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	NOVEMBER 1760
	Fort Détroit surrenders to Rogers
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	Rogers marries Elizabeth Browne, daughter of Portsmouth reverend Arthur Browne
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	Chief Pontiac spurs pan-Indian attack on Great Lakes forts



	FEBRUARY 1763
	Treaty of Paris signed, official end of Seven Years’ War (and its North American aspect, the French and Indian War)
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	Publishes A Concise Account, The Journals of Robert Rogers, and America’s second play, Ponteach; or, The Savages of America



	AUGUST 1766
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	OCTOBER 1768
	Exonerated of charges by court martial



	FEBRUARY 1769
	Betsy gives birth to their son, Arthur



	JUNE 1776
	George Washington orders Rogers arrested
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	Rogers escapes from prison and joins Howe’s army on Staten Island



	SEPTEMBER 1776
	Rogers unmasks the American spy Nathan Hale on Long Island



	MAY 1795
	Rogers dies in London
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Introduction

The Bet


A waste and howling wilderness,
Where none inhabited
But hellish fiends, and brutish men,
That Devils worshiped.
This region was in darkness plac’t,
Far off from heavens light,
Amidst the shadows of grim death
And of eternal night.

PURITAN POET MICHAEL WIGGLESWORTH,
GOD’S CONTROVERSY WITH NEW-ENGLAND(1662)



One raucous evening in 1765, two years after France had ceded its great North American holdings to the British, a dozen or so British officers comfortably scraped back their chairs in the plain back room of a London public house, quite interested to hear what the just-arrived war hero, Major Robert Rogers, had to offer these hard-bitten veterans of the line.

As in the countless other times when men like this gather, they consumed large quantities of alcohol, a process of lubrication here made the easier by servants circulating chamber pots around the table. These officers did not wear their uniforms on social occasions, a leftover reaction against Cromwell’s strict Ironside rule, but dressed in the hose, breeches, and wigs of the landed class. The physical rigors of long campaigns during the Seven Years’ War revealed themselves in the marks of the saber and musket ball, bodies tried to the limits by malaria’s cruel fevers and chills, dysentery, gout, and teeth-shedding scurvy.

But even in that circle of hardy fighting men, Rogers stood out. His well-proportioned frame alone—pushing over six feet tall—was the equivalent today of a professional athlete’s. He wore his hair back in a queue, or ponytail. Black gunpowder burns had seared parts of his face to sandpaper, and smallpox had left its distinctive mark, while a scar mapped the passage of a lead bullet across his forehead. A wound to the wrist had limited the use of several fingers.

Yet even more arresting was the catlike effortlessness of his movement, even if some of his permanently frost-deformed toes threw him off balance every now and then. Not a garrulous person, as some may have expected, he rather evinced the studied indifference of a presence that a contemporary described as “deliberate, of few words, generous to a fault, and desperate when roused.”1 Habit and disposition mandated that he sat facing the door. He quaffed the warm ale with relish, showing little effect except some softening around the eyes and an increasingly ruddier cast to his still-weather-chapped cheeks.

When his eyes met another’s, the man so engaged often felt somehow silently challenged, as though the big quiet warrior were taking his measure. Like so many good combat leaders, Rogers left the impression that he knew more about others than they did of him. Rogers’s coolness, even in the heat of the most desperate dangers, inspired many but deeply unsettled some, prompting one detractor to describe him as “subtil & deep as hell.”

With those he liked, the bond closed instantaneously, as though old, long-parted friends had reunited. The men gathering around that scratched table, though brothers in arms and each holding the King’s commission, shared little else with Rogers. Products of a proprietary military tradition descending from the feudal order, they had bought commissions from the colonel of the regiment to which they aspired. Only a very few might come up from the ranks. British officers viewed common soldiers as spineless, lazy oafs—“the scum of the earth, enlisted for drink,” as the greatest British commander of the age would characterize them—to be flogged into minimal robotic performance by the most iron discipline. Only thus brutally molded could His Majesty’s troops stand up to the hardships of the campaign and not break ranks when disease rotted their columns and cannon-balls tore holes in their lines. While they might be hammered into fortitude and ferocity, they would show little initiative or self-confidence when isolated and undirected.

Their officers gathered in formal institutions devoted to training them not just in tactics but in the carefully prescribed conduct appropriate to their rank, working their way carefully through Humphrey Bland’s A Treatise of Military Discipline. Unlike them, Rogers had risen to seniority without benefit of a military academy or access to any corpus of the literature of war. Unfettered by such reflexive traditions or rote knowledge, Rogers practiced—and largely invented—a new form of deep woodland warfare, innovating and synthesizing techniques and tactics as he went, rising from command of a company to that of a battalion and then a regiment, then to divisional command, all within five years—on deadly merit alone—a breathtaking rise not possible in the Old World for a younger son.

His bold design and concert-pitch execution of long-distance expeditions, often under extraordinary duress, depended on his teaching a mixed force of provincial militiamen, raw woodsmen and farmers, British regular volunteers, and Indians, not to fight with dumb, lash-taught resolution but to think for more than themselves—a shattering break with past European practices. From the woods of New England emerged a new kind of war-maker, a path-breaker of new tactics, an innovator of new technologies, and perhaps most important, a motivator of warriors as individuals, who could draw them far beyond their perceived capabilities.

The war over, on the European continent as well as in North America, these survivors leaned forward to tell their whoppers at the fireside. As often happens among men of risk and action, the talk turned to wagers, and they quickly agreed to a round of storytelling: the others would pay the bill of the man who could tell the biggest lie or the most improbable story.

Rogers came last. His companions expected a war story, perhaps one about the already-legendary 1758 Battle on Snowshoes so assiduously reported by newspapers on both sides of the Atlantic. Rogers chose instead to evoke his boyhood in provincial New Hampshire, where he had followed rude blazes hacked into trees for more than ten miles to sell homemade brooms in Rumford, the town nearest to the family farm. Once, he explained to his now-rapt listeners, a hunter had tracked his mother for several miles, certain that her small footprints were those of a large wolf. Rogers paused for a moment, took a swallow from his tankard, and then with a lowered voice described how his father had met a worse fate when one dusk he approached the camp of his best friend, who mistook his hunched-over shape for a black bear. A single shot found its mark, and James Rogers died in his sobbing friend’s arms. Rogers’s tale had the effect of a ghost story told at night around a bonfire whose flames cast all too little light into the surrounding deep woods.

The audience met the story with hoots of disbelief; but, Caleb Stark, the grandson of Roger’s good friend John Stark, reported, for that very reason they decided that the major “had told the greatest lie, when in fact he had told the truth.” Rogers ate and drank free that night, revealing, as he had so many other times before, his uncanny ability to read a group of men.

No other man in that room could imagine growing up in a true wilderness: for the most part, the frontier had disappeared from Europe by about 1400, except for relatively small areas in northern Scotland, Scandinavia, and Russia, with a few pockets in Germany and Sicily. No human-eating animals roamed there, except occasional wolf packs in the central and southern continent, and by the eighteenth century, even those only rarely. Early accounts of North America’s natural wonders often burst with a near-manic breathless-ness: “Yea there are some serpents called Rattle Snakes, that have Rattles in their Tayles that will no flye from a Man as others will, but will flye upon him and sting him so mortally, that he will dye within a quarter of an houre after,” wrote the Salem minister Francis Higginson in the early seventeenth century.

The North American wilderness recalled the stories of the ancient Skalds and Sagamen: Rogers evoked not only a world teeming with dangerous beasts, whose domain began a couple of strides outside the cabin door, but an environment in which men could be justly mistaken for these very creatures. This world blurred the line between savagery and civilization, perhaps the very difference between human beings and beasts—men skinned animals and scalped their enemies or were themselves eaten or scalped. This was no long-tamed forest of England, rich with folktales about fairies and Robin Hood’s merry band, but a geography dark, unknown, and endless, capable of devouring those who ventured into it. Most notably, it fostered peoples even more exotic and alien than the Chinese, East Indians, and Turks, with which the British were already dealing. The Woodland Indians had never attained cities, nor sought to raise them: their minimalist patterns of land use and nonliterate traditions had created cultures inscrutable to the European mind.

What Rogers communicated that night would stay with these men, because he had opened up a fascinating vista into the world of the wilderness frontier, not merely unknown but absolutely unimagined. Few others had traveled as widely and knew as much about this increasingly crucial continent as Rogers. This hard-schooled author evidently needed no map to guide him through the northern woods of New England, which he had roamed on foot, snowshoe, and skate, first as an inquiring young man, then as an officer of rangers. He had pressed far westward across the greatest freshwater basin in the world to the Straits of Mackinac, which connect Lakes Huron and Michigan, and south into the still dangerously independent Cherokee lands that were rather nominally part of South Carolina. At the end of the French and Indian War, at one day’s notice from General Jeffrey Amherst, he had marched, paddled, and rowed nearly 1,600 miles on a round-trip to Détroit from Montréal to notify the Great Lakes Indians and French garrison commanders of the British victory, losing only one man. No other expedition in pre-Revolutionary America would travel so quickly, safely, and far.

Rogers offered himself as the expounder of a realm never before made coherent by map or report, so vast and alien in its contours, fauna, botany, and human occupation that it resembled a new planet, “mostly a desart,” he wrote (by which his age meant wilderness), “uninhabited, except by savages.”

The same year he told his story, Rogers would bring out a battery of works about North America unique in their range and intensity: a play about the Ottawa chief Pontiac, portraying a man as formidable and extraordinary as the continent itself; his own journals elaborating in the first person his war experiences and unmatched journeys; and the first truly synoptic account of North America, a third-person disquisition on the continent’s prodigious geography and an ethnographic description of its indigenous peoples. He would undertake to outline a credible plan to cross the continent, forty years before Lewis and Clark. In doing so, he became the first English-speaking continentalist, using multimedia approaches to help people wrap their minds around the Americas, visualize them, place them, make them somehow understandable. Certainly British colonists in Boston and Philadelphia could imagine vast stretches of forests, but understanding America was like understanding the solar system before spaceflight. People had a sense of the solar system as an immense place, punctuated by planets and stars, but not until ships blasted off into space and probes raced to its outer edges did humans look at the cosmos in new, revolutionary ways, most notably gaining the insight that the fragile orb of Earth is a finite place. And only when Europeans gained purchase on vast North America—through descriptions and explorations—could their perceptions change from dread to eager embrace of the immense possibilities.

All Americans think of themselves as birthright continentalists, so it is difficult today to imagine the dearth of simple information, let alone imaginative engagement, about the continent 250 years ago. Americans take for granted every Albert Bierstadt painting, Ansel Adams photograph, highway map, and roadside history sign, each of which affords another point of leverage to grasp the continent. Combining further input from the many images, ideas, maps, descriptions, and such creates a web of connections and interdependencies between history, geology, topography, biota, and weather data that simply did not exist then. The first novel featuring America as a background was not written until a few years shy of 1800.

In the early 1500s even the best maps of the world did not so much as display North or South America. No Europeans could entertain the sense that the discoveries of Columbus, Basque fishermen, and the Norse long before were anything more than small stretches of land, perhaps even islands.

As early as 1700 a British colonist could have traveled some 900 miles of tidewater lands from Portland, Maine, down to southern Virginia, stopping off in a village, town, or small settlement nearly every evening. Few contemplated undertaking journeys even a fraction of that length, such were the risks and difficulties associated with travel. Not until 1766 did a regular stagecoach run between Philadelphia and New York, and that took three days.2

A determined person traveling westward would have met no signs of civilization at its crudest more than 50 miles inland. Despite the 150-year European colonization of North America—most colonies were more than a century old by the 1760s—the settlers had barely reached beyond the sea-penetrated fringes of the vast continent. In contrast, the French had gone deep into the New World via the St. Lawrence, bringing the expertise of a culture used to plying rivers and building canals at home and deploying linguistically sophisticated missionaries. Yet even their presence remained largely limited to a chain of forts and trading garrisons near water sources.

Before the American Revolution the frontier stretched no farther west than the granite Appalachian chain, which shadows the east coast for some 1,600 miles, southwest from the Canadian Maritimes to the Gulf Coast plain of Alabama. Six hundred eighty million years of erosion had deeply creased and tangled a topography of ridge-lines shooting off at oblique angles, smaller adjacent submountain ranges, odd glacial features, and twisted rivers and their steep valleys, which formed as formidable a barrier to British colonists attempting to move west as for centuries the Roman frontier zone held back the barbarians.

Oceangoing ships could carry English trade goods no farther inland than the fall line, the series of rapids formed as each river rages down the geological transition zone between the rocky piedmont plateau and the sandy coastal plain. Smaller-boat traffic upstream ran out of keel room when it encountered the eastern flanks of the Appalachians. No roads and but few tracks, except for buffalo traces in Kentucky and trails leading west from Albany, offered any practical assistance to westward movement, and even these accommodated only foot or horse travel. The Cumberland Gap—near where Tennessee, Virginia, and Kentucky now meet, a major artery for late-eighteenth-century westgoers—was not to be discovered by Europeans until 1750.

Despite its promise of wealth in furs and timber, grain and grazing, and perhaps in precious minerals, this vast wilderness remained too implacable, unmasterable, and dangerous for most colonists even to contemplate pushing deeply into it; its known dangers outweighed any potential gains. Many who ventured into it simply vanished. Most established colonists viewed the farther lands with deep apprehension; the frontier inched west, carried by outlawry discontent, and the poorest elements of an excess population, not by visionary enterprise. Only generations later would it jump westward by leaps and bounds. The natural disposition of the established British coastal colonists during the mid-eighteenth century lay not westward into forbidding immensity but eastward, across the Atlantic to the British Isles, and, for those on the make, southward to the Caribbean sugar islands and farther east again to the slave coasts of Africa.

Not just physical boundaries kept most British colonists clinging to the coast: the New England colonies, largely formed as havens against religious persecution, sought to create highly regulated communities that would protect them and enforce their doctrines. Exploring or settling beyond the reach of their communities might result in less orthodoxy and moral decay. Even as the Puritan influence waned in the eighteenth century, the idea of what might be brooding beyond the far mountains terrified the established settlers on the coast.

The Puritans, for instance, imagined precontact North America as a land where Satan and his fallen angels lurked in the shadow of every tall pine. “A waste and howling wilderness, /Where none inhabited/But hellish fiends, and brutish men,/That Devils worshiped./ This region was in darkness plac’t, / Far off from heavens light, / Amidst the shadows of grim death/And of eternal night,” wrote the Puritan poet Michael Wigglesworth 40 years after the landfall of the Pilgrims but still a generation before the dark trials of Salem.3 Wigglesworth’s stark 224-stanza poem The Day of Doom became America’s first best seller and a totem of early North American Puritanism, memorized by children along with the catechism.4

Meanwhile a new and peculiarly American form of expository work was emerging: the captivity narrative, detailing in the plainest prose the horrors undergone by settlers who had been torn from their homes by Indian raiders and marched into Canada and slavery, with cruel death the only alternative for those who could not keep up with their drivers. “Oh the roaring, and singing and dancing, and yelling of those black creatures in the night, which made the place a lively resemblance of hell,” wrote Mary Rowlandson of Lancaster, Massachusetts, taken by the Narragansetts in 1676. She—and the renowned Puritan minister Increase Mather, who wrote the preface to her book, The Sovereignty and Goodness of God—left no doubt in readers’ minds that her eleven-week ordeal was biblical, she a latter-day Moses facing the trials of another wilderness.

Her story and those of other captives, including the bone-chilling accounts of the French Jesuits, provided nightmare glimpses into a capriciously cruel Dantesque world incomprehensible to European sensibilities. The Eastern Woodlands Indians spared some captives, even adopting them into their own families, but submitted others to tortures so hideous as to make death a joyful release. One can only imagine the response of English readers when they encountered early English explorer John Smith’s matter-of-fact account of a Pamunkey healing process: “a man with a Rattle and extreame howling, showting [and] singing,” circled the patient, then sucked the blood and phlegm from the infection. The artistically long-drawn-out torment of French missionaries, their fingernails chewed to bloody pulps by Indians with painted faces, their body parts hacked off and skins rent, recalled—indeed exceeded—the worst medieval terrors of the Inquisition and Reformation.

Even later, after the Revolution and the formation of the republic, the continent’s vast interior remained outside the imaginations of most Americans. America’s first two presidents seem never to have seriously considered sending exploratory parties west to the Pacific. When Thomas Jefferson initiated Lewis and Clark’s mission in 1804, he told Lewis to watch out for giant sloths and iguanodons, for surely no species that had left remains in the coastal rocks could have died out in the unimaginably abundant interior. Few on the east coast would have been surprised had the expedition returned with word of a great Indian civilization rivaling that of the Aztec or Maya.

By proving that vast distances could be traversed, that the wilderness did not corrupt everything it touched with darkness and savagery but created such great leaders as Pontiac, Rogers was instrumental in changing his countrymen’s sense of the wilderness from fear and darkness to possibility. Rogers acted as a “merchant of light,” to use the English philosopher Francis Bacon’s term for those who brought back understanding of the larger world. Rogers’s writings revealed the wilderness as ultimately comprehensible and exploitable.

His ideas foreshadowed the Canadian explorer Vilhjalmur Stefansson’s vision of “the friendly Arctic” by more than 150 years. Stefansson would argue that people of European stock could negotiate the extreme polar environment if they mastered the ways of the Inuit. Rogers unfolded extensive travels into clear-eyed discussion, revealing a world not dark and forbidding but fascinating, knowable, and deeply supportive to those who would learn its ways.

Rogers’s depiction of his forest-clearing childhood marked one of the earliest renditions of the all-American “I grew up in a log cabin” theme that was to bewitch foreign audiences. By evening’s end, drunk on rum and war talk, the soldiers fell out of the pub, most probably thrilled by Rogers’s stories but also somewhat glad to separate from a man so fundamentally different from them, this unsettling and sometimes disturbing creature—and perhaps creator—of a new land.

Curiously, not one of those men, nor the thousands of others who met Rogers, ever wrote a physical description of the man (at least none that survives), although everybody remembered their encounter. Caleb Stark made a brief reference to his height, and years later during the Revolution a child referred to his “red eyes,” conjuring up visions of a wolf. The portraits of him are all artists’ fabrications created after his death. For a man whose extraordinary exploits had become frequent newspaper fare and whose fame and name recognition long rivaled that of Benjamin Franklin (the word famous was often appended to his surname), this silence is deafening—and telling.

No one seems to have set out to describe or explain him, because they could not get their imagination around the man, this master of nature and humans who could lead unimpressionable New Englanders to the edge of death over and over and could borrow money by hinting at dreams of larger things. People felt strangely subordinate to his forceful and strangely impersonal presence, focusing instead on his actions and stories, as though vaguely humiliated by the power he had exerted over them. Later, those who met him could not focus on the surface qualities of the man but rather concentrated on the way he made them feel, which left them often unsettled and occasionally angry, in recollection of this far stranger star around whom they had swung like planets.
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Into the Wilderness


This is the forest primeval. The murmuring pines and the hemlocks,
Bearded with moss, and in garments green, indistinct in the twilight,
Stand like Druids of eld, with voices sad and prophetic,
Stand like harpers hoar, with beards that rest on their bosoms.
Loud from its rocky caverns, the deep-voiced neighboring ocean
Speaks, and in accents disconsolate answers the wail of the forest.

HENRY WADSWORTH LONGFELLOW, EVANGELINE



Early one spring morning in 1739 James Rogers cinched the knots securing his family’s belongings to an oxcart. Several sacks of corn kernels, some to be used for food, others for seed, huddled among well-worn tools and implements: an ax, a hoe, an iron pot, and a skillet. On the wagon’s sill he propped his heavy smoothbore, loaded and primed with powder and shot. The New Hampshire air still carried the lingering bite of winter. Nearby the Spicket River gurgled more quietly than usual, denied its usual springtime roar by two years of drought.

The fir-shaded clearing in front of the small log cabin bustled with even more activity than usual for this characteristically large frontier family. His wife, Mary, brought out the last belongings, while their 13-year-old daughter, Martha, looked after her mother’s 2-year-old namesake. Their five sons—Daniel, 16, Samuel, 14, James, 11, Robert, 7, Richard, 5—dashed around. In November James the elder had bought a one-sixth interest in 2,190 acres of tallgrass meadow and evergreen forest 35 miles northwest of their present 44-acre homestead in Methuen.

During the long winter evenings James had read to the children from his small but choice library, which included the Geneva Bible that he had carried over from Ireland. He may have enthralled them with the resourcefulness of the shipwrecked hero of Robinson Crusoe, one of the few novels forever passing from hand to hand on the frontier. Buried in that grave but spirit-raising adventure lay a moral that resonated with those who ventured into any wilderness: things get done not by wishing but by willing. Perhaps for young Robert, as Friday passed out of the unknown into Robin’s service, the story lent strength to the idea that friends could be found in the impassive wilderness.

James may have also read them The Pilgrim’s Progress, Bunyan’s allegorical epic, in which the highest qualities of worldly adventure sweep through the Slough of Despond and Valley of the Shadow of Death up Hill Difficulty and on to face “Apollyon straddling over the whole breadth of the way” and Giant Despair, fit enemies for journeyers to overcome. After the hardship of the passage on which many would fail, the traveler could expect to enter the truly Celestial City along its streets paved in gold. These tales unlocked doors in the mind that opened to reveal unending vistas of the strange and wonderful. By naming and depicting things dark and mysterious, at first glance unconquerable but that proved vulnerable to hope and light, these tales had the power to awaken energies capable of driving back the inescapable terrors of the unknown.

For years James had yearned to own something more than this little clearing. While the banks of the Spicket returned rich yields of corn, barley, and flax, so confined a tract provided barely enough for him to feed himself, his wife, and seven children and to meet town taxes and their share of the local minister’s keep. He and Mary had left Ulster a decade earlier in search of something more than this.

Nonetheless, no one could call the Rogerses poor. They were lucky too. The diphtheria epidemic that ravaged the region between 1735 and 1737 had overleaped them. In those three years it had struck terribly close, choking the life from 256 children in the adjacent town of Haverhill, swelling throats and filling them with ash-colored specks. Death from “throat distemper” came quickly, sometimes in as little as twelve tortured hours, carrying off small children most readily of all. Some families lost five or six children in the space of one nightmarish week. Within one year 984 settlers, 800 of them children under ten, had been swept away, not quite five percent of the entire New Hampshire colony.1

James also looked forward to escaping the rarely hidden contempt shown by so many established colonists toward him and his fellow Scots-Irish. Ever since the Reverend Jamie MacGregor led the first wave of Ulster Presbyterians to northern New England 22 years before, the Puritans had made their lives difficult. In these proud, poor, and often violent newcomers, the older order found much to dislike: pride beyond their meanly assigned station and a spirited disregard for authority.2 Antipathy ran so deep that the Puritans even regarded the potato, which MacGregor’s flock introduced to the region, as a fruit of the devil, a pernicious root unfit for Christian stomachs, imputing to it—with an imagination that told more about the imaginers than it did about the humble esculent—aphrodisiac powers.

John Greenleaf Whittier would capture this hostility by quoting an anonymous balladeer’s gloating depiction of how, in the spring of 1719, the townsfolk of Haverhill had watched with amusement as an immigrant canoe heading upriver to MacGregor’s settlement of Londonderry capsized in the rapids:


They began to scream and bawl,
As out they tumbled one and all,
And, if the Devil had spread his net,
He could have made a glorious haul!3



In 1729 a Boston mob prevented a shipload of Ulster immigrants from coming ashore, leaving the sea-weary people to work their way up the Maine coast before they could set foot on land.4 Early-eighteenth-century New England was a homogeneous closed society, its coastal towns ruled by a religious elite who felt the hand of God’s ordainments on their actions and policed obedience to the community with stifling social pressures. The newcomers struck at the heart of those iron conventions that had enabled the Puritan order to establish itself and survive in the New World. They spoke in a thick brogue, drank heavily, fought often, and spoke their minds when not asked. Their women often dressed provocatively.5 They prayed standing, not on their knees, like warriors gaining a promised land.

Although they worshipped a Protestant deity, their association, if only by geographical proximity in Ulster, with the Catholic Irish awoke deep fears among the Puritans. These first New Englanders had contended for decades with the papists of New France, who periodically whipped up the more or less converted Eastern Woodland peoples into murderous raids on the English settlements.

Rogers’s ancestors knew something about Old World bloodshed. For many centuries violence consumed the basin of the upper Irish Sea: northern Ireland, the southern lowlands of Scotland, and the hills and valleys of northern England. In the past 700 years only three English monarchs had not invaded Scotland or found themselves defending their bloody borderlands against their northern neighbors. These windswept and treeless lands harbored tough, poor people who operated as often as not outside the reach of the law. Clans frequently sent bands “reiving,” or preying, on their neighbors. Cattle rustling and levying blackmail (then the term for protection money) was an enduring way of life, not an extreme remedy. Violence pervaded all aspects of these marginal men’s lives to such a degree that weddings often featured simulated kidnappings of the bride, the groom and his friends joining together to “rescue” her. Such border violence hardened kinship relationships, often at the expense of allegiance to the distant Crown.6

In the early 1600s James Rogers’s forebears and thousands of other land-hungry border Scots had crossed the Northern Channel to settle the nine counties forming the northernmost province of Ireland. By the early 1700s conditions for the Scots Presbyterians of Ulster had deteriorated. The “rackrenting” practices of their absentee English landlords opened up leased property, long deemed to be held by perpetual hereditary right, to the highest bidder. Often several Irish Catholic families combined to outbid one Scots-Irish family, generations of which had toiled to improve the holding. New religious restrictions under Queen Anne ratcheted up resentment, while drought and economic depression added to their settler woes.7 In 1717 a first trickle of emigration to America began, swelling into a flood over the next 48 years as more than 150,000 people from Northern Ireland, mostly of Scots-Irish stock, set off.8

Sometime between 1728 and 1731 James Rogers, his young wife, Mary, and their four children, perhaps rackrented out of their home in Londonderry, joined the exodus, landing in Boston.9 Luck blessed them with a safe passage, albeit of two long months, though many of their fellow voyagers fell prey not only to the seas but to the callous merchants who jammed their vessels far beyond capacity with human cargo. On average, nearly a third of the passengers died.10 The parents of Robert Rogers’s good friend John Stark lost all three of their young children to the foul holds.11

The northeastern town of Methuen, on the Merrimack River just west of Haverhill, did not exactly embrace the Rogers family, but practicality often overrode dogma in America’s always labor-poor interior. The elders—some 65 taxpaying men12—sold them small parcels from the common pasture on the northern edge of town: these newcomers in their rough but defensible log cabins could serve as a first line of resistance to the fierce raiders from the north. Rogers’s young sons would eventually enter the ranks of the all-too-often-mustered militia. On the Sabbathday, November 14, 1731, the town’s young minister, Christopher Sargent, baptized one-week-old Robert, his family’s first child born in North America, in the clapboard Congregationalist church on Meeting House Hill.13

James Rogers made friends with his neighbor Joseph Pudney a former shopkeeper from Salem who also dreamed that the dangers of settling deeper into the wilderness would be more than offset by the scope and freedom there to be won. Pudney had much in common with Rogers, notably a houseful of children and a determination to better himself whatever the price in risk and labor. The two formed a plan to settle in the Great Meadows, a favorite hunting spot of theirs, 35 rough but promising miles northwest of Methuen: Rogers had purchased 365 acres for 11 pounds; Pudney received his title on an adjacent tract 12 days later.

The Rogerses’ oxcart pulled out, followed by haltered livestock—a couple of cows and a horse—and the ragtag procession joined the Pudneys to trudge along the banks of the Merrimack to Haverhill, where they picked up what passed for a road leading northwest to Rumford (today’s Concord, New Hampshire), which had been hacked through the forest 13 years earlier.14 The travelers, perhaps the first oxcart party since the winter, encountered blowdowns—large toppled trees whose sprawling branches had to be axed away. The cart had no brakes, so James and his strongest sons had to maneuver the heavy loads with care down every incline. The road jogged around massive granite boulders, scattered across the landscape as if some Brobdingnagian child had been playing at marbles. A traveler in the eighteenth century noted that moss grew so thick on some trees that it fell in tufts like long hair.15 In places the forest fir, spruce, oak, yellow birch, elm, and sugar maple gave way to spruce bogs thick with rotting tree trunks, their waters dark from the wood’s decay.

At the yet-smaller town of Chester, 15 miles from Haverhill, the caravan turned west toward the Merrimack, along Cohas Brook, its banks lined with magnificent specimens of arrow-straight white pine (cohas in Algonquin), some towering 250 feet and stretching eight feet across. The Crown had laid claim to these trees for the masts and spars of its world-class Royal Navy. Every ship of the line required a mainmast at least 40 inches in diameter and 40 yards in height, as well as foremasts, mainyards, bowsprits, mizzenmasts nearly as formidable.16 When a gust of wind passed through these cathedral groves as yet untouched by ax, the canopies shook and sighed like the murmur of a distant sea.17

Rogerses and Pudneys crossed the Merrimack on John Goffe Jr.’s ferry, then took an even rougher track along the west bank to Amoskeag Falls, the most powerful stretch of white water along all the river’s 110 miles. Half a mile north Black Brook, so named from the inkiness of its water, fell into the Merrimack from the west,18 and as the weary party swung upstream, the reality of their commitment now settled upon the youngest. Cutting back saplings and cajoling the oxen, they embarked on the last eight-mile push, their pace by now a crawl. They slept underneath the wagons, some kept awake by the howls of a nearby wolf pack that smelled the uneasy livestock. Not too many years before and not a dozen miles from where they lay, Zerobbabel Snow had been treed by wolves at dusk while out hunting. Frantically he blazed away with his fowling piece, but the pack stood its ground. His lead running out, he shot his coat buttons at the gray shadows. Only the next morning’s daylight finally chased them away.19 While wolves rarely if ever attack humans, black bears and catamounts—mountain lions—do. Catamounts can measure up to nine feet from nose to tail and weigh up to 200 pounds.20 Around that time a ten-square-mile section of deciduous hardwoods in eastern North America might have maintained 5 black bears, 2 or 3 catamounts, and 1 to 3 gray wolves, as well as 2 elk, 30 red foxes, 400 deer, 200 turkeys, and up to 20,000 squirrels.21

What relief must the incomers have felt when they finally parted the last branches and beheld the Great Meadows, a beaver-cleared opening of tallgrass in the interminable forest, reaching uphill and enclosed by forest. A stream ran through it, filling a large beaver pond at their feet. James and Mary Rogers named their homestead Mountalona, in memory of the Mounterloney Mountains of the Ireland they had left behind.

The two families threw up a crude log habitation known as a “half-faced camp.” Two forked posts dug into the ground about ten feet apart supported a pole, up against which were stacked small horizontal logs, one side left open and roofed with bark. This makeshift shelter would house the livestock once the cabin was built.22

The main cabin was wrought of tree trunks, split through the middle or “squared on the rough,” and placed on top of one another to form a rectangle. Saddle notches cut into the ends of each log afforded a basic fit.23 The cabin required no nails to be hammered or sockets to be made in the 80 some logs, 20 to 30 feet in length; split logs were used for the roof.24 The cabin the Rogerses built that spring and summer consisted of a single large room, divided by quilts hanging from ropes stretched between hooks in the rafters.25 At bedtime the children climbed a ladder into a loft and fell asleep under bearskins teeming with fleas and lice.26 A plank door and shutters closed out the elements. Bark shingles or pine clapboards covered the roof.27 Old World flourishes may have decorated the cabin, perhaps a double cross on the door, witch hazel and lilac bushes in the yard, and witch balls on the roof to keep away evil spirits.28

The settlers created a large fireplace by fitting a crib against a crude hole cut in the side wall of the house, its insides lined with stones bedded in mud.29 A hearth of flagstones spread out from it, ample room for the several fires that always burned there.30 The fires warmed the house, while raked embers boiled kettles of water and heated a bake oven on the other side. From a hook driven into the greenwood lugpole, which spanned the entire hearth, hung a large iron pot, in which Mary Rogers always kept a simmering charge of bean porridge—boiled beans or peas, enriched with beef or pork fat and thickened with Indian cornmeal. Venison haunches, bear meat, skinned raccoon, rabbit, and other small game animals also thronged the lugpole. The youngest children took shifts turning the meat with sticks so it would cook evenly. As it savored, the drippings slid into wooden pans below.

When inside, James kept his musket, powderhorn, and shotbag dry on pegs over the fireplace.31

Men and boys harnessed the ox team to clear rocks from the open ground, fenced the hay meadows, and chopped firewood. Back in Methuen the minister expected the parish to supply him and his family with 30 cords of wood.32 The Rogerses would need more than that, not counting timber to stock their plow, fix the wagon, make ox yokes and harnesses, and build the cabin’s crude furniture. Mary and the girls sewed all the family’s clothing. James and his family by necessity learned to be jacks of all trades, proficient if not skilled at the animal husbandry, masonry, blacksmithing, carpentry, and tool making that attended to this life of unremitting toil and isolation. The simple tasks of raising dwellings and barns, clearing the land, building fences, and making a rudimentary road could take a lifetime.

Time preyed heavily on the two families; they worked with speed, quickly expanding their cultivable land by using an Indian technique that did not require draft animals. Girdling trees—cutting deep enough into the bark at the base to interrupt the flow of sap—made the leaves and ultimately the branches fall off. They planted quickly maturing crops, such as corn in the meadows and among the already leafless and dying trunks. Corn returned a rich bounty without requiring much of a time investment. The kernels served as food, the stalks as rich winter fodder for livestock, the husks as mattress filling, and the cobs as tool handles. Once the cornstalks reached two or three feet, the farmers surrounded them with beans and pumpkins. In due course the stalks would serve as beanpoles and shade for the pumpkin vines.33 The corn, in turn, brought deer to the fields, and the youngest Rogerses and Pudneys kept watch at dusk and dawn with muskets and butchering knives at the ready. With his own smoothbore Robert learned how to “bark” a squirrel, killing it not with a direct hit but with the concussive force of a close-in impact on the tree trunk to preserve the meat.

Already the boy had mastered basic lessons: he learned to “eye,” or sweep his gaze to pick up unexpected patches of color, movement, or texture standing out against the forest tint; to sit quietly for hours on end to become invisible to forest creatures; and to identify the scat and prints of game animals.

Young Rogers became immersed in the rhythms and lore of the flora and fauna—the passage of migrating birds, the spawning of fish, the days when the sap ran richly from the sugar maples, and those when deer became more reckless and easier to hunt during the rutting season. He learned that an ideal time to kill a moose came when it stuck its head into a bog or pond to eat water-lily roots, and that its nose made particularly good eating.34 Out of plain necessity Rogers came to understand how plants manage their energy, storing it according to the seasons in their roots, leaves, and seeds. The season-related behaviors of both plants and animals became waypoints around which to orient oneself in the woods and in life; in much the same way the Eastern Woodlands Indians might agree, at the end of the moon of the deer mating season, to leave on a scout.

The Rogerses’ second winter in Great Meadows hit with a vengeance. On March 26, 1741, the Reverend James MacSparran climbed into his pulpit at Trinity Church in relatively prosperous coastal Newport, Rhode Island, looked down upon the drawn faces of his parishioners, and observed all too obviously that “the elements have been arm’d with such piercing cold and suffocating snows” that it were “as if God intended the Air that he gave us to live and breathe in, should become the instrument to execute his vengeance on us, for our ingratitude to his goodness, and our transgression of his law.”35

Starting 150 to 200 years before the earliest British settlement at Jamestown, Virginia, and lasting until the mid-nineteenth century, North America and western Europe had felt the claws of the Little Ice Age, one of several climatic fluctuations since the end of the Pleistocene some 10,000 years before. In the winter of 1740–41 temperatures would drop to eight degrees below zero Fahrenheit on the coast and far lower yet on the exposed slopes of Mountalona. Twenty-seven storms lashed the coast, bringing snows that covered fenceposts and winds that whipped drifts above the second stories of houses, to suffocate chimneys. A sharp young merchant of 28, Francis Lewis, drove his horse-drawn sleigh over the frozen sea from Barnstable, Massachusetts, in the crook of Cape Cod, all the way along the coast to New York City, some 200 icebound miles. Thirty-five years later this enterprising man would sign the Declaration of Independence.36

To make matters worse, a December thaw and three weeks of rain had liquefied the foot or more of crusted snow into a massive runoff that overran every river valley in New England. The Merrimack, which drains central and southern New Hampshire and northeastern Massachusetts, rose 15 feet, bearing off many houses and hundreds of tons of wood carefully stacked for the rest of the winter. Everywhere the waters penetrated corncribs and barns, ruining livestock feed. “Our corn,” wrote farmer Stephen Jacque of Newbury Massachusetts, “moulded as fast as six hogs could eat it.”37 When the snow came back in earnest that February, the cattle starved. Farmers told of finding sheep, lost for weeks, just alive beneath deep drifts, feeding on its sparse, frozen grasses. White-tailed deer, exhausted by their struggles against the snowdrifts, made easy prey for the equally desperate wolves and catamounts, severely depleting a food resource that many inland settlers counted upon. At Mountalona, even crowding near the fire did not guarantee warmth against the damp and drafts.

Sleepless during those long nights, the wind howling bitterly outside, the family turned to storytelling and reading from the Bible. Joseph Pudney added to the Old World tales with strange and unsettling stories of the New. His father, John, had testified in the trial of Job Tookey during the Salem witch trials of 1692. Two young women told of seeing five people—all murdered, they claimed, by Tookey—arise from the dead and cry “vengeance, vengeance.”38 The magistrates ultimately spared Tookey’s life, but 19 other convicted witches went to the gallows, while others died after long spells in prison.

The elder Pudney had witnessed the brutal death of Giles Corey, subjected to an old English ordeal to elicit a plea from the stubbornly mute—peine fort et dure—by which the accused were pressed under large rocks until they either pleaded or died. Young Robert Rogers would never forget these stories, which drew the line between the proud saltwater early-colonial families and the new breed of equally proud settlers forging a livelihood on the frontier. Salem was an exemplary reality tale about the dangers that boiled up when an Old World society met the New and let loose fears and passions with which it could not come to terms.

To those icebound winter days, Robert and his brothers responded by fashioning snowshoes, bending inch-thick ash saplings into oval forms two feet long and one wide, then binding the ends to make a handle. Two pieces of wood were inserted at opposite points on the long axis, to which were woven strong elastic leather strings attached to the wearer’s shoes.39 They also sewed Indian-style moccasins, which they knew dried far faster in the fall and winter than boots. By rubbing deer brains into the skin, then drying it with wood smoke, they kept the leather soft and supple, even after repeated soakings. The brothers would brave the midwinter drifts and visit the lake at the foot of the Great Meadows, venturing offshore to cut holes in the ice near beaver lodges, through which they dropped iron traps. Or they would follow Indian practice and draw a beaver to the surface by disturbing its lodge. When a furry head appeared at an ice-hole, one of the brothers would beat it with a stick.40 Snowshoeing slowly but steadily through the forests, they overtook deer and discovered black bears hibernating in their dens.

Spending more and more time alone, Rogers was learning self-sufficiency and how to improvise with limited materials.
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First Encounters on the Frontier


Young man, there is America—which at this day serves for little more
than to amuse you with stories of savage men and uncouth manners; yet
it shall, before you taste of death, show itself equal to the whole of that
commerce which now attracts the envy of the world.

EDMUND BURKE, “SECOND SPEECH ON CONCILIATION WITH AMERICA,” THE THIRTEEN RESOLUTIONS, 1775



In the winter evenings James Rogers and the older children carved splint brooms from yellow birch, another craft learned from the Indians. When the weather cleared, Robert strapped the brooms to his back and followed a series of rude blazes on tree trunks over the 13 or so miles to the little Merrimack Valley trading town of Rumford. Here he encountered Abenaki traders from the north, come to barter beaver furs for English trade goods.

On the outskirts of town still dwelt the remnants of the Penacook, the people “at the falling bank,” a branch of the Abenakis, who had once roamed over lands the size of European sovereignties that were to become New Hampshire, Vermont, Maine, and the Canadian Maritimes.1 To the west the Penacook, Cowasuck, Sokoki, Missisquoi, Winnepesauke, Ossipee, and Pigwacket hunted and harvested, while the Penobscot, Androscoggin, and Kennebec inhabited the eastern realms of Maine and Nova Scotia. Squeezed between the French colonial settlements pressing south from the St. Lawrence and the British colonists hacking their way north and westward, the Abenaki were ravaged by European diseases—smallpox, diphtheria, typhus, influenza, measles. Within a few generations the never-numerous Indians dwindled by as much as three-quarters, perhaps more. The Eastern Woodlands’ already small and spread-out aboriginal populations would never fully come back. In 1748 the Swedish traveler Per Kalm wrote that a city dweller at any one of the seaside colonial towns might go without seeing an Indian for six months.

By the 1660s those Penacooks who had survived disease frequently died in Mohawk raids from the west. The remnants drifted southward to the upper reaches of the Connecticut or took refuge in the Jesuit towns of Saint-François and Bécancour along the St. Lawrence in New France. The townspeople of Rumford looked upon the handful remaining with paternalistic pity. The young son of the town’s minister, Timothy Walker, would disappear for hours at a time, returning with his face painted many colors and his hair adorned with gaudy feathers.2 Rogers, too, was drawn to the wigwams on the edge of town, haystacklike huts covered in birchbark to keep out the elements, with a hole in the top to let out smoke.3 Their dirty inhabitants dressed in ragged European shirts, greasy from the bear and raccoon fat that kept away the cold in winter and mosquitoes in summer.4

But if young Walker was Tom Sawyer, Robert anticipated Huck Finn, a boy just on the edge of things, too independent for the town kids. Robert, his brooms sold and with no one feeling any need to watch him, may well have explored the ruins of the old Penacook fort atop a bluff overlooking the Merrimack not far from town, which in the 1660s had undergone a bloody siege by the Mohawks. Just to the north lay the tribe’s burial ground, which frequently disgorged bones after heavy rain.5

An outsider himself, Rogers viewed the Penacooks with less contempt than his Puritan contemporaries. These curious, solemn, quiet men, when not overcome by rum, became the doorkeepers of a world beyond the small, orderly, yet crude compounds occupied by most of the Europeans on the frontier. Robert could not ask enough questions of them. He became a keen observer of Woodland Indian cultures, absorbing much lore about the forest and its remarkable abundance and even elements of Algonquin languages. “The Indians do not want for natural good sense and ingenuity, most of the Indians are possessed of a surprising patience and equanimity of mind, and a command of every passion, except revenge,” by which he may have meant rather more a sense of justice.6 He studied their leaders and observed that success came to those who were “fortunate, brave, and disinterested,”7 stressing that they would only follow one “in whom they firmly believe that these qualifications are united.” He underscored the importance to them of “secrecy in all operations; in which art they greatly excel, their designs being seldom known to any but themselves, till they are upon the point of being executed.” In years to come these principles would form the center of Rogers’s own way of leadership.

[image: ]

Penacook, New Hampshire (later Rumford and Concord)

With the help of his new friends, he began to understand that to those who could ask the right questions and knew where to look, the forest offered a feast of instruction. Without the light of sun or stars, Indians could find their bearings by any number of clues. Moss tended to grow more abundantly on the northern sides of trees; tree-tops generally inclined sunward, therefore to the south; branches grew thicker and larger on a tree’s southern exposure, while the bark appeared darker, thicker, and more tender on the shadow side. Skunks coming in early for shelter under the barn, walnuts falling off the tree in bushels, and muskrat houses going up in great numbers signaled the approach of a hard winter. Cobwebs on the morning grass promised a clear, pleasant day.8

For Robert, the forest offered so much to learn. The cawing of crows gained in pitch before the coming of bad weather. Clouds that stuck atop the peak of a nearby mountain signified rain. When trammeled by snow and in need of shelter, he learned to look for hakmataks, natural mountainside refuges where the dense branches of hemlock and spruce interwove so thickly as to bear up under even the heaviest snowfall.9 He became adept at setting up a culheag, or deadfall animal trap, in which a large rock is propped up by two logs and a baited stick.

As he later wrote to a friend, “by my own Slender Judgment and intimate Converse with the Indians I acquired a knowledge of Several Herbs plants and Shrubs that possess uncommon Virtues, and properties for General utility in the Medical Physical and Commercial States.” Red, yellow, and black were the Indians’ favorite colors, in which shades they had learned to create steadfast dyes from plants. A root with a small, smooth, deep green leaf of horse-hoof shape, which grows in swampy ground, formed the key ingredient in a dye of the “most beautiful Red Colour” when boiled along with red willow roots, hemlock bark, buds of the alder bush, and an herb with a large hairy leaf and green stalk that when broken bleeds “a Red Juice resembling the Colour of Claret.” This dye retained its color for years on “Beaver, blankets, Deer skins, Turkeys Beards, Moose hair, and Porcupine Quils.” Rogers learned the Algonquin Indian technique of relieving frostnip by rubbing the affected area with the clear golden pitch of fir balsam.10 He noted “Prickley Ash” bark’s effectiveness against fever and identified the “Cohush Root,” the white baneberry by its “berry about the Size of a Pea… the Taste is a pleasant bitter, and bears the sway from all other Roots for its General healing and Salutary Qualities.” His journals and letters reveal time and again an amazingly alert eye for the details of Indian culture. While advancing societies tend to demonize their adversaries, particularly indigenous peoples, Rogers evinced no such temptation, far too fascinated by the richness and strangeness of this old New World.

In the woods he encountered Mohawk traders come eastward with tales of the Great Lakes country, learning how long-repeated Indian traditions reinforced the hunter’s eye and observation: “Their discourses run like a gentle flowing stream, without noise or tumult. Their lips scarcely move through a whole speech.”11 He complained about the Indians’ tradition of rarely talking as they traveled, as much out of awe at the land’s overwhelming presence as from the fear of alerting human enemies or animal prey—because this elected silence prevented him from posing his incessant questions about everything from whistling to attract prey to using animal skins as camouflage. “It is very disagreeable travelling with them, on account of their being enemies to conversation; for they not only never speak themselves but when necessity obliges them, but are displeased with their company if they talk or converse upon a march by land, or a voyage by water.”12 If the Abenaki snacked on live rattlesnakes while jogging through the woods, what other strengths might they draw on?13 What of men who scratched their skin with the sharp teeth of animals so they could run through thickets full of briars and thorns with indifference?14 What else might these eyes see in the forests?

His contemporaries certainly learned tricks of wilderness survival out of necessity, but young Rogers’s curiosity burgeoned into sustained, systematic inquiry, energized to make sense of the endless body of instructed generalizations with which the Indians worked. These peoples, like the biblical patriarchs or the preliterate warriors in Homer, carried their stories orally across many generations, their bards and praise-singers capable of carrying thousands of lines of epic poetry or an equally rich storehouse of wisdom in their heads. “Their imaginations are so strong, and their memories so retentive, that when they have once been at a place, let it be ever so distant, or obscure, they will readily find it again.”15 By imagination Rogers meant not the ability to conjure up figments in the mind but the capacity first to see intensely, then to see into the implications of what is seen.16

He had learned from the Indians the habits of reviewing the vast knowledge-charged world for clues or (in later Western terminology) reading the landscape. The forest became not a dark and indistinguishable blur of green and brown but a vast, interactive virtual encyclopedia. Patches of similar tree species did not grow at random but suggested a certain soil composition, animal life, slope, and climate. A savvy observer could see that the green canopy of the Northeast, far from being coarsely uniform, was broken by the scars of fires both recent and ancient; large trees that blew down in winter storms created microclimates, and glacial remnants provided dependable landmarks. The sweep of the Milky Way, he learned, formed the “Road of Souls.”17

Like all good hunters, he impressed upon his memory the contours of the land wherever he walked, not only its general characteristics but how
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