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  Printed in the United States of America




  This book is dedicated to my uncle


  Pfc. David Lefkowitz


  killed in action in the Philippines, May 7, 1945




  My father served on the battleship Missouri during World War II and I found a letter he wrote home from Tokyo Bay the day Japan surrendered, in which he spoke of his younger brother David:




  When the flag was raised then we knew the war was finally over. We waited for hours for this event and when it did happen, I said a silent prayer for my brother Dave. Not only did I lose a brother but a true friend. Whenever I think of him my head greaves heavy. I guess that is the way of life, some have to go before their time and I will never forget him as long as I live.
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  The science or art of War, requires a freedom of thought and leisure to reflect upon the Various incidents that dayly occur, which cannot be had where the whole of ones times is engrossed in Clerical employments . . . It is like a merchandise of small Wares.1




  Gen. Nathanael Greene to George Washington,


  July 25, 1776
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  The painting shown on the cover of this book is titled The Capture of the Hessians at Trenton by John Trumbull. It was started by Trumbull in London in 1786 and completed following his return to America in 1789. The artist’s imagined composition is based on the American victory at Trenton, New Jersey, on December 26, 1776. The town’s garrison consisted of 1,600 Hessian troops under the command of Col. Johann Rall, who was mortally wounded in the battle.




  Trumbull’s painting is appropriate for this book as several of Washington’s aides-de-camp are depicted in his work. They are Tench Tilghman, who is shown on horseback immediately behind Washington. Behind Tilghman is Robert Hanson Harrison, who served as an aide to the Commander-in-Chief for more than six years. Holding the severely wounded Rall is William Stephens Smith. Smith was an aide to Gen. John Sullivan at the time but joined Washington’s staff later in the war.




  The artist, John Trumbull, was also one of Washington’s aides. Trumbull capitalized on his close association with Washington throughout his life—despite the fact that he served as one of the general’s aides for only nineteen days. Trumbull died in 1843. By then there were few people alive who knew of his brief tenure on Washington’s staff.
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  PREFACE




  One of the pleasures of studying history is that you are always meeting new and interesting people. I was introduced to George Washington’s Revolutionary War aides-de-camp while I was researching my book about the 1776 retreat of Washington’s army across New Jersey. My study showed that Washington had a personal staff who reported directly to him. They had different titles including aide-de-camp, military secretary, extra aide-de-camp, assistant military secretary, recording secretary, and volunteer aide-de-camp, and I wondered what the different titles meant. I got to read some of their letters and orders, which made me curious to know who these men were and what they did for Washington, especially since they sometimes seemed to be operating independently of him. Further investigation showed that most of them had been lawyers, doctors, or businessmen before the war. This unplanned introduction to Washington’s aides-de-camp made me curious to learn more about who they were and exactly what they did at headquarters.




  My inquiry into the subject led me to the two books that had been written about Washington’s aides-de-camp. Both were obscure and long out-of-print. One was authored by Emily Stone Whiteley and entitled Washington and His Aides-de-Camp.2 It was published in 1936. The other was With Pen and Sword, dating from 1952. I was able to locate copies of both books and read them. The Whiteley book was the better of the two, which is the kindest thing I can say about it. Ms. Whiteley naively reported stories about Washington and his aides without questioning their basis of fact. She told her gossipy stories in a fantasy Revolutionary War backdrop devoid of the grim realities, which included avarice, mismanagement, mutinies, starvation, and petty jealousies over rank and promotion. In one regard, however, I found Ms. Whiteley’s book not far from the mark. It was her portrayal of Washington and his aides as a Revolutionary War version of King Arthur and his Knights of the Round Table. I came to agree with her appraisal that Washington and his aides were a close-knit group of courageous and honorable men. But Washington’s aides lived through a very complicated and difficult time, and I wanted to look beyond the simplistic yarns spun out by Ms. Whiteley. As a result I decided to embark upon my own voyage of historical discovery.




  As I began researching Washington’s aides, I soon realized why this interesting subject had been neglected by historians. One reason for it, is that it is a complicated topic due to the numerous men identified as being Washington’s aides-de-camp. Unraveling who was an aide to Washington and who was not was challenging, and when I finished I still had thirty-two names. This is a large number of people to write about in a single volume, and I wanted to include all of them without confusing or boring my readers. I hope this book accomplishes my goals. Another reason the subject has received little attention is that many of the men who served in the position are obscure figures in American history, so that researching them was a problem. I wanted to do more than just record the basic facts of their lives, and I felt that the key to understanding them was to find their personal letters. But I was frustrated to find that their correspondence had been scattered all over the world, and locating their remaining letters was going to be a difficult task. I was also interested in writing about how Washington’s headquarters operated during the Revolutionary War. For example, could a gentleman simply walk into army headquarters and talk to General Washington? Perhaps they were first referred to one of his aides whose job included screening visitors. In the course of my research I uncovered only two well documented sources of information about Washington’s aides. They were a chapter in a 1924 book entitled The Spirit of the Revolution: New Light from Some of the Original Sources of American History by John C. Fitzpatrick and a 1997 master’s thesis entitled Gentlemen of the Family written by Gerald Edward Kahler.3




  What my research into the subject of Washington aides found was a laudable group of men whose workhorse contributions to the winning of American independence have been largely overlooked. As a group, they were much older and better educated than I had expected. My curiosity about finding out what happened to them after the Revolutionary War ended led me well into the nineteenth century as I unearthed their postwar accomplishments and misfortunes, many of which are included in this narrative.




  Historians have only recently been able to break through the camouflage created by Fourth of July orators to realize that the American Revolution was often a half-hearted effort by men who drifted in and out of active participation in the conflict. But some men stayed the course and they are the ones who made independence possible. It was gratifying to conclude that Washington’s aides-de-camp were among these dedicated American patriots.




  As hard as I tried to write this book about Washington’s aides-de-camp, I found that I kept writing about George Washington. He dominates this book, as he reigned over his family of aides-de-camp and the American Revolution at large. It is impossible to separate Washington from his aides. The affectionate link between them is one of the great stories of the war.




  

  Arthur S. Lefkowitz




  Piscataway, New Jersey
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  INTRODUCTION




  Shortly before assuming my duties as an aide-de-camp, I asked a currently serving aide how he was enjoying the experience. He cracked a wry smile and responded, “It’s a great job to have had.”




  His terse commentary reflected the ambivalence that goes with being an aide. On the one hand, the work is exciting and developmental, a steppingstone to advancement in one’s career. Constantly at the side of a military leader of high rank and responsibility, the aide is privy to the most important and sensitive issues within an organization. He is at the epicenter of power, albeit as an observer, and gains a sophisticated understanding of high-level politics and policy making. He is familiar with the leader’s personality, habits, and priorities and has frequent contact with him. Consequently, the aide assumes a mantle of power out of proportion to his rank, as persons seeking access to or preferment from the leader often curry his favor. In the process, he is able to meet important people and develop a network of personal contacts—no small advantage to the talented and ambitious officers typically chosen to be aides. Perhaps most important, the aide gains a powerful mentor whose potential value to the young officer far exceeds the service rendered by the aide to the leader.




  On the other hand, the job has its drawbacks. An aide works long hours performing myriad tasks that are tedious and thankless. He travels often and can easily end up spending more time with his boss than with family and friends. Though chosen for his competence and professionalism, he stays in the background and defers to the priorities of another. He is constantly at the leader’s beck and call, expected to do jobs that a prideful person might consider demeaning. A strong personal friendship with the leader helps mitigate these irritants; the lack of one compounds them.




  In several illuminating passages of George Washington’s Indispensable Men, Arthur Lefko witz reminds us that the life of an aide has not changed much since the Revolution. The thirty-two men appointed to the position during the war were talented and dedicated subordinates who exhibited the same natural ambivalence of modern aides. As part of Washington’s “military family,” they relished being near the pinnacle of power and enjoyed the prestige of their association with the commander in chief. Nonetheless, the unrelenting demands of the job, exacerbated by the general’s exacting standards, weighed heavily on them. None of Washington’s aides would have traded the experience, but in the end they probably would have agreed that it was a great job to have had.




  The duties of an aide have remained fairly constant over the years. As part of the leader’s personal staff, he takes care of the mundane tasks that otherwise would consume the leader’s time and distract his attention from the pressing issues of command. He attends to the leader’s personal needs—health, safety, welfare, social obligations—and provides routine administrative services. The aide focuses less on the operational mission than on the immediate environment in which the leader works; nonetheless, he must understand the big picture and anticipate changes that could influence the leader’s ability to function effectively.




  From day to day, the aide stays busy with many and diverse duties. He keeps the leader’s appointment schedule and manages confidential files. He prepares correspondence for the leader’s signature and occasionally acts as a courier for sensitive or personal messages. Prior to meetings, official functions, and social gatherings, the aide visits the site and reviews the agenda with event organizers; he then briefs the leader and accompanies him to the event to ensure that everything goes smoothly. On official trips he coordinates for travel and lodging, insures the security and delivery of baggage, records expenses, and navigates the leader through every activity on the itinerary. The moment the leader has to ask about these mundane issues, the chances are good that the aide has fallen down on the job. It is no wonder that the aide is always in motion, rising early to be ready for the day, retiring late after preparing for the next.




  Because the aide accompanies the leader to official functions and many social events, one of his most visible duties is to be a paragon of military professionalism. The aide is a reflection of the leader almost as a child is a reflection of the parent. Of course, a parent will tolerate lapses in behavior far more than a military leader; hence, the aide must be quick to master his duties and avoid mistakes that could embarrass or inconvenience his boss. He must exhibit outstanding military bearing, appearance, and attitude. He should be resourceful, yet unobtrusive; forceful yet discreet. In sum, his job is to be an officer and a gentleman.




  Despite the commonality of most aide duties past and present, Washington’s aides faced challenges unknown to their modern counterparts. The principal reason was the embryonic organization of the Continental Army. Washington did not have the benefit of a professional general staff, which evolved in the United States during the last decades of the nineteenth century. By way of contrast, a general commanding an American army today would have at his disposal the talents of hundreds of staff officers and soldiers working within discrete functional areas and monitored by an experienced chief of staff. The primary staff would handle the most pressing tasks—personnel administration, intelligence, operations, and logistics. A secondary staff, tailored to the peculiarities of each mission, would provide support in such areas as civil affairs, combat engineering, communications, media relations, and liaison with adjacent units, foreign armies, and civilian agencies.




  Washington had all of these concerns, but not nearly enough people on his staff to address them. He therefore relied on a small cadre of trusted subordinates—primarily his aides—to help him manage the affairs of the army, and these men quickly found themselves enmeshed in a multitude of critical issues. Washington’s aides, in addition to the tasks traditionally associated with the job, were constantly busy transcribing the commander in chief’s verbal guidance and written notes into clear, concise directives for execution by the army in the field. The prodigious quantity of correspondence that left the headquarters reflected the essential mission they performed. Constantly with the commander, constantly in touch with the most important issues of the day, the aides were truly Washington’s indispensable men. No one worked more closely with Washington than his aides and, except for Martha, no one knew him better.




  Historians who have studied Washington’s voluminous writings have yet to uncover evidence that his aides played a formal role in formulating policy. Given the talents of the men he picked as aides, however, one might reasonably surmise that they served in this capacity. Lefkowitz cogently argues the point based on his study of the operational rhythm of the headquarters and the proximity of the aides to every substantive issue. It would be hard to imagine men of such high caliber not having well-reasoned opinions on the key issues facing the Continental Army. It is equally unlikely that Washington would have wasted the opportunity to benefit from the perspectives of his trusted aides, especially when there were relatively few others in whom he could confide. In the following pages, readers can judge for themselves the persuasiveness of Lefkowitz’s argument.




  What is the purpose of studying the men who served as Washington’s aides? First, they were a fascinating group of Americans who reflected the spirit and character of the new nation. Upwardly mobile and dedicated to the cause of liberty and equality, they demonstrated in their own lives faith in republican virtues and the benefits of a merit-based society. Several of them would rise to cabinet positions during Washington’s presidency, and many others would distinguish themselves in state and local government. Lefkowitz provides riveting accounts of their individual stories, with emphasis on Washington’s profound legacy on their lives after the war. To a man, the aides viewed their association with the commander in chief as a life-shaping experience and a source of great pride—in some cases, even mentioned in their epitaphs.




  Second, the aides’ close association with Washington gave them unique insights into virtually every aspect of the War for Independence. They shared Washington’s anguish during the long retreat into New Jersey, the difficult winter encampments, and the discovery of Benedict Arnold’s treason; likewise, they rejoiced with him after the victories at Trenton, Princeton, and Yorktown. Since Washington selected his aides in large part based on their writing skills, it should come as no surprise that some of the best accounts of key military events were penned by the aides-de-camp.




  Third, there has been little historical interest in Washington’s aides, despite their close relationship with the commander in chief throughout the Revolutionary War. Although biographies have appeared on a few of them, Lefkowitz is the first to systematically study the group as a collective entity. The job was not easy because the personal records of most of the officers were widely scattered and poorly catalogued. As he collected the information, however, thirty-two individual stories evolved into a rich and coherent history. The result of his scholarship is a fascinating account of life within Washington’s military family and a fresh look at the commander in chief himself.




  Finally, if Lefkowitz is correct about the role of the aides in helping Washington formulate policy, then they assume an importance hitherto unknown and unappreciated by historians of the Revolution. His work is an invitation for further study into the lives of the aides as a means of better understanding Washington and the influence of the aides on his thoughts and actions. This line of inquiry represents uncharted territory in an area otherwise well traveled by students of American history.




  It is said that the character of a man can be judged by the company of the people he keeps. If the adage is true, then Lefkowitz has given us thirty-two more reasons to revere the Father of our Country.




  Lance Betros, Ph.D.




  Colonel, U.S. Army, and Senior Aide-de-Camp to the Secretary of the Army, 1998–99




  




  PART ONE THE FIRST YEARS OF THE REVOLUTION 1775–77
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  In 1775, at the beginning of the American Revolution, Washington was forced to recruit his aides-de-camp from men with little military experience. They were Joseph Reed, Thomas Mifflin, John Trumbull, Edmund Randolph, Robert Hanson Harrison, Stephen Moylan, William Grayson, and George Baylor. Several of them lasted on the job for a short time, for various reasons that are explained in the text that follows. However, as the war entered its second year, Washington was able to replace part of his original staff with officers from the Continental Army who had excellent writing skills as well as military experience. This second generation of aides included Samuel B. Webb, William Palfrey, Richard Kidder Meade, and Tench Tilghman. By the decisive battles of Trenton (December 26, 1776) and Princeton (January 3, 1777), Washington’s personal staff had developed into a professional organization.




  




  CHAPTER ONE




  Washington Reinvents the Aide-De-Camp, 1775




  

    At present, my time is so much taken up at my Desk, that I am obliged to neglect many other essential parts of my Duty; it is absolutely necessary therefore for me to have person’s that can think for me, as well as execute Orders . . .




    George Washington to Joseph Reed,


    January 23, 17761


  




  George Washington was a great horseman but he did not ride through the American Revolution, he wrote through it. As commander in chief of the Continental Army, he was repeatedly forced to take responsibility for coordinating the military efforts of the infant nation. The civilian government was befuddled by military problems and repeatedly abdicated its responsibilities to Washington, who proved to be an expert administrator with practical wisdom. The war effort centered on Washington because he was a capable executive, patient conciliator, and in the words of John Adams—a person of “excellent universal character.”




  Historians like to add drama to their narratives of the American Revolution by pointing out that Washington had little military experience when the war began. They are assisted in their appraisal by Washington’s own words, which include a possible conversation he had with Patrick Henry about his lack of training to lead the army: “Remember, Mr. Henry what I now tell you; from the day I enter upon the command of the American armies, I date my fall and the ruin of my reputation.”2 However, while it is correct that Washington never commanded a large army prior to the Revolution, he was an experienced and competent army administrator. Washington learned how to run an army from two renowned British military administrators: Gen. Edward Braddock and Gen. John Forbes. He served under these two officers during the French and Indian War (1754–63), and he was a keen observer of their administrative techniques to the point of copying their orders into notebooks that he kept for future reference.




  As commander in chief of the Continental Army, Washington used the skills he learned from Braddock and Forbes, to which he added his expertise of running a large plantation and his experience of a dozen years sitting in the Virginia House of Burgesses. Washington’s administrative skills were important because the American Revolution proved to be a war where solving logistical problems often made the difference between victory and defeat.




  Effective communication was the key to Washington’s management style. His letters were often motivational, and his themes included appealing to patriotism, bemoaning the suffering of the army, or inducing fear that, for example, the Continental Army was on the verge of collapse. He tended to give gloomy descriptions of situations as a means of prodding his recipients into action. With his emphasis on effective communication, Washington wrote, or had written at his instructions, about 12,000 letters and orders during the eight years that he served as commander in chief. To understand how much writing this involved, consider the exhaustive project undertaken by historian John C. Fitzpatrick and a team of researchers to publish every known letter written by Washington. Although Washington was a prolific writer with a wide circle of correspondents and a lifetime of public service including eight years as president of the United States, when Fitzpatrick and his team published their findings from 1931–44 as The Writings of George Washington, twenty-four of the thirty-seven thick volumes in the set dealt exclusively with letters and orders written by Washington during the American Revolution. It was more correspondence than any one person could possibly have written himself during this relatively short period of time.




  How did Washington manage to write 12,000 letters and orders during the Revolution? If he had commanded a modern army, he could have turned to the officers on his headquarters staff for help. Today’s modern day staff officers deal with four major administrative functions: personnel, military intelligence, operations (planning), and logistics (supply, transportation, maintenance, and record keeping). However, when Washington took command of the Continental Army the creation of a headquarters staff was still 100 years in the future. The American army had some rudimentary elements of a professional staff, notably in copying the office of the adjutant general from the British. Perhaps the adjutant general helped Washington write his letters and orders? Let’s look at his function.




  The adjutant general’s job was to organize the day-to-day operations of the army. The 1779 Universal Military Dictionary specified some of his duties,




  

    the Adjutant General is an officer of distinction, who aids and assists the general in his laborious duty...and keeps an exact state of each brigade and regiment…He every day at headquarters receives orders from the general officer of the day, and distributes them to the majors of brigades, from whom he receives the number of men they are tofurnish for the duty of the army, and informs them of any detail which may concern them.3


  




  In other words, all orders, instructions, and assignments were recorded and transmitted to the army through the adjutant general. Washington placed particular stress on this office to provide him with regular and accurate strength reports on the number of soldiers in the army. Washington had a capable and experienced adjutant general at the start of the war in the person of Horatio Gates, a former British major who proved to be an expert administrator.4 Gates, however, was absorbed in the great responsibilities of his own office and was unable to offer Washington much assistance in drafting correspondence.




  Another possible source for help to Washington might have been the men who ran the various departments established by Congress. As with the office of the adjutant general, the Continental Congress copied the organization of the British Army by establishing various departments. Almost everything that the army needed was purchased, transported, and distributed by a department. These departments included the Quartermaster Corps, Artillery Corps, and Clothier Department. The head of each department was appointed by Congress, and they were sometimes more of a burden than a source of help to Washington.5 The problem was that many department heads were inexperienced or incompetent. They were often overwhelmed by their own responsibilities with no time available to help Washington at headquarters. In fact, the departments became a drain on Washington’s time. Adding to the problem was that Congress suspected that the various departments were corrupt and were suspicious of every recommendation to reform them.6 As a result the army suffered, requiring Washington to spend part of his working day trying to make the infant department system work.




  The officers in the various regiments, called line officers, were another potential source of help to Washington. However, the line officers were frequently too absorbed in the operation of their commands to render any real assistance to their commander. This potential source of help at headquarters was further distanced because there was frequently a shortage of officers to fill the line commands.7 Painfully aware of the limited talent pool available to him, Washington relied almost exclusively on the small staff authorized by Congress to assist him. He took this perquisite and staffed it with a group of brilliant men that one Washington scholar called “the most remarkable group of young men to be found in the history of the United States.”8




  At the beginning of the Revolution, Congress authorized Washington to have a personal staff composed of one military secretary and three aides-de-camp.9 The military secretary’s job was to compose letters and orders. He was selected for his writing skills and discretion since he frequently had access to confidential information. He might be asked, for example, to attend councils of war and keep minutes. Only Washington, as commander in chief of the army, was authorized by the Continental Congress to have a military secretary.10 The other members of Washington’s personal staff were called aides-de-camp. An aide is an administrative assistant and personal representative of a general officer. The position was already an established prerogative in the eighteenth century, and the privilege continues to this day. Congress authorized three aides for Washington and two for all other generals. The duties of an aide were undefined and they were expected to do whatever was asked of them by their commanding general. However, aides were generally entrusted to deliver important dispatches and other privileged information in camp, on the march, and in battle. During a battle, if there was no time to write a note or dispatch, a general would use one of his aides to deliver verbal orders. The Universal Military Dictionary emphasized the function of an aide as a messenger,




  

    An aid-de-camp is an officer appointed to attend a general officer . . . he receives and carries their orders, as occasion requires. He is seldom under the degree [rank] of a captain . . . This employment is of greater importance than is generally believed, it is, however, often entrusted to young officers of little experience, and of as little capacity; but in most foreign services, they give great attention to this article.11


  




  A military secretary or aide-de-camp did not necessarily have to be a soldier. Washington stated this point in a letter to a Congressional Committee: “They ought to be men of abilities . . . constantly calling for talents and abilities of the first rate: men who possess them ought to be taken wherever they can be found.”12 Note that Washington wanted men of abilities as his aides and was not interested in appointing someone because of his political connections, family pedigree, or battlefield experience.




  Because the duties of an aide-de-camp were unspecified, what they did was largely dependent on the personality and character of their boss. Washington was a dedicated hard worker and his headquarters was a serious workplace. One of his opponents during the war, Gen. Sir Henry Clinton, in comparison, used his aides to indulge his passion for giving military instructions, and telling military anecdotes of his campaigns.13 Clinton had an interesting experience when, as a young officer, he served as an aide-de-camp to Gen. Sir John Ligonier. General Ligonier was seventy-seven at the time with a string of young mistresses. The aged general maintained that no woman past the age of fourteen was worth the trouble of pursuing and he kept four mistresses whose combined ages were less than sixty. Ligonier expected Clinton to enter into the spirit of his frolics and spend money on women and other entertainments along with him.14




  There was no shortage of job seekers for a position as a general’s aide-de-camp in the Continental Army. It was looked upon as a means of social mo bility. Some applicants were even ready to serve on a general’s staff as gentlemen volunteers without any rank or pay because they hoped it would lead to a permanent assignment.15 While a position as an aide-de-camp to Washington was particularly desirable, the general set high standards for his aides and the position was beyond the reach of most men. The individuals Washington sought for his staff were urbane and intelligent men who sometimes preferred a commission in a line regiment or a prominent post in the new national or state governments rather than work in the shadows at headquarters. Washington still had a large pool of outstanding applicants to choose from, especially as his reputation grew during the course of the war. He was aware that the men serving in his military family were capable of holding more prestigious offices and he appreciated their unselfish devotion to the cause.16




  In almost every instance Washington selected men who possessed unassailable family credentials for his staff, not because he was a snob but because the men he needed could only be found among the wealthy and genteel class of colonial America. The eighteenth-century term for the men who were recruited by Washington for his staff was gentlemen. Washington often referred to his personal staff during the Revolution, both officially and unofficially as “the gentlemen of the family.”17 In the strictest eighteenth-century definition, “gentlemen” were men of independent means who did not have to work for a living. However, this was a European idea. In America, gentlemen were distinguished by the success of their work and not by their leisure. But gentlemen on both continents were recognized by their fine clothing, good manners, and elegant lifestyles all of which required money.




  Washington also wanted what he called “confidential” men as his aides-de-camp. In letters and speeches he mentioned his aides as his “Confidential Officers.”18 What Washington meant was that he wanted trustworthy men around him. His aides had access to important information that was of value to the enemy or could adversely affect the discipline of his army. Washington expected his aides not to gossip or innocently repeat anything they heard or saw at headquarters. He also wanted “confidential men” as his aides because he had no intelligence staff and probably employed his aides to assist him in directing various spy rings and other clandestine operations. It is possible that Washington wanted his aides and other intermediaries to deal with spies for security reasons (their role as spy masters was disguised by their routine duties) and to protect Washington who could claim ignorance of covert activities when the situation suited him. Washington may have also used his aides to examine deserters and prisoners of war as a means of obtaining information. Historians have only recently begun to recognize the importance both sides put on questioning prisoners and deserters, and Washington’s aides may have been at the center of this intelligence gathering for the Americans. The general’s aides remained discreet about their involvement in spy activities to the ends of their lives; despite the fact that they were accomplished writers, not one of them is known to have written an account of what they did at headquarters during the Revolutionary War.




  The educational level of the aides-de-camp is another clue to their importance to Washington. There were few college graduates on the eve of the American Revolution. Only 830 American college degrees can be confirmed as having been awarded between 1769–75. In comparison, the population of the thirteen colonies was 2,500,000. However, the majority of Washington’s thirty-two aides-de-camp had college degrees or attended college for at least one year. Some of his other aides may also have had some higher education. Harvard produced the largest number of college graduates between the years 1769 and 1775. It awarded 308 degrees, followed by Yale with 188 and the College of New Jersey (today’s Princeton University) with 150.19 Graduates from these colleges were aides to Washington, along with alumni from The College of William and Mary, the University of Pennsylvania (at the time called the College, Academy, and Charitable School of Philadelphia), and the University of Delaware (known as Newark Academy).




  Even rarer in colonial society than an American college degree were men who had been educated in Europe. Seven of Washington’s aides are known to have been educated abroad. It is also possible that one of the general’s aides, William Grayson, attended Oxford University in England. Another of his aides, John Laurens, was arguably the best educated young American of his day with private tutoring at home followed by schooling in Switzerland and England. It is interesting that George Washington who had little formal education of his own, spoke no foreign languages, and had never traveled outside the thirteen colonies (except for a visit as a teenager to the island of Barbados) sought out educated, worldly men to serve as his aides and seemed comfortable in their presence.




  As we have already seen, Washington used specific words to describe the men he wanted as his aides-de-camp: ability, gentlemen, and confidential. Another term he frequently used to describe the kind of men he sought was “pen-men.” Writing to a fellow officer in February 1776, Washington said, “It is unnecessary for me to observe to you, the multiplicity of business I am Involved In . . . call loudly for Aids that are ready Pen-men.”20 What Washington meant by pen-men was the skill of being able to write intelligently, clearly, quickly, and endlessly. All of the men who served as Washington’s aides had the essential quality of being good writers. While his military secretary’s function was to assist him with his communications and his aides were his administrative and personal assistants, Washington made no distinction between the two positions: everyone wrote well or they were useless to him. Because Washington made no differentiation between his military secretary and his aides-de-camp, I will generally do the same and refer to them all, regardless of their official designation, as aides-de-camp. It is generally believed that Washington selected his aides based on either their “riding” or “writing” abilities. This is incorrect. Good writing skills were a prerequisite to be Washington’s aide. He had one aide who can be classified as a “riding aide.” His name was George Baylor and he was appointed to Washington’s staff early in the war. Baylor proved to be an excellent horseman and reliable courier but he was incapable of composing a letter or order. Washington liked Baylor but discreetly got rid of him at the first opportunity.




  With the help of his aides, Washington was able to carry on an extensive, detailed, and persistent correspondence that pulled the limited resources of the colonies together to make independence possible. The ready pens of his aides also made it possible for him to address a variety of major issues throughout the Revolution, including campaign and battle plans, supplies of food and clothing, financial problems, reorganization of the army, defensive measures, raids on British positions, military intelligence, mutinies, affairs of the Northern and Southern armies, defense of the frontier, and foreign relations. After 1777 he took responsibility for coordinating military activities with his French allies, which led to the combined French-American victory at Yorktown in 1781. Only a handful of the French officers spoke English so Washington was fortunate to have men on his staff—including Tench Tilghman, Alexander Hamilton, John Laurens, and Benjamin Walker—who were fluent in French. It is also possible that aides Stephen Moylan and David Humphreys could read and write Spanish.




  In addition to the 12,000 letters and orders drafted for Washington’s signature, his aides-de-camp produced another 5,000 official documents on their own consisting of letters, orders, troop returns, reports, rosters, inventories, lists, estimates, vouchers, warrants, invoices, receipts, payrolls, ledger accounts, commissions, oaths of allegiance, passes, leaves of absence, and discharges.




  When Washington said he wanted pen-men, he meant not only men who could write, but who could write well. While recent scholarship has been in favor of an upward revision of the literacy rate in colonial America, literate proficiency was a scarce commodity at the time. To illustrate this point, here is an excerpt from a letter written by Lt. Col. Experience Storrs to General Washington:




  

    Cambridge, 30 October 1775. Ens. Isaac Farewell wishes to be discharged from the army on account of Indisposition of Body. . . . I have no more to Say to your Excelencey than that when he has been able he has Done his Duty with Cherfullness, but for Some Time past ben Troubled with the Rumitis & unable to Doe Duty, That in Case your Exelencey Sould Think best to Release him, so rather Think it would not be any Disadvantage to the Service.21


  




  Storrs’s spelling and grammar are actually not bad in comparison with that of other Americans at the time. For example, here is an excerpt from a letter written by Lt. Joseph Hodgkins to his wife. Hodgkins wrote this letter from Valley Forge:




  

    I am in grate hast as the Barer is wating I must just inform you that what our soliders have suffered this Winter is Beyond Expression as one half has Ben Bare foot & all most Naked all winter the other half Very Badly on it for Clothes of all sorts and to ComPleat our misery Very shorte on it for Provison not Long since our Brigade drue But an half Days aLownce of Meat in Eight Day But these Defeltis the men Bore with a Degree of fortitude Becoming soldiers.22


  




  By comparison, excerpts from personal letters and diaries written by Washington’s aides-de-camp demonstrate that they were talented writers with excellent literate proficiency.




  Writing to his future wife, Elizabeth Schuyler, Alexander Hamilton said, “I meet you in every dream and when I wake I cannot close my eyes again for ruminating on your sweetness. ’Tis a pretty story indeed that I am to be thus monopolized by a little nut brown maid like you and from a soldier metamorphosed into a puny lover.”23




  Aide Samuel B. Webb wrote his brother-in-law following the death of Webb’s wife:




  

    This world truly appears a mighty void, nor have I the least relish for its greatest enjoyments. Time, no doubt, will soften my affliction, otherwise nature could not support the shock; but to Forget my dear Eliza is as impossible as it is for me ever to enjoy her company here on earth again . . . A day ere long will come, I hope, when I may sit down with you, when, in the bosom of friendship, it will be pleasing to relate my misfortunes and to laud the innumerable virtues of my dear Eliza.24


  




  Tench Tilghman wrote to his fellow aide-de-camp James McHenry:




  

    Does not the Republic go on charmingly? By the Body of my father as honest Sancho used to swear, we have advanced as far in luxury in the third year of our Indepeny. as the old musty Republics of Greece and Rome did in twice as many hundreds: But we Americans are a sharp people. And we are in more senses than one: and if we do not keep a sharp look out we shall be little the better for the profusion of money and no small quantity of Blood that has been spent. All cry out that nothing but economy can save us, and yet no one allows that he or she is extravagant. You shall hear much when we fill the sociable bunks, where all is under the secure lock and key of Friendship.25


  




  Aide James McHenry kept a wartime diary. Here is an excerpt from his entry for June 21, 1778:




  

    A rainy evening . . . Let me see, what company have we got within doors.—A pretty, full-faced, youthful, playfull lass.—The family quakers, meek and unsuspicious. . . .—The pretty girl gives me some excellent milk, and sits and chats with me till bedtime.—She was too innocent a subject for gallantry, so I kissed her hand—telling her that we should be all gone before she got up—but not to forget that one man is often more dangerous to a woman than a whole army.26


  




  Besides their literary proficiency the aides tended to have neat and clear handwriting. Their letters are easy to read and sometimes beautiful to look at. Good penmanship was implied when Washington used the term pen-men and clear handwriting was another prerequisite to be appointed as one of his aides-de-camp. Washington cared about presentation, and he wanted his letters to look impressive, especially if he was corresponding with the enemy, which he did on numerous occasions, regarding issues such as prisoner exchange and the return of personal property.




  Some nineteenth-century historians believed that Washington’s wartime letters were written for him by his aides-de-camp. They argue that many of them had excellent educations, that included studying in Europe and training as doctors. They correctly show that almost all of his wartime letters are in the handwriting of one of his aides and only signed by him. They also argue that Washington’s meager education made it impossible for him to have written letters of remarkable clarity with good spelling and grammar for the standards of the time. However the notion that Washington’s letters were written by his aides is incorrect. If it were true, the letters would show the different writing styles of his aides. But that is not the case; all of Washington’s wartime letters read as if they were written by the same person. Commenting on this point, John C. Fitzpatrick, who edited the thirty-nine volume Writings of George Washington, noted in his introduction, “it is necessary only to read a few dozen of the letters here printed to catch their undeviating swing and mannerisms, regardless of which aide drafted them. . . . Sufficient examples are found among the letters of his ability to condense and improve his aides’ drafts with simple, more forceful English.”27




  The contention that Washington’s aides authored his letters, however, refuses to die. A recent example involves a biography of aide Tench Tilghman, which claims that Tilghman authored finished letters (called fair copies) for Washington. Tilghman’s biographer states, “Often Washington would simply sign what Tilghman had written.”28 Philander D. Chase, editor-in-chief of The Papers of George Washington believes otherwise. “I don’t believe,” Mr. Chase said, “that Washington ever signed any significant letter or other document without having considerable input and checking it to see that it accorded with both his intentions and style.”29




  Washington’s letters were his own no matter who composed them for him. He was sensitive about his image and his aides became adept at sublimatingtheir own writing styles in favor of imitating his. The general’s writing style was consistently respectful (especially to members of the Continental Congress), tactful, and businesslike. Washington edited the drafts written for him by his aides. As an example, General Gates once countermanded an order from Washington to ship some muskets to Valley Forge. One of Washington’s aides drafted a response to Gates that included, “This countermand has greatly disappointed and exceedingly distressed me.” Washington changed the focus of this phrase from his own disappointment to the good of the army: “This countermand has greatly disappointed and exceedingly distressed and injured the service.”30




  Although Washington kept tight control on what was written, the process by which letters and orders were produced at his wartime headquarters remains a matter of speculation. Considerations include the amount of correspondence that had to be written and their importance. Another factor was whether Washington was in the midst of a tense military campaign or sitting quietly in his office. Other variables are the number of aides available and their writing expertise.




  One of Washington’s aides, James McHenry, left us a clue to the writing process at headquarters. He wrote that the general’s usual mode of writing a letter was to give an aide notes on what he wanted to be written. “Having made out a letter from such notes,” wrote McHenry, “it was submitted to the General for his approbation and correction—afterwards copied fair . . . and signed by him.”31 Washington probably dictated some or all of the text for short letters or orders. In some instances he wrote outlines, which he gave to his aides who wrote letter drafts that he edited. He also wrote complete drafts of letters that his aides copied fair for his final review and signature. Some of the longer letters are in the handwriting of two or three aides as one after another of them were apparently called away for more important work. No matter how many men were involved in drafting a letter, they all read as if they were written by Washington.




  In considering the process by which letters may have been produced at Washington’s headquarters, it is important to understand that letter writing was a serious activity in the eighteenth century, and educated people took great pride in the content and appearance of their letters. Any permanent writing was done in ink using a quill pen—a writing instrument made from a large feather with a tip that was cut to a sharp point. The quill pen could only hold a small amount of ink on its tip, which had to be replenished after writing a few words. It took skill and concentration using this “dip and scratch” method to write neatly and clearly.32 To ease the process, whenever possible, letters were written sitting at a desk that was often covered with a cheap woolen cloth called baize.33 This soft material, frequently green in color, cushioned the quill pen making it easier to write. Most letters at the time of the Revolutionary War were written in an alphabet style called English Roundhand. It was the standard alphabet style used by businesspeople at the time. The letters of this alphabet were clear and it was easy to write fast. Every known document emanating from Washington’s headquarters was written in English Roundhand. A person was taught to write Roundhand at school or could learn it himself by tracing the letters from a copybook, the most popular of which at the time was The Universal Penman written by George Bickham. As a young man Washington had poor penmanship, but he used copybooks to teach himself the gentlemanly art of writing neatly, clearly, and elegantly.




  There is a possibility that some headquarters correspondence was drafted in pencil. Pencils were widely used at the time because one could write much faster with a pencil than with a quill pen and ink. The explanation why there are no known examples of letters or orders drafted in pencil is that anything written in pencil was not intended to survive. Another reason why pencil might have been used is that shorthand was in use at the time. Thomas Jefferson, for example, knew shorthand. In order to take shorthand quickly it was necessary to write with a pencil. There is no evidence that Washington knew shorthand but it is likely that some of his aides did, especially the businessmen among them. Washington could have dictated letters, which were taken down in shorthand, and these notes were eventually scrapped.34 No aspect of this book created as much discussion among my advisors as the possibility that Washington’s aides wrote preliminary drafts in pencil and/or in shorthand. The most compelling argument against the use of pencil drafts and shorthand is that paper was expensive and hard to get during the war. Valuable paper would not have been wasted to write pencil or shorthand drafts.




  Washington had no formal system for selecting his aides-de-camp. Some candidates arrived at headquarters with letters of recommendation, but were otherwise unknown to him. An impressive letter of introduction was a good start, as attested by a statement Washington made in a December 1775 note written to a friend in Philadelphia from army headquarters: “Indeed no Gentleman that is not well known, ought to come here without Letters of Introduction, as it puts me in an awkward Situation with respect to my Conduct towards them.”35 Washington relied upon letters of recommendation, inquiries to his trusted friends, and his own innate skill in sizing up people to help him find suitable men for his staff. If he was unsure, he invited the candidate to work for him as a volunteer. One of the candidates who failed to get a job was Anthony Walton White from New Brunswick, New Jersey. White is particularly interesting to this narrative because he is sometimes mentioned as being one of Washington’s aides.




  White arrived unexpectedly at headquarters on July 25, 1775, armed with a letter of recommendation from New York congressman George Clinton. Congressman Clinton wrote: “Inspired with Love for our injured Country he now visits your Camp to offer his Services as a Vollenteer in the Army under your Command.”36 Washington also received at least two letters from White’sfather, Anthony White, Sr., asking the general to appoint his son as an aide-de-camp.37 Washington could not ignore the request, because Anthony White, Sr., was a man of great wealth and the holder of several important offices in New Jersey. Moreover, White’s mother was the daughter of New Jersey governor Lewis Morris. Washington apparently decided to put young White to work at headquarters on a trial basis. The general was disappointed with his performance and privately expressed his displeasure to his associate Joseph Reed: “I find it is absolutely necessary that the Aids to the Commander in Chief should be ready at their Pen (which I believe he is not) to give that ready assistance that is expected of them.”38 But Washington was too savvy a politician to openly voice his real opinion of White. Instead he made excuses in flattering letters to White’s father, which included this undertaking: “may believe me sincere, when I assure you, that it will give me pleasure to shew any kind of Civility in my power to your Son, whose modest deportment richly entitles him to it.”39 Frustrated in his efforts at headquarters, White eventually returned home in late October 1775 to seek a commission in one of the Continental regiments being raised by New Jersey.40




  Washington spoke of White many years later saying he was “never celebrated for anything . . . but frivolity and empty shew.”41




  When the workload at headquarters became overwhelming, Washington often pressed anyone who could write a decent letter into service. Other men were recruited to copy letters, especially if numerous copies of the same letters or orders were required for circulation to various military commands or government functionaries. These multiple letters were called circular letters and each had to be clearly and neatly written by hand. Even Martha Washington helped her husband in his office during her frequent visits to army headquarters.42




  Many men have been cited over the years as having served as aides-de-camp to Washington. Some of them, however, are not correct. They include Light-Horse Harry Lee, Aaron Burr, the marquis de Lafayette, Jackie Custis (Washington’s stepson), and a Lenape Indian named Simon Simon. Who were the genuine members of Washington’s personal staff? We are fortunate to have an authoritative list of Washington’s aides and secretaries compiled by Worthington Chauncey Ford in 1906. He was the chief of the Manuscripts Division of the Library of Congress at the time. Ford listed thirty-two men plus Martha Washington as aides-de-camp and military secretaries to George Washington. Martha’s inclusion on the list is an honorary title to acknowledge that she worked at her husband’s headquarters office. Ford established excellent guidelines for inclusion on his list. His criteria were (1) an appointment as Washington’s aide in the general orders of the Continental Army, or (2) a citation in the journals of the Continental Congress as being appointed or serving as an aide to Washington, or (3) a definite statement from the commander in chief that a particular individual was his aide-de-camp.43 The following is Ford’s list, which is the cornerstone of this book:




  GEORGE WASHINGTON’S REVOLUTIONARY WAR AIDES-DE-CAMP AND MILITARY SECRETARIES AND THE DATE THEY JOINED WASHINGTON’S STAFF, AS COMPILED BY WORTHINGTON CHAUNCEY FORD.




  Thomas Mifflin, July 4, 1775




  Joseph Reed, July 4, 1775




  John Trumbull, July 27, 1775




  George Baylor, August 15, 1775




  Edmund Randolph, August 15, 1775




  Robert Hanson Harrison, November 5, 1775




  Stephen Moylan, March 5, 1776




  William Palfrey, March 6, 1776




  Caleb Gibbs, May 16, 1776




  George Lewis, May 16, 1776




  Richard Cary, June 21, 1776




  Samuel Blachley Webb, June 21, 1776




  Alexander Contee Hanson, June 21, 1776




  William Grayson, June 21, 1776




  Pierre Penet, October 14, 1776




  John Fitzgerald, November —, 1776




  George Johnston, January 20, 1777




  John Walker, February 19, 1777




  Alexander Hamilton, March 1, 1777




  Richard Kidder Meade, March 12, 1777




  Peter Presley Thornton, September 6, 1777




  John Laurens, September 6, 1777




  James McHenry, May 15, 1778




  Tench Tilghman, June 21, 1780 (served as a volunteer aide from August 1776)




  David Humphreys, June 23, 1780




  Richard Varick, May 25, 1781




  Jonathan Trumbull, Jr., June 8, 1781




  David Cobb, June 15, 1781




  Peregrine Fitzhugh, July 2, 1781




  William Stephens Smith, July 6, 1781




  Benjamin Walker, January 25, 1782




  Hodijah Baylies, May 14, 1782




  Martha Washington44




  Some who did not make Ford’s list, including Aaron Burr and the marquis de Lafayette, will also be discussed in the course of this narrative. We will see that some of them were invited to join Washington’s staff but refused the offer. Others were rejected after a trial period or were simply taken to be aides by historians because of their close association with Washington or because they were known to have done some work at headquarters.




  With the exception of Alexander Hamilton, most of Washington’s wartime aides are obscure figures in American history. The narrative that follows hopefully raises the veil of obscurity that surrounds them. What emerges are some of the brightest and most dedicated officers in the Continental Army. Their service on Washington’s headquarters staff also made them among the best informed officers of the army. Washington probably had a polite working relationship with most of them; a general officer to his personal assistants. However, I believe that there were exceptions and that Washington enjoyed a close association with some of his aides. These warm associations developed from the ability of these men to assist Washington in expertly and quickly handling the tremendous volume of work that was necessary to keep the army functioning. The possible influence that these exceptional men had in Washington’s wartime decisions is a fascinating subject which will be explored as this narrative unfolds.




  




  CHAPTER TWO




  The Siege of Boston July 1775–March 1776




  

    My Head & Times are so much engaged here in very important matters . . . Every Day preparing & expecting an Engagement.




    Thomas Mifflin in a letter to his cousin


    Jonathan Mifflin, July 20, 17751


  




  The delegates to the Second Continental Congress gave considerable thought to whom they wanted as leader of their new army. John Hancock, the prince of merchant activists and president of the Continental Congress, wanted the job, but he had no military experience and all his political cajoling failed to get his fellow delegates to seriously consider him. Among the leading candidates to command the army was Artemas Ward, the aged politician and sometime soldier from Massachusetts. Ward, who commanded the New England troops encircling Boston had many admirers in Congress. Other congressmen favored Lt. Col. Charles Lee, a half-pay British Army officer who had joined the revolutionary movement.2 Lee was the most experienced soldier available to the colonists and an expert on partisan warfare. There were several other British officers available, the most impressive of whom was Maj. Horatio Gates. But Lee and Gates were Englishmen by birth, and the rebels wanted an American to lead their army. The men in Congress also wanted tight control over the army. They were afraid that professional soldiers like Lee and Gates might use the army to overthrow the weak civilian government and set themselves up as military dictators. The delegates knew history and remembered that Oliver Cromwell had used his popularity with the army to seize power following the English Civil War barely 100 years before.




  The influential Massachusetts delegation, headed by Samuel Adams and his cousin John Adams, favored Col. George Washington to command the army. Washington was a Virginia delegate to the Continental Congress who had impressed his fellow delegates with his performance on congressional committees dealing with financial forecasting for the army, military preparations, and regulations for the new Continental Army. In committee meetings and social gatherings with his colleagues, the forty-three-year-old Virginian had kindled their confidence in him for his military knowledge, combined with his soldierlike bearing and self-assurance. Washington also became a favorite in Congress because he was a wealthy man with a serious financial stake in the successful outcome of the rebellion.3 But perhaps the most decisive factor in Washington’s favor was that he was a Virginian. The Revolution had started in Massachusetts and its congressional delegates wanted to be sure that the war was continental in its scope. The Northerners reasoned that a politically dependable and respected Southerner at the head of the army would help unite the colonies in their insurrection.




  On June 15, 1775, the members of the Continental Congress unanimously elected their fellow delegate, George Washington, “to command all the continental forces, raised, or to be raised, for the defence of American Liberty.” In the days that followed, other appointments were made by Congress. Artemas Ward, who commanded the Massachusetts troops, was named second in command to appease the New England colonies. Charles Lee, the rebellious British lieutenant colonel, was named third in command. Lee was promised compensation for any financial loss he might incur (such as seizure of his property in England) by joining the rebellion. Horatio Gates, the half-pay British major, was among the other men appointed generals in the new Continental Army. Each region or colony was satisfied, in turn, by having a favorite local politician or popular militia officer appointed as a general in the new army. New York, for example, was placated by the appointment of Philip Schuyler, a rich and influential landowner who had served as a colonial auxiliary during the French and Indian War. Schuyler was an experienced and capable military administrator in his own right, and had served with Washington on several military committees while a delegate to the Continental Congress.




  Congress also specified the new commander’s military staff, authorizing him to have one military secretary and three aides-de-camp. His military secretary was voted a salary of $66 per month and his aides were authorized $33 per month.4 There was no military rank assigned to either position. On June 21, Congress voted that each of the major generals were to have two aides-de-camp at the same salary authorized for the commander in chief’s aides.5




  Following British Army precedent, Washington was permitted to make his own selections for his personal staff. As the newly elected commander in chief, Washington was immediately approached by a number of politicians and friends each of whom had a favorite that he wanted the general to appoint as his aide or secretary.6 As a courtesy, Washington also asked several New England delegates for recommendations. But he knew from the start whom he wanted on his staff and offered the post of aide-de-camp to a thirty-one-year-old Quaker from Philadelphia named Thomas Mifflin. Mifflin was a successful businessman and Pennsylvania delegate to the Continental Congress. He and Washington had worked together on a congressional committee dealing with ammunition and military stores. Washington was impressed by the young merchant who he felt was a person of outstanding abilities. Despite the fact that Mifflin was a major in the Philadelphia area militia (known as the Associators) he actually had little military experience at the time of his appointment to Washington’s staff, but he was intelligent and a fast learner. Even the usually critical John Adams felt Washington had made a good choice in Mifflin. Adams wrote to a Massachusetts friend from Philadelphia, “Major Mifflin goes in the Character of Aid de Camp to General Washington. I wish You to be acquainted with him, because, he has great Spirit, Activity and Abilities, both in civil and military Life. He is a gentleman of Education, Family and Fortune.”7




  Washington asked another Philadelphian, Joseph Reed to be his military secretary. Reed was a popular young lawyer who was active in local politics. Washington had known Reed prior to the outbreak of the Revolution, although where and when they first met is unknown. There is a note, for instance, in the journal of Samuel Curwen for May 9, 1775, “passed the evening at Joseph Reed’s in company with Colonel Washington.”8 Reed was a lieutenant colonel in the militia, but he joined Washington’s staff with little actual military experience and a serious personal problem; namely the large family he had to support in style through his law practice and speculative business deals. Reed agreed to accompany Washington only as far as New York City while he thought about his personal obligations.




  Washington departed Philadelphia for Boston on June 23, 1775, accompanied by Gens. Charles Lee and Philip Schuyler. Washington, Lee, and Schuyler were seated in a small four-wheeled coach (called a phaeton), while Mifflin and Reed accompanied them on horseback. Washington, his officers, and staff were ceremoniously escorted to the outskirts of the Quaker City by a company of the splendidly appointed Philadelphia Light Horse.9 The journey across New Jersey took two days as Washington’s entourage was stopped at every crossroads and hamlet to inspect local militia companies or listen to speeches. Their slow journey had one advantage; it gave Washington time to court Reed into accepting the position as his permanent military secretary. Washington was probably supported by Charles Lee, who was a brilliant and heady talker. There would also have been Philip Schuyler, an unsmiling man with impeccable manners, a scion of a great New York family, who possessed manor houses and vast land holdings in the Hudson River Valley. Reed must have been impressed with Schuyler and Washington. Charles Lee was a professional soldier while Washington and Schuyler were men of great wealth who were risking everything they owned, as well as their very lives, by taking up arms against their king. Reed believed that he also was a patriotic American who was prepared to accept danger and make sacrifices for his political beliefs. The patriotic zeal of the moment must have overwhelmed the young Philadelphia lawyer because by the time they reached New York City he had agreed to accept a permanent position as Washington’s military secretary. Reed commented later in a letter to a friend about what happened on the two-day trip between Philadelphia and New York City, saying that Washington “expressed himself to me in such Terms that I thought myself bound by every Tye of Duty and Honour to comply with his Request to help him through the Sea of Difficulties.”10 Reed added, “I have no intention of being hanged for half treason.”11




  The new commander in chief arrived at headquarters at Cambridge, Massachusetts, on July 2, 1775, and made an inspection tour of his new command the following day. The general was appalled to find that discipline was lax or nonexistent and that the army was composed of one-year enlisted men and militia. The New England troops were the most frustrating for Washington to command because they were composed of independently minded farmers and tradesmen who elected their own officers, including generals. These officers were reluctant to give unpopular orders that might get them voted out of office. Washington’s frustrations with militia dated back to the French and Indian War, when he unsuccessfully attempted to defend the Virginia frontier with militia men pressed into active service.




  Washington remained discreet in public about the problems he faced with the army, but was candid in his private letters. He described his army of New Englanders in a personal letter written to his distant cousin Lund Washington (1737–96) soon after he took command, “their Officers generally speaking are the most indifferent kind of People I ever saw. I have already broke one Colo. and five Captain’s for Cowardice & for drawing more Pay & Provisions than they had Men in their Companies.” Confiding further, he told his cousin, “in short they are by no means such Troops, in any respect, as you are led to believe of them from the Accts which are published,” calling them “an exceeding dirty & nasty people.”12 Despite this very frank view of his problems, Washington had amazing perseverance in the face of his difficulties.




  Charles Lee was also unimpressed with the army he found at Boston. He called Gen. Artemas Ward, who commanded all the troops at Cambridge, “a fat gentleman, who had been a popular church warden but had no acquaintance what ever with military affairs.”13 The contentious Lee was also quick to observe that Washington was being referred to as His Excellency shortly after he assumed command of the army. The origins of this pretentious designation are unknown, but probably were started by Reed or Mifflin at headquarters. “I cannot conceive who the Devil first devis’d the bauble of Excellency for their Commander in Chief,” wrote Lee in the private letter, “or the more ridiculous of His Honour for me—Upon my Soul They make me spew.”14 Regardless of Lee’s opinion, Washington was referred to as His Excellency throughout the war as a mark of respect.15




  From the moment of his arrival at Cambridge, Washington took action to improve organization and tighten discipline. With the possible assistance of Reed and Mifflin, he wrote the first general orders of the army on July 3, 1775, the day following his arrival in Cambridge. The first general orders are quoted below almost in their entirety to show their scope of reference. General orders were frequently issued from Washington’s headquarters. The process by which the general orders were created is unknown but Washington’s aides seem to be the most likely men to have drafted them under the general’s direction.




  

    General Orders




    Head Quarters, Cambridge, July 3rd 1775




    Parole, Lookout. Counter Sign, Sharp.




    The Colonels or commanding Officers of each Regt are ordered forthwith, to make two Returns of the Number of men in their respective Regiments; distinguishing such as are sick, wounded or absent on furlough: And also the quantity of ammunition each Regimt now has.




    It appears by the Report of Henry Woods, the Officer of the main guard, that one William Alfred is confin’d for taking two horses, belonging to some Persons in Connecticut; but that he has made Satisfaction to the injured parties, who request that they may not be longer detain’d as witnesses: It is ordered that he be discharged, and after receiving a severe reprimand, be turned out of camp.




    After Orders. 4 oClock. P:M:




    It is ordered that Col. Glovers Regiment be ready this evening, with all their Accoutrements, to march at a minutes warning to support General Falsam of the New Hampshire forces, in case his Lines should be attack’d . . .16


  




  As the Continental Army continued its siege of Boston, Joseph Reed was struggling between his family and business obligations and his valuable service as Washington’s military secretary. Reed is frequently associated with Philadelphia but he was born and grew up in Trenton, New Jersey, where his father was a prosperous merchant. He earned a bachelor of arts degree from the College of New Jersey (now Princeton University) in 1757. Young Reed remained at the college where he undertook a self-directed course of study that earned him a master of arts degree in 1760, when he was nineteen years old.17 Following his graduation, he decided to become a lawyer and he obtained a position as a clerk in the law office of Richard Stockton, one of New Jersey’s most distinguished attorneys.18 After reading law with Stockton for three years, Reed was made a member of the New Jersey Bar in May 1763. Encouraged to further his law studies in England, he departed for London in October 1763, where he studied law at the Inns of Court, Middle Temple, London from 1763 to 1765.




  While studying in England, Reed met Esther De Berdt, a descendant from a Flemish family that had fled to England seeking religious toleration. Esther was seventeen years old at the time. Joseph and Esther fell in love, and young Reed wrote Esther’s father a letter asking permission to marry his daughter. Esther’s wealthy merchant father, Dennys De Berdt, refused his proposal because he felt Reed was an upstart colonial with little money who would be largely dependent upon his earnings as a lawyer. Despite Reed’s pleadings and assurances, De Berdt forbade his daughter to see or correspond with Reed again. The two lovers carried on a clandestine correspondence with the help of a friend and the young couple became secretly engaged. Esther’s mother saw that her daughter was hopelessly in love with Reed and prevailed upon her husband to allow the two young people to see each other again, with the understanding that Dennys De Berdt would reconsider Reed’s marriage proposal after the young lawyer had permanently settled in England.




  During the same period, Reed’s young brother begged him to return to America to help save their father Andrew’s failing business. Alarming letters also reached Joseph from his father’s business partner, to the effect that Andrew Reed had become erratic and quarrelsome. Joseph was told that his father was drinking excessively and was unwilling to reduce his spending habits during the business depression that followed the end of the French and Indian War. Young Reed was asked to cut short his law studies in London and return to Trenton while the chance remained to liquidate the family business and save something from his father’s creditors. Although passionately in love with Esther, Joseph returned to America. Before departing, he promised her that he would quickly return to England to marry her.




  Reed arrived at his father’s Trenton home in May 1765 to find a gloomy situation. His father prevailed upon his oldest son to save the family business. Upon Joseph’s shoulders also lay the burden of supporting three younger brothers and sisters. His father’s faithful business partner (and Joseph’s brother-in-law) Charles Petit was also destitute and looked to Joseph to support him, his wife, and their three children. At the time, Joseph Reed was only twenty-four years old. He went to work as a lawyer to earn money quickly, making his first appearance in the May 1765 term of the Hunterdon County (New Jersey) Court of Common Pleas. His reputation as a competent lawyer quickly spread and he built an impressive law practice. Reed rarely accepted a criminal case; the bulk of his practice was civil. All through this period, Joseph exchanged letters with Esther De Berdt in London. He told her of his growing law practice and wealth. Joseph concocted a complicated business arrangement that would allow him to return to England to marry her. He arrived in London in 1770 to find that Dennys De Berdt had suddenly died leaving considerable debts and few assets. Joseph tried to unravel the family’s complicated business affairs, but with little success (partially because he could not legally practice law in England). In the midst of this chaotic situation, Reed married Esther on May 31, 1770. He packed up his new wife and her mother and took them back to America. They arrived in New Jersey to find that, as a result of his absence, his law practice had vanished.




  Reed decided to make a new start in Philadelphia, a city that offered greater business opportunities than Trenton. He rented a house in Philadelphiaand moved in with his new bride and mother-in-law in December 1770. Reed’s experience, talent, and education paid off in Philadelphia, for his law business flourished and he became moderately wealthy. He invested in land but had to work continuously as a lawyer to maintain an upper middle-class standard of living. The Reed’s first child, Martha, was born in May 1771, followed quickly by the birth of two more children, Joseph Jr., in 1772 and Esther in July 1774. Reed was a devoted husband and father. He particularly doted upon his oldest daughter, Martha, or Patty, as he called her. She was a sickly girl who came close to dying several times during 1772 and 1773. Despite her parent’s fears, Martha outlived them both and died in 1821.




  After a stormy beginning, Joseph Reed settled into a happy life in Philadelphia as a successful lawyer with a loving wife and family. His brother-in-law, Charles Petit, became his closest friend. Reed was active among the alumni of the College of New Jersey. In the midst of this satisfying scene, the American Revolution exploded into Reed’s life. He had no military experience prior to becoming Washington’s military secretary, which he confessed in a letter to his adoring wife from the American siege lines surrounding Boston: “I do not pretend to much or any military knowledge, but with you I may venture an opinion that the enemy never will attempt a passage through this place.”19




  Within days of his arrival in Massachusetts, Washington realized that he had made an outstanding choice in his selection of Joseph Reed as his military secretary. The young lawyer was a seasoned letter writer accustomed to corresponding with men in high station. He also had a great knowledge of the law and was a gentleman of “distinguished courtesy,” which impressed the stodgy New England soldiers and politicians.20 Reed proved an efficient and capable administrator and quickly became Washington’s indispensable assistant, intimate friend, and advisor.




  From the start of their long and bumpy relationship, Washington realized that Reed would be a difficult person to manage. He had been born into a wealthy family, but his high lifestyle and social climbing depended on a steady income from his lucrative Philadelphia law practice. His rich clients and loving wife wanted him back home. His Philadelphia friends added to his restlessness at army headquarters, by whispering to him that a position as Washington’s military secretary was a trivial job and a waste of his considerable talents. A position on Washington’s staff was immensely desirable to some middling officer or civilian volunteer but of little interest to a social climber and politician of Joseph Reed’s caliber, who could best serve his own interests and those of the rebellion at the center of political action in Philadelphia. Reed was torn between his desire to serve Washington, his own political ambitions, and his constant need for money.




  For the moment at least, Reed became immersed in helping Washington solve the problems of the army. The shortage of gunpowder was a major problem and Reed wrote to a friend on August 21, shortly after the arrival of a supply of gunpowder to alleviate the crisis: “I can hardly look back without shuddering at our situation before this increase of our stock. Stock, did I say? It was next to nothing. Almost the whole powder of the army was in the cartridge-boxes and there not twenty rounds a man.”21




  Thomas Mifflin was also very busy at headquarters at this time, apparently using his proximity to the general to advance his military career. He served as Washington’s aide for six weeks before moving on to a more prestigious position. Mifflin was thirty-one years old when he was appointed Washington’s first aide-de-camp. He was a Quaker but apparently did not subscribe to his religion’s doctrine of pacifism and opposition to war. Mifflin was a 1760 graduate from the Philadelphia Academy (which later burgeoned into today’s University of Pennsylvania). Following his graduation, he spent four years preparing for a mercantile career in the countinghouse of William Coleman. He then went to Europe and upon his return started his own business in partnership with his brother George. On March 4, 1767, Mifflin married his cousin Sarah Morris (1747?–90), described by John Adams as “a charming Quaker Girl.”22 The Mifflins were popular in Philadelphia high society, and Washington dined at their home on several occasions. Although the Continental Congress had authorized Washington to have three aides-de-camp, Mifflin was his only aide at the start of the war.




  Mifflin’s official appointment to Washington’s military family appeared in the general orders of the Continental Army for July 4, 1775: “Thomas Mifflin Esqr. Is appointed by the Gen one of his Aid-de-Camps and . . . in future to be consider’d and regarded as such.”23 If Reed was a great pen-man, then Mifflin was a great orator. He apparently did a creditable job as Washington’s aide but he had higher ambitions; his immediate goal was to be named as the quartermaster general of the army.24 Congress allowed Washington to fill this plum job, and Mifflin must have approached the general requesting the position. The quartermaster’s duties were being temporarily handled by Joseph Pearse Palmer who wanted his son named to the post. Palmer was a respected businessman whose activities included the manufacture of chocolate. Palmer was also a prominent member of the Massachusetts provincial congress. Mifflin enjoyed a good reputation as a businessman and was well liked by Washington. He also had the advantage of working at headquarters, which gave him easy access to His Excellency. Washington wrote favorably of appointing Mifflin to the position “from a thorough perswation of his Integrity—my own experience of his activity—and finally, because he stands unconnected with either Governments; or with this, that, or t’other Man.”25 Mifflin was appointed quartermaster general on August 14, 1775.




  Within weeks of his taking command, Washington’s little personal staff was falling apart. Mifflin was preparing to leave for his new post as quartermaster general and Reed was restless to return to his Philadelphia law practice and family. Always a planner, Washington quickly cast about for other qualified men to serve on his staff. He took great pains to avoid any sort of significant partiality or favoritism, especially during this early period of the war. But despite his wishes to be “unbyass’d by any private attachments,” Washington was forced out of necessity to turn to his family, friends, and political connections to find the able men he wanted as his aides-de-camp.26 A listing of the men who served on Washington’s Revolutionary War staff reveals significant favoritism in the selection process. The general’s wartime aides included one relative, several sons of important political leaders, and a number of his prewar Virginia social and business acquaintances. In addition, although eight of the thirteen colonies were represented on his staff, eleven Virginians were selected by Washington to be his aides-de-camp. Five of the aides were affiliated with Massachusetts, four each were from New York and Connecticut, three each from Maryland and Pennsylvania, and one each from South Carolina and France. How can it be claimed, based on these statistics, that Washington was objective when it came to appoint an aide-de-camp if eleven of his aides were from his home state or were his prewar acquaintances, relatives, or sons of friends and politicians? The answer is that Washington showed bias in filling what he knew were secondary and frequently short-term positions. Only a handful of Washington’s aides were critical to the operations of his headquarters. These important aides were selected on merit and they kept their jobs because they were productive. Also, despite the large number of Virginians who served as aides-de-camp to Washington, they never dominated or controlled the operations of headquarters.




  Washington showed the high standards required to be appointed to his personal staff in his choice of John Trumbull as his next aide-de-camp. Trumbull was a Harvard graduate, class of 1773, and the youngest son of Connecticut’s governor Jonathan Trumbull. The governor was a passionate advocate of the insurrection and one of Washington’s greatest admirers. He was also the only colonial governor who sided with the rebels.




  Young John Trumbull was teaching school when the Revolution broke out. He promptly joined the First Connecticut Regiment as its adjutant and marched off with them to the fighting around Boston. One of his older brothers, Joseph, was appointed commissary general of the army. He wanted to help advance his younger brother’s military career by getting him an appointment as Washington’s aide-de-camp. Joseph, who was frequently at headquarters, saw his chance when he learned that Washington wanted a plan of the British fortifications on Boston Neck. From childhood, John had been fond of drawing and was a talented artist, despite the fact that he had lost the vision in one eye when one of his brothers threw him down a flight of steps as a child. But Gov. Jonathan Trumbull regarded painting as an unsuitable profession and discouraged his son from pursuing his passion. Trumbull, the amateur artist, decided to volunteer for the dangerous mission of drawing a plan of the British fortifications for Washington “as a means of introducing myself to the favorable notice of the general.” Hiding in the high grass and creeping slowly forward, he got close enough to the enemy fortifications to make a drawing of the works. Washington, who had been a surveyor in his youth, admired Trumbull’s illustration, which proved to be accurate, and invited the intrepid young man to be his aide-de-camp.27 Trumbull was nineteen years old when he was appointed an aide on July 27, 1775. The General Orders for the Army for that date mentioned his appointment: “John Trumbull Esqr. being appointed Aid: D. Camp to his Excellency the Commander in Chief; He is to be obeyed as such.”28 Trumbull was the youngest person to be appointed as Washington’s aide-de-camp.




  Shortly after his appointment, Trumbull wrote that “The scene at headquarters was altogether new and strange to me.” Trumbull found himself “in the family of one of the most distinguished and dignified men of the age” and he soon felt himself “unequal to the elegant duties of my situation.” The problem was that despite his Harvard education, young Trumbull had led a sheltered life because his father was a man of modest means and simple tastes. Trumbull felt intimidated at headquarters and found the work load greater than he expected. He resigned after only nineteen days as Washington’s aide, but as one of his biographers said, “he traded on that exalted position all his life.”




  Trumbull and Mifflin left Washington’s military family on August 14, 1775, leaving only Reed, who was on the verge of decamping for home. But Washington had not been idle. The following day, he announced the appointment of two new aides-de-camp. The new men were Edmund Randolph and George Baylor, both from Virginia. Their appointment was mentioned in the general orders on August 15, 1775: “Edmund Randolph and George Baylor Esqrs. Are appointed Aide-de-Camp, to the Commander in Chief.”29




  Edmund Jennings Randolph was born on August 10, 1753, at his father’s home in Williamsburg, Virginia. His parents were Arianna and John Randolph. John Randolph (1728–84), one of the most accomplished members of the Virginia Bar, was appointed the King’s attorney general for the colony in 1766. Edmund grew up in Williamsburg, and when his two sisters became oppressive he could take refuge in the home of his aunt and uncle, Elizabeth and Peyton Randolph, who lived a few blocks away. Uncle Peyton was also an attorney. The highlight of Edmund’s education was his enrollment at William and Mary College. However, he cut short his college education, deciding instead to clerk for his father in preparation for a career as a lawyer. Edmund became a lawyer and entered the elite of his profession when he qualified to practice before the Virginia General Court, the colony’s highest court. In August 1774 his fellow attorney Thomas Jefferson transferred his General Court cases to young Randolph. Jefferson was ill at the time and was unable to travel to the General Court, which met in Williamsburg. The coming of the Revolution changed the peaceful and happy lives of the Randolph clan. John Randolph sided with the Crown while his brother Peyton joined the rebel cause. After much soul searching Edmund decided to support the rebellion. Because his father was a leading Virginia Loyalist it was suggested that Edmund apply for a position as General Washington’s aide-de-camp to prove his commitment to the rebellion. Young Randolph did not dare approach the commander in chief directly. A place on Washington’s staff was secured by letters of recommendation or an invitation from the general to join his staff. Randolph got help in his bid for a post as an aide-de-camp from his uncle Peyton who was the former speaker of the Virginia House of Burgesses and president of the Continental Congress. Uncle Peyton recruited the help of his brother-in-law Benjamin Harrison to help his nephew Edmund. Harrison was another Virginia delegate to Congress a well as General Washington’s good friend. Harrison wrote his old friend on July 21, 1775, on behalf of young Randolph, “I am sure our good old Speaker [Peyton Randolph] will be much Obliged for any favor you shew him . . . that a most valuable Young Man, and one that I love, without some Step of this sort may from the Misconduct of his Parent, be lost to his Country, which now Stands much in need of Men of his Abilities.”30




  Young Randolph had other weighty supporters and General Washington received endorsements for his “patronage and favor” on behalf of Edmund from Patrick Henry, Thomas Jefferson, and Richard Henry Lee. The general was impressed and wrote Richard Henry Lee, “the merits of this young Gentleman, added to your recommendation & my own knowledge of his character, induced me to take him into my Family as an Aide de Camp.”31 Randolph was appointed Washington’s aide-de-camp on August 15, 1775. He was twenty-two years old at the time. Ironically the September 9, 1775, edition of one of the Virginia Gazettes, published in Williamsburg, reported on Edmund Randolph’s appointment as General Washington’s aide-de-camp as well as the departure of John Randolph for England. The newspaper story said, “Yesterday morning John Randolph, Esq. his Majesty’s Attorney General for this colony, with his lady and daughters, set out from this city, for Norfolk, to embark for Great Britain.”32 John Randolph wrote his only son a final letter a month earlier entreating him to join his family in exile: “For God’s Sake, return to your Family & indeed to yourself.” Edmund never saw his parents alive again. His father died in England but his wish was to be buried in Virginia. Edmund made the arrangements and John Randolph was brought back to Williamsburg and interred in the chapel at William and Mary College.




  Randolph apparently did an outstanding job as Washington’s aide but he left after a few months. The reason for his departure was the sudden death of Peyton Randolph on October 22, 1775. Peyton’s wife Elizabeth wanted Edmund to arrange for her husband’s funeral and to settle his estate. Edmund took a leave of absence from headquarters and never returned.33 He was in Virginia for his uncle’s burial as reported in a local newspaper, “Williamsburg, November 29 [1775] . . . The remains of this worthy man were brought thither from Philadelphia by Edmund Randolph, Esq., at the earnest request of his uncle’s afflicted and inconsolable widow.”34




  Once back in Williamsburg, Randolph was swept into Virginia politics and, despite his best intentions, never returned to Washington’s headquarters. Technically he remained a member of the general’s military family, on a leave of absence, until March 1776 when Congress appointed him the deputy muster master general for the Southern Department of the Continental Army.35 However, his actual active service as Washington’s aide-de-camp lasted only two months.




  The second man appointed as Washington’s aide-de-camp on August 15, 1775, was a very different kind of person than Randolph. George Baylor was twenty-three years old when he was appointed Washington’s aide. Before the war he was a planter in Caroline County, Virginia. Little is known about his childhood or education. Washington’s ties with Virginia and his friends are evident in Baylor’s appointment. He was the son of Col. John Baylor (1705–72), Washington’s longtime friend and comrade during the French and Indian War. Young Baylor came with a recommendation from Virginia congressman Edmund Pendleton who wrote to Washington from Philadelphia on July 12, 1775, on Baylor’s behalf, “My friend Mr. George Baylor will be the bearer of this, who has caught such a Military Ardor as to travel to the Camp for instruction in that Art, I beg to recommend him to your Countenance & Favor, not only on Account of his worthy Father, but from my Opinion of his own Merit.”36 Baylor received a further recommendation from several members of the Virginia delegation to Congress, which included this oratorical phrase, “His Ardor in the noble cause has drawn him to your school for instruction & employment as far as his services may be required.”37




  Baylor was a disappointment to Washington because the young man was not a good writer. On February 10, 1776, the general expressed his dissatisfaction in a letter to General Lee who was in New York City at the time: “Mr. Baylor is as good, and as obliging a young Man, as any in the World, and as far as he can be Serviceable in Riding, & delivering verbal Orders as useful; but the duties of an Aid de Camp at Head Quarters cannot be properly discharged by any but Pen-men.”38 Lee responded on February 19, comparing his own aides-de-camp with Baylor, “Messrs Griffin and Byrd are very good young Men, but pretty much in the predicament of your Baylor—They can ride, understand and deliver verbal orders—but you might as well set them the task of translating an Arabick or Irish Manuscript as expect that They shou’d in half a day copy a half sheet of orders.”39 The general found other things for Baylor to do. Typical was a task in November 1775, when His Excellency ordered Baylor to go to Norwalk, Connecticut, to meet Martha Washington and escort her on the remaining part of her journey to Cambridge where she would spend the winter with her husband.40




  Washington was not idle during these early months of the war despite the deadlock at Boston. One of his projects in the summer of 1775 was snagging unescorted enemy merchant ships sailing in New England waters. Washington eventually assigned this task to his secretary Joseph Reed and expected him to carry out the project in addition to his other duties. The general launched the scheme when he became aware that the enemy were convinced of their naval supremacy and were allowing unescorted merchant ships to sail from England, Nova Scotia, and the West Indies with food and munitions for the besieged Boston garrison. The British held Boston, the most important seaport in New England, but the rebels occupied a number of smaller port towns nearby including Salem, Beverly, and Gloucester. In addition, the Americans had a superior knowledge of the local waters and small, fast ships that could be converted into warships. Impatient with waiting for Congress to outfit men-of-war, Washington decided to experiment on his own by dispatching a ship to attack the enemy’s seaborne supply line to Boston.41 Washington brought in Col. John Glover, an energetic Marblehead, Massachusetts, shipowner turned soldier to assist Reed. Working together, Glover and Reed supervised the arming of the coasting schooner Hannah (owned by Glover and named after his wife) to intercept enemy shipping. The Hannah put to sea on September 5, 1775, only to be chased by a British warship. The Hannah evaded capture and later succeeded in capturing an enemy merchantman. The project showed promise, and Washington wanted to expand it. Additional men with naval experience were needed so the general added the services of Stephen Moylan, a shrewd Philadelphia merchant shipmaster with extensive experience in the purchasing and outfitting of vessels. Moylan proved to be an intelligent and dedicated workhorse. He impressed Washington, who later appointed him as one of his aides-de-camp.




  Moylan was thirty-eight years old when the Revolution began. He was born in 1737 in Cork, Ireland, where his family were rich and successful merchants. Facing limited educational opportunities in Ireland, his family smuggled young Stephen out of the country to Paris to be educated. Following his schooling in Paris, Moylan went to Lisbon, Portugal, for additional education. He remained in Lisbon to manage a branch of his family’s shipping business. After three years in Lisbon, Moylan moved to Philadelphia (in 1768) where he established a new branch of his family’s business. The brigantine Richard Penn of 30 tons, built at Philadelphia, was registered as being owned by him. In 1769 the brigantine Minerva, 120 tons, was also registered and listed “Stephen Moylan of Philadelphia” as its owner. His far-reaching business connections are evident in the listing of the ship Don Carlos (a British-built vessel of 100 tons) recorded as owned by Edward Forrest, a British subject residing in Lisbon, John and David Moylan of Cork, Ireland, and Stephen Moylan of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.




  Moylan was a prominent merchant in Philadelphia by the eve of the Revolution, and was an organizer and the first president of the Friendly Sons of St. Patrick, which was started in Philadelphia in 1771. The Friendly Sons was composed mainly of prosperous merchants engaged in the shipping and import business in Philadelphia, and many of its original members were neither Irish nor Catholic. Washington knew Moylan who was a guest at Mount Vernon at least once before the start of the war. John Adams mentioned meeting him while attending the first Continental Congress in Philadelphia. Moylan alsoknew Charles Carroll, a wealthy landowner and member of Congress who wrote in June 1776: “Waited on General Washington; saw Generals Gates and Putnam and my old acquaintance and friend Mr. Moylan.”42




  The French officer, the marquis de Chastellux, traveled with Moylan during the war and recorded his impression of the young man. Chastellux said that he enjoyed riding in silence, but felt obliged to strike up a conversation with Moylan with surprising results: “I began to question him,” Chastellux said, “he to answer me, and the conversation gradually becoming more interesting, I found I had to do with a very gallant and intelligent man, who had lived long in Europe, and who has traveled through the greatest part of America. I found him perfectly polite; for his politeness was not troublesome, and I soon conceived a great friendship for him. Mr. Moylan is an Irish Catholic; one of his brothers is Catholic Bishop of Cork, he has four others, two of whom are merchants, one at Cadiz, the other at L’Orient; the third is in Ireland with his family; and the fourth is intended for the priesthood. As for himself, he came to settle in America some years ago, where he was first engaged in commerce.”43




  When the Revolution started, Moylan wanted a post in the army and asked his friend John Dickinson who was a Pennsylvania politician to help him. Dickinson wrote Washington on his friend’s behalf on July 25, 1775, and His Excellency responded by appointing Moylan as continental muster master. The general wrote Dickinson confirming the appointment: “Your favor of the 25th Ulto recommendatory of Mr Moylan, came duely to hand & I have the pleasure to inform you that he is now appointed Commissary General of Musters—one of the Offices which the Congress was pleased to leave to my disposal.”44 Washington soon put Moylan’s prewar knowledge of the shipping business to good use by involving him with Reed and Glover in expanding his naval project, which modern historians call “Washington’s Navy.” Encouraged by the early success of the armed schooner Hannah, Washington wanted to outfit and send more American ships to sea to snag unescorted enemy merchant ships. On October 4, 1775, Washington ordered Moylan to join Reed and Glover in outfitting two additional armed vessels.45 Besides Moylan’s knowledge in the ways of shipwrights and chandlers, Washington probably wanted him working alongside Glover, who had many friends and relatives in the Massachusetts seaport towns who might prove inclined to softheartedness in doing business with kith and kin.46 Moylan was soon writing Reed from the seaport town of Marblehead, Massachusetts: “You Cannot Conceive the difficulty, the trouble & the delay there is in procuring the thousand things necessary for one of these vessels. I dare say one of them might be fitted in Philadelphia or New York in three days . . . But here you must Search all over Salem, Marblehead, Danvers & Beverly for every Little thing is wanting.”47 Reed responded unsympathetically, “Lose no time, Everything depends on Expedition.”48 Washington’s naval enterprise became more important when headquarters received intelligence from John Hancock in Philadelphia that two British merchantmen had sailed from England with valuable cargoes: “The Congress having this day Rec’d certain Intelligence of the Sailing of Two North Country built Brigantines, of no Force, from England on the 11th of August last, loaded with Six Thousand Stand of Arms, a large Quantity of Powder & other Stores for Quebec, without Convoy, and . . . it is of great importance if possible to intercept them.”49




  Reed informed Moylan and Glover of the secret intelligence on October 11, 1775, and ordered them to speed up the preparation of the two armed vessels: “we have just received very important Advices respecting the Dispatch of a Number of Transports from England which may be hourly expected on the Coast . . . you will immediately set every Hand to Work that Can be Procured & not a Moment of Time be lost in getting them ready.”50




  The ships of Washington’s Navy went to sea flying a white ensign with a picture of a pine tree and the motto, “An Appeal to Heaven.” Joseph Reed recommended the design of this flag in a letter to Moylan and Glover dated October 20, 1775: “Please fix upon some particular color for a flag, and a signal by which our vessels may be know one another. What do you think of a flag with a white ground and a tree in the middle, the motto, AN APPEAL TO HEAVEN—this is the flag of our floating batteries.”51 The Americans were flying this flag on two floating gun batteries they had recently launched on the Charles River. Reed saw the flag and recommended its use to Moylan and Glover. The design was adopted and the flag is remembered to this day as the Washington Cruiser Flag. Probably flying this ensign, the armed schooner Lee made a spectacular capture on November 28, 1775, when it seized one of the ships that had been reported to Congress. The ship was the unarmed brigantine Nancy heavily laden with enough arms and military supplies to equip over 2,000 troops.




  Washington showed his skill at improvising and stretching his resources when he created his makeshift navy in August 1775. This incident also highlighted other impressive characteristics such as his skill in identifying and promoting talented subordinates and in delegating responsibility. The little cruisers of Washington’s Navy captured thirty-one prizes with cargoes valued at over $600,000. Washington’s resourcefulness in this situation was not unique. He sought to maximize every resource and person at his disposal. Men like Reed and Moylan were too valuable for him to use solely to draft his letters and shuffle papers at headquarters. Washington used them in more important ways including seeking their advice and opinions on a variety of subjects.




  Joseph Reed finally broke free of Washington’s grip in late October 1775. Reed took a leave of absence to return to Philadelphia to look after his law practice, particularly a number of important cases that were about to come to trial before the Pennsylvania Supreme Court. Since Reed was a volunteer, Washington could not stop him but vowed to keep the military secretary’s post open until his reappearance. Washington tried to hasten Reed’s return by writing Richard Henry Lee to put pressure on the court to postpone the cases because of the war. Washington wrote Lee on October 29, 1775, suggesting that his cases be postponed, “if some of you Gentn of the Congress in thecourse of Conversation with the Chief Justice & others would represent the disadvantages wch must result to him in case his causes should be hurried to tryal.” Washington then told Lee how important Reed was at headquarters: “That Colo. Reed is clever in his business and useful to me, is too apparent to mention; I should do equal injustice, therefore, to his abilities and merit, were I not to add that his Services here are too important to be lost.”52 The idea of postponing the cases actually came from Reed who wanted to use it as a tactic to delay bringing his cases to trial. Reed returned to headquarters the following year but not as Washington’s military secretary. The engaging nineteenth-century historian and novelist Washington Irving summarized Reed’s role in the successful start of Washington’s tenure as commander in chief: “His fluent pen had been of great assistance to Washington in the despatch of his multifarious correspondence, and his judicious counsels and cordial sympathies had been still more appreciated by the commander in chief, amid the multiplied difficulties of his situation.”53




  As Reed was finishing up his work at headquarters in late October in preparation for his return to Philadelphia, Edmund Randolph, as we have already seen, unexpectedly left to attend to his uncle Peyton’s funeral and estate. Washington was desperate for help and asked Moylan to step in and act as his secretary pro tem. Moylan agreed and took up the post in addition to his duties as muster master general. He apparently only handled both positions for a short time because by January 23, 1776, Washington wrote Reed of “Mr. Moylan, whose time must now be solely Imployed in his department of Commissary.”54 Moylan was a competent administrator and a ready pen-man and Washington would shortly invite him to join his military family as a full-time aide-de-camp.




  Back home in Philadelphia Reed was trying to make up his mind what to do next. After returning to Philadelphia in late October 1775 he worked to repair his damaged law practice and leaped into politics on behalf of the patriot cause. The months rolled along and assurances were given that he planned to return to headquarters. Reed’s extended absence did not mean that Washington did not call upon him for assistance. During this period, His Excellency entrusted his absent military secretary with several tasks, including hosting Martha Washington as she passed through Philadelphia in November. He also asked Reed to help him with other matters, one of which was mentioned in a letter dated November 27, 1775: “If any Waggon should be coming this way, Pray order a qty of good writing Paper to head Quarters; & Sealg Wax.”55
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