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’ his booklet is about people who lived or worked in Danbury
during the American Revolution. It’s the untold story of the war
years 1775-1783, a story that has been too long neglected.

How did it come to light, this new information?

Of course it has always been there, waiting to be found. We just didn’t
know where to look.

For years, about all most people knew of Danbury’s history during the
Revolution was what they could read in J. M. Bailey’s “History of Dan-
bury,” an 1895 book which by the 1970s we knew to be somewhat inaccu-
rate.

The British raid received high priority in Bailey’s, but even so it was
quite a meager account. American history books gave Danbury a few
lines or ignored the town completely.

Writing history or tracing a family genealogy is very much like work-
ing a jigsaw puzzle, which is probably why all three pursuits have been
lifelong diversions of mine.

The real story of Danbury’s role in the Revolution came to light in
much the same fashion as one drops the pieces into a puzzle or finds a
clue to a missing ancestor. The piece or the clue comes to attention

unexpectedly.
Thus it was with a group of us who were attemping to put together an
exhibit for the Bicentennial prior to the celebration’s opening in 1975.

As director of the Danbury Scott-Fanton Museum and Historical Soci-
ety, I had planned several temporary exhibits. But Dr. Truman A.
Warner, then president of the society and professor of history and anthro-
pology at Western Connecticut State University, suggested we mount a
permanent exhibit on Danbury’s role in the Revolution.

Throughout his years as a local and state historian, he had picked up
bits and pieces of information that led him to believe Danburians had
never learned of the true importance of their town in winning indepen-
dence. The years from 1775 to 1783 needed deeper study.

We enlisted the help of Imogene Heireth, a Scott-Fanton trustee and an
expert researcher of Danbury land records.

Using our own “finds” of information culled from both printed and
unpublished records, assembling Revolutionary War artifacts and docu-
ments from both the historical society and the DAR collections and
obtaining copies of significant area maps from the Library of Congress,
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a Florida woman seeking in_{ogn}ation about p,
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many mlssr1 énr:e was running out to get the new exhibit installed. After a

H(:iwe;'eo { perusing the Wadsworth correspondence’, we could include i,
few atsl'.bit copies of letters to him from Danpury s John McLean ap d
the ex flrom Dr. John Wood, a French and Indian war veteran who wag
?ltgflr:n assistant quartermaster with the Continental Army.

Letters written to Wadsworth from a Colonel Hughes and John Lloyd
before and after the raid showed how under-rated had been the impor-
tance of the Danbury activities during the war years. i

Reluctantly, I had to defer further research, to come back and fln}sh
the Bicentennial exhibit, but vowed to return eventually to try to find

i zzle.
mfiﬁéﬁf:ﬁt?:ltg?lr%%er have now been found, enough so that particular
emphasis will be placed in the foll_owi_ng pages on two groups of partici-
pants in the Revolution during this historic period — a corps of Ar_my
artificers and a group of wagoneers and teamsters. They worked first
under the Commissaries and the Provisioners of the _Conne’ctlcut Mlll-
tia and, eventually, under the control of General Washington’s Continen-

tal Army.
Danbury as ‘Provision State’ funnel

Connecticut is often referred to as “The Provision State” for its
role in the Revolution, but historians seldom mention that Danbury was
the funnel through which provisions from all over thg state _and from
Massachusetts and Rhode Island were carted to the patriot armies.

Food was grown here and stored here; leather came in on the hoof and
went out as shoes; wagons were made here; cattle were driven in to
graze, eventually to provide food for Washington’s troops.

The event that Danbury is best known for is the ur_lfprtunate onelss
those few inglorious days in April 1777 when 2,000 British forces under
General Tryon marched up from Compo Beach in Westport, having sailed
up Long Island Sound from New York in a small fleet of ships.

With hardly a shot fired on them, they ravaged much of the old part'of
our village, destroyed the forage, military equipment and other supplies
stored here, and terrorized the Danburians who were left behind when
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In Page Smith’s “People’s History of the American Revolution - A New
Age Begins,” Volumes 1 and 2, one finds recorded several other interest-
ing events as well as a much better account than most national historians
have given to the attack itself.

But, rather than the military details of two days out of more than
six years of the Revolution, here one will see through letters, diaries and
military orders, how very human these Revolutionary people were . ..
heroic, quarrelsome, jealous, sometimes conniving, not always patriotic,
willing to make a good “Yankee deal,” but at the same time re-enlisting
when needed to serve under the direst of circumstances.

Why?

Bec&use they believed in “the cause,” and felt it was God-directed.
They were not only fighting for their rights as Englishmen, which they
felt were being denied them by Parliament, but were certain that in the
end the world would long remember their efforts. Never, at their darkest
hour, did they doubt “the cause.”

These men and women, and even children, knew that through their
efforts the war would eventually be won. Here they are, telling that
different story of the American Revolution that is new to most of us.

It is impossible, of course, to tell the whole story in the few pages of
this booklet. The more research is done, the more it becomes clear that
additional details remain to be revealed.

Hatting Act of 1732, other irritants

To understand Danbury’s role in the American Revolution, it is wise to
go back to an even earlier time.

Resentment against edicts of the British Parliament may have erupted
in this town two or three decades before the Sugar Act of 1764, although
no town records exist to show this. They were burned by the British in the
raid on Danbury in April, 1777.

The earliest trigger of local resentment was probably the hatting act
enacted under King George II in 1732.

That parliamentary act was the result of pressure by London hat
{na_kers fearful of expanding hat making operations in the northern co-
onies.

The law prohibited the exportation of hats from one colony to another,
limited the pursuit of hat making in the colonies to those who had served
a seven-year apprenticeship, allowed only two apprentices per shop and
barred employment of Negro apprentices.

Although the law was not firmly enforced, it was bound to have caused
concern among the Danbury families now known to have been hatters,

arlier Benedicts, for instance, than the Zadoc Benedict credited for so

With being Danbury’s first recorded hat maker (1780). In an era

one wore a hat, it would have been strange not to have had
5 anbury, then a town of over 2,500 population.

e rescript ulgating this Hat Act of 1732 may




as the Revenue Act of 1764, the Stamp Act of 1765
h Townshenfi ‘Xcts that brought the whole ’questxon to a boil. gd
t %ere as in Boston and elsewhere, it wasn’t the actual taxation as much
as being taxed at all by a parliament in which there was no representa.
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mp Act was the first internal 1.:ax the cqlonleg had known,
b, fia dpby the more educated colonists as being fair (after a thI;
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gf‘listiglf had sent armies to defend the borders from the French and the
Indians) and it actually helped colonial commerce.

But — and this was the great BUT — r,r,lany of the colonists believeq it
infringed on “their rights as Eng11§hmen, as the Rev. Ebenezer Baldwip
told the people in his Danbury parish week after week.

In 1774 Baldwin went beyond preaching. He prepared and published an
address to the people of the western part of Connecticut, including of
course his own parish, arousing them to “the dangers in which their
liberties were involved.”

Baldwin’s home on Towne Street was near where the Danbury Public
Library now stands, a fitting coincidence since Baldwin started the first
library Danbury had. It was a subscription type but when it opened in
1771 Baldwin declared that “it should be free to all denominations.”

Unfortunately most of the books were destroyed in the raid of 1777 and
by 1795 it was no longer in existence.

The Intolerable Acts enacted in response to the Boston Tea Party led
to the convening of the first Continental Congress in September, 1774. On
Dec. 4, those in attendance at a Danbury town meeting declared that
“pecause of the oppressive acts of the British Parliament” the meeting
“manifested heartfelt sympathy with Boston in the common cause of
American Liberty.”

Citizens of the town were asked to contribute liberally to “the cause.”

But on Feb. 6, 1775, another town meeting rescinded support of the

Continental Congress.

News from Lexington and Concord

Two months later, on one morning in April, 1775, villagers in thl_s
small western Connecticut town of Danbury were going about their
usual, everyday tasks when the bells of the Meeting House rang out.

Noble Benedict and Col. Joseph P. Cooke heard them at the nor?h end
of Towne Street and immediately started for the center of the village.
Ringing of the church bells in midweek was a signal that Pastor Eben-
ezer Baldwin had some important news to disclose.

Closer neighbors to the church surely put down their tools or stopped
household chores and hurried to the church. ed

So the opposite side of the village street, livé
minister of the Congregational Society now I
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rt life, had not been used since 1763.
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Small farms in the Danbury area and throughout Con-
necticut, such as the one depicted, produced food for
American troops during the Revolution. They helped
Connecticut earn its honor as “*'The Provision State.””

From John W. Barber’s Connecticut Historical Collections

Probably out on the green before the meeting house to hear the news
that April morning was Amelia White, daughter of Ebenezer.

As she heard Minister Baldwin read the news that war had broken out
between Great Britain and the Massachusetts Bay Colony, she could not
have guessed that war would bring her future husband to Danbury with
the Continental Army.

Recent discoveries make it seem possible that her father had strong
Tory sympathies, unlike the majority of New England’s clergy who were
mostly ardent in urging rebellion.

James Clark who with his wife ran a tavern near the south end of the
road would have been there. Clark was to serve throughout the war, first
in the state militia and later in the Continental forces. His wife was well
known to the teamsters and provisioners who frequented their tavern,
which she continued to run. It was partially burned during the British
attack of 1777. :

And members of the John McLean family, Clark’s neighbors, would
have been there, too. McLean was a prosperous and enterprising farmer,
specializing in raising beef cattle and pork.




en from the town responded when Captain Noble Bepeg;
Some 100 m French and Indian Wars, issued a call for Da:gll,cr;

ran of the ! ’
30Ylfrffeers to take up arms in support of the Minutemen who haq been
fired on, wounded and killed at Lexington and Concord. All over Connect.

icut, men did the same thing — picked up their muskets and headed for
chusetts.

Masngvernor Jonathan Trumbull and the General Assembly appointeq

nine commissaries to supply the t_roops they were readying to augment

the regular militia forces. These nine were placed under the direction of

Joseph Trumbull, the governor’s son. :

Among them were Jeremiah Wadsworth, Hartford; Samuel Gray
Stamford; Jabez Bacon and Shadrach Osborn of the Woodbury-Southbury’
area, and John McLean of Danbury. Jeremiah Wadsworth soon assumed
a leading role among them.

“Commissaries came in great variety,” according to James R. Case, a
long time resident of Bethel, leader in National Guard affairs and be-
tween the two World Wars the director of 4-H and other activities at the
Fairfield County Extension Service office in Danbury. He continued:

“There were Continental and state commissaries, commissary gener-
als and deputies — some in counties, some local. Some were appointed to
state regiments sent out of state to action, some were for state naval
vessels, some for state forts in New London, New Haven, Black Rock and
elsewhere.

“The word or title ‘commissary’ seemed to equate an agent for pur-
chasing, storage or issue of almost anything needed for the war effort for
which some sort of control or price fixing had been established.”

In the fall, Governor Trumbull declared Nov. 16 a day of Thanksgiving
throughout the colony. On that day, Ebenezer Baldwin preached a sermon
that was so widely approved that a member of the Episcopal Church in
Danbury paid to have it published and disseminated through the state.

In it, Baldwin declared that the war being fought was “a most unnatu-
ral war,” adding:

“It is a great, a rich and a powerful nation we have to contend with.
Wt.e have not only Enemies from the other side of the Atlantic, but Ene-
mies from among ourselves to combat with .... but it is a merciful
circumstance that God hath not suffered us to be involved in an unjust
war.

“If we must be involved, it is also a merciful circumstance that war
began in the northern colonies where the greatest strength of the colonies
lies and the inhabitants have been more generally trained to the military
exercises than in any other parts of America.”

Actually the Connecticut militia was probably the finest trained group

the coll ate assembly provisioned and managed it

: versy has begun where liberty has been
ably most understood.”

as to become a popular tenent, that “the war
ir liberty but was divinely guided to bring freedom
ole world.”

“A great Empire will evolve from your struggle,” he predicted, “and
these present calamities will lead to a glorious Kingdom on earth.”

He then rpade an amazing prediction, saying that in another century
(by 1875) this country would grow to no less than 48 million inhabitants
stretching to the Pacific and although it would grow only half as fast in
the second century (by 1975) there would be about 192 million people in a
great American empire, which would not be too many for this great north
American continent to support.

His audience did not have much to be thankful for as 1775 drew to a
close, having gone through one of the worst years in the town’s 90-year
history. The village had been struck with “the army disease,” killing
hundreds of men, women and children, and also with an epidemic of
smallpox.

The soldiers who enlisted under Noble Benedict and fought in northern
campaigns came back to find many family members buried in the town
cemetery. Sometimes they found their entire families had been victims.

Soon a busy military supply center

By mid-1776 the little village of Danbury had been transformed into a
busy military center, with post-riders arriving and departing day and
night. News of Congress reached Danbury quickly, as did reports on
battles of the war, those around New York where the British had gone
after abandoning Boston, Long Island and New Jersey.

In July, the news that Congress had declared independence from Great
Britain swept the town.

To the officers, soldiers and artificers we now know were here even
then, the news was an encouragement. They surely knew the war they
were helping to supply was not going to be easy and that a complete
break with the mother country was inevitable if they were to keep their
freedom and achieve political independence.

Warfare was never far away and as fall came so did the first of large
troop movements into town. General Gates was first with an encamp-
ment on Eli Mygatt’s farm on the outskirts of the town, and even the
sounds of war became familiar to residents of the area.

If David Hicock of South Britain (Southbury) could “hear the cannons
playing all day” at White Plains, as he wrote in his diary Oct. 28, 1776,
certainly Danburians 20 miles closer to the battle heard the gunfire too.

After Gates and his men came a much larger group, 6,000 men under
General Benjamin Lincoln, ordered here by Washington in December,
1776. Yet, within a few months, the commander-in-chief would leave the
depot at Danbury guarded by only a handful of state militia, moving the
other forces to the Peekskill area, believing that town to be the target of
a pending British attack.

Activities became even more hectic in the early months of 1777 when
Washington, through aide General Thomas Miflin, ordered a Continental
forage depot and military hospital be established here.






