The American Revolution: A Campaign
Overview

How Thirteen Colonies Defeated the World's Greatest Empire

When fighting erupted at Lexington and Concord in April 1775, few people imagined that a
handful of rebellious colonies could defeat the greatest naval and military power on Earth.
Britain possessed a professional army, the world's strongest navy, abundant financial resources,
and a global empire. The American colonies, by contrast, had no national government, no
standing army, little money, and almost no experience fighting a modern war. Yet only eight
years later, Great Britain formally recognized the independence of the United States. It remains
one of history's most improbable military and political triumphs.

The Revolutionary War was not won through a single decisive battle. Rather, it was a long series
of campaigns in which military victories, political determination, foreign diplomacy, geography,
and simple endurance combined to produce an unlikely American success. George Washington
understood from the beginning that he did not have to destroy the British Army. He simply had
to keep his own army alive long enough for Britain to tire of an expensive war fought three
thousand miles from home.



April 1775: Lexington and Concord

The Revolution began almost accidentally. British General Thomas Gage dispatched
approximately 700 regular soldiers from Boston to seize colonial military supplies stored at
Concord and, if possible, arrest Patriot leaders Samuel Adams and John Hancock.

Instead, the British encountered armed Massachusetts militia on Lexington Green. "The shot
heard 'round the world" remains one of history's enduring mysteries because no one knows with
certainty who fired first. After pushing on to Concord and destroying some military stores, the
British began their march back to Boston. Along the way, thousands of colonial militiamen
converged on the route, firing from behind trees, stone walls, and farm buildings. By the time the
battered British column reached Boston, it had suffered nearly 300 casualties and discovered that
the colonies were prepared to resist by force.

June 1775: Bunker Hill

Only two months later, the Battle of Bunker Hill demonstrated that determined colonial militia
could stand against Britain's professional soldiers. Although the British ultimately captured the
hill overlooking Boston Harbor, they paid dearly for the victory. Repeated frontal assaults
against entrenched American positions resulted in more than one thousand British casualties.

The battle became a moral victory for the Patriots. It shattered the British assumption that the
rebellion could be crushed quickly and gave the Americans confidence that disciplined resistance
could inflict serious losses upon the world's finest army.

March 1776: Boston Is Liberated

George Washington's first major success came without fighting a large battle. During the winter,
Colonel Henry Knox accomplished the extraordinary feat of hauling dozens of heavy cannon
from the recently captured Fort Ticonderoga across nearly 300 miles of frozen wilderness to
Boston.

Washington secretly placed these guns atop Dorchester Heights overlooking the city and harbor.
Faced with the prospect of devastating artillery fire, British commander General William Howe
evacuated Boston in March 1776, sailing with his army to Halifax. It was Washington's first
strategic victory and gave the young Continental Army a desperately needed boost in confidence.

Summer and Autumn 1776: Disaster in New York

Washington's greatest challenge soon followed. Britain assembled the largest military expedition
it had ever sent across the Atlantic. More than 30,000 British and German troops, supported by
the Royal Navy, descended upon New York City.

The resulting campaign proved disastrous for the Americans. Washington suffered defeats on
Long Island, Manhattan, White Plains, and Fort Washington. Yet despite these setbacks, he



repeatedly managed to escape encirclement, preserving the Continental Army from destruction.
Although the British captured New York, Washington's successful retreats ensured that the
Revolution itself survived. By December, however, Patriot morale had reached its lowest point,
and many believed the rebellion was nearing collapse.

December 1776: Crossing the Delaware

Washington responded with one of history's boldest military gambles. On Christmas night, 1776,
he led approximately 2,400 weary soldiers across the ice-filled Delaware River during a
snowstorm. At dawn the following morning, the Continental Army surprised the Hessian
garrison at Trenton, capturing nearly one thousand prisoners.

Only a week later, Washington struck again, defeating British forces at Princeton. Although
these victories were relatively small from a military standpoint, their psychological impact was
enormous. They restored American confidence, encouraged reenlistments, and demonstrated that
the Continental Army remained a formidable force despite its earlier defeats.

1777: Philadelphia and Saratoga

The following year produced both disappointment and triumph. General Howe succeeded in
capturing Philadelphia, then the American capital, after defeating Washington at Brandywine
and later at Germantown. The loss of the capital embarrassed the Continental Congress but failed
to end the Revolution.

Far more significant events unfolded hundreds of miles to the north. British General John
Burgoyne marched south from Canada expecting to link up with Howe in a grand strategy to
isolate New England. Howe, however, pursued Philadelphia instead, leaving Burgoyne isolated.
Surrounded near Saratoga, New Y ork, Burgoyne surrendered his entire army in October 1777.

Saratoga became the turning point of the Revolutionary War. The stunning American victory
convinced France that the colonies possessed a realistic chance of defeating Britain and deserved
formal recognition and military assistance.

Valley Forge and the French Alliance

The winter of 1777-1778 at Valley Forge tested the Continental Army as never before. Hunger,
cold, inadequate clothing, and disease claimed the lives of thousands of soldiers. Yet under the
disciplined training of the Prussian officer Baron Friedrich von Steuben, Washington's army
emerged in the spring stronger, more organized, and better prepared for the campaigns ahead.

Meanwhile, France officially entered the war on America's side. French financial aid,
experienced military officers, professional troops, and, above all, the powerful French Navy
transformed what had been a colonial rebellion into an international conflict. Britain now faced a
worldwide struggle extending from Europe to the Caribbean and India.



The Southern Campaign

Unable to crush the rebellion in the North, Britain shifted its attention to the southern colonies,
expecting Loyalist support in Georgia and the Carolinas. Initial victories seemed to justify the
strategy, but British success proved temporary.

American commanders such as Nathanael Greene, Daniel Morgan, and Francis Marion gradually
wore down British forces through a combination of conventional battles and relentless partisan
warfare. Greene wisely avoided risking the destruction of his army, instead forcing General
Charles Cornwallis to fight costly engagements that steadily weakened British strength.
Although Greene often surrendered the battlefield, he consistently won the larger strategic
campaign.

October 1781: Victory at Yorktown

Cornwallis eventually marched into Virginia and fortified the port of Yorktown, expecting
evacuation or reinforcement by the Royal Navy. Instead, the French fleet under Admiral de
Grasse defeated the British at the Battle of the Chesapeake, preventing any rescue by sea.

Washington recognized the opportunity immediately. In one of the war's most brilliant strategic
maneuvers, he secretly marched the Continental Army south from New York while French
forces under General Rochambeau joined the campaign. Together they surrounded Y orktown,
and after weeks of relentless bombardment, Cornwallis surrendered his army on October 19,
1781.

Although minor fighting continued for another two years, Y orktown effectively ended Britain's
hopes of suppressing the Revolution.

Why America Won

The Revolutionary War was not won because the Americans defeated Britain in battle after
battle. In fact, the Continental Army lost more major engagements than it won. Victory resulted
from a remarkable combination of perseverance, leadership, geography, diplomacy, and time.

Washington understood that preserving his army mattered more than winning every battle.
Colonial militias continually harassed British forces and prevented them from fully controlling
the countryside. Britain's immense distance from America complicated every military operation,
while France, Spain, and the Dutch Republic transformed the conflict into a global war that
strained British resources. At home, many members of Parliament and increasing numbers of
British citizens questioned the wisdom of continuing an enormously expensive conflict with
colonies that seemed impossible to subdue.

An Unlikely Triumph



The Treaty of Paris, signed in 1783, formally recognized the independence of the United States
and granted the new nation territory extending westward to the Mississippi River. In little more
than eight years, thirteen scattered colonies had defeated the greatest empire of the eighteenth
century and established the world's first modern constitutional republic.

The American Revolution changed far more than political boundaries. It demonstrated that
ordinary citizens could successfully challenge a powerful monarchy and establish a government
based upon representative institutions and individual liberty. That revolutionary idea would soon
inspire movements for freedom around the world, making America's War for Independence one
of the defining events in modern history.



