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I.  The Times:

A. Imagine the Queen Mum as a bulge in your back pocket.  If the French had not come to our aid in 1779, your wallet would very likely contain currency with the phiz of Queen Elizabeth instead of George, Abe, Alex, Andy, and Ben.  Something to ponder in the outcry over “Freedom Fries.”


B. Bad, bad Brits:  Think “Bloody Ban” Tarleton and “No Flint” Grey, instigator of the massacre of American troops bayoneted in their blankets.

An estimated 11,500 American soldiers died in British jails and prison ships in this country.  “Bodies stacked like cordwood” in the snow behind an old sugar processing plant in New York City.  My question is: Why is this never mentioned in our textbooks?


C. Tarring, feathering, and riding the rail:  Imagine being stripped by a jovial mob and covered in hot pine tar and goose feathers which the scamps then fried to set on fire.  Lacking pine tar, the patriots substituted melted whale blubber, molasses, and excrement.  The hot tar caused burns that took a long time to heal, if they did at all.  As for the naked ride on a fence rail… it did permanent damage to the family jewels.

”People might be uncertain about which side of the political fence rail they preferred, but on one wanted to straddle it.”  (From Shadow Patriots.)


D. The fashions of the times:  Don’t get me started.  Shadow Patriots opens with a true incident, a goat getting its horns caught in a woman’s hoop skirt on a crowded street.  In the resulting melee, it became apparent to the onlookers that underwear was optional.  They also might have glimpsed the falsies women wore… false buttocks, that is, made of cork.

Women wore their towering wigs 24-7 for weeks at a time.  They slept with cages over their heads to keep mice and rats from eating the flour used to powder the wigs.  Genital wigs were called merkins.  I haven’t yet discovered how those were fastened in place, but it’s an entertaining line of conjecture.  I have ruled out Velcro.

Young men who took the European tour came back wearing the exaggerated fashions of Italy, and so were called Macaronies.  They wore wigs so tall they had to use their walking sticks to tip their hats.  Their pants were so tight they could not bend over without a split that would expose their own false bottoms.  The servants who followed them were called “catch-farts.”  (Political correctness had not been invented.)


E. Vintage wit:  For Shadow Patriots, I consulted, among other sources, Joe Miller’s Jests: A Collection of the most Brilliant Jests; the Politest Repartees; the most Elegant Bons Mots; the most Pleasant Short Stories in the English Language, published in 1739.  A sampling:

Earl of Sandwich:  “Egad sir, I do not know whether you will die on the gallows or of the clap.”
John Wilkes:  “That depends, my Lord, on whether I embrace your principals or your mistress.”


F. The dark roots of Yankee Doodle:  the music and words of this classic go back to the 15th century Holland and an old harvest song called “Yanker dudel doodle down.”

The British adapted the song to ridicule the “Jonathans,” the Americans.  But the Jonathans made an anthem of it with a hundred or more verses, most of them vulgar.  For the meaning of “macaroni,” see the bit about fashions.

”It was a sprightly tune and must have set a fast pace for the turnip pluckers of old.” (From Shadow Patriots.)


G. Electricity, animal magnetism, and yo-yos: all fascinations of the time.  Benjamin Franklin’s kissing machine produced a spark between two people’s lips when they met.  Quite popular at lectures.  Also a solar microscope showing “blood circulating in a frog’s foot,” Toby the Sapient Pig, tennis, bull baiting, and cock fighting.  Mumble-sparrow was the game of tethering a sparrow to the buttonhole of a contestant’s coat and putting its wings in his mouth so he could try to chew his way up to the bird’s head before having his eyes pecked out.  It wasn’t as unfair a competition as it might seem.  As I observed in the book, “ The sparrow didn’t sit still for it.”


H. King George’s head as a houseguest:  a crowd of New York City patriots used axes to dismember the lead statue of King George and his horse.  (A figure of ridicule in the best of time because the sculptor forgot to include spurs.)  The body parts were melted for bullets, and the head buried.  British soldiers staged a daring raid to dig it up, whereafter it circulated among loyalist households in New York City as an example of the surly ingratitude of the Jonathans.

II. The Places:

A. New York City:  Hands down the most fascinating, infuriating city in the western hemisphere then as now.  It boasted the stagnant, polluted water in the defensive trenches, the charred ruins of Canvas Town, the Fly Market where commerce happened in Dutch, and the prostitutes’ Holy Ground where British Army details policed their passed-out or murdered comrades each morning.

But New York also had a lively social scene and shops that stocked anything you wanted, except toilet paper, novacaine, and Cuisinarts.

”Whenever Abraham entered New York he felt as though a beast with very bad breath were swallowing him.”  (From Shadow Patriots.)


B. Monmouth, New Jersey: Monmouth is where General Clinton’s twelve-mile-long baggage train bogged down, along with thousands of camp followers and loyalist refugees.

After the Battle of Monmouth the wounded were carried to the Tennent Presbyterian Meeting House.  Battlefield surgery was always appalling, but the most affecting experience, for me, was when IO visited that old Tennent Church.  The parishioners showed me the cuts on a pew that they believe were left by the amputating surgeon’s saw.  Ditto the stains, which they think is 228-year-old blood.

”When Clinton enters Monmouth his strumpets will be stinking up the streets of English Town.” (From Shadow Patriots.)


C. We’ve heard how bad Valley Forge was… scant rations, bloody footprints in the snow, smallpox…, but the winter encampment at Morristown, New Jersey, two years later was far worse.

In fact, the winter of 1776 at Valley Forge was the mildest on record, with no more than two inches of snow.  Rain, mud, chill, illness, and privation were the enemies.  At Morristown ill-fed, scantily-clothed, and poorly-housed troops endured the coldest winter on record.


III. The Faces:

A. The Revolution produced odd and amazing characters.

My favorite Ben Franklin story was the night he had to share a small bed with John Adams in a crowded inn.  The repartee as they argued over whether to leave the window open or not is priceless.  Adams described Franklin as that “old conjurer,” and that “Egyptian mummy.”

How it must have pained Franklin that his illegitimate son William remained a staunch Tory to the end—he owed him money, too.

We know Franklin conceived of daylight savings time, the lending library, the volunteer fire company, a plan to send America’s rattlesnakes to England in exchange for the prisoners England sent here, and a sundial that lit of a cannon on the hour (a couple of his spoofs).  He invented the lightning rod, rocking chair, harmonica, his namesake stove, a kissing machine, and bifocals, among many other things.  I think of him as a combination of Thomas Alva Edison and Groucho Marx.

But who’s heard of Hercules Mulligan, Harbottle Dorr, James Rivington, Caleb Brewster, and that invaluable old fraud Baron von Steuben?  Each of them made unique contributions to the American cause.


B. The Spies:

Footwear was the key here.  Nathan Hale and Major John Andre were both done in by their boots.

”If John Andre had left his shiny boots in Manhattan, he might have lived to see his thirty-first year.”  (From Shadow Patriots.)


C. Samuel Culper, Sr., and Jr.:

Since Nathan Hale was caught with drawings of British fortifications in his shoe; George Washington knew his intelligencers needed a better plan.  Hence, invisible ink, codes, aliases, dead drops, and a secrecy so strict that even Washington didn’t know the identity of the operatives.  In the case of Culper, Jr., neither did posterity until two sets of letters were compared in the 1930’s.

The identity of 3-5-5, “lady” is still a mystery.  The members of the Culper Ring themselves were an odd assortment of personalities.  Their very ordinariness made them extraordinarily heroic.

“Abraham looked ten years older than twenty-six.  He was pale and nervous and so small that the saddlebags he carried over his bony shoulder hid half of him.”  (From Shadow Patriots.)


D. Mary Ludwig Hayes aka Molly Pitcher: 

Renee Zellweger could play her if she were six inches taller and fifty pounds heavier.  Mrs. Hayes looked as if her clothes were thrown on with a pitchfork.  When a cannonball passed between her legs and tore away part of her dress, she joked that she was lucky it didn’t go higher or she would have lost “something else.”

Mary later took to drink, married a much older man and, and became known as “Dirty Kate.”  One of Washington’s aides wondered, considering the advanced age of her husband, how she managed to become pregnant.


E. The whiz kids:

19-year-old General Lafayette who came to Washington’s aid again and again.  19-year-old Alexander Hamilton serving as Washington’s intel officer.  21-year-old Latin teacher, Nathan Hale, regretting that he only had one life to lose.  22-year-old Ben Tallmadge organizing the Culper Ring.  And the unstoppable, 17-year-old Peggy Shippen, the ruin of Benedict Arnold, almost the ruin of Washington’s army, and by extension, the future United States of America.

”Peggy Shippen was as high-strung as one of Dr. Franklin’s kites in a lightning storm.” (From Shadow Patriots.)

IV. Hanky-Pank


A. The camp followers, a savory bunch:  A contemporary American woman had this to say: “I never had the least idea that the Creation produced such a sorid set of creatures in human figure.”

”Primed with spirits they laughed and chattered and gave off a polecat aroma too powerful for the cloud of smoke from their corncob pipes to mask.”  (From Shadow Patriots.) 


B. Imported women, aka “Jackson’s whites” and “Jackson’s blacks”:  The thousands of women who accompanied the British army were not enough.  So the war office in London commissioned a ship’s captain to transport 3,500 females as the “intimate property” of the British Army.  One ship sank carrying its cargo with it, so another was loaded in the British West Indies.

”Goods arrived in New York from all over the world, but never a cargo like this one.”  (From Shadow Patriots.)


C. General Howe’s mistress, Elizabeth Loring, aka The Sultana, was a luscious blond adept at drinking, gambling, and at least one other indoor sport.  She’s credited with distracting Howe time and again, to the great advantage of Washington’s army.  The composer of “Hail, Columbia” also penned this lesser-known ditty:

          Sir William, he, snug as a flea,
              Lay all this time a-snoring,
          Nor dream’d of harm as he lay warm
              In bed with Mrs. Loring.

D. Generals fooling around:  Howe’s successor, Sir Henry Clinton, took up with his butler’s daughter.  Such women were called “Wives in watercolor.”

A British general was captured in bed with not one but two doxies.  He was exchanged for the beyond-eccentric American P.O.W. General Charles Lee in what I call “Tits for tat.”

When the British captured Lee, they thought they had bagged the big one.  “…they threw such a party they even got his horse drunk.” (From Shadow Patriots.)   They soon realized their error.  General Lee was tall, gangly, ugly, with a permanent ring-around-the-collar, and an entourage of dogs as big as half-gown bears.   When he brought a slatternly sergeant’s wife downstairs with him one morning at HQ, Martha was not pleased.

To paraphrase Oscar Wilde, “history is too important to be taken seriously.”

V.  In their own words:


A. The British view of us:

“Americans are a race of convicts and ought to be thankful for anything we allow them short of hanging.”  Samuel Johnson 1709-1784

The American Army: “The dirtiest people on the continent.”

More on the army:  “That a ragged banditti of undisciplined people, the scum and refuse of all the nations on earth can so long keep a British general at bay…,  it is astonishing.”  Nicolas Cresswell, British traveler

And more:  “They were heated with rum till capable of committing the most shocking outrages… the worst figure there can shoot from behind a bush and kill even a General Wolf.”  Janet Shaw 1775  (Killing a general; what a concept.)

“Knavery seems to be so much a striking feature of (America’s) inhabitants that it may not, in the end, be an evil that they will become aliens to the kingdom.”  George III 1782 

“Poor reptiles!”  Governor Morris


B. And we though so highly of them:

“The only land in these United States which will ever remain in possession of a British officer will measure but six feet by two feet.” Mrs. Slocumb

“Come out, you damned old rat!”  Ethan Allen demanding the British surrender at Ticonderoga.

“A Tory is a thing whose head is in England, and its body in America, and its neck out to be stretched.”  Revolutionary doggerel

“The Tories with their brats and wives, have fled to save their wretched lives.”  More anonymous doggerel


C. General Washington agreed with the British:

“…an exceedingly dirty and nasty people.  Could I have foreseen what I have to experience, no consideration on earth should have induced me to accept this command.”  (At the siege of Boston, 1775-76)

“Are these the sorry sons of bitches with who I am to defend America?” (As his troops bolted after the Battle of Brooklyn.)

But he had this to say before the Battle of Brooklyn:  “The fate of unborn millions will now depend on the courage and conduct of this army.  We have therefore resolved to conquer or die.”

Martha Washington gave her own pep talk: “I hope you will all stand firm.  I know George will.” (And by gum, George did.)


D. Complaints about the accommodations at Valley Forge (You can’t please everybody):

“Poor food, hard lodging, cold weather, fatigue, nasty clothes, nasty cookery, vomit half my time, smoked out of my senses, the Devil’s in it.”  Albigence Waldo, physician at the encampment 1776

On the lack of axes:  “We must gnaw the tree with our teeth like beavers.”  Private Joseph Plum Martin

“Fatigue, thirst, joined with hunger almost made me desperate.  I felt at that instant as if I would have taken victuals or drink from the best friend I had on earth by force.”  Private Joseph Plum Martin

He also thought that the British Army would make the Americans “…fly like pigeons.”  But through it all, Martin was optimistic: 


	When troubles fall within your dish
And things don’t tally with your wish:
It’s just as well to laugh as cry --
To sing and joke as moan and sigh --
For a pound of sorrow never yet
Canceled a single ounce of debt.


E. Benjamin Franklin on just about everything:

Dr. Franklin wrote reams of quotables, including a dialogue with his gout and a proposition to send rattlesnakes to England in exchange for the convicts she shipped to us.  But this one I posted above my desk: 

“The Declaration of Independence only guarantees the pursuit of happiness.  People have to catch up with it themselves.” 


F. Brilliance from a corset maker:

Teddy Roosevelt called Thomas Paine a “filthy little atheist.”  He was actually a bankrupt Quaker corset maker who had been in this country only a little over a year when he wrote one of the most brilliant tracts in the English language.  He died in obscurity, his bones lost as the result of a court case with an enemy in England.

His forty-seven-page pamphlet sold more that 500,000 copies, an extraordinary feat considering the sparse population and low literacy rate of the time.

“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 everything its value.  Heaven knows how to put a proper price on its goods; and it would be strange indeed if so celestial an article as FREEDOM should not be highly rate.”  (Emphasis is Paine’s.) 

From Thomas Paine’s treatise “Common Sense,” published January of 1776, and addressed to the Inhabitant of America.

