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Private Jack Minturn survives in the Valley Forge record through only a handful of details: a
name, an alternate spelling, a rank, a regiment, and a terse statement about his condition when
he joined the army. Yet those fragments preserve an unusually direct connection between the
winter encampment and Rhode Island's experiment in recruiting enslaved men with a promise
of freedom. The Valley Forge Muster Roll Project identifies him as an African American private
in the 1st Rhode Island Regiment and records: “ENLISTMENT DATED 2 MARCH 1778 AS A
SLAVE.”

That sentence is both a military notation and an emancipation record. Minturn enlisted little
more than two weeks after the Rhode Island General Assembly authorized enslaved Black,
multiracial, and Indigenous men to enter the state's Continental battalions. Under the law, a
recruit who passed muster before Colonel Christopher Greene was to be released immediately
from his enslaver and made “absolutely FREE.” Minturn's story is not simply that of a Black
soldier at Valley Forge. It is the story of a man whose entrance into Washington's army altered
his legal status while exposing the contradictions of a Revolution fought in the language of
liberty.

A name preserved in the muster roll

The Muster Roll Project lists Jack Minturn as a private and gives his identification number as
RI129690. It places him in the 1st Rhode Island Regiment, in a company identified with Captain
John S. Dexter, under Colonel Christopher Greene and Brigadier General James Varnum. The
database also preserves “Minthom” as an alternate spelling of his surname and marks him
“Enlisted” in March 1778. No birth date, age, discharge date, pension account, or family
information appears in the entry.

The alternate spelling matters. Eighteenth-century clerks recorded names inconsistently,
particularly the names of enlisted men who left few papers of their own. A search limited to
“Minturn” can miss a record filed under “Minthom,” just as a later compiler could silently
regularize one spelling into another. The two forms should remain connected in future
research.

The record also requires restraint. It establishes Minturn's rank, ethnicity, regiment, company
association, and March 2 enlistment as an enslaved man. It does not establish his birthplace,
age, motives, later battles, length of service, or postwar life. Those silences are not incidental.
Enslaved people often entered official records through the claims of enslavers, military
administrators, and courts rather than through documents that preserved their own voices.



Rhode Island's February 1778 law

Rhode Island entered 1778 with two connected problems. The state was struggling to fill its
Continental battalions, while British forces occupied Newport, its leading port. Brigadier
General Varnum proposed recruiting enslaved men. On February 14, the General Assembly
authorized “every able-bodied Negro, Mulatto, or Indian Man Slave” to enlist in either of the
two Rhode Island battalions for the duration of the war.

The act promised the same bounties, wages, and encouragements allowed to other Continental
soldiers. Its central provision declared that every enslaved man who enlisted and passed muster
before Colonel Greene would be discharged from the service of his master or mistress and
made “absolutely FREE, as though he had never been encumbered with any Kind of Servitude
or Slavery.” The state would compensate the former owner after a committee assessed the
recruit's monetary value.

The measure joined emancipation to military necessity. It did not abolish slavery, and it treated
the freedom of the recruit as a financial loss to the person who had claimed ownership of him.
For the individual soldier, however, passing muster carried an immediate legal consequence.
Minturn's March 2 enlistment falls squarely within this brief recruiting experiment. The muster-
roll description of him “as a slave” makes the statute essential to understanding what his
enlistment meant.

Newport and William Minturn

Published and compiled records connect Jack Minturn to Newport. Historian Lorenzo J. Greene
included him among Newport recruits in his 1952 study of Rhode Island's Black regiment, and a
modern directory of Newport's African American cultural landscape repeats that identification.
A separate transcription of Rhode Island records pairs “Minturn, Jack” with “Minturn, William,”
Newport, and the date June 1, 1778.

The June date should not replace the March 2 enlistment recorded by the Muster Roll Project.
It likely reflects a later administrative step connected with valuation, certification, or
compensation under the state law. Because the underlying state document has not yet been
examined for this essay, the exact meaning of June 1 should remain qualified. The evidence
supports a careful formulation: Jack Minturn was an enslaved Newport man associated in the
records with William Minturn; he enlisted on March 2, 1778, and a later state entry dated June
1 recorded their connection.

Newport gives the story a particular setting. It was a center of commerce and slave trading, the
home of a substantial African-descended community, and a city under British occupation during
Minturn's enlistment. His decision cannot be reconstructed from the surviving fragments. Even
so, his service joined an individual claim to freedom with Rhode Island's effort to raise soldiers
while enemy troops held part of the state.



The First Rhode Island at Valley Forge

Black and Native men had served in Rhode Island units before the February 1778 law. During
the reorganization at Valley Forge, many soldiers of color were consolidated into the newly
organized 1st Rhode Island Regiment. The National Park Service estimates that at least 115
Black soldiers from Rhode Island were at the encampment and notes that one company of the
regiment remained there from February through June 1778. Rhode Island ultimately purchased
the freedom of 117 enslaved recruits before political opposition ended the policy.

Minturn belongs within that larger story, but the changing organization of the Rhode Island line
requires care. The Muster Roll Project currently assigns him to Captain Dexter's company. The
National Park Service's broader account describes Black and Native soldiers being consolidated
during the February reorganization into a company commanded by Captain Thomas Arnold.
Company assignments and regimental organization shifted, and surviving rolls do not always
capture those changes in the same way. The secure conclusion is that Minturn was an African
American private in the 1st Rhode Island Regiment whose enlistment is recorded during the
Valley Forge encampment.

Valley Forge was not simply a landscape of snow, huts, and suffering. It was also a place where
the Continental Army reorganized, trained, absorbed recruits, and confronted its chronic
shortage of manpower. Minturn's entry shows that the encampment was connected to events
far beyond the hut lines. A law passed in Rhode Island, a man recruited from occupied
Newport, and an army being rebuilt in Pennsylvania became parts of the same process.

What can be said about his later service

The 1st Rhode Island Regiment later served at the Battle of Monmouth, the Battle of Rhode
Island, and Yorktown. Those campaigns are central to the history of the unit and to the
reputation its soldiers earned. They are not, by themselves, proof that Jack Minturn fought in
each engagement. His presence at later battles should be presented as a research question
rather than a fact.

Freedom recorded in one line

Jack Minturn's surviving record is a fragment, but it captures the convergence of slavery,
military necessity, and Black claims to freedom in 1778. Rhode Island's leaders needed soldiers.
Their law compensated enslavers and left slavery intact. For the men who enlisted and passed
muster, however, the change in legal status was immediate and personal.

On March 2, while Washington's army remained at Valley Forge, Jack Minturn entered the
Rhode Island line. The documentary trail does not yet allow us to follow him through the rest of
the war or into civilian life. It does allow us to recover his name, his Newport connection, his
regiment, and the condition from which he enlisted. Remembering him honestly means
resisting the temptation to fill every silence while recognizing the importance of what the



record does preserve: an enslaved man became a Continental soldier under a law that
promised him freedom.
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American foot soldiers during the Yorktown campaign, 1781, watercolor from the diary of Jean-
Baptiste-Antoine de Verger. The Black soldier at left is associated with the 1st Rhode Island
Regiment. The image depicts the regiment later in the war and is not a portrait of Jack Minturn.
Anne S. K. Brown Military Collection, Brown University Library; image reproduced via the
American Battlefield Trust.



