Forging Freedom: The Blacksmiths and Artificers Who Armed the Winter Camp

When Washington’s army reached Valley Forge in December 1777, it was half-frozen, poorly
equipped, and nearly unarmed for a new campaign. Muskets lacked bayonets; wagon wheels
split in the cold; iron nails, hinges, and shoes were as precious as powder. To survive, the army
needed craftsmen. Within weeks, the sound of hammers on iron echoed through the frozen
hills.

In forges kindled from ruined mills and hastily built sheds, blacksmiths and artificers turned raw
ore, scrap, and ingenuity into the tools of endurance. They were not soldiers of glory but of
necessity — the mechanics who kept an army alive long enough to win a nation.

The Army’s Artificer Corps

The Continental Army formally organized skilled tradesmen into artificer companies in early
1777. Washington’s General Orders of January 16 1777 called for carpenters, wheelwrights,
armorers, farriers, and smiths to assist the Commissary and Ordnance Departments (Founders
Online).

By the time of Valley Forge, artificers worked under the Quartermaster General and Chief of
Artillery Henry Knox, headquartered at the Potts ironmaster’s house—today’s Knox’s Quarters
(NPS Knox’s Quarters). They repaired muskets and gun carriages, forged nails for huts, and shod
thousands of horses and oxen. Private Joseph Plumb Martin later remembered the “constant
tink of hammers” in camp—proof that the Revolution was as much industrial as martial.

A Landscape of Iron

The encampment sat amid one of colonial America’s densest iron corridors. The Valley Forge
ironworks, founded in 1742 by Stephen Evans and later managed by John Potts, lay along Valley
Creek with companion works at Mount Joy, Warwick, and Coventry. British troops destroyed the
forge in September 1777, but its stone foundations and water-races remained.

Nearby furnaces—including Warwick, Reading, and Hopewell—supplied pig iron, nails, and bar
stock to Continental depots at Reading and Lancaster (NPS Hopewell Furnace History). Artificers

hauled this metal into camp, reheating and re-forging it into serviceable tools and hardware.
Work under Fire

Each smith worked beside a stone hearth about six feet square, with bellows, anvil, and
charcoal pit. Archaeological surveys have uncovered slag and clinker deposits marking these
workshops (NPS Archaeology).

They mended musket locks, wagon axles, and cooking implements, made nails and hinges for
huts, and produced iron “candlesticks” for surgeons. Farriers labored through the night shoeing
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horses and oxen that hauled wood and supplies. A quartermaster clerk wrote that the artificers
“wrought day and night, the army depending on their hands as much as on the bayonet.” The
labor was punishing — sparks burned through sleeves, charcoal smoke blackened lungs — yet
they stayed at the anvils, hammering order from scarcity.

People behind the Anvils

The forge fires were tended by a mixed workforce: local artisans, enslaved and free African
Americans, and European immigrants trained in iron trades. Before the war, the Potts family’s
operations employed free, indentured, and enslaved labor (NPS Forge Tour; NPS Hopewell
African Americans).

Free Black smiths and farriers also served within the army; payroll lists from Pennsylvania
regiments include names such as Primus Hall and Peter Johnston. While Valley Forge rolls rarely
record race, the Patriots of African Descent Monument inside the park commemorates roughly
700-720 patriots of African ancestry who served at the encampment (NPS Monument).

Forging a Symbol

Iron at Valley Forge was more than material; it was metaphor. Each spike in a hut wall, each
wheel rim, each musket repaired represented collective survival. By June 1778, the army
marched out re-equipped, disciplined, and mobile. Washington reported his troops “ready to
take the field at the shortest notice,” a readiness owed as much to hammer blows as to drill
(Founders Online Correspondence, 1778).

Legacy in the Valley
Today visitors can still trace that industrial geography.

¢ The Valley Creek Forge Ruins—stone foundations, slag fields, and millraces—survive
within the park.

e The blacksmith shop reconstruction near the National Memorial Arch interprets 18th-
century smithing.

e At Hopewell Furnace NHS, original charcoal stacks and casting houses demonstrate how
Pennsylvania’s iron plantations—powered by mixed labor—supplied the Revolution’s
backbone (NPS Hopewell Furnace Overview).

Why It Matters

The blacksmiths and artificers of Valley Forge forged more than iron; they forged resilience.
Their unseen labor joined local industry and national endurance, manual skill and political
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purpose. Every hammer blow bound together freedom’s literal infrastructure — the metalwork
of independence.

Works Consulted / Further Reading

e National Park Service — Valley Forge NHP: “What Happened at Valley Forge?” and “The
People of Valley Forge.” = https://www.nps.gov/vafo/index.htm

e Founders Online: General Orders, 16 Jan 1777; Correspondence on Supplies and
Readiness, 1778. = https://founders.archives.gov/

e NPS —Hopewell Furnace NHS: “African Americans at Hopewell Furnace.” - link
e NPS - Archaeology at Valley Forge. = link

e Ricardo A. Herrera, Feeding Washington’s Army (UNC Press, 2022).

o Joseph Lee Boyle, Writings from the Valley Forge Orderly Books (CCHS, 2013).

e James Kirby Martin & Mark Edward Lender, A Respectable Army (3rd ed., 2015).

Local Connections: The Industrial Landscape of the Revolution

1. Valley Creek Forge Ruins (Valley Forge NHP)

Founded 1742 by Stephen Evans and John Potts; burned 1777; remnants—stone races, slag—
visible today.

2. Mount Joy Forge Site (Valley Forge NHP)

Companion works supporting the Potts family network; source of nails and fittings. Learn more:
NPS History & Culture

3. Hopewell Furnace NHS (Berks/Chester County Line)

Operational 1771-1883; preserved furnace, charcoal houses, and workers’ quarters. Learn

more: NPS Hopewell Furnace

4. Warwick Furnace (South Coventry Township)

Produced cannon and bar iron for the Continental Army. Learn more: Explore PA History —

Warwick Furnace

5. Knox’s Quarters / David Potts Jr. House (Valley Forge NHP)

HQ of Brig. Gen. Henry Knox, where artificers repaired artillery. Learn more: NPS Knox’s

Quarters
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6. Chester County History Center (West Chester)

Holds receipts, ledgers, and artificer payrolls from 1777-78. Learn more: Chester County History

Center

Map Context:

e Encampment Map (1777-78)

e NPS Valley Forge Visitor Map (PDF)
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