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7.0 APPENDICES 

7.4 Historic Context Appendix 



APPENDIX: DESIGN CONTEXT 

Summary of Small Park and Squares 

Map Reference: 1852 and 1874 

1. G.M. Hopkins. Atlas of the County of Suffolk, (Philadelphia. 1874-1876) 

Volume 111. SOUTH BOSTON AND DORCHESTER (1874) 

Fig A. 

Fig. B. 

Fig. C. 

Volume I. 

Fig. D. 

Fig. E. 

Fig. F. 

Telegraph Hill and Reservoir, (South Boston) 

Independence Square, South Boston Plate H 
Shows only a perimeter path at this point. 

Meeting House Hill, Dorchester, Plate L 
Shows criss-cross paths and a Soldiers Monument. 

BOSTON PROPER (1874) 

Franklin and Blackstone Square, South End, Plate X, 
Each has a formal but simple path 
lay-out with pool and fountain. 

Pemberton Square, Boston, Plate G, 
Very elongated oval divided in center. 
(See also Whitehill, Fig. 59, p 1 oo.) 

Fort Hill/Washington Square, (Boston) Plate K 
Oval. No path system or other features shown. 

Note: Full sequence on this space given later. 

Volume VI. CHARLESTOWN (1874) 

Fig. G. 

Fig H. 

Monument Square, Plate A 
No path system or other features shown except the monument 
itself. 

City Square, Plate G 
Circle with circle at center (sculpture?) 



Volume IV. EAST BOSTON, CHELSEA, WINTHROP, ETC. {1874) 

,Fig. I. 

Fig. J. 

Fig. K. 

2. Details of: 

Fig. L. 

Central Square, Plate K 
Oval. Path system, central fountain. 

Belmont Square, Plate J 
Small rectangle, criss-cross paths and some kind of a central 
feature. 

Maverick Square, Plate K 
Very small oval with path 

H.M. Mcintrye, Map of the City of Boston and Vicinity, (1852) 

South Boston 

Shows Reservoir on Telegraph Hill as in illustration in our 
report. 

Independence Square no yet laid out, its side is still one 
(House of Reformation) 

Boston Proper 

Franklin and Blackstone Squares, (South End) 
Shows same lay-out as in 1874 Atlas. 

Pemberton Square, 
Appears but not in detail (too small). 

Fort Hill/Washington Square, 

Charlestown 

Circle surrounded by trees, as on 1814 Hales Map. 
(See also illustrations in Whitehill, Boston: 
A Topographical History.) 

Monument Square, 
Criss-cross path lay-out. 

Wintrop Square, 
Diamond with crossing paths. 

City Square, 
Does not show. 



APPENDIX: DESIGN CONTEXT 

Evolution of Typical Square 

1. Blackstone Square 

1814 Oval Plan divided by Washington Street surrounded by trees. 
Originally called Columbia Square and attributed to Bulfinch. (See 
Whitehill, Hales 1814 Map. Fig. 64, p. 123) 

1852 Two squares, formal, criss-cross path layout, central pools with 
fountains. (1852 Mcintyre Map) 

1874 Same lay-out as in 1852. (1874 Hopkins Atlas.) See Figure D. 

2. Fort Hill/Washington Square 

1814 Circular space surrounded by trees and called Fort Hill. 1814 Hales 
Map. (Whitehill, Fig. 29, p. 56-57.) 

1852 Same lay-out; as above. 

1858 Apparently same layout as above with criss-cross paths. (Whitehill, 
Fig. 102, p. 175) 

1860 (A detail only shows in this photograph.) 
No iron fence, but a low retaining wall. 

1869 Fort Hill cut down. 
(Whitehill, Figures 103 and 104, p. 176) 

1874 An oval space, presumably flat, called Washington 
Square. (1874 Hopkins Atlas). See Figure F. 

No longer extant in any form._ 
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7.0 APPENDICES 

7.5 Report on Research on the Fortification at Dorchester Heights 



REPORT ON RESEARCH ON THE FORTIFICATION AT DORCHESTER HEIGHTS 
CONDUCTED BY DAVID L. FRITZ, HISTORIAN, 

N.P.S., DENVER SERVICE CENTER 

I. INTRODUCTION 

This report and its accompanying materials are the products of a 

focussed research effort of no more than thirty workdays between 

March 2 and May 25, 1993. The purpose of the research was to find 

sufficient data to develop a descriptive reconstruction of the 

physical features and evolution of the fortifications on Dorchester 

Heights, with particular focus on March 1776, May 1776, and 1814, 

to be included in the ongoing Dorchester Heights Cultural Landscape 

Report (see attached scope of work). 

I visited several repositories in the course of this work. During 

the March trip, I visited the Clements Library in Ann Arbor; in 

Boston I was given a tour of both downtown and Dorchester Heights, 

and I visited the Bostonian Society, the Massachusetts Historical 

Society, the New England Historical Genealogy Society, the Boston 

Public Library, and the Athenaeum; in New York City, I visited the 

New York Public Library and the New York Historical Society. 

During the April trip, I visited the National Archives (both the 

Main and the Pickett Street Branches) and the various branches and 

divisions of_ the Library of Congress. A summary of the findings 

from these repositories, along with an assessment and description 

of the Dorchester works, are included herewith. All materials 

gathered in the course of the research effort have been forwarded 

to Boston National Historical Park. (Figures cited in the text are 

keyed to these illustrative documents.) 
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II. DETAILED SUMMARY OF TRIPS MADE BETWEEN MARCH 14 AND 27, AND 

BETWEEN APRIL 18 AND 24, 1993, OF SOURCES CONSULTED AND 

ASSESSMENT 

Monday, March 15, at Clements Library, Ann Arbor, MI 

The Maps Division had a good collection of Boston maps, but none 

that were not repetitive of the samples provided me by the park. 

Most notable among these were copies of Lt. Page's map (Figure 1) 

published in 1778, Montresor's map drawn in 1775 (Figure 3) before 

fortifications were thrown up on Dorchester Heights, Lt. Pierie's 

m~p and sketches of Boston and environs (Figure 4) drawn before war 

broke out, Pelham's famous map published in 1777 (Figure 2) which 

did include fortifications on Dorchester Heights, and a map drawn 

"by an engineer" (Lt. Richard Williams) and published by Andrew 

Dury on 12 March ~776 (Figure 5), but showing no fortifications. 

While these do not constitute new discoveries, because of their 

good quality, I ordered photographic negatives of the Page & Pelham 

maps (Figures 1 & 2) . 1 Xerographic copies are already in my 

possession and will be forwarded with this report. Clements 

Library Maps Division uses a contract company to do high quality 

reproductions, but at prohibitive prices; and since the maps were 

not a new discovery, I judged the high prices to be preclusive. 

Five different sketches of the terrain on Dorchester Heights 

(Figures 6, 7, 8, 9, 10) in the Maps and Prints Division proved of 

greater interest and value. While only one of them is dated (a 

watercolor done on July 22, 1775), all five give some sense of the 

hills on Dorchester Neck. This could be significant insofar as the 

collection of maps depicting Dorchester Neck are inconsistent and 

contradictory on the location of the hills, the number of hills, 

1william L. Clements Library, Maps & Prints Division, University of 
Michigan, Ann Arbor. 
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and the relative heights of the hills. These five sketches, 

(listed in Adams' British Headquarters Maps and Sketches, 1928), on 

the contrary, seem wholly in consonance, and perhaps, by utilizing 

the GIS system, we might at least be able to generate a 

topographical map of Dorchester Heights for 1776. 2 

Two of the sketches were made from the Mess House on Fort Hill in 

Boston (Figures 6 & 8). A third sketch, "from the Blockhouse" 

(Figure 7), may, in effect, be from the same location as the first 

two; a fourth sketch was drawn from the base of the Dorchester 

Peninsula (Enoch Brown's House) and gives a different perspective 

of the hills, showing a portion of Castle William peeping up 

between the hills of Dorchester Neck (Figure 9). The fifth and 

final sketch includes only a small portion of the Dorchester 

Peninsula (Nook's Hill), as it is a panoramic view drawn from 

Beacon Hill of the terrain surrounding Boston. This sketch, a 

watercolor, has the additional disadvantage of being only a 

fragment, and it is uncertain how much of the original drawing is 

missing (Figure 10). 3 

The Manuscripts Division at the Clements had a marvelous catalogue 

system, in that it had a day-by-day file of cards for 1776. I 

perused the calendar from January to May 1776. Since the library's 

focus for the Revolutionary War period is mainly British records, 

the documents there gave a different perspective from American 

records. For our period of interest, the cards referred to at 

least 30 different record collections. Since the cards usually 

gave a precis of a letter's contents, I could readily order 

2tbid. The five sketches are described in Randolph G. Adams, British 
Headquarters Maps and Sketches (derived from the Henry CL inton Papers), (Ann 
Arbor: William L. Clements Library, 1928), pp. 14-15 
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relevant records. Although there were no verbal descriptions by 

British writers regarding the fortifications on Dorchester Heights, 

there were several items of peripheral interest: General Sir 

William Howe's Orderly Book (in the original) demonstrated that 

printed versions of it were accurate. For example, the entries for 

March 5, 1776, merely list the regiments that were to embark in 

boats for some unstated purpose (an attack on Dorchester Heights). 

Of most interest at the Clements, but still peripheral (as there 

were no descriptions of the first works on Dorchester Heights), 

were the Secret Dispatch Books of Lord George Germain, Colonial 

Secretary and, in effect, commander of the war in America. In the 

day-to-day correspondence, Germain displayed himself as wholly 

absorbed in the logistics problems of fighting a war at a distance 

of more than three thousand miles. He was busy dispatching ships 

with supplies and men to various places in North America and the 

Caribbean, and complained frequently about the lack of ships; the 

correspondence revealed the lengthy intervals for communication in 

those days. Letters from late 1775 recognized that Howe had the 

discretion to evacuate or hold Boston; but surprisingly, the reason 

for Howe not leaving Boston was because of a lack of shipping 

rather than any strategic rationale. In other words, Germain had 

no objection to Howe's evacuating Boston. Germain's principal 

concern at the end of 1775 seems to have been over the potential 

loss of Canada; he had not yet heard of the repulse at Quebec of 

the Americans under Montgomery/Arnold. 4 

In early January 1776, Germain promised reinforcements for Howe in 

Boston, but not to arrive until April. 

February 1, 

In a Germain letter of 

4
clements Library, Manuscripts Division, "Secret Dispatch Books of Lord 

Geor.ge Germain, Colonial Secretary, 1n5-1782," Volune 18. 
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1776, to Howe, the Secretary wrote of the intended evacuation of 

Boston, and that it was to take place by the first of March. Other 

February letters revealed that the usual time en route for messages 

was about forty days, and apparently, many letters did not arrive 

at all, were diverted to other places by weather constraints, or 

were, perhaps, intercepted by the colonials. It was only on the 

May 3, 1776, that Germain acknowledged Howe's notification that 

Boston had been evacuated, and in commenting on it, cited his own 

and the King's approval of the withdrawal. 5 

In a separate correspondence, from the Clinton Papers, dated March 

21, 1776, Howe informed Clinton of his successful removal from 

Boston (the superscript of the letter states: "On Board His 

Majesty's Ship Chatham, Boston Harbour") and recited the sequence 

of events leading up to his withdrawal, which included a summary of 

a British raid on Dorchester Neck during the night of February 13-

14, and the placement of American fortifications on Dorchester 

Heights, without describing them, on the night of March 4-5. 6 

Tuesday, March 16, in Boston: 

The aftermath of the weekend snowstorm in Boston delayed my 

departure from Detroit, hampered the arrival in Boston, and delayed 

rendezvous with park personnel. 

Wednesday. March 17, in Boston: 

I met with Dick Hsu, Peter Steele, Paul Weinbaum, and Louis 

Hutchins, showing the maps and sketches from the Clements to Dick 

Hsu-and Peter Steele. Hsu took me on a tour of central Boston, 

comparing and contrasting the modern city with the colonial one. 

6witliam Howe to Henry Clinton, March 12, 1776, Clinton Papers, Clements 
Library, Manuscripts Division. 
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Upon Louis Hutchins' arrival, he and Hsu took me to the monument on 

Dorchester Heights. There we walked the grounds and climbed the 

tower to view the perspective today. Hsu pointed out, in Thomas 

Park, the location of the ground-penetrating survey traces 

suspected as evidencing parts of the trenching for the historic 

forts. Afterwards, Paul Weinbaum and Dick Hsu counseled me on 

sources and repositories in the Boston area. At their 

recommendation, I began my research with the Bostonian Society, 

also located in the regional office building. The latter 

organization provided copies of several well-known maps, a version 

of the Pelham map and one used in Frothingham's History (1849). 7 

The archivist there, Phil Bergen, also provided a secondary account 

by John Harris done originally for the Boston Globe in 1976, which 

ties together various original sources that give a good summary of 

the occupation of Dorchester Heights. 8 

Thursday and Friday, March 18 and 19, in Boston: 

Massachusetts Historical Society: Peter Drummy, librarian for the 

Society, briefed me on the general framework of the repository's 
'i 

collections, stating, first of all, that the Society did not lay 

heavy emphasis on its map collections. Nonetheless, I reviewed 

about a dozen different maps, and made no unusual discoveries. One 

modest exception was a small map published in the Boston Sunday 

Globe on March 17, 1912 (Figure 11), which reconstructed the 

geography of Boston Harbor on an anniversary of the evacuation of 

Boston by the British. Some of the features depicted on this map 

are probably speculative, for it depicts two nearly square forts 

7Richard Frothingham, History of the Siege of Boston and of the Battles of 
Lexington, Concord, and Bunker Hill. Also, an Account of the Bunker Hill 
Monument. With Illustrative Documents (Boston: Little & Brown, 1849). 
Hereafter cited as Frothingham 1849. 

8John Harris, Washington's First Victory, the Liberation of Boston (Boston: 
Globe Newspaper COfl1)any, 1976), pp. 60-68. 
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atop the Twin Hills of Dorchester; more interestingly, it was 

accompanied by a table of ranges from various gun emplacements on 

the peninsula (including Nook's Hill) to points inside the City of 

Boston and in the harbor. 9 

Drummy sketched an outline of the manuscript collections and 

introduced me to the two principal archivists on duty, Virginia 

Smith and Catherine Craven. They introduced me to the various 

index systems and turned me loose. The Society had a chronological_ 

file similar to the Clements, with day-to-day cards leading to 

several collections. The principal collections used were the Henry 

Knox Papers, the Artemas Ward Papers, a small collection of 

Washington Papers, the John Thomas Papers, and the Parmenter Family 

Papers. Several of these collections were in microfilm format, and 

I was able to make a few xerographic copies. These letters did not 

present any detailed descriptions of the works on Dorchester 

Heights, but cumulatively added small increments of information 

about the planning and preparation to take the Heights, the 

preparatory diversionary bombardments that preceded the taking of 

the Heights, the events of the night of March 4-5, the British 

preparations to storm the Heights, the intervention of a storm, and 

the events leading up to the British evacuation. 

Saturday, March 20: 

New England Historical Genealogical Society: An entry from the 

National Union Catalog of Manuscript Collections led me to seek 

materials from the Stephen Badlam papers here. The collection had 

more than eighty surveyor's sketches of pieces of land in the 

vicinity of the village of Dorchester. Regrettably, most of the 

surveys were not on the peninsula, and the three which were 

911 O cc up at i on of Dorch es t er He i g ht s - - Cu l mi n at i on of S i e g e of Bos ton , 11 Bos ton 
Sunday Globe, March 17, 1912, p. 65. 
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(Figures 12, 13, 14), showed li:ttle information on hills or 

orchards. Two surveys made in 1764 and 1765 show the road to 

Castle William and the "Way Leading to Powow Point" (Figures 12 & 

13) . 10 

Boston Public Library: Since it was Saturday, the library was not 

open in all of its departments, so I was restricted to getting 

identification numbers for sources to be seen on Monday, and to 

view secondary sources on shelves open to the general public. 

Monday, March 22: 

·Boston Public Library: Manuscripts Room: The most important item 

garnered here was a letter from Richard Gridley to George 

Washington, dated December 9, 1776. While the text did not mention 

Dorchester Heights specifically, the very first sentence revealed 

the tie between this letter and seven drawings now held in the 

Library of Congress Geography & Map Division. That sentence 

stated, "I herewith send the Plans of Seven of the Forts Built here 

in the Neighborhood [Boston] which are finished. " 11 Previously, Jim 

Mueller of the Eastern Applied Archeology Center at Silver Spring, 

Maryland, was not sure whether these drawings represented the forts 

"as designed" or "as built", so at least that aspect of the problem 

is clarified. 

The Manuscripts Room had a pretty good chronological card file 

covering 1776, but there were no other useful entries that had not 

10stephen Badlam Papers, New England Historical Genealogical Society, 
Boston. "Plan of Hopestill Withington' s Pasture on Dorchester Neck," dated March 
1, 1764; "Plan of Two Pieces of Land at Dorchester Neck Belonging to Hopestill 
Withington," dated May 24, 1765; "Plan of a part of Mr. H Cll leg.] 's IJharf e of 
Dorchester Shore," dated April 17, 1809. 

11 Richard Gridley to George Washington December 9 1776, Manuscripts of 
the American Revolution in the Boston Public Library, on microfilm, roll #11, 
items 356-538 (1776-1778). The italics are added. 
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already been garnered elsewhere. The only other relevant source 

was from the atlases produced by the American Neptune (various 

dates between the 1770s and 1810). These atlases had several 

navigational charts of Boston Harbor that depicted the topography 

of Dorchester Neck, but the repository's restrictions and costs for 

reproduction were prohibitive for the relative value of the maps. 

The historian was allowed to sketch the Neck using the freehand 

method, and the result was an inconsistency in the placement of the 

hills on the two maps, one printed on August 5, 1775, the other 

printed November 13, 1776. Neither map showed any fortifications, 

but one showed a road, and both showed locations of buildings. 12 

The Research Reading Room, Boston Public Library: This repository 

produced some good background material from secondary sources: 

excerpts from a biography of Rufus Putnam (1886), excerpts from 

General Heath's memoirs ( 1798, 1904) , a thumbnail biography of 

Richard Gridley ( 1877) , excerpts from James Thacher's Journal 

(1823) during the Revolutionary War, excerpts from Simonds' history 

of South Boston (1857), 13 and several entries from the Dictionary 

of American Biography (1931, 1932, 1935, 1959, 1960, 1963). Also 

available was a copy of a 1799 edition of Muller's Treatise 

Containing the Elementary Part of Fortification, Regular and 

Irregular, which convinced me, through perusal, that this 

12Joseph Frederick \lallet Des Barres, The Atlantic Neptune, maps of Boston 
Harbor dated August 5, 1775, and November 13, 1n6; atlases held in Boston Public 
Library, Manuscripts Division. 

13Mary Cone, Life of Rufus Putnam (Cleveland, 1886), especially chapter 6, 
pp. 43·59; \lil l i am Heath, Heath's Memoirs of the American \lar C reprinted from the 
original edition of 1798, New York: A. \lessels Company, 1904); Memorial Services 
of Commemoration Day. Held in Canton, May 30, 18n. Under the Auspices of Revere 
Encampment, Post 94, Grand Army of the Republic (Boston: \lilliam Bense, Printer, 
18n), containing sketch of Major General Richard Gridley, 29 pages; James 
Thacher, Military Journal During the American Revolutionary \lar, From 1775 to 
1783, Describing Interesting Events and Transactions of this Period with Numerous 
Historical Facts and Anecdotes, from the Original Manuscript (Boston: Richardson 
& Lord, 1823), pp. 52-65, 500-517; Thomas C. Simonds, History of South Boston; 
Formerly Dorchester. Neck, Now \lard XII of the City of Boston (Boston: David 
Clapp, 1857; reprint ed., New York: Arno Press, 1974), pp. 31, 45-67, 104-111, 
194-205. 

9 



particular book was not the one by Muller that inspired Rufus 

Putnam to learn about chandeliers. Thereafter I began to look for 

Muller's translation of de Clairac's The Field Engineer as the 

possible source for Putnam's inspiration (this too turned out to be 

in vain, as a 1773 edition of it had no mention of chandeliers) . 14 

Tuesday. March 23: 

At the Boston Athenaeum: There was no material in their 

manuscripts collections that was of use to this quest. 

Nonetheless, their library of secondary materials was useful for 

acquiring xerographic copies of many letters to and from George 

Washington during 1776, most particularly the Gridley letter of May 

13, 1776. Such letters were duplicative of some of the letters in 

manuscript acquired elsewhere, yet in printed form they were easier 

to read and had learned scholarly commentary appended to them in 

the form of footnotes. Besides, they provided many letters from 

repositories across the country that were otherwise not available 

to the researcher. These letters were from the new edition of The 

Papers of George Washington (1988, 1991) being completed by the 

University of Virginia. 15 Volume Five of this set will be available 

in October 1993 and might produce some useful correspondence on 

Dorchester Heights. 

The Athenaeum had several other secondary works from which excerpts 

were taken. 

Wednesday, March 24: 

14John Muller, Treatise Containing the Elementary Part of Fortification, 
Regular and Irregular (London: IJingrave, 1799), 240 pages; Louis-Andre de La 
Mamie de Clairac, The Field Engineer, translated from the French by John Muller 
(London: J. Millan, 1760, 1m, 1783), passim. 

15Philander D. Chase, ed., The Papers of George IJashington 
(Charlottesville, Va.: University Press of Virginia, 1988 & 1991, Volumes 3 and 
4. Hereafter cited as Chase, GIJ Papers. 
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Another snowstorm hampered travel between Boston and New York and 

hindered my arrival at the latter, but I was able to start at the 

New York Public Library Prints and Photographs Division before the 

day ended. Unfortunately, there were no new illustrations of 

Dorchester Heights for 1776 or 1814 in their collections. 

Thursday. March 25: 

New York Public Library, Maps Division: This division had a 

considerable number of historic maps of Boston and Boston Harbor 

for the era between 1775 and 1820, but none of them were new or 

different than the maps provided by the park and other researchers 

who gave me samples of them at the outset of this endeavor. One 

set of maps peculiar to the New York Public Library Map Division 

was a series of volumes with photographic reproductions of historic 

maps referred to as the L. c. Karpinski Collection (1927) . 16 None 

of these maps were of use to this project. The most interesting 

discovery regarding Boston maps was a several-volume bibliography 

prepared by the Engineering Department of the City of Boston in 

1902, 1903, and_ 1904. The identification of these volumes was 

relayed to Louis Hutchins in the park at the end of the trip. The 

basic title was List of Maps of Boston Published Between 1600 and 

1903, copies of which are to be found in the possession of the City 

of Boston or other collectors of the same. This 1903 version ran 

to 248 pages, a 1904 addendum ran to 97 pages, and yet another 

volume (printed in 1902) found later in the Library of Congress 

Maps Division had 47 pages. 17 (A separate source, Jim Mueller, of 

16Louis C. Karpinski, Early Maps of North America, New York Public Library, 
Map Division, 1927. 

and 1902 
Possession 
Municipal 
volume, 

17city of Boston Engineering Department List of Maps Published Between 1600 
Cor 1903 in later volumes), Copies of Which are to be Found in the 

of the City of Boston or Other Collectors of the Same (Boston: 
Printing Office, 1902 volume, 47 pages; 1903 volume, 248 pages; 1904 

97 pages). These volumes were printed as appendices to the Annual Report 
of the City Engineer. 
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the Eastern Applied Archeology Center, notified me and the park 

concerning other nineteenth-century City of Boston documents 

relating to Dorchester Heights. Jim not only learned that the 

Boston city Engineering Office was the repository of many useful 

plans, drawings, and documents, but also he learned the key call 

numbers or finding aids to unlock the mysteries of that office's 

filing system. He gave that information to the park as well, Louis 

Hutchins in particular, with greater specificity than is included 

here. Of particular interest was a plan from 1848 by the City 

Surveyor, which shows Thomas Circle, the reservoir, some remains of 

a fort, and the City Park. I did not pursue this lead further, 

since it went beyond the time frame assigned to this report.) 

Friday, March 26: 

New York Public Library Manuscripts Room: The Manuscripts Room had 

several small collections relating to the Revolutionary War period, 

but they were of limited value. One item from the Bancroft 

Collection was a handwritten copy of Rufus Putnam's autobiography; 

the original is at Marietta College in Marietta, Ohio. This work 

was available in printed form from several different sources, and 

it is useful. 18 There was also a bound volume of British records 

labeled the "Campaigns of Carleton, Burgoyne and Howe. 1119 Each 

entry was a precis of the activities of these individuals, and 

while they provided a British perspective, they gave little detail 

about the occupation of Dorchester Heights. 

18Rufus Putnam, "Memoir of His Services in the American Revolution," New 
York Public Library, Manuscripts Division, Bancroft Collection, Unpublished 
Extract and Transcript of the original held in the library of Marietta College, 
Marietta, Ohio, in the hand of C.P. Buckingham, Rufus Putnam's grandson, sent to 
George Bancroft on September 10th, 1860. 

19New York Public Library, Manuscripts Division, Bancroft Collection, 
American Revolution, Military, Case 5, "The Campaigns of Carleton, Burgoyne and 
Howe; Precis of Operation, Abstracts of Correspondence with the British Ministry, 
and Other Documents Dealing with the Conduct of the War, 1774-1778," (15 
Transcripts from the State Paper Office, 1850). 
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New York Historical Society: The Society had a microfilm copy of 

the Henry Knox Papers which I had previously seen at the 

Massachusetts Historical Society. There was, however, a separate 

collection on microfilm under Henry Knox's name that contained an 

orderly book by Captain Thomas Pierce, an officer in Knox's 

artillery regiment. Among other things, Pierce's narrative told 

about the preparation of fascines and gabions in February 1776 for 

the occupation of Dorchester Heights. It covered events until 

March 27, 1776, when he was transferred to New York. 20 

April 18-24 trip to Washington D.C.: 

Monday, April 19: 

National Archives, 7th & Pennsylvania: Archivists in the Old 

Military Branch assisted me in using the various finding aids for 

their specialty. Deanne Blanton and Michael Meiers told me there 

was nothing on Dorchester Heights in the Quartermaster General's 

Records (RG-92), but found references in the finding aids to the 

Adjutant General's Reservation File (RG-94), and a number of 

references to microfilm sources from the Chief of Engineers (RG-

77), the War Department Collection of Revolutionary War Records 

(RG-93), and the Office of the Secretary of War (RG-107). The RG-

94 material was simply a brief summary of the occupation of 

Dorchester Heights and a recitation of the printed secondary 

sources on the subject. 21 RG-77 had a number of relevant letters 

in its files on microfilm (M-417), which bridged the years 1808 to 

1819. The most interesting letter was one from October 1, 1815, 

which not only gave a brief verbal description of the 

20N e w - Y o r k H i s t o r i c a l S o c i e t y , M a n u s c r i p t s D i v i s i o n , H e n r y K n o x P a p e r s , 
Item #25, "Orderly Book of Captain Thomas Pierce," (covered the period between 
January 1, 1776, and May 17, 1776, 178 pages). 

21 National Archives, Record Group 94, Records of the Adjutant General's 
Office, Reservation Fi le, Box 38. 
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fortifications in Boston Harbor, but also mad~ an assessment of 

their strategic and tactical usefulness. 22 

RG-107 (M1062) had a communication from Henry Knox in 1794, when he 

was Secretary of War, reporting on the coastal fortifications of 

the United States. He proposed to spend $30,000 on defenses for 

Boston, all of it to go for improvements on Castle William. The 

money was not spent on Boston, however, since the governor refused 

to remove a state prison from that island, and the money was 

diverted elsewhere. The series of documents in this source also 

contained instructions to the engineers and generic recommendations 

about the materials and methods of construction. 23 

Tuesday, April 20: 

National Archives, cartographic Division, Pickett Street, 

Alexandria: Here I obtained two undated drawings of fortifications 

relating to Dorchester Heights. The first, I believe, is not on 

Dorchester Neck proper, but probably adjacent to the village of 

Dorchester; it is labelled "Plan of a Breastwork at the foot of 

Savin Hill, Dorchester" (Figure 15). The second drawing is 

labelled "A Hexagon Star Fort on Dorchester Heights" (Figure 16) .~ 

I believe this latter drawing can stand for both of the star forts 

on the Twin Hills of Dorchester Heights, except perhaps for its 

22National Archives, Record· Group n, Records of the Office of the Chief 
of Engineers, M417 C"M" identifies records on microfilm), Buell Collection of 
Historical Docunents Relating to the Corps of Engineers, 1801-1819, 3 rolls. 
Roll #2, frames 989-1001, contains the letter from Horace Story to Brigadier 
General Joseph G. Swift, dated October 1, 1815. 

23National Archives, Record Group 107, Records of the Office of the 
Secretary of War, M1062 Cone reel), Henry Knox's submittal letter to the House 
of Representatives dated November 28, 1794, which included a set of instructions 
to Becket Rochefontaine dated March 29, 1794, pp. 505, 519-525. 

24N a t i o n a l A r c h i v e s , C a r t o g r a p h i c D i v i s i o n , A l e x a n d r i a , V a • , R e c o r d G r o u p 
n, Drawer 154, two drawings; one lebelled "A Hexagon Star Fort on Dorchester 
Heights," the other label led "Plan of a Brestwork [sic] at the Foot of Savin 
Hill, Dorchester •11 
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compass orientation, for the later discovery of drawings in the 

Library of Congress seem identical to this one. 

Library of Congress, Manuscripts Division: An archivist assisted 

me with the various finding aids in this division. The general 

finding aid relating to the American Revolution provided no entries 

relating to Dorchester Heights, but an index to the Peter Force 

Collection had a chronological file for 1776 that led me to only 

one item of interest, a small diary by Jabez Fitch, from which I 

made some copies, which gave a little of the day-to-day activities 

of a colonial soldier near Dorchester for February and March 1776. 25 

Wednesday, April 21: 

Library of Congress, Geography & Map Division: The basic finding 

aid for maps of this era was Sellers' and Van Ee's Maps & Charts of 

North America and the West Indies, 1750-1789 ( 1981), which led 

inevitably to the two significant drawings of fortifications on 

Dorchester Neck, Items #928 and #929 (Figures 17 & 18). It is not 

that no one had previously found these drawings, but rather that no 

one had drawn the proper conclusion about their linkage to the 

principals who had them constructed in 1776. Other observers were 

uncertain whether these drawings were merely "as planned" or 

whether they indicated the fortifications "as built." These 

drawings are quite certainly from among the seven plans sent by 

Richard Gridley to George Washington on December 9, 1776. In that 

letter, Gridley opens by saying, "I herewith send the Plans of 

Seven of the forts Built here in the Neighborhood (of Boston) which 

are finished. 1126 The compilers of the map book tied the drawings 

to this letter, and there were also notations among the records at 

25Library of Congress, Manuscripts Division, Madison Building, Peter Force 
Collection, Series . 80, on microfilm, Item #46, Journal of Jabez Fitch, 146 pages. 

26see footnote #11, supra. 
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the National Archives (RG-77, M-417) that certain maps and drawings 

had been transferred to the Library of Congress in 1931. In some 

cases, copies of maps and drawings were kept in both places, but 

these particular drawings were found only in the Library of 

Congress. 

As for the drawings themselves, Item #928 (Figure 17) was labelled 

as follows: "Fort on the first hill in Dorcester [sic]. Fort on 

the second hill in Dorcester." Both drawings are on a single sheet 

and appear nearly identical; I ordered copies. Item #929 is 

labelled "Fort on Dorcester Point" (Figure 18). After this label, 

the compilers stated the relationship of Items #925 through #929 

with the Gridley letters and add: "The above plans are thought to 

have been in the possession of Major General William Heath during 

the war. 1127 

Library of Congress, Prints & Photographs Division: Here the 

principal finding aid also had sample copies of some of the prints, 

the most interesting of which was Item #507, a "View of 

fortifications around Dorchester, 1776?" I made several xeroxes of 

#507 out of the finding aid (Figure 19), but hope that the copy I 

ordered of the original may be of better quality. I ordered a 

copy, as well, of Item #906, (Figure 20), an illustration of a 

chandelier frame. [The two photos arrived on 

May 18 and the quality of both was disappointing.] I believe Item 

#507 depicts the first set of fortifications constructed on 

Dorchester Heights in March 1776, and that it is reasonable to 

27John R. Sellers and Patricia Molen Van Ee, compilers, Maps and Charts of 
North America and the \Jest Indies. 1750-1789; A Guide to the Collections in the 
Library of Congress (IJashington, DC: Library of Congress, 1981), p. 202, Items 
#925-929. 
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presume that the line of fortifications was made from a 

concatenation of chandeliers.~ 

Thursday. April 22: 

Library of Congress, Microform Reading Room: This division of the 

library provided excerpts from Nile's Weekly Register (published at 

Baltimore) and the Boston Spectator. 29 The former publication gave 

a national perspective on the last full year of the War of 1812, 

while the latter focused on matters closer to Boston, including 

brief mention of the citizens' efforts to repair the old 

fortifications around their harbor. The Boston Spectator also gave 

extensive coverage to the Hartford Convention, a Federalist attempt 

to assert States' Rights at a time when much of the nation was more 

interested in promoting the national interest. This type of 

agitation gave evidence that much of New England was out of tune 

with the rest of the country, and doubtlessly, there was internal 

division there between the merchant class who were profiteering on 

the war, and humbler citizens who were more acutely aware of the 

threats poised by the Royal Navy, particularly because of the 

August 1814 seizure and burning of Washington and the September 

bombardment of Baltimore. 

Friday, April 23: 

Library of Congress, Rare Book Room: Here I gained access to 

William Gordon's 1788 four-volume history of the Revolutionary War 

28i>onald H. Cresswell, conpiler, The American Revolution in Drawings and 
Prints: A Checklist of 1765-1790 Graphics in the Library of Congress 
(IJashington, DC: Library of Congress, 1975), item #507 on p. 185, illustration 
of it on p. 184; item #906 with illustration on p. 407. 

29Library of Congress, Microform Reading Room, Jefferson Building, IJeekly 
Register, reel #168, Volumes 4-6, March 6, 1813, to August 27, 1814; Ni Les' 
IJeekly Register, reel #169, Volumes 7-8, September 10, 1814, to August 26, 1815; 
Boston Spectator, reel #74, June 18, 1814, to January 28, 1815. 
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and Charles Stedman' s 1794 two-volume narration of the same. 30 They 

provide an interesting contrast in their treatments of the same 

events. 

Library of Congress, Main Reading Room: I requested and obtained 

about a dozen different books here, the most notable of which was 

John Muller's translation of de Clairac' s The Field Engineer31 • 

Surprisingly, this book, was on the regular shelves of the library 

and not in the rare books room, despite the fact that it was the 

1773 edition. It had a number of illustrations of fortifications, 

some of which closely resembled those built on Dorchester Heights, 

and which I hoped to photocopy. Unfortunately, when I ventured 

into the copying room, there was a long waiting line, and time was 

running out for the closure of the library. I was therefore only 

able to browse through the book, but could not discover the textual 

references Rufus Putnam claimed he had found as the inspiration for 

building chandeliers. As time ran out late Friday, I was only able 

to make a few random notes from the books I had obtained. 

30
oerived from the Library of Congress, Rare f!ook Room, Jefferson Building, 

IJilliam Gordon, four-volume History of the Rise, Progress, and Establishment of 
the United States of America (London: Charles Dilly, 1788), hereafter cited as 
Gordon 1788; and Charles Stednan' s two-volume The History of the Origin, 
Progress, and Termination of the American l./ar (London: J, Murray, 1794), 
hereafter cited at Stedman 1794. 

31clairac, Field Engineer (London: J. Millan, 
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III. SUMMARY OF INFORMATION AND SPECIFIC CONCLUSIONS DERIVED FROM 

THE DOCUMENTS 

A brief word about the hills of Dorchester Heights in the 

Eighteenth Century: Because of the variety of terms used, and even 

conflicting usages and spellings, there is a need to define these 

terms as they applied in 1776. First of all, the term Dorchester 

Heights was often used to apply to the entire peninsula that jutted 

out from the mainland on the southeast quadrant from the 18th 

Century City of Boston; b.ut almost as frequently, the words 

Dorchester Heights were applied to the principal elevation of the 

peninsula which had two summits and dominated the south-central 

portion of the peninsula. This hill, or hills, if you count the 

two summits, had a long axis that was more or less in an east-west 

orientation. The peninsula was connected on its southwest corner 

by a low swampy piece of land to the mainland by Dorchester Neck; 

sometimes, but rarely, this expression was used to describe what 

was really the entire Dorchester peninsula. Here, near Dorchester 

Neck, was a hill called Savin Hill, which was more on the mainland 

rather than being part of the peninsula. Behind Savin Hill to the 

south was the village of Dorchester, which was not on the 

Dorchester peninsula at all. Dorchester Neck should not be 

confused with Boston Neck, a causeway that connected the nearly 

insular City of Boston with the mainland. 

Starting with the eastern end of the Dorchester peninsula, the hill 

opposite Castle William, (an adjacent fortified island) , was called 

Bush Tree Hill. Next after Bush Tree Hill came the most famous 

hill or hills on the peninsula, which also had the most confusing 

assortment of names. This hill or hills was referred to by Pelham 

as the Twin Hills and quite often the entire peninsula is 

designated by calling them "Dorchester Heights." But they did have 

other individualistic names. The easternmost of the Twin Hills was 
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called Signal Tree Hill. The westernmost of the Twin Hills was 

called Forster's Hill or later, Telegraph Hill. The final hill of 

importance in an historical context was Nook's Hill on the western 

edge of the peninsula, opposite the Boston Neck across the water. 

Because of the unregulated spelling of that era, Nook's Hill was 

sometimes spelled "Newks," or even "Nukes." Some cartographers 

mistakenly applied the name "Forsters" or "Fosters" to Nooks Hill. 

The British Perspective: 

From the few primary sources seen at the Clements Library and the 

New York Public Library, as well as Charles Stedman's book, I 

received the following contextual impressions: Lord Germain, in 

London, was almost totally occupied with logistics. He was quickly 

learning that the Royal Navy could project Imperial power almost 

anywhere on the face of the globe, but he was having a devil of a 

time keeping these forces adequately supplied. 

At first, at Bunker/Breed's Hill, the British generals could show 

that a professional force well-supplied with ammunition could take 

a strong position in the face of the colonials who were momentarily 

less well supplied. But as Lord William Howe planned the next 

moves at Boston, it became apparent that the colonials had an 

infinitesimally shorter supply line, and as time passed, it became 

doubtful whether the British army there could even be fed 

adequately. While it is disputed as to how severely the troops at 

Boston were suffering from hunger, it is nonetheless clear that 

Boston was a very difficult place to hold in the face of a hostile 

population. 

.. • 
From the American perspective, it was not well-known at the time 

that Lord Howe contemplated leaving Boston to seek a more favorable 
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field of endeavor. Germaine had authorized the evacuation in late 

1775, and the main obstacle to departure was a lack of sufficient 

ships to move all of the men and equipment, plus the Loyalists in 

Boston. 

As regards the tactical situation, the British had contemplated the 

taking of Dorchester Heights as early as June 1775 as a means of 

better protecting central Boston. As the year wore on, thoughts 

about Dorchester Heights were never far from the minds of either 

the British or colonial leadership. On the night of February 13, 

1776, Howe sent a small force onto the Dorchester peninsula to 

reconnoiter American intentions. The force burned a few houses and 

barns. It is not certain whether Howe concluded from this escapade 

that the Americans had no intention of occupying Dorchester 

Heights, but his people certainly saw the difficulty of fortifying 

the Heights on frozen ground. Most of the secondary histories 

admit that the American intent to take the Heights was no secret, 

but the preparations that took place out of view of British eyes in 

the latter half of February were certainly secret. In the same 

way, the heroic acquisition of cannons from Ticonderoga by Henry 

Knox, was done quite secretly and became an eventual surprise to 

the British when cannonading finally took place. 32 

The American Perspective: 

At the start of 1776, George Washington had three major concerns 

about the situation at Boston: 

1. Some action had to occur to break the stalemate there. 

2. Whatever actions he contemplated at Boston, he needed to 

conceal from the British the vulnerabilities of the colonials, 

particularly their shortage of gunpowder, both for firing muskets 

32see footnote #4. 
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and cannons, as well as shortages of the weapons themselves. 

Another vulnerability was the system of short enlistments for the 

volunteers. This fact brought about a need for nearly continuous 

training in military discipline for the new recruits, as well as an 

inclination on the part of their commander to put them to some 

military use before their enlistments expired. 

3. He believed the colonials should make an attempt to take the 

city, even if a setback resulted. He held this conviction because 

he thought activity could stimulate spirit and morale, while 

inactivity would lead to growing apathy for the cause. In this he 

differed with most of his advisers. 33 

Washington's correspondence in January and February 1776 revealed 

these intentions/concerns. When a Council of War was held with his 

generals on January 16, Washington spoke of "the indispensable 

necessity of making a Bold attempt to Conquer the Ministerial 

Troops in Boston, before they can be reinforced in the Spring. 1134 

He made this injunction at a moment when the bad news of the 

American setback before Quebec had reached him and before Henry 

Knox had arrived with the entourage of cannon from Ticonderoga. On 

February 1, he was still ruminating about the lessons learned in 

Canada and wondering about the capacity of volunteer soldiers to 

perform well in battle: "The Account given of the behavior of the 

Men under General Montgomerie is exactly consonant to the opinion 

I have form'd of these People, and such as they will exhibit 

abundant proofs of in similar cases whenever called upon---Place 

them behind a Parapet---a Breast Work---stone Wall---or anything 

that will afford them Shelter, and from their knowledge of a 

33chase, GW Papers, Vollllle 3, pp. 29-369, passim. 

341bid., p. 93, Washington to John Adams, January 15, 1776. In this 
letter, Washington expresses sentiments similar to those cited in the text. 
Unfortunately, the exact letter is no longer available for this report. The 
quotation cited above is from another letter on a page after page 93.) 
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Firelock, they will give a good Account of their Enemy, but I am as 

well convinced as if I had seen it, that they will not March boldly 

up to a Work--or stand exposed in a plain---and yet, if we are 

furnished with the Means, and the Weather will afford us a Passage, 

and we can get in Men (for these three things are necessary) 

something must be attempted. The Men must be brought to face 

danger---they cannot allways have an Intrenchment, or a Stone Wall 

as a safeguard or Shield---a~d it is of essential Importance that 

the Troops In Boston should be destroyed if possible before they 

can be re-inforced, or remove[d?] .... 1135 

On February 11, Colonel Rufus Putnam, an engineer, sent Washington 

a letter with ideas about methods to be used for the occupation of 

Dorchester Heights. With the letter, he enclosed a diagrammatic 

sketch (see pages 296 & 297 of Volume 3 of Philander D. Chase's 

editing of The Papers of George Washington, 1988) of ranges and 

bearings of various points around Boston Harbor in order to impress 

the general with the tactical benefits for intimidating the enemy 

to be derived from holding the heights.~ Doubtlessly because this 

letter brought Putnam into Washington's notice, the latter must 

have been impressed with the notion that here was a man with 

innovative ideas who might be able to come up with some stratagem 

for achieving the capture of Boston. 

Putnam's role was largely advertised through Putnam himself, 

through a brief memoir at the close of the war. Doubtlessly, like 

any memoir, it was self-serving; yet the account fitted in with 

other known facts about the occupation of Dorchester Heights. The 

35chase, GIJ Papers, Volume 3, \Jashington to Colonel Joseph Reed, February 
1, 1776, pp. 237·8. 

361 bi d • , Col one l Rufus Putnam to \J ash i n gt on, February 11 , 1 7 7 6, pp. 2 9 5 • 
299. 
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presented it to Washington. He accepted the idea and told the 

engineers to go ahead with the implementation of their proposal. 37 

The more common usage of the term "chandelier," of course, was its 

definition as a device to hold a number of candles upright above a 

room. Used as a military engineer's device, it was visually 

analogous to the candle holder, since it had both a horizontal and 

vertical component, but here the wooden components were sturdier 

and designed to be a holder of fasclnes, stones, dirt, or any other 

heavy material that could give protection from musketry and/or 

cannon fire. (The French term "chandelle" later came to be used in 

aviation in order to depict an aeroplane's transition from 

horizontal to vertical flight.) 

So the engineers set many soldiers to work constructing the sturdy 

frames called chandeliers. The men had two weeks' time to 

construct enough of the frames out of sight of the enemy to put 

together a line or lines of protection long enough to shelter the 

troops and/or artillery destined to hold Dorchester Heights. When 

the time came, the army used more than three hundred oxcarts to 

haul the frames into position. Some of the fascines were hauled 

in, but the army also cut down an orchard on the Dorchester 

peninsula either to fill the chandeliers or to make an abatis. 

Most of the authors of general accounts about Dorchester Heights 

expand more fully on the subject of barrels filled with stones, 

rather than develop the notion of chandeliers (e.g. William Gordon, 

1788; Charles Stedman, 1794; Allen French, 1934) . 38 Washington 

37 Mary Cone, Life of Rufus Putnam (Cleveland: 1886), pp. 45-46. 

38 
Gordon 1788, Volume 2, p. 193; Stedman 1794, pp. 166-188; Allen French, 

The First Year of the American Revolution (Boston and New York: Houghton Mifflin 
Company, 1934), pp. 656-657. · Hereafter cited as French 1934. 
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most prominent of these was the appearance in George Washington's 

vocabulary of the word "Chandelier," a term from military 

engineering technology that was almost . equally new to Putnam 

himself. 

Even though he was not invited to a council of War on February 16 

because he was not a general officer, Putnam contended that 

Washington invited him to dinner afterwards, perhaps because he had 

sent unsolicited suggestion~ on the 11th, and Washington wondered 

whether Putnam had any additional ideas that would make it easier 

to occupy Dorchester Heights. Putnam had nothing to contribute at 

that moment, but promised to relay any suggestions he could come up 

with in the future. 

On the way to his quarters after the dinner, Putnam, by sheer 

happenstance, paid a call on General Heath at the latter's 

residence. While conversing with Heath, he happened to notice that 

the general had a copy of Muller's Field Engineer in his personal 

library, and asked to borrow it. (Speaking parenthetically, I did 

not find mention of chandeliers in the 1773 edition of Muller. 

Perhaps Putnam found some other manual and merely had a faulty 

recollection of the author and title.) At first Heath was 

reluctant to loan the book, but eventually did so. It took Putnam 

a day or more to get back to the book, and when he did, he 

discovered the term "chandelier." It was a strange term to him, 

but when he realized it was a means to provide cover from an enemy 

when there was frozen ground, he sought to suggest its usage to 

Henry Knox and Richard Gridley. In a meeting with them shortly 

thereafter, the two engineers/artillerists liked the notion and 
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first used the term "chandeliers" in a letter to Colonel Joseph 

Reed. The letter was begun on February 26, continued on March 3, 

supplemented yet again on March 7, and was completed on ·March 9. 

The March 3 portion of the letter is where the word first appears, 

and in later letters recounting events of the occupation, he uses 

it again and again. 39 

chandeliers. 

Putnam was certainly the idea man on 

Another feature of the above-mentioned letter to Joseph Reed was a 

passage late in the letter (on March 7), after the events depicted, 

in which Washington related how he had personally exhorted the 

troops late on March 5 when the British appeared to be preparing a 

counterstroke against the heights. Douglas Southall Freeman voted 

against Washington's appearance at the scene, despite the fact that 

a surgeon, James Thacher, stated in his journal that Washington did 

appear in person. The passage from Washington's letter stated: 

"It was the 5th of March which I recalled to their remembrance as 

a day never to be forgotten--- [the anniversary of the Boston 

Massacre]---an Ingagement was fully expected---& I never saw 

spirits higher, or more ardour prevailing. 1140 

Such a statement would have very little significance if Washington 

were merely exhorting his fellow senior officers at Cambridge, for 

as leaders, they should need no exhortation, nor were their lives 

directly at stake by being under the gun. He must have been 

present on the heights (to make such a statement) late on March 5 

making direct contact with his men. 

39
chase, GW Papers, Volume 3, Washington to Colonel Joseph Reed, February 

26, March 3, 7, and 9, 1n6, pp. 369-379. 

401b1"d., 373 374 pp. - . 
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William Gordon, the early historian, expanded on this episode. 

Although his credentials have been seriously challenged by more 

recent historians for supposed plagiarism, he was excused by other 

historians who said that Gordon called himself a "compiler," and 

that if he did borrow materials from others, he borrowed truthful 

materials. The noted British historian, Lawrence Henry Gipson, 

came to Gordon's defense by saying, in effect, that if Gordon 

borrowed, he borrowed well. In 1789, Gordon sold forty-two sets of 

the four-volume history to George Washington, soliciting the 

general's criticisms for correcting any mistake he may have made, 

for inclusion in future editions. Washington did not offer a 

correction to this episode, so far as is known. 41 

Gordon's expansion of the episode ran like this: After Washington 

had given the exhortation to the men to "Remember it is the 5th of 

March, and avenge the death of your brethren," soldiers out of 

earshot of the general inquired what he had said, and word was 

passed down the line. A significant number of spectators had 

gathered, despite the worsening weather, and it was discernible to 

most that the Americans were eager for a fight, while the British 

soldiers looked dispirited and sluggish. The hurricane-like storm 

that followed gave Howe sufficient excuse to call off the attack. 42 

Emplacement of the Chandeliers and Construction of the First 

Fortifications on Dorchester Heights on the Night of March -4-5, 

1776: 

The details about the construction of the fortifications, from a 

textual point of view, are sparse enough. Washington and his 

generals had agreed upon a preliminarr bombardment as a diversion 

41 Lawrence Henry Gipson, The British Empire Before the American Revolution 
Voliine XI II, capsule biography of Gordon between pp. 321 and 326. 

42Gordon 1788, Voliine 2, pp. 193·196. 
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from his true purpose. This was done on the 2nd, 3rd, and 4th of 

March, during the nighttime hours. The British were surprised that 

the Americans had cannons at all, and decided to put on an 

artillery display that more than doubled the volume of the American 

fire. 

The various historians' accounts agreed generally on the details of 

the occupation of the Heights: that several hundred men formed a 

covering party, half of whom lay in watch opposite Boston Neck for 

any alarm sounded in that direction, while the other half posted 

themselves out on Dorchester Point, opposite Castle William. The 

working party was said to have consisted of about twelve hundred 

men whose first chore was to provide a visual screen across the low 

swampy neck connecting the peninsula with the mainland. This was 

done by laying down bundles of twisted hay in that place, which not 

only concealed their movement, but helped to muffle the sounds. 43 

Carts hauling chandeliers and other materials were variously 

numbered between three hundred and 3 60. The engineers directed the 

placement of the chandeliers, primarily on the twin hills, and men 

with picks made an attempt on the frozen earth to improve the 

strength of the mobile frames. The chandeliers were filled with 

fascines and stones hauled in by oxcart. Similarly, barrels were 

filled with stones for rolling down on the enemy. Some men with 

axes cut down a nearby orchard for laying abatis in front of the 

frames. The carts made as many trips hauling materials as they 

could during the nighttime hours; some made as many as three 

circuits. 44 

43
F re n ch 1 9 3 4 , pp. 6 5 8 - 6 6 0; Doug l as South a l l F re em an, George IJ ash i n gt on , 

A Biography VollJllE! 4 (New York: 1951), pp.27-35. 

441bid. 
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Washington, Ward, and Thomas even had the foresight of relieving 

those men who had stood watch by night with troops who would be 

fresh for the anticipated assault. As events developed, the 

intervening storm gave the colonials further time for improving 

their works. Even though Howe decided at this juncture to evacuate 

Boston, the Americans crept ever closer to the town of Boston from 

the Dorchester side. On the night of the March 9, they tried to 

erect similar works on Nook's Hill, but someone kindled a fire 

behind the hill which gave away their activities. A British 

cannonade put an end to their work on that occasion. 45 Finally, on 

the day the British removed their cannons from Boston Neck and the 

day of their departure from the city (March 17), the colonials 

completed their rudimentary works at Nook's Hill. 46 

Appearance of the First fortifications on Dorchester Heights: 

It has always been a problem to visualize these first works, but 

now, hopefully, we may have some semblance of their appearance. 

The Library of Congress provided a checklist of the drawings and 

prints of the American Revolution compiled by Donald H. Cresswell 

(1975). In this compilation there was a sketch, Item #507 {Figure 

19) , labelled "View of fortifications around Dorchester, 1776? 1147 

From his added comment, Cresswell believed the scene depicted was 

that of the fortifications put up by the Americans in March 1776. 

Even though the artist was unidentified and the date only guessed 

at, it is conceivable that the sketch could have been done by a 

45chase, GIJ Paeers, Voll.Ille 3, \Jashington to John Hancock, March 7 and 9, 
1776, p. 425, including Chase's footnote #19 on pp. 427-28. 

46Ibid. I \Jashington to John Hancock, March 19, 1776, p. 490. 

47Library of Congress, Photos & Prints Division, Madison Building, item 
#507. 
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British engineer on the morning of March 17, 1776, before his 

departure by ship. The perspective was from pretty far down Boston 

Neck, looking eastward down the long axis of the peninsula. One of 

the aspects which persuades me that the scene was indeed the 

Dorchester peninsula was the peculiar shape of the works.on the 

left side of the sketch (at Nook's Hill). This presumed 

fortification was shaped like a hollow arrowhead and r~sembled the 

shape that Henry Pelham used in his famous 1777 map (Figure 2) . 48 

(The hollow arrowhead shape was parroted on innumerable maps of the 

Boston area for this era and must have some basis in reality.) At 

right-center of the drawing is a long wall of fortifications that 

seem to be close to the summit of the twin hills of Dorchester. 

These too resemble Pelham's depiction. Various interested 

historians afterwards characterized Pelham's map as the best ever 

done of the Revolutionary scene at Boston. 49 

The two sets of wall-like fortifications on the sketch would 

coincide very well with the notion of a series of chandeliers set 

side by side to make a continuous structure. The quality of the 

sample of Item #507 (Figure 19) is not very good, nor is a 

photocopy of it that I have in my possession; hopefully, a copy 

ordered from the Library of Congress will prove more satisfying [it 

did not]. Similarly, Item #906 (Figure 20), so a sketch of a 

chandelier, was ordered; I hope it will prove to be a better 

version than the sample in the book [it was not]. If not, we can 

doubtless get a good copy from another source. 

48ctements Library, Maps & Prints Division. 

49For exarrple, see Frothingham 1849, Prefatory Notes on Maps and 
Illustrations. 

SOLibrary of Congress, Photos & Prints Division, Item #906. 
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Reverting for a moment to Pelham's map (Figure 2), it is doubtful 

that the rest of his depiction of items on the Dorchester peninsula 

is altogether accurate. Pelham shows, for example, an irregular 

line of fortifications atop the twin hills, oriented in a roughly 

east-west direction, but his drawing has four squa~ed projections 

which do not jibe with the sketch from Item # 507 (Figure 19) cited 

above. Yet he must have had some new data rega~ding the placement 

of military installations on Dorchester, because in two places he 

notes "Battery of 3 Guns' and 11 3 Gun Battery." The one is near 

Dorchester Point, but not directly opposite Castle William; the 

other is somewhat east of the center point of the northern shore of 

the peninsula. (Incidentally, I have excellent copies of two 

Boston Harbor maps derived from the Clements Library in Ann Arbor; 

one is the Pelham map, (Figure 2] ,· the other is based on the 

engineer, Lt. Page's, 1775 map of the harbor, with additions of 

fortifications built later, done by the publisher, William Faden, 

in London during 1778 (Figure 1]) . 51 

Replacement or Improvement of the Original Fortifications after Marc 

1776: 

Washington's correspondence indicated his concerns about 

fortifications in the Boston area after the British withdrawal, in 

that his thinking switched from offensive intentions to a defensive 

posture. One of the earliest things he did after occupying the 

town was to order the dismantling of the British works on Boston 

Neck, as they had been intended to keep the Americans out, and 

future threats to the city would now come from new directions. By 

this he meant the entrance to the harbor; so it meant choosing the 

best island or islands for that purpose. On March 23, he issued a 

peculiar directive by ordering fortifications built on Charles-Town 

51 clements Library, Maps & Prints Division. 
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Point. The reason for this was that most of the British fleet was 

tarrying in Nantasket Roads and he feared some sort of a 

retaliatory or face-saving raid somewhere in the vicinity. On the 

24th, the British destroyed their works at Castle William and 

spiked the guns there, which they could not carry.with them. At 

the same time, Washington directed that the works at Fort Hill in 

Boston be strengthened. He wanted the other fortifications that 

faced the country dismantled. 52 

In early April 1776, Washington left instructions for General Ward 

and Henry Knox on what must be done to defend Boston, as he was 

moving his headquarters to New York. Gridley was put in charge of 

the harbor defenses, but Washington made special mention of 

strengthening the works on Beacon Hill toward the harbor, even for 

the eventuality that Fort Hill beneath it might fall; the former 

could then be used to threaten the lower works. Along the same 

lines, he directed that the colonial powder supply should be 

dispersed and moved frequently so the enemy could not seize all of 

it. 53 

After leaving Boston, Washington did not forget about the Boston 

defenses. In late April, he wrote stern, rebuking letters to Ward 

and Gridley about the alleged slowness of progress in building 

Boston's harbor defenses. Both gentlemen came back with strong 

replies, assuring their chief that he was misinformed. Ward made 

particular mention of the Dorchester peninsula by referring to it 

in this way: "The Court agreed to have a Fortress built at Castle 

point, which is nearly finished and I intend to have the Cannon 

52chase, GIJ PaPers, Voliine 3, General Orders of March 23, 1n6, pp. 516-
518; IJashington to John Hancock, April 24, 1n6, pp. 522-525. 

53
chase, GIJ Papers, Voliine 4, Orders & Instructions for Major General 

Artemas IJard, April 4, 1n6, pp. 36-39. 
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mounted in it this week. 1154 The work was somewhat hampered by a 

shortage of teams, and several units thought their role was solely 

to perform guard duty, not arduous construction work. Ward 

ref erred to the Dorchester works again a week later as being at 

"Castle Point," merely being his mode of expression. On May 4 he 

wrote: 

The Forts on Fort Hill in Boston, Charlestown Point, and 

Castle Point, are almost compleated, with a number of heavy 

Cannon mounted in each; a Work is in good forwardness on 

Noddles Island, and a Detachment of the Army is at work at 

castle Island repairing the Batteries there. A number of 

Hulks are preparing to sink in the Channel. I have employed 

the Troops here to the greatest advantage in my power, have 

ordered all the Men not on actual duty to turn out upon 

fatigue every day, not allowing any superfluous Cooks nor 

Waiters; and upon receiving intelligence of a British Fleet 

being on its passage this way I directed all the Officers to 

turn out with their men upon the Works, which they chearfully 

complyed with and are constantly upon fatigue with their Men. 

I have set every wheel in motion which I could move to 

advantage, and shall neglect nothing in my power 1n order to 

give the Enemy a proper reception if they should pay us a 

visit. 55 

On May 9, Ward again reported to Washington on the progress of the 

defenses: the enemy's works on Bunker Hill were being demolished, 

and a fort was being built at Charlestown Point. A greater number 

Artemas 
April 

541bid., Washington to Colonel Richard Gridley, 
Ward to Washington, April 28, 1n6, pp. 161·162; 

29, 1n6, p. 171; ward to Washington, May 4, 1n6, 

55 1bid., Ward to Washington, May 4, 1n6, p. 203. 
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of men were working on Noddles Island. "Col. Hutchinson's Regiment 

has been employed in the works on Dorchester Point next to Castle 

Island, until that Fort was nearly finished, and then I ordered 

part of the Regiment to work on Castle Island in repairing the 

Batteries there. 1156 

On May 13, Colonel Gridley reported as follows: 

Fort Hill & Dorchester point Forts, Charles Town Fort & the 

Fort on Noddles Island are now in a posture of Defence, with 

platforms Laid, & Cannon Mounted on them, except Noddles 

Island which will soon be done; Three Cannon are Mounted on 

the works at Castle William, & as soon as Embrazure & platform 

can be finish'd, a Cannon will be mounted. 57 

Later in the same letter Gridley wrote, "I woud [sic] have sent 

Plans of the Forts here, but have not time at Present." This was 

done only in December. A few days later, on May 16, in a letter 

from Washington to Ward, it was apparent that Washington's 

priorities had shifted. 58 Then he was occupied with refereeing on 

the disposition of ordnance in the Bay Colony to make sure there 

was an equitable division of the cannon Henry Knox had acquired and 

those captured from the British. In late May he was making similar 

comment about the distribution of gunpowder and the continuing 

necessity of keeping the powder dispersed, even though he now 

believed that the possibility of British return to Boston was 

remote. 59 

561bid., \Jard to IJashington, May 9, 1n6, pp. 248-250. 

571bid., Gridley to IJashington, May 13, 1n6, pp. 287-288. 

581bid., IJashington to \Jard, May 16, 1n6. 

59
1 b i d . , IJ ash i n g ton to t h e Mas sac h use t t s Gene r a l Co u r t , May 1 6 , 1 7 7 6 , p . 

316; IJashington to \Jard, May 28, 1n6, pp. 403-404. 

34 



Later in the year, during November, Richard Gridley made an 

inventory of the materials used to build the various forts around 

Boston. Peter Force reproduced his listings in his American 

Archives, Fifth Series, Volume 3, pages 476 and 477 (1837-1853). 

Only the portions that concern the works on Dorchester peninsula 

are given here: 

Two 

One 

No. 1 Fort at Dorchester Point 

3454 feet of Oak Plank 

2370 feet of Pine Timber 

1600 Pickets 

220 lbs. of Spikes 

buildings containing--

650 feet of Timber 

800 feet of Oak Joist 

3070 feet of Boards 

7,500 Shingles 

7,500 4-penny Nails 

5,000 10-penny Nails 

500 20-penny Nails 

No. 2 Dorchester, second hill 

3626 feet of Oak Plank 400 feet of Timber 

1130 feet of Pine Timber 500 feet of Joist 

200 feet of Pine Plank 2250 feet of Boards 

1230 Pickets 3,500 Shingles 

160 lbs. of Spikes 5,500 4-penny Nails 

building containing-- 3,000 10-penny 

No. 3 Fort on Dorchester, southernmost hill 

2626 feet of Oak Plank 

912 feet of Pine Timber 

1100 Pickets 

50 lbs. of Spikes 

600 feet of Joist 

2320 feet of Boards 

6,000 Shingles 

6,000 4-penny Nails 

Nails 

Two buildings containing--

450 feet of Timber 

3,000 10-penny Nails 

500 20-penny Nails~ 

60P et e r Force , Ame r i can A r ch i v es , F i f t h Ser i es , Vo l um e 3 C Wash i n g t on D C , 
Government Printing Office, 1837-1853), pp. 476-77. 
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In December, Gridley sent Washington plans of these same seven 

forts, including those for which he had itemized the materials 

above. This is the letter dated December 9, 1776, a copy of which 

was found in the manuscripts room of the Boston Public Library. 61 

(The drawings themselves were found in the Library of Co~gress, 

Geography & Maps Division, Items # 928 & 929, Figures 17 & 18) . 62 

The letter did not mention Dorchester, but rather discussed the 

relative merits of laying greater emphasis on strengthening the 

fortifications at Castle William, rather than on more remote 

islands in Boston Harbor. 

Items #928 and #929 (Figures 17 & 18) mentioned above included at 

least one star-shaped fort; but since copies of these are still on 

order from the Library of Congress, it would be inappropriate to 

comment on these drawings specifically without having them in hand. 

Yet a few generic comments can nonetheless be made at this time 

about Star forts generally. In eighteenth-century fortification 

theory, square redoubts were considered the most frequently 

preferred shape, while by all standards the worst redoubt design 

was that of a star. The eminent European military intellect 

Antoine Henri Jomini called it "the very worst description of 

fortification" because the structure had no flanks and because the 

rentrant angles reduced interior space. Moreover, "they are 

especially exposed to be enfiladed from one end to the other, which 

precludes the possibility of their making a long defence. 1163 The 

construction of star redoubts proved a complex operation compared 

61 Gridley to l.lashington, December 9, 1n6, Manuscripts of the American 
Revolution in the Boston Public Library, on microfilm, roll #11, items 356-538 
c1n6-1n8>. 

62
L i b r a r y o f C on g r e s s , G e o g r a ph y & M a p s D i v i s i o n , M a d i s o n B u i l d i n g , i t e ms 

#928 and 929 from the finding aid by Sellers and Van Ee. (See footnote #27.) 

63 
Jomini quoted in Hector Straith' s Treatise on Fortification and 

Artillery, Volune I (London: IJilliam H. Allen and Company, 1852), p. 109. · 
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to the simple undertaking of a square, pentagonal, or triangular 

design. The complexity of tracing and erecting the banquette, 

parapet, ditch, and berm of a star redoubt increased in proportion 

to the number of points desired on the structure. 

Gridley apparently continued to improve the defenses in Boston 

harbor over the next two years after 1776, and when there was a 

scare of another approach of the Royal Navy in 1778, a French 

engineer, Louis Lebegue Duportail, was sent by Washington to again 

see what could be done to improve further Boston's defenses.M 

The Dorchester Fortifications After the Revolutionary War Era: 

Continued friction with Britain in the 1790s over Orders in 

Council, causing interference with neutral shipping, forced then­

President Washington to have his Secretary of War, Henry Knox, once 

again look into the matter of coastal fortifications. In early 

1794, Knox drew up a list of places where forts were to be improved 

or repaired and sent a French engineer, Mr. Becket Rochefontaine, 

to tour the coast and meet with governors on the proposed 

improvements. Two hundred twenty-five thousand dollars was 

allocated for this purpose, and Boston Harbor was destined to get 

$30, 000 out of that sum. But when Rochef ontaine met with the 

Massachusetts governor, he learned that the spot chosen, Castle 

William, was occupied by a state prison and guarded by troops; he 

was told by the governor that the legislature doubtlessly would not 

authorize the usage of the castle for the intended Federal purpose. 

The money for Massachusetts was the~efore not spent at Boston, but 

utilized elsewhere. Nonetheless, Rochefontaine' s Instructions from 

MD er i v e d f r om page 71 of a second a r y source f axed t o t h e au t h o r on Ma r ch 
22, 1993, by Jim Mueller. (In an enquiring phone call to Mueller in May 1993, 
Fritz learned that Mueller, in turn, had derived these pages from Tony Tommel l . 
at Fort Stanwix and did not know the identification of the original" source.) 
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Henry Knox contain interesting general directions concerning the 

improvements to fortifications. 65 

National Archives Record Group 77 (Chief of Engineers) : 

Within this group was a special collection called the "Buell 

Collection of Historical Documents Relating to the Corps of 

Engineers, 1801-1819." It was available on microfilm {M417) and 

had several relevant letters relating to the defenses of Boston. 

A May 13, 1808, letter contained a proposal to lay out small 

batteries in the Boston vicinity, but none of these was on 

Dorchester Heights. A May 24, 1809, letter had a proposal to spend 

$12,500 on the Boston area, most of it destined for a battery on 

Governor's Island. A follow-up letter of November 13, 1809, 

contained more details on the same subject.~ 

The War of 1812 was over before more notice was again taken of 

Boston Harbor in the extant correspondence of the engineers. A 

letter dated October 1, 1815, from Horace C. Story to the Chief of 

Engineers, Brigadier General Joseph G. Swift, contained a 

relatively lengthy evaluation and analysis of the defenses of 

Boston Harbor. There was rather heavy emphasis laid on Castle 

Island, then called Fort Independence, considerable detail on four 

forts on Governors Island, some information on Noddles Island, and 

finally some notice of Dorchester Point & Heights. 67 

The page on Dorchester Point & Heights read as follows: 

65N at i on a l A r ch i v es , Record Group 1 0 7, M 1 0 6 2 C mi c r of i l m) , re e l # 1 , pp . 5 0 5 , 
508, and 516-525. 

~National Archives, Record Group 77, Buell Collection, reel #1, frames 
0519, 0615, and 0692. 

671bid., reel #2, frames 989·1001. 
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Dorchester Point was intended to be fortified by a work in the 

form of a segment of a circle flattened at the sides, thrown 

up in front of an old octagonal star fort. Three cannon were 

mounted in it only, though it was calculated for several more 

& might have proved some annoyance to a fleet passing between 

Castle & Governor's Islands. A work composed of two bastions 

& two demibastions was thrown up on the heights on the lower 

of the two eminences & a hexagonal star fort on the superior. 

Each of them is surrounded by a narrow ditch of about ten feet 

width at the bottom. The voluntary contribution of labour 

from the citizens of the neighbouring towns erected them. 

Their remote situation would prevent them from opposing any 

serious obstacle until a fleet should arrive in front of the 

town. From these heights however the town might easily be 

bombarded & even cannonaded, it was indispensible therefore 

that possession should be retained of them in order to prevent 

their being occupied by an enemy. The narrowness of the 

ditches, the shortness of the flanks, the very considerable 

talus of the works with their little height, the many 

irregularities of the ground in the vicinity, afford shelter 

to an assailant, [and] combined with other defects & 

inconveniences, appear to have yielded but little security & 

very slight means of annoyance. 
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Savin Hill & Commercial Point 

The breastworks thrown up at these places were intended to 

prevent a landing of the Enemy at either of them, & a passage 

into the small bay beyond them.~ (N.B. There was an undated 

drawing of the fortifications at Savin Hill [Figure 15] in 

National Archives Record Group 77, Cartographic Division, 

Pickett Street Branch) . 69 

A few pages later, in the same analytical document, the author 

assessed the relative merits of Dorchester Heights in the total 

scheme of things for the defense of Boston. The analysis read: 

Dorchester Heights are undoubtedly to be viewed in a 

consideration of the attack & defence of Boston as the most 

important position with reference to land operations of any 

single point bearing on that inquiry. The experience which 

the Revolutionary War afforded would be conclusive on the 

subject, but the conviction of all military men conceded it to 

be the main pillar in the defence of Boston. Though with this 

post alone, the ·place is weak & scarcely appears to be 

defended, yet without its cooperation or with its loss, every 

other defence is imperfect. It is the key of the situation, 

& though like the common key of little importance in itself, 

yet it influences & governs the whole machine which is without 

it useless & unmanageable. The same arguments which can be 

advanced with regard to fortifying Noddles Island, are 

peculiarly applicable in relation to Dorchester Heights. The 

681bid., reel #2, frames 994-995. 

69N at i on a l Arch i v es , Cart o graph i c D i vi s i on, Al ex and r i a , Va . , Record Group 
77, Drawer 154, drawing labelled "Plan of a Brestwork [sic] at the Foot of Savin 
Hi l l. 11 
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Country around them in the rear & nearly on all sides, is 

level within the reach of shot. They command Fort 

Independence on Castle Island & all the intervening space 

between it & Savin Hill & Commercial Point. Should a landing 

be effected at either of these latter places, or any part of 

Milton or Neponset River, no approach could be made towards 

Boston in any direction without being exposed in some part of 

it, to the fire from a work on these heights. If it is 

attempted over the marsh a fire nearly enfilading is afforded 

it, if by a movement to the left through Roxbury, an open 

plain is given which betrays every motion & subjects an 

approaching foe to be annoyed by its transverse fire over the 

whole narrow neck of land which joins Boston to Roxbury. In 

fine in no direction from that quarter may an enemy advance 

out of possibility of annoyance from that position. Insulated 

as Boston is except at this point, which is the only permanent 

entrance to it, for it is scarcely necessary to mention the 

facility with which all communication by means of bridges may 

be interrupted or destroyed, it can readily be conceived that 

this single narrow passage might be even temporarily rendered 

impracticable to ask for. The practicability & efficiency of 

a canal cut across must suggest itself to every one; at the 

height of the tide it presents an unfordable ditch, & with a 

proper disposition of the parts joined .with the natural 

marshes, soil, the passage of it might be attended with a 

little inconvenience. 

These two positions, t~erefore, of Noddles Island & Dorchester 

Heights, if fortified in such manner as would make them 

inattackable by assault, seem to insure with proper 

dispositions in other respects a tolerable security against 

land operations. This op1nion is of course predicated on a 
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presumption of a force comparatively adequate to cope with the 

assailant. Any landing beyond the points mentioned would be 

attended with the same advantages on the part of the 

defendants, but increased by the consequent delay in the 

movements on th~ one part of the knowledge of them on the 

other, & invade who may, ready hearts & heavy hands will give 

them a meetireception. 

From the considerations adverted to, the importance of the 

position is obvious; but the multiplication of works requiring 

a corresponding increase of soldiers to garrison them; the 

inadequacy of a peace establishment to afford that increase, 

the improbability of sparing at any time regulars to garrison 

many extensive works in one place, forbid the idea of 

expensive & large works, even were they deemed eligible. 

Necessity demands the position should be fortified. Economy 

& Utility point out the same method recommended For Noddles 

Island. 70 

The author continued his analysis by discussing the maritime 

defense of the town. After evaluating nearly every significant 

island in the harbor, he returned once again to the high estimation 

he held for Castle Island (and, therefore, Fort Independence), 

Dorchester Heights and Point, and Governor's and Noddles Islands on 

the other side of the harbor. 71 

Later_ summary reports regarding fortifications in Boston Harbor 

gave only brief mention of what was transpiring there. A Summary 

Brigadier 
998. 

70National Archives, Record Group n, Buell Collection, Horace Story to 
General Joseph G. Swift, dated October 1, 1815, reel #2, frames 996-

71 1bid., reel #2, frames· 998-1001. 
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Report by the engineers on October 13, 1818, mentioned only that 

the forts on Castle Island (Fort Independence) had forty-two 

cannon, at Fort Warren there were twelve cannon, and two other 

batteries with fourteen cannon total. A report of November 30, 

1819, mention~d only the need for repairs unspecified to Fort 

Independence in Boston Harbor. 72 

Data on Dorchester Heights During the War of 1812 from Niles Weekly 

Register and the Boston Spectator: 

The Library of Congress Microf orm Reading Room had these two 

newspapers available on microfilm, but useful excerpts from them 

were sparse. The Boston Spectator had only a lonely entry on 

September 24, 1814, which stated: "Fort Strong, on Noddles Island 

is nearly completed, and works are rapidly advancing on South 

Boston Heights, and other places in our vicinity. 1173 

Despite the disappointment given by these two journals, extracts 

from them can provide a good background of how Boston fitted into 

the national context. In a sense, the problem of repairing the old 

forts could be considered emblematic of the entire War of 1812 

story: New Englanders had largely opposed going to war with Great 

Britain over the impressment of seamen and other mercantile 

disagreements, and it was said by some that New England ports, 

especially Boston, profiteered off the traffic promoted by wartime 

activities. 

The same critics also would have claimed that the Royal Navy made 

its most devastating raids on the American ports or areas that most 

stiffly opposed British maritime policy, such as Baltimore and the 

721bid., reel '113, frames · 705-709 and 775-779. 

73
L i bra r y of Cong res s , . M i c r of or m Re ad i n g Room, J e f f e rs on Bu i l d i n g , Bos t on 

Spectator, reel #74, · September 24, 1814. 
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nation's capital at Washington, and did not (at first) molest 

friendly ports like Boston. Be that as it may, it was not until 

mid-1814 that the Royal Navy moved closer geographically to 

threaten New England. 

On September 1, 1814, a British force landed at Castine, Maine, and 

occupied towns as far up the Penobscot River as Bangor. When the 

British commander issued a proclamation declaring the surrounding 

country to be a British province, this caused considerable alarm in 

Boston, since Maine belonged to Massachusetts at the time. As a 

reaction to this insult, the governor of Massachusetts mobilized 

the state militia and appealed to the president for Federal troops 

or at least some form of Federal assistance (monetary) . When James 

Madison replied with a waffling message that stated he would send 

help if the situation warranted, and would pay Massachusetts' 

expenses incurred only if their militia was part of a Federal 

effort, the New Englanders reacted with some vehemence.~ 

It was this New England reaction which produced the Hartford 

Convention, wherein several of the New England legislatures sent 

delegates to Hartford to draft a statement of protest against the 

national policy and even called for the drafting of a new 

constitution. In the long run, the end result of this convention 

was disastrous for the Federalist Party delegates who largely made 

up the convention, for they were perceived as being conspirators 

against the national interest, or were seen as seditionists, even 

as traitors. Doubtlessly too, there was class conflict involved in 

the debate, with wealthy merchants holding different views from the 

working_ classes. Mainly it was bad timing though, for while they 

74L i bra r y of Congress , M i c r of or m Re ad i n g Room, Jefferson Bui l di n g , N i l es 
Weekly Register, reel #169, Septeirber and October, 1814; Boston Spectator, 
September and October, 1814. 
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were convening, the Treaty of Ghent ended the war, and Andrew 

Jackson's sound drubbing of a British army at New Orleans seemed to 

exonerate President Madison's policies. 75 All these notions were 

brought forward in the pages of the Niles Weekly Register and the 

Boston Spectator. 

A secondary work, a volume of Records Relating to the Early History 

of Boston Containing Minutes of the Selectmen Meetings (Boston, 

1908), conveyed some idea of the local 1814 sentiment at Boston and 

the desire by some citizens to improve the town's defenses against 

a British incursion. On June 29, 1814, a specially appointed 

committee reported to the selectmen about measures decided upon 

after conferring with Commodore Bainbridge. One aspect of their 

conference was a proposal to sink hulks in the main channel between 

Castle Island and Governors Island. They conferred as well with a 

commission appointed by the governor; the focus of their 

preparations was the role of the militia in getting ready the 

artillery, ammunition, platforms for artillery use, boats, horses 

and drivers upon alarm of a British approach.~ 

Concerns intensified again in September, and the selectmen once 

more discussed the wisdom or unwisdom of sinking hulks, or whether 

it would be expedient to destroy parts of the bridges connected 

with the town. In the days that followed there was some discussion 

whether the town should accept voluntary donations for its defense. 

The selectmen's meeting of September 21 set up a system of Ward 

meetings for the purpose of getting volunteers to sign up for one 

day's work on the fortifications. On the 26th, the Board of 

75R i c h a r d B • M o r r i s , e d i t o r , E n c y c l o p e d i a o f A me r i c a n H i s t o r y C N e w Y o r k : 
Harper & Row, 1965), p. 153 •. 

76
R e cords Re l a t i n g to the Ea r l y H i s tor y of Bos ton Cont a i n i n g M i nut es of th e 

=Se::..:l=ec:::...:t=m=en.:.----'M"""e=et;:;...,i""'ng=s (Boston: 1908), p. 118. 
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Selectmen assembled at noon to organize the voluntary offers of 

labor for erecting fortifications and to receive donations from the 

wards. 77 

At the selectmen's meeting of October 13, particular emphasis was 

given to the completion of Fort Strong, upon an urgent request from 

the superintendent there. On the same day, notice was placed in 

the local newspapers, both thanking the citizens for their past 

efforts on improving and repairing the works (whose location and 

plans were directed by the ablest engineers), and urging them to 

continue their exertions for the completion of fortifications at 

South Boston and Dorchester, as well as at Fort Strong. 78 By 

November 10, the scare must have been over, or at least the 

improvements on the works were completed, for the board was 

soliciting further monetary donations to pay for some of the 

expenses incurred. At the same time, the board reported the 

amounts donated from the various wards, totalling $9,629.48, to 

which was later added nearly two thousand dollars more. There was 

one particularly generous citizen from Ward 7, William Sullivan, 

who donated $2,933, and later added another $387, amounting to 

about a third of the grand total.N 

A Late View of the Forts Around Boston: 

Richard Frothingham, in his 1849 History of the Siege of Boston, 

added an appendix at the end in which he reproduced an article done 

by J. Finch for Silliman's Journal in 1824 (Volume 8, pages 338-

348). The article was entitled "On the Forts around Boston, which 

771bid., pp. 128-29. 

781bid., p. 129. 

791bid., pp. 130-32. 
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were erected during the War of Independence. " Items 19, 2 O, and 21 

concern us and read as follows: 

19. Forts on Dorchester Heights. We now hasten to the last 

forts, the erection of which terminated the contest in this 

portion of the eastern states of America. . . . It is to be 

regretted that the intrenchments thrown up by the army of the 

Revolution, on the Heights of Dorchester, are almost entirely 

obliterated by the erection of two new forts in the late war. 

But some traces of the ancient works may be seen on both 

hills; the old forts were constructed with more skill, and 

display more science, than the recent works, the ramparts of 

which are even now falling down; and we would gladly see them 

destroyed, if from their ruins the ancient works could 

reappear. 

20. A noble octagonal fort and two batteries, which may be 

seen in perfect preservation on the promontory, were erected 

after the departure of the British from Boston, and do not 

require a place in the present essay. The fort is situated at 

the point; one battery is in the rear of the House of 

Industry, whose inmates will probably soon destroy it, and the 

other upon a rising ground immediately below the Heights of 

Dorchester. 

21. At Nook Hill, near South Boston Bridge, may be seen the 

last breastwork which was thrown up by the forces of America, 

during the arduous contest. Its appearance, on the morning of 

March 17, 1776, induced the departure of the British troops 

from Boston in a few hours, and thus placed the seal to the 

independence of the New England states. But those who would 

wish to see this intrenchment must visit it soon. The enemy 
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[i.e. time and weather] have attacked it on three sides, and 

are proceeding by sap and by mine; part of the f osse is 

already destroyed, and the rampart nods to its fall. 80 

Finch's statement rega,rding Item 20, the "noble octagonal fort," on 

the promontory, which he thought was irrelevant to his discussion, 

revealed a bit of,his ignorance about the overall situation, since 

he categorized them as different from the two forts on the twin 

hills. He apparently believed the paired forts were put up in 

early March 1776, while the promontory fort was erected in a 

separate operation later in the year. From what we have seen in 

this report, all three forts were put up in the same effort that 

took place between April and December 1776. Despite his error, 

Finch contributed a modest bit of information to the story. 

Generic Conclusions: 

From the evidence collected, we have a coherent verbal and graphics 

picture of the fortifications built on Dorchester Heights, 

including a sketch of the first set of works erected between March 

4-17, 1776 (Figure 19) . 81 Next, we have the drawings from the 

Library of Congress Maps Division depicting the second set of 

fortifications (the three star forts) constructed between March and 

December 1776 (Figures 17 & 18) . 82 These were the drawings Richard 

Gridley sent along with a letter to George Washington on December 

9, 1776. Beyond this, there is only minimal information about the 

care or neglect of the fortifications over the following half 

centu~y. This includes some data derived from the correspondence 

8°Frothingham 1849, pp. 409-414, especially the last three pages. 

8\ i bra r y of Congress , Photos & Pr i n ts D i vi s i on, i t em # 5 0 7 f r om Don a l d H . 
Cresswell's finding aid. 

82
L i b r a r y o f C o n g r e s s , M a p s D i v i .s i o n , i t ems # 9 2 8 a n d 9 2 9 f r om t h e s e l l e r s 

& Van Ee finding aid. 
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files of the Chief of the Corps of Engineers, National Archives 

Record Group 77, particularly the Buell Collection, M417 on 

microfilm. Finally, there is an abundance of supporting 

documentation, both from primary and secondary sources. 
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IV. A CONJECTURAL PORTRAYAL OF THE WORKS AT DORCHESTER HEIGHTS 

The first set of fortifications at Dorchester Heights was an 

application of the centuries-old tenets of defensive warfare, the 

realm of siegecraft and fortifications theory. Field fortification 

technique took advantage of natural qualities of the terrain. 

"Marshes, water courses, wet ditches, precipices, [hills], etc . 

should . be regarded as natural obstacles," wrote one theorist, 

noting that they were "not solely to be relied on. 1183 

The ground around Dorchester Heights possessed several of these 

qualities, most notably the hills themselves, besides swampland at 

the base of the Dorchester Neck, low tideland flats along the 

northern shore of the peninsula, and somewhat deeper water opposite 

the point and the southern shore of the peninsula. Thus a 

waterborne approach by an enemy was protected against during part 

of the day by tidal fluctuations. But the most peculiar facet of 

the natural features that applied in early March 1776 was the 

bitterly cold weather, with frost in the ground to a depth of 

nearly two feet, plus occasional access across the tideland flats 

and inner bays on the ice deposited during the coldest days. 

Washington was even prepared to use this ice for crossing into the 

city if his diversionary taking of the Heights succeeded in 

enticing the British force to come out of the city to attack him at 

Dorchester. In fact, his diversion accomplished this purpose, but 

fortunately for the British troops, a storm intervened before their 

attack was consummated.~ 

83Dennis Hart Mahan, A Complete Treatise on Field Fortification, with the 
General Outlines of the Principles Regulating the Arrangement, the Attack, and 
the Defense of Permanent \.larks (orig. publ. 1836; reprint, New York: Greenwood 
Press, 1968), p. 64. 

~French 1934, especially chapter 37, "Boston Del ivered, 11 pp. 648·679. 
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The intense winter cold also limited the ~ of fortifications 

that could be put up at Dorchester. The presence of frost 

necessitated the innovative American stratagem of bringing in 

mobile ramparts (chandeliers) to construct a defensive line. Time 

and visibility were also factors in putting up these works. Since 

the British were already established within cannon range of 

Dorchester, the works had to be assembled rapidly at night. 

Rapidity of movement by the builders was essential, and therefore 

all of the materials had to be put into readiness long in advance, 

with adequate provision for ample transportation. This was 

splendidly coordinated by Gridley, Ward, and Thomas, by having a 

working party of at least 1200 men, covering parties totalling 1500 

men, and oxcart drivers relaying loads of materials in about 360 

wagons. In addition, relief forces were provided so the workers 

did not fail because of fatigue and cold. The results of their 

all-night endeavors were believed to be a fortification that was 

proof against musketry and grape shot only. The finished ramparts 

were intended more as an enticement to an infantry assault, and 

their effectiveness was enhanced by cutting down an apple orchard 

on the peninsula to make an abatis to place in front of the 

chandeliers, facing in the direction of the enemy's expected 

approach. Another innovative stratagem readied for the hoped-for 

assault was barrels filled with stones, placed at intervals along 

the line and designed to be rolled down the hills upon the charging 

enemy infantry. 85 The English historian Charles Stedman, in 

describing the scene at Dorchester, exaggerated the steepness of 

the hills in order to increase the terrorizing effect of the 

barrels, by referring to the hills as "an almost perpendicular 

eminence." 86 Stedman was a friend of Lord William Howe and 

85 Ibid. 

86stednan 1794, Vollllle I, p. 166. 
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dedicated his history to him; part of his motivation in writing 

such fantasies was to gloss over the inadequacies of British 

leadership and to damn the Americans with faint praise for their 

ingenuity. 

An additional unsought benefit of fortifying the heights was only 

revealed in the morning when the British artillerists in Boston 

attempted to batter the chandeliers by firing cannonballs at them. 

Upon the attempt, it was discovered that they could not elevate the 

muzzles high enough to carry up the hills. Some of the balls 

rolled up the hill on the ground and could be seen and evaded by 

any sidestepping pedestrian. The British tried to elevate their 

gun barrels further by digging pits at the rear of the gun 

carriages, but the results were unsatisfactory, so they gave up the 

effort. While the colonials attempted to strengthen these field 

works by using picks to break the frozen ground, their success was 

only a limited bonding of the chandeliers with the ground beneath. 

Some of the loosened earth was also used to help fill the 

chandeliers, but mainly the frames were filled with fascines and 

imported stones. 87 As graphically portrayed in at least one 

theoretical manual consulted (Figure 20), chandeliers formally 

consisted of large wooden bin-like frames arranged horizontally 

across the terrain. The frames formed open-topped receptacles into 

which large quantities of the fascines, stones, and probably logs 

and other debris were placed. Arranged together, the works thus 

improvised probably presented a formidable spectacle to the British 

force. 88 

87 Freeman 1951, Voll.Jlle 4, pp.27-59. 

88Library of Congress, Photos & Prints Division, item #906 from Donald H. 
Cresswell 's finding aid. 
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Returning to the conjectural analysis of military technology as it 

applied to Dorchester Heights between 1776 and 1814: effective 

range of artillery was subject to various conditions, such as 

precision in aiming, elevation, and powder charge. Guns fired 

point blank at a target lacked the distance obtained in elevating 

them. For instance, a 4-pounder could send its shot 741 feet 

pointblank, but its greatest range when elevated 45° was 7,419 feet 

(more than a mile). Similarly, a 24-pounder could discharge shot 

pointblank a distance of from· 1,051 to 1,978 feet, but when 

elevated 45°, the distance increased from 12,550 to 14,837 feet 

(nearly three miles in the latter case, and this was before 1789) .~ 

Thus, the colonial cannon in 1776, fired from Dorchester Heights, 

had the capability of reaching almost every portion of the town of 

Boston as well as reaching any ship passing through the main harbor 

channel between Governors and Castle Islands. It should also be 

noted that accuracy decreased as range increased. In other words, 

the effective range was less than the maxiumum range. 

Mortar and howitzer range could likewise be regulated by elevating 

the tube. As for muskets, by 1814 the Americans were frequently 

armed with the Model 1795 musket, a .69-caliber piece that fired a 

ball measuring .64 inch in diameter. Ammunition for the musket 

consisted of paper cartridges containing powder and solid ball. 

Buck-and-ball cartridges each contained one large ball plus three 

smaller balls of .30-caliber and, upon discharge from the gun, 

would spread in shotgun fashion. In the same year (1814), the 

89 
J .G. Ti el Ice, 

Field Fortifications. Two 
(London: J. \lalter, 1789), 

The Field 
VOLU'lleS, 

VolU'lle 

Engineer; 
translated 

I, p. 227. 
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British infantryman employed an India pattern musket of . 75-

caliber, although the balls fired actually were .69-caliber. 90 

There exists a relative dearth of information about how faithfully 

Richard Gridley's officers and soldiers adhered to the tenets of 

field fortification when they began setting up the defenses on 

Dorchester Heights on the night of March 4-5, 1776. We know about 

Rufus Putnam's reference to Muller's translation of de Clairac's 

Field Engineer, but probably even this was a faulty recollection, 

as no reference to chandeliers was found in that volume. It must 

have been another engineering manual. 

One available piece of information about the engineers' advance 

preparation is the fact that Gridley's assistants had planned for 

the construction of barracks behind the works on Dorchester Heights 

by making prefabricated walls for the structures in some remote 

place, because already by Wednesday evening (March 6, 1776) the 

barracks were ready for occupancy to shelter the troops from the 

cold. It had only been Tuesday morning when the fortifications 

themselves were emplaced. 91 

In any case, Washington's army had quite a few engineers who had 

acquired practical experience in some of Great Britain's earlier 

wars in North America. Certainly there was military discipline and 

adherence to fundamental fortification procedures. Washington's 

army was a mixed bag of militia from several of the colonies, plus 

a component of Continental volunteers who were equally 

inexperienced. Because of the short terms of enlistments for most 

901Jilliam A. Mense, The l.leapons of the Battle of New Orleans (New ORleans: 
The Battle of New Orleans, 160th Anniversary Committee of Louisiana, 1965), pp. 
39-40. 

91 cordon 1788, Volume 2, p. 196. 
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of these troops, Washington was continuously bothered with the 

necessity of training an entirely new army every few months as 

enlistments expired. There were even disputes about the ownership 

of the muskets used by the troops, some of them desiring to take 

the muskets home when they left, and at times they did so, with 

justification, as the weapons were personal property and were 

needed on the farm. 92 

The various accounts relating to the occupation of Dorchester 

Heights gave very little detail about the specifics of the 

operation. For example, there was practically no mention of the 

placement of artillery during the night of March 4-5; but there 

must have been some cannon put in place to support the infantry in 

defense of the works, considering the precedent of Bunker/Breed's 

Hill the previous June. 

Our ideas · of the locations of artillery are conjectural based 

largely upon some of the historic maps that have come down to us. 

Richard Frothingham, a quite judicious historian who wrote his 

account in 1849, History of the Siege of Boston, echoed the 

assessments of other historians when he said in a little prefatory 

essay on Maps and Illustrations: "Lieut. Page prepared a map 

[Figure 1] of 'Boston, its Environs and Harbor, with the Rebels' 

Works, ' etc. from his own observations and the plans of Capt. 

Montresor. This was published in England, by William Faden, in 

1778 (a copy of this map, (Figure 1) derived from the Clements 

Library, will be included with the enclosures accompanying this 

report]. It was valuable as to the harbor, but incorrect as to the 

country. Henry Pelham published, in 1777, a large map of Boston 

and its environs, dedicated to Lord George Germaine, which was by 

92some of the problems are illustrated in Chase, G\.l Papers, Volune 3, 
Washington to Lieutenant Colonel Joseph Reed, February 1, 1776, pp. 237-239. 
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far the most accurate of the maps of the environs [a copy of this 

map as well, derived from the Clements, will also be sent with the 

accompanying enclosures to this report, as Figure 2]. The plan in 

Dr. Gordon's History was evidently compiled from Page's for the 

harbor, and from Pelham's for the country. This was copied by 

Marshall. 1193 

Pelham's depiction of the location of the artillery must be based 

largely on conjecture, but indubitably also on informants. Even 

though the retreating British army and fleet last glimpsed the 

Dorchester fortifications on March 17, 1776, eyewitness observers 

could have given Pelham statements about where the colonials later 

placed their cannon. It is conceivable too, that some information 

got to Pelham from correspondence emanating out of Boston and 

reaching him before the date of his publication in 1777. In my 

assessment I cannot say with absolute certainty whether or not the 

depictions on the map represent only the fortifications that were 

built up to March 17, or whether they include improvements to the 

first works, built during the remainder of 1776. Be that as it 

may, Pelham sketched in two Three-Gun Batteries along the shores of 

the Dorchester peninsula. Emanating from these positions are 

radiating lines intending to show the direction of fields-of-fire 

from these cannon. Similarly, Pelham drew radiating lines out of 

the works on the Twin Hills of' Dorchester, with the same intent. 

Odd to say, he did not depict lines of fire emanating out of the 

works on Nook's Hill, possibly evidencing the British perception 

that they saw no cannon at this place. As has been stated 

elsewhere in this report, the shape of the works at Nook's Hill, a 

very distinctive shape, was dt1plicated here by Pelham; and it 

93Frothingham 1849, Prefatory notes on Maps & Illustrations. 

56 



occurred in other maps by other publishers for some years after 

1776. 94 

As to the shape of the works on the Twin Hills as drawn by Pelham, 

it is hard to say with certainty whether or not the drawing 

reflects the actual shape of the March 1776 fortifications. Later 

cartographers mimicked the Pelham shape, even to the point of 

copying a faint zigzag line at the rear of Pelham's works on the 

Twin Hills. Maybe this dotted line represents Pelham's conjecture 

that the works must have had some protection at the rear, in a 

direction that could not be seen by British observers in the town 

or in the harbor. As for the frontal view, there was a further 

sketch of it, derived from the Library of Congress Prints & Photos 

Division, that portrayed the Twin Hills fortifications more or less 

as a continuous straight-line wall (Figure 19) . 95 This depiction 

could be reconciled with Pelham's sketch merely by pointing out a 

difference in perspective. An observer at ground level would have 

to concede that what he had seen as a straight line may indeed have 

had some turns and corners. 

It is well nigh indisputable that the first works on Dorchester 

Heights must have been supported by artillery. Washington and 

others saw the setup on the heights as nearly a repeat performance 

of what had taken place 'on Breed's/Bunker Hill during-the previous 

June, and at that time the colonials had at least six cannon to 

support the infantry. But on that earlier occasion, it was the 

shortage of cannon, and shortage of gunpowder for the big guns, as 

well as for the muskets, that prevented a total colonial victory. 

Division. 

#507 derived 

94Pelham Map of 1m, derived from Clements 

95Library of Congress, Photos & Prints 
from the finding aid of Donald H. 
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Later, in March 1776, the colonial army had a greater quantity of 

cannon, a little more gunpowder for the cannon, and more powder for 

the muskets, but only about enough for twenty-six rounds per man. 

In fact, that was one of Washington's well-kept secrets, both from 

the enemy and from the Continental Congress, that the real reason 

for his seeming dilatoriness at Boston, was because of a shortage 

of 

munitions. 

March 2, 

So when his preliminary barrage began on the night of 

it was done at a relatively leisurely pace, so as not to give away 

the shortage of powder, and perhaps make the British think that the 

slow rate of American fire was due to their amateur status as 

artillerists. At any rate, the British were largely astounded that 

the Americans displayed that much artillery firing, for they had 

not known about Henry Knox's acquisition of cannon from 

Ticonderoga. In contrast, it was said that the British returned 

the American artillery fire to the extent of at least three times 

the volume for all three nights of the bombardment. 96 

Charles Stedman, the British historian, depicted this exchange in 

a strange way, claiming that the American preliminary bombardment 

had been going on for at least two weeks. He may have been fooled 

by Washington's secret-keeping, or was merely indulging another 

stratagem for exaggerating his friend Lord Howe's difficulties. 97 

RECOMMENDATIONS: 

For lack of time, I was unable to get to all of the repositories in 

the Boston vicinity. Of particular importance are the American 

Antiquarian Society in Worcester and the Massachusetts' Secretary 

of State Archives Division and the State Library, both at the State 

House. These latter two repositories could shed more light on the 

96French 1934, pp. 648-679. 

97stedman 1794, p. 166. 
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War of 1812 era, as would any archive for the City of Boston. I am 

ignorant of the structure of Boston government and which agencies 

are the caretakers of the city's records. For example, the three­

volume bibliography of Boston maps, done by the city's Engineering 

Department in 1902, 1903, and 1904, refer to various offices in the 

city as holders of most of the maps in question. The above 

bibliography was discovered in the New York Public Library Maps 

Division, and there are further copies of it in the Library of 

Congress Maps Division. 

Another quasi-primary/secondary source for further study is the 

continuing publication of the correspondence of George Washington 

being done by the University of Virginia, with Philander D. Chase 

editing the correspondence of the Revolutionary War period. 

However, a phone call to them unfortunately revealed the slow 

progress of this work, as Volume 5 is expected only in October 

1993. But the series has come up with some surprises, as it has 

gathered rather omnivorously from repositories all over the 

country. 

Other unvisited repositories in the Boston vicinity are the John 

Carter Brown Library of Brown University in Providence and the 

Rhode Island Historical Society in the same city. These too might 

contribute new data to the overall picture. 
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7.0 APPENDICES 

7.6 Topographic Chan·ges to Dorchester Heightsffhomas Park 



TOPOGRAPHIC CHANGES TO DORCHESTER HEIGHTS/THOMAS PARK1 

by 

James w. Mueller, Ph~ D. 

Between approximately 1850 and 1868, the central portions of the 
fortifications and of the "crest" of Telegraph Hill were lowered 
more than 6 ft. as part of the improvements to create the slowly 
evolving Park. However, between 1868 and 1992, the elevation of 
Telegraph Hill at the Monument location remained virtually 
unchanged. In the extreme western perimeter of Park, the grade was 
raised to the 1992 elevation of 128 ft. above the Boston City Base 
between approximately 1868 and probably 1904 (hereafter, elevations 
are relative to the Boston City Base, except as noted). Five 
buried, bowl-like depressions located adjacent to the major loop 
walkway were filled at unknown dates. These conclusions are based 
on comparisons of elevations given on ·several illustrations and 
other information obtained during preparation of this Cultural 
Landscape Report (herein abbreviated as CLR) and the accompanying 
Historic Structure Report (HSR: Child Associates 1993) . The 
following discussion identifies the illustrations and shows how the 
conclusions were reached. 

Monument Location. The earliest quantitative evidence concerning 
the elevation of Telegraph Hill came from the G Street cross­
sectional profile (City of Boston, Surveyor's Office, Map G-258) 
that probably dates prior to 1853. The elevation of one point on 
Telegraph Hill was labelled and plotted as "Top of Fortifications 
144.23." The notation "Baseline 5 feet below: Coping of Dry Dock" 
was given beneath the profile. This baseline was 10.45 ft. above 
the Boston City Base (Chase ca. 1940). Therefore, the elevation to 
the "Top of Fortifications" was 154.68 ft. (Boston City Base). 

The above notation was lined through and the hand-written note, "S. 
B. Base, " was added. The South Boston Base was only O. 6 3 ft. 
(Chase ca. 1940) below the "Baseline 5 feet below: Coping of Dry 
Dock." Using this "S. B. Base" resulted in an elevation of 154.05 
ft. (Boston City Base) to the "Top of Fortifications," a minor 
change. 

The remains of the abandoned fortifications stood 4.53 ft. high 
when the elevations shown on the G-258 map were surveyed. This 
conclusion is based on the map notation, "Interior Surface 139.70," 
(150.2 ft.--Boston city Base), which is shown immediately below the 
"Top of Fortifications 144.23" notation. It is possible that the 
top of fortifications represented the remains of the parapet and 
that the interior surface represented the parade ground: these 

1 



possibilities cannot be verified. Apparently, the elevations 
shown on the G-258 map were surveyed before the landscaping season 
of 1853, when "The work of grading and improving the public ground 
on this sightly eminence [had] advanced considerably. (South Boston 
Gazette and Chronicle, October 22, 1853, quoted in "Construction 
and Planting" subsection in Section 2.0, herein)." 

This "Top of Fortifications" point was plotted approximately 100 
ft. south of Sixth Street on both cross-sections (the G-258 map and 
the contemporaneous Vol. 23, Plate 6 map). Today, the extension of 
Sixth Street intersects the presumed center of the fort on the 
crest of Telegraph Hill. This apparent difference is explained by 
the change in the actual location of Sixth Street since the street 
layout plan of the late 1840's. 

On another plan view (City of Boston, Surveyor's Office, Vol. 12, 
Plate 17; Figure 2.17, herein), a six-pointed star fort without 
bastions is plotted in its modern location--centered inside Thomas 
Park Street. Unfortunately, elevations are not given on this plan. 
The very precise representation of the fort's dimensions may have 
been based on the surveyor's ability to recognize a few distinct, 
easily observed, standing remnants of the hexagonal star fort. The 
similarity between the inner and outer dimensions of the 1847 plan 
view and of the Library of Congress drawing (Figure 2.4, herein) is 
additional evidence that the May 1776 fortifications were built in 
accordance with the Library of Congress drawing. The May 3, 1847, 
date of the Vol. 12, Plate 17 plan view and the "half-donut" shape 
of the Reservoir show that the plan view was probably an unused 
design for construction of the Reservoir. 

The elevation in 1868 was 148.36 ft. at the Monument location, 
based on calculations and interpolations from information presented 
in the Bradlee's (1868) drawing, "No. 10: South Boston Reservoir 
Section and Notes," (Figure 2 .13, herein) . My calculations and 
interpolations for the elevation published in 1868 began with 
Bradlee' s note: "Height of Top of Embankment [around the South 
Boston Reservoir] 125. 86 feet above Tide Marsh Level." On the 
drawing, the top of Telegraph Hill measures approximately 1/16 in., 
equivalent to 12. 5 ft. (at the stated scale of 200 ft. to the 
inch), above the top of the former reservoir embankment. The tide 
marsh datum was 10.0 ft. above the Boston City Base. Therefore, by 
18682 , the elevation of the crest of Telegraph Hill was 148.36 ft. 

The elevation in 1899, prior to the Monument construction, was 
148.5 ft. as directly stated, "Nat. {assumed, natural} grade in 
front of entrance G {entrance to Monument and G, assumed to mean 
grade} 148.5" on the Peabody and Stearns' working drawing, 
"Elevation and Section, Dorchester Heights Monument" (HSR--Child 
Associates 1993: Figure 7)~ The base datum for the elevation was 
not giyen on the working drawing, but is reasonably assumed to be 
the Boston City Base3 • This comparison indicated that the 
elevation at the "crest" of Telegr.aph Hill at the location of the 
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terrace/ terrace and Monument persisted unchanged from 1868 to the 
present. 

The natural grade of 148.5 ft in front of the Monument entrance was 
lowered by an unspecified amount in order to "remove all loam from 
the site of the building and for fifty feet outside of it on every 
side and pile it up in one place on the Common {sic} where 
directed" (Peabody & Stearns 1899: 5). The same specifications also 
described a contingent activity as follows: "Also if ariy old wells, 
cesspools, or other holes are found on the site, fill them up with 
concrete of quality specified for foundation concrete" (ibid). The 
lowered natural grade (lowered due to loam removal) appeared to be 
the construction grade, from which a foundation hole was dug for 
the placement of the foundation pier and walls. Information 
concerning the presence of footings and the depths of foundation 
structures apparently was not encountered during the preparation of 
this CLR or of the HSR (Child Associates 1993). 

After completion of the foundation, the foundation walls were then 
partially covered during backfilling, creating an interior 
crawlspace under the Monument. The backfilling was done in the 
manner described in the specifications: "Fill in solid around all 
walls ramming the earth home well" (Peabody & Stearns 1899: 4). 
The fill soil, as described in 1992, probably was "medium brown 
with light-colored sand homogeneously mixed in {with one exception, 
and consisting of} . . • pieces of brick, marble, and wood mixed 
with sand and other soils and litter" (Hunter, Inc. 1992: Section 
2.0, no page given). The elevation of the crawlspace floor in 1902 
when the Monument was completed was not given, but can be assumed 
to be close to the 1992 elevation of approximately 146 ft. (HSR-­
Child Associates 1993: Plate 5, p. 143, "Sub Sheet No. SS, Cross 
section"). 

Peabody & Stearns' ( 1899: 4, 10, and 13) specifications for the 
Monument construction also included provisions for the construction 
of the following six underlined items: a marble basin and a 4 
in.(diameter), clay pipe dry drain around a flower bed with curbs 
and a glazed clay pipe conductor leading from a 4 ft. (diameter) 
dry well. The "top of well {is to be} laid over with brick arch 
laid in cement and to have iron manhole and cover all complete." 
If these features were actually built, they probably had little 
effect upon the topography. However, certain features may be part 
of the pre-1905 storm sewer system to be described in the following 
section. 

Peabody & Stearns also planned for the beautification of the 
remains of the earthen embankment (Figure 2.13, herein) of South 
Boston Reservoir that is located on the cut slope east of the 
Monument. The beautification consisted "of a design for terracing 
in a suitable manner this at present unsightly slope ... {to} 
form an agreeable link between the handsome high school building 
and the Monument on the height above it" (Peabody 1905: 2). The 
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planned slope improvement was never completed (Child Associates 
1993: 28). Therefore, the existing flat area that is still visible 
in the vegetation on the unsightly slope probably represents the 
earthen remains of the reservoir embankment. 

The 1913 topographic map by the Olmsted Brothers shows the terrace 
located primarily within the 137 ft. contour (assumed tide marsh 
datum4). Adding the corresponding 10 ft. differential between the 
tide marsh datum and the Boston City Base brought the elevation to 
147 ft. Similarly, Bryant Associates' 1992 topographic map showed 
the terrace surrounding the Monument to be enclosed primarily 
within the 147 ft. contour. Bryant used the Boston City Base as 
stated in the notes on the map. Both 147 ft. elevations, 1913 and 
1992, were generally similar to the 1868 elevation of 148.36 ft. 
calculated above. 

Western Park Perimeter. The elevation of the extreme western 
perimeter of Linden Park in 1868 was 123. 36 ft., calculated as 
above using information in Bradlee (1868: Figure No. 10). The 
westernmost edge of Linden Park on Bradlee' s drawing measures 
approximately 1/16 in., equivalent to 12.5 ft. (at the stated scale 
of 200 ft. to the inch), below the top of the Reservoir 
embankment at 125.86 ft. As stated, the tide marsh datum was 10.0 
ft above the Boston City Base. Therefore, in 1868, the elevation 
of the western edge of Linden Park was 123.36 ft. 

By January 22, 1913, the elevation at the western edge of Thomas 
Park had increased slightly to 128 ft. This conclusion is based on 
the Olmsted Brothers topographic survey, which shows the 118 ft. 
contour (assumed tide marsh datum) as the lowest elevation within 
the oval perimeter walk. This 128 ft. elevation was approximately 
5 ft. above the 123 ft. elevation interpolated for the year 1868. 

The 5 ft. of fill was added at the western end of the Park after 
1868 and probably before 1905. The 1905 date was based on a 
comparison of Bryant's 1992 topographic map and the City of Boston 
Sewer Division Drawing 132-1352, dated May, 1905. Both maps show 
a 10 in. (diameter) buried pipe in the same area at the base of the 
western slope near the crosswalk across Thomas Park Street. On 
Bryant's 1992 topographic sheet, the "10 in. clay pipe" was part of 
a system of interconnected clay pip~s and catch basin drain pipes 
that occupied the western Park perimeter where the above elevations 
were measured. This system might have been laid on the existing 
surface at an elevation of 123 ft. and covered with fill to a depth 
of 5 ft. This surface laying of a storm sewer system was easier 
than digging into the compacted, resistant soils of the glacial 
drumlin. The 5 ft. of fill was probably sufficient to provide 
freeze protection for a storm sewer system. 

Bryant's 1992 topographic survey gave an elevation of 128 ft. at 
the western edge of Thomas Park. Because this elevation was the 
same as the 1913 elevation calculated on the preceding page, ther~ 
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apparently was no change in the elevation at the western edge of 
Thomas Park from the pre-1905 laying of the storm sewer system 
until 1992. 

Other Perimeter Areas Along the Major Looo Walkway. The 
geophysical studies (Weston 1993: Figure 3) resulted in the 
discovery of five bowl-like depressions excavated around the 
perimeter of the upper part of the Park. The excavation of the 
western and southwestern depressions date to the post-1905 period, 
while the southern depression dates to the 19th century or earlier 
(Section 6.0, herein). The northern and northwestern depressions 
cannot be dated from the geophysical data. The northern and 
southern depressions are the deepest with a maximum depth of 10 ft. 
below the 1992 grade. The northern depression is 20 to 40 ft. from 
the map location of a distribution pipe with a gate chamber for the 
reservoir (Bradlee 1868: Figure 2 .13, herein). Neither the length 
of time that the excavated depressions were open nor the date of 
filling the depressions are known. 

Caveats. As indicated in the preceding sections, some sources used 
in this analysis contain incomplete data. Certain assumptions had 
to be made to substitute for the missing data, decreasing the 
reliability of the conclusions. First, the 1899 drawing of the 
Monument did not show the Park perimeter, and thus no elevations 
were available for a 1899 comparison. Verification of the datums 
used in the 1899 Peabody & Stearns working drawing and the 1913 
Olmsted survey would remove the necessity for an assumption in the 
elevations at the Monument location. The 1 ft. difference between 
the 1868 elevation and those of the Olmsted Brothers and Bryant 
might be reconciled with a larger version of Bradlee's drawing of 
the South Boston Reservoir. Verification of the dating of all 
parts of the pre-1905 storm sewer system would prove that it was 
built at one time, rather than "growing like Topsy" in the early 
20th century. This verification would lead to greater confidence 
in the pre-1905 date for the 5 ft. of fill at the Western park 
perimeter. Neither a 1927 Boston sewer plan nor the 15 minute 
U.S.G.S. quad sheets from the 1890s contained the data necessary 
for inclusion in this analysis. "As-built" 

drawings and construction photographs concerning the Monument 
foundation would have answered certain other crucial questions. 

Conclusions. Portions of the fortifications and of the "crest" of 
Telegraph Hill were lowered more than 6 ft. This lowering was 
probably completed by 1853 during the grading for Linden Park, but 
certainly by 1868. This lowering destroyed the remains of the top -
of the fortifications and of the fort's central, interior surface 
of 1847. The grading and levelling also removed approximately 2 
ft. of Telegraph Hill below t~e fort's interior surface of 1847. 

The elevation at the Monument location remained virtually ~nchanged 
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at 147-148 ft. since at least 1868. In 1899, just prior to the 
construction of the Monument, the "natural grade" of Telegraph Hill 
was 148. 5 ft. The planned finished grade after construction was to 
be 149 ft., but the actual finished grade surrounding the terrace 
was approximately 14 7 ft. The foundation piers/pillar and walls of 
the Monument were constructed in a foundation hole dug to an 
unknown depth and then partially covered with construction 
debris/fill soil to form an interior crawlspace.· The 1992 elevation 
of the floor of the crawlspace at 146 ft. is assumed to be the same 
as the 1902 floor. The terrace surrounding the base of the 
Monument was built up with approximately 6 ft. of fill above the 
level of the crawlspace floor. 

At the extreme western perimeter of Thomas Park, the partially­
landscaped grade was raised to the modern elevation of 128 ft. 
between 1869 and probably 1904. During this period, 5 ft. of fill 
was placed on the existing grade of 123 ft. to bury and protect a 
storm sewer system. This system apparently channelled surface run­
off in the western portion of Thomas Park into the storm sewer 
system of South Boston. Five excavated depressions inside the 
major loop walkway were also filled and subsequently graded to the 
1992 elevation. 
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Endnotes: 

1. In 1852, the name, "Linden Park," was used on a sign as the name 
for the common space presently known as Dorchester Heights/Thomas 
Park (see "Construction and Planting" subsection of "Evolution of 
Thomas Park" in Section 2, herein). Linden Park was also used as 
early as 1843, as shown on a Wadsworth map of that date. The area 
continued to be referred to as Telegraph Hill throughout the 
nineteenth century. The earliest known reference to the name, 
Thomas Park, is given by Toomey and Rankin (1901: 296-97). The 
green space is located on top of the hill that has also been called 
Dorchester Heights, the historical name referring to the 
Revolutionary War events. 

2. The 1868 date that is used throughout this paper is the date 
when Bradlee's book was published. The actual date of the survey 
work that resulted in Bradlee's topographic elevations presented in 
his Figure 10 is not given. Planning for the South Boston 
Reservoir began in 1847, which seems to represent the earliest 
detailed surveying of Telegraph Hill (City of Boston Surveyor's 
Office Maps). The Reservoir was dedicated in November, 1849. 
However, the use of the 1868 date represents the most conservative, 
"not later than" date for the topographic changes to Telegraph 
Hill. 

3. The early twentieth century use of the Boston City Base at 
Thomas Park is documented on a 1905 storm sewer plan (Drawing 132-
1352, City of Boston Sewer Division, dated 
May 10,1905). 

4. The Olmsted Brothers elevations for Thomas Park Street are 10 
ft. below Bryant's 1992 elevations which were measured from the 
Boston City Base. The 10 ft. difference is exactly the difference 
between the tide marsh datum and the Boston City Base. This 
constant 10 ft. difference is evidence that the Olmsted Brothers 
survey was based on the tide marsh datum. It is assumed that there 
has been no major elevational change to the modern Thomas Park 
Street of the' twentieth century. 
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