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WASHINGTON’S MARCH TO TRENTON
ON CHRISTMAS NIGHT IN 1776

The capture of the Ilessian garrison at Trenton in New
Jersey, which zo thrilled the patriotic Americans with joy
in the month of December 1776, ha: been classified as one
of the mest important, unique and suece<sful cngagements
that can be found in the annals of warfare. Tts stirring
events have been portrayed time and again as a popular
theme by many of our distinguished historians, but probably
none so exhaustive and aceurate as that heretofore told by
our late General William S. Stryvker in his “Battles of
Trenton and Princeton.”

In perusing these varions narratives we find “a general
uniformity of all material cireumstances which thev relate
with the single ownptmn of the highways traversed by the
Continental troops, and in this pa]hcnim there exist deeided
and conflicting statements.  In view of thiz difference of
opinion among historians, and particularly at a time when
we are engaged in erecting a National Park on both sides
of the Delaware at MeKonkey’s Ferry for the purpese of
commemorating the spot where the illistrious Washington
crossed with his army into New Jersev on Christmas Night
in 1776, my address will be confined to this subject.

W h*n it was determined to make an assault on the enemy
at Trenton in the council of war held on the evening of De-
cember 24, 1776,' amorg other preparations then nm:mud
bv the gcnoml officers of the Continental army was the
ORDER OF MARCII TO TRENTON.* This instrument
1s a literary gem, pointing out, as it does, with brevity and
clearness every pessible essentinl for the successful move-
ment of the troops destined for this service.

The order provided that the troops should be divided into
two divisions; the First Division, or the right wing, was to
be commanded by Major General John 'S'ulthn, while
Major General Nathaniel Greene was directed to assume
command of the Second Division, or left wing of the army;
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constitnting, in the aggregate, an enlisted strength of about
2,400 men;* and otherwise estimated at 2,700 men, consist-
ing of 1,500 men in Sullivan’s division and 1,200 in
Greene’s.®  The order not only specified what organizations
should ecmpose these commands, Imt designated the partien-
lar troops which should form the advance and reserve corps
of both divisions and the number of pieces of artillery that
should be attached to cach, including the second brigade of
the respective wings. It also provided that a troop of cavalry
should precede each division as rapidly as possible, with in-
strictions 1o “post themselves on the road about three miles
from Trenton and make prisoners of all going in or coming
out of town.”¥

Towards twilight in the afternoon of the following day—
Christmas—theze troops were dirceted to assemble “in the
valley over the hill™ one mile west of MeKonkey’s Ferry,
with three days’ cooked rations, and there hold themselves
m readiness to mareh to the f{*I'l'{\‘ for embarkation on boats
across the river Delaware under the direction of Colonel
Henry Knox. *4 -

The order further provided that the army should be trans-
ported acrozs the ferry in the following rotation: General
Stephen’s brigade, with a detachment of artillerymen; and
the brigades of Mercer, Lord Stirling and de Fermoy; desig-
nated the Seeond Division of the army.  The embarkation
of these troops was followed Dy thowe of the First Division,
in the order mentioned and consisting of the brigades of
St. Clair, Glover and Sargent.* Tmmediately after the de
barkation of these troops on the Jersey shore the batteries of
Captains Neil, ITuge, Moulder, Sargent, Forrest, Bauman
and Hamilton were ferried across the Delaware, when the
first four named units were assigned to the First Division,
and the remainder to the Seeond Divizion, of the army.*

The weather on Christmas Night was intensely eold; the
wind was high, and aceompanied with hail and snow. The
ice floated down the river in such quantities that the passage
of the troops was not effected until three o’clock in the morn-
ing, three hours behind scheduled time."++ The sentries
which had been stationed by General Stephen around the
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landing-place on the Jersey shore were then called in to
rejoin the assembled troops,® which had been formed in files
of eight men abreast.t+ It was near four o’clock when Gen-
eral Greene, who was accompanied by Washington, gave the
order for his division to march out on the Pennington road
towards Bear Tavern. This force was immediately followed
by the First Division of troops, under the command of Gen-
eral Sullivan. Before moving out on the highway, however,
the watches of all ofticers were set with that earried by Gen-
eral Washington, for the purpose of regulating not only the
maovemwent of the ariny hut to make the eombined attacks of
the two columns on the Iessians simultancons.” At the smne
time profound silence was enjoined against all officers and
men during the mareh, “and ne man to quit his vanks on the
pain of death.”"*

Before proceedivng it is highly essential that we make an
ohzervation of the ]li_ufm':.-.\'-' that radiated ar this ]*:'t'in:l from
McKonkey’s Ferry easterly and southerly towards Trenton.
The road in New Jersev which led from the ferry was
known as the Pennington Road, and ran east of north; and
one and a quarter-miles from the river it erossed the River
Road at Bear Tavern, eight miles from Trenton: two miles
further it crossed the Scoteh Road, seven miles from Tren-
ton; and one and a quarter miles still further it met the
direct road from Trenton to the village of Pennington, abont
seven miles from Trenton.®

From the Bear Tavern, on the River road to Birmingham
the distance is three and a half miles, and from Birming-
ham to Trenton four and a half miles. From Birmingham
across to the Seotch road the distance is about a mile; from
this point to its junction with the Pennington road is two
and a quarter miles; and from thence to Trenton one mile.®
We must recollect, however, that the present River road
did not then exist.

When the Continental troops reached Bear Tavern on
the Pennington road it is generally believed, and especially
by those who reside within the vieinity of Trenton, that both
divisions of the army were then wheeled to the right into
the River road and led down that highway by Washington
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to the village of Birmingham; when he, with Greene’s divi-
sion, crossed over from this point to the Scotch road, while
the rear division with Sullivan continned down the River
road, to attack the enemy at Trenton,

In tracing this version of the march of the troops from
Bear Tavern to its source, I find that it first emanated from
the pen of James Wilkinson when he published his Memoirs
in 1816. Of course Major Wilkinson was a staff-officer in
Sullivan’s division and accompanied its march down the
River road in 1776; but his statement was written forty
years after its occurrence and at a time, says Dr. Ernest C.
Richardson of Princeton University, when his memory of
events was “not always trustworthy.”’®  However, Wilkin-
son’s account of the march was subsequently incorperated in
the histories of Barber and Iowe'* George' Baneroft,'?
Charles C. Tlaven,»® Colonel Ifenry B. Carrington,®* and
General William S. Stryker.?®

As a matter of fact General Washington never led Greene’s
division down the River read to Birmingham! My funda-

The Memoirs of James Wilkinson, written in 1816, must be tested
by the lnws of historieal eriticism, Washington settled his ORDER OI°
MARCH TO TRENTOXN on the twenty-fourth of December 1776, and
did but adhere to it on the twenty-fifth and twenty-sixth. Wilkinson's
Memoirs were written by him in advanced years exclusively to refute a
publication made by Daniel Clark in 1809 entitled “I’roofs of the cor-
cuption of General James Wilkinson and of his connexion with Aaron
Burr,” which, among his other tribulations, embraced the charge of
treason.  ‘These memoirs are self-laudatory, have no svoucher but its
author, and eontain a statement which is certainly exactly opposite the
truth. Forty years after the event, Wilkinson tells us that the Conti-
nental army on Christmas Night in 1776 came down the River road
from MeKonkey's Ferry and separated into two columns at the village
of Birmingham. This story is not supported either by General Wash-
ington nor by any of his officers or by contemporary writers, and the
contemporary writers are.very numerous and ecareful. Again, when the
muskets of some of the men of Sullivan’s division were discovered at
Birmingham to be wet from the storm, Wilkinson professes to remem-
her how pitifully the division commander appealed to one of his
ofticers to ask “What is to be dome?’ This action was not a character-
istic of Mnjor John Sullivan! Wilkinson further observes (Memoirs,
Vol. T, 139) that the headguarters of General St. Clair at the second
battle of Trenton were located, “if memory serves me, in the house of
a Miss Dagworthy.” There are several persons in Trenton today who
are familiar with the title of the Alexander Douglas property, the house
of which was occupied as the headquarters of General St. Clair, and
who know that this statement is not true. Mistakes like these are quite
commeon in Wilkinson's work.
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mental authority for this assertion comes from Washington
himself. -In the ORDER OF MARCH TO TRENTON he
direets that Sullivan’s division should proceed to Tremton
from McKonkey’s Ferry on the “River Road,” and Greene’s
division by way of the “Pennington Road.”* On December
27, 1776 General Washington wrote to the President of
Congress and told him, among other things, that one division
of his troops marched to Trenton “by the Lower or River
road, and the other by the Upper or Pennington road.”{t

This statement of Washington is verified by a daily diary
published in Stryker’s “Battles of Trenton and Princeton”
at page 360, entitled a “Diary of an Officer on Washington’s
Staff.” T have recently ascertained that this diary was kept
by Captain Thomas Forrest, who commanded a battery of
artillery attached to the advance corps of Greenc’s division.'®
In it for December 25, 1776, at six o’clock in the evening, is
recorded: “Both divisions are to go from the ferry to Bear
Tavern, two miles. They will separate there; Washington
will accompany Greene's division with a part of the artillery
down the Pennington road; Sullivan and the rest of the
artillery will take the River road.” On the following day,
at noon, the diary further recites: “The twa divisions di-
vided at Bear Tavern.”}

Furthermore, we are individually informed by Lord Stir-
ling'” and Robert Morris'® that immediately after the two
divisions began their march from MeKonkey’s Ferry they
proceeded towards Trenton by fwo distinct roules. These
assertions are later but contemporaneously confirmed in un-
mistakable language by other reliable authorities;'® and,
when taken in conneetion with Washington’s own statements,
they estop all possibility of the two divisions of the American
army marching in single column down the River road.

The question then arises what highway did General Wash-
ington understand to be the “Upper or Pennington road ?”
Tt is perfectly elear that that term was used by him in contra-
distinetion to the “Tower or River road.” He could not pos-
sibly mean the rcad which runs from the present Warren
Street in Trenton to the borough of Penmington! If we
place ourselves in the position of Washington at Newtown,
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in Pennsyvlvania, and order troops at McKonkey’s Ferry to
eross the Delaware and march out the “Pennington Road,”
it cannot be any other highway than that which extends
casterly from the ferry, passing the River road at Bear
Tavern, and continning thence towards Pennington. This
contention is similarly expressed in the Forrest Diary, just
referred to, when it says that afler the {wo divisions separate
at Bear Tavern “Washington will accompany Greene’s divi-
sion with a part of the artillery down the Pennington road.”

General \‘.’a-hington was not personally familiar with our
Colonial highways in this seetion’ of New Jersey, and when
he stated to the President of Congress that the left wing of
the American army advanced to Trenton on the "Lpper or
Pennington read,” he nunquestionably meant, by unse of the
term ‘Lpper in connection with the words “Pennington
road,” the route which was then otherwise slightly,® but
now more generally, known as the “Seotch Road.” If refer-
ence i3 made to I .uh-n Military Map of the Trenton-Prince-
ton Campaign,2* published in Tondon on April 15, 1777,
it will be seen that the Continental forees separated on Christ-
mas Night at Bear Tavern, the “Right Division” passing
down the River road, and the “Left Division” continuning
out the Pennington highway and down the Scotch road,
to Trenton; which is additional evidence that the column of
the patriotic troops was mnot broken into two divisions at
Jirmingham.

Az T have remarked, the distance from Bear Tavern to
Trenton by a cirenit of the Pennington and Scotch roads
was only a mile longer than that between the same points on
the River road; hocldc":. the former route was cmnp.mtuo]v
level in comparison with the tortuous River road in the
deep ravine at Jacobs’ Creek, and by reason of these natural
conditions troops could make the cirenit referred to in suffi-
cient time to enable both columns to descend the parallel
highways abreast shortly after Greene’s division had entered
upon the Scotch road.

Therefore, in compliance with the Order of March,
when the head of the column eame-from McKonkey’s Ferry
to Bear Tavern, General Washington, with Greene’s division,
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continued out along the Pennington highway and made a cir-
cuit to Trenton by the Scoteh road; and when the rear divi-
sion, under General Sullivan, came up to the tavern, it im-
mediately turned to the right and passed down the River
road. This divisional movement of the troops, moreover,
is further confirmed in the Forrest Diary, which states: “At
Birmingham, three and a half miles south of the tavern, a
man came with a message from General Sullivan that the
storm was wetting the muskets and rendering them unfit for
service. “Tell General Sullivan,” said Washington, ‘to use
the bayonet. T am resolved to take Trenton.”} While it
does appear from the statement of some historians that the
troops were halted for a brief period about daylight on the
parallel roads at the intersection of the highwayv to Iowell’s
or Yardley’s Ferry, nearly a mile apart,®® it is reasonable
to believe that this was done to afford the soldiers an eppor-
tunity for rest and refreshments, and also to regulate the
time when the two columns should make the simultancous
assault on the Hessian mercenaries.

From a military view, there were imperative reasons why
Washington’s sagacity prompted this movement of the army:
paramount among them was the fact that if his left flank
had been surprised on the reute down the Secotch road by
an cffective force of British detachments then stationed at
Princeton, Sullivan’s division could ecasily have rallied to
his assistance and repelled the attack, Otherwise, if both
divizions had wmarched down the River road in column for-
mation—a line extending nearly a mile in length—and had
been surprised on the left by the hostile troops referred to,
in all probability it would have been instantly severed, with
no supporting forces, and necessarily with dizastvous results.

The account of the march of the Continental forces over
the highways between McKonkev’s Ferry and Trenton, as
I have related, is the true story of the procedure, and in econ-
formity with that carefully outlined by Justin Winsor in his
“Narrative and Critical History of America.””® It i3 likewise
the movement which has been similarly expressed and ap-
proved by General Franciz V. Greene and by other eminent
and well-known historians,?® since Wilkinson’s statement to
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the contrary, and in harmony with the contemporary au-
thorities which I have produced.

Thus the preponderance of evidence herewith submitted
negatives the possibility of Washington’s troops separfttmg
into two columns at Birmingham, which circumstance in fact
occurred at Bear Tavern on Christmas Night in 1776.
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APPENDIX.
No. 1. ORDER OF MARCH TO TRENTON,

Reference: Drake—Life of Henry Knox, 133,
Stryker—Battles of Trenton and Princeton, 113.

Yuch brigade to be furnished with two good guides. Gen. Stephen's
brigade to form the advance party, and to have with them a detachment
of the artillery without eannon, provided with spikes and hammers to
spike up the enemies’ cannon in case of necessity, or to bring them off
if it can be ecifected, the party to be provided with drag-ropes for the
purpese of drngging off the cannon. Gen. Stephen is to attnek and
force the enemy’s gunrds and sieze such posts ns may prevent them from
forming in the streets, and in case they are annoyed from the houses to
set them on fire. The brigndes of Mercer and Lord Skirling, under the
command of Major-Gen, Greene, to suppoert Gen. Stephen. This is
the 2d division or left wing of the army, and to march by the way of
the "enninzgton road. - .

8t Clair's, Glovers, and Sargent's brigades, under Major-Gen, Sul-
livan, to march by the River road. This is the first division of the
army, and to form the right wing. T.ord Stirling's brizade to form the
reserve of the left wing, and Gen, St, Clair's brigade the reserve of
the right wing. These reserves to form a second line in conjunction,
or a second line te each division, ss circimstances may require,

Ieh brigadier to make the colonels acquainted with the posts of
their respective regiments in the brigade, and the major-generals will
inform them of the posts of the brigades in the line.

IFour pieces of artillery to mareh at the head of each column; three
picces at the lead of the second brigade of each division: and two pieces
with each of the reserves, The troops to be assembled one mile back of
MoIKonkey's Ferry. and as soon as it begins to grow dark the troops to
be marched to McKonkey's Ferry, and embark on board the boats in
following order under the direction of Col. Knox.

Gen, Stephen’s brigade, with the detachment of artillerymen, to em-
bark first:; Gen. Mercer's next; FLord Stirling's next; Gen. Fermoy’'s
next, who will march in the rear of the second division, and file off
from the I'ennington to the Princeton road in such direction that he
can with the greatest ease and safety secure the passes between I'rince-
ton and Trenton. The guides will be the best judges of this. Ile is to
take two pieces of artillery with him. St. Clair's, Glover’s, and Sargent's
brigades to embark in order. Immediately upon their debarkation, the
whole to form: and mareh in subdivisions from the right. The com-
manding officers of regiments to observe that the divisions be equal,
amdd that proper officers be appeinted to each. A profound silence to
be enjoined, and no man to quit his ranks on the pain of death. Each
brigadier to appoint flanking parties; the reserve brigades to appoint
the rear guards of the columns: the head of the columns to be appointed
to arrive af Trenton at five o'clock.

Captain_Washington and Capt. T———— with a party of forty
men each, to-niarch before the divisions and post themselves on the road
about three miles from Trenton, and make prisoners of all going in or
coming out of town.

Gen. Stephen will appeint a guard te form a chain of sentries round
the landing-place at a sufficient distance from the river to permit the
troops to form, this guard not te suffer any person to go in or come
out, but to detain all persons who attempt either. This guard to join
their brigade when the troops are all over,
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No. 2 BRIGADE QRDERS,
General Mercer to Colonel Durkee, Dec, 25, 1776.

Sir; You are to see that Your men have three day’s provisions ready
cooked before 12 o'clock this forenoon—the whole fit for duty except a
Serjeant and six men to be left with the baggage, and to parade pre-
cisely at four in the afternoon with their arms, accoutrements & am-
munition in the best order, with their provisions and blankets—you
will have them told off in divisions in which order they are to march—
eight men abreast, with the officers fixed to their divisions from which
they are on no aecount to separate—no man is to quit his division on
pain of instant punishment—each officer it to provide himself with a
piece of white paper stuck in his hat for a field mark. You will order
your men to assemble and parade them in the valley immediately over
the hill on the back of McConkey’s' Ferry, to remain there for further
orders—a profound silence is to be observed, both by officers and men,
and a strict and ready attention paid to whatever orders may be given—
in forming the Brigade Col. Thurkee & Col. Rawlings on the Right of
Col. Stone—the Line to form & march from the Right—Col. Hutchinson
to form by themselves. .
' Your obt S'v't, I1. Mercer.

No. 3. DMARY OF AN OFFICER ON WASIINGTON'S STAFF,
Reference: Stryker—Rattles of Trenton and Princeton, 360,

New Town, ', Dee. 22 1776,
E *

Dee. 23—Orders have been issued to cook cations for three davs.
Washington has just given the counter sign, “Victory or Death.” He
has written a letter to General Cadwallader at Rristol, which he has
intrusted me to copy. He intends to cross the river, make a ten-mile

march to Trenton, and attack Rall just before daybrenk. bbbk b
» » »

Dec. 25—Christmas morning, *#**essrssstarsstrssiansssrssssers

Christmas, G P, M.—***s*3*+2+ T hnve just copied the order for
marching. Roth divisions are to go from the ferry to Fear Tavern, two
miles. They will separate there; Washington will accompany (ireene's
division with a part of the artillery down the Pennington Read; Sulli-
van and the rest of the artillery will take the River road.

Dee, 26, 3 n. m.—T am writing in the ferry house. The troaps are
all over, and the boats have gone back for the artillery. e are three
hours behind the set time. #***##¢¢xs% | pever have seen Washington
so determined as he is now. Ile stands on the bank of the river,
wrapped in his clonk. superintending the landing of his troops, Ie is
calm and collected, hut very determined. #****3*#%%%  Tha Inst cannon
is being landed, and we are ready to mount our horses.

Dec. 2. Noon—It was nearly 4 o'clock when we started. The two
divisions divided at Bear Tavern.

At Birmingham, three and a half miles south of the tavern, a man
came with & message from General Sullivan that the storm was wetting
the muskets and rendering them unfit for service., “Tall General Sulli-
van,” said Washington, “to use the bayomet. I am resolved to take
Trenton.”
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It was broad daylight when we came to a house where a man was chop-
ping wood. He was very mucli”surprised when he saw us. *“Can Fou
tell me where the Hessian picket is?” Whashington asked. The man
hesitated, but I =aid, “You need not be frightened, it is General Wash-
ington who asks the question.” His face brightered and he pointed
toward the house of Mr. Howell. )

It was just 8 o'clock. T.ooking down the road I saw a Hessian run-
ning out from the house, He yelled in Dutch and swung his arms.
Three or four others came out with their guns. Two of them fired at
ug, but the bullets whistled over our hends.  *****rrrssss

No, 4 LETTER TO THE PRESIDENT OF CONGRESS.
Iteference: Sparks—Writings of George Whshington, Vel. IV, 246,

Head-Quarters, Newtown, 27 December, 1776,

Sir: T have the pleasure of congratulating ¥ou upon the success of an
enterprise, which 1 had formed against a detachment of the enemy lying
in Trenton, and which was executed yesterday morning. The evening
of the 25th 1 ordered the troops intended for this service to parade back
of McKonkey's Ierry, that they might begin to pass as soon as it grew
dark, imagining we should be able to throw them all over, with the
necessary artillery, by twelve o'clock, and that we might easily arrive
at Trenton by five in the morning, the distance heing about nine miles.
But the quantity of ice, made that night, impeded the passage of the
boats so much, that it was three o'clock before the artillery could all be
got over: and near four, before the troops took up their line of mareh.
¥hxxkssskissx | formed my detachment into two divisions, one to
march by the lower or river road, the other by the upper or Pennington
road, As the divisions had nearly the same distance to march, I ordered
each of them, immediately upon forcing the out-guards, to push directly
into the town, that they might charge the enemy before they had time
to form.

The upper division arrived at the enemy’s advanced post exactly at
eight o'clock; and in three minutes after, I found, from the fire on the
lower road, that that division bad also got up. *s*esessesas



