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Introduction

The Battles of Saratoga during the American War of Independence (also referred to as the American Revolution or the Revolutionary War) are commonly understood to be the turning point in that conflict when the British North American colonies truly began their march to victory against their colonial power, Great Britain. However, the history of these battles, their causes, and their impact are much more complicated than that.

The causes of the American Revolution itself are many and varied, and as historians have shown, they stretch back as far as the establishment of the North American colonies or even further. In order to understand the American Revolution, one must also understand its context. During the seventeenth and especially eighteenth centuries, a philosophical, scientific, political, and social movement known as the Enlightenment took place. At least in part as a result of the Enlightenment, several revolutions occurred in the ensuing century around the Atlantic World. The American Revolution was one of the first.

When the rebellion broke out, Great Britain did not expect the difficulty they would have in putting it down, but after the first battles in 1775 and as fighting dragged on into 1776, they began to question what these colonies were even worth. Meanwhile, the colonies issued the Declaration of Independence in July of 1776, greatly increasing fervor for independence at home.

The British tried many different military tactics to squash the uprising. The Battles of Saratoga were actually part of a larger campaign meant to cut off the northern colonies and New England. The British then planned to isolate the south, squash the fractured rebellion in the north, and reclaim control over their wayward colonies.

Saratoga is located along the Hudson River in New York. The Hudson River runs from New York City in the south all the way up into the Adirondack Mountains. It connects to other waterways, including the Mohawk River which runs northwest, and it was an enormously important thoroughfare in the eighteenth century. Saratoga is located on the river just north of Albany, the capital of New York. The Battles of Saratoga were a result of movements by the British to attempt to capture Albany.

The failure on the part of the British at Saratoga was a blow onto itself because it made the overall British strategy practically impossible. But it was even more devastating for another reason: when King Louis XVI of France heard about the American victory at Saratoga, he finally decided to enter the war on the side of the Americans, which they had been lobbying for since before the first battles in 1775. All of a sudden, Britain’s pesky colonial rebellion turned into a global war, one that threatened not only North America but also Britain’s far more lucrative colonies in the Caribbean and around the world. That war continued beyond the British surrender at Yorktown in 1781.

It was largely for this reason that Britain chose to end the war in North America by granting the colonies the independence for which they had so desperately fought. Without the Battles of Saratoga, this may never have happened.


Chapter One

Colonial America: The Causes of the Revolutionary War

“Little strokes fell great oaks.”

—Benjamin Franklin

In many ways, the seeds of revolution were planted as soon as Englishmen and Englishwomen stepped onto the shores of North America to establish new lives. The history of the British colonies that would one day form the original United States of America is long and complex. Therefore, this narrative will provide only a brief overview of this story, with special emphasis placed on the causes of the revolution as well as the history of New York, the colony in which the Battles of Saratoga took place.

The British first established North American colonies in two locations: at Jamestown, in what would become Virginia, located in the mid-Atlantic region, and at Plymouth in present-day Massachusetts, further north on the Atlantic coast. Both colonies were established in the first several decades of the seventeenth century, amid a frantic flurry by the great powers of Europe to expand territorially in the Americas.

The British North American colonies struggled at first but quickly began to flourish. They saw remarkable expansion and an explosion in population. After barely more than one hundred years, British citizens had established not only Massachusetts and Virginia, but Rhode Island, Pennsylvania, Connecticut, Maryland, New Hampshire, Delaware, New Jersey, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Georgia—twelve of the thirteen colonies that would rebel in the War of Independence. New York was originally a Dutch colony called New Amsterdam, which the British won in war in 1664.

There were several elements in most of the British colonies in North America that differentiated them from the colonies of France, Spain, and other European powers. One of the biggest and most relevant to understanding the revolution was the number of British subjects who settled in these colonies permanently. Unlike in many other places, they were not there to make their fortune and return to Great Britain. Instead, they purchased land, started farms or businesses, and established their lives in the New World. In large part, their children and future descendants also remained, creating a new generation of British subjects who had never even seen Great Britain itself. It was these younger generations that supported and fought in the Revolutionary War and established the United States of America.

The ways that the colonies were established and governed are also important to understanding the revolution. Each colony was established at different times and often for different reasons. Some were created through joint-stock companies, some by the British government itself, and still others were extensions of other colonies that eventually broke off. While Britain remained sovereign over all of them, most day-to-day operations were conducted at home, and these systems of governance varied greatly between the colonies. The lack of cohesiveness meant that a great deal of work went into uniting the colonies in the war against Great Britain and in the formation of the United States. That these two events occurred at all is in itself rather remarkable.

Colonization by the British (and all of Europe, for that matter) came at a steep price, particularly for the native peoples of North America. From the moment of contact with Europe, indigenous peoples of the Americas began dying in unprecedented numbers not only from warfare but also from disease. It is impossible to know the total death toll, but experts estimate that hundreds of millions of native people died as a direct result of contact with Europeans in what is the largest genocide in human history.

For those who survived, life was unimaginably altered. In some cases, the vast majorities of villages and even entire tribes were wiped out, causing a massive reorganization of people. Displacement was universal, and customs, religions, and age-old practices revolving around everything from farming to conversating were decimated. While the process of upheaval for the native peoples of North America continued for well over four hundred years from initial contact with Europe, an unimaginable amount of change also happened in the first few decades.

Relations with Native Americans contributed directly to the outbreak of the American War of Independence. Warfare between the indigenous nations and the British colonists was practically constant. The reasons for this were many and complex, too complex for this narrative, but suffice it to say that the Europeans and their descendants were having difficulty respecting native claims to land. What was more, the British subjects believed that it was the duty of their government to protect them against the Native Americans. However, Indian wars were costly, in terms of both human life and money.

In an effort to both protect their citizens and maintain some semblance of peace, the British leadership entered into many agreements with the indigenous nations. These broke down for many reasons, not the least of which was that the colonists continually violated them by moving onto native land. During the American Revolution, many native leaders and their warriors fought alongside the British, believing that to be in their best interest. Once the United States achieved independence, the fate that they feared largely materialized. The Americans unleashed an unbridled avarice for land, displacing more and more native peoples and communities.

The founding of British North America also wrought unspeakable destruction across the Atlantic Ocean in Africa. The establishment of what would become the United States was largely dependent on slave labor, which would also prove to be a factor in why the southern colonies in particular rebelled in the 1770s (though slavery was legal in almost every corner of colonial North America, and many people were held in bondage in the north as well).

Partially due to some Enlightenment thinking, the practice of enslaving human beings was coming to be regarded as abhorrent by more and more people, and although Great Britain was still active in the trade in human lives, they also began to lean toward restriction and eventual abolition of slavery. The southern colonies in particular depended on slave labor to work their vast plantations growing tobacco, sugarcane, and cotton, which was quickly usurping all other crops as the most lucrative. What was more














Conclusion

Fought in September and October of 1777, the Battles of Saratoga were truly the turning point of the American Revolution. They defeated the overall strategic plan of the British at the time—to divide and conquer the colonies. They prevented the British from taking control of Albany and the Hudson River. And they convinced the French to enter the war on the American side, turning a colonial revolution into a global war.

The importance of the Battles of Saratoga has been emphasized throughout the narrative. Had the Americans not been victorious in the Battles of Saratoga, it is possible that the war may have dragged on far longer, causing untold further damage and loss of life. Or perhaps the Americans may not have been victorious at all in the quest for independence. Obviously, it is impossible to know. What is well-established fact is the monumental impact of the Battles of Saratoga in the formation of the United States of America.
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