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     At our last membership meeting our president related to us that he had the opportunity to visit Valley 

Forge. He came back with a “changed mind” vs. what he had been told for years. A park ranger told him 

that the cold wasn’t as bad as it was made out to be. It was milder. But there were several thousand deaths 

due to sickness and disease brought on by improper hygiene and poorly constructed huts. One of our 

historians agreed and said that even Camp Reading wasn’t as cold as Morristown (two years later). The 

Morristown encampment did have the worst weather conditions of the entire Revolutionary War. They 

had 28 snow storms while the troops were there. The Hudson River and New York Harbor froze over so 

one could a drive sleigh across the ice. Now that’s cold. 

     As I sat and listened to the winter conditions improving by the minute, I just wanted to make it clear 

that the winters at Valley Forge and Redding were not as severe on a comparative basis. Please don’t 

imagine that the soldiers at our camp were lying on blankets outside their huts basking in the sun. The 

winter camps were absolutely miserable times for the troops no matter which winter you pick. 

     European armies fought their battles when the seasons allowed free movement of troops and supplies. 

The American troops, with several exceptions, joined in the winter hiatus of war. Roads were frozen and 

impassable. The jagged roads could cut soldiers feet as well as those of the dray animals carrying or 

pulling supplies. Even if there was a temporary thaw, the roads would then turn to mud and mire. Living 

in a canvas tent in the warmer weather was okay, but it was unacceptable in the winter. Soldiers would be 

cold in log huts, but they would freeze under canvas. Many of the soldiers were destitute of warm clothes, 

shoes and blankets. Where were these winter encampments that generated such misery? 

Why Winter Encampments? 

The 8 American Army Winter Encampments: 

1.  Cambridge, MA  1775-76 
   Within days of Lexington and Concord, more than 20,000  

armed men from all over New England gathered in Cambridge.  

The Tories’ vacant estates, the empty Christ Church, and even 

Harvard’s brick buildings all served as barracks, officers’ quarters, 

and hospitals. Soldiers camped on Cambridge Common in tents and 

other makeshift shelters. Harvard College canceled classes. More 

than 1,600 troops were quartered in the college buildings. The New 

England men gathering on Cambridge Common––a rowdy and 

unkempt crew––would become the core of George Washington’s 

new Continental Army. The winter saw thousands of these troops 

leave Cambridge and return to their homes. Those that stayed got 

rid of the British troops occupying Boston by placing cannon (from 

Ft. Ticonderoga) atop Dorchester Heights and aimed at the British 

in the city.  

Tories' Christ Church, Cambridge Common, 

Tory evacuated homes, and even Harvard 

College buildings were homes for soldiers. 

More than 

1600 soldiers 

stayed in  

Harvard’s half-

dozen buildings 

 



 

 

Famous words written in Thomas Paine’s 

Times of Crisis in 1776 at one of the 

lowest points of the war for Washington’s 

troops - 

 

Winter soldiers: the phrase comes indirectly from 

Thomas Paine. Paine never used the words, as such,  

but they were much on his mind in late November of  

1776 when he sat in a park in Newark and wrote the 

 first words of his Crisis Papers. 

 

Those words of Paine ought to be emblazoned  

everywhere—ought to be read, taught, remembered, 

made part of every person's knowledge of history 

 and knowledge of literature. The words shine in their 

 sparse beauty. They begin: 

 

These are the times that try men's souls; 

The summer soldier and the sunshine patriot will, 

In this crisis, 

Shrink from the service of his country; 

But he that stands it now, 

Deserves the love and thanks of man and woman. 

Tyranny, like hell, is not easily conquered; 

Yet we have this consolation with us: 

That the harder the conflict, 

The more glorious the triumph. 

What we obtain too cheap, 

We esteem too lightly; 

'Tis darkness only that gives everything its value. 

Heaven knows how to put a proper price on its goods. 

And it would be strange indeed, 

If so celestial an article as Freedom 

Should not be highly rated. 

2.  Morristown, NJ (I)  1777 Winter 

1776 was one of the lowest points of the war. The new 

American army lost battles and escaped all year long. 

The army had dwindled down to only 2,000 men. Two 

events at the end of the year boosted morale. The 

victory at Trenton on Christmas Day, and the capture 

of Princeton shortly thereafter. Washington’s troops 

made a bee line for the safety of Morristown high up 

in western Jersey. The men that were left rented space 

in homes, barns and outbuildings. There was no formal 

camp. 

3.  Valley Forge, PA  1777-78 

The American victory at Saratoga was the highlight of 

the year. On the downside, the Danbury Supply Depot 

was destroyed by the British. The 1777 campaign 

season kept the main army busy in the Philadelphia 

region as the British moved in and took over the new 

government’s capital. After multiple clashes throughout 

the season, Washington moved his army to Valley Forge 

on Dec.19th. This was the first formal winter camp 

where the soldiers built their own log hut city. 12,000 

troops were crammed into 1,000 huts. Besides the 

winter weather, the camp was plagued by shortages of 

food, clothing, blankets and other basic necessities. The 

army logistics system had a major meltdown. 

Continental Congress did not fill necessary top 

Quartermaster and Commissary positions. There were 

bureaucratic hold ups in Congress (that part hasn’t 

changed for 230 years!). Supplies simply did not get to 

the camp. Housing was terrible (damp, smokey and 

cold). More than 2,500 soldiers perished that winter 

from typhus, dysentery, typhoid, and pneumonia.  

Additionally, hundreds of horses perished from cold and 

lack of forage. 

     Four days after entering Valley Forge, Gen. 

Washington informed Congress that the army was down 

to its last twenty-five barrels of flour. It had no soap or 

vinegar, and there were shortages of clothing, shoes, and 

blankets. Nearly three thousand men were “barefoot and 

otherwise naked,” he reported.  

    The one positive thing to come out of the camp 

season was the first “professional” training of all troops 

by Baron Friedrich von Steuben, a German officer.  He 

taught basic drill and military maneuvers and instilled 

badly needed discipline. This training continued until 

war’s end; it helped turn the troops into a professional 

army with military skills and disciplines.  

 

Troops hauling 

in cannon to 

Valley Forge. 

Prussian officer Baron von Steuben drilling the 

enlisted troops at Valley Forge. The training 

lasted during the remainder of the war. 

Washington watching his battered troops at 

Valley Forge. 
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Parts of the huge mural at the NPS Morristown visitor 

center. Soldiers try to keep warm while building huts. 

5.  Morristown, NJ (II) 1779-80 

4.  Middlebrook, NJ & Redding CT 1778-79 
The 1779 campaign season started out with one of the largest battles of the war…Monmouth Court 

House. The newly von Steuben-trained American army did an outstanding job. The army moved to 

White Plains, then onto Fredericksburgh, NY for the fall months. This year, the brigades were separated 

into 4 or 5 groupings in a crescent around NYC. Washington’s headquarters was in Middlebrook, NJ..  

Our archaeology team found many artifacts from  

the 1778-79 officer’s hut. The room on the right 

was occupied by the orderly, who cooked, cleaned, 

got firewood, and made ammunition for his officer.  

The officer’s fireplace and room were on the left. 

Camp Reading - CT 

The second-most recognized name of winter encampments 

is Morristown, or Jockey Hollow. This was the second time 

troops would camp here but the first formal hut city, with 

two winters of experience under their belt. 9,000 troops 

came into the Morristown camps. While the army was  

“advanced” at log hut building (vs. Valley Forge), this camp 

suffered from the worst winter weather of the entire war. 

They had 28 snow storms during their stay. Temperatures 

were the coldest to boot. Even with ongoing supply 

problems and the elements, there were only 100 deaths at the 

camp.  

6.  Highlands/Pompton/Morristown (III)1780-81 

7.  Highlands/Morristown (IV) 1781-82 

8.  New Windsor Cantonment 1782-83 

The war had moved down to the southern theatre. Battles 

and raids went back and forth in the Carolinas and Georgia. 

Americans took some big losses, but kept the war going. PA 

and NJ troops moved into Morristown once again. They 

occupied some of the old log huts from the prior year. 
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Troops returned to the north from their victory at 

Yorktown. They occupied huts near Verplanks, in 

theHighlands and Morristown. The French troops returned 

to the north the following fall. Washington and 

Rochambeau held a combined military review at 

Verplanks.  

Freezing cold and snow, plus smoky fires to keep warm. 

In October, 7,000 of Washington’s troops marched up the 

Hudson to New Windsor which was the final cantonment 

of the war. In June 1783, Washington disbanded his army. 

 

 

The Eastern wing under General Israel Putnam camped at three 

locations in Redding, CT. The three brigades probably totaled 

4,500 to 5,000 men including camp support people. Some of the 

problems which plagued Valley Forge had  been eliminated or 

at least reduced. Out of 1,400 men just at the NH camp (Putnam 

Park), 25 men perished from the elements and sickness. This 

was an1.8% death rate compared to the 20% casualty rate at 

Valley Forge. Washington’s camp at Middlebrook (Boundbrook, 

NJ today) had an interesting addition nearby at Pluckemin, NJ. 

Gen. Henry Knox established the Continental Artillery 

Academy for schooling of the artillery crews, as well as repair 

and manufacture of cannon. The academy remained in place 

until the end of the war. Many history books just skip over this 

winter. 

Weather forecast =  Cold and more snow!! 
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January 2008 FANs Meeting friendsofputnampark@comcast.net 

 

To contact us: 

The next  FAN’s  Meeting will be on Tuesday, February 12, 2008  

at 7:00PM  at the Visitor Center at Putnam Park.  

 

1. Steve Levine opened the first meeting of year, and welcomed the attendees. 

 

2. TG Henderson gave Treasurer’s Report. Discussed new accounting procedures and new  

ways to place our balances so they earn money while sitting. Good start for the year. 

 

3. Membership Drive. Steve Levine covered topic for Buzz Merritt. We have good start for 

this year. Talked about following up requests for annual dues. More – next meeting. 

 

4. Winter Walk recap. Dan Cruson covered the very successful event which took place on 

the first weekend of Dec. Best Winter Walk yet. 5CR, Wilton Militia and the American 

Loyalist troops did a terrific job. Keep whole outline for next year. 

 

5. WestConn Archaeology Middle Camp project update. Harry Gibson recapped status of 

Prof. Weinstein and her crew. They did site mapping phase this past summer. This year 

will be fund raising and project planning phase. FANs voted at meeting to donate funds 

to the project. Approved. 

 

6. Living History School Days will be next event on docket. Chairperson Nancy Cowles 

gave update. She is actively contacting and scheduling various schools for the 2008 

event. More, next meeting. 

 

7. Visitor Center Committee. Harry Gibson gave update. Committee on hiatus until  

February. Harry and Dan Cruson are drafting new map, walking tour and site signage 

texts for tour signs around the park. Visitors will then be able to “read” 12 mos. a year. 

 

Winter Soldiers "These are the times that try men's souls ... "  
The summer soldier and the sunshine patriot will, in this crisis, shrink 
from the service of their country; but he that stands it now, deserves 

the love and thanks of man and woman.    -- Thomas Paine 

 
Everyone in our organization should take an hour some day and walk through 

Putnam Park during the winter. One can get a small glimpse of what it must 

have been like during the 1778 winter encampment. That’s exactly why we run 

our Winter Walk each December. We take so much for granted today that we 

really can’t fully comprehend what those winter camps were like. No electricity, 

no running water, no furnace that keeps you toasty warm. And often times it 

was also no food, no shoes, no blankets and no medicine for flu and colds. Plus, 

the soldier had to trudge outside and walk a fair distance to the outdoor latrines. 

The log huts were drafty and smoky. Then try to compare your one hour walk to 

five or six months. That’s how long the troops were there! 

No army ever won a war without logistical support. Logistics means getting and distributing food, 
clothing, arms and ammunition, tents and blankets, tools to build with and pots to cook in. Wagons 
to haul the equipment and hundreds of  dray animals to pull the wagons.  This was the biggest 
problem impacting the troops at the winter camps. Almost all logistics were inadequate or missing 
altogether. We can’t fully appreciate what heroes those winter soldiers at our camp really were! 
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