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THE BATTLES BEHIND THE MUSTER ROLL 

Beyond the Maryland 400: Nathaniel Ramsey, Thomas Wiseman, and the Road from Brooklyn 
to Valley Forge 

By:  Andrew D. Stevenson 

A muster roll can make survival look almost administrative. In May 1778, Thomas Wiseman 
appeared as a private in the First Maryland Regiment, his name recorded “without comment.” 
The entry does not say that, at the Battle of Brooklyn twenty-one months earlier, the two 
middle fingers of his left hand had been shot off. It does not say that only fourteen men in his 
company—one sergeant, one drummer, and twelve privates—escaped death or capture. 

Nor does a roll explain how Lieutenant Colonel Nathaniel Ramsey, another Maryland survivor, 
came to Valley Forge with a very different memory of Brooklyn. Ramsey, who stood six feet 
three inches tall, had escaped through the Gowanus marsh and creek. “My height was of use to 
me,” he later wrote, “as I touched [the bottom] almost all the way.” His wife, Margaret Jane 
Peale Ramsey, was with him at Valley Forge, where their log hut became a gathering place for 
Maryland officers. 

Wiseman and Ramsey passed through the same battle by different routes and reached the 
Valley Forge story at different times. One was a wounded private from a company nearly 
destroyed; the other was an officer whose height helped carry him through deep water and 
whose wife chose to follow the army. Their records reveal what the celebrated phrase 
“Maryland 400” can hide: not one frozen heroic scene, but individual lives continuing through 
defeat, winter quarters, detached service, training, and another campaign. 

A Battle Lost in the Passes 

On August 27, 1776, the Continental Army fought its first great battle after declaring 
independence—and the largest battle of the Revolutionary War by the number of troops 
engaged. George Washington was trying to defend New York while dividing his forces between 
Manhattan and Long Island. General William Howe exploited that division. During the night of 
August 26–27, a British column of about 10,000 men marched through the lightly guarded 
Jamaica Pass and came around the American left. 

On the opposite wing, along the Gowanus Road, the Marylanders and Delawares under Lord 
Stirling initially held their ground. The Maryland regiment was itself missing its two senior field 
officers: Colonel William Smallwood and Lieutenant Colonel Francis Ware were occupied with a 
court-martial, leaving Major Mordecai Gist in command. A soldier in Ramsey’s Fifth Company 
remembered cannonballs and shells flying fast, “now and then taking off a head,” while the 
men waited under orders not to fire until the enemy was within fifty yards. Their local success 
concealed the larger danger. The attack in front of them helped hold their attention while 
Howe’s flanking column closed from the east. 

When Stirling’s command finally withdrew, the Gowanus was not the straight-walled canal 
familiar today. It was a tidal creek, millpond, and broad belt of marsh between the exposed 
American right and the defenses on Brooklyn Heights. Some men waded; others swam. Captain 
Samuel Smith later recalled crossing the milldam and then, with a sergeant, using two slabs of 
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wood to ferry men who could not swim. Ramsey’s Fifth Company was among those that made 
the crossing with relatively light losses. 

Wiseman’s Fourth Company was not. It was one of five Maryland companies caught with 
Stirling and Gist as British troops blocked the way. Near the Vechte-Cortelyou house—the 
eighteenth-century building commemorated today by Brooklyn’s reconstructed Old Stone 
House—Gist directed two counterattacks against the enemy line. He rejected a third attack as a 
needless sacrifice and told the survivors to escape as they could. 

The casualty totals vary slightly with the document. One return listed 256 Marylanders killed or 
captured; Gist’s report of August 30 placed the regiment’s killed, wounded, and missing at 259. 
The Fourth Company suffered the worst losses of any Maryland company. Only fourteen 
escaped death or captivity. Wiseman was one of them. 

The counterattacks were courageous and consequential, but the familiar claim that the 
Marylanders alone “saved Washington’s army” compresses two days of events into one 
dramatic scene. Their stand helped men from Stirling’s exposed command get back toward 
Brooklyn Heights. The successful evacuation of roughly 9,000 Americans across the East River 
two nights later also depended on the fortifications, Howe’s decision not to storm them, the 
boatmen directed by Colonel John Glover, and concealing weather and fog. Precision does not 
diminish the Marylanders’ sacrifice. It shows exactly where their actions mattered. 

Beyond the “Maryland 400” 

The name “Maryland 400” was not used by the soldiers in 1776. Maryland State Archives 
researchers trace the label to nineteenth-century commemoration; the earliest printed use 
they initially located dates to 1895, when supporters were raising money for the monument 
that now stands in Prospect Park. The number was never a literal count of the regiment. Close 
to 1,000 Marylanders fought at Brooklyn, while roughly 400 men from the five trapped 
companies took part in the final action. 

That distinction changes whom we see. Ramsey’s Fifth Company fought hard but crossed the 
Gowanus before the last counterattacks. Excluding him because he was not among the trapped 
companies would erase a documented Brooklyn survivor—and one of the clearest human 
connections to Valley Forge. Treating all Marylanders as if they shared Wiseman’s experience 
would erase the different dangers faced by each company. The useful question is not simply 
who belonged to “the 400,” but what happened to the people behind the name. 

Two Survivors 

Ramsey was already an established lawyer and political figure when Maryland commissioned 
him captain of the Fifth Company on January 2, 1776. His men trained in Baltimore and 
marched north that summer. At Brooklyn, his unusual height made him an obvious target on 
dry ground and an advantage in the creek. His brother-in-law, the artist Charles Willson Peale, 
later recalled that Ramsey had to hold up his chin to keep the water from entering his mouth. 

The battle changed Margaret Jane Ramsey’s life as well. News of the catastrophe convinced her 
that remaining far from her husband was more frightening than following the army. Beginning 
in September 1776, she traveled behind it in her own carriage and found lodging near camp 
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when she could. Her circumstances as an officer’s wife were far more comfortable than those 
of most women attached to the army, but her decision still makes an important point: a 
battlefield’s consequences did not stop with the men listed in casualty returns. 

Wiseman had enlisted in Baltimore in January 1776 as a private in the Fourth Company. The 
surviving records do not tell us every step of his escape at Brooklyn, and they should not be 
made to do so. They tell us enough: he returned from a company nearly annihilated, missing 
two fingers, and reenlisted in December. He then served at Trenton and Princeton and through 
the Philadelphia campaign. His wounded hand remained evidence of Brooklyn long after the 
battle disappeared behind him. 

Ramsey also continued. Promoted to lieutenant colonel of the Third Maryland Regiment in 
December 1776, he fought at Brandywine and Germantown in 1777. By the time both men 
entered the Valley Forge story, neither was an untested recruit. Brooklyn was already part of 
the army’s institutional memory—carried in Ramsey’s authority, Wiseman’s hand, and the 
knowledge that retreat, if disciplined, did not have to become destruction. 

Valley Forge Was a Movement, Not a Snapshot 

The Maryland connection also corrects a common impression of Valley Forge as a camp whose 
population remained fixed from December to June. Ramsey and Margaret Jane went into 
winter quarters there in late 1777. Their cabin was remembered as comfortable enough that 
“all the Maryland officers in camp spent many agreeable hours” in it. The detail is striking: 
Valley Forge contained hunger, illness, military work, sociability, and family life at the same 
time. 

Later that winter, Ramsey and other Maryland troops were ordered to Wilmington, Delaware, 
to guard the approaches south of British-occupied Philadelphia. Conditions there were severe 
in their own right. Poor food, disease, and cold took a heavy toll; more than sixty men of the 
First Maryland Brigade died between February and April 1778. Service connected to the Valley 
Forge campaign therefore extended beyond the park’s modern boundaries. 

The brigade returned from Wilmington in May. The First Maryland Regiment entered Valley 
Forge with 254 men assigned and only 185 reported fit for duty. Wiseman appears on its May 
roll in Captain Nathaniel Ewing’s company with no absence notation. That is good evidence for 
placing him with the regiment during its final Valley Forge phase, but a monthly muster is not a 
day-by-day diary. It cannot prove where he stood on every date, just as a furlough, hospital, or 
detached-duty notation can complicate another soldier’s apparent presence. 

Wiseman thus did not spend the entire six-month encampment in a Valley Forge hut. He 
arrived with a brigade that had endured its own winter elsewhere and returned to an army 
changed by months of Baron von Steuben’s training and newly buoyed by the French alliance. 
Ramsey’s Valley Forge connection was earlier and domestic as well as military; Wiseman’s was 
later, briefer, and recorded in the plain language of a company roll. Both belong to the history 
of the encampment, but not in the same way. 
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What Brooklyn Brought to the Forge 

Valley Forge is often described as the place where an amateur army became professional. The 
description captures something real, especially the effort to standardize drill and command. Yet 
Ramsey and Wiseman show why it is incomplete. The men at Valley Forge did not arrive as 
blank slates. They brought with them the habits, wounds, loyalties, and hard lessons of earlier 
campaigns. 

On June 19, 1778, the Continental Army marched out of Valley Forge to follow the British 
withdrawal from Philadelphia. Nine days later, at Monmouth, Ramsey led the Third Maryland 
into another hard fight. He was badly wounded and captured after his regiment moved into a 
dangerous gap in the American line. Washington later sent his compliments. Wiseman 
remained in service through another catastrophic defeat, at Camden in 1780, and later stated 
that illness had prevented him from rejoining the army afterward. 

Brooklyn’s deepest connection to Valley Forge is therefore not a claim that one legendary body 
of men reassembled intact among the huts. It is the continuity of people. A private whose 
muster entry says almost nothing carried a mutilated hand and more than two years of service 
into camp. An officer who once escaped through water up to his chin shared a winter cabin 
with his wife and fellow Marylanders, then went back into battle. 

The muster roll is where their names become visible. The battle record tells us what those 
names had already endured. Read together, they restore the army not as a row of units on a 
return, but as a community of survivors whose road to Valley Forge ran through the fields, 
passes, and tidal marshes of Brooklyn. 

A Note on the Records 

The Battle of Brooklyn is also called the Battle of Long Island. The essay uses “Brooklyn” 
because it fixes the action in the modern landscape, while the sources use both names. 
“Maryland 400” is retained as a familiar commemorative term, not as the exact strength of the 
Maryland regiment or the precise number in the final counterattacks. 

Muster rolls record military status at a monthly reporting point. An entry without an absence 
notation supports a soldier’s association with his company in camp, but it is not proof of 
uninterrupted physical presence. Furlough, hospital, detached-duty, and other annotations 
should be weighed whenever they survive. Ramsey’s Valley Forge residence is supported 
independently by the Peale family papers; Wiseman’s connection rests on the First Maryland 
Regiment’s May return and his individual roll entry. 
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 Caption: William Faden’s 1776 map places the fighting on Long Island, Gowanus Cove, Brooklyn Heights, and 
the East River evacuation route in one wartime landscape. 

 

William Faden, A Plan of New York Island, with Part of Long Island, Staten Island & East New Jersey (London, 
1776). Library of Congress, Geography and Map Division. Free to use and reuse. 


