

CHAPTER ONE

The Early Years


BROOKLYN, CONNECTICUT, 1787

  A FIRE CRACKLED IN THE HEARTH, TAKING THE AUTUMN CHILL OFF. THE old man paused briefly, closed his light blue eyes, looking for just the right word, then managed a crooked smile as he leaned a little forward, while gripping the top of his ivory-handled Havana cane for support, and went on with his story. Although a stroke eight years before had left him partially paralyzed and his speech somewhat slurred, his mind remained sharp. Moreover, here, within the safe confines of his own home, in the company of his good friend, he shared with him, for perhaps the last time, the details of a long life, full of drama and adventure. No doubt, the listener had heard many of the stories before, dating from a time when they had served together with General Washington, but David Humphreys had traveled here to Brooklyn, Connecticut, from his home in Derby, to gather them together in hopes of presenting them to the public at large in a more formal tribute to the old citizen-soldier.1
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EARLY YEARS

On January 7, 1718,2 in Salem Village,3 in the province of Massachusetts Bay, Capt. Joseph Putnam paced anxiously back and forth across the sitting room of his home awaiting the by now familiar first sounds from the inner chamber warmed by a fire.4 One would think he would have been used to the process by this time, his wife having delivered ten previous children. Nevertheless, childbirth was fraught with danger for both mother and child, as he and most of his neighbors well knew. Soon the cries of the newborn could be heard, and Joseph sighed with relief. Elizabeth had delivered a healthy baby boy, and, the Lord be praised, she had come through the ordeal once more. The couple named the child Israel. He was baptized by the Rev. Peter Clark on February 2.5

The members of the large, extended Putnam family were a prosperous and important part of the community, surviving the perilous years of the early settlement and, more recently, the hysteria of the previous generation, when twenty of their neighbors had been tried, convicted, and executed for witchcraft. For their part, Joseph and Elizabeth were outspoken critics, even though other family members had played a prominent role in that American tragedy. Joseph died in 1723, leaving Elizabeth a widow with a house full of children.
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Young Israel grew to manhood in the Salem Village community, and at the age of twenty, he started farming on land there that he had inherited from his father. At between five feet six and five feet eight inches tall, Putnam was slightly below middle height, and he had what could be described as a robust constitution. He did not shirk hard work, and as a result, he, in turn, achieved a degree of success. Along the way, he more than likely received a typical, but minimal, education at home, so that he could read and write, although his spelling was always notoriously poor, even in an age before Noah Webster began to standardize it.6

When it came time to marry, he chose a local girl to share his life—eighteen-year-old Hannah Pope, the daughter of Joseph and Mehitable. The Popes were another prosperous and prominent local family. The wedding took place on July 19, 1739. Hannah was three months pregnant at the time. The young couple moved into a small home that Israel had previously built on his farm, and on January 28 of the following year, they welcomed their first child into the world. They named him Israel.7

In the meantime, Putnam heard of a large tract of land for sale in the northeast corner of the Connecticut colony, perhaps from the owner himself, the Massachusetts governor, Jonathan Belcher. It is likely that he went to view the property first, and obviously liked what he saw. Israel sold a portion of his inherited land, and he joined forces with his brother-in-law, Joseph Pope, and with the help of a mortgage, in March 1739 they purchased just more than 514 acres in what was then called the Mortlake District near Pomfret, Connecticut, in the Valley of the Quinebaug River. In 1740, Israel, Hannah, and the baby traveled down the well-worn Connecticut Path, or one of its many alternates, to their new home.8

Undeterred by arduous work, Israel built a home, began to clear the land of trees and stones, and planted an apple orchard. He set about to raise sheep and some cattle. For some men, the way to prosperity was through land speculation, but for Israel, the work was its own reward. He had a natural affinity for farming, and soon, with the profits from his farm and the sale of additional inherited property in Salem Village, by June of 1741, he was able to buy Hannah’s brother out and pay off his mortgage to Governor Belcher.9




ISRAEL AND THE WOLF

For sheep farmers like Israel Putnam, wolves were problematic, attacking their flocks almost at will, particularly the newborns. This was especially true for those like him, newly arrived and just starting to increase their flocks. For them, it could be devastating. Neighbors helped neighbors, trapping and killing the predators. By early 1743, they had successfully rid the area of most of the wolf population, that is except for one wily old female and her pups. That winter Israel and five other men set out in alternating pairs to track the small pack. Soon, all the pups were caught, but the she-wolf continued to elude the searchers. Finally, two members of the party tracked her to a cave, the entrance to which was only three to four feet around. One of the men went to find Putnam, while the other kept watch at the entrance. By midmorning, Putnam arrived with his “servant” and bloodhound, as did a large group of neighbors and their hounds.

At first, the dogs were sent into the cave, but the wolf bested them all. The hounds slunk back to their masters all scratched and bloodied, so cowed that no amount of coaxing or remonstration succeeded in getting a single dog to re-enter the cave. The men also attempted, without success, to smoke the animal out. From that failure, they reasoned that the wolf’s den must be deep within the narrow cave. As a last resort, they concluded that someone would have to crawl in to investigate. Putnam volunteered to do so after his “servant” had also emphatically declined.10

It was ten o’clock that evening when Putnam removed his jacket and vest and the party tied a sturdy rope around his legs so that, if necessary, upon a given signal, they could pull him out quickly. In he went, crawling slowly on all fours along the narrow stone passage of unknown length, holding a smoking birch torch in front of him. At first the passage went downward for about fifteen feet, at which point it leveled off for ten more feet before finally inclining upward sixteen feet or so to the beast’s lair.

As Putnam shimmied his way along, alone with his thoughts, he most certainly realized his vulnerability to a sudden attack by the cornered she-wolf, as well as his limited options should that occur. The closer he got, he could hear the low, guttural warning sounds of the beast and smell the foul air of her lair. Although the confrontation was anticipated by both man and animal, when Putnam finally reached the end of the
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passage, both became startled. The wolf growled loudly and bared her teeth, while Putnam, heart pounding, began to back away, jerking his legs as a signal to pull him out. So vigorously did his friends yank and tug on the rope that Putnam emerged from the cave with numerous cuts and scratches and his shirt pulled over his head.11

Once back in the open air, Putnam caught his breath, adjusted his shirt, and quickly assessed the situation with his companions. After loading his musket with several balls, and with a fresh torch, he entered the cave once more. The young man crawled along the passage, more slowly this time as both hands were engaged, and as he got closer to the den, the wolf began to howl and growl more loudly. Finally, face-to-face, he took aim, and likely closed his eyes just as he discharged his weapon. The noise was deafening, and the tunnel quickly filled with the acrid smoke and smell from the powder. His colleagues, hearing the reverberations from the musket shot, pulled him out, no doubt this time more deliberately. He assured them that he had killed the beast, but they all knew that there was only one way to be certain.

Once again, Putnam entered the cave, crawling, torch in hand, through the now familiar passageway. When he reached the lair, he saw that the wolf lay motionless. Just to be sure, he touched the torch to her nose, and she did not move. He then pulled on her ears. Thus reassured, Putnam dragged the carcass out of the tunnel. When Israel emerged for the final time, his friends and neighbors cheered and clapped him on the back. The wolf’s body was carried to a nearby farm, where it was hung from the rafter of the barn, on display for all the neighborhood to see. For Putnam, his reputation in the community was assured.12




YEOMAN FARMER

The incident behind him, Israel Putnam continued his husbandry and tended to his orchard. He took considerable pride in the results of his hard work, particularly his Roxbury Russet trees, the fruit long prized for its keeping qualities and cider.13 For the next two decades, he and Hannah enjoyed the fruits of their labors, and she delivered four more children. Their growing brood helped with the chores. As the years passed, his family grew, and the young farmer began to play an increasingly larger role in the life of the community. From time to time, Putnam would serve the town as a selectman. Moreover, he was looked upon as a man who could be counted on in times of crisis, and one whose advice was frequently sought.14




OF HUMAN BONDAGE

While it is not clear at what point Putnam began to use slave labor, it was undoubtedly quite early. At any one time, Putnam, whose holdings were more than five hundred acres, owned at least one or two slaves, often referred to euphemistically as “servants,” to help with the farm or around the house. There is no evidence that Putnam was overtly wanton or cruel to his slaves; that would not be in his nature. However, at this stage, it is unlikely that he gave the fundamental moral issue much thought, as his situation was no different from many of his neighbors.15

Slaveholding was quite common in Connecticut, and, for that matter, all throughout New England, beginning in the mid-seventeenth century. At that time, many prominent families became wealthy transporting Indian captives to the sugar plantations in the Caribbean, and later in the African slave trade. The practice was an integral part of the colonial economy until the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, when it became less profitable with the advent of gradual abolition. Access would have been easy for Putnam, as nearby Norwich, Stonington, and New London were active ports for merchants engaged in the trafficking in captive human beings.

For a long time, it had been assumed that the practice was limited to individual tradesmen and farmers, like Putnam, who held only one or two slaves, yet recent studies have found evidence that there were several large plantations in Connecticut and Rhode Island, each with one thousand or more acres, where it was common to find more than two dozen slaves performing the menial labor. In fact, Putnam’s next-door neighbor, Godfrey Malbone, was thought to be the largest slaveholder in Connecticut. Clearly, Putnam’s use of slave labor made an important contribution to his growing prosperity.16 






CHAPTER TWO

The French and Indian War

For King and Country


CONNECTICUT ANSWERS THE CALL

FOR FIFTEEN YEARS, PUTNAM HAD LIVED THE LIFE OF A PROSPEROUS farmer, blessed with a loving wife and a growing family. As a mark of that success and to accommodate them all, he had built a larger home near the old one. His routine pastoral life, no doubt, passed in rhythm with the seasons. That all changed after the war broke out with France in 1754 and the call for volunteers went out to each province the following spring. Connecticut responded promptly on March 13, 1755, at which time the General Assembly, sitting in Hartford, voted to raise one thousand men to be divided into two regiments, each comprised of six companies. In addition, in anticipation of the possible need for a further call for troops, the General Assembly authorized the raising of an additional five hundred men as a reserve in that event. These Provincial troops were separate from Militia, in that they were called upon to serve outside the colony. Substitutes, including free Blacks and Indians, could serve.1

Though most of the volunteers could not be called soldiers, per se, the men of New England were well-used to the Militia tradition, where each able-bodied man was required to turn out on a regular basis for drill on the town green. At those times, each man was expected to provide his own musket and kit, that is, powder and lead. So, no one was surprised when Gov. William Shirley of Massachusetts, then commander in chief of his majesty’s forces in North America, ordered those volunteers to so equip themselves “under penalty of a fine.” Although each Connecticut volunteer was paid a bonus of thirty shillings and encouraged to turn out with a serviceable “firelock, sword or hatchet,” along with a blanket, “belt and cartridge box,” no penalty was imposed for not doing so. In fact, those who were not able to do so were issued these items, but they were required to return them at the end of their enlistment. Failure to do so would result in a deduction from their pay. As a further incentive, those who were able to provide for themselves were given an additional payment of up to another thirty shillings. If a weapon or blanket were “lost or spoilt” during their service, their owner would be reimbursed by the colony.2

Appointed a major general to lead the 1st Regiment was Phineas Lyman. The thirty-nine-year-old Lyman was a native of Durham, Connecticut, and was a distinguished Yale graduate, who was a tutor first and later a practicing lawyer. He opened a law school in what was then Suffield, Massachusetts. After Suffield was annexed by Connecticut in 1752, Lyman served in the General Assembly, as well as various public offices in Connecticut, as he had previously done in Massachusetts. In addition, he was a successful businessman. Phineas and Eleanor Dwight were the parents of eight children. His father-in-law, the Rev. Timothy Dwight, would later serve as his chaplain, and Eleanor’s brother Timothy Jr., also a clergyman, would serve as chaplain to a Connecticut regiment in the Revolution. Later in life, Lyman became friends with Eleazar Wheelock, and he supported the latter’s efforts to establish a school for Indians.3




PRELUDE

In early July 1755, Lyman led his roughly five-hundred-man regiment north to a staging area at Green Bush (now Rensselaer) just across the Hudson River from Albany, New York, where they rendezvoused with other Provincial regiments raised in Massachusetts and New York. Soon after, Sir William Johnson, who had been designated by Governor Shirley to lead the expedition, arrived there with a contingent of three hundred Mohawk Indians under the leadership of the venerable old warrior Hendrick.4

The objective of Johnson’s force was the capture of the French outpost called Fort Saint Frédéric at Crown Point situated on a promontory on the west shore, at the southerly end of Lake Champlain, roughly one hundred miles north of Albany. It was part of a four-part English strategy to defeat the French. The area was situated on a direct water route to Montreal, and, more important, it was the locus of two critical portages that were natural choke points. However, by late summer, word had already reached Johnson that one important prong, the expedition to capture Fort Duquesne, had ended in abject failure, as Gen. Edward Brad-dock suffered a devastating defeat nearby on July 9. Notwithstanding this news, the spirits among the soldiers of Johnson’s small army were high.5

On July 17, while Johnson and his Mohawks remained behind in Albany to arrange for wagons and supplies, the Provincial regiments under General Lyman trudged north along the upper Hudson River until they reached a point the Indians called the Great Carrying Place, a fourteen-mile portage to Lac Saint Sacrement (later Lake George). In 1709, during Queen Anne’s War, it was the site of Fort Nicholson, since abandoned. In 1731, a Dutch fur trader from Albany by the name of John Henry Lydius built a trading post there that operated for about fifteen years. Now the site would be occupied once again as a military installation. For the next three weeks following their arrival, Lyman set his men to work cutting trees and laying out a storehouse and fort, initially called Fort Lyman. In addition, his troops began to cut a thirty-foot-wide road northeast toward Wood Creek over the length of an old road, now overgrown. However, the effort was abandoned after eight miles when it was decided that the better route led directly from the new fort to the lake. That post would serve as a base of supply for the expedition, and for their protection in the event of a French attack. For a brief time, at the height of activity during 1758 and 1759, the population of what would later be named Fort Edward was exceeded only by that of the cities of New York and Philadelphia.6

Word reached Johnson through his Indian scouts that Maréchal-de-Camp Jean-Armand, Baron de Dieskau, was leading a large mixed force, consisting of French regulars and Canadian militia, along with their Indian allies, south to attack Fort Lyman, and Johnson decided to meet the threat head on. Earlier, after joining the main body at Fort Lyman, Johnson had led two thousand men and their Indian allies north toward Lac Saint Sacrement on August 26. Axmen prepared the way, cutting a rough road through the forest. Following the main body were the teamsters. Johnson left a five-hundred-man contingent of New Hampshire men behind at Fort Lyman. Inexplicably, once the main body arrived at Lac Saint Sacrement, the pace seemed to slow, although Johnson did send out scouting parties. Johnson assessed the immediate threat from Dieskau based upon the scouting reports, and he asked the provinces for reinforcements.7




VOLUNTEER

Once again, on August 27, in response to Johnson’s call, coupled with correspondence from General Lyman earlier that month, Connecticut began the enlistment process for the 500 men previously authorized in the spring. In addition, the Connecticut General Assembly voted to raise two additional regiments of 750 men with nine companies each. The deadline to fill the quota was September 8, and in the event his enlistments were slow, each company commander was authorized to impress or draft enough men to meet it. All volunteers were given a thirty-shilling bounty, and, in addition, all the draftees who agreed to sign on within twenty-four hours of their selection were also given the same.8

It was in response to that second call-up that Israel Putnam, now thirty-seven years old and in excellent physical condition, volunteered to serve. At that time, Hannah Putnam was pregnant with their seventh child. Given his age, his growing family, the oldest of whom was only fifteen, and the hard work related to running his large farm, one must ask why he would have volunteered to serve. Putnam, himself, leaves no written record of his decision. While it is only speculation, more than likely it is a combination of the fact that he was a man his community frequently looked to and he wished to set an example and that, given his abundant, restless energy, he sought a new adventure. Moreover, he was a responsible person, and he would not have risked jeopardizing his family’s security and the fruits of his hard work for the previous fifteen years without knowing that his farm and orchard would be well looked after in his absence, no doubt by Hannah and the older children, with the help of his slaves, which would have salved whatever qualms he may have had on that score.

Given his rising standing in the community, it was no surprise that Putnam received a commission as a second lieutenant in the Sixth Company of the Third Regiment, despite an ostensible lack of active military service. That was how most officers were selected. Moreover, the social gap helped with recruiting, as well as providing a sense of good order and discipline. His company commander, John Grosvenor, was from Pomfret and a delegate to the General Assembly. The Third Regiment was led by Col. Samuel Talcott. Within “a few days” of muster, Putnam’s company was on its way north, though too late, it would turn out, to join in the impending fight. Putnam himself may well have hurried on ahead, not wanting to be left out of the action.9




THE “BLOODY MORNING SCOUT”

At eight o’clock on the morning of Monday, September 8, after having consulted with his officers and Chief Hendrick earlier that day, Johnson split his force. He remained behind at the lake, designating Col. Ephraim Williams to lead approximately twelve hundred men, including about two hundred Mohawks, up the portage road toward Fort Lyman to meet Dieskau. Two days before, Dieskau, whose original intention was to attack that post, had left his boats at South Bay with a small guard while he and the main body marched south through the woods, skirting the many swampy areas. Along the way, Dieskau’s Indian allies expressed reluctance to attack Fort Lyman, as they had heard that it had cannon, and he quickly changed the objective to Johnson’s camp at the lake. In the meantime, on September 8 his scouts had brought him word about Williams’ force, and he laid an ambush along the portage road about three miles south of the lake, where the road passed through a narrow ravine. The attack would look very much like the one that had caught Braddock by surprise.10

The ensuing fight proved bloody and costly, as a deadly fire from the French and their allies poured into Williams’ van from three sides. The toll in dead and wounded quickly mounted, particularly among the leading elements, who initially stood their ground and returned fire. Among those killed were Col. Ephraim Williams himself and the old warrior, Hendrick. At first, the ferocity of the fight favored the French, and the rear ranks of the Provincials began to break. Many of the wounded were left to the tender mercies of Dieskau’s Indians. However, a small but valiant rear guard, led by Lt. Col. Nathan Whiting of New Haven and a contingent of Connecticut and Rhode Island men, exacted a heavy toll on Dieskau’s force, and what could well have been a rout turned into a fighting withdrawal. Lieutenant Colonel Seth Pomeroy from Northampton, Massachusetts, called it a “handsome retreat,” as the Provincials began to fight back, stopping to fire from behind trees and logs, then moving back slowly, only to repeat the process. The affair would come to be known as the “Bloody Morning Scout.”11

Meanwhile, after hearing the sounds from the nearby battle, Johnson dispatched a small relief force and at the same time placed the balance of his men behind hastily formed barriers, anything from logs to upturned wagons and bateaux, with Lyman’s Connecticut regiment to the left center. Johnson also placed three of his four field pieces in the center of the line, and the fourth on some higher ground. Soon, the remnants of Colonel Whiting’s party began to filter back and join the defenders, some in orderly formations and others singly or in small groups, carrying what wounded they could. The French paused to regroup.12

Between eleven and twelve o’clock, Dieskau renewed his attack in earnest. His Canadians and Indians stormed the right flank “helter skelter” using the woods and rough terrain to their advantage, while the French regulars came forward in perfect formation, first trying their luck against Johnson’s right and center and, failing that after numerous volleys, then the left. Lieutenant Colonel Pomeroy compared the bullets to “hailstones from heaven.” After Johnson was slightly wounded in the thigh and left the field, General Lyman took command, deliberately moving up and down the line, encouraging his troops. At first, the fighting was intense, and although his regulars maintained their discipline, the rest of Dieskau’s forces, once again, became disbursed and engaged in individual sniping contests. The shooting gradually tapered off and finally stopped late that afternoon when the baron was wounded in the leg, and he and his aide were captured. His troops retreated to Ticonderoga to reconstitute. As the French withdrew, the Provincials were quick to follow. “Our men sprang over the breastwork,” wrote Lyman, “and followed them like lions, and made terrible havoc.” Johnson would claim credit for the victory, but Lyman had distinguished himself during the heat of the battle. Moreover, the battle would have ended differently if Whiting’s gallant retreat had not slowed Dieskau down, thus giving Johnson more time to arrange his forces. Pomeroy wrote that Lyman “behaved with steadiness and resolution.” In turn, Lyman was proud of his men and heaped praise on them with justifiable hyperbole. “Never any army in the world exceeded them in valor, courage and bravery,” he told his wife. Dieskau would later comment on the fighting qualities of the Provincials: “In the morning they fought like good boys, at noon like men, and in the afternoon like devils.”13

In a bloody postscript, as some of Dieskau’s Canadians and Indians paused in their retreat to loot the dead at the site of the morning’s fight, they were surprised by a small scouting party of New Hampshire woods-men from Fort Lyman. Many more of the enemy were killed and their bodies dumped unceremoniously in a nearby pond, which became known as the “Bloody Pond.”14

In the aftermath of the fight, in what can only be described as currying favor with the king, Johnson renamed Lac Saint Sacrement as Lake George, Fort Lyman as Fort Edward, and his new post at the lake, Fort William Henry, all after the king or his relations. Hence, the fight later became known as the Battle of Lake George. For most of the survivors, it was their first trial by fire, and they had stood the test. The invaluable lesson they learned was that Militia, when well-led and fighting from behind barriers, were more than a match for any regular troops.

Lieutenant Colonel Pomeroy led a large burial detail on September 10, and on that day alone, buried the bodies of 136 of their comrades, including his own brother, Daniel. Other than small skirmishes by scouts, the battle ended any large-scale fighting for the season, and the troops were soon divided and assigned to garrison duties at either Fort William Henry or Fort Edward. General Johnson called a council of war on October 9. Although the main objective remained the capture of Crown Point, to the disgust of Lyman and other officers, instead of pursuing the defeated French, Johnson issued orders to build a fort near the site of his victory. For the soldiers themselves, the fighting was done, and they wanted to go home. Some of them did just that. In addition, there were shortages of food, blankets, and even tools. Morale sunk. As a result, Johnson had trouble putting together daily work details to build his fort.15




PUTNAM ARRIVES AT LAKE GEORGE

The record is incomplete, but Putnam may have arrived at the Lake George area on his own, as a volunteer, sometime in mid-September. It is clear from Humphreys’ account that Putnam did not participate in the Battle of Lake George on September 8. On the other hand, that same account states that “he was appointed to the command of a company in Lyman’s regiment of Provincials.” There is a brief reference in the Connecticut records to Captain Putnam’s company being “paid from Sept.” Perhaps General Lyman commissioned him to replace a wounded or deceased officer in his regiment. According to Seth Pomeroy’s journal, the Third and Fourth Connecticut Regiments, including the Sixth Company, in which Putnam had been commissioned a second lieutenant, did not arrive at Fort Edward until October 9, not only late in the season, but also far too late to participate in the battle. Putnam was not on hand there to greet Captain Grosvenor, his company commander, as he had already been assigned to duty with Robert Rogers to scout the area around Ticonderoga, from which he would not return for two more days. Moreover, he is referred to throughout Rogers’ journal as “Captain Putnam.” In any event, it is unlikely that he ever served in Captain Grosvenor’s company, since it is apparent that he was already leading his own.16




ROGERS’ RANGERS

Shortly after his arrival at the encampment at Lake George, Putnam had the good fortune to meet and become friends with Capt. Robert Rogers, the leader of a company of irregular fighters called Rangers, who were used primarily as long-range scouts. Initially, this unit was part of the New Hampshire Provincial Regiment led by Col. Joseph Blanchard. Later, it would become an independent Ranger corps, with more than one company, all under the leadership of Rogers. How exactly it is that Putnam came to fight with the Rangers is not certain. It is easy to envision a scene in which a natural bond might develop between two men swapping tales around a fire on chilly fall evenings. Such a scenario is even more likely when the two men share many of the same attributes. In this case, “a capacity for physical endurance and instinctive bravery” were common to both. Rogers had spent much of his life in the woods interacting with the native population, while Putnam was a farmer-turned-soldier who had a natural affinity for this unconventional form of warfare. In any event, the relationship between Putnam and Rogers, and their joint service that followed, would later separate Putnam from the conventional veteran and come to form a large part of his reputation for the balance of his life. Rogers’ reports, and his later autobiography, are detailed and contain several references to Putnam during this period.17

The use of Rogers’ Ranger company, and others like it, was the brainchild of Massachusetts governor William Shirley, who saw such units as a counterweight to the superior woodland experience of the French Canadians and their Indian allies. The best known of those partisan bands operating in the region was led by Joseph Marin de la Malgue (“Marin”), who proved time and again to be a deadly and effective opponent. As a result, Ranger companies initially consisted of experienced backwoods-men, later augmented by recruits like Putnam. Out of all these units, it was Rogers and his men who would garner the largest place in history.18

The son of recent Scottish immigrants, James and Mary Rogers, Robert Rogers was born in Methuen, Massachusetts, on November 7, 1731. The family would soon move to Great Meadows near what is now Concord, New Hampshire. The young boy grew to manhood immersed in the lore of the forest, as well as the lessons he learned from his father and the Native Americans who dwelled nearby. Later, as a young man, he roamed the forests of New York and New England not only to acquaint himself with the area and its inhabitants, both French and English, but also, in his words, to “inure me to hardships and … to qualify” for his later service as a Ranger. In addition, he picked up some French along the way. Rogers learned his lessons well and had come to General Johnson highly recommended for his woodland skills. That said, there was a cloud over his reputation back home in New Hampshire, as he had recently been involved in a scheme to pass counterfeit currency there, and Francis Parkman hints at his engaging in the “smuggling trade” with Canada.19

At first, the Rangers camped at Lake George. Later, during the summer of 1756, Rogers established what was initially a seasonal camp for his Rangers in the middle of a fifty-acre island separated from Fort Edward proper by a narrow channel of the Hudson River. The northern part of the island was occupied by a scattering of small Dutch farmers. In the ensuing years, the island became the site of a large barracks occupied by British regulars, as well as a sutler’s camp, a cemetery, and, at the lower end, a smallpox hospital surrounded by a palisade. For the most part, the Rangers and other Provincial troops were quartered in rows of tents or log huts of their own construction. The latter were approximately sixteen feet square with crude fireplaces, and each housed more than twelve men, who shared the space two to three men to a bunk. In time, some of the huts took on an air of permanency, as many of the more skilled Provincials built cabins, complete with brick fireplaces. The island was reached by way of a pontoon bridge. Today, Rogers Island is often referred to as the birthplace of the U.S. Army Special Forces.20




IN THE RANGING SERVICE

The Iroquois called it tekontaró:ken, or “the place where two waters meet,” while to the English ear it sounded like Ticonderoga. It was aptly named, as it was, in fact, a point of land at the juncture of Lake Champlain, Wood Creek, and the three-and-one-half-mile-long La Chute River that drains Lake George. Over its short length, that river falls two hundred feet in elevation over a series of rapids and five impassable cascades. Accordingly, Ticonderoga was also at the terminus of another important portage. The first European to view the area was Samuel Champlain in July 1609. He and his Indigenous allies had a sharp fight there that resulted in the death of fifty Mohawks.21

The first recorded instance of Putnam’s service with the Rangers occurred on October 7, 1755, when he joined a long-range scout organized by Rogers on orders from General Johnson. On that cool, crisp fall evening, Rogers led a party of between forty and fifty men from the encampment at Lake George to reconnoiter the French activity near Ticonderoga. The night was dark, and it was difficult to keep all the boats together. From time to time, the Rangers could see the flickering lights from lone campfires on both shores, a clear sign that the French and Indians were active. After rowing their bateaux about sixteen miles, Rogers put in at a point of land on the eastern shore. His party waited and watched there throughout the following day, seeing nothing suspicious. That night they took to the boats again. On passing a small island, another campfire was spotted, and Rogers sent some men in a canoe to reconnoiter. On approach to the island, the canoe was seen, as the fire was quickly extinguished, and the campsite abandoned. Meanwhile, Rogers’ party rowed on for several more miles, and, this time, put in on a point of land on the western shore. There they concealed the boats and made camp.22

On the morning of October 9, Rogers sent three small teams to scout the area of the portage. As one of the teams, Putnam and a companion hiked seven or eight miles north until they came to a heavily wooded hill (most likely Bare Mountain) located just across from the point where the outflow of Lake George enters the La Chute River. Captain Samuel Hunt and two other men accompanied Putnam to this point, then returned to Rogers to make a report. Although the view from the top was partly obstructed by trees and bushes, Putnam and the remaining Ranger heard and observed much activity carried on by a large body of Indians and French soldiers on both sides of the narrows that sounded like the cutting and hewing of timber, the firing of guns, and the howling of dogs. Deeming it too dangerous to move on to Ticonderoga by daylight, they waited until dark and counted the campfires. Based upon their observation, Putnam estimated both work camps to contain a total of six hundred to seven hundred men. He and his companion pulled their blankets around themselves, and no doubt huddled together to stay warm. The two started back to Rogers’ camp in the morning. Along the way, a small party of Indians passed close to them, heading in the same direction. The Rangers paused briefly to let the warriors pass and then hurried to find Rogers and warn him.23

As Putnam and his companion approached the rendezvous point, they saw another large party of French and Indians on the lake, and upon arrival at the boats, Putnam warned Rogers of the enemy’s approach. Rogers’ first impulse was to attack, and he sent out a small party in the canoe as a decoy to lure the enemy. However, he quickly thought better of it when he realized the size of the party he proposed to attack. The Rangers prudently broke off the contest and beat a hasty retreat. They rowed fifteen miles and made camp on an island for the night of October 10. In the morning, Rogers and his party rowed the rest of the way to the encampment at Lake George, arriving there on October 11. By then, the weather had turned bitterly cold with blowing snow.24

Putnam continued to accompany Rogers on other scouts, and he did not have long to wait for more action. On the night of October 14, Rogers left camp at Lake George with four other men, one of whom was Putnam. The objective of the mission was to secure a French prisoner from the works at Crown Point. The scouting party went partway by canoe and landed at a point on the western shore, twenty-five miles down the lake. Concealing their canoes, they hiked north through the thick forest toward Crown Point and arrived at a mountain just to the west of the fort on October 18. Rogers and his men took up positions on the top and waited all that night and the following day, observing the comings and goings from the fort. On the evening of October 19, Rogers led his party to a cluster of houses built on the shore of Lake Champlain south of the fort. He left three of his men hiding in a barn full of wheat while he and Putnam went to find a good ambush site.

Upon finding a willow thicket about one hundred yards from the fort, the two returned to the barn, collected the three others, and returned to prepare an ambush. Rogers crept forward to a large pine log, holding some brush in front of him for cover. There the Rangers remained throughout the night and waited for their opportunity to seize a prisoner. About midmorning the next day, a solitary French soldier left the fort and unknowingly walked directly toward the concealed positions of Rogers and his men. When the Frenchman got close enough, Rogers jumped up and demanded his surrender, at the same time pulling his pistol. The startled man grabbed hold of Rogers’ gun, crying out for help, while at the same time drawing a knife, he attempted to stab Rogers. As the two men struggled, Putnam, seeing that Rogers was in trouble, rushed from his hiding place and struck the man a blow on the head, killing him. Rogers promptly scalped him. It is likely that Rogers’ gun discharged during the scuffle, which took place in plain view of the fort, as the alarm was raised. Rogers and his party quickly retreated without a prisoner. The Rangers traveled south toward Ticonderoga, where they observed an estimated two thousand of the enemy encamped there. After that, they retrieved their canoes, and all returned safely to the encampment at Lake George during the evening of October 21.25

On October 29, Rogers led another scouting party to spy on the French activity near Ticonderoga. The party included about thirty-two men in four bateaux, each mounted with two wall pieces, large-caliber smoothbore muskets. Once again, Putnam was included. On the night of October 31, as the party approached the lower end of Lake George, they saw in the distance flickering campfires on a point of land jutting out from the west side of the lake and pulled their bateaux upon the shore for the night.

The next morning, while he waited with the main body, Rogers sent Putnam and two others, Lt. Robert Durkee from Windham, Connecticut, and Capt. John Fletcher, to reconnoiter the enemy camp. Fletcher returned to report that he had seen four tents and the remains of numerous campfires. Putnam and Durkee continued the scout in the direction of Ticonderoga. In the meantime, Rogers sent Captain Fletcher back to Fort William Henry with a report to General Johnson, along with a request for reinforcements. Fletcher took with him one bateau with thirteen men, six of them too ill to continue. Not content with Fletcher’s report, Rogers took a bateau and five men to see for himself. There he discovered a small log fort, palisaded on three sides and open along the lakefront. After Rogers had returned safely to camp, he learned that Putnam and Durkee had not yet reported back.26

Meanwhile, Putnam and Durkee pressed on toward the French camp and waited until dark when they could get a closer look than had Rogers and Fletcher. Unlike the British, the French sentries maintained their posts outside the circle of light thrown off by the campfires. Wanting to get a better look at the camp, Putnam crawled slowly through the underbrush until he came within fifteen feet of an alert sentry, only to be discovered, no doubt, with the rustle of leaves or the snap of a twig. The sentry quickly raised the alarm and shot wildly in the direction of Putnam and Durkee. The dark woods quickly exploded in a cacophony of shouts, whoops, and musket fire. Both men were by now in full flight in the darkness, zigzagging to avoid looming trees and jumping over fallen logs.

At some point Putnam turned to fire on his pursuers but lost his balance, and, in the darkness, toppled into an open claypit, the bottom of which had several inches of standing water, which soaked both him and his firelock, making it unusable. Durkee, who had been close by, tumbled in on top of Putnam, who mistook his friend for one of their pursuers. As he instinctively raised his hatchet to strike, Putnam recognized Durkee’s voice, who was just as surprised to find himself in the hole and must have uttered a curse. Both men crawled out of the pit and continued their retreat, finally finding cover behind a large fallen tree. Putnam offered Durkee a swig of rum from his canteen, only to find it empty, having been perforated by several bullets. Both men laughed. It was a small price to pay. He would later find that his blanket roll had been pierced by fourteen bullets. The pursuit finally ended for the night, and the forest became still. Wet and cold, the two Rangers spent the night huddled together in fitful sleep.27

In the morning, the French pursuit was renewed, and Putnam and Durkee ran as fast as they could back to Rogers’ camp, the enemy close on their heels. Now, with knowledge of the location of Rogers’ camp, the French and their Native allies quickly formed a plan to attack it from both the water and the land, and it could well have succeeded, but for a breathless Putnam issuing his warning.

Rogers’ plan was bold: Row out to meet the waterborne threat first, making use of the two wall pieces, while Putnam defended the camp. Rogers decoyed the French toward the shore, where they received a “galling fire” from both his wall guns as well as from Putnam and his men. The plan worked. After the remaining enemy boats were in retreat, Rogers returned to the shore and, with Putnam, drove off the remaining French. However, realizing the recently augmented enemy force had overwhelming superiority, Rogers ordered his party back to the encampment at Lake George.28

Halfway back they met a flotilla of bateaux led by Capt. Roger Billings, who had been sent to relieve Rogers. After a brief discussion, it was decided to return to the encampment at Lake George, and, except for one wounded man, all arrived there safely on November 8.29




WINTER QUARTERS

Other than leading a scout two weeks later, Putnam’s duty with the Rangers ended for the season. He was transferred back to
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