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A Look at Books 
by Barry A. Schlech, Ph.D. 
 
This Issue’s Selection :  1776 by David McCullough        
After my last review of “Manhunt” from the 1865 era… we’re going back in time to 1776. This 
non-fiction selection describes our fairly unsuccessful early efforts to found our infant nation in the 
first real year of our rebellion.  

One year… only one year, but 1776 is emblazoned in our hearts and minds as Americans.  
McCullough turned an ordinary annual report into an intriguing chronicle of the trials of our fledgling 
effort for independence. His focus is on General George Washington, his leadership style, his selection 
of generals, his strategy and setbacks during 1776. These men held the fate of our independence in 
their hands.  Nominated by John Adams, Washington was the unanimous pick of the Continental 
Congress to lead this effort.  He was humbled, but vowed to give it his all.  

 

 

 
The Good Guy 

 
General George Washington 

1732-1799 

“The reflection upon my situation and that of this army produces many an uneasy hour 
when all around me are wrapped in sleep.  Few people know the predicament we are in.”  
General George Washington, Jan 14, 1776 
 
“To arms! to arms! Never was a cause more important or glorious than that which you are 
engaged in; not only your wives, your children, and distant posterity, but humanity at large, 
the world of mankind, are interested in it; for if tyranny should prevail in this great 
country, we may expect liberty will expire throughout the world.”  
A Freeman, New England Chronicle. 

1776 is a story of one year in the life of one man…Washington.  He was born in Virginia on Feb 11, 1732 [Old Style 
calendar (see inset)]. In 1776 he was in the prime of life with a commanding presence. His face was sun-beaten and scarred 
by smallpox.  Jefferson considered him the “best horseman of his age.”  He was not arrogant; he was amiable and modest. He 
had little education and no training in Latin, Greek or law. The great teacher for Washington was experience.  In 1759, after 
his French and Indian War experience, he “retired” to Virginia and married Martha Custis, a wealthy widow with two 
children.  His wealth was in land…owning 54,000 acres and over 100 slaves.  Washington represented the richest, most 
populous of the 13 colonies and never forgot that Congress held the ultimate power, and he, as commander-in-chief, was the 
servant of some 56 delegates meeting in Philadelphia.  John Adams thought “This appointment will have great effect in 
cementing and securing the union of these colonies” and prophesied that Washington could become “one of the most 
important characters in the world.” 
 
The British Bad Guys 

 
His Royal 

“Nemesis” Majesty 
George III,  

King of England 

 
British General 
William Howe 

The siege of Boston was the first conflict of 1776. As an example of 
the British strategy, General Howe sent several boatloads of the ragged poor of 
Boston, some 300 men, women, and children, across the Back Bay, depositing 
them on the shore near Cambridge for the rebels to cope with.  They were a 
heartrending sight.  Many were sick and dying.  General Howe was making room 
in Boston for the British reinforcements expected to arrive anytime.  But he sent 
the sick with the design of spreading smallpox through this country and 
Washington camp...sounds like biological warfare, to me! 

 
1776 is a well-documented chronicle of the period from Oct 1775 to Jan 1777. The story unfolds October 
26, 1775 as George III rides “in royal splendor” to address the British Parliament on the distressing issue 
of the war in America.  He declared that “The rebellious war…is manifestly carried on for the purpose of 
establishing an independent empire.” Some members of Parliament sided with America, but their voices 
were quelled.  The 1st copies of the King’s speech would not arrive in Boston until Jan 1, 1776.   
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Other Good Guys and Washington’s Helpmates who Led … the “rebels”, “the country 
people”, “the preposterous parade”, the “rabble in arms”, the “peasantry” or “ragamuffins”  

  
General Nathanael Greene 

 
Colonel Henry Knox 

“But it was the “FIRST 
AMERICAN army” and an army 
of everyone, men of every shape and 
size and makeup, different colors, 
different nationalities, different ways of 
talking, and all degrees of physical 
condition.  Many were missing teeth or 
fingers, pitted by smallpox or scarred by 
past wars or the all-too-common hazards 
of life and toil in the eighteenth century. 
Some were not even men, but smooth-
faced boys of fifteen or less”  At the start 
of the siege, they had no flag, no 
uniforms, little ammunition, tents, food 
or warm clothing, but they had some 
amazing leadership in their generals… 
although not in 1776… a year of great 
American setbacks. 

Green was one of the most trusted generals of 
the Revolutionary Army. He was a burly 
figure with the arms and shoulders of a 
foundryman. He had a cloudy spot in his right 
eye [i.e., O.D. of Alcon interest] that was left 
by smallpox.  He also had a limp. He believed 
that the first of all qualities of a general was 
courage. The second was intelligence and the 
third was health 

Knox had a booming voice 
and suffered from a hunting 
accident that destroyed the 
3rd and 4th fingers of his left 
hand.  In public thereafter, 
he kept his hand wrapped in 
a handkerchief. 

Washington’s troops were eventually called by many names: “Continental Army”, “The army of the United 
Colonies”, “Troops of the United Provinces of North America” or more eloquently “the guardians of America”. 
 
1776’s Conflicts and Scoreboard 
After the Battle of Bunker Hill, the British remained in Boston and it became the first encounter in 1776. 

   US Brits 

Battles Dates Win / 
Loss 

Force Kill Wnd Capt Force Kill Wnd Capt 

Bunker Hill (Breed’s Hill), MA Jun 17, ‘75 Brits 1500 139 314 30 3000 268 826 0 

Charleston, MA Jan 8, ‘76 US Won without losses RETREATED 

Dorchester Heights (Boston), MA Mar 4, ‘76 US Won without losses RETREATED 

Long Island, NY Aug 27, ‘76 Brits 19,000 300 650 1100 40,000 63 314 0 

Harlem Heights, NY Sep 16, ‘76 US 2000 30 100 0 5000 14 157 0 

White Plains, NY Oct 28, ‘76 US 14,500 0 500*  14,000 0 313*  

Manhattan, NY Nov 16, ‘76 Brits RETREATED Won without losses 

Fort Washington, NY Nov 16, ‘76 Brits 2967 53 96 2818 8000 78 374 0 

Fort Lee, NJ Nov 20, ‘76 Brits RETREATED Won without losses 

Trenton, NJ Dec 26, ‘76 US 2400 0 4 0 1400 22 92 948 

  
 
War Microbiology: As a microbiologist, I appreciated the description of the non-hygienic conditions during 1776 
war…. “Infectious filth was a killer.  ‘Camp fever’ or ‘putrid fever’ were terms used for highly infectious, deadly 
scourges of dysentery, typhus, and typhoid fever from unknown causes.  Dysentery was the curse of armies since 
ancient times.  Typhus, characterized by high fever, severe headaches, and delirium, was carried by lice and fleas, 
which were a plague amid the army.  Typhoid fever, characterized by raging fevers, red rashes, vomiting, diarrhea, 
and excruciating abdominal pain, was caused by the bacterium in contaminated food or water, usually the result of 
too little separation between sewage and drinking water.” 
 
The Calendar Gap: The Julian calendar introduced by the Romans in 46BC established the 12 month, 365 day year 
was in general use until 1582 when Pope Gregory XIII introduced his calendar since the Julian calendar no longer 
was synchronized with the seasons. This Gregorian Calendar was not adopted by Great Britain or the American 
colonies until 1752. the impact of this was Wednesday 2 September 1752 was followed by Thursday 14 September 
1752.  Consequently, there was never September 3-13, 1752. During this period both calendars were in vogue. In the 
“Old Style” [Julian] calendar March 25 was the beginning of the year, but the Gregorian calendar began on Jan 1st. 
Double dates were often used to indicate the time between Jan. 1 and Mar. 25. So, events and people’s birth and 
death dates during this time were somewhat complicated. Thank goodness things have settled down since then! 
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Relevance to TODAY: Although 1776 was a year that “tried men’s souls” with all its setbacks, Washington’s 
greatest achievement was preserving his army to fight another day.  He eventually win the war of attrition.  1776 was 
“a year of all-too-few victories, of sustained suffering, disease, hunger, desertion, cowardice, disillusionment, defeat, 
terrible discouragement, and fear…but also of phenomenal courage and bedrock devotion to country.”  At Alcon, our 
years go by quickly and one year blends into another.  We have quarterly reports, annual reports, 5-year plans and we 
move forward, but we would not be doing this if Alcon’s founders were not bold enough and took risks with their 
lives and fortunes to start this wonderful company.  This simple, if somewhat stretched, analogy of 1776 to Alcon’s 
times only emphasizes how great things start small and even with set-backs can become successful and benefit future 
generations….. as were the early, infant efforts of our fore-fathers in 1776. My recommendation… read about it and 
enjoy. 
 


