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Battle of Bennington 

(Collections of The Bennington Museum, Bennington, Vermont) 

San Diego and the Battle of Bennington 
 
Although separated by 2,912 miles, San Diego, California and Bennington, Vermont are linked 
by a chain of events that go back to the August 16, 1777 Battle of Bennington. Early that year, 
the British sought to divide the American colonies by a three-pronged operation with General 
Howe moving up the Hudson River valley from New York City, General Burgoyne moving down 
the Hudson River valley from Canada, and Colonel Barry St. Leger advancing east along the 
Mohawk River valley.  General Burgoyne’s initial advance down the Lake Champlain-Hudson 
River corridor toward Albany, New York was relatively easy, and several American forts were 
captured along the way. As the British army marched south, colonial militia began to gather in 
Vermont and New Hampshire. By August, Burgoyne’s army was in desperate need of 
provisions, wagons, cattle, and horses. “Burgoyne then made the fateful decision to send an 
expeditionary force to the small town of Bennington (now known as Old Bennington), Vermont 
to capture these much needed supplies.”1  
 
At the Battle of Bennington, which 
actually occurred in a village now 
known as Walloomsac, New York,2 
Brigadier General John Stark and his 
American forces, including Colonel 
Seth Warner and the Green Mountain 
Boys, engaged two detachments of the 
British army under the command of two 
Hessian officers - Lieutenant Colonels 
Friedrich Baum and Heinrich von 
Breymann.  At the beginning of the 
engagement, Brigadier Stark is reputed 
to have exclaimed, "Yonder are the 
Redcoats, we will defeat them or Molly 
Stark will sleep a widow tonight."  Small 
bands of colonial militiamen worked 
their way behind enemy positions and when firing began they engaged the Hessian and Tory 
forces. Those not killed fled into the woods, pursued by the militiamen. Other Americans surged 
up the hill to the Hessian breastworks, and for two hours the battle raged. Lt. Col. Baum was 
mortally wounded when he and his Dragoons attempted to fight their way off the hill with their 
swords. By the end of the day, the British forces were virtually annihilated.  “For the Patriots it 
was a great psychological victory, bringing in hundreds of new militia enlistments. Three months 
later, on October 17, General. Burgoyne surrendered his entire army following his humiliating 
defeat at the decisive Battle of Saratoga.”3 
 
On August 16, 1877, one hundred and ten years after the Battle of Bennington the five-ton 
cornerstone of the Bennington Battle Monument was dedicated on a hill in Old Bennington 
where the storehouse once stood that was the object of the British forces.  Construction of the 
306-foot tall monument was the result of the vision and passion of 90-year old Hiland Hall, 
Vermont’s pre-eminent nineteenth-century historian, who had been a U.S. Congressman, 
governor, Supreme Court justice, and who also served his nation in the pioneering role of 
federal land commissioner to California in the early 1850s. 4 
 
The formal dedication of the completed monument occurred on August 19, 1891 to coincide with 
the centennial celebration of Vermont’s admission to the Union as the 14th state after 14 years 
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as an independent republic.  Approximately 4,500 people and 500 
carriages and saddle horses marched through Bennington 
followed by a banquet for 5,000 people under a large tent.  
President Benjamin Harrison’s two speeches that day were heard 
by a 19-year old Calvin Coolidge of Plymouth, Vermont.  Later in 
life he wrote “As I looked on him [Harrison] and realized that he 
personally represented the glory and dignity of the United States I 
wonder how it felt to bear so much responsibility and little thought 
I should ever know.”5  August 16 is now a Vermont state holiday 
and on the Sunday nearest the date, Bennington’s volunteer 
firemen stage a parade to commemorate Bennington Battle Day.  
 
The 306-foot tall monument was constructed of blue-grey 
magnesian limestone, and is rough-faced with the exception of 
two horizontal bands near the observatory level.6  The base is 37 
feet square and the obelisk rises upward 168 feet where the rock-
face stone changes to a smooth horizontal beltcourse of 8 feet; 

above this is a band of rock-face stone punctuated by twenty, eleven-foot slotted openings at 
the observation level.  Above the windows is an additional smooth beltcourse of 13 feet, from 
which soars the final stone port of 101 feet to the apex.   
 
The Battle Monument includes an observation deck at the 188-foot level reached by 417 iron 
steps, (replaced by an elevator in 1953).  From the observation windows on the south side of 
the monument, visitors can see practically the entire village of Old Bennington, where the 
prisoners and wounded from the battle had been brought for safekeeping.  On a clear day the 
view stretches all the way south to Mount Greylock, the highest point in Massachusetts. 
 
A similar, but smaller, monument stands in 
Fort Rosecrans National Cemetery, San 
Diego, California commemorating sailors 
killed aboard the USS Bennington (PG-4).  
The USS Bennington was named for 
Bennington, Vermont, the site of the 
Bennington Battle Monument.  The ship was 
laid down in June 1888 at Chester, PA, 
launched on June 3, 1890, and 
commissioned at the New York Navy Yard 
on June 29, 1891.7  She was the last of three 
1700-ton Yorktown class gunboats of the so 
called “New Navy” begun in the late 1880’s.  
For three years she cruised South American 
and Mediterranean waters and participated 
in the quadricentennial celebration of 
Columbus’ voyage to the western 
hemisphere.   
 
In 1894, the Bennington was transferred to the Pacific where her duty consisted of cruising 
along the west coast protecting American interests in Latin America.  In the following years she 
operated in Hawaiian waters.  On January 17, 1899 she paused at Wake Island where her 
captain, Commander Edward D. Taussig, took possession of the island.  Later the gunboat 
served in the Philippine Islands in support of the Army’s campaign to suppress Filipino 
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resistance to America’s 
acquisition of the islands.  
During 1903-05, she cruised 
the eastern Pacific along the 
coasts of North and South 
America.  After a cruise to the 
Hawaiian Islands, the 
Bennington entered San Diego 
Bay on July 19, 1905.  The 
Bennington’s port call was cut 
short by orders to proceed to 
Port Harford, CA to escort the 
disabled USS Wyoming 
(Monitor No. 10 – the last of the 
monitors to be built) to San 
Francisco.  On the morning of 
July 21, as she was building up 
steam to get underway, boiler 
number two exploded as the 
result of an inoperative gauge 
that did not register the 
excessive pressure within the 
boiler.  Forty-seven of the 65 
sailors killed in the explosion 
were interred at Fort Rosecrans 
post cemetery on Sunday, July 
23, 1905 
 
The 60-foot tall Fort Rosecrans National Cemetery obelisk is a monument to the 65 sailors killed 
in the boiler explosion. The monument was dedicated on January 7, 1908.  In eulogizing the 
sailors at the monument dedication, Admiral C.F. Goodrich, Commander of the Pacific 
Squadron, said “Brothers, you have gone before us into eternal rest, through the portal of 
suffering and pain, but you have left us, who linger, the lamp of your example to shine so long 
as our navy shall exist, cherishing its living and mourning those who fell at their post.  From this 
sacred spot the youth of our broad country who enter its service will draw fresh inspiration.  
Living, they will be cared for and helped along their way.  And when the last summons shall 
come, finer eulogy they cannot receive, than that they met their fate as bravely, as loyally and 
as unregrettingly as did the dead of the U.S.S. Bennington.”8   
 
Inspired by a 100th anniversary memorial service held at the Fort Rosecrans National Cemetery 
on July 21, 2005 honoring the sailors that perished aboard the USS Bennington, the San Diego 
SAR Chapter decided to hold annual memorial services at the monument.  Mrs. Karen Scanlon 
and Mrs. Mary Ellen Cortellini, both Navy wives, organized the 100th anniversary memorial 
service and have generously given of their time and historical research to assist the Chapter in 
organizing the subsequent memorials.  Mrs. Cortellini subsequently moved to the east coast 
and is researching the life of Ensign Perry, the only officer killed during the explosion.  Mrs. 
Scanlon and her sister recently published Lighthouse of San Diego, a book about the Point 
Loma Lighthouses immediately south of Fort Rosecrans National Cemetery. 
 
The 2006 SAR Memorial Service address was delivered by Compatriot. Duane Wheeler, a 
member of the San Diego Chapter.  His 4th great grandfather, Captain Thomas Comstock 
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commanded a militia company 
from Sunderland, Vermont in the 
Battle of Bennington.  He was 
killed at 3:00 o’clock on the 
afternoon of August 16, 1777 
when General Stark ordered the 
attack on the units commanded 
by Hessian Lt. Col. Friedrich 
Baum.  Captain Comstock 
appeared at the battle barefoot 
and on being asked why, he said 
he “would kill the first Hessian, 
and take his shoes.”9  And so he 
did, but they were too small.  He 
then killed a second Hessian 
and took his shoes.  
Unfortunately he was one of the 
first militia men killed during the 

battle and was buried on the battlefield.  His widow, Hannah, lived for many years in 
Washington County, New York and appeared in annual parades commemorating the Battle of 
Bennington 
 
The 2007 SAR Memorial Service featured two memorial addresses.  The first address was 
given by Mrs. Margaret Riddle of Asheville, North Carolina, the grand-niece of Ensign Newman 
K. Perry, the only officer killed in the explosion.  She told of the personal life of Ensign Perry and 
the anguish of his wife, Vipont Doane Perry, upon her arrival in San Diego to find that her 
husband had died of injuries suffered in the boiler explosion.  Ensign Perry was born in 
Columbia, SC and graduated from the U.S. Naval Academy with honors in 1901.  He reported 
aboard the Bennington following a tour of duty aboard the USS Wisconsin.  His funeral was held 
July 28, 1905 at St. Paul’s Episcopal Church in San Diego.  After the funeral, his wife requested 
that the flowers be taken to Fort Rosecrans to decorate the graves of the other Bennington 
victims.  His body was returned to Stockbridge, MA, his wife’s hometown, for burial at the town 
cemetery.  Ironically, his grave is less than 50 miles south of Bennington, VT.   
 
The second address was presented by 
Mr. Arnold Fallon, President of the 
SAR Vermont Society.  In his address, 
Compatriot Fallon emphasized the 
connections between Bennington and 
San Diego, and related the 
involvement of the Sons of the 
American Revolution in the dedication 
in the Bennington Battle Monument.  
His patriot ancestor, John Tuthill, was 
a member of the General Assembly of 
Vermont for the 1783-84 session.  
Compatriot Fallon is related to, Anna 
Tuthill Symmes Harrison, the wife of 
the 9th President William Henry 
Harrison, and grandmother of 
President Benjamin Harrison, the 

 
Compatriot Duane Wheeler delivers Memorial Address 

(Eileen Tisch) 

 
Compatriot Arnold Fallon delivers 2007 Memorial Address 

(Eileen Tisch) 



San Diego and the Battle of Bennington 5 July 9, 2009 (Printed 1/15/16) 

speaker at the monument dedication. 
 
Mr. Jeffrey Naas, a professional writer and the 
author of the poem “On Rosecrans Hill” 
delivered the 2008 memorial address, which 
was a first-person account of the life of the USS 
Bennington, including that fateful day in San 
Diego Bay when so many of the crew were 
killed and injured.  He concluded with a 
recitation of his poem “On Rosecrans Hill,” 
which he “. . . dedicated to the more than 
75,000 veterans lying in Fort Rosecrans 
National Cemetery, San Diego, CA, who, in the 
course of four great wars, fought for the cause 
of freedom. It is adapted in part from the 
classic, "In Flanders Fields" by Maj. John T. 
Macramé, and gives voice to the question 
every American veteran, living or dead, might 
ask today.” 
 
A most unusual part of the memorial service 
was the donation of artifacts from the USS 
Bennington to the Maritime Museum of San 
Diego by the family of Seaman Burke Everett 
Bodwell, born in Glover, Vermont, and a 
veteran of the Spanish-American War serving 
aboard the Bennington at the time of the 
explosion.  The artifacts include a piece of the 
boiler, numerous photographs of the crew, and a photo album of the Yerba Buena Naval 
Training Center.  Mr. Lindsay Bodwell of Llano, Texas contacted the San Diego Chapter in early 
2008 after reading an internet newspaper article about the 2007 Memorial Service.  After 
several telephone calls and email exchanges the Bodwell family asked the San Diego SAR 
Chapter to assist them in arranging the donation to the Maritime Museum.  The family and 

museum officials concluded that 
the Bennington Memorial Service 
would be the appropriate venue 
for presentation.  Members of the 
family in attendance included Mr. 
Forest Bodwell (Seaman 
Bodwell’s son), his wife Eleanor 
and daughter Julie, Mr. Lindsay 
Bodwell, a grandson, and Mr. 
David Bodwell, a great-grandson 
and his wife Lesley.  Their 
ancestor, Captain Eliphalet 
Bodwell (1738 – ca. 1800), 
served with Colonel Edward 
Wigglesmith’s Regiment, and as a 
2nd Lieutenant in Frye’s 
Massachusetts Regiment at the 
Battle of Bunker Hill on June 17,  

The San Diego Chapter Color Guard and the 
U.S. Naval Sea Cadets, Coronado Battalion Color Guard, watch as 

Ms. Taylor Wilson, a member of the Presidio Hill C.A.R. Chapter 
places a flag at the grave of LCDR William Cronan. 

 
Mr. Lindsay Bodwell and  

Capt. Bruce Linder, USN (Ret.) 
 (Eileen Tisch) 
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1775.  Lindsay Bodwell, a retired Navy Chief Equipment Operator and Construction Diver made 
the presentation on behalf of the Bodwell family.  Capt. Bruce Linder, USN (Ret.) accepted the 
donation on behalf of the Maritime Museum of San Diego.  The San Diego SAR Chapter was 
honored to assist the family on this occasion.  
 
The final part of the 2008 Memorial Service honored the eleven Bennington bluejackets that 
were awarded the Medal of Honor for their actions during and immediately after the explosion.  
LCDR William Cronan is the only one of the eleven buried at Fort Rosecrans; at the time of the 
explosion he was a 2nd Class Boatswain Mate.  Ms. Taylor Wilson, a member of the Children of 
the American Revolution, Presidio Hill Chapter, placed a flag at the grave, and Compatriots 
ABCM James E. Mattern, USN (Ret.) and EMCM Philip L. Hinshaw, USN (Ret.) placed a wreath 
at the grave.  Compatriot William E. Tisch delivered an address summarizing the heroic actions 
of the eleven sailors.  The service concluded with a musket salute by the San Diego SAR Color 
Guard and benediction by Rev. Dr. Stanley W. DeLong (NSSR Chaplain General, 2006-2008).   
 
An article in the May 25-26, 2002 issue of Bennington Banner [Vermont] asks the question, 
“How did this [Fort Rosecrans] memorial end up being modeled after our own Bennington Battle 
Monument?”10 The author, Bob Brower, concludes that although no one knows for sure, it may 
be that Henry W. Putman, Sr., provided the inspiration for the design of the Fort Rosecrans 
Bennington Monument.  Mr. Putman, the millionaire inventor of a wire fastener to hold corks on 
bottles and owner of the Bennington [VT] Water Company retired to San Diego in 1898.  He 
surely would have been familiar with the Bennington Battle Monument and may have had 
pictures of it.  Although it cannot be documented that he was the inspiration for the obelisk 
design of the Fort Rosecrans monument, Mr. Brower stated that, “. . . I for one would like to 
speculate that he was.” 
 
The ties between Bennington, Vermont and San Diego, California are varied and involve many 
people and events associated with the American Revolution.  Some of the ties are pleasant to 
remember while others are filled with sadness.  Although we on the west coast are far removed 
from the scene of the Revolutionary War, we are connected with it through the people that have 
migrated west or came to San Diego as members of the finest navy the world has ever known.   
 
Sources: 
                                                
1 http://www.nps.gov/history/nr/twhp/wwwlps/lessons/107bennington/107bennington.htm 
2 http://www.nps.gov/history/nr/twhp/wwwlps/lessons/107bennington/107visual2.htm 
3 http://www.nps.gov/history/nr/twhp/wwwlps/lessons/107bennington/107facts3.htm 
4 Resch, Tyler, An Illustrated Interpretive History with a Picture Essay by Julius Rosenwald, Published by 

Images of the Past, Inc., 1993 
5 Ibid, page 27. 
6 Vermont Division For Historic Preservation, Bennington Battle Monument, undated. 
7 Department of the Navy – Navy Historical Center, Dictionary of American Naval Fighting Ships, March 9, 

2008. 
8 Post Card of Monument Dedication 
9 Vermont Historical Magazine, Volume 1, page 239. 
10 The information about the possible inspiration for the design of the Fort Rosecrans monument was 

found in Bennington Banner, Bennington, VT, May 25-26, 2002.   
 
 


