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ABSTRACT 

THE BOARD OF WAR IN THE YEAR OF THE CARPENTER, 

1776: THE BUILDING OF THE GALLOWS 

Jeffrey Scott Suchanek 

Master of Arts 

Youngstown State University, 1983 

The moment the Second Continental Congress adopted 

the rebel force besieging Boston on June 15, 1775, it 

assumed responsibility for its supply and administration. 

Prior to the creation of the Board of War and Ordnance on 

June 12, 1776, Congress relied on ad hoc committees for the 

administration of the Continental Army. Congress was 

afraid to put the administration of the army under the 

control of a single executive for fear of the rise of a 

new Cromwell. The American defeat at Quebec on January I, 

1776, altered the thinking of the delegates on this subject. 

Reports received from eyewitnesses to the American defeat 

at Quebec indicated that Congress' poor administration over 

that army had contributed to its demise. The Congressional 

delegates realized the need for a permanent body to oversee 

the administration of the Continental Army. On June 12, 

1776, the Board of War and Ordnance was created. The me=- 

bers of this standing committee were chosen deliberately 

for sectional, political, and economic reasons, and its 

initial duties were organizational in nature. However, as 
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the summer and autumn campaigns progressed, the Board of 

War assumed an active role in the actual prosecution of 

the war. The committee created more organization and 

stability in the army. The War Office provided the army 

with qualified, experienced leadership, and saw to it that 

the troops were paid. The Board of War supplied the Con- 

tinental Army with arms, supplies, and provisions. It 

also sent reinforcements to threatened areas, and drew up 

a plan for a permanent professional army. However, a 

variety of factors, beyond the control of the committee, 

Congress, and the states, coupled with the Board of War's 

lack of military expertise, combined to make the year 1776 

one of disappointment and frustration for the rebelling 

colonists. The events of 1776 helped set up the golden 

opportunities which were presented to the British high com- 

mand for suppressing the rebellion in 1777, commonly referred 

to by historians as the Year of the Hangman. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Many studies have been written regarding the Con- 

tinental Congress and the American Revolution. Among the 

best of these works are The Reluctant Rebels, The Story of 

the Continental Congress by Lynn Montrose (New York: 

Harper and Brothers, 1950), The Winning of Independence by 

Marshall Smelser (Chicago: Quadrangle Books, 1972), - The 

War of American Independence: Military Attitudes, Policies, 

and Practice, 1763-1789 by Don Higginbotham (Bloomington: 

Indiana University Press, 1971), The Continental Congress by 

Edmund Cody Burnett (New York: The Macmillan Company, 

1941), and "TheContinental Congress: A Study in the Origin 

of American Public Administration, 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 military 

conduct of any portion of the Revolutionary War. Donald J. 

Proctor's work,"From Insurrection to Independence: The 

Continental Congress and the Military Launching of the 

Launching of the American Rev~lution~~(University of Southern 

California, Ph.D., 1965), studied the Second Continental 

Congress' attempt to prosecute the war from April of 1775 

to June of 1776. Proctor ended his dissertation with 

Congress' creation of its first military administrative 

body, the Board of War and Ordnance. This thesis begins 

where Professor Proctor's dissertation terminated, and is 
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a study of the Board of War and Ordnance's formation and 

activities from June to December of 1776. 

December of 1776 marked a low point in America's 

struggle for independence for it was in that month when the 

Continental Congress was forced to abandon Philadelphia and 

flee to Baltimore by the approach of General Sir William 

Howe's British army. Indeed, the evacuation of Philadelphia 

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 themselves to the 

British high command. If the rebellion had failed, many 

of the leaders in the Continental Congress would have 

visited the London gallows. However, events which occurred 

in 1776 were instrumental in setting up the golden oppor- 

tunities for the British the following year. In order to 

understand the events which transpired in 1777, perhaps the 

most crucial year of the American Revolution, one must 

first understand the events of 1776 which led up to this 

watershed in American history. Thus, if 1777 can be termed 

the Year of the Hangman, then 1776 can be termed the Year 

of the Carpenter: The Building of the Gallows. 

As Donald Proctor points out in his study, histo- 

rians such as George Bancroft in his History of The United 

States from the Discovery of the American Continent (Boston: 

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

that George Washington was, on the whole, solely responsible 
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for the successful outcome of the American Revolution. 

The Continental Congress has been portrayed as an impotent, 

factionalized, and corrupt body which hindered, rather than 

aided, the war effort. On June 12, 1776, Congress created 

a standing committee, the Board of War and Ordnance, to be 

the military administrator of the Continental Army. This 

committee has received only passing remarks from historians 

in the standard works of the American Revolution. These 

remarks have been, in the main, of a disparaging nature, and 

the authors have downplayed the role and significance of the 

War Office in the actual prosecution of the war. Marshall 

Smelser in The Winning of Independence, writes that the 

Board of War and Ordnance was established merely to "under- 

take most of those things civilian authorities do to main- 

tain an army in being." Professor Smelser concludes that 

after the battle on Long Island, in which General Washington 

was trounced, the "board of war and ordnance was more of a 

game than a reality, that Washington held the Army together 

by sheer nerve." Frederick S. Rolater,inWThe Continental 

Congress: A Study in the Origin of American Public Adminis- 

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 American Archives, and Paul H. Smith's Letters of 

Delegates to the Continental Congress, 1774-1789, this thesis 

attempts to prove whether these interpretations of the 



Continental Congress and the Board of War and Ordnance are 

accurate by studying the committee's activities during the 

crucial six months preceding the year 1777, the Year of the 

Hangman. 



CHAPTER I 

A STATE OF NATURE 

Government i s  d i s so lved .  F l e e t s  
and armies  and t h e  p r e s e n t  s t a t e  
of  t h i n g s  show t h a t  government i s  
d i s so lved .  Where a r e  your land-  
marks, your boundar ies  of Colonies? 
W e  a r e  i n  a  s t a t e  of n a t u r e ,  s ir .  

- P a t r i c k  Henry, 1 7 7 4 .  



1775 - The ~eginning 

On the damp, overcast morning of April 22, 1775, 

John Adams swung his stout form onto the saddle of his 

brown mare, turned it in the direction of Cambridge, 

Massachusetts, and started off down the road at a trot. 

Through the early morning hours Adams encountered many 

militia regiments and straggling columns of volunteers 

stirring in their camps or scurrying along the road in 

the direction of the American army located across the bay 

from the beleaguered city of Boston, occupied by the- 

British regulars under General Thomas Gage. Just three 

days earlier these professional troops had suffered a 

stinging setback during their foray to Lexington and Con- 

cord and were now subjected to a humiliating siege by 

colonial militia. Most of the militia units which Adams 

passed on the road to Cambridge were from Massachusetts, 

but Adams hoped others would soon be coming from Connecti- 

cut and New Hampshire to succour their neighbors. 
1 

Reaching the American camp at Cambridge around 

mid-morning, Adams stopped to survey the scene on the Cam- 

bridge common. Through the early morning haze Adams spied 

men of every description milling around blazing campfires 

and steaming kettles. There were men from every part of 

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



the colony. Some were dressed in their hunting shirts, 

some in bucksin, some in osnaburg, others in ruffled 

shirts, waistcoats, and breeches. Some had slept in tents, 

some in crude lean-tos, while others had only the open sky 

over their heads and the ground for a pillow. As Adams 

sat on his mount, an occasional spring breeze would pull 

back the shroud of the morning fog and campfire smoke to 

reveal more of the camp. Here and there were militia units 

drilling, practicing their march or manual at arms. The 

air was filled with the din of clanging pots and pans, 

crackling campfires, the shouts of officers, laughter, 

profanity, and the incessant sound of the wasteful dis- 

charging of rifle and musket in the camp (followed by an 

occasional howl and curse as another patriot was felled by 

an errant ball not fired by the enemy). 

Adams was familiar with military discipline, organ- 

ization, and routine from his days in Boston when he lived 

across the street from the Boston common where the British 

troops camped after their arrival in 1770. He used to 

spend his idle hours watching the redcoats march and drill 

and was constantly impressed with the precision of the 

British Army. Now, friend had turned to foe, and Adams 

was struck by the difference in discipline, organization, 

and appearance of the two opposing forces. Accustomed to 

the precision and order of the British Army, the lawyer 

from Braintree was appalled and dismayed by the "New 



England Army ('s) . . . great confusion" and "distress. 11 2 

Adams spent the remainder of the morning in the company 

of Generals Artemus Ward, William Heath, and Joseph 

Warren, conferring with them on the state of the army and 

the military situation. They all agreed that the army 

lacked basic necessities such as artillery, arms, powder, 

clothing, organization, discipline, and provisions. 
3 

John Adams then took his leave of the generals to 

make a personal tour of the battlefield that had been the 

scene of the colonial triumph three days earlier. Riding 

through Menotomy and beyond on the muddy road to Lexington 

and Concord (eleven and sixteen miles distant), he sur- 

veyed the familiar rocky Massachusetts landscape dotted 

with stone and rail fences, thick woods and underbrush, 

houses and barns, unturned fields, and wooden bridges that 

crossed small streams. The sight of an occasional shattered 

British musket, bloodied clothing, or discarded cartouche 

box gave the Massachusetts patriot a feeling of exhilara- 

tion. Stopping at almost every house "along the scene of 

action," Adams "inquired of the inhabitants the circum- 

stances" of the running skirmish, while quietly smoking 

his pipe or chewing a piece of plug toba~co.~ As he 

4~bid.; Page Smith, John Adams, 1735-1784, 2 vols. 
(New York: Doubleday & Co., 1962), 1:28. 



listened to the various accounts, Adams became convinced 

"that the die was cast, the Rubicon passed, and, as Lord 

Mansfield expressed it in Parliament, if we did not defend 

ourselves, they would kill us. 11 5 

It was with these thoughts that John Adams set out 

for Philadelphia a few days later as a Massachusetts dele- 

gate to the Second Continental Congress. Armed with the 

belief that the New England militia could never stand up to 

the veterans of the British Army in a conventional battle, 

he was determined to initiate reforms for the army in 

Congress. His ultimate goal was to have the army "adopted." 

by the Continental Congress. This measure was foremost in 

Adams' plan because it would insure that Massachusetts 

would not stand alone. Once the New England army at Cam- 

bridge was adopted by Congress, all of the thirteen colo- 

nies would be committed to the defense of Massachusetts, and 

in Adams' mind, to the Cause. As far as John Adams was 

concerned, once blood had been spilled at Lexington and 

Concord, the only course the colonies could steer toward 

was independence. Adams wrote, "It appeared to me that all 

petitions, remonstrances, and negotiations, for the future," 

between the colonies and Great Britain, "would be fruitless, 

and only occasion a loss of time, and give opportunity to 

the enemy to sow divisions among the states and the 

The Works of John Adams, 



people. " 6  Thus, upon reaching Philadelphia by the end of 

April, Adams immediately began to advocate and lobby both 

Congress and "out of doors" for Congress "to adopt the 

army in Cambridge as a continental army, to appoint a 

General and all other officers, take upon ourselves the 

pay, subsistence, clothing, armor, and munitions of the 

troops. " John Adams' involvement in the military admini- 

stration of the war effort, which led eventually to his 

appointment as President of the Board of War and Ordnance 

in 1776, had begun. However, his determination and initia- 

tive had to overcome the disorganization and disparity of 

interests within the Continental Congress. 

In April of 1775 the New England army and the Con- 

tinental Congress were virtually in an organizational 

"state of nature." Since royal prerogative and parliamen- 

tary control in the colonies were in question, the govern- 

ment of each colony fell to either a provincial committee 

of safety or an abrogated general assembly. As more mili- 

tia units and volunteers gathered around Boston, including 

those from Connecticut and New Hampshire, the question 

of command and organizational responsibilities took on new 

importance. The army and the Continental Congress relied 

heavily on English tradition and their own colonial exper- 

ience to deal with many of the qovernmental and 



organizational problems. Even though the Continental Army 

eventually assumed the same basic organizational structure 

as the British Army, this organization was nonexistent in 

the spring of 1775. The colonial militia had no experi- 

enced staff officers to deal with logistics, supply, 

ordnance, transportation, or strategic planning. As Erna 

Risch has written, "no colonist ever filled a staff posi- 

tion in the British Ordnance or Quartermaster's Depart- 

ments." For the more protracted expeditions against the 

French or the various Indian groups in previous wars, the 

British Army provided the staff officers for the colonial 

militia.8 Most militia expeditions were of such short 

duration that the men brought their own arms, clothes, 

food, and accoutrements, thereby negating any need for a 

permanent administrative organization by the colonies. 

As the army at Cambridge swelled to over 20,000 

men by the middle of May, the overburdened Massachusetts 

Committee of Safety wrote to Congress on May 15, requesting 

that the Congress adopt the army besieging Boston, as the 

Committee was unable to deal with the diverse and substan- 

tial logistical supply problems inherent in an army of that 

size. 
9 

8~rna Risch, Supplying Washington' s Army (Washing- 
ton: Government Printing Press, 1981), p. 8. 

'~onald J. Proctor, 'From Insurrection to Indepen- 
dence: The Continental Congress and the Military Launching 
of the American Revolution" (Ph.D. dissertation, University 
of Southern California, 1965), p. 1. 



But Congress itself was virtually in an organiza- 

tional "state of nature." Theoretically there were no 

restrictions on the type of state and national government 

that could or would be formed. Eventually the Continental 

Congress and the states drew from their English tradition 

and their own governmental experience, but in 1775 this 

course of action was far from certain in the eyes of many 

delegates. Delegates, such as John Dickinson, Joseph 

Galloway, and James Wilson of Pennsylvania, John Alsop of 

New York, and John and Edward Rutledge of South Carolina, 

questioned whether any new governments were necessary for 

they believed reconciliation was still possible. The radi- 

cal faction in Congress led by Samuel Adams and John Adams, 

and Roger Sherman from Connecticut, was already looking 

beyond government at the state level and was debating among 

themselves what type of national government should be 

formed. John Adams was concerned because there were some 

southern delegates who wanted an "'omnipotent Continental 

congress to replace the King, having power to appoint a 

House of Lords, a House of Commons, governors, judges, and 

to set up admiralty courts and other agencies of govern- 

ment. 11110 

'O~ohn Adams to James Warren, October, 1775, Warren- 
Adams Letters: Being Chiefly a Correspondence among John 
Adams, Samuel Adams, and James Warren, vol. 1, pages 167, 
1 6 8 , o l u t i o n  of Executive 
Departments of the Continental cong\- 
chusetts: Peter Smith, 1971), p. 3. 



Congress was so split by provincialism that John 

Adams feared the danger of a southern and northern party. 

Adams was anxious that the southern aristocrats who did not 

admire the New Englanders' "levelling" tendencies, would 

form limited monarchies for their state governments, which 

would make cooperation and eventual union between all thir- 

teen (possibly fourteen including Canada) colonies almost 

impossible in the future. Even the radical faction was 

divided over the question of the distribution of adminis- 

trative power. Samuel Adams advocated a broadly based 

administrative system with power dispersed among a variety 

of delegates (i.e. the committee system). John Adams, in 

contrast, believed in a concentration of administrative 

power and advocated single executives heading up various 

departments within Congress. Therefore, due to faction- 

alism, disorganization, and lack of a common purpose, the 

Continental Congress was practically in a "state of 

nature." The army was in a similar situation in Cambridge. 

Important decisions had to be made before the colonies 

would be ready to oppose the British Army on equal terms 

and force a military conclusion to the issue. 

''smith, John Adams, 1:200; Peter Shaw, The Charac- 
ter of John Adams (Chapel Hill: North Carolina Press, 
1976), p. 92. 

12~rederick S . Rolater, "The Continental Congress : 
A Study in the Origin of American Public Administration, 
1774-1781" (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Southern 
California, 1970), p. 7. 



The first major decisions made by the Second 

Continental Congress in June of 1775--the adoption of the 

New England army at Cambridge and the appointment of a 

commander-in-chief--were engineered by John Adams, who was 

under the direction of the Massachusetts Committee of 

Safety. In the few days before he set out for Philadelphia 

after his tour of the Lexington and Concord battlefields, 

Adams spent many hours discussing the needs of the army and 

military strategy, as well as the future structure of the 

Massachusetts government, with James Otis and three members 

of the Committee of Safety--Major Joseph Hawley, and James 

and Joseph Warren. l3 Because Adams had contracted a cold 

during his visit to Cambridge and his subsequent ride into 

the countryside on that damp April day, these meetings took 

place in Adams' house in Braintree. In the small room of 

that brown, two-story structure, many mugs of hot tea were 

hoisted, many pipe bowls emptied, much tallow burned low, 

and the survival of Massachusetts--the great issue of the 

day--was discussed and plans were laid. By the time he 

was able to convince Abigail that he was well enough to 

travel to Philadelphia, Adams and the members of the Com- 

mittee 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 colony depended upon the adoption 

of the New England Army by the Continental Congress. 

13~mith, John Adams, 1:198. 



The request by the Committee of Safety for the 

adoption of the Cambridge army by Congress was part of the 

plan agreed to by Adams, Hawley, Otis, and the Warrens to 

draw the rest of the colonies irrevocably into the conflict. 

Included in the request was a plan of government for the 

colony that the Committee of Safety wished Congress to 

approve. Claiming that Massachusetts was without a civil 

government, the rebels stated that "we tremble at having 

an Army (although consisting of our own countrymen) estab- 

lished here without a civil power to provide for and con- 

trol them. '14 Thus, the Yankees from Massachusetts reasoned 

that once Congress gave its tacit approval to a formal 

revolutionary government for Massachusetts, other colonies 

would soon follow and form their own revolutionary govern- 

ments. This would widen the breech between the mother 

country and the colonies and make reconciliation more dif- 

ficult. Although the Committee's claim that no civil 

government existed in the colony was untrue because the 

colonial committees of safety were given full executive 

authority by the general assemblies during periods of 

adjournment, Congress, despite opposition by the conservative 

delegates like Galloway and Dickinson, authorized Massachu- 

setts to organize an assembly and to exercise the powers of 

14proctor, 'From ~nsurrection to Independence, " 
pages 1, 2. 



government until Great Britain agreed to govern the colony 

according to its original charter. 
15 

While the protracted debate over the Massachusetts 

government issue took place, John Adams continued his 

lobbying efforts for the adoption of the New England army. 

Much of this skillful politician's work was done out of 

doors, as he argued with and cajoled his compatriots into 

accepting his point of view. Adams, using his courtroom 

manners, impressed his colleagues with the logic and sound- 

ness of his arguments, and his cool, self-assured style. 

He adhered to the principle that human nature was more 

easily persuaded and governed by "promises, encouragement 

and praise than by threatening, punishment, and blame. ,116 

But he was careful not to present the issue of a continen- 

tal army in Congress because he found that there was a 

strong suspicion towards New Englanders especially by the 

Pennsylvania conservatives. Instead, the Braintree native 

sought out delegates from other colonies who had similar 

ideas and he used them as surrogates to present his views 

in Congress. Kichard Henry Lee from Virginia and Thomas 

Lynch from South Carolina were two such colleagues whom 

Adams trusted. l7 On May 16, Lee opened the Congressional 

15smith, John Adams, 1:199. 

16shaw, The Character of John Adams, p. 21. 

171bid., p. 100. 



debate by reading proposals for the raising of an army, 

and this motion was quickly seconded by Lynch. By 

May 21 Adams was able to write to his fellow Massachusetts 

planner, James Warren, "I can guess . . . that an Army will 
be posted in New York, and another in Massachusetts, at 

the Continental expense. 11 19 

There were those delegates in Congress, like Gallo- 

way and Dickinson and the two Rutledges, who still favored 

reconciliation over an expansion of the military conflict. 

Adams decided to direct his persuasive powers toward a few 

of the Southern delegates in the hope that they would have 

a change of heart and vote with the New England faction. 

Adams was not above a little chicanery either. He wrote 

to James Warren on May 26, advising him that he had sent 

two young Maryland gentlemen to Cambridge and he wanted 

positions in the army found for them, adding that "it will 

be of great importance that these gentlemen should be 

treated with the utmost delicacy and politeness: their 

letters to their friends will have a great influence on the 

Southern colonies. w20 One June 10, he expressed his frus- 

tration for the lack of action by Congress regarding the 

18silas Deane's Diary, 16 May 1775, Letters of the 
Delegates to Congress, 1774-1789, ed. by Paul H. Smith, 8 
vols. (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1976), 1:351. 

"~ohn Adams to James Warren, 16 May 1775, Ibid., 
p. 364. 

20~ohn Adams to James Warren, 26 May 1775, Ibid., 
p. 408. 



army when he wrote to the chairman of the committee of 

supplies of the Massachusetts Provincial Congress, Moses 

Gill, that "we have found by experience, that petitions, 

negotiations, every thing which holds out to the people 

hopes of a reconciliation without 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. !I21 

Between June 10 and June 14 Adams spent a great 

deal of time persuading the other delegates that the New 

England army would soon disperse if it was not adopted 

immediately by Congress. It is possible that he met several 

times with George Washington and perhaps struck a deal of 

sorts. On June 14 a Virginia delegate wrote that "Col. 

Washington has been pressed[italics mine1 to take the 

supreme command of the American troops at Roxbury, and I 

believe will accept the appointment. . . ." That Washing- 
ton was pressured into accepting the appointment there is 

no doubt because on June 19 he wrote that although he had 

"a thorough conviction of my own incapacity & want of 

experience in the conduct of so momentous a concern . . . 
the partiality of the Congress added to some political 

motives left me without a choice." The political motives 

of John Adams were to "keep up the Union & more strongly 

cement the Southern with the Northern colonies, & serve 

21~ohn Adams to Moses Gill, 10 June 1775, Ibid., 
p. 466. 



to the removing all jealousies (an) Army composed prin- 

cipally of New Englanders (if happily they prove success- 

ful) of being formidable to the Southern colonies." The 

possible deal struck by Adams and Washington involved 

the latter's subordinates, Charles Lee and Horatio Gates, 

for Adams wrote "considering the earnest desire of General 

Washington to have the assistance of these officers . . . 
I could not withhold my vote from either. 11 2 2  

Adams' involvement in the political maneuvering is 

borne out by the fact that it was he who rose at 10:OO a.m. 

in Congress on June 14 and nominated George Washington as 

commander-in-chief of the New England army, provided that 

the army was adopted by Congress. Adams' nomination of the 

Virginia tobacco planter was all part of the plan devised 

by himself, Joseph Hawley, James Otis, and the Warrens to 

draw the rest of the colonies irrevocably into the conflict. 

As early as May 7, James Warren wrote to the Massachusetts 

delegate that "the army seems to want a more experienced 

direction. I could for myself wish to see your friends 

Washington and Lee at the head of it, and yet dare not 

propose it, tho' I have it in contemplation. "23 Adams, a 

22~irginia Delegate to Unknown, 14 June 1775, Ibid. , 
p. 486; George Washington to Burwell Bassett, 19 June 1775, 
Ibid., p. 515; Eliphalet Dyer to Jonathan Trumbull, Sr., 
16 June 1775, Ibid., p. 496; John Adams to Elbridge Gerry, 
18 June 1775, Ibid., pages 503, 504. 

23~ames Warren to John Adams, 7 May 1775, Warren- 
Adams Letters, vol. 1, p. 47, cited by Proctor, "From Insur- 
rection to Independence," p. 17. 



clever and pragmatic man, knew the nomination of a South- 

erner for the commander-in-chief of the New England army 

would insure the Southern delegates' votes in favor of the 

adoption of the army. Be liked Washington from their 

initial meeting in the fall of 1774, and now the Puritan 

politician from the Bay Colony nominated the wealthy 

tobacco plantation owner from the South to the most impor- 

tant position in the North American colonies. Politics do 

indeed make strange bedfellows. 

Shortly after Adams' nomination of George Washing- 

ton for the position of commander-in-chief of the army 

around Cambridge, Congress resolved to adopt that army as 

its own. On June 15, 1775, George Washington accepted the 

appointment as Commander-in-Chief of the Continental Army. 

Congress and the colonies had an army, the most complex 

social organization, and providing for its administration 

was now a major problem confronting Congress. 

The adoption of the New England army by Congress, 

although committing the other twelve colonies to the 

defense of Massachusetts, was not a total victory for the 

New Englanders. In a compromise maneuver, John and Samuel 

Adams did not oppose the determination of the conservatives 

in Congress to pursue reconciliation with Great Britain. 

Thus, the official policy of Congress was to build up the 

colonies' defenses while extending the olive branch of 

peace to the mother country. Congress made it clear that 



it was prepared to defend the colonies in the event that 

reconciliation failed. 

In order to fortify the colonies' defenses, 

Congress had to provide supplies, munitions, ordnance, 

artillery, transportation, and administrative positions 

for the army gathered around Cambridge. Supplying the army 

in Massachusetts proved to be a minor problem because the 

surrounding colonies donated money and provisions. The 

New England army also had the advantage of besieging the 

largest city in Massachusetts. All roads led to Boston; 

consequently, there was an excellent transportation system 

utilized by the American Army. Therefore, the army around 

Cambridge was, for the most part, well-fed. 

Within the army itself Congress created a Quarter- 

master Department and a Commissary General of Stores and 

Provisions in June of 1775, and a Hospital Department and 

a Commissary of Military Stores in July of 1775. These 

positions and departments were based on the tradition of 

the British Army. 24 However, Congress created no central 

administrative board or executive within Congress to 

coordinate all of the various departments and activities. 

As Louis C. Hatch wrote in retrospect, "a War Department 

with extensive powers should have been promptly estab- 

lished. Instead, Congress retained the.military adminis- 

tration in its own hands, merely appointing committees 

24~ischr Supplying Washington's Army, p. 9. 



for special purposes, and frequently giving them authority 

only to report, not to act. "25 At first the delegates 

acted on the day-to-day needs of the army using Congress 

as a committee of the whole. Everyone in Congress had the 

opportunity to participate in the daily discussions con- 

cerning the army. Such a system made it impossible to 

avoid delay and confusion. In an attempt to remedy some 

of the delays due to the distance between Philadelphia and 

Cambridge, it was proposed by some of the delegates "out 

of doors to adjourn to Hartford or New Haven in Connecti- 

cut in order that we might be near the seat of action," 

but that "some of the Southern gentlemen have not given 

their consent, nor do I think they ever will. "26 The 

conservative delegates feared that the moderates might 

become infected with the New England radicalism and 

"levelling spirit" if Congress moved into that area. 

Moreover, for the delegates from South Carolina, Phila- 

delphia was closer than Hartford and New Haven. 

As Congress became entangled with more and more 

minutiae of daily affairs, the administration of the army 

on a day-to-day basis became an impossibility for Congress 

as a committee of the whole. Therefore, following the 

plan of Samuel Adams, who advocated dispersive executive 

25~ouis Clinton Hatch, The Administration of the 
American Revolutionary Army (New York: Longmans, Green, 
and Co., 1904), p. 18. 

26~oseph Hewes to Samuel Johnston, 5 June 1775, 
Letters of the Delegates to Congress, 1:446. 



power, Congress adopted the standing committee and ad hoc 

committee system of administration. Since the time of the 

Stuarts, Englishmen had been wary of executive power under 

singular control. The delegates to Congress followed this 

English tradition, regarding executive authority as an 

enemy of liberty. Even though the Cambridge army was 

basically a New England army, Southern delegates and 

conservatives were loathe to part with any power and in- 

sisted on representation on any committees created to 

deal with specific military problems. 27  

The Southerners especially feared the possibility 

of an experienced New England army marching southward, 

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 

Cambridge, Thomas Johnson from Maryland and John Rutledge 

from South Carolina were members. When a committee was 

appointed to form an estimate of the cannon needed, and to 

devise ways and means of procuring that ordnance, Samuel 

Chase and John Rogers of Maryland were members. And when 

another committee was appointed to contract for making 

muskets and to consider the proper methods of promoting 

the manufacture of firearms in the colonies, Samuel 

Huntington from South Carolina and Richard Henry Lee from 

L'~atch, The Administration of the Anerican Revolu- 
tionary Army, p. 2. 



Virginia were members. In addition, there was a beef com- 

mittee, a committee to prepare instructions for recruiting 

officers, and a saltpetre committee. There was a medical 

committee, a committee on cavalry, and a committee respon- 

sible for putting the militia in a proper state of defense. 

Other committees included one to consider applications 

from military officers, a hospital committee, a clothing 

committee, a committee 'to consider the health and discipline 

of the army, and one to make all provisions for furnishing 

the battalions destined for Canada. 28 3n all of these ad 

hoc committees at least one Southerner or known conservative 

was appointed. 

By far the three most important committees appointed 

before the creation of a more permanent war department, 

the Board of War and Ordnance in June of 1776, were: the 

one sent to Cambridge, Massachusetts, in October of 1775 to 

confer with General Washington; the one sent to Albany and 

Fort Tyconderoga in November of 1775 to confer with 

Generals Schuyder and Arnold; and the one sent to Canada in 

February of 1776 to assess the condition and military situa- 

tion of the Northern Army. 29 The first committee sent to 

Cambridge was to confer also with the governor of Connecticut 

(Jonathan Trumbull), the lieutenant governor of Rhode Island, 

28~anders, Evolution of the Executive Departments 
of the Continental Congress, pages 6, 7. 

29~roctor, "From Insurrection to Independence, ' 
pages 141, 235, 236, 282. 



the Council of Massachusetts, the president of the conven- 

tion of New Hampshire, and other people considered impor- 

tant when regarding the most "effectual method of 

continuing, supporting, and regulating a Continental 

Army. 11 30 

By the end of September it was apparent to Washing- 

ton that the British troops intended to winter in Boston. 

The Comrnander-in-Chief informed Congress that the Connecti- 

cut and Rhode Island militia were enlisted only to December 

1, 1775, and the remainder of the army was not obligated 

beyond January 1, 1776, with very few showing any inclina- 

tion to reinlist. Some provision, the Congress was told, 

had to be made for the enlistment of an army beyond January 

1. 31 Because there had been no attempt to reinforce the 

redcoats in Boston since the fighting on April 19 at Lex- 

ington and Concord, militia enthusiasm had waned. Since 

penetration into the countryside by Gage seemed remote, the 

colonial militia soon grew weary of camp life. The citizen- 

soldier was unaccustomed to sleeping on the hard ground, 

30~ournals of the Continental Congress, September 29, 
1775, ed. by Worthington Chauncey Ford, 34 vols. (Washington: 
Government Printing Office, 1906), 3:265. 



standing watch, and discipline. 32 In short, Washington 

informed Congress, after January 1, 1776, he would no 

longer have an army to command and Congress would be naked 

before the executioner. The situation, in the Virginian's 

estimation, was critical. 

In spite of the gravity of the problem, the factions 

in Congress continued the tug of war for the sinews of 

power. The New England delegates, including John Adams and 
# 

Samuel Ward, opposed the dispatching of the October committee, 

insisting instead that a committee would entail delay, and 

that a "letter to General Washington," regarding solutions 

to the situation, "would have superceded the necessity of 

any committee. "33 The Southern delegates were adamant on 

the committee's creation because George Wythe from Virginia, 

John Rutledge and Edmund Pendleton saw it as a way to 

increase their influence over the army. Always suspicious 

of an experienced New England army dictating to the South- 

ern colonies, the Southerners wished to exert a moderating 

effect on it. Piqued by the New Englanders' preoccupation 

with democratic principles and egalitarian philosophy, 

"the Southern gentlemen wish to reduce the wages of the 

privates and raise those of the officers. 11 34 

32~r~ctor , 'From Insurrection to Independence, " 
pages 134, 135. 

33~amuel Ward to Henry Ward, 30 September 1775, 
Letters of the Delegates to Congress, 2:84, 85. 



John Adams recognized that another objective of 

the Southern delegates was the "introduction of some gentle- 

men from other colonies, into the service as officers." 

Adams considered this "unreasonable," and believed it 

"absurd to suppose, that the Council of Massachusetts should 

appoint gentlemen from the Southern colonies, when Connec- 

ticut, Rhode Island, and New Hampshire do not." In addi- 

tion, he contended that Massachusetts had men who were 

"better qualified, with knowledge both of theory and prac- 

tice," because "they have been more in war, and longer in 

the study of it." Furthermore, the stocky lawyer from 

Braintree doubted whether the hardy embattled farmers of 

the Bay colony would "be easy to be commanded by strangers 

to the exclusion of gentlemen, whom they know being their 

neighbors. I 1  35 

After the first ballot, Benjamin Franklin and 

Thomas Lynch were chosen but a tie existed between Benjamin 

Harrison from Virginia and Eliphalet Dyer of Connecticut. 

On the second ballot another Southern delegate took his 

seat in the hall and cast the deciding ballot in favor of 

Harrison. However, according to one New England repre- 

sentative, "the gentlemen fond of the motion wished a very 

different committee from that actually appointed. 11 36 

35~ohn Adams to John Winthrop, 2 October 1775, Ibid., 
2:96. 

36~amuel Ward to Henry Ward, 30 September 1775, 
Ibid., 2:84,  85. 



After the selections, John Adams was less concerned stating 

that the "committee . . . are determined Americans." 
Although "Messrs. L and H may have received some unfavorable 

impressions from misrepresentations concerning our province 

. . . these will easily be removed, by what they will see 
and hear, I hope. I1 37 

In November of 1775, Robert Treat Paine from 

Massachusetts, Robert R. Livingston from New York, and 

John Langdon from New Hampshire were sent as a committee 

into the north country of New York where Generals Philip 

Schuyler and Benedict Arnold were building an invasion force 

for use in Canada. These delegates' responsibilities 

included determining how many troops were necessary to win 

and hold Canada, how best to sustain that army, how to 

fortify Crown Point and Tyconderoga, inventory munitions, 

evaluate the Hudson River defenses, and most important, 

what methods would be effective in getting the Canadians 

to join the Continental Association. Although there were 

no Southerners appointed to this particular committee, 

two were selected to serve on the committee to draw up 

the instructions for it (Thomas Lynch and Richard Henry 

Lee). The omnipresent John Adams was also a member of the 

instructions committee. 38 

37~ohn Adams to James Warren, 1 October 1775, 
Ibid., 2:91. 

38~roctor, 'From Insurrection to Independence, " 
pages 235-238. 



The committee selected to travel to Canada was 

chosen on February 15, 1776, after Congress learned of 

the Quebec disaster. On January 19, 1776, word reached 

the startled delegates in Philadelphia that General Rich- 

ard Montgomery was dead with a bullet in his brain, and 

the Northern Army was shattered and on the verge of 

collapse. The committee was sent to assess the immediate 

condition and military situation of the Northern Army. 39 

The committee would not return with its report until 

June 11, 1776, and it was not a coincidence that on the 

next day the Board of War and Ordnance was created. On 

January 19, 1776, when the news of the Quebec catastrophe 

ashened the face of many an ardent patriot in Philadelphia, 

the war began to take on the appearance of a long one. 



CHAPTER I1 

THE GENERAL STATE OF A F F A I R S  

This conversation [with General 
Washington] would make a figure 
in history. It turned upon the 
general state of affairs in the 
military departments, and the 
characters of the principal of- 
ficers in the army. I don't 
think it prudent to commit to 
writing the particulars. 

-John Adams to Abigail Adams 
June 3, 1776. 



Historians of the American 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 Army presented themselves to the 

British high command. Had the Continental Army been 

destroyed in that year, the executioner in London would 

have had plenty of work in disposing of the leaders of 

the colonial rebellion. If the Year of the Hangman 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 collapse 

and disarray, that the opportunities for complete victory 

by the British forces in 1777 were able to present them- 

selves. 

By the end of 1775 the tide of the war was changing. 

After experiencing initial "successes" at Concord, Breed's 

Hill, Tyconderoga, St. John's, and Montreal, the rebels 

began to taste the bitter fruit of defeat. Following the 

first clashes in which the colonials gave out better than 

they received, Congress was filled with euphoria and an 

ardent military fervor. The leaders failed to realize 

that these "successes" had not been won by the skill and 

military prowess of the colonial militia or commanders. 

At Lexington and Concord, the British troops had been 

chased back into Boston by swarms of citizen-soldiers 



sniping at the exposed redcoats from the cover of stone 

and rail fences, houses, barns, woods and thickets. Simi- 

larly, the British attack on Breed's Hill, aside from 

being a colossal tactical gaffe by Sir William Howe, was 

made against a large force of provincials hidden behind a 

series of strong fortifications and redoubts. Only the 

scarcity of colonial powder kept the bloodied nose of John 

Bull from being broken. In addition, the small garrison 

of "lobster backs" had been surprised at Tyconderoga in 

the dead of the night by Ethan Allen and the Green Mountain 

Boys, and St. John's, on the Richelieu River, 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 colonies 

basked in the glow of America's seeming invincibility. 

Historians have not yet been able to verify the rumor that 

the colonial merchants were unable to meet the demand for 

larger shirts to fit puffed out American chests. It is a 

wonder that Congress did not order the immediate construc- 

tion of a fleet for the invasion of England. There are 

few surviving letters that suggest that any member of 

Congress realized that the Americans had not yet been 

l ~ o r  more detailed accounts of these actions, see 
Don Higginbotham, The War of American Independence: Mili- 
tary Attitudes, Policies, and Practice, 1763-1789 (Indiana: 
Indiana University Press, 1971), pages 58-65, 70-77, 6 6 ,  67, 



subjected to the acid test--to meet the British Army in 

the open field on equal terms. 

The illusion of an endless stream of victories by 

the Americans came to a sudden and shattering halt on a 

snow blown, bitterly cold night in Quebec, Canda, on 

December 31, 1775. Before dawn arrived on January 1, 1776, 

General Richard Montgomery lay dead in the Canadian snow 

and the shattered remnants of the American Northern Army had 

recrossed the St. Lawrence River to await Sir Guy Carle- 

ton's coup de grace. Deprived of supplies, arms, clothing, 

money and reinforcements by the impotent and defective 

administration of both subordinates and Congress, the out- 

numbered Montgomery had been forced to attack a strong 

defensive position before his men's enlistments ran out 

the following morning. Although Carleton did not imme- 

diately pursue the Americans with vigor, this battle was 

singularly important for the impact it had on the opposing 

armies. This one action reversed the momentum and gave 

the initiative to the side of the British. For the next 

eleven and one-half months, until Trenton and Princeton, 

the Americans would fight a defensive war with rapidly 

shifting fronts. The year 1776 had been ushered in on an 

ominous note for the Americans and in many ways Quebec set 

the tone for the entire year. 

~ u t  Quebec was only the beginning. On March 17, 

1776, Sir William Howe evacuated Boston and set sail for 

parts unknown. Instead of expressing euphoria at the 



sight of the British transports sailing away, Washington 

was concerned because he realized that in lieu of having 

Howe bottled up where the Virginian could keep an eye on 

him, Sir William was now running loose and liable to 

appear anywhere off the coast of the colonies bringing havoc 

and destruction with him. Congress became alarmed at the 

prospect of having the British fleet sail up the Delaware 

River to the doorstep of Carpenters Hall in Philadelphia. 

Of all the places Howe and the British Army were likely 

to go, General Washington gambled that New York was the 

target. If Sir William obtained possession of New York, he 

would isolate New England from the other colonies and it 

would, thus, be open for attack and conquest. Convinced 

that Howe would not return to the Bay colony, Washington 

began to march his army and baggage westward less than one 

week after the British departure from Boston. If he was 

correct, the former colonel of the Virginia militia hoped 

to give the redcoats a warm reception at the gates of New 

York. 

Thus, in 1776 the Continental Congress and the 

Continental Army were faced with a different kind of war 

than the one they had fought in 1775. The "new" war 

required speed and mobility. The mobile war presented 

Congress with a plethora of new and challenging supply 

problems. A stationary army, like the American army that 

had besieged Boston, was much easier to communicate with 

and supply. Permanent sources of supply could be 



established and magazines could be constructed. An army 

constantly on the move, however, must be able to travel 

light because speed and mobility are crucial tactical and 

strategic advantages. The geography of the colonies pro- 

vided natural obstacles and handicaps for the foot soldier 

as well as wagons heavily laden with provisions, supplies, 

and munitions. The relatively undeveloped countryside of 

eighteenth century America was crisscrossed with unfordable 

rivers and streams, rugged mountains and steep hills, deep 

valleys, swamps, and unpenetrable woods and thickets. While 

Massachusetts had a comparatively good road system, many 

colonies did not. The roads found in New England and the 

Middle colonies became rivers of mud during the spring thaw 

and snow choked during the winter, making them impassable 

for man and beast. Spring rains produced swollen streams 

and rivers which washed away both stone and wooden bridges. 

Quality roads were few and far between and made the supply 

line for Washington's Continental Army extremely vulnerable. 

A few well placed felled trees by an enemy patrol could 

effectively close a road for days and, thus, disrupt trans- 

portation to and from the army. Therefore, getting supplies 

to the army was often a serious problem for Congress and the 

Quartermaster . 
Adding to the magnitude of the supply problem 

encountered by Congress was the dearth of wagons, carts, 

teamsters, horses, and oxen in the colonies in 1776. The 

wagons that were constructed for the army barely filled 



the gaps left by those worn out by the rough usage they 

received over rocky and rutted roads. Broken axles and 

wagon wheels were common mechanical breakdowns. Artisans 

were in constant demand to repair disabled vehicles. 

Horses and oxen were driven until they collapsed from 

exhaustion or starvation because forage, too, was in short 

supply. In addition, farmers in Massachusetts, Connecticut, 

and New York were reluctant to part with such vital instru- 

ments in their livelihood as wagons and beasts of burden. 

The farmers realized that the chances of having their equip- 

ment returned to them in reasonable working order, if at 

all, were remote. When they did rent their wagons and ani- 

mals to the army, they were known to charge exorbitant 

rates. Thus, Congress found it necessary to give the Quar- 

termaster General, Thomas Mifflin, authorization to impress 

the wagons, horses, and oxen he needed to keep the Continen- 

tal Army adequately supplied. Impressment meant seizure 

by armed force. Mifflin resorted to this method in moving 

Washington's army to New York in the spring of 1776. 

There was also an acute shortage of experienced 

teamsters to man the wagons. The handling of teams consis- 

ting of four to six horses or oxen required experienced 

hands and was a highly valued skill in eighteenth century 

America. The teamsters that were available were reluctant 

to leave more lucrative employment offered by merchants, 

L Risch, Supplying Washington's Army, p. 21. 



who also needed goods transported, for the low wages 

offered by the Continental Congress. Therefore, the Con- 

gress was in competition with private interests for the 

teamsters1 service, and in most instances, Congress was 

unable to match the top dollar inducements offered the 

drivers by merchants. Perhaps the greatest problem 

Congress faced during the war was that of financing it. 

As an "extralegal" body with undefined powers, 

Congress was faced with the problem of financing a mobile 

war that kept increasing in "size and intensity" and 

expense.l Supplies had to be paid for and the soldiers 

had to be paid. The moment Congress adopted the New Eng- 

land army on June 14, 1775, it assumed these responsibili- 

ties. But Congress had no money and it lacked the power 

to tax the colonies to raise funds for the war effort. 

Congress was not given the power of taxation because as 

Don Higginbotham has written, "Having broken the grip of 

one Parliament, the colonies were not about to put them- 

selves in the grasp of another. "5 Therefore, in order to 

finance the war, Congress had to borrow on its own credit 

and issue paper money, and it had to rely on contributions 

3 ~ o r  further reading on this subject, see Risch, 
Supplying Washington's Army, pages 64-70. 

4~igginbotham, The War of American Independence, 
p. 81; Rolater, "The Continental Congress," p. 176. 

'Higginbotham, The War of American Independence, 
p. 93. 



from the individual states. Congress found that the "new" 

mobile war in 1776 was far more expensive than the station- 

ary one of 1775. Supply lines lengthened thus increasing 

transportation costs. The cost of supplies and provisions 

soared as clothing and food became scarce and the military 

supply agents had to compete with civilians in the purchase 

of such commodities.6 To keep pace with the rising costs 

of the "new" war, Congress resorted to printing more paper 

currency so that by the end of 1776 a total of twenty-five 

million dollars in paper money was in cir~ulation.~ As more 

paper currency was put into circulation, each paper dollar 

depreciated in value. By the fall of 1776, depreciated 

Continental currency was a major problem that confronted 

Congress. Thus, the difficulty of procuring supplies and 

paying the soldiers increased. Congress was well aware 

that an unsupplied and unpaid army soon ceases to exist. 

Another plank had been nailed into place on the gallows. 

Finally, Congress was handicapped by the lack of 

any real military experience among its members. The mem- 

bers of the various committees selected to oversee speci- 

fic military problems were merchants, farmers, and lawyers, 

not professional soldiers. These committees lacked real 

firsthand military knowledge which is essential in the 

understanding of problems related to the administration of 

6~isch, Supplying Washington's Army, p. 18. 



an army. The ad hoc committees consisted of gentlemen who 

were merchants and lawyers, who understood constitutional 

law, finance, and the mechanics of trade. However, they 

lacked the essential military experience needed to fore- 

cast future munitions, clothing, arms, and provision 

requirements needed by an army on the move. Only an expe- 

rienced military administrator could forecast the amount 

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 clothing 

could be expected to wear out by soldiers on the move, and 

when, where, and in what quantity supplies and provisions 

would be needed. The ad hoc committees lacked the expe- 

rience and intuition necessary to keep the army adequately 

supplied and administered. As Erna Risch stated, "Neither 

in 1775 nor in later campaigns did Congress or the states 

show any appreciation of the fact that supplies could not 

be obtained on the spur of the moment. 11 9 

Five days after the news of the American disaster 

at Quebec reached Philadelphia, and the aura of American 

invincibility had been shattered, Edward Rutledge from 

South Carolina rose in Congress and made a motion that 

Congress establish a War Office and outline its powers. 
10 

'O~ichard Smith's Diary, 24 January 1776, Letters of 
the Delegates to Congress, 3:148. 



After several hours of debate on the subject, a committee 

of seven (Thomas Lynch, Benjamin Franklin, Edward Rutledge, 

Benjamin Harrison, Samuel Ward, Samuel Adams, and Robert 

Morris) was selected to consider the motion. The effect 

of the defeat at Quebec was so strong that it changed the 

military attitude of Congress. Instead of thinking of a 

quick offensive victory, negating any need for a permanent 

war administration, the delegates now girded themselves for 

a long defensive war. Because the legislative and adminis- 

trative business of Congress was increasing daily, the dele- 

gates realized that Congress, as a committee of the whole, 

could no longer deliberate on the daily needs of the army. 

They also realized that they needed a more permanent body to 

coordinate the defensive military efforts of all thirteen 

colonies, and to have essential knowledge such as troop 

strengths, troop locations, a list of the officer corps, the 

condition and military situation of all the continental ar- 

mies andcolonial militias, the quantity of ordnance, muni- 

tions, and clothing in continental possession, and where 

such essential items were stored. Thus, Congress attempted 

to lift the burden of daily military minutiae from its 

shoulders and to place this burden in the hands of a commit- 

tee which would be familiar with the military situation in 

each of the colonies. Thus, by appointing the committee of 

seven to consider the propriety of a War Office, Congress 

moved a step closer to the establishment of an executive de- 

partment for the administration of the Continental Army. 



By selecting Samuel Adams as a member of the com- 

mittee of seven, Congress was assured that the executive 

administration of the army would be invested in the hands 

of a standing committee instead of one man. Samuel Adams 

was the leading advocate of the dispersive executive power 

faction in Congress. The committee, no doubt, studied the 

English tradition and British system of civilian control 

over the army. The committee's deliberations continued for 

over five months. In the meantime, Sir William Ilowe had 

evacuated Boston on March 17 and George Washington, 

anxious that Howe might appear anywhere off the coast of 

the colonies, implored Congress to establish a war depart- 

ment to coordinate and oversee all of the colonies' 

defenses. The General was able to make a personal 

appeal to the delegates for the establishment of a war 

department during his visit to Philadelphia from May 23 

to June 5, 1776. The visit was made ostensibly to discuss 

the upcoming summer campaign, which Congress envisioned as 

being decisive. Besides being appointed on a committee to 

confer with the Commander-in-Chief on this important sub- 

ject, John Adams also met privately with Washington. l2 An 

ll~eorge Washington to the President of Congress, 13 
June 1776, American Archives, Fourth Series, ed. by Peter 
Force (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1837-1853), 

'*~ohn Adams to Abigail Adams, 22 May 1776, Letters 
of the Delegates to Congress, 3:60, 61. 



insight into what was discussed is revealed in a letter 

John Adams wrote to his wife after an evening meeting with 

the Virginian at the Philadelphia residence of John Hancock. 

Adams wrote, "This conversation would make a figure in 

history. It turned upon the general state of affairs in 

the military departments, and the characters of the princi- 

pal officers in the army. I don't think it prudent to 

commit to writing the particulars. "13 Without a doubt, 

Washington and Adams were of the same mind concerning the 

establishment of a permanent war department and the ener- 

getic lawyer from Massachusetts, called the "Atlas" of the 

Second Continental Congress by some of his peers and the 

most influential member of that body by others, because of 

his omnipresence and his ability to ignite action in Con- 

gress, used his substantial powers of persuasion in out of 

doors meetings with other delegates on this matter. 14 

However, when the committee sent on February 15 to 

assess the condition and military situation of the Northern 

Army 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 Army 

was riddled by disease, dissension, and dissertion and was 

no longer an effective fighting force. The committee 

13~ohn Adams to Abigail Adams, 3 June 1776, Ibid., 
p. 121. 

14shaw, The Character of John Adams, pages 98, 



reported that the condition of the Northern Army was due 

in part to the neglect by Congress. The implications of 

the report became all too clear for even these men of 

limited military knowledge. New York was wide open for 

invasion.and the consequent isolation of New England became 

a real possibility. Adding to the fears of Congress was 

the revelation that the British force that had decisively 

defeated the Northern Army at Trois Rivieres, which drove 

the Americans from Canadian soil, consisted of fresh troops 

under the command of "Gentleman" John Burgoyne. If Burgoyne 

pushed down through New York, and Sir William Howe appeared 

off New York City, General Washington would be caught in a 

pincers movement and the rebellion would be at an end. 

This report spurred the committee of seven, selected to 

deliberate the propriety of a war department, to swift 

action. On June 12 the committee made its report to 

Congress and on the same day the Board of War and Ordnance 

was created. It was to consist of five members who were 

to become the military information center for the Second 

Continental Congress. The members appointed were John 

Adams, who was nominated President of the Board (perhaps 

for his continual interest in military affairs since 

1775), Benjamin Harrison, Edward Rutledge, James Wilson, 

and Roger Sherman. The Board of War was also provided 

15~ournals, of the Continental Congress, 12 June 
1776, 4:434.  



with a Secretary, Richard Peters, and a number of 

clerks. 16 

Thus, the English tradition of civilian control 

over the military, which began with the reign of William 

I11 in 1683, was continued in ~merica.'~ Combining the 

British system of a Secretary at War and the Board of 

Ordnance into one body, Congress was determined to keep 

the administration of the army in its own hands rather 

than delegate such potential power to a group of profes- 

sional soldiers. l8 It may have been mere coincidence that 

in the British system, the Board of Ordnance also con- 

sisted of five civilian members which included a lieutenant- 

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

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

no evidence that any of the members of the American Board 

of War and Ordnance were given any such titles. 19 

''~orrelli Barnett, Britain and Her Army, 1509- 
1970: A Military, Political, and Social Survey (New York: 
William Morrow & Co., 1970), p, 132. 

1 8 ~ .  W. Fortescue, A History of the British Army, 
13 vols. (London: Macmillan and Co., 1899-1930), 1:412, 

"~ajor R. E. Scouller, The Armies of Queen Ann 
(Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1966), p. 37; The duties 
and responsibilities of the Board of War and Ordnance will 
be discussed in the next chapter. 



Thus, the Board of War and Ordnance was thrust 

into a hornet's nest of crisis. Congress, beset by a multi- 

tude of legislative and administrative problems, could no 

longer deliberate as a committee of the whole on the daily 

military needs and problems of the Continental Army. The 

Board of War and Ordnance was created to deal with problems 

of recruitment, enlistments, promotions, pay, and supply 

of the army. At the time of the Board's creation, the 

Revolution appeared to be unravelling. The grandiose 

visions of a quick military solution to the problems with 

Great 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--meeting and 

defeating the British Army in the open field on equal 

terms. Already a committee had been appointed on June 7 

to consider the matter of independence. Thus, when the 

Board of War was created, the point of no return had 

already been passed. With Howe expected to try to wrest 

control of New York from General Washington, Burgoyne 

expected to march down through New York in a pincers move- 

ment, the Southern colonies' frontiers in flames as news 

of Indian attacks reached Philadelphia, and total inde- 

pendence the goal of Congress, the Board of War and 

Ordnance was thrust into the breech to try to stem the 

military tide and to reorganize America's military 

effort. With the creation of the Board of War came 

Congress' first attempt at the establishment of an 



executive department for the administration of the Conti- 

nental Army. How the Board of War and Ordnance reacted 

to the crises and how its power expanded is the subject 

of this study. 



CHAPTER I11 

ONLY A FOUNDATION 

The e s t a b l i s h i n g  of  a  War O f f i c e  
i s  a  new and g r e a t  even t  i n  t h e  
His tory  of  America, and w i l l  doubt-  
l e s s  be a t t e n d e d  wi th  e s s e n t i a l  
advantages when p rope r ly  conducted 
and inspec ted .  I hope t h e  Committee 
w i l l  be ready,  i n  a  few days ,  t o  
e n t e r  upon t h e  execut ion  of  t h e i r  
duty .  You w i l l  s e e  t h e  o u t l i n e s  
of  t h i s  o f f i c e  i n  t h e  enclosed 
Resolves. Some f a r t h e r  r e g u l a t i o n s ,  
it is  more than  probable ,  w i l l  be 
necessary  i n  t h e  course  of  t ime.  
The Congress have on ly  l a i d  a  foun- 
d a t i o n  a t  p r e sen t .  I t  s t i l l  remains,  
i n  a  g r e a t  measure, t o  e r e c t  a 
system of r u l e s  and laws,  t h a t  w i l l  
enab le  us  t o  c a r r y  on o u r  m i l i t a r y  
o p e r a t i o n s  w i t h  more knowledge, 
c e r t a i n t y ,  and d i spa t ch .  

-John Hancock t o  General  
George Washington 
June 1 4 ,  1776. 



The c r e a t i o n  of t h e  Board of  War and Ordnance on 

June 12 ,  1776, was t h e  f i r s t  a t t empt  by Congress t o  p l ace  

t h e  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  of t h e  war e f f o r t  on a  permanent and 

s t a b l e  foundat ion.  The p r i o r i t i e s  of  Congress were t o  

e s t a b l i s h  some semblance o f  o r d e r  i n  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Army 

and t o  organize  and d e l i n e a t e  a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  func t ions  and 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  before  a t t empt ing  t o  d e a l  wi th  t h e  more 

complex i s s u e s  of supplying and p lanning  m i l i t a r y  cam- 

paigns .  Thus, t h e  i n i t i a l  d u t i e s  and r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  

ass igned  t o  t h e  Board of War and Ordnance were o f  t h e  

o r g a n i z a t i o n a l  v a r i e t y  and r e f l e c t e d  t h e  immediate concerns  

of  Congress. The Board of  W a r  was given t h e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  

of  keeping a r eco rd  of  a l l  Con t inen ta l  o f f i c e r s ,  i nc lud ing  

t h e  d a t e  of  t h e i r  commission ( t o  s imp l i fy  promot ions) ,  and 

t o  r eco rd  t h e  l o c a t i o n  and s t a t e  o f  preparedness  of a l l  t h e  

Con t inen ta l  t roops  and c o l o n i a l  m i l i t i a .  The gene ra l s  and 

reg imenta l  commanders w e r e  i n s t r u c t e d  by Congress t o  make 

monthly r e t u r n s  t o  t h e  Board of  War regard ing  t h e s e  p a r t i c u-  

l a r s  s o  t h a t  Congress could keep a b r e a s t  o f  t r o o p  s t r e n g t h s  

and m a t e r i a l e  wants. The W a r  O f f i ce  was given t h e  du ty  of  

keeping an a c c u r a t e  account of  a l l  a r t i l l e r y ,  arms, and 

ammunition i n  t h e  c o l o n i e s  and where such ordnance w e r e  

l o c a t e d .  I n  a d d i t i o n ,  t h e  Board o f  War was i n s t r u c t e d  t o  

b u i l d  proper  magazines f o r  t h e  muni t ions  a t  s t r a t e g i c  

l o c a t i o n s .  
1 

' ~ o u r n a l s  of t h e  Con t inen ta l  Congress, 12 June 1776, 
5:435, 436. 



The Board of War a l s o  had t h e  t a s k s  of  forwarding 

a l l  messages from Congress t o  t h e  m i l i t a r y  commanders i n  

t h e  f i e l d  and provid ing  e s c o r t s  f o r  t h e  d e l i v e r y  of money 

t o  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Army. More impor tan t ,  t h e  committee had 

t h e  v i t a l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  of  r a i s i n g ,  equ ipp ing ,  and forward- 

ing  a l l  l and  f o r c e s  needed by t h e  Con t inen ta l  Congress f o r  

t he  prosecu t ion  of t h e  war.2 The n a t u r e  of t h e s e  i n i t i a l  

d u t i e s  and r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  has l e d  some h i s t o r i a n s  t o  

conclude t h a t  t h e  Board of  War was merely a  c l e r i c a l  and 

account ing committee and n o t  a  d e l i b e r a t i v e ,  dec i s ion-  

making body. Marshal l  Smelser s t a t e s  t h a t  t h e  ''work of  

t h e  Board of  War was u s u a l l y  t h e  k ind  of paperwork t h e  

Congress had p rev ious ly  done. "3  F rede r i ck  S. Ro la t e r  

b e l i e v e s  t h a t  " b a s i c a l l y  t h e  board was a  r e c r u i t i n g ,  account-  

i n g  and c l e r i c a l  o f f i c e  as t h e  o r i g i n a l  l i s t  of d u t i e s  

i n d i c a t e d .  " 4  Was t h e  Board of  War i n  1776 on ly  a  c l e r i c a l  

anu account ing committee? The remainder of  t h i s  s tudy  w i l l  

o f f e r  a  more comprehensive a n a l y s i s  of  t h e  Board 's  a c t i v i -  

t ies  and c o n t r i b u t i o n s  t o  t h e  w a r  e f f o r t .  

On June 13 ,  1776, Congress e l e c t e d  f i v e  d e l e g a t e s  

t o  t h e  Board of War. Roger Sherman from Connec t icu t ,  

3 ~ a r s h a l l  Smelser, The Winning of  Independence 
(Chicago: Quadrangle  Books, 1972) ,  p. 207. 

' ~ o l a t e r ,  "The Con t inen ta l  Congress," p. 345. 



Edward Rutledge from South Ca ro l ina ,  James Wilson from 

Pennsylvania ,  Benjamin Harr ison from V i r g i n i a ,  and John 

Adams from Massachuset ts  were chosen. Char les  C a r r o l l  of  

C a r r o l l t o n ,  William Hooper, Samuel Huntington,  and F r a n c i s  

L igh t foo t  Lee were added as members l a t e r  i n  t h e  year .  A 

person o u t s i d e  of Congress, Richard P e t e r s  from Ph i l ade l-  

p h i a ,  was appointed t o  t h e  f u l l - t i m e  p o s i t i o n  of S e c r e t a r y  

t o  t h e  Board of  War. The War O f f i c e  a l s o  was al lowed an  

unspec i f i ed  number of c l e r k s  t o  he lp  t h e  Board perform i t s  

d u t i e s .  6  

The membership of t h e  Board of War p r e s e n t s  a n  

i n t e r e s t i n g  assor tment  of p e r s o n a l i t i e s  and backgrounds. 

The War O f f i c e  was i n i t i a l l y  composed of t h r e e  lawyers ,  a 

merchant, and a  -p lan te re7  Two of t h e  members were among 

t h e  l e a d i n g  l and  s p e c u l a t o r s  i n  t h e  co lon ie s .  * The mem-  

b e r s  of t h e  Board o f  War r e p r e s e n t e d  a  c r o s s  s e c t i o n  of  

young and o l d  thought ,  t r a d i t i o n ,  and ideology i n  t h e  

c o l o n i e s ,  and each had an economic o r  pe r sona l  motive f o r  

j o in ing  t h e  r e b e l l i o n .  

' ~ o u r n a l s  o f  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Congress, 13 June 
1776, 5:438.  

6 ~ b i d . ,  pages 434, 438. 

7 ~ d a m s ,  Wilson, and Rutledge were lawyers ,  Sherman 
was a New Haven merchant,  and Harr ison was a  V i r g i n i a  
tobacco p l a n t e r .  

8 ~ h e r m a n  had t i e s  t o  t h e  Susquehannah Land Company 
and Wilson was one of t h e  l e a d e r s  of t h e  I l l i n o i s  and 
Wabash Land Company. 



Fif ty- f ive- year- old  Roger Sherman r ep re sen ted  t h e  

o l d  P u r i t a n  way of  l i f e  i n  New England. Raised i n  a s t r i c t  

P u r i t a n  environment and a member of  t h e  New Light  r e l i g i o u s  

f a c t i o n ,  Sherman was known t o  b e r a t e  h i s  enemies i n  Congress 

wi th  b i b l i c a l  admonit ions.  A l e a d i n g  advocate f o r  f i s c a l  

conservat ism i n  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Congress, he once proposed 

t h a t  t h e  Con t inen ta l  s o l d i e r s  be provided wi th  c l o t h i n g  by 

t h e i r  f a m i l i e s  and t h e  t roops  buy t h e i r  own p rov i s ions  

from camp s u t l e r s .  When h i s  p roposa l  was ignored and a 

commissary department w a s  c r e a t e d ,  Sherman i n s i s t e d  on a 

c o n s t a n t  a u d i t  o f  t h e  accounts  and t h a t  committees be 

appoin ted  t o  check f o r  any f r aud .  lo The o l d  P u r i t a n  appears  

t o  have been t h e  Second Con t inen ta l  Congress'  v e r s i o n  of 

Char les  Dickins '  Ebenezer Scrooge. However, s i n c e  Sherman 

was a member of  t h e  New England r a d i c a l  f a c t i o n ,  John Adams 

desc r ibed  him a s  a " s o l i d ,  s e n s i b l e  man" wi th  " a  c l e a r  head 

and sound judgment. "11 Sherman' s on ly  m i l i t a r y  exper ience  

was a s  a commissary f o r  t h e  Connect icut  t r o o p s  a t  Albany 

dur ing  t h e  Seven Years War. 12 

9 ~ h r i s t o p h e r  C o l l i e r ,  Roger Sherman' s Connect icut :  
Yankee P o l i t i c s  and t h e  American Revolution (Connect icut :  
Wesleyan U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1971) , p. 3. 

11 Diary,  17 August 1774, The Works of  John Adams, 2: 
343; Diary,  15  September 1775, I b i d . ,  2:423. 

12Mark M. Boatner 111, Encyclopedia of t h e  American 
Revolution (New York: David McKay Co., 1974) ,  p. 1004. 



Edward Rutledge,  age twenty- seven, and Benjamin 

Har r i son ,  age f i f t y ,  r ep re sen ted  t h e  Caro l ina  and Chesa- 

peake s o c i e t i e s ,  r e s p e c t i v e l y .  Rutledge was t h e  epitome 

of  what C a r l  Bridenbaugh h a s  desc r ibed  a s  t h e  Carol ina  

Soc ie ty  i n  c o l o n i a l  America--brash, hungry, pompous, 

foreign- educated,  and extremely wealthy.  l3 Harr i son  was 

a  product  of t h e  more conse rva t ive  and e s t a b l i s h e d  Chesa- 

peake Socie ty .  Harr ison had been a  member of  t h e  V i r g i n i a  

House o f  Burgess f o r  n e a r l y  two decades ,  whi le  Rutledge had 

on ly  r e c e n t l y  r e tu rned  t o  South Ca ro l ina  a f t e r  s tudy ing  law 

a t  t h e  Temple i n  London. Through h i s  s o c i a l  and economic 

p o s i t i o n ,  Bnd a l s o  through h i s  marr iage t o  t h e  e l d e s t  

daughte r  o f  one of  t h e  r i c h e s t  and most powerful  men i n  

South Ca ro l ina ,  Henry Middleton,  Rutledge found it easy t o  

pursue h i s  p o l i t i c a l  ambit ions .  l4 John Adams found t h e  

South C a r o l i n i a n  d u l l  and c h i l d i s h  and desc r ibed  Rutledge 

a s  a  " p e r f e c t  Bob-o-Lincoln--a swallow, a sparrow, a  pea- 

cock; e x c e s s i v e l y  v a i n ,  e x c e s s i v e l y  weak, and exces s ive ly  

v a r i a b l e .  "15 The r e b e l l i o n  provided Rutledge with  an 

1 3 c a r l  Bridenbaugh, Myths and R e a l i t i e s  : S o c i e t i e s  
of  t h e  Co lon ia l  South (New York: Atheneum, 1974) , pages 59,  
1 0 1 ,  116,  117. 

14genry  Muller  Brabham, "Edward Rutledge of t h e  
American Revolution" (M.A. t h e s i s ,  Un ive r s i t y  of V i r g i n i a ,  
1935) , pages 3, 5. 

l5 I I ia ry ,  24 October 1774, The Works of  John Adams, 
2:401. 



oppor tun i ty  t o  make a  name f o r  h imse l f .  He had no m i l i t a r y  

exper ience ,  and compared t o  t h e  o t h e r  members of t h e  Board 

of War, he was p o l i t i c a l l y  inexper ienced .  

While Rutledge joined t h e  r e b e l l i o n  t o  g a i n  p o l i t -  

i c a l  power and p r e s t i g e ,  Harr ison joined it t o  r e t a i n  h i s .  

I n  Bridenbaugh's  Chesapeake Soc ie ty ,  t h e r e  w a s  l i t t l e  c l a s s  

o r  economic m o b i l i t y ,  and p o l i t i c s  l a i d  w i t h i n  t h e  sphere  

of  t h e  a r i s t o c r a c y .  l6 I t  was w i t h i n  t h i s  a r i s t o c r a t i c  

sphere  t h a t  Harr ison made h i s  home. He joined t h e  r e s i s t -  

ance movement when Par l iament  began t o  assume powers, 

such a s  t a x a t i o n ,  t h a t  had long  been a  func t ion  o f  t h e  

p r o v i n c i a l  g e n e r a l  assemblies .  Because power of t h e  pu r se  

s t r i n g s  was t h e  means t h a t  t h e  gene ra l  assemblies  had f o r  

manipula t ing  t h e  governors ,  men l i k e  Harr ison were r e l u c-  

t a n t  t o  p a r t  wi th  what t h e y  regarded a s  t h e  gene ra l  assem- 

b l i e s '  p r e roga t ive .  17 

Although a  c o l o n e l  i n  t h e  Char les  C i t y  County 

m i l i t i a ,  Harr ison brought  v i r t u a l l y  no m i l i t a r y  e x p e r t i s e  

wi th  him t o  t h e  Board of War. However, he se rved  on t h e  

committee s e n t  t o  con fe r  wi th  General  Washington a t  Cam- 

br idge  i n  October o f  1775, and t h e  committee which s t u d i e d  

bo th  t h e  p r o p r i e t y  and d u t i e s  of a  War Of f i ce .  There w a s  

1 6 ~ r i d e n b a u g h ,  Myths and R e a l i t i e s ,  p  . 51. 

l7l5lma Josephine Hege, "Benjamin Harr ison and t h e  
American Revolut ionN (M.A. t h e s i s ,  Un ive r s i t y  of  V i r g i n i a ,  
1939) ,  pages 3 ,  4 ,  7,  1 0 .  



no a f f e c t i o n  between Harr ison and t h e  two New Englanders on 

t h e  Board of War. The V i r g i n i a  Anglican had l i t t l e  stomach 

f o r  t h e i r  s e l f - r i g h t e o u s  a i r s  and domineering s t y l e .  Har r i-  

son once proposed t h a t  Congress send t h r e e  m i l l i o n  d o l l a r s  

annua l ly  t o  t h e  New England s t a t e s  t o  enable  t h e  Yankees t o  

f i g h t  t h e  war (wi th  Southern o f f i c e r s ) .  Thus, John Adams 

desc r ibed  t h e  V i rg in i an  a s  an " i n d o l e n t ,  l uxu r ious ,  heavy 

gentleman, o f  no use i n  Congress o r  on committee, bu t  a 

g r e a t  embarrassment t o  both.  " I 8  Harkison a l s o  se rved  on t h e  

Marine and S e c r e t  Committees, s o  it i s  l i k e l y  t h a t  he  was 

unable t o  a t t e n d  a few W a r  O f f i c e  meetings.  

The f o u r t h  member o f  t h e  Board of  War was S c o t t i s h-  

born th i r t y- f ive- yea r- o ld  James Wilson. H e  jo ined t h e  

r e s i s t a n c e  movement when B r i t a i n ' s  Quebec Act t h r e a t e n e d  

h i s  landholdings  west of F o r t  p i t t . 1 9  H e  i n i t i a l l y  opposed 

independence bu t  r e l u c t a n t l y  c a s t  h i s  l o t  wi th  t h e  ra.dica1 

Whigs when Chase and C a r r o l l  made t h e i r  r e p o r t  on t h e  condi-  

t i o n  of  t h e  Northern Army on June 11, perhaps  because he 

recognized t h e r e  was no o t h e r  way t o  recover  h i s  landhold-  

i n g s .  Devoid of  any m i l i t a r y  exper ience ,  Wilson found him- 

s e l f  appoin ted  t o  t h e  Board o f  War wi th  two of  h i s  

181bid . ,  pages 9, 45, 56: Diary  and Autobiography, 
29 February 1776, The Works of  John Aaams, 3 :31. 

1 9 c h a r l e s  Page Smith, James Wilson: Founding 
F a t h e r ,  1742-1798 (Connect icut :  Greenwood P r e s s ,  1973) ,  
pages 3 ,  51. 



s t aunches t  enemies, John Adams and Roger Sherman. 2 0  Because 

of t h i s  mutual antagonism, Wilson seldom a t t e n d e d  W a r  O f f i ce  

meetings and o n l y  when t h e  d i s c u s s i o n  p e r t a i n e d  t o  f r o n t i e r  

problems a f f e c t i n g  h i s  l and  company's i n t e r e s t s .  Wilson was 

more a c t i v e  on t h e  Committee f o r  Ind ian  A f f a i r s .  A s  one 

biographer  s t a t e s ,  "There i s  l i t t l e  doubt t h a t  [he] used 

h i s  o f f i c i a l  p o s i t i o n  t o  f u r t h e r  h i s  own i n t e r e s t s  and t h o s e  

of h i s  a s s o c i a t e s .  '1 21 

Due t o  absenteeism and s p e c i a l  needs ,  Congress was 

ob l iged  t o  e l e c t  f o u r  o t h e r  members t o  t h e  Board of War 

dur ing  t h e  summer and f a l l  o f  1776. The most impor tan t  of 

t h e s e  a d d i t i o n s  was Cha r l e s  C a r r o l l  of  C a r r o l l t o n  who was 

chosen on J u l y  18. 22  C a r r o l l ,  a  Roman C a t h o l i c ,  was edu- 

c a t e d  i n  France and was acqua in ted  wi th  many f a m i l i e s  o f  

t h e  French c o u r t .  H i s  knowledge of  t h e  French language and 

h i s  a f f i l i a t i o n  wi th  t h e  C a t h o l i c  Church a l r e a d y  had proven 

an  a s s e t  t o  Congress, and h i s  s e l e c t i o n  t o  t h e  Canadian 

committee i n  February of 1776 was f o r  those  ve ry  reasons .  

H i s  e l e c t i o n  t o  t h e  Board of  War was u s e f u l  t o  Congress 

f o r  s e v e r a l  more reasons .  The d e l e g a t e s  were anxious  t o  

2 0 ~ d a m s  d i s l i k e d  Wilson's  preoccupat ion wi th  h i s  
own s e l f - i n t e r e s t ,  a  q u a l i t y   dams-recognized i n  h imse l f ,  
and Sherman q u a r r e l l e d  wi th  Wilson ove r  t h e  Susquehannah 
Land Company c la ims .  

' l ~ e o f f r e ~  Seed, James Wilson: S c o t t i s h  I n t e l l e c -  
t u a l  and American Statesman (New York: KT0 P r e s s ,  1978) ,  
pages 10,  11, 1 4 ,  15,  28. 

2 2 ~ o u r n a l s  of t h e  Con t inen ta l  Congress, 18 J u l y  
1776, 5:575. 



show t h e  French government t h a t  Congress harbored no p re ju-  

d i c e  a g a i n s t  a  man f o r  h i s  r e l i g i o u s  conv ic t ions ,  and t h a t  

C a t h o l i c s  were ho ld ing  impor tan t  p o s i t i o n s  i n  Congress. 

More impor tan t ,  a s  a  member of such an i n f l u e n t i a l  com- 

m i t t e e  a s  t h e  Board of War, C a r r o l l ' s  a l r e a d y  well-known 

name i n  France would c a r r y  even more p r e s t i g e  w i t h i n  

French governmental c i r c l e s .  Because t h e  m i l i t a r y  t i d e  

had tu rned  i n  favor  of  t h e  B r i t i s h ,  Congress was d e s p e r a t e  

f o r  h e l p  and t h u s  sought French a s s i s t a n c e .  C a r r o l l ,  i n  

h i s  c a p a c i t y  a s  a  member of  t h e  Board of War, was expected 

t o  u se  h i s  i n f luence  and p r e s t i g e  t o  g a i n  French suppor t .  23  

C a r r o l l  a l s o  was u s e f u l  i n  d e a l i n g  with  French 

o f f i c e r s  who p e t i t i o n e d  t h e  Board of War f o r  commissions 

i n  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Army. Congress was anxious  t o  a c q u i r e  

t h e  s e r v i c e s  of exper ienced s o l d i e r s ,  and because many of 

t h e  French o f f i c e r s  had f r i e n d s  and pa t rons  i n  t h e  French 

government, t h e s e  o f f i c e r s  were e a g e r l y  accepted by 

Congress. 2 4  More than  a  few of t h e s e  French o f f i c e r s  tu rned  

o u t  t o  be no th ing  more than  buffoons and dand ie s ,  l a ck ing  

both a b i l i t y  and c h a r a c t e r .  I n  a d d i t i o n ,  t h e y  proved t o  be  

u s e l e s s  i n  command of Con t inen ta l  t r o o p s  because most spoke 

l i t t l e  o r  no Engl i sh .  Thus, C a r r o l l ' s  p resence  on t h e  

L5 E l l e n  Hart  Smith, Char les  C a r r o l l  of C a r r o l l t o n  
( N e w  York: R u s s e l l  & R u s s e l l ,  1942) ,  p. 156. 

2 4 ~ a t c h ,  The Adminis t ra t ion  of t h e  American R.evvolu 
t i o n a r y  Army, p. 50 .  



Board of War al lowed f o r  b e t t e r  s c r u t i n y  of t h e  French 

o f f i c e r s '  c r e d e n t i a l s ,  background, and mot iva t ion .  

William Hooper from North Ca ro l ina  and Samuel 

Huntington from Connect icut  were added t o  t h e  Board of War 

on September 3  because of t h e  temporary absence of  Benjamin 

Harr ison and Char les  C a r r o l l .  25 A week e a r l i e r  General  

Washington was soundly th ra shed  a t  Long I s l a n d  and was 

i n  headlong r e t r e a t .  The r e v o l u t i o n  was i n  d i r e  p e r i l  

and Congress was anxious t o  g i v e  t h e  Board of  War a l l  of  

t h e  h e l p  it needed t o  stem t h e  m i l i t a r y  t i d e .  When Hunt- 

ing ton  i n d i c a t e d  h i s  d e s i r e  t o  r e t u r n  t o  h i s  home i n  Connect- 

i c u t  i n  e a r l y  October,  Congress appointed F r a n c i s  L igh t foo t  

Lee from V i r g i n i a  t o  f i l l  H a r r i s o n ' s  vacan t  s e a t  i n  t h e  

War Of f i ce  on September 11. 26 

The l e a s t  known b u t  perhaps  t h e  most i nd i spensab le  

man a s s o c i a t e d  wi th  t h e  a c t u a l  o p e r a t i o n  of  t h e  War Of f i ce  

was Richard P e t e r s ,  who was appointed S e c r e t a r y  on June  13.  

The t i t l e  o f  "Secre ta ry"  a s  used by t h e  B r i t i s h  and t h e  

c o l o n i s t s  had more than  a  c l e r i c a l  o r  account ing connota-  

t i o n .  The Sec re t a ry  was t h e  head of an execu t ive  depa r t-  

ment, rank ing  j u s t  below t h e  p r e s i d e n t  and members of  a  

board o r  committee, and above t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  department 

2 5 ~ o u r n a l s  of  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Congress, 3  September 
1776, 5:732. Harr ison and C a r r o l l  had gone home t o  a t t e n d  
t h e i r  p r o v i n c i a l  convent ions .  

2 6 ~ o u r n a l s  of  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Congress, 11 Septem- 
be r  1776, 5:751. 



heads. Thus, P e t e r s  was under t h e  d i r e c t i o n  o f  t h e  Board 

of  War members, bu t  had c o n t r o l  over  such department heads 

a s  t h e  Quar te rmas te r  General ,  Commissary of S t o r e s ,  and 

Foragemaster General .  2 7  P r i o r  t o  June 12,  1776, t h i s  pos i-  

t i o n  never had been c r e a t e d  by Congress f o r  any committee. 

Thus, t h e  Board of  War and Ordnance was t h e  f i r s t  conscious  

a t tempt  by Congress t o  c r e a t e  an execu t ive  department.  

P e t e r s  gained r e c o g n i t i o n  a s  a P h i l a d e l p h i a  lawyer 

and a s  t h e  r e g i s t e r  of  t h e  admi ra l ty  from 1771 t o  1775. 2 8 

Dis t inguished  by h i s  s h a r p l y  po in t ed  nose,  ch in ,  and w i t ,  

P e t e r s  was well-known f o r  h i s  " p u n c t u a l i t y ,  p a i n s t a k i n g  

c a r e  and p a t i e n c e , "  q u a l i t i e s  which were needed f o r  t h e  

p o s i t i o n  of S e c r e t a r y  t o  t h e  Board of War. 29 Congress 

appointed a non-member of Congress t o  t h e  p o s i t i o n  of  

S e c r e t a r y  because t h e  mu l t i t ude  o f  bus iness  t h a t  Congress 

in tended  t h e  War O f f i c e  t o  handle  r equ i r ed  a f u l l- t i m e  

a t t e n d a n t ,  someone who would be f a m i l i a r  wi th  t h e  l a t e s t  

m i l i t a r y  developments. S ince  t h e  members of Congress were 

2 7 ~ e n n e t h  R. Bowling, "Good-bye ' C h a r l i e '  : The 
Lee-Adams I n t e r e s t  and t h e  P o l i t i c a l  Demise of Char les  
Thornson, S e c r e t a r y  of  Congress,  1774-1789," Pennsylvania 
Magazine of  His tory  and Biography, 1 0 0  ( J u l y  1976) :  316. 

2 8 ~ i c t i o n a r y  of  American Biography, v o l .  1 4 ,  ed .  by 
Dumas Malone (New York: Char les  S c r i b n e r ' s  Sons, 1934) ,  
p. 509. 

2 9 ~ a m u e l  Breck, "A C o l l e c t i o n  of Puns and Wi t t i c i sms  
of Judge Richard P e t e r s , "  Pennsylvania Magazine of  His tory  
and Bioqraphy, 25 (1901):367; Dic t ionary  of American 
Biography, 1 4  :509. 



i n  s e s s i o n  du r ing  t h e  g r e a t e r  p a r t  o f  t h e  day,  t h e  pos i-  

t i o n  r e q u i r e d  a  t ru s twor thy  person o u t s i d e  of  Congress. 

Richard P e t e r s  was such a  man. Although t h e  m a j o r i t y  of 

h i s  t i m e  w a s  spen t  i n  P h i l a d e l p h i a ,  P e t e r s  was i n  c o n s t a n t  

communication wi th  t h e  commanders i n  t h e  f i e l d ,  and wi th  

s t a t e  and l o c a l  governmental o f f i c i a l s .  Occas iona l ly ,  he 

t r a v e l l e d  o u t s i d e  o f  P h i l a d e l p h i a  t o  ensu re  t h a t  supply 

r e q u e s t s  were m e t ,  o r  t o  view t h e  m i l i t a r y  f r o n t  f i r s t h a n d  

i n  o r d e r  t o  b e t t e r  inform t h e  members o f  t h e  Board of War 

of  t h e  t r u e  s i t u a t i o n .  30 P e t e r s '  p o s i t i o n  on t h e  Board of 

War was v i t a l  because he was t h e  l i n k  between t h e  commanders 

i n  t h e  f i e l d  and t h e  Con t inen ta l  Congress i n  P h i l a d e l p h i a .  

The d r i v i n g  f o r c e  behind t h e  Board of  War was John 

Adams. This  peppe re r ' s  devot ion  t o  t h e  we l f a re  of  t h e  

army p r i o r  t o  and a f t e r  t h e  army's  adopt ion i n  1775, and 

h i s  e n e r g e t i c  p e r s o n a l i t y ,  q u a l i f i e d  him f o r  t h e  p o s i t i o n  

of  P r e s i d e n t  of  t h e  Board of W a r .  I t  was Adams who urged 

t h e  Board of War t o  m e e t  twice  d a i l y  and t o  a c t  bo ld ly  

when o t h e r s  p r e f e r r e d  t o  ho ld  back. Adams wanted t o  be a  

s o l d i e r  bu t  h i s  p h y s i c a l  l i m i t a t i o n s  and c o n s t a n t  poor 

h e a l t h  prevented him from pursuing h i s  dream. 31 A t  t h e  

ou tbreak  of  t h e  r e b e l l i o n ,  Adams w a s  determined t o  g e t  

involved i n  t h e  m i l i t a r y  a s p e c t s  of  t h e  r e v o l u t i o n  i n  one 

c a p a c i t y  o r  ano the r .  Appointment a s  P r e s i d e n t  of t h e  

3 0 ~ i c h a r d  P e t e r s  t o  t h e  Board of  War, 10 November 
1777, l e t t e r  r e p r i n t e d  i n  Pennsylvania Magazine of  H i s to ry  
and Biography, 4 0  (1916) : 373. 

31~mi th ,  John Adams, 1 : 2 0 2 .  



Board of  War was a s  c l o s e  t o  t h e  a c t u a l  f i g h t i n g  a s  Adams 

could hope t o  g e t .  Although he had no p r a c t i c a l  m i l i t a r y  

expe r i ence ,  Adams prepared himself  by r ead ing  a l l  t h e  m i l i -  

t a r y  books he could acqui re .  32 P r i o r  t o  h i s  appointment 

t o  t h e  War Of f i ce  he lamented t h e  f a c t  t h a t  he would never 

be a  m i l i t a r y  o f f i c e r  and, t h u s ,  he would have t o  " leave  

o t h e r s  t o  wear t h e  l a u r e l s  which I p lan ted .  However, 

a f t e r  June 12 ,  1776, he conten ted  himself  by s t a t i n g  t h a t  

f i g h t i n g  " i s  no t  t h e  g r e a t e s t  branch of  t h e  s c i ence  of  

war." He r e a l i z e d  h i s  r o l e  would be t o  ensu re  t h a t  t h e  

army was supp l i ed ,  p a i d ,  c l o t h e d ,  r a i s e d ,  and qua r t e r ed .  34 

Adams was d r iven  by ambit ion and a  d e s i r e  f o r  fame. 

Although he had t h e  l a r g e s t  law p r a c t i c e  i n  Massachuset ts  

p r i o r  t o  t h e  r e b e l l i o n ,  h i s  succes s  had n o t  given him t h e  

r ecogn i t i on  he f e l t  he deserved.  The r e v o l u t i o n  provided 

him wi th  t h e  oppor tun i ty  t o  become one of  t h e  l e a d i n g  men 

i n  t h e  country .  Adams recognized h i s  d e s i r e  f o r  fame and 

t h i s  caused much i n n e r  c o n f l i c t  w i th in  him due t o  h i s  Pur i-  

t a n  h e r i t a g e .  T o  Adams, p u r i t y  of  motive meant t h e  

abandonment of s e l f - i n t e r e s t  o r  pe r sona l  ga in  i n  t h e  i n t e r -  

e s t  of  t h e  common weal. Thus, what Adams s a w  l a c k i n g  i n  

3 3 ~ o h n  Adams t o  Ab iga i l  Adams, 23 June 1775, 
Fami l i a r  L e t t e r s  of John Adams and H i s  Wife Ab iga i l  During 
t h e  Revolution wi th  a  Memoir of M r s .  Adams, ed. by Char les  
F r a n c i s  Adams (New York: Hurd and Houghton, 1876) , p. 70. 

3 4 ~ o h n  Adams t o  Nathanael  Green, 22 June 1776, 
L e t t e r s  of t h e  Delegates  t o  Congress, 4:288. 



himse l f- - pur i ty  of motive--he demanded of o t h e r s .  35 H e  

d i s l i k e d  James Wilson f o r  t h e  Pennsylvanian ' s b l a t a n t  

preoccupat ion wi th  h i s  own economic s e l f - i n t e r e s t .  Although 

Adams l i k e d  George Washington, t h e  B r a i n t r e e  dynamo f e l t  no 

g u i l t  o r  shame when he s e n t  h i s  own pe r sona l  spy,  William 

Tudor, i n t o  t h e  V i r g i n i a n ' s  camp t o  keep t h e  War Of f i ce  

informed of  t h e  Gene ra l ' s  a c t i v i t i e s .  36 To Adams , t h e  

s t a k e s  of t h e  r e v o l u t i o n  were t o o  h igh  t o  p l a c e  anyone 

above susp ic ion .  

When t h e  Board of  W a r  was c r e a t e d  on June 1 2 ,  1776, 

t h e  r e v o l u t i o n  appeared t o  be f a l l i n g  a p a r t .  The d i s a s-  

ters a t  Quebec and T r o i s  R i v i e r e s  exposed New York t o  t h e  

ravages  of  t h e  army of  General  John Burgoyne and h i s  Ind ian  

a l l i e s .  There was t h e  very real p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  Burgoyne 

and S i r  William Howe would t r a p  Washington's Con t inen ta l  

Army i n  a  p i n c e r s  movement which would e f f e c t i v e l y  te rmi-  

n a t e  t h e  r e b e l l i o n .  I f  t h e  Board of  War could n o t  reorgan-  

i z e  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Army, r a i s e  and forward new t r o o p s ,  and 

e s t a b l i s h  s ecu re  l i n e s  of  supply ,  t h e  members of  Congress 

would s u r e l y  v i s i t  t h e  London gallows a s  a  reward f o r  t h e i r  

t r ea son .  Before Washington could expec t  t o  have a  chance 

a g a i n s t  t h e  b e t t e r  t r a i n e d  and equipped B r i t i s h  t r o o p s  i n  

t h e  f i e l d ,  t h e  Board of  War would f i r s t  have t o  provide 

him wi th  t h e  men and m a t e r i a l e  t o  do so. Thus, t h e  Board 

3 5 ~ h a w ,  The Charac te r  of  John Adams, pages 22 , 4 0 ,  4 1 .  
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of  War and General  Washington, i n  e s sence ,  j o i n t l y  h e l d  t h e  

f a t e  of  t h e  r e v o l u t i o n  i n  t h e i r  hands. Therefore ,  t h e  

s e l e c t i o n  o f  t h e  members of  t h e  War Of f i ce  was a  most 

s e r i o u s  a f f a i r .  

Upon c l o s e  examinat ion,  t h e  Board of  War appears  

t o  have been c a r e f u l l y  cons t ruc t ed  i n  o r d e r  t o  s a t i s f y  a l l  

of  t h e  s e c t i o n a l  and p o l i t i c a l  f a c t i o n s  i n  Congress. The 

d i f f e r e n t  f a c t i o n s  i n  Congress (i .e .  t h e  r a d i c a l s ,  conser-  

v a t i v e s ,  New Englanders,  and Southerners )  i n s i s t e d  upon 

r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  on t h e  committee l e s t  one s e c t i o n  o r  f a c t i o n  

become t o o  powerful.  Ben jamin Har r i son ,  William Hooper, 

Eaward Rutledge,  George Wythe, and Joseph Hewes d i s t r u s t e d  

t h e  N e w  Englanders and f e a r e d  t h a t ,  i f  t h e  r a d i c a l s  domi- 

na ted  t h e  War Of f i ce  and gained t o o  much c o n t r o l  over  t h e  

army, t h e y  would t u r n  t h e  army southward and d i c t a t e  t h e i r  

" l e v e l l i n g "  p o l i t i c a l  ideology t o  t h e  Southern c o l o n i e s  i f  

t h e  B r i t i s h  t h r e a t  was removed. The r e s u l t  was a d i s t i n c t l y  

m u l t i - p a r t i s a n  s t and ing  committee. The appointments 

involved more than  j u s t  t h e  p e r s o n a l i t i e s  o f  t h e  d e l e g a t e s  

chosen by a l s o  encompassing s e c t i o n a l ,  economic, p o l i t i c a l  

and s o c i a l  f a c t o r s .  

An examination o f  t h e  Board of War r e v e a l s  i t s  

m u l t i - p a r t i s a n  na tu re .  A l l  t h r e e  s e c t i o n s  of t h e  r e b e l l i n g  

c o l o n i e s  were represen ted .  New England was r ep re sen ted  by 

John Adams and Roger Sherman. The Middle co lon ie s  were 

r ep re sen ted  by James Wilson, and t h e  Southern c o l o n i e s  

were r ep re sen ted  by Benjamin Harr ison and Edward Rutledge.  



By such r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  on t h e  Board of War, t h e  Congres- 

s i o n a l  d e l e g a t e s  ensured t h a t  no one s e c t i o n  would be pu t  

upon t o  c o n t r i b u t e  more than  i t s  s h a r e  i n  t h e  war e f f o r t .  

F u r t h e r  examination r e v e a l s  t h a t  t h e  t h r e e  most 

populous c o l o n i e s ,  V i r g i n i a ,  Pennsylvania ,  and Massachu- 

s e t t s ,  were r ep re sen ted  on t h e  Board of War. The d e l e g a t e s  

from t h e s e  c o l o n i e s  undoubtedly argued t h a t  t h e  co lon ie s  

which were going t o  supply  most o f  t h e  manpower f o r  t h e  

army should be r ep re sen ted  on t h e  committee drawing up t h e  

c o l o n i a l  t roop  quotas .  The d e l e g a t e s  from t h e  t h r e e  most 

populated c o l o n i e s  wanted t o  guaran tee  t h a t  t h e  o t h e r  

c o l o n i e s  c o n t r i b u t e d  t h e i r  s h a r e  o f  t h e  manpower needs. 

V i r g i n i a ,  Pennsylvania,  and Massachuset ts  d i d  n o t  want t o  

do a l l  of  t h e  f i g h t i n g  f o r  t h e  o t h e r  t e n  co lon ie s .  

P o l i t i c a l l y ,  t h e  Board of  War w a s  b i p a r t i s a n .  The 

two s taunch  conse rva t ives ,  Rutledge and Har r i son ,  s t r u c k  

a ba lance  wi th  t h e  two N e w  Englanders,  Adams and Sherman. 

James Wilson was a l s o  a conse rva t ive  and t h e  W a r  O f f i c e  was 

brought i n t o  p o l i t i c a l  e q u i l i b r i u m  on J u l y  18 by t h e  addi-  

t i o n  of t h e  wealthy r a a i c a l  from Maryland, Char les  C a r r o l l  

of C a r r o l l t o n .  Har r i son ' s  and Rut ledge ' s  a r i s t o c r a t i c  

n a t u r e s ,  p roauc t s  of t h e  Chesapeake and Caro l ina  s o c i e t i e s ,  

were balanced by t h e  e g a l i t a r i a n i s m  of Adams and Sherman. 

Thus, s e c t i o n a l l y ,  p o l i t i c a l l y ,  and s o c i a l l y ,  t h e  Board of 

War was t r u l y  m u l t i - p a r t i s a n .  

Because t h e  d u t i e s  and r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  of t h e  

Board of War concerned t h e  a c q u i s i t i o n ,  s t o c k p i l i n g ,  and 



forwarding of  m i l i t a r y  s u p p l i e s  and ordnance f o r  t h e  

army, economic geography was a l s o  important  i n  t h e  s e l e c-  

t i o n  of members t o  t h e  War Of f i ce .  Colonies producing 

o r  r a i s i n g  v i t a l  s u p p l i e s  f o r  t h e  army were r ep re sen ted  

on t h e  Board of War. Congress was s t i l l  an e x t r a l e g a l  

body wi th  no de f ined  powers o r  a u t h o r i t y  over  t h e  i n d i v i d-  

u a l  c o l o n i e s .  Because of t h i s ,  it had t o  r e l y  on t h e  

good w i l l  of  t h e  c o l o n i e s  t o  suppor t  i t s  r e s o l u t i o n s  and 

recommendations. J u s t  as t h e  d e l e g a t e s  came t o  ho t  and 

muggy P h i l a d e l p h i a  t o  a c t  a s  ambassadors t o  t h e  Continen-  

t a l  Congress f o r  t h e i r  c o l o n i e s ,  t h i s  r o l e  w a s  r eve r sed  

f o r  t h e  members of t h e  Board of  War. Each member of  t h e  

War Of f i ce  had t o  a c t  as an ambassador t o  t h e i r  r e s p e c t i v e  

colony on beha l f  of Congress t o  acqu i r e  s u p p l i e s  and 

ordnance f o r  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Army. The advantages  of hav- 

i n g  d e l e g a t e s  from v i t a l l y  impor tan t  supply c o l o n i e s  i n  

t h e  War O f f i c e  were twofold.  The d e l e g a t e s  w e r e  f a m i l i a r  

w i th  t h e i r  own co lony ' s  commercial and governmental organi-  

z a t i o n ,  and had more i n f l u e n c e  i n  a t i m e  of need with  t h e  

governmental l e a d e r s  and merchants than  an o u t s i d e r .  

Since Congress possessed no power t o  f o r c e  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  

co lon ie s  t o  comply with  i t s  r e q u e s t s  (a l though  t h e  Board 

of  War found one method of  persuas ion  t h a t  w i l l  be d i s -  

cussed i n  Chapter  V), it had t o  r e l y  on t h e  a b i l i t y  of  

t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  Congress ional  d e l e g a t e s  t o  persuade o r  

c a j o l e  t h e i r  colony i n t o  coopera t ing .  The n e c e s s i t y  of  

having d e l e g a t e s  from c o l o n i e s  v i t a l  t o  t h e  p rosecu t ion  



of  t h e  war on t h e  Board of War was paramount because of  t h e  

communication f a c t o r .  

The c o l o n i e s  producing o r  r a i s i n g  v i t a l  war mate- 

r i a l e  were r ep re sen ted  on t h e  Board of War and perhaps 

e x p l a i n s  why t h e  conse rva t ives  William Hooper o r  Joseph 

Hewes from North Ca ro l ina  w e r e  overlooked i n i t i a l l y  i n  

f avo r  of t h e  inexper ienced South C a r o l i n i a n ,  Edward Rut- 

ledge.  South Caro l ina  was impor tan t  not  on ly  f o r  i t s  r i c e  

and ind igo  produc t ion ,  b u t  because it conta ined  t h e  f o u r t h  

l a r g e s t  North American c i t y ,  Char les  Town ( 1 2 , 0 0 0  i n h a b i t -  

a n t s )  . 37 A s  t h e  c u l t u r a l  and economic c e n t e r  of t h e  deep 

South, Char les  Town was t h e  anchor of t h e  Con t inen ta l  South- 

e r n  M i l i t a r y  Department, a s  w e l l  a s  t h e  l a r g e s t  Southern 

seapor t .  South Ca ro l ina  a l s o  produced more p i t c h  and t a r- -  

e s s e n t i a l  s h i p b u i l d i n g  mater ia l s- - than  a l l  of t h e  o t h e r  

c o l o n i e s  combined. F i n a l l y ,  t h e  colony was t h e  w e a l t h i e s t  

i n  North America and was needed t o  he lp  f i nance  t h e  war. 38 

Benjamin Har r i son  was chosen as a member of t h e  

Boar6 of War over h i s  f e l l o w  Vi rg in i ans  because he was one 

of t h e  l e a d i n g  conse rva t ives  i n  Congress. H e  was chosen 

over  t h e  North Ca ro l in i ans  no t  on ly  because of V i r g i n i a ' s  

" ~ t u a r t  Bruchey, The Roots of American Economic 
Growth, 1607-1861 (New York: Harper & Row, 1968) ,  p. 2 0 .  

3 8 ~ a r c u s  Wilson Jernegan , The American Colonies ,  
1492-1750: A Study of t h e i r  P o l i t i c a l ,  Economic, and 
S o c i a l  Development (New York: F rede r i ck  Ungar Publ i sh ing  
C o . ,  1929; r e p r i n t  ed . ,  New York: F rede r i ck  Ungar Publ ish-  
i n g  Co., 1965) ,  p. 365; Bridenbaugh, Myths and R e a l i t i e s ,  
p. 67. 



manpower advantage,  b u t  a l s o  perhaps because V i r g i n i a  was 

more economically important  and v i t a l  t o  t h e  war e f f o r t .  

V i r g i n i a ' s  cash c rop ,  tobacco,  was used t o  purchase  

f o r e i g n  arms and munit ions because Congress had no hard 

money and t h e  produc ts  of  i t s  p r i n t i n g  p r e s s  were worth 

l i t t l e  ove r seas .  I n  a d d i t i o n ,  t h e  western  s e c t i o n  of  t h e  

Old Dominion conta ined  a  few l a r g e  i r o n  mines, and i t s  

tobacco p l a n t a t i o n s  produced q u a n t i t i e s  of s a l t p e t r e  ( a  

by-product of t h e  c u r i n g  p r o c e s s ) ,  used i n  t h e  manufacture 

o f  gunpowder. 39 

James Wilson was chosen over  t h e  Maryland, Dela- 

ware, New J e r s e y ,  and New York d e l e g a t e s  perhaps because 

Pennsy lvania ' s  g r a i n  produc t ion  was necessary  f o r  feeding 

t h e  Con t inen ta l  Army. By 1776, t h e  f l o u r  m i l l s  i n  Pennsyl-  

van ia  were among t h e  most advanced i n  t h e  world. 4 0  The 

weavers i n  t h e  colony produced q u a n t i t i e s  of s t o c k i n g s  t h a t  

were p rev ious ly  used f o r  e x p o r t  b u t  were now earmarked f o r  

t h e  army. The l a r g e  Lancas te r ,  Warwick, and Sarum i ron-  

works, producers  of cannon, w e r e  l o c a t e d  w i t h i n  t h e  conf ines  

of  Pennsylvania.  Although t h e  co lony ' s  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  on 

3 9 ~ r u c h e y ,  The Roots of American Economic Growth, 
p. 21; Herber t  Eugene Bolton and Thomas Mai t land Marsha l l ,  
The Coloniza t ion  of  North America, 1482-1783 ( N e w  York: 
Macmillan, 1922) ,  p. 330. 

4 0 ~ a r c  Egnal, "Economic Development of t h e  Th i r t een  
Con t inen ta l  Colonies ,"  i n  ~ n t e r p r e t i n g  Colonia l  America, 
ed.  by James Kirby Mar t in  (New York: Harper & Row, 1978) , 



t h e  Board of War lacked p u b l i c  s p i r i t ,  Pennsy lvania ' s  he lp  

was s o r e l y  needed f o r  t h e  war e f f o r t .  4 1  

Massachuset ts  was r ep re sen ted  on t h e  Board of War 

p r i m a r i l y  f o r  i t s  manpower r e s o u r c e s ,  t h e  impor tan t  harbor  

a t  Boston, s h i p b u i l d i n g ,  and t h e  manufacture of  shoes .  

The co lony ' s  a g r i c u l t u r e  was mainly s u b s i s t e n c e  farming 

and could n o t  be r e l i e d  upon a s  a  major food s u p p l i e r  f o r  

t h e  army. 4 2  Roger Sherman was probably e l e c t e d  over  de le-  

g a t e s  from New Hampshire and Rhode I s l a n d  because Connecti-  

c u t  was t h e  main s u p p l i e r  of  beef f o r  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Army, 

and s i n c e  t h e  war had been fought  mainly i n  t h e  no r the rn  

p a r t  of t h e  c o n t i n e n t ,  t h e  colony a l r eady  had supp l i ed  many 

t roops  f o r  t h e  war e f f o r t .  Because of  t h e s e  r ea sons ,  

Connect icut  could h a r d l y  be unrepresen ted  on t h e  Board of 

War. 

The c a r e  taken i n  t h e  s e l e c t i o n  of members of  t h e  

War O f f i c e  sugges t s  t h a t  t h e  committee w a s  in tended  a s  

something more than  j u s t  a  c l e r i c a l  o r  account ing  body. 

I t  a l s o  sugges t s  t h a t  t h e  Board of War was more t h a n  j u s t  

a  one man committee (John Adams), a s  P e t e r  Shaw has  sug- 

ges ted .  43  The members of t h e  Board of War were e l e c t e d  by 

4 1 ~ b i d . ,  p. 282; Jernegan,  The American Colonies ,  
pages 369, 370. 

4 2 ~ r u c h e y ,  The Roots of  American Economic Growth, 
p. 30; Egnal ,  I n t e r p r e t i n g  Colonia l  America, p. 282. 

4 3 ~ h a w ,  The Charac te r  of John Adams, p. 9 5 .  



Congress, a c t i n g  a s  a  committee of t h e  whole. Using s imple  

q u a n t i f i c a t i o n  r ega rd ing  t h e  committee 's  a c t i v i t i e s  from 

June 16 o r  17,  when t h e  committee h e l d  i t s  f i r s t  meeting,  

t o  December 11, 1776, it becomes e v i d e n t  t h a t  t h e  Board 

was t h e  b u s i e s t  s t a n d i n g  committee i n  Congress. Perhaps 

o t h e r  s c h o l a r s  have underes t imated t h e  r o l e  of t h e  Board of 

War i n  t h e  p rosecu t ion  of  t h e  war. A s  John Hancock s t a t e d  

i n  h i s  l e t t e r  t o  General  Washington on June 1 4 ,  1776, t h e  

i n i t i a l  d u t i e s  and r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  ass igned  t o  t h e  Board 

of  War were "only a  founda t ion"  and w e r e  no t  a  d e s c r i p t i o n  

o f  t h e  l i m i t s  of c o n t r o l  t h e  committee was designed t o  

have. 4 4  Because of t h e  p l e t h o r a  of bus iness  be fo re  Congress, 

t h e  War O f f i c e  was expected t o  assume an i n c r e a s i n g  number 

of d u t i e s  t o  l i f t  t h e  burden of  d a i l y  management of  t h e  w a r  

e f f o r t  from Congress'  shoulders .  

The Board of  War's very method of  o p e r a t i o n  i n d i -  

c a t e s  t h a t  it was a  d e l i b e r a t i v e  body, and n o t ,  a s  Marsha l l  

Smelser s tates,  "more of a  game than  a r e a l i t y .  "45  A s  of 

June 12,  1776, t h e  correspondence Congress r ece ived  from 

i t s  m i l i t a r y  commanders i n  t h e  f i e l d ,  o r  from s t a t e  and 

l o c a l  governments r ega rd ing  m i l i t a r y  problems w e r e  r ead  

4 4 ~ o h n  Hancock t o  Georqe Washinqton, 1 4  June 1776, 
Letters of Members of t h e  c o n t i n e n t a l  ~ o n ~ r e s s ,  1774-1789, 
ed.  by Edmund Cody Burne t t ,  8  v o l s .  (Washington: The Carne- 
g i e  I n s t i t u t i o n ,  1921-1336; r e p r i n t e d . ,  Massachuset ts :  
P e t e r  Smith, 19631, 1:488. 

4 5 ~ m e l s e r ,  The Winning of  Independence, p. 205. 



on tile f l o o r  of  Congress and t h e n  r e f e r r e d  t o  t h e  Board of 

War f o r  " d e l i b e r a t i o n .  " 4 6  The Board of  War met e a r l y  i n  

t h e  morning be fo re  t h e  g e n e r a l  Congress ional  s e s s i o n  was 

c a l l e d  t o  o r d e r ,  and aga in  i n  t h e  evening a f t e r  Congress 

had adjourned f o r  t h e  day. 4 7  The ve ry  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  Board 

of War " d e l i b e r a t e d "  on i s s u e s  sugges t s  t h a t  t h e s e  i s s u e s  

were d i scussed  by t h e  members of t h e  War Of f i ce  u n t i l  a 

mutual ly  accep tab le  s o l u t i o n  f o r  a l l  s e c t i o n s  and f a c t i o n s  

was a r r i v e d  a t .  The Board of War ' s  recommendation was 

then  r ead  on t h e  f l o o r  of Congress by t h e  commit tee 's  

P r e s i d e n t ,  John Adams. Adams answered t h e  d e l e g a t e s '  ques-  

t i o n s  o r  defended t h e  Board of War's recommendation. 48 

Because t h e  members of t h e  War Off i c e  were t h e  most 

informed members of Congress r ega rd ing  t h e  gene ra l  m i l i t a r y  

s i t u a t i o n  a s  w e l l  a s  t h e  l o c a t i o n  of  t r o o p s ,  ordnance,  and 

s u p p l i e s ,  t h e i r  recommendations must have c a r r i e d  g r e a t  

weight i n  Congress. John Adams' courtroom manner, l o g i c a l  

reasoning ,  and pe r suas ive  powers no doubt changed t h e  minds 

of a few r e c a l c i t r a n t s .  I n  on ly  a few i n s t a n c e s  was t h e  

r e p o r t  by t h e  Eoard of War ordered  t a b l e d  by Congress 

4 6 ~ o r  example see J o u r n a l s  of  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Con- 
a r e s s .  5:445.  

4 7 ~ o h n  Adams t o  Ab iga i l  Adams, 26 June 1776, 
L e t t e r s  of Members of  t h e  c o n t i n e n t a l  Congress, ed. by 
E .  C .  Bu rne t t ,  1:512. 

4 8 ~ u t o b i o g r a p h y ,  1776, The Works of John Adams, 
3:6. 



fo l lowing  t h e  leng thy  deba te ,  obviously  because of d i s ag ree-  

ment among t h e  d e l e g a t e s .  
49 

Simple q u a n t i f i c a t i o n  r e v e a l s  how busy t h e  Board 

of  War was. During t h e  pe r iod  between June 12 and December 

11, 1776, Congress r e f e r r e d  292 l e t t e r s ,  p e t i t i o n s ,  and 

appea l s  t o  t h e  Board of  War. One hundred and n ine ty- s ix  

of t h e s e  l e t t e r s  o r i g i n a t e d  from m i l i t a r y  commanders i n  

t h e  f i e l d  concerning t h e  gene ra l  m i l i t a r y  s i t u a t i o n  o r  

supply ,  ordnance,  and re inforcement  r e q u e s t s .  Therefore ,  

t h e  War O f f i c e  r ece ived ,  on t h e  average,  one l e t t e r  p e r  day 

from t h e  m i l i t a r y  commanders. The correspondence came from 

a l l  t h r e e  m i l i t a r y  depar tments  (i. e .  Northern,  Middle, and 

Southern) .  Taking i n t o  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  t h e  de l ay  caused by 

c o l o n i a l  t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  and roads ,  t h e  Board of  War was 

kep t  well- informed about  t h e  m i l i t a r y  s i t u a t i o n  i n  a l l  

q u a r t e r s .  

The Board of War, i n  t u r n ,  p r e sen ted  s ix ty- n ine  

r e p o r t s  t o  Congress du r ing  t h e  s a m e  six-month pe r iod  which 

conta ined  a  t o t a l  of  255 recommendations. To b e t t e r  

c l a r i f y  t h e  r o l e  played by t h e  Board of War r ega rd ing  

m i l i t a r y  o p e r a t i o n s  i n  1776, t h e s e  recommendations have 

been c l a s s i f i e d  i n t o  t h o s e  concerning l o g i s t i c s  ( i . e .  t h e  

moving, supplying,  and q u a r t e r i n g  of t r o o p s ) ,  which i n d i -  

c a t e  t h e  Board 's  a c t i v e  r o l e  i n  t h e  p rosecu t ion  of  t h e  

war, and those  which were s t r i c t l y  c l e r i c a l  i n  n a t u r e  

4 9 ~ o r  example s e e  J o u r n a l s  of t h e  Con t inen ta l  
Congress, 5:811. 



( i . e .  recommendations r ega rd ing  pay,  promotions,  commis- 

s i o n s ,  appointments,  p r i s o n e r s  of w a r ,  commendations, and 

d i s c h a r g e s ) .  The f i g u r e s  r e v e a l  t h a t  f o r t y- f o u r  pe rcen t  

of a l l  of t h e  recommendations concerned t h e  v i t a l  i s s u e s  

of r a i s i n g ,  supplying,  and forwarding t roops .  These 

i s s u e s  undoubtedly r equ i r ed  much d e l i b e r a t i o n  i n  t h e  War 

Of f i ce  because c a r e  had t o  be taken  no t  t o  s t r i p  c o l o n i e s  

c l o s e s t  t o  t h e  f i e l d  of  b a t t l e  d e f e n s e l e s s ,  while s t i l l  

s a t i s f y i n g  a l l  Congress ional  f a c t i o n s  and c o l o n i a l  s e c t i o n s .  

The numbers a l s o  r e v e a l  t h a t  i f  t h e  recommendations regard-  

i n g  t h e  voluminous r e q u e s t s  f o r  commissions i n  t h e  army 

ana appointments t o  depar tmenta l  p o s i t i o n s ,  s t r i c t l y  c l e r i -  

c a l  i n  n a t u r e ,  were removed from t h e  gene ra l  t o t a l  of 

l e t t e r s  r e f e r r e d  t o  t h e  Board of War, t h e  percen tage  of 

t hose  recommendations r ega rd ing  l o g i s t i c a l  suppor t  f o r  t h e  

army i n c r e a s e s  t o  s i x t y- f o u r  p e r c e n t .  Thus, it becomes 

c c l e a r  t h a t  t h e  Board of War was a  busy committee and t h a t  

much of t h e i r  work had a  d i r e c t  bea r ing  on t h e  a c t u a l  

p rosecu t ion  o f  t h e  war. 

Because t h e  Board of War was r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  t h e  

l o g i s t i c a l  suppor t  of  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Army, and George 

Washington was r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  t h e  d i r e c t i o n  of t h a t  army, 

t h e  committee and t h e  General  j o i n t l y  he ld  t h e  f a t e  of  t h e  

r e v o l u t i o n  i n  t h e i r  hands. Congress had "only l a i d  a  

foundat ion"  i n  a s s i g n i n g  t h e  Board of War and Ordnance i t s  

i n i t i a l  d u t i e s  and r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  on June 12. The War 

Of f i ce  had t o  assume more r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  on i t s  own a s  t h e  



summer season  progressed  i n  1776. With S i r  W i l l i a m  Howe 

expected t o  a r r i v e  wi th  an invas ion  f l e e t  o f f  t h e  c o a s t  of 

New York, and General  John Burgoyne expected t o  j o in  him 

i n  a  p i n c e r s  movement t o  t r a p  Washington and t h e  Continen-  

t a l  Army by d r i v i n g  sou th  from Canada through New York, 

t h e  s i t u a t i o n  appeared t o  be c r i t i c a l .  The c o n s t r u c t i o n  

of  t h e  gal lows was con t inu ing  i n  e a r n e s t .  



CHAPTER I V  

THE BEST ORDER 

The d i s p u t e  is ,  a s  you j u s t l y  
observe,  i n  a l l  human p r o b a b i l i t y ,  
b u t  i n  i t s  in fancy .  We ought ,  
t h e r e f o r e ,  t o  s tudy t o  b r i n g  
eve ry th ing  i n  t h e  m i l i t a r y  
department i n t o  t h e  b e s t  o rde r .  

-John Adams t o  Nathanael  Greene 
June 22, 1 7 7 6  



The "army" e n t r u s t e d  t o  t h e  c a r e  o f  t h e  Board of  

War i n  June of  1776 was, i n  r e a l i t y ,  f i v e  armies l o c a t e d  

i n  t h r e e  d i f f e r e n t  geographica l  a r e a s  of t h e  t h i r t e e n  r ebe l-  

l i n g  c o l o n i e s .  There were s e p a r a t e  armies  i n  Massachusetts  

(Bos ton) ,  no r the rn  New York and Canada (Tyconderoga, Crown 

P o i n t ,  Albany, Montreal ,  and S o r e l ) ,  e a s t e r n  New York 

(Long I s l a n d  and t h e  Highlands a long  t h e  Hudson), New 

J e r s e y  ( t h e  f l y i n g  camp s c a t t e r e d  between Perth-Amboy, 

El izabethtown,  and Newark), and South Ca ro l ina  (Char les  

Town) . The f o r c e s  under t h e  command of Washington, P h i l i p  

Schuyler ,  and John S u l l i v a n  a t  Long I s l a n d ,  Albany, and 

S o r e l ,  r e s p e c t i v e l y ,  were composed of " r e g u l a r "  Continen- 

t a l  t r oops  and s ta te  l i n e  m i l i t i a s .  The army a t  Boston, 

commanded by t h e  venerable  Artemus Ward, and t h e  army a t  

Char les  Town, commanded by Char les  Lee, were s t r i c t l y  

Con t inen ta l  t roops .  The f l y i n g  camp i n  New J e r s e y ,  under 

t h e  d i r e c t i o n  of  Hugh Mercer, was a mix ture  of  Pennsyl-  

van ia ,  Delaware, and Maryland m i l i t i a ,  and P h i l a d e l p h i a  

~ s s o c i a t o r s  .' A l l  f i v e  armies  had t h e i r  own s p e c i f i c  

needs and o r g a n i z a t i o n a l  problems, b u t  common c h a r a c t e r-  

i s t i c s  sha red  by t h e  m a j o r i t y  o f  t h e  t r o o p s  w e r e  t h a t  

they  w e r e  i l l- equ ipped ,  i l l - s u p p l i e d ,  unpaid,  d i s e a s e  

r i dden ,  d i s p i r i t e d ,  d i so rgan ized  (wi th  t h e  excep t ion  of  

Washington's command), and, i n  many c a s e s ,  poo r ly  l e d  a t  

t h e  reg imenta l  l e v e l .  I n  s h o r t ,  t h e  American t r o o p s  were 

i The N e w  J e r s e y  m i l i t i a  were i n  N e w  York a s s i s t i n g  
General  Washington. 



n o t  of t h e  c u t  t h a t  p u t  t h e  f e a r  of  God i n  t h e  v e t e r a n s  

of t h e  B r i t i s h  Army. I n s t e a d  of an army, t h e  Board of  War 

i n h e r i t e d  n o t  much more than  a l o o s e l y  organized  r abb le .  

Congress l e f t  t h e  t a s k  of t u r n i n g  t h i s  "army" i n t o  an 

e f f e c t i v e  f i g h t i n g  machine t o  t h e  War Of f i ce .  

I t  i s  a m i l i t a r y  maxim t h a t  an army i s  on ly  a s  

formidable a s  i t s  l eade r sh ip .  I n  m i l i t a r y  t e r m s ,  t h e  s i z e  

of an army bea r s  l i t t l e ,  i f  any, r e l a t i o n s h i p  on i t s  e f f e c-  

t i v e n e s s  a s  a f i g h t i n g  f o r c e .  John Adams r e a l i z e d ,  a s  d i d  

o t h e r s  i n  Congress, t h a t  r e g a r d l e s s  of  t h e  number of  t roops  

t h e  Board of War was a b l e  t o  r a i s e  and forward t o  t h e  a r e a s  

of  combat, t h e s e  men would on ly  be cannon fodder  u n l e s s  

p rope r ly  led.' Thus, t h e  f i r s t  t a s k  t h a t  conf ron ted  t h e  

War Of f i ce  was t h e  r e o r g a n i z a t i o n  and re format ion  of t h e  

Con t inen ta l  Army. This  endeavor,  a long  with  supply ing  and 

r e i n f o r c i n g  t h e  a rmies ,  occupied t h e  members of t h e  Board 

of  W a r  from June t o  December of 1776. 

Because Congress and General  Washington f u l l y  

expected t h e  major B r i t i s h  blow t o  f a l l  on t h e  prov inces  

of  New York and New J e r s e y ,  t h e  Board of War's a t t e n t i o n  

was i n i t i a l l y  focused on t h e  Con t inen ta l  armies  s t a t i o n e d  

t h e r e .  Of t h e  f i v e  major Con t inen ta l  armies i n  t h e  s t a t e s ,  

t h e  weakest was t h e  Northern Army which w a s  s c a t t e r e d  over  

2 ~ o h n  Adams t o  Samuel Holden Parons,  19 August 
1776, L e t t e r s  of Members of  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Congress, ed .  
by E. C. Burne t t ,  2:57; John Adams t o  Henry Knox, 25 August 
1776, I b i d . ,  2:61. 



hundreds of  m i l e s  of f r o n t i e r .  Congress wa.s f u l l y  aware 

t h a t  t h e  Northern Army was on t h e  verge of t o t a l  c o l l a p s e .  

I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  t h e  in format ion  ga thered  by Char les  C a r r o l l  

of C a r r o l l t o n  and Samuel Chase, r epo r t ed  t o  Congress on 

June 11, Congress r e g u l a r l y  r ece ived  r e p o r t s  from Continen-  

t a l  o f f i c e r s  i n  t h e  f i e l d  regard ing  t h e  c r i t i c a l  s i t u a t i o n .  

Br igad ie r  General  Benedict  Arnold wrote t h a t  " t h e  smal l  

pox has  broke and d iv ided  t h e  army i n  such a manner, t h a t  

it i s  almost  ru ined ."  Arnold added t h a t  " t h e  repea ted  

mis fo r tunes  and l o s s e s  has  g r e a t l y  d i s p i r i t e d  t h e  t r o o p s ,  

ou r  enemies a r e  d a i l y  i n c r e a s i n g  and ou r  f r i e n d s  d e s e r t i n g  

us. "' A r e t u r n  of t h e  army i n  Canada, f i l e d  on June 25 

wi th  t h e  War O f f i c e ,  r evea l ed  t h a t  o u t  of a t o t a l  of 6,241 

o f f i c e r s  and e n l i s t e d  men, on ly  3,591 were p r e s e n t  and f i t  

f o r  duty.  An a d d i t i o n a l  3,000 men w e r e  unaccounted f o r  

and presumed t o  have gone home. One member of Congress 

r epo r t ed  t h a t  t h e  Northern Army "has melted away i n  as 

l i t t l e  t ime a s  i f  t h e  d e s t r o y i n g  ange l  had been s e n t  on 

purpose t o  demolish them, a s  he d i d  t h e  c h i l d r e n  of 

I s r a e l .  " 4  The weak Northern Army was t h e  on ly  o b s t a c l e  

between General  Burgoyne, whose t r o o p  s t r e n g t h  was 

3Eienedict Arnold t o  P h i l i p  Schuyler ,  6 June 1776, 
?'he Papers o f  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Congress (Washington: Nation- 
a l  Archives and Record Se rv i ce ,  Microcopy 2 4 7 ) ,  reel 166,  
i t e m  152, 2:41. 

4 ~ ~ r  a r e t u r n  o f  t h e  Northern Army s e e  Fo rce ' s  
American Archives ,  Four th  S e r i e s ,  6:915, 916; Joseph H e w e s  
t o  Samuel Johnston,  8 J u l y  1776, I b i d . ,  F i f t h  S e r i e s ,  1:117. 



es t ima ted  a t  1 0 , 0 0 0 ,  and a  l i nkup  with  t h e  Howe b r o t h e r s  

a t  New York Ci ty .  I f  New York was t o  be saved,  Burgoyne 

had t o  be s topped dur ing  t h e  summer and autumn campaigns 

a t  t h e  headwaters of  Lake Champlain. To accomplish t h i s ,  

t h e  Board of War had t o  r e i n f o r c e  t h e  Northern Army and 

r e b u i l d  i t s  devas t a t ed  command s t r u c t u r e .  

The d e f e a t s  s u f f e r e d  by t h e  Americans a t  Quebec, 

t h e  Cedars,  and Tro i s  R i v i e r e s ,  i n  a d d i t i o n  t o  t h e  f e v e r  

and smallpox,  had c o s t  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Army many exper ienced 

o f f i c e r s . '  A s o l d i e r  i n  t h e  Northern Army dec l a red  i n  a  

l e t t e r  t o  h i s  b r o t h e r  t h a t  "no l e s s  than  t h i r t y  c a p t a i n s  

d i e d  wi th  [ smal lpox] ,  and n o t  more than  one i n  t h r e e  l i v e d  

through it t h a t  took it t h e  n a t u r a l  way. " 6  Congress and 

t h e  Board of War knew t h a t  t h e  Canadian campaign had c o s t  

t h e  l i v e s  of  Generals  Montgomery and John Thomas, and t h a t  

General  W i l l i a m  Thompson had been cap tured .  They a l s o  

knew t h a t  many exper ienced reg imenta l  and company o f f i c e r s  

s u f f e r e d  t h e  same f a t e  and, t h u s ,  were aware t h a t  t h e  com- 

mana s t r u c t u r e  of t h e  Northern Army was i n  shambles. There- 

f o r e ,  t h e  Board of  War's p r i o r i t y  was t o  r e b u i l d  t h e  

Northern Army's cha in  o f  command. Toward t h i s  aim, t h e  

War Of f i ce  d e s p e r a t e l y  sought  exper ienced ,  q u a l i f i e d  

ma en edict Arnold t o  P h i l i p  Schuyler ,  13 June 1776, 
The Papers  of  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Conqress, r e e l  186,  i t em 169,  
1:374-376. 

6 ~ h a r l e s  Cushing t o  h i s  b r o t h e r ,  8 J u l y  1776, 
F o r c e ' s  American Archives ,  F i f t h  S e r i e s ,  1:128-132; many 
more d i e d  v i a  i nnocu la t ion .  



o f f i c e r s  t o  f i l l  t h e  vacanc ies  e x i s t e n t  i n  t h e  Northern 

Army. however, i n  i t s  z e a l  t o  provide q u a l i f i e d  l e a d e r s h i p  

i n  t h a t  m i l i t a r y  department,  t h e  newly c r e a t e d  adminis t ra-  

t i v e  department became en tangled  over  t h e  i s s u e  of cont inen-  

t a l  ( n a t i o n a l )  ve r sus  s t a t e  p r e r o g a t i v e .  

The f i r s t  a c t i o n  i n i t i a t e d  by t h e  War Of f i ce  t o  

p rov ide  suppor t  f o r  t h e  Northern Army was executed wi thout  

rancor .  On June 17 t h e  Board of  War au tho r i zed  Governor 

Jonathan Trumbull of Connect icut  t o  appoin t  t h e  f i e l d  

o f f i c e r s  t o  t h e  Con t inen ta l  regiments  r a i s i n g  i n  t h a t  s tate  

t h a t  Congress had r eques t ed  f o r  t h e  re inforcement  of  t h e  

New York f r o n t i e r .  O r d i n a r i l y ,  s i n c e  t h e s e  t roops  were 

being r a i s e d  under t h e  Con t inen ta l  e s t ab l i shmen t ,  t h e  Gover- 

nor  had no a u t h o r i t y  t o  appo in t  t h e  f i e l d  o f f i c e r s  t o  t h o s e  

regiments.* However, s i n c e  t h e  members of t h e  newly 

c r e a t e d  Board of War were r e l a t i v e l y  uninformed about  t h e  

a v a i l a b i l i t y  o f  unat tached o f f i c e r s  i n  t h e  Connect icut  a r e a ,  

t o  save  t h e  va luab le  t ime it would have taken  t o  i n q u i r e  

i n t o  t h i s  m a t t e r ,  t hey  probably heeded t h e  adv ice  of  Roger 

Sherman (a good f r i e n d  of  Governor Trumbul l ) ,  and decided 

t o  l e t  Trumbull make t h e  appointments.  The War Of f i ce  was 

c a r e f u l  t o  guard i t s  p r e r o g a t i v e  by adding t o  i t s  i n s t r u c-  

t i o n s  t o  Trumbull t h a t  o n l y  " t h e  p r e s e n t  exigency r e q u i r e s  

I J o u r n a l s  of  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Congress, 17 June 
1776, 5:447. 

8 ~ h e  rank of c o l o n e l ,  l i e u t e n a n t  c o l o n e l ,  and 
major were f i e l d  grade,  and c a p t a i n  and l i e u t e n a n t  were 
subord ina t e  o f f i c e r s .  



t h i s  measure,"  and it should "not be drawn i n t o  preced-  

e n t .  I, 9 

In  a d d i t i o n  t o  t h o s e  t r o o p s  being r a i s e d  i n  Connec- 

t i c u t  f o r  t h e  r e l i e f  of t h e  Northern Army, t h e  Board of 

War was informed t h a t  he lp  was a v a i l a b l e  from ano the r  d i r e c-  

t i o n .  In  a l e t t e r  from General  John S u l l i v a n ,  read  on t h e  

f l o o r  of  Congress, t h e  d e l e g a t e s  l ea rned  t h a t  French Cana- 

d i a n s  were " f lock ing  by hundreds" t o  jo in  S u l l i v a n '  s com- 

mand a t  Sore l .  Although t h e  l e t t e r  was i n  a  g r e a t  measure 

c o n t r a d i c t o r y  t o  what had been r epo r t ed  by Arnold, Congress 

and t h e  War Of f i ce  were anxious t o  accep t  any succour t h e  

Canadians were w i l l i n g  t o  give .  I n  o r d e r  t o  show h i s  

a f f e c t i o n  f o r  t n e  French v o l u n t e e r s ,  and t o  s ecu re  t h e i r  

f r i e n d s h i p ,  S u l l i v a n  wrote a p o l o g e t i c a l l y  t h a t  he had gone 

beyond wnat he knew t o  be t h e  l i m i t s  ;of h i s  a u t h o r i t y  and 

had given commissions i n  t h e  army t o  t h e  exper ienced  Cana- 

d ians .  lo I n s t e a d  of c h a s t i s i n g  S u l l i v a n  f o r  t h i s  i n f r i n g e-  

ment on Congress ional  p r e r o g a t i v e ,  t h e  Board of  War 

a s se s sed  t h e  c r i t i c a l  s i t u a t i o n  i n  t h a t  department and 

recommended t h a t  t h e  Canadian commissions be approved. 11 

'Journals  of t h e  Con t inen ta l  Congress, 17 June 
1776, 5:447. 

"John S u l l i v a n  t o  General  Washington, 6  June 1776, 
The Papers  of  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Congress, r e e l  166, i t em 152, 
2:47. 

l l ~ o u r n a l s  of t h e  Con t inen ta l  Congress, 19 June 
1776, 5:465. 



Thus, t h e  Board of  War demonstrated i n  i t s  f i r s t  

two a c t i o n s  a s  an a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  body, t h a t  i n  s i t u a t i o n s  

a f f e c t i n g  t h e  common weal,  t h e  members were n o t  about t o  

s t and  on ceremony. The War Of f i ce  soon d i scovered  t h a t  

t h e  m a j o r i t y  of t h e  s t a t e s  were n o t  s o  generous and p u b l i c  

s p i r i t e d  wnen it came t o  p a r t i n g  wi th  p r o v i n c i a l  preroga-  

t i v e .  The i n d i v i d u a l  s t a t e s  were unable t o  r i s e  above 

t h e i r  own p r o v i n c i a l  i n t e r e s t s  f o r  t h e  cause  o f  n a t i o n a l  

un i ty .  Such parochia l i sm c r e a t e d  many roadblocks  f o r  t h e  

Board of  War i n  i t s  e f f o r t s  t o  c a r r y  ou t  i t s  d u t i e s  and 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  n o t  on ly  i n  1776, b u t  throughout  t h e  e n t i r e  

war. A t  t h e  same t ime ,  t h e  m i l i t a r i l y  inexper ienced  War 

Of f i ce  was t augh t  a l e s son  i n  m i l i t a r y  p ro toco l .  

Responding t o  a  p e t i t i o n  t h a t  was read  i n  Congress 

from o f f i c e r s  who had se rved  i n  Canada du r ing  t h e  prev ious  

w i n t e r ,  and who had l o s t  t h e i r  commands v i a  e n l i s t m e n t  

e x p i r a t i o n s  o r  a t t r i t i o n ,  t h e  Board of  War au tho r i zed  t h e  

New York Convention t o  r a i s e  a  regiment of  Con t inen ta l  

t r o o p s  and t o  commission t h e s e  o f f i c e r s  i n  t h a t  regiment.  12 

The p e t i t i o n  by t h e  una t tached  o f f i c e r s  f i t  p e r f e c t l y  i n t o  

t h e  p l ans  of t h e  War Of f i ce  t o  provide exper ienced l eade r-  

s h i p  f o r  i t s  t roops .  However, t h e  committee 's  a t t empt  t o  

provide p o s i t i o n s  i n  t h e  army f o r  t h o s e  o f f i c e r s  drew t h e  

i re  of  t h e  Yorkers,  who i n s i s t e d  t h a t  appointments of  

121bid . ,  21 June 1776, 5:471: t h e  p r i n c i p a l  
o f f i c e r s  w e r e  Colonels  Lewis Dubois and Se th  Warner, 
L ieu tenant  Colonel  Samuel S t a f f o r d ,  and Major E l i s h a  
P a i n t e r .  



subord ina te  o f f i c e r s ,  below t h e  rank of f i e l d  grade,  f e l l  

w i th in  t h e  p r e r o g a t i v e  o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  s t a t e s .  The New 

York Convention, i n  a l e t t e r  t o  Congress, wrote t h a t  such 

a procedure was " so  c o n t r a r y  t o  t h e  common usage h i t h e r t o  

observed and p r a c t i c e d  upon i n  a l l  s i m i l a r  c a s e s , "  a s  t o  

" r a i s e  a d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  h i g h l y  i n v i d i o u s  t o  t h i s  S t a t e . "  

The convention added t h a t  a l though  they  d i d  n o t  doubt t h a t  

Congress possessed s u f f i c i e n t  knowledge about t h e  o f f i c e r s  

t o  make t h e  appointments,  t h e  assembly ques t ioned  "whether 

t h e  a b i l i t y  [Congress] may thence  d e r i v e  t o  perform an a c t  

can c o n s t i t u t e  a r i g h t  of doing i t . " 1 3  This  response made 

it very c l e a r  t h a t  t h e  s t a t e  was very  jea lous  of i t s  own 

p r e r o g a t i v e  and would n o t  r e l i n q u i s h  it q u i e t l y .  

The Board of War a l s o  had trampled unknowingly on 

m i l i t a r y  p r o t o c o l  which l e f t  many o f f i c e r s  i n  t h e  Con t inen ta l  

Army d i s g r u n t l e d .  O f f i c e r s  wi th  more s e n i o r i t y  i n  t h e  Con- 

t i n e n t a l  s e r v i c e  than those  promoted t o  a h i g h e r  rank i n  

t h e  forthcoming New York regiment w e r e  s o  s u f f i c i e n t l y  

rankled  by be ing  "ungenerously superceded,"  t h a t  they re- 

s igned  t h e i r  commissions. According t o  t h e  i n s u l t e d  o f f i c e r s ,  

even " se rgean t s  and c o r p o r a l s  . . . have superceded o f f i c e r s  

who bore commissions i n  t h e  [Canadian] campaign. It 1 4  

" ~ e w  York Convention t o  t h e  P r e s i d e n t  of  Congress, 
11 J u l y  1776, F o r c e ' s  American Archives ,  F i f t h  S e r i e s ,  
1 : % 0 1 ,  202. 

1 4 ~ e w  York Convention t o  t h e  P r e s i d e n t  of Congress, 
12 J u l y  1776, I b i d . ,  1:228; t h e  offended o f f i c e r s  were 
L ieu tenan t s  Aaron Aerson, Jonathan Pease ,  Richard P l a t t ,  
Daniel  Gano, and G a r r e t  H. Van Wagener. 



Thus, t h e  Board of War had i t s  f i r s t  b rush  wi th  

t h e  i s s u e  of n a t i o n a l  v e r s u s  s t a t e  p re roga t ive .  Through 

ignorance and h a s t e  t h e  War Of f i ce  had blundered i n t o  t h e  

c o n f r o n t a t i o n ,  b u t  t o  back down i n  t h e  f a c e  o f  t h i s  provin-  

c i a l  cha l l enge  would have caused i r r e p a r a b l e  damage t o  t h e  

Board of Mar's p r e s t i g e  and a u t h o r i t y .  The War O f f i c e  

d e l i b e r a t e d  on t h e  m a t t e r  f o r  e i g h t  days before  it d e l i v -  

e r e a  i t s  recommendation t o  Congress. John Adams r e p o r t e d  

t n a t  t h e  Board of War would no t  withdraw i t s  o r i g i n a l  

i n s t r u c t i o n s  t o  New York because "no good purpose would be 

answered by making any a l t e r a t i o n  t h e r e i n . "  However, t h e  

War Of f i ce  s o  much a s  admi t ted  i t s  mistake by d e c l a r i n g  

t h a t  "a l though many worthy o f f i c e r s  who served i n  Canada 

a r e  y e t  unemployed, t h e  Board can on ly  lament t h a t  t hey  a r e  

n o t  i n  s e r v i c e ,  bu t  hope something w i l l ,  ( i n  t h e  f u t u r e ) ,  

t u r n  up t o  enable -Congress  t o  p l a c e  them i n  s i t u a t i o n s  

e q u a l  t o  t h e i r  m e r i t .  It 15 

Though t h e  War Of f i ce  s tood  f i r m  i n  t h e  f a c e  of  

t h i s  i n i t i a l  p r o v i n c i a l  cha l l enge ,  it became remarkably 

t i m i d  i n  s i m i l a r  c i rcumstances  throughout  t h e  remainder of 

1776. Perhaps t h e  Board of  War w a s  a f r a i d  t h a t  t o  p r e s s  

t h e  m a t t e r  would c o s t  t h e  suppor t  o f  s e v e r a l  of  t h e  s t a t e s .  

I n  t h e  on ly  o t h e r  r e l a t e d  i n s t a n c e s  involv ing  t h e  s t a f f i n g  

of  regiments ,  t h e  War Of f i ce  c l e a r l y  d e f e r r e d  t o  t h e  judg- 

ment of t h e  s t a t e s .  For example, on J u l y  9 ,  t h e  Board of 

1 5 ~ o u r n a l s  of t h e  Con t inen ta l  Congress, 2 3  J u l y  
1776, 5:602. 



War approved t h e  commissions reques ted  by V i r g i n i a  f o r  t h e  

s t a f f i n g  o f  t h e  new V i r g i n i a  r i f l e  company under Hugh 

Stephenson, i n s t e a d  of  appo in t ing  t h e i r  own. No doubt 

Benjamin Har r i son ' s  p resence  on t h e  Board of War g r e a t l y  

a ided  t h e  s t a t e ' s  recommendation. The War Of f i ce  even 

g rac ious ly  asked t h e  V i r g i n i a  d e l e g a t e s  i n  Congress t o  

w r i t e  t o  t h e  s e v e r a l  V i r g i n i a  c o u n t i e s  r e q u e s t i n g  t h a t  they 

reconunend persons  f o r  f i l l i n g  up t h e  remaining p o s i t i o n s  i n  

t h e  regiment.  l6 I n  ano the r  i n s t a n c e ,  t h e  Board of  War 

reques ted  Massachuset ts  t o  appo in t  one of  t h e  gene ra l  

o f f i c e r s  of t h a t  s t a t e ' s  m i l i t i a  t o  command t h e  t r o o p s  

which w e r e  r a i s e d  t h e r e  t o  f i l l  . t h e  vo id  c r e a t e d  when t h e  

Con t inen ta l  t r o o p s  around Boston were ordered  t o  march t o  

New York by General  Washington. l7 Since t h e  l a s t  appoint-  

ment c l e a r l y  f e l l  w i t h i n  t h e  p r e r o g a t i v e  of t h e  W a r  O f f i c e ,  

it demonstra tes  how c a r e f u l  t h e  Board of  W a r  had become i n  

d e a l i n g  wi th  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  s t a t e s .  The l a s t  t h i n g  t h e  

War O f f i c e  wanted t o  do was a l i e n a t e  any of t h e  s t a t e s .  

The War O f f i c e  a l s o  had l ea rned  a l e s s o n  i n  m i l i -  

t a r y  p ro toco l .  For t h e  remainder of  t h e  y e a r ,  when vacan- 

c i e s  occur red  i n  regiments ,  o f f i c e r s  were promoted on a 

s t r i c t l y  reg imenta l  l i n e .  Unfor tuna te ly ,  w i th  t h i s  method, 

s e n i o r i t y  counted f o r  more than  m e r i t  and undoubtedly t h e  

s e r v i c e  s u f f e r e d  i n  some cases  a s  a r e s u l t .  But t h i s  

161bid. ,  9 J u l y  1776, 5:529. 

171bid. ,  1 4  August 1776, 5:657. 



method o f  promotion calmed t h e  s torm c r e a t e d  i n  t h e  army 

by t h e  Board's  p rev ious  a c t i o n .  18 

I n  t h e i r  r e p o r t  of  June 11, Chase and C a r r o l l  i n d i-  

c a t e d  t h a t  a  n e g l e c t  by Congress had c o n t r i b u t e d  t o  t h e  

demise of  t h e  Northern Army, wi th  nonpayment of t h e  t r o o p s  

a c a u s a l  f a c t o r .  The Board of W a r  a t tempted t o  c o r r e c t  

t h i s  o v e r s i g h t  throughout  t h e  summer of  1776. On June 25 

t h e  War Of f i ce  recommended t h a t  a l l  of  t h e  s t a t e s  t h a t  were 

reques ted  t o  send re inforcements  t o  t h e  New York f r o n t i e r  

appoin t  paymasters f o r  each regiment so  t h a t  a c c u r a t e  

accounts  could be k e p t  of what was owed t o  t h e  s o l d i e r s  by 

Congress. l9 This  d i d  n o t  guaran tee  t h a t  t h e  t r o o p s  would 

be p a i d  because Congress s t i l l  lacked hard  cur rency ,  b u t  

perhaps Congress be l ieved  t h e  measure would a t  l e a s t  g ive  

t h e  t roops  t h e  impress ion t h a t  Congress meant t o  pay 

them. T'o he lp  t h e  men pray f o r  t h e i r  pay,  on J u l y  5 ,  t h e  

Board of War, a c t i n g  on a r e q u e s t  from General  Washington 

of t h e  2 8  of June,  recommended t h a t  chap la ins  he appointed 

t o  each  regiment of t h e  Con t inen ta l  Army. Experienced 

s o l d i e r s ,  t hen  a s  now, recognized t h e  va lue  of  good morale 

among t h e  t r o o p s ,  and how low morale could r u i n  t h e  b e s t  

of armies.  This  measure by t h e  War Of f i ce  obvious ly  was 

l 8 s e e  t h e  Board of War's promotions f o r  Colonel 
Samuel Elmore's Connect icut  regiment ,  and f o r  f i l l i n q  
vacanc ies  i n  Washington's army, J o u r n a l s  of t h e  c o n t i n e n t a l  
Congress, 30 J u l y  and 10 August 1776, 5:644, 614, 615. 

''=bid., 25 June 1776, 5:479. 



in tended  t o  l i f t  t h e  sagging s p i r i t s  of t h e  t r o o p s  and 

s a t i s f y  t h e i r  r e l i g i o u s  needs a s  wel l .  20 

The War Of f i ce  a l s o  s p e n t  t ime s t r a i g h t e n i n g  o u t  

t h e  Commissary Department i n  t h e  Northern Army i n  an 

a t t empt  t o  supply t h a t  f o r c e  more e f f e c t i v e l y .  I n  p rev ious  

wars, ana i n  t h e  f i r s t  yea r  and a  h a l f  of  t h e  r e v o l u t i o n ,  

each army had been provided with  i ts  own commissary, whose 

func t ion  w a s  t o  p rov ide  t h e  army wi th  p r o v i s i o n s .  I n  1776, 

t h i s  system u l t i m a t e l y  l e d  t o  compet i t ion  f o r  wagons, 

ho r se s ,  t e a m s t e r s ,  and s u p p l i e s  among t h e  commissaries of 

t h e  d i f f e r e n t  armies--a ve ry  u n s a t i s f a c t o r y  arrangement.  

Joseph Trumbull had been appointed Commissary General  f o r  

t h e  e n t i r e  Con t inen ta l  Army i n  J u l y  of 1775, b u t  when he 

a t tempted  t o  a s s e r t  h i s  a u t h o r i t y  over  t h e  Northern Army's 

a c t i n g  commissary, Walter  Livingston,  i n  t h e  s p r i n g  and 

e a r l y  summer of 1776, he was r ebu f fed  by both Liv ings ton  

and General  Schuyler.  21 Af ter  r e c e i v i n g  General  Washing- 

t o n ' s  op in ion  on t h e  f e s t e r i n g  s i t u a t i o n  i n  t h e  Northern 

Department, t h e  Board of W a r  (undeniably  pro-Trumbull 

because of h i s  New England background and f r i e n d s h i p  wi th  

John Adams and Roger Sherman), s t a t e d  t h a t  Trumbull had 

' O ~ e n e r a l  Washington t o  t h e  P r e s i d e n t  of Congress, 
2 8  June 1776, F o r c e ' s  American Archives ,  Four th  S e r i e s ,  
6:1117, 1118; Jou rna l s  of t h e  Con t inen ta l  Congress, 5 J u l y  
1776, 5:522. 

2 1 ~ i v i n g s t o n  was Schuyler '  s f a v o r i t e ,  and Trumbull 
was a  friend. of General  Hora t io  G a t e s ,  who had r ep l aced  
General  S u l l i v a n  a t  Tyconderoga a f t e r  t h e  Army's r e t r e a t  t o  
t h a t  p l a c e .  



f u l l  a u t h o r i t y  over a l l  of t h e  New York, Middle, and Eas te rn  

armies.  The d e c i s i o n  was r e a l l y  on ly  academic due t o  Trum- 

b u l l ' s  appointment a s  head of t h e  department a yea r  e a r l i e r ,  

and no g r e a t  i n i t i a t i v e  can be c r e d i t e d  t o  t h e  Board of War 

i n  t h i s  i n s t a n c e  e i t h e r .  L iv ings ton  subsequent ly  r e s igned  

and t h e  Commissary Department was f i n a l l y  u n i t e d  under a 

s i n g l e  department head, Joseph Trumbull. 2 2  

Other p o r t i o n s  of  t h e  Chase-Carroll  r e p o r t  a l s o  

demanded t h e  Board of War's a t t e n t i o n .  I n  an e f f o r t  t o  

t i g h t e n  Congress'  c o n t r o l  over  t h e  armies  and t o  he lp  

e l i m i n a t e  c o r r u p t i o n  t h e r e i n ,  on J u l y  16 ,  t h e  War Of f i ce  

recommended t h a t  commissioners be appointed t o  a u d i t  t h e  

accounts  of t h e  two New York a rmies ,  and t h e  Northern Army 

i n  p a r t i c u l a r .  The a u d i t s  were aimed a t  t h e  Commissary, 

Qua r t e rmas t e r ,  Hosp i t a l ,  and Paymaster departments.  Sure ly  

t h e  >money conscious  Roger Sherman had a hand i n  t h e  i n s t i g a -  

t i o n  ana format ion of t h i s  recommendation. The Board of 

War a l s o  ordered  t h a t  t h e  depar tments  submit  weekly and 

monthly r e t u r n s  of a l l  t r a n s a c t i o n s  s o  t h a t  t h e  accounts  

would be  c l o s e l y  monitored. 23 

The War Of f i ce  a l s o  informed General  Schuyler  t h a t  

o f f i c e r s  ho ld ing  more than  one o f f i c e  i n  t h e  army would no 

2 2 ~ o u r n a l s  of t h e  Con t inen ta l  Congress, 8 J u l y  
1776, 5:527; f o r  L iv ings ton ' s  r e s i g n a t i o n  s e e  Walter Living-  
s t o n  t o  t h e  P r e s i d e n t  of Congress, 7 September 1776, Fo rce ' s  
American Archives ,  F i f t h  S e r i e s ,  2:220, 221. 

2 3 ~ o u r n a l s  of t h e  Con t inen ta l  Congress, 16 J u l y  1776, 
5:564, 565. 



l onge r  be t o l e r a t e d .  A few o f f i c e r s ,  p r i n c i p a l l y  i n  t h e  

Northern Army, had been a c t i n g  a s  t h e  commissary f o r  t h e i r  

regiments  i n  a d d i t i o n  t o  t h e i r  r e g u l a r  d u t i e s .  These few 

o f f i c e r s  had been known t o  t u r n  a  quick p r o f i t  a t  t h e  

expense of t h e i r  men by charg ing  t h e  t roops  e x o r b i t a n t  

p r i c e s  f o r  p r o v i s i o n s .  Under t h e  Board 's  recommendation, 

t h i s  p r a c t i c e  was e l i m i n a t e d  and undoubtedly c r e a t e d  b e t t e r  

harmony between o f f i c e r s  and e n l i s t e d  men. 
24 

F i n a l l y ,  t o  demonstra te  t o  t h e  t roops  i n  t h e  North- 

e r n  Army t h a t  Congress w a s  s e r i o u s  about  i t s  new commit- 

ment t o  t h a t  m i l i t a r y  depar tment ,  t h e  War Of f i ce  reconunended 

two hundred thousand d o l l a r s  be s e n t  t o  Jonathan Trumbull 

( t h e  son of t h e  Connect icut  Governor) ,  Deputy Paymaster 

General  i n  t h e  Northern Department, t o  pay t h e  men. I n  

a d d i t i o n ,  t h e  Board of War au tho r i zed  James Liv ings ton  and 

a  French Canadian, Preudhome l a  Jeunesse ,  t o  r a i s e  a  r e g i -  

ment of Canadians t o  f i g h t  a longs ide  t h e  Americans a t  

Tyconderoga. Congress approved t h e  Board's  recommendation 

t o  pay t h e  t r o o p s ,  b u t  t a b l e d  t h e  sugges t ion  f o r  r a i s i n g  

t h e  Canadian regiment.  25 The War O f f i c e  i n e x p l i c a b l y  

al lowed t h e  i s s u e  t o  d i e  and made no a t t empt  t o  r e i n t r o -  

duce a  s i m i l a r  measure. Perhaps Congress had conceded t h a t  

any new Canadian campaign would prove t o  be f r u i t l e s s .  

2 4 ~ b i d . ,  19 J u l y  1776, 5:591. 

2 5 ~ b i d . ,  2 August 1776, 5:627, 628; 1b id .  , 15 
August 1776, 5:657; I b i d . ,  21 August 1776, 5:692. 



However, g iven t h e  c r i t i c a l  s i t u a t i o n  i n  t h a t  depar tment ,  

it i s  a  cause f o r  wonderment t h a t  more of  an e f f o r t  was 

n o t  e x e r t e d  i n  t h i s  d i r e c t i o n .  I n  any even t ,  t h e  record  

r e v e a l s  t h a t  i n  t h e  two-and-one-half months before  t h e  

b a t t l e  on Long I s l a n d ,  t h e  high watermark of t h e  1776 

summer campaign, t h e  Board of War had t aken  many s t e p s  t o  

r e c t i f y  t h e  d i s o r g a n i z a t i o n ,  d i s p i r i t e d n e s s ,  and c o r r u p t i o n  

i n  t h e  Northern Department. Y e t ,  t h i s  m i l i t a r y  department 

was no t  t h e  only  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  of t h e  Board of  War. 

On J u l y  1 Congress was informed by General  Washing- 

t o n  t h a t  f o r t y- f i v e  s h i p s  of  t h e  Howe b r o t h e r s '  armada had 

a r r i v e d  o f f  S t a t e n  I s l a n d ,  and i n  h i s  d i s p a t c h  a  day l a t e r ,  

t h e  Commander-in-Chief dec l a red  t h a t  upwards of  one hundred 

and t e n  s a i l  s t ood  i n  t h e  harbor  disembarking t roops .  
26 

S h o r t l y  t h e r e a f t e r ,  Congress w a s  a l s o  shocked t o  l e a r n  of 

" a  h e l l i s h  p l o t  . . . t o  murder General  Washington and some 

o t h e r  o f f i c e r s  of  t h e  f i r s t  r ank ,  blow up t h e  magazine, and 

s p i k e  up t h e  cannon. "27 The subsequent  hanging of one of 

t h e  c o n s p i r a t o r s  d i d  no th ing  t o  a l l e v i a t e  t h e  a n x i e t y  f e l t  

by Congress and t h e  War O f f i c e  r ega rd ing  t h e  army around 

New York Washington's command was t h e  b e s t  organized 

2 6 ~ e n e r a l  Washington t o  t h e  P r e s i d e n t  of Congress, 
2 9  June 1776, Fo rce ' s  American Archives ,  Four th  S e r i e s ,  
6:1134; General  Washington t o  t h e  P r e s i d e n t  of Congress, 30 
June 1776, I b i d . ,  Four th  S e r i e s ,  6:1142, 1143. 

2 7 ~ o s e p h  Hewes t o  Samuel Johnston,  8 J u l y  1776, 
I b i d . ,  F i f t h  S e r i e s ,  1:117. 

 he condemned man was Thomas Hickey, a  p r i v a t e  i n  
Washington's own L i f e  Guard. 



of a l l  t h e  Con t inen ta l  a rmies ,  and t h e  l o s s  of t h e  General  

ana s e v e r a l  of h i s  s t a f f  would have been a  d e v a s t a t i n g  

blow and would have thrown t h e  army i n t o  complete chaos.  

New York would have been s u r e l y  l o s t  and v i c t o r y  would have 

been i n  t h e  g ra sp  of t h e  B r i t i s h .  Congress i t s e l f  rece ived  

a  message t h a t  l o y a l i s t s  in tended  t o  p l a n t  kegs of  gunpowder 

r i g h t  under t h e  d e l e g a t e s '  f e e t  a t  Carpente rs  Hal l .  

Although bo th  p l o t s  f a i l e d ,  t hey  s e r v e  t o  i l l u s t r a t e  t h e  

t e n s i o n  and c h a o t i c  atmosphere Congress and t h e  Board of 

War were fo rced  t o  l a b o r  under du r ing  t h e  h e c t i c  summer of 

1776. 

Desp i te  t r y i n g  c o n d i t i o n s ,  Congress and t h e  War 

O f f i c e  cont inued t o  c a r r y  on with  t h e  bus iness  of r e b e l l i o n .  

With General  Washington's command i n t a c t ,  t h e  Eoard of War 

played on ly  a  suppor t ing  r o l e  i n  t h i s  t h e a t r e  from June 

u n t i l  t h e  end of t h e  summer campaign which climaxed with  

t h e  b a t t l e  of Long I s l a n d  on August 27. The l o g i s t i c a l  

suppor t  p rov idea  by t h e  W a r  O f f i ce  w i l l  be d i scus sed  l a t e r ,  

b u t  t h e  Board a t tempted t o  he lp  Washington prepare  h i s  

r e c e p t i o n  f o r  t h e  B r i t i s h  i n  o t h e r  ways a s  w e l l .  On June 

26  and J u l y  2 3  t h e  War O f f i c e  s e n t  t o  t h e  General  two 

exper ienced French eng inee r s ,  Antoine F e l i x  Weibert and 

Monsieur S t .  Mar t in s ,  t o  he lp  c o n s t r u c t  t h e  Con t inen ta l  

defenses .  29  I n  a d d i t i o n ,  fo l lowing  Washington1 s recom- 

mendation, L ieu tenant  Colonel  Rufus Putnam was appointed 

" ~ e i b e r t  was employed a t  King 's  Bridge.  



a s  an eng inee r  t o  a i d  t h e s e  gentlemen. 30 Engineers were i n-  

va luab le  t o  an army because,  a l though they  were o f t e n  com- 

bined wi th  t h e  a r t i l l e r y  i n  a  common arm of t h e  s e r v i c e ,  t hey  

were a l s o  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  t h e  s i t i n g  and c o n s t r u c t i o n  of  

redoubts ,  cheveau de f r i s e ,  d i t c h e s ,  p a l i s a d e s ,  a b a t i s ,  and 

f  lGches. 31 Thus, even though t h e  Board of War was con ten t  

t o  p l a y  a  suppor t ing  r o l e  i n  t h i s  t h e a t r e ,  it provided 

Washington wi th  de fens ive  e x p e r t i s e  t h e  General  s o r e l y  

needed. The eng inee r ing  exper ience  l e n t  t o  Washington was 

in tended  t o  g ive  u n t r i e d  Con t inen ta l  t r o o p s  a  f i g h t i n g  

chance a g a i n s t  exper ienced v e t e r a n s  under S i r  William Kowe. 

The Board of  War a l s o  heeded Washington's r eques t  

t o  t a k e  t h e  Connect icut  and New York l igh thorse ,  which had 

come t o  t h e  Gene ra l ' s  a i d ,  i n t o  Con t inen ta l  pay. Although 

t h e s e  dragoons were s t a t e  l i n e  m i l i t i a  and vo lun tee r s  

(Congress had no t  y e t  made any p rov i s ion  f o r  l i g h t h o r s e  

t roops  i n  t h e  army) ,  Washington had reques ted  t h a t ,  a s  added 

inducement f o r  t h e i r  a s s i s t a n c e ,  Congress should pay them. 3  2 

3 0 ~ o u r n a l s  of t h e  Con t inen ta l  Congress, 26 June 
1776, 5:480; I b i d . ,  23 J u l y  1776, 5:602; I b i d . ,  5  August 
1776, 5:630; f o r  Washington's recommendation of  Putnam, s e e  
Washington t o  t h e  ~ o a r d - o f  War, 29  J u l y  1776, F o r c e ' s  
American Archives ,  F i f t h  S e r i e s ,  1:641, 642. 

3 1 ~ o a t n e r ,  Encyclopedia of t h e  American Revolut ion,  
p. 346. 

3 2 ~ e n e r a l  Washington t o  t h e  P r e s i d e n t  of  Congress, 
2 1  June 1776, The Papers of  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Congress, r e e l  
186, i t em 1b9, 1:368, 369; General  Washington t o  t h e  P r e s i -  
d e n t  of Congress, 1 0  J u l y  1776, F o r c e ' s  American Archives ,  
F i f t h  S e r i e s ,  1:173, 174; J o u r n a l s  of  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Con- 
g r e s s ,  1 6  J u l y  1776, 5:563-565; I b i d . ,  2 4  J u l y  1776, 5:607. 



Lighthorse  t roops  were p a r t i c u l a r l y  u s e f u l  i n  r e c o n n o i t e r i n g  

and h a r a s s i n g  enemy p o s i t i o n s  and t roop  movements. However, 

t he  Connect icut  dragoons proved t o  be t o o  much f o r  even 

t h e  Commander-in-Chief t o  handle  and he was fo rced  t o  d i s -  

m i s s  them. 33 H i s t o r i a n s  can on ly  s p e c u l a t e  on what t h e  

outcome of t h e  b a t t l e  of Long I s l a n d  might have been had 

Washington had the  f i v e  hundred e x t r a  dragoons cover ing  

h i s  f l a n k s  on August 27. The f a c t  remains,  however, t h a t  

t h e  War Of f i ce  aga in  had demonstrated i t s  r e s o l v e  i n  a i d i n g  

t h e  Con t inen ta l  commanders i n  any manner it could.  

Congress a l s o  l e f t  t o  t h e  Board of War t h e  t a s k  of 

s t r a i g h t e n i n g  o u t  a  misunders tanding t h a t  t h e  War O f f i c e  

had no hand i n  promoting. Washington had been piqued when 

he l ea rned  t h a t  Congress, supersed ing  t h e  ~ o a r d  of War, had 

g ran ted  General  Gates  t h e  a u t h o r i t y  t o  commission o f f i c e r s  

whi le  t h e  Northern Army was s t i l l  on Canadian s o i l .  Congress 

had g iven  Gates  almost  d i c t a t o r i a l  powers over  t h e  Northern 

Army i n  Canada i n  an e f f o r t  t o  save  t h a t  campaign. 34 

3 3 ~ p h o l d i n g  t h e  t r a d i t i o n  of good c a v a l r y ,  t h e  
Connect icut  l i g h t h o r s e  r e fused  t o  do du ty  wi thout  t h e i r  
ho r se s ,  and s i n c e  forage  was s c a r c e ,  Washington was fo rced  
t o  send them home; f o r  a  comic exchange, s e e  Colonel  Seymour 
(Connect icut  l i g h t h o r s e )  t o  General  Washington, 16 J u l y  1776, 

F o r c e ' s  American Archives ,  F i f t h  S e r i e s ,  1:371. 

3 4 ~ a t e s  had r e l i e v e d  General  S u l l i v a n  because t h e  
l a t t e r  had a lmost  s a c r i f i c e d  t h e  remainder of t h e  Northern 
Army by remaining t o o  long a t  Sore1 i n  a  v a i n  show of bra-  
vado, even though t h e  s i t u a t i o n  was t o t a l l y  hope less .  How- 
e v e r ,  by t h e  time Gates a r r i v e d ,  t h e  army had a l r e a d y  
r e t r e a t e d  t o  Crown P o i n t  and, t h u s ,  Gates '  e x t r a o r d i n a r y  
powers were void .  



Washington complained t o  Congress t h a t ,  a s  Commander-in- 

Chief ,  even he had n o t  been g ran ted  such e x t e n s i v e  powers. 

Thus, it f e l l  t o  t h e  W a r  O f f i ce  t o  smooth t h e  

r u f f l e d  f e a t h e r s  of t h e  Con t inen t ' s  Commander-in-Chief. 

I n  a  l e t t e r  d r a f t e d  by t h e  Board, bu t  s igned by John Han- 

cock,  t h e  P r e s i d e n t  of Congress, t h e  War O f f i c e  r ea s su red  

the  General  t h a t  Congress had " i n  no i n s t a n c e ,  except  i n  

t h e  l a t e  appointment of General  Gates  t o  t h e  command i n  

Canada, pa r t ed  wi th  t h e  power of f i l l i n g  up vacanc ies"  i n  

t h e  army, and it had on ly  acquiesced i n  t h a t  i n s t a n c e  

because of t h e  " g r e a t  confus ion  and many d i s o r d e r s  preva-  

l e n t  i n  t h a t  Army, and i t s  d i s t a n c e"  from P h i l a d e l p h i a ,  

and "only du r ing  h i s  cont inuance i n  Canada. "35 This l e t t e r  

appears  t o  have s a t i s f i e d  Washington f o r  he a g a i n  tu rned  

h i s  a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  problems a t  hand. I n  f a c t ,  r e l a t i o n s  

between t h e  General  and t h e  Board of War had improved 

enough by August 17 t h a t  t h e  committee suggested t o  him 

t h a t  he should a t t empt  t o  a r r ange  a  p r i s o n e r  of war 

exchange with  t h e  Howe b r o t h e r s .  36  Unfor tuna te ly ,  w i t h i n  

a  f o r t n i g h t ,  Washington would be ba rga in ing  f o r  t h e  r e l e a s e  

of more Americans t han  he would have cared  t o  imagine. 

Nor were t h e  o t h e r  Con t inen ta l  armies  s c a t t e r e d  

throughout  t h e  o t h e r  twelve s t a t e s  ignored by t h e  War 

Of f i ce  du r ing  t h e  summer of 1776. On J u l y  16 t h e  Board of 

3 5 ~ o u r n a l s  of t h e  Con t inen ta l  Congress, 1 August 
1776, 5:625, 626. 

3 6 ~ b i d .  , 17 August 1776, 5:665. 



War au tho r i zed  John Doyle t o  r a i s e  an independent company 

of r i f l e m e n  i n  Pennsylvania f o r  t h e  defense  of t h a t  s t a t e .  

The committee a l s o  s e n t  an exper ienced  French eng inee r ,  

Le Cheva l ie r  a e  Kirmovan, t o  t h e  Pennsylvania  Convention t o  

a i d  t h a t  s t a t e  i n  t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  of f o r t i f i c a t i o n s  a t  t h e  

s t r a t e g i c  p o s t  of B i l l i n g s p o r t  on t h e  Delaware River .  

B i l l i n g s p o r t  was an important  p o s t  because t h e  B r i t i s h  had 

t o  p a s s  t h a t  p l a c e  i f  t h e y  dec ided  t o  a t t a c k  P h i l a d e l p h i a  

from t h e  Chesapeake Bay a r e a .  37  1n  an a c t i o n  of l e s s e r  

importance,  t h e  War O f f i c e  appointed William Lawrence a s  

paymaster of t h e  Third  Pennsylvania regiment which was being 

r a i s e d  by Colonel  John Shee. 38 This  appointment f u r t h e r  

i l l u s t r a t e s  t h e  t o t a l  involvement by t h e  W a r  O f f i c e  i n  a l l  

m a t t e r s  r ega rd ing  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Army. 

The f l y i n g  camp a t  Perth-Amboy and o t h e r  l o c a t i o n s  

i n  New J e r s e y  c r e a t e d  s p e c i a l  problems f o r  t h e  depar tmenta l  

heads i n  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Army and subsequent ly  f o r  t h e  

Board of War. The t r o o p s  t h a t  s treamed i n t o  t h e  camp were 

e n t i r e l y  s t a t e  and l o c a l  m i l i t i a s  and P h i l a d e l p h i a  Asso- 

c i a t o r s .  Because t h e s e  t r o o p s  had only e n l i s t e d  f o r  a 

s h o r t  t ime du r ing  t h e  h a r v e s t  season ,  t h e i r  numbers f l u c-  

t u a t e d  d a i l y .  A s  new u n i t s  a r r i v e d ,  o t h e r s  went home. 

This  s i t u a t i o n  presen ted  e x t r a o r d i n a r y  l o g i s t i c a l  problems 

3 7 ~ b i d . ,  16 J u l y  1776, 5:564; I b i d . ,  28 June 1776, 
5:490. 

3 8 ~ b i d . ,  13 August 1776, 5:651. 



f o r  t h e  qua r t e rmas t e r  and commissary because it was impos- 

s i b l e  t o  determine j u s t  what, when, and where s u p p l i e s  and 

ordnance were needed. I n  an e f f o r t  t o  r e l i e v e  some of t h e  

burden from t h e  camp qua r t e rmas t e r  and commissary, a l l  of 

t h e  t roops  d e s t i n e d  f o r  t h e  f l y i n g  camp were ordered  by 

Congress t o  p a s s  through Ph i l ade lph ia .  There t hey  were 

supp l i ed  wi th  a r m s ,  equipment, and some p rov i s ions .  But, 

a s  t h e  Deputy Quar t e rmas t e r  of t h e  f l y i n g  camp, Clement 

Biddle ,  noted,  an a s s i s t a n t  qua r t e rmas t e r  was needed i n  

Ph i l ade lph ia  t o  keep a c c u r a t e  accounts  of t h e  ordnance and 

s u p p l i e s  i s s u e d  t h e r e .  Thus, on August 17,  t h e  War Of f i ce  

approved B i d d l e ' s  recommendation and appointed B i d d l e ' s  

f r i e n d ,  Gustavus Risberg,  a  P h i l a d e l p h i a  merchant,  t o  t h a t  

p o s i t i o n .  3 9  T h e r e a f t e r  t h e  supply system ope ra t ed  more 

e f f i c i e n t l y  and t roops  were no t  a r r i v i n g  i n  t h e  f l y i n g  camp 

empty-handed a s  o f t e n .  

The impending c r i s i s  a t  New York a l s o  had an e f f e c t  

on t h e  defense  of Massachuset ts  and p re sen ted  t h e  Board of 

War wi th  ano the r  problem. When General  Washington ordered 

t h e  Con t inen ta l  t r o o p s  a t  Boston t o  New York, t h e  Massachu- 

s e t t s  Assembly was thrown i n t o  a pan ic  over  t h e  p rospec t  

of  being l e f t  d e f e n s e l e s s ,  4 0  However, t h e  Board of War 

3 9 ~ l e m e n t  Biddle t o  Richard P e t e r s ,  1 4  August 1776, 
F o r c e ' s  American Archives ,  F i f t h  S e r i e s ,  1:948, 949; J o u r n a l s  
of t h e  Con t inen ta l  Congress, 17 August 1776, 5:665. 

' '~enjamin Greenleaf t o  t h e  P r e s i d e n t  of Congress, 
19 J u l y  1776, Fo rce ' s  American Archives ,  F i f t h  S e r i e s ,  1:459, 
460. 



a l l a y e d  t h e  Bay s t a t e ' s  f e a r s  by recommending t o  Congress 

t h a t  any m i l i t i a  t r o o p s  t h e  s t a t e  saw f i t  t o  r a i s e  t o  

r e p l a c e  t h e  depar ted  Con t inen ta l  t r o o p s  be taken  i n t o  

Con t inen ta l  pay u n t i l  t h e  c r i s i s  ended. I n  a d d i t i o n ,  t h e  

War O f f i c e ,  a t  t h e  urg ing  of John Adams, recommended t h a t  

t h e  ag ing  Artemus Ward be cont inued a s  t h e  commander of 

t h e  Eas t e rn  f o r c e s .  4 1  

During t h e  busy summer of  1776, t h e  Board of War 

was no t  on ly  a b l e  t o  t i g h t e n  Congress'  c o n t r o l  over  t h e  

Northern Army b u t  extended Congress ional  c o n t r o l  over  t h e  

Southern f r o n t i e r  a s  w e l l .  P r ev ious ly ,  on ly  Char les  Town, 

South Ca ro l ina ,  had drawn a m i l i t a r y  commitment from 

Congress. But a f t e r  Congress l ea rned  of t h e  B r i t i s h  a t t a c k  

on Char les  Town and t h e  Cherokee a t t a c k s  on t h e  d i s t r i c t  

of Ninety-Six, it became apparen t  t h a t  t h e  B r i t i s h  w e r e  

capable  of s t r i k i n g  anywhere. Thus, on J u l y  2 4 ,  t h e  War 

Of f i ce  recommended t h a t  t h e  South Caro l ina  and Georgia 

independent r ange r s  be brought under Con t inen ta l  c o n t r o l  

and pay. Because General  Char les  Lee had boas ted  t h a t  he 

could c o n t r o l  t h e  Southern f r o n t i e r  wi th  one thousand d ra-  

goons, t h e  Board of War s e t  t h e  number of t roops  t o  be 

4 1 ~ o u r n a l s  of t h e  Con t inen ta l  Congress, 31  J u l y  
1776, 5:623; I b i d . ,  2 1  Auqust 1776, 5:693, 694; f o r  Adams' 
handiwork i n  t h e  r e t e n t i o n  of Ward a s  commander of t h e  
Eas te rn  f o r c e s ,  s ee  John Adams t o  James Warren, 2 1  August 
1776, L e t t e r s  of  Members of  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Congress, ed .  
by E. C.  Burne t t ,  2:59. 



r a i s e d ,  t h e  pay s c a l e ,  and t h e  command s t r u c t u r e .  4 2  The 

War O f f i c e  a l s o  a ided  Colonel  Hugh Stephenson, who was 

r a i s i n g  and equipping a regiment of  r i f l emen  i n  V i r g i n i a .  

The Board s e n t  t h e  Colonel  twelve thousand d o l l a r s  f o r  t h a t  

purpose,  and t h e  regiment w a s  qu i ck ly  completed t h e r e a f t e r .  43 

One of t h e  most impor tan t  recommendations made by 

t h e  Board of War i n  t h e  summer of 1776 p e r t a i n e d  t o  t h e  

e s t ab l i shmen t  of  a permanent a r t i l l e r y  co rps  i n  t h e  Conti-  

n e n t a l  Army. Prompted by a l e t t e r  from Colonel  Henry Knox, 

who po in t ed  o u t  t h a t  t h e  Americans had been c o n t i n u a l l y  

outgunned i n  t h i s  ordnance by t h e  B r i t i s h ,  t h e  War Of f i ce  

immediately se t  i t s e l f  t o  t h e  t a s k  of  r e c t i f y i n g  t h i s  over-  

s i g h t .  4 4  Although t h e  Americans would cont inue  t o  be 

i n f e r i o r  t o  t h e  B r i t i s h  i n  t h i s  ordnance,  because it took 

t ime t o  c a s t  cannon and t r a i n  mat rosses ,  t h e  War Of f i ce  

a t  l e a s t  i n i t i a t e d  a p o s i t i v e  response t o  t h e  imbalance. 

The Board of War a l s o  found t i m e  t o  t a k e  c o n t r o l  

over  t h e  p r i s o n e r s  of war. Up u n t i l  J u l y  1 0 ,  each  s t a t e  

had B r i t i s h  p r i s o n e r s  of  war s c a t t e r e d  throughout t h e  

4 2 ~ o r  General  Lee ' s  account  of t h e  B r i t i s h  a t t a c k  
on Char les  Town, see Lee t o  t h e  P r e s i d e n t  of Congress, 
2 J u l y  1776, F o r c e ' s  American Archives ,  F i f t h  S e r i e s ,  
1:435, 436; J o u r n a l s  of  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Congress, 24  J u l y  
1776, 5:606, 607. 

4 3 ~ b i d . ,  9 J u l y  1776, 5:529. 

4 4 ~ b i d . ,  2 4  J u l y  1776, 5:607; For Knox's l e t t e r  
t o  Congress, see Henry Knox t o  General  Washington, 9 J u l y  
1776, F o r c e ' s  American ~ r c h i v e s ,  F i f t h  S e r i e s ,  1:502. 



coun t rys ide  and t h e r e  was no c e n t r a l  a u t h o r i t y  p rov id ing  

f o r  t h e i r  ca re .  But on J u l y  1 0 ,  t h e  War Of f i ce  o f f i c i a l l y  

e s t a b l i s h e d  a  c e n t r a l  p r i s o n e r  of war camp i n  Lancas te r ,  

Pennsylvania ,  and a l l  of  t h e  s t a t e s  were supposed t o  send 

t h e i r  p r i s o n e r s  t o  t h a t  l o c a t i o n .  However, i n d i v i d u a l  

s t a t e s  cont inued t o  hold  p r i s o n e r s  so  t he  Board of War n o t i -  

f i e d  each s t a t e  t h a t  monthly r e t u r n s  were r equ i r ed  from each 

assembly d e t a i l i n g  t h e  number of p r i s o n e r s  he ld  i n  t h a t  

s t a t e .  45  By t h i s  a c t i o n ,  t h e  Board of War a t  l e a s t  was a b l e  

t o  keep an a c c u r a t e  count  of t h e  p r i s o n e r s  h e l d  by t h e  

Americans which was impera t ive  t o  know i n  a r r ang ing  p r i s o n e r  

exchanges wi th  t h e  B r i t i s h .  

Thus, t h e  summer of 1776 proved t o  be an extremely 

busy one f o r  t h e  Board of War. However, a f t e r  t h e  Conti-  

n e n t a l  d e f e a t  on Long I s l a n d  on August 2 7 ,  t h e  r e s p o n s i b i l i -  

t i e s  t h r u s t  upon t h e  Board by Congress i nc reased  dramat i-  

c a l l y ,  f a r  beyond anyth ing  t h a t  had been i n i t i a l l y  set  down 

i n  t h e  o r i g i n a l  l i s t  of d u t i e s  and r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s .  The 

most impor tan t  of t h e  new r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  proved t o  be 

beyond t h e  c a p a b i l i t y  and competence of t h e  members of t h e  

Board of War t o  perform. 

4 5 ~ o u r n a l s  of t h e  Con t inen ta l  Congress, 1 0  J u l y  
1776, 5:531. 



CHAPTER V 

A GENTLE4AN OF THE MILITARY 

The bus iness  of t h e  Congress 
must be  placed i n  d i f f e r e n t  
hands. A gentleman of t h e  
m i l i t a r y  must be  of t h e  Board 
of  War. 

-Samuel Chase t o  John S u l l i v a n ,  
December 2 4 ,  1776. 



On August 29, 1776, Congress l ea rned  of  t h e  d i s a s-  

t r o u s  d e f e a t  o f  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Army on Long I s l a n d .  

General Washington had been ou t f l anked  and t h e  green  A m e r i -  

cans had been drawn i n t o  a  t r a p .  The r e s u l t  was over  one 

thousand Con t inen ta l  t roops  k i l l e d  o r  wounded, and Generals  

S u l l i v a n  and William Alexander (Lord S t e r l i n g )  had been 

cap tured .  The B r i t i s h  and Hessian f o r c e s  had s u f f e r e d  

b a r e l y  one- th i rd  t h a t  number i n  c a s u a l t i e s .  Furthermore,  

Congress l ea rned  t h a t  Washington had been fo rced  t o  abandon 

Long I s l a n d ,  and t h e  c i t y  of New York proved t o  be unten- 

a b l e  .' T h e r e a f t e r ,  General  Washington was fo rced  t o  p lay  

a  d e s p e r a t e  game o f  t r y i n g  t o  keep t h e  Con t inen ta l  Army 

between S i r  Will iam Howe and t h e  Con t inen ta l  Congress a t  

Pn i l ade lph ia .  Though Howe would n o t  e n t e r  P h i l a d e l p h i a  i n  

1776, Congress neve r the l e s s  f l e d  t o  Bal t imore  on December 2 .  

Long I s l a n d  was n o t  t h e  on ly  blow s t r u c k  by t h e  

B r i t i s h  dur ing  t h e  autumn campaign. On October 2 1 ,  Con- 

g r e s s  l e a r n e d  o f  t h e  c rush ing  d e f e a t  s u f f e r e d  by Benedict  

Arnold 's  f l e e t  a t  Valcour I s l a n d  on Lake Champlain on 

October 11 t o  13. Arnold had hoped t o  s t o p  t h e  B r i t i s h  

f l e e t  on t h e  l a k e  t o  f o r e s t a l l  an  autumn invas ion  of 

no r the rn  New York. Arnold 's  f a i l u r e  t o  s t o p  Burgoyne l e f t  

t h e  American p o s t  a t  Tyconderoga vu lne rab le  t o  a t t a c k .  

Because of  t h e  l a t e n e s s  o f  t h e  season,  Burgoyne decided t o  

l ~ o r  an  account o f  t h e  b a t t l e  o f  Long I s l a n d ,  s e e  
Robert  H .  Har r i son  t o  t h e  P r e s i d e n t  of  Congress, 27 August 
1776, The Wri t ings  of Washington, 5:494, 495. 



postpone t h e  i nvas ion ,  b u t  t h i s  d e c i s i o n  was n o t  a n t i c i -  

pa ted  by t h e  d e l e g a t e s  i n  Ph i l ade lph ia .  Congress f u l l y  

expected t h e  B r i t i s h  t o  a t t a c k  Tyconderoga du r ing  t h e  f a l l  

of 1776. Nonetheless,  Burgoyne had s e t  t h e  s t a g e  f o r  t h e  

opening move o f  t h e  s p r i n g  campaign of 1777. 2 

Perhaps t h e  c rush ing  blow t o  t h e  Americans oc- 

cu r red  when F o r t  Washington f e l l  be fo re  t h e  B r i t i s h  guns on 

November 16.  The d e f e a t  c o s t  t h e  Americans n o t  on ly  over  

twenty-eignt  hundred men i n  k i l l e d ,  wounded, and cap tu red ,  

b u t  more impor t an t ly ,  y i e l d e d  l a r g e  s t o r e s  of American gun- 

powder, arms, cannon, and ammunition, and many wagons and 

horses  t o  t h e  B r i t i s h .  Because of t h e  d e a r t h  of such war 

m a t e r i a l e  i n  t h e  c o l o n i e s ,  t h e  f a l l  of F o r t  Washington was 

p a r t i c u l a r l y  c r i p p l i n g  t o  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Army. The d e f e a t  

had one more consequence a s  wel l - - the  evacua t ion  of  F o r t  

Lee which l e f t  New J e r s e y  wide open t o  i nvas ion ,  an oppor- 

t u n i t y  S i r  Will iam Howe took advantage o f .  Thus, du r ing  

t h e  autumn campaign American arms met w i t h  d e f e a t  a f t e r  

d e f e a t .  The Con t inen ta l  Army and American morale were 

s e n t  r e e l i n g ,  and it was n o t  u n t i l  December t h a t  t h e  Ameri- 

cans  w e r e  a b l e  t o  check t h e  B r i t i s h  advance a t  Trenton and 

Pr ince ton .  A s  one can surmise ,  t h e  Board of War was a  ve ry  

busy committee du r ing  t h i s  per iod .  

2 ~ o r  Arnold ' s  account  o f  t h e  a c t i o n  o f f  Valcour 
I s l a n d ,  see Arnolu t o  General  Washington, 1 2  October 1776, 
Force ' s American Archives ,  F i f t h  S e r i e s ,  2 : 1 0 3 8 .  



The Con t inen ta l  d e f e a t  on Long I s l a n d  d i r e c t l y  

a f f e c t e d  t h e  development of  t h e  Board of  War a s  an adminis-  

t r a t i v e  body. A s  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Army f e l l  back toward 

P h i l a d e l p h i a ,  Congress panicked and tu rned  t o  t h e  Board 

o f  War t o  stem t h e  m i l i t a r y  t i d e .  On September 2 ,  Congress 

o rdered  t h e  War O f f i c e  t o  p repare  m i l i t a r y  p l a n s  f o r  t h e  

nex t  campaign. During t h e  summer campaign, t h e  Board of  

W a r  had proven i t s e l f  capable  of c r e a t i n g  more o r g a n i z a t i o n  

wi th in  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Army and t h e  va r ious  depar tments  

t h e r e i n .  The War Of f i ce  had s t r a i g h t e n e d  o u t  t h e  Comis -  

s a ry  Department, provided pay f o r  t h e  t r o o p s ,  and e s t a b-  

l i s h e d  a  system of  promotion t h a t  s a t i s f i e d  both t h e  

o f f i c e r s  i n  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Army and t h e  d e l e g a t e s  i n  

Congress. I n  s h o r t ,  t h e  Board of  War had proven t h a t  it 

was e f f e c t i v e  i n  d e a l i n g  wi th  d a i l y  m i l i t a r y  minut iae  and 

o r g a n i z a t i o n a l  problems which r e q u i r e d  no m i l i t a r y  knowl- 

edge o r  exper ience .  However, t h e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  o f  

p lanning  a  m i l i t a r y  campaign r equ i r ed  more than  common 

sense  and good i n t e n t i o n s- - i t  r equ i r ed  m i l i t a r y  e x p e r t i s e ,  

a  q u a l i t y  t h e  members of  t h e  Board of  War d i d  no t  pos ses s .  

For a l l  of h i s  v a i n  ambit ion,  John Adams had recognized 

t h a t  he w a s  u n f i t  t o  be a  member of  t h e  War Of f i ce .  I n  

a  l e t t e r  t o  h i s  w i f e ,  he wrote  t h a t  "very l i t t l e  bus ines s  

w i l l  be done h e r e ,  b u t  what w i l l  be e i t h e r  m i l i t a r y  o r  

commercial--branches of knowledge and bus ines s  f o r  which 



hundreds of o t h e r s  i n  o u r  p rov ince  a r e  much b e t t e r  q u a l i -  

f i e d  than  I am. I1  3 

The l a c k  of  m i l i t a r y  e x p e r t i s e  among i t s  members 

w a s ,  of course ,  n o t  t h e  f a u l t  of  t h e  Board o f  War. Congress 

had d e l i b e r a t e l y  excluded p r o f e s s i o n a l  s o l d i e r s  from t h e  

War Of f i ce  i n  an  e f f o r t  t o  keep t h e  army under c i v i l i a n  

c o n t r o l .  Thus, s i n c e  t h e  Board of  War d i d  n o t  pos ses s  t h e  

m i l i t a r y  competence t h e  o r d e r  r e q u i r e d ,  t h e  r e s u l t  was t h a t  

t h e  committee never d i d  p r e s e n t  a  p l a n  f o r  m i l i t a r y  opera-  

t i o n s  even though t h e  members had gone a s  f a r  a s  purchasing 

two maps o f  t h e  t h i r t e e n  r e b e l l i n g   state^.^ Nor is  t h e r e  a  

shred  o f  evidence t h a t  t h e  committee consu l t ed  o f f i c e r s  

exper ienced i n  t h i s  type  of m i l i t a r y  planning.  Only near  

t h e  end of 1776 d i d  some members o f  Congress beg in  t o  s ee  

t h e  a b s o l u t e  n e c e s s i t y  of  having an exper ienced s o l d i e r  on 

t h e  Board of War. Samuel Chase came t o  such a  conc lus ion  

on December 2 4 ,  a f t e r  Congress f l e d  t o  Bal t imore ,  when he 

wrote  t h a t  t h e  "bus ines s  o f  t h e  Congress must be  placed i n  

d i f f e r e n t  hands. A gentleman of t h e  m i l i t a r y  must be of 

t h e  Board o f  War. "' Thus, t h e  d e f e a t  on Long I s l a n d ,  and 

' ~ o h n  Adams t o  Ab iga i l  Adams, 11 J u l y  1776, I b i d . ,  
F i f t h  S e r i e s ,  1:184, 185; f o r  Congress '  o r d e r  t o  t h e  Board 
of War, s ee  J o u r n a l s  of  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Congress, 2 Septem- 
b e r  1776, 5:729. 

4 ~ b i d . ,  7  September 1776, 5:743. 

IS Samuel Chase t o  John S u l l i v a n ,  24 December 1776, 
L e t t e r s  of Members of  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Congress,  ed.  by E.  C .  
Bu rne t t ,  2:186. 



t h e  subsequent i n a b i l i t y  of t h e  Board of War t o  c a r r y  o u t  

i k s  i nc reased  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  s e rved  t o  convince some 

members of  Congress o f  t h e  need o f  having a t  l e a s t  one 

p r o f e s s i o n a l  s o l d i e r  on t h e  Board of  War. When such a  man 

was appoin ted ,  t h e  Board of  War was a b l e  t o  e x e r c i s e  more 

a u t h o r i t y  over  t h e  a c t u a l  p rosecu t ion  of t h e  war. However, 

t h e  i d e a  o f  c i v i l i a n  c o n t r o l  over  t h e  army d i e d  hard ,  and 

it was n o t  u n t i l  October of 1777 t h a t  General  Hora t io  

Gates  became a  member of t h e  War Of f i ce .  

Though t h e  Board of War was unable  t o  draw up p l ans  

f o r  a  m i l i t a r y  campaign, it n e v e r t h e l e s s  cont inued t o  a i d  

t h e  war e f f o r t  by u t i l i z i n g  i t s  o r g a n i z a t i o n a l  , s k i l l s .  On 

September 1 0 ,  a  member of  t h e  Board of War, o t h e r  than 

John Adams o r  Edward Rutledge,  p re sen ted  a  r e p o r t  t o  Con- 

g r e s s  r ega rd ing  t h e  e s t ab l i shmen t  of  a  r e g u l a r  Con t inen ta l  

~ r m ~ . ~  The new army would be e n l i s t e d  f o r  f i v e  y e a r s  o r  

f o r  t h e  d u r a t i o n  o f  t h e  war, and would c o n s i s t  o f  e igh ty-  

e i g h t  regiments .  Although John Adams was no t  p r e s e n t  t o  

d e l i v e r  t h e  recommendation, he long had argued t h e  need 

f o r  a  s t a n d i n g  army and undoubtedly he played a  major r o l e  

i n  fo rmula t ing  t h e  War O f f i c e ' s  recommendation. General  

Washington, t o o ,  had o f t e n  voiced h i s  complaints  r ega rd ing  

6 ~ u t l e d g e  and Adams had gone t o  New York t o  meet 
w i th  S i r  William Howe o s t e n s i b l y  t o  hea r  B r i t a i n ' s  recon-  
c i l i a t i o n  proposa ls .  I n  r e a l i t y ,  t h e  Congressmen were only  
buying t i m e  t o  a l low General  Washington's s h a t t e r e d  command 
t o  regroup.  

' ~ o u r n a l s  of  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Congress , 10 September 
1776, 5:749. 



t h e  u n r e l i a b i l i t y  of  m i l i t i a  t r o o p s .  P r i o r  t o  August 27 , 

Adams had been unable  t o  persuade h i s  co l l eagues  i n  Congress 

of t h e  need f o r  a  p r o f e s s i o n a l  army. He proved t o  be  a  

s e e r  of s o r t s  when he wrote t h a t  on ly  "two o r  t h r e e  h o r r i d  

d e f e a t s "  would " b r i n g  a  more melancholy conv ic t ion ,  which 

I expec t  and b e l i e v e  w i l l  one day o r  o t h e r  be t h e  case .  It 9 

Long I s l a n d  proved t o  be  t h e  h o r r i d  d e f e a t  which 

shocked t h e  o t h e r  d e l e g a t e s  i n t o  a c t i o n .  A f t e r  d e l i b e r -  

a t i n g  on t h e  War O f f i c e ' s  p l a n  f o r  s i x  days ,  Congress,  w i th  

some amendments, approved t h e  commit tee 's  p l an  f o r  e s t a b-  

l i s h i n g  a  r e g u l a r  army. The Board of War had drawn up 

quo ta s  f o r  each s t a t e  accord ing  t o  popula t ion .  Thus, V i r -  

g i n i a  and Massachuset ts  w e r e  r e q u i r e d  t o  r a i s e  f i f t e e n  

regiments  each,  Pennsylvania twelve,  North Ca ro l ina  n i n e ,  

Connect icut  and Maryland e i g h t ,  South Ca ro l ina  s i x ,  New 

York and N e w  J e r s e y  f o u r ,  N e w  Hampshire t h r e e ,  Rhode 

I s l a n d  two, and Delaware and Georgia one. The amendments 

t o  t h e  commit tee 's  o r i g i n a l  p l a n  p e r t a i n e d  t o  t h e  number 

of reg iments  each s t a t e  was r e q u i r e d  t o  f u r n i s h  and t h e  

bounty system. J o s i a h  B a r t l e t t ,  a  d e l e g a t e  from New Hamp- 

s h i r e ,  wrote t h a t  "by producing t h e  r e t u r n  of  our  number 

'John Adams t o  General  Heath, 3  August 1776, 
F o r c e ' s  American Archives ,  F i f t h  S e r i e s ,  1:739, 740; Gener- 
a l  Washinqton t o  t h e  New York Convention, 30 Auqust 1776, 
I b i d . ,  ~ i f t h  s e r i e s ,  1: 123 0 .  

- 

9 ~ o h n  Adams t o  Henry Knox, 25 August 1776, L e t t e r s  
of Members of  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Congress, ed. by E .  C .  Bur- 
n e t t ,  2:61. 



of i n h a b i t a n t s ,  I have g o t  t h e  p ropor t ion  t o  be f i x e d  a t  

t h r e e  i n s t e a d  o f  f o u r  reg iments  f o r  our  S t a t e . "  Undoubt- 

e d l y ,  t h e  i dea  o f  u s ing  land  g r a n t s  a s  p a r t  of t h e  bounty 

t o  be  g iven  each  vo lun tee r  had much oppos i t i on  i n  Congress 

a s  w e l l .  John Adams had known e a r l y  on t h a t  t h e  l and  g r a n t s  

would be a  major stumbling block when he wrote  t h a t ,  

a l though he was i n  f avo r  of u s ing  land  a s  an i n c e n t i v e  f o r  

p rospec t ive  v o l u n t e e r s ,  " t h e  m a j o r i t y  [ i n  Congress] a r e  no t  

of  my mind f o r  promising i t  now. "10 However, a f t e r  s i x  days 

of  deba te  over  t h e  i s s u e s ,  Adams was a b l e  t o  w r i t e  t o  h i s  

wi fe  t h a t  t h e  p l ans  f o r  t h e  army had been approved and "we 

have o f f e r e d  twenty d o l l a r s  and a  hundred a c r e s  of  l and  t o  

every  man who w i l l  e n l i s t  du r ing  t h e  war. 11 11 

Congress, however, was s t i l l  an e x t r a l e g a l  body 

wi th  no de f ined  powers. Thus, t h e  Board of  War had l i t t l e  

power t o  f o r c e  t h e  s t a t e s  t o  comply wi th  t h e  ass igned 

quotas .  I n s t e a d ,  t h e  War O f f i c e  had t o  r e l y  on t h e  good- 

w i l l  of t h e  s t a t e s  i n  forming t h e  new army. I n  r e a l i t y ,  

l e s s  t h a n  h a l f  of  t h e  e igh ty- e igh t  regiments  were eve r  

r a i s e d .  l2 When Congress l ea rned  t h a t  vo lun tee r s  were on ly  

' O ~ o u r n a l s  of t h e  Con t inen ta l  Congress, 16 September 
1776, 5:762, 763; J o s i a h  B a r t l e t t  t o  William Whipple, 1 4  
~ e ~ t e r n b e r '  177 6, L e t t e r s  of Members of  t h e  ~ o n t i n e h t a l  Con- 
g r e s s ,  ed .  by E .  C .  Bu rne t t ,  2:89; John Adams t o  Samuel 
Holden Parsons ,  19 August 1776, I b i d . ,  2:57. 

" ~ o h n  Adams t o  Ab iga i l  Adams, 2 2  September 1776, 
F o r c e ' s  American Archives ,  F i f t h  S e r i e s ,  2:443. 

1 2 ~ o a t n e r ,  Encyclopedia of  t h e  American Revolution , 
page 263. 



t r i c k l i n g  i n ,  t h e  d e l e g a t e s  w e r e  f o r c e d  t o  make ad jus tments  

i n  t h e  approved p l an .  O f f i c e r s '  pay was inc reased  i n  t h e  

new reg iments ,  boun t i e s  were allowed f o r  men a l r e a d y  i n  t h e  

army who chose t o  r e i n l i s t ,  a  s u i t  of c l o t h i n g  was promised 

f o r  each v o l u n t e e r ,  and t h e  term of  s e r v i c e  was shor tened  

t o  t h r e e  y e a r s .  l3 But even t h e s e  f u r t h e r  inducements f a i l e d  

t o  produce a  t o r r e n t  of  vo lun tee r s .  

T h e  l i m i t e d  power possessed by t h e  Board of War f o r  

f o r c i n g  compliance wi th  i t s  quota  system c o n s i s t e d  of  d i r e c t  

arm- twis t ing.  But the War Of f i ce  r e s o r t e d  t o  t h i s  t a c t i c  

on ly  once i n  1776, probably because t h e  members were a f r a i d  

of l o s i n g  t h e  suppor t  of  s e v e r a l  s t a t e s .  This  power 

c o n s i s t e d  of o r d e r i n g  Con t inen ta l  t r o o p s  o u t  of a n  uncooper- 

a t i v e  s t a t e ,  t h u s ,  f o r c i n g  t h e  s t a t e  t o  defend i t s e l f  o r  be 

an i n v i t i n g  t a r g e t  f o r  t h e  B r i t i s h .  Edward Rutledge 

expla ined  t h a t  " i n  o r d e r  t o  compel t h e  J e r s e y s  t o  a f f o r d  a  

f u r t h e r  a s s i s t a n c e  we have d i r e c t e d  General  Washington t o  

c a l l  i n t o  your c i t y  ( N e w  York) from t h e  f l y i n g  camp 2000 

men, judging,  I should suppose t r u l y  t h a t  t h e  people  of  t h a t  

colony would no t  s u f f e r  t o  be over run ,  b u t  when convinced 

t h a t  they  must c o n t r i b u t e  t o  t h e  common cause ,  t h e y  would 

do so a t  once. . . . "'* But t h e  Board of  War d i d  no t  

i 3 ~ o u r n a l s  of the ,  Con t inen ta l  Congress,  7  October 
1776, 5:853; I b i d . ,  8  October 1776, 5:854, 855. 

1 4 ~ d w a r d  Rutledge t o  Robert  R.  L iv ings ton ,  2 0  J u l y  
1776, L e t t e r s  of  Members of  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Congress, ed.  by 
E.  C .  Burne t t ,  2:17. 



r e s o r t  t o  t h i s  t a c t i c  i n  o r d e r  t o  e s t a b l i s h  t h e  new army, 

nor d i d  t h e y  possess  any o t h e r  coe rc ive  power. Thus, 

because Congress and t h e  Board o f  War were v i r t u a l l y  power- 

less t o  f o r c e  compliance wi th  t h e  quota  system, t h e  Continen-  

t a l  Army a l r e a d y  i n  t h e  f i e l d  cont inued t o  f a c e  g r e a t e r  

t han  two-to-one odds a g a i n s t  t h e  s u p e r i o r  t r o o p s  of S i r  

W i l l i a m  Howe. I n  1776, t h e  Year o f  t h e  Carpente r ,  t h e  

s t e p s  l e a d i n g  up t o  t h e  gal lows had been completed. 

Despi te  t hese  major shortcomings of t h e  Board of  

War, t h e  conunittee d i d  make p o s i t i v e ,  though l e s s  impor- 

t a n t ,  c o n t r i b u t i o n s  t o  t h e  w a r  e f f o r t  du r ing  t h e  autumn 

campaign. The War O f f i c e  cont inued  t o  r eo rgan ize  t h e  army 

and improve t h e  army's  l e a d e r s h i p  by provid ing  p o s i t i o n s  

f o r  exper ienced commanders. The committee a l s o  cont inued 

t o  prov ide  s t a b i l i t y  i n  t h e  army by promoting o f f i c e r s  i n  

a  reg imenta l  l i n e  and by p rov id ing  pay f o r  t h e  t r o o p s .  15 

The War Of f i ce  cont inued t o  i n i t i a t e  reforms i n  

t h e  army a s  w e l l .  The committee recommended t h a t  m i l i t i a  

t r o o p s  be p u t  on t h e  same pay and p r o v i s i o n  f o o t i n g  a s  t h e  

r e g u l a r  Con t inen ta l  t roops .  This  a c t i o n  helped t o  ea se  

t h e  f r i c t i o n  and t e n s i o n  between t h e  two f o r c e s .  The Board 

a l s o  d i r e c t e d  t h a t ,  i n  s i t u a t i o n s  where m i l i t i a  o f f i c e r s  

outranked t h e  r e g u l a r  Con t inen ta l  o f f i c e r s ,  t h e  h ighes t  

1 5 ~ o r  p o s i t i o n s  f o r  exper ienced  o f f i c e r s  and promo- 
t i o n s  i n  t h e  army, s ee  ~ o u r n a l s  of t h e  Con t inen ta l  ~ o n ~ r e s s ,  
6  September 1776, 5:740; I b i d . ,  1 2  September 1776, 5:754; 
I b i d . ,  19 September 1776, 5:783; I b i d . ,  25 September 1776, 
5:823; f o r  p rov id ing  pay f o r  t h e  t roops ,  s e e  I b i d . ,  7  Novem- 
b e r  1776, 6:932, 933; I b i d . ,  13 November 1776, 6:949. 



ranking  m i l i t i a  o f f i c e r  would command. P r i o r  t o  t h i s  

dec ree ,  r e g u l a r  Con t inen ta l  o f f i c e r s  had o f t e n  r e f u s e d  t o  

obey commands i s sued  by h ighe r  ranking m i l i t i a  o f f i c e r s  . 
A f t e r  t h i s  a c t i o n  by t h e  Board of  War, t h e r e  would be no 

ques t ion  a s  t o  who had t h e  a u t h o r i t y  t o  d i r e c t  o p e r a t i o n s  

i n  t h e  f i e l d .  16 

I n  a d d i t i o n ,  on September 1 9  t h e  Board of War pre-  

sen ted  t o  Congress a  p l an  f o r  en fo rc ing  and p e r f e c t i n g  

d i s c i p l i n e  i n  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Army. This  p l a n  o rde red  t h e  

Con t inen ta l  commanders i n  t h e  f i e l d  t o  d r i l l  t h e  t r o o p s  

d a i l y  i n  t h e  manual of a r m s  e x e r c i s e  and t a c t i c a l  maneu- 

ve r ing  i n  t h e  f i e l d .  l7 Thus, t h e  War O f f i c e  had t aken  t h e  

i n i t i a l  s t e p s  i n  t rans forming  t h e  l o o s e l y  organized r a b b l e  

they  had i n h e r i t e d  on June 12 ,  1776, i n t o  a  p r o f e s s i o n a l  

army long be fo re  t h e  a r r i v a l  of  Baron von Steuben i n  

December of 1777. The evidence r e v e a l s  t h a t  even i n  i t s  

c l e r i c a l  d u t i e s ,  t h e  Board was f a r  more than  j u s t  a  paper-  

s h u f f l i n g  committee. Through t h e  summer and f a l l  cam- 

paigns  of 1776, t h e  War O f f i c e  had developed i n t o  a  bona 

f i d e  a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  body. Although t h e  Board lacked t h e  

m i l i t a r y  e x p e r t i s e  necessary  f o r  it t o  t a k e  more d i r e c t  

involvement i n  t h e  a c t u a l  p rosecu t ion  of t h e  war, i t  never-  

t h e l e s s  made a  cons ide rab le  c o n t r i b u t i o n  t o  t h e  war e f f o r t  

161bid. ,  1 4  September 1776, 5:757. 

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



through i t s  o r g a n i z a t i o n a l  a b i l i t i e s .  But, perhaps ,  an  

even more important  p a r t  of t h e  Board of War's s t o r y  has 

y e t  t o  be d i scussed- - tha t  of l o g i s t i c a l  suppor t  of  t h e  

Con t inen ta l  Army i n  1776. 



CHAPTER VI 

A MORE RESPECTABLE FOOTING 

A l i s t  of  t h e  army i s  making o u t ,  
wherein a t  one view every t h i n g  
r e l a t i n g  t o  each regiment w i l l  be 
seen. But t h e  f l u c t u a t i n g  s t a t e  
o f  t h e  army h a s  prevented t h a t  
accuracy which, it i s  hoped, w i l l  
be shown i n  t h e  m i l i t a r y  a f f a i r s  
of t he  c o n t i n e n t ,  when they  s h a l l ,  
by t h e  new es t ab l i shmen t ,  be p u t  
upon a  more permanent, and of  
cou r se ,  a  more r e s p e c t a b l e  foo t ing .  

-The Board of  War t o  General  
Washington, October 15 ,  1776. 



During t h e  s u m m e r  and autumn campaigns of  1776, 

t h e  Board of W a r  had done i t s  b e s t  t o  provide t h e  Continen-  

t a l  Army wi th  q u a l i f i e d ,  exper ienced l eade r sh ip .  The War 

Of f i ce  had i n i t i a t e d  reforms,  reorganized ,  and c r e a t e d  a  

g r e a t e r  s t a b i l i t y  w i t h i n  t h e  army and t h e  v a r i o u s  m i l i t a r y  

depar tments .  The r e s u l t  was t h a t  t h e  depar tments  ope ra t ed  

more e f f i c i e n t l y  because t h e  compet i t ion  f o r  s u p p l i e s  

among t h e  v a r i o u s  commissaries was e l imina t ed .  More har-  

mony was a l s o  achieved i n  t h e  army because t h e  Board of 

W a r  had provided it with  an accep tab le  system of promotion. 

But even t h e  b e s t  commanders can n o t  win u n l e s s  t hey  a r e  

given s u f f i c i e n t  manpower and war m a t e r i a l e  w i th  which t o  

f i g h t .  Thus, an  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  r ega rd ing  t h e  r o l e  played 

by t h e  War Of f i ce  i n  t h e  a c t u a l  l o g i s t i c a l  suppor t  of t h e  

Con t inen ta l  Army is  i n  o rde r .  

I n  t h e  o r i g i n a l  l i s t  of d u t i e s  and r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  

which were w r i t t e n  down on June 12,  1776, t h e  Board of War 

i n i t i a l l y  had l i t t l e  t o  do wi th  t h e  d a i l y  l o g i s t i c a l  suppor t  

of t h e  Con t inen ta l  Army. The on ly  l o g i s t i c a l  du ty  ass igned  

t o  t h e  War Of f i ce  was t h a t  of r a i s i n g ,  equipping,  and f o r -  

warding t r o o p s  t o  t h e  Con t inen ta l  commanders i n  t h e  f i e l d .  

The r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  of  supply ing  t h e  Con t inen ta l  t r o o p s  wi th  

arms, ammunition, powder, c l o t h i n g ,  and p r o v i s i o n s  r e s t e d  

wi th  t h e  two main l o g i s t i c a l  departments o f  t h e  army--the 

Commissary of S t o r e s  and Subs i s tence  and the  Quar t e rmas t e r .  

However, due t o  c i rcumstances  which w i l l  be exp la ined  

l a t e r ,  t h e  Commissary and Quar t e rmas t e r  were unable t o  



keep t h e  Con t inen ta l  Army adequa te ly  armed and supp l i ed .  

A s  t h e  months passed du r ing  t h e  summer and f a l l  of 1776, 

and t h e  supply and ordnance s h o r t a g e s  mounted, Con t inen ta l  

commanders and t h e  l o g i s t i c a l  depar tments  were forced  t o  

t u r n  t o  Congress and t h e  Board of War f o r  r e l i e f .  Thus, 

t h e  War O f f i c e  no t  on ly  played a  c l e r i c a l  r o l e  i n  t h e  adn '  ln -  

i s t r a t i o n  of t h e  war e f f o r t  bu t  a l s o  was summoned t o  t a k e  

an a c t i v e  l o g i s t i c a l  r o l e  a s  we l l .  

P a r t  I :  Reinforc ing  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Army 

On May 25, 1776, t h e  Con t inen ta l  Congress appointed 

a  committee t o  con fe r  wi th  General  Washington, Major General  

Gates ,  and Br igad ie r  General  Thomas M i f f l i n  i n  o r d e r  t o  

draw up a  p l a n  of  m i l i t a r y  o p e r a t i o n s  f o r  t h e  summer and 

autumn campaigns. On June 2 ,  t h e  Conference Committee made 

i t s  f i r s t  r e p o r t  t o  Congress. Included i n  t h e  r e p o r t  was 

a  recommendation f o r  t h e  re inforcement  of  t h e  badly weak- 

ened Northern Army. The committee recommended t h a t  s i x  

thousand mi l i t i amen  be employed t o  r e i n f o r c e  t h e  Northern 

Army. To complete t h i s  number, quotas  were e s t a b l i s h e d  

f o r  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  s t a t e s  accord ing  t o  popula t ion .  Massa- 

c h u s e t t s  was reques ted  t o  f u r n i s h  3,000 men ( f o u r  r e g i-  

men t s ) ,  Connec t icu t  1 ,500,  New Hampshire 750, and New York 

750. This recommendation was remarkably s i m i l a r  t o  one 

p re sen ted  t o  Congress f o u r  days e a r l i e r  by ano the r  com- 

m i t t e e  which w a s  appointed on May 23 f o r  t h e  purpose 

of  c o n s u l t i n g  wi th  t h e  t h r e e  g e n e r a l s  about a  r e l a t e d  



mat t e r .  The members of  t h e  May 23 committee were Richard 

Lee, John Adams, Benjamin Har r i son ,  Edward Rutledge,  and 

James Wilson. The May 25 committee was composed of  t h e  same 

d e l e g a t e s  wi th  t h e  except ion  of Edward Rutledge who was 

r ep l aced  by Roger Sherman. I n  a d d i t i o n ,  t h e r e  were n ine  

o t h e r  d e l e g a t e s  appointed t o  t h e  May 25 committee. 

Although t h e  o r i g i n a l  recommendation by t h e  May 23 com- 

m i t t e e  was o rde red  t a b l e d  by Congress,  t h e  s i m i l a r i t y  

between it and t h e  recommendation d e l i v e r e d  by t h e  May 25 

committee undoubtedly was no co inc idence .  Adams, Rutledge,  

Sherman, Har r i son ,  and Wilson probably had g r e a t  i n f l u e n c e  

on t h e  recommendation which was approved by Congress f o r  

t h e  re inforcement  of t h e  Northern Army. 1 

Furthermore,  t h e  Conference Committee brought i n  

ano the r  r e p o r t  on June 3.  P a r t s  of  t h i s  r e p o r t  p e r t a i n e d  

t o  t h e  re inforcement  of  Washington's army on Long I s l a n d ,  

t h e  f l y i n g  camp a t  Perth-Amboy, and t h e  Eas t e rn  Army i n  

Massachuset ts .  The committee recommended t h a t  13,800 

mi l i t i amen  be employed t o  r e i n f o r c e  t h e  army on Long 

I s l a n d .  To complete t h i s  number, quotas  were a g a i n  

ass igned  t o  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  s t a t e s .  Massachuset ts  was 

r e q u i r e d  t o  f u r n i s h  2,000 men, Connect icut  5,500,  New 

l ~ o u r n a l s  of  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Congress, 25 May 1776, 
4:391; f o r  t h e  i n i t i a l  r e p o r t  by t h e  Conference Committee, 
see I b i d . ,  2 June 1776, 4 : 4 1 0 ,  4 1 1 ;  f o r  t h e  appointment o f  
t h e  May 23 committee, see I b i d . ,  23 May 1776, 4:383, 384; 
f o r  t h e  May 2 3  committee 's  recommendation f o r  r e i n f o r c i n g  
t h e  Northern Army, s e e  I b i d . ,  29  May 1776, 4:399, 400. 



York 3,000,  and New J e r s e y  3,300. The committee s t a t e d  

t h a t  t h e  e l even  regiments  r a i s e d  and ordered  t o  be r a i s e d  

f o r  t h e  re inforcement  of t h e  Eas t e rn  Army were s u f f i c i e n t .  

For t h e  f l y i n g  camp, t h e  Conference Committee recommended 

t h a t  t e n  thousand men be r a i s e d  and t h a t  Pennsylvania  

f u r n i s h  s i x  thousand m i l i t i a  t roops  f o r  t h i s  purpose,  Mary- 

land  3,400 and Delaware 600. Thus, wi th  Adams, Rutledge,  

Sherman, Har r i son ,  and Wilson being prominent members of 

t h e  Conference Committee, it can be s a i d  t h a t  t h e  Board 

of  War a c t u a l l y  began i t s  work t h r e e  weeks p r i o r  t o  i t s  

o f f i c i a l  c r e a t i o n .  By  t h e  t i m e  t h e  War Of f i ce  was c r e a t e d ,  

t h e  members of  t h e  Board had a l r e a d y  f i g u r e d  g r e a t l y  i n  

Congress'  a t t empt  t o  r e i n f o r c e  t h e  Con t inen ta l  a rmies  and, 

i n  f a c t ,  by June 1 2 ,  t r oops  were a l r e a d y  on t h e  march. 

Therefore ,  on June 12 ,  t h e  Board of  War had on ly  t o  augment 

t h e  p l a n  a l r e a d y  p u t  i n  motion by i t s  members f o r  r e i n-  

f o r c i n g  t h e  Con t inen ta l  armies .  The l o g i s t i c a l  r o l e  of  

t h e  War Off i c e  had begun. 
2 

Of t h e  f i v e  Con t inen ta l  armies  i n h e r i t e d  by t h e  

Board of War, t h e  Northern Army was t h e  weakest.  Not only 

was t h e  Northern Army's command s t r u c t u r e  i n  shambles, bu t  

it a l s o  s u f f e r e d  a  s e r i o u s  manpower d e f i c i e n c y  through 

b a t t l e  l o s s e s ,  d i s e a s e ,  and d e s e r t i o n .  I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  

p rov id ing  immediate l e a d e r s h i p  a s s i s t a n c e  t o  t h a t  army, t h e  

Board of  W a r  s imul taneous ly  a t tempted t o  augment t h e  s i z e  

2 ~ b i d . ,  3  June 1776, 4 : 4 1 2 ,  413. 



of  t h e  r e l i e f  f o r c e ,  a s  drawn up on June 2 ,  d e s t i n e d  f o r  

t h a t  q u a r t e r .  On June 17 ,  t h e  War Of f i ce  o rde red  Gover- 

nor  Jonathan Trumbull of  Connect icut  t o  send t h e  two 

Con t inen ta l  regiments  (1,500 men) r a i s i n g  i n  t h a t  s t a t e  

t o  Canada. In a d d i t i o n ,  t h e  committee recommended t o  

t h e  New York Convention t h a t  t h e y  r a i s e  a regiment of  

Con t inen ta l  t r o o p s  and t h e s e  be d i spa tched  t o  Tyconderoga 

a s  soon a s  p o s s i b l e .  The W a r  O f f i ce  a l s o  recommended t h a t ,  

i n  a d d i t i o n  t o  t h e  s i x  thousand m i l i t i a  t r o o p s  being s e n t  

t o  t h e  Northern Department, f o u r  thousand Con t inen ta l  

t r o o p s  be r a i s e d  and s e n t  wi th  them. The committee be l i eved  

t h a t  t h e  r e l i e f  f o r c e ,  when added t o  t h e  t r o o p s  a l r e a d y  a t  

Tyconderoga, would enable  t h e  Americans t o  reach  t h e i r  

s t a t e d  goa l  of May 29 of  a two-to-one manpower s u p e r i o r i t y  

over  General  Burgoyne. But many f a c t o r s  made t h i s  goa l  

beyond reach.  The m a j o r i t y  of t h e  r e l i e f  f o r c e  d e s t i n e d  

f o r  Tyconderoga was t o  be s t a t e  and l o c a l  m i l i t i a ,  over  

which bo th  Congress and t h e  Board of War had l i t t l e  o r  no 

c o n t r o l .  There was l i t t l e  t h e  W a r  O f f i ce  could do except  

send u r g e n t  appea ls  t o  t h e  s t a t e s  t o  has t en  t h e  r a i s i n g  

and marching of t h e  m i l i t i a .  The Con t inen ta l  commanders 

a l s o  appealed a i r e c t l y  t o  t h e  s t a t e s  f o r  succour .  Gener- 

a l s  Schuyier  and Washington o f t e n  opera ted  i n  t h i s  f a s h i o n ,  

and then  informed Congress t h a t  t hey  had reques ted  m i l i t i a  



a i d .  The War Of f i ce  o f t e n  gave i t s  approval  t o  such c a l l s  

f o r  a s s i s t a n c e  from t h e  f i e l d  commanders. 3 

Although t h e  Board of  War could  no t  o r d e r  a s t a t e  

t o  send i t s  m i l i t i a  t o  t h e  Northern Department, it o f t e n  

"recommended" t h a t  i n d i v i d u a l  s t a t e s  do so. On June 25, 

t h e  committee recom~ended t h a t  New Hampshire send i t s  

quota o f  t h e  r e l i e f  f o r c e ,  one regiment ,  immediately t o  

t h e  Northern Army. The War Of f i ce  a l s o  urged t h e  o t h e r  

s t a t e s  t h a t  were t o  supply t r o o p s  f o r  t h e  r e l i e f  f o r c e  t o  

e x p e d i t e  t h e  r a i s i n g ,  equipping,  and forwarding of  t h o s e  

t roops .  Because t h e  m i l i t i a  were s t a t e  c o n t r o l l e d ,  t h e s e  

recommendations and appea ls  w e r e  a s  f a r  a s  t h e  Board of  War 

and Congress could go. But even t h e  s t a t e s  had t r o u b l e  

r a i s i n g  t h e i r  own m i l i t i a  f o r  a reason  which was beyond 

t h e i r  c o n t r o l .  The main o b s t a c l e  was t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  

c i t i z e n- s o l d i e r s  were being asked t o  l e a v e  t h e i r  homes a t  

t h e  h e i g h t  of  t h e  growing season.  A s  most of t h e  r e i n f o r c e-  

ments d e s t i n e d  f o r  t h e  Northern Army were being r a i s e d  i n  

t h e  New England s t a t e s ,  t h i s  f a c t o r  was c r i t i c a l .  Most of 

t h e s e  men were s u b s i s t e n c e  farmers  by occupa t ion ,  and t h e i r  

l i v e l i h o o d  depended on what t hey  r a i s e d .  Even a few weeks 

away from t h e i r  farms could  prove t o  be economically 

3 ~ b i d . ,  29 May 1776, 4:399; I b i d . ,  17 June 1776, 5 :  
447, 448; I b i d . ,  25 June 1776, 5:479; I b i d . ,  26 June 1776, 
5:481; f o r  an example of t h e  Board of  War's approval  of a 
f i e l d  commander's r e q u e s t  f o r  m i l i t i a  a i d ,  s e e  I b i d . ,  22 
October 1776, 6 :  895. 

4 ~ b i d . ,  25 June 1776, 5:479. 



d i s a s t r o u s  t o  many of  them. Thus, t h e  c r i t i c a l  m i l i t a r y  

s i t u a t i o n ,  ana t h e  subsequent  c a l l  f o r  m i l i t i a  a s s i s t a n c e  

could no t  have come a t  a  more inopportune t ime.  From 

Connec t icu t ,  Governor Trumbull r epo r t ed  t o  a  d e l e g a t e  i n  

Congress t h a t  " t h e  extreme busy season r e t a r d s  t h e  f i l l i n g  

[of ]  ou r  reg iment [s ]  going t o  New York. It 5 

But perhaps an e q u a l l y  impor tan t  f a c t o r  which 

hindered t h e  r a i s i n g  of t h e  m i l i t i a  was t h e  awareness o f  

t h e  New Englanders t h a t  t h e  Northern Army was r i d d l e d  by 

d i s e a s e ,  e s p e c i a l l y  smallpox,  an extremely l e t h a l  d i s e a s e  

i n  t h e  e i g h t e e n t h  cen tury .  The m a j o r i t y  of t h e  New Eng- 

l a n d e r s  had no t  been exposed t o  t h i s  d i s e a s e ,  and t h e y  d i d  

no t  r e l i s h  t h e  i d e a  of succumbing t o  t h e  s i c k n e s s  i n  t h e  

wi lderness  of t h e  New York f r o n t i e r ,  e s p e c i a l l y  when t h e  

c l o s e  q u a r t e r s  of a  m i l i t a r y  camp was known t o  f o s t e r  

epidemics.  Governor Trumbull wrote t h a t ,  i n  a d d i t i o n  t o  

t h e  s e a s o n a l  h inderance ,  t h e r e  was a l s o  " t h e  dread  of t h e  

smallpox t o  t h o s e  i n l i s t i n g  t o  go i n t o  t h e  s e r v i c e  i n  t h e  

Northern Army." General Schuyler echoed Trumbull 's  r e p o r t  

when he s t a t e d  i n  a  l e t te r  t o  Washington, da t ed  J u l y  12 ,  

t h a t ,  "None of t h e  m i l i t i a  from t h e  e a s t e r n  c o l o n i e s  a r e  

y e t  a r r i v e d ;  t hey  a r e  extremely apprehensive of being 

i n f e c t e d  with t h e  smallpox,  and n o t  wi thout  reason ,  a s  it 

wa over nor Trumbull t o  William Will iams,  26 J u l y  
1776, Force  I s  American Archives ,  F i f t h  S e r i e s ,  1: 606-608. 



proves  f a t a l  t o  many of them. "6  Thus, throughout  t h e  New 

England s t a t e s  t h e r e  w a s  t h e  g e n e r a l  f e e l i n g  t h a t  e n l i s t i n g  

f o r  du ty  i n  t h e  Northern Department was tantamount t o  

s i g n i n g  o n e ' s  dea th  c e r t i f i c a t e .  But even f o r  t hose  t r o o p s  

which responded wi th  a l a c r i t y ,  t h e  march t o  Tyconderoga 

was a t  t i m e s  agoniz ing ly  slow f o r  y e t  ano ther  reason  over  

which t h e  Board of  War and t h e  s t a t e s  had no c o n t r o l .  

Northern New York du r ing  t h e  American Revolution 

was l a r g e l y  un inhabi ted  and undeveloped, and t h e  subsequent 

l a c k  of  roads  through t h e  v i r g i n  woods was a  major o b s t a c l e  

t o  t r o o p  movement. The supply  r o u t e s  from Albany t o  Tycon- 

deroga and Crown P o i n t  were no more than  f o o t p a t h s  which 

q u i c k l y  y i e l d e d  t o  t h e  undergrowth. Consequently, t h e  

re inforcements  converging on Tyconderoga from d i f f e r e n t  

d i r e c t i o n s  o f t e n  had t o  hack o u t  t h e i r  own roads  a s  t h e y  

marched. The weather du r ing  t h e  summer and autumn of 1776 

a l s o  proved t o  be a s  much of a  hindrance t o  t r a v e l  a s  t h e  

t e r r a i n .  The cond i t i ons  encountered on t h e  march by a t  

l e a s t  one regiment w e r e  de sc r ibed  by a  m i l i t i a  o f f i c e r ,  

Colonel  Jonathan G .  F r a s e r ,  i n  a  l e t t e r  t o  General  Gates .  

F r a s e r  s t a t e d  t h a t ,  "The roads ,  o r  r a t h e r  woods, t h a t  w e  

marched through were s o  exceeding l ly ]  bad, occasioned by 

t h e  v a s t  q u a n t i t y  of  r a i n  t h a t  we have had l a t e l y ,  r e t a r d e d  

o u r  march much. We had r a f t s  t o  b u i l d  t o  c r o s s  t h e  r i v e r s  

wi th  ou r  baggage, e t c . ,  and swam a c r o s s  s e v e r a l  c r eeks .  

6 ~ b i d .  , General  Schuyler  t o  General  Washington, 1 2  
J u l y  1776, I b i d . ,  Four th  S e r i e s ,  6:232, 2 3 3 .  



Thi s ,  wi th  t h e  wors t  ground I eve r  t r a v e l l e d  ove r ,  de t a ined  

us a l i t t l e . "  A s n o r t  t i m e  l a t e r ,  General  Schuyler  informed 

Gates  t h a t  he had been fo rced  t o  u s e  some of t h e  Con t inen ta l  

t r o o p s ,  d e s t i n e d  f o r  Tyconderoga, t o  work on t h e  roads .  He 

added t h a t ,  " I f  t hey  a r e  t aken  from t h a t ,  a l l  s u p p l i e s  must 

s t o p .  Even now t h e  roads  a r e  extremely bad." Nor had t h e  

road c o n d i t i o n s  improved measurably by t h e  end of  October 

when t roops  were h u r r i e d l y  being s e n t  up t o  coun te r  t h e  

blow s t r u c k  by Burgoyne o f f  Valcour I s l a n d .  With t h e  sea-  

s o n ' s  f i r s t  snows expec ted ,  Schuyler reques ted  t h a t  t h e  

Board of War send s u p p l i e s  t o  t h e  Northern Department i n  

l i g h t  wagons because i n  a s h o r t  t i m e  " t h e  roads  w i l l  be 

almost  impassable f o r  heavy c a r r i a g e s  . It 7 

Although t h e  Northern Army r e c e i v e a  no immediate 

suppor t  f o r  t h e  reasons  desc r ibed ,  t h e  Board of War a c t e d  

wi th  i n i t i a t i v e  ana r e s p o n s i b i l i t y .  The members brought  

f o r t h  a p l a n  f o r  r e i n f o r c i n g  t h a t  army which would have 

given t h e  Americans a two-to-one manpower advantage over  

t h e  B r i t i s h .  However, due t o  c i rcumstances  beyond t h e  War 

O f f i c e ' s  c o n t r o l ,  t h i s  goa l  was never  reached du r ing  t h e  

yea r  1776. Only t h e  l a t e n e s s  of t h e  season and t h e  same 

c l i m a t i c  and t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  c o n d i t i o n s  encountered by t h e  

f o r c e s  under General  Burgoyne prevented  t h e  i nvas ion  of  

7 ~ o l c m e l  Jonathan G .  F r a s e r  t o  General  Gates , 30 
August 1776, I b i d . ,  F i f t h  S e r i e s ,  1:1238; General  Schuyler  
t o  General  Gates ,  11 September 1776, I b i d . ,  F i f t h  S e r i e s ,  
2:293; General  Schuyler  t o  t h e  Board of  War, 30 October 
1776, I b i d . ,  F i f t h  S e r i e s ,  2:1298. 



n o r t h e r n  New York. Burgoyne was forced  t o  postone h i s  

i nvas ion  u n t i l  1777, t h e  Year of  t h e  Hangman. 

By e a r l y  J u l y ,  t h e  focus  of  t h e  Board of  War's 

a t t e n t i o n  tu rned  from t h e  no r the rn  f r o n t i e r  of New York t o  

Long I s l a n d  and Perth-Amboy, where Genera l s  Washington 

and Mercer were c o n s t r u c t i n g  de fenses  t o  meet t h e  expected 

invas ion  f l e e t  of  t h e  Howe b r o t h e r s .  The members of  t h e  

War O f f i c e  had been in s t rumen ta l  i n  drawing up t h e  p l a n  f o r  

r e i n f o r c i n g  t h e s e  defenses .  According t o  t h e  p l a n ,  Washing- 

t o n  w a s  t o  r e c e i v e  13,800 m i l i t i a  t r o o p s  t o  augment h i s  

f o r c e  o f  over  10,000 men on Long I s l a n d ,  and General Mercer 

was t o  r e c e i v e  t e n  thousand mi l i t i amen f o r  t h e  f l y i n g  

camp.8 G r e a t  f a i t h  was placed i n  t h e  Commander-in-Chief's 

judgment and m i l i t a r y  a b i l i t i e s  by Congress and t h e  War 

Of f i ce  throughout t h e  summer of 1776. The V i r g i n i a n  had 

been t h e  hero a t  Boston e a r l i e r  i n  t h e  yea r  by making S i r  

William Howe t a k e  t o  h i s  h e e l s  and had y e t  t o  be de fea t ed  

on t h e  f i e l d  o f  combat. Thus, because o f  t h e  g r e a t  t r u s t  

Congress p laced  i n  Washington, t h e  Board of War was n o t  

r e l u c t a n t  t o  d e f e r  t o  t h e  Gene ra l ' s  judgment on a l l  m a t t e r s .  

I n  response t o  s e v e r a l  l e t t e r s  from Washington, t h e  commit- 

tee, on J u l y  8 and August 1 2 ,  approved h i s  r e q u e s t s  t o  be 

allowed t o  c a l l  t o  h i s  a s s i s t a n c e  such Con t inen ta l  regiments  

i n  Massachuset ts  t h a t  had no t  a l r e a d y  r ece ived  o r d e r s  t o  

8~ General  Return of  t h e  Army o f  t h e  United Colon- 
i e s ,  Commanded by H i s  Excel lency George Washington, 28 June 
1776, I b i d . ,  Four th  S e r i e s ,  6:1119, 1120. 



march t o  Tyconderoga, and t o  employ a s  many of  t h e  S t .  

J o h n ' s ,  Nova S c o t i a ,  Penobscot,  and Stockbridge Ind ians  a s  

he thought  necessary.  9  

The Board of War expressed  Congress'  t r u s t  i n  Wash- 

i n g t o n  when t h e  members informed him " t h a t  Congress have such 

an e n t i r e  conf idence i n  h i s  judgment, t h a t  t hey  w i l l  g ive  him 

no p a r t i c u l a r  d i r e c t i o n s  about  t h e  d i s p o s i t i o n  of t h e  t r o o p s ,  

bu t  d e s i r e  t h a t  he w i l l  d i spose  of t hose  a t  New York, t h e  

f l y i n g  camp, and Tyconderoga, a s  t o  him s h a l l  seem most con- 

ducive t o  t h e  p u b l i c  good." lo I n  e s sence ,  t h e  War Of £ i c e  

had given Washington c a r t e  blanche i n  o r d e r i n g  t roops  t o  

t h e i r  d e s t i n a t i o n s .  But t h e  General  was a  p rudent  man and 

was aware of t h e  c r i t i c a l  s i t u a t i o n  i n  t h e  Northern Depart- 

ment. Thus, he was always h e s i t a n t  about  r e- d i r e c t i n g  t r o o p s  

d e s t i n e d  f o r  t h a t  f r o n t .  The Board of War, t h e r e f o r e ,  found 

it necessary  o c c a s i o n a l l y  t o  remind Washington t h a t  a l l  of 

t h e  Con t inen ta l  t roops  r a i s i n g  i n  t h e  New England s t a t e s  were 

a t  h i s  d i s p o s a l .  On J u l y  29, t h e  committee, concerned over  

t h e  growing s t r e n g t h  o f  t h e  B r i t i s h  on S t a t e n  I s l a n d ,  spec i-  

f i c a l l y  empowered t h e  Commander-in-Chief t o  o r d e r  t h e  Twenty- 

f i r s t  Massachuset ts  regiment and Colonel  Samuel Elmore's 

Connect icut  regiment t o  h i s  defenses  on Long I s l a n d .  11 

' ~ o u r n a l s  of t h e  Con t inen ta l  Congress, 8 J u l y  1776, 
5:527; I b i d . ,  1 2  August 1776, 5:627, 628. 

 bid., 23 J u l y  1776, 5:602. 

l l l b i d . ,  29 J u l y  1776, 5:614, 615. 



I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  t hose  t r o o p s  d i r e c t l y  under Washing- 

t o n ' s  command on Long I s l a n d ,  and t h e  13,800 mi l i t i amen 

which were supposed t o  a i d  him, t h e  f l y i n g  camp a t  Per th-  

Amboy was n o t  on ly  designed t o  a c t  a s  a  d e t e r r e n t  t o  a  

B r i t i s h  i n v a s i o n  of New J e r s e y ,  b u t  was a l s o  a  r e s e r v e  f o r c e  

f o r  Washington. Thus, t h e o r e t i c a l l y  Washington was supposed 

t o  have 33,000 t roops  from which t o  draw from t o  r e p e l  t h e  

B r i t i s h  invas ion .  However, some of  t h e  same c o n d i t i o n s  

which h inde rea  t h e  r a i s i n g  and forwarding of  t h e  m i l i t i a  

t r o o p s  f o r  t h e  Northern Department a l s o  hindered t h e  r e i n-  

forcement of Washington. The main f a c t o r  was t h a t  t h e  New 

England fa rmers  were j u s t  as r e l u c t a n t  t o  march t o  New York 

du r ing  t h e  growing season a s  Tyconderoga. And a s  t h e  m i l i -  

t i a  t roops  were s t a t e  c o n t r o l l e d ,  t h e  Board of  War was power- 

l e s s  t o  o r d e r  them anywhere. Thus, t h e  only  p o s s i b l e  

r ecour se  t h e  War Of f i ce  had was t o  t r y  t o  r a i s e  more Continen-  

t a l  regiments .  But aga in ,  t h e  New England fa rmers  were 

even more r e l u c t a n t  t o  commit themselves t o  t h e  army f o r  

t h r e e  yea r s .  Furthermore,  such an  a t t empt  t o  r e c r u i t  more 

Con t inen ta l  t r o o p s  i n  N e w  England would have been f r u i t l e s s  

because Massachuset ts  had a l r eady  c o n t r i b u t e d  s i x t e e n  r e g i -  

ments t o  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Army (12,000 men) , Connect icut  f i v e  

regiments  (3,750) , N e w  Hampshire t h r e e  regiments  (2,250 

men), and Rhode I s l a n d  two regiments  (1,500 men). Pennsyl-  

van ia  was supply ing  most o f  t h e  manpower f o r  t h e  f l y i n g  

camp, and Maryland and V i r g i n i a  w e r e  busy q u e l l i n g  l o y a l i s t  



u p r i s i n g s .  l2 Although Washington d i d  r e c e i v e  f o u r  t o  f i v e  

thousand m i l i t i a  t roops  be fo re  August 27, he was s t i l l  

badly outnumbered when S i r  William Howe launched h i s  a t t a c k .  

This  s i t u a t i o n  was c l e a r l y  n o t  t h e  f a u l t  of  Congress o r  t h e  

Board of War, bu t  was due mainly t o  u n c o n t r o l l a b l e  circum- 

s t a n c e s .  A f t e r  t h e  d e f e a t  on Long I s l a n d ,  t h e  members o f  

t he  War Of f i ce  aga in  e x e r t e d  t h e i r  i n i t i a t i v e  by drawing 

up t h e  p l a n s  f o r  a r e g u l a r  army t o  c o n s i s t  of  e igh ty- e igh t  

regiments .  Obviously, one o f  t h e  o b j e c t i v e s  of t h e  p l an  was 

t o  e l i m i n a t e  t h e  powerless  s i t u a t i o n s  i n  which t h e  Board of  

War had twice  found i t s e l f  r ega rd ing  t h e  m i l i t i a .  The com- 

m i t t e e  could o r d e r  r e g u l a r  t roops  t o  t h e  a r e a s  of combat, 

something which it could n o t  do wi th  m i l i t i a .  Thus, t h e  

members of t h e  War Of f i ce  had played a prominent r o l e  i n  

p rov id ing  re inforcements  f o r  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Army through- 

o u t  t h e  summer and f a l l  campaigns of  1776. But p rov id ing  

re inforcements  i s  on ly  one form of l o g i s t i c a l  suppor t  

r e q u i r e d  by an army. 

P a r t  11: Supplying and Arming t h e  Con t inen ta l  Army 

Once re inforcements  s e n t  by t h e  Board of War and 

t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  states a r r i v e d  i n  t h e  f i e l d ,  t h e  t a s k  of  

supply ing  and arming t h e  t r o o p s  f e l l  t o  t h e  Commissary and 

Quartermaster  corps .  A s  t h e  s i z e  of  t h e  Northern Army and 

IL Fred Anderson Berg, Encyclopedia of  Con t inen ta l  

Army Uni t s  (Pennsylvania:  S tackpole  Books, 1972) , pages 
32-36. 



t h e  army on Long I s l a n d  grew, t h e  s t r a i n  on t h e  Commissary 

and Quartermaster  i nc reased  a s  w e l l ,  a s  t h e s e  a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  

depar tments  d e s p e r a t e l y  a t tempted t o  keep t h e  armies  ade- 

q u a t e l y  supp l i ed  and armed. However, t h e  economic r e a l i -  

t i e s  which e x i s t e d  i n  t h e  New England and Middle s t a t e s  

hindered t h e  depar tments  i n  t h i s  a t t empt .  The smal l  number 

of manufactur ing f a c i l i t i e s  w i th in  t h e  va r ious  s t a t e s  meant 

t h a t  s u p p l i e s  and ordnance could n o t  be s p e e d i l y  procured 

i n  t i m e s  of need and t h i s  h indered  t h e  Commissary, Q u a r t e r-  

mas te r ,  and t h e  Board of War i n  t h e i r  l o g i s t i c a l  suppor t  of  

t h e  a rmies .  The problem of procurement became a c u t e  a s  

t h e  summer and autumn campaigns dragged on and t h e  a r m s  and 

equipment i n i t i a l l y  i s s u e d  t o  t h e  s o l d i e r s  wore o u t  o r  were 

l o s t ,  a s  t h e  Americans s u f f e r e d  consecut ive  d e f e a t s .  Thus, 

t h e  Con t inen ta l  commanders i n  t h e  f i e l d  were fo rced  t o  t u r n  

t.o t h e  Board of War f o r  a i d .  

The Board of War f i r s t  became involved i n  t h i s  

type of l o g i s t i c a l  suppor t  i n  J u l y  of  1776. On J u l y  4 ,  

Congress empowered t h e  Board of War t o  employ pe r sons  i n  

t h e  manufacture of f l i n t s .  The War Of f i ce  was i n s t r u c t e d  

t o  i n q u i r e  of  a l l  t h e  s t a t e s  f o r  names and p l a c e s  of resi- 

dence o f  persons  s k i l l e d  i n  t h i s  manufacture,  and where, i n  

each s t a t e ,  t h e  b e s t  f l i n t  s t o r e s  were l oca t ed .  The corn- 

m i t t e e  was a l s o  i n s t r u c t e d  t o  examine t h e  q u a l i t y  of t h e  

f l i n t s ,  and t o  make c o n t r a c t s  f o r  t h e  b e s t  f l i n t  a v a i l a b l e .  

F l i n t  was a  va luab le  m i l i t a r y  i t e m  i n  t h e  e i g h t e e n t h  cen- 

t u r y  when t h e  p r i n c i p a l  weapons w e r e  muskets and f l i n t l o c k  



r i f l e s .  I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  c o n t r a c t i n g  f o r  t h e  manufacture 

of  f l i n t s ,  t h e  War O f f i c e  found t h a t  Pennsy lvan ia  a l r eady  

pos se s sed  a  q u a n t i t y  of t h a t  i t e m ,  and,  t h u s ,  r eques t ed  

t h e  Pennsy lvan ia  Counci l  of S a f e t y  t o  immediately forward 

them t o  General  Washington a t  N e w  York. The Counci l  o f  

S a f e t y  q u i c k l y  complied wi th  t h e  r e q u e s t .  On J u l y  5 ,  t h e  

Counci l  o rde red  t h e  Pennsylvania  Commissary, Robert 

Towers, t o  d e l i v e r  t h i r t y  thousand f l i n t s  t o  t h e  Commander- 

in- Chief .  13  

The army a l s o  needed l e a d ,  which was i n  s h o r t  

supp ly  i n  t h e  r e b e l l i n g  s t a t e s ,  f o r  s h o t  and s h e l l .  I n  

response  t o  a  l e t t e r  from General  Washington, r ead  i n  Con- 

g r e s s  on J u l y  15 ,  t h e  War O f f i c e  i n s t r u c t e d  t h e  Pennsylvania  

Counci l  o f  S a f e t y  and t h e  N e w  J e r s e y  Convention,  t o  p rocure  

a s  much l e a d  w i t h i n  t h e i r  r e s p e c t i v e  s t a t e s  a s  p o s s i b l e  f o r  

t h e  use  of t h e  f l y i n g  camp. Both s t a t e s  responded t o  t h i s  

r e q u e s t  w i t h  a l a c r i t y .  O n  J u l y  16 ,  t h e  N e w  J e r s e y  Conven- 

t i o n  o rde red  t h e  s e v e r a l  township committees t o  e x e r t  them- 

selves i n  p rocu r ing  t h e  much needed l ead .  Toward t h i s  end,  

t h e  Convention o rde red  t h e  township committees t o  c o l l e c t  

" a l l  t h e  l e aden  weigh ts  from windows and c l o c k s ,  and a l l  

t h e  l eaden  weigh ts  of  shops ,  s t o r e s ,  and m i l l s ,  of one 

pound and upwards," and,  " a l l  o t h e r  l e a d  i n  and about  

houses and o t h e r  p l a c e s . "  The Pennsylvania  Counci l  of  

" ~ o u r n a l s  of  t h e  C o n t i n e n t a l  Congress,  4 J u l y  
1776, 5:517; Order o f  t h e  Pennsylvania  Counci l  o f  S a f e t y ,  - 
5 J u l y  1776,  F o r c e ' s  American Archives ,  F i f t h  S e r i e s ,  1: 
1287. 



Safe ty  l i kewise  appointed persons  t o  c o l l e c t  a l l  a v a i l a b l e  

l e a d  i n  t h e  s t a t e ,  and was a b l e  t o  o r d e r  Robert Towers t o  

d e l i v e r  t o  Colonel  Clement Biddle ,  Deputy Quar t e rmas t e r  

General ,  two t o n s  of  l e a d  and two t o n s  o f  powder, made i n t o  

c a r t r i d g e s ,  f o r  t h e  use of t h e  army under General  Mercer a t  

t h e  f l y i n g  camp. Thus, wh i l e  t h e  r e b e l s  i n  P h i l a d e l p h i a  

and t h e  t h i r t e e n  r e b e l l i n g  s t a t e s  were c e l e b r a t i n g  t h e  

i n t e n t  of t h e  Dec la ra t ion  of Independence throughout  t h e  

month of  J u l y ,  t h e  Board o f  War, i n  con junc t ion  with  t h e  

Quar t e rmas t e r  and Commissary Departments, was do ing  i t s  

b e s t  t o  procure  and send t o  t h e  s o l d i e r s  o f  t h e  Con t inen ta l  

Army and m i l i t i a  t h e  f l i n t s  and l e a d  necessary  t o  make t h e  

proclamat ion a r e a l i t y .  
1 4  

Heavier  ordnance needed by t h e  Con t inen ta l  Army and 

Navy, such a s  cannon, were beyond t h e  procurement c a p a b i l i -  

t ies of  t h e  Quar te rmas te r  and Commissary because of  t h e  

s c a r c i t y  of  t h e s e  a r t i c l e s  i n  t h e  r e b e l l i n g  s t a t e s .  The 

f i e l d  commanders were fo rced  t o  appea l  t o  Congress f o r  a i d  

i n  a c q u i r i n g  such v i t a l  ma te r i a l e .  During t h e  summer and 

autumn campaigns, t h e  Board of  War a c t e d  t h r i c e  t o  procure  

cannon f o r  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Army. On J u l y  30, t h e  committee 

1 4 ~ e n e r a l  Washington t o  Congress, 1 2  J u l y  1776, 
F o r c e ' s  American Archives ,  F i f t h  S e r i e s ,  1:223, 224; Jour-  
n a l s  of t h e  Con t inen ta l  Congress, 16 J u l y  1776, 5:563-565; 
Reso lu t ion  6~f t h e  New J e r s e y  P r o v i n c i a l  Congress,  16 J u l y  
1776, F o r c e ' s  American Archives ,  F i f t h  S e r i e s ,  1:369; Reso- 
l u t i o n  of t h e  Pennsylvania Council  of Sa fe ty ,  27 J u l y  1776, 
I b i d . ,  F i f t h  S e r i e s ,  1:1301. 



ordered  t h a t  a  number of  f o u r  and s i x  pound cannon, n o t  t o  

exceed t e n  of each ,  be immediately s e n t  by t h e  Pennsylvania 

Council  of Sa fe ty  t o  General  Mercer a t  t h e  f l y i n g  camp. 

The committee 's  r e q u e s t  was aga in  qu ick ly  complied wi th .  On 

J u l y  31, t h e  Pennsylvania Council  o rdered  Captain  Joseph 

Blewer o f  t h e  Pennsylvania  m i l i t i a  t o  p rocure  and forward 

t h e  guns t o  Perth-Amboy. L a t e r  t h a t  summer, i n  response t o  

a  l e t te r  from General  Gates ,  t h e  Board of War i n s t r u c t e d  

t h e  Cannon Committee i n  Congress t o  c o n t r a c t  f o r  t h e  imme- 

d i a t e  c a s t i n g  of  s i x  6-pound cannon, s i x  12-pounders, f ou r  

8- inch howi t ze r s ,  f o u r  6- inch howi tzers ,  and s i x  cohorn 

mortars .  The Cannon Committee was ordered  t o  d e l i v e r  t h e s e  

cannon t o  General  Gates a t  Tyconderoga a s  soon a s  p o s s i b l e .  15 

Furthermore,  a s  t h e  autumn campaign o f  1776 neared 

a  conc lus ion ,  t h e  War Of f i ce  began p lanning  f o r  t h e  army's  

cannon needs  f o r  t h e  opening campaign of 1777. On November 

19 ,  t h e  Boaru of  War ordered  t h e  S e c r e t  Committee t o  procure  

from f o r e i g n  n a t i o n s  one hundred 3-pound cannon, f i f t y  

6-pounders, f i f t y  12-pounders, t h i r t e e n  18-pounders, and 

t h i r t e e n  24-pounders, a l l  of  b ra s s .  Thus, t h e  Board of War 

was a l r e a d y  looking  forward t o  1777 even as S i r  William 

Howe ' s f o r c e s  approached Ph i l ade lph ia .  1 6  

1 5 ~ o u r n a l s  of  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Congress, 30 J u l y  
1776, 5:620, 621; Resolut ion of  t h e  Pennsylvania Council  of 
S a f e t y ,  31  J u l y  1776, F o r c e ' s  American Archives ,  F i f t h  Ser-  
i e s ,  1:1303; Jou rna l s  of t h e  Con t inen ta l  Congress, 2 1  August 
1776, 5:693, 694. 

161bid . ,  15 November 1776, 6 :963. 



But t h e  Board of War's l o g i s t i c a l  suppor t  of t h e  

Con t inen ta l  Army was no t  l i m i t e d  only  t o  s c a r c e  o r  e x o t i c  

ordnance. Throughout t h e  summer and autumn campaigns o f  

1776, t h e  War Of f i ce  procured and forwarded s u b s t a n t i a l  

q u a n t i t i e s  of  gunpowder, muni t ions ,  c a r t r i d g e  paper ,  f l i n t s ,  

c l o t h i n g ,  t e n t s  and o t h e r  camp equipment. Not even medical  

s u p p l i e s  were ove-rlooked by t h e  committee. On September 18 ,  

t h e  Board of  War ordered  t h e  Medical Committee i n  Congress 

t o  send an assor tment  of  medicines t o  t h e  Northern Army. 

Evidence t h a t  t h e  medicines were s e n t  i s  conta ined  i n  a 

l e t t e r  s e n t  by two Congress ional  commissioners, Richard 

Stockton and George Clymer, read  i n  Congress on November 4 .  

The commissioners r epo r t ed  t h a t  t h e  F o r t  George h o s p i t a l  

had " l a t e l y  r ece ived  a l a r g e  supply of  t h e  most c a p i t a l  

medicines.  11 17 

However, t h e  s c a r c i t y  o f  w a r  m a t e r i a l e  possessed 

by t h e  t h i r t e e n  r e b e l l i n g  s t a t e s  w a s  e v e n t u a l l y  f e l t  by 

t h e  Board of  War and hindered i t  i n  i t s  l o g i s t i c a l  suppor t  

of  t h e  army. On October 15 ,  t h e  War Of f i ce  informed Gen- 

e r a l  Gates  t h a t  it could n o t  comply wi th  h i s  r e q u e s t  f o r  

171bid. ,  18 September 1776, 5: 781; Richard Stockton 
and George Clymer t o  Congress, 26 October 1776, Fo rce ' s  
American Archives ,  F i f t h  S e r i e s ,  2:1256, 1257; f o r  t h e  pro-  
curement and forwarding of  gunpowder, muni t ions ,  c a r t r i d g e  
paper ,  c l o t h i n g ,  f l i n t s ,  t e n t s ,  and o t h e r  camp equipment, 
s e e  J o u r n a l s  of t h e  Con t inen ta l  Congress, 5 ~ ; 1 ~ - 1 7 ? 6 ,  5: 
522, 523; I b i d . ,  31 J u l y  1776, 5:623; I b i d . ,  1 4  September 
1776, 5:758; I b i d . ,  21 October 1776, 6:890; I b i d . ,  27 Aug- 
u s t  1776, 5:706; I b i d . ,  25 September 1776, 5:823. 



more cannon because t h e  committee simply d i d  n o t  have any 

t o  send. And t h e  ordnance s i t u a t i o n  had no t  changed a  month 

l a t e r .  On November 1 2 ,  t h e  War Of f i ce  r e l u c t a n t l y  informed 

t h e  V i r g i n i a  l e g i s l a t u r e  t h a t  i t  could n o t  a l low t h a t  s t a t e  

t o  purchase any of t h e  r e c e n t l y  c a s t  cannon because of t h e  

g r e a t  need f o r  it by General  Washington. Too, t h e  War 

O f f i c e  was o f t e n  i g n o r a n t  o f  t h e  needs of t h e  army through 

no f a u l t  of i t s  own. I n  a  complaint  lodged wi th  General  

Washington on October 15,  t h e  committee charged t h a t  t h e  

va r ious  f i e l d  commanders w e r e  n e g l e c t i n g  t o  f i l e  ordnance 

r e t u r n s  wi th  t h e  War Of f i ce .  Thus, t h e  committee i n d i c a t e d  

t h a t  it w a s  most d i f f i c u l t  t o  know what was needed by t h e  

Con t inen ta l  Army. Therefore ,  t h e  Con t inen ta l  commanders 

were a s  much a t  f a u l t  f o r  t h e  cond i t i on  of t h e  Con t inen ta l  

Army a t  t h e  end of 1776 as w a s  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Congress. 
18 

Congress recognized t h e  i n c r e a s i n g  importance of 

t h e  Board of War a s  t h e  ch i e f  a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  body of t h e  

Con t inen ta l  Army. On September 27, Congress o rae red  the  

Sec re t  Committee t o  d e l i v e r  t o  t h e  War O f f i c e  a l l  of  t h e  

arms, ammunition, and o t h e r  ordnance imported by t h a t  

committee. And, on September 30, Congress empowered t h e  

Board of  W a r  t o  send s u p p l i e s  and ordnance t o  t h e  com- 

manders i n  t h e  f i e l d  upon r e q u e s t ,  wi thout  f i r s t  having 

1 8 ~ o u r n a l s  of t h e  Con t inen ta l  Congress, 15 October 
1776, 6:876; I b i d . ,  1 2  November 1776, 6:943; The Board of  
War t o  General  Washington, 15  October 1776, Fo rce ' s  Ameri- 
can Archives ,  F i f t h  S e r i e s ,  2:1062. 



t o  g a i n  t h e  approval  of Congress as a  whole. Thus, i n  

l a t e  September, t h e  War Of f i ce  was o f f i c i a l l y  p u t  i n  charge 

of t h e  s t o c k p i l i n g  and d i s t r i b u t i o n  of a l l  of  t h e  Continen- 

t a l  arms and ordnance. Therefore ,  it i s  c l e a r  t h a t  t h e  

Board of War had become a c t i v e  i n  a l l  phases of suppor t  

f o r  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Army by t h e  end of 1776. The committee 

assumed d u t i e s  and r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  f a r  beyond those  which 

were w r i t t e n  down on June 1 2  and was n o t  h e s i t a n t  i n  exe r-  

c i s i n g  i t s  a d d i t i o n a l  powers. However, du r ing  t h e  l a t t e r  

s t a g e s  of t h e  autumn campaign, t h e  War Of f i ce  assumed an 

even g r e a t e r  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  which tu rned  t h e  committee 's  

a t t e n t i o n  from t h e  l o g i s t i c a l  suppor t  o f  t h e  Con t inen ta l  

Army. 19 

On November 1 4 ,  a s  S i r  William Howe and t h e  B r i t i s h  

Army approached P h i l a d e l p h i a ,  Congress p u t  t h e  defense  of  

t h e  c i t y  i n  t h e  hands of t h e  members o f  t h e  Board of W a r .  

Undoubtedly, t h i s  new r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  occupied t h e  a t t e n -  

t i o n  of t h e  War Of f i ce  and,  t h u s ,  w i th  t h e  excep t ion  of 

o r d e r i n g  the  S e c r e t  Committee t o  purchase  t h e  f o r e i g n  

cannon p rev ious ly  mentioned and t h e  o r d e r i n g  of s e v e r a l  

regiments  of Con t inen ta l  t r o o p s  t o  P h i l a d e l p h i a ,  t h e  com- 

m i t t e e  made no o t h e r  e f f o r t s  toward t h e  l o g i s t i c a l  suppor t  

of t h e  Con t inen ta l  Army. But even had t h e  Board of War 

possessed  some m i l i t a r y  e x p e r t i s e ,  it i s  d o u b t f u l  t h a t  S i r  

1 9 ~ o u r n a l s  of t h e  Con t inen ta l  Congress, 27 September 
1776, 5:831; I b i u . ,  3 0  September 1776, 5 : 8 3 5 .  



William Howe could have been kep t  o u t  of  t h e  c i t y  had h e  

d e s i r e d  t o  occupy it. Rea l i z ing  t h i s  f a c t ,  Congress 

o rdered  t h e  evacua t ion  of  P h i l a d e l p h i a  on December 12.  

The Board of  War was p u t  i n  charge of t h e  evacua t ion ,  and 

was ordered  by Congress t o  s ecu re  a l l  of  t h e  Con t inen ta l  

arms ana ordnance i n  t h e  c i t y  and t r a n s p o r t  them t o  o t h e r  

magazines. Congress t h e n  f l e d  t o  Bal t imore ,  and on ly  Wash- 

i n g t o n ' s  d e s p e r a t e  c o u n t e r a t t a c k s  a t  Trenton and P r ince ton  

prevented t h e  B r i t i s h  Army from win te r ing  i n  t h e  former 

r e s idence  of  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Congress. 2 0 

The l o g i s t i c a l  suppor t  provided t o  t h e  Con t inen ta l  

Army by t h e  Board of War du r ing  t h e  summer and autumn cam- 

paigns  c l e a r l y  i l l u s t r a t e  t h a t  t h e  committee was f a r  from 

only  a  c l e r i c a l ,  pape r- shuf f l i ng  body. The War Of f i ce  had 

done i t s  b e s t  t o  provide re inforcements ,  arms, muni t ions ,  

c l o t h i n g ,  ana camp equipment f o r  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Army. The 

committee had even drawn up p l a n s  f o r  p rov id ing  l o g i s t i c a l  

suppor t  f o r  t h e  campaigns of  1777. However, w i t h  Congress 

having f l e d  t o  Bal t imore ,  and t h e  Con t inen ta l  armies  under-  

manned, under-equipped, and d i s p i r i t e d ,  t h e  autumn campaign 

of 1776 came t o  a  c l o s e ,  and t h e  s t a g e  was s e t  f o r  t h e  

opening campaign of  1777. 

2 0 ~ b i d . ,  1 4  November 1776, 6:951; I b i d . ,  23 November 
1776, 6:976; I b i d . ,  November 1776, 6:980; I b i d . ,  1 2  December 
1776, 6:1027; I b i d . ,  9 December 1776, 6:1016. 



CHAPTER VII 

DEFECTS AND EXPERIENCE 

The i n s t i t u t i n g  [ o f ]  a War O f f i c e  
i s  c e r t a i n l y  an event  of  g r e a t  
importance and i n  a l l  p r o b a b i l i t y  
w i l l  be recorded a s  such i n  t h e  
h i s t o r i c  page. The b e n e f i t s  de r ived  - 

from it w i l l  be cons ide rab le ,  t h o  
t h e  p l an  upon which it i s  f i r s t  
formed may n o t  be e n t i r e l y  p e r f e c t .  
T h i s ,  l i k e  o t h e r  g r e a t  works, i n  i t s  
f i r s t  e d i t i o n  may no t  be f r e e  from 
e r r o r .  T i m e  w i l l  d i s cove r  i t s  
d e f e c t s  and exper ience  sugges t  t h e  
remedy and such f u r t h e r  improvements 
a s  may be neces sa ry .  Eut it was 
r i g h t  t o  g ive  it a beginning i n  my 
opinion.  

-George Washington t o  John 
Hancock, June 2 0 ,  1776. 



Great  changes had occur red  i n  America i n  t h e  seven- 

t e e n  months from t h e  t ime John Adams mounted h i s  brown mare 

and s t a r t e d  down t h e  road towards Cambridge, Massachuset ts ,  

i n  A p r i l  of  1775. The t h i r t e e n  r e b e l l i n g  s t a t e s  found them- 

s e l v e s  i n  a f u l l - s c a l e  war wi th  a powerful  European country.  

H i s t o r i a n s  s t i l l  deba te  t h e  causes  of  t h e  war and w i l l  

con t inue  t o  do s o  i n  t h e  f u t u r e .  However, t o  t h e  Continen-  

t a l  and m i l i t i a  s o l d i e r s  f i g h t i n g  t h e  B r i t i s h ,  t h e  causes  

undoubtedly faded i n  s i g n i f i c a n c e  when compared t o  t h e  d a i l y  

s t r u g g l e  f o r  s u r v i v a l  a g a i n s t  d i s e a s e  and musket b a l l s .  

In  t h e  y e a r  and a h a l f  s i n c e  t h e  f i r s t  s h o t s  rang  o u t  a t  

Lexington ana Concord, t h e  Americans had exper ienced  t h e  

euphor ia  of  v i c t o r y  and t a s t e d  t h e  b i t t e r  f r u i t  of  d e f e a t .  

S i r  William Howe had been d r i v e n  o u t  of Boston, only  t o  

r e t u r n  t o  d r i v e  t h e  r e b e l s  o u t  of  N e w  York Ci ty .  The 

Americans haa invaded Canada and cap tured  Montreal.  But 

t h e  w in t e r  season,  poor a d m i n i s t r a t i o n ,  s h o r t  e n l i s t m e n t s ,  

and B r i t i s h  guns had d e f e a t e d  t h e  Americans a t  t h e  g a t e s  of  

Quebec. General  John Burgoyne had e x p e l l e d  t h e  Americans 

from Canada and given them a t h r a s h i n g  o f f  Valcour I s l and .  

The d e f e a t  a t  Quebec on January 1, 1776, had ushered i n  a 

yea r  t n a t  proved t o  be a f r u s t r a t i n g  and demora l iz ing  one 

t o  t h e  r e b e l s .  Indeed, i f  1777 can be c a l l e d  t h e  Year of 

t h e  Hangman because of  t h e  m i l i t a r y  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  which 

p re sen ted  themselves t o  t h e  B r i t i s h  high command f o r  ending 

t h e  r e b e l l i o n ,  1776 can c e r t a i n l y  be termed t h e  Year 

of  t h e  Carpenter :  The Bui ld ing  of t h e  Gallows. The 



a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  and m i l i t a r y  mis takes  made by t h e  Con t inen ta l  

Congress and t h e  Con t inen ta l  commanders i n  t h e  f i e l d  i n  

1776 s e t  t h e  s t a g e  f o r  t h e  opening m i l i t a r y  o p e r a t i o n s  of 

1777 and made t h e  Year of  t h e  Hangman a  r e a l  p o s s i b i l i t y .  

Important  p rogress  had been made i n  o rgan iz ing  t h e  

r e b e l l i n g  army s i n c e  t h a t  A p r i l  day when John Adams su r-  

veyed m i l i t a r y  p rospec t s  a t  Cambridge. The army had 

evolved from a v i r t u a l  r a b b l e  i n  f r o n t  of Boston t o  a  com- 

p l e x ,  though i n e f f i c i e n t ,  m i l i t a r y  machine. From t h e  day 

t h e  army was adopted by Congress on June 15 ,  1775, t h e  

d e l e g a t e s  assumed r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  i t s  supply  and organi-  

z a t i o n .  To m e e t  t h e  i n i t i a l  needs  of  t h e  army, Congress 

e s t a b l i s h e d  l o g i s t i c a l  depar tments  w i t h i n  t h e  army, such a s  

t h e  Quar t e rmas t e r  and Commissary Departments. However, 

u n t i l  June 1 2 ,  1776, t h e  o v e r a l l  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  of t h e  army 

was l e f t  purposely  under t h e  c o n t r o l  of  Congress a s  a  whole. 

Congress was r e l u c t a n t  t o  p l a c e  t h e  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  of t h e  

army i n t o  t h e  hands of a  s i n g l e  e x e c u t i v e ,  due t o  England's  

exper ience  wi th  t h e  S t u a r t  monarchies. To d e a l  wi th  iriune- 

d i a t e  , s p e c i f i c  m i l i t a r y  problems, Congress was con ten t  t o  

appoin t  ad hoc committees from among i t s  members. 

However, when news of  t h e  Quebec d i s a s t e r  reached 

P h i l a d e l p h i a  i n  t h e  s p r i n g  of 1776, t h e  d i r e c t i o n  of t h e  

war took a  new and more complicated t u r n .  I n s t e a d  of  a  

s t a t i o n a r y  w a r ,  Congress w a s  f aced  wi th  one i n  which 

speed and m o b i l i t y  were key e lements .  This  new mobile war 

p re sen ted  a  p l e t h o r a  of  problems f o r  Congress i n  i t s  



a t tempt  t o  keep t h e  Con t inen ta l  Army s u p p l i e d  and armed. 

Because Congress a l s o  had t o  add res s  many o t h e r  problems 

and d e c i s i o n s  which were non- mil i tary  i n  n a t u r e ,  it could 

no longe r  d e a l  wi th  t h e  d a i l y  m i l i t a r y  wants of t h e  army. 

Delega tes ,  such a s  John Adams, Richard Henry Lee, and 

Samuel Adams, r e a l i z e d  t h e  need f o r  a  more permanent body 

t o  coo rd ina t e  t h e  de fens ive  m i l i t a r y  e f f o r t s  o f  t h e  t h i r -  

t e e n  r e b e l l i n g  c o l o n i e s .  A committee w a s  needed t o  possess  

e s s e n t i a l  m i l i t a r y  knowledge such a s  t roop  s t r e n g t h s ,  t r o o p  

l o c a t i o n s ,  a  l i s t  of t h e  o f f i c e r  co rps ,  t h e  cond i t i on  and 

m i l i t a r y  s i t u a t i o n  of a l l  of  t h e  Con t inen ta l  armies and 

s t a t e  m i l i t i a s ,  t h e  q u a n t i t y  o f  ordnance,  muni t ions ,  and 

c l o t h i n g  i n  Con t inen ta l  pos ses s ion ,  and t h e  l o c a t i o n  of  

such ordnance and s u p p l i e s .  Thus, when Samuel Chase and 

Char les  C a r r o l l  of C a r r o l l t o n  presen ted  t h e i r  a larming 

r e p o r t  on t h e  s t a t e  of t h e  c o l l a p s i n g  Northern Army on 

June 11, 1776, and i n d i c a t e d  t h a t  a  n e g l e c t  by Congress 

c o n t r i b u t e d  t o  t h a t  army's d e t e r i o r a t i o n ,  Congress was 

ready t o  c r e a t e  such an a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  body. On June 1 2 ,  

1776, t h e  Board of War and Ordnance was e s t a b l i s h e d  t o  

become t h e  m i l i t a r y  in format ion  c e n t e r  f o r  t h e  Con t inen ta l  

Congress and t o  l i f t  t h e  burden of  t h e  day-to-day opera-  

t i o n s  of  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Army from i t s  shou lde r s .  

The Board of War and Ordnance was no t  an innova t ive  

a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  body c r e a t e d  by Congress. Ra ther ,  it was an 

a d a p t a t i o n  from t h e  B r i t i s h  system which u t i l i z e d  a  Secre-  

t a r y  a t  War and a  Board of Ordnance. Congress merely 



combined t h e  two o f f i c e s  i n t o  one committee. The members 

of t h e  Board of War were s e l e c t e d  very  c a r e f u l l y  by Congress 

a s  a  whole. Each geographica l  s e c t i o n  and p o l i t i c a l  fac-  

t i o n  i n s i s t e d  on having a r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  i n  t h e  W a r  O f f i c e  

t o  p reven t  r i v a l s  from becoming t o o  powerful  and d i c t a t i n g  

t o  t h e  r e s t  of  t h e  s t a t e s .  The Southern d e l e g a t e s  were 

e s p e c i a l l y  susp ic ious  of  t h e  New England s t a t e s .  Thus, 

p o l i t i c a l l y  and geograph ica l ly ,  t h e  War O f f i c e  was d i s -  

t i n c t l y  m u l t i p a r t i s a n .  Roger Sherman and John Adams were 

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  from New England. James Wilson r ep re-  

sen ted  t h e  s e c t i o n a l  i n t e r e s t s  of  t h e  Middle s t a t e s ,  and 

Edward Kutleage and Benjamin Harr ison r ep re sen ted  t h e  

Southern s t a t e s .  Adams and Sherman were members of  t h e  

r a d i c a l  f a c t i o n  i n  Congress, and Wilson, Har r i son ,  and Rut- 

ledge were conse rva t ives .  The r a d i c a l  from Maryland, 

Char les  C a r r o l l  of C a r r o l l t o n ,  was l a t e r  added t o  t h e  com- 

m i t t e e  t o  b r i n g  t h e  War Of f i ce  i n t o  p o l i t i c a l  equ i l i b r ium.  

The most populated s t a t e s  had r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  on t h e  com- 

m i t t e e  because t h e s e  s tates were t o  supply most of  t h e  man- 

power f o r  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Army. The s t a t e s  which were 

impor tan t  producers  o r  manufacturers  of  v i t a l  w a r  m a t e r i a l e  

and p r o v i s i o n s  a l s o  were r ep re sen ted  on t h e  Board of W a r .  

Thus, i t  i s  c l e a r  t h a t  t h e  members of  t h e  W a r  O f f i ce  were 

n o t  randomly s e l e c t e d  by Congress b u t  were chosen d e l i b-  

e r a t e l y  and c a r e f u l l y .  

The i n i t i a l  d u t i e s  and r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  ass igned  

t o  t h e  Board of War w e r e  of t h e  o r g a n i z a t i o n a l  v a r i e t y .  



This has  l e d  some h i s t o r i a n s ,  such a s  Marshal l  Smelser and 

F rede r i ck  S. R o l a t e r ,  t o  conclude t h a t  t h e  War O f f i c e  was 

merely a  c l e r i c a l ,  paper- shuf f l ing  committee. However, t h e  

evidence c l e a r l y  i l l u s t r a t e s  t h a t  a s  t h e  summer and autumn 

campaigns progressed ,  t h e  Board of War assumed a  d i r e c t  

r o l e  i n  t h e  a c t u a l  p rosecu t ion  of t h e  war. For  t h e  sake of 

d i s c u s s i o n ,  t h e  d u t i e s  and r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  of  t h e  War 

Of f i ce  have been ca t ego r i zed  a s  c l e r i c a l  and l o g i s t i c a l  i n  

p rev ious  c h a p t e r s .  However, i n  t h e  r e a l i t i e s  of  1776, t h e  

members of t h e  committee could ha rd ly  d i s t i n g u i s h  one func-  

t i o n  from t h e  o t h e r  because,  i n  many c a s e s ,  t hey  o f t e n  went 

hand i n  hand. This  can be i l l u s t r a t e d  when t h e  War Off i c e  

provided t h e  Northern Army wi th  exper ienced ,  q u a l i f i e d  lead-  

e r s h i p  ( a  c l e r i c a l  f u n c t i o n ) .  This  a c t i o n  would have been 

meaningless i f  t h e  committee a l s o  d i d  n o t  send them t roops  

t o  command ( a  l o g i s t i c a l  f u n c t i o n ) .  Thus, both respons i-  

b i l i t i e s  were e q u a l l y  impor tan t .  

During t h e  summer and autumn campaigns, t h e  Board 

of War performed many important  c l e r i c a l  and l o g i s t i c a l  

f u n c t i o n s  i n  connect ion with  t h e  prosecu t ion  of  t h e  war. 

Not one of  t h e  f i v e  major Con t inen ta l  armies  i n  t h e  t h i r -  

t e e n  r e b e l l i n g  s t a t e s  was overlooked by t h e  War Of f i ce .  The 

Northern Army's cha in  of command was reorganized  and expe r i-  

enced commanders were d i spa tched  by t h e  committee t o  

Crown P o i n t  and Tyconderoga. Even be fo re  t h e  War Of f i ce  

was o f f i c i a l l y  c r e a t e d ,  t h e  members played a  prominent r o l e  

i n  implementing a  p lan  f o r  r e i n f o r c i n g  t h a t  army a s  w e l l  a s  



t h e  o t h e r  f o u r  Con t inen ta l  armies .  Once t h e  Board of  War 

was c r e a t e d ,  t h e  members made p r o v i s i o n  f o r  payment of 

t h e  Northern Army and s t r a i g h t e n e d  o u t  t h e  supply system 

by i n t e r v e n i n g  i n  t h e  d i s p u t e  between t h e  commissaries. 

The committee s e n t  General  Washington exper ienced eng inee r s  

t o  he lp  p repa re  defenses  f o r  t he  i nvas ion  by t h e  Howe 

b r o t h e r s  and o therwise  a ided  him i n  va r ious  ways. I n  t h e  

Southern M i l i t a r y  Department, t h e  Eoard of War took t h e  

South Ca ro l ina  r ange r s  i n t o  Con t inen ta l  pay i n  an e f f o r t  

t o  s t a b i l i z e  t h e  Southern f r o n t i e r s .  I n  a d d i t i o n ,  t h e  War 

O f f i c e  c r e a t e d  a permanent a r t i l l e r y  corps  and drew up a  

p l an  f o r  a  p r o f e s s i o n a l  r e g u l a r  army t o  c o n s i s t  of  e i g h t y-  

e i g h t  regiments .  Quotas  were e s t a b l i s h e d  f o r  each s t a t e ,  

accord ing  t o  popu la t ion ,  t o  supply  t r o o p s  f o r  t h e  new 

army. 

The War Of f i ce  provided t h e  armies  wi th  arms and 

muni t ions .  F l i n t s ,  gunpowder, muskets, and cannon were 

acqui red  by t h e  committee and s e n t  t o  t h e  a r e a s  of combat 

wi th  a l a c r i t y .  The Board of  War d i d  a l l  i n  i t s  power t o  

supply  t h e  t r o o p s  wi th  c l o t h i n g  and camp equipment. I n  

s h o r t ,  t h e  War O f f i c e  became involved  i n  a l l  a s p e c t s  of  

supply ing  t h e  Con t inen ta l  Army wi th  t h e  a r t i c l e s  of  war. 

Indeed,  i n  t h e  s i x  months s i n c e  i t s  i n c e p t i o n ,  from June t o  

December of 1776, t h e  Board of W a r  d i d  much t o  p u t  t h e  

Con t inen ta l  Army on a  "more r e s p e c t a b l e  f o o t i n g . "  Why, 

t h e n ,  was 1776 such a  f r u s t r a t i n g  and d i s a p p o i n t i n g  yea r  

f o r  t h e  r e b e l s ,  one which s a w  Congress f l e e  Ph i l ade lph ia  



f o r  t h e  s a f e t y  of Bal t imore ,  and one which s e t  t h e  s t a g e  

f o r  t h e  opening campaigns of 1777, t h e  Year of t h e  Hangman? 

The major i n t e r n a l  weakness of  t he  Board of War was 

t h e  l a c k  of  m i l i t a r y  exper ience  and e x p e r t i s e  among i t s  

members. The d e l e g a t e s  e l e c t e d  t o  t h e  War Of f i ce  c o n s i s t e d  

of  a  p l a n t e r ,  a  merchant,  lawyers ,  and land  s p e c u l a t o r s .  

These men were knowledgeable i n  c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  law and 

f i n a n c e ,  b u t  no t  i n  m i l i t a r y  a f f a i r s .  The exc lus ion  of a  

p r o f e s s i o n a l  s o l d i e r  among t h e  members of  t h e  committees 

w a s  i n t e n t i o n a l  on t h e  p a r t  of Congress because t h e  de l e-  

g a t e s  f e a r e d  t h e  p o s s i b l e  r ise of a  Cromwell. 

The l a c k  of m i l i t a r y  e x p e r t i s e  on t h e  committee 

undoubtedly hindered t h e  War Of f i ce  i n  some of i t s  a c t i v i -  

t ies .  The War O f f i c e  was unable  t o  f o r e c a s t  t h e  f u t u r e  

a r m s ,  muni t ions ,  and supply wants of  t h e  army. Thus, s tock-  

p i l e s  of ordnance o f t e n  lagged behind t h e  demands of t h e  

army. Congress and t h e  War Of f i ce  o f t e n  assumed t h a t  such 

war m a t e r i a l e  could be ob ta ined  on t h e  s p u r  of  t h e  moment. 

The economic r e a l i t i e s  of t h e  t h i r t e e n  r e b e l l i n g  s t a t e s  made 

such a c q u i s i t i o n  d i f f i c u l t ,  i f  n o t  imposs ib le .  The s t a t e s  

simply d i d  n o t  have t h e  manufactur ing f a c i l i t i e s  t o  supply 

t h e  army quick ly .  Whether t h e  presence  of a  p r o f e s s i o n a l  

s o l d i e r  on t h e  Board of War could have a l l e v i a t e d  some of  

t h e  f o r e c a s t i n g  d i f f i c u l t i e s  i s  a ques t ion  t h a t  must awa i t  

f u r t h e r  s tudy  e s p e c i a l l y  a f t e r  Hora t io  Gates was appointed 

t o  t h e  committee i n  October of  1777. Never the less ,  t h e  

evidence r e v e a l s  t h a t  i n  1776, t h e  c i v i l i a n s  on t h e  Eoard 



of W a r  and Ordnance d i d  t h e i r  b e s t  t o  comply wi th  r e q u e s t s  

from t h e  f i e l d  commanders f o r  re inforcements  , s u p p l i e s ,  and 

ordnance. The committee responded t o  such r e q u e s t s  w i th  

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  and a l a c r i t y .  

But t h e r e  were o t h e r  f a c t o r s  which c o n t r i b u t e d  t o  

t h e  r e v e r s e s  s u f f e r e d  by t h e  Americans i n  1776. The Board 

of W a r  d i s cove rea  r e l u c t a n c e  on t h e  p a r t  of  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  

s t a t e s  t o  s a c r i f i c e  s t a t e  p r e r o g a t i v e  i n  t h e  i n t e r e s t  of 

t h e  common weal. The r e b e l l i n g  s t a t e s  f e a r e d  t h e  Continen-  

t a l  Congress would only  become a  s u b s t i t u t e  f o r  Great  

B r i t a i n '  s s t r o n g  par l iamentary  c o n t r o l .  Thus, t h e  War O f f i c e  

o f t e n  found t h a t  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  s t a t e s  were a s  g r e a t  a  

hindrance t o  t h e  committee 's  e f f o r t s  t o  p rosecu te  t h e  war 

a s  were o t h e r  f a c t o r s .  The dependence on s t a t e  and l o c a l  

m i l i t i a s  t o  do t h e  m a j o r i t y  of t h e  f i g h t i n g  a l s o  impeded t h e  

American war e f f o r t .  Since t h e s e  t r o o p s  were s t a t e  con- 

t r o l l e d ,  Congress and t h e  Board of War had l i t t l e  o r  no 

c o n t r o l  over  them. The W a r  O f f i ce  could on ly  urge t h e  

s t a t e s  t o  send t h e i r  m i l i t i a  t r o o p s  t o  t h e  a r e a s  of  combat. 

But even t h e  s t a t e s  found it d i f f i c u l t  t o  r a i s e  t h e i r  

m i l i t i a  due t o  u n c o n t r o l l a b l e  f a c t o r s .  The c i t i z e n -  

s o l d i e r s  were r e l u c t a n t  t o  march t o  t h e  a r e a s  o f  combat a t  

t h e  h e i g h t  of t h e  growing season ,  and t h e  f e a r  of  d i s e a s e  

f u r t h e r  dampened t h e  m i l i t i a ' s  a ruor .  And, once on t h e  

march, t h e  l a c k  of q u a l i t y  roads  through t h e  wooded, h i l l y  

t e r r a i n  hindered t r o o p  and supply movement s o  t h a t  r e i n f o r c e-  

ments and war materiale were o f t e n  slow i n  a r r i v i n g .  Once 



t h e  m i l i t i a  a r r i v e d  a t  t h e  a r e a s  of combat, t h e i r  s h o r t  

e n l i s t m e n t s  o f t e n  exp i r ed  j u s t  on t h e  eve of b a t t l e  and 

few of t h e s e  t r o o p s  were persuaded t o  s t a y .  

F i n a l l y ,  t h e  outcome on t h e  f i e l d  of b a t t l e  u l t i -  

mately depends upon t h e  a b i l i t y  of  t h e  f i e l d  commanders. 

The Con t inen ta l  Army lacked exper ienced ,  p r o f e s s i o n a l l y  

t r a i n e d  s o l d i e r s .  The Commander-in-Chief of t h e  Con t inen ta l  

Army, George Washington, was on ly  a  co lone l  i n  t h e  V i r g i n i a  

m i l i t i a  p r i o r  t o  1775. Char les  Lee, a  s o l d i e r  of f o r t u n e ,  

achieved t h e  rank of Major-General i n  t h e  P o l i s h  Army bu t  

never  commanded a  l a r g e  body of t roops .  And Hora t io  Gates ,  

a l though a  major i n  t h e  B r i t i s h  Army, was no ted  more f o r  

h i s  o r g a n i z a t i o n a l  a b i l i t i e s  than  f o r  h i s  prowess a s  a  

f i e l a  commander. Thus, a g a i n s t  t h e  seasoned commanders 

ana p r o f e s s i o n a l  s o l d i e r s  of t h e  B r i t i s h  Army, t h e  Conti-  

n e n t a l  commanders and green Con t inen ta l  t r o o p s  and s t a t e  

m i l i t i a s  o f t e n  found themselves outmaneuvered and over-  

matched on t h e  f i e l d  of combat. A l l  o f  t h e s e  f a c t o r s  con- 

t r i b u t e d  t o  t h e  r e v e r s e s  s u f f e r e d  by t h e  Americans i n  1776. 

Never the less ,  t h e  evidence c l e a r l y  r e v e a l s  t h a t  

t h e  Board of War and Ordnance i n  1776 was more than  j u s t  a  

c l e r i c a l ,  paper- shuff  l i n g  committee. The W a r  O f f i ce  was n o t ,  

a s  Marshal l  Smelser sugges ted ,  "more o f  a  game than  a  

r e a l i t y .  " The s t a k e s  of t h e  r e b e l l i o n  were f a r  t o o  g r e a t  

f o r  t h e  committee t o  have been a  game. The d e l e g a t e s  t o  

t n e  Con t inen ta l  Congress r e a l i z e d  t h a t  i f  t h e  r e b e l l i o n  

f a i l e d ,  many, i f  no t  a l l  of them, would hang on t h e  



London gal lows.  But ,  due t o  t h e  c i rcumstances  d e s c r i b e d ,  

by t i e  end of  1776,  t h e  C o n t i n e n t a l  Army w a s  i n  headlong 

r e t r e a t  and Conqress had f l e d  t o  Bal t imore .  The Year of  

t h e  Ca rpen t e r  came t o  an end ,  and t h e  s t a g e  was s e t  f o r  

t h e  opening campaigns of  1777. The Year o f  t h e  Hangman 

appeared t o  be a  r e a l  p o s s i b i l i t y .  
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