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Notable Figures
ADAMS, JOHN (1735–1826). A Massachusetts delegate to the Continental Congress, Adams was appointed
in 1776 to the committee responsible for drafting the
Declaration of Independence; later he served as one of the
three American commissioners who negotiated the peace
treaty officially ending the Revolutionary War; he served
as George Washington’s vice president and, in 1796, was
elected the second president of the United States.

ADAMS, SAMUEL (1722–1803). A leader of the Sons
of Liberty in Boston, Adams was a vocal critic of the Sugar
Act and the Stamp Act; he was a member of the Massachusetts delegation to the First and Second Continental
Congress, where he was an early champion of independence; he later served as governor of Massachusetts.

DICKINSON, JOHN (1732–1808). A lawyer by training, Dickinson encouraged colonial opposition to the
Stamp Act and other British policies, but he consistently
argued for a peaceful resolution of the colonies’ grievances; as a member of the Pennsylvania delegation to the
Second Continental Congress, he refused to sign the Declaration of Independence.
FRANKLIN, BENJAMIN (1706–1790). A man of
wide-ranging accomplishments, Franklin represented
Pennsylvania at the Albany Congress in 1754, at the
Second Continental Congress in 1776, and at the Constitutional Convention in 1787; he was a member of the
committee that drafted the Declaration of Independence
and served on the three-man commission that negotiated
the peace treaty with Great Britain.
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John Adams

Sam Adams

Ben Franklin

GAGE, THOMAS (1721–1787). The commander of
British forces in North America, General Gage was
appointed governor of Massachusetts in 1774; his decision to seize colonists’ stores of gunpowder and firearms
sparked the Battle of Lexington and Concord, the first
engagement of the Revolutionary War.

GEORGE III (1738–1820). King of Great Britain and
Ireland from 1760 until his death, he alienated many
American colonists with his heavy-handed policies.

HANCOCK, JOHN (1737–1793). As president of the
Provisional Congress of Massachusetts, Hancock—a
wealthy Boston merchant—ordered militia units, known
as “minutemen,” to be formed in 1774 and 1775; he also
served as president of the Continental Congress from
1775 to 1777, as president of the United States under the
Articles of Confederation (1785–1786), and as a nineterm governor of Massachusetts.
HENRY, PATRICK (1736–1799). In May 1765, while
serving in his first year as a member of Virginia’s legislature (the House of Burgesses), Henry proposed the Virginia Stamp Act Resolutions, which contended that the
king and Parliament could not tax the colonists; his most
famous speech (“give me liberty or give me death!”)
occurred in March 1775, when he asked the legislature for
troops to defend Virginia from the British.

HUTCHINSON, THOMAS (1711–1780). As royal
governor of Massachusetts, the Boston-born Hutchinson
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King George III

John Hancock

Patrick Henry

steadfastly upheld British authority; his refusal to permit
ships to leave Boston Harbor until their cargoes of tea had
been unloaded helped lead to the Boston Tea Party in
December 1773.

JEFFERSON, THOMAS (1743–1826). Credited with
writing the Declaration of Independence in 1776, Jefferson later served as U.S. secretary of state and vice president before winning election as the third president of the
United States.

PAINE, THOMAS (1737–1809). A political philosopher, he published a highly influential pamphlet, Common
Sense, in January 1776; it urged the colonies to declare
their independence from England.
RANDOLPH, PEYTON (CA. 1721–1775). Speaker of

Thomas Jefferson

Thomas Paine

TOWNSHEND, CHARLES (1725–1767). As Britain’s
Chancellor of the Exchequer (chief finance minister), he
favored making the American colonies pay import duties
on products such as lead, paint, paper, glass, and tea; the
Townshend Acts greatly angered the American colonists
and helped lead to the Revolutionary War.

WASHINGTON, GEORGE (1732–1799). A Virginia
delegate to the First and Second Continental Congress,
Washington was selected to be commander-in-chief of the
Continental Army in June 1775; six years later, with
French assistance, he forced the British surrender at
Yorktown, Virginia; in 1787 he presided over the Constitutional Convention, and in 1789 he took office as the
first president of the United States.

the Virginia House of Burgesses, he was elected president
of the First and Second Continental Congress; he championed the Patriot cause but died about eight months
before the Declaration of Independence.

REVERE, PAUL (1735–1818). A silversmith and
engraver, he is best known for his famous night ride of
April 18, 1775, during which he warned Massachusetts
Patriots of the British advance on Lexington and Concord.

SEARS, ISAAC (1730–1786). A longtime leader of the
Sons of Liberty in New York, Sears organized protests
against the Stamp Act and later marshaled mobs to seize
the New York arsenal and the customs house following the
Battle of Lexington and Concord.
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British troops fire into a line of
minutemen on Lexington Green,
killing eight Americans. Dr.
Joseph Warren (bottom left), a
leader of the Boston Patriots, had
ordered the minutemen to be
warned that the British were on
the march. Battles at Lexington
and Concord on April 19, 1775,
marked the start of the American
Revolution.

1

April 19,
1775

S

o it had come to this! His Majesty’s troops had
marched out of Boston in the early hours of April 19,
1775. They were coming to Lexington. The Lexington

militia formed on the green, waiting. Known as minutemen
because they could be ready at a minute’s notice, the men
had awakened as riders passed through town with a message from Boston: “The Regulars are Coming!”
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April 19, 1775

Step by step, Great Britain and her American

way to resist. A few radical leaders, like Isaac Sears in

colonies had grown apart. Just 15 years earlier,

New York and Samuel Adams in Boston, believed

British regular soldiers and provincial militiamen

that throwing off British rule was the only way to

fought side by side against a common enemy—the

guarantee the colonists’ freedoms. Others, including

French empire. For seven years war raged on the

Pennsylvania’s Benjamin Franklin and Virginia’s

frontiers of Britain’s North American colonies. With

George Washington, supported many petitions that

the fall of Montreal in 1760, the war came to an end,

implored the king to change his policies.

and with it the French empire in North America.

By 1774, the British government was fed up with

However, the same war that brought British and

the colonists’ resistance to taxation. In response to the

provincial troops together also sowed the seeds of dis-

Boston Tea Party—a protest against the tax on tea in

content. The war against France proved costly, and

December 1773—the British prime minister, Lord

the British government needed new sources of rev-

North, ordered the port of Boston to be closed to trad-

enue. Members of Parliament and His Majesty King

ing ships until the colonists paid for the destroyed tea.

George III viewed the American colonies as a poten-

In September 1774, representatives from 12 of the

tial source of new income.

colonies met in Philadelphia, the largest city in the

New taxes imposed on the American colonies,

colonies, to discuss their grievances against Great

such as the Stamp Act of 1765 and taxes on tea and

Britain and to send their demands to the king. Among

other British goods, drove a wedge between the

the men in attendance at the First Continental Con-

mother country and the colonists. But the actions of

gress were George Washington, Samuel Adams, and

the British Parliament also created disagreements

John Adams. Upon adjourning, the delegates agreed

among the colonists themselves. Not everyone in the

to convene the Second Continental Congress in May

13 American colonies saw eye to eye on the issues of

1775.

the day. Some colonists supported the right of the

Meanwhile, the king’s troops continued to create

king and Parliament to raise taxes in the colonies.

hardships for the colonists. In Williamsburg, Virginia,

Others believed that such taxation was wrong, but

the royal governor, Lord Dunmore, ordered British

even those colonists could not agree on the correct

marines from a Royal Navy vessel in the York River to
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April 19, 1775
regular soldiers marched for Concord. Their move
was expected.
Most colonists still considered themselves British
citizens, so as Paul Revere and others rode through
the countryside, they did not shout, “The British are
Coming!” After all, they were British too. Revere and
the others shouted, “The Regulars are Coming! The
Regulars are Coming!”—meaning the British troops.
By dawn, about 80 men, many carrying their muskets, waited restlessly on the Lexington Green. Most
no doubt hoped that a show of force might persuade
the British to turn around and return to Boston. As
Paul Revere, William Dawes, and Samuel Prescott rode through the
countryside around Boston to warn the minutemen that the British
Army was on the march.

the sun rose, the British troops came into view—the
soldiers in their brick-red uniforms, the officers wearing bright scarlet coats that glistened in the sunlight.

seize the store of black powder from the public maga-

The British officers yelled at the minutemen to dis-

zine—powder belonging to the Virginia militia, not the

perse—to leave the green and go home. At first no

British troops. Tempers flared, but violence was avert-

one moved. Then the minutemen began to disband

ed—at least for the time being.

slowly. Suddenly, a shot rang out. To this day, no one

As the spring of 1775 approached, tensions in

knows who fired first, but soon British troops and

Boston grew. General Thomas Gage, the commander

minutemen were exchanging fire. After a few volleys,

of all British forces in North America, ordered troops

the British officers shouted orders, whereupon their

out into the countryside around Boston to confiscate

men re-formed into columns and continued toward

powder and weapons. General Gage believed the

Concord.

colonists had a large store of these in Concord.
Before dawn on April 19, 1775, about 700 British

On Lexington Green, eight minutemen lay dead.
The American War of Independence had begun.
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