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For Rachel
 On our first date, I admitted my Arnold obsession—
 and she didn’t run away!
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Clearing in the Woods

October 2, 1780
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It was a beautiful place to die. The sky above the woods glowed blue, and the leaves on the trees were a riot of fall colors: sunshine yellow, campfire orange, blood red.

In a grassy clearing, a small group of American soldiers quickly built a gallows. It was a simple structure, made of two tall, forked logs stuck into the ground, with a third log laid horizontally between the forks. The soldiers tied one end of a rope to the middle of the horizontal log, letting the other end hang down. There was no platform to stand on, no trapdoor to fall through—the prisoner would have to climb onto a wagon with the rope looped around his throat. Horses would jerk the wagon forward, and he would tumble off the back. The force of his falling weight should be enough to snap a man’s neck.


As the soldiers worked, a crowd began to gather. Officers rode up and sat still on their horses. Soldiers and citizens from nearby towns gradually filled the clearing. By late afternoon, hundreds of people surrounded the gallows, and thousands lined the road leading to it. It was a somber crowd. People spoke in whispers, if at all.

Shortly before five o’clock, a wagon carrying a plain, pine coffin rattled along the road and into the clearing. The driver stopped his horses just beyond the gallows, with the wagon lined up under the dangling rope. The ghoulish figure of a hangman appeared, his face sloppily smeared with black axle grease to disguise his identity. He stood by the wagon and waited.

 

A few minutes after five, the distant sounds of a fife and drum band reached the clearing. The music grew louder, and the crowd recognized the tune—a funeral march. Soon the players came into view, stepping slowly and heavily in time with the music.

Behind the band marched the prisoner. He wore a spotless officer’s uniform, his long hair pulled back and tied neatly behind his neck. When he reached the clearing he saw the gallows and stopped. The color drained from his skin. He swallowed, making a visibly painful effort to force the saliva down his throat. Then he began marching again, walking steadily toward his death.

But this is the end of the story. The story begins thirty-nine years earlier and 125 miles to the east, in the busy port town of Norwich, Connecticut. The story begins with Benedict Arnold.








Benedict Arnold

January 14, 1741
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He was the sixth Benedict Arnold.

The first Benedict Arnold sailed from England to America in the early 1600s. He settled with his family in Newport, Rhode Island, became a wealthy landowner, and was elected governor of Rhode Island ten times—still a record. His son, the second Benedict Arnold, mismanaged the family’s estate and lost most of the money, though he did serve several terms in the colony’s House of Deputies. The third Benedict Arnold was not elected to anything, as far as we know. He inherited just enough land for a modest farm, farmed badly, apprenticed his son to a barrel maker, and died poor.

Determined to turn the family fortunes around, the fourth Benedict Arnold learned to make barrels, moved to Norwich, Connecticut, and went to work for a prosperous merchant and sea captain named Absalom King. After King died suddenly of smallpox, Arnold married King’s widow, Hannah, and himself became a captain and successful merchant. Hannah gave birth to the fifth Benedict Arnold in 1738, but the child died of fever at just ten months. She had a second son on January 14, 1741. The boy was given the same name as his dead brother.

The Arnolds feared for their new baby. He was born right in the middle of one of the coldest months on record in the northeast, before or since. Early in January a mass of arctic air blew down from Canada and sat on coastal Connecticut, driving temperatures far below zero and holding them there for twenty days. Frozen snow covered fields and towns, silent roads, and abandoned wharfs. The streams froze, then the rivers, then, for the first time in local memory, shallow sections of ocean. Families huddled indoors, shivering when they stepped a few feet from the fireplace. It was a very bad time to be a newborn.

The sixth Benedict Arnold surprised everyone by surviving.








Pranks and Plays

1751–1762
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Ten-year-old Benedict Arnold walked through the streets of Norwich with a sack of corn over his shoulder. He was on his way to the mill to have the corn ground into cornmeal.

When Benedict got to the mill, he saw a line of people ahead of him. This was not a boy who liked to wait. Reluctantly taking his place in line, he stood watching the rushing stream turn the mill’s huge wooden waterwheel. He looked again at the people in front of him—impatient boys and chatting adults: a perfect little audience.

Without a word, Benedict dropped his sack of corn, sprinted to the bank of the stream, and leaped through the air toward the spinning waterwheel. He slammed hard into the turning wheel, but managed to grab hold of one of the wet wooden spokes. Wrapping his body around the soggy wood, he rose high in the air, then swung upside down as the wheel turned, disappearing underwater. Seconds later he burst up with the wheel, dripping and smiling.

As he rose for another spin, he turned toward the line of people outside the mill. The boys grinned with admiration; the adults were in shock. The best part: they were all looking at him.

The people of Norwich soon got used to this kind of behavior. One local resident remembered young Benedict Arnold as a “daredevil.” Another, an early teacher, called him “a bright boy, so full of pranks and plays.”

Locals described Benedict as lean and strong, always carefully dressed in fine clothes. When not stuck in school or church, Benedict could be seen running or swimming, or sailing small boats, or jumping onto ships at the wharf and wriggling up the tallest masts just for the joy of the challenge. If the ship’s captain came out to curse him, he’d dive off into the river and swim to a safe distance. He was a thrill seeker, a natural athlete, a born show-off.

When Benedict was eleven years old, his parents sent him to a respected boarding school in the nearby town of Canterbury. There his troubles began.


[image: image]

In August 1753, Benedict opened a letter from his mother, Hannah. He was expecting routine news about his father and his three younger sisters: Hannah, Mary, and Elizabeth. Instead he read: “Deaths are multiplying all ’round us, and more daily expected, and how soon our time will come, we know not.”

An epidemic of yellow fever was ripping through Norwich, and Benedict’s sisters all had the telltale chills and yellow eyes. Benedict wanted to rush home to be with his family, but his mother refused to let him come—not while the deadly fever was still spreading. So he stayed at school, helplessly waiting for news.

Two weeks later his mother sent a terrifying update: “For three or four days past we looked on Mary as one just stepping off the banks of time, and to all appearances, Hannah just behind.” Prepare for the worst, she told her son. “What God is about to do with us I know not,” she wrote, “We have a very uncertain stay in this world.”

The next letter brought more news: Hannah seemed to be out of danger, but eight-year-old Mary was dead. Soon after that, his youngest sister, Elizabeth, also died. Benedict could not come home for the funerals for fear of catching the fever.


It was at about this time that twelve-year-old Benedict’s “pranks and plays” took on a different, more aggressive form. One day a barn near his schoolhouse caught fire, and Benedict and the other boys ran out to watch it burn. Their teacher arrived moments later, glanced through the small crowd, and demanded to know where Arnold had gone. The boys looked around. He had been there a moment earlier.

Then the mystery was solved—everyone looked up at the burning barn and there, on top of the slanted roof, holding out his arms for balance, was Benedict Arnold. Through black smoke and rising orange flames the boys and teacher watched Benedict walk from one end of the barn to the other. Death may have taken his sisters. Balancing on the burning roof, Benedict was fighting back, letting death know he would not go quietly.

 

The yellow fever epidemic eventually ran its course in Norwich, but the Arnold family troubles only deepened. Throughout Benedict’s early childhood, the Arnolds had been among the richest families in Norwich. But that was changing. An economic slowdown in New England was killing his father’s shipping business. As debts piled higher, creditors began threatening to have Captain Arnold arrested for his failure to pay. The constant stress fueled an even bigger problem: Captain Arnold’s drinking. He’d always enjoyed his rum, but after watching his daughters die and his business collapse, he started drinking more frequently, more heavily.

“Your father is in a poor state of health,” Benedict’s mother wrote to the boy, disguising the true cause of the illness. She couldn’t cover it up for long, though. The family’s money ran out, and the Arnolds had to pull Benedict from his expensive school when he was thirteen.

Benedict may have been a troublemaker at school, but he actually enjoyed the classes and had been doing well, especially in math and Latin. He was disappointed to be forced to quit. And he was embarrassed to come home so suddenly, especially when he realized that everyone in town was gossiping about the fall of the once-proud Arnold family.

The angry teenager’s response was to push his public stunts further and further. When Norwich celebrated the anniversary of a British victory over the hated French, Benedict got his hands on a pouch of gunpowder, dumped the powder down the barrel of a small cannon on the town green, followed it up with a lit match, and leaped backward. He yelled “Huzza!” as the cannon spit fire past his face.


Soon after that, he celebrated another local holiday by leading a group of boys down to a waterfront shop and stealing some empty barrels. The plan was to make an enormous bonfire. But the shop owner saw the theft and shouted for help. When a constable came running, the boys left the barrels behind—all the boys except Benedict, that is, who stripped off his coat and dared the big man to a fistfight. He continued challenging the constable, even as the much stronger man carried him, kicking and cursing, from the street.

 

Within a year of Benedict’s return to Norwich, his father was finally arrested and jailed briefly for not paying his debts. The family’s dreams of sending Benedict to college were abandoned.

Unable to handle both a husband incapacitated by alcohol and an increasingly wild son, Hannah arranged for the fourteen-year-old Benedict to spend the next seven years as an apprentice with Daniel Lathrop, a relative of hers who ran an apothecary shop in town.

There are only scraps of evidence from this period, and they suggest that Benedict recognized this as a valuable opportunity, and behaved well. Channeling his energy into hard work, he learned to mix medicines and run the store. The only trouble came during the French and Indian War, when Arnold, then eighteen, ran off, without permission, to join the fighting. He was training at an army camp in New York when he heard from someone who’d recently come from Norwich that his mother was very sick, possibly dying. Arnold deserted the army and raced back to his family’s home. He sat by his mother’s bed for days, leaving only for brief periods to hide in the attic whenever army recruiters came through town. Hannah died in August 1759.

Arnold returned to the Lathrops’ shop to finish his apprenticeship. He gained the Lathrops’ trust, and they began sending him on trading voyages to Canada, the Caribbean, even Great Britain.

But life in Norwich was only getting worse, as Arnold’s father slipped further out of control. Church leaders threatened him. The justice of the peace issued an arrest warrant, stating: “Benedict Arnold [Senior] of Norwich was drunk in said Norwich, so that he was disabled in the use of his understanding and reason.”

Night after humiliating night, the younger Arnold was sent out to search the waterfront taverns for his father. He often had to literally drag the groaning, puking, crying man through the streets to their home. Curious eyes looked out from doorways and windows. Arnold felt the eyes watching him, judging him.
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The old man finally died in 1762, leaving his son with nothing but debts and a fouled family name. Benedict Arnold was just twenty-one, but his many-sided character was already well formed. He was smart, a quick learner, and a hard worker with a ferocious determination to succeed. He longed for action, craved attention, and bristled at anything he perceived as criticism or disrespect. He respected authority when it suited him, but made his own rules when he felt the situation warranted. And he had a bold recklessness, a hunger for danger that both excited people and intimidated them. He was just beginning to realize what a useful weapon this could be.

These traits made an explosive mix, more than enough fuel to power a dazzling rise—and a spectacular crash.








Making of a Rebel

1762–1775
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When Arnold’s apprenticeship ended, the Lathrops gave him some money to help him get started on his own. Arnold sailed to London to buy goods and opened his own shop in New Haven, Connecticut. He sold books and maps, cosmetics and jewelry, and some of the medicines he’d been trained to make, including various cold cures and an aphrodisiac called “Francis’ Female Elixir.”

At twenty-one, Arnold was the head of his family, which included only himself and his eighteen-year-old sister, Hannah. Hannah helped run the business, taking over entirely when Arnold sailed off on long trading voyages. Arnold, in turn, took his position as head of the family seriously—perhaps too seriously. Late one night he was walking home with a friend when he saw, through the lighted living room window, Hannah sitting with a French gentleman, a man Arnold had warned to stay away from his young sister.

Arnold told his friend to go to the front door and open it loudly. While the friend walked toward the door, Arnold loaded and cocked a pistol, and crouched in the shrubs beneath the window. The friend opened the front door as instructed. Thinking it was Hannah’s overprotective brother, the Frenchman leaped from the couch, tripped to the window, lifted the glass, jumped out, and sprinted down the dark street. Arnold took a shot toward the bouncing figure, purposely aiming just a little high.

That was the last time anyone saw Hannah’s Frenchman.

 

Over the next few years, Arnold was too focused on business to care much about politics—until politics began to threaten his business.

Soon after the French and Indian War ended in 1763, the victorious but deeply indebted British government decided to tax the American colonists. With no representation in the British Parliament, colonists protested that Britain had no right to tax them. Along with merchants all over the Colonies, Arnold refused to pay the duties on imported goods. Instead he became a tax protester—and a smuggler. This led to an important turning point in Arnold’s life.

In January 1766, a sailor named Peter Boles was seen sneaking into the customs house at the New Haven waterfront. The customs commissioner wasn’t there, and Boles came back out moments later. But Arnold could guess what had just happened. Boles had meant to inform the commissioner that Arnold was importing goods without paying British taxes. He was hoping to collect a reward for turning Arnold in.

Boles, who’d been a sailor on Arnold’s most recent trading trip, had some gripe against Arnold; we don’t know the details. Arnold insisted that during the entire voyage Boles “was used with the greatest humanity.” In any case, whatever Boles’s grievance was, the sailors’ unwritten code was clear: a man does not inform on his fellow sailors.

That night Arnold found Boles in Beecher’s Tavern. Arnold threatened Boles, forcing him to sign a statement saying: “I justly deserve a halter for my malicious and cruel intentions…. I will immediately leave New Haven and never enter the same again.” Then Arnold went home, satisfied.

“Near four hours after, I heard a noise in the street,” Arnold later said. A group of his sailors were gathering at his front door. Boles was still in town, they told Arnold, still drinking at the same tavern.

With his men marching behind him, Arnold strode to Beecher’s, kicked in the door, and dragged Boles outside and across the street to the whipping post, where, in Arnold’s words, Boles “received near forty lashes with a small cord.” Then Arnold’s crew carried Boles to the edge of town and dumped him on the muddy road.

The upper-class folks of New Haven were already alarmed by the frequent tax protests, which they saw as disobedience to authority. When they heard that Arnold had whipped Boles in the street, they were horrified. “The growing disorder and violence and breaches of law in this town are become very threatening to the public peace,” declared the Connecticut Gazette.

Arnold was charged with beating Boles in what his arrest warrant called “a shocking, cruel, and dangerous manner.” He was tried and found guilty, but the judge fined him only fifty shillings—a token punishment. This was a town that relied on shipping and trade, and the majority of the people of New Haven were behind Arnold. The Boles incident made Arnold a leader of the rising opposition to British taxes—and a local celebrity.
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A friend described Benedict Arnold as “something below the middle height, well formed, muscular, and capable of great endurance.”

“He was dark skinned,” said another man, “with black hair, and middling height.”

A third description: “He was well formed, very stoutly built.”

People spoke of his large nose and intense, glowing gray eyes. They said he was a lover of racing, horseback riding, fencing, shooting, boxing—any kind of competition. He was known for his ability to jump over a wagon, never touching hand or foot to the wood. His showy ice-skating style was legendary as well. “The most accomplished and graceful skater I have ever seen,” said one man.

In February 1767, he married a young woman named Margaret Mansfield, whom locals described as pretty and very shy. He was twenty-six, she was twenty-two.

In the five years after their marriage, Margaret gave birth to three sons: Benedict, Richard, and Henry. Other than that, we know very little about their relationship, but tension comes through clearly in letters Arnold wrote home during his long trading trips. “I have now been in the West Indies seven weeks and not heard one syllable from you since I left home,” wrote Arnold in one letter.

This became a common theme. “I am now under the greatest anxiety and suspense,” he wrote to his wife while off on another voyage, “not knowing whether I write to the dead or the living, not having heard the least syllable from you these last four months.”

During another long absence, someone in New Haven spread the story that Arnold was having an affair with a woman in the Caribbean. Margaret was shaken, and when Arnold got home, he was told to sleep on a couch. He furiously denied the charge and spent months collecting sworn testimony from fellow ship captains, who testified to Arnold’s good behavior.

 

Another swirling rumor was that Arnold fought duels in the Caribbean, and this we know is true.

There may have been several, but one duel is well documented. Arnold was docked in the Bay of Honduras, doing some last-minute paperwork before leaving for home, when a sailor from a British ship rowed up. The man handed Arnold a dinner invitation from Captain Croskie, the sailor’s captain.

Arnold was too busy to go to the dinner, but he forgot to send Croskie a formal reply, which was a serious breach of etiquette. The next morning he rowed over to Croskie’s ship to apologize. As Arnold opened his mouth to speak, the hungover British captain snapped, “You are a damned Yankee, destitute of good manners or those of a gentleman!”

Arnold said nothing. He just took off a glove and handed it to Croskie—the acknowledged challenge to a duel.

The next morning Arnold and Croskie, along with their seconds and a surgeon, met on the beach of a nearby island. The opponents were handed loaded pistols and stood about thirty feet apart. Croskie, as the challenged party, had the right to fire first. Arnold stood perfectly still on the hot sand. Croskie lifted his gun, fired, and missed. Arnold then fired and grazed Croskie’s arm. The surgeon bandaged the slight wound, and the men returned to their positions.

It was Croskie’s turn to fire next. Arnold looked at the British captain and said, “I give you notice, if you miss this time, I shall kill you.”

Red-faced, sweating, bleeding, Croskie decided he had not been insulted by Arnold after all. He apologized for any offense he may have given and reached out his hand toward Arnold. The men shook hands, got into a boat, and rowed away from the island, the best of friends.
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That was how Benedict Arnold lived his life. There were long periods of hard work, occasionally interrupted by explosions of temper. The work part was paying off—his business was thriving. In 1770 he started building his dream home, a mansion on the New Haven waterfront.

That same year British soldiers in Boston fired into a crowd of tax protestors, killing four. Arnold expressed shock and anger, both at the Boston Massacre itself, and at the fact that his countrymen didn’t respond by rioting in the streets. “Good God!” he cried. “Are the Americans all asleep and calmly giving up their glorious liberties?”

The British continued trying to tax the colonists, and colonists continued resisting. In 1773 the members of a secret organization called the Sons of Liberty protested British taxes by disguising themselves as Indians and dumping three hundred crates of British tea into Boston Harbor. Arnold heartily approved of the Boston Tea Party. When he heard that a local Loyalist, Reverend Samuel Peters, had spoken out against the Tea Party and rowdy Patriots in general, Arnold led a group of Sons of Liberty to the New Haven house where Peters was holed up.


“Bring an axe, and split down the gate!” Arnold shouted.

Peters hunched inside, clutching a gun. “Arnold,” he responded, “so sure as you split the gate, I will blow your brains out.”

Arnold stepped away from the house. Someone in the mob cried, “Coward!”

“I am no coward,” Arnold said. “But I have no wish for death at present.”

 

As Britain clamped down harder on the Colonies, colonial towns formed militias and prepared to fight. Arnold was one of the first to volunteer in New Haven. When militia members met to elect their leader in early 1775, Arnold was the man they chose.

Benedict Arnold had risen quickly since the end of his apprenticeship—from a teenager dusting bottles and mixing powders, to a wealthy merchant, owner of a showy home, and leader of the local Patriots.

It was not nearly enough for him. Everyone still remembered the long decline of Arnold’s family, still talked about his father’s public drunkenness, his own wild youth. This is what made the coming war with Britain so important to Arnold. Yes, he believed in the cause of American independence, but there was much more to it. War would be a heaven-sent chance to wipe out the marks against him, to soar up and over everyone who’d ever dared to judge him.

He could do more than just restore the Arnold name—he could make it immortal.








Arnold’s War

April 19–May 9, 1775
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The war Arnold was hoping for began on April 19, 1775, when nearly a thousand British soldiers marched out of Boston toward Lexington and Concord. They had orders to seize supplies from colonial militias, but armed Americans blocked the road, sparking a long day of frantic fighting. The British made it back to Boston that night, but not before three hundred of them were killed or wounded. Express riders sped through the Colonies with the shocking news.

Two days later, Benedict Arnold joined the American Revolution. He stepped out of the front door of his waterfront home, looking sharp in his militia officer’s uniform: a bright scarlet coat, white pants and stockings, black boots, and a sword at his side. Behind him came his wife and their three sons, ages seven, six, and three.

The family walked down the steps and into the street. As the Arnolds strode through town, militia members scrambled out of nearby houses and fell in behind them. There were ten, then twenty, then nearly sixty. Hundreds of women and children and old men rushed out to join the march.

When this odd parade reached the town green, family members stood to the side as Arnold formed his militiamen into neat rows. He led them across the green to Hunt’s Tavern, placing the men in an arcing line before the building.

Through the tavern windows, New Haven’s town leaders could be seen peeking out, looking concerned. Moments later the tavern door opened. Out came sixty-five-year-old David Wooster.

Arnold got right to the point: he was about to lead the New Haven militia on a march toward Boston, and his men needed weapons and gunpowder. He held out his hand and demanded the keys to the town’s powder house.

“This is Colony property,” Wooster pointed out.

Arnold agreed that it was Colony property. He demanded that Wooster hand it over.


Wooster shook his head. “We cannot give it up without regular orders from those in authority.”

“Regular orders be damned!” Arnold shouted.

Wooster nodded, buying time. Then, motioning toward the tavern, he began to explain that he and the other town leaders were this very moment discussing the recent fighting in Lexington and Concord, and had not yet decided whether it would be prudent to send the town’s militia to Massachu—

“Our friends and neighbors are being mowed down by the Redcoats!” Arnold cut in. “Give us powder or we will take it!”

Wooster opened his mouth to try again. He was too slow.

“None but Almighty God shall prevent my marching!” barked Arnold. And to accentuate the point, he ordered his men to kick in the powder house door.

That did the trick—Wooster went to get the keys.

 

Arnold and his men arrived in Cambridge, across the river from British-held Boston, on April 30. The American camp was a mess—ten thousand militiamen living in tents, their trash piling up and rotting. The Americans had Boston surrounded, totally bottled up. But they couldn’t hope to take the well-defended city without some cannon, and they had none.

Arnold had a solution. Trading trips had taken him all over the northern Colonies, and he’d seen Fort Ticonderoga, a British fort on Lake Champlain in northern New York. A few dozen British soldiers stood guard. And the fort had nearly a hundred cannon—there for the taking.

Arnold went directly to the Massachusetts Committee of Safety, the closest thing to a government in the chaotic American camp. “I have certain information that there are at Ticonderoga eighty pieces of heavy cannon,” he told colonial leaders. “The fort is in ruinous condition, and has not more than fifty men at the most.” He added, “The place could not hold out an hour against a vigorous onset.”

The Massachusetts men were impressed. They declared him a colonel; gave him some money, horses, and supplies; and sent him north on what they referred to as “a secret service.”

Arnold had no soldiers with him—the New Haven militia stayed behind to help blockade Boston. He was supposed to recruit new fighters as he traveled. “Send forward as many men to join the army here as you can possibly spare,” Arnold wrote to nearby towns. “Let every man bring as much powder and ball as he can. Also a blanket.”

A week earlier, Benedict Arnold had been a merchant in New Haven. Now he was about to lead the first military attack in American history.

 

Six days after leaving Cambridge, Arnold crossed the border into Vermont. It was then that he heard the news. He was not the only one planning to attack Fort Ticonderoga. A group of militia officers from Hartford, Connecticut, had their own secret mission going. They had several days’ head start on Arnold, and, even worse, they had recruited Ethan Allen and his Green Mountain Boys to lead the strike.

Arnold knew a bit about the Boys. Led by the six-foot-six Ethan Allen, the Boys were in a never-ending land dispute with neighboring New Yorkers. Allen had recently caught a pair of New York deputy sheriffs nosing around land he considered his. He grabbed the men, dragged them into a house, and tossed them in separate rooms. Then he went outside, to a tree he knew both men could see, and hung a realistic-looking straw man from a limb. Each New Yorker watched in horror, thinking the other was down there twisting at the end of a rope. Allen roared with laughter as first one deputy, then the second ran howling from the house, practically crashing into each other as they sprinted back toward New York.

It was the kind of stunt that Arnold could normally appreciate, but not as he and Allen sped toward the same goal.

It was well after dark when Arnold jumped off his horse outside Remington’s Tavern in Castleton, Vermont. Inside was a small army of Green Mountain Boys.

Standing outside the tavern, Arnold reached into his pocket and pulled out the paper with his orders from the Massachusetts committee. This was his idea, his mission. Here was the paper to prove it. As he walked up to the tavern door, he could hear men inside shouting in drunken voices, laughing and singing. He could smell the sour stink of booze-soaked floors. Arnold hated that smell, and he had reason to hate it.

He pushed open the door and stepped inside.

 

The place went silent. Big men sat at long tables, staring at the stranger, who just stood there in the doorway, stiff and cocky in his scarlet jacket.


Then someone screamed: “A Redcoat!”

The men tripped over each other, cursing and stumbling toward the corners of the barroom, where their muskets were stacked.

Surrounded by weapons, the uniformed intruder held up his paper and calmly explained that he was not a British officer. He was Colonel Benedict Arnold of Connecticut. The leaders of Massachusetts had entrusted him with the mission of capturing Fort Ticonderoga. He explained that only he had official authority to lead the operation, and that other groups had, as he put it, “no proper orders.” Then, gesturing around the room as he spoke, Arnold invited everyone in the bar to join the attack—under his command.

Arnold was met with another silence.

This one was cracked open by an explosion of laughter. The Boys slapped each other on the back, laughing so hard they gagged and cried. Some fell to the floor, others jumped onto tables and started dancing and singing.

Arnold waited, struggling to keep cool, still holding up his official orders.

A few of the Boys soon calmed down enough to explain the facts to their guest—Green Mountain Boys always elected their own officers. They served under Ethan Allen, or no one. Allen was already twenty miles north, preparing the attack on Fort Ticonderoga.

Arnold left the tavern, grabbed a few hours sleep on the ground, and then rode north to find Ethan Allen.








Across the Lake

May 10–May 15, 1775
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The next day, in an open field sloping down to Lake Champlain, Benedict Arnold and Ethan Allen stood face-to-face. Arnold had to tilt his head up; he was almost a foot shorter than the burly Allen.

More than two hundred heavily armed Green Mountain Boys looked on angrily. This didn’t stop Arnold from once more producing his official orders and demanding command of the attack on Fort Ticonderoga.

After staring down the visitor for a minute, Allen turned to his Boys and asked, “What shall I do with the damned rascal—put him under guard?”

Some said yes, arrest the rascal! But one of Allen’s officers pointed out that Arnold actually did have official-looking orders. “Better go side by side,” he said—share command, in other words.


When many of the Boys grumbled, Allen told them, “Your pay will be the same if he does command.”

“Damn the pay!” they shouted.

“We won’t be commanded by any others but those we engaged with!”

This went on for a while, with the Boys cursing, waving guns and axes. Arnold just stood there. Finally, Allen proposed a compromise: he and Arnold would march together at the head of the attack. Arnold agreed.

Allen sent a crew of men off to steal a boat from a Loyalist who lived on the lake. The attack would begin as soon the boat arrived.

 

That night Arnold walked down to the water to wait. Out there, across a mile of dark water, stood Fort Ticonderoga. Arnold crouched on thick thighs, listening for the splash of oars, hearing nothing but tiny waves lapping at the rocky beach.

It was 3:00 a.m. and drizzling when Allen’s men finally rowed their stolen boat to the beach. As the exhausted raiders jumped out of the boat, Arnold, Allen, and forty fresh Green Mountain Boys crowded in and quickly crossed the choppy lake. Most of the men hopped off on the New York shore, while a few went back to pick up another load of Boys.


“I landed eighty-three men,” Ethan Allen said. There was no time to wait for more—the sky above the Green Mountains was already lightening to yellowish gray. “I found myself under the necessity to attack the fort.”

The small force crept toward the walls of Ticonderoga. Just one British soldier sat outside the gate. He appeared to be asleep. At a signal from Allen, the men began to run. Arnold and Allen led the charge, and Arnold quickly realized, much to his delight, that he was the faster man. By the time they reached the gate, Arnold was five yards ahead of the pack.

“Hallooo, Hallooo!” shouted the startled British soldier as the Americans approached. He lifted his gun and pulled the trigger—it misfired. He threw the thing down and ran through the open gate into the fort, still shouting, “Hallooo, Hallooo!”

A second British guard stepped forward and blasted a shot toward Arnold and Allen, missing both.

“My first thought was to kill him with my sword,” Allen said. But as he brought the weapon down he changed his mind, turning the blade slightly, giving the guard what Allen called “a slight cut on the side of the head.” It was plenty. The man dropped his gun and surrendered.


The Boys shouted and whooped as they poured into the fort.

 

Inside the fort, a British lieutenant named Jocelyn Feltham sat up suddenly in bed. He kicked off his blanket and ran, stark naked, down the hall to the door of the fort’s commander, Captain William Delaplace. He pounded a few times, but the captain went on snoring. All around, the sounds of the attackers were getting louder: boots kicking wooden doors, shouted demands for surrender.

Feltham ran back to his room, threw on a coat, and was lifting a leg into his pants when someone outside his door started roaring: “Come out of there! Come out, you damned old rat!”

Pants still in hand, Feltham opened the door. There stood Ethan Allen, waving his sword, shouting: “Come out this instant, you damned skunk, or I’ll sacrifice the whole garrison!” Next to Allen stood Benedict Arnold, looking irritated.

“I endeavored to make them hear me,” Feltham said, “but it was impossible.”

“I must have immediate possession of the fort and all the effects of George III!” bellowed Allen.

Feltham, playing it as cool as a man can while naked from the waist down, asked, “By what authority do you demand it?”

Allen shouted, “In the name of the Great Jehovah and the Continental Congress!”

Feltham looked puzzled.

“He began to speak again,” Allen remembered, “but I interrupted him, and, with my drawn sword over his head, again demanded an immediate surrender of the garrison.”

“Give up your arms and you’ll be treated like gentlemen,” Arnold added in a calmer tone.

At this point, Captain Delaplace finally woke up. He stepped into the hall, surveyed the scene, and stammered, “Damn you, what…what…What does this mean?”

 

Fort Ticonderoga fell to the Americans in less than ten minutes. All forty-four British soldiers were taken prisoner, along with twenty-four women and children.

The Green Mountain Boys found ninety gallons of rum in the supply room and decided to drink it all. That’s when things got really wild. The Boys rifled through the rooms, grabbing anything that looked interesting. One guy put a woman’s bonnet on his head and did a hilarious dance.


Benedict Arnold was not amused. “There is here at present near one hundred men,” he reported to the Massachusetts Committee of Safety, “who are in the greatest confusion and anarchy, destroying and plundering private property, committing every enormity, and paying no attention to public service.”

“Colonel Allen is a proper man to head his own wild people,” added Arnold, “but entirely unacquainted with military service.” Technically, Arnold didn’t know much about military service, either. But he knew that there was a right and wrong way to capture a fort.

Arnold ran up and down the halls, quoting military law about respecting the property of prisoners. When he saw a man running off with a sewing table, he yanked it away and handed it back to the woman who owned it.

The Boys had found Arnold annoying before the attack; now he was ruining their well-earned party. At least twice that day men fired shots in Arnold’s direction. One of the Boys even lifted his musket, placed the barrel against Arnold’s chest, and promised to blow a hole unless Arnold admitted that Ethan Allen had sole command of Fort Ticonderoga.

Arnold explained, as he had many times already, that he had official orders from Massachusetts to lead the attack.


Disappointed, and slightly intimidated, the man lowered his gun.

 

“The power is now taken out of my hands, and I am not consulted, nor have I voice in any matters,” Arnold reported. “As I am the only person who has been legally authorized to take possession of this place, I am determined to insist on my right, and I think it my duty to remain here against all opposition, until I have further orders.”

There were no further orders. Leaders from Massachusetts and Connecticut had independently decided to take Fort Ti, but neither colony really wanted to be in charge of it. Down in Philadelphia, the Continental Congress had just begun meeting. Members needed time to talk things over, many being far from convinced the American Colonies should fight a war with mighty Great Britain.

But Benedict Arnold was already at war with mighty Great Britain. He made a careful inspection of Fort Ticonderoga, as well as the crumbling British fort at Crown Point, ten miles to the north. And over the next few days things began breaking his way: many of Allen’s men left the fort to head back to their farms, while Arnold’s own recruits finally began to arrive.


Arnold’s men stole a small ship named Katherine from a Loyalist on the lake. “We immediately fixed her with four carriage guns and six swivel guns,” Arnold said. He renamed the ship Liberty.

“I have done everything in my power, and put up with many insults to preserve the peace and serve the public,” Arnold reported to Massachusetts. He waited for further orders, but heard nothing.

Benedict Arnold never could stand inaction. So he decided to invade Canada.








Trouble at Fort Ti

May 18–June 19, 1775
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It was not quite as crazy as it sounds.

Arnold had orders to seize and hold the British forts at the southern end of Lake Champlain. He’d taken the forts, but he didn’t really control them. The British still held Fort St. John’s, across the border in the British colony of Canada, 120 miles to the north. At that fort was the warship George, by far the biggest boat on the lake. With the George, the British could sail south any time they chose and blast the Americans out of Crown Point and Fort Ticonderoga. So the Americans didn’t really control the lake—not unless they could capture that warship.

The fact that no one had told Arnold to lead the first foreign invasion in American history meant nothing to him. It was the right strategic move, and he made it.
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Arnold picked thirty-five men for the mission, none of them Green Mountain Boys. They sailed north on the Liberty, reaching the northern tip of Lake Champlain by the night of May 18. Fifteen men stayed with the ship, while Arnold and the others hopped into two long canoes and rowed up the Richelieu River toward the British fort.

“After rowing hard all night we arrived within half a mile of the place at sunrise,” said Eleazer Oswald, a young member of the strike force. Arnold sent a man forward to do some quick scouting. The rest of the force waited in a weedy creek, swatting mosquitoes.

“The man returning,” Oswald reported, “informed us they were unapprised of our coming, though they had heard of the taking of Ticonderoga and Crown Point.” The scout also reported that a major British force was on its way with orders to retake the lake. “We directly pushed for shore,” said Oswald.

At six o’clock that morning Arnold’s men paddled their canoes right up to the level ground in front of St. John’s, where Arnold jumped out and led the charge. Caught unprepared, the sleepy British soldiers couldn’t recover. “I surprised and took prisoners, a sergeant, and his party of twelve men,” Arnold reported.

The attack force then moved on to the real prize—the warship George. Arnold and his men leaped onto the ship and spread out, banging gun butts on cabin doors to wake the crew. They captured the George without firing a shot.

The men raced to load the George with crates of food, barrels of gunpowder, and cannon from the fort. They quickly set fire to the small British boats they couldn’t take, then climbed onto the warship and pushed out into the river’s south-flowing current.

“Just at the completion of our business, a fine gale arose from the north!” said Oswald. It was a lucky wind, speeding them back to American territory. “We directly hoisted sail and returned in triumph.”

 

Arnold and his men spent the next couple of weeks digging out the cannon at Ticonderoga and Crown Point. He soon had more than a hundred big guns ready to roll south.

But Congress wasn’t ready for them. The attack on Fort Ticonderoga, and now Arnold’s lightning raid at St. John’s—all of this was making Congress very nervous. The Americans didn’t even have an official army yet. Unsure of how to proceed, members of Congress sent no clear orders about what should be done at the forts—or who was supposed to be in charge.


At this point, Arnold was faced with two things that would torment him over and over: free time and politics. He’d been busy his entire life, furiously working his way up from lowly apprentice to wealthy merchant. When he had free time on his hands he grew restless, frustrated, irritated. And Arnold had no gift for politics, the art of promoting his own image and gently persuading others to take his side. He was brash, bossy, and unable to see other people’s point of view.

Ethan Allen, on the other hand, was a master of spin. Describing his capture of Fort Ti, he even made getting drunk sound gallant, writing that he and his fellow conquerors “tossed about the flowing bowl, and wished success to Congress, and the liberty and freedom of America.” Allen also sent friends to Congress with his version of the action, which was basically that Allen and the Green Mountain Boys were heroes, while Arnold tagged along and drove everyone crazy.

Arnold began to worry that his hard work was going unappreciated, that his reputation was being trashed. Nothing was more certain to light the fuse of his fury.

 

One morning in June, Arnold was patrolling the lake on the Enterprise, the new name he’d given to the ship he captured at St. John’s. When he saw Ethan Allen’s boat sailing past Crown Point, Arnold had his soldiers stop the boat and demand a pass. This was Arnold’s right as commander—a position Allen claimed for himself, of course.

Moments later one of Allen’s officers, James Easton, climbed onto the Enterprise, pushed past the guard outside Arnold’s cabin, and entered the room yelling.

Arnold stood up, lifted the butt end of his sword, and brought it down on Easton’s skull. As Arnold described it: “I took the liberty of breaking his head.”

Easton was knocked to his knees, glassy eyed and wobbly. Arnold gestured to the pistol in Easton’s belt. Draw, he demanded, and we’ll duel it out here and now.

Easton was too stunned to respond.

“On refusing to draw like a gentleman,” Arnold said, “I kicked him very heartily and ordered him from the Point immediately.”

An officer would certainly be kicked out of any regular army for such an outburst. But there was no Continental Army yet; no one was in charge. And so Arnold wasn’t punished. He just solidified his reputation as a man slightly out of control.

 

On June 22 a delegation of leaders from Massachusetts came to the forts to look things over. They told Arnold to turn command of his men over to the newly arrived, and much calmer, Colonel Benjamin Hinman.

Furious at what he considered a personal affront, Arnold was heard to mumble that he’d “be second in command to no person whatsoever.” He went to his ship and packed up to leave.

Just a few days later, while passing through Albany, New York, he got a message from home: his wife Margaret was dead. The doctor could find no cause.

Arnold had been craving the comfort of family. “But, oh, alas,” he wrote to his sister, “how is the scene changed, every recollection of past happiness heightens my present grief.”

Arnold hurried home to bury his wife. She was just thirty years old.
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