us. We were, therefore, compelled to try our hands at foraging again. We, that is, our corps of Miners, were encamped near a large wood. There was a plenty of shoats all about this wood, fat and plump, weighing, generally, from fifty to a hundred pounds apiece. We soon found some of them and as no owner appeared to be at hand and the hogs not understanding our inquiries (if we made any) sufficiently to inform us to whom they belonged, we made free with some of them to satisfy the calls of nature till we could be better supplied, if better we could be. Our officers countenanced us and that was all the permission we wanted, and many of us did not want even that.


We now began to make preparations for laying close siege to the enemy. We had holed him and nothing remained but to dig him out. Accordingly, after taking every precaution to prevent his escape, [we] settled our guards, provided fascines and gabions, made platforms for the batteries, to be laid down when needed, brought on our battering pieces, ammunition, &c. On the fifth of October we began to put our plans into execution.


One-third part of all the troops were put in requisition to be employed in opening the trenches. A third part of our Sappers and Miners were ordered out this night to assist the engineers in laying out the works. It was a very dark and rainy night. However, we repaired to the place and began by following the engineers and laying laths of pine wood end-to-end upon the line marked out by the officers for the trenches. We had not proceeded far in the business before the engineers ordered us to desist and remain where we were and be sure not to straggle a foot from the spot while they were absent from us. In a few minutes after their departure, there came a man alone to us, having on a surtout, as we conjectured, it being exceeding dark, and inquired for the engineers. We now began to be a little jealous for our safety, being alone and without arms, and within forty rods of the British trenches. The stranger inquired what troops we were, talked familiarly with us a few minutes, when, being informed which way the officers had gone, he went off in the same direction, after strictly charging us, in case we should be taken prisoners, not to discover to the enemy what troops we were. We were obliged to him for his kind advice, but we considered ourselves as standing in no great need of it, for we knew as well as he did that Sappers and Miners were allowed no quarters, at least, are entitled to none, by the laws of warfare, and of course should take care, if taken, and the enemy did not find us out, not to betray our own secret.
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