
Road to Revolution

You have probably heard of the American Revolution. 
Perhaps names like George Washington and Thomas 
Jefferson ring a bell, but do you know how it all started?

By the 1750s, Britain had established thirteen colonies in 
North America.  Meanwhile, the country of France was 
also settling parts of the continent.  In their efforts to 
dominate the new land, Britain and France fought in a 
conflict that became known as the French and Indian War (1754 - 1763).  Britain eventually 
prevailed in this fight, but this would become the first event that would lead Americans to 
desire independence from their home country of Britain.

It takes a lot of money to fight a war, and Britain had to find a way to pay for its conflict with 
France. They also decided to keep soldiers in the colonies, which was an additional expense.  
People back in England were already being taxed heavily and they did not want to pay the 
government even more.  This is when Parliament (a group of men elected to help rule the 
British) and the King of England decided to pass some laws that would make the colonists in 
North America pay for some of the war through new taxes.

These actions made the colonists very angry since they did not like taxes and because British 
rule did not allow them to participate in elections that would choose men for Parliament.  The 
Americans felt as though their interests and ideas could not be heard in the British government. 
On top of all this, King George told the colonists they could not move west into newly 
acquired land from France.  This became known as the Proclamation of 1763.  Americans were 
becoming more and more upset that the King and Parliament, who were over 3,000 miles 
away, were ordering them around!

The new tax laws started with what became known as the Sugar Act.  The colonists had to pay 
an extra amount on a variety of goods imported from other places.  This was followed by the 
hated Stamp Act in 1765.  Americans would now be taxed on almost everything written on 
paper, including playing cards, newspapers, and legal documents.

During this time, some of the colonists began to protest in different ways.  Some groups, like 
the Sons of Liberty, formed to speak and act out against the way Britain was ruling the colonies. 
Petitions were signed asking King George to change the tax laws.  Some also decided to 
boycott, or refuse to buy, British goods.  Meanwhile, a certain phrase could be heard echoing 
across the land.  “No taxation without representation!” became a rallying cry for people who 
would become known as Patriots.  They wanted Americans to have liberty and freedom to 
make their own laws and to govern themselves.
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This cartoon was printed to inspire the colonies to unite.
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Trouble was clearly brewing in the thirteen colonies.  American leaders like 
James Otis, John Adams, and Samuel Adams began to speak out against laws 
like the Stamp Act.  Sensing problems, the British began sending more troops 
to North America.  By  1770, over 9,000 soldiers were quartered, or housed, 
in the colonies.  This, of course, led to tension between the Redcoats 
(nickname for the British soldiers) and the Americans.  Some people felt like 
they were becoming prisoners in their own cities!

On the evening of March 5, 1770,  an angry crowd in Boston began insulting and throwing 
objects at a small group of soldiers.  Although it is still unclear exactly how it happened, the 
British opened fire upon the crowd.  Five colonists died in what would be called the Boston 
Massacre.  After this tragic event, groups like the Sons of Liberty began to use the Boston 
Massacre as a way to convince all people in the colonies that the actions of the British 
government were unacceptable!  While many remained Loyalists, or loyal to the King, more 
began to see the Patriot point of view.

Parliament continued to pass tax laws which further angered the people of the colonies.  In 
1773, the Sons of Liberty took part in a protest that was later called the Boston Tea Party.  To 
show their feelings toward a law known as the Tea Act, they boarded British tea ships late one 
night.  Disguised as Mohawk Indians, they broke open the chests of tea and dumped three- 
hundred forty-two of them overboard and into the Boston Harbor.  By today's standards this 
would be worth about one million dollars!

To punish the colonies for their actions, Parliament passed what Americans called the 
Intolerable Acts .  These laws allowed British ships to blockade(block and close down) Boston 
Harbor until all the money was paid back for the destroyed tea.  The British government also 
took away what little ruling power the colonists had by making General Thomas Gage, the  
head of the British army in North America, the new governor of Massachusetts.

How would the colonists respond to these Intolerable Acts?  In 1774, they decided to hold a 
meeting in Philadelphia called the Continental Congress.  Delegates, or representatives from the 
colonies, came together to decide what actions should be taken.  George Washington, John 
Adams, and Patrick Henry were a few of the notable delegates in attendance.  Congress came to 
the conclusion that they should formally boycott British goods and refuse to obey any laws 
that took away their freedom.  Whatever happened in the future, they were determined to be 
united as a group.  If change did not come, they would meet again in May of 1775 to decide 
what would happen next.  Well, change did not come after all.  While the delegates were 
making their way to Philadelphia for the Second Continental Congress, an event would take 
place near Boston that would change the world forever.  
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General Thomas Gage heard rumors that Patriots had been storing weapons in the nearby town 
of Concord.  He also thought that two Patriot leaders, Samuel Adams and John Hancock, were 
staying in the town of Lexington.  Gage sent about  seven hundred Redcoats to find the 
weapons and arrest Adams and Hancock.

Some of the Patriots in Boston realized that the British troops were about to march into the 
countryside.  A few of them, including Paul Revere, went on the famous “Midnight Ride” to 
warn Adams, Hancock, and other Patriots that troops would soon be arriving.

Samuel Adams and John Hancock escaped without harm, and the weapons were moved before 
the Redcoats came.  Members of the colony's militia began to get ready for a confrontation 
with the British.  These men were called Minutemen because they could be ready to fight in a 
minute's time!  This was crucial because they were normally busy working farms or keeping 
their shops.

When the troops arrived in Lexington at sunrise, they found a group of Minutemen standing in 
ranks on the village common.  As each side eyed the other, some unknown person fired a shot.  
This would famously become known as “the shot heard round the world.”

The Revolutionary War had begun.  It would prove to be long and tough fight, lasting eight 
years.  It would end with American independence from Britain and the creation of a new 
country called the United States of America!
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This early battle flag reveals the feelings of the Americans toward the British.


