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To Tim Todish and Gary Zaboly, superb historians who were born too late to be members of Rogers's Rangers but have worked with diligence to make up for the error in timing






A RANGER PRAYER

Oh, Lord, we are about to join battle with vastly superior numbers of the enemy, and heavenly Father, we would like for you to be on our side and help us; but if you can't do it, for Christ's sake don't go over to the enemy, but just lie low and keep dark, and you'll see one of the damndest fights you ever saw in all your born days. Amen.

—Jack Hays, Texas Rangers






Preface

On the morning of March 22, 1622, the winds of spring caressed the fields and cabins of Berkeley Plantation in tidewater Virginia. The day held promise. The time for planting was at hand, and the men and women of the fledgling community were eager to start their work. The crude and scattered homes of several hundred people were an outpost far distant from the world across the ocean which the adults had known. Many children had no memory of the Old World; they had been born in America. Those who would survive the hardships of the frontier were destined to become a new breed.

There was much to look forward to that spring. Problems with the Indians had given way to a time of peace, even friendship, with the Powhatan tribes. Indians were welcomed into cabins, sometimes even eating with the colonists and staying overnight. Trade was extensive, benefitting both sides. A few Indians had mentioned that there was anger among the tribes at the perceived loss of land, but the settlers felt that they had justly paid or traded for the space they occupied and had treated the Indians with kindness. When a large party of Indians appeared, some men hurried forward to greet them, eager to see what items would be available for trade. Shouts of welcome turned to cries of fear, then screams of agony, as the Indians fell upon the colonists with war clubs, hatchets, and scalping knives. A merciless tide swept through the cabins of Berkeley Plantation, butchering men, women, and children. The community was not prepared for war, and hundreds died. The longest American war had begun, a war that would last 268 years. It was a war that would give rise to a unique breed of American warrior, one combining the best fighting qualities of the Indians and the Europeans. These men would be known as Rangers.






CHAPTER 1

Genesis of the Ranger

In 1598, a new name entered general usage, a name full of hope for those who had suffered under the yoke of repression in Europe. It was a name that promised opportunity and challenge. The name originated from that of Italian navigator Amerigo Vespucci, who made several trips to the New World. The accounts of his journeys were published by the German geographer Martin Waldseemuller, who suggested the new lands be called America.

In 1607, after a century of voyages of exploration and failed attempts to start permanent settlements, people came from Britain to settle on the coast of modern-day Virginia at a place they called Jamestown. Thirteen years later, the small ship Mayflower brought the Pilgrims to a new life at Plymouth, Massachusetts. Both colonies would experience difficulties with the local inhabitants and the mother country. Initially, these settlers thought of themselves as English, but when they left the Old World, they were often referred to as Americans, American Britons, provincials, or colonists. Separation from England by trackless ocean, self-interest, and a drifting fog of communication began to give rise to a new identity. Though the ties to the Old World were initially strong, each succeeding generation saw an increasing number of men and women who rejected control from overseas and thought of themselves as American rather than English.

These first Americans brought to North America the military experiences of Europe. The bloody religious wars had left Europe drained. War had become the practice of aristocratic professional officers far removed from the mercenaries and cast-offs of society who filled the ranks. The officer corps of the nations of Europe codified the rules of war as though it were a sporting contest. It was difficult to replace trained, experienced soldiers; therefore, maneuver was preferable to battles of attrition. In 1697, Daniel Defoe commented that it was “frequent to have armies of fifty thousand men of a side stand at bay within view of one another and spend a whole campaign in dodging, or, as it is genteelly called, observing one another, and then march off into winter quarters.”

European armies had limited experience in irregular warfare and primarily fought in set-piece fashion. Each army marched and countermarched seeking advantage. This was done in good weather on broad, open fields that could accommodate large numbers of closely assembled men. Raids and ambushes—as well as most kinds of innovation—were exceptions that were frowned upon by many commanders. These were the military weaknesses the first Americans brought from Europe. There were strengths as well. The typical newcomer was accustomed to discipline and possessed firearms and steel blades.

To those who had been reared in the long-established towns, cultivated fields, and comparatively short distances of Europe, North America was terrifying in its raw immensity, its great distances, and its varied terrain. The forests were gigantic, at places impenetrable, with towering trees whose trunks often measured fifty inches across. There were pine forests and birch, maple, oak, and elm. Their interlocking leafy crowns shut out the sunlight and created a dark and foreboding wilderness. Bear, bison, wolf, and panther roamed the land. Rattlesnakes were so numerous that they became a factor in some military operations, and mosquitoes were so prevalent that in one instance an Indian tribe sentenced a man to death by tying him naked to a stake among the swarming insects.

The new Americans found themselves fenced into the Atlantic coast by the southwest-to-northeast barrier formed by the Appalachian, Adirondack, Green, and White Mountains. Rivers formed vital pathways from the coast to the foot of the mountains—the Savannah, Santee, Peedee, Cape Fear, Roanoke, James, Susquehanna, and Mohawk. Only the Mohawk offered a river, portage, and lake route to the interior beyond the mountains. From north to south, the mighty Hudson River offered Indians and whites a highway to war. Lake George and Lake Champlain were militarily significant. Lake Champlain linked with the Richelieu River, which in turn joined the St. Lawrence at the heart of New France. When the Hudson turned west, it led to access to Lake Ontario. Frontier travel by land was slow and hazardous. Large loads and heavy armaments could best be transported by water.


The nations of Europe looked to the New World as a prize to be quickly seized and exploited. The land and waters were rich in fur and fish, and the forest yielded timber for shipbuilding. The English, French, Dutch, Swedes, and Spanish staked out claims and struggled against each other. Rival English colonies fought over territorial claims. They all had to contend with the native inhabitants. The Indian tribes who had risen to supremacy in centuries of tribal warfare now stood in the way of a more powerful force. The newcomers believed in their natural superiority and were determined to prevail.

The forebears of the American Indians had come from Asia, arriving in North America by way of a land bridge across the Bering Strait. Though estimates vary, it is likely their arrival occurred between 50,000 and 10,000 BC. When the first European colonists arrived, there were probably about 1,150,000 Indians living north of Mexico. Approximately 220,000 of these lived along the east coast areas that would become known as British America. Tribes in the southeast included the Cherokee, Catawba, Creek, and Seminole. In the north were the Abenaki, Pequot, Sauk, Fox, Shawnee, Chippewa, and Delaware. The Spartans of North America were the Iroquois, a five-nation confederation so unique that its organization was studied by the framers of the U.S. Constitution. The Iroquois originally consisted of the Oneidas, Mohawks, Cayugas, Onondagas, and Senecas. In 1713, the Tuscaroras, who had been depleted by wars in North Carolina, received permission from the colonies and the Iroquois to migrate north. They passed through Pennsylvania and in 1722 became the sixth nation of the Iroquois Confederacy, which dominated the north. From their home in present-day New York state, their war canoes roamed the great rivers. Iroquois warriors ranged from Canada to the Carolinas and from the east coast to the western plains. They understood, spoke of, and practiced control “by right of conquest.”1

The conquered were not permitted to make war without the approval of the Iroquois. They were allowed to sit at the council fires but without a voice. To the Iroquois, the defeated were “women.” They had headmen—called “half-kings”—to oversee the activities of subject tribes. So great was Iroquois power that aged chiefs were sent alone to collect tribute and to start or end conflicts between other tribes. Lesser nations trembled before these ancients. They destroyed the Huron, Eries, and Andastes, crushed the Wyandots, and forced the Delaware to their knees.

In present-day Virginia, on the western side of the Chesapeake Bay, nine Algonquian tribes formed the Powhatan alliance. Their territory extended from the Chesapeake to the falls of the Rappahannock River and from the south side of the James River north to the Rappahannock. Unknowingly, the first English settlers took up residence in the heart of Powhatan territory. Farther south, the Creek Confederation was a powerful force. Like the Iroquois, the Creeks were highly developed politically and militarily.

The Indian was a hunter, and war was a natural part of his life. Indian tactics were adapted to the environment. He shunned pitched battles and fighting in the open. A favorite tactic was the raid. Small parties, often of no more than four men, would travel great distances, patiently reconnoiter, and lie in wait until the moment came to strike. In letters written in 1609–10, Capt. John Smith described Indian tactics: “They never fight in open fields but always amonge reede or behind trees takinge ther oportunitie to shoot at ther enimies till they can nock another arrow they make the trees the defense.”2 Absorbing his environment, the Indian became one with it. He used the hunter's skills, took advantage of cover and concealment to close with his enemy and made the most of his primitive armament of bow and arrow, club, spear, and knife. Success meant killing the enemy while taking as few casualties as possible.

Bravery in battle was the mark of a man. The Indian warrior fought to exterminate, capture, or enslave. Torture of the captured was entertainment. Many Indian tribes tore the hair from the heads of their slain enemies as proof of the kill and symbols of their prowess. By 1637, Europeans were rewarding Indians for the scalps of other Indians and, after 1688, for the scalps of other Europeans.3 On occasion, prisoners were adopted into the tribe, sometimes to replace Indians killed in battle. Those adopted were treated with an affection that often produced lifelong bonds.

It was an age of cruelty. The European settlers came from countries where men were flogged, disfigured, or tortured by the powerful. A ruthless class system held men and women in bondage, and a totalitarian religion brooked no deviation in faith. Those convicted of heresy were tortured or burned at the stake. Whatever rights and freedoms that existed were for the rich. Slavery was not determined by color of skin—all races held slaves. The poor were prey. In Europe, a starving man who stole a loaf of bread would be fortunate to escape mutilation or death and instead be sent to a distant colony into indentured servitude that many would never escape. Regardless of ethnic background or place of birth, inhuman treatment was routine for most people.

[image: images]

North America in the 1600s


Distrust accompanied the meeting of colonists and Indians. There were desperate fights followed by uneasy peace, but they soon found use for each other. The white settlers needed the food that only the Indians could supply, and the Indians wanted the steel tools and weapons of the whites. The new arrivals were not in sufficient numbers for total war and sought accommodation as well as land. The Indians were not accustomed to the concept of private ownership of land, and their experience could not prepare them for the tide of land-hungry humanity that boiled out of Europe.

Terror was ubiquitous on the American frontier. It is difficult to conceive of the constant fear in which the settlers lived. No man can be consantly vigilant. A farmer plowing his field or tending his crops might stray too far by himself or be caught without his weapon close at hand. Thousands of people died in the horror of Indian raids. Survivors developed a hatred so deep that generations would hold to Gen. Phil Sheridan's bloody belief that “the only good Indians I ever saw were dead.”4

Based on the English Muster Law of 1572, units of citizen-soldiers were formed to be used in emergencies. They were known as militia. As the threat of Indian attack was always present, American militia knew the bloody price of unpreparedness. If manpower was available, some worked the fields while others stood guard. Gradually, they improved their training and preparation. In the more populated areas, men gathered their families and built forts. In times of danger, they hid behind their palisades, venturing forth only in large parties or when the need for food drove them to take chances. On the frontier, warm weather was a time of fear. Only in the dead of winter was there a reduction in the Indian menace. In the late fall, the colonists would harvest their crops, then hope and pray for bad weather. As so often happens in the north after the winter cold had set in, there would be several weeks of sudden warming, bright days, and pleasant temperatures. The Indians seized upon this time to conduct deadly raids. Thus the term “Indian summer” was born.

Penned in small and crowded forts, desperate men tired of defensive life began to seek ways to provide early warning of Indian attacks and a more rapid response. The more daring of them sought ways to take the war to the enemy, burn his dwellings, destroy his crops and livestock, and kill him and his family. Torture, scalping, murder, and enslavement would be practiced by both sides. This would be total war, with extinction its goal.

Putting aside their useless European tactics, some colonists began to study the ways of the Indian. The new Americans developed survival techniques, woodcraft, knowledge of the terrain, and cross-country movement. They learned the advantages of an active defense and offensive action that included reconnaissance, raiding, and ambushing. This native knowledge blended with the better discipline and improved weaponry of Europe. The princes of the Old World had taken strong measures to keep the population unarmed. In the New World, every male child (and many females) quickly learned how to handle firearms. The importance of having the means to protect oneself became ingrained in the American character.

Conflict with the Indians came early in both Virginia and New England as colonists ranged outward for exploration and defensive or offensive operations. The earliest mention of Ranger operations comes from Capt. John Smith, who served in both Virginia and New England. Writing in 1622 about his earlier conflicts in Virginia, Smith recorded, “When I had ten men able to go abroad, our common wealth was very strong: with such a number I ranged that unknown country 14 weeks.” Of his experience in New England, Smith wrote, “To range this country of New England, I had but eight, as is said, and amongst their brute conditions I met many of their encounters, and without any hurt, God be thanked.”5 Smith also wrote of Virginia Gov. Sir George Yearly, who participated in ranging operations. Smith wanted the Virginia Company to provide 100 soldiers and 30 sailors for use only “in ranging the countries.”6

In 1622, after the Berkeley Plantation massacre of the whites in Virginia, grim-faced men went forth to search out the Indian enemy. They were militia—citizen-soldiers—but they were learning to blend the methods of Indian and European warfare. These men did not have standardized uniforms or equipment; they were not an army. They were men fighting a very personal battle for their homes and families. Informal killers, they expected and gave no mercy. As they went in search of the enemy, the words range, ranging, and Ranger were frequently used. In 1637, John Winthrop, writing to Gov. William Bradford of an action in the Pequot War, tells of parties of men “dividing themselves and ranging up & down.”

The American Ranger had been born.






CHAPTER 2

Early Indian Wars

In seventeenth-century America, conflict between the colonists and the Indian began early and grew quickly. The Indian wars opened with the Berkeley Plantation Massacre in 1622 and continued with Virginia's battles with the Powhatan and Susquehannock Indians. New England experienced the Pequot War (1636–37) and King Philip's War (1675–76). From Maine to Florida, the battle was joined as Indian and white fought each other while also fighting members of their own races. This period was the cauldron of war in which the American Ranger was born.

Conflict existed from the earliest meeting between colonist and Indian. On April 26, 1607, after a four-month voyage, the three little ships of the Jamestown settlers entered the Chesapeake Bay. A landing party sent ashore near Cape Henry was promptly attacked. Thereafter, English suspicions were high. The Indians were friendly one day and would attack the settlers the next. Smith and other leaders forced the Indians to trade. When opposed, they attacked the Indians late in the growing season, destroying the Indian food supply too late for another crop to be planted. Cruelty by both Indian and colonist was routine and built to a repetitious cycle of violence.

Jamestown settler Capt. George Percy was brother to the Earl of Northumberland. In August 1610, Percy was ordered to lead a punitive expedition against the Paspehegh Indian village. Percy attacked the town with seventy men, killing sixteen Indians and putting the rest to flight. The Paspehegh queen and her two children were taken prisoner. Percy described the aftermath as follows:

My Lieftenanntt bringeinge wth him the Quene and her Children and one Indyann prisoners for the wch I taxed him becawse he had Spared them his Answer was thatt haveinge them now in my Custodie I mighte doe wth them what I pleased. Upon the same I cawsed the Indians heade to be cutte of. And then disposed my flyles Apointeinge my Sowldiers to burne their howses, and to cutt downe their Corne groweinge aboutt the Towne, And after we marched wth the queen to our Boates ageine, where beinge noe soener well shipped my sowldiers did begin to murmur because the quene and her Children were spared. So upon a councell beinge called itt was Agreed upon to put the Children to deathe the wch was effected by Throweinge them overboard and shoteinge owtt their Braynes in the water.1

The queen was later killed. Far away in England, there were complaints about these actions, but the men on the scene felt that anything that would contribute to the ruin of the Indian was just. The period 1609–14 is considered the First Anglo-Powhatan War.2

Of the original 900 settlers, all but 150 had quickly died from starvation and disease, but more settlers arrived. Fifteen years after the founding, the colony was well rooted, though the task of making it grow was arduous. Each day was a challenge of survival. Plantations were established along the Powhatan (James) River. Men, women, and children were early to work in the tobacco fields. Europe had developed an addiction for the smoking weed, and good profits could be made. Relations with the Indians were uneasy, but peaceful. The Powhatans now consisted of thirty-two tribes scattered across 200 villages. Peace with these Indians was largely through efforts of an astute Indian leader named Wahunsonacock, the man colonists called King Powhatan.

Around 1618, Wahunsonacock died and was replaced by his brother Opechancanough. The new chief had a broader appreciation of the impact the new arrivals were having on his land and people. He felt the Indians were mistreated, and while talking peace, Opechancanough sought an opportune time to attack the settlers. The English settlers provided him with the flame of his torch when they executed an Indian who they believed murdered a white trader.

The promise of spring was in the Virginia air at dawn on the morning of March 22, 1622, when the warriors of the Powhatan Confederacy came down with fury on the tidewater plantations. Some friendly Indians tried to warn the settlers, but the attack was well disguised. Edward Waterhouse, who was a Virginia official at the time, wrote that at the time of the attack the settlers houses were open to the Indians, who dined at their tables and commonly lodged in their bed chambers. On the morning of the attack, the Indians came as though to trade. They soon commenced to kill 347 men, women, and children. Terror was soon replaced with rage in the hearts of the survivors. Edward Waterhouse wrote, “Our hands, which before were tied with gentleness and fair usage, are now set at liberty by the treacherous violence of the savages…so that we, who hitherto have had possession of no more ground than their waste and our purchase at a valuable consideration to their contentment gained, may now by right of war, and the law of nations invade the country and destroy them who sought to destroy us.”3 The war to the death had begun.

The second war between the Virginia colonists and the Powhatans raged from 1622 to 1632. The killing of an Indian became generally accepted as a noble act. By right of conquest, all Indian lands could be seized. Armed bands began to range the tidewater area destroying Indian villages, burning and uprooting their crops, and slaying any Indian who crossed their paths. The war saw victories on both sides. The Indians ambushed and raided the colonists and killed male prisoners. They kept any women they captured. Fearing an ambush if they attempted rescue, the colonists proposed an end to all fighting if the women were returned. The Indians did this, but at the 1623 truce talk, they were served poisoned wine. As they writhed in pain, 200 Indians were killed; another 50 were hunted down. In 1625, the colonists destroyed the Indian village of Pamunkey, killing more than a thousand Indians.

In 1644, the third war erupted. After a rough truce, the Indians suddenly attacked and killed 500 settlers.

In 1646, after twenty-four years of fear and struggle, the aging and nearly blind Openchancanough was captured, publicly displayed, and shot dead. The intervening years saw the destruction of his people as the dogs of war had been unleashed. As other Indians took up the hatchet, they found that some men among the settlers would hunt as they hunted and kill as they killed. In war, men learn from their enemies. In tactics, the Ranger had become a “white Indian” able to exchange blow for blow.

The Indian would have been disadvantaged in weaponry had it not been for greed. Profit, regardless of cost, was foremost in the mind of some settlers. From their entry in the New World, the Dutch had provided weapons as items of trade. In New England, Thomas Morton sold his countrymen for profit by providing firearms and steel hatchets to Indians in return for furs.4 His business prospered, and Morton's action inspired other traders to do the same. Thousands of colonists would die because of the avarice of these men.

In 1633, conflict erupted in the north. Capt. John Stone, Col. Walter Norton, and others took a small ship up the Connecticut River, presumably to trade. The crew was overpowered by Indians. Colonel Norton fought a valiant fight from the cookhouse until fire exploded his store of gunpowder and left him blinded and defenseless before the tomahawk. Captain Stone was struck in the head while in his cabin and pulled a cover over his face so that he would not see his death blow.5 An expedition to punish the culprits executed two Indians who were alleged to have been involved.

In the Connecticut and Mystic River Valleys, the Pequot Indians were finding themselves squeezed between growing settlements of English and Dutch. The Narragansett Indians were also deemed a threat. The Pequots were Algonquin, a proud, warlike people whose dances and ceremonies were filled with shouts and songs of their bravery. Long the dominant force in the area, their numbers were reduced by smallpox contracted from European settlers and internal warfare. In 1631, the tribe split. The Pequot, who favored the Dutch, were under the leadership of a Sachem named Sassacus. A second group of Pequot discarded the old tribal name and called themselves Mohegan. Under the leadership of a Sachem named Uncas, the Mohegan supported the English.

When, in 1636, John Oldham was murdered and his boat seized by Indians, the colonists sought revenge. Massachusetts Bay Colony sent John Endicott and a force of ninety men to raid the Indians, primarily Narragansetts who lived on Block Island. Endicott's men burned the Indians out and killed every male Indian they encountered. The force then went after the Pequots, killed one Indian, and burned villages.

The Pequots struck back with a series of raids. At Fort Saybrook, where the Connecticut River flows into Long Island Sound, they harassed the settlers throughout the winter of 1636–37. They struck with fury at individual cabins and isolated homes. In the spring of 1637, they killed nine colonists at Wethersfield along the Connecticut River.


Again the colonists attacked. Capt. John Mason from Hartford led a force of eighty white men and Mohegan Indian allies. Mason sailed down river to Fort Saybrook, where he was joined by Capt. John Underhill and men from Massachusetts Bay Colony. At Fort Saybrook, the campaign strategy was resolved.

The Pequot lands and their two major villages lay between the colonists' settlements on the Connecticut River and the Narragansett Bay area where the Indians of the same name held sway. Taking advantage of Indian animosities, Mason sailed his force along the coast, bypassing Pequot lands. In the Narragansett area, he recruited Indian allies, then moved cross-country to strike a main Pequot village in a surprise attack. In stealthy night movement, the attackers surrounded the Pequots at a place on the Mystic River near today's location of the picturesque town of Stonington.

At dawn on May 25, 1637, with the Indian allies hanging back, the colonists attacked the stockaded village through the open gates at each side. Confusion reigned. Pequots and colonists fought hand to hand; other Pequots concealed themselves inside their wigwams and used their bows and arrows through openings with telling effect. The colonists brought fire from Indian habitations, setting the other Indian habitations ablaze. A strong wind spread the fire rapidly. Amid roaring flames, battle cries, and screams, 700 Pequot Indians were killed. Governor Bradford's History of Plimouth Plantation describes the attack: “It was a fearful sight to see them thus frying in ye fyer and ye streams of blood quenching ye same and horrible was ye stinch & sente ther of.”

Any Pequots who escaped the flames found their Narrangansett and Mohegan enemies waiting, mocking them with Pequot songs and battle cries, before closing for the kill. As many as a thousand Pequots may have died. Two colonists were killed.

The remaining Pequot warriors, about 300 in number, hurried to the scene of the battle and tried to attack Mason's force on a narrow neck of land as the victors marched to the coast. When they saw the size of the force opposing them, these Pequots held back. Simultaneously, Mason was deserted by his Indian allies. Both sides backed away.

The hunt was on for the surviving Pequots and their sachem, Sassacus. In July 1637, near present-day New Haven, Mason and his men used a captured Indian to locate the Pequots. They were found in a small village by a thick shrubbed, boggy swamp about a mile in circumference. Sassacus and about twenty of his men slipped away, hoping to find sanctuary with the Mohawks, but these Indians cut off his head. About 80 male Pequots and 200 women and children hid in the swamp. Ninety colonists surrounded the swamp and moved inward. Lieutenant Davenporte and twelve men moved prematurely and found themselves stuck in deep mud under a hail of Pequot arrows. Davenporte and another man were wounded.

Throughout the day and night, the Pequots were herded into an ever more confined area. Stuck in mud, fighting fiercely at close range the Indians tried to break out. It was over by dawn. Nine Indian bodies were found in the swamp; others later perished of their wounds. Some surviving Pequots were given to Indian allies to do with as they chose. Some males were sold into slavery in Bermuda; females were made slaves in the colonies. The Pequots were nearly obliterated. Conflict was not limited to settler fighting Indian.

The men and women who struggled in the raw newness of seventeenth-century America were a hardy, courageous breed. The crossing of the Atlantic was itself a major challenge. Those who came to the New World carried in their breasts hope and determination; they also carried the hatreds and prejudices of the Old World.

From 1635 to 1644, the mostly Protestant Virginia and the mostly Catholic Maryland quarreled over land and religion. In the Chesapeake Bay, Kent Island was the scene of confrontation. The island had been included in the tract of land granted Maryland, but the Virginians did not retire with grace. Capt. William Claiborne, a member of the Virginia Council, set up a fort, trading post, and tobacco plantation on the island. The island was clearly in the Maryland grant to Lord Baltimore, but Claiborne refused to accept direction from Baltimore. In 1634 and 1635, Claiborne hired Edward Backler to be a “Rainger.” Backler had experience with Indians, reporting in 1634, “This yeare we were much hindered and molested by Indians falling out with us and killing our men and by the Marylanders hindering our trade. We made our effort strong etc.”6

In 1644, Claiborne seized Kent Island outright. In the same year, the primarily Catholic community of St. Mary's was occupied by a force led by a Protestant trader. A governor-to-governor appeal resulted in the settlement being restored to Maryland. The crown ruled against Claiborne, and he lost Kent Island. Ranger Backler lost his job.

Indian tribes waged war against each other. There was considerable profit to be made from trading beaver pelts. Indian tribes found this trade with the white man greatly enhanced their lives and soon became dependent upon it. Toward the middle of the century, the powerful Iroquois, seeing their supply of beaver diminishing, began to attack their neighbors and seize their trapping areas. Beginning in 1649 with an invasion of Huron lands to the north, the Iroquois struck outward to all points of the white man's compass. They attacked the Ottawas, Miamis, Illinois, Delaware, Susquehannocks, Potowamis, Nipissings, and Mohegans. Raiding and scalp-taking between Indian tribes were constant during the last half of the century.

In New England, the peaceful years that followed the Pequot War were a boon to the colonists and disaster for the Indians. While the colonists grew to number 50,000, the Indians were reduced by flight and disease from 140,000 to 10,000. As the colonies grew, the pressures on the Indian increased. There was frequent conflict over land, money, services, and treatment. The resentment of the New England grouping of Algonquin Indians called Wampanoag was deeply felt in the heart of their leader, a chief named Metacom and called Philip or King Philip by the colonists. These Indians lived in southern Massachusetts—including Cape Cod, Nantucket, and Vineyard Island—and parts of Rhode Island. The colonists believed that the seeds of the Great Indian War of 1675–76 were sown at the time of the defeat of the Pequots in 1637. During that war, the Narragansetts and the Mohegans had been allied with the colonists. The Narragansetts believed they did not receive a proper division of the Pequot spoils and vented their anger on the Mohegans. In 1645, the colonists felt they had to intervene to protect the Mohegans. Philip's Wampanoags were allies of the Narrangansetts. He was a leader of exceptional ability who had a list of grievances, including the belief that his brother had died at the hands of the white man. He set about to organize an alliance of Indian tribes that would act in concerted fashion to drive the colonists away.

Philip's efforts did not go unnoticed. The colonists sent out their Rangers to reconnoiter and provide early warning. The commander of one group of Rangers was Capt. Thomas Willet, a man of many parts. Though of English descent, Willet was probably born in Holland circa 1607–11. In 1629, Willet sailed from Gravesend en route to Plymouth Colony. On arrival, he became a trader and married into an influential family. In 1647–48, he was appointed captain of the Plymouth county militia. His relations with the Dutch leaders of New Amsterdam were excellent, and he is credited with being the man who talked Peter Stuyvesant into surrendering the Dutch settlement. With English ascendency, it was proclaimed on June 12, 1665, that the newly acquired territory renamed New York should have a municipal government, including a mayor. Ranger Capt. Thomas Willet thus became the first mayor of New York City. Willet served several terms as mayor and traveled back and forth between New York and Plymouth Colony. A deposition of a man named Hugh Cole taken at Plymouth Colony on March 8, 1670, recorded: “And some few days after I came from Mount Hope, I, with several others, saw one of Captain Willet's Rangers coming on horseback, who told us that King Philip was marching up the neck with about three score men.”7

In 1661, the colonists received intelligence that Philip planned to attack the town of Taunton. Philip was sent for and came to parley with his armed warriors. He was not ready for war, and when the colonists surprised him with what they knew, he professed peaceful intent and allowed seventy firearms to be confiscated. This loss was difficult for the Indians to replace.

Willet was on good terms with Philip, and their mutual respect might have prevented the forthcoming war, but Willet died in August 1664. Philip believed a Christian Indian named John Sassamon had betrayed him. Sassamon was soon found murdered. On circumstantial evidence, three Indians close to Philip were arrested, tried, and executed. The Indians were outraged, and Philip could not hold them in check until his plan was fully implemented. Roving bands of Indians began to harass and attack the settlements.

The colonists continued organizing their defenses and dispatching parties of Rangers to search out the Indians. One of these was under the command of Benjamin Church, a thirty-six-year-old man of physical prowess and aggressive disposition. He was the first white man to build in an area that he described as “full of Indians.” This close contact served him well as he understood Indian methods of warfare and established friends among the Indians who would later serve as scouts and warriors in his forces.
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Col. Benjamin Church.

Church sought out men who were experienced woodsmen. He was a relentless hunter who promptly carried the war to the Indians by using ambush and night attacks. His opponent, Philip, tried to enlist the aid of other Indian tribes and was partially successful. The colonists, under Gen. Josiah Winslow, were mustering the New England colonies and doing well recruiting among friendly Indian tribes. A force of 1,000 armed colonists supported by Indian allies was raised to combat the estimated 2,000 warriors at Philip's command.

Each side hunted the other in small but bloody fights. The fighting was at close quarters without mercy. Male prisoners were often tomahawked. Beheading and dismembering by both sides were commonplace. The communities of Middleborough and Dearborn were destroyed by Indians and hundreds of homes burned throughout the countryside. Church, with 20 men, held off a force of 300 Indians until he could escape by boat. In an act of bravado, he alone returned to shore to secure his hat and sword and came away safe. Later, in a night raid, he and his men surprised 18 sleeping Indians and captured them. Other parties of Rangers struck an Indian village, burned 150 dwellings, killed seven, and took eight prisoners.


Near Dartmouth, Church's Rangers captured 160 Indians. It was the Indian custom to torture and kill prisoners for amusement or to adopt them into the tribe. As the white settler came from a profit-minded society, Indian prisoners, particularly women and children, were frequently sold as slaves. Church recruited from his prisoners, giving them the choice of death, slavery, or service under his command as soldiers. This was effective recruiting, and some of Philip's warriors became Church's best scouts. In addition to his lieutenant, Jabez Howland, Church had a close friendship with two famed Indian scouts he called “Little Eyes” and “Lightfoot.” Both Indian and white Rangers were devoted to Church and formed a personal guard to protect their audacious commander. Church said that these men were ready to “pilot him to any place where the Indians dwelt or haunted though their own fathers or nearest relations should be among them.”

To thwart Church's patrols, Philip and the rest of his warriors kept on the move. Terror stalked the land as the sound of Indian war cries heralded death and destruction throughout the farms and hamlets of New England. The Arosaguntacook, Kennebec, Nipmuck, Saco, and Wawenoc Indians had entered the war on the side of Philip. They were decimating the whites, but the spoils from their raids were not sufficient to support them. Food shortages forced Philip's warriors to adopt a defensive strategy. This enabled the settlers to pinpoint their location. A battle was fought in July 1675 near Pocasset swamp with the colonists and their Indian allies winning. Action continued through the fall. More and more, Philip found the hand of other Indian tribes turned against him. His old enemies the Iroquois kept him penned in against the superior weaponry of the colonists.

Church's written orders usually began with the admonition that the command must pray daily and read the Bible. Somewhere in the orders would be a desire for as many captives as possible. Church had an advantage many commanders would envy. His orders from Winslow allowed Church maximum latitude to “discover, pursue, fight, destroy or subdue our Indian enemies.”8

On November 19, 1675, Indian scouts for John Winslow located the main fort of the Narragansett Indians near South Kingston, Rhode Island. This was a fortified, elevated mound deep in a swamp. Winslow committed other units to make the initial attack. Church followed in with thirty Rangers. At the passage of the fort, he saw the bodies of other captains and their men. Seeing Captain Gardner, Church approached him, but as they prepared to talk, Gardner was shot through the head and died. Winslow and his men routed the Indians and began killing the wounded. While other colonists remained, Church immediately led his men in pursuit of the fleeing Indians. Church wanted information on Philip and was in hot pursuit of an Indian who turned to surrender. Before Church could question him, the Ranger behind Church killed the Indian. Behind them, they heard shouting in Indian tongue. A large number of Indians had joined the battle and were hurrying toward the fort. Church quietly moved his men in behind the Indians, concealing his Rangers behind a pile of brush. Church was uncertain which side these Indians were supporting. Church told his men to wait to see if the Indians fired on the fort. As the Indians rose to deliver a volley at the colonists, Church's Rangers fired into their backs, breaking their attack. Most of the surviving Indian warriors fled. About a dozen warriors took refuge in a hovel that appeared to be a corn crib. In attempting to root them out, Church was struck with three bullets. His men wanted to carry him away, but Church would not leave the scene of action. Winslow's troops were burning all buildings. Church had seen that they contained a large food supply needed by the army in the winter. Though seriously wounded, he attempted to stop the rash destruction, but he could not. Winslow's men burned food and shelter they would need greatly. In the months to come, some of their own wounded died as a result. The colonists lost 86 killed, including 6 captains, and 150 wounded. Between 300 and 350 Indians were killed and an equal amount wounded.

Desperate, Philip tried to recruit Mohawk Indians to fight against the colonists. When the Mohawks refused, Philip had some of his men ambush and kill some Mohawks, blaming it on the whites. One of the Mohawks survived to tell the truth of the occurrence. Philip had only added to the list of his enemies.

In May 1676, the colonists won again near Deerfield, and in August 1676, Philip was brought to bay. Recovered from his wounds, Church learned that Philip was on Great Hope Neck. The Great Swamp Fight, as the battle would become known, was fought at the Assowamsett Swamp on August 12, 1676. Using information supplied by his Rangers and Indian scouts, Church found Philip's hiding place. Church frequently used the tactic of driving the Indians before him into an ambush. As Philip fled, he ran into the fire of one of Church's waiting Indians and was shot dead in the muck of a swamp. At the close of the fight, Church and his men dragged Philip's body through the mud to dry ground. Savoring his moment of victory. Church told his men that Philip had caused many an Englishman's body to lie unburied and none of Philip's bones would be buried. Church said that Philip had been a big man and many had been afraid of him, but as big as he was, Church “would now chop his arse for him.”9 Using his hatchet, Church cut off Philip's head and right hand and gave them to the Indian who killed Philip. The Indian was overjoyed as he could show his trophies to colonists for money. Philip's body was quartered. The war now became a gradual wearing down of the Indians until February 1678, when winter and starvation dealt the final blow.

In terms of percentage of population, King Philip's War was one the most destructive wars Americans have ever fought. More than 2,500 colonists—one out of every sixteen men of military age of the white population in New England—were killed, and 40 percent of the Indian population was either killed or fled.10 Twelve New England towns were burned, and 50 percent of the remaining communities suffered damage.11 The New England colonies had suffered greatly in loss of life and fortune. Many did not see the Indian as a fellow human being. Though steeped in Christian religious beliefs, the victors saw the enemy as subhuman and were not merciful to the captured Indians. Philip's wife and son were among those sold into slavery in the Caribbean; other Indians, including some that were promised amnesty, ended their lives as slaves in Spain.

In 1676, at the close of King Philip's War, the colonists imposed restrictions on New England Indians in essence requiring them to live on a reservation. Angered at the loss of both land and freedom, some displaced Indian tribes moved north into French Canada. From 1689 to 1697, Britain and France would fight what was known in Europe as the War of the League of Augsburg. The war soon reached the forests of New England, where it would become known as King William's War. Large raiding parties of French and Indians attacked settlements in the area of present-day Maine and Massachusetts. Families were slaughtered, communities decimated.


Church was promoted to major and commanded a force of 1,200 colonists and 300 Indians who hunted the perpetrators. The companies within the Rangers were a mixture of colonists and Indians, thus combining the advantages of both groups. Church said his Indians could track anything. Early on, Church made the acquaintance of a superb fighter named Capt. John Gorham, who was a waterman from Barnstable, Massachusetts. Church insisted that his command be supplied with some fifty whaleboats, which Gorham manned and equipped. Supported by larger, cannon-equipped vessels, Church and Gorham ranged the coast. When Church was promoted to colonel, John Gorham became a lieutenant colonel and Church's second in command.

Benjamin Church was a towering figure on the early frontier. Like every other early American Ranger who wished to keep his hair, he learned to combine Indian tactics with European discipline and weaponry. Some eighty years before Robert Rogers wrote his ranging rules, Church was writing of the importance of not traveling the same route twice. On at least one occasion, this knowledge saved Church and his command. He wrote that Indians had taught him to move with his men spread out rather then in a body as the English did. The Indians said that they always “took care not to come too thick together. But the English always kept in a heap together: that it was as easy to hit them as to hit a house.”12 Church wrote that he separated captives and questioned them individually so they could not fabricate stories. Church understood mobility and the importance of reconnaissance. He attacked at night, with his men crawling on their bellies until close to the enemy, then rising with a shout to attack. Church's lessons would serve the Rangers well in the years ahead.






CHAPTER 3

Old Fights, New World

The long-established animosities between England and France continued in the New World. The constant bickering, bushwhacking, and battles between them were rapidly drawing to a showdown. By the 1600s, both countries were keenly aware of the wealth available in North America. Tall trees, so important as the raw material for wooden navies, were readily available. There was tobacco and land, and the northern seas swarmed with cod, a fish that was vital as a food for the masses of Europe. The trade in fur was a key industry to France.

The French seaman Jacques Cartier made his first exploration of northern lands in 1534. Meeting some Iroquois Indians, he misunderstood an Indian word that probably referred to corn fields. Cartier understood the word as “Canada” and so named the land. Consumed by rivalry with Spain and internal civil and religious conflict, France lost an opportunity that likely would have made French the dominant language of North America. French Huguenots (i.e., Protestants) anxious to escape religious persecution offered to settle in the New World but remain loyal to France. Had the offer been accepted, France would have put down deep roots in North America. To Catholic France, the notion of allowing Protestant beliefs to spread was unacceptable. Only Catholics would be allowed in New France, which would be built on a foundation of the Catholic faith. The church, largely through the Jesuits, played a major role in determining French affairs in the New World. Their missionaries were active among the Indians. In France, thousands of Huguenots were butchered. Some fled to England and its colonies. In the New World, their descendants would include Paul Revere and Francis Marion. Lord John Ligonier, the overall commander of the British Army during the French and Indian War, was a displaced French Huguenot.


The French were active but never truly grasped the concept of settling the New World, building homes, raising crops, and expanding across lands far larger than their home country. More than the English, the French saw America as a source of wealth for the homeland. As traders, they traveled the rivers and streams that were the natural highways into the interior of the land. They married Indians. Many were adventurous French-Canadians who were unable to gain the required licenses. Though they operated outside French law, they were loyal to their motherland and became skilled woodsmen known as coureurs de bois. Advantageous to the French was their position in the north, where the great St. Lawrence led from the Atlantic Ocean and, with the Ottawa River, formed a water highway to the Great Lakes and the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers. The French could pass behind the Appalachian and Adirondack Mountains. The interior of the continent was open to them.

As the French did not seek to heavily populate the land or drive the original inhabitants from it, their relations with the Indians were good with one significant exception. In 1609, Samuel Champlain and a few French accompanied Algonquin Indians in a battle against the powerful Iroquois about a quarter of a mile from the present reconstruction of Fort Ticonderoga. The Iroquois had not previously encountered musket fire, and fearing the new weaponry, they fled. But their hatred remained and thereafter followed the French. The French allied themselves with the Huron tribe, whom they used as middlemen in the fur trade with western Indians. The Iroquois were actively engaged in fur trading with the Dutch and later the English. Resenting the competition, the Iroquois destroyed the Huron tribe, slaughtered the Jesuit missionaries, and threatened to wipe out New France. It took 1,000 French regulars to hold the Iroquois at bay. This was accomplished by 1701.

The English came to stay and reap the harvest for the benefit of the homeland. Their intent was to settle the land, peacefully if possible but by force of arms if necessary. They tended to put down roots along the seacoast, establish bases of supply, and move remorselessly inland. Both England and France brought their centuries-old hatred of each other to the New World. Both nations encouraged Indians to raid and kill. The Indians were able to bargain their services for the best offer.


By the close of the seventeenth century, the colonial powers England, France, and Spain were beginning a series of wars to establish the dimensions of their empires. A war was scarcely ended when a new one began. The fighting between Europeans wreaked havoc in the New World, where each side used Indian allies to conduct bloody raids. There was no peace, only an imperfect, frequently broken truce. One after another, wars came: Queen Anne's War (1702–13), the War of Jenkins' Ear (1739–43), King George's War (1744–48), and the French and Indian War (1754–63). Interspersed were wars with Indian tribes: with the Tuscaroras (1711–13), the Yamasee (1715–28), the Chickasaw (1720–63), the Fox (1720–35), the Natchez (1729–30), the Cherokee (1760–61), and Pontiac's War (1763–64). In these wars, the American Ranger was in the forefront of frontier defense. From the 1600s to Braddock's expedition in 1755, the colony of Virginia had employed forty-eight Ranger units, Maryland twenty-five, Massachusetts thirty-one, and Georgia eighteen. Rangers were found in all the North American colonies, including Nova Scotia.

By the mid 1700s, the English were a force to be reckoned with. A million and a half English settlers were in North America while the French could muster less than 100,000, most of whom were in northeast Canada. While not all the British colonies to the south had an interest in the competition over furs and fish, Massachusetts alone had more people than New France and also had a strong commercial interest.

The English were pushing inland from the Atlantic coast. In order to contain them, the French built a line of forts extending from Fort Niagara in the north down the Ohio Valley to New Orleans. As the English were absorbing Indian land and driving the tribes before them, the French found willing allies among the red men. The principal Indian force to remain allied with the English was the powerful Iroquois Confederacy. In time, they became adept at allowing both English and French to bid for their support.

The Ranger provisions passed by the Virginia legislature had been put into practice though modified. The base-of-operation forts proposed by Gov. William Berkeley had proven too expensive to maintain. In 1679, in the thirty-first year of the reign of Charles II of England, the counties on the eastern and western shore of the Chesapeake were authorized to recruit “souldiers to be Rangers for the security of their respective counties according to such order and direction as shall be agreed upon and made by their militia officers.”1 From 1683, some Rangers stayed at plantations, alternating their ranging activities with work in the fields.

In 1691, an act was passed in Virginia for “a certain number of Rangers [to be] kept under constant pay…at ye heads of their great Rivers from whence they are in danger of Incursions by land, who are at all times to give notice of any vestages they discover of ye Enemy & are strong enough to fall upon and defeat any Ordinary gang of Indians.”2 The dawn of the eighteenth century saw the Ranger concept become widely accepted. Skilled and determined frontiersmen were patrolling between the Indian lands and the settlements and, when required, carrying the war to the enemy. Maryland, which had employed Rangers for half a century, was sending out patrols in the area of present-day Baltimore and Washington.

From 1702 to 1713, Queen Anne's War (known as the War of Spanish Succession in Europe) occupied the colonists' attention with English settlers fighting French and Spanish. In 1703, John Gorham's Rangers were conducting amphibious operations against the Indians. They would land on remote areas of the coast and strike inland to destroy villages.3

The Tuscarora Indians lived in eastern North Carolina in the vicinity of present-day New Bern. On September 22, 1711, Tuscarora Indians raided the settlements and butchered 200 settlers, putting captives to horrible torture. Relations had been peaceful, and the colonists were unprepared for the attack. The settlers got help from Virginia and South Carolina and turned on the Indians with fury. In 1712, North Carolina began to employ Rangers to give early warning and provide for frontier offensive operations. In the battles that followed, the Tuscarora Indians were badly beaten. The survivors were forced to flee north to New York state, where they joined their distant relatives of the Iroquois Confederacy as the sixth nation.

The Treaty of Utrecht (1713) ended Queen Anne's War, but the difference was scarcely noticeable on the American frontier. By 1715, the whites of South Carolina were in a fight for survival. The Yamassee and lower Creek Indians forced settlers to flee from the land west of Savannah. It quickly became evident that fixed forts would not protect their interests. Ranger companies were established that covered the frontier from bases on the Ashepoo, Edisto, and Santee Rivers. In 1716, the combined strength of the settlers and the Cherokee Indians forced the Yamassee and their allies into Florida.

Rangers were also used in exploration. In 1716, Governor Spotswood of Virginia led sixty-three men and seventy-four horses westward to map routes to and through the Blue Ridge Mountains. Included in this number were two companies of Rangers, each consisting of six men and an officer, plus four Meherrin Indians. The party followed the trace of the James River and traveled more than 440 miles into the unknown. Governor Spotswood then turned back. The journal of a member of the expedition reports that “we parted with the Rangers who were to go farther on.”4 These Rangers were likely from the settlements of German immigrants in the region.

On the St. George River in Maine, in 1723, Tarratine Indians ambushed Capt. Josiah Winslow and sixteen of his men who where returning from scouting and were traveling in two whale boats. Suddenly, Winslow's men found themselves surrounded by Indian canoes. The fight was bloody and desperate, ending with the killing of Winslow and all the white men with him. Through this and other ambush-and-raid tactics, the Indians captured twenty-two boats which they used in amphibious raids on the coasts and to capture and loot vessels on the open water. Killing unneeded crew, they would keep the captain and some members of the crew alive to navigate and sail the vessel. Boats of various sizes were captured, including a large armed schooner that enabled the Indians to carry the war to sea and create terror among all those who sailed the coast. In 1724, the Abenaki sought to destroy the fort along the St. George's River. In this action, they used fire ships loaded with combustibles. They maneuvered the flaming vessels close to the blockhouse, and only heroic effort at staving off the fire saved the fort.

In a desperate ship-to-ship fight, the Indian sailors shot out the rigging of a New Hampshire schooner and wounded one of its principal officers. A small fleet with experienced British naval officers was dispatched to hunt out the Indian navy, but the Indians had tired of war on the water. They abandoned their vessels and returned to the forests.5 During the years from 1721 to 1724, Capt. Jeremiah Moulton led several companies of Rangers in raids against the Abenaki Indians at Norridgewock, Maine, along the Kennebec River. Moulton had reason to hate Indians. As a child, he had watched them kill and scalp his parents and ran in terror to escape them.6 The Abenaki had kept the settlers in a state of constant fear. The Indian attacks were sudden and terrifying. They ambushed the solitary traveler and killed the farmer, striking without warning as the plow reached the end of the field.

A source of Indian encouragement was Sebastian Rale, who came to America in 1689 as a thirty-two-year-old French Jesuit missionary. The hatreds of Europe that were transported to the New World were not limited to desire for territory. Religious intolerance crossed the ocean, and French missionaries used their influence with their Indian converts not only as agents of their church but of the French government. In times of war between the English and French, the colonists on the frontier lived in terror of French, supported Indian raids, and those who could often fled the area. When unsupported by the French, Indian raids diminished, and settlers would begin to flow back into the dangerous lands. Burned-out settlements were rebuilt, and in isolated cabins throughout the countryside, families staked their fortunes and their lives on the uneasy peace.

The arrival of Rale coincided with a French decision to support Indian attacks on the settlements. The zealous Rale would be in the forefront of French instigation of the Abenaki Indians. He devoted most of his time to the Abenaki at Norridgewock along the Kennebec River. This was in southern Maine, an advanced post of New France. There, Rale worked hard to learn the Algonquin language of the Abenaki, gain their trust, and convert them to his religious beliefs. When this was done, Rale whipped a flame of Indian rage against the Protestant colonists, whom he deemed heretics. Guns and powder, food and clothing were supplied by the French, with Rale controlling supplies and sitting in Indian counsel as advisor. Along the southward trails went painted warriors lusting for scalps and blood. The tomahawk and scalping knife fell with fury as Rale's raiders brought grief to many a family. Desperate fights for life occurred miles from assistance. On occasion, women whose husbands were away from home hunting for game found themselves fighting for their lives. In one cabin, women donned hats worn by men to make the Indians think the men were at home. The women maintained a strong enough fire to keep off their attackers. One woman shot an Indian as he lowered himself through a hole he had chopped in her roof. To protect against additional raids in Maine, a 1,000-man force was to be raised; of these, 100 men were to be stationed at York.

On August 19, 1724, Ranger Capt. Johnson Harmon led a Ranger force against Rale and his Abenaki at Norridgewock. There were 208 Rangers in the party divided into four companies. Harmon led one company and Jeremiah Moulton another. The third and fourth companies were led by Capt. Lewis Bane and Captain Bourn. Johnson Harmon had overall command.7 Each of these men had established reputations as Indian fighters. Harmon was a skilled woodsman who had led a party of Rangers in silent movement upon an Indian war party that had fallen asleep without posting guard. Harmon's Rangers crept close to the twenty Indians who were at rest. Picking their individual targets, the Rangers killed most of them with the first volley.

The attack on Norridgewock was one of the most daring raids of the eighteenth-century Ranger experience. Accompanied by three Mohawk Indians, the Rangers departed Fort Richmond in seventeen whale boats. For nine days, they worked their way northward along the Kennebec River. At Teuconick Falls, they left the boats under a guard of forty men and proceeded overland toward the objective. En route, they encountered two Indian women who proved to be the daughter and wife of the Indian chief Bomarzeen. The Rangers shot the daughter and put Bomarzeen's wife through a brutal interrogation that provided useful information. On the twelfth day of the mission, they arrived at Norridgewock at about 3 p.m. In the northeast, many Indian settlements were protected by stockades, but the Abenaki at Norridgewock had felt themselves secure and left their cabins unprotected by fortifications. Johnson saw smoke in the direction of the mouth of the Sandy River. Reasoning the Indians might be working their corn fields, Harmon divided his force and, with about eighty Rangers, moved northward to destroy these Indians and their crops.

Ninety Rangers under Jeremiah Moulton were closing on the town when an Indian warrior stepped from a bark house and saw them. The Indian gave a whoop of warning and reached for his weapons. As the Rangers came on, about sixty Indian warriors took up position and began firing. Moulton knew that the surprised Indians would not maintain an accurate or disciplined fire and ordered his Rangers to hold their fire The Indians fired first, but their shooting was erratic. At pistol range, the Rangers delivered a telling fire and charged. Some Indians fired again, but all quickly fled, hoping to escape by canoe. The flight was futile; the Rangers were so close upon them that the Indians could not use paddles, and many were shot down in the canoes. The river was approximately sixty feet wide with a maximum depth of six feet.

Many Indians attempted to wade or swim the river. Some Rangers killed them by firing from the near bank while others carrying pent-up years of rage pursued the Indians into and through the water to the far bank. Many of the Rangers had lost family members to the Indians, and no mercy was shown regardless of sex or age.

Moulton wanted Rale alive, but fire was still coming from some of the Indian dwellings, and Rale had no intention of surrendering. He was firing at Rangers who had not followed the Indians that fled to the river. Rale wounded a Ranger. Shortly afterward, Lt. Benjamin Jaques beat in the door of the dwelling and found Rale reloading. Jaques later claimed he asked Rale to surrender, and Rale replied that he would neither give nor take quarter. Jaques then shot Rale through the head, killing him. An Indian chief named Mogg wounded Lieutenant Dimmuck and killed one of Moulton's Indians named Jeremy Queach. The Rangers stormed the bark house, and Queach's brother killed Mogg, whose wife and two children were also cut down.

As darkness closed in, the Rangers destroyed the Indian corn and collected twenty-five muskets and pistols, three barrels of gunpowder, and a variety of spoils including kettles and blankets. Posting a strong guard, they spent the night in the village, then at dawn's light counted the bodies of Rale and twenty-six others and took the scalps of any who had not had their hair lifted during the battle. Among the dead were top warriors of the Abenaki at Norridgewock, including chiefs Bomarzeen, Mogg, Carabassett, and Wissememet. One woman and three children were taken captive. Concerned about the security of their boats, the Rangers then left the area. One man, a Mohawk Indian named Christian, returned to the scene of the battle and burned Rale's church and Indian dwellings.

In French Canada, Rale was mourned as a martyr. In Maine, his death was seen as the end of a devil who had instigated the murder or captivity of hundreds. Rale's papers taken during the raid showed his aim. He was a powerful presence whose fury toward what he perceived as the heretic English unleashed the Abenaki warriors as terror from the forests. After Moulton's attack, Norridgewock was no longer a viable settlement for the Abenaki. As the seventeenth century ended, the Indians withdrew northward to settle at Becancour and St. Francis. They continued to raid elsewhere, but the battle at Norridgewock quieted the Indians and ended French influence along the Kennebec River.

Though Moulton and his men had done the fighting, Harmon had held overall command and was promoted. Moulton took this in good grace. He was a true Ranger, a citizen-soldier, a warrior-diplomat, aggressive and courageous in battle, In peace, his treatment of the Indians was humane and fair.

The great fights of the Rangers have often been small-unit affairs the French called la petite guerre. These were desperate struggles far from assistance by friendly forces. They were times when men pitted themselves against the terrain and the enemy, knowing that failure offered little or no chance of survival. Such was the experience of Ranger John Lovewell in 1725.

After the battle at Norridgewock, one group of Abenaki called the Sokokis began to retire northward. One band that remained stayed near what is now Fryeburg, Maine. These Indians were known as the Pequawkets and were led by a famed war chief named Paugus. Farther south, at the Massachusetts–New Hampshire town of Dunstable, lived John Lovewell, a woodsman in his thirties whose father had been at the Great Swamp Fight against the Narragansett. In 1724, Dunstable came under Indian attack. Two men were taken prisoner, and ten others went in pursuit. As so often happened on the frontier, these men were ambushed, and most were killed. Men of the Dunstable area applied to the Massachusetts government for authority to go kill their enemies. Approval followed, but little money was granted for the task. Large rewards were promised for the scalp of any male Indian deemed of sufficient age to fight.8

John Lovewell desired to take revenge on the Indians and organized a ranging party of thirty men to go killing. They brought back a captive and one scalp which was worth [image: images]500. Success helped recruiting, and Ranger Lovewell was soon back in the forest leading eighty-seven Rangers on snow shoes through the dense woods. They searched for Indian raiding parties, finding them first and then waiting until the Indians were asleep to close upon the Indian camp site and kill. Ten more scalps were brought home, and Lovewell's name became well known on the frontier. On April 15, 1725, Captain Lovewell again went raiding, this time at the head of forty-five Rangers. Included in this number were an audacious junior officer named Seth Wyman and Jonathan Frye, a twenty-one-year-old warrior-chaplain who was as quick to kill as pray.

The objective was the Pequawket village about two miles from from present-day Fryeburg. It was a hard journey, and several men were injured or became ill and were forced to turn back or wait along the route. On the night of May 7, 1725, Lovewell and thirty-three Rangers took position, concealed by trees near the northeast shore of what is now Lovewell's Pond. The Indians were close by, and throughout the hours of darkness, the Rangers heard movement in the woods about them.

In the morning, Chaplain Frye was leading a prayer when they heard a gunshot and, dropping their packs, went to the sound of the gun. They could see an Indian who was apparently shooting at ducks. Lovewell was suspicious of an ambush and queried his men, who were determined to close with the enemy. As they continued, they encountered an Indian at close range whose musket was loaded with scattershot instead of ball. The Indian fired first, and the scattering of shot wounded several Rangers, including Captain Lovewell, who was at the head of his men. Ranger Wyman immediately killed the Indian, who was then scalped by Chaplain Frye.

With the Indians now aroused, the Rangers fell back upon the place they had left their packs. This was an error. The Indians had been wary of an attack, and their scouts under war chiefs Paugus and Wahwa had located the abandoned packs. An ambush awaited the Rangers, who were assisting Lovewell and another Ranger named Whiting. The infuriated Indians fired once, then charged the Rangers, and a fierce hand-to-hand fight began. Lovewell was struck again, but kept fighting as his life ebbed away to death. The next two senior Ranger officers were badly wounded, and eight Rangers were killed, but young Seth Wyman was equal to the task of leadership. The surviving Rangers kept up the fire and retreated to the edge of the pond. This prevented them from being surrounded by the superior numbers of the Indians who took up firing positions and commenced a galling fire. The fight began in mid-morning, and throughout the long daylight hours, both Rangers and Indians fought from behind trees and deadfall while they called encouragement to their comrades and shouted their war cries. At one point, the Indians ceased their fire for a war council. While they were thus occupied, Ranger Wyman crawled to an advantageous position and shot Paugus dead.

The Rangers were now in desperate straits, outnumbered and far from any assistance. They could fight only until darkness and then try to break free. Only nine unhurt Rangers remained, with most of the others dead or so badly wounded that escape was doubtful. Knowing that he would die, the wounded Lt. Jonathan Robbins asked the other Rangers to leave him but to first load his gun as he had the strength to kill one more Indian. It was after midnight that those Rangers began to break contact and evade the enemy that surrounded them. Four of the wounded, including Chaplain Frye, could not continue and told the others to go on. The surviving Rangers split up into small parties to better escape pursuit. Some of these men were never heard from again. The twenty-one-year-old fighting chaplain died trying to escape capture. Eleven Rangers, including the courageous Seth Wyman, were able to elude the Indians and come home. Indian casualties are not known. Some of their survivors fled to St. Francis, and those who remained made no future attempts to raid the settlements.

In 1739, England declared a war on Spain that was to last until 1743. Smuggling was rampant in the Caribbean, and both Spain and England had agreed they could search each other's merchant ships in that area. An English merchant captain and smuggler named Robert Jenkins was caught, and the Spanish punished him by cutting off one of his ears. Jenkins carried his loose ear for seven years until he had an opportunity to tell his story in England and, assisted by the government, make his treatment and that of other English sailors a national outrage. Thus, the fight known by the strange name of the War of Jenkins's Ear began. The roots of the war were disagreement over Florida boundaries, Spanish mistreatment of British sailors, and disputes over rights of commerce. Ranger units were once again committed to battle.

John Oglethorpe was an army officer and a member of the British Parliament. Oglethorpe cared about the poor. This was unusual for the time as many in England felt that to give help to the less fortunate would encourage poor people to breed more poor people. Oglethorpe was also disturbed by a system that put people who could not pay their bills in debtors prison. He was a strong supporter of the navy and of overseas trade. With nineteen associates, Oglethorpe was given a charter in the area between the Altamaha and the Savannah Rivers. Oglethorpe founded the city of Savannah in 1733 and offered it as an outlet to those in distressed circumstances.

Primarily concerned about Spanish attacks from Florida, Oglethorpe made peace with the Creek Indians and began building forts along the southern frontier, the most notable of which was Fort Frederika on St. Simon's Island. The Spanish were alarmed by this incursion, and the uneasy peace was barely maintained. Oglethorpe employed Rangers in boats to patrol the rivers and provide early warning to his settlement. When the War of Jenkins's Ear began, Oglethorpe promptly went on the offensive.

He captured two small forts on the St. John's River and hindered Spanish communication with St. Augustine. In 1740, Oglethorpe led 1,800 men, including 400 Rangers, in an attack on St. Augustine. He planned to block the approaches to St. Augustine from the sea with warships that would shell the town while he attacked from the landward side. The waters were shallow, and his ships could not give fire support. The result was a month-long siege that Oglethorpe could not continue. On July 10, 1740, he began his withdrawal. In May 1742, the Spanish determined to eliminate Oglethorpe's stronghold and sent a fleet and 3,000 troops to attack Fort Fredericka. Oglethorpe had 650 men, including Indians, but he went on the offensive and killed more than 100 of the Spanish advance party. Oglethorpe's men continued in the attack and clashed with 300 Spanish under Captain Barba. The Spaniards fought bravely and repulsed Oglethorpe's troops except for a platoon of Scottish Highlanders and a company of Rangers, who bypassed the Spanish and found their camp.

They waited patiently until the Spanish returned to their camp, put down their weapons, and began to rest. The Rangers and Highlanders then attacked with fury, killing Captain Barba and 167 Spanish and taking 20 men prisoner.9

Oglethorpe cleverly played off of the Ranger success by allowing a false letter to fall into the hands of the Spanish commander. Believing that a large British force was close at hand, the Spanish withdrew, leaving a large amount of weapons and materiel behind them. The colony of Georgia was saved. Oglethorpe had also used mounted Rangers. He praised them in a letter to the Duke of Newcastle, writing, “They not only carry advices through these vast Forests & swim Rivers, but in Action, by taking the enemy in flank or Rear, do great service…They are also of great Service in watching the Sea Coasts, since they can swiftly move from one Place to another.”10 In 1746, Georgia Ranger strength was 122 men and 15 officers.

The War of Jenkins's Ear was not concluded when King George's War—known in Europe as the War of Austrian Succession—began. In 1743, France and Spain joined forces against England. The primary conflict was in Europe, but from 1743 to 1748, the British and French settlers, each aided by Indian allies, fought along the northern frontier. Two brothers, John and Joseph Gorham, would perform remarkable service as Ranger leaders during King George's War. John Gorham (1709–51) was a native-born American from Barnstable, Massachusetts.11 He traded along the New England coast and voyaged to England, gaining seagoing experience that would prove valuable in warfare that was to come.

In 1744, the French and their Indian allies, the Micmac and the Malicete, swept across Nova Scotia, leaving only the capital of the province, Annapolis Royal, under the English flag. English Gov. Paul Mascarene had only 100 regulars and 100 newly arrived provincials to defend an unfinished fort. Mascarene appealed to Massachusetts Governor Shirley for assistance. The reinforcements sent to Annapolis Royal (Port Royal) were led by John Gorham and his “Indian Rangers of the Deep Woods”—primarily Mohawk Indians. Gorham's Rangers were trained to be equally at home in the forests and at sea.

Gorham began to employ amphibious warfare against the French. Using two armed sloops that he owned, he took his Rangers on a series of raids, swooping in from the sea to attack the villages of the Indian allies of the French. So audacious were his raids that this small Ranger force changed the balance of power in Nova Scotia. Soon after the Rangers' arrival, the French force withdrew to their powerful base at Louisbourg. Soon John Gorham returned to New England to recruit a second company of Rangers. The campaign to capture Louisbourg was underway. John Gorham was promoted to lieutenant colonel of the 7th Massachusetts Regiment, which was commanded by his father, Shubael Gorham.


The great stone fortress of Louisbourg on Cape Breton Island was constructed in 1720. The linchpin of the French presence in North America, Louisbourg was to the French in America what Gibralter has been to the British in the Mediterranean. Louisbourg was a key fortress that secured the St. Lawrence approaches to the rich interior lands. Gov. William Shirley of Massachusetts became convinced that Louisbourg could be successfully attacked by colonial forces supported by the British navy. Shirley appointed William Pepperell, a merchant who was a colonel in the militia, to command the land forces. On March 25, 1745, New Englanders, assisted by a British fleet under Sir Peter Warren, sailed from Boston to capture the French jewel in their New World crown.

Pepperell had mustered 4,300 militia from Massachusetts, Maine, New York, New Hampshire, and Rhode Island. The security of the frontier was left to thirteen Ranger companies who operated from patrol bases that included fortified farm houses. The French had 560 soldiers, 1,500 militia, and 100 cannon. Warren's fleet included one sixty-gun and three forty-gun warships. Save for some daring and unsuccessful attempts to seize a critical French battery, the action at Louisbourg was primarily an artillery fight. Pepperrell reported firing 9,000 cannon balls and 600 bombs. Warren's ships picked off French supply vessels and captured several French warships, but the fierce fighting on land was done by the colonists.

On April 30, Ranger John Gorham used his landing craft skill to take troops ashore at Garabus Bay by whaleboat. On May 23, he was involved in another amphibious assault. These actions were done under fire with considerable skill. Claiming they were short of food and gunpowder and without hope of reinforcement, the French surrendered on June 16, 1745. The great victory at Louisbourg was primarily the work of the colonists. The French would surrender only to regular force officers, so Warren got the honor. The prize money on items captured was split between the British crown and the British navy. Pepperrell was the first American to be made a baronet, but the men under him got nothing. At the Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle on October 18, 1748, the English gave Louisbourg back to the French. There was rage in America at this injustice, and men who had proved they could fight and win began to talk of independence. John Gorham returned to Annapolis Royal. His younger brother, the twenty-one-year-old Lt. Joseph Gorham, accompanied him.


In June 1746, Capt. David Ladd of Exeter led a company of Rangers to patrol the frontier of New Hampshire. Ladd was an experienced woodsman. Another was Capt. John Goffe, who led a scouting party in winter that lasted 106 days. These men were well known in their time and contributed to the future reputation of the American Rangers through valiant service and because of a man they trained. In the ranks of Ladd's Rangers was a fifteen-year-old warrior named Robert Rogers.12 Both Robert Rogers and his friend John Stark learned the art of Indian warfare under David Ladd and John Goffe.

Shubael Gorham died of disease, and John Gorham succeeded to his father's post as colonel of the 7th Massachusetts Regiment. In April 1747, John Gorham went to London to present the plan the governors and their advisors had drawn to remove the French from Nova Scotia. While there, he was granted a king's commission, and his Ranger company, which was now mainly white, was enlarged to nearly 100 men and became part of the royal forces in Nova Scotia. This made Gorham's men the first Rangers to be part of the regular establishment. The 1749 title of Gorham's Rangers was His Majesty's First Independent Company of American Rangers.

From 1747 to 1749, Gorham's Rangers were the primary defense of Nova Scotia. They continued to specialize in amphibious operations, using two armed sloops to carry them on their raids. In a September 11, 1747, letter from the Duke of Bedford to the Duke of Newcastle, Bedford wrote, “I hope your Grace will think proper to give all due encouragement to Capt Gorham, whose Service now with his body of Rangers, is more than ever absolutely necessary for the immediate preservation of the Province of Nova Scotia.”

The British government was now committed to settling Nova Scotia with Englishmen. Col. (later Gen.) Edward Cornwallis arrived to bring this to pass. Cornwallis initially did not like John Gorham and his men. The new commander formed two new Ranger companies (which would be disbanded in 1751), one under Capt. Francis Bartelo and a company of “English” Rangers under Capt. William Clapham. Despite the additions, it was primarily Gorham's Rangers who carried the war to the enemy. In March 1750, in a nasty wilderness fight along the St. Croix River, Gorham's Rangers—supported by a company of royal troops, one of Rangers and another of light artillery—smashed a strong force of French and Indians.

This was followed by another success in April 1750. The Isthmus of Chignecto is the land bridge between present-day New Brunwick and Nova Scotia. In the mid eighteenth century, the Missaquash River crossed the area and separated the French and the English forces. This is the area of the Bay of Fundy with tides of great dimension. Here at Chignecto in September 1750, Ranger John Gorham led his men in an amphibious assault, leaping from armed vessels and charging across the beach into battle. The fighting was vicious, but the Rangers won the day. Desperate battles continued for months with heavy losses on both sides. Rangers would go into the deep woods and never return, or they would come back carrying the bloody scalps of their enemies. In 1751, after seven years of battle, the Rangers prevailed. They kept the French from winning Nova Scotia.

In 1751, John Gorham sailed to London to sell ship masts to the Royal Navy. He contracted smallpox while there and died during the month of December. John Gorham's younger brother Joseph was now experienced as a recruiter and leader. On his brother's death, Joseph Gorham assumed command of the Rangers. He was a successful commander, leading his Rangers in General Amherst's July 1758 recapture of Louisbourg. Six Ranger companies were with General Wolfe in the capture of Quebec. One of these was directly commanded by Joseph Gorham. In 1761, Gorham was commissioned a major in the regular establishment of the British Army. In 1762, Gorham and his Rangers participated in the British expedition to seize Havana. In 1763, his Ranger unit was disbanded. In later life, Ranger Joseph Gorham would serve as the lieutenant governor of Newfoundland. He died around 1790.
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