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ABSTRACT

THE BOARD CF WAR I N THE YEAR CF THE CARPENTER
1776: THE BU LD NG GF THE GALLONS

Jeffrey Scott Suchanek
Master of Arts

Youngstown State University, 1983

The nmorrent the Second Conti nental Congress adopted
t he rebel force besieging Boston on June 15, 1775, it
assumred responsibility for its supply and adm ni stration
Prior to the creation of the Board of WAar and O dnance on
June 12, 1776, Congress relied on ad hoc conmttees for the
adm ni stration of the Continental Arny. Congress was
afraid to put the admnistration of the arny under the
control of a single executive for fear of the rise of a
new Gomwel | . The Anmerican defeat at Quebec on January |,
1776, altered the thinking of the del egates on this subject.
Reports received from eyew tnesses to the American def eat
at Quebec indicated that Congress' poor adm ni stration over
that arny had contributed to its demse. The Congressional
del egates realized the need for a pernmanent body to oversee
the adm nistration of the Continental Arny. On June 12,
1776, the Board of War and Ordnance was created. The mem-
bers of this standing coonmttee were chosen deliberately
for sectional, political, and econom c reasons, and its

initial duties were organi zational in nature. However, as



the sumrer and aut umn canpai gns progressed, the Board of
War assunmed an active role in the actual prosecution of
the war. The commttee created nore organization and
stability in the arny. The War O fice provided the arny
with qualified, experienced | eadership, and sawto it that
the troops were paid. The Board of War supplied the Con-
tinental Arny with arns, supplies, and provisions. It

al so sent reinforcenents to threatened areas, and drew up
a plan for a permanent professional arny. However, a
variety of factors, beyond the control of the commttee,
Congress, and the states, coupled with the Board of Var's
lack of mlitary expertise, conbined to nake the year 1776
one of disappointnment and frustration for the rebelling
colonists. The events of 1776 hel ped set up the gol den
opportunities which were presented to the British high com
mand for suppressing the rebellionin 1777, commonly referred

to by historians as the Year of the Hangman
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I NTRCDUCTI ON

Many studi es have been witten regardi ng the Con-
tinental Congress and the American Revolution. Anmong the

best of these works are The Rel uctant Rebels, The Story of

the Continental Congress by Lynn Montrose (New York

Har per and Brothers, 1950), The Wnning of | ndependence by

Mar shal | Snel ser (Chi cago: Quadrangl e Books, 1972), The

War of Anerican |Independence: Mlitary Attitudes, Policies,

and Practice, 1763-1789 by Don H ggi nbot ham ( Bl oom ngt on:

I ndi ana University Press, 1971), The Continental Congress by

Edmund Cody Burnett (New York: The Macmillan Conpany,
1941), and "The Continental Congress: A Study in the Oigin
of American Public Admnistration, 1774-1781"by Frederick

S Rolater (University of Southern California, Ph.D., 1970).
However, only one study has been conducted relative to the
role played by the Continental Congress in the mlitary
conduct of any portion of the Revolutionary War. Donald J.
Proctor's work, "From | nsurrection to | ndependence: The
Continental Congress and the Mlitary Launching of the
Launchi ng of the Anerican Revolution” (University of Sout hern
California, Ph.D., 1965), studied the Second Conti nent al
Congress' attenpt to prosecute the war fromApril of 1775
to June of 1776. Proctor ended his dissertation with
Congress' creation of its first mlitary admnistrative
body, the Board of War and O dnance. This thesis begins

where Professor Proctor's dissertation termnated, and i s



a study of the Board of War and Ordnance's formati on and
activities fromJune to Decenber of 1776.

Decenber of 1776 nmarked a |low point in Anerica's
struggl e for independence for it was in that nonth when the
Conti nental Congress was forced to abandon Phil adel phia and
flee to Baltinore by the approach of General Sir WIIliam
Howe's British arny. |ndeed, the evacuati on of Phil adel phi a
by Congress ushered in the year 1777, commonly referred to
by American historians as the Year of the Hangman, because
It was in that year when the greatest opportunities for
crushing the insurrection presented thenselves to the
British high coomand. If the rebellion had failed, nany
of the leaders in the Continental Congress woul d have
visited the London gallows. However, events which occurred
in 1776 were instrunental in setting up the gol den oppor -
tunities for the British the following year. 1In order to
understand the events which transpired in 1777, perhaps the
nost cruci al year of the American Revol ution, one nust
first understand the events of 1776 which led up to this
wat ershed in Anerican history. Thus, if 1777 can be termned
t he Year of the Hangman, then 1776 can be terned the Year
of the Carpenter: The Building of the Gall ows.

As Donal d Proctor points out in his study, histo-

ri ans such as George Bancroft in his Hstory of The United

States fromthe D scovery of the American Continent (Boston:

Charles C Little and Janes Brown, 1845-1893), have asserted

t hat George Washi ngton was, on the whol e, solely responsible
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for the successful outcone of the American Revol ution.

The Continental Congress has been portrayed as an i npotent,
factionalized, and corrupt body whi ch hi ndered, rather than
ai ded, the war effort. On June 12, 1776, Congress created

a standing commttee, the Board of War and Ordnance, to be
the mlitary admnistrator of the Continental Arny. This
commttee has received only passing renmarks from historians
in the standard works of the Anerican Revolution. These
remar ks have been, in the main, of a disparagi ng nature, and
t he aut hors have downpl ayed the rol e and significance of the
War O fice in the actual prosecution of the war. Marshal

Snel ser in The Wnni ng of | ndependence, wites that the

Board of War and Ordnance was established nerely to "under -
take nost of those things civilian authorities do to nain-
tain an arny in being." Professor Snel ser concl udes that
after the battle on Long Island, in which General Washington
was trounced, the "board of war and ordnance was nore of a
gane than a reality, that Washi ngton held the Arny together
by sheer nerve." Frederick S Rolater, in "The Conti nent al
Congress: A Study in the Oigin of American Public Admnis-
tration, 1774~1781," concludes that, "Basically the board was
a recruiting, accounting and clerical office as the |list of

duties indicated.” By utilizing the Papers of the Continen-

tal Congress, Journals of the Continental Congress, Peter

Forces's Anerican Archives, and Paul H Smth's Letters of

Del egates to the Conti nental Congress, 1774-1789, this thesis

attenpts to prove whether these interpretations of the
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Continental Congress and the Board of War and Ordnance are
accurate by studying the conmttee's activities during the
crucial six nonths preceding the year 1777, the Year of the

Hangman.



CHAPTER 1

A STATE OF NATURE

Government is dissolved. Fleets
and armies and the present state

of things show that government is
dissolved. Where are your land-
marks, your boundaries of Colonies?
We are in a state of nature, sir.

- Patrick Henry, 1774.



1775 - The Beginning

On the danp, overcast norning of April 22, 1775,
John Adans swung his stout formonto the saddl e of his
brown mare, turned it in the direction of Canbri dge,
Massachusetts, and started off down the road at a trot.
Through the early norning hours Adans encountered nany
mlitia reginents and straggling colums of volunteers
stirring in their canps or scurrying along the road in
the direction of the Anerican arny | ocated across the bay
fromthe bel eaguered city of Boston, occupied by the-
British regul ars under General Thomas Gage. Just three
days earlier these professional troops had suffered a
stinging setback during their foray to Lexi ngton and Con-
cord and were now subjected to a humliating siege by
colonial mlitia. Mst of the mlitia units which Adans
passed on the road to Canbri dge were from Massachusetts,
but Adans hoped ot hers woul d soon be com ng from Connecti -
cut and New Hanpshire to succour their neighbors.1

Reachi ng the Anerican canp at Canbri dge around
m d- nor ni ng, Adans stopped to survey the scene on the Cam
bri dge common. Through the early norni ng haze Adans spi ed
men of every description mlling around bl azing canpfires

and steam ng kettles. There were nen fromevery part of

1Jjohn Adans' Diary, 1755-1796, The Wrks of John
Adans, Second President of the United States, ed. by
Charles Francis Adans, 10 vols. (Boston: Charles C Little
and James Brown, 1850-1856), 2:405, 406.




the colony. Sonme were dressed in their hunting shirts,
sone in bucksin, sone in osnaburg, others in ruffled
shirts, wai stcoats, and breeches. Sone had slept in tents,
sone in crude |ean-tos, while others had only the open sky
over their heads and the ground for a pillow As Adans
sat on his nmount, an occasional spring breeze would pull
back the shroud of the norning fog and canpfire snoke to
reveal nore of the canp. Here and there were mlitia units
drilling, practicing their march or manual at arns. The
air was filled with the din of clanging pots and pans,
crackling canpfires, the shouts of officers, |aughter,
profanity, and the incessant sound of the wasteful dis-
charging of rifle and nmusket in the canmp (foll owed by an
occasi onal how and curse as another patriot was felled by
an errant ball not fired by the eneny).

Adans was famliar with mlitary discipline, organ-
I zation, and routine fromhis days in Boston when he |ived
across the street fromthe Boston common where the British
troops canped after their arrival in 1770. He used to
spend his idle hours wat ching the redcoats march and dril
and was constantly inpressed with the precision of the
British Abmy. Now, friend had turned to foe, and Adans
was struck by the difference in discipline, organization,
and appearance of the two opposing forces. Accustoned to
the precision and order of the British Arny, the | awer

fromBraintree was appal |l ed and di smayed by the "New



England Arny ('s) . . . great confusion" and "di stress. "2

Adans spent the renai nder of the norning in the conpany
of CGenerals Artemus Ward, WII|iamHeath, and Joseph
Warren, conferring wth themon the state of the arny and
the mlitary situation. They all agreed that the arny
| acked basic necessities such as artillery, arns, powder,
cl ot hi ng, organi zation, discipline, and provisions.3

John Adans then took his | eave of the generals to
nmake a personal tour of the battlefield that had been the
scene of the colonial triunph three days earlier. R ding
t hr ough Menotomy and beyond on the nuddy road to Lexi ngton
and Concord (el even and sixteen mles distant), he sur-
veyed the famliar rocky Massachusetts | andscape dotted
with stone and rail fences, thick woods and under brush,
houses and barns, unturned fields, and wooden bri dges t hat
crossed snmall streans. The sight of an occasional shattered
British nmusket, bl oodied clothing, or discarded cartouche
box gave the Massachusetts patriot a feeling of exhilara-
tion. Stopping at al nost every house "al ong the scene of
action,"” Adans "inquired of the inhabitants the circum
stances"” of the running skirm sh, while quietly snoking

hi s pi pe or chewing a piece of plug tobacco.* As he

2Ibid.

31bid.

4Ibid.; Page Sm th, John Adans, 1735-1784, 2 vols.
(New York: Doubl eday & Co., 1962), 1:28.




| istened to the various accounts, Adans becane convi nced
"that the die was cast, the Rubicon passed, and, as Lord
Mansfield expressed it in Parlianent, if we did not defend
oursel ves, they woul d ki ll us. "2

It was with these thoughts that John Adans set out
for Phil adel phia a few days | ater as a Massachusetts del e-
gate to the Second Continental Congress. Arnmed with the
belief that the New England mlitia could never stand up to
the veterans of the British Arny in a conventional battle,
he was determned to initiate reforns for the arny in
Congress. His ultimate goal was to have the arny "adopted."
by the Continental Congress. This nmeasure was forenost in
Adans' plan because it would insure that Massachusetts
woul d not stand alone. Once the New Engl and arny at Cam
bri dge was adopted by Congress, all of the thirteen col o-
nies would be coomtted to the defense of Massachusetts, and
In Adans' mnd, to the Cause. As far as John Adans was
concerned, once bl ood had been spilled at Lexington and
Concord, the only course the col onies could steer toward
was i ndependence. Adans wote, "It appeared to ne that all
petitions, renonstrances, and negotiations, for the future,"
between the colonies and Great Britain, "would be fruitless,
and only occasion a |loss of tine, and give opportunity to

the eneny to sow divisions anong the states and the

°bpiary, 1775, The Works of John Adans, 1:405, 406.




people."6 Thus, upon reachi ng Phil adel phia by the end of
April, Adans inmedi ately began to advocate and | obby both
in Congress and "out of doors" for Congress "to adopt the
arny in Canbridge as a continental arny, to appoint a
Ceneral and all other officers, take upon oursel ves the
pay, subsistence, clothing, arnor, and nmunitions of the

troops."7

John Adams' involvenent in the mlitary admini-
stration of the war effort, which led eventually to his
appoi nt nent as President of the Board of War and O dnance
in 1776, had begun. However, his determnation and initia-
tive had to overcone the disorgani zation and disparity of
interests within the Conti nental Congress.

In April of 1775 the New Engl and arny and the Con-
tinental Congress were virtually in an organi zati onal
"state of nature." Since royal prerogative and parli anen-
tary control in the colonies were in question, the govern-
ment of each colony fell to either a provincial commttee
of safety or an abrogated general assenbly. As nore mli -
tia units and vol unteers gat hered around Boston, i ncl uding
those from Connecti cut and New Hanpshire, the question
of command and organi zati onal responsibilities took on new
I mportance. The arny and the Continental Congress relied

heavily on English tradition and their own col oni al exper-

lence to deal with many of the governnental and

1pid., p. 406.

7Ibid., p. 407.



organi zati onal problens. Even though the Continental Arny
eventual | y assuned the same basic organi zational structure
as the British Arny, this organi zati on was nonexi stent in
the spring of 1775. The colonial mlitia had no experi -
enced staff officers to deal wth |ogistics, supply,
ordnance, transportation, or strategic planning. As Erna
Ri sch has witten, "no colonist ever filled a staff posi -
tion in the British Ordnance or Quarternaster's Depart -
ments." For the nore protracted expeditions against the
French or the various Indian groups in previous wars, the
British Arny provided the staff officers for the col oni al

8 Most nilitia expedi ti ons were of such short

militia.
duration that the men brought their own arns, clothes,
food, and accoutrenents, thereby negating any need for a
per manent adm ni strative organi zati on by the col oni es.

As the arny at Canbridge swelled to over 20,000
men by the mddl e of May, the overburdened Massachusetts
Commttee of Safety wote to Congress on May 15, requesting
that the Congress adopt the arny besiegi ng Boston, as the
Commttee was unable to deal with the di verse and subst an-

tial logistical supply problens inherent in an arny of that

size.9

8krna R sch, Suppl yi ng Washi ngton's Arny (Washi ng-
ton: Covernnent Printing Press, 1981), p. 8

dponald J. Proctor,"Hom Insurrection to |ndepen-
dence: The Continental Congress and the MIlitary Launchi ng
of the American Revolution" (Ph.D. dissertation, University
of Southern California, 1965), p. 1



But Congress itself was virtually in an organi za-
tional "state of nature." Theoretically there were no
restrictions on the type of state and national governnent
that could or would be formed. Eventually the Continenta
Congress and the states drew fromtheir English tradition
and their own governnental experience, but in 1775 this
course of action was far fromcertain in the eyes of many
del egates. Del egates, such as John D cki nson, Joseph
Gal | oway, and Janes W1 son of Pennsyl vani a, John A sop of
New Yor k, and John and Edward Rutledge of South Carol i na,
gquesti oned whet her any new governnents were necessary for
they believed reconciliation was still possible. The radi-
cal faction in Congress |led by Sanuel Adans and John Adans,
and Roger Sherman from Connecti cut, was al ready | ooki ng
beyond governnment at the state | evel and was debati ng anong
t hensel ves what type of national governnent shoul d be
formed. John Adans was concerned because there were sone
sout hern del egates who wanted an "' ommi pot ent Conti nent al
congress to replace the King, having power to appoint a
House of Lords, a House of Commons, governors, judges, and
to set up admralty courts and ot her agenci es of govern-

ment. ' 10

1050nn Adans to Janmes Warren, Qctober, 1775, Warren-
Adans Letters: Being Chiefly a Correspondence anong John
Adans, Sanuel Adans, and Janes Warren, vol. 1, pages 167,
168, cited by Jennings B. Sanders, Evolution of EXxecutive
Departnments of the Continental Congress, 1774-1789 (Massa-
chusetts: Peter Smth, 1971), p. 3




Congress was so split by provincialismthat John
Adans feared the danger of a southern and northern party.
Adans was anxi ous that the southern aristocrats who did not
admre the New Engl anders' "l evelling" tendencies, would
formlimted nonarchies for their state governnents, which
woul d nmake cooperation and eventual union between all thir-
teen (possibly fourteen including Canada) col oni es al nost

1l Even the radi cal facti on was

I npossible in the future.
di vi ded over the question of the distribution of adm nis-
trative power. Sanuel Adans advocated a broadly based
admni strative systemw th power dispersed anong a variety
of delegates (i.e. the commttee systenm). John Adans, in
contrast, believed in a concentration of admnistrative
power and advocat ed singl e executives headi ng up vari ous
departnments within C‘ongress.12 Therefore, due to faction-
al i sm disorgani zation, and | ack of a conmmon purpose, the
Conti nental Congress was practically in a "state of
nature." The arny was in a simlar situation in Canbridge.
| mportant deci sions had to be nade before the col onies

woul d be ready to oppose the British Arny on equal terns

and force a mlitary conclusion to the issue.

1lsmith, John Adans, 1:200; Peter Shaw, The Char ac-
ter of John Adans (Chapel HII: North Carolina Press,
1976), p. 92.

L2prederick S. Rol ater, "The Continental Congress:
A Study in the Oigin of American Public Adm nistration,
1774-1781" (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Southern
California, 1970), p. 7.




The first maj or deci sions nade by the Second
Conti nental Congress in June of 1775--the adoption of the
New Engl and arny at Canbri dge and the appoi nt nent of a
commander-in-chief-~-were engi neered by John Adans, who was
under the direction of the Massachusetts Conmittee of
Safety. In the few days before he set out for Phil adel phia
after his tour of the Lexington and Concord battl efiel ds,
Adans spent nmany hours di scussing the needs of the arny and
mlitary strategy, as well as the future structure of the
Massachusetts governnent, with James i s and three nenbers
of the Commttee of Safety--Mjor Joseph Hawl ey, and Janes

13 Because Adans had contracted a cold

and Joseph Varren.
during his visit to Canbridge and his subsequent ride into
the countryside on that danp April day, these neetings took
pl ace in Adans' house in Braintree. |In the small room of
that brown, two-story structure, many nugs of hot tea were
hoi sted, many pi pe bow s enptied, nuch tall ow burned | ow,
and the survival of Massachusetts--the great issue of the
day--was di scussed and plans were laid. By the tine he

was able to convince Abigail that he was well enough to
travel to Phil adel phia, Adans and the nenbers of the Com
mttee of Safety agreed to work in unison for the preserva-
tion of their beloved colony (not to say their own necks).

The survival of the Bay col ony depended upon the adoption

of the New England Arny by the Continental Congress.

13smith, John Adans, 1:198.




The request by the Commttee of Safety for the
adopti on of the Canbridge arny by Congress was part of the
pl an agreed to by Adans, Hawl ey, Ois, and the Warrens to
draw the rest of the colonies irrevocably into the conflict.
Included in the request was a plan of governnent for the
colony that the Commttee of Safety wi shed Congress to
approve. O aimng that Massachusetts was w thout a civil
governnent, the rebels stated that "we trenble at having
an Arny (al though consisting of our own countrynen) estab-
i shed here without a civil power to provide for and con-

14 Thus, the Yankees from Massachusetts reasoned

trol them™"
t hat once Congress gave its tacit approval to a fornal
revol uti onary governnent for Massachusetts, ot her col onies
woul d soon follow and formtheir own revol uti onary govern-
ments. This would wi den the breech between t he not her
country and the col oni es and nmake reconciliation nore dif-
ficult. A though the Conmmttee's claimthat no civil
governnment existed in the col ony was untrue because the
colonial commttees of safety were given full executive
authority by the general assenblies during periods of

adj our nnent, Congress, despite opposition by the conservative

del egates |i ke Galloway and D cki nson, authorized Massachu-

setts to organi ze an assenbly and to exercise the powers of

14Proctor,'F3rom Insurrection t o | ndependence, "
pages 1, 2



12

government until Geat Britain agreed to govern the col ony
according to its original charter.15
Wil e the protracted debate over the Massachusetts
gover nrent i ssue took place, John Adans continued his
| obbyi ng efforts for the adoption of the New Engl and arny.
Mich of this skillful politician's work was done out of
doors, as he argued with and cajoled his conpatriots into
accepting his point of view Adans, using his courtroom
manner s, inpressed his coll eagues with the | ogi c and sound-
ness of his argunents, and his cool, self-assured style.
He adhered to the principle that human nature was nore
easi |y persuaded and governed by "prom ses, encouragenent
and prai se than by threatening, punishnment, and blane."16
But he was careful not to present the issue of a continen-
tal arny in Congress because he found that there was a
strong suspi cion towards New Engl anders especially by the
Pennsyl vani a conservatives. |Instead, the Braintree native
sought out del egates fromother col onies who had sim |l ar
I deas and he used themas surrogates to present his views
in Congress. Kichard Henry Lee fromVirgi nia and Thonas
Lynch from South Carolina were two such col | eagues whom

Adams trusted. 17 n May 16, Lee opened the Congressional

15Smith, John Adans, 1:199.

16Shaw, The Character of John Adans, p 21

17

Ibid., p. 100.



debate by readi ng proposals for the raising of an arny,
8
By

May 21 Adans was able to wite to his fell ow Massachusetts

and this noti on was qui ckly seconded by Lynch.l

pl anner, Janmes Warren, "l can guess . . . that an Arny w ||l

be posted in New York, and anot her in Massachusetts, at

t he Conti nental expense."19
There were those del egates in Congress, |ike Gallo-
way and D ckinson and the two Rutl edges, who still favored

reconciliation over an expansion of the mlitary conflict.
Adans decided to direct his persuasive powers toward a few
of the Southern del egates in the hope that they woul d have
a change of heart and vote with the New Engl and faction
Adans was not above a little chicanery either. He wote
to Janmes Warren on May 26, advising himthat he had sent
two young Maryl and gentl enmen to Canbri dge and he want ed
positions in the arny found for them adding that "it wll
be of great inportance that these gentlenmen should be
treated with the utnost delicacy and politeness: their
letters to their friends wll have a great influence on the

20

Sout hern col oni es. " One June 10, he expressed his frus-

tration for the lack of action by Congress regarding the

185i1as Deane's Di ary, 16 May 1775, Letters of the
Del egates to Congress, 1774-1789, ed. by Paul H Smth, 8
vols. (Washington: (Governnent Printing Ofice, 1976), 1:351.

19

John Adans to Janes Warren, 16 May 1775, |bid.
p. 364.

2056hn Adams to Janes Warren, 26 May 1775, |bid.
p. 408.



arny when he wote to the chairman of the commttee of
suppl i es of the Massachusetts Provi nci al Congress, Mses
Gll, that "we have found by experience, that petitions,
negoti ati ons, every thing which holds out to the people
hopes of a reconciliation w thout bloodshed, is greedily
grasped at and relied on; and they cannot be persuaded to
think that it is so necessary to prepare for war as it
really is. n21

Bet ween June 10 and June 14 Adans spent a great
deal of tinme persuading the other del egates that the New
Engl and arny woul d soon disperse if it was not adopted
I medi ately by Congress. It is possible that he net several
times with George Washi ngton and perhaps struck a deal of
sorts. On June 14 a Virginia del egate wote that "Col.
Washi ngt on has been pressedl[italics mine] to take the
suprene command of the American troops at Roxbury, and |
believe wll accept the appointnent. . . ." That Washi ng-
ton was pressured into accepting the appointnent there is
no doubt because on June 19 he wote that although he had
"a thorough conviction of ny own incapacity & want of
experience in the conduct of so nonentous a concern . . .
the partiality of the Congress added to sone political
notives left nme without a choice." The political notives
of John Adans were to "keep up the Union & nore strongly

cement the Southern with the Northern col onies, & serve

21John Adans to Moses G I, 10 June 1775, 1bid.

p. 466.
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to the renoving all jealousies (an) Arny conposed prin-
cipally of New Engl anders (if happily they prove success-
ful) of being form dable to the Southern colonies.” The
possi bl e deal struck by Adans and Washi ngt on i nvol ved
the latter's subordi nates, Charles Lee and Horati o Gates,
for Adans wote "considering the earnest desire of Ceneral
Washi ngton to have the assistance of these officers . .
| could not withhold ny vote fromeither. "22
Adans' invol venent in the political maneuvering is
borne out by the fact that it was he who rose at 10:00 a.m
I n Congress on June 14 and nom nat ed Geor ge Washi ngton as
commander -i n-chi ef of the New Engl and arny, provided that
the arny was adopted by Congress. Adans’ nom nation of the
Virginia tobacco planter was all part of the plan devised
by hinself, Joseph Hawl ey, Janes Ois, and the Warrens to
draw the rest of the colonies irrevocably into the conflict.
As early as May 7, Janes Warren wote to the Massachusetts
del egate that "the arny seens to want a nore experienced
direction. | could for nyself wish to see your friends
Washi ngton and Lee at the head of it, and yet dare not

propose it, tho" | have it in contenplation."23 Adans, a

22yirginia Del egate to Unknown, 14 June 1775, Ibid. ,
p. 486; CGeorge Washi ngton to Burwell Bassett, 19 June 1775,
Ibid., p. 515; Eliphal et Dyer to Jonat han Trumbull, & .,
16 June 1775, Ibid., p. 496; John Adans to Elbridge Cerry,
18 June 1775, lbid., pages 503, 504.

23 5ames Warren to John Adans, 7 May 1775, \Warren-
Adans Letters, vol. 1, p. 47, cited by Proctor, "From I nsur-
rection to I ndependence," p. 17.




cl ever and pragnmati ¢ man, knew the nom nati on of a Sout h-
erner for the commander-in-chief of the New Engl and arny
woul d 1 nsure the Sout hern del egates' votes in favor of the
adoption of the arny. Be |liked Washington fromtheir
initial nmeeting in the fall of 1774, and now the Puritan
politician fromthe Bay Col ony nom nated the weal t hy

t obacco plantati on owner fromthe South to the nost inpor-
tant positionin the North Arerican colonies. Politics do
i ndeed nmake strange bedfel | ows.

Shortly after Adans' nom nation of George Washi ng-
ton for the position of commander-in-chief of the arny
around Canbridge, Congress resolved to adopt that arny as
Its own. On June 15, 1775, George Washi ngton accepted t he
appoi nt nrent as Conmmander -i n- Chi ef of the Continental Arny.
Congress and the col onies had an arny, the nost conpl ex
soci al organi zation, and providing for its adm nistration
was now a maj or probl emconfronting Congress.

The adoption of the New Engl and arny by Congress,
al t hough conmtting the other twel ve colonies to the
def ense of Massachusetts, was not a total victory for the
New Engl anders. In a conprom se nmaneuver, John and Sanue
Adans did not oppose the determ nation of the conservatives
In Congress to pursue reconciliationwith Geat Britain
Thus, the official policy of Congress was to build up the
col oni es' defenses whil e extending the olive branch of

peace to the nother country. Congress nade it clear that



It was prepared to defend the colonies in the event that
reconciliation fail ed.

In order to fortify the col oni es’ def enses,
Congress had to provide supplies, munitions, ordnance,
artillery, transportation, and admni strative positions
for the arny gathered around Canbridge. Supplying the arny
I n Massachusetts proved to be a m nor probl em because the
surroundi ng col oni es donat ed noney and provisions. The
New Engl and arny al so had the advant age of besieging the
| argest city in Massachusetts. Al roads |led to Boston;
consequently, there was an excellent transportati on system
utilized by the Arerican Arny. Therefore, the arny around
Canbridge was, for the nost part, well-fed.

Wthin the arny itself Congress created a Quarter-
mast er Departnent and a Comm ssary General of Stores and
Provi sions in June of 1775, and a Hospital Departnent and
a Coomssary of Mlitary Stores in July of 1775. These
positions and departnents were based on the tradition of

the British ArrTy.24

However, Congress created no central
adm ni strati ve board or executive within Congress to
coordinate all of the various departnments and activities.
As Louis C Hatch wote in retrospect, "a War Depart nent
W t h extensive powers shoul d have been pronptly estab-

| ished. |Instead, Congress retained the military adm ni s-

trationin its ow hands, nerely appointing commttees

24Risch, Suppl yi ng Washi ngton's Arny, p. 9
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for special purposes, and frequently giving themauthority

only to report, not to act. "2>

At first the del egates
acted on the day-to-day needs of the arny using Congress
as a coommttee of the whole. Everyone in Congress had the
opportunity to participate in the daily discussions con-
cerning the arny. Such a systemmnmade it inpossibleto
avoi d delay and confusion. 1In an attenpt to renmedy sone
of the delays due to the distance between Phil adel phi a and
Canbridge, it was proposed by sonme of the del egates "out
of doors to adjourn to Hartford or New Haven i n Connecti -
cut in order that we m ght be near the seat of action,”
but that "sone of the Southern gentlenmen have not given
their consent, nor do | think they ever will. n2% The
conservative del egates feared that the noderates m ght
becone infected with the New Engl and radi cal i smand
"levelling spirit" if Congress noved into that area.
Moreover, for the del egates from South Carolina, Phila-
del phi a was cl oser than Hartford and New Haven

As Congress becane entangl ed with nore and nore
m nutiae of daily affairs, the admnistration of the arny
on a day-to-day basis becane an inpossibility for Congress
as a coomttee of the whole. Therefore, follow ng the

pl an of Sanuel Adans, who advocated di spersive executive

2S10uis dinton Hat ch, The Adm ni stration of the
Aneri can Revol utionary Arny (New York: Longmans, G een,
and Go., 1904), p. 18

26Joseph Hewes to Sarmuel Johnston, 5 June 1775,
Letters of the Del egates to Congress, 1:446.




power, Congress adopted the standing conmttee and ad hoc
commttee systemof admnistration. Since the tine of the
Stuarts, Englishnmen had been wary of executive power under
singul ar control. The delegates to Congress followed this
English tradition, regardi ng executive authority as an
eneny of liberty. Even though the Canbridge arny was
basically a New Engl and arny, Southern del egates and
conservatives were |oathe to part with any power and in-
sisted on representation on any commttees created to
deal with specific military problens. 2’
The Sout herners especially feared the possibility
of an experienced New Engl and arny marchi ng sout hward,
after the British had been driven out of Boston, and dic-
tating to the Southern colonies. Consequently, when a
committee of five was appointed to draft a declaration
to be published by General Washington upon his arrival at
Canbri dge, Thomas Johnson from Maryl and and John Rutledge
fromSouth Carolina were nenbers. Wen a conmttee was
appointed to forman estimate of the cannon needed, and to
devi se ways and neans of procuring that ordnance, Sanuel
Chase and John Rogers of Maryl and were nmenbers. And when
anot her conm ttee was appointed to contract for naking
muskets and to consider the proper nethods of pronoting
t he manufacture of firearns in the col oni es, Sanuel

Huntington from South Carolina and R chard Henry Lee from

27Hatch, The Adm ni stration of the American Revol u-
tionary Arny, p. 2
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Virginia were nenbers. In addition, there was a beef com
mttee, a conmttee to prepare instructions for recruiting
officers, and a saltpetre coormttee. There was a nedi cal
commttee, a commttee on cavalry, and a conmttee respon-
sible for putting the mlitia in a proper state of defense.
G her comm ttees included one to consider applications
frommlitary officers, a hospital commttee, a clothing
commttee, a commttee 'toconsider the health and discipline
of the arny, and one to make all provisions for furnishing

28 on all of these ad

the battalions destined for Canada.
hoc comm ttees at | east one Sout herner or known conservative
was appoi nt ed.

By far the three nost inportant commttees appointed
before the creation of a nore permanent war departnent,
the Board of War and O dnance in June of 1776, were: the
one sent to Canbri dge, Massachusetts, in Cctober of 1775 to
confer with General Washi ngton; the one sent to A bany and
Fort Tyconderoga in Novenber of 1775 to confer with
Ceneral s Schuyder and Arnol d; and the one sent to Canada in
February of 1776 to assess the condition and mlitary situa-
tion of the Northern ArrTy.29 The first coomttee sent to

Canbridge was to confer also with the governor of Connecti cut

(Jonathan Trunbull), the |ieutenant governor of Rhode Island,

288§nders, Evolution of the Executive Departnents
of the Continental Congress, pages 6, 7.

29Proctor, "From I nsurrection to | ndependence,"
pages 141, 235, 236, 282
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t he Council of Massachusetts, the president of the conven-
tion of New Hanpshire, and ot her peopl e consi dered i npor-
tant when regardi ng the nost "effectual nethod of

conti nui ng, supporting, and regul ati ng a Conti nent al

Arny. »30

By the end of Septenber it was apparent to Washi ng-
ton that the British troops intended to wnter in Boston
The Commander-in-Chief informed Congress that the Connecti -
cut and Rhode Island mlitia were enlisted only to Decenber
1, 1775, and the remai nder of the arny was not obli gated
beyond January 1, 1776, with very few show ng any inclina-
tionto reinlist. Some provision, the Congress was told,
had to be made for the enlistnent of an arny beyond January
1. 31 Because there had been no attenpt to reinforce the
redcoats in Boston since the fighting on April 19 at Lex-

I ngton and Concord, mlitia enthusiasmhad waned. Since
penetration into the countrysi de by Gage seened renote, the
colonial mlitia soon grewweary of canp life. The citizen-

sol di er was unaccustoned to sl eeping on the hard ground,

3030urnals of the Continental Congr ess, Septenber 29,
1775, ed. by Wrthi ngton Chauncey Ford, 34 vols. (Wshington:
Governnment Printing Ofice, 1906), 3:265.

3lGeorge Washington to the President of Congress, 21
September 1775, The Writings of George Washington from the
Original Manuscript Sources, 1745-1799, ed. by John C. Fitz-
patrick, 39 vols. (Washington: Government Printing Office,
1931-1944), 3:505-513.




32 In short, Washi ngton

standi ng wat ch, and di sci pli ne.
I nformed Congress, after January 1, 1776, he would no
| onger have an arny to comrand and Congress woul d be naked
before the executioner. The situation, in the Virginian's
estimation, was critical.

In spite of the gravity of the problem the factions
I n Congress continued the tug of war for the sinews of
power. The New Engl and del egat es, i ncl udi ng John Adans and
Sanuel vard,.opposed t he di spatching of the Cctober conmttee,
Insisting instead that a coomttee would entail delay, and
that a "letter to General Washington," regardi ng sol utions
to the situation, "woul d have superceded the necessity of
any comittee. "33 The Sout hern del egat es were adamant on
the coonmttee's creati on because George Wthe fromVirginia,
John Rutledge and Ednund Pendl eton sawit as a way to
I ncrease their influence over the arny. Al ways suspi Cci ous
of an experienced New Engl and arny dictating to the South-
ern col onies, the Southerners wi shed to exert a noderating
effect on it. Piqued by the New Engl anders' preoccupation
wi th denocratic principles and egalitarian phil osophy,
"the Southern gentl enmen wi sh to reduce the wages of the

privates and rai se those of the of ficers. "34

32Proctor,'F?mn I nsurrection to I ndependence,"
pages 134, 135.

335amuel Ward to Henry Ward, 30 Septenber 1775,
Letters of the Del egates to Congress, 2:84, 85

34

Ibid.
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John Adans recogni zed that anot her objective of
t he Sout hern del egates was the "introducti on of sone gentl e-
men fromother colonies, into the service as officers.”
Adans considered this "unreasonable,"” and believed it
"absurd to suppose, that the Council of Mssachusetts shoul d
appoi nt gentl enmen fromthe Southern col oni es, when Connec-
ticut, Rhode Island, and New Hanpshire do not." In addi-
tion, he contended that Massachusetts had nen who were
"better qualified, with know edge both of theory and prac-
tice," because "they have been nore in war, and |longer in

the study of it. Furthernore, the stocky | awer from
Brai ntree doubted whet her the hardy enbattled farnmers of
the Bay col ony would "be easy to be commanded by strangers
to the exclusion of gentl enen, whomthey know being their
neighbors.“35

After the first ballot, Benjamn Franklin and
Thomas Lynch were chosen but a tie existed between Benjam n
Harrison fromVirginia and El i phal et Dyer of Connecti cut.
On the second bal | ot anot her Sout hern del egate took his
seat in the hall and cast the deciding ballot in favor of
Harri son. However, according to one New Engl and repre-
sentative, "the gentlenen fond of the notion w shed a very

different conmttee fromthat actually appointed.“36

3530hn Adams to John Wnt hrop, 2 Cctober 1775, 1bid.

2:96.

305amuel Ward to Henry Ward, 30 Septenber 1775,
Ibid., 2:84, 85



24

After the sel ections, John Adans was | ess concerned stating
that the "commttee . . . are determ ned Anericans.”

Al t hough "Messrs. L and H nay have recei ved some unfavorabl e
| mpr essi ons from m srepresentations concerni ng our province
. « these will easily be renoved, by what they will see

and hear, | hope."37

I n Novenber of 1775, Robert Treat Pai ne from
Massachusetts, Robert R Livingston from New York, and
John Langdon from New Hanpshire were sent as a commttee
into the north country of New York where Generals Philip
Schuyl er and Benedict Arnold were building an invasion force
for use in Canada. These del egates' responsibilities
I ncl uded det erm ni ng how nmany troops were necessary to win
and hol d Canada, how best to sustain that arny, howto
fortify Crown Point and Tyconderoga, inventory rmunitions,
eval uate the Hudson Ri ver defenses, and nost inportant,
what net hods woul d be effective in getting the Canadi ans
to join the Continental Association. Al though there were
no Sout herners appointed to this particular conmttee,
two were selected to serve on the commttee to draw up
the instructions for it (Thomas Lynch and R chard Henry
Lee). The omi present John Adans was al so a nenber of the

i nstructi ons connittee.38

37John Adans to Janes Warren, 1 Cctober 1775,
lbid., 2:91.

38Proctor,'F?mn I nsurrection to | ndependence, "
pages 235-238.
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The coonmttee selected to travel to Canada was
chosen on February 15, 1776, after Congress |earned of
the Quebec disaster. On January 19, 1776, word reached
the startl ed del egates in Phil adel phia that General R ch-
ard Montgonery was dead with a bullet in his brain, and
the Northern Arny was shattered and on the verge of
coll apse. The conmttee was sent to assess the i medi ate
condition and mlitary situation of the Northern Arny.39
The coonmttee would not return with its report until
June 11, 1776, and it was not a coi nci dence that on the
next day the Board of War and Ordnance was created. On
January 19, 1776, when the news of the Quebec cat astrophe

ashened the face of many an ardent patriot in Phil adel phi a,

the war began to take on the appearance of a | ong one.

391pid., p. 282.



CHAPTER II

THE GENERAL STATE OF AFFAIRS

This conversation [with Genera
Washi ngton] would make a figure
in history. It turned upon the
general state of affairs in the
mlitary departnents, and the
characters of the principal of-
ficers in the arny. 1 don't
think it prudent to commit to
witing the particul ars.

-John Adans to Abi gai
June 3, 1776.

Adans

26



H storians of the Anerican Revolution often refer
to the year 1777 as the Year of the Hangman because it was
in that year when the greatest opportunities for destroy-
ing the Continental Arny presented thensel ves to the
British high coomand. Had the Continental Arny been
destroyed in that year, the executioner in London woul d
have had plenty of work in disposing of the | eaders of
the colonial rebellion. |If the Year of the Hangnman is a
fair and accurate description of the year 1777, then cer-
tainly the year 1776 can be characterized as the Year of
the Carpenter: The Building of the Gallows. By the end
of that year the rebellion was in such a state of coll apse
and disarray, that the opportunities for conplete victory
by the British forces in 1777 were able to present them
sel ves.

By the end of 1775 the tide of the war was changi ng.
After experiencing initial "successes" at Concord, Breed' s
HI1l, Tyconderoga, . John's, and Montreal, the rebels
began to taste the bitter fruit of defeat. Follow ng the
first clashes in which the colonials gave out better than
they received, Congress was filled with euphoria and an
ardent mlitary fervor. The |eaders failed to realize
t hat these "successes" had not been won by the skill and
mlitary prowess of the colonial mlitia or commanders.

At Lexi ngton and Concord, the British troops had been

chased back into Boston by swarns of citizen-soldiers
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sni ping at the exposed redcoats fromthe cover of stone
and rail fences, houses, barns, woods and thickets. Sm-
larly, the British attack on Breed's H ||, aside from
being a col ossal tactical gaffe by Sir WIIliamHowe, was
made agai nst a |large force of provincials hidden behind a
series of strong fortifications and redoubts. Only the
scarcity of colonial powder kept the bl oodi ed nose of John
Bull frombeing broken. In addition, the small garrison
of "l obster backs" had been surprised at Tyconderoga in
the dead of the night by Ethan Allen and the G een Muntain
Boys, and . John's, on the Richelieu R ver, had been
reduced by a siege lasting fifty-five days. Finally,
Montreal had been captured without a fight.1

Congress and the patriots throughout the col onies
basked in the glow of Arerica' s seeming invincibility.
H storians have not yet been able to verify the runor that
t he col oni al nerchants were unable to neet the demand for
| arger shirts to fit puffed out Anerican chests. It is a
wonder that Congress did not order the imredi ate construc-
tion of a fleet for the invasion of England. There are
few surviving letters that suggest that any nenber of

Congress realized that the Anericans had not yet been

Iror nore detailed accounts of these actions, see
Don H ggi nbot ham The WAr of Ameri can | ndependence: Ml -
tary Attitudes, Policies, and Practice, 1763-1789 (Tndi ana:
I ndiana University Press, 1971), pages 58-65, 70-77, 66, 67,
109-112.
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subjected to the acid test--to neet the British Arny in
the open field on equal terns.

The illusion of an endl ess streamof victories by
the Americans cane to a sudden and shattering halt on a
snow bl own, bitterly cold night in Quebec, Canda, on
Decenber 31, 1775. Before dawn arrived on January 1, 1776,
CGeneral R chard Montgonery lay dead in the Canadi an snow
and the shattered remmants of the American Northern Arny had
recrossed the St. Lawence Rver to await Sir Quy Carl e-
ton's coup de grace. Deprived of supplies, arns, clothing,
noney and reinforcenents by the inpotent and defective
adm ni strati on of both subordi nates and Congress, the out-
nunber ed Mont gonery had been forced to attack a strong
def ensi ve position before his nen's enlistnents ran out
the following norning. Al though carleton did not i mre-
diately pursue the Anericans wth vigor, this battle was
singularly inportant for the inpact it had on the opposing
armes. This one action reversed the nonentum and gave
the initiative to the side of the British. For the next
el even and one-half nonths, until Trenton and Pri nceton,
the Americans would fight a defensive war with rapidly
shifting fronts. The year 1776 had been ushered in on an
om nous note for the Amrericans and in many ways Quebec set
the tone for the entire year.

But Quebec was only the beginning. On March 17,
1776, Sir WIIliamHowe evacuated Boston and set sail for

parts unknown. Instead of expressing euphoria at the



sight of the British transports sailing away, Washi ngton
was concerned because he realized that in Iieu of having
Howe bottled up where the Virginian coul d keep an eye on
him Sir WIlliamwas now running | oose and liable to

appear anywhere off the coast of the colonies bringing havoc
and destruction with him Congress becane al arned at the
prospect of having the British fleet sail up the Del anare
River to the doorstep of Carpenters Hall in Philadel phi a.

G all the places Howe and the British Arny were likely

to go, Ceneral Washington ganbl ed that New York was the
target. If Sir WIIliamobtai ned possessi on of New York, he
woul d i sol ate New England fromthe other colonies and it
woul d, thus, be open for attack and conquest. Convinced
that Howe would not return to the Bay col ony, Washi ngton
began to march his arny and baggage westward | ess than one
week after the British departure fromBoston. |If he was
correct, the fornmer colonel of the Virginia mlitia hoped
to give the redcoats a warmreception at the gates of New
Yor k.

Thus, in 1776 the Continental Congress and the
Continental Arny were faced with a different kind of war
than the one they had fought in 1775. The "new' war
required speed and nobility. The nobile war presented
Congress with a plethora of new and chal | engi ng supply
problens. A stationary arny, |ike the Amrerican arny that
had besi eged Boston, was nuch easier to communicate W th

and supply. Permanent sources of supply could be



est abl i shed and magazi nes coul d be constructed. An arny
constantly on the nove, however, nust be able to travel
| i ght because speed and nobility are crucial tactical and
strategi c advantages. The geography of the col onies pro-
vi ded natural obstacles and handi caps for the foot sol dier
as well as wagons heavily | aden wi th provisions, supplies,
and munitions. The rel atively undevel oped countrysi de of
ei ghteenth century Anerica was crisscrossed with unfordable
rivers and streans, rugged nountains and steep hills, deep
val | eys, swanps, and unpenetrabl e woods and thickets. Wile
Massachusetts had a conparatively good road system nany
colonies did not. The roads found in New Engl and and the
M ddl e col oni es becane rivers of nud during the spring thaw
and snow choked during the wi nter, naking themi npassabl e
for man and beast. Spring rains produced swol |l en streans
and rivers whi ch washed away bot h stone and wooden bri dges.
Quality roads were few and far between and nade t he supply
i ne for wWwashington's Continental Arny extrenely vul nerabl e.
A fewwell placed felled trees by an eneny patrol could
effectively close a road for days and, thus, disrupt trans-
portation to and fromthe arny. Therefore, getting supplies
to the arny was often a serious problemfor Congress and the
Quarternaster.

Addi ng to the nmagni tude of the supply probl em
encount ered by Congress was the dearth of wagons, carts,
teansters, horses, and oxen in the colonies in 1776. The

wagons that were constructed for the arny barely filled
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the gaps left by those worn out by the rough usage they
recei ved over rocky and rutted roads. Broken axles and
wagon wheel s were conmmon nechani cal breakdowns. Artisans
were in constant denmand to repair disabled vehicles.

Hor ses and oxen were driven until they col |l apsed from
exhaustion or starvation because forage, too, was in short
supply. In addition, farners in Massachusetts, Connecti cut,
and New York were reluctant to part with such vital instru-
ments in their livelihood as wagons and beasts of burden
The farnmers realized that the chances of having their equip-
ment returned to themin reasonabl e working order, if at
all, were renote. Wen they did rent their wagons and ani -
mals to the arny, they were known to charge exor bitant

rates. Thus, Congress found it necessary to give the Quar-
termaster CGeneral, Thomas M fflin, authorization to inpress
t he wagons, horses, and oxen he needed to keep the Conti nen-
tal Arny adequately supplied.2 | npr essnent neant seizure
by armed force. Mifflin resorted to this method in noving
Washi ngton's arny to New York in the spring of 1776.

There was al so an acute shortage of experienced
teansters to nan the wagons. The handling of teans consis-
ting of four to six horses or oxen required experienced
hands and was a highly valued skill in eighteenth century
Anerica. The teansters that were avail abl e were rel uct ant

to | eave nore lucrative enpl oynent of fered by nerchants,

“Ri sch, Supplyi ng Wshington's Arny, p. 21.
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who al so needed goods transported, for the | ow wages
offered by the Continental Congress. Therefore, the Con-
gress was in conpetition with private interests for the
teansters® service, and in nost instances, Congress was
unable to match the top dollar inducenents offered the
drivers by mer chant s. > Per haps the greatest problem
Congress faced during the war was that of financing it.
As an "extral egal " body w th undefined powers,
Congress was faced with the problemof financing a nobile
war that kept increasing in "size and intensity" and
expense.4 Supplies had to be paid for and the soldiers
had to be paid. The nonent Congress adopted the New Eng-
| and arny on June 14, 1775, it assumed these responsibili-
ties. But Congress had no noney and it | acked the power
to tax the colonies to raise funds for the war effort.
Congress was not given the power of taxation because as
Don H ggi nbot ham has witten, "Havi ng broken the grip of
one Parlianent, the col onies were not about to put them
selves in the grasp of anot her . "> Therefore, in order to
finance the war, Congress had to borrowon its own credit

and i ssue paper noney, and it had to rely on contri butions

3por furt her readi ng on this subject, see R sch
Suppl yi ng Washi ngton's Arny, pages 64-70

4Higginbotham, The War of Anerican | ndependence,
p. 81; Rolater, "The Continental Congress,” p. 176.

®Higginbotham, The War of American | ndependence,

p 93.



fromthe individual states. Congress found that the "new
nmobile war in 1776 was far nore expensive than the station-
ary one of 1775. Supply |ines |engthened thus increasing
transportation costs. The cost of supplies and provisions
soared as cl othing and food becane scarce and the mlitary
supply agents had to conpete with civilians in the purchase
of such commodities.® To keep pace with the rising costs
of the "new' war, Congress resorted to printing nore paper
currency so that by the end of 1776 a total of twenty-five
mllion dollars in paper noney was in circulation.’ As nore
paper currency was put into circul ati on, each paper doll ar
depreciated in value. By the fall of 1776, depreciated
Continental currency was a maj or problemthat confronted
Congress. Thus, the difficulty of procuring supplies and
payi ng the soldiers increased. Congress was well|l aware
t hat an unsupplied and unpaid arny soon ceases to exist.
Anot her plank had been nailed into place on the gall ows.
Final | y, Congress was handi capped by the |ack of
any real mlitary experience anong its nenbers. The nmem
bers of the various committees sel ected to oversee speci -
fic mlitary problens were nerchants, farners, and | awyers,
not professional soldiers. These conmmttees |acked real
firsthand mlitary know edge which is essential in the

under st andi ng of problens related to the adm ni strati on of

6Risch, Supp! yi ng Washi ngton's Arny, p. 18.

71bid., p. 17.
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an arny. The ad hoc comm ttees consi sted of gentl enen who
wer e nmerchants and | awers, who understood constitutiona
| aw, finance, and the nmechani cs of trade. ® However, they
| acked the essential mlitary experience needed to fore-
cast future nmunitions, clothing, arns, and provision
requi rements needed by an arny on the nove. Only an expe-
rienced mlitary admnistrator could forecast the anount
of ammunition likely to be expended in a future encounter,
the quantity and kind of provisions needed by soldiers
constantly on the march, the rapidity with which cl othing
coul d be expected to wear out by soldiers on the nove, and
when, where, and in what quantity supplies and provisions
woul d be needed. The ad hoc commttees | acked t he expe-
rience and intuition necessary to keep the arny adequately
supplied and admnistered. As Erna R sch stated, "Neither
in 1775 nor in |later canpaigns did Congress or the states
show any appreciation of the fact that supplies coul d not
be obtai ned on the spur of the moment . 9

Fi ve days after the news of the Anerican disaster
at Quebec reached Phil adel phia, and the aura of American
invincibility had been shattered, Edward Rutledge from
South Carolina rose in Congress and nade a notion that

Congress establish a War Ofice and outline its powers.10

81pid., p. 14.

9Ibid., p. 28.

10Richard Snith's D ary, 24 January 1776, Letters of

the Del egates to Congress, 3:148.




After several hours of debate on the subject, a coomttee

of seven (Thomas Lynch, Benjam n Franklin, Edward Rutl edge,
Benj am n Harri son, Samuel \Ward, Sanuel Adans, and Robert
Morris) was selected to consider the notion. The effect

of the defeat at Quebec was so strong that it changed the
mlitary attitude of Congress. |Instead of thinking of a
qui ck of fensive victory, negating any need for a permanent
war adm ni stration, the del egates now girded thensel ves for
a long defensive war. Because the | egislative and adm ni s-
trative business of Congress was increasing daily, the del e-
gates realized that Congress, as a commttee of the whole,
could no longer deliberate on the daily needs of the arny.
They al so realized that they needed a nore permanent body to
coordinate the defensive mlitary efforts of all thirteen
colonies, and to have essential know edge such as troop
strengths, troop | ocations, a list of the officer corps, the
condition and mlitary situation of all the continental ar-
m es andcolonial mlitias, the quantity of ordnance, mnuni -
tions, and clothing in continental possession, and where
such essential itens were stored. Thus, Congress attenpted
tolift the burden of daily mlitary mnutiae fromits

shoul ders and to place this burden in the hands of a commt-
tee which would be famliar with the mlitary situation in
each of the colonies. Thus, by appointing the conmttee of
seven to consider the propriety of a War O fice, Congress
nmoved a step closer to the establishment of an executive de-

partnment for the adm nistration of the Continental Arny.
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By sel ecting Sanuel Adans as a nenber of the com
mttee of seven, Congress was assured that the executive
adm ni stration of the arny would be invested in the hands
of a standing conmttee instead of one man. Sanuel Adans
was the | eadi ng advocate of the dispersive executive power
faction in Congress. The commttee, no doubt, studied the
English tradition and British systemof civilian control
over the arny. The committee's deliberations continued for
over five nonths. In the neantine, Sir WIIliam Howe had
evacuat ed Boston on March 17 and Geor ge Washi ngt on,
anxi ous that Howe m ght appear anywhere off the coast of
the col onies, inplored Congress to establish a war depart -
ment to coordi nate and oversee all of the col onies’

defenses.ll

The CGeneral was abl e to nmake a personal

appeal to the del egates for the establishnment of a war
departnent during his visit to Philadelphia from May 23

to June 5, 1776. The visit was nmade ostensibly to di scuss
t he upcom ng sunmer canpai gn, whi ch Congress envi si oned as
bei ng deci sive. Besides being appointed on a conmttee to
confer with the Comrander-in-Chief on this inportant sub-

ject, John Adans also net privately with \Mshington.12 An

llGeorge Washi ngton to the President of Congress, 13
June 1776, Anerican Archives, Fourth Series, ed. by Peter
Force (Washington: Governnent Printing Ofice, 1837-1853),
6:837.

1250hn Adanms to Abigail Adans, 22 May 1776, Letters
of the Del egates to Congress, 3:60, 61.




I nsight into what was discussed is revealed in a letter
John Adans wote to his wife after an evening neeting with
the Virginian at the Phil adel phia residence of John Hancock.
Adans wote, "This conversation would nake a figure in
history. It turned upon the general state of affairs in
the mlitary departnents, and the characters of the princi-
pal officersin the arny. 1| don't think it prudent to

commt to witing the particulars."l3

Wt hout a doubt,
Washi ngt on and Adans were of the sane mnd concerning the
est abl i shnent of a pernanent war departnent and the ener-
getic | awer from Massachusetts, called the "Atl as" of the
Second Continental Congress by sone of his peers and the
nmost influential nenber of that body by others, because of
hi s omni presence and his ability to ignite action in Con-
gress, used his substantial powers of persuasion in out of
doors neetings with other delegates on this matter. 14
However, when the commttee sent on February 15 to
assess the condition and mlitary situation of the Northern
Arny finally returned from New York and Canada on June 11
and delivered its report, Congress needed no further persua-
sion. Congress was stunned to learn that the Northern Arny

was riddl ed by di sease, dissension, and dissertion and was

no | onger an effective fighting force. The commttee

13
p 121.
14

John Adans to Abigail Adans, 3 June 1776, |bid.

shaw, The Character of John Adans, pages 98, 95.
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reported that the condition of the Northern Arny was due

In part to the neglect by Congress. The inplications of
the report becane all too clear for even these nen of
limted mlitary know edge. New York was w de open for
invasion and the consequent isol ati on of New Engl and becane
a real possibility. Adding to the fears of Congress was
the revelation that the British force that had decisively
defeated the Northern Arny at Trois Rivieres, which drove
the Americans from Canadi an soil, consisted of fresh troops
under the command of "Gentl eman" John Burgoyne. |f Burgoyne
pushed down t hrough New York, and Sir WIIiam Howe appeared
off New York Gity, General Washi ngton woul d be caught in a
pi ncers novenent and the rebellion would be at an end.

This report spurred the committee of seven, selected to
deliberate the propriety of a war departnment, to swft
action. On June 12 the conmttee nade its report to
Congress and on the sane day the Board of War and O dnance

15 It was to consist of five nenbers who were

was creat ed.
to becone the mlitary information center for the Second
Conti nental Congress. The nenbers appoi nted were John
Adans, who was nom nat ed Presi dent of the Board (perhaps
for his continual interest in mlitary affairs since
1775), Benjamn Harrison, Edward Rutl edge, James W/I son,

and Roger Sherman. The Board of War was al so provi ded

15Journals of the Continental Congress, 12 June
1776, 4:434,




with a Secretary, R chard Peters, and a nunber of

clerks. 16
Thus, the English tradition of civilian contro

over the mlitary, which began with the reign of WIliam

III in 1683, was continued in America.t’ Conbi ni ng t he

British systemof a Secretary at War and the Board of

O dnance i nto one body, Congress was determ ned to keep

the admnistration of the arny in its own hands rat her

t han del egate such potential power to a group of profes-

sional soldiers.18 It may have been nere coi nci dence t hat

in the British system the Board of O dnance al so con-

sisted of five civilian nenbers which included a |ieutenant-

general, a surveyor-general, a clerk of ordnance, a keeper

of the stores, and a clerk of deliveries, because there is

no evi dence that any of the nenbers of the American Board

of War and O dnance were given any such titles. 19

161pida., p. 438.

l7Correlli Barnett, Britain and Her Army, 1509-
1970: A Mlitary, Political, and Social Survey (New York:
WillTramMrrow & (0., 1970), p. 152.

185, w Fortescue, A Hstory of the British Arny,
13 vols. (London: Macmillan and Co., 1899-1930), 1:412,
586.

19Major R E Scouller, The Armes of Queen Ann
(Oford: The darendon Press, 1966), p. 37, The duties
and responsibilities of the Board of War and O dnance wi ||
be di scussed in the next chapter




Thus, the Board of War and O dnance was t hrust
into a hornet's nest of crisis. Congress, beset by a multi-
tude of |egislative and adm nistrative probl ens, could no
| onger deliberate as a conmttee of the whole on the daily
mlitary needs and problens of the Continental Arny. The
Board of War and Ordnance was created to deal with probl ens
of recruitnent, enlistnments, pronotions, pay, and supply
of the arny. At the tine of the Board's creation, the
Revol uti on appeared to be unravelling. The grandi ose
visions of a quick mlitary solution to the problens with
Geat Britain of 1775 were gone. Congress was finally
shaken into action by the stark reality that the American
citizen-soldiers had failed the acid test--neeting and
defeating the British Arny in the open field on equa
terns. Al ready a commttee had been appoi nted on June 7
to consider the matter of independence. Thus, when the
Board of War was created, the point of no return had
al ready been passed. Wth Howe expected to try to west
control of New York from General Washi ngton, Burgoyne
expected to march down through New York in a pincers nove-
ment, the Southern colonies' frontiers in flanes as news
of Indian attacks reached Phil adel phia, and total inde-
pendence the goal of Congress, the Board of War and
O dnance was thrust into the breech to try to stemthe
mlitary tide and to reorgani ze Anerica's mlitary
effort. Wth the creation of the Board of War cane

Congress' first attenpt at the establishment of an



executive departnment for the admnistration of the Conti -
nental Arny. How the Board of War and Ordnance reacted
to the crises and how its power expanded is the subject

of this study.
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CHAPTER IIT

ONLY A FOUNDATION

The establishing of a Wa Office
Is a new and great event in the
History of America, and will doubt-
less be attended with essential
advantages when properly conducted

and inspected. | hope the Committee
will be ready, in a few days, to
enter upon the execution of their
duty. You will see the outlines

of this office in the enclosed
Resolves. Some farther regulations,
it is more than probable, will be
necessary in the course of time.

The Congress have only laid a foun-
dation at present. It still remains,
in a great measure, to erect a
system of rules and laws, that will
enable us to carry on our military
operations with more knowledge,
certainty, and dispatch.

-John Hancock to General
George Washington
June 14, 1776.
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The creation of the Board of Wa and Ordnance on
June 12, 1776, was the first attempt by Congress to place
the administration of the war effort on a permanent and
stable foundation. The priorities of Congress were to
establish some semblance of order in the Continental Army
and to organize and delineate administrative functions and
responsibilities before attempting to deal with the more
complex issues of supplying and planning military cam-
paigns. Thus, the initial duties and responsibilities
assigned to the Board of Wa and Ordnance were of the
organizational variety and reflected the immediate concerns
of Congress. The Board of War was given the responsibility
of keeping a record of all Continental officers, including
the date of their commission (to simplify promotions), and
to record the location and state of preparedness of all the
Continental troops and colonial militia. The generals and
regimental commanders were instructed by Congress to make
monthly returns to the Board of Wa regarding these particu-
lars so that Congress could keep abreast of troop strengths
and materiale wants. The War Office was given the duty of
keeping an accurate account of all artillery, arms, and
ammunition in the colonies and where such ordnance were
located. In addition, the Board of Wa was instructed to
build proper magazines for the munitions at strategic

. 1
locations.

ljournals of the Continental congress, 12 June 1776,
5:435, 436.




The Board of Wa also had the tasks of forwarding
all messages from Congress to the military commanders in
the field and providing escorts for the delivery of money
to the Continental Army. More important, the committee had
the vital responsibility of raising, equipping, and forward-
ing all land forces needed by the Continental Congress for
the prosecution of the war.2 The nature of these initial
duties and responsibilities has led some historians to
conclude that the Board of Wa was merely a clerical and
accounting committee and not a deliberative, decision-
making body. Marshall Smelser states that the "work of
the Board of Wa was usually the kind of paperwork the

3 Frederick S. Rolater

Congress had previously done. "
believes that "basically the board was a recruiting, account-
ing and clerical office as the original list of duties

indicated."4

Was the Board of Wa in 1776 only a clerical
and accounting committee? The remainder of this study will
offer a more comprehensive analysis of the Board's activi-
ties and contributions to the war effort.

On June 13, 1776, Congress elected five delegates

to the Board of Wa. Roger Sherman from Connecticut,

21pid.

3Marshall Smelser, The Winning of Independence
(Chicago: Quadrangle Books, 1972), p. 207.

4

Rolater, "The Continental Congress,"” p. 345.
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Edward Rutledge from South Carolina, James Wilson from
Pennsylvania, Benjamin Harrison from Virginia, and John
Adams from Massachusetts were chosen. > Charles Carroll of
Carrollton, William Hooper, Samuel Huntington, and Francis
Lightfoot Lee were added as members |ater in the year. A
person outside of Congress, Richard Peters from Philadel -
phia, was appointed to the full-time position of Secretary
to the Board of War. The Wa Office also was allowed an
unspecified number of clerks to help the Board perform its
duties. ©

The membership of the Board of Wa presents an
interesting assortment of personalities and backgrounds.
The Wa Office was initially composed of three lawyers, a
merchant, and a planter.7 Two of the members were among
the leading land speculators in the colonies.8 The mem-
bers of the Board of Wa represented a cross section of
young and old thought, tradition, and ideology in the
colonies, and each had an economic or personal motive for

joining the rebellion.

5Journals of the Continental Congress, 13 June
1776, 5:438.

6

Ibid., pages 434, 438.

7Adams, Wilson, and Rutledge were lawyers, Sherman
was a New Haven merchant, and Harrison was a Virginia
tobacco planter.

8sherman had ties to the Susquehannah Land Company
and Wilson was one of the leaders of the Illinois and
Wabash Land Company.
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Fifty-five-year-old Roger Sherman represented the
old Puritan way of life in New England. Raised in a strict
Puritan environment and a member of the Nev Light religious
faction, Sherman was known to berate his enemies i n Congress
with biblical admonitions.9 A leading advocate for fiscal
conservatism in the Continental Congress, he once proposed
that the Continental soldiers be provided with clothing by
their families and the troops buy their own provisions
from camp sutlers. When his proposal was ignored and a
commissary department was created, Sherman insisted on a
constant audit of the accounts and that committees be
appointed to check for any fraud.lo The old Puritan appears
to have been the Second Continental Congress' version of
Charles Dickins' Ebenezer Scrooge. However, since Sherman
was a member of the New England radical faction, John Adams
described him as a "solid, sensible man' with "a clear head

11

and sound judgment." Sherman's only military experience

was as a commissary for the Connecticut troops at Albany

during the Seven Years War. 12

9Christopher Collier, Roger Sherman's Connecticut:
Yankee Politics and the American Revolution (Connecticut:
Wesleyan University Press, 1971), p. 3.

10

Ibid., p. 181.

Thiary, 17 August 1774, The Works of John Adams, 2:
343; Diary, 15 September 1775, Ibid., 2:423.

leark M. Boatner I1I, Encyclopedia of the American
Revolution (New York: David McKay Co., 1974), p. 1004.




Edward Rutledge, age twenty-seven, and Benjamin
Harrison, age fifty, represented the Carolina and Chesa-
peake societies, respectively. Rutledge was the epitome
of what Carl Bridenbaugh has described as the Carolina
Society in colonial America--brash, hungry, pompous,

13 Harrison was

foreign-educated, and extremely wealthy.
a product of the more conservative and established Chesa-
peake Society. Harrison had been a member of the Virginia
House of Burgess for nearly two decades, while Rutledge had
only recently returned to South Carolina after studying law
at the Temple in London. Through his social and economic
position, and also through his marriage to the eldest
daughter of one of the richest and most powerful men in
South Carolina, Henry Middleton, Rutledge found it easy to

14

pursue his political ambitions. John Adams found the

South Carolinian dull and childish and described Rutledge
as a "perfect Bob-o-Lincoln--a swallow, a sparrow, a pea-
cock; excessively vain, excessively weak, and excessively

15

variable." The rebellion provided Rutledge with an

13Cau:l Bridenbaugh, Myths and Realities: Societies
of the Colonial South (New York: Atheneum, 1974), pages 59,
101, 116, 117.

14Henry Muller Brabham, "Edward Rutledge of the
American Revolution” (M.A. thesis, University of Virginia,
1935), pages 3, 5.

15Diary, 24 October 1774, The Works of John Adams,

2:401.



opportunity to make a name for himself. He had no military
experience, and compared to the other members of the Board
of War, he was politically inexperienced.

While Rutledge joined the rebellion to gain polit-
ical power and prestige, Harrison joined it to retain his.
I n Bridenbaugh's Chesapeake Society, there was little class
or economic mobility, and politics laid within the sphere

16 It was within this aristocratic

of the aristocracy.
sphere that Harrison made his home. He joined the resist-
ance movement when Parliament began to assume powers,
such as taxation, that had long been a function of the
provincial general assemblies. Because power of the purse
strings was the means that the general assemblies had for
manipulating the governors, men like Harrison were reluc-
tant to part with what they regarded as the general assem-
blies' prerogative.]‘7
Although a colonel in the Charles City County
militia, Harrison brought virtually no military expertise
with him to the Board of War. However, he served on the
committee sent to confer with General Washington at Cam-

bridge i n October of 1775, and the committee which studied

both the propriety and duties of a Wa Office. There was

16Bridenbaugh, Myths and Realities, p. 51.

17Elma Josephine Hege, "Benjamin Harrison and the
American Revolution" (M.A. thesis, University of Virginia,
1939), pages 3, 4, 7, 10.
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no affection between Harrison and the two New Englanders on
the Board of War. The Virginia Anglican had littl e stomach
for their self-righteous airs and domineering style. Harri-
son once proposed that Congress send three million dollars
annually to the New England states to enable the Yankees to
fight the war (with Southern officers). Thus, John Adams
described the Virginian as an "indolent, luxurious, heavy
gentleman, of no use in Congress or on committee, but a

18 Harrison also served on the

great embarrassment to both."
Marine and Secret Committees, so it is likely that he was
unable to attend a few War Office meetings.

The fourth member of the Board of Wa was Scottish-
born thirty-five-year-old James Wilson. He joined the
resistance movement when Britain's Quebec Act threatened

his landholdings west of Fort pitt.>>

He initially opposed
independence but reluctantly cast his lot with the radical
Whigs when Chase and Carroll made their report on the condi-
tion of the Northern Army on June 11, perhaps because he
recognized there was no other way to recover his landhold-
ings. Devoid of any military experience, Wilson found him-

self appointed to the Board of Wa with two of his

18Ibid., pages 9, 45, 56: Diary and Autobiography,
29 February 1776, The Works of John Adams, 3:31.

l9Char1es Page Smith, James Wilson: Founding
Father, 1742-1798 (Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1973),
pages 3, 51.




20 Because

staunchest enemies, John Adams and Roger Sherman.
of this mutual antagonism, Wilson seldom attended War Office
meetings and only when the discussion pertained to frontier
problems affecting his land company's interests. Wilson was
more active on the Committee for Indian Affairs. As one
biographer states, "There is little doubt that [he] used
his official position to further his own interests and those
of his associates. w2l

Due to absenteeism and special needs, Congress was
obliged to elect four other members to the Board of Wa
during the summer and fall of 1776. The most important of
these additions was Charles Carroll of Carrollton who was
chosen on July 18.22 Carroll, a Roman Catholic, was edu-
cated in France and was acquainted with many families of
the French court. His knowledge of the French language and
his affiliation with the Catholic Church already had proven
an asset to Congress, and his selection to the Canadian
committee in February of 1776 was for those very reasons.

His election to the Board of Wa was useful to Congress

for several more reasons. The delegates were anxious to

20Adams disliked Wilson's preoccupation with his
own self-interest, a quality Adams recognized in himself,
and Sherman quarrelled with Wilson over the Susquehannah
Land Company claims.

21Geoffrey Seed, James Wilson: Scottish Intellec-
tual and American Statesman (New York: KTO Press, 1978),
pages 10, 11, 14, 15, 28.

22Journals of the Continental Congress, 18 July
1776, 5:575.




show the French government that Congress harbored no preju-
dice against a man for his religious convictions, and that
Catholics were holding important positions in Congress.
More important, as a membe of such an influential com-
mittee as the Board of War, Carroll's already well-known
name in France would carry even more prestige within
French governmental circles. Because the military tide
had turned in favor of the British, Congress was desperate
for help and thus sought French assistance. Carroll, in
his capacity as a member of the Board of War, was expected
to use his influence and prestige to gain French support.23
Carroll also was useful in dealing with French
officers who petitioned the Board of Wa for commissions
in the Continental Army. Congress was anxious to acquire
the services of experienced soldiers, and because many of
the French officers had friends and patrons in the French
government, these officers were eagerly accepted by

24 More than a few of these French officers turned

Congress.
out to be nothing more than buffoons and dandies, lacking

both ability and character. In addition, they proved to be
useless in command of Continental troops because most spoke

little or no English. Thus, Carroll's presence on the

23Ellen Hart Smith, Charles Carroll of Carrollton
(New York: Russell & Russell, 1942), p. 156.

24Hatch, The Administration of the American Revolu-
tionary Army, p. 50.
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Board of Wa allowed for better scrutiny of the French
officers' credentials, background, and motivation.

William Hooper from North Carolina and Samuel
Huntington from Connecticut were added to the Board of Wa
on September 3 because of the temporary absence of Benjamin

5 A week earlier General

Harrison and Charles Carroll.2

Washington was soundly thrashed at Long Island and was

in headlong retreat. The revolution was in dire peril

and Congress was anxious to give the Board of Wa all of

the help it needed to gem the military tide. When Hunt-

ington indicated his desire to return to his home i n Connect-

icut in early October, Congress appointed Francis Lightfoot

Lee from Virginiato fill Harrison's vacant seat in the

Wa Office on September :I_‘I_26
The least known but perhaps the most indispensable

man associated with the actual operation of the Wa Office

was Richard Peters, who was appointed Secretary on June 13.

The title of "Secretary™ as used by the British and the

colonists had more than a clerical or accounting connota-

tion. The Secretary was the head of an executive depart-

ment, ranking just below the president and members of a

board or committee, and above the individual department

25Journals of the Continental Congress, 3 September
1776, 5:732. Harrison and Carroll had gone home to attend
their provincial conventions.

26Journals of the Continental Congress, 11 Septem-
ber 1776, 5:751.
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heads. Thus, Peters was under the direction of the Board
of Wa members, but had control over such department heads
as the Quartermaster General, Commissary of Stores, and

7 Prior to June 12, 1776, this posi-

Foragemaster General.2
tion never had been created by Congress for any committee.
Thus, the Board of War and Ordnance was the first conscious
attempt by Congress to create an executive department.
Peters gained recognition as a Philadelphia lawyer
and as the register of the admiralty from 1771 to 1775.28
Distinguished by his sharply pointed nose, chin, and wit,
Peters was well-known for his "punctuality, painstaking
care and patience,” qualities which were needed for the

position of Secretary to the Board of War.29

Congress
appointed a non-member of Congress to the position of
Secretary because the multitude of business that Congress
intended the Wa Office to handle required a full-time
attendant, someone who would be familiar with the latest

military developments. Since the members of Congress were

27Kenneth R. Bowling, "Good-bye 'Charlie': The
Lee-Adams I nterest and the Political Demise of Charles
Thornson, Secretary of Congress, 1774-1789," Pennsylvania
Magazine of History and Biography, 100 (July 1976): 316.

28Dictionary of American Biography, vol. 14, ed. by
Dumas Malone (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1934),
p. 509.

29Samuel Breck, "A Collection of Puns and Witticisms
of Judge Richard Peters,"” Pennsylvania Magazine of History
and Biography, 25 (1901):367; Dictionary of American

Biography, 14:509.




in session during the greater part of the day, the posi-
tion required a trustworthy person outside of Congress.
Richard Peters was such a man. Although the majority of
his time was spent in Philadelphia, Peters was i n constant
communication with the commanders in the field, and with
state and local governmental officials. Occasionally, he
travelled outside of Philadelphia to ensure that supply
requests were met, or to view the military front firsthand
in order to better inform the members of the Board of Wa

of the true situation.30

Peters' position on the Board of
Wa was vital because he was the link between the commanders
in the field and the Continental Congress i n Philadelphia.
The driving force behind the Board of Wa was John
Adams. This pepperer's devotion to the welfare of the
army prior to and after the army's adoption in 1775, and
his energetic personality, qualified him for the position
of President of the Board of War. It was Adams who urged
the Board of Wa to meet twice daily and to act boldly
when others preferred to hold back. Adams wanted to be a
soldier but his physical limitations and constant poor

31 At the

health prevented him from pursuing his dream.
outbreak of the rebellion, Adams was determined to get
involved in the military aspects of the revolution in one

capacity or another. Appointment as President of the

30Richard Peters to the Board of War, 10 November
1777, letter reprinted in Pennsylvania Magazine of History
and Biography, 40 (1916):373.

31

Smith, John Adams, 1:202.




Board of Wa was as close to the actual fighting as Adams
could hope to get. Although he had no practical military
experience, Adams prepared himself by reading all the mili-

tary books he could acquire. 32

Prior to his appointment
to the Wa Office he lamented the fact that he would never
be a military officer and, thus, he would have to "leave

others to wear the laurels which | planted. n33

However,
after June 12, 1776, he contented himself by stating that
fighting "is not the greatest branch of the science of

war. He realized his role would be to ensure that the

army was supplied, paid, clothed, raised, and quartered.34

Adams was driven by ambition and a desire for fame.
Although he had the largest law practice in Massachusetts
prior to the rebellion, his success had not given him the
recognition he felt he deserved. The revolution provided
him with the opportunity to become one of the leading men
in the country. Adams recognized his desire for fame and
this caused much inner conflict within him due to his Puri-
tan heritage. To Adams, purity of motive meant the

abandonment of self-interest or personal gain in the inter-

est of the common weal. Thus, what Adams saw lacking in

327pid., 1:197.

33J0hn Adams to Abigail Adams, 23 June 1775,
Familiar Letters of John Adams and His Wife Abigail During
the Revolution with a Memoir of Mrs. Adams, ed. by Charles
Francis Adams (New York: Hurd and Houghton, 1876), p. 70.

3430nn Adams to Nathanael Green, 22 June 1776,
Letters of the Delegates to Congress, 4:288.




35 He

himself- - purity of motive--he demanded of others.
disliked James Wilson for the Pennsylvanian's blatant
preoccupation with his own economic self-interest. Although
Adams liked George Washington, the Braintree dynamo felt no
guilt or shame when he sent his own personal spy, William
Tudor, into the Virginian's camp to keep the Wa Office

36 19 Adams, the

informed of the General's activities.
stakes of the revolution were too high to place anyone
above suspicion.

When the Board of War was created on June 12, 1776,
the revolution appeared to be falling apart. The disas-
ters at Quebec and Trois Rivieres exposed Nev York to the
ravages of the army of General John Burgoyne and his Indian
allies. There was the very real possibility that Burgoyne
and Sir William Honme would trap Washington's Continental
Armmy in a pincers movement which would effectively termi-
nate the rebellion. |If the Board of Wa could not reorgan-
ize the Continental Army, raise and forward new troops, and
establish secure lines of supply, the members of Congress
would surely visit the London gallows as a reward for their
treason. Before Washington could expect to have a chance
against the better trained and equipped British troops in
the field, the Board of Wa would first have to provide

him with the men and materiale to do so. Thus, the Board

35Shaw, The Character of John Adams, pages 22, 40, 41.

36gmith, John Adams, 1:202.
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of Wa and General Washington, in essence, jointly held the
fate of the revolution in their hands. Therefore, the
selection of the members of the Wa Office was a most
serious affair.

Upon close examination, the Board of Wa appears
to have been carefully constructed in order to satisfy all
of the sectional and political factions in Congress. The
different factions in Congress (i.e. the radicals, conser-
vatives, Nev Englanders, and Southerners) insisted upon
representation on the committee | est one section or faction
become too powerful. Benjamin Harrison, William Hooper,
Eaward Rutledge, George Wythe, and Joseph Hewes distrusted
the New Englanders and feared that, if the radicals domi-
nated the Wa Office and gained too much control over the
army, they would turn the army southward and dictate their
"levelling"” political ideology to the Southern colonies if
the British threat was removed. The result was a distinctly
multi- partisan standing committee. The appointments
involved more than just the personalities of the delegates
chosen by also encompassing sectional, economic, political
and social factors.

An examination of the Board of Wa reveals its
multi- partisan nature. All three sections of the rebelling
colonies were represented. Nev England was represented by
John Adams and Roger Sherman. The Middle colonies were
represented by James Wilson, and the Southern colonies

were represented by Benjamin Harrison and Edward Rutledge.
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By such representation on the Board of War, the Congres-
sional delegates ensured that no one section would be put
upon to contribute more than its share in the war effort.

Further examination reveals that the three most
populous colonies, Virginia, Pennsylvania, and Massachu-
setts, were represented on the Board of War. The delegates
from these colonies undoubtedly argued that the colonies
which were going to supply most of the manpower for the
army should be represented on the committee drawing up the
colonial troop quotas. The delegates from the three most
populated colonies wanted to guarantee that the other
colonies contributed their share of the manpower needs.
Virginia, Pennsylvania, and Massachusetts did not want to
do all of the fighting for the other ten colonies.

Politically, the Board of Wa was bipartisan. The
two staunch conservatives, Rutledge and Harrison, struck
a balance with the two New Englanders, Adams and Sherman.
James Wilson was also a conservative and the War Office was
brought into political equilibrium on July 18 by the addi-
tion of the wealthy raaical from Maryland, Charles Carroll
of Carrollton. Harrison's and Rutledge's aristocratic
natures, proaucts of the Chesapeake and Carolina societies,
were balanced by the egalitarianism of Adams and Sherman.
Thus, sectionally, politically, and socially, the Board of
Wa was truly multi- partisan.

Because the duties and responsibilities of the

Board of Wa concerned the acquisition, stockpiling, and
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forwarding of military supplies and ordnance for the

army, economic geography was also important in the selec-
tion of members to the Wa Office. Colonies producing

or raising vital supplies for the army were represented

on the Board of War. Congress was still an extralegal
body with no defined powers or authority over the individ-
ual colonies. Because of this, 1t had to rely on the
good will of the colonies to support its resolutions and
recommendations. Just as the delegates came to hot and
muggy Philadelphia to act as ambassadors to the Continen-
tal Congress for their colonies, this role was reversed
for the members of the Board of War. Each member of the
Wa Office had to act as an ambassador to their respective
colony on behalf of Congress to acquire supplies and
ordnance for the Continental Army. The advantages of hav-
ing delegates from vitally important supply colonies in
the Wa Office were twofold. The delegates were familiar
with their own colony's commercial and governmental organi-
zation, and had more influence in a time of need with the
governmental |leaders and merchants than an outsider.

Since Congress possessed no power to force the individual
colonies to comply with its requests (although the Board
of Wa found one method of persuasion that will be dis-
cussed in Chapter V), it had to rely on the ability of

the individual Congressional delegates to persuade or
cajole their colony into cooperating. The necessity of

having delegates from colonies vital to the prosecution



of the war on the Board of Wa was paramount because of the
communication factor.

The colonies producing or raising vital war mate-
riale were represented on the Board of Wa and perhaps
explains why the conservatives William Hooper or Joseph
Hewes from North Carolina were overlooked initially in
favor of the inexperienced South Carolinian, Edward Rut-
ledge. South Carolina was important not only for itsrice
and indigo production, but because it contained the fourth
largest North American city, Charles Town (12,000 inhabit-

ants).37

As the cultural and economic center of the deep
South, Charles Town was the anchor of the Continental South-
ern Military Department, as well as the largest Southern
seaport. South Carolina also produced more pitch and tar- -
essential shipbuilding materials--than all of the other
colonies combined. Finally, the colony was the wealthiest
in North America and was needed to help finance the war.38
Benjamin Harrison was chosen as a member of the
Board of Wa over his fellow Virginians because he was one

of the leading conservatives in Congress. He was chosen

over the North Carolinians not only because of Virginia's

37Stuart Bruchey, The Roots of American Economic
Growth, 1607-1861 (New York: Harper & Row, 1968), p. 20.

38Marcus Wilson Jernegan, The American Colonies,
1492-1750: A Study of their Political, Economic, and
Social Development (New York: Frederick Ungar Publishing
Co., 1929; reprint ed., New York: Frederick Ungar Publish-
ing Co., 1965), p. 365; Bridenbaugh, Myths and Realities,
p. 67.
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manpower advantage, but also perhaps because Virginia was
more economically important and vital to the war effort.
Virginia's cash crop, tobacco, was used to purchase
foreign arms and munitions because Congress had no hard
money and the products of its printing press were worth
little overseas. |In addition, the western section of the
Old Dominion contained a few large iron mines, and its
tobacco plantations produced quantities of saltpetre (a
by-product of the curing process), used in the manufacture
of gunpowder. 39
James Wilson was chosen over the Maryland, Dela-
ware, Nav Jersey, and New York delegates perhaps because
Pennsylvania's grain production was necessary for feeding
the Continental Army. By 1776, the flour mills in Pennsyl-

40 The

vania were among the most advanced in the world.
weavers in the colony produced quantities of stockings that
were previously used for export but were now earmarked for
the army. The large Lancaster, Warwick, and Sarum iron-
works, producers of cannon, were located within the confines

of Pennsylvania. Although the colony's representative on

39Bruchey, The Roots of American Economic Growth,
p.- 21; Herbert Eugene Bolton and Thomas Maitland Marshall,
The Colonization of North America, 1482-1783 (New York:
Macmillan, 1922), p. 330.

4OMarc Egnal, "Economic Development of the Thirteen
Continental Colonies,” in Interpreting Colonial America,
ed. by James Kirby Martin (New York: Harper & Row, 1978),
p. 272.




the Board of Wa lacked public spirit, Pennsylvania's help
was sorely needed for the war effort.41
M assachusetts was represented on the Board of Wa
primarily for its manpower resources, the important harbor
at Boston, shipbuilding, and the manufacture of shoes.
The colony's agriculture was mainly subsistence farming
and could not be relied upon as a major food supplier for
the army.q‘2 Roger Sherman was probably elected over dele-
gates from Nev Hampshire and Rhode |Island because Connecti-
cut was the main supplier of beef for the Continental Army,
and since the war had been fought mainly in the northern
part of the continent, the colony already had supplied many
troops for the war effort. Because of these reasons,
Connecticut could hardly be unrepresented on the Board of
War.
The care taken in the selection of members of the
Wa Office suggests that the committee was intended as
something more than just a clerical or accounting body.
It also suggests that the Board of Wa was more than just
a one man committee (John Adams), as Peter Shaw has sug-

gested. 43 The members of the Board of Wa were elected by

41Ibid., p. 282; Jernegan, The American Colonies,
pages 369, 370.

42Bruchey, The Roots of American Economic Growth,
p. 30; Egnal, Interpreting Colonial America, p. 282.

43

Shaw, The Character of John Adams, p. 95.
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Congress, acting as a committee of the whole. Using simple
qguantification regarding the committee's activities from
June 16 or 17, when the committee held its first meeting,
to December 11, 1776, it becomes evident that the Board
was the busiest standing committee in Congress. Perhaps
other scholars have underestimated the role of the Board of
Wa in the prosecution of the war. As John Hancock stated
in his letter to General Washington on June 14, 1776, the
initial duties and responsibilities assigned to the Board
of Wa were "only a foundation” and were not a description
of the limits of control the committee was designed to

have. 44

Because of the plethora of business before Congress,
the Wa Office was expected to assume an increasing number
of duties to lift the burden of daily management of the war
effort from Congress' shoulders.

The Board of War's very method of operation indi-
cates that it was a deliberative body, and not, as Marshall

45 As of

Smelser states, "more of a game than a reality."
June 12, 1776, the correspondence Congress received from
Its military commanders in the field, or from state and

local governments regarding military problems were read

44John Hancock to Georqe Washington, 14 June 1776,

L etters of Members of the continental Congress, 1774-1789,
ed. by Edmund Cody Burnett, 8 vols. (Washington: The Carne-
gie Institution, 1921-1936; reprinted., Massachusetts:

Peter Smith, 1963), 1:488.

45

Smelser, The Winning of Independence, p. 205.




on the floor of Congress and then referred to the Board of

Wa for "deliberation. n46

The Board of Wa met early in
the morning before the general Congressional session was
called to order, and again in the evening after Congress

had adjourned for the day.47

The very fact that the Board
of Wa "deliberated” on issues suggests that these issues
were discussed by the members of the Wa Office until a
mutually acceptable solution for all sections and factions
was arrived at. The Board of Wa's recommendation was
then read on the floor of Congress by the committee's
President, John Adams. Adams answered the delegates' ques-
tions or defended the Board of War's recommendation. 48
Because the members of the Wa Office were the most
informed members of Congress regarding the general military
situation as well as the location of troops, ordnance, and
supplies, their recommendations must have carried great
weight in Congress. John Adams courtroom manner, logical
reasoning, and persuasive powers no doubt changed the minds

of a few recalcitrants. In only a few instances was the

report by the Eoard of Wa ordered tabled by Congress

46For example see Journals of the Continental Con-
aress, 5:445.

47 3ohn Adams to Abigail Adams, 26 June 1776,
L etters of Members of the continental Congress, ed. by
E. C. Burnett, 1l:512,

48

Autobiography, 1776, The Works of John Adams,

3:6.



following the lengthy debate, obviously because of disagree-
ment among the delegates. 49

Simple quantification reveals how busy the Board
of Wa was. During the period between June 12 and December
11, 1776, Congress referred 292 letters, petitions, and
appeals to the Board of War. One hundred and ninety- six
of these letters originated from military commanders in
the field concerning the general military situation or
supply, ordnance, and reinforcement requests. Therefore,
the Wa Office received, on the average, one letter per day
from the military commanders. The correspondence came from
all three military departments (i.e. Northern, Middle, and
Southern). Taking into consideration the delay caused by
colonial transportation and roads, the Board of Wa was
kept well-informed about the military situation in all
quarters.

The Board of War, in turn, presented sixty-nine
reports to Congress during the same six-month period which
contained a total of 255 recommendations. To better
clarify the role played by the Board of Wa regarding
military operations in 1776, these recommendations have
been classified into those concerning logistics (i.e. the
moving, supplying, and quartering of troops), which indi-
cate the Board's active role in the prosecution of the

war, and those which were strictly clerical in nature

49For example see Journals of the Continental
Congress, 5:811.




(i.e. recommendations regarding pay, promotions, commis-
sions, appointments, prisoners of war, commendations, and
discharges). The figures reveal that forty-four percent

of all of the recommendations concerned the vital issues

of raising, supplying, and forwarding troops. These
issues undoubtedly required much deliberation in the Wa
Office because care had to be taken not to strip colonies
closest to the field of battle defenseless, while still
satisfying all Congressional factions and colonial sections.
The numbers also reveal that if the recommendations regard-
ing the voluminous requests for commissions in the army
and appointments to departmental positions, strictly cleri-
cal in nature, were removed from the general total of
letters referred to the Board of War, the percentage of
those recommendations regarding logistical support for the
army increases to sixty-four percent. Thus, it becomes
clear that the Board of Wa was a busy committee and that
much of their work had a direct bearing on the actual
prosecution of the war.

Because the Board of Wa was responsible for the
logistical support of the Continental Army, and George
Washington was responsible for the direction of that army,
the committee and the General jointly held the fate of the
revolution in their hands. Congress had "only laid a
foundation" in assigning the Board of Wa and Ordnance its
initial duties and responsibilities on June 12. The Wa

Office had to assume more responsibility on its own as the



summer season progressed in 1776. With Sir William Honme
expected to arrive with an invasion fleet off the coast of
New York, and General John Burgoyne expected to join him
in a pincers movement to trap Washington and the Continen-
tal Army by driving south from Canada through Newv York,
the situation appeared to be critical. The construction

of the gallows was continuing in earnest.



69

CHAPTER IV

THE BEST ORDER

The dispute is, as you justly
observe, in all human probability,
but in its infancy. W ought,
therefore, to study to bring
everything in the military
department into the best order.

-John adams to Nathanael Greene
June 22, 1776



The "army" entrusted to the care of the Board of
Wa in June of 1776 was, in reality, five armies located
in three different geographical areas of the thirteen rebel-
ling colonies. There were separate armies i n Massachusetts
(Boston), northern New York and Canada (Tyconderoga, Crown
Point, Albany, Montreal, and Sorel), eastern New York
(Long Island and the Highlands along the Hudson), New
Jersey (the flying camp scattered between Perth-Amboy,
Elizabethtown, and Newark), and South Carolina (Charles
Town). The forces under the command of Washington, Philip
Schuyler, and John Sullivan at Long Island, Albany, and
Sorel, respectively, were composed of "regular" Continen-
tal troops and state line militias. The army at Boston,
commanded by the venerable Artemus Ward, and the army at
Charles Town, commanded by Charles Lee, were strictly
Continental troops. The flying camp in Nev Jersey, under
the direction of Hugh Mercer, was a mixture of Pennsyl-
vania, Delaware, and Maryland militia, and Philadelphia
Associators.l All five armies had their omn specific
needs and organizational problems, but common character-
istics shared by the majority of the troops were that
they were ill-equipped, ill-supplied, unpaid, disease
ridden, dispirited, disorganized (with the exception of
Washington's command), and, in many cases, poorly led at

the regimental level. 1In short, the American troops were

1The New Jersey militia were in New York assisting
General Washington.



not of the cut that put the fear of God in the veterans

of the British Army. Instead of an army, the Board of Wa
inherited not much more than a loosely organized rabble.
Congress | eft the task of turning this "army"” into an
effective fighting machine to the Wa Office.

It is a military maxim that an aaimy is only as
formidable as its leadership. |In military terms, the size
of an army bears little, if any, relationship on its effec-
tiveness as a fighting force. John Adams realized, as did
others in Congress, that regardless of the number of troops
the Board of Wa was able to raise and forward to the areas
of combat, these men would only be cannon fodder unless
properly led.” Thus, the first task that confronted the
Wa Office was the reorganization and reformation of the
Continental Army. This endeavor, along with supplying and
reinforcing the armies, occupied the members of the Board
of War from June to December of 1776.

Because Congress and General Washington fully
expected the major British blow to fall on the provinces
of Nev York and New Jersey, the Board of War's attention
was initially focused on the Continental armies stationed
there. O the five maor Continental armies in the states,

the weakest was the Northern Army which was scattered over

2John Adams to Samuel Holden Parons, 19 August
1776, Letters of Members of the Continental Congress, ed.
by E. C. Burnett, 2:57; John Adams to Henry Knox, 25 August
1776, lbid., 2:6l1.
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hundreds of miles of frontier. Congress was fully aware
that the Northern Amy was on the verge of total collapse.
In addition to the information gathered by Charles Carroll
of Carrollton and Samuel Chase, reported to Congress on
June 11, Congress regularly received reports from Continen-
tal officers in the field regarding the critical situation.
Brigadier General Benedict Arnold wrote that "the small
pox has broke and divided the army in such a manner, that
it is almost ruined." Arnold added that "the repeated
misfortunes and losses has greatly dispirited the troops,
our enemies are daily increasing and our friends deserting

us. n3

A return of the army in Canada, filed on June 25
with the Wa Office, revealed that out of a total of 6,241
officers and enlisted men, only 3,591 were present and fit
for duty. An additional 3,000 men were unaccounted for
and presumed to have gone home. One member of Congress
reported that the Northern Army "has melted away in as
little time as if the destroying angel had been sent on
purpose to demolish them, as he did the children of

| srael. nd The weak Northern Army was the only obstacle

between General Burgoyne, whose troop strength was

3Benedict Arnold to Philip Schuyler, 6 June 1776,
The Papers of the Continental Congress (Washington: Nation-
al Archives and Record Service, Microcopy 247), reel 166,
item 152, 2:41.

4Fo;r a return of the Northern Army see Force's
American Archives, Fourth Series, 6:915, 916; Joseph Hewes
t o Samuel Johnston, 8 July 1776, Ibid., Fifth Series, 1:117.




estimated at 10,000, and a linkup with the Home brothers
at New York City. |If New York was to be saved, Burgoyne
had to be stopped during the summer and autumn campaigns
at the headwaters of Lake Champlain. To accomplish this,
the Board of Wa had to reinforce the Northern Army and
rebuild its devastated command structure.

The defeats suffered by the Americans at Quebec,
the Cedars, and Trois Rivieres, in addition to the fever
and smallpox, had cost the Continental Army many experienced
officers.’ A soldier in the Northern Amy declared in a
letter to his brother that "no less than thirty captains
died with [smallpox], and not more than one in three lived
through it that took it the natural way. n6 Congress and
the Board of Wa knew that the Canadian campaign had cost
the lives of Generals Montgomery and John Thomas, and that
General William Thompson had been captured. They also
knew that many experienced regimental and company officers
suffered the same fate and, thus, were aware that the com-
mana structure of the Northern Army was in shambles. There-
fore, the Board of War's priority was to rebuild the
Northern Army's chain of command. Toward this aim, the

Wa Office desperately sought experienced, qualified

SBenedict Arnold to Philip Schuyler, 13 June 1776,
The Papers of the Continental Congress, reel 186, item 169,
1:374-376.

6Charles Cushing to his brother, 8 July 1776,
Force's American Archives, Fifth Series, 1:128-132; many
more died via innoculation.




officers to fill the vacancies existent in the Northern
Army. however, in its zeal to provide qualified leadership
in that military department, the newly created administra-
tive department became entangled over the issue of continen-
tal (national) versus state prerogative.

The first action initiated by the Wa Office to
provide support for the Northern Amy was executed without
rancor. On June 17 the Board of Wa authorized Governor
Jonathan Trumbull of Connecticut to appoint the field
officers to the Continental regiments raising in that state
that Congress had requested for the reinforcement of the
New York frontier.7 Ordinarily, since these troops were
being raised under the Continental establishment, the Gover-
nor had no authority to appoint the field officers to those
regiments.8 However, since the members of the newly
created Board of Wa were relatively uninformed about the
availability of unattached officers in the Connecticut area,
to save the valuable time it would have taken to inquire
into this matter, they probably heeded the advice of Roger
Sherman (a good friend of Governor Trumbull), and decided
to I et Trumbull make the appointments. The Wa Office was
careful to guard its prerogative by adding to its instruc-

tions to Trumbull that only "the present exigency requires

TJournaIs of the Continental Congress, 17 June
1776, 5:447.

8The rank of colonel, lieutenant colonel, and
major were field grade, and captain and lieutenant were
subordinate officers.




this measure,” and i1t should "not be drawn into preced-
ent. "9

In addition to those troops being raised in Connec-
ticut for the relief of the Northern Army, the Board of
Wa was informed that help was available from another direc-
tion. In a letter from General John Sullivan, read on the
floor of Congress, the delegates learned that French Cana-
dians were "flocking by hundreds" to join Sullivan's com-
mand at Sorel. Although the letter was in a great measure
contradictory to what had been reported by Arnold, Congress
and the Wa Office were anxious to accept any succour the
Canadians were willing to give. In order to show his
affection for the French volunteers, and to secure their
friendship, Sullivan wrote apologetically that he had gone
beyond wnat he knew to be the limits; ;of his authority and
had given commissions in the army to the experienced Cana-

10

dians. Instead of chastising Sullivan for this infringe-

ment on Congressional prerogative, the Board of Wa
assessed the critical situation in that department and

recommended that the Canadian commissions be approved. 1

‘Journals of the Continental Congress, 17 June
1776, 5:447.

lOJohn Sullivan to General Washington, 6 June 1776,
The Papers of the Continental Congress, reel 166, item 152,
2:47.

llJournals of the Continental Congress, 19 June
1776, 5:465.




Thus, the Board of Wa demonstrated in its first
two actions as an administrative body, that in situations
affecting the common weal, the members were not about to
stand on ceremony. The Wa Office soon discovered that
the majority of the states were not so generous and public
spirited wnen it came to parting with provincial preroga-
tive. The individual states were unable to rise above
their own provincial interests for the cause of national
unity. Such parochialism created many roadblocks for the
Board of War in its efforts to carry out its duties and
responsibilities not only in 1776, but throughout the entire
war. At the same time, the militarily inexperienced Wa
Office was taught a lesson in military protocol.

Responding to a petition that was read in Congress
from officers who had served in Canada during the previous
winter, and who had lost their commands via enlistment
expirations or attrition, the Board of Wa authorized the
Nav York Convention to raise a regiment of Continental
troops and to commission these officers in that regiment.12
The petition by the unattached officers fit perfectly into
the plans of the Wa Office to provide experienced |leader-
ship for its troops. However, the committee's attempt to
provide positions in the army for those officers drew the

ire of the Yorkers, who insisted that appointments of

121pid., 21 June 1776, 5:471; the principal
officers were Colonels Lewis Dubois and Seth Warner,
Lieutenant Colonel Samuel Stafford, and Major Elisha
Painter.
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subordinate officers, below the rank of field grade, fell
within the prerogative of the individual states. The New
York Convention, in a letter to Congress, wrote that such
a procedure was "so contrary to the common usage hitherto
observed and practiced upon in all similar cases,” as to
"raise a discrimination highly invidious to this State.”
The convention added that although they did not doubt that
Congress possessed sufficient knowledge about the officers
to make the appointments, the assembly questioned "whether
the ability [Congress] may thence derive to perform an act

can constitute a right of doing it."13

This response made
it very clear that the state was very jealous of its own
prerogative and would not relinquish it quietly.

The Board of Wa also had trampled unknowingly on
military protocol which left many officers in the Continental
Armmy disgruntled. Officers with more seniority in the Con-
tinental service than those promoted to a higher rank in
the forthcoming Nav York regiment were so sufficiently
rankled by being "ungenerously superceded,” that they re-
signed their commissions. According to the insulted officers,
even "sergeants and corporals . . .« have superceded officers

who bore commissions in the [Canadian] campaign. »14

135ew York Convention to the President of Congress,
11 July 1776, Force's American Archives, Fifth Series,
1:201, 202.

14New York Convention to the President of Congress,
12 July 1776, Ibid., 1:228; the offended officers were
Lieutenants Aaron Aerson, Jonathan Pease, Richard Platt,
Daniel Gano, and Garret H. Van Wagener.
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Thus, the Board of Wa had its first brush with
the issue of national versus state prerogative. Through
ignorance and haste the wWwar Office had blundered into the
confrontation, but to back down in the face of this provin-
cial challenge would have caused irreparable damage to the
Board of Mar's prestige and authority. The Wa Office
deliberated on the matter for eight days before it deliv-
erea its recommendation to Congress. John Adams reported
tnat the Board of Wa would not withdraw its original
instructions to Nev York because "no good purpose would be
answered by making any alteration therein." However, the
Wa Office so much as admitted its mistake by declaring
that "although many worthy officers who served in Canada
are yet unemployed, the Board can only lament that they are
not i n service, but hope something will, (in the future),
turn up to enable-Congress to place them i n situations
equal to their merit. s15

Though the Wa Office stood firm in the face of
this initial provincial challenge, it became remarkably
timid in similar circumstances throughout the remainder of
1776. Perhaps the Board of Wa was afraid that to press
the matter would cost the support of several of the states.
In the only other related instances involving the staffing
of regiments, the Wa Office clearly deferred to the judg-

ment of the states. For example, on July 9, the Board of

15Journals of the Continental Congress, 23 July
1776, 5:602.




Wa approved the commissions requested by Virginia for the
staffing of the new Virginia rifle company under Hugh
Stephenson, instead of appointing their own. No doubt
Benjamin Harrison's presence on the Board of Wa greatly
aided the state's recommendation. The Wa Office even
graciously asked the Virginia delegates in Congress to
write to the several Virginia counties requesting that they
reconunend persons for filling up the remaining positions in

16 In another instance, the Board of Wa

the regiment.
requested Massachusetts to appoint one of the general
officers of that state's militia to command the troops
which were raised there to fill -the void created when the
Continental troops around Boston were ordered to march to

New York by General Washington.17

Since the |last appoint-
ment clearly fell within the prerogative of the War Office,
it demonstrates how careful the Board of War had become in
dealing with the individual states. The last thing the
Wa Office wanted to do was alienate any of the states.
The Wa Office also had learned a lesson in mili-
tary protocol. For the remainder of the year, when vacan-
cies occurred in regiments, officers were promoted on a
strictly regimental line. Unfortunately, with this method,

seniority counted for more than merit and undoubtedly the

service suffered in some cases as a result. But this

161pia., 9 July 1776, 5:529.

17 1pid., 14 August 1776, 5:657.



method of promotion calmed the storm created in the army
by the Board's previous action.18
In their report of June 11, Chase and Carroll indi-
cated that a neglect by Congress had contributed to the
demise of the Northern Army, with nonpayment of the troops
a causal factor. The Board of War attempted to correct
this oversight throughout the summer of 1776. On June 25
the Wa Office recommended that all of the states that were
requested to send reinforcements to the Nev York frontier
appoint paymasters for each regiment so that accurate
accounts could be kept of what was owed to the soldiers by
Congress. 19 This did not guarantee that the troops would
be paid because Congress still lacked hard currency, but
perhaps Congress believed the measure would at least give
the troops the impression that Congress meant to pay
them. To help the men pray for their pay, on July 5, the
Board of War, acting on a request from General Washington
of the 28 of June, recommended that chaplains ke appointed
to each regiment of the Continental Army. Experienced
soldiers, then as now, recognized the value of good morale
among the troops, and how low morale could ruin the best

of armies. This measure by the Wa Office obviously was

18See the Board of War's promotions for Colonel
Samuel Elmore's Connecticut regiment, and for filling
vacancies in Washington's army, Journals of the continental
Congress, 30 July and 10 August 1776, 5:644, 614, 615.

19

Ibid., 25 June 1776, 5:479.



intended to lift the sagging spirits of the troops and
satisfy their religious needs as well. 20
The Wa Office also spent time straightening out
the Commissary Department in the Northern Army in an
attempt to supply that force more effectively. In previous
wars, ana in the first year and a half of the revolution,
each army had been provided with its own commissary, whose
function was to provide the army with provisions. |In 1776,
this system ultimately led to competition for wagons,
horses, teamsters, and supplies among the commissaries of
the different armies--a very unsatisfactory arrangement.
Joseph Trumbull had been appointed Commissary General for
the entire Continental Army in July of 1775, but when he
attempted to assert his authority over the Northern Army's
acting commissary, Walter Livingston, in the spring and
early summer of 1776, he was rebuffed by both Livingston
and General Schuyler.2l After receiving General Washing-
ton's opinion on the festering situation in the Northern
Department, the Board of War (undeniably pro-Trumbull

because of his Newv England background and friendship with

John Adams and Roger Sherman), stated that Trumbull had

20General Washington to the President of Congress,
28 June 1776, Force's American Archives, Fourth Series,
6:1117, 1118; Journals of the Continental Congress, 5 July
1776, 5:522.

21Livingston was Schuyler's favorite, and Trumbull
was a friend. of General Horatio Gates, who had replaced
General Sullivan at Tyconderoga after the Army's retreat to
that place.
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full authority over all of the Nev York, Middle, and Eastern
armies. The decision was really only academic due to Trum-
bull's appointment as head of the department a year earlier,
and no great initiative can be credited to the Board of Wa
in this instance either. Livingston subsequently resigned
and the Commissary Department was finally united under a
single department head, Joseph Trumbull. 22

Other portions of the Chase-Carroll report also
demanded the Board of War's attention. In an effort to
tighten Congress' control over the armies and to help
eliminate corruption therein, on July 16, the Wa Office
recommended that commissioners be appointed to audit the
accounts of the two New York armies, and the Northern Army
in particular. The audits were aimed at the Commissary,
Quartermaster, Hospital, and Paymaster departments. Surely
the ‘-money conscious Roger Sherman had a hand in the instiga-
tion ana formation of this recommendation. The Board of
Wa also ordered that the departments submit weekly and
monthly returns of all transactions so that the accounts
would be closely monitored. 23

The Wa Office also informed General Schuyler that

officers holding more than one office in the army would no

22Journals of the Continental Congress, 8 July
1776, 5:527; for Livingston's resignation see Walter Living-
ston to the President of Congress, 7 September 1776, Force's
American Archives, Fifth Series, 2:220, 221.

23Journals of the Continental Congress, 16 July 1776,
5:564, 565.




longer be tolerated. A few officers, principally in the
Northern Army, had been acting as the commissary for their
regiments in addition to their regular duties. These few
officers had been known to turn a quick profit at the
expense of their men by charging the troops exorbitant
prices for provisions. Under the Board's recommendation,
this practice was eliminated and undoubtedly created better
harmony between officers and enlisted men. 24

Finally, to demonstrate to the troops in the North-
ern Army that Congress was serious about its new commit-
ment to that military department, the Wa Office reconunended
two hundred thousand dollars be sent to Jonathan Trumbull
(the son of the Connecticut Governor), Deputy Paymaster
General in the Northern Department, to pay the men. In
addition, the Board of Wa authorized James Livingston and
a French Canadian, Preudhome |a Jeunesse, to raise a regi-
ment of Canadians to fight alongside the Americans at
Tyconderoga. Congress approved the Board's recommendation
to pay the troops, but tabled the suggestion for raising

the Canadian regiment. 25

The Wa Office inexplicably
allowed the issue to die and made no attempt to reintro-
duce a similar measure. Perhaps Congress had conceded that

any new Canadian campaign would prove to be fruitless.

241pid., 19 July 1776, 5:591.

251pid., 2 August 1776, 5:627, 628, Ibid., 15
August 1776, 5:657; Ibid., 21 August 1776, 5:692.



However, given the critical situation in that department,
it is a cause for wonderment that more of an effort was
not exerted in this direction. In any event, the record
reveals that in the two-and-one-half months before the
battle on Long Island, the high watermark of the 1776
summer campaign, the Board of Wa had taken many steps to
rectify the disorganization, dispiritedness, and corruption
in the Northern Department. Yet, this military department
was not the only responsibility of the Board of War.

On July 1 Congress was informed by General Washing-
ton that forty-five ships of the Home brothers' armada had
arrived off Staten Island, and in his dispatch a day later,
the Commander-in-Chief declared that upwards of one hundred
and ten sail stood in the harbor disembarking troops. 26
Shortly thereafter, Congress was also shocked to learn of
"a hellish plot . . . to murder General Washington and some
other officers of the first rank, blow up the magazine, and

spike up the cannon. w27

The subsequent hanging of one of
the conspirators did nothing to alleviate the anxiety felt
by Congress and the Wa Office regarding the army around

New York City.28 Washington's command was the best organized

26General Washington to the President of Congress,
29 June 1776, Force's American Archives, Fourth Series,
6:1134; General Washington to the President of Congress, 30
June 1776, Ibid., Fourth Series, 6:1142, 1143.

27Joseph Hewes t o Samuel Johnston, 8 July 1776,
Ibid., Fifth Series, 1:117.

28The condemned man was Thomas Hickey, a private in
Washington's own Life Guard.




of all the Continental armies, and the loss of the General
ana several of his staff would have been a devastating
blow and would have thrown the army into complete chaos.
Nev York would have been surely lost and victory would have
been in the grasp of the British. Congress itself received
a message that loyalists intended to plant kegs of gunpowder
right under the delegates' feet at Carpenters Hall.
Although both plots failed, they serve to illustrate the
tension and chaotic atmosphere Congress and the Board of
Wa were forced to labor under during the hectic summer of
1776.

Despite trying conditions, Congress and the Wa
Office continued to carry on with the business of rebellion.
With General Washington's command intact, the Eoard of War
played only a supporting role in this theatre from June
until the end of the summer campaign which climaxed with
the battle of Long Island on August 27. The logistical
support providea by the War Office will be discussed later,
but the Board attempted to help Washington prepare his
reception for the British in other ways as well. On June
26 and July 23 the Wa Office sent to the General two
experienced French engineers, Antoine Felix Weibert and
Monsieur St. Martins, to help construct the Continental

29

defenses. In addition, following Washington*s recom-

mendation, Lieutenant Colonel Rufus Putnam was appointed

29Weibert was employed at King's Bridge.



as an engineer to aid these gentlemen. 30

Engineers were in-
valuable to an army because, although they were often com-
bined with the artillery in a common arm of the service, they
were also responsible for the siting and construction of
redoubts, cheveau de frise, ditches, palisades, abatis, and
fléches.31 Thus, even though the Board of Wa was content
to play a supporting role in this theatre, i1t provided
Washington with defensive expertise the General sorely
needed. The engineering experience lent to Washington was
intended to give untried Continental troops a fighting
chance against experienced veterans under Sir William Kowe.
The Board of Wa also heeded Washington's request
to take the Connecticut and New York lighthorse, which had
come to the General's aid, into Continental pay. Although
these dragoons were state line militia and volunteers
(Congress had not yet made any provision for lighthorse
troops in the army), Washington had requested that, as added

inducement for their assistance, Congress should pay them.32

30Journals of the Continental Congress, 26 June
1776, 5:480; Ibid., 23 July 1776, 5:602; Ibid., 5 August
1776, 5:630; for Washington's recommendation of Putnam, see
Washington to the Board of War, 29 July 1776, Force's
American Archives, Fifth Series, 1:641, 642.

31Boatner, Encyclopedia of the American Revolution,
p. 346.

32General Washington to the President of Congress,
21 June 1776, The Papers of the Continental Congress, reel
186, item 169, 1:368, 369; General Washington to the Presi-
dent of Congress, 10 July 1776, Force's American Archives,
Fifth Series, 1:173, 174; Journals of the Continental Con-
gress, 16 July 1776, 5:563-565; Ibid., 24 July 1776, 5:607.




Lighthorse troops were particularly useful in reconnoitering
and harassing enemy positions and troop movements. However,
the Connecticut dragoons proved to be too much for even

the Commander-in-Chief to handle and he was forced to dis-

miss them.33

Historians can only speculate on what the
outcome of the battle of Long Island might have been had
Washington had the five hundred extra dragoons covering

his flanks on August 27. The fact remains, however, that
the Wa Office again had demonstrated its resolve in aiding
the Continental commanders i n any manner it could.

Congress also left to the Board of Wa the task of
straightening out a misunderstanding that the Wa Office
had no hand in promoting. Washington had been piqued when
he learned that Congress, superseding the Board of War, had
granted General Gates the authority to commission officers
while the Northern Army was still on Canadian soil. Congress
had given Gates almost dictatorial powers over the Northern

Armmy in Canada in an effort to save that campaign.34

3’?’Upholding the tradition of good cavalry, the
Connecticut lighthorse refused to do duty without their
horses, and since forage was scarce, Washington was forced
to send them home;, for a comic exchange, see Colonel Seymour
(Connecticut lighthorse) to General Washington, 16 July 1776,
Force's American Archives, Fifth Series, 1:371.

34Gates had relieved General Sullivan because the
latter had almost sacrificed the remainder of the Northern
Army by remaining too long at Sorel in a vain show of bra-
vado, even though the situation was totally hopeless. Hon
ever, by the time Gates arrived, the army had already
retreated to Crown Point and, thus, Gates' extraordinary
powers were void.
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Washington complained to Congress that, as Commander-in-
Chief, even he had not been granted such extensive powers.
Thus, it fell to the War Office to smooth the
ruffled feathers of the Continent's Commander-in-Chief.
In a letter drafted by the Board, but signed by John Han-
cock, the President of Congress, the Wa Office reassured
the General that Congress had "in no instance, except in
the late appointment of General Gates to the command i n
Canada, parted with the power of filling up vacancies" in
the army, and it had only acquiesced in that instance
because of the "great confusion and many disorders preva-
lent in that Army, and its distance” from Philadelphia,

n3> This letter

and "only during his continuance in Canada.
appears to have satisfied Washington for he again turned
his attention to the problems at hand. In fact, relations
between the General and the Board of Wa had improved
enough by August 17 that the committee suggested to him
that he should attempt to arrange a prisoner of war

exchange with the Howe brothers.36

Unfortunately, within
a fortnight, Washington would be bargaining for the release
of more Americans than he would have cared to imagine.

Nor were the other Continental armies scattered
throughout the other twelve states ignored by the Wa

Office during the summer of 1776. On July 16 the Board of

35Journals of the Continental Congress, 1 August
1776, 5:625, 626.

36

Ibid., 17 August 1776, 5:665.



Wa authorized John Doyle to raise an independent company
of riflemen in Pennsylvania for the defense of that state.
The committee also sent an experienced French engineer,

Le Chevalier ae Kirmovan, to the Pennsylvania Convention to
aid that state in the construction of fortifications at the
strategic post of Billingsport on the Delaware River.
Billingsport was an important post because the British had
to pass that place if they decided to attack Philadelphia

317 In an action of lesser

from the Chesapeake Bay area.
importance, the Wa Office appointed William Lawrence as
paymaster of the Third Pennsylvania regiment which was being

raised by Colonel John Shee. 38

This appointment further
illustrates the total involvement by the War Office in all
matters regarding the Continental Army.

The flying camp at Perth-Amboy and other locations
in New Jersey created special problems for the departmental
heads in the Continental Army and subsequently for the
Board of War. The troops that streamed into the camp were
entirely state and local militias and Philadelphia Asso-
ciators. Because these troops had only enlisted for a
short time during the harvest season, their numbers fluc-

tuated daily. As new units arrived, others went home.

This situation presented extraordinary logistical problems

371pid., 16 July 1776, 5:564; Ibid., 28 June 1776,

5:490.

381pid., 13 August 1776, 5:651.



for the quartermaster and commissary because it was impos-
sible to determine just what, when, and where supplies and
ordnance were needed. In an effort to relieve some of the
burden from the camp quartermaster and commissary, all of
the troops destined for the flying camp were ordered by
Congress to pass through Philadelphia. There they were
supplied with arms, equipment, and some provisions. But,
as the Deputy Quartermaster of the flying camp, Clement
Biddle, noted, an assistant quartermaster was needed in
Philadelphia to keep accurate accounts of the ordnance and
supplies issued there. Thus, on August 17, the Wa Office
approved Biddle's recommendation and appointed Biddle's
friend, Gustavus Risberg, a Philadelphia merchant, to that

position.39

Thereafter the supply system operated more
efficiently and troops were not arriving in the flying camp
empty-handed as often.

The impending crisis at Nev York also had an effect
on the defense of Massachusetts and presented the Board of
Wa with another problem. When General Washington ordered
the Continental troops at Boston to New York, the Massachu-
setts Assembly was thrown into a panic over the prospect

40

of being left defenseless, However, the Board of Wa

39Clement Biddle to Richard Peters, 14 August 1776,
Force's American Archives, Fifth Series, 1:948, 949; Journals
of the Continental Congress, 17 August 1776, 5:665.

40Benjamin Greenleaf to the President of Congress,
19 July 1776, Force's American Archives, Fifth Series, 1:459,
460.




allayed the Bay state's fears by recommending to Congress
that any militia troops the state saw fit to raise to
replace the departed Continental troops be taken into
Continental pay until the crisis ended. |In addition, the
Wa Office, at the urging of John Adams, recommended that
the aging Artemus Ward be continued as the commander of
the Eastern forces.41
During the busy summer of 1776, the Board of Wa
was not only able to tighten Congress' control over the
Northern Army but extended Congressional control over the
Southern frontier as well. Previously, only Charles Town,
South Carolina, had drawn a military commitment from
Congress. But after Congress learned of the British attack
on Charles Town and the Cherokee attacks on the district
of Ninety-Six, it became apparent that the British were
capable of striking anywhere. Thus, on July 24, the Wa
Office recommended that the South Carolina and Georgia
independent rangers be brought under Continental control
and pay. Because General Charles Lee had boasted that he
could control the Southern frontier with one thousand dra-

goons, the Board of Wa set the number of troops to be

41Journals of the Continental Congress, 31 July
1776, 5:623; Ibid., 21 Auqust 1776, 5:693, 694; for Adams'
handiwork in the retention of Wad as commander of the
Eastern forces, see John Adams to James Warren, 21 August
1776, Letters of Members of the Continental Congress, ed.
by E. C. Burnett, 2:59.
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raised, the pay scale, and the command structure.
Wa Office also aided Colonel Hugh Stephenson, who was
raising and equipping a regiment of riflemen in Virginia.
The Board sent the Colonel twelve thousand dollars for that
purpose, and the regiment was quickly completed thereafter.43
One of the most important recommendations made by
the Board of Wa in the summer of 1776 pertained to the
establishment of a permanent artillery corps in the Conti-
nental Army. Prompted by a letter from Colonel Henry Knox,
who pointed out that the Americans had been continually
outgunned in this ordnance by the British, the Wa Office
immediately set itself to the task of rectifying this over-
sight.44 Although the Americans would continue to be
inferior to the British in this ordnance, because it took
time to cast cannon and train matrosses, the Wa Office
at least initiated a positive response to the imbalance.
The Board of Wa also found time to take control

over the prisoners of war. U until July 10, each state

had British prisoners of war scattered throughout the

42For General Lee's account of the British attack
on Charles Town, see Lee to the President of Congress,
2 July 1776, Force's American Archives, Fifth Series,
1:435, 436; Journals of the Continental Congress, 24 July
1776, 5:606, 607.

43

Ibid., 9 July 1776, 5:529.

441pida., 24 July 1776, 5:607; For Knox's letter
to Congress, see Henry Knox to General Washington, 9 July
1776, Force's American Archives, Fifth Series, 1:502.




countryside and there was no central authority providing

for their care. But on July 10, the Wa Office officially
established a central prisoner of war camp in Lancaster,
Pennsylvania, and all of the states were supposed to send
their prisoners to that location. However, individual
states continued to hold prisoners so the Board of Wa noti-
fied each state that monthly returns were required from each
assembly detailing the number of prisoners held in that
state.45 By this action, the Board of Wa at |least was able
to keep an accurate count of the prisoners held by the
Americans which was imperative to know in arranging prisoner
exchanges with the British.

Thus, the summer of 1776 proved to be an extremely
busy one for the Board of Wa. However, after the Conti-
nental defeat on Long Island on August 27, the responsibili-
ties thrust upon the Board by Congress increased dramati-
cally, far beyond anything that had been initially set down
in the original list of duties and responsibilities. The
most important of the new responsibilities proved to be
beyond the capability and competence of the members of the

Board of Wa to perform.

45Journals of the Continental Congress, 10 July
1776, 5:531.




CHAPTER V

A GENTLEMAN OF THE MILITARY

The business of the Congress
must be placed in different
hands. A gentleman of the
military must be of the Board
of War.

-Samuel Chase to John Sullivan,
December 24, 1776.



On August 29, 1776, Congress learned of the disas-
trous defeat of the Continental Army on Long Island.
General Washington had been outflanked and the green Ameri-
cans had been drawn into a trap. The result was over one
thousand Continental troops killed or wounded, and Generals
Sullivan and William Alexander (Lord Sterling) had been
captured. The British and Hessian forces had suffered
barely one-third that number in casualties. Furthermore,
Congress learned that Washington had been forced to abandon
Long Island, and the city of New York proved to be unten-
able.l Thereafter, General Washington was forced to play
a desperate game of trying to keep the Continental Anmy
between Sir William Honme and the Continental Congress at
Pniladelphia. Though Howve would not enter Philadelphia in
1776, Congress nevertheless fled to Baltimore on December 2.

Long Island was not the only blow struck by the
British during the autumn campaign. On October 21, Con-
gress learned of the crushing defeat suffered by Benedict
Arnold's fleet at Valcour Island on Lake Champlain on
October 11 to 13. Arnold had hoped to stop the British
fleet on the lake to forestall an autumn invasion of
northern Neav York. Arnold's failure to stop Burgoyne |left
the American post at Tyconderoga vulnerable to attack.

Because of the lateness of the season, Burgoyne decided to

lFor an account of the battle of Long Island, see
Robert H. Harrison to the President of Congress, 27 August
1776, The Writings of Washington, 5:494, 495.




postpone the invasion, but this decision was not antici-
pated by the delegates in Philadelphia. Congress fully
expected the British to attack Tyconderoga during the fall
of 1776. Nonetheless, Burgoyne had set the stage for the
opening move of the spring campaign of 1777.2

Perhaps the crushing blow to the Americans oc-
curred when Fort Washington fell before the British guns on
November 16. The defeat cost the Americans not only over
twenty-eight hundred men in killed, wounded, and captured,
but more importantly, yielded large stores of American gun-
powder, arms, cannon, and ammunition, and many wagons and
horses to the British. Because of the dearth of such war
materiale in the colonies, the fall of Fort Washington was
particularly crippling to the Continental Army. The defeat
had one more consequence as well--the evacuation of Fort
Lee which |l eft New Jersey wide open to invasion, an oppor-
tunity Sir William Howe took advantage of. Thus, during
the autumn campaign American arms met with defeat after
defeat. The Continental Army and American morale were
sent reeling, and i1t was not until December that the Ameri-
cans were able to check the British advance at Trenton and
Princeton. As one can surmise, the Board of Wa was a very

busy committee during this period.

~

zFor Arnold's account of the action off Valcour
Island, see Arnold to General Washington, 12 October 1776,
Force's American Archives, Fifth Series, 2:1038.




The Continental defeat on Long Island directly
affected the development of the Board of Wa as an adminis-
trative body. As the Continental Army fell back toward
Philadelphia, Congress panicked and turned to the Board
of Wa to stem the military tide. On September 2, Congress
ordered the Wa Office to prepare military plans for the
next campaign. During the summer campaign, the Board of
War had proven itself capable of creating more organization
within the Continental Army and the various departments
therein. The Wa Office had straightened out the Commis-
sary Department, provided pay for the troops, and estab-
lished a system of promotion that satisfied both the
officers in the Continental Army and the delegates in
Congress. |n short, the Board of Wa had proven that it
was effective in dealing with daily military minutiae and
organizational problems which required no military knowl-
edge or experience. However, the responsibility of
planning a military campaign required more than common
sense and good intentions--it required military expertise,
a quality the members of the Board of Wa did not possess.
For all of his vain ambition, John Adams had recognized
that he was unfit to be a member of the Wa Office. In
a letter to his wife, he wrote that "very little business
will be done here, but what will be either military or

commercial--branches of knowledge and business for which



hundreds of others in our province are much better quali-
fied than 1 am. "3

The lack of military expertise among its members
was, of course, not the fault of the Board of War. Congress
had deliberately excluded professional soldiers from the
Wa Office in an effort to keep the army under civilian
control. Thus, since the Board of Wa did not possess the
military competence the order required, the result was that
the committee never did present a plan for military opera-
tions even though the members had gone as far as purchasing
two maps of the thirteen rebelling states.4 Nor is there a
shred of evidence that the committee consulted officers
experienced in this type of military planning. Only near
the end of 1776 did some members of Congress begin to see
the absolute necessity of having an experienced soldier on
the Board of War. Samuel Chase came to such a conclusion
on December 24, after Congress fled to Baltimore, when he
wrote that the "business of the Congress must be placed in
different hands. A gentleman of the military must be of
5

the Board of War." Thus, the defeat on Long Island, and

JJohn Adams to Abigail Adams, 11 July 1776, lbid.,
Fifth Series, 1:184, 185; for Congress' order to the Board
of War, see Journals of the Continental Congress, 2 Septem-
ber 1776, 5:729.

“1bid., 7 September 1776, 5:743.

5Samuel Chase to John Sullivan, 24 December 1776,
Letters of Members of the Continental Congress, ed. by E. C.
Burnett, 2:186.




the subsequent inability of the Board of War to carry out
its increased responsibilities served to convince some
members of Congress of the need of having at |least one
professional soldier on the Board of War. When such a man
was appointed, the Board of Wa was able to exercise more
authority over the actual prosecution of the war. However,
the idea of civilian control over the army died hard, and
it was not until October of 1777 that General Horatio
Gates became a member of the Wa Office.

Though the Board of Wa was unable to draw up plans
for a military campaign, 1t nevertheless continued to aid
the war effort by utilizing its organizational .skills. On
September 10, a membe of the Board of War, other than
John Adams or Edward Rutledge, presented a report to Con-
gress regarding the establishment of a regular Continental
Army.6 The new army would be enlisted for five years or
for the duration of the war, and would consist of eighty-
eight regiments:.7 Although John Adams was not present to
deliver the recommendation, he long had argued the need
for a standing army and undoubtedly he played a major role
in formulating the Wa Office's recommendation. General

Washington, too, had often voiced his complaints regarding

6Rutledge and Adams had gone to Nav York to meet
with Sir William Honvme ostensibly to hear Britain's recon-
ciliation proposals. In reality, the Congressmen were only
buying time to allow General Washington's shattered command
to regroup.

'Journals of the Continental Congress, 10 September
1776, 5:749.




the unreliability of militia troops.8 Prior to August 27,
Adams had been unable to persuade his colleagues i n Congress
of the need for a professional army. He proved to be a
seer of sorts when he wrote that only "two or three horrid
defeats" would "bring a more melancholy conviction, which
I expect and believe will one day or other be the case. n9
Long Island proved to be the horrid defeat which
shocked the other delegates into action. After deliber-
ating on the Wa Office's plan for six days, Congress, with
some amendments, approved the committee's plan for estab-
lishing a regular army. The Board of Wa had drawn up
quotas for each state according to population. Thus, Vir-
ginia and Massachusetts were required to raise fifteen
regiments each, Pennsylvania twelve, North Carolina nine,
Connecticut and Maryland eight, South Carolina six, New
York and New Jersey four, New Hampshire three, Rhode
Island two, and Delaware and Georgia one. The amendments
to the committee's original plan pertained to the number
of regiments each state was required to furnish and the
bounty system. Josiah Bartlett, a delegate from Newv Hamp-

shire, wrote that "by producing the return of our number

8John Adams to General Heath, 3 August 1776,
Force's American Archives, Fifth Series, 1:739, 740; Gener-
al Washington to the New York Convention, 30 Auqust 1776,
Ibid., Fifth Series, 1:1230.

dJohn Adams to Henry Knox, 25 August 1776, Letters
of Members of the Continental Congress, ed. by E. C. Bur-
nett, 2:061.
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of inhabitants, | have got the proportion to be fixed at
three instead of four regiments for our State.” Undoubt-
edly, the idea of using land grants as part of the bounty
to be given each volunteer had much opposition in Congress
as well. John Adams had known early on that the land grants
would be a major stumbling block when he wrote that,
although he was in favor of using land as an incentive for
prospective volunteers, "the majority [in Congress] are not
of ny mind for promising 1t now. nl0 However, after six days
of debate over the issues, Adams was able to write to his
wife that the plans for the army had been approved and "we
have offered twenty dollars and a hundred acres of land to
every man who will enlist during the war. +11

Congress, however, was still an extralegal body
with no defined powers. Thus, the Board of Wa had little
power to force the states to comply with the assigned
quotas. Instead, the Wa Office had to rely on the good-
will of the states in forming the new army. |In reality,
less than half of the eighty-eight regiments were ever

raised. 12 When Congress learned that volunteers were only

lOJournals of the Continental Congress, 16 September
1776, 5:762, 763; Josiah Bartlett to William Whipple, 14
September 1776, Letters of Members of the Continental Con-
gress, ed. by E. C. Burnett, 2:89; John Adams t o Samuel
Holden Parsons, 19 August 1776, Ibid., 2:57.

1L 30nn Adams to Abigail Adams, 22 September 1776,
Force's American Archives, Fifth Series, 2:443.

12
page 263.

Boatner, Encyclopedia of the American Revolution,




trickling in, the delegates were forced to make adjustments
in the approved plan. Officers' pay was increased in the
new regiments, bounties were allowed for men already in the
army who chose to reinlist, a suit of clothing was promised
for each volunteer, and the term of service was shortened

13 But even these further inducements failed

to three years.
to produce a torrent of volunteers.

The limited power possessed by the Board of Wa for
forcing compliance with its quota system consisted of direct
arm-twisting. But the Wa Office resorted to this tactic
only once in 1776, probably because the members were afraid
of losing the support of several states. This power
consisted of ordering Continental troops out of an uncooper-
ative state, thus, forcing the state to defend itself or be
an inviting target for the British. Edward Rutledge
explained that "in order to compel the Jerseys to afford a
further assistance we have directed General Washington to
call into your city (New York) from the flying camp 2000
men, judging, | should suppose truly that the people of that
colony would not suffer to be overrun, but when convinced
that they must contribute to the common cause, they would

do so at once. . . ."14 But the Board of Wa did not

l3Journals of the, Continental Congress, 7 October
1776, 5:853; Ibid., 8 October 1776, 5:854, 855.

14Ec‘iward Rutledge to Robert R. Livingston, 20 July
1776, Letters of Members of the Continental Congress, ed. by
E. C. Burnett, 2:17.




resort to this tactic in order to establish the new army,
nor did they possess any other coercive power. Thus,
because Congress and the Board of Wa were virtually power-
less to force compliance with the quota system, the Continen-
tal Army already in the field continued to face greater
than two-to-one odds against the superior troops of Sir
William Howe In 1776, the Year of the Carpenter, the
steps leading up to the gallows had been completed.
Despite these major shortcomings of the Board of
War, the conunittee did make positive, though less impor-
tant, contributions to the war effort during the autumn
campaign. The Wa Office continued to reorganize the army
and improve the army's leadership by providing positions
for experienced commanders. The committee also continued
to provide stability in the army by promoting officers in
a regimental line and by providing pay for the troops.15
The Wa Office continued to initiate reforms in
the army as well. The committee recommended that militia
troops be put on the same pay and provision footing as the
regular Continental troops. This action helped to ease
the friction and tension between the two forces. The Board
also directed that, in situations where militia officers

outranked the regular Continental officers, the highest

15For positions for experienced officers and promo-
tions in the army, see Journals of the Continental Congress,
6 September 1776, 5:740; Ibid., 12 September 1776, 5:754;
Ibid., 19 September 1776, 5:783; lbid., 25 September 1776,
5:823; for providing pay for the troops, see Ibid., 7 Noven-
ber 1776, 6:932, 933; Ilbid., 13 Novembe 1776, 6:949,




ranking militia officer would command. Prior to this
decree, regular Continental officers had often refused to
obey commands issued by higher ranking militia officers.
After this action by the Board of War, there would be no
question as to who had the authority to direct operations
in the field.®

In addition, on September 19 the Board of Wa pre-
sented to Congress a plan for enforcing and perfecting
discipline in the Continental Army. This plan ordered the
Continental commanders in the field to drill the troops
daily in the manual of arms exercise and tactical maneu-

7 Thus, the Wa Office had taken the

vering in the field.'
initial steps in transforming the loosely organized rabble
they had inherited on June 12, 1776, into a professional
army long before the arrival of Baron von Steuben in
December of 1777. The evidence reveals that even inits
clerical duties, the Board was far more than just a paper-
shuffling committee. Through the summer and fall cam-
paigns of 1776, the Wa Office had developed into a bona
fide administrative body. Although the Board lacked the
military expertise necessary for it to take more direct

involvement in the actual prosecution of the war, it never-

theless made a considerable contribution to the war effort

161pid., 14 September 1776, 5:757.

171pid., 19 September 1776, 5:784.



through its organizational abilities. But, perhaps, an
even more important part of the Board of War's story has
yet to be discussed- -that of logistical support of the

Continental Army in 1776.



CHAPTER VI
A MORE RESPECTABLE FOOTING

A list of the army i s making out,
wherein at one view every thing
relating to each regiment will be
seen. But the fluctuating state
of the army has prevented that
accuracy which, i1t is hoped, will
be shown in the military affairs
of the continent, when they shall,
by the new establishment, be put
upon a more permanent, and of
course, a more respectable footing.

-The Board of Wa to General
Washington, October 15, 1776.
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During the summer and autumn campaigns of 1776,
the Board of War had done its best to provide the Continen-
tal Army with qualified, experienced leadership. The Wa
Office had initiated reforms, reorganized, and created a
greater stability within the army and the various military
departments. The result was that the departments operated
more efficiently because the competition for supplies
among the various commissaries was eliminated. More har-
mony was also achieved in the army because the Board of
War had provided i1t with an acceptable system of promotion.
But even the best commanders can not win unless they are
given sufficient manpower and war materiale with which to
fight. Thus, an investigation regarding the role played
by the Wa Office in the actual logistical support of the
Continental Army is in order.

In the original list of duties and responsibilities
which were written down on June 12, 1776, the Board of Wa
initially had little to do with the daily logistical support
of the Continental Army. The only logistical duty assigned
to the Wa Office was that of raising, equipping, and for-
warding troops to the Continental commanders in the field.
The responsibility of supplying the Continental troops with
arms, ammunition, powder, clothing, and provisions rested
with the two main logistical departments of the army--the
Commissary of Stores and Subsistence and the Quartermaster.
However, due to circumstances which will be explained

later, the Commissary and Quartermaster were unable to



keep the Continental Army adequately armed and supplied.

As the months passed during the summer and fall of 1776,

and the supply and ordnance shortages mounted, Continental
commanders and the logistical departments were forced to
turn to Congress and the Board of Wa for relief. Thus,

the Wa Office not only played a clerical role in the adnin-
istration of the war effort but also was summoned to take

an active logistical role as well.

Part 1: Reinforcing the Continental Amy

On May 25, 1776, the Continental Congress appointed
a committee to confer with General Washington, Major General
Gates, and Brigadier General Thomas Mifflin in order to
draw up a plan of military operations for the summer and
autumn campaigns. On June 2, the Conference Committee made
its first report to Congress. Included in the report was
a recommendation for the reinforcement of the badly weak-
ened Northern Army. The committee recommended that six
thousand militiamen be employed to reinforce the Northern
Army. To complete this number, quotas were established
for the individual states according to population. Massa-
chusetts was requested to furnish 3,000 men (four regi-
ments), Connecticut 1,500, Nev Hampshire 750, and Newv York
750. This recommendation was remarkably similar to one
presented to Congress four days earlier by another com-
mittee which was appointed on May 23 for the purpose

of consulting with the three generals about a related



matter. The members of the May 23 committee were Richard
Lee, John Adams, Benjamin Harrison, Edward Rutledge, and
James Wilson. The May 25 committee was composed of the same
delegates with the exception of Edward Rutledge who was
replaced by Roger Sherman. In addition, there were nine
other delegates appointed to the May 25 committee.
Although the original recommendation by the May 23 com-
mittee was ordered tabled by Congress, the similarity
between 1t and the recommendation delivered by the May 25
committee undoubtedly was no coincidence. Adams, Rutledge,
Sherman, Harrison, and Wilson probably had great influence
on the recommendation which was approved by Congress for
the reinforcement of the Northern Army.l
Furthermore, the Conference Committee brought in
another report on June 3. Parts of this report pertained
to the reinforcement of Washington's army on Long |sland,
the flying camp at Perth-Amboy, and the Eastern Army in
M assachusetts. The committee recommended that 13,800
militiamen be employed to reinforce the army on Long
Island. To complete this number, quotas were again
assigned to the individual states. Massachusetts was

required to furnish 2,000 men, Connecticut 5,500, New

'LJournals of the Continental Congress, 25 May 1776,
4:391; for the initial report by the Conference Committee,
see |Ibid., 2 June 1776, 4:410, 411; for the appointment of
the May 23 committee, see |Ibid., 23 May 1776, 4:383, 384,
for the May 23 committee's recommendation for reinforcing
the Northern Army, see Ibid., 29 May 1776, 4:399, 400.




York 3,000, and New Jersey 3,300. The committee stated
that the eleven regiments raised and ordered to be raised
for the reinforcement of the Eastern Army were sufficient.
For the flying camp, the Conference Committee recommended
that ten thousand men be raised and that Pennsylvania
furnish six thousand militia troops for this purpose, May-
land 3,400 and Delaware 600. Thus, with Adams, Rutledge,
Sherman, Harrison, and Wilson being prominent members of
the Conference Committee, it can be said that the Board
of Wa actually began its work three weeks prior to its
official creation. By the time the Wa Office was created,
the members of the Board had already figured greatly in
Congress' attempt to reinforce the Continental armies and,
in fact, by June 12, troops were already on the march.
Therefore, on June 12, the Board of Wa had only to augment
the plan already put in motion by its members for rein-
forcing the Continental armies. The logistical role of
the Wa Office had begun. 2

O the five Continental armies inherited by the
Board of War, the Northern Army was the weakest. Not only
was the Northern Army's command structure in shambles, but
it also suffered a serious manpower deficiency through
battle losses, disease, and desertion. |n addition to
providing immediate |leadership assistance to that army, the

Board of War simultaneously attempted to augment the size

2Ipid., 3 June 1776, 4:412, 413.



of the relief force, as drawn up on June 2, destined for
that quarter. On June 17, the Wa Office ordered Gover-
nor Jonathan Trumbull of Connecticut to send the two
Continental regiments (1,500 men) raising in that state

to Canada. In addition, the committee recommended to

the Nev York Convention that they raise a regiment of
Continental troops and these be dispatched to Tyconderoga
as soon as possible. The War Office also recommended that,
in addition to the six thousand militia troops being sent
to the Northern Department, four thousand Continental
troops be raised and sent with them. The committee believed
that the relief force, when added to the troops already at
Tyconderoga, would enable the Americans to reach their
stated goal of May 29 of a two-to-one manpower superiority
over General Burgoyne. But many factors made this goal
beyond reach. The majority of the relief force destined
for Tyconderoga was to be state and local militia, over
which both Congress and the Board of Wa had little or no
control. There was little the War Office could do except
send urgent appeals to the states to hasten the raising
and marching of the militia. The Continental commanders
also appealed airectly to the states for succour. Gener-
als Schuyier and Washington often operated in this fashion,

and then informed Congress that they had requested militia



aid. The Wa Office often gave its approval to such calls
for assistance from the field commanders. >

Although the Board of Wa could not order a state
to send its militia to the Northern Department, it often
"recommended” that individual states do so. On June 25,
the committee recommended that New Hampshire send its
quota of the relief force, one regiment, immediately to
the Northern Army. The Wa Office also urged the other
states that were to supply troops for the relief force to
expedite the raising, equipping, and forwarding of those
troops. Because the militia were state controlled, these
recommendations and appeals were as far as the Board of Wa
and Congress could go.4 But even the states had trouble
raising their own militia for a reason which was beyond
their control. The main obstacle was the fact that the
citizen- soldiers were being asked to leave their homes at
the height of the growing season. As most of the reinforce-
ments destined for the Northern Army were being raised in
the Nev England states, this factor was critical. Most of
these men were subsistence farmers by occupation, and their
livelihood depended on what they raised. Even a few weeks

away from their farms could prove to be economically

3Ibid., 29 My 1776, 4:399; lbid., 17 June 1776, 5:
447, 448; lbid., 25 June 1776, 5:479; lbid., 26 June 1776,
5:481; for an example of the Board of War's approval of a
field commander's request for militia aid, see Ilbid., 22
October 1776, 6:895.

41pida., 25 June 1776, 5:479.



disastrous to many of them. Thus, the critical military
situation, and the subsequent call for militia assistance
could not have come at a more inopportune time. From
Connecticut, Governor Trumbull reported to a delegate in
Congress that "the extreme busy season retards the filling
[of] our regiment[s] going to Newv York. 5

But perhaps an equally important factor which
hindered the raising of the militia was the awareness of
the Nav Englanders that the Northern Army was riddled by
disease, especially smallpox, an extremely lethal disease
in the eighteenth century. The majority of the Newv Eng-
landers had not been exposed to this disease, and they did
not relish the idea of succumbing to the sickness in the
wilderness of the Newv York frontier, especially when the
close quarters of a military camp was known to foster
epidemics. Governor Trumbull wrote that, in addition to
the seasonal hinderance, there was also "the dread of the
smallpox to those inlisting to go into the service in the
Northern Army." General Schuyler echoed Trumbull's report
when he stated in a letter to Washington, dated July 12,
that, "None of the militia from the eastern colonies are
yet arrived; they are extremely apprehensive of being

infected with the smallpox, and not without reason, as it

5Governor Trumbull to William Williams, 26 July
1776, Force's American Archives, Fifth Series, 1:606-608.




6 Thus, throughout the New

proves fatal to many of them."
England states there was the general feeling that enlisting
for duty in the Northern Department was tantamount to
signing one's death certificate. But even for those troops
which responded with alacrity, the march to Tyconderoga
was at times agonizingly slow for yet another reason over
which the Board of Wa and the states had no control.
Northern Nev York during the American Revolution
was largely uninhabited and undeveloped, and the subsequent
lack of roads through the virgin woods was a major obstacle
to troop movement. The supply routes from Albany to Tycon-
deroga and Crown Point were no more than footpaths which
quickly yielded to the undergrowth. Consequently, the
reinforcements converging on Tyconderoga from different
directions often had to hack out their own roads as they
marched. The weather during the summer and autumn of 1776
also proved to be as much of a hindrance to travel as the
terrain. The conditions encountered on the march by at
| east one regiment were described by a militia officer,
Colonel Jonathan G. Fraser, in a letter to General Gates.
Fraser stated that, "The roads, or rather woods, that we
marched through were so exceeding[ly] bad, occasioned by
the vast quantity of rain that we have had lately, retarded
our march much. W had rafts t o build to cross the rivers

with our baggage, etc., and swam across several creeks.

6Ibid., General Schuyler to General Washington, 12
July 1776, Ibid., Fourth Series, 6:232, 233.



This, with the worst ground | ever travelled over, detained
us a little." A snort time later, General Schuyler informed
Gates that he had been forced to use some of the Continental
troops, destined for Tyconderoga, to work on the roads. He
added that, "If they are taken from that, all supplies must
stop. Even now the roads are extremely bad." Nor had the
road conditions improved measurably by the end of October
when troops were hurriedly being sent up to counter the
blow struck by Burgoyne off Valcour Island. With the sea-
son's first snows expected, Schuyler requested that the
Board of Wa send supplies to the Northern Department in
light wagons because in a short time "the roads will be
almost impassable for heavy carriages.u’

Although the Northern Army received no immediate
support for the reasons described, the Board of Wa acted
with initiative ana responsibility. The members brought
forth a plan for reinforcing that army which would have
given the Americans a two-to-one manpower advantage over
the British. However, due to circumstances beyond the Wa
Office's control, this goal was never reached during the
year 1776. Only the lateness of the season and the same
climatic and transportation conditions encountered by the

forces under General Burgoyne prevented the invasion of

7Colonel Jonathan G. Fraser to General Gates, 30
August 1776, lbid., Fifth Series, 1:1238; General Schuyler
to General Gates, 11 September 1776, Ibid., Fifth Series,
2:293; General Schuyler to the Board of War, 30 October
1776, Ibid., Fifth Series, 2:1298.
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northern Nev York. Burgoyne was forced to postone his
invasion until 1777, the Year of the Hangman.

By early July, the focus of the Board of War's
attention turned from the northern frontier of New York to
Long Island and Perth-Amboy, where Generals Washington
and Mercer were constructing defenses to meet the expected
invasion fleet of the Hove brothers. The members of the
Wa Office had been instrumental in drawing up the plan for
reinforcing these defenses. According to the plan, Washing-
ton was to receive 13,800 militia troops to augment his
force of over 10,000 men on Long Island, and General Mercer
was to receive ten thousand militiamen for the flying
camp.8 Great faith was placed in the Commander-in-Chief's
judgment and military abilities by Congress and the Wa
Office throughout the summer of 1776. The Virginian had
been the hero at Boston earlier in the year by making Sir
William Howe take to his heels and had yet to be defeated
on the field of combat. Thus, because of the great trust
Congress placed i n Washington, the Board of Wa was not
reluctant to defer to the General's judgment on all matters.
In response to several letters from Washington, the commit-
tee, on July 8 and August 12, approved his requests to be
allowed to call to his assistance such Continental regiments

i n Massachusetts that had not already received orders to

8A General Return of the Army of the United Colon-
ies, Commanded by His Excellency George Washington, 28 June
1776, Ibid., Fourth Series, 6:1119, 1120.



march to Tyconderoga, and to employ as many of the St.

John's, Nova Scotia, Penobscot, and Stockbridge Indians as
he thought necessary. 9

The Board of Wa expressed Congress' trust in Wash-

ington when the members informed him "that Congress have such
an entire confidence in his judgment, that they will give him
no particular directions about the disposition of the troops,
but desire that he will dispose of those at New York, the

flying camp, and Tyconderoga, as to him shall seem most con-

10 In essence, the Wa O fice

ducive to the public good.”
had given Washington carte blanche in ordering troops to
their destinations. But the General was a prudent man and
was aware of the critical situation in the Northern Depart-
ment. Thus, he was always hesitant about re-directing troops
destined for that front. The Board of War, therefore, found
it necessary occasionally to remind Washington that all of
the Continental troops raising in the Nev England states were
at his disposal. On July 29, the committee, concerned over
the growing strength of the British on Staten Island, speci-
fically empowered the Commander-in-Chief to order the Twenty-
first Massachusetts regiment and Colonel Samuel Elmore's

Connecticut regiment to his defenses on Long Island.ll

9Journals of the Continental Congress, 8 July 1776,
5:527; Ilbid., 12 August 1776, 5:627, 628.

10

Ibid., 23 July 1776, 5:602.

Ml1yid., 29 July 1776, 5:614, 615.



In addition to those troops directly under Washing-
ton's command on Long Island, and the 13,800 militiamen
which were supposed to aid him, the flying camp at Perth-
Amboy was not only designed to act as a deterrent to a
British invasion of Nev Jersey, but was also a reserve force
for Washington. Thus, theoretically Washington was supposed
to have 33,000 troops from which to draw from to repel the
British invasion. However, some of the same conditions
which hinderea the raising and forwarding of the militia
troops for the Northern Department also hindered the rein-
forcement of Washington. The main factor was that the New
England farmers were just as reluctant to march to New York
during the growing season as Tyconderoga. And as the mili-
tia troops were state controlled, the Board of Wa was power-
less to order them anywhere. Thus, the only possible
recourse the War Office had was to try to raise more Continen-
tal regiments. But again, the New England farmers were
even more reluctant to commit themselves to the army for
three years. Furthermore, such an attempt to recruit more
Continental troops in New England would have been fruitless
because Massachusetts had already contributed sixteen regi-
ments to the Continental Army (12,000 men), Connecticut five
regiments (3,750), New Hampshire three regiments (2,250
men), and Rhode Island two regiments (1,500 men). Pennsyl-
vania was supplying most of the manpower for the flying

camp, and Maryland and Virginia were busy quelling loyalist



uprisings. 12 Although Washington did receive four to five
thousand militia troops before August 27, he was still

badly outnumbered when Sir William Howne launched his attack.
This situation was clearly not the fault of Congress or the
Board of War, but was due mainly to uncontrollable circum-
stances. After the defeat on Long Island, the members of
the Wa Office again exerted their initiative by drawing

up the plans for a regular asamy to consist of eighty-eight
regiments. Obviously, one of the objectives of the plan was
to eliminate the powerless situations in which the Board of
Wa had twice found itself regarding the militia. The com-
mittee could order regular troops to the areas of combat,
something which i1t could not do with militia. Thus, the
members of the Wa Office had played a prominent role in
providing reinforcements for the Continental Army through-
out the summer and fall campaigns of 1776. But providing
reinforcements is only one form of logistical support

required by an army.
Part II: Supplying and Arming the Continental Amy

Once reinforcements sent by the Board of Wa and
the individual states arrived in the field, the task of
supplying and arming the troops fell to the Commissary and

Quartermaster corps. As the size of the Northern Amy and

12Fred Anderson Berg, Encyclopedia of Continental

Army Units (Pennsylvania: Stackpole Books, 1972), pages
32-36.




the army on Long Island grew, the strain on the Commissary
and Quartermaster increased as well, as these administrative
departments desperately attempted to keep the armies ade-
quately supplied and armed. However, the economic reali -
ties which existed in the Nev England and Middle states
hindered the departments in this attempt. The small number
of manufacturing facilities within the various states meant
that supplies and ordnance could not be speedily procured
intimes of need and this hindered the Commissary, Quarter-
master, and the Board of Wa in their logistical support of
the armies. The problem of procurement became acute as
the summer and autumn campaigns dragged on and the arms and
equipment initially issued to the soldiers wore out or were
lost, as the Americans suffered consecutive defeats. Thus,
the Continental commanders i n the field were forced to turn
to the Board of Wa for aid.

The Board of Wa first became involved in this
type of logistical support in July of 1776. On July 4,
Congress empowered the Board of Wa to employ persons in
the manufacture of flints. The Wa Office was instructed
to inquire of all the states for names and places of resi-
dence of persons skilled in this manufacture, and where, in
each state, the best flint stores were located. The corn-
mittee was also instructed to examine the quality of the
flints, and to make contracts for the best flint available.
Flint was a valuable military item in the eighteenth cen-

tury when the principal weapons were muskets and flintlock



rifles. In addition to contracting for the manufacture
of flints, the Wa Office found that Pennsylvania already
possessed a quantity of that item, and, thus, requested
the Pennsylvania Council of Safety to immediately forward
them t o General Washington at New York. The Council of
Safety quickly complied with the request. O July 5, the
Council ordered the Pennsylvania Commissary, Robert
Towers, to deliver thirty thousand flints to the Commander-
in- Chief. 13
The army also needed lead, which was in short
supply in the rebelling states, for shot and shell. In
response to a letter from General Washington, read in Con-
gress on July 15, the Wa Office instructed the Pennsylvania
Council of Safety and the New Jersey Convention, to procure
as much lead within their respective states as possible for
the use of the flying camp. Both states responded to this
request with alacrity. On July 16, the New Jersey Conven-
tion ordered the several township committees to exert them-
selves in procuring the much needed lead. Toward this end,
the Convention ordered the township committees to collect
"all the leaden weights from windows and clocks, and all
the leaden weights of shops, stores, and mills, of one
pound and upwards,” and, " all other lead in and about

houses and other places.” The Pennsylvania Council of

1330urnals of the Continental congress, 4 July
1776, 5:517; Order of the Pennsylvania Council of Safety,
5 July 1776, Force's American Archives, Fifth Series, 1:
1287.




Safety likewise appointed persons to collect all available
lead in the state, and was able to order Robert Towers to
deliver to Colonel Clement Biddle, Deputy Quartermaster
General, two tons of lead and two tons of powder, made into
cartridges, for the use of the army under General Mercer at
the flying camp. Thus, while the rebels in Philadelphia
and the thirteen rebelling states were celebrating the
intent of the Declaration of Independence throughout the
month of July, the Board of War, in conjunction with the
Quartermaster and Commissary Departments, was doing its
best to procure and send to the soldiers of the Continental
Armmy and militia the flints and lead necessary to make the
proclamation a reality.14
Heavier ordnance needed by the Continental Army and
Navy, such as cannon, were beyond the procurement capabili-
ties of the Quartermaster and Commissary because of the
scarcity of these articles in the rebelling states. The
field commanders were forced to appeal to Congress for aid
in acquiring such vital materiale. During the summer and
autumn campaigns, the Board of Wa acted thrice to procure

cannon for the Continental Army. Onh July 30, the committee

14General Washington to Congress, 12 July 1776,
Force's American Archives, Fifth Series, 1:223, 224; Jour-
nals of the Continental Congress, 16 July 1776, 5:563-565;
Resolution ¢f the New Jersey Provincial Congress, 16 July
1776, Force's American Archives, Fifth Series, 1:369; Reso-
lution of the Pennsylvania Council of Safety, 27 July 1776,
Ibid., Fifth Series, 1:1301.




ordered that a number of four and six pound cannon, not to
exceed ten of each, be immediately sent by the Pennsylvania
Council of Safety to General Mercer at the flying camp.
The committee's request was again quickly complied with. On
July 31, the Pennsylvania Council ordered Captain Joseph
Blewer of the Pennsylvania militia to procure and forward
the guns to Perth-Amboy. Later that summer, in response to
a letter from General Gates, the Board of Wa instructed
the Cannon Committee in Congress to contract for the imme-
diate casting of six 6-pound cannon, six 12-pounders, four
8-inch howitzers, four 6-inch howitzers, and six cohorn
mortars. The Cannon Committee was ordered to deliver these
cannon to General Gates at Tyconderoga as soon as possible. 15
Furthermore, as the autumn campaign of 1776 neared
a conclusion, the Wa Office began planning for the army’'s
cannon needs for the opening campaign of 1777. On November
19, the Boarda of Wa ordered the Secret Committee to procure
from foreign nations one hundred 3-pound cannon, fifty
6-pounders, fifty 12-pounders, thirteen 18-pounders, and
thirteen 24-pounders, all of brass. Thus, the Board of Wa
was already looking forward to 1777 even as Sir William

Honve's forces approached Philadelphia. 16

ll‘T’Journals of the Continental Congress, 30 July
1776, 5:620, 621; Resolution of the Pennsylvania Council of
Safety, 31 July 1776, Force's American Archives, Fifth Ser-
ies, 1:1303; Journals of the Continental Congress, 21 August
1776, 5:693, 694.

16

Ibid., 19 November 1776, 6:963.



But the Board of War's logistical support of the
Continental Army was not limited only to scarce or exotic
ordnance. Throughout the summer and autumn campaigns of
1776, the Wa Office procured and forwarded substantial
quantities of gunpowder, munitions, cartridge paper, flints,
clothing, tents and other camp equipment. Not even medical
supplies were overlooked by the committee. (On September 18,
the Board of Wa ordered the Medical Committee i n Congress
to send an assortment of medicines to the Northern Army.
Evidence that the medicines were sent i s contained in a
letter sent by two Congressional commissioners, Richard
Stockton and George Clymer, read i n Congress on November 4.
The commissioners reported that the Fort George hospital
had "lately received a large supply of the most capital
medicines. nl7

However, the scarcity of war materiale possessed
by the thirteen rebelling states was eventually felt by
the Board of War and hindered it in its logistical support
of the army. n October 15, the Wa Office informed Gen-

eral Gates that i1t could not comply with his request for

171pid., 18 September 1776, 5: 781; Richard Stockton
and George Clymer to Congress, 26 October 1776, Force's
American Archives, Fifth Series, 2:1256, 1257; for the pro-
curement and forwarding of gunpowder, munitions, cartridge
paper, clothing, flints, tents, and other camp equipment,
see Journals of the Continental Congress, 5 July 1776, 5:
522, 523; Ibid., 31 July 1776, 5:623; Ibid., 14 September
1776, 5:758; Ibid., 21 October 1776, 6:890; Ibid., 27 Aug-
ust 1776, 5:706; lbid., 25 September 1776, 5:823.




more cannon because the committee simply did not have any
to send. And the ordnance situation had not changed a month
later. On November 12, the Wa Office reluctantly informed
the Virginia legislature that it could not allow that state
to purchase any of the recently cast cannon because of the
great need for it by General Washington. Too, the Wa
Office was often ignorant of the needs of the army through
no fault of its own. In a complaint lodged with General
Washington on October 15, the committee charged that the
various field commanders were neglecting to file ordnance
returns with the Wa Office. Thus, the committee indicated
that it was most difficult to know what was needed by the
Continental Army. Therefore, the Continental commanders
were as much at fault for the condition of the Continental
Army at the end of 1776 as was the Continental Congress. 18
Congress recognized the increasing importance of
the Board of Wa as the chief administrative body of the
Continental Army. On September 27, Congress oraered the
Secret Committee to deliver to the Wa Office all of the
arms, ammunition, and other ordnance imported by that
committee. And, on September 30, Congress empowered the

Board of War to send supplies and ordnance to the com-

manders in the field upon request, without first having

18Journals of the Continental Congress, 15 October
1776, 6:876; Ibid., 12 November 1776, 6:943; The Board of
Wa to General Washington, 15 October 1776, Force's Ameri-
can Archives, Fifth Series, 2:1062.




to gain the approval of Congress as a whole. Thus, in
| ate September, the Wa Office was officially put in charge
of the stockpiling and distribution of all of the Continen-
tal arms and ordnance. Therefore, 1t is clear that the
Board of Wa had become active in all phases of support
for the Continental Amy by the end of 1776. The committee
assumed duties and responsibilities far beyond those which
were written down on June 12 and was not hesitant in exer-
cising its additional powers. However, during the latter
stages of the autumn campaign, the Wa Office assumed an
even greater responsibility which turned the committee's
attention from the logistical support of the Continental
Army.:l‘9

On November 14, as Sir William Honve and the British
Army approached Philadelphia, Congress put the defense of
the city in the hands of the members of the Board of War.
Undoubtedly, this new responsibility occupied the atten-
tion of the Wa Office and, thus, with the exception of
ordering the Secret Committee to purchase the foreign
cannon previously mentioned and the ordering of several
regiments of Continental troops to Philadelphia, the com-
mittee made no other efforts toward the logistical support
of the Continental Army. But even had the Board of War

possessed some military expertise, i1t i s doubtful that Sir

19Journals of the Continental Congress, 27 September
1776, 5:831; Ibid., 30 September 1776, 5:835.




William Howe could have been kept out of the city had he
desired to occupy it. Realizing this fact, Congress
ordered the evacuation of Philadelphia on December 12.
The Board of Wa was put in charge of the evacuation, and
was ordered by Congress to secure all of the Continental
arms ana ordnance in the city and transport them to other
magazines. Congress then fled to Baltimore, and only Wash-
ington's desperate counterattacks at Trenton and Princeton
prevented the British Army from wintering in the former
residence of the Continental Congress. 20
The logistical support provided to the Continental
Armmy by the Board of Wa during the summer and autumn cam-
paigns clearly illustrate that the committee was far from
only a clerical, paper-shuffling body. The Wa Office had
done its best to provide reinforcements, arms, munitions,
clothing, and camp equipment for the Continental Army. The
committee had even drawn up plans for providing logistical
support for the campaigns of 1777. However, with Congress
having fled to Baltimore, and the Continental armies under-
manned, under-equipped, and dispirited, the autumn campaign
of 1776 came to a close, and the stage was set for the

opening campaign of 1777.

201pid., 14 November 1776, 6:951; Ibid., 23 November
1776, 6:976; lbid., November 1776, 6:980; Ibid., 12 December
1776, 6:1027; Ibid., 9 December 1776, 6:1016.



CHAPTER VI |

DEFECTS AND EXPERIENCE

The instituting [of] a Wa Office
Is certainly an event of great
importance and in all probability
will be recorded as such in the
historic page. The benefits derived
from it will be considerable, tho
the plan upon which i1t is first
formed may not be entirely perfect.

This, like other great works, in its
first edition may not be free from
error. Time will discover its

defects and experience suggest the
remedy and such further improvements
as may be necessary. Eut it was
right to give it a beginning in ny
opinion.

-George Washington to John
Hancock, June 20, 1776.



Great changes had occurred in America in the seven-
teen months from the time John Adams mounted his brown mare
and started down the road towards Cambridge, M assachusetts,
in April of 1775. The thirteen rebelling states found them-
selves in a full-scale war with a powerful European country.
Historians still debate the causes of the war and will
continue to do so in the future. However, to the Continen-
tal and militia soldiers fighting the British, the causes
undoubtedly faded in significance when compared to the daily
struggle for survival against disease and musket balls.

In the year and a half since the first shots rang out at
Lexington ana Concord, the Americans had experienced the
euphoria of victory and tasted the bitter fruit of defeat.
Sir William Hownve had been driven out of Boston, only to
return to drive the rebels out of New York City. The
Americans haa invaded Canada and captured Montreal. But
the winter season, poor administration, short enlistments,
and British guns had defeated the Americans at the gates of
Quebec. General John Burgoyne had expelled the Americans
from Canada and given them a thrashing off Valcour Island.
The defeat at Quebec on January 1, 1776, had ushered in a
year tnat proved to be a frustrating and demoralizing one
to the rebels. Indeed, if 1777 can be called the Year of
the Hangman because of the military opportunities which
presented themselves to the British high command for ending
the rebellion, 1776 can certainly be termed the Year

of the Carpenter: The Building of the Gallows. The
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administrative and military mistakes made by the Continental
Congress and the Continental commanders in the field in
1776 set the stage for the opening military operations of
1777 and made the Year of the Hangman a real possibility.

Important progress had been made in organizing the
rebelling asrmy since that April day when John Adams sur-
veyed military prospects at Cambridge. The army had
evolved from a virtual rabble in front of Boston to a com-
plex, though inefficient, military machine. From the day
the army was adopted by Congress on June 15, 1775, the
delegates assumed responsibility for its supply and organi-
zation. To meet the initial needs of the army, Congress
established logistical departments within the army, such as
the Quartermaster and Commissary Departments. However,
until June 12, 1776, the overall administration of the army
was | eft purposely under the control of Congress as a whole.
Congress was reluctant to place the administration of the
army into the hands of a single executive, due to England's
experience with the Stuart monarchies. To deal with imme-
diate, specific military problems, Congress was content to
appoint ad hoc committees from among its members.

However, when news of the Quebec disaster reached
Philadelphia in the spring of 1776, the direction of the
war took a new and more complicated turn. Instead of a
stationary war, Congress was faced with one in which
speed and mobility were key elements. This new mobile war

presented a plethora of problems for Congress in its



attempt to keep the Continental Army supplied and armed.
Because Congress also had to address many other problems
and decisions which were non-military in nature, it could
no longer deal with the daily military wants of the army.
Delegates, such as John Adams, Richard Henry Lee, and
Samuel Adams, realized the need for a more permanent body
to coordinate the defensive military efforts of the thir-
teen rebelling colonies. A committee was needed to possess
essential military knowledge such as troop strengths, troop
locations, a list of the officer corps, the condition and
military situation of all of the Continental armies and
state militias, the quantity of ordnance, munitions, and
clothing in Continental possession, and the location of
such ordnance and supplies. Thus, when Samuel Chase and
Charles Carroll of Carrollton presented their alarming
report on the state of the collapsing Northern Army on
June 11, 1776, and indicated that a neglect by Congress
contributed to that army's deterioration, Congress was
ready to create such an administrative body. On June 12,
1776, the Board of Wa and Ordnance was established to
become the military information center for the Continental
Congress and to |ift the burden of the day-to-day opera-
tions of the Continental Army from its shoulders.

The Board of Wa and Ordnance was not an innovative
administrative body created by Congress. Rather, it was an
adaptation from the British system which utilized a Secre-

tary at Wa and a Board of Ordnance. Congress merely



combined the two offices into one committee. The members
of the Board of Wa were selected very carefully by Congress
as a whole. Each geographical section and political fac-
tion insisted on having a representative in the War Office
to prevent rivals from becoming too powerful and dictating
to the rest of the states. The Southern delegates were
especially suspicious of the New England states. Thus,
politically and geographically, the Wa Office was dis-
tinctly multipartisan. Roger Sherman and John Adams were
representatives from New England. James Wilson repre-
sented the sectional interests of the Middle states, and
Edward Rutledge and Benjamin Harrison represented the
Southern states. Adams and Sherman were members of the
radical faction in Congress, and Wilson, Harrison, and Rut-
ledge were conservatives. The radical from Maryland,
Charles Carroll of Carrollton, was |ater added to the com-
mittee to bring the Wa Office into political equilibrium.
The most populated states had representatives on the com-
mittee because these states were to supply most of the man-
power for the Continental Army. The states which were
important producers or manufacturers of vital war materiale
and provisions also were represented on the Board of War.
Thus, it is clear that the members of the wWar Office were
not randomly selected by Congress but were chosen delib-
erately and carefully.

The initial duties and responsibilities assigned

to the Board of Wa were of the organizational variety.



This has led some historians, such as Marshall Smelser and
Frederick S. Rolater, to conclude that the Wa Office was
merely a clerical, paper-shuffling committee. However, the
evidence clearly illustrates that as the summe and autumn
campaigns progressed, the Board of Wa assumed a direct
role in the actual prosecution of the war. For the sake of
discussion, the duties and responsibilities of the Wa
Office have been categorized as clerical and logistical in
previous chapters. However, in the realities of 1776, the
members of the committee could hardly distinguish one func-
tion from the other because, in many cases, they often went
hand in hand. This can be illustrated when the Wa Office
provided the Northern Amy with experienced, qualified lead-
ership (aclerical function). This action would have been
meaningless if the committee also did not send them troops
to command (a logistical function). Thus, both responsi-
bilities were equally important.

During the summer and autumn campaigns, the Board
of Wa performed many important clerical and logistical
functions i n connection with the prosecution of the war.
Not one of the five maor Continental armies in the thir-
teen rebelling states was overlooked by the Wa Office. The
Northern Army's chain of command was reorganized and experi-
enced commanders were dispatched by the committee to
Crown Point and Tyconderoga. Even before the Wa Office
was officially created, the members played a prominent role

in implementing a plan for reinforcing that aamy as well as



the other four Continental armies. Once the Board of Wa
was created, the members made provision for payment of

the Northern Army and straightened out the supply system
by intervening in the dispute between the commissaries.
The committee sent General Washington experienced engineers
to help prepare defenses for the invasion by the Hone
brothers and otherwise aided him in various ways. In the
Southern Military Department, the Eoard of Wa took the
South Carolina rangers into Continental pay in an effort
to stabilize the Southern frontiers. In addition, the Wa
Office created a permanent artillery corps and drew up a
plan for a professional regular army to consist of eighty-
eight regiments. Quotas were established for each state,
according to population, to supply troops for the new
army.

The Wa Office provided the armies with arms and
munitions. Flints, gunpowder, muskets, and cannon were
acquired by the committee and sent to the areas of combat
with alacrity. The Board of Wa did all in its power to
supply the troops with clothing and camp equipment. In
short, the Wa Office became involved in all aspects of
supplying the Continental Army with the articles of war.
Indeed, in the six months since its inception, from June to
December of 1776, the Board of War did much to put the
Continental Amy on a "more respectable footing." Why,
then, was 1776 such a frustrating and disappointing year

for the rebels, one which saw Congress flee Philadelphia



for the safety of Baltimore, and one which set the stage
for the opening campaigns of 1777, the Year of the Hangman?

The major internal weakness of the Board of Wa was
the lack of military experience and expertise among its
members. The delegates elected to the Wa Office consisted
of a planter, a merchant, lawyers, and land speculators.
These men were knowledgeable i n constitutional law and
finance, but not in military affairs. The exclusion of a
professional soldier among the members of the committees
was intentional on the part of Congress because the dele-
gates feared the possible rise of a Cromwell.

The lack of military expertise on the committee
undoubtedly hindered the Wa Office in some of its activi-
ties. The Wa Office was unable to forecast the future
arms, munitions, and supply wants of the army. Thus, stock-
piles of ordnance often lagged behind the demands of the
army. Congress and the Wa Office often assumed that such
war materiale could be obtained on the spur of the moment.
The economic realities of the thirteen rebelling states made
such acquisition difficult, if not impossible. The states
simply did not have the manufacturing facilities to supply
the army quickly. Whether the presence of a professional
soldier on the Board of Wa could have alleviated some of
the forecasting difficulties is a question that must await
further study especially after Horatio Gates was appointed
to the committee in October of 1777. Nevertheless, the

evidence reveals that in 1776, the civilians on the Eoard



of War and Ordnance did their best to comply with requests
from the field commanders for reinforcements, supplies, and
ordnance. The committee responded to such requests with
responsibility and alacrity.

But there were other factors which contributed to
the reverses suffered by the Americans in 1776. The Board
of War discoverea reluctance on the part of the individual
states to sacrifice state prerogative in the interest of
the common weal. The rebelling states feared the Continen-
tal Congress would only become a substitute for Great
Britain's strong parliamentary control. Thus, the Wa Office
often found that the individual states were as great a
hindrance to the committee's efforts to prosecute the war
as were other factors. The dependence on state and local
militias to do the majority of the fighting also impeded the
American war effort. Since these troops were state con-
trolled, Congress and the Board of Wa had little or no
control over them. The War Office could only urge the
states to send their militia troops to the areas of combat.
But even the states found it difficult to raise their
militia due to uncontrollable factors. The citizen-
soldiers were reluctant to march to the areas of combat at
the height of the growing season, and the fear of disease
further dampened the militia's aruor. And, once on the
march, the lack of quality roads through the wooded, hilly
terrain hindered troop and supply movement so that reinforce-

ments and war materiale were often slow in arriving. Once
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the militia arrived at the areas of combat, their short
enlistments often expired just on the eve of battle and
few of these troops were persuaded to stay.

Finally, the outcome on the field of battle ulti-
mately depends upon the ability of the field commanders.
The Continental Army lacked experienced, professionally
trained soldiers. The Commander-in-Chief of the Continental
Army, George Washington, was only a colonel in the Virginia
militia prior to 1775. Charles Lee, a soldier of fortune,
achieved the rank of Major-General in the Polish Army but
never commanded a large body of troops. And Horatio Gates,
although a major in the British Army, was noted more for
his organizational abilities than for his prowess as a
field commander. Thus, against the seasoned commanders
and professional soldiers of the British Army, the Conti-
nental commanders and green Continental troops and state
militias often found themselves outmaneuvered and over-
matched on the field of combat. AIll of these factors con-
tributed to the reverses suffered by the Americans in 1776.

Nevertheless, the evidence clearly reveals that
the Board of Wa and Ordnance in 1776 was more than just a
clerical, paper-shuffling committee. The War Office was not,
as Marshall Smelser suggested, "more of a game than a
reality. "™ The stakes of the rebellion were far too great
for the committee to have been a game. The delegates to
tne Continental Congress realized that if the rebellion

failed, many, if not all of them, would hang on the



London gallows. But, due to the circumstances described,
by the end of 1776, the Continental Army was in headlong
retreat and Congress had fled to Baltimore. The Year of
the Carpenter came to an end, and the stage was set for
the opening campaigns of 1777. The Year of the Hangman

appeared to be a real possibility.
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