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Lieutenant Colonel Francis Smith commanded the British column that 
fought at Lexington and Concord. His superior officers praised his 
leadership and he was soon promoted to general. He led a brigade at the 
Battle of Brooklyn.
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1
First Shots

On the evening of  April 18, 1775, British Lieutenant 
Colonel Francis Smith gathered 700 of  his grenadiers 

and light infantrymen on the Boston Common. They were 
part of  a larger British force that had occupied Boston for 
more than six years. Now the Redcoats, as they were known 
because of  the color of  their uniform jackets, were prepar-
ing to march westward to the village of  Concord. Their 
mission was to surprise the Patriots and capture a supply of 
weapons and gunpowder hidden there.

It was the British, however, who were about to be sur-
prised. Spies had alerted the Patriots about the British plan. 
Paul Revere and William Dawes rode off  on horseback to 
spread the alarm throughout the countryside. In Lexington, 
a town between Boston and Concord, Patriot militia captain 
John Parker gathered about 70 of  his men on the town 
green. The sun was just rising as the British approached 
Parker’s men.

Historians still debate what happened next. At least one 
shot rang out. Afterward, each side blamed the other.

Twenty-three-year-old Sylvanus Wood was one of  the 
militiamen He recalled:
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The British troops approached us rapidly in platoons, 
with a General officer [Major John Pitcairn] on 
horse-back at their head [front]. . . . The officer 
then swung his sword, and said, ‘Lay down your 
arms, you . . . rebels, or you are all dead men. Fire!’. 
. . . There was not a gun fired by any of  Capt. 
Parker’s company within my knowledge.1

Smith, who hadn’t witnessed the incident and relied on 
what he was told, offered a different version:

Our troops advanced towards them [the Patriots], 
without any intention of  injuring them. . . . They in 
confusion went off  [ran away] . . . one of  them 
fired before he went off, and three or four more 
jumped over a wall and fired from behind it among 
the soldiers; on which the troops returned it [fired 
back], and killed several of  them.2

Eight Patriots lay dead and 10 were wounded. One 
British soldier was shot in the leg.

Fighting at Concord
The British continued on to Concord and searched for weap-
ons. By now, hundreds of  Patriots from nearby towns had 
arrived. Smith continued: “On their coming pretty near, one 
of  our men fired on them, which they returned; on which an 
action ensued [began to occur], and some few were killed 
and wounded.”3

The fight at Concord is considered the first true battle 
of  the Revolutionary War. As poet Ralph Waldo Emerson 
later wrote, the gunfire there became known as the “shot 
heard ’round the world.”
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The British Retreat to Boston
Around noon, the Redcoats began marching back to 

Boston. The militiamen pursued them, firing from places of  
concealment on both sides of  the road into the retreating 
column of  soldiers. British lieutenant John Barker wrote:

We were fired on from Houses and behind Trees, 
and before we had gone half  a mile were fired on 
from all sides, but mostly from the Rear, where 
People had hid themselves in houses ’till we had 
passed, and then fired.4

The British burned the houses of  Patriots and killed 
anyone they found carrying arms. By the time they returned 
to Boston, more than 70 Redcoats were dead and about 200 
others were wounded or missing. Ninety-four colonists were 
either dead or wounded.5

Word of  the British retreat and defeat quickly spread 
throughout the countryside. From this village and that town, 
thousands of  farmers and tradesmen, doctors and teachers 
began marching toward Boston. It was clear that a revolu-
tion was underway. What had brought the two sides to this 
point?

***
In 1754, the French and Indian War pitted the colonists and 
the British against the French in North America. Both sides 
had Indian allies. Two years later, the fighting spread to 
other parts of  the world in what was known as the Seven 
Years War. The British triumphed. They won huge tracts of  
land from France in North America. British territory now 
extended north through Canada, south to Florida, and west 
to the Mississippi River.
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But the conflict had been very expensive. Great Britain 
faced massive debts. In addition, some colonists were bat-
tling Indian tribes in the newly acquired lands. The British 
sent troops to protect against these attacks. Since the colo-
nies were benefiting from this protection, the British wanted 
them to help pay for it.

Parliament Passes Taxes
Parliament, Great Britain’s law-making body, began passing 
laws that taxed the colonies to raise some of  the money it 
needed. The first one was the Sugar Act, passed in 1764. It 
placed a tax on molasses. The colonists used molasses to 
make rum, which was an important part of  the colonial 
economies. Some Americans boycotted British goods in 
response to the act. But overall there wasn’t much protest.

Parliament passed the Stamp Act the following year. 
This law charged the colonists a tax for stamps that were 
now required on printed documents, such as wills, newspa-
pers, contracts, and even playing cards. The colonies erupted 
in protest. Delegates from nine colonies joined together at 
the Stamp Act Congress in New York City. The colonists 
wanted to show Parliament that they were united in their 
objections. They said they were being taxed without their 
consent. The protests helped repeal both the Sugar Act and 
the Stamp Act in 1766.

Parliament wasn’t done. In 1767, it passed the Town-
shend Acts. These Acts placed duties on glass, paper, tea, 
and other products imported from Great Britain. Once again, 
protests erupted. They were centered in Boston. The British 
sent thousands of  troops there in 1768 to keep order. The 
tensions led to tragedy. On March 5, 1770, an argument 
between a British soldier and a colonist attracted a crowd. 
The frightened soldier called for reinforcements. As the 
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crowd grew larger and angrier, the soldiers opened fire, kill-
ing five colonists. The event became known as the Boston 
Massacre.

The Boston Tea Party
The following month, Parliament repealed all of  the Town-
shend Act duties except the one on tea. On December 16, 
1773, members of  a Patriot group called the Sons of  Liberty 
disguised as Mohawk Indians illegally boarded three ships 
carrying tea belonging to the East India Company. They 
hurled 342 chests of  tea into Boston Harbor.

What became known as the Boston Tea Party angered 
Great Britain. Parliament responded with even harsher pun-
ishments toward Boston called the Coercive Acts. One act, 
the Boston Port Act, ordered the port of  Boston to remain 
closed until the colonists paid the East India Company for 
the destroyed tea. With the port closed, supplies could not 
be brought into the city, and products manufactured in 
Massachusetts could not be shipped out.

In September, 1774, delegates from 12 of  the 13 colo-
nies came together in Philadelphia at the First Continental 
Congress. The Congress called for a boycott of  British 
goods and sent a petition to King George III asking for 
repeal of  the Coercive Acts. Some delegates hoped they 
could solve their differences with the British. Others, like 
Samuel Adams, one of  Boston’s Patriot leaders, believed 
they couldn’t. Adams wrote a letter to his friend, Dr. Thomas 
Young, before the congress’s petition had even been sent to 
the king. The colonists must “provide themselves without 
Delay with Arms & Ammunition, [and] get well instructed 
in the military Art,” Adams said, “that they may be ready in 
Case they are called to defend themselves against the violent 
Attacks of Despotism.”6
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