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Mount Independence and the Battle of Trenton
by ennis Duling
In mid-November 1776, the ragged remains of four New England regiments, about 500 of 
the men who had fortified Mount Independence, crossed the floating bridge to Ticondero-
ga, sailed the length of Lake George, and marched to Albany. They hoped to be furloughed, 
but instead they boarded Hudson River sloops for the first leg of a longer journey. 

During the summer, these troops had been ridiculed by the elite regiments from Penn-
sylvania. Persifor Frazer, a captain in Anthony Wayne’s Battalion on the Ticonderoga side 
of the lake, described the “miserable appearance and what is worse the miserable behavior 
of the Yankees” and supposed Pennsylvanians could defeat ten times as many New Eng-
landers. Now the Yankees were being sent to join George Washington’s army somewhere in 
New Jersey.

William Chamberlain of John Stark’s 5th Continental Regiment remembered the trip 
on the Hudson. “The hold was soon crowded, and a row of men seated on my legs and 
leaning back against my body, some drunk, others spewing, others fighting and kicking 
those who trod upon them, so that there was no possibility of retreating from my station.”

From Kingston, New York, they marched southwest 60 miles over the watershed to the 
Delaware River on a road that has grown into today’s U.S. Route 209. By then it was De-
cember. “The ground being frozen, our cloaths worn threadbare and many of them rags, our 
shoes scarcely sufficient to keep our feet from the frozen ground without wrapping them in 
rags,” recalled Chamberlain.

Washington Crossing the Delaware by Emanuel Leutze, 1851. (Public Domain)
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President’s Report
Last year in this space, I commented upon the long winter. Well, I guess I’ll have to quote 
Yogi Berra by saying, “It’s deja vu all over again.” Actually this winter was colder and 
seemed longer than last year. Planning for the upcoming season at Mount Independence 
was a pleasant diversion, made slightly more challenging by the sidelining of elsa Gilbert-
son, who was the Mount’s latest casualty, having broken her wrist on an icy trail. But we’re 
pleased that Elsa is healing and we are happy with the slate of programs, which you can 
find on the website.

Last year I was bragging about our new board member, Diana Leddy. Sadly for us, 
Diana moved out of the area and was unable to join the board after all. However, we are 
very happy to have been able to add Mark Brownell of Castleton.

The book project, Strong Ground, is making great progress under editor-in-chief ennis 
Duling (who also took time out to pen the excellent feature article for this edition of the 
Courier). We are gaining confidence that we will be celebrating the publication at the An-
nual Meeting in 2016. Stay tuned.

As usual, please feel free to contact me (802-273-3392) if you have any questions or 
suggestions. Thank you for your continued support for the Coalition.

– Steve Zeoli
Coalition President

News from the Site Administrator
The Vermont Division for Historic Preservation is looking forward to a successful 2015 
at Mount Independence in collaboration with the Mount Independence Coalition. This 
winter we put together another exciting calendar of special events to reveal and highlight 
the many faces and stories of the Mount. 

On December 26, 2014, Vermont State Historic Sites operations chief John P. Dum-
ville retired, after 36 years at the helm of the Vermont State Historic Sites. He started out 
as the only full time staff sites person. The first class and dynamic sites system we know 
today is his wonderful legacy.

When the Mount Independence visitor center was being designed and built, in 1995 
and 1996, I was working in the main office as the National Register Specialist. I observed 
how John was fully involved with the design competition for the building. Every week he 
and people from Buildings and General Services made the trek to Orwell to guide and 
oversee the progress. I remember how proud he was on ground-breaking day and the day 
the building opened. Thank you John for your leadership.  

The new audio visual equipment the Coalition raised money for was installed in time 
for the 2014 season. It is wonderful to have a reliable projector, which can also be used with 
a computer for special presentations. You, the Coalition, also paid for adding captioning 
to the orientation film, and purchased three gently used DVD players for the interactive 
exhibits on the back wall. The original players, installed in 2002, are starting to fail.

Late last fall the Blue Trail was expertly repaired. It had been washed out in several 
hard storms and flooding over the years. You’re going to love it!

This season will see the upgrade of the two interactive touch screens in the center 
soldier sculpture exhibit. The touch screens gave up the ghost last season, after about 15 
years of service. The State of Vermont allocated funding for this technology update to be 
completed by the original designer, Paul Ahad of Media-FX. From outside the sculptures, 
the operation of the talking heads and touch screens looks like magic. Inside the sculpture’s 
central area is a surprising array of computers, projectors, and other high tech equipment 
that make it all happen. 

continued on page 5...
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John Dumville Retires
by Steve Zeoli
I first met John Dumville in the spring of 1979 when I 
drove to Montpelier to interview for the job of caretaker at 
Mount Independence. John was affable and clearly pas-
sionate about Vermont’s history. He was charged with 
overseeing all the state’s historic sites, so had a wide terri-
tory to cover. Landing the job, 
I rendezvoused with John a 
few days later at the main gate 
to Mount Independence. My 
first task was to help him put 
up the new wooden sign that 
would welcome visitors. After 
that I was mostly on my own, 
though John would swing by 
from time to time to see how 
things were going.

I didn’t know it at the 
time, but John was also new 
to his job. A native of Royalton, Vermont, John received his 
Bachelor’s Degree from Lyndon State College in 1972. Five 
years later he earned a Master’s Degree in History from 
UVM. The same spring that he and I first met, John was 
appointed Historic Sites Operations Chief of the Vermont 
Division for Historic Preservation.

I spent two summers working for John as caretaker/
site interpreter of the Mount. During one of those sum-
mers, I can’t recall which, John showed up with an historic 
marker in the back of his car, along with a bag of cement 
and some shovels. We spent the morning taking down the 
old, weather-worn marker on route 22A and replacing it 
with the shiny new one that briefly told the story of Mount 
Independence. I’m not sure when John told me that we had 
to be quick about our work. We were circumventing the 
rules, as the Division for Historic Preservation didn’t have 
the budget to pay the highway department to install the 
new marker. 

The first summer I was paid $3.00 an hour. John prom-
ised me a $.25 raise the second summer, but there was a 
crossed wire somewhere and my paychecks never reflected 
the increase. At the end of the season, John gave me a per-
sonal check for the difference. I didn’t really think about it 
at the time, but I’ve come to believe that John felt the need 
to honor his pledge to me, even though he probably never 
was reimbursed by the state.

John has spent his entire adult life preserving the his-
tory of his hometown and his home state. He has restored 
several homes in Royalton. He has been president of the 
Royalton Historical Society. He has been a trustee of the 

T  h  e  M  u  S  T  e  R
Tom Hughes, long time site manager at Crown Point 
State Historic Site just over the bridge in New York, retired 
in April. One of Tom’s early jobs in the field was as site 
interpreter at the Hubbardton Battlefield State Historic 
Site. He has been a good friend to Mount Independence 
and the Coalition, including speaking at last year’s annual 
meeting. No word yet on what Tom has planned for the 
future, but we hope to see him at the Mount from time 
to time. Best wishes, Tom.

Lakes to Locks Passage has received a $55,000 
American Battlefield Protection Program grant to de-
velop interpretive products that link key battles fought in 
northeastern New York and Vermont during the 1775-77  
campaigns of the American Revolution, reports Executive 
Director Janet Kennedy. We are told that a publication 
on the Northern Campaign Revolutionary War sites will 
be among the products developed with the grant. Lakes to 
Locks Passage is a nonprofit agency that works to further 
the appreciation and stewardship of the natural, cultural, 
recreational and historic assets of the waterway connecting 
the Hudson and Richelieu Rivers.

The winning tickets of last year’s Powder Horn raffle 
were drawn recently. Sandy Brutkoski was the grand prize 
winner of the powder horn. rodney McPhee won the $50 
gift certificate to the Visitor Center Gift Shop at Mount 
Independence. James Bruno won what was supposed to be 
the signed copy of Willard Sterne randall’s book, 1814. 
Will has been extensively revising the book, so it is not 
yet published. Mahlon Teachout won the fourth prize, a 
copy of Mount Independence by Steve Zeoli.

Jess robinson was named Vermont’s new State 
Archaeologist last September. He is the second State Ar-
chaeologist to serve Vermont, since the General Assembly 
established the position in 1976. Jess replaced Giovanna 
Peebles, who retired after 38 years of service to the State.

“I’m excited to expand upon the strong foundation 
that Giovanna laid for the state’s archaeological heritage,” 
Robinson said at the time he earned the position. “I look 
forward to applying new and emerging technologies to 
augment the stewardship and preservation efforts that 
are the mission of Vermont’s Division for Historic Pres-
ervation.”

Jess joined the group at Mount Independence on April 
25 for the somewhat annual archaeological walkover, and 
gave the group an over-view of various native American 
research sites around the state.

people & Moun t Independen Ce

continued on page 4...
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dumville, continued from page 3.

Vermont Historical Society, and has served on the board of 
the Vermont Museum and Gallery Alliance.

And that was just in his spare time.
During John’s tenure with the Division for Historic 

Preservation, he has overseen the acquisition of additional 
units, the expansion of others. He oversaw the historic 
roadside markers, interacting with interested parties to add 
new markers designating places of historical interest. There 
are now over 200 around the state. 

Until 1991 John oversaw all the state’s historic sites 
with just seasonal employees like myself. The state’s bicen-
tennial brought some additional funding, so year-round site 
administrators could assume much of the burden of run-
ning the sites.

Under John’s stewardship, Mount Independence has 
changed a great deal from the days I patrolled the paths. 
The visitor center/museum is, of course, the main addition. 
But there is also a new trail system, including the Baldwin 
Interpretive Trail, which is ADA accessible. Archaeological 
interpretation has been carried out on land and in water. 

John (second from right) is shown here at the December 
2010 reception in his honor with (from the right) Giovanna 
Peebles, Tom Hughes and Eric Gilbertson.

Mount Independence has gone from an out-of-the-way 
historical oddity to a well-known historic site during John’s 
work with the state. He would be the first to remind us that 
many others have contributed to these efforts, but John has 
set the tenor during the five different decades he has been 
the primary state officer charged with preserving and inter-
preting Vermont’s historic heritage.

In December 2010, outgoing Governer Jim Douglas 
and Kevin Dorn, Secretary of the Agency of Commerce 
and Community Development, honored John’s long service 
at a ceremony at the Statehouse, and they named the recep-
tion room at the President Calvin Coolidge State Historic 
Site in his name. The plaque reads as follows:

Next year, 2016, will be the 20th anniversary of the 
opening of the Mount Independence visitor center and 
museum and the 50th anniversary of the trail system. What 
a long way the historic site has come, with the strong help 
of you, our friends. Your Coalition board and the site are 
working on ideas to celebrate, starting this year with sev-
eral hikes into history to draw more attention to the trail 
system. Please let us know what you would like to see to 
celebrate these important anniversaries.

As ever, a Mount Independence Coalition member-
ship is the best bargain around. You can feel good that your 
fees help support many of the great programs, outreach, 
and improvements to the site, and you get free admission to 
Mount Independence and the other Vermont State-owned 
Historic Sites. Our site interpreters very much enjoy meet-
ing and talking with you each year, and we appreciate that 
you introduce your families and friends to this wonderful 
place. If you’re interested in volunteering, please be in touch 
(elsa.gilbertson@state.vt.us or 802-759-2412) 

– Elsa Gilbertson
Regional Historic Site Administrator

Division for Historic Preservation

THE JOHN P. DUMVILLE
RECEPTION ROOM

In honor of his devoted service to the  
people of Vermont and the preservation  

of history in directing the Vermont State- 
owned Historic Sites for the Vermont  
Division for Historic Preservation, and  

in particular the President Calvin  
Coolidge State Historic Site.

After my second season as caretaker of the Mount, I 
departed for a year-long bicycle trip around America. That 
experience landed me a job with a bicycle manufacturer in 
my home state of Connecticut. It wasn’t until 1991 that I 
returned to Vermont to make my home and living. I began 
to reconnect with Mount Independence, and, consequently, 
with John. As I became involved with the Mount Indepen-
dence Coalition, I saw John more frequently. Today I am 
proud to think of him as a friend, colleague, and to remem-
ber him very fondly as my first real boss.

John retired from his position at the end of 2014. I 
understand he is going to continue his work restoring Roy-
alton’s historic homes. I hope we will see him at the Mount 
from time to time. I know I’m speaking for everyone associ-
ated with Mount Independence when I say the Coalition 
will work to meet his level of dedication to historic integrity 
and commitment to the visitor experience. 

Site Administrator, continued from page 2.
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My Name is Johnny Brown
by Sarah calvin
My name is Johnny Brown, and I’m here to describe what 
my life was like in the year 1776, when I was 10.  I lived 
right next to Rattlesnake Hill,  an old growth forest. My 
father loved Rattlesnake Hill, he  called it his “thinking 
spot”, because  it was so peaceful and quiet. It was called 
Rattlesnake Hill, because it was thickly populated with 
rattlesnakes!  I remember one time, when I was going to 
fetch water from the well behind our house,  an old rattle-
snake slithered down from the forest.  I shrieked and, for a 
whole month, did not do my chore of drawing water from 
the well. 

I had many chores, including: getting water from the 
well, churning butter (a long and tiring chore), milking the 
cows, and chopping down the forests that surrounded the 
land.  I had a hard schedule: wake before the crack of dawn, 
hurry to the well to draw water for breakfast, rush to milk 
my share of the cows, eat a quick (but delicious) breakfast, 
then go to the barn, where I would grab my ax and have 
another day of clearing land for farming with Papa.  Even 
though I was only 10, I hardly had a lick of time to play. 
Back in my time, kids didn’t go to school or get to play.  
Life was hard, but that was all that my family knew, and we 
were all proud to be farmers.

The farm tended to be a loud place, with roosters crow-
ing, cows mooing, and horses whinnying.  I never expected 
it to seem quiet, like it did when the soldiers came. The 
soldiers on Rattlesnake Hill were so noisy chopping down 
the forest to build an encampment, it made the loud barn-
yard seem as quiet as if it were sleeping.  We didn’t expect 
our whole lives to change when the knock came at the door.  
“Hello?” Mama seemed startled. The man held out his hand. 
“Greetings, Ma’am. I am Major General Benedict Arnold, 
and we, the Continental Army, are pleased to ask if your 
family will scout out this lovely land for us, Rattlesnake 
Hill, I presume it is called?”  “Yes!” I said confidently.  That’s 
when the peace of Rattlesnake Hill was changed forever.

I stayed up late the first night the Continental soldiers 
came, listening to their chatter drifting towards my window 
on the breeze. I woke up the next morning to their clanging 
axes felling my beautiful Rattlesnake Hill. I wondered what 
would become of the quiet, peaceful, beautiful and breath-
taking forest-my forest. 

I began having a different schedule: wake up before 
the crack of dawn, fetch well water for breakfast, and get 
back early enough from milking the cows so that I could 
have time enough to eat.   After eating, Papa and my oldest 
brother Will would hurry up to the top of Rattlesnake Hill 
to help the soldiers clear more land, and scout out the land 
that was still covered in old-growth forest.  Most days I 

would go along, and one of the good things about helping 
out was that I saw Jimmy Frier , a drummer boy who was 
12 years old. He was, aside from my family, the child clos-
est to my age. Our closest neighbors were ten miles away, 
I’d never even met them. So, I, Johnny Jeduthen Brown, 
was there as a proud, strong, soldier, when the declara-
tion of Independence was read. “Huzzah! Huzzah! Huz-
zah!” the soldiers shouted, and my voice was loudest of all. 
“From now on,” exclaimed the commander,” I proclaim this 
beautiful mountain top Not Rattlesnake Hill, but Mount 
Independence.”
Sarah Calvin, daughter of site interpreter tobrina Calvin and 
Adam Calvin, won the Vermont daughters of the American 
Revolution prize for essays in the 5th grade category, with this 
story.  The assigned topic was the effect of the Revolutionary War 
on children. 

Sarah Calvin read her essay at Soldiers Atop the Mount after 
the annual reading of the Declaration of Independence.  The 
assembled re-enactors gave three Huzzahs for her essay.

Hutch McPheters of the Northeast Archaeology Research 
Center provides some last minute instruction to the 
volunteers at this year’s archaeology walkover. The group 
toured the northeast section of the Orange Trail in April 
looking for surface features to map.
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In the mountains of northwest New Jersey, they were 
caught in a heavy snowstorm.  Even today, the Delaware 
Water Gap National Recreation Area is sparsely settled. 
Major General Horatio Gates stayed in Van Campen’s Inn 
on the river (now restored by the Park Service), while his 
men searched for shelter. 

Gates had no idea what they would find further south. 
Washington had been driven from New York and was in 
retreat somewhere in New Jersey. Soon Gates learned that 
the commander in chief had crossed into Pennsylvania, tak-
ing all the boats on the Delaware with him. Gates sent his 
four small regiments ahead under command of Brigadier 
General Benedict Arnold and followed separately under an 
assumed name. 

The regiments managed to cross the river at Easton, 
Pennsylvania. In Bethlehem, Gates received a letter from 
Washington that confirmed “the melancholy situation of 
our Affairs.”  We have been “pushed through the Jerseys 
without being able to make the smallest opposition,” Wash-
ington wrote. He hoped, “If we can draw our forces togeth-
er I trust under the smiles of Providence, we may yet effect 
an important stroke, or at least prevent General Howe from 
executing his plan.”

Washington was burdened with more bad news. Major 
General Charles Lee had been captured. Ten British war-
ships and 80 transports were observed on Long Island 
Sound, and he quickly dispatched Arnold to Rhode Island. 
And when he asked Gates to help organize a crossing of 
the Delaware, Gates said he was too sick -- although he 
was well enough to follow Congress to Baltimore.

On December 22, the four Mount Independence regi-
ments joined Washington’s army near the river. Two regi-
ments were commanded in person by colonels John Stark 
and Enoch Poor of New Hampshire; two more, Paterson’s 
and Reed’s, were without their commander. Paterson was 
sick and on leave; James Reed was blind as a result of small-
pox. 

On Christmas night, the Mount Independence troops 
made up about a fifth of Washington’s force. Sixteen-year-
old John Greenwood of Paterson’s Regiment was among 
the first to cross the river, and he waited as cold rain turned 
to hail and snow. “None but the first officers knew where 
we were going or what we were going about, for it was a 
secret expedition, and we, the bulk of the men coming from 
Canada, knew not the disposition of the army we were then 
in, nor anything about the country,” he wrote more than 
thirty years later when he was a noted dentist. He con-
structed President Washington’s dentures, now on display at 
Mount Vernon. 

Other men from the 
north played important 
roles. William Maxwell, 
a brigadier general but 
previously commander of 
the Second New Jersey on 
Mount Independence, col-
lected the Durham boats 
that crossed the river. John 
Sullivan of New Hampshire, 
who had led the retreat 
from Canada in June 1776, 
commanded the right wing 
of Washington’s army, which 

Arthur St. Clair

consisted of Mount Independence men and John Glover’s 
regiment of Marblehead, Massachusetts, fishermen. Arthur 
St. Clair, who had commanded the Pennsylvania troops on 
the Ticonderoga side of the lake, led the regiments from 
Mount Independence. 

In the dark they marched ten miles south to Tren-
ton, while trying unsuccessfully to keep their muskets 
dry. When Sullivan asked, “What is to be done?” St. Clair 
answered, “You have nothing for it but to push on and 
charge.” Stark’s men, who were equipped with more bayo-
nets, took the lead. Stark “dealt death wherever he found 
resistance, and broke down all opposition before him,” 
remembered James Wilkinson, St. Clair’s aide.

A horse close to Greenwood was struck by a cannon 
ball and fell to its back in agony as the men moved forward. 
Through the mist of early morning, Greenwood saw Hes-
sians drawn up in formation. He abandoned his pack with 
a “beautiful suit of blue clothes, turned up with white and 
silver laced.” In his account, none of the muskets would fire 
and only one man in five had a bayonet, but they charged 
and broke the Hessian line. The enemy “ran like so many 
frightened devils into the town, which was at a short dis-
tance, we after them pell-mell.” Washington rode by alone 
and called, “March on my brave fellows, after me!”

In popular memory, Washington crossing the Delaware 
and winning the Battle of Trenton was the pivotal event of 
the Revolutionary War. Without the contributions of the 
men who hurried south from Mount Independence, the 
winter campaign might have failed and with it the cause of 
independence. 

Sullivan told Meschech Weare, president of the New 
Hampshire Council, “General Washington made no scruple 
to say publicly that the remains of the Eastern Regiments 
were the strength of his army, though then their numbers 
were comparatively speaking small. . . . Believe me, Sir, the 
Yankees took Trenton before the other Troops knew any-
thing of the matter more than there was an engagement.”

trenton, continued from page 1.
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This day, though cold, the whole of the troops here were paraded 
on the ice, and continued going through sundry manuœvers for 
two or three hours, till we like to have perished. 

— Ebenezer Elmer, January 9, 1777

The quote above comes from the diary kept by Lt. Elmer, 
twenty-four year old lieutenant and surgeon’s mate from 
New Jersey, during his stay at Mount Independence in the 
winter of 1776-77.  It serves as the inspiration for one of 
the illustrations being commissioned by the Coalition for 
Strong Ground from noted historical artist Gary Zaboly. 

That winter was a particularly cruel one. Elmer de-
scribed his first night in one of the drafty barracks within 

Drilling on Ice, a pen and ink drawing by Gary Zaboly
the fort. “The night was so excessively cold, and the room 
so open, I could not sleep,” he noted in his journal. “Indeed 
suffered most intolerably all night; learning some thing 
farther of the fatigues of a soldier’s life.”

Winter Soldiering
Winter soldier’s life is the subject of this year’s Maguire 
lecture by Mike Barbieri, a lifelong Vermonter and long-
time reenactor. He is a contributing writer for The Journal of 
the American Revolution, has worked for the Lake Champ-
lain Maritime Museum, and has taught history at the high 
school and college levels.  The annual J. Robert Maguire 
Lecture takes place at 2:00 p.m. on Saturday, June 13.
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MIKE BARBIERI -  Local historian Mike Barbieri is a 
contributing writer with The Journal of the American 
Revolution, and a long-time researcher and re-enactor. He 
is this year’s J. Robert Maguire lecturer.

Coalition members:

Save the Date
AnnuAl Meeting

June 13 at 10:30 am
Followed by the 

J. robert maguire lecture 
at 2:00 p.m.

Featuring Mike Barbieri presenting on the 
American Revolutionary War soldier’s life 

during the harsh months of winter.
Bring your lunch and join other members for a 

picnic at 12:30 p.m.

all events take place at the Visitor Center


