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I
n 1775, a bitter war erupted over whether 
the people of Britain’s American colonies 
should govern themselves or be ruled by 
a monarch thousands of miles across the 
Atlantic Ocean. While there were those 

who remained loyal to King George III and the 
Crown, there were also colonists – frustrated 
by high taxes and a lack of parliamentary 
representation – who sought to break those 
bonds and form a new nation.

After years of battles and bloodshed, that 
dream of independence was finally achieved,  
and the United States would emerge as a new 
global superpower. The upheaval would also 
lionise figures such as George Washington and 

Benjamin Franklin, and help inspire revolution 
on the European continent and beyond. 

In this issue of BBC History Revealed, we’ll be 
telling the story of the Revolutionary War in vivid 
detail, exploring the simmering tensions that 
first led patriots to take up arms, and why the 
British ultimately came unstuck. Guided on our 
journey by historian Professor Benjamin Carp, 
we’ll meet the royals, radicals and revolutionaries 
who shaped the course of the conflict, examine 
the role played by women, and also look at the 
story behind the Declaration of Independence. 

To help you get your bearings, however, we 
begin with a timeline of key events. Simply turn 
the page to get started...
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and Daniel M Lyons 
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will be published 

later this year by Yale 
University Press
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YOUR ESSENTIAL GUIDE TO

THE AMERICAN 
REVOLUTIONARY WAR



TEA, TAXES AND THE 
TAKING UP OF ARMS

The seeds of revolution and calls for independence 
were brewing in Britain’s American colonies many  
years before a shooting war broke out...  
WORDS: EMMA SLATTERY WILLIAMS
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G The first major 
clash of the war 

at Bunker Hill sees 
a British victory, 

although they lose 
around half of 
their troops.

The Treaty of Fort 
Stanwix brings 
peace between 

the United States 
and the six Native 
American nations 

of the Iroquois 
Confederacy.  

The six nations 
refuse to ratify the 
treaty, leading to 
conflict over the 
land cessions for 
years to come.

E The Constitutional 
Convention, which 

has been taking 
place in Philadelphia 

since May, adopts 
the Constitution of 
the United States. 
It will take months 

for the states to 
debate and ratify 

the document, which 
will be amended 

many times over the 
coming years. d

E Britain passes a set of 
laws known as the Coercive 

Acts. Boston Harbor is 
closed to all but British 

ships, governors are given 
the right to requisition 

unoccupied buildings for 
troops, and self-government 
is halted. The first meeting 

of the Continental Congress 
– a delegation made up of 
representatives from the 
American colonies – ends  
with a decision to boycott  

British trade.

H The first shots of the American 
Revolutionary War are fired in Lexington 

and Concord, Massachusetts, as the 
British Army marches to seize arms  

from the colonists.

E Colonial 
merchants dump 
almost £10,000 
worth of tea in 

Boston Harbor – an 
incident dubbed the 
Boston Tea Party. It 
is a protest against 
the 1773 Tea Act, 

which has allowed 
the East India 

Company to sell 
directly to colonies, 

strengthening its 
monopoly.

F King George 
III declares that 
the colonies are 

in open rebellion, 
with some of the 
British leadership 

believing the ‘Olive 
Branch Petition’ –  
a final attempt by 
the Americans to 
avoid war – to be 

insincere.

One of Britain’s 
first attempts to 

defend its colonies 
is the Sugar Act. 

This imposes  
a series of laws 
on the cost of 
goods such as 

sugar and coffee, 
imported into the 
colonies. Intended 

to discourage 
smuggling, it leads 

to widespread 
protests.

E The Stamp 
Act is passed by 

Britain. This taxes 
newspapers, legal 

documents 
and even 

playing cards. 
Resistance 

by American 
colonists 

sees the act 
repealed the 

following 
year.

Boston is occupied by 
British troops who are 
there to enforce the 

Townshend Duties. Passed 
in 1767, these impose 

taxes on imported paint, 
glass, paper and tea. 

Colonial assemblies begin 
to protest against taxation 

without representation 
– taxes they see as 

unconstitutional because 
colonists are not 
represented in  

Britain’s parliament.

Clashes between 
British soldiers 
and Bostonians 
finally culminate 

with British troops 
opening fire on a 
group of citizens 

armed with 
weapons such as 
clubs and bricks. 
Five people are 
killed in what 

becomes known 
as the Boston 

Massacre.

F The Seven 
Years’ War, 

fought between 
several nations 

including 
Britain and 

France, ends 
with the signing 

of the Treaty 
of Paris. France 
surrenders its 

territory in 
North America 

and the 
Caribbean 
to Britain.

E Almost two 
years after 
Cornwallis’ 
surrender, 

the Treaty of 
Paris officially 
ends the war. 

Britain formally 
recognises the 

United States as 
an independent 

nation. 

H General George 
Washington 

wins a decisive 
American victory 
at Yorktown and 
Britain’s General 
Lord Cornwallis 
surrenders. The 
British decide 

to stop carrying 
out offensive 
operations.

France recognises 
American 

independence, 
thereby declaring 

war against Britain.

Americans who 
have remained 

loyal to the Crown 
begin departing 

for Britain, Canada 
and colonies in 
the West Indies. 

Civilians are 
evacuated in 

several waves as 
ships become 

available.

H More than 5,000 British, German and 
loyalist troops surrender at Saratoga, New 
York. This victory for the colonists marks 
the end of British attempts to control the 

corridor linking Quebec to New York.

H The Second Continental 
Congress adopts the Declaration 
of Independence, proclaiming the 

American colonies to be independent 
from Britain. The name ‘United 
States’ is first used this year.

17 OCT 1777

4 JUL 1776

5 APR 1764 22 MAR 176510 FEB 1763

14 NOV 1775

19 OCT 17816 FEB 1778 JAN 1782

16 DEC 1773

17 JUN 1775

22 OCT 1784 17 SEP 1787

1 OCT 1768 5 MAR 1770

3 SEP 1783

MAR – OCT 177419 APR 177523 AUG 1775
The governor 

of Virginia, 
Lord Dunmore, 

promises freedom 
to people enslaved 
by rebels who fight 

for the British. 
Thousands of 

African-Americans 
take up the offer, 

while a small 
number fight on 
the side of the 

colonists.

FEATURE NAME HEREREVOLUTIONARY WAR TIMELINE
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REVOLUTIONARY WAR Q&A

Q: What was the American
Revolutionary War?

A: The American Revolutionary War, in  
a nutshell, started out as a political 
protest against the impositions of the 
British empire, such as taxation, and 
eventually turned violent when the 
American colonists took up arms. The 
first military clash took place on 19 April 
1775 and the conflict officially ended with 
the Treaty of Paris in September 1783.

Q: Could war have been
avoided if Britain had given
its American colonies
representation in parliament?

A: Representation for the colonies was 
not very realistic and not really what the 
Americans wanted, either. Any group of 
American representatives in parliament 
could have been easily outvoted, or 
their representatives could have been 
corrupted. Plus, it took three to four 

months for messages to get back and 
forth. What the Americans really wanted 
was to use their own colonial assemblies 
and make voluntary grants back to the 
British parliament, which would have 
been another way for Britain to get 
revenue from its American colonies.  
It’s something that the British could have 
addressed through negotiations over 
taxation and governance. 

The Stamp Act of 1765 was one of the 
catalysts for war – it required a certain 
kind of stamped paper to be used on  

Professor Benjamin Carp answers key questions about  
the colonies’ 18th-century fight for independence

EVERYTHING YOU  
WANTED TO KNOW ABOUT  

THE AMERICAN  
REVOLUTIONARY WAR

a variety of documents in America, 
mostly relating to trade and legal 
documents, as well as newspapers and 
even dice. But the types of people that 
the Stamp Act hit were exactly the types 
of people you wouldn’t have wanted to 
annoy: lawyers, overseas merchants and 
tavern owners, for example – people who 
were particularly effective at publicly 
airing their grievances. 

Outrage at the Stamp Tax poured out 
of American newspapers, creating a 
kind of tidal wave of protest. Parliament 
did repeal the act a year later, but it also 
confirmed its right to make legislation on 
the colonies over anything it wanted to. 
The interesting thing is all these protests 
took place in 1765–66 but the war didn’t 
actually start for another decade.

Q: How did the revolutionaries
come to be united?

A: How the colonies began talking 
to each other is interesting. They had 

been coordinating their actions to some 
degree with the British during the Seven 
Years’ War, which had been fought 
between Britain and France, along with 
several other nations, from 1756–63. So 
there was some history of interaction 
and cooperation, and the colonies 
obviously traded with one another. But 
there were also significant differences 
between the plantation colonies of the 
South and the more commercial fishing 
colonies of New England, for example. 

 What really began to unite the 
colonies, however, were things like  
the creation of organisations such as  
the Sons of Liberty in 1765. Men met 
in taverns and corresponded with 
one another about issues of mutual 
concern, and there were also attempts to 
coordinate boycotts. 

 Then, the Continental Congress – 
which first met in late 1774 – brought 
people from the various colonies 
together again. At first it coordinated 
acts of protest, but then it moved on to 

A painting depicts troops  
at the battle of Lexington  

on 19 April 1775: the day the 
Revolutionary War officially 

started. However, resentment 
between the colonists and their 
British rulers had already been 

simmering away for a decade

ABOVE: Carpenters’ Hall, Philadelphia – where the 
Continental Congress held its first meeting in 1774

LEFT: The introduction of the Stamp Act in 1765  
led to widespread protests in the colonies. Here,  
a demonstrator holds a banner bearing the words 
“England’s folly and America’s ruin”

“OUTRAGE AT THE STAMP ACTPOURED OUT OF AMERICAN
NEWSPAPERS, CREATING

A TIDAL WAVE OF PROTEST”

ABOVE: A decorative 
teapot bearing an 
anti-Stamp Act slogan. 
Ironically, this item  
was actually made  
in England

LEFT: Even the sale  
of items such as 
newspapers and dice 
was taxed by the 
British government
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REVOLUTIONARY WAR Q&A

BENJAMIN CARP is associate professor 
and Daniel M Lyons chair of history at 
Brooklyn College, and an expert on the 
American Revolutionary War. The Great 
New York Fire of 1776: A Lost Story of the 
American Revolution, will be published 
later this year by Yale University Press

organising bigger things, like buying 
the gunpowder that would allow it to 
actually prosecute a war. 

Q: To what degree were
‘ordinary’ Americans
supportive of independence?

A: You can point to widespread support 
for independence all the way down 
to the poorest whites and even some 
people of colour. It was definitely not 
just the elites, although the elites had 
a certain amount of power to arrange 
things in various ways. 

But equally, there was also a lot of 
dissent: people who didn’t trust the 
leading patriots for political, economic 
or religious reasons, or who thought 
that violence would be ruinous. In 
fact, historians estimate that anywhere 
between 20 per cent to a third of the 
American colonists did not support the 
revolution, possibly even more.

So, what determined whether 
colonists supported the king or sought 
independence? Firstly, there might have 
been economic or geopolitical reasons: 
if people felt they benefited from being 
part of the British empire, then they 
might have wanted to stick around. 
There were also ideological reasons: if 
people believed in the superiority 
of English liberty, constitutional 
monarchy and the Church of 
England, that would also have been 
a reason to remain loyal. Similarly, 
there were pacifists, such as 
Quakers or Moravians, who really 
didn’t think that starting a world 
war was a good idea. 

And finally, there were social 
reasons as well. If someone was 

black or Native American, or even a 
middle or working-class white person, 
they might not have felt that the current 
arrangement was serving their interests. 

Overall, it was extraordinarily 
complicated, and we cannot assume that 
every American was standing behind the 
elites, ready to join the revolution. 

Q: How did France get
involved in the war?

A: At first, the French didn’t want to 
do anything, and were wary of starting 
another European war. And they also 
didn’t want to bet on a losing rebellion or 
set the precedent that it was acceptable 
to rise up and topple a government. But 
after the British were defeated at the 
battle of Saratoga in October 1777, the 
French started to see the rebellion as 
viable, and signed an official treaty of 
alliance with the American colonies. 

France’s reasons for doing so 
were pretty obvious: yes, there was 
some intellectual interest among 

Enlightenment figures who saw the 
revolution as a cause for liberty, but the 
real reason was that anything that was 
bad for Britain might be good for France. 
It was an opportunity to seize more 
power in Europe.

Q: What impact did the conflict
have on indigenous American
communities?

A: Prior to the Seven Years’ War, there 
were indigenous groups like the Iroquois 
or Haudenosaunee who could play the 
British and French against each another 
to maintain their autonomy and have the 
greatest negotiating advantage for the 
trade goods that they wanted.

In 1763, after Britain had won the 
Seven Years’ War and the French 
were out of the picture, there was a 
hope that the British – to avoid Native 
American warfare – might restrain 
the white American colonists from 
further encroachment on Native 
American lands. But once the British, 
too, had left at the end of the American 
Revolutionary War, Native Americans 

had less ability to do that, and the 
white American settlers began taking 
more Native American land. 

What’s more, the Americans 
decided that any Native American 
group – such as the Cherokee or 
the Creek or the Iroquois or the 
Shawnee – who had sided with 
Britain in the war would be treated 
as conquered nations. Even some 
of the groups who had allied with the 
Americans, like the Oneida or the 
Stockbridge, didn’t necessarily fare 
very well, and were often forced to 
cede certain land claims anyway. There 
were a variety of different indigenous 
experiences, though, so it’s very difficult 
to generalise. 

What is interesting is that even though 
white Americans used Native Americans 
as their symbol – in the Boston Tea Party 
and in cartoons, for example – actual 
Native Americans ended up having to 
fight a rear-guard action against this 
newly unrestrained white population. 
It was another ugly chapter in the 
long story of indigenous people being 
dispossessed of their land. 

Q: What’s known about the
enslaved people who fought in
the conflict on either side?

A: There were black people who were 
part of the army surrounding Boston 
from the very beginning of the conflict, 
and some indigenous people, too. But 
again, it was a complicated story. By the 
middle of the war, many New England 
states were offering enslaved black people 
their freedom in exchange for military 
service, and all the New England colonies 
eventually abolished slavery – either 
during the war or soon after the war. 

The other part of the story – largely, 
but not exclusively – took place in the 
South. Again, from 1775, British military 

and civil officers were offering freedom 
to people who were enslaved to rebel 
masters, providing they fought on the 
side of the Crown, which obviously 
disrupted the plantation system quite 
a bit. This didn’t necessarily make the 
British liberators – enslaved ‘property’ 
was generally respected and there were 
loyalists who ended up leaving the 
colonies at the end of the war, taking 
their enslaved people with them. So, the 
British weren’t necessarily looking to 
dismantle slavery at this point, but they 
did have an interest, as a war measure, in 
disrupting the rebels’ slave holdings.

Many black people took advantage of 
this. They participated in work stoppage 
and rose up in one way or another, and 
thousands of enslaved people fled from 
rebel masters. Some of them made it 
to British-occupied New York City, and 
their ability to claim their freedom was 
respected by the governor-general of 
British North America, Guy Carleton. This 
annoyed George Washington, as some of 
his own enslaved people escaped. 

So the war was definitely a moment in 
which slavery was disrupted, but we have 
to remember that four million people 
were still enslaved on the eve of the 
Civil War in 1860, many decades later. 
The revolution did not end slavery right 
away, and that’s something that we must 
consider as well. d
INTERVIEW: ELINOR EVANS
WORDS: CHARLOTTE HODGMAN

ABOVE: Indigenous 
people fought on  
both sides of the  
war, but many – even 
those who had backed 
the colonists – lost 
their land once the 
conflict was over

LEFT: Nonconformist 
groups, such as the 

Quakers, opposed 
the war on strict 
religious grounds

ABOVE: Despite 
symbolically dressing 
as Native Americans 
during the Boston Tea 
Party, white American 
settlers continued to 
encroach on Native 
American land

TOP: A monument to 
Haitian soldiers of the 
Revolutionary War in 
Savannah, Georgia. 
Hundreds of men from 
France’s Caribbean 
colonies are believed 
to have fought in the 
conflict

“THE FRENCH BELIEVED
THAT ANYTHING THAT WAS
BAD FOR BRITAIN MIGHT BE

GOOD FOR FRANCE”
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HOW THE WAR BEGAN

W
hen Great Britain 
emerged victorious 
from the Seven 
Years’ War in 1763, 
most of its American 

colonists celebrated the event as ardent 
British patriots. They were proud to 
belong to the Protestant commercial 
empire and they honoured their king 
and queen. But the end of the war with 
France also exposed problems in North 
America that proved difficult to resolve. 
Amid a postwar economic depression, 
the continent’s settlers, enslaved 
labourers and indigenous peoples faced 
an uncertain new world.

For decades, many indigenous 
Americans had been able to play British 
and French interests against one another, 
but the departure of the French had 
changed the equation. The British empire 
no longer depended as heavily on its 
Native allies and the ministry hoped to 
reduce its expenses. After General Jeffrey 
Amherst scaled down the gifts that were  
a crucial ingredient of frontier diplomacy, 
a confederation of northern Native 
peoples attacked several British forts, 
from Fort Michilimackinac on the Great 
Lakes to Fort Pitt on the Ohio River. 
Amherst retaliated with biological 
warfare, distributing smallpox blankets 
among Native Americans around Fort Pitt.

The American colonists, meanwhile, 
eagerly schemed to seize the land 
beyond the Appalachian Mountains for 
themselves. The ministry knew that 
further settlement would continue to 
provoke warfare with indigenous people, 
and the country could afford neither the 
blood nor treasure that such conflicts 
would entail. The king issued the 
Proclamation of 1763, which prevented 
the colonists from claiming western 
lands. This arrangement left squatters to 
themselves and frustrated the speculative 
land schemes of men like George 
Washington and Benjamin Franklin. 
The colonists’ frustrated ambitions 
contributed to their sense of grievance.

Great Britain had also incurred massive 
debts from its war for empire, and the 
Treasury shouldered further expenses by 
stationing troops in the North American 
interior. Rather than place the entire tax 
burden on subjects in Britain, parliament 
hoped to derive some revenue from its 
colonies, particularly in South Asia and 
North America. They passed a series of 
laws for the American colonies, including 
the Sugar Act of 1764, to discourage the 

AMERICA’S ROAD  
TO REVOLUTION

Professor Benjamin Carp reveals how growing discontent  
over British taxes led embittered American colonists to rebel 
against the Crown and embark on a fight for independence

act of smuggling molasses from foreign 
Caribbean islands; the Stamp Act of 1765, 
which raised the costs of newspapers, 
playing cards and legal documents; and 
the Revenue Act of 1767, which taxed 
imports of items such as glass, lead, 
paper, paint and tea.

The colonists raised a constitutional 
objection to being taxed without their 
consent, and they responded with 
petitions, printed screeds, street protests 
and boycotts of overseas goods. Leaders 
such as Samuel Adams, John Dickinson 
and Thomas Jefferson emerged to 
articulate colonial grievances. Men 
gathered in taverns and called themselves 
‘Sons of Liberty,’ while women 
participated by joining in efforts to limit 
consumption of overseas goods. 

Colonists wanted to be able to trade 
freely, which would enable them to 
pay low prices for imports and fetch 
high prices for their produce. They 
wanted the British to respect them as 

fellow subjects, but instead found that 
many people in the mother country 
disdained them for their provinciality, 
their dissenting religious views, their 
military performance and their historic 
association with slavery, transported 
convicts and ethnic pluralism.

TRANSATLANTIC ALLIANCES
Black people in the Atlantic world heard 
these cries for liberty. Some joined local 
protests against parliament, such as 
Crispus Attucks, a man of African and 
Wampanoag (indigenous) descent, who 
was slain along with four other men in 
a fracas between Bostonians and British 
soldiers on 5 March 1770. Some, like 
Felix Holbrook, began to point out the 
discrepancy between the American ‘spirit 
of freedom’ and the oppressions of slavery. 

Black activists forged alliances 
with small numbers of Quakers and 
evangelicals on both sides of the Atlantic. 
James Somerset, who had been 

MAIN: An oil painting by Benjamin West shows some of 
the main belligerents of the Seven Years’ War, a conflict 
that lay the foundations for future discord between 
Native Americans and the British and French empires

RIGHT: Native Americans attacked several British forts  
in 1763, including Fort Pitt on the Ohio River

A fierce clash between 
colonists and British 
troops in Boston on  
5 March 1770 resulted  
in the deaths of five 
people, including black 
protester Crispus Attucks

ABOVE: Clashes 
between American 
smugglers and the 
British authorities were 
rife during the 1760s

LEFT: A cartoon shows 
a colonist reading a 
“bristling, offensive 
placard” announcing 
the introduction of the  
1773 Tea Act – a law 
that would lead to 
major protests

“THE COLONISTS WANTED TO BERESPECTED AS FELLOW BRITISHSUBJECTS, BUT FOUND THAT MANYPEOPLE DISDAINED THEM”
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HOW THE WAR BEGAN

enslaved in Virginia and Massachusetts 
and brought to England, sued for his 
freedom and won in 1772; the Lord Chief 
Justice ruled that slavery had no legal 
foundation in England. Phillis Wheatley, 
brought to Boston as a girl, published 
poems that raised consciousness about 
the injustice of slavery.  

A PARTY LIKE NO OTHER
Parliament repealed the Stamp Act in 
1766 and most of the Revenue Act duties 
in 1770, but it kept the tax on tea in place, 
and it insisted on its right to make laws 

committees in 12 mainland colonies 
resolved to send delegates to a 
Continental Congress in September. 

The resistance movement was 
particularly popular among the 
Congregationalists of New England, 
southern Anglicans and Scots-Irish 
Presbyterians in the backcountry. 
Dissenters and low church Anglicans 
both feared the appointment of a bishop 
in America and called for civil and 
religious liberty. 

Other Americans distinguished 
themselves as ‘friends of government’ 
throughout the years of political 
resistance and would support the Crown 
during the war. Many colonists didn’t 
trust the leading patriots for political, 
economic or religious reasons, or they 
predicted that violence would be ruinous. 
Many had benefited from their economic 
connections to the British empire and 
believed in the superiority of English 
liberty. British officials and many Church 
of England ministers were, of course, 
vocal loyalists. A number of minority 
groups were cool to the revolution, such 
as Highland Scots, French Canadians 

and non-evangelical Dutch and German 
Protestants who owed their privileges 
to the Crown. Pacifist sects such as the 
Quakers and Moravians also argued 
against violent rebellion.

“SUBMIT OR TRIUMPH”
Many enslaved black people took 
advantage of political unrest and fled 
from their American owners. Although 
some black men, particularly in New 
England, would eventually enlist with 
the Continental Army as a path toward 
emancipation, many more, particularly 
in the South, would join the British 
Army in exchange for freedom (so 
long as they fled from masters who 
were rebelling against the Crown). 
Most Native American groups 
feared the land hunger of the 
white settlers: some, such as the 
Stockbridge or Catawba, made 
alliances with the colonists, but 
many more confederacies, such 
as the Shawnee, Delaware, Miami 
and Wyandot, aligned themselves 
with the British.

To calm the rebellion in New 
England, the ministry sent General 
Thomas Gage to serve as governor 
of Massachusetts in 1774, along 
with 3,000 soldiers. (Boston 
only had a population of about 
16,000 people at the time.)  

As early as 11 September, George III wrote, 
“the dye is now cast, the Colonies must 
either submit or triumph”. Parliament 
prohibited arms shipments to America 
on 19 October. Finally, the king declared 
New England in a “state of rebellion” on 
18 November, concluding “blows must 
decide” whether the colonists would 
choose obedience or independence.

From his headquarters in Boston, 
Gage quickly realised he had to keep 
gunpowder out of the hands of the 
New Englanders. His preventative 
measures almost touched off a revolt on 
1 September, with thousands gathering 
in Cambridge, Massachusetts, believing 
that the rebellion had begun, until cooler 
heads prevailed. On 26 February 1775, 
the people of Salem, Massachusetts, 

forced the 64th 
Regiment to retreat 
empty-handed. 

Gage’s spies told him that 
the rebels were storing 

weapons in Concord, where 
an illegal provincial congress had 

previously met. 
After receiving orders from the 

ministry to confiscate the rebels’ 
weapons and arrest their leaders, 
Gage sent 700 grenadiers and 

BENJAMIN CARP is associate professor 
and Daniel M Lyons chair of history at 
Brooklyn College, and an expert on the 
American Revolutionary War. His books 
include Defiance of the Patriots: The 
Boston Tea Party and the Making of 
America (Yale University Press, 2010)

light infantry under Lieutenant-Colonel 
Francis Smith to Concord on 18 April. 
The British expedition encountered 
resistance at Lexington in the early 
morning hours of 19 April. No one knows 
who fired the first shot, but the gunfire 
left eight colonists dead and wounded 
other men on both sides. After the British 
detachment pressed onward to Concord, 
another battle at North Bridge led to three 
British soldiers killed and two colonists. 

New Englanders rose up en masse. 
Militiamen fired on the British column 
during the retreat to Boston. In the 
coming weeks, both sides blamed one 
another for committing acts of butchery, 
and 20,000 New Englanders surrounded 
the British garrison at Boston. The war 
had begun. Within months, Washington 
would take his place at the head of a 
Continental Army in rebellion. A year 
later, 13 colonies formally declared their 
independence from the Crown. d

“ON 16 DECEMBER, A GROUP
OF BOSTONIANS PROTESTED
BY DUMPING 46 TONNES OF

TEA IN THE HARBOUR”

ABOVE: A statue  
of African-American 
poet and author Phillis 
Wheatley – a former 
enslaved person whose 
writings called for 
people to be freed 
from bondage  

TOP LEFT: A 1774 
cartoon shows loyalist 
customs official John 
Malcolm being tarred 
and feathered by 
patriots in Boston

ABOVE: No one knows 
who fired the first  
shot, but the battle of 
Lexington marked the 
opening engagement of 
the Revolutionary War

LEFT: A satirical cartoon 
mocks the British MP 
Charles James Fox,  
a radical who ardently 
supported the American 
colonies’ fight for 
independence

for the colonies “in all cases whatsoever”. 
In 1773, the ministry followed up with 
the Tea Act, allowing the East India 
Company to sell directly to the colonies. 
The colonists worried that parliament 
was trying to entice them into paying 
taxes without their consent, for the 
benefit of a favoured charter company. 
On 16 December, a group of Bostonians 
protested by dressing as Native 
Americans and dumping 46 tonnes of  
the company’s tea in the harbour.

By this time, parliament was so angry 
with protest actions in Boston that 
they passed a series of laws known as 
the Coercive Acts in 1774. They closed 
the port of Boston until it repaid the 
East India Company for its losses. They 
restricted Massachusetts town meetings 
and deprived the assembly of its voice 
in choosing provincial councillors. They 
protected British officials who were 
accused of capital crimes. 

Meanwhile, the Quebec Act granted 
religious freedoms and western 
jurisdiction to Quebec, which struck 
the land-hungry Protestant colonists 
as a betrayal. Over the summer, local 

The Boston Tea Party of 
1773 sparked an angry 

reaction from the British 
government, which passed 
a series of restrictive laws 
known to colonists as the 

‘Coercive Acts’

General Thomas Gage 
was tasked with 

calming the rebellion in 
New England, but his 
efforts to seize patriot 

weapons ended up 
sparking the battles of 
Lexington and Concord
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THE DECLARATION OF INDEPENDENCE

O
n 2 July 1776, in the Pennsylvanian State  
House in Philadelphia, representatives from 
Britain’s colonies in North America voted, at 
last, to publicly break their bonds with the 
mother country and its king, George III.

But 2 July is not the day that Americans celebrate every 
year. They chose instead 4 July, two days later, when 
congressmen approved the final version of the Declaration 
of Independence – a document that would announce their 
decision to the world.

Drafted mostly by Thomas Jefferson, a prominent lawyer 
and planter from Virginia (and later the third president 
of the United States between 1801–09), the Declaration of 
Independence features the famous lines: “We hold these 
truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal” and 
have “certain unalienable rights” – among them “life, liberty, 
and the pursuit of happiness”. The Declaration also describes 
Native Americans as “merciless Indian savages” and blames 
King George for inciting American slaves to insurrection.

Nearly 250 years later, Americans still celebrate the day 
their rebel leaders changed the course of history...

THE DECLARATION  
OF INDEPENDENCE 
In 1776, as the conflict heated up, Britain’s North American colonies 
announced their independence with a groundbreaking document. 
Dr Tom Cutterham explores the Declaration’s lasting impact

5THINGS YOU (PROBABLY) 
DIDN’T KNOW ABOUT...

Not for nothing did the late historian 
Pauline Maier call her 1997 book about 
the Declaration American Scripture. 
Yet the document itself wasn’t always 
treated well; it barely survived the 
British burning of Washington DC 
in 1814. But during World War II, the 
Declaration of Independence was 
delivered to Fort Knox, Kentucky, under 
Secret Service protection. In 1952, 
the Declaration was placed inside a 
bullet-proof case in a ‘shrine’ under 
the Rotunda of the National Archives in 
Washington DC. At night, it is lowered 

into a reinforced bunker. And every  
day, Americans file past and stare at it 
in reverence.

There’s a share of the divine in the 
Declaration’s text, too. Jefferson wasn’t 
known as the most pious Christian, 
but he included “nature’s God” in his 
text – by whose power “all men are 
created equal”. He also closed the text 
by invoking its signers’ “sacred honor” 
along with their lives and fortunes, 
which the American revolutionaries 
were putting on the line when they 
broke away from Great Britain.

1 THE DECLARATION OF  
INDEPENDENCE IS A SACRED  

DOCUMENT IN THE UNITED STATES

The events of 4 July 1776 helped inspire 
colonial independence movements 
around the world – especially in South 
America, where revolution overthrew 
the Spanish empire during the first 
decades of the 19th century. Venezuela’s 
1811 declaration of independence, for 
example, had clear echoes of Jefferson’s 
text, announcing that the provinces of 
Venezuela “are, and ought to be... free, 
sovereign, and independent states.” 

Revolutionaries across the continent 
and elsewhere drew on the American 
example, as they each asserted their 
right to self-government against 
European empires.

In the United States itself, the 
Declaration has also found many echoes 
in later documents. “That all men are 
created equal”, wrote the abolitionist 
William Lloyd Garrison in his own 1833 
declaration, was “the corner-stone” of 
America’s “temple of freedom”.

Women’s rights activists, too, used 
the Declaration’s words to promote their 
cause and to highlight inconsistencies 
in the United States’ implementation 
of freedom. “The history of mankind,” 
it was declared at the Seneca Falls 
Convention of 1848, “is a history of 
repeated injuries and usurpations on  
the part of man toward woman.”

Not many critics of independence 
responded directly to the ideas 
expressed in the Declaration of 
Independence, but the late 18th/early 
19th-century British philosopher Jeremy 
Bentham certainly did. The utilitarian 
and future designer of the panopticon 
(a type of institutional building which 
represented a system of control) was 
thoroughly unconvinced by the logic 
of Jefferson and his co-authors. For 
one thing, if the “right to life, liberty, 
and happiness” was so “unalienable”, 
he asked, then what had justified the 
American invasion of Canada in 1775, 
with all the death and misery it caused?

Bentham wasn’t a fan of the 
philosophy of natural rights, either: he 
called the French Declaration of the 
Rights of Man in 1789 “nonsense upon 
stilts”. When the Americans declared an 
unalienable right to liberty, he wondered 
if that meant “thieves are not to be 

restrained from theft, murderers from 
murder”. He wasn’t sure about all men 
being created equal, either. Wouldn’t 
that mean babies had the same power as 
full-grown adults? Pure mumbo-jumbo, 
Bentham reckoned – not to mention a 
threat to government of any kind.

2 THE DECLARATION OF  
INDEPENDENCE HAS HAD MANY 

IMITATORS, AT HOME AND ABROAD

3 JEREMY BENTHAM  
WAS NOT IMPRESSED BY  

THE DECLARATION’S LOGIC

DR TOM CUTTERHAM is a senior lecturer in US history at 
the University of Birmingham

The British weren’t the 
only ones to find fault with 
the Declaration. Frederick 
Douglass had escaped 
slavery as a young man and 
turned himself into a leader 
of the abolition movement, 
when he was asked to speak 
at an Independence Day 
celebration in 1852. With President Millard Fillmore in the 
audience, Douglass proceeded to denounce the hypocrisy of 
a nation that proclaimed “all men are created equal” while 
treating more than 10 per cent of its population as slaves.

“Could I reach the nation’s ear,” stormed Douglass,  
“I would today pour out a fiery stream of biting ridicule, 
blasting reproach, withering sarcasm, and stern rebuke... 
the hypocrisy of the nation must be exposed; and its crimes 
against God and man must be proclaimed and denounced.”

Today, too, institutional racism and other forms of 
systematic inequality may seem to undermine the claims of 
Jefferson’s visionary preamble. Perhaps the Fourth of July will 
become a moment to remember the promises left unfulfilled, 
as well as the achievements of American liberty.

Independence Day is celebrated in all sorts of ways across the 
United States – many of them involving barbecue, beer and 
a healthy dose of patriotic red, white and blue. At Jefferson’s 
home in Virginia – Monticello – they have a tradition of their 
own. For more than 50 years they’ve held a naturalisation 
ceremony on Independence Day, admitting people from all 
over the world to become citizens of the United States.

When the nation came into being on 4 July 1776, no one 
had been born a citizen. The Declaration was a revolutionary 
document: it aimed to overthrow tyranny and create a new 
government through the power of collective action. For all its 
flaws, it can still today be an inspiration. d

4 FREDERICK 
DOUGLASS 

ATTACKED THE 
DECLARATION’S 
HYPOCRISIES

5 EVERY FOURTH OF  
JULY, MONTICELLO 

WELCOMES NEW CITIZENS

Newly naturalised citizens celebrate on the steps of Jefferson’s former home

The original parchment (below), 
can be viewed at the US National 
Archives in Washington DC (left) 
– although it is lowered into a 
bunker each night to keep it safe

Frederick Douglass (1818–95) 
continued to hold America to account 
while slaves still toiled on plantations

Jeremy Bentham (1748–1832) cited 
America’s 1775 invasion of Canada 
when picking apart the document’s 

apparent shortcomings

Parades are held across the 
US every 4 July – the date on 
which the final version of the 
Declaration of Independence 

was approved in 1776

MAIN: Early women’s 
rights activists, such as 
Elizabeth Cady Stanton 

(depicted here), used 
the words of the text 

to promote their cause
LEFT: Venezuela signed 

its own declaration of 
independence in 1811
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KEY FIGURES OF THE WAR

ROYALS, RADICALS  
AND REVOLUTIONARIES

From the founding fathers to the British general  
whose surrender brought the fighting to a close,  

we meet the conflict’s major players

ALEXANDER 
HAMILTON  
1755/57–1804  

Best known today as the protagonist in  
Lin-Manuel Miranda’s musical Hamilton, 
Alexander Hamilton was one of the 
Revolution’s key figures. Born in the West 
Indies, in 1776 he joined the Continental 
Army where he became an aide to George 
Washington. He also saw action in the field, 
fighting at the 1781 battle of Yorktown. 

However, Hamilton is best known 
for his contributions to politics and 
finance. Along with James Madison 
and John Jay, he wrote the  
pro-Constitution Federalist 
Papers, and was the  
United States’ first secretary 
of the Treasury during 
Washington’s administration, 
responsible for setting up the 
nation’s financial system.

Unfortunately, his star dimmed 
after an affair smeared his 
name, and he died after 
being shot by Vice 
President Aaron Burr 
during a duel.

Gilbert du Motier, the Marquis de Lafayette, was a  
French military officer who took up arms with the 
patriots. Seeking the glory of the battlefield, he arrived 
in the New World in 1777 and became a major general 
in the Continental Army. He grew particularly close with 
George Washington, who saw Lafayette as his son. 

Perhaps his most significant contribution was his role 
in helping convince King Louis XVI’s government to front 

additional supplies  
and soldiers for the 
colonists’ cause in 1779. 
In 1781, he also chased 
the British general 
Charles Cornwallis across 
Virginia, trapping him at 
Yorktown. Back in France, 
Lafayette played a  
crucial role in his home 
country’s revolution. 

THE MARQUIS  
DE LAFAYETTE 
1757–1834  

The life and career of America’s first Treasury secretary is the focus 
of Lin-Manuel Miranda’s musical, Hamilton. Here, Miranda plays the 

title role in a 2016 performance

Benjamin Franklin was not only a 
skilled diplomat, but a gifted 
scientist, whose studies on electricity 
would prove hugely influential

Lafayette left France to 
join the fight for American 

independence, rising to 
the rank of major general

The young officer depicted 
with King Louis XVI and 
Queen Marie Antoinette 
before his departure to 
America in 1777

A man with many strings to his 
bow, Benjamin Franklin was a 
scientist, inventor, author, publisher 
and diplomat – not to mention 
one of the nation’s most esteemed 
founding fathers. For decades he 
was enamoured with Britain, but, 
in time, his glowing opinion of the 
British soured. In 1775 he sailed 
back to America and firmly threw 
his lot in with the revolutionaries.

The next year, after signing the 
Declaration of Independence, 
Franklin was sent back across the 
Atlantic, where his negotiations 
in France led to the 1778 Treaty of 
Alliance, formalising French support 
for the colonists’ cause. Later, he 
helped to negotiate the 1783 Treaty 
of Paris, which marked the official 
end of the war, before going on to 
sign the US Constitution in 1787.

“HAMILTON’S STAR DIMMEDAFTER AN AFFAIR SMEARED HIS NAME, AND HE DIED AFTERBEING SHOT IN A DUEL”

BENJAMIN FRANKLIN   
1706–90  

Washington’s 
genius was in his 
understanding 
of the political 
value of his 
army and how 
to keep it alive

GEORGE 
WASHINGTON
1732–99 

George Washington was a towering figure in the 
American Revolutionary War, as well as being a 
highly capable politician. Taking the helm of the 
Continental Army through the conflict, he steered 
the military through initial struggles to victory over 
the British in 1783. Six years later he became the 
first president of the United States. 
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KEY FIGURES OF THE WAR

SAMUEL ADAMS   
1722–1803

Another one of America’s founding fathers, 
Samuel Adams certainly had a knack for politics. 
By 1764, the year of the Sugar Act, Adams had 
already established himself as a significant anti-
British presence in the New World, and in 1765, 
he helped fuel protests in Boston over the hated 
Stamp Act. Crucially, he was also among the first 
of the patriots’ leaders to announce that America’s 
independence was their ultimate goal. The leader 
of the Massachusetts ‘radicals’, Adams sat on the 
Continental Congress until 1781, and continued to 
play an important role after the war as the governor  
of Massachusetts from 1794 to 1797.

THOMAS  
JEFFERSON   
1743–1826

Beginning life as an enslaved 
person in Massachusetts, by 
1769 Salem Poor had purchased 
his freedom for £27. When the 
Revolutionary War broke out he 
joined the Massachusetts militia, 
going on to take part in several 
offensives. During the battle of 
Bunker Hill in 1775, Poor is believed 

to have helped fend off waves 
of British troops. For his valiant 
efforts, 14 officers submitted a 
petition to Congress where they 
commended him as “a brave and 
gallant soldier” and recommended 
he be rewarded. However, the 
General Court never acted upon 
this recommendation. 

SALEM POOR  
c1747–1802 

BENEDICT 
ARNOLD 
1741–1801  

Although most figures here are celebrated for 
their contributions to the war, Benedict Arnold is 
remembered for his sabotage. Despite his initial 
exemplary service as a general in the Continental 
Army during campaigns and battles in Quebec, 
Saratoga and Valcour Island, he was upset after 

missing out on promotions.  
As a result, he turned coat 

to deliver information  
to the British. In 1780  

he helped hatch  
 a plot for them to 

capture West Point,  
 a fort he controlled. 

When his plans 
were discovered by 

the patriots, he fled 
and started fighting 
for the other side. 

Few have contributed as much to American 
history as Thomas Jefferson. However, 
he helped not with his speeches, but 
with his writing. Staying quiet during 
the impassioned discussions of the 
Second Continental Congress in 
1775, the following year – aged just 
33 – he wrote the original draft of 
the Declaration of Independence. 

Jefferson held various political 
offices, most notably serving as 
America’s president from 1801 to 
1809, after stints as vice president 
and secretary of state. During his 
two terms as president, he bought the 
Louisiana Territory from the French in 
1803. Having owned hundreds of slaves 
(one of whom he fathered four children 
with), Jefferson has left a complex legacy.

Samuel Adams’ 
considerable 
contributions to  
the Revolution and  
the cause of American 
independence have 
cemented his legacy 

John Adams served as president  
of the United States from 1797–1801. 
His son, John Quincy Adams, would 
hold the same office from 1825–29

Salem Poor was commemorated on a US postage stamp in 1975, commemorating 200 years 
since his heroics at the battle of Bunker Hill – the first major battle of the Revolutionary War

“ADAMS DELIVERED RADICAL
SPEECHES, OUTLINING THE

REASONS TO PUSH FOR
AMERICAN INDEPENDENCE”

ABOVE: A map of North America drawn up during the Louisiana Purchase  
of 1803 – a territorial acquisition masterminded by Thomas Jefferson

LEFT: Jefferson pictured in 1791, while serving as the first US secretary of state

Exerting significant influence 
over both the American and 
French Revolutions, Thomas 
Paine made a career as a 
revolutionary activist. In his  
1776 pamphlet Common Sense 
he persuasively outlined the 
reasons why America should 
break with Britain – a document  
that helped unite the colonists to 
pursue independence. 

THOMAS 
PAINE    
1737–1809

Benedict Arnold 
ended up defecting  

to the British after 
being passed over  

for promotion

ABOVE: Despite being  
an Englishman, Thomas 
Paine’s radical writings 

urged the colonists to 
demand independence 

from British rule

LEFT: Paine’s 1776 
pamphlet Common 

Sense sold tens of 
thousands of copies 

within the first few 
months of  

its publication

JOHN ADAMS   
1735–1826

If Jefferson was the writer of the 
Revolution, John Adams was its 
speaker. After studying law, he  
soon joined the patriot cause. 

While the Revolutionary War 
raged, Adams travelled around 
Europe as a diplomat, spending 
time in the Netherlands and 
Britain. Present at the first and 
second Continental Congresses, he 
delivered radical speeches outlining 
the reasons to push for American 
independence. Later, once the 

fighting had ended, he would go  
on to play a part in creating the 
Treaty of Paris. 

Adams served as George 
Washington’s vice president for two 
terms, griping: “My country has in 
its wisdom contrived for me the 
most insignificant office that ever 
the invention of man contrived.” 
He was elected America’s second 
president in 1797, and later retired 
to his birthplace, Quincy. He and 
Jefferson both died on 4 July 1826.  
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KEY FIGURES OF THE WAR

PAUL REVERE 
1735–1818  

Silversmith Paul Revere is famous for 
jumping on horseback on the evening 
of 18 April 1775 to tell the militia that 
British troops were coming. This intel 
helped the patriots triumph at the 
battles of Lexington and Concord.

JOSEPH BRANT 
1742/3–1807 

A Mohawk war chief who led colonial 
loyalists against the rebels during 
the Revolution, Joseph Brant (or 
Thayendanegea) was an important 
spokesperson, translator and diplomat. 

MARGARET CORBIN 
1751–1800  

Patriot camp follower Margaret Corbin manned a cannon at the 
battle of Fort Washington in 1776, taking over from her husband 
when he was mortally wounded. After suffering serious injuries 
herself, she was later awarded a military pension.

NATHANAEL 
GREENE 
1742–86

Second in command of the Continental 
Army, Greene was a highly talented 
army strategist. In 1780, he was given 
command of the Continental Army in 
the South, where his mobile tactics  
were hugely successful.

Britain’s monarch from 1760 until 
his death in 1820, George was the 
“tyrant” that the colonists wanted 
to break free from. While he didn’t 
personally take charge of any 
military campaigns during the 
conflict, it was his signature – as 
Britain’s head of state – that had 

been on laws such as the hated 
Stamp Act, which had drawn the 
ire of the revolutionaries.

During the final decade of his 
life, George was too mentally 
unwell to serve, and his son – the 
future George IV – ruled in his 
place as prince regent.

CRISPUS 
ATTUCKS 
c1723–70 

JOHN 
LAURENS
1754–82  

John Laurens was another figure in 
George Washington’s ‘military family’, 
acting as his aide-de-camp from 1777. 
Although his father had been a major 
slave trader, Laurens himself thought 
slavery was unjust and tried – but failed 
– to get South Carolina to arm slaves in 
exchange for their freedom. He was noted 
for his battlefield bravery, which sometimes 
spilled over into foolhardiness. He died 
before the war formally ended, ambushed 
by the British in South Carolina in 1782. 

KING GEORGE III     
1738–1820

GENERAL CHARLES 
CORNWALLIS     
1738–1805

One of the British generals who took 
command in the Revolutionary War, 
Cornwallis lost the last major battle 
of the conflict in North America. In 
1781 the Continental Army and their 
French reinforcements encircled 
him at Yorktown, laying siege to the 
British force. With food supplies 

running out, Cornwallis surrendered 
on 19 October – and with this defeat, 
the British ceased their military 
operations. After the Revolution he 
continued to serve Britain’s empire, 
becoming governor-general of India 
and viceroy of Ireland. d
WORDS: RHIANNON DAVIES

“CORNWALLISSURRENDERED – ANDWITH THIS DEFEAT,THE BRITISH CEASEDTHEIR OPERATIONS”

Crispus Attucks, who was of both 
African and Wampanoag heritage, 
is remembered as one of the first 
people to lose their lives in the 
Revolution. On 5 March 1770, 
he had been part of a throng of 
colonists in Boston who were shot 
after entering into an altercation 
with British troops. Five people 
were killed, including Attucks, and 
the incident became known as the 
Boston Massacre.

Immortalised as the ‘Father of the Constitution’, 
James Madison created its underlying framework 
and helped draft the document. After having initially 
thought the constitutional amendments were 
unnecessary, he agreed to propose the Bill of Rights 
in 1789, and it was ratified that year. 

Madison was later elected America’s fourth 
president in 1809. During his tenure he declared –
and survived – the War of 1812 with Britain. 

JAMES  
MADISON    
1751–1836

ABOVE: James 
Madison is known for 

his role in the creation 
of two of America’s 

most important 
founding documents

 
BELOW: The US 

Constitution was 
ratified in 1788, and 
has been amended  

27 times since

King George III’s troubled 
reign also coincided with 
the French Revolutionary 
Wars and the rise and fall 

of Napoleon Bonaparte
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AMERICAN REVOLUTIONARY WOMEN

“R
emember the ladies,” 
Abigail Adams urged 
her husband John, 
in a now famous 
1776 letter. “Be more 

generous and favorable to them than your 
ancestors.” Otherwise, she warned the 
future president, the patriots resisting 
British rule would soon face a revolution 
of their own, as women would not “hold 
ourselves bound by any laws in which we 
have no voice or representation”. 

In their famed exchange letters – of 
which more than 1,000 examples have 
survived – Abigail often advised her 
husband on political matters. She was 
a champion of education for women, 
writing to John in 1778 that, “You need 
not be told how much female education 
is neglected, nor how fashionable it has 
been to ridicule female learning.” 

Abigail was just one of many women 
– respected wives, relatives and friends 
– who had the ear of leading patriots. 
Mercy Otis Warren was an avid writer for 
the cause who, like Abigail, corresponded 
with notable revolutionaries, drawing 
on her extensive knowledge of classical 
history and displaying a flair for a 
rhetorical flourish. In one 1775 letter 
between Warren’s husband, James, 
and John Adams, the former inserts a 
paragraph from his wife, urging that 
Congress “should no longer piddle at 
the threshold. It is time to leap into the 
theatre, to unlock the bars, and open 
every gate that impedes the rise and 
growth of the American republic.” 

Warren also wrote publicly, with satire 
and commentary published under her 
name in Massachusetts newspapers such 
as the Boston Gazette. As a respected 
voice of the revolution, Warren’s history 
book, a three-volume tome that tracked 
from the stamp acts into the years forging 
a new nation, was published in 1805 and 
was among the first nonfiction books 
published by a woman in America.

ON THE FRONT LINE
Putting pen to paper was one way that 
women could support the 13 colonies, but 
many also participated in the gruelling 

physical efforts of war. Many camp 
followers were women, who supported 
the Continental Army in domestic duties 
such as washing and cooking. Such work 
was vital in limiting the spread of disease 
and infection in the camps. Women also 
worked as medics. In 1777, Congress 
authorised nurses with the Continental 
Army to be paid eight dollars per month. 
They were not necessarily called upon 
to dispense radical medical care, but to 
keep soldiers healthy and comfortable, 
preparing medicines and broth. Martha 
Washington, wife of George, famously 

A REVOLUTION  
IN WOMEN’S LIVES

In the struggle for independence, America’s “ladies” served 
as medics, cooks, campaigners and even as fighters 

A WRITER

PHILLIS 
WHEATLEY
Born in west Africa,  
Phillis was forcibly 
transported to America as a 
young girl in 1761, where she 
was enslaved in the household of 
a tailor and business merchant, John 
Wheatley. She was given opportunities to 
learn to read and write, and soon showed prodigious talent 
for poetic composition. Writing striking verses on both the 
revolutionary cause and abolition of slavery, Wheatley’s 
“elegant lines” were admired by George Washington. She is 
regarded as a preeminent literary voice of the period.

A FIGHTER

DEBORAH 
SAMPSON
Sampson was an indentured 
servant who dreamed of 
fighting for the revolutionary 

cause, eager for both the 
adventure and financial reward 

it offered. After several failed 
attempts at enlisting, she served using 

the names of Timothy Thayer and then Robert Shirtlif under 
Continental generals John Paterson and Henry Knox.

A FICTION?

BETSY ROSS
An upholsterer from a Quaker background, Ross is often 
credited with sewing the first American flag. According to 
Ross’ grandson, William Canby, in June 1776, a delegation 
from the Continental Congress presented her with a rough 
drawing and asked her to sew a new flag, one distinct from 
previous ensigns displaying colonial links. She duly created a 
flag with 13 stripes, alternate red and white, and 13 white stars 
on a blue background to represent the union. Although little 
evidence remains to verify the story, her name is inescapably 
linked with the stars and stripes of the US flag today.

A TRIO OF LIVES  
LESS ORDINARY

made rounds through the tents of the 
sick to help care for the wounded.

While welcomed in many ways, the 
presence of wives and women who 
followed the camps for trades, such as 
seamstresses and sex workers, was also 
challenging. There were mouths to feed 
and camp followers needed shelter, too. 
There’s a hint of exasperation in George 
Washington’s words when he notes 
in 1777, “The multitude of women... 
especially those who have children, are  
a clog upon every movement.”

However, the role of women in raising 
spirits in camps – from holding dances 
and social events during quiet periods 
of the war to providing compassion and 
small comforts – made them a vital part 
of the camps’ effectiveness. But women 
weren’t restricted to caretaking roles, 
with the likes of Abigail Adams taking 
charge of their family’s investments in 
their husbands’ absence.

TAKING UP ARMS
It was rare that camp followers saw 
battle action, although there were 
some examples of women becoming 
embroiled in skirmishes. Margaret 
Corbin, for instance, gained fame when 
she accompanied her husband at the 1776 
battle of Fort Washington and manned  
a cannon when he was wounded. 

Rarer still, some women disguised 
themselves as men in order to fight. 
Deborah Sampson, from Plympton, 
Massachusetts, assumed several male 
identities to serve in the Continental 
Army for 17 months in 1782–83. With 
her unit, she patrolled territory between 
British-held New York and patriot-held 
land, before earning a promotion to wait 
on General John Paterson. Despite several 
close calls during which her identity was 
nearly discovered – she allegedly kept 
some shrapnel buried in her thigh rather 
than be closely examined by a doctor 
– Sampson was honourably discharged 
following the war. She was the subject of 
a biography in 1797, often giving lectures 
which discussed her military service.

As more scholars reappraise the lives of 
American women during the revolution, 
their legacies are being linked to later 
advancements. Today, for example, 
Abigail Adams’ “remember the ladies” 
letter is widely regarded as a significant 
early step towards female emancipation 
in America. Yet ultimately, the 
“unalienable rights” of men put forward 
in the Declaration of Independence 
would not be extended to women until 
more than 140 years later, when the  
19th Amendment in 1920 granted 
American women the right to vote. d
WORDS: ELINOR EVANS

ABOVE: A woman  
is shown helping to  

forge weapons at the 
outbreak of the war

 RIGHT: A late 18th- 
century portrait of 

proto-feminist and 
first lady Abigail 

Adams (1744–1818)

“MARGARET CORBIN
MANNED A CANNON WHEN

HER HUSBAND WAS WOUNDED
IN BATTLE IN 1776”

Stories of heroic women 
taking to the battlefield 
have entered the mythology 
of the war
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KEY BATTLES

THE BATTLES 
THAT MADE THE UNITED STATES

From the first shots at Lexington and Concord, to the surrender  
at Yorktown, we explore the most important clashes of the war

 

 

  

The first exchange of fire during 
the American Revolutionary War 
actually arose out of a failed attempt 

to try and prevent conflict. 
In April 1775, as tensions rose between 

the two sides and frustrated American 
colonists began to form militias, stories 
started circulating that patriot weapons 
were being stockpiled in the town of 
Concord. When the rumours reached the 
ears of Massachusetts governor Major-
General Thomas Gage, he quickly ordered 
Lieutenant-Colonel Francis Smith to travel 
to Concord with an 800-strong force to 
seize the cache of arms and ammunition.

The colonists, however, were one step 
ahead and had already been tipped off 
about the incoming British forces. Several 
patriots are said to have ridden through 
the night on horseback to alert the local 
militia, giving them time to mobilise and 
intercept the British troops.

Therefore, on the morning of 19 April, 
a group of armed patriots – largely made 
up of tradesmen and farmers – confronted 
Smith and his men at Lexington Green, 
some seven miles from Concord. Spotting 
the gathered militia ahead, Major John 
Pitcairn and his light infantry were sent 
forward, leaving Smith behind with the 
bulk of the forces. Pitcairn demanded 
that the militia disband, but before 

long – despite both sides having had 
orders not to shoot – the air was filled 

Buoyed with confidence after the 
skirmishes at Lexington and Concord 
in April 1775, the patriots’ next aim 

was to take the city of Boston, which had 
been occupied by British troops since 
1768. Clashes between British soldiers and 
colonists had been frequent in Boston in 
the build-up to war, and the patriots knew 

the town would not be an easy win, since 
its harbour allowed the British to receive 

Despite officially winning the 
battle of Bunker Hill, the high 
number of British casualties made it 

something of a hollow victory. The British Army 
had intended to put an end to the colonial rebellion 
once and for all by attacking the patriots occupying 
the hills surrounding Boston. Having learned of 
the plan, however, around 1,000 patriot soldiers 
from Massachusetts and Connecticut assembled at 
nearby Charlestown to defend the summit.

As the British forces (under the command of Major General 
William Howe) made their way up the hill, they were met with a 
ferocious volley of enemy fire. Running low on gunpowder, the 
patriots were soon forced to engage in hand-to-hand combat, which 
allowed the British to break through and take control of the hill. 
Though victorious, the British suffered more than double the losses 
of the colonists, including the death of Major John Pitcairn, who 
many patriots blamed for the hostilities at Lexington and Concord. 

Ultimately, the battle signalled a point of no return, and it 
became clear that peace would not be easily resolved without 
further bloodshed.

The largest battle of the American Revolutionary War,  
the battle of Brooklyn involved 30,000 men and allowed 
Britain to retain its hold over the strategically valuable 

port of New York until the end of the conflict. 
The British had turned their attention on New York following 

their defeat at Boston. The city was fortified by the Continental 
Army but many of these soldiers were inexperienced, few had any 

military training, and discipline was low – it seemed an easy win.
On 22 August, as 10,000 British infantrymen headed to Long 

Island, General Washington assumed (wrongly, as it turned out) that 
it was a diversion for a main assault on Manhattan, and he failed 
to combine his forces stationed in Brooklyn and Manhattan against 
the new threat. The Continental Army was soon being attacked on 
both sides, and Washington and 9,000 of his men were eventually 
cornered in Brooklyn Heights. As the British prepared to lay siege, 
Washington retreated across the river in the dead of night, 
avoiding surrender and capture. 

LEXINGTON AND CONCORD: 19 APR 1775

SIEGE OF BOSTON: c19 APR 1775 – 17 MAR 1776

BUNKER HILL: 
17 JUN 1775

BROOKLYN:  
(OR THE BATTLE OF LONG ISLAND) 

27–29 AUG 1776

PATRIOT VICTORY

3,960 patriots v 1,500 British

ESTIMATED CASUALTIES  

94 patriots and 272 British 

PATRIOT VICTORY

16,000 patriots vs 11,000 British

ESTIMATED CASUALTIES  

19 patriots, 79 British

with the sound of gunfire. Who fired the first 
shot is still debated today, but British troops 
eventually charged towards the patriots, killing 
eight militiamen and injuring 10 more. Just one 
redcoat was injured.

The colonists retreated, and Smith and Pitcairn 
pushed on towards Concord, determined to find 
the hidden weapons. But a further skirmish with 
the now-reinforced militiamen took place as Smith 
attempted to secure the North Bridge over the 
Concord River. Outnumbered and outmanoeuvred, 
the British troops suffered several casualties and 
were forced into a humiliating retreat all the way 
back to Boston, dodging bullets fired from trees 
and houses for the entirety of their journey.

supplies and reinforcements.  
As such, a lengthy siege unfolded, 
with occasional military clashes, 
such as the battle of Bunker Hill in 
June 1775 (see below), at which the 
British emerged victorious, despite 
suffering devastating losses.

Much of the 11-month siege saw 
little in the way of actual fighting, 
but the arrival of General George 
Washington in July 1775 saw him 
take control of the newly formed 
Continental Army, introducing 
structure and discipline, and 
combining the various militias to create a united 
fighting force. Crucially, Washington oversaw the 
fortification of Dorchester Heights – an elevated 
position over the town – and armed it with 
powerful cannons that had been captured from 
the British-held Fort Ticonderoga in New York.

By the time the British reached Boston, 
they had lost 73 men, with a further 173 
wounded and 26 missing. Within two 
days, more than 15,000 patriots had 
surrounded the town, marking the start 
of a siege that would last nearly 11 months 
(see next box).

While the skirmishes at Lexington and 
Concord saw relatively few casualties, it was 
a political disaster for the British. What had 
begun as a mission to confiscate weapons 
had culminated in an embarrassing retreat 
and inspired thousands more to join the 
patriot cause, turning a colonial revolt 
into full-blown war.

Heavy bombardment of Boston began in 
March 1776, and Britain’s General William 
Howe ultimately ordered an evacuation via 
sea to Nova Scotia, along with many other 
loyalists who had been trapped in the town.

BRITISH VICTORY

2,400 patriots vs 3,000 British

ESTIMATED CASUALTIES  

450 patriots, 1,054 British

BRITISH VICTORY10,000 patriots vs 20,000 British
ESTIMATED CASUALTIES  2,000 patriots, 388 British

“BRITISH TROOPS
WERE FORCED INTO 

A HUMILIATING
RETREAT BACK 

TO BOSTON”

The first engagement between 
the patriots and British troops 

put the two sides on a collision 
course that changed the world

An illustration  
shows the death  

of Major John 
Pitcairn at 
Bunker Hill

The Delaware Regiment, whose 
uniform would soon adorn the 
whole of the Continental Army 

The British were forced 
to make a hasty exit by 

sea after Boston was 
captured by the patriots 

PLEASE NOTE: THE FIGURES IN THIS ARTICLE ARE THOSE CITED BY THE AMERICAN BATTLEFIELD TRUST – NUMBERS CAN VARY DEPENDING ON SOURCE
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In late 1776 and early 1777, two patriot 
victories in quick succession gave a 
much-needed morale boost to the 

Continental Army, which had recently been 
forced out of Long Island, Manhattan 

and New Jersey. In a surprise move 

I n 1777, a British army led by General 
John Burgoyne made plans to march 
from its base in Canada and meet a smaller 

British force from New York City at Albany. 
After taking control of the lower Hudson 
River, the combined forces would, in theory, 
be able to isolate New England from the rest 
of the colonies. However, on 19 September, 
Burgoyne’s troops encountered the Continental Army under 
General Horatio Gates on an abandoned farm near Saratoga, 
New York. The two sides fought for several hours until a column 
of Hessian troops forced the patriots to pull away. As Burgoyne 
waited for reinforcements to arrive from New York City, troops 
flocked to aid the Continental Army.

On 7 October, Burgoyne then sent a force to Bemis Heights, 
where the patriots’ left flank were encamped, but they were forced 
back. Freezing temperatures and heavy rain slowed Burgoyne 
further, and he was soon surrounded and forced to surrender. 

The patriots’ victory was crucial in helping them secure the 
foreign support that they so badly needed: France would sign a 
Treaty of Alliance and a Treaty of Amity and Commerce with the 
US in February 1778.

As the war progressed, fighting shifted 
in a new direction as the British 
tried to garner loyalist support from 

the Southern colonies. But their ‘Southern 
Campaign’ was hampered by Brigadier 
General Daniel Morgan and his patriot 
army, who were cutting supply lines and 
interrupting British operations in the South. 

British Lieutenant Colonel Banastre 
Tarleton was sent to deal with the 

After six years of war, both sides  
were desperately seeking a 
definitive victory. A decisive blow 

was needed, and it came at Yorktown. 
After being assured that they would 

receive French naval support, patriot 
armies marched hundreds of miles from 
their New York headquarters to Yorktown, 
Virginia. As a French fleet sailed into 
Chesapeake Bay and created a naval 
blockade around Yorktown, General George 
Washington and French commander-in 
chief the Comte de Rochambeau headed 
south towards Yorktown to lay siege to 
British general Lord Charles Cornwallis  
and his troops, who were awaiting supplies 
and reinforcements.

Heavy bombardment followed, and with 
little in the way of supplies and following 
an abandoned evacuation attempt, 
Cornwallis ultimately secured terms of 
surrender on 17 October. 

Almost 8,000 British and loyalist men 
were taken prisoner, and at the official 

On a hot, humid day at the end of June 1778, generals 
George Washington and Charles Lee launched an 
attack on the rear-guard of General Sir Henry Clinton’s 

British Army, which was in the process of retreating from 
Philadelphia after occupying it over the previous winter. Initially 
outnumbering the British two-to-one, and having recently 
undergone extensive military training, the patriots seemed to 
have a significant advantage. 

But a promising opportunity nearly ended in disaster due to 
Lee’s lack of confidence in the ability of his men and his inability 
to press his advantage. As Washington arrived on the battlefield, 
he was met by panicked troops fleeing the British forces. The 
furious general removed Lee from command, putting the Marquis 
de Lafayette in charge of the remaining soldiers, and fighting 
continued for several hours. By 6pm, both sides were exhausted. 

Unwilling to renew the fight in the morning, the British left for 
the safety of New York under the cover of darkness. Lee was court-
martialled for his conduct and his military service terminated. 

SARATOGA: 
19 SEP – 17 OCT 1777

MONMOUTH: 
28 JUN 1778

on Christmas Day 
1776, Washington and 
his much-depleted 
forces crossed the 
icy Delaware River 
during a treacherous 
storm. His troops then 
marched to New Jersey, 
where they surprised 
a garrison of 1,500 
Hessians (allies of Britain). Although Colonel 
Johann Rall, commander of the Hessian forces, 
was mortally wounded in the fight, he formally 
surrendered to Washington before he died. Some 
Hessian troops managed to escape, but around 
800 were captured. 

Washington withdrew his forces back across 
the river and amassed more men to his side 

PATRIOT VICTORY

15,000 patriots v 6,000 British

ESTIMATED CASUALTIES  

330 patriots, 1,135 British

 INCONCLUSIVE11,000 patriots v 15,000 British
ESTIMATED CASUALTIES  600 patriots, 700 British

before recrossing on 30 December, this 
time heading for the British troops based 
at Princeton. Severely outnumbered, the 
British were forced to retreat. 

The two victories cemented Washington’s 
reputation as an effective leader and gave 
the Continental Army the encouragement it 
needed to continue to fight.

TRENTON AND PRINCETON:  
26 DEC 1776 AND 3 JAN 1777

BOTH PATRIOT VICTORIES

2,400 patriots v 1,500 British  

at Trenton, 4,500 patriots v 1,200 

British at Princeton

ESTIMATED CASUALTIES  

80 patriot casualties, 1,175 British 

(both battles combined)

COWPENS: 17 JAN 1781

YORKTOWN: 28 SEP – 19 OCT 1781

PATRIOT VICTORY

1,065 patriots v 1,150 British 

ESTIMATED CASUALTIES  

149 patriots, 868 British

BRITISH SURRENDER

19,900 patriots v 9,000 British

ESTIMATED CASUALTIES  

389 patriots, 9,000 British

situation, and the two forces met on pastureland 
in South Carolina in January 1781. In a superb 
example of military prowess, Morgan arranged 
his men in three lines and gave the order to shoot 
British officers first as a way of causing disorder. 
The second line of men was then ordered to fire 
a volley and move to the back, making it appear 
as if they were fleeing, and concealing the more 
experienced troops in the third line. 

The gamble paid off, and the British troops 
suffered heavy losses. The patriot cavalry 

surrender ceremony two days later, Cornwallis 
became unwell and his second-in-command took 
his place. Peace would not be officially declared 
for another two years while treaties were 
negotiated, but no further offensives were carried 

eventually destroyed much of what was 
left of the enemy as they tried to run, and 
Colonel William Washington – a cousin of 
George Washington – engaged Tarleton in 
one-to-one combat.

Tarleton shot Washington’s horse from 
under him before fleeing the battlefield, but 
he was ultimately left humiliated. The defeat 
paved the way for the most decisive blow 
yet to come at Yorktown, just a few months 
later (see below).

out on North America’s eastern seaboard. 
On 25 November, when news of the 

surrender reached British Prime Minister 
Lord Frederick North, he is said to have 
cried: “Oh God. It is all over. It is all over." d

ARMED AGAINST DISEASEWhen George Washington took 
over command of the Continental 

Army, he was faced with two 
enemies – the British and smallpox. He made the decision to have the entire 
army inoculated, saving hundreds of lives. 

“PEACE WOULD NOT BEOFFICIALLY DECLAREDFOR TWO YEARS”
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The surrender at 
Yorktown saw the 

patriots take nearly 
8,000 British and 

loyalist troops prisoner

Washington’s crossing of the 
Delaware River helped him win 

two surprise victories

Banastre Tarleton is seen  
engaging in hand-to-hand 

combat with William Washington

Burgoyne  
(in red, with 

sword) surrenders 
to Gates after his 

defeat at Saratoga

George Washington (centre) 
rallies his troops at Monmouth
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KEY FACTS AND FIGURES

How many people died? What did soldiers wear on the 
battlefield? We look at the conflict’s key facts and figures

THE
SOLDIERS
Tens of thousands of men on 
both sides of the Atlantic were 
enlisted to fight, but life in the 
army could be difficult and 
dangerous, with more soldiers 
dying from illness and disease 
than on the battlefield. But how 
did the soldiers of the Continental 
Army compare with their British 
counterparts?

 

By late 1777, as the war against the British 
dragged on, the Continental Army was facing 
a severe shortage of manpower. “No less than 
2,898 men now in camp [are] unfit because 
they are barefoot and otherwise naked,” wrote 
a desperate George Washington to Congress. 
States were subsequently ordered to fulfil their 
quota of militias based on their population, but 
Rhode Island, with a population of under 60,000, 
was unable to recruit enough white fighters. The 
solution, they told Washington, was to allow 
enslaved black men to enlist.

The royal governor of Virginia had already 
offered freedom to any enslaved person who ran 
away and joined the British forces, and thousands 
of enslaved men had seized their chance of 
freedom. Free black men – and some enslaved 
men in place of their ‘owners’ – were already 

fighting in the Continental Army, but Washington 
had been initially reluctant to offer freedom  
in exchange for service, fearing that to do 
so would incite slave rebellions and alienate 
Southern slaveholders. 

The shortfall of men from Rhode Island had  
to be resolved, though, and in February 1778, the 
state’s General Assembly voted to allow “every 
able-bodied Negro, Mulatto, or Indian Man Slave" 
to enlist, guaranteeing their freedom after the 
war. Consequently, more than 130 enslaved black 
men joined the 1st Rhode Island Regiment – better 
known as the ‘Black Regiment' – seeing their 
first action in August 1778 at the battle of Rhode 
Island. White recruits were later integrated into the 
unit, serving alongside their black counterparts. 
The regiment was disbanded, along with the rest of 
the Continental Army, in November 1783.

AMERICA’S FIRST BLACK REGIMENT
A shortage of white recruits saw enslaved black men join the Continental Army

The Continental Army 
ended up allowing black 

recruits to serve with 
their white counterparts

REVOLUTIONARY PANCAKESIf bread was scarce, soldiers could 
be given a ration of flour with 

which to make ‘firecakes’. Similar 
to pancakes, the flour could be 
mixed with water (and meat 
and gristle if available) and cooked on a heated  flat rock. 

BIG NUMBERS HEAD FIRST
Grenadiers wore 
bearskin hats like 
this one. The 
badge on the 
front shows that 
this soldier is part 
of the 8th (King’s) 
Regiment of Foot.

ON POINT
Tricorn hats were commonplace 
in both armies. Wearing it with a 
front corner directly over the left 
eyebrow allowed a musket or rifle 
to be rested on the left shoulder, 
and gave better clearance.

BEST FOOT 
FORWARD
Although officers wore  
black buckled shoes like this, 
lower-ranking soldiers 
sported cheaper alternatives 
that could be worn on either 
foot. Some even went periods 
without any footwear at all.

BROWN BESS
Capable of firing
3–4 shots a minute,  
the Land Pattern 
Musket, known as  
a ‘Brown Bess’, was 
used by both the 
British Regulars and 
the Continental Army.

SEEING RED
British soldiers 
wore distinctive 
red coats – earning 
them the nickname 
‘Lobsters’. The 
varying colours of 
their lapels, collars 
and cuffs indicated 
their regiment.

ARMED  
AND READY
The most common 
weapon on a 
Revolutionary War 
battlefield was the 
smoothbore 
flintlock musket, 
which measured 
around five feet 
long and weighed 
around 10 pounds.

MULTI-
COLOUR
Although often 
depicted in blue 
jackets, the 
Continental Army 
did not have a 
standard uniform 
until 1779. Brown, 
grey and even
red were also used.

REVOLUTIONARY 
WARFARE

DEATH BY DISEASE
Sanitation and ill-health were 

big problems for both armies;  

it’s believed that for every soldier 

killed in battle, nine died of 

disease. Smallpox, dysentery 

and malaria were all common 

ailments and could spread 

rapidly around army 

encampments.

c6,800* 
The estimated number of 

American soldiers killed in battle

c5,000–8,000 
The estimated number of 

African-Americans who served 
in the Continental Army

31 
The number of ships in the 

Continental Army at its  
peak in 1777

c8,500* 
The estimated number of British 

soldiers killed in battle

c20,000 
The estimated number  

of African-Americans who  
served with the British

478 
The number of ships the  

Royal Navy had at its disposal 
by the end of the conflict

*These estimated figures do not include soldiers from other nations who  
died in battle. Thousands more on both sides also died from other factors, such  

as disease, or as prisoners of war.
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THE END OF THE WAR

Y
orktown. It’s a name seared 
on to the brain of all lovers 
of US history. When a 
combination of American 
and French troops launched 

a siege upon the Virginia tobacco port 
in September 1781, they not only forced 
the British garrison stationed there into 
surrender, but they also wrote a new 
chapter in history. 

That chapter would see the British, 
reeling from this sudden defeat, coming 
to the painful realisation that they could 
no longer stay in the fight against the 
American patriots. For those American 
colonists, victory in the Revolution –  

a conflict that had 
raged since 1775 – 
was all but assured. 
Yorktown was, in 
short, a decisive 
major battle of a war that would witness 
the birth of a nation. That’s why its name 
echoes down the ages.

Yet it was far from the end of the 
story. What happened in the immediate 
aftermath of Yorktown would have an 
enormous impact on American history 
– in shaping the new nation and its 
relationship with the rest of the world.

For a start, the war wasn’t yet 
technically over. There was still the small 

FROM REVOLUTION  
TO RESOLUTION

After Cornwallis’ dramatic Yorktown surrender, American patriots 
could finally begin building the independent nation they so craved

prime minister Frederick North is said 
to have exclaimed upon hearing of the 
Yorktown surrender. By April 1782, 
parliament had passed a resolution 
calling for an end to the war, with North 
ousted by a vote of no confidence.

Independence now seemed 
increasingly inevitable. But what would 
that independence look like? That was 
largely determined by the Treaty of Paris, 
which saw representatives of Britain’s 
King George III and an American 
delegation including founding fathers 
John Adams and Benjamin Franklin 
congregate in the French capital in 1782 
and 1783 to thrash out a peace deal.

UNFRIENDLY RELATIONS
That deal, which saw the British 
recognise America as an independent 
nation with territory stretching beyond 
the original land of 13 colonies to the 
Mississippi River in the west, has been 
described as “exceedingly generous”. 

Generous or not, relations between 
the two nations remained strained 

to say the least. When the last British 
troops left New York in November 

1783, they left behind them a union 
flag flying from a pole, and made that 
flag all the harder to remove by covering 
the pole in grease.

The withdrawal of British troops didn’t 
signal an end to the turbulence buffeting 
the new nation. Former loyalists to the 
Crown were sometimes hunted down 
and beaten by self-styled patriots, 
and in 1786–87, an economic crisis in 
Massachusetts sparked what is now 
known as Shays’ Rebellion, when around 
4,000 men – widely made up of veterans 
of the Revolutionary War – became 
embroiled in a military confrontation 
with government forces over state 
economic policies. 

But such outbreaks of violence 
didn’t totally dampen the optimism 
infusing the new nation – optimism 
that surged in the wake of the election 
of America’s first president in 1789. 
There was, however, always going to be 
one resounding winner. That was the 
man who’d masterminded the colonists’ 
campaign against the British, including 
the victory at Yorktown. That man was, 
of course, George Washington. d
WORDS: SPENCER MIZEN

A painting by John Trumbull depicts Lord 
Cornwallis surrendering at Yorktown on 
19 October 1781. Although the battle 
marked the end of the fighting, the two 
sides still had to thrash out a peace deal

ABOVE: The signing of the preliminary Treaty  
of Paris in 1782, which were articles of peace 

agreed early in the negotiations

LEFT: The United States of America (shown 
in green) had generous boundaries 
stretching to the Mississippi River, as well 
as the original land of the 13 colonies

The US Constitution is one of the most revered 
of all political documents – the backbone of the 
world’s most powerful nation. Yet it endured the 
most troubled of births.

That birth occurred in the immediate aftermath 
of the American Revolutionary War when, having 
secured their independence from Great Britain, the 
victorious colonists realised they needed a template 
for governing the new nation – a document that 
established the principles of the government’s 
relationship with its citizens. And so, in February 
1787, delegates from all 13 colonies were summoned 
to Philadelphia to debate what the Constitution 
should look like. By September, they had reached 
an agreement and brought the Constitution to life 
in an official signing ceremony.

But there was a problem. A number of the former 
colonies were distinctly suspicious of the new 
document being waved triumphantly before them. 
They had all kinds of misgivings about its failure 
to protect basic human rights, such as freedom 
of speech and religion, and sought to maintain 
more of their own prerogative. Before long, the 
new nation had been split into two separate 
factions: those who supported the Constitution 
(cosmopolitans) and those who didn’t (localists). 
America suddenly started to look divided. 

So, what to do? The answer lay in the 10 
amendments (known as the Bill of Rights) added 
in an attempt to allay the sceptics’ concerns. The 
states of Pennsylvania, Delaware, New Jersey, 
Georgia and Connecticut had all ratified the 
Constitution early. Now, thanks to the amendments 
and a vigorous PR campaign headed by such 
luminaries as Alexander Hamilton and James 
Madison, other states came round. By its own terms, 
the minimum number of states required to ratify 
the Constitution was nine, and on 21 June 1788 that 
number was reached.

HOW AMERICA MANAGED 
TO DOWN THE LAW
Getting each and every state to back the 
US Constitution was no mean feat...

“FORMER LOYALISTS TOTHE CROWN WERE SOMETIMESHUNTED DOWN AND BEATENBY SELF-STYLED PATRIOTS”
matter of the 30,000 British troops 
stationed in North America, occupying 
the seaports of New York, Charles Town 
and Savannah. For all the humiliation of 
the defeat at Yorktown, a force of that size 
still had the capacity to give the colonists’ 
leading general, George Washington,  
considerable headaches. 

Happily for the colonists, the British 
were now looking for a way out. “Oh 
God, it is all over!” a crestfallen British 

Along with the Declaration of Independence, the Constitution and its  
associated Bill of Rights make up America’s three founding documents
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If we’ve whetted your appetite for the American Revolutionary War, why not explore the  
topic further with our pick of books, films, podcasts and TV and radio programmes

GET HOOKED
BOOKS

Defiance of the Patriots: 
The Boston Tea Party and  

the Making of America 

By Prof Benjamin L Carp  
(Yale University Press, 2010)

From Chinese tea-pickers to 
Englishmen, Native American tribes and 
sugar plantation slaves, Carp illuminates 

how a determined group shook the 
foundations of a mighty empire.

To Begin the World Over Again: 
How the American Revolution 

Devastated the Globe

By Prof Matthew Lockwood  
(Yale University Press, 2019)

Matthew Lockwood explores the 
far-reaching consequences of the 18th-

century fight for independence and how 
it set the stage for the global domination 

of Britain, Russia and the US.

Native Americans in the 
American Revolution

By Prof Ethan A Schmidt  
(Praeger, 2014)

Ethan Schmidt looks at the experiences 
of specific Native American groups 
during the American Revolutionary 

War, detailing how indigenous peoples 
were critical to the Revolution’s 

outbreak, its progress and conclusion.

Revolutionary Mothers:  
Women in the Struggle for 
America’s Independence

By Prof Carol Berkin  
(Alfred A Knopf Inc, 2005)

Carol Berkin looks at the roles played by 
women during the Revolutionary War 

– from raising funds and disseminating 
propaganda, to serving as nurses, spies, 

warriors and saboteurs. 

WATCH

American History’s Biggest 
Fibs with Lucy Worsley

(BBC Four, now streaming on  
Apple TV)

Episode one of Lucy Worsley’s 2019 
series sees her explore the myths and 

half-truths surrounding the Revolution.

Hamilton

(now streaming on Disney+)

This live stage recording of Lin-Manuel 
Miranda’s celebrated Broadway musical 

brings the story of one of America’s 
founding fathers, Alexander Hamilton, 

to life in colourful detail.

E George III: the tyrant who lost America? 
Andrew Roberts discusses his recent biography of King George III and takes on some 
of the myths that have surrounded the monarch. Listen at bit.ly/3JL2IUO

E Brexit and American independence 
In an interview recorded in 2018, Tom Cutterham describes how Brexit negotiations 
compare with America’s departure from the British empire. Listen at bit.ly/3qHvBK4

E The American Revolutionary War: everything you wanted to know  
Benjamin Carp tackles listener questions on the conflict that saw colonists in North 
America declare independence from the British. Listen at bit.ly/3DfZ0QB

ON THE PODCAST
E For podcasts, features, quizzes, interviews and 
more on the American Revolutionary War, visit 
historyextra.com/american-revolutionary-war

ON THE 

E Things We Forgot to Remember:  
The Real Boston Tea Party, 1773
bbc.co.uk/programmes/b01724mf 
Michael Portillo examines the real events of  
the Boston Tea Party, and how they have been  
re-engineered over time.

E In Our Time: Washington  
and the American Revolution
bbc.co.uk/programmes/p004y28v
Melvyn Bragg and guests discuss the first president 
of the US, George Washington, and the people and 
ideas that caused the American Revolution.

E The Invention of... the USA
bbc.co.uk/programmes/b08npnhd
Misha Glenny (pictured) explores the 
origins of the American Constitution and 
the creation of the United States.


