The Convention
Tales from a Revolution: Massachusetts

A

rthur Leary bent and picked another stone out of the mud
where the farmer’s plow had revealed it, tossing it onto
the sledge that he pulled behind himself. Where the
rocks all came from, he could not imagine, as it seemed impossible
that there could be any left. The tidy rock walls bounding the field
in which he labored seemed to bear witness to the removal of what
must have been tons of stone from just this section of muddy soil.
Thinking of the weight of the stone in the walls already only
made the sledge seem heavier as he yanked it into motion again.
Noting his progress by his position relative to the tree that stood
on the far side of the boundary, he decided it was time to empty the
sledge again before continuing to add to the load upon it.
He dragged the sledge to the spot at the edge of the field
where the products of his prior passes were already roughly piled,
and dropped its rope before trudging back to start tossing rocks off
the mud-spattered platform. The mindless, repetitive motions of
lifting, swinging, and releasing each stone in turn gave him plenty
of time to reflect on just how he’d come to be an ordinary laborer
on a New-England farm.
Answering the call of His Majesty’s army recruiter had
seemed sensible enough. As the third son of a smallholder in a
windswept part of England near to the old Scottish frontier, he
stood to inherit nothing but his name and a few years of education,
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if that. In contrast, service in the army offered him steady
employment and the possibility of returning home covered in glory
for acts of heroism and daring.
The months following his enlistment had been a blur of
learning drill and becoming accustomed to the quirks of the reliable
old musket they’d issued him. But he kept up with the pace of
firing, clearing, and making ready that his superiors demanded of
him — perhaps too well. One evening, he was pulled aside by his
sergeant, a man whose face was marked by the pox, and whose
teeth gave ample evidence of being ready for the dentist’s extractor.
“The lieutenant says you’re to be appointed to the rank
of corporal. Mostly, it just means that the officers will hold you
responsible for not only you own conduct, but that of your men, as
well. On the bright side, you’ll be paid half again a private’s wage,
so it’s not all bad.”
Arthur swallowed hard and nodded.
The extra pay did a man little good if there was nowhere to
spend it in the village but Missus Chester’s house of ill repute, but
he already knew better than to decline what small honors might
come his way. Even if they were as dubious as this one, they were
still a rarity.
One day, the order had come to ship out to America. America!
He’d groaned when he’d heard the long-expected word. “What
have they which is worth fighting over?” he asked his sergeant.
The man grunted noncommittally. “Doesn’t matter,
Leary. The lieutenant says we’re going, and that’s the final word.
It doesn’t do to start questioning the orders you’re given this early
in your career.” He grinned, showing his crooked and stained
teeth. “You’ll have plenty of time to do that when the cannon
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balls start flying. Muster your men, and see that they are ready for
transport.”
Then came – he begged the Author of All to forgive him
the thought – the most Godforsaken eleven weeks of his entire life,
mostly fit only to be forgotten as quickly as possible.
There was day after day of sheer terror at sea, as nothing
remained in one place for more than a minute, including the tenuous
bit of dry space upon which one stood, and one’s stomach. The
laughing sailors who climbed the rope rigging of the ship as though
it were a fine staircase assured him that the passage was hardly
any worse than usual. If that were true, Arthur hoped to never
experience a truly bad passage.
As the convoy approached Boston, a passing Royal Navy
patrol informed them that the city had fallen to the rebels, so they
all instead bent their path northward, to Québec.
All but one, that was. One of the merchant transports had
absconded with a hold full of good powder and other items useful
to the rebel forces, betraying his ship to the American cause.
Regardless of the unexpectedly altered destination and
various setbacks, Arthur had gratefully disembarked at the city of
Québec, and thought that he might die a happy man if he never
tasted fish again.
In Québec, his squad had set up their crisp, white tents,
content to follow the labor with a relative feast of bread, small beer,
and even a small portion of salt pork. Having a table to sit at where
one didn’t regularly have to dart out a hand to recapture a knife set
into motion by the sea was enough to make even this simple repast
taste finer than he could remember the best meal in his mother’s
kitchen ever tasting.
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After a few weeks’ recovery from their ordeal at sea, they
engaged in some cheerful skirmishes against the American forces
that had been foolhardy enough to remain in the province after
their disastrous attempt at Québec City in the dead of the winter
prior.
The Americans there having been reduced sufficiently for
local forces to deal with, the departure of the army Arthur was
attached to from Québec City was an orderly enough affair, but it
quickly turned sour in his estimation. They were directed to load
their chests not onto wagons, as he had expected, but onto low,
flat-bottomed boats, pulled up in a long row along the shoreline.
The sergeant motioned his men to come within earshot,
and then spoke in a clear, loud voice. “We’re to row up the river,
to where it opens into a lake. There, we will follow our guides
toward the fort that the enemy seized from us last year through
treachery, and we will restore it to Crown control, by whatever
means necessary. After that . . .”
His voice trailed off and he raised one eyebrow significantly
before continuing. “After that, we will be given such further
commands as our officers see fit to share with us.”
Arthur scoffed inwardly. Was this another command given
by officers who would never have to labor at an oar themselves, and
given without regard for what price it would exact of those who
must answer to it?
He had reason to ask that question again when they arrived
within sight of Fort Ticonderoga. The stronghold towered over
the lake atop a headland that Arthur could just see past the ships
carrying the officers and supplies. It looked impregnable even to his
unpracticed eye.
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He flinched as the first gout of flame erupted from the
cannon atop the fort – the Americans’ greeting to the British forces.
While his squad was directed to beach its boat, the men within the
fort continued firing cannon in their direction at a desultory rate,
apparently more for range and harassment than for effect . . . so
far.
Setting up their tents, weary from rowing, the men in
Arthur’s unit were not much inclined to converse beyond the
necessary directions to finish the task before them and prepare a
meal before falling into a sleep only slightly disrupted by the bark
and boom of cannon.
The next morning, the lieutenant himself had come around,
and after summarizing the defenses, he revealed that a scouting party
had found a position that would negate all the advantages of the
Americans’ position within the fort . . . at the top of a neighboring
mountain.
The officer smiled, his mouth tight and grim. “Naturally,
the rebels will be sensible of the danger should they discern what
we mean to do. Furthermore, there is no road, so we shall have to
cut one out of the forest that stands between us and the peak.”
He surveyed his men. “You have been selected to perform
this task, and I trust that you will discharge your duties with all
possible dispatch. I will turn you over to the capable hands of
Lieutenant Twiss of the engineering company, and you will follow
his orders exactly.”
The following morning, after a day and night of incredible
labor, they’d succeeded in bringing a pair of twelve-pounders up to
the peak. Arthur stared in satisfaction down into the fort that had
seemed so imposing from the surface of the lake. While they’d still
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been making ready to rain iron down onto the unsuspecting rebel
forces, the enemy had spotted the emplacement, or been informed
of it by their scouts, though, and the Americans had fled into the
New-Hampshire Grants.
Fort Ticonderoga once again flew the pennant of Britain,
and although the enemy had escaped capture, the way was clear for
whatever the generals might have planned next.
That turned out to be a hard march, then a set battle with
the American forces. They’d found the enemy dug into a spot
that overlooked a wide, open field, and the general had ordered an
attack.
Although the Americans yielded the ground before the end
of the day, it had cost the lives of Arthur’s sergeant and many scores
of other men.
The mingled scents of gunpowder, the stink of terrified men,
and the sharp, metallic tang of blood – blood everywhere he turned
– would forever dominate Arthur’s memory of the battle.
Through it all, he’d somehow clung to the naïve belief that
they would take the day, and that a victory this momentous would
be marked by toasts to the King and tables groaning with a feast.
Instead, he’d observed the battle’s conclusion by closing
his sergeant’s lifeless eyes and helping to dig graves all through the
following day.
The accursed rebels had focused their fire on British officers,
and the number of gentlemen Arthur helped carry off the field and
lay to rest in this blood-soaked land was more than he could keep
count of.
Alongside his sergeant, Arthur counted the broken corpses
of fully a third of his own little squad, and another number had
14

Lars D. H. Hedbor

disappeared – though whether they were lying undiscovered
somewhere on the tall grass, or had deserted, he could scarcely
guess.
The end of the affair, when it came, was relatively swift.
After those remaining fit to fight had closed on the Americans
again, Arthur had endured another long day of desperate and hot
fighting on the field of battle. The skirmishes sent what remained
of his squad scurrying this way and that across the landscape, to
stumble on fallen Englishmen and field hummocks alike.
All of their striving came to naught upon the arrival of an
American madman in gleaming epaulets, who rode his horse in a
frenzy between the lines, seeming to have no concern whatever
for his personal safety. As taken aback as the British line was at
his appearance, the rebels were heartened, and pressed their attack
forward, eventually causing the men around Arthur to break ranks
and run.
As far as Arthur was concerned, the ceremony of surrender,
which ought to have been a humiliation, was in truth a relief. The
few remaining men of his squad looked sharp and professional, in
new uniforms issued out of the supply train for the occasion. The
Americans assembled before them were comparatively slovenly in
appearance, with hardly anything like a consistent uniform.
He had to grudgingly admit that they were turned out
in good order, though, and they maintained their formation well
enough as they watched their vanquished foes pass in review before
them, disarmed, as they’d stacked their weapons just before coming
into the ceremony.
Arthur was not sad to see his cantankerous old musket pass
into American control, and he half-hoped that the barrel would
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finally explode in the hands of its new American owner.
However, the music playing as they passed in review made
Arthur grit his teeth. The cheeky, jeering little tune “Yankee
Doodle” had long since surpassed being merely an inspiration to
the Americans, and had transformed into a taunt against their foe.
He was mildly surprised when his unit had returned with
the others to standing at attention in their formation, to see that
when General Burgoyne handed his sword over to the American
general — Gates, he thought the man’s name was — the enemy
officer examined it closely and then handed it back. It was a
civilized gesture of respect that he hardly thought the Americans
capable of.
The lieutenant had explained the terms of surrender before
the army had set out for the ceremony. General Burgoyne had
secured many important concessions from the Americans, including
the most important: they would march out to Boston, and board
ships bound for home, never to return to this fight.
Arthur would be glad enough to quit America and to
forsake it forever. Still, he did have to admit, now that summer
had given way to fall, the countryside was altogether lovely.
Beyond the placid river flowing by, the hills were a riotous mass of
color, including some hues that he would have sworn could not be
produced by nature. He became less enamored of the countryside,
though, on having to make his way through it.
The march to Cambridge, overlooking Boston, was arduous
and painful. The weather turned quickly from gentle autumn to
bitter winter, and in the storms, some uncounted number more
of their ranks had disappeared — whether fallen unnoticed at the
wayside, or slipped away in desertion, it was impossible to say.
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Yet more men fell to disease and misfortune in the camps at
night, including some of their German jägers who froze to death
after being denied shelter by New-Englanders who seemed to hold
the Germans in special contempt for their role in the war. Even as
Arthur’s pitiful squad huddled for warmth in a barn, the jägers were
obliged to huddle in unheated tents, or completely out of doors.
Arthur didn’t quite understand it — but then, there was a
lot about the New-Englanders that confounded him.
When the defeated army finally arrived at Cambridge,
instead of being offered proper barracks in which they could wait
to embark from Boston, they were shown to a wretched and nearly
collapsed set of hovels, which someone had told him were left over
from Washington’s siege of Boston.
Despite the vindictive American guards and a persistent lack
of supplies — and more importantly, of rations — the “Convention
Army,” as they’d come to call themselves, had put the camp into
some semblance of order. They were held under the terms of
the convention between Gentleman Johnny Burgoyne and the
American General Gates, and that name stuck.
Rumors flew about the camp, giving hope to all that they
might see home by springtime. Although the Boston port was
largely closed by British blockade and the season’s tides, they were
to march to another port and embark any day.
Then the lieutenant had come into camp with news that
dashed all hope. “Those rascals in their Congress! They’ve denied
the general’s request to put out from Rhode-Island, insisting that
they will honor only the very letter of the convention.” His
lieutenant’s face was red with the exertion of his anger, and Arthur
was glad to not be its target. So he sat quietly and let the man
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rage on until he ran out of invective and excused himself to go and
commiserate with the other officers.
A few weeks later, the lieutenant came bearing even worse
news. “Not only will we not be permitted to embark at the more
convenient port in Rhode-Island, but I should be most surprised if
we are permitted to embark at all.”
Arthur’s eyebrows shot up, and he felt his stomach drop —
ironically, the feeling not dissimilar to the sensation of being aboard
a ship cresting a great wave. “On what basis could these rebel scum
justify so completely breaking the convention?” He could hear the
heat in his voice, but in his heart, he was past caring.
“As General Burgoyne has already declared the convention
broke, and the Congress concluded that there were details of our
conduct in surrender that did not conform to their satisfaction,
they have claimed that they need not be bound by the terms of the
convention. They say now that the terms of our surrender must be
ratified by the Parliament as an accord between our government
and their Congress.”
“That selfsame Congress which our Parliament has
steadfastly refused to recognize as speaking in place of Crown
government on these shores?”
“Aye, you have smoked it exactly. The Congress has backed
General Burgoyne into a corner, and left him with no possibility of
escape. Though we might like to be exchanged for such prisoners as
our armies may capture, the plain fact is that we here are so numerous
that such an exchange may not be effected for some time to come.”
While Arthur absorbed this news, his heartbeat roaring in
his ears, the lieutenant added, in a tone of sad resignation, “It seems
likely that we are to be the guests of these American colonies until
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this unhappy war is concluded.”
With this dour prediction seeming to come true, and rations
at the camp becoming shorter and shorter, when the lieutenant
came around a few weeks later, his news piqued Arthur’s interest
extremely.
“Should you like to remove yourself from this camp, our
hosts have offered up a chance to do so without raising any question
of your loyalties or your adherence to the terms of our captivity.”
“Say on,” Arthur urged.
“I mean no slight against you or your men for your diligence
in our encampment here, but if you wish, you may each offer
yourselves up to labor at farms in the country around. It’s harder
duty than you have here in the barracks, but it’s not without its
compensations.”
Arthur’s brow furrowed deeply. “Why would they want
us to labor on their fields?”
The lieutenant gave him a grim smile. “With so many of
the young men of this country under arms to oppose His Majesty’s
forces, there are not enough left to do what is needed on the farms
they leave behind. Only those too old to do such work, and those
too young.”
“And what are these ‘compensations?’”
“A warm place to sleep, good food on the table . . . and you
are not forbidden the cider-barrel, either, which is a nice relief when
the sun is high.”
That decision had been the easiest Arthur had made in all the
time since he’d answered the recruiter’s call. Even as his back ached
over the load of stone, he was glad to have taken it, and grateful to
have escaped the barracks.
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