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Major General John Sullivan failed to meet the implied orders of George Washington to seek and
act upon any advantage gained against the British and Seneca as a means to march upon Fort

Niagara. Sullivan failed not because of logistical or supply issues but through his own
shortcomings as a military commander and waning ambitions as a gentleman general serving the
Patriot cause. The victims of his choices went beyond the thousands of Haudenosaunee families

that starved near Niagara that winter, and included his Commander in Chiel’s chances of
capturing that key fortification for the Americans.
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1.0 Introduction and Thesis

1778 saw the war on the New York frontier intensified by the devastating raids of the
British army led by Butler’s Rangers and supported by Seneca, Cayuga, and Mohawk of the
Iroquois League. Major General John Sullivan was sent by Congress and George Washington to
respond by devastating the Iroquois farmlands and homelands the following summer. Initially,
the goals included overcoming the British garrison at Niagara and capturing that strategic
fortification if possible. Lacking manpower and resources to guarantee success, the mission
instead became directed toward making it impossible for Britain’s Iroquois allies to continue to
fight by destroying their crops, livelihoods, and safe havens. Nevertheless, Washington
continued to desire an assault on Niagara, and he provided Sullivan with the support of able
generals, artillery, and veteran troops to accomplish the deed. Sullivan’s failure to meet the
implied order to seek and act upon any advantage gained against the British and Iroquois as an
opportunity to march to Fort Niagara that ought to be seized with both hands. The kind of
advantage Washington had in mind did indeed present itself after Sullivan’s victory at Newtown,

and his failure to seize it was not due to delays or logistical problems. .

Sullivan failed to capitalize on the victory at Newtown and afterward chose a militarily
conservative course that accomplished significant destruction to Iroquois country, and little else.
After the Battle of Newtown, the Continental Army had Butler’s Rangers and the Seneca in full
retreat northwest to Niagara. Rather than strike for Niagara across rough country without guides
versed on the land, instead Sullivan turned north along established routes and marched his army
for more than two weeks. His army stopped at length to destroy farms and property before he
ended the campaign and marched home. The following spring the Seneca raids intensified again

and guerilla warfare claimed the New York frontier for the remainder of the war. Niagara was
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never captured and only later gained through negotiations. Primary documents suggest that it was
well within Sullivan’s ability and the 3500 veteran soldiers he commanded to march on Fort
Niagara and complete his mission against the British and their Indian allies. Potentially
reinforced by some of the 700 fighting men led by Colonel Brodhead from Fort Pitt. Sullivan
could have reached Niagara at or near full strength. Even without the resources for a prolonged
siege against the British garrison, the Continental Army could have forced the Seneca to retreat
far into Canada. then disengaged the siege and destroyed the Iroquois homelands as they

marched back to Fort Tioga.

Leadership and logistical difficulties led to a delay in the commencement of the
campaign and no doubt hindered Sullivan’s ability to accomplish either besieging Niagara or
breaking the Seneca. But was his “well executed failure” inevitable?' This paper explores
Sullivan’s Campaign through primary documents and identifies the causes, course and
consequences of General Sullivan’s military leadership from planning to prosecution. The
evidence will show that, counter to Joseph Fischer’s assessment that Sullivan’s Campaign failed
due to the shortcomings of Washington’s command and support, ultimately Sullivan failed
because he chose to. He managed to veil his failure in the appearance of success and the popular
feeling that retribution had been paid to a hated enemy while not engaging in another risky,

bloody fort siege deep in the wilderness.

He was not the Sullivan of Germantown or the early part of the war. He was finished with
war and desired retirement so he could move on to a political career. He was a lawyer turned

gentleman officer who demonstrated his valor on the field early in the war. But he was also as

: Joseph R. Fischer, A Well-Executed Failure (Columbia, South Carolina: University of South Carolina Press,
2008).
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disillusioned as Benedict Arnold with the army. his position in it, and even George Washington.
though he remained unswervingly loyal to the patriot cause. He was unpopular with his fellow
generals and made rivals and political enemies daily. John Sullivan was apparently popular with
the common man and his own soldiers. and he cultivated his popularity to advance his career
ambitions. So Sullivan chose to bring total war to the Seneca countryside because he knew it
would cement his popularity in New York. the one place that mattered most to him. By doing so

he locked in his political future and sidestepped the responsibility to take the battle to the British.
1.1 Overview of Research Methodology, Themes, and Topics

To better understand Sullivan’s actions and the American War of Independence on the
New York frontier in the summer and fall of 1779 this paper will be presented in sections. I will
first begin with some background information on Sullivan’s Campaign and discuss how events
unfolded from the planning stages of the Expedition through Major General John Sullivan’s
commencement and prosecution of his orders. I will also place the campaign in the greater
context of the American Revolution in order to better highlight the consequences of his actions
and inaction at critical points of the summer and fall of 1779. I will further touch on some
conditions both armies faced in support, logistics, and provisioning. Where necessary I will tie in
the political and economic factors involved to provide a greater contrast between Sullivan’s facts

and claims.

I will then begin an analysis of the campaign from a personal, political, and military
perspective from the same planning stages to Sullivan’s return victory march to Tioga. I will
examine the logistic issues that claimed prevented him from advancing to Niagara, provide an

overview of the battle of Newtown, and illuminate the conditions Sullivan was met with on his
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arrival in Genesee. This will provide the basis for making my argument. Using primary
correspondence. field reports, maps, and secondary academic sources. I will show that Sullivan
lacked the vision and the will to fulfill Washington's implied orders to besiege Niagara should he
rout Butler and the Iroquois. Concluding. 1 will also address some of the popular questions and
theories about Sullivan’s Campaign. These will include my views on military strategy. the
Iroquois variable, and Joseph Fischer’s assessment that the blame falls squarely on Washington’s

broad shoulders for the failure of the expedition.

There is another important matter to address in order to improve clarity when discussing
the Native Americans so integral to this campaign and the American Revolution as a whole. It is
important to remember that these regions on the New York frontier were populated by cultured.
industrial indigenous people with economic and familial ties to many colonial families. Because
of these ties these First Americans in the New York region are called by many names in the
documents examined. 1 will briefly shed some light on this matter before moving forward. The
specific nations we will be addressing in this paper are the Seneca, Cayuga, Onondaga, Oneida.
Mohawks, and Tuscarora. These are the names they know themselves by “nationally™. Ethnically

and linguistically, these Five Nations self identify as the Haudenosaunee, or the “People of the

Longhouse™.

The Haudenosaunee were labeled the Iroquois by their traditional Algonquin rivals in the
early seventeenth century, a name solidified in trading relations by first the French and later the
English. Consequently, the Haudenosaunee are rarely called by their proper name. most often
referred to as the League of Six Nations or Iroquois Confederacy, and occasionally by their
individual tribal nation names. All of these names are essentially correct, though some are

certainly more so. It is important for the reader to understand that the Seneca and Cayuga and



COE BN B BN B B BV BV BF BV AV AV &V &V 4

o . N

A-

o Bl TALLMIRL DA IUR NIRRT MR SN CE (U AL RS IR GA LT ST M AU v RS Mk ki b V@ 0N R YOS a7

The Sullivan Campagn of 1779 on the New York Fronter

Mohawk are all Iroquois, and that the names Iroquois and Haudenosaunee are interchangeable
when presented in this historical context. They are the same people, and colonial references to
“Iroquoia™ are to the regions of the Finger Lakes from Niagara to the Cherry Valley that

comprised the homelands of the Six Nations at the time of the war for American independence.

: Roger H. Stonehouse, The Sullivan-Clinton Campaign in 1779 Chronology and selected documents. . , (Albany:
New York University, 1929). 18.
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1.2 Reasons and Intent of the Sullivan Campaign of 1779

During the early summer of 1778 in the Wyoming and Cherry valley regions of Western
New York, colonial Patriots and their Oneida allies on the frontier braced themselves when word
reached of Seneca and Cayuga Iroquois on the warpath. News of their raids reached General
Philip John Schuyler on May 25.° By May 30. the Iroquois destroyed the village of Cobleskill in
a conflagration of homes and crops, and the anxiety of Governor Henry Clinton was aroused.’
The Continental Congress reacted swiftly, legislating support on June 11for missions against the
British garrisons and the enemy Iroquois “by another expedition from the Mohawk river to the
Seneca country, in order to chastise that insolent and revengeful nation, and to dispossess the
enemy from Oswego.™ Congress also reached two very important conclusions regarding these
missions into Iroquois country. First, recorded in the minutes of the Journals of Continental
Congress from that same session on June 11, in the order and authorization for a campaign
against the Seneca in western new York, is the assertion that if the Continental Army was to
attempt these tactical campaigns to dislodge the British from their forts in Detroit or Niagara, or
to ravage the Seneca homelands; the mission could not be an ill-prepared or half-hearted mission
that ended in stalemate. Such an outcome would exacerbate troubles on the frontier and prove
more costly in the long run. The rebellious colonies therefore had to commit to provision the
expedition with ample supplies and superb leadership. This too Congress demonstrated

awareness of in the specific request for General Horatio Gates to lead the expedition, or an

4 George Clinton, Public Papers of George Clinton V4 Part 1: First Governor Of New York, 1777-1795 and 1801-
1804 (New York: Kessinger Publishing, 2008), 3:356.

! Ibid., 4:377-78.

* Library of Congress, "Journals of the Continental Congress --THURSDAY, JUNE 11, 1778." (American Memory
from the Library of Congress), 1: 589-590.
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officer of Gates's choosing should Gates himself decline.® Gates did decline, saying “the man

who undertakes the Indian service, should enjoy youth and strength: requisites I do not possess.”

Second. these same June 11 minutes also included approval for other military personnel
to redeploy under Horatio Gates’s supervision to begin preparation for the expedition under the
planning of Commander in Chief George Washington. George Washington was shrewd to
include secondary orders for Major General John Sullivan to take command of the campaign
along with the original offer of commission to Gates. General Washington knew of Gates’s poor
health and probable refusal of frontier service. John Sullivan became the best candidate for the
job of those serving under General Horatio Gates based on his military record and experience
fighting against British veteran outfits. Sullivan was also probably the only general under Gates

that Washington thought trustworthy of the assignment.

Earlier the same year Sullivan had been seeking retirement, but Washington had refused
on the basis that Sullivans skill and experience was invaluable for the time being. Now
Washington wanted to make use of the accomplished Sullivan one last time, especially if
Congress dictated he draw on leadership from Gates’s camp. But choosing the precise leadership
of the expedition was not the only focus of Congress. as its initial actions supporting the
campaign demonstrated. Congress also began funding allocations on preliminary organization of
supplies for the expedition more than a year before Sullivan finally ordered the mouth of Lake
Otsego undammed to launch his Brigadier General James Clinton’s supply bateaux carrying

additional but what Sullivan viewed as inadequate supplies on August 8, 1779.

“ Ibid.. Vol. 11, 589-590.
7 Division of Archives and History, University of New York. The Sullivan-Clinton Campaign in 1779 Chronology
and selected documents . . ., (Albany: University of the State of New York 1929), 189.
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It can even be argued that Congress was proactive in attempts to supply the campaign.
However, in classic style “to starve the army at pleasure,™ Congress estimated the Indian
pacification expeditions would require a minimum of $932.743 to prosecute, yet on June 17,
1778 authorized only $600,000.” Presumably, more money was to be allocated later. However,
acquiring supplies without hard specie in hand or even the quickly depreciating Continental
dollars became the first of many challenges to supplying the expedition. According to scholar
Wayne Carp “we now know that an increase of the money supply was the fundamental cause of
the depreciation of the Continental currency. Until 1780, Congress issued approximately $226
million in paper money, more than half that amount— $124 million—in [OR 20] 1779 alone.”"
Continental dollars flew off the presses ramping up to the campaign, but they bought less and

less, especially since the British and even the French competed for the same goods and were cash

rich in hard specie by comparison.

The next two days of mid-June saw both Springfield and Andrustown share the fate of
Cobleskill, and two weeks later British Colonel John Butler began a fortnight of devastation in
the Wyoming Valley that claimed dozens of lives, eleven palisade forts and over 1000 homes
and vital structures including grist mills and barns."" Butler and Mohawks led by chiefs Joseph
Brant and Comnplanter continued the calculated devastation of the Mohawk, Wyoming and
Cherry valleys until the cold of winter and dwindling supplies forced a halt. As David Levinson
argues, these campaigns against colonists and, more specifically, Oneida allies left Oneida

villages devastated. This drove many Oneida refugees to distant Schenectady to be cared for by

’ Wayne E. Carp, To Starve the Army at Pleasure: Continental Army Administration and American Political
Culture, 1775-1783 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1984).

¥ Library of Congress, "Journals of the Continental Congress --WEDNESDAY, JUNE 17, 1778." (American
Memory from the Library of Congress), 11: 614.

' Wayne E. Carp, To Starve the Army at Pleasure, 104.

' Excerpt from 1778 Pennsylvania Packet edition on Wyoming valley massacre.

10
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the Colonials or to Niagara and into the arms of the British. Only a few Oneida warriors
remained to serve as scouts for the Americans, while the rest were concerned with their
immediate families, their homes, and their need to survive the coming winter.'? Butler's
campaign of 1778 was smaller in scale than the operations planned for Sullivan’s and Brigadier
General James Clinton’s expeditions the very next summer, but eerily similar in aim and
cffectiveness with regard to breaking their adversaries’ spirits. Although the raids damaged
Oneida security. the Oneida remained valuable allies of the colonists and served as scouts,
warriors and informants in the campaign against their brother nations. Oneida country and Fort

Stanwix in particular continued to play key roles during the course of the war.

The 1778 British campaign in New York was a testimony to the Continental Congress’s
assertion that a war of ineffective hampering and indecisive outcome would be unhelpful and
costly. Butler’s Rangers were too few to take and hold territory or do more than destroy the rich
and fertile countryside the rebels relied on for food, fodder and economic security. Likewise, the
Continental Army would have to do more in return than simply scour the countryside and
destroy Loyalist. Seneca and Cayuga agricultural, animal, and other natural resources. These
resources were desperately needed by all peoples of the region, and prolonged destruction of
them was not a sustainable strategy for either party. The British knew it and so always feared
eventual attack on their fortifications. They could transport adequate supplies for the Redcoat
soldiers stationed at Niagara and other forts, but were not prepared to provide for the surrounding
populace. Nor did they mean to. Lieutenant Colonel Mason Bolton served as commander of Fort
Niagara for the British and kept a constant balance between maintaining his garrison and his

tenuous Seneca alliance, always aware of the needs of his own “men necessary to defend works

"2 David Levinson, "An Explanation for the Oneida-Colonist Alliance in the American Revolution," Ethnohistory
23.n0.3 (1976): 265-289.

11
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of 1100 yards in circumference where there are five bastions, two blockhouses, and many other

places to be manned.™"

The Iroquois allies were supposed to serve as the self sufficient armed buffer that enabled
communications between British posts and provided warnings of attack. Their military purpose
(from the British standpoint) was to soften and slow the marching army through delaying actions
and steady attrition of the enemy’s manpower and support system. Until the invading Continental
Army had to be faced. Colonel John Butler used the Iroquois to destroy enemy towns and be an
instrument of spreading terror among the rebels. Raids upon Patriot farmsteads and families were
brutal. Bitter Loyalists like William Tryon appealed to British authorities “that the Indian
Nations lying between Quebec and West Florida be let loose on the Frontiers of the revolted
Colonies, unrestrained. excepting to Women and Children. ”* Butler was indeed unrestrained in
his conduct. Eyewitness accounts of his raids of 1778 demonstrate the total warfare he brought to

the New York frontier:

About 70 of the men. who had enlisted in the Continental service to defend the frontiers,
they inhumanely butchered, with every circumstance of horrid cruelty; and then shuttered
up the rest, with the women and children, in the houses, they set fire to them, and they all
perished together in the flames."

The Seneca and Cayuga had a vested interest in protecting their farmlands, orchards,
villages. and mills against similar retaliation from the Americans. They would fight hard to
defend these lands and add great strength and potentially numbers to the garrisons at Niagara and
to Butler’s Rangers. They knew the land, how to defend it, how to use it to their advantage, how

to move through it with information, trade goods, or malicious intent. An expedition against such

13 Mason Bolton to Frederick Haldimand, Documents of the American Revolution 1770-1783, XVII Transcripts
1779, (London: Irish University Press, 1977). 204.

" University of New York, The Sullivan-Clinton Campaign in 1779 Chronology and selected documents. . .,
(Albany: University of the State of New York, 1929), 756.

" Ibid., 51-54.

12
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a people and their British allies would have to employ knowledge of the region, disciplined
tactics, excellent soldiery. and of course, ample provisions. They were simply too formidable an
enemy to obliterate. and so had to be broken like a stallion, removed as a danger, and then made
useful. Success from Washington's view meant that once subdued “they may possibly be
engaged, by address. secrecy, and stratagem, to surprise the garrison of Niagara, and the shipping
on the Lakes, and put them into our possession. This may be demanded, as a condition of our

friendship. and would be a most important point gained.”'

Nevertheless there were fundamental differences between what Congress and
Washington wanted to occur in Western New York and what either was willing and able to
accomplish regarding the battle on the frontier. It was generally agreed that in order to both
assault the countryside and lay siege to either Niagara or Detroit, a combined force of
approximately 10,000 soldiers coordinated from Fort Pitt, the Mohawk Valley, and Sullivan’s
starting point of Easton in the Wyoming Valley were necessary. This was far more than were
available to draw upon or supply. Butler’s roughly 400 Rangers were hardened veteran
frontiersmen, augmented by the Seneca and Cayuga warriors supporting the British, and the
garrison at Niagara made the British military strength in the area roughly 4000 strong plus
cannon. With Brigadier General James Clinton’s colonial contingent, Brigadier General Enoch
Poor’s artillery and Brigadier General Edward Hand’s light infantry units, and the half dozen
Oneida scouts. Sullivan led an army of over 3500 able bodied men plus light cannon. In

contemporary military terms, these were essentially equal forces set in opposition.

'* George Washington to Sullivan, The Writings of George Washington from the original manuscript sources, 1745-
1799, (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1937), 7: 460-63.
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