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ECHAPTER Ig

1775:Rage Militaire

From the Batt le of Lexington to the Declarat ion ol ' Indeperr-
dence, al l  k incls of '  mi l i tan'  exercises. uni frrrms, and threats
aimed at the Bri t ish en jol  ed a rr ide \  (  )glre among Americans. A
letter f rom Phi ladelphia assured the Bri t ish rhar " the Rage
Mil i ta ire,  as the French cal l  a passion for arms, has taken
possession of the r,r'hole Continent."l Although commitment to
American independence gre\,v during the lr,ar, this popular
rage militnire vanished by the end of' 1776 and ne\rer retumed.
Even in 1776 i t  \vas a rveak echo of i ts loudest momenrs in 1775.
Months befbre the Lexington and Concord skirmishes, Ameri-
cans had begun mil i t ia dr i l ls to prepare fbr armed resistance.
As mobilization progressed, they enthusiastically celebrated the
citizens' rapidlv acquired skill in the manual of' arms and ir-r
{ield maneuvers. An obsen'er n,ho belier,ed rvhat he hearcl
rrould have concluded that the survival  of ' l iberty depended on
u,idespread voluntary submission to military discipline.

After lvar began, the Continental Army, most of rvhich be-
sieged Boston unt i l  March 1776, became the fbcus of Amel i-
cans'announced determinat ion to surpass the Bri t ish in mi l i tarv
prowess as in vir tue. Trvo strengths. t i - rey claimed, ensured this
superior i ty:  Americans used onl l '  the essenrials of dr i l l  u ' i thout
an intr icate, unnecessary dumb r i -r , - ,u, ,ancl  Americans possessed
"natural"  or "nat ive" or " innate" courage.

The pr inted manuals of arms and evolut ions that Ameri-
62ns ussd-especially Lervis Nicola's Treatise of Military Exercise
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I

't,

and Timothy Pickering's "easy" plan, adapted from an.Engl ish

model-emphasized simplicity, not shorv, by using the ferv-

est possible movements to load, fire, and maneuver' General

charles Lee assured Americans that they could dispense rvith
,,the tinsel ancl shou, of r,r,ar" and learn the essentials-to load

and fire, to ftlrm, to retreat, to advance. to change front' to

rally by the colors, to reduce from a line of fire (two deep)

to a line of impression (f<rur, six' or eight deep) 
- "lJ 

in three

months.2 The Massachusetts Counci l  adopted Pickering's plan

because it $'as not "cloged rvith many superfluous motions'

rvhich onlv sen'e to bui ' then the memory and perplex the

Learner."3 Americans, unl ike the Bri t ish, rvould aim their  mus-

kets. In all standard commands, the Continental Army and

the state militias rvould show that intelligent purposefulness

could overcome elaborate mechanical dexterity and the su-

perstitious a.we that made such techniques fbrmidable.."A$'ay

ihen," Pickering \'\ 'rote, "with the trappings (as rvell as tricks) of

the parade: Aiericans need them not: their eves are not to be

daril"d, nor their hearts alr,ed int. se^'il itr'. b' the splenclour

of 'equipage and dress: lhsir  minds are too much enl ightened to

be duped bv a glittering or-rtside."+
The revolutionaries could not equal the complexity of British

parade and decided they did not $'ant to, but they greatly

enjoyed rvhat they had left. Judging from a f-err, loyalist tvit-

.r."rr", and from the long time it took the continental Army to

learn to drill, the countless town-square parades and maneuvers

of 1775 must have looked pretty poor. In the Virginia Gazette,

Robert Washington, \t'ho rvanted a .job training soldiers' ac-

knorvleclged thit Americans' early use of {irearms, knorvledge

of the .o,-,nt.y, and "native Courage" made them superior in

the woods. But he tr,arned, "Let us not plume ourselves r'vith

this Conceit, that rve shall alu'ays have the Bush to fight be-

hind." He rvent to a mlrster to see "the Prusslan Exercise, as they

call it" but only saw men fbrming six deep, turning about-face'

marching eighteen Paces to the rear '  oPening ranks, and gt l ing

throughllcrrn' parade motions of prime and load-"you may

call it Prussian Exercise if you pleaie ; but. ' ' to lead a Body of

brave men, rvith such counterf'eit Discipline, to f-ace a disci-
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pl ined Enemy, would, in my Opinion, be donnright Murder."5
After a North Carolina muster and revie\\,, a loyilist woman at
a dinner party gor Robert f{o1ys-sson to be a Continental
general-to read aloud to the guests a passage of Shakespcare
that she had chosen. As he begin to read, heiarv that i t rvas the
description of Falstaff's farciial recruits. He turned red. but.
l ike a gent leman and a soldier,  he f in ished the passage.G

Reviervs and dr i l l  at t racted many spectators;  Congrcss
w.atch5d parade-ground evolut ions on June B, 1775. Compa_
nies drilled by moonlight. Boys benveen rhe ages of thirteen
and sixteen volunteered. They \\,ere commena'ed but turned
arvay. Younger boys played soldier and organized their on,n
companies for dr i l l .  One mil i t iaman remembered 1775. the
year of his thir teenth bir thdar ' :  , . I  obtained a pamphlet in
r.r ,hich this exercise \ \ 'as f  Lr l l l  explained, accordini  to ,h" b.r ,
system of the dar ' ,  u 'hich r 'as the p.rssian. .  .  .  I  made myself  so
much a master,  that I  had the honour of sta'dine before the
company as fuglemctn."? Everyrvhere rer olutionaries reported
r-alid progress in discipline. Not many men had uniforms, but
those rvho had them u'ore them proudly and could read de_
scripti'ns of themselves in the newspapers. one cliarist noted,
"Numbers who a ferv Days ago rr,eri pluir-, C,,.,rrtrymen have
nor'r' clothed themselr.es in martial Forms-Rr*,dered Hair[-]
Sharp pinched Bea'ers-Uniform in Dress * ' i th their  Batral ion
-sl 'ords on their  Thighs-and stern i .  the Art  of  \ {ar."8
Some people rvh. sarv re'ier's \\,rote that Americans *.ere 

'rsoon would be equal to any troops in the u.or ld.
People could belie'e this, despire the shortc.mings i' drill

that they must have seen, because rhey thought that Lmerican
soldiers were courageous by nature. The Americans'  c laim ro
have nati'e courage later became grounds for questionine the
importance of the Cont inental  Crmy, but in l77b i t  made
the.army, r,vith its grorving discipline, the main representarir.,e
of American resistance. The revolutirnaries' courise r'as bol-
stered by their  con' icr ion rhar God had given them"the abi l i ty
to cho.se and the zeal t, defend liberty for themselves and fbr
rnankind. Before "a large Audience" in cumberland counry,
Pennsyl'ania, Robert co.per praised men rvh. rvere "learning

-ltr



28 A RE\TOLUTIONARY PEOPLI,  AT WAR

the business ot u'ar. . . . Those rvho have endear'<lured to main-

tain a character for piety, ought no\\' to endealtlur to distin-

guish themselves u, truu. ,ui-di",,' ' ' ' Shall (says Nehemiah)

;'.h u man as I flee?"e Revolutionaries felt sure that against

suchstrengththeBri t is l rcouldmusteronlyt l re 'ar t i f ic ia lCour-
age of force, pay, and rote, while the loyalists had ntl courage at

al l .
Far from conf l ict ing rvi th discipl ine, this nat ive courage

helued make the first a$.k$'ard bllt energetic manertYel's seem

p.omisir-rg.  Revolut ionaries cotr ld look at gl 'een recnt i tsand see

irroficier-rl solcliers bec.trse these s.ldiers' hearts sought free-

h,rr-n. Itt Febrtta^' 1'776, an address drafted in C.ngress "To

the Inhabitants of the Colonies" explaitred that "Our Troops

are animated u'ith the Love of Freedom' ' ' ' \Ve conf'ess that

they have not the Advantages arising f'rom Experience and

Discipline: But Facts have shirvn, that native Courage tvarmed

u,ith Patriotism, is sul{icient to counterbalance these Advan-

tages."1o For about a year most Americans filr"tnd the spirit of

."iirtutr." best exemplified i' r'olunteers' eagel'Iless to become

goocl soldiers. Drir.ing the British back from Lexinston and

Concord ancl making il ',.r-,r pa' so mucl'r bloocl for Breed's Hill

seemed to confinn that natii 'e crollrage went far to make a good

soldier.
Both the English commonrvealth political tradition and the

evangelical call"to arms rested the crucial defense of liberty and

-o.ull 
rectitude on the individual citizen's eage.ness to fight fbr

them in person.11 The aspirat ion to achieve a joint  salvat ion of

soul and colrntry. t5e ref'.sal to hide behind corrtrptible mer-

cenary solcliers, made rr':rr the proof of Americans' moral as

u,ell as pliysic:il sun'iYal. Horvever, no American w<luld have

argued ihat Le rvas b.r' sallctil ied. He ltas born sinlul. E'en

afilr God gave him grace, life remained a strugsle against his

o\\ ,n prope;si ty tr  s in.  l lo proponent of 'Americans'  c iv ic 
' i r tue

,r,r,uld have arguecl that p"op1. \!ere naturzllv rrirtuous. Con-

stant vigilance against corruption could alone defeat the in-

e'itable ter-td"r-t.il of po*'er 1o erode libertv-a tendency to

*,hich people rr"r" p.tte to submit for tl-reir o\vn ease rrnless

they constanrlv kept rhe publ ic interest foremost in their  minds.
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Yet Arnericans cal led themselves innately col l rageous. L,r .e.  i f '
we discount m'r :h of ' t l - re talk as rhetor ic desigi ied to insPir.e
resistance and to influence the British, most 

"r,i.l.r-r." 
sr.lggesrs

!1u, u great maj'rity of Americans rvanred t. belie'e it. o.Jul1,
17,1775, Rer. 'erend Phi l ip \r ickers Fi thian * 'alked into Nfarr in 's
[a'ern in Nortl'rumberland, pennsyl' 'ania, to read the 

'e\vs-papers. He fbund "Dr.  pl .nket and three other Gentlemen"
talking about t \ -o recent sermons-fohn carmichael,s A sett ' -
Drfensiue war LawJul.  P.eat hed on Jr ine 4. ancl  \A' i l l iam smirh's
sermon on the Pre.sent Situatitn rf American Affairs, preached o'
Ju'e 23. one of ' the men said, "D-n the Sermons. Smith's
and al l .  '  .  .  Gunpo*,der and Lead shal l  be o.r  Text and Se'rrr .rr
both."  Accordine to Fi th ian,  "The f)r  . . .  save him a sevefe
Reprooff ." l2 People urgent lr .  u-anted to bel ieve that they had
the strength to sec'r-e f i 'eeclom. l lo lnattel-  rr  hat the threai.  l  he
rvart ime emphasis o'  a test , f 'nr i l i tarr '  l l l -o\ress t .ok Anrer icans
l leyond the srr i t r  lornrrr lar i ,ns, , r  r l re i ' r .  r .c l ig i . r rs rrncl  P.r l i t ical
ideas-thev claimed an innare abi l in.  ro meer rhar rest.  Their
ernxiety exceeded t l reir  intel lecrual consistency. The man r,r ,ho
heard the call to arms *'ith secret f'ear need not rvonder rr.hether
he c.uld meet it if ' he could cor"rfidently rely on an inbnrn
(ourage. Horvever,  in seekinq to spare him cloubt,  this claim of-
trat ional bravery could heishten his isolat ion i f 'h is doubts uer-
r isted. Ameri tans'  re l ig ioLrs and P,r l i r i tar  ic le i rs , I  c l t r r r  em-
phasized the need lor conscious chr ice to () \ercr() ln" . , rnr,ur,
t l t reats to vir tue. Rer.olut ionaries knel.  that the choice *,as
demanding and i ts s 'ccess precarious. But i f 'Americans * 'ere
pr 'mised an innate strength that spared them the tensi . .  

' fconscious, fal l ib le choice, horv could the man rvho fal terecl .
short  of  dying on rhe batt lef ield,  reconci le his tal l ib le crncl .cr
rr ith his claim to patriotic courage?

.\nrer icans pressed t l rc i r  c la i rn lo nar i re corrr .age e\rr . l r \a-
g-antly because they r,l 'ent to \\,ar reluctantly. Resistai-rce to Brit_
ish rule became u'idespread yea's befrre the rvar- a.cl sre*-
st fonger after host i l i t ies began, and losic said t l - rat  rhis meanr
r 'ar.  But logic cruld not make Arneri ia 's \ \ 'anr r()  f isht f , l l -
t r rne.  By 1776 they \{ere not rel 'c tant rebels,  bur the'rrerc
t 'e luctant l 'arr i ' rs.  For mi l i t ia rvh, u,ere facing regr-r lar-s,  ther
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sholed great wi l l ingness and respectable competence in 1775.
They certainly surpr ised the Bri t ish. But the revolut ionaries
sought more: they sought a much-needed conf idence to pl l rst le
r'var, rvhich rvas alien to their vision of the coLlntry's f uture and
to the daily lif-e thel' preferred. To gain this confidence, thev
united a national conceit of born colrrage in combat rvith a
sudden acclaim f  or a superior form of mi l i tary discipl ine, easi l r
accluired.

One of the earl iest and most common publ ic expressions o1'
readiness for combat portraved mothers, \ \ , i \ ,es, s isters,  and
bel les eagerly sending the men thev loved to defeat the Bri t ish
or to die try ing. Addresses to soldiers and appeals for recrui ts
stressed the importance of protect ing \vomen f  rom the invader.
Nervspapers gave special notice to groups of sinsle lr,omen ancl
mothers of four or more sons. The former supposedly an-
nounced that they would avoid men rvho shirked service: "Go

act the hero, every danger lace, I Loue hates a coiuard's impotent
embruce."rB The lat ter sent al l  their  sons to the Cont inental
Army at once, asking not to hear of 'anv deaths but by facing
the enemy. Better that al l  should die than that one should
return a coward. lr  People repeated these stor ies pr ivately and
liked tcr hear them. On October 2. 1775, tl-re Neut-York Cazette
told of girls at a Kinderhook quilting frolic u,ho stripped a
young tory man to his rvaist and tarred and leathered him rvith
molasses and rveeds. Ten days later outside Boston, Daniel
McCurtin, a Maryland rifleman, copied the story into his joLrr--
nal.15 A soldiers '  song ran:

A Soldier is a Gentlernan his honour is his life
And he that rvont Stand by his post rvill Ne[']er

Stand b1'his \\' ife . . .
In Shady Tents and Cooling Streams with hearts all firm and Free
We'll Chase Arvav the Cares of Life in Songs of Liberty . . .
So Fare you Well you Srveethearts you Smileing girls Adieu
For when the war is Over We'll Kiss it out lvith you. . . .t6

Revolutionaries $,ere proud that u,omen shorved support fol'
the rvar as spectators at drills and parades. They el'en Iiked
to say that lvomen demanded resistance more vigorously and
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unitedly than men did. After the Batt le of '  Tienron. a c()r-
poral amons the Hessian prisoners described their arrir,.al in
Philadelphia: "The old *,omen holr,led dreadfuil1,, and r'anred
to thr-ott le us al l ,  because l l  e had come to America t .  rob
them of their  f reedom."17 Popular accounts tord of * ,omen *,ho
fbrmed military-style companies ro displav their patri.rism or
r'vhr put on the unilorm .r rvho sho*,ed the valoi of a soldier
in a critical moment. \\bmen's rr,il l ingness to sacrifice lvould
match the native courage of men in the fielcl. Selfishness, worry,
and reluctance u,ould vanish amid spontaneous dedicat ion. Not
.nly lvould * 'omen's inspirat ion encol l rage men's valor,  but
\ \ 'omen s 

'a lor  
r r ' . r r ld t l r reaten the rreak man rr i rh arr  igno-

minious contrast.
Tlre * 'ar rheror ic of 177b'r isht look l ike onh,a mixture of

typir  a l  cxaugc'at i ,  r r  and rrrrar,  r idable igrr , rarr t  e oI  c.ming cl i l -
f icul t ies.  Af ter  the s,rrender . f '  B ' iqor. .e in 1777 and of '
cornrval l is in 1781, America's recal led h,r '  unprepared they
had been and h'*,  undiscipl ined the arm\ ' \vas i i  the f i rst  ycar
of the rvar. Yet throughout the rvar they called for a rer,i 'al of
the spir i t  of  1775. Even as they fai led ar,  then overcame, di f f i -
cul t ies of recrui tment,  supply,  and discipl ine, they tested their
f'eeble steps and small, gradual successes bv the standard of'
1775. u 'hen. act , r 'd ing r .  t l re r l rerrr ic or rhe ingc mi l i ta i r r ' ,  c \er l
breast had fel t  mi l i tary ardor and e'er1. r ip hid sp.ken * 'ords
of self-sacrifice.

Instead of 'understanding the exaggerar ions of 177b as one
of the difficulties they had ou"r.,r-.,-rhe re'olutionaries kept
saying, in effect,  I f  rve can accomplish this much despite the
r'r'eakened public spirit of 1777 or l77g ,rr 177g, imasine hor'
much more \{e could do if rve had the universal patriotism of'
1775. The early discussion of rhe conduct and the moti 'es of
the crntinental Army and its relations rvith the public fbrmecl a
set of guiding ideas a'd emotions to rvhich most Americans
recurred long after the army itself had altered or abandoned
them in pract ice.

One group of these ideas and emorions def ined death. As
everyone heard, the choice rvas liberty or death. Revolution-
aries talked much more vividly about the nature and c''se-

i
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qlrencesof.Br i t ishenslar 'enlentthanaboutthecletai lsofdeath
ty ."rirtur-tce. The one brought perpetual base submission to

ili" ,u.o,-r, and his lackeys, cne^'ating.the i'di' id.al's *'i l l ' The

orher br.ushr a perpetial afterlife slorified, r'ariously, bv the

beauties ol songs, flo*r'e.r, and angeli, the company of classical

deit ies ar-td get i i , - ,ses, heroes o1'ant iqui t-Y'  and saints and.mar-

tvrs, ancl thi souncl of grateful praise bv generations of free

Americans. A tuneral  nr i tn.  in \ ' Iassachttsetts said ol 'a soldier 's

.nrpr",  "There sleeps (he seems.e\.en now to smile in death) a

fr iend of America, a l r iencl  to his mother coLlntry '  the rvor ld 's

f'riencl as far as his cl-raritl ' could reach' ' ' ' Who' that hath

rvorth and merit, u'oulcl 
'-tt ' i 

qttit a Present uncertain life to live

eternal ly in the memory , , {  pi" ' " t iand future ages?"l8 Liberty

or death \\'as not u .li"totitol exaggeration lvhen the t:hoice

referred to the revolutiona'ies' minds' British slavery rvould

encl the earthly ability to imagine the firture and choose the u'ay

torvard it as much as a British musket ball rvor'rld' Slavery meant

an inf in i re.  l tercdirar. l  rn iser l .  $ hi le dcat l r  in resistat l ( 'e meanl

bl iss.
Early in t l re rvar.  Anrer icans, especial l r ' revt l lut ionarv leaders'

talked lreel,v abottt large uttt-ubers o{' c:rsualties' The revolu-

tionaries arguecl not onh that death in a glorious clause \{as

rervarding una tnut risking death rvas imperative' but also that

thev dicl ,-tot f"u. death. Ti-t"y r"ut'ld' accordins to the spirit of

1775, rush to the f ie ld of to-bot,  eager to conquer or to die: "A

spir i tofenthusiasnr{orrvar isgonefclr th, t l rat l . rasdr i r .enarvay
the f'ear o1'death."le \\rhen the 

-deaths 
came-usually by disease

amid lilth-the revoltttiou:rries provecl as good as their rvord'

The first anniversar-Y rlf the Declaration of Independence was

celebrated rvith the toAst, "Mav onll' those AmerYn: enJo'v

l reedomrv}roarereirdl ' todiefbr i tsdetence.. .2oTt lbefree
required a man to risk death. \Vhat proved. hard l'zrs 

]l:*- ll
the presence of death-that is,  not onlY serving but surr t \ r lng to

serve further. Americans off'ered the Continental Army :r dual

immortalitY: heaven and posthumolls f ame' Thei' rvere far less

eloquent atout, and often seemed less interested in' tl-re in-

t".rer-tir-tg period of sen'ice. Revolutionaries enjoyed pcrsonal

{'reedom"and the liberty of immediate self -government' In their
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l .  1775: RACiL,  N,I ILITAIRE

r l ind's eve, t l - re1'  l ived vicar iouslv for centtrr ies in their  coLrntr \ , ' 's
happy f  uture. But rvhi le l i i  ing in the pfesence of the enern}, !
rrhether he l  as slar,ery or death, the rer.olut ionaries f i rund that
their vision .f a clear choice betlr,een liberty and death *,as
an insufficient guide to conduct. \\ 'e should recall that rvhen
Patr ick Henry declaimed, "Gi i .e me l iberty or gir ,e me death, ' ,
the cleath to rvl-riclr he referred rvas suicide.zl Dramatizi'g the
cl toice coulcl  encourage men to f ight,  because the loss of ' l ibertr-
Ineant the loss of l i f 'e as surelr-  as in combat.  But dramatiz ing
the choice might als,  . r 'er-sirnpl i f1 '  rhe r-er,olut io 'an's al ter-
nat ives: t r iumph or despair .  Neither l i l ' ins r-ror c ly i 'g in the
cause of ' l iberty pror,ed so uncomplicated and easy as the ideals
of 1775 anno.nced. A re" l l r t . i 'n:rr l '  * ,oulcl  neecl sources oI
strength besides nat ive CrLl1^;1n. r , r  rrotr ld suf ler ior the lack o{ '
t  l renr.

captain J 'sePh.f  e* 'et t  fotrnd i t  so as he to.k thir t r-s ix hour-s
to die of bavonet lvounds in his chest and stomach after the
Batt le of 'Long Island. on the lasr morni 'g,  he "*,as sensible or '
being near his End, often Repeat ing that i t  nas harcl  u,ork to
Die."22 In one of the batt les of Saratoga, Captain John Henry,
Patrick Henry's son, distinguished himself in combat. After-
ir'ard he u,alked among the American dead, pausing to recog-
nize men he had knol 'n.  fhen he drerv his slord. broke i t .
threrv i t  on the ground, and raved, mad. Nine months later,  his
' ' i l l  state of Health,"  according to \4hshinston, caused him to
r-esign his commission.23

\\'e can see part of the rer.'olutionaries' attitude toward kill ing
i' tl-reir celebration of the rifle and their special fbndness iirr
. i f lemen. out of  the rvest came tal l  men dressed in r i f le sl-r i r rs-
.r lso knou,n as hunt ing shir ts-and armed rvi th long, grooved
barrels on their  weapons. Their  bul lets hi t  targets the size of
plaving cards, oranges, noses, and faces at 60 or 100 or- 150 or
J00 yards, u, i thour fai l .  According toJohn Adarns, "Tirer hare
5\vorn certain death to the minister ial  

' f f icer-s."2r 
The Br. i t ish

rr ere said to f'ear them so much that everv ciontinental solclie r-
rr i isht \ {ear a r i f le shir t  rv i th good eff 'ect.  ()aptain Thomas
Prnckney heard that " they apprehend a Rif lemin gro\\  s naru-
r al lv behind each Tree and Bush on the Cont inent."2s A let ter

. lJ
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34 A REVOLUTIONARY PEOPLE AT WAR

sent from Philadelphia to the Gentleman's Magazine in London
warned, "Their guns are rifled barrels, and they fight in am-
bush, five hundred provincials would stop the march of five
thousand regulars. And a whole army might be cut of f', without
(nOwing rvhere the fire came from."2d Antericart sentries let

privateJwearing rifte sh\rts pass but stopped, genera\ offi.cers.

Although riflemen remained useful auxiliaries throughout
the war, especially as snipers, they enjoyed in the pub)icity of

1775 a fascination far out of proportion to their role. When the

officers of the militia Associators of Philadelphia adopted a

uniform for the privates, many Associators protested that it lvas

too expensive; thev advocated "the cheapest unifbrm, such as

that of a HUNTING sHIRT. as i t  wi l l  level al l  d ist inct ions."2? Better

than most Continental soldiers, riflemen seemed to unite for-

midable appearance, awesome reputation, unerring skill, and

personal independence. Richard Henry Lee looked at the six

western counties of Virginia and sarv six thousand men with

"their amazing hardihood, their method of living so long in the

woods rvithout carrying provisions rvith them, the exceeding

quickness with which they can march to distant parts,  and

above all, the dexteritv . . . in the use of the Rifle Gun. . . . Every

shot is fatal."28 Lewis Nicola's treatise recommended that rifle-

men be exempt from drill because they had a special purpose

different from ordinary battlefield maneuvers.2e At Williams-

burg, riflemen sneered at the drill ing of musketmen. A Vir-

ginian's description of riflemen later in the rvar also held true

ior 1775: "They are such a boastful, bragging set of people'

and think none are men or can f ight but themselves."3o

The riflemen quickly learned, however, that fighting the

British took up little or none of their time, day after day'

So they foughr each other. Some fought army discipline and

wound up in irons. Some deserted to the eriemy. The rifle shirt

remained popular even after it turned out to be an especially

dirty shelter for lice, the carriers of typhus' Moreover, the rifle

was a fragile rveapon, soon fbuled, slow to load, and of little use

at close qlurtets against a bayonet, r'vhich it lacked. The British

could hardly have asked fbr a better war than facing an army

made up solely of r i f lemen.31
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1. 1775: RAGE MILITAIRE

As the British quickly learned, they did nor face such an
army. With much less publ ic attent ion, Americans put the
smoothbore musket to a variety of uses. The standard musket-
ball mold left a rib around the ball rhar gave it an effect like that
of a soft-nosed bullet, expanding and ripping nhat ir hit. To
enhance this effect, some men split their bullets befbre loading,
causing them to break into four pieces \vhen fired. Americans
also fired angular bits of iron, rusry spikes, and balls r,vith nails
in them. These did not have the approval of  the commander in
chief'. But on the advice of General Alexander McDougall,
Washington did revive an old trick knor,r,n by Massachusetts
farmers before the battle of Lexington-buckshot.

In addition to telling their army horv ro face death and hor.v to
inf l ict  i t ,  the revolut ionaries def ined the place of ' the army as an
inst i tut ion. This def ini t ion began l- i th suspicion of a standing
army. The political ideology that Americans adapted from the
English Commonrvealth rvriters \varned that a standing army in
t ime of peace \{as an engine of oppression. In the eighteenth
century the favorite example of this rruism had become Oliver
Cromr,vell's rule in the 1650s. Yet these English r,r,riters r.vorried
less about military dictatorship than about rhe corruption of
parliamentary politics by dependents, pensioners, placemen,
and others r,vith financial connections. The army meant pa-
tronage, and patronage meant power-corrupt po\ver, lvhich
eroded liberty by threatening to smash those rvhom it could not
make supine. AsJ.G.A. Pocock's analysis of republ ican ideology
has explained, the r ise of a standing army impl icated the people
in the corrupt ion of the government.  Employment of 'mi l i tan-
prof-essionals meant that citizens were too selfish to sacrifice
property, time, or lives by personal military service. Acquies-
cence in the creation of a permanent army and in the taxatron
to support it shorved that a people r,vere fit for the t\.rann\-
that u.ould inevitably follou,.32 By the time rvar came. rerollr-
tionaries hardly needed to seek ne\,v converrs to this thinking.
They referred to familiar truths that f'er,r' people doubted.33
Americans could never tolerate "this armed monster." because
"freedom at sufferance is a solecism in politics."3a Freedom

JD



36 A REVOT-UTIONARY PEOPLE AT WAR

could not last \{herever "the polvers of hell" introduced "that

infernal engine."35
American experience before the lr,ar had sholr,n the threat of

a standing army in the prolonged presence of British troops in

Boston, in Quartering Acts, in the British ministry's pretense of

taxation fbr imperial defense. Even before the conflicts n'ith

Parl iament in the 1760s and 1770s, Americans had seen gen-

erations of militarl' men in British imperial administration and

had suffered the high-handed contempt that the British army

held for provincials.3o Americans did not intend to corruPt

themselvei u,ith their o\vn armv, rvhich had been created to

prevent military subjection. The reyolutionaries did not allorv

ih"ir tt-tpport lbr the u,ar to overcome their vigilance against

the tendency of all people, including Americans, to yield to

corruption. A ferv re"olutionaries seem to have disapproved of

a standing army in rvartime. At least, they used the danger of a

standing army to argue against any arrangements for the Con-

tinental Army that they opposed. A ne\\' tyranni' might creep in

at once, maskecl by resistance to an old one. But most revolu-

tionaries did not question the need fbr a regular army during

the rvar. The most prevalent \\:artime legacy of the ingrained

suspicion of a standing arm)' 1\.as nor ideological but emotional.

The revolutionaries felt a strong distaste {or an army in repose,

an army as an institution, an army as an organ of the state'

Nothing surpassed their admiration for soldiers in combat, and

no degiee oT admiration could allay their intuitive conviction

that an of{rcer corps must tend to subvert 5elf-government' We

scarcely overstate the revolutionaries' concern by saying that

they f-elt that u,hen the army \\ras not attacking the British, it

must be doing some mischief to the revolut ionaries.
For nationil d"f.t-tt" in peacetime, the American 

'ersion 
of

Commonn ealth theory pref erred the militia. Except for certain

exempt groups, the militia ostensibly included all adult males'

aged sixteen to sixty. In ordinary times these citizens did their

61\,n 1v61k-usually f'arming-rvithout military office or public

expense. They u,ould mobilize to face a threat and become the

firit defenders, fighting for home and family. Their readiness

to serve ga\re a double guarantee fbr the survival of liberty:
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I .  I7]-5:  RAGE MII- ITAIRE

freemen's sacrifice precluded reliance on dangerous merce-
naries, and the virtue that citizens proved in the field could
sustain self-government.3T Earlv in the lr,ar some revolution-
ar ies argued that the mi l i t ia,  nhich had proven i ts competence
at Lexington and Bunker Hill, could sustain a large part of the
resistance to the British. By late 1776 little attachment to this
idea remained. The states cont inued to send mil i t ia instead of
recruits to augment the Continental Army for brief periods.
Some declarations about citizens def'ending their homes ac-
companied these detachments, but the use of mi l i t ia dur ing
the lr,ar came more from necessitv than from libertarian or
egalitarian theory. People in every state pref'erred and urgently
requested the presence of'the Continental Army rvhen they felt
threatened. But the states never managed to recruit a regular
army as large as their  delegates in Congress had legislated; srr
they continuecl to call out the militia for regular fighting as \\'ell
as sudden defense.

Samuel Adams rvas proud of the Nerv England militia and
suspicious of 'a regular army in n'ar as in peace, but in 1780 he
wrote to James \f'arren, a former militia general, "Would any
N{an in his Senses, rvho u,ishes the War may be carried on rvith
Vigor, prefer the temporarr- and expensive Drafts of Militia, to
a permanent and l l 'e l l  appointed Armyl"38 I f  revolut ionaries
preferred a stronger Continental Army, n hy did they not have
one? Almost all revolutionaries agreed that a standing army-
n() matter horv suspect and unrvelcome-was necessary. Every
state supported the idea that a Continental Army should bear
the main fighting; every state tried to recruit and supply it;
e\rery state pref'erred to be defended bv it. The states rvith the
most effective militias, such as Massachusetts or Nerv Jersey
after 1777, also contributed most to the army. Early in the
r'r'ar revolutionaries agreed that, in theory, the standing-army-
versus-militia debate could not be allou,ed to define the u'artime
need for a permanent army. Congress did not resist the idea of
a large standing army and soon gave up the pref'erence fcrr
annual enl istments. Revolut ionary leaders rvho, l ike Adams,
had frrst relied on the militia then turned more emphatically to
the Continental Army and tempered their early distaste fbr the

af,fl



38 A REVOLUTIONARY PEOPLI]  A-I '  WAR

use of professionals. But their practical calls to use the army

often failed to overcome the popular aversion to Permanent

military institutions-an aversion that ran deeper than the

theorei ical larnings against  a peacet ime standing army'  
-

The ideology o? tlie revolution, u'hich systematically ex-

pressed a lvide"spread intuitive suspicion of'governmental porver

if utt t lnas, prtvided f'erv guides for the use of an army by a

free people. ind those guides at hand mostly told one horv to

contiol ii, not horv t.lui' id it. By contrast, the ideology u'as rich

in reasons lbr Americans to avoid being constrained' to avoid

coercing others, or to avoid creating porr'grlul..administrative

.rganiiatiolls, e'en rvhile they announced their f'ull suPport fbr

the Continental Army. In the contest betrveen commrtment to

the army and suspicion of it, suspicitln had all the interior lines

of communication. A person might feel the force of several

strong arguments: the ionsequences of British victory' the need

fo, aJ u.ity, the greater eff'eitiveness and economy of a regular

army, the patrioiism and reliability of men in the army' But

these pra.iical arguments clid not form a coherent system of

thought that encouraged and prescribed immediate individual

action to support thJ arml'. th" tytt"-atic thinking of the

revolution inslead shor,vecl one how to restrain the army and

justifred one's reluctance to strengthen it' The validity of the

iall to fight did not necessarily ialidate the call to build a

porverful military institution. Under these circumstances' the

creation, survival, and victory of the Continental Army dis-

tinctively exemplified the rvill ingness of the revolutionary gen-

eration to .*p..i-ent and innovate in their institutions' We

handicap our understanding of this experiment i f -we ident i fy

commitment to the army wiih on" gtottp of revolutionaries and

suspicion of it with another. In a iew cases such an identifica-

t ion holds true, and much more so in 1783' However '  most

revolutionaries held both sets of attitudes during the war' and

the experiment to<lk shape according to the outcome of this

internal conf l ict .
Granted that the revolutionaries would raise a regular army,

what characteristics defined an army raised to Preserve liberty?

The revolutionaries relied strongly on the idea of the citizen-
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I .  1775: RAGE MILITAIRE 39

so^ldier. During the rvar, differences in people's understancling
of this term created important divisions among Americans,
especially between officers and civilians, bur all could agree thar
the American soldier lv.uld return to ci'i l society afiei def-eat-
ing the British. They could also asree that rvhile in the service
he lr,ould become a soldier y.t *oJd not serve the army befbre
all others by issuing or obeying orders that violated civil au-
thority. In addition to these unquestioned truths, most revolu-
tionaries expected the citizen-soldier to surpass his mercenary,
brutalized enemies. since he fbught tu p.et..u. his standing as
a citizen against those rvho lvould make him a sla'e, his pride
in civil society rvould help to make him stronger than his op-
ponents in combat. Holvel,er, l,hen choosing rvhat to do at any
given t ime, the ci t izen-soldier,  unless he chose to do nhat his
superiors told him to dr,  could not ha\-e as much independent
choice as the ci t izen. Nor could the soldiers toeethei choose
leaders and courses of act ion for the group. ur i i t i r . r- ,s could.
Thus, al though the American soldier had once been only a
citizen, would again be only a citizen, and fbught to remain a
citizen, he could not, while he was a soldier, il,,.unys conduct
himself  as civ i l ian ci t izens might.

The ambiguity in the definition of the sratus of Continental

4.-y soldiers appeared at once and reappeared throughout
the lvar. Few people analyzed the dilemma it posed. Whither
revolutionaries demanded a stronger army or feared a stronger
army, they based their demands and fears on the certainty thar
much of an army's strengrh lay in its unquestioning obedience
to hierarchical command. They celebrated soldiers as freemen
but recruited them as subordinates. Most revolutionaries cher-
ished their  ear l iest expectat ion, strongest in 177b, that the
citizen-soldier's love of liberty would accepr yet rvithstand yet
animate the discipline of an army. And they harbored their
earliest fears that such a feat was impossible-that citizens must
f'ear veterans.

"We must all be soldiers," John Adams wrote to a Boston
minister in May of 1776. Seven weeks later,  rvhen a student in
Adams's law office wanted to enlist, Adams advised him, "\tre
cannot all be soldiers."se Perhaps in the first instance Adams

Ei
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spoke figuratively ancl in the second literally' Similarly' the

citizen-soldier remained both a f act and a figure of speech' The

revolutionaries' ideal of citizens in arms and the call to all

citizens to take up arms conflicted rvith their experience' rvhich

sholved that the American lvhtl turned soldier had to become a

kind ()f citizen diff'erent from his cir,il ian countrymen.

The historian John Shy has called General Charles Lee a

"radical" \r'ho lvanted "a popular lvar of mass resistance ' ' '

based on military service as an obligation of citiz-enship'" In

Lee's praise of American soldiers and militia' Shy sees the

g"r-t"rut', confidence in zealous citizenship as an alternative

to"Prussian"discipl ine.{0Lee, l ikehisfel lorvBr i ton\ \ r i l l iam
Gordon, cherished a vision of a u'orld redeemed by liberty'

America, each hoped, u'ould restore to the rvorld ancient Ro-

man vir tue or apostol ic Christ ian love'  respect ively '  Lee'  a

former lieutenant colonel in the British army' accepted a Con-

tinental Army command. Gordon, a minister in Massachusetts

u,ho had immigrated in 1770, besan at once tn 1775 to PrePare

a history of. the revolut ion. But ivhen Americans'  conduct f 'e l l

short of these dreams, both men grew embittered tol'ard their

proteges.
In 1775 Gordon rvanted God "to make the Chronicles of the

American united Colonies the favourite reading of the-godly in

rhis neu,u,or ld t i l l  the elect shal l  be gathered in '"  Ul!  Uy 1778'

Gordon fbund, the behavior of "the sons of liberty," like that of

al lmankind,hadshorvn.. theirdepravi ty. ' 'Hedecided.. tohave
less and less to do with the bulk of them' ' ' ' I mean soon to

rvithdran myself, and, the ministry excepted' to-appl1 myself

solely to the business of a faithful and honest historian'" In

1782 Gordon assured Horatio Gates that "the credit of the

country and of indii ' iduals rvho nor'v occupy emine.ncies rvill be

mosthorr id lyaf f -ectedbyanimpart ia lh istr l ry ' ' ' Inf .act , . .Should
G Britain mend its constitution ' ' ' l if-e liberty property and

characterr ,v i l lbesaf.ertherethanonthissidetheAt lant ic land
an Historian may use the impartial Pen there with less danger

than here." In 1786, t' lvo years before his four-volume rvork was

published in l,ondon, Gordon $'rote from England' "Several

on this side the water have the protection of the lalv against

, t : , :
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l .  1775: RAGE N.I ILI ' l 'AIRE

l ibels; and as they rvill be likelv to suffer by the rruth, I musr
give it in that artf ul guarded \,vay . . . or they may hoist me into
the pillory . . . besides plundering me of all the profits I lr,ish tcr
gain from the History."al

We may find it hard to discern whose conduct lapsed more
rapidly,  the Americans'  or Gordon's.  Simi lar ly,  the rhetor i-
cal manifestos in which Charles Lee proclaimed political and
military radicalism reflected onh/ one side of a revolutionarv
character even less steadfast than Gordon's.  A rhetor ical .  un-
analyt ical  conf idence in the \ , i r tuous success of the ci t izen-
soldier set Lee up fbr a more bitter disillusionment than Gordon
experienced-a disillusionment in which Lee's radicalism rvas
much less vis ible than his instabi l i tv.

In 1774 and 1775 Charles Lee rvon great f-avor with Ameri-
cans by telling them rvhat thev tvanted to hear: that they need
not f-ear the Bri t ish armv's pro\ress, because a mi l i t ia,  animated
by determination to preserve libertl ', could become a formi-
dable infantry. Lee's letter to Burgoyne-reprinted in colonial
newspapers-and his pr ivate let ters in 1775 denied that Ameri-
cans lacked courage. He praised the enlisted men and "the zeal
and alacr i ty of the mi l i t ia."a2 At New York in 1776 Lee's let ters
took on a ne\\r tone: "As to the Minute Men, no account ought
to be made of them. Had I  been as much acquainted with them
u,hen they n'ere summoned as I am at present, I should have
exerted myself to prevent their coming."'13 He hoped "that
Congress wi l l  f ind means of 'establ ishing one great Cont inental
regular army, adequate to al l  the purposes of 'defence."44 Lee
heard that the Nerv England delegates f'avored enlistments of
less than one year and commented to Washington, "They say by
means of a shorter engagement the lvhole country r,vould be
soldiers. A curious n him, this! Who the devil can fil l their heads
lvith such nonsense?"a5 For the def'ense of New York City, he
lvanted "eight thousand, at least, regular troops"; in command
at Charleston, Lee reprimanded Colonel William Moultrie tor
being "too relaxed in Discipline. . . . There cannot be a greater
vice."a6 Although in the autumn months of 1776, befcrre his
negligence enabled twenty-five British dragoons to capture him,
Lee was st i l l  praising the bravery and valor of Cont inental

4\



42 A REVOLUTIONARY PI-OPLE AT WAR

soldiers, his tone changed n'hen he rvas in British hands' He

wrote to a British officer, "The fortune of rvar, the activity of

Colonel Harcourt, and the rascality of my own trooPs, have

made me your prisoner. . . . To Colonel Harcourt's activity

every commendation is due; had I commanded such men, I

had this day been free."47
In fact, Lee was a cynic lvho ultimately felt contempt for

almost every person he knerv.a8 When people failed to live up

to his image of "the glorious third or fourth century of the

Romans"-as everyone er,entually did f ail-he turned his witty

sarcasm against them al l :  King George I I I ,  Burgoyne, Wash-

ington, Congress, state officials, officers, soldiers, and militia'

Wten soldiers crossed him, he hi t  them in the head.ae He often

said that he liked dogs better than people. According to an

anecdote told after his death, a \\'oman once asked him whether

he was fond of dogs; "he instantly replied, 'Yes, madam; I love

dogs; but I detest bitches.' "50 He also detested Irishmen, Baptists,

and Presbyterians. Lee explained, "If'you rvill examine history

you will find all or almost all the Enthusiasts for general liberty

had the reputation of being cynicall,v dispos'd."51 Late in 1775

some Connecticut soldiers rvhom Lee tried to shame into re-

enlisting put graffiti on his door at night. We have little cause to

dispute their judgment: "General Lee was a fool and if he had

not come here rve should not know it."52
In Gordon's and Lee's brief enthusiasm for the virtue of the

American revolutionary we see one of the problems engen-

dered by the ideals of 1775: horv does one react when one's

people fail to attain demanding goals? Gordon and Lee, being

britbns, could give up on the faltering Americans. American

revolutionaries, however, depended on the establishment of

independence to sustain hope even for the future realization

of their ideals. If independence could not be u'on solely by

the republican citizen-soldier, it stil l had to be u'on. tlnlike

Gordon and Lee, American revolutionaries u'ould have to find

reinfbrcements fbr an inadequate enthusiasm. To that end,

Americans maintained the ideal o1' the citizen-soldier u'hile

they relegated regular army service to long-term prof'essional

soldiers. Revolutionaries lvanted to believe that they \\'ere all
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l .  1775: RAGE MILITAIRE

combatants and that being f reemen gave them military prowess.
But they quickly lost enthusiasm fbr sustained military training
or fbr universal military service in a regular army. The short-
lived rage rnilitaire, on $,hich Charles Lee's reputation as an
experienced and learned officer rode high in 1775,lasted only
as long as the quick mastery of arms seemed easy. When rigor,
even simplified rigor, and prolonged duty seemed necessary,
Americans feared that the citizen r,r,ould be lost in the soldier.
They preferred to retain their original figurative ideal; they
could not be won over to a more literal definition of the citizen-
soldier, either by Lee's call fbr rotating universal conscription
or by other officers' arguments that long-term Continental
soldiers were the most patriotic citizens.

Revolutionaries believed tl-rat the citizen-soldiers required a
special  k ind of commander. The select ion and er-aluat ion of
general officers fil led much of Congress's time and attracted
n' ide attent ion. The Americans'  expectat ions of their  mi l i tarv
leaders manif'ested once more their early hope to figlit a volun-
tary, v ir tuous, enthusiast ic war.  In June 1775, Congress made
generals of George Washington, Artemas Ward, Charles Lee,
Philip Schuyler, Israel Putnam, Richard Montgomery, Horatio
Gates, Wil l iam Heath, Joseph Spencer,  John Sul l ivan, John
Thomas, Nathanael Greene, and David \\boster. Possibly ex-
cept ing Lee's rank in Europe, none of these men had been
regular army generals before . A Royal Gazette verse about Sulli-
van could descr ibe them al l :  "Make him a Gen'ral-Gen'ral
strait he grolvs."53 The loyalists sneered at the pretense of' an
unlalvful legislature's fiat commissions-unsanctioned bv l' ide
experience, by professional evaluat ion, t )r ,  in some cases. br.
social position. Loyalist ne\'vspapers and verse never tired of
parodying the American generals' fbrmer occupations, battle-
field bumbling, and inelegant public r,vritings. Er,en a delegate
in Congress rvas reminded of paper dollars lvhen he voteci fot'
"a ne\\' emission of' Brigadier-Generals."sa Yet these offlcers
received immediate, u,idespread respect as generals. Like tl 're
rer,olutionary civil governments, Continental Army comuris-
sions acquired an instant leui t imacy. The widespread support

43
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44 A RE\TOLUTIONARY PEOPLE AT WAR

for resistance to Britain helped secure respect fbr those charged
u'ith leading it.

Continental generals enjoyed trvo other sanctions ftrr their
overnight prof'essional status. First, Congress had selected them
through an intentionally political process of state and sectional
balancing. Experience and alleged expertise, as rvith the fbrmer
British army officers Lee and Gates, recommended s<lme of
them as lr,ell, but delegates in Congress dickered over quotas
and seniority based on political connections. Revolutionaries
were not used to an American army, but they rvere used to
American politics, an art in rr-hich they consistently outclassed
the loyal ists.  The endorsements of 'Congress carr ied immediate
conviction partly because they came out of'a familiar process of
reconci l ing var ied interests and opinions.s5 Second, Americans
thought that they knen lr,hat being a general meant, and these
ideas encouraged the quick acceptance of the Continental Army
commanders. The revolutionaries' assumptions about generals
emerged more clearly in I 776 and 1777, n'hen people began to
find lault r,r,ith the ones they had. \{'e can better understand this
disappointment if u,e knrxv rvhat they expected.

Apart fiom Washinston, the American general most dis-
cussed in 1775 $'as not a Continental officer but a major gen-
eral in the Massachusetts militia-Joseph Warren, who had
been killed in the Battle of Bunker Hill befbre Congress had
appointed generals. He rvas also a doctor and a revolutionary
political leader in Massachusetts. Because Warren's commission
as a general lvas not yet in force, he had declined a command
and had fought in the ranks, but the poetic, dramatic, and
rhetorical accounts of his service nevertheless portrayed a gen-
eral  leading "an inspired yeomanry, al l  s inew and soul":56

From rank to rank the daring'rvarrior flies,
And bids the thunder of the battle rise.
Sudden arrangements of his troops are made,
And sudden movements round the plain display'd . . .
With agile speed he hastes to ev'ry post,
And animates Columbia's rvarring host.
Chear'd by his voice, they burn rvith martial fire,
From their nrde shock the liercest bands retire. . . . 57
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In the batt le,  many nearby soldiers never fought;  man) ' ,  in-
cluding officers, left the {rghting as soon as they could ger
a$ray-fbr example, in scluads of twenty, carrying one \{ounded
man-and some, l ike Warren, stayed unt i l  the end. Through-
out the act ion, according to accounts of the batt le,  breathed ihe
spirit of the general, rvhose personal example ancl influence
sustained the Americans. A eulogy credited him rvi th " the high-
est act of benevolence to mankind, by dying in defence of the
l ibert ies of his country.  .  .  .  He partakes of the nature and
happiness of God."58

On Apri l  8,  1776, "a vasl  Concourse" attended the mi l i tary
and Masonic services at King's Chapel in Boston for the reinter-
ment of Warren's remains.5e Perez Morton told the mourners
that Warren had "determined, that l.hat he could not effect by
his Eloquence or his Pen. he r lould br ing ro Purpose bv his
Srvord. And on the memorable lgth of Apri l ,  he appeared in
the Field, under the united Characrers of '  the Ger-reral .  the
Soldier and the Physician."60 In correspondence a rveek after
Lexington, Warren had said, "\Ve are deterrnined at all events,
to act our parts r,vith firmness and intrepidity, knorving that
slavery is far r.vorse than death."61 In a dramatization, his dying
rvords were, "Fight on, my countrymen, be rnrn, be r .Rr.E."62

Like the accounts of Warren. the other.  rhetor ic of 1775-f i rr
example, the praise of \4ashington and Charles Lee-as rvell as
the later cr i t ic isms of '  generals,  assumed t l lat  a good ueneral
almost at once could control  men's act ions and t l -rei l  rv i l l  to f ight
by his fbrce of char-acter and his expert ise. \ ' icron of 'coLrrse
required discipl ine, which also depended not so much on ex-
perience under arms, or even t ln training, as ou the general 's
immediate supervision and inspirat ion. Since American sol-
diers came freely to defend tlieir liberty, their homes. and
their future by fighting lackevs, it follorved that a general rvl-ro
could command could lead them to r , ictory.  In the rvor-cls ol '
Benjamin Rush, "Good gener-al  of f icers u,ould make an armv of '
s ix months men an arm1, of heroes."63 l f  God. in the l 'ar-  rr . i rh
Satan, had given preachers not only the abilit_v to arvaken as-
surance of His grace in the soul but also the polver to end sin br.
preaching, He lvould have created sood generals on the Ameri-
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can plan. American generals, in eff'ect, lvere expected to per-

fbrm miracles by force of personality alone. This expectation

secured prompt respect for the commanders in 1775. I t  also

promised them trouble if they failed.

As Americans tried to define their army, they clung to the con-

viction that a professional soldier rvas dangerous, vicious, and

damned, He killed fbr money. He made war a trade and pre-

f'erred long, easygoing rvars that yielded him the largest gains

for the smal lest inconvenience. These gains came at the ex-

pense of both taxpayers and civil go\rernment, u'hich a profes-

sional soldier necessarily corrupted or dehed' General Henry

Knox, rvho began his military studies in his bookstore before

the rvar, said that such a man "rvill meet with his proper de-

merits in another world."6a To confirm this judgment' Ameri-

cans had the example not only of the Bri t ish, who would ki l l

people of their ou'n blood for pay, or of the Hessians, hired to

kill 
-rtrutrgers, 

but also of the eighteenth-century soldiers of

fbrtune-officers u'ho went from army to army and lvar to lvar,

regardless of nationality, trying ahvays to climb to higher rank'

Wt-tit" moral censure of'and distaste fbr career soldiers in-

creased during the rvar, the revolutionaries, especially in Con-

gress, fbr a short time put great faith in European officers who

came to fight for America. In large part, the Continental Army

commissions given to these men shorved Congress's desire to

secure the aid of France. When the first European officers

came, their credentials and their advertisement of themselves

as professionals seemed to promise special military effective-

ness. Richard Henry Lee, speaking of the need for engineers

and artil lery officers, recalled, "The first that came had sagacity

enough quickly to discern our wants, and professing com-

petency in these branches, they were too quickly believed."65
Americans did not confine such expectations to engineers or

artil lery officers but gave rank freely. Claude Robin, a French

army chaplain, later described the French adventurers: "By as-

suming titles and fictitious names, they obtained distinguished

ranks in the American army. The simplicity of the Ameri-
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cans, added to their  l i t t le experience. rendered these r. i l la inies
less l iable to be detected."66

On July 6, 1775, "a german Hussar,  a \reteran in the Wars
in Germany," came to Congress and off'ered the service of'
fifiy veterans to oppose the British Seventeenth Regiment of'
L ight Dragoons at Boston. John Adams used almost one hun-
dred r'vords to describe the officer's beautiful unifbrm, superior
weapons, and gaudy panache, concluding that the hussar lvas
"the most u'arlike and lbrmidable Figure, I ever sau,."67 Con-
gress accepted the off'er but changed its mind three rveeks later.
Behind the strong criticism of'professionals lay the expectation
that their vices u,ould make them more effective. \\rhen Euro-
pean officers appeared rvith the rvell-kno\\'n corrupt trappings
of career soldiers-ar istocrat ic stat ion, arrogance, eagerness
for high rank and pa,v-Americans took the trappings fbr
marks <l f  competence in rr .ar.  Before long, this assumption
proved groundless, and the revolut ionaries despised almost al l
fbreign adventurers-Continental officers or ne\v applicants-
rvho lr,ere not only mercenaries, but not even good ones.

Americans did not have to seek mercenary military impostors
from abroad, hclrvever.  The revolut ion spawned more pro-
ficient rvar-traders at home-an obscure group of men rvhct
appear during the rvar in reports lr'ritten b,v others. They rvere
scattered civilians lvho rvore officers' uniforms. Thev did not do
so because they rvere part of the laree militia officer corps, or
because they r,vished to be officers. They rvished ro seem ro be
officers because they rvere profiteers. The Continental Arml'
used a rvide var iety of 'uni fbrms, and off icers had theirs pr i-
vately made. Tl"re support  staf] 'of  the army-quarrermasters,
commissaries, sutlers, farriers, wagonmasters, and tl-re like-
bore mi l i tary rank, though not senior i ty in the l ine. Conse-
quent ly,  no one rvas surpr ised to f ind captains, majors, and
colonels,  in var ied but impressive mi l i tary dress, r id ing around
the countryside making arrangements fbr the army-no one.
that is,  except "A suBALTI:nN in the Cont inental  Army." Accord-
ing to his letter to a newspaper, while traveling on furlough he
f-ell in with several uniformed men and found that he rvas rhe
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only member of the group r.lho lr,as in the army. The rest lvere
buying goods and provisions from the public in order to sell
them at a large markup to the army or to people in other
regions rvhere prices rvere higher.68 Such men could also hold
the goods and rvait for prices to rise everyr,vhere. A citizen
might suspect the authenticity of tl-reir unifcrrms because they
paid higher prices than the government authorized or because
they paid cash, u,hich the army often lacked. Suspicion u,as
strong enough to leave a fragmentary record but not strong
enough to dr ive such men out of business, even though real
purchasing officers had credentials as rvell as a uniform. Law, a
governor's proclamation, and newspaper articles denounced
this traffic. It would be interesting to knolr' holr, many buyers
used a Continental Army uniform to cover their crimes. It
n'ould be more interesting to knou, horv many of the sellers
rrere fooled by one.

At first, Americans hoped to guard against the dangers of a
n'artime standing army and off'set reluctance to serve in it by
keeping the soldiers '  terms of enl istment short .  A one-year
enlistment assured the citizen that he need not become the
army's bondsman, even i f 'he reenl isted as often as necessary
until the war \,vas lr,on. The first enlistments of Continental
Army soldiers ended in December 1775. Reenl istments and
nerv enlistments rvere for one year, except for a ferv men r,r,ho
engaged for the duration of the lr,ar.

Before 1776 was over, almost everyone except the soldiers
regretted the one-year term. Short enlistments troubled the
army throughout the r,var. Experienced soldiers gave \\ray to
recruits or went home for a fer,v months until they felt l ike
reenlisting. The size and composition of the army stayed in
flux. The Continental Army did not try long-term enlistments
until mid-1776, partly because some revolutionaries thought
that annual reenlistment and even annual revier,v of officers'
commissions r'r'ould protect America from some of the abuses
of a standing army. Congress could alter or abolish the military
as events required rvith less danger that the army could become
an independent interest with its rxvn long-term resources. Also,

I
I
I
t

tr
#um

. . i  : 'c ,  - . .1 '

. - i . .  _ -

. . :cc i : i - .  : '
: :^( l  i I I  : l  .

T,.c:h \ r '
. . : :cc l  t (  l
.  . . r_ 

F I r .F - ,
- - . . !  i r  r  -

- - t_ -r f l t  \



E

' .  . -  \ r  Cl-e

: :  ,  :e l l

i r .  , iher

i . -  hold

\  : t  izet t

L.-r . t l tet
:  ,c L. l  L lSe

: - , ,11 \ ras

' i . i l -oI lg
L. . l r  real
-- l - l r t t .  a

l - -  : l t tced

r : r ' - lVe fS
-: : l lcs.  I t

c.c i lers

;c: :  t l f  a

: '. -rr b,v

' i . r - \  e2f

: t .c the

c,-  c:sary

1:r lCI l ta l

' : . i .  l lnd
' l , i  l l  \ f  hO

. ' lc l iers
r .ccl  the

' . .  . iV to

t . . i  l ike
.-, " r.cl itt
i r : l lCl l tS

r l . ' ,Lrsht
r  I  I lCe IS'

:  . ,bt tses

I ] - . l r tary
I rt r)ITIe

: . . \ lso,

Er

l .  177'D: RAGE MILTTAIRE 49

(.ongress could retain or promote able soldiers and drop the
Lrnfit routinely, lvithout court-martial or formal pro.""d^ir-rgr.
\ l , reo'er,  hardly anyone thought that Americans could be
i.dtrced to enl ist  for an indef ini te term. congress and the states
rrsed short  enl istments because they hoped lhat the war would
e nd soon, and they expected the soldiers to serve until it did.
Joseph Warren, a u,eek after Lexington, called for troops ,.en_
i isted fbr such t ime as is necesru.y. f tn But rvhen the necessarv
t inre greu, long, many Americans heared that by long or indef i_
rr te enl istmenrs rhey 

'vould 
lose their  f reedom. Su.ul iHodgkins

\\  r-ote her husband, Captain Joseph Hodgkins, that she rvas
afraid he would stay in the cause of l ibel ty unt i l  he made
hirnself '  a slave.70 In congress, Roger Sherman argued that' ' long enl istment is a stare of s lar.ery, .  There oughi to be a
rotation lr,hich is in far,'or of libertr..',71

In 1775 recruirment did not seem ro be a problern; people
clrci not foresee that Americans rvould also ref'use to reeniist fbr
r  def ini te term. congress later said that short  enl istments rrad
been adopted "to ease the people."z2 But many men eased
i l temselves by staying out of ihe-army or lea' ing i r  as soon as
:he'  could. For the rest of  his l i fe,  pr ivate Thomas painter
t  cnrained glad that he had enl isted for only six months in Jur-re
"t  1776, instead of u,ai t ing unt i l  fa l l  and enl ist ine fbr the
cl l rrat ion. In December he "returned to \ \ 'est Harle ' .  thor-
, , t tghly sick of a Soldier 's l i fe,  determined, i f  I  r r-e.r  into the
\\ar again, to have my furniture convelred n-itl-rout its berne
5lung at my back."73 Some revolut ionaries. including rrranv
c.listed men, favored rotation in service, either to shlare the
burden or to spread mil i tary training or to prevenr rhe grorr. th
,  ' t  a mi l i tary caste. But even they expected that sor iebod'
' , ' , r , ld enl ist .  Publ ic off ic ials learned iurt ,  u,  regiments dis_
:a'ded at Boston in the face of the enemy and as ricrr-rits came
:t  s lor ' ly.  rn 1776 enl istment for the durat ion became Dop.lar
l r t  Congress, in state legislatures, and in ne\rspaper app.ai ,  f , r , -
:-cc.rits, but never attracted more than a few-thburu.r.l ,rr"r-, o,
r ' \ 'one t ime. Nathanael Greene, r ,r ,ho in June 1775 pref 'errecl
a'listments fcrr the duration, nevertheler, ,a.o,'-.'rd.d ,rrr._
" cal '  enl istments in october because "men esteem conf inemenr.
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(of which the service partakes,) without any fixed period to
its duration, a boundless gulf, rvhere the fruitful imagination
creates ten thousand nameless horrours.,'za

The failure of the one-year enlistment caused revolutionaries
special distress, because a centrar element in their definition of
their army was voluntarism. An army of freemen ought to
consist of volunteers. In l77b the crux of resistance to dritain
was the protection and exercise of personal, conscious respon_
sibility for the public r'velfare. Thit is, each person .,r"d hi.
wits and his God-given rvill to berter himself and to ser'e
mankind because he rvanted to spend his life that way-not in
unthinking ease, rvhich led to impoverished oppression, Armed
service against attackers was to flow from thir rtut" of mind
without a break, just as soldiers were to appear where shortly
before stood farmers. of course, tney w-outa need training,
good commanders, pay; but they served as volunteers, In thls
fact lay-their grearesr moral srrength, rvhich gave them physical
strength.

one recurring expression of voluntarism rvas also one of the
least effective militarily: the 

'olunreer 
irregulars, civilians who

formed their own auxiliary units rvithout eilisting in the army.
At various times this kind of ser'ice attracted lentlemen of
independent means, rvho formed lighrhorr" .ornipurlies, ,,sub_
stantial Yeomanry," and some who irgued "for no pay at all or
officers, but all marching promiscuously and on equal footing
as volunteers."T5 Accepting no pay and acknowledging onl!
such authority as they might give to elected ofhceis, iolun-
teers seemed to combine valor, disinterestedness, and freedom.
colonel otho Holland williams reporred of backcountry rifle-
men in 1781, "They say they are Volunteers and should be
treated with dist incr ion."TG

But when Governor patrick Henry, unable to fil l Virginia,s
continental Line rvith recruits, offered to sencl volunte"ers in
17.7-7,washington refused them. Men "of thevorunteer kintr," he
said, "are uneasy, impat ient of  Command, ungovernable; and,
claiming to themsel\€s a sort of'superio, 

-.".it, 
generaly as_

sume, n_ot only the._Priviledge of thinking, but to do as they
pleasg."zz James collins's f ather was willin! to serve as a 

'olun-

I
t,,
fli
fll

teer in l7:
demand i r .
energies , , :

James thc, i r
he said the
for,  and br
chance: bc
there shou
enjov i t . " ; '
refused to ,
the,v had "t

their  retur
\ \ 'hen the i
tur-ned our
f inding thc
thought pr
f '  rers."6(r \1
their  t ime r
amazing er
Southern d
plunder cir
enthusiasnt
-al l  could
unteer 's pre
r lould har e

As volunr
relations rr i
t rons of gor
authorit\'. \l
alrvays be s
rnilitary rec
i t  had no i :
authoritr'. T,
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Icer in 1780, " though over age for the lan,of my counrry to
clemand it, yet I think the nature of the case requires rhe besr
e nergies of every man who is a friend to liberfy." But r,vhen
James thought of enl ist ing, "My father counseled me otherwise;
he said the time was at hand when volunteers would be called
f,r. and by joining them . . . if I wenr ro battle I stood as fair a
chance; besides I  would be less exposed, less fat igued, and i f
iltere should be any time of resting, I could .o-" home and
enjo' it."78 Philadelphia volunreers tiho hud rurned. out in 1776
refused to do so in 1777 without a regular militia draft because
the' had "found their business and .-.rrto-.., so deranged on
tlteir return, and engrossed by those rvho staid at ho"me.,,ze
\ \ -hen the Br i t ish invaded Virginia in l7Bl , , ,a number.  .  .  r .vho
t ' rned out volunteers on the f i rst  approach of the Bri t ish,
inding the l i fe of a soldier bv no means an agreeable one,
rhought proper to take a hasiv lea'e of their  

"brother 
Suf -

tcrers."8o washington complained to patr ick Henry that "half
:heir time is taken up Marching to and from Camp at a most
:rnazing expence," and commarrd"., in both the Northern and
)'.rtrthern departments found volunteers especially inclined to
plr-rnder ci t izens.sl  voluntar ism revealed not only Americans'
.nthusiasm but also their  waywardness. Comfort .  prof i t ,  pr ide
-all could impede the ostensible miritarl' p.,.por" of the vol-
-inreer's presence in the field. To succeed milltaiih., r.olunrarism
i" '  r ' ld have to incl 'de the acceptance of str icter c i iscipl ine.

-\s 'oluntarism 
rvas to be the central guide to the individual's

:c lat ions r 'v i th the army, the pr incipal Ler ief  guiding the rela-
I t , I ls of  governments and the army nas the ,rp.a- i . r .  of 'c i ' i l
aLrthority. Military porver and the officers who u,ielded it 

-.,r,r l \ fa 's be subordinate to civ i l  of f ic ials.  This meant that t rre
. i l i tar,v received i ts orders from civi l  government and that
l l  l iad no independent or permanent source of rer.enue or
a' .r thor i ty.  To be subordinate, i t  must remain depende.t .  onrr.
in this r ,vay could sel f-government protect i tsel f  against rhe
incr i table tendencv of power to grow. An army .eqi i red ,p.-
ci-r l .  expl ic i t  checks because i ts i rmed strengih, i ts s ize and
rrpe'di tures, and i ts importance to the survival  of  the col ' r -
ir" made it 

'niquely 
dangerous. The revolutionaries dicl .ot

rI!
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intend to hire saviors who u'ould rule them. This idea com-

manded universal assent; Congress and the states referred to it

regularly in their decisions in order to make sure that no

encroachments came upon them unawares.
Among the political ideas of the revolution, civil supremacy

over the military achieved one of the most nearly complete

successes, in practice as well as in allegiance. Of all the prin-

ciples of 1775, it came nearest to full and lasting implementa-

tion. The support of the Continental Army u'ith men and

supplies, sporadic though it often \\'as, depended primarily on

the nill ing contributions of the public. No officers, not even

Washington at the height of his popularity, could have secured

these willing contributions so consistently as civil governments

did. The conduct of the army in confiscating supplies suggests

that it would have secured support by force much less equitably

or effectively than Congress and the states did. Civil supremacy

alone could have sustained the army's existence.

The idea of civil supremacy also did important service during

the many times when it rvas r,iolated. Throughout the war the

army seized food, u,agons, and livestock rvithout legal autholity.

Although the states and Congress authorized various kinds of

impressment, the army also acted r,vithout such approval or

failed to comply with the procedures and safeguards that were

supposed to guide it. This happened when lower-ranking of'-

ficers exceeded their instructions and when commanders gave

orders they knerv to be unlan'ful. In l78l Congress ordered the

army in the Southern Department to supply itself by impress-

ment long after it had been doing so anyway. The army usually

violated civil supremacy by ignoring state regulation of the

impressment of supplies. General Nathanael Greene explained

to Governor Abner Nash of North Carolina, "It is my r'vish to

pay the most sacred regard to the laws and Constitution of the

State, but the emergencies of r,r,'ar are often so pressing that it

becomes necessary to invade the rights of the citizen to prevent

public calamities."s2 The need to keep the army together might

violate Continental authority as well. General John Sullivan

seized provisions and wrote afterwards, "I know the Resolves

of Congress upon this head I ever r,vill Comply r'vith them rvhen
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possible yet it is a Maxim older than the Congress That Neces-
sity has no Lalv."83

Yet while all of this r,vent on, everyone knew that though it
might be necessary, it was \{rong. Citizens resented the army's
inequitable seizures and the officers' peremptory enforcement
of their  own est imate of the army's needs. The army resented
the public's slow and inefficient supply and the preference
many people shou'ed for profit. But even when the army bal-
anced accounts outside the lar,v, the two groups did not become
enemies for this reason. Late in the rvar the quartermaster
general was under civil arrest in New York, but for the most
part seizures met with tacit assent. The officers' acknowledg-
ment that their conduct was illegal, that they could not make a
separate law for the army, helped to sustain cooperation amid
coercion. And, in turn, the citizens' respect for the officers'
intentions discouraged the grorvth of coniempr for larv. In this
instance, Americans maintained harmony in the act of violat-
ing their ideology because they remained confidenr rhar rhey
agreed on its meaning and that all parties were working to
preserve and to implement it.

In discussing some officers who rvanted to defy Congress at
the end of the rvar, the historian Richard Kohn uses the r,vord
' 'pur i ty" to descr ibe civ i l  supremacy over the mi l i tary.  I f  a
' 'corrupt ing element" shatters the "aura" of c iv i l ian control  by
r iolating it, military rule thereafter "lurks in the background."8r
The Newburgh cr is is of 1783 did not v iolare cir . i l  authorin. ,  bur
rt challenged civilian rule far more seriously than actual viola-
:iritrs during the war because in it some American officers aban-
,:loned the idea of civil supremacy. The "purity" that America
:tad preserved lay in the idea and in unanimous endorsemeltt
,t it. not in conduct alrvays free from taint. During the \\'ar. as

., 'ng as off icers cal led their  deeds sins and regretted that their
: : t rs had been forced upon them, sin could help save America.
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