
 

 
 



Israel Putnam and the Escape at Horse Neck  
 

òDonõt fire until you see the whites of their eyes!ó 
General Putnam commanding the Continental Troops  

 at the Battle of Bunker Hill, June 17, 1775  
 
Start/Finish:  Putnam Cottage, Greenwich, Connecticut  

Distance:  87.9 miles  
Terrain:  Mostly country roads and some in town/city sections  

Difficulty:  Moderate with some hills  
 

Only a painting of great violence, motion and energy could capture Israel 

Putnamõs life, the epitome of the physically robust and resilient Colonial farmer 
turned soldier during the American Revolution. A large mural in the 
Greenwich, Connecticut, town library does precisely that and so successfully 

that it had to be moved from an elementary school in  town to its current 
location because many locals felt it was too overwhelming for children.  

But the muralõs peculiar blend of the macabre and electric energy 
captures the man and his times. On the far right, Native Americans try to burn 
him alive during t he French and Indian War near Crown Point, New York 

(1758). They failed, only because of a sudden rain and a French officer who 
rushed in to put out the fire and return Putnam to Fort Ticonderoga (then 

under French control), for a prisoner exchange. On the  far left, a she wolf fights 
her last fight as a group of angry farmers rush after her. In 1742, Putnam 
allegedly had himself lowered into her den by the end of a rope, armed with a 

torch and musket, and killed her.  
In the center of the image, a hefty, ol der Putnam rushes out of the 

canvas on a white horse with Redcoats in pursuit. Heõs been surprised by the 

British while taking a break at a tavern in Horse Neck, now part of Greenwich. 
He warned his men and then headed off on his own horse down an incline so 

steep that British soldiers refused to follow. Visitors can still stop by that spot, 
most of the 70 or more stone steps still there, and read a marker. To complete 
the story, continue the tour to Putnam State Park in Redding to see the famous 

Anne Hunti ngton statue, which captures the Generalõs great Horse Neck escape 
in 1779. The tremendous strain on the horse and Old Putõs upraised hand lend 

the sculpture great energy, but, in fact, at the time he was 61 -years old, which 
makes his escape all that more remarkable.  

Like many of his fellow Patriots, Israel Putnam was working his farm 

fields in present day Brooklyn, Connecticut, when he received news of the 
battles at Concord and Lexington. As an accomplished veteran of the French 
and Indian War and a local  leader, Putnam quickly found himself appointed 

General of the Connecticut militia, which marched to Boston and took part in 
the battle at Bunker Hill. The British won, but at great cost ñat least half of 

them were killed or wounded. The Americans had not r un when the better 
equipped Redcoats rushed their positions.  



 

 
 
The center panel of òThe Life and Times of General Israel Putnam,ó located at the 

Greenwich Public Library.  

 

 Even though Putnam was overweight, walked wit h a hitch in his step 
from a poorly healed broken leg, and on in years, George Washington knew 

that the mostly raw recruits for the Continental Army needed men like Putnam 
to train and lead them. So Old Put found himself in some of the most difficult 
engagements of the war, including the battle at Brooklyn Heights, when 350 

British ships sailed in with 35,000 soldiers and eventually surrounded the 
Americans, killing, wounding or capturing thousands of them. Washington 
knew they were trapped and had the rest  of his army steal off under the night 

sky across the East River on every boat they could find. Putnam managed to 
get his men to Harlem Heights, where the Patriots had a well fortified position.  



 At various points during the eight year war, Putnam found hi mself in 
charge of Philadelphia, where he sent the Congress off to Baltimore and 

imposed martial law, and in charge of Forts Clinton and Montgomery on the 
Hudson, both of which fell into British hands on his watch. George Washington 

was disappointed enough  to ask for his resignation, but Old Put refused, so he 
faced a Board of Inquiry, which vindicated him but essentially demoted him to 
a òquieteró assignment as commander of three brigades back in his home state 

of Connecticut, where the British continued t o conduct raids along the 
coastline.  

He lost more than his command of a major piece of the action along the 

Hudson; his wife and stepson both died of disease while visiting him in 
Peekskill, New York, just another part of his complex and incredibly physica lly 

and emotionally demanding life.  
 The fact Putnam was back in Connecticut precisely because the 
Continental Army felt he was ready for retirement makes his famous dash 

down the steep steps to escape a British patrol all the sweeter. Even to the end, 
aft er a life of astounding tests and hardships, he eluded the Redcoats.  

He died in 1790 in Brooklyn, Connecticut, after a series of strokes.  
 

 
 
Israel Putnam was standing next to this plow when he received news of the battl es at 

Concord and Lexington. He left his farm, wife, and 10 children to take charge of the 

Connecticut militia. Approximately 90 percent of the colonists were farmers in 1775. 

(Putnam Memorial State Park, Redding, CT)  

 
 
 



Before starting the tour, walk left out of the Putnam Cottage (Knappõs 
Tavern) driveway to Putõs Hill just 0.1 away. You could still see where 

General Putnam dashed down the hill to escape from the British in 
February 1779. The stunned Redcoat soldiers stood watching by t he 

Daughters of the American Revolution marker.  
 

 
 

Knappõs Tavern where General Putnam was eating when the British surprised him at 
Horse Neck.  

 

0.0  Turn RIGHT out of the Putnam Cottage driveway onto East Putnam 
Avenue .  
 

0.1    A plaque on the Second Congregational Church to the right marks 
the location where President Washington stopped on his visit through the 

area in 1789.  
 
0.7  A 1930s mural depicting òThe Life and Times of General Putnamó by 

James H. Daugherty is o n display at the Greenwich Library to the right. 
Scenes from Putnamõs life include: the Wolf Den, Battle of Bunker Hill, 

capture by the Indians, and escape at Horse Neck (Greenwich). The mural 
was originally at the Hamilton Avenue Elementary School, but wa s too 
violent and as a result moved to its present location.  

 


