
Strategic/Operational:
1) Washington Proves Himself as a General – After his major setbacks in New York and the miserable state of his army, most 
normal commanders would be mentally defeated. Frankly, prior to Trenton, Washington’s tactical abilities as a general were open 
to debate. But Washington proved his skill during this Christmas Campaign of 1776. During his retreat across New Jersey, he kept 
the British off balance until he regrouped across the Delaware River. Despite the poor morale of the army and the new nation, his 
resolve held firm. His decision to strike when he did proved his understanding of the delicate balance of military action within a 
larger political context. This insight drove him forward even though his plan to attack Trenton was falling apart. Through all the 
difficulties he faced, Washington’s bold counterstroke proved his tactical acumen ‒ balancing risk against reward. These traits are 
why Washington ranks among history’s great generals. 
2) British/Hessian Overconfidence – Throughout the American Revolution, British leadership suffered repeatedly from 
overconfidence. It was evident at Lexington-Concord, just as it was during Washington’s retreat through New Jersey. Once 
Washington escaped across the Delaware River, Howe suspected his defensive positions in southern New Jersey were too dispersed, 
admitting, “The chain I own is rather too extensive …”10 Yet, Howe failed to address it. Despite constant militia raids and 
harassment, he still allowed his positions to remain vulnerable. Only an overconfident commander would let this stand. And at 
the point of attack was Rall, whose overconfidence and contempt for Washington’s army led him to let down his guard by failing to 
prepare any defensive works on the approach into Trenton and by relaxing his patrols. He paid for these failures with his life.

Tactical:
1) Surprise – No discussion of Trenton would be complete without mentioning Washington’s successful use of surprise. This 

tried-and-true principle of war can give a substantial advantage to the attacker. At Trenton, Washington cleverly used spies, 
counterintelligence, night movement, and miserable weather to gain surprise. And despite the difficulty these ingredients added 
to his plan, it worked brilliantly. This is why Trenton is one of the best examples in history of this principle of war in action.

2) Mission Command – We know that Washington provided a detailed briefing to his commanders the day before the 
operation. And although we don’t know the exact content of the meeting, it is clear that Washington was adept at the 
art of mission command. He had established a culture of shared trust, where each leader knew they could rely on each 
other. As the attack unfolded, subordinate commanders used their shared understanding of the tactical plan to adjust to 

changing conditions. Washington didn’t have to tell Knox where and when to place artillery. He didn’t have to verify that 
Sullivan was in position west of town before starting the assault. And he didn’t have to tell Greene how to manage his main 
attack down King and Queen streets. They knew the plan and acted with initiative as events unfolded. This is effective 
mission command in action.

3) Technical/Tactical Knowledge – Great commanders understand the tactical and technical aspects of their equipment, 
weapons, and soldiers. Furthermore, they understand the impacts of weather and terrain on their plans. At Trenton, 
Washington demonstrated this knowledge. He immediately understood the value of boats and enlisted Glover’s 
experienced men, the same ones who had rescued him from the disaster on Long Island, for this complex task. And not 
only did he secure boats for his crossing, but he also denied them to his enemy. Furthermore, knowing the effects of wet 
weather on flintlock muskets, he made sure to prioritize artillery for the assault, and he brought a much higher ratio of 
artillery than would be normal for such an operation.11 This was no easy task. Loading and offloading them onto boats, 

then trudging them nine miles through the snow, was difficult. But as he suspected, they were the 
decisive wet-weather weapons of the battle. These considerations demonstrated a commander who 
understood his equipment, his men, and the weather to create every advantage he could.

4) Intelligence and Deception – One of the great subplots of Trenton is Washington’s use of spies. 
Washington built an effective network of informants and spies to keep apprised of British moves and 
intentions. Especially noteworthy was his brilliant deception using “double agent” Honeyman to plant 
the false impression on Rall that Washington would not attack. Sun Tzu’s ancient dictum, “If you 
know the enemy and know yourself, you need not fear the result of a hundred battles,” was as useful to 
Washington as it is today. 

Early American Wars:

 Trenton

American Forces: 2,400 men with 18 cannons, commanded by Gen. 
George Washington. His two division commanders were Maj. Gen. 
Nathanael Greene and Maj. Gen. John Sullivan. Brig. Gen. Henry 
Knox commanded the artillery.

Hessian Forces: 1,400 men with six cannons, commanded by Col. 
Johann Gottlieb Rall. His three regimental commanders were Lt. Col. 
Balthasar Brethauer (Grenadier Regiment von Rall), Lt. Col. Francis 
Scheffer (Fusilier Regiment von Lossberg), and Maj. Friedrich von 
Dechow (Fusilier Regiment von Knyphausen). Gen. William Howe 
served as the overall British commander-in-chief in the colonies. Lt. 
Gen. Charles Cornwallis served as his primary field commander and 
led the pursuit of Washington through New Jersey. 

 

In the fall of 1776, after losing New York, Gen. George Washington’s 
demoralized army moved south to regroup and prepare to 
defend New Jersey and Philadelphia. Lt. Gen. Charles Cornwallis, 
meanwhile, pursued the rebel force, hoping to defeat them before 
winter. Fortunately for Washington, during his retreat, he managed 
to delay Cornwallis long enough for Washington’s army to escape 
across the Delaware River. Then, he did something extraordinary. As 
Cornwallis’s army went into winter quarters, Washington launched a 
surprise attack on the Hessian garrison at Trenton. This bold stroke 
caught the British and Hessians off guard, resulting in the first 
significant American victory of the war. The timing was as desperate 
as it was brilliant. Just when American morale was at its lowest ebb, 
Washington motivated the new American nation to carry on. 

Actions by the British - In March 1776, Gen. William Howe 
(commander-in-chief of British forces in the Colonies) was forced to 
abandon Boston and encamp at Halifax, Nova Scotia. This temporary 
setback ended with the decision to take New York, a deep-water 
port for British ships and a base to control the Hudson River. In July, 
Howe’s army of 25,000 landed on Staten Island, and by the end of 
November, they had outmaneuvered and defeated Washington at every 
turn. (Map 1)

With control of New York, the Howe brothers (Admiral Richard 
Howe commanded the British Navy in the colonies) hoped to use the 
Hudson River to link with British operations in Canada. But by mid-
November, after receiving news that the British campaign to move 

down the Hudson had failed, they adjusted. With winter approaching, 
Cornwallis would continue to pursue Washington south into New 
Jersey while securing the eastern counties and their abundant food 
supplies for winter.1

As Cornwallis pursued Washington, he nearly caught him at Newark, 
then again at New Brunswick. (Map 1) But Washington eluded him 
with a rear guard that felled trees and attacked in numbers just large 
enough to require Cornwallis to fully deploy his forces. In a letter 
home, one British officer wrote, “As we go forward into the country 
the rebels fly before us, and we come back they always follow us. ’Tis 
almost impossible to catch them. They will neither fight nor totally run 
away, but they keep at such a distance that we are always a day’s march 
from them. We seem to be playing at bo peep.”2 By the time Cornwallis 
approached Washington’s army at Trenton, his advance guard saw 
the last Americans crossing over the river. Cornwallis had missed 
Washington again. And because Cornwallis could not procure any 
boats, his soldiers were forced to pause. 

On 13 Dec., William Howe changed his plans. Deciding that 
Washington’s feeble army could wait, he ordered his army into winter 
quarters. After which, Cornwallis convinced him to push out his 
defensive perimeter to cover Trenton, Pennington, and Bordentown, 
with a forward base at Brunswick.3 Normally, such a dispersed front 
would be ill-advised, but both men agreed that the rebel army was in 
no shape to pose a serious threat. They were comfortable enough that 
Cornwallis prepared to sail to England for the winter. 

Meanwhile, Col. Johann Gottlieb Rall, the 
Hessian commander at Trenton, shared Howe’s 
and Cornwallis’s disdain for Washington’s army. 
Despite taking basic precautions such as sentries 
and patrols, Rall failed to fortify his position 
in any meaningful way. He even ignored 
suggestions from his staff to emplace redoubts 
on the approach into town. Despite constant 
attacks on his patrols and repeated warnings by 
local Loyalists of a planned American attack, 

Rall was unmoved. “Let them come!” he replied. “We want no trenches; 
we’ll have at them with bayonets!”4 His biases were further confirmed 
after meeting with a local man ‒ presumed to be a Loyalist ‒ who had 
been briefly captured by the rebels. After hearing about Washington’s 
sorry state of an army across the river, he exclaimed, “We will have 
a Merry Christmas after all!”5 And although the stories of Hessian 
Christmas celebrations and drunkenness are overblown, Rall still failed 
to prepare adequate defensive measures for his garrison.  
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Discussion Questions:

1) Describe the different strategies of both sides leading up to the battle. How did Washington’s 
change of strategy play perfectly into British moves during December 1776? 

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

2) Overconfidence was a constant theme of British operations in the American Colonies. Discuss how British
overconfidence played a large part in this Christmas Campaign of 1776 and the Battle of Trenton. Can you think 
of other battles where overconfidence played a role?

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

3) Describe how each commander effectively used, or failed to use, the principles of war (mass, offense, unity of 
command, surprise, economy of force, maneuver, objective, security, and simplicity) during the campaign and
battle.

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

4) Washington’s tactical plan was complicated, especially considering the adverse weather and the complexities 
of multiple river crossings amid ice flows. Discuss why, despite the complex plan, it still managed to succeed.   

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

5) Discuss how the American victory at Trenton affected the larger war.

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________
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