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chapter  1

WHEN BENEDICT ARNOLD WAS A teenager, some people in his hometown of Norwich, Connecticut, predicted that he’d grow up to be a success. Others said, No. Benedict Arnold would turn out badly. As it happened, everyone was right. Benedict Arnold succeeded beyond anyone’s wildest expectations—“the bravest of the brave,” George Washington called him in 1777. Yet three years later he was described as “the veriest villain villain of centuries past,” and no one would have argued with that.

The trouble was not that Benedict Arnold changed, but that since his teenage years, he changed so little. Born on January 14, 1741, Benedict started life as one of the lucky ones, the only son in a prosperous family. When the Arnolds went to church, they walked down the aisle to the front pews reserved for the “first families” of Norwich. When it was time for Benedict to study seriously, he was sent away to a private school in  Canterbury, Connecticut, where he learned Latin and mathematics. While he was away, his mother kept him supplied with chocolates and long, gloomy letters, begging him to be good. At school he was known for his hot temper and for his loud voice, which his teachers tried but failed to correct. Furthermore, as he admitted later, he was a coward.

Still, when life was easy, being a coward was probably no serious handicap. But Benedict Arnold’s life was never easy for long. His fortunes raged up and down as if he were the center of a private storm system. The first storm hit in 1755 when Benedict was fourteen; he was suddenly withdrawn from school because there was no money to pay for it. If his father could have borrowed money, he probably would have, but there was no one who would lend him money now. Mr. Arnold, at one time a successful merchant, was one of those men unable or unwilling to live within his income. For years he had been borrowing, borrowing, borrowing—investing in one scheme after another, confident each time that this scheme was the one that would make him really rich. But nothing worked out and now his creditors were not only demanding their money back, they were accusing him of cheating. A failure and a disgrace, Mr. Arnold gradually gave up on life and drank to forget his despair.

People, of course, felt sorry for poor Mrs. Arnold, such a pious woman from such a fine old Connecticut family. Only recently she had lost two of her three daughters during an epidemic of yellow  fever and here she was now with a husband who had ruined both his business and his reputation. Although her neighbors brought gifts of food and clothing to help out from time to time, they whispered and pecked at the scandal behind her back. Of course Mrs. Arnold knew about the whispering, so it could not have been easy for her to walk down to the front row of the Norwich church on a Sunday morning. But she did. Every Sunday. It could not have been easy for Benedict either. Nor for his older sister Hannah.

But Benedict had more to contend with than whispers behind his back. Perhaps because he was a coward, perhaps because he was short as a young man, perhaps because he was so obviously embarrassed when he was seen leading his drunken father home from a tavern, Benedict became the butt of other boys’ jokes. One way or another, he put up with it for a while. But sometime during that year, Benedict determined that he would not be a loser any longer. He would be a winner. He would not stand for criticisms or slurs on either his honor or his family’s honor. Indeed, he would force people to look up to him. And he would do all this by learning to be brave.

Fortunately, Benedict Arnold, though short, had a strong, nimble body. When he decided to fight his tormentors, he generally picked on boys who were bigger than he was and he generally won. As he became more confident, he became more able and more daring. He leaped over wagons in the road; he climbed the masts of ships in the harbor and  performed tricks. Then he would challenge anyone to do better. He was such a natural athlete, it didn’t take long for him to prove his bravery, not only to himself but to the boys in town. To his surprise, they began seeking him out, following him to see what adventures he would think up next, cheering him on. This was a new and heady experience for Benedict Arnold. It was as if up to now he’d been drifting along under a feeble breeze but suddenly his sails had filled and a fresh wind was sweeping him full-tilt ahead and he was glory-bound. Oh, there was nowhere he couldn’t go now! Nothing he couldn’t do! Bravery: it was the answer to everything. It was all that mattered. Perhaps it was during this period that he carved his initials in the woodwork of the Norwich house. On windowsills. High up on beams. In room after room. B.A. B.A. B.A. It was as if he had to make his mark every minute and every place. “Watch me,” he seemed to say. “I’ll show you.”

And indeed he did show Norwich. One day in front of a crowd of boys he climbed the dam of a millpond, grabbed a slippery arm of the mill wheel, and hanging on with all his might, he went the full circle with the turning wheel. Into the water out of sight. Up again, dripping, laughing—high into the air. Then he jumped free, splashed into the pond and swam ashore. This caused such a sensation that he was often asked to repeat the performance. And he often did.

Once when the whole town had gathered to watch a house burn down after the firefighters had given up on it, Benedict Arnold suddenly appeared  on the housetop. With flames rising on both sides, he walked the full length of the ridgepole that ran down the peak of the roof, his arms outstretched to help him keep his balance. The people held their breath—a crazy, fool thing to do, they said, but Benedict Arnold came through unharmed.

Once with the help of a friend he turned a cannon over on the village green, filled it with gunpowder and thrust a lighted torch into the muzzle. Although the cannon backfired and singed Benedict’s hair and face, it exploded with such a glorious bang, it was worth it. Indeed, in one way Benedict was attracting as much attention in town as his father was in another, and although poor Mrs. Arnold scolded and worried and prayed, it did no good. Benedict thrived on being noticed and never missed a chance to prove what a daredevil he was.

On Thanksgiving Eve when the townspeople customarily lit bonfires on the surrounding hills, Benedict decided to build a bonfire such as Norwich had never seen before. To the top of the highest hill Benedict and his friends dragged enough lumber and kindling to guarantee a spectacular blaze. Then from the local shipyard Benedict stole tar barrels to add to the flames. He was rolling a barrel up the hill when a constable stopped him. Since Benedict Arnold had made it a habit to do just one thing when he was crossed, he did it now. He took off his coat, rolled up his sleeves, and challenged the constable to fight. Described as a “stout, grave man,” the constable simply took Benedict by the collar and marched him home to his mother.

Poor Mrs. Arnold. It was obvious that in spite of  prayers and entreaties, she couldn’t handle Benedict. So she arranged for him to be apprenticed to her cousins, the two Lathrop brothers who ran a large apothecary store in town. He would live with them, working and learning the trade until he was twenty-one. Then he would be on his own, free to go into business for himself or do whatever he wanted.

Benedict undoubtedly felt confined, shut inside a store with boxes and bottles of herbs, powder, spices and elixirs of all kinds which he had to learn to mix into medicines and ointments. Sometimes he waited on customers, handing a plug of tobacco across the counter, reaching into a bottle of live leeches. Sometimes he might even apply a leech to the skin of a person who thought he’d feel better if he were bled. Sometimes he engaged in actual business transactions, helping to order and buy stock for the store. Like many apothecary stores, the Lathrop establishment dealt in a variety of goods besides medicines—wines, for instance, imported silks and other luxury items. And the Lathrops were successful. They lived in a richly furnished mansion with formal gardens behind it; they had slaves to wait on them and a fancy chaise to ride in.

However Benedict might chafe at the humdrum aspects of his work, he would have enjoyed living in such high style and helping to make so much money. Like his father, he loved money. He liked to show off his possessions, to sport elegant clothes, to walk around in dapper shoes. Benedict  had a special craving for shoes. He dreamed of the day when he might have a whole wardrobe of them, stylish pointy-toed shoes—some with square, some with oval, buckles, a few perhaps with sparkles inlaid in the buckles. He’d have dress-up shoes with red heels, everyday shoes with black heels, and boots of every kind. Of course Benedict wanted an active life, but if he couldn’t have that, he’d settle for a rich, showy one. But what he really wanted was both.

Indeed he missed the danger he’d pursued in his more carefree days. If he could only have gone to war! But as an apprentice and underage as well, he had no chance to join the only war that was going on. The English were fighting the French for control of North America and there was nothing Benedict Arnold would have relished more than a chance to beat up some Frenchmen. Like most New England Protestants, he hated the French, not only because they were England’s traditional enemy but because they were Catholics and wanted (so people said) to force their “popish” ways upon the New World.

In any case, the war was too far away to have much to do with him until suddenly in the summer of 1757 it moved practically next door. The French with their Indian allies came right into the province of New York and threatened Fort William Henry, the British garrison at the southern tip of Lake George, less than one hundred miles from the Massachusetts border. Who could feel safe now? In a panic New Englanders called for all available men  to join the local militia and march on the double to Lake George. The Lathrops agreed that although Benedict was only sixteen, he was available.

So Benedict went off, his musket over his shoulder, his hopes high. Among those streaming north was another young Connecticut man, a born fighter like Benedict Arnold and wild for battle. Ethan Allen was nineteen years old and though he and Benedict didn’t meet on this expedition, they would later, whether they liked it or not. At the moment, however, they were both doomed to disappointment. While still on the road, they heard that the fighting was over and with less than two weeks of service, both young men were sent home. Not only had they missed out on the action, but the French and Indians had won. So all Benedict’s army experience did for him was to give him a little exercise and fan his hatred for the French.

As it turned out, New England was not invaded and Benedict had to settle down to his old routine. Part of him, however, hungered, as it always would, for action. Perhaps not even Benedict realized how deep this hunger went until the day that the big storm hit Norwich. No one in town had ever seen such a storm. It was so horrendous, it seemed supernatural—as if God Himself were on the warpath. In those days many people believed that God sent earthquakes, hurricanes and other natural disasters to punish mankind for its sins. So all over Norwich people were falling on their knees, praying for deliverance. But not Benedict Arnold. There was something about the fury and violence of  the storm that excited him. He leaped up on the counter and with each flash of lightning, with each clap of thunder, he cheered the storm on. It was as if the sky had gathered all its forces together in one place and Benedict, laughing, shaking his fists in the air, dared the storm to do its worst. Those who saw him and those who heard about his counter-top demonstration said that Benedict Arnold was foolhardy and blasphemous. He would certainly turn out badly.

Benedict himself had few thoughts about being good or bad. He simply knew what he wanted and was eager to go after it. But he would have to wait until he was twenty-one.




chapter  2

THE YEAR 1760 TURNED OUT TO be a landmark for the American colonies although no one knew it at the time. In the first place, the war ended that year when the British army beat the French and took possession of Canada. In the second place, Great Britain had a new king—twenty-two-year-old George III, who was tall, imposing and full of fatherly-sounding words about his subjects. The first reports about him were complimentary and bursting with optimism about the future. Soon, however, another note crept into the news from across the sea. There were upsetting rumors: this king had different ideas about governing the colonies. He believed that they should help pay for the expensive war that had just ended; he believed in strict obedience and even proposed (contrary to all past policy) that England could and should impose taxes on the colonies.

So far, however, this was all talk and although  Americans grumbled and worried, they went about their business as usual. As for Benedict, he was too busy with his private life to bother about George III. Benedict’s mother had died the year before and the Norwich house was being run now by his sister Hannah, a year older than he was. Since his mother’s death, his father was drinking more heavily than ever. In May he was arrested for public drunkenness, for behaving without “Understanding and Reason” and violating the laws of the colony. Young Benedict would have come to the rescue as he must have time and again in the past. But this period in Benedict’s life was almost over. His father died in 1761. The following year Benedict turned twenty-one and was at last free to do as he pleased. And he knew exactly what he wanted to do.

Benedict Arnold planned to open his own apothecary store and become rich like the Lathrops. He would go to New Haven, a town of 5,000 which had no such store yet, and he would dazzle the people with his stock of imported goods. With 500 pounds that the Lathrops gave him on completion of his service, Benedict went to London to select his merchandise. And what a figure he cut! Short as he was, he was a thickset, well-built man with a certain nobility of bearing. His eyes, an intense blue verging on violet, demanded attention and his large  chin was thrust forward as if it meant to follow through on that demand. Dressed in a style that he thought appropriate to his new station and dizzy  with a sense of his own importance, Benedict whirled through London on a grand buying spree.  Maps, pictures, paints, watches, wines he ordered for the store. Dress goods, teas, sugar, books. A chariot for himself. Clothes and more clothes. What he couldn’t pay for, he bought on credit. A man of large ideas, he refused to be tied down to petty details of accounting. It would all sort itself out in the end, he figured. At the moment all he had to do was to sign his name, so he signed and signed. Then he went back to New Haven.

When he opened his store on the New Haven waterfront, he advertised himself as “B. Arnold, Druggist, Bookseller, etc. from London.” People watching him ride around in his chariot must have thought he was already a success. They knew that he had ten horses in his stable and they noted that he dressed in the latest fashion, right down to his pointy-toed shoes. Even the Latin motto he chose for himself had an impressive ring: “Sibi Totique.”  Translated, it meant “For self and all.” And as the motto suggested, Benedict intended to take care of himself first.

As time went on, however, his creditors realized that the “all” in his motto did not include them. When they billed him for the money he owed, he waved them off. Later, he said. Later. When they threatened to take him to court, Benedict acted as if he’d been insulted. As if his honor had been questioned. As if his signature alone were not enough. Finally, in 1763, his creditors carried out their threats and had him thrown in jail for his debts. He stayed there for six weeks. Then the court allowed him to settle with his creditors by  paying a few shillings on every pound he owed. It was an easy way out for Benedict. He sold part of his stock, scraped up the required number of shillings and was back in business again. Unrepentant. Proud as ever. Ready to take on new risks.

No matter how often Benedict Arnold met up with financial setbacks, he was never moved to modify his style of living. On the contrary. Instead of spending less and trying to live within his income, invariably he rushed headlong into a project that involved spending more money. So now he decided that running an apothecary store was neither profitable nor exciting enough. He would have a second career. He would invest in ships and sail to distant ports. He would become a trader. Instead of being “Dr. Arnold” (which is what a trained apothecary was called), he would be “Captain Arnold”—in command of vessels, courting danger, buying and selling on a grand scale. First he would need money but he had the answer to that. He would sell the family home in Norwich, bring Hannah to New Haven, and let her run the store while he was away on his trading expeditions.

Fortunately Hannah was agreeable. She adored her brother and though she had recently thought of marriage, she had given up that idea and was ready to do whatever Benedict asked. Indeed, it was because of Benedict that she’d lost out on what may have been her only romance. She knew, of course, that Benedict wouldn’t approve of her suitor so she hadn’t told him, but one day when he came from New Haven on an unexpected visit, Benedict found  the man there. He was obviously courting Hannah. And he was a Frenchman! Furious that a Frenchman would have the impudence to court his sister, Benedict sent him out of the house and warned him not to come back. Yet Hannah and the Frenchman must have been in love, for he did come back and on one of his visits he was again surprised by Benedict. This time Benedict stood outside and when the Frenchman came out the door, Benedict fired his pistol into the air. The next time, Benedict said, he would shoot to kill. But there was never a next time. The Frenchman left town and for the rest of her life Hannah behaved as a dutiful sister.

For the next ten years Benedict spent a major part of his time at sea, sailing south to the Caribbean islands, his boat loaded with horses and lumber to be traded for rum, sugar, molasses and whatever European goods could be picked up here and there. Then back home to exchange this cargo for woolen goods and cheese to take to Canada, where he would load up on horses for the next trip south. Benedict learned all the tricks of his trade, how to cut corners, how to avoid revenue laws, how to drive fast bargains. He made money, but nevertheless he continued to accumulate debts and creditors who automatically became “blockheads” in Benedict’s language if they had the “impertinence” to insist on prompt payment.

Nor was it only creditors with whom he had trouble. All his life he picked up enemies wherever he went. And no wonder. Benedict Arnold stood an around-the-clock watch to see that no one discredited his honor. Most men in the eighteenth  century were touchy about their honor—the very core, it seemed, of their masculinity, but Benedict was even more sensitive than most. No one had better cross him. Or slight him. Or speak disrespectfully to him. He had learned as a boy in Norwich what to do with people like this. Even now he wasn’t above putting up his fists or deliberately kicking an offender in the shins, but more often these days he challenged the man to a duel. He fought a James Brookman in the West Indies. He ran across Hannah’s Frenchman in the Honduras and wounded him in a duel. He took exception to a British sea captain’s accusing him of having no manners. On this occasion Benedict had forgotten the captain’s dinner invitation the previous evening and was on the point of explaining, but after this insult, Benedict would not stoop to explain. Only a duel would settle the matter. So seconds were chosen, a time and place agreed upon, and the contenders met. At the last minute, however, the British captain decided that neither his honor nor Benedict’s was worth dying for, so he put away his pistol and apologized.

At sea Benedict Arnold was more like his old carefree, adventurous self. Indisputably in charge of his crew, out of reach of irritating letters from creditors, under no social or business obligations, he had only nature to contend with. And the fiercer the weather, the stronger he felt. Indeed there were times when Benedict was riding out a storm, that he felt like a boy again, spinning around on a mill wheel, walking a ridgepole on a burning roof.

Yet for all his scrappiness Benedict had not lost  his ability to rally men around him when he needed them. In 1764 Peter Boles, one of his own crewmen, proved this. Angry because he hadn’t been paid, Peter informed the customs officers in New Haven that Benedict Arnold had been smuggling West Indian goods (sugar, molasses, rum) into town without paying a tax. Since most merchants in New England were smuggling these days to avoid the new Sugar Act, Benedict had no trouble arousing a party of men to take care of Peter Boles. Together they took him to the town whipping post, gave him forty lashes, and then ran him out of town. This was like the old days in Norwich: Benedict leading his friends on a wild spree!

But the Sugar Act was just the beginning. The government was obviously committed now to a tax program which everyone had feared. In 1765 the Stamp Act was introduced with a tax on newspapers, almanacs, pamphlets and all legal documents. Although this proved unenforceable and lasted only a year, other taxes followed but these too were repealed until only the tea tax remained. Still, the colonists would not accept any tax. They quit drinking tea, raised liberty poles, harassed the British troops who were stationed in Boston, and in general made life miserable for anyone sympathetic to the British policy. At each new provocation, Benedict Arnold fumed. “Good God!” he wrote impatiently at one point. “Are Americans all asleep and tamely giving up their glorious liberties?”

Yet there were occasions of relative peace between bursts of violence and it was in 1767 during one of these lulls that Benedict married. He had just turned twenty-six and his bride, Peggy Mansfield, daughter of the town’s high sheriff, was twenty-two. In the next five years Peggy bore three sons (Benedict, Richard, and Henry) and was, as far as is known, a good enough wife except for one failing. She simply would not write letters to Benedict when he was away, at least not often enough to suit him. Once after not hearing from her for four months, Benedict wrote in exasperation: “I am now under the greatest Anxiety & Suspense, not knowing whether I write to the Dead or Living.” After still another long silence, he signed himself, “your affectionate & Unhappy Benedict Arnold.”

In 1773 Benedict left the sea and took up full-time residence in New Haven. Perhaps he could no longer endure the long, silent separations. Likely he wanted to stay in close touch with the growing conflict in the colonies. Certainly he wanted to supervise the completion of his new home. This house was to be the fulfillment of a dream—the most elaborate residence in New Haven, built on the waterfront on a two-acre lot already planted with one hundred fruit trees. Benedict had thought of everything for his house: marble fireplaces, white pillars, fluted domes, graveled walks, a fancy coach house, two wine closets, and even a secret staircase. And there would be a wardrobe especially designed for his many shoes.

But Benedict Arnold was never to live in peace in  his dream house nor was he the kind of man to choose peace, if he had the choice. The struggle over government policy was not just between the British and the colonists; for years it was within the colonies themselves—between Tories (those sympathetic to England) and Patriots, who tried in every way to keep the Tories quiet or to scare them off. In Massachusetts, for instance, one outspoken Tory was persuaded to hold his tongue after he found his horse with its mane cut off and its tail shaved clean. In New Haven Benedict Arnold and a rough crowd of radical Patriots paid midnight calls on offending Tories. After these calls the Tories generally decided that, for the sake of their health, they should leave town. In addition, there were also factions among the Patriots themselves. At the head of the conservative branch of the Patriot party, Colonel David Wooster, a veteran of the French and Indian War, often opposed Arnold’s terrorist methods.

By 1774, however, it appeared that the enemy would soon be the British army itself, and all over the country Americans were preparing themselves for the worst. In December 1774, Benedict was one of sixty to join the newly formed militia company in New Haven; in March of the following year he was elected captain. He was thirty-four years old but he took command with the same gusto as if he’d been fifteen. He loved every part of the job. Giving orders. Drilling. Parading. Dressing up. Actually he took as much pride in his men’s appearance as in his own. The New Haven company, in their scarlet  tunics, white waistcoats and breeches and black half-leggings, surely looked as smart as any British troops who might march out of Boston.

In April the British troops did march out of Boston and after the first shots were fired in Lexington, fast-riding couriers spread the alarm throughout the country. When the news reached New Haven, Benedict Arnold immediately made ready to go north and take part in the action. While he was assembling his men, a town meeting was called to decide what New Haven should do. Should the militia company respond at all? The citizens hesitated. Maybe the affair at Lexington was just an isolated fracas, they said. Maybe nothing more would happen. Why rush off now? Wait and see, the town decided.

Wait? When Benedict Arnold heard the vote, he exploded. “Damn the town meeting!” he cried. “None but Almighty God shall prevent my marching. ”

But first he needed ammunition. He sent to the selectmen for the keys to the powder house. Colonel Wooster was in charge and when he refused to give them up, Benedict Arnold said he would wait just five minutes. If he didn’t have the keys then, he’d break down the door.

It was only too clear that Benedict Arnold meant what he said. He made an enemy of David Wooster, but he got the keys and rode off at the head of his company—forty-eight men and a valet to take care of his clothes. At the last minute Benedict signed a statement which denied that the  town had any thought of rebellion, but Benedict was just pacifying the selectmen. In his heart he knew that war lay ahead. What was more, he was glad of it. All he hoped was that as an early comer he’d be assigned an important role.

On the way north the New Haven men met others—militia companies like their own, farm boys traveling singly or in twos and threes, all bound for Cambridge, the headquarters of American resistance. A few were traveling the opposite way, returning from Cambridge on various missions; all these carried the same reports. There was not enough ammunition in Cambridge, not enough firearms, scarcely any heavy artillery. How could they fight? How could they supply themselves quickly enough for the next battle if there was one? Colonel Samuel Parsons, an old friend of Benedict Arnold’s who had just left Cambridge, was extremely troubled about the arms shortage. As the two men stopped on the road to talk, Benedict happened to mention Fort Ticonderoga on Lake Champlain. Perhaps he had visited it on one of his Canadian trading expeditions; in any case, he claimed that in this nearby British fort there were some eighty cannons, twenty brass guns, as well as a large supply of smaller arms and ammunition. Moreover, he said, the fort was not heavily guarded.

Both men agreed that the supplies at Fort Ticonderoga would certainly come in handy. Besides, if Americans had possession of the fort, they would have a distinct advantage in any war  that might lie ahead. When they had finished talking, the two men went their separate ways. Apparently, however, as they rode along, they continued to think about Fort Ticonderoga. When Samuel Parsons reached Hartford, he talked to friends who agreed to borrow money from the treasury, raise their own troops, and try to capture Fort Ticonderoga. When Benedict Arnold reached Massachusetts, he went straight to the Committee of Safety, in charge of military matters. Benedict not only offered to lead an expedition against Fort Ticonderoga, he assured the committee he’d deliver the fort in short order. Indeed, wasn’t this just the chance he’d been waiting for?

Captain Arnold and his well-dressed, well-drilled company must have made an impression in Cambridge, for most of the volunteers in camp had no uniforms, no discipline, no idea of order at all. In every way the situation in Cambridge was one grand muddle. Hundreds of men had gathered in helter-skelter fashion to fight a war that might not take place, that had no commanding officer and little in the way of arms and ammunition. On the one hand, there was danger that the British might break out of Boston at any minute and stage another battle. On the other hand, if the Americans took any action, there was danger of starting a war which might still be avoided. Certainly an attack on Fort Ticonderoga would be an act of aggression, yet the Committee of Safety had already considered this very act. Only a few months before, they had sent John Brown from Pittsfield, Massachusetts, to  Canada to size up the situation there. In his report this representative had specifically recommended an attack on Fort Ticonderoga. And now here was a man offering to make the attack.

While committee members tried to decide what to do, they gave Benedict Arnold and his company the job of delivering to the British the body of one of their soldiers who had been killed at Lexington. This would indicate to the British that the colonists did not consider themselves to be officially at war. At the same time, when the British saw Captain Arnold and his smart-looking company, they would understand that Americans were not only ready to fight but that they were not the country bumpkins the British supposed.

In the end Benedict Arnold’s professional behavior impressed both the British and the Massachusetts committee. On May 2 the committee gave Benedict ten horses, one hundred pounds, a small supply of ammunition, permission to raise four hundred men, and official orders to proceed to Fort Ticonderoga. In addition, Benedict Arnold was promoted from a captain to a colonel, skipping the intermediate rank of major altogether. He couldn’t have asked for more.

What the newly appointed colonel did not know was that on the same day a group of Connecticut men joined by a contingent from Massachusetts were meeting at Bennington (in the present state of Vermont) with Ethan Allen, leader of a militant group known as the Green Mountain boys. They were planning their own attack on Fort Ticonderoga.
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