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www.raritanmillstone.org  

SPECIAL INVITATION  
Join with members of RMHA attending our Saturday November 16, 2019 at 10:00 a.m. board meeting 
at the historic Drake House, 602 West Front Street, Plainfield, NJ 07060 for a presentation about Plain-
field “The Queen City” by William H. Michelson, Chairman Plainfield Historic Preservation Commission. 
The Drake House Museum, built in 1746, is Plainfield’s link to its colonial past. A city-owned public mu-
seum, it is administered by the Historical Society of Plainfield and is on both the NJ State and National 
Registers of Historic Places. It was once used as George Washington’s headquarters during the Battle 
of the Short Hills, June, 1777. See Page 3 for “Why it Mattered” by G. W. Stillman & 
www.drakehouseplainfieldnj.org.  

THE FIFTH EDITION TO THE GUIDE BOOK 

By Karen Keithler, Guide Book/Website Committee Member and Co-Treasurer 

In August 2019, The Raritan-Millstone Heritage Alliance announced the 

publication of the Fifth Edition of the Guide to Historic Sites in Central 

New Jersey.  It was my pleasure to be a part of this amazing journey to 

bring this guide book to history lovers in the state of New Jersey. Under 

the outstanding leadership of Tyreen Reuter, our committee worked its 

way through the Fourth Edition Guide Book, editing text, adding new Sites 

and taking new photographs. Our graphic designer was Gordon Bond. 

This work was made possible by the excellent efforts of previous guide 

book committees, most recently, The Fourth edition led by George Daw-

son. The guide book was sponsored by the Suydam Family and the 

RMHA is most grateful to them for their generosity.                                  

Our project goal included the ability to have the entire guide book avail-

able on our new website with the ability to link directly to the individual 

Sites internet website. This has been accomplished along with the pub-

lishing of a first time color guide book with nearly 200 Sites featured. 

Visiting the Sites to take photographs was an exciting part of the project. 

Being able to see the Sites “up close and personal” created a bond with 

The Raritan-Millstone Heritage Alliance. My husband, John, and I had the 

opportunity to see places in New Jersey that we had not been to in many years. This made our experience taking 

photographs of many of the Sites all the more rewarding as we discussed the history behind each location. 

Please take some time to look at the new website at www.raritanmillstone.org.                                                               

The guide books have already been delivered to numerous Sites presented in the guide book. If your Site would 

like copies of the guide book, please let us know through email on our website. The Guide Book is offered to the 

public FREE OF CHARGE. 

http://www.raritanmillstone.org/
http://www.drakehouseplainfield.org
http://www.raritanmillstone.org/
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RARITAN-MILLSTONE  
HERITAGE ALLIANCE 

P.O. Box 5583, Somerset, NJ 08875-5583 
www.raritanmillstone.org 

 
An organization of individuals, 

organizations, and sites working to promote  pres-
ervation and understanding of the rich, eventful, 

and cultural heritage of significant historical, 
 educational, environmental and cultural sites     

located in Central New Jersey. 
 

OFFICERS 
President – Rev. Dr. Fred Mueller 
Vice President  - Donald J. Peck  

Secretary – Christine Retz 
Treasurers – John and Karen Keithler 

 
DIRECTORS 

Barbara ten Broeke 

Frank J. Crowe 

George B. Dawson 

Elyce M. Jennings 

Paul B. Jennings, MD 

Wendy E. Kennedy 

Robert S. Mettler 

Carol C. Natarelli 

Nancy A. Piwowar 

Rev. Canon Ronald N. Pollock 

Marilyn W. Rautio 

Tyreen  A. Reuter 

Junelynn N. Sadlowski 

 Anurag K. Singh 

 
The Board of Directors meets on the third or 

fourth Saturday of March, May, September, 
 November at designated historic and museum 

member sites in the region.                                                              
The Executive Committee 
meets in January and June 

                                                         

BOARD OF DIRECTORS 

Saturday, November 16, 2019 

At 10:00 a.m. Speaker,                 
William H. Michelson 

Plainfield “The Queen City” 

The Drake House Museum 

602 West Front Street 

Plainfield, NJ 07060 

www.drakehouseplainfieldnj.org  

  
To be excused call Don Peck at       
732-738-5522 or Fred Mueller                           

at 908-359-3391 
Representatives from all 

Alliance sites are 
Welcome and encouraged 

To attend. 

ABOUT THE PLAINFIELD 
HISTORIC PRESERVATION                 

COMMISSION 
 
The Plainfield historic preservation 
ordinance of 2002 created the city’s  
historic Preservation Commission. 
It serves to identify and protect 
Plainfield’s historic homes, sites and 
districts and to strengthen a sense of 
place and connection to the city’s past. 
The Commission fosters civic pride and 
the use of historic districts and land-
marks  for the educational, cultural, and 
recreational welfare of its residents. 

                       YOUR LINK TO THE PUBLIC:   

The Link is on a quarterly publication schedule. News 

of major upcoming events for possible placement in 

the newsletter may be mailed, emailed, or faxed to the 

following address. Any questions, please contact: 

Donald J. Peck, Editor, The Clausen Company,                                           

P.O. Box 140,                                                                         

Fords, NJ 08863                                                                        
Tel 732-738-1165,                         

Fax  732-738-1618                    

e-mail clausenco@aol.com.                      

http://www.drakehouseplainfieldnj.org
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The Battle of the Short Hills  June 26, 1777— Why It Mattered  

By George W. Stillman Sr. c.2019 revised                                                                                                                                                                    

Map of Central New Jersey and the June 1777 battlegrounds. Details show Washington’s   1776 position 

in Brunswick, his encampments at Middlebrook and Quibbletown, part of Lord Stirling’s forces near Metu-

chen and the mid-June advance by the British from Brunswick to the Millstone Valley. The Short Hills de-

tail is shown as a rise of ground near Amboy and stretching northerly pass Metuchen.  Note that the 

American Quibbletown camp is misdated as June 4 instead of June 24. Stirling’s division was posted be-

tween Ash Swamp (NJ Brigade) and near Metuchen (3rd Pa. Brigade). Further detachments were posted 

near Woodbridge. (from Marshall’s Life of Washington).  

The Battle of the Short Hills, sometimes referred to as the Battle of Metuchen Meetinghouse or Battle of 

Westfield, was fought in the countryside of central New Jersey on June 26, 1777 and was the principal 

conflict of the New Jersey Campaign of June 1777. Nearly forgotten and perhaps overly trivialized, it has 

been overshadowed by other significant actions fought in 1777, such as Brandywine, Germantown and 

Saratoga.  

Following the incredible American victories of Trenton and Princeton by General Washington’s small 

army, British General William Howe had been desperate to find a means to reverse this insult to the 

Crown forces. The defeats had severely tarnished the pride and apparent invincibility of the British and 

Hessian troops and miraculously revived the American cause. Earlier in the war, Howe had appeared to 

favor some means of lenient reconciliation and hope that the rebel resistance would falter. Now his desire 

changed upon the realization that the war was going to be much more difficult to terminate quickly. It 

meant that a more determined means was necessary to find a way to destroy the American Army. Still, as 

cooler weather gave way to warming summer heat, both armies wondered when General Howe was going 

to launch his next move. Washington, on May 30th had already moved his main camp from Morristown to  
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his Middlebrook encampment in the Watchung heights above Bound Brook.  From the heights 
the Americans utilized the superb view to keep an eye on the expected moves of the British 
stationed in New Brunswick and Perth Amboy.  Finally on June 13

th
, 1777, after weeks of de-

laying for new reinforcements, tents, and other supplies, General Howe opened the 1777 Cam-
paign by making a feint from New Brunswick to the Millstone River. He hoped to draw down 
Washington from the safety of the Watchung Mountains. Washington, however, did not take 
the bait, frustrating Howe’s plan. Howe then moved back to New Brunswick on June 19

th
 and 

then decided to abandon the town on June 21
st
. On June 22

nd
 the bulk of his Army headed to 

Perth Amboy. On the way, the British rearguard was attacked at Piscataway and Bonhamtown 
by Col. Morgan’s Rifle Corps and General Wayne’s Pennsylvania Brigade but the Crown 
forces reached Amboy successfully. On June 23

rd
 a heavy rainstorm put a temporary damper 

on movements by both Armies. But, having already consulted with his generals, Washington 
had his main army move down to Quibbletown the next morning. Lord Stirling’s Division, with 
support units, was placed in advance towards Metuchen and Woodbridge. Their tasks included 
keeping watch over the British. Washington, having become cautiously optimistic on the pros-
pect of the British leaving New Jersey, also dismissed most of the spirited New Jersey militia 
so they could attend their harvest.  By June 24

th
, Howe had begun to ship several of his regi-

ments to Staten Island. He also placed troops at Strawberry Hill in Woodbridge to observe the 
Americans.   
 
By making this retreat to Amboy and then seemingly crossing over to Staten Island, Howe en-
couraged the Americans to ponder where was Howe’s next move going to be. Did Howe intend 
to head north to assist General Burgoyne’s Army already moving south from Canada in the 
hope of splitting off New England. Or, would Howe sail south from New Jersey to capture the 
American capital at Philadelphia. Apparently, hardly anyone in the British high command really 
knew the answer to this question either. 
 
Instead of providing an immediate answer to this profound question, General William Howe re-
versed course. On the morning of June 26

th
, 1777, he launched an attempt to catch the Ameri-

can Army before it could get back to the protection of the heights in their former Middlebrook 
encampment.  Howe’s real intend was to block Washington’s Army while it was in the low 
grounds at Quibbletown and fight a general engagement on terms very favorable to the Crown 
forces.  A win by the British could have ruined the American army and changed the course of 
American history. Howe ordered a two column attack, similar to what was used at Long Island 
(and once again at Brandywine). Howe reasoned that if the 5000 troops in Lord Cornwallis’ col-
umn could block the American escape route to the protective Middlebrook heights, Howe’s 
main column of near 12000 men under General Vaughan might assault the Americans with a 
frontal attack at Quibbletown. With Howe’s elite forces, it is chilling to think that he might also 
have entertained grand thoughts of possibly capturing “the Fox”, George Washington, and put-
ting a halter on the dream of American independence. Fortunately the events of June 26

th
 did 

not go as planned for Sir William Howe. Amazingly the Battle of the Short Hills, against the po-
tential odds, severely delayed the British advance allowing the American Army to escape the 
juggernaut. What is also mind boggling is that Lord Stirling’s advanced corps only amounted to 
1500 to 2500 men during the battle while Howe’s available manpower was around 16000.  Not 
only did the Short Hills battle show the need to continue the growth 
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and maturity of the American army but its survival also maintained the means of preserving 

the fledgling new Nation. And, just a matter of days after the battle, patriots were graced with 

the celebration of the First Anniversary of the United States of America on July 4th, 1777.  

Maj. Gen. Lord Sterling      Col. Elias Dayton (3 NJ)     Maj. Gen. Vaughan         Maj Gen. Cornwallis 

American Leadership at Short Hills                                               British Leadership in Howe’s two columns  

Extract of the Lt. Wangenheim (Jaeger 
Corps) map of the Short Hills Battle. Wan-
genheim had only arrived in American about two weeks before 
the battle which can account for distortions of roads and direc-
tions. Certain terrain features such as the Short Hills outline 
where the New Jersey Brigade fought can still be detected on 
modern maps. Following the battle, Lord Stirling retreated to 
the gap near Scotch Plains. Washington’s Army all retreated 
from Quibbletown to the Watchung heights. Howe’s army en-
camped on the night of June 26th by Westfield, then moved the 
next day towards Rahway and Woodbridge. Seeing nothing fur-
ther to risk, Howe and his army left New Jersey on June 30th to 
plan the Pennsylvania campaign. The multiple skirmishes on 
June 26th were fought primarily in the communities of Wood-
bridge, Edison and Scotch Plains. But it effected over 26000 

troops and the lives, both young and old, of many unfortunate citizens through Middlesex, Union 
(then Essex) and Somerset counties 

In the publication titled, “What If: The World’s Foremost Historians Imagine What Might 
Have Been”, Thomas Fleming wrote the following: 

When a historian ponders the what ifs of the American Revolution, chills run up 
and down the cerebellum. There were almost too many moments when the patriot cause 
teetered on the brink of disaster, to be retrieved by the most unlikely accidents or coinci-
dences or choices make by harried men in the heat of conflict. 

 
The Quibbletown encampment and the Battle of the Short Hills certainly fit as can-

didates for this phenomena.  Although the encampment lasted only a few days, events sur-
rounding the encampment could have had a major impact on the Nation if the actual se-
quence of events had been altered.  Tantalizing questions to ponder regarding this affaire 
invite a number of enlightened points to consider.  Among these might be the following 
thoughts. 
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What would have happened if Howe had been able to start his march shortly after 
midnight, as was his original plan, instead of near daylight of the 26

th
?                            

A significant delay occurred during the night of June 25th/26th to Howe’s chagrin. At 4 pm on June 
25th, Howe sent sealed orders to have the Hessians on Staten Island return immediately to Amboy. 
Due to rough water, the message did not arrive until 6 pm.  Transports were then prepared and the 
men ordered to bring three day’s provisions. When attempting to launch the transports, problems 
with nature continued with contrary wind and tide conditions.  It took until midnight for the transports 
to arrive at Amboy and then it was not until 2 am when the transports could be debarked. In addition, 
one of the ships ran aground due to a sandbank which caused the men on board to travel 3 miles by 
flatboat to their landing place. Howe had intended for the army to move by 1 am but was delayed 
until near sun up. In the case of the Americans, they had orders to be up by 4 am.  If Howe had been 
able to strike early according to his original plan, the Americans would likely have faced a daunting 
surprise attack in the dark with added difficulties of visibility from a very powerful enemy. 

What if Howe’s Crown forces had further delayed his move by a few hours to attack 
against Quibbletown?                                                                                                
Evidence indicates that General Washington on the morning of June 26th, was contemplating to push 
American troops closer towards Perth Amboy. His hope would have been to strike the British rear-
guard as the Crown troops continued to weaken by their movement to Staten Island. Had Washing-
ton proceeded with this move, the American Army ran the risk of being further from the safety of the 
Watchung heights with an unexpected major enemy force advancing upon him. 

What if American Major General Lord Stirling had decided to pull back his advanced 
forces to either the Quibbletown camp or the Watchung Heights without giving a 
stubborn defense at the Short Hills?   
Fortunately, Lord Stirling continued to have the stubborn disposition that he exhibited at the Battle of 
Long Island which helped save the American army there too. At Short Hills he faced a series of diffi-
cult decisions caused by conflicting reports from his dragoons, highly outnumbered manpower, 
deadly hot weather, and insufficient preparedness from Brigadier Thomas Conway (who claimed he 
lacked knowledge of the area). Lord Stirling had to place General Maxwell in charge of Conway’s 
Brigade and used Col. Elias Dayton (3rd NJ Regiment) to command the New Jersey Brigade. Fortu-
nately both men were well experienced officers. Bravely, Stirling’s forces withstood the British from 
early morning to midday giving the American army time to retreat to the safety of the Watchung 
heights. 

What if Washington had not received warning or decided to go to the support of Lord 
Stirling’s advanced troops?  
Either case could have been disastrous. Fighting in Woodbridge began around 6 am with Lord Stir-
ling’s picket. However, it was around 7 am by the time Washington received word as a result of a 
British prisoner brought to him by American dragoons. He immediately had his alarm guns fired. It 
would take time to get the army and it’s supply wagons up the steep mountainous trails but Wash-
ington was able to reach Washington Rock in time to see the battle down below and be sketched by 
artist Capt. Charles Willson Peale. 

 
An important point for modern historians to consider with regards to the battle of the Short 
Hills is that it revealed the importance of Washington’s “Fabian” tactics used at this time to 
preserve his army.  Alexander Hamilton would go on to write after the battle,  
“It is…Howe’s business to make the most of his present strength, and as he is not numerous 
enough to conquer and garrison as he goes, his only hope lies in fighting us and giving a 
general defeat at one blow.”…..”The liberties of America are an infinite stake. We should not 
play a desperate game of it or put it upon the issue of a single cast of the die.  The loss of 
one general engagement may effectually ruin us, and it would certainly be folly to hazard it, 
unless our resources for keeping up an army were at an end, and some decisive blow was 
absolutely necessary; or unless our strength was so great as to give certainty of success. 
Neither is the case.”  



7  

The Drake House Museum 

Historic Site/Museum 

602 West Front Street Plainfield, NJ 07060 

(908) 755-5831 

www.drakehouseplainfieldnj.org 

drakehouseplainfieldnj@gmail.com  

HOURS: Sunday 2:00 PM - 4:00 PM, and by     

appointment. Closed Easter, Christmas Eve,        

Christmas, New Year’s Eve, and  New Year’s Day 

The Nathaniel Drake House was built in 1746 by Isaac Drake as a home for his son,          

Nathaniel.  Today, it is a city-owned public museum administered by the Historical Society    

of Plainfield. 

Nestled within the towers and slate roof is the original farmhouse once used as George 

Washington’s headquarters during the Battle of Short Hills, in June 1777.  The Drake sons, 

Abraham, Cornelius, and Isaac, served in the Essex and Somerset Counties’ militia.  Caesar, 

the family’s freed slave, was wagoneer with the Continental forces. 

In 1864, John S. Harberger, a New York City Bank president, enlarged and embellished the 

house in the Victorian style, making it his summer home during Plainfield’s development as  

a commuter suburb. 

Period rooms portray both the farm life of the Drakes and the suburban life of the Harbergers.  

Significant American paintings, folk art, period furniture and decorative pieces make this site 

a museum of both history and art. 

Featuring: 

 Civil War painting by Julian Scott                                                                               

 The opulent Harberger Library                                                                                  

 Exhibit Gallery                                                                                                           

 Period rooms, Colonial and Victorian eras 

During the past nine decades the Historical Society of Plainfield has been the stalwart stew-

ard of the museum and its collection from the colonial and Victorian periods, related to the 

City of Plainfield. The museum receives thousands of visitors annually. The first floor of the 

Drake House Museum is wheelchair accessible; the second floor is not. There is off street 

parking available. The Historical Society of Plainfield is a member of these organizations: 

Raritan-Millstone Heritage Alliance, League of Historical Societies of New Jersey, North    

Jersey American Revolution Round Table, Crossroads of the American Revolution, American 

Association for State and Local History, Advocates for New Jersey History, American          

Alliance of Museums, among others. 



8  

Raritan-Millstone Heritage Alliance 

PO Box 5583 

Somerset, NJ 08875-5583 

 

The Raritan-Millstone Heritage Alli-

ance consists of committed individuals and 

organizations representing sites within the re-

gion of Raritan and Millstone systems.  In an 

area that has continually contributed to the 

strength of the United States, we seek through 

our programs to promote, protect and preserve 

an understanding of our rich historical, cul-

tural and educational heritage as we work to 

be a model for current and future generations 

by promoting the rich heritage of our American 

society.  


