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An adequate supply of the right kinds of foods is critical to an army’s success on the 

march and on the battlefield. Good food supplies and a dire lack of provisions both have 

profound effects on the regulation, confidence, esprit de corps, and physical state of an army. 

The American War of Independence (1775-1783) provides a challenging case study of this 

principle. The relationship between food and troop morale has previously been discussed as 

just one of many factors that contributed to the success of the Continental Army, but has not 

been fully explored as a single issue in its own right. I argue that despite the failures of three 

provisioning systems adopted by the Continental Congress — the Commissariat, the state 

system of specific supplies, and the contract system — the army did keep up its morale and 

achieve the victory that resulted in independence from Great Britain. The evidence reveals that 

despite the poor provisioning, the American army was fed in the field for eight years thanks 

largely to its ability to forage for its food. This foraging system, if it can be called a system, was 

adequate to sustain morale and perseverance. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Since antiquity, military leaders have recognized that an adequate supply of the right 

kinds of foods is critical to an army’s success on the march and on the battlefield. All are keenly 

aware of the need for good food supplies and the dire effects of a dearth of provisions on the 

regulation, confidence, esprit de corps, and physical state of an army.1 Generals and scholars 

agree that the capacity of troops to perform in battle correlates to the way they are 

provisioned, and that victory or defeat in war is determined by how the victualing problem is 

addressed.2 The American War of Independence (1775-1783) provides a challenging case study 

of this principle. Despite the failures of three provisioning systems adopted by the Continental 

Congress, the Continental Army did achieve the victory that resulted in independence from 

Great Britain. 

Modern scholarship reveals a broad agreement on the causes of the Continental Army's 

problem-ridden provisioning systems, and on the effects of these failures on the army. The 

relationship between food and troop morale, however, has been discussed as just one of many 

factors that contributed to the success of the army, but has not been fully explored as a single 

1 United States Army Quartermaster School, “Rations: The History of Rations, Conference Notes, Prepared by The 
Quartermaster School for the Quartermaster General, January 1949,” http://www.qmfound.com/history_of_ 
rations.htm. Accessed October 4, 2014. 
2 Franz A. Koehler,  “Early Army Rations,” in Special Rations for the Armed Forces, 1946-53, QMC Historical Studies, 
2: 6 (Washington DC: Historical Branch, Office of the Quartermaster General, 1958), http://www.qmfound.com/ 
army_rations_historical_background.htm; Frédéric, Roi de Prusse, Oeuvres de Frédéric II, Roi de Prusse, J. D. E. 
Preuss, ed. (Berlin: Rodolphe Decker, 1856), 29: 70; General W[infield] Scott, “Observation on the mode of 
subsisting an Army by contract and by Commissariat,” to the House of Representatives, January 25, 1815, Walter 
Lowry and Matthew St. Clair Clarke. American State Papers: Documents, Legislative and Executive, of the Congress 
of the United States, from the First Session of the First to the Second Session of the Twenty-Second Congress, 
inclusive: Commencing March 3, 1789, and Ending March 3, 1838 (Washington, DC: Gales and Seaton, 1832), 
Military Affairs 1: 600. 

1 
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issue in its own right.   This thesis examines Continental Army troops in both northern and 

southern theaters and considers the effects of the troops’ nutritional state on the army’s 

performance in camp, on the march, and on the battlefield.  It also takes into account the 

effects of four food supply systems (three of which were devised by Congress) on their well-

being and morale, as well as attempts to rectify defects in these systems, the availability and 

preparation of victuals, and the nutritional quality of foodstuffs as they relate to troop 

performance and morale. State militias are included in this study because they were often 

called upon to supplement army forces and were entitled to army rations and pay during active 

service alongside Continentals. Moreover, their presence or absence could create problems in 

determining how much food would be needed. 

This research project focuses on the troops’ satisfaction and dissatisfaction with their 

diet, including logistical problems with obtaining and transporting food to troop locations. The 

evidence reveals that soldiers were routinely dissatisfied with the quality and quantity of their 

food to the point that they mutinied or deserted. 

To a lesser extent, this study reveals the effect of the nutritional quality of food on 

soldiers’ battle-readiness. An examination of troops’ experiences with the army’s provisioning 

systems adds to the wealth of material currently available regarding the manpower and 

operational effectiveness of the Continental Army. Moreover, this research contributes to the 

understanding of the Revolutionary War, of provisioning during this war, and of provisioning 

generally. 

The availability and delivery of quality food played a critical role in maintaining troops’ 

morale throughout the war. A study of Continental victualing is indeed essential for a complete 
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understanding of the conduct and performance of George Washington’s army. None of the 

three provisioning systems established by Congress proved reliable or adequate in feeding the 

army during their existence. As a result, troops resorted to foraging while these Continental 

systems were in operation, and eventually the Continental Army itself adopted foraging as its 

provisioning system. Army morale was severely challenged during food shortages and absences 

but not to the extent that it dissolved the army. Many soldiers deserted and some mutinied, 

but morale was never completely broken because the troops kept up their foraging efforts. 

These efforts explain why Washington still had a viable army at Yorktown in 1781. 

The connection between food and morale was not lost on the Revolutionary War 

leadership. In July 1775 Congress appointed Joseph Trumbull of Connecticut to the office of 

Commissary General of Stores and Provisions. Trumbull immediately began provisioning the 

newly-formed army but without a directive for determining how much food each soldier should 

receive.3 To resolve this issue, a congressional committee was appointed in September to 

consider the best means of provisioning the troops.4 

Techniques for food preservation were inadequate. Perishable items easily deteriorated 

in quality or spoiled before reaching soldiers in the field, and logistical difficulties often 

prevented food from reaching the troops at all. Consequently, many soldiers suffered from 

scurvy and other illnesses, resulting in repeated mutinies, rampant desertion, and even death 

from diseases resulting from malnutrition. These difficulties continually threatened 

Washington’s manpower, leading him to admonish Congress in 1778 that “[t]o attempt 

3 Continental Congress, Journals of the Continental Congress, 1774-1789, Worthington C. Ford et al., eds. 
(Washington, DC, 1934-37), 2: 190. Hereafter referred to as JCC. 
4 JCC 3:257. 
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supplying the army from hand to Mouth, (if I may be allowed the phrase) scarcely ever having 

more than two or three days provisions beforehand, and sometimes being as much in arrears, is 

a dangerous . . . experiment.”5 

Following Frederick the Great’s admonition that “the foundation of an army is the 

belly,” Washington stressed the need for a reliable supply system to keep his army in 

operation.6  The soldiers’ diet required careful planning for the maintenance of health and well-

being in a variety of activities and environments. Attempts were made to keep the army 

properly nourished, but they proved challenging throughout the war. Like George Washington 

and Congress during the war, historians have been confronted with the challenge of assessing 

soldiers’ satisfaction with their diet, and determining the effect of soldiers’ nutritive state in 

camp, on campaign, and in battle. This work contributes to the historiography of the American 

Revolution by adding a new dimension — the role of the Continental Army’s food and food 

supply systems in maintaining troop morale and combat readiness. Soldiers’ responses to that 

system during the war are revealed through personal and official correspondence, journals, and 

diaries, and after the war, through their recollections and pension applications. When 

necessary, the narrative includes brief discussions of its caloric and nutritive content, although 

this study is not a nutritional analysis of the army’s victuals. Rather, it is a study of the effect of 

victualing on troop morale and performance on and off the battlefield. Analysis of the 

nutritional content of food is discussed only insofar as it affected troop well-being and morale. 

5 George Washington to the Committee of Congress with the Army, January 29, 1778, John C. Fitzpatrick, ed., The 
Writings of George Washington from the Original Manuscript Sources, 1745-1799 (Washington, DC:  U. S. 
Government Printing Office, 1931-44), 10: 394. 
6 Frederick II, King of Prussia, Instructions for His Generals, trans. General Thomas R. Phillips (Mineola, NY: Dover 
Publications, 2005), 34. 
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The term “morale” requires clarification for the eighteenth century. The concept itself 

was not part of the American vocabulary at that time.7 Yet Revolutionary War leaders often 

referred to soldiers as high- or low-spirited, and to a significant degree this condition was 

dependent on the state of the troops’ food supply and quality of their provisions. Throughout 

the war Washington and his officers frequently appealed to the troops’ “spirit” and sense of 

patriotism as a way of boosting and maintaining their desire to fight. The morale problem was 

considered serious enough to warrant devising various methods of solving it. Such schemes are 

clearly evident in four provisioning methods devised during the war to keep soldiers adequately 

fed. These methods evolved from being highly centralized to decentralized as Congressional 

efforts to provision the army were attempted and repeatedly failed. 

The first method was the Commissariat, which purchased, stored, and issued provisions 

for the Continental Army. The second was the system of specific supplies, wherein each state 

was requested to provide specific food items in specific quantities to designated magazines. 

This system shifted the responsibility for victualling the troops from a central unified 

Continental bureaucracy to thirteen separate state bureaucracies. The third was the contract 

system, in which the superintendent of finance contracted private businessmen to purchase 

food and transport it to forces in the field. The fourth was foraging— not an organized system, 

but one in which soldiers, either in designated foraging parties, or as individuals or small 

groups, went into the countryside to obtain food from local residents when their own 

7 Allen Bowman, The Morale of the American Revolutionary Army (Port Washington, NY: Kennikat Press, 1964), 93. 
In 1776, Nathanael Greene asked Thomas Mifflin about “the state of the Troops in the grand Army [in New York], 
whether they are high or low spirited . . . The Troops here and on the other side are in good spirits.” See Richard K. 
Showman, ed., The Papers of Nathanael Greene (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1976.), 1: 322-323. 
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provisions were low or not forthcoming. Foraging was a stopgap method of feeding the army 

that was utilized throughout the war, and proved to be its most reliable means of sustenance. 

This thesis contends that foraging was more effective at feeding the men and maintaining 

morale than more centralized systems. At the beginning of the war, men had the option of 

supplementing their military diet with victuals obtained at camp markets or from local citizens. 

As provisioning systems proved unable to feed the troops, soldiers resorted to foraging to 

obtain even the most basic foods. 

This work does not suggest that foraging should have been the preferred method of 

victualing the Continental Army. It reveals that because of the failure of official provisioning 

systems, foraging was the only reliable and consistent way for soldiers to stay fed and maintain 

their morale. It was not a good system, but it was the least injurious to the troops’ health. The 

argument that foraging kept the army intact and that it was the most reliable provisioning 

method has not been previously presented in Revolutionary War historiography. This work 

demonstrates the effect of progressive decentralization of these supply systems on morale on 

the march, in camp, and in battle throughout the war. This thesis reveals that as each system 

proved unable to supply the army with adequate sustenance, foraging sustained morale at a 

level sufficient to induce soldiers to remain in the ranks until the war officially ended in 1783. 

The attitude of the Continental Army toward its food supply and its effect on the morale 

and well-being of troops is absent or mentioned only briefly in the writings of many 

Revolutionary War histories. Yet this research builds on existing studies that focus on the 

relationship between military men of this period, their food supply, and their morale.  For the 
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most part, this body of scholarship is focused on British sailors. Whereas soldiers could forage 

and prepare their own food, sailors were confined to ships and ate only what they were 

provided. Sailors, therefore, present scholars such as Janet Macdonald, N. A. M. Rodger, Roger 

Knight, and Richard Buel, an opportunity to study a population in an enclosed victualing 

environment.8 Macdonald thoroughly describes what officers and sailors ate, and provides the 

caloric values and vitamin content of their food, as well as the work of the Victualing Board in 

procuring the food and sending it to the sailors. Rodger briefly describes the sailor’s shipboard 

diet. Both authors agree that British sailors of this period were well-supplied and well-fed.  

Knight also addresses in great detail the logistical problems inherent in victualing the British 

Navy. He focuses on the supply side of government naval and military victualing by examining 

how contracts were made and administered, and how well the Board performed its task of 

feeding the Navy. Macdonald, Rodger, and Knight address supply issues and attitudes to various 

degrees; and although they deal with a closed and tightly-controlled environment that 

presented different problems than those faced by land forces, these studies provide a 

framework for a study of the Continental Army. Similarly, Buel’s study of Britain’s naval 

blockade and its effect on Revolutionary America’s agricultural economies details the hardships 

faced by commissaries in their efforts to supply Continental troops. Although it does not 

address troop morale and performance as it relates to food supply, it provides an excellent 

framework for understanding the logistics of the Continental Army. 

8 Janet MacDonald, Feeding Nelson’s Navy; The True Story of Food at Sea in the Georgian Era (London: Chatham, 
2006); N. A. M. Rodger, The Wooden World: An Anatomy of the Georgian Navy (Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute 
Press, 1986); Roger Knight, Sustaining the Fleet, 1793-1815: War, the British Navy and the Contractor State 
(Woodbridge; Rochester, NY: Boydell Press, 2010), 3; Richard Buel, In Irons: Britain’s Naval Supremacy and the 
American Revolutionary Economy (Yale and London: Yale University Press, 1998). 
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Problems in supplying and feeding English troops from the late sixteenth to eighteenth 

centuries are covered in Charles Greig Cruickshank, John Childs, R. E. Scouller, Gordon E. 

Bannerman, Michael N. McConnell, Norman Baker, and Edward E. Curtis.9 Cruickshank 

describes the various victualing systems in the latter years of Elizabeth I of England and the 

problems inherent in each, concentrating mainly on the difficulties inherent in sending food to 

English troops in Ireland and the Netherlands while ensuring it was of good quality. He 

addresses troop morale in regard to both the prices and quality of food, noting that English 

soldiers had to pay for their own food out of their subsistence money. Childs briefly addresses 

food provision in which he also highlights soldiers’ attitudes towards food in view of their 

subsistence money, as well as their vulnerability to indebtedness to the regimental sutler who 

could set his own prices. Scouller demonstrates how Marlborough achieved direct provisioning 

by creating a systemized procedure whereby local knowledge and resources of native 

merchants and contractors resulted “in the improvement of quality of the soldiers’ food and 

increased regularity of supply.”10 Bannerman’s study focuses on the economic and 

administrative organization encompassing the British domestic military supply, and while he 

does not discuss the role of troop food and morale, he provides a solid foundation for analysis 

9 Charles Greig Cruickshank, Elizabeth’s Army (London: Oxford University Press, 1946); John Childs, The Army of 
Charles II (Oxford: Routledge, 2007), The Army, James II and the Glorious Revolution (Manchester University Press, 
1980), and The British Army of William III, 1689-1702 (Manchester University Press, 1987); R. E. Scouller, The 
Armies of Queen Anne (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1966); Gordon E. Bannerman, Merchants and the Military in 
Eighteenth-Century Britain: British Army Contracts and Domestic Supply, 1739-1763 (London:  Pickering & Chatto, 
2008); Michael N. McConnell, Army & Empire: British Soldiers on the American Frontier, 1758-1775 (Lincoln and 
London: University of Nebraska Press, 2004); Norman Baker, Government and Contractors: The British Treasury 
and War Supplies, 1775- 1783. London: The Athlone Press, 1971; Edward E. Curtis, “The Provisioning of the British 
Army in the Revolution,” The Magazine of History with Notes and Queries 18: 5-6 (May-June 1914): 233-241. 
10 Scouller, The Armies of Queen Anne, 223. 
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of domestic contracting by devoting the first three chapters to the historical background of the 

military supply system.  

 McConnell examines the peacetime British Army in frontier America between the Seven 

Years War and the outbreak of the American Revolution, including a chapter that dwells more 

on the army’s diet and foodways than the logistics of supply, noting a British captain’s 

admonishment to officers that a regular diet would maintain soldiers’ health as well as morale 

and discipline. Baker addresses the provisioning problem as being partly the fault of 

government contractors and partly of true difficulties in keeping contractual obligations. His 

concern lies with contractors and supplying provisions rather than troop welfare. Curtis 

examines the correspondence of British generals in America during the Revolution and 

determines that the British Army was no better off than the Continentals in terms of their food 

supply. Though Curtis does not discuss morale as a component of British troops’ food supply, he 

points directly to faulty management of the army as the reason for undernourishment of its 

troops, as one reason for British failure during that conflict. Each of these historians reminds 

readers that even though English (and later British) soldiers were provided rations, they had to 

pay for them out of their own pockets. 

 Problems with supplying food to late-seventeenth and eighteenth-century European 

armies are covered by John Childs, Lee B. Kennett, Patrick Duffy, John A. Lynn, and Martin van 

Creveld, and dwell more on the logistics of supplying the troops with food than on the effects of 

the food supply on troop health, morale, and performance. Childs briefly addresses the logistics 

of the food supply system of the armies of France, Prussia, Austria, and Russia. Kennett’s study 

details logistical food supply problems of the French army in Europe, including a comparison of 
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France’s less-efficient system with the more progressive systems of Prussia, England, Russia, 

and Austria. Duffy briefly addresses the logistics of the food supply system of the armies of 

France, Prussia, Austria, and Russia, and examines the complex system of supplying the 

Austrian Army with food and fodder in the field. Van Creveld argues that in the late 1600s a 

European army was fully capable of supplying itself in the field rather than relying on supply 

lines from the rear. Lynn strongly disagrees, however, maintaining that such sizeable field 

armies needed so much flour and bread that these food items had to be transported from 

magazines in the rear. Armies, he asserts, had increased in size such that they could not sustain 

themselves with limited local provisions.11 

Anthropometric and economic historians such as John Komlos and Roderick Floud are 

less interested in morale than in quantifiable data on the effects of eighteenth-century diets, 

such as height, health, and caloric intake. Komlos explores the importance of nutrition to the 

Industrial Revolution in the Habsburg monarchy.12 Floud, along with Annabel Gregory and 

Kenneth Wachter, catalogues height – using a wealth of military and other data – as a means of 

directly assessing British nutrition.13 These studies have more to do with the effects of nutrition 

on the economic well-being of a society than on the well-being of soldiers in the field or how 

troops were affected by their diet. Similarly, economists such as Kenneth L. Sokoloff and 

11 John Childs, Armies and Warfare in Europe, 1648-1789 (New York: Holmes and Meier, 1982); Lee B. Kennett, The 
French Armies in the Seven Years’ War (Durham: Duke University Press, 1967); Patrick Duffy, The Army of Maria 
Theresa: The Armed Forces of Imperial Austria, 1740-1780 (New York: Hippocrene Books, Inc., 1977);  John A. Lynn, 
“The History of Logistics and Supplying War” and “Food, Funds, and Fortresses: Resource Mobilization and 
Positional Warfare in the Campaigns of Louis XIV” in Feeding Mars: Logistics in Western Warfare from the Middle 
Ages to the Present, John A. Lynn, ed. (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1993); Martin van Creveld, Supplying War: 
Logistics from Wallenstein to Patton, 2nd ed. (Cambridge and New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004). 
12 John Komlos, Nutrition and Economic Development in the Eighteenth-Century Habsburg Monarchy: An 
Anthropometric History (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1989). 
13 Roderick Floud, Annabel Gregory, Kenneth Wachter, Height, Health and History: Nutritional Status in the United 
Kingdom, 1750-1980 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990). 
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Georgia C. Villaflor have studied muster rolls from the French and Indian War and the American 

Revolution in order to determine the effects of nutrition on the heights of colonial American 

soldiers from 1756-1763 and Continental Army soldiers from 1775-1783, as well as the 

economic implications of nutrition on inter- and intra-continental migration.14 Attempts to 

assess and calculate both the Continental Army’s nutritional and caloric needs are described 

briefly by Friedemann, Kraybill, and Consolazio, and by Friedl and Allan.15 Anthropologists 

Steegman and Haseley also examine military personnel records for non-military purposes in 

order to study variations in stature in the American colonies during the French and Indian War. 

Whereas French and Indian War muster rolls contain physical descriptions that can enable 

study of nutrition’s effect on soldiers, Revolutionary War muster rolls do not consistently 

contain this information. Also, these anthropometric studies do not contain statistical data on 

the effects of food supply and nutritional readiness of soldiers engaged in warfare.16 

 The fact that the Continental Army could starve in the midst of agricultural plenty has 

sparked research on Continental logistics. Single-encampment studies, such as the winters at 

Valley Forge, Pennsylvania in 1777-1778 and Morristown, New Jersey in 1779-1780, 

demonstrate the critical importance of food supply to American soldiers’ health and morale in 

the Revolutionary War, as well as the consequences of supply system breakdown. Harry 

Emerson Wildes’s monograph was the first full-length study of the Continental Army during the 

                                                      
14 Kenneth L. Sokoloff and Georgia C. Villaflor, “The Early Achievement of Modern Stature in America,” Social 
Science History 6: 4 (Autumn 1982): 453-481.  
15 Theodore E. Friedemann, Ph.D.; Herman F. Kraybill, Ph.D.; and C. Frank Consolazio, “The Uses of Recommended 
Dietary Allowances in Military Nutrition,” American Journal of Public Health 49: 8, (August 1959), 1007; Karl E. 
Friedl and Jeffrey H. Allan, “USARIEM: Physiological Research for the Warfighter,” Army Medical Department 
Journal (October/November/December 2004). 
16 A. Theodore Steegman, Jr., and P. A. Haseley, “Stature Variation in the British American Colonies: French and 
Indian War Records, 1755-1763”, American Journal of Physical Anthropology 75 (1998): 413-421. 
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winter of 1777-1778. Wayne Bodle’s research highlights provisioning problems between 

Washington and the civilian leadership of both Pennsylvania and the Continental Congress. 

Though the ordeal at Valley Forge is the best-known example of the results of a breakdown of 

the food supply system, the Continentals also suffered privations during two encampments at 

Morristown, New Jersey during the winters of 1777-1778 and 1779-1780, the harshest winter 

not only of the war, but of the eighteenth century. John T. Cunningham covers the four New 

Jersey encampments in that location, and especially notes the food supply and morale problem 

during the 1779-1780 encampment. Donald Hapward attempts to place lesser-known 

Morristown on a similar footing with Valley Forge as a scene of serious deprivation and 

suffering of Continental troops. These works also portray deficiencies in food supply and morale 

as part of a larger picture of the Continental Army’s problems at these locales. 17   

Studies by E. Wayne Carp and Victor Leroy Johnson address logistical problems inherent 

in supplying rations to the Continental Army rather than troop reactions to food supplies. Carp 

intends to “integrate the history of the war into the broader aspects of American politics and 

society during the era of the American Revolution” by describing and analyzing the problems of 

provisioning the Continental Army in light of the relationship between military administration 

and eighteenth-century political culture.18 Johnson and Erna Risch are similarly interested in a 

thorough study of the Revolutionary commissary system, rather than its effect on the morale 

17 Harry Emerson Wildes, Valley Forge. New York: Macmillan, 1938; John T. Cunningham, The Uncertain Revolution: 
Washington and the Continental Army at Morristown. Down The Shore Publishing Co., 2007; Donald Hapward, 
“The Continental Army at Morristown.” Master’s thesis. Emporia State University, 1979.  
18 E. Wayne Carp, To Starve the Army at Pleasure: Continental Army Administration and American Political Culture, 
1775-1783 (Chapel Hill and London: University of North Carolina Press, 1984). 
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and welfare of soldiers.19 Allen Bowman’s singular study of military confidence discusses food 

supply issues as only one component of the larger theme of Continental martial enthusiasm, 

but he describes how the uncertainty of the food supply constantly menaced morale.20 

Some regional studies examine the Continental Army’s provisioning issues in specific 

time periods and locations. David C. Hsiung focuses mainly on the problems of provisioning the 

British Army under siege in Boston as well as issues relating to provisioning the Continental 

Army’s animals with hay, and to the acquisition of wood for the army’s fuel needs.21 Hugh 

Jameson provides an excellent in-depth examination of the myriad problems involved in 

feeding the Pennsylvania, Maryland, and Delaware militia who served alongside and with the 

Continental Army.22 Lawrence E. Babits studies the logistical problems of providing supplies for 

Generals Horatio Gates and Nathanael Greene in the southern campaign. This examination 

includes clothing and arms, as well as food.23 

First-person accounts of Revolutionary War troops, such as those of Joseph Plumb 

Martin, James Stevens, and Josiah Atkins, as well as those of physicians James Thacher and 

Albigence Waldo, describe actual experiences with obtaining and consuming various foods. 

Martin’s is probably the best-known narrative of an ordinary Continental soldier and is replete 

with references to provisioning problems he experienced throughout the war. With a few 

19 Victor Leroy Johnson, The Administration of the American Commissariat during the Revolutionary War 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania, 1941). 
20 Bowman, The Morale of the American Revolutionary Army. 
21 David C. Hsiung, “Food, Fuel, and the New England Environment in the War for Independence, 1775-1776,” The  
New England Quarterly, 80: 4 (December 2007), 614-654. 
22 Hugh Jameson, “Subsistence for Middle States Militia, 1776-1781,” Military Affairs 30 (1966): 121–134. 
23 Lawrence E. Babits, “Supplying the Southern Continental Army, March 1780 to September 1781,” Military 
Collector & Historian 47: 4 (Winter 1995): 163-171. 
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exceptions, these writings tend to be limited in scope and cover only the period of the soldier’s 

service.24 

Perspectives of Revolutionary War historians on the matter of food supply, morale, and 

battle performance can be applied to experience. Many of these historians have written about 

various aspects of the conflict, and many have addressed the Continental Army’s supply 

problems with food, clothing, and ammunition to various degrees within their studies. This is 

also true for monographs confined to discussions of single events or aspects of the war. For 

example, Wayne Bodle discusses troop morale as a factor of food supply problems as one of 

several critical issues facing George Washington. His insights on food supply problems can be 

expanded into a wider examination that includes the role of civilian populations in provisioning 

the army. Harry M. Ward examines food supply from the perspective of enforcing rules 

pertaining to drawing rations as well as food preparation and disposal.25 His perspective can be 

used as a lens through which the effects of such discipline on the morale of soldiers in camp can 

be examined. He discusses inequities in discipline within the army’s hierarchy, but also 

mentions inequities in the way food was supplied, rationed, and even consumed, within that 

structure. Caroline Cox argues that, for the most part, common soldiers accepted differences 

24 Joseph Plumb Martin, A Narrative of Some of the Dangers and Sufferings of a Revolutionary Soldier, Interspersed 
with Anecdotes and Incidents that Occurred within his Own Observation, Written by Himself, George F. Scheer, ed. 
(Boston, Toronto: Little, Brown and Co., 1976); James Stevens, “The Revolutionary Journal of James Stevens of 
Andover, Mass.” Historical Collections of the Essex Institute 48: 1 (January 1912): 41-71; James Thacher, Military 
Journal, During the American Revolutionary War from 1776 to 1783; Describing the Events and Transactions of this 
Period with Numerous Historical Facts and Anecdotes. To Which is Added, and Appendix, Containing Biographical 
Sketches of Several General Officers (Boston: Richardson and Lord, 1823); Albigence Waldo, “Valley Forge, 1777-
1778: Diary of Surgeon Albigence Waldo, of the Connecticut Line,” The Pennsylvania Magazine of History and 
Biography 21: 3 (1897): 299-323, Josiah Atkins, The Diary of Josiah Atkins, Steven E. Kagle, ed. ([New York:] Arno 
Press, 1975). 
25 Harry M. Ward, George Washington’s Enforcers: Policing the Continental Army (Carbondale:  Southern Illinois 
University Press, 2006).  
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between themselves and officers in all aspects of army life as “just the way things were.”26 

Only Bowman’s monograph deals specifically with various aspects of morale within the 

Continental Army. 

From these studies, it is apparent that scholars agree on the causes of the problems 

with provisions and food supply as well as their effects on the Continental Army. The purpose 

of this work, therefore, is to elaborate on the relationship of food shortages and food quality to 

troop morale. In writing about the common Continental soldier, Charles A. Niemeyer posits that 

“[t]oo often, historians of the Revolution focus on the activity of the army without noticing 

what was taking place inside the army.” He takes a progressive view, exploring the war as it was 

experienced by ordinary soldiers. He posits that men who signed up to fight were entering into 

a contract with the army and expected it to keep its promises of adequate food, clothing, 

shelter, and pay. “Soldiers who cried ’No Meat – No Soldier’ at Valley Forge,” he insists, “were 

expressing more than their dissatisfaction at not being fed.” They were informing their officers 

that they had a right to be fed and that they would not perform their duties until food was 

provided.27 Holly A. Mayer similarly examines life within the army as experienced by its various 

camp followers, many of whom were soldiers’ families, but focuses on problems inherent in 

rationing for these families rather than for the soldiers. She notes the importance of troop 

morale in terms of the provisioning of these families to prevent soldiers from leaving with them 

if the families were sent home.28 

26 Caroline Cox, A Proper Sense of Honor: Service and Sacrifice in George Washington’s Army (Chapel Hill and 
London: The University of North Carolina Press, 2004), 52. 
27 Charles Patrick Neimeyer, The Revolutionary War. The Greenwood Press “Daily Life Through History” Series 
(Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 2007), xi. 
28 Holly A. Mayer, Belonging to the Army: Camp Followers and Community during the American Revolution 
(Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 1996). 
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Several studies have examined the Continental Army’s provisioning systems and 

failures. Although the availability and delivery of quality food played a critical role in 

maintaining troops’ morale throughout the war, no study has strictly examined the correlation 

between morale, provisions, and food supply systems. This thesis addresses this aspect of 

Revolutionary War logistics by demonstrating that despite three Congressional attempts to 

feed the army, foraging proved to be the most reliable method. Bowman concludes that morale 

problems resulting from a precarious food supply were intrinsic to such an irregular and 

unstable force as the Continental Army. He maintains that the army required an outstanding 

leader and loyal subordinates who could inspire enough confidence in their men to keep them 

going despite mass desertions and real and possible mutinies. 

This work uses scholarship on European war provisioning as a methodological guide, and 

finds serious shortcomings in the victualing and the diets of American soldiers. The evidence 

reveals, however, the despite poor victualing, the American army was fed in the field for eight 

years thanks largely to its ability to forage for its food. This foraging system, if it can be called a 

system, was adequate to sustain morale and perseverance. 
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CHAPTER 2 

MORALE AND THE BEGINNING OF THE COMMISSARIAT 

It is not I who commands the army, but flour and forage who are 
the masters. 

Frederick the Great 

During the siege of Boston, the New England colonies were responsible for provisioning 

and delivering food to their own troops who had gone to that town to support Massachusetts 

troops. This chapter illustrates how pre-Commissariat provisioning affected New England troop 

morale, and how early foraging emerged as a method for provincial troops around Boston to 

supplement rations as they were transformed from the Army of Observation into the 

Continental Army. It also demonstrates how cracks in the Commissariat grew as the war 

expanded into New York and New Jersey, thus paving the way for foraging as a means of 

survival and challenging troops’ ability to maintain morale. 

Before his appointment as Commissary General of Stores and Provisions for the 

Continental Army, Joseph Trumbull had been tasked with providing food for Connecticut troops 

based on the standard daily ration established by the Connecticut Assembly in May 1775.29 This 

ration consisted of three-quarters of a pound of pork, or one pound of beef, one pound of 

bread or flour, three pints of beer or spruce beer, and one pint of milk.  Fish was to be provided 

three times a week. Once a week, each man was to have half a pint of rice or one pint of meal, 

six ounces of butter, and three pints of peas or beans. Each company was to receive, on a 

29 Connecticut, General Assembly, “Committee to procure Provisions for the Inhabitants of the Colony who have 
gone to the assistance of Massachusetts,” April 26, 1775, Peter Force, ed.,  American Archives Consisting of a 
Collection of Authentick Records, State Papers, Debates, and Letters and Other Notices of Publick Affairs, the Whole 
Forming a Documentary History of the Origin and Progress of the North American Colonies; of the Causes and 
Accomplishment of the American Revolution; and of the Constitution of  Government for the United States, to the 
Final Ratification Thereof . . . . , 4th ser., 2 (Washington, DC: M. St. Clair Clarke and Peter Force, 1837): 411. 
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weekly basis, nine gallons of molasses, two gallons of vinegar, six pounds of chocolate, and 

three pounds of sugar. Each man was to be allowed one gill (half pint) of rum only on fatigue 

days. The sick were to be provisioned at the discretion of the physicians and surgeons.30 The 

Massachusetts Provincial Council drew up a similar ration list for its own troops.31  New 

Hampshire troops were provisioned first by their individual towns, then by Massachusetts, and 

then by Connecticut.32  

 Connecticut soldiers tended to eat better under Joseph Trumbull’s capable direction 

than other New England troops thanks to a well-managed provisioning system and the 

existence of Connecticut towns whose surrounding areas enjoyed an available surplus. 

Trumbull was able to successfully coordinate the supply of that colony’s regiments at 

Cambridge.33 Massachusetts soldiers, on the other hand,  were entitled to a daily ration of one 

pound of bread, one-half pound of pork, and one-half pound of beef (one and one-quarter 

pounds if pork was unavailable), and once a week they were to receive one and a quarter 

pounds of salt fish instead of meat. Historian David C. Hsiung’s survey of ten Massachusetts 

regiments’ records suggests that even though the troops were given their full allotment of 

bread and nearly all their full ration of meat, they still received only about one-third of their 

                                                      
30 Connecticut, General Assembly, “Rations allowed to the Troops raised by the Colony of Connecticut,” May 1775, 
Force, ed., American Archives, 4th ser., 3: 31. 
31 Massachusetts, Provincial Council, “Rations allowed to the Soldiers in the Massachusetts Army”, June 10, 1775, 
Force, ed., American Archives, 4th ser., 3: 30-31. 
32 Rhode Island, General Assembly, “Act of Rhode-Island for raising an Army of Observation, Resolution of Rhode-
Island Assembly, authorizing the enlistment of fifteen hundred Men,” April 25, 1775; Rhode Island, General 
Assembly, “Allowances to Soldiers in Camp,” June 2, 1775; Documents and Records Relating to the Province of New 
Hampshire; from 1774 to 1776; Including the Administration of Gov. John Wentworth; the Events immediately 
preceding the Revolutionary War; the Losses at the Battle of Bunker Hill, and the Record of all Proceedings till the 
end of our Provincial History, Nathaniel Bouton, ed. (Nashua: Orren C. Moore, 1873), 7: 461-462. New Hampshire 
troops at the siege had to rely on Massachusetts to temporarily supply them due to the inability of New Hampshire 
farmers to provide enough subsistence. Ultimately, New Hampshire officials were able to purchase foodstuffs from 
Joseph Trumbull in Connecticut. See Johnson, The American Commissariat, 11-13. 
33 Chester McArthur Destler, Connecticut: The Provisions State (Chester, CT: Pequot Press, 1973), 15, 19. 
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beef ration. The British blockade of Boston in the early weeks of May prevented the 

Massachusetts Commissary from providing a sizeable beef supply, but that province’s soldiers 

were able to eat pork until the last week of May, when beef delivery was resumed and pork 

supplies ceased.34  

 Nathanael Greene of Rhode Island understood early in his military career that poor food 

quality would have a negative effect on troop morale, thus making it even more difficult for him 

to command and provision the Rhode Island troops. Arriving in Jamaica Plain outside Boston, he 

was dismayed to find the Rhode Island camp in a disorderly condition. Without any overall 

governance and uncertain that they would be adequately supplied, the troops took out their 

frustrations on their commissaries, who had been ill-treated long enough and were planning to 

return home the day after Greene arrived.35  

 By the middle of May the number of New England troops grew so large that 

Massachusetts asked Congress to take charge of the developing army and provision it.36 In early 

June, Congress assumed responsibility and proceeded to ask the Provincial Convention of New 

York to ship five thousand barrels of flour to either Rhode Island or Massachusetts, and 

declared that it would help to defray any expenses these provinces incurred in providing this 

service.37  

 After George Washington was commissioned commander in chief of the Army of the 

United Colonies in mid-June, Congress began deliberations on how to victual the new national 

                                                      
34 Hsiung, “Food, Fuel and the New England Environment,” 11-12. 
35 Nathanael Greene to Jacob Greene, June 2 [6-10], 1775, Showman, ed., Papers of Nathanael Greene, 1: 85. 
36 Johnson, American Commissariat, 13. 
37 JCC, 2: 84. 
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fighting force.38 Among the solutions to this problem was the establishment of a Commissary 

General of Stores and Provisions, who acquired and provided food for the army, and a 

Quartermaster General, who, among other duties, arranged transportation of provisions to 

troops and set up magazines, or supply depots, from which the marching army could draw food 

as needed.39 On June 20, Congress instructed Washington to provision the new army at 

Congress’s expense.40 Washington understood that depending on several individuals for 

supplies would be detrimental to the welfare of the army. Impressed by Joseph Trumbull’s 

efficiency in feeding Connecticut troops, he persuaded Congress to appoint Trumbull as 

Commissary General of Stores and Provisions for the Army of the United Colonies.41 During the 

siege of Boston in 1775 and 1776, Trumbull’s foresight in establishing magazines stocked with 

provisions had much to do with the general good health and high morale among the troops, as 

well as the absence of serious complaints about food. So efficiently had he done his job that 

Washington believed no army was better provisioned than the troops Trumbull was responsible 

for feeding.42  

 Washington understood that healthful food was critical to morale as well as battlefield 

performance, and he did not tolerate low-quality provisions. When he received complaints that 

the bread was sour and unwholesome, he directed the Quartermaster General to investigate 

and report on the matter as well as inform the bakers that they will be punished if reports were 

                                                      
38 Ibid., 2: 92. 
39 Ibid., 2: 94. 
40 Ibid., 2: 101. 
41 Ibid., 2:190. 
42 George Washington to the President of Congress, June 28, 1775, Fitzpatrick, ed., Writings of George Washington, 
5: 192. 
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true.43 One week later, he issued a general order stating that next to cleanliness, proper 

preparation of victuals is essential to good health, and that officers commanding companies 

should inspect camp kitchens daily and ensure that the troops cook their food in a wholesome 

manner.44 Washington was keenly aware of the effect that a lack of adequate and nutritious 

food could have on the men’s health, especially due to a lack of vegetables and fresh meat.45 

Shortly thereafter, Joseph Trumbull instituted a Court of Inspection under which authority his 

men destroyed any supplies of “’Stinking Putred Beef.’” He also established a coherent system 

by which hog and cattle suppliers drove their animals from all over New England to be 

slaughtered and packed close to encampments outside of Boston, thereby enabling the army to 

have sufficient meat provisions in late 1775 which had been scarce over the previous summer.46 

The Rhode Island contingent can be seen as a microcosm of the situation in which both 

Washington and Nathanael Greene would eventually find themselves regarding the feeding of 

the Continental Army. Nathanael Greene had to deal with problems of inadequacy, spoilage, 

and deception in the Rhode Island troops’ food supplies, all of which had a deleterious effect on 

their morale and Greene’s ability to manage his men. He received so many complains from his 

officers about insufficient provisions that he asked Rhode Island’s Deputy Governor to require 

the committee of safety to thoroughly examine all provisions before the goods were sent to 

camp. Some men even suspected the loyalty of the committee for not having done so earlier. 

Greene’s troops’ insistence on questioning the quality and quantity of their food as well 

as the loyalty of those supplying it suggests the beginning of a substantial morale problem early 

43 George Washington, General Orders, July 7, 1775, Fitzpatrick, ed., Writings of George Washington, 3: 315-316. 
44 George Washington, General Orders, July 14, 1775, ibid., 3: 338. 
45 Washington to John Hancock, July 21, 1775, in Force, American Archives, 4th Ser., 2: 1705. 
46 John Sullivan, “The Morning Returns of the Regiments in Camp on Winter Hill,” July 27, 1775, in “Revolutionary 
War Orderly Books, John Sullivan’s Brigade,” P-394, MHS, microfilm reel 4.2, quoted in Hsiung, 624. 
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in the war. He explained that most of the bread that arrived during the previous week was 

moldy and inedible, and that his men had condemned the beef just delivered as horse meat. 

Pressed to investigate by hungry troops who had not eaten that day, Greene called in butchers 

who confirmed the men’s suspicions. This incident provided Greene with a clear illustration of 

the consequences of improperly provisioning the troops. “If the Troops are comfortably 

subsisted,” he warned, “if they dont do their duty, they can be punnisht, with great justice, but 

if they are not well fed and properly clad, they excuse all their misconduct from one or the 

other Reasons.”47 Charles Bowler, one of the bakers for the Rhode Island troops, continuously 

provided bread so inferior that it could not be eaten. This resulted in the entire army being up 

in arms over the bad bread and their officers repeatedly demanded Bowler’s dismissal. Greene 

castigated the bakers, accusing them of feeding his troops poorly and endangering their 

health.48 Deputy Governor Cooke agreed with Greene and admonished the Rhode Island 

Committee of Safety that their lack of attentiveness in requiring adequate and good quality 

provisions had great ramifications, and requested they perform due diligence in feeding their 

soldiers. Otherwise, Cooke warned, not only would the colony suffer loss, but discontented and 

perturbed soldiers could react in such a way that ensured bad consequences.49  

 In spite of various provisioning problems experienced by Rhode Island soldiers, the New 

England troops’ general attitude was positive. Comparing the Army of Observation then settled 

in an arc around Boston with the besieged British troops, an anonymous author proudly 

claimed that the patriotic Americans were well provided with a variety of meats and 

                                                      
47 Nathanael Greene to Nicholas Cooke, July 4, 1775, Showman, ed., Papers of General Nathanael Greene, 1: 95-96. 
48 Nathanael Greene to Nicholas Cooke, September 12, 1775, ibid., 118-119. 
49 Nicholas Cooke to The Rhode Island Committee of Safety, July 7, 1775, John R. Bartlett, Edwin M. Stone, 
Zachariah Allen, eds., Collections of the Rhode Island Historical Society 6 (Providence: Rhode Island Historical 
Society, 1867): 112. 
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vegetables, were in high spirits, and anxious to reclaim the honor they lost when the British 

took Bunker’s Hill.50 

 By late 1775, it became apparent that feeding approximately 22,000 soldiers would be a 

difficult task. Provisioning the troops with uniform rations was high on the list of supply 

problems, and based on Joseph Trumbull’s estimates of cost and quantity from October 10, 

1775 to May 10, 1776, Congress revised the standard ration on November 4, 1775, which, with 

minor alterations, remained the same throughout the war.51 Washington created a slightly 

modified standard ration similar to the eighteenth century British allotment: 

  Corn'd Beef and Pork, four days in a week. Salt Fish one day, and  
  Fresh Beef two days. As Milk cannot be procured during the  
  Winter Season, the Men are to have one pound and a half of Beef, 
  or eighteen Ounces of Pork pr. day. Half pint of Rice, or a pint of  
  Indian Meal pr Week -- One Quart of Spruce Beer pr day, or nine  
  Gallons of Molasses to one hundred Men pr week . . . Six Ounces  
  of Butter, or nine Ounces of Hogs-Lard pr week. Three pints of  
  Pease, or Beans pr man pr week, or Vegetables . . . One pound of  
  Flour pr man each day – Hard Bread to be dealt out one day in a 
  week, in lieu of Flour.  
 
Although no dietary guidelines or recommended daily allowances existed during the 

Revolutionary War, examination of the standard ration reveals inclusion of foods from today’s 

four commonly known basic food groups. This was to remain the standard allowance until the 

Continental Congress or the commander in chief decided to change it.52 The allotment, 

however, proved to be just an ideal; in reality, foods were never consistently provided and their 

quality and availability fluctuated wildly throughout the conflict.  

                                                      
50 “Extract of a letter from Cambridge, July 21, 1775,” Pennsylvania Packet, August 7, 1775, Supp. 2, p. 3.  
51 Risch, Supplying Washington’s Army, 188-190. 
52 George Washington, General Orders, December 24, 1775, Force, American Archives 4: 180. 
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 In a 1949 report on the history of rations, the U. S. Army Quartermaster School revealed 

that in comparison with contemporary dietary requirements, the Continental ration afforded 

more calories, twice the amount of protein, and a sufficient supply of all minerals and vitamins 

except vitamins A and C.53 A 1958 study of the 1775 ration determined that a Continental 

soldier, under ideal nutritional conditions, that is, with full availability of the designated foods, 

should have consumed 3,600 calories a day.54 Theoretically, therefore, the army should have 

been more than well-fed. Fred Anderson’s study of Massachusetts soldiers in the Seven Years' 

War revealed that colonial troops took in 2,200 to 3,000 calories a day living on British army 

rations. Total amounts varied, depending on whether the Americans received pork or beef, and 

whether it was fresh or salted.55  When U. S. Army combat rations were developed in 1940, the 

most important requirement was that the ration should contain 4,500 calories, and no fewer 

than 4,000, as it was determined that the average soldier under field conditions requires that 

much energy.56 In 2001, the daily general allowance for troops was 3,250 calories; for those 

doing heavy labor it was 4,600 calories.57  Anderson concluded that modern soldiers are taller 

and heavier than provincial troops, but even allowing for major differences in size and dietary 

needs, colonial troops on fatigue duty during the Seven Years’ War would still look quite lean. If 

the Continental soldier’s less than ideal diet gave him fewer than 3,600 calories, which it 

                                                      
53 The Quartermaster School, For the Quartermaster General, “Rations: Conference Notes, The History of Rations,” 
January 1949, http://www.qmfound.com/history_of_rations.htm. 
54 Friedemann, Kraybill, and Consolazio, “Recommended Dietary Allowances in Military Nutrition,” 1008. 
55 Fred Anderson, A People's Army: Massachusetts Soldiers and Society in the Seven Years' War (Chapel Hill, NC, 
1984), 84. 
56 Franz A. Koehler, “Early Army Rations,” in Special Rations for the Armed Forces, 1946-53, QMC Historical Studies 
2: 6. Washington DC: Historical Branch, Office of the Quartermaster General, 1958, http://www.qmfound.com/ 
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frequently did, his appearance must have closely resembled that of his counterpart from 

twenty years earlier.58  

 Alongside food, the availability of cooking supplies also contributed to troop morale. 

Nathanael Greene reported that in December 1775 the Connecticut troops’ terms of enlistment 

had expired and they felt no great desire to reenlist because a dearth of provisions and of wood 

upon which to cook it resulted in sinking morale. They had suffered tremendously without 

wood, having burned all fences and trees within a one-mile perimeter of the camp. Greene 

concluded that the rigors of the campaign, along with the dearth of wood and appropriate 

clothing, caused a significant number of soldiers to quit the service. No amount of persuasion 

could prevent the Connecticut troops from leaving camp on Prospect Hill in Boston when their 

enlistment was up on December 31, but the departed soldiers soon returned due to great 

disdain shown them by civilians, and the difficulties the troops faced in getting food from them. 

“I wish all the Troops now going Home may meet with the same contempt,” Greene wrote.59  

 Greene envisioned a higher level of morale in his troops than he recently witnessed at 

Prospect Hill at the end of December 1775.60 He was not alone in this respect. In a similar 

instance, Gilbert Saltonstall, a friend of Captain Nathan Hale from New London, Connecticut, 

wrote Hale in early December 1775 that he was heartsick at learning of the troops’ desertion 

before their enlistments expired and desired that any returning soldiers not only meet with 

                                                      
58 Anderson, A People’s Army, 84. 
59 Nathanael Greene to Samuel Ward, Sr., December 31, 1775, in Showman, ed., Papers of General Nathanael 
Greene, I: 173. 
60 Ibid. 
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contempt, but also with merited censure.61 When Washington expressed his criticism of the 

Connecticut soldiers’ actions to their governor Jonathan Trumbull, the governor responded that 

residents of the towns from which most of the soldiers came were so deeply affected by the 

soldiers’ unreasonable conduct that they were willing to take their places.62 But disaffection 

among Connecticut troops regarding their food was clear to Nathan Hale as early as October 

1775 when he told General Israel Putnam that the troops refused to extend their terms of 

service to January 1, 1776 because of “ill usage on the score of provisions.”63 

Upon receiving word of similar protests regarding the scarcity of wood, Washington 

understood that the lack of this critical culinary element could jeopardize the army’s existence. 

He advised the Massachusetts legislature that some regiments were close to cutting each 

other’s throats for possession of the few remaining locust trees near their encampments so 

they could prepare their food. Unless the legislature brought more wood hauling teams into the 

army, cold or rainy weather would cause the army to disperse, and the legislature did not need 

to be told of the consequences. He also feared that the distress resulting from the lack of wood 

would deter Massachusetts soldiers from re-enlisting. This uproar demonstrated the 

detrimental effects of this provisioning crisis not only on individual soldiers’ morale but also on 

esprit de corps within the regiments.64 

61 Gilbert Saltonstall to Nathan Hale, December 4, 1775, in George Dudley Seymour, Documentary Life of Nathan 
Hale, comprising All Available Official Documents Bearing on the Life of the Patriot... (New Haven: Tuttle, 
Morehouse &Taylor, 1941), 55. 
62 I. W. Stuart, Life of Governor Jonathan Trumbull, Sen. of Connecticut (Boston: Crocker & Brewster, 1859), 223-
224. 
63 Nathan Hale, diary entry, October 23, 1775, in I. W. Stuart, Life of Captain Nathan Hale: The Martyr-Spy of the 
American Revolution, 2nd ed. (Hartford: F. A. Brown, 1856; New York: D. Appleton & Co. and D. Burgess & Co., 
1856; Boston: Sanborn, Carter and Bazin, 1856), 232-233. 
64 George Washington to the Massachusetts Legislature, November 2, 1775, Fitzpatrick, ed., Writings of George 
Washington, 3: 60. 



27 
 

 In the midst of the rage militaire surrounding Boston in the summer of 1775, sentiment 

had been concomitantly growing in the army and Congress for an American invasion of Canada 

to garner support from the French habitants and to prevent a possible British attack from the 

north. Benedict Arnold was soon authorized to assemble an expeditionary force to march 

through the Maine wilderness to seize Quebec. In late September 1775, a detachment of 

approximately 1,000 men drawn from troops outside Boston and two hundred bateaux filled 

with provisions and equipment made its way through the Maine wilderness along the Kennebec 

River, only to face unforeseen topographical obstacles such as swamps, falls, and rapids, 

resulting in a series of mishaps that seriously depleted the food supply. A resupply of one 

hundred barrels of provisions that had been left behind did not materialize after Arnold notified 

his commissary to send the barrels forward. Some of the men consumed what they had been 

able to catch or shoot, but this did little to alleviate the crisis; Arnold soon reduced the 

remaining flour and salt pork rations.65  

 Arnold forged ahead with several men on to the French settlements to purchase more 

food. Washington forbade any attempts to plunder or impress provisions from either friends or 

enemies during the campaign and insisted that if Arnold needed cattle, he should purchase 

them with specie only from Canadians willing to volunteer aid to the Americans.66 This would 

be a far cry from Washington’s later attempts to plead with Congress and the states for 

sustenance for his troops when specie was nonexistent and Continental currency was 

depreciating to the point of worthlessness.  
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 Captain Simeon Thayer noted the distress of several of Lieutenant Colonel Christopher 

Greene’s men at the lack of subsistence and their wish to turn back, but he was confident that 

once they were given food their zeal to continue would return.  Deciding to push forward, 

Greene then sent Thayer and a volunteer to retrieve provisions from the fourth division 

bringing up the rear. The men refused to cooperate, thinking themselves in as much danger of 

starvation as their comrades in front. Indeed, they pressured their colonel to unilaterally peel 

off and lead them back to Boston, taking with them provisions for their journey. 

 The difficult march and loss of provisions had sorely tried and disheartened Arnold’s 

troops. And although the distressing and demoralizing departure of the rear guard exacerbated 

matters, his officers remained committed to the goal of taking Quebec or trying to persuade 

the French habitants to join the Americans in their cause.  At one point the men were so 

starved that anything, clean or unclean, was liable to be consumed. They were reduced to 

eating not only a pet dog but also shaving soap, scalp ointment, lip salve, shoe leather, and 

cartridge boxes, but their will to push forward held most of them together.67 The troops fared 

little better on the retreat. Mixing flour with lake water, many men, infected with lice and the 

itch, made bread that was so black with smoke and dirt that even a dog might reject it. “But 

with us it went down, lice, itch, and all, without any grumbling,” wrote one soldier.68 

 Arnold had nothing but praise for the men he commanded who remained steadfast to 

the cause while trying to fend off starvation. Their health and morale were sorely tested by 

incredible hardship, and although most of them did not have a day’s worth of provision for a 
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week, they were “inspired and fired with the love of liberty and their country” pushed on with a 

fortitude superior to every obstacle.69  

 Although Continental army provisions consisted of food items well-known to the 

soldiers, the variety of edibles was necessarily limited. The ability of troops to acquire familiar 

foods that were not part of the standard ration, besides adding variety to their diet, provided a 

connection to home and family and thus contributed to their morale and sense of well-being.  

Many, if not most, grew up with a varied diet, but it stood in stark contrast to the military diet 

they encountered upon enlistment. Whether by purchase or pilfer, therefore, they tried to 

supplement dietary deficiencies with foods outside of the regular ration.70 In early November 

1775, Simeon Lyman and four men from his company returned to camp with half a bushel of 

walnuts and a peck of apples.71 Lieutenant Jabez Fitch, Jr. brought some fat oxen from his farm 

into camp in hopes of selling them to his comrades. Some soldiers even had the good fortune to 

be fed by farmers in the vicinity who invited them to meals.72 However, as the war shifted to 

New York after the British evacuated Boston in March 1776, the relative ease with which the 

New England troops were fed by Joseph Trumbull shortly gave way to severe hardship, 

privation, and increased foraging. 

 The first year of the war was the last time that the army was so well provisioned, and 

the deprivations that awaited them tested their mettle and challenged their commitment to 
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the cause of independence.  This soon became evident when Washington ordered most of his 

troops to follow the British to New York City. The length of the supply line from the New 

England breadbasket to New York was greater and therefore more unwieldy and less secure. To 

provision an army on the march, Trumbull established magazines in strategic places between 

Boston and New York. He provided a substantial amount of salted beef and pork, as these 

foodstuffs would not spoil and could be consumed during the march.  Hard bread, also known 

as biscuit, served that purpose, and generated its own brand of complaint. Biscuits were often 

tough enough to be used for musket flints and hard enough to break a rat’s teeth.73 However, a 

steady diet of meat eventually caused illness among troops along the route. Once in New York, 

that state’s provincial council exhorted local farmers to supply the troops, particularly with 

vegetables, in order to restore their health.74 

Washington understood that vegetables were key comestibles, alongside high-energy 

foods like beef and pork, to the good health and proper feeding of an army. In New York in July 

1776, Nathanael Greene observed that a putrid fever, now known as typhoid fever, was 

sickening many of his troops, the cause of which, he believed, was partially due to their 

consumption of too much meat. He observed that vegetables would be far more wholesome, 

and suggested that the troops be given an allowance in money equal to the cost of meat rations 

to obtain either meat or vegetables. In so doing, he concluded, it would give soldiers more 

control over their food choices, lessen the likelihood that they would lessen complaints about 

73 Martin, Private Yankee Doodle, 23-24. 
74 Katherine E. Manchester, “General Washington and the Patriot Soldiers: They Won a War with Little Food,” 
Journal of the American Dietetic Association 68 (May 1976): 425. 
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their scanty allowances, and therefore reduce the chances of lowered morale.75 Washington 

concurred and announced that many regiments would be willing to reduce their meat rations in 

favor of vegetables. He directed each quartermaster to provide one-fourth of their usual rations 

in money so those regiments could spend that money on vegetables.76 There can be no doubt 

that his concern for the troops’ health was part of an overall concern about troop morale. 

Another method Washington used to keep the troops healthy and their spirits up was to 

allow them to purchase food from farmers who came to sell their wares at camp markets. 

Soldiers thus had the opportunity to supplement their standard rations or make up for 

commissarial deficiencies. When complaints surfaced that some soldiers mistreated these 

farmers, Washington cautioned the troops not to drive them away. It was feared that the 

consequences of distressing the farmers would have a domino effect on the army’s 

performance in battle. The deficiency of good food would go beyond simply depriving the 

troops of the variety lacking in the military diet; it would reduce the number of strong healthy 

soldiers on the battlefield and deny extra nourishment necessary for sick soldiers to recover 

and regain their fighting capability. Washington wanted his troops to think about how their 

actions in the market could have serious consequences, not only for their own well-being, but 

also for their comrades in arms. Farmers were to be encouraged to participate because 

soldiers’ good health depended on procurement of vegetables.77 Also, by generating goodwill 

between the army and the farmers, the troops would keep a critical food supply channel open. 

75 Nathanael Greene to George Washington, General orders, July 22, 1776, Fitzpatrick, ed., Writings of George 
Washington, 5: 320. 
76 George Washington, General Orders, July 22, 1776, ibid. 
77 George Washington, General Orders, July 26, 1776, ibid., 340. 
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Their inability to do this later in the war when Continental currency sharply depreciated would 

also contribute to foraging as a means of survival.  

 Washington encouraged his troops to supplement their regular rations with fare 

purchased from local farmers but discouraged thievery. Although the troops had not yet felt 

the pangs of extreme hunger that would necessitate getting food at the point of the bayonet, 

some of them had no compunction about stealing it from local residents. While camped on 

Long Island in July 1776, Nathanael Greene received complaints from nearby residents that 

soldiers were pilfering watermelons from their gardens. He warned that a small number of 

reprobates could destroy the reputation of an entire army and that such scurrilous activity 

should be reported without delay.78 Although punishment of perpetrators was threatened, this 

did not stop men determined to find food. Sergeant John Smith of Rhode Island, serving in New 

York in late September 1776, recorded a series of flagrant food thefts, and though he chided 

the soldiers responsible, he did not seem to feel much guilt over participating in any of them.  

Devouring a substantial goose and potato dish, he did not question his fellow soldiers about its 

origin. Indeed, Smith referred to his group’s abode as a den of thieves. While on patrol the next 

day, they took captive a sheep and two large turkeys for their dinner table. To complete their 

meal, they stole two bushels of oysters and buried the shells beneath the floor.79 Although 

soldiers could be disciplined for not compensating the civilians from whom they took food, the 

time would come when Washington would reluctantly condone this behavior for the purpose of 

survival.  
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 By the time the supply depots in New York City were well-stocked with food, however, 

Continental Army defeats there forced Washington to withdraw into New Jersey (November 

1776), leaving large quantities of food behind. The victualling problem was compounded by 

British troops consuming and destroying a great deal of New Jersey’s food supplies. As a result 

of Howe’s intent to cut Washington off from his areas of supply, the American commander 

exhorted Joseph Trumbull to set up supply depots in various places in New Jersey, at the 

American army’s rear. Although Trumbull’s action proved invaluable to the Continentals, it also 

proved insufficient, and Congress authorized the establishment of additional magazines in 

Pennsylvania.80  

 The success of the Commissariat in keeping the troops provisioned did not necessarily 

translate to soldiers receiving all rations designated by Washington. At that time provisioning 

was considered successful if the troops were abundantly supplied with just beef and flour.81 

Partially cooked meat and hard bread, however, were not enough to sustain good health. The 

lack of healthy but perishable food such as vegetables, (with vinegar as an acceptable 

substitute), and drinkables such as beer, rum, cider, and milk, caused enough sickness to reduce 

Washington’s army by one-third just before the battle of Trenton. Nevertheless, his soldiers 

were able to force a surrender of 900 Hessians there in December.82 The fact that the men 

performed in such a state of hunger in addition to battling severe winter conditions induced 

Washington to heap praise on them. He informed Congress that their behavior reflected great 

honor on their efforts. Their zeal did not decrease during the crossing of the Delaware at night, 

                                                      
80 Johnson, American Commissariat, 56-57.  
81 Ibid., 58. 
82 Ibid., 59. 



34 
 

under snow and hail, and when given the order to charge, they jockeyed for position as they 

pressed forward.83 Washington informed Congress that the army had to retreat across the 

Delaware after its victory because there was only a slim chance that the troops would find more 

provisions in the dead of winter, making pursuit of the enemy unfeasible.84 Indeed, the lack of 

food was the only impediment to Washington’s desire to take advantage of his victory at 

Trenton.85 That experience provided Washington with another opportunity to remind Congress 

of his ongoing supply problems.  

 Though Washington praised Joseph Trumbull for efficiently provisioning the New 

England troops in 1775, the end of 1776 saw a drastic change in the quantity and quality of 

food reaching the soldiers. The expansion of the war into New York and New Jersey was the 

first indication that, for many troops, the Commissariat’s inability to feed the army adequately 

would result in lowered morale, dissatisfaction, failure to reenlist, and desertion. However, 

troops who remained with the army resorted to foraging to supplement or make up for the lack 

of rations. Benedict Arnold’s expeditionary force suffered terribly from loss of provisions in the 

Maine and Canadian wilderness, and from its inability to be resupplied; yet Arnold’s men did 

not disband, but persevered. The same was true of Washington’s troops in New Jersey and the 

garrisons in northern New York. Washington, who felt deeply responsible for maintaining the 

army’s health and morale with the right kinds and amounts of foods, constantly beseeched 

Congress and the Commissary Department to properly victual the troops. He put much effort 
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into bringing local farmers to army encampments to supplement the food shortage. Yet despite 

his efforts, the growing inefficiencies in the Commissariat resulted in troops’ increasing reliance 

on foraging to feed themselves and keep up their strength and morale. 

  



36 
 

CHAPTER 3 

COMMISSARIAT FAILURE AND THE MORALE CHALLENGE 

   [T]he Love of Freedom, which once animated the Breasts of those  
  born in the Country, is controlling by Hunger, the keenest of  
  Necessities.          
          James Mitchell Varnum, Brigadier General, 1777-1779    
 

 While Washington praised Commissary General Joseph Trumbull for efficiently 

provisioning the New England troops in 1775, most of 1776 saw a drastic change in the quality 

and quantity of food reaching the soldiers as the inefficient and problem-ridden Commissariat 

and Quartermaster Department found it increasingly difficult to feed the army. The breakdown 

of the Commissariat resulted in disorder, inefficiency, and near-starvation of the troops. By the 

time of the Valley Forge winter of 1777-1778, lack of quality meat, bread, vegetables, and rum 

in the troops’ diet forced Washington to resort to foraging to sustain his soldiers, keep the army 

intact, and shore up its flagging morale. These food shortages also led Congress to create a new 

provisioning system for the army. 

  

 Before Joseph Trumbull returned to Connecticut in early December 1776 to work on 

resupplying the Continental Army for the 1777 campaign, he appointed his deputy, Carpenter 

Wharton, to manage the Commissary Department.  When Washington re-crossed the Delaware 

on December 30, 1776, provisions were sorely lacking and he had to let his troops get food 

wherever they could find it.86 He told Robert Morris that the greatest obstacle to crossing into 

New Jersey was the absence of provisions, and that he had to leave some of his troops on the 
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other side of the river in New York, waiting for subsistence. The New Jersey countryside had 

been picked over so thoroughly that Washington’s army could not depend on finding food 

there.87 Since the troops were not being adequately victualed by the Commissary Department, 

Congress prevailed upon the southern states, which had not yet seen battle on their own soil, 

to supply salted meat to the main army. It requested those states to appoint suitable men to 

buy as much pork and beef as could be cured with the salt that each state had, and to store 

these victuals in secure magazines where they could be easily loaded and transported to the 

troops.88 The Pennsylvania Council of Safety was requested to aid the commissaries in their 

search for adequate amounts of flour. These actions ensured a sufficient food supply for the 

Continental Army as it prepared to encamp at Morristown, New Jersey in early January 1777.89 

To supplement the troops’ bread and meat diet, family and friends were invited to send, at no 

cost, provisions weighing less than twenty pounds to militiamen via wagons going to the main 

camp.90   

 By February 1777, the Commissary Department had become disordered under 

Carpenter Wharton’s mismanagement. For example, his public announcement of his ability to 

purchase large quantities of supplies and pay the highest price for each, and the fact that his 

deputies bid against one another, enhanced the cost of provisions against Continental currency 

which was steadily depreciating. Because the deputies worked on commission, the higher the 

bidding rose, the higher the share they received from sales. This led to accusations that they 
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were more interested in increasing their commissions than in feeding the troops.91 The high 

volume of emissions of Continental currency, Washington’s retreat from New York, and the 

menacing of Philadelphia by the British, likely contributed to this devaluation, as the value of 

Continental money markedly decreased in the latter half of 1776. For instance, by January 

1777, one dollar specie was generally worth $1.25 in Continental currency; by December of that 

year, it was worth three Continental dollars.92 

Commissariat-driven problems in pricing were exacerbated by crippling delays in 

delivery. In early January 1777, Washington, painfully aware of commissarial shortcomings, 

ordered Captain Francis Wade to forage for as much flour, beef, pork, and spirits as he could 

from certain East Jersey communities, take these foods to Newtown, Bucks County, 

Pennsylvania, and store them in magazines.93 Matthew Irwin, Deputy Commissary of Issues, 

was to supply the main army with flour in June 1776 but had still not fulfilled his promise by 

early 1777.94 In December 1776, General William Maxwell was so perturbed with his 

quartermaster for making no effort to acquire provisions that he planned to suspend him until 

Washington took further action.95 Things had not improved by mid-February 1777 when 

Maxwell told Washington that some of his troops had been without beef for the last two days 

91 JCC 7: 499-500; Johnson, American Commissariat, 64-65; George Washington to Joseph Trumbull, February 18, 
1777, Frank E. Grizzard, Jr., The Papers of George Washington, Revolutionary War Series (Charlottesville: University 
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University of North Carolina Press, 1961), 32-33. The rate of depreciation varied among the states. See Charles J. 
Bullock, “The Finances of the United States from 1775 to 1789, with Especial Reference to the Budget,” Bulletin of 
the University of Wisconsin. Economics, Political Science, and History Series 1, no. 2 (June 1895): 132-133. 
93 George Washington to Francis Wade, January 11, 1777, Frank E. Grizzard, Jr., The Papers of George Washington, 
Revolutionary War Series (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1998), 8: 41-42. 
94 JCC 7: 459-460; George Washington to Jeremiah Wadsworth, February 3, 1777, ibid., 238-240. 
95 William Maxwell to George Washington, December 29, 1776, ibid., 7: 480-482. 
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and expected they would be without flour a few days hence.96 Brigadier General Thomas 

Johnson, Jr. of the Maryland Militia informed Washington that his troops had no victuals at all. 

An infuriated Washington wrote Irwin that soldiers in every quarter were desperately in need 

of provisions, that Irwin should understand the consequences of his neglect, and that he do his 

utmost to secure the victuals he agreed to deliver.97 Personal jealousies between commissaries 

also hamstrung the delivery of provisions to the army.98 

The victualling problem had not abated by the spring of 1777. Rumors of British army 

movements against the Continentals led Washington to believe that the British were headed to 

Philadelphia, so he ordered his army’s magazines to be moved inland. By the end of April this 

command had been heeded so well that the Continental Army was threatened with a food 

shortage.99 That same month, General Alexander McDougall [in Peekskill, New York] blamed 

commissarial malfeasance for the lack of provisions, which he claimed caused sickness among 

many of his troops. He maintained that his men’s bad health was due to the absence of meat, 

which had precluded them from pursuing British ships heading up the Hudson River. He 

lamented that for most of his command, his troops had no vegetables of any kind, while onions 

that had been sent to storage in Danbury, Connecticut remained there and eventually rotted 

96 William Maxwell to George Washington, February 18, 1777, Frank E. Grizzard, Jr., The Papers of George 
Washington, Revolutionary War Series, 8: 357-358. 
97 George Washington to Matthew Irwin, February 22, 1777, Fitzpatrick, ed., Writings of George Washington, 7: 
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away.100 Additionally, the Quartermaster General was having difficulty acquiring wagons and 

teamsters, which meant that available rations went undelivered.  

 Washington’s frustration with the incompetence of the Commissary Department and its 

effect on the army’s health and morale had been rising steadily.101 In February 1777, the Board 

of War, which had investigated complaints against Carpenter Wharton, recommended that 

Congress split the Commissary General’s office into separate purchasing and issuing entities to 

streamline acquisition and delivery of food to the troops.102 There is no doubt that Washington 

approved of this action; he had long believed that the workload of the Commissariat was too 

great for one individual to manage.103 However, neither the quality nor quantity of the army’s 

provisions improved after Congress reorganized the Commissary Department in June 1777. The 

new regulations were so minutely detailed that they proved impossible to administer. Congress 

compounded the problem by making this change in the midst of the campaign season when the 

army was on the move.104 As a result, the soldiers continued to suffer from poor victualing.105  

 An undependable supply of provisions, especially bread, regularly hindered 

Washington’s military moves. Moreover, much of the flour that the men actually received to 

make their own bread was so unwholesome that they kept getting sick. For their welfare, 
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Washington urged the commissaries to have good quality provisions available, especially hard 

bread, for every emergency and to preserve the troops’ health.106 The men’s need for food had 

to be satisfied to maintain physical and mental military readiness. The well-being of the army 

was critical in order to maintain morale, since troops sickened and weakened by a deficient diet 

could not fight well or maintain a high martial spirit. Washington needed all the soldiers he 

could get, and he needed them to be healthy. 

 On the whole, troops at Morristown in early 1777 suffered more from poor-quality food 

than from a lack of food. Some provisions came in from the Northeast and the south; however, 

most of it comprised salt meat and low-quality bread, which meant that soldiers’ health 

suffered from a deficiency of vegetables, vinegar, and proper beverages throughout the 

winter.107 Some troops were able to compensate for this deficiency by foraging for their own 

vegetables; a colonel in search of asparagus in a village not far from Woodbridge, New Jersey 

found that his soldiers had recently cut all the beds there.108 Similarly, shortly before the main 

army encamped at Morristown, a situation akin to that of Morristown developed at Fort 

Ticonderoga in northern New York in which a sufficient meat supply and lack of vegetables 

threatened the health of soldiers. However, unlike the situation at Morristown, Congress and 

Commissary General Trumbull were able to provide troops at Ticonderoga and other Northern 

Army camps with vegetable seeds so they could plant bean, potato, lettuce, and turnip gardens 

the following spring. A colonel recalled laying out a large garden at the foot of Mt. 
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Independence across from Ticonderoga in April 1777.109 Unfortunately for George Washington, 

this was the exception rather than the rule, as it is easier to provision a stationary army than a 

mobile one. 

 Since December 1776, Elbridge Gerry, a delegate to the Continental Congress, had been 

prevailing upon Joseph Trumbull to take immediate measures to provide gardens that would 

daily supply the army with vegetables, as well as large quantities of vinegar. Gerry warned the 

troops would suffer ill health and low morale, and the army injured, if not ruined. He urged 

Trumbull to give this matter top priority, as “Few Men can subsist upon Bread, Meat & 

Water.”110 Alexander McDougall concurred with Gerry’s assessment; he worried that without 

vegetables, the troops, after all the trouble and expense it took to enlist and train them, would 

be reduced by illness in the middle or near the end of a campaign, the most critical times of 

such ventures.111 It is no wonder, then, that Washington and his officers relentlessly sought to 

obtain vegetables for their men. To improve the troops’ diet and consequently their health, he 

requested modification of the ration by emphasizing the need for beer, cider, vegetables, 

vinegar, and sauerkraut, the latter two items considered to be effective antiscorbutics.112 His 

assertion was bolstered by Dr. Benjamin Rush, the prominent Philadelphia physician, who 

asserted that the army’s diet should consist mainly of vegetables because the nature of 
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soldiers’ duty necessitated such measures. Nothing, he believed, could preserve or restore the 

health of soldiers who consumed one or two pounds of meat every day.113 

Washington agreed that a lack of vegetables was due to winter weather, but he also 

believed the season was not sufficient as an explanation for the absence of these foods at 

Morristown. He held that an inefficient Commissariat was responsible and stated he could not 

pardon the commissaries for not giving their attention to this matter. For example, he pointed 

out that over a month had passed since he ordered peas unwanted by the Northern Army to be 

delivered to his army, and the men still had not received them. Vegetables had to be procured 

if at all possible, he asserted, and at affordable prices.114 

As a result of poor provisioning, by late May 1777, 2,000 of Washington’s main army of 

8,000 men were sick and unfit for duty, a situation in which the commander in chief could ill-

afford to find himself. In June he tried to relieve this sorry state of affairs by recommending 

that the men gather wild vegetables growing near camp, such as watercress and lamb’s 

quarters (goosefoot), and make salads with them. These vegetables, he asserted, were 

conducive to good health by preventing scurvy and all “putrid disorders.” In July 1777 

Washington strongly protested that no army was ever worse supplied while encamped in a 

locale abundant with food. His complaint again demonstrated the failure of the Commissaries 

of Purchases and Issues to acquire sufficient food and deliver it to the troops, resulting in the 

need to send troops on foraging expeditions. Upon being informed of this situation, Congress 

directed the Board of War on July 24 to contract for the beer, cider, vegetables, and sauerkraut 
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Washington wanted by the Continental Army, but it was too little, too late, to prevent 

depletion of the ranks by illness.115 

 Before Congress fled Philadelphia in mid-September 1777 after learning of the British 

Army’s approach, it authorized Washington, who was by then encamped at Whitemarsh, New 

York, to impress provisions and other necessities for the Continental Army. Impressment was to 

be done only within a circumference of seventy miles of army headquarters, and for only sixty 

days, and Washington was to pay or give certificates for reimbursement for all items purchased 

or taken.116 He disliked seizing and forcing food and supplies from local inhabitants, but the 

inability of the Commissariat to adequately feed his army left him little choice. In spite of his 

officers’ efforts, however, two months of impressment yielded very little and the army’s 

distresses continued to increase.117 

 Quartermaster Thomas Mifflin’s resignation in November 1777 and Congress’s lack of 

effort to replace him until May 1778 significantly contributed to the food shortage that 

beleaguered the army before and during the Valley Forge encampment in 1777-1778.118  A 

Continental Army physician acerbically noted that the lack of wholesome bread forced hungry 

soldiers to resort to making firecake, a flavorless mix of flour and water cooked on hot stones, 

for each of their daily meals. In a final bitter malediction, he invoked the wrath of God upon the 

Commissary of Purchases, praying that the commissary “may live ([on]) Fire Cake & Water 'till 
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their glutted Gutts are turned to Pasteboard.”119 He was amazed that some soldiers bore such 

misfortunes with composure while others outwardly expressed their discontent; he did not 

think it was possible to convince a man that he could be happy and content on an empty 

stomach.120  

 While many of the troops undoubtedly shared such views, others thought differently. 

One soldier agreed that while weakness, starvation, and inadequate clothing was atrocious to 

no end, desertion was not seriously considered by either his coterie or by himself. He and his 

fellow soldiers had taken up arms to defend their injured country, he asserted, and were not 

merely willing, but determined to persevere as long as such hardships did not become 

completely intolerable.121 Desertion due to a lack of supplies was a major problem throughout 

the war, but the belief in the justice of their cause gave some troops the impetus to keep going 

despite being poorly victualed or not victualed at all. 

 Toward the end of December 1777, as the Continental Army began to set up camp at 

Valley Forge, Washington was livid. Commissary of Purchases Joseph Trumbull had resigned in 

frustration six months earlier and his replacement, William Buchanan, proved incapable of 

managing his department.122 Both disorder in the Commissary Department and Congressional 

neglect prevented Washington’s troops from receiving desperately needed sustenance and 

played a significant role in the condition of the troops at Valley Forge. Several examples 

illustrate this fact. Congress declared December 18, 1777, the day before the army arrived at 

Valley Forge, as Thanksgiving Day throughout the colonies to mark General Horatio Gates’s 
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victory at Saratoga in October 1777. However, food deprivation was so severe that some 

soldiers received only half a gill of rice and a tablespoon of vinegar.123 Other troops had been 

without flour or bread for three days and had resorted to reheating previously boiled and 

extremely poor-quality beef.124 A Continental Army physician noted that such meat had been 

issued to the troops for most of the previous season, but the most they had done about it was 

complain.125 After Washington ordered his commissary to issue smaller portions of salted beef 

than his men were entitled to because the meat was so inferior in quality, a lieutenant was 

amazed that the soldiers accepted the commander in chief’s decision. The officer attributed the 

absence of unruly activity to the troops’ gratification in knowing that their officers were 

suffering as much as they were.126 Other officers, though, were not so sanguine. At one point, 

some of the troops received their beef allowance with meat containing no fat and comprised 

more of bone than beef. It was greatly insufficient for men who, prior to military service, had 

been used to eating well. The possibility of men in such circumstances stealing food from 

civilians or robbing them of it had been present since the beginning of the war, but one officer 

feared that the level of desperation among hungry troops would increase if not checked.127 

Clearly, foraging had become the means by which the army kept from starving. One 

lieutenant at Valley Forge wrote that he had been sent on a foraging expedition on Christmas 
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morning because his fellow soldiers had no rations. He wryly noted that his “Christmas frolick” 

consisted of collecting fresh beef, salted beef, and flour on two occasions that day, and he did 

not return from the second foray until ten o’clock that night.128  

 The commander in chief was convinced that unless a drastic change was made in the 

Commissariat, the army would “Starve, dissolve, or disperse” to find food as best they could.129 

His officers had become so frustrated with the inability of the Commissariat to provision the 

men that they “could shed Tears of blood” for opportunities lost because they had little to no 

food. One such occasion was the chance to stop the British army as it moved towards Chester, 

Pennsylvania on the way to Philadelphia.130 All Washington could do under such conditions was  

send light troops to harass the British, while detaching other parties to go in different directions 

to acquire as much provender as would satisfy his men. But winter foraging was not without 

risk; three or four days of bad weather, he warned, would destroy the army.131 Nevertheless, 

foraging was imperative if the Continental Army was to survive. 

 Though the troops relished vegetables when they could be had, it is not hard to imagine 

what a soldier in the Continental Army would have given for a consistent allotment of meat. 

Animal protein ranked at the top of their ration list. Timothy Pickering, a member of the Board 

of War, averred that the English ate more meat than any other people on earth, and that any 

attempt to decrease the meat allowance would risk a mutiny.132 His statement would prove 
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prophetic. The cry of famished soldiers during the Valley Forge winter was "’No Meat!, No 

Meat!’"133   

 The suffering of the troops due to a lack of beef, the troops’ preferred meat, was more 

than palpable during the hard winter at Valley Forge, and their morale would be put to a bitter 

test. Just a few days into the encampment, Washington wanted to send troops to oppose 

British foraging in the area, but he was distressed to learn that not only were the men unable to 

act because they had no provisions, but that they had mutinied the day before.134 Mutiny was 

one of Washington’s greatest fears because it would mean the collapse of the Continental 

Army, victory for the British, the end of the struggle for American liberty and independence, 

and a bitter end for him and his family. Though the uprising was quickly suppressed, it 

confirmed his fear that the lack of provisions might generate another revolt. One brigadier 

general put his finger squarely on the problem: Soldiers must be fed or it will be impossible to 

command them. “If you expect the Exertions of virtuous Principles,” he warned, “while your 

Troops are deprived of the essential Necessaries of Life, your final Disappointment will be 

great.”135 Some officers made every attempt to put their soldiers at ease but found themselves 

quickly running out of options.136 Washington was not happy to hear the purchasing 

commissary at Valley Forge say that he had no hoofed animals to slaughter, and that only 

twenty-five barrels of flour were available for breadmaking.137  The food shortage would be 
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Washington’s nightmare throughout the Valley Forge winter. He realized that the troops would 

not tolerate being short-changed in their rations, and he worried that tremendous disorder 

would result if they were not fed. 

 Soldiers whose primary concern was knowing where their next meal was coming from 

made no secret of their discontent. They blamed their starving condition on issuing 

commissaries who failed to provide rations.138 The Commissary of Issues at Valley Forge had 

met with so much troop hostility that at any moment he expected a brigade of starving soldiers 

to descend on his quarters and physically take out their anger on him without bothering to 

determine who was truly to blame for their hunger.139 Such a fate had befallen a commissary in 

Nathanael Greene’s division, who was publicly flogged by order of an officer for being seriously 

inattentive in providing food for one of the units. Though the officer was reprimanded for his 

actions, this action can be seen as an extreme example of the deep-seated frustration and 

anger of an ill-fed army.140 Notwithstanding the hardships of bad meat and other scant 

provisions, one army surgeon wrote that in a cause such as theirs, the soldiers cheerfully 

performed their duty and that unanimity of purpose was prevalent throughout the army. Troop 

morale remained at a high enough level such that the men were willing to put up with 

insufficient and sub-par subsistence for the greater good of liberty and independence.141   
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 Although sufficient food had been provided by January 1778 to keep the soldiers at 

Valley Forge contented, their optimism was short-lived.142 By February the food situation had 

again become desperate. Besides the ineptitude of the Commissary Department, bad winter 

weather now precluded the delivery of any victuals to the encampment. Washington highly 

commended his soldiers’ endurance and patience but knew too well that they needed food 

immediately or it would mean the dissolution of the army.143 He recognized that conditions 

were ripe for a camp uprising but highly commended the troops for their self-restraint and 

loyalty to the cause. “Naked and starving as they are,” he wrote, the soldiers unparalleled 

patience and commitment to the Revolutionary cause deserved great admiration since up to 

that time they had been disinclined to mutiny and scatter. However, he warned, in recent 

instances, “Strong symptoms . . . of discontent have appeared” and only vigorous efforts to 

remedy the situation could prevent a full-fledged revolt.144 One sergeant, also deeply 

impressed with the resilience of the men with whom he served, marveled that it was “verry 

Remarkable,”  that in the midst of their sufferings they maintained a “Steady Solid Fortitude of 

Mind.”145 The Marquis de La Fayette, also present at Valley Forge, wrote that no European 

army would put up with even one-tenth of what American soldiers, whom he called the 
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hardiest and most patient, endured.146 These men surely knew, however, that the troops’ 

resilience would not last indefinitely. 

 The victualling situation at Valley Forge in February 1778 grew so desperate that 

Washington ordered magazines containing supplies for the upcoming spring campaign to be 

emptied and brought to the encampment, leaving troops stationed near the depots to find 

their own food.147 That same month, he also ordered Anthony Wayne and Nathanael Greene to 

lead parties on a six-week “Grand Forage” into New Jersey and southeastern Pennsylvania, 

respectively, to locate and purchase or impress provisions for the troops. Washington also 

pleaded with Jonathan Trumbull to send cattle from Connecticut. A herd of cattle subsequently 

driven to camp from that state was devoured by the troops within five days, and was picked so 

clean that knives could have been made from the bones.148 In all probability the army could not 

have survived the winter of 1777-1778 without victualling themselves. The Grand Forage, 

though only partially successful, might well have prevented a mass Continental Army mutiny.149 

  Nathanael Greene noted the patience and restraint exhibited by some troops who had 

complained about going without meat for a week and bread for several days, and claimed they 

could no longer remain in camp. They exhibited such self-control in spite of their sufferings that 

Greene believed they reflected much honor on American soldiers.150 Some common soldiers 

had enough faith in their commander in chief to relieve their sufferings that they went to his 
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quarters directly to make their needs known.151 It is not known whether or not the men 

remained with the army, but their decision to approach their officers in such a respectful 

manner while afflicted with hunger indicated a willingness to voice their concerns peaceably 

instead of resorting to the rebellious behavior that Washington dreaded. Of all the various 

hardships that could be produced at Valley Forge, Washington discerned, the lack of provisions, 

especially of meat, would have been enough to cause mass desertions or mutiny.152  

 The spring thaw and anticipation of additional troops arriving in May 1778 spawned 

fears of another food meat shortage, but by then the troops were relatively satisfied with their 

provisions.153 Wayne’s and Greene’s foraging expeditions in February and March yielded 

enough food to tide the army over for the remainder of the winter, and although some 

subsistence problems still existed, there were no reports of extreme hunger. The warmer 

weather and a relatively dependable flow of goods stemmed much of the winter discord among 

the troops.154 A Continental Army physician commended the troops for their “patience and 

fortitude,” and Washington for his “fatherly concern and fellow feeling for their sufferings” and 

“exertion . . . to remedy the evil and . . . administer the much desired relief.” It was “the 

unfailing resources of [Washington’s] mind,” the physician asserted, “that our feeble, half 

starved, half naked army has not been destroyed.”155 
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 Morale was high when the troops left Valley Forge in June 1778.  They were not only 

well-fed, but had also been well-drilled by Baron Friedrich von Steuben, and were ready to 

pursue the British Army which had just departed Philadelphia for New York.156 Because the 

army was on the move once more and therefore difficult to provision properly, the Board of 

War granted Washington and his commanders the authority to determine the contents of the 

ration, depending on circumstances of the army at the time.157  Content of the troops’ rations 

would finally be decided by someone in a position to know what they really needed. Jeremiah 

Wadsworth, the new Commissary General of Purchases, had been providing an abundant 

supply of food for the troops since April, and now worked to fill magazines along routes 

through New Jersey towards the Hudson River.158 Nathanael Greene’s appointment to the 

position of Quartermaster General in March 1778 resulted in the timely building of supply 

depots at the rear of the army for its future use. Though such dedication to provisioning kept 

the army fed, Greene was constantly at odds with Congress over the management of his 

department. The rapid devaluation of Continental currency resulted in more food shortages, 

lack of transportation of victuals, hungry soldiers, and continued foraging as a survival 

method.159  

 The inability of Joseph Trumbull’s deputy Carpenter Wharton to properly manage the 

Commissariat in early 1777 led to an increased cost of provisions for Washington’s troops at 

Morristown with steadily depreciating Continental currency. Coupled with pricing problems was 

the Commissariat’s inability to deliver these foods to the troops, causing hunger and illness. The 
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division of the Commissariat into purchasing and issuing departments, designed to eliminate 

those problems, only hobbled the process with an overabundance of regulations and did little 

to improve the provisioning process. By the time of the Valley Forge encampment and vacancy 

of the Quartermaster General’s office, Washington was increasingly forced to resort to 

impressment to keep the army fed, a process he found greatly distasteful. Many discontented 

soldiers railed against the commissaries and considered desertion, while others, even with 

growling stomachs, rallied behind Washington and the patriot cause. 

Faced with the looming specter of depreciating currency, national bankruptcy, and a 

hopelessly inefficient Commissariat, Congress undertook a series of reforms designed to cut 

costs, virtually abdicating to the states its central role in administrating the war. Known as the 

state system of specific supplies, this operation made the states responsible for feeding the 

army, but its inherent instability, coupled with the continuing financial crisis, failed to 

adequately provision the troops. Foraging, once only a stopgap measure against hunger, saved 

the army from starving at Valley Forge, but now it became even more critical to its survival. 
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CHAPTER 4 

MORALE AND THE SYSTEM OF SPECIFIC SUPPLIES 

  Congress have left it in the power of the States to starve the Army  
  at pleasure. 
 
             Line officer J. Burnett, March 18, 1780 
 

 While it seemed that the troops at Morristown in January 1777 would be adequately 

provisioned, this likelihood quickly diminished as Continental currency continued to depreciate 

and mismanagement of the Commissariat by Joseph Trumbull’s commissaries led to more food 

shortages in the army. Washington attempted to improve the health of the troops by once 

again resorting to foraging, especially for fresh vegetables. Congressional attempts to 

streamline acquisition and delivery of provisions by dividing the Commissariat into purchasing 

and issuing departments served only to prolong delays. In addition to the aforementioned 

problems, the absence of a Quartermaster General to ensure deliveries of provisions and the 

hard winter of 1777-1778 at Valley Forge contributed to a partial mutiny that was quickly 

suppressed. Alarmed by the revolt he constantly feared, Washington sent Anthony Wayne and 

Nathanael Greene on a six-week foraging expedition that was only partially successful but 

helped to keep the army intact through the spring of 1778.  

 During the Valley Forge encampment Washington realized that Greene’s experience as a 

civilian businessman as well as his military acumen would strengthen the Quartermaster 

Department. Although Greene took the post reluctantly in March 1778, he succeeded in 

building more supply depots and procuring sufficient wagons in which to transport supplies, but 

constantly clashed with Congress over management of his department. Jeremiah Wadsworth, 
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also with some hesitation, became Commissary General of Purchases in April 1778, but 

eventually resigned in January 1780 after growing continually demoralized over long-standing 

problems in the Commissariat. The never-ending strife between Congress, the Commissariat, 

and the Quartermaster Department strengthened Washington’s belief that unless Congress 

devised a more effectual victualling system, the army would disband.160 Additionally, inflation 

caused by the issuance of too much unsecured paper money had grown so severe by December 

1779 that Continental currency was crippled.  

 Serious depreciation and an inability to make the system work led Congress to abandon 

the Commissariat and begin requisitioning the states for specific supplies. The system of specific 

supplies was the name for the state-based supply system that shifted responsibility for 

victualling the troops from a central unified Continental bureaucracy to thirteen separate state 

bureaucracies. Congress had never had the power to compel states to act, but army supply 

problems became more glaring when it removed itself from the provisioning process under the 

new arrangement. State legislatures proved unequal to the task since no guiding authority 

existed to enforce quotas. Food allocations placed on states were unrealistic since Congress did 

not know how much states had or could produce. Many states were unable or unwilling to 

contribute because the welfare of their citizens took precedence over provisioning the troops. 

Those that did contribute often fell short of their designated amounts. When the army returned 

to Morristown, New Jersey in December 1779, it would face severe hunger and be forced to 

rely more on foraging to keep from starving. 
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 The last important battle in the Northern theater took place at Monmouth, New Jersey 

in June 1778. Over the next three years there would be minor operations in the North, but 

troops stationed there still needed to be fed. Under these circumstances, the Commissary 

Department continued to garner criticism over its provisioning of the troops who continued to 

run short on food.161 Recent excavations at the Continental Army encampment site at Redding, 

Connecticut revealed that troops very likely consumed low-quality meats and even poultry 

obtained by foraging in the surrounding area.162 In late December 1778 the dissatisfied soldiers 

rose in a minor protest that was immediately quelled with promises of relief. The officers 

followed through by petitioning the Connecticut Assembly with food-related grievances, 

claiming that the prohibitive cost of provisions and vegetables was the cause of the unrest, and 

that the men wanted only to be fed and did not wish to abandon the army or their country’s 

cause. These troops had no quarrel with their officers because they understood that the 

officers were not responsible for the provisioning problem; in hard times the officers suffered 

from food shortages just as the men did. And by choosing to register their complaints with 

petitions rather than rifles, the soldiers signaled that they were committed to serve but needed 

food in order to do it.163 

 For many hungry Continental soldiers, foraging had been the only alternative to 

starvation, and they felt little remorse for taking from farmers what they were not receiving 

from their commissaries or could not afford to buy at camp markets. They gave little thought to 
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farmers’ bitter words because, as one soldier wrote, “they did not do us half so much hurt as 

[their] victuals did us good.”164 Washington often issued orders forbidding these unauthorized 

forays due to his long-standing fear of alienating civilians, but his commands were frequently 

ignored. Only during periods of severe want did Washington authorize foraging, and even then 

he ordered that receipts be given for reimbursement at a later date. However, if the choice was 

between foraging and starvation, his decision to forage was not difficult to make. He had to 

resort to that unpleasant task at Valley Forge and now had to undertake it again at Morristown.  

 In May 1779, Washington instructed Major General John Sullivan to lead a campaign 

against the Iroquois Indians in western New York in an effort to destroy their settlements and 

eliminate the violence they had been perpetrating on American settlements with assistance 

from the British.165 Provisioning Sullivan’s troops presented as many problems as did supplying 

the main army in the east, and once again, the Commissary Department garnered heavy 

criticism from troops regarding the quantity and quality of their food. When flour and beef 

finally arrived at Wyoming, Pennsylvania in thirty-four boats on June 29, 1779, Sullivan’s men 

expressed little gratitude. Prior to that day, a physician wrote that not a day’s worth of 

provisions was to be found in the magazines despite “all [the commissaries’] great Spunk in 

furnishing the army with provision for the Campaign.” He roundly condemned the 

Commissariat’s carelessness and neglect in providing beef so damaged that it could not be 

eaten, and urged severe punishment for the commissaries.166 Sullivan complained to Congress 
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in no uncertain terms that the Commissary Department forestalled the expedition by failing to 

send enough quality provisions to the departure point. None of the available salted meat was 

fit for consumption, he fumed, although he attempted every possible means of preserving it.167 

Though spoiled provisions were often rejected upon receipt and inspection in camp, several 

officers and soldiers in Sullivan’s division became ill after consuming some re-treated salt beef 

that the general believed was salvageable.168 Of the thousand head of cattle Sullivan requested 

from Ephraim Blaine, Commissary General of Purchases at the time, three hundred were 

delivered but one hundred fifty of them were left behind because they were too sickly to walk, 

and many were so weak that they could not stand.169  

 To supplement rations that did not arrive in a timely manner or were of questionable 

quality, the troops took advantage of several orchards and cornfields as they marched through 

Iroquois towns. During one march they carried only half-rations consisting of one pound of 

flour, and one-half pound of “an apology for beef,” because their cattle had become too worn 

down from constant driving. At times the men lacked flour and meal, and carried only a very 

small amount of salt, but they soon learned that ripe Indian corn could be substituted for flour 

and used to make succotash. They made something resembling hominy from overripe corn by 

mixing it with boiled squash or pumpkin, kneading it into cakes, and baking it over the fire. Thus 
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they were able to consume coarse bread after daily marches through the wilderness.170 

Sullivan’s men were able to keep their spirits up and stomachs satisfied by making the most of 

whatever foodstuffs were available. 

 The troops were fortunate in having so much corn to eat since a dearth of provisions 

forced them to rely more and more on it. Sullivan intended on completing the expedition but 

knew he would have to rely on the unwavering support from his troops to do it successfully. 

The shortage of food forced Sullivan to ask, not order, his men to accept half rations in meat 

and flour and instead consume vegetables growing in places along the march. Vegetables would 

take the place of part of the relinquished meat and flour allowance, and he reassured the men 

that they would be paid back in full value for meat and flour not received. Sullivan believed his 

troops would consent to his request because of their resolution and bravery, but to boost their 

morale further he appealed to their sense of military valor. He told them that although the 

enemy had been able to survive only on corn, his soldiers’ fortitude and perseverance far 

exceeded that of their enemy. The troops unanimously responded to their commander’s 

request by raising their hands and giving three cheers.171 An observer at this assemblage wryly 

recollected that he had seen men shout for joy when provisions were plentiful but not when 

they were on half allowance.172  

 The men’s enthusiasm, however, soon got the better of them. While pausing before an 

assault on another Iroquois village, some could not resist scavenging through nearby vegetable 

gardens and broke ranks to gather up as much as they could carry. While their morale was 
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undoubtedly lifted by the view of so much food ripe for the picking, the act of breaking ranks to 

grab it constituted a breach of discipline. They received a severe rebuke that forced them to 

dump their pickings; unit cohesion was vital to the success of the mission and such actions 

could jeopardize the expedition’s achievements.173 In spite of Sullivan’s difficulties, the ad hoc 

system he devised for feeding his men proved its flexibility and resilience and enabled him to 

reach his objective of obliterating all Mohawk habitations.  

 Washington decided to return to Morristown in December 1779 for winter quarters. 

Extremely cold weather, one of the army’s old nemeses, soon arrived with a vengeance; 

twenty-eight snowstorms battered the region during the encampment. The winter of 1779-

1780 was the worst of the eighteenth century in the mid-Atlantic states.174 The snow was so 

deep that supplies could not be delivered. Local residents refused to accept rapidly 

depreciating Continental currency and offers to buy on credit. Once again, the troops were so 

perilously close to starving that they resorted to thievery, and as much as their officers 

abhorred such desperate measures, they would not stop them. In a desperate attempt to stem 

thefts, Washington was forced to take Indian corn from the horses so it could be ground up and 

used to make flour. He had to save his men at the expense of animals.175 As hungry as they 

were, some officers declined to eat a fellow officer’s young dog because they did not want the 

British to know that American officers were reduced to eating dog meat.176 
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 Washington and his officers repeatedly noted the troops’ continued resolution in the 

face of extreme hunger and malnutrition, and lauded them for bearing such hardships with 

great fortitude and patience.177 He was therefore pained that the troops who fought in previous 

battles in defense of their states were now stealing food from those states just to stay alive.178 

After two weeks at Morristown with few to no rations, Washington urged New Jersey 

magistrates to prevail upon their residents to provide food and clear roads. He believed the 

local populace would respond more favorably if the request came from their own officials. Both 

men and officers were desperately hungry and they saw no other way to get food from the 

citizenry except by depredations that otherwise would be severely punished. Foraging at this 

time was a lamentable necessity, and unless New Jersey residents made a real effort to provide 

food for the following five weeks, he warned, “fatal consequences must unavoidably ensue.”179  

 New Jersey residents, much to Washington’s relief, responded favorably to his request, 

and he affirmed to the magistrates that their munificence was largely responsible for keeping 

the army intact. The soldiers apparently heeded his admonition to respect the people, as an 

article in a New Jersey newspaper commended the troops for being thankful and committing 

little to no damage during their excursions.180 Yet this happy situation did not last long. Soon 

the troops resorted once again to foraging, and Washington once again had to look the other 

way while residents complained. Israel Putnam, who also tried to put a stop to the “great 

injury” his troops were inflicting on inhabitants near the Redding encampment, obtained similar 
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results.181 Though desertions continued to reduce the army’s numbers, many soldiers were 

committed to their enlistments and continued to forage regardless of repeated threats of 

punishment. 

 Washington was pleased with Commissary General Wadsworth’s efforts to supply 

provisions for the army, and when Wadsworth resigned Washington wasted no time in urging 

Congress to quickly replace him.182 In January 1780 Ephraim Blaine accepted the position and in 

February the specific supply system went into effect. It was not long before Blaine, too, began 

to face great difficulties in providing food to the troops. The states’ initial response to the new 

system was inadequate but seemed promising, and by April 1780 most of them had passed 

legislation to provision the army.183 However, Nathanael Greene, who by this point was an 

experienced logistician, predicted that this system would prove disastrous for several reasons: 

there was no plan of delivery for provisions, nor any penalty for failing to provide them; the 

states were interested primarily in taking care of their own citizens; and there was no 

guarantee of consistent delivery of provisions throughout the year to a moving army.184 When 

Greene assumed command of the Southern Army in December 1780, he would repeatedly 

experience these deficiencies and had to rely almost completely on foraging to survive. 

The troops at Morristown were sustained by an eighth, a quarter, or a half allowance 

consisting mainly of musty bread and bit of beef every other day, but only for a brief time, after 
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which they got nothing. By the end of May 1780, two regiments of the Connecticut Line had 

had enough. As they saw it, their only choices were starvation, obtaining food at the point of a 

bayonet, or breaking up the army and returning home. In the face of this serious dilemma, their 

final decision was not an easy one, nor was it made in haste. The troops’ patriotism ran deep; 

they valued their service to their country and had suffered everything but death in its cause. 

They could not bring themselves to give up the fight, yet starving to death was hardly an option.  

 They eventually resolved to take up arms and leave camp. They were dissuaded from 

doing so by their officers, who had a history of encouraging the men by exhortation and 

example; the troops knew their officers were not to blame for the lack of provisions and that 

officers had no more money to buy food than the soldiers did. It was most fortunate for soldiers 

and officers that shortly thereafter, the men received enough food and ceased to complain for 

some time.185 Washington fervently believed in discipline and could not allow the Connecticut 

troops’ mutiny to go unpunished. A show of force was needed and justified. Still, he knew that 

the gross deficiency in provisions, especially meat, had been the straw that broke the camel’s 

back, and if relief was not forthcoming, an even greater uprising could be expected. He was 

able to maintain discipline and demonstrate his understanding of the crisis by pardoning of 

seven of the eight men sentenced to hang for the crime. 186 
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 Washington grew even more alarmed by simultaneous victualling crises in the North. 

Soldiers at West Point were experiencing a similar lack of food, while soldiers at Fort Schuyler in 

Albany, New York had only a month’s worth of provisions and no more food was available to 

send to them. No mutinies occurred in either location, but Washington’s explanation of these 

events served as warnings to the Board of War and Congress that their new supply system was 

not working and that something had to be done quickly. The Connecticut troops’ extreme 

reaction and perilous situations in the Northern Army revealed that the dissolution of the army 

was a distinct possibility if the specific supply system remained in use. These impediments 

served to keep only the most resilient Revolutionaries in the army, but resiliency and 

steadfastness could not feed it. Washington deprecated the system of specific supplies as “the 

most uncertain, expensive, and injurious that could be devised.” It indisputably took its toll on 

the troops; from July 1779 to July 1780, the army shrank from 26,000 to fewer than 15,000.187 

 The main army fared little better during the remainder of 1780, living a hand to mouth 

existence. On August 25, Washington once again was compelled to forage in New Jersey to 

keep his men from starving. They had gone without meat for five days, and were now searching 

for cattle in lower Bergen County, New Jersey, knowing the meat would not last very long.188 

Two days later, on August 27, Washington reluctantly authorized another foraging expedition in 

Connecticut even though he knew the troops would descend on an already impoverished 
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population.189 Besides the risk of alienating the civilian population, he also knew that foraging 

and impressment could easily lead to plundering and brutality, thereby weakening the army’s 

morals and discipline, as well as its public support. Indeed, while in New Jersey some of the 

Pennsylvania Line not only plundered a house; they also threatened intervening officers with 

violence.190 Washington repeatedly commended the troops for bearing their hunger with 

incomparable patience, but he saw only trouble if provisioning problems were not resolved. 

Under the new system, the Commissary General of Purchases had neither the resources nor the 

power to procure, store, or send supplies because Congress assigned those functions to the 

states. It also eliminated the office of deputy commissary general of purchases and a host of 

commissaries who previously bought food on commission.  The currency was practically 

worthless; in May 1780 Continental money was worth two cents on the dollar.191 Remarking on 

Congress’s treatment of the troops, one lieutenant wrote with bitterness, “They will starve us in 

the midst of plenty.” At this point Washington did not think much differently, and could barely 

conceal his anger and frustration.192 

  If the states were not able to meet their assigned food quotas under the specific 

supplies system, they were expected to pay the amount of tax equivalent to the value of 

foodstuffs not delivered. Congress attempted to fix the financial crisis by having the states 
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remit their payments in Continental bills, after which it would issue the states new currency 

that could pay for army provisions. This plan proved unsatisfactory for two reasons. First, 

Continental agents had issued Quartermaster and Commissary certificates because no specie 

was available. Certificate holders were allowed to pay state taxes with these items instead of 

old Continental bills, so state treasuries were eventually flooded with certificates but received 

scarcely any of the old bills. As a result, they had practically no old currency to remit to 

Congress and so did not receive the new bills in return. Consequently, state supply officials 

frequently had no money to pay for army provisions. Second, cattle feeders who held 

certificates were unable to procure either cattle or grain used to feed them because sellers 

demanded specie and would not accept certificates. An exasperated Washington described all 

previous efforts to feed the troops as “false hopes and temporary devices.” If the army had to 

depend on the states to supply them, it would either dissolve or starve because taxation was 

insufficient as a way of maintaining the army’s ability to fight a war.193 

 By late 1780 the war in the North had reached a stalemate and British military activity in 

the South forced the American surrender of Savannah, Georgia, and of Charleston, South 

Carolina. Provisioning American troops sent to reclaim Charleston proved equally difficult if not 

more so than it had been in the North. The Commissary General had designated North Carolina 

with its ample provisions as responsible for keeping the Southern Army supplied, but the 

majority of the fighting took place farther south, making it difficult for the state to keep the 

army victualed.194 Also, North Carolina state senator Abner Nash informed the president of 
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Congress that the countryside was full of good crops and a healthy supply of beef and pork, but 

the British were too close to effect a requisition.195  

 The British siege of Fort Moultrie in Charleston began on April 2, 1780. The Americans, 

commanded by Brigadier General Benjamin Lincoln had previously been provided with beef 

from the low country east of the Cooper River, but the meat had completely spoiled by the time 

of the siege. When the British seized control of that area, a critical source of meat was lost, and 

the fort’s provisions soon began to run low. Attempts at impressment revealed that civilians 

had barely enough for themselves. On May 4, the meat ration was reduced to six ounces, less 

than half the normal allotment, but the troops were allowed coffee and sugar. However, they 

had enough rice to last only seven weeks. The British goaded the Americans by lobbing shells 

containing rice and sugar into the fort. By May 8, meat, rice, sugar, and coffee were no longer 

available and on May 11, 1780, Lincoln surrendered Fort Moultrie and Charleston to British 

General Sir Henry Clinton and Admiral Marion Arbuthnot.196 

 The loss of Savannah in 1779 and Charleston in 1780 precluded Continental forces from 

being supplied by sea. Provisions would have to travel slowly by land and over the myriad rivers 

and other waterways across the South, making it difficult to get food to the troops in a timely 

manner. Congress had sent Major General Horatio Gates to retake Charleston, but because of 

poor planning on Gates’s part, the troops suffered severe privations along the way. Gates’s lack 

of foresight in provisioning his men drastically reduced their ability to fight when they suddenly 

ran into northbound British troops outside Camden, South Carolina.  

                                                      
195 Abner Nash to Samuel Huntington, October 6, 1780, Walter Clark, ed., The State Records of North Carolina 
(Goldsboro, NC: Nash Bros., 1896, repr. Wilmington, NC: Broadfoot Publishing Co., 1993), 15: 98-99. 
196 Carl P. Borick, A Gallant Defense: The Siege of Charleston, 1780 (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 
2003), 200-201; William Moultrie, Memoirs of the American Revolution: so far as it related to the states of North 
and South Carolina, and Georgia . . . . (New York: David Longworth, 1802), 2: 84-85. 



69 
 

 News of Charleston’s surrender in May did not deter efforts to bolster faltering morale 

in the southern states. Washington sent a detachment of Maryland and Delaware troops under 

Baron Johann de Kalb south from Morristown to reinforce Benjamin Lincoln while he was under 

siege. De Kalb’s pleas for provisions from Virginia and North Carolina went unheeded and 

forced him to call a halt when he reached the Deep River in North Carolina in June. To keep his 

men fed and content, he sent small foraging parties into the countryside, accompanied by 

officers tasked with preventing them for impressing too much from local residents. The parties 

found very little provision, however, since the grain crop planted the previous year was not yet 

mature; nonetheless, they remained undaunted in their search for subsistence.197 

 With even less grain available for hungry troops, de Kalb was forced to extend the 

forage area, but this venture also proved unsuccessful since militia groups had already cleared 

those areas for themselves. The troops’ meat ration consisted of poor beef from cattle they 

could drive from the forest. De Kalb’s men were already weakened by hunger, having spent the 

hard winter at Morristown, but one of his colonels praised the troops’ perseverance and 

patience as well as the officers who worked to boost and sustain morale.198 

 Major General Horatio Gates took command of de Kalb’s troops at Deep River. Although 

the baron explained the precarious food supply situation to Gates on July 16 shortly before the 

general arrived.199 Gates believed he could take on the British and keep his troops victualed 

along the way, and he showed no great concern for their physical state. He immediately told 

the men to be ready to march, which surprised all of them; they had been on half rations and 
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did not think they were in a position to travel such a distance in their condition. Nonetheless, 

when he claimed that his planned route would allow them to be sufficiently victualed in a few 

days, they took him at his word. The troops’ attempts to persuade him to take a more 

propitious route that would keep them fed were unsuccessful. The neighborhoods along 

Gates’s route had been abandoned by resident Loyalists due to Patriot militia activity and had 

been stripped of adequate provisions. Ravenously hungry troops helped themselves to unripe 

corn which they boiled with poor quality unsalted beef, resulting in great gastrointestinal 

discomfort. Lacking bread, the men ate green peaches instead and suffered the same 

consequences. Some officers who knew better declined the meat and corn. Instead, they made 

soup and thickened it with the flour Washington had ordered them to use for white hair 

powder.200 

 Gates’s rush towards his destination meant that any attempts to re-supply him would 

fail, since the suppliers did not know where he would be.201 Consequently, officers regaled the 

troops with promises of rum and provisions, to which the men responded positively. A third 

promise of food and drink at a mill also went unfulfilled which raised concerns of mutiny, but as 

happened in the North, officers mingled with their men and displayed their empty canteens 

and mess cases. This satisfied the troops, who were thereby encouraged to exhibit the same 

perseverance as their officers. Like in the case of the Connecticut troops at Morristown, the 

knowledge that soldiers of all ranks were suffering equally did much to sustain morale and unit 

cohesion under the stress of hunger and malnutrition. 
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 The only provision the men eventually received was molasses, which Gates asserted 

could be consumed in place of rum which was normally issued to troops before battles. Instead, 

the molasses worked as a cathartic — instead of helping to shore up pre-battle courage, it 

caused gastrointestinal disorder and physical weakness. The men broke ranks all night to 

relieve themselves and were seriously debilitated before the battle commenced in the 

morning.202 

 The rout of Gates’s army at Camden resulted in part from the weakened condition of his 

men brought on by inadequate food, bad food, and food provided at the wrong time. Ironically, 

the survivors who successfully retreated back to Hillsborough, North Carolina received some of 

the provisions that de Kalb vainly attempted to obtain for them. Even so, local citizens could 

provide only so much food, and the men still had to forage for much of it. The system had once 

again let the troops down, but their officers continually worked to bolster morale by obtaining 

whatever they could for them. In return, the men’s rejuvenated spirit caused them to reject 

rum offered as an inducement to desert and turn in those responsible.203 

 Following up on his victory over Gates at Camden, Lord Cornwallis detached Major 

Patrick Ferguson to subdue Patriot sentiments in the North Carolina backcountry. A combined 

force of Continentals and militia emerged to meet them at Kings Mountain in upper South 

Carolina without any kind of provisions. Instead of being a source of discontent and reason for 

desertion, the lack of provisions served to increase morale and commitment. The men ate 

whatever they could get, including turnips and parched corn. Most of them had not eaten 

bread or salt during the entire expedition. They roasted small amounts of meat and 
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occasionally consumed potatoes, but their primary rations were scorched or raw ears of 

corn.204 Even under these circumstances, the troops’ resourcefulness helped to make less 

desirable foods taste better and allow them to perform for lengthier periods. One soldier 

proposed that parched corn, mixed with a few spoonfuls of honey and a good amount of cold 

water, would make a soldier feel fuller much longer than any other diet.205  

 After Gates had been relieved of command of the Southern Army, Washington 

appointed Nathanael Greene in his stead. Having little knowledge of British strength in the 

South and of the means necessary for conducting the war in that region, Washington could not 

give Greene particular instructions. Instead, he trusted Greene to use his own discretion and 

judgement to determine the proper course of action in any given circumstance.206 Having 

served as Quartermaster General for two and a half years, Greene was no stranger to the 

problem of supplying an army. His used his prior experience to focus on the problem of getting 

and transporting provisions and other supplies to his troops in as timely a manner as possible, 

knowing that failure to do so could disband the army.207 But these supplies would be obtained 

through foraging rather than official channels. 

 Hunger and starvation relentlessly followed the Continental Army from Valley Forge to 

Camden despite Washington’s relentless pleas to Congress and the states for food, money to 
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pay for it, and wagons to transport it to the troops. Ineffective commissarial and specific supply 

systems, desertions due to a lack of food, and other complaints thinned the ranks, and mutiny 

by soldiers desperate for food as well as clothing and pay threatened to disintegrate the army. 

Although troop morale had taken a drubbing, it did not entirely break. The army relied on 

foraging for sustenance when the Commissariat and specific supplies system failed them. 

Nathanael Greene’s resourcefulness in foraging would keep the Southern Army alive long 

enough to force Cornwallis into a defensive position at Yorktown, Virginia. 
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CHAPTER 5 
 

MORALE, FORAGING, AND THE CONTRACT SYSTEM 
 
       “. . . la faim est plus cruelle que l’épée.” [“.  . . hunger is crueler than  
    the sword.”] 
        Lancelot-Théodore Turpin de Crissé 
 

 When Congress delegated its provisioning responsibilities to thirteen states in early 

1780, the results proved disastrous. Thirteen state legislatures, without any direction or 

coordination by a single central authority, were unable or unwilling to collectively feed the 

Continental Army. Their provincial attitudes gave their own citizens and their own military 

establishments priority over the troops, and Congress had assigned food quotas to them 

without a clue as to whether they would be able to meet them. Those that did contribute often 

fell short of their designated amounts. Depreciation of Continental currency forced Congress to 

depend on equally worthless certificates to pay for whatever food could be obtained from 

reluctant citizens. Frequently food could not be delivered to the troops because transportation 

was not available. All these factors played a role in the states’ overall dismal response to the 

system of specific supplies.208 The states had failed to adequately feed the troops and forced 

the army to increase foraging expeditions such as the excursions during the second Morristown 

encampment. In 1781 this failure lead to the development of a contract system that Congress 

and Washington desperately hoped would feed the army and end the country’s financial 

turmoil. The shift from specific supplies to contracts, in which Philadelphia financier Robert 

Morris engaged independent businessmen to supply the army, did not improve the provisioning 

process and foraging established itself as the troops’ preferred means of acquiring food. 
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 When Nathanael Greene arrived in Charlotte, North Carolina in December 1780 to take 

command of the shattered Southern Army after the Camden debacle, he found a starving, 

demoralized, and poorly clothed military force.209 Moreover, the troops had lost their discipline 

and the officers had lost confidence in General Gates. The men had become so habituated to 

plundering that local residents were frightened by their presence.210 If military morale is the 

capacity of soldiers to perform their duty in the face of opposing force and influence, then the 

Southern Army after Camden, in the absence of a suitable provisioning system, was in a state of 

deep dispiritedness that undermined the soldiers’ will to perform their responsibilities.211 

Horatio Gates’s insouciance toward provisioning his men played no small part in this state of 

affairs. The troops had been weakened during the severe winter at Morristown and some 

states, under the specific supplies system, failed to sufficiently provision them during their 

march south to Charleston. They suffered a great deal from a lack of food when they reached 

North Carolina, yet were again hurried on their march by a general who failed to consider their 

physical condition as well as plan for their subsistence.  

 The defeat at Camden reduced the size of the Southern Army from 3,700 to 

approximately 1,800. The remnants of this military force had moved several times in an 

attempt to find adequate provisions. and finally settled into winter quarters at Charlotte, North 

Carolina where it barely subsisted on meager provisions. Local militias had stripped the 

countryside of comestibles so cleanly that Greene feared he would not be able to feed the few 

soldiers he had. Food could not be delivered because too few wagons were available to haul 
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food in from great distances, so it would have to be transported by water.212 Greene 

admonished the superintending Commissary General of Salisbury District in North Carolina to 

exert himself in acquiring supplies, or his soldiers would have to resort to the demoralizing job 

of foraging. If the troops could not be fed one way, they would have no choice but to be 

subsisted by the other.213  

 Greene knew from his experience as Quartermaster General that it was critical for the 

army to receive adequate food to maintain troop morale and well-being, so he relocated to a 

site on the Pee Dee River opposite the Cheraws in South Carolina where he believed he would 

find a sufficient food supply. His men had enough provisions to last only one day and had to 

subsist on whatever they could find along their six-day sojourn. Upon arrival, Greene believed 

they would have plenty of pork, since large numbers of hogs were roaming in nearby woods, 

but it could be preserved only if enough salt could be procured at Cross Creek [Fayetteville, 

North Carolina]. Other supplies could be delivered up the Pee Dee on flatboats from rice 

plantations below. Greene’s intent was not simply finding ways to feed his army; from this 

location he also believed he could discourage the British from trying to hold Cross Creek. British 

hegemony in that area would have allowed them control of most of the foodstuffs in fertile 

areas to the south.214 If Greene succeeded in his efforts, he could give his men access to an 

even larger food supply that would keep them well-fed, content, and willing to fight. 

 Instead of finding a plentiful food supply in the environs of the Pee Dee River, Greene 

discovered a populace unwilling to part with their crops. Even though local residents favored 
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the American cause, they refused to harvest out of fear that their friends would steal their 

crops and their enemies would burn them. Greene lamented the need for such friends, knowing 

he could turn them into enemies by taking their food at the point of a bayonet. The British had 

already taken control of South Carolina’s productive lands, and local militias would often forage 

an area clean.215 Since he had no money to pay for victuals, Greene was forced to either 

impress provisions or disband his army. Acquisition of food was even more difficult to 

accomplish because local militias who augmented the army came and went as they pleased, 

thus preventing him from calculating the army’s strength and gauging the amount of food it 

required.216  To carry on his operations and prevent his army from starving, Greene defied 

conventional military wisdom and divided his army. A long-standing military rule dictated that 

generals should never divide their forces in hostile territory or in proximity to the enemy, but 

Greene was not going to allow his men to starve to death by following traditional rules.217 He 

detached General Daniel Morgan’s Flying Army of light infantry, light dragoons, and militia from 

his ranks and sent it west of the Catawba River to harass British forces, bolster Patriot militia 

and Patriot governments, and find ways to provision itself.  Greene was acutely aware that 

funds to pay for food were neither available nor forthcoming when he appointed William 

Richardson Davie of North Carolina to the position of Commissary General. Nevertheless, he 

knew that Davie’s experience as a partisan militia leader and forager would aid him in 

impressing provisions and in making repeated demands of state legislatures until they 

responded to the army’s needs. The seriousness of the financial and specific supplies system 

                                                      
215 Nathanael Greene to an unidentified person, [1 January-23 January 1781], Showman, ed., Papers of General 
Nathanael Greene 6: 543. 
216 Nathanael Greene to Thomas Jefferson, March 10, 1781, Boyd, ed., The Papers of Thomas Jefferson, 5: 111–113. 
217 Robert Middlekauff, The Glorious Cause: The American Revolution, 1763-1789 (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2007), 475. 



78 
 

crises is evident in Greene’s order that Davie should immediately resort to impressment to 

keep the Southern Army alive.218 

 Like Greene’s troops, Morgan’s men lived hand to mouth. Prior to the Battle of Cowpens 

on February 15, 1781, Morgan not only gave his men great encouragement, but he made sure 

to provide them with sufficient victuals. It is estimated that the roughly 2,000 men needed 

twenty cattle. Cowpens was a cattle-grazing area; many animals had been driven there earlier 

in the day and were butchered in the evening.219 

 Greene was disappointed that his army was in no condition to take advantage of 

Morgan’s victory at Cowpens. His supplies of provisions were growing more unstable and were 

available only on a day to day basis because an insufficient number of magazines were within 

reasonable reach. Also, he was deeply concerned that American victories such as Cowpens 

would cause states to grow lax in their efforts to support the war. He feared that such 

successes might cause Congress and other officials to delay or even fail to provide needed 

support rather than demonstrate the necessity of an efficient provisioning system.220 Pleading 

for support from Virginia Governor Thomas Jefferson, Greene warned that unless Jefferson 

established magazines for provisions on the Roanoke River, his men would utterly starve.221 

 The supply system had not improved by the time of Battle of Guilford Courthouse on 

March 15. The troops were exhausted and hungry during the rainy night afterward but the 
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most food they had was a small amount of corn to parch and very little meat. However, Greene 

had the foresight to establish a rallying ground at Speedwell Furnace, about thirteen miles from 

the Guilford battle site, if things did not go as planned. There the troops could obtain food and 

commissaries could provide rations for the next day’s march.222 The battle ended in a British 

victory but with heavy casualties similar to those of Bunker Hill. However, the American camp 

had fought valiantly, and Greene's letters in the days following the battle attested to his men’s 

mettle.223 They had scarcely enough to eat and drink and had to camp in smoke-filled woods, 

but the patience and fortitude of both soldiers and officers surmounted their difficulties.224  

 Shortly after the Battle of Guilford Courthouse, Greene intended to pursue and attack 

Cornwallis, commander of the British Army at Guilford, while the latter was retreating to his 

supply depot in Wilmington, North Carolina. Greene’s men were still woefully underfed when 

they reached Ramsour’s Mill on March 28 and found quarters of beef in the slaughter pen that 

the British left behind in their hasty departure. After devouring the beef, their hunger was still 

not satisfied, and they proceeded to eat “without a murmur the garbage which was meant for 

the buzzards.”225 To be sure, this “garbage” could not have been appetizing, nor was it 

healthful. But their hunger was severe enough for them to resort to desperate measures in 

order to keep pursuing Cornwallis. 
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 Continuing his efforts to root the British out of South Carolina, Greene attempted to lay 

siege to British-held Camden. While encamped at Hobkirk’s Hill outside Camden, he requested 

Thomas Sumter, another of his partisan commanders, to provide him with corn and meal 

because the land near Camden was barren and could not support his army. Greene’s order was 

to have his troops receive two days’ provisions and a gill of spirits per man. He wanted his 

subordinate to deliver these items without delay, and if Sumter failed to do so, Greene claimed 

that his position at the hill would be untenable. Sumter sent the corn and meal, but the rum did 

not arrive until later, which led to some initial troop disappointment. Some of Greene’s men 

had eaten and others were in the process of eating when they suddenly had to fall in due to a 

surprise attack by British commander Lord Francis Rawdon. One eyewitness to the event was 

reported to have said "An animated though solemn joy, appeared to pervade the whole army." 

Even though the battle ended in another American defeat, a lack of provisions was not the 

cause; in fact, the troops may have fared worse had they not previously received the fruits of 

Sumter’s foraging.226  

 The deficiency of rations had not been due to laxity on the part of Greene’s 

quartermaster Edward Carrington and commissary William R. Davie. In spite of their strenuous 

efforts, attempts at provisioning the army for advances and retreats as well as for daily meals 

often fell short of expectations. The distance from supply depots in North Carolina, as well as 

difficulty in locating wagons to transport food, rendered delivery of victuals unpredictable and 
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erratic. Nevertheless, Greene’s small army was able to survive by foraging between deliveries 

and take the offensive in the 1781 South Carolina campaign.227  

 The failure of the system of specific supplies in the Southern Department meant that 

impressment would remain the principal method of provisioning. The Southern Army was 

forced to forage for survival while dealing with both a superior British army and civilians less 

than enthusiastic about supporting the war effort. Although some states had rescinded 

restrictions on impressment by 1781, other state legislatures still clung firmly to the sanctity of 

private property. Conversely, American officers and soldiers believed that without a 

provisioned army, private property and liberty would be lost. Therefore, to maintain a well-fed 

American military force, they would have to violate the very principles for which they were 

fighting. This irony was not lost on Nathanael Greene during the southern campaign.228 

 In September 1781, Greene’s army attacked troops under Lord Rawdon’s successor, 

Alexander Stewart, near Eutaw Springs outside of Charleston. During their pursuit of Stewart’s 

men through the well-provisioned British camp, some American militia and Continentals, tired 

and hungry after battling for hours in the oppressive South Carolina heat, could not resist 

stopping to consume abandoned food and rum. Henry Lee’s Light Horse kept after the fleeing 

British, but eventually Stewart’s men were able to rally and drive the Americans from their 

camp.229 

                                                      
227 William Richardson Davie to Thomas Burke, August 30, 1781, Walter Clark, ed. The State Records of North 
Carolina, 15: 628-629; Greene, The Life of Nathanael Greene, 3: 263. 
228 Justin S. Liles, “Reluctant Partisan: Nathanael Greene’s Southern Campaigns, 1780-1783.” Master’s thesis. 
University of North Texas, 2005. 
229 Terry Golway, Washington’s General: Nathanael Greene and the Triumph of the American Revolution (New 
York: Henry Holt, 2005), 282-283. 



82 

Recalling many years later the “awful crisis” that Greene’s army managed to survive that 

year, Commissary Davie noted several instances in history of great commanders, including 

Frederick the Great, having to “abandon their objective or sacrifice their armies on the failure 

of subsistence,” no matter how formidable the armies were. Nathanael Greene was certainly 

not as powerful or accomplished as Frederick, but he was able to lead hungry men without ever 

abandoning his military objectives. Greene’s tenacity was put to the test throughout the 

southern campaign, yet he never capitulated and sought every means to keep his men 

adequately fed while pursuing goals in the field.230 One historian notes that the performance of 

American troops at Cowpens, Guilford Courthouse, Hobkirk’s Hill, and Eutaw Springs indicates 

that they were adequately provisioned before heading into battle.231 If so, this was a product of 

foraging rather than an adequate provisioning system. 

Henry Lee recollected that the troops never suffered so much from scanty, low-quality 

food as they did shortly before encamping on the High Hills of Santee in South Carolina in July 

1781; nevertheless, they found ways to keep from going hungry. Rice, Lee explained, was 

substituted for bread, which was acceptable to soldiers who had grown up with it, but it did not 

sit well with Maryland and Virginia troops who had grown up with corn or wheat bread. Poor 

cattle supplied only one to two ounces of meat per man, so after overcoming initial revulsion, 

Lee’s men consumed frogs, which they soon believed were quite nutritious. Some of the men 

found alligator meat to be just as edible as frogs.232 
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 Greene also sought and received the services of South Carolina partisan leader Francis 

Marion, who likewise was on the move with little time to prepare sufficient rations. 

Consequently, Marion’s men were frequently without adequate provisions. According to one 

historian, they would watch Marion’s personal cook. If they observed him preparing portable 

food that took little time to fix, they would likewise provision themselves because doing so was 

the only way they could determine Marion’s intentions. Their usual fare was sweet potatoes, 

accompanied by lean beef when they could get it, and salt, which was present only when taken 

from enemy commissaries. Marion had little use for that condiment and instead would give it 

to families loyal to the American cause. Such action, he said, endeared him to his men and the 

liberty they were fighting for, and certainly helped to keep up morale.233 However, as hungry as 

his men were, Marion forbade them to plunder. Any soldiers who “’took "Provisions or forage 

from any person or plantations without a wrighting authority from me, . . . will be Deemed 

plunderers & Suffer Accordingly and part[ie]s will be sent to destroy all such plunderers 

wherever they may be found.’"234 Though Marion was a partisan leader, his actions regarding 

his men vis à vis provisioning themselves were very similar to those of some Continental 

commanders, including Greene. 

 Greene had not experienced mutiny as a result of a lack of provisions during the 

southern campaign, though he was constantly in fear of an eruption. But in the North on 

January 1, 1781, the Pennsylvania Line mutinied by violently confronting their officers, killing 

one and injuring a few others. They then marched on Philadelphia to voice their grievances, 
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among which was a lack of provisions, to Congress. One lieutenant feared that unless Congress 

promptly resolved the pay and provisioning problems, the troops would run out of patience and 

perseverance. Few men would be willing to endure hardships caused by worthless currency and 

a total lack of decent clothing and food. The soldiers’ complaints, he asserted, deserved 

immediate attention.235 Washington also knew that the worst could be expected if action was 

not taken to relieve the troops, and concluded that the Pennsylvania Line’s actions would make 

the army’s situation clearer than anything he could say.236 

 Washington had been painfully aware of the army’s sufferings and worked diligently to 

alleviate them. He tried to assure the troops that Congress and the states were doing all they 

could to help but he could not condone mutiny as a solution to its woes. He knew at the 

beginning that the colonies were woefully underprovided with the means for war and that they 

believed their patriotism would more than make up for material deficiencies. Despite such 

difficulties, he believed that the country should not shrink from these deficiencies or disregard 

the law in order to gain restitution. It was a given that the public would provide sufficient 

justice to the men fighting and suffering on its behalf, but it was the soldiers’ duty to deal with 

such evils with resilience and look forward to the time when their country would be in a better 

position to reward their services.  Throughout history, he reminded his men, armies have 

patiently suffered distresses more extreme than theirs, and for far less worthy causes than 
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independence. Mutiny tarnished the honor of American soldiers and sullied their reputation for 

“patient Virtue,” and served only to ruin the lives of those reckless enough to attempt it.237    

 Desertion and mutiny for lack of provisions were not the only options chosen by 

disaffected Continental soldiers. One soldier suffered many privations during his brief tour of 

duty, but poor quality food and lack of other foods played a major role in his unhappiness. 

Praise from his commanders for bearing up with no meat, low-quality bread, and a shortage of 

rum did little to bolster his morale. These trials, he lamented, were too much for a disappointed 

soldier who was unaccustomed to military life. Yet the soldier never deserted or rebelled over 

those hardships he endured. Instead, he served his country by becoming a surgeon’s mate, 

tending the sick and wounded.238 The food situation in Continental Army hospitals, however, 

was in many instances as dire as in the army itself. One physician found a hospital so devoid of 

rations that he had to allow ambulatory patients to walk into town and beg for food from 

residents.239  

 Cornwallis’s surrender at Yorktown in October 1781 did not end all military activity, nor 

did it halt the Continental Army’s provisioning problems. The Revolutionary leadership was in 

no way certain that Britain had given up trying to force its erstwhile colonies back into the 

imperial fold. The British still occupied Savannah, Charleston, and New York City, and the 

number of British troops in the South still outnumbered Nathanael Greene’s forces. While 

Greene worked incessantly to keep his army fed, troops around British-held New York City 

continued to suffer from supply problems. At West Point in November 1781, General Alexander 
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McDougall fumed at the inequity of food distribution at posts in New York. “The Sufferings [at 

West Point] . . . for want of Bread is intolerable. It is with Difficulty that [the poor Soldier] can 

either exchange, beg, or steal . . . Beef for Flour, or Vegetables.” Of the fourteen barrels of flour 

at McDougall’s garrison, twelve of them were bad.240 

 By June 1781, great dissatisfaction with the system of specific supplies resulted in 

Congress devising yet another way to feed the army. It appointed Robert Morris as 

superintendent of finance, expecting him to solve its financial woes as well as provision the 

army. Morris replaced the specific supplies system with the contract system because he 

believed contracts were the least expensive and most reliable way to obtain supplies necessary 

to feed and move the army. Under this scheme, Morris advertised for contractors, selected 

bidders who gave the lowest price and guaranteed the most satisfactory service, held the men 

to their contracts, and paid them in cash after they had met their obligations. He asserted that 

competitive bidding would restrict contractors’ profits, keep food prices low, and reduce the 

need for commissaries. On December 6, 1781, he contracted with New York merchant Comfort 

Sands and Sands’s two brothers to provision the Continental Army and forces stationed at West 

Point.241 

 Morris deemed that every garrison, mobile army, or military district would be 

provisioned, but since small detachments assigned to these places also depended on those 

places for food, troops initially stationed there were not always victualed adequately because 

troop numbers fluctuated. Also, as happened in the two previous attempts to feed the troops, 
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not all of the contractors were honest in their dealings. Soldiers either did not receive certain 

foods or received low quality foods, and some were forced to retrieve provisions at places more 

convenient to the contractors than to the troops. Less than three months after the Sands 

brothers agreed to the contract, army officials at West Point began railing against the 

contractors due to poor provisioning. On April 16, 1782 Washington requested a list of their 

grievances from West Point commander William Heath so he could determine the reasons for 

the complaints.242 He believed that contracting for provisions would keep the troops fed and 

contented, and that the contractors were doing their job, but this proved not to be the case. 

Washington received the list of complaints from Heath’s officers on May 2, 1782.243 On May 29 

Heath informed Washington that encampments in several Northern states had received either 

bad provisions or no provisions at all, and he warned that unresolved contract problems would 

lead to serious consequences.244  

 Morris had been overly optimistic in thinking that contractors’ self-interest would be 

sufficient to solve the army’s provisioning problems. Contract obligations were half-heartedly 

met and easily ignored, and enforcing them proved difficult in the face of unscrupulous 

merchants interested mainly in lining their own pockets. Comfort Sands, the soldiers 
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contended, was wrongly named.  Sands and his brothers won contracts for supplying West 

Point and Washington’s army but did little to honor them. Between March and May 1782 the 

troops were provided tainted meat, spoiled flour, bad rum, and impure whiskey. Washington 

blasted Sands’s neglect of the troops:  

  “Why, Sir are the Troops without Provisions? Why are the deposits 
  Which have so often, and so long ago been required by General  
  Heath, and pressed by myself, neglected? Why do you so  
  pertinaciously adhere to all those parts of the Contracts as are  
  promotive of your own Interest and convenience . . . and at the  
  same time disregard the most essential claims of the public;  
  thereby hazarding the dissolution of the army and risking the  
  loss of the most important post in America? 245 
 
 Things had not improved by 1783, as several officers of the New Jersey Line claimed that 

so much “exceedingly bad beef” was issued to the troops that it was totally unfit for use.246 As 

with the two previous systems, poor provisioning threatened to ruin the morale of even the 

best disciplined soldiers, and officers warned that they could not be responsible for the conduct 

of troops under such circumstances.247 

 

 Nathanael Greene did not have an easier time finding food in the South after the British 

surrender. Although meat and rice were available, rum and spirits were not. The countryside 

had been laid bare by the war, and internecine clashes between Whigs and Tories meant that 

supplies could be obtained only with great difficulty. Soldiers in this situation, Greene warned, 
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could not be expected to remain calm for long.248 He was right. On April 22, 1782 he informed 

Washington that the men were greatly distressed, partly from having gone for a month without 

their allowance of a gill of rum. They were becoming restless and unhappy, and Greene feared 

that the spirit of mutiny would spread throughout the army. Troops had gone so long without 

pay and good provisions that he believed that even new clothing would not satisfy them. 

Greene’s closest supply depot was in Virginia, and the land around him had been so decimated 

that only poor beef and rice could be obtained by officers who had money. Since neither 

officers nor men had been paid, no one would bring items for sale to the camp, which meant 

that soldiers would remain ill-tempered.249  

 Greene’s plaintive letter to Robert Morris for relief brought only further 

discouragement. The superintendent of finance remained focused on strengthening the 

financial system and restoring public credit. Provisioning the army was a secondary 

consideration, and therefore did not augur well for the soldiers. As a result, Greene’s troops 

would not receive benefits of the contract system until mid-1782. Throughout most of that 

year, the Southern Army suffered and came close to dissolving because it was compelled to fall 

back on impressment and the system of specific supplies. Greene already knew that state 

provincialism would not allow the army to be adequately supplied. He grew more disillusioned 

when Morris told him he would have to continue operations in the South with or without 
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provisions, men, pay, and clothing, and simply hope that eventually things would work out.250 

Although the Southern Army’s situation slightly improved by August 1782 when it acquired 

some supplies as well as rum, this state of affairs was short-lived.251 In October 1782 Greene 

prevailed upon Governor Alexander Martin of North Carolina to supply his men with salted pork 

since they had been without bread or rice for over thirty days, and for most of that time they 

had nothing to eat. Unless the men got pork, Greene opined, the army’s prospects would be 

dismal.252 The Southern Army was no better provisioned by December 1782. Greene continued 

to press the North Carolina government for food since there were no established magazines to 

hold provisions. South Carolina could afford him no cattle, rum, or salt, and because there was 

so little to eat, the Army had to abandon the area.253 

Greene’s troops still depended on foraging for sustenance around Charleston after the 

British evacuated the city, but another provision-based mutiny erupted shortly thereafter near 

Eutaw Springs. The First Regiment of Cavalry had formed up and was headed for Virginia, 

claiming that they had been starving for a long time when the contractor finally arrived in 

camp. They claimed that the contractor took several days to issue two days’ worth of poor 

quality bull beef unfit for consumption. Their commanding officer admitted that the men had 

just cause for their actions, even as he reprimanded them and ordered them to return to duty. 

However, to preserve unity, he praised them for their valor and for enduring such hardship. In 

return, the men promised that they would remain loyal if he pardoned them. The officer knew 
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that Washington showed great concerned for the troops’ welfare and frequently spoke out for 

them, so he told his men that he would inform the commander in chief of their grievances. He 

indicated to Washington that the would-be mutineers would be satisfied if they could  have 

provisions and a few months’ back pay.254 

 Washington hoped to alleviate dependence on contractors by having the troops create 

regimental gardens. There were no active campaigns in 1782 and 1783, and the men were, for 

the most part, stationed in encampments. He believed that vegetable gardening in these camps 

would benefit them in several ways. First, they could grow vegetables for their own use. 

Second, the trustworthy among them could be given ten-day passes by their regimental 

commanding officers to go into the countryside to gather seeds. Washington hoped such 

activity would improve the men’s’ health and raise morale. Third, local citizens were 

encouraged to assist the men in their horticultural endeavors by bringing all kinds of garden 

seeds to the encampments, thus building a spirit of cooperation between soldiers and 

civilians.255  

 The results of the garden experiment remain unknown, but the fact that Washington 

urged implementation of such a program demonstrates that to the very end of the war and 

under every kind of hardship, he battled relentlessly for the nutritional welfare, well-being, and 

morale of his men. In the end, the contract system proved unenforceable, and like the 

Commissariat and system of specific supplies, forced the troops to rely on foraging as a means 
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of feeding themselves. Although Congress devised three official provisioning methods, the 

system that put food in soldiers’ stomachs throughout the war was the one in which the men 

fed themselves. 
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION 

            The failures of different supply systems and distresses of the army reflected Congress’s 

long-standing fear of a strong central government. Congress failed to provision the Continental 

Army since it was an infant government without an established bureaucracy. It had no standing 

as a governing body because it was an ad hoc committee formed to administer what was 

believed to become a short war. Its limited powers and revenues contributed to its authority 

problems with the states. Congressional failure also occurred due to the expansion of the 

theater of operations. As the circle of violence expanded, the centralized provisioning schemes 

faced problems of distance and problems relating to the variety of circumstances (agricultural, 

financial, economic, strategic, and infrastructural) across the various theaters of the war. This 

explains the progressive decentralization of its provisioning systems. The move from the 

Commissariat to the system of specific supplies and then to the contract system reflected a 

growing recognition on Congress’s part of its own limited administrative capabilities. The 

soldiers, by contrast, had both the aptitude and permission to feed themselves. Washington 

had warned Congress that unless it created a reliable provisioning system, the army would 

dissolve. As it turned out, Washington was wrong; Congress never did devise a better supply 

system and the army did not disband. The soldiers’ ability and authority to forage throughout 

the war saved the Continental Army. 

            Many soldiers remained resolute to the cause, displaying a willingness to sacrifice and 

persist in spite of subsistence difficulties, while others deserted or mutinied. The Continental 

Army was never far from starvation and dispersal, yet it managed to survive for eight long years 
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and to win because its own victualing system—foraging—kept it going through three failed 

Congressional attempts to provision its fighting forces. Ultimately, the least centralized 

provisioning system kept the army together and its morale up. The Americans managed to field 

an army, keep it supplied and paid, however poorly, and keep up the fight through crises that 

ordinarily would have caused its collapse. Through eight years of war, Washington’s troops 

validated Frederick the Great’s dictum that an army’s foundation is its stomach (that is, that 

morale is dependent on provisions). The fact that the army’s strength remained at above 

11,000 through 1783 despite the failure of Congress to provision it demonstrated that foraging 

was an adequate method of feeding the Continental Army.256 

            The Commissariat worked fairly well in the early months of the war when the conflict 

was confined to the vicinity of Boston. As the theater of war expanded into Canada and the 

middle colonies of New York and New Jersey, it became logistically difficult for the Commissary 

General to transport sufficient food to greater numbers of troops. Congressional experiments in 

reorganizing the Commissariat served to complicate the provisioning process instead of 

streamline it. Adding to the commissarial failure was the wartime economy and steady currency 

devaluation that decreased Congress’s purchasing power. As a result, the troops, who were 

supposed to benefit from the commissary system suffered from food shortages, low morale, 

fewer reenlistments, and increased desertions. Despite Washington’s efforts to get Congress to 

adequately feed the army, the growing ineffectiveness of the Commissariat resulted in soldiers’ 

mounting reliance on foraging to maintain strength and morale. 

                                                      
256 Lesser, Sinews of Independence, 210. 
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            The state system of specific supplies with which Congress replaced the Commissariat 

worked even less effectively than its predecessor. Congress assigned food quotas to the several 

states without knowing whether the states could supply the requested items, and without 

providing the states with a common administrative entity through which to collect and 

transport food to the troops. The increasing dissatisfaction of soldiers under this system 

escalated to the point of mutiny within some Connecticut regiments, but this was merely a 

desperate attempt to get Congress to provision them so they could keep fighting. Foraging, 

which began as a temporary solution to the supply problem, became critical to the army’s 

survival. 

            The contract system devised by superintendent of finance Robert Morris also failed to 

adequately feed the army. Contractors found ways to line their pockets while provisioning the 

troops, and Morris found that enforcing contractual agreements was difficult. Competitive 

bidding did not restrict contractors’ profits or keep food prices low; as a result, soldiers either 

did not receive particular foods, or received food of inferior quality, and some soldiers had to 

meet contractor conditions if they wanted to obtain foodstuffs. Additionally, a mutiny more 

serious than that of the Connecticut troops erupted in the Pennsylvania Line for want of 

provisions. 

            The failure of the contract system was made all the more evident by the almost total 

reliance on foraging by Nathanael Greene’s Southern Army. He had been forced to rely on the 

state supply systems of Virginia and North Carolina, but the distances between him and his 

supply depots, as well as the difficulty in obtaining wagons, precluded timely and dependable 
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food transport. Nonetheless, his small force was able to persist in its mission by foraging 

between deliveries.            

 Adequate amounts of the right kinds of foods are crucial for armies to be successful on 

the march and in battle. Troop performance in battle is linked directly to the manner in which 

men are fed, and winning or losing depends on how well provisioning problems are handled. 

These factors indicate that foraging was effective in sustaining physical strength and morale at 

acceptable levels despite the failure of the Continental Congress’s three supply systems—the 

Commissariat, the system of specific supplies, and the contract system—to provide sufficient 

sustenance. 

            Throughout the war, officers were acutely aware of the lack of quality provisions but 

often praised the men for their battlefield performance. Letters and journals written by these 

officers and by George Washington and Nathanael Greene attested to the troops’ constant 

suffering due to a lack of quality rations from the three progressively decentralized and 

ineffective supply systems. These writings demonstrate that the soldiers’ zeal for the cause of 

American independence would stretch only so far on an empty stomach. As a result, foraging 

became the troops’ preferred way of victualing themselves and boosting morale, and it played 

a major role in Nathanael Greene’s ability to feed his small Southern Army. In fact, Greene grew 

more proficient at ad hoc provisioning; unlike Washington, he experienced fewer morale 

problems and no mutinies, although he was constantly in fear of an uprising. If successful 

provisioning can be measured by these factors, Greene emerges as a better forager than 

Washington. Greene’s suspicion, bred by experience of Congressional incompetence, was the 

reason for his successful provisioning.  
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           The War of Independence is sometimes told as a story of republican zeal conquering 

privation, and challenging Frederick the Great’s rule regarding food and morale. This ground-

level research paints the American War in more conventional colors; instead of an army that 

fought without food and succeeded, Washington’s forces fought and succeeded thanks to their 

ability to find a way to provision themselves. This view of the war as more conventional than 

miraculous is mirrored by modern research on various aspects of the Patriot war effort, such as 

manpower, armaments, and popular support.257              

 

 

 
 

 

 

                                                      
257 Royster, A Revolutionary People at War; John Ferling, Setting the World Ablaze: Washington, Adams, Jefferson, 
and the American Revolution (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000); James Kirby Martin and Mark Edward 
Lender, A Respectable Army: The Military Origins of the Republic, 1763-1789 (Wheeling, IL: Harlan Davidson, Inc., 
1982); John Ferling, Almost a Miracle: The American Victory in the War of Independence (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2007); Dave Richard Palmer, The Way of the Fox: American Strategy in the War for America, 1775-1783 
(Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1975); Henry Lumpkin, From Savannah to Yorktown: The American Revolution in 
South Carolina (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 1981). On the issue of popular support, these works 
challenge the narrative of few versus many, especially when considering Patriot militia as well as Continentals. 
Congress held the conviction that the militia was the most important military organization for the war effort. 
Patriot militia forces succeeded in the South because they simply outnumbered Loyalist militia. Modern historians 
tend to downplay the role of militia forces during wartime and instead concentrate on national armies. Regarding 
the American War for Independence, Patriot militia deserves to be examined alongside the Continentals. 
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