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Memorandum

To: superintendent, Saratoga National Historical Park

From: Assistant Regional Director, Region One

Subject: Hist o rica l Research Report

Le have carefu lly  reviewed Historian Shedd’ s completed re­
search report entitled “Burgoyne*s Objective in  the Second Battle of 
Saratoga, October 7, 1777•" I t  i s  a most excellent report in every 
respect, t e l l  written and scholarly In treatment- Mr. Shedd’ s reason­
ing i s  shrewd, evidently based upon a mastery o f  the available primary 
and secondary source material. The report w i l l  be most valuable in  
furthering interpretive development, as w ell as general development at 
the park* Mr. Ohedd i s  to be commended on it s  preparation.

For our own part (and we certainly are not Saratoga “experts")* 
we cannot quite down the fee ling  that General Burgoyne*s move was a recon 
naissance —  with enough force to exploit whatever advantage presented 
i t s e l f ;  a reconnaissance that could turn, i t s e l f  into a f u l l  attack or 
breakthrough i f  such seemed practicable. This seems to follow , especial­
ly , from Burgoyne1 a lack of detailed knowledge o f the terrain  and his 
contemptuous opinion o f the probable American reaction to his move (that 
ie ,  they would stay in  their entrenchments).

Burgoyne *s own reasons (page 4)* admittedly ambiguous, do 
ttot deny the foregoing interpretation* He did not speak defin ite ly  o f 
“forcing” and “dislodging,“ but only o f “discovering“ whether such was 
possible. The reports of the General*s council o f war, cited In the 
text, indicate hie follow-up Intentions. Incidentally, his reference to  
"convenience of retreat" may possibly have reference to the convenience 
to the British of an American retreat. As Nr* Shedd points out on page 
3&7' Bead's Heights was probably the la st point above Albany at which (from, 
the nature o f the terrain ) the Americans could hope to make a successful 
stand. An American retreat therefrom would, indeed, have been a con­
venience to General Burgoyne, trying to make contact f.lth British forces 
moving up the river. Meanwhile, i f  the heavy reconnaissance proved that



an attack 1«&'« not feasib le , n igh tfa ll would indeed, as Lieutenant 
Ariburey pointed out ~~ have provided the necessary ’'insurance’’ fo r  
a withdrawal .to the established Hritiah line* Rlth regard to forage 
—  at least this was the ainirssw purpose o f the expedition —  i t  was 
a  "goading” factor which certainly had to  be alleviated in  sons way*

(SIGNED)
Daniel Tobin Assistant Regional Director

Copy to* Director, w/cc incoming
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BURQOTKB'S OBJECTIVE IN 3HE SSCOHD BATTLE Of SARATOGA 
----------------------------------- bo tbU rT i i m ------------- ;---------------

IHTROBTOTION

On October 7, 1777, 17 day» a fter the f ira t  battle  o f Saratoga, 

British  General John Burgoyne c admitted 1,500 picked troops and 10 pieoes 

o f a rt ille ry  to a movement around the American le ft  flank on Semis Heights 

The move was contested by the Americans and in  the ensuing notion Burgoyne 

troops were hurled back into their f ie ld  fortifications and compelled to 

retreat. Ten days la te r Burgoyne surrendered the remnant s o f his expe­

ditionary force at Saratoga, the present v illage  o f Sohuylerville, Hew 

York*

The motives fo r  or the objectives of the abortive move on 

October 7 have never been satisfactorily  understood or interpreted*

The flank maroh has been called by some historians a "reconnaissance 

in  force", while others Indicate that the move was an attempt to seize 

ground from which an attack could be launched against the fortifications  

on Bemis Heights. One outstanding .authority on the Saratoga campaign 

b rie fly  discusses the possible motives for the movement and dismisses 

the subjeot by deolaring "The whole thing was vague.

To interpret clearly  the battles o f Saratoga the forward 

movement o f the B ritish  army on October 7 must be analyzed in  order 

to make a reasonable, documented estimate of it s  significanoe and. 

purpose. This report is  an attempt to correlate useful information 

from primary and secondary sources which w ill provide a conclusion 

based on interpretation Of available knowledge*



Burgoyne'a Self-defense

On October 4, Burgoyfte had called a council o f  war to discuss 

the a a y ' e next move, following two weeks o f Inactivity a fter the 

battle  o f September 19* Generals Ph illips, Fraser and Riedesel were 

the o fficers called to the commander's headquarters. Burgoyne proposed 

that the entire army, except for 800 camp guards be committed to an 

attaok on Gates' le f t  flank and rear. The plan was a bold one, entirely  

too bold fo r  the liking o f Burgoyne's subordinates. The counoil adjourned 

without taking decisive notion. The Great Ravine area was inspected, 

and i t  was the opinion of.the army's leaders that i t  could not be held 

by the 800 men proposed by Burgoyne. Then at a war council on October 5 

the sto lid  Riedesel proposed a retreat north to the Battenklll where 

the invaders had crossed the Hudson. Here, he reasoned, the army could 

cover i t s  communications with Canada, while waiting for encouraging news 

from Sir Henry Clinton, whose forces were known to be advancing up the 

Hudson from Hsw fork Oity. Fraser seconded Riedesel, and Ph illips with- 

held comment»

Burgoyne was adamant against retreat. In his order o f June SO,

ordering the army to move forward, he had closed with the stirring la*

sjunotion "This Army Must Hot Retreat.M The order s t i l l  held. Burgoyne

s t il l ,  seemed to fee l that the Americans could not stand against the dis­

ciplined charges o f h is regulars, despite the colonials' showing in the 

bloody drawn battle o f September 19.

At th is point Burgoyne*s own statements made then and la te r  

should be examined fo r  a olue as to his intentions. From his own remarks, 

admittedly colored by after-knowledge, Burgoyne appeared to have placed 

considerable reliance on Clinton's force moving up the river toward
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Gate«» rear. In hia published narrative Burgoyne stated*

. . . . . o n  the second day after the action, I  received 
intelligence from Sir Henry Clinton, o f his intention to 
attack the highlands about that time ^~two days a fte r the 
f i r s t  battle_y and I  was hourly in, expection, I  thought a 
justly  founded one, o f that measure operating to dislodge 
Mr. Gates entirely, or to oblige him to detach a large por­
tion o f his force. Either o f these oases would probably 
have opened my way to Albany. In these circumstances, oould 
the preference upon these alternatives admit of a moment*a 
reflection } To w ait so f a i r  a prospeot of effecting a t .la st  
the great purpose of the campaign, or to put a victorious 
army, under a l l  the disadvantages o f  a beaten one, by a 
d ifficu lt  and disgraceful retreat* relinquishing the long 
expected cooperation, in  the very hour o f its  promise, and 
leaving S ir Henry Clinton’ s army, and probably S ir liilliam  
Howe's, exposed, with so muoh o f the season of the oampaign 
to run, to the whole force of Mr. Gates, a fter he should 
have seen me on the other side of Hudson's R iver»"*

In a le tte r written to Clinton on October 25, Burgoyne referred  

to the lack o f cooperation which had wrecked the plan of invasion and 

remarked without apparent rancor " . . . I  saw the desperate state o f things 

and that nothing but a suooessful action oould enable me to advance or 

retreat.

Burgoyne*« reasoning against a retreat appear valid  enough, 

when i t  is  remembered that he was unaware o f Clinton's plans, and oould

only assume that the original plans fo r  the junoture at Albany were s t i l l
*

in  foroe. This b e lie f  on the part o f the B ritish  oommander that no matter 

how oiroumstanoes altered during the oampaign his orders were to effeot a 

junction at Albany with British forces from the south contributed in  no 

small measure to the fin a l disaster. The orders drawn up by the Xing 

and his councilors were in flexib le  in many ways, but their Intent cer­

tain ly  was not that Burgoyne should lead his army to destruction while 

blindly following a course drawn up fa r  from the scene o f action.



Although Burgoyne mad« no mention o f i t ,  the bloodless 

oonqueat o f Port Ticonderoga early in  the campaign undoubtedly had 

made a great impression on him. By taking advantage o f Amerioan 

blunders and mounting a r t i lle ry  on nearby ifouut Deflanoe, Burgoyne, 

by the mere threat o f a cannonade, had forced the evaouation o f the 

"G ibraltar o f the North." As he pondered on his next move against 

Gates, -the British  commander must have weighed the possib ility  o f 

another such ooup against the Yankees* In a le tte r  £o Lord George 

Germain, the British  Colonial Secretary, Burgoyne wrote»

" . . . f .when no intelligence having been reoelved o f 
the expected cooperation, and four or five days fo r our 
limited stay in  oamp only remained, i t  was judged advisable 
to make a movement to the enemy's le ft ,  not only to dis­
cover whether there were any possible means o f foroing a 
passage should i t  be necessary to advance, or of dislodging 
him fo r  the oonvenienoe of a retreat, but also to cover ft 
forftge o f the ftrmy which was in  greatest distress on aooount 
of the scarcity*

In his narrative of the expedition Burgoyne voloed his b e lie f  

in  the sucoess o f  this move when he stated Confident I  am, upon

minute examination o f the ground sinoe, that had the other idea been 

pursued ¿£”i .e .  had Gates received the attack in  his entrenchments^,

I  should in  a few hours have gained a position, that in  aplte o f the 

enemy’ s numbers, would have put them in  jay power*"®

More revealing than Burgoyne*s statements quoted above was the 

composition of the detachment detailed for the expedition. Included in  

th is force were 1600 of Burgoyne's best troops and o fficers. Designated 

to make the move against the Amerioan le f t  flank were the following units» 

The right column -  The British Light Infantry and the 24th regiment»
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with BreymAnn's Chasseurs, Jagors and Grenadiers; the oenter column -  

detachment« o f the Goman regiment« o f Kiedesel, Rhets,. Speoht and 

Hesse Hanau and a detaohment o f the Royal A rtille ry ; the le ft  column -  

The B ritish  Grenadiers, with picked troops from the B ritish  9th, 20th,

21st and 62nd regiment«. In addition to these troops, a contingent 

of Indians and provincials skirted the B ritish  right flank to divert 

the Americans in  that quarter.*®

It  seems unlikely that the best troops in  the army would be 

selected by Burgoyne simply to reoonnoiter the Amerioan position on 

Bemis Heights, or to cover foraging parties.

jprobahly the best blue to Burgoyne*s intentions i s  the assign­

ment of 10 pieoes o f a r t i lle ry  to aooompany the expedition o f October 7. 

Only with the greatest d ifficu lty  could heavy ordnanoe be moved through 

the wilderness. One B ritish  a rt ille ry  o ffice r remarked that ”0noe a 

12 pounder is  removed from the Park o f a rt ille ry  in  Amerioa i t  was gone.*1**  

In these oiroumstanoes i t  is  not lik e ly  that 10 guns would be taken on a 

scout or foraging expedition.

The guns detailed for the movement inoluded six expounders, 

two 12-pounders and two howitters.*® These last named weapons were 

especially useful against entrenched positions. More than any other 

faotor, the inolusion of the f ie ld  guns and hqwitsers provides strong 

evidence that Burgoyne fu lly  intended an attack on the American le ft  

at Bemis Heights. Possibly his orders were intentionally vague fo r  

experience had taught him that the wary Americans were quiok to learn  

o f any contemplated move on the part o f the invading a my. Another 

explanation for the fa ilu re  to state in a specific objective fo r the



October 7 move is  the fear o f fa ilu re that had b een growing in  the 

Britith  commander a fter the hard-fought battle  o f  Septenber 19, He 

may have declined to state an objective because, realising the mounting 

odds against success, he feared that fa ilu re  to gain that objective 

would shake the morale of troops already on half-rations and deserting 

in  growing numbers«

■While Burgoyne did not at the time assign a specific objective 

to the movement o f October 7, he revealed more o f his intentions during 

the course of the Parliamentary hearing into the defeat a t  Saratoga 

which began in  Hay 1779. During the oourse of the inquiry requested 

by Burgoyne, many o f the surviving o fficers  o f rank were examined by  

Burgoyne and others, and their testimony published by the General.

The evidenoe, based on Burgoyne* s narrative and the testimony o f his 

o fficers, amounted to a vindication o f the B ritish  Commander's conduct 

of the invasion o f the northern oolonies in 1777. Prom Burgoyne*s 

questions, and the answers o f  the witnesses, a picture emerges o f the 

condition o f the army between the battles o f September 19 and October 7f 

and the motives behind the movement o f Qotober 7, become increasingly 

apparent.

In the testimony o f Captain John Honey, deputy quartermaster- 

general of the expedition, we fin d  a hint o f Burgoyne* s intentions on 

Ootober 7, and the a rt ille ry  previously disoussed becomes more important. 

Following is  a transcript o f Honey's testimony. Burgoyne asks the questions.

Q. Had you an opportunity, a fter you was prisoner, to see the 
le f t  o f the enemy’ s entrenchments? /TJhis was that portion 
o f the Amerioan line extending southwestward from Fort 
Neilson on the highest ridge constituting Bemis H e igh ts»^

A. 1 had.



Q. Was the ground within cannon shot o f the lo ft  open and 
commanding it?

A. A ll  the ground I  saw was cleared and entrenched.

Q. Was there not ground within cannon shot that would have 
commanded that entrenchment on the le ft?

A. There was*

ft. Had we gained possession o f that ground, and been able to  
erect batteries of our heaviest? guns, would not the «hole 
line oT the enemy have been enfiladed?

A. The ground alluded to was entrenohed, and commanded the 
whole o f  the rebel camp and lines. I f  the army had. got 
possession o f that ground, 1 do not believe the rebels  
would have staid one hour in their camp*

ft. Did you ever hear, in  conversation with rebel o ffioers, 
that General Arnold, forseeing that inconvenience, had 
marched out o f h is lines, and attacked, without orders 
from General Gates?

A. I  did hear that General Arnold had marohed out on the 7th 
o f Ootober, without orders from General Gates. I  did also  
hear that he advised the going out to meet General Burgoyne 
on his maroh, and engaging him before he approached their  
lines; and the reason he gave was th is: I f  General Burgoyne 
should ever come near enough their lines to be able to make 
use of hie a rt ille ry , ibat he would certainly possess himself 
ot their camp; that their t  roops in  that case m>uld never 
stand anywhere; but i f ,  on the other hand, the rebels should 
he defeated in  the woods, the troops would, a fter that, have 
confidence in  their works, fo r  which r  eaeon Arnold advised 
risking an action in  the Woods before General Burgoyne oame 
near enough to see the ir works. ^

In his testimony. Captain obviously confused Arnold's actions 

on Septenber 19 with those o f October 7, as i t  was in  the former battle  

that Arnold supposedly persuaded Gates to  meet the enemy in  the f ie ld  

rather than in the entrenohments on Bemis Heights. However, Money's 

statements indicate that there was an awareness in  both armies o f the 

possib ility  that Burgoyne, following the successful tactics used at 

Tioonderoga, might render the American position untenable with a rt ille ry  fire



Burgoyne'a questions as to the probable effect of a rt ille ry  f ir e  

on the Araerlaan le f t ,  give» an additional clue as to his motives 

fo r the flank movement, and espeoially to his reasons for including 

10 pieces o f a rt ille ry  in the advance.

In examining this particular extract o f testimony, i t  seems 

probable that the ground referred to by Burgoyne and by Captain Money 

as commanding the American le ft  was the lour ridge running north and 

south at a distanoe o f approximately 800 yards due west of Fort 

JJeilgon, the highest point o f ground within the American lines.

As shown on the accompanying sketch map, there were American fo rt i­

fications on this ridge, in  advance o f the main system of entrenchments.

I f  these were the entrenchments referred to  by Money, and i t  appears 

likely  that they were,. he was quite right in  his opinion that they would 

command the American le f t ,  that the American commanders were aware o f 

the tactical importance o f this elevated ground is  evident in the faot 

that fortifications were thrown up to prevent the enemy taking possession 

of the ridge -  the very move that Burgoyne contemplated, judging from 

the statements in  h is Narrative o f operations and from the questions he 

put to Captain Money.

Money, o f course, testified  that he saw the entrenohments on the 

American le f t  a fter he was taken prisoner, but the commanding ridge i t s e l f  

was undoubtedly known to Burgoyne prior to the seoond battle. Given the 

conditions o f forest and terrain in 1777, such a commanding elevation  

would be v is ib le  from the British  lines. Additional confirmation of 

Burgoyne *s knowledge o f the ridge west o f Bends heights i s  found in  the 

oontemporary maps of British Lieutenant W. C. Tïilkinson whioh show com­

manding h ills  in the area referred to by Burgoyne and Captain Honey.
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Up to th is point, most o f the evidence examined has pointed 

to Burgoyne’ s intention to seise high ground nest o f Fort Beilaon and 

open -with a rtille ry  on the Americans. The presence o f  10 cannon with 

the flanking force, and the existence of the high ground, plus the 

statements of Burgoyne and his o fficers do point to this Intention 

to employ a rt ille ry  directly against the American lines* The evidence 

i s  strong too, that, the British  commander contemplated an attack on the 

American le f t  wing i f  a rt ille ry  alone was not effective in  dislodging 

the ’’Yankees. *

Here again a useful source o f information on Burgoyne’ s intentions 

on October 7 i s  the transcript o f testimony at Parliamentary hearing into 

the defeat at Saratoga. Burgoyne’ s own statement as to the reasons fo r  

the move to the American le ft  have already been quoted in th is report*

He mentioned "forcing a passage” and "dislodging" the enemy fo r the 

convenience o f a retreat. The la tter remark is  a strange one, for i f  the 

enemy could be dislodged there probably would be no necessity for a retreat. 

But the terns "forcing" and “dislodging" are not ones that imply a simple 

reconnaissance or foraging expedition. Beither would 1500 of the beet 

men in  the army and the oream o f its  o ffic e r corps be detailed fo r suoh 

purposes*

I t  would be the height o f fo lly  to rest the case on Burgoyne’ s 

words alone, fo r that wordy and literate  gentleman is  not the most reliable  

authority fo r his own or anyone e lse ’ t aotions* S t i l l ,  he was a professional 

o ffice r of sk ill and experience, and his actions speak, i f  not more loudly 

at least, more accurately than h is words as to his reasons fo r the attack.

There is  additional testimony in  the Parliamentary inquiry which 

in  nearly every case tends to substantiate Burgoyne't hints at some stroke 

against the forces on Bemis Heights.
9-



First o f the ranking of floors o f the invading anry to bo 

galled to tho witnesa stand was tho Earl o f Baloarres, oommander of 

tho British  Light Infantry during tho campaign. Lord Baloarres was 

not a vary cooperative witness, modestly demurring at many o f tho requests 

fo r  his opinions on Burgoyne’»  oonduot of the campaign. It  is  obvious 

in  reading his testimony that he had no special desire to vindicate M s

commanding o ffioer by statements inconsistent with the faots as he saw
*

them, but those questions which he did answer were replied to with honesty 

and candor#

The crux of Baloarres* testimony on the action o f October 7
s

is  contained in  the following b r ie f  exchanget Burgoyne may have asked 

the question.

"Q# Does your Lordship think i t  would have been advisable 
/TioT, in  point o f prudence, or Just to brave troops, 
who had suffered severe loss, to attack an enemy the 
morning a fter that loes, ¿ot September 19^ posted witMtt 
entrenchments, whioh i t  was impossible to reconnoitre.

"A. That attempt was tried  on the 7th of Ootober, and did 
not succeed.

The question was probably put by Burgoyne, who a fter the defeat 

at Saratoga maintained that an attaok without adequate knowledge o f the 

American position would have been a blunder. The question seems framed 

to demonstrate that the movement o f Ootober 7 was not an attaok -  since 

i t  fa iled  -  but was a reconnaissance of the Jmerioan lines. Baloarres 

did not f a l l  into the sp irit o f the question and his blunt reply leaves 

no doubt that he fe lt  that the movement of Ootober 7 was an attaok against 

entrenchments whioh had not been reoommoitered and was not simply a reoon- 

naissanoe in  foroe and certainly not just a foraging expedition#

- 10-



In the testimony of Captain Bloomfield, o f the British

a rt ille ry , Burgoyne again indicates the objective o f the advance o f

October 7 when he asked Bloomfield*

"Do you remember the position of the King's troops from 
the time of the attack on the 19th of September to the attack 
of the 7th o f Ootober? ‘

"A. Yes

"Q, Bad the amy made a movement to gain  the le f t  o f the 
enemy's entrenchments without previously Qonitruo-fcing 
redoubts on the hights that commanded the plain, would 
not the bateaux, provisions and hospital have been le ft  
open to an attack from the enemy's right?

"A. They would have been le ft  exposed undoubtedly,**6 

Here again Burgoyne declares his intention to "gain the le f t  of 

the enemy's entrenchments," not just rcoonnoiter or forage, and, s ign ifi­

cantly he refers to the "attack" o f Ootober 7* The testimony o f Burgoyne's 

o fficers  is  important not so much- fo r  their recollection of speolfio orders 

concerning the attack o f Ootober 7, but for their reflection of the mood 

and opinions of the army eonaand as i t  faoed the problem o f dislodging 

Gates' foroes from Bemis Heights* In a small professional army the 

closely knit o ffioer oorps would undoubtedly b e aware of the intent and 

motive for a movement of a large portion o f the army, even i f  such intent 

and motive were not specifically  stated in w ritten  orders.

The next important piece o f testimony relating to the attack 

of Ootober 7 was that c f  tieut. Col. Kingston, adjutant general o f the 

army and secretary to Burgoyne,

"Q. From your conversation with the chief engineer, and 
from other circumstances, have you reason to know, 
that every possible means were used after the action 
of the 19th, to obtain a knowledge of the ground on 
the enemy's le ft?  /"The entrenched ground southwest 
of Fort Neilson,
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"A. I had frequent conversations with the ohief engineer 
on that subject* I  believe his attention was given 
to that point almost every day, and a knowledge of that 
ground I understood to be very d iff ic u lt  to be obtained.

"Q. Was not the right of the enemy deemed impracticable?

"A. I  had no opportunity nyself of seeing the right o f the 
enemyj but I  understood from others, that the position  
was too strong to be attacked with any prospeot o f suooess.

”Q. Did you conceive that the ohief purpose of that movement 
wad to atta in  a knowledge of the le ft  of the enemy’ s 
position, and i f  expedient to attqok them there?

"A. I understood i t  was.ŵ

OTHER PRIMARY SOURCES

Turning to the large body o f primary source material on the 

Saratoga campaign, i t  is  surprising to find so l i t t le  information of 

value on the movement o f October 7. Most o f the participants, American, 

British  and German, who recorded th e ir  impressions o f the battles deal 

with the more obvious aspects o f the attack o f October 7. The American 

attack on the B ritish  detachment and the struggle fo r the Balcarres and 

Breymann redoubts are described in  considerable detail, but the motivation 

for the B ritish  advance on Ootober 7 has been obscured by the more dramatic, 

colorful events which followed. However, fo r purpose# of understanding 

contemporary opinions and knowledge, the primary sources must be noted.

Many o f the participants interested in  preserving their aooounts o f the 

battles were men of intelligence and sincerity, honestly desiring to 

give posterity a record o f their stirring times# In some oases the diary 

or letters of lowly British conscript or an American backwoods militiaman 

are more valuable than the report o f a f ie ld  o ffioer, in  that they provide 

an insight into the minds o f the men who carry out orders. Often, what



these man think and ob serve is  a bettor olue to the intentions o f the 

general o fficer than the formal r eports explanations and apologies 

issued by the nan o f commanding rank*
' , i.

Contemporary British and German Accounts Relative to the Lfovsment o f 
' " f  ̂ October 7, 1777

1* General Riedesel

Riedesel, commanding the German troops with Burgoyne, described 

the problems confronting the British commander, and how he proposed 

to solve them prior to October 7#

■"In the evening o f the 4th /?£ October^ he ¿Burgoyne^ had a 
conference with the generals, Ph illips, Riedesel and Fraser, in  
respect to future operations* The subjects of consultation were 
the strength of the enemy, who outnumbered him four to one, his 
ignorance of their position, the lateness o f the season, the soaroity 
of provisions, and the nonreception o f intelligence from General 
Clinton* Several plans were proposed by him by whioh he hoped to 
extrio&te himself from these d ifficu lties* His idea was as follows«
To surround the le f t  flank o f the epsmy; and, a fte r  leaving eight 
hundred men for the defence of the ground between bridges Nos. 1 and 2, 
^Tigh ground south o f and covering the Middle Ravine and Great Redoubt 
area on the Hudson^ endeavor to get in  it s  rear. This proposition 
caused considerable oantroversyj fo r  the question arose whether eight 

■ hundred men would be sufficient for the purpose assigned them* The 
safety of the whole azmy depended upon th is} fo r i f  th is force should 
be beaten and the bridges in  its  rear taken, then the entire army 
would be completely out o ffj end even i f  this detachment held its  
ground the position might s t i l l  be lost -  since, as three or four 
days ware necessary to get round throughthe woods and pathless 
thioket*, the enemy would have abundant o f time to mass M s force 
on this spot, whsn he would, in a l l  probability, capture the men 
and destroy the two bridges the only means o f retreat* Suoh a 
hazardous undertaking must be thoroughly considered} and i t  was, 
therefore, agreed to inspect carefully on the next day the fo rti­
fications in that place and the surrounding country. ^

Examination o f the position to be  entrusted to the 800 camp guards 

found i t  too d ifficu lt  to defend without additional support from the rest 

o f the army. Riedesel then suggested that i f  i t  was impossible to get 

in  the rear o f the enemy in one day the army should f a l l  baok to its  old 

position behind the Battenkill, the creek just north o f the v illage  of
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Saratoga, where the B ritish  and German forces had crossed the Hudson 

on September 13. Here, Riedesel pointed out, the army could open 

communication with Lake George to the north, and could await the coming 

of r e lie f  from the south. At f i r s t  Burgoyne would hear o f no retrograde 

movement, but a fte r consideration made a counter proposal»

"He said that on the 7th* he would undertake anothergreat 
reoonnoitering expedition against the enemy1s le ft  wing, to 
ascertain defin itely  his position, and whether it  would be 
advisable to atiaok him. Should the la tte r fee the case,"he 
Intended' to advance on the enemy on the 8ih with his entire 
army; but i f  he should not Wink an attack a dvisable, then he 
would, on the 11th, m&roh back to the Battenkill.

"At ten o'clock in  the morning o f the 7th, rations and 
liquor for four days having been previously i t  sued to the 
army, General Burgoyne, with fifteen  hundred men and eight 
cannon ¿plus two howitsers^, started on his reoonnoitering 
expedition, accompanied by Generals Riedesel» Ph illip s  and 
Fraser. The troops, on th is occasion, were taken from a l l  
the regiments except the 47th. A ll the Indians (one hundred 
and eighty) and the corps o f provincials crossed the right 
flank in a large circuit through the woods. The detachment 
i t s e lf  divided into three oolumns, advanced towards the right 
to within a quarter o f  an hour’ s maroh o f the enemy’ s oamp.
The f ir s t  picket, whiohwaa met near Waisser’ * house ^ h e
Barber cabin, in  8 C on Historic Base map^, and was driven
in, and the eminence, on which i t  had stood, occupied. The
British  were then placed in  such a position, that the smallness
of their number was concealed as much a s  possible. In this
situation they remained for 4an hour apd a h a lf, during whioh
interval the generals consulted together as to the manner in
whioh the reoonnoissanoe should be continued. Toward three
in the afternoon, the yfigers discovered near a house, that
lay a l i t t le  way in  advanoe and was separated from them by
a ditoh (ravine), a small body o f Americans. The latter,
however, grew stronger and stronger» and Burgoyne, supposing
they meant to oppose his further advance, fired  hia two twelve-
pounders at them several times, but without producing the b a s t  effeot.
On the contrary, they continued to increase in  number. F inally  at
four in the afternoon, they attacked his le ft  wing with great sp irit,
soon forolng the English grenadiers, who were stationed in  the woods
at this point, .to retreat.”*®
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I t  seems remarkable that an experienced o fficer o f Riedesel’ * 

ab ility  would not question the use o f 1,600 men and 10 pieces o f 

a rt ille ry  for a reconnaissance through an area he described above as 

"woods and pathless thioketa.“ Stranger s t i l l  is  the contradictory 

record le f t  by his wife the Baroness Von Riedesel, whose diary and 

letters written during the campaign have given us one o f the most

human stories in  Saratoga literature. Writing on the 18th of October, 

1777, the day after the capitulation o f the B ritish  army, liadame Riedesel 

set down her impressions o f the events leading up to the surrender. This

document was signed and attested by a l l  of the Qeraan regimental and 

battalion commanders. The Baroness wrote in  parts

" ....... General Burgoyne, with Whom it  went hard to make a
thoroughly backward movement, declared that, on the 7th, he
would make a reconnaissance^fiear as possible to the enemy's 
lo ft  wing, in order to ascertain whether or not i t  could be 
attacked. In the f ir s t  oa*e, he would on that very day, the 
7th, immediately attack the enemy % ^Tt a lio s  mine^but i f ,  on 
the contrary, the enemy' b position was too strong, he would, 
on the 11th o f Ootober, at onoe retreat to the Battehkill«"*®

The disorepanoy between the account of General Riedesel and that

of his wife is  an important one. Riedesel claimed that i f  an attaok on

the American le ft  wing was advisable, Burgoyne would bring up the entire  

anny for that purpose on Ootober 8. The Baroness, on the other hand,

states emphatically that i f  the American le ft  could be attacked, Burgoyne. 

would do so "immediately". The Baroness was in  her husband's confidence

throughout the campaign and her account, w ritten  immediately after the 

event probably had her hu¿3end’ s knowledge and approval. Undoubtedly, 

the General's own recollections were recorded sometime later, for during 

and immediately after the hard-fought oampaign he had l i t t le  time to pen 

his memoirs«
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Unknown Gorman Officer

Following the capitulation a t  Saratoga on October 17, 1777, 

Burgoyne*s captive army was marched to Cashridge, Massachusetts, where 

i t  spent the winter. In a le tte r written on November 16, one o f the > 

German o ffioers serving with Burgoyne wrote hie account o f the campaign 

to a fellow-countryman. Relative to the movement o f Ootober 7, he wrote*

’’Our provisions continued to decrease* the soldiers were 
reduced ha lf a pound o f bread and the same quantity of meat 
per day -  a state of things which they endured with patienoe* 
Meanwhile, although the enemy had i t  in  their power to attack 
uïyjrour times as many men as we had, they showed no inclination  
to do so* To »t re a t  seemed too hard lines fo r  General Burgoyne.
In Albany we had plenty o f friends w illin g  to reinforce us* and 
fo r th is reason the General resolved to attack the enemy and 
endeavor to foroe hie way through their l in e »  We could only 
attack the enemy on their flank* and in order to hew a way for  
our columns and a rt ille ry , and at the same time reconnoitre their 
position, an expedition o f 1500 men under oommand o f the several 
leaders o f the army, with a number o f heavy cannon, was under­
taken on the 7th o f October.”20

This o ffice r was obviously not w ell informed as to the reception 

the invaders would reoeive In Albany, but his statements on thé movement 

o f Ootober 7 are interesting. In this aocount, as in  Baroness Riedesel»*, 

Burgoyne is  shown as being personally unwilling to retreat, not on 

s tr ic t ly  m ilitary grounds but because .he could not bring himself to 

turn his back on the enemy after such high hopes fo r success. The 

General begins to emerge as an o ffice r lacking the moral courage to 

retreat.

Captain Pauach

One o f the best contemporary descriptions o f the flank movement 

of Ootober 7, i f  that found in  Captain Georg Pausoh's journal o f his 

service with Burgoyne, Pausoh oomzranded the Hesse Harnu a rt ille ry  during 

the expedition, Of the movement o f Ootober 7, Pausoh wrote*
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"Oct. 7th. Ia  the forenoon, I  received an order to have in  
readlneae two 6-pound cannon with the requisite ammunition« also 
my Brigade, prepared to maroh immediately at a giren signal.
About 10 o 'dock , there gathered in  front of the oaapand on the 
Place d ' Ames o f the le f t  wing o f the Geimam troops, a division  
consisting o f a l l  those portions o f the Osman regiments there 
represented. Altogether, these numbered about three hundred men 
under the leadership o f Lieut. Col. Speoht ^Pausoh means Speth, 
not Speoht. Brigadier-General Speoht was commander o f the 
Regiment Speoht. Speth was Lieutenant Colonel o f the Regiment 
Riedeselj^the oommander o f the Infantry regiment of Riedesel.
To this la tte r regiment, the Regiment Hesse Hanau furnished 1 
o ffice r, 6 subalterns, 1 drummer, and 75 privates under the 
oommand of Capt. Sohoel. TTe defiled  to the right in  front o f 
our army towards it s  right wing as fa r  as the Brigade of Brig.
Gen. Fraser, where we halted. Here I  found already assembled, 
among other regiments, the English battery o f light infantry 
grenadiers, the Albanian and Canadian volunteers, and the small 
remnant of our Indians’ who were in  readiness fo r  the maroh.
The English A rtille ry  furnished two howitzers, two 12 pound 
and our 6 pound cannon fo r  the right wing o f our battery, under 
Lieut. Bufáis. Everything being quiet along the lines, I  went, 
myself, with the f ir s t  named two cannon of my Brigade, on this 
expedition.

"Behind the entrenohed camp o f Fraser, There we halted and 
where we were obliged to wait fo r further orders, there were 
oolleoted in Fraser's tent the Generals o f the army. After 
f i r s t  holding in  i t  a council of war, the Generals went to  
another tent, in  front o f which the Savages were gathered, 
and announced to them (as I  suppose, according to the usual 
Indian custom, whioh to me is  utterly unknown and un inte llig ib le ) 
the order o f to-day's march and the duties required o f them.
This conference lasted, in a l l ,  two hours, when we again resumed 
our march; end the reassembled corps once more started. There 
were now added to the German Division the small remnant o f the 
Brunswick company o f Y&ger* consisting o f about 100 men, and as 
many more o f the Brunswick Grenadier Battalion. The la tte r con­
stituted the entire force o f th is small oorps, now reduced to 
about fifteen  hundred men in  s l l . ’̂ l

Reading of these extensive preparations, and lengthy councils o f 

o f  war, the expedition oannpt be dismissed as a mere reoonnaissanoe ex­

pedition. The Indians and Amerioan and Canadian volunteers mentioned 

by Pausch, above,were ideally suited fo r  scouting in  the heavy foreste; 

i t  was not neoessaiy fo r  the commanding Generals to aooompany them with 

the e lite  o f the aray. Granted that tho savages and provincials were not
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trained observers whose opinions of the enemy's position oould be relied  

upon, they nevertheless could have provided a protective screen for  

experienced engineers and artillerymen reoonnoltering the entrenchments 

on Beads Heights. Burgoyne had pointed out at the Parliamentary hearing 

that his Indians and provincials were in ferior to American riflemen, but 

he had continued to employ them throughout the oampaign#^ Pausch con­

tinues his narrative with a description o f the march from the entrenchments.

"We followed the road farther fo r fu lly  h a lf an hour, during 
whioh we halted several times both for the purpose of sending out 
the volunteers and Indians on r econnoiterlng expeditions, and o f 
making the road passable fo r  the A rtille ry  over the bridges. The 
reports of the advance-guard continuing favorable, and their re­
peated message, assuring us that as yet every thing was a l l  right, 
we continued to march fo r the length o f time above mentioned, 
ylialf an. hour/ when we found ourselves in  front o f the extended 
le f t  wing of"the hostile army, of whioh, however, we oould not 
see anything whatever, on aooount of the dense woods and the
distance."***

Here we find the volunteers and Indians carrying out the type of 

assignment fo r which they were best suited, soouting in  advance o f the 

regulars. The advance was a cautious one ande special care was taken to 

keep the a rt ille ry  dosed  up on the main body. This ponderous advance 

now appeere even less like a reconnaissance and more like a fu l l  scale 

flank attack. Confirmation o f the fact that actionwas contemplated 

even before the American troops struck, is  found in  Pausch's account 

when he states)

"Meanwhile, work was s t i l l  progressing on the entrenohments 
o f our two wings| and i t  took, by the way, 3/4 o f an hour to march 
from one wing o f our army to the other; during whioh march, not 
the least sign o f the enemy wes seen, nor were we molested by him 
in  the least. Presently, by order o f  Major Williams o f the English 
A rtille ry , the two 12-pound cannon were brought up and placed in  
front o f the above named house, /an abandoned eshin in  the fie ld  
where the advanoe had halted while a small body o f troops moved 
out to reoom olter./ and after being made i»dy , they were loaded.
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"Ho on* know what a l l  that» arrangement« meant} but X shortly 
aTtsrward learned from ¿apt» (Wn.(hiaH;»r-)fegter Gerlach, that 
I F  was intended io  make a diversion at this point; and that the 
oorp« was for the protection o fth egen e ra l staf f'.

What the diver «Ion referred to  above was to be or whet i t  we» 

intended to accomplish la  not stated by Pauaoh, but i t  i s  probable that he 

had reference to the flank march by the British  Rangers, Provincials and 

Indians, ordered by Burgoyne. Pausoh’ s position, and that o f the German 

contingent mas in the center of the advanced line. A diversion at that 

point, probably hy means of heavy a rt ille ry  f ire  also could serve to 

support the advance o f the British  troops on either flank*
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Contemporary British Aocount8 o f the Movement o f October 7, 1777

Burgoyne** own narrative ha8 been oited ea rlie r in this report, 

but there are several accounts le ft  by British participants whioh help to 

o la rify  the situation leading up to  the abortiTe attack o f October 7* 

Lieutenant Digby>

This o ffice r of the 53rd regiment o f British  Grenadiers remained 

with Burgoyne while the most o f  his regiment was le ft  behind to garrison 

Port Tioonderoga. Digby was a careful observer with more than ordinary 

lite ra ry  talent. In h is olaasio aocounfc i s  the following description 

of events on October 7.

"7th.. .  .A detachment o f 1500 regular troops with two 12 
pounders, two howitiers and six 6 pounders were ordered to  more 
on a secret expedition and to be paraded at 10 o’ clock, though 
I  am told, Major Williams (A rtille ry ) objected much to the re­
moval of the heavy guns; baying, once a 12 pounder is  removed 
from the Park o f a rt ille ry  in  America (meaning in  the woods) 
i t  was gone* From seme delay, /̂ iEue, no doubt, to the oounoil 
of o ffice rs  and the ’pow wow» with the Indians described by 
Pausch abote^ the detachment did not move t i l l  near one o’olook, 
and moved from the right o f our camp; Soon after which, we gained * 
fcn eminenoe within half a mile o f their camp, where the t  roops 
took post; but they were sufficiently prepared fo r us, as a 
deserter from our A rtille ry  went over to them that morning and 
informed them o f our design.. . .  .About 3 o'olook, o.ur heavy guns 
began to play, but the wood being thiok, and their exact knowledge 
o f our small force, caused them to advance in great numbers, 
pouring in  a superiority o f f ir e  from petaohments ordered to 
hang upon our flanks, which they t r ie d  i f  possible to turn."25

Digby thend escribes the route o f the British and German forces, 

and offers h is own opinion of the fata l flank attack*

"Some here did not scruple to say, General Burgoyne*s manner 
of acting verified  theiash stroke hinted at by Genoral Gates in  
his orders o f the 26th; but that was ft harsh and severe insinuation, 
as 1 have sinoe heard his Intended design was to take post on a 
rising ground, on the le ft  o f their camp, —  the 7th — with the 
detaohment, thinking they would not have acted on the offensive, 
but stood to their works, and on that night our main body was to  
move, Sots to be prepared to storm their lines by day break of the 
8th; and i t  appears by accounts sinoe, that Gen Gates would have
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"aoted cm the defensive, only for the advioe o f Brigadier General 
Arnold, who assured him from his knowledge o f the troops, a 
vigorous sa lly  would inspire them with more oourage than awaiting 
behind their works for our attack, and also their knowledge o f the 
woods would contribute to ensure the plan he p r o p o s e d . ^ ®

The rash stroke which General Gates hinted at appeared in  his 

congratulations to the army fo r it s  oonduct in  the battle o f September 19* 

Gates predicted that the enemy would, have to regain a l l  he had lost by 

one rash stroke or f a i l  completely*^ The overwhelming suooiss of his 

prediction probably surprised Gates as much as anyone e lse . In the 

statement above, Digby fa l l s  into the same error that Captain Money 

made in  his testimony before the parliamentary inquiry. It  was in  the 

f i r s t  battle  that Arnold supposedly exerted his influence to have 

Burgoyne met in  the f ie ld  before he could attack the Americans in  their 

entrenchments. The greatest importance o f this extract from Digby*s 

narrative is  his agreement with the view taken by others in  the army 

that the maroh of October 7 was the prelude to offensive aotion. . I f  

i t  is  true that the remainder o f the army, that portion le ft  behind to 

oover the fo rt ified  camp, was to jo in  in  a dawn attaok oh the American 

lines I t  seems more probable than ever that the a rt ille ry  accompanying 

the expedition would be used to keep the oolonials pinned down in  their 

lines while the re s t  o f thé British and Germant roops oouldbe brought 

forward for the attempt. This account agrees with Biedesel>s, that i f  

the expedition found the situation favorable, the entire army would be 

used fo r  the attaok. See above, page 14.

Anburey

This o ffioer, a lieutenant in  the 24th regiment is  the author 

of a series of remarkable letters in which he desoribes h is tre v e ls  

through America with the army of Burgoyne. Of the aotion on Oct. 7, he wrote»



"The day a fter the date of my last letter, a detaohment 
of 1500 regular t  roops, with, two twelve-pounders, two howitsers, 
and six six-pounders, went out between eleven and tvalve o'oloolc.
The reason, no doubt, fo r the General*s marching at th is  time, 
rather than earlier in the morning, was, that in  case we should 
not prove victorious, he had the night to favor his retreat*

"The intention o f this detaohmentwas to make a movement 
to the enemy’ s le ft ,  not only to discover whether there was a 
possib ility  of forcing a passage, i f  neoessaiy to advanoe, or 
dislodge the enemy, in order to  favor a retreat, but likewise 
to cover the forage o f the army, through the soaroity of which 
we were in great distress. This being a projeot of rauoh importance. 
General Burgoyne took with him Generals Ph illip s, Riedesel and 
Fraser,'as o fficers best qualified, and with whose assistance he 
had every hope the plan would suooeed*"28

The reasons given by Arjburey fo r  the movement of October 7 are, 

almost word for word, those advanced by Burgoyne in his letter to Lord 

George Germaine from Albany following the surrender a t  Saratoga. See 

page 4 above# Anburey’ s book o f letters was f i r s t  published in  1789, 

and it  is  probable that inediting the letters, Ahburey injeoted material 

which was not known to him during the Saratoga oampaign. The claim that 

the expedition was for the purpose of covering a foraging party is  a weak 

one. In ligh t of the evidenoe already presented, the gathering o f forage  

was only inoidental to the broader objectives. In the f ir s t  paragraph 

above, however, Ahburey indicates that some aggressive action was intended 

when he comments that the purpo se in  beginning the march fa ir ly  late  in  the 

day was to give the army the protective cover of night i f  i t  was forced to  

retreat. This observation is  a superficial one, fo r darkness would work 

equally w e ll for the .Americans i f  they were beaten and forced baok. In 

spite o f its  obvious after-thought, however, Anburey's narrative does 

imply that offensive aotionwas contemplated.
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Sergeant Lamb:

Sergeant Roger Lamb, a t rooper with Burgoyne, le f t  a valuable 

account o f hi a experiences during -the i l l - fa t e d  expedition from, Canada, 

but he, too, apparently re lie d  on Burgoyne•s explanations fo r the fata l 

movement of October 7. Wrote Lamb in  a book published in  1811j

’’Matters were drawing at th is  time to a c r is is  -  Our 
picquets and advanced parties were almost continually fir in g  
and skirmishing, so much so that the o ffioers and men refreshed 
and slept while exposed to the enemy*a f ire . A ll rested in  their 
oloaths, and the F ie ld -o fficers were always petroling. We could 
distinctly  hear the %erloans fe llin g  and outting trees) and they 
had a pieoe o f ordnance whioh they used to f ir e  as a morning gun, 
so near us, that the wadding from i t  sometimes struok against our 
works. General Burgoyne was now most unfavourably posted, and a 
retreat, i f  possible, was highly expedient* In this idea he sent 
out a detachment o f 1500 men, with two twelve-pounders about noon, 
to perceive, i f  i t  were practicable, to force a passage» by dis­
lodging the enemy, and covering the forage o f the amy, whioh became 
soaroe. On this important a f fa ir  he was accompanied by Generals Ph illips, 
Riedesel, and Fraser.”^
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Contemporary American Aooourrts Relative to tha British Movement of
ggESbarTriyy?:------------------- --------------------------------------

Wilkinson»

tha controversial Jamas Wilkinson, serving at Saratoga as 

adjutant general to Oates, has recorded in  h is Memoirs one o f tha most 

detailed accounts o f tha campaign a gainst Burgoyne. Though h is account 

tends always to g lo rify  his own role in  tha Saratoga story, an adequate 

study of the British  advance o f Ootober 7 must take into consideration 

Wilkins on’ s, narrative. Of tha Ootober 7 advance Wilkinson wrote*

" . . . . .o n  the afternoon of the 7th o f Ootober, the advanced 
guard o f the centre beat to anas} the alarm was repe&tsd throughout 
the line, and the troops repaired to their alarm posts. 1 was at 
head quarters when th is happendd, and with the approbation o f the 
General, mounted my horse to inquire the cause} but on reaohing 
the guard where the beat commenced, I  oould obtain no other satis* 
faction, but that some person had reported the enemy to b e advancing 
against our le ft .  X proceeded over open ground, and ascending a gentle 
acclivity in  front of the guard, I  peroeived about h a lf a mile from 
the line o f our encampment, several columns o f the enemy, 60 or 70 
rods from me, entering a whaat f ie ld  which had not.been out, and 
wae separated from me by a email rivu let} and without my glass 
I  oould d istinctly  mark th s ir  every movement;. A fter entering the 
fie ld , they displayed, formed the line, and sat down in  double 
ranks with their erms between their legs. Foragers then proceeded 
to out the wheat or standing straw, and I  soon a fter observed . 
several o fficers, mounted on the top of a cabin, from whenoe 
with their glasses theywere endeavouring to reeonnoiter our 
le ft , w h ich «* concealed from their view by intervening woods*

Having satisfied  myself, a fter fifteen  minute* attentive 
observation, that no attack was meditated, I  returned and reported 
to the General, whoa sked me what appeared to be the intentions o f 
ths enemy. "They wre foraging, and endeavouring to reconnoitre 
your le ft ; and I  thfak S ir, they o ffer you tattle."®®

The halt in  the wheat fie ld , witnessed by Wilkinson, had a 

purpose not comprehended by that American Officer. Burgoyne in his 

le tter o f  Ootober 20 to Lord Germaine had described how his troops 

wsre formed before the Amerioan le f t  while the British  ranger s# 

provincial* and Indians were ordered to work their way through the woods
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into the roar o f the Amerioan and than make a demonstration to draw 

attention f  rom the frontal a dvanoe o f the main b ody. The halt in the 

wheat f ie ld  probably was to give this foree time to take its  position  

in  the American le f t  flank* Obviously, this phase of the plan was 

clumsily oonoeived and executed, based as i t  apparently was on the 

convlotion that the American army would wait in  i t s  entrenchments 

while Burgoyne exposed his forces in  p lain  view*

Boardmant

This Connect lout militiaman served In  Arnold's didivion 

during the Saratoga campaign, and his terse account o f the action 

of Ootober 7 oontains a pieoe o f information which f i l l s  a gap in  

the confused picture o f events on that day. Boardaanwrote in  his 

journal*

"Tuesdy 7 th .. . .This afternoon a bout three 0 Clock Burgoyne's 
fly ing camp, commanded by Frasier, Advano'd 'tilthin about half a 
mile o f our advano'd Ploquet to Drive them from a H ill where 
Capt. Blague and f ifty  men A ay se lf one o f the Number were posted, 
at whioh they kept a smart Cannonade fo r  a Quarter of an Hour, 
while our lien muster'd along h sent a party to oome upon their 
Backs, where they soon f e l l  at i t  on a l l  sides, & Drive the 
Enemy from their A rtille ry  upon the fu l l  go to the Hessian Camp 
whore our Genrl, L itt le  thought o f Danger, fo r s 't  his way through 
it Spared none t i l l  a Ba ll Break his leg & k i l l 'd  his Horae."31

This unpretentious aooount oontains information out o f proportion 

to its  length. From i t  we learn that, as referred to earlier in  th is  

report, there was an Amerioan outpost on the le ft  o f the fo rtified  line  

and in  advance o f the main works* This American picket may be the one 

referred to by General Riedesel who described the bombardment of Amerioan 

troops separated from the British line o f battle  by a ravine -  see page 14 

o f this report. A ravine south of the f ie ld  in  which the British  and
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German troop« vara formed may fee ««an  today) actually i t  i s  the western 

extension o f  the Middle Ravine which separated the opposing armies between 

the battles o f  September 19 and October 7. One fact is  d e a r ) there was 

an Amerioan antrenohment or outpost on elevated ground v is ib le  to the 

British , and i t  came under the f ire  o f their a rt ille ry . Burgoyne was . 

not moving forward completely unaware o f the opposition in  his front, 

and made no move to f a l l  back or entrench the ground he had gained*

. Obviously he meant to move forward toward h is objective 

in  spite o f enemy resistance*

From other accounts quoted and analysed in  th is report i t  has 

been d ifficu lt  to identify the nature o f the target o f the B ritish  guns 

which opened fire from the wheat fie ld , beyond Riedesel's statement that 

several shots were fired  at a small body o f Americans. From Boardman’s 

account i t  is  evident that an Amerioan outpost in  the B ritish  line of
t

advance was fired  upon prior to  the Amerioan counter-attack. It  is  

unlikely that Burgoyne would have invited attaok by this bombardment 

i f  he did not intend to fight I f  neoessary. Probably as Riedesel sur­

mised, the British  commander opened f ire  with his a rt ille ry  to drive away 

troops whioh might have opposed his further advance toward the prised 

high ground toward whioh he was moving*

Hughes»

Confirmation o f the significance of the shelling o f th is advanced 

picket is  contained in  a statement by <J. M. Hughes, an aide de camp o f 

General Gates during the battles o f Saratoga. In a manuscript describing 

the campaign o f 1777, Hughes wrote*
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"Both armies, a fte r th is* continued in  a state of preparation, 
but without anything important happening, until the 7th o f 
October, when i t  was perceived by the advanoed picket, about 
twelve o ’ clock at noon, that the enemy were in  motion, and 
that a body o f troops with a rt ille ry  and intrenching tools 
were disposed to f ix  themselves on an eminenoe that lay opposite 
to our le ft , whioh would have annoyed our lines i f  they had 
been successful. Upon th is information, General Gates ordered 
an attaok to be made, the army then being at the lin e s ."33

Hughes'mention of entrenching tools is  the only reference to  

such equipment being carried by Burgoyne's troops. I f ,  indeed, they 

did have such tools, the implication is  stronger than ever that 

Burgoyne did not intend simply to see what he oould of the American 

le f t  and then withdraw to hie own fortifications. Prom Hughes' account, 

and this o ffice r was an aide to Gates during the campaign, i t  appears 

that Burgoyne had every intention o f remaining on the advantageous 

ground he planned to seise.

Glover:

Brigadier General John Glover, a portion o f whose command took 

part in  the action of October 7, throws additional ligh t on the com­

manding ground whioh was Burgoyne's goal in  the advance o f the 7th. 

Glover's account was written in  a letter to General William Heath of 

Ootober 9,by which time he should have had ample opportunity to get  

the facts o f the action two days before. However, his description 

is  a unique one in  its  interpretation of the opening olash. Glover 

wrote:

”. . .  .on Tuesday last the enemy advanoed from their right 
with a design to take post on our le ft . Our scouts were drove 
in— they continued advancing.
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"Three regiments ¿Clover probably mean« the brigade« of 
Learned and Poor, and uhe Virginia r i f le  oorp# and light infantry 
commands of Morgan and Dearborry^ were ordered out, who met them a 
mile from our line«, a «mall eminence between them, each rushed 
hard fo r i t — our troop« gained it .  The attack began a t 4 o ’clock* 
P.M., continued t i l l  dark* without any intermission* during which 
we drove them two milee, and at last entered th e ir work« «word 
in  hand.

Glover*«  description o f the rush for the "»mail eminence" 

between the lines does not agree with other aooounb« o f  thie action, 

as* aoeording to other contemporary souroea, the British had halted 

in  the wheatfield when the .American attack «truck. However, his reference 

to the eminence between the lin e « i s  another confirmation o f the existenoe 

o f elevated ground near the American le f t  flank* and th is b r ie f account 

indicates that the Amerioan forces were sensitive about this position.

The rush fo r the h i l l  mentioned by Glover may have been his inter­

pretation o f the a rt ille ry  action during which Burgoyne’ s guns fired  

on the outpost held by Oliver Boardman and his companions.

Blake»

Lieutenant Thomas Blake o f the F irst Hew Hampshire regiment kept 

a journal o f the movements of the American army during the Saratoga campaign. 

Unddr the entry o f October 7 Blake confirms the bombardment o f the Amerioan 

advance guard by British «artillery* as recounted by Militiaman Boardman 

above* Blake wrote»

"Oct. 7 -  A detahment o f the enemy marched out upon the 
le ft  of our army, oonsisting o f the grenadier* and light infan-try* 
with 6 f ie ld  pieoes* and posted themselves on s « a l l  height in  
a cleared fie ld  about a quarter of a mile from our advanoed guard* 
where they began a cannonade upon the riflemen* and the three 
Hampshire regiments were ordered out to.attaok them...«"®®
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The B r it ish » r t i l le ry  f i r »  directed against th» American outposts 

has Been emphasised here because o f it s  significance in  determining 

Burgoyne' »intentions in  the advance o f  October 7. The fire  from British  

guns >fas not defensive* The American oounter-attaok had not begun when 

the English guns opened against the American riflemen posted on the 

elevation in  advance of the colonials' le f t  wing* I f ,  as has been 

generally accepted, Burgoyne's flank movement mas simply a reconnaissance 

and foraging expedition, i t  does not appear lik e ly  that the B ritish  

a rt i lle ry  would, have opened firebefore an a dequhte idea o f the Amerioan 

position had been gained. However, i t  may have been that the f ire  from 

the British  line o f battle formed ip, the wheat f i e ld  was intended as a 

diversion to cover the advance through the woods o f the provincials, 

rangers and Indians, about to be dispatched by Burgoyne to get in  the 

rear o f the Amerioan le ft .  The evidence is  strong, however, that in  

drawing up h is lin e  of battle  and opening with his a r t i lle ry  Burgoyne 

expected the A fr ican s  to withdraw into the main entrenchments on Bemli 

Heights, where they cpuldbe pinned down by a rt ille ry  f ire »  Burgoyne 

hints strongly that suohms his intention when he quizzed Captain Honey 

so closely d uring the parliamentary inquiry. Burgoyne asked Honey,

"Had we gained possession o f that ground ¿Tie. high ground commanding 

the Amerioan le f t  wing^, and hedn able to erect batteries o f our heaviest 

guns, would not the whole line o f the enemy have been enfiladed?11 Captain 

Money was in  oomplete agreement with the statement,^6

Before .any fin a l conclusion» are drawn from the contemporary 

evidence available, an examination must be made o f a number o f secondary 

sources relative to the British a dvanoe o f  Ootober 7. A great maiy o f these
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secondary aooounts whioh can be disregarded in  th is report give only 

Burgoyne’ > stated motives fo r  the advance, w hiohw ere "not only to 

discover whether there were any possible means of forcing a passage 

should it  be necessary to advance, or o f dislodging him fo r the con­

venience o f a retreat, but a lso  to cover a forage of the army which 

was in  greatest distress onaocount of the scarcity." Other historians, 

however, have examined tho problem with more attention to the composition 

and movements of the expeditionary foroe in  order to determine it s  real 

purpose. Most of the 6eoondary accounts quoted and discussed below are 

those whiohet least attempt to go beyond mere acceptance of Burgoyne• s 

vague statement in an e ffo rt  to aaoribe the motive fo r  and objective 

of the fata l advance o f October 7.

Brooks*

"It  has been neoessaxy,fbr some time, to send out large  
parties to cover any provisions destined fo r  the British  camp;
General Burgoyne determined, therefore, to select a heavy de- 
taohment of his best troops, fo r  the obstensible purpose of 
covering a forage, which should move to the ieiht o f the American 
lines, and, a fte r  making a reconnaissance ¿¡TioJ, endeavor to 
dislodge the Americans, or foroe a passage through the entrenchments; 
in  the event o f being successful, the whole army was to follow."37

Leasing*

This American historian o f the 19th century sometimes was guilty  

of accepting lo c a lt  radition and "recoileotions" of eyewitnesses as 

historical faot, but his work has stood the te s t  o f time perhaps better 

than most of his contemporaries. Lossing visited  the historic sites 

o f the American revolution and employed this personal observation in  

interpreting the events whioh he described. In his narrative o f the 

Saratoga oampaign, Lossing wrote the following relative to the British  

advance o f October 7*
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”T±me rolled on, and Burgoyne heard nothing further from 
Clinton/Following Clinton* * a letter o f September 12, in  whioh that 
o ffice r informed Burgoyne that forces from Hew York City would 
advance against the Hudaon River forte in  Gates* rear^, Hia pro- 
viaione began to fa i l ,  and on the 1st of Qotober he waa obliged 
to put his tropps on ahort allowance. /This occurred on October 3, 
not 1#^ Hot a nan or a biscuit waa allowed to reach him from any 
quarter. The m ilitia  were flocking into Gates’ s oamp fro a  a l l  
directions, and perils  of every kind.were weaving their wbb around, 
the proud Briton. At last he was reduced to the alternative to 
fight or f ly . The la tter was both impracticable and inglorious, 
and at a council o f o fficers  i t  was resolved to fight. ¿/This 
statement is  misleading. For an account o f the council o f o fficers, 
see page 14 o f this report.]/

"On the morning of the 7th o f Gotober, Burgoyne, at the head 
of fifteen  hundred regular troops, with two twelve pounders, two 
howitzers, and six six pounders, moved toward the American le ft ,  
to the northern part of a low ridge of land about tlireo fourths 
o f a mile northwest from ihe American b amp, where they formed a 
line in  double rank's, lie' was seconded by Ph illips, Riedesel, and 
Fraser. The guard of the camp upon the high grounds was committed 
to Brigadiers Hamilton and Speoht, and that o f the redoubts and 
plain near the river to Brigadier-general G all. This movement 
was fo r a two-fold purpose, to cover a foraging party sent out 
to supply the pressing wants o f the oamp, and, i f  the prospect 
was favorable, to turn the le f t  i f  the American army, and f a l l  
upon it s  flank and rear. Small parties o f loya lists  and Indians 
were sent around through by-paths, to hang upon the American rear 
and keep them in  check.”38

Be Fonblanquet

This sympathetic biographer of Burgoyne might be expected to  

analyse the B ritish  advanoe o f October 7 seeking justification  for the 

attempt. His aaoount, however, is  disappointing, although i t  does pose 

an interesting question as to Burgoyne's hope o f breaking through to 

Clinton in  the south.
•

“Days passed over wearily, while the English army lay inactive, 
awaiting tidings o f that co-operation which never came, and 
Burgoyne at length determined to make a movement upon the enemy's 
lo ft , to ascertain the chances o f forcing a passage* at the worst 
to cover a foraging party sent out in  the hope o f supplying his 
exhausted magazines. I£uch depended upon the result o f the operation,
fo r  although he was ignorant o f the successes o f Clinton, on the 
Hudson / “the capture o f Forte Clinton and lionbgomery, on the Hudson,
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"south of Albanjy'', hi* breach o f the enemy’ s line, and further 
advance towards rhe south, must soon have given the two general* 
tiding* o f eaoh other's movements, and a junotion would have been 
assured, for the advanced guard o f  the southern expedition was 
now actually within forty miles of Albany."®9

Crakei

Of a l l  the secondary sources examined, only one made a 

detailed analysis o f the British  movement of Ootober 7 log ica lly  based 

on the organisation o f the expedition. This author reasonably attaohed 

muoh Significance to the a rt ille ry  which Burgoyne detailed to accompany 

his 1,500 regular troops* In his study o f the Saratoga campaign Drake 

wrote*

"Burgoyne could not bring himself to order a retreat without 
f i r s t  raking one more e ffo rt  for viotoiy. He dwelt strongly upon 
the d ifficu lty  o f withdrawing the army in  the face of so vigilant 
and powerful an enemy. He maintained his own opinion that even 
in  order to secure an honorable retreat i t  would be necessary to 
fight, and so i t  was determined.

" It  ia  evident that Burgoyne nourished a seoret hope that 
fortune might yet take a turn favorable to him; otherwise, it  
is  impossible to aocqunt fo r  his making th is last and most 
desperate e ffo rt, under condition* even less favorable than had 
attended his attack on the 19th of September*

"Fifteen hundred jnen and ten gun* were ohoeea for the attempt. 
In p lain  language, Burgoyne started out to provoke a combat with an 
enemy greatly superior in  numbers, with less than ha lf the force 
hi* fom er demonstration had been made with. His idea seem* to 
have been to take up a position from which his cannon would' reach 
thclma rtcan works. After entrenching, i t  was Bis intention io  
Bring up hiykoavy a rtille ry , and open a oannonade which he "was", 
confident the enemy could not withstand, ag their defensive 
work* were cbiefly  bu ilt ' of logs. And out of th is state o f things, 
Burgoyne hoped to derive some substsuxfcial benefit."*®

I t  is  unfortunate that this historian did not footnote his 

study, although his account is  obviously based largely on sources already 

cited in  th is report, plus the author’ # own logical interpretation o f  

known facts.
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Kiokersont

Hoffman Nickerson, author o f what i s  probably the moat valuabla 

historical work on Saratoga, b r ie f ly  reviewed Burgoyne'»motives fo r the 

unsuccessful attack o f October 7 but was unable to arrive at any con­

clusion. However, his discussion does throw some light on the confusion 

in  the minds o f historians attempting to asoribe a reason or excuse fo r  

the flank movement o f October 7. Nickerson writes*

"In  proposing this reconnaissance Burgoyne•a motives were 
mixed and what he hoped to accomplish is  by no means d e a r .
Ee talked afterwards of a h i l l  commanding Gates’ le ft  which 
he proposed to occupy in order to begin an a rt ille ry  duel on 
advantageous terms. Kb such h i l l  exists nor was the attempt 
made, while the reoonmissanoe was s t i l l  unopposed, fo r it s  
main body to approaoh the nearest point o f Gates’ position  
nearer than a m ile . Should the reconnaissance show the rebel 
le f t  to  be approachable, then Burgoyne purposed on Wednesday 
the Bth to attack in. force. Should an attack seem unwise, he 
would retreat to the Battehkill ¿¡f stream flowing into the Hudson 
from the east, a short distance north of Saratoga, now Sohuyler- 
v i l l » 7 o n  Saturday, October 1 1 .. . . .There was some talk o f 
dislodging the enemy to fac ilita te  a retreat. ?he -whole thing 
was vague. I t  is  not even certain whether the lesser objective 
o f foraging was planned from the f i r s t ,  grave as was the need 
of the invaders’ animals for green forage."**

In analysing Kiokerson's remarks one discrepancy is  outstanding* 

The historian states in  reference to the commanding ground mentioned by 

Burgoyne that "no suoh h i l l  e x is t s ."  k h i l l ,  or rather a system o f low 

ridges west o f Semis Heights runs north and south within easy cannon range 

of the American le ft  wing.On one of these elevations, was an Amerloan 

outpost already described in  th is report. Nickerson is  in  error when 

he states categorioally that no h i l l  exists. I t  cannot be documented 

satisfactorily  that these elevations were those mentioned by Burgoyne, 

but the evidence indicates that they must have been*
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CONCLUSION

la  drawing a conclusion from the primary and secondary souroes 

cited in  this report one d ifficu lty  becomes immediately apparent. This 

d ifficu lty  l ie s  in  attempting to analyse the imponderable state of 

Burgoyne*s mind between the f i r s t  and second battles of Saratoga. Any 

balanoed study of the B ritish  flank maroh of October 7 must take into 

account the British  oammander's indeoision between taking the advice 

of some o f his subordinates to retreat without risking a seoond action  

and his own desire to win glory and success by snatching victory from 

the jaws o f defeat.

Aneaoellent insight into Burgoyne*s thinking at th is o ritioa l 

time is  the account o f the historian Hoffman Hiokersoa who wrote:

"Burgoyn* himself, hoping against hope, hated to give up 
and retreat* Should he do so he feared for his career, fo r  he 
knew how the cowardly Germaine ^/British Colonial Secretary  
detested anything smelling o f overoaution in his generals.
The thought kept running through Burgoyne's mind that the 
minister might have meant the army from Canada to be hasarded, 
perhaps even deliberately sacrificed, in  order to further 
British  action elsewhere* Even i f  that were so, he knew 
Germaine*s baseness too w ell not to fear the latter*s turning 
upon him should he meet disaster, and (sinoe his boast when 
oroaslng the Hudson) /T.e. 'Britons never retreat*^ the 19th 
of September and the hard loglo o f faots had pressed I t  in  
upon him that disaster might come. S t i l l ,  like the gambler 
Gates knew him to be, he would play his cards to the end.**^

Additional confirmation o f Burgoyne's personal opposition to  

what he feared would be a dishonorable retreat i s  found in  the aooount 

o f Baroness Riedesel, page 15 , and the letter o f German o ffice r, quoted 

on page 16 •
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Thus there i *  good reeson to to l le r *  that Burgoyne had no

Intention o f withdrawing until a seoond e ffo rt either broke the 

Amor loan lines or proved conclusively not only to the o ffioers and 

troops in  the f ie ld  but to the authorities in England that the 

Yankees could not be beaten by the foroes available» Ho matter 

what the opposition or coat, the ambitious Burgoyne probably intended 

to fight on October 7 -  i f  not to gain victory then at least to 

honorably ju s t ify  a retreat which was so distastefu l to  him.

That the B ritish  ctamnandor intended to give battle  on the 

7th is  borne out by the facts derived from the nwerous primary and 

secondary sources quoted and interpreted in this report. At the 

oounoil o f war on October 5 Burgoyne set down the alternatives whioh 

he believed would stem from the movement to he made two days la ter.

(1 ) I f  suitable ground could be seised, an attaok would be launched 

against the forces on Bemis Heights (2 ) I f  a successful attaok seamed 

out o f the question* the anay Would f a l l  b aok to the Battenklll, north 

of the v illage  o f Saratoga.

In the ligh t o f subsequent events* in  the manner in  which the 

“reconnaissance" was carried out* i t  seems probable that the la tter  

alternative* retreat, was mentioned only to oalm the fears of his 

subordinates and en list their whole-hearted support for the forward 

movement. I t  i s  the w riter’s opinion* based on a careful r  evlew o f  

a l l  the evidence, that Burgoyne had no intention o f simply moving 

forward on a stout and retreating i f  the situation was not auspicious 

fo r  an attack. Bad he merely intended to reconnoiter, he would not 

have divided his army to such a dangerous extent in  the face of a
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determined enemy, nor would he have sent 10 prioeless fie ld  pieces 

into the winderneas, with the risk  that they ‘would hare to be abandoned * 

in  the course o f a retreat* Burgoyne with a l l  his pomposity and Tain 

glory was no foo l, completely lacking in  m ilitary sk ill or experience*

I f  the movement was nothing more than a reconnaissance, i t  does not seem 

probable that the a rt ille ry  o f the expedition would have been ordered 

to open fire  on the American outposts before even the British rangers, 

provincials and Indians could work their way through the forest on the 

American le f t  flank, or before an adequate examination o f the opposing 

entrenchments was accomplished. I t  i s  more lik e ly  that Burgoyne expeoted 

to drive in the American outposts which were dug in on the high ground in  

advance o f the main system o f entrenchments on Bemis heights, and follow  

on their heels with his infantry and a rt ille ry  while, by Burgoyne*s own 

orders, the rangers and provincials would create a diversion in  the rear* 

That Burgoyne had a defin ite objective in  mind is  substantiated 

by h is repeated references to the high ground commanding the American 

le ft  flank and by his persistent questioning o f Captain Honey and other 

officers at his parliamentary inquiry about elevated ground within 

cannon shot o f the American le ft . That there was high g round held by 

American forces a few hundred yards north o f the American entrenchments 

is  attested to in the contemporary Journal o f Oliver Boardman, cited 

above, who was one o f a party o f American riflemen stationed on the 

elevation. More important is  the faot that the British foroes were 

aware o f  this high ground, a s  demonstrated when their a rt ille ry  opened 

f i r e  on it *
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The importance whioh Burgoyne attached to  this elevated 

position is  evident in  hie stataisnt that had Oates not counterattacked 

when he did WI  should in  a few hours have gained a position, that in  

spite o f the enemy * s numbers, would have put them in  my power.* tVhile 

this statement may be attributed to after-knowledge, events of October 7, 

1777, indicate that the B ritishgenera l did intend to seise the'outpost 

and the ridge whioh runs west o f Bemis heights* When this ground was in  

his possession, Burgoyne could use his oannon to good effeot. That this  

is  exactly what the Americans feared he might do is  apparent in  the 

aocount o f Oates aid-de-camp, J. M. Hughes, quoted on page 27 • The 

evidenoe is  unquestionable that the Amerioan commanders were sensitive 

about the le f t  flank, fo r  they as w ell as burgoyne. realised that there 

was the one ohance for the enemy to achieve a breakthrough.

Burgoyne, by h is own statements, expected to defeat the 

Americans i f  they remained in  their entrenchments until he could 

bring his own forces into position* The puw liag  halt of the British  

advanoe on October 7 was probably to give the rangers and provincials 

time to work around the le f t  o f the American lines. This ill-advised  

pause in  the wheatfield, and the opening o f the B ritish  a rtille ry  

against the Amerloans perhaps confirms Burgoyne* s implied b e lie f  

that the Amerloans would not attack him in the f ie ld  but would remain 

entrenohed on Bemis Heights. A fter h is near-disaster o f September 19
i

when the Amerloans had fought so fierce ly  around Freeman Farm, this  

assumption was extremely bad Judgment.
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The strategio Implications o f the advance are important* Bed 

Burgoyne been able to drive the .Americans from Bonis Heights either by 

a rt ille ry  f ire  or fu ll-sc a le  attack, his ohanoea o f reaching Albany 

and o f linking up with General Clinton to the south would be vastly  

improved. At the worst, he would at least be past the bottleneck 

oroated by the narrow de file  between Bemis Heights and the Hudson Elver* 

The American army would have had great d ifficu lty  in  finding suitable 

defensive terrain® closer to  Albany. As events happened, the advance 

o f October 7 and the disastrous battle that followed were fa ta l to 

Burgoyne's plan o f conquest o f the northern oolonles, although some 

historians have asserted that the campaigns as lost before i t  began, 

as a resu lt o f misunderstanding and sheer bungling*

From the tactloa l standpoint, however, i t  seems olear that the 

movement o f Ootober 7 was not "vague” in  intent, although i t  was i l l -  

timed and awkwardly executed. Based on the infoxmation gathered in  

th is report three principal facts emerge* (1 ) Burgoyne did not intend 

to  make a mere reconnaissance in  force or cover a foraging party.

(2 ) He had a defin ite  objective in  mind, although this was not im plicitly  

stated. The objective was the elevated g round west o f Bemis Heights and 

within cannon shot o f the American encampment. (S ) Burgoyne Intended to 

use a r t i lle ry  to drive the Arnerloans from their oamp or to hold them in  

their entrenchments until the remainder o f the British  and German forces 

could be brought up and a fu ll-sca le  attack made»

In the ligh t of a l l  the evidence presented i t  is  the w rite r 's  

opinion that the movement of the British  a nay on October 7 cannot be

38-



•4 ,

dismissed as a vague sort o f reconnaissance in  force. I t  was Surgoyne's 

la st desperate attempt to break through the American army in  his pathj 

an attempt he had resolved to make before he would consent to a humil­

iating retreat.

Submitted by

Charles E. Shedd, Jr.
Park Historian
Saratoga Kational H istorical Park 
December 16, 1962
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