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Joseph Plumb Martin, A Narrative of Some of the
Adventures, Dangers and Sufferings of a
Revolutionary Soldier (1830Y)

When those who engaged to serve during the war enlisted, they were promised a
hundred acres of land, each, which was to be in their or the adjoining states. When
the country had drained the last drop of service it could screw out of the poor sol-
diers, they were turned adrift like old worn-out horses, and nothing said about land
to pasture them upon. Congress did, indeed, appropriate lands under the denom-
ination of “Soldier’s Lands,” in Ohio state, or some state, or a future state, but no
care was taken that the soldiers should get them. No agents were appointed to sce
that the poor fellows ever got possession of their lands; no one ever took the least
care about it, excepta pack of speculators, who were driving about the country like
so many evil spirits, endeavoring to pluck the last feather from the soldiers. The
soldiers were ignorant of the ways and means to obtain their bounty lands, and
there was no one appointed to inform them. The truth was, none cared for them;
the country was served, and faithfully served, and that was all that was deemed nec-
essary. It was, soldiers, look to yourselves; we want no more of you. I hope I shall
one day find land enough to lay my bones in. If I chance to die in a civilized coun-
try, none will deny me that. A dead body never begs a grave;—thanks for that.

They were likewise promised the following articles of clothing per year. One
uniform coat, a woolen and a linen waistcoat, four shirts, four pair of shoes, four
pair of stockings, a pair of woolen and a pair of linen overalls, a hat or a leather
cap, a stock for the neck, a hunting shirt, a pair of shoe buckles, and a blanket.
Ample clothing says the reader; and ample clothing says I. But what did we ever
realize of all this ample store—why, perhaps a coat (we generally did get that) and
one or two shirts, the same of shoes and stockings, and, indeed, the same may be
said of every other article of clothing—a few dribbled out in a regiment, two or
three times a year, never getting a whole suit at a time, and all of the poorest qual-
ity, and blankets of thin baize [woolen], thin enough to have straws shot through
without discommoding the threads. How often have I had to lie whole stormy, cold
nights in a wood, on a field, or a bleak hill, with such blankets and other cloth-
ing like them, with nothing but the canopy of the heavens to cover me. All this
too in the heart of winter, when a New England farmer, if his cattle had been in
my situation, would not have slept a wink from the sheer anxiety for them. And
if I stepped into a house to warm me, when passing, wet to the skin and almost
dead with cold, hunger, and fatigue, what scornful looks and hard words have I
experienced.

Almost every one has heard of the soldiers of the Revolution being tracked by
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the blood of their feet on the frozen ground. This is literally true, and the thou-
sandth part of their sufferings has not, nor ever will be told. That the country was
young and poor, at that time, I am willing to allow, but young people are gener-
ally modest, especially females. Now, I think the country (although-of the femi-
nine gender, for we say “she” and “her” of it) showed but little modesty at the
time alluded to, for she appeared to think her soldiers had no private parts. For
on our march from the Valley Forge, through the Jerseys, and at the boasted Battle
of Monmouth, a fourth parc of the troops had not a scrap of anything but their
ragged shirt flaps to cover their nakedness, and were obliged to remain so long after.
I had picked up a few articles of light clothing during the past winter, while among
the Pennsylvanian farmers, or I should have been in the same predicament. “Rub
and go” was always the Revolutionary soldier’s motto.

As to provision of victuals, I have said a great deal already, but ten times as
much might be said and not get to the end of the chapter. When we engaged in
the service we were promised the following articles for a ration: one pound of
good and wholesome fresh or salt beef, or three quarters of a pound of good salt
pork, a pound of good flour, soft or hard bread, a quart of salt to every hundred
pounds of fresh beef, a quart of vinegar to a hundred rations, a gill [a quarter of
a pint] of rum, brandy, or whiskey per day, some little soap and candles, I have for-
got how much, for I had so little of these two articles that I never knew the quan-
tity. And as to the article of vinegar, I do not recollect of ever having any except a
spoonful at the famous rice and vinegar Thanksgiving in Pennsylvania, in the year
1777. But we never received what was allowed us. Oftentimes have I gone one,
two, three, and even four days without a morsel, unless the fields or forests might
chance to afford enough to prevent absolute starvation. Often, when I have picked
the last grain from the bones of my scanty morsel, have I eat the very bones, as much
of them as possibly could be caten, and then have had to perform some hard and
fatiguing duty, when my stomach has been as craving as it was before I had eaten
anything at all.

If we had got our full allowance regularly, what was it? A bare pound of fresh
beef and a bare pound of bread or flour. The beef, when it had gone through all
its divisions and subdivisions, would not be much over three quarters of a pound,
and that nearly or quite half bones. The beef that we got in the army was, gener-
ally, not many degrees above carrion; it was much like the old Negro’s rabbi, it
had not much fat upon it and very little lean. When we drew flour, which was much
of the time we were in the field or on marches, it was of small value, being eaten
half-cooked, besides a deal of it being unavoidably wasted in the cookery.

When in the field, and often while in winter quarters, our usual mode of
drawing our provisions, when we did draw any, was as follows: a return being made
out for all the officers and men, for seven days, we drew four days of meat and
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the whole seven days of flour. At the expiration of the four days, the other three
days allowance of beef. Now, dear reader, pray consider a moment, how were
five men in a mess, five hearty, hungry young men, to subsist four days on twenty
pounds of fresh beef (and I might say twelve or fifteen pounds) without any veg-
etables or any ather kind of sauce to eke it out. In the hottest season of the year
it was the same. Though there was not much danger of our provisions putrefy-
ing, we had none on hand long enough for that, if it did, we obliged to eat it, or
go without anything. When General Washington told Congress, “the soldiers
eat every kind of horse fodder but hay” he might have gone a lictle farther and
told them that they eat considerable hog’s fodder and not a trifle of dog's—when
they could get it to eat.

We were, also, promised six dollars and two thirds a month, to be paid us
monthly, and how did we fare in this particular? Why, as we did in every other. I
received the dollars and two thirds, till (if I remember rightly) the month of
August, 1777, when paying ceased. And what was six dollars and sixty-seven cents
of this “Continental currency,” as it was called, worth? Tt was scarcely enough to
procure a man a dinner. Government was ashamed to tantalize the soldiers any
longer with such trash, and wisely gave it up of its own credit. I received one
month’s pay in specie [in kind] while on the march to Virginia, in the year 1781,
and except that, [ never received any pay worth the name while I belonged to the
army. Had [ been paid as I was promised to be at my engaging in the service, [
needed not to have suffered as I did, nor would T have done it; there was enough
in the country and money would have procured it if T had had it. It is provoking
to think of it. The country was rigorous in exacting my compliance to my engage-
ments to a punctilio, but equally careless in performing her contracts with me, and
why so? One reason was because she had all the power in her own hands and I had
none. Such things ought not to be.

The poor soldiers had hardships enough to endure without having to starve;
the least that could be done was to give them something to eat. “The laborer is
worthy of his meat” ac least, and he ought to have it for his interest, if nothing more.
How many times have I had to lie down like a dumb animal in the field, and bear
“the pelting of the pitiless storm,” cruel enough in warm weather, but how much
more so in the heart of winter. Could | have had the benefit of a little fire, it would
have been deemed a luxury. But, when snow or rain would fall so heavy that it was
impossible to keep a spark of fire alive, to have to weather out a long, wet, cold,
tedious night in the depch of winter, with scarcely clothes enough to keep one
from freezing instantdy, how discouraging it must be, | leave to my reader to judge.

It is tatiguing, almost beyond belief, to those that never experienced it, to be
obliged to march twenty-four or forty-eight hours (as very many times [ have had
to0) and often more, night and day without rest or sleep, wishing and hoping that
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some wood or village I could see ahead might prove a short resting place, when,
alas, I came to it, almost tired off my legs, it proved no resting place for me. How
often have I envied the very swine their happiness, when I have heard them quar-
reling in their warm dry sties, when I was wet to the skin and wished in vain for
that indulgence. And even in dry warm weather, I have often been so beat out with
long and tedious marching that I have fallen asleep and not been sensible of it till
I have jostled against someone in the same situation; and when permitted to stop
and have the superlative happiness to roll myself in my blanket and drop down
on the ground in the bushes, briars, thorns, or thistles, and get an hour or two’s
sleep, O! how exhilarating. . . .

Many murmur now at the apparent good fortune of the poor soldiers. Many
I have myself seen, vile enough to say that they never deserved such favor from the
country. The only wish I would bestow upon such hardhearted wretches is that
they might be compelled to go through just such sufferings and privations as that
army did, and then if they did not sing a different tune, I should miss my guess.

But I really hope these people will not go beside themselves. Those men whom
they wish to die on a dunghill, men, who, if they had not ventured their lives in
battle and faced poverty, disease, and death for their country to gain and main-
tain that Independence and Liberty, in the sunny beams of which, they, like rep-
tiles, are basking, they would, many or the most of them, be this minute in as
much need of help and succor as ever the most indigent soldier was before he
experienced his county’s beneficence.

The soldiers consider it cruel to be thus vilified, and it is cruel as the grave to
any man, when he knows his own rectitude of conduct, to have his hard services
not only debased and underrated, but scandalized and vilified. But the
Revolutionary soldiers are not the only people that endure obloquy; others, as
meritorious and perhaps more deserving than they, are forced to submit to ungen-
erous treatment.



