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Preface

THE BICENTENNIAL observance of the Penobscot Expedition in 1979 brought hundreds of reenactors to Penobscot Bay, Maine, to relive the event. The following year the Maine Public Broadcasting Network, using film of the reenacted battle, produced “Penobscot: The Battle No One Ever Heard Of”.

In 1996 Sara Bradford, director for the Hersey Retreat Elderhostel, asked me to give a talk about the expedition. I was one of the many who had not heard of that battle. I spent the next four years researching and lecturing about this interesting, but little-known, event of the American Revolution. My conclusions are at odds with those of the 1779 Massachusetts General Court.
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Chapter One [image: icon] Bagaduce

THE FIRST TIME Paul Revere, of the midnight ride fame, and Dr. John Calef crossed paths was 1768. That year King George III of England demanded that the Massachusetts General Court rescind its circular letter to the other colonies supporting a boycott of the Townshend Acts. Seventeen members rescinded their actions, but ninety-two refused the king’s request. Paul Revere publicized this event in his copperplate “A Warm Place-Hell.” He depicted the seventeen rescinders driven by two devils into the maw of hell. Revere portrayed Dr. Calef with a calf’s head, for that was the way the doctor pronounced his name.1

Eleven years later the two crossed paths again. The second event took place on Massachusetts’s sparsely settled Majabigwaduce Peninsula (called Bagaduce, now Castine) on the eastern shore of Penobscot Bay in the province of Maine.2 At that time, 1779, Lieutenant Colonel Paul Revere commanded Massachusetts’s artillery train engaged in the United States’ first major amphibious operation of the American Revolutionary War. Dr. John Calef, who may have taken up residence at Bagaduce the year before, volunteered his services as a surgeon to the recently arrived British occupying army.

Revere and Calef participated on opposite sides in Massachusetts’s Penobscot Expedition to expel the British from their outpost in Maine. The expedition was a disastrous American naval loss. Some two score combatant and transport vessels were destroyed. The magnitude of the naval loss was not to be duplicated in American history until the Japanese attack upon Pearl Harbor on 7 December 1941.

Victory or defeat seldom hinges on one factor. Yet there was a component of the Penobscot Expedition that, while overlooked by most, loomed large in the expedition’s disaster. It was the lack of knowledge of the technological limitations of square-rigged ships in restricted waters. Ships, not in the generic sense, but in the specific sense of large, three-masted, square-rigged, sailing ships, were limited in their ability to maneuver on the Bagaduce River. Some of the expedition’s naval and militia officers displayed a lack of knowledge of these constraints in the inland waters of the enemy’s harbor. Those who did not understand the technological limits wondered why ten armed, square-rigged, American ships could not sail into “that damned hole” and destroy three small British sloops of war defending the harbor.3 Had the ground commander grasped the square-rigged ship’s limitations and cooperated with the commodore’s suggestion to either “Strike a bold Stroke, by storming the Enemys works, & going in with the Ships, or raise the Siege,” the final result would have been different.4

This out-of-the-way confrontation was brought about primarily through the efforts of Britain’s undersecretary of state, William Knox, and two Massachusetts Loyalists, Dr. John Calef of Ipswich and John Nutting of Cambridge. William Knox, born in Ireland, had been appointed undersecretary of state in the American Department in 1770. Before his appointment Knox had served as provost marshal of Georgia (1757-61), as agent in London for Georgia (1761-68), and as agent for East Florida (1763-70).5

Dr. Calef had served as a surgeon of a provincial ship of war during the reduction of Cape Breton in 1745. He was surgeon of the provincial hospital at Albany in the war of 1755 and later surgeon of a regiment at Louisbourg. For many years he served as a civil magistrate, field officer, and member of the Massachusetts General Assembly. He became interested in Maine’s eastern region when Lieutenant Governor Thomas Hutchinson of Massachusetts sent him to England in 1772 to represent Penobscot settlers wanting a royal grant to confirm their land claims. Calef presented their case and returned to Boston. At the time nothing happened to further Calef’s proposal.6

John Nutting, a commoner, was a successful housewright. In early life he served in the militia, participating in the unsuccessful 1758 campaign to reduce Canada. By 1768 he was a man of substance. Sailing in search of lumber sources, he became familiar with the Bay of Fundy and the coast of Maine. Nutting acquired considerable property around Bagaduce. He became prominent among the Loyalists in September 1774 when he moved his family to Boston to be under British protection. He helped build army barracks when the local tradesmen refused to work for the British, bringing in men and material from Maine for the task.7

In January 1775, just three months before Lexington and Concord, Calef wrote to influential friends in England that the people of Penobscot still awaited land confirmation. Further, they now requested their own government for the region. Calef was among the first to propose the separation of the Penobscot region from Massachusetts shortly before the Revolution.8

The shots fired at Lexington and Concord on 19 April 1775 began the Revolution. British troops, sent from Boston, were to collect colonial arms and ammunition gathered at Concord. The Massachusetts farmers, the famed minutemen, resisted the Redcoats and hostilities began. By the end of May, colonial militiamen surrounded Boston and Massachusetts General Artemas Ward took command of the American troops laying siege to Boston. General George Washington assumed command over the Continental Army on 3 July, less than a month after the Battle of Bunker Hill. Under the direction of Artemas Ward, who had been commissioned a major general and appointed by the Continental Congress as second in command, the Americans fortified Dorchester Heights and forced the British to evacuate Boston on 17 March 1776. (Boston has celebrated Evacuation Day as an official holiday ever since.) Several weeks before the British left Boston, John Nutting, along with his family and fourteen artificers, was sent to Halifax to build homes for the influx of refugees. Near the end of March General Ward, miffed that the Continental Congress had demoted him to second in command, resigned his commission.9

With the outbreak of hostilities, the British Cabinet was at loggerheads. Prime Minister Lord Frederick North wanted to employ reconciliation efforts even after hostilities began. Lord George Germain, American secretary, wanted to prosecute the war with quick, decisive blows. Viscount William Barringtion, secretary of war, felt the army alone was not sufficient to conquer the Americans. He wanted a naval war. Lord James Sandwich, head of the admiralty, fearing France’s naval power, did not want to send many ships to the other side of the Atlantic.10

The first two years of the conflict were ambiguous endeavors for both sides. Beginning in August 1775 the American Northern Army engineered a two-pronged attack on Canada. One prong moved from Fort Ticonderoga to Montreal; the other went up the Kennebec River and through the Maine woods to Oliebec. By July 1776 the repelled Northern Army was back where it started.

The British, after leaving Boston, moved to Halifax and regrouped. Believing there were more Loyalists in the southern colonies, the British navy attacked and was repelled from Charleston, South Carolina, on 28 June 1776; however, the next day, General William Howe arrived off Sandy Hook, New Jersey. By 15 September he landed on Manhattan Island, and for the remainder of the war New York City remained in British hands.

Lord Germain’s strategy for 1777 was to sever New England from the rest of the colonies. It was an incredibly complex plan calling for three forces to leave Canada. One would follow the Richelieu River, Lake Champlain, and the Hudson River to Albany, New York. A second would march eastward from Fort Oswego on Lake Ontario along the Mohawk River to Albany. While from Halifax, Nova Scotia, a raiding party would sail along the coast of eastern Massachusetts to terrorize the populace and keep New England’s minutemen from aiding New York. Finally, a force from New York City would go up the Hudson to Albany.

The plan went awry. The first group suffered a loss at Bennington, Vermont. The second was halted at Oriskany. Even the feeble effort from Halifax was a disaster. General Eyre Massey said he had good guides for the troops rendezvoused on the St. John’s River ready for the coastal raid. Unfortunately for his plans, “Sir George Collier stole out of Halifax, made a futile Attack at Machias, was most shamefully drove from thence ... which prevented the Eastern Coast of New England from being Alarm’d which was my orders ... which if they had been executed might have prevented the Misfortunes that attend’d Lt. Genl. Burgoynes army, for it was at that critical time.”11 The force from New York City met opposition and returned to the city. By September 1777 General Burgoyne was surrounded at Saratoga. He capitulated on 17 October surrendering nearly six thousand men.

John Nutting, who piloted Commodore Sir George Collier on his ill-advised attack upon Machias, Maine, was later sent by Collier to England, but whether as a courier with the official report or as a witness is not clear. Nutting arrived in London when Lord Germain and William Knox were mapping out a strategy in the wake of the failure of the plan to sever New England from the rest of the colonies.12 William Knox had always felt the southern colonies provided a better environment for British arms. The army could operate all year long, and the navy could provide vital support through the south’s ice-free ports and rivers. He believed that once a major campaign began, the south’s Loyalists and Indians would provide considerable support.13

As for the northern colonies, Knox proposed keeping bases in New York and Rhode Island. Philadelphia would remain under British control only if the Loyalists relieved regular troops for other operations. Yet another base was necessary in the north to protect Nova Scotia. Thus when Nutting reported to Knox, the two found a mutual interest in the role of Bagaduce for future British strategy. Knox, aided by Nutting, developed a plan to post a British force on the coast of Maine. From such a position the king’s cruisers could cover the Bay of Fundy, protect Nova Scotia from harassment by New England privateers, and prevent a rebel land attack on that portion of Nova Scotia that later became New Brunswick. Finally, the region from the Penobscot River to the St. Croix River would provide a new province for the Loyalists driven from the rebelling colonies, which Knox suggested be called New lreland.14

The British defeat at Saratoga brought France into the war as an American ally, drastically changing the British strategy. Lord Germain, searching for a new strategy, accepted the Knox-Nutting proposal to establish posts along the coast where Loyalists were located. In May 1778, when General Clinton replaced General Howe, Germain gave Clinton instructions: “If he could not bring Washington to a decisive battle, he was to confine himself to raids against the coastal towns and to the destruction of American shipping.” Then in September Germain ordered Clinton to provide “for loyalists by erecting a province between the Penobscot and St. Croix rivers. Post to be taken on Penobscot River.” Nutting, the messenger for these orders, carried further instructions “to be employed as overseer of carpenters who are to rebuild the Fort at Penobscot,” meaning the former French Fort Pentagoet abandoned in 1704. Dr. Calef may have been among the early supporters wanting to separate eastern Maine from Massachusetts, but John Nutting brought Penobscot Bay to the direct attention of the British government.15

Nutting embarked for the colonies on the mail packet Harriet. After two weeks at sea the American privateer Vengeance crossed the Harriels course, and a six-hour chase followed. Nutting sank his dispatches just before the Harriet struck its colors. The Vengeance took its captives to the closest prize port of Corunna, Spain. Six weeks later Nutting returned to England. The Penobscot project was on hold until the following year.

Nutting’s second crossing, in January 1779, was aboard HMS Grampus to New York.16 Because Lord Germain sent his instructions by multiple messengers, General Clinton was aware of the plan and had already corresponded with General Francis McLean, then commander at Halifax. “Having received Orders of Governmt to Establish a Post on Penobscot River, I am therefore to desire you will make such a Detachment of Troops under your Command, as you shall judge proper and Sufficient to defend themselves.”17 All that was necessary was to send John Nutting with the home government’s detailed orders to Halifax.

General McLean, a sixty-two-year-old bachelor, had spent his life in the military. Having served in a regiment of Scots hired by the Dutch in 1746, he later entered the Black Watch and participated in nineteen major battles in Europe, Canada, and the Caribbean. Then for fifteen years he had aided Portugal, England’s longtime ally, as military governor of fortified cities on the border fighting Spain and France. When the American colonies rebelled, the British ministry considered that his military leadership and his administrative skill with civilian populations made him an ideal choice for governor of Nova Scotia.18

McLean’s naval commander was Captain Henry Mowat. He joined the Royal Navy in 1752 and rose to lieutenant in 1758. Four years later he commanded HM Canceaux. Before the war he had spent several years patrolling for smugglers off New England and in the Gulf of St. Lawrence. Early in the revolution Mowat brought the Canceaux to Falmouth (Portland) to protect British interests. On 9 May 1775 the Sons of Liberty captured him while he walked along the shore outside the town. This act divided the town’s citizens. The Sons of Liberty wanted to call out the minutemen to capture the Canceaux. The Tories wanted the town militia to free Mowat. Both sides agreed to release Mowat if he gave his word he would return the next day. Mowat, fearing an attack upon his vessel, reneged on his promise, and on 15 May he convoyed three British ships out of Falmouth. In retribution for Mowat’s capture, the British sent him back on 18 October 1775 to bombard Falmouth. When gunfire did not destroy enough buildings, he sent ashore a party to torch the unscathed houses. Ultimately, two-thirds of Falmouth lay in ashes. Captain Mowat knew the locale well, and the people of Maine knew him.19

Since colonial times Maine has been known as Downeast because the prevailing winds are from the west. Thus ships sailing from Boston to Maine sailed downwind, or down east. At the time of the Revolution, Maine, larger than all the rest of New England combined, consisted of York, Cumberland, and Lincoln counties. The eastern boundary of Lincoln County was the St. Croix River, which divided Massachusetts from Nova Scotia (New Brunswick). Historically the Penobscot River and Bay had been the dividing line between English settlement on the western shore and French settlement on the east. Only after the Treaty of Paris in 1763, which concluded the French and Indian War, did the English hold claim to the eastern shores of the river and bay. People termed the less-developed land between the Penobscot and St. Croix Rivers “to the Eastward.”20

Penobscot Bay, midway down the Maine coast, reached inland forty miles from its outermost islands. Matinicus Rock on the west and the rugged Isle au Haut on the east were nearly thirty miles apart. Within the bay were more than two hundred islands ranging from the large Fox Islands (North Haven Island and Vinalhaven) to barren windswept offshore rocks facing the broad Atlantic.21 Old Man Ledge off Allen and Burnt Islands was the western boundary of Penobscot Bay. Roaring Bull Ledge offshore from Isle au Haut was the eastern boundary of the bay. There was also an eastern back door through Jerico Bay and the Eggemoggin Reach. Thus sailing Downeast the sailing marks were Monhegan Island then between Matinicus and the mainland up Two Bush Channel into West Penobscot Bay. When sailing for Bagaduce, one would take a course east of Long Island (Islesboro). The eastern entrance usually was by the back door via the Eggemoggin Reach. Yet getting to the Eggemoggin Reach generally required a pilot. Large vessels would pass between Isle au Haut and the Southern Fox Island (Vinalhaven) then hold Saddleback Ledge to port and head for Eagle Island. There were places on this route that could punch a hole in the bottom of a frigate.22

Brigadier General Francis McLean departed Halifax, Nova Scotia, on 30 May 1779, destined for Penobscot Bay. He commanded almost seven hundred troops. Escorting McLean’s six transports was Captain Andrew Barkley’s convoy, the frigate HMS Blonde (32 guns), the sloops North (20) Captain Gerard Selby, Albany (18) Captain Henry Mowat, and Nautilus (18) Captain Thomas Farnham, the brig Hope (16), and the armed schooner Arbuthnot (10). Reaching Penobscot Bay on 12 June, Captain Barkley anchored in the Bagaduce River. Several people came aboard the Blonde “and gave assurances of their peaceable disposition, on this the General, Capt. Barkeley [sic] and several officers landed on the neck without troops, and after conversing with several of the country people returned on board.” On the thirteenth the general and captain boarded the Nautilus to examine Fort Point where they saw “a small neck of Land convenient for a Post of about 100 men, but not capable of extensive works.”23
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Scene of the disaster in Penobscot Bay and the retreat up the Penobscot River, 25 July-14 August 1779.


On the fourteenth, while heavy rains prevented the troops from landing, General McLean and Captain Barkley drew up a proclamation addressed to the local citizenry. They said many inhabitants of the Penobscot area were “well affected to his Majesty’s person, and the ancient constitution under which they formerly flourished, and from the restoration of which they can alone expect relief, from the distressed situation they are now in.” Further, they acknowledged many had “seated themselves on lands, and cultivated them, without any grant or Title, by which their possessions can be secured to them or their posterity.” Finally, they declared they had the power to promise that “whenever civil government takes place, they shall receive gratuitous grants from his Majesty ... of all lands they may have actually cultivated and improved.”24

On 15 June, at the head of the bay, Captain Henry Mowat of the Albany wrote to the American commander, Jonathan Buck Sr., as follows:

Albany Penobscot River 15 June 1779

Sir.

Understanding that you are at the head of a Regiment of the King’s deluded Subjects on this River and parts adjacent and that you hold Colonel’s Commission under the influence of a body of men termed the General Congress of the United States of America, it therefore becomes my duty to require you to appear without loss of time before General McLean and the commanding Officer of the King’s Ships now on board the Blonde off of Majorbigwaduce with a Muster Roll of the People under your direction.

/s/ H. Mowat25

Meanwhile, at Bagaduce, General McLean landed fifty men to reconnoiter. They also marked out the camp for the troops. On 16 June 1779 the “Troops were landed and encamped & from thence to the 24th the time was imployed in landing Provisions, stores, &c which was a most laborious work, there being a steep Hill to roll them up.”26

The Bagaduce Peninsula, roughly triangular in shape, was a mile and three-quarters long on a northeast-southwest axis and about three-quarters of a mile wide at its widest. Much of the peninsula was heavily wooded. Its crest, a narrow plateau two hundred feet high, followed the same axis. The western side, facing Penobscot Bay, presented almost a mile of rugged broken bluffs rising precipitously from the rocky shore. The first one hundred feet of elevation was nearly perpendicular. After that, the slope lessened, requiring a three-hundred-yard climb to the summit. The northern side bordered a marsh. Access to the mainland was by a narrow isthmus through the marsh, which was sometimes submerged at high tide. The incline here was not as steep as the western side. The southeastern side, which bordered the Bagaduce River, had the most gradual incline, eight hundred yards from the shore to summit.

On the day the British troops debarked, Colonel Buck, by his actions, gave his answer to Captain Mowat. He loaded his family on his sloop Hannah and headed toward Pownalborough (Wiscasset) to report the events to his commander. While he could have selected a number of routes, the easiest sail would be to Townsend then by horseback to Brigadier General Charles Cushing’s house. Buck arrived on 19 June and told his story. General Cushing immediately wrote to the Massachusetts Council. Using Buck’s information, Cushing told the council that the British had arrived at Penobscot the previous Saturday. The force consisted of a frigate of 32 guns, two others of 20 and 18 guns, a brig of 16 or 18 guns, and a schooner of 10 guns escorting five or six transports carrying eight hundred troops. General McLean commanded, and he intended to build forts where the French Fort Pentagoet on Bagaduce and Fort Pownall on Fort Point once stood. Work began on the former before Colonel Buck left Penobscot Bay. General Cushing concluded: “If the General Court should think proper to send a suitable force of shiping which with other assistance by Land-It is thought they [the British] might easily be dislodged.” Colonel Buck took Cushing’s letter to Boston where he was reimbursed £157.10 for his “time & expense Penobscot to Boston on express.”27

Several days after the British landed, the people up the Penobscot River gathered to discuss their options. The Redcoats “struck the inhabitants with terror-especially the women and children .... Provisions were very scarce, and the inhabitants almost destitute of arms and ammunition. A meeting was called of the principal officers, to determine on defence, or submission.” Finally Captain John Brewer and a Captain Smith of Marsh Bay were chosen to inquire of General McLean his intentions. The general assured them that “if the inhabitants would mind their business, and be peaceable, they should not be disturbed in person or property.”28

A British post to the Eastward would serve many uses. It would be a bulwark for New Ireland. Lying between the Penobscot and St. Croix Rivers, bordering New England and Nova Scotia (New Scotland), New Ireland would offer a haven for Loyalist refugees from the rebellious colonies. It reflected Lord George Germain’s new strategy, begun in December 1778 with the occupation of Savannah, Georgia, to bring the American loyalists into an active role in Britain’s war effort. While the major thrust was in the southern colonies, the occupation of Bagaduce was a similar, although smaller effort, in the northeast.29 The plan would also protect Nova Scotia from an American invasion and would restrict Massachusetts and New Hampshire privateers from using the central Maine coast to harass British shipping between New York and Halifax. By fortifying on the eastern shore the British placed the waters of the river and the bay between themselves and American forces to the west. These same waters would force the rebels to use ships to repel them. Finally, General McLean knew that he had the additional security of the British navy’s superiority, if needed, over these waters.

Nutting accompanied the general when McLean brought his detachment to Bagaduce. The 450 troops from the 74th Regiment of Foot (the Argyle Highlanders), 200 from the 82d Regiment of Foot (the Hamilton Regiment), and the 50 men from the artillery and engineers immediately began off-loading supplies.30 The ship’s boats plied between ship and shore carrying supplies. At the stony beach a line of soldiers passed the items up the human chain to the ground above. The provisions, artillery, and engineer and troop equipment mounted in organized mounds as the rowboats disgorged their cargo. Only a few small teams were locally available to help the men placing the material in the proper pile.

The general found the site of the former French Fort Pentagoet unsatisfactory. It was at the water’s edge, too deep in the harbor entrance to bring guns to bear efficiently on the mouth of the Bagaduce River. McLean selected a site on the crest of the peninsula where his guns could reach both the entrance and the inner harbor. The site selected was several feet lower than the ground about six hundred yards farther to the west.31

General McLean also had the task of creating a rapprochement with the local citizens. Thus his joint proclamation with Captain Barkley offered amnesty for rebels “who shall, within eight days from the date hereof, take the oaths of allegiance and fidelity to His Majesty.” Finally they promised “to alleviate the misery of the inhabitants of the villages and islands along the coast of New England, hereby declare that such of them as behave themselves in a peaceable and orderly manner, shall have full liberty to fish in their ordinary coast-fishing craft, without any molestation on our part; on the contrary, they shall be protected in it by all vessels and parties under our command.”32 Even as the troops were off-loading, General McLean broadcast copies of the proclamation throughout the area.

Reactions to the British offer varied. Some, like Colonel Buck, fled with their families westward. Major Will Eaton of Deer Isle loaded his family on his sloop and sailed west. Captain Will Reed of Naskeag, just east of Deer Isle on the mainland, also sailed away. Yet many people, after reading the proclamation, simply returned to their chores. Six hundred fifty-one went to Bagaduce to sign an oath abjuring or denying “the authority of any sett of men calling themselves Congress, Committee, or by what other name they may be known, who have or may set up any government in opposition or in any manner repugnant to that of his Majesty King George the Third aforesaid.”33 Jane Goldthwait, daughter of Thomas Goldthwait a prominent Loyalist, wrote that when the British arrived her father gave the three boys living in their household their choice to stay or go. Nat took the oath without any hesitation. Jo and Ben ran off at the first opportunity to enlist with the Americans. Ben was shot in the first boatload to land at Bagaduce when the Americans returned to oust the British.34

Those people living beyond the immediate range of the British enclave wondered what was happening. Colonel Tristram Jordan of the militia set out from Falmouth to find out. He traveled east until he was within twenty miles of Bagaduce. The people he met told him they had seen General McLean’s proclamation: “that they were invited by some of the principal Inhabitants of Majorbagaduce, Penobscot & Deer Island to come & take possession there, & requiring the Inhabitants to lay down their Arms & Swear Allegiance to the King of Great Britain or depart the place within 8 Days, in consequence of which many of the Inhabitants had complied & were at Work assisting them to Fortify.” Eastward at Machias, Colonel John Allen said his spies reported that at “Union River, Naskeigh, & Deer Island, Most if not all the principal people, & Two or three from Frenchmans Bay & Gouldsborough have taken the Oath. “35

These people, who lived far from the more-populated Massachusetts, suffered living under the rebel government. They made their livelihood carrying lumber, firewood, and fish to Boston, where they exchanged these products for the necessities they could not manufacture. When the British blockaded their coast, trade ceased. Money became scarce. The people neither trusted nor accepted the new American paper money. Now the British were promising trade, money, and the supplies they badly needed. Many people went home to await the new prosperity. Meanwhile, they tended their vegetable gardens, gathered hay for the winter, fished, and boiled saltwater for their preservative. General McLean evaluated the inhabitants. “The misery of the people to the eastward of Boston is hardly to be express’d, many during the winter having absolutely died of want, this and their having never been actively engag’d in the rebellion, gives us room to hope they are sincere in their professions, but the impossibility in our present circumstances of affording them protection from the threats of the opposite party obliges them to act with caution in shewing it.”36

Ten days after landing, General McLean reported his situation to General Clinton. During his initial reconnaissance he examined Fort Point, the site of an earlier American fort. Fort Pownall, four miles up the bay from Bagaduce on the western shore, had been built in 1759 during the French and Indian War. McLean planned to detach part of his force and establish a small post at Fort Pownall at a later date. In a series of letters with Captain Barkley the two leaders agreed that upon the expiration of time for the local people to take the oath of allegiance the naval force would return to Halifax. Captain Barkley assigned Captain Mowat with the Albany to remain. General McLean, who wanted to explain to General Clinton why he had depleted Halifax’s provisions, taken so many of its soldiers with him, and other information too difficult to write, sent Major James Henry Craig aboard HM Hope to New York to brief Clinton on his operations.37

But it took time for General McLean to secure his enclave. The centerpiece of his defense was the main fort on the peninsula’s high wooded plateau. His engineers examined the ground and the approaches to the site. The troops cleared the land, stacked the logs, and guarded the supplies. When McLean learned the Albany would remain with his force, he did not neglect the harbor. Two batteries, one midway up the incline near Dice’s Head, the other farther east on the shore, were placed to protect the Albany.38 At this second battery, called Half Moon Battery, the general placed his four largest guns, 12-pounders. Mowat sent his marines to the island south of the entrance to build a third battery. In addition, McLean also “entrenched the border of the swamp,” so the enemy could not gain a footing on the peninsula from the mainland. John Calef said that from the landing on 17 June to 17 July the focus was on preparing the defense. Yet it was 2 July before the first line staking out the fort was placed.39

Despite adverse conditions at Bagaduce, its inhabitants enjoyed some pleasant moments. Colonel Thomas Goldthwait, commander of Fort Pownall for some years and a Loyalist, fled with some of his family to Bagaduce for protection. His daughter Jane Goldthwait, twenty-four and single, wrote of some of those pleasant moments. The Goldthwaits boarded the armed schooner Rachel for the short trip across the bay from Fort Pownall to Bagaduce. As there was no housing, they spent eight weeks living in the harbor aboard a prize snow, a two-masted, square-rigged, vessel similar to a brig. Though it provided cramped quarters for a family used to more gracious living, Jane wrote to her older sister that “We enjoy’d ourselves more than we ever have since we have been here; for our situation was a sufficient apology for everything that was wanting, ... here we liv’d till the Siege began, ... when it was thot most advisable for us to leave our watery habitation for one more secure on Terra firma.”40

The family’s new abode was the hospital. Some evenings a group gathered for a musical respite from the daily military trials. Jane described one such gathering: “There are also two Doers which keep with us here, good cleaver Scots gentleman, one blows the german flute very prettily and the other the Clarinet—an exceeding fine instrument, there are 2 fiddles which two of the officers are practicing, and a third, a Mr. Stewart plays on most divinly so once in a while we make believe sing a song wch. they compliment us with a clap & upon the whole you see, we can’t but spend some time pleasantly tho we are shockingly crowded for room.”41

The Blonde, Arbuthnot, and Hope departed before the transports completed off-loading. Captain Barkley ordered the North and Nautilus to follow when possible. On 18 July the British received information that the Americans in Boston were raising an expedition to drive them out. Throughout the war rumors were rampant all along the coast; few ever materialized. Most people did not take the report of the expedition from Boston seriously. Captain Mowat was an exception. He had spent years on the American station and knew the importance of the Penobscot region to Boston’s well-being. Captain Mowat prevailed upon General McLean to countermand Barkley’s orders regarding the North and the Nautilus. He wanted those vessels to help defend the harbor. The general agreed and retained the two sloops of war. Mowat placed his three ships in line across the mouth of the harbor to defend against the expected attack.42

General McLean, relying on Mowat’s advice, stopped work on the planned fort and concentrated on building a defense for the immediate future. McLean sent a call out to the settlements for volunteers. Captain John Perkins of Bagaduce gathered about a hundred men to work on the fort. They worked gratis for three days clearing the trees away from the front of the fort. The press to complete the fort caused the general to hire laborers to work along with his troops. This was the first time in months that the men had worked for hard currency. They felled trees, raised an abatis around the fort, and constructed platforms for the guns. Money was so scarce that the general had his dollars cut into five pieces for use as shillings. Yet troops and settlers together were not enough hands to raise the defenses, so Captain Mowat sent 180 sailors ashore to work on the fort. John Calef wrote that the general “shows the utmost vigilance and activity, giving everywhere the necessary directions, visiting incessantly, by night and day the different parts of the works. “43

On 21 July General McLean received information that the American fleet of near forty sail had left Boston headed east. Work on the fort now continued day and night. Years later William Hutchings recalled those hectic days when he was only fourteen years old: “I helped to haul the first log into the south bastion. It was on the Sunday before the Americans arrived, and was the only Sunday on which I had to work in my life.” McLean dispatched the armed schooner Rachel to New York requesting aid.44 While waiting for reinforcements, McLean oversaw all aspects of defense within his limited resources.

Years later Captain Mowat summarized the British command’s evaluation of their position. They firmly believed that the American army sent against them was greatly superior to their own force. Throughout the action on Penobscot Bay they thought the American land force numbered between two and three thousand men. Therefore, they believed everything depended upon keeping possession of Bagaduce Harbor. If the harbor was forced, the rebel’s superiority could take the more convenient parts of the peninsula and cut communication between the British land and sea forces. Further, many supplies and stores were still on the beach at some distance from the nascent fort. Thus under Mowat’s guidance, the three sloops of war anchored in line across the harbor entrance with springs attached to their anchors to present their broadsides to the approaching enemy.45 The four transports were behind the war ships ready to ram and foul any enemy ships breaching the battle line of the sloops. Finally, on each side of the entrance were gun batteries to support the sloops of war. Mowat also planned his defense well, making full use of his meager resources.46

McLean’s preparations on the fort were not as complete. According to Mowat the fort’s site was several feet below the ground six hundred yards to the west. The parapet facing the higher ground was “scarcely four feet high.” The remainder of the parapet, parallel to the harbor, and to the rear, was “not three feet high.” The two bastions facing the harbor “were quite open.” Many provisions, while shaded, were in the open. Gunpowder was in covered holes along the planned glacis. “There was but a Single Gun Mounted, & that a Six Pounder.” Mowat concluded, “one may easier conceive than describe the anxiety & hopes of all concerned.”47

Just before the Americans arrived in Penobscot Bay, Captains Brewer and Smith of Marsh Bay again called on General McLean to transact business for the people living upriver. Upon the completion of their transactions, they received their passes to leave Bagaduce. During their visit they had the opportunity to clearly examine the fortifications, and late in the afternoon Brewer noted some unusual activity among the troops. He told Smith it was time to leave. They went to their boat and had barely raised their sail before the Albany’s cannon boomed the signal to close the peninsula. They continued upriver ignoring the signal. Looking back down the bay they saw a large fleet standing up, which they suspected was the expedition from Boston. They continued upriver about six miles and camped for the night.48

The next morning they went back downriver three miles to see what would happen. Unfortunately, the fog was so thick that they could see nothing. They headed for Fort Point, landed, and moved inland a half mile. When the fog cleared, the American fleet was in full view. It had just gotten underway standing up the river under a small breeze. As the Americans passed the mouth of Bagaduce River the armed vessels fired at the three British ships. Captains Brewer and Smith watched the action intently until Brewer glanced westward and saw several whaleboats full of armed men under the bank. The two men hurried to their boat and were just unfurling their sails when the boats came alongside and orders were given for them to stand fast. It turned out that
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