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George Washington
the Commander in Chief

Portraits of Washington made during the years he was commander in chief of the Continental army were for the most part too highly stylized to be considered accurate. Not until he was much older were the really fine paintings done. In this study, the artist has stripped the years from those later portraits to show him as he would have appeared early in the war.
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INTRODUCTION

The first edition of this book appeared at the beginning of our national celebration of the bicentennial of the American Revolution. At that time the prevailing historical description of the military aspects of the Revolution reflected an unsettled consensus. That was not surprising, for the way the story of the war was told had been evolving ever since the conflict itself had ended.

The earliest books tended to glorify the Revolution and the men who fought it, especially George Washington. Parson Weems’s biography is the epitome of this tradition. A beguiling storyteller, if not a reliably accurate one, Weems presented a star-spangled collage of contrived images pasted on a Fourth of July poster. A chopped cherry tree, a dollar skimmed across  a broad river, omnipotent frontiersmen, embattled farmers, freezing huts at Valley Forge, laden boats wallowing amid ice floes on the Delaware River, a determined trio of ragged bandsmen. The message was of the inevitable triumph of good over evil. Other writers did better—John Marshall and Washington Irving come to mind—but as a rule, histories published during the nineteenth century and into the twentieth continued to portray Washington and the war in a stoutly heroic mode. They gave the American commander in chief high marks as a general, likening his strategy to that of the renowned ancient Roman general Fabius, who defeated the invading Carthaginians, under Hannibal, by refusing battle and eventually wearing them down.

A dramatic change to that picture emerged in the opening decades of the twentieth century as a good number of historians rebelled against the conventional wisdom, revisionists who painted both Washington and the war in quite different colors. Bleakness replaced glory in descriptions of military campaigns. Washington, they wrote, made amateurish mistakes and was simply lucky. He owed his eventual success more to the blunders of the British than to his own abilities. He was clearly a stumblebum general—impressive, to be sure, but a stumblebum nevertheless.

Around the middle of the twentieth century, historians seemed generally to tire of the military side of the war and of Washington’s performance as a soldier. They turned to long-neglected topics of the revolutionary era such as the political and societal aspects. That shift resulted in a better balance to the overall depiction of the era, to be sure, but it left mostly unchallenged the thinking of many that, militarily, Americans had been more fortunate than capable. Consider the evaluations of American strategy by several representative scholars of the war.

John Alden, writing in the late 1960s: “The Americans had only to keep the field until Britain should tire of the struggle.” Douglas Southall Freeman: “Washington’s strategy had to be patiently defensive.” From  an edited volume published in 1965: “The plan of the Americans was the simple defensive—to oppose the British as best they could at every point, and to hold fast the line of the Hudson.” North Callahan, in 1972: Americans “did not really win the war but Britain lost it mainly to circumstances rather than the American enemy.” James Thomas Flexner credited the patriots with creating an effective hit-and-run capability, but supported the typical view that their success sprang primarily from perseverance. Russell Weigley saw the American strategy as one of attrition of enemy forces, or, at best, erosion. Thomas Frothingham believed the necessary object of the Continental army was merely to conduct operations designed to bolster partisan fighters and to “hold in check the superior main forces of the British.”

In short, the mainstream of historical writing in the latter half of the twentieth century reflected the view that American strategy in the Revolutionary War was essentially one-dimensional—defensive.

Well then, how did the new balance affect opinions of Washington’s strategic acumen? While granting him credit for outstanding leadership and remarkable strength of character, historians were inconsistent regarding the strength of his strategic skills. Most would have agreed with Marcus Cunliffe, who stated flatly, “Grand strategy was not his forte.” John Alden believed Washington was “not a consistently brilliant strategist or tactician.” Richard Ketchum wrote that “he was less than a brilliant strategist ... his method can only be described as persistence.” Russell Weigley thought Washington’s “general military policy bespoke the caution of a man who could all too easily lose the war should he turn reckless.” Douglas Southall Freeman wrote, “If a choice had to be made, he preferred active risk to passive ruin, but in strategy as in land speculation, Washington was a bargain hunter.” But some had more favorable views. Ernest and Trevor Dupuy believed that “Washington was by far the most able military leader, strategically or tactically, on either side in the Revolution.” And Don Higginbotham weighed in with a very different take:  “It is surprising that older histories depict him as a Fabius, a commander who preferred to retire instead of fight.... While Washington has been criticized for excessive caution, he was actually too impetuous.”

There you have it. As one biographer put it, there were historians “for every taste—those who treat Washington as a heaven-sent Messiah to those that treat him as a stupid old bore.”

What, then, has been said of the war and of Washington in the early years of the twenty-first century?

To begin with, military historians and buffs alike have been pleased to note a resurgence of interest in the war of the War of Independence and in the martial traits of Washington the soldier. In the opening years of the new millennium, publishing houses released a spate of excellent and well-received books, some focusing on battles and campaigns, others about military leaders, and a few dealing with the war as a whole.

In light of that burst of new scholarship, have fresh views emerged on the issues of American strategy in general and of Washington’s ability as a strategist in particular? Should we expect those newer studies to suggest that patriots might not have always been on the strategic defensive and that General Washington was neither a demigod nor a bumpkin?

Let us consider the assessments of several respected present-day scholars of the war. While strong traces of themes from the past continue to pepper their writings, suggestions of a revised paradigm have begun to emerge.

David McCullough praises Washington for holding the Continental army together “in the most desperate of times” but thinks he “was not a brilliant strategist or tactician.” Joseph J. Ellis echoes that thought: “He was not, by any standard, a military genius.” In addition to repeating that Washington was “not a great tactician,” Edward G. Lengel adds, “As a soldier he was erratic but competent,” though “not a creative military thinker.” Lengel goes on to question whether the commander in chief really had a “Fabian view of warfare,” noting that he “could never resist  a chance at fighting a decisive battle.” He then comments on the great scope of Washington’s vision, writing that his “most remarkable quality was his strategic, national, and continental vision.” David Hackett Fischer concludes, “No single label describes his military operations,” and calls the American commander a “military opportunist.” Observing that Washington was “quick to modify his plans with changing circumstances,” Fischer questions the portrayal of him as a one-dimensional general, arguing that he remained ever “fixed on ... strategic ends but flexible in operational means.” John Ferling betrays the incredulity that can afflict historians in their efforts to describe General Washington’s influence on the waging of the Revolutionary War, marveling that the commander in chief’s “watchful, cautious course” actually succeeded against such heavy odds. The final result, Ferling concludes, was almost a miracle.

The diversity of opinion among well-regarded historians inspired me to write this book nearly forty years ago. The continued lack of consensus is the motivation for this new edition. Perhaps my military background, leavened by experience as an academic historian, will provide a few insights that will advance our appreciation of the strategic underpinning of the Revolutionary War as well as Washington’s reputation as a strategist.
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Strategy does not surface as a stand-alone element in war. It derives from a host of factors: contemporary tactics and technology, prevailing social and geographical conditions, enemy plans and actions, governmental policies, and overall objectives.

The first part of this book deals with the basic components of strategy as they appeared to eighteenth-century Americans fighting to establish the United States. Following an initial chapter on the general theory  of strategy, five chapters explore the various ingredients that shaped the framework of the Revolutionary War. Together, these chapters provide a basis for assessing the actual planning and execution of American strategy.

The war itself passed through four distinct phases, each presenting quite different circumstances demanding quite different military responses. General Washington consciously recognized each phase as it occurred and shaped his campaigns accordingly. These phases are the subject of the second part of this book. They allow us to understand the shifting strategic shadows cast during the long war and to analyze the capacity of Washington as a strategist.

In the end, I hope to have demonstrated that the strategic challenges confronting the American leaders were in fact more complex and Washington himself more adept at strategy than has usually been recognized.

If readers are prompted only to reexamine their thinking on those two subjects, the purpose of this book will have been achieved.
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STRATEGY DESCRIBED
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CHAPTER ONE

STRATEGY BEFORE CLAUSEWITZ

“Strategy” was not a word George Washington ever used. It entered the language after his death, at about the same time Napoleon’s startling triumphs expanded the understanding of warfare itself. And not until even later, when Carl von Clausewitz wrote his landmark treatise, On War, would the world have a working definition for the term.

But that is not to say that there was no strategy before Clausewitz, any more than there was no sex before Freud or sea power before Mahan.

Although they did not codify or articulate the concept of strategy, all the great battle captains of history—and probably all the near great—obviously understood and implemented it.1

If the theory of strategy suffered in the eighteenth century from a lack of definition, it has suffered more recently from an excess of definition. The very term has so expanded in meaning that it has become impressively imprecise. Authors of the 1972 version of the Department of Defense’s Dictionary of Military and Associated Terms felt obliged to differentiate between “tactics,” “strategy,” “military strategy,” and “national strategy.” But even that array of expressions is apparently insufficient, for the Army War College decided at about the same time to insert “higher tactics” between tactics and strategy so that its soldier-students could conceive of still more subtleties of intent. And in what may be the unexcelled example of obfuscation, the 23 June 1974 issue of Newsday used the phrase “strategic strategy.” Verbiage has increased apace with the proliferation of meanings. Strategy, the Dictionary of Military and Associated Terms tells us, is “the art and science of developing and using political, economic, psychological, and military forces as necessary during peace and war, to afford the maximum support to policies, in order to increase the probabilities and favorable consequences of victory and to lessen the chances of defeat.” It is debatable whether such a mouthful of jargon is useful in helping us comprehend warfare today; it almost surely is of no utility in trying to understand strategic concepts of a war two centuries in our past.

The problem is that strategy is dynamic. Warfare is a reflection of society; as societies have evolved, growing incredibly complex, so too have the methods of waging war. We must not try to understand strategy in the eighteenth century—when the term itself did not even exist—as we understand it today. We must first understand what strategy is, how it developed, where it stood in its process of evolution when redcoats and minutemen began shooting at one another, and how it was viewed by those then charged with implementing it. Then, and only then, will we be prepared to study and evaluate strategy as devised and executed by Americans in their struggle for independence.
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Our word “strategy” is derived from the Greek strategos, meaning “leader of troops.” The antiquity of its origins is fitting, for the concept was known in all the intervening centuries even though the term itself is relatively new. Modern warfare began with Napoleon, and modern strategy began with his interpreters, Jomini and Clausewitz, but neither war nor strategy is the sole possession of modern man. Both have been around at least since the beginning of recorded history.

Until the nineteenth century, war was the sport of kings, and strategy the rules of the game. Those rules were recorded largely in the form of maxims, the knowledge of which was confined to the king’s inner circle. They were “how to” lists, and only that handful of men privy to the ruler’s secrets needed to know how to use them. Sun Tzu, who may have been a committee rather than an individual, provides the earliest and best collection, but his works were not read in the West until 1772—and he does not mention strategy. Vegetius, another frequently quoted ancient, wrote of training, organization, dispositions, fortifications, and naval operations—but not of strategy. Others through the centuries added to that type of literature, but the fundamental concept of strategy remained hidden in histories, maxims, and memoirs. Strategy was a secret passed on from one prince to another. Gustavus learned from Maurice of Nassau and Frederick from Eugene of Savoy, just as Alexander had understudied Philip of Macedon and Hannibal had been tutored by his own father and uncles. As a method to perpetuate the principles of war, it worked well so long as warfare remained relatively simple and the ruler himself served as his own first soldier. It flourished when the prince was a man of genius, faded when he possessed lesser talents. But, withal, it sufficed.

By the eighteenth century, however, warfare stood at the threshold of a new era. Gunpowder and other technological advances had restructured the battlefield; increases in wealth and population had made larger  armies feasible; diminishing dynastic ambitions had brought more form and precision to the battle arena; intensifying national rivalries had widened the horizon of hostilities; and a series of successful navigators had extended the scene of conflict to shores beyond the oceans. The political leader who personally led troops in battle had become the exception rather than the rule; Frederick and Napoleon were the last of the great warring princes, and, at that, Napoleon won renown as a warrior before he crowned himself emperor. By the end of the Age of Reason, philosophers and soldiers were beginning to seek out the various rules of the art (or science?) of warfare. War had become too complicated to be left to kings and privy counselors.

But how to begin? Where was the key to the trunk of secrets? Napoleon believed the histories of seven great leaders—Alexander, Hannibal, Caesar, Gustavus, Turenne, Eugene, and Frederick—would constitute “a complete treatise on the art of war.” An aspiring soldier could only profit from a study of the exploits of the great captains, to be sure, but the campaigns of the past, even if other famous battle leaders were included, would hardly contain all the clues of combat, much less provide an elementary theory of warfare. Some better sort of synthesis was needed. Neither would a simple listing of maxims or principles be adequate. Distilling all the maxims down to a few commandments or principles had both biblical precedent and the advantage of simplicity, but, like a study of the great captains, it was not the ultimate answer. A general who knew intimately, say, how Hannibal employed certain principles of war to win at Cannae might be unable to relate that knowledge to operations in the age of gunpowder. What was missing was more basic yet. Somehow, the searchers had to get at the very essence of warfare itself; they had to break it down into its core components. Then they could see how to reassemble it. Only then could they grasp its underlying theory.

We can point to no single figure in history as the one who began the process that brought us to our modern understanding of war. Many thinkers began grappling with the problem at about the same time. Nevertheless, V. D. Sokolovsky, marshal of the Soviet Union, claims that the pioneering work was done on Russian soil:


... the birth of scientific knowledge of war is usually attributed to the middle of the eighteenth century, when the Englishman Henry Lloyd, serving in Russia, in his introduction to the history of the Seven Years’ War, systematized and put forth a number of general theoretical concepts and principles of military strategy.2



Whether Sokolovsky stretches the point out of national pride, the truth is that many men, working independently, were doing the kind of thinking in the eighteenth century that would produce an intellectual breakthrough in the nineteenth. Warfare had begun to take on its modern shape and dimensions by the time of the American Revolutionary War. The terms “higher tactics” and “elementary tactics” had come into use, the latter referring to those formations taught on the drill field and employed by units in battle. Higher tactics was everything above that, such as selection of terrain or the science of fortifications.

In his Essai général de tactique, published in 1772, the Comte de Guibert lumped both those types of tactics under the heading “the art of the general” and proposed that raising and training troops was the other essential aspect of warfare. But Guibert, Lloyd, and others never quite found the combination. It was not until Napoleon had catapulted warfare into an entirely new epoch that a Prussian professional soldier isolated and defined the basic elements of war. Born during the American Revolutionary War, Carl von Clausewitz fought in the Napoleonic Wars and wrote in the years after Waterloo. His own life thus fittingly bridged the abrupt chasm separating modern warfare from the old.

The first man to classify the primary components of warfare, Clausewitz was not sure his ideas about strategy would be accepted. “No doubt there will be many readers,” he wrote, “who will consider superfluous this careful separation of two things lying so close together as tactics and strategy.” Accordingly, he felt compelled to define the new term repeatedly: “Strategy fixes the point where, the time when, and the numerical force with which the battle is to be fought”; “Strategy is the employment of the battle to gain the end of the war”; “Tactics is the theory of the use of military forces in combat. Strategy is the theory of the use of combats for the object of the war.” In a word, Clausewitzian strategy was the assembly of forces in terms of time and space.3

Writing more than a century later, the British historian and military theorist Sir Basil H. Liddell Hart took exception to Clausewitz’s definition of strategy, claiming it was too narrow. He argued that Clausewitz failed to separate governmental policy from military activities, thus implying “that battle is the only means to the strategical end.” Sir Basil’s criticism is perhaps unjust, as he himself obliquely admitted; nevertheless, he made a valid point that there is yet another dimension of warfare: higher, or grand, strategy. “As tactics is an application of strategy on a lower plane,” Liddell Hart explained, “so strategy is an application on a lower plane of ‘grand strategy.’” Grand strategy is policy in execution. Its role is “to co-ordinate and direct all the resources of a nation, or band of nations, towards the attainment of the political object of the war—the goal defined by fundamental policy.” More recently, an American scholar, John M. Collins, said grand strategy “looks beyond victory toward a lasting peace.”4

For the purposes of this book—understanding the art of war as it existed in Washington’s time—it is appropriate to identify three major  elements of warfare: tactics, strategy, and grand strategy. (Modern soldiers would want to insert the operational level between tactics and strategy, a level that essentially bridges tactics on one end and strategy on the other. But operational level theory, however useful today, was mostly subsumed in the simpler world of the eighteenth century in the concept of strategy.)

The dividing lines between tactics and strategy on the one hand, and strategy and grand strategy on the other, are indistinct. Although distinctions are convenient for discussion, practically speaking there is always an influence of one on the other where they meet. Tactics and strategy overlap in the conduct of a campaign, while its planning would be considered both strategy and grand strategy. To oversimplify, we can say that grand strategy prescribes why to fight, strategy prescribes where and whether to fight, and tactics prescribes how to fight once the battle is joined.

At first glance, those distinctions might seem rather academic. Yet to investigate American strategy in the Revolutionary War, we need to understand the meaning of the term.
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George Washington, who lived and led entirely in the eighteenth century, probably knew something of the era’s intellectual ferment concerning the principal ingredients of warfare. But he almost certainly lost no sleep over such questions, which he would have perceived as largely theoretical and of no immediate practical advantage. He was not a philosopher. Washington’s formal education was meager, and his skill in warfare came not so much from books or formal military training but from common sense and uncommon wisdom—both sharpened on the stone of experience. When the Second Continental Congress appointed him commander in chief, neither he nor the delegates could have defined  strategy. Nevertheless, it was a concept they could sense if not describe. And they must also have sensed that the outcome of the war would in large measure be influenced by how well the general would perform as a strategist.

Clausewitz, who was not born until after Washington had served five years as commander in chief, believed that the ability to operate in the realm of strategy was a supreme talent that only a few possessed. To execute the correct strategy of a war, he wrote, “requires, besides great strength of character, great clearness and steadiness of mind; and out of a thousand men who are remarkable, some for mind, others for penetration, others again for boldness or strength of will, perhaps not one will combine in himself all those qualities which are required to raise a man above mediocrity in the career of a general.”5
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CHAPTER TWO

THE PRUSSIAN SHADOW

Soldiers of the 1770s and 1780s plied their trade in the awesome shadow of Frederick the Great. The warrior king’s campaigns were widely acclaimed as classics, and he himself as a battle leader of the first order. His techniques were universally studied and openly copied. He had perfected the prevailing theory of tactical deployment, demonstrating to the wonder of all that it was possible to win decisive victories in the age of limited warfare.

Ironically enough, the existing system of warfare—which had begun with Gustavus Adolphus and had been employed and improved upon by such outstanding soldiers as Marshal Turenne, Prince Eugene, and the duke of Marlborough—was moribund even as Frederick took it to the very pinnacle of its achievement. It was about to be swept aside by the military revolution Napoleon Bonaparte would ride to fame. But when British colonists ignited rebellion in America, the French Revolution still lay some fourteen years in the future. For George Washington and other generals of his generation, the only living oracle held court in Berlin.

[image: ]

The structure of warfare in any era is the sturdy offspring of the union of society and technology. It consequently acquires characteristics of both, usually the face of the former and the physique of the latter. In the eighteenth century, society was stratified and technology stagnant, a combination giving monster-birth to a deformed system of fighting. Linear tactics, epitomized by Frederick’s marvelously rigid, precisely formed Prussian lines, was the battlefield embodiment of that defective system. Methods had become standardized, if not solidified, rules of conduct were well known, procedure was strictly followed, formations were highly stylized and completely structured. In a word, tactics was stereotyped. An inflexible system had evolved as a direct result of the technological standstill.

The weaponry of war had not changed in the lifetime of any participant in the American Revolution. The last important advance had taken place about a century before when someone had been shrewd enough to see that by fixing a long blade to the end of a musket, every soldier could in effect become both a musketeer and a pikeman. From then on, formations consisted of infantry armed with fusils and bayonets, artillery firing cumbrous and short-range pieces, and cavalry equipped with sabers and some form of light firearms. Changes were few and minor; those that did occur were merely improvements in existing arms rather than innovations of new ones. Perhaps the greatest development was the iron ramrod introduced by the Prussians; it replaced a wooden model, being better only in that it would not warp and was less likely to break.1

The primary weapon of all armies was the flintlock musket, a smoothbore, muzzle-loading gun that threw a lead ball on an unpredictable trajectory. Best known was the British “Brown Bess,” dating back to the time of Marlborough in 1702 or so. Bess, a prototype for most other muskets then in use, had an unwieldy length of nearly five feet and weighed around fourteen pounds; a bayonet extended the length by more than a foot and added a pound in weight. She fired a slug roughly three-quarters of an inch in diameter and weighing a little over one ounce; it was a large projectile with the ability to smash as well as to penetrate. A musket could kill or maim at distances up to three hundred yards, but, because of inherent inaccuracy and erratic loading, its effective range was much less; fifty to eighty yards was considered to be maximum useful distance, while firing at anything beyond a hundred yards was simply wasting ammunition. It was generally accepted that “a soldier must be very unfortunate indeed who shall be wounded by a common musket at 150 yards, provided his antagonist aims at him.” The order given at Bunker Hill—“Don’t fire until you see the whites of their eyes!”—is often misconstrued as an inspirational and heroic gesture; actually, it was sage advice from a veteran who knew full well that his green men were likely to expend their precious ammunition too soon to be effective unless he gave them a practical yardstick.2

Because of the musket’s length, loading could not normally be done in the prone position. A soldier who discharged his weapon in the open was therefore an inviting target until he went through the numerous steps required to reload. First, he had to bite open a cartridge of powder wrapped in paper, next pour some powder into the priming pan, then ram the cartridge down the muzzle, followed by the ball and wadding if it had not already been included in the cartridge, and before firing remember to close his cartridge box and replace the ramrod. Ordinary infantrymen could fire two or three times a minute, but the rate could be increased by intensive drilling. Prussians approached four or five rounds a minute. Aiming was not necessary; the firer merely leveled his  musket, pointed it in the general direction of the opposing body of troops, and let fly.

Despite persistent myths to the contrary, the American rifle was not the dominant weapon in the War of Independence. Made in Pennsylvania by German immigrants, but in later years popularly called the “Kentucky” rifle, it was more accurate than a musket and had a longer range. A good rifleman could rather dependably hit individuals at two hundred yards and sometimes farther—which caused much indignant grumbling among British officers who, as special recipients of that selectivity, thought such treatment ungentlemanly. But the rifle was delicate, could not be reloaded rapidly, and had no bayonet. It was of considerable utility in special situations, particularly in backwoods clashes, but a rifle unit in the open could not stand up to one armed with muskets and bayonets. To their credit, Americans recognized that fact. When Maryland, in October 1776, proposed to raise another company of riflemen, a representative of Congress asked them to reconsider. “If muskets were given them instead of rifles the service would be more benefitted, as there is a superabundance of riflemen in the Army. Were it in the power of Congress to supply muskets they would speedily reduce the number of rifles and replace them with the former, as they are more easily kept in order, can be fired oftener and have the advantage of Bayonets.” General Washington, when he formed Daniel Morgan’s Corps of Rangers in 1777, was deeply concerned that the riflemen might be caught at a serious disadvantage without bayonets. He tried to compensate for that handicap. “I have sent for spears,” he told Morgan, “as a defense against horse.” Until the spears arrived, though, Morgan was to act with utmost caution. The British quickly lost their dread, if not their respect, for rifles: “The riflemen, however dexterous in the use of their arm, were by no means the most formidable of the rebel troops; their not being armed with bayonets permitted their opponents to take liberties with them which otherwise would have been highly improper.” Some German outfits and a few British units, especially those composed  of loyalists, employed rifles, though never as extensively as did the Americans. All in all, the rifle remained an auxiliary weapon, useful but not decisive.3

Bayonets, as one can deduce from the comments of participants, were far more important in that war than most modern military men might imagine; the advent decades later of repeating rifles made the bayonet all but obsolete. But so long as firearms had to be loaded one shot at a time through the muzzle end, the “white weapon” remained an absolute necessity. A force without bayonets would have been helpless should an opponent equipped with them ever close to within fifty yards, for the bayonet-less soldiers could deliver at most one volley before finding themselves at close quarters with no means of defense, their discharged muskets good only as clubs. That is what happened at the battle of Bunker Hill when the British finally got to the top. Similarly, rain often rendered firearms inoperative, requiring recourse to cold steel. An English historian recorded how British soldiers, knowing that few American units initially had bayonets and that even fewer were adept in their use, “prayed for rain so they could attack with bayonets without fear of enemy fire.” Aware of the problem, Congress seriously considered providing spears to the entire Continental army as a stopgap measure until enough bayonets could be obtained. And throughout the war, American officers went into battle armed with a short stabbing spear known as a spontoon. In fact, thrusting arms might have been the single most decisive weapon in the Revolutionary War. Beyond doubt, they were quite important.

Field artillery pieces (as opposed to siege guns) were hardly more than big muskets. Smoothbore tubes on wheels, they were also muzzle-loading, inaccurate, and short ranged. Gun crews could select solid shot or some kind of pellet ammunition, and, with an effective distance for shot of perhaps four hundred yards, they could out-range and overpower the musketeers. But the bulky guns were extremely difficult to maneuver in battle; crews usually emplaced them initially with horses  and then moved them themselves during the course of combat using shoulder straps and lever bars. Moreover, a commander rarely had sufficient guns or suitable terrain to mass his fires, which further limited artillerists’ influence in an actual engagement. Frederick had experimented with using horses to shift pieces in the midst of battle and had found occasions to mass his batteries, but, for the most part, artillery still played a secondary role when two armies met in the field.

Cavalry had only a limited capability in the fray itself. Mounted warriors were at a distinct disadvantage in any exchange of fire. Not only were their weapons less effective, but horse and rider made a larger target than a man on foot. What’s more, reloading on horseback was a real feat for even the most agile of troopers. A saber charge against unbroken infantry was ordinarily futile, if for no other reason than horses had their own ideas about running into a prickly wall of bayonets. Nevertheless, horsemen possessed great capabilities which could not be dismissed out of hand. They could be devastating, for instance, if they could find an unprotected enemy flank. Washington, whose appreciation for cavalry grew as the war progressed, asked Congress to authorize a larger mounted force in 1778, stating: “The benefits arising from a superiority in horses are obvious to those who have experienced them.” Aside from providing added strength in battle, he explained, cavalry allowed one to inhibit minor movements of the enemy, to screen friendly movements, and to gather intelligence.4

The very limitations of the weaponry available to a field commander dictated the techniques he could employ during an encounter. When hostile forces met, the primary goal of each was to obtain a superiority of firepower in order to overwhelm the other. As one historian described it, “Infantry was not a thing that stood, but a thing that fired.” Since both sides consisted mostly of infantry and were similarly armed, the one that could best mass its musketry would ordinarily have the edge. Officers, therefore, placed individual soldiers elbow to elbow in order to  concentrate fire better. For the same reason, they closed ranks, with the first kneeling, the second leaning, and the third upright. Soldiers more than three ranks back, however, could not shoot, so formations began to grow longer and thinner, developing into a line solid across the front but only three or four men deep. That line brought devastating power to bear straight ahead, but it was quite weak on the flanks—which did not matter much, because once forces were formed facing each other they were virtually unable to maneuver in order to envelop a flank. Frederick’s famous oblique order was the exception that proved the rule. Any movement other than directly forward was perilous, for all was lost if the line should break. There was little or no depth to the battlefield, making the linear array dangerously brittle. Success in combat therefore hinged on strict alignment, coordinated firing, and synchronized movement.

Commanders habitually sought flat, open fields for battle and avoided broken ground, darkness, woods, and winter. The collision of armies in a set-piece battle was a memorable affair. At close range (with muskets, there was no other range), the two lines would blast each other to bits, continuing until one or the other could no longer take it. Then the stronger would close with the bayonet to secure victory. But there could be no victory for either side in such an exchange. When armies grappled, it was with the clumsy embrace of inept wrestlers rather than with the slashing grace of skilled fencers. It was a muscular hug of death. No one has better described the fatal clash of lines in the eighteenth century than Winston Churchill:


[The Englishmen] and their brave, well trained opponents marched up to each other shoulder to shoulder, three, four, or six ranks deep, and then slowly and mechanically fired volley after volley into each other at duelling distance until the weaker wavered and broke.... Keeping an exact, rigid formation under the utmost trial, filling promptly all the gaps which  at every discharge opened in the ranks, repeating at command, platoon by platoon, or rank by rank, the numerous unhurried motions of loading and firing—these were the tests to which our forebears were not unequal. In prolonged severe fighting the survivors of a regiment often stood for hours knee-deep amid the bodies of comrades writhing or forever still. In their ears ranged the hideous chorus of the screams and groans of a pain which no anesthetic would ever soothe.5



Not all battles were such gruesome slugfests. Frederick and a few other leaders of genius found ways to avoid frontal clashes. But such improvements were merely incremental, for even the great king himself was hobbled by the same rules and tools holding back everyone else. Frederick’s technique was to train and discipline his troops so thoroughly that they could perform in battle intricate evolutions allowing them sometimes to outflank an enemy’s line without losing the cohesiveness of their own. Even so, losses were likely to be terribly high. Reflecting with both pride and sadness on the splendid exploits of his nation’s soldiers, Frederick once remarked, “With such troops one would defeat the whole world, were victories not as fatal to them as to their enemies.” Technology had given rise to a tactical arrangement rendering decision by battle unlikely and the blood price of a stand-off exorbitant.6

[image: ]

Society, the other parent of eighteenth-century European warfare, acted also to shape a no-win tactical order. It did so by altering the normally accepted version of victory and by espousing a concept of limited warfare.

From the end of the Thirty Years War to the beginning of the Napoleonic Wars—nearly a century and a half—European conflicts were  noted for their extraordinarily reasonable nature. They were strictly limited in every way but one: frequency. There were plenty of them.7

Many factors contributed to limit the scope of hostilities. Among them, the horrible excesses of the Thirty Years War were not the least; monarchs and advisors had before them vivid and unforgettable evidence of what happens when armies run amok. A second reason was the mood of the period itself. Known as the Age of Reason, it was marked by an almost slavish devotion to reason and logic, to form and orderliness. It followed quite naturally that warfare, too, would be viewed in a detached, analytical, rational context. It was just another affair of state, nothing to get overly excited about; emotions had no place in such matters. And, in fact, it came to pass that wars actually involved very few people other than the soldiers themselves. Many citizens, unless they unluckily happened to live where armies clashed, were often unaware whether their country was at war or peace with its neighbors. Nor did they really care as a rule.

Still another consideration was a growing awareness that a nation’s strength sprang from what modern economists call gross national product. Accordingly, establishing and maintaining the productive capacity of one’s country became increasingly important; but, at the same time, states found it necessary to retain large military forces. Security demanded it. Because farmers and artisans could not grow crops or fabricate products if they had to leave field or factory to bear arms, the ranks could be filled only from the unproductive segments of society: officers from the idle aristocracy and soldiers from jails or gutters—the steeple and the mudsill of the social structure. But even vagabonds and criminals would not voluntarily flesh out Europe’s swollen armies; by force or fraud, the shiftless and unfortunate had to be inducted. Press gangs roamed the continent looking for recruits, paying scant heed to national boundaries. A foreign hireling was worth three men: one soldier more under arms, one less for some potential enemy, one native worker  able to remain at his job and pay taxes. Voltaire penned a classic contemporary view of high-pressure recruiting in Candide:


He halted sadly at the door of an inn. Two men dressed in blue noticed him.... They went up to Candide and very civilly invited him to dinner. “Gentlemen,” said Candide with charming modesty, “you do me a great honor, but I have no money to pay my share.” “Ah, sir,” said one of the men in blue, “Persons of your figure and merit never pay anything; are you not five feet tall?” “Yes, gentlemen,” said he, bowing, “that is my height.” “Ah, sir, come to table; we will not only pay your expenses, we will never allow a man like you to be short of money; men are only made to help each other....”

“We were asking you if you do not tenderly love the King of the [Prussians].” “Not a bit,” said he, “for I have never seen him.” “What! He is the most charming of kings, and you must drink to his health.” “Oh, gladly, gentlemen.” And he drank. “That is sufficient,” he was told, “You are now the support, the aid, the defender, the hero of the [Prussians]; your fortune is made and your glory assured.”

They immediately put irons on his legs and took him to a regiment. He was made to turn to the right and left, to raise the ramrod and return the ramrod, to take aim, to fire, to double up, and he was given thirty strokes with a stick; the next day he drilled not quite so badly, and received only twenty strokes; the day after, he had only ten and was looked on as a prodigy by his comrades.8



That practice of raising armies from only those elements of society that could be spared was “selective service” in truth if not in name. Men thus enlisted, however, were unlikely to find inspiration from motives higher  than fear or to respond to discipline less than harsh. They deserted at every opportunity, compelling officers to keep them under tight control at all times. As a result, units lived, marched, and fought in herds. Commanders shied away from operations at night or in forested areas where desertion would have been easier. This necessity for ironclad control reinforced the acceptance of linear tactics and tended to limit warfare further.
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