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7

Introduction

The Boston 
Massacre

On the morning of February 22, 1770, protesters gath-
ered outside the home of Ebenezer Richardson in 

colonial Boston’s North End. Richardson had been identi-
fi ed as an informant for the local British customs inspectors, 
offi cials who were increasingly disliked by people living in 
the British colonies. That Richardson had informed for the 
despised customs agents made him, in the minds of many 
patriotic Bostonians, a target. 

The mob had the Richardson family pinned inside their 
house as they tossed garbage, sticks, and rocks. Mrs. Rich-
ardson was hit by a rock and her two daughters were nearly 
hit as well. An angry Ebenezer Richardson showed his face 
in an upstairs window. As the mob continued to toss items 
at his house, Richardson loaded his musket with bird shot 
and fi red at the mob. The pellets peppered several people, 
including a boy named Christopher Seider [some believe his 
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name was Snider], who took eleven pellets in his chest and 
stomach. The boy died that night. 

After the frustrated Richardson fired his shot, the mob 
rushed the house and surrounded him. He was spared his 
life and was charged with murder.

On February 26, Christopher Seider received, accord-
ing to historian Allen Weinstein, “the best-attended funeral 
yet held in America.” Thousands of Bostonians joined the 
funeral procession, walking down the city’s snow-lined 
stone streets. The funeral was an orchestrated Patriot event, 
all choreographed by one of the city’s loudest protesters, 
Samuel Adams, the leader of the Patriot group known as the 
Sons of Liberty. Adams placed a large group of boys at the 
front of the procession, ahead of the coffin. Almost none of 
those marching or even attending the funeral had known 
Christopher before his death. But he had become a martyr 
for the Patriot cause, a youthful symbol of protest against 
British authority.

AN ANGRY CITY
For nearly two years prior to this tragic incident Massachu-
setts residents, including those in Boston, had struggled 
against the royal government of their colony. Governor 
Francis Bernard had called for red-coated, British troops to 
be sent to Boston from Canada to discourage mob protests. 
In October 1768 the first redcoats arrived by ship, the 14th 
and 29th Regiments, numbering as many as 1,000 soldiers. 
These troops, some of whom had fought against the French 
during the French and Indian War (1755–1760), were not 
wanted in the colony. 

Antagonism spread between soldiers and Patriots. The 
troops may have been in control of their street-corner sentry 
posts, where they sometimes harassed locals, but the Patri-
ots told the merchants what to do. Angry, frustrated citizens 
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�The Boston Massacre

began prowling the streets at night. The soldiers were a con-
stant reminder to the Patriots that the townspeople were not in 
charge of their own community.

The Sons of Liberty worked hard to push the antagonism 
between redcoats and Boston citizens to the edge. In 1769 Sam-
uel Adams, the group’s recognized leader, wrote of the Loyalists 
(those who continued to support the British), according to his-
torian Allen Weinstein: “There is a cursed cabal [group of plot-
ters], principally residing in this town who were perpetually 
intriguing to bring about another parliamentary tax act; for no 
other purpose than that they might feast and fatten themselves 
upon the spoils and plunder of the people.” Adams even tried 
to enflame public opinion against the redcoats by suggesting 
that the British “in calling for a military force under pretence 
of supporting civil authority, secretly intended to introduce a 
general massacre.” To some people, the death of Christopher 
Seider appeared to support Adams’s excited claim. During the 
days following the boy’s funeral, the seething anger of the peo-
ple of Boston expressed itself as never before. 

CLASH IN THE STREETS
On March 2, 1770, just four days after the funeral, an off-duty 
British redcoat named Thomas Walker went to a Boston “rope-
walk” (a long narrow building where rope is made) looking 
for a part-time job to supplement his meager wages as a sol-
dier. Walker was not only turned down, but the factory’s owner, 
William Green, mocked him. Before long other workers were 
joining in the fight, giving Walker a beating. Walker returned 
later with a group of his fellow soldiers. Another fight broke 
out, with the redcoats breaking it off and leaving. The next 
day, March 3, three soldiers returned and started another fight. 
Again, the redcoats received the worst of it, with one suffering 
a fractured skull. The following day was Sunday and no addi-
tional violence took place in the town.         
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10

A tense Monday, March 5, found snow on the ground a 
foot deep. Trouble was about to explode again in the streets 
of Boston. On King Street, near the hated British Custom 
House and the Main Guard, the headquarters for Brit-
ish troops, yet another fight had broken out. This one was 
between a colonial, Edward Gerrish, and a British soldier.

The fighting brought other Bostonians to the snow-cov-
ered street. Within a few minutes a redcoat sentry named 
Private Hugh White was surrounded by as many as 50 angry 
citizens, with most taunting him to fight. The nervous pri-
vate loaded his musket, then ran down the street to the steps 
of the Custom House, fixed his bayonet, and turned toward 
the shouting mob. That mob was out of control, angrily 
venting at the lone soldier as they pelted White with snow-
balls and large pieces of ice. Some in the crowd shouted they 
wanted to kill the soldier. The town watchman arrived and 
begged the crowd to stop, assuring White there was no need 
for further violence. White shouted for the Main Guard to 
come to his rescue. Fellow redcoats soon appeared.

The animosity that evening spread like a contagion. Other 
mobs gathered on other street corners within blocks of King 
Street, shouting at other redcoats. Soldiers brandished guns, 
bayonets, and clubs. Some officers shouted for their men to 
remain calm. The British officer whom Gerrish had origi-
nally insulted ordered his men to return to their barracks 
before something unfortunate happened. To draw more citi-
zens into the fray, some mob participants shouted “Fire!” 
Church bells were soon clanging, calling out volunteer fire-
fighters. Several streets in Boston were descending into an 
edgy, angry chaos.

Over on King Street, the mob grew, as men, women, and 
boys descended on Private White’s sentry box. Their number 
soon swelled to 300 or 400. The Main Guard joined White, 
led by Captain Thomas Preston. Captain Preston had not 
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DUSH3_Revolution.indd   10 8/6/09   13:14:00



11The Boston Massacre

shown up to confront the mob. To do so would have been 
sheer folly. Instead, he had planned on escorting Private 
White to safety. However, so many Bostonians surrounded 
the soldiers, they were unable to cut their way through the 
throng. Keeping his cool, Preston ordered his men to move 
back toward the Custom House where they formed an arc-
ing line, trying to keep anyone from getting behind them. 
More people showed up, ready to fight fires, in answer to the 
church bells, which were still tolling loudly. Preston shouted 
for the mob to disperse, but emotions were controlling the 
scene. The crowd cried out for the soldiers to fire at them.

Then, a brave city official, a justice of the peace named 
James Murray, arrived to read a copy of the Riot Act. The 
reading of this law during a mob action was required before 
the law was considered in effect. As Murray approached, the 
crowd knew his intent and knew that, if they managed to 
provoke the soldiers to fire on them, the redcoats would be 
on shaky legal grounds. The crowd then turned on Judge 
Murray, who was sent running from the scene before mak-
ing his reading. Men brandishing clubs struck the soldiers’ 
musket barrels. Some Patriot organizers on the scene shout-
ed at Preston, taunting him and asking him repeatedly if he 
intended to order his men to fire. Each time, the exasperated 
captain answered he did not.

THE FINAL SPARK
Only a foot or two separated the soldiers and citizens. Sud-
denly, someone tossed a club and struck Private Hugh Mont-
gomery, who lost his balance, slipped on the icy street, and 
dropped  his musket. The soldier then rose to his feet, hav-
ing retrieved his gun, lowered it toward the crowd and did  
just as the mob had been imploring the redcoats—he fired.

Seconds must have seemed like minutes at that moment. 
Following Private Montgomery’s shot, the other troops fired 
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Following a 1773 British tax on locally produced tea,  
“A Society of Patriotic Ladies” in North Carolina meet 
to sign a protest agreement not to drink tea and not 
to allow British goods to be sold in the colonies.
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as well. They had not received orders from Preston. The 
crowd advanced despite the shots, but few got close enough 
to club a redcoat. The soldiers reloaded, and fired again, 
not all at once, but over a period of minutes. Some in the 
crowd fell, as the larger mob began to scatter. Some returned 
only to pick up the wounded. The soldiers then fired a third 
round. By this time, a stunned Captain Preston had regained 
his senses, and began striking downward the musket barrels 
of his men. Historian Weinstein notes Preston’s anguished 
orders: “Stop firing! Do not fire!” Preston’s men began claim-
ing they thought he had ordered them to shoot. The captain 
ordered his men to return to the Main Guard, where they 
were placed in formation, awaiting the return of the angry 
mob of citizens. 

Back at the Custom House, shocked Bostonians looked 
along King Street at the blood stains in the snow. Five civil-
ians lay dead or dying: a free black named Crispus Attucks, 
an Irish Catholic immigrant, an apprentice sailor, a local 17-
year-old, and the son of the owner of the ropewalk where 
earlier violence had led to this singular event.

For several years, angry colonials had cried out against 
decisions made by King and Parliament. Protests had 
become commonplace from Boston to Savannah, Georgia. 
Increasing numbers of English subjects, who had in earlier 
years accepted without question the authority of the Crown 
over their lives, were striking out against any and all repre-
sentatives of British power. For nearly 175 years, the British 
had held sway over the 13 colonies that hugged the Atlantic 
Coast of North America. But that grip was loosening. Why 
were so many colonials so dissatisfied? What were they 
angry about? Where would it all lead? What did the future 
hold for those who were refusing to think of themselves as 
Englishmen and women, but were ready to give themselves 
a new identity—that of Americans?  

The Boston Massacre
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By 1789, when the U.S. 
Constitution had been 
ratifi ed and George 
Washington had been 
made the fi rst president, 
the United States did not 
fi ll even half of its present 
area. Most of the land west 
of the Mississippi River 
belonged to Spain. The 13 
colonies had become states 
and the frontier lands were 
territories. 
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17

From War 
to Protest

T  he conclusion of the French and Indian War (1755–
1760) brought signifi cant change to the balance of 

power in North America. The war ended with the French 
defeated and removed from New France (today’s Canada). 
The British, who had established the 13 colonies during the 
1600s and early 1700s, suddenly found themselves with a 
vast amount of territory, including Canada and stretching 
south to Florida and west to the Mississippi River. Since the 
war had begun over control of the Ohio River Valley, the 
English colonists in America believed they were now free to 
move west into that region. But that expectation did not pan 
out immediately.

PROCLAMATION LINE OF 1763
While the French might have been out, the American Indi-
ans of the Ohio Country were not. The British occupied for-
mer French forts in the region, but they did not continue 

1
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Revolutionary America18

the same even-handed relations with the Indians. This led to 
various Indian rebellions, mostly led by the Ottawan Chief 
Pontiac, but the British quelled these by force or treaties.

To take away future antagonism between the British and 
the Indians of the Ohio Country, the Crown passed the 
Proclamation of 1763, which declared the lands west of the 
Appalachian Mountains closed to future emigration. King 
George III, who had just come to the throne in 1760, stated: 
“It is just and reasonable and essential to our interest and 
the security of our colonies that the several nations or tribes 
of Indians with whom we are connected, and who live under 
our protection should not be molested or disturbed.” While 
this may have pleased the Indians, it did not satisfy the colo-
nists. Many British colonials had supported the French and 
Indian War because they thought it would open the region 
to occupation. Now those lands had been set aside as a vast 
Indian reserve. Feeling the British had no means to back 
up their proclamation, many colonists chose to violate the 
Crown’s order and moved west anyway, even at the risk of 
being killed by Indians. This defiance of British authority 
was one of the first bricks in the wall of colonial opposition 
to the Crown.

A STAGGERING DEBT
The British had won their war with the French and gained 
a vast North American empire—but at a huge price. Thou-
sands of troops, scores of warships, and millions of pounds 
of equipment, weapons, food, and supplies had been shipped 
across the Atlantic. The occupation of the western forts and 
the takeover of Canada represented additional expenses. The 
result was that Great Britain emerged from the war with its 
national debt almost doubled: the debt had been 73 million 
pounds in 1755 and was a staggering 137 million pounds by 
1760. Such amounts were equivalent to tens of billions of 
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dollars today. Some leaders in London began to talk of their 
country going bankrupt. The debt could not ride forever. It 
had to be paid somehow. But how?

By the early 1760s British authorities believed they had 
hit upon the answer. The 13 colonies had certainly gained by 
the war. They were no longer menaced by the French to the 
north. The Indians were being monitored by British forces 
stationed in the western forts, an ongoing cost to the Crown. 
Logic, reason, and economic necessity made one thing clear 
to the authorities: The colonies would have to be taxed and 
soon to help pay for a victory that had improved their lives 
more than those of anyone else in the British Empire. It was 
not fair to make the people living in the British Isles pay 
the full bill for protecting the colonists—and besides, they 
already paid 30 times more in taxes than their American 
counterparts.

Prior to the war the British Crown had not taken an active 
interest in its colonies in North America. It did not order 
the lives of the colonists or place financial burdens on them 
through taxation. But the war changed that. The Crown 
believed the colonies owed something to the Mother Coun-
try for protecting them against the French.

EARLY TAXATION
In April 1763 a new prime minister and chancellor of the 
exchequer rose to power to serve George III and the British 
people. His name was George Grenville, a 50-year-old mem-
ber of Parliament. (As chancellor of the exchequer, Grenville 
headed the treasury.) Grenville was immediately given the 
responsibility of dismantling the giant British war machine 
that had fought the French and Indian War in the colonies, 
as well as its European counterpart that had fought a parallel 
conflict known as the Seven Years’ War. Soon, the number of 
active British troops was reduced everywhere except in the 

From War to Protest
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Revolutionary America20

American colonies. There Grenville doubled the number of 
soldiers to 7,500 men. He felt this was necessary to provide 
future defense of the colonies. This move became immedi-
ately controversial among British subjects in America. 

While such military forces had been dispatched to fight 
the French, they had also been used already to fight Ameri-
can smuggling. During the 1600s and early 1700s, the Crown 
had established a series of navigation acts on the colonies 
in an effort to regulate trade. The result had been that the 
colonists ignored such acts, refusing to pay customs duties, 
and instead smuggled in goods behind the backs of British 
authorities. With so many troops in the colonies because of 
the war, British ships could patrol American waters to search 
for smugglers. It became usual for soldiers, armed with writs 
of assistance (special permissions issued by the king), to 
enter colonial businesses and homes to search for smuggled 
goods. In 1760 Boston merchants had hired a lawyer named 
James Otis to challenge the legality of such writs. He had 
failed in his case, and the aggravating searches continued, 
further angering colonials. The smuggling did not stop.

Now, Lord Grenville was prepared to place new taxes on 
the colonies. He did not seriously consider whether Parlia-
ment had the authority to tax the colonists. They were Brit-
ish subjects, Englishmen and women who were represented 
in Parliament, even if no colonists had voted for anyone in 
Parliament. Grenville’s view, held by many British officials, 
was that the colonies were “virtually” represented by the 
British government in London. Defining the “consent of the 
people” quite loosely, Grenville thought the Crown, which 
included Parliament, could legislate over the colonies legiti-
mately. Parliament had, of course, passed laws that applied 
to the colonies for many years. So, why not now? 

However, some colonists disagreed. They believed in 
actual representation. Almost since the establishment of 
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21From War to Protest

the first British colony in North America, the colonists 
had demanded they be allowed to physically vote for their 
representatives. This had become the standard practice in 
America: Colonists in all 13 colonies regularly elected their 
legislative leaders. Thus, the history of the colonies had nev-
er been based on virtual representation, but rather on actual 
representation.

Armed with his theory of representation, Lord Gren-
ville went forward with his plans to tax the colonies. In the 
spring of 1764, the prime minister convinced Parliament 
to pass the Revenue Act. Commonly known as the Sugar 
Act, it revised old import duties and created new ones on 
a package of trade goods the colonies commonly imported, 
including sugar, molasses, wines, coffee, and indigo, the 
latter producing a valuable purple dye. The act also barred 
the importation of French wines and foreign rums, requir-
ing the colonies to purchase such items direct from British 
exporters. At the heart of this act was Grenville’s intention to 
keep the colonists from buying sugar from the French West 
Indies, and to prevent them from bypassing British traders. 
In addition, the Sugar Act called for British customs ves-
sels to patrol colonial waters and look for smugglers. It also 
established a vice-admiralty court in the Canadian province 
of Nova Scotia, where captured American smugglers could 
be tried, rather than in the colonies. 

Smuggling was a lucrative business for American shippers 
and merchants. The practice allowed colonists to import and 
sell a wide variety of trade goods without the expense of reg-
ulation by British customs laws. Grenville believed the cus-
toms service was losing 700,000 pounds of income annually 
due to colonial smuggling.

The Sugar Act raised an immediate howl of protest from 
American shippers, merchants, and consumers alike. It was 
clear that Grenville’s act was intended to raise tax revenues 

DUSH3_Revolution.indd   21 8/6/09   13:14:13



Revolutionary America22

Bostonians protesting the Stamp Act burn the stamps 
in a bonfi re. From 1765, colonists had to pay a tax on 
printed items. A stamp was put on each item as the 
tax was paid in shillings and pence.
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23From War to Protest

in the colonies. Americans saw this as a direct break from 
tradition. Early acts of Parliament—such as the Navigation 
Acts of the 1660s and the Molasses Act of 1733—had tried 
to restrict the amount of trade colonists could engage in with 
foreign traders and shippers. The Sugar Act was different. It 
had been established to raise money for the overdrawn Brit-
ish treasury. 

As colonial subjects, however, and with the Crown so 
far away in England, what could be done? Colonial protests 
against the Sugar Act generally received little response. In 
1764, 8 of the 13 colonial legislatures sent petitions to Parlia-
ment calling for the repeal of the act. Parliament, Grenville, 
and King George III were not deterred. The act remained. 
Another form of protest was organized. On May 24, 1764, at 
a Boston town meeting, citizens pledged to boycott English 
imported goods. They hoped this might put economic pres-
sure on Great Britain to abolish the Sugar Act. 

Another Grenville Act passed in 1764 put another form 
of restriction on the colonies. With the prime minister’s 
encouragement, Parliament passed the Currency Act, which 
outlawed colonial issues of paper money. The act, in part, 
was well-intended, since the colonies were facing post-war 
economic difficulties, brought in partially by the overprint-
ing of paper currency. However, it made doing business more 
difficult, since there was little hard currency (gold and silver 
coins) in circulation. It also placed the power of taxation 
and customs in the colonies into the hands of royal officials, 
not the legislatures or the people directly.

THE STAMP ACT
The next step in Grenville’s campaign of greater taxation 
and economic domination over the colonies was the Stamp 
Act, passed in Parliament in 1765. It was patterned after an  
existing law that had been in place in England for nearly a 
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century. The act effectively created a tax on all paper prod-
ucts and printed materials. It required a royal tax stamp 
be affixed to everything from newspapers to land deeds to 
wills to pamphlets to tavern licenses to playing cards—even 
to paper dice. To make matters worse, the act required the 
stamps to be paid for with hard currency, gold or silver coins, 
not paper money. 

To counter any potential colonial protest, Grenville called 
for any revenues raised by the act to be used to pay for Brit-
ish troops stationed in the colonies. The act passed on March 
22, 1765, and was scheduled to go into effect on November 
1. By the time the colonists received word of the act, they 
had six months to decide how to protest it. The main objec-
tion was not the amount of the tax, but the legal principle in 
question. The colonists said that they had not given consent 
for such taxes. A phrase became common on the streets and 
in legislative halls: “No taxation without representation.” 

VIOLENT PROTESTS
There were other forms of protest. Colonists formed groups, 
such as Samuel Adams’s Sons of Liberty in Boston, whose 
aim was to harass officials, especially designated royal stamp 
agents, and prevent them from selling the tax stamps. 

Before establishing the Sons of Liberty, Adams had been 
a member of the Loyal Nine, a group of Boston artisans, 
craftsmen, shopkeepers. and a printer. The group organized 
a street-level protest of the Stamp Act in August 1765. On 
the morning of August 14, a group of protesters gathered in 
the streets, where mob members hung a dummy of Andrew 
Oliver, the designated royal stamp distributor, from a tree on 
Boston Common. (The practice is called “hanging in effigy.”) 
That night, people went to his house and built a bonfire out-
side. They shouted insults and some tossed rocks through 
his windows. Then, they burned the effigy that had been 
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25From War to Protest

isaac Barre anD The sons oF liBerTY 

The Stamp Act of 1765 drew the 
immediate ire of many colonials, 
who viewed it as an attempt to raise 
revenue rather than regulate trade. 
The protests that followed included 
irate pamphlets, articles and cartoons 
in newspapers, an economic boycott, 
legislative petitions, and various street 
demonstrations.

Among the mob actions that 
took place, none were as loud and 
angry as those in Boston. The group 
responsible was formed by Samuel 
Adams, who was destined to become 
one of the leading Patriots against 
British authority. He and his fellow 
artisans and craftsmen (Adams had 
been a brewer) formed a resistance 
group called the Loyal Nine that 
rallied street demonstrations against 
designated stamp agents, such as 
Andrew Oliver.

As word of such demonstrations 
reached the halls of Parliament, 
various members spoke out in 
response. One was Colonel Isaac 
Barre, a parliamentary liberal, who 
had opposed the Stamp Act in the 
fi rst place. During the debate over 

the stamp bill, he had eloquently 
reminded his fellow parliamentarians 
that the colonists had created their 
world for 150 years without much 
help from the Crown. As to the 
claim that the colonies owed their 
protection to the British military, 
Barre answered, as noted by historian 
Robert Middlekauff: “They protected 
by your Arms? They have nobly 
taken up Arms in your Defence, 
have Exerted a Valour amidst their 
constant and Laborious industry for 
the defence of a Country . . . whose 
frontier [was] drench’d in blood.”

As the colonists rose up in 
anger against the Stamp Act, Barre 
expressed his support, referring to 
such colonists as “these sons of 
liberty.” 

Back in Boston, Patriot leader 
Samuel Adams read about Barre’s 
response in a local newspaper and 
noted the phrase. Soon he was 
using it as a name for his resistance 
organization—the Sons of Liberty. 
A few years later, a group of Patriot 
women were to form the Daughters 
of Liberty.
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hung earlier in the day. (The mob had already destroyed a 
building they thought was going to be used as the stamp tax 
office. They were wrong—Oliver had intended to rent the 
building out to various shopkeepers.) Finally, a frightened 
Oliver came out of his home and announced to the crowd 
that he would not carry out his duties as the stamp agent for 
the city. The mob and their sponsor, the Loyal Nine, had, 
it seems, gained a victory through sheer intimidation and 
implied violence.  

Such protest groups sprang up in other colonies and their 
methods were copied over and over. Stamp tax agents were 
intimidated into refusing to perform their official duties. 
Governors, afraid of mob actions, announced they would not 
support the Stamp Act. By the fall of 1765, with the Novem-
ber deadline for stamp sales looming, about half the colonies 
sent delegates to a Stamp Act Congress, with attendees from 
New York, Massachusetts, Rhode Island, Connecticut, New 
Jersey, Maryland, and South Carolina. This was an important 
step in opposition to Great Britain. For the first time since 
the Albany Plan of Union in 1754, an intercolonial body had 
met, signifying some cooperation between the colonies.

As the forms of protest stacked up, officials in London felt 
compelled to take a second look at the Stamp Act. Pressure 
was already coming to bear in Parliament through London 
merchants who were suffering under the colonial boycott, 
which had brought about a 25 percent decline in exports 
and imports to and from America. By November 1, the 
day the Stamp Act went into effect, not a single stamp tax 
agent was willing to distribute his stamps. Its actions having 
been checkmated by American protests, Parliament had no 
recourse but to repeal the Stamp Act five months later, in 
March 1766. The colonists had won a victory in the streets, 
in the legislative halls, through their writings, and by put-
ting the squeeze on British merchants. 
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Protesting colonists had gained a win. They had spoken 
out and demonstrated against the Stamp Act, which 

they believed to be wrong in both form and theory, and the 
resulting pressure had forced Parliament to repeal the hated 
legislation by the spring of 1766. Yet, at the same time the 
Crown relented and did away with the Stamp Act, members 
of Parliament passed the Declaratory Act, which affi rmed 
their right and power to place tax legislation over the colo-
nies. One act was gone, but the Crown was not surrendering 
any of its power.

THE TOWNSHEND DUTIES
Despite the enactment of the Sugar Act and the Stamp Act, 
neither succeeded in greatly reducing the immense debt 
Britain had accumulated during the French and Indian War. 
In August 1766 Lord Grenville was replaced as chancellor 
of the exchequer by a member of Parliament named Charles 

2
The Protest 
Heats Up
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Townshend. (For the moment, William Pitt became the prime 
minister, although he suffered a mental breakdown before 
the year’s end.) Nicknamed “the Weathercock,” Townshend 
had a reputation as a politician who switched positions and 
causes according to the prevailing winds. (He was also called 
“Champagne Charlie” for his wild lifestyle.)

Armed with the Declaratory Act, he soon began pushing 
for new taxes on the colonies. He directed three major acts,  
the Townshend Acts, through Parliament. The first of these, 
the Revenue Act, was designed to accomplish two goals. It 
placed new duties on common colonial imports, including 
lead, glass, paint, paper, and tea. While earlier duties had 
applied to imports into the colonies from foreign countries, 
these trade taxes were placed on goods being delivered to 
America directly from Great Britain. The monies raised were 
earmarked to pay for soldiers assigned to posts in America 
and for royal colonial officials’ salaries. The act also suspend-
ed the New York legislature for failing to provide redcoats 
stationed in that colony with such items as firewood and 
candles. This move was meant to punish New York for vio-
lating the Quartering Act. The result was that New York had 
only Crown-appointed officials, no elected government.

The Townshend Duties generated immediate protest. 
There were the usual pamphlets, including one written by 
a lawyer from Pennsylvania, John Dickinson, titled Letters 
from a Farmer in Pennsylvania to Inhabitants of the British 
Colonies. It appeared in a series of entries during 1767–1768 
in a publication called the Pennsylvania Chronicle. These 
articles were widely read and reprinted throughout the colo-
nies. In his political tract, Dickinson argued that Parliament 
had the power to regulate colonial trade, but not to wield 
that power to raise taxes or revenues. He also stated that the 
dissolving of the New York assembly was unjust and a move 
against liberty and representative government.
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A British cartoon of 1766, The Funeral of Miss Ame-
Stamp, shows members of Parliament crying over the 
loss of taxes from America while British ships carry 
unsold goods and stamps from the colonies.

Massachusetts Leads the Way
As with the Stamp Act, colonial legislatures also respond-
ed to the Townshend Duties. A confrontation developed in 
Massachusetts where the legislature drafted a circular letter 
against the duties, which was then sent to other colonial leg-
islatures for consideration. When British authorities learned 
of the letter, they ordered it recalled. The Massachusetts leg-
islature voted 92 to 17 to defy that order. In response, in 
1768 the colony’s royal governor, Francis Bernard, dissolved 
the Massachusetts assembly. Other governors followed Ber-
nard’s example and closed down their colonial assemblies. 
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This meant those colonies were governed by men who were 
not appointed by the people, but by the Crown. 

Over the next two years, colonists continued to protest 
the Townshend Duties. A new organization, the Daughters 
of Liberty, held public demonstrations during which they 
worked spinning wheels, making the point that they would 
make their own cloth rather than import it from England. 

John hancock, relUcTanT PaTrioT

Few men left their mark on the 
American Revolution with greater 
fl air than John Hancock. No signature 
is remembered better than the one 
Hancock penned on the Declaration 
of Independence in the summer of 
1776. Yet the Boston merchant joined 
the Patriot cause later than others.

Born in Braintree, Massachusetts, 
in 1737, Hancock was the son of a 
minister, Reverend John Hancock, 
and Mary Hawke. Growing up in 
the part of town that later became 
Quincy, Hancock was friends with 
another boy who grew up to be 
a Patriot leader—John Adams. At 
age fi ve, following the death of his 
father, John was adopted by his 
uncle, Thomas Hancock, a successful 
Boston merchant.

Opportunity came at every turn for 
John Hancock. He attended Boston 

Latin School, graduating in 1750. 
From there, he went to Harvard 
University and received his bachelor’s 
degree in 1754, while still a teenager. 
He then went to work with his uncle, 
learning the ropes of business and 
shipping, eventually becoming a 
partner. He lived in England for 
a year, from 1760–1761, gaining 
fi rsthand relationships with his uncle’s 
customers and suppliers. In 1764 
Thomas Hancock died and left John 
everything, including his estate and 
thriving business. Twenty-seven-year-
old John Hancock was one of the 
wealthiest men in the 13 colonies.

When Britain began passing 
new duties on imports and exports 
in America, Hancock did not 
become too upset. Like most 
colonial merchants and shippers, 
John Hancock regularly engaged in 
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smuggling and rarely paid such duties 
anyway. When the Stamp Act was 
passed, he did resist it. The boycott 
protest that followed was fi ne with 
him. He had run out of credit in 
London at that time and could 
not buy any more goods. When 
Hancock told this to the London 
merchants he normally did business 
with, they, too, began campaigning 
against the Stamp Act. In May 1766 
one of Hancock’s ships brought 
news of the repeal of the act to 
Massachusetts. 

Meanwhile, the wealthy Hancock 
was becoming more involved 
politically. In 1765 he took his 
uncle’s seat as one of Boston’s fi ve 
selectmen. The following year he 
was elected to the Massachusetts 
General Court. In 1768 he gained 
a seat in the Massachusetts House 
of Representatives. The next year he 
was elected speaker pro tem (for the 

time being), even as the dissolved 
legislature continued to meet secretly 
and illegally.

Slowly, Hancock became more 
of a Patriot. Following the Liberty 
Incident in 1768, he became 
increasingly outspoken against British 
authority. When the Revolutionary 
War began at Lexington and Concord 
in April 1775, Hancock was a wanted 
man. The British had marched 
out of Boston looking for him and 
Samuel Adams, but had met colonial 
militiamen along the way. Shots were 
fi red, and the war began. 

Hancock became a fi nancier 
of the war and was elected as 
president of the Second Continental 
Congress. During the summer of 
1776, when the Congress approved 
the Declaration of Independence, 
Hancock was presiding and placed 
his famous signature on the new 
document of freedom.

Some colonists pledged to stop drinking tea. Again, the Sons 
of Liberty organized a boycott, which was not immediately 
effective. Many merchants had cooperated with the 1765–
1766 boycott of the Stamp Act, but in the booming years of 
1768–1769 they were less willing, not wanting to interrupt 
business again. Over time, however, the boycotts had the 
desired effect. By late 1769 British imports to Boston were 
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off by 50 percent. In Philadelphia, another bustling Ameri-
can port, trade was down by nearly 70 percent.

The Liberty Incident
During the various protests against the Townshend Duties, 
an incident took place in Boston in the spring of 1768. One 
of the city’s Sons of Liberty was a wealthy merchant named 
John Hancock. He regularly engaged in trade between New 
England and the French West Indies, from where he smug-
gled an estimated 1.5 million gallons of molasses annually. 
According to historian Harlow Unger, Hancock should have 
paid 37,000 pounds a year on that amount of molasses, but 
instead managed to pay a handful of corrupt customs agents 
only about 2,000 pounds.

On May 9, 1768, Hancock’s sloop, Liberty, arrived in 
Boston Harbor loaded with 25 pipes (an amount equal to 
3,150 gallons) of Madeira wine. Two inspectors—called 
tides men—boarded Hancock’s ship to identify the cargo 
and make certain nothing was off-loaded without paying 
the customs duty. The following day the wine was unload-
ed, Hancock paid the duty, and nothing out of the ordinary 
occurred. Within weeks, the Liberty took on a cargo of whale 
oil and tar. Under the existing trade laws, a ship’s owner was 
to post bond for a new cargo before loading it on his vessel, 
but the practice was that ships were loaded and cleared port, 
then the bond was paid. Still, Hancock was in technical vio-
lation of the law and the chief collector of customs, Joseph 
Harrison, ordered the Liberty seized. (Hancock and Harrison 
had history. They had clashed before over such procedures 
and each thought the other arrogant.)

At the same moment Harrison prepared to move against 
the Liberty, another, unrelated incident in Boston Harbor 
was in the making. Two British warships, Romney and St. 
Lawrence, had sailed into the harbor, in need of additional 
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sailors. A common custom of the British navy was to impress 
men—force them into service against their will—although 
the practice had been banned in American waters a centu-
ry earlier. A press gang from the Romney had captured an 
American sailor named Furlong outside a dock tavern. Local 
citizens came to Furlong’s rescue: The press gang returned 
to the Romney beaten and without a “recruit.” 

In heavy-handed response, the ship’s captain ordered the 
Romney’s guns aimed at the gathered mob. During this face-
off, Harrison requested a boatload of sailors from the Rom-
ney for assistance in seizing the Liberty. As the angry mob 
watched, the British sailors rowed their longboat to Han-
cock’s ship, lashed the merchant sloop to their vessel, and 
returned to their ship. Frustrated, the mob took out their 
anger on Harrison, who was on the dock, along with his son 
and another customs officer, Benjamin Hallowell. Harrison 
got away, Hallowell was knocked unconscious, and Harri-
son’s son was dragged off by his hair through the streets of 
the city. Then, the mob went to the homes of Harrison, Hal-
lowell, and the inspector general of customs, John Williams, 
where they tossed rocks and broke all their windows. 

Quelling the Unrest
Massachusetts royal governor, Francis Bernard, hearing 
of the incident and anxious to head off greater violence, 
announced he did not support impressments, then gave the 
order to custom officials to return the Liberty to Hancock, 
along with his duties. But Hancock refused the governor’s 
offer and demanded his case come before the courts. That 
case came forward on March 1, 1769, but the Crown chose 
to drop all charges. 

The riots caused by the Romney’s press gang, plus the Lib-
erty incident, caused British officials in London to conclude 
that Boston was a hotbed of Patriot fervor. In October 1768 
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two regiments of redcoats arrived in the city. According to 
historian James Kirby Martin, a local minister lamented: 
“Good God! What can be worse to a people who have tasted 
the sweets of liberty! Things have come to an unhappy cri-
sis, . . . and the moment there is any bloodshed all affection 
will cease.” Soldiers remained in the city until the opening 
shots of the Revolutionary War seven years later.

By the spring of 1770 Great Britain had a new prime 
minister, Lord Frederick North. In April 1770 Lord North 
responded to the events of the previous three years, includ-
ing the colonial protests against the Townshend Duties and 
the boycott that was hurting British trade. He saw that the 
duties were costing, not profiting the Crown and called 
on Parliament to repeal all of them, except the tax on tea. 
(Charles Townshend did not live to see any of these pro-
tests against his hated trade duties: The same year they were 
enacted, he contracted typhus and died.)

THE BOSTON MASSACRE
Even as this change in policy was made by Parliament and 
the majority of the duties repealed, many colonists were 
not happy. They did not like the tax on tea, and they were 
not convinced that British policy had actually changed. Just 
weeks before the repeal of the lion’s share of the Townshend 
Duties, a singular event had taken place in Boston, one that 
stirred colonists up and down the Atlantic Coast—the Bos-
ton Massacre.

When violence erupted between street demonstrators 
and British troops outside the Boston Custom House on the 
evening of March 5, 1770, five colonists lost their lives and 
the city became yet again the chief symbol of anti-British 
sentiment. The soldiers went on trial for murder, yet they 
were defended by two unlikely men, both outspoken Patri-
ots—John Adams and Josiah Quincy, Jr. 
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The Boston Massacre

Redcoats were guarding 
Boston’s Custom House, 
where British tax money 
was stored. Colonists 
harassed the soldiers and 
the demonstration got out 
of hand. Five colonists 
were killed and seven 
were wounded. Soon 
after, a Patriot named Paul 
Revere issued a pamphet 
that showed the redcoats 
deliberately shooting the 
colonists. This fueled 
the colonists’ hatred 
for the British and 
helped start the 
Revolutionary 
War.
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Adams, who would one day be elected the second presi-
dent of the United States, did not think like his distant 
cousin, Samuel, who exploited the tragedy by ordering an 
engraver to produce an illustration of the event that showed 
innocent Bostonians gunned down by redcoats, their com-
mander raising his sword and giving the order. John Adams 
argued in court that the soldiers had been placed in an 
extremely awkward situation. As noted by historian David 
McCullough in his biography of Adams, the Boston lawyer 
asked the jury to consider that the soldiers had been pelted 
with snowballs, oyster shells, sticks, and “every species of 
rubbish” even as the mob encouraged the redcoats to fire on 
them. Trying to put emotions aside, Adams added: “Facts are 
stubborn things and whatever may be our wishes, our incli-
nations, or the dictums of our passions, they cannot alter the 
state of facts and evidence.” The soldiers had only defended 
themselves against an angry mob. All but two of the accused 
were found not guilty, and those two escaped with nothing 
more than a branding on their thumbs. 

Despite the trial’s outcome Samuel Adams still milked all 
the propaganda he could from the tragic event that came to 
be called the Boston Massacre.
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As violent and antagonistic as the Boston Massacre had 
been, it was followed by a two-year period of calm. 

The Townshend Duties had been repealed, eliminating the 
immediate issue between Crown and colonists, and Parlia-
ment made no signifi cant moves to raise the concern or ire 
of Americans. 

THE GASPÉe INCIDENT
Only one incident stands out during the period between 1770 
and 1772. In 1772 a British customs vessel, the Gaspée, ran 
aground off the coast of Rhode Island. The ship was search-
ing for smugglers. Local citizens came out and took control 
of the ship, forced off its crew, and then set it on fi re. (The 
ship’s commander, Lieutenant William Dudingston, was shot 
in the groin while resisting the boarders.) British offi cials 
made halfhearted efforts to bring those involved to justice, 
but no one was ever arrested for the Gaspée Incident.

37
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In spite of the relative calm, many colonists were still 
upset with British policies toward them. The dissolved 
colonial legislatures remained dissolved, and the British 
tax on tea remained. According to historian Axelrod, King 
George III had insisted “there must always be one tax,” as 
a symbol of Parliament’s right to tax the colonies. Ques-
tions remained about the future relationship between the 
colonies and the Mother Country. Some Americans were 
beginning to talk about a complete separation from Great 
Britain. But most colonists were not ready, in 1772, to con-
sider independence. They were still ready to pledge their 
loyalty to the king, even as they defied Parliament. 

forcing the issue
In 1772 Lord North began paying royal governors and 
judges with monies generated by the Townshend Duties. To 
make certain everyone in the colonies was aware of this lat-
est slap in the face, Samuel Adams established a new Patriot 
organization, the Committee of Correspondence. He and 
two other Patriot leaders, James Otis Jr. and Josiah Quincy 
Jr., also set out, in a report to the Committee of Correspon-
dence in Boston, three primary rights held by the Ameri-
cans—the right to life, liberty, and property. (They took their 
cues from a seventeenth-century English political writer and 
philosopher, John Locke.) The pamphlet also noted the trio’s 
grievances against British authority, such as paying for roy-
al officials out of colonial duties and being forced to house 
British soldiers in private homes, and helped to clarify the 
Patriot causes and motivations.

In time, animosity between Crown and colonials raised 
its head again. In 1773 the Patriots found a new thorn in 
their side in the form of the Tea Act. That May, Parliament 
passed the act as a support for one of the largest monopo-
listic trading firms in Great Britain, the British East India 

Revolutionary America
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Company. The firm was in decline, partly because it was 
poorly run, partly because of the tea boycott organized by 
Boston merchant and shipper John Hancock (which had 
caused the colonial sale of the company’s tea to drop from 
320,000 pounds [145,000 kilograms] in 1768 to just over 
500 lbs [225 kg] in 1773), and partly because of rampant 
smuggling (which brought Dutch, not British, tea into the 
colonies).

The Tea Act allowed British customs officials to collect 
the old Townshend duty on tea (the last of his duties) and 
then secretly return part of those monies to the British East 
India Company to help bolster its bottom line. Also, the 
new tea law gave the company the exclusive right to sell 
tea in America. It could sell that tea at a lower price, low 
enough to make it cheaper than smuggled tea which was 
regularly imported in violation of British trade law. Such 
tea, of course, was imported without paying the required 
duty. British officials believed they had killed many birds 
with one stone. The British East India Company could be 
saved from bankruptcy. It had a monopoly on selling tea 
to the colonists. Monies from customs duties would wind 
up in the pocket of the ailing firm. And smuggling would 
become useless, since the company’s tea imported into the 
colonies could be sold cheaper than the smuggled variety. 
(British authorities were intent on passing a Tea Act on the 
colonies at that time, since London warehouses were stuffed 
with 17 million pounds of tea, which would likely rot if it 
could not be sent to and purchased by the colonies.)

THE CALM IS BROKEN
Everyone would win under the new Tea Act passed on May 
10, 1773—at least, that’s what British officials believed. 
They believed the Americans would buy the cheaper legal 
tea over the smuggled kind. But they had miscalculated. 
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Colonists were not only going to refuse to buy British East 
India Company tea—they were not even going to allow it to 
be imported in the fi rst place. The colonial objection to the 
new Tea Act was not about the amount of the tax. At three 
pence a pound, the amount was insignifi cant, and a colonial 

Few of the early men who rallied 
others to the Patriot cause played a 
greater singular role than Bostonian 
Samuel Adams. His cousin John 
Adams, according to historian 
George Carey, credited him as a key 
fi gure in the Revolution: “Without 
the character of Samuel Adams, 
the true history of the American 
Revolution can never be written. 
For 50 years his pen, his tongue, his 
activity, were constantly exerted for 
his country without fee or reward.” 
His was an early voice of opposition 
to Parliament. In 1748, even before 
the French and Indian War, Adams 
had published a weekly newspaper, 
which aimed, as noted by historian 
William Wells, to “defend the rights 
and liberties of mankind.” Between 
1765 and 1775, the year the 
Revolutionary War erupted, Adams 
spoke out against British taxation and 
growing control over the colonies. 

Adams had little appreciation for 
any British offi cials, but he despised 
Thomas Hutchinson, who served fi rst 
as royal lieutenant governor, then 
governor of Massachusetts. While 
Adams’s patriotic leanings motivated 
him against Hutchinson, there was 
also a personal cause for the dislike.

Hutchinson and Adams’s father 
shared history. Samuel Adams Sr. had 
been a well-to-do malter—so much 
so that he was able to send young 
Samuel to Harvard, hoping he would 
become a minister (Samuel Sr. himself 
was a church deacon). In 1740, when 
his son graduated, Deacon Adams 
invested in the Massachusetts Land 
Bank. Its purpose was to provide 
loans to poorer people by allowing 
them to use real estate as collateral. 
The bank allowed payments to 
be made in paper money, which 
sometimes proved less valuable than 
it was supposed to be, since the 

hisTorY BeTween aDaMs anD hUTchinson
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tea drinker would have to consume a gallon (3.8 liters) of 
tea every day to end up paying a dollar in tax for one year. 
It was the principle of the circumstances: Once again, the 
Americans were expected to pay a customs duty they had 
never voted to support for the purpose of raising revenue for 

colonies often printed more paper 
money than they had hard currency 
to back up.

The bank and its practices soon 
came to the attention of a group of 
wealthy Massachusetts businessmen, 
including Thomas Hutchinson, who 
had served as a member of the 
General Court. (Older than Samuel 
Adams Jr. by 11 years, he was also a 
Harvard graduate.) Elected in 1737, 
Hutchinson took a strong—and 
generally unpopular—position 
against the printing of too much 
paper currency. Along with several 
infl uential friends, Hutchinson 
convinced the royal governor of 
Massachusetts to declare the bank 
illegal and put it out of business. The 
following year, Parliament upheld 
the governor’s decision, leaving the 
elder Adams strapped with debts and 
saddled with lawsuits. He died a few 
years later. 

The younger Samuel Adams 
never forgave Hutchinson for his 

role in ruining his father. In 1758, 
when Hutchinson became lieutenant 
governor, appointed royally, Adams 
still bore a grudge. As Hutchinson 
supported various tax acts enacted by 
Parliament on the colonies, Adams 
eagerly rallied his fellow Bostonians 
against these restrictive laws and 
defi ed Hutchinson. 

Without question, Adams fought 
British policy during the 1760s and 
1770s because he believed it was 
restrictive. He also favored a new 
relationship with Great Britain based 
on his Patriot political philosophy. 
How much he was also driven by 
his dislike of Governor Thomas 
Hutchinson, historians may only 
guess. There is little evidence that 
may be taken from Adams’s personal 
papers. He destroyed most of them 
in his later years. As for the loyalist 
Hutchinson, with the approach of the 
Revolutionary War, he left America in 
1774 and spent the remainder of his 
life in exile in England.
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the British Crown. This made the act illegitimate. Historians 
believe the act may have driven previously moderate Ameri-
can merchants to support the Patriot cause. Hatred of the tea 
tax was loud and angry. One colonial wrote of the tax and of 
consuming British East India Company tea: “Do not suffer 
yourself to sip the accursed, dutied STUFF. For if you do, the 
devil will immediately enter into you, and you will instantly 
become a traitor to your country.”

The British authorities selected four American cities 
where the first shipments of the newly taxed tea could be 
landed—Boston, New York, Philadelphia, and Charleston. 
Citizens in all four communities were soon up in arms. 
The Committees of Correspondence leapt into action, as 
members tried to intimidate designated tea agents in these 
four ports (just as designated stamp distributors had been 
harassed several years earlier). In Philadelphia, New York, 
and Charleston the agents quickly gave in, refusing to carry 
out their duties. At Philadelphia and New York, ship cap-
tains and harbor pilots refused to handle British East India 
Company tea cargoes, and the tea ships were sent back to 
London. In Charleston, the tea was off-loaded and placed 
in a warehouse, where it remained unsold until 1776, when 
the Continental Congress auctioned it off to help raise funds 
for the Revolutionary War effort.

THE boston incident
In Boston, events turned a bit differently. Three East India 
tea ships arrived in the harbor on November 28—the Dart-
mouth, Eleanor, and Beaver. Members of the local Committee 
of Correspondence prevented the tea from being unloaded 
and insisted the ships return to Great Britain, as they had 
in other American ports. But the royal governor of Massa-
chusetts, Thomas Hutchinson (whose townhouse had been 
attacked during the Stamp Act Crisis back in 1765), refused 
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to issue the permits that would have allowed the ships to 
leave port. A standoff was in the making. According to the 
customs law, the duty on the tea had to be paid within 20 
days of a ship’s docking or its cargo was to be seized by cus-
toms officials and sold at public auction. Slowly, the days 
ticked down as the tea ships remained, silently bobbing in 
the hostile waters of Boston Harbor.

Then, on December 16, the day before the end of the 
20 days, Sam Adams held a meeting in Boston’s Old South 
Church. Perhaps as many as 7,000 citizens attended (more 
than one-third of the city’s population). Throughout the day, 
Adams sent the captain of the Dartmouth, Francis Rotch, to 
Governor Hutchinson to plead for the harbor exit permits 
that would allow his ship and the other tea vessels to leave 
Boston Harbor. Hutchinson defiantly refused. By 6 p.m., night 
was falling, and Adams mounted the Old South Church pul-
pit and announced: “This meeting can do nothing more 
to save the country.” Gathered Bostonians, on cue, began 
chanting: “Boston Harbor a teapot tonight! The Mohawks 
are coming!” 

This was a signal to those gathered at the church to move 
to Boston Harbor, where they witnessed a strange scene. 
Approximately 150 Patriots appeared, thinly disguised as 
Mohawk Indians. They were there to carry out a direct act 
of civil disobedience. As their fellow Bostonians looked on, 
the “Indians” boarded the tea ships, immediately broke open 
342 wooden chests of tea and unceremoniously dumped the 
90,000-lb (40,860-kg) cargo into the dark waters of Boston 
Harbor. The Patriots did no damage to any other property 
onboard the three tea vessels. When a padlock was acciden-
tally broken, someone later delivered a replacement lock. 
In all, these organized night raiders destroyed tea worth 
approximately 10,000 pounds (about $1.7 million in today’s 
money).

DUSH3_Revolution.indd   43 8/6/09   13:14:28



Revolutionary America44

A 1784 illustration of the Boston Tea Party of 
December 16, 1773. Colonists showed their anger 
at the British authorities’ laws by dumping tea from 
British ships in Boston Harbor.
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THE intolerable acts
Within six weeks, word reached London and the ministry 
of Lord North. Feeling the act of Patriot defiance could not 
be ignored, the angry prime minister ordered the closing of 
Boston port. Instead of wasting time and energy ferreting 
out the culprits who had destroyed the tea, he chose to pun-
ish all of Boston: The port was the lifeline of the colonists’ 
economy. North’s orders against the harbor were so tight 
that he allowed only the importation of food and firewood 
into the city. 

Closing the harbor brought a howl of protest across Mas-
sachusetts and from other colonies. In Virginia, the fiery 
Patrick Henry delivered a speech in which he condemned 
the closing of Boston’s port. The following spring Parliament 
placed more punishments on Boston, through the passage 
of three acts. The Massachusetts Government Act added 
powers to the royal governor and banned the holding of all 
special town meetings across the colony. (The Committees 
of Correspondence often held such meetings.) The Justice 
Act provided a trial outside the colonies—called a change of 
venue—for anyone accused of committing a murder while 
trying to stop a riot. And the Quartering Act gave more lati-
tude to British military commanders to commandeer private 
homes and other buildings to house redcoats in the colony. 

These acts were intended to force the people of Massa-
chusetts to get in line and bring a halt to all subversive and 
defiant behaviors. But the colonists were not about to accept 
what became known as the Coercive Acts or Intolerable Acts. 
The new laws only served to widen the loyalty gap between 
the British Crown and American colonists.
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The relationship between the colonial Patriots and the 
British Crown was on the verge of a breaking point. 

Not only did the North ministry and Parliament place the 
Coercive Acts on Boston, King George III appointed Brit-
ish General Thomas Gage, who had served in the French 
and Indian War, as the royal governor of Massachusetts and 
commander in chief of British soldiers in America. The citi-
zens of Massachusetts were placed, in effect, under military 
rule.

Gage arrived by ship in Boston on May 13, 1774. When 
he entered the city four days later, amid cold spring rains, 
he received an equally cold reception from Bostonians. Citi-
zens wore black badges as if in mourning, and church bells 
across the city tolled as if for a funeral. Undeterred, on June 1 
Gage implemented the offi cial closing of Boston Harbor and 
ordered the capital of Massachusetts be moved from Boston 
to Salem. In response, the Massachusetts General Assembly, 

4
Collision 
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which had already been officially dissolved, began to meet 
in Salem, calling itself the Provincial Congress. The general 
and governor ordered this congress to disband, sending a 
messenger to inform the rebellious representatives. With 
the courier outside their meeting hall, the delegates held the 
door closed while voting on a proposal. They called for a 
Continental Congress, one that would include representa-
tives from all of the 13 colonies.

Later that summer, on June 22, King George III signed 
a new law designed to limit the power of the colonies. It 
was called the Quebec Act and it extended the boundaries of 
the Canadian province of Quebec to include the Ohio Valley 
and the Illinois Country further west. The act also required 
that, in these territories, French was to be the language and 
Catholicism the predominant religion. In one way, George 
was showing toleration of the French Canadians who still 
lived in the region the British had gained following the 
French and Indian War. But the act angered many Ameri-
can colonists, most of whom were Protestant and had always 
thought the war had ended the possibility of French domi-
nance south of the Great Lakes. The colonists saw the act as 
yet another by which the Crown did not wish them well.

AN AMERICAN CONGRESS
Desperate and angry colonists agreed to send delegates, or 
representatives, to an intercolonial meeting to discuss the 
growing divide between themselves and the Mother Coun-
try. In September 1774, 55 delegates representing nearly all 
the 13 colonies sat down together in a Philadelphia meeting 
place called Carpenters’ Hall as the First Continental Con-
gress. Since most colonial legislatures had been abolished by 
that time, there was no legal mechanism to appoint these del-
egates, so the actions they took were entirely illegal. Several 
important Founding Fathers, remembered today for their 
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support of the American Revolution, were present, includ-
ing Thomas Jefferson, Patrick Henry, George Washington, 
John Adams, and his cousin, Samuel.

As they took up their business, these delegates soon 
focused on several key issues and questions: 1) What were 
they and their fellow colonists upset about? 2) What did 
they intend to do about it? and 3) Had the time arrived for 
the colonies to consider a new relationship with the Mother 
Country?

The debates on these questions ran in every direction. 
Almost all the delegates favored the repeal of the Coercive 
Acts. As to a response, they agreed to petition King George 
and then organize yet another boycott of British imports 
from, and American exports to, England. The delegates 
signed the “Continental Association” on October 20, 1774. 

Discussion of a different relationship with Great Britain 
drew loud argument, however. Conservatives among the del-
egates called for the colonies to willingly accept the authori-
ty of Parliament. Other men suggested that a legal American 
legislature be established, one that represented the colonies 
and had the authority and power to make binding laws, while 
also accepting the scope of Parliament’s power. There were 
also radical voices, such as those of fellow Virginians Thom-
as Jefferson and Patrick Henry, who argued that the colo-
nies should recognize only the authority of King George and 
simply ignore Parliament. As for Samuel Adams, he called 
for independence—a complete break from Great Britain. 
Few were prepared to accept such a revolutionary position. 
Nearly everyone in the First Continental Congress, as well 
as colonists at large, believed it was still possible, in 1774, 
to work out a new relationship with Great Britain and the 
Crown, one that would recognize their rights as Englishmen 
and women. Adams had little choice but to bide his time. 
In the meantime, the delegates agreed to reconvene on May 
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10, 1775, if their grievances against the Crown had not been 
adequately met. They adjourned on October 26, less than a 
week after agreeing on the “Continental Association.”

A WIDENING GAP
Throughout the 1760s and into the 1770s, many colonists 
experienced a psychological separation from the Mother 
Country, which played itself out in several ways. Certainly 
the colonists felt they were being wronged. Parliament, with 
the king’s consent, placed restrictive laws on the colonies, 
attempting to raise revenue for the Crown through trade 
laws and customs duties. The British housed thousands of 
redcoat troops in American cities, which only led to animos-
ity, rebellion, and riot.  

Through those years of discontent, many in the colonies 
were carrying out personal and public practices that indicat-
ed the divide between Crown and colonists was widening. 
For example, by 1774 every colony was holding popularly 
elected provincial conventions, many in place of their colo-
nial legislatures which had been dissolved by King George. 
These amounted to unauthorized, but alternative, means 
providing for some element of representation and voice 
for the discontented. Royal governors and their appointed 
councils were losing respect as the colonists listened to 
them less and less. Militiamen ignored royal muster orders 
that required them to drill, attending secret drill sessions 
arranged by local Patriot committees instead. Perhaps most 
importantly, many colonists were refusing to pay their taxes 
to British officials. Instead, they paid them to Patriot colo-
nial convention collectors.

PREPARING TO STRIKE
By early 1775 King George III was convinced the Ameri-
can rebellion would never end and that, if something was 
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not done soon to stop it, the effects on the British Empire 
in North America could be catastrophic. It was the belief 
of royal advisors and Prime Minister North that if British 
troops delivered a hammer blow against the Patriot leaders, 
the growing rebellion would come to an abrupt halt. Accord-
ing to historian Bernard Weisberger, North stated: “Four or 
five frigates will do the business without any military force.” 
North had no idea how wrong he was.

During the winter of 1774–1775, British officials in Eng-
land and America prepared their moves against the Patri-
ot cause and its leaders. General-Governor Thomas Gage 
received orders from London to ferret out and arrest such 
men as Samuel Adams and John Hancock. George III and Par-
liament raised monies to pay for additional regular troops to 
be sent to the colonies, along with three high-ranking British 
generals, all veterans of foreign conflicts. These three were 
Sir William Howe, who had even served during the French 
and Indian War, Henry Clinton, and “Gentleman Johnny” 
Burgoyne, known for his card playing and womanizing. 

As Boston had been the focus of many major Patriot inci-
dents—including the Andrew Oliver Affair, the Boston Mas-
sacre, and the Boston Tea Party—British officials declared 
Massachusetts to be in an official state of rebellion. This spe-
cial legal designation empowered British redcoats to fire at 
anyone suspected of being a Patriot. Eventually the British 
would apply this designation to all of the colonies. For the 
moment, much of the focus was on Massachusetts. 

Searching for Ammunition
In September 1774, just as the First Continental Congress 
opened its first meetings, General-Governor Gage marched 
several British soldiers out of Boston into the rural country-
side. His objective was to find alleged stockpiles of Patriot 
weapons, supplies, and ammunition in such small Massa-
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John Malcolm, an unpopular Commissioner 
of Customs at Boston, Massachusetts, is tarred 
and feathered by colonists in protest against the 
Intolerable Acts of May 1774.
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chusetts communities as Charlestown and Cambridge. When 
the hated redcoats set out to neighboring towns, as many as 
20,000 colonial militiamen went into action to oppose them 
and protect their military supplies. 

With some of those stored munitions hidden away around 
the Massachusetts community of Concord, the local citizens 
called a town meeting (such meetings had been made ille-
gal by the Coercive Acts) to raise two companies of Patriot 
troops. Such volunteers, many of them already colonial mili-
tiamen, vowed to make themselves available at a minute’s 
notice if British authorities came into their community, and 
therefore became known as minutemen. The name was not 
completely new to the Massachusetts militia, which had 
used it as early as 1756 during the French and Indian War. 
According to records, four out of every five men of military 
age in Concord made such a pledge, signing their names to a 
document called the Solemn League and Covenant. (Several 
local single women also signed the document.)

By taking such a pledge, these men and women knew that 
they were performing an illegal act, that they were agree-
ing to support the rebel cause, and that they were placing 
their lives and livelihood in jeopardy. Following Concord’s 
example, citizens in other Massachusetts towns did the same 
thing. Gage soon understood he had little support outside of 
Boston and that he was completely dependent on the 3,500 
redcoats stationed back in the city.

SECRET ORDERS AND OPEN REBELLION
As 1775 opened, Patriot groups across Massachusetts and 
elsewhere were busy storing ammunition and muskets. John 
Hancock had already been appointed as the head of his colo-
ny’s Committee of Safety, giving him the authority to call out 
the militia against the British. The Massachusetts Provincial 
Congress had raised funds for the purchase of additional 
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military supplies, then dissolved its members on December 
10, 1774, so that General-Governor Gage could not arrest 
them en masse. 

Gage, meanwhile, continued to regularly dispatch British 
forces from Boston in search of rebels and their stockpiled 
weapons. Many times those same redcoat soldiers suffered 
at the hands of unseen colonial saboteurs. Redcoat boats 
were found with holes in their bottoms. Redcoat wagons 
were wrecked and sometimes burned. Piles of straw that had 
been collected for redcoat bedding caught fire. The British 
troops’ own stockpiles began to disappear from their depot 
and arsenal sites. 

When Gage sent 240 redcoats to Salem on February 25, 
1775, where he had received word the rebels were storing 
cannon and powder, 40 minutemen met them on a draw-
bridge before the English troops reached the town. The Brit-
ish commander, Colonel Alexander Leslie, ordered the rebel 
commander, Thomas Pickering, to lower the drawbridge 
so his redcoats might continue their march, but Pickering 
refused. With both sides prepared to fire on one another, a 
local preacher appeared and offered a compromise: Picker-
ing could allow the redcoats to pass, but the English troops 
could advance only 30 rods (495 feet/150 meters) into 
Salem, look for the cannon in question, then leave as they 
had come. Both commanders agreed, and the British, failing 
to discover the artillery pieces, left. Those cannon, of course, 
had already been removed to another safe location outside 
the town. While no shots were fired, such confrontations 
would continue until an exchange of shots at Lexington, 
Massachusetts, in April.

Controversial events arose elsewhere. In Virginia a Scot-
tish royal governor, Lord Dunmore, had dissolved the House 
of Burgesses in May 1774, but the ousted burgesses contin-
ued to meet (illegally) in the capital, Williamsburg, at the 
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Raleigh Tavern. In a speech he delivered on March 23, 1775, 
just weeks before those opening shots were fired at Lexing-
ton, the silver-throated Patrick Henry railed against royal 
tyranny, as noted by historian Alan Axelrod:

There is no retreat but in submission and slavery! Our chains 
are forged. Their clanking may be heard on the plains of Bos-
ton! The war is inevitable—and let it come! I repeat it, sir, 
let it come!
It is in vain, sir, to extenuate the matter. Gentlemen may cry, 
“Peace! Peace!”—but there is no peace. The war is actually 
begun! The next gale that sweeps down from the north will 
bring to our ears the clash of resounding arms! Our breth-
ren are already in the field! Why stand we here idle? What 
is it that gentlemen wish? What would they have? Is life so 
dear, or peace so sweet, as to be purchased at the price of 
chains and slavery? Forbid it, Almighty God! I know not 
what course others may take, but as for me, give me liberty 
or give me death!

On the road to Lexington
Within three weeks of Patrick Henry’s impassioned speech 
in favor of liberty, Massachusetts military governor Thomas 
Gage received secret instructions from George III’s ministers 
calling for the arrest of the Patriot leaders Samuel Adams 
and John Hancock. The intent was to end rebellion in Mas-
sachusetts altogether. Rumors swirled around Boston that 
Hancock and Adams were hiding out in the rural town of 
Concord, a few miles outside Boston. Although Gage had 
instructions for their capture, he had also been told that Brit-
ish troops were not to fire the first shot in any encounter with 
colonials. If there was going to be bloodshed, Britain wanted 
the Patriots to start it. In the meantime, Gage imposed mar-
tial law, or military rule, over Boston on April 12.
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There were several ways of getting from Boston to Con-
cord, 20 miles (32 kilometers) to the northwest. The route 
Gage selected required his troops to leave Boston from the 
north, row across the Charles River to neighboring Charles-
town, then follow the road to Concord that passed through 
other small communities, such as Medford and Lexington. 
Patriot spies knew of Gage’s orders, but were uncertain 
which road he would order redcoats to take. 

A local silversmith named Paul Revere (he did other 
work as well, including fashioning false teeth) was the head 
of a ring of citizen spies in Boston. He had recently orga-
nized several alarm riders whose instructions were to ride 
on horseback into the Massachusetts countryside ahead of 
any advancing British forces to warn of their approach and 
to call out minutemen. Revere himself had already made a 
ride to Lexington on Sunday, April 16 to warn Hancock and 
Adams that Gage was going to send troops to arrest them. 

RAISING THE ALARM
On the evening of April 18 several colonial spies, including 
Revere, were hiding in the shadows of Boston’s dark streets 
waiting for any sign of British troop movement. They knew 
General Gage had ordered Lieutenant Colonel Francis Smith 
to lead a force of 700 men to Concord to capture weapons 
and the two wanted Patriot leaders. Smith would either  
move to the north end of Boston Neck or he would take 
the south road to Cambridge and then on to Lexington and 
Concord. 

One alarm rider, a tanner named William Dawes, even 
pretended to be an intoxicated farmer and staggered past 
British sentries to get a closer look. Then, he observed what 
he needed to see. Around 10:30 p.m., British forces under the 
command of Lieutenant Colonel Francis Smith, including 
grenadiers and light infantry, were being loaded into whale-
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boats to cross the river over to Charlestown. He was assisted 
by a royal marine commander, John Pitcairn.  

Earlier that fateful evening, Revere had left instructions 
to his Patriot comrades to signal to him which way the 
British were headed out of Boston. They were to place lan-
terns in the tower belfry of the Old North Church, which 
faced the Charles River. One lantern in the tower would tell 
Revere the British were marching out of the south end of the 
city. Two fl ickering lanterns meant they were headed north 

arMing The PaTrioT solDiers

As the war approached, how 
prepared were Americans for the 
fi ght? It might be assumed that many 
in the colonies owned guns and 
knew how to use them, but historical 
evidence for this varies. According to 
a history study in 2000, a minority of 
colonial men owned a gun, perhaps 
as few as one in seven during the 
1770s. Another study claims that 
perhaps 75 percent of men in New 
England in 1775 owned a gun. 
Exactly who owned guns is diffi cult to 
know.

For those who did own a gun, 
there were two common types. The 
fowling piece, which fi red small 
shot, was useful for hunting ducks, 
turkeys, and small animals, such as 
squirrels and raccoons. The musket 

was intended for larger game and for 
warfare. 

The common musket featured 
a spring-held cock that released a 
hammer that held a piece of fl int. 
When the hammer struck a metal 
plate, it caused sparks, which ignited 
a small amount of gunpowder held 
in a priming pan. At the priming pan 
was a tiny touch hole bored into the 
base of the musket barrel. The small 
explosion of gunpowder in the pan 
ignited a larger quantity of powder 
in the barrel that then sent a lead 
musket ball out of the barrel and 
towards its target.

Loading such a weapon involved 
several complicated steps—placing 
powder in the priming pan, adding 
more powder down the gun barrel, 
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toward him and the road to Lexington. Once he saw a pair 
of lights in the church tower, Revere knew the British were 
heading north. Revere rode ahead of them, while Dawes took 
the south road toward Lexington and Concord. 

As Revere spurred his horse through that April night, his 
shouts awakened his fellow Patriots, who hurriedly dressed, 
grabbed their guns, and headed to Lexington. Revere is often 
credited with having shouted “The British are coming!” but 
historian Alan Axelrod notes his actual words were “The 

stuffi ng the one-ounce (28-gram) 
lead ball down the barrel with a 
metal ramrod, and then adding a 
wad of paper to hold the ball in 
place. The entire process of loading 
a musket might take between 45 and 
90 seconds. Only the most skilled 
musket users might load and fi re the 
weapon within 30 seconds. 

Muskets, with their smoothbore 
barrels, were notoriously inaccurate. 
The effective range was short, 
approximately 50 to 100 yards (45 to 
90 meters). There were more accurate 
weapons available, called rifl es. 
The name came from the grooving, 

or rifl ing, of the barrel, which gave 
the lead ball a tight fi t. When fi red, 
the ball spun out of the barrel with 
greater accuracy and distance. 
A well-aimed rifl e could be used 
to hit a small target between 150 
and 200 yds (135 to 180 m) away. 
However, throughout the American 
Revolutionary War, Patriot forces 
preferred muskets to rifl es. Loading 
a rifl e took twice as long as loading 
a musket, and while muskets were 
inaccurate as a single weapon, they 
were usually fi red in unison by a 
group of soldiers towards targets as 
close as 50 yds (45 m). 

A fl intlock musket, powder 
horn, and shot pouch as used 
in the Revolutionary War.
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regulars are out!” Revere himself reached Lexington within 
two hours of leaving Charlestown. There he gave the word 
to Adams and Hancock, then Dawes arrived, and a third rid-
er, Dr. Samuel Prescott. The three men rode on to Concord. 

As the hour approached 1 a.m., the three riders were 
stopped by a British cavalry patrol. While Prescott and 
Dawes escaped, Revere was captured. According to Axelrod, 
a defiant Revere announced: “You’re too late. I’ve alarmed the 
country all the way up. I should have 500 men at Lexington 
soon.” His captors soon turned him over to a Major Mitch-
ell, who cocked his flintlock pistol and placed its muzzle at 
the alarm rider’s head. Calmly, the British officer demanded 
Revere tell him everything he knew. The anxious silversmith 
was only too willing, repeating how he had raised many 
local Massachusetts men who were ready to fight. The Brit-
ish troops soon let him go, however, since they did not know 
exactly what he had done or what to do with him. According 
to one version of events, the redcoat cavalrymen kept his 
horse, and he proceeded on foot. In another, he left them on 
horseback, disappearing into the early morning darkness. 

Revere soon caught up with Adams and Hancock. Accord-
ing to one story, related by historian Allen Weinstein, the 
militiaman guarding the house where the two Patriot lead-
ers were hiding, Sergeant William Munroe, tried to quiet 
Revere, telling him he was waking people up with his noise. 
“Noise!” shouted the excited alarm rider. “You’ll have noise 
enough before long. The regulars are coming out!” 

From there, the three Patriots made their way to anoth-
er Massachusetts hamlet, Burlington. For the moment, the 
cache of hidden weapons and gunpowder was safe, as were 
Adams and Hancock. But the British were still headed toward 
Lexington and Concord, even as minutemen were also mak-
ing their way, ready to defend the wanted men, their towns, 
their homes, and the Patriot cause.
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Separation 
and War

Through the night of April 18–19, hundreds of British 
forces marched along a lonely country road toward 

the town of Concord. At dawn British Major John Pitcairn 
approached the outskirts of Lexington, his men tired and 
footsore. Standing on the village green was a group of min-
utemen who had taken position in a double-line military 
formation, under the command of Captain John Parker. 
These Patriot troops agreed they would not let the British 
pass on to Concord.

The early morning hours were tense in the small Massa-
chusetts town. Townspeople gathered here and there, some 
in a local church, and others in a drinking establishment, 
the Buckman Tavern. Still others, to get a better view of what 
might soon unfold, crouched behind a granite and stone 
fence to the right of the green where the minutemen were 
standing. The sound of horse hooves alerted everyone to 
the arrival of a scout from Cambridge, Thaddeus Bowman. 

5�
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Breathlessly, Bowman told the minutemen that Parker’s men 
were only a few miles off, and they numbered approximately 
1,000. In less than half an hour, they would be there.

Shortly, an advance group of British forces appeared. Some 
of Parker’s men decided the odds were not in their favor and 
simply walked off. The British commander, Major Pitcairn, 
faced the 70 or so minutemen before him. He ordered his 
men into the standard shooting formation, which required 
two lines of men, with the first line ready to fire a volley 
shot, then move back behind the second line to reload their 
single-shot, 14-pound (6.35-kilogram) “Brown Bess” mus-
kets. The second line was to then fire a second volley. 

It is here the historical record becomes uncertain. It 
appears an unidentified party fired his gun, from which side 
of the skirmish line, no one knows. A British soldier was hit 
in the leg. A British officer ordered his men to fire a volley 
into the assembled colonials. Immediately after these shots 
were fired, Major Pitcairn called for a ceasefire. Gage’s orders, 
after all, were that the British force was not to fire first. 

But as Pitcairn shouted his next order, “Form and sur-
round them,” his men instead fired a second volley. Why is 
not clear, but several minutemen, by now scattered about 
the green, returned fire—not in a volley, but in single shots 
from several directions. With two volleys fired, the redcoats 
fixed their bayonets and began charging the colonial militia-
men. All of them scattered in retreat, with the exception of 
Captain Parker, who had been wounded. Remaining on the 
field, still standing, he tried to reload his musket, but was 
soon bayoneted by advancing redcoats. As the smoke of the 
short-lived conflict lifted, the Lexington green revealed eight 
colonials dead, including Captain Parker. Ten others were 
wounded. Only one British soldier had been hit in the quick 
exchange of gunfire that would be remembered as the first 
fight of the Revolutionary War—the battle of Lexington. 

Revolutionary America
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THE FIGHT ON CONCORD BRIDGE
Musket fire split the air that morning on the Lexington green. 
Colonials had been killed and wounded, but the exchange 
did not change the redcoats’ immediate objective, and they 
continued on to Concord. 

Another Patriot alarm rider, Reuben Brown, rode ahead of 
the redcoats to give word to the minutemen in Concord. The 
local commander, Colonel James Barrett, began organizing 
his men. By 8:30 a.m. the British began to arrive and search 
various houses for Hancock and Adams, as well as the stored 
weapons. Finding nothing, the British commander sent a 
company of men to take control of the South Bridge and 
seven other men to guard the North Bridge, both spanning 
the Concord River. Another four companies of redcoats were 
ordered out to Colonel Barrett’s farm.

From his position on a ridge overlooking Concord, Bar-
rett decided not to make any significant move against the 
British—he knew that thousands of minutemen would soon 
converge on Concord, and help even the odds. But then Bar-
rett and his 400 militia troops spotted smoke. Concerned 
the British were burning Concord, Barrett ordered his troops 
to march toward the occupied town.

To reach the town, the minutemen would have to cross the 
North Bridge, about a half mile (80 meters) from the main 
cluster of Concord’s dwellings. There, they discovered about 
120 British soldiers guarding the span. Even as the Ameri-
cans moved toward the bridge, the British did not immedi-
ately open fire. (Troops on both sides were under orders not 
to fire first.) But when the minutemen pressed in closer, the 
British commander, Captain Walter Laurie, moved his men 
to the opposite side of the bridge. 

As the Americans approached, in columns of two, the 
British lowered their muskets and took aim. Only when the 
colonials set foot on the bridge itself, did the redcoats open 
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fi re. The Americans kept coming, and the British fi red off a 
second volley. Colonials fell as their immediate commander, 
a Major Buttrick, ordered his men to return fi re. Faced with 
a withering musket barrage, the British quickly abandoned 
the North Bridge. Three British soldiers had been killed and 
nine wounded. Yet as the remaining redcoats retreated, the 
Americans did not pursue them. In fact, only one of them 
actually crossed the bridge. As he did, a wounded British 

Revolutionary America

This contemporary engraving of the battle of 
Lexington, fought on April 19, 1775, shows the 
redcoats, under command of Major Pitcairn, fi ring at 
several colonials.
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soldier moved, and the colonial shattered his skull with an 
axe. Such was the nature of the American troops—largely 
untrained, certainly shy of being professional soldiers. 

With thousands of colonial militiamen headed toward 
Lexington and Concord, the British began a ragged, disorga-
nized retreat to Boston along the same road they had taken 
so confidently the night before, fired upon along the way 
by unseen minutemen hiding behind stone walls and trees. 
The British fought their way through Massachusetts ham-
lets, sometimes leaving the road to carry out flanking moves 
so they could attack unsuspecting colonials from behind. 
Thousands of bullets were fired along the road that would be 
remembered later as the Bloody Chute, but both sides were 
using the same inaccurate “Brown Bess” musket, so only one 
in 300 shots hit their target. Yet, by the time the British stag-
gered into Boston, they had suffered more than 270 casual-
ties—73 dead, 174 wounded, and 26 missing. The shooting 
war of the American Revolution had finally commenced and 
the first of a multitude of people were dead.

PURSUING WAR
Lexington and Concord opened a war that would stretch on 
from 1775 through the last pitched battle at Yorktown in the 
fall of 1781. Before the conflict was over, it would become 
a global event that included the French and other European 
powers.

That spring of 1775, everything seemed centered at Bos-
ton. The city was filled with approximately 3,000 British 
troops, some of whom had been stationed there for years. 
Now war had opened, and rebellions against threepenny tea 
taxes were a distant memory. In the aftermath of Lexington 
and Concord, colonial minutemen surrounded Boston Pen-
insula with between 16,000 and 20,000 men. However, the 
Patriots needed artillery.
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A British cartoon of Thomas Paine from the 1790s 
shows him holding a scroll listing some of his works. 
Pen in one hand and dagger in the other, he carries 
weapons to overthrow the British monarchy.

DUSH3_Revolution.indd   64 8/6/09   13:14:44



65Separation and War

ThoMas Paine

As the Revolutionary War opened, 
many colonial citizens struggled with 
giving up their traditional loyalties 
to the British Crown. But one voice 
spoke out loudly, in print, against 
the authority of both Parliament and 
the king. In 1774, with help from 
Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Paine 
had immigrated to Philadelphia from 
England ready to make a new life. 
Almost immediately, he was swept up 
into the fervor of colonial protests. As 
a serious supporter of republicanism, 
or government by the people, Paine 
put pen to paper and wrote some of 
the most stirring political essays of 
his time and in modern history. 

In early January 1776 Thomas 
Paine anonymously fi rst published his 

pamphlet, Common Sense, in which 
he wholly condemned the monarchy 
while addressing the importance of 
the American Revolution. His work 
was extremely popular, selling an 
astonishing 150,000 copies, more 
than any previous pamphlet in 
American history.

Paine’s words helped rally 
Americans through their trying years 
of confl ict with Great Britain. In 
1805, more than 20 years following 
the American Revolution, Founding 
Father John Adams wrote, according 
to historian Allen Weinstein: “I know 
not whether any man in the world has 
had more infl uence on [America’s] 
inhabitants or affairs for the past 30 
years than Tom Paine.”

Every colonial knew where to fi nd large siege cannon—
from the British themselves. A young Philadelphia Patriot 
named Benedict Arnold, a former apothecary and merchant 
originally from Connecticut, began a march on British-con-
trolled Fort Ticonderoga. It was situated in northern New 
York, a fortifi cation bristling with heavy cannon. Other reb-
els had the same thought, and a group of Vermont Patriots 
known as the Green Mountain Boys, led by Ethan Allen, 
moved toward the fort. In May, after joining together, Allen 
and Arnold moved against the fort and its prized cannon. 
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Allen himself simply approached the main gate of the fort 
at night and yelled at the sleeping commander, according to 
historian Bruce Lancaster: “Come out, you old rat!” The fort 
was immediately surrendered (only 45 officers and enlisted 
men were inside), and the colonials gained control of scores 
of cannon.

CAMPAIGN TO CANADA
In short order, Benedict Arnold and his men chose to attack 
the British in Canada. During the summer of 1775, with 
Congress’s approval, they marched north hoping to drag 
Quebec into the new conflict. The assault included a two-
pronged advance: Colonel Arnold and his men secretly 
moved through the rugged Maine outback toward Quebec 
City, while General Richard Montgomery marched his troops 
into northern New York, along Lake Champlain, with the 
goal of capturing Montreal.

Both marches went very badly. Arnold’s followers became 
bogged down in Maine, fighting not the British, but the 
harsh winter weather. Starvation set in—some of the men 
boiled their moccasins to eat, and others ate their soap. 
Their boats, fashioned out of green wood, fell apart. Almost 
half of Arnold’s men, 500 out of 1,100, did not complete the 
trek to Quebec. Montgomery’s men did manage to capture 
Montreal, which was only protected by 150 British regulars. 
However, Ethan Allen was captured, clapped in irons, and 
sent to England to stand trial for treason. But British author-
ities changed their minds and, by October, paroled him in 
New York City.   

Before Arnold advanced on Quebec, he and Montgomery 
joined forces. During the New Year’s Day assault, which took 
place during a blizzard, Montgomery was killed and Arnold 
was seriously wounded. By 9 a.m., after five hours of fight-
ing, it was all over. Many of their men were killed or cap-
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tured. Without the fall of Quebec, the colonials could not 
expect to hold onto Montreal. Soon, the Canadian campaign 
was bitterly abandoned, having only managed to drive most 
of the Indian nations in the region further into the arms of 
the British.

A CLOSE ORDER FIGHT
During the months immediately following the battles at Lex-
ington and Concord, the Second Continental Congress held 
meetings to determine the direction of the revolutionary 
conflict. On June 15 the Congress appointed, unanimously, 
Virginian George Washington as commander in chief of the 
Continental army. As a member of the Congress, Washing-
ton had made his wishes clear by wearing his old militia 
uniform from the French and Indian War. Few colonials 
had more experience as a soldier than Washington. Once 
appointed, he began making his way to Boston, a trip that 
would take 12 days. Before he arrived, however, fighting 
took place between colonial forces ringing the city and the 
redcoats trapped inside. 

General Gage was determined to remove all rebel forces 
around Boston before cannon arrived from Fort Ticondero-
ga. He planned to move troops to the south end of the city, 
capture Dorchester Heights, then march on the rebel center 
at Cambridge. He set the day of the assault for Sunday, June 
18. But when news of his plan leaked out to Patriot leaders, 
they moved from Cambridge to Charlestown, north of Bos-
ton. Here, under the command of Colonel William Prescott, 
the Patriot militiamen dug in on the 16th, erecting earth-
en works literally overnight. According to historian Mid-
dlekauf, British General William Howe was amazed at the 
fortifications that now commanded the heights above Bos-
ton, noting: “The rebels have done more in one night than 
my whole army could do in months.” From these positions, 
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the militiamen could place cannon and rain shot and shells 
down on the British ships in Boston’s harbor. Gage had no 
choice but to organize an assault. 

By the morning of June 17, Gage woke to discover the 
rebels well entrenched. The British commander then met 
with three newly arrived generals—Henry Clinton, William 
Howe, and John Burgoyne—to plot a course of action. All 
three generals were highly experienced in war, but jealousy 
was rife among them, and none had seen combat in more 
than 10 years. In addition, none had ever commanded large 
numbers of men in the field, a fact that would prove a prob-
lem later in the war.

The generals decided that Gage would order a direct fron-
tal assault up Breed’s Hill. They believed that one large-scale 
battle with the rebels would end the revolution once and for 
all. They were soon proven wrong. At 3 o’clock on June 17, 
British troops rowed across the Charles River to the foot of 
the 130-foot (40-meter) hill. Gage had appointed General 
Howe to lead the assault. Between 2,000 and 2,500 British 
redcoats marched up the hill where they met withering reb-
el fire. After retreating, Howe ordered them up Breed’s Hill 
again, this time stepping over the bodies of their comrades. 
(Additionally, these British soldiers were carrying 60-lb [27-
kg] backpacks and marching through tall grass.) Again, the 
militia forces poured lead on the advancing columns, who 
again retreated. 

The day seemed lost to the redcoats, but a tenacious 
Howe ordered a third assault. By now, the colonial forces 
were running short of ammunition and had no choice but 
to evacuate their fortifications. Some chose to stay, powder 
or no powder, and nearly all died of bayonet wounds. But 
the British had paid dearly for the ground they gained that 
day. The Americans had inflicted 1,300 casualties, a num-
ber equivalent to a 40 percent casualty rate. One hundred 
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In the fi nal assault at the battle of Breed’s Hill, 
colonial general Joseph Warren is mortally wounded 
as the redcoats overrun the American fortifi cations.
From a painting of 1786 by John Trumbull, one of the 
most famous artists of the Revolutionary War.  

British offi cers were killed that afternoon, including Royal 
Marine Major John Pitcairn, who had shouted at the min-
utemen gathered on Lexington green two months earlier. 
Among the Americans, the casualties included 100 killed, 
271 wounded, and 30 captured. The entire battle had lasted 
less than one hour.
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A British Strategy
On July 3, weeks following the battle of Breed’s Hill (it is 
sometimes referred to as the battle of Bunker Hill), General 
Washington arrived in the city. There he discovered a ragtag 
“army” of undisciplined troops, many of them young farm-
ers, who were living like animals in encampments as filthy 
as pigsties. As many of the new recruits were unaccustomed 
to working with muskets, some had accidentally killed their 
comrades. Sanitation was lacking, and body lice were rife. 
Washington soon organized this rabble into a working army. 
He ordered the camps be cleaned up, latrines dug, and dis-
cipline restored. The commander from Virginia knew all too 
well that, if the rebel army was to succeed against profes-
sional British troops, they would have to be well-trained. 
Washington spent the greater part of the next six months 
whipping his forces into shape.

In November 1775 a colonel in the Continental army, 
Henry Knox, proposed to General Washington that the heavy 
cannon at Fort Ticonderoga should be hauled overland to 
Boston to drive the British out. Washington gave permis-
sion, and Knox arrived at the fort in December. Capturing 
artillery pieces was one thing; transporting them overland 
and over rivers was another. Knox and his men spent the 
remaining weeks of 1775 and the early months of 1776 mov-
ing their cannon on ox-drawn sleds through the snow all the 
way to Boston. In all, they delivered 59 pieces, comprising 
43 cannon, 14 mortars, and two howitzers. 

When the cannon from Fort Ticonderoga began arriving 
outside Boston in March 1776, General Gage had little choice 
but to evacuate the city, along with his troops. He worked 
out a deal with Washington: The American commander 
would provide the British with safe passage out, while Gage 
promised not to burn the city. On March 17, 1776, 9,000 
British troops boarded 125 ships. Thousands of redcoats 
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abandoned Boston for safety in Halifax, Nova Scotia, along 
with thousands of Loyalists—colonials with continued loy-
alty to Great Britain. Bostonians sang Washington’s praises. 
According to historian David McCullough in his book, 1776, 
the Massachusetts legislature sent a delegation to congratu-
late and thank Washington for rescuing their great port city 
“with so little effusion of blood.” Harvard College showed 
its thanks by giving an honorary degree to Washington, who 
had little formal schooling.  
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With Gage out of the American picture, the British 
command fell to General William Howe, who had 

ordered troops up Breed’s Hill. That spring, Howe revealed 
his strategy for pursuing the war against the rebels. With 
the Patriot campaigns in Canada having ended miserably, 
Howe believed the war could be fought completely on 
American soil. This would allow the British to engage in an 
entirely offensive war, one in which they could select their 
objectives as they saw fi t. Keenly aware of the presence of 
many Loyalists in the colonies, Howe noted four particular 
strongholds of Loyalist sentiment—New York, New Jersey, 
Pennsylvania, and the frontier backcountry of the Caroli-
nas. By concentrating his war effort in those areas, he could 
rely on Loyalist support for his troops.  

Unfortunately for the British, there were not as many 
Loyalists as Howe had hoped. When Loyalist forces began 
campaigning in North Carolina, they made little headway, 

War and 
Politics
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and were defeated at Moores Creek in February 1776. That 
summer General Henry Clinton and Admiral Sir Peter Parker 
attacked Charleston, South Carolina. The British assault was 
mismanaged (Clinton landed his 3,000 troops in the harbor 
at high tide, which left many stranded on small islands). 

Howe had also anticipated that Loyalists could recruit 
other colonials to their side, but this rarely took place. As 
a result, the British began to rely on German mercenaries. 
These were paid soldiers called Hessians. But these foreign 
troops committed so many atrocities, including the rapes of 
several local women, that they turned those colonials who 
did not earlier support the rebels into the Patriot camp.

DECLARING INDEPENDENCE
While the Second Continental Congress spent much of 1775 
searching for direction in the war effort, by the spring of the 
following year, the issue of independence began to receive 
serious attention. On May 10, 1776, John Adams presented a 
resolution to Congress that was designed to clear the way for 
the colonies to establish constitutional governments based 
on independence from Great Britain. Five days later the Vir-
ginia legislature empowered its delegates in the Continen-
tal Congress to propose independence from Great Britain. 
That resolution was presented by Virginia delegate Richard 
Henry Lee on June 7 and approved by Congress. The reso-
lution was straightforward in its intent, stating “that these 
United Colonies are, and of right ought to be, free and inde-
pendent states, that they are absolved from all allegiance to 
the British Crown, and that all political connection between 
them and the State of Great Britain is and ought to be, totally 
dissolved.” 

To frame the purposes of the resolution and to explain 
why the colonies were choosing to free themselves from 
British rule, a five-man committee was chosen from a cross 
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section of the 13 colonies: John Adams (Massachusetts), 
Benjamin Franklin (Pennsylvania), Thomas Jefferson (Vir-
ginia), Roger Sherman (Connecticut), and Robert Livings-
ton (New York).

This 1797 painting by John Trumbull depicts the fi ve-
member committee of colonial leaders presenting 
the fi nal draft of the Declaration of Independence to 
Congress in Independence Hall, Philadelphia, on 
July 4, 1776.
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Much of the work of writing the document was done by 
32-year-old Jefferson. He was not as well-known as some of 
his fellow Virginia Patriots, such as Washington and Patrick 
Henry, but he was highly intelligent, well-read, and a gifted 
writer. His words were timeless, as his Declaration of Inde-
pendence reflected the popular sentiments of the Enlighten-
ment: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men 
are created equal.” Jefferson believed that all men were born 
with rights including those of life, liberty, and the pursuit of 
happiness. His document included a long list of grievances 
against King George III. It was a work destined to become 
one of the most cherished documents in American history.

Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence was presented to 
Congress and a week of debate ensued. On July 1, 1776, 
the delegates approved Richard Henry Lee’s resolution on 
independence, with nine of the 13 states voting “yea.” The 
following day, three more states accepted his resolution, leav-
ing New York as the single holdout. (Its delegates refused to 
vote, since they had not received word from their state lead-
ers.) That date, July 2, would be a day to celebrate, John 
Adams claimed. But two days later, Congress approved the 
Declaration of Independence, and July 4 became the date 
remembered since with fireworks and celebration.

THE FIGHT FOR NEW YORK
While political action was taking place in Philadelphia, 
military action was brewing elsewhere. General Washing-
ton moved his forces from Boston to another key port, New 
York City. The third-largest city in the colonies, behind 
Philadelphia and Boston, New York boasted an expansive, 
splendid harbor which could easily anchor a large British 
fleet. With the Hudson River flowing to the north, the Brit-
ish could also gain a waterway into the American interior. 
By late June 1776 General William Howe and his troops 
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worDs ThaT sTirreD

With the Revolutionary War raging 
across the colonies during the summer 
of 1776, the Continental Congress 
chose to embrace independence 
and separate from Great Britain. The 
decision in support of independence 
was framed in a document written 
by Thomas Jefferson, of which the 
opening words are:

When in the Course of human 
events it becomes necessary for 
one people to dissolve the political 
bands which have connected them 
with another, and to assume among 
the powers of the earth, the separate 

and equal station to which the 
Laws of Nature and of Nature’s God 
entitle them, a decent respect to the 
opinions of mankind requires that 
they should declare the causes which 
impel them to the separation.

We hold these truths to be self-
evident, that all men are created 
equal, that they are endowed by their 
Creator with certain unalienable 
Rights, that among these are Life, 
Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness. 
— That to secure these rights, 
Governments are instituted among 
Men, deriving their just powers from 
the consent of the governed. 

— That whenever any Form of 
Government becomes destructive 
of these ends, it is the Right of the 
People to alter or to abolish it, and 
to institute new Government, laying 
its foundation on such principles and 
organizing its powers in such form, 
as to them shall seem most likely to 
effect their Safety and Happiness. 
Prudence, indeed, will dictate that 
Governments long established 
should not be changed for light and 
transient causes; and accordingly all 
experience hath shewn that mankind 
are more disposed to suffer, while 
evils are sufferable, than to right 
themselves by abolishing the forms 
to which they are accustomed. But 

when a long train of abuses and 
usurpations, pursuing invariably 
the same Object evinces a design 
to reduce them under absolute 
Despotism, it is their right, it is their 
duty, to throw off such Government, 
and to provide new Guards for their 
future security. 
— Such has been the patient 
sufferance of these Colonies; and 
such is now the necessity which 
constrains them to alter their former 
Systems of Government. The history 
of the present King of Great Britain 
is a history of repeated injuries and 
usurpations, all having in direct 
object the establishment of an 
absolute Tyranny over these States.

sailed for the city on ships commanded by Howe’s brother, 
Admiral Richard Howe. The fl eet was enormous: 130 ships 
carrying almost 10,000 British soldiers. Another 150 ships 
arrived two weeks later with more redcoats and 10,000 Hes-
sians. Still more troops reached New York a month later. By 
late August General Howe had gathered a force of more than 
31,000 men—the largest army Britain would amass during 
the American Revolutionary War.

Washington prepared to defend the city with 23,000 
troops, one of the largest armies he would command. Many 
of his soldiers were ill, however, and nearly all of them had 
never seen a full-scale battle. They had recently received the 
news of the Declaration of Independence, which Washing-
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and separate from Great Britain. The 
decision in support of independence 
was framed in a document written 
by Thomas Jefferson, of which the 
opening words are:
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one people to dissolve the political 
bands which have connected them 
with another, and to assume among 
the powers of the earth, the separate 

and equal station to which the 
Laws of Nature and of Nature’s God 
entitle them, a decent respect to the 
opinions of mankind requires that 
they should declare the causes which 
impel them to the separation.

We hold these truths to be self-
evident, that all men are created 
equal, that they are endowed by their 
Creator with certain unalienable 
Rights, that among these are Life, 
Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness. 
— That to secure these rights, 
Governments are instituted among 
Men, deriving their just powers from 
the consent of the governed. 

— That whenever any Form of 
Government becomes destructive 
of these ends, it is the Right of the 
People to alter or to abolish it, and 
to institute new Government, laying 
its foundation on such principles and 
organizing its powers in such form, 
as to them shall seem most likely to 
effect their Safety and Happiness. 
Prudence, indeed, will dictate that 
Governments long established 
should not be changed for light and 
transient causes; and accordingly all 
experience hath shewn that mankind 
are more disposed to suffer, while 
evils are sufferable, than to right 
themselves by abolishing the forms 
to which they are accustomed. But 

when a long train of abuses and 
usurpations, pursuing invariably 
the same Object evinces a design 
to reduce them under absolute 
Despotism, it is their right, it is their 
duty, to throw off such Government, 
and to provide new Guards for their 
future security. 
— Such has been the patient 
sufferance of these Colonies; and 
such is now the necessity which 
constrains them to alter their former 
Systems of Government. The history 
of the present King of Great Britain 
is a history of repeated injuries and 
usurpations, all having in direct 
object the establishment of an 
absolute Tyranny over these States.

ton had ordered read to his men. But the greatest fi ght of 
their lives lay ahead. The British began to advance on land 
along the Brooklyn-end of Long Island on the morning of 
August 22. Among the British commanders present on the 
fi eld were Henry Clinton, who had been at Breed’s Hill, Lord 
Hugh Percy, who had experienced the nightmare of the 
Bloody Chute, and General Charles Cornwallis, who had 
recently been beaten at Charleston. All three were eager and 
motivated to defeat the rebels. 

Almost immediately, Washington’s defense line crum-
bled, in part due to poor coordination between American 
units. The Americans were outnumbered, outfl anked, and 
outgunned. Washington himself was nearly captured, but 

DUSH3_Revolution.indd   77 8/6/09   13:14:54



Revolutionary America78

when the Howe brothers halted their advance, Washington 
and many of his men escaped to the southern tip of Manhat-
tan Island. A dense fog and a brewing storm covered their 
retreat on the night of August 29–30. The next morning, the 
British and their Hessian allies were stunned that the rebel 
army had simply vanished.

A Much-Needed Boost
The British did not continue their effective assault for anoth-
er three weeks, however, as Howe showed an amazing lack 
of aggression. The delay gave Washington time to organize 
his next defense, but these were difficult, uncertain days. 
Morale was low among the Continentals defending the city. 
Many were sick with dysentery, while others were dying with 
smallpox. Perhaps one in four of Washington’s men was ill.

On September 15 the battle resumed as Admiral Howe 
sailed his fleet up the Hudson River to land men on the west 
side of Manhattan, then up the East River where others were 
positioned on the opposite side of the island. As they had 
done on Long Island, Washington’s advance units shriveled 
up in the face of superior redcoat numbers. At one point in 
the fight, as noted by historian David McCullough, a dis-
gusted Washington is said to have thrown down his hat and 
cried out in frustration: “Are these the men with whom I 
am to defend America?!” Once again, the Americans barely 
escaped annihilation. 

Only when a mass of men had gathered on the northern 
end of the island, near where Washington had established 
his headquarters at Harlem Heights, did the Continentals 
make a strong stand. On September 16 men under the com-
mands of Henry Knox, old Israel Putnam, and Aaron Burr—
a New Yorker who would one day be vice president of the 
United States—fought hard in a buckwheat field facing the 
Hudson River, near present-day Barnard College, and beat 
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back Scottish troops of the famed Black Watch Highlanders. 
It was a singular victory in a string of defeats for Washington 
in New York City.

Abandoning New York
The British could have ordered masses of men forward to 
destroy Washington’s forces, but once again Howe and his 
commanders delayed. A month went by without any signifi-
cant action between the redcoats and rebel army. A massive 
fire occurred on September 21 on the southern end of Man-
hattan, which destroyed nearly 500 houses before the British 
brought it under control. Most of that time the British simply 
made themselves comfortable, taking residence in the city. 
On October 12 the British finally attacked again, after land-
ing along the eastern shores of Westchester County, which 
ended with another rout of Washington’s forces. Difficulties 
abounded for the Continental army’s commander in chief 
when one of his own generals, Charles Lee, refused to send 
reinforcements from various forts along the Hudson River. 
(A month later, Lee was captured in a tavern in New Jersey 
by British dragoons. While a prisoner of the British, Lee pro-
posed a plan he said would bring about a British victory over 
the Americans. The British turned him down, releasing him 
in late March 1777. His would-be treason remained a secret 
for another 70 years.) 

By October 16, Washington felt compelled to evacuate 
Manhattan. But Howe again caught up with him in the vil-
lage of White Plains in Westchester County, where he defeat-
ed the Americans, although his own army sustained twice as 
many casualties as it inflicted on the rebels. Yet again, Howe 
did not follow up his field win and crush the American forc-
es. However, after sustaining another defeat in mid-Novem-
ber, including the loss of Fort Washington, Washington soon 
ordered his men to evacuate New York City. After months of 
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on-again, off-again fighting, he had lost not only the city, but 
thousands of his men. New Jersey became the new, if tempo-
rary home, of Washington’s Continental army.

THE TWIN MIRACLES
Washington had not performed masterfully on the various 
battlefields scattered across New York City, from Long Island 
to White Plains. At times he had misjudged his enemy and 
misplaced his forces. That he had not lost his army was due, 
in part, to General Howe’s plodding movements and pro-
longed delays. Overall, the year 1776 saw only a handful of 
American victories, among a litany of losses. In some bat-
tles the rebels performed well on the field, but were simply 
outnumbered. 

As Washington’s weary forces moved into winter quar-
ters over in Pennsylvania, north of Philadelphia—his army 
had been driven out of New Jersey on December 7 by Hes-
sian troops under the command of British General Charles 
Cornwallis—many were looking forward to the end of their 
service enlistments. They had experienced enough, they 
thought, of military campaigning. The Continental army 
was ill-housed, ill-clothed, ill-fed, and ill-equipped. Some 
men were without shoes. They were cold, hungry, dissatis-
fied, and longing for home. 

The Virginia general knew he was facing a crisis of man-
power. How could he continue the fight the following spring 
if he did not have the resources to engage the massive Brit-
ish military war machine now comfortably settled inside 
New York City? The year had not produced significant wins 
for him on the battlefield. He and his men needed a victory 
before the New Year. But how? Where?

Washington searched for a possible British target. Both 
armies were in winter quarters, and the redcoats would not 
be expecting a fight with snows falling from New England 
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to Pennsylvania. General Howe had satisfied himself with 
establishing a string of posts across New Jersey to keep an 
eye on the Americans. Washington eyed those posts for a 
possible point of attack. Eventually, he discovered a likely 
destination—a Hessian outpost across the Delaware River in 
Trenton, New Jersey. 

The Battle of Trenton
Perhaps 2,000 to 3,000 German troops were barracked there 
and, if Washington could get enough men across the river 
and surprise the Hessians, he might pull off the victory he so 
desperately needed. Washington drew up a plan of engage-
ment, a daring stratagem of hit-and-run, perhaps similar to 
those he had seen during the French and Indian War some 
20 years earlier.

Washington’s officer staff agreed that an attack needed to 
be made. On December 22 Colonel Joseph Reed, Washing-
ton’s adjutant, sent a communication in which he expressed 
their accord:

We are all of the opinion my dear general that something 
must be attempted to revive our expiring credit, give our 
Cause some degree of reputation & prevent total depreciation 
of the Continental money which is coming very fast. . . . Even 
a Failure cannot be more fatal than to remain in our present 
situation. In short some enterprise must be undertaken in 
our present Circumstances or we must give up the cause.

The attack must come soon, wrote Reed: “Delay is now equal 
to a total defeat.”

Such an attack would not be easy to accomplish, however. 
Washington’s plan called for three simultaneous crossings of 
the Delaware River at night in the dead of winter. The attack 
was scheduled for Christmas morning, when the Germans 
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might least expect any such action. The element of surprise 
was crucial to Washington’s plan. To move thousands of 
men through the December darkness, cross an icy river, and 
not be spotted by enemy patrols was unlikely. Nevertheless, 
Washington pushed forward with his planned attack with 
the support of his offi cer staff.

With disaster looming, General George Washington 
leads his troops in rowing boats across the icy waters 
of the Delaware River at the battle of Trenton in 
December 1776, as depicted in an 1851 painting by 
Emanuel Leutze.
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On the night of December 24 the weather proved uncoop-
erative. It was cold, damp, and sleet drenched the men, their 
horses, and the Durham boats they were to use to cross the 
icy Delaware River. Yet Washington plunged ahead, know-
ing the night hinged on a long-shot gamble. The large, flat-
bottomed Durhams were brought to their landing sites and 
filled with men. New England boatmen from Marblehead 
guided the craft across the river. 

The crossing was tense as the barge decks became icy, 
causing artillery horses to slip. River water and sleet froze to 
the men’s clothing. A few men froze to death. The weather 
caused hours of delay, and only one of the three planned 
crossings was actually made. That one was not completed 
until 3 a.m., and Washington’s forces did not take up their 
march across the dark New Jersey landscape for another 
hour. The attack would take place later than scheduled, well 
after sunrise. For a moment, Washington considered cancel-
ing the assault, but decided a retreat ran the risk of being 
discovered as much as an assault. Plus, he determined, the 
stakes were too high.

As he marched his men nine miles (14.5 kilometers) to 
Trenton, the weather worsened as snow, rain, and even hail 
fell on the nearly frozen Patriot army. At Trenton, Washing-
ton and his men set up cannon positions—General Knox had 
managed to get 18 cannon across the Delaware, and among 
those manning the artillery was a young New Yorker, Alex-
ander Hamilton, who would one day become the first U.S. 
secretary of the treasury—and opened the assault. The Ger-
mans were completely surprised. Their commander, Colonel 
Johann Rall, had completely disregarded the threat posed by 
the Americans huddled on the opposite side of the Delaware 
River. According to historian Bruce Lancaster, the Hessian 
leader had said: “Let them come. We want no trenches. We 
will go at them with the bayonet.” During the attack that 
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morning, Rall was killed, and more than 1,000 of his merce-
naries were captured or killed. The Americans suffered only 
four wounded. Washington had gained his victory.

Victory at Princeton
A few days later the American commander-in-chief achieved 
another victory when his men crossed the Delaware River a 
second time and attacked nearby Princeton. On their way to 
the small New Jersey town, the Continental army bumped 
into and fought two British regiments. As his forces threat-
ened to retreat, Washington, mounted on a white horse, 
rode to the front and personally encouraged his men to fight. 
With musket balls whizzing past him, Washington rode up 
and down his front lines. One of his aides was so afraid his 
commander would be killed, he could not stand to watch 
and covered his face with his hat. But the charmed Washing-
ton did not receive a single scratch, and his men remained 
on the line until the British retreated. The brave Virginian 
rode forward, chasing after them on horseback. According 
to historian Robert Middlekauff, Washington shouted: “It’s a 
fine fox chase, my boys!” The twin miracles of Trenton and 
Princeton were soon the talk of Patriots up and down the 
Atlantic Coast.

THE YEAR OF THE HANGMAN
Even Washington knew that his two hard-won victories 
were more psychological than strategic. His forces went into 
winter quarters at Morristown, New Jersey, and his army saw 
little action for the rest of the winter of 1776–1777. These 
wins were among his last until the end of the war. During 
the years that followed, he largely engaged in defensive war-
fare, while trying to keep his army in the field.

Despite these two losses, which the British considered 
minor, the king’s officers felt that 1777 would be the last year 
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of the war. They spoke of the “year of the hangman,” seeing 
the three “7s” in the date as symbols of three hangman’s scaf-
folds. General William Howe, however, remained in New 
York City until July, then marched his men toward Philadel-
phia, with plans to capture the city where the Second Con-
tinental Congress met. Washington tried to stop him, but 
was soundly defeated at Brandywine Creek, Pennsylvania, 
south of Philadelphia (September 11) and at Germantown 
(October 4), where Washington thought he had pulled off 
a victory until British troops suddenly surprised him at his 
rear. Philadelphia fell, as congressmen scattered.

In the meantime, British General Johnny Burgoyne, who 
was stationed in Montreal, had formulated a plan earlier 
in the year, one he thought would certainly bring about an 
ultimate American defeat. It involved a three-prong march 
toward Albany, New York. As he marched straight south from 
Canada with his army of 8,000, a second British force was to 
sail up the Saint Lawrence River, southwest to Lake Ontario. 
From there, Colonel Barry St. Leger was to march his 1,700 
men east along the Mohawk Valley from Fort Oswego to 
Albany. General William Howe was to advance out of New 
York City and head north to the same New York destination. 
If the plan succeeded—and to General Burgoyne, it appeared 
as simple as a mere matter of marching—the British could 
cut off the New England states from the rest of the country 
and bring about the fall of the rebellion.
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While General Burgoyne’s plan to capture Albany 
looked brilliant on paper, it did not go well. One 

leg was never attempted, as Howe chose not to move up 
the Hudson, but to march on Philadelphia instead. Anoth-
er problem was logistical. Dotted by numerous lakes and 
marked by rivers, upstate New York had impassable swamps 
and heavy forests with thick undergrowth. There were no 
real roads, just narrow Indian trails. Colonial axe men felled 
trees in the British army’s path, stalling the soldiers even 
more. They destroyed bridges and rolled large boulders into 
fording sites. 

There were some bright spots for Burgoyne. He managed 
to capture Fort Ticonderoga from the Americans, and St. 
Leger’s army captured Fort Schuyler (formerly Fort Stanwix) 
on August 23. St. Leger had already engaged the Americans 
in the battle of Oriskany on August 6, in which half the rebel 
troops were killed or wounded in a single day of fi ghting.

86
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The Oriskany victory was short-lived. During the battle, 
Americans had entered the British encampment and looted 
supplies, including food stocks. St. Leger marched on for 
a time, until his forces were told by a misinformed Loyal-
ist that a thousands-strong American force under Benedict 
Arnold was headed their way. The news was enough to make 
St. Leger’s Indian Iroquois allies abandon him; he called off 
his advance and retreated back west to the relative safety of 
Fort Niagara. This left General Burgoyne alone in the field 
to face the Americans.

Burgoyne had already suffered setbacks. On August 16 
a group of New Hampshire militia, under the command of 
General John Stark, defeated a unit of 1,600 Hessians whom 
Burgoyne had sent out to forage from local farms. During 
the battle, the German commander, fearing defeat, signaled 
his drummers to beat for a parley, or peace talks. But the 
New Hampshire farmers did not understand the drum signal 
and kept fighting. The Hessians lost, suffering nearly 1,000 
casualties.

Soon Burgoyne found his army surrounded by various 
groups of Continentals and militiamen. The American com-
mander, General Horatio Gates, met the British 30 miles (48 
kilometers) outside of Albany. Two battles took place, both 
near Saratoga, New York, on September 19 and October 7. 
While Burgoyne’s men fought bravely, they were unable to 
break past the well-entrenched Americans. Burgoyne was 
defeated and, on October 17, surrendered to General Gates. 
The great strategy of the “year of the hangman” had failed 
miserably.

A TURNING POINT
The decisive defeat of the British at Saratoga would have an 
immediate impact on the war. Most historians consider the 
American win to symbolize the turning point in the conflict 
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between Great Britain and America. Since the war’s begin-
ning, the French had considered siding with the Americans 
against the British. As long as the Americans appeared to be 
losing, however, the French king, Louis XVI, had remained 

BeneDicT arnolD: aMerican TraiTor

Perhaps the most famous traitor in 
American history is Benedict Arnold, 
the man who fought gallantly for 
the Patriots during the early years 
of the Revolutionary War. Arnold 
spearheaded the march to Quebec 
during the fi rst year of the war and 
was a hero at Saratoga in the fall of 
1777. But he turned away from the 
Patriot cause to help the British later 
in the war. One of his motivations 
was his love for a woman.

After Arnold received a serious 
leg injury during the second Saratoga 
battle, Washington removed him from 
fi eld duty, assigning him as military 
governor of Philadelphia in June 
1778 after General Clinton left the 
city to the rebels. There, he met the 
beautiful, young Peggy Shippen, with 
whom he fell in love. Unfortunately, 
Shippen was loyal to the British. 

Slowly, Peggy worked on 
Arnold, trying to convince him the 
American cause was lost. Then, 

American military offi cials charged 
Arnold with criminal activities, 
which led to his conviction of graft 
and embezzlement. Washington 
intervened to keep Arnold from being 
harshly punished, but the incident 
turned the American war hero against 
the Patriot cause. Needing money 
(Peggy demanded a lavish lifestyle), 
Benedict Arnold cooked up a plan to 
sell out the Revolution.

After getting himself appointed to 
command the New York fort at West 
Point, which controlled the Hudson, 
Arnold planned to go over to the 
British side, offering them the plans 
to West Point so they could capture 
it. When his plan was discovered, 
Arnold fl ed behind British lines. 
(His accomplice, British Major John 
Andre, was captured with the West 
Point plans in his possession and 
hanged.) Arnold fought for the British 
for the remainder of the war and died 
in England.
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indecisive. After the Saratoga victory, the French agreed in 
February 1778 to sign a pair of treaties with the Americans. 
(Since 1776, American diplomats, including John Adams 
and Benjamin Franklin, had been in Paris trying to facilitate 
a French alliance.) The first agreement, the Treaty of Amity 
(or friendship) and Commerce locked the two nations as 
trading partners. The second, the Treaty of Friendship and 
Alliance, called for the two powers to support one another 
in time of war against Great Britain. The French monarch, 
of course, had no great love of liberty or independence from 
royal domination, but he wanted to make things as difficult 
for the British as possible. In time, the French were send-
ing arms, supplies, food, and even white-uniformed troops 
to America. Perhaps most importantly, the French navy was 
now technically at the disposal of the American cause.

While 1777, then, ended as had 1776, with an important 
American victory, George Washington knew that French 
support lay in the future. The winter of 1777–1778 was 
upon his army, which had taken up quarters in Valley Forge, 
Pennsylvania, named after the iron forges that had been built 
there years earlier. The encampment was only 20 miles (32 
kilometers) from Philadelphia, where a British army would 
spend a warm winter. In the valley, the Continental army 
struggled through a season of cold, hunger, and death. Of 
the 10,000 men camped in the hills and winding hollows of 
farm country, a quarter of them died. They lived in tents until 
their huts were constructed. The men ate what they could, 
often nothing more than doughy cakes made from flour 
and water. Weather was a constant problem, since blankets, 
coats, and firewood were not abundant. Shoes were scarce. 
Disease struck down hundreds.

However, the men spent much of their time in camp drill-
ing, becoming a more-disciplined fighting force. Facing well-
trained British armies, it was important that the Americans 
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become accustomed to marching in unison, taking orders 
during combat, and fighting as an organized force. One of the 
import drill instructors for the American army was a Prus-
sian volunteer, 50-year-old Friedrich von Steuben. From his 
experience in the armies of Frederick the Great, von Steu-
ben knew the art of war and how to train soldiers. In earlier 
battles, American forces had relied on firing their muskets 
to turn the fight. Von Steuben instructed them in the art of 
using the bayonet. This was to be a significant change.

ONE MORE NEW JERSEY FIGHT
As British generals and military planners searched for new 
strategies for 1778, they decided to focus, again, on a region 
known for higher percentages of Loyalists—the South. Their 
“Southern Strategy” admitted the new landscape of war. 
France was soon to become a combatant, and the British 
knew they would be fighting on more fronts, including the 
Caribbean and even Europe. British forces would have to be 
spread around the globe and the possibility of raising mas-
sive armies, such as the one that had landed at New York 
City in 1776, was nearly eliminated. Larger numbers of Loy-
alists would have to fill the ranks of British resistance to the 
rebel cause. The British were hoping against hope, however. 
From the beginning of the war, they had always overesti-
mated the number of Loyalists in America.

In May 1778 the new British strategy was underway. Gen-
eral Henry Clinton had replaced General William Howe. 
Clinton was a capable leader and had been in the war since 
Gage’s forces had been besieged in Boston. He could not wait 
to take command and move the war, again, onto southern 
soil. Before leaving Philadelphia for the South, however, he 
engaged General Washington in one more fight.

During the summer of 1778, Clinton prepared his troops 
to leave the Pennsylvania city. His orders from London were 
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George Washington and Baron von Steuben inspect 
the colonial army at Valley Forge in February 1778. 
Von Steuben was a Prussian army general sent by 
Congress to discipline and train the American troops.
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to march from Philadelphia to New York City where 5,000 
of his men were to board ships bound for the Caribbean to 
fight the French. But Clinton was not prepared to give up 
that many of his troops, so he ignored that part of the order, 
even as he began marching across New Jersey to New York, 
a distance of only 70 miles (112 kilometers). Beginning their 
advance on June 18 after spending two days crossing the 
Delaware River, the redcoat column, which included 1,500 
supply wagons, stretched on for several miles. Camped close 
by, Washington decided he could not let the British move 
without attacking. Although his ranks had been decimated 
by a difficult winter at Valley Forge, spring had brought 
new recruits. That mid-June, Washington’s forces numbered 
13,500, with another 2,000 already in New Jersey.

As Clinton’s men began their march, Washington’s forces 
pursued them. The American army had drilled heavily that 
winter, many were seasoned fighters, and they marched, per-
haps for the first time, in well-ordered columns. On June 24 
Washington met with his officer staff to determine whether 
to attack Clinton’s rear line. Most favored an attack, but on 
a limited scale. Should the entire British column turn and 
fight, the Continental army might be annihilated.

The Battle of Monmouth
Two days later, an exhausted British army stumbled into 
Monmouth, New Jersey. By mid-morning the temperature 
hit 100 degrees Fahrenheit (38 degrees Centigrade), and 
men dropped regularly with heat exhaustion. British red-
coats, after all, wore heavy woolen uniforms with tight col-
lars, carried 60-lb (27-kg) packs on their backs, along with 
a musket that weighed 14 lbs (6 kg). At Monmouth, the 
British line stretched on for 12 miles (19 km) from front to 
rear. On June 28 Washington made his move. Almost half 
of Washington’s men were thrown into a fight against Clin-
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ton’s rear line. Early in the fight, however, General Charles 
Lee, who had been set free by the British and returned to 
join Washington’s army, retreated from the attack, certain 
his forces were going to be defeated. At that point, little real 
fighting had even taken place. Lee, who had opposed the 
attack, had simply failed in his duties.

Washington spurred his horse and moved toward Lee, 
angrily asking him why he had broken off his attack. Lee 
seemed confused, and his men were in disarray. He made 
several excuses, which only angered Washington, who asked 
him why he had accepted command of the attack if he had 
not intended to go through with it. On the spot, Washington 
relieved Lee of his command. It would be his last service 
under the Virginia general. 

Washington had to instantly take Lee’s place on the bat-
tlefield and rally his men, or the battle would be lost before 
it had even begun in earnest. For the remainder of the fight, 
the Americans performed well, revealing their new level of 
training. (During the battle near Monmouth Courthouse, 
37 Americans and 60 redcoats collapsed on the field with 
sunstroke.) There were casualties on both sides, but the 
Continental army proved itself that day. It had become a pro-
fessional fighting force. The battle finally broke off, and Clin-
ton’s men marched on to New York City. As for Charles Lee, 
he was discharged from service in the Continental army.

TAKING THE WAR TO THE SOUTH
Through the following months, Clinton’s army was shipped 
down to southern soil. (Clinton himself did not sail south 
until late 1779, deciding to remain in the comfort of New 
York City.) In November 1778 British redcoats captured 
Savannah, Georgia, and along with it, most of Georgia. 
Assaults against Charleston, South Carolina, were not as 
immediately successful. Thousands of Continental troops, 
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along with additional thousands of militia forces, held onto 
the city through the winter of 1778–1779. From shore bat-
teries, the American fired on British ships in the harbor. 
When they ran low on cannonballs, they stuffed cannon 
barrels with everything from large pieces of broken glass to 
old hatchets and pickaxes. Charleston did not fall until the 
late spring of 1780. Once that important port was in British 
hands, General Clinton returned to New York City, never 
seeing the South again, leaving Charles Cornwallis, a capa-
ble, experienced general, in command in the field. 

Cornwallis seemed to have plenty of men to carry out the 
takeover of South Carolina: His army numbered 8,000, and 
was reinforced by thousands of Loyalists. But he was con-
stantly harassed by small bands of fighters whose hit-and-run 
raids and ambushes drained his supplies and manpower.

Yet while guerrilla warfare was a constant distraction for 
Cornwallis and his men, the southern campaign sometimes 
produced major field battles. To meet the challenge of Corn-
wallis on southern soil, the Continental Congress had sent 
General Horatio Gates, the hero of Saratoga, to the Carolinas 
where he commanded a force of 4,000 men. The first encoun-
ter between these two generals took place on the morning of 
August 16, with Gates’s men engaging approximately 2,500 
of Cornwallis’s troops. 

The battle of Camden went miserably for the Americans. 
Although they outnumbered Cornwallis’s army, many of 
Gates’s soldiers were untrained and untested. In addition, 
many were ill, so that perhaps half of the American army 
was ineffective in the fight. At the first British attack, the 
Continentals simply fell apart. Gates galloped away from the 
battlefield altogether, surfacing in Charlotte, North Carolina, 
some 60 miles (100 kilometers) away. Washington quickly 
replaced Gates with another commander, the effective and 
skilled Nathaniel Greene. Washington was eager to make 
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the replacement. He and Gates had experienced a falling out 
following Gates’s victory at Saratoga in October 1777. Gates 
had engaged in a conspiracy with another general, Thomas 
Conway, along with several congressmen to replace Wash-
ington with Gates. Washington and other loyal congressmen 
discovered the plot, which was quickly exposed, yet Gates 
retained his command—at least until the days following his 
humiliating loss at Camden.

KINGS MOUNTAIN AND THE COWPENS
In October, a portion of Cornwallis’s army engaged Ameri-
can frontiersmen known as the “Over the Mountain” men, 
who thought the British were bringing the war too close to 
them. On October 7, 1,100 troops, mostly Loyalists, fought 
these backwoodsmen along the South Carolina/North Caro-
lina border at a site called Kings Mountain. The British com-
mander in the battle, Major Patrick Ferguson, was killed, 
and most of his army destroyed. After the fight, the fron-
tiersmen took nine Loyalists and hanged them.

With the loss of Ferguson and his men, Cornwallis’s long-
range left flank had been destroyed, leaving his main army 
more vulnerable. Guerrilla forces continued to be a problem 
and now General Greene sought a battle with the British 
general. Greene had split his forces into two separately mov-
ing armies, one of which engaged British troops on January 
17, 1781 in a fight 100 miles (160 km) southwest of Kings 
Mountain, in a rolling meadow called the Cowpens. Here, 
the American commander, a rough-and-tumble brigadier 
general named Daniel Morgan, engaged redcoats and Loyal-
ists under a British cavalry officer, Banastre Tarleton, who 
was thoroughly despised in the southern states.

Morgan quickly gained the upper hand. After only one 
hour of fighting, Tarleton lost nearly 1,000 men, including 
100 killed. Morgan had only lost 70 men. The day ended in a 

DUSH3_Revolution.indd   95 8/6/09   13:15:02



Revolutionary America96

lopsided defeat for the British. Uncertain what other British 
armies he might have to face, Morgan soon reattached his 
remaining 500 men to General Greene’s main force. 

In March 1781 Greene and Cornwallis again met on 
the battlefield, this time at Guilford Courthouse in central 
North Carolina. Outnumbered two to one, Greene’s men 
were outfought, but Cornwallis suffered high casualties. 
There appeared to be no end in sight for Cornwallis and 
his men, who were dwindling in number. Although Clinton 
had ordered him not to march his army north to Virginia, 
Cornwallis felt he had no other option. Loyalists were too 
few in number to supplement his forces, and the Carolinas 
had proven a hotbed of opposition. He turned southeast 
and marched his forces to Wilmington, North Carolina, and 
from there, continued north toward Virginia, finally reach-
ing a tiny tobacco port called Yorktown.

SHOWDOWN AT YORkTOWN
When General Clinton received the news that Cornwallis had 
moved his army into Virginia, he was furious. He thought his 
colleague had given up on the southern campaign too soon. 
To make certain Cornwallis did not get caught unexpectedly 
by the enemy, he ordered him to place his forces in defenses 
around Yorktown. 

Not only did word reach Clinton of Cornwallis’s march 
to Virginia; General Washington received the same intelli-
gence. It was now six years since the battles of Lexington 
and Concord. In May French troops arrived, under the com-
mand of the Comte de Rochambeau. Washington’s first plan 
was to march on New York and remove the British presence 
there, but Rochambeau suggested that the Americans march 
instead on Virginia and corner Cornwallis’s army. If Corn-
wallis’s forces could be trapped and defeated, Washington 
might pull off a great victory. Washington agreed. 
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Rochambeau had already ordered French Admiral de 
Grasse and his fl eet to Chesapeake Bay to block the Brit-
ish navy from evacuating Cornwallis and his men from the 
Yorktown peninsula. In the fi rst week of July, French troops 
joined Washington’s army. The well-disciplined French sol-
diers, in their smart white uniforms, made the Continental 
army look a bit shabby and unprofessional. But one French 
offi cer would later write, according to historian Middlekauff: 
“It is incredible that soldiers composed of whites and blacks, 
almost naked, unpaid, and rather poorly fed, can march so 
well and stand fi re so steadfastly.”

The French Provide Support
In September Washington and his main force joined their 
comrades in Virginia. Clinton had ordered British troops to 
keep a watchful eye on Washington’s encampments north 

BaTTles oF The reVolUTionarY war

The American Revolutionary 
War—also known as the American 
War of Independence—lasted from 
April 1775 to October 1781. More 
than 25,000 American and 20,000 
British soldiers were killed or 
died of wounds or disease. Britain 
was defeated by the Americans, 
fi ghting for their freedom and their 
homes, and helped by the French.
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The Battle at Yorktown, Virginia, 1781

Washington’s forces strengthened 
their position by digging trenches, 
erecting defenses, and then bringing 
in heavy guns. Their mortar and 
cannon fire was devastatingly 
accurate. British resistance was weak 
as redcoats became unnerved by the 
thundering of the cannon and the 
distressing cries of their wounded. 

Not long after the battle, Marquis 
de Lafayette, an aide to Washington 
who had monitored and helped stall 
Cornwallis’s movements in the build-
up to the confrontation, wrote home 
to France. “Here,” he said, “humanity 
has won its battle, liberty now has a 
country.”

For six days, allied forces kept 
up an artillery barrage against 
the British positions.
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of New York. But the wily American general had left with 
most of his men under cover of darkness, leaving behind a 
skeleton force that kept a large number of campfires burn-
ing each night so the British would think there were more 
of them still north of the city than there actually were. By 
the time Clinton realized he had been fooled, the Continen-
tal army was long gone, leaving him with few options. At 
the same time, the French arrived in Chesapeake Bay with 
27 ships, 74 cannon, and 3,000 new French troops. When 
Clinton sent a few ships south to rescue Cornwallis on the 
Virginia peninsula, they were turned around by de Grasse’s 
superior force.

Washington and Rochambeau Plan the Attack
Every element was in place for Washington to launch a full-
scale attack against Cornwallis’s army.  As noted by historian 
Alan Axelrod, Cornwallis sent a dispatch to General Clinton 
on September 23, telling him: “If you cannot relieve me very 
soon, you must be prepared to hear the worst.”

Washington, now back in Virginia and still command-
ing men in the field, knew the battle facing him was his to 
lose. His forces, which already greatly outnumbered those of 
Cornwallis, reached a total of 16,000 once de Grasse land-
ed another 3,000 support troops. But the clock was ticking 
down. De Grasse’s fleet was scheduled to sail out on October 
15. Washington and Rochambeau, meeting on de Grasse’s 
grand flagship, worked out a hurried plan to lay siege to 
Cornwallis’s positions. With the French navy continuing to 
block Chesapeake Bay, Washington and Rochambeau’s men 
would bombard British positions, as allied engineers dug 
zigzag siege trenches to allow the armies to move in closer. 
On October 1 Washington ordered an artillery barrage that 
continued for the next six days. Gunners were so accurate 
in their shelling that they were able to bombard the last two 
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A British offi cer, on behalf of General Charles 
Cornwallis, surrenders to American General 
George Washington at Yorktown, Virginia, ending 
the fi ghting in the American Revolutionary War on 
October 19, 1781. 
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remaining British frigates supporting Cornwallis out of the 
York River. Then, on October 6, the engineers began digging 
their approach trenches. 

The British Surrender
On October 14 a French officer, along with an American aide 
to Washington, Alexander Hamilton, led a nighttime bayo-
net charge against two British redoubts, or defensive forts, 
near the York River. This left Cornwallis extremely vulner-
able to large-scale attack and also allowed the trench exca-
vations to extend all the way to the river. Cornwallis’s time 
was up. There was no possible escape. At 10 a.m. on October 
17 a British drummer mounted a parapet and beat a parley, 
signaling to the French and Americans that Cornwallis was 
ready to talk surrender terms. Before the day was over, Gen-
eral Cornwallis agreed to Washington’s terms—unaware that 
General Clinton had sent out a rescue mission from New 
York that same day. Two days later Clinton received word of 
Cornwallis’s surrender and turned around, returning to New 
York City.

On October 19 the American Revolutionary War techni-
cally ended. Cornwallis surrendered on the field of battle, 
and no major battles took place during the months and years 
that followed. The British still held onto such cities as New 
York, Charleston, and Savannah, and limited fighting took 
place here and there, primarily between Loyalists and Patri-
ots in the South. On March 4, 1782, members of the British 
Parliament voted to abandon the fight. After nearly seven 
years of difficult war, the Americans had finally gained from 
Great Britain the one objective they had fixed in their hearts 
and minds—independence.

DUSH3_Revolution.indd   101 8/6/09   13:15:10



Washington’s victory at Yorktown was the last major 
battle of the American Revolutionary War. In March 

1782 the British ministry, which had been led by Lord Fred-
erick North since 1770, collapsed. The new government 
established peace talks with American representatives, 
including John Adams, John Jay, and Benjamin Franklin. 
(Jay would later become America’s fi rst chief justice of the 
Supreme Court.) 

These skillful men knew how to negotiate the best terms 
possible, and the resulting Treaty of Paris, signed on Septem-
ber 3, 1783, could not have been more favorable to Amer-
ica. Independence was recognized. Britain surrendered all 
claims to territory between the Atlantic Coast and the Mis-
sissippi River, a vast piece of land. The boundary from north 
to south ran from the Great Lakes to Spanish-controlled 
Florida. In addition, John Adams managed to get the British 
to give American fi shermen unlimited fi shing rights off the 
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coast of Newfoundland, a minor concession in the larger 
picture, but important to his fellow New Englanders.

THE ARTICLES OF CONFEDERATION
More than 20 years had passed since the end of the French 
and Indian War. During those two decades the 13 colonies 
had defied the Crown, which led to a rebellion, which caused 
a war, that created a separate nation—the United States of 
America. Even while the American Revolutionary War was 
taking place, the Second Continental Congress had created 
a new country, a confederation of 13 states based on repre-
sentative government and a written constitution. That first 
constitution—the Articles of Confederation—was adopted 
by Congress in 1777, but the document was not ratified, or 
approved by the states, until 1781. 

That constitution established the distribution of power 
between the states and the national government, with the 
states holding much of that power, and the national govern-
ment being fairly weak. In its details, much of that national 
government was very different to the national government 
of today. That early government consisted almost entirely of 
a unicameral, or one-house, legislature. There was no presi-
dent or vice president or even an executive branch. There 
was no national court system, or judiciary. For some of the 
Patriot leaders, such as Samuel Adams or Thomas Paine, this 
was an ideal system: no single strong government wielding 
too much power at the expense of the various states. Oth-
ers, such as John Adams, thought the arrangement too loose, 
lacking a head, and “too democratical.” Adams’s concern was 
that there was no government branch or structure to balance 
the power of the one-house congress. 

There were significant other issues with the Articles of 
Confederation government. The constitution provided no 
power for the national government to tax. It could ask the 
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states for money, but they did not have to pay if they chose 
not to. As a result, throughout the 1780s states typically sent 
only about half the monies requested. The national govern-
ment had no power to regulate trade between the states 
either, as that power was held by the states. 

From New England to Georgia, many American people 
began to see their national government as too weak, espe-
cially to be able to solve any signifi cant fi nancial or econom-
ic problems. When the Articles of Confederation Congress 
needed money, it just printed more, to the tune of $220 mil-

organiZing The wesT  

The Treaty of Paris (September 1783) 
not only recognized independence 
for the new United States, it also set 
the young nation’s new boundaries. 
The country included the lands 
stretching from the Great Lakes in the 
north to the Gulf of Mexico, minus 
Florida. It spanned the territory from 
the Atlantic Coast to the Mississippi. 
Much of this land lay west of the 
Appalachian Mountains, and few 
Americans lived there. But more 
were moving west following the 
Revolutionary War, as veterans 
received land grants for their war 
service. The Articles of Confederation 
government recognized that 
these western lands needed to be 
organized.

While the Articles government 
failed in many ways, one of its 
successful legacies was the passing of 
laws, called ordinances, that helped 
set up government in the west and to 
survey the land so that new residents 
could gain legal title. The fi rst was 
the Ordinance of 1784, which was 
fi rst proposed by Thomas Jefferson. 
It called for the dividing of the lands 
north of the Ohio River (known as 
the Northwest Territory) into ten 
future states and a survey to establish 
blocks of land called townships, 
each 10 miles (16 km) square. It also 
guaranteed all new states the right to 
self-government.

The following year, the national 
government passed the Ordinance 
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lion in paper currency, with no backing in gold or silver. 
Veterans of the Revolutionary War, who had fought for inde-
pendence, could not be paid. By 1783 the country was on 
the verge of a great economic depression. Even the weather 
did not cooperate, as farmers experienced two bad harvests 
in a row for the years 1784 and 1785. Great Britain only 
made things worse. Even though the war was over, the Brit-
ish authorities tried to hamper the development and stabil-
ity of the young United States. Parliament cut off the sale of 
American goods in the British West Indies. As the post-war 

of 1785, which altered the previous 
ordinance. It changed the number 
of future states from ten to between 
three and fi ve (the Northwest Territory 
would eventually be carved up into 
fi ve states: Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, 
Michigan, and Wisconsin). The 
townships were changed into blocks 
of land measuring six square miles 
(9.6 square km), making a total of 
36 squares of land each measuring 
one square mile (1.6 square km), 
or 640 acres (260 hectares). Land 
in these townships would be sold 
as square miles of property, no less. 
The price was set at $1 per acre (0.4 
hectares), totaling $640 per section of 
a township.

In 1787 a third land act, the 
Northwest Ordinance, passed 
through the Congress. This law 

established a three-step procedure 
by which a territory could become a 
state. First, Congress was to appoint 
offi cials for a given territory to serve 
as the territorial government. Then, 
when the number of free male 
landowners of voting age reached 
5,000, the territory could elect its 
own legislature and send a nonvoting 
delegate to Congress. Last, when the 
territory’s population reached 60,000 
(the population of the smallest state 
in the Union), residents could write 
a state constitution and apply to 
Congress for statehood.

These laws, especially those 
passed in 1785 and 1787, cleared the 
way for creating new states, making 
them some of the most important 
legislation created by the Articles of 
Confederation government.

A New Form of Government
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economy spiraled downward, some Americans took events 
into their own hands.

SHAYS’S REBELLION
Many of those Americans hit hard by bad economic times 
and poor harvests were farmers. In western Massachusetts, 
times proved extremely difficult. A large number of farmers 
were deeply in debt with land mortgages and other loans. 
Those who could not pay their debts faced foreclosure and 
the possible loss of their lands and livelihood. Many farm-
ers hoped the Massachusetts legislature might pass “stay 
laws”—designed to limit a creditor’s ability to take some-
one’s land for non-payment of debts—but not only did the 
legislature not pass such laws, it even approved higher taxes. 
When farmers protested, state lawmakers simply turned a 
blind eye. By mid-decade hundreds of Massachusetts farm-
ers were prepared to take up arms in protest.

One of the early leaders of this dissatisfied movement 
was a 39-year-old veteran of the battle of Breed’s Hill, Daniel 
Shays. In 1786 a group of his followers, soon referred to as 
Shays’s Rebels, raided local courts to stop farm foreclosures 
and broke into jails to free farmers who had been arrested 
for nonpayment of debts. Other farmers, inspired by their 
efforts, joined Shays’s Rebellion. At one point the Massachu-
setts government called out the state militia to put down the 
uprising. In January 1787, following an attack by disgrun-
tled farmers on the federal arsenal in Springfield, 600 militia 
met more than 1,000 rebellious farmers, some of whom were 
armed only with pitchforks. The militia dispersed them with 
cannon fire. Four fell dead, another 20 were wounded, and 
the others scattered. After another force of some 4,000 mili-
tia attacked a group of rebels in the village of Petersham, 
the movement collapsed, and Shays barely escaped. To help 
defuse the rebellion, the state legislature lowered taxes and 
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offered amnesty to all those who had participated in the civil 
disobedience. 

Yet Shays’s Rebellion was worrisome to many in America, 
especially those who believed the Articles of Confedera-
tion were partly to blame. George Washington himself, then 
in retirement at his home in Mount Vernon, Virginia, was 
aghast at the violence that spread across Massachusetts, stat-
ing, as noted by historian John Ferling: “Good God! There 
are combustibles in every State, which a spark may set fire 
to.” Washington feared the British would take “every oppor-
tunity to foment [stir up] the spirit of turbulence within the 
bowels of the United States.” He and others believed that 
the Articles should be amended to create a stronger national 
government, one that could function properly so that such 
uprisings did not become commonplace.

A CONVENTION IN PHILADELPHIA
In the four years following the Treaty of Paris, a significant 
number of Americans became dissatisfied with their national 
government’s inability to handle both domestic and foreign 
problems. To many, the country seemed on the verge of cha-
os. The leaders of other governments, especially in Europe, 
viewed the young nation with skepticism, not sure whether 
the great American experiment in liberty would succeed.

The Articles of Confederation seemed to represent the 
primary problem for the new nation. Its framers had spread 
out power between the states at the expense of the national 
government and that system based on confederation—what 
the Articles referred to as, recalled by historian Catherine 
Drinker Bowen, a “firm league of friendship”—had proven 
unworkable. By 1787 the American discontent had reached 
its zenith. 

Even the previous year, James Madison, a member of the 
Virginia assembly, had proposed a national convention in 
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which the states could discuss problems with trade between 
one another. Five states had sent delegates to that convention, 
held in Annapolis, Maryland. It was during those sit-downs 
that some of the delegates suggested a follow-up meeting for 
the next summer to be held in Philadelphia to, as noted by 
historian Gordon S. Wood, “devise such further provisions 
as shall appear . . . necessary to render the Constitution of 
the Federal Government adequate to the exigencies of the 
Union.” In short, they wanted to meet to discuss fi xing the 
structural problems in the Articles of Confederation.

Over several weeks in May 1787 delegates straggled into 
Philadelphia where they spent a long hot summer thrash-

a secreT conVenTion 

From the fi rst meeting of the 
Philadelphia Convention, the 
delegates almost unanimously 
chose to carry out their business 
completely in secret. Since many 
had been chosen for the purpose of 
amending or changing the Articles of 
Confederation, their decision to scrap 
the Articles was one the people might 
not approve. 

Also, if the public knew the 
delegates were writing a new 
constitution, there might be pressure 
put on them to make certain 
decisions or avoid diffi cult debates. 
Without worrying about popular 
opinion or public opposition, the 

delegates were free to hammer 
their way through the creation of 
a completely new framework of 
government.

While nearly every member of 
the Convention was able to keep the 
direction and content of meetings 
secret, one delegate, it seems, could 
not—the elderly Benjamin Franklin. 
During dinner parties, Franklin had a 
habit of talking too much and telling 
about a given day’s proceedings. This 
led his fellow delegates to assign 
someone to accompany Franklin at 
such gatherings, someone who could 
steer dinner conversations away from 
the delicate work of the Convention.
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ing through potential changes to the Articles of Confedera-
tion—until they determined to scrap the whole document 
and start over again with an entirely new constitution. Sev-
enty-four men were chosen as delegates to the Philadelphia 
convention. Fifty-five delegates showed up. Many of them 
were young men, with more of them under the age of 30 
than were over the age of 60. They were businessmen, dip-
lomats, legislators, war leaders, and lawyers—many law-
yers. They had graduated from various colleges, many were 
wealthy, and all felt they had serious stakes in the future of 
the American republic. Three out of four had served in the 
Continental Congress. Eight had signed the Declaration of 
Independence. Seven had been state governors. Many had 
participated in writing their state constitutions. About one 
out of three owned slaves. 

Madison Gets to Work
Several of the Philadelphia Convention delegates were 
among the Founding Fathers—Alexander Hamilton, James 
Madison, Benjamin Franklin (the eldest man attending), 
and George Washington, who was chosen as the president 
of the convention. Others who had struggled to make the 
break with Great Britain, including Samuel Adams and Pat-
rick Henry, were not present. John Adams was in London 
and Thomas Jefferson in Paris, both working on trade trea-
ties on behalf of the United States. Thomas Paine, the writer 
of Common Sense and other influential revolutionary pam-
phlets—together often known as The American Crisis—had 
gone back to England to find backers willing to invest in his 
new invention, a type of iron bridge.

None had prepared for the political work that summer 
more than James Madison from Virginia, who had purchased 
and read more than 200 books on everything from political 
government to economics to Greek and Roman histories. 
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Slowly, but deliberately, the delegates began considering 
the various problems of the Articles of Confederation. Five 
issues bubbled to the surface: 1) the government’s absolute 
fi nancial chaos; 2) the government’s inability to control trade, 
as the Articles allowed each state to make its own commer-
cial treaties with foreign powers; 3) the lack of political sta-
bility, leaving the nation vulnerable to the advantage of the 
British and the Spanish, for example; 4) endless arguments 

George Washington (standing on the right) presides 
at the Constitutional Convention in the Old State 
House, or Independence Hall, in Philadelphia in 
July 1787. This painting of 1856 is by American artist 
Junius Brutus Stearns.
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between states over such issues as trade and even state bor-
ders; and 5) the lack of street-level democracy, including 
limits on who could vote and a lack of elections.

Most of the delegates were in agreement that a basic prob-
lem with the Articles was that it framed a government that 
rested on only one branch—the legislative. Several plans 
were proposed to deal with that issue. Madison himself pre-
sented a proposal that became known as the Virginia Plan, in 
which he suggested three branches of government: legisla-
tive (to make laws), executive (to enforce laws), and judicial 
(courts to interpret laws). His plan also called for a two-
house congress, with membership of both houses based on 
the population of each state.

Establishing a Solution
An immediate block went up on the part of several smaller 
states, their delegates feeling that Madison’s system would 
favor larger, more populous states, such as his Virginia or 
Hamilton’s New York. A delegate named William Paterson 
proposed an alternative called the New Jersey Plan, which 
suggested a unicameral legislature with equal representa-
tion per state regardless of anything, including population. 
It also provided for a chief executive to enforce the laws and 
a Supreme Court. The suggestion of a unicameral legislature 
with equal representation was completely unacceptable to 
the larger states. It would allow, for example, Rhode Island 
(whose population was 68,000) as much representative 
power as Virginia (whose population was 747,000). For the 
New Jersey Plan’s critics, this translated into power kept in 
the hands of the states, rather than the people. 

For weeks, the delegates argued over the two plans, 
coming nowhere close to an agreement. Then, on July 2, 
11 years to the day since the Second Continental Congress 
had voted in favor of independence from Great Britain, the  
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delegates proposed a committee to try to settle the issue. 
That committee produced an agreement that became known 
as the Great Compromise. It called for a House of Repre-
sentatives, with membership based on a state’s population: 
the more people, the more representatives. It also set up a 
Senate, with equal representation, based on two senators per 
state. To give the House an extra layer of power, it was decid-
ed that all money or tax bills would originate in the House. 

More controversy was generated. Southerners wanted 
to count their large slave populations for determining the 
number of their representatives, even though black slaves 
would not be allowed to vote nor would they be counted as 
citizens. Again, a compromise was made, allowing south-
erners to count each slave as three-fifths (60 percent) of a 
person for representation. However, they had to count them 
by the same ratio for the purpose of taxation. 

Another argument developed over slavery which threat-
ened to block any more progress in the convention. Some 
northerners wanted to see the slave trade ended on Ameri-
can soil, a move the southern delegates could not agree to. 
Again, compromise broke the impasse. Southerners were 
assured that the new U.S. Congress would not enact laws 
limiting the slave trade for at least 20 years, until 1808. Also, 
all later changes made by Congress concerning trade laws 
would require a two-thirds majority. The compromise did not 
make everyone happy, including some southerners. Accord-
ing to historian John Ferling, Virginian James Madison, who 
owned slaves, wrote: “Great as the evil is, a dismemberment 
of the Union would be worse.”

A NEW CONSTITUTION
On July 26 a new committee was established, the Commit-
tee of Detail, to write the new constitution. During their 
work, the committee members decided that the new chief 
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executive, who was to be called “president,” would be cho-
sen by an electoral college of men selected by local voters. 
Additional compromises and decisions had to be made, as 
well, but the new document was ready for a vote by Sep-
tember. On September 17, 39 delegates accepted and signed 
the United States Constitution. Some had already left for 
home and were not present. A handful of delegates refused 
to sign the document, feeling a bill of rights should have 
been included to protect each individual’s rights. Such an 
addition was made before the Constitution was ratified by 
the states on June 2, 1788.

A great sea change had taken place as the people of the 
United States rejected their first national framework of gov-
ernment in favor of another. The new Constitution repre-
sented more power in the hands of the people. That very 
point is acknowledged in the document’s opening paragraph, 
or preamble, which opens with the words: “We the People, 
to form a more perfect Union . . .”

Setting the Scene
With the establishment of a new Constitution, the United 
States would enter an era of unparalleled redefining of gov-
ernment. No longer would national power rest in a single 
house legislature, one hamstrung by the power of the states.  
The political will of the people would be distributed as never 
before, through the Constitution’s three branches, includ-
ing an executive embodied in the office of the president.  
Those men of America’s future, those first chief executives—
including such Founding Fathers as Washington, Adams, 
and Jefferson—would chart new directions for their country, 
including one that would soon expand westward, stretch-
ing the influence of the new American republic beyond 
the Appalachians toward the heart of the North American 
continent.
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1755–62 Britain wins the French and Indian War, but 
emerges from the war deeply in debt

1763 Pontiac’s War results in the deaths of 2,000 English 
colonists. The Crown sends more British soldiers to 
the American colonies and restricts the movement 
of colonists west of the Appalachians.

1764 British prime minister Lord Grenville pushes the 
Sugar Act through Parliament, establishing trade 

TIMELINE

1755 17711759 17671763

1764
British prime minister Lord Grenville 

pushes the Sugar Act through Parliament
1765
March. Parliament 
passes the Stamp Act

1766
Parliament repeals the Stamp Act 

1767
Parliament passes the 
Townshend Duties 

1770
Rioting in Boston results in 

the “Boston Massacre”

1773
December 16. Boston Tea Party

1774
September. 
Twelve colonies 
send 56 
delegates to the 
First Continental 
Congress

1775
April 19. British and 
American troops fi re 

on one another on the 
green at Lexington 
and on the bridge 
outside Concord

June 17. British and 
colonists fi ght the 

battle of Breed’s Hill 
or Bunker Hill

1775
June 17. British and colonists fi ght the battle of 
Breed’s Hill and Bunker Hill

1776
July 4. Congress votes to 
accept the Declaration 
of Independence. 
December. Washington 
wins strategic victory

1777
American General Horatio 
Gates defeats General 
Johnny Burgoyne in the 
battle of Saratoga

1781
Washington defeats General 
Cornwallis’s army near Yorktown

1787
Constitutional convention 

at Philadelphia. Northwest 
Ordinance is passed

1788
The new U.S. 

Constitution is ratifi ed

1772               1776               1780               1784               1788
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duties on foreign goods commonly imported into 
the American colonies 

1765
	 March Parliament passes the revenue-generating Stamp 

Act, creating new taxes on the American colonies 
	 June James Otis prompts the Massachusetts General 

Court to propose an intercolonial meeting to 
protest the Stamp Act

	 August 14 Boston protesters ransack a stamp agent’s 
home

	 October 31 New York merchants suggest a boycott of 
British goods as a means of protesting against the 
Stamp Act

TIMELINE

1755 17711759 17671763

1764
British prime minister Lord Grenville 

pushes the Sugar Act through Parliament
1765
March. Parliament 
passes the Stamp Act

1766
Parliament repeals the Stamp Act 

1767
Parliament passes the 
Townshend Duties 

1770
Rioting in Boston results in 

the “Boston Massacre”

1773
December 16. Boston Tea Party

1774
September. 
Twelve colonies 
send 56 
delegates to the 
First Continental 
Congress

1775
April 19. British and 
American troops fire 

on one another on the 
green at Lexington 
and on the bridge 
outside Concord 

June 17. British and 
colonists fight the 

battle of Breed’s Hill 
or Bunker Hill

1775
June 17.	British and colonists fight the battle of 
Breed’s Hill

1776
July 4. Congress votes to 
accept the Declaration 
of Independence.  
December. Washington 
wins strategic victory

1777
American General Horatio 
Gates defeats General 
Johnny Burgoyne in the 
battle of Saratoga

1781
Washington defeats General 
Cornwallis’s army near Yorktown

1787
Constitutional convention 

at Philadelphia. Northwest 
Ordinance is passed

1788
The new U.S. 

Constitution is ratified

1772               1776               1780               1784               1788
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1766 Parliament repeals the Stamp Act in March, but also 
passes the Declaratory Act, proclaiming 
Parliament’s power to pass any law it wishes 
governing the colonies

1767 Parliament passes the Townshend Duties on a list of 
trade commodities to the colonies, including tea

1770 Rioting in Boston results in British troops killing five 
protesters—the “Boston Massacre” 

1772
	 June Rhode Island residents board and set alight an 

armed British customs schooner, the Gaspée
	 November Patriots attending a Boston town meeting 

create the first Committee of Correspondence
1773
	 September East India Company delivers 600,000 pounds 

(272,155 kilograms) of tea to American cities 
under the Tea Act and the Townshend Duties

	 November 28 Three tea ships arrive in Boston Harbor, 
where locals stop the cargo being offloaded

	 December 16 About 60 colonials dressed as Mohawk 
Indians board the tea ships and throw the tea 
overboard, remembered as the Boston Tea Party

1774
	 September Twelve colonies send 56 delegates to the 

meeting known as the First Continental Congress
	 October As the First Continental Congress adjourns, the 

delegates pass the Declaration and Resolves of the 
Continental Congress, declaring Parliament’s 
restricted legislative power over the colonies 

1775
	 January 27 Lord Dartmouth, the king’s representative in 

the colonies, sends orders to General Gage to 
round up colonial agitators Sam Adams and John 
Hancock
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	 April 18 British troops march out of Boston to round up 
revolutionary leaders and take Patriot weapons

	 April 19 British and American troops fire on one another 
at Lexington and Concord. The shooting war of the 
American Revolution opens

	 June 15 Congress selects George Washington to lead the 
Continental army

	 June 17 British and colonists fight the battle of Breed’s 
Hill 

1776
	 January Thomas Paine publishes Common Sense
	 May 10 Congress accepts John Adams’s resolution for 

each colony to set up new constitutional 
governments

	 June 7 Richard Henry Lee presents a resolution to 
Congress, calling for independence for the newly 
formed states

	 June 9 Congress forms a five-man committee to draft a 
declaration of independence

	 July 2 Congress votes to accept the Lee resolution, 
making the colonies “free and independent states”

	 July 4 Congress votes to accept the Declaration of 
Independence

1777 Americans win the battle of Saratoga, encouraging 
the French to enter the Revolution as allies

1778 American seaport of Savannah falls to the British
1780 American seaport of Charleston falls to the British
1781 Washington defeats Cornwallis’s army near Yorktown 

on October 19, ending the Revolutionary War
1785 Land Ordinance of 1785
1786 Shays’s Rebellion
1787 Constitutional convention at Philadelphia. 

Northwest Ordinance is passed
1788 The new U.S. Constitution is ratified
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Glossary

actual representation The political theory that people must 
participate in the selection of those who serve as their 
representatives, through nominating or electing.

boycott The collective refusal by a group of people to 
participate in a given activity.

constitution A written framework of laws that sets out the 
rights of the people, the power of the government, and 
the government’s structure.

Crown British power embodied in the monarchy (the king 
or queen) and Parliament.

customs duties Payments made on imports for the purpose 
of regulating trade.

Founding Fathers The term used by historians to refer to 
those who played key roles in the American Revolution 
and the establishment of the United States of America as 
a new nation.

impressment A common practice of the British navy during 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries that involved 
the forced recruitment (often through kidnapping) of 
sailors into service in the British navy.

Loyalist A British subject living in America who remained 
loyal to the British government during the American 
Revolution.

militia Citizens who volunteered to be part-time soldiers.
parley A European custom of combat that may be called by 

participants on either side for the purpose of negotiating 
a conclusion of the confl ict, such as surrender terms.

Parliament The law-making body of Great Britain.

118

DUSH3_Revolution.indd   118 8/6/09   13:15:22



Glossary

119

Patriot An American who wanted the colonies to be free 
from Britain. About one-third of colonists were Patriots.

redoubt An earthen fort or breastworks designed for 
defense and to fortify a portion of a larger field of battle.

stay laws Laws for the purpose of limiting one’s ability to 
foreclosure on another due to nonpayment of debts or a 
mortgage.

Tidewater Refers to the region of the Chesapeake, which 
includes Maryland and Virginia. 

unicameral A single-house legislature.
virtual representation The political theory that people may 

be represented by a power base even when they did not 
directly elect or choose those holding power over them.

volley To fire a line of muskets in unison.
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