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LIEUTENANT SIMON WILMOT
British 16th Light Dragoon Regiment
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Early on the morning of January 3, 1777, my troop of horsemen led about
a thousand British soldiers under Lieutenant Colonel Charles Mawhood
out of Princeton. We headed towards Trenton on the King’s Highway
[today’s Route 206] to reinforce and bring supplies to General Cornwallis,
who was planning to renew his attack on General Washington’s army at
Trenton that morning. Marching down the highway, we passed farms and
came to a small settlement around Samuel Worth’s water-powered grist
mill on the Stony Brook that created flour from the wheat grown by the
local farmers. As we approached the bridge over the brook, we saw that the
road had been disturbed by something crossing it. We needed to get to
Trenton, so we did not try to find out who had left their tracks. [That disturbance had been made very recently by some of Washington’s troops sent
ahead to help him attack Princeton.]
Just after crossing the bridge, the highway went up a hill and when
we reached the top, Cornet Evatt, riding near me, saw a group of men with
guns marching through a wood about a mile in the distance on our left. I
immediately told Colonel Mawhood about this, and he sent me to ride
down to the edge of the wood to see who they were. When I saw that they
were men from Washington’s army, I reported back to the colonel. But he
did not believe me and thought the men might be Hessian soldiers. To be
sure, he sent me down a second time to get closer to them. Soon I saw a
group of rebel soldiers coming toward me across a farm field with some
aiming their rifles at me. I could see that there were many more of them
than I had seen before. Although they were so near that it was difficult for
me to retreat, I hurried back to Colonel Mawhood and told him there were
two other groups of rebels. By that time, Colonel Mawhood had turned our
column around, and while sending some of our troops back towards
Princeton prepared to attack the enemy troops with our 17th Regiment of
Foot and some other small groups, including my troop of horsemen. These
actions began the unexpected Battle of Princeton.

The Battle of Princeton begins!
Photo by Michael Russell.
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20th Continental Regiment
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As my regiment descended sloping ground through an orchard on our
way to check out what we thought was a British patrol from Princeton the
morning of January 3, 1777, a party of British soldiers, positioned behind
a bank and fence, rose up and fired upon us. Their first shot passed over our
heads and cut limbs from the trees under which we were marching. At
this moment, we were ordered to change direction. As my platoon was
obeying the order, the corporal standing at my left shoulder, received a
musket ball, and fell dead. If he had not bent forward at that moment, the
ball might have ended my life instead. We formed in a line, advanced, and
fired at the enemy. They retreated to their packs, where they had laid them.
I advanced to the fence along the ditch which the enemy had just left, got
down on one knee, and loaded my musket with ball and buckshot. Our fire
significantly thinned their ranks, and victory seemed nearly complete. But,
then the British were reinforced, and many of our brave men had fallen, so
we were unable to withstand them and retreated.
Amid the fighting, I remember the exact moment I saw Washington
appear in front of our army, riding towards those of us who were retreating, and yelling: “Parade with us, my brave fellows, there is but a handful
of the enemy, and we will have them directly.” I immediately joined him
and helped drive the British from the field.
As soon as the shooting stopped, an officer asked me if I was
wounded. I told him I was not, that I never expected to be injured in battle.
However, when I checked myself over, I found the end of my forefinger
was gone, and I was bleeding profusely. I didn’t have any idea when it
happened. Checking further, I also found bullet holes in the skirts of my
coat, but no further wounds to my body.

Reenactors of 4th CT Continentals
representing Sergeant Nathaniel
Root's 20th Continental Regiment
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Slave of the Clarke family
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The battle that took place on the farms of my owners was something that
we did not at all expect. My seven owners were all related and were
Quakers; people who were pacifists and did not want to be involved in
the war on either side. They were farmers who worked hard each day to
produce food for their families and neighbors. We knew the British had
troops stationed in Princeton on the morning of January 3, 1777, but had
seen most of them march south the day before toward Trenton, where they
had fought against General Washington’s troops. We had no idea how that
battle had gone but, as always, put our efforts into doing the best we
could with our farms that had suffered from pillage by the British troops
at Princeton for over three weeks. We were missing animals and food
supplies put up for the winter.
At the house of two of my owners, siblings Thomas and Sarah Clarke,
the morning farm chores were underway when all of a sudden men began
marching towards Princeton in front of our farmhouse on an old, little-used
road that led to the east side of Princeton. They were disheveled men
belonging to General Washington’s army, not the red coat British or blue
coat Hessians, and it seemed that there were several thousand of them. As
we watched, a group of several hundred men broke off and headed across
the neighboring farm of William Clarke towards the Post Road [also called
the King’s Highway]. Unknown to us, at that moment most of the British
troops remaining in Princeton were marching on that road towards Trenton
to join General Cornwallis there.
British soldiers on the road saw the American troops and sent some
men to attack them. Very quickly, a battle took place on William’s and our
farms, badly scaring us and causing some damage to our house. After the
firing ceased, Washington’s troops carried some severely wounded and
bleeding men into our house, and I helped Mistress Sarah Clarke along
with other Quakers and army doctors take care of them for many days after
the battle.
The Colonial Williamsburg Foundation
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Brigadier General Hugh Mercer
Brigade Commander in Greene’s Division
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After marching all night from Trenton by back roads to avoid notice by the
British preparing to attack us at Trenton in the morning, Washington split
up his forces, and I was part of a group that marched toward Princeton up
an old, little-used road leading to the back of Princeton. Our group was the
main force under Washington himself and my brigade was part of the
division of Major General Nathanael Greene. When Washington became
aware that British soldiers had been spotted about a mile away on a hilltop
on the road to Trenton, he believed it was probably just a British morning
patrol sent out from Princeton and ordered me to take my men and cut them
off while the main force continued to Princeton.
I led my men across a farm toward an orchard near the house and
barn of the farmer. Unknown to us, the British had a large force and had
spotted us also. The British commander sent troops to intercept us, and
we met them unexpectedly on the farm. In the heavy fighting that developed, my men fought bravely but became terrified when the British
troops charged them with bayonets, which most of my men did not have,
and they began to retreat. I tried to rally them but fell from my horse
when he was severely wounded in a leg and fell. I continued to fight on
foot and refused to surrender to the British soldiers. As a consequence, I
received about seven severe bayonet wounds and was beaten on the side of
my head by a British soldier using his musket as a club.
It appeared to the soldiers of both armies that I was dead, but I still
breathed. After the battle, a soldier carried me to the farmhouse we had
passed just before marching off to engage the British “patrol.” The farmer
and his sister, along with their slave woman Susannah, cared for me
along with army doctors from both armies. Most of them thought I would
survive, but, as a doctor myself, I knew that my wounds were mortal.
Nine days after the battle, I died in the farmhouse.

General Hugh Mercer’s bayonetting
in John Trumbull’s The Death of
General Mercer at the Battle of
Princeton – Yale University Art Gallery
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Captain William Leslie
17th Regiment of Foot
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The morning of January 3, 1777, my company formed in the line of
march of the 17th Regiment of Foot under our commander Lieutenant
Colonel Charles Mawhood as we proceeded toward Trenton where we
expected to join General Cornwallis. I was originally from Scotland and
had been an ensign in the 42nd Regiment of Foot made up of Scotsmen
before I took my commission in the 17th Regiment in 1773. We came to
America from Ireland in late 1775, and I had come to Princeton the previous day with my regiment to help guard the town and supplies that
General Cornwallis had left there. I traveled lightly on campaign with an
extra shirt, pair of shoes, and a handkerchief carried in my blanket, “like
a pedlars pack.” I found Princeton in a badly damaged condition, like the
other parts of New Jersey we passed through. In a letter to my mother, I
told her that “the Desolation that this unhappy Country has suffered must
distress every feeling heart, altho the Inhabitants deserve it as much as
any sort of people who ever rebelled against their Sovereign; they lived
in plenty even to Luxury, every man was equal to his neighbour & not
one beggar in the whole country; but now too late they feel the ravages
of war.” I kept in my pocket a letter from American Patriot Dr. Benjamin
Rush, who had spent time in Scotland with my family. If I fell prisoner
to the Americans, this letter was to be given to either General Washington
or Lee. Rush offered me his house in Philadelphia as the place where I
could spend my time on parole as a prisoner.
That letter was in my pocket when my regiment reversed course
towards Princeton after we sighted the American army. My regiment was
the leading regiment to engage a force of rebels near the orchard on a
farm, and I commanded the right side of the regiment as we advanced.
My company took the heavy casualties, and I was hit twice from the first
American volley, and musket balls ripped through my left breast and
side. My servant, Peter McDonald, reached me, but I was unable to speak
to him, so I gestured to him to take my pocket-watch, which he did just
minutes before I died.

Captain William Leslie in John
Trumbull’s The Death of General
Mercer at the Battle of Princeton
– Yale University Art Gallery
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A hand-painted miniature
soldier of a PA Marine
- by Kim Gallagher.

Captain William Shippin
Pennsylvania Marine
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On the morning of January 3, 1777, I was serving in Colonel John
Cadwalader’s brigade with the 2nd Battalion of Philadelphia
Associators. I had joined with Washington’s army at Bristol on
December 12, 1776 as a marine after being detached from my duties as
captain of a company of Marines aboard the Pennsylvania privateer
Hancock. Sailing in June, we returned December 1 after capturing nine
ships. I was 27 years old and had served in the British army about 1769
before becoming a merchant in Philadelphia and then commissioned as
a privateer captain in March 1776.
Shortly after joining Colonel Cadwalader troops, I threatened to shoot
the young son of a Quaker woman, Margaret Morris, when I saw him
looking through a glass at our gondolas on the Delaware River. But, finding he was just a curious boy, I set him free, much to his mother’s joy.
Now, on January 3, we had marched all night from Trenton, and our
brigade followed General Mercer’s across a farm towards the road to
Trenton to intercept what was thought to be a morning British patrol.
Mercer ran into British soldiers near a farmhouse and orchard, and the
red coats repulsed his troops with a bayonet charge. Our brigade marched
against the British soldiers to support Mercer. Advancing with
Cadwalader, we marines took a position on the right flank when they
deployed from column into line of battle. We only fired one volley before
Mercer’s panicked men ran among us, followed closely by British soldiers
wielding bayonets. The left side of Cadwalader’s line broke, while some
of us on the right, including several companies of green coated marines
and two cannon, tried to hold the line together.
When the battle finally ended victoriously, my body, shot through the
head, was found on the field. I left a wife and three young children.
Someone buried me hurriedly in the Quaker cemetery close by and twelve
days later my body was taken to Philadelphia for burial. When the woman
whose son I had threatened heard of my death, she wrote in her diary that
she had long ago forgiven me and “felt sorry when I heard he was dead.”
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