
The Patriots
FOUNDING FATHERS and a MINOR PLAYER

George Washington being appointed as commander in chief of the Continental Army.

Above: Alexander Hamilton in military uniform (The 
Granger Collection). Left: Alexander Hamilton (Mount 
Vernon Ladies Association).

oseph Reed served on Washington’s staff in 1776. 

During this time, Reed wrote a letter to Lee criti-

cizing Washington. Lee’s response miscarried and 

was opened by Washington, who, in a display of 

magnanimity, returned the letter to Reed and 

apologized for opening it. Reed resigned in embar-

rassment, but later reconciled with Washington. 

Arnold, aware of this event, added it to the list of 

resentments he held against Reed. 

In December 1778, Reed became president of the Su-

preme Executive Council of Pennsylvania. It was in this 

          lexander Hamilton was born in the West       

Indies—the exact date and year are unknown, but 

many scholars think it probably was 1755. He was 

the illegitimate child of a Scottish father and a French Huge-

not mother, who was still married. His father abandoned 

him and his brother around 1765, and their mother raised 

them. She died of yellow fever in 1768. Hamilton was 

always aware of the taint surrounding his birth.

Hamilton’s leadership skills and hard work impressed 

those around him, and a fund was raised to send him to 

school. He attended King’s College (now Columbia Univer-

sity) in New York, where he became involved with the revolu-

tion. In 1776, Hamilton attracted the notice of Colonial gener-

als when he raised an artillery unit from among his class-

“Even the shadow of a fault tarnishes the 

luster of our finest achievements. I repri-

mand you for having forgotten that, in 

proportion as you have rendered yourself 

formidable to our enemies you should 

have been guarded and temperate in your 

deportment towards your fellow citizens.”

—George Washington, in a letter of rebuke he 
sent to Benedict Arnold after Arnold’s court martial 
was concluded. His language is much stronger 
than the public rebuke, which praised Arnold’s 
heroism. His words deeply wounded Arnold.

eorge Washington is a legendary figure in America. 

In 1779, when America was still a loose band of rebel-

lious Colonies, he already was a national hero. But he 

also was a general embattled. Washington gained distinc-

tion during his service in the French and Indian War. On 

June 15, 1775, he became commander in chief of the Conti-

nental Army, the creation of which had been adopted by the 

Continental Congress the day before. It was believed that, as a 

southerner, he could unite the Colonies behind the war effort. 

After some initial success, Washington lost several battles 

in New York and steadily retreated to New Jersey. In spite of 

his famed crossing of the Delaware River and surprise attack 

on the British army’s Hessian (German) mercenaries sta-

tioned at Trenton on December 25, 1776, he had few successes 

in New Jersey. His failures led many Colonists to doubt the 

Continental Army’s chances of success against England.  G
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Soon General Charles Lee, upset at not being named com-

mander in chief, was criticizing Washington’s skills. Fellow gen-

erals Horatio Gates and Thomas Conway lobbied members of 

the Continental Congress to replace Washington with Gates. 

This plan, known as the Conway Cabal, failed. Conway resigned, 

and Gates sent an official apology to Washington. These in-

trigues among his fellow generals showed how tenuous 

Washington’s position was. 

Washington felt deeply betrayed when Benedict Arnold’s 

plan to turn over West Point to the British was revealed. Adding 

to the sting of the betrayal was the fact that he had supported 

the often-unpopular Arnold and given him the command at 

West Point.

“Arnold is a traitor, and has fled to the British! Whom can we trust now?” 
                                                                                               —George Washington

mates and led them in an engagement with the British Army near 

New York City.

In 1777, he joined General Washington’s staff as a lieutenant 

colonel, serving as his aide de camp for the next four years. 

A delegate to the Constitutional Convention, he also was 

one of the authors of the Federalist Papers, a series of letters 

sent to New York newspapers with the aim of convincing New 

Yorkers to ratify the Constitution.

He was Secretary of the Treasury between 1789 and 1795, re-

signing under a cloud of suspicion because of his admitted 

affair with Maria Reynolds, the wife of a counterfeiter. 

He died July 12, 1804, after receiving a fatal wound in a duel 

with then Vice President Aaron Burr over a disparaging comment 

about Burr that was attributed to him in a newspaper.

position that he would clash with Arnold, who had 

been named military commander of Philadelphia. 

The enmity between the two deepened as tensions 

between military and political rule in the city         

escalated.

A painting of Joseph Reed by Charles Willson Peal 
(Independence National Historical Park).



A Man Divided
BENEDICT ARNOLD

argaret “Peggy” Shippen was the young-
est of four daughters of Judge Edward 

Shippen. He was known as a Loyalist, al-
though other members of the family supported the 
Colonies. 

When British troops occupied Philadelphia, a 
young British major named John André courted 
Peggy. The courtship was not serious, and André 
continued to correspond with her after the regiment 
moved on. 

Peggy met Arnold July 4, 1778, at a party he hosted as the 
new military commander of Philadelphia. Arnold was taken 
with the beautiful 18-year-old and courted her aggressively. 

The Shippen family had concerns 
about the couple’s age difference— 
Arnold was almost twice as old—as 
well as Peggy’s changing affections. 
After Arnold’s flowery proposal on Sep-
tember 25, 1778, her father insisted 
they wait until the next spring. Peggy 
was steadfast, and the couple married 
April 8, 1779. Peggy never knew that 
her proposal letter was nearly identi-P
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enedict Arnold was the son of an alco-

holic. He had to withdraw from school 

when he was fourteen because his 

family could no longer afford the tuition. He 

ran away from home twice to join the army to 

fight in the French and Indian War—his 

mother did not seek to have him sent home the 

second time. Arnold seemed destined for a mili-

tary career.

In 1779, Arnold was a well-known war hero and re-

spected general who had served his country and, in 

doing so, lost full use of his left leg. His dramatic rise in the 

military began in 1775. 

As head of the Connecti-

cut Militia, Arnold led 

them to Fort Ticond-

eroga and, with Ethan 

Allen and the Green 

Mountain Boys, suc-

ceeded in capturing the fort. When the Continental Congress 

put Colonel Benjamin Hinman in control of the fort, Arnold 

resigned his commission. 

Later, when Major General Philip Schuyler planned to 

invade Canada, Arnold proposed a second force join him. 

Congress approved, and Arnold was commissioned as a colo-

nel. The offensive failed, and Arnold was wounded in the leg 

at the Battle of Quebec. B
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“The heart which is conscious of its own 

rectitude, cannot attempt to palliate a 

step which the world may censure as 

wrong; I have ever acted upon the prin-

ciple of love to my country, since the com-

mencement of the present unhappy 

conflict between Great Britain and the 

colonies. The same principle of love to 

my country actuates my present conduct, 

however it may appear inconsistent to the 

world, who very seldom judge right of a 

man’s actions.” 

—Benedict Arnold in a September 25, 1780, 
letter to George Washington, written after his 
escape to the British warship Vulture 

He was promoted to brigadier general for his service. 

When Major General Thomas Mifflin was given 

control of the troops in Philadelphia, Arnold re-

signed his commission again—until Washington 

persuaded him to return.  

He fought in the Saratoga Campaign to pre-

vent the British from capturing the Hudson 

River; a loss would have separated New England 

from the rest of the Colonies. 

Although Arnold played a decisive role in that vic-

tory, he disobeyed the command structure set by Gates, 

creating an open animosity between the two. During this cam-

paign, at the Battle of Bemis Heights, Arnold again injured 

his left leg; he refused to let military surgeons amputate. Al-

though the leg healed, he never regained full use of it.

It was when Arnold became military commander of Phila-

delphia that his troubles began. The successful—if unortho-

dox and headstrong—general was not a conciliatory politi-

cian. He was accused of numerous counts of profiteering and 

abuse of power and ultimately was called before a court mar-

tial. Though given a light reprimand, Arnold was deeply           

embittered. 

He already had been communicating with British Major 

John André. As his plans for switching sides in the conflict de-

veloped, Arnold learned he would be more valuable to the Brit-

ish if he could turn over a military outpost. He asked Washing-

ton for the command at West Point and moved forward with 

his plans to trade con-

trol of the fort to the Brit-

ish. When the plan 

failed, Arnold had re-

ceived only £6,000 of 

the potential £20,000 he 

hoped to claim. 

After defecting, he 

was commissioned as a brigadier general in the British army. 

In September 1781, he captured Fort Griswold, Connecticut, 

for the British before being ordered to England.

The remainder of Arnold’s life was fraught with thwarted 

successes. He did not win the hearts of the British public and 

had few friends there to help advance his career. After failed 

ventures in Canada, he and his wife settled in London. He 

died June 14, 1801, in London, never having achieved the suc-

cess or wealth he felt he deserved.

Above, center: Portrait of Benedict Arnold by Doug Henry 
(Norwich Historical Society). Above, right: View of Ticonderoga by 
James Hunter (The British Museum). Above, left: Benedict Arnold 
at the Battle of Saratoga (The Granger Collection). Below, center: 
Mrs. Benedict Arnold and one of her children (The Historical Soci-
ety of Pennsylvania). Below, left: A drawing of Margaret Shippen 
by John André (Yale University Art Gallery).

 

cal to one Arnold wrote when he had courted Elizabeth 
Deblois in 1776. Elizabeth rejected his proposal.

Peggy was known as a coquette among the troops, 
and after Arnold’s transfer to West Point his aide 
and his sister, Hannah, wrote letters of concern 
about her friendships with other men.

After Arnold’s plan to turn over West Point was 
discovered, he wrote a letter to Washington asking 

for Peggy’s protection and proclaiming her ignorant 
of the plot. Most historians, however, believe she was 

aware of his plans and aided his correspondence with 
André. It also is likely that while Arnold nursed the wounds 
of his conflicts with Congress, the Philadelphia politicians 
and the rebuke of his court martial, Peggy encouraged him to 
believe he would receive better treatment from the British. 

After Arnold’s defection, Peggy feigned madness, wander-
ing the halls of her home at West Point in her undergarments 
and also claiming someone was trying to kill her infant son. 
She was returned to her family in Philadelphia, but the 
public was unsympathetic. She was mocked and hounded 
until she left to join her husband in London. She and Arnold 
had five children, four sons and a daughter. 

She died August 24, 1804, in London.



The British
An INTRACTABLE KING, a SOLDIER SPY and a CAREER SOLDIER

“The History of the Present King of Great-

Britain is a History of repeated Injuries 

and Usurpations. … In every stage of these 

Oppressions we have Petitioned for Re-

dress in the most humble Terms: Our re-

peated Petitions have been answered only 

by repeated Injury. A Prince, whose Char-

acter is thus marked by every act which 

may define a Tyrant, is unfit to be the 

Ruler of a free People.”

—The Declaration of Independence

ing George III ascended to 

the throne when he was 22, after 

the death of his grandfather, 

George II, on October 25, 1760. 

The first of the Hanoverian line of Brit-

ish kings who was raised speaking Eng-

lish, George III felt a strong imperative to 

increase the power of the throne. He was 

deeply influenced by his mother, Prin-

cess Augusta, and John Stuart, the Earl of 

Bute, who would later serve as his prime 

minister. George’s moves to increase his 

power were not popular with the public. 

Many political cartoons depicted him as 

merely carrying out the will of his 

mother and Stuart, who was alleged to be 

her lover. 

Whatever its source, this strong sense of himself as king 

and his need to rule prompted his harsh responses to early Co-

lonial rebellions. The acts of sabotage were viewed as dis-

loyal and an affront to his royal position. This led to 

harsh legislation from Parliament, under Lord Frederick 

North, the prime minister—and provoked still more bitter-

ness in the Colonies. 

The Declaration of Independence blamed George III for 

abuses of power, but it failed to also indict Parliament for pass-

ing the legislation. The Colonists viewed George III as a K
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enry Clinton came from a military family. His 

father was Admiral George Clinton, who served    

as governor of Newfoundland, Canada, and later 

New York. 

Henry Clinton distinguished himself during service 

in Germany during the Seven Years War and was pro-

moted to major general in 1772. He was sent to the Colo-

nies as second-in-command to Major General William Howe, 

who was the commander in chief of the British military in 

the Colonies. 

Clinton is known for going against orders and leading an 

attack at the Battle of Bunker Hill, contributing to the British 

success in that conflict. 

In May 1778, Clinton replaced Howe as commander in 

chief. André was a favorite of Clinton’s, and he chose 

him as the chief correspondent with Arnold in ar-

ranging his defection. 

In October 1781, Clinton failed to arrive in time 

to reinforce the troops of General George Cornwal-

lis at Yorktown, Pennsylvania. Cornwallis surren-

dered on the 19th, leading to the end of the Revolution-

ary War. 

Many in England blamed Clinton for the loss of the Colo-

nies. He published “Narrative of the Campaign of 1781 in 

North America” in an attempt to clear his name, continuing 

the history of deep bitterness between himself and Cornwallis, 

to whom he shifted much of the blame for the British failure. 

He died December 23, 1795.

tyrant. Yet George III was regarded more 

moderately in England. 

George III remains a figure of con-

trasts. He was not given to extravagant ex-

penditures and was deeply interested in 

agriculture, earning him the nickname 

“Farmer George.” The madness for which 

he was famous was not evident during the 

American Revolution. This mental ill-

ness occurred later in his life and is be-

lieved to be porphyry, an enzyme disor-

der that can cause hallucinations and 

paranoia. Others, though, believe his psy-

chological symptoms may have been the 

result of ingesting too much arsenic.

        MAJOR JOHN ANDRÉ
ohn André was known for his beauty, charm and talents. 

He was a gifted artist, singer and actor and praised for his 

eloquence and poetic language. 

André enjoyed a meteoric rise in the British army. He 

joined in 1770 when he was 20, and by age 29 he was a major 

and held the title of deputy adjutant general. 

He also oversaw British intelligence in the Colonies. He 

began his clandestine correspondence with Arnold in 1780.

André had been stationed in Philadelphia, where he had 

been a frequent visitor at the Shippen home. He had courted 

the beautiful youngest daughter, Peggy, who 

subsequently married Arnold and likely 

acted as a go-between André and her    

husband. 

After André was captured and turned 

over to the American military for his in-

volvement in the Arnold plot, much at-

tention was given to whether he was 

acting as a soldier or a spy. If he was acting a 

soldier, he would be treated as a prisoner of war; if he had em-

ployed the secrecy of a spy, he could be hanged. He was 

brought to trial before a panel of senior military officials and 

found guilty of spying. 

Washington offered a trade with the British—André for 

Arnold—but Clinton refused. He didn’t want to discourage the 

potential defection of the other American generals. 

André, who moved easily in all sorts of society, had no 

trouble winning over his American captors. He carefully man-

aged his image even up to the moment of his death. After 

meeting André in prison, Alexander Hamilton confided in a 

letter to his wife, “I wished myself possessed of André’s accom-

plishments.” André was hanged October 2, 1780.

Above, left: Portrait of King George III by Johann Zoffany (The Royal 
Collection). Above, right: Engraving of John André by J.K. Sherwin, 
after a self-portrait (J. Robert Maguire). Below: Engraving of Sir 
Henry Clinton by Bartolozzi, from a miniature by John Smart           
(J. Robert Maguire).

“He was more unfortunate than criminal: an accomplished man and a gallant officer” 
 —Inscription attributed to George Washington on the
    memorial for Major John André in Tappan, New York



BRITISH, COLONIAL and SOLDIERLY

Pe�pectives on the Revolution

Top: The House of Commons in St. Stephens Chapel (National Portrait 
Gallery, London). Above, left: Bostonians watching the Battle of Bunker 
Hill (The Granger Collection). Above, right: Lyrics celebrating the Boston 
Tea Party (The Library of Congress). Left: Soldiers at Valley Forge (The 
Granger Collection).

Great Britain signed the Peace of Paris 

agreement ending the Seven Years War 

February 10, 1763. Winston Churchill called 

it the first world war because it drew in most Eu-

ropean countries as well as the Colonies. In North 

America, the colonial wars between Great Britain 

and France were called the French and Indian War, 

and at stake were the Colonies as well as Canada, the 

American West and the West Indies.

The years of war left the nation with a massive 

debt of £133 million. Many in the country felt King 

George III gave too many territories back to the French and the Span-

ish as part of the treaty, ignoring how dearly these territories had been 

won by British and colonial armies. He had to pay £25,000 in bribes to 

get the treaty ratified in the House of Commons. 

Corruption was rampant in the British Parliament in the 18th 

Century—votes were commonly sold to the highest bidder. In addition, B
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the parliamentary system allowed only a very small 

and wealthy part of the population to vote: In a country 

with eight million people, only 215,000 males could 

vote. 

As England struggled under the weight of bribery 

and debt, the population grew angry at the measures 

used to raise money. There were almost 160 riots be-

tween 1740 and 1775 because of public anger against po-

litical dishonesty and the high price of necessities such 

as bread. 

Parliament viewed the lucrative Colonies as a possible solution to the 

country’s financial woes. The Colonies were lax in enforcing tariffs, and 

many in England perceived the Colonists as growing wealthy under their 

British protectors.

Not all the British were supportive of the war in the Colonies. The 

Evening-Post newspaper called the war “unnatural, unconstitutional, un-

necessary, unjust, dangerous, hazardous and unprofitable.” 

he British Parliament passed a series of acts to 

raise taxes or enforce existing tariffs. This would pro-

vide the funds necessary to maintain a standing army 

in the Colonies and pay for the Crown’s officials there. 

The Colonists were confronted by a series of acts designed 

to raise money for the British government. The Stamp Act 

(1765), Townshend Acts (1767) and the Coercive Acts 

(1767)—the Colonists called the Coercive Acts the Intolerable 

Acts—were followed by the Tea Act (1773), which was de-

signed to enforce collection of the tea tariff. 

Colonists resented the high-handed way in which Parlia-

ment passed legislation affecting them without the approval 

of their Colonial legislatures. Colonial militias also felt they 

were capable of maintaining their security and mistrusted 

the British motive in stationing troops close to their homes. 

Tax collectors were tarred and feathered, and Colonists re-

sorted to acts of sabotage, such as the Boston Tea Party. This C
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angered the British and prompted stricter sanctions by Parliament and 

even more British troops.

As it became apparent the Colonies would not have representation in 

Parliament and skirmishes with British troops increased, some Colo-

nists began advocating separation with the mother county. 

There was no single Colonial perspective on war with England. Many 

governors, judges and other officials were in positions appointed by the 

British government and did not want to lose their incomes. Others, 

while unhappy with the taxes, did not want to form a new nation sepa-

rate from England. Colonies that were not occupied by the British were 

not as anxious to enter the war. The Quakers were pacifists and did not 

support violence.

ighting the war were the Brit-

ish regulars, or enlisted troops. 

The British also hired Hessian 

(German) mercenaries. 

So-called “cow boys” were Loyalists 

who patrolled the countryside. Often 

their behavior was more like highway-

men than militiamen. Their patriot 

counterparts were called “skinners.” 

While neither group had specific mili-

tary orders, they could participate in 

conflicts or apprehend those they felt 

were loyal to the opposing side. 

The Colonial army was a combina-

tion of men who had enlisted in the Con-

tinental Army and various local militias. 

Long months of service and harsh weather and living conditions 

contributed to many in the Continental Army or militias returning to 

their homes. Some Colonists deserted; others tended to the needs of F
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their families and farms, returning to the 

militias when their farms were stable. In 

addition, attrition occurred when the sol-

diers’ term of service expired. 

Living conditions in the camps were 

deplorable. Latrines were dug too close to 

the camps, and the soldiers’ basic hygiene 

was minimal. A deadly combination of 

dysentery, typhus, malaria and other com-

municable diseases swept through the 

camps under the catchall name of “camp 

fever.” In addition, supplies were often dis-

rupted or unavailable, causing periods of 

starvation. 

Further disheartening the enlisted 

men was the fact that many had not been paid, while inflation was ram-

pant. At its worst, Continental currency was worth thousands of dollars 

against one gold or silver dollar, provoking the phrase “not worth a       

Continental.”

“No people in the world live more comfort-

ably than the people of America. They are 

the happiest farmers. The climate is good 

and hitherto the taxes have been easy. The 

provisions are under half the value of Eng-

land. I thought it very happy the tenants 

of this country don’t know it, it would 

soon depopulate England.”

—Richard Oswald, testifying before Parliament in 1766

“Those who give up essential liberty, to preserve 
a little temporary safety, deserve neither liberty 
nor safety.”
 —Benjamin Franklin

“Perseverance and spirit have done wonders in all ages.” 
 
 —George Washington

“Our poor soldiers are reduced to the very edge of famine, their pa-
tience is exhausted by complicated sufferings and their spirits are 
almost broken.”
 

—A Colonial camp doctor, commenting on the state of the soldiers
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