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NOTE:    OLDEST US ARMY POST?

The multifarious ramifications of that question have been examined elsewhere and we may concede that West Point, NY, is the oldest active US Army post.  However, if one takes into consideration the colonial period to the history of present Army posts, Carlisle Barracks could well qualify as the oldest post, since Fort Marion, FL, and Fort Independence, MA, are no longer active.  This assumes that buildings and entrenchments erected during the British period (1753‑75), although originally near the Carlisle square and along the opposite bank of LeTort Creek, had by 1776 come to encompass the armory that had been established near the present Root and Upton Halls in 1769.  (Bining, 59; Frontier Forts, 508‑12; and Tousey, 60, 78).


If one considers only the period of American history since the Declaration of Independence and neglects the "continuous service" proviso, the following analysis should be considered.

CARLISLE BARRACKS

Between 1769 and 1776, the British fortification at Carlisle fell into ruin, but, when war came, the armory was brought to the attention of the Continental Congress by James Wilson (Tousey, 78.)  In January‑February 1776, "workmen were building the first American structure on the old British Camp which was to house the salt‑petre works..." (Zuver, 33), but it is not believed they were acting on behalf of the Continental Congress.  The Congress sent an inspection committee to Carlisle in Sep 1776.  (Zuver, 34.)  On 27 Dec Congress resolved to erect a magazine at Carlisle.  (American Archives, 1479.)


Exactly when the armory was taken over by the Continental Army cannot be determined from sources here.  In a letter of 16 Jan 1777, Gen Washington ordered Colonel Benjamin Flower to York, where a magazine, laboratory and foundry were, by earlier Congressional resolution, to be established.  In the same letter, he assigned Captain Isaac Coren to the laboratory.  The letter ends with this remark about Carlisle:


"The Continetal Congress have resolved, that it is their Opinion, that Carlisle in Pennsylvania, is a proper place for a Magazine &c.  You are therefore, not to make any preparations in York Town, which cannot be removed from thence to Carlisle.  I shall write to the Congress concerning this matter, and let you know the result as soon as possible"...(Writings of Washington, 22.)


By April 1777, construction at Carlisle had proceeded to the point that powder and stores in Baltimore were ordered to the armory. (Journal of Continental Congress, 219.)  As early as 

May 1777, Hessian prisoners were here, as well as a quartermaster.  (Tousey, 83, 85.)  Therefore, one can state with confidence that Carlisle Barracks was a Continental Army post in 1777.
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WEST POINT

Before the Rev War, West Point was "little else than a wilderness of rugged hills and virgin forests."  (Reeve, 139.)  Troops began constructing fortifications on Constitution Island, across the Hudson from the West Point highland, as early as 29 Aug 1775. (Reeve, 43‑44.)  Although West Point itself was considered as a site for fortifications in 1776 and 1777, defense of the west shore rested upon Forts Montgomery and Clinton, five or six miles to the south.  (Reeve, 143, 148.)  During the Saratoga campaign (Sep‑Oct 1777), the British, under Sir Henry Clinton, occupied 

Forts Mongomery and Clinton and Constitution Island.  At that time West Point itself "was neither garrisoned nor fortified by either the Americans or British."  (Reeve, 149.)


The British success awoke General Washington to the neccessity for improving the river's defenses.  A committee under General Israel Putnam examined West Point in the period 

9‑14 January 1778.  On 20 January 1778, as a result of that investigation, Gen Samuel Parsons'

 brigade crossed to the Point from the east shore fortifications and began building what has "remained an American garrison from that day to this."  (Reeve, 154; see also Palmer, 137‑40.)

CONCLUSION

Since West Point military reservation now encompasses Constitution Island on the east shore of the Hudson, it can lay claim to being the oldest Army post, with Carlisle Barracks second and, probably, Fort Monroe (1819) third.  Several forts older than Monroe exist, but are presently outside the Army's jurisdiction‑‑e.g., Independence (Boston harbor) and McHenry (Baltimore harbor).  Interestingly, Carlisle predates the garrison on the Point itself.


Incidentally, the earliest publication found refering to Carlisle as the second oldest Army post is dated 1940, viz:

U.S. Works Projects Admin.  Writers' Program.  Pennsylvania, A Guide to the Keystone State.  NY:  Oxford U, 1940.  p. 201.  F154W94.
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