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J OSEPH PLUMB MARTIN

A Soldier’s View of the Revolutionary War

Joseph Plumb Martin, born in western Massachusetts in 1 760, became a soldier in the
Revolution before his sixteenth birthday. After serving with Connecticut troops in 1776,
he enlisted as a regular in the Continental Army in April 1777 and persevered until the
army was demobilized in 1783. During this period he fought with the Light Infantry as
well as in the Corps of Sappers and Miners, who built fortifications and dug trenches. One
of the few soldiers to serve for virtually the entire waf, he repeatedly risked health and life:
in the defense of New York City in 1776, at the Battle of Germantown in Pennsylvania
in 1777, at Valley Forge in the winter of 1 7771778, at the Battle of Monmouth in New
Jersey in 1778, and at the climactic siege of Yorktown in 1781.

Published in Maine in 1830, Martin’s A Narrative of Some of the Adventures,
Dangers, and Sufferings of a Revolutionary Soldier is a usually good-humored,
unvarnished picture of an ordinary soldier whose major concern. is ofien his next meal or
keeping warm through a cold night. Yet he expresses sharply the widely shared resentment
among common soldiers toward civilian patriots “sitting still and expecting the army to do
notable things while fainting from sheer stayvation. » And he fundamentally objects to the
way his generation remembered the history of the war: “great men get great praise, little
men, nothing. But it always was so and always will be.” In fact, historians in the present
age have at last devoted energy to recapturing the contributions of men like Joseph Plumb
Martin, whose narrative offers the only detailed account historians have discovered of the
wartime experience of a common Revolutionary War soldier.

James Kirby Martin, ed., Ordinary Courage: The Revolutionary War Adveniures of Joseph Plumb Martin,
rev, ed. (St. James, N.Y.: Brandywine Press, 1999), 1-2, 15-17, 29, 34-35, 61-64.
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PREFACE

. Tshall...by way of preface, inform the reader that my intention is to give
a succinct account of some of my adventures, dangers, and sufferings during
my several campaigns in the Revolutionary army. My readers . . . must not ex-

pect any great fransactions to be exhibited-to-their notice- “No-alpine_wonders

thunder through my tale,” but they are here, once for all, requested to bear it in
mind, that they are not the achievements of an officer of high grade which they
are perusing, but the common transactions of one of the lowest in station in an
army, a private soldier.

Should the reader chance to ask himself this question . . . how could any
man of common sense ever spend his precious time in writing such a rhapsody
of nonsense? To satisfy his inquiring mind, I would inform him, that, as the ad-
age says, ‘‘every Crow thinks her own young the whitest,” so every private soldier
in an army thinks his particular services as essential to carry on the war he is
engaged in, as the services of the most influential general: And why not? ‘What
could officers do without such men? Nothing at all. Alexander! never could have
conquered the world without private soldiers.

But, says the reader, this is low; the author gives us nothing but everyday
occurrences; I could tell as good a story myself. Very true, M. Reader, everyone
can tell what he has done in his lifetime, but everyone has not been a soldier,
and consequently can know but little or nothing of the sufferings and fatigues
incident to an army. All know everyday OCCUITEnces, but few know the hardships
of the “tented field.” I wish to have a better opinion of my readers, whoever they
may be, than even to think that any of them would wish me to stretch the truth to
furnish them with wonders that I never saw, or acts or deeds 1 never performed.
I can give them no more than I have to give, and if they are dissatisfied after all,
T must say I am sorry for them and myself too; for them, that they expect more
than I can do, and myself, that T am so unlucky as not to have it in my power to
please them. . . .

The critical grammarian may find enough to feed his spleen upon if he pe-
ruses the following pages; but . . . if the common readers can understand {my ac-
count], it is all I desire; and to give them an idea, though but a faint one, of what
the army suffered that gained and secured our independence, is all I wish. . ..

A note of interrogation: Why we were made to suffer so much in so good
and just a cause; and a note of admiration to all the world, that an army volun-
tarily engaged to serve their country, when starved, and naked, and suffering
everything short of death (and thousands even that), should be able to persevere
through an eight years war, and come off conquerors at last! But lest should
make my preface longer than my story, 1 will here bring it to a close.

1. Alexander: Alexander the Great, the ancient Macedonian king who conquered territories from
Greece to Egypt to India and beyond.
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CAMPAIGN OF 1776

I remained in New York two or three months, in which time several things oc-
curred, but so trifling that I shall not mention them; when, sometime in the latter
part of the month of August, I was ordered upon a fatigue party. We had scarcely
— - ————reached the grand parade-when I-saw-our sergeant maj or_directing his course
up Broadway toward us in rather an unusual step for him. He soon arrived and
informed us, and then the commanding officer of the party, that he had orders
to take off all belonging to our regiment and march us to our quarters, as the
regiment was ordered to Long Island, the British having landed in force there.
Although this was not unexpected to me, yet it gave me rather a disagreeable
feeling, as I was pretty well assured I should have to sniff a little gunpowder.
However, I kept my cogitations to myself, went to my quarters, packed up my
clothes, and got myself in readiness for the expedition as soon as possible. I then
went to the top of the house where 1 had a full view of that part of the Island; I
distinctly saw the smoke of the field artillery, but the distance and the unfavor-
ableness of the wind prevented my hearing their report, at least but faintly. The
horrors of battle then presented themselves to my mind in all their hideousness;
T must come to it now, thought I. Well, I will endeavor to do my duty as well as
I am able and leave the event with Providence.

We were soon ordered to our regimental parade, from which, as soon as
the regiment was formed, we were marched off for the ferry. At the lower end
of the street were placed several casks of sea bread, ... nearly hard enough for
musket flints; the casks were unheaded and each man was allowed to take as
many as he could as he marched by. As my good luck would have it, there was
a momentary halt made; T improved the opportunity thus offered me, as every
good soldier should upon all important occasions, to get as many of the biscuits
as 1 possibly could; no one said anything to me, and 1 filled my bosom and took
as many as I could hold in my hand, a dozen or more in all, and when we arrived
at the ferry stairs I stowed them away in my knapsack. We quickly embarked on
board the boats. As each boat started, three cheers were given by those on board,
which was returned by the numerous spectators who thronged the wharves; they
all wished us good luck, apparently, although it was with most of them perhaps
nothing more than ceremony.

We soon landed at Brooklyn, upon the Island, marched up the ascent from
the ferry to the plain. We now began to meet the wounded men, another sight
I was unacquainted with, some with broken arms, some with broken legs, and
some with broken heads. The sight of these a little daunted me, and made me
think of home, but the sight and thought vanished together. We marched a short
distance, when we halted to refresh ourselves. Whether we had any other victuals
besides the hard bread I do not remember, but I remember my gnawing at them;
they were hard enough to break the teeth of a rat. One of the soldiers complain-
ing of thirst to his officer, “Look at that man,” said he, pointing to me, “he is not
thirsty, I will warrant it.” I felt a little elevated to be styled a man.

While resting here, which was not more than 20 minutes or half an hour,
the Americans and British were warmly engaged within sight of us. What were
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the feelings of most or all the young soldiers at this time, I know not, but I know
what were mine. But let mine or theirs be what they might, I saw a lieutenant
who appeared to have feelings not very enviable; whether he was actuated by fear
or the canteen I cannot determine now. I thought it fear at the time, for he ran
round among the men of his company, sniveling and blubbering, praying each
——one-if he-had-aught-against him, orif hehad injured anyone that they would for-

give him, declaring at the same time that he, from his heart, forgave them if they
had offended him, and I gave him full credit for his assertion; for had he been at
the gallows with a halter about his neck, he could not have shown more fear or
penitence. A fine soldier you are, I thought, a fine officer, an exemplary man for
young soldiers! I would have then suffered anything short of death rather than
have made such an exhibition of myself. . ..

... A number of our sick were sent off to Norwalk in Connecticut to re-
cruit [rest]. I was sent with them as a nurse. We were billeted [housed] among
the inhabitants. T had in my ward seven or eight sick soldiers, who were (at least
soon after their arrival there) as well in health as I was. All they wanted was a
cook and something for a cook to exercise his functions upon. The inhabitants
here were almost entirely what were in those days termed tories. An old lady, of
whom I often procured milk, used always when I went to her house to give me &
Jecture on my opposition to our good King George. She had always said (she told
me) that the regulars would make us fly like pigeons. . . .

Our surgeon came among us soon after this and packed us all off to camp,
save two or three who were discharged. I arrived at camp with the rest, where we
remained, moving from place to place as occasion required, undergoing hunger,
cold, and fatigue until the 25th day of December, 1776, when I was discharged
(my term of service having expired) at Philipse Manor, in the state of New York
near Hudson’s River.

Here ends my first campaign. I had learned ‘something of a soldier’s life,
enough I thought to keep me at home for the future. Indeed, I was then fully
determined to rest easy with the knowledge I had acquired in the affairs of the
army. But the reader will find . . . that the ease of a winter spent at home caused
me to alter my mind. I had several kind invitations to enlist into the standing
army then about to be raised, especially a very pressing one to engage in a regi-
ment of horse, but I concluded to try a short journey on foot first. Accordingly,
T set off for my good old grandsire’s, where 1 arrived, I think, on the 27th, two
days after my discharge, and found my friends all alive and well. They appeared
to be glad to see me, and I am sure I was really glad to see them.

: CAMPAIGN OF 1777

... [W]e joined the grand army near Philadelphia, and the heavy baggage being
sent back to the rear of the army, we were obliged to put us up huts by laying up
poles and covering them with leaves, a capital shelter from winter storms. Here
we continued to fast; indeed we kept a continual Lent as faithfully as ever any
of the most rigorous of the Roman Catholics did. But there was this exception;
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we had no fish or eggs or any other substitute for our commons. Qurs was a real
fast and, depend upon it, we were sufficiently mortified.?

About this time the whole British army left the city, came out, and en-
camped, or rather lay, on Chestnut Hill in our immediate neighborhood. We
hourly expected an attack from them; we had a commanding position and were

——very sensible of it We were keptconstantly on-the-alert; and-wished nothing

more than to have them engage us, for we were sure of giving them a drubbing,
being in excellent fighting trim, as we were starved and as cross and ill-natured
as curs. The British, however, thought better of the matter, and, after several days
maneuvering on the hill, very civilly walked off into Philadelphia again. . ..

Soon after the British had quit their position on Chestnut Hill, we left this
place, and after marching and countermarching back and forward some days,
we crossed the Schuylkill on a cold, rainy, and snowy night upon a bridge of
wagons set end to end and joined together by boards and planks. And after a few
days more maneuvering we at last settled down at a place called “the Gulf ” (so
named on account of a remarkable chasm in the hills); and here we encamped
some time, and here we had liked to have encamped forever—for starvation here
rvioted in its glory. . . .

While we lay here, there was a Continental thanksgiving ordered by Con-
gress; and as the army had all the cause in the world to be particularly thankful,
if not for being well off, at least that it was no worse, we were ordered to partici-
pate in it. We had nothing to eat for two or three days previous, except what the
trees of the fields and forests afforded us. But we must now have what Congress
said—a sumptuous thanksgiving to close the year of high living we had now
nearly seen brought to a close. Well, to add something extraordinary to our pres-
ent stock of provisions, our country, ever mindful of its suffering army, opened
her sympathizing heart so wide upon this occasion as to give us something to
make the world stare. And what do you think it was, reader? Guess. You cannot
guess, be you as much of a Yankee as you will. I will tell you: It gave each and
every man half a gill of rice [about 2 ounces] and a tablespoonfil of vinegar!!

After we had made sure of this extraordinary superabundant donation, we
were ordered out to attend a meeting and hear a sermon delivered upon the
happy occasion. We accordingly went, for we could not help it. . . . I remember
the text, like an attentive lad at church. I can still remember that it was this, “And
the soldiers said unto him, And what shall we do? And he said unto them, Do vi-
olence to no man, nor accuse anyone falsely.” The preacher ought to have added
the remainder of the sentence to have made it complete: “And be content with
your wages.” But that would not do, it would be too apropos; however, he heard
it as soon as the service was over, it was shouted from a hundred tongues. . . .

The army was now not only starved but naked. The greatest part were not
only shirtless and barefoot but destitute of all other clothing, especially blankets.
I procured a small piece of raw cowhide and made myself a pair of moccasins,
which kept my feet (while they lasted) from the frozen ground, although as I well
remember the hard edges so galled my ankles while on a march that it was with

2. A humorous reference to the Catholic tradition of fasting by eating fish and eggs in place of meat.
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much difficulty and pain that I could wear them afterwards; but the only alter-

native I had was to endure this inconvenience or 0 go barefoot, as hundreds of

my companions had to, till they might be tracked by their blood upon the rough

frozen ground. But hunger, nakedness, and sore shins were not the only difficul-

ties we had at that time to encounter; we had hard duty to perform and little or
“~ho strength to perfornrit-with:

The army continued at and near the Gulf for some days, after which we
marched for the Valley Forge in order to take up our winter quarters. We were
now in a truly forlorn condition—n0 clothing, no provisions, and as disheartened
as need be. We arrived, however, at our destination a few days before Christmas.
Our prospect was indeed dreary. 1n our miserable condition, to go into the wild
woods and build us habitations to stay (not to five) in, in such a wealk, starved,
and naked condition, was appalling in the highest degree, especially to New En-
glanders, unaccustomed to such kind of hardships at home. However, there was
no remedy, no alternative but this or dispersion; but dispersion, I believe, was
not thought of —at least I did not think of it. We had engaged in the defense of
our injured country and were willing, nay, we were determined to persevere as
long as such hardships were not altogether intolerable. I had experienced what
1 thought sufficient of the hardships of a military life the year before (although
nothing in comparison to what I had suffered the present campaign) . . .; but we
were now absolutely in danger of perishing, and that too in the midst of a plenti-
ful country. We then had but little and often nothing to eat for days together; but
now we had nothing and saw no likelihood of any betterment of our condition.
Had there fallen deep snows (and it was the time of year to expect them) or even
heavy and long rainstorms, the whole army must inevitably have perished. Or
had the enemy, strong and well provided as he then was, thought fit to pursue us,
our poot emaciated carcasses must have “strewed the plain.” But a kind and holy
Providence took more notice and better care of us than did the country in whose
service we were wearing away out lives by piecemeal.

We arrived at the Valley Forge in the evening. It was dark; there was no wa-
ter to be found, and I was perishing with thirst. . .. [T}wo soldiers whom I did
not know passed by; they had some water in their canteens which they told me
they had found a good distance off, but could not direct me to the place as it was
very dark. I tried to beg a draught of water from them, but they were as rigid as
Arabs. At length I persuaded them to sell me a drink for three pence, Pennsylva-
nia currency, which was every cent of property I could then call my own, so great
was the necessity I was then reduced to.

I lay here two nights and one day and had not a morsel of anything to eat
all the time, save half of a small pumpkin, which I cooked by placing it upon
a rock, the skin side uppermost, and making a fire upon it. By the time it was
heat[ed] through I devoured it with as keen an appetite as I should a pie made of
it at some other time.

The second evening after our arrival here 1 was warned to be ready for a two
days command. I never heard a summons to duty with so much disgust before or
since as I did that; how I could endure two days more fatigue without nourish-
ment of some sort I could not tell. . . . However, in the morning . . . I went to the
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parade where I found a considerable number ordered upon the same business,
whatever it was. We were ordered to go to the quartermaster general and receive
from him our final orders. We accordingly repaired to his quarters, which was
about three miles from camp; here we understood that our destiny was to go into
the country on a foraging expedition, which was nothing more nor less than to
. procure provisions. from the inhabitants for the men in the army and forage for
the poor perishing cattle belonging to it, at the point of the bayonet. We stayed
at the quartermaster general’s quarters till sometime in the afternoon, during
which time a beef creature was butchered for us. I well remember what fine stuff
it was. . ..
We were then divided into several parties and sent off upon our expedition. . . .
‘We marched till night when we halted, and . . . this day we arrived at Milltown,
or Downingstown, a small village halfway between Philadelphia and Lancaster,
which was to be our quarters for the winter. . . . There was a commissary and a
wagonmaster general stationed here, the commissary to take into custody the
provisions and forage that we collected, and the wagonmaster general to regulate
the conduct of the wagoners and direct their motions. The next day after our ar-
rival at this place we were put into a small house in which was only one room,
in the center of the village. We were immediately furnished with rations of good
and wholesome beef and flour, built us up some berths to sleep in, and filled
them with straw, and felt as happy as any other pigs that were no better off than
ourselves. And now having got into winter quarters and ready to commence our
foraging business, I shall here end my account of my second campaign.

17

BOSTON KING
Choosing Sides

For many British North American colonists, especially those who were uneducated or lived
in the hinterlands, the decision over which side to support often hinged on such pedestrian
concerns as which side of a river they lived on, who shared their property line, and where
they were when war broke out. Boston King faced a more difficult choice. His decision was
daunting because he was a black slave.

Both loyalists and patriots recognized blacks’ importance to the war effort. Most free
blacks supported the revolutionaries, and northern states such as Connecticut and Rhode

Boston King, “Memoirs of the Life of Boston King, a Black Preacher, Written by Himself, during His
Residence at Kingswood-School,” <hitp://collections.ic.gc.ca/ blackloyalists/documents/diaries/
king-memoirs.htm> (1 Dec. 2002); originally published in drminian for the Methodist] Magazine X X1
(March, April, May, June, 1798): 105-11, 157-61, 209-13, 261-65.
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Island, with little plantation slavery, raised all-black regiments and made widespread use
of blacks in their militias. But southern states such as Virginia, South Carolina, and
Georgia were more circumspect about allowing blacks to serve in the military, fearing that
it might undermine slavery.

Early in the war, the British actively encouraged slaves to desert revolutionary masters

— inordertoexpand-the loyalistforces-and to-weaken the rebel economy. In 1715, the British

governor of Virginia, Lord Dunmore, issued a proclamation promising freedom to any
slave who escaped a rebel master and took up arms for the king. Many slaves heeded this
call despite the dangers of escape and the terrifying threats of punishment against Sfamily
and friends of runaways. In 1778, the Continental Army responded with its own policy
of freeing loyalist slaves, although in practice slaves of captured masters were often resold
Jor profit. Boston King was one of the thousands of slaves who responded to the promises
of freedom by escaping to the British lines and fighting for the crown.

Born on a plantation near Charles Town (now Chatleston), South Carolina, around
1760, King had been raised as a “privileged” house slave. Learning to read and write and
apprenticing to a carpenter as an adolescent, he had valuable skills and a freedom of move-
ment that was rare for slaves. His fear of severe punishment after a misdeed prompted his

Jlight to the British in his late teens. In 1782, after serving in the British army and twice
escaping reenslavement, King found himself in New York, the last British stronghold,
among thousands of loyalist refugees awaiting repatriation to Canada, West Florida, and
Jamaica.

Ultimately, it was decided that all blacks who had come to the British lines before
the signing of the provisional peace treaty of 1782 would be fiee, and all others would be
returned to their masters. Boston and his wife, Violet King, also an escaped slave, were
vepatriated to Birchtown, Nova Scotia, where they joined the nucleus of Canada’s Sirst
black community. Ten years later, they moved to Sierra Leone with nearly twelve hundred
of their neighbors, where King started a school for natives, became a Methodist minister,
and worked on his memoirs, published in 1798.

1 was born in the Province of South Carolina, 28 miles from Charles Town. My
father was stolen away from Africa when he was young. . . . My mother was
employed chiefly in attending upon those that were sick, having some knowledge
of the virtue of herbs, which she learned from the Indians. She likewise had the
care of making the people’s clothes, and on these accounts was indulged with
many privileges which the rest of the slaves were not. . . .
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... When 16 years old, I was bound apprentice to a trade. After being in the
shop about two years, I had the charge of my master’s' tools, which being very
good, were often used by the men, if I happened to be out of the way: When this
was the case, or any of them were lost, or misplaced, my master beat me severely,
striking me upon my head, or any other part without mercy. . . . About eight
months after, we were employed in building a storehouse, and nails were very

dear at that time, it being in the American war, so that the workmen had their
nails weighed out to them; on this account they made the younger apprentices
watch the nails while they were at dinner. It being my lot one day to take care of
them, which I did till an apprentice returtied to his work, and then I went to dine.
In the mean time he took away all the nails belonging to one of the journeymen,
and he being of very violent temper, accused me to the master with stealing of
them. For this offense I was beat and tortured most cruelly, and was laid up three
weeks before I was able to do any work. My proprietor,” hearing of the bad usage
I received, came to town, and severely reprimanded my master for beating me in
such a manner, threatening him, that if he ever heard the like again, he would
take me away and put me to another master to finish my time, and make him
pay for it. This had a good effect and he behaved much better to me, the two suc-
ceeding years, and I began to acquire a proper knowledge of my trade.

My master being apprehensive that Charles Town was in danger on account
of the war, removed into the country, about 38 miles off. Here we built a large
house for Mr. Waters, during which time the English took Charles Town. Having
obtained leave one day to see my parents, who had lived about 12 miles off, and it
being late before I could go, I was obliged to borrow one of Mr. Waters’s horses;
but a servant of my master’s took the horse from me to go [on] a little journey,
and stayed two or three days longer than he ought. This involved me in the greatest
perplexity, and T expected the severest punishment, because the gentleman to
who the horse belonged was a very bad man, and knew not how to show mercy.
To escape his cruelty, I determined to go [to] Charles Town, and throw myself
into the hands of the English. They received me readily, and I began to fee] the
happiness, liberty, of which I knew nothing before, altho’ T was grieved at first,
to be obliged to leave my friends, and among strangers.

In this situation I was seized with the smallpox and suffered great hardships;
for all the Blacks affected with that disease, were ordered to be carried a mile
from the camp, lest the soldiers should be infected, and disabled from marching.
This was a grievous circumstance to me and many others. We lay sometimes a
whole day without any thing to eat or drink; but Providence sent a man, who
belonged to the York volunteers whom I was acquainted with, to my relief. He
brought me such things as I stood in need of: and by the blessing of the Lord T
began to recover. . . .

[King continues his stint in the British army in the service of a Captain
Grey.]

1. The master of his apprenticeship, who was paid by King’s owner to teach him carpentry.
2. King’s owner,




17 » Choosing Sides 129

I tarried with Captain Grey about a year, and then left him, and came to
Nelson’s ferry. Here I entered into the service of the commanding officer of that
place. But our situation was very precarious; and we expected to be made prison-
ers every day; for the Americans had 1,600 men, not far off: whereas our whole
number amounted only to 250: But here were 1,200 English about 30 miles off;
only we knew not how to inform them of our danger, as the Americans were

in possession of the country. Our commander at length determined to send me
with a letter, promising me great rewards, if I was successful in the business, I
refused going on horseback, and set off on foot about 3 o’clock in the afternoon;
I expected every moment to fall in with the enemy, whom I well knew would
show me no mercy. I went on without interruption, till I got within six miles of
my journey’s end, and then was alarmed with a great noise a little before me.
But I stepped out of the road, and fell flat upon my face till they were gone by.
I then arose, and praised the Name of the Lord for his great mercy, and again
pursued my journey, till I came to Mums-corner tavern. I knocked at the door,
but they blew out the candle. I knocked again, and entreated the master to open
the door. At last he came with a frightful countenance, and said “I thought it
was the Americans; for they were here about an hour ago, and I thought they
were returned again.” I asked, how many were there? He answered, “about one
hundred.” I desired him to saddle his horse for me, which he did, and went
with me himself. When we had gone about two miles, we were stopped by the
picket-guard, till the Captain came out with 30 men: As soon as he knew that [
had brought an express from Nelson’s ferry, he received me with great kindness,
and expressed his approbation of my courage and conduct in this dangerous
business. Next morning, Colonel Small . . . sent 600 men to relieve the troops at
Nelson’s ferry.

Soon after I went to Charles Town, and entered on board a [man] of war.
As we were going to Chesapeake Bay, we were at the taking of a rich prize. We
stayed in the bay two days, and they sailed for New-York, where I went on shore.
Here I endeavoured to follow my trade, but for want of tools was obliged to re-
linquish it, and enter into service. But the wages were so low that I was not able
to keep myself in clothes, so that I was under the necessity of leaving my master
and going to another. I stayed with him four months, but he never paid me, and
1 was obliged to leave him also, and work about the town until T was married.

A year after I was taken very ill, but the Lord raised me up again in about
five weeks. 1 then went out in a pilotboat. We were at sea eight days, and had
only provisions for five, so that we were in danger of starving. On the 9th day
we were taken by an American whaleboat. I went on board them with a cheer-
ful countenance, and asked for bread and water, and made very free with them.
They carried me to Brunswick, and used me well. Notwithstanding which, my
mind was fairly distressed at the thought of being again reduced to slavery, and
separated from my wife and family; and at the same time it was exceeding dif-
ficult to escape from my bondage, because the river at Amboy was above a mile
over, and likewise another to cross at Staten-Island.

I called to remembrance the many great deliverances the Lord had wrought
for me, and besought him to save me this once, and 1 would serve him all the
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days of my life. While my mind was thus exercised, I went into the jail to see a
lad whom I was acquainted with at New-York. He had been taken prisoner, and
attempted to make his escape, but was caught 12 miles off: T hey tied him to the
tail of a horse, and in this manner brought him back to Brunswick. When I saw
him, his feet were fastened in the stocks, and at night both his hands. This was a

terrifying sight to me, as LexpectedAto,meetAwithfthefsameAkirr—l—d—ofi—treat*ment,ﬂ'f

taken in the act of attempting to regain my liberty. I was thankful that I was not
confined in a jail, and my master used me as well as I could expect; and indeed
the slaves about Baltimore, Philadelphia, and New-York, have as good victuals
as many of the English; for they have meat once a day, and milk for breakfast
and supper; and what is better than all, many of the masters send their slaves to
school at night, that they may learn to read the Scriptures. This is a privilege in-
deed. But alas, all these enjoyments could not satisfy me without liberty! Some-
times I thought, if it was the will of God that I should be a slave, I was ready
to resign myself to his will; but at other times I could not find the least desire to
content myself in slavery.

Being permitted to walk about when my work was done, T used to go to the
ferry, and observed, that when it was low water the people waded across the
river; tho’ at the same time I saw there were guards posted at the place to pre-
vent the escape of prisoners and slaves, As I was at prayer on Sunday evening, I
thought the Lord heard me, and would mercifully deliver me. Therefore putting
my confidence in him, about one o’clock in the morning I went down to the river
side, and found the guards were either asleep or in the tavern. I instantly entered
into the river, but when I was a little distance from the opposite shore, I heard
the sentinels disputing among themselves: One said “I am sure I saw a man cross
the river.” Another replied, “There is no such thing.” It seems they were afraid
to fire at me, or make an alarm, lest they should be punished for their negligence,
When I had got a little distance from the shore, I fell down upon my knees, and
thanked God for the deliverance. I traveled till about five in the morning, and
then concealed myself till seven o’clock at night, when I proceeded forward,
thro’ bushes and marshes, near the road, for fear of being discovered. When I
came to the river, opposite Staten-Island, I found a boat; and altho’ it was very
near a whaleboat, yet I ventured into it, and cutting the rope, got safe over. The
commanding officer, when informed of my case, gave me a passport, and I pro-
ceeded to New-York.

When I arrived at New-York, my friends rejoiced to see me once more re-
stored to liberty, and joined me in praising the Lord for his mercy and goodness.
But notwithstanding this great deliverance, and the promises T had made to serve
God, yet my good resolutions soon vanished away like the morning dew: The
love of this world extinguished my good desires, and stole away my heart from
God, so that I rested in a mere form of religion for near three years. About which
time, (in 1783) the horrors and devastation of war happily terminated and peace
was restored between America and Great Britain, which diffused universal joy
among all parties; except us, who had escaped from slavery and taken refuge
in the English army; for a report prevailed at New-York, that all the slaves, in
number 2000, were to be delivered up to their masters altho’ some of them had
been three or four years among the English. This dreadful rumour filled us all
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with inexpressible anguish and terror, especially when we saw our old masters
coming from Virginia, North Carolina, and other parts, and seizing upon their
slaves in the streets of New York, or even dragging them out of their beds. Many
of the slaves had very cruel masters, so that the thoughts of returning home with
them embittered life to us. For some days we lost our appetite for food, and sleep

The English had compassion upon us in the day of distress, and issued out

a Proclamation, importing, That all slaves should be free, who had taken refuge
in the British lines, and claimed the sanction and privileges of the Proclamations
respecting the security and protect?on of Negroes. In consequence of this, each
of us received a certificate from the commanding officer at New-York, which
dispelled all our fears, and filled us with joy and gratitude. Soon after, ships were
fitted out, and furnished with every necessary for conveying us to Nova Scotia.
We arrived at Birch Town in the month of August, where we all safely landed.
Every family had a lot of land, and we exerted all our strength in order to build

comfortable huts before the cold weather set in.

18

CATHERINE VAN CORTLANDT

Secret Correspondence of a Loyalist Wife

The Revolution was also a civil war. While most white Americans favored the patriot
cause, loyalists were strong in many locations and among many groups. The areas sut-
rounding New York City and along the Hudson River were predominantly Tory, as were
the eastern shore of Maryland and much of what was then the western frontier, particu-
larly the Carolinas and Georgia. Old loyalties died hard. Benjamin Franklin’s son Wil-
liam, as governor of New Jersey, was a prominent loyalist. George Washington, already
commanding the Continental Army, still drank to the king’s health daily until January
1776, when Thomas Paine’s Common Sense convinced him that the day of monarchy
had passed.
Philip Van Cortlandt of Hanover, New Jersey, retained his allegiance to the king.
He escaped arrest by a patriot party in December 1776 and entered military service on the
British side, receiving his commission from William Franklin. In letters sent to him by
secret messenger from the patriot stronghold in which she was living, his wife, Catherine
Van Cortlandt, described the family’s plight. Finally, George Washington took pity on
the family and gave them a pass to join Van Cortlandt in New York. The Van Cortlandts
never returned to New Jersey. Like many loyalists, they migrated first to Nova Scotia and

then to England.

H. O, H. Vernon-Jackson, ed., “A Loyalist’s Wife: Letters of Mrs. Philip Van Cortlandt, December
1776-February 1777,” History Today 14 (1964): 574-80.



~ December 15, 1776, Hanover, New Jersey
My dearest love, ~

You had not left us ten minutes last Sunday when a party of Light Horsemen,
headed by Joseph Morris, came to our once peaceful mansion all armed, who
. said they had positive orders to take you, my dear Philly, prisoner to Easton, and
your favourite horse Sampson to be carried to Morristown for the use of General
Lee from whom these cruel mandates were issued. What were my emotions
on seeing these wretches alight and without ceremony enter the doors you can
only conceive, you who know their base characters and how their present errand
must be received by your beloved family. When these bloody-minded men came
into the dining room our little flock gathered around me and with anxious eyes
watched my looks, whilst I was answering questions. . . . One of them (flourish-
ing his sword) swore bitterly that, if you was to be found alive on earth, he would
take you or have your heart’s blood. This was too much. They fled into their
nursery, bursting into tears; screams out, “Oh my dear Pappa, they will kill him,
they will kill him.” One of the inhuman men seemed touched and endeavoured
an excuse by saying they were sent by their General and therefore were obliged
to do their duty, even though against a person they formerly much esteemed, but
had been represented to General Lee as one too dangerous to be permitted to
stay in the country. Finding you was certainly gone . . . they went off and left me
in a situation . . . scarce to be described. My first care was the nursery to comfort
those innocent pledges of our mutual love. . . . Their sobbing and crying had
almost overcome them; and they would not be persuaded from a belief that the
wretches were gone to murder their dear Pappa. . . .

... The house is surrounded by eighteen or twenty armed men every night
in expectation of intercepting you, as they observed that you was too much at-
tached to your family to be long absent. Our dear children are again taken from
school in consequence of the cruel insults they daily receive for the principles of
their parents.

Inow write in fear and trembling and venture this by an honest Dutch farmer
who says he will deliver it into your hands.

January 20, 1777, Hanover, New Jersey
My beloved Philly,

.+ . The arrival of the Rebel Troops in this neighbourhood has been severely
. felt by us. Parties continually passing this way were always directed by officious
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people to stop at our house to breakfast, dine, or stay the night; the horses from
the teams were put into our barns to feed, without even the ceremony of asking
liberty. During the stay of the officers of the hospital we had some protection.
But immediately on their removal, several field officers from the New England
line and a company of privates took possession. . . . They were the most disor-
derly of their species and their officers were from the dregs of the people. Indeed,

two lieutenants messed and slept in the kitchen altogether, and would not be
prevailed upon to leave their quarters. . . . A French general has also come on
the hill at Dashwood, and daily draws his supply for his numerous cavalry from
our granary and barrack. =

Many of our female neighbours have been here, but I find their visits are only
to gratify curiosity and to add insult to our unremitted distress. One of them who
lives across the river, whose family we took so much pleasure in relieving when
friendless . . . said that formerly she always respected you and loved the ground
over which you walked, but now could with pleasure see your blood run down
the road. . . . The pious, devout and Reverend Mr. Green is very industrious in
promoting your ruin by declaring you an enemy to their cause. The farmers are
forbid to sell me provisions, and the millers to grind our grain. Our woods are cut
down for the use of their army, and that which you bought and left corded near
the river my servants are forbid to touch, though we are in the greatest distress
for the want of it. . . . Our dear children have been six weeks without any other
covering to their tender feet but woollen rags sewed round them to keep them
from freezing.

A few days ago, the colonel and other officers quartered here told me they
expected some of their brother officers to dine and spend the evening with them.
This I understood as a hint to provide accordingly, which I was determined to do
to the utmost of my powers, though from necessity. . . . After removal of the cloth,
I took the earliest opportunity . . . to absent myself; and then they set in for a
drinking match, every few minutes calling aloud upon the landlady to replenish
the decanters which were kept continually going. . . . At length, one of them [the
children] observed that the Gentlemen who used to dine with Papa never did so;
and if these were not his friends, why did Mamma treat them so well. . . .

A Servant came down and said the Gentlemen desired my company, as they
were going to dance. This confounded me. . . . Though I was much distressed,
my resolution supported me whilst I told him that the present situation of myself
and children would sufficiently apologize for my refusing to partake of any scenes
of mirth where my husband could not attend me. . . . Near ten o’clock . . . he re-
turned and entreated me to honour the Company for a few minutes as a Specta-
tor. . . . The Officers were dancing Reels with some tawdry dressed females I had
never seeu. . . .

February 12, 1777, Hanover, New Jersey

... The narrow escape of your last was something remarkable. T was sitting
about the dusk of evening in my room, very disconsolate with our dear children
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around me, reflecting on our deplorable situation and the gloomy prospects be-
fore me, when I heard a sudden rap at the street door. . . . I went myself to see
who it was, and lucky I did. A tall, thin man presented himself, and on my stoop-
ing to unbolt the door whispered, he had a letter for me. My heart fluttered. The
sentry was walking before the door, and two of the Officers were coming towards
me. I recollected myself and “desired the good man to walk into my room until I could

give him a little wine for the sick woman.” He took the hint, and as soon as he came
to my fireside gave me a letter, the outside of which I just looked at and threw it
under the head of my bed and immediately set about getting him some wine for
his wife to prevent suspicion. . . . The honest man after taking a dram went away,
being followed out of doors and questioned by the Officers, who had been vent-
ing, cursing, and swearing against the sentry for permitting anyone to approach
the house or speak to me without their first being acquainted with it. . . . The fre-
quent frolics of the Officers in the house, the Soldiers in the Nursery, and Cattle
constantly fed here has reduced our late Stock of plenty to a miserable pittance,
The other day was almost too much for me. We had been several days without
bread and were subsisting upon a half bushel of Indian meal which had been
given me by a Dutch farmer I did not know, who said he had heard of our situa-
tion and would take no pay. . . . Our stock of meal had been expended five days
and the Soldiers not being about, our little Sally immediately went into the Nurs-
ery, and picking up a piece of dirty bread which had been trod under their feet
came running up to me, wiping it with her frock, and with joy sparkling in her
eyes presented it to me crying out, “Do eat it, Mamma. "Tis good. "Tis charming
good bread. Indeed it is. I have tasted it.” This was too much.

The next day Doctor Bond . . . came to the house, and passing me suddenly
went into the back room and taking from under his coat a loaf of bread he gave
it to the children and before I could thank him he ran past me with his handker-
chief and hat before his face. . . .

A few days after, Doctor Bond came here and with a faltering voice told
me he was sent by General Washington to inform me that it was his positive
orders that our house should be taken as an Hospital to innoculate his Army
with the smallpox, and if I chose he would innoculate my family at the same
time. ... He ... promised to use his influence with the General to obtain the
only favour I had now to ask of him; which was, to go to my husband with my
children, servants, and such effects as I could take with me. . . .

February 19, 1777, Hoboken Ferry
My beloved husband,

Doctor Bond succeeded and with orders for my removal brought me General
Washington’s pass which I now enclose.

To describe the scene at parting with our few though sincere friends, the
destruction of our property, the insulting looks and behaviour of those who had
been accessory to our ruin . . . is more than I dare attempt. At four in the af-

“ternoon, a cold, disagreeable day, we bid adieu to our home to make room for
the sick of General Washington’s Army and, after an unpleasant and fatiguing
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journey, arrived at twelve o’clock at night at the Fork of the Rivers Rockaway,
Pompton and Haakinsack. A Young Woman, whose father and brother were
both in the Rebel service, was much affected with my situation and endeavoured
to remove me into another room. The next evening, after a most distressing ride
through snow and rain . . . we arrived at Campbell’s Tavern at Haakinsack, the
_____ mistress.of which refused me admittance when she was informed whose family

it was, alleging as an excuse that she expected a number of Officers. . .-

The town was filled with Soldiers and the night advancing . . . a person came
up to me, looked me in the face, and asked me to accompany him to his Uncle’s
house with my whole family. On entering a room with a large fire, it had an effect
on the children, whose storachs had been empty the greatest part of the day,
that caused instant puking, and was near proving fatal to them.

The next morning early, we again set off in a most uncomfortable sleet and
snow. . . . Our youngest children could not pass a farm yard where they were
milking cows without wishing for some. My little Willing was almost in agonies,
springing in my Arms and calling for milk. I therefore rode up and requested
the good man to let me have some from one of his pails. . . . The man stopped,
asked who we were, and . . . SWOre bitterly he would not give a drop to any Tory
Bitch. I offered him money, my children screamed; and, as I could not prevail,
I drove on.

... [T]he servants . . . had been obliged to leave me soon after setting off
from Haakinsack, on account of the baggage and the badness of the roads.
About two hours ago, they came in and inform[ed] me that, crossing the river
on the ice at the ferry, they were stopped and fired upon by a party of armed
Rebels, nearly killing several of them. . .. Upon being shewn a copy of General
Washington’s pass, . . . they damned the General “for giving the mistress a pass”
and said they were sorry they had not come a little sooner as they would have
stopped the whole . . . and immediately fell to plundering chests, trunks, boxes,
etc., throwing the heavy Articles into a hole in the ice, and breaking a barrel of
old fashioned China into a thousand pieces. . . .

... [Ble not surprised, my dear Pappa, if you see your Kitty altered. Indeed,
T am much altered. But I know your heart, you will not love me less, but heal
with redoubled affection and tenderness the wounds received in your behalf for
those principles of loyalty which alone induced you to leave to the mercy of
Rebels nine innocent children and your fond and ever affectionate Wife,

cVv.C




