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To our ancestors





Editorial Note BY EDWARD G. LENGEL


It’s hard to believe that just a couple of generations ago the best single treatment of the Revolutionary War was Christopher Ward’s two-volume treatise, The War of the Revolution, published in 1952. We have come a long way since then. Over the past twenty years several broad studies of the war have appeared in print; at the time of this writing, Pulitzer Prize–winning historian Rick Atkinson has finished the first volume in his new trilogy about the Revolutionary War and is well into the research for his second—relying in part upon expert assistance from the authors of some of the essays in the book you now hold in your hands.

The American War for Independence remains—now, nearly 250 years since its onset—a relatively new field of study. Historians are exploring parts of it for the first time. Shocking as it may seem, many of the war’s campaigns and battles have become the subjects of book-length treatments only over the past several years. Some, incredibly, remain largely ignored to this very day. Fortunately, this generation is blessed by the emergence of a new phalanx of dedicated and talented Revolutionary War historians determined to fill the outstanding gaps in our understanding of the war that created the United States of America.

This book, The 10 Key Campaigns of the American Revolution, represents some of the best new work and keenest insights on the Revolutionary War. In it, the war’s leading historians look closely at the campaigns that paved the way to victory in the quest for American independence. This is history in the truest sense—carefully researched, clearly described, and best of all told with a storyteller’s instinct for high drama and excitement. For the story of America’s founding is dramatic, indeed—one of the most dramatic stories ever told.

Glenn Williams, one of America’s leading military historians and the author of books on Lord Dunmore’s War and General John Sullivan’s 1777 campaign against the Iroquois, leads off with the story of the shots that echoed ’round the world in April 1775 at Lexington and Concord, Massachusetts. What began as a parade for British redcoats against what they assumed would be negligible opposition became a humiliating rout at the hands of American minutemen, inspiring confidence in thousands of their countrymen that they held the power to determine their own destiny.

Mark Anderson, the author of several books on Canada’s crucial role in the Revolutionary War, follows up with one of the conflict’s most exciting campaigns: Benedict Arnold’s campaign to Quebec in the fall and winter of 1775–1776. Never, perhaps, has there been a more thoroughly quixotic military campaign in the annals of North American history; and yet, Arnold and his fellow adventurers very nearly pulled it off. The adventure ended in disaster, however; and as historian Todd Braisted describes in his gripping account of the struggle for Long Island and Manhattan in the summer of 1776, it was followed by an equally devastating series of defeats that lost New York City to British occupation and nearly ended the Revolution before it even began in earnest. And yet it was here, in these dark times, that the Declaration of Independence marked the birth of a new nation.

And the turnaround was not long in coming. William L. “Larry” Kidder, author of the new book Ten Crucial Days, takes us along with George Washington’s half-frozen soldiers as they leave bloody footprints in the snow on the way to their world-shaking victories at Trenton and Princeton in the winter of 1776–1777. Never in military history, perhaps, have such numerically small engagements had such wide-ranging implications. On a much larger scale, as Professor James Kirby Martin explains to us in his exciting study of General John Burgoyne’s campaign into Upstate New York in the fall of 1777, the British defeat and surrender at Saratoga marked a strategic victory of epic proportions, wrecking British hopes of occupying the Hudson River corridor and inciting France to intervene in the war on behalf of American independence.

Still, victory was not to be easily won, as George Washington and his soldiers learned to their sorrow in the brutal Philadelphia campaign of August–December 1777. Michael C. Harris, the author of important new books on the under-studied battles of Brandywine and Germantown, tells the story of how the American commander in chief nearly lost everything—including his own position—in a series of defeats that culminated in the British occupation of Philadelphia and the Delaware River corridor and led to the traumatic winter encampment at Valley Forge. Incredibly, though, Washington’s magnificent leadership ensured that the Continental Army would emerge from these horrendous trials even stronger than before.

Until very recently, no serious study of the June 1778 Battle of Monmouth had ever been written. Professor Mark Lender and Garry Wheeler Stone put that to rights with their seminal 2017 work Fatal Sunday, demonstrating—as Lender does again here in his essay for this volume—that the battle’s impact, following on the British evacuation of Philadelphia thanks to French intervention in the war, was magnified by Washington’s ability to “spin” it as a victory that confirmed his own leadership and inspired hope for ultimate victory. Washington, a man who famously lost more battles than he won but eventually achieved victory in the Revolutionary War, understood that the conflict was above all a contest for American hearts and minds.

Nowhere was this truer than in the war in the South, which is the subject of the final three essays in this volume. John “Jack” Buchanan, author of the first—and what remain the best—full studies of the southern campaigns, shows how American fortunes in this theater swung from what seemed total defeat at the surrender of Charleston, South Carolina, in May 1780, to smashing victory at the Battle of Kings Mountain in October of that same year. Historian John Maass, author of several important books on the culminating battles of the southern campaigns, continues the story with his stirring account of the Battle of Cowpens in January 1781 and the Battle of Guilford Courthouse two months later. Together, these two battles sealed the fate of British general Charles Lord Cornwallis’s southern army and led directly to the war’s final dramatic campaign.

Robert Selig concludes this survey of the Revolutionary War’s ten key campaigns with his account of the long, grueling, and ultimately bloody land–sea campaign that concluded with the siege and surrender of Yorktown, Virginia, in October 1781. The story is one of inspired leadership characterized by vital strategic decision-making, careful logistical preparation, collaboration between unlikely allies, bravery in battle on land and at sea, and, finally, plain good luck—as Napoleon Bonaparte quipped, the most important ally of all great generals. In many ways, though, Washington and Rochambeau’s victory at Yorktown marked the culmination of all that had gone before—of ten key campaigns that ultimately put the seal on American independence.

Taken as a whole, The 10 Key Campaigns of the American Revolution encompasses a human drama of epic proportions. At different points in time, at locations separated by hundreds and often thousands of miles, individuals—often the unlikeliest imaginable—took destiny in their hands and accomplished astonishing things that profoundly changed the course of human history. Their deeds should be—and thanks to this book, they are—unforgettable.



[image: Image]
Cartography by William J. Clipson from A BATTLEFIELD ATLAS OF THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION, published by Savas Beatie, www.savasbeatie.com






CAMPAIGN 1 Let It Begin Here BY GLENN F. WILLIAMS, PH.D.


On April 19, 1775, few on either side of the Atlantic realized that Great Britain and its American colonies stood on the brink of a war that would lead to the establishment of a free and independent American republic. American colonists had been petitioning King George III and the Parliament for redress of grievances without satisfaction. As the king’s American subjects resisted each new law they perceived as arbitrary and a threat to the liberties guaranteed by the constitution of Great Britain, the government in London reacted by imposing ever harsher measures. Resistance to unjust laws became open rebellion when six companies of British light infantry marched into Lexington, Massachusetts, and formed a line of battle on the village green facing members of the local militia company. According to tradition, Captain John Parker told the men of his company, “Stand your ground. Don’t fire unless fired upon, but if they mean to have a war, let it begin here.” Within minutes, shots were fired, and Americans were killed.

The several colonies, in sympathy with Massachusetts Bay, convened the First Continental Congress to coordinate their mutual support and collective resistance to the Coercive Acts, and they formed the Continental Association to implement its resolutions. When Lieutenant General Thomas Gage, commander in chief of His Majesty’s forces in North America as well as royal governor of Massachusetts, dissolved the Massachusetts House of Representatives, the members met in Concord to establish the extralegal Provincial Congress, a shadow government that effectively exercised actual authority outside of Boston. It ordered the towns to stop collecting taxes for the royal government and to forward those funds to the Provincial Congress instead. The shadow government developed a new plan for the militia and ordered the gathering of munitions and military supplies for an “Army of Observation” as it began preparing for a potential armed conflict with the “ministerial forces.” Among its significant acts was the establishment of a select militia.

All free males in the colony between the ages of sixteen and sixty were required to perform military training as members of the militia and mustered for training at least once annually, or more often under certain circumstances. The colony encouraged all the militia units to “obtain the skill of complete soldiers” by training more often. With political tensions in the colony rising, the congress formed a select militia directly under the authority of its executive Committee of Safety, leaving the regular militia under the counties. Consisting of one quarter of the total force, this select militia recruited younger, physically fit, preferably single, and enthusiastic Whigs. They were armed and accoutered and paid to attend frequent and rigorous training assemblies, at public expense. Organized into companies, battalions, and regiments, they were required to assemble and deploy anywhere in the colony at a minute’s notice, and hence were called “minutemen.”

After the British government declared the Massachusetts Bay Colony in a state of rebellion, General Gage had to act. He developed a plan to send a column of his best troops on a swift march to Concord to seize the gunpowder, military stores, and fourteen cannon that his informants reported to be stored there for use against the Crown’s forces. Having already ordered his regiments occupying Boston to increase their training activities, he hoped the Americans would assume the expedition to be another in a series of such exercises. As it was not unusual for officers to ride horses into the surrounding country for pleasure and physical exercise, Gage instructed them to use the excursions for gathering intelligence. The seizure of the military stores gathered at Concord had become a military necessity as well as a legal requirement. The general wanted the people of other colonies to view his move as a preemptive strike at troublemaking radicals who had broken the law, not an act of aggression against the king’s American subjects. He ardently hoped that the judicious use of military force sent to strike the head of the rebellion in Concord might suppress patriots with a single, hopefully bloodless, stroke.

On April 15, of the thirteen infantry regiments in Boston, Gage ordered the commanders of the Fourth, Fifth, Tenth, Eighteenth, Twenty-Third, Thirty-Eighth, Forty-Third, Forty-Seventh, Fifty-Second, and Fifty-Ninth Regiments of Foot to detach their grenadier and light infantry companies and Major John Pitcairn, the commander of the attached First Battalion, British Marines, to provide one company of marines as well. The twenty-one companies, about seven hundred men total, were relieved from routine camp duties purportedly to participate in special training exercises from the new drill manual. Gage selected the senior regimental commander, Lieutenant Colonel Francis Smith of the Tenth Regiment of Foot, to command the expedition, with Pitcairn, the most senior officer of that rank in Boston, as his second-in-command.

The general presented Smith with written orders “to seize and destroy all Artillery, Ammunition, Provisions, Tents, Small Arms, and all Military Stores whatever” found collected at Concord “for the Avowed Purpose of raising and supporting a Rebellion against His Majesty.” To accomplish his mission, Smith’s expedition was to march “with the utmost expedition and Secrecy” from Boston to Concord, a distance of about twenty miles. The soldiers were to be under the strictest discipline and expressly forbidden to “plunder the Inhabitants, or hurt private property.” Gage provided Smith with a map that showed the “Houses, Barns, &c.” where the military supplies were placed. The soldiers were to spike and knock a trunnion off each gun they found and destroy the carriages. All barrels of gunpowder and flour were to be emptied into the river, all tents burned, pork and beef destroyed. The soldiers were to put as many musket balls into their pockets as they could, throwing all they could not carry into “Ponds, Ditches &c.,” but scattered so as not to be easily recovered.1

As the preparations progressed, Gage sent “a small party on Horseback,” consisting of ten officers and ten sergeants, with orders to prevent any patriot express riders leaving Boston from alerting the militia along the way or patriot leaders in Concord before Smith’s men got there. The general requested his Royal Navy counterpart, Vice Admiral Samuel Graves, commanding the North American Station, to provide sailors and ships’ boats from the warships moored in the harbor to move the troops from the city to Lechmere Point, on the north bank of Back Bay of the Charles River. From there they could march into the interior without parading through Boston and alerting the patriot informants. Despite the attempted secrecy, the patriot Sons of Liberty in Boston soon guessed what was afoot and sent a message of warning to Concord, where the Provincial Congress was then meeting. The congress immediately adjourned on April 15.

On the evening of April 18, the light infantry, grenadiers, and marines were ordered out of their barracks, which were at several locations in the city, and marched to an assembly area at the common near the bank of the Charles River. At about 9:30 p.m., they began boarding the boats. When it was discovered that the navy had not allocated enough boats, only about half of the troops and supplies embarked. The rest waited idle for about two hours while the boats made the round trip to Lechmere Point. The second half of the troops did not disembark on the far shore until midnight. The British wasted more time in arranging the order of march, getting the light infantry companies to the head of the column, trudging through the marshy ground, and waiting for the provisions to be brought ashore. When Smith finally gave the order to march, high tide flooded the marsh. The troops had to wade through water that in some places had risen to a depth of three feet for about a quarter-mile before they reached the bridge over Willis Creek and a good dry road. Preceded by an advance party of several mounted officers and a Loyalist civilian guide, who acted as scouts and detained colonists found on the road who might spread the alarm and alert the militia, the column was finally marching toward Lexington by 1:30 a.m.

At dusk, while the British troops were still at the common, a member of Lexington’s militia company observed one of Gage’s mounted patrols and informed Orderly Sergeant William Munroe, who was also the proprietor of Munroe’s Tavern. Believing the patrol had come to arrest patriot leaders John Hancock and John Adams, who were staying at the nearby home of Reverend Jonas Clarke, Munroe mounted a nine-man guard at the parsonage. The sergeant also sent a messenger to alert Captain Parker and ordered three men to follow the patrol when it continued toward Concord. The captain immediately ordered the company to muster. The meeting house bell rang the alarm and within about thirty minutes, or at about 1:00 a.m., 130 men of Lexington’s militia company stood in ranks on the green, a two-acre triangle of public land in the center of town. After a short deliberation with the other officers, Parker determined that they should not provoke the regulars if they approached, “even should they insult us.” After they fired a volley to clear their weapons, Parker dismissed the men. Some of the men returned to their homes, but others went into Buckman’s Tavern just across the road.2

Gage’s plan had become an open secret; only the details of the operation were unknown. Doctor Joseph Warren, leader of the Sons of Liberty, activated the patriots’ warning system and alerted express riders Paul Revere and William Dawes to spread the alarm with the assistance of fellow “Liberty Boys” in Boston, Cambridge, and Charlestown. Two compatriots rowed Revere across to Charlestown, carefully avoiding the British ship of the line Somerset moored near the ferry way. Provided with a strong horse, he waited for the signal on the steeple of Christ Church, also called Old North Church, that was to tell him the British were being ferried across Back Bay, not marching out via the Boston Neck. Although aware that the British were watching to intercept alarm riders, Warren also sent Dawes to Lexington by the alternate route, by land across Boston Neck. Other riders stood ready to fan out should Revere and Dawes be stopped, to make sure Adams and Hancock were warned. Dawes passed the guard post on the Neck without incident, and both riders arrived at Reverend Clarke’s before Smith’s troops had left Lechmere Point. After speaking with Adams and Hancock, Revere and Dawes remounted their horses and were soon riding toward Concord.

When they had only two more miles to go, one of the British mounted patrols surprised and captured Revere and Dawes as well as Doctor Samuel Prescott, an ardent patriot who met them as he returned home from visiting his fiancée in Concord. Their captors forced them into a nearby pasture for questioning. Prescott agreed to help Revere and Dawes spread the alarm. On a signal, Prescott and Revere spurred the horses, riding in opposite directions, while Dawes turned and galloped back toward Lexington. Prescott and Dawes managed to outrun their pursuers, but Revere was recaptured. When threatened with summary execution unless he divulged the patriots’ plans, he told them he had alarmed the country and five hundred militiamen now stood between them and Boston. He added that the boats transporting Smith’s men had run aground, and they should not expect any help. The patrol retreated, but when they heard musketry, unaware it was Parker’s men clearing unspent cartridges, the officers thought it inadvisable to pass around Lexington. After commandeering Revere’s horse to replace the tired mount of a sergeant, they released Revere and the three militiamen Munroe sent to shadow them whom they had captured. Revere immediately returned to Clarke’s parsonage to inform Hancock and Adams of what had transpired.

In the meantime, the column of British troops continued toward Lexington as church bells and muskets shots sounded the alarm in their various towns. They had lost the element of surprise. The advance party encountered more traffic on the road than they expected to find in the predawn hours. Farmers heading to market in Boston were detained, and three militiamen Captain Parker had sent to scout the road to Boston were captured and sent back to Pitcairn and Smith for questioning.

It was now 3:00 a.m., and the column had not yet reached Lexington, nor had the militia been alerted. Smith sent Pitcairn marching ahead with the six leading companies of light infantry to get into Lexington quickly. As the detachment drew closer to town and the officers observed armed men watching from the high ground, Pitcairn ordered out flankers as a precaution against ambush. He gave the command for the troops to load their muskets, but cautioned them not to fire unless ordered to do so.

The Lexington Company of militia had reassembled after scouts reported the British were only a few miles away and approaching fast. Parker ordered the company drummer, sixteen-year-old William Diamond, to beat “To Arms,” and the company began to assemble near the northwest corner of the two-acre triangular common, facing the fork in the road from Boston. About seventy men were standing in the ranks when the first British company appeared, with the sound of drums and fifes, at about 5:00 a.m. Other militiamen were still on their way, and several spectators stood along the boundaries of the green or watched from their homes.

The light infantry formed into line of battle facing the militia as Major Pitcairn approached, accompanied by the officers of the advance party. Waving his sword as his horse cantered toward them, Pitcairn ordered the militiamen, “Lay down your arms.” Other officers shouted, “Disperse, ye rebels!” and “Surrender!” Parker faced about and “immediately ordered our Militia to disperse and not to fire.” As they broke ranks and slowly started heading home carrying their weapons, Pitcairn ordered his men “not to fire, but to surround and disarm them!” As the light infantrymen advanced a shot was fired by an unknown gunman. Regardless of who fired, the shot confirmed the suspicions men on either side had about their opponents. With a shout, the regulars “rushed furiously, fired upon and killed eight of our party with out receiving any provocation therefor from us,” according to Parker.

The British soldiers then went about their work with the bayonet while their officers desperately attempted to bring them under discipline. The company officers were just restoring order when Lieutenant Colonel Smith rode into the chaotic scene. He ordered a drummer to beat “To Arms,” at which the soldiers ceased firing and formed back into their ranks. The lieutenant colonel rebuked them for their lack of discipline and ignoring their officers’ commands. After about ten minutes, the rest of the British column arrived. After giving three cheers and firing a volley to signal their “victory,” the march to Concord resumed at about 5:30 a.m. One British soldier had been wounded in the leg, and Major Pitcairn’s horse had been hit by two musket balls. Four Lexington militia soldiers lay dead or mortally wounded on the green, with another four dead nearby. Ten more wounded militiamen limped or staggered to safety.3

With the British marching toward their town, the people of Concoord, although unaware of the deadly encounter at Lexington, worked feverishly to hide the ammunition, ordnance, and other military stores that had been gathered in the neighborhood. Around dawn, Colonel James Barrett, who commanded the local militia regiment, alerted the two companies each of militia and minutemen to muster at the Wright Tavern in the center of town. The minuteman company from Lincoln soon arrived, bringing the news of a confrontation in Lexington. Shortly thereafter, a scout returned to report that the regulars had fired on Parker’s company and were heading in their direction. Barrett ordered Captain David Brown and his minuteman company to advance along to the road junction at Meriam’s Corner and for Captains Nathan Barrett and George Minot to advance theirs along the ridge parallel to the road to guard his flank. The colonel ordered the remaining companies to the crest of the high ground above the town’s burial ground, which was on the same ridge, vainly hoping the British were under orders not to engage if opposed by militia.

When the British advance guard saw the minutemen in the road ahead at Meriam’s Corner and the companies on the ridge, Smith had the light infantry deploy to the flank on the high ground. As ordered, the outnumbered minutemen on the ridge retreated. When the grenadiers and marines resumed marching, Captain Brown’s minutemen faced about smartly and marched off in good military order in front of them, remaining so close that they fell into step with the cadence of the British drums. When the three companies had returned, Colonel Barrett ordered his men to withdraw to high ground four hundred yards to the north of town.

The first British troops entered Concord at about 7:00 a.m. As the light infantry descended from the ridge to join their comrades in town, they cut down Concord’s “Liberty Pole.” Lieutenant Colonel Smith was pleased that his expedition had reached Concord without further incident and ordered his men to find and destroy all the military supplies and equipment hidden in Concord. He sent one light infantry company to secure the South Bridge over the Sudbury River, and ordered Captain Lawrence Parsons of the Tenth Regiment to lead seven light infantry companies to the North Bridge. From there he would detach three companies to secure his line of retreat in the event of trouble and with the other four advance two miles to the Barrett farm, where spies reported some cannons and military supplies were stored.

Since the British outnumbered his 250 men, at about 8:00 a.m. Barrett ordered his men to retreat across the bridge to Punkatasset Hill, the high ground a mile west of town on the west side of the Concord River, to wait for reinforcements. The colonel placed Major John Buttrick of the minuteman battalion in temporary command and then raced to make certain the weapons and supplies at his farm were well concealed before Parsons arrived. Major Buttrick divided the troops into two battalions, with the minuteman companies on the right and militia companies on the left. As more arrived, they would fall in with their respective battalions. He also appointed Lieutenant Joseph Hosmer to serve as the acting adjutant to assist in forming the ad hoc brigade. Buttrick then commanded the troops to advance to a lower hill closer to the west bank of the river that served as the local muster field.

Meanwhile, Smith and Pitcairn stayed in the center of town to maintain control as the grenadiers and marines went about the task they had been sent to accomplish, ensuring that they took no untoward liberties with private property or local citizens. The soldiers succeeded in finding and disabling some cannons. Artillery carriages, tents, cartridge paper, and entrenching tools were collected into piles and set on fire. Barrels of musket balls and flour were thrown into the millpond—but much of it was later recovered by the patriots. Other sacks of flour and the chest that contained the treasury of the Provincial Congress went unmolested when the colonists convinced the soldiers they were private property. When sparks from the burning military items ignited a fire on the roofs of the townhouse (courthouse) and other nearby buildings, Mrs. Martha Moulton demanded that British officers order their men to extinguish the flames before they caused any destruction.

Back at the North Bridge, Captain Walter S. Laurie of the Forty-Third Regiment, the officer in charge of the light infantry companies detached to secure the span, watched nervously as more companies joined the American force on the hill above him, only about four hundred yards away. The captains of the other two companies saw them as well and thought it prudent to leave their forward positions and rejoin Laurie’s men at the bridge. After conferring with his fellow officers there, Laurie sent a subordinate to inform Lieutenant Colonel Smith of the developing situation and request reinforcements. That officer returned with the news that reinforcements were on their way. Laurie then had the three companies take a defensive stance on the east bank of the river, where they could still guard the bridge and allow Parsons’s men to cross.

Colonel Barrett returned at about 9:00 a.m. to learn his force had been reinforced to six minuteman and five militia companies, or about five hundred men. Having now learned of the bloodshed at Lexington, the militiamen were looking to avenge their neighbors. Barrett conferred with Major Buttrick and Lieutenant Colonel John Robinson, second-in-command of a minuteman regiment that was still marching to Concord, to decide their next move. Tradition holds that when he saw the smoke rising from the burning wood, canvas, and paper items, Lieutenant Hosmer asked, “Will you let them burn the town down?”

Colonel Barrett gave the order for the men to load their muskets and prepare to march into Concord. Officers took their posts with their units and informed them of the mission and Colonel Barrett’s order not to fire their weapons unless the regulars at the bridge fired first. Major Buttrick ordered his battalion of minutemen to face to the right in a column of two files. When he commanded the companies forward, they stepped off with the Acton company of Captain Isaac Davis first. As the mounted Colonel Barrett watched them pass, he kept repeating his order not to fire first.

With drums beating the cadence and fifers playing “White Cockade,” Barrett’s troops marched down the hill to the river bank, then left onto a causeway that carried the road through the marsh, which was inundated when the river overflowed its banks with the recent spring freshets. Robinson, Buttrick, and Davis marched near the head of the column as it approached the bridge. The British officers were impressed by the regularity with which the colonial militia advanced. Laurie ordered all his men to the east bank and directed one company into the adjacent fields to the left and right of the road and and the other two companies to form for “street fighting” and to prepare to fire by divisions. In this manner, the men in the front rank would fire a volley, then retire to the rear of the formation to reload as the second rank stepped forward to fire and the process repeated through the entire formation. While the tactic maintained continuous firing, the fire was directed on a narrow front. As they waited for the Americans to draw closer, Laurie ordered some men to remove the planks from the bridge, which might slow the Americans but would also strand Parsons’s detachment on the far side. They did not accomplish their task.

The Americans quickened their pace as some British soldiers fired a few harmless random, possibly warning, shots—or blank cartridges. At about 9:30 a.m., as the leading minutemen approached to within about fifty yards of the bridge, the light infantry fired a volley. A musket ball struck and killed Captain Davis instantly. After a split-second hesitation, Major Buttrick realized that the British were using ball ammunition, and shouted, “Fire, fellow soldiers, for God’s sake fire!” The command was repeated along the column as the men of the Acton company returned the fire to their front and along the riverbank.

Four of the eight British officers present, a sergeant, and four privates were wounded in the initial return fire. In another instant, one redcoat fell dead, and another was mortally wounded. Having believed they faced untrained amateurs who would flee rather than fight, the British regulars were stunned by the tenacity of the American militia. In contrast, many of the redcoats fired too high, ironically a characteristic common to less-than-well-trained soldiers. The volume of fire directed against them caused the light infantrymen to begin to break and run down the road toward Concord despite the valiant but vain efforts of their officers to rally them. At the same time, Lieutenant Colonel Smith rode toward the bridge leading two grenadier companies, the reinforcements he had promised Laurie. Buttrick ordered the minutemen who had crossed to the east side of the bridge to take cover behind the stone wall on the high ground a few hundred yards from the road.

Smith restored order and reformed Laurie’s three light infantry companies. Looking at the numbers of provincials on either side of the bridge, he assessed the situation. Worried about the four companies with Parsons, he was prepared to go to fight his way to their relief with the entire expeditionary force if necessary. Smith sent runners to tell Major Pitcairn to cease the search and assemble all the companies near the Wright Tavern as he led the five companies back from the bridge to join them. At about 10:00 a.m., Smith and Pitcairn climbed to the hill above the burial ground to survey the surrounding terrain with their spyglasses. They saw groups of Americans advancing toward the South Bridge, as well as Parsons’s men on the north bank marching at the double-quick on the road to the North Bridge. With Americans positioned on the hills, the four companies trotted across the bridge, unnerved by the sight of dead and dying comrades. Remarkably, Barrett’s and Buttrick’s men allowed them to pass unmolested to rejoin the rest of the British in Concord.

With the Americans closing in and the entire command reunited, Smith knew it was time to leave. After thanking local doctors for their help, he left the severely wounded in their care. Except for one soldier interred without ceremony, the dead were left behind for the townspeople to bury. Wounded officers were loaded aboard impressed chaises, but the ambulatory enlisted casualties had to walk. American militia and minuteman companies throughout the region had mustered and were marching to the scene of the action. Smith and his officers knew marching seven hundred tired soldiers twenty miles through a country infested with hostile irregulars was to be no easy task. He ordered the light infantry companies to send skirmishers out for flank security, and the half-mile-long column began the sad retreat to Boston at about noon, marching silently without the accompanying sound of drums and fifes.

The Americans allowed the British to march unmolested along the road toward Lexington for about one mile, with the troops from Concord in pursuit. When the British column reached the junction of the Lexington and Bedford roads called Meriam’s Corner, militia and minuteman companies numbering between five hundred and six hundred men took them under heavy fire from positions around the house, barn, outbuildings, and stone walls of the farm of Nathan and Abigail Meriam, about one hundred yards from the road. As the column trudged along, climbing and descending hills and crossing streams, light infantry flankers did their valiant best to keep the American skirmishers from approaching the road to get in position for better shots.

The British column moved as quickly as possible. The militia and minuteman officers led their companies through the brush and along the fields bordering the road, with the men frequently changing positions, and kept the redcoats under almost constant fire in a running gun battle. When the road turned left, or north, at Hardy’s Hill, the British were subject to deadly fire from about two hundred to three hundred Americans firing from behind cover. The number of casualties mounted as places along the road became deadly, with names like the “Bloody Angle.” The fight was not all one-sided, though. At times, the regulars were able to deliver effective volleys that took a toll on attacking Americans, while flankers achieved some success when they surprised and killed groups of Americans waiting in concealed positions.

When the front of the marching column made the turn and crossed into the town limits of Lexington, the men of Parker’s company were waiting in ambush to exact a measure of revenge for the unprovoked killing of their townsmen that morning. They opened fire into the staggering column. About a dozen redcoats went down in the volley, including Lieutenant Colonel Smith, who fell from his horse with a painful thigh wound. Pitcairn road to the front of the column and sent grenadiers and light infantrymen to attack the flanks of Parker’s ambuscade. The Lexington men withdrew after engaging in some bitter fighting.

When the column halted, Americans pursuing from the Bloody Angle continued to torment the rear and center companies. Moving again, as the British approached a hill the local residents called “the Bluff,” Pitcairn sent the company of marines to hold it and prevent the swarming Americans from taking positions there as the column limped past. Not long after that ordeal, the British were taken by another blast of withering musket fire at an elevation called Fiske Hill. Pitcairn was thrown from his horse, which then deserted its rider. As the British troops ascended the last hill before entering Lexington, the companies lost cohesion until the heroic efforts of their officers reformed their ranks.

Tired, hungry, dispirited, limping along, dragging their wounded, with ammunition nearly exhausted, Smith’s expedition reached the Lexington Green. Suddenly, the men in the rear heard cheers from the front of the column. On a hill east of the common, near Munroe’s Tavern, stood a fresh brigade of about one thousand British infantry in full array, supported by two pieces of artillery. Gage had sent the reinforcements in response to Smith’s request earlier in the day when he first suspected there could be trouble. Brigadier General Hugh Lord Percy had arrived to save Smith’s shattered command. The men of the expedition staggered and stumbled to the area behind Percy’s brigade and collapsed in exhaustion as the British field guns kept the pursuing Americans at bay. The provincials regrouped as Brigadier General William Heath and Doctor Joseph Warren arrived to assume control of the Massachusetts forces in the field.

Unfortunately for the redcoats, the battle was not yet over. They still had to march eleven miles back to the safety of Boston. Percy planned the retreat and placed Smith’s battered companies in the lead, not expecting more trouble. The wounded Lieutenant Colonel Smith was helped aboard a chaise for the trip. Flankers were ordered out and the combined British force marched toward the town of Menotomy (present-day Arlington), where they experienced another vicious firefight. As the Americans maintained the pressure, the redcoats now took advantage of natural cover and stone walls—skirmishing not unlike their enemies—as they withdrew. Unfortunately, some of the British troops also engaged in looting and plunder of private property and abused civilians.

As Lord Percy’s column entered Cambridge, the general saw a regiment of Americans positioned to block the road toward Boston in an attempt to force the British against the Charles River, where militiamen had removed the planks of the bridge at Watertown. Instead, he had his men drive forward to Charlestown with his two artillery pieces in front, and the Americans withdrew, leaving the way open to Charlestown and the ferry to Boston. Percy posted a rear guard on Bunker Hill to cover their retreat. Although reinforcements continued to arrive, American zeal had tapered off, and no further aggressive moves were made. Percy evacuated the casualties and Smith’s exhausted soldiers to Boston first. The battle was over. It had cost the British 65 dead, 180 wounded, and 27 missing. The Americans suffered 50 dead, 39 wounded, and 5 missing.

After the exchanges of musketry at Lexington and Concord, the British Army retreated into Boston, which became even more of an armed camp than it had been the day before. The Provincial Congress of the Massachusetts Bay Colony began forming a standing army in earnest and called on its neighbors, Rhode Island, Connecticut, and New Hampshire, to join in the struggle. As their militia soldiers responded to the alarm, a state of war now existed between the four colonies and the British government. The Army of Observation surrounded Boston and placed the British troops who occupied it under siege, but they needed help. They appealed to delegates who represented all thirteen colonies to join them in the struggle for American liberty that should involve not only New England, but the entire continent.

When the Second Continental Congress convened in Philadelphia on May 10, the delegates soon learned that armed men commanded by Ethan Allen and Benedict Arnold had captured the British forts at Ticonderoga and Crown Point on Lake Champlain. The constitutional crisis, in which Americans sought a redress of grievances from the British king and Parliament, had transitioned into open hostilities. The delegates realized that even though many in the colonies desired reconciliation with the mother country, they would now have to address the new military situation. Congress took the next step that eventually transformed a local rebellion into a war for independence by establishing the Continental Army.

On June 14, 1775, Congress “Resolved, That six companies of expert riflemen, be immediately raised in Pennsylvania, two in Maryland, and two in Virginia… [and] as soon as completed, shall march and join the army near Boston, to be there employed as light infantry, under the command of the chief Officer in that army.” The delegates then prescribed an oath of enlistment that required the soldiers to swear:


I have, this day, voluntarily enlisted myself, as a soldier, in the American continental army, for one year, unless sooner discharged: And I do bind myself to conform, in all instances, to such rules and regulations, as are, or shall be, established for the government of the said Army.



The next day Congress voted to appoint George Washington “to command all the Continental forces” and began laying the foundation for “the American army.” On June 17, “The delegates of the United Colonies… reposing special trust and confidence in the patriotism, valor, conduct, and fidelity” of George Washington, issued its first commission by appointing him “General and Commander in chief of the Army of the United Colonies, and of all the forces now raised, or to be raised by them, and of all others who shall voluntarily offer their services, and join the Defense of American liberty, and for repelling every hostile invasion.”4 The Revolutionary War had begun.
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CAMPAIGN 2 The Fourteenth Colony: The Quebec Campaign BY MARK ANDERSON


It took less than one month for the opening shots at Lexington and Concord to reverberate three hundred miles away in Canada. Both history and geography suggested that the northern province would eventually become involved in the brewing imperial conflict. Until 1760 it had been a French possession and, as such, the wartime bane of the “old” English North American colonies. It had since become the British Province of Quebec after its French and Indian War conquest. Now, at the dawn of the Revolutionary War, London saw similar opportunities there—as a strategic North American base and source of manpower.

The rebel colonies, however, saw a different prospect—to bring the Canadians into their Continental cause in their struggle with the ministry. Yet despite Quebec’s apparent proximity, it was both foreign and remote. Its nearly one hundred thousand inhabitants were predominantly French-speaking Catholics living along the colony’s defining geographic feature, the St. Lawrence River. Since the St. Lawrence entered the Atlantic so far north, Quebec City was a thousand sea miles from Boston, and the northern Appalachian highlands partitioned Canada from New York and New England. Only the Lake Champlain–Richelieu River corridor readily connected them—the region’s traditional route for trade and war.

In early 1775, a small British garrison held the key military post on this path, Fort Ticonderoga. After Lexington and Concord, both Connecticut and Massachusetts recognized Ticonderoga’s importance and launched separate, covert efforts to seize it. Under Connecticut’s authority, Ethan Allen ventured forward with about one hundred rough-and-tumble Green Mountain Boys and a few dozen western Massachusetts and Connecticut volunteers, while Massachusetts-commissioned Benedict Arnold scouted the area as his men were being recruited. The two parties encountered each other near their common target, and after some debate, Allen agreed to let Arnold join the imminent attack. On May 10, the Green Mountain Boys surprised the British garrison and took the fort and its valuable artillery without a fight. The next day they secured nearby Crown Point and additional cannon there.

Arnold’s orders gave him an additional objective—a British government sloop, based one hundred miles away, across the Quebec border at Fort Saint Johns. The ship was key to naval control of Lake Champlain. So, five days after taking Ticonderoga, Arnold led about fifty men north by boat. On May 18, his troops swept in on the fort, seized the ship, and departed with supplies, guns, and eleven prisoners before the British in Montreal could react.

Not to be outdone, Allen led about ninety Green Mountain Boys to occupy Fort Saint Johns. They approached Canada in small boats later that same day, even after Arnold discouraged their mission in an open lake meeting. When a British redcoat detachment came from Montreal that evening in a belated response to Arnold’s raid, the Green Mountain Boys prudently re-embarked before there was a serious engagement and sailed back to Ticonderoga.

On May 20, word of the rebels’ Fort Saint Johns raids and the loss of Ticonderoga reached British governor Guy Carleton in Quebec City. As the province’s military commander in chief, he would need to draw on military experience garnered in Great Britain’s last two major wars. He was challenged to defend Quebec with scant forces—one regular regiment was committed to four distant and remote Great Lakes forts, leaving just two other regiments to defend the three-hundred-mile colonized St. Lawrence Valley expanse. Since any substantial rebel attack would undoubtedly come along the Champlain corridor, Carleton concentrated his troops to protect the border at Fort Saint Johns. Small detachments guarded Montreal, Quebec City, and Fort Chambly, eleven miles north of Saint Johns.

Internally, Carleton placed little confidence in Quebec province’s tenant farmer habitants, but liberal British policy changes had recently secured support from the Catholic Church and French Canadian elite. To buttress Canada against the spread of rebellion, the governor declared martial law on June 9 and attempted to reinstate the long-disbanded militia. He was disappointed but unsurprised when many rural parishes blatantly resisted mobilization and city musters were half-hearted. About fifty French- and Anglo-Canadian Loyalists augmented the redcoats at Fort Saint Johns that summer.

Carleton had another potential source of military power—the Indian Seven Nations of Canada. Living in Catholic mission villages at strategic points along the St. Lawrence Valley, these Indians frequently allied with their French colonial neighbors in wartime and had terrified English frontier colonists over a century of episodic raiding. However, despite Carleton’s repeated efforts to draw these village-nations into alliance in the coming war, they considered themselves independent and pursued a loose, general neutrality. Individual warriors were free to fight as they wished, though, and a few joined the British at Fort Saint Johns while others cooperated with the Americans.

When the Congress established its Continental Army in June 1775, it carved out a Northern Department to protect the New York and New England frontiers even though the army was concentrated in Cambridge, Massachusetts. That summer, intelligence from Quebec accurately reflected British military weakness and Canadian sentiments, but reports on Seven Nations Indians’ intentions remained confusing and contradictory. On June 27, a seemingly authoritative report warned that the Canadian Indians had taken up the hatchet with Carleton, and the Continental Congress interpreted that as an indication that the British were preparing to attack from the north. So that day, Congress gave Major General Philip Schuyler authority to lead the Northern Army into Quebec as necessary “for the peace and security” of the colonies. There was a key constraint though—he should only invade if it would “not be disagreeable to the Canadians.”1 British forces were the enemy, not the province’s inhabitants.
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