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Dedication

To my father, Willard Thomas Tucker, 1924-2013.

He inspired this work in too many ways to count.

Most of all, his guiding hand, sage advice, and inspirational influence made this book possible. As a true American patriot, he sincerely believed in the inspirational value and importance of this work for today’s America.


Foreword

The revolution is on the ropes. Time and the enemy are poised to deliver the knockout blow.

Driven by defeat after defeat in New York and reeling from retreat after retreat across New Jersey, General George Washington and his ragtag army of largely peacetime farmers and humble shopkeepers finds itself in December 1776 encamped across the Delaware River. More dark days seem to loom on the horizon.

Cold, ill-equipped and demoralized—all that stands between Washington and an early exit from the War for Independence is the narrow meandering river nine miles north of Trenton at a place called McConkey’s Ferry. Certain that the rebels have no stomach to fight on, Lord Cornwallis, the British field commander has closed down the campaign and headed for winter quarters, leaving a small garrison of hired Hessian mercenaries in Trenton to keep a wary eye on the beleaguered Continentals.

With winter coming on and enlistments due to expire at the end of the year Washington is desperate for action. He is anxious for even the slightest victory that might boost the morale of his dispirited troops, silence his critics in the Congress, and save face for the new nation.

His growing network of spies has advised him of an opportunity. Trenton, the burgeoning hamlet strategically located between New York and Philadelphia, is ripe for a surprise attack. But can the spies be trusted? Espionage is in its infancy and for the right price during these turbulent times a man might be tempted to trade his good name for a warm coat.

The weather forecast is foreboding. But the twenty-four hundred ill-clad soldiers do not need a weatherman to tell them the grim news. They can feel the chilling dampness gnawing at their bones and biting into the numb, bleeding toes of their rag-wrapped feet.

During a meeting of the war council, a daring plan is hatched. Trenton—with its stores of badly needed provisions—is the target. The goal will be a three-pronged dawn assault against the sleepy-eyed German garrison slumbering in their bedrolls following a night of Christmas cheer. At least that is the hope, if not the expectation.

All that remains is for the Continental troops to make the treacherous nighttime river crossing and brave the arduous march south in total darkness, along the rutted route to the unsuspecting town.

Casting shivering stares across from Pennsylvania, the men cannot see the Jersey embankment, which is cloaked in darkness and blanketed by snow. As men, horses, and canon are loaded onto the shallow draft Durham boats, sleet and freezing rain pelts the raw faces and unprotected hands of the weary troops. “Keep your powder dry, boys,” their commander cautions.

In the frosty night, air jagged ice floes the size of small boulders have choked the river, making the watery passage both tedious and tiring. The crossing takes longer than anticipated. Valuable time has been lost. Will they make it to Trenton before sunrise?

All down the line the battle cry goes out: “Victory or Death!” There is no turning back.

Thus begins one of the most bold and audacious maneuvers ever attempted in the annals of American military history. To say that in the minds of the Hessian officers stationed at Trenton that Washington’s crossing of the ice-dammed Delaware in a blizzard on Christmas Night 1776 was as improbable as Hannibal’s army crossing the Alps on the backs of elephants to face the Romans in 218 B.C., would not be an understatement. It’s success set up the crucial “turning point” that changed the course of the war and the future of the world forever. In a prescient moment, acknowledgment as to the significance of the event comes fittingly passed down to history from Lord George Germain, the British colonial secretary at the time who is reported to have said: “All our hopes were blasted by that unhappy affair at Trenton.”

—David A. Hart

Co-author of Trenton: a novel, and

Trustee for the Trenton Historical Society


Introduction

After securing victory at Yorktown, Virginia, in October 1781, with his soldiers of liberty and the troops of America’s French ally, George Washington was celebrated as America’s greatest conquering hero when he arrived with much fanfare in the prosperous Maryland state capital of Annapolis. Here, thankful city fathers, representing the American people’s exuberance, presented a stirring city address to General Washington. However, they focused not on the recent Yorktown success, but on Washington’s sparkling victory at Trenton, New Jersey, more than five years before. Emphasizing how Washington’s December 26, 1776 miracle victory saved the revolution from an early death, the esteemed civic leaders of Annapolis declared, “We derive peculiar pleasure from the contemplation, that the successes [of Washington and his Continental Army] at Trenton and Princeton laid the corner stone of our freedom and independence.”1

Articulating the sentiments of the American people, these heartfelt words of the Annapolis elite were right on target. Before Washington won his most improbable victory at Trenton on the snowy, bitterly cold morning of December 26, 1776, only a military miracle could have possibly saved the unprecedented egalitarian dream of America, a common people’s revolution, and an audacious republican experiment. After having suffered one sharp military setback after another for months during America’s darkest year of 1776, when the once-vibrant dream of nationhood had all but succumbed to an early, agonizing death, everything now depended upon a forty-five-year old former Virginia militia commander, who had yet to win a single battle in America’s struggle for liberty after nearly a year and a half. Washington’s military reputation and career lay in ruins. After the panicked members of the Continental Congress fled the new republic’s capital of Philadelphia and with the British-Hessian Army drawing ever closer in early December, Washington was left with the sole responsibility to somehow do the impossible.

Therefore, the irrepressible Virginian, who proved to be at his best exactly when America’s fortunes had fallen to their lowest ebb, took the greatest risk and gamble of his career. He decided to go for broke when the stakes could not have been higher for America. On Christmas night, which appeared to be the final Yuletide of the infant republic’s short lifetime and a failed experiment in nationhood, Washington prepared to lead a stalwart band of ill-clad, often-defeated band of revolutionaries from across America into the cold depths of the dark unknown east of the Delaware River in a desperate bid to preserve a new, shining future for America.

Embarking upon what no one of either side imagined any sane military leader would attempt to even think about in the midst of winter’s tight grip when eighteenth-century armies traditionally remained quietly in winter quarters, Washington sought to reverse the fortunes of war on one throw of the dice in what was literally America’s last opportunity to do so. With Continental enlistments of almost all of his best troops about to expire at the year’s end, Washington had little choice but to stake everything on his surprise attack on the Trenton garrison of the best professional soldiers in America, the Hessians.

By this time, America’s resistance effort had fizzled miserably after a string of summer and autumn disasters. Without a late December victory from America’s rustic revolutionaries, this struggle for America’s possession, heart, and soul was over. If Washington lost the next battle, then the young American republic was fated to become nothing more than only an obscure footnote in history books. Washington fully realized that if he and what little remained of his Continental Army suffered yet another defeat during America’s darkest hour, then the young American republic and dream was forever doomed to an ignominious end.

Consequently, undertaking what was truly a mission impossible, Washington planned to cross the swollen, ice-clogged Delaware River (like Julius Caesar who ferried his legionnaires across wide rivers to surprise his opponents in winter’s depths) from eastern Pennsylvania to western New Jersey, conduct a lengthy night march south through uncharted territory to descend upon Trenton from the north, assault three veteran regiments (a full Hessian brigade) of well-trained troops, and capture the suddenly strategic Delaware river town of Trenton.

Quite simply, what Washington planned to embark upon was the most audacious offensive effort of the war. Because actual independence could only be achieved by winning victory on the battlefield, America’s true creation story actually began not with the signing of the Declaration of Independence—“of but little importance” without military victory in Thomas Paine’s insightful words—at Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, on July 4, 1776, but at Trenton on December 26, 1776 with the most improbable victory of the American Revolution. When the idealistic dream of a new people’s republic had been transformed into a nightmare by early December 1776, the fortunes of war were miraculously reversed by Washington in what was his finest hour.

Clearly, the high-stakes showdown at Trenton was far more than the story of a typical battle of wasteful bloodletting because America’s independence had to be won by the flintlock muskets and rifles of Washington’s rough-hewn, illiterate common soldiers—mostly farmers and hunters—rather than by the pen of the erudite, aristocratic members of the well-educated colonial elite in Philadelphia. Therefore, this all-important clash of arms in the harsh environment of a swirling snowstorm resulted in the American Revolution’s most dramatic reversal of fortunes in which the United States of America was truly born. With his one-sided December 26 success validating Thomas Jefferson’s words in the Declaration of Independence, Washington’s unexpected victory at Trenton earned a new lease of life for the American republic because the declaration’s signing had been only a stillbirth that was more rhetorical, if not fanciful, than real. Therefore, Washington’s victory at Trenton was in fact America’s true creation story, rebirth, and original national Illiad.

All of the humiliating fiascos and defeats of 1776 during America’s darkest period set the stage for Washington’s Trenton miracle. Washington’s improbable victory at Trenton provided a miraculous rebirth of the dying army and republic in the most dramatic reversal of America’s fortunes at nearly the last possible moment. The stoic Virginian’s remarkable December 26 success ensured that America’s revolution against monarchy, imperialism, and empire was not just another doomed resistance effort, like so many ill-fated Celtic rebellions in Ireland and Scotland against the British Empire’s might. Against all odds and when time was running out for America, the fortunes of war were miraculously reversed by Washington and his resilient “band of brothers” to shock the world in a hard-fought, urban battle that raged through Trenton’s streets in the midst of a steady snowfall.

All in all, consequently, no single clash of arms was more either more timely or significant than Washington’s first battlefield success of the American Revolution. Washington’s seemingly impossible victory saved a dying revolution by only the narrowest of margins. Never in the annals of military history has a more maligned military leader, especially one without a formal military education or adequate military experience, achieved a victory with more significant long-term consequences and implications than Washington’s dazzling success in the snows of Trenton.

Most importantly, America’s great egalitarian dream and utopian vision of remaking the world anew were resurrected by Washington with the most surprising battlefield successes in American history. Defying traditional military axioms, Washington, whose command presence inspired his long-suffering citizen soldiers to rise to their supreme challenge in this most brutal of winter campaigns, stunned the day’s leading military men on both sides of the Atlantic. Relying upon a brilliant battle-plan and an unprecedented synthesis of the elements of surprise, speed, stealth, and shock, Washington revered the hands of a cruel fate by orchestrating the most inventive, audacious, and innovative battleplan of the American Revolution: crossing the raging Delaware River at night, marching for nearly ten miles over difficult terrain in the inky blackness amid blizzard-like conditions, and then launching a simultaneous attack from two separate wings, or divisions, not long after the icy dawn of December 26, 1776 to catch a formidable opponent by surprise at Trenton. Washington’s sparkling victory at Trenton was a tactical masterpiece second to none in the American Revolution.

However, Washington’s victory at Trenton was only possible by his inspiring role in leading the way by example through the torrents of sleet, hail, snow, and blustery winds of a “blue norther” and then into the fiery forge of battle. Washington’s strength of character, unshakable commitment to “the sacred Cause … of Liberty” (in his own words), his firm belief that God was guiding America’s destiny, and sheer force of willpower fueled a relentless moral, physical, and spiritual drive to secure success at Trenton at any cost. Fortunately for America, the commander-in-chief’s sterling qualities rose to the fore at Trenton in what was very much of a personal, psychological, and professional rebirth for Washington—not only as a military commander but also as a person. In a remarkable resurrection, Washington’s finest traits as a commander emerged from the darkest depths of despair, adversity, and humiliation to reach an unprecedented zenith. Amid the greatest adversity and despite the longest odds for success, the dynamic Virginian inspired his often-defeated men to rise to their greatest challenge and reap their most surprising, unexpected victory. Exactly when the challenge was greatest, the combat prowess of the American fighting man rose magnificently to the fore during the desperate and close-quarter Dantesque struggle that raged fiercely from street to street covered in a thick layer of snow.

For more than two centuries, Washington’s most unexpected battlefield success has been long shrouded in myth, legend, and romanticization. Consequently, a host of complexities, ironies, and contradictions about this major turning point in the course of American history have been overshadowed by stereotypes and romantic myths to grossly distort and obscure the truth. Despite the battle’s vital importance, many of the most interesting aspects, realities, and perspectives about this legendary contest have been overlooked, ignored, or minimized by generations of Americans historians. Unfortunately, even leading scholars have preferred instead to cling to the many comfortable and familiar myths, traditional romance, and long-existing stereotypes.2 Even revered Founding Father John Adams lamented how the American Revolution’s truths were early transformed into little more than “melodramatic romance.”3 And highly respected historian Ray Raphael likewise emphasized how the revolution’s most famous episodes have been an “invention of history.”4 Likewise, Edward G. Lengel concluded how many so-called “truths” about the American Revolution simply “never actually happened.”5

Therefore, long-deferred, seldom-asked questions will be explored more thoroughly than ever before in this work: just how much of the battle of Trenton’s traditional, legendary, and long-accepted story has been distorted beyond recognition by the multiple layers of popular mythology, romance, and fiction? This book has been written to provide answers to such questions while presenting a host of new views, insights, and perspectives about the battle that turned the tide in America’s darkest hour. By eliminating as much of the traditional romance, mythologies, distorted legends, and simplistic stereotypes as possible, a host of previously unexplored complexities and mysteries about what actually and really happened at the battle of Trenton and exactly why will be revealed in considerable detail for the first time in this work.

Therefore, the “real” story, warts and all, of the unforgettable saga of Trenton will be presented in full. Focused primarily on analyzing the hidden history of America’s most pivotal battle during its struggle for existence, this book will explore the forgotten stories, mysteries, and legacies of the American Revolution’s most dramatic confrontation. In addition, the lesser-known but key individuals, officers, and enlisted men on both sides who fought and died at Trenton for what they believed was right will be analyzed in great detail. Eclipsed by the giant shadow of “the father of the country,” many of Washington’s talented, resourceful top lieutenants, who made bold and timely independent tactical decisions that contributed to victory at Trenton, have been forgotten. Their story will be told.

Another especially overlooked but fascinating aspect of the tenacious struggle for the possession of Trenton was the forgotten bitter conflict between the German Hessians (the generic name for all Germans who served in the British Army in America) and hundreds of Washington’s German American soldiers, including many German-born Continentals. In a fratricidal showdown that raged through Trenton’s icy streets, Washington’s German Regiment of Continentals played a key role in forcing the surrender of their fellow Teutonic countrymen.

Long overlooked by American historians, this tragic civil war among the German people on America soil was perhaps best represented by Colonel Johann Gottlieb Rall, the Hessian brigade’s ill-fated commander whose reputation (and life) was destroyed by Trenton’s loss. Not long after the battle, he encountered his own German cousin of Washington’s Army, just before he died of wounds received leading a spirited counterattack into the embattled center of Trenton.6

The contradictions and complexities of the German experience in colonial America were also revealed by the fact that Colonel Rall’s direct paternal descendant hailed from Maryland. German patriots on Rall’s direct descendant’s maternal side also fought at Trenton, Lieutenant Peter Weiser, First Pennsylvania Continental Regiment. His brother from Womelsdorf, Pennsylvania, Captain Benjamin Weiser served in Washington’s German Regiment of Continental troops during the autumn of 1776.7

Clearly, by exploring such forgotten aspects of one of America’s most famous battles, Trenton’s story has proved to be far more revealing and fascinating than the simplistic, traditional morality play of righteous revolutionaries battling against merciless, evil mercenaries. The most popular Trenton myth has been that the Hessian garrison’s alleged drunkenness in celebrating Christmas led to their ultimate downfall on the early morning of December 26. Unfortunately, this enduring stereotype and popular view has been only recently reinforced by the popular 2000 historical drama The Crossing.

Ironically, the only widespread drunkenness at Trenton resulted when Washington’s soldiers celebrated their most improbable victory of the war. And contrary to the persistent stereotype of the savage, immoral, and Godless mercenary, Rall’s Germans consisted mostly of a humble, pious soldiery of the Calvinist, or Reformed, faith, not unlike their revolutionary Protestant counterparts, who were less fundamentalist Calvinists, in Washington’s ranks. As strict Calvinists, which was unrealized by Washington and his men at the time, the Hessians, on high alert, had not observed Christmas at Trenton in a festive, drunken manner, a celebration which they viewed as far too pagan and sacrilegious.8

Symbolically, given that so many German soldiers fought against each other at Trenton to reveal only one dimension of the many ironies and complexities of the German experience in America, it was perhaps appropriate that the famous 1851 painting Washington Crossing the Delaware was created by German American artist Emanuel Leutze. Merely an allegorical artistic representation rather an authentic historically correct depiction, one of America’s most iconic paintings was ironically based upon a panoramic view of the Rhine River that was much wider than the Delaware, where Washington crossed the angry river to gain the New Jersey shore. Leutze’s artistic masterpiece was also symbolic because some Germans who fought against each other at Trenton had once been neighbors in Germany’s Rhine River region. Indeed, one central irony that revealed the horror of this Teutonic fratricidal conflict on American soil was the fact that soldiers from Germany, who faced each other in the swirling combat along Trenton’s narrow, snow-covered streets, not only hailed from the same German communities and rural areas, including the Rhineland, but also were related by blood.

So many of the fundamental truths and realities of the battle of Trenton have been obscured by myths that even the most basic questions have been seldom asked. At least one historian William E. Woodward posed a most intriguing question that very few American historians have dared to investigate because of the sheer power of the iconic Washington mystique and the seemingly endless romantic mythology surrounding the battle of Trenton: “The short Trenton-Princeton campaign revealed a military mind of a high order [but] there is some doubt … as to whose plan it was.” 9

What has been overlooked was the fact that Washington had not formulated strategy and tactics on his own, especially in regard to the development of his brilliant Trenton tactical plan. He relied heavily upon the sound tactical advice of his talented team of experienced top lieutenants and “general officers,” in Washington’s words, in multiple December 1776 Councils of War, as required by the Continental Congress. Because the much-criticized American commander, who feared losing his job by dismissal from Congress for ample good reason, had lost a series of key battles on New York soil, Washington’s most one-sided victory of his career shocked the English people and British Parliamentarians in London. Leading British politicians and strategists quite correctly “wondered, as many in Britain did, how [the] best soldiers in the world could be defeated by much smaller, generally untrained, and badly equipped forces, and how the most brilliant and seasoned generals in the Empire could be out-foxed by a wheat farmer?”10

For generations of Americans, Washington’s own natural genius by itself has long served as the solitary, unquestioned explanation of his sparkling success at Trenton, while the alleged widespread Hessian drunkenness provided a secondary traditional explanation for Washington’s most remarkable victory. German defeat has also been long explained by Colonel Rall’s alleged incompetence and leadership failures at every level. However, the truth of the situation was far more complex and antithetical to the popular myths and stereotypes. His self-serving British and German superiors, who desperately needed a scapegoat for Trenton’s disastrous loss to mask their own strategic miscalculations and tactical errors, widely condemned Rall, whose death at Trenton provided the golden opportunity to place all blame squarely on him.

Moral and religious factors have also provided traditional explanations for Washington’s almost inexplicable success at Trenton. One popular story has emphasized how Washington was inspired by Old Testament’s lessons about how ancient Hebrew zealots had vanquished Roman legionnaires in a holy war. One of the “best Washington fables” that developed from local New Jersey folklore focused on the alleged contributions of super spy John Honeyman. He supposedly provided Washington with vital intelligence about Trenton’s vulnerabilities. Long accepted as gospel by even America’s leading Revolutionary War historians and endlessly repeated in one book after another, such colorful stories like the popular Honeyman tale (another Trenton “legend”) have little, if any, basis in fact.11

Only relatively recently have groundbreaking analytical studies explored tactical aspects of Revolutionary War battles in great detail. But, ironically, the far more crucial confrontation at Trenton has been overlooked and unexplored: a rather bizarre, almost inexplicable, omission in the historical record. The foremost of these “new military history” works has been Lawrence E. Babits’s 1998 work, A Devil of a Whipping: The Battle of Cowpens. General Daniel Morgan’s one-sided victory at Cowpens, South Carolina, on January 17, 1781, has been proclaimed as having resulted from the American Revolution’s most brilliant battleplan. However, Washington’s far more significant and critical success at Trenton, reaped in the revolution’s decisive “cockpit” theater of operations and at the struggle’s most critical moment, was based upon a more innovative and enterprising battleplan that garnered more significant long-term results: saving the revolution and republic’s life at the last minute. Indeed, in what was his master stroke of the war, Washington’s skillful utilization of the classic tactical concept of the double envelopment led to the most improbable of victories to astound friend and foe alike. In essence, Washington repeated Hannibal’s tactical masterpiece at Cannae in 216 BC at Trenton, eliminating an entire Hessian brigade of battle-hardened troops with the boldest of strokes and in relatively short order.12

Achieving the most difficult and rarest of tactical battlefield feats, Washington skillfully orchestrated a pincer movement (or double envelopment) at Trenton to reverse not only the American Revolution’s course, but also America’s destiny. In the highest stakes showdown of the war, Washington’s brilliant orchestration of flexible, innovative tactics, based upon a well-balanced blend of mobility, surprise, and stealth, triumphed over the complex intricacies and formalities of conventional Eighteenth Century European warfare, especially those inspired by Prussian Frederick the Great. Washington reaped his remarkable success at Trenton by relying upon innovative asymmetrical tactics—born mostly of the frontier experience and Indian warfare (asymmetrical or guerrilla warfare) in which the element of surprise was paramount—of the stealthy pre-dawn surprise attack in wintertime, which was a rarity in the annals of traditional eighteenth-century European warfare. In overall terms, the true key to Washington’s remarkable victory was the sudden emergence of a distinctive American way of waging war. Washington’s success at Trenton, combined with his follow-up victory at Princeton, New Jersey, on January 3, 1777, would not have been possible without his timely and literally last-minute incorporation of fundamental axioms of the lessons of Indian warfare, especially the lightning-strike and surprise attack.

Even though the better-known battles of Saratoga, New York, and Yorktown have been the most celebrated of America’s revolutionary victories, thanks to French weaponry in the former and the extensive benefits of the French Alliance in the latter (advantages only made possible by Washington’s victory at Trenton), no battle of the Revolution was more purely and distinctly American or more important in overall terms (politically, morally, and psychologically) than the battle of Trenton. After all, successes at Saratoga (1777) or Yorktown (1781) would not have been possible without Washington’s remarkable victory on December 26, 1776 to set the stage for those later victories. Quite simply, the battle of Trenton marked a turning point of not only the American Revolution, but also in world history.

By accomplishing the impossible in reaping victory at Trenton at the very lowest ebb of America’s fortunes and darkest hour, Washington rejuvenated the fledgling republic’s faith and spirit of resistance effort, restoring a new sense of optimism for ultimate success among the American people like no other single event in the war. Before the battle of Trenton, America’s great republican dream and egalitarian vision had already all but suffered a premature death, except in the hearts and minds of very few resolute Americans, who never lost their religious-like faith in America’s egalitarian promise, especially Washington’s young men and boys who fought so magnificently at Trenton.13

Fortunately for America on December 26, 1776, the foremost fighting men among these precious few diehard revolutionaries, the truly “useful ones,” who yet battled against a seemingly cruel fate and for a forlorn cause, were Washington and relatively few of his surviving citizen soldiers, who were mostly Continentals. Unlike so many other Americans who had lost faith, these soldiers refused to forsake the cherished dream of independence and the utopian vision of a new beginning for the common man. By refusing to allow the revolution to succumb to a premature death, Washington and his men saved the utopian, idealistic promise that the common people, regardless of class, family background, social rank, or birthplace, deserved equality. With musket, bayonet, and saber, Washington and his threadbare soldiers of liberty resurrected America’s faith in the ultimate fulfillment of that egalitarian dream in one of the most surprising of victories in the military annals of world history.

Consequently, what Washington achieved at Trenton was a timely rescue of not only a people’s revolution, but also the preservation of the very dream, vision, and essence of the very meaning of America. In this sense, the climactic showdown at Trenton was in fact a decisive struggle not only over the very heart and soul of America, but also about the possession of the North American continent. Indeed, what was later called Manifest Destiny was salvaged by Washington’s victory at Trenton. Symbolically, Washington’s crossing of the turbulent Delaware played a key role in setting the stage for America’s westward expansion, ensuring the eventual crossing of the North American Continent and all the way to the Pacific in one of the great migrations in human history.

All in all, no single armed clash in American history was more important in determining America’s future destiny than Washington’s victory at Trenton, which resulted in a great symbolic philosophical, ideological, and spiritual regeneration of a new people, the Americans, and a new nation conceived in liberty. Quite simply, Washington’s success on December saved the infant American nation from extinction and everlasting oblivion. Leading mostly farm boys of an army of homespun revolutionaries, who only rarely won a battle against better trained British and Hessian troops, the finest professional soldiers in the world, Washington’s amazing triumph with his citizensoldier revolutionaries was not only over a veteran Hessian brigade, but also over the entrenched ancient concept of monarchy and autocratic rule of the Old World. Out of the lowest, darkest depths of America’s misfortunes, the bright luminosity of Washington’s remarkable victory at Trenton became a shining beacon of hope, pointing the way for America’s eventual decisive victory and independence.

By any measure, this special place, where the American dream and republican experiment in nationhood were miraculously resurrected against the odds by Washington, who led his soldiers through a pitch-black, stormy night and to a rendezvous with a special destiny at Trenton like an Old Testament prophet and holy warrior, should be revered today as America’s most sacred ground. Instead, Trenton has been scarred by a sad desecration while Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, thanks to commercial, tourist-oriented, and consumer culture excesses, has become America’s most popular and iconic historical shrine only 150 miles to the west.

Today, the congested center of today’s modern Trenton has been desecrated by a sad, if not tragic, scene of urban blight, impoverishment, drugs, and crime: a dark stain on this truly hallowed ground that represents a major turning point in American and world history. Here, on the most important single day in the American republic’s young life, Washington and his men reached their full potential as both Americans and soldiers for the first time, having their finest day in a battle of notable firsts: the American Army’s first urban battle and first use of “flying artillery.”

Today, the United States military has focused on urban warfare challenges to counter global threats for the twenty-first century, but has continued to teach the military lessons of conventional battles, especially Gettysburg, to each new generation of young leaders, while overlooking America’s first battle in an urban environment.

Although America’s founding was nothing short of miraculous, no chapter of America’s story was more miraculous than the most improbable victory in the annals of American military history at Trenton, where America’s fast-fading life was resurrected to almost everyone’s disbelief on a dark, stormy morning, when the stakes could not have been higher not only for America, but also for the world.

Most important, the unforgettable story of Trenton is truly a national epic saga, America’s Illiad. In the annals of American history, never have so few Americans accomplished so much against the odds and chances for success to reap the most dramatic battlefield victory and the most important success in American military history, when “the fate of America” hung in the balance.14


Chapter I

Crossing the Rubicon: Washington’s Most Imposing Obstacle

December 1776 was the darkest and worst of times for the infant American republic and its often-defeated amateur army of ill-trained citizensoldiers. Consequently, the stakes could not have been higher not only for America, whose life hung by a mere thread, but also the world on Christmas Day 1776. In the unforgettable words of Thomas Paine: “The cause of America is in a great measure the cause of all mankind [and] we have it in our power to begin the world over again. The birthday of a new world is at hand.”1

But by near the end of December, the golden, utopian dream of America was about to die. On the most bitterly cold Christmas evening that anyone could remember, George Washington stared in deep thought at the wide, menacing expanse of the ice-clogged and rain-swollen Delaware River with a deepening sense of foreboding. Not even his thick, woolen military cloak kept Washington, the only Founding Father to have gone to war, warm from the biting, cold winds that howled down the river. Now America’s Rubicon, this raging river of destiny had suddenly become the most important in the fast-fading life of the infant American republic. For Washington, a successful crossing of the Delaware now amounted to nothing less than the saving of America.

Washington, therefore, was not deterred by the daunting prospect of his most risky and perilous undertaking of the war, despite the veil of darkness and stormy conditions. Born of the lowest depths of desperation, the cornerstone of Washington’s most daring battleplan called for first crossing the Delaware with his relatively few remaining Continental soldiers, and a far lesser number of state troops: what little was left of a dying army. Quite simply, if Washington failed to cross the Delaware on Christmas night and then overwhelm the crack German garrison at Trenton, New Jersey, just before the dawn of December 26, then the United States of America was fated to succumb to an early death.

In consequence, Christmas Day 1776 was the bleakest day in the America’s young life that was seemingly about to be extinguished forever. Inexperienced General Washington, the forty-five-year-old commander of the depleted Continental Army, had lost every battle in 1776, proving no match for experienced, professional British opponents. Independence had been declared in the previous summer during the zenith of American hopes and aspirations, but this bright optimism had faded away by late December.

But that hallowed declaration penned in Philadelphia no longer mattered because victory had to be won on the battlefield before America’s independence truly became reality. While cornered on the Delaware River’s west side and commanding a ragtag army, Washington had only a few days left in December to produce a military miracle to save the infant republic before the enlistments of most of his Continentals expired at year’s end. With his back figuratively against the wall on Christmas Day, Washington was not contemplating peace on earth, good will to mankind, or the Yuletide. Instead, the determined Washington now possessed an obsession and burning resolve: “Victory or Death.”

Indeed, America’s fate, destiny, and future now lay in the boldest and most brilliant battleplan as well as the most audacious tactical movement of the American Revolution: crossing the wide Delaware River from eastern Pennsylvania to western New Jersey, and then marching around 2,400 ill-clad soldiers nearly ten miles in order to resume the offensive and catch the Hessian garrison at Trenton by surprise. During late summer and early days of autumn when the dense woodlands of the Delaware Valley were bright with glorious fall colors, the Delaware was a quiet, placid river. At that time, the wide river flowed lazily through a colorful patchwork of virgin forests, grassy meadows, and well-manicured farmlands. As since times immemorial, this majestic river ran gently south at its lowest stages in August and September, flowing toward the open expanse of Delaware Bay and then the Atlantic’s cold waters. But now on Christmas Day and with the end of America’s most traumatic year drawing to a close, the Delaware’s usual tranquility and normal placid state had been altered dramatically.

Unlike when Washington’s Army had last crossed this river during the fairer weather of early December at the end of its long, miserable retreat through New Jersey after the disastrous New York campaign, the Delaware was now an unpredictable, turbulent river that threatened to thwart Washington’s desperate ambitions and America’s last hopes. Whenever the heavy runoff of winter rains or snow poured into the Delaware and raised the water level, this untamed river became wild and unruly, overflowing its banks and flooding the surrounding low-lying countryside. Churning waters and swift currents carried huge logs, fallen trees, and other debris swiftly downstream, causing havoc among vessels on the Delaware. As an unkind fate would have it, Washington now planned his crossing at the exact time that the river was at its ugliest, highest, and most turbulent. Washington was now seemingly burdened with too many obstacles to possibly overcome. With time running out for America’s most often-defeated general and his reeling Continental Army, Washington must first conquer the formidable natural elements and the tempestuous Delaware even before he had a chance to meet a full Hessian brigade, well-trained and disciplined German soldiers, at Trenton.

Fortunately, however, one defeat after another had already prepared not only Washington but also his main strike force (one of three columns designated to cross the Delaware) of around 2,400 men for launching their most amphibious night operation before embarking upon a nearly ten-mile nighttime march south upon Trenton. Now an experienced master at the intricate art of strategic retreats across wide, swift-flowing bodies of water, including this same river that he had recently gotten to know so intimately, Washington now benefitted from the hard lessons learned from repeated recent defeats in a strategic theater of operations surrounded by interconnecting bodies of water. That most disadvantageous situation in the recent campaign around New York City ensured that Washington never won a single battle.

Significantly, in his most risky operation to date, Washington for the first time now employed a wide river to his tactical advantage because the over-confident Hessians at Trenton were convinced that the Americans could not possibly cross the angry and swollen Delaware in wintertime. Most importantly, Washington had learned a host of invaluable lessons in regard to the distinct advantages of amphibious warfare and how to catch an opponent by surprise. After having retired across the Delaware with Washington’s Army in early December, the cerebral but homespun Thomas Paine marveled at Washington’s high level of competence in conducting a disciplined, organized withdrawal of ill-trained troops across New Jersey, especially in regard to always-risky river crossings: “With a handful of men we sustained an orderly retreat … and had four rivers to cross.”2 But perhaps Lieutenant Samuel Blachley Webb, a Bunker Hill and Connecticut Line veteran who had been a former General Israel Putnam aide and now served as Washington’s private secretary, said it best in a December 16 letter. With a wry sense of humor that revealed an inherent quality of his rustic revolutionaries that now worked to Washington’s benefit, Webb emphasized how: “Never was finer lads at a retreat than we are ….”3 But at long last, Washington and his seasoned Continentals were going forward, not backward to escape an opponent, while employing the same well-honed skills that they had used in slipping across the Delaware and other eastern rivers to escape the eager clutches of Lieutenant General William Howe, the overall British commander in America.

Indeed, not only the men in the ranks but also Washington and his top lieutenant Henry Knox, who commanded the army’s artillery, had become experts at the art of withdrawing this army and its weapons across a series of rivers. Washington had gained invaluable experience from the complex interplay in carefully coordinating delicate, stealthy movements between land and water forces—thanks in no small part to the abundant maritime skills of Colonel John Glover’s hardy mariners mostly from Marblehead, Massachusetts—that had ensured the Continental Army’s survival during the New York campaign.

Washington also now possessed the ability to transport his army across the Delaware once again because he had made doubly sure that he possessed a sufficient number of boats to cross the last natural obstacle that lay before Philadelphia, America’s beleaguered capital, located barely thirty miles southwest of Trenton. Under the protective cover of the previous night, Christmas Eve, Washington had ordered a stealthy concentration of the previously gathered flotilla of boats, including flat-bottomed scows, for the perilous crossing. These vessels had been recently collected by four capable New Jersey militia commanders: Captains David Bray, who gathered twenty-five boats; Thomas Jones; and Jacob Gearhart—all of the Second Regiment, Hunterdon County, militia; and Colonel Philemon Dickinson, who commanded six regiments (each unit represented a specific county, either Burlington or Hunterdon) of his militia brigade. Hidden along the timbered Pennsylvania shore and in the midst of brown, dense thickets that covered low-lying, wooded islands near the shore above Sam McConkey’s Ferry, where Washington planned to cross with his main force, the boats had been located close enough to now facilitate a quick concentration and a Christmas Day crossing.

Most of these invaluable vessels had been gathered by Continentals from multiple detachments as directed by Washington. But Rhode Islander General Nathanael Greene, Washington’s “right arm,” had also ordered General James Ewing and his rural Pennsylvania militiamen of a homespun brigade of five regiments, on December 10 to collect anything afloat on the Delaware to the south. During the last more than a week and a half on this cold December and as orchestrated with a deliberate, meticulous thoroughness by Washington, the relentless search for additional boats up and down the Delaware had been complete, including wide-ranging search parties that scoured the upper regions of not only the Delaware River but also the Lehigh Rivers, a 103-mile tributary of the Delaware in eastern Pennsylvania. Washington fully understood that the more boats he collected, the more quickly and effectively he would be able to transport his troops across the river from Pennsylvania to New Jersey when time was of the essence.

Therefore, Washington now possessed at least sixteen Durham boats, perhaps even more of these sturdy vessels that had long plied the Delaware’s waters. The Durham boats were now the key to a successful crossing and the descent upon the Trenton garrison. Concealed for weeks in unmapped inlets, up narrow creeks, and on densely wooded (despite the absence of leaves), and reed-covered islands, the Durham boats had been securely guarded by the troops of Lord Stirling’s Virginia, Pennsylvania, and Delaware brigades. Washington had earlier informed Lord Stirling (William Alexander) to move the fleet of boats downriver under cover of the inky darkness and concentrate this most unorthodox, odd-looking of flotillas at McConkey’s Ferry.

Washington’s wise precautions in having hidden the Durham boats under the cover of heavy timber, with dark-colored hulls blending in with brown, wintertime forests, immediately north of McConkey’s ferry, proved most effective. The flotilla of boats had been quietly assembled under cover of the cold darkness just north of the ferry from where they were floated down with the surging current to where Washington’s army planned to embark his force for the crossing. The boats were then brought down by Glover’s able mariners from New England and hidden behind Taylor Island at McConkey’s Ferry before a greater increase of ice floes filled the Delaware to hamper the laborious collection process.4

As early as December 22, an optimistic Colonel John Fitzgerald, a “warm hearted, brave and honest Irishman” of Washington’s staff from Alexandria, Virginia, located on the west side of the Potomac just north of Mount Vernon, penned in his diary how “at McConkey’s Ferry … A portion of the boats are there,” after having been “brought downriver [with the current] to [Washington’s] point of embarkation” across the Delaware.5 Additional units of Washington’s lengthy column, after having departed their Bucks County, Pennsylvania, encampments and assembled for an evening parade, converged on the main ferry crossing at McConkey’s Ferry under the cold veil of the near-darkness to avoid detection as Washington had planned. Here, along a level shelf of bottomland located on the river’s west side, hundreds of soldiers patiently awaited the order to board their assigned boats before embarking upon their risky journey across the overflowing Delaware that seemed to span endlessly to the New Jersey side of the river.

Washington’s men maintained a perfect silence as directed by the commander-in-chief, even though the common soldiers yet had no idea of their ultimate destination or of Washington’s exact plan on this frigid Christmas Day. Those young men and boys, almost all of whom were unable to swim, felt increasing apprehension, struggling to master their steadily mounting fears in the near-blackness beside the ice-coated Delaware. With sturdy .75 caliber Brown Bess flintlock muskets by the sides, Washington’s soldiers were ready to do their duty, which now entailed considerably more risk than any previous mission. At McConkey’s Ferry, even stoic Continentals without shoes, but with carefully wrapped feet, stood patiently in the thick mud, churned up by the gathering, that felt as cold as ice, without complaining as so often in the past.

An especially ambitious member of General Horatio Gates’s staff, teenage Major James Wilkinson had just galloped all the way from Philadelphia for an opportunity to join Washington’s main strike force. Gates kindly fulfilled Wilkinson’s animated request to see action by writing a short note to Washington, providing a suitable excuse for the Marylander’s unbridled zeal to see combat. A promising brigade leader despite his youthful impetuousness, Wilkinson reached Washington’s forces just before the silent crowd of ill-clad revolutionaries began to embark upon the risky crossing of the icy Delaware. Riding past the lengthy column of soldiers wrapped in nervousness, anxiety, and too little clothing, Wilkinson delivered General Gates’s letter to Washington, when he was “alone” and just as the commander-in-chief, with riding whip in hand and wearing his dark military cloak, was about to mount his horse and initiate the crossing of the Delaware.

Therefore, an incredulous Washington merely blurted out to the over-eager teenage staff officer, “What a time is this to hand me letters?” Wilkinson then informed the already overburdened and severely taxed Virginian that one sealed letter was from Gates, who had been pleading illness to skirt Washington’s directives to assist him in his most hazardous operation to date. An irritated Washington responded, “Where is General Gates?” The young Marylander answered that the England-born Gates was in Philadelphia instead of located at the Delaware rivertown of Bristol, Bucks County, as Washington had ordered. Despite already knowing the answer, Washington asked why the conniving Gates was yet in the nation’s capital at such a crucial moment.

Young Wilkinson, who hailed from the rolling hills of southern Maryland tobacco country, then answered that the ever-ambitious Gates was conferring with Congress, scheming as usual behind Washington’s back. Indeed, Gates was now on his way to Baltimore, where Congress had fled from the seemingly doomed Philadelphia, to confer with the president of Congress, John Hancock, in a shrewd attempt to gain political support and replace the much-maligned Washington. Here, along the windswept Delaware, Wilkinson was shocked by Washington’s sudden but well-justified loss of temper, which he had long sought to control but never completely mastered, even toward his own mother.6

For ample good reason, Washington had slipped into a foul mood because so many things were already beginning to go awry, especially with the winter storm’s arrival that now seemed to threaten all of his carefully laid plans and mock the commander-in-chief’s quixotic ambitions. Knowing that time was not on his side, Washington now felt that his mostly farm boys moved too slowly to delay the crossing, threatening the fragile timetable. Worst of all and along with the descending “nor’easter,” the river’s high waters and the unexpected large ice floes that suddenly appeared on Christmas Day threatened not only the crossing timetable but also the entire battleplan. Washington never forgot how it had taken five days for his army to cross the Delaware in the fair weather conditions of early December during the recent retreat to escape Howe’s pursuit.

Therefore, Washington was now haunted by the most torturous question of all: exactly how long would it now take for his army to cross the Delaware under such deplorable winter conditions? Not surprising, Washington’s temper flashed more than once when slightly impertinent but well-meaning officers (certainly young staff officers but perhaps even general officers) suggested that he postpone the increasingly precarious river crossing until the following night, if the storm passed. But nothing could now shake Washington’s firm resolve or determination to forge ahead, despite the increasing risks. Knowing that it was now or never, he continued to demonstrate steely nerves, will power, and strength of character at the most critical moment.7

Now nearly three hundred miles from his beloved Boston to the northeast, the irrepressible Colonel Henry Knox, one of Washington’s most gifted top lieutenants despite his youth, never forgot on “that bitter night when the commander-in-chief had drawn up his little army to cross it, and had seen the powerful current bearing onward the floating masses of ice which threatened destruction to whosoever should venture upon its bosom [and] threatened to defeat the enterprise [an anxious Washington then made the urgent] demand, ‘Who will lead us on?’ [which was promptly answered by Glover and] the men of Marblehead and Marblehead alone, stood forward [and so] went the fishermen of Marblehead” to the flotilla of boats clustered along the icy shore.”8 And this crucial crossing of the Delaware was only possible by the efforts of the Massachusetts mariners under “Glover, about five and forty [age forty-four and a year younger than Washington], a little man, but active and a good soldier,” wrote one officer.9

Indeed, at a time when veteran American officers doubted the wisdom of Washington’s overambitious nighttime operation and risky strike across the Delaware to descend upon Trenton from the north, this was a turning point because it seemed that everything was now in jeopardy. Washington’s complex battleplan now depended upon the contributions of only a relatively few New England soldiers—a mere thirty officers and 147 enlisted New England men, who now held the army’s and the infant republic’s lives in their hands. Fortunately for America, these hardy mariners of the Fourteenth Massachusetts Continental Regiment were elite members of Washington’s combined amphibious, marine, and “ferrying command.” For the formidable challenge of the most dangerous river crossing of the war, Washington now commanded some of the most experienced and durable men in all America. Glover’s Massachusetts soldiers knew how to successfully cope with the harshest elements and rough waters, especially in cold, stormy weather. Most of all, these sturdy mariners from New England’s leading ports could do the impossible in a crisis situation.

One fundamental reason that explained Washington’s confidence lay in his faith in what these mariners could accomplish against the odds. Washington knew that he could rely completely on the scrappy and hard-driving but modest Colonel Glover and his seasoned Massachusetts men. After all, this present precarious situation was not the first time that everything hinged upon the seafaring capabilities, toughness, and experience of these Massachusetts mariners.

As highly respected members of America’s first truly amphibious and marine regiment of ten companies of the so-called Marblehead Regiment, these Massachusetts Continentals were Washington’s most versatile soldiers and the undisputed masters of amphibious operations. Occasionally causing headaches for generals but only when not engaged in battle or a risky operation, Glover’s Massachusetts boys were high-spirited boatmen, fishermen, and sailors, who were “always full of fun and mischief.” Although some of these New Englanders hailed from other fishing communities, like Salem, Beverly, and Lynn, along Massachusetts’s rocky north shore beside cold, blue waters, the vast majority of these seafarers came straight from the picturesque port of Marblehead, situated just north of Boston.

To Washington’s homespun farm boys of English descent from the Piedmont, tobacco-chewing, horse race-loving aristocratic planter’s sons of the Virginia Tidewater, and roughhewn Scotch-Irish woodsmen from the western frontier, these Marbleheaders seemed almost like men from another world and time. First, Glover’s men were foremost products of the sea. Most of all, these dependable mariners were immensely proud of their distinctive seafaring heritage and culture, insular, picturesque fishing community, and its magnificent sheltering harbor, nestled on the south side of a craggy Marblehead or “Great Neck” peninsula that jutted northeastward into the Atlantic.

Marblehead was located just southeast of the port of Salem. Settled around 1629 by free-thinking individualists and devout religious dissenters who had fled north from Boston’s restrictive Puritan theocracy, Marblehead was situated in the southeast corner of Essex County. Marblehead boasted of one of New England’s finest harbors, sheltered and almost landlocked, which was a precious gift from the blessings of nature to the seafaring community. Besides a sturdy work ethic, this excellent harbor explained the extent of Marblehead’s longtime prosperity, after these enterprising people broke away from exploitative Boston and Salem merchants to sell their bountiful catches, mostly cod, directly to European and the Caribbean markets. Perched on a commanding, rocky ridge worn down by centuries of turbulent Atlantic coastal weather, this quaint fishing town of Marblehead presented a most disorderly yet scenic appearance. Reflecting their individualism and excessive democratic proclivities, Marblehead’s residents had simply built their wooden houses of all sizes and shapes at every imaginable angle, erecting them anywhere precious space existed along the narrow, rock-strewn peninsula.

Along the Delaware River’s west bank on this cold Christmas evening, Glover’s seafaring men even now reflected their novel cultural, regional, and occupational distinctiveness in their own dissimilar appearances and unconventional attitudes that contrasted sharply with Washington’s landlubber soldiers. Instead of standard Continental regulation uniforms of blue, Glover’s men wore lightweight brown coats, trimmed in blue and with pewter buttons marked the numeral 14 on them. These standard New England fishing coats covered traditional seafaring garb, including fishing trousers, blue round jackets, some old waterproof leather buttons, and sailor’s caps of thick wool that protected ears and heads on this stormy night. This traditional apparel had long warded off the bitter punishment of the north Atlantic’s waters of the Labrador current and high, crashing waves of the Grand Banks. Here, along the turbulent Delaware on this Christmas evening so far from Marblehead, it looked almost as if Glover’s mariners were yet working on their fishing boats at one of the world’s greatest fisheries, the mist-shrouded Grand Banks situated on the Atlantic’s sprawling Continental shelf. New England’s leading fishing capital, Marblehead shipped more cod and other cold-water, bottom-feeding fish to the Caribbean sugar islands to feed the great mass of slaves necessary for sugar cane cultivation than any other New England fishing community.

Most importantly for the ultimate success of Washington’s amphibious operation to cross the Delaware, Glover’s Marblehead regiment was distinguished by its iron discipline, which even outmatched that of the legendary Hessian soldiers. In fact, these Bay State mariners were the most disciplined men in the Continental Army, immeasurably enhancing Washington’s chances for success on this darkest and most tempestuous of nights. Quite simply, with Colonel Glover, a former daring sea captain of wide-ranging sloops and schooners, commanding his unique, multi-faceted regiment from Massachusetts as firmly on land as if yet facing dangers out at sea, this crack Continental unit was the army’s best disciplined and most reliable regiment. The isolated environment of Marblehead’s close-knit community and the crucial requirement for seamen to work closely together as a unit while fishing Newfoundland’s lucrative but dangerous cod grounds created a teamwork-minded group of men. Therefore, they now performed as one in preparing for the perilous Delaware crossing. After all, far out in the rough waters of the north Atlantic, it was absolutely essential that everyone worked together closely and efficiently for survival. These special, unique qualities—especially among an amateur army of ever-independent-minded citizen soldiers—had early helped to transform Glover’s command into one of the Continental Army’s best units.

In addition, Colonel Glover’s strict training and high standards forged an iron discipline that made the Marbleheaders into Washington’s most efficient soldiers, regardless of the task or battlefield situation. Consequently, the Marbleheaders performed splendidly on any assignment, on land or water. Most of all, they were determined that England would never “enslave” America. Washington fully realized, the well-honed discipline, work ethic, and efficiency of Glover’s men from years of service on the high seas were now critical for a successful Delaware crossing in stormy, winter conditions. These Marbleheaders had earlier taken orders without question, learning to immediately act upon a captain’s orders when out at sea: a blind obedience that was absolutely necessary for a ship’s and crew’s efficiency and even survival at sea, especially during a raging storm. This process early instilled an iron-like discipline into these mariners.

Like Glover himself, the Marbleheaders looked back proudly to a humble ancestry of seafarers, who had also fished primarily for cod, and a vibrant, distinctive Celtic-Cornish culture that thrived along the scenic Cornish peninsula, bordering the Celtic Sea, and the rocky islands of Guernsey and Jersey in the English Channel. Spawned from a sea-toughened breed of Cornwall ancestors who hailed from a rugged land, where red sunsets dropped off the western horizon in America’s direction, the Marbleheaders were extremely “vigorous and active.” Drawing upon a rich cultural heritage and seafaring traditions, Glover’s Massachusetts boys possessed those qualities were now exactly what was most of all required to meet the stiff challenges of Washington’s dangerous nighttime crossing of the Delaware.

Most significantly, these Marblehead men, long accustomed to adversity and harsh winter conditions, were well-honed for the arduous task of manhandling boats across the roughest waters. Living in their isolated maritime world, Glover’s men looked, thought, and talked very differently from their fellow Continentals who had never seen the ocean. Regardless of what class they hailed—from the lowest cabin boy to the more privileged members of the so-called codfish aristocracy—the Marbleheaders maintained their distinct, peculiar dialect, which contained idioms of speech that echoed the distant past of Elizabethan England. In their distinctive speech, therefore, Glover’s men sounded not unlike cockney Englishmen, who they had faced in battle, but more like rural Cornwall fishermen.

From the beginning, Glover’s men were natural, ideal revolutionaries with a do-or-die attitude. This longtime antagonism and distinct sense of rebellion against authority was in the Marbleheader’s blood and part of their very being. Now a source of pride, the ancestors of Glover’s men had long ago defied a strict Puritan and Boston’s mindless theologic conformity that crushed the spirit of individualism and free-thinking. Like those distant ancestors who had thrived for generations in their little fishing villages along the rocky Cornish coast that looked so much like the rugged eastern Massachusetts coastline, the Marbleheaders were long distinguished by a defiant sense of nonconformity.

For such sound reasons, Washington had based the launching of his ambitious Trenton battleplan of his main strike force on the absolute conviction that the Marbleheaders’ ample abilities, skills, and peculiarities would once again rise to the fore when needed the most.10 Washington’s bold gamble in staking “everything on one final roll of the dice” and going for broke was based upon what Glover and his Marbleheaders could first perform with their own strong arms, work ethic, and combined civilian and military experience. These Marbleheaders had been long at odds with not only nature and the sea, but also with any hint of arbitrary and dictatorial authority, Puritan, colonial, or British. A lifelong struggle against adversity and hardship began early when the average Marblehead male went to sea as a pre-teen “cut-tail,” sailing the more than one thousand-mile journey to the lucrative Grand Banks fisheries. Enduring unpredictable seas and harsh weather conditions, these hardy seamen engaged in the hardest work imaginable in the north Atlantic. Even though Grand Banks fishing was a summertime pursuit, weather conditions were often winter-like, when cold fronts and strong winds descended south with an icy vengeance from the Arctic. Life was dangerous, challenging, and hence often short for Marblehead seafarers during the months-long voyages to their ancestral fishing grounds.

In the Marbleheaders’ unforgiving world, simply making a living from the sea often resulted in higher casualties than suffered by the typical eighteenth-century regiment in combat. During the fatal year of 1768, nine Marblehead sailing ships and their sizeable crews were lost to raging storms on the open seas: a tragic loss of more than 120 Marblehead sailors, who had sailed off during the summer fishing season and never returned to their beloved home port. Even on routine voyages to the Grand Banks, fathers, sons, and brothers had been swept over the ship’s sides by sudden ocean swells, disappearing forever into the deep blue. So many open sea deaths left Marblehead with a disproportionate large percentage of widows and orphans. This brutally high attrition of hard-working seamen attempting to support families was followed by another fourteen lost vessels the following fatal year of 1769. But losses in 1771 were even higher for the long-suffering, stoic Marblehead community. So many ships were lost at sea that the town officially appealed directly to the Massachusetts government for relief to provide for the multitude of widows and orphans.

Paradoxically, Colonel Johann Rall’s Hessians now stationed at Trenton had seen the Marbleheader’s fishing grounds more recently than Glover’s men, having sailed across the Grand Banks to America’s shores during the third week of June 1776. Here, they had felt the same northeast winter-like gales as Glover’s Marbleheaders had long experienced. Even more ironic, the Hessians had caught codfish—much-needed nourishment that Glover’s hungry men would have now relished for a late dinner along the Delaware’s west bank instead of their meager rations of salt pork and “firecakes” now carried in well-worn, leather knapsacks.

As if to compensate for notoriously short lives, the Marblehead mariners lived fast and hard. Either in wooden fishermen’s cottages, built by ship’s carpenters, or in the town’s taverns, they socialized, smoked long clay pipes, and drank till the early morning hours. The Little Jugg Inn, Three Codds Tavern, The Foundation Inn, Aunty Bowen’s Tavern on Gingerbread Hill, and the appropriately named The Bunch of Grapes, were Marblehead’s most popular drinking establishments. After drinking too much rotgut rum, these experienced seafaring men often fought each other in Marblehead’s dingy drinking houses, dark alleys, and crooked streets over real or imagined slights. Curving along the lengthy, rocky peninsula-ridge upon which perched Marblehead, these narrow, twisting dirt avenues had been christened with colorful names such as Frog Lane and Cradleskid Lane.11

Fortunately for Washington, these Marbleheaders were always at their best when the odds were the greatest. Glover’s seamen were destined to play leading roles in overcoming three formidable opponents in the next twenty-four hours: the raging Delaware River, an angry Mother Nature, and an elite brigade of Hessians. As a confident Colonel John Fitzgerald, who knew that Washington’s supreme faith placed in Glover and his mariners was well-founded, penned in his diary on December 25: “Colonel Glover’s fishermen from Marblehead, Mass., are to manage the boats just as they did in the retreat from Long Island.”12

Most importantly along the Delaware’s west bank, the high quality of Glover’s officers and men strengthened the overall sinews of Washington’s ranks in terms of confidence and a sense of accomplishing the impossible. Personable, gregarious, and intelligent, Ireland-born Colonel Stephen Moylan, a polished Irish Catholic (like Colonel Fitzgerald from Alexandria, Virginia) and from a leading Irish merchant family of Philadelphia, matched Glover’s men in determination. Like the large number of Gaelic warriors in Washington’s ranks, this former Philadelphia merchant, who had been born in Cork and finely educated in Paris, had early advocated for America to embark upon “the glorious Cause” of independence, thanks in part to Ireland’s own lengthy struggle for freedom against England’s dominating might. In a September 27, 1776 letter to Congress, Moylan reflected upon the narrow, August 1776 escape to Manhattan Island from Long Island that saved thousands of troops by the seafaring skills of Glover’s men. This last-minute salvation for so many of Washington’s soldiers provided invaluable experience that was now about to pay high dividends for the arduous Delaware crossing. In Moylan’s words: “Perhaps there does not occur in History a Sadder retreat, so well Concerted, So well executed, than was made from that Island.” The “merry,” good-natured Moylan, now a respected Washington aide and part of his revered “family” of young staff officers, had already made timely contributions in rushing supplies to Washington’s Army and in hurrying Generals Lee and Gates’ reinforcements south to join Washington in time to undertake the daring offensive against Trenton.13

Even the escalating winter northeaster seemed like a good omen to some of Washington’s more optimistic soldiers, who saw the bright side of nature’s wrath. Indeed, the wintery screen now provided Washington’s task force was reminiscent of the army’s good fortune when a thick layer of fog of late August had masked the stealthy withdrawal across the East River from Long Island to Manhattan Island, providing Glover’s rescuers with a timely screen. Glover’s men had saved thousands of Washington’s soldiers from almost certain annihilation by utilizing muffled oars in rowing across the fog-shrouded East River during one of the war’s most brilliant small-scale amphibious operations. And now the sinewy Marbleheaders busily prepared to ferry around 2,400 soldiers, horses for artillery, a company of Philadelphia cavalrymen, and all eighteen cannon across a swollen river at night for the first time in this war: a more daunting challenge. Back in more halcyon days than this Christmas evening, Washington had overseen the entire late August evacuation operation from Long Island to Manhattan Island, and then the crossing the Delaware from Trenton to the safety of eastern Pennsylvania only two weeks ago, gaining more valuable experience that he now put to good use.

Most importantly, the steady calm and confidence of Glover and his men had a significant psychological impact on Washington’s troops at this key moment of heightened tension and anxiety. Just the mere sight of the stocky, self-assured Colonel Glover, the army’s maritime operational master, inspired confidence. Here, at the muddy landing of McConkey’s Ferry, he now wore a Scottish broadsword that the mid-April 1746 slaughter at Culloden, Scotland, survivor General Hugh Mercer, born in Scotland, certainly appreciated, and two finely crafted silver pistols. Glover and his lean, muscular soldiers now bolstered the can-do attitude of Washington’s Continentals as never before. Most importantly, Glover’s men now possessed a strong sense of team spirit, camaraderie, and esprit de corps, which prepared them for stern challenges posed by nature’s harshest winter offerings and the Delaware’s high waters.

By way of a strange osmosis, this calm, reassuring certitude of Glover and his hard-bitten mariners radiated a quiet outward confidence that lifted optimism among young Continental soldiers about to climb into the rain-soaked Durham boats. Just as Glover overcame his small stature and his humble origins by his own accomplishments and willpower to infuse a spunky fighting spirit that was a hallmark of his elite Massachusetts regiment, so he and his Marbleheaders, who carried the essence of the sea wherever they went, immeasurably fortified the determination of Washington’s soldiers to cross the unruly Delaware. Around 2,400 young men and boys now depended solely upon what this resilient band of seasoned mariners could accomplish on the swirling, rain-swollen river that stretched around eight hundred feet.

Worst of all, the rampaging Delaware was now full of ice floes that promised to damage the hulls of wooden vessels if not skillfully handled by Glover’s men. Below-freezing conditions of the recent thaws and the recent bright sunshine just before the nor’easter struck had broken up much of the ice lining the river banks upriver. These rapid temperature fluctuations now left the Delaware full of bobbing chunks of ice.

With an ominous will all their own, the ice floes moved unimpeded downstream with the surging, dark current, posing a serious threat to impede Washington’s crossing and sabotage his delicate timetable. This more precarious situation on the Delaware could not have been fully anticipated by Washington. After all, such typical wintertime conditions on the Potomac around Mount Vernon, well below the fall line and tidal, were very different this time of year, with saltwater mixing with freshwater to negate such heavy ice floes as now carried by the dark currents which moved rapidly down the Delaware above the fall line.14

First and foremost, the discipline, teamwork, and sheer determination of Glover’s experienced mariners had to overcome the serious threat posed by these ice floes during the seemingly endless hours of the long night that lay ahead. One aristocratic Pennsylvania officer, Alexander Graydon, of Irish descent from Philadelphia and a member of Colonel John Shee’s Pennsylvania militia battalion, marveled at the discipline of Glover’s ever-unorthodox New England regiment. He described how although “deficient perhaps, in polish [like their flinty, independent-minded commander, Glover], it possessed an apparent aptitude for the purpose of its institution, and gave a confidence that myriads of its meek and lowly brethren were incompetent to inspire.”15

Long overlooked by traditional historians, yet another significant factor differentiated Glover’s Massachusetts soldiers from the majority of their fellow Continental comrades: a rarer open-mindedness about race. After all, these seafarers and fishermen from Massachusetts’s north shore had long served on sailing ships together with African Americans and Indians. This more liberal attitude among Glover’s men reflected the longtime ethnic composition of New England’s culturally diverse fishing communities that proportionately represented the ethnic diversity found on sailing vessels. Therefore, Marbleheaders of various races now served side by side in the ranks of America’s first truly integrated military unit.

Therefore, on this blustery Christmas Day, Glover’s regiment was Washington’s most racially diverse command. What was most upsetting to the less tolerant Southern gentleman officers and elitist planter’s sons from Virginia’s upper-class world was the fact that so many black mariners now served as proud fighting men in Washington’s most indispensable Continental outfit. In the summer of 1776 when Washington’s Army first arrived in New York City, Alexander Graydon, who conveniently overlooked his own humble Irish immigrant roots, was shocked by the sight of “a number of negroes,” who were treated as equals deserving of fair treatment and respect in Glover’s ranks.16

Continuing a tradition of enlisting free blacks and Indians in New England units, including Rogers’ Rangers, during the French and Indian War, African-American soldiers also either now, or had earlier, served in the other four New England regiments of Glover’s mostly Massachusetts brigade of General John Sullivan’s Division. Along with African-American comrades like Scipio Dodge, Nathaniel Small, Hannibal, and other black soldiers, Private Pompey Blackman, around age twenty, served in Colonel Loammi Baldwin’s Twenty-Sixth Massachusetts Continental Regiment, which was now part of Washington’s task force. Freed by his dying master, Nathan Wyman, of Woburn, Massachusetts, Blackman then settled down in Lexington, Massachusetts in 1773 as a free man. At Lexington, which sent eight other of her patriotic African-American sons to the front as fighting men, Blackman lived in the home of a white man who had “taken” him in. Blasting away with his trusty flintlock as a Massachusetts Minuteman, Blackman had harassed the withdrawing British column on the road back to Boston’s safety after the initial April 1775 clashes at Lexington and Concord.17

The Twenty-Sixth Massachusetts Continental Regiment had been raised in early 1776 and consisted of 113 men on this Christmas Day of destiny far from New England. They had been initially uniformed in brown coats, which served as a natural camouflage amid autumn’s hues, in contrast to the traditional Continental blue. Ironically, these crack soldiers of the grenadier companies of Baldwin’s veteran regiment wore tall miter caps, distinctive headgear comparable to Rall’s Hessians. Because grenadiers were generally taller than other regimental members, these men stood out from their comrades of the Twenty-Sixth Massachusetts, which now served in Glover’s New England brigade of four Massachusetts and one Connecticut regiment. The elevated brass front piece of this Hessian-style mitre cap worn by Baldwin’s elite grenadiers was distinguished by the fancy scroll letters, “GW,” which appropriately stood for George Washington. Baldwin’s highly disciplined regiment, therefore, was known as the “George Washington Regiment.” Even more ironic, these Bay State soldiers now carried English muskets, stamped with the royal crown, which had been captured by a wide-ranging Marblehead privateer, which had surprised a British ordnance store ship in November 1775.18

Most significantly, the highly motivated African-American soldiers of Glover’s regiment were not slaves but free men. Last summer, both black and white seamen of Glover’s ever-flexible command worked together, side by side to save Washington’s forces during the risky evacuation off Long Island. When only an ambitious captain commanding “Company Nine,” Glover, before becoming colonel of the Massachusetts state regiment before it evolved into the Fourteenth Massachusetts Continental Regiment, had served beside an African-American soldier named Romeo, who initially marched off to war with two of Glover’s brothers: Samuel, a French and Indian War veteran, and Jonathan, who owned slaves, in the Marblehead company’s ranks. And from Marblehead’s neighboring port of Beverly, Massachusetts, the Seventh Company of Glover’s Fourteenth Massachusetts Continental Regiment, now consisting of eight companies, under the command of Captain Moses Brown, a 1768 law graduate from Harvard College, included another African-American warrior, Esop Hale. But the vast majority of Glover’s black soldiers hailed from Marblehead. Given mostly ancient Roman names from the annals of classical history like Caesar, Pomp, Coffee, Primus, and Pompey, these African-American patriots, both slave and free, were members of Marblehead’s distinctive African-American community, located near the so-called Negro Burying Ground.

Because the fishing industry had long relied in part upon black labor, Marblehead’s separate African-American community had evolved independently out of inclination rather than due to strict segregation as in the South. This small but vibrant black community located on a high point of the Marblehead peninsula had kept some vestiges of ancient West African cultural traditions, perhaps even religion, alive for generations. Consisting of around one hundred individuals of African descent by 1776, this black community was known for its liveliness, including good times at Black Joe’s establishment perched atop the rocky Gingerbread Hill, which offered a wide, sweeping view of Marblehead and its bluish harbor filled with a throng of tall-masted sailing ships.

This merry place, where the rum, gin, and grog flowed like water, was owned by Joseph Brown. Brown’s musical talents with the fiddle were unsurpassed and well-known along the Massachusetts coast. Like other members of the black community, Brown was proud of his African roots. He also possessed some Indian blood, extending back generations. When the exciting news of the Declaration of Independence’s July 1776 signing in Philadelphia first reached Marblehead to cause the ringing church bells to echo across the rocky Marblehead peninsula, Joseph and his wife Lucretia were freed by their master to enjoy liberty’s blessings. In gratitude to the prevailing Age of Enlightenment thought and desiring to fight for his country, Joseph joined the Continental Army, evidently serving in Glover’s regiment.

For generations, free blacks worked as fisherman and sailors in New England’s thriving fishing industry. Even slaves served as sailors and shipwrights on the high seas. White and black New Englanders had long served side by side not only on New England’s fishing vessels but also on American privateers, including ships sailing out of Marblehead to raid French shipping during the French and Indian War. And New England’s distinguished privateer tradition continued unabated during the American Revolution, with African American and Caucasian seamen from Marblehead serving together in strikes at the British Navy that had forcefully impressed many Marblehead citizens into English service.

Both slaves, including Africa-born Cato Prince, and freemen from Marblehead served in the Continental Army, continuing the deeply ingrained seafaring tradition of blacks and whites working, fighting, and dying together both on land and on the high seas. After having faced the same arctic gales and maritime hardships in laboring the cold, turbulent waters of the Grand Banks, black and white Marbleheaders were about to once again work closely together as a highly effective team in a comparable harsh environment in transporting Washington’s troops and cannons across the Delaware under the most adverse conditions. And then they would soon be fighting side by side against the Hessians in Trenton’s snowy streets.

Significantly, the black Marbleheaders’ seafaring tradition extended back for centuries to mother Africa, especially along the west African coast. Black seafaring traditions had early merged with the cultural Cornwall- and Massachusetts-derived seafaring traditions of white Marbleheaders to create New England’s master seamen. Slavery existed in Marblehead, but in an overall relatively benign form (mostly house servants) compared to the South (mostly field hands). Colonel Glover owned slaves, including black teenagers Boston and Merrick Willson, who served in the Seventh Massachusetts Continental Regiment by 1781. But Boston and Merrick were privileged and somewhat pampered house servants, which was commonplace in New England’s so-called codfish aristocracy. Here, in Mablehead, both free and slave black individuals, especially those African Americans owned by clergymen, received baptisms, got married, and sat as equals while worshiping the same God together in the wooden pews of Glover’s church, First Church, or Old North Church. At their own choosing and perhaps in reverence to their west African ancestors, African Americans were laid to rest in their own “Negro burying place” in Marblehead’s rocky soil. In Marblehead, like when working together far out at sea, a man was judged not as much by his color as how well he performed his seafaring duties, upon which the fate of the captain, the entire crew, and even the sailing ship itself often depended. Consequently, skin color was of relatively little significance in the seafarer’s harsh world, where mutual survival depended upon ability, work ethic, and content of character, unlike on land where superficiality often reigned supreme.

At Cambridge, Massachusetts, during the winter of 1775-1776, the inevitable racial clash had occurred after Southern volunteers arrived in camp. Glover’s men, including former slaves, and Daniel Morgan’s Virginia riflemen, including slaveowners and their privileged sons, had brawled in a wild melee over the fundamental issue of race, until broken up by Washington himself. The mere presence of fully armed black soldiers who walked with pride and dignity, such as Romeo, Esop Hale, or other African Americans in the distinctive uniform of the Marblehead regiment, represented the ultimate racial threat and nightmare to slave-owning Virginians.19

Ironically, at this time, these Southerners, both western frontiersmen and city boys from towns like Williamsburg and Fredericksburg, might well have begun to alter their stereotypical concepts about race and the value of ebony Continental soldiers, because they now depended entirely upon Glover’s men, including black mariners, to transport them safely across the Delaware. After all, the safety of the Old Dominion home state, homes, and families now depended upon what Glover’s men accomplished against the odds. Therefore, in such a crisis situation, a pervasive Southern racism finally took a bad seat among Washington’s ragged revolutionaries on this Christmas evening and night. As fate would have it, the stern demands of the Delaware crossing and the Trenton challenge now united black and white as one: the necessary emergency, high stakes, and winner-take-all situation that eventually assisted in forging an unprecedented unity. Along the Delaware, class and racial differences finally took a back seat among the members of this stratified, hierarchical society, thanks to the magnitude of the Trenton challenge. As never before, Washington’s men of all colors now truly became a band of brothers united by the crucial mission of crossing the Delaware and capturing Trenton.

As Washington realized, Colonel Glover and his seafarers were just the kind of determined men who could be depended upon to keep the revolution’s flickering flames alive in its darkest hour. Everything now depended upon the skill of Glover’s men in deciphering the Delaware’s tricky currents, nuances, and idiosyncrasies to successfully negotiate this treacherous river on an inky night in stormy conditions. Unknowingly bestowing a compliment, a Tory newspaperman of the New York Gazette, the first newspaper published in New York City, had severely lambasted Glover’s fiery revolutionaries as early as 1774, deriding—and indirectly complimenting—them as “the mad-men of Marblehead [who already] are preparing for an early campaign against his Majesty’s troops.” But, ironically, to transport Washington’s ragtag task force across the turbulent Delaware, nearly a quarter of a mile wide, during a severe winter storm at night in a desperate bid to catch some of the best troops in America by surprise was indeed a challenge only undertaken by absolute madmen, according to the conventional wisdom of leading military experts and graduates of military academies on both sides of the Atlantic.20

Another key factor also explained why Glover and his prized New Englanders were so highly motivated on December 25 and 26. Marblehead’s close-knit community was even now in its death throes, and its people were suffering severely. With its able-bodied men no longer working out at sea to provide an income from fishing “the banks,” Marblehead was now racked by backbreaking poverty that reduced its people to squalor. Living conditions became so dismal that impoverished citizens were forced to dig up roots and cut turf, as in Ireland, to fuel fires on this Christmas Day in Marblehead.

Infuriating Glover’s men to no end and fueling the desire for revenge, this crushing poverty stemmed from the British Navy’s closure of the Grand Banks, starting on July 20, 1775, to American vessels to economically destroy New England’s fishing industry. Great Britain possessed the world’s most powerful navy that enforced its harsh decree. As planned by London’s calculating officials, who keenly knew how to wage economic warfare to shatter lives and families of rebels, the British blockade was now choking Marblehead to death. Clearly, stripped of their traditional livelihoods, the innocent families of Glover’s hard-fighting Marblehead mariners continued to pay a high price for their undying patriotism, while their conscience-troubled menfolk along the faraway Delaware River now prepared to save the day for America.

Despite heartbreaking letters written from distressed family members that told of the terrible suffering back in Marblehead and fortunately for America at this crucial moment along the Delaware, Glover’s regiment boasted proudly of one of the army’s lowest desertion rates at a time when desertion had reached epic proportions in Washington’s Army. However, this grim situation on the home front only inspired Glover’s young men and boys to do their best on December 25 and 26. Great Britain’s ruthless economic warfare against New England fishing communities especially Marblehead would shortly come back to haunt George III, England, and the legendary Rall brigade, which had never known defeat, in the climactic showdown at Trenton.21 As temperatures plummeted and darkness deepened along the fast-moving river overflowing its icy banks, Connecticut’s Lieutenant Elisha Bostwick described how Washington’s hopeful army, “toward evining [sic] began to recross the Delaware” in the increasing cold.22

With blackness having descended so rapidly upon the Delaware’s wind-swept valley, this inconspicuous setting might have well represented the final sunset for the young American nation if Washington’s long-shot and high-stakes gamble was not won during the next twenty-four hours. Initial attempts by the Continental infantrymen to board the Durham boats were painstakingly slow, to Washington’s endless irritation. The first soldiers to board the Durham boats were delayed because the river bank dropped sharply from the level flood plain—a flat shelf, or terrace, of bottom land—to the water’s edge, where a sheet of ice covered the frozen river bank like a slippery blanket. Especially in the near-darkness, these dual obstacles resulted in hundreds of soldiers remaining motionless and massed close together in formation, waiting for their turn to cross the Delaware. Major Wilkinson, now serving as the trusty aide of Scotland-born General Arthur St. Clair who commanded one of Washington’s brigades, wrote how the “Troops began to cross at sunset,” which coincided with the rapidly-encroaching veil of blackness around 6:00 p.m.23 All the while, masking his considerable anxiety, Washington displayed a calm command presence that steadied his men, reassuring them with his confident example and bold front. Even under these deplorable conditions and in a tense, crisis situation upon which everything hinged, Washington remained especially “self-collected.” Most importantly, the common soldier’s resolve was fortified by their commander-in-chief’s appearance of steely determination. All the while, he exhibited an “invincible firmness and [a sense of] perseverance.”24

As carefully planned by Washington, the Continental troops were to be relayed across the river by Glover’s mariners in regular shifts: a methodical and systematic, but time-consuming, process. The frigid ground around the ferry landing where hundreds of awaiting Continental troops, with knapsacks and accouterments slung over too-thin apparel, were crowded under the tall sycamores bare of leaves, had been churned into a slippery pulp, which additionally slowed the laborious embarkation process. Mud clung to soldier’s shoes and pant legs like a sticky paste. Meanwhile, Washington’s timetable for crossing began to fall further behind schedule. In only twelve hours, Washington had planned to have all his troops of two divisions, under the First Division under General John Sullivan and the Second Division under General Nathanael Greene, in advantageous positions on Trenton’s outskirts to strike an hour before sunrise.25

Because the narrow, barge-like Durham boats were built to carry heavy freight instead of passengers in deep, sunken hulls, Washington’s soldiers were forced to stand up during the precarious sojourn across the angry river. They were jammed close together in the crowded vessels, with men holding to the top of the boat’s chest-high sides for balance, steadying themselves as best they could. Symbolically, not long after Captains William Washington and John Flahaven’s vanguard of Virginia and New Jersey Continentals, respectively, pushed off and became the first soldiers to descend into the depths of the Durham boats, General Washington himself prepared to cross the around eight hundred-foot wide Delaware. He planned to accompany the foremost troops of General Adam Stephen’s Virginia brigade, which were designated as the first infantry brigade to cross. Washington wanted to be one of the first Americans across the Delaware: a smart psychological and leadership decision calculated to inspire his troops during their most trying hour.

Clearly, Washington intentionally radiated confidence to his young soldiers, especially those men who could not swim and possessed ever-increasing doubts about the wisdom of this risky nighttime crossing. Meanwhile, Major William Raymond Lee, a fine tactician of the Fourteenth Massachusetts Continental Regiment with solid experience, worked hand in hand with Glover in managing the boat crews. He hailed from one of Marblehead’s leading and wealthiest families. While Glover, although a brigade commander, orchestrated the efforts of the Marbleheader crews during the crossing, Major Lee commanded the Fourteenth Massachusetts Continental Regiment.

To ensure the presence of an authority figure to make sure everything went well, Glover prudently assigned a respected officer, either a captain or lieutenant, to manage the rowing and steering crews of from four to five enlisted Marbleheaders in each Durham boat. In successfully navigating the ice-encumbered currents, these veteran officers ensured that the strong-armed crews rowed together in unison and performed smoothly like a well-oiled team, as if yet navigating the tricky waters of the Grand Banks, where the lashings of frigid, high winds and swollen waves had long conditioned them for the arduous task of crossing the Delaware. The river’s swirling, black waters proved especially challenging for Glover’s swarthy seamen, because the rain-swollen water level was higher, the currents faster, and the night darker than anticipated.

Each of these highly maneuverable Durham boats, looking almost like giant canoes except that they were flat-bottomed, had been designed by Robert Durham in the 1750s to carry hefty cargoes of timber, ore and pigiron, timber, and natural produce from upriver down to the Philadelphia market. Most iron ore was mined from the hills of upper Bucks County, Pennsylvania, where the Durham Iron Furnace or Works, located just two miles south of the Northampton County line and ten miles south of Easton, Pennsylvania, had been established in 1727. Since the mid-1750s, Declaration of Independence signer Ireland-born George Taylor and his partner leased and operated the Durham Iron Works.

Ironically, for Glover’s black mariners now manning the Durham boats, these vessels had long transported iron ore mined more cheaply in Pennsylvania for higher profits to undercut England’s manufacturers because of black slave labor. For America’s war effort, the Durham Furnace now produced a steady flow of cannonballs, grapeshot, and cannons. However, this precious iron ore came not only from Pennsylvania’s hills to the north in a wild region known as the Upper Bucks, but also from the Delaware’s other side, where the Oxford Furnace produced war munitions. Iron was New Jersey’s most significant nonagricultural export, and it was transported in sizeable quantities down the Delaware from the northwest New Jersey Highlands.

Enterprising civilian boatmen, most likely Robert Durham himself, of the Durham Iron Works located on the Delaware only several miles below Easton, Pennsylvania, had first created this extremely sturdy Durham boat for shipping tons of iron ore to Philadelphia. Varying from forty- to sixty-six feet in length, eight feet wide, and pointed at each end, the largest Durham boats transported a maximum capacity load of around fifteen tons, including cargoes of primarily pig iron and ore, but also timber, grain, and even whisky down the Delaware to Philadelphia, from where America’s rich natural bounty was then shipped to Europe’s cities and the highly profitable sugar plantations of the Caribbean Islands. But during this perilous crossing of an untamed river that seemed to span forever in the blackness, the Durham boat’s length now became an unexpected liability. The sharp, repeated impact of ice chunks and the heavy current pushed the boats off course and farther downstream. Therefore, more strenuous physical efforts were required from Glover’s hardworking men to get the Durham boats back on proper course and heading directly east toward Garret Johnson’s Ferry yet far away on the blackened Jersey shore lined with tall trees draped in winter’s hue.

However, for Washington’s purposes, these Durham boats were ideal—even down to the black-painted hulls that provided greater concealment in the night just in case enemy scouts lurked nearby—for the task for transporting hundreds of nervous, young infantrymen across the wide river: oversized vessels with the twin, seemingly contradictory advantages of shallow, light drafts (for passing over the fall line’s rapids) combined with an impressive 30,000-pound load capacity. Even though the steering oars on each pointed end of the vessel were manned by the muscular Massachusetts mariners, maneuvering the Durham boats was difficult for Glover’s Marbleheaders with the high water, the darkness, and winter storm. In fair weather conditions, lengthy poles manned by experienced river-men allowed these light-weighing crafts, when unloaded after returning from Philadelphia, to be “poled” back upriver (after the boat had been oared downriver), if the wind was not in their favor to utilize the mast by raising and inflating the canvas of two sails against the current along the river’s most shallow side.

Initially upon pushing off from the Pennsylvania shore and to counter the combined effect of the strong current and contrary winds sweeping south, Glover’s mariners relied more upon eighteen-foot long oars in their laborious efforts to row their boats across the stormy Delaware. After shoving away from the icy Pennsylvania shore, two Massachusetts mariners of the five-man crews walked to and fro along the slick running boards, or footboards (also called walking rails), along the gunwales on each side of the heavily loaded vessel, pushing the lengthy poles against the river bottom. Despite the rough waters and the risk of losing their balance and falling headfirst into churning waters, the sweating Marbleheaders, with their long hair queued in the tradition of seamen, muscled the Durham boat against the swirling currents by pushing and applying full body pressure against the long eighteen-foot poles. With quiet business-like efficiency, the Durham boats were first poled (an entirely new kind of labor for the versatile Marblehead Mariners) and then rowed upon reaching deeper water beyond the Pennsylvania shore.

Then, making another hurried final adjustment after the closely synchronized rowing with oars, the task of poling was once again resumed by Glover’s men upon reaching more shallow waters near the Jersey shore. With such a light weight and shallow draft of less than two feet even when fully loaded, the Durham boats now made ideal landing craft for Washington’s infantrymen. Now the Durham boats were able to land about forty American fighting men on a distant shore. With their usual ingenuity and skill, the dynamic leadership team of Colonels Henry Knox and Glover carefully supervised the initial loading of troops, while Washington, mounted on his splendid chestnut sorrel at the windswept riverbank, initially surveyed the hectic activity to make sure that the crossing progressed smoothly. Then, when General Adam Stephen’s Virginians began to cross the Delaware, the commander-in-chief gingerly stepped into a Durham boat in a classic demonstration of leading by example to instill confidence for a safe crossing, especially to anxious soldiers who could not swim if a boat suddenly capsized. Washington left his “noble horse,” in the words of Private John Howland, of Providence, Rhode Island, on the river’s west bank with a trusty aide. The Virginian’s favorite charger was later brought across the river, most likely in a ferry boat that was larger than a Durham boat.

One of Colonel Glover’s most trusted Massachusetts officers received the coveted assignment and “honor” of transporting Washington with special care across the Delaware. Captain William Blackler, Jr. was tasked with the all-important mission of escorting Washington across the Delaware because he and the Marbleheaders of his veteran company “were the most knowledgeable about how to cross” the river. A successful merchant and shipper, Blackler owned Marblehead’s second wide-ranging privateer, armed with a dozen cannon, which had first set sail in September 1776 to raid British shipping. Blackler had served with Glover on Marblehead’s patriot committee of inspection to enforce the non-importation of British goods in 1775. Age thirty-six and baptized at a Marblehead Church on May 18, 1740 on the day of his birth, Captain Blackler possessed considerable military experience and seafaring expertise. Therefore, he could be depended on to make sure that Washington was transported safely across the swollen Delaware in the most adverse conditions. Blackler had married Rebekah Chipman, and his first son, John Chipman Blackler, was born in January 1771. After having raised a Marblehead militia company as early as 1773, he spent his fortune in equipping his command of zealous volunteers. Then, based upon merit and ability, Blackler was appointed captain in late June 1775. Blackler now must have wondered if he would survive this winter campaign and live long enough to see his wedding anniversary, December 27, or his young son again back in his beloved Marblehead nestled on the picturesque harbor. Glover’s most reliable captain survived the Trenton challenge, but Blackler was destined to be crippled from serious wounds suffered at Saratoga in the fall of 1777.

With a piece of white paper pinned to his hat, like other Continental officers as Washington had specified to designate rank that could be seen in the darkness, Blackler commanded the sturdy Durham boat that carried Washington into the very vortex of the Delaware’s swirling, dark waters. One experienced seaman who manned one of the perfectly synchronized oars of the Durham boat during Washington’s delicate passage was Private John Johns Russell. He was born in his beloved port of Marblehead on November 2, 1755. Joseph Widger, who was fated to die in an August 1812 naval battle during the War of 1812, was another hardy Marbleheader who manned the fast-moving oars of Blackler’s Durham boat. All the while, humble Massachusetts enlisted men and their esteemed commander-in-chief alike shivered from the same icy blasts of arctic gales sweeping down the river’s wide, open expanse from the northeast to additionally churn up the already rough waters.

Each Durham boat was carefully navigated with a veteran seaman’s refined skill against the currents, the ice floes, and the blustery winds, which were funneled between the tree-lined river banks to cut like a knife. All the while, Glover’s soldiers, cursing, struggling, and sweating, worked long and hard (which at least kept them warmer than their half-frozen passengers, including Washington) in passing boatload after boatload of Continentals across the river in the most nightmarish conditions. During the perilous, nerve-racking journey through the wet darkness and wintry gales, cold-numbed soldiers, from teenagers to graybeards, hunkered low to escape the icy winds that pierced their thin layers of clothing better suited for summer campaigning.

Thanks to the tireless, energetic efforts of the imposing Knox, a giant in girth and height, and the diminutive “maritime wizard” Glover, the seemingly impossible task of transporting the hundreds of Washington’s troops across the Delaware initially flowed smoothly once underway. However, the progress of Washington’s main strike force was not matched by the other two forces attempting to cross the Delaware at two points below McConkey’s Ferry. Colonel John Cadwalader, who had turned down a Continental commission offered by Washington to remain in command of his beloved Philadelphians and his large middle-class militia (a Philadelphia Associator brigade) column of around 1,200 men and a six hundred-man brigade of New England Continentals, under Rhode Islander Colonel Daniel Hitchcock, age thirty-six, ran into trouble. Here, a dozen miles south of McConkey’s Ferry at Neshaminy Ferry near Bristol, Pennsylvania, Cadwalader’s assigned crossing point (the southernmost) was located below the middle crossing point of General James Ewing and his Pennsylvania militia. All three of Washington’s designated crossing points were located almost at an equal distance from each other. Washington’s and Cadwalader’s crossing points far outflanked Trenton to the north and south, respectively, while Ewing had been positioned almost directly across from Trenton. Ewing and his task force, consisting of York, Cumberland, Lancaster, and Bucks County boys, had been ordered to cross at the South Trenton Ferry, just to Trenton’s south, to strike Trenton from the south while Washington attacked from the north. Despite the best efforts of the specialized rowing soldiers of Major Jehu Eyre’s Second Company of the City and Liberties of Philadelphia, Philadelphia Artillery battalion (a militia rather than a Continental unit), the imposing challenge of crossing the Delaware during a winter storm proved too daunting for Cadwalader’s attempt to land at Burlington, New Jersey.

Ironically, just before he had entered Captain Blackler’s Durham boat to embark upon his passage of the Delaware, Washington had written a brief message around 6:00 p.m. to General Cadwalader. He expressed the strongest hope that Cadwalader’s Philadelphians downriver and opposite Burlington would “create as great a diversion [to the south] as possible,” to enhance his own bid to catch Colonel Rall and his garrison by surprise by attack from the north.26

Assigned to the column of Cadwalader’s Philadelphians, including militiamen who wore distinctive “PB” (Philadelphia Battalion) brass buttons with their specific numerical designation displayed, situated around twenty miles below McConkey’s Ferry and as he penned in his diary about the situation upon crossing at Dunk’s Ferry, south of Neshaminy Ferry, and after having been initially thwarted at Neshaminy Ferry, Captain Thomas Rodney recorded the extent of the challenge, while never forgetting the night. Now serving with a Dover, Delaware, volunteer company, Rodney described how “the wind blew very hard and there was much rain and sleet, and there was so much floating ice in the River that we had the greatest difficulty” in crossing the angry river in the haunting December blackness.27 However, in truth and despite the formidable obstacles, but a “single file of Colonel Glover’s regiment of military mariners would have given them [Cadwalader’s Philadelphia column] the proper time for crossing, and shown the way in which it could most easily be accomplished.”28

Indicating why the two ferries—McConkey’s Ferry on the Pennsylvania side and Garret Johnson’s Ferry, proper, on the New Jersey shore were linked together as a common watery passageway and what was essentially the McConkey-Johnson Ferry—had been established on the west bank at this point, the river narrowed during its gradual descent south toward Trenton to around eight hundred feet in width. But this more restrictive natural configuration only made the river’s currents, already higher than usual thanks to swollen waters from rain and melting ice, run even swifter and with more turbulence at this relatively narrower point.

After the initial crossing of the Delaware began at around 6:00 p.m., an ever-increasing level of difficulties was encountered by the hard-working Marbleheaders, coinciding with more gusty winds, rougher and yet-rising waters, and a heavier sheet of snow and snow. With the almost full winter moon (waning gibbous just a few days after a full moon) on the rise—beginning at 5:31 p.m.—in a high winter arc, and now hidden by clouds, young Major Wilkinson, the enterprising southern Marylander of the planter class, and whose grandfather had migrated from England in 1729, described how “the force of the current, the sharpness of the frost, the darkness of the night, the ice [floes] and a high wind rendered the passage of the river extremely difficult.”29

As the nasty northeaster howled with greater intensity and chilled Washington’s men to the bone, the ever-vigorous Colonel Knox, the son of Scotch-Irish immigrants from northern Ireland, continued to orchestrate this precarious movement of nervous troops to the east bank of the raging river with consummate skill. Under the cold, wet deluge, Stirling’s Delaware, Pennsylvania, and Virginia brigade, leading the veteran infantry of Greene’s Second Division, prepared to embark and cross the most formidable natural obstacle that these men had ever faced, following Stephen’s Virginia vanguard brigade. Spirits among the less determined leaders and enlisted men plummeted, falling in proportion to the increasing wrath unleashed by the angry winter storm. To some religious and superstitious-minded soldiers, mirroring the cultural belief system of the ancient Romans, the intensifying storm seemed like an ill omen, a harbinger of certain disaster. In consequence, a tense silence pervaded in the ranks, along with the growing conviction that the winter storm had already wrecked Washington’s slim chances for success. Struggling against a seemingly vengeful Mother Nature, Knox was nagged by doubts about getting everyone safely across in time with so much floating ice from upriver cascading down to repeatedly slam into the vulnerable sides of the Durham boats, now filled with increasingly anxious infantrymen, all crammed together like sardines.

From a distance to the sight of Glover’s mariners, especially in the omnipresent darkness, the descending ice floes were imperceptible. And then when they were suddenly close to the Durham boat, these chunks of ice, with only a fraction bobbing above the surface, appeared deceptively insignificant until they suddenly slammed violently into wooden hulls with a thud and a sharp jolt. These violent jolts to the hull’s left, or northern, side forced some Durham boats slightly off course, pushing them a short distance downstream with the strong, onrushing current until Glover’s seamen mastered the situation and regained control. Knowing their mission’s supreme importance that even surpassed the stealthy withdrawal from Long Island on that hot August night, the Marblehead boys muscled their Durham boats back on course and in line with Johnson’s Ferry on the distant east bank that was yet unseen in the blackness. However, through the deluge, a distant flaming torch, lamp, or light from the fireplaces of an illuminated Johnson Ferry House was eventually barely seen when Glover’s mariners neared the east bank, serving as a dim beacon to guide the Marbleheaders to their final objective.

Although only in his mid-twenties and hardly looking the part, America’s most dynamic artillery commander Colonel Knox considered the Delaware crossing a task that “seemed impossible,” as he soon candidly admitted to wife Lucy Flucker Knox, the pampered daughter of a former Massachusetts farmer. However, Knox concealed his growing fears from his nerve-racked troops, especially the scrawny, ill-nourished teenagers from America’s hardscrabble small farms on the western frontier and in the South. These soaked, cold-numbed youngsters looked up to not only Washington, but also Knox like a father for guidance during this hellish night on the Delaware. If anyone could accomplish the impossible in getting Washington’s main task force across the Delaware, Knox was that energetic, resourceful officer, as Washington fully appreciated.

After all, crossing the around eight hundred foot-wide Delaware was even more daunting than Knox’s amazing feat of transporting around sixty cannon, including large siege pieces and mortars—weighing 119,000 pounds—on oxen-drawn sleds from Fort Ticonderoga, New York, and more than three hundred miles in six weeks across New England’s frozen countryside, including the heavily timbered mountains of western Massachusetts, the Berkshires, to Washington’s Army during the 1775-1776 siege of Boston. Most importantly, Knox’s tireless efforts forced Howe’s evacuation of Boston in March 1776 to bestow Washington with his first success as the army’s commander. But now Knox’s seemingly impossible mission was even more formidable, requiring the safe transportation of nearly four hundred tons of ordinance across the Delaware as quickly as possible and without incident.30

Thankfully, Glover’s exhausted mariners, as ragged as Washington’s other men, received some timely assistance when most needed, thanks to Washington’s and Knox’s efforts to speed up their most hazardous operation to date. To add much-needed extra muscle to the herculean effort in what was already becoming a losing race with time that continued to slip away, a contingent of eighty-five cannoneers from Captain Joseph Moulder’s Associator company of Knox’s Regiment of Continental Artillery was assigned to assist Glover’s mariners in their monumental undertaking.

Under the command of capable, twenty-five-year-old Lieutenant Anthony Cuthbert, who was one of Philadelphia’s shipbuilders and had once enjoyed a peaceful existence in a comfortable brick house on fashionable Penn Street with wife Sarah, these hardy Pennsylvania artillerymen were a perfect fit for this crucial assignment. Cuthbert’s young gunners consisted of durable sailors, longshoremen, riggers, seamen, ship’s carpenters, shipwrights, and other comparable experienced hands from the dingy wharves and docks situated for two miles along the Delaware, especially Penn’s Landing, in east Philadelphia. Moulder’s independent company, which had been formed as an Associator artillery unit of the City and Liberties of Philadelphia, was heavily Irish and Scotch-Irish. However, this fine artillery company also included Germans, Dutch, and other ethnic groups who had sided with America’s cause in which men were considered equal, regardless of place of birth or origin.

And more timely assistance for Glover’s overworked seamen was forthcoming from a small contingent of civilian volunteers, veteran Pennsylvania and New Jersey boatmen and ferrymen, who had suddenly appeared at exactly the right time and place. Having served under Glover in the past, John Blunt, an experienced ship captain who had long sailed the Delaware’s tricky waters, provided his navigational expertise in helping to get the bobbing fleet of Durham boats back and forth across the churning river. Most important, these experienced freshwater boatmen understood intimately the Delaware’s treacherous currents and its often-unfathomable inherent characteristics, especially during winter and high water conditions, than Glover’s Atlantic seafarers.31

In orchestrating the nightmarish crossing and attempting to get everyone across without the loss of a single man, meanwhile, Knox remained a constant swirl of nonstop activity. To make sure that all was proceeding as planned and that his men followed his orders to the letter, the erudite Bostonite, whose massive size made his voice sound like a bellowing bull in the New England woods, shouted out precise instructions, sharp criticisms, and inspiring encouragement in “a deep bass heard above the crash of the ice which filled the river.” Knox’s directives echoed out of the inky darkness and across the Delaware like the blaring war trumpet of the Hebrew “Mighty Warrior” Gideon (the “Destroyer”) of the Old Testament.32

All the while, additional Continental troops from Pennsylvania, Delaware, New York, Virginia, Maryland, and New England piled quietly into the wet, wooden bottoms of the Durham boats. With an icy rain and light snow tumbling down, these grim-faced soldiers wearily descended into the slippery, black hulls as if entering a cold, dark tomb from which they feared that they would never emerge. Wrapped in old, lice-covered blankets to cover threadbare summer uniforms, now full of holes where not patched, many soldiers were understandably consumed by their own gloomy thoughts and anxieties that surrounded them like the sting of the biting cold, fearing the worst before their Durham boats were even launched in the blackness on this most haunting of nights. For good reason, these Continentals grew more apprehensive, if not deeply troubled, not only about the ever-increasing risks inherent with this perilous river crossing, but also about what the sunrise of December 26 might bring for them on the mysterious New Jersey side of the river, when they faced an elite brigade of crack German soldiers known for their ruthlessness in battle. While the merciless northeast wind cut their thin clothing and carried the reverberating sound of barking officer’s orders across river like unearthly directives from angry Roman gods of war, Mars, Glover, and Knox shouted themselves hoarse in issuing orders to ensure that everything flowed like clockwork as much as possible under the most appalling conditions.

Rather than standing fully erect to receive the full force of a wintery blast hurtling down the river, half-frozen soldiers huddled low and close together for warmth in the boat’s water-soaked hull. Acting on instinct, they crouched behind the high, wooden gunwales to provide some slight protection against the harsh elements. Looking more like hungry beggars or homeless refugees from London’s dirty streets than Continental soldiers about to meet some of Europe’s finest troops at Trenton, Washington’s cargoes of hunkered-down Continentals were ferried slowly over what seemed like a vast watery expanse and toward the tree-lined New Jersey shore, masked in an eerie, blackened silence, that seemed to portent disaster up ahead. Meanwhile, the relentless orchestration of the continuous crossing of troops, with around thirty-five to forty men per Durham boat, by Knox and Glover only fell further behind Washington’s overly optimistic (and entirely unrealistic) timetable of transporting everyone across by midnight.

Perhaps some of Washington’s more aristocratic officers, proud young bluebloods, schooled in the ancient classics, like the intellectual Virginian Lieutenant James Monroe, had read Homer’s The Iliad in which Achilles and his Myrmidon warrior companions, who accompanied the Greek war fleet, had sailed across the deep-blue Aegean Sea with colorful war banners flying to conquer mighty Troy in their “black boats” that each contained around fifty warriors. If so, then such college-educated Continental officers versed in the timeless lessons of The Illiad (ironically actually the West’s first anti-war narrative) might have thought back to that ancient time of around 1200 BC, when courageous Greek warriors slaughtered their fellow man, the hated Trojans, as fiercely as fighting men now engaged in the struggle for America’s heart and soul in 1776, but also yet simultaneously longed to return home to loving families, almost as if nothing had changed across the intervening centuries. This central tragedy of the human experience—the curse of incessant warfare with all its surreal horrors—linked Washington’s Continentals to the cherished western legacy of ancient Greek warriors, who fought and died far from home: mankind’s timeless burden and tragic fate—whether at Troy or Trenton—in which human beings are seemingly destined to endlessly destroy each other from either an uncontrollable biological urge, or a monumental genetic defect and, ironically, for reasons often forgotten in time.33

Utilizing their extensive knowledge and experience of handling boats in windy and icy conditions from long Atlantic voyages that had lasted for months, the Marbleheaders skillfully employed their lengthy, wooden oars and “shad poles” to head off floating ice, bobbing up and down in dark waters and almost impossible to see in the inky blackness. Such desperate, last-second efforts prevented some larger ice chunks from damaging the vulnerable wooden hulls of the Durham boats. Most of all, the closely coordinated, smooth rhythms of the Marbleheaders and ceaseless laboring of Glover’s men in unison as a well-trained team were vital for a successful crossing of the cantankerous river. Therefore, Glover, the former experienced sea captain who knew that survival on the ever-hostile Atlantic depended upon close teamwork, made sure that his mariners at the oars of the Durham boats, as lengthy as nearly seventy feet, labored effectively as one. Glover’s soaked men knew exactly what was required of them to transport an ad hoc force of revolutionaries all the way to the Jersey shore. They now worked with an obsessive zeal, realizing that there was no tomorrow if they failed in their crucial role.

For Glover’s Continentals, the stiff challenge of the Delaware itself was not a new experience. After all, Marblehead schooners had long taken these same seamen to the Grand Banks, where they were dropped off in small dories which they then rowed in the steady rhythm of close synchronization to reap the bountiful harvest from the world’s most fertile fishing grounds. Luckily for Washington during his final desperate bid to reverse America’s sagging fortunes before it was too late, Glover’s high-spirited soldier-sailors were experienced dorymen, whose coordinated rowing skills were second to none. In fact, the daring “bravo of dorymen [was] legendary,” and this can-do attitude, well-honed skill, and high level of experience once again now emerged in timely fashion on the Delaware on the most crucial night in America’s existence.34

Even beardless drummer boys and fifers of Glover’s regiment put down their instruments, wet and ice-covered, to assist in the arduous task of rowing the big Durham boats across the choppy river. Providing a much-needed respite, these mere boys, including bright-eyed teenagers, gave the older, grizzled mariners a brief rest in the crowded boats overflowing with a huddled mass of half-frozen, miserable soldiers, who wondered if they would safely or even ever reach the elusive east bank. Glover’s young musicians included drummers Benjamin and John Thompson, who were brothers, Hugh Raynor, and John Anthoine.

Another musician of the Fourteenth Massachusetts Continental Regiment was fifer Thomas Grant, Jr., the son of Captain Thomas Grant, Sr. He had just celebrated his fifteenth birthday only a dozen days before on December 13. A pious member of the Second Congregationalist Church, Captain Grant commanded the Marblehead company in which his son served as a fifer. Before America embarked upon its bold bid for liberty, Grant was Marblehead’s most gifted silversmith. He operated his own Marblehead shop, where his son worked by his side. Grant created some of New England’s most elegant masterpieces in high-grade silver, demonstrating a creative skill that he now applied to the art of war and in killing his fellow man. Most, if not all, of these young musicians of Glover’s regiment very likely contributed in the time-consuming crossing of the unruly Delaware that seemed to have no end.35

As a sad fate would have it, the ranks of Glover’s musicians had not been immune to a recent cruel decimation. Glover’s regiment lost one fine drummer, Philip Follett, who was captured at the battle of Long Island. He was part of an inseparable father-son team, which was fully prepared to sacrifice their all for America’s freedom. Philip was the beloved son of Thomas Follett, Sr., who died of disease when the regiment was stationed at Cambridge where Washington first took command in July 1775. The other son, Thomas Follett, Jr., was released by Glover to attend to the welfare of his impoverished family and grieving mother in long-suffering Marblehead. But never forsaking the struggle for liberty, the young man soon went out to sea aboard a privateer to wage war against British shipping. He was determined to avenge his father’s death, eager to play his patriotic part at sea while Glover’s regiment fought on land. Clearly, fortunately for Washington and his ragtag army, the commitment of such dedicated young men in Glover’s Bay State regiment was very much of a personal and family affair, revealing yet another reason why this close-knit elite command, the pride of Marblehead, functioned so efficiently on land and water on December 25–26.36

Amid the pelting mixture of rain, snow, and sleet that continued to pour down upon poorly protected heads, some Continental officers drew their sabers to employ them in desperate attempts to keep ice chunks from ramming into the sides of the Durham boats. Each jarring thump that shook vessels reminded the nervous, half-frozen occupants of the omnipresent danger that so suddenly struck out of the blackness. Most of Washington’s city boys and farm lads could not swim, which naturally heightened concerns about a boat’s sinking. Consequently, heightened tension and fear consumed even the most tried Continental veteran, who had already risked his life at Harlem Heights, Pell’s Point, or White Plains, throughout the long, nerve-racking journey across the turbulent river. On this darkest of nights, a Durham boat’s sinking, especially in icy, rough waters with strong currents, was now a certain death sentence even for a strong swimmer, of which there were few. In desperation, therefore, agile Massachusetts oarsmen and strong-armed pole-men attempted to wardoff the largest ice floes from striking fragile hulls, but such efforts were usually too late. Such desperate attempts resulted in some lost swords, or the tips of officer’s swords breaking off in chunks of ice.

In later years, one elegant, decorative sword, without a tip, was fished out of the Delaware’s waters at McConkey’s Ferry, which revealed one such frantic effort. Because of the sword’s high quality and obvious expensive quality, some historians speculated that the saber might have belonged to Washington himself, who was one of the first to cross over America’s river of destiny. Or perhaps this sword came from one of Washington’s faithful band of staff officers, such as Lieutenant Tench Tilghman (Maryland), Colonels Stephen Moylan (Pennsylvania), John Fitzgerald (Virginia), and Joseph Trumbull (Connecticut), and Lieutenant Colonels Samuel Blachley Webb (Connecticut) and Richard Carey, Jr. (Massachusetts).

These highly esteemed members of Washington’s “family” most likely also crossed the Delaware with Washington in Captain Blackler’s Durham boat. This exquisite saber of a high-ranking officer was later allegedly positively “identified” as Washington’s own. It was, therefore, speculated that “when a large piece of floating ice bore down upon them [the soldiers in Washington’s boat under Captain Blackler were already] engaged in keeping the ice clear of the other parts of the boat, and, seeing no help from them, General Washington plunged his sword into the frozen mass and pushed it from the boat. In doing so, however, he found that the weapon had stuck fast, and in endeavoring to pull it out the point broke off in the ice and the other part fell from the General’s frozen fingers into the water.”37

A seasoned Continental soldier named Oliver Cromwell was one African American who crossed the Delaware on this hellish night that no one would ever forget. He was not a slave but a free man. A diligent farmer, Cromwell tilled New Jersey soil to earn the fruits of his own labor. Born on May 23, 1752 in the village of Black Horse, now Columbus, Burlington County, Cromwell hailed from the pine-covered lands of south New Jersey. This area was distinguished by a relatively large free black population, thanks to past abolitionist Quaker influences and activities. The famous Emanuel Leutze painting entitled Washington Crossing the Delaware has been often criticized by modern historians and scholars for the abundance of its historical inaccuracies. But in fact, the African-American soldier, wearing a short, blue sailor’s jacket typically worn by New England seamen, depicted by Leutze in Washington’s Durham boat (more correctly that of Captain Blackler) was actually quite accurate, representing one of Glover’s black mariners. Leutze’s soldier of African descent has been most often misidentified as Prince Whipple, who was a slave owned by Declaration of Independence signer William Whipple. However, he was with his master on December 26, 1776 and not in the Trenton-Princeton Campaign. Prince Whipple only later served with Washington’s Army at Saratoga.38

Meanwhile, around forty of Captain Flahaven’s soldiers of the First New Jersey Continental Regiment, Eastern Battalion, from such eastern New Jersey counties as Essex, Morris, Bergen, Somerset, Middlesex, and Monmouth, reached the east bank in one of the first Durham boats. The poorly shod feet of Captains Flahaven and Washington’s vanguard troops were already wet after struggling to get ashore in the blackness. With the darkness and the storm’s intensity concealing where the water ended and land began, the first soldiers to gain the east bank sloshed through shallow, cold water before gaining firm ground at Johnson’s Ferry. Here, a solid sheet of ice lined the bank. These men, consequently, underwent “the greatest fatigue” in the “breaking [of] a passage” through the frozen mass clogging the river’s east bank. However, the vanguard Virginians and New Jersey men, mostly Scotch-Irish soldiers of the Presbyterian faith like the majority of New Jersey Continentals, shortly trudged inland across higher ground than they had just left on Pennsylvania side, pushing deeper into western New Jersey to fulfill General Washington’s orders. Here, the overall topography consisted of rolling hills and high plateaus: terrain that briefly reminded Captain Washington’s Old Dominion men of their own homeland in northern and western Virginia.

After gaining the windswept east bank upon disembarking from Captain Blackler’s Durham boat, Washington began to busily supervise the landing of additional troops, just as he had overseen his army’s embarkation during the stealthy escape from Long Island at the East River ferry less than four months before. Playing another psychological high card, the commander-in-chief remained in the forefront at the busy Garret Johnson’s landing site, well within sight of unloading soldiers to inspire resolve and instill a sense of calm. With his horse yet attended by a trusty soldier on the Pennsylvania side, Washington stood tall for all to see on the New Jersey shore.

Here, by the glare of flashing torchlight half-dimmed by the dropping sheets of the sleet and snow, Washington spent an extended period personally supervising the landing of hundreds of Continentals, who poured inland with each new boatload of cold-numbed soldiers. Later, once the operation was progressing smoothly and as additional groups of Continentals poured ashore, he finally sat down on an empty wooden beehive, which served as his ad hoc command post and offered no protection from the harsh elements. But Washington was shortly back on his feet. While his long, dark military cloak flapped in the wind and with his hair tied and pulled back in a stylish queue, Washington exhorted his newly disembarked troops to bear up to the severe hardship and then to get ready to fight like men, when the decisive moment came. With a benign expression despite the freezing cold that stung faces, Washington watched the hushed files of ill-clothed troops, who yet maintained a disciplined silence as ordered, steadily disembarking in the narrow river bottoms of level ground immediately situated below a slight, wooded bluff located just west of the small, wood-frame Garret Johnson Ferry House.

Encouraged by the sight of enhanced discipline in the ranks that brought a sense of relief, Washington had never seen so many of his soldiers so quiet as he had specifically ordered: a good sign for future success at Trenton. All the while he maintained a confident manner that was noticed by the common soldiers. Washington’s dignified command presence, quiet authority, and assuring words continued to radiate a calm confidence, if not a slight hint of an air of invincibility, that emanated from his inspiring physical presence and moral authority. Proving to be an accomplished master at masking his mounting apprehensions with his timetable of reaching Trenton just before dawn shattered, Washington hid his increasing doubts to present a stoic appearance that preserved morale and fueled confidence among his men. All the while, the former planter from Mount Vernon felt the heavy burden of command responsibility for having undertaken the war’s most daring gamble, and one that would determine if a revolutionary army and a young republic would live or die in the hours ahead.39

Meanwhile, just the mere sight of Washington posturing and talking with confidence to his troops along the east bank lifted the spirits of each new arriving group of soldiers. These Continentals appreciated the fact that their commander-in-chief, unlike Howe or thirty-seven-year-old Lord Charles Cornwallis, Howe’s top lieutenant who had already retired to New York City, was now in the forefront, sharing the same dangers and enduring the same deprivations as the lowest private. In consequence, Washington was already seen as a father figure to the men in the ranks, long before he was viewed as the “father of his country” by his nation.

Ever-optimistic Colonel William “Billy” Tudor, a Boston-born intellectual and lawyer who possessed a prestigious Harvard College degree (Class of 1769) and was well-read on the day’s leading military works, now served as legal councilor to the commander-in-chief and the army’s Judge Advocate General. He looked unkindly upon the lower-class Irish, especially the immigrants, who served in the Continental Army’s ranks. In an informative Christmas Eve letter penned to his future wife, Delia Jarvis, back in Boston, the twenty-six-year-old Tudor explained Washington’s all-important moral and psychological impact on the men, who looked to him for not only for guidance, but also for deliverance: “I cannot desert a man [Washington] who has deserted everything to defend his country, and whose chief misfortune … is that a large part of [the infant nation lacks the necessary] spirit to defend itself.”40 Indeed, at the most critical moment in the war, Washington continued to demonstrate a most remarkable ability to inspire others by his mere presence and actions. To one and all, the commander-in-chief, in his desperate bid to secure America’s salvation, revealed a rare leadership quality, because he now “attained his greatest nobility at times of crisis.”41

While standing erect just below the small Johnson Ferry House which was distinguished by a gambrel roof, Washington supervised the landing of hundreds of additional troops with a steady, reassuring hand. Knox continued to efficiently manage the time-consuming task of a disciplined and carefully orchestrated embarkation from the river’s west side. Now separated by the Delaware, a flotilla of Durham boats, and pitch blackness, Washington and Greene continued to perform as a highly effective leadership team at their respective ends of the crossing point during the most audacious river crossing of the war.

From the river’s level flood plain on the blustery New Jersey shore, the wooded terrain rose sharply a short distance east of the ferry landing and up to the small, one-story Johnson Ferry House. Small and quaint, this Dutch-influenced frame farmhouse, built around 1740, overlooked the wide river and ferry landing. Serving as a tavern and inn, this white-washed, wooden house was where weary passengers, traveling along the dusty road to Philadelphia, had long stopped to eat and lodge for the night. Only a short distance away from the diminutive Johnson House and standing on the lower ground near the river, Washington shouted additional instructions in the night, while newly arriving bands of stiff, half-frozen soldiers climbed out of the big Durham boats with cramped legs and wet feet. Once on solid New Jersey ground, they began to feel more confident. One American never forgot the inspiring sight of Washington, who “stands on the bank of the river, wrapped in his cloak, superintending the landing of the troops.”42

Like feisty Scotch-Irishman Sam McConkey on the west bank, so James Slack, also a patriotic Presbyterian of Scotch-Irish descent, which almost always equated to the most ardent of revolutionaries, now operated Johnson’s Ferry. Located about ten miles upriver and north of Trenton, this ferry had been formerly known as Palmer’s or Parmer’s Ferry. Bringing some peace of mind in this regard, Washington could now safely rely upon McConkey and Slack, two trusty Scotch-Irishmen, for what was now yet vital for the success of this risky operation: absolute secrecy.

After all, a party of Continental scouts and a small Hessian patrol had skirmished at this exact location on Christmas Eve. Fulfilling his patriotic duty, Slack also personally assisted with the hectic crossing just below his small house, now covered in a blanket of newly fallen snow, situated on its elevated perch among the tall hardwood trees lining the slope. Named after Garret Johnson, the father of Robert and Rutt, who began ferry operations in 1761, this relatively little-known ferry was now leased from Rutt Johnson. However, the ferry had been operated by the enterprising team of James and Richard Slack since 1767.43

Meanwhile, additional cold-numbed soldiers poured ashore in increasing numbers to Washington’s absolute delight. Most important, these Continentals, especially high-ranking officers, were no ordinary fighting men. Fortunately for Washington, he could count on a brilliant constellation of promising, mostly young, leaders. A good many of these officers were destined to emerge as major players and national leaders in America’s story in the future: the first, Washington, and fifth, James Monroe, presidents of the United States, and the nation’s future war and treasury secretaries, the gregarious Knox and handsome Alexander Hamilton, respectively, were always at the forefront.

In addition, future leaders of states, both from existing states (former colonies) and those yet to be formed west of the Appalachians, also now served in Washington’s ranks, including Colonel Charles Scott, Kentucky’s future governor who commanded the Fifth Virginia Continental Regiment, Stephen’s Virginia brigade, which was the first infantry brigade to reach the frozen New Jersey soil and Captain William Hull, Nineteenth Connecticut Continental Regiment, Glover’s brigade, who became the future governor of the Michigan Territory. All of these gifted leaders and men of distinction were now fully prepared to do or die at Trenton in a desperate bid to save the fast-fading life of their dying nation. These relatively faithful few, both officers and enlisted men, were among what little remained of this fledgling republic’s most die-hard revolutionaries, after thousands of less resolved patriots had already deserted in droves during the disastrous New York Campaign and long, miserable retreat through New Jersey. Without any normal complaining or cursing of their commanders and politicians, these most resolute of rebels in arms against the king were now “patiently bearing the fatigues and hardships of a winter’s campaign, rather than suffer their country to be exposed to the further ravages of a barbarous [and] vindictive foe.”44

Meanwhile, the trusty vanguard of veteran Continentals from Virginia and New Jersey continued to push farther inland beyond the ferry to gain the higher ground that lay immediately beyond, or east of, the river bottom. Here, where the ground rose sharply—essentially a slight river bluff located just beyond the river’s east bank—a short distance to the Johnson Ferry House and farther up the heavily timbered slope, Captain Flahaven’s New Jersey boys and Captain Washington’s Virginians continued to move inland with firm discipline. Seasoned fighting men, they eased across the snowy ground like ghosts in the night, fanning out during their advance to create a wide protective screen. After pushing uphill and east through the dark woodlands and once atop the level ground of a high plateau that overlooked the broad river behind them, these vanguard New Jersey and Virginia troops then quickly fanned out and took defensive positions on this high ground perch to protect the low-lying crossing point immediately to the west, just in case any nearby enemy mounted a counterattack.

Meanwhile, the seasoned New Jersey Continentals, along with Captain Washington’s Virginia vanguard, strained eyes toward dark treelines before them to the east. Despite low visibility, they searched for glimpses of any Hessians, whose dark blue uniforms would blend in with the eerie blackness. The driving ice and snow eliminated any pale light of the cloud-screened moon, despite its near fullness, limiting visibility to almost zero. If a Hessian force was in the vicinity and drove the Americans from their yet precarious toehold on the Jersey shore, then Washington’s vulnerable task force, of which only a fraction had reached the east side by this time, would never know what had hit them, wrecking the commander-in-chief’s masterplan for reversing the revolution’s tide with one bold stroke.

Meanwhile, across the river at McConkey’s Ferry, even more Durham boats, slowly but surely, were rowed by Glover’s men out into the river’s maelstrom. Stacked up on the Pennsylvania frozen shore, additional Continental soldiers, now looking more like scarecrows in a Virginia Piedmont cornfield than regular fighting men, without proper winter uniforms or warm greatcoats, filed quietly into the slippery Durham boats, which dipped lower into the water with the added weight. Without fanfare or much noise, these overloaded boats were pushed offshore and then poled by Glover’s Massachusetts boys, while apprehensive Continental soldiers prayed that they would survive the risky journey in the night and winter storm.

During the time-consuming passage over the turbulent river that seemed as much of a foe as any British or Hessian regiment, the Durham boats pitched and swayed in the swift current and blustery, northeastern winds. All the while, the Marbleheaders gamely struggled against the rising tide to keep their vessels on a straight course. Rowing relentlessly against the current’s surging strength in the icy cold that felt like New England in February, the hands of Glover’s hardworking men grew numb, after becoming wet by the river’s waters and from the steady deluge from the skies.

Following behind Captain Flahaven’s band of New Jersey Continentals and Captain Washington’s Virginians, the next infantry unit to gain their footing on New Jersey soil were troops of General Stephen’s brigade, the Fourth, Fifth, and Sixth Virginia Continental Regiments. Most important, Washington had personally selected these three crack Virginia regiments to serve as the vigilant vanguard brigade to lead the lengthy advance on Trenton from the north. These veteran Virginians of Stephen’s vanguard brigade were ordered inland by Washington on the double. Their assignment was to secure the high ground, now held only by the thin screen of Flahaven’s New Jersey men and Captain Washington’s Virginia soldiers, amid the thick hardwood timber standing just beyond the yet-vulnerable landing site to ensure that the entire strike force could assemble on solid ground unimpeded. With clanging gear that rang hauntingly through the dark woodlands, Stephen’s seasoned troops pushed uphill to make the landing site more secure. Once atop the plateau after traversing the slippery slope, the experienced Virginia general, whose stately limestone mansion, built in 1774, stood on a hill overlooking Tuscarora Creek in western Virginia (today’s Martinsburg, West Virginia), then deployed his Old Dominion troops in a wide screen amid the timber in protective fashion.

Fortunately, no Hessian infantry pickets or British cavalrymen, of the Sixteenth Light Horse, from the Trenton garrison had been stationed anywhere near Johnson’s Ferry. Ironically, these mounted Britons could have served as an ideal mobile task force if stationed on the east bank at Johnson’s Ferry to give early warning to the Trenton garrison at the first sign of Washington’s crossing.

Meanwhile, departing the high ground plateau in a hurry with the sudden arrival of Stephen’s Virginians, Captain Flahaven’s New Jersey Continentals then pushed farther inland on their prearranged assignment: to eventually gain the northern end of the River Road, which paralleled the north-south flowing Delaware and led to Trenton’s southwest edge, far to the southeast at its intersection with the Bear Tavern Road. Knowing this rolling countryside of mixed forests and scattered farmlands quite well, these New Jersey Continentals were also on a key assignment to gain an advanced position about three miles northwest of Trenton to intercept any civilians or enemy scouts or patrols, which might sound a timely warning to the Trenton garrison. Likewise moving ahead at a fairly good pace despite the falling snow, Captain Washington’s invigorated Virginians possessed a comparable mission north of Trenton roughly parallel, to the east, of Flahaven’s key River Road assignment.

Upon reaching the low-lying eastern shore where the high waters lapped at the icy river bank, larger numbers of troops continued to pour out of their cramped quarters. As if thankful to escape their harrowing confines, they quickly emerged from the water-slick Durham boats that made ideal landing craft for infantrymen, almost as if these durable vessels had been specially designed for this express purpose. Much to their relief, ever-larger numbers of Washington’s troops, stiff and sore, swarmed inland to gain solid ground. Incredibly, Washington’s ad hoc flotilla of boats was unleashing hundreds of troops without losing a man. Safely reaching the New Jersey shore brought an instant sense of relief among these young men and boys, while heightening expectations for a successful enterprise on this freezing morning in a wilderness-like region that they had never seen before.

After gaining solid ground, the Continentals quickly assembled on the Jersey side, instantly falling into formation. They then shouldered muskets with a surprising measure of discipline, as if on a parade ground in Philadelphia, Williamsburg, or Boston on a calm summer day instead of now caught amid an escalating snowstorm on a hostile shore. Moving briskly from the low ground at Johnson’s Ferry and uphill past the little ferry house was not enough exertion to warm these men, barely working out numbness and stiffness from joints and legs. All the while, the incessant showers of snow and ice continued to tumble down, spraying the column to impede the ascent up the slope. Attempting to stay warm and dry amid the bone-numbing cold and omnipresent wetness remained a chief concern for Washington’s men. Almost like Canadian geese instinctively drying off for self-preservation, especially if a nearby predator suddenly approached, some Continental soldiers flapped arms against bodies. Meanwhile, other half-frozen men rubbed their hands together and stamped feet in place on the snowy ground to increase circulation after the freezing ride across the Delaware.

Hour after hour in the frigid blackness and despite worsening weather, Glover’s mariners somehow managed to keep a steady flow of Durham boats relentlessly moving back and forth from bank to bank, with the smoothness of an automated conveyorbelt. Indeed, after Adam Stephen’s vanguard brigade crossed over to the east side, the troops of Greene’s Division, Hugh Mercer’s, Lord Stirling’s, and Matthias de Roche Fermoy’s brigades, respectively, were ferried across the swollen river. Then, John Sullivan’s Division, consisting of Colonel Paul Sargent’s brigade, John Glover’s New England brigade, and Arthur St. Clair’s New Hampshire and Massachusetts brigade, respectively, passed over.

Washington’s only New York infantrymen, the soaked soldiers of the First and Third New York Continental Regiments, of Sargent’s brigade, probably had no idea that the Delaware’s waters originated in their home state. For Moulder’s hard-working Philadelphians, under the finely educated Lieutenant Cuthbert, and Glover’s rawboned mariners, the laborious effort in getting so many boats repeatedly across the river and as quickly as possible in the stormy blackness was a seemingly endless struggle against the water, cold, and wind. Sweaty Marbleheaders were exhausted from the strenuous exertions and backbreaking labor that strained muscles and sapped physical endurance, but not one Massachusetts mariner stopped the endless rowing that had to be continued without a break in Washington’s desperate race against time. To this day, no one knows exactly how many trips were made by the Durham boats across the Delaware on that awful night. But whatever the total, that number was far too many for Glover’s overworked, worn men, who pushed themselves ever harder to the point of collapse to fulfill their vital mission upon which Washington and the army depended.

All the while, Washington’s soldiers were lashed by an even heavier deluge of rain, wind, ice, and snow by 11:00 p.m., when the near full moon, fully obscured by banks of black clouds, was about two-thirds of the way to its high point in the winter sky and the storm’s full wrath swept the Delaware valley with greater fury. A thin layer of ice formed on the edges of wooden oars, poles, and boats, and created a brittle crust on soldier’s wool coats and cotton shirt sleeves during the repetitious journeys across the Delaware. Muscles hurt from the steady rowing and backs ached as if they had been plowing the rocky fields of New England all day, but the arm-weary Marblehead boys kept dutifully at their arduous task.

With a determination that made Glover most proud of his men, the New Englanders continued to labor hour after hour in the depths of the horrendous storm that made them feel so “crimmy” in their own peculiar dialect from a distinctive seafaring people and culture of the faraway rocky shores of picturesque Cornwall, where green rolling hills of green offered breathtaking vistas that overlooked the Atlantic. With the storm only intensifying and unleashing more misery upon Washington’s men, the Marbleheaders’ well-honed skills as seamen and fishermen in the north Atlantic’s rough waters continued to expedite the relentless ferrying of troops across the Delaware. With his soaked Connecticut comrades, Lieutenant Elisha Bostwick recorded how hundreds of Continental soldiers, including men who were bundled up in all manner of clothing and looking like rag dolls, passed safely across the river, “but by the obstructions of ice in the river [we would] not get all across till quite late in the evening & all the time a constant fall of Snow and Some rain ….”45

In his journal, Sergeant Thomas McCarty, of Irish heritage, who fought for the honor of the Old Dominion and his Eighth Virginia Continental Regiment, described how this was “the worst day of sleet rain that could be.”46 The articulate, well-educated Major Wilkinson, who hailed from the high-yield tobacco country of southern Maryland, described how the “force of the current, the sharpness of the frost, the darkness of the night, the ice which made during the operation and the high wind, rendered the passage of the river extremely difficult.”47

To ward off nature’s bitterest wrath, unlike the rest of Washington’s men who were not as fortunate, some of Glover’s mariners wore seamen’s hats of thick brown woolen yarn. On such a miserable night that tested a man’s physical endurance and mental toughness to the upmost, this traditional seafaring headgear, along with loose-fitting seamen’s trousers, was invaluable in allowing the Marbleheaders to more effectively ward off the elements than their non-seafaring comrades and perform more smoothly in their exertions. Like no other head apparel worn in Washington’s Army, the distinctive headgear of Glover’s men had been made waterproof with tar and other resistant substances to provide protection against harsh Grand Banks weather. Therefore, compared to Washington’s other Continentals, the heads of Massachusetts fishermen and seafarers, who already wore waterproof leather buttons for the same reasons, were better protected from the snow, rain, and sleet.48

Hour after hour, the vast majority of Washington’s men remained wet, soaked to the skin, and very cold, shaking and suffering in the intensifying stormy conditions. Insidiously, the biting cold steadily sapped the strength of bodies already worn down by the rigors of a grueling summer and autumn campaign, the long New Jersey retreat, low nutrition diets, and the ravages of disease. Men who should have been hospitalized instead shouldered muskets and gamely crossed over the Delaware. The popular, “fife-major” of the Fifteenth Massachusetts Continental Regiment, St. Clair’s brigade, now designated as a reserve unit of Sullivan’s Division, and one of the last infantry units to cross the Delaware, teenage Private Johnny Greenwood described how: “Over the river we then went in a flat-bottomed scow, and … I was with the first that crossed” the river at the head of his veteran regiment.49

Continuing to work together throughout this most miserable of nights as a highly effective team, Colonels Glover and Knox were in the process of performing a miracle that would have astounded the military experts, especially the recently captured General Charles Lee, the self-proclaimed military genius. An incredulous Lee, ironically, had recently criticized Washington’s seemingly inexplicable, mysterious obsession in having gathered all the vessels, including the Durham boats, along a seventy-mile stretch of the Delaware, asking “for heaven’s sake what use can they be of?”50

Like the aristocratic Howe and seemingly everyone in the British Army, especially the Hessians at Trenton, Cornwallis could not have possibly imagined that Washington and his troops might dare stir from their dreary, eastern Pennsylvania encampments this winter and attempt to do the unthinkable on Christmas Day, especially during an intense winter storm, when Lee’s probing question was about to be convincingly answered by the resourceful and suddenly unpredictable Washington once and for all. Most importantly, what the military experts, leaders, and strategists on both sides of the Atlantic failed to realize that Washington, thanks to Glover’s and his versatile Bay State regiment’s invaluable contributions, was now about to engage in his first battle in which he had finally controlled the main waterway and gained the initiative.

The Crossing’s Greatest Challenge, Artillery

Midnight had already come and gone, and much faster than Washington had hoped. Although the perilous crossing was now hours behind schedule (Washington had planned to have all his forces in New Jersey by midnight) with far more difficulties having been encountered than anyone had originally imagined, nevertheless, Washington now possessed reason to feel a bit more optimistic for the first time. After all, no Hessians or British soldiers had been encountered or seen at either the crossing point or beyond, ensuring that Washington’s stealthy movements north of Trenton yet went undetected. Meanwhile, Captain Flahaven’s New Jersey vanguard and Captain Washington’s Virginia vanguard continued to move unimpeded farther inland, trudging over the snowy landscape. They advanced straight east through the blackened forests from Johnson’s Ferry on the initial mission of securing the strategic crossroads on the Bear Tavern Road and the Scotch Road several miles inland.

As if their previous task in transporting around 2,400 troops across the menacing river was only a warm-up exercise, Glover and Knox yet faced their greatest challenge during the entire crossing: the army’s outsized, but vital artillery arm now had to be ferried to the Jersey shore. Ironically, this over-achieving orphaned son of a hard-driving ship captain named Knox now needed to utilize some of his Bostonian father’s old seafaring skills to transport all of Washington’s artillery safely across the volatile Delaware. The near impossibility of this supreme challenge of simultaneously overcoming high water, strong northeast winds, and an ever-increasing number of ice floes in the pitch-blackness amid a raging storm had already caused considerable havoc to Washington’s delicate, overlycomplex battleplan.

South of McConkey’s Ferry, Cadwalader’s belated effort of attempting to cross at Dunk’s Ferry, after having been earlier thwarted by a heavy concentration of ice at Neshaminy Ferry just to the north, was way behind schedule. With the storm intensifying and the unruly river now dominated by a turbulence seldom seen, the popular Philadelphian, in charge of the southernmost crossing point, simply could not get the cumbersome guns and frightened artillery horses, and ammunition supplies of his militia brigade and a mostly New England Continental brigade across the river at Dunk’s Ferry, opposite Burlington. In addition, Ewing and his Pennsylvania militia, north of Cadwalader at the middle crossing point below McConkey’s Ferry, were experiencing even more trouble in attempting to cross at the South Trenton Ferry.

All of Washington’s artillery and horses, both cavalry and artillery animals, around 150 horses, which were in anything but good shape after the lengthy withdrawal across New Jersey and because of the lack of forage in eastern Pennsylvania this winter, now required Knox’s maximum effort and skill in successfully transporting his heaviest loads across the river. Washington’s main column’s eighteen cannon, artillery ammunition, and horses amounted to around a staggering four hundred tons in weight. And all of this had to be brought across the Delaware as quickly as possible: the most formidable challenge ever faced by Knox, who had already confronted a good many tough assignments. Quite simply, Washington’s greatest firepower, tactical asset, and advantage in weaponry had to be safety transported across the river if victory was to be secured at Trenton on December 26.

Indeed, everything now depended upon getting Washington’s sole remaining eighteen cannon, which were now even more precious after the loss of almost all of the Continental Army’s artillery during the past campaign, across the Delaware. Most of all, Knox fully realized the stern challenge of overwhelming Washington’s principal objective, knowing that Trenton was “the most considerable” of Howe’s winter cantonments. However, the harsh weather only continued to worsen, pushing Washington’s fragile timetable of attacking Trenton just before dawn even further behind schedule in the stormy early morning hours.

Thoroughly exhausted after their maximum effort, the Marbleheaders now faced even more hard work ahead under worsening conditions. No doubt, Glover’s worn seamen cursed their hard luck and fate, as when caught in an angry tempest when far out in the Atlantic. Perhaps in weak moments under such severe adversity, some of Glover’s young fishermen and sailors now wished to have been back in a warm, cozy Marblehead tavern, where the rum flowed freely into the morning’s wee hours on such stormy winter nights, when everyone with an ounce of sense remained inside near warm fireplaces.

Fortunately, Washington now possessed a number of sturdy ferry boats and at least one “flat-bottomed scow” for transporting a massed array of cannon, artillery horses, and ammunition carts across a treacherous river. As Washington fully realized, Knox’s seven three-pounders, three four-pounders, six six-pounders, and two five and a half-inch howitzers were the key to any chance of securing victory over a full Hessian brigade at Trenton. To face this disproportionate amount of American firepower that included some cannon that had been transported by oxen-drawn sleds over the New England’s snow-covered hills by the ever-resourceful Knox from Fort Ticonderoga to Cambridge last year, all that Colonel Rall, even if he managed to get his cannon into position in time to confront Washington’s planned surprise attack just before dawn, possessed were six little three-pounders: Washington’s much coveted mismatch. Luckily for Washington, the Hessians’ heavy artillery, big eighteen-pounders from New York City, yet lingered rearward and far from Trenton, thanks to Howe’s rapid pursuit of Washington through New Jersey.

Most importantly, Washington was determined to possess not only more cannon but also larger caliber guns than his Hessian opponents at the most decisive moment. For the final showdown at Trenton, the “long-arm” savvy of a much-criticized former Virginia militia colonel and enthusiastic fox hunter of Virginia’s fields and meadows was destined to prevail and not that of the respected professional, highly educated German leaders, who had more thoroughly learned the most important Frederickan “long-arm” lessons from Frederick the Great, who was the Prussian master of massed firepower and the employment of larger caliber cannon, especially the howitzer and twelve-pounder. Even more, Washington now utilized some of the most cherished axioms later adopted so effectively by Napoleon, especially the golden rule that any infantry deficiencies, or limitations—either in quality, spirit, or quantity—could be best compensated for by an over-abundance of artillery. However, and fortunately for the upcoming battle’s outcome along the Delaware, Washington violated Napoleon’s axiom that too much artillery, especially large six-pounders, was theoretically detrimental for an infantry force in conducting a stealthy, long-distance raid, not to mention a river crossing amid a snowstorm, because too much speed, mobility, and flexibility would be sacrificed in consequence. Quite simply, the unorthodox Washington, acting on his natural instincts and well-honed experience from a meticulous management of Mount Vernon’s lands with a military-like precision, and a hefty dose of good American common sense instead of dry, scholarly military textbooks, was about to accomplish what even Napoleon would dare not attempt to do.

Nearly an impossibility, what Colonel Glover and his exhausted seamen now had to accomplish against the odds was to transport all of Washington’s remaining artillery of Knox’s Regiment of Continental Artillery across the Delaware as quickly as possible. Fortunately, after the Continental Army had lost nearly 150 cannons during the disastrous New York Campaign, primarily at Forts Washington and Lee, the army’s remaining artillery consisted of some of the best guns: Captain Alexander Hamilton’s two six-pounders of the New York State Company Continental Artillery; two six-pounders and two five and a half-inch howitzers of Captain Thomas Forrest’s Second Company, Pennsylvania State Artillery, which was Knox’s largest battery in number of guns; Captain Winthrop Sargent’s two six-pounders of the Massachusetts Company of Continental Artillery; Captain Sebastian Baumann’s three three-pounders of the New York Company of Continental Artillery; Captain Daniel Neil’s two three-pounders of the Eastern Company, New Jersey State Artillery; Captain Samuel Hugg’s two three-pounders of the Western Company, New Jersey State Artillery; and Captain Joseph Moulder’s three long French four-pounders of the Second Company of Artillery, Philadelphia Associators, which possessed the largest number of cannoneers at eighty-five.51

Because Washington’s artillery was so heavy, ungainly, and took up so much room, especially the teams of nervous horses assigned to each gun, Knox now benefitted from the relative luxury of Washington having utilized considerable foresight by collecting a flotilla of flat-bottomed ferry boats—much larger than the Durham boats and, more importantly, with level, relatively wide wooden surfaces—to transport the bulky guns and teams of horses, in full harness, across the river. Along with at least one ferry boat from McConkey’s Ferry, at least three other ferry boats from Johnson’s Ferry and Coryell’s Ferry, to the north, where Cornwallis had been frustrated earlier in December (when first reaching Trenton after Washington had just narrowly slipped across the Delaware to escape to the eastern Pennsylvania shore) in his attempt to find boats because of Washington’s prior orders to collect all boats, were now utilized to maximum benefit. Fortunately, Glover’s mariners already possessed solid experience with handling ferry boats, having employed these ungainly crafts in saving so many of Washington’s troops and artillery during the narrow escape across the East River from Long Island to safety on Manhattan Island.

Meanwhile, as part of his three-pronged crossing of the Delaware at three different points, Washington’s other two columns, under the Scotch-Irish Pennsylvania commanders Ewing and Cadwalader, continued to encounter more trouble in attempting to cross at two ferries, South Trenton and Dunk’s, respectively, from north to south. Ewing and Cadwalader also employed ferry boats, but even the use of these crafts was not sufficient in accomplishing their respective tasks, which were simply overwhelming. Because Cadwalader could not transport his artillery and frightened horses across at Dunk’s Ferry, he cancelled the risky operation because of the intensifying storm. Assuming that Washington had also cancelled operations under such appalling conditions, Cadwalader ordered around six hundred of his light troops, who had already reached the opposite shore, back to the safety of the Pennsylvania shore, just after midnight. Meanwhile Ewing, whose primary mission was to secure the Assunpink bridge in southern Trenton to cut off the Rall brigade’s escape south by the time that Washington attack from the north and then to link with Washington’s main force, likewise aborted his own efforts without a single soldier ever reaching the New Jersey shore.
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