
Mrs. Warner's Winter Warfare

A Memento of Arnold's Campaign

By Dr. Curtis Carroll Davis

If a woman were to defend the cause of her sex, she might ad-
dress him [a man] in the following manner: . . . "When you offer your
blood to the state think that it is ours. In giving it our sons and our
husbands we give more than ourselves. You can only die on the field of
battle, but we have the misfortune to survive those whom we love most.
Alas! while your ambitious vanity is unceasingly laboring to cover the
earth with statues, with monuments, and with inscriptions to eternize,
if possible your names, and give yourselves an existence, when this
body is no more, why must we be condemned to live and to die un-
known?"

Anon., "An Occasional Letter on the Female Sex,"
Pennsylvania Magazine, August 1775

Whether or not those sentiments derived from the pen of Thomas Paine,

they appeared in the columns of his magazine and contain some of his lan-

guage.' The essay has been termed the earliest plea for woman published in the

American colonies. Certainly the Great Agitator would have been impressed by

the woman's story that follows here, and not merely because he himself was a

sometime resident of Lancaster.

In June 1775 the Continental Congress resolved to invade and annex Can-

ada, and turn it into a "fourteenth colony." By mid-November the troops of

Brigadier General Richard Montgomery had taken Montreal, and the concept of

the operation — to employ a modern phrase — seemed to be proving itself. But



off there farther north was still Quebec, capital of the province, a flourishing
little city of some fifteen hundred houses, well fortified.

To augment Montgomery's advance, therefore, General Washington de-
cided to unleash a parallel invasion force from the eastward. As its commander
he appointed Connecticut-born Benedict Arnold — ex-druggist, ship merchant,
and horse trader — an audacious, inspirational careerist who, as a colonel of
Massachusetts militia, had assisted Ethan Allen in the capture of Fort Ticonder-
oga in early May.

On September 5th, accordingly, General Orders were issued for the exped-
ition and a call sent forth as well for volunteers to assemble at Cambridge,
opposite Boston. Eventually some eleven hundred men had responded from as
far afield as Virginia. From southeastern Pennsylvania came two companies of
riflemen under Captains William Hendricks and Matthew Smith. A volunteer in
Smith's company was Private James Warner, from the Lancaster area. Warner
had just gotten married to a girl named Jemima, and she elected to make the
long journey north with her husband. There was only one other woman attached
to these Pennsylvania units, the wife of a Sergeant Grier.

Traversing the three hundred and sixty-odd miles to Massachusetts colony,
the Pennsylvania marksmen presently spearheaded Arnold's troops as they de-
parted from Cambridge on September 13th, 1775. On the nineteenth the sold-
iers boarded transports at Newburyport and sailed to Gardinerstown, now Pitts-
ton, on the Kennebec River, Maine, where they arrived on the twenty-second.
On September 25th, from Fort Western, now Augusta, the expedition started up
the Kennebec in bateaux, those flat-bottomed boats designed for riverine usage.
From Fort Western to Quebec, via the Chaudiére ("boiling") River, lay three
hundred and fifty miles of what Surgeon Isaac Senter labelled "a direful howling
wilderness not describable."2

Along about now, if not before, certain misgivings as to the wisdom of the
over-all strategy must have been nagging at the minds of some of the expedi-
tion's leaders. For one thing, the bateaux had not only been constructed of
green lumber but were also in many cases poorly fashioned; they were, more-
over, much too cumbersome to face the rapids and portages that lay ahead. For
another thing, Colonel Arnold had miscalculated the length of the march, and
food supplies began inexorably to dwindle. Also, the weather turned mean:
heavy rains plagued the troops' passage, and on October 21st a hurricane of
historic proportions flayed the invaders.

Nor were all of those troops the foresters and watermen originally solict-
ed. Too many were just farm boys; too many as well were impressed non-
volunteers. In sum, Arnold's foray into Canada was from its inception accursed.
Marvellously, they made it to Quebec (about half of them) by December 31st,
and badly frightened that stronghold. But they failed to take it. And they lost



one of their commanders, Arnold, to a crippling wound and the other, General
Montgomery, to a killing wound. Over half their assaulting force was captured.
A gloriously foolhardy enterprise sputtered to its collapse. And young Jemima
Warner, a tiny statistic against that imperial backdrop, had suffered through
it all.

The reason we know this is that one of James Warner's fellow soldiers and
Landsman, a youth named John Henry, was among those keeping a diary of
events. Here is the pertinent entry in Henry's account:

November 1st, [1775]. This morning, breakfasting on our bleary, we
took up the line of march through a flat and boggy ground. About ten o'clock
A.M., we arrived by a narrow neck of land at a marsh which was appalling. It
was three-fourths of a mile over, and covered by a coat of ice, half an inch
thick. Here [Lt. Michael] Simpson concluded to halt a short time for the strag-
glers or maimed of Hendricks's and Smith's companies to come up. There
were two woman attached to those companies, who arrived before we com-
menced the march. One was the wife of Sergeant Grier, a large, virtuous and
respectable woman. The other3 was the wife of a private of our company, a
man who lagged upon every occasion. These women being arrived, it was pre-
sumed that all our party were up. We were on the point of entering the marsh,
when some one cried out, "Warner is not here." Another said he had "sat
down sick under a tree, a few miles back." His wife begging us to wait s short
time, with tears of affection in her eyes, ran back to her husband. We tarried
an hour. They came not.

The location was some fifty miles north of Lake Magantic, in southern
Quebec. There Arnold's main force, half-starved, shivering, snow-encrusted,
languished along the lake's outlet, the Chaudiére. Some of the soldiers had been
reduced to devouring a pet dog. Others gobbled up shaving soap, lip salve, and
shoe leather-

When, many years later, John Henry — now a respected jurist in Lancaster
County, Pennsylvania — decided to revise and expand his original jottings on the
subject of "this dolorous and dreadful march," he saw fit to append the parti-

culars that follow about the Warners:

The fate of James Warner, among others, was really lamentable. He
was young, handsome in appearance, not more than twenty-five years of age;
he was athletic and seemed to surpass in bodily strength. Yet withal he was a
dolt. His wife was beautiful, though coarse in manners. The husband on the
other hand, was a poor devil, constantly out of view, or in the background of
the picture.

We heard nothing of them after entering the marsh, and until a month
had elapsed at Quebee. In December [1775] the wife or widow of poor
James Warner, came to our quarters on the Low-grounds, bearing her hus-
band's rifle, his powderhorn and pouch. She appeared fresh and rosy as ever-
This arose from the religious and gratuitous spirit of the Canadians-

The story Mrs. Jemima Warner told, was extremely affecting, and may



be worth remembering, as it is something like a sample of the whole of our
distresses and intolerable disasters.

The husband was a great eater. His stores of provisions after the parti-
tion, at the head of the Chaudière, were in a little time consumed. The con-
summate wife ran back from the marsh, and found her beloved husband sit-
ting at the foot of a tree, where he said he was determined to die.

The tender-hearted woman attended her ill-fated husband several days,
urging his march forward; he again sat down. Finding all her solicitations
could not induce him to rise, she left him, having placed all the bread in her
possession between his legs with a canteen of water. She bore his arms and
ammunition to Quebec, where she recounted the story. The nephew of
Natanis [a neutral Indian] , afterwards at Quebec, confirmed the relation of
this good woman. For when going up, and returning down the river with
our inestimable friend M'Cleland [Lt. John McClellan] , she urged them, suf-
fused in tears, to take her husband on board. They were necessarily deaf to
her entreaties. Thus perished this unfortunate man at a period of his age when
the bodily powers are generally in their full perfection. He and many others
who died in the wilderness, lost their lives by an inconsiderate gluttony.
They ate as much at a meal as ought to have been in our circumstances the
provision of four days, and a march of one hundred miles. Young men
without knowledge or previous experience are very difficult to govern by sage
advice, when the rage of hunger assails.5

Matthew Smith was the only captain under Arnold to escape capture by
the British- Surviving troops from the other companies, less than a hundred,
assembled under his leadership, and in due course made the hang-dog trek back
south to their homeland. Did Jemima Warner go with them?

Some students of this episode say no, that both she and Mrs. Grier died
"violent deaths at Quebec." 6 Their opinion is based on the statements jotted
down by another journal-keeper on the expedition, a fifer from Newburyport
named Caleb Haskell. On December 11th, 1775, Haskell wrote: "Today we had
a man wounded and a woman killed by a shot from the city." 7 And the follow-
ing spring he noted. April 18th, 1776,". . . a woman belonging to the Pennsyl-
vania troops was killed today by accident — a soldier carelessly snapping his
musket which proved to be loaded." 8 So that takes care of our two girls.

But does it? Observe that Haskell in his second entry is careful to specify
that it was a Pennsylvania woman who had been killed. Surely, given the admira-
tion that focussed on Jemima Warner for her effort to salvage her husband, had
she been the earlier victim in December, the fifer would have been equally
specific. Is it not more plausible to assume that the "woman belonging to the
Pennsylvania troops" was Sergeant Grier's wife and that the December casualty
was some camp-follower or washerwoman attracted to the American camp from
the Quebec countryside? 9 What renders this speculation the more beguiling is a
latter-day, isolated fact: on January 9th, 1783, at the old Swedes Church in
south Philadelphia, a cooper named Jacob Knorr got married. And his bride was
named Jemima Warner.' 0

So there a person thus named stands sihouetted in history, on the fringe
of great events. To most inquirers she is a mere statistic. 11 To one, at least, she



is "a long-neglected heroine." 12 As for ourselves, we are content to believe that
the hand Jacob Knorr took in marriage was that of our Jemima and that what he
got for popping the question was a strong-willed, firm-fibred country lass who,
early on, had stirred her stumps and gone forth to see something of the world.
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