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Christmas, 1776

McKonkey’s Ferry, Pennsylvania

 


It was not quite
noon, and it was becoming bitterly cold. Dense, dark clouds were
hanging low over the Delaware River and the rain was turning to
sleet. Colonel John Glover’s Fourteenth Regiment was preparing to
move the Continental Army of General George Washington across the
ice-choked Delaware River to attack the Hessian troops who were
occupying Trenton, New Jersey. One of the three men who were
hauling a beached Durham boat from its camouflaged location on the
riverbank slipped and went down. The remaining two men latched onto
the gunnels and tried to dig their heels into the frozen turf to
keep the big boat from sliding into the river. “Watch your fingers,
there,” Glover shouted. “The oars are none too secure. I would
rather lose a boat than any man.”

Glover, like most of the men who served in
his command, was a fisherman from Marblehead, Massachusetts. In the
months after the Declaration of Independence on July 4, 1776,
Washington’s army had suffered a series of humiliating defeats,
including the nearly fatal battles of Long Island and Brooklyn
Heights in August. While Washington’s beaten and bloody troops were
pinned against the East River being bombarded by British artillery,
John Glover’s Regiment had evacuated the entire force and the camp
followers to Manhattan in a seemingly impossible nighttime
operation. Glover’s action undoubtedly saved the Continental Army
from capture, and the Revolution from extinction.

Pursued by British General Lord Cornwallis,
Washington’s army had then retreated from New York, across New
Jersey to the village of Trenton where Glover had commandeered
every boat on the Jersey Shore and transported the remnants of the
army to Pennsylvania.

“Keep the dock clear,” Glover shouted. Two
of the boats had just arrived from their hiding place on Taylor
Island, and their crews were removing the camouflaging tree
branches. “God knows we have little enough room on this little dock
as it is without cluttering it with rubbish.”

To say that the hope of an independent
American republic was dim on this Christmas Day would be a gross
understatement. Only days ago, Congress had fled Philadelphia to
Baltimore. Now, with enlistments due to expire on December
31st, with no money to pay for reenlistment bonuses, and
with morale at an all-time low, Washington was once again crossing
the Delaware. But this time he was crossing in a desperate,
last-ditch attempt to keep the fledgling American Revolution alive.
His plan was simple: Attack the twelve hundred British-paid Hessian
mercenaries at Trenton, defeat them, and take from them the
supplies his army so urgently needed. The seeming folly of his plan
was that the Hessian soldiers were the best in the world and to
date, Washington’s army had not won so much as a single battle, nor
had the army ever been the attacker in any conflict.

“Ahoy, Colonel,” a man’s voice called from
the fog near the riverbank, below the dock.

“Aye,” Glover called back.

“Boat coming in. A little one. It ain’t the
British.”

“Not one of ours, either.” Glover squinted
toward the sound of the voice. Through the mist, he saw a small,
birch-bark canoe struggling to land near the dock against the
fierce current. “Lend a hand there, boys. Quickly now, before one
of those big blocks of ice scuttles that toy boat.” He stepped
carefully over the icy ground and onto the rocks to watch his men
drag the canoe and its occupant from the water. “Who is it?”

“A boy,” someone answered. “I think he’s
froze to death.”

“No, he’s alive, Colonel,” another voice
countered. “But just barely. He’s covered with ice. Looks like a
little snowman. We needs to fetch him a doctor.”

“No,” Glover shouted. “Somebody run down to
McKonkey’s Inn and fetch back one of Washington’s aides. We have an
army to transport, and don’t have time for this. Let them sort it
all out.”

“Which aide?” a man shouted back at him.

“Hamilton, if he is available. Or
Fitzgerald. It hardly matters. Just get someone up here to take
charge of the boy.”

“Very well, sir. I’ll go.” The man started
toward the inn.

“They may be in the tavern.” Glover called.
“There was to be a meeting there at noon, or thereabouts.”
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General George
Washington, commander-in-chief of the Continental Army, stomped the
crystallized mud off his boots and climbed the steps to Samuel
McKonkey’s Inn and Tavern. “Good afternoon, Captain
Fitzgerald.”

John Fitzgerald, one of Washington’s
aides-de-camp was holding open the tavern door for the general.
“Good afternoon, sir.” Fitzgerald looked up at the sky. “It will be
snowing soon.”

“I fear that your forecast is correct,
Captain.” Washington removed his hat, ducked his head under the
lintel and stepped into the warm, brightly lit room. “Is everyone
present?”

“As you know, sir, General Stephen is in
Trenton. Everyone else is here, except General Cadwalader and
Captain Hamilton, that is.”

“Because he has so many new recruits to
train, I excused Cadwalader. Where is Alex?”

“He was here for a short time but he was
called away a few minutes ago by one of the Marblehead
fishermen.”

“For what reason?”

“I cannot say, sir. I did not hear the
conversation.” Fitzgerald took the general’s cloak and hat. “Your
baggage has been brought over from Barclay’s. Would you care to see
your room?”

“Later. Where are we meeting?”

Fitzgerald pointed toward the rear of the
tavern. “Our table is through that door in a private room.”

“Not as private as I might have wished.”

“The tavern is closed, sir. That is, we are
the only patrons of the inn and of the tavern. The innkeeper, his
goodwife and daughter are the only staff. Mister McKonkey has
assured me that the Brown family is completely trustworthy.”

“And where is Mister McKonkey?”

“He is supervising the loading of cannon
onto the barges and ferries. General Knox said that balance was
crucial and that he trusted no one else to oversee the task.”

“Why is Knox not supervising it
himself?”

“He and Colonel Glover do not get along,
sir. Apparently some of the barges and the ferry must share the
dock with Colonel Glover’s Marbleheaders and the dock is quite
small.”

“I see.” Washington walked to the huge
fireplace. “Let us give Captain Hamilton a few minutes before we
begin.”

“Yes, of course, sir.”

Washington held his hands toward the blaze.
“Nice to be warm.”

“Indeed it is, sir. Brutal out there. Simply
brutal.” Fitzgerald gazed out the window at the darkening day.

“I feel somewhat guilty…” Washington began,
then he shook his head. “Nothing to be done for it.”

Fitzgerald turned away from the window.
“Pardon me, sir? Guilty about what, General?”

“About being warm.”

“Sir?” Fitzgerald was confused.

“Some of our soldiers have no coats or
shoes. I feel guilty about being warm while they suffer.”

“Oh. Yes, sir. I understand. We did receive
those blankets today. I gave you the bill of lading.”

“Yes, I saw it. They are better than
nothing, but not as good as coats would be.”

“The wives and the men that can sew are
making coats from the blankets.”

Washington nodded. “Real coats would be
better. Shoes too. How does the Congress expect these lads to
function without coats and shoes?”

“A local sail-maker has made hundreds of
pairs of canvas shoes. Enough so that no one should be barefoot, I
should hope.”

“Congress,” Washington said, as if the word
was bitter in his mouth.

Fitzgerald tried to think of something else
mitigating but quickly gave up.

James Brown, the innkeeper, hurried from the
kitchen to take Washington’s cloak and tricorne hat from
Fitzgerald. “Forgive me please, Excellency. I did not hear you come
in.”

Washington nodded to the smaller man. “Good
afternoon, Mister Brown.”

Brown smiled. “Merry Christmas,
General.”

Washington seemed surprised for a moment,
then nodded. “Indeed. Thank you. And to you and your family, sir. A
very Merry Christmas.”

“May I offer you gentlemen a toddy?”

Fitzgerald shook his head.

“General?”

Washington was looking through the window at
the rapidly deteriorating weather. “What was that you said, Mister
Brown?”

“A toddy?” Brown repeated. “Would you care
for one?”

“Oh. No. A toddy? No, thank you. Not for me.
Not today of all days.”

“Tea, perhaps.”

“No thank you.” Washington glanced out the
window once again, then turned toward the rear of the tavern. “I
think we must start without Captain Hamilton.”

“I will see to your meal then.” Brown
half-bowed and hurried back toward the kitchen.

As Washington walked through the door toward
the long table where his staff and a few unit commanders were
getting to their feet, he took a folded pamphlet from his coat
pocket. “Please keep your seats, gentlemen.” He pulled out the
chair at the head of the table, stood in front of the chair but did
not sit. “This,” he waved the pamphlet, “was written and published
by Thomas Paine a few days ago. He calls it The American
Crisis. It is being distributed to our troops as we speak. I
want to read the first paragraph of it to you.” He cleared his
throat.

“General,” Fitzgerald interrupted. “Please
forgive me, sir, but do you want this door to the tavern
closed?”

“No. I prefer to keep it open so that we can
see that no one is lurking out there with his ear to the wall. You
might stand there where you can see the room, just to be sure.”

“Very well, sir.” Fitzgerald backed into the
tavern.

Washington cleared his throat again and
began to read. “These are the times that try men’s souls. The
summer soldier and the sunshine patriot will, in this crisis,
shrink from the service of their country; but he that stands it
now, deserves the love and thanks of man and woman. Tyranny, like
hell, is not easily conquered; yet we have this consolation with
us, that the harder the conflict, the more glorious the triumph.
What we obtain too cheap, we esteem too lightly: it is dearness
only that gives every thing its value. Heaven knows how to put a
proper price upon its goods; and it would be strange indeed, if so
celestial an article as freedom should not be highly rated.
Britain, with an army to enforce her tyranny, has declared that she
has a right (not only to tax) but to bind us in
all cases whatsoever, and if being bound in that manner, is
not slavery, then is there not such a thing as slavery upon earth.
Even the expression is impious; for so unlimited a power can belong
only to God.”

General Washington folded the pamphlet and
returned it to his coat pocket. “This is indeed the time, the very
moment, to try our souls. What we do here tonight and on the morrow
will undoubtedly determine the fate and future of our new nation.”
He looked from face to face around the table. “But you all know
that. We have discussed it many times. So let us speak of something
new. I fear that we have only vague and somewhat unreliable
intelligence, but it rings true that General Sir William Howe is
now convinced that we are finished. He is so very convinced in fact
that he is having the terms of our surrender drafted and has agreed
to let Lord Cornwallis return to England.”

“The damned fool,” General William
Alexander, the Earl of Stirling said. “Cornwallis is the only real
soldier in the British General corps.”

“Howe is so deeply enamored with Mrs. Loring
that he may not be thinking clearly,” Knox chuckled.

“Indeed,” Washington said with a smile. “We
may in fact owe our continued existence to Mrs. Loring’s charms.
Had General Howe kept his entire army in the field to pursue us,
our defeat would have been a foregone conclusion.”

“I have a question, sir,” General John
Sullivan said. “About the assault on Trenton.”

Washington looked toward the door to be sure
no one was eavesdropping, then nodded. “Yes?”

“As you know,” Sullivan continued, “because
of the Hessians’ harsh treatment of the citizens in the villages
that they have occupied, we have been receiving a steady flow of
passionate new recruits from both New Jersey and Pennsylvania.”

Washington nodded again. “Yes. If there is a
positive side to the Hessian occupation, that is most certainly
it.”

Sullivan made room on the table and unrolled
a map. “I have recently learned from one of our new recruits that
the abandoned River Road, which runs along here, intersects with
our planned route of march into Trenton.” He put his finger on the
map and looked up at Washington. “I propose that, at this fork, I
will take my division up the River Road and attack Trenton from the
opposite side. Such a maneuver will almost surround the Hessians
yet it will keep our divisions at a distance sufficient to prevent
us from shooting each other by accident.”

“Ah, good,” Washington said. “Very good. My
map does not show that intersection. I have been worried all along
that the front of our column might engage the enemy before the rear
was off the road and able to form into battle formation. Dividing
it in half will reduce the time it takes to deploy by half.” He
smiled at Sullivan. “Excellent idea. Absolutely excellent.”

“Thank you, sir.” Sullivan began rolling up
the map. “If I may make one more request, please?”

“Of course,” Washington replied.

“I would like to have General Cadwalader’s
militia accompany my division. Many of the recruits in his unit are
friends, family or acquaintances of men who have recently joined
me. Having some familiar faces nearby might make their first time
to see the elephant a bit less terrifying.”

“No,” Washington said. “I am sorry, General
Sullivan, but General Cadwalader’s militia will be crossing at
Dunk's Ferry, near Bristol, to create a diversion to the south.” He
glanced into the tavern and lowered his voice. “The reality is that
Cadwalader has too many raw recruits. If we were to put them into
battle tonight, most would run away.”

“I have nearly as many recruits,” Sullivan
said.

“But,” Washington countered, “you also have
a large contingent of experienced, regular army troops to
mother-hen the recruits, where Cadwalader has only militia.” He
thought a moment. “Perhaps Glover’s fighting fishermen should go
with you. That way you will have benefit of his older and more
battle hardened…” He stopped abruptly as the tavern door opened and
Captain Alexander Hamilton stumbled in, a young boy cradled in his
arms.

Mr. Brown, who must have seen Hamilton
coming through the rear window, rushed from the kitchen to close
the door against the swirling, wind-driven snow, then he dragged a
chair to the hearth. “Put the boy here, sir,” he said to Hamilton.
“I’ll fetch some hot soup.”

“Thank you.” Hamilton sat the boy on the
chair, then knelt in front of him to rub the small blue hands
between his.

“What have we here?” Washington was the
first from the table.

Hamilton looked up at him. “He apparently
staggered into Colonel Glover’s camp looking as if he had been
carved from a block of ice, General.”

“I know this boy.” General Lord Stirling
said. “His name is Billy Schmitt. He is a drummer boy in my
brigade.”

“Where did he come from?” Washington asked
Hamilton.

“He told me that he paddled himself across
the river and back, sir.”

“He swam?” Washington asked.

“No, sir,” Hamilton replied. “He paddled
across in a birch-bark canoe, sir.”

“Impossible in this weather,” General Henry
Knox opined.

“I cannot say more than I have, sir,”
Hamilton replied. “I was in a great hurry to get the boy out of the
cold, and Colonel Glover was anxious to see me gone from his
staging area.”

“Perhaps the more important question is why
would the boy attempt such a thing?” General Nathanael Greene
asked.

“He said that he went to Trenton to obtain
information that General Washington wanted,” Hamilton said. “But
then he fainted and said no more.”

“Information that I wanted?” Washington
shook his head. “I do not even know this lad.” He looked at
Stirling expectantly.

“I know nothing about this, General,”
Stirling said. “Can you help Billy please, General Mercer?”

“Yes, of course.” Brigadier General Hugh
Mercer, who had been a prominent physician before the Revolution,
took Hamilton’s place in front of the child and examined his hands,
then his face. “Very cold, but no frostbite.” He removed the rags
that were wrapped around the boy’s feet and rubbed his discolored
toes. “He will be fine once we warm him up.”

Billy’s eyes fluttered.

“Hello there, Billy,” Mercer said
gently.

The boy’s eyes focused, he gasped and then
drew away fearfully.

“Calm yourself, Billy. It is only me. Hugh
Mercer. You know me, do you not?”

“General Mercer, sir? I – I – I…”

“Calm yourself, lad,” Mercer repeated in a
soothing tone. “Do not try to talk yet.”

“Where is that soup?” Hamilton shouted.

“Here.” Brown pushed through the circle of
officers.

“Let me.” Mercer took the bowl and spoon.
“Have a little of Goody Brown’s famous soup, Billy. It will warm
your inside while the fire warms your outside.”

The boy opened his mouth to accept a
spoonful of soup.

“I had no idea that any of our drummers were
quite so young,” Washington said to Lord Stirling. “How old is this
boy?”

“Fourteen,” Stirling replied.

Mercer smiled and gave Billy another
spoonful of soup. “Perhaps he claims to be fourteen, but I think
twelve is more likely to be accurate.”

“Too young in either case,” Washington
pronounced. “He should be with his family.”

“Billy was orphaned during the Battle of
Brooklyn Heights, General,” Stirling said in a lowered voice. “When
we retreated across the East River, we took Billy with us. After
that,” he shrugged. “Well, for a variety of reasons we more or less
adopted the lad and kept him with us.” He winked at the boy, who
seemed to be recovering quickly, and said loudly, “Billy is a good
boy and fine young soldier.”

Billy looked up at Stirling, then at
Washington. “I know where all the Hessian troops are housed in
Trenton as well as the headquarters of the commanders,
Excellency.”

Washington wrinkled his brow. “What is
this?” He looked at Stirling. “This boy knows of our Trenton
battle-plans?”

Stirling shrugged. “He probably overheard
Hugh and me talking.”

Washington was angry. “We all agreed that
this would be strictly need-to-know.”

“I can keep a secret, General,” Billy
said.

“Billy does not mix with ordinary soldiers
or wander about camp spreading gossip,” Stirling said hotly before
Washington could answer. “He is either with me, a member of my
staff or an officer in my brigade at all times. All of us are privy
to the war-plans.”

“Well, at this late date I suppose that it
no longer matters.” Washington’s words did not match his demeanor,
but keeping peace with his officers was crucial – now more than
ever.

“You said that you needed volunteers who
speak German,” Billy insisted. “And our Pennsylvania Dutch soldiers
are all too frightened of the Hessian devils so…” He began to
cough.

“Slow down and have some more soup first,”
Washington said. He waited for the boy’s coughing to subside. “Give
the child the bowl, please, Hugh. He looks like he can feed himself
now.”

Mercer gave the bowl and spoon to Billy and
stood up, allowing Washington to move closer to the lad. “I have
known this boy since the day he was found on the battlefield,”
Mercer said. “He would never repeat a military secret.”

Washington waved his hand dismissively.
“Yes, yes, I am sure that is so. Let us hear from the boy.”

After four or five noisy slurps, Billy
looked up at General Washington again. “You said that you needed
volunteers who speak German and all the Pennsylvania Dutch officers
and men refused. So since I speak German fluently…”

“Yes, yes, it has taken several days just to
convince our Pennsylvania Germans to accompany us on the crossing.”
Washington interrupted. “They believe that Hessians are devils
incarnate. But, since you speak German, you decided, on your own
volition, to go absent without leave.”

Billy dropped his eyes. “Yes, sir. But I
knew that if I volunteered you would say that I was too young.” He
waited a moment for Washington to react. When the general said
nothing more, he rushed on. “I know where everyone is, sir.
Everyone.”

Washington looked at his officers then
patted the boy’s wet hair. “Good, good. As soon as you are warm and
dry, you can help us markup our map.” He started to turn back
toward the door to the private room.

“First, by your leave, sir,” Billy said. “I
have a request, sir.”

Washington stopped and raised a disapproving
eyebrow. “A condition, you mean?”

“Oh no, sir. Just a request, sir.”

“What is your request, soldier?”

“I want to be included in the battle,
sir.”

Washington shook his head emphatically. “No.
Absolutely not. We will attack in stealth and will have no need for
drummers.”

“There will be casualties, sir,” Billy
insisted. “I am well experienced with aiding the wounded, sir. And
I speak German. They are all Hessians over there, sir. Almost none
of them speak English. You will need interpreters, sir.”

“Our German officers will suffice.”

“If they do not run away,” Billy said. “And
the English they speak is barely understandable.”

“Billy.” Stirling’s voice cracked like a
whip. “That was uncalled-for.”

The boy hung his head. “I do apologize,
sir.” He looked up beseechingly at Washington. “Please may I go
with you, sir?”

Washington shook his head. “This battle will
be bloody. You are much too young.”

Billy turned his pleading eyes on Lord
Stirling.

“I disagree, General,” Stirling said after a
moment. “Billy has stood shoulder to shoulder with us in every
battle from New York to here. He has earned the right to be treated
as a soldier and as a man.”

Washington was not pleased with Stirling’s
argument. “General Mercer? What is your opinion of the lad’s
health?”

Mercer clearly knew what Washington wanted
him to say, but he shrugged his shoulders and said, “Billy is a
strong, healthy boy, General. Warm him up, dry him out, feed him
well, and he will be fully recovered before we begin boarding the
boats tonight.”

Goodwife Brown pushed her way through the
officers to the fireplace. “The kitchen would be the best place for
him to begin his recovery.” She took the bowl and spoon from Billy
and grasped his hand. “Come along with me, child.”
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Washington watched
the woman and the boy until they disappeared behind the kitchen
door, then he turned to Alexander Hamilton. “Are we expected to
believe that a small boy paddled a canoe across the frozen Delaware
River twice?”

Hamilton shrugged. “That is what he claims,
sir. I can ask Colonel Glover, if you like.”

“Even if Glover saw the boy land his canoe,
he cannot tell us where he came from.” Washington shook his head.
“I fear that this is all just a small boy’s attempt to gain
attention by telling us a tall-tale.”

“I have never known Billy to tell a lie,
General Washington,” Lord Stirling exclaimed, in a somewhat heated
tone. “His father was a highly respected Lutheran minister. Billy
can read and write English, German and Latin. He is better educated
than many of my officers.”

“You will forgive me, sir, if I say that the
child’s education has no bearing on the issue.” Washington met
Stirling’s eyes. “And may I also remind you that the boy has indeed
lied to you. He told you he was fourteen, but General Mercer says
that the boy is more likely to be only twelve. Is that not a
lie?”

“Well,” Stirling blustered. “That is a horse
of a different color.”

Washington was trying to avoid an argument,
but from the expression in his face, it was clear that he was very
dubious about Stirling’s judgment in the matter.

“Billy may be a bit fanciful,” Mercer
offered, “but I agree with Lord Stirling that he is no liar.”

“He lied about his age,” Washington
insisted, a bit louder than was necessary.

“He just wants to be a soldier,” Mercer
replied. “Many a soldier has lied about his age in order to enlist.
It is so common that it is nearly a tradition.”

“If the boy is, as you describe, fanciful,
would that not make his intelligence unreliable?” Washington asked
doggedly.

“Well,” Mercer replied. “Perhaps I should
have used another word. As a minister’s son Billy has very strong
religious beliefs and the faith of a child.”

Washington shook his head. “How did we get
from fanciful to faithful, Hugh?”

Mercer squirmed. Washington had a gift for
seeing through smokescreens and getting right to the heart of an
issue. Mercer looked toward Stirling for help.

“Billy claims to have a guardian angel,”
Stirling said in a resigned tone.

Washington chuckled. “Ah. And we are to
trust what he says to be true?”

“What he says may very well be true,”
Stirling insisted. “We found him in the ruins of the parsonage on
the Brooklyn Heights. The parsonage, the stone church and every
building for a half mile had been completely reduced to rubble by
British artillery. There was not even a tree left standing.
Everyone was dead. Everyone except Billy, that is. I am of the
opinion that only a miracle could have saved him.”

When several others murmured agreement
Washington decided to end the discussion before it became a
religious debate. “Enough of this. Shall we return to our table?”
He led the way through the door of the back room.

“A question about manpower, sir,” General
Greene said, as the officers filed back to their original seats
around the table.

“Yes.” Washington sat down. “What is your
question, General?”

“All together, we have about six thousand
men on our roster who are fit for duty,” Greene said. “However,
with the number currently detailed to guard the ferries at Bristol
and New Hope, those guarding the supplies at Newtown, and the
rearguard that we must leave to protect the sick and wounded, our
numbers will be reduced to just under twenty-five hundred.”

“Permit me to anticipate your question,
General,” Washington said. “The troops on guard at the ferries and
the rear guard are absolutely necessary.”

“And besides,” Knox interjected. “Glover
already has very serious doubts about getting twenty-five hundred
men across the river. Bring any more and he is likely to go
entirely mad.”

“I think you add to his madness, Henry,”
Washington said. “With all the barges and flatboats available, you
still insist on moving your cannon on platforms nailed to Durham
boats.”

“I have only insisted that he move two of my
pieces using the platforms, sir,” Knox said. “The other sixteen
guns can cross on the barges or ferries that will be carrying
wagons, carriages and horses. As long as they are properly loaded
and their weight is balanced.”

“That removes four of his boats and forty of
his men from the task of carrying troops,” Washington said.

“I have had this argument with Glover every
day, General.” Knox shook his head and gave Washington a pitiful
look. “Must I take the same abuse from you too?”

“No, Henry,” Washington said. “Unlike
Glover, I would never make personal remarks about you being so fat
when everyone else is undernourished.”

There was a short, stunned silence until
Hamilton lost his self control and laughed into his hands. Soon the
whole room was roaring with laughter.
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December, 1774 through December, 1776

 


In 1774, Major
General Sir William Howe, an elected Member of Parliament for
Nottingham, publicly proclaimed that the entire British Army could
not conquer America and that he would never agree to take up arms
against the colonies. Early the following year, however, when his
cousin, King George, appointed him as commander-in-chief of the
British forces in America, General Howe, with four thousand troops,
set sail for the besieged city of Boston.

On May 25, 1775, Howe arrived off the coast
of Massachusetts, and together with General Thomas Gage, General
John Burgoyne and General Henry Clinton, laid plans to take and
occupy the high ground above Boston. The American rebels learned of
the British plan within hours of Howe’s war council and Minutemen
immediately rushed to fortify the heights on the Charlestown
peninsula. The British attempt to displace the Americans from the
heights would come to be known as the Battle of Bunker Hill.

Howe, the senior officer, who naturally bore
the responsibility for the battle’s outcome, insisted that Bunker
Hill was a British victory in spite of the extraordinarily high
number of British casualties. The stated opinion of Howe’s
subordinate, General Henry Clinton, was that Bunker Hill was “such
a dear bought victory that another such victory would have ruined
us.”

Sir William had hoped to put down the
upstart colonials in one decisive battle at Boston and return to
England as a hero before the summer’s end, but the “dear bought”
victory of Bunker Hill shattered Howe’s hopes and made him
cautious. On October 10, 1775, General Gage returned to England and
General Howe settled into winter quarters at Van Cortlandt House in
Manhattan with his American mistress.

Now, over two months later, at the sound of
a gentle knock on the door of his plush Manhattan study, Sir
William looked up from the document he was reading. “Come in, my
pet.”

Betsey Loring was wearing an extremely
low-cut, formal evening gown and her blonde tresses were piled in a
high beehive, styled after Marie Antoinette. “Who was that lovely
woman that you were speaking with, William?” She closed the door
behind her and walked to stop in front of his desk.

Howe’s attention was riveted upon the deep
cleft between her nearly bare breasts. “What was that?”

“I saw a stunningly beautiful woman leaving
your office as I was coming down the stairs,” she said.

Howe smiled. “Are you jealous, my pet?”

“Should I be?”

“No,” he replied. “It was business.”

“If she is important enough for you to have
granted her a private audience, should she be added to our guest
list?”

“That would be your decision.” Howe returned
to reading the document.

“Then I must know who she is, must I
not?”

He looked up again. “She is the
daughter-in-law of Rachael Van Buskirk, who is the daughter of the
owner of this house.”

“Is not this house owned by the Van
Cortlandt family?”

“It is,” he said with a nod. “Rachael Van
Buskirk’s maiden name is Van Cortlandt.”

“What is the given name of the woman you
spoke with?”

He shook his head. “She introduced herself
as Mrs. Van Buskirk and never offered her given name.”

“And may I know what business Mrs. Van
Buskirk wished to discuss with you?”

“Payment for the use of this house, of
course. These Colonials always want money. Even the rich ones.”

“Are not the Van Cortlandts loyal to the
Crown?”

“Yes but Mrs. Van Buskirk’s loyalty to the
Crown is questionable. She is the daughter of William Livingston,
the Governor of New Jersey. Livingston was a member of the Rebel
Congress before he was governor. He was also a signatory of the
insulting letter that prompted His Majesty to send me here. Her
husband, John, is the infamous Mad Swordsman who became a hero of
the Rebel cause during the Battle of Long Island.”

Betsey arched a painted eyebrow. “Then
perhaps it would be best if I did not include Mrs. Van Buskirk on
our guest list.”

Howe waved his hand. “It hardly matters. In
less than a month, this rebellion will be quelled. Both of Mister
Washington’s division commanders have turned against him and he,
with a small, tattered army, is isolated on the other side of the
Delaware River. When the river freezes I will finish Washington and
the war will be over.”

“Over? Really?”

“Yes.” He waved the document that he had
been reading. “These are the terms of his surrender. Now if you
please, give us a kiss and allow us to get back to it.”

She walked around the desk and planted a
kiss on the top of his head. “If the war is to be over soon, there
would be no harm in socializing with Mrs. Van Buskirk. A woman that
beautiful would interest many of the pitifully lonesome young
British officers who attend our parties.”

“As you say, Pet. As you say.”
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July, 1776 through December, 1776

 


In the early summer
of 1776, just after the United States declared its independence
from England, General Howe won a decisive victory against General
George Washington at the Battle of Long Island, but his caution
during the following Battle of Brooklyn Heights permitted John
Glover’s Marblehead Massachusetts militiamen to withdraw
Washington’s army across the East River in boats, barges, ferries,
scows and all other manner of floating conveyance. General Clinton
insisted that if the British had only pressed the attack with their
full force of thirty-three thousand men, Washington’s entire army
would have been destroyed, thus ending the American Revolution.

On September 15, 1776, Howe captured the
battery on Lower Manhattan and swept into New York City with an
army of over twelve thousand. Washington fought a delaying action
and retreated to the fortifications at Harlem. The following day,
Howe attacked in force but was beaten back by the stubborn
Americans. The standoff held until October when, in an attempt to
flank Washington, Howe landed a substantial force in Westchester
County. Washington countered the move by withdrawing the bulk of
his army to White Plains and continued retreating north under
pressure from Howe.

With Washington’s force away from New York
City, Fort Lee and Fort Washington on the Hudson River were
isolated and soon taken by Hessian mercenaries who put as many as
five hundred of the surrendering defenders to death. Washington had
made a difficult decision when he withdrew his army’s protection
from the two little earthen forts, but when he made that decision,
he had anticipated that his soldiers would be captured,
well-treated and later traded for British prisoners of war.
Washington would never forget nor would he forgive the Hessian
commanders who had allowed the massacre to happen.

General Howe flatly refused to accept the
United States as a country or Washington as a general, in public or
in private, so after consolidating his forces in New York, he
ordered General Lord Cornwallis to finish Mister Washington.
Washington responded by separating the Continental Army into three
divisions. The first was commanded by Washington himself, the
second commanded by General Charles Lee and the third under command
of General Horatio Gates. Washington’s plan was to fight a delaying
action while retreating through New Jersey and across the Delaware
River to Pennsylvania, where the three armies would meet and
rejoin. His logic was that if one or even two of the armies were
cut off and defeated, the surviving army or armies could fight on.
His mistake was in trusting his two scheming, unscrupulous, and
politically ambitious generals.

After the defeat of the American forces in
Manhattan, General Charles Lee broke contact with the enemy and
withdrew his division to the British flank near Morristown, New
Jersey, while Gates moved into the Hudson Valley, leaving
Washington’s division alone to fight on against the army of Lord
Cornwallis.

Once again, Howe had expected a quick
victory against the isolated Washington. But in December,
Washington crossed the Delaware River into Pennsylvania, taking all
the boats on the Jersey Shore with him. A disgusted Howe recalled
Cornwallis, established his lavish winter quarters in New York with
his beautiful young mistress, and left his Hessian mercenaries with
a handful of British regulars in New Jersey to watch the pesky
Americans until the Delaware froze solid.

As Howe had told Betsey Loring, when the ice
was thick enough to support horses, wagons and caissons, he planned
to cross the river with twenty-thousand men and a hundred cannon to
crush Mister Washington and his rag-tag army, once and for
all.
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In mid December,
when Washington’s remaining army had reached the Pennsylvania
shore, he had assembled his senior officers at the home of Thomas
Barclay, where he was establishing his headquarters. “Gentlemen.
Thanks to all of you, and in particular to Colonel Glover and his
Marblehead fishermen, we are safe for the moment.” He looked around
the table. “Now, will someone please tell me the whereabouts of the
divisions and persons of Generals Charles Lee and Horatio Gates?
They had agreed to meet us here. We are here. Where are they?”

Colonel Glover raised his hand but Lord
Stirling spoke up before Washington could acknowledge him. “You
cannot seriously expect either of them to live up to that
agreement, General Washington. Both Lee and Gates want to be
commander-in-chief in your stead and there will never be a better
time than now to lobby Congress for the position.”

Washington nodded. “If that is so, where
would they be, my good Lord Stirling?”

Stirling looked perplexed. “I cannot say for
a fact but my guess would be that they are marching their divisions
toward Philadelphia.”

Again, Washington nodded. “I agree.” He put
a letter on the table and pushed it toward Stirling. “This may
thwart their plans.”

Stirling took the letter and began
reading.

“Congress has decided that it would be safer
for them to evacuate from Philadelphia and reconvene in Baltimore,”
Washington explained to the others. “Before fleeing, our
Congressional leadership also saw fit to give me nearly unlimited,
dictatorial power. I now intend to use that power.”

“Congress is anticipating the collapse of
the Revolution and they are making you their scapegoat, sir,”
Greene warned. “Since you now have all this new power, you will be
held responsible for every act of the United States that the
British may call treasonous.”

“At this moment I am very glad to have the
power and am not troubled by the motives that prompted the Congress
to give it to me,” Washington replied. “But after we have won this
war we will certainly see to it that Congress never again cedes
authority to the military.” He was watching Lord Stirling read the
letter. “The civilian government must always be in control, even
when martial law is necessary. Separation of power must be a
cornerstone of our nation.”

Feeling the scrutiny, Stirling looked up.
“Is there something you want me to do, General?”

“Yes, there is,” Washington answered. “I
want you to take a hand-picked battalion, find General Lee and
General Gates, show them that letter and then bring them here.”

Stirling sat back in his chair. “And if they
refuse to come with me?”

“Arrest them and bring them and their troops
here. If they resist arrest, detail a firing squad and have them
shot.” He waited for a reaction but when the others remained
silent, continued. “I will, of course, put that order in writing.
Can you do that, Lord Stirling?”

“Yes, sir.” Stirling folded the letter and
put it in his coat pocket. “I can and I will.”

Washington looked at the others.
“Comments?”

“Sir.” Colonel Glover raised his hand
again.

“Yes, Glover?” Washington said.

“This morning a local fisherman told me that
General Lee is a prisoner of the British,” Glover replied.

“A voluntary prisoner bargaining secrets for
favors, I wager,” General Greene grumbled.

Glover nodded. “That is entirely possible.
It seems that General Lee inexplicably left his camp on the evening
of the twelfth to spend the night alone at a tavern several miles
away. He was captured by British Cavalry the following morning
without a single shot being fired.”

“He must have heard that Congress was
running away,” Greene chuckled.

“Who now has command of Lee’s division?”
Washington asked.

Glover shook his head. “The fellow I talked
to this morning told me who was in command, but I fear that I have
forgotten the name.”

“General John Sullivan is General Lee’s
second in command,” Hamilton offered.

“Yes, thank you, Sullivan is the name I was
told.” Glover nodded thanks at Hamilton.

General Greene was obviously very pleased.
“That is excellent news for us, General Washington. Sullivan is a
fine officer who will follow your orders without question.”

“If that is so, where is he now?” Washington
asked.

“He is probably on his way to Philadelphia
with General Gates, sir,” Hamilton suggested. “It is unlikely that
General Lee would not have told him of your orders to meet us
here.”

“True.” Washington turned back to Stirling.
“While you are about it, sir, please locate General Sullivan and
bring him and his division back here with Gates and his
troops.”

“Yes, sir. I will leave for Philadelphia in
the morning.”

The following day, General Stirling found
General Lee’s former division, now commanded by General Sullivan,
encamped with the division of General Gates, not far from
Philadelphia.

Sullivan told Lord Stirling that he had
attached his division to Gates because Lee had told him that those
were the division’s orders from Washington. When Lord Stirling
explained Washington’s actual plan to rejoin the three divisions on
the Delaware River and mount an offensive, Sullivan
enthusiastically agreed to return with Stirling to Washington’s
camp.

General Gates, however, balked angrily –
claiming that he had been summoned to Philadelphia by the Congress.
However, when Stirling informed him that Congress had evacuated
from Philadelphia to Baltimore, and showed him the letter that
granted Washington unlimited authority, Gates had no choice but to
give in and march his division to join Washington.

Upon arriving in Washington’s Delaware River
camp, General Gates flatly refused to participate in the proposed
Christmas Day crossing, insulted Washington as well as all the
other commanders, and threatened to withdraw his army from
Washington’s command. Washington responded by relieving Gates and
having him escorted back to Philadelphia under armed guard. Several
days later Gates reported to Congress in Baltimore that he had
voluntarily relinquished his command because of illness.
Washington, who had no time for politics, did not contradict
Gates’s account.
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Christmas, 1776

McKonkey’s Tavern, Pennsylvania

 


“Can you tell us
where Colonel Rall is quartered, Billy?” General Lord Stirling
asked.

Drummer Billy Schmitt was enjoying the
attention but his hands, face and feet burned as if they were on
fire. “Yes, sir. Here.” Billy touched a tiny darkened square on the
big map of Trenton that had been placed on the table. “The house
belongs to Mr. Stacy Potts. He is a merchant and, I think, a
supporter of independence. He is cordial to Colonel Rall, but it
may be an act.”

“An act it is,” Mister Brown confirmed.
“Potts is no Tory.”

General Washington had been watching the boy
closely. “Tell us about your angel, please, Billy.”

Billy looked surprised at the abrupt and
unexpected change of subject. “Very well, sir. What do you wish to
know?”

“Well, to start with,” Washington clasped
his hands behind his back. “What does your angel look like?”

“My angel has the face of a beautiful woman
and the figure of a man.”

“Go on,” Washington urged. “Tell us
more.”

“It carries a great sword and speaks in a
tongue that I do not know but can somehow understand.”

Washington looked at his awe-struck officers
and decided that further discussion of angels on Christmas might be
a mistake – particularly on the eve of a major battle. Faith and
the belief in divine protection were powerful allies on the
battlefield. Instead, he decided to test the quality of the boy’s
information and pointed at the map. “Can you tell us which house is
accommodating General von Donop, Billy?”

Stirling tensed. From reports of the New
Jersey Militia, Washington knew full well that von Donop was in
Mount Holly.

“General von Donop is not in Trenton, sir,”
Billy replied.

“Are you quite sure?” Washington asked,
raising his eyebrows in doubt.

“But I overheard some Hessian soldiers
saying that he is at Mount Holly. I cannot confirm that fact, but I
am very certain that he is not in Trenton, sir.”

Washington glanced at Stirling. “What else
did these soldiers have to say about von Donop, Billy?”

“They said that General von Donop hates
Colonel Rall, but that he was forced to put Colonel Rall in command
of Trenton because all the other high-ranking officers are
sick.”

“Yes,” Washington said with a nod and a
smile to a rather smug-looking Lord Stirling. “We have also heard
that rumor, and quite recently.”

“The men who do not know Colonel Rall do not
like him,” Billy added. “I think that perhaps General von Donop’s
low opinion of Colonel Rall has influenced them because those who
do know him speak of him as a fine man.”

Lord Stirling tapped the map. “What kind of
fortifications have they built, Billy?”

“None, sir. General von Donop ordered
Colonel Rall to fortify the town, but Colonel Rall does not believe
that Trenton is defensible.”

“Now that,” Washington said, “is very
interesting.”

“We had heard that Rall refused to build
fortifications because he does not believe that we will attack,”
Stirling said.”

“That may also be true, sir,” Billy replied,
“but it was not what I heard.”

“So there are no fortifications anywhere?”
Henry Knox asked. “Not even to protect their artillery?”

“They have thrown up a small earthwork to
protect their ammunition depot and their cannon, but nothing else,”
Billy said.

“What do the Hessian soldiers think about
all that?” General Greene asked.

“They seem to think that Trenton is their
winter quarters,” Billy replied. “They spend much of their time
drinking, gossiping, gambling and flirting with the pretty
girls.”

“Do they have any luck with the girls?”
Fitzgerald asked.

“No, sir. The citizens, even the Tory
sympathizers, resent the Hessians.”

“Your lady friends are all true to you,
Fitz,” Hamilton teased. “Until they discover each other, that
is.”

Stirling smiled. “What of Colonels
Knyphausen and Lossberg, Billy? Do you know where they are
headquartered?”

“Yes, sir.” Billy tapped the map. “Colonel
Knyphausen is living here and Colonel Lossberg is living here. I
was unable to learn the names of the families that own the two
houses. There are many Loyalists in the town and asking too many
questions could have exposed me as a stranger to Trenton.”

“Where are the pickets closest to the
river?”

“At the bridge.” Billy studied the map, then
pointed to a spot where a road crossed the creek. “They do not stay
at their post but shelter in this little house. They only return to
the bridge if the sergeant of the guard or an officer is coming to
inspect. I crossed the bridge twice without being challenged.”

“Nothing closer than the bridge?” Washington
asked in surprise.

Billy shook his head. “No, sir. Not since
last week when General Ewing raided Trenton Ferry Landing. When
General Ewing burned all the houses at the Landing it denied the
Hessians any shelter from the cold along the shore.”

“We have done what we could to depress their
morale,” Brigadier General James Ewing chuckled.

“Do you know what the word morale
means, Billy?” Stirling asked.

“Yes, sir.”

“How would you describe the Hessian morale,
overall?”

Billy considered the question for a moment
before answering. “The Hessian soldiers are as weary as we are,
sir. Perhaps even more so. Colonel Rall’s regiment suffered many
casualties during the assault on Fort Washington.”

“Not enough,” Washington said
vehemently.

“The most in the entire British Army,”
Stirling countered.

“I have no sympathy for the bloody Hessians
after they slaughtered our surrendering men without mercy,”
Washington said with venom.

“Go on, Billy,” Stirling urged. “You were
speaking of Hessian casualties and how it affects their
morale.”

Billy nodded. “According to what I
overheard, the Hessian regiments have lost many comrades while
pursuing us from New York. Most of the rankers are conscripts and
none are truly faithful to the British. They often discuss
deserting to join the Revolution. I think many may have deserted
during the march from New York.”

“None have volunteered to join us,”
Washington said.

“Perhaps they know how much you hate them,
General,” Stirling suggested.

“I do not hate them,” Washington said. Then
he shook his head. “Yes I do. I know that I should not, but I
do.”

The conversation continued for some time,
while Washington kept a close watch on the clock and on the
steadily deteriorating weather. Most of what Billy related was
already known to him, but Billy’s confirmation of their existing
intelligence was a welcome confidence booster. He knew, without a
shadow of doubt, that the fate of this new nation would pivot on
the next twenty-four hours. His decisions hung over him like the
Sword of Damocles.

At 3:45 PM, Washington nodded to General
Ewing, and Ewing immediately interrupted the dialog. “If you will
be so good as to excuse me, gentlemen. It is time to go over and
join General Stephen so we can further damage Hessian morale. My
men are in the boats waiting for me.”

Washington shook Ewing’s hand. “God speed
and good luck.”

“And to all of you.” Ewing shook hands all
around. “I will see you on the other side.”

Washington waited until Ewing had left the
tavern and then he smiled down at Billy. “Thank you, Drummer
Schmitt. You have been very helpful. Your country is indebted to
you for your courage and acumen.”

“Does that mean I can join the crossing,
General?” Billy asked excitedly.

Washington started to deny the boy but then
turned to Hugh Mercer. “You are the doctor. The decision is
yours.”

“Goody Brown has found him mittens,
stockings, water-repellent moccasins and a scarf,” Mercer replied.
“If we wrap him in a blanket, Billy should be fine.”

“I gather that he will be with your
brigade,” Washington said in a dry tone.

Mercer glanced at Lord Stirling for
approval. When Stirling nodded he said, “Billy will be with me,
General. I will watch over him like his famous guardian angel.”
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Christmas Night, 1776

Trenton, New Jersey

 


At 5:00 PM, Colonel
Johann Gottlieb Rall was playing checkers with Stacy Potts, the
owner of the house in which Rall was headquartered, when he heard
musket fire. He called for his horse, and with a small entourage,
was soon at the outpost on the northeast edge of town where they
found two pickets dead and two wounded. Rall gave orders to care
for the wounded and for the outpost to be reinforced to six.
Although he did not share his thoughts with his officers, Rall was
relieved. The American raid had done little damage, and it proved
that the rumors of a major attack in force were false.

At 5:30 PM, as Ewing’s raiders were nearing
the Pennsylvania shore to join Stephen’s troops and Colonel Rall
was eating Christmas dinner at the Green Tree Tavern, Colonel
Glover began loading the first wave of troops into the Durham
boats.

At 7:00 PM, while playing cards at the
residence of Abraham Hunt, a Tory farmer passed Rall a note warning
of an imminent, full-scale attack by the Americans. Rall had
already decided that such an attack was unlikely. Now, with the
plummeting temperature, a major attack was impossible; it was
simply too cold and wet for muskets to fire. He put the note in his
coat pocket and raised his bet.

At 1:00 AM, as the Americans were
establishing a defensive perimeter a short distance from his
headquarters, Rall went to bed.

At 4:00 AM, the duty officer, Major
Friedrich von Dechow stepped outside into the fearful cold and
promptly cancelled the pre-dawn patrol.

At 4:30 AM, Lieutenant Andreas von
Wiederholdt, in command of a twenty-four-man roving guard, ordered
the men in his detail to take shelter from the bitter cold in the
copper shop while he and his two officers demanded entry into the
shopkeeper’s home.
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Dawn

December 26, 1776

McKonkey’s Tavern, Pennsylvania

 


Billy Schmitt had
been sleeping in the tavern when General Stirling awakened him.
“Get up and wash your face,” Stirling said. “Our boat is nearly at
the dock.”

Billy looked out the window, then rubbed his
eyes. “Sir, the sun is coming up.”

“Indeed. It does that every day at about
this time.”

“We were to attack in darkness.”

“It has taken longer than expected to get
everyone across. Hurry up now. We are in the last boat. You do not
wish to delay the attack any further, do you?”

“No, sir.” Billy began to hurriedly pull his
new sail-canvas boots over his new wool stockings.

“Dress carefully so that you do not open a
seam,” Stirling warned. “We have a little time and there is water
in the bottoms of the boats. Wet feet at this temperature can be
fatal.”

“So we are the last boat, sir?”

“The very last. General Washington left me
in command when he crossed.”

“Have there been any difficulties, sir?”

“A few. Nothing important. Knox and Glover
have done a masterful job, even though they hate each other.”

“I do not hate General Knox,” Colonel Glover
said from the open doorway. “I just think it is sinful for a man to
be that fat when so many are starving, and I told him so. Come
along, or we will be holding up the party.” He came in and closed
the door behind him. “The last boat is at the dock. Are you ready,
Drummer Schmitt?”

“Almost, sir.” Billy stood up and put his
head through the hole of a wool blanket and cinched it around his
waist with a wide leather belt, then put on his hat.

“Your mittens,” Stirling handed them to the
boy.

Billy grinned. “Thank you for allowing me to
come, General.”

“You may not be thanking me in an hour or
two,” Stirling said, starting toward the door.

“I will always be grateful to you, sir,”
Billy said. “For many things.”

“Then show your gratitude by hurrying.”
Stirling held the door as Billy and Glover walked out into the
frigid, snow-covered camp.

Ground fog drifted from the Delaware River
onto the land, giving the familiar geography a ghostly appearance.
The camp, which was filled with soldiers and equipment when Billy
fell asleep, was now nearly empty. The previously crowded dock held
only one boat.

“Watch for splinters on the gunnels,” Glover
warned. “We nailed those barge platforms to them with six-inch
spikes so we could transport Knox’s cannon, and I just removed the
spikes and I was in a bit of a hurry.”

“After you, Billy,” Stirling said.

Billy vaulted into the boat, landing deftly
on the centerboard. He walked between the rowers to take a seat in
the stern. Glover was last into the boat and he pushed away from
the dock with his foot.

The coxswain eased the tiller left as the
current caught the boat. “All together now. Pull. Pull. Pull.”

One of the rowers, seated toward the center
of the boat, began to sing in a pleasant baritone voice. The rhythm
of his song was slow and steady. The oars dipped and lifted in time
to the music.

Billy looked out at the mist, then smiled at
Stirling.

“Ice,” the coxswain called.

“I have it.” Glover caught the huge block of
floating ice on the end of a fishing pike and eased it around the
stern of the boat.

“You seem to be enjoying yourself,” Stirling
said to Billy.

Billy nodded. “Yes, sir, I am. Thank you for
speaking up in my favor.”

“No thanks necessary,” Stirling said. “You
deserve to be here with us.”

Billy turned to look toward the New Jersey
Shore. The houses near Trenton Landing had been burnt to their
foundations by General Ewing’s forces, leaving only their chimneys
standing. Behind the snow-covered ruins, dense woods blocked any
view of the distant village of Trenton. “I see our officers and
generals, but where are the men?”

“Asleep, probably. Or hidden in the trees,
perhaps.”

“We will prevail today, sir.”

“Did your angel tell you that, Billy?”

“Indeed, sir.”

“And did it tell you how many of our men it
would cost?”

“None, sir.”

“You mean it had no opinion?”

“No, sir. My angel said that none of us
would die today and only three of us would be seriously
wounded.”

“That, Billy, is simply too much to ask for.
But if it happens, I will become a believer in angels.” He stood up
and moved forward as the boat grounded against the New Jersey
Shore. “Come along. We still have a long way to go.”

The army began their march in a single long
column but split at the road junction. Washington with Greene’s
command followed the right fork while Sullivan’s forces, with John
Glover’s fishermen acting as the van, took the left fork onto the
River Road.

Progress through the snow-drifted woods was
slow and the sun was well up when the Americans neared open ground.
General Washington and Captain Fitzgerald eased their horses
through the snow toward the sound of wood chopping. As they emerged
into full daylight near a small white house, Fitzgerald’s horse
blew noisily. The wood chopper looked up, dropped his axe in alarm
and backed away, ready to flee.

“Can you tell us where the Hessian pickets
are?” Washington asked politely.

The man continued to back away.

“There is nothing to fear, sir,” Fitzgerald
said. “This is General Washington. Can you tell us where the
pickets are located?”

The man stopped his retreat, gaped for a
moment, then turned and pointed. “Some are in Mr. Howell’s house,
some in Mr. Calhoun’s.”

“The patrol?” Washington asked.

“Over in Mr. Calhoun’s copper shop and the
officers are behind it, in his house. They do that, y’ know. Barge
into a man’s home, take what they want, frighten his wife and kids.
God only knows what else that good Christian people don’t talk
about.”

“We have come to stop that behavior, sir.”
Washington raised his hand over his head and signaled to resume the
march forward.

Behind him, the United States Army appeared
like specters from the fog-enshrouded forest.

The man who had been chopping wood ran into
the house to load his musket and to hang a home-made American flag
from a dormer window facing the road.

Billy tensed and pointed to a large number
of armed men who had suddenly appeared from the right.

“Those are Adam Stephen’s men,” General
Mercer said, turning his head so Billy could hear him. “He has
attacked and removed the Hessian outpost.”

“I heard no firing,” Billy replied.

“Which is exactly how it should have been,”
General Mercer said gleefully. “He has taken them by surprise.
That, in large part, is your doing, Billy. Stephen knew exactly
where they were and how to attack silently. We owe you our
thanks.”

“The cold may deserve more thanks than I,
sir,” Billy replied.

“Well said.” Mercer chuckled. “Have you
given much thought to your future, Billy?”

“My future, sir?”

“Yes. What I mean is, have you settled upon
a profession?”

“Oh. Well, I intend to remain a soldier,
sir.”

“An honorable profession,” Mercer replied.
“But I think you might make a fine surgeon. Perhaps we can discuss
that another day.”

“Certainly, sir.”

As they approached the Howell house, a
Hessian soldier ran out into the street waving his arms and
shouting in German. A moment later, four more soldiers raced from
the house. Two fired their muskets ineffectively at the Americans
and the muskets of the other two misfired. A platoon from General
Stephen’s brigade ran forward and captured two of the men. The
other Hessians were faster and reached the house of Mr. Calhoun,
where they alerted the pickets sheltering there from the cold.

The twenty-odd guards in Calhoun’s house and
in his copper shop were under the command of Lieutenant Andreas von
Wiederholdt. Wiederholdt, a brave man, drew his sword and tried to
form a musket line, but his panicked men ignored him. Some of the
men fired at the Americans and others ran into the town.

Moments later, the sound of drum and fife,
punctuated by cannon fire, announced the arrival of General John
Sullivan on the abandoned River Road.

Washington sent the riflemen of Colonels
Hand, Scott and Lawson to secure the Princeton Road and ordered an
infantry advance to the intersection of King and Queen Streets. The
alarm had finally spread throughout the Hessian command, and the
result was chaos, as the American skirmishers easily swept through
the disorganized resistance.

As the main body of Americans reached the
crossroads, Washington ordered the six cannon of Captain Forrest to
unlimber and sent Lord Stirling’s brigade to take up defensive
firing positions in the houses and nearby fields.

While Forrest was positioning his guns to
sweep both avenues, two six-pound Hessian brass cannons were rolled
onto Queen Street, a short distance from the intersection. General
Mercer beckoned to a courier. “My compliments to Captain Washington
and Lieutenant Monroe,” Mercer shouted. “Tell them to remove those
two cannons and their gun crews.”

“Yes, sir.” The courier kicked his horse and
raced to deliver the orders to the two company commanders.

“Listen to me, Billy.” General Mercer reined
in his horse in front of the tiny Presbyterian Church. “I want you
to wait inside this church until one of us comes to get you.”

Billy slipped off the horse. “We will all be
fine, sir.”

“I hope you are right.” Mercer kicked his
horse and raced through the street to catch up with the
brigade.

Billy watched the Hessian artillerymen race
feverishly to get their two six-pounders set up, loaded and aimed
before the American companies of Captain William Washington and
Lieutenant James Monroe could reach them. Captain Washington, who
was leading the charge, was shot through both hands by a Hessian
artilleryman. Lieutenant Monroe saw Washington fall. Raising his
hat on the tip of his sword, he resumed the charge. “On me, boys.
On me.”

The two companies had just reached and
engaged the Hessian gunners when Monroe was shot in the shoulder.
Although the wound was pumping a geyser of blood with each
heartbeat, Monroe somehow managed to stay in the saddle until the
Hessian guns and artillerymen were captured.

When Monroe fell, Billy said a prayer. At
that moment, a man carrying a black leather bag rushed out of the
ranks of attacking Virginians to bend over Monroe. Billy turned
away and went into the church as Mercer had ordered him to do.

Had not Doctor Riker of Virginia quickly
clamped off the gushing artery, James Monroe would have surely
perished, and America would have been deprived of a future
president. Some said it was a miracle; others said it was merely a
lucky coincidence.
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December 26, 1776

Trenton, New Jersey

 


 


The Hessian
Commander, Colonel Rall, had been awakened by an aide when the
first shots were fired. After ordering that his horse be saddled,
he dressed carefully, then calmly walked out to mount and ride
toward the sound of small arms fire.

It took some time for Rall to convince
himself that this was not another annoying raid – even when he
arrived at the square and saw American soldiers everywhere. Rall
tried to rally his panicked troops in the meadow, but the American
rifle fire was too effective. Instead of standing and fighting as
ordered, the bulk of the Hessian soldiers retreated to the nearby
apple orchard. Rall and several other officers followed, cajoling
and haranguing the fleeing men from horseback all the way.
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“Come in, my boy,”
the minister said, holding open the church doors for Billy.

“Thank you, sir.” Billy walked into the dim
interior of the church and saw that it was nearly full of people.
“Am I interrupting your service, Pastor?”

“No, no. These people have come in search of
God’s protection.”

Billy cocked his head. “Is someone
hurt?”

“Yes. A little girl. A bit younger than you.
She is in the rectory. How did you know?”

“Is there a doctor here?” Billy asked,
ignoring the minister’s question.

“No. But I fear a doctor would not matter.
She was shot in the stomach. The wound is fatal.”

“I have experience on the battlefield.”

The minister patted him on the head. “So do
I. There is nothing that you can do.”

“Would you object to my trying?”

“No. If the family does not object.” He
pointed toward a door behind the altar. “Right through there.”
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The Americans
continued forward in platoon relays on line; one platoon firing and
then reloading as the platoon behind marched through their ranks to
take new firing positions. Although the Hessians were falling fast,
Rall was able to rally a few to form a firing line. Minutes later,
when Rall was shot from his horse by an American sharp-shooter, the
German soldiers dropped their weapons and surrendered.

It was growing dark when General Mercer tied
his horse in front of the Presbyterian Church. Weary to the bone he
limped to the doors and pulled them open. The pews were full and
everyone turned to stare at him wide-eyed. “I am looking for a boy
that I left here. He is about twelve with reddish-blond hair.”

The congregation all pointed to a small door
behind the altar.

With a growing feeling of trepidation,
Mercer hurried to the door and opened it. At first, he recoiled at
the sight and odor of blood, but then he saw Billy kneeling on the
floor over a little girl. “What has happened?”

“She was shot,” Billy said. He held up a
bullet for Mercer to see. “It must have been a spent round. I was
able to remove it easily. I have applied a bandage to the wound.
The bleeding has stopped. She is resting comfortably.”

“Is all this blood hers?” Mercer asked in
amazement.

“Yes.” Billy bit his lip. “But it looks
worse than it is. I think the floor was wet and the blood spread in
the water.”

“That must be it. No one could possibly live
after losing this much blood.” Mercer squatted and felt the child’s
pulse. “Strong and regular.” He looked toward a terrified young
couple who were backed into a corner, clinging to each other. “Is
this your daughter?”

The man nodded and the woman sobbed.

“From what my young colleague says, and from
what I have just observed, I should think she will be fine,” Mercer
said. “But someone should get her some clean clothes and blankets.
And, she needs to be moved off the floor.”

Neither reacted.

“I am a doctor,” Mercer said. “I promise you
that your daughter will recover. But she needs your help now.”

The man and woman looked at him, then at
Billy and finally at their child.

Mercer stood up. “Forgive me if my question
is rude, but are you mute?”

“No,” the man said.

“Michael told us not to speak,” the woman
whispered.

“Who is Michael?” Mercer asked.

“He was terrible and beautiful,” the woman
said. She looked at Billy. “May we speak?”

“Of course you may.” Billy stood up.
“Forgive us please but we must go. This is General Mercer, and I am
quite sure that General Washington has need of him. Please do what
he has told you to do and your daughter will recover completely.”
He took Mercer’s hand and led him through the church into the cold,
night air.

“What was that about someone named Michael?”
Mercer asked.

“The goodwife may have had a little too much
Christmas pudding and thought that my name was Michael,” Billy
said. “Have we time to stop at the village pump so I can wash off
some of this blood, sir?”

“Yes.” Mercer looked at the boy for several
seconds. “Yes. Yes, of course, Billy. We have time.”


~ 13 ~

 


By 9:00 PM, all
three Hessian regiments had surrendered and General Washington,
General Nathanael Greene and General Mercer, with Billy Schmitt in
tow, were visiting the home of Stacy Potts, where Colonel Rall had
been carried from the orchard.

Washington had not wanted to come. His
hatred for Rall over the massacres at Fort Lee and Fort Washington
was intense. However, after a heated argument with Greene and
Mercer he had reluctantly agreed.

The three generals went into Rall’s
bedchamber alone, leaving Billy with Mr. Potts. When Rall saw
Washington, he asked that his men be well cared for. Washington
said nothing in reply. Finally, after a long silence, Washington
walked out, followed by Greene and Mercer.

“That was less than I had hoped for,
General,” Mercer said.

“Where has Billy gone,” Washington asked in
a peevish tone. “I want to get out of here.”

Neither of the other generals offered a
reply.

Washington crossed the parlor, walked into
the big living room and stopped abruptly. In the corner of the room
stood an eight-foot tall pine tree decorated with toys, dolls and
candy. On the very top, a beautiful, golden-haired angel was
smiling down upon an enraptured Billy Schmitt.

Washington looked questioningly at Potts.
“What is this?”

“It is called a Christmas tree,” Potts said.
“Apparently trees such as this are a tradition in parts of
Germany.”

“And that?” Washington pointed to the angel
which was dominating Billy’s attention.

“Startlingly real, is it not?” Potts
said.

Washington nodded. “Startling is the very
word for it.”

“Some kind of china doll with human hair and
glass eyes that follow you wherever you go,” Potts said.

“What is its purpose?” Washington asked.

“Rall told me that German Christmas trees
always have either the angel or the star of Bethlehem on top.”

General Mercer walked forward and put his
hand on Billy’s shoulder. “Are you all right, boy?”

“Did you hear it, General?” Billy asked.

“Did I hear what?”

“The angel, sir. Did you hear it
speaking?”

Mercer glanced at Washington and Greene
before answering. “No, Billy, I did not. What did it say?”

“It said that Colonel Johann Gottlieb Rall
will not live through the night.”

“I would agree with that prognosis. What
else did it say?”

“It said that General George Washington will
be the father of a new country, but it will take five more
years.”

“Anything else?”

Billy broke eye contact. “That is all that I
can tell you right now, sir.”

“Come along, then,” Washington said. “We
have much to do to prepare for the British counterattack.”

“Counterattack?” Potts asked nervously.
“Should we not evacuate the women and children?”

“That is unnecessary.” Washington shook his
head. “There is no danger at the moment. We will soon be crossing
back to Pennsylvania, and Lord Cornwallis is still in New York. It
will take him several days, perhaps as long as a week, to reach
Princeton. When he arrives there, we will decide what steps to
take.”

“I do beg your pardon, General,” Potts
persisted, “but would not evacuation now be better than on the eve
of another battle here in Trenton?”

Washington hesitated, then turned to face
Potts. “Evacuating may never be necessary, Mister Potts. The
enlistments of nearly all of my most experienced soldiers will
expire on New Year’s Eve. If they refuse to extend their
enlistments there will be no more battles in Trenton or anywhere
else. Our Revolution will be over.” With a look toward his
officers, Washington strode out of the house.

Mercer, Greene and Billy hurried to catch up
with him.

“How many dead, Hugh?” Washington asked
Mercer.

“Of ours?” Mercer asked needlessly. “None,
sir.”

“None?” Washington stopped and looked at
Greene for confirmation.

Greene grinned and nodded.

“How many wounded?” Washington asked.

“Three,” Mercer replied. “Plus some scrapes
and bruises. Your cousin William and James Monroe both need
hospitalization, but no one, other than James, has received any
life-threatening injuries.”

“God be praised,” Washington said. He patted
Billy on the head. “Your angel must have been watching over all of
us.”

“May I speak to you about that, sir?” Billy
replied. “In private, please.”

Washington looked bemused. “Billy. This is
hardly the time.”

“It is very important and will take only a
moment,” Billy assured him.

With a look of resignation at his generals,
Washington stepped into the road and walked a short distance from
the officers. “What is it, Billy?”

“Sir,” Billy began hesitantly, “my angel –
our angel – said that General Mercer will be called to heaven
soon.”

“Did the angel say when?”

“No, sir. It just said soon. But it also
said that the general would die in an orchard.”

“An orchard was certainly bad luck for
Rall,” Washington said blandly.

“I was thinking, sir,” Billy continued. “If
you were to order General Mercer to avoid any orchards…”

“And what reason would I give to General
Mercer? Should I tell him that he is to soon be called to
heaven?”

“Oh, no, sir. You cannot do that. The angel
said that it would be wrong to tell General Mercer.”

“I must give this some thought, Billy.”

“Very well, sir but if I may; just one more
question?”

“All right, but make it quick. I have much
to do, and we must get our men back to the Pennsylvania side of the
river before any British counterattack.”

“Yes, sir. Of course, sir.” Billy took a
moment to gather his thoughts. “In Brooklyn, during the battle,
when the parsonage walls were bursting and the roof was falling in,
the angel came and told me that I would live if I stayed in the
corner.”

“So I have heard. What is your question?”
Washington’s impatience was showing.

“Do you think it was selfish of me to
survive when my family did not, sir?”

“Why are you asking me?”

“Because you are the wisest man I know.”

Washington smiled. “Very well. Let me try to
act like that wise man and ask you a question.”

“What question, sir?”

“Other than doing the angel’s bidding, what
choice did you have?”

“To join my family and share their
fate.”

“It seems to me that it would be wrong to
defy an angel. It might even be a sin if angels are indeed
messengers from God.”

Billy looked surprised. “I never thought of
that, sir. Thank you, sir.”

Washington patted him on the head. “Let us
join the others. I am very anxious to learn what weapons,
ammunition, provisions and materiel we have been able to loot from
these Hessian dogs.” He rejoined the other two generals. “Who will
have the inventory of captured supplies?”

“Knox,” Greene replied.

“General Washington,” Mercer said. “Before
we discuss the spoils of war...”

“What is it, Hugh?”

“The men are completely exhausted, sir. Why
not rest them on this side tonight and cross back to Pennsylvania
in the morning?”

Washington looked surprised by the question.
“We have not won the war here, Hugh. We have not even won a major
battle. We have only won the ability to keep fighting.”

“I know that, but…”

“Do you also know where the rest of the
British forces are right now?” Washington interrupted.

“No,” Mercer admitted. “But I know that
Cornwallis cannot reach here from New York by tonight.”

“Carl von Donop is within a few miles of
here with more than two thousand Hessian troops. They might
logically have an axe to grind with us over all their dead
comrades,” Washington said. “What if von Donop is on his way right
now? Would you prefer to have our exhausted men fight von Donop’s
angry Hessians? Or would you rather see them dozing in the boats as
they are rowed back to Pennsylvania, Doctor?”

Mercer raised his hands. “I stand corrected,
General.”
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December 29, 1776

McKonkey’s Ferry, Pennsylvania

 


It had snowed the
previous day, but cleared during the night.

The morning was bitter cold as the
Continental Army embarked upon another major crossing from
Pennsylvania to New Jersey. This time, after having the experience
of the Christmas crossings, the men were less fearful. They were
also better clothed and fed, thanks to the provisions and rations
looted from the Hessians.

Washington had planned to use multiple
crossing points. The ice was too thick in some places for boats, so
the men simply walked across the ice to wait in New Jersey for
their horses, baggage and materiel to catch up with them.

Colonel John Glover and General George
Washington were inside the ferry house watching from a second floor
window.

“The truth is, General,” Glover was saying.
“When you first told me of your plan to attack the Hessians, I
thought you had gone mad.”

“Perhaps I had.”

Glover shook his head. “In a few hours, that
ice will be thick enough to support cannon. If we had not attacked
exactly when we did, as we did, the British would be over there
right now shelling us, and tomorrow they would be over here to
crush us. Your plan was both brilliant and courageous. My deepest
apologies for doubting you.”

“Do not give me too much credit, Glover.
Circumstances and providence forced my decisions. I really had no
choices.”

Glover looked away from the frozen river at
Washington. “I have admitted to you that your Christmas plan was
masterful. Now please tell me that you have not gone mad since
then.”

Washington chuckled. “I have not gone
mad.”

Glover pointed out the window. “As we speak,
a very angry Lord Cornwallis, with God only knows how many troops
and cannon, is headed toward us with the bit between his
teeth.”

“Of course he is. That is precisely why we
are crossing the river again.”

“If we dug in here, fortified…”

“We will attack. Trust me, Glover. I know
what I am doing.”

Glover removed his hat, smoothed his hair
and put his hat back on. “Yes, sir.”

~

General Lord Charles Cornwallis had been
making arrangements to return to England when news of the British
defeat at Trenton reached General Howe’s headquarters in New York.
Howe immediately reacted to the report by cancelling Cornwallis’s
British travel orders and appointing him to replace Carl von Donop
as Commander of His Majesty’s forces in New Jersey.

Cornwallis departed for Princeton on the
following day taking General James Grant and his brigade with him.
Before departing, he announced to the troops that he intended to
reach Princeton by New Year’s Day, and that any who could not keep
up the pace would be shot and left where they fell.
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New Year’s Eve, 1776

Trenton, New Jersey

 


General Washington
was mounted on his horse in front of the troops whose enlistments
were expiring at midnight. “My brave fellows,” he shouted. “You
have done all I asked you to do, and more than could be reasonably
expected; but your country is at stake, your wives, your houses and
all that you hold dear. You have worn yourselves out with fatigues
and hardships, but we know not how to spare you. If you will
consent to stay only one month longer, you will render that service
to the cause of liberty and to your country which you probably
never can do under any other circumstances.”

Silence followed and for some time no one
moved. Finally, a man at Washington’s front stepped forward. “I’ll
stay, General. Ain’t no shirkers in my family.” A moment later,
another man stepped forward and soon, all but a few had agreed to
extend their enlistments for another month.

Washington’s Continental Army now consisted
of experienced, malnourished, ill-equipped soldiers and healthy,
well-clothed, raw recruits in about equal numbers.
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New Year’s Day, 1777

Trenton, New Jersey

 


On January 1, 1777,
Lord Cornwallis left fifty-five hundred men in Princeton under the
command of Charles Mawhood, and continued on toward Trenton with
the balance of the British Army and twenty-eight cannon. At
Maidenhead, Cornwallis detached fifteen hundred men under the
command of Colonel Alexander Leslie, ordering Leslie to remain at
Maidenhead to block any Rebel retreat until the following morning
when he would either be relieved or reinforced by Mawhood.

About halfway between Princeton and Trenton,
the skirmish line of Hessian Jägers and British light infantry ran
into the riflemen of American Colonel Edward Hand. The British
skirmishers outnumbered the Americans, but they were befuddled by
Hand’s tactics. Hand’s riflemen refused to line up, firing from the
cover of trees, rocks and any available terrain features. Each time
the British formed a battle line, the Americans withdrew to find
new positions. The superior range and accuracy of the rifles
prevented the British from returning fire with their muskets. The
attrition within the British ranks was awful.

At Five Mile Run, Hand took up new firing
positions behind the creek bed and held there stubbornly until
Cornwallis sent a full brigade forward. Hand then fell back to
conceal his men in the woods on the south bank of Shabakunk
Creek.

Upon crossing the bridge, the British fell
under such intense fire from Hand’s riflemen that Cornwallis
thought he had found Washington’s army. In response, he sent
forward his entire force.

Before contact was made, the Americans
suddenly ceased firing.

Confused by the silence, Cornwallis halted
the attack and sent scouts across the bridge. The scouts soon
returned to report that the Americans were gone. After nearly an
hour of fruitless reconnaissance, a frustrated and angry Cornwallis
reformed his army and resumed the march toward Trenton. He was
unaware that by following Colonel Hand, his route of march had been
altered to match Washington’s plan.

Late in the afternoon, the British
skirmishers once again came under fire from Hand’s riflemen. Hand’s
position at Stockton Hollow was about a half-mile from Assunpink
Creek and Washington’s extended earthworks. As Hand’s men withdrew
toward the Assunpink Creek Bridge, musket fire broke out between
the Americans in their fortified positions and the British. Seeing
that Hand’s rear guard was endangered by the crossfire, Washington
rode out onto the bridge, ordered that all American small arms fire
cease and stayed on the bridge until Hand’s people all fell back
across it.

When Washington had ridden forward, the
American artillery, under command of the very astute Henry Knox,
immediately opened fire on the British. This permitted both Hand’s
riflemen and Washington to return safely to the American lines.
Once all the Americans were across the bridge, the cannons on both
sides fell silent.

Now completely enraged, Cornwallis ordered a
bayoneted charge. The brave British soldiers obeyed, only to be
slaughtered. When the survivors pulled back, Cornwallis moved his
entire force closer, and sent another wave onto the bloody bridge.
When the attack was repelled again, Cornwallis moved closer and
once more sent fresh men at the bridge. The American gunners
responded by loading canister and raking the entire British
line.

At the request of General James Grant,
Cornwallis ceased the attack to hold a council of war. Grant argued
that his soldiers were worn out and advised that attacking in the
morning, when the men were rested, was the more prudent course.

Quartermaster General William Erskine argued
that Washington would be gone by morning. Grant insisted that
Washington’s back was against the river and that he had nowhere to
run.

Cornwallis listened to both arguments, and
then said, “We have the old fox cornered now. We will rest the men
now, then go over and bag him in the morning.”
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January 2, 1777

Trenton, New Jersey

 


 


During the night,
two American cannons fired on the British position at random,
moving to a new position between each salvo. At the same time, five
hundred sick or wounded American soldiers kept the camp fires
burning and made noises that sounded like a whole army was digging
in and preparing for battle.

Just before dawn, the two cannons and the
five hundred men set out to join their comrades who had marched
east, then turned north to circle around Cornwallis.

At dawn, the British launched their attack
and stormed into the empty fortifications. The old fox had avoided
being bagged and was at that moment nearing the British Garrison at
Princeton.
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January 3, 1777

Near Princeton, New Jersey

 


Washington’s column
was led by the light infantry, with Generals Mercer and
Cadwalader’s brigades acting as rearguard. A steady drizzle had
started at midnight turning the road to mud, which by dawn was
frozen and deeply rutted. At the Princeton Road, Mercer and
Cadwalader turned west, back toward Trenton to block any attempt by
Cornwallis to reinforce, while the remainder of the column
continued into Princeton. A short time later, one of Mercer’s
scouts reported British infantry and dragoons ahead. It was too
soon for Cornwallis to have come this far, so Mercer ordered the
column halted and sent two more experienced scouts forward to
assess the threat.

The two men soon came back and reported to
Mercer. “I saw the 17th and 55th Foot and a
troop of the 16th Light Dragoons, sir,” the first man
said.

“The commanding officer is Lieutenant
Colonel Mawhood, sir,” the second man asserted. “I know him
well.”

“Was he with Cornwallis yesterday?” Mercer
asked.

“No, sir. He must have been up here at
Princeton.”

Mercer signaled an aide to bring him a map.
“Have they seen us?”

The second man nodded. “Yes, sir. They had
turned off onto the Post Road toward Maidenhead, but now they have
turned back toward us.”

Mercer consulted the map. “We had reports
that General Leslie is at Maidenhead. Mawhood must have been on his
way to join him.” He looked at the dense woods and steep terrain on
both sides of the road. “There is no room to fight here. Is there
any open ground between here and the crossroads?”

“No, sir. But there is an orchard where the
ground is flat and we could at least unlimber the cannon and spread
out some.”

“Go back and tell General Cadwalader to make
haste for that orchard.” Mercer turned toward the bugler. “Sound
officers’ call.” He wheeled his horse and galloped back to the head
of the column, urging the weary men in front to hurry, as the notes
of the bugler still echoed. “Billy,” he shouted.

Billy Schmitt trotted toward Mercer. “Yes,
sir?”

“I want you to go to the rear of the column
and remain with our baggage until I come for you.” He pointed.

“Our baggage wagons are with General
Cadwalader’s wagons, sir.”

“Why are you telling me this?”

“So you will know where to find me,
sir.”

Mercer smiled. “I saw you eyeing those young
whores that follow Cadwalader. You stay away from them.”

Billy’s face turned crimson. “Of course,
sir.”

“Get moving.”

“Yes, sir.” Billy fell out of the column and
began trudging back toward the rear. He had not gone far when two
officers heading toward the front of the column rode by.

“This is terrible ground,” one was
saying.

“We are going to move forward into an
orchard,” the other said.

Billy was unable to hear any more of what
the two men said but the word orchard had been enough. He
turned back and began to run after Mercer.
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General Mercer and
his officers trotted their horses into the orchard that the scouts
had mentioned. It was indeed a large property, flatter than the
nearby land, with row upon row of evenly spaced, small trees. It
was positioned on the southwest corner of the intersection where
Post Road, leading from Princeton to Maidenhead, crossed Princeton
Road, which led back to Trenton. “We will place the cannon here at
the corner where they can fire up or down either road,” Mercer
shouted to his artillery officers. “There are no possible fields of
fire within the orchard, but we might be able to use the galloper
gun.”

“Redcoats, sir.” A lieutenant of artillery
pointed down Post Road.

British Colonel Mawhood’s scouts had first
mistaken Mercer for Hessians, and then for a small detachment of
Americans fleeing from Cornwallis. By the time the identity was
corrected and confirmed, Mawhood had turned back to find the
Americans already taking up positions in the orchard. In response,
Mawhood ordered his dragoons forward, with orders to kill all the
officers and to prevent the cannon from being deployed.

Other than the lieutenant in command, who
carried a pistol, the British dragoons were armed only with pikes
or swords, and the closely spaced trees made it difficult for their
horses to maneuver. Seeing the problem, Mawhood ordered his
infantry to fix bayonets, then set them to double-time toward the
orchard.

The majority of Mercer’s troops were armed
with rifles that had no bayonet lugs. The sight of massed British
infantry armed with bayonets at the ready produced panic. Mercer
saw the first of his men begin to break and he raced his horse
between two rows of trees, intent upon stopping them. At the end of
the row, he nearly collided with the British dragoon commander who
fired his pistol at Mercer from pointblank range. The ball caught
Mercer in the chest, and fractured a rib before lodging in his
lung. He fell from his horse and rolled between two trees.

Billy, who had just emerged from the tight
confines of Princeton Road, saw Mercer fall. He burst into the
orchard, shouting, waving his arms and spooking the horse of the
dragoon lieutenant that had just shot Mercer. The young British
officer, intent upon reloading his pistol, was unhorsed. He came to
his feet brandishing his sword angrily. Billy moved in front of the
prostrate Mercer to protect him and beseeched his angel for help. A
moment later, the lieutenant’s head was cleanly removed from his
body as a huge black horse thundered by, with a captain of the
Continental Army on its back. Billy backed away from the bloody
corpse and then knelt beside Mercer. “I will find you a doctor,
sir.”

“No,” Mercer gasped. “Better that you find
me your angel.”

“My angel is here, sir.” Billy wiped away a
tear. “He has sent us the Mad Swordsman of Long Island.”

Mercer was fading fast and did not
understand what the boy had said. “I will see you in heaven, Billy.
But please tell your angel not to send you to me too soon.”

“I will, sir.”

Mercer gagged and choked on the blood
filling his mouth. “I hope they have Christmas trees in heaven.”
His words ended with a rattling sigh.

“I am sure that they do, sir.” Billy closed
the eyes of General Hugh Mercer as a volley of musket fire ripped
through the orchard.

“Form a line,” the American captain on the
black horse shouted at Mercer’s fleeing troops. “One rifleman or
musketeer in each row. Bayonets are no match for bullets. You have
the advantage.” His words having little or no effect, he turned his
horse to ride back to where Mercer had fallen. “Get up behind me.”
He offered his hand to Billy.

“I cannot leave the general.” Billy
replied.

“Someone will come back for him after the
battle. You must come with me now. The general would not want you
to die in vain, would he?”

“No, sir.” Billy reached up, took the
captain’s hand and allowed himself to be dragged up behind the
saddle.

“Hold on tight,” the captain shouted. “We
must tell Washington what has happened here.” As he rode out of the
trees and onto the road, two of Mercer’s cannons fired grapeshot
into the advancing British infantry, and the vanguard of General
Cadwalader opened fire with their muskets.

“I remember you from Long Island,” Billy
shouted into the wind. “You are the Mad Swordsman.”

“I remember you too,” the captain shouted
back. “You are the boy who thinks he sees angels.”

“I take it that you do not believe in
angels, sir?”

“No, I do not. I believe only in my sword,
this horse and the promise of freedom if we prevail.”
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Washington’s troops
had easily defeated the garrison at Princeton. When he heard musket
fire from the direction of the Princeton Road, he, with the
Virginia Continentals and Edward Hand’s riflemen, moved quickly
toward the sound of battle. Washington reined in when he saw a huge
black warhorse racing toward him. He signaled Hand to take
command.

“Good day, General,” the captain said as he
reined in beside Washington and saluted.

“Van Buskirk.” Washington did not answer the
salute.

The captain lowered his hand. “General
Mercer is dead. His men are fleeing. General Cadwalader has engaged
the enemy but his troops are raw recruits and I fear they will fire
one volley and flee.”

“Where is your company, Captain?” Washington
asked.

“In Trenton, sir. As ordered.”

“The order was issued for your entire
company including its commander. What are you doing here in
Princeton?”

“My executive officer has command of the
company.”

“That was not my question.”

Van Buskirk hesitated. “I thought that I
might be of more use here than gathering loot in Trenton, sir.”

“In spite of the fact that your superior
officers thought you were needed in Trenton?”

“Sir. I am not…”

“That’s enough,” Washington snapped. “This
is not your own private war, sir. You will take young Drummer
Schmitt back to our headquarters in Princeton and give him into the
charge of Captain Hamilton. Then you will return to Trenton and
your command.”

“But, sir…”

Washington pointed his finger at Van
Buskirk. “Disobey me again and, in spite of my friendship with your
father and your brother-in-law, I will have you court-martialed.”
He kicked his horse and raced to catch the marching men who were
nearing the orchard. “Colonel Hand,” he shouted. “Take firing
positions on the side of that hill.” He rode into the intersection,
intercepting a group of fleeing soldiers. “Parade with us, my brave
fellows. There is but a handful of the enemy and we shall have them
directly.” The men stopped running and turned to form battle lines
at Washington’s direction.

A short time later, the New England
Continentals commanded by Daniel Hitchcock arrived. Washington sent
them right to join the riflemen and Virginians. Then, taking his
hat in his hand and waving it over his head, he rode forward toward
Mawhood’s position.

“Follow me,” he called to the stragglers.
“Do not fire until I give the signal.” He continued, walking his
horse and urging the troops on, until he was no more than thirty
yards from the British musketeers. “Brigade, halt. Order, arms.
Prepare to fire. Fire.”

Mawhood’s order to fire was nearly
simultaneous. For a time, Washington was completely obscured by gun
smoke, sending momentary panic through his troops. They calmed,
however, when his voice was heard ordering the ranks to reload.

Hitchcock’s New Englanders were threatening
to turn Mawhood’s flank, while Hand’s riflemen continued to pick
off Redcoats with deadly precision and Mercer’s cannon ripped
bloody holes through the British lines.

Nearly surrounded, Mawhood ordered a
desperate bayonet charge and broke out of the circling Americans to
retreat down Post Road.

Washington turned in his saddle to order the
bulk of the force back to Princeton, then with Hand’s riflemen and
the Virginians, took up pursuit of Mawhood.

Instead of stopping to fight, Mawhood, as
clever as he was brave, raced on toward Maidenhead and the British
troops under Leslie.

Just before dusk, Washington gave up and
withdrew back to Princeton where he immediately convened a council
of war. With his riding quirt, he pointed to the village of New
Brunswick on the map. “The British payroll. Seventy thousand
pounds, sterling silver. It is protected by one single company of
cavalry. We could buy shoes, coats, rifles with proper bayonets and
extra blankets for our entire army with that money.”

“It is indeed a fair lot of money,” General
Nathanael Greene agreed. “Perhaps even enough money to propel Sir
William Howe from Mrs. Loring’s bed.”

“And to then chase us with every British and
Loyalist soldier or sailor,” Henry Knox added. “I estimate that to
be nearly forty thousand men.”

“Well,” Washington sighed. “We know
Cornwallis is on his way and we know that we cannot stay here.
Where should we go?”

“Winter camp,” Glover suggested. “We have
half an army that needs resting and half that needs training.”

After a moment, Washington nodded. “Very
well. We will march to Somerset Courthouse tomorrow, rest the men
for a day or two, and then move on to Morristown.” He looked at
Hamilton. “Have the necessary arrangements been made?”

“Yes, General,” Hamilton replied.

Washington glanced around the room, then
back at Hamilton. “What have you done with Drummer Billy
Schmitt?”

Hamilton looked mystified. “Me, sir?”

“Yes. I sent him back to you with John Van
Buskirk.”

Hamilton looked toward General Knox. “I have
not seen John, have you, General?”

“Van Buskirk has not been here today,” Knox
said.

“Are you sure?” Washington wrinkled his
brow.

“I am quite sure,” Knox said. “Van Buskirk
has a way of being noticed and I have a way of noticing
everything.”

Washington looked out the dark window. “It
is too late and too dangerous to mount a search party.”

“It may not be an emergency,” Greene said.
“Knowing Van Buskirk’s unpredictability he could have taken the boy
to a pub.”

“I made it clear to him that I would have
him hanged if he disobeyed,” Washington said. He turned to
Cadwalader. “Did you see a captain and a small boy on a big black
horse?”

“Yes, sir. I saw him ride through the
British dragoons like one of the apocalyptic horsemen. He killed or
wounded a dozen men, then rode back and picked up a boy who was in
the orchard.”

“No, no,” Washington said. “After that, I
mean. After I arrived with the Virginians and Colonel Hand’s
Rifles. Did you see him then?”

Cadwalader shook his head. “No, sir. After
he turned back toward Princeton I forgot about him.”

Washington turned to Colonel Hand, who had
been quiet throughout the meeting. “Did you see him after I rode
on?”

“The last I saw of him he was riding toward
Trenton on the Princeton Road,” Hand said.

“Why in blazes would he take the boy to
Trenton?” Washington fumed.

“He may have been going to fetch Billy’s
baggage, sir,” Hamilton suggested. “I expect that General Mercer
would have left his wagons on the Princeton Road, out of harm’s
way.”

“Yes.” Washington nodded. “I had not thought
of that. It is very probable.”

“While we were engaged in the battle with
Mawhood, sir,” Cadwalader interjected, “our wagons were attacked by
Hessian mounted dragoons. General Mercer’s baggage was combined
with ours in Trenton. I intended to report the incident to you as
soon as I had all the facts.”

“How bad was it?” Washington asked. “The
attack, I mean.”

“Very bad. They captured a few of the
younger women and put everyone else, including our wounded, to the
sword.”

“Killed the cooks and the washer-women but
kept the pretty young sportin’ girls,” Greene said with a grin.

Cadwalader gave him a very cold look before
continuing. “One young woman escaped and made it through the woods
to report what happened. But she was a bit hysterical and not
completely coherent when I spoke to her.”

“The boy?” Washington asked. “Was he among
the dead?”

“I do not know, sir.” Cadwalader shook his
head. “I sent a squad to investigate and they returned a few
minutes ago. I only spoke to them briefly.”

“How many dead Hessians?” Greene asked.

“One,” Cadwalader replied. “Shot between the
eyes.”

“Then John Van Buskirk was not there,”
Greene pronounced. “He would have killed them all or would have
been killed.”

“John would not have risked the boy’s life,
General Greene,” Hamilton said. “Not after General Washington put
Billy into his care.”

“Agreed,” Washington said. “He would have
seen that his first duty was to protect the boy. I wager that he is
out there somewhere with the boy, and that we will find them
tomorrow.”

“I would like to volunteer to lead the
search party, General Washington,” General Cadwalader said.

“That is very noble of you, General,”
Washington replied, “but there is more important work for you.”

“I am not being noble, sir,” Cadwalader
replied. “One of the women that was kidnapped by the Hessians is my
daughter.”

“Your daughter,” Washington repeated. “I was
unaware that we had any dependents with us.” He sighed. “Yes,
General. Of course you may lead the search party.”

“My deepest apologies for my thoughtless
remark,” General Greene said.

Cadwalader waved his hand. “No need. You
could not have known that Martha was with our train.” He shook his
head. “She is very headstrong and committed to the Revolution. I
should have refused to let her come but… Well, there it is.”
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January 4, 1777

Princeton Road, New Jersey

 


They were deep in
the woods and the night was very dark.

“I can hear them,” Billy Schmitt
whispered.

“You can hear them because they are drunk
and loud,” John Van Buskirk replied in a normal tone of voice.
“They will not hear you unless you decide to shout, and I would
advise against that.”

“Still, should not we go deeper into the
woods, sir?”

“Beelzebub is a very intelligent warhorse,
but I have never been able to train him to walk tiptoe.”

“What do you mean, sir?”

“I mean that if we try to move deeper into
the woods he will almost certainly make enough noise for the
Hessians to hear over the sound of their own revelry. Besides that,
we could easily become lost if we go much farther from the road.
There is not a single star visible and I have no compass.”

“They must know where we are.”

“The Hessians? No. They were following
Beelzebub’s tracks and only know where we left the road; they do
not know how far we have gone.”

“Why did they not follow us into the
woods?”

“It was getting dark. They know we have at
least one pistol.”

“Will they search for us in the
morning?”

“We have nothing worth stealing, so I
suppose that depends upon how important the man that I shot was to
the others.”

“They seemed quite angry.”

“Yes they did. But one can never tell about
Hessians. In the morning all may be forgiven and forgotten.”

“You cannot believe that, sir?”

“Why not? If you choose to believe in
benevolent angels, why can I not believe in benevolent
Hessians?”

“I never said that my angel was benevolent,
sir.”

“Your constant disagreement with everything
I say is becoming tiresome, William.”

“I am sorry, sir. It is just that…”

“Go to sleep,” Van Buskirk said sharply.
“Your tongue and my ears need rest.”

“They must have a campfire,” Billy said
after a short lull in the conversation.

“I told you to go to sleep.”

“Yes, but I smell smoke. Might they have set
the woods ablaze to smoke us out?”

“No.”

“Are you certain?”

“Yes. The grass and undergrowth is too wet.
A fire would not spread.”

“I cannot see their fire.”

“That same wet undergrowth is quite
dense.”

“Could we have a small fire then?”

“No.”

“It is very cold.”

“Yes. And we will endure a long, cold,
miserable night.

“If we cannot see their fire they would be
unable to see ours.”

“No fire.” Van Buskirk pulled the horse
blanket off Beelzebub’s back and wrapped it around Billy.

“Does not Beelzebub need his blanket?” Billy
asked.

“Horses do not even notice the cold unless
it gets much worse than this. Go to sleep. If I am wrong and the
Hessians decide to come looking for us we will need all our
strength tomorrow.”

“But…:

“Go to sleep. That is an order.”

“Yes, sir.”

Van Buskirk closed his eyes and replayed the
events of the day in his head. He wished that he had not decided to
fetch Billy’s baggage before taking the boy to Alexander Hamilton
at Princeton. It had been an unnecessary and avoidable risk. He had
done it only because Washington’s unexpected chastising had rattled
him and clouded his judgment. No. That was unfair. He had done it
because he was not thinking. It was his fault alone. In spite of
the wet and the cold, he drifted off to sleep.
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After General
Washington had chastised him, John Van Buskirk had ridden back to
Princeton Road to fetch Billy’s belongings.

“Where are the wagons, sir?” Billy asked
nervously as they turned onto the deeply rutted, empty road.

“They would have been ordered to stay where
they were,” Van Buskirk replied. “That would be two brigades from
here.”

“Two brigades, sir?”

“Yes. That is the distance between the van
of a brigade in column and the last wagon in the column, multiplied
by two. Two brigades. Understand?”

“Is that a legitimate unit of measurement or
did you just make it up?”

“Has anyone ever mentioned that you are too
big for your britches?”

“Yes, sir. Often, sir. But I do not seem to
have control of it.”

Van Buskirk chuckled.

“I am sorry about what happened back
there.”

“Of course you are. General Mercer was a
fine man and a true patriot.”

“No, sir. I mean, yes, sir. I am very sorry
about that, but I was referring to the way that General Washington
spoke to you. It was shocking. I have never heard him speak to
anyone that way before. Not even to General Gates, who said some
very insulting things.”

“You probably should not mention that to
anyone else. Disagreements between generals are usually kept
quiet.”

“Yes, sir. I just meant that General
Washington’s behavior to you was very much out of character.”

“General Washington has known me since the
day I was born. I suppose he thinks that gives him the right to
speak to me as if I am an errant child.”

“General Washington implied that your father
and brother-in-law are his friends.”

“My father may be his friend. My
brother-in-law is his subordinate, General William Alexander, the
Earl of Stirling, in fact.”

“Truly? I had not heard that.”

“My kinship, through marriage, is not a
thing that Lord Stirling brags about.”

“I take it that your father is an important
person, sir?”

“No. He is just another general.”

“You should make peace with him.”

“That is a bit presumptuous of you,
William.”

“Yes, it was, sir. Please accept my apology,
sir.”

“Accepted.”

“I disliked my father,” Billy said.

“Your apology should have punctuated the end
of the discussion.”

“My father was an unrelenting taskmaster and
I could never please him,” Billy continued, as if Van Buskirk had
not spoken. “But the good Lord knows that I miss him more than I
can say. I wish we had been closer.”

“I refuse to discuss my father with a
ten-year-old.”

“I am twelve, sir. Nearly thirteen.”

“Ah-ha. I have caught you in a lie. In
Brooklyn, you told Lord Stirling that you were fourteen.”

Billy decided it might be best to stop
talking.

The road had begun a long, sweeping,
downhill turn around a steep hill revealing a narrow valley at the
bottom. Van Buskirk suddenly reined in Beelzebub, then urged him
between two yew trees at the edge of the road.

“What is it?” Billy asked in alarm.

“Keep your voice down,” Van Buskirk
hissed.

“What is it?” Billy whispered.

“Hessian dragoons have attacked the wagons.
Or they may be mounted Jägers. They have their helmets off and I
cannot tell for certain.”

“Why does that matter? Are they coming this
way?”

“No. They are looting the wagons.” Van
Buskirk turned Beelzebub toward the yew tree so they would remain
hidden but still have a view of the valley through its boughs.

Billy was leaning around Van Buskirk trying
to see. “No. They are not looting, they are killing the wounded and
they are – violating the women. Oh no. Oh no.” He bounced up and
down and leaned from one side to the other trying to get a clearer
view of the scene below them.

“Calm down. You are upsetting Beelzebub.”
Van Buskirk patted the horse to quiet him.

“I also see bodies in the road. Four
bodies,” Billy said in a horrified tone. “The Hessians have killed
the guards and two women. Do you see?”

Van Buskirk nodded. “Yes, I see. Not so
loud.”

“There are more bodies on the other side. In
the ditch.”

“Yes. I see them too.”

“Can you also hear those women
screaming?”

“Yes. I am neither deaf nor blind.”

“Then why are we just sitting here doing
nothing?”

“What should we be doing?”

“We should be helping them.”

“How? If I leave you here and get myself
killed you will be alone.”

“I said we.”

“We?”

“Yes, we,” Billy insisted. “We will help
them; if you would be so kind as to lend me a weapon, that is.”

“I do not have any extra weapons to lend.”
Van Buskirk looked back over his shoulder toward the intersection.
“By the time we ride back for help these bloody Hessians will be
long gone.”

“Yes and the damage will have been done. To
the ladies, I mean.”

“I knew what you meant.”

“So you also know that we must attack them
now, sir. Now. Not later. Now.”

Van Buskirk was counting the British cavalry
horses. “I make it eight.”

“Yes, sir. Eight. Please. Can we do
something? Anything?”

“Perhaps. Are you sure you want to?”

“Yes, sir. I am sure. Very sure. Absolutely
sure.”

“Very well. Do you understand that killing
one of the Hessians and distracting the others from the women may
be the best we can do?”

“No.”

“Well that is the way it is.”

“Whatever we do, we must hurry and do it,
sir. I can still hear the women screaming and trying to fight them
off. Please hurry. Please.”

“It is too late to protect the virtue of
those women, Billy. The best we can do is save their lives without
sacrificing our own.”

“I understand, sir. The ladies’ virtue
aside, the Hessians might begin murdering them while we sit here
talking. May we please go?”

“No. I want you in front of me first.”

“In front of you? Why?”

“To shield me from the Hessians’ bullets. It
is the least you can do.”

“Very well.” Billy slipped off Beelzebub
then accepted Van Buskirk’s hand and climbed up in front of the
saddle.

“Hold on tight to Beelzebub’s neck with your
arms and knees. Keep your head to the right and down.”

“I thought I was to be your shield.”

“I lied.” He eased Beelzebub back onto the
road, drew his pistol. “I intend to shoot one of the Hessians and
then ride away a safe distance to reload. I want no argument from
you when we ride away.”

“So long as after you reload we go back and
shoot another and then do it again and again until the Hessians are
all dead and the survivors in the wagons are safe,” Billy said in a
satisfied tone.

“Yes.” Van Buskirk gave the horse a
kick.

As they raced down the hill toward the
wagons, they could clearly see the two Colonial infantrymen, who
had been left as guards, lying dead in the middle of the road. The
bodies of two naked women lay beside them. The wounded had been
killed and dumped off the other side of the wagons. The water in
the drainage ditch flowed red.

When the Hessians heard Beelzebub’s thudding
hooves, they released the struggling women and scrambled for their
weapons. Van Buskirk shot the nearest of them in the face and rode
on without slowing down. A moment later, the first musket ball
whizzed over their heads. “Keep down.” Van Buskirk put one hand on
Billy’s back and pushed him against the horse’s broad neck.

“You said you were going to reload and go
back,” Billy squeaked.

“I lied about that too. We are going to
run.”
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“Why did we run?”
Billy asked after a long silence.

“Run?” Van Buskirk awoke with a start.

“Yes run. From the Hessians. Why did we
run?”

Van Buskirk yawned. “There were too
many.”

“There were only eight,” Billy accused. “No.
Seven, I mean. Only seven after you shot that one. Why did we
run?”

“Seven was still too many.”

“I saw you face many more than seven at Long
Island. And then again today – in the orchard – there must have
been more than twenty. You attacked twenty in the orchard but then
you ran from seven at the baggage train. Tell me why.”

“Each of those Hessians at the baggage train
was armed with a musket, a pistol and a sword. The British dragoons
in the orchard were only carrying pikes.”

“The officer that killed General Mercer had
a pistol.”

“He was the only one who did.”

“You fought over a hundred at Long Island
and all were armed to the teeth.”

“I do not clearly remember Long Island. Why
are you getting so worked up?”

“You ran today because I was with you. If
you had been alone, you would have killed them all. You ran to keep
me from harm and left those women to the Hessians. That puts the
responsibility for whatever happened to the survivors firmly upon
my head.”

“Hogwash.”

“You saying hogwash does not salve my
conscience.”

“I learned recently that it is a waste of
time and energy to worry about things that are over and done. I
would advise you to do the same.”

“But this is not over and done,” Billy said
flatly. “We can still kill them all.”

“For what reason? It is too late to help
those women.”

“It is not too late,” Billy said without
conviction. “Well, even if it is too late, revenge is a good enough
reason to kill them.”

“Revenge?” Van Buskirk chuckled. “And you
claim to be a God-fearing Christian? I seem to recall a quote from
the Bible that says something about vengeance being the sole domain
of God.”

“Angels – archangels, are instruments of
God’s vengeance,” Billy replied. “My angel says that those Hessians
are criminals, not soldiers. My angel will be glad when we kill
them.”

“Why does your angel not just kill them
himself and save us the trouble?”

“After the Battle of Brooklyn, when we
reached Manhattan safely, I asked my angel to kill the gunners who
had murdered my family. My angel told me that when it comes to
killing, angels only do God’s bidding.”

“God’s bidding.”

“Yes. They only kill when ordered to by
God.”

“So, your angel is a killer?”

“Yes. For God.”

“I was taught that angels are gentle
creatures who sit around heaven on clouds, strumming golden
harps.”

“Angels are not what most people think they
are,” Billy asserted.

“No harp for your angel?”

“No harp. My angel is ferocious and it
carries a sword bigger than yours.”

“That is very good to know. I think I
actually prefer your sword-wielding version to my harp-strumming
version. But I must say that I am confused as to how angels can be
both male and female. Could you explain that?”

“Listen to me,” Billy snapped, ignoring the
sarcasm. “I have given this much thought. We know that the Hessians
are camped on the road. And, as we discussed, if we start a large
enough fire, they will see it and come for us. Then…”

“Then, when they come for us, we will ambush
them from the dark and kill them, all in the name of your nameless
angel,” Van Buskirk said in a bored tone.

“Yes.”

“With one pistol and one sword we will kill
seven highly trained soldiers.”

“Yes.”

“Go to sleep.”

“I cannot. I keep seeing those poor wounded
men being hacked to pieces and hearing the women scream.”

“Well then, pray to God that He sends your
angel to avenge them. But do it quietly, please. I have had a long
day.”

“My angel has a name.”

“Go to sleep.”

“Saint Michael.”

“Go to sleep.”
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January 5, 1777

Princeton Road, New Jersey

 


The drizzle that
started after midnight quickly turned to rain, and the wind became
a gale, thrashing trees, breaking off branches and hurling leaves
and sticks in all directions. Lightning flashed so often that night
became day, the rumble of thunder nearly constant. John Van Buskirk
sat upright, holding Billy against his chest and sheltering the boy
as best he could with his cloak and the horse blanket. The storm
soon became so violent that even the fearless Beelzebub crowded
closer and put his big head over Van Buskirk’s right shoulder to
seek comfort. Van Buskirk rubbed the horse’s jaw and spoke to him
in a calming voice.

Less than an hour later the storm ended as
abruptly as it had begun and stars accompanied by a pale moon
became visible through the dense lattice of branches above their
heads.

“Do you smell smoke, sir?” Billy asked in
alarm.

“I smell something.” Van Buskirk stood up,
patted the warhorse affectionately and stepped away into the
woods.

“Sir?” Billy’s voice quivered.

“I am right here. Do you see me?”

“I do now. Do you smell it?”

“Yes, yes, I do. But it smells like a
quenched fire and burned meat.”

“What does it mean?”

“The wind has spilled the Hessians’ supper
into their campfire and the rain has put their fire out. Nothing
more than that.” He walked back and sat down beside the boy.

“The odor is very strong. Too strong for a
mere campfire. And – something else.”

“Well then, perhaps the lightning started a
larger fire and the rain extinguished it. There was a good deal of
lightning, was there not?”

“Yes, sir. There was. More than I have ever
seen. Have you ever in your life seen such a storm?”

“Never. Now let us try to get some
sleep.”

“I cannot, sir.”

“So you keep saying.”

“I am saying it now for a different reason
than before.”

“What is your new reason?”

“I have wet my trousers, sir.”

“You are soaked from head to toe. At this
point, what possible difference does the source of the wetness
make?”

“I wet my trousers because I was
afraid.”

“It was a terrifying storm.”

“Were you afraid?”

“Yes.”

“But you did not wet your trousers.”

“No. At least I do not think I did. If I
had, I think I would remember being momentarily warm, and I cannot
remember ever being warm.”

“And you do not believe in angels.”

“What has that to do with wetting one’s
drawers?”

“I have a guardian angel. I should not be
afraid. You believe in nothing and yet you fear nothing.”

“And you are being daft. I just told you
that I too was frightened by the storm.”

“I was afraid of the Hessians. Then I was
afraid of the storm. Then I was afraid of the fire. I should fear
nothing but I fear everything. It may be a lack of faith. I think
that I believe, but in reality, I must not. Not enough. Otherwise,
I would not be afraid. What do you think?”

“I think you think too much, Billy. Go to
sleep.”

“Yes, sir.”
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Just after dawn,
Billy shook Van Buskirk. “Wake up, sir.”

Van Buskirk reached for his sword. “What is
it?”

“I hear a woman weeping. Maybe more than
one.”

“We have already established that you have
an overactive imagination.”

“No. Listen.”

Van Buskirk pushed back the hood of his
cloak and then, after a few seconds, he nodded. “Yes. You are
right. I hear it too. Wait here.” He got to his feet.

“I am coming with you.”

“Well if you insist on coming with me, we
may as well saddle Beelzebub and be ready to ride, in case this
proves to be some kind of Hessian trap.” He picked up the soggy
blanket, shook it out and whipped it onto the horse’s back.

“I hear another woman,” Billy said.

“There are probably at least seven women.
One for each man.”

“This one sounds as if she is calling for
someone. Yes. She is calling your name.”

Van Buskirk listened for a moment then
cupped his hands around his mouth. “Here.” He took his pistol from
beneath his cloak and hoped that the powder was dry enough to fire.
“Who are you?” he shouted.

“Martha Cadwalader and four women who were
with my father’s baggage train,” a female voice replied from the
woods.

“The Hessians took you prisoner?”

“Yes. When you shot their captain, they tied
us to the wagons and chased after you. But when they saw where you
had left the road, they came back and got us.”

The woman’s voice was closer and Van Buskirk
could hear the sound of several other people pushing through the
undergrowth. “Where are the Hessians now?”

“All dead,” the woman replied.

“You killed them?”

“No. They were killed by lightning,” she
said.

“Lightning?” he asked. “They were killed by
lightning?”

“Yes. It struck them one at a time, as if
each bolt was precisely aimed by the hand of God.”

Van Buskirk pulled Billy toward him. “Get
behind me, and do not come out until I tell you to,” he whispered.
“No arguments. Just do it.”

Billy nodded and moved behind him.

Van Buskirk cocked and aimed the pistol
toward the sound of her voice. “Where were you and the other women
when the lightning struck, Miss Cadwalader?”

“We were right beside them,” she said, “but
none of us was harmed. The sound was louder than anything I have
ever heard and the heat was intense beyond words, but none of us
was deafened or burned.”

“How do you explain that?”

“It must have been a miracle.”

“Yes. That is the only logical explanation.”
Van Buskirk gave Billy a shove as the boy tried to step around
him.

The women were soon close enough to be seen
as they struggled through the bushes and briars. They were dressed
in tatters and two were nearly naked. All were scratched, cut,
battered and bruised. Martha Cadwalader, who was leading the
others, stopped abruptly when she saw the pistol in Van Buskirk’s
hand. “What is that for?”

“To shoot you if this is a trap.”

“A trap? Are you blind? Do we look dangerous
to you?”

“It is what I cannot see that worries
me.”

“Where is the little boy?”

“Safe,” Van Buskirk said.

“He rode in the wagon with us from Trenton
to the junction. He knows us.”

“So do I. At least I know you and I do not
doubt who these other ladies are. But, I seriously doubt that God
struck down seven Hessian soldiers.”

Martha sat down in the wet grass. “I am too
weary to argue with you, John. Shoot me if you must.” The other
four women sat down behind and beside her. Two of them were weeping
silently. “I cannot blame you for doubting my story,” Martha said.
“Had I not witnessed it I would have trouble believing it myself.
But if you will but walk a short distance down to the road, you
will see what appear to be seven statues of men in the throes of
death.”

“Statues?” Van Buskirk asked.

“I do not know how else to describe it,” she
replied. “The Hessians were burned to ash but the ash has
maintained their form.”

“Ash.” Van Buskirk repeated.

Billy peeked at the women from behind Van
Buskirk. “They are who they claim to be, sir.”

“I know that. Stay behind me.”

“If anyone else was about, would we not hear
them crashing through the brush?” Billy argued. “I believe
everything that Miss Cadwalader has said. And so do you. You are
just too stubborn to admit it.”

Van Buskirk looked around the woods in all
directions, then lowered the pistol and walked forward toward the
women. “I have a little food and some gunpowder tea, if anyone is
interested.”

“Yes,” Martha said. “We would be very
interested.”

It began to rain.
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January 5, 1777

Princeton, New Jersey

 


Generals Cadwalader
and Greene, together with Captains Hamilton and Van Buskirk, were
seated at the kitchen table in Washington’s quarters. Washington
was pacing in front of the officers. “What do I report to Congress?
If I tell them that the archangel Michael descended from heaven at
the behest of a small boy they will think I have gone mad and
relieve me of my command.”

“Not to put too sharp a point on it, sir,”
Hamilton said. “But the boy says it was God who killed the
Hessians.”

“Yes, yes,” Washington replied in an annoyed
tone. “Billy told me that Michael does not have the power to call
down lightning. You are not helping me, sir.”

Hamilton shrugged.

Washington looked at his officers. “Other
than Captain Van Buskirk, do any of you think that God or an angel
killed those seven men?”

“I am not saying that an angel killed them,
sir,” Van Buskirk said quickly. “But it is undeniable that
lightning or some other freak form of nature did. Before I saw the
remains of the Hessians, Miss Cadwalader had described them to me
as statues of men in their death throes. I thought she was being
fanciful at the time. But after seeing them, I have to agree with
her description. They looked exactly like gray statues. When I
struck one with my sword, it collapsed into a pile of greasy ash
and bone. I have never seen anything like it, sir.”

“A pity that no one else saw that,” Hamilton
said.

“What do you mean?” Van Buskirk asked.

“When we reached the spot where the Hessians
had camped there was nothing left,” Hamilton replied.

“What do you mean?” Van Buskirk
repeated.

“I mean there was nothing left,” Hamilton
said. “Not the remnants of a camp fire, no tracks, nothing. The
rain must have washed everything away.”

“Miss Cadwalader and the other women saw
what I saw,” Van Buskirk insisted.

“My daughter and the other young women are
no longer certain about what they saw,” General Cadwalader said.
“They had endured a terrible ordeal and were suffering from
shock.”

Van Buskirk turned to Washington. “I swear I
saw seven incinerated corpses, General, and I am not suffering from
shock.”

“You are not helping me either,” Washington
complained with an annoyed wave of his hand. “The issue is what we
tell Congress, not your veracity.”

General Greene cleared his throat to get
Washington’s attention. “Why not tell Congress that eight mounted
Hessians attacked the wagon train and then simply include a list of
the damage to life and property?”

“And what do I say about how the Hessians
died?” Washington asked. “I must report all enemy deaths.”

Greene shrugged. “Just say that they were
killed during the recovery of the women that they kidnapped. No one
will ask for the details.”

“That would be a lie of omission.”
Washington rubbed his eyes. “If I do it, I must swear all of you to
secrecy concerning Captain Van Buskirk’s report.”

Except Van Buskirk, the others all nodded
agreement.

Washington aimed his index finger at Van
Buskirk. “You too.”

Van Buskirk hesitated for a long moment,
then nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“Your executive officer has brought your
rifle company to Princeton, so there is no need for you to return
to Trenton,” Washington continued.

“Am I to rejoin my company?” Van Buskirk
asked hopefully.

Washington smoothed his hair with both
hands. “I need time to think about that. Report to me later.”

“Yes, sir.”

“You are dismissed, Captain Van Buskirk. I
would like the rest of you to stay for a few more minutes to
discuss this a bit more.”

Van Buskirk got up and walked out the back
door, then stopped near the porch swing where Martha Cadwalader was
sitting. She looked very pretty, in spite of a swollen eye and
scratches on her face. “Your father will be a few more minutes,” he
said.

“I was waiting for you, John.” She patted
the seat beside her and smiled coquettishly.

Van Buskirk shook his head. “You know that I
am a married man, Martha.”

“Are you absolutely sure of that?”

“Yes.”

“Perhaps I should put it another way. Are
you absolutely sure of your wife?”

“Yes.”

“I have heard that Anna has become close
friends with Betsey Loring and lives in the house where Sir William
Howe has established his headquarters.”

“In my grandparents’ house you mean?”

“You know that is not what I mean.”

“I must go.”

“Are you not troubled by the stories of
Anna’s behavior?”

“Not at all.”

“I have heard that she dances with British
officers in public and entertains them in private.”

“Good day, Miss Cadwalader.”

Lord Stirling was waiting a short distance
away. “What happened?”

“I think I will be relieved of my command,
at the very least,” Van Buskirk replied, glancing back toward the
girl on the porch swing.

“I am sorry, John.”

Van Buskirk took Stirling’s arm and turned
him toward the road. “Let us walk.”

Stirling nodded and the two set out at a
leisurely pace.

“Why were you not there, William?” Van
Buskirk asked after a brief silence.

“Washington thought that our relationship
would prejudice my judgment.”

Van Buskirk sighed. “Did you perchance
overhear Martha Cadwalader just now?”

Stirling nodded. “The filthy rumors of Anna
and Betsey Loring abound.”

“They are not to be believed. Not by you,
that is. It is important however that everyone else believe that
Anna is in bed, so to speak, with Howe and his little whore.”

“Do you mean…”

Van Buskirk cut him off with a wave of his
hand. “I have already said too much. Trust Anna. She is as devoted
to our cause as anyone. Perhaps more than anyone.”

“Does your mother know?”

“My mother is a Tory and a very liberal
thinker. What she believes matters not at all. But you must not
tell your wife what I have said.”

“Dear God, how I hate this war.”

“Amen.”

 


 


The End


Postscript

 


When he heard of
the Americans’ success at Trenton and Princeton, General Sir
William Howe withdrew the majority of his troops to New York.

The war was to last another five long years
but the army of George Washington never again sank to the depths of
those pre-Christmas days of 1776.

Colonel John Van Buskirk was killed in
action on September 17, 1781 at Yorktown, in the last battle of the
Revolutionary War. On the same day in the same battle, Second
Lieutenant William Schmitt was listed as missing in action. No
trace of him was ever found.

The circumstances concerning the death of
the seven Hessians were never addressed in any official reports but
after two hundred years, the legend of an avenging angel still
persists.

 



If you have enjoyed this short novella, you
might also be interested in reading about John and Anna Van
Buskirk’s adventures during the Revolutionary War in the full
length novel: Gone For a Soldier.

 


http://www.eliscopublishing.com/gone_for_a_soldier.asp
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