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THE BURNING OF DANBURY (1777)

Valori Ranfi

This surmmer Danbury, Connecticut will be involved with the
Bicentennial celebration of our nation. The agenda will include
visits to the few remaining cclonial homes, speeches, parades,
and a re--enactment of the burning of Danbury by the British. Chances
are that most people will watch the festivities and buy souvenirs
completely missing the purpose of commemorating the Bicentennial.
These celebrations should make Danburians cognizant of their local
history and learn what part their town played in the Revoluticnary
Tar. People should ask themselves exactly what vas the impertance
cf Panbury that would necessitate a British invasion. Or for that
matter, was Danhbury as important as local historians lead us to
believe? What were the circumstances behind the invasion and who
were invelved? This shert article can serve as an intreduction.

During the 1770°'s Danbury was a small rural town with a popula-
tion of akout 2,590 people. 1In 1776, Danbury had been designated

as a military supply depot due to its inland strategic location

and accessibility to both the Budson River and Long Island Sound.

2 sizeahle store of provisions, ammunitiocn, clothing, medicine,

and articles necessary for Army life were stored here.

Danbury was important--but its importance should not be exag-
gerated. Philadelphia, the capital of the colcnies, and the Hudson
Highlands were considered prime necessities tc hold for the revolu-
tionary forces. General Washingteon felt that their loss would have
resulted in complete disaster for his armies. Zny loss would be
a2 sethack--tut with the limited forces Washington had available in
1777, priorities had to be set and Danbury was ccnsidered expendable.
Washington therefore ordered all remaining militia units in Massachu-
setts and Connecticut sent to him in New Jersey to bolster his main
force.? He realized that hy doing this he was draining Connecticut
cf her manpower and leaving the southwestern part of the state open
for attack.

The British on the other hand, had accidentally learned about
the supply depot in Danbury. During the winter cessation, the British
were located in MNew York City under the command of CGeneral William
Howe. Unlike the American forces, the British were well disciplined
professional soldiers, but they were suffering from a major disad-
vantage——a lack of supplies. Scldiers were forced to forage for
focd ané supplies.

Learning through scouts akout the military stores in scantily
nrotected Dantury, Howe speculated that it wculd ke an easy catch.
Another factor influencing his decision was the advice given to him
by William Trvon. Tryen expressaed the view that an invasicon would
not be hampered_by local resistance since there were many Lovalists
in Connecticut.3 (Fairfield County had a notoriously Tory reputation.)
Tryen, an ex—governor of both North Carolina and New York, was later
chcsen leacder of that invasion.
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The plans fcor the invasion of Connecticut involved a2 feint with
twe fleets sailing simultanecusly from Manhattan. Cne fleet of
twelve transports sailed up the Nerth River (Hudson Fiver), the cther
sailed towards Connecticut. This diversion succeeded in confusing
the Rebels and led them to believe that the Hudson Highlands were
the British main onjecflvc,”

Pccording to most sources the British expediticonary forces
centained from 1,850 to 2,000 men. There were approximately 250
men from the 4th, 15th, 23rd (the Royal YWelch Fusiliers), 27th (the
Enniskillens, an Irish Battalion), the 1l4th and the 64th Regiment of
Foot.® The last two regiments were Grenadier troops (shock troops)
whose uniforms were similar to those of the Hessian merccngrles
giving rise to the legend that Eessians fought in Danbury.
of men from the 17th Dragocns (calvary) were used as scouts.

handful

Leoyalist troops were incorporated intco the British Army under
the cormand of Mentford Brown, an ex-Royal Governor of the Bahamas.
This corps was known as the Prince cf Wales Lcyal Mmerican Volunteers
and was hased in Flushing, Long Island. The Vclunteers contained
300 men, many of whom were from Fairfield County. Their familiarity
with the locality made them indispensible during the raid.

The British Navy controlled the waters cf the Atlantic and the
fleet did not meet with any resistance while sailing to Connecticut.
The cnly prohlem the fleet faced was finding a port suitable for
disembarkation. Most of ceoastal Connecticut was protected by small
batteries cf guns. However, there was one sandy beach area, Compo
Beach at Westport, which was not protected. It was here on Friday,
2pril 25, 1777, the British landed.

Simultanecusly the H.M.S. Halifax left the fleet and sailed to
Bridgeport to blockade the movement of ships at Black Rock Harbor.
What is interesting to note is that the shots from the guns on shore
were not zble tc reach the British, forcing the Americans to remain
at anchor.8

Messengars scon spread the news of the invasion throughout the
towns. The Americans remained uncertain as to what the British
intended to do. Consequently, General Gnld Selleck Silliman, the
commander cf the state militia, began to organize men frcm Fairfield
Zounty. Generals David Weooster and Benedict Arncold, both of whom
were in New Haven, were notified and alsc begaen recruiting men. 2

As the British commenced marching up Compo Beach and moving
towards Veston, the Rebhels were quick to realize that Danbury was
the target. Riders were sent warning the people cf the Pritish
advance.

On the merning of fpril 26, 1777, the British khegan their trek
unimpeded. They soon met the small Redding Militia. The Redding
patriots were so few in numbers that they did not pose a serious



threat. They scattered after a brief exchange of fire. The British
continued marching through Westcon until they reached Redding.

In Pedding the British Generals dined at the home of Squire
William Hercn, 2n influential townsman. An interesting fact was
disccvered in 1880 vhen the papers of Sir Henry Clinton were released.
Squire Hercn, it seems, was a double agent for both 2American and
British intelligence.

Continuing their march, the British arrived at Bethel but did
not stop until their entrance intec Ranbury on April 26, via Coal
Pit Hill. By this time Danbury was practically deserted. Civilians
and militia had moved on in fear of the expected attack.

Upon arriving, Tryon socught shelter in the hcome of Nehemiah
Dibble on South Street. Generals James Agnew and William Erskine
proceecded to White Street via Town Street (Main Street) to lodge in
the house of Benjamin Knapp. ‘Suddenly a number of rebels opened
fire from a house owned by Major Daniel Starr, located on the corner
of Main and Boughton Streets (now the site of the Danbury Police
Department). The skirmish continued until the handful of Rebels
was killed. The dead were then burned along with the house. This
was the conlv battle that took place in Danbury.

Meanwhile the ZAmericans were in pursuit of the British. General
Silliman and his men arrived at Redding from Fairfield on the 26th
cf April, and were joined by Generals Wooster and 2Arncld. Wooster
assurmed supreme command and continued the march intc Bethel where
the trcops hrivouacked for the nicght.

British scouts repcrted these new developments and General
Tryon realized that prompt action was required. It would now be
impcssible for the British to remcve some of the needed equipment
as had been planned. The remaining objective was the destruction of
the military depct in Danbury.

Most of the stores were kept in an Zinglican Church which was
located on South Street. Out of respect, these stores were removed
from the church and were burned on the street. Barns which held
grain and military supplies were burned and often caught nearby
homes on fire. The Dibble house alsc had stores, but since Mr. Dibble
was a Tory his house was spared.

There were at least 400 hcmes within the Danbury area, yet only
20 hcomes and harns were burned. The majority of them were legal
military targets. Damage to private property did occur, kut not
nearly to the extent that legend wculd lead us to believe.l In
many cascs those who did take advantage cf the situation appear tc
have heen the Loyalist Corps under Browne cr the local tcwnspeople
themselves.13

Arong the items destroyed by the British were barrels cf pork,
beef, flour, saltpetre, wheat, ccrn, ocats, rice, and biscuits, run,
brandy, wines, medicine, tents, beddings, tools, sugar, mclasses,
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ccffee, tea, and shoces and stcckings. The British did succeed in
destroying the military supplies lccated in Dankury.

Using common sense, Tryon cdecided tc take a different route
back tco the ships anchored at Cecmpo. His route invelved a detcur
through Miry Brook and Ridgeburry and then through Ridgefield to
Wilton. The British marched out of Danbury by way cf Wocster Street
on the morning of April 27th.

The Zmericans were at first confused by the withdrawal, because
they assumed Trycn was bound for New York. It was decided that the
small militia group of abcocut 600 mer would be divided into two
groups; the smallest group would harass the British from the rear,
and the larger group, led by Benedict Arncld, wculd attempt to
intercept the British at Ridgefield. The fcllowing three engagements
have come to be known as the Battle of Ridgefielcd.

The first encounter occurred while the British were abcut
three miles from the village of Ridgefield. This action caught
the enemy completely off guard. The second, a counter-attack
occurred a mile south of the first attack. This time the British
were prepared. It was during this engagement that General Wooster
received his fatal wcund. He was removed to Danbury and died on
May 2, 1777 in the Dibble House. Meanwhile Ceptain Stephen Rowe
Bradley assumed command, and reorganized the scattered troops and
moved forward to join Arncld.léd

Wooster's diversionary attacks from the rear allcowecd Arnold to
make a stand on the wmain road (nocw Reoute 7) leading to the village
of Ridgefield. 2 crude barricade consisting of logs,carts and
stones was hastily erected across the rising ground by Arncld and
his 500 men. 2 house owned by Benjamin Stebbins stcod on the right
flank; the left flank was a rccky ledge. The British, unable to
advance from the front, directed their strength on the left flank
and succeedled in breaking through. Lacking sufficient weap ns,
pr-per training and any fighting experience, the Americans were forced
t~ retreat. This engagement lasted a total ~f cnly cne hcur.

The Zmericans faziled in a linear battle yet they persistently
continued to harass the British with what artillery they had avail-
able. A canncn ball frcm cne of these skirmishes can be seen tcday
embedded in a wall ¢f the Xeeler Tavern in Ridgefield.

On the f£rllcwing day, 2pril 28th, the British resumed the last
18 miles «f their march. Two final sites where the Rebel forces
wrulé be able to check the British advance remained enr~ute.

The first was the bridge cver the Saugatuck River. Arncld anc
his men waited for the British at the bridge, but enemy sccuts had
warnec¢ Trycn, and he fcrded the river at & shallow spct.

The second was made at Compc Hill in Westport. By this time
the British were exhausted anéd running out of ammuniticn. With the
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Mericans in hct pursuit the British were pushec intc a defensive
line behind several stcne walls. 2As a final thrust the British
initiated@ a baycnet charge that frightened the Rebels more than
hurting them. Most of the ZAnericans abandoned their pasts in the
face of the cnslaught, enabling the British to bcard their ships
and cdisembark.

The invasicn ¢f Connecticut and the destruction of the military
stores Amounted to a British victory. The lecss of military supplies
was a problem, but it did not have serious consequences upon the
cutcceme c¢f the war., Even after the raid, Danbury ccntinued to be
used as a military cdepot with military protecticn. Other military
stores in Ceonnecticut were moved farther inland for more protection.
The British, never attempted ancther inland invasion, but rather
cencentrated their efforts on small cnastal attacks.

Danbury was nct a major battle in the Revoluticnary Wer and is
nct even menticned in mcst history becks. Hewever, the conflict is
important in the sense that it affected the lives and histcry of the
pecple living in Danbury.

As with any other histcrical event, hindsight has created many
heroes. A plethora of coclcrful legends have arisen concerning the
raid. These legends and alsc some eyewitness accounts are available
in the Histcry of Danbury, Ccnnecticut by Jemes Bailey.

* * * * * * * x®
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