George Washington’s
Chain of Expresses

by John S, | nkiewicz

Background

During the course of the Revolutionary Wur, e Washingion wis responsible tor
creating at least two Expresses in 17800 The first is known as Jefferson's Line of Expresses
and the other as Washington's Chain of Expr -sses, Both were created under the same -
cummstances, That s, to inform Genend Washington immediately of the movements of the
Brinsh forces and to coordmare the arrival of, and communicasion with, the French Hees
and military,

The typical express rider of the 1780s. mulitary or cviban, wasn’t whar we think of as
express in today's termimology or as in the Line or Chain Express rider. The twpical express
rider then, was a person whose sole purpose tsupposedly not to be distracted with other
things ! was to ride from point A to point B. This could be any distance from a tew miles to
over « hundred miles, He would ride an average of ffteen w tventy miles a duv, stopping
to eur and care for his horse as well as a night's sleep tfor them both, He would continue
on the following day and repeat the same until he drrived at his destinanon,

Both of these Washington operations swere truly expresses. the rider would ride o set
amount of miles, then pass on therr letters cte. 1o another rider who would repeat the pro-
cess, They rode thew set mileage (15-20 miles)y day and night. regardless of inclement
weather, unul the final nider completwed the trip.

This story could have been written about either express. but Washington's Line of
Expresses is presented as the author has a cover from that express.

The regular posts were the normal means of communication berween George
Washington and his correspondents while in comuuand of the Army. This wus augmented
by express riders in employ of the Army, who carried Jeters wd intelligence of an imme-
diate nature. But there were problems with this method that did not satists the neads ot
Washington. The Headquarters o the Army wis constuntly on the e. The regular post
were being disrupted by Lovalists to the British, Express riders gt times lost the nutil, had n
stolen. or were stopped by the enemy These were some of the problems that ereated the
need o find a more secure and rapd means of uninterrupted communt ation.

The earliest menton that 1 have tound from Washington of the wrm Chain of Expross-
es was i letter to Robert Erskine in Rhode Islund on the 17th ol Julv 1778 coneernimg
the armval of the Freneh That vou may have the earbiest mtelhgence of Tos armval, vou
should establish a Cham ol E. press -« from some communding View upon the Coaa to
vour Quarters.” Nothing came of this as the arrval of the French was delayed.

An ot of Congress of 27 December 1779 statec: “That all express riders i the pay ol
the United States be discharged. and that no established express riders be i furare mame
tined at the pubhc expense ™ This was a onsequence ot the proposed regulanon m the
Post Office By the end of Januury a ol of 112 riders including 28 at Philadelphia were
distmssed.! Washington accepted this with the excepiion of Expresses assigned 1o the Main
Army (1), the Post in the Highlands 1), Fishkill ¢33 and Fort Pt ey

This reduction was circumvented by the hiring of wagoners who were used us
expresses. In aletter Washington wrote on the 16th of March 1786 1o Udnv Tay,

When the Army equires the services ol e waggoners now  mploved s expresses and
shouid the necessity continue tor extending th - number of express niders bevond the establish-
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ment you will use your discreton, proportioning what vou sy e obliged w aall o the real
exgency of the case, and dismissing them as soon as that exigency s over, However useful the
number of stnonary expresses which vou pome to, sy e considered, yer we mast not giteingt
any further innovidion on ths at ths time, !

The British, who lwd oceupicd Newport since Decenber of 17760, evacuated this city
in Qctober 1779, Even though the British abandoned Nesport. their tleer deploved to a
secure staging arca off of Gardiner's Islind on the eastern tip of Long Iskind. From here
they patrolled the waters of Long Island Sound between New York and Rhode Island. In
curly July 1780, a expeditionary force under the commund of the Count Donatien
de Rochambeau landed in Newport 1o assist in the American cause,  en ral Washington
needed 1o coordinate the efforts of the Freneh and American forces and also be aware of
the position and movement of the British Fl et These two oceurrences set forth the rea-
sons for Washington (o establish @ Chain of Exprosses.,

CONNECTICUT CHAIN of EXPRESSES (Ist Stage)

From Robinson's House neur West Point, on the 3lst of July 1780, General Wash-
ington was busy writing letiers on establishing the Chain of Expresses.

To William Heath, 1 shall direct relays of Expresses the whole way berween this
Army and yvou to conv ey imelligence in the most expeditious manner. The nearest Express
1o you will be upon Tower Hill "

In uanother he orduered Elisha sheldon, who was Commuandant of the 2nd
Regintent, .ontin enal Light Dragoons to set up the line of conmunications,

Sir:

You will he pleased instantdy upon Receipt of thus @ send ofl an Officer with sufticient
number of Dragoons 1o Post three at every fifteen Miles distance between New London on the
lower Road and the fead Quarters of the Army, which will be in West Chester County. The
enclosed letter 1o Mr, Shawn of New Londaon s to solicn that Gentleman to continue the Chain by
hired Expresses from thenee 1o Tower Hill, But should he inform vour Officer that he canneot
accomplish the Business, vour Dragoons must be moved forward 1o Tower Hill three at every
eleven Miles and we nwst 811 up what will e wanting @t this End. The intent of posting these
Men, is o convey intelligence e the most expeditious manner to and from Rhode Island. You
will therefore prok out such as may be depended upon to ride at all hours whenever dispatches
arrive at their guarers,!

The dragoon officer Colonel sheldon dispatched 1o deliver this leter 1o Nathaniel
Shaw wits Georg @ Hurlbut o native of New London.! (Fig. 1

To Shuw he wrone

Head Quarters Robinson's House 31st july 1780

sir

Ty the present stuation of affais, it s indispensably necessary that we should have the
most mstantaneous advises of the movements of te Enemsy at Rhode Island. For this purpose |
hive posted relays of Dragoons at every 15 Miles distance between New London and the Head
uarters of the Anmy. This wking as many as we aan convenienty spare, | shall be exceedingly
obliged o you 1o e s many rusty Men with thetr Horses as will continue the Chan from
New London to Tower Hill, pusting ihree at every 15 Mides, with orders 1o nde by night or by
day whenever dispatchies agrive ar theie quarnters 1 will be unswerable for ther pav while in ser-
vice, which will bhe as long us the Brtish Fleet and Army continue st or oft Rho le tskand, shouold
yosu not be able o accomplish this Business, you will inlorm the Otticer, the Bearer of this, who
st in that case carry dhe Dragoons the whole was through, however inconvenient it may be. |
shall also be obliged o you to have @ constant ook out kept upon the sound. and if the Fleet
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apper standing trom the Eastward toward New York, to gne mee mstant ntelhgence of 18 by e
Chitin of EXpross ssee

Fam with great Respedt
Sir

Y most Ob serv
i Waushington

Fig. 1 Washington's lewter: Datelined Robinsean's House, 31 Juby 1780
{New Londuoir County Historical Suciety)

Generdl Wushington manned this “ham of Expresses with Deagoons from the Army
and vivilian riders, and stated thiat e would be responsible for the pay of the onvilumns,
hired by Shaw,

e August | Colon b Sheldon replied 1o Washington that an officer had heen sent
with enough trusty drage ons to accomplish the mission. The relay stauons tor th > chin of
expresses were 1o be at stamford,  yreen . Strattord. New Haven, Guilford, Lyvme, and
New London, Colonel Sheldon did not post any riders between Headguarters and Sam-
ford, lest British raiders should seize the men or the dispatches, Though Colonel Sheldon
followed General Washington's order in settimg up the chain, Bie felt that such detachmenis
fowered the combut capability of the Regiment

Nathuniel shaw sent his reply to Washington in o letter datelined New London August
5. 1780, In this letter Shaw expresses his willingness 1o assist as best he could.

Nirp

I orecernved vours by Capt Huributt who sett owt for Newport this day m order 1o Post the
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Drragoons tar the Purpose vou Mention and Every Assistance inomy Power you mav Depend. |
shall give him=—there is now a fleet of Ships just conie 1o an Anchor of this Harbour, Consisting
o abour Fitteen or Stteen, T believ s mosty Lirge Shups of the hne and Imagine they are the
satie that were of Block Islind. they have French Colours Flgmg, what thewr Inentions s |
Cannot Conceive, the Headmoast ship camesto an Anchior air 3 OClack PM and the Stern moast
art 8 Q'Clock, as the wind is they might lav - Continued thesr Coarse up the Sound. bur their nor
mmaking up the Oppertunity, | Suspect they have sum Design Against this Pornt. we have ubout
one Thousand men hear, & Suppose  sovenr Trumbull will Imediately order more. if any move-
ment tomorrow will advise vou T am Sir

Your very hume sert
Nuthl Shaw

Capt. Hurlbut returned to Headguarters from Rhode Island on August 8 and reported
on the manner in which the chain of expresses had heen sttioned.

An express bearing dispatehes from Rbode Istand had o clos e call on the road
between stunwich und Round Hill on the night of August 20, Galloping alony in the sum-
mer night, he was ed on hy a party of seven men. Tappily. he escaped without injury
and arrived safely ar Round Hill, where the dispatches were received and forwarded by
another express,

Washington on the 21at of August intormed Benedict Arnold that: “There is a Chamn of
EXpr ssses Colonel sheldon's quarters to Tower Hill™

A report of August 26 shows that seventeen dragoons were detached o the express
chain, Capt. Hurlbut was one of then, assigned to the New London terminus of the Chain

Expresses.”

Washington, on Augus 27, directed Sheldon b shift the Tine of expresses w o more
northerly route. Just three days varlier an express huad been caprured i Pine's Bridge, For-
tunately, the rider was not earrving dispatches,

Instestd therefore of gomg o Strtford by the present Route. T would have vou withdraw
the Dragoons from stamtord and Greens Girms and place them upon the Road from King's terry
to Ridgeticld und trohml thence to Statford. This being higher up will be less exposed. Be
pleased 1o intorm the Quarter Yaaster at King's terrv where vou establish the Stage berween that
place and Ridgefield, that he malyl know how o torward the dispatches which are sent o hin.
You will make the chinge as speedily as possible !

On september 70 two letters passed through Sheldon. One trom Benedict Arnold to
New York hoping 1o have the correspondent meet at Colone! sheldon's commund post.
The other signed by 1. Anderson who sought pormission meet a friend near his outpost,
Anderson turmed out to be John Andre, the Britsh spy working with Arnold.

In November Wishington wrate Sheldon thar dispatches via the Chain of Expresses
framm General Rochambedu’s camp in Newport had repeatedly arrived wt Washington's
headquarters with the seals so broken that the contents could casity have been removed
and examined. Some other dispatches suffered no damage. so the General suspected foul
play at some of the stiuges. To counter any possible espionage. Washingron directed the re-
liel of the expresses by new ones and further reliet every three or four weeks?

Nathanie! shaw had lired three civiliun riders for the New London sector of the chain,
Along with u November leter sent 1o Washington, he subnitted his bill itemizing his
expenses in this effort”

S

Agreeable 1o vour Bxcoliency's Letter of the 319 July Last 1o estubhsh o Chm o from
N London 1o Tower Hill, and thi vou would be answerable tor their pay while in Service, 1
found 1t necessary only o employ tree tusty men & their Horses for this & the Post w Tower
Hill for Hve davs, betore the French Generad releadd thos + it Tower Hill, & Gapt Hurlbur of Col,
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sheldons Regr Drgoons extended hias Light Horsemen o this Post The expense of whieh ane
AaS53 08 as pro 1Bl Inclosed  Ater Capt Hurlbat had estabhisboed Bisomen ar thas post Towas
abhged o iind ther Horses swath Hav & O & unoll 1 eould apply to Ths Excellenoy onr Gove
nor B et an assistant DO appotnted at dus Post owlnch sas much wanted betarer the ame of
which 15 A2 10 as proinclosed Bill The Post s now suppivd By dis DOM who s turmisbied
with money from ow Govt & Councl T was m hapes of not oohbng vone Fxcellencs wathy thus
tritfhing aftaiv, as 1 made no doubt Bu e would be sertled by this THOM accarding wreote to hing
1o N, Hubbard QM 3 for his orders, & reed the tollowing repls

“oonether can |opd e expense of the Express Riders provided by vou, as Tam eno i
dstitute of money, and have not e most distant prosp et of o supph — Fshould magme vou
nught get vour money soonest by applying . Head Quarters ™ 1 am obliged theretore to take s
liberty af In losing those Bills to yvour Excellen v, and hope it will nor be long betore thes e
setded. The different Bills & Receipts it ne cessary can be torwarded. [ have tiken the most pra-
dent care and attention in the expences.

The Braish Fleet still lie at Gardiners Bay, as T wiiore vou m mv st Making no movements
exeepting one or two Ships that are frequently runmmg ot Block Island & sewurming o them
AN
Foun with the greatest respect and esteem

Your Excelleney
Most Ob' & vers Hun ser
Nathr slaw

N The above Fled hes 3 miles WNW o Coacdhners Point ceonsisting 9 sail of v Liner 3 or
four Miles Souwh Plumb Island, Tt s said that Adoural  thouthnot s to go to New York 1o ke
the Comnund thew, when Admural Rodney leaves i & Admiral Graves to command i the Bav
this Winter

¥ &

NS

Washington on the 8th of December replicd o Shaw that the “Bills of Expense
incurred i forwarding Dispatches between Rhode tsland and Head Quarters are delivered
to Col. Pickerng QMG with an Order for senfement, which will be done, as soon as he
shall receive any public money.™

On the same day Washmgton aiso advis «d Colonel sheldon that “You may call in the
Dragoans wha were stationed as Expresses on the Road to New London.™ They were
relieved of their «xpress duties,

Bispateh s and leners for the nme being were sent by the post as seen in this ¢ cerpt
from Washington's letter to the Chevaher de fa Luzerne on the Tl “Your Excellenov's dis-
puatches tor Rhode skind, accompanying vour leter o me, came 1o fund ar the instan the
Past wis setting out. and was committed 0 his care. Tos the anly means of conveyanee
now left me. since the Chain of Expresses which was tormed by the Dragoon Horses (and
worn down) hav > been discontinued. The Quurter Master General has it not in his power,
for want of money, to furnish an i tpon the most urgent oeeasion.”

CONNECTICUT CHAIN of EXPRESSES (2nd Stage)

The Chain of Expresses wus reestablished for the second dme, Nowy it passed through
central Conneeticut. This time i would be manned by Expresses, Drugoons and French
Hussars, !

The Cham ol Expresses reapened on Junuay 30, 1781 Ina lener to Colonel sheldon,
Wishington writes:

The necessiv al a regulas and rapid commun ation betwveen this plwe and Rhode Isknd has
nduced me 1o reestablish the Chain of Expresses The Count De Rechambeau, 1o whom | e
written, will 1 presume. muke the necessay sarrangements for consevanee from Rhode Island 1o
farttord. From which place 1o Litehficld the commumicanon must be kept by Your Dragooss,
and tromy thence o Head Quarters Riders will T furnshed by the Quarter Masn Genl You il
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therctore be pieased o send mmedatel a pary of Dragoons and ave them posted as to sup-

port the communication propused trom Hatford to Litehficid, both Places wclusive, the De-

tachmen o be onder the doednon ol an offieer or Goeiul sergt and 1o be redicved as often as

vou thank proper!

Cotonel Timothy Pickering the QMG was mtornied on February 2 of this unplementi-
ton by David Humphreys, an Awde de Camp to General Washington:

I having been tound mecessary 1o reestablish s Chuon of Bxpresses trom Head Quarters 1o
Rhde Island, the Commumaanon will be Kept up by Dragoons trom the st mentioned phice 1o
Lichfield melusiver trom whence the General would have the cham contimged by Riders fur-
mishoed (o voumr Depiastnent One stage ceaclusive aof Fishhadl where there e alwavs
Expresses) he supposes will be saiticent The most convement place for this will be ar Colone]
Maorchouse s or between that and Bull s Iron Work o0 where by having two Riders stavoned the
Line of  omvevanwe will be compleat

Pickering was  Hirecred by Washington in nud-February to establish o Cham of
Expresses between Headguartees at Sew Windsor and Philadelplia for th © speedy trans-
portation of letters.!

Ebeneaer Flidrd, the Post Master General petitioned Continental Congress War Board
and Washington to provide escorts for the regular New Jersey post i ter, Washingron de-
¢lined as he had not the horse or therr substance, and it was with ditticuly that he kepr
two Dragoons at Headguarters He old the War Board that sheldon’s Regim nt consists of
hut sty mounted Dragoons and wouldd be worn down had they no other duy o do but
that at turmshing tour dragoons at a ume o be constantly nding post - An hermative was
suggested Tor thens o request the Governor for use of the Volunteer Horse in Jurs v

Fig, 2 et of Fapresses fettor wvitton by Codonel Daied Humipherys  Darelisted. Head Qrdriers,
N Whndsor 1 Qthrs Collectiving
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On the 9th of Jun -« 1781, Rochambeau and th * Freneh toops und v his command fedt
Newport on a4 foursweek marel ro Peckskill via Providence, Harttord, Danbury, and
Riclgehury,

Washington wrole to Moy Benpmin Tallmacdge on the Zath: “Be so good ds 1o write
me pro the Chain of Expresses immeduitely on the Receipt of tus, and inform when the
Count de Rochambeau leaves Hartford: by what Rout he mtends 1o come on and when he
may be expecred at mv Head Quarters, which he will find at Peekskall ™ Tallmadge report
ed to Washmgton on June 25 that the French wath Rochambeau had lett Harttord,

David Humphrevs wrote o letter 1o Jerenuah Wadsworth, w Harttord, which s dis-
plaved on the previous page. [t bas written on ats address feal the notaton of delivery via
the Chain ot Expresses. (Figure 25 This is the only known letter from this post with the no-
ration Chain of Expresses on the address leat in prvate hands There was no requirement
to make this roure designation on the leter, Itois only through the courtesy of the leuer
writer that they so mdicate Chan of Expresses. The lener though undated was most likely
written and carried at the siame tme as the Washingron=Tallmadge leter of 24 June 1781
There are probably other surviving covers that pussed through the hands ot the Chan ot
Expresses, but without any notation or dockenng it can only he speculated.

Heud Quarters, N Windsor

Dear Wadsworth

1 hope, before o great while 1o see vou m Camp - the Mean ame can vou intorn us, by
whit route the Count de Rochambeau eomes, and when he oy be expected at the North River
without putting the Queston pomtedly o hime= The General woukl wish some ot as 1o meet &
attend upon him, into the Camps—

am vours Ssineerly
DL Humphrys

o Wadsworth pledse tin over

shoud you be able to obtun « horse af the descupuon proposed. T should be glad o have lim
forwarded by the Dragoons or otherwise as soon is convenient

Washington on June 28 ordered Colonel | hieldon to send two well-mounted dragoons
1o Dunbury and two 1o Haight's Tavern on the plains, between Danbury and Peekskill, tor
special courier service, Fach pair was to be ready 1o ride by duy or night. The assignment
would be for only two or three days. Ther expenses be discharged by the Quarter
Muster General

Continued operation of the Chain of Expresses that rode to the Eastward from Ameri-
can Headqguuarters was vitad (o Washington, Doespite difficulties in detuling sutticieny dras
goons and horses, he found compelling reason to keep the chain in operation. With the
arrival of Rochambeau the allies were now united  Washington sull needed communica-
tions 1o the east 1o know guickly the plans of the French Admiral, DeGrasse.

On July 7 he ordered Sheldon 1o withdraw the chmn of expresses trom the apper
road and to establish 4 new chain from headquarters at Dobb's Ferry by way of Bedford,
Danbury, and Woodbury to southington, French hussars would complete the chain from
Harttord castward. Each sttion would be manned by iwo dragoons deatt «d trom those not
tully aecoutered or equipped.

SOUTHERN CHAIN

The e of coneern o Washingion had now turned southward, On the 13th, in a et
er t the Marquis de Latavete in Virginis, Washington aerites that at s the atmost impor-
tance that a communicaton by a Chan of Expresses should be opened between this rmy
and that in Virgina !
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Another Washington letter 1o David Forman in New Jersey on the 21st of fuly con-
cerning the antiapated arnval of Count de Grasse and the French Fleet savs:

That imelligence may be conumunicated trom you o me with the utmaost dispatch, you will be
pleased o ke some of the milita Horse oo pay and sanon them s such distances berween
AMonmouth and Dobb's terry, that they miny pertonm the ride in iwelve or tieen hours, The
Horsemen need not know the particular purpose tor which they are sttioned. but thev must be
ordered never o be o moment absent trom thes stages. except when upon duty, The expense
attenchng these und the persons who keep a lookout T will be answerable tor !

By January 1782, Forman had discharged the Horsemen because of the inactive sinrer
season, ind their continued s mvace would be w very unnec sssary expense to the public.

On the 15th of D cember 1781 Washingon directed General Heath o have sheldon
furnish dragoons as relief escorts for the mail service betwe n Fishkill and Maorristoswn,
neighborhood subject o ruids by enterprising Tories,!

A letter to the QMG Pickering trom Washington at Philadelphia on 21 Febroary writes:
“Sir, T wish ro know whi has been done o put the chain of Expresses between Williams-
burg and this place upon a good tootung for expediung the communication; and it farther
wanting, that measures may be used for making the conveyance as certam and
as rapid as possible ™

CONNECTICUT CHAIN of EXPRESSES (3rd Stage)

On August T 17820 the Adie John Mix of the second Jonnecticut Regineent was
ordered woset up an express route trom King's terry and Boston, Colonel Sheldon tur-
nished the Dragoons from King's ferry 1o Hartford Twelve well-mounted dragoons were
selected, with two eiuch posted in the tollowing areas: Haight's, Danbury, Carleton's
Bridge, Breakneck, Southington, and Hartford, From Hartford 1o Boston the Line would e
continued by th - Quarterniaster Deparunent, These were stationed at a distunce of 13 10 18
miles apart as the roads or other circumstances permitted  Licutenant Mix waould post them
and provide for ther subsistence und accommodations, Payiment for their services were to
bhe arranged with the Deputy Quartermisters of the Stawes in which the expresses are sta-
nond The service was to be emporary and not exe ssive The dispatches from the east
woere 1o b osent to D awvburgh via a dregoon until word was recewved that Washmgton had
mov «d his headquart s/

On September Loammy hendquarters bad moved o Verplank's Pomnt, the chain of ex-
prosses would need o be modified, Those dragoons who had been stiattoned we Luding-
on's could new be moved und set up, ds in the prior arrangement. pointing o King's
torry,

Washington, n a letter 10 Robert Morris on October 18, states that the Chain of Ex-
presses was started around the middle of August and would probably be continued il the
French Fleet sailed from Boston.!

The regular post from New Jersev s of the 24th of Ocober was stll not secure from
cisruption by the Briush or their svimpathizers. Washingion, in a letter o Postimaster Gen-
vral Ebenezer Hazard suggested o lnm the direcnon the post was 1o ride to Headguarners
at Newburgh, He wanted the mails sent by Morristown, trom there direct 1 Colonel
sewareds, through Warwick and Chester 0 Newburgh, Though indirect and inconvenicnt to
the prople of Jers @y, it was considered the safest 1 thwe suggested route is not tollowed
Washington stated that he would not use the post for any dispuatches 1o or from Head-
cuiirters, Nor would any dragoons be furnish «d as escors ! The Following day on the 26th
of Ocrober 1782, Washington ordercd the dragoon express chain from the Regiment o be
maoved and posted on the route Trom Pishikill through Leehfield w Hurtford

The Regiment was relieved of one of its express duties on December 29, 1782, when
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Tunothy Pickering, the Quantermuster General. was told of the dissolunon of the Hewd-
quarters i Boston express chain, sheldon's Dragoons, who had manned the western hinks
of the chain, were ordered toorejoin their corps.’

General Washington sssued a proclamation on 20 November 1783 dischurging the
sccond Continentad Light Drugoons, The above o but a smaldl part of their mvolvement dur-
ing the Revolutionary War.!
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