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Did a 91-year-old soldier serve  
on Mount Independence?
by Ennis Duling
In June, 1777, Richard Varick, deputy commissary general of musters and later 
George Washington’s private secretary, inspected the men at Mount Independence 
and reported his observations to Major General Philip Schuyler. Varick did not 
like Yankees; he found most of the troops undisciplined and poorly trained in the 
Manual of Arms; there were too many boys; and, as he wrote between the lines in 
his letter, “also some old Men.”

Many years later one of the old men Varick inspected was called the oldest man ever 
to enlist in the U.S. Army and, by the time of his death in 1819, the oldest man in the 
United States. He was Henry Francisco, born, if you believe the story, in 1686. Francisco’s 

great age was accepted by a prominent nineteenth-century scientist. In 
the twentieth-century, he appeared in Ripley’s Believe or Not, the popular 
illustrated newspaper column that featured bizarre “facts.” And today the 
tale flourishes on the Internet.

But what can we say about Old Henry with certainty? On January 15, 
1777, Henry Francisco enlisted in Captain Jeremiah Burroughs’s Com-
pany in Colonel Seth Warner’s Regiment, sometimes called the Green 
Mountain Boys. Warner was struggling to fill a regiment, and recruiters 
could not be choosey. By February 1, there were only twenty-five men 
from the little regiment quartered on Mount Independence along with 
the Third New Jersey Regiment. By June and Varick’s visit, Warner’s 
Regiment had grown to 228.

There is no knowing when Henry Francisco arrived, but he was there for the June 14 
muster and was part of the retreat from Mount Independence on July 6. The next official 
listing of the regiment did not take place until November 10, 1777, after the summer and 
fall campaign that defeated Burgoyne. Henry “Frances Sisco” was listed as absent, deserted 
July 7, the date of the Battle of Hubbardton. It is possible he was taken prisoner. He later 
said he was a captive in Quebec. 

He appeared once more in Burroughs’s company muster roll for April 20, 1778. On 
that date, regimental surgeon Dr. Azial Washburn discharged him for health reasons. 
“Lameness,” Henry swore decades later.

Sometime after the war, Henry settled in Whitehall, New York. He was a likeable man 
and clearly very old. When he applied for a veteran’s pension in 1818, he was said to be 130 
and in “need of assistance from my Country.”

Henry’s application is disappointing if one is looking for details about Mount Inde-
pendence or the American Revolution. Rich in legalese, it seems to have been implemented 
by others on Henry’s behalf. His role was to make his mark where they indicated. He did 
not need to provide details that proved he had been in the war. A lieutenant in Burroughs’s 
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President’s Report
As I write this the long winter of 2014 has still got us socked in to cold weather, but I am 
hopeful that by the time you read this edition of the Mount Independence Courier, spring 
will have arrived and you’ll be looking forward to all the great activities we’ve got planned 
for the coming season. Here are a few highlights:

• We kick off the season with the spring wildflower walk led by Amy Olmsted on 
Sunday, April 27

• The site opens and the annual bird hike are Saturday, May 24
• The annual meeting and Maguire lecture will be Saturday, June 14
• We’ll have a booth at the Vermont History Expo, June 21 & 22
• Writing workshop with author and poet Daniel Lusk, Saturday, July 12
• The geology hike with Helen Mango returns on August 10
• Sue Van Hook returns with another mushroom workshop on September 13

And there are many more. Check out the website for a complete list and all the details.
Our fund raising effort to purchase a new projector system for the visitor center audi-

torium was a huge success. You, our generous members, donated close to $3000, which is 
nearly twice what we needed for the purchase. The excess has been put into the capital fund 
to help pay for the book project.

Speaking of which, work progresses nicely on the book. For tangible proof, check out 
the fantastic illustration of the bridge construction on page 7. Right now, we are targeting 
December 2015 for publication.

Pending approval at the annual meeting, we have a new board member. Diana Leddy 
is an educator and former Vermont Teacher of the Year. To learn about just one of the ways 
Diana is already contributing to the cause, see the new “The Muster” feature on the next 
page. (Contact me to nominate someone for the board.)

Finally, thank you for your continued support of the Coalition. Your membership is a 
clear vote for local history in general and Mount Independence in particular. 

– Steve Zeoli
Coalition President

News from the Site Administrator
The long winter gives us time to reflect about the past and what it means to us. When it is 
snowy or conditions are frigid, several Mount Independence Coalition members, including 
me, think about the soldiers at Mount Independence during the winter of 1776-77.  Such 
hardy souls, holding on to this hard-won strong ground and defending our new nation—
it’s an inspiration.  

The Coalition and Vermont Division for Historic Preservation (VDHP) work hand 
in hand, year in and year out, to protect and preserve the Mount Independence legacy, and 
share this rich and inspiring story so it lives on through the museum, the over six mile trail 
system, and an engaging variety of special programs for all ages. These offerings encourage 
first time attendees, as well as old friends to make repeat visits. It is a challenge in these 
continuing difficult times to attract visitors, and the very wet June in 2013 didn’t help, but 
by working diligently and creatively attendance has been steady rather than severely drop-
ping off.   

The year 2013 got started at the end of April with another archaeology walkover to 
surface map signs of historic human activity on the Mount. It was made possible by the 
South Lake Champlain Fund (Vermont Community Foundation), Mount Independence 
Coalition, VDHP, and many volunteers. We also jump-started the season with Amy Olm-

continued on page 5...
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No Other Kind of Provision But Beef
by Sherman Lohnes, Benjamin Whitcomb’s Independent 
Corps of Rangers
“Our men complaind they could not work” wrote Lieuten-
ant-Colonel Jeduthan Baldwin at Mount Independence on 
November 12, 1776, “as they had no other kind of provi-
sion but beef, flower came in afternoon.”* Today, visitors 
to Revolutionary War re-enactments on historic sites such 
as Mount Independence often arrive at the camp kitchens 
asking what will be for dinner. Visitors, unlike Baldwin’s 
workmen and today’s re-enactors, generally come in search 
of answers, rather than food to fill empty stomachs. What 
visitors often find likely would have surprised Baldwin.

A board of officers convened by General George 
Washington in Cambridge, Massachusetts, on December 
23, 1775, recommended rations for Continental Army sol-
diers of meat (either beef or pork) or fish on occasion, rice, 
corn meal, butter, molasses, peas or beans, potatoes, onions, 
turnips and a pound of flour per man per day, with hard 
bread substituted for flour one day a week. In September of 
1776, at Fort Ticonderoga, New York, Army Surgeon Lewis 
Beebe noted: “I have dined for 3 or 4 days past, on Corned 
Beef, cabbage Beans & potatoes. Who would not be a 
Soldier.” Often however, the common soldier fared poorly. 
In Canada on May 14, 1776, noted Baldwin, “[W]e wenent 
down the river Sorell to Shambalee Fort Where we tarried 
to get bread baked, (no other provisions to be had hear).” 

In considering the historical accuracy of the dinner 
menu at a re-enactment, a useful acronym to keep in mind 
is “SALT”. In other words, the “Status” of the diner – en-
listed man, officer or civilian; his or her “Activity” – whether 
on the march or manning a garrison such as Mount In-
dependence; “Location” – near a city or town, or on the 
frontier; and especially the “Time of Year” provides insight 
on the soldiers’ diet.  Salt itself was a critical component 
of eighteenth century life, essential for the preservation of 
meat and fish in an age without refrigeration. So prevalent 
were salt provisions for much of the year that soldiers wel-
comed fresh meat at Mount Independence, where in late 
July 1776 it was ordered: “The Comisary for the Next Week 
to Issue Four days Fresh and Three Days Salt Provisions. 
As Live Cattle increase, the Commisary will Issue five Days 
Fresh and two Days Salt a Week.”

The common soldier and non-commissioned officer 
on the Mount, privates, corporals and sergeants, depended 
upon the Army for food. Officers were expected to purchase 
their own rations, though in more remote sites or while on 
the march they too often depended on commissary stores 

as did Baldwin at Chamblee. Civilian personnel in camp 
included camp followers (wives, girlfriends and children of 
the soldiers and officers), government contractors, visitors 
ranging from family to Continental Congress committee 
members, and sutlers – merchants authorized to sell a va-
riety of goods, including food, to soldiers and officers with 
the Army. 

The impact of status on diet can be seen by comparing 
food references in orderly books to officers’ letters and jour-
nals. Over the three month period from August through 
October 1776, general orders for the Northern Department 
reference beef twice and flour as standard items in soldiers’ 
rations. Pork, to be issued when beef was not available, and 
vegetables (turnips and potatoes) are mentioned once. Spe-
cial items, namely sheep for sick soldiers and rum to ward 
of sickness, are mentioned four and nine times respectively, 
with indication they were issued by exception rather than 
routine practice. Though it is often stated people living in 
the eighteenth century did not drink water, empty barrels 
were ordered placed by each regiment’s alarm post in Oc-
tober, to be filled so troops would have water when needed, 
without quitting their post on the line.

In comparison, the diaries and letters of officers sug-
gest greater variation in diet. In addition to Bebee’s corn 
beef and cabbage dinner, Colonel William Bond of the 25th 
Continental Regiment wrote home in August of 1776 that 
he had purchased green peas, beans, squash, turnips, cu-
cumbers, and a good cow for milk while stationed at Mount 
Independence, and Chaplain William Emerson of Concord 
(grandfather of Ralph Waldo Emerson) noted that in late 
August or early September of 1776 at Fort Ticonderoga: 
“This morning I breakfasted just as I would at Home, my 
Porringer of Chocolat was brought in….” In June of 1777, 
Baldwin noted that he purchased “…wine, Shugr [sugar], 
Cheese, Coffey & Chocolat…”. Lacking from all accounts 
are references to certain now common food items such as 
tomatoes and fresh green peppers, neither customarily eaten 
by New Englanders during the eighteenth century.

Activity likewise influenced diet. A retreating army 
such as the American force that left Canada in the spring 
of 1776 struggled to provide its soldiers with even meat and 
bread or flour. Once settled into place at Mount Inde-
pendence and Fort Ticonderoga, supplies increased and 
infrastructure such as bake ovens, a butchering site, and a 
farmers market selling “garden stuff, venison, cheese, butter 
and all manner of eatables” outside the walls of Fort Ticon-
deroga was established. Most limited was the food available 
to scouts and rangers operating in secret on the move, such 
as Benjamin Whitcomb, two of his men, and their Brit-
ish prisoner who recounted that when captured and being 
taken back to the American lines, he and his captors’ fare 

T  H  E  M  U  S  T  E  R
Vermont educator Diana Leddy is updating some of the 
site’s educational resources to better align with the new 
Common Core State Standards. The new  standards em-
phasize reading  and writing about informational texts and 
primary sources, as well as teaching students to read and to 
write using content from science and social studies. In the 
fall, Diana will be presenting a workshop on integrating 
the Common Core Standards with museum education at 
the Champlain Region Roundtable for Museum Educa-
tors and Curators.

In the past, if you had researched Mount Indepen-
dence via Wikipedia, the online encyclopedia, you would 
have found a woeful little article. But thanks to the perse-
verance and efforts of board member Ennis Duling, you 
can now find a well-written, informative entry about what 
Mount Independence is and why it matters.

Several experienced Addison County birders, includ-
ing Ian Worley and Ron Payne, are conducting a survey 
looking for the Long-Eared Owl, rarely found in Vermont.  
Many years ago there was a documented nest on Mount 
Independence, considered good habitat, and a few were 
seen from 1993 to 2001.  They haven’t been seen since.  The 
birders are conducting surveys on the Mount during the 
daylight and moonlight from February through July 2014.  
In a night survey on March 7, they heard a Saw-Whet, 
Great Horned, and Eastern Screech owl. 

Site interpreter Paul Andriscin is doing research for 
two of his 2014 programs.  This year his ongoing “In-
quiry into the Revolutionary Mind” series program (on 
September 27, 2:00 p.m.) explores the 1791 visit to the 
region by Thomas Jefferson and James Madison.  Paul is 
also studying Revolutionary War political cartoons for an 
illustrated program (on October 11, 1:00 p.m.).

Mike Barbieri, Phil Keyes and Sherman Lohnes are 
conducting research to determine if the builders of the fleet 
in 1776 really used the outcrop of rock called “Masting 
Point” for stepping the masts of the ships. “Among the 
three of us,” Mike says, “we have spent decades research-
ing the Revolutionary War in the Champlain valley but 
cannot remember ever seeing a reference to that in period 
documents or maps.” They intend to publish their conclu-
sions in a future edition of The Courier.

Board president Steve Zeoli has been asked by the 
Shoreham Historical Society to present his talk about 
artist, and Mount Independence’s first mapper, John 
Trumbull, at their meeting on June 4.

PEOPLE & MOUN T INDEPENDEN CE

* We did not have the space to include the extensive endnotes, but you 
can find the complete article, including the citations on the website.

continued on page 4...
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consisted of a few hard biscuits and whatever else could be 
foraged from the woods. 

The location of Mount Independence on Lake Champ-
lain provided some balance to the isolation of the northern 
frontier of the United States. Accessible by water, provisions 
could be shipped in from Albany by way of Lake George. 
Most of what arrived were the basics: cattle, salt meat, flour, 
and root vegetables that could be packed and shipped for 
long distances without spoiling. The isolation and sparse 
population of the region did somewhat limit foraging (a 
polite word for stealing) from nearby houses and gardens, 
a customary source of food for soldiers. Still, a guard of a 
sergeant and twelve men was necessary in late July of 1776 
to protect the property of one farmer near Fort Ticondero-
ga, “as he complains of the Destruction offered to his peas 
and Potatoes by the Soildiers.” Situated on Lake Champ-
lain, fish and game supplemented issued rations, and while 
orders were issued prohibiting fishing from battoes, fish, 
pigeons and venison were frequently available in camp.

Time of year exercised almost unalterable control over 
diet. In the modern age we as consumers expect variety year 
round, even if some items are more expensive in the off 
season. Early on in the growing season, in June of 1776 at 
Crown Point, Doctor Beebe noted: “Dined upon mustard 

greens, a most excellent dish.” In the fall, as the harvest 
came in, the general orders of the Army noted for Septem-
ber 29, 1776 “…send directly from Saratoga one thousand 
Bushels of Turnips & Potatoes, which will be served out 
to the Troops…” No amount of money at Mount Inde-
pendence could have purchased fresh strawberries or corn 
on the cob in the dead of winter, while beef cattle or hogs 
slaughtered in the heat of summer required immediate 
consumption to avoid spoilage of the meat. 

Cooking facilities were often limited as well. For 
enlisted soldiers, the “mess” or group of men assigned to 
each tent or hut generally shared a single tin plated or cast 
iron cooking pot similar to one excavated at Mount Inde-
pendence and now on display in the Visitor Center. Of-
ficers were directed to see that men boiled their provisions, 
with General Anthony Wayne ordering at Ticonderoga 
in December 1776: “no Beef or other meats to be fry’d 
on any acct whatsoever.” Despite all attempts to maintain 
order and the health of the men, officers were continu-
ally reminded to see that soldiers cooked in designated 
areas rather than their huts or the company streets. On 
the march, when not even a kettle might be available, even 
more primitive methods of preparation were used. Conti-
nental Army Soldier Joseph Plumb Martin of Connecticut 
recalled “… flour was laid upon a flat stone and scorched on 
one side, while the beef was broiling on a stick in the fire” 
often ending up “black as coal on the outside and as raw on 
the inside as if it had not been near the fire”.

Did the Revolutionary War ear citizen or soldier in 
New England encounter unusual foods? The answer is yes, 
but in limited circumstances. Baldwin notes that he pur-
chased 50 lemons outside Boston on February 15, 1776. 
Lieutenant Pleville Le Peley, a naval officer with the French 
fleet, sent coconuts as a gift to Major General John Sul-
livan, commander of the American Army besieging New-
port, Rhode Island in August of 1778.  British Lieutenant 
Frederick Mackenzie, arriving in New York City in June 
of 1773 wrote home to England that peas, asparagus, salad 
greens, cherries, strawberries and pineapples were sold in 
the market in New York City, noting “the Pine apples sur-
prised us most, … sold out of Carts in the streets at 6 and 
7 [pence] Sterling each.” Note these items share a common 
factor, acquisition by officers in or near a major seaport.

Following the evacuation of Mount Independence and 
the Battle of Saratoga in 1777, the Northern Department 
of the Continental Army saw significantly less action than 
in the early years of the war. Still, American troops were re-
quired to guard the traditional invasion route that ran from 
Canada through the Champlain Valley and on to Albany. 
A cumulative tally of supplies on hand for the Northern 
Department in November 1778, reveals that well into the 

At the Soldiers Atop the Mount living history event the 
food is fresher and the diet more diverse, but the cooking 
methods are authentic.

Provisions, continued from page 3

continued on page 6...
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sted’s wildflower walk at the end of April and a mid May 
bird walk with Sue Wetmore.  We were pleased to work 
with the Coalition on a new annual meeting date in June, 
to encourage participation in upcoming events.  

Last year was also the 250th anniversary of the charter 
of the Town of Orwell. We invited local groups to come for 
their summer outing to celebrate, and enjoyed a delight-
ful visit in June by the Sixty-Plus Club.  On the August 18 
celebration day on the Orwell town green Coalition board 
member Rustan Swenson facilitated a popular hands-on 
Mount Independence activity booth for children run by site 
interpreter Karl Crannell.     

Several repeat visitors last year thanked us for offer-
ing such stimulating programs at our western historic sites 
(including Chimney Point and the Hubbardton Battlefield). 
Children in the morning camp had a blast, and helped site 
interpreters Karl and Tobi make a soldier’s brush hut that 
stayed up for the season. During September’s Soldiers Atop 
the Mount, we started a new feature—a “walkabout” with 
activity stations around the Baldwin Trail. Visitors and 
volunteers alike thoroughly enjoyed it, and we continue to 
get great feedback.  A handful of hikers came after reading 
the “Off the Grid” article about visiting the Mount in the 
September/October 2013 issue of Archaeology magazine.  
And many visitors are excited about the discerning selection 
of items in the museum shop.  

At the end of the 2013 season the auditorium projec-
tor, which the Coalition gave to the site over a decade ago, 
lost its focus and pleaded for retirement.  The site is very 
grateful to the Coalition for its successful winter member-
ship fund-raising campaign to purchase a new projector.  
This one will have a wireless connection, to make it easier to 
offer Powerpoint presentations. 

Recent research is showing that getting out and visit-
ing museums and historic sites, enjoying new experiences, 
interest in or feeling nostalgia, and lifelong learning is good 
for you and your health.  Write yourself a prescription for 
a Mount Independence Coalition membership!  It entitles 
you to free admission at the Mount and all the Vermont 
State Historic Sites, and is a great bargain.  

Mount Independence is looking forward to welcom-
ing you in 2014.  The site opens for the season on Saturday, 
May 24th, and closes after Monday, October 13.  Hours are 
daily, 9:30 – 5:00. 

– Elsa Gilbertson
Regional Historic Site Administrator

Division for Historic Preservation

Site Administrator’s Report, continued from page 2

Remembering Dick Fifield
Richard “Dick” Fifield (b. 1921), a long time friend and 
supporter of Mount Independence, passed away on October 
24, 2013, age 92.

Dick was a veteran of World War II and a Vermont 
Game Warden for 25 years. In his 2001 interview with 
Coalition board members, he recalled his first trip to the 
Mount was a picnic in 1935 or 1936. He participated in 
some of the early archaeological work. In 1972 he and his 
wife Joyce placed cedar logs in the trench outlining the star 
fort. In the 1970s he was active in saving Mount Indepen-
dence from the proposed nuclear power plant, and in the 
State acquisition of property at the Mount.  

Fifield had an extensive military history library and col-
lection, which he donated to the Vermont Veterans Military 
Museum and Library at Camp Johnson.  September 10, 
2011, was proclaimed Richard “Dick” Fifield Day by Gov-
ernor James H. Douglas.  

Dick Fifield firing the Proctor Civil War cannon at Camp 
Johnson in 2011. PHOTOGRAPH BY JOHN DUMVILLE

POWDER HORN RAFFLE. The Coalition will be raffling 
off this authentically crafted powder horn this 
summer. Look to buy tickets at the Visitor Center and 
at various MIC events. For more on the powder horn, 
check out the webstie.
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Yale chemistry professor 
Benjamin Silliman was the 
first to promote the story 
of Henry Francisco. He was 
married to John Trumbull’s 
niece. Trumbull served on 
the Mount as a 20-year old 
in 1776, and painted this 
portrait of Silliman in 1825. 

Company, Thomas Lyon, wrote an affidavit attesting to his 
service. In January 1819, Henry received the first monthly 
payment of $8.00 and the hefty sum of $85.33 in arrears.

It was in the fall of 1819 that Henry became an endur-
ing minor celebrity. On a trip to Quebec, Dr. Benjamin Sil-
liman stopped in Whitehall, and having a few hours before 
his steamboat sailed, he “rode out to see (probably) the old-
est man in America.” Silliman was Yale’s first professor of 
chemistry and one of the first professional scientists in the 
country. He did pioneering work in many fields including 
mineralogy and geology. Thirty years later he was the first 
to distill petroleum. In addition to voluminous scientific 
writings, he published several travel books, including A Tour 
to Quebec in the Autumn of 1819.

Much of Henry’s supposed biography comes from Sil-
liman’s short visit. The professor tried to be skeptical, but 
quickly came to like the old man and to believe him. “His 
expression [is] bright, cheerful and intelligent; his features 
are handsome, and considering that they have endured 
through one-third part of a second century, they are regular, 
comely, and wonderfully undisfigured by the hand of time.” 

Silliman realized that he had no evidence other than 
Henry’s word, but “as his character appears remarkably sin-
cere, guileless, and affectionate, I am inclined to believe that 
he is as old as he is stated to be.” 

In Silliman’s account, Henry is something of a For-
rest Gump figure, always appearing at the critical moment. 
When he was a baby, his Huguenot family was driven from 
France by Louis XIV. In England in 1702, he saw Queen 
Anne’s coronation: “A fine looking woman she was too, as 
any dat you will see now a-days.” He fought in Europe in 
the War of the Spanish Succession (1702-1713) under the 
Duke of Marlborough. He was wounded at Braddock’s 
Defeat in 1755 (at age 69!) and saw action at Niagara and 
Oswego. In the Revolution, he was taken to Quebec as a 
prisoner. While keeping a tavern in Fort Edward, he was 

neighbors to the family 
of Jane McCrea, slain by 
Indians during Burgoyne’s 
invasion, and was “acquaint-
ed with the circumstances of 
her tragical death.”

In the early-19th cen-
tury, scientists were begin-
ning to realize that geology 
and the fossil record reveal 
that the Earth is old, but 
Silliman still held tradition-
al beliefs. “Geological facts 
are not only not inconsistent 
with sacred history, but . . . 
their tendency is to illustrate 
and confirm it,” he wrote in 
1829. 

So his awe in meeting 
Old Henry was deepened by 
a belief that the world had 
been created in 4004 B.C. 
Henry has lived “a forty-
fourth part of all the time that the human race has occupied 
this globe!” Silliman marveled in italics.

Henry Francisco died in October 1820 – after a bout of 
malaria, not from old age, sources on the Internet insist.

The Guinness Book of World Records, which demands 
authentication, maintains (2014 edition) that the oldest 
person ever was Jeanne Louise Calment, who died in 1997 
at age 122. In an earlier issue (1983), the editors explained 
what they had learned about old-age records, “No single 
subject is more obscured by vanity, deceit, falsehood and 
deliberate fraud than the extremes of human longevity. Ex-
treme claims are generally made on behalf of the very aged 
rather than by them.”

war provisions remained limited. Certain food types such 
as cattle (2,107 to be slaughtered and barreled) and flour 
(3,851 barrels) appear to have been well stocked, while 
other items were in comparatively short supply, including 
candles (56 boxes), rice (3 barrels), soap (8 barrels and 53 
boxes) and dried peas (none on hand). Supplies of salted 
pork also appear limited (49 barrels), but this likely reflects 
the seasonal availability of certain food in the eighteenth 
century, as the slaughtering of hogs in cooler weather for 
salt pork would have just begun. 

Clearly, dinner for the common solider was generally 
a limited fare. Salt beef or pork, and fresh beef on occa-

sion, either boiled or fried, along with bread or flour boiled 
as dumplings with the meat, was a typical meal. Dried 
peas, corn meal, rice, molasses, and root vegetables such 
as turnips and potatoes when available supplemented the 
menu. Rum or other spirits, rather than being issued daily, 
was doled out in small quantities for medicinal or motiva-
tional purposes. Throughout the American Revolution, the 
distances between posts and relative isolation of American 
forces in the Champlain Valley compounded the challenge 
of supplying an army, and resulted in austere provisions at 
best for those soldiers at Mount Independence who fought 
for America’s freedom.

Provisions, continued from page 4

91-Year-Old Veteran, continued from page 1
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Excerpt from Strong Ground: By far the most ambitious 
project of the [spring of 1777] was the construction of a 
1600-foot-long bridge reaching from the northern point of 
Mount Independence to the Ticonderoga peninsula, span-
ning Lake Champlain at its narrowest channel. Intended 
primarily as an impediment to enemy vessels, the bridge 
would consist of caissons (or piers) tied together with log 
stringers.

[Chief Engineer] Baldwin had had the foresight to 
sound the channel the previous November, so he knew just 
how tall each of the caissons must be. He calculated that 
the bridge would require 22 of these piers, large log cribs 
25 feet wide at the base. They would be placed about fifty 
feet apart. The plan included constructing a 14-foot-wide 
roadbed atop the piers.

Building the Great Bridge, a pen and ink drawing by Gary Zaboly

On March 1st, Baldwin reported in his journal, “began 
to build the Great Bridge, from Ticonderoga to Indepen-
dent point.” Though no plans for the building of the bridge 
have been passed down to historians, it appears that Bald-
win’s design was to construct the piers on the ice, gradu-
ally fill them with stone and sink them to the bottom. But 
spring was coming early to the northern frontier. “Getting 
down Cassoons, the Ice began to fail,” he recorded on 
March 10. And on March 14 he wrote, “The Ice very Roten, 
left working at the bridge.”

This project had other challenges. It required an im-
mense quantity of timber and stone, all of which needed to 
be transported to the site. An insufficient number of draft 
animals and teamsters to drag the timbers to the lake put a 
great burden on the garrison.

Work continues on Strong Ground, the history of Mount 
Independence. The text is written by Don Wickman and 
the book committee of the Coalition Board. In addition 
to a number of archival images, the book will also fea-
ture original artwork by noted historian and painter Gary 

Zaboly, whose work has appeared in numerous publications. 
And Gary was chosen to illustrate scenes from the battle of 
the Alamo by the Alamo Restoration Project. The first illus-
tration he completed for Strong Ground is the one below of 
the construction of the Great Bridge. Check the detail!
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P.O. Box 53
Orwell, VT  05760

MOUNT INDEPENDENCE DIORAMA Long-time site 
interpreter Paul Andriscin, who is also an adjunct professor 
of history at colleges in the Rutland County area, crafted this 
diorama depicting building activity at the Mount during its 
busiest period—September 1776. Paul donated the diorama 
last year for display at the visitor center museum, so visitors 
will be able to enjoy uncovering the many wonderful and 
astounding details this season and for years to come.

COALITION MEMBERS:

Save the Date
ANNUAL MEETING

June 14 at 10:30 am
Followed by the 

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

Featuring Coalition Board Member Ron 
Morgan speaking about the findings of his 

research into the causes and consequences of 
Arthur St. Clair’s decision to retreat from the 

Mount in July 1777.

All events take place at the Visitor Center


