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BALDWIN'S FLOATING BRIDGE, ’ '

A REPORT ON THE IDENTITY OP THE TYPE AND COMPOSITION OP THE AMERICAN

STRUCTURE BUILT ACROSS THE HUDSON RIVER SEPTEMBER AND OCTOBER 1777
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While examining the v ar io u s contemporary sou rces th a t  p e r ta in  to  the 
Burgoyne Campaign o f 1777'“.when re c e n tly  w ritin g  an e s sa y  e n t i t le d  
Burgoyne's B rid g e s , I  found some sm all re feren ce  to  the co n stru c tio n  o f
an American Bridge th at f i r s t  spanned the Hudson R iver a t  S t i l lw a t e r  and

\

then ac ro ss  from the American p o s it io n  a t  Bemis H eights and which s t i l l  
l a t e r  spanned the same R iver n ear S a ra to g a . The n ecess'± ty -td  c o n ^ t r ^ c t ; ' 
th is  b r id g e ; rose^from  ¡.the» primaryrtneed. t o , open-'an. easy¿coimaunidation and • 
passageJ.foa? AmeiJiaan^miihitia fo rc e s 'g a th e r in g ' on. the e a s t  hank o f  the 

' Hudson R iv er . With i t s  com pletion fo ra g in g  excu rsion s emanating from the 
main American p o s it io n  on the w est hank could a ls o  he extended to  the 
e a s t  s id e  o f  the Hudson.

Prom the few e x is t in g  reco rd s enough d e t a i l s  concerning i t s  dimen­
sio n s-an d  com position  have fo r tu n a te ly  su rv iv ed  so th a t  a com posite 
p ic tu re  can be form ed. I t  should be s t a te d  th a t  the American B ridge as 
i t  was o r ig in a l ly  co n stru cted  a t  S t i l lw a t e r  was o f  an e n t ir e ly  d if fe r e n t  
d e sign  than those b u i l t  by the B r i t i s h  during the same p e r io d . I t  was not 
a " B ridge o f  Boats " or 11 Pontoon B rid ge , “ but more liken ed  to  a la rg e  
r a f t  co n stru cted  o f buoyant lo g s  with p lan ks l a i d  ac ro ss  and secured by 
cab le s and ropes on each sh o re . In  one record  we are to ld  th a t  i t  was 
approxim ately  16 .5 ' f e e t  wide and 92l j / f e e t  long and was o f  s u f f i c i e n t  
stren g th  to  support the. combined.weight o f  marching s o ld ie r s  and loaded 
wagons. We know th a t the s tru c tu re  took approxim ately  2k hours to b u ild  
as co n stru ctio n  began a t  2 o 'c lo c k  in  the aftern oon  o f  September 9th and 
was completed by the aftern oon  hours o f  September 10th . . *"•

The p re c ise  lo c a t io n  o f the American B ridge as f i r s t  co n stru cted  a t  
S t i l lw a t e r  i s  u n c e rta in . One e x is t in g  account p la c e s  i t  a c ro ss  the Hudson 
River ju s t  north o f the house owned by Dirck Sw art.^ On September 12th 
the American Army decamped .from S t i l lw a t e r  and marched k m iles north to  a



new p o s i t io n . At the same time the newly completed b rid ge  was a l s o  f l o a t ­
ed up the Hudson R iver and r e -e s ta b l ish e d  ad jace n t to  the American L in e . 
The new lo c a t io n  can be e s ta b lish e d  as i t  i s  d ep ic ted  on one contemporary 
map.^ Yet another-map, which appears in ' a h is to r y  o f  the Campaign w ritte n  
by a lo c a l  r e s id e n t  in  1814i- some 67 y e ars  a f t e r  the co n stru c tio n , d e p ic ts  
the s tru c tu re  in  some d e t a i l .^  This map p in p o in ts  the b rid ge  as being 
lo c a te d  e ith e r  im m ediately to  the south  and e a s t  o f or ju s t  a c ro ss  from 
the P ublic  House owned by one Jotham Bemus. In  modern-day terms th is  
would p lace  the b rid ge  near the ju n ctio n  o f U .S . Route ij. with N .Y .S .
Route 32.

There i s  some q u estio n  as to  how long the b rid ge  was l e f t o in t a c t  hear 
the Bemus H eights p o s i t io n . Wee know as f a c t  th a t  the b rid ge  was in i$ o s i -  
t io n  between September 12th through October 10th on which date the Ameri­
can Army began to  move out o f  i t s  p o s it io n  on Bemus H eights in  p u r su it  o f  
Burgoyne’ s r e t r e a t in g  army. Whether the American Bridge n ear Bemus.Heights 
was a t  th is  p o in t im m ediately dism antled  or l e f t  stan d in g  fo r  se v e r a l 
more days i s  u n c le a r . With General Gates;*. Army in  p u r s u it ,  Burgoyne made 
the d e c is io n  to  d ig - in  a t  S a ra to g a . By October 13th G ates had t o t a l l y  su r ­
rounded tne B r i t i s h  p o s it io n , which in  turn  le d  to  Burgoyne*s u ltim ate  
su rren der on October 1 7 th .

We know th a t  another American Bridge was p la c e d  over the Hudson R iver 
between .October 13th and the llpth n ear G eneral G a te s ’ n ew lyoestab lish ed  
h ead q u arte rs, which were lo c a te d  about 2 m iles south o f  S a ra to g a . An 
American sketch  map drawn during the events o f  October, 1777^V£BU&lT 
d e p ic ts  the b r id g e »3 lo c a t io n . In  a l l  p r o b a b i l ity  th is  b rid ge  was the 
same s tru c tu re  th a t had been in  p lace  12 m iles fu r th e r  south a t  Bemus 
H eigh ts. Whether i t  was f lo a te d  up the Hudson to  the S a ra to g a  p o s it io n  or 
d ism antled and the m a te r ia ls  brought north  by wagons i s  u n c le a r . However, 
one th in g  i s  c e r ta in , th a t  by October 18th the brid ge a t  Bemus H eights 
was gone. This i s  v e r i f ie d  by B r it ish ^  and German p r iso n e r s  who noted 
th a t they had to  be f e r r ie d  ac ro ss  the r iv e r  a t  S t i l lw a t e r  on b a tte au x  to 
the e a s t  bank. To be su re , i f  the brid ge had s t i l l  been in  p la c e , the 
Americans c e r ta in ly  would have c ro ssed  th e ir  p r iso n e rs  ov^r the r iv e r  in  
th is  manner ra th e r  than consume time w ith a fe r ry in g  o p era tio n ./^ stru c tu r­
a l  d e scrip tio n :, o f  the American Bridge a t  the S a ra to g a  p o s i t io n  &s*o 
s im i l i a r  to  those o f  the b rid ge  th at had o r ig in a l ly  been a t  S t i l lw a te r ,  
hence the like lyh ood  th a t they were one and the same. The American Bridge 
near S a ra to g a  was undoubtedly d ism antled alm ost im m ediately a f t e r



Burgoyne's, Army began i t s  march in to  c a p t iv ity  on October 17th .*
The contemporary d e sc r ip t io n s  o f the American Bridge a t  S t i l lw a te r  

and near S a ra to g a  are as fo llo w s :

THE BRIDGE AT STILLWATER

Colonel Jeduthan Baldwin, who commanded a Company o f M ilita ry  Engineers
and A r t i f i c e r s  in  the American Northern Array 
during the Campaign o f 1777- A ll b r id g e s  b u i l t  
were done so  under h i s  su p e rv is io n :

S e p t . " 5 went up to carap^ a f t e r  buying LpOO b o rd s.
6 a t  camp, went up to  the Cohoes^ to the m i l l s ,  go t 6 lo ad s 

plank o f M. Lan sin g .
7 in  camp a l l  d a y .. . .  .Loaded my wagons fo r  a march, 20 wagons 

with to o ls  & b a g g a ig .
9 Marched in  the Front w ith the C arpenters & p io n e a r s . . . . ,g o t  

to  S t i l lw a t e r  about 12 o ’ clock  & a t  2 o ’ c lo ck  began a  b rid geO
a Cross the R iv e r ."

C aptain  Ben.jamin Warren, an o f f i c e r  se rv in g  in  the 7th M assachusetts
Regiment o f  the C ontinental Line n o te s :

11 Wed. S e p t . 10th This day C ol. Baldwin with h i s  carpen ters b u i l t  a  
f lo a t in g  b rid ge  a c ro ss  the r iv e r ,  so  th a t they drove over a g re a t  
nhrabep o f  c a t t l e  and sheep from the other s id e  upon i t  b e fo re  n ig h t . 
This b r id g e  was a rod wide and f i f t y  s i x  rods lo n g ."^  .

Chaplain  Enos H itchcock, se rv in g  in  P a tte r so n ’ s B rigade o f  M assachusetts
Regim ents:

S e p t . " 9 ......... Colo. Baldwin began a b rid ge  a Cross the R iver in  ye
aftern oon -----
10 .......The Bridge f in ish e d  by the middle o f  the Afternoon— - - "'*0

Lieutenant Thomas B lak e , o f  the 1 s t  New Hampshire Regiment o f  the
C ontinental L in e :

" S e p t . 10 ......... We began to  f o r t i f y  on the h e ig h ts back o f  ^ S tillw a te r ,
11 * ’ ‘and b u i l t  a f lo a t in g  b rid ge  ac ro ss  the r i v e r . "

M ajor-General H oratio  G ates, commanding the American Northern Army:

S e p t . 10th " ..........th is  forenoon, a good Bridge o f  Communication, w i l l  be
1 2f in ish e d  ac ro ss  the R iv e r ."



Colonel Henry B. L iv in g sto n , aide-de-cam p to M ajor-General P h ilip
Sch u y ler:

" ..........Gen. G ates has thrown a Bridge o f  "Boards ac ro ss  the r iv e r  ju s t
above S w arts• "  y

John P, Becker, a lo c a l  r e s id e n t  o f  the a rea  who as a young boy w itn ess­
ed the events which occurred about S t i l lw a t e r  and 
S a ra to g a  during the R evolutionary  War. H is fa th e r  was a t  
tim es se rv in g  as a team ster h au lin g  m ilita r y  su p p lie s  
from Albany to the Northern American Army. He and h is  
fa th e r  had b u sin e ss  to conduot on se v e r a l  o ccasio n s in  
the American camp and as a r e s u l t  c ro sse d  the brid ge 
over the Hudson:

*' A f lo a t in g  b rid ge  was co n stru cted  during th is  day over the r iv e r  
op posite  Gen. G a te iJs  ..quarters. I t  was made o f  bo ard s, and was a kind 
o f r a f t  secured  by c a b le s  and ropes on both sh o re s . Over this,, f lo a t in g  
s tru c tu re  a b r is k  fo rag in g  was k e p t.........

i
THE BRIDGE ACROSS FROM BEMPS HEIGHTS

Chaplain Enos H itchcock, a t  the new American p o s it io n  on Bernus H e igh ts: 

S e p t. " 1 2 ......... the Bridge b r o t . up----

THE BRIDGE NEAR SARATOGAt " r -1 f
P riv a te  D aniel Granger, o f C aptain  John Adams New Hampshire M i l i t i a  which

composed p a r t  o f  G eneral B r ic k e t 's  B rigade speak­
in g  o f h i s  a r r iv a l  near the American Camp b e s ie g ­
in g  Burgoyne about October 16 th :

11......... There was a Bridge p laced  a c ro ss  the R iver, o f  buoyant lo g s ,  and
16Planks l a i d  on them, and each end fa ste n e d  to  the S h o re s ."

John H. Brandow an e a r ly  20th Century h i s to r ia n  and au th o rity  o f 
R evolutionary s ig h ts  in  and around o ld  S ara to g a  { modern-day Schuyler- 
v i l l e  ) has th is  to say  regard in g  the American B rid ge :

" ......... G ates had thrown a  f lo a t in g  brid ge ac ro ss  the Hudson’-below Pish
creek . T£e approach to  th is  b rid ge  was ju s t  below the mouth o f  the deep
d itch  th a t  runs e a s t  from Chubb's b r i d g e .^  This gave easy  communication

1 flw ith Fellow s to  the e a s t ; "



FOOTNOTES

1. The s i t e  o f  the Dirck Sw art House i s  now marked by an h i s t o r ic ,  
m arker. I t  i s  lo c a te d  on the e a s t  s id e  o f  U.,S. Route and N .Y .S . Route32
between the in te r se c t io n  o f M ajor D ickinson Road and Montgomery P la c e .

, \

2 . Map e n t i t le d  An O rthographical View o f  the American and B r i t i s h  Armies 
on the 7th fc 8th o f October 1777 drawn by Colonel Rufus Putnam ( ? ) ,  
who commanded the 5th  M assachusetts Regiment o f  the C ontinental Line 
during the Campaign o f 1777« D esp ite  the lim ite d  d ate s in cluded  in  the 
above t i t l e  the map a c tu a l ly  d e p ic ts  p o s it io n s  o f  both arm ies as w e ll 
as s i t e s  a s s o c ia te d  with the events occu rrin g  between September 19th 
and October 17th , 1777» P o s it io n s  o f  the American Bridge a t  Bemus 
H eights and near S a ra to g a  are both d e p ic te d . The o r ig in a l  map i s  now 
housed a t  the C artographic S e c tio n  o f  the New York H is to r ic a l  S o c ie ty .
A photographic copy i s  a l s o  housed in  the map f i l e  o f  S a ra to g a  N ation- . 
a l  H is to r ic  Park, S t i l lw a t e r ,  New York. *■ ' ‘ -

3. C harles N e ilso n , An O rig in a l, Compiled and C orrected Account Of 
Burgoyne * s Campaign, Albany, 1 Siplp* The map i s  lo c a te d  on the re a r  in ­
s id e  cover. This map con tain s many e r ro r s  and should be u sed  with 
cau tio n . The placem ent o f  the b rid ge  as d ep ic ted  can be con sidered  to 
be ac c u ra te .

4-. See Note 2 above.

5 . One B r i t i s h  p r iso n e r , L ieu ten an t Thomas Anburey, s t a t e d :  11 As we 
c ro sse d  the r iv e r  a t  S t i l lw a t e r ,  we observed the army under General
G ates marching to  A lban y ,..........In  c ro s s in g  the r iv e r ,  I  had n ea rly  l o s t
my baggage, and those in  the b a tte au x  had a very  narrow escap e ; about 
the cen ter a h o rse  proving very  un ru ly , juijiped over, and h i s  h ind le g s  
hung upon the s id e  o f  the b a tte au x , and very  near o v e rse t  i t . ” For 
these e x t r a c t s  see  Anburey*s T rav e ls Through the In te r io r  P a rts  o f 
America, 2 V o ls . ,  London, 1789 ( New York, 1969 )* 2 : 32-31}..

6 . Van S ch a ick ’ s I s la n d  lo c a te d  a t  the p o in t where the Mohawk R iver 
em pties in to  the Hudson R iver about 9 m iles north o f  Albany, New York.
The American Army l e f t  th is  p o s it io n  on September 8th and marched 
north to  the p o s it io n  a t  S t i l lw a t e r .

7 . R efers to the g re a t  w a te r fa l l  on the Mohawk R iver where se v e ra l m i l l s  
were lo c a te d . A sh o rt d is ta n c e  from Van S c h a ic k 's  I s la n d .

8. Thomas W. Baldwin, e d . ,  The R evolutionary  Jou rn al Of C ol. Jeduthan



w  Baldwin 1775-1778, Bangor,' 1906 ( New York, 1971 ) , .p p .  VI89119.

9 . David E. A lexander, e d . ,  M Diary o f  C aptain  Benjamin W arren," Jo u rn a l 
Of American H isto ry  3 ( 1909 ) , p . 210.

10. W illiam B. Weeden, e d .,  " D iary Of Enos H itch co ck ," Rhode I s la n d  
H is to r ic a l  S o c ie ty  P u b lic a tio n s 7 ( 1899 ) ,  p .  133«

11. F re d e ric  K idder, H isto ry  Of The F i r s t  New Hampshire Regiment In  The 
War Of The R evolution , Albany, 1868, p . 33 " Jou rn al L t .  Thomas Blake."

12 . H oratio  G ates Papers New York H is to r ic a l  S o c ie ty  Box 19 Reel #9 
L e tte r  G ates to  B rigad ier-G en era l John S tark  September 10th , 1777 
S t i l lw a t e r .

13» P h ilip  Schuyler P apers, New York P ublic  L ib ra ry , unpublished l e t t e r  
( #601 ) Colonel Henry B. L iv in g sto n  to  M ajor-General Sch uyler, Gen. 
A rnold«s Q uarters S t i l lw a t e r  S e p t . 11th , 1777#

1 ip. S .  De W itt Bloodgood, e d . ,  The Sexagen ary ; Or, Rem iniscences o f  the 
American R evolu tion . Albany. 1866, p , 99 .

15. Weeden, " D iary ......... H itch co ck ," p . 13U-*
*•

16. M.M. Q uaife , e d . ,  " A Boy S o ld ie r  Under W ashington; The Memoir Of 
D aniel G ran ger," M is s is s ip p i  V alley  H is to r ic a l  Review 16 ( 1930 ) , p . 
£>¿1-6 .

17 . Chubb*s b rid ge  was a sm all 19.th Century s tru c tu re  spanning the 
C h a p la in  Canal ju s t  below F ish  Creek. " below " i s  alm ost 2 m iles to  
the sou th .

18 . John H. Brandow, The S to ry  Of Old S a ra to g a . Albany, 1919 ( 2nd Ed. ) , 
p » 17̂ 1-.
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APPENDIX 1 - E x tra c ts  from An O rthographical View o f the Ameri­
can and B r i t i s h  Armies on the 7th k 8th o f  October 1777 dratyn 
by Colonel Rufus Putnam ( ? ) .  Reproduced co u rtesy  o f  the New 
York H is to r ic a l  S o c ie ty , I — D epicts the American Bridgé a t  BûchûS- 

I I —D epicts the American Bridge near S a ra to g a *
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APPENDIX 2 - E x tra c t  from Map o f  the B a tt le  ground on Be mi 3 
H eights 19th S e p t , , & 7th Oct. 1777 drawn by C harles N eilso n . 
The map can be found in  N eilson »s An O rig in a l, Compiled and 
C orrected Account Of Burgoyne»s Campaign, Albany, l.&jlj.»
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