Social Studies 9
American Revolutionary War

Lexington and Concord
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The first shots of the American Revolution were fired in Lexington, Massachusetts, on April 19, … 
The Granger Collection, New York
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The colonists expected a move like this. In their famous rides through the countryside, Paul Revere and William Dawes spread the warning that Gage's troops—the “redcoats”—were on their way. Armed colonists were waiting for the British at Lexington, and fighting broke out on April 19. The British continued to Concord but found that most of the weapons and ammunition had been hidden. Armed colonists met the British at the North Bridge over the Concord River. The colonial fighters were called minutemen because they agreed to be ready for duty “at a minute's warning.” After the battles at Lexington and Concord, the minutemen moved on to surround the British in Boston. The American Revolution had begun.

The War


The Second Continental Congress met in Philadelphia in May 1775. It appointed George Washington commander of the colonial forces. While Washington was gathering an army, the fighting continued. On May 10 Ethan Allen of Vermont and Benedict Arnold of Connecticut defeated the British at Fort Ticonderoga, on Lake Champlain in New York. Two days later another colonial company took nearby Crown Point.


The Battle of Bunker Hill


Meanwhile, General William Howe had been sent to assist Gage in commanding the British troops in Boston. Howe's first step was to strengthen his position. He decided to occupy Bunker and Breed's Hills, which overlooked Boston. But the Americans were prepared. The battle of Bunker Hill took place on June 17, 1775. The British captured the high ground, but they lost so many soldiers that the colonists claimed a victory.


George Washington Prepares the Troops


Washington took command of the troops around Boston about two weeks after the battle of Bunker Hill. During the summer, autumn, and winter of 1775 he drilled the untrained troops and discouraged desertions. Washington also tightened the noose around the British in Boston. The only active fighting during this period was in Canada. American troops under General Richard Montgomery captured Montreal and then went on to Quebec to join troops led by Benedict Arnold. The colonial attack on Quebec failed, however, and Montgomery was killed. 


By the spring of 1776 Washington had decided that his army was strong enough to attack. He seized Dorchester Heights, just south of Boston, and forced the British to leave the city without a fight. The British retreated so quickly that they left behind valuable supplies, weapons, and ammunition. The British then sailed north to Halifax, in Canada. Washington moved his forces to the New York City area.


Declaration of Independence


After more than a year of fighting, Congress approved the Declaration of Independence on July 4, 1776. This document announced the separation of the colonies from Britain. Nevertheless, as many as one third of the colonists remained loyal to the king. Many of these loyalists, called Tories, even fought in the British Army.


Victories for the Colonists


General Howe replaced Thomas Gage as the supreme commander of the British Army in the spring of 1776. In July and August he invaded New York. After hard fighting Washington retreated. He made a long march across New Jersey, pausing along the Delaware River. On Christmas night Washington crossed the Delaware and attacked the British at Trenton. Although the British soon recaptured Trenton, Washington escaped and went on to defeat British troops at Princeton. These victories put new life in the American cause.


The Battle of Saratoga

In the summer of 1777 Howe decided to shift his base from New York to the colonial capital of Philadelphia. Washington tried to defend the city against a much larger army. The result was a serious defeat at Brandywine Creek. Howe then took Philadelphia. When Washington attacked British troops at nearby Germantown, Howe again defeated him. In the same year the British General John Burgoyne invaded the colonies from Canada. He recaptured Fort Ticonderoga and continued south. That autumn, however, the British were badly defeated at the battle of Saratoga in New York. On October 17, 1777, Burgoyne was forced to surrender his entire army to General Horatio Gates. Had Howe tried, he could probably have saved Burgoyne's army instead of taking Philadelphia. Howe was widely criticized for his decision, and he soon resigned. 


The battle of Saratoga was the turning point of the war. News of the American victory helped Benjamin Franklin, the colonists' representative in Paris, to bring France into the war on the side of the United States. France declared war on Britain in 1778.

Valley Forge

Nevertheless, the winter of 1777–78 was a very difficult one for Washington and his army. They spent those months at Valley Forge, near Philadelphia. Many soldiers deserted, and the ones who remained suffered terribly because of the lack of food and clothing. But they did not lose their courage or morale. When spring came the army emerged as a well-disciplined and efficient fighting force. When the new British commander, Sir Henry Clinton, and his troops left Philadelphia and returned to New York in May 1778, Washington's army followed. In June the British and the Americans fought in Monmouth, New Jersey. Neither side won a clear victory.


Later Battles


On the sea, privately owned armed ships known as privateers won many victories for the Americans. John Paul Jones won fame with his raids on the English coast. In 1779 he commanded the Bon Homme Richard against the British Serapis and Countess of Scarborough in the outstanding naval battle of the war. Jones won a stunning victory. 


After the battle of Monmouth, most of the fighting in the colonies took place in the South. The British won major victories at Savannah, Georgia, and Charleston and Camden in South Carolina. The Americans came back with victories at Kings Mountain and Cowpens in South Carolina.


The Surrender of Cornwallis at Yorktown


The end of the war came suddenly. British General Lord Cornwallis marched north to Virginia to pursue a small American force under the Frenchman the Marquis de Lafayette. He failed to capture Lafayette but occupied Yorktown. There, on the peninsula formed by the York and James rivers, Cornwallis fortified his troops. Washington saw his opportunity. Admiral François de Grasse of the French navy agreed to help. He used his fleet to stop a British escape by sea. Washington, with a French and colonial army of 16,000 men, faced Cornwallis on land. There was no battle, but Cornwallis was trapped. He surrendered his army on October 19, 1781.
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Questions

1. Why did Governor Gage send British troops to Concord? ________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

2. What happened to the troops on the way to Concord? __________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

3. Whom did the Continental Congress appoint to be commander of the colonial forces? 

_________________________________________________________________________________

4. Why did the colonist consider the Battle of Bunker Hill a victory? _________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

5. What military activities did General Montgomery lead in the winter of 1775? _______________

_________________________________________________________________________________

6. What was significant about the date July 4th, 1776? ____________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

7. For what reason was the battle of Saratoga a turning point in the war? _____________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

8. Describe the experience of Washington’s army in Valley forge ____________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

9. What happened at Yorktown? _____________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________
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