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Introduction


In every war, there are battles that mark a turning point, shifting the advantage to one side or the other. In the American Revolutionary War, one of those battles was the Battle of Bunker Hill. While it was a battle that the colonists ultimately lost, it was significant because it altered the way the British responded to colonial fighting forces. It was this newly developed caution on the part of the British forces that shifted the advantage to the colonists.


The battle itself took place on June 17, 1775, and although it was named for a hill in Charlestown, Massachusetts, the majority of the battle was actually fought on an adjacent hill, which later became known as Breed’s Hill. The fighting occurred during the Siege of Boston which began shortly after the Battles of Lexington and Concord—the two battles officially recognized as the start of the Revolutionary War.


In order to understand the significance of the Battle of Bunker Hill, it is important to look beyond the romanticized popular history that is often told in textbooks or at patriotic gatherings. Understanding the context of the battle is key. The British Parliament had been attempting to reassert its authority over the colonists for more than a decade prior to the Siege of Boston. This greatly increased tensions between the colonists and the British Crown. The British government had attempted to raise revenue by increasing taxes, but those efforts were met with heated protests. The colonists resented their lack of representation in Parliament and demanded the same rights accorded to other British subjects. Their ongoing resistance was met with violence.


Still, even after the Battles of Lexington and Concord, there remained hope among the colonies that the disputes could be resolved without war. In fact, most sought to return to the Crown’s “salutary neglect” of the colonists that had existed before the 1760s. And, the British, whose troops were the best-trained in the world at the time, were supremely confident that should war be necessary, they would easily prevail over the ragtag, unorganized militia groups formed by the colonists—that is, until the Battle of Bunker Hill. This battle effectively set the stage for how the American Revolutionary War would be fought and, ultimately, won.




Chapter One


Prelude to War


 “The natural liberty of man is to be free from any superior power on earth, and not to be under the will or legislative authority of man, but only to have the law of nature for his rule.”


—Samuel Adams


What brings war is a complicated set of circumstances. It is never straightforward, but instead it is the result of a tangled web of fear, misunderstanding, and competing desires. Such was the case with the American Revolutionary War. One of the first things to understand about this time period in American history is that it wasn’t always as righteous or tolerant as it has come to be depicted.


The city of Boston was initially founded by Puritans who had sought to separate themselves from the Church of England because the church refused to rid itself of Catholic practices. While it is often said that they were seeking religious freedom in the New World, the intent behind the Puritans’ goals is frequently misunderstood. The Puritans weren’t seeking religious freedom for all; rather, they wanted the freedom to practice their own austere form of Protestantism, which often included enforcing a strict moral code. Puritans were every bit as intolerant as their enemies, and despite the fact that the Puritan traditions were effectively over by 1740, the legacy of those beliefs are believed to have been a major influence in the American Revolutionary War.


With the demise of Puritanical beliefs in New England and an increasing focus on rationalism in Europe, a religious revival, known as the Great Awakening, occurred in the 1730s and 1740s. While the purpose was to re-energize colonists’ engagement with Christian beliefs, the message included a series of themes that were notably different from earlier teachings. These included the following concepts:




	Everyone is born a sinner.


	Without salvation, a person will go to hell.


	Everyone can be saved if they confess their sins to God, seek His forgiveness, and accept God’s grace.


	Everyone has a direct, emotional connection to God.


	Religion should not be formalized or institutionalized; rather it should be casual and personal.





One notable opponent to these beliefs was a minister in Boston named Charles Chauncy. Chauncy supported a more traditional and formal style of religion. He was not alone in his beliefs, and the debate resulted in deep divisions among the New England colonists. Those who supported the tenets of the Great Awakening were known as “New Lights” and those who opposed were called “Old Lights.”


Chauncy himself was born into an elite Puritanical merchant class family that ruled Boston. His great-grandfather, after whom he was named, was Harvard University’s second president, and his father was a successful merchant. Chauncy was ordained a minister in 1727 at the First Church in Boston. It was there that he spent the remainder of his life as a pastor. As the minister of this important church, he played a role in the major events occurring at that time, including the Great Awakening, the French and Indian Wars, and the American Revolution. While Chauncy—because of his Puritanical roots—was considered a liberal by the Crown, in Boston, he and his family were part of the conservative elite class. Thus, though some of his own ideas were similar to some of the tenets of the Great Awakening—free will and spiritual equality of all men being among them—he firmly believed that people should follow the lead of the clergy since they were theological professionals.

