
n 1776 the American army exper-
ienced a tumultuous year of dramatic

failures and measured successes in the 
Northern Theater. Fort George would 
play a major role as a vital supply hub, 
a boat-building establishment, as the 
largest smallpox hospital of the entire 
war, and for a time, the headquarters 
of the commander of the Northern De-
partment, Major General Philip Schuyler. 
The importance of the fort was largely 
due to its central location on the critical 
water route of the Hudson River—Lake 
George—Lake Champlain corridor. With 
the American army still in Canada in 
January 1776, following a failed attack on 
Quebec City, Fort George continued as a 
key supply transshipment center and a 
bivouac area for reinforcements.

In January 1776, Major General Philip 
Schuyler began making arrangements for 
additional carpenters to travel to Fort 
George to build bateaux. On January 22 
Schuyler wrote to John Hancock that 
“Shipwrights be immediately sent from 
New York and Philadelphia to build 
Batteaus,” which would be constructed 
“at Fort George.”1 In late March Schuyler 
informed George Washington that can-
nons destined for the Northern Theater 
were “on their way to Fort George,” and 
“one hundred new Batteaus were finished 
at Fort George” but “without pitch & 
oakham,” so only 35 were ready for 
service.2 On April 27 Schuyler notified 
George Washington that he had to exceed 
the congressional limit of only 100 
bateaux because of a shortage of vessels 
to transport reinforcements, artillery, 
and provisions to the army in Canada. 
He began construction of additional 
bateaux “for the conveyance of fifty men” 
each; in two weeks in April, over 1,300 
American troops passed through Fort
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George.3 The bateaux were built under 
the direction of Harmanus Schuyler (no 
direct kinship to the general), the deputy 
quartermaster general, who would be sent 
to Skenesborough (Whitehall) in April to 
begin preparations for the construction of 
larger vessels on Lake Champlain.

There were other large vessels on Lake 
George, including a large pettiauger built
for Samuel Deall in 1769, probably by
John Sparding at the Ticonderoga landing
on Lake George. The vessel had been 
employed by Colonel Henry Knox in 
1775 to transport cannons on Lake 
George on their long trek to Boston. 
This may be the same vessel or another 
that Colonel Jeduthan Baldwin, the chief 
engineer from a Massachusetts regiment, 
noted on May 5, 1776, in his journal: 
“got the can[n]on on Bo[a]rd the Sloop 
with the artillery Stores,” along with the 
baggage of “the carpenters & Smiths.”4 

On February 15, following a recom-
mendation from Schuyler, the Continental 
Congress had approved a plan to send a 
committee to Canada to present American 
ideas about Canada’s political future and 
to gain the support of the Canadians 
for the war. The three-man committee, 
granted far-reaching powers by Congress, 
included Benjamin Franklin, Samuel 
Chase, and Charles Carroll. Schuyler met 
the commissioners at the Albany landing 
on April 7. The delegation stayed in 
Schuyler’s homes in Albany and Saratoga 
(now Schuylerville), but on April 11 
Schuyler pressed ahead to Fort George, 
accompanied by Major General John 
Thomas, the new field commander of the 
American army in Canada. From April 12 
to June 9, 1776, Fort George served as 
Schuyler’s headquarters. After receiving 
word that Lake George was free of ice 
for a voyage north, the commissioners

arrived at Fort George on the afternoon 
of April 18. Charles Carroll found the fort 
in “ruinous” condition with a barracks 
occupying “almost the whole space 
between the walls” of the fort’s bastion.5 

(Carroll also used the word “ruinous” to 
describe Fort Ticonderoga.)

While the commissioners were at the 
fort, Schuyler was “seized” by “a vile ague 
[fever]” and received “a number of doses” 
of “Peruvian bark,” extracted from trees 
native to the South American Andes, 
administered by Benjamin Franklin.6 

Schuyler apparently recovered sufficiently 
the following day, April 19, to accompany 
the commissioners on their passage across 
the lake to Ticonderoga.

Major General Philip Schuyler, commander 
of the Northern Department, established 
his headquarters at Fort George during the 
spring of 1776. (New York State Library)
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shore below Fort George.”11 The drawing 
entitled “Lake George from Fort George” 
by Silliman’s brother-in-law, Daniel 
Wadsworth, clearly shows the tavern sign. 
In August of 1830, historian Jared Sparks 
visited Fort George, drawing a map of the 
area. Sparks identified a “foundation still
seen of a very large warehouse, doubtless 
used in the Revolution,” located on 
the lakeshore just east of West Brook.12 
Presently, there is not sufficient infor-
mation to firmly establish the nature of 
this structure.

A reversal of fortune awaited the 
American army in Canada during the 
spring of 1776. On May 2 Major General 
John Thomas, who had bivouacked with 
his reinforcements at Fort George a few 
weeks earlier, reached Quebec only to 
find nearly half of the army infected with 
smallpox. Before preparing a careful plan 
of withdrawal, the Americans were forced 
into a haphazard, desperate retreat due to 
the arrival of fresh troops from England. 
Thomas, who had adamantly opposed 
inoculation for smallpox, succumbed to 
the disease himself in a few weeks. The 
American army, devastated by smallpox 
and dysentery, occupied Isle-aux-Noix 
in the Richelieu  River, north of Lake 
Champlain. Dr. Lewis Beebe from 
Sheffield, Massachusetts, recounted the 
horrible scene on the island where many 
of the sick “could not See, Speak, or 
walk… two had large maggots… Crawl 
out of their ears.”13 Major General Horatio 
Gates, noted that “Everything about this 
Army is infected with the pestilence” and 
thus established a “General Hospital” at
Fort George “where there are now be-
tween two and three thousand sick.”14

The smallpox disaster in Canada was 
related to self-administered inoculations, 
which spread the disease to healthy troops. 
Benjamin Franklin and Benedict Arnold 
favored inoculation of troops, but with 
the precaution of quarantine. The creation 
of the hospital at Fort George by Gates 
was an effort to isolate all the smallpox 
patients to one post. Learning that a 
company of Rhode Island ship carpenters 
had been inoculated in Williamstown, 
Massachusetts, Brigadier General David

While Charles Carroll only mentions 
one barracks at Fort George in 1776, 
there are a few original sources that 
indicate some structures located near the 
lake may have served as barracks during 
the Revolution. In addition to observing 
the six-room “brick barracks” within the 
bastion walls of Fort George, on April 7 
Chaplain Ammi Robbins from Norfolk, 
Connecticut, recorded “Barracks built for 
the accommodations of several regiments 
of soldiers,” implying that the barracks 
were somewhere near the wharf.7 At night 
Robbins held services “in the large new 
barrack; great numbers attended.”8 In 
1800  Abigail May, one of the first tourists 
to record their impressions of Lake 
George, stayed in “a one story building” 
on the shore, which had the appearance 
of a jail.9 In 1819 Benjamin Silliman, the 
renowned professor of science from Yale 
College, wrote that “on the very shore, 
we observe one of the old barracks, 
formerly belonging to the fort, now 
exhibiting a tavern sign.”10 Silliman based 
his observation on a letter from Judge 
James Kent, who visited Lake George in 
1795 and “lodged at a dismal old house 
which had been a military barrack on the

Benjamin Franklin, one of the three 
commissioners to Canada, stayed at Fort 
George In April 1776. (Library of Congress)
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Waterbury, supervising the construction 
of vessels in Skenesborough, ordered 
that “the men should be discharged.”15 

Waterbury added that “we don’t intend to 
let any one come into this place that lately 
had the smallpox as we have got it out of 
this place and Ticonderoga.”16

The hospital at Fort George, the largest 
one in North America at the time, was 
a scene of unimaginable suffering. (For 
a fuller description of the Fort George 
hospital see the Winter 2012 newsletter.) 
The sick were spread across the area that 
today encompasses the Battlefield Park and 
Fort William Henry, and were housed in 
open-air “sheds,” in “temporary barracks” 
and in a few adjacent farm houses.17 Dr. 
Benjamin Rush, chairman of the medical 
committee of the Continental Congress in 
1776, later wrote “that sick men recover 
health sooner or better in sheds, huts, and 
barns, exposed occasionally to the wind 
and sometimes rain.”18 Chaplain Ebenezer 
David from Rhode Island described the 
patients at the Fort George hospitals 
as “Skeletons” in “large sheds,” and felt 
an “anguish what neither Tongue nor 
Pen can describe.”19 Similarly, Chaplain 
Ammi Robbins “visited the west hospital 
[perhaps on the site of the ruins of Fort 
William Henry] so far as I could stand it,” 
but returned the next day to pray with 
the men in the “long hospital.”20 Robbins 
concluded that “never was such a portrait 
of human misery as in these hospitals.”21

The tragic situation at the Fort George 
hospital was exacerbated by an absence 
of medication for the patients. Dr. Samuel 
Stringer, the medical director of the 
Northern Department, wrote to General 
Gates from Fort George on July 24, 
regarding the “shocking circumstances” 
of no medicines: “men dying for want 
of assistance.”22 Although opium was

used by doctors at the time, many of the 
medicines of this period were derived from 
bark and herbs. Sometimes medications 
might have done more harm than good. 
Dr. Samuel Merrick from Massachusetts, 
assigned to the Lake Champlain forts 
in 1776, had his medicine chest filled 
with a wide range of medical remedies: 
powdered rhei (rhubarb to treat dia-
rrhea), jalap (cathartic/laxative), elixir 
of camphor (counterirritant), cathartic 
salts (purgative), artemisia (European 
wormwood), and tartar emetic (vomit 
inducement).23

At the end of July, Dr. Stringer traveled 
to New York City to obtain medicines for 
the Fort George hospital. He disappeared 
for more than a month and did not 
succeed in acquiring medicines. The real 
hero of the Fort George hospital was Dr. 
Jonathan Potts. (For more information on 
Dr. Potts see the Spring 2016 newsletter.) 
By the end of August 1776, the worst was 
over. As director of the hospital, he saved 
the lives of hundreds and hundreds of 
soldiers – a towering achievement, given 
the circumstances. In January 1777 Dr. 
Potts replaced Stringer as the medical 
director of the Northern Department. (In 
1800 Dr. Stringer would treat one of the 
first tourists to Lake George, Abigail May. 
Ten days after returning to Boston, May 
died following opium treatments for pain 
in her hand provided by Dr. Stringer in 
Albany.24)

The aftermath of the deadly smallpox 
epidemic in 1776 is still with us today at 
Lake George. While excavating during a 
construction project at the intersection of 
Courtland and Mohican streets in February 
2019, crews uncovered the remains of 
several skeletons. Archaeologists from

More than 100 bateaux were built at the Fort George shipyard in 1776. (Author’s  collection)

elcome to this edition of the 
Fort George Post! We hope you and 
your families are well and staying safe 
during these trying times. COVID-19 
has affected so much of what we all do 
and the Alliance has not been free of its 
effects.  The Board has relied on phone 
calls and emails to do our work instead 
of our face to face meetings.  But work is 
getting done!  You will see in this edition 
that we continue to work towards the VIC 
displays. Fund raising has not been as 
productive as we had wished (a victim of 
COVID), but we are sufficiently funded to 
have a solid presentation for our opening 
and we are continuing seeking funds.  As 
to the VIC itself, ground has been broken 
on the Lake George Park Commission 
building (the VIC is the ground floor) and 
construction is on its way. We have not 
been given a time frame for completion, 
but will let you know when we have heard. 
Additionally, we have been working with 
NYS DEC to update our Memorandum of 
Understanding to include the work for 
the VIC. The pieces are falling into place! 

The annual meeting will be on Sep-
tember 5th, but we are not sure what form 
it will take.  NYS DEC cannot guarantee 
the availability of the park and other sites 
have restrictions on groups. We may end 
up meeting by Zoom, which may allow 
additional people who cannot travel to 
attend.  We will update you by email. n
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notified Congress that de Woedthe “was 
buried with the honours due his rank.”27 

The Lake George Battlefield Park would 
be the proper reburial site for these fallen 
soldiers who lost their lives in pursuit
of independence for the American 
colonies. Given the sacrifices of the 
troops at Lake George over the course 
of two wars, the Battlefield Park is truly 
hallowed ground. n

continued from page 3

The Crucial Role of Fort George in 1776
state agencies and volunteers, including 
Dr. Lyn Hohmann, subsequently sifted 
through a huge volume of soil at the 
site and discovered the remains of about 
30 individuals, along with eighteenth-
century uniform buttons, buckles, etc. 
One of the uniform buttons has been 
identified as that of the First Pennsylvania 
Battalion. This unit would have been 
involved in the turbulent retreat from 
Canada in the spring of 1776, and more 
than 100 of their soldiers became patients 
at the Fort George hospital.

The discovery of human remains at 
this site in Lake George is not completely 
surprising; local historians had identified 
the same location as the site of an 
earlier excavation of “approximately 3-4 
skeletons,” and in 2001 a human skull 
found near Mohican Street was identified 
by archaeologist Dr. David Starbuck as 
possibly a soldier from the Revolutionary 
War.25 The graveyard may be connected to 
the “burying place” that Dr. Lewis Beebe 
observed on August 28, 1776, where he 
“counted upwards of 300 graves” dug 
“in about 5 weeks.”26 The 1776 cemetery 
included the gravesite of Brigadier 
General Baron Frederick de Woedthe, a 
former Prussian officer in the American 
army, who died at the Fort George
hospital on July 28, 1776. General Gates
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Board Member Thumbnail:
Russell Bellico 

Ernest Haas (left), noted painter of historic ships, and Russell Bellico 
(right) in front of the painting by Mr. Haas, Gen. Jeffery Amherst’s 
Encampment (Fort George) Summer 1759, commissioned by the 
Alliance.

ice President John DiNuzzo suggested members might
 appreciate learning more about the trustees who are guiding 

the Alliance.  In this issue we are highlighting Dr. Russell Bellico:

Russell Bellico is a professor emeritus at Westfield State 
University and former chairman of the Department of Economics 
and Business Management. He is the author of Empires in the 
Mountains: French and Indian War Campaigns and Forts in the Lake 
Champlain, Lake George, and Hudson River Corridor, Sails and 
Steam in the Mountains: A Maritime and Military History of Lake 
George and Lake Champlain, Chronicles of Lake George, Chronicles 
of Lake Champlain, editor of Life on a Canal Boat, as well as the 
author of two dozen magazine articles on maritime history. He 
was on the board of Bateaux Below, Inc., and was a member 
of the archaeological team that documented the radeau Land 
Tortoise (a National Historic Landmark), serving as the historian 
and underwater photographer.

Alliance members have benefited from the excellent articles 
about the park that Russ has contributed over the years. He has 
also been a driving force for obtaining a visitors’ interpretive 
center (VIC) for the park and has contributed significantly with 
the historical research for the new VIC. n

Painting “Fort George Bastion” 
By Tim Cordell

The Alliance is excited to receive the painting of Fort George 
Bastion from Tim Cordell. We were unaware that he was preparing 
this beautiful painting and was donating it to the VIC! Tim here 
explains his story of the painting. Thank you, Tim, for this fantastic 
donation!

s a lifelong history student and enthusiast, I have gone
 several times to Boston to tour their marvelous historic 

sites. I remember once in the 1980s climbing up Bunker Hill 
(Breed’s Hill) and looking down the slope, hoping to get a sense 
of the view colonial troops would have had during the famous 
battle there in June 1775. Instead, I looked down upon a bustling 
20th Century city. Try as I might, I could not get a sense of what 
a patriot soldier saw during that crucial battle. 

At Lake George Battlefield Park, I can get that sense of an 
authentic 18th Century-view—what the troops saw--whenever 
I make one of my frequent visits to ponder the ruins of Fort 
George. It recently inspired me to do the painting of the bastion 
which accompanies this article.  

To create the image you see represented in the picture, I took 
reference photos and studied the scene in depth in early October 
2019. The painting is intended to provide a feel for the color and 
light of an early October morning, such as what Amherst may 
have experienced when he inspected the fort in October 1760 
or what royalists fleeing their loss at Saratoga saw upon taking 
refuge here in October 1777.  

A personal postscript: I also researched old photos and 
post cards of the bastion to furnish me as much of a holistic 
perspective of the grounds as possible. In the process I found 
on-line a postcard from July 1946—the month and year I was 
born!--showing a photo of the bastion taken from the same spot 
and at the same time of day (from the location of shadows) as 
what I photographed more than 70 years later. In that postcard 
is a large lone pine tree with a sign that reads "Fort George built 
by order of General Amherst summer of 1759". Today that tree is 
the stump in the foreground of my painting. I like to think of it 
as my birthday stump! n

Tim Cordell is a historian-artist based in Queensbury, NY whose 
paintings have appeared in books by Russell Bellico, Joseph Zarzynski, 
and David Starbuck, among others.

David Starbuck publishes book on
park archaeology!

For those interested in the archaeology of Lake George 
Battlefield Park, David Starbuck, who did significant archae-
ology in the park, has recently published an excellent summary 
of his work, "Archaeology in the Lake George Battlefield Park," 
filled with beautiful pictures of the site and the artifacts. The 
Alliance will be using the information in his book to assist us 
in developing displays for the Visitors Interpretive Center! 
David can be reached at dstarbuck@plymouth.edu for those 
interested in obtaining a copy of this work.  

A

V
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Honoring the Unknown Soldiers of the
Battle of Lake George a

ue to restrictions of gatherings, we were unable to hold our usual public event honoring the Unknown Soldiers. However, the
 Board decided we should still hold an appropriate event to remember these men as representative of all the unnamed soldiers 

buried in unknown graves in our area. We were joined by the Lake George Fire Department Honor Guard and the Lake George 
American Legion Post 374 who placed poppies. Dr. Hohmann gave a short introduction and Fran Cocozza read the Soldier’s Prayer. 
We had hoped to hold a larger public event at the annual meeting in September, near the date of the actual battle. n

D

Rick Conley preparing models for the VIC!

Model Barracks of Fort George  Image by Rick Conley

fter months of searching for the right person, the Alliance
was excited to find an expert model builder to create

models of our forts for the Visitors’ Interpretive Center (VIC) right 
in our own back yard, so to speak.  Rick’s wife had posted a model 
of a canal boat on the Facebook site, “Things you remember if 
you grew up in Hudson Falls” that came to our attention.  After 
we reached out to him and explained what we were trying to 
do for the VIC, we were excited when he agreed to work on our 
needed models.  Rick is a model railroader and a former history 
teacher from Hudson Falls and is well known for his skill in model 
building including creating models for the Chapman Museum.  
After Russ Bellico provided detailed literature and we had a site 
visit to the actual fort sites, Rick has started on Fort George.  Once 
completed, Rick will model the stockade fort. We look forward to 
these new additions for the VIC. n

a

A
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First Pennsylvania Battalion
Coat Ready for the VIC

a

uss Bellico’s excellent article about the crucial role of Fort George during 1776
 references the Revolutionary War cemetery on Courtland Street that was

inadvertently disturbed in February 2019. Since that time, rescue archaeology has been 
ongoing under the direction of Lisa Anderson from the NYS Museum and Charles Vandrei 
of the NYS DEC. While there has been little found that helps to identify these patriots, one 
soldier was buried in his uniform, a soldier from the First Pennsylvania Battalion. Buttons 
from this uniform were found with his remains. This find helped date this site as a cemetery 
related to the hospital for the Northern Campaign from 1776. Why this soldier was buried 
in his uniform is conjecture as most ill soldiers would not be in uniforms while in hospital.  
Perhaps he died on route or as he arrived at the military hospital.  

To honor this soldier and those others from this cemetery, the Alliance commissioned 
Rob Frasier, lead guide at Fort William Henry, reenactor and well-known period tailor, to 
create the coat of this soldier for display in the new Lake George Battlefield Park Visitors 
Interpretive Center (VIC). Other pieces of the complete uniform are under construction and 
should be ready by the time the VIC opens. n

R

Outline of the Stockaded 
Fort Identified? a

n one of those serendipitous events, after the abbreviated
 Memorial Day wreath laying, Lyn Hohmann wandered over to 

the site of the stockaded fort, wanting to see what information could 
be collected for that planned fort model. With low spring growth, 
looking to the north, a previously unnoticed rise in a diamond shape 
was readily apparent. It appeared to be consistent with a bastion 
shown on 1759 maps of this fort.  Using a copy of the “Plan of 
the Encampment of the Army at Lake George, 1759,” approximate 
measurements and orientation of the fort were calculated, allowing 
for an expected margin of error.  In the field, they were able to 
approximate the outline of the fort and found it consistent with 
identifiable ground features.  In Russell Bellico’s book, Empires in 
the Mountains, there is a quote from Samuel Warner describing 
the fort as “fourteen squares or turns….made with wood and 
stone… (p, 184) A period picture of the fort in the document, “A 
Perspective View of Lake George” (1759) shows the logs to be laid 
horizontally, not vertically.  This may suggest that there was a stone 
foundation to the fort walls, consistent with current findings.  Of 
interest was that the northwest exterior wall was almost contiguous 
with what has been called the officers’ barracks.  An interesting 
feature of that building was a gun platform in its middle, found 
during archaeological studies in 2000.  Given the closeness of the 
exterior of the fort to that feature and its sighting to the area of the 
colonial wharf, it could be conjectured that a gun was placed there 
to protect the area of the wharf.  Further studies will be undertaken 
with the cooperation of NYS DEC including flagging the outline of 
the fort during the fall. n

I
May 31,

2021

Please Mark Your Calendars to
Join us on Memorial Day

As we honor
those who
have fallen
in the
Colonial
Wars in the

Lake George area, as represented
by the Four Unknown Soldiers
of the Battle of Lake George, the
oldest governmentally recognized
Unknown American soldiers.
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Check should be made out to the Lake George Battlefield Park (Fort George) Alliance and mailed to:
Lake George Battlefield Park (Fort George) Alliance: P.O. Box 26 • Lake George, NY 12845

MEMBERSHIPS ARE RENEWED APRIL 1 EACH YEAR.

r Sustaining Member ......................................... $ 2,500

r Associate Member ............................................ $ 1,000

r Sponsor Member .............................................. $ 500

r Paid Up for Life Member .............................. $ 500

r Individual Member .......................................... $ 35

r Family Membership .............................  $ 50

r Student Member ...................................  $ 15
    (under 25 and enrolled in full time education)

r Institution Member ..............................  $ 35
    (Newsletter only)

r Patron Member ....................................  $ 100

Name: __________________________________

Address: ________________________________

________________________________________

________________________________________

Phone: (            )                  -                             

Email: __________________________________

MeMBershiP aPPLicatiON

Yes, I want to protect this beautiful historic site and join the Alliance.

Lake George Battlefield Park (Fort George) Alliance

PO Box 26, Lake George, NY 12845

Need to renew and have a Friend who wants to join?


