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DESCRIBETHE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL (IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

Valcour Island is about two miles long from north to south and approximately a 
mile and a quarter wide. It is rocky, high and wooded and, as seen from the 
west shore of Lake Champlain, probably looks much as it did when it sheltered 
Arnold's makeshift fleet. The sound, or bay, between the the island and the 
west shore of the lake is three-quarters of a mile wide. Although the shore 
of Lake Champlain has been built up to some extent, and Valcour Island is the 
property of several private owners, excepting the Clinton State Forest which 
occupies the major portion of the island, the island and the sound have suffered 
little loss of integrity. The Valcour lighthouse on Bluff Point constitutes 
the only major visual intrusion on the island. The only marking on the main­ 
land is a small monument erected by the State, across from the southern tip of 
the island, on the lakeshore.
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

Benedict Arnold f s daring fleet action off Valcour Island on October 11, 1776, had a 
far-reaching effect on the outcome of the War of Independence. Although the American 
force was defeated, its very presence on the lake and its stubborn fight proved to be 
a strategic victory. The British invasion of the northern colonies in 1776 was delayed 
while a fleet was built to engage Arnold's small flotilla, and by the time the lake had 
been cleared of American vessels the British commander concluded that the season was too 
far advanced to carry out his projected movement toward Albany. The invasion did not 
resume until the following year by which time the Americans were better able to meet 
and repulse it. This they did at Saratoga, the turning point of the Revolution. Alfred 
Mahan, the naval historian, wrote: "That the Americans were strong enough to impose 
the capitulation of Saratoga was due to the invaluable year of delay secured to them 
in 1776 by their little navy on Lake Champlain, created by the indomitable energy, and 
handled with the indomitable courage of the traitor, Benedit Arnold. nl

Valcour Bay is located between Valcour Island and the western shore of Lake Champlain, 
about four miles south of Plattsburg, New York. Although the shore of Lake Champlain 
has been built up to some extent and Valcour Island is partially in the hands of pri­ 
vate owners, the island, and more importantly the Bay have suffered little loss of 
historic integrity.

History

The naval engagement on Valcour Bay on October 11, 1776, marked the opening thrust of 
General Sir Guy Carleton's invasion of northern New York. The campaign, which followed 
the successful repulsion of the Americans' invasion of Canada in the winter of 1775, 
was designed to establish British control of the Lake Champlain-Hudson River waterways. 
Caleton's northern army and Howe's southern army planned to meet in Albany and there­ 
by sever the New England colonies from the middle Atlantic.

As Carleton was preparing his fleet at St. John's in the early fall of 1776, the 
patriot army, based at Ticonderoga was busily taking active measures to block the 
invasion which they knew must come via Lake Champlain. Under the energetic direction 
of Benedict Arnold, a fleet was being built, despite the dearth of materials and the 
necessity of importing shipwrights and riggers from the seaports. The American navy 
consisted of three ships captured from the British; the sloop Enterprise and the

Alfred T. Mahan The Major Operations of the Navies in the War of American Independence 
: 1913), p. 25.
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schooners Liberty and Royal Savage, as well as the schooner Revenge, the cutter Lee, 
the galleys Trumbull, Washington and Congress, and 10 gondolas, all of which were 
hastily constructed at Skenesborough (now Whitehall) and Ticonderoga. Aside from 
the one schooner and the cutter, the Americans produced only the more quickly manu­ 
factured two-masted, round-bottomed galleys and the single-masted, flatbottomed 
gondolas.

While waiting for the British advance up the lake, Arnold set about training his 
crews which were generally inexperienced, at the northern end of the lake, where 
he could keep a look out for enemy activity. Finally, he decided on his most 
advantageous position, where he might best resist the superior British force. The 
roadstead he chose lay in Valcour Bay, between the west shore of the lake and the 
two-mile length of Valcour Island. In this narrow channel, where Carleton would 
have difficulty reaching him with more than a few ships at a time, the fleet 
anchored and waited for the British.

On October 11, the British fleet was sighted, bearing up the lake. Carleton f s 
fleet of 29 vessels, under the command of Captain Thomas Pringle, consisted of 
the three-masted ship, Inflexible, the schooners Carleton and Maria, the gondola 
Loyal Convert, the radeau or floating battery Thunderer, four longboats and 20 
gunboats. Only the radeau, the longboats and 10 of the gunboats were constructed 
at St. John's, the other vessels were simply reassembled there.

The British inauspiciously joined the battle by sailing down the outside—shore 
of the island, past the American fleet, and then struggling back against the wind 
to get at the Americans who had formed a crescent facing south, halfway up the 
length of the island. While the sailing vessels labored into position, the 24 
car-propelled longboats and gunboats spread across the south entrance to the bay. 
These boats, which each and a single cannon and a score of soldiers and sailors 
under an artillery officer, carried the weight of the British offense while the 
larger craft manuevered for position as best they could. In the opening blows 
of the engagement, the British Carleton passed through the gunboat line and anchored 
in fron of the American fleet. Gondolas and the Royal Savage advanced to attack at 
close range. After sustaining considerable damage, the Carleton was freed and towed 
to safety with the aid of the Inflexible. As the Royal Savage attempted to return 
to the rest of her fleet, the Inflexible gave her a broadside. The American ship



Form No. 10-300a 
(Rev. 10-74)

UNITED STATLSDhPARTMt NT OlTHLlNlhRlOR FOR NFS USE ONLY
NATIONAL PARK SERVICE

RECEIVED

NATIONAL REGISTER OF HISTORIC PLACES
DATE ENTEREDINVENTORY - NOMINATION FORM

COIMTtNUATiOlSi SHEET Significance_____ITEM NUMBER 8_____PAGE 3_____________________

was rammed into the tip of the island and abandoned by her crew. The Royal Savage 
was later looted and burned by the Indians who swarmed over Valcour Island, shooting 
harmlessly at the American fleet. For the rest of the day, until the powder was 
spent by five o'clock, the duel continued between Arnold's fleet and the gunboats. 
Although approximately two thirds of the British fleet remained out of the battle, 
by the end of the day none of the American ships was undamaged, and 60 men had been 
killed or injured. The Royal Savage and the gondola Philadelphia were destroyed, 
and two other gondolas were scuttled. Though the British gunboats had been stationary 
only two had been sunk and one blown up, and crew losses were minimal. Thus, as the 
end of the day found Arnold's surviving vessels heavily damaged and low on ammunition, 
further fighting was out of the question. The British line still lay between Valcour 
and escape to the south, but in darkness and providential fog the survivors of the 
fight slipped past the left flank of the enemy line. In the next two days, 
Carleton's pursuing fleet knocked out ship after ship, and Arnold burned the rearmost 
ships just north of Crown Point, to keep them from enemy hands. Arnold and other 
survivors just escaped an ambush by Indians after abandoning their boats. Upon 
reaching Crown Point he discovered six remaining vessels, of the 16 that comprised 
the fleet before the battle, had reached safety.

While the Battle of Valcour Bay could not be termed an American victory, it proved 
to be a significant factor in the northern campaign, not due to its outcome but 
because it transpired at all. The physical existence of the American fleet forced 
Carleton to delay his invasion in order°bolster ft«rhis own naval strength. Follow­ 
ing the battle of Valcour Bay, Carleton spent the next month doing little more than 
reconoitring and occupying the abandoned works at Crown Point. By mid-November, 
Carleton decided the season was too far advanced for further hostilities and so 
retired with his army to Canada, thereby granting the American forces what proved to 
be a crucial respite.
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Beginning at Point A on the USGS map, proceed south along the western shoreline 
of Valcour Island to its southern most point; thence in a straight line west to 
the western shoreline of Lake Champlain; thence north along said shoreline to 
a point that is parallel to Point A; thence in a straight line line east to the 
point of origin. These lines enclose the scene of the Battle of VAlcour Bay.
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