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Battles of Lexington and Concord 
This Day in History…  April 19, 1775

The first battles of the American Revolutionary War were fought on April 19, 1775 
at Lexington and Concord.  The American colonists’ brave stand showed the British, and 
the world, how dedicated they were to the cause of independence.

As resentment grew against their British governors, the colonists realized they might 
have to fight for fair treatment.  Farmers, craftsmen, and shopkeepers began to organize 
and prepare for possible conflict.  In the spring of 1775, British troops gathered in Boston.  
The colonials stored arms at nearby Concord, and drilled and readied themselves to fight 
“at a minute’s notice.”

As it turned out, that’s about all the notice the 
aptly named minutemen had.  Due to unrest in the 
American colonies, British General Thomas Gage 
received orders to use force against the defiant colonials.  Consequently, Lieutenant 
Colonel Francis Smith led a British column from Boston to seize the gunpowder of the 
Massachusetts Provincial Congress at Concord on the night of April 18, 1775.  Their first 
stop was Lexington, headquarters of two famous leaders of the rebellion – Samuel Adams 
and John Hancock.

But the patriot underground in Boston sent messengers to spread the alarm.  William 
Dawes, a tanner of shoe leather, and Paul Revere, a well-known silversmith, galloped 
through the night toward Lexington by different routes.  Shouting, “The regulars are 
coming!” they woke minutemen in houses along the way.  Patriots hurried out to face 

British troops in defense of their freedom.
After Revere reached Lexington (and warned Adams and Hancock to hide), the town 

bell tolled, signal guns boomed, and a band of about seventy militia and minutemen lined 
up in the town square to face six companies of British redcoats in the early hours of April 
19.  The commander of the minutemen ordered his troops not to fire unless fired upon, 
“But if they want a war let it begin here!”  He later told his men to disperse.

As they began to leave their positions, someone – to this day no one is sure which side 
– fired a single shot.  Musket fire then erupted from both sides.  When it was over, eight 
minutemen were dead and ten wounded.  Only one British soldier was wounded, but this 
brave first stand by American patriots helped to rally the colonies toward the cause of the 
revolution and focus the world’s attention on the struggle.

The British left Lexington for Concord, where 
the minutemen fared much better.  The colonists had gained enough time to hide their 
munitions.  While the Redcoats searched Concord for remaining military supplies, the 
Americans gathered near North Bridge.  The battle at this site was immortalized by a later 
Concord resident, Ralph Waldo Emerson, in “Concord Hymn.”

The Americans held the bridge, and exhausted British soldiers headed back to their 
base in Boston.  Swarms of minutemen hid behind stone fences and barns along the route, 
and inflicted heavy casualties

The Revolution had begun. America’s Second Continental 
Congress had to choose a commander-in-chief.  It was considered 
necessary to appoint a Virginian to ensure full southern support 
for the cause.  George Washington, a plantation owner, had 

led Virginian forces during the French and Indian War when he was a young man.  He met all 
qualifications to lead the Continental Army, had a reputation for dependability, and few political 
enemies.  In June 1775, Congress selected him as supreme commander.  Washington protested that 
he was unqualified, but a few days later he was on his way.

When Washington joined his new command, he did so with tact.  Aware that New Englanders 
would resent a Virginian general, he exerted his authority carefully.  At Cambridge, it became evident 
Washington possessed the leadership qualities to guide America through her fight for Independence.

Stamp features an idealized image 
of the scene at Lexington by Henry 
Sandham titled, The Dawn of Liberty.
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Washington leading forces at 
Cambridge two months later.
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Emerson wrote “Concord 
Hymn” for the 1837 
dedication of the battle 
monument in Concord.
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