
Two Virginians in the Snow: The Humphries at Valley Forge 

  

On November 12, 1775, a father and son from King George County, Virginia—John 
Humphries Sr. and John Humphries Jr.—enlisted together. Their decision pulled them from 
a Tidewater farm into the hardest winter of the war. By December 1777, their regiment 
stood with Washington’s army at Valley Forge, a half-year encampment that demanded 
more stamina than glory. (National Park Service) 

  

From Virginia to Valley Forge 

The Humphries served in the 1st Virginia State Regiment under Col. George Gibson, a 
state-establishment unit that Virginia committed to the northern war effort during the 
Philadelphia Campaign. At Valley Forge the regiment was placed in Muhlenberg’s Brigade 
(Stirling’s Division), part of the Virginia wing on the army’s North Outer Line. The brigade’s 
composition that winter is well documented: the 1st, 5th, 9th, and 13th Virginia Regiments, 
the 1st and 2nd Virginia State Regiments, and the German Regiment. (Valley Forge Muster 
Roll) 

  

A winter measured in numbers 

Valley Forge was not a single image of suffering; it was a moving ledger of men gained and 
men lost. The 1st Virginia State Regiment entered camp with 444 men assigned, only 188 
“fit for duty,” and left with 335 assigned, 203 fit—a stark snapshot of attrition and recovery. 
Across the encampment as a whole (December 19, 1777–June 19, 1778), roughly 12,000 
soldiers and several hundred civilians turned this ridge into what contemporaries called a 
“city of huts.” Mortality—driven overwhelmingly by disease—approached 2,000 dead. 
(Valley Forge Muster Roll) 

  

Two notations, one life 

The Valley Forge Muster Roll lists Private John Humphries in Capt. John Nicholas’s 
company through the winter months and then preserves two conflicting death notations: 
“Died March 26, 1778” and “Died, June 1778.” The project’s editors intentionally retain such 
conflicts because their sources—monthly company returns, hospital rolls, later 
abstracts—do not always agree. The contradiction is itself part of the historical record, not 
an error to be erased. (Valley Forge Muster Roll) 

https://www.nps.gov/vafo/planyourvisit/the-encampment.htm?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://valleyforgemusterroll.org/1st-virginia-state-regiment/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://valleyforgemusterroll.org/1st-virginia-state-regiment/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://valleyforgemusterroll.org/1st-virginia-state-regiment/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://valleyforgemusterroll.org/search-the-muster-roll/?utm_source=chatgpt.com


  

Why the records disagree—and why March likely matters 

The paper trail of 1777–78 was created under duress: clerks closed company books late; 
hospitals kept separate ledgers; and consolidated regimental returns often summarized 
“died” at month’s end. A camp hospitals report of April 27, 1778 counts heavy spring losses 
at Uwchlan/Red Lion, Yellow Springs, and French Creek Church—with French Creek’s 
fatalities beginning March 21. That pattern matches a specific March 26 death more closely 
than a vague June line on a later return. Recent analysis of the encampment’s six months 
likewise shows a mortality surge in March–May (about 1,900 recorded deaths overall, likely 
more in total). (Founders Online) 

  

A careful way to present the fact: Died 26 March 1778 (hospital/return sources); also 
carried as “Died, June 1778” on a consolidated regimental return. This phrasing is 
transparent, historically honest, and common in Revolutionary-War documentation. 

  

Inside Muhlenberg’s Brigade 

Visitors today can still walk a reconstructed company street at the Muhlenberg Brigade 
Huts, stand near a rebuilt redoubt, and grasp the scale of a brigade that blended state and 
Continental units. These huts—twelve men to a cabin by regulation—anchor public 
interpretation of the soldiers’ routine: drill, fatigue duty, guard, inoculations, and, for too 
many, illness. The brigade site and monument mark the ground on which the Virginia 
regiments, including the 1st Virginia State Regiment, endured and reorganized. (National 
Park Service) 

  

The larger arc: from survival to a marching army 

Valley Forge sits between defeat and recovery in the Philadelphia Campaign. After losing 
Philadelphia in autumn 1777, Washington chose high ground near the Schuylkill for winter 
quarters—defensible, close enough to monitor the enemy, and spacious enough to train. 
Over six months the army stabilized supply, improved sanitation, and adopted von 
Steuben’s drill. When the soldiers marched out on June 19, 1778, they were a different 
force; nine days later, they stood their ground at Monmouth. The Humphries story fits that 
arc exactly: a father carried on winter returns until death; a son likely marched with a 
regiment that now moved and fought with discipline. (American Battlefield Trust) 

https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/03-14-02-0580?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.nps.gov/vafo/planyourvisit/mbhuts.htm?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.nps.gov/vafo/planyourvisit/mbhuts.htm?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.battlefields.org/learn/articles/valley-forge-encampment?utm_source=chatgpt.com


  

Why this matters for America 250 

As the Semiquincentennial approaches, the Humphries of King George County remind us 
that the Revolution was not only made by strategists and statesmen. It was also made by 
neighbors whose names survive as brittle lines on muster returns—men who endured 
shortages, disease, and the long cold of 1777–78 so that a national army could emerge in 
the spring. Their story invites the public to read the record closely, to accept contradiction 
where the sources demand it, and to see in those small entries a larger civic inheritance. 
(Valley Forge Muster Roll) 

  

 

Muhlenberg Huts – Valley Forge Park Alliance flickr, Photo credit – Carey Avenia 
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