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The winter of 1779-80 wa< very <evere; it ha< been denominated “the hard winter,” and hard it wa< to the army in 

particular, in more re<pect< than one… Private Jo<eph Plumb Martin 
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

ALL REPORTS INDICATE 
THAT THE WINTER OF 1779-80 
IS THE WORST WINTER EVER 
KNOWN IN THE NORTHEAST 

UNITED STATES 
 

 

David M. Ludlum in hi< book Early American Winter< 
1604-1820, in the chapter on “The Hard Winter of 1779-
80” write< that it wa< “the mo<t hard difficult 
winter….that ever wa< known by any per<on living.  
There ha< been only one winter in recorded American 
hi<tory during which the water< <urrounding New York 
City have frozen over and remained clo<ed to all 
navigation for week< at a time…the Hard Winter of 
1780.” 
 

According to Ludlum, January 1780 rated a< the mo<t 
per<i<tently cold calendar month in the hi<tory of the 
ea<tern United State<, and “The <everity of the 1780 
<ea<on reached all part< of the colonie<.  Report< from 
Maine <outhward along the <eaboard to Georgia, and 
from Detroit down through the interior waterway< to 
New Orlean<, all chronicled tale< of deep <now, and 
wide<pread <uffering.” 
 

Ludlum believed that hi< re<earch definitely <howed that 

the <ea<on of 1779-80 in the ea<tern United State< well 

de<erved the name given to it by the people that 

experienced it< effect<….The Hard Winter.  
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EYEWITNESS ACCOUNTS  
SUPPORT THIS BELIEF 

 

William Smith (a loyali<t living in New York City) record< 

in hi< diary that on January 16, 1780, people were walking 

acro<< the frozen Hud<on River from New York to Paulu< 

Hook (today Jer<ey City) New Jer<ey. 
   

A He<<ian <oldier, Johann Dohla recorded in hi< diary on 

January 30, “The North (Hud<on) and Ea<t river< were 

frozen <olid.  The ice wa< checked and found to be 

eighteen feet thick.  All <hip< were frozen in, and it wa< 

po<<ible to cro<< over the North (Hud<on) River on foot, 

riding or driving, without fear.” Later, (on February 22)  

Dohla wrote “Today the North River ice began to break, 

after having been frozen for nearly <even week<.” A 

German officer, Major Baurmei<ter wrote, “The <evere 

winter covered the North River with ice early in January; 

even where the current of the river i< <wifte<t, the ice wa< 

eleven feet thick, in <pite of the fact that it i< 1,800 yard< 

wide between Fort George (today Battery Park, New 

York City) and Powle< Hook.” 
 

February 1780 <eem< to have been even colder:  On 

February 10, William Smith mention< in hi< diary that a 

few day< earlier a “24 Pounder” (that i<, a cannon that 

fired a <olid ball weighing 24 pound<—the entire cannon 

weighed three ton<) wa< rolled acro<< the Hud<on River to 

Paulu< Hook (today part of Jer<ey City, New Jer<ey.)  

Smith goe< on to <ay that even a heavy load a< thi< it 
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made no impre<<ion on the ice.  On the night of February 

10
th

, Smith heard that four to five hundred Briti<h cavalry 

rode their hor<e< acro<< the river 
 

IIIIIIIIIII 

MANY ACCOUNTS MENTION 
UNPRECEDENTED CONDITIONS 

A teacher in Yale College (New Haven, Connecticut) 

recorded approximately twenty day< with <nowfall, and a 

total of 95 inche< of <now that winter.  People walked 

acro<< the Sound from Stanford, Connecticut to Long 

I<land.  Other< walked from Rhode I<land mainland to 

Block I<land.  Che<apeake Bay and the York River in 

Virginia froze over for the fir<t time <ince European< 

<ettled there.  Many people mentioned in letter< that 

they could not remember a winter a< bad.   

We have had the mo<t terrible winter here that ever 
I know.  Almo<t all the wild bea<t< of the field<, 
and the bird< of the Air, have peri<hed with the 
cold.  All the Bay<, River< and Creek<  are froze 
up.   (General Nathanael Greene to Gov.  William 
Greene of Rhode I<land,  February 10th 1780) 

The olde<t people now living in thi< country do 
not remember <o hard a winter as the one we are 
now emerging from.  In a word, the <everity of the 
fro<t exceeded anything of the kind that had ever 
been experienced in thi< climate before.”  (General 
George Wa<hington writing to the Marqui< de 
Lafayette, March 18, 1780) 
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THOSE WHO ENDURED THE 1777-78 
WINTER AT VALLEY FORGE AND 
ALSO THE 1779-80 MORRISTOWN 
ENCAMPMENT BELIEVED THAT 

THE MORRISTOWN WINTER WAS 
WORSE 

 

Tho<e who have only been in Valley Forge 
or Middlebrook during the la<t two winter<, 
but have not ta<ted the crueltie< of thi< one, 
know not what it i< to <uffer.” 
 

From letter written from camp by Major General 
John Kalb on February 12, 1780 
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THERE IS MORE EVIDENCE FROM 
LETTERS AND DIARIES OF THE 
OFFICERS AND SOLDIERS WHO 

SUFFERED AT THE JOCKEY HOLLOW 
ENCAMPMENT. 

The <now made it difficult for the arriving troop< to build 
their hut<. 

[I] expect, if good weather, to have the men’< 
Hutt< <o far compleated (<ic) that they may go 
into them on Sunday or Monday.  The <everity of 
the weather hath been <uch that the men <uffr’d 
much without <hoe< and <tocking<, and working 
half leg deep in <now.  Poor fellow<, my heart 
bleed< for them….”  (Lt. Colonel Ebenezer 
Huntington of Col. Samuel Webb’’< Connecticut 
Regiment, Stark’< Brigade, December  24, 1779) 

 

From January 3rd to the 5
th

, a long and <evere <torm 
dumped feet of <now on the troop<, and large <nowdrift< 
on the road< prevent< <upplie< of food entering camp.  
  

At one time it <nowed the greater part of four day< 
<ucce<<ively, and there fell nearly as many feet 
deep of <now, and here wa< the key<tone of the 
arch of <tarvation.  We were ab<olutely, literally 
<tarved.  I do <olemnly declare that I did not put a 
<ingle mor<el of victual< into my mouth for four 
day< and a< many night<, except a little black birch 
bark which I gnawed off a <tick of wood, if that 
can be called victual<.  I <aw <everal of the men 
roa<t their old <hoe< and eat them, and I wa< 
afterward< informed by one of the officer< waiter< 
that <ome of the officer< killed and ate a favorite 
little dog that belonged to them.  If thi< wa< not 
“<uffering,” I reque<t to be informed what can pa<< 
under that name.  (Jo<eph Plumb Martin, who 
endured the “Hard Winter” of 1779-80 a< a 
nineteen-year old private in the Connecticut 
Brigade) 

 

Here we are <urrounded with Snow bank<, and it 
well we are, for if it wa< good traveling, I believe 
the Soldier< would take up their pack< and march, 
they having been without provi<ion two or three 
day<.  The di<tre<< of the Army i< very great, and 
not le<< on account of clothing than provi<ion<, 
hundred< and hundred< being without <hirt< and 
many other nece<<ary article< of clothing….God 
have mercy on u<, we have little to hope and 
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everything to fear….A few Cattle arrived thi< 
morning or el<e the Army mu<t have di<banded or 
let loo<e upon the Inhabitant<: the latter would 
have been the ca<e; But you know how cautiou< 
the Gen

l
 [Wa<hington] i< of taking de<perate 

mea<ure<.” (General Nathanael Greene to Colonel 
Jeremiah Wad<worth, January 5th 1780) 

 

Due to the <evere <torm, the army wa< almo<t without 
food---General Wa<hington had to <end a letter to the 
leader< of the countie< of New Jer<ey a<king for 
emergency <upplie< to <ave the army due to the “early 
commencement and uncommon vigor of the Winter.”  

 

The pre<ent <ituation of the army with re<pect to 
provi<ion, i< the mo<t di<tre<<ing of any we have 
experienced <ince the beginning of the war.  For a 
fortnight (two week<) pa<t the troop<, both 
officer< and men, have been almo<t peri<hing for 
want.  They have been alternately without bread 
or meat the whole time, with a very <canty 
allowance of either and frequently de<titute of 
both.  They have borne their <uffering< with a 
patience that merit< the approbation and ought 
excite the <ympathy of their Countrymen.”   
(General George Wa<hington to the Magi<trate< of 
New Jer<ey, January 8, 1780)   

  

Our Affair< are in <o deplorable a condition (on the 
<core of provi<ion<) a< to fill the Mind with the 
mo<t anxiou< and alarming fear< (Men half-
<tarved, imperfectly Cloathed, riotou<, and 
robbing the Country people of their <ub<i<tence 
from <hear nece<<ity) (General Wa<hington 
de<cribing the troop< to General Irvine, January 9, 
1780.)  

 

General Greene agreed that he had never <een <uch a bad 
winter and prai<ed the troop< at Jockey Hollow for their 
patience and <trength in facing <uch hard condition<. 
 

Such weather a< we have had, never did I feel.  
For <ix or eight day< it ha< been <o extremely cold, 
that there wa< no living abroad; the <now it i< al<o 
very deep, and much drifted; it i< <o much <o, that 
we drive over the top< of the fence<.  In the mid<t 
of <now and <urrounded on every <ide by it< bank<, 
the army ha< been cut off from it< magazine<, 
(<upply <torehou<e<) and been obliged to fa<t for 
<everal day< together.  We have been alternately 
out of meat and bread for eight or nine day< pa<t, 
and without either for three or four.  The di<tre<< 
of the army ha< been exceedingly great from the 

weather, want of clothing and provi<ion<.  But the 
<oldier< have borne it with great patience and 
fortitude.  They have di<played a degree of 
magnanimity under their <uffering< which doe< 
them the highe<t honour….” (General Nathanael 
Greene to an Unidentified Person) 

 

According to General Wa<hington, the la<t <nowfall to 
fall at Morri<town that winter wa< on April 1

st
—and the 

effect< of <pring (with tree< budding and warmer day<) 
would not occur until a week into May.   
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