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INTRODUCTION


“Something Different Is Going to Happen”


The particular stretch of tree-dotted meadow I’ve come to contemplate—where a small battle would be lost or won, and with it, perhaps, the American Revolutionary War—lies just a quarter mile ahead, but I can’t see it yet. It’s hidden behind a gentle rise in ground. Never mind that for now, however. Army historian Steve Rauch wants the group he’s leading to concentrate on what British soldiers would have seen as they formed up to attack a rebel army on the South Carolina frontier, on the morning of January 17, 1781, nearly six years after the war began.


“Observing from the British position,” Rauch asks, “what do you see out in front of you?”


“Skirmishers,” one of his students replies.


“Skirmishers, right—they’re spread out across the battlefield.” He’s talking about the 115 or so expert riflemen in the Americans’ first defensive line.


Rauch, fifty-six, retired as an army logistics officer in 2002; since then he’s taught for the army as a civilian. His charges today are a couple dozen lieutenants and captains enrolled in a Signal Officer Captain’s Career Course at Georgia’s Fort Gordon. They range in age from around twenty-five to thirty-five; wear civilian clothes (one woman’s T-shirt proclaims her allegiance to the New England Patriots); and have been bused up to Cowpens National Battlefield to refight what is, without question, the most important military confrontation ever to take place in a western South Carolina cow pasture. I’d met Rauch at a gathering of supremely knowledgeable Revolutionary War obsessives near Savannah, where he said smart things faster than I could write them down. Later, he invited me to Cowpens on condition that I keep my nonmilitary mouth shut while he and his students did their thing.


“Where are the Morgans—Morgan One, Morgan Two? Good, you’ve teamed up already,” he says. “So Morgans, your skirmishers are supposed to do what?”


Rauch’s students have researched specific topics—in most cases, two have been assigned to each topic—and have prepared to be grilled as they walk the field. The topic here is Brig. Gen. Daniel Morgan, the American commander, whose leadership and battle plan at Cowpens have been widely praised by historians.


“Pick off the officers,” Morgan One says.


“Pick off the officers,” Rauch echoes.


Walking a historic battlefield to look for still-relevant military lessons is a training exercise the army calls a “staff ride” (in the nineteenth century, horses were involved). Rauch has led nearly a hundred staff rides at Cowpens. It’s a beautifully preserved outdoor classroom where you can conjure visions of history unfolding and think about how things might have turned out… differently.


This kind of thought experiment is exactly what I’ve come here to do. I’m in the home stretch of what I sometimes describe as a ridiculously ambitious, one-person staff ride of the Revolutionary War. The idea is to travel to places where history-shaping events occurred (I’ve put twelve thousand miles on the car so far) and, in most places, to seek out people like Rauch who can help me understand what happened there. Today, I’ll be trying to wrap my mind around a single battlefield moment—lasting just a few seconds—in which things went suddenly, horribly wrong.


Some Cowpens context:


Stalled up north, the British have moved the war south, a strategy that’s been a nightmare for the rebels. One Continental Army commander has been forced to surrender around six thousand men; his replacement has been ignominiously routed. A third commander, given a last chance to turn the southern tide, has divided his inadequate force and sent the two halves off in different directions. In hindsight, this looks brilliant, but it’s also a desperate move: The troops lack food, so splitting up gives them a better chance to live off the land. Now it’s up to Morgan—who leads the western contingent—to avoid getting wiped out.


This is no easy task when you’ve got the most feared and hated man in the British Army, Lt. Col. Banastre Tarleton, on your trail.


“Tarletons!” Rauch calls out.


By now he has marched us two hundred yards up the dirt-and-gravel track that runs through the middle of the battlefield, just as it did in 1781. We’ve halted not far from a sign reading “Let ’em Get Within Killin’ Distance” that marks the site of the rebels’ second defensive line, where Morgan placed the thousand or so local militiamen who comprised more than half his force.


“A thousand militia in a line—Tarletons, is this a problem? Is there anything your men should be doing differently facing militia? Have they done it before?”


“They’ve done it before,” Tarleton One confirms.


Yes they have. As the British Regulars well know, rebel militia often run from them in conventional battle situations, especially when bayonets are involved. But Morgan hasn’t asked his men to do what they’re not capable of doing. His plan calls for the militia to get off a couple of damaging volleys, retire in good order, and leave the heavy lifting to the Continental Army veterans who form his third line of defense.


“What’s the Continentals’ mission?” Rauch has asked a young officer earlier.


“Hold the third line,” he’s been told.


“Hold the line. Stand fast and don’t let the British get by. That’s the plan. Now we don’t know how it would have turned out, do we? Because we know something different is going to happen.”


* * *


The Revolutionary War is one of the greatest stories in all history, an eight-year epic replete with self-sacrificing heroes, self-interested villains, and, more interesting, all the shades of complex humanity in between. It boasts large-scale gambles that sometimes paid off but usually didn’t (whose idea was it to invade Canada through the Maine wilderness?) as well as countless moments like the “something different” that will disrupt Morgan’s plan at Cowpens—tiny, fraught tipping points which, had events played out in other ways, could have altered the course of the war. The drama is magnified when you consider what was at stake: not just the future of thirteen colonies complaining of long-distance tyranny, but the fate of a social and political experiment that would transform the world.


Yet we don’t know this story as well as we should—or how easily the ending could have changed.


We remember the midnight ride of Paul Revere, but we don’t know who fired the first shot in Lexington, or why the famous fight at Concord’s Old North Bridge almost didn’t occur. We recall that George Washington crossed the Delaware to win an essential victory at Trenton, but not how close he came to having his army wiped out eight days later. We know there was a cruel winter at Valley Forge and a climactic British surrender at Yorktown, but we’re weak on context and details. (See “the Capes, Battle of,” one of many prerequisites for that surrender.) We admire the idealism of the Marquis de Lafayette, but we would be hard pressed—at least I was, before I started reading up on him—to say what the teenage French volunteer actually did during the war.


Hint: On-the-job training can be scary at times.


We don’t know nearly enough about the months-long catastrophe that was George Washington’s attempt to defend New York City in 1776. Fought on what would become some of America’s most expensive real estate—Brooklyn Heights! Midtown! The Upper West Side!—the New York campaign added up to a series of humiliating defeats or miraculous escapes, depending on who’s telling the tale. On the night of August 29, to take just one example, Washington and his badly beaten army were ferried across the East River from Brooklyn to Manhattan by a bunch of sailors and fishermen from Massachusetts. Great skill and fortitude were involved. But if the wind had changed a day earlier, nine thousand men would have been captured and the war could have been over.


We know little about what Benedict Arnold did before turning his name into a synonym for Traitorous Scumbag—but we should. Among other things, his fingerprints are all over the Saratoga campaign, widely viewed as the turning point of the Revolution because its triumphant conclusion helped bring the French into the war. How much credit does the ferociously combative Arnold, not known for playing well with others, deserve for Saratoga? Historians are still duking this one out; it’s fun to watch.


African Americans, free and enslaved, worked and fought for both sides during the Revolution (though more sided with the British, who started liberating those enslaved to rebels early on). Americans today are at least beginning to be aware of this story. Yet few understand how slavery’s end might have been accelerated if we had recruited enslaved men to fight in return for their freedom—as Rhode Island did, briefly—or how such a plan came to be fiercely debated in South Carolina. That plan’s idealistic young author, John Laurens, would remain obscure, at least until he made his Broadway debut as a sidekick in Hamilton.


I should confess right now that I had never heard of Laurens before I started reading for this book. Just about everything else I’ve mentioned was news to me as well, despite my having grown up ten miles from the Old North Bridge. And when it comes to another vitally important aspect of the war that most of us don’t grasp—how much of the endgame played out far below the Mason-Dixon Line—I plead guilty as well.


We underplay the significance of the fighting in the South, not only because some of us are Yankees, but because we were taught that after Saratoga, winning was just a matter of time. The real story was more uncertain and grim. One theme was Americans killing Americans: Rebels and loyalists fought each other throughout the Revolution, but most bitterly in Georgia and the Carolinas, where, in the words of Maj. Gen. Nathanael Greene, they pursued one another “with as much relentless fury as beasts of prey” and people were “frequently murdered as they rode along the road.” Another theme was the debilitating string of British victories noted above. A third was the heroic tenacity and brilliant leadership it took to end that string.


All of which brings me to a final, crucial point: We almost never think about what would have happened if neither the rebels nor the British had won the war.


One of the most persistent misconceptions about the American Revolution is that it had to end with one side victorious. But by 1781, a more likely scenario—fueled in part by French reluctance to throw more scarce resources at a cause that might be lost—was peace negotiations in which the European powers would hold all the cards, and which would, at best, preserve much of the territorial status quo. Picture a fragile new nation lacking Georgia, the Carolinas, New York City, Long Island, and parts of northern New England, with Great Britain still holding vast swaths of territory west of the Appalachians, and you’ll have a better idea why the battles fought late in the war were critical to the future of the Republic.


So yes, Saratoga was a turning point, and a hugely important one. But if you go looking, you’ll find turning points all over the revolutionary landscape. By the time I got to Cowpens, I’d seen dozens of them. I was about to see one more.


* * *


As Rauch leads his students up the battlefield toward a marker titled “The Continental Army at Cowpens,” Tarleton Two shares a premonition with Tarleton One.


“Brace yourself. Get ready,” she tells him. “Because we’re going to lose this.”


But they haven’t lost it yet.


Sharpshooters and militia have thinned the British ranks and fallen back, as instructed. Tarleton’s cavalry has charged. Morgan’s has driven them off.


Still the Regulars come on.


Their job is to break the line of Continental veterans that waits behind that gentle rise of ground—and they have reason to believe they can.


Both sides start to blast away at short range. The Continentals hold the line. Tarleton calls up his infantry reserves, some 250 Scotsmen from the Seventy-First Highland Regiment, and sends them to attack the rebels’ right flank. Col. John Eager Howard commands Morgan’s third line. Howard sees the Highlanders coming. Amid “the roar of musketry, the shouting men, the cries of the wounded and the dying, and the thick smoke that always engulfed eighteenth-century battlefields,” as one historian describes the scene, he has a decision to make. Fast.


“Howards?” Rauch says.


Two tall young men step forward, join hands, and raise them over their heads. “We are Howard!” they chant. There’s a burst of laughter before the rapid-fire questioning begins.


“What’s happening here? You’ve got the Seventy-First coming around your flank—is that an issue?”


“Yeah,” says one of the Howards laconically. He might just as well have said: Are you kidding me? Elite enemy troops are about to smash into us from the side!


“What are you going to do about that?”


What Howard does, in the midst of that smoke and deafening chaos, is issue an order—but his order is misunderstood. Instead of wheeling ninety degrees to face the oncoming Highlanders, as Howard intended, the two companies on the far right of his line do an about-face and start to retreat. The rest of the Continentals, seeing this, assume that they, too, must have been ordered to retreat—and soon every single one of Howard’s men has his back to the enemy.


“Wait a minute, stop! Retreating—was that part of the plan? Morgan! Is this part of the plan?”


“No, no, it wasn’t part of the plan,” says one Morgan. The general has been behind the Continentals, psyching up the militia to return to the fight, but now he rides up to ask Howard, “What’s going on?”


“So what do you guys talk about?”


Howard: “I’m like: ‘Dude—open your eyes, look at the battlefield. We’re allowing our men to break contact and move to a position of advantage.’”


Morgan: “And I’m like: ‘Yeah, that sounds like a good plan. Go ahead and do that.’”


High five! This time, the laughter goes on awhile.


What we’re cracking up about, besides that wonderfully anachronistic “dude,” is the word “plan,” because there’s no way the garbling of Howard’s order could have been anticipated.


Yet after it happens, everything changes.


Tarleton’s men see their enemies retreating and think they’ve won. They break ranks and surge forward like a mob. Howard and Morgan give a few quick orders that are correctly understood. The Continentals turn around, deliver a point-blank volley, and charge with bayonets. Rebel cavalry and the revitalized militia join in, putting both British flanks under attack at once. Close to 80 percent of Tarleton’s stunned force ends up killed, wounded, or captured—mostly captured, because they surrender—with Tarleton himself barely escaping to bring his boss, Lord Cornwallis, the bad news. Cornwallis needs those prisoners back. He tears off after the rebels, but can’t catch them. Pretty soon, he fights a battle in North Carolina and loses a quarter of his army. In April, he abandons the Deep South and marches toward Virginia. In August, he digs in at a small port on the York River near the Chesapeake Bay.


Good luck with that.


The war won’t officially end until two years later, when the Treaty of Paris is signed. But its last major fight will end on October 19, 1781, when Cornwallis’s army marches out of Yorktown to lay down its arms.


Where would that army have been that day if Morgan, Howard, and their men had not recovered—calmly and bravely—from that near miss at Cowpens? Short answer: We’ll never know. What-if questions are as unanswerable as they are irresistible. Yet it’s essential to keep asking them, because one of our basic impulses, when we think about the past, is to assume that things happened because they had to happen.


* * *


Army staff rides end with group discussions designed to reinforce what’s been learned. The wrap-up Rauch leads is fact-based, not speculative, and the fact he most wants to reinforce is that the simultaneous two-flank attack that finished off the British was completely unplanned. “There’s no grand double envelopment thought of by anybody when they show up here,” he says, using the technical term. In the wake of the misunderstood order, Morgan and his subordinates simply realize: Hey, here’s an opportunity to take advantage of the situation. And they do.


“Isn’t that what it’s supposed to be about in terms of adaptive leadership and agility?”


It’s time for everyone but me to get on the bus. I walk the battlefield again with a last, nagging what-if stuck in my brain. This one came courtesy of historian Jim Piecuch, then at Kennesaw State University, who has spent his professional life studying the war in the South.


What would have happened if Howard’s order had not been garbled, but instead understood and obeyed?


Well—something different.


“If the order is understood properly,” Piecuch told me, answering a question I hadn’t thought to ask, those two companies on Howard’s right flank will turn to face the oncoming Highlanders instead of retreating—and be overwhelmed. “The Continental line is going to be rolled up and the militia is going to disappear,” he said. “And that’s the end of it. The battle is a disaster.” In other words, Morgan, Howard, et al. wouldn’t have had the chance to be so adaptive and agile and do the right thing—for which, let me be clear, they deserve every word of praise they’ve received—unless someone on their own team had done the wrong thing first.


To this day, we’re not sure who it was.


One candidate is Capt. Andrew Wallace, to whom the order was first given. He was killed in battle two months after Cowpens, but decades later Howard was still trashing him for screwing things up. Another candidate is Capt. Conway Oldham, to whom Wallace would have repeated the order. There may be more. I’m not going to solve that puzzle here. If we care that the Revolutionary War came out the way it did, however, we might want to dedicate a statue to the Unknown Dude Who Screwed Up at Cowpens. Or at least raise a glass to him now and then.















CHAPTER 1



“You’ll Have Noise Enough Before Long”


There are dozens of places you could begin a time-traveling journey through the Revolutionary War. I chose a three-hundred-year-old stone tower in Somerville, Massachusetts, that looks like a giant bullet. Why? Because what happened there on September 1, 1774, could have sparked the war seven months early and kept the names “Lexington” and “Concord” out of the history books.


The Powder House rose thirty feet above a small hilltop in Nathan Tufts Park, which is across a nasty traffic circle from the Tufts University campus. “Dogs Must Be Leashed at All Times,” a park sign warned, but true to their revolutionary heritage, most dog walkers ignored it. A street-level marker told passersby that the tower was built as a windmill around 1703, repurposed as a storage space for gunpowder, and “rifled by General Gage of the colony’s powder on 1 September 1774”—which was fine as far as it went, assuming people knew that Thomas Gage was then the military governor of Massachusetts and that gunpowder was a scarce commodity at the time. But it said nothing about the story I had come to pursue, which was about what resulted from Gage’s powder-rifling venture.


Back up the hill I went to look harder.


Only then, gazing at the Stars and Stripes waving from the Powder House’s conical top, did I notice an ancient metal marker—high off the ground and so close in color to the surrounding stone that it blended in—which added some tantalizing detail. Gage had seized 250 half barrels of powder, it said, and “thereby provoked the great assembly of the following day on Cambridge Common, the first occasion on which our patriotic forefathers met in arms to oppose the tyranny of King George III.”


Tantalizing but inadequate!


Which patriotic forefathers would we be talking about here? Met in arms? What exactly happened in Cambridge on September 2, 1774?


If I wanted to understand the incendiary confrontation soon to be known as the Powder Alarm, I figured, it was time to take a Cambridge walk with a man who lives the Revolution every day.


* * *


The first thing one notices about the proprietor of Boston 1775—a blog with the tagline: “History, analysis, and unabashed gossip about the start of the American Revolution in Massachusetts”—is the pair of nineteenth-century-style sideburns that threaten to rendezvous under his chin. Otherwise, he looks like a well-groomed graduate student: jeans, blue-and-white-checked shirt, thick dark hair, and a youthful face that made me surprised to hear he was forty-nine when I met him. He writes as “J. L. Bell,” the world being overstocked with John Bells, yet it would be hard to mistake the eclectic erudition of Boston 1775 for the work of anyone else.


How does a longtime book editor evolve into an everyday revolutionary blogger? Over a sandwich a few blocks west of Harvard Square, Bell told me the story of the eleven-year-old cause of it all.


He had started to think about writing a historical novel for kids when he ran across a reference to a boy who had been shot and killed a week and a half before the Boston Massacre. “It’s very unusual to find events in history where children are agents and their decisions actually matter,” Bell said, but in 1770, “the boys of Boston were doing their own picket lines” as part of a boycott of British goods. One day some boys got into an altercation with a boycott opponent and began chucking rocks through his windows. The man fired into the crowd and the rest was history—more than a thousand people showed up for young Christopher Seider’s funeral—except that Bell didn’t know that history. Growing up in Revolution-proud Massachusetts, he had assumed that all the important stories had been thoroughly explored. He was wrong.


Intrigued, he did some serious digging. After a while, he noticed that the internet was revolutionizing how history could be researched and written. Should he be thinking about a blog? he wondered. “Just do it,” a friend urged.


Ten years and 3,624 posts later, Boston 1775 had credentialed Bell to an extent few would have predicted. Academics consulted him; lecture opportunities found him; the National Park Service hired him to write a book-length report on George Washington’s Cambridge headquarters; and random history-minded journalists began pestering him for help. When I got in touch, he was deep into finishing The Road to Concord, a book that devotes its first two chapters to the events of September 1 and 2, 1774.


After lunch, we set out on our Powder Alarm walk. First stop: a yellow colonial at 42 Brattle Street, between the Brattle Theatre and an Ann Taylor store.


Today, 42 Brattle houses the Cambridge Center for Adult Education. In 1774, as tensions between Great Britain and New England neared an all-time high, it was home to William Brattle, a sixty-eight-year-old gentleman farmer and Massachusetts militia general, who kicked off the September craziness by writing the governor a letter. Composed in late August, it informed Gage, who was his boss, that gunpowder was starting to disappear from the Powder House. Gage took the hint. Before dawn on September 1, longboats ferried upwards of 250 Boston-based British soldiers three miles up the Mystic River, where they got out and marched another mile to their destination. Removing hobnailed boots lest a spark blow them to kingdom come, they collected the remaining powder in the tower; a few went to Cambridge to confiscate a couple of artillery pieces as well. All were safely back in Boston by noon, and the governor was a happy man.


Not for long, though.


Later that day, Gage’s enemies somehow got their hands on Brattle’s letter. A crowd of local protesters showed up outside his house, but by then the owner was gone. “He went into Boston,” Bell said, “and never saw Cambridge again.” Unsatisfied, the crowd reassembled half a mile up the street, at the home of a colonial official named Jonathan Sewall, whose wife said he wasn’t home. The protesters didn’t believe her and tried to break in. Someone inside fired a pistol—accidentally, it was claimed—which sobered everybody up, and the crowd dispersed.


As Bell and I walked up to Sewall’s house (now 149 Brattle), I asked what the tony twenty-first-century neighborhood had been like in 1774. For one thing, he said, it was far less crowded: Just seven elegant residences, widely spaced, sat along a mile-long stretch of what was then called the Watertown Road. They were “estates with farms, not town houses; this was out in the country.” Enslaved people did the farming, and many families on Tory Row—“a name that came along later”—had fortunes based on Caribbean sugar plantations. All of which made these folks very different from the several thousand farmers and tradesmen who materialized on Cambridge Common, just a few blocks away, on the morning after the September 1 disturbances.


To understand what those men were doing there, we need to back up a bit.


When I first had the idea for a traveling revolutionary history, tracing the events of the war itself seemed plenty challenging enough, and I decided to skip sites related to causes of the Revolution. I knew about taxation without representation, of course, and had a pre-Lexington timeline in my head that included the French and Indian War, the Stamp Act, the Boston Massacre, and the destruction of British tea by angry guys wearing face paint. But now that the Powder Alarm was on my radar screen, I needed a refresher course on the Massachusetts Government Act—which I had entirely forgotten until Bell reminded me it was crucial.


Briefly: When news of the Boston Tea Party reached England, early in 1774, the British government went ballistic. It closed the port of Boston, ordered redcoats into the center of town, and, somewhat less famously, set out to eliminate local self-government in Massachusetts. Before this, Bell said, there had been “a balance of top-down and bottom-up power” in which the top, in London, “appointed the governor, who appointed the sheriffs and judges,” while the bottom, “which was really the middle, the property-owning white males,” elected legislators, town officials, and local militia officers. Now, however, members of the legislature’s upper house, known as governor’s councilors, would be appointed directly by the Crown. Judges and other court officials, formerly under the indirect control of citizens, would serve exclusively at the governor’s pleasure. Town meetings would be limited to one per year unless the governor gave special permission.


Resistance began the minute news of the Government Act crossed the Atlantic. Within weeks, royal authority outside Boston had almost disappeared.


“Huge crowds showed up in court sessions in western counties, where there were no British troops. They often showed up in their militia units, not armed, but with a clear implication of, you know, there are thousands of us and fourteen of you.” The crowds demanded that courts stop doing business under the Government Act and that all the “new-fangled” governor’s councilors resign. By the time Brattle wrote his letter, Gage knew he was in trouble. Without reinforcements, he didn’t have enough men to put down what historian Ray Raphael calls “the first American Revolution.” The best the governor could do was go after the insurgents’ military supplies.


So that was what he did.


But the unintended consequences of the Powder House raid kept getting worse.


News of the raid spread through the countryside that night, accompanied by alarming rumors: Gage’s troops had shot and killed people! The British Navy was bombarding Boston! The town was burning! The rumors didn’t all make sense (why burn a town where your own men are quartered?), but there was no time to confirm them, and by now, the country people were used to acting forcefully on their own. “Each individual community got together and decided: ‘Now we march,’” Bell told me. A traveling merchant, in one of the few detailed accounts that survive, described repeated scenes of purposeful chaos: “at every house Women & Children making Cartridges, running Bullets, making Wallets, baking Biscuit, crying & bemoaning & at the same time animating their Husbands & Sons to fight for their Liberties, tho’ not knowing whether they should ever see them again.”


By early morning on September 2, thousands of men with muskets filled the roads to Cambridge.


Somewhere, the truth caught up with them: No one had been killed; Boston wasn’t burning. They parked their guns outside of town and proceeded to the Common “armed only with sticks,” one newspaper reported, but still with business to conduct. As long as they were here, why not demand resignations and apologies from Cambridge men who had taken office under the Government Act? This was what they were doing, peacefully enough, when six anxious resistance leaders from Boston showed up. These gentlemen, Bell said—and they were gentlemen, with the best-known being Dr. Joseph Warren—were “worried about the farmers attacking somebody” and discrediting a movement whose chief hope, still, was that London would back down.


The Bostonians tried to take charge. For a while, they appeared to succeed. Then—boom!—someone recognized a customs commissioner named Benjamin Hallowell, who happened to be passing through Cambridge in his chaise. It was as though a grenade had been tossed into the gathering: More than a hundred men mounted up to pursue Hallowell toward Boston. Many of the riders got talked out of it, but some didn’t, and the chase continued. Others in the crowd went back to retrieve their muskets. Before long, Thomas Oliver, the lieutenant governor of Massachusetts, heard a knock on his Tory Row door.


Set back from the street, surrounded by outbuildings and lush green space, Oliver’s mansion—now occupied by the president of Harvard—helped me imagine the 1774 neighborhood better than any other stop on Bell’s tour. Less easy to picture, however, was the angry crowd that materialized outside it for the final act of The Day the War Could Have Begun.


Lieutenant Governor Oliver, like those six nervous gentlemen from Boston, had spent much of September 2 trying to keep the peace. That morning, a delegation from the militiamen had asked him to travel to Boston and urge Gage not to attack them; Oliver had complied, returning to report that Gage had no plans to send troops. After declining a relatively polite request that he resign—besides being lieutenant governor, Oliver served on the governor’s council—he seized the opportunity of the Hallowell furor to head home. But the mood on the Common had changed, Bell said, and “the crowd decided that they weren’t going to let anybody in Cambridge remain on the council.” This meant walking a mile west to confront Oliver en masse.


Inside his house, Oliver—presented with a resignation document to sign—once again refused.


Outside, thousands of men—a quarter of them armed—got impatient.


“The leaders of the crowd had lost control,” Bell said. Men pressed up to Oliver’s open windows; his wife and children freaked out. Members of the delegation inside “were pleading with him to sign, because they didn’t know what these men were going to do.” Finally he gave in, adding a line of explanation to the prepared text.


“My house at Cambridge being surrounded by about four thousand people, in compliance with their command,” Oliver wrote, “I sign my name.”


The Powder Alarm was over.


Technically, the Revolutionary War had not broken out.


Yet thanks to the actions of thousands of forgotten men—their names, unlike those of the elite leaders on both sides, do not appear in the historical record—few illusions remained about how soon the shooting might begin.


One day later, Gage began to strengthen British defenses at the only place Boston could be attacked by land.


* * *


It was called Boston Neck or just “the Neck,” and it was among the most significant chunks of revolutionary real estate in Massachusetts. To follow the action when the war finally did break out, 229 days after the Powder Alarm, you need to know how the Neck dictated the starting point for Paul Revere’s famous ride, not to mention the route the British Regulars would take on the way to Lexington and Concord.


It would also be nice to go see what the Neck looked like in April 1775, but you can’t. Here’s why:


From the time of its founding through the eighteenth century, Boston was a virtual island. If you wanted to enter or leave without getting in a boat, your only option was a 120-foot-wide isthmus that connected the south end of town to the mainland. It was the Neck toward which a terrified Benjamin Hallowell spurred his horse during the Powder Alarm, seeking protection from the British troops there. It was the Neck at which Gage began to beef up British defenses the next day, and it was the Neck that Revere needed to avoid the following spring. In the nineteenth century, however, massive landfill projects more than doubled the size of the city and radically reshaped its shoreline. Back Bay, which used to be a real bay that rose and fell with the tides, became a fashionable urban neighborhood. And the Neck, with huge tracts of filled land on either side, essentially disappeared.


I thought I’d look at what remained anyway.


Walking down Washington Street in modern Boston’s South End, as instructed, I came to a nice little ballpark called Luis Tiant Field. Between street and field stood a long, low sculpture, five feet high at its crest, with one side covered in sea-blue tiles and the other in planted earth. LandWave, it was called, and the Neck had been its inspiration. I could make out no reference to the Revolution. Later, I would learn, it was condemned as “a dangerous playground for skateboarders and climbing kids” and removed.


Oh well. My next Boston stop would reconnect me with Joseph Warren, a man who understood that on April 18, 1775, geography was destiny.


A thirty-three-year-old widower with a thriving medical practice, Warren was charismatic, ambitious, and fiercely committed to colonial liberty. Had he not died young, his admirers believe, he would have achieved Founding Father status. He was also the highest-ranking resistance leader in Boston on April 18—most others, fearing arrest, had left town—and he knew how dramatically the world had changed in the seven months since he and his colleagues had tried to rein in the Powder Alarm because they weren’t ready for war.


During those months, Massachusetts courts continued to be closed, and Massachusetts counties passed resolutions that foreshadowed the Declaration of Independence. The colony also created an illegal shadow government, the Provincial Congress, which started collecting taxes, stockpiling arms, and reshaping its militia into a force that might someday resemble an army. Meanwhile, the Crown’s position hardened. Contemptuously underestimating the strength of the opposition, one of Gage’s London bosses demanded that the governor do something right now—using his own best judgment, of course.


Thanks, pal.


Hand forced, Gage decided to send hundreds of red-coated troops on a supposedly secret mission into the countryside. It’s hard to imagine him not knowing that he risked war by doing this. It’s equally hard to imagine Warren not knowing that he risked war by sending out messengers to warn that the Regulars were coming.


His first move was to send a tanner named William Dawes to try the land route through Boston Neck. Then, needing a Plan B—what if Dawes got turned back by the guard?—Warren sent for Paul Revere.


They met at Warren’s rented house on Hanover Street, which doubled as the doctor’s medical office. No trace of it remains, unless you include the fact that City Hall Plaza, one of the ugliest urban redevelopment projects ever built, sits on the ashes of a neighborhood that took its name from William Scollay, the brother of Warren’s fiancée.


Revere was the son of a French immigrant (original name: Rivoire) who had married a Yankee woman, and he was one of the best-connected men in town. A skilled artisan, primarily a silversmith, he was “a great joiner” who “knew everyone and moved in many different circles,” as historian David Hackett Fischer put it, thus helping “link one group to another.” He was also “supremely good at getting things done” and was often asked to carry important news to liberty-minded contacts as far away as Philadelphia.


The task Warren assigned to Revere and Dawes on April 18 was the same: Ride to Lexington and warn Samuel Adams and John Hancock that British troops were headed their way. The doctor didn’t know the Regulars were after the two most important opposition leaders in Massachusetts, but he didn’t want to risk Adams and Hancock being surprised in their beds. Plan A, as we’ve seen, was Dawes trying to make his way past the guards at the Neck. Plan B, which Warren and Revere activated at Warren’s house around 9 or 10 p.m., was even riskier. Two friends would row Revere to Charlestown, across the mouth of the Charles River from his home in the North End, without attracting the notice of a British warship anchored directly in their path. If he made it, colleagues there would have a fast horse waiting for him.


There was a Plan C as well, arranged by Revere and those Charlestown colleagues two days earlier. As everyone knows, it involved signal lanterns and the Old North Church, a fifteen-minute walk from City Hall Plaza, much of it along Boston’s famed Freedom Trail.


A few hundred yards into the North End, I found myself at the brown, clapboard-covered house where Revere had lived. Its revamped visitor center was still under construction, so I didn’t linger. Then I came to another Revere site that was both wonderful and unexpected.


Being a twenty-first-century American, I had seen the name “Paul Revere Mall” on a map and assumed it had something to do with shopping. But “mall” can also mean “sheltered walk or promenade,” and here it was—a long brick walkway with a crowd-pleasing statue of the Midnight Rider on one end and the elegant steeple of the Old North Church rising above the other. Between statue and church, embedded in a high brick wall, was a treasure trove of 1930s-era historical markers designed to exalt the neighborhood and mesmerize history obsessives like me. Dozens of North Enders who helped make Boston “the pride of later generations” are celebrated, among them Ann Pollard, who came ashore with the Puritans in 1630 to find her new home “covered with blueberries.”


The mall’s namesake is honored with a few lines from the poem that begins “Listen, my children, and you shall hear / Of the midnight ride of Paul Revere.” Cobbled together from Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s much longer original, they describe what happened after someone climbed the steep stairs inside the church to send a signal to Charlestown about which way the British were coming—by land, across Boston Neck (in which case one lantern would be lit), or by sea, in boats launched from Boston Common (in which case two lanterns would be displayed):




On the opposite shore walked Paul Revere…


A glimmer and then a gleam of light!…


A second lamp in the belfry burns!…


And so through the night went his cry of alarm


To every Middlesex village and farm.





The first thing to say about this poem is that it isn’t true. Well before he got in that boat to be rowed past that warship, more of Revere’s friends, at his request, had lit those two lanterns in the church’s highest window. They already knew which way the troops were going; the point was to let the folks in Charlestown know, so they could have a horse ready—and, by the way, start spreading the word themselves.


The second thing to say about “Paul Revere’s Ride”—which is full of such errors—is that without it, few of us would know Revere’s name today.


Until 1861, Revere was a regional hero, not a national one. But when one of the most popular poets in American history took an interest in him, he went permanently viral. Writing on the eve of the Civil War, Longfellow wasn’t striving for historical accuracy. He intended his poem, Fischer wrote, as “a call to arms for a new American generation, in another moment of peril,” as well as an argument “that one man alone could make a difference, by his services to a great and noble cause.” That cause, historian Jill Lepore has noted, was not only preserving the Union but ending slavery.


It’s not that he didn’t do any Revere research at all. For poetic purposes, he ascended to the steeple window of Old North Church, startling pigeons as he climbed. I would have followed suit, except that tours no longer went all the way to the top. So I stood outside and admired the steeple for a while—it’s not original, having been blown down twice in storms—then walked across the Charlestown Bridge to see if I could find the spot where Revere’s brave oarsmen dropped him off.


Sure enough, in an isolated corner of waterfront not far from the USS Constitution, a marker with a hokey painting of Revere standing up in a boat notes that he landed “near here,” walked “a short distance” into town, and got on a horse. Just after midnight, he would gallop up to the Lexington parsonage where John Hancock and Sam Adams were staying and find at least nine militiamen already on guard.


They had been alerted hours before that something might be up.


* * *


Hancock had strong family connections in Lexington. The Reverend Jonas Clarke had succeeded his grandfather as the town’s Congregationalist minister, and Clarke’s wife, Lucy, was his cousin. When Revere showed up, no fewer than fifteen people were sleeping at the parsonage, among them nine Clarke children, Hancock’s aunt Lydia, and his fiancée, Dolly Quincy. Aware of this, militia sergeant William Munroe urged the Midnight Rider to keep the noise down.


“Noise!” Revere replied. “You’ll have noise enough before long—the Regulars are coming out.” Half an hour later, William Dawes turned up bearing the same message.


“We don’t think anybody went back to bed that night,” Jane Morse said as she led a tour of the two-story, timber-frame structure now known as the Hancock-Clarke House.


Morse was for years the head guide for the Lexington Historical Society, where she worked to eliminate “rampant mythology and hearsay” from the guides’ repertoire. Since retiring from the management part of the job, she told me, “I just do the fun stuff.” She walked us into the downstairs room where Hancock and Adams shared a four-poster bed, pointing out the small round table at which “the two most famous instigators of the patriot cause” took tea the night before the battle. Their presence explains why the town was on high alert hours before Revere and Dawes showed up: A note had arrived warning that mounted British officers had been seen on patrol northwest of Boston and might be headed for Lexington. The note does not survive, but whatever it contained, it didn’t stop anyone in the parsonage from going to bed—albeit with militiamen guarding the door.


Next, Morse led us upstairs to talk about what happened after Adams and Hancock left the house.


It had taken them far too long to put themselves out of harm’s way. Revere had said goodbye, ridden off toward Concord, and gotten himself captured by a British patrol. He was eventually released and trudged several miles back to Lexington (his captors having taken his horse), only to find his original mission unaccomplished. “Guys, what the heck are you still doing here?” is Morse’s version of what he might have said to the irreplaceable leaders he had risked his life to warn. But finally, off they had gone, leaving Hancock’s fiancée and aunt behind.


From their bedroom window, Dolly Quincy and Lydia Hancock could see Lexington Common, a five-minute walk away. They were still in the house when the shooting started. As an old woman, one of the Clarkes’ daughters—who was twelve on April 19, 1775—plainly recalled seeing “the British troops marching off the Common,” Lydia “wringing her hands and helping Mother dress the children,” and “Dolly going round with Father, to hide Money, watches and anything down in the potatoes and up in the garret.”


Later, Betty Clarke watched her father help bury the Lexington dead. But that’s getting ahead of the story.


I talked with Morse for a while between tours. She urged me to head for the Munroe Tavern, another house museum managed by the historical society, to meet a colleague who would be on guide duty there for another half hour.


“John is an unbelievable researcher-scholar,” she said, shooing me toward the door. “He’s wonderful. And he will talk about Lexington for three days straight if you like.”















CHAPTER 2



The Grassy Knoll of the Revolution


Ask John Denis how he got obsessed with Revolution-era history and he’ll tell you about reading a novel because four students had been killed at Kent State University.


“It’s 1970, it’s spring, I’m at Dartmouth,” Denis said, answering questions at the Munroe Tavern after it closed for the day. His roommate kept telling him to read the celebrated historical novelist Kenneth Roberts, and Denis kept not reading him. Then came Kent State, and colleges around the nation canceled classes. Time to read Kenneth Roberts, he thought. “And I’m sitting in my dormitory one day reading this incredibly dramatic passage”—in which, true story, starving soldiers led by special operations pioneer Robert Rogers rafted down the Connecticut River in a desperate search for food—“and I look out the back window of my room at… the Connecticut River! I’ve been living on the banks of the river that Rogers floated down in 1759. And there was the epiphany: Hollywood had lied. All the exciting stuff didn’t happen west of the Mississippi. Oh my God, what else am I missing?”


Well, the Revolutionary War for one thing, about which Roberts had also written novels. Denis read them. Then he read a narrative history of the war’s first days and found himself hooked for life on the nonfiction version.


A broad-faced, white-bearded man who sometimes used a cane but never a computer, Denis was a retired teacher of high school Latin and Greek. We talked for six hours over two days, during which I got a crash course in what is and is not known about April 19, 1775. At our second meeting, he showed up with a black three-ring binder, three inches thick, filled with every primary source he had been able to find, carefully retyped and arranged in chronological order. He used an electric Smith Corona for the typing, he said, and when he needed a new cartridge, he went down to the Cambridge Typewriter Company, where “the guy has told me there’s one factory in China that produces them and when that factory burns down, that’s it.”


“So you’ll be getting a computer!” I said.


He laughed, then went back to expanding my limited knowledge of how the war began.


Take those Regulars said to be heading Lexington’s way. I knew roughly where they climbed into boats from Boston Common (there is a nonobvious marker on Charles Street, within hailing distance of the Swan Boats in the Public Garden; once again, landfill has made history harder to see) and I knew roughly where they waded ashore in East Cambridge (another well-hidden marker, two blocks from the old Lechmere Station, marks the landing spot). But I didn’t know how many came out that night, having seen numbers ranging from six hundred to nine hundred.


“I did a paper on that,” Denis said, producing a copy. Ten typewritten pages filled with carefully weighed evidence persuaded me to go with “more than eight hundred.”


The troops got off to a late start. Marching through Cambridge around 2 a.m., they heard church bells in the distance and deduced that they weren’t going to surprise anyone. This was partly Revere’s doing, but hardly the solo act portrayed by Longfellow. “For the word to have been spread so efficiently and so quickly,” Denis explained, “there had to have been a preconceived plan. When Revere hits Medford, the captain in Medford knows who his messenger is and what town he’s going to. And when he gets to where he’s going,” the same thing happens. The whole thing reminds Denis of a scene from 1950s TV. “Remember the old Walt Disney show trying to explain nuclear fission? And they have all the mousetraps with the Ping-Pong balls? Just throw one Ping-Pong ball” at the mousetraps “and they all go off eventually.”


The analogy is hardly perfect. Still, those Ping-Pong balls evoke the rapid, collective nature of the response to the British foray into the countryside. They also—bonus points!—conjure up the chain-reaction chaos sparked when the Regulars reached Lexington Common and someone fired the first shot of the war.


Key word: “someone.”


We don’t know who fired that shot and almost certainly never will. Think of Lexington Common (also known as the Battle Green) as the Grassy Knoll of the Revolution, locus of a centuries-long argument in which inadequate information, conflicting sources, political bias, wartime propaganda, and conspiracy theories are all part of the mix. That said, Denis has worked this fraught territory with as much rigor and perseverance as anyone, and I was happy to hear what he thought.


“If I’m doing a talk on the Green, I point out that the first shot was from us,” he said.


To set the scene: It’s dawn, but barely. The two hundred or so men of the British vanguard are marching up what’s now called Massachusetts Avenue toward the triangle-shaped Common. On the near end is the Lexington meeting house, where Reverend Clarke preaches on Sundays. To its right is Buckman Tavern, which, unlike the meeting house, still stands today. On the far end of the Common—which the Regulars can’t yet see—about eighty Lexington militiamen have formed up in two lines, holding loaded muskets. Enter British lieutenant William Sutherland on horseback, accompanied by a few men on foot.


“Sutherland is riding ahead of the vanguard, heading toward the Green,” Denis said, citing a Sutherland letter—it’s in his binder, as you’d expect—written eight days after the battle. The lieutenant is headed for the gap between the meeting house and the tavern “when somebody standing off to the right, roughly around where the visitor center is today, levels his piece and pulls the trigger. It flashes in the pan, the main charge doesn’t go off, but that’s enough for Sutherland,” who turns around to report to his superior. “He then says that ‘as I hope for mercy’—which is a rather strong statement in those days”—three shots then came in his direction from what his letter calls “a corner of the large house to the right of the church,” which can only be Buckman Tavern.


“If musket balls go past you, you can hear that vvvpppp sound,” Denis said. “There’s no doubt about what’s going on.” This is just one of many reasons he thinks Sutherland is telling the truth.


Next question: What, exactly, had Capt. John Parker hoped to accomplish by ordering those militiamen onto the Common as the Regulars approached?


Before trying to answer, it’s worth noting a few facts. First, the British troops had almost certainly not been sent to arrest Hancock and Adams. Gage’s orders were for them to go to Concord, six miles farther down the road, to seize and destroy a cache of weapons and military supplies there. “It would have been a fool’s errand to send the infantry after guys who have horses,” Denis said. Second, there were excellent reasons for opponents of the Crown to believe, in April 1775, that their leaders faced arrest at any moment. Thus for Parker, “As long as the two politicians are here, that’s your primary duty: You’ve got to protect these guys.” But third, the politicians had left town—as Parker had to know—by the time the Regulars arrived.


Once again: Why were those men with muskets lined up on the Common at dawn?


Several hours earlier, summoned by an alarm bell, perhaps 130 members of the 144-man Lexington Militia Company had mustered on the Common. They had discussed the Regulars’ reported approach with their commander, as was their democratic habit, and, according to sworn testimony Parker gave six days later, they had “concluded not to be discovered, nor meddle” with the Regulars “unless they should insult or molest us.” Not long afterward, having received no confirmation from scouts that the British were near, Parker dismissed his men; they were to be recalled, if necessary, by the beat of a drum.


So: If your plan is “not to be discovered” by advancing troops, how do you end up standing with loaded weapons a few feet from the road down which those troops must go? Was Parker, a forty-five-year-old man said to have fought in the French and Indian War, simply a fool?


“No, no. He made a really bad miscalculation, but he’s not a dope of any kind,” Denis said. “As a military move, it was incredibly stupid, but I don’t think it was a military move. I think it was a political gesture.”


There is no evidence for this, only speculation. Might Parker have changed his mind on his own, unwilling to see an occupying force march through his hometown without at least a show of resistance? Did others in Lexington that night—the fiery Reverend Clarke, perhaps, or the saber-rattling Hancock—push him in this direction? Might Samuel Adams have urged Parker to stand firm, secretly hoping for a confrontation he could exploit as a rallying point, just as he had done with the Boston Massacre?


It was dawn, in any case, and eighty militiamen—many fewer than had mustered earlier—stood on the Common with the Regulars a few minutes’ march away. Other men stood to the side, whether near the tavern and its outbuildings, behind a stone wall, or elsewhere; these men were not under Captain Parker’s control. Sutherland reported seeing the flash in the pan. The men of the British vanguard stopped to load their own weapons, then advanced onto the Common. Seeing Parker and his men, they sped up and began to shout.


Think Ping-Pong balls and mousetraps: The situation was about to explode.


Were there more shots from the side? Did a British officer fire his pistol in the air, triggering an undisciplined reaction from his men? Did someone’s gun go off by accident? All these and more are reasonable possibilities. One of the few things that seem clear, amid a welter of conflicting testimony, is that none of the militiamen lined up on the Common fired at the Regulars before being fired upon themselves. Parker, assessing the hopelessness of their position, ordered his men to disperse. Most turned and hastened away, still carrying their weapons, though a few, not hearing the order or choosing not to obey it, stood their ground. “Lay down your arms, damn you, why don’t you lay down your arms?” a mounted officer shouted, according to a witness looking out the window of a house close to the action. In the grotesque, one-sided skirmish that followed, seven militiamen and an unarmed civilian were killed, ten more were wounded, and there was so much smoke from the Regulars’ volleys that the few Lexington men who returned fire couldn’t see much but the heads of some officers’ horses. The British infantrymen—professional, yes, but nervous and mostly without combat experience—had run wild, and it took longer than it should have for their officers to get them under control and back on the road to Concord.


Then came what Denis thinks is the most remarkable part of Lexington’s day.


“Sometime in the middle of the morning,” he said, “having discovered just how awful things can be when they go horribly wrong,” a significant number of the town’s militiamen shouldered their arms, marched up the road the British had taken, and put themselves in a position to confront the Regulars again. “That’s courage, when you know how bad it can be but you go out and try it one more time.” He whacked the table emphatically, three times, to echo the rhythm of the last three words.


Concord was up next. But on my way out of town, I paused for a last look at a statue so famous that the word “iconic” is unavoidable.


The Lexington Minute Man is a well-realized idealization of revolutionary fortitude. Ruggedly handsome and sculpted in bronze, he stands astride a pile of rocks with a musket resting on his raised left leg. The idea was that he should represent a generic Lexington hero, though perhaps inevitably, he became identified with Captain Parker. But it’s important to note a couple of historical realities here.


First, the real Parker wasn’t actually a minute man. That term applies to members of rapid-response units that were created, not long after the Powder Alarm, to mobilize faster than the local militias from which they were drawn. Lexington never formed such a unit. All who mustered there on April 19 were militiamen.


And second, while no reality-based images of Parker exist, he has been described as “a stout, large framed man, of medium height” and in April 1775, he was five months from dying of tuberculosis.


More human and less iconic, in other words—and even easier to admire.


* * *


Concord has a statue, too, of course. It’s called simply the Minute Man, having gone up a quarter century before Lexington’s, and there are other significant differences. In addition to holding a musket, Concord’s bronze guy rests a hand on a plow, suggesting a connection with the noble Roman said to have returned to his farm after leaving it to fight in time of need. And he also boasts—carved into his base—four lines of immortal verse:




By the rude bridge that arched the flood,


Their flag to April’s breeze unfurled,


Here once the embattled farmers stood,


And fired the shot heard round the world.





Ralph Waldo Emerson, whose grandfather watched the Concord fight from his home a hundred yards away, wrote those lines in 1837. They still stir hearts, mine included. Dishearteningly, however, by the time Emerson’s words ended up on the statue, Lexington and Concord were decades into an unseemly pissing match over which deserved the glory of being the Town Where the Revolutionary War Began. When it came time to plan centennial celebrations in 1875, all attempts to coordinate proved futile: An aide to President Ulysses S. Grant told the feuding towns that if they couldn’t get their acts together, Grant might not even come. The towns called his bluff, put on entirely separate events, and made the president go to both.


It was a perfect blue-sky day when I showed up on the east bank of the Concord River, across from where the citizen-soldier stands, to think about the 1775 confrontation. I watched a great blue heron swoop down to land near a couple lying on the grass and admired the graceful curve of the bridge itself, which—though rebuilt many times, once out of concrete—now looks roughly like the plank structure the embattled farmers would have seen. An old marker helped set up the drama. “On the morning of April nineteenth,” it began, “while the British held this bridge, the minute-men and militia of Concord and neighboring towns gathered on the hill across the river.”


Those minute men and militia (Concord, unlike Lexington, had both) were still gathering at around 9 a.m. But Concord’s day had really started seven hours earlier, with a warning delivered by Samuel Prescott, the man who finished Revere’s ride for him.


Prescott was a twenty-three-year-old Concord physician who, the story goes, had spent the evening courting a sweetheart in Lexington. Heading home after midnight, he ran into Revere and William Dawes, fresh from delivering their messages, who had decided to go on to Concord. Would the doctor help alert the countryside en route? Yes indeed! Then, out of nowhere, came the aforementioned British patrol, which took Revere prisoner. Dawes escaped, but his horse threw him and ran off. Prescott jumped his horse over a stone wall and galloped away.


Soon an alarm bell was ringing in Concord and men were gathering near the town center, a bit less than a mile south of the North Bridge.


As the British of course knew, Concord was a major storage point for provincial arms and military supplies—at least it had been. Warned days earlier that the Regulars could be coming, however, the man in charge of those arms and supplies, Col. James Barrett, had already organized the removal of the most important. Still, Prescott’s warning was a literal wake-up call for the town to get more of them out of sight. Many citizen-soldiers got to work on that. Around 7 a.m., perhaps as many as two hundred of them, including some men who’d come in from Lincoln, took a position overlooking the road the Regulars must take into town. By then, they knew there had been a confrontation in Lexington, but not the grim details. Pretty soon they saw a ribbon of redcoats winding down what’s now called Hardy’s Hill, bayonets flashing in the sun—and suddenly, as John Denis put it, “it wasn’t a question of imagining David versus Goliath. It was, ‘Oh my God, that is Goliath.’”


Sensibly, they withdrew to the Concord River, crossed the North Bridge, and regrouped on the hill above it, wondering what they should do next.


Poised to walk up that hill myself, I noticed a modern military procession approaching from the other direction. A couple dozen teenagers in camouflage pants and bright green T-shirts marched straight to the graves of two British soldiers near the bridge, saluted, and held their salutes as a recorded bugler played something that sounded like “Taps.” The teens, I learned, were junior ROTC cadets attending a weeklong training camp, and what I’d thought was “Taps” turned out to be the British equivalent. Now Col. John Murray, a retired army aviator and passionate amateur historian, began to tell the cadets what took place here and what lessons they could take from the story.


One was that the Concord fight was not inevitable.


“The militia didn’t jump out of bed and say, ‘Hey, man, I’m going to start the American Revolution today,’” Murray said. The British didn’t, either. “What occurred was simply—it was a mistake, okay? It was a set of bad circumstances. The conditions were set because of the anger between the two groups, but it just happened.


“And I’m going to tell you why.”


After the British marched into Concord, he said, their commander split them up. The main body began “search and seizure of colonial arms and ammunition” in the town center. Four companies crossed the North Bridge and marched a couple of miles west to Colonel Barrett’s farm, where intelligence reports indicated that more arms were stored, “including cannon, which were very important in those days.” Three other companies, totaling roughly a hundred men, took positions near the bridge. Their job was to keep it open for the troops returning from Barrett’s farm.


That was the plan, anyway.


“Everybody look behind you,” Murray said. “On the high ground, that pasture that slopes up, four hundred men from towns in and around this area had gathered. Now, the colonial militia had been ordered by their leadership not to take any offensive action, to assume a defensive posture. So what happened on that day, at this place where the American Revolution begins?”


Well—smoke happened.


In the center of Concord, British troops searching for hidden military supplies turned up “a minimum amount,” including wooden carriages for cannon, and “took them out to the street and set them afire, in bonfires. One of those bonfires got away from them and set a meeting hall on fire, which began to burn, which sent up deep, dark smoke.” Which meant that those men standing on the hilltop—who could look down into Concord, because in 1775, unlike today, no trees blocked their view—were left to conclude that the British were burning the town.


Being New England citizen-soldiers, they discussed this. Then they marched down the hill.


Seeing them coming, the British troops fell back to the other side of the bridge.


“They’re eighteen miles into enemy territory, they’re alone, and they’re afraid,” Murray said—and this time, they definitely shot first. Two minute men recently arrived from Acton fell dead. “Fire, for God’s sake fire” ordered Concord’s Maj. John Buttrick, and the colonials did, killing two Regulars outright and wounding ten others, one of them mortally. The British panicked and ran, abandoning their fallen comrades and leaving the four companies at Barrett’s farm “hanging in the breeze” with no one to secure their return. Luckily for them, their opponents still didn’t know what to do next, and remained reluctant to take the offensive. Not only didn’t they pursue the British toward the town they had marched down that hillside to protect, but they chose not to attack those vulnerable men coming back from their largely fruitless search at Barrett’s.


The cadets were on a tight schedule and Murray was running out of time. I was already impressed by the amount of complexity he had crammed into a ten-minute presentation. Then he surprised me with another story. Remember that mortally wounded soldier, he asked, the one who got left behind at the bridge? At some point, “a teenage militiaman wandered by and he happened to have a tomahawk,” which he decided to use on the fallen man. Returning from Barrett’s, British troops found a comrade with his head split open and assumed the militia had scalped him; later that day, they would commit atrocities themselves. “That barbaric act,” Murray said, “may have encouraged them to act the way they did.”


This led to one last point about the Concord fight.


“Keep in mind: This was just a skirmish. Lexington was a skirmish. But on the afternoon of the nineteenth—from twelve o’clock in the afternoon to seven o’clock in the evening—the British had to march eighteen miles back to Boston, the entire time under attack.”


* * *


The British commander, Lt. Col. Francis Smith, ordered his men out of Concord around noon, having failed to turn up enough military supplies to begin to justify a mission that had already lasted since the previous day and cost thirteen lives. The best way to think about what happened next, I figured, was to walk to Boston in the footsteps of the embattled Regulars. Full disclosure: I did this over several days, not seven hours, and ended up driving a couple of the less dramatic miles. Also, no one was shooting at me. Still, I wouldn’t trade the experience for months of book learning, despite the distractions I encountered immediately on Lexington Road.
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For one thing, it was rush hour.


How hard is it to imagine hundreds of exhausted eighteenth-century soldiers tramping a route now bumper-to-bumper with angry Massachusetts drivers? Very hard—at least until you realize that the troops were moving, at a pace of three miles per hour, about as fast as the cars.


For another thing, you can’t swing a dead cat by the tail in Concord without hitting the home of a literary icon.


Look, here was the house where Emerson wrote “Self-Reliance” and that shot-heard-round-the-world thing. Here was the house where Louisa May Alcott wrote Little Women. Here was one where Nathaniel Hawthorne lived for a few years, and a trail leading up the hillside behind it, and an old marker saying that Hawthorne “trod daily this path to the hill to formulate as he paced to and fro upon its summit his marvelous romances.” I couldn’t resist the Marvelous Romance Path, which led, not to a true summit, but to the top of a long ridge from which the traffic noise seemed mercifully far away. Walking back down, I noticed a small marker that’s hard to see from the road. A drawing on it showed a young African American man running with a musket in his hands; its text, titled “Casey’s Home,” explained why it was here:




In 1775 Casey was Samuel Whitney’s slave. When revolution came, he ran away to war, fought for the colonies, and returned to Concord a free man.





I made a note to find out more about Casey, then dragged my mind back to April 19.


Almost a mile into their return march, the Regulars were not yet under attack. Smith had sent out light infantry companies to protect the flanks of his main column, a standard precaution made especially important by that long ridge on which Hawthorne walked. I had first noticed the ridge at the Old Hill Burying Ground in Concord Center, and it had continued to run just north of the road, offering a perfect position from which to surprise troops below—precisely what the flankers had been sent up there to prevent. It worked. Militia and minute men who were shadowing the British kept their distance.


Then the ridge ran out.


Meriam’s Corner, half a mile past Hawthorne’s house, marks the beginning of the four-mile Battle Road Trail in Minute Man National Historical Park. The corner, where Lexington Road meets Old Bedford Road today, is one of those magical spots where being in a historic landscape makes everything you’ve learned about the history click into place. You see the end of the ridge those flankers came down, and the flat, boggy area with a brook running through it that greeted them at the bottom. You’re reminded by a little park footbridge that in 1775, a larger bridge spanned this brook. You recall that the flankers moved toward the road, rejoining the main column, so they could cross the brook without getting their feet wet (bad move) and that the rebel militia and minute men, echoing this, moved closer to that column themselves. “Musket Shots Rang Out” reads the cautiously worded description on a park marker; it’s unclear which side fired first. Not far away stands a memorial to one British soldier who died there.


Sixteen miles to go.


The Battle Road Trail soon took me into a world of treeless fields, stone walls, circling hawks, and a farmer plowing—pretty much what I’d have seen on a peaceful day 250 years ago, except that today’s plowman drove a big John Deere. “The field patterns are much the same as when colonial militiamen ran through here to get to new positions ahead of the British column,” a marker noted. It also mentioned a disturbing social pattern: Farms had been subdivided so often by 1775 that there wasn’t enough land for the next generation, leaving children “with the prospect of having a lower standard of living than their parents.”


The farmland turned out to be just a short stretch of the trail, however, and the rest—while gorgeous—was more removed from historical reality. Those marshy songbird habitats protected as wetlands today? Ditched and drained to form hay meadows. Those trees we imagine militiamen hiding behind? Not there, except for occasional woodlots. Most of the area had been cleared. This is why, when men ran to get ahead of the British after Meriam’s Corner, one of the first places they went was a sharp bend in the road where there actually were some trees. They set up an ambush and did enough damage that the place became known as the Bloody Angle. This was at 1 p.m., according to a park marker, which also estimates that 1,500 colonials were now in the field. Some men who’d been at the North Bridge were still fighting, and they’d been joined by men from Billerica, Chelmsford, Woburn, Framingham, Reading, and several other towns. Lieutenant Colonel Smith, remember, had left Boston with about eight hundred troops. He had sent for reinforcements hours before shots were fired at Lexington. None had appeared.


Fourteen miles to go.


Smith’s flankers were back on duty, and they did some damage themselves. Militiamen too focused on the main column to see them coming had short life expectancies. More importantly, the flankers kept most of the militia far enough from the road to be out of effective musket range. Still, “British soldiers fell at every hill or curve where the colonists had position,” as another marker put it—including one such position held by men with a grudge. Half an hour’s walk from the Bloody Angle, I saw a marker titled “Parker’s Revenge,” complete with a photo of Lexington’s idealized statue. The rocky hillside above looked like a good spot for an ambush, though recent battlefield archeology suggests that the fight took place farther west. Never mind: The Lexington men blazed away, possibly killing a couple of Regulars, then joined the pursuit.


The Battle Road Trail dead-ends about a hundred yards from I-95; a final park marker notes that the day’s fiercest fighting was still to come. The whup-whup-whup of a traffic helicopter reminded me that in a modern war, help can reach embattled troops in minutes, not hours. But as far as the Regulars knew, no help was coming. They had marched twenty-three miles with no sleep; were running out of ammunition; and were now subjected, as one officer wrote, to “such an incessant fire as it’s impossible to conceive.” Small wonder they lost their cool. As they got to what another officer described as “within a mile of Lexington,” most likely meaning the Common, they began to run.


Historians have placed this chaos in different places, but I’m persuaded by those who think it began on Concord Hill, just east of the interstate. From the hilltop, in tree-deprived 1775, the frantic Regulars would have had a clear view of Lexington Common—half a mile beyond which, at a site now commemorated by a granite cannon on the lawn of a condo building, acting Brig. Gen. Hugh, Lord Percy and 1,100 fresh troops were just arriving.


Finally.


A few things I’d learned about Lord Percy had struck me. First, he was the most competent British officer, by far, to take the field on April 19. Second, he lived in a castle that appears as the Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry in the first two Harry Potter movies. (Coincidence? You be the judge.) Also, it wasn’t his fault that he didn’t show up until twelve hours after Smith sent for reinforcements. Marching orders were delivered to two officers who weren’t around to read them, delaying his departure by nearly five hours. We can’t know how the rest of the day might have gone if Percy’s men had joined Smith’s—as they should have, absent the screwup—before the running fight broke out at Meriam’s Corner.


Once in Lexington, Percy took charge. He drove back the pursuing militiamen with the help of two small cannon, burned houses that might have given those pursuers cover, commandeered the Munroe Tavern as a field hospital, gave Smith’s exhausted men as long a respite as he judged he could afford, then marched them back toward Boston.


Unfortunately, they had to get through Arlington first.


The Town Formerly Known as Menotomy has no claim to being the place where the first shot of the war was fired. It boasts no minute man statue and no National Historical Park. What it can say is that more men on both sides were killed in Arlington on April 19—a total of sixty-five, by one historian’s widely cited count—than everywhere else combined. The number of colonials engaged by this time is uncertain, but it’s likely that more than 1,500 additional militia poured into Arlington, joining the men who had hounded Percy since his return march began. This created a nightmare for the Regulars, especially the flankers, and they reacted accordingly.


Following their bloody trail through town, mostly on Massachusetts Avenue, I began to conjure images of a savage firefight moving down the crowded thoroughfare. Militiamen took aim from behind the used Impalas at Mirak Chevrolet; flankers charged through the aisles at Stop & Shop, then looted Mystic Wine next door; noncombatants sought shelter behind the counter at Retro Burger & Ice Cream. My urban warfare fantasies were misleading, though. Menotomy was a farming village in 1775, not a commercial center, and buildings tended to be surrounded by forty acres of land. To get a feel for what really played out here on April 19, I needed to check out the residence of a local man who died that day.


The Jason Russell House dates to 1740, though it’s been expanded since. A volunteer from the Arlington Historical Society used a modern painting to set the scene. You can see the main British column coming down the road, he said, pointing to the front of the house, “and you can also see the flanking parties coming in from the rear and ambushing the militia.” Some militiamen were killed outside the house, as was the owner, too lame to move fast. Others sprinted inside, where they had a life-or-death decision to make. If they hid on the first or second floors, they died: “The redcoats went and killed them.” If they chose the cellar, they lived: Following them downstairs was too dangerous, though “we can see bullet holes in the stairs.” A third option was to “jump right through this window, with the window in place. Think how desperate they’d have to be to jump through that. But the redcoats all had bayonets.” Two men jumped. The first died—“we don’t know if it was bullets or glass”—but the second survived.


The Regulars didn’t stop to chase him down. Time was an issue for them in Arlington. They killed men who had surrendered, not wanting to take the time to deal with them. To the frustration of their officers, they wasted time looting houses they entered in search of militia. Occasionally they set those houses on fire, but didn’t wait to make sure the flames took hold.


Six miles to go.


That number requires some explanation. Unlike Smith, whose men had been rowed to Cambridge, Percy had taken the land route through Boston Neck, crossing the Charles River on the only bridge available, near what’s now the Harvard Business School. Going back that way would have meant marching eight miles from the Russell House, not six. More important, Percy knew that his enemies were likely to have taken up the bridge’s planks. (They had.) Backed up against the river, low on ammunition, he’d be finished. Heading for Charlestown was a better idea. As with Boston, the Charlestown Peninsula was connected to the mainland by a pre-landfill isthmus—and once crossed, Charlestown Neck would be easy to defend.


Percy knew where this alternate route began, because an officer with him had scouted it in March. I wasn’t sure, but a marker in North Cambridge helped. After flankers surprised and killed four men near the corner of Rindge and Massachusetts, it noted, the British column “barely paused before swinging left onto Beech Street, continuing its retreat down Somerville Avenue.” The names may be modern, but the route seemed plausible, so off I went.


Three miles to go.


They were long miles for the Regulars, though this part of the day got less ink than most. I read every marker I saw; none mentioned April 19, though I lingered over one about the alleged discovery of “the first complete Anchisaurus skeleton” nearby. This turned out to be a hoax, the marker explained, created by mixing the bones of a German shepherd and a horse. A cautionary tale, perhaps, about how hard it is to get history right in a world of self-serving falsehoods and missing information? Yup—especially if you know, as I would learn, that the marker itself was a hoax, and that the city had debated whether to take it down or leave it up as a piece of performance art.


Two miles to go.


At Prospect Hill, Percy again used his cannon to fend off attackers. I followed him down Washington Street past Liquor Zone, AutoZone, Empire Tattoo, and—Washington having evolved into Cambridge Street—the Tavern at the End of the World. I’d have liked to drop in, as would those exhausted Regulars before me, but on I went, underneath I-93, past another hellish traffic circle, past a bus honking at an ambulance, until I came to the old Schrafft’s candy factory at 529 Main Street, which, I had been told, served as a landmark for where Charlestown Neck used to be. Some time between 7 and 8 p.m., Percy’s men crossed the Neck and marched up the steep slope on the other side. I followed their ghostly footsteps to the top of Bunker Hill.


Two hundred seventy-three Regulars were dead, wounded, or missing, along with ninety-five colonials. Boats from Boston arrived with reinforcements and returned carrying wounded men. Before the night was over, the surviving British troops were back where they started.


The next morning, they found themselves besieged by an army that hadn’t existed twenty-four hours before.















CHAPTER 3



“A Middle Finger Raised to the Powers That Be”


Two months later, on June 17, 1775, the British Army returned to the Charlestown Peninsula. Nearly two and a half centuries after that, reenactments not being permitted at the site of the actual fight there, I drove sixty miles north to watch “The Battle of Bunker Hill” play out on a wide green hillside in Epping, New Hampshire. Standing with a couple hundred other spectators on Nottingham Square Road, I looked up to see scruffy militiamen gathered behind the walls of an earthen redoubt—a small fort recently constructed with the help of a backhoe—and watched some move into position to defend a rail fence that ran along the crest of the hill. Behind us, the British attackers were forming up, and I walked back to hear Maj. Gen. William Howe address his troops. Channeled by veteran reenactor Paul O’Shaughnessy, Howe was fired up:


“Gentlemen, we have an opportunity to end this rebellion today. Are you with me?”


“Huzzaaaaaaaaahhhh!”


“A mob of farmers in a shallow ditch on the top of a hill. What could go wrong?”


“Huzzaaaaaaaahhhh!”


“Our plan is simple. Heavy battalion will attack in a frontal attack—this is a feint. The lights will break through in the back. By the time you reach the top of the hill, they will be in disorder and fleeing… I ask of you today to go no farther than I and your officers lead.”


“Huzzaaaaaaaahhhh!”


And off they marched, in their splendid red coats, to reenact an hour or so of ghastly mayhem that would radically alter the course of the war.


Reenactments can’t do ghastly mayhem, of course, and there were other elements of the battle that were impossible to replicate on a New Hampshire hillside. No British Navy guns were available to lob cannonballs at the defenders before the infantry attack began (though the reenactors used a few noisy field pieces as stand-ins) or to fire red-hot shot into the wooden houses in Charlestown, south of the redoubt, setting them afire and flushing out rebel snipers who had sheltered there. No Mystic River flowed north of the battlefield, awaiting its critical role in the day’s events (though a few pieces of brush had been dragged over to represent the riverbank). No waist-high grass or annoying farm fences slowed the attackers. “What we have here is a golf course compared to what they were facing,” General Howe told me before the battle.


Now here were the redcoats moving up that golf course—which was actually a lot steeper than the average fairway—in a neatly formed horizontal line.


The rebels blazed away from the hilltop.


Howe’s men stopped to fire back.


They were right in front of me, and I couldn’t take my eyes off them—but why wasn’t anyone falling down?


Whoops. I’d been fooled by the feint, just as Howe hoped his opponents would be. The serious fighting was well off to my right. It didn’t seem to be going well, however. Down came the redcoats in disarray. Up they went once more. The crackle of musket fire came more rapidly now, with gunsmoke drifting across the rail fence, and large clusters of men in red began to fall.


Another retreat. Another regrouping.


“They’re going to do it again?” a spectator asked.


They were indeed. This time, finally, they drove their enemies off the hill. The victory was illusory, however. Under the conventions of eighteenth-century warfare, the side that controlled a battlefield when the shooting stopped was said to have won. But those losers on Charlestown Heights—part of a wildly uncoordinated army described by one British general as a “rabble in arms”—had stood their ground long enough to kill or wound more than a thousand professional soldiers, nearly half of those Howe had sent against them.
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