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A John Trumbull painting of George Washington's capture of Hessian soldiers in Trenton, New Jersey, in December 1776.
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n August 15, 1776, a

flotilla of British ships

arrived on Staten

Island, New York, just

south of Manhattan.

On board, the vessels

were more than 8,600

foreign soldiers, the

first major contingent

of German troops to

reach the American Colonies.
(Another group had set up camp in
Quebec several months earlier to
reinforce British forces in Canada.)

There was no mistaking the new
arrivals. Unlike their British allies,
who were famously known as the
redcoats, the Hessians usually wore
blue or green coats, sometimes
accompanied by tall, pointy brass
headgear called miter caps.

For more than a year, the
British Army had been battling
rebellious colonists' intent on estab-
lishing an independent nation. In
October 1775, a fed-up George III
announced his intention to "put a
speedy end to these disorders by the

book, Hessians: German Soldiers in
the American Revolutionary War.

In fact, both the British and the
Germans had seriously underesti-
mated the Americans' resolve. The
war would drag on for another
seven years before finally ending
with the Treaty of Paris in
September 1783. By then, some
30,000 Germans had been called on
to serve. Thousands died in combat
or succumbed to disease. And the
British went home in defeat.

The Hessians?

The soldiers commonly referred to
as Hessian mercenaries weren't
mercenaries by the strict definition
of the term. They hadn't hired
themselves out individually as
fighters but were instead on loan
from their rulers, who received
cash subsidies from Great Britain
in exchange for their service. Some
of the soldiers had volunteered,
others were drafted and still others
were essentially grabbed off the
streets and pressed into service.
These men weren't all Hessians,
either. Germany, at the time, was

As it turned out, the Germans
weren't the British government's
first choice. Its envoys had
approached Russia, only to be
turned down by the empress
Catherine the Great. The Dutch also
balked at cooperating.

The subsidy treaties were sepa-
rately negotiated with each
German ruler and could differ from
one to the next. Typically, the rulers
agreed to supply a certain number
of troops for a set amount of money
that would keep flowing for the
duration of the war, plus another
one or two years. If the British sus-
tained losses, the ruler was respon-
sible for replacing the dead to get
back to the agreed-upon number. In
some cases, German leaders would
be paid extra for every soldier killed
or wounded, a practice that some
critics denounced as "blood money."
The soldiers themselves received
their pay directly from the British.

From the beginning, the
Germans were demonized in ways
that persisted for decades, partly as
a result of patriot propaganda. To
"rile up American men," as Baer
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Who were th
Hesslans?

From the beginning, the Germans were demonized in
ways that persisted for decades, partly as a result of
patriot propaganda. To "rile up American men," as
Baer puts it in an interview, they were characterized
as heartless, bloodthirsty monsters. Word on the
cobblestone streets of the time included rumours that
Hessians were cannibals who ate babies.

A 1975 painting of the Battle of Trenton.
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A depiction of Hessian troops' surrender to George Washington after the

Battle of Trenton.

Hessian troops (foreground) at the Battle of Bennington.

commander William Howe pressed
them into service. On August 22,
British and German troops
crossed the bay between Staten
Island and Long Island to begin a
series of amphibious landings on
the latter's western shore. They
would soon number about 20,000
troops: 15,000 British and 5,000
Germans.

Five days later, this combined
force attacked the Continental
Army from the south as other
British troops closed in from the
east. The Americans were vastly
outnumbered and sustained heavy
losses, including the deaths of
some 300 soldiers and the capture
of 1,100 more, compared with just
over 60 deaths on the British and
German side. Washington's men
retreated to Brooklyn Heights on
the northern edge of Long Island.
In the dead of night on August 29,
the surviving Americans quietly
escaped across the East River into
Lower Manhattan.

Washington's troops managed
to hold New York City for a time,
but they abandoned it in mid-
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across the Hudson River into New
Jersey and from there into
Pennsylvania. The Americans had
lost New York City and wouldn't
retake it until 1783.

While the British and German
forces might have seemed all but
invincible at this point, that per-
ception would soon change. On the
night of December 25, 1776,
Washington and his troops crossed
the Delaware River  from
Pennsylvania to mount a surprise
attack on the German garrison
that had been established in
Trenton, New Jersey. After a fierce
two-hour battle the following day,
the Germans surrendered, and
close to 900 of them were taken
prisoner.

The Battle of Trenton proved to
be a turning point in the war, con-
vincing the colonists that their
army could more than hold its own
against the enemy. Even so, the con-
flict would continue for the better
part of a decade. And the Germans
would play a part in every major
military campaign of the war.

Over time, American colonists'
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Johann Gottfried Seume, a German

man who fought for the British
during the American Revolution.

prisoners generally agree that
they received much kinder treat-
ment from them than from the
British officers and soldiers."

The Hessians were still the
enemy, of course, and they were
far from saints. They earned a
reputation for helping them-
selves to whatever property they
wanted as rightful spoils of war.
In their defense, Baer points out
that plundering in wartime was a
common practice, and the
Germans weren't the only ones
guilty of it. British troops were
also known to plunder, although
the army officially discouraged
the practice. Rebel colonists
apparently didn't hesitate to loot
the homes and farms of their loy-
alist neighbours.

Of the roughly 30,000 Germans
who participated in the conflict,
Lowell estimated that just over
17,300 returned to their native
lands. Approximately 1,200 were
killed in the war, and nearly 6,400
died as a result of accidents or ill-
ness. The historian classified
another 5,000 as deserters. Baer
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archaeological and

cultural landmarks

that attest to the
religion's ancient origins.
Among these is Bagore, a site
in Madhya Pradesh whose
historical and religious sig-
nificance provides com-
pelling proof that Hinduism )
has thrived in the region for
thousands of years, long
before many other recorded
histories.

What is Bagore? °

Bagore is a lesser-known
archaeological and historical
site located in Madhya
Pradesh, home to remnants of
ancient temples, sculptures,
and inscriptions. These relics,
dating back several centuries )
and sometimes millennia,
showcase early Hindu reli-
gious practices, art, and archi-
tecture.

Archaeological Evidence
of Early Hinduism

The remains found at Bagore

include:

® Temple ruins with charac-
teristic Hindu architectur-
al styles such as shikhara
(temple towers) and man-
dapa (pillared halls).

® Sculptures and carvings
depicting Hindu deities
like Shiva, Vishnu, and
various manifestations of
the Goddess (Devi), which
provide clear iconograph-
ic proof of worship.

® Inscriptions in ancient
scripts such as Brahmi
and Gupta scripts that
mention Hindu rituals,
patronage by kings, and
references to Vedic deities.

These findings date back to

periods well before many

external influences arrived in

Historical Context

Madhya Pradesh, often called
the "heart of India," has been
a crucible for Hindu thought,
art, and culture. The Bagore
site fits within a broader his-
torical narrative:

The Gupta Empire (4th to
6th century CE), consid-
ered a golden age of Hindu
culture, left extensive reli-
gious and artistic legacies
in the region.

Many Hindu temples and
inscriptions found in
Madhya Pradesh predate
the arrival of major
Islamic rulers or colonial
powers, illustrating
Hinduism's deep roots.
The persistence of Hindu
worship  practices at
Bagore also reflects the con-
tinuous cultural traditions
carried forward through
local communities.

Why Bagore Matters

While grander
Khajuraho often dominate
discussions about ancient
Hinduism in
Pradesh, places like Bagore
provide critical grassroots
evidence. They show that
Hinduism was not only a reli-
gion of kings and grand tem-
ples but also a living faith
practiced by local populations
across centuries.

sites like

Madhya

This challenges any

notion that Hinduism's pres-
ence is a recent development
or solely linked to well-
known monumental sites.
Instead, Bagore highlights a
continuous, thriving tradi-
tion of Hindu worship and
culture long before many his-
torical events that shaped the
subcontinent.

foreign assistance." Despite vigor-
ous objections from some lawmak-
ers, Parliament backed George in
taking up those offers, expecting
that the added manpower would
soon crush the rebellion once and
for all.

The Germans apparently
shared that optimism. "None of the
soldiers that went to America in
1776 anticipated that the war would
last more than a year or two," writes
Friederike Baer, a historian at Penn
State Abington College, in her 2022

A circa 1783 illustration of Hessian troops.

Empire, each governed by its own
ruler. Britain signed subsidy
treaties with six of them, including
Hesse-Cassel and Hesse-Hanau,
whose soldiers represented the true
Hessians.

Subsidy treaties had a long tra-
dition in Europe, dating back to at
least the 1400s. During the Seven
Years' War, which ended in 1763,
Britain had a subsidy treaty with
Prussia to supply it with troops;
adversary France had one with
Sweden for the same purpose.

blestone streets of the time includ-
ed rumors that Hessians were can-
nibals who ate babies.

Even for colonists who might
have been skeptical of the rumours,
the simple fact that German sol-
diers would fight on American soil
was considered an outrage. From
the Americans' point of view, it was
one thing for the British to try to
put down a rebellion by their own
colonists. It was another for them to
bring in foreigners to help finish
the job.

United States, was initially a reluc-
tant supporter of the Revolution,
believing that the American
Colonies should instead negotiate
with Britain for greater rights. But
the introduction of German troops
and other aggressive moves by
George III converted him to the
patriots' cause. "Why are the merce-
naries of Germany transported
near 4,000 miles to plunder your
houses, ravish your wives and
daughters?" Jay wrote in a widely
read address.

When the Declaration of
Independence was adopted on July
4, 1776, the Hessians were still
somewhere in the Atlantic. More
than a month would pass before
they set foot in the Colonies. Even
so, the German soldiers were
accorded a place in the document's
list of 27 grievances against the
British king. "He is at this time
transporting large armies of for-
eign mercenaries to complete the
works of death, desolation and
tyranny, already begun with cir-
cumstances of cruelty and perfidy
scarcely paralleled in the most bar-
barous ages, and totally unworthy
the head of a civilized nation," the
Declaration noted.

The Germans are coming! The
Germans are coming!

The colonists didn't need a Paul
Revere to tell them that the
Germans were on their way. News
of the subsidy treaties had been
appearing in Colonial newspapers
since at least late December 1775.
The troops' movements had been
tracked across Europe, from
Germany to England, where they
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A facsimile of the Declaration of
Independence, with the line about
"foreign mercenaries" circled in red.

would board the ships that would
take them across the Atlantic.

The first contingent of German
troops left the port city of
Bremerlehe in mid-April 1776, stop-
ping off in Portsmouth before set-
ting sail for America on May 6.
Their Atlantic crossing would turn
out to be hellish.

In a memoir describing his
experience, conscript Johann
Gottfried Seume reported that the
soldiers were packed together so
tightly in bunks that they could
only lie on their sides, "and when
we thus had sweated and roasted
enough on one side, the man on the
right end called out, 'Everybody
turn!" and so, everybody turned
over. After having suffered enough
on the other side, the man on the
left edge gave the same command,
and we squeezed back again into
the old position."

he subsidy treaties were sep-

arately negotiated with each
German ruler and could differ
from one to the next. Typically,
the rulers agreed to supply a cer-
tain number of troops for a set
amount of money that would
keep flowing for the duration of
the war, plus another one or two
years. If the British sustained
losses, the ruler was responsible
for replacing the dead to get
back to the agreed-upon num-
ber. In some cases, German lead-
ers would be paid extra for every
soldier killed or wounded, a
practice that some critics
denounced as "blood money."

As for the food, Seume wrote,
"the bacon was probably four or five
years old, had black stripes on both
the outer edges, was yellow towards
the middle." The bread was infested
with worms, which the men "had to
eat as a substitute for fat." The
drinking water, meanwhile,
"smelled like the rivers of Hades. ...
One had to hold one's nose while
swallowing."

By the time the ships reached
New York, the men had been at sea
for over three months.

On August 14, a day before the
Hessians disembarked on Staten
Island, the Continental Congress
passed a resolution aimed at per-
suading as many of them as possi-
ble to desert the British and take up
residence in the new country.

The resolution promised that
Hessians who switched sides "shall
be protected in the free exercise of

lished by the laws of these states.”
They would also receive "50 acres of
unappropriated lands in some of
these states." George Washington,
then serving as commander-in-chief
of the Continental Army, managed
to have printed copies of the resolu-
tion smuggled into the Germans'
camp.

Two weeks later, a committee
consisting of John Adams,
Benjamin Franklin and Thomas
Jefferson upped the ante, drafting a
handbill aimed at persuading
German officers to desert and
promising them anywhere between
100 and 1,000 acres, dependent on
their rank. This announcement was
translated into German, then quick-
ly printed and distributed.

Initially, few takers emerged. In
addition to any allegiance the
Germans felt towards their home-
land, and whatever punishment
they might face if caught, going
over to the American side seemed
like a losing proposition. "They had
no reason to believe Britain would-
n't win," Baer says.

What's more, a fair number of
Germans were sympathetic to the
British cause or at least unsympa-
thetic to the American one. "A
colonist on Staten Island lived as
comfortably as a German country
gentleman, and it seemed extraordi-
nary to the Hessians that people
should revolt against a government
under which they enjoyed so many
blessings," historian Edward J.
Lowell wrote in 1884.

Off the boat and into the fray

The exhausted Germans were
barely off the boat when British

Bay, on the eastern coast of
Manhattan, on September 15, forc-
ing the Continental soldiers to
retreat northward. The following
day, Howe's men attacked
Washington's troops in Harlem
Heights, on the north end of
Manhattan.

The Battle of Harlem Heights
provided a much-needed victory
for the Continental Army's morale,
but the men were soon forced to
flee once more, first to White
Plains in Westchester County, then

An illustration of Hessian soldiers in uniform.

mix of professional soldiers and
ordinary citizens, some fresh off
the farm. Many colonists came to
prefer them to the British, even
sympathizing with them as inno-
cent victims forced by money-hun-
gry tyrants to fight a war thousands
of miles from home, a conflict in
which they had no personal stake.
As Washington himself
observed in a February 1777 letter,
"One thing I must remark in
favour of the Hessians, and that is,
that our people who have been
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as 3,500 settled in the U.S., with the
rest relocating to another part of
the continent.

While estimates vary and no
one can ever know for sure, it's
likely that the number of
Americans today with a "Hessian"
or two in their family tree is
somewhere in the millions. In the
end, the Germans did have a
major impact, just not the one
George III intended.
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