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About the book

In "Washington's Crossing," David Hackett Fischer explores a critical

juncture in the American Revolutionary War, occurring merely six months

after the Declaration of Independence. By this time, British forces had

gained substantial ground, occupying key colonies and advancing towards

Philadelphia, casting a shadow over the patriots' ambitions for independence.

Amidst this dire situation, George Washington emerged as a beacon of hope

and resilience. Understanding that morale was faltering and time was

running out, he devised a daring plan to launch a surprise attack on the

Hessian soldiers stationed at Trenton, New Jersey. On a stormy Christmas

night in 1776, Washington led his troops across the icy Delaware River,

demonstrating exceptional leadership and determination. The Hessian

garrison, caught off guard and exhausted from the holiday festivities,

capitulated quickly, resulting in the capture of nearly a thousand enemy

soldiers.

This stunning victory served as a catalyst for a series of subsequent triumphs

that would rejuvenate the revolutionary cause. Fischer captures the essence

of these winter battles, highlighting the adaptability and strategic ingenuity

of the American forces. As Washington and his men continued to engage

British troops with newfound confidence, the tides of war began to shift,

significantly weakening British forces and reigniting hope among the
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American colonists.

Ultimately, these events not only altered the immediate course of the war but

also transformed the broader meaning of the struggle for independence.

Washington's bold strategies and decisive victories became symbolic of the

resilience and determination inherent in the American spirit, reshaping the

revolutionary endeavor into a determined fight for liberty.
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About the author

David Hackett Fischer, a prominent historian and professor emeritus at

Brandeis University, has made significant contributions to historical

scholarship through a diverse range of works. Notably, his book *Albion's

Seed* examines how different British cultural traditions have influenced

American society, offering insights into the ways these folkways have

shaped national identity. Fischer's narrative approach to history is

exemplified in *Paul Revere's Ride*, where he captures the significance of

Revere’s midnight journey in American revolutionary lore, and in

*Washington's Crossing*, which earned him a Pulitzer Prize, illuminating

George Washington's critical maneuvers during the American Revolutionary

War.

In addition to his narrative histories, Fischer’s impact extends to

historiography, where he has introduced key concepts such as the

"Historian's fallacy"—the idea that historians often mistakenly impose

present-day perspectives on past events. Through these scholarly endeavors,

Fischer has not only enriched our understanding of specific historical events

but also refined the methodologies by which history is studied and

interpreted.

By melding detailed narrative with robust analytical frameworks, David

Hackett Fischer's work invites readers to appreciate the complexities of
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American history while challenging them to consider the implications of

historical interpretation in a broader context. His academic legacy continues

to influence both historians and enthusiasts of American history today.
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Chapter 1 Summary: THE REBELS

THE REBELS

Washington’s Dilemma: An Army of Liberty

On March 17, 1776, General George Washington emerged as a symbol of

victory in Cambridge, Massachusetts, following the successful expulsion of

British troops from Boston. However, this moment of triumph was

overshadowed by the daunting challenges he faced in leading a diverse and

untrained Revolutionary army. Washington struggled with instilling

discipline and command amidst troops who cherished their independence

and varied beliefs about liberty and authority. 

Having been raised in Virginia, Washington's ideals centered on

self-governance, virtue, and honor. He emphasized the importance of moral

and physical courage, viewing honor as aligned with virtue rather than mere

force or arrogance. Yet, as he interacted with troops from different

backgrounds—New England soldiers who embraced democratic ideals,

backcountry regiments prioritizing independence, and elite units expecting

high standards of conduct—Washington found his principles tested.
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Realizing the need for unity to confront the formidable British forces,

Washington adapted his leadership style to foster collaboration among his

troops. Through this process, he sought to cultivate a more cohesive military

body, even as the outcome of the Revolutionary War remained uncertain,

and the threat of British retaliation loomed large.

THE REGULARS

The Kings Own: An Army of Order and Discipline

On June 29, 1776, Private Daniel McCurtin observed the arrival of the

British Regulars in New York, a force characterized by its professionalism

and rigorous training. In stark contrast to the American troops, the British

army boasted a large, experienced volunteer force, renowned for its

discipline and order. This array of military traditions and bureaucratic

frameworks made them a formidable opponent in the conflict.

British infantry were drilled extensively, emphasizing strict formation and

precision. The commission system, where officers purchased their ranks,

created a unique dynamic of loyalty to the Crown that intertwined social

status with military service. Although British soldiers were generally

dedicated and seasoned, recruitment challenges emerged as the demand for
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manpower increased.

The British military also included specialized units, such as light infantry

and artillery, which demonstrated innovative tactics and advanced weaponry.

This blend of training and professionalism only heightened the threat posed

by British forces as the Revolutionary War unfolded.

THE HESSIANS

The Landgraf’s Dream: An Army of Honor and Profit

In August 1776, approximately 20,000 Hessian soldiers arrived in America,

carrying with them a legacy of military discipline and a hierarchical culture.

Directed by Friedrich Wilhelm II of Hesse-Cassel, the Hessians were

motivated by ideals of order and duty, but also by the promise of financial

rewards that attracted many recruits to military service.

Hessian soldiers operated under strict disciplinary measures, often facing

corporal punishment, which underscored their commitment to a professional

ethos and loyalty to their Landgraf. They viewed military service not only as

a duty but as an opportunity for personal financial advancement amid the

new and prosperous landscape of America.
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The Hessian army represented a duality—both a disciplined fighting force

devoted to service and opportunists seeking profit. This complex character

influenced their conduct throughout the Revolutionary War, shaping

interactions and dynamics between British forces and Hessians as they

engaged in the conflict.

By examining Washington's leadership among diverse troops, the disciplined

Regulars, and the profit-driven Hessians, this chapter lays the groundwork

for understanding the intricate interplay of military powers that defined the

American Revolution.
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Chapter 2 Summary: THE PLAN OF THE CAMPAIGN

### Chapter Summary: The Plan of the Campaign

The Howe Brothers in America  

Admiral Lord Richard Howe and General William Howe, key British

commanders during the American Revolution, hailed from a distinguished

family with royal connections. Both were seasoned military

leaders—Richard, a skilled naval officer, was known for reforming naval

practices and ensuring humane treatment of sailors, while William, a capable

tactician, grew increasingly pensive following the high casualties of the

Battle of Bunker Hill. Although initially sympathetic to American

grievances, they accepted commands to suppress the rebellion. Their

strategy aimed to swiftly occupy New York and use it as a launchpad for

controlling the colonies, arguing that military might could bring order and

peace.

The Fall of New York  

The campaign in New York began with the American forces, initially led by

General Charles Lee and later by George Washington, facing severe

challenges. The city’s geography and lack of defenses left it vulnerable.
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Washington attempted to fortify the area, but internal strife and low morale

led to panic among American troops. The British executed strategic

maneuvers during the Battle of Long Island, leading to a decisive defeat for

the Americans. Despite the loss of men and resources, the Americans

showcased their resilience by retreating and regrouping to continue the fight.

The Retreat and Invasion of New Jersey  

Following the fall of New York, Washington's army retreated into New

Jersey, grappling with dwindling numbers and low morale. Enlistments were

expiring, and more soldiers chose to leave due to harsh conditions.

Meanwhile, British Commander Cornwallis pursued them, aiming to further

demoralize the American forces without engaging in a decisive battle.

Throughout this tumultuous period, Washington worked to protect his

remaining troops and manage frustrations caused by internal divisions and

unreliable intelligence. The Americans demonstrated a defensive resilience

against the British advances, even as they faced illness and logistical issues.

By early December, Washington had strategically crossed into Pennsylvania

along the Delaware River, managing to hold critical territories.

The Outcome and Implications  

The Howe brothers' initial strategy and their pursuit of the American army

illustrated the complexities and challenges of the campaign. Despite some
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minor successes, their failure to decisively engage and intercept Washington

allowed American forces the time to regroup and fortify their resolve. This

early phase of the conflict showcased the determination of the American

troops, suggesting their capacity to endure adversity. The contrasting

approaches of the Howe brothers, who aimed to maintain social order

without brutal repression, foreshadowed the evolving dynamics of the war

and the challenges both sides would continue to face.

Conclusion  

The campaigns in New York and New Jersey highlighted the unpredictable

nature of warfare. The British military, although superior, faced obstacles

from a resilient American force and an evolving strategic landscape. This

early chapter of the struggle for American independence set the stage for

future engagements, indicating that the fight for liberty was just beginning.
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Chapter 3 Summary: THE CRISIS

### Thomas Paine and the Black Times of 1776

Overview of Paine's Role in the Revolution  

In October 1776, amid the fierce battles for Fort Washington, Thomas Paine

volunteered as an aide to General Nathanael Greene of the Continental

Army. Renowned primarily for his powerful writing, Paine used his position

to document the harrowing experiences of the troops engaged in the New

York campaign. His writings inspired both soldiers and civilians, cultivating

respect across various ranks and reinforcing the passion for the American

cause.

Contrasting Perspectives on Rights  

Paine held a broader understanding of rights compared to many soldiers who

fought predominantly for personal freedoms. He championed universal

rights, expressing concern that military defeats could lead Americans to

misinterpret their ability to resist British dominance. This difference in

perspective underscored the fundamental ideological conflict inherent in the

struggle for independence.
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Impact of "The American Crisis"  

Recognizing the diminishing morale among soldiers and the rising public

despair, Paine sought to reinvigorate the spirit of the revolution through his

pamphlet, "The American Crisis," published on December 19, 1776. This

impactful work delivered impassioned calls to resilience and determination,

resonating deeply with both the troops and the civilian population, thereby

fostering a renewed sense of hope during difficult times.

Congress and Military Leadership  

As the Revolutionary War intensified, Congress responded to the dire

circumstances by granting General George Washington expanded authority

to oversee military operations. This decision represented a significant shift

towards centralized command, generated from the acknowledgment of

Washington's leadership potential as confidence grew among Congress and

the army alike.

Recruitment and Revival of the Army  

Faced with numerous soldiers' expirations of enlistments, Washington

launched efforts in December 1776 to bolster the Continental Army's ranks

through recruitment initiatives across states. This concerted approach not

only replenished troop numbers but also revitalized morale amongst soldiers,
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revitalizing the army's fighting spirit.

The Occupation of New Jersey  

The British believed that pacifying New Jersey would be straightforward due

to the assumed loyalty of its populace. However, this belief was overly

simplistic, as significant resistance emerged. Local militias, fueled by

discontent against British forces, began to challenge their authority through

organized attacks on British patrols.

Growing Resentment and Insurrection  

In response to abuses and plunder by British troops, local resentment boiled

over into insurrection. An array of militias sprang up, engaging in assaults

on British garrisons and applying constant pressure on occupying forces.

This grassroots resistance was characterized by the autonomous actions of

militia leaders, signifying a collective push for independence from

oppressive British rule.

The Opportunity for the Continental Army  

Amid the chaos created by these uprisings, and uncertain British strategies,

Washington recognized a pivotal opportunity for a counteroffensive. He

identified the turmoil in New Jersey as a critical juncture for striking back
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against British forces.

Preparations for a Christmas Attack  

With the holiday season approaching, Washington and his commanders

prepared for a surprise attack on the British garrison at Trenton. Capitalizing

on the disarray among British troops, they coordinated with local militia and

refined their strategy for a surprise assault, planning to catch the enemy off

guard.

Conclusion  

The late 1776 period, marked by despair, transformed into a potent rallying

point for the American Revolution, largely due to Paine’s motivating

writings and the active grassroots organizing within New Jersey. This

uprising became instrumental in the broader campaign to regain initiative in

the fight against British domination, ultimately steering the course of the war

toward a more hopeful direction.
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Chapter 4: THE RIVER

Chapter 4 Summary: Washington's Crossing

Overview of the Christmas Morning Preparation

On Christmas morning, American troops stationed along the Delaware River

prepared for a daring military operation that would turn the tide in the

Revolutionary War. Facing bitter winter conditions, including freezing

temperatures, wind, and snow, soldiers were instructed to gather weapons

and supplies in secret. The stakes were high, as they aimed to execute a

surprise attack against British-occupied Trenton.

Washington's Intelligence and Planning

General George Washington, the commander of the Continental Army,

expressed his concerns to financier Robert Morris about British forces

potentially crossing the Delaware River to threaten Philadelphia. Despite the

grim situation, Washington remained optimistic, hoping for a change in

fortunes that would benefit the American cause.

Christmas Day March
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As the army surged forward, emphasis was placed on stealth and discipline.

Soldiers moved quietly through the freezing terrain of Pennsylvania, battling

fatigue and illness while following their officers diligently. Their mission

depended on unwavering bonds of trust and tenacity under trying conditions.

Delayed Crossing and Adverse Weather

The operation faced immediate challenges, as many soldiers arrived late due

to illness and the harsh winter weather. Upon reaching the Delaware, they

encountered rain and snow that complicated the crossing plan and led to ice

formations in the river, threatening its execution.

Execution of the Crossing

Washington's strategy hinged on achieving surprise at Trenton, necessitating

a coordinated crossing of multiple brigades. Despite the adverse elements,

the majority of Continental soldiers, artillery, and supplies successfully

crossed at McConkey’s Ferry, setting the stage for the impending

confrontation.

First Encounter and American Advance

As dawn broke, American forces engaged Hessian outposts in Trenton.

Washington’s careful orchestration of the attack, leveraging both infantry
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and artillery, led to an overwhelming victory for the young nation. The

element of surprise proved pivotal, showcasing the effectiveness of

Washington’s leadership during this crucial moment.

Aftermath and Strategic Decisions

In the aftermath of the Trenton victory, Washington faced a significant

strategic decision concerning the condition of his army and the potential for

British counterattacks. Evaluating the situation, he resolved to capitalize on

the momentum gained, marching towards Princeton where further

engagements with British forces loomed.

Critical Moments at Assunpink Creek

The chapter also details the tactical maneuvers at Assunpink Creek, where

Washington’s forces established defensive positions against advancing

British and Hessian troops. In the face of pressure, Washington and his

officers exhibited remarkable resilience, successfully holding their ground

while efficiently managing withdrawals when necessary.

Concluding Thoughts on Leadership and Strategy

Throughout these tense engagements, Washington’s leadership style stood in

stark contrast to that of his British counterparts. His consultative approach
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not only inspired unity among his troops but also allowed for flexible

responses to the volatile battlefield dynamics. Washington’s ability to adapt

and make decisive choices under pressure ultimately positioned the

Continental Army for continued success against British forces.
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Chapter 5 Summary: THE BATTLE AT PRINCETON

Gallantry against Courage

Introduction  

This chapter begins by contrasting the leadership styles of General George

Washington and Colonel Mawhood during the critical Battle of Princeton.

Washington’s strategic approach focused on adaptability and morale, while

Mawhood embodied the traditional British military resolve.

Setting the Scene  

The day of the battle dawns on a picturesque winter morning, creating a

stark backdrop for the conflict. As American troops cross the Stony Brook,

they split into two wings: the left wing, commanded by Greene, aims to

intercept British reinforcements, while Sullivan leads the right wing in

preparation for the main assault on Princeton.

The March to Princeton  

American forces advance swiftly with both divisions converging on

Princeton. Wilkinson, an officer within Washington’s ranks, notes the
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movement of a British column heading south, signaling the impending

confrontation between the two armies.

Encounter with the British  

Colonel Mawhood, in command of the British troops, is faced with a pivotal

choice upon encountering the Americans. Eschewing retreat, he decides to

engage the enemy, underscoring the steadfastness and aggression typical of

British leadership.

The Battle of Princeton  

The clash occurs at William Clark's orchard, leading to a chaotic and intense

confrontation. Although American troops initially struggle against British

firepower, they demonstrate remarkable resilience. As conditions shift, they

regroup and launch a counteroffensive, signaling a turning point in the

battle.

Casualties and Leadership  

The battle results in heavy casualties for both forces, notably the tragic death

of General Mercer, which highlights the severe toll of war. Washington’s

personal involvement on the battlefield galvanizes his troops, exemplifying

effective leadership in dire circumstances.
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Continued Struggles  

As the American forces adapt to the chaotic battlefield, a concerted effort

from various units leads to a successful retreat of the British troops.

Washington stresses the importance of speed and initiative, pursuing the

retreating forces to maintain momentum.

Aftermath and Implications  

In the wake of the battle, American victories at Princeton bring crucial

boosts to morale and disrupt British strategic plans. The chapter underscores

how such successes inspire confidence among the revolutionaries and alter

public perception of the war's potential outcome.

The Forage War  

Following the battle, the struggle continues as American militia engage in

guerrilla tactics against British foraging parties. This reflects a blend of

political determination and military ingenuity in the face of ongoing British

attempts to control the region.

Strategic Reflections  
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Washington's capacity for leadership and strategic flexibility emerges as

central themes in this chapter. His willingness to delegate authority and

adapt to the dynamics of warfare starkly contrasts with the rigid British

command structure, offering valuable lessons for the American forces.

Conclusion  

The chapter concludes with reflections on how these events transformed the

conflict's trajectory, shedding light on the evolving nature of American

warfare. The successes at Trenton and Princeton resonate through

subsequent military maneuvers, solidifying Washington's integral role in

shaping the revolutionary strategy and fostering unity among the disparate

forces seeking independence.
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Chapter 6 Summary: Aftermath

Summary of Chapter 6: Humanitarian Ideals in the War of Independence

In 1776, the American War of Independence was not just a struggle for

freedom; it was also framed by a set of humanitarian ideals that guided the

leaders' approach to warfare. Foremost among these leaders was John

Adams, who championed a conduct of war rooted in piety, humanity, and

honesty, setting a stark contrast to the often brutal nature of military conflict.

This commitment to respecting human rights extended even towards

enemies, reflecting the profound societal values that underpinned the

revolutionary cause.

While many American leaders embraced Adams’s vision, a faction within

the revolution prioritized self-interest defined by wealth and power. As the

British forces engaged in increasingly brutal tactics—marked by reports of

mistreatment of captured or wounded American soldiers—the commitment

to humanitarian principles gained further traction among American leaders.

George Washington and his contemporaries reinforced these ideals,

recognizing the importance of maintaining moral integrity in the face of

adversity.

The British forces operated under a different moral framework, frequently
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denying quarter to American soldiers and subjecting them to extreme

violence. Numerous accounts detail the murder of surrendered or injured

Americans, as well as the harsh treatment of American prisoners. In stark

contrast, Washington and other American commanders underscored a

commitment to treating captives with dignity, often extending quarter to

those who surrendered.

A notable example of this humanitarian ethos was evident in the treatment of

Hessian captives following the pivotal battle of Trenton. Contrary to the

expectations of cruelty, Hessians found themselves treated with respect,

resulting in many choosing to remain in America after the conflict. This

humane treatment extended to British prisoners as well, highlighting a clear

moral distinction between American practices and those of the British.

Throughout the New Jersey campaign, American forces successfully

combined military effectiveness with adherence to their humanitarian

principles. This dual achievement not only distinguished their conduct but

also reinforced the values inherent in the American Revolution. The chapter

challenges contemporary narratives that often cast America’s past

negatively, reminding us that earlier generations often acted in accordance

with high ideals.

In conclusion, Chapter 6 underscores the significance of the humanitarian

approach adopted by American leaders during the Revolutionary War. It
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illustrates that moral choices can indeed coexist with military success,

leaving a lasting legacy that speaks to the American capacity for principled

action even amidst the chaos of war.
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