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INDEPENDENCE

1775-1783

Sixty years after the fighting at Lexington and Concord, Americans
raised a monument to the minutemen and dedicated it with “Concord
Hymn,” Ralph Waldo Emerson’s famous poem. “The embattled farmers,”
said the poem, “fired the shot heard round the world.” Yet in 1775 no one
envisioned the years of fighting that would follow that skirmish. Most
colonists wanted only a voice in the taxations that seemed to shackle
them; only a few radicals dreamed of independence. But the next seven
years of fighting drew the major powers of Europe into a struggle that
challenged the world’s views of absolute monarchies.

The colonial troops dragged the heavy cannon captured at Fort Ticonderoga 300
miles (480 km) through mountains and snow to the siege at Boston.



1775-83| American War for Independence

1774

Treaty of Paris

1778 1782

Second Continental Congress Declaration of Independence 1781] British surrender at Yorktown

Section 1: What Were Some of the Early Events of the War?

For some time after the fighting at Lexington
and Concord, neither the British nor the colo-
nists attacked the other. The British lacked suf-
ficient troops to face the Massachusetts militia.
The colonists lacked the cannons and guns to
attack Boston while British troops occupied the
city and British ships defended the harbor.

The Second Continental Congress meets. The
First Continental Congress had agreed to meet
again in May 1775 if Britain did not change its
policies. When no change seemed forthcoming,
the Second Continental Congress met in Phila-
delphia on May 10, 1775. This group organized
the Continental Army and called for twenty
thousand troops. Volunteers would agree to
serve for one year. By unanimous vote, the
Second Continental Congress also appointed
George Washington of Virginia as commander-
in-chief of the army. Like the Continental
Congress, the Continental Army was named for
its position on the North American continent in
contrast to the islands of Britain.

Some delegates wanted to break ties with
Britain, but many others still desired reconcili-
ation. As a final effort to preserve peace, Con-
gress drafted a letter to King George known as
the Olive Branch Petition. In it Congress asked
for a peaceful resolution and promised loyalty
if the king would hear their appeal. Aware that
the colonies were already fighting, King George
rejected the petition and declared the colonies
to be in rebellion. He hired thousands of
German mercenaries, soldiers paid to fight in a
foreign army, and sent them to the colonies.

While Congress discussed measures for peace,
Washington headed north to Boston. However,
several military actions had already occurred

before General Washington took command of
the militia that answered the call to arms.
Americans seize Fort Ticonderoga. On May 10,
1775, the same day the Second Continental Con-
gress began, Colonels Ethan Allen and Benedict
Arnold led a group of Vermont soldiers known
as the Green Mountain Boys against Fort
Ticonderoga in New York. Taking the British by

This is the first page of the Olive Branch Petition.
King George reportedly never read it.
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The Battle of Bunker Hill was actu-
ally fought on nearby Breed’s Hill, but it

was named for the hill on which Colonel
Prescott had been ordered to build
fortifications.

surprise, they seized the fort without either side
firing a shot. Soon afterward, the Green Moun-
tain Boys took the British fort at Crown Point,
opening the way to Canada. The American
colonists hoped to draw the colonists of Canada
to their side. Also, the colonists now possessed
the artillery they had earlier lacked, but they had
to find a way to transport the large guns from
the captured forts.

Americans “lose” at Bunker Hill. 1n June 1775,
while Congress was still in session, fighting
erupted at Boston. Both colonial and British mil-
itary forces wanted control of the hills around
Boston and Charlestown. These hills overlooked
the harbor and the narrow strips of land con-
necting both towns to the mainland. If either
side could fortify these hills, it would greatly
handicap the opposing force. British General
Gage, short on troops, permitted the colonists to
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occupy the hills around Charlestown, knowing
the heights were of no particular advantage to a
force without artillery. However, as more British
troops arrived, General Gage prepared to seize
the hills before the colonists could transport
cannons from the captured forts in New York.

Hearing of General Gage’s intentions, colonial
militiamen spent the night of June 16, 1775,
digging trenches and piling up earthen forts on
Breed’s Hill, which overlooked Charlestown.

The next afternoon British General William
Howe ordered an attack, and British troops
charged up the hill toward the colonists.
According to tradition, colonial military officers,
concerned about limited ammunition, ordered
their soldiers to withhold fire until they could
see the whites of their enemies’ eyes. Twice the
colonists drove the British back. Then the colo-
nists’ ammunition ran out, and they were forced
to retreat. Though technically a British victory,
the Battle of Bunker Hill cost the British more
lives than it cost the colonial forces.

George Washington takes command. 1n July
1775, shortly after the Battle of Bunker Hill,
Washington arrived at Boston and took com-
mand of the military forces, which until that
time had lacked a leader. Most of the troops
knew nothing of military training, drill, or disci-
pline. Washington’s first job was to transform
this disorganized militia into a unified body that
could combat highly trained British regulars.

Continentals invade Canada. In the fall and
winter of 1775, while awaiting more action at
Boston, Washington ordered an invasion of
Canada. Marching north on the route opened
by the capture of Forts Ticonderoga and Crown
Point, General Richard Montgomery conquered
Montreal in November. Colonel Benedict Arnold
led his troops to Quebec, where Montgomery
joined him. Together they attacked Quebec
during a snowstorm, but Montgomery was
killed and Arnold wounded. Outnumbered and
ravaged by smallpox, the dwindling American
forces released their hold on Montreal and
withdrew from Canada.



The British leave Boston. During the winter
of 1775 Colonel Henry Knox dragged the heavy
cannons from Fort Ticonderoga over frozen hills
and rivers to Boston. Equipped with artillery at
last, Washington fortified Dorchester Heights
south of Boston in March 1776. The British and
Continental forces exchanged several rounds of
cannon fire, but British artillery could not reach
Dorchester Heights. Washington waited, hoping
the British would attempt a charge like the
one in the Battle of Bunker Hill. Meanwhile, a
severe rainstorm struck, and under the threat of
American artillery, the British had little choice
but to evacuate Boston. Later in March the
British retreated to Nova Scotia with more than

a thousand Boston Loyalists; this ended British
occupation of New England.

2 STUDY EXERCISES 8.1

What was the Olive Branch Petition?

k=

2. How was the Battle of Bunker Hill a loss
and a victory for the British?

3. Why did the invasion of Canada fail?

CLAss DiscussionN

1. Why did Washington order the invasion
of Canada rather than an attack on
Boston?

X

Section 2: How Did the Colonists Finally

Decide to Break With Britain?

After America had been at war for a year,
many colonists still hoped for a peaceable agree-
ment with Britain. But neither the colonists
nor Britain were willing to compromise; and as
relationships with Britain worsened, growing
numbers of colonists favored independence.
Although these colonists represented only about
one-fourth of Americans, they promoted their
views energetically.

Common Sense unites American Colonists.

In January 1776 Thomas Paine published a
small pamphlet titled Common Sense. With fiery
and eloquent language, Paine attacked King
George and Great Britain, and he called for
independence. Common Sense helped to cement
ideas about independence in people’s minds and
brought a greater unity to the cause.

Americans declare independence. Meeting
again in 1776, the Second Continental Congress
discussed the question of independence. In
June Richard Henry Lee of Virginia proposed a
resolution that “these United States are, and of
right ought to be, free and independent States;
that they are absolved [freed] from all allegiance
to the British Crown; and that all political con-
nection between them and the State of Great

Britain is, and ought to be, totally dissolved.”
Although delegates from the Middle Colo-
nies withheld their support for independence,
Congress appointed a committee to draw up a
statement of independence. Thomas Jefferson,

a member of the committee, wrote

i Sp
most of the declaration. Qg} &6

My Mind Is My Church

Thomas Paine, advocate of the American
Revolution, wrote in his book The Age of
Reason, “I do not believe in the creed pro-
fessed ... by any church that | know of. My
own mind is my own church.”

Later, while imprisoned in France for his
support of the French Revolution, Paine
wrote attacks on Christianity. He advocated
deism, the belief that the Creator is unin-
volved in the creation and that man has no
responsibility to the Creator.

Because of his religious beliefs, Paine died
a social outcast. Only six people attended his
funeral, and Christian churches of America
refused to admit his body to their cemeteries.

Why is it important for us to consider the
beliefs of the men whose advice we follow?

CHAPTER 8

FJALY
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Neither Loyalists nor Patriots

The nonresistant Christians (Mennonites, Amish, Moravians, Quakers, and Brethren) of southeast Pennsylvania
were confronted with many difficulties as the Revolution developed. Following are some of the issues they faced.

% Because they refused to drill in the local militia, & Nonresistant Christians needed to decide at what

these people were asked to pay money to the
newly forming Continental government. But they
felt Britain was their rightful government, so they
did not consider this money a legal tax, and many
were not sure if they could conscientiously pay it.

% During the war, the colonial troops spent a hard
winter at Valley Forge while the British troops
lived in relative comfort in Philadelphia. In fact,
part of the British soldiers’ supplies came from
local Mennonites, who continued to sell their farm
produce in Philadelphia markets. As some of the
Mennonites viewed it, the colonial soldiers could
have gone home to warm houses instead of suffer-
ing as rebels at Valley Forge.

point they could recognize the new nation as their
rightful government instead of Britain.

Sometimes the local militia confiscated a horse
from a Mennonite farmer to haul goods on wag-
ons for the army. The farmer needed to decide
if he could conscientiously send his son along to
drive the wagon so that he would be more likely to
get his horse back.

Nonresistant Christians tried to remain neutral,
although independence-minded Americans some-
times accused them of being Loyalists. Some
Christians suffered arrest and loss of property for
refusing to bear arms in the fight for independence.

This early draft of the Declaration of Independence shows the numerous revisions Jefferson made as he wrote.
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The declaration can be divided into the follow-
ing four parts.

1. The preamble:

an introductory paragraph explaining the
purpose of the document.

PREAMBLE

“When in the course of human events, it
becomes necessary for one people to dissolve
the political bands which have connected them
with another, and to assume, among the Powers
of the earth, the separate and equal station to
which the Laws of Nature and of Nature’s God
entitle them, a decent respect to the opinion of
mankind requires that they should declare the
causes which impel them to the separation.”

2. An explanation of the

principles of democracy:

several paragraphs explaining how the colonists
viewed human rights and human governments.

EXCERPT FROM SECTION II:

“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that
all men are created equal, that they are endowed
[gifted] by their Creator with certain unalienable
[basic] Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty
and the pursuit of Happiness. That to secure
these rights, governments are instituted among
men, deriving [taking] their just powers from the
consent of the governed.”

The section goes on to say that people may
change their form of government if it does not
bring them “Safety and Happiness” or if it becomes
abusive of its people, but that people should not
change their governments for trivial reasons.

3. The grievances (complaints)
against the king of Great Britain:

the colonists’ reasons for feeling the king had
wronged them

EXCERPT FROM SECTION III:

“The history of the present King of Great Britain is
a history of repeated injuries and usurpations, all hav-
ing in direct object the establishment of an absolute
Tyranny over these States. To prove this, let facts be
submitted to a candid [impartial] world.”

In the paragraphs that follow, the colonists listed
twenty-seven specific grievances against King George Ill.

4. The actual declaration:

a statement that all political ties between Britain
and the colonies were dissolved. This section begins
by saying that the colonists had sought in every way
they could to work with the king—and not only
with the king, but also with “our British brethren”;
however,

“They too have been deaf to the voice of jus-
tice. ... We must, therefore, . . . hold them, as we
hold the rest of mankind, Enemies in War, in Peace
Friends.

“We, therefore, the Representatives of the United
States of America, in General Congress Assembled,
appealing to the Supreme Judge of the world for
the rectitude [rightness] of our intentions, do, in the
Name, and by Authority of the good People of these
Colonies, solemnly publish and declare, That these
United Colonies are, and of Right ought to be Free
and Independent States. . . . And for the support of
this Declaration, with a firm reliance on the protec-
tion of divine Providence, we mutually pledge to each
other our Lives, our Fortunes, and our sacred Honor.”

CHAPTER 8
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On July 1 Congress debated Lee’s resolution,
and nine of the thirteen colonies approved it
immediately. Caesar Rodney, a Delaware dele-
gate, rode home that night through pouring rain
to get approval from the Delaware assembly. He
arrived in Philadelphia the next morning in time
for the vote. On July 2, 1776, with the approval of
twelve colonies, Congress irreversibly voted for
independence. New York gave its approval two
weeks later.

On July 3 Congress read, debated, and edited
Jefferson’s declaration. John Hancock, president
of Congress, signed the draft copy of the Decla-
ration of Independence on July 4, and later all
fifty-six delegates signed it. According to tradi-
tion, while the delegates signed the declaration,
John Hancock said, “We must be unanimous;
there must be no pulling different ways; we
must all hang together.” Ben Franklin added,
“Yes, we must indeed all hang together, or assur-
edly we shall all hang separately.”

Loyalists support Britain. Congress may have
been unified for independence, but the people of
the new United States were not. One-third still
supported Britain, and another third remained
neutral. The Americans were taking on the most

powerful country in the world with the support
of only one-third of their population.

British supporters called Loyalists or Tories
were often looked on as traitors. Some Loyalists,
including Benjamin Franklin’s son William,
moved to Canada where they could remain
under British rule. Others remained quiet but
joined the British army when British troops
entered their locality.

8.2

1. How did Common Sense prepare Ameri-
cans for war?

IZ STUDY EXERCISES

2. When was the Declaration of Indepen-
dence signed?

3. What were the main parts of the Decla-
ration of Independence?

2, CLASS DiscussiON

1. What risk did the colonial leaders take in
declaring their independence?

2. If only one-third of the people openly
supported independence, why did the
colonies go to war with Britain?

Section 3: How Did the Colonists Defeat Britain?

For both sides, the course of the war alter-
nated between periods of dark defeat and times
of bloody victory. The difference between
victory and defeat pivoted both on small turns
of events and on momentous decisions.

Strengths and Weaknesses

Both the British and the Americans possessed
major strengths as well as crippling weaknesses.
An advantage to one side proved a disadvantage
to the other.

The British have advantages and disadvantages.
Britain had more people, which meant more
soldiers for their army and more sailors for their
navy. In addition, the British army was experi-
enced and well trained. The British navy, with

UNIT 2

large fleets of warships and transport ships, was
the strongest in the world. Britain’s army and navy
were controlled by an established government
that had power to raise both money and troops.

However, many of Britain’s soldiers were hired.
They cared more about their pay than about the
success of the war. Besides, the war was unpopu-
lar in England, and in spite of Britain’s large
population, soldiers were hard to recruit.

The Continentals have advantages and
disadvantages. In contrast, the Continental Army
was small, inexperienced, and poorly trained.
Volunteers often enlisted for a year or less and
left the army when planting or harvest time
arrived. Unaccustomed to army discipline, sol-
diers sometimes fled in fright before enemy fire.
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