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Inside the Soldiers’ Tent
by Sherman Lohnes, Benjamin Whitcomb’s Independent Corps of Rangers
To many re-enactors, the most interesting aspect of living history is not parades and sham 
battles, but the chance to interact with visitors and respond to their questions.  In camp a 
frequent question is “did you sleep here last night?”  Most often the answer is “yes”, and an 
opportunity to explain one aspect of the life of the Continental Army solider.

American and British Revolutionary War soldiers in infantry regiments generally 
slept in what are appropriately referred to as “common tents”. Although there were times 

when tents were not available to troops on the march, and 
soldiers in established garrisons were quartered in stone 
barracks or wooden huts, period diaries and orderly books 
make frequent reference to common tents at Revolutionary 
War sites such as Mount Independence in Vermont, Fort 
Ticonderoga and Crown Point in New York and through-
out the Champlain Valley. 

The Revolutionary War soldier’s common tent was not 
the spacious rectangular wall tent one sees today at summer 
camps for scout groups, or the smaller two man “shelter 
half ” or “pup tent” of Civil War and later military usage, 
but an inverted “V” shaped affair with a half-circle “bell” 
extending to the rear.  The exact dimensions of the com-
mon tent no doubt varied, but typically the tents were to be 
seven feet long in the body, six feet wide, and six feet high.   

Period illustrations show soldiers sleeping “sideways” in their tents, with their heads and 

Continued on page 4

 The “common tent” used by 
American and British soldiers 
during the Revolution, as 
illustrated in Lewis Lochee’s 
Essay on Castrametation, 
London, 1778.

IMPORTANT
New Date for the Annual Meeting:

June 8 at 10:30 a.m.
Followed by the Coalition Member Picnic at noon

and the J. Robert Maguire Lecture at 2:00 p.m.

all events take place at the Visitor Center
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President’s Report. You’re invited!
Mark your calendars for Saturday, June 8, a big day of events for the Coalition and Mount 
Independence. We’ve moved the annual meeting to that day (from the traditional October 
schedule). The meeting will be followed by a picnic just for Coalition members, and that 
will be followed in turn by the annual J. Robert Maguire lecture, this year featuring histo-
rian Paul Gillies (see back cover for details).

We’ve made this change in schedule because we decided the annual meeting should be 
a time to tell members what WILL be happening at the Mount during the coming season, 
as opposed to being merely a report of what did happen. Plus, we have wanted to have a 
member picnic, and that works better in June than October. (This change was approved by 
the membership at the annual meeting last October.)

The winter has been fruitful for the board. We’ve made some genuine progress on the 
book about the Mount. Of course, we have put together a great slate of programs (find out 
more at the web site). We’ve also been planning the distribution of thousands of rack cards 
promoting Mount Independence to tourists, hoping to build attendance at the site.

We’re also working with Elsa to promote the concept of community picnics at the 
Mount, especially during this 250th anniversary year for the town of Orwell. If you have a 
group or family picnic planned this summer, think about having it at the Mount. Contact 
Elsa for more information.

I attended the annual meeting of the Mount Independence-Hubbardton Military 
Road group, a sub-committee of the Crown Point Road Association. Work progresses with 
that group to continue to raise awareness for the old military road. You can stay up-to-date 
on developments at:

www.hubbardtonmilitary road.org

(While they leave off the “Mount Independence” in the name of the road for the sake 
of brevity, we continue to use the full name for obvious reasons.)

I hope to see you at the annual meeting, but if you can’t make it, please feel free to 
contact me with your questions, thoughts and suggestions: szeoli@earthlink.net.

Thank you.
– Steve Zeoli

Coalition President

News from the Site Administrator
Mount Independence is looking forward to welcoming you in 2013.  The site opens for 
the season on Saturday, May 25th, and closes after Monday, October 14.  We’re lucky that 
again we’ll be open daily, 9:30 to 5:00.  

As you can see the Mount Independence Coalition programming committee has been 
working with me this winter on another exciting calendar of events for the season.  We 
very much appreciate the help of the Coalition board and all the members.  It’s very im-
portant to continue trying to grow the membership, to help spread the word about Mount 
Independence and in the process allow the Coalition to earn more to be able to support the 
many programs each year.  It’s inspiring to think of the thousands of soldiers who served 
here during the American Revolution, spurring us on to do our best at Mount Indepen-
dence.

This winter I was doing a little research in historic newspapers, available through this 
Library of Congress website (http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/), and was struck by several 

continued on the next page...
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notices in Vermont newspapers a century ago about the 
groups who had their annual summer outing in the form 
of picnics at Mount Independence.  It is the perfect place 
to picnic!  It’s the Town of Orwell’s 250th anniversary of 
charter this year, so let’s celebrate by enjoying a picnic at the 
Mount this summer.  

Last year thanks to the Coalition’s Mike Coates Fund, 
we were able to purchase a wireless microphone for the au-
ditorium, to be used by various presenters.  It works beauti-
fully, and is a welcome improvement to the museum.

Also last year Mount Independence received a grant 
through the Vermont Community Foundation, South Lake 
Champlain fund, to conduct a one day archeology walkover 
survey in the spring with professional archaeologists from 

NEWS, continued from previous page

In Appreciation of Bruce Cate 
Everyone who comes to Mount Independence sees the at-
tractive outdoor interpretive and directional signs—in the 
parking lot, at the trail head near the museum building, and 
all along the Baldwin Trail.  Bruce E. Cate of Tunbridge, 
Vermont, was responsible for the actual physical construc-
tion of the sign panels and attaching them to the posts.   

Bruce passed away unexpectedly at the age of 69 on 
February 14, 2013.  Bruce’s association with Mount In-
dependence goes back to the late 1990s.  He worked with 
the Office of Robert White, Landscape Architect, graphic 
designer Chuck Gibson, and trail designer and builder 
Peter Jensen on these outdoor signs.  He carefully attached 
the vinyl printouts to backing board, figured out the best 
method (one that also would be invisible to the public) to 
fasten them to the posts, and then headed out on the trails 
to carry the project through to completion.  

Bruce was an artist and an amazing and careful craft-
sperson.  It was a joy for us at the Vermont State Historic 
Sites to work with him or just to talk with him when he 
came.  He always quickly grasped what we were trying to 
achieve and put all his efforts into making the results as 
perfect as humanly possible.  For the Baldwin Trail project, 
the major challenge turned out to be porcupines!  In all his 
years of creating outdoor signs, he had never had a problem 
with them.  They must have been attracted to the glue or 
some “off-gassing” of materials, and climbed up and chewed 
the edges of a number of signs soon after they were put up.  
Bruce was not going to be bested by these animals, no sir, so 
he made the signs over again with different backing.   

Two years ago when Bruce was visiting the Mount he 
noticed our entry sign was no longer looking its best, and 

the Northeast Archaeology Research Center and a group 
of volunteers.  One of the main recommendations in the 
site’s cultural resource management plan is to map all the 
surface evidence from the historic and pre-contact period.  
We “walk over” an area, looking at the ground surface, and 
record whatever we think might be evidence of the history 
of the Mount.  This year we’ll be doing it again, thanks to 
another grant and a contribution from the Mike Coates 
Fund.  Slow but steady, that’s how we go! 

Remember—your membership is the best deal around 
and with it you also can visit the other Vermont State 
Historic Sites.  Use your membership early and often, and 
please help spread the word about Mount Independence.   
You, and we, will be glad you did.  See you this season!

– Elsa Gilbertson
Regional Historic Site Administrator

volunteered to repair, re-gild (yes that is real gold leaf in 
the engraved lettering), repaint, and reinstall it in time for 
opening day.  He wanted to help the site he had come to 
love and appreciate.  He drove over to the site on a beauti-
ful May day for the reinstallation.  Bruce laughed when he 
learned he actually was a week ahead of his self-imposed 
deadline of opening day.  He did this kind of thing for a 
number of organizations, not just us.  What a beautiful and 
generous gift of his time and talents.  

Bruce’s work at Mount Independence has been enjoyed 
by tens of thousands of visitors so far, and will be by thou-
sands more.  We appreciate him, his life, his work, and will 
sorely miss him.

Bruce Cate (right) at the first signpost on the Baldwin Trail.
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feet up against the side walls rather than lengthwise from 
the door or rear of the tent.   Mess and personal equipment 
was stored in the bell, an area extending about two feet 
back from the rear center pole of the tent. 

By the middle of the Revolutionary War, Army regula-
tions directed the quartermaster of each American regiment 
to provide one tent to every six privates, while British mili-
tary authors prescribed five privates to a tent.   Tents were 
to be marked with the name of each regiment and company, 
and numbered, to prevent their being lost or exchanged.  
Non-commissioned officers were to have a list of the tents, 
and the names of the men assigned to each.  Though the 
tents and poles were to be carried in the wagons of the regi-
ments, the utensils of the mess, generally one kettle and one 
hatchet, were to be carried by the men assigned to each tent 
with each man taking his turn. 

Just how six or more soldiers were able to share less 
than fifty square feet of living space is a mystery to most 
of us of the modern age, and especially younger visitors to 
a re-enactment who likely have grown up with their own 
bed and bedroom.  Sharing one’s bed with strangers sounds 
particularly unappealing, but was not unheard of two hun-
dred and thirty years ago.   Still, sharing a tent apparently 
did not appeal to every soldier.  At Mount Independence 
the Quartermaster of the Second New Jersey Regiment was 
ordered to take two men and “… Strike & Order up the 
Tent of Jeremiah McMahon, a Soldier…” after McMahon 

moved his tent away from the other tents in the camp of his 
regiment, and down to the landing on Lake Champlain. 

The regulation of a regiment’s camp was important 
to unit discipline and good health.  Soldiers were to dig a 
small trench around the outside of their tent (but not to 
“throw dirt up against their tents”) if the regiment was to 
remain on the same campsite more than one night.  An 
officer of the company was to inspect daily to see that the 
interior of the tents and the utensils belonging to each were 
clean, and that tents were taken down and aired for two 
hours at noon when the weather was fine.  Soldiers were 
not to eat in their tents except in bad weather, and on no 
account were “bones or other filth” to be left around the 
tents.   Cooking in the “streets” or area in front of the tents 
of the camp was forbidden as “unsoldierlike and perni-
cious”.  Maintaining cleanliness in camp was a challenge at 
Mount Independence and Ticonderoga, leading Colonel 
William Maxwell of the 2nd New Jersey Regiment to order 
in August of 1776 that each morning a lieutenant was to go 
through the camp “… Examining every Tent and Ordering 
the Soldiers to sweep out and Clean from before their Tent 
door ye filth & dirt.”    

Though officers were to inspect the tents of their 
soldiers, military custom prohibited officers socializing 
with soldiers.  An officer who failed to respect such dictates 
likely found himself appearing before a court martial, such 
as Lieutenant Mathews of Colonel Poor’s 8th Continental 
Regiment, dismissed from service on September 5, 1776 
after being found guilty of numerous charges including 
“… Selling Liquor to Private Soldiers in his own tent, and 
Associating with Persons below the Charecter [sic] of an 
officer…” 

Common tents offered some but limited protection 
from the elements.  At Mount Independence orders were 
issued to prohibit the use of oil cloths belonging to artillery 
units as coverings for tents.   Heavy storms could disrupt 
camp life significantly, such as that striking on July 19, 
1776, during which many soldiers at Ticonderoga found 
their tents ankle deep in water, and one man sick with 
smallpox reportedly drown in his tent. 

By September of 1776, Dr. Lewis Beebe, a physician 
with the Army, noted that the soldiers of his regiment had 
built log huts at Mount Independence, and “… some of 
the officers have good framed houses, so that we live much 
more comfortable than in tents…”   By late fall building 
was well underway.  Mount Independence’s chief engineer 
Colonel Jeduthan Baldwin noted that seven barracks had 
been raised between November 7th and the 16th for those 
who would occupy the northern defenses through the com-
ing Vermont winter.   Given the hardship of life in tents, it 
is not surprising that when the extended occupation of the 
Ticonderoga and Mount Independence site was apparent, 
the army began building huts and barracks. 

TENTS, continued from page 1

Interior of a common tent, as seen in camp during the 
September 2012 Revolutionary War living history event at 
Mount Independence.  Note the six backpacks and blanket 
roles that lie along the right wall of the tent, and a camp 
kettle to the right of the rear center pole of the tent.  An 
oilcloth has been spread over the roof of the tent for added 
protection against the weather.
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March 2nd, 2013 - An intrepid group of 50 re-enactors 
and Living Historians gathered on Saturday, March 2nd. 
to experience Mount Independence in the winter as well as 
honor the spirits of those who occupied the Mount and the 
surrounding military sites between 1755 and 1780.  Recre-
ated Groups of Living Historians from Canada  represent-
ing French Milice and Regulars,  Rogers and Gorham’s 
Rangers as well as members of Whitcomb’s Rangers and 
Seth Warner’s Regiment from Vermont and New Hamp-
shire created a truly representative sample of the soldiers of 
the period. 

Regrettably the lack of snow cover precluded the use 
of snow shoes but the falling snow added sufficient period 
atmosphere to give all participants a sense of slipping back 
in time.

A brisk trek was interspersed with skirmishing out on 
the Orange trails and back on the Blue trail and made the 
day enjoyable for all.

Many thanks to Ennis Dueling and Steve Zeoli for 
their photographic record and to all who supported this 
walk back through time.

— James Ross, frontlines correspondent

Winter War Games at Mount Independence
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Want to get involved?
Would you like to lend a hand to help preserve and 
promote Mount Independence? Do you have the time 
to join the board of directors or to serve on one of our 
standing committees? If so, or if you have questions about 
how you can help, contact Steve Zeoli at 802-273-3392.

Letter from St. Clair describes retreat and 
Battle of Hubbardton
Elsa Gilbertson came across a PDF image of the April 
25, 1902, edition of the Middlebury Register, in which 
an interesting letter from General Arthur St. Clair was 
reproduced. This seems like a good warm up for Ron 
Morgan’s upcoming article (see page 7 for details), so we 
reproduce it here for you.

The article reported that the letter in question had 
first appeared in the Boston Globe. It had been uncovered 
by a Mr. George D. Fitts of Manchester, New Hampshire, 
among other old papers in a desk that had belonged to Mr. 
Fitts' great grandfather, Lieut. Abraham A. Fitts, who had 
served in the Revolutionary War. It isn't entirely clear who 
the letter was addressed to, but it was likely a member of 
the committee of safety.

Comd. At Otter Creek, July 7th, 1777

Sir. — I was honored with your favor of the 2nd instant 
this Day. the exertion of the convention to reinforce us at 
Tycondiroga merits my warmest Thanks, tho they have 
been too late to answer the Good purpose intended; find-
ing that the Enemy were ready for the march, and that it 
was morrally impossible we Could maintain the post with 
our Handful of Troops, and at the Same Considering how 
necessary to the State it was to preserve our army. Small 
as it is, it was determined in Council of the General Offi-
cers that the post of Tyconderoga & mount independence 
should be evacuated, and a Retreat attempted to Scheen-
sboro by the way of Castleton and that every thing we 
could remove with the Sick should be sent by water to 
the Same place Covered by the armed Vessels, this was 
accordingly attempted the Night of the Sixth, and in part 
Executed, tho no So perfectly as I Could have wished with 
respect to the Stores, owing to the Confusion that natu-
rally attends Operations in the Night and to the want of 
that Regulation that noting but Discipline and Experience 

Can Give troops. Just at the break of Day the army got on 
their march, unpreceived by the Enemy although they 
were all round us and Should have effected it perfectly 
had it not been for the burning of a house, whether 
from accident or for want of Thought I cannot Say, but it 
Served to inform the Enemy of our retreat, and a party of 
them were on the mount before the whole of our people 
had got off of it, -- they did not attempt, however, to pur-
sue us but fired a few Shot from the Heights which did us 
no Damage, we pursued our route to Castleton which we 
reached last Night with the main Body, having met on our 
way a party of the Enemy who had been Collecting Cattle 
in the Country these were Immediately dispersed, and a 
few prisoner taken. Coll warren with about a thousand 
men Stopped Six miles Short of Castletown where he was 
affacted this morning the Event of the return I cannot as 
yet ascertain the accounts are so Various from the per-
sons who have Com in, but I believe it has been pretty 
Severe on both Sides. I am now on my way to Bennington 
which place I am obliged to make on account of provi-
sions, the Enemy having last Night possessed themselves 
of Scheensbourgh of which I got intelligence this morn-
ing. which determined me to take the road for that place 
there I beg that the reinforcements Coming by No. 4 may 
be Sent, as I shall immediately march from there for the 
North river, and Endeavor to throw my Self betwixt the 
Enemy and the inhabitants, and prevent Mr. Burguyne 
penetrating into the Country.

I am, Sr, yr very Humble, Servent

Ntl St. Clair,

I must beg that all the flour that Can be got may be Sent 
forward.

I have Sent to the Commanding officer of the militia to 
take the Shortest rode to Bennington, with directions to 
Send the Same orders to Such others as may be already 
on this Side Number four.
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Coming Soon:

An analysis of the Court Martial of Arthur St. Clair, by Ron Morgan
General St. Clair’s decision to abandon Ticonderoga/Mount Independence, with scarcely 
a shot fired, in the face of General John Burgoyne’s expedition from Canada in 1777, 
was perhaps the single most controversial event of the American Revolution. St. Clair’s 
subsequent court-martial in August, 1778 (the result of a full-blown Congressional in-
vestigation) drew widespread attention from the Continental Congress, the Continental 
Army, and the American public. In short, it was one of the spectacular “news events” of 
the war. Ron Morgan’s article will take an in-depth look at the events which led up to the 
retreat and Congress’ reaction to it, as well as the testimony and arguments made at the 
court-martial itself. He promises some new insights that will call into question the way 
historians have traditionally viewed the retreat.

Due to its length, the article will be posted on the Coalition’s website, along with 
complete copies of the transcripts of the courts martial of Arthur St. Clair and his supe-
rior, Philip Schuyler. As a bonus, Ron will also post a comprehensive table of contents 
to St. Clair’s court-martial, plus an index of selected topics, to help make this important 
document more accessible to future historians. Look for all this at www.mountindepen-
dence.org in the coming weeks.

September 7 & 8, 2013
Watch for details on the web site:

www.mountindependence.org

Soldiers atop 
the Mount

G e n e r a l  A r t h u r  S t . 
Clair ’s command at Fort 
Ticonderoga and Mount 
Independence lasted less 
than a month.  After the 
war he served two years in 
Congress, of which he was 
president in 1787—making 
him defacto president of the 
United States.

Mike Coates Fund garners $1100 in donations
Last year we set up the Mike Coates Fund in honor of a 
great friend, and a true supporter of Mount Independence, 
Mike Coates, who passed away in 2011.

Mike had a tremendous positive impact on the devel-
opment of this state historic site and we are so grateful for 
his life and contributions. The Mount is certainly a more 
special place due to Mike’s efforts — a legacy we hope to 
continue through the work made possible by the Mike 
Coates Fund.

One hundred percent of the net proceeds from dona-
tions to the Coates Fund go directly to projects to improve 
Mount Independence.

In its first year, the fund raised $1100 for projects at 
Mount Independence, a portion of which has already been 
used to purchase a public address system for the auditorium 
in the Visitor Center.

This is an open fund, which means we accept and 
welcome your donations at any time. If you would like to 
contribute, please send your check in any amount to: 

Mount Independence Coalition
PO Box 53

Orwell, VT 05760

Make the check payable to The Mount Independence Co-
alition and be sure to include a note saying you are donating 
in Mike’s honor. Thank you.
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Re-enactors from Whitcomb’s Rangers observe the double 
rainbow over their camp at Mount Independence during 
last year’s Soldiers Atop the Mount event. 

Magure lecture:
“Relics and Souvenirs: Lay Archeologists and 
the Uncovering of Vermont”
Historian Paul Gillies, this year’s J. Robert Maguire lecturer, 
will be presenting this engaging talk on Saturday, June 8, 
at 2:00 p.m. in the Visitor Center auditorium at Mount 
Independence State Historic Site. This weekend is part of 
Vermont Days at the state’s historic sites, so admission is 
free to everyone.

Mr. Gillies is a respected attorney and former Deputy 
Secretary of State for Vermont who writes about Vermont 
history in his “off ” hours. 

The Maguire Lecture is an annual event established 
by the Mount Independence Coalition to honor Robert 
Maguire of Shoreham, who led the successful opposition to 
building a nuclear power plant nearby the historic Revolu-
tionary War fortification site over three decades ago.


