Whal s Become a’g the Boom ¢
bi( Merle Shel$eld

General Alexander McDougall added a worried postscript to

his letter to West Point's commanding officer on Christmas Eve

in 1%75, saying "What is become of the boom?", - The General's
concern for the fate of this Hudson River obstruction stemmed
from the early freeze which had endangered botn the boom and the
great chain itself in thelr first year of use, o satlsfactory
reply to the question has been found 1n the correspondence of
General McDougall or his associates., The purpose of this article
1s to examine the known facts with regard to the boom and te
attempt an answer to the query,

The saga of chains and booms in the vicinity of West Point
begins in the summer of 1776 when the decisien was made to obstruct
the river, a The werk of that year culminated in failure as the
November attempt to stretch a huge chain on floats across the river
at Fort Montgomery proved unsuccessful, (See Figure 1} During the

“winter Thomas Machin 3 was glven eomplete authority te revise the
somplicated system for mooring the 35-ten monster, His efforts paild
handsome dividends when April 1777 found the Hudson sesurely blecked

with nearly a thousand iron links weighing almost 70.peunds apieue.k

Unfortunately these efforts had absorbed the total attentlion and tirme
of Machin and the 1rﬁh u%rkers; Only after the ehain was 1in plase

did anyene give serious theught to sesondary obstacles which might
take the initial sheek lf vessels under full sall, Washington him-

self offered adviee on the subjeet and sent a blue-ribben inspecting



team to Fort Montgomery to assess the slituation, 5 This was
apparently the starting peint in the story of the boom, 1t

was te be an obstacle of major strength rivalling the chaln

itself, Putting such a system of logs and smaller chalns tegether
would take a dangerously long time, therefore ship's hawsers

were spliced and floated in front of the chaln for the time belng,
This was in July 1777. Work on the boom progressed durlng the
surmer and early fall but the attack by the British in Oeteber
found the rnﬁe cable still in 1ts termporary locatlon, 7 The fall

of Fort Montgomery after a bitter fight doomed the chaln and cable
wnich were both promptly cut by the British as a prelude to thelr
three-week excursion up the Hudson, 8 November 1777 saw the Americans
planning a new and heavier chalin at a new locatlonj West Point,

The boom could be assembled and used to protect that chain as
readily as the previous one since the length planned for was even
less at the new position, The second chain, the "great chain”,

was manufactured, assembled and put in position in really reeord
time, The new links averaged over 100 pounds each and the 5@=ten
burden was fleated between Constitution Island and West Peint at
the end of April 1778, Still the boom was not ready, There had
_been a last minute change of locatjion.for the.mooring peints of

the chain (-Sea Figures __2_ & __3__) and this forced the boom anchorages
into new and less favorsble locations considerably farther apart
than had been intandad. 9;The surmer wore on and more complications
ensued, Thomas Machin, who had remained the gulding genius behind

both successful chain operations, was reassigned, In July 1773 the



new cermanding efficer at West Peint, General Glever, shewed
the peer state ef ceerdimatien when he reperted ", . , the Been
is met yet ceme dewn ner de I knew when it will er whe te apply
te abeut it."lihftar that there are very few werds te be feund
regarding the beem until General McDeugall addressed his questien
at Christmas-tire "What is beceme eof the beem”", Fertumately

there are eneugh references tljthe chsin and beem threugheut the
years of the war te allew us te ferm a fair 1dea ef what they
leeked like and,even, what became ef the besm,

Three different maps ef West P-iﬁt,drnwu at varieus times

during the Revelutienary War frem 1778 en threugh several years

of énnflict, all shew the gr&at chain in pesitien ﬁith its fleats

of three legs each, Nene of these maps shews any secendary ebstacle
such as the b--m.llﬁe are b-;nd te cenclude that the beem was in
pesitien acress the river fer a rather brief peried, 1f at all,
In further suppert of this cententien is the fact that erderly
besks and dlaries of thl-puriid giv;'punituiliicc-ﬁnta of the chaln's
seasenal trips inllﬁd-iut -thha Hlﬁéf.. H-iﬁ.-f”tin:a acceunts
Eivas:lﬁrnminkf;;f;fffh; Eﬁiﬁ;leﬁh;;;:th;:wﬁ;j;n‘finﬁ‘ﬁhi;:-Eﬁtlnle:
dilcuis&df‘ Firaﬁ -fﬁifi khu}- are flirII detiiieﬁ iupplr recerds
fren fh;fp;find of its manufacture in tht“;hnmef*-fﬁinT-lnq,trtur
thlt,ther-'ire periedie mentiens of its use as a i;ﬁrQ;'-f iren
salvage frem its piﬂitiiﬁ:lﬁﬁthﬂ shere and im the water at West Peimt,

Lasting preef of the beem's existence was drkdgud frem the river in

1855 in the ferm ef 1-5":,'1illlcu' and iren scceutrements shewn im Figure i



Se far we have aveided any discussien ef the actual appearance
of the beem fer a rather geed reaszen, There simply are ne knewn
sentemperary sketches or descriptiens ef 1% - published werksynet-

withstanding. DBeynten's hundred-year-eld classic Histery eof West

Peint berrews directly frem E,M, Ruttenber's 1860 Mudsen'River

13
Obstructiens and later authers have net seen fit te questien the

sketch-ef: the-beem which appears in-beth ef these werks, It is

shewn 1n Figure _i.' The primary cause te questien this appearance

1s feund 1n the supply recerds m~mtiened earlier and shewn inm Figur:!i_.
Here we find the delivery eof ?1 swivels mestly im August ef 1777

when the Fert Mentgemery chain was leng-since in pesitien and the

eat Peint chaln far in the future., The swivels hld.tl be part ef

the newly erdered been, yet the repe-ladder style ef eenstructien

shewn in FPigure _5_ weuld met require any swivels! Swivels wers
certainly used between each fleat fer the rmain chliﬁ??ﬁé thelr presence
in the bill ef materials fer the beenm Inpli&sli censtructien far
different frem thi‘r-pu-llddir;uiﬁfigurltiin :f.Huttunbef lﬁd'B-yntin.
One llgicll ltt-mpt at finding a prtpur lrrllginent -f bilﬂ materials

is shewn in Figurﬁs;ﬂ_ This system wnuld span ‘1800 reat of river

with 20 floats of fi?a lugs ‘each and raquiriﬂﬁ the 21 swivels to

pravent bending and tuiating frnn haing'baing tranamitted along the

line of floats, Wow in the languaga of the supply recnrda of Pigure 6 »

how many "elips, dhain;.and bnlta"'wnulthhia require? PFortunately

there 1s another b1l from a different manufacturer which allows us

to determine thut,;ih this nﬁné, three links made up one "chain",



This second bill 1s shown in Figure ‘TI and the results of our

computations show:

For a Boom of 20 floats, The total numbers of

with five logs to a float each item shown on supply

it requires the following: records from the two ironworks:
Clips 4L.00 - Clips L5
Chains 160 Chains 150
Bolts 1,00 Bolts 361

Tais comparison indicates that the boom design of Figure :i_lmay
well be elose to the mark, It still leaves an intriguing question
as to where Machin procured the large amount of eonneeting chain
between the floats which had to withstand twliee the tension of the
links at each end of the logs, Perhaps the Brlitish selzure of the
chain site in October of 1777 interrupted this phase of the work,
Certainly the summer of 1778 would have allowed the installation of
the boom more readily if some portion of the Fort Montgomery chain
had been salvaged and put to this uaa.l?The links bﬂtwaen the logs
were of 1% ineh iron and the Fnrt'ﬁnntgnmer: uhain ur 2 inch,

With a picture now in our minds as to Hhat the boom lnnked
like we should prnaaad tu review tha later rafarancas tn it in the
correspondence nf tha wWar years, Cnlunal Hugh Hughas was tha Deputy
Quartermaster of tha Cnntinental Arny.fnr New Ybrk Statu.' Many of
his letter-books are praserved in the lew'ank Histnrical Séniety
and present the nnl: known souree of the information we seek, His

eorrespondents include Peter Townsend, tha guiding foree behind the

Stirling ironworks at Chustar; and Danial Curthy, Hughua assistant



quartermaster who was stationed at West Point, We can set the
stage by assuming that the ironworks kept producing a few ltemns

of replacement parts for the chain and boom throughout the early
years of their use but that the boom 1tself has, by 1781 at least,
ceased to be seen as an aid in obstructing the river, The boom
may well have remained tangled on the shore of Constitution Island
and dangling into the deep water of the West Polnt channel sinece

its first misadventure in the year 17783, The correspondenee reads

as follows:
Hughes to Townsend, 28 January 1781

"You will please to give orders on receipt hereof that
all and every part of the chain and boom iron 1s drawn 18
into the most sizable flat bars for public service , . ."

Hughes to Carthy, 2L May 1781

"Can't you supply ynurséif from the boom i1ron with such
sizes as you mention? There were flats and squares
among 1t, '

Hughes to Carthy, 28 May 1781

"e « « At all events let the boom iron be attended to
without delay - apply for a proper vessel to store 1t
in as soon as taken from the logs that I may gat it
drawn_on mJ return.

e P -«.‘].‘ ! — -‘_'a.'

Tillinghast (annthar Hugheﬂ aﬂuiatant) to Hughaa, 19 hugust 1781

", . . Townsend has no anchors, He Hill draw the uhain .
into bars for less than 1/3 or very little more than 1/4
. « o take the chain from New Windsor to Sterling and
return the bar iron.. . .Mitchell intends proposing to
you the loading those teams with the chain and boom 1iron
for Sterling's, ., ."
Hughes to Carthy, 26 Octnbar l?ﬂl
" « « I shall not senﬂ Col Cr-ane 1815 cumplenent ar iron
he demands for two reasons: Square there is little or
none and flat may be got of the old boom,if, I am not
mistaken which General Knox recommended as very suitable
for rnuch of the work wanting at the Park etec, I will
Visit these logs on my return to camp and tell you my
sentiments concerning the iron on them."



Hughes to Carthy, 8 November 1781

n ., Have you conversed with Col Crane on the subject
of the boom clasps for flat iron for his use? It should
at any rate be got out of the water and bro't your side,
as in its present position it 1s liable both to waste
and plunder, Had it been sent to the forge 1t might have
afforded us a very considerable supply, but, that 1t was
not 1s no fault of yours. . . . Taking up tha chaln is
deferred for a few days in which time perhaps you may
obtain a party to take the links and cla%Ps from the logs

of the old boom on the eastern shore,”

Carthy to Hughes, 10 November 1781

" . .Colonel Crane has agreed to take three tons of the

old boom iron and have it drawn at the forge sultable to
the purposes for which he intends it,"

¢ ).~ iat-r In the Knox Papers of the Massachuseéts
Histurical Sﬂciaty we find the following:

Crane to Knox, 18 February 1782

o . Six tons of the o0ld chain I shall send to Brewster's

forge as soon as the state of the river will admit. This
will nett us four tons of iron clear of expense. . . P

Lastly, the war has been over for more than five years and the
military storekeeper at West Polnt writes to the Secretary of War
in a letterbook still preserved in the manuseript collection of

the USMA Librarys:’

Storekeeper to Secretary of War, 30 September 1789 .

-L_,.“

" . . I received your letter of tha 18tk 1nstant Pﬂﬂpﬂﬂting

the raising some earmon and old iron in the river, ., .

Some of 1t lays in thirteen and 1l fathoms of water busides

belng fastened to some very large logs which thay'nust holst
and cut away tn gat the irﬂn. S S s RN . ;

LY
- |" - -

What have we Iaarnad'fruﬁ all of thid_;ﬁrruSpundunca?'~Certainly
it shows that iron was a scarce commodity in thnﬁa.fineaﬁand that a
good supply affi#hr was doing his best to see that ugiieﬁ; artieles
Such as the boom were put to better use, it uihﬁ”shnwﬁwth;tktha

boom was never dealt with in its entirety but in bits and pieces,



as though part were easlly accessible and part gone to deep water,
This is further supported by the 1855 retrieval by the dredge of
our only hard evidence - the logs and accessories on disvplay in
the Museum of Washington's Héudquarters, Newburgh, X.Y, =

There 1s stlill a considerable gap in the boom story as we
have jumped from Christmas of 1778 to January 1781 with no report
on 1t at all, Certainly the negative information says a lot =
constant discussions of the chain being readied for the water with
new logs to make it float better before it was put in position 1in
April 1779 - without a single word about preparing the boom, Why
was this? It may well be that the boom never served the intended
purpose and that part of it was lost into the depths of the river
in the attempted stretching in the surmer of 1778. Each five-log
float should have been able to support a payload nﬁ 3 tens 1Af
the logs wWere dry and properly treated with pit&h.;a%ha chains on

elther side of the float and the hardware holding the float together

: | . 2 _
alRnFRMEEN totalled ammweeitNER 22 tons, 3A few water-soaked logs

SESmemy could have spelled_“disastui- before the floats were eonnected

and mutually supporting.

What i1s besome of the boom? Some of the hardware was forged
into other equipment for the Continental Army. Bits of iron were
hacked from its logs for years after the Revolutionary War as
Salvage teams combed the areas of previous action, Several pieces
of the boom are exhiblted in Newburgh, N.Y. and many undoubtedly
Still lie in the deep water of the Hudson off West Point,
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3 The original contract for the West Point chain called for . 1
:: only 1500 feet but was extended to 1700 when it was determined 1
: that there was not enough protection for the chain in the first

location, This may have been &heontributing factor in the later r.
difficulties with the boom since this for¢ed a new and much . . |
wider location for the secondary obstacle, The boom had been -
intended for use in the Fort Montgomery location ‘as‘added protecsion
for that chain but was not finished before the .!g:_ltigh, _fo:‘eud =
their way past, The boom survived %o he used in -_'-;__thi_q new -area,
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Pigure q
With about 90 feet spanning the distance between senters of
he floats for the boom it would have required approximately 20

t
n{tthe floats at Fort Montgomery but more at the final West Polnt
site,
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The requirement for swivels in the construction of the floating i

¢hains and booms is evident in this figure, The small links between |§.
the logs of the floats were about the same length a8 tkese between

the floata but much lighter due to the differenee in eross-sesction,




Annotation

General McDougall commanded the region of the Hudson

Highlands during the winter of 1778-79 with Headquarters

at Peskskill, X.Y. Alexander McDougall Papers, Rew York

Historical Soclety, Aew York, %.Y.

The construction of this firat of the Hudson River chains

{s discussed in detail in Minutes of the Secret Committee,

Manuscript Collection, Washington's Headquarters Museum,

chbur‘gh, N ;Y-

The best account of this faseinating individuals career
1s found in the writings of Jeptha . Simnﬁ'Hi:tnrzigg

Schoharie County (Albany, 18.:5) and Frontiersmen of Xew

York (Albany, 1832), Machin's father was a professor of
astronomy in London who, at the age of 26, had calculated

the value of pl to 100 decimal places, Petr Beckman, &

History of Pi (Boulder, 1971),

No links of this chain are known to exist as'EHQuuatiunﬂd
uriéinala. Two links are on display at Bear Mountain State
Park, Port Montgomery, X.Y. which may well De authentile,
These 1links bear a strong rase?blunnu to another in
Washingtont's Headquarters Museum, Newburgh, X.Y. which 1s
listed as such in E.M. Ruttenber, Catalogue of Washington's
Headquarters (®ewburgh, 1874).

Ford, Worthington C., (ed.) Writings of Washington, (Washington,
1931-194L) VIII, p. 116 and Sparks, Jared (ed,) Correspondence

of the American Revolution, (Cambridge, 1853) I, p. 377.



10,

1l

38,

Hugh (ed.) Public Papers of George Clinton,

Hastings,
(new York, 1899-1914) II, p. 103.

A Plan of Fort Montgomery & Fort Clinton, taken by hils
Majesty's Forces under the Cormand of Maj, Genl, Sir

Henry Clinton, K.B. Survey'd by Ma jor Holland, Survr,

Genl. &o. (London, 1779).

00sevelt, Franklin D, Extracts from the log of Dependance

Galley, (Dutchess County Historical Socliety, 1935).

The Weet Point chain was intended to be stretched at a
fairly narrow point when the initial planning was done.
It was not until the 10th of April, 1778 that a council

of war at West Point changed the locstion to a wider

rortion of the river, McDougall Papers, op. cit,

Brigadier General Jokn Glover to Major General Gates,

Port Arnold, 2 July 1778. Gates Papers, New York Historlcal

Soclety, New York, XN.Y,

Map of West Point by Samusl Richards, Connecticut Historlcal

Soclety, Hartford, Conn, Map of West Point by Thaddeus

Koskiuszko, New York Historical Society, New York, N.Y,.

Map of West Point,noted as having belongsd to Moses Greenleaf,

Massachusetts Historical Society, Boston, Mass,

It was an event of some note when the chain was put down or
taken up and diarists in<the vicinity were quick to note its
movement, For instance: "November 30, 1779 This day the
chane that crossed the River was removed by hoisting the same
Whole between boats and was taken to the shore to be laid up

for the winter." Journal of William McKendry in Proceedings

Of the Massachusetts Historical Society, (Boston, 1886) II,
P" h‘??l_ e




13.

16,

17.

Published works include:

(a) Sirms, Jeptha R, Frontiersmen of New York,(Albany, 1882).

(b} Horner, William X, Obstructions of the Hudson River

during the Revolution, (%ew Jersey, 1927).

(¢) Earte, Rufus C, The River Obstructions of the

Revolutionary War published in The Connecticut

Civil Engineer, (Hartford, 1946),

(d) Palmer, Dave Richard The River and the Rock, (mew York,1969)

(e) Tholl, Claire X, Robert Erskine and tke Hudson River

Cbstructions published in The North Jersey Highlander,

(newfoundland, X,J., 1969). Tails article does, in fact,
question the rope-ladder arrangement for the boom but
comes to no conclusion, -

Boynton, op. cit., and Simms, op, cit, Boynton cites no

source for these supply records but Simms intimates that
they were part of a group of papers which he terms "Machin
Papers”", Many nf the papers published by Simms under this
general heading have found thelir way into the manuscript
solleetion of the USMA Library at West Point 1n a scrapbook

entitled The GranE'Ch&{E.

Manuseript lnllu#tiﬂn, Washington's Headquarters Museun,
Newburgh, %.Y, .

The contract for the great chain called for a swivel
every 100 feet, Hastings, op, eit., II, 708 & 709,
Machin made a map of the Hudson in January 1778 on which
Re shows remnants of the Fort Montgomery chain in thelr

original location, Sparks Collsction, Cornell University,
(M546)




10,

19,

20,

21,

Obviously this reference to reworking of "the chain

and boom iron™ does not include the main chain whkich
continued to be used throughout the war and was retalned
intact until sold by the govermment in 1830, Thi:_aeéms
to be further evidence that the obstacle called the "boom"
included substantial amounts of chain,

Colonel John Crane cormanded the artillery units in the
vicinity of West Polnt at the time of the correspondence
and the "Park" was the general term for the location of
reserve artillery and the workmen who put the cannon and
equipnent in order,

Due to the severe bend in the Hudson around West Point

the term "eastern shore" often included Constitution
Island which lies due north of the "point"., In otwer
words, we cannot pilnpoint the location of ths boom at

this time simply from the faet that it lay on the "eastern
shore™,

The c¢iroumstances of the dredging are diseussed in Simms?

Frontiersmen of Rew York, op. eit., pp. 643 & 6Ll as

follows: "In June 1855, the followling notlce appeared

in the Albany Argus: 'Efforts are being made at West Point

to raise, by means of Bishop's Floating Derrick, the

nassive chain whiech was stretched across the Hudson river

at that point during the Revolution, to intercept the passage
of the British vessels above that place, Its welght was b
S00 tons, and it was broken at each end a few years after

1t was vut up, and has remained ever since at the depth of

125 feet.' Under the date of June 29th, following this notice

.
[}



21. (Continued) thinking soms one might make a fruitless waste
of time in the search -- knowing that the welght of the chaln
proper could not have been more than about 4O tons, and
knowing also that it was never left in the river over winter
on account of frost, and that iron was too valuable in the
impoverished condition of the country to allow the chain at
the close of the war to be lost -- I stated through the Argus
about what the chain must have welghed, and that probably no
part of 1t would be found in the river; that, on the contrary,
a portion of 1t was formerly at the Brooklyn Havy Yard, while
much of it had been worked up by blacksmiths, and not a few of
its links had gone into antiguarian cabinets, The derrick was
taken there, mowever, and as a reward for the effort, two spars
chained together, wers ralsed from the river's bottom close
in shore, in 160 feet of water, which serve %o show how the
boom was made,"
22, K log 18 feet long and 18 inches in diameter would displace
a ton of water when completely submerged whille some L0 - S50%
of this Hia aptﬁt in supporting the weight of the log itself,
Variations in the type of wood used could change this factor
and the logs could not be absolutely uniform in diameter,
23, Each five-log float required the following Enrlwlra:
20 Clips @ 50 lbs each-= 1,000 pounds
2y Links @ 37 lbs each = 888 "
20 Bolts @ 7 lbs esch = 140 "

Total 2,028 pounds
LO links of larger chain, 20 on either side, would allow

the overall widtkh to reach 90 feet, At 68 pounds per link

this is 2.720 pounds for a grand total of l,748 lbs, of iron,




