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OVERVIEW

LEXINGTON AND CONCORD

General Thomas Gage served as both royal governor of Massachusetts and as commander in chief of the British Army in America. In May 1774, he established his headquarters in Boston. The American radicals controlled the countryside. Their opposition to British policies so alarmed Gage that he ordered his supply of ammunition moved from Cambridge, on the outskirts of Boston, to Boston itself.

During the winter of 1774–1775, the people of Boston refused to cooperate with the British. No longer was it merely the radicals and their mobs who resisted British rule. Respectable people were joining the militia and preparing for armed conflict. The Provincial Congress of Massachusetts formed a Committee of Safety, led by John Hancock. The Committee had the power to summon the militia. However, the Committee knew that in an emergency there might not be time for the militia to gather. Consequently, it organized a special group of militia who could mobilize quickly. They went by the name “Minutemen” because they could answer an alarm call within a few minutes.

Meanwhile, in England, Prime Minister Lord North addressed Parliament. North compared the taxes in England with those paid by the colonists and explained that English taxes were vastly higher. His speech helped persuade Parliament to pass new acts to increase the pressure on the restive New England colonists. A new set of instructions was sent to Gage urging him to adapt sterner measures.

Gage received these orders on April 14, 1775. His spies informed him that the Massachusetts Militia had stockpiled weapons and supplies in the town of Concord, 18 miles outside of Boston. Gage decided to send a military force to destroy this stockpile. American spies inside Boston detected the British preparations and alerted the Massachusetts Committee of Safety.

Consequently, when a British expedition set out from Boston in the early morning of April 19, 1775, American riders, including Paul Revere and William Dawes, were already spreading the alarm. Revere rode to Lexington and Lexington passed the warning to Concord. Throughout the countryside, the militia assembled to resist the British advance. First contact occurred at Lexington, where a brief skirmish took place. The Lexington Militia lost, with 8 men killed and 10 wounded. The survivors broke and ran.

The British marched on toward Concord. Here the British encountered stouter resistance. Militia units from neighboring communities massed around Concord and compelled a British retreat. The militia stalked the British back to Boston, inflicting serious losses along the way. The day after the battle, the Massachusetts rebel leaders sent a letter to all of Massachusetts asking for help. In response, thousands of militiamen marched to Boston and surrounded the city. For most of the next two months there was little fighting as both sides waited to see what would happen next.

Lexington and Concord provided American radicals with just what they wanted: fighting and bloodshed that caused both sides to harden their positions. In sum, the fighting had changed the conflict from political and economic protest to armed rebellion and war.

1775–1776

When American rebels opened fire on British soldiers on April 19, 1775, British authorities decided to crush the rebels using armed force. Overall British strategy involved four parts: first, isolating the New England colonies, whom the British believed were the principal troublemakers, from the other colonies by seizing the line of the Hudson River northward to Lake Champlain; second, isolating the central colonies, the main food-producing region, by occupying the line of the Chesapeake Bay and lower Susquehanna River; third, controlling the southern colonies by capturing Charleston and Georgetown, South Carolina, and holding the line of the Santee River; and fourth, blockading the coast to stop the rebels from importing weapons and supplies.

British strategy was sound. If pursued vigorously from the start, at a time when the rebels were poorly prepared to fight, the British would have won. However, the British government and some of its military leaders believed that a combination of threats and conciliatory measures would end the rebellion. Consequently, the British failed to act resolutely with sufficient military power. In addition, throughout the war, political opponents of British Prime Minister Lord North actively worked to thwart his strategy.

The war’s unpopularity also made recruiting difficult. So, the government hired some 30,000 German mercenaries. This move backfired. Even with the Germans, the British lacked the strength to adequately garrison the territory they captured. Furthermore, the hiring of foreign mercenaries enraged many Americans and thus added to the rebel strength.

The war’s first phase involved the siege of Boston and the invasion of Canada. The rebels dug trenches and established artillery sites around Boston. The fortification of Breed’s Hill brought on the action known to history as the Battle of Bunker Hill on June 17, 1775. Although the British drove the rebels from the hill, they suffered fearful losses. On July 2, 1775, George Washington assumed command of the rebel army. At this time, the army consisted of militia whose terms of service allowed them to complete their brief military obligation and then go home. Washington had to spend the remainder of the year raising and training a new Patriot army. Eventually, after Colonel Henry Knox transported artillery captured at Fort Ticonderoga to Boston, the rebels had the weapons needed to evict the British. For the rest of the war, Boston remained in rebel hands.

Meanwhile, General Richard Montgomery and Colonel Benedict Arnold led a two-pronged American invasion of Canada. American political leaders mistakenly believed that the Canadians would happily shed their allegiance to England and greet the Americans as liberators. The Americans seized Montreal on November 13, 1775, and attacked Quebec on December 30, 1775, but lacked the strength to capture it. Subsequently, the American army dwindled from disease and lack of supplies. In the spring, British reinforcements arrived and the invasion collapsed.

The major action in 1776 began with General Henry Clinton’s failed attempt to capture Charleston, South Carolina. Thereafter, in August, General William Howe began a clever campaign to capture New York City. During this campaign, Howe outmaneuvered the inexperienced Washington, and on the battlefield the well-trained British regulars proved superior to the poorly trained rebels. By November, the British were chasing Washington’s battered army through New Jersey. The rebel cause was in a desperate plight. At this time, the brilliant American propaganda writer, Thomas Paine, wrote the immortal words, “These are the times that try men’s souls.”

Now Washington gave proof of why he was “the indispensable man” to the rebel cause. Having suffered a steady series of bad defeats and with his army about to dissolve because its terms of enlistment were ending, he decided to attack! The result was the famous Christmas Eve crossing of the Delaware River and ensuing victory over the Hessians at Trenton. This success encouraged rebels throughout America to continue the struggle.

1777–1779

British operations during 1777 nearly defeated the rebel cause. From Canada came a British invasion led by General John Burgoyne. From the sea came Howe’s army, which landed in Maryland and advanced against the rebel capital at Philadelphia. Burgoyne’s army captured Fort Ticonderoga and continued to the Hudson River near Albany, New York. Throughout the war the British had suffered due to their long line of communication across the Atlantic. Now the difficulty of coordinating columns, separated by miles of wilderness and controlled from London, became apparent. Burgoyne thought that Howe would advance from New York to help him. Instead, Howe marched on Philadelphia. Desperate for supplies, Burgoyne sent a column toward Bennington, Vermont, where it suffered a bad defeat. Burgoyne tried to continue toward Albany but encountered a larger American army led by General Horatio Gates. In two crucial battles around Saratoga, New York, the Americans defeated the British and forced Burgoyne to surrender. Saratoga was the war’s turning point because it brought Britain’s traditional enemy, France, into the war. Without French help, the rebels probably would not have won.

While the rebels won in the north, Washington suffered more setbacks around Philadelphia. The British drove the Americans from their capital into bleak winter quarters at Valley Forge. Here the Americans suffered terribly from lack of food and from disease. By the narrowest, Washington’s iron will held the army together. News of the French alliance helped morale. Organizational and administrative improvements increased the army’s efficiency. Baron von Steuben taught the army drill and discipline. The Continental Army that emerged from winter quarters in 1778 was vastly improved.

Meanwhile, General Henry Clinton replaced Howe as overall British commander. Clinton elected to abandon Philadelphia and retreat to New York. Washington’s pursuit was sluggish; the June 28, 1778, Battle of Monmouth was indecisive. By July, both armies had returned to roughly the same positions that they had occupied two years earlier. For the remainder of the war there were no more significant battles north of the Potomac River.

Unable to achieve decisive results in the north, the British switched their attention to the southern colonies. They believed that a high percentage of American southerners remained loyal and that the presence of the British Army would rally them to the king. The British were still able to use their unchallenged naval superiority to land their army forces anywhere they chose. In December 1778, the British captured Savannah. The following October, a combined American and French force unsuccessfully tried to recapture it. The failure highlighted the difficulty of coordinating American land forces with the French Navy and the French Army. Still, henceforth the presence of a French fleet in North American waters acted as a brake on British operations. In addition, both England and France highly valued their Caribbean colonies. The so-called Sugar Islands provided a significant source of wealth for the British economy, a wealth enjoyed by both merchants and politicians, and they would influence British strategy in favor of the Caribbean over the rebellious colonies. This bias diminished the strength that Britain could bring to bear against the rebels.

1780–1781

In January 1780, Clinton and his able subordinate, General Charles Cornwallis, arrived in Savannah to direct a campaign against Charleston, South Carolina. The American general Benjamin Lincoln resisted stubbornly but eventually surrendered. It was the largest surrender of American troops during the entire war. Cornwallis rapidly exploited this victory. Congress, in turn, handed over command in the south to the hero of Saratoga, Horatio Gates. Gates proved a bungler and saw his army routed at the Battle of Camden on August 16, 1780. The aggressive Cornwallis tried to occupy numerous important posts throughout the Carolinas. One of his detachments became separated from his main army and was annihilated at the Battle of Kings Mountain on October 7, 1780. Kings Mountain was notable because all the participants on both sides, except for the British commander, Major Patrick Ferguson, were Americans. Kings Mountain represented the turn of the tide in the south.

For the remainder of the war, rebels and Tories fought a brutal civil war in the south. As long as Gates’s replacement, General Nathanael Greene, kept the small continental army alive, rebel militia and guerrillas remained active throughout the British rear. Cornwallis lacked the strength both to defeat Greene and control the countryside. Because he could not offer security to the Tories, they did not support the British war effort nearly as vigorously as British strategists had hoped.

Thwarted in the south, Cornwallis marched north to Virginia. Meanwhile, a French army commanded by Count Rochambeau had joined Washington in White Plains, New York. When Washington learned that the French fleet would appear in the Chesapeake Bay, he conceived the daring strategy to bypass Clinton in New York and trap Cornwallis in Virginia. The war’s decisive naval engagement took place off the Virginia Capes when the French fleet prevented the British fleet from helping Cornwallis. After about a three-week siege, on October 19, 1781, Cornwallis surrendered at Yorktown, thus effectively ending the war for American independence.

James R. Arnold and Roberta Wiener
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May 28, 1754—Battle of Jumonville’s Glen. Lieutenant Colonel George Washington’s force defeats the French scouting force under Ensign Joseph Coulon de Villiers de Jumonville near present-day Uniontown, Pennsylvania. Washington wins the ensuing battle, Jumonville and other surrendered Frenchmen are slain by the natives, and the French and Indian War (1754–1763) begins.

July 10, 1754—Delegates from the Albany Congress approve the Albany Plan of Union, the first major proposal for a governmental organization to unite the British colonies.

November 20, 1760—King George III becomes king of England.

February 10, 1763—The Treaty of Paris ends the French and Indian War, and France is essentially expelled from the Americas.

May 7, 1763—As a result of trade disputes with British authorities, Ottawa chief Pontiac leads an attack on Fort Detroit, thus launching Pontiac’s Rebellion.

October 7, 1763—King George III signs the Proclamation Act of 1763 in order to contain the westward expansion of the colonies, but it results in colonial resentment.

April 5, 1764—Parliament passes the Sugar Act, which halves the previous tax on molasses but ensures stricter enforcement of taxation in order to raise revenue.

April 19, 1764—Parliament passes the Currency Act and assumes control of the colonial currency system.

March 22, 1765—Parliament passes the Stamp Act, which institutes a direct tax on the colonies to raise money for colonial defense, and is met with a generally hostile reaction.

May 29, 1765—Patrick Henry denounces the Stamp Act in the Virginia House of Burgesses.

October 7–25, 1765—Stamp Act Congress in New York.

March 18, 1766—Stamp Act is repealed and Declaratory Act is passed, the latter of which is largely ignored in the colonies.

June 29, 1767—Parliament passes the Townshend Acts imposing a new series of taxes on the colonies in order to help pay for the administration and protection of the American colonies.

October 28, 1767—The nonimportation movement starts in the colonies to boycott British goods, which dearly costs British citizens over the next three years.

December 5, 1767—The first letters of Letters from a Farmer in Pennsylvania, written by John Dickinson, are published in the Pennsylvania Chronicle.

February 11, 1768—Massachusetts Circular Letter is circulated to other colonial assemblies, opposing taxation without representation in British Parliament and calling on the colonies to unite against the British.

June 10, 1768—John Hancock’s sloop, the Liberty, is seized by British customs officials, setting off a riot in Boston.

March 5, 1770—Boston Massacre. Increasing tensions between Bostonians and British soldiers erupt into violence. When British soldiers attempt to break up an unruly mob, a soldier fires his musket, resulting in a brief volley of fire that leaves five colonists dead and several more injured. Further violence is averted as British troops are moved out of town.

April 12, 1770—The Townshend Acts are repealed, with the exception of tax on tea.

May 16, 1771—Battle of Alamance Creek. In Guilford County, North Carolina, a battle occurs between 1,500 militiamen under the command of the royal governor, William Tryon, and 2,000–3,000 Regulators, farmers from the western counties protesting government corruption. The militiamen disperse the Regulators.

June 9–10, 1772—Customs vessel Gaspée runs aground in Rhode Island while pursuing a colonial vessel, and it is attacked and destroyed by colonists.

May 10, 1773—Tea Act is passed, nearly giving the ailing British East India Company a tea monopoly by underselling American merchants.

December 16, 1773—The Boston Tea Party occurs, during which a group of colonists thinly disguised as Mohawk Indians dump 90,000 pounds of tea into Boston Harbor in opposition to the Tea Act.

March–June 1774—Coercive Acts are passed in Parliament, a series of punitive acts passed in response to the Boston Tea Party. Colonists call these acts the “Intolerable Acts.”

September 5, 1774—First Continental Congress begins, in which representatives from 12 of the 13 colonies meet to develop an effective response to the Coercive Acts.

December 14, 1774—John Sullivan and his militia seize the arsenal of Fort William and Mary in New Hampshire.

March 23, 1775—Patrick Henry delivers his “Give me liberty or give me death!” speech.

April 18, 1775—Paul Revere rides to Lexington in order to warn Samuel Adams and John Hancock that General Thomas Gage is about to order their seizure by several hundred soldiers.

April 19, 1775—The Battles of Lexington and Concord are fought, during which British troops and militiamen clash directly for the first time.

April 19, 1775–March 17, 1776—Rebel forces lay siege to Boston.

May 9–May 10, 1775—Colonel Benedict Arnold and Major Ethan Allen seize Fort Ticonderoga, while Major Seth Warner continues on to occupy Crown Point. This provides the Patriots with much-needed matériel and guns.

May 10, 1775—Second Continental Congress begins in Philadelphia.

June 14, 1775—Second Continental Congress agrees to raise an army.

June 15, 1775—George Washington is named commander in chief of the new Continental Army.

June 17, 1775—The Battle of Bunker Hill is fought, the first pitched battle of the American Revolutionary War. After two failed attempts, British general William Howe lands in Boston and drives the Patriots from their redoubts, Breed’s Hill and Bunker Hill. This comes at a cost, as British casualties total nearly three times that of the Patriots.

July 3, 1775—Washington assumes duties as commander in chief.

July 5, 1775—Second Continental Congress approves the Olive Branch Petition, written by John Dickinson as the colonists’ last attempt to avert a war.

July 6, 1775—Congress issues its Declaration of the Causes and Necessity of Taking Up Arms.

August 23, 1775—King George III declares the colonies to be in rebellion.

September 5, 1775—The Americans under Major General Philip Schuyler attempt to invade Canada at Saint Jean but are repelled.

September 24, 1775—Colonel Ethan Allen’s forces cross the St. Lawrence River but surrender in view of a superior British and Canadian force and are held prisoner for the following two-and-a-half years.

October 10, 1775—Sir William Howe succeeds Thomas Gage as commander in chief of British forces in North America.

November 11, 1775—Americans under Brigadier General Richard Montgomery enter Montreal after Sir Guy Carleton is forced to flee.

November 28, 1775—The Continental Congress authorizes the creation of the Continental Navy.

December 31, 1775—Americans under Benedict Arnold and Montgomery attack Quebec but are repelled.

January 9, 1776—Common Sense, Thomas Paine’s argument for independence, is published.

February 27, 1776—Battle of Moore’s Creek Bridge. The British arrive at the bridge and, thinking it to be abandoned, are cut down by Americans who are entrenched on the far side. The British lose 30 killed and 850 captured.

March 17, 1776—British evacuate Boston. General Howe orders Castle William destroyed and leaves the city.

April 6, 1776—Second Continental Congress closes colonial ports to British shipping.

June 6, 1776—Americans under Brigadier General William Thompson are sent to occupy Trois Rivières but are deliberately misled by a Canadian scout into a swamp and ambushed by the British.

June 7, 1776—Richard Henry Lee offers a resolution for independence to the Second Continental Congress.

June 11, 1776—A committee to create the declaration is formed and includes Thomas Jefferson, Benjamin Franklin, John Adams, Robert Livingston, and Roger Sherman.

June 17, 1776—Carleton’s army reoccupies Montreal.

June 28, 1776—British commodore Peter Parker’s fleet bombards Sullivan’s Island in South Carolina in the hopes of seizing Charleston. Although the British send a diversionary force from Long Island, they are quickly repelled. Parker’s warships encounter American frigates and smaller consorts and after a day-long battle are repulsed.

July 2, 1776—Congress votes for independence.

July 4, 1776—Declaration of Independence is approved by the Second Continental Congress.

August 27, 1776—Battle of Long Island, in which the Americans are routed but manage to regroup, much to the dismay of the British.

August 29, 1776—After routing the Americans at Long Island, Howe presses on against Brooklyn, which the Americans abandon.

September 15, 1776—British seize New York City. The Royal Navy bombardment resumes and Major General Israel Putnam, recognizing that they cannot hold against the oncoming British, attempts to save as many troops and artillery as possible. Meanwhile, Washington initiates a defense at Harlem Heights, and after holding off the British for as long as possible, manages to escape with his army.

October 11–13, 1776—Battles of Valcour Island, fought for command of Lake Champlain. Benedict Arnold’s flotilla is attacked by a superior British fleet and 10 of his 15 ships are destroyed over the following three days. Nonetheless, Arnold’s resistance causes John Burgoyne’s campaign to be set back considerably.

October 27–28, 1776—The Battle of White Plains results in the routing of the Americans, but a storm prevents General Howe from finishing off the army.

November 16, 1776—British capture Fort Washington and General Washington retreats through New Jersey.

December 26, 1776—Battle of Trenton. The Americans defeat a Hessian garrison with only two wounded.

January 3, 1777—General Washington defeats British forces in the Battle of Princeton.

January 5, 1777—Washington establishes winter quarters at Morristown, New Jersey.

March 11, 1777—The Continental Congress returns to Philadelphia from Baltimore.

April 27, 1777—The British are overcome by Americans led by Benedict Arnold in the Battle of Ridgefield, Connecticut.

June 14, 1777—America creates a flag. Congress charges John Paul Jones with the mission to raid the English coast, giving him the newly constructed Ranger.

June 16, 1777—General John Burgoyne’s troops sail down Lake Champlain from Canada in order to converge with General William Howe, who is to come north from New York City and cut off New England from the other colonies.

July 4–8, 1777—Hessians under Friedrich von Riedesel battle Major General Arthur St. Clair at Ticonderoga. St. Clair’s army escapes intact.

July 6, 1777—British recapture Fort Ticonderoga.

July 23, 1777—General Howe sails for Chesapeake Bay to capture Philadelphia instead of attempting to link up with General Burgoyne.

July 27, 1777—Congress names 19-year-old French aristocrat the Marquis de Lafayette a major general in the Continental Army after he volunteers to serve without pay.

August 1, 1777—General Burgoyne reaches the Hudson River.

August 2, 1777—Patriots under Colonel Peter Gansevoort are besieged by British lieutenant colonel Barry St. Leger, but the Americans decimate and demoralize the British garrison.

August 6, 1777—Battle of Oriskany, not only a battle between Patriots and Loyalists but also a civil war for Native American Oneidas, allied with the American militia, and other Iroquois nations, allied with Loyalists. Loyalists push back the Patriots but then are forced to evacuate.

August 16, 1777—Battle of Bennington. The Americans rout a Hessian and Loyalist contingent.

August 23, 1777—General Howe disembarks his troops at Chesapeake Bay.

September 11, 1777—Battle of Brandywine. The Americans are defeated but escape again.

September 19, 1777—First Battle of Saratoga is fought on the fields of Loyalist John Freeman’s farm; Burgoyne secures the farm but is left short on supplies and rations whereas Gates receives more militia daily.

September 20–21, 1777—Action at Paoli. Patriot brigadier general Anthony Wayne conceals his troops by Paoli Tavern but is defeated when the British manage to surprise him.

October 3, 1777—British victory at the Battle of Germantown ensures that Philadelphia, as the capital of the revolutionary government, will remain in British hands.

October 7, 1777—Second Battle of Saratoga. Major General Benedict Arnold launches fierce assaults on the troops of the Anglo-Hessians, and Horatio Gates manages to surround the forces of General Burgoyne.

October 17, 1777—Burgoyne surrenders his entire army to Gates.

October 22, 1777—The Americans are victorious at Fort Mercer but suffer an inordinate number of casualties at Fort Mifflin.

November 15, 1777—Second Continental Congress adopts the Articles of Confederation.

December 19, 1777—Washington establishes winter headquarters at Valley Forge, Pennsylvania.

February 6, 1778—Representatives, including Benjamin Franklin, sign a treaty of alliance and the Treaty of Amity and Commerce with France.

June 19, 1778—Continental Army breaks camp at Valley Forge.

June 28, 1778—Units of the Continental Army attack the British in the Battle of Monmouth, but when the British, under General Henry Clinton, counterattack, General Lee orders a retreat and his troops become disorganized. An infuriated Washington takes charge in what becomes “Washington’s Advance,” and both forces fight to a standoff.

July 3–4, 1778—General John Sullivan launches a campaign in the Wyoming Valley.

August 2, 1778—France declares war on Great Britain.

October 6–8, 1778—In direct response to Mohawk chief Joseph Brant’s raid on German Flats, Lieutenant Colonel William Butler raids and destroys the town of Unadilla and Uquaga in the Mohawk Valley.

November 11, 1778—In retaliation for Butler’s destruction of Unadilla, Loyalists and their Iroquois allies massacre 47 people and capture 71 at Cherry Valley, New York.

December 29, 1778—The British capture Savannah.

February 14, 1779—Patriots secretly follow a Loyalist force and then attack in the Battle of Kettle Creek, virtually eliminating the Loyalist movement.

February 27, 1779—The Americans are surprised and defeated at Briar Creek, Georgia.

June 9, 1779—French admiral Comte d’Estaing dispatches Lieutenant Charles Marie, Chevalier de Trolong du Rumain, to seize Saint Vincent from the British.

June 20, 1779—Action at Stono Ferry between British lieutenant colonel John Maitland and American brigadier generals Jethro Sumner and Isaac Huger.

June 21, 1779—Spain officially declares war on Great Britain.

July 2, 1779—The French under d’Estaing capture the island of Grenada from the English, despite British admiral John Byron having come to the rescue.

July 15–16, 1779—In the Battle of Stony Point, Americans under Brigadier General Anthony Wayne defeat the British defenders under Colonel Henry Johnson.

August 19, 1779—Action at Paulus Hook.

August 31–October 18, 1779—A combined French and American force unsuccessfully besiege Savannah, Georgia.

September 6, 1779—Governor Bernardo de Gálvez begins his campaign throughout Mississippi to dispose of the British.

September 15, 1779—The Spanish and the British battle for Nicaragua.

September 23, 1779—In the North Sea, the Bonhomme Richard under Scottish captain John Paul Jones defeats the British Serapis.

January 11, 1780—De Gálvez moves against Mobile. His 11-day siege in March leads to British capitulation.

March 24, 1780—Horatio Nelson and John Polson set out to capture the Spanish stronghold of Inmaculada Concepción Fort; although they are victorious, disease ravages their ranks, and they cannot follow up on their victory.

April 17, 1780—The French Navy and the Royal Navy battle off of Martinique.

May 12, 1780—The Americans surrender Charleston, South Carolina, to Charles Cornwallis after a lengthy siege.

May 29, 1780—Loyalist colonel Banastre Tarleton’s force mauls the Patriot forces in South Carolina in the Battle of the Waxhaws.

August 16, 1780—In the Battle of Camden, Americans under Horatio Gates are soundly defeated by Cornwallis’s men. The following day Tarleton routs the resting Americans.

September 25, 1780—Major John André is captured with papers that point to the treason of General Benedict Arnold.

October 7, 1780—Battle of Kings Mountain. A boon to American morale, it also causes Cornwallis to postpone his North Carolina offensive for another three months.

December 20, 1780—Great Britain declares war on the Netherlands after withdrawing their ambassador from The Hague to protest Dutch support of the American cause.

January 5–7, 1781—Brigadier General Benedict Arnold, now fighting for the British, makes an assault on Richmond, Virginia, burns its buildings, and leaves.

January 17, 1781—American brigadier general Daniel Morgan soundly defeats Tarleton in the Battle of Cowpens.

January 30, 1781—British admiral George Rodney seizes the Dutch Antilles.

March 9, 1781—De Gálvez begins his expedition to take Pensacola. The English capitulate the following afternoon.

March 15, 1781—Cornwallis is victorious in the Battle of Guilford Courthouse, but his small army sustains inordinate casualties.

May 24, 1781—The French Navy occupies Tobago.

September 5, 1781—Admiral de Grasse soundly defeats British admiral Thomas Graves in the Second Battle of the Chesapeake.

September 8, 1781—Battle of Eutaw Springs, the last engagement of the war in the Carolinas.

October 19, 1781—General Charles Cornwallis surrenders Yorktown to the Continental Army under General George Washington.

November 16, 1781—The French Navy under Governor-General de Bouillé reconquer the Dutch Antilles.

January 5, 1782—French admiral de Grasse and de Bouillé attack and take Saint Kitts.

February 27, 1782—British House of Commons votes against continuing the war with the colonies.

March 20, 1782—Lord North resigns as prime minister, and his successor, Lord Rockingham, seeks negotiations with the American peace commissioners.

April 12, 1782—Battle of the Saintes in the West Indies between British and French fleets. The British under Rodney are victorious.

April 19, 1782—The Netherlands recognizes the United States of America.

April 22, 1782—A Spanish-American expedition takes the Bahamas from the British.

December 14, 1782—The English withdraw from Charleston.

January 20, 1783—The preliminaries of the Treaty of Versailles are signed between the French and the British.

February 3, 1783—Spain recognizes the United States of America.

February 4, 1783—Great Britain declares an end to hostilities.

April 11, 1783—The U.S. Congress declares an end to the American Revolutionary War.

September 3, 1783—The Treaty of Paris is signed by representatives of the United States and Great Britain.

November 3, 1783—The Continental Congress disbands the Continental Army.

December 23, 1783—George Washington voluntarily resigns his commission.

January 14, 1784—The U.S. Congress ratifies the Treaty of Paris.

September 14, 1786—The Annapolis Convention calls for a convention to reform the Articles of Confederation.

September 17, 1787—The U.S. Constitution is signed and submitted to the Continental Congress. The Federalist Papers promote ratification.

June 2, 1788—New Hampshire is the ninth state to ratify the Constitution, putting it into effect.

April 1789—George Washington takes the oath of office as first president of the United States.

PERSONAL ACCOUNTS

1. ISRAEL POTTER: THE BATTLE OF BUNKER HILL

Rhode Island–born Israel Potter served in the 1st Rhode Island Regiment at the June 17, 1775, Battle of Bunker Hill. Potter subsequently achieved fame when Herman Melville wrote a novel based on his life. This account relates Potter’s experiences at the battle.

By the break of day Monday morning I swung my knapsack, shouldered my musket, and with the company commenced my march with a quick step for Charlestown, where we arrived about sunset, and remained encamped in the vicinity until about noon of the 16th June; when, having been previously joined by the remainder of the regiment from Rhode Island, to which our company was attached, we received orders to proceed and join a detachment of about 1000 American troops, which had that morning taken possession of Bunker-Hill, and which we had orders immediately to fortify, in the best manner that circumstances would admit of. We laboured all night without cessation and with very little refreshment, and by the dawn of day succeeded in throwing up a redoubt of eight or nine rods square. As soon as our works were discovered by the British in the morning, they commenced a heavy fire upon us, which was supported by a fort on Copp’s hill; we however (under the command of the intrepid Putnam) continued to labour like bevers until our breast-work was completed.

About noon, a number of the enemy’s boats and barges, filled with troops, landed at Charlestown, and commenced a deliberate march to attack us—we were now harangued by Gen. Putnam, who reminded us, that exhausted as we were, by our incessant labour through the preceding night, the most important part of our duty was yet to be performed, and that much would be expected from so great a number of excellent marksmen—he charged us to be cool, and to reserve our fire until the enemy approached so near as to enable us to see the white of their eyes—when within about ten rods of our works we gave them the contents of our muskets, and which were aimed with so good effect, as soon to cause them to turn their backs and to retreat with a much quicker step than with what they approached us. We were now again harangued by “old General Put,” as he was termed, and requested by him to aim at the officers, should the enemy renew the attack—which they did in a few moments, with a reinforcement—their approach was with a slow step, which gave us an excellent opportunity to obey the commands of our General in bringing down their officers. I feel but little disposed to boast of my own performances on this occasion, and will only say, that after devoting so many months in hunting the wild animals of the wilderness, while an inhabitant of New Hampshire, the reader will not suppose me a bad or unexperienced marksman, and that such were the fare shots which the epuletted red coats presented in the two attacks, that every shot which they received from me, I am confident on another occasion would have produced me a deer skin.

So warm was the reception that the enemy met with in their second attack, that they again found it necessary to retreat, but soon after receiving a fresh reinforcement, a third assault was made, in which, in consequence of our ammunition failing, they too well succeeded—a close and bloody engagement now ensued—to fight our way through a very considerable body of the enemy, with clubbed muskets (for there were not one in twenty of us provided with bayonets) were now the only means left us to escape;—the conflict, which was a sharp and severe one, is still fresh in my memory and cannot be forgotten by me while the scars of the wounds which I then received, remain to remind me of it!—fortunately for me, at this critical moment, I was armed with a cutlass, which although without an edge, and much rust-eaten, I found of infinite more service to me than my musket—in one instance I am certain it was the means of saving my life—a blow with a cutlass was aimed at my head by a British officer, which I parried and received only a slight cut with the point on my right arm near the elbow, which I was then unconscious of, but this slight wound cost my antagonist at the moment a much more serious one, which effectually disarmed him, for with one well directed stroke I deprived him of the power of very soon again measuring swords with a “yankee rebel!” We finally however should have been mostly cut off and compelled to yield to a superiour and belter equipped force, had not a body of three or four hundred Connecticut men formed a temporary breast work, with rails &c, and by which means held the enemy at bay until our main body had time to ascend the heights, and retreat across the neck;—in this retreat I was less fortunate than many of my comrads—I received two musket ball wounds, one in my hip and the other near the ancle of my left leg—I succeeded however without any assistance in reaching Prospect Hill, where the main body of the Americans had made a stand and commenced fortifying—from thence I was soon after conveyed to the Hospital in Cambridge, where my wounds were dressed and the bullet extracted from my hip by one of the Surgeons; the house was nearly filled with the poor fellows who like myself had received wounds in the late engagement, and presented a melancholly spectacle.



Source: Potter, Israel R. Life and Remarkable Adventures of Israel R. Potter. Providence, RI: J. Howard, 1824, 14–17.

2. WILLIAM PRESCOTT: COMBAT AT BREED’S HILL

Colonel William Prescott was one of the rebel leaders at the June 17, 1775, Battle of Bunker Hill. Prescott is credited with directing the battle’s most prominent action which took place in and around the redoubt on Breed’s Hill. Eight days after the battle, Prescott provided this description to John Adams, who at the time was serving in the Continental Congress in Philadelphia.

Camp at Cambridge, August 25, 1775.

Sir,

I have received a line from my brother, which informs me of your desire of a particular account of the action at Charlestown. It is not in my power, at present, to give so minute an account as I could choose, being ordered to decamp and march to another station.

On the 16 June, in the evening, I received orders to march to Breed’s Hill in Charlestown, with a party of about one thousand men, consisting of three hundred of my own regiment, Colonel Bridge and Lieut. Brickett, with a detachment of theirs, and two hundred Connecticut forces, commanded by Captain Knowlton. We arrived at the spot, the lines were drawn by the engineer, and we began the intrenchment about twelve o’clock; and plying the work with all possible expedition till just before sun-rising, when the enemy began a very heavy cannonading and bombardment. In the interim, the engineer forsook me. Having thrown up a small redoubt, found it necessary to draw a line about twenty rods in length from the fort northerly, under a very warm fire from the enemy’s artillery. About this time, the above field officers, being indisposed, could render me but little service, and the most of the men under their command deserted the party. The enemy continuing an incessant fire with their artillery, about two o’clock in the afternoon, on the seventeenth, the enemy began to land a north-easterly point from the fort, and I ordered the train, with two field-pieces, to go and oppose them, and the Connecticut forces to support them; but the train marched a different course, and I believe those sent to their support followed, I suppose to Bunker’s Hill. Another party of the enemy landed and fired the town. There was a party of Hampshire, in conjunction with some other forces, lined a fence at the distance of three score rods back of the fort, partly to the north. About an hour after the enemy landed, they began to march to the attack in three columns. I commanded my Lieut.-col. Robinson and Major Woods, each with a detachment, to flank the enemy, who, I have reason to think, behaved with prudence and courage. I was now left with perhaps one hundred and fifty men in the fort. The enemy advanced and fired very hotly on the fort, and meeting with a warm reception, there was a very smart firing on both sides. After a considerable time, finding our ammunition was almost spent, I commanded a cessation till the enemy advanced within thirty yards, when we gave them such a hot fire that they were obliged to retire nearly one hundred and fifty yards before they could rally and come again to the attack. Our ammunition being nearly exhausted, could keep up only a scattering fire. The enemy being numerous, surrounded our little fort, began to mount our lines and enter the fort with their bayonets. We was obliged to retreat through them, while they kept up as hot a fire as it was possible for them to make. We having very few bayonets, could make no resistance. We kept the fort about one hour and twenty minutes after the attack with small arms. This is nearly the state of facts, though imperfect and too general, which, if any ways satisfactory to you, will afford pleasure to your most obedient humble servant.

William Prescott



Source: Frothingham, Richard. History of the Siege of Boston. Boston: Charles C. Little and James Brown, 1851, 395–396.

3. PETER BROWN: A PRIVATE AT BUNKER HILL

Massachusetts-born Private Peter Brown served under Colonel William Prescott at the June 17, 1775, Battle of Bunker Hill. Eight days later Brown related his experiences to his mother who resided in Newport, Rhode Island.

Cambridge June 25, 1775

Dear and Hon’d Mother

As per my Duty to you, I would inform you on my present state and employment, being rather scrupulous whether you ever may receive these lines, shall give but a short sketch of affairs, which if otherwise I would.

Before these long threat’ned difficulties began among us, I had plan’d out to go to Connecticut where I expected to work the Summer; but the Allwise in his providence hath very differently plann’d my summer work, which I hope may turn to his Glory and my good.

I suppose I need not acquaint you of the manner in which the enemy first approach’d us at Concord, it is more than probable you have had it in print long since. When I was first alarm[’d] I was at Westford, whither I went to take leave of my Friends, and settle some affairs that I had in hand, was call’d about Day-light, or a little after, and rode as post that forenoon, before I could get to Concord, after which I pursu’d with the rest and fought that day, tarried at Cambridge that Night, being forbid to go home soon after this there was an Army establish’d all business then being stagnated, and a great deal wholly broke up, I did not know what I could do better than to enlist. Therefore being hearty in the cause, I did it directly (and listed) under Captn Oliver Bates, in Collo Prescott’s Regiment with whom I tarried a while till he our Captain was taken sick and went home, when Mr. Joshua Parker by succession took his place, and makes his ground good, in whose company I remain yet, where I do a Clerk or Orderly Sergants business; which requires much care but the Duty is easier, and the pay higher than a private Soldiers—. Friday th 16 of June we were orderd on parade at six ’o Clock, with one days provision and Blankets ready for a March somewhere, but we knew not where but we readily and cheerfully obey’d, the whole that were call’d for, were these three Collo Prescotts, Frys, and Nicksons Regiments—after tarrying on parade till Nine at Night, we march’d down, on to Charleston Hill against Copts hill in Boston, where we entrench’d & made a Fort, ten Rods long, and eight wide, with a Breastwork of about eight more, we work’d there undiscovered till about five in the Morning, when we saw our danger, being against Ships of the Line, and all Boston fortified against us, The danger we were in made us think there was treachery and that we were brought there to be all slain, and I must and will say that there was treachery oversight or presumption in the Conduct of our Officers, for about 5 in the morning, we not having more than half our fort done, they began to fire (I suppose as soon as they had orders) pretty briskly for a few minutes, then ceas’d but soon begun again, and fird to the number of twenty minutes, (they killd but one of our Men) then ceas’d to fire till about eleven oClock when they began to fire as brisk as ever, which caus’d many of our young Country people to desert, apprehending the danger in a clearer manner than others who were more diligent in digging, & fortifying ourselves against them. We began to be almost beat out, being fatigued by our Labour, having no sleep the night before, very little to eat, no drink but rum, but what we hazzarded our lives to get, we grew faint, Thirsty, hungry and weary.—The enemy fir’d very warm from Boston, and from on board their Ships till about 2 oClock when they began to fire from Ships that lay in Ferry way and from a ship that lay in the river against us, to stop our reinforcement, which they did in some Measure one cannon cut three Men in two on the neck, Our Officers sent time after time for Cannon from Cambridge in the Morning & could get but four, the Captn of which fir’d a few times then swung his Hat three times round to the enemy and ceas’d to fire, then about three o Clock there was a cessation of the Cannons roaring, soon after we espied as many as 40, boats or barges coming over, full of troops it is supposed there were about 3000 of them, and about 700 of us left, not deserted, besides 500, reinforcement that could not get nigh enough to us to do us any good till they saw that we must all be cut off of some of them then they ventur’d to advance—When Our officers percievd that the enemy intended to Land, they ordered the Artillery to go out of the fort & prevent, it if possible from whence the Artillery Captn took his pieces and return’d home to Cambridge with much haste, for which he is now confind and it is expected must suffer death.—The enemy landed, fronted before us, and form’d themselves, in an oblong square in order to surround, which they did in part—after they were well form’d they advanced towards us in order to swallow us up, but they found a Choaky mouthful of us, ‘tho we could do nothing with our small arms as yet for distance, and had but two Cannon, and no Gunner, and they from Boston, and from the shipping firing and throwing Bombs, keeping us down, till they almost surrounded us.—But God in Mercy to us fought our battle, and tho’ we were but few in number, and suffer’d to be defeated by our enemy, yet we were presrev[ed] in a most wonderful manner, far beyond our expectation and to our admiration for out of our Regiment there were but 37 kill’d 4 or 5 taken captive, about forty seven Wounded & Oh may I never forget Gods distinguishing Mercy to me, in sparing my Life, when they fell on my right hand, and on my left, and close by me, they were to the eye of reason no more expos’d than myself.—When the Arrows of death flew thick around me, I was preserv’d while others were suffer’d to fall a prey to our Cruel enemies O may That God whose Mercy was so far extended in my preservation, grant me his grace to devote my future Life to his divine service Nor do I conclude that the danger is yet over, unless God in his Mercy either remove our enemy, or heal the breach—but if we should be call’d again to action I hope to have courage and strength to act my part valiently in defence of our Liberties & Country trusting in him who hath hitherto kept me, and hath cover’d my head in the day of battle, and altho’ we have lost four out of our Company & several taken captive by the enemy of America, I was not suffer’d to be touch’d I was in the fort when the enemy came in, Jump’d over the wall and ran half a Mile, where balls flew like hail stones and Cannon roar’d like thunder, but tho I escap’d then it may be my turn next after asking your Prayers must conclude wishing you the best of Blessings, still remain your Dutiful Son

Peter Brown



Source: New England Historic Genealogical Society. Centennial Orations Commemorative of the Opening Events of the American Revolution, 1874–1875. Boston: David Clapp & Son, 1875, 175–176.

4. JAMES THACHER: A TERRIBLE BATTLE

Massachusetts-born James Thacher served as a surgeon in the American army from 1775 to 1783. In the following excerpt Thacher receives news of Bunker Hill and decides to enlist.

We are again shocked by intelligence that a terrible battle has been fought between the British regulars and the American soldiers, on Bunker, or rather Breed’s hill, in Charlestown, near Boston, on the 17th instant. The report states that the whole town of Charlestown is burnt to ashes by the enemy, and that Dr. Joseph Warren, lately appointed major-general in our army, is killed; and that several hundreds of our soldiers are killed and wounded. The battle, it is said, was extremely severe and destructive; but the provincial troops displayed the greatest courage and bravery, in the face of the regulars, and have obtained immortal honor. The British were several times defeated before they took possession of our works, and have suffered a loss of more than a thousand of their best troops; among whom are a large proportion of their most valuable officers. They are now taught that Americans can bid defiance to royal regulars, when called to defend their freedom. The situation of our country is truly deplorable, a civil war at our doors; our neighbors, our fathers and brothers, called from their families to encounter an inexorable enemy, consisting indeed of brethren and kindred; our domestic peace and welfare cruelly interrupted, and the aspect of our public affairs gloomy in the extreme. All New England has become a theatre of military array; and every member of the community manifests the deepest concern for the great calamities with which the country is afflicted, by the tyrannical measures of a corrupt administration. In the favor of Heaven and the wisdom of our Congress we repose all our hope and confidence. Participating, I trust, in the glorious spirit of the times, and contemplating improvement in my professional pursuits, motives of patriotism and private interest prompt me to hazard my fortune in this noble conflict with my brethren in the provincial army. From the critical and embarrassed situation of our country, numerous and almost insurmountable difficulties are opposed to my view; and I am too young to possess a maturity of judgment, but yet unable to resist the impulse of enthusiasm which characterizes the times. My friends afford me no encouragement, alleging that, as this is a civil war, if I should fall into the hands of the British, the gallows will be my fate. The terrors of the gallows are not to be conquered, but I must indulge the hope that I may escape it. Hundreds of my superiors may take their turn before mine shall come. The tories assail me with the following powerful arguments: “Young man, are you sensible you are about to violate your duty to the best of kings, and run headlong into destruction? Be assured that this rebellion will be of short duration. The royal army is all-powerful, and will, in a few months, march through the country and bring all to subjection; for they are experienced in war and expert in discipline. Their fleet is able to destroy every seaport town and beat down all our cities. There remains no rational alternative but a reconciliation and renewed obedience to our lawful government; or we shall soon experience their just vengeance. What is your army but an undisciplined rabble? Can they stand against an army of regulars? Where are your cannon, your fire-arms, your bayonets, and all your implements of war? Above all, where is your treasure, and where can you look for a barrel of gunpowder? The whole country can scarcely afford a sufficiency for a battle of an hour.” Not a small portion of their reasoning I feel to be just and true. I am not certain, however, but much of it may prove erroneous. The result of the late battle at Charlestown should convince the most incredulous tory that our soldiers will face the regular troops, and we are blessed with the smiles of Heaven on our exertions.



Source: Thacher, James. Military Journal of the American Revolution. Hartford, CT: Hurlbut, Williams & Company, 1862, 174–180.

5. WILLIAM MOULTRIE: THE DEFENSE OF FORT MOULTRIE

Colonel William Moultrie commanded the palmetto log and sand fort on Sullivan’s Island that guarded the entrance to Charleston harbor. On June 28, 1776, a British fleet tried to bombard the fort into submission. Moultrie’s account describes the defense of the fort. It was subsequently renamed Fort Moultrie in his honor.

June, 1776. On the morning of the 28th of June, I paid a visit to our advance-guard (on horse-back three miles to the eastward of our fort). While I was there, I saw a number of the enemy’s boats in motion, at the back of Long-Island, as if they intended a descent upon our advanced post; at the same time, I saw the men-of-war loose their top-sails; I hurried back to the fort as fast as possible; when I got there the ships were already under sail; I immediately ordered the long roll to beat, and officers and men to their posts: We had scarcely manned our guns, when the following ships of war came sailing up, as if in confidence of victory; as soon as they came within the reach of our guns, we began to fire; they were soon a-breast of the fort . . . let go their anchors, with springs upon their cables, and begun their attack most furiously about 10 o’clock, A. M. and continued a brisk fire, till about 8 o’clock, P. M.

The ships were, the Bristol, of 50 guns, Commodore Sir Peter Parker: The captain had his arm shot off, 44 men killed and 30 wounded.

The Experiment, 50 guns: the captain lost his arm, 57 men killed and 30 wounded.

The Active, 28 guns: 1 lieutenant killed, 1 man wounded.

The Sole-Bay, 28 guns: 2 killed, 3 or 4 wounded.

The Syren, 28 guns.

The Acteon, 28 guns: burnt; 1 lieutenant killed.

The Sphinx, 28 guns: lost her bowsprit.

Th5 Friendship, 26 guns: an armed vessel taken into service.

The Thunder-Bomb had the beds of her mortar soon disabled; she threw her shells in a very good direction; most of them fell within the fort, but we had a morass in the middle, that swallowed them up instantly, and those that fell in the sand in and about the fort, were immediately buried, so that very few of them bursted amongst us: At one time, the Commodore’s ship swung round with her stern to the fort, which drew the fire of all the guns that could bear upon her: we supposed he had had the springs of her cables cut away: The words that passed along the plat-form by officers and men, were, ‘mind the Commodore, mind the two fifty gun ships:’ most all the attention was paid to the two fifty gun ships, especially the Commodore, who, I dare say, was not at all obliged to us for our particular attention to him; the killed and wounded on board those two fifty gun ships confirms what I say. During the action, Gen. Lee paid us a visit through a heavy line of fire, and pointed two or three guns himself; then said to me, ‘Colonel, I see you are doing very well here, you have no occasion for me, I will go up to town again,’ and then left us.

When I received information of Gen. Lee’s approach to the fort, I sent Lieut. Marion, from off the plat-form, with 8 or 10 men, to unbar the gate-way, (our gate not being finished) the gate-way was barricaded with pieces of timber 8 or 10 inches square, which required 3 or 4 men to remove each piece; the men in the ships tops, seeing those men run from the plat-form concluded ‘we were quitting the fort,’ as some author mentions: Another says, ‘we hung up a man in the fort, at the time of the action;’ that idea was taken from this circumstance; when the action begun, (it being a warm day) some of the men took off their coats and threw them upon the top of the merlons, I saw a shot take one of them and throw it into a small tree behind the plat-form, it was noticed by our men and they cried out ‘look at the coat.’ Never did men fight more bravely, and never were men more cool; their only distress was the want of powder; we had not more than 28 rounds, for 26 guns, 18 and 26 pounders, when we begun the action; and a little after, 500 pounds from town, and 200 pounds from Captain Tufft’s schooner lying at the back of the fort.

There cannot be a doubt, but that if we had had as much powder as we could have expended in the time, that the men-of-war must have struck their colors, or they would certainly have been sunk, because they could not retreat, as the wind and tide were against them; and if they had proceeded up to town, they would have been in a much worse situation: They could not make any impression on our fort, built of palmetto logs and filled in with earth, our merlons were 16 feet thick, and high enough to cover the men from the fire of the tops: The men that we had killed and wounded received their shots mostly through the embrasures.

An author, who published in 1779, says ‘the guns were at one time so long silenced, that it was thought the fort was abandoned; it seems extraordinary that a detachment of land forces were not in readiness on board of the transports, or boats, to profit of such an occasion.’

The guns being so long silent, was owing to the scarcity of powder which we had in the fort, and to a report that was brought me, ‘that the British troops were landed between the advance-guard and the fort;’ it was upon this information, that I ordered the guns to cease firing, or to fire very slow upon the shipping; that we should reserve our powder for the musketry to defend ourselves against the land forces, there being a great scarcity of powder at this time.

At one time, 3 or 4 of the men-of-war’s broadsides struck the fort at the same instant, which gave the merlons such a tremor, that I was apprehensive that a few more such would tumble them down. During the action, three of the men-of-war, in going round to our west curtain, got entangled together, by which the Acteon frigate went on shore on the middle ground; the Sphinx lost her bow-sprit; and the Syren cleared herself without any damage; had these three ships effected their purpose, they would have enfiladed us in such a manner, as to have driven us from our guns: It being a very hot day, we were served along the plat-form with grog in fire-buckets, which we partook of very heartily: I never had a more agreeable draught than that which I took out of one of those buckets at the time; it may be very easily conceived what heat and thirst a man must feel in this climate, to be upon a plat-form on the 28th June, amidst 20 or 30 heavy pieces of cannon, in one continual blaze and roar; and clouds of smoke curling over his head for hours together; it was a very honorable situation, but a very unpleasant one.

During the action, thousands of our fellow-citizens were looking on with anxious hopes and fears, some of whom had their fathers, brothers, and husbands in the battle; whose hearts must have been pierced at every broad-side. After some time our flag was shot away; their hopes were then gone, and they gave up all for lost! supposing that we had struck our flag, and had given up the fort: Sergeant Jasper perceiving that the flag was shot away, and had fallen without the fort, jumped from one of the embrasures, and brought it up through a heavy fire, fixed it upon a spunge-staff, and planted it upon the ramparts again: Our flag once more waving in the air, revived the drooping spirits of our friends; and they continued looking on, till night had closed the scene, and hid us from their view; only the appearance of a heavy storm, with continual flashes and peals like thunder; at night when we came to our slow firing (the ammunition being nearly quite gone) we could hear the shot very distinctly strike the ships: At length the British gave up the conflict: The ships slipt their cables, and dropped down with the tide, and out of the reach of our guns. When the firing had ceased, our friends for a time, were again in an unhappy suspense, not knowing our fate; till they received an account by a dispatch boat, which I sent up to town, to acquaint them, that the British ships had retired, and that we were victorious.



Source: Moultrie, William. Memoirs of the American Revolution. Vol. 1. New York: David Longworth, 1802, 174–180.

6. ANONYMOUS: TWO ACCOUNTS OF THE BATTLE OF LONG ISLAND

On August 27, 1776, the British army attacked American forces on Long Island. An American officer wrote a letter about his experience that was reprinted in the Virginia Gazette on September 13, 1776. Another American participant likewise related his experience in a letter that the Virginia Gazette reprinted on September 14, 1776.

[First letter]

Yesterday about 120 of our men went as a guard to a place called Red Lion, on Long Island. About 11 o’clock at night the sentries descried two men coming up a watermelon patch, upon which our men fired upon them. The enemy then retreated, and about 2 o’clock advanced with about 2 or 300 men, and endeavoured to surround our guard; but they, being watchful, gave them 2 or 3 fires, and retreated, to alarm the remainder of the battalion, except one lieutenant, and about 15 men, who have not been heard of as yet. About 4 o’clock this morning the alarm was given, by beating to arms, when the remainder of our battalion, accompanied by the Delaware and Maryland battalions, went to the place, where our men retreated from. About a quarter of a mile on this side we saw the enemy, when we got into the woods (our battalion being the advanced guard) amidst the incessant fire of their field pieces, loaded with grape shot, which continued till 10 o’clock. The Marylanders on their left flank, and we on their right, kept up a constant fire amidst all their cannon, and saw several of them fall; but they being too many for us, we retreated a little, and then made a stand. Our lieutenant-colonel Parry was shot through the head, and I was under the necessity of retreating with him to this place, in order to secure his effects; since which I have heard the enemy are within 600 yards of our lines, which I think will cost them some number of men before they gain them.

[Second letter]

I sit down, in the midst of confusion, to tell you that our people have been engaged with the enemy on Long Island all this morning, and are at it yet. We cannot get at particulars. Those who have come over say, the enemy have lost the most men. Lieutenant colonel Parry, of one of the Pennsylvania battalions, is killed; handled heroically, urging his men on against the enemy. Your kinsman, Hermanus Rutgers, was killed yesterday. Several of the enemy’s ships have attempted coming up this morning, but both wind and tide are a-head, and they are hitherto baffled. Our men on the island behave bravely. Heaven send them victory.

35 minutes past 12 P.M. Firing still continues, with intermission.

A man of war coming up, said to be the Roebuck, has just lost, by a flaw, all she gained last tack. Several fires have been kindled on the island. I believe our people set fire to hay, grain, &c. to prevent the enemy’s getting possession of them. Capt. Farmer, of col. Miles’s regiment, is lightly wounded, and brought to this city. I think some men of war will be up next tide.

P.S. The first battalion of New York, col. Lasher, and the Pennsylvania and Maryland battalions, behaved with the greatest bravery, even to a fault; they were commanded by lord Stirling. I fear some of the bravest officers from the southward are among the slain. We forced the enemy into their lines. Parry is killed, and major Abeel of New York killed.



Source: Virginia Gazette (Purdie, Williamsburg), September 13, 1776, Supplement.

7. ANONYMOUS: BATTLE OF WHITE PLAINS

On October 28, 1776, the British army drove General George Washington’s army from its defensive position at White Plains, New York. A Maryland officer’s letter described his unit’s experiences during the battle.

A LETTER from White Plains, dated October 29, says, “I now snatch an opportunity, by the post, of informing you that General McDougal’s brigade, of which the Maryland regulars is a part, having laid in the woods for three nights, two miles from this place, and to the right of the main body, as a covering party, was ordered to advance along the road, about a mile, near a place called the Mile Stone, and there take place, which was accordingly done. The brigade was there joined by Hazlet’s Delaware battalion, and a small regiment of militia from Connecticut; they were no sooner formed than the enemy began a heavy cannonade from a great number of field-pieces, advantageously disposed on several rising grounds, which was answered by the (only) two cannon which attended our brigade, little or no execution being done on either side, till Colonel Smallwood, with the Marylanders, was ordered to march down the hill and attack the enemy, which they did, and a smart contest ensued, in which the enemy gave way, but rallying again, and attacking the right of the brigade, composed of the militia aforesaid, they got the advantage, and their situation being such, and being drawn up in a heavy column, only our regiment and another (Ritzma’s) could come in for any part of the action. Those two brave regiments stood a very heavy fire of their artillery and musketry for about half an hour, when the whole brigade, being vastly out-numbered, and cramped in respect of ground, was obliged to retreat, a reinforcement under General Putnam not being able to get up in time to give the necessary assistance; their reinforcement was General Beall’s brigade. The enemy now occupy the ground where we took post yesterday, and are a mile from our lines at the White Plains. Colonel Smallwood staid upon the place of action some time after the retreat had begun, and received two wounds, one a flesh wound on his hip, the other through his arm; he is however in good spirits, and I hope will soon be in a condition to take the field again. All our officers and men behaved with their usual bravery. We have lost of our regiment Captain Bracco, killed in the retreat; serjeants Belt and Westbay, killed. Captain Scott is mortally wounded, indeed I fear he is dead at this moment; Lieutenant Goldsmith badly wounded in the leg, and Lieutenant Waters’s leg broke to pieces. As near as I can guess, our regiment has near forty killed, wounded, and missing. The enemy form a considerable body near to our main body, and I expect every moment to see them attack.”



Source: Virginia Gazette (Dixon and Hunter, Williamsburg), November 29, 1776.

8. JAMES WILKINSON: THE BATTLE OF TRENTON

Maryland-born James Wilkinson was an ambitious staff officer who in December 1776 served with General Horatio Gates. Wilkinson was with Gates’s command at the time Gates reunited with General George Washington’s army in New Jersey. Although he had an inflated self-opinion, he was witness to many dramatic actions, including the December 26, 1776, Battle of Trenton.

Boats were in readiness, and the troops began to cross about sunset, but the force of the current, the sharpness of the frost, the darkness of the night, the ice which made during the operation, and a high wind, rendered the passage of the river extremely difficult; and but for the stentorian lungs and extraordinary exertions of Colonel Knox, it could not have been effected in season to favour the enterprize; indeed we were too late to have succeeded against an enemy less negligent and less secure, for it was 4 o’clock before the troops were formed and put in motion, at which time it began to hail and snow.

The disposition of attack was made for two columns; the left led by the commander in chief, who was accompanied by Generals Lord Stirling, Greene, Mercer, and Stevens, to make a circuit by the Pennington road (A) and assault by King’s, now Greene street (B); the right, under Major-general Sullivan, which included the brigade of St. Clair, to keep the river road by General Dickenson’s house (C) and enter the town by Water street (D). To give time for General Washington to effect his “detour,” that the attack might be simultaneous, General Sullivan was ordered to halt for a few minutes at the cross road, which leads to Howell’s ferry (F), where he arrived about twilight. Soon after the halt, it was discovered by Captain John Glover of the Marblehead regiment, that the best secured arms of the officers were wet, and not in firing condition. The communication was made to General Sullivan in presence of General St. Clair and the officers of their suites. Sullivan cast a look at Sinclair and observed, “What is to be done?” who instantly replied, “You have nothing for it but to push on and charge.” We soon marched, Colonel Stark in command of the advanced guard, the troops with orders to clear their muskets as they moved on in the best manner in their power, which occasioned a good deal of squibbing; in the mean time an officer was despatched to apprise the General of the state of our arms, who returned for answer by his aid-de-camp Colonel Samuel Webb, that we must “advance and charge.” It was now broad day, and the storm beat violently in our faces; the attack had commenced on the left, and was immediately answered by Colonel Stark in our front, who forced the enemy’s picket, and pressed it into the town, our column being close at his heels. The enemy made a momentary shew of resistance by a wild and undirected fire from the windows of their quarters which they abandoned as we advanced, and made an attempt to form in the main street, which might have succeeded but for a six gun battery opened by Captain T. Forest, under the immediate orders of General Washington, at the head of King’s street, which annoyed the enemy in various directions; and the decision of Captain William Washington, who, seconded by Lieutenant James Monroe, led the advanced guard of the left column, perceiving that the enemy were endeavouring to form a battery, rushed forward, drove the artillerists from their guns, and took two pieces in the act of firing. These officers were both wounded in this charge; the Captain in his wrist, the Lieutenant through the fleshy part of his shoulder. These particular acts of gallantry have never been noticed, and yet they could not have been too highly appreciated, for if the enemy had got his artillery into operation in a narrow street, it might have checked our movement, and given him time to form and reflect; and if he had retired across the bridge in his rear and taken post, he would have placed a defile between us, which in our half naked, half frozen condition, he ought to have defended against our utmost efforts, and we in turn might have been compelled to retreat, which would have been fatal to us; but while I render justice to the services of Forest, Washington and Monroe, I must not withhold due praise from the dauntless Stark, who dealt death wherever he found resistance, and broke down all opposition before him.

Pressed in front, and hearing our fire approach on their left, a troop of dragoons, with about five hundred infantry, took to flight across the Assanpink, and joined Count Donop at Bordentown; and Colonel Rahl, while exerting himself to form his dismayed and disordered corps, being shot from his horse, the main body retired by their right up the Assanpink, with the apparent inclination to escape to Princeton. General Washington instantly threw the brave Colonel Hand with his distinguished rifle corps in their way (G); and the Virginia troops under those gallant officers Colonels Scott and Lawson, with Josiah and Richard Parker, having gained their left (H), after some fluctuation in their movements, they halted, formed in order of battle, with their front to the south (I), and ordered their arms, which after a summons from the General, and a short pause, they agreed to surrender at discretion. I had been despatched to General Washington for orders, and rode up to him at the moment Colonel Rahl, supported by a file of sergeants, was presenting his sword. On my approach, the commander in chief took me by the hand, and observed, “Major Wilkinson, this is a glorious day for our country,” his countenance beaming with complacency; whilst the unfortunate Rahl, who the day before would not have changed fortunes with him, now pale, bleeding and covered with blood, in broken accents seemed to implore those attentions, which the victor was well disposed to bestow on him. How awful the contrast; what a sad memento of the casualties of military life. Such are thy blessings, O War!—such the glories and the golden fruits “plucked from the cannon’s mouth.”

In this affair we lost no officer, and those before mentioned with four men only were wounded, two were killed, and one frozen to death; our trophies were four stand of colours, twelve drums, six brass field pieces, a thousand stand of arms and accoutrements, and our prisoners twenty-three officers and almost 1,000 non-commissioned officers and privates; Colonel Rahl and six other officers, with about 40 men, were killed. The execution of
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