
DRAFT	
Please	do	not	quote	or	cite	without	my	permission	

	

1.	Rogers’	Rangers	
	

Well	over	a	hundred	years	before	Confederation,	Rangers	were	already	leading	the	

way.	The	Regiment’s	story	begins	in	1756,	at	the	start	of	the	Seven	Years	War.	

Sometimes	called	“World	War	Zero,”	this	titanic	struggle	for	global	primacy	between	

Great	Britain	and	France	ranged	over	many	lands	in	Central	Europe,	South	Asia	and	

the	Caribbean.	But	the	most	consequential	theatre	was	in	North	America,	where	

General	Wolfe’s	victory	on	the	Plains	of	Abraham	in	1759	established	Anglo-Saxon	

dominance	over	the	continent.	

Much	of	the	fighting	in	the	New	World	was	in	the	rugged	no-man’s	land	that	

separated	New	France	from	New	England.	Here	the	thickly	wooded	mountains	at	

the	Appalachian	range’s	northern	end	constituted	a	formidable	barrier	between	the	

two	hostile	colonies.		The	only	path	Nature	opened	to	the	European	colonists	in	this	

forbidding	wilderness	was	the	series	of	rivers	and	lakes	that	link	New	York	at	the	

Hudson’s	River’s	mouth	to	Montréal	on	the	St	Lawrence.	Control	over	this	strategic	

artery	was	key	to	victory	in	what	Americans	would	come	to	know	as	the	French	and	

Indian	War.	

With	well	over	a	million	inhabitants,	Britain’s	thirteen	colonies	along	the	

Atlantic	seaboard	vastly	outnumbered	King	Louis’	sixty	thousand	Canadian	subjects.	

Demographic	superiority	did	not	necessarily	confer	a	military	advantage,	since	the	

French	were	far	more	adept	at	fighting	on	rough,	uncultivated	forested	terrain.	Over	

the	years	its	settlers	had	learned	how	best	to	wage	war	in	the	New	World.		Small	
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groups	of	men	clad	in	dark	clothes	rather	than	gaudy	uniforms,	attacking	suddenly	

and	often	at	night	in	brief	skirmishes,	easily	vanquished	larger	numbers	of	soldiers	

trained	in	the	mechanical	drill	best	suited	for	Europe’s	open	fields.	By	contrast,	their	

British	foes	preferred	the	military	style	of	the	Old	World.	

General	Braddock’s	debacle	on	the	Monongahela	River	on	9	July	1755	was	a	

perfect	example	of	how	not	to	fight	in	America.	Although	the	rival	powers	were	still	

technically	at	peace,	the	British	had	begun	aggressively	to	challenge	France’s	

presence	in	the	Ohio	River	Valley	to	the	west.	One	of	their	main	objectives	was	the	

French	stronghold	of	Fort	Duquesne,	today’s	Pittsburgh.	With	Braddock	at	their	

head,	two	regiments	recently	transferred	from	Ireland	had	painstakingly	cleared	a	

path	through	the	vast	bush	for	weeks	in	the	heat	of	early	summer	as	they	crossed	

the	Monongahela,	a	little	over	15	kilometres	from	their	goal.			

The	redcoats	were	tired	as	their	arduous	trek	neared	its	end,	but	their	general	

was	confident	that	superior	numbers	would	easily	carry	the	day	–	if	the	French	and	

their	Native	American	allies	had	not	already	evacuated	the	fort.	Anyway,	he	

reasoned,	“it	is	impossible	that	[savages]	should	make	any	impression”	on	his	

disciplined	troops.	Braddock	would	pay	for	this	hubris	with	his	life	when	a	sudden	

ambush	shattered	the	gloomy	forest’s	silence.		Standing	in	shoulder-to-shoulder	

formation	and	brilliant	in	their	scarlet	tunics,	the	large	British	force	was	

overwhelmed	by	foes	firing	invisibly	from	concealed	positions	in	the	surrounding	

woods.		It	would	take	some	time	for	the	lessons	to	sink	in,	but	the	disaster	made	
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clear	the	need	for	a	new	approach	to	war	by	the	British	in	North	America	(One	

officer	who	survived	the	ill-fated	expedition	did	pay	heed,	the	Virginian	Colonel	

George	Washington).	

Some	colonials	needed	no	convincing	that	the	New	World	required	its	own	

style	of	fighting.		The	most	prominent	was	a	New	Hampshire	farmer’s	son,	Robert	

Rogers.	“North	America’s	first	celebrity,”	as	a	biographer	describes	him,	Rogers	

remains	a	legendary	hero	in	the	popular	imagination	south	of	the	border,	an	icon	of	

the	rugged	pioneer	spirit	that	forged	the	United	States.		During	the	Seven	Years	War,	

his	exploits	as	leader	of	his	hardy	Ranger	scouts	thrilled	newspaper	readers	in	

Boston,	New	York,	Philadelphia	–	and	even	overseas	in	London.		

One	of	Robert	Rogers’	champions	was	the	distinguished	19th	century	Harvard	

historian	Francis	Parkman,	whose	histories	of	the	French	and	Indian	Wars	did	much	

to	popularise	him	among	his	contemporaries.	In	1937,	Rogers	inspired	a	best-selling	

novel	by	Kenneth	Roberts,	Northwest	Passage.	Three	years	later,	the	book	was	made	

into	a	feature	film	starring	Spencer	Tracy	as	the	daring	Ranger	leader,	followed	in	

the	1950s	by	a	television	series	with	the	same	title.	And	when	the	American	military	

set	up	its	own	commando	unit	during	the	Second	World	War,	it	invoked	Rogers’	

legacy	as	the	US	Army	Rangers.		The	“28	Standing	Rules”	he	wrote	in	1759	to	codify	

his	thoughts	on	irregular	warfare	are	still	taught	to	every	soldier	at	the	Ranger	

School.	
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The	son	of	Scots-Irish	immigrants,	Robert	Rogers	grew	up	on	the	colony’s	

frontier,	where	its	European	settlers	were	subject	to	raids	by	Native	American	allies	

of	the	French.	He	had	seen	their	depredations	first	hand	as	a	teenager,	when	a	party	

of	Abenaki	warriors	had	torched	his	family’s	farm	during	the	previous	war.		To	

protect	themselves,	the	colonists	formed	militias	that	patrolled,	or	ranged	the	

surrounding	area	to	guard	against	potential	Native	attacks.		Young	Robert	had	

already	joined	a	local	militia,	although	he	saw	little	action	in	the	conflict.	

As	war	clouds	again	darkened	New	England’s	skies	in	1755,	some	colonies	

began	to	raise	volunteer	regiments	to	support	regular	troops	in	the	coming	

campaign	against	New	France.		Each	of	these	units	included	one	or	two	companies	

of	rangers	to	conduct	their	reconnaissance.	Now	a	strapping	young	man	in	his	mid-

twenties,	Rogers	quickly	convinced	50	fellow	provincials	to	sign	up,	who	were	

incorporated	into	New	Hampshire’s	militia	as	a	ranger	company	led	by	him	as	

captain.			During	summer	of	that	year,	the	new	unit	carried	out	patrols	deep	into	

enemy	territory	from	its	base	at	Ft.	William	Henry	at	Lake	George’s	southern	tip.		

Two	particularly	hazardous	missions	to	reconnoitre	French	positions	on	Lake	

Champlain	to	the	north	brought	back	valuable	intelligence	to	his	commander,	

General	William	Johnson.		

When	the	traditional	season	for	fighting	neared	its	end	in	autumn,	the	New	

Hampshire	Regiment	was	disbanded.	Rogers,	however,	volunteered	to	stay	on	for	

the	winter.		Continuing	his	scouts	of	the	perilous	frontier,	now	by	snowshoe	and	
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skate,	he	kept	his	general	briefed	about	the	enemy.	Patrols	on	winter	snow	and	ice	

are	arduous	even	at	the	best	of	times,	but	the	season	was	particularly	trying	during	

the	middle	of	the	18th	century,	when	temperatures	in	the	Champlain	Valley	could	

drop	to	-40°	C	with	wind	chill.	To	make	matters	worse,	Rogers	forbade	his	men	to	

light	fires	at	night	during	their	missions	to	avoid	alerting	the	enemy.	

Because	of	its	strategic	importance,	in	spring	1756	the	British	commander	in	

North	America,	Major-General	William	Shirley,	decided	to	organise	a	new	unit	

specifically	to	patrol	the	area	around	Lake	George	and	southern	Lake	Champlain.		

Rather	than	another	temporary	militia,	the	general	wanted	an	“Independent	

Company	of	Rangers.”		Directly	under	his	command,	permanent,	and	paid	by	the	

Crown,	its	duties	would	be	

to	make	discoveries	of	the	proper	routes	for	our	own	Troops,	procure	

Intelligence	of	the	Enemy’s	strength	and	Motions,	destroy	their	out	

Magazines	and	Settlements,	pick	up	small	Parties	of	their	Battoes	

[whaleboats]	upon	the	Lakes,	and	keep	them	under	continual	Alarm.	

The	new	force	was	to	be	recruited	from,	“none	but	such	as	were	used	to	travelling	

and	hunting,	and	in	whose	courage	and	fidelity	[their	captain]	could	confide.”		Their	

hazardous	work	would	be	well	rewarded.		Privates	drew	twice	the	pay	of	their	

counterparts	in	the	regular	army	and	every	new	ranger	also	received	10	Spanish	

dollars	“towards	providing	cloaths,	arms	and	blankets.”	
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To	command	them,	Shirley’s	choice	naturally	fell	on	the	famous	New	

Hampshire	Ranger	leader.		Summoning	Rogers	to	his	headquarters	at	Province	

House	in	Boston,	on	March	24	the	general	handed	him	his	commission	as	the	

company’s	commanding	officer.	Since	the	document	had	been	signed	a	day	earlier,	

March	23,	1756	marks	the	birthdate	of	what	would	eventually	become	the	Queen’s	

York	Rangers.	

Rangers	did	not	originate	with	Robert	Rogers.		The	term	entered	the	English	

language	no	later	than	the	13th	century	and	referred	to	a	forester	or	borderer.	Thus,	

in	the	17th	century	“Border	Rangers”	patrolled	the	kingdom’s	violent	frontier	with	

its	Scottish	neighbour	to	the	north.	And	from	the	very	start,	English	colonists	in	

North	America	formed	groups	of	rangers	to	guard	against	hostile	natives.	Already	in	

1622,	Captain	John	Smith	of	the	Jamestown	colony	wrote	about	“yearly	ranging	the	

shore	of	Weanock	[Virginia].”	Meanwhile,	at	the	start	of	King	George’s	War	in	1744,	

William	Shirley	had	organized	an	Independent	Company	of	Rangers	under	Captain	

John	Gorham	to	patrol	the	borders	of	Nova	Scotia.	But	if	Rogers	did	not	invent	

rangers,	he	perfected	their	organisation	and	methods.	

Shirley	authorised	the	strength	of	Robert	Roger’s	new	company	at	60	

privates,	3	sergeants,	and	2	junior	officers.	Rogers	drew	all	of	them	from	the	scouts	

who	had	already	served	with	him	at	Ft.	Frederick,	and	he	appointed	his	brother	

Richard	and	a	good	friend,	John	Stark,	as	his	lieutenant	and	ensign,	respectively.	All	

of	them	had	to	be	exceptionally	hardy,	able	to	operate	in	all	seasons.	Like	their	
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leader,	they	tended	to	be	Scots	Irish	settlers	from	the	colonial	frontier	well	

acquainted	with	the	wilderness.	Therefore,	they	needed	little	schooling	in	

orienteering,	stalking	and	living	off	the	land,	not	to	mention	being	superb	

marksmen.		

Rogers	nevertheless	constantly	trained	his	Rangers	in	his	ways	of	war,	many	

of	which	he	had	absorbed	from	the	Native	Americans	and	Canadiens	he	often	

encountered	in	his	youth.	Thus,	they	mastered	how	to	attack	and	retreat,	how	to	

give	and	take	fire,	how	to	give	mutual	support,	how	to	make	camp	and	post	guards	

while	asleep	or	at	rest,	and	how	to	react	if	surrounded.	Equally	important	were	the	

skills	of	moving	noiselessly	through	the	bush,	communicating	solely	by	animal	and	

bird	noises.			

Rogers	also	taught	his	men	to	travel	long	distances	both	on	land	and	water.	

In	small	parties,	the	Rangers	moved	along	the	trail	in	single	file,	well	spaced	to	

minimise	the	effect	of	enemy	fire.		When	they	formed	larger	groups,	the	major	split	

them	up	into	smaller	units	about	20	metres	apart,	each	one	of	them	marching	in	

single	file	with	leading	scouts	and	advance	guards.		Sometimes	he	would	also	assign	

flank	guards	against	ambush,	but	he	always	also	ordered	a	rear	guard.	On	lakes	and	

rivers,	they	used	either	canoes	or,	in	the	case	of	major	operations,	sturdier	bateaux	

(whaleboats),	sometimes	equipped	with	a	small	cannon,	that	could	ferry	up	to	22	

men	and	their	equipment.		
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Charismatic,	extremely	fit	and	tough	as	leather,	Rogers	led	his	Rangers	by	

personal	example.	There	are	no	accurate	portraits,	but	he	clearly	cut	an	imposing	

figure.	According	to	John	Stark’s	grandson,	“he	was	six	feet	tall	in	stature,	well	

proportioned,	and	one	of	the	most	athletic	men	of	his	time.”	The	major	always	

planned	his	missions	with	painstaking	care,	keeping	his	men	fully	briefed	of	its	

objectives	and	the	methods	to	be	used.	He	commanded	the	attack	and	defence	

personally	and	took	good	care	of	his	troops	if	they	were	wounded	or	in	trouble.		

Rogers	expected	to	show	the	same	courage,	endurance	and	resourcefulness	

as	himself.		Yet	despite	often	severe	conditions	and	the	many	hazards	Rangers	faced	

deep	in	enemy	territory,	he	rarely	wanted	for	willing	recruits.	Indeed,	the	rate	of	

desertion	among	his	men	was	much	lower	than	among	provincial	or	regular	

soldiers.	

Unlike	the	regulars,	Rangers	did	not	adopt	a	consistent	uniform.	Instead,	they	

wore	the	practical	dress	of	hunters	accustomed	to	long	forays	in	the	woods.		These	

usually	included	a	belted,	woollen	jacket,	buckskin	breeches,	and	moccasins.	Dullish	

greens	and	browns	predominated,	all	the	better	to	blend	in	with	the	forest’s	foliage.		

As	befitted	their	Scots-Irish	roots,	many	sported	Balmoral	bonnets,	while	others	

covered	their	heads	with	leather	jockey	caps.			The	overall	effect	struck	many	like	

that	of	Native	Americans.	To	the	Rev.	John	Entick,	who	saw	them	at	Louisbourg	in	

1758,	the	Rangers	had	a	“cut-throat,	savage	appearance,	which	carries	in	it	

something	of	natural	savages.”	
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Rangers	were	also	expected	to	buy	their	own	kit,	including	a	blanket	(two	in	

winter),	knife,	powder	horn,	and	hatchet	or	tomahawk.		When	they	set	out	on	long-

range	patrols,	their	haversacks	carried	enough	food	to	last	a	fortnight	and	tended	to	

consist	of	dried	beef,	salted	pork,	peas,	rice,	sugar,	chocolate	and	ginger,	which	was	

thought	to	ward	off	scurvy.		Indians	had	taught	them	also	to	take	along	parched	corn	

flour.		A	spoonful	and	a	draught	of	water	expanded	in	the	stomach	to	suppress	the	

apatite.	Meanwhile,	their	wooden	water	bottles	were	filled	with	diluted	rum.	

The	Rangers’	preferred	firearm	was	a	rifled	carbine,	which	was	more	

accurate	than	the	smoothbore	Brown	Bess	issued	to	the	redcoats.	As	with	special	

forces	today,	Rogers	strongly	emphasized	marksmanship.	Since	many	Rangers	had	

been	hunters,	they	already	tended	to	be	good	shots.		However,	the	major	ceaselessly	

ordered	them	to	perfect	their	aim.		One	of	his	superiors	even	complained	that	the	

frequent	target	practice	of	his	men	wasted	valuable	powder	and	lead.	

The	Rangers	were	an	elite	that	relied	on	initiative	and	flexibility.		As	a	result,	

their	hierarchy	was	much	less	rigid	than	that	of	regular	units.		At	the	same	time,	

Rogers	did	not	subject	his	men	to	excessive	parade	ground	drill	or	polishing	brass	

buttons	to	gleaming	perfection.		Some	British	commanders	were	not	impressed	with	

their	seemingly	undisciplined	ways.	Nor	did	they	approve	of	their	diverse	

backgrounds.		English	gentlemen	officers	already	looked	down	on	Scots	Irish	

immigrants,	and	were	dismayed	to	see	the	major	go	on	to	fill	his	ranks	with	Irish	

Catholics,	Spaniards,	Native	and	African	Americans,	and	even	a	Harvard	graduate.		
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Many	of	them	would	have	agreed	with	General	James	Wolfe’s	assessment	of	colonial	

troops	more	generally,	as	“the	dirtiest,	most	contemptible,	cowardly	dogs	you	can	

conceive…Such	rascals	as	those	are	rather	an	encumbrance	than	any	real	strength	to	

an	army.”	

Operating	from	the	British	positions	at	Forts	Edward	and	William	Henry	at	

Lake	George’s	southern	tip,	Rogers	immediately	put	his	new	company	to	work.	A	

typical	expedition	that	year	was	in	July,	when	summer’s	sweltering	heat	joins	with	

the	ravenous	clouds	of	mosquitoes	and	black	flies	to	test	even	the	hardiest	

outdoorsman’s	limits.	Fifty	Rangers	set	out	to	reconnoitre	the	French	at	Fort	St.	

Frédéric,	or	Crown	Point.	In	five	bateaux	they	rowed	fifteen	kilometres	northwards	

on	Lake	George.	Landing	on	its	eastern	shore,	they	then	carried	the	boats	another	

ten	kilometres	through	the	bush	to	Lake	Champlain’s	waters,	a	feat	that	took	them	

no	less	than	three	days.		As	they	moved	only	by	night	with	muffled	oars,	hiding	in	

the	forest	during	the	day,	they	silently	passed	Fort	Ticonderoga	and	made	land	15	

kilometres	north	of	Crown	Point	without	once	being	spotted.		

Well	concealed,	the	Rangers	watched	the	constant	flow	of	ships	ferrying	

supplies	from	Quebec	and	Montreal	to	the	French	strongholds.		After	nightfall,	they	

silently	rowed	out	again	and	attacked	two	sloops	loaded	with	wine,	brandy	and	

flour,	killed	some	of	the	crew,	took	others	prisoner,	and	sank	the	vessels	before	

hiding	their	boats	and	returning	to	Fort	Henry.	Only	a	few	weeks	later,	Rogers	led	

another	detachment	of	his	Rangers	back	to	the	boats,	still	well	concealed	in	the	
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woods,	and	rowed	even	further	north.		There	they	pounced	on	an	enemy	patrol	and	

took	more	prisoners	before	again	making	their	way	back	over	water	and	land	to	the	

British	fort.	

Rogers	also	found	other	ways	to	carry	out	Shirley’s	orders	to	harass	the	

French	foe.	The	next	year,	on	another	mission	in	to	Fort	Ticonderoga,	on	December	

24	he	captured	two	men	and	then	fired	on	its	walls	to	provoke	the	commander	to	

order	his	men	out	into	the	open.		Not	only	was	the	foray	without	effect,	but	the	

officer	had	to	cancel	the	Christmas	Eve	Mass	to	keep	his	troops	on	alert.		Meanwhile,	

in	the	dark	of	night	Rogers	set	several	huts	and	piles	of	cordwood	outside	aflame.		

Surveying	the	smoking	remnants	the	next	morning,	the	Frenchmen	found	17	dead	

cattle.		Between	the	horns	of	one	of	them	was	a	note,	

I	am	obliged	to	you,	sir,	for	the	repose	you	have	allowed	me	to	take;	I	thank	

you	for	the	fresh	meat	you	have	sent	me;	I	shall	take	care	of	my	prisoners;	I	

request	you	to	present	my	compliments	to	the	Marquis	de	Montcalm.		

(Signed)	ROGER,	Commandant	of	the	Independent	Companies.	

The	marquis	was	not	amused	by	“this	partisan’s	customary	gasconade.”	

Over	the	next	few	years,	the	Rangers’	many	patrols	provided	much	valuable	

intelligence	about	the	adversary’s	defences	and	operations.		They	also	struck	fear.	

Indians	allied	to	the	French	called	Rogers	Wobomagonda,	“the	White	Devil.”	By	the	

same	token,	New	England’s	press	sang	his	praises	at	a	time	when	much	of	the	rest	of	

the	news	give	little	cheer.	The	English	troops	at	Forts	William	Henry	and	Edward	
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were	even	more	delighted.	It	became	a	test	of	courage	among	officers	of	the	regular	

forces	to	volunteer	a	secondment	to	one	of	Rogers’	expeditions,	from	which	they	

invariably	returned	marvelling	at	the	competence	and	daring	of	these	tough	

guerrilleros.		

It	was	not	easy	to	be	a	Ranger.	Rogers	set	high	standards	of	courage	and	

stamina	which	only	the	best	could	meet.	According	to	Caleb	Stark,	those	who	were	

accepted	joined		

A	band	of	rugged	foresters,	every	man	of	whom,	as	a	hunter,	could	hit	the	

size	of	a	dollar	at	a	hundred	yards’	distance;	could	follow	the	trail	of	a	man	or	

beast;	endure	the	fatigues	of	long	marches,	the	pangs	of	hunger,	and	the	cold	

of	winter	nights,	often	passed	without	fire,	shelter,	or	covering	other	than	

their	common	clothing,	a	blanket,	and	the	boughs	of	the	pine	or	hemlock.	

Being	a	Ranger	was	also	dangerous,	as	the	First	Battle	of	the	Snowshoes	(also	

known	as	the	Battle	of	La	Barbue	Creek)	in	winter	1757	illustrates.	On	January	17,	

Rogers	left	Ft	William	Henry	with	85	men	to	reconnoitre	Ticonderoga	and	Crown	

Points,	since	the	forts	had	apparently	been	reinforced.		The	snow	was	deep	and	the	

air	glacial	as	Rogers’	party	marched	in	single	file	onto	Lake	George’s	thick	ice.		They	

made	good	speed	and	at	sundown	made	camp	on	the	densely	wooded	shore	some	

18	kilometres	north.		To	escape	detection,	the	men	dug	fire	pits,	which	they	

surrounded	by	brush	lean-tos.	The	major	likewise	imposed	strict	silence	and	

ordered	the	group	to	communicate	only	by	hand	signals	or	the	barest	whisper.	
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Rogers	roused	his	men	at	dawn,	since	the	enemy	was	wont	to	attack	in	

daybreak’s	faint	light.		After	a	breakfast	of	hot	gruel	and	a	tot	of	rum,	the	party	was	

once	again	on	the	march.		They	kept	close	to	the	shoreline,	while	flanking	parties	

and	an	advance	guard	secured	the	surroundings.		After	a	little	while,	Rogers	halted	

and	ordered	eleven	to	step	forward.		He	had	noticed	that	they	had	difficulty	

marching	and	did	not	want	them	to	slow	the	rest.		Despite	fervent	protests,	the	

group	was	ordered	back	to	the	British	fort.	

Now	numbering	74,	the	Rangers	proceeded	on	a	northwesterly	course	in	the	

bitter	cold.		On	the	third	evening,	they	set	up	their	camp	some	five	kilometres	west	

of	Lake	Champlain.	The	next	morning,	January	21,	they	awoke	to	slightly	warmer	

weather,	but	a	steady	rain	hardly	eased	their	progress.		By	late	morning,	Rogers	

reached	Five	Mile	Point,	a	spot	midway	between	Crown	Point	and	Ticonderoga.		

Although	drizzle	and	mist	hampered	visibility,	his	scouts	reported	seeing	two	

enemy	sleighs	escorted	by	five	French	troops	ferrying	provisions	south	to	Crown	

Point.	Rogers	had	captured	two	sleighs	at	Five	Point	on	his	previous	patrol,	and	this	

seemed	the	perfect	opportunity	to	strike	again.	

Rogers	ordered	Lt	John	Stark	and	a	party	of	20	men	towards	Crown	Point,	

while	he	led	a	larger	group	to	Ticonderoga	to	cut	off	any	attempt	to	escape.		

Meanwhile,	the	rest	of	the	party	stayed	in	the	middle,	at	the	mouth	of	La	Barbue	

Creek	into	the	Lake.	As	Stark	manoeuvred	his	group	into	position,	the	mist	revealed	

another	eight	sleighs.	Rogers	frantically	sent	two	of	his	fastest	men	to	Stark	to	tell	
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him	to	wait	until	the	entire	party	had	passed	before	carrying	out	his	ambush.		It	was	

too	late.		

Stark	advanced	towards	the	lead	sleighs	while	Rogers,	having	no	alternative,	

hurried	to	join	the	advance	party.		Together,	they	seized	seven	Frenchmen,	while	

another	three	made	good	their	escape.		Although	Rogers	gave	chase	to	the	larger	

group	of	sleighs,	they	were	too	fast	and	made	it	back	to	Ticonderoga.	As	he	

interrogated	his	prisoners	he	learned	that	some	200	Canadians	and	45	Native	allies	

had	just	reinforced	the	350	regulars	at	Fort	Ticonderoga.		Meanwhile,	Crown	Point	

was	garrisoned	by	some	600	troops.	There	was	no	time	to	tarry.	

Rogers	ordered	a	war	council.	Most	suggested	that	he	follow	the	Ranger	

standard	operating	procedure	of	retreating	by	another	route.		But	there	was	a	

problem.		The	rain	had	moistened	the	men’s	powder,	rendering	their	muskets	

useless.		Despite	some	misgivings,	Rogers	decided	nevertheless	to	retrace	his	steps	

to	the	previous	night’s	camp	eight	kilometres	away,	where	his	group	could	rekindle	

the	campfires	to	dry	out	their	weapons	and	hastily	down	a	meal	before	the	

hazardous	journey	back	to	Fort	William	Henry.		

At	1400	hours	the	Rangers	resumed	their	retreat.		Making	his	way	over	

rough	ground,	Rogers	led	his	men	down	the	slope	of	the	25	metre	wide	ravine	

formed	by	La	Barbue	Creek.		The	alternative,	remaining	on	higher	ground,	would	

have	increased	the	likelihood	of	being	spotted,	he	reasoned.		It	proved	to	be	a	fateful	

decision.	
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As	the	group	began	to	ascend	the	other	slope,	amidst	the	rain’s	steady	patter	

a	Ranger	heard	a	weapon	being	cocked.		In	the	lead,	Rogers	was	about	to	reach	high	

ground.		Behind	him	Captain	Speakman	and	the	main	body	were	crossing	the	creek	

and	the	rear,	led	by	Captain	Stark,	had	just	begun	its	descent.		Suddenly	a	roar	of	

musket	fire	sounded	through	the	woods.		Led	by	Captain	Brasserode,	some	114	

Frenchmen	and	Indians	had	been	lying	in	ambush.	

Because	of	the	rain,	at	least	half	of	their	weapons	misfired.	Two	Rangers	fell	

dead,	while	another	ten	were	wounded.	Rogers	now	ordered	a	quick	retreat	to	the	

opposite	ridge	as	the	enemy	gave	chase.	Their	bayonets	and	tomahawks	claimed	

more	of	his	men	while	the	group	desperately	rushed	back	to	the	first	slope.		

Although	Stark’s	group	provided	covering	fire,	clambering	up	the	forested	incline	on	

snowshoes	was	difficult	business.	Nevertheless,	most	made	their	way	back	to	high	

ground	and	reached	the	relative	safety	of	Stark’s	position.	

Rogers	now	learned	that	Brasserode	had	ordered	a	flanking	movement	on	

his	right,	which	his	marksmen	halted	with	devastating	volleys	of	lead.	Nevertheless,	

the	main	enemy	force	was	rapidly	closing	in	on	the	Rangers.		Fortunately,	they	now	

had	the	advantage	of	the	defence.	Rogers	had	drilled	his	men	not	to	shoot	in	a	single	

volley.		Instead,	half	would	discharge	their	weapons	while	the	other	half	reloaded	

their	muskets,	thereby	providing	a	relatively	steady	rate	of	fire	–	a	technique	only	

the	Rangers	employed	at	the	time.			
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Firing	at	roughly	thirty	second	intervals,	the	Rangers	succeeded	in	parrying	

the	French	assault.	The	enemy	now	broke	and	fled	back	down	to	the	creek.		As	dusk	

fell,	the	adversaries	took	to	sniping	each	other	across	the	ravine.		One	bullet	

burrowed	through	Rogers’	left	hand,	effectively	stopping	his	ability	to	reload.		With	

the	woods	now	dark,	the	firing	had	virtually	halted.		Thinking	most	of	the	Rangers	

had	been	killed,	a	group	of	Indians	advanced	to	claim	their	scalps.		Much	to	their	

surprise,	a	vigorous	rejoinder	of	musket	fire	met	them,	and	they	scurried	back	to	

their	own	lines.	

Brasserode	had	ordered	reinforcements,	but	only	a	little	more	than	two	

dozen	Frenchmen	from	Ticonderoga	replenished	his	ranks.	The	officer	therefore	

decided	to	stand	down	until	morning.		As	for	Rogers,	he	ordered	his	men	silently	to	

skirt	the	enemy	position	in	the	dark.		It	took	them	13	hours	in	the	bitter	cold	to	

reach	Lake	George’s	northwestern	shore	the	next	morning.			

The	journey	had	been	particularly	hard	on	the	wounded	Rangers.	Rogers	

understood	that	they	were	in	no	condition	to	carry	on	much	further.	He	therefore	

ordered	Stark	and	two	of	his	most	able	men	to	rush	back	to	Fort	William	Henry	and	

request	sleighs	to	fetch	the	remainder.		With	the	French	lines	now	nearly	ten	

kilometres	to	his	rear,	it	seemed	a	prudent	move.		Moving	rapidly	down	the	lake’s	

frozen	surface,	Stark	made	the	60	kilometre	trek	in	a	remarkable	twelve	hours.		The	

next	morning,	a	sled	met	Rogers	and	the	main	party	and	ferried	the	wounded	to	the	

British	fort.	
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A	bout	with	small	pox	hampered	Rogers’	recovery	from	his	two	wounds,	but	

he	eventually	regained	his	strength.	The	mission	had	not	been	successful,	having	

come	at	the	cost	of	13	killed,	nine	wounded	and	seven	taken	prisoner	among	the	74	

who	had	fought.		Nevertheless,	their	feat	of	fending	off	a	force	that	outnumbered	

them	more	than	two-to-one	deep	in	enemy	territory	only	further	enhanced	the	

major’s	growing	reputation.		The	day	he	returned	to	Fort	William	Henry,	its	

commander,	Major	Eyre,	immediately	wrote	General	James	Ambercomby,	the	

second	in	command	of	the	British	in	North	America,	“By	all	accounts	they	behaved	

gallantly	and	I	apprehend	did	a	good	deal	of	execution.”		

If	some	British	officers	looked	down	on	the	Rangers	as	uncouth	provincials,	

many	others	valued	their	skills	highly.		By	1757	there	were	four	Ranger	companies	

with	100	men	each,	and	five	more	were	authorised	the	next	year,	including	one	of	

Mohegan	Indians	from	Connecticut.	Lord	Loudon,	now	the	British	commander-in-

chief,	also	ordered	Rogers	to	form	a	cadet	company	to	train	some	of	his	more	

promising	officers	in	the	rarefied	arts	of	the	small	war.			

To	disseminate	the	major’s	wisdom	more	widely,	Loudon	asked	him	to	

summarise	these	lessons	on	paper.		Based	on	tried	and	true	Native	American	

practices,	these	“28	Rules	of	Discipline”	are	one	of	the	most	concise	and	effective	

statements	of	small	unit	unconventional	tactics.	They	remain	as	true	today	as	when	

first	written	down	over	two	and	a	half	centuries	ago.	John	Ross	explains,		
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It	would	be	Rogers’	signature	genius	to	see	how	a	higher	synthesis	of	Old	and	

New	World	practices	could	create	a	new	and	formidable	mode	of	warfare;	

the	invisibility	and	sweeping	range	of	the	forest	peoples	would	be	cleverly	

united	to	the	newcomers’	technologies,	strategic	vision	and	cultural	appetite	

for	innovation.	

Robert	Rogers’	most	famous	exploit	is	also	his	most	notorious.	For	over	a	

century	the	Abenaki,	an	Algonquian	nation	south	of	the	St	Lawrence	River,	had	

frequently	raided	villages	on	New	England’s	border.	Their	quarrel	had	been	

longstanding.	Not	only	were	they	allied	with	the	French,	but	English	colonists	had	

driven	the	Abenaki	from	their	traditional	lands	into	New	France,	where	one	group	

established	a	village	on	the	St	Francis	River.	

In	September	1759,	the	British	commander-in-chief,	Lord	Jeffrey	Amherst,	

ordered	Rogers	on	a	mission	“to	disgrace	the	enemy”	at	St	Francis.	“Take	your	

revenge,”	he	told	the	major,	adding	“tho’	those	villains	have	dastardly	and	

promiscuously	murdered	the	women	and	children	of	all	ages,”	he	was	not	to	harm	

any	Native	women	or	children.”	Setting	off	on	September	13,	the	major	first	led	his	

force	of	some	200	Rangers	by	bateau	up	the	waters	of	Lake	Champlain.		The	

presence	of	armed	French	ships	made	this	leg	of	the	journey	a	hazardous	

undertaking,	and	the	small	flotilla	proceeded	for	ten	days	with	methodical	slowness	

to	avoid	detection.			
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Rogers	made	landfall	at	the	lake’s	northern	shore.	Hiding	his	boats,	he	now	

led	a	gruelling	nine-day	march	through	swamps	and	trackless	woods.	The	trek	was	

made	all	the	more	miserable	by	that	autumn’s	unusually	chilly	damp.		There	was	no	

time	to	tarry,	since	the	major	had	learned	that	the	French	had	discovered	and	

destroyed	his	bateaux	and	were	now	on	his	tail.		Until	now	only	nature	had	claimed	

any	casualties,	but	her	toll	was	not	light.	Already	within	the	first	six	days	one-fifth	of	

the	Rangers	had	been	forced	to	abandon	the	march.	

The	raid	itself,	carried	out	just	before	dawn	on	October	6,	caught	the	Abenaki	

entirely	by	surprise.		With	the	village	destroyed	and	its	inhabitants	–	including	many	

women	and	children	-	decimated,	the	mission’s	aim	had	been	accomplished.		But	the	

Rangers’	travails	had	only	just	begun.		Prisoners	confirmed	that	two	large	forces	of	

enemy	troops	were	nearby,	and	both	would	soon	hasten	with	fury	to	avenge	the	

major’s	audacity.		As	the	group’s	meagre	rations	began	to	run	out,	famine	now	

joined	the	French	and	the	increasingly	harsh	October	weather	as	a	deadly	

adversarial	triplice.		According	to	one	account,	“Some…lost	their	senses;	whilst	

others,	who	could	no	longer	bear	the	keen	pangs	of	an	empty	stomach,	attempted	to	

eat	their	own	excrements.		What	leather	they	had	on	their	cartouch	boxes,	they	had	

already…greedily	devoured.”	

The	darkest	moment	came	two	weeks	into	the	trek	back.		Before	setting	out	

on	his	patrol,	Rogers	had	ordered	a	lieutenant	to	meet	him	with	provisions	at	a	

designated	point	on	the	return	route.		As	the	major	and	his	starving	band	straggled	
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to	the	rendezvous,	there	was	no	sign	of	the	subaltern	or	his	stores.		Yet	the	

smouldering	embers	of	a	campfire	suggested	that	he	had	just	been	there	a	few	hours	

earlier.		“It	is	hardly	possible	to	describe	[our]	grief	and	consternation,”	Rogers	later	

recalled.	Nevertheless,	he	summoned	up	his	last	reserves	of	strength	and	a	week	

later	managed	to	make	it	back	to	a	British	post.		It	is	a	testament	to	the	major’s	skills	

that,	of	the	140	officers	and	men	who	actually	participated	in	the	raid	on	St.	Francis,	

nearly	90	survived	the	gruelling	homeward	journey.	

A	little	over	two	centuries	later,	in	October	1987,	the	commanding	officer	of	

the	Queen’s	York	Rangers,	Lt.	Colonel	Ross	McKee,	RSM	Peter	Wells	and	10	other	

soldiers	of	all	ranks	joined	a	group	of	reenactors	who	retraced	the	final	steps	of	

Rogers’	raid	on	St.	Francis	(now	Odanak,	near	Drummondville,	Quebec).	Motivated	

by	the	spirit	of	commemorating	the	past	but	celebrating	peace,	on	behalf	of	the	

Regiment	McKee	presented	the	Chief	of	the	Abenaki	with	historical	peace	offerings	

of	tobacco	and	maize.		“We	forgive	but	do	not	forget,”	the	Chief	gravely	replied.	

Robert	Rogers	made	his	name	through	irregular	operations.		However,	

Rangers	also	joined	more	conventional	campaigns.		In	1757	and	again	the	next	year,	

Ranger	companies	were	sent	to	Halifax	to	join	the	assaults	on	the	great	French	naval	

bastion	at	Louisbourg,	in	Cape	Breton.		During	the	second	effort,	which	was	

successful,	the	Rangers	played	a	crucial	role	by	helping	to	secure	a	beachhead.		

Enemy	fire	from	shore	was	so	heavy	that	their	commander,	Brigadier-General	James	

Wolfe,	had	ordered	them	to	turn	back.			
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Whether	the	Rangers	didn’t	hear	the	command	or	merely	pretended	not	to	

do	so	remains	open	to	question.		However,	in	the	“storm	of	grape	and	musketry,”	the	

landing	party	had	spotted	a	relatively	quiet	section	of	the	coast.		There	was	a	good	

reason	this	spot	saw	little	fighting,	since	it	was	a	nearly	perpendicular	wall	of	rock.		

Nevertheless,	the	Rangers	managed	to	scale	the	height.		Overwhelming	the	

surprised	defenders	with	bayonets,	hatchets	and	knives,	they	beat	them	back	and	

covered	the	landing	for	the	rest	of	Wolfe’s	brigade.		The	fortress	capitulated	seven	

weeks	later,	now	leaving	New	France	vulnerable	to	invasion	from	sea.	

The	following	year,	1759,	saw	the	turning	of	the	tide	as	General	Wolfe	seized	

Québec	at	the	Battle	of	the	Plains	of	Abraham.		Under	direct	orders	of	the	King,	four	

companies	of	Rogers’	Rangers	joined	Wolfe’s	march	on	the	French	colonial	capital,	

and	they	had	been	the	first	to	engage	Montcalm’s	forces.		Before	the	encounter	on	

the	Plains	of	Abraham,	the	British	general	tried	to	tempt	the	French	from	their	

impregnable	fortress	by	ordering	the	Rangers	to	destroy	French	villages	along	the	

opposite	shore	of	the	St	Lawrence.	As	a	result,	they	did	not	participate	in	the	fateful	

battle	itself.		Meanwhile,	the	other	Ranger	companies,	which	had	remained	in	the	

Champlain	Valley	with	Robert	Rogers,	acted	as	the	advance	guard	in	General	James	

Abercrombie’s	capture	of	Ticonderoga	and	Crown	Point.			

The	British	launched	a	three-pronged	assault	on	Montreal	the	next	year.	Led	

by	Brigadier-General	James	Murray,	Wolfe’s	successor,	one	party	of	4,000	troops,	

including	the	Ranger	companies,	sailed	upriver	from	Quebec.		Amherst	moved	
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downriver	from	Lake	Ontario,	while	Brigadier-General	William	Havilland	ferried	

over	3,500	men	northwards	from	Lake	Champlain.	Six	Ranger	companies	under	

Major	Rogers	acted	as	the	latter’s	advance	guard.	

One	of	Havilland’s	major	obstacles	was	General	Bougainville’s	1,700-man	

force	at	Isle-au-Noix	at	the	lake’s	northern	tip.		While	he	trained	artillery	on	

Bougainville’s	position,	Rogers	and	his	Rangers	dragged	three	cannon	through	the	

woods	to	a	point	behind	the	general.	Once	in	position,	they	fired	at	a	small	flotilla	

anchored	off	the	island.	The	main	ship	surrendered	while	others	became	stranded	

on	a	sandbank.	Rogers	quickly	ordered	his	best	swimmers	to	strip	and	swim	to	the	

hapless	vessels	under	covering	fire	by	the	rest.		Thoroughly	rattled	by	the	sight	of	

the	naked	Rangers	climbing	aboard	with	tomahawks	firmly	gripped	in	their	teeth,	

the	terrified	French	crew	of	one	of	them	capitulated.		With	the	other	ships	soon	in	

British	hands	as	well,	Bougainville	saw	no	alternative	but	retreat.	

Montreal	itself	fell	on	September	8	as	the	three	British	forces	converged	on	

the	town.	“Thus	at	length…the	whole	country	of	Canada	was	given	up,	and	became	

subject	to	the	King	of	Great	Britain,”	Rogers	wrote,	adding	that	this	was	“a	conquest	

perhaps	of	the	greatest	importance	that	is	to	be	met	with	in	the	British	annals.	

The	Rangers’	last	important	assignment	of	the	war	came	later	that	year.	The	

fighting	would	not	end	formally	until	the	Peace	of	Paris	in	1763.		However,	France	

had	already	surrendered	its	North	American	colony,	which	included	posts	at	Detroit	

and	further	west.		To	General	Amherst,	only	Robert	Rogers	seemed	capable	of	
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making	the	dangerous	journey	through	territory	largely	unknown	to	the	British	and	

take	possession	of	the	forts.		With	two	companies	of	Rangers,	the	major	left	

Montreal	in	mid-September	and	made	his	way	up	the	Great	Lakes	to	what	is	now	

Michigan.		Along	the	way,	he	stopped	at	the	abandoned	French	post	of	Toronto,	

which	struck	him	as	“a	most	convenient	place	for	a	factory”	(trading	station).		

On	November	29	Rogers	successfully	took	over	Detroit,	which	held	the	last	

remaining	French	garrison	of	any	consequence.		Unfortunately,	ice	floes	forming	on	

Lake	Huron	barred	further	progress.		The	major	therefore	made	his	way	back	to	the	

British	headquarters	at	New	York,	where	General	Amherst	greeted	him	with	open	

arms.		Although	peace	would	not	formally	be	declared	until	1763,	the	war	for	

America	was	now	over.		With	hostilities	concluded,	the	Ranger	companies	were	

disbanded	and	Rogers	went	on	half	pay.	

But	there	is	one	more	story	to	tell.		On	his	way	to	Detroit	in	1760,	Rogers	met	

Pontiac,	the	famous	chief	of	the	Ottawas.		Since	his	nation	had	been	allied	with	the	

French	and	he	did	not	believe	that	they	had	been	defeated,	the	chief	barred	his	way.	

Mustering	all	his	considerable	charm	and	skills	of	persuasion,	the	major	explained	

that	his	Rangers	meant	no	harm.	Rogers	ultimately	persuaded	Pontiac	that	the	

English	wanted	to	live	in	peace	with	the	Indian	nations	and	his	party	could	proceed.	

The	next	few	years	did	not	reassure	the	Ottawa	chief.	Convinced	that	the	

English	were	a	menace	to	his	people,	he	roused	his	men	as	well	as	the	Potawatomies	

and	Wyandots	to	drive	them	out	of	their	lands.	In	1763	Pontiac	captured	several	



1.	ROGERS’	RANGERS	 	 	

	

24	

forts	and	began	to	besiege	Detroit,	which	held	the	most	important	garrison.	“It	is	

important	for	us,	my	brothers”	he	declared	to	his	warriors,	“that	we	exterminate	

from	our	lands	this	nation	which	seeks	only	to	destroy	us.”	Some	of	the	officers	

holed	up	in	the	fort	despaired	and	considered	retreating	to	Niagara.	Relief	came	in	

July	when	Amherst	sent	his	aide-de-camp,	Captain	James	Dalyell,	as	well	as	Rogers	

and	twenty	of	his	erstwhile	Rangers	to	Detroit.	

Pontiac’s	camp	was	a	few	kilometres	northeast	of	the	post	near	the	Detroit	

River’s	banks.	Dalziel	decided	to	make	a	sortie	at	night,	find	Pontiac’s	force,	destroy	

it,	and	end	the	Indian	threat	for	good.	Despite	serious	misgivings	by	the	fort’s	

commander	as	well	as	Rogers,	Dalyell	marched	his	men	out	of	the	fort’s	protecting	

walls	shortly	after	2:00	am.	Pontiac’s	spies	had	learned	of	the	operation	and	were	

ready.	As	Dalyell’s	vanguard	crossed	a	bridge	over	a	small	creek	(later	known	as	

Bloody	Run),	an	Indian	ambush	caught	the	redcoats	entirely	by	surprise.	Firing	

aimlessly	into	the	surrounding	blackness,	the	troops	soon	realized	the	situation	was	

hopeless	and	beat	a	disorderly	retreat.	

Rogers,	who	had	nevertheless	joined	Dalyell,	rushed	with	his	Rangers	to	

seize	a	solid	house	close	to	the	river,	whence	their	musket	fire	covered	the	main	

body’s	withdrawal.	But	now	the	Rangers	were	in	danger	of	being	isolated	and	cut	

off.		Eventually	two	bateaux	with	guns	drove	off	the	Indians	to	allow	Rogers	to	make	

good	his	escape	to	the	fort.	
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The	Battle	of	Bloody	Run	would	the	last	recorded	action	of	Rogers	and	his	

Rangers	for	over	a	dozen	years.	Formidable	in	war,	the	major	did	not	flourish	in	

peace.		The	end	of	the	hostilities	found	him	deep	in	debt,	in	part	because	the	Crown	

would	not	reimburse	the	pay	he	had	advanced	his	men.	Arrested	for	insolvency	in	

New	York,	Rogers	eventually	moved	to	London,	where	published	his	journals	to	

some	acclaim.	There	was	also	a	play,	Ponteach,	or	the	Savages	of	America.	Despite	his	

more	recent	encounter	with	the	chief,	the	drama	was	a	remarkably	sympathetic	

portrayal	of	the	First	Nations.	

By	now	Rogers	had	grown	obsessed	with	finding	the	Northwest	Passage,	the	

fabled	route	to	the	Pacific.		In	1766,	he	secured	an	appointment	as	commandant	of	

the	fur	trading	post	at	Michilimackinac	along	with	royal	permission	to	look	for	the	

passage.	Neither	were	successful,	and	Rogers	soon	found	himself	charged	with	high	

treason.	Acquitted	due	to	lack	of	evidence,	the	major	returned	to	the	British	capital.	

Once	again	his	efforts	to	recover	the	money	owing	to	him	were	entirely	in	vain.	

Drinking	and	gambling	further	compounded	his	woes.	There	were	even	several	

periods	in	debtor’s	prison.	The	last,	for	two	years,	was	the	longest.		A	year	after	his	

release	in	1774,	Rogers	sailed	back	to	the	New	World.		Little	did	he	know	that	

Britain	was	about	to	face	another	major	crisis	in	the	colonies.	

	

	

	


