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I

n the summer of 1776, the restored Fort Stanwix (renamed as Fort Schuyler) sat on what was the
western edge of civilization in present day Rome, New York. The surrounding area was barely
populated, but immediately to the west was unoccupied Indian territory. Therefore, the threat of
Indian attack was a serious concern of the troops garrisoning the fort, the 3rd New Jersey Regiment
commanded by Col. Elias Dayton. Frequent patrols were required to assess that threat and provide critical
information.
On August 7, 1776, one such patrol was sent some seventy miles west to Fort Ontario at Oswego,
on the southeastern shore of Lake Ontario. The patrol was commanded by Sgt. Maj. Isiah Younglove,
from Capt. Thomas Patterson’s company, and included a Mr. Richard Bell, the guide, and from Capt.
Samuel Potter’s company: Sgt. William Aitkin, Pvt. Samuel Freeman, and Pvt. James McGuiness.1 It
seems to have been rather a small group to travel such a great distance into hostile territory, but as they
sent out other unspecified patrols, one needs to presume this was normal.
Most of what we know about this patrol comes from an official after-action report from Colonel
Dayton that was attached to his letter to Maj. Gen. Philip Schuyler dated August 15, 1776. The events
described below are included in that report. Any additional information is provided by other
corroborating sources.
According to that report, nothing material happened until the patrol arrived at Oswego, where they
saw a bark canoe and a small hut, about three hundred yards from the fort. An unidentified Indian ran
towards the fort and met another near the gate. The patrol waited about a minute when both Indians ran
into the fort. The patrol presumed the one who ran from the hut had seen them, and since there were no
troops or vessels at Oswego, they presumed the Indians intended to hide themselves. Sergeant Younglove,
who commanded the party, determined it best return to the place where they had tarried the night before.
It was a good six miles from Oswego, but they needed to rest and clean their muskets, which were not
working properly because of the rain.2
The location of this place is not specified in the report, but it appears to be some type of high
ground near a river. The only place like this, on any period maps, is a large ridge running northeast about
ten miles south of Lake Ontario. This is farther from Oswego than the patrol reportedly traveled, so it
remains an open question.

A Map of the Province of New-York…(detail), Engraved by William Faden, 1776. This section shows Lake Ontario
in the upper left. Fort Ontario is on its southwestern shore at the town of Oswego. Oneida Lake is in the center and
Fort Stanwix (Schuyler) is east northeast of the lake. The river Bell and Freeman kept doubling back too, was
probably the Onondaga (now known as the Oneida) River, flowing from the west end of Oneida Lake.

The patrol proceeded unmolested, until they were within a half-mile of where they intended to
halt. All of a sudden, an estimated ten Mississauga Indians fired upon them. Sergeant Younglove
immediately reacted and ordered each man to take cover behind a tree. The patrol quickly obeyed and
made ready to engage the Indians, but their guns were so wet that they could not fire them. Sergeant
Younglove's gun burnt the priming in the flash pan about ten times, but failed to fire. The other guns also
flashed several times. Only one of the men's guns went off, but was believed to have caused no damage to
the enemy. In short, these guys were in trouble!3
Contrary to popular opinion, a flintlock musket will fire when it is raining. It is imperative,
however, that there is a brisk rate of fire in order to keep things dried out. Black powder is hydroscopic,
so if the rate of fire slows down or is stopped all together, the powder fouling that builds up with every
shot inside the barrel and around the lock mechanism absorbs moisture and turns into black goo. A light
slimy grey film appears on all the metal and things get real slippery. The flint in the jaws of the cock
(hammer) does not strike the surface of the frizzen (steel) cleanly, but sort of slides by, so there is no spark
and the gun does not fire.
The Indians fired about two rounds in response to the one round gotten off by the Jerseys.
Suddenly, Sergeant Aitkin dropped his gun and cried out that he was a dead man. At the same time he
was heard to declare, “Do not run boys, but fix your bayonets if they come near you.” With those words,
Mr. Bell, the guide, thought he saw Aitkin roll down the bank.4
Bell called out to Sergeant Younglove and Private Maginnes, who stood next to the sergeant, to
head down the bank. For some reason he wanted to make a stand there. Sergeant Younglove did not

answer, but foolishly continued to try and clear his musket’s touch hole in order to fire it. There was
nothing in the report as to what McGuiness did, but Bell would wait no longer and went down the bank
himself. Freeman, the other private, immediately followed Bell. The two then moved down the bank to
where they were out of sight, where they heard two guns fire, after which they heard nothing more.5
Short of cleaning their muskets, which they planned to do, Bell’s desire to have them all move
down the bank was the correct one. It might have given them more time to do some interim cleaning on
the fly. Just picking the touch hole, like Younglove appeared to be doing, was pointless. The gooey
fowling inside the barrel would repeatedly clog up the touch hole and prevent the powder in the lock’s
flash pan from igniting the powder in the bottom of the barrel. As the regiment’s top sergeant, Younglove
should have known better.
Believing Younglove and McGuiness were killed, Bell and Freeman immediately made off into
the woods about six miles. Freeman had received wounds in both his head and shoulder so travelling must
have been somewhat difficult. Nevertheless, they doubled back to the river, where they found the enemy's
tracks still in pursuit of them. So, in order to evade the pursuing Indians, they repeated this process three
times and every time they still found fresh Indian footsteps in the mud and grass.6
After this exhausting process, the pair left the river and marched about eighteen miles, when they
fell in with two friendly Onondaga Indians, who conducted them about twenty more miles. There they
met with two other Onondagas, who conducted them still further until they fell in with another scouting
party sent out (presumably from Fort Schuyler) to meet them; after which they were all safely conducted
to Fort Schuyler, arriving on August 15, 1776.7
That same day, Colonel Dayton, stationed at the fort, sent the aforementioned after-action report
to General Schuyler about the patrol:
Enclosed I send the Examination of two of the party that I sent on a Scout to Oswego this
day sennight. By their account it is probable Serjt. Younglove, Serjeant Aken, and James
McGennis all of my Regt. are either killed or taken by the Messagana Indians. The Guide [Bell]
says he is sure by their Language they were that Nation. Two of the Onondagas are now with me
that brought the two men that escaped from the other side of the Lake. 8

In truth, it was not as bad as Dayton feared. 2nd Lt. Ebeneezer Elmer, stationed at Fort Dayton, on
August 25, recorded some good news in his journal delivered by Pvt. Edward Russell, of his company,
who had been sent on an errand to Fort Schuyler:
We are informed by Russell from Fort Schuyler, that the private [McGuiness] left among
the Indians with Serjeants Younglove and Aitkins had escaped with a slight wound, running off and
hiding till they had all gone off, but after that came near perishing in the woods, being a full week
without eating any thing; but through divine assistance was supported and returned safe to his and
our great joy. He is not able to determine whether the Serjeants were killed or taken prisoner.9

Five days later, Elmer found himself at Fort Schuyler, where he learned from an Indian from
Montreal that “Serjeants Younglove and Aitkins were wounded and taken prisoners to Oswego, where a
Mohawk Indian, being one of their young warriors, tomahawked their brains out."10
That Indian was incorrect, because on November 17, Capt. Joseph Bloomfield noted that Sergeant
Major Younglove, paroled by Maj. Gen. Guy Carleton, the British Governor in Chief of Quebec, returned
to the regiment at Fort Ticonderoga, under a flag of truce. 11 According to his company's account book,
Younglove received three months back pay and all expense monies due him. 12 He apparently returned
home as a condition of parole or was unable to serve, because another sergeant was appointed sergeant
major six days later.13
Sergeant Aitkin was not as lucky. The assumption is that Younglove made some kind of a report,
as the muster roll of Potter’s company taken at Fort Ticonderoga indicates that Aitkin had been killed on
August 11. This roll also indicates that neither Freeman nor McGuiness were wounded. However, since

that roll was taken well after the incident, their wounds or injuries were either healed or not significant
enough to make note of them.14 In addition, a crossed-out note in Captain Potter’s company account book
under McGuiness’s name states that he was supposedly killed by the Indians on August 11 according to
witness Samuel Freeman.15
The two sergeants are clearly the heroes of this compelling story of an ill-fated patrol which
ultimately lost only one man. Near death, Sergeant Aitkins knew the men of his regiment not only had
bayonets, but could use them for something besides a camp kitchen utensil―even against Indians.
Furthermore, Sergeant Younglove, at his own peril, continually tried to fire his weapon and protect his
little command; giving the rest a chance to get away.
It is also interesting that Younglove was captured in the western Mohawk Valley, but was returned
to his regiment up at Fort Ticonderoga, where it had been sent a month earlier. Either British intelligence
was superb or their enemy's movements were not very secret.
FINIS

This crossed-out note can be found in Capt.
Samuel Potter’s Company account book. It
indicates the supposed killing of James
McGuiness.
The book is now in the
possession of the Manuscript Division of the
Library of Congress. In filing for Federal
pension benefits, the entire book was
submitted as proof of her father’s military
service by the daughter of Daniel Hart
(pension number W.95), a member of
Potter’s company in 1776. The book was
passed onto her by the son of Samuel
Potter.
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