
S T O R IE S  o f  N e w  J e r s e y

fam il ies .  Brit ish  v ic tor ies  brought avenging Tories plundering through the 
countryside, and with American recovery of the terr i tory ,  revolutionary Whigs 
rose up to rob, destroy and murder in turn. Spies were everywhere.

This was the war-torn New Jersey with which George Washington had to con
tend when he s e t t l e d  down for the winter at Morristown in January 1777. Con
gress,  f lee ing  from Philadelphia to Baltimore in December, fearful  of disaster  
in New Jersey, had f in a l ly  entrusted tne commander in ch ief  with d ic ta tor ia l  
powers for s ix  months. Accepting the new resp o n s ib i l i t i e s  from a weak central  
government that was extremely jealous of i t s  few powers, Washington wrote: 

Instead of thinking myself freed from a l l  c i v i l  obligations,  
by this  mark of their confidence, I shall  constantly bear in 
mind that as the sword was the la s t  resort for the preserva
tion of our l ib e r t i e s  so i t  ought "to be the f i r s t  thing laid  
aside when those l ib e r t i e s  are firmly established.

Almost immediately, and in the face of opposition from patriots  and Tor
ies  a l ik e ,  Washington commanded a l l  who had had any connection with the enemy 
to swear al legiance to the United States within 30days or "withdraw themselves 
and their families  within the enemy’s l ines ."  Those refusing to obey the order 
would be "treated as common enemies of these United States."

More serious than the Tory s i tuat ion  was the old struggle to maintain an 
army that would not break at the moment of c r i s i s .  From headquarters in the old 
Freeman Tavern in Morristown Washington directed construction of the f o r t i f i c a 
tion which later became known as Fort Nonsense. The fo r t ,  not of any military  
Value, was important in keeping the id le  troops occupied. The people were a-  
gainst  long-term enlistments, and the s ta te s ,  Jealous of their  independent s ta 
tus, encouraged desertions by paying better wages for service in the local  mi
l i t i a  than the moneyless congress could afford for the country's army. Too, 
i t  was the end of the enlistment period for many of the men, and they hastened 
home to their families  and the neglected s o i l  which soon would have to be plow
ed for spring planting. Washington was help less  to stop this  exodus. He could 
only remark ironical ly:  "We shall  be obliged to detach one half  the army to
bring back the other."

Brit ish  bribery, poor l iv ing  conditions and lack of provisions also con
tributed to increase desertions. At Princeton on February 9, the entire a r t i l 
lery force attached to the outpost garrison there took French leave, because 
they had been denied an extra ration of rum. Along the Delaware sentr ies  in 
charge of the f err ie s  charged exorbitant fares to make some spending money. The 
private sold ier  s to le  and plundered where he could, and the o f f icers  were of
ten no better than the men under them. They embezzled funds intended for the 
army: went o f f  on a good time when sent to round up deserters; and resigned or 
deserted when they had accumulated a few dol lars.  Corruption penetrated prac

t i c a l l y  every s ingle  agency of the Continental Army.
Washington, who had long been aware that many of f icers  

were "not f i t  to be shoeblacks," now angrily wrote to Gov
ernor Livingston concerning the New Jersey m i l i t ia :  "Their 
o f f icers  are generally of the lowest class  of people; and 
instead of se t t ing  a good example to their men, are leading 
them into every kind of mischief,  one species of whicn i s  
plundering the inhabitants,  under the pretense of their  
being Tories." An ar is tocrat ic  Virginian, Washington nev
er had patience with the lower c la sses .  This atti tude was 
ref lected in his statement: "Take none but gentlemen" to 
be o f f ic e r s .

Even his own s t a f f  o f f icers  were a headache. From
Gov. Livingston


