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West Polnt, as seen in the fall of 1778.

PARTI

THEREVOLUTIONARY WAR LANDSCAPE OF THE LOWER
HUDSON VALLEY:

AMILITARY GEOGRAPHIC ANALYSIS

by
Colonel Eugene J. Palka, Ph.D.

* Introduction ~

rior to the Revolutionary War, the Thirteen Colonies stretched nearly

1,200 miles along the Atlantic coast, with approximately 2.5 million

people settled in a long sweeping arc from Boston in the north to
Savannah in the south (see map 1). Slightly less than half of the people were
clustered in New England towns, while the remainder lived on dispersed farmsteads
and plantations or in small villages throughout the Middle and Southern Colonies.

All of the prominent cities were on the coast or along navigable waterways.

The Hudson River and Chesapeake Bay, with its main tributary, the
Susquehanna River, formed natural divides, separating the inhabited portions of the
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colonies into three regions. The regions differed in terms of climate, soil, and natural
resources. As populations increased, regional settlement patterns, and unique
economic and political systems provided early evidence of distinct cultural
geographic regions. Eventually three culture hearths emerged: New England,
Middle Atlantic, and Tidewater-Virginia. The principal water routes that penetrated
deeply into the interior shaped these sub-regions of Colonial America, influenced
settlement patterns, and provided the mediums for spatial interaction.

Patterns of regional complementarity emerged by the mid-eighteenth century.
Subsistence farming was widespread throughout the Colonies and areas that
produced grain and cattle for interregional markets were generally divided by the
Hudson River. The Middle and Southern Colonies were the leading producers of
grain, while large numbers of livestock were reared on Connecticut farms and were
driven to markets elsewhere. Small mills and factories in New England provided the
Continental Army with clothing and military equipment and through its ports passed
munitions and armaments from France, destined for the American Army west of the
Hudson. Conversely, New England received substantial food supplies from the more
productive agricultural lands in the Middle Colonies (Palmer, 1969).

The Hudson River was one of the central links to interregional commerce since it
was navigable for large sailing vessels from New York harbor - upriver to Albany.
Long before the Revolution it had been a frequent invasion route between Canada
and the Colonies for both French and British expeditions. Use of the waterway had
opened settlement north of the Hudson Highlands, and by 1775, New York's
population within the Hudson River Valley was estimated at 185,000 (Thompson,
1966). The leading edge of settlement included a narrow corridor penetrating west
into the fertile Mohawk and Cherry Valleys. The powerful and hostile Iroquois
Nation, traditionally allied with the British, had been steadily forced westward by
advancing settlers. Conflict between colonial frontiersmen and Native Americans
was inevitable. American military action against the Indians and their British
supporters was deemed necessary to gain and maintain control of the Hudson-
Mohawk river system and to protect settlers against sporadic Iroquois raids.

* The Strategic Setting ~

Prior to the Revolutionary War, navigable rivers served as the principal
transportation networks on the North American continent (Brown, 1948). A few
bridges spanned only the narrowest streams near the larger settlements. Ferries or
fords were used exclusively to cross major rivers. Spatial interaction entailed slow
overland movement, sailing from port to port along the eastern seaboard, or tedious
movement inland via major river systems. In the latter case, a break-in-bulk point,
smaller boats, and occasional portage were involved.
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The significance of the Hudson River was apparent even before the Revolution,
as it provided the only non-oceanic avenue of approach for the French into the
Colonies, or the British into Canada (Miller et al, 1988; Rutledge, 1956; Kagan, 1966)
during the Colonial Wars. By the outset of the Revolutionary War, the Hudson River
was perhaps the main inland thoroughfare within the colonies (see map 2). The river
linked New York Harbor and Canada either via a route through Lake Champlain, or
via the Mohawk River, Lake Oneida, Oswego River, and Lake Ontario. Ferry-
crossing sites along the Hudson also linked New England with the Middle Atlantic
colonies. The main crossing points between New York City and Albany were at
Newburgh and at Verplanck’s Point. King's Ferry (between Verplanck's Point and
Stony Point) linked a trunk road from Massachusetts and Connecticut to one
extending southwest into New Jersey and Pennsylvania (Stowe, 1955). The Albany
Post Road paralleled the Hudson River on the east, passing through Peekskill,
Continental Village and Fishkill. As such, the river was vital to both north-south and
east-west travel and communications (see map 3).

During the Revolutionary War, American and British commanders alike
recognized the strategic importance of the Hudson River as a major thoroughfare into
the interior of the colonies and as a vital link between New England and the Middle-
Atlantic. A concerted effort was made by the Continental Army to construct and
fortify positions along the lower Hudson in order to protect crossing sites, ensure the
continued flow of logistics and commerce, and prevent the British from using the
river as a major thoroughfare to transport troops and supplies.

* The British Perspective -

The British sought to control the Hudson River for both strategic and practical
reasons. First, by seizing control of the Hudson, the British could literally divide the
Colonies in half and isolate the rebellion in New England. Second, the Hudson was
the most efficient link necessary to reinforce their Indian allies in upstate New York.
The Saint Lawrence Seaway provided and alternative route, however, the latter
required several portages and was rendered unusable by ice during much of the
winter. Third, by controlling the Hudson, the British could deny agricultural
supplies from the interior of New York, commercial trading between the New
England and Middle Atlantic Colonies, and logistics reinforcements to the
Continental Army.

* The Patriot Perspective ~

In one respect, the Patriot effort to control the Hudson was intended to deny
British use of the river to accomplish tactical and strategic objectives. The river was a
vital transportation corridor that constituted "decisive terrain” for both the British and
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Map 2. The strategic setting.
Source: Dunwell, 1991.

the Colonists. The following issues, however, were chief concerns of the Continental
Army. First, the Hudson River was the crucial link for providing logistical support to
the continental Army in the field. Second, it was necessary to maintain the flow of
commerce throughout the Colonies, where patterns of regional complementarity had
already developed. Third, the Patriots wanted to cut the supply lines between the
British and their Indian allies in the interior. Fourth, it was important for the
Continental Army to maintain the flexibility to maneuver. It was imperative to
preserve the capability of either massing or economizing their force as necessary in
response to British attacks throughout New England and the Middle Atlantic, while
avoiding the prospect of being cut-off and/or divided from other American forces.
Finally, Patriot control of the Hudson required the British to garrison troops in
Canada in order to deter a Continental invasion (Miller et al, 1988).
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* Military Geographic Analysis ~

Given the strategic significance of the Hudson to both the British and the
Patriots, it was necessary for the latter to assess the physical characteristics of the
river, as well as the adjacent terrain, in order to develop an effective defensive
scheme. The Hudson is tidal from its mouth into the Atlantic Ocean south of New
York City, upriver to Albany. Consequently, sailing ships were affected by tides,
current, and winds. From a defender's perspective, ideal locations included those
locales where the river was narrow, ebb tide was at its strongest, wind was
unpredictable and treacherous, and where adjacent terrain had a commanding view
of the river and could be easily fortified (Miller et al, 1988). This military geographic
analysis directed the Continental Army towards three specific locations: Dunderberg,
Anthony's Nose, and Martelaer’s Rock (see map 4).

In addition to securing defensive positions to attack British vessels sailing up the
Hudson, it was also necessary for the Patriots to protect East-West lines of
communications. As such, river-crossing sites constituted key terrain and required
protection. Most important were the ferry crossings between Stony Point and
Verplanck’s Point in the south (known as Kings Ferry), and between Fishkill Landing
and Newburgh in the north. The above analysis explains the eventual construction of
fortifications at Stony Point, Peekskill, Fort Clinton, Fort Montgomery, Fort
Constitution, West Point, and Plum Point.

* The Makings of a Military Geographical Imprint ~

With the idea of focusing the initial effort on the treacherous part of the river
known as “World’s End,” work to fortify Martelaer's Rock (later named Fort
Constitution) began in August 1775, and the island was formally garrisoned on
September 21, 1775 (Adams, 1996b). In June 1776, Continental soldiers began
construction of Forts Montgomery and Clinton (Dunwell, 1991). In August of that
same summer, efforts to erect Fort Independence were also undertaken (Dunwell,
1991). Additionally, between 1775 and 1777, twenty-seven redoubts were established
and occupied throughout the Highlands (Dunwell, 1991). Redoubts were small
fortifications that were located on principal mountaintops throughout the region.
Each functioned as an observation point manned by a group of five to seven
Continental soldiers, and in some cases, the redoubts protected key terrain features
such as a mountain pass (USMA, Department of History, 1998). In an effort to protect
the Kings Ferry, Stony Point was fortified on the west bank of the Hudson while Fort
Lafayette was constructed on the east bank at Verplank’s Point.
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On October 6, 1777, British forces under the command of Sir Henry Clinton

seized Forts Montgomery and Clinton, and Constitution Island (USMA, G&CS, 1983).
After brief occupations, the forts were destroyed and the British forces withdrew (see
map 5). In the aftermath, General Washington recommended the fortification and
defense of West Point, and so the latter was occupied in January 1778. Preparations
commenced three months later on the construction of Fort Putnam on the dominant
piece of terrain overlooking West Point, Constitution Island, and the Hudson River.
Additionally, several mutually supporting redoubts were emplaced and in the spring
of 1778, Colonel Thaddeus Kosciusko directed the construction of Fort Arnold on the
level of the present-day parade ground (Adams, 1996b; see map 6). The fort was later
renamed Fort Clinton after Benedict Arnold’s defection in 1780 (G&CS, 1983).
"Fortress West Point" was never attacked, but on June 1, 1779, the British captured
Forts Lafayette and Stony Point (Adams, 1996). The latter was retaken by General
"Mad Anthony" Wayne and about two thousand Continental soldiers during a daring
night attack on July 16, 1779. After winning the battle decisively, Wayne evacuated
the fort three days later (see map 7).

* The Cultural Material Residual -

More than 225 years later, the cultural landscape of the region still bears proof of
earlier military geographic analyses by commanders and politicians as they sought to
gain and maintain control of the river. Toponyms, fortifications, obstacles, and
battlefields continue to endure as recognizable, if not distinctive, imprints on the
cultural landscape of the lower Hudson Valley. These features contribute to the spirit
of the region and remind us of its strategic importance during the American
Revolution.

Among the remnants of the Revolutionary War landscape, West Point and its
environs are perhaps the most distinctive and most celebrated. The United States flag
has been flown at West Point since 1778, and the post has housed the US Military
Academy since 1802. On the Academy grounds, Fort Putnam has been well
preserved, as have numerous redoubts and fortifications on Constitution Island, and
parts of the original Fort Arnold. Stony Point battlefield, located to the south of West
Point, is also well preserved and continues to be a tourist attraction. During peace
negotiations in 1782, General Washington ordered the encampment of American
troops in New Windsor. The last encampment of the Continental Army has been
preserved and partially restored, and includes the Public Building or Temple of
Virtue, a spacious hall erected for religious services and other large assemblies, and
one other surviving wooden structure built by Revolutionary soldiers, an Officers'
hut.

Examples of individual built structures of historical significance include
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Washington's headquarters in Newburgh, the Mandeville house in Garrison, and
Knox's headquarters in New Windsor. The earliest part of the Jonathan Hasbrouck
House was built in 1724 and enlarged in 1750 and 1770 (Adams, 1996b). General
Washington used it as a headquarters from 1782 to 1783. The Jacob Mandeville
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House was built in 1737 and is perhaps the oldest major building in the Garrison
area. The house served as officers' quarters from 1778 to 1783. Major General Henry
Knox, Washington's commander-in-Chief of Artillery, established his headquarters in
New Windsor in a house built in 1754 by Colonel Thomas Ellison (Eberlein and
Hubbard, 1990). During the war, General Knox and General Nathaniel Greene, the
Quartermaster of the Army, occupied rooms in this historic stone house. Each of
these structures was important not because of its form, but because of its function.
The specific location of each was of course dictated by security, accessibility, and the
feasibility of providing command and control of the Continental forces throughout
the Hudson Valley.
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* Conclusion ~

The Hudson Valley provided the context for a pivotal era in American history.
During the course of the Revolutionary War, the pristine, scenic valley experienced a
concerted effort by the Colonial Government and Continental Army to reinforce the
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natural terrain in an attempt to deny the British use of the Hudson River, while
maintaining the strategic thoroughfare to suit their own needs. The cultural material
residual on the landscape and the numerous toponyms on current local maps reveal a
distinct and enduring imprint that was superimposed on the region more than 225
years ago. Some of the features are only subtle reminders. Others are more obvious,
and as either tourist attractions or relict structures, they provide clear evidence of the
attempts to shape the landscape for defensive purposes during the struggle for
independence. As such, they collectively recall the significance of the region during a
celebrated part of American history.

The historian, Sidney Fisher, in his study of the Revolutionary War,
concluded that, "West Point and the Highland Passes constituted the most important
American strategic positions. If Benedict Arnold's treachery had succeeded in
delivering West Point to the British, the war might have ended sooner and
otherwise." (Fisher, in Steele, 1951, p. 14).
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PARTII
A STRATEGIC POINT ON THE HUDSON RIVER!

Edited by

Lieutenant Colonel Francis A. Galgano Jr., Ph.D.

efore the Revolution, West Point was not a significant place. The first

known use of the term "West Point" was entered in correspondence on

August 6, 1757, in the diary of Goldsbrow Banyar, deputy secretary of the
Province of New York, who recorded, "At 7 this Evening came to an Anchor at the W.
Point of Marbling's Rock [Martelaer’s Rock],” (M.A.H., I, p. 17). In deeds, land papers
and military records of the Revolutionary period, the form used was always "the
West Point," the definite article being retained, because the point of reference was
from the older, better-known and more populous locations on the eastern bank of the
Hudson River. Usage fixed the name as West Point (Berard, 1886).

1 Adapted from “Guidebook to the Historical Geography of Fortress West Point,” Department
of Geography and Computer Science, USMA, West Point, New York, 1983
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Settlement in the area was established largely to fulfill the terms of the land
grants. West Point proper was ceded to Captain John Evans on March 1, 1694, as part
of alarger grant. Finding it difficult to make a living there, he soon vacated and the
property reverted to the Crown. The northern portion, an area embracing 1,463 acres,
was granted to Charles Congreve by royal letters patent on May 17, 1723. Another
section of the Evans grant touching the southwest corner of the Congreve patent,
encompassing 332 acres, was patented to one John Moore, on March 25, 1747. In later
years Moore bought the Congreve patent and conveyed it by will, together with his
own holdings, to his son Stephen Moore, a North Carolina merchant (Knowlton,
1839).

The lack of level, arable land limited settlement on these tracts, although some
wealthy recipients of large grants built ostentatious mansions before the military
occupation of West Point (see map 8). There was the Moore House (Red House),
because of its pretentious construction sometimes referred to as "Moore's Folly," at
which Washington and other general officers later established their headquarters.
The Beverly Robinson House at which General Benedict Arnold established his
headquarters was on the east bank of the river, opposite Buttermilk Falls, a frothing
mountain stream two miles south of West Point. A short distance to the north of
Robinson's House stood another mansion, frequently mentioned in the records as
Mandeville's. Each of these estates contained a few cultivated fields and tenant farm
dwellings. Nearly all of these old houses have since disappeared. Most of the traces
of man's occupation on West Point date from the Revolutionary period. They consist
of remnants of forts and storehouses, military roads, fireplaces, buttons, flints from
gunlocks, broken trunnions, clay pipes, hand-wrought nails, combs, and bricks.

The geological formation of the Hudson Highlands lent logic to their
fortification. The geologic structure of the West Point region is part of the belt of
granite and complex gneiss mountains stretching northeast from Pennsylvania, across
northern New Jersey and southeastern New York, into western New England
(Berkey, 1919; Miller, 1924). In crossing the Hudson Valley, these hills form a barrier
of highlands about fifteen miles wide. A characteristic feature of the river's effect on
this geologic structure is the deep river gorge, the independent mountain masses on
both sides of the river, and small rocky islands, some of which are connected with the
mainland. Additionally, the highlands include characteristic fluvial and glacial
terraces, about one hundred fifty feet above sea level, one of which is the West Point
Plain, and three remarkably sharp turns or angles in the river—at West Point,
Anthony's Nose, and Dunderberg—where the hard crystalline rock has withstood the
erosive power of the water (see map 9). At West Point the river channel was
narrowed even more by the rocky island (Martelaer's Rock), now Constitution Island,
directly east of West Point.
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The critical phase of the Revolution was the contest for control of the Hudson
and West Point played a central role in this struggle. Command of these hills meant
control of traffic on the river. West Point is clearly the most dominating river position
in the Highlands because of the structure of the terrain and it forms the sharpest
angle on the river. Here the Hudson, which normally flows in a north and south
direction, turns abruptly west and then back again to the north (see map 8). In the
days of sail, boats were vulnerable to shore batteries when forced to slow down to
navigate this turn (Nickerson, 1928). Furthermore, sailing around the bend at West
Point is problematic because of tricky winds and the ebb and flood tide currents.

Early on, George Washington urged the fortification of the Highlands. Asa
representative to the Continental Congress from Virginia, he served with the
congressional committee, which drew up and introduced the proposal on May 25,
1775, to erect batteries to prevent enemy vessels from using the river (J.C.C., II, 1904-
22). However, the British were planning similar measures (Force, III, 1837-53).
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The New York Provincial Congress was directly responsible for this vital area
and kept well informed of British plans. They quickly discerned British plans to seize
and hold the Highlands (Force, III, 1837-53). The Congress quickly ordered a survey
of points along the Hudson most suitable for defense, and trustworthy persons like
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Colonel James Clinton and Christopher Tappan were appointed to the committee
delegated May 30, 1775, to prepare preliminary plans (J.P.C.N.Y., 1775). The
committee studied the terrain and decided upon the erection of the works on
Martelaer's Rock (i.e., Constitution Island) and the North and South Redoubts on Fort
Hill across the river from West Point (see map 8). They also recommended the
construction of several batteries and Forts Montgomery and Clinton—to the north
and south of Popolopen's Creek—six miles south of West Point. The committee
urged, “that ...by means of four or five Booms, chained together on one side of the river, ready
to be drawn across, the passage can be closed up to prevent any vessels passing or repassing.”
(J.P.C.N.Y,, 1775). For some reason they completely overlooked the commanding
position of West Point. Congress accepted their proposals and ordered the necessary
work done under the direction of several commissioners and an engineer, Bernard

Romans.

Figure 1. Color-infrared aerial photograph of West Point and Constitution Island.
The white dashed line illustrates the path of a British ship and the yellow arrows
indicate the sight lines from batteries emplaced on the island. It would appear that
the ship would have a difficult time negotiating the bend, fighting the river current,
the wind and the Colonial fortifications.

This was the seminal flaw in the American effort to fortify and defend the
Hudson Highlands for the next several years—a flaw that was nearly fatal to the
Patriot cause. From the river perspective, and even in modern imagery (see Figure 1),
it is easy to see how one could be attracted to viewing Constitution Island as the key
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terrain in the river bend at West Point. The position of Constitution Island is
illustrated in Figure 1. At first glance it would appear that batteries established on
Constitution Island would clearly dominate naval craft advancing from the south.
However, the positions on Constitution Island are dominated by the terrain on either
bank of the river, but by West Point in particular. Furthermore, batteries positioned
on Constitution Island lacked the elevation to deliver plunging-fire onto the relatively
thin decks of an advancing man-o-war. This is illustrated in Map 10.
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Map 10. Contour map of the West Point-Constitution Island area. Spot elevations on
the map illustrate the dominating terrain on either side of the island.

Batteries positioned at point C on Map 10 can easily be dominated by those
placed at points A, B, or any location on the eastern bank of the river. This tactical
disadvantage is illustrated in the line-of-sight diagram given in Figure 2. Positions on
Constitution Island cannot deliver plunging fire to the decks of advancing ships, but
as Figure 2 clearly illustrates, fortifications on Constitution Island are subject
devastating plunging fire from batteries emplaced on either bank of the river, but
especially from West Point (Point B, Figure 2). Furthermore, positions on West Point

can easily deliver plunging fire against a passing naval vessel.
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Figure 2. Line-of-sight diagram drawn along the line between Points A and D on
Map 10. Constitution Island is located at Point C and is clearly at a tactical
disadvantage given its location and elevation.

Nevertheless, from the very beginning of their efforts, the Patriots were drawn to
Constitution Island and Colonel Romans, a Dutch civil engineer, cartographer and
naturalist planned and directed the construction of the first fortifications in the area.
He was hardly trained to establish these important fortifications; however, he could
boast that the British had previously employed him in various technical capacities, at
the time he was the only person available with any aptitude to oversee the
fortification of the Highlands. The work party under his direction arrived at
Martelaer's Rock and preliminary construction began on August 29, 1775. Official
reports from the island later that year were headed "Fort Constitution" (J.P.C.N.Y.,
1775).

On Constitution Island a sharp difference of opinion arose between Colonel
Romans and the commissioners over the division of authority (Force, III, 1837-53).
The dispute contributed to doubts as to the usefulness of the works there, and forced
the Provincial Congress again to investigate the Highlands' fortifications. The
findings, reported on November 23, 1775, contain the first official suggestion

recommending the occupation and garrisoning of West Point:

The fortress [on Constitution Island] 1is unfortunately
commanded by all the grounds about it; but the most obvious defect
1s that the grounds on the West Point are higher than the Fortress,
behind which an enemy may land without the least danger. In order
to render the position impassible, it seems necessary that this place
should be occupied, and batteries thrown up on the shore opposite.

(Force, 111, 1837-53)
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The disagreement with Colonel Romans exposed a problem, which plagued both
the Provincial and the Continental Congress during the entire course of the war: the
difficulty of obtaining qualified engineers to oversee the construction of important
fortifications. Captain William Smith superseded Bernard Romans in January of
1776; he in turn was quickly replaced, and there followed a succession of officers.
During that same year, as soon as spring weather made it possible, Colonel George
Clinton, Revolutionary governor of New York, cooperated with his brother, Colonel
James Clinton, in the erection of Forts Clinton and Montgomery.

In the fall of 1777 General Sir Henry Clinton, the British commander, organized
an expedition for the capture of the forts in the Highlands. Early in October, the
British landed at Verplanck's Point and drove the garrison out, then crossed over to
Stony Point, moved north, and took Forts Montgomery and Clinton. On October 8,
two thousand men under General William Tryon proceeded up the Hudson River to
Constitution Island to complete the demolition of the Highlands' fortifications
(Heath, 1798). But the British victory was short-lived, for the capture of General
Burgoyne and the British Army at Saratoga forced Sir Henry Clinton to abandon the
Highlands after twenty days occupation and return to his base in New York City.
However, his temporary success thrust "the West Point" into a position of
prominence, and crystallized American opinion on the advantages of that location for
a fort. General Washington, in a letter to Major General Israel Putnam dated
December 2, 1777, discussing the construction of new works on the river, especially
recommended that a, "strong fortress should be erected at West Point, opposite to Fort
Constitution.” (Fitzpatrick, X, 1931-44)

The first group to occupy West Point was a section of a Massachusetts brigade
under the command of General Samuel Holden Parsons. The unit crossed the river
on the ice on January 20, 1778, and climbed the hill. An officer of Parson's Brigade
recorded the first occupation of West Point:

Coming on to the small plain surrounded by very high
mountains, we found it covered with a growth of yellow pines 10 or
15 feet high; no house or improvement on it; the snow waist high.
We fell to lopping down the tops of the shrub pines and treading
down the snow, spread our blankets, and lodged in that condition
the first and second nights. Had we not been hardened by two years
of previous service we should have t