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Two New Jersey Cities During the
Revolutionary War

R)pl(' living in New Jer-
sey during the Revolu-
War had a

difficult time. It was a

tionary

time of decision—are you
loyal to your king or a
patriot fighting for an
independent country? It
was a time when your
own town—the place you
call home—might be the
winter headquarters for
the new American army
or the site where a battle
would be fought.
Because of its
important geographic
position between New
York City and Philadelphia, both
British and American forces
wanted to gain control of New Jer-
sey. The British thought that if
they could control New Jersey,
they could split the colonies in two
Because of this, more battles were
fought in New Jersey than in any
other state of the new country .
General George Washington
spent a quarter of his time as
commander-in-chief of the Con-
tinental Army in New Jersey and
moved his army back and forth
across the state four times. He

won the first critical victories of

the Revolution in Trenton and
Princeton and spent the winters
of 1777 and 1779-1780 in
Morristown

In 1776, with the situation
looking bleak for the rebellion,
and because British troops were
in the state, many New Jerseyans
remained loyal to the king. As vic-
tories for the Americans were
achieved and American troops
occupied towns and cities of New
Jersey, townspeople now swore

allegiance to the new nation and

joined local militias.

This issue of Jersey Jour-

The Battie of Princeton, drawn by Alonzo Chappel, engraved by G.C. Finden. Photograph from the New Jersey

Historical Society Collections.

neys focuses on the tale of two cit-
ies of New Jersey (then just
towns)—Princeton and Morris-
town—and how events that took
place there were vital to the Revo-
lution succeeding, and how life
was changed for the residents of

those towns, -
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Morale 1s Boosted.:
Victory at Princeton

Prinoeton was settled in the late
17th century, and was named in
honor of Prince William of Orange
and Nassau. In 1756 the College
of New Jersey—now Princeton
University—was established. The
college operated out of Nassau
Hall, the largest academic build-
ing in the colonies.

Princeton was also the site
of one of the first critical victories
of the Revolution for George
Washington and the American
forces, and it couldn’t have come
a moment too soon. Support for
the Revolution was at an all-time
low and many people didn’t think
the undisciplined American army
could ever match the British army.

The battle fought in Prince-
ton on January 3, 1777 changed
Americans’ minds about its army.
British forces under General
Charles Cornwallis moved to
attack General Washington’s
army. Washington, realizing what
the British were planning, had his
army move secretly around the
enemy on January 2. The next
morning Washington reached
Princeton, where he defeated the
British troops. Outmaneuvered,
Cornwallis was now ordered to
abandon New .Jersey, except for a
line from Perth Amboy to New
Brunswick. For a few days after
the battle there were no troops of
either side in Princeton, then, in
late January, a large group of
American troops came to occupy
the town.

Washington with his victo-
ries had changed the military and
political landscape of New Jersey
and the emerging nation. The
Revolution could continue, morale

was improving, and people again
began to believe in their ability to
win their independence. Many
New Jerseyans volunteered for
the state militia and the new
American authority issued orders
about the conduct of private citi-
zens with more confidence.
Earlier, when the British
were chasing Washington's army,
2,703 New Jerseyans formally
declared their loyalty to the King.
But now with Washington in con-
trol of most of New Jersey, it was
his turn to demand in the name
of the United States that “those
who had accepted the British pro-
tections should withdraw within
the enemy’s lines, or take the nath
of allegiance to the United States
of America.” So the people of

Princeton as well as those of most
of New Jersey had to decide which
side to support. In Princeton, most
people took the oath to America.

Princeton remained a mili-
tary post for the rest of the war.
The college and Preshyterian
Church were used as barracks
and as a hospital at different
times during the war. Can you
imagine what it would be like to
have an army staying in your
town? Later, during the summer
of 1783, the Continental Congress
met in Nassau Hall, making
Princeton the country's capital
for four months. *

Source: History of Princeton and Its
Institutions by John Frelinghuysen
Hageman; J.B. Lippincott & Co.,1879.
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