John Armstrong, Sr. — Frontiersman, Major General

By: John Whiteside

John Armstrong was born a Scotsman in 1717 in Brookeborough, County Fermanagh, Ireland, in
what is now known as Ulster Province, Northern Ireland. Prior to his decision to emigrate to then
British America, he completed his education in the study of civil engineering. Sometime in the
early 1740’s he and a friend sailed to Pennsylvania. Soon after his arrival, he was selected by
William Penn to be the surveyor for the Penn family in western Pennsylvania, specifically in the
area of the Cumberland Valley, where Armstrong finally settled. He laid out the plans for the
establishment of Carlisle, Pennsylvania, where he was one of the first settlers, and later helped
survey the road from Alexandria, Virginia to Fort Duquesne, now Pittsburgh.

While demand for surveyors was great at the time, as towns were beginning to grow and spread
west from the Atlantic coast, conflict took him from his profession into battle. The French and
Indian War was in full force in central and western Pennsylvania, and Armstrong was elected
Colonel of militia troops in the Cumberland Valley area. He was required to take charge of
western defenses after the defeat of General Braddock in 1755. He headed a militia force in 1756
that attacked a major Indian village at Kittanning, securing a major victory and some notoriety
for him. During a later part of the attack, he was wounded in the shoulder by a musket ball. In
1758 he and his militia would assist in the successful attack at Fort Duquesne. During that
expedition, he would meet and associate with a Colonel from Virginia named George
Washington.

Upon his return, he was hailed as the “Hero of Kittanning” and was awarded a medal made
specifically for him by the City of Philadelphia. He continued his role as a brigadier general of
Pennsylvania militia when the Revolutionary War broke out, and was subsequently given the
same rank in the Continental Army by Congress in 1776. That year, he was sent to Charleston,
South Carolina to use his skills to plan a defense of their port. He and his troops were successful
in preventing the British from keeping 6,000 troops from unloading and attacking Charleston
harbor.

He returned to Pennsylvania, taking the position of Major General of the Pennsylvania militia,
ending his Continental Army duties. He and his Pennsylvania militia were not finished with the
war, as he would continue to assist General Washington during the Philadelphia campaign. At
the Battle of Brandywine, his militia troops held the extreme left wing for Washington. While



not seeing too much action, they were instrumental in recovering needed supplies for the
Continental Army by moving them across Pyle’s Ford in the dark after the battle. Several weeks
later, his militia saw action at the Battle of Germantown where Armstrong led the right side of
his force against the British position.

Following the Germantown fight, Armstrong, now 60 years old, sought permission to withdraw
from his command, citing his old wound, advanced age, and bouts with rheumatism. He was
granted a discharge and returned to Carlisle. In 1778 he was elected to Congress. That June, he
attended a council of war meeting with Washington at Valley Forge. He continued to be a
member of Congress into 1780.

After serving his new country, he served his community in a number of ways, including being on
the Carlisle School Board and serving as a member of the First Board of Trustees for Dickinson
College. His life ended in his precious Carlisle, Pennsylvania on March 9, 1795. He is buried in
the Old Carlisle Cemetery, and was eulogized by General James Wilkinson as “One of the most
virtuous men who had lived in any age or country.” In his honor, Armstrong County,
Pennsylvania and Armstrong Hall at Carlisle Barracks were named for him. A historical marker
for him is placed at the entrance to the Armstrong County Courthouse.
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