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The Strong Ground Issue!
It is finally here. Strong Ground: Mount Independence and the American Revolution is hot off 
the presses. Creating this history of the Mount has occupied the Coalition board and oth-
ers for almost a decade. The manuscript went through several re-writes as we worked hard 
to get it just the way we wanted it. 

The story of Mount Independence is dramatic, encompassing several crucial events that 
directly impacted the American cause in the early years of the Revolutionary War. But the 
Mount’s story is also one of individual struggles, real people suffering genuine hardships 
and wrestling with decisions that would change the course of history. We worked hard to 
capture both aspects of the Mount’s story, using the words of the participants whenever we 
could.

The narrative text is complemented with numerous sidebars, and illustrated with 
photographs, archival maps, new maps, paintings, sketches, and original drawings by Gary 
Zaboly. The book is 112 pages in full color. Several people have described it as luscious, and 
we agree. You can buy a copy at the Mount and area bookstores. Spread the word.
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President’s Report
If you’ve made it this far, you don’t need me to tell you the big news is that we’ve finished 
Strong Ground: Mount Independence and the American Revolution. Huzzah!

It’s been a long, arduous journey. Sometimes exhilarating and at other times it felt as 
if we’d never get there. But with the book in hand I can honestly say that I am extremely 
proud of the end result. This is a fabulous book of history about a very special place. To 
everyone who helped, including all our wonderful members who made donations to the 
cause, THANK YOU!

This issue of the Courier is a summer issue, not a spring issue, due to our preoccupation 
with sending the book to the printer, performing last minute edits, and then preparing for 
the book’s arrival from the printer. We apologize for the delay, and plan to get next year’s 
Courier out in the spring before the site opens for the season.

You may have noticed the new logo on the masthead. We decided to ask Gary Zaboly 
to pen that for us, since he was already working on illustrations for the book. We needed 
to replace the old logo because no one had the original file. We only had low resolution 
versions that didn’t print well. Look for the logo to begin adorning other items in the near 
future.

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. Hope to see you on the Mount.

– Steve Zeoli, Coalition President

News from the Site Administrator
This year we honor the 240th anniversary of the second year of the Americans at Mount 
Independence, and the British and German occupation. We heartily congratulate the 
Mount Independence Coalition on the publication of Strong Ground: Mount Independence 
and the American Revolution. Visitors at the three Vermont state western sites, including 
Chimney Point and the Hubbardton Battlefield, are pleased to be able to purchase such a 
wonderful and informative book.   

Again this spring we received a grant from the South Lake Champlain Fund to do an 
April archaeology “walkover.” A team of volunteers and archaeologists combed the ground 
to map visible traces of the past. We mapped 49 points of interest, and have nearly finished 
looking at all the accessible ground. For the National Park Service American Battlefield 
Protection Program grant, a drone flight over the Mount’s southern area was completed 
in mid-May. The information gathered will lead to more detailed mapping of significant 
features. 

On the morning of July 6, a group of 30 reenactors stepped out lively from Mount In-
dependence to honor the American withdrawal to Hubbardton 240 years ago. They did the 
nearly 26-mile march in 1-½ days. It was very moving to see them walking down what was 
the Mount Independence-Hubbardton Military Road.  [See page 5 for the story.]

Some of the reenactors will be among those presenting at the annual Soldiers Atop the 
Mount—August 26 and 27. If you haven’t been in a while, consider coming. The engaging 
Baldwin Trail walkabout has experts at stations along the way, and this will be the second 
year of the 5-K Strong Ground walk organized by Mark Brownell.    

It’s our pleasure to greet you, the Coalition members, every year and also meet new 
visitors. As the new book gets into circulation, we hope it will bring more people to experi-
ence the site in person. Thank you Mount Independence Coalition for all you do.

– Elsa Gilbertson
Regional Historic Site Administrator, Division for Historic Preservation
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Prologue for Strong Ground
by Rustan Swenson
Editor’s note: Rustan wrote this prologue for the new book, but 
there was no room for it, so we make it available here.
Canadiaderi Guaranti (The Door of The Country) is the 
native Iroquois name for the Lake Champlain Corridor. 
For the Abenaki it was Bitawbagok (The Waters That Lie 
Between)

The Lake Champlain Corridor was:
• A Crucible of Empire
• A Cross Road of History
• A Great Warpath
• A Back Door to the Colonies

It was also a confluence of the extreme elements and senti-
ments of Man and Nature. At the heart of this region lies 
a rocky promontory, The Rock that would become Mount 
Independence. The Rock enduring the ravages of Man and 
Nature; mile high glaciers, quarried, logged, mined, war-
ring native tribes, the siege of French and British Colonial 
Empires. Finally, patriots enduring the ravages of the Rock 
in the heroic stand of an ill equipped, ill clothed, ill fed, ill 
housed, huddled cluster of colonial patriots scraping out a 
foot hold in a few inches of topsoil. Ravaged by a horrible 
epidemic of smallpox and hundreds freezing to death in the 
brutal winter of 76/77 while the “able bodied” performed 
with regularity great feats of engineering and human exer-
tion.

The raw brutal conditions of this “howling wilder-
ness” with but few inches of soil on this great Rock, many 
shelters of crude and inadequate construction, exposed to 
prevailing winds whipping unrestrained across the lake and 
this now barren slab, stripped of it virgin forest cover for 
lumber and fuel, this “shallow ground” would soon become 
“hallowed ground” with hundreds of unmarked patriot 
graves, victims of horrible diseases and a brutal deadly cold 
winter

In January of 1776 following the defeat of Ethan Allen 
at Montreal and Benedict Arnold at Quebec the battered 
famished, diseased colonials retreated down the lake to 
Crown Point and Fort Ticonderoga. Ultimately it was de-
termined that a new fort would be established on the rocky 
promontory across from Fort Ticonderoga, “East Point” 
(Soon to be renamed Mount Independence) determined to 
be a Strong Ground for defending against a British assault. 
With a confluence of patriots from every walk and status of 
life, including the military engineer Jeduthan Baldwin, and 
for a while, the greatest American artist, John Trumbull. 
Hastily fortified with a Star-Shaped Fort and numerous 
quite inadequate structures, Mount Independence took on 

the primary function of defending the colonies against a 
British invasion from the north.

In July 28, 1776 General St. Clair, having just received 
an official copy of the original document declaring our In-
dependence reads aloud with soaring power and sentiment, 
to a gathering of all the troops, The Declaration of Inde-
pendence, ending with “God save the free an Independent 
States of America.” The gathered patriots responded with a 
roaring three cheers. “It was remarkably pleasing to see the 
spirits of the soldiers so raised, after all their calamities, in 
the language of every man’s countenance was, Now we are 
a People; we have a name among the States of the world.” 
Shortly thereafter, signaled by a thirteen gun salute, East 
Point or Rattle Snake hill was renamed Mount Indepen-
dence.

Mount Independence became the physical manifesta-
tion and embodiment of the noble principles of our heroic 
struggle for sovereignty. The Mount was never the site of 
any major military engagement. The forces gathered here 
and nearby were always of humble origin, from Benedict 
Arnold’s hastily improvised Champlain fleet, sailed by a 
“wretched motley crew, greatly deficient in numbers,” to 
the “ragged, starved, lousy, pocky Army,” that manned the 
Mount’s fortifications. Yet Mount Independence was the 
front line, the first place the young nation successfully 
repelled the mighty British army. It was a place that earned 
the name bestowed upon it by the men stationed here, who 
helped win liberty for the United States of America.

Jean Audet, of Orwell, and her family were the first cus-
tomers to purchase Strong Ground, when they were visiting 
the Mount just as Elsa Gilbertson was delivering copies 
to the gift shop.

Coalition board members Joseph Taparauskas and 
Steve Zeoli were asked to make a presentation to 6th, 
7th and 8th graders at the Orwell Village School. The 
topic was Mount Independence and its influence on 
the area. The talk took place March 16. Joe spoke about 
the iron foundry in Orwell established by the notorious 
Matthew Lyon. Steve gave the audience a quick history 
of the Mount and its importance in the Revolutionary 
War.

Mike Barbieri had another popular article published 
in the Journal of the American Revolution. This one is 
called The Dollar in Revolutionary America. You can 
find it here:
https://allthingsliberty.com/2016/09/dollar-revolutionary-america/

T  H  E  M  U  S  T  E  R
PEOPLE & MOUN T INDEPENDEN CE
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The Battle of  Valcour Island
“It is a defensive War we are carrying on,” Horatio Gates 
told Benedict Arnold. “No wanton risque, or unnecessary 
Display of the Power of the Fleet, is at any Time, to influ-
ence your Conduct.”

Gates believed the fleet should defend the narrows at 
Split Rock or at Île-aux-Têtes, near today’s U.S.-Canadian 
border. Instead, Arnold chose to wait between Valcour Is-
land and the western shore of the lake, about 60 miles from 
Mount Independence. He told Gates in a letter that his 
fleet was “moored...as near together as possible. & in such 
a form that few Vessells can attack us at the same Time, & 
then will be exposed to the fire of the whole fleet.” But he 
also claimed retreat was “open and Free,” which it was not. 
Arnold’s fleet of 15 vessels—two schooners, a sloop, three 
row-galleys, a cutter, and eight gunboats or gondolas—
could be bottled up and destroyed. 

The British fleet, which sailed south on October 11, 
outnumbered and outgunned the Americans, but as Arnold 
had recognized, they were at a disadvantage in the narrow 
bay with wind coming from the north. Still, in a daylong 
battle, the American schooner Royal Savage ran aground 
and was burned, and the gunboat Philadelphia sank. By 

the end of the day, other vessels were badly damaged and 
leaking, and the fleet had expended three-quarters of its 
ammunition.

In the dark, the 13 remaining vessels slipped between 
the British and the New York shore. Over a two-day pur-
suit, all but four were captured or destroyed. Arnold aboard 
the galley Congress escorted four gunboats into Ferris Bay 
(present-day Arnold Bay) and burned the vessels, flags fly-
ing, rather than to see them captured.

The Battle of Valcour Island is considered among the 
most heroic chapters in American military history. But 
what was accomplished? James Wilkinson, an unscrupu-
lous but sometimes insightful staff officer at Ticonderoga, 
saw only “rashness and folly.” Arnold’s “naval adventure...
eventuated in heavy expenses, and the loss of many valuable 
lives, without a solitary ray of solid advantage to the public 
service,” he wrote in his 1816 memoir.

But most famously, naval historian Alfred T. Mahan, 
a proponent of U.S. sea power, wrote in 1898, “The little 
American navy on Lake Champlain was wiped out, but 
never had any force, big or small, lived to better purpose or 
died more gloriously; for it had saved the lake for that year.”
Editor’s note: This is a slightly abridged version of a sidebar 
from Strong Ground, written by Ennis Duling.
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240 Years Later: Another Retreat 
from Mount Independence
By Jim Ross, Vice President of the Mount Independence 
Coalition (photos gathered from Facebook contributors by 
Jim Ross)
About 30 stalwart recreated soldiers and their distaff gath-
ered at the Mount Independence Historic site on Thursday 
July 6, 2017 to recreate the March to Hubbardton marking 
the 240th anniversary of the retreat leading to the Historic 
battle of Hubbardton.   

240 years ago the American garrison was ordered by 
the commander of the Mount Independence-Ticonderoga 
complex, General Arthur St. Clair, to evacuate the area.   
American troops began this evacuation during the night of 
July 5th and by the morning of the 6th the garrison would 
be well on their way, leaving Major General John Burgoyne 
in possession of the complex without the cost of a siege. 

All during the day of July  6th, 1777, soldiers under St. 
Clair raced to keep ahead of the  British Advanced Guard 
led by General Simon Fraser of the 24th foot along the 
Hubbardton- Mount Independence Military road.  By 
current standards the retreat was a furious one with the two 
parties a mere few miles apart. The day was hot and humid 
with the temperatures hovering in the 90s and there was 
little respite for either side.  Thirst and hunger were con-
stant companions  and plagued both American and British 
alike. Sunset found the British force laying upon their arms 
at Lacey’s camp with their reinforcing German contingent 
remained but a few miles behind at present day Black pond.

The pursuit was wakened at 2 o’clock and began to 
make their way up Sergeant Hill as American Sentries 
lurked near the top.  A brief exchange of shots near the top 
gave ample warning to Col. Hale’s 2nd New Hampshire 
down below at Sucker Brook that the British were upon 
them.  And the only battle of the American Revolution in 
what was Vermont had begun. 

The recreated Soldiers and Distaff that were gathered 
on Thursday, July 6, 2017, had a two day march ahead of 
them. Under command of Clifford Mullen of Seth War-
ner’s Regiment, the contingent set off near 9 o’clock in the 
morning with rest stops every few miles under much better 
weather than their 18th century counterparts endured.
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The Soap Opera Saga of the 
Mount’s Other Engineer
by Stephen Zeoli

For people knowledgeable of the history of Mount In-
dependence, the names of two engineers should come 

immediately to mind. Colonel Jeduthan Baldwin was the 
Chief Engineer throughout the entire American occupation 
of the Mount. Baldwin kept a journal of his days on Lake 
Champlain, providing us with a first-hand account of the 
work of turning the rugged peninsula into a formidable for-
tress. In the spring of 1777, the classically trained engineer 
Thaddeus Kosciuszko spent a couple of months working as 
Baldwin’s subordinate. Kosciuszko would go on to become a 
national hero, both here and in his native Europe. Thaddeus 
Kosciuszko National Memorial in Philadelphia honors his 
service to the American Revolution.

But there were other engineers who worked on the 
fortifications at Ticonderoga and the Mount, including 
an interesting character named Christophe Pelissier, who 
appears in Baldwin’s journal for the first time on Septem-
ber 18, 1776. “Lt. Col. Palliceur is com up as an Assistant 
Engineer,” he wrote (Baldwin 76).1 The years immediately 
preceding and following Pelissier’s service at Mount Inde-
pendence make for the kind of melodrama one might scoff 
at if it were presented on screen. But it really happened.

Pelissier was born in Lyon, France, on April 29, 1728.2  
By 1752, he had immigrated to Canada, working in a legal 
capacity as King’s Scrivener — this was still New France, 
so the king would have been Louis XV. 
After the Seven Years War ended and 
Canada became part of British North 
America, Pelissier stayed and seemed to 
get on with his new countrymen. He had 
married Marthe Baudouin in 1758. She 
bore him four children, but died in 1763. 

Pelissier apparently thrived under 
British rule, because in 1767 he was 
able to join a syndicate that purchased 
a 16-year lease on the land at the Saint-
Maurice ironworks near Trois-Rivieres. 
The ironworks was established in 1738, 
but had stagnated in the years before the Pelissier syndicate 
invested over 4500 pounds in repairs and upgrades. Soon 
Pelissier had bought out several of his partners and became 
the managing director. He was considered generous with 
his foundry workers, lending money or standing in surety 
for some of them. He provided a dowry of 720 shillings to a 
girl who had worked in his home “in consideration of good 
and faithful service” (Fortier). One source claimed the firm 
was soon producing a healthy 33% profit. Regardless, the 

ironworks was considered one of the finest on the conti-
nent and today the Forges du Saint-Maurice is a Canadian 
National Historic Site.

At age 46, Christophe Pelissier decided to marry once 
again. His intended was the not-quite-20-year-old daugh-
ter of his friend, Ignace-Francois Delezenne. Unfortunately 
for all involved, Marie-Catherine was in love with another 
man, Pierre de Sales Laterriere, who worked for Pelissier. 
Delezenne essentially sold his daughter to Pelissier and the 
two were wed in March of 1775, but that is far from the 
end of their story.

Later that same year, the Revolutionary War broke 
out in America and the “Bostonians,” as the Canadians 
called them, invaded Canada trying to create a 14th colony. 
Christophe Pelissier had radical leanings and he immedi-
ately began cooperating with the invaders. He turned his 
ironworks into a munitions manufactory for the Americans. 
He consulted with General Richard Montgomery, and after 
Montgomery was killed storming the walls of Quebec on 
December 31, he wrote a lengthy letter to the Continental 
Congress, including plans for breaching the fortifications. 
“If Quebec is attack’d according to the Rules of War,” he 
wrote in French, “on the Side of the Palace Gate, no Season, 
in my opinion, can prevent the City’s being taken in a few 
Days.” He provided instructions for how exactly to attack 
the city. He concluded his letter assuring Congress that “no 
one desires more than myself to see America succeed in her 
most laudable Enterprise” (Griffin 223-227).

When the Canadian invasion failed and the Americans 
began a withdrawal in the spring of 1776, Pelissier received 
word that he was going to be arrested; Guy Carleton, the 

Governor General of Canada, who had 
been holed up in Quebec for several 
months, found Pelissier’s collaboration 
with the Americans treasonable. Pelissier 
decided to join the retreating Americans, 
leaving behind his young wife and four 
children by his first marriage.

In June he once again petitioned 
Congress. After addressing his personal 
sacrifice to the American cause he asked, 
“that this honourable House will take 

the matter into their consideration, and 
enable me to support myself in some decent character 
under them, until such time as affairs will permit me to put 
myself in possession of my Canadian property…” (Force 
467). Congress responded by making him a Lt. Colonel on 
July 29. He was assigned to the Northern Army as Bald-
win’s chief assistant.

While there is no evidence of this in Baldwin’s jour-
nal, one source claims there was friction between the two 
engineers. This is possible, as Pelissier seems to have had 
some formal training. In a report written October 21, 1776, 

The Saint-Maurice Ironworks
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Pelissier criticizes the Jersey Redoubt, a recent defensive 
addition to the Ticonderoga side of the lake built under 
Baldwin’s supervision. In his book Engineers of Independence, 
Paul Walker says of the report and its author, “Pelissier, 
whose engineer training is unknown, exhibited a fairly high 
degree of technical sophistication, particularly in compari-
son with Baldwin” (96).

One source says that Pelissier’s primary responsibility 
was overseeing the works on Mount Independence. He and 
Baldwin, visited “the point” to lay out the fort on October 
1. And the next day were back at it (Baldwin 78). Pelissier 
may have had a hand in getting his brother-in-law, Chris-
topher Joseph Delezenne, a place on Baldwin’s staff, because 
the young man was appointed an assistant engineer on 
September 28. 

Pelissier soon left the army. By the following summer, 
he was back in France, from where he worked to settle his 
affairs in Canada and get his young wife to join him. Now 
the story really becomes a bodice-ripping potboiler. 

Marie-Catherine had taken advantage of her husband’s 
absence to set up housekeeping with Laterriere, the man 
she truly loved. Pelissier returned to Quebec in the summer 
of 1778 to finalize the sale of his share of the ironworks 
and to get his recalcitrant wife back in his control. He hired 
men to abduct her, and lock her up in the home of a friend. 
He wanted her to sign a statement saying that Laterriere 
had raped her, but Marie-Catherine refused to do so. She 
managed to escape, eluding even her parents, who were 

sent by Pelissier to bring her back. At one point she hid in 
a secret room in a barn. Pelissier returned to France in Oc-
tober with his four children by Marthe, but without Marie-
Catherine. I have been unable to learn anything about his 
life after he left Canada for the last time. Did his turbulent 
personal life follow him back to his home country, or did 
he live his remaining years in peace? That story may yet be 
told.

Before leaving Canada, however, Pelissier got his 
revenge on his rival Laterriere, implicating him as a col-
laborator with the American invaders, a possible fiction 
as Latterriere may have been a Loyalist.3  The ruse cost 
Laterriere three years in prison, though some of those were 
not so cruel, as Marie-Catherine was able to visit and even 
spend nights with him. The couple eventually were united, 
and finally, in late 1799, were married when they were able 
to produce a death certificate for Christophe Pelissier.

1 In his liberal style with words, Baldwin manages to spell 
Pelissier’s name three different ways in the same journal entry… 
all of them wrong.
2 One source gives the year as 1730.
3 Some sources do say he was of a same mind about the American 
cause as was Pelissier.
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ON EXHIBIT: Each year, the Mount Independence Visitor Center has a special, seasonal exhibit. This year the feature is the 
fabulous illustrations of noted historical artist Gary Zaboly, created for Strong Ground. The illustrations are so detail-rich 
that they should be viewed in this large, exhibit-sized format. Stop by for a viewing.


