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THE BATTLE OF LONG ISLAND
1776: UNDERSTANDING THE
LARGEST ENGAGEMENT OF THE
AMERICAN REVOLUTION

The summer of  1776 was a season of
profound anxiety and desperate hope for
the American colonies. The Declaration
of  Independence  had  been  signed  in
Philadelphia,  a  bold  proclamation  of
liberty  that  transformed  a  colonial
rebellion into a war for a new nation. Yet,

just  weeks  later,  that  nascent  nation
faced  its  most  severe  test.  In  late
August, a massive British war machine
descended upon the shores of western
Long  Island,  intent  on  crushing  the
rebellion in its cradle. What unfolded was
the  Battle  of  Long  Island  1776,  also
known  as  the  Battle  of  Brooklyn,  the
largest and bloodiest engagement of the
entire Revolutionary War. This clash was
not  merely  a  local  skirmish;  it  was  a
masterclass  in  British  military  strategy
and  a  near-fatal  blow  to  George
Washington's  Continental  Army.
Understanding  the  battle's  intricacies
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reveals  how  the  American  Revolution
came perilously close to ending before it
truly began.

The Strategic
Chessboard: Why
New York Was
the Prize
To  understand  the  events  of  August
1776, one must first grasp the immense
strategic  importance of  New York.  The
city and its harbor were the linchpin of
British  North  America.  Controlling  New
York meant controlling the Hudson River,
a critical waterway that could sever the

rebellious  New  England  colonies  from
the rest of the continent. For the British,
led by General William Howe, capturing
New York was the most direct path to
ending the rebellion quickly. For General
George  Washington,  holding  New York
was  an  act  of  political  necessity.  The
new  nation  could  not  afford  to  lose  its
largest  city  without  a  fight,  even  if  the
tactical  situation  was  unfavorable.
Washington  had  spent  the  spring  and
early summer of 1776 fortifying positions
around  the  c i ty .  He  stat ioned  a
significant  portion  of  his  army  on  Long
Island, specifically on the high ground of
Brooklyn Heights. From this position, his
soldiers could command the East River
and  the  approaches  to  New York  City
itself. The American defenses, however,
were a work in progress. Raw, untested
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militia  regiments  stood  alongside  the
few veterans of the Boston siege. They
faced  the  most  professional,  well-
equipped army in the world. The stage
was set for a confrontation that would
test  the  very  mettle  of  the  American
cause.

THE OPPOSING FORCES: DAVID
VS. GOLIATH ON LONG ISLAND

The British and
Hessian War
Machine
The force that General Howe assembled
was staggering in its size and power. The

British  fleet  in  New  York  Harbor,
commanded by Howe's brother, Admiral
R ichard  Howe,  was  the  la rgest
expeditionary  force  ever  sent  by  a
European  power  at  that  t ime.  I t
consisted  of  over  400  ships,  including
massive ships of the line, frigates, and
transports.  This  floating  fortress  carried
approximately  32,000  soldiers.  This
army was a composite force of the best
Europe  had  to  offer.  It  included  British
redcoats, known for their discipline and
devastating  volley  fire,  and  a  large
contingent  of  German  auxiliaries  from
Hesse-Cassel,  commonly referred to as
Hessians.  These  German soldiers  were
professional  mercenaries,  feared  for
their  aggressive  tactics  and  martial
reputation.
Key British commanders included:
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General William Howe: The overall
commander, a veteran of the
French and Indian War known for
his cautious but methodical
approach.
General Henry Clinton: A sharp-
minded strategist who proposed
the flanking maneuver that would
decide the battle.
General Charles Cornwallis: An
aggressive field commander who
would later play a major role in the
Southern campaigns.
General Leopold Philip von Heister:
The commander of the Hessian
troops, leading the feared German
jägers and grenadiers.

This  army  was  not  only  large  but
supremely  confident.  After  their  costly

victory at the Battle of Bunker Hill a year
earlier, the British command had learned
valuable  lessons.  At  Long  Island,  they
intended to use their naval supremacy
and tactical brilliance to win a decisive,
low-casualty victory.

The American
Defenders: Hope
and Inexperience
Opposing  this  juggernaut  was  the
fledgling  Continental  Army,  numbering
around 20,000 men on Long Island and
in  Manhattan,  though  not  all  were
directly  engaged  on  the  first  day.
Washington's army was a patchwork of
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state regiments. Many men were young
farmers and tradesmen with little to no
military  training.  They  were  short  on
supplies,  particularly  gunpowder  and
tents. Morale, however, was surprisingly
high. They had just forced the British out
of Boston, and the intoxicating idea of
independence was fresh in their minds.
Key American figures included:

General George Washington: The
Commander-in-Chief, who
understood the political stakes of
losing New York even as he
doubted his army’s readiness for a
pitched battle.
Major General Israel Putnam: A
hero of Bunker Hill, placed in
command on Long Island. He was
brave but struggled to manage the

complex defensive line.
General William "Lord Stirling"
Alexander: An ambitious officer
who would lead a heroic delaying
action. He claimed a Scottish
earldom but was known for his
courage.
General John Sullivan: A capable
officer commanding troops on the
American left flank, which would
bear the brunt of the British
attack.

The Americans held a strong position on
the Brooklyn Heights, but they made a
critical  tactical  error.  Their  forward
defensive line, stretching from the East
River to the dense woods of central Long
Island, had a fatal flaw. The pass through
the  Jamaica  Pass,  on  the  extreme
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American  left  flank,  was  dangerously
undermanned. The Americans assumed
the thick woods made it impassable for a
large army. It  was an assumption that
General Howe would exploit ruthlessly.

THE BATTLE OF LONG ISLAND
1776: THE TRAP IS SPRUNG

The British
Landing and the
American
Forward Line
The battle began on August 22,  1776,
when British troops started landing on

the shores of Gravesend Bay in western
Long Island, near present-day Brooklyn.
The landing was unopposed as American
forces were concentrated further north.
F o r  t h e  n e x t  f o u r  d a y s ,  H o w e
methodically  built  up  his  forces,  while
Washington reinforced his  positions on
Brooklyn Heights. The American forward
line  was  anchored  on  the  village  of
Flatbush  and  the  wooded  hills  of  the
area. The soldiers dug in, waiting for a
frontal  assault  they  were  sure  would
come.
On the night of August 26, Howe put his
plan  into  action.  Under  the  cover  of
darkness, the main body of the British
army,  led  by  General  Clinton  and
accompanied by Howe himself, began a
silent,  secret  march.  They  moved  first
east,  then  north,  toward  the  Jamaica
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Pass.  At  dawn  on  August  27,  a  small
group of American militia guarding the
pass were easily captured, allowing the
entire British column to pour through the
gap and into the American rear. The trap
was  sprung.  While  the  British  and
Hessians launched diversionary attacks
on  the  American  center  and  right  at
Flatbush, the main British force was now
behind the American lines, blocking any
retreat  to  the  fortifications  on  Brooklyn
Heights.

The Collapse of
the American

Left and Center
When the Americans realized what was
happening, it was too late. The Hessian
troops, in a coordinated attack, smashed
into the American center. The sound of
fifes,  drums,  and  the  terrifying  "Hessian
yell" filled the air as the German soldiers
advanced  with  bayonets  fixed.  The
inexperienced American militia, already
unnerved by the sight of the professional
soldiers,  began to  break.  At  the same
time,  the  British  column  under  Howe
appeared in their rear, near the village
of  Bedford  (present-day  Bedford-
S tuyvesan t ) .  Su r rounded  and
outnumbered,  many  American  soldiers
surrendered  without  a  fight.  Others
fought desperately, only to be cut down
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or  captured.  The American center  and
left  flank  disintegrated  in  a  matter  of
hours.
The  fighting  in  the  wooded  hills  was
chaotic  and  brutal.  American  soldiers
tried  to  escape  through  the  swampy
ground  near  Gowanus  Creek,  while
Hessian and British troops hunted them
down.  It  was  a  rout.  One  American
officer described the scene as a "bloody
slaughter."  The  first  phase  of  the  battle
was a clear and decisive British victory.
Hundreds  of  American  soldiers  were
killed or captured. The goal of the British
high command—to destroy the American
a r m y  i n  a  s i n g l e ,  d e c i s i v e
battle—seemed  within  reach.

The Heroic Stand
of Lord Stirling
and the
Maryland 400
While  the  American  left  and  center
collapsed,  a  pocket  of  astonishing
heroism emerged on the American right
flank.  General  William  "Lord  Stirling"
Alexander  commanded  a  force  of
roughly 1,600 men, including the famous
1st  Maryland  Regiment,  known as  the
"Maryland  400."  Stirling’s  position  was
near the Gowanus Road, and when he
heard the sounds of battle to his left, he
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r e a l i z e d  t h e  d a n g e r .  H e  w a s
outnumbered and isolated, but he made
a  crucial  decision:  he  would  hold  his
ground.
Stirling launched a series of  desperate
attacks  against  a  much  larger  British
force  under  General  Cornwallis.  The
Maryland men charged again and again
into a hail of musket fire, seeking to buy
time for the rest of the American army to
retreat  to  the  Brooklyn  Heights
fortifications.  They  were  repulsed  each
time, but they did not break. They fought
with a ferocity that shocked the British
veterans. Of the 400 Maryland soldiers,
more  than  250  were  ki l led  in  the
fighting.  Lord  Stirling  himself  was
eventually  captured,  but  his  sacrifice
was  not  in  vain.  The  Maryland  400's
desperate stand allowed Major General

Putnam  to  evacuate  nearly  all  the
remaining  American  soldiers  from  the
forward lines back to the safety of the
main  fortifications  on  Brooklyn  Heights.
This act of extreme bravery prevented
the capture of the entire American army
on  the  first  day  of  the  battle.  It  was  a
bright spot of honor in an otherwise dark
day.

THE SIEGE OF BROOKLYN
HEIGHTS AND THE MIRACLE OF
THE EAST RIVER

A Desperate
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Situation for
Washington
After August 27, the situation for George
Washington was grim. His army was now
trapped  inside  the  fortifications  of
B r o o k l y n  H e i g h t s .  T h e y  w e r e
outnumbered,  low on ammunition,  and
surrounded  by  a  superior  enemy.  The
British had them pinned against the East
River,  with  the  Royal  Navy  controlling
the  waters.  A  siege  began.  British
soldiers dug trenches closer and closer
to  the American lines,  and heavy rain
soaked  the  soldiers  in  their  makeshift
camps. If Howe launched a full assault,
the  Continental  Army  would  almost
certainly be destroyed or captured. The

American Revolution was on the brink of
extinction.
Washington  faced  a  terrible  decision:
fight a battle he knew he would lose, or
retreat.  Retreat  had  its  own  risks.
Moving  thousands  of  men  and  their
equipment  across  the  wide  East  River
under  the  nose  of  the  British  fleet
seemed  impossible.  But  Washington,
ever  the  pragmat ist ,  chose  the
imposs ib le .  He  ordered  a  n ight
evacuation  on  August  29-30.

The Escape
Across the East
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River: A
Miraculous

Withdrawal
The  evacuation  is  one  of  the  great
logistical  achievements  of  military
history. Throughout the night of August
29, Washington's army quietly withdrew
from their trenches. They moved toward
the ferry  landing on the East  River  in
total  si lence.  The  wounded  were
carefully  carried;  cannons were muffled.
A  rearguard  of  Pennsylvania  soldiers
stood  ready  to  fight  to  the  death  if  the
British  detected  the  movement.  A
providential  fog  settled  over  the  river
and the city, hiding the American boats

from  the  British  ships.  Soldiers  from
Colonel  John  Glover's  Marblehead
Regiment  manned  the  boats,  rowing
back and forth through the night. Under
the cover of the fog and the rain, the
entire army—over 9,000 men, plus their
horses,  artillery,  and  supplies—was
safely  transported  across  the  river  to
Manhattan.
By  dawn on  August  30,  the  last  boat
crossed.  When  the  British  vanguard
approached the American trenches, they
found them empty. The Continentals had
v a n i s h e d .  T h e  e s c a p e  w a s  a
masterstroke.  It  saved  the  army  and,
consequently, the revolution itself. While
the  Battle  of  Long Island  1776 was  a
clear tactical defeat for the Americans, it
was  a  strategic  failure  for  the  British.
They  had  failed  to  destroy  the  rebel
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army.

AFTERMATH AND LEGACY:
LESSONS FROM A DEFEAT

The immediate aftermath of the battle
was a period of retreat and despair for

the Americans. Washington's army was
forced to evacuate New York City and
fought a series of losing battles as they
retreated north through Westchester and
into  New  Jersey.  The  future  of  the
rebellion looked bleaker than ever.


