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Preface

comprehensive view of the accomplishments of citizen-soldiers as the militia, the

National Guard, and since 1947, the modern Army National Guard. Just as our first
official history was going to press, America endured the heinous terrorist attacks of
September 11, 2001, a day that reminds us all of the extreme actions some are willing to
undertake against this nation of free people. In the past, freedom has confronted and
defeated evil. Like those American citizen-soldiers before us who rose to the occasion
and vanquished evil, so too will the men and women of today’s Army National Guard
help to raise the banner of freedom to the world.

] Am The Guard: A History of the Army National Guard, 1636-2000 provides a broad,

While much has changed since the creation of America’s first citizen-soldier
regiments in 1636, a number of the National Guard’s important characteristics have
remained constant. The National Guard has maintained its unique status as both a federal
and State force. As a federal reserve in the first line of defense, the Army National Guard
provides ready units for mobilization in time of war and national emergency. As a State
force, it provides for the protection of life and property and preserves peace, order and
public safety. Another constant has been the dedication and service of its members.
From the earliest militia engagements in the New World to the Army National Guard’s
current role in the war on terrorism, Guard soldiers have performed exemplary, selfless
service for both community and country. The National Guard has always been a
community-based force, with citizen-soldier camps and armories appearing wherever the
American people have ventured. At the same time, the National Guard has been a
dynamic institution capable of responding to the nation’s changing needs. From the
musket to the microprocessor, Guard soldiers have quickly adapted to the new weapons
and tactics of warfare.

I Am The Guard is an informative, entertaining, and educational account of the
Army National Guard’s history. May it inspire all of us to exceed the high standards of
our proud heritage and to face with confidence the clear and present dangers that now
confront America and the certain challenges that lie ahead in the 21% Century.

ROGER C. SCHULTZ
Lieutenant General, GS
Director, Army National Guard
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Foreword

For the 225 years of our history as an independent nation, the general defense
policies of the United States have reflected George Washington’s Sentiments on a Peace
Establishment. Washington’s Sentiments was written in response to a request from the
Continental Congress immediately after the cessation of hostilities in the Revolutionary
War. Washington sought the advice of those stalwarts of the Revolution — Knox,
Pickering, Huntington, Heath, Hand, Von Steuben, and Rufus Putnam. The Sentiments
reflects not only the experience of that group in the Revolutionary War, but certainly the
experience of the colonists in the previous hundred years of intermittent involvement in
the North American extensions of Europe’s wars as well as the colonists’ own security
problems with Native Americans. The Sentiments also reflected Washington’s great
respect for the principles of the Declaration of Independence, his adherence to the
principle of subordinating the military to civil authority, and the desire to stay at peace
with the rest of the world while remaining secure in our homeland at the least possible
cost to our citizens.

Washington’s Sentiments articulated five fundamental pillars of the national
defense. The first was a “regular and standing force” large enough to take on the
immediate tasks of the day. Washington listed “to awe the Indians, protect our trade,
prevent foreign encroachments, guard us from surprises...” as the purposes of Regular
forces. The defense establishment would include a Navy “as rapidly as the national
budget would allow.” It is quite clear that Washington envisioned Regular forces as
being as small as possible but adequate to take on all those tasks for which the nation’s
citizen-soldiers would not be equipped.

The second element of the national defense was, in Washington’s words: “A well
organized Militia; upon a Plan that will pervade all the States, and introduce similarity in
their Establishment, Maneuvres, Exercise and Arms.” This particular point reflects
Washington’s continuing frustration with the lack of standardization and poor quality
among many of the militia units provided him by the colonies during the war. It also
reflects his understanding that we were a nation of separate colonies, soon to be States,
and that our militia tradition was a bulwark of our democracy and necessary for both the
States and the national government. National defense problems requiring major forces
were to be resolved, not in the European fashion of the day with professional armies, but
rather with the employment of the citizens in their own defense.

Washington’s third and fifth points covered the need for arsenals with war reserve
supplies and the need for what we would today call a “defense industry.” His fourth
point called for “Academies, one or more for the Instruction of the Art Military...”
Washington, like every senior military commander who followed him, understood that
better trained officers and soldiers from both the Regulars and the militia would have
made victory in the Revolutionary War much easier.
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The five major points of Washington’s Sentiments were indeed general, as the
Congress had requested. They were also simple, understandable, and, like other of the
Founding Fathers’ thoughts, adaptable to the unforeseen problems the nation would face
in the years ahead. The halls of Congress have echoed with many long and lively debates
on each of the five points in the Sentiments. For the most part, senators and
representatives, many of whom have probably never read Washington’s Sentiments, have
voted to maintain national security policies that reflected the Sentiments.

In I Am the Guard, Michael Doubler has given us a remarkably comprehensive
examination of the history and development of the second point in Washington’s
Sentiments, the “Militia.” He has also given us a balanced look at the interactions, often
contentious, sometimes smooth and harmonious, but always necessary, between
Washington’s first point, the “regular and standing force” and point two, the “Militia.”
The book is a good read, one that should give pleasure and pride to every Guardsman.
Far more important, it brings invaluable lessons from history to policy makers of today.
It should be required reading for defense policy makers in both the executive and
legislative branches of our government and for military officers dealing with force
structure and mobilization planning.

Washington didn’t mention it when he wrote the Sentiments, but I’'m sure he said
to himself at the time that tension would always exist between the Regulars and the
militia. With one part of the total force consisting of professional soldiers convinced that
soldiering is full-time work requiring undivided attention and the other part of the force
consisting of citizen-soldiers who train intermittently and whose livelihoods in other
fields require a lot of attention, conflicting views were bound to rise. Washington
himself wrote some scathing comments about some of the militia of the Revolutionary
War. Two hundred years later, I heard the echoes of those criticisms from Regular
officers in the Pentagon. On the other side of the coin, many a militia (later National
Guard) officer has been heard disparaging the Regulars and suggesting that whenever
they were in trouble that citizen-soldiers would “bail them out.” While both views may
be understandable, neither strengthens the total force. Doubler tells of the frictions, but
he also tells of the wonderful accomplishments for the nation when Regulars and
Guardsmen have reinforced each other effectively.

During the course of a 46-year military career, I had the opportunity to look at
America’s defense establishment from different perspectives to get a good understanding
of the wisdom and foresight in Washington’s Sentiments. I was able to view the “regular
and standing force,” the “Militia,” and their interactions from positions ranging from that
of a private soldier in the National Guard to that of Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff
of the United States. My own experience was much influenced by two of the greatest
Chiefs of Staff the Army ever had, George Marshall and Creighton Abrams; both had
tremendous respect for—and from—the National Guard. Both understood the necessity
of meshing the strengths of the Regular Army and the National Guard to produce the best
defenses for the United States. I spent my first five years as a soldier in a National Guard
infantry division; nearly three of those five years were in combat. My World War 11
division, the 34th, was the first to be sent overseas after Pearl Harbor, and as a
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consequence, retained a richer mixture of Guardsmen than many of the other Guard
divisions that were required to provide cadres for other new divisions being formed. My
two wartime division commanders were both superb Regular Army officers, Charles W.
“Doc” Ryder and Charles L. Bolte. Both understood and carried out Marshall’s policy of
giving National Guard officers full opportunity to prove their capacity to lead. Both
retained and promoted competent Guard officers, and both were quick to dispose of
incompetents whether they were Regulars or Guardsmen. We who served as enlisted
soldiers and junior officers in the 34" Division were fortunate to serve under fine leaders
from each of George Washington’s first two pillars.

Many years later, after the Vietnam War, I had the good fortune of serving as
Director of Operations on the Army Staff at the time General Abrams was reshaping the
Army. His belief in the importance of closer integration of the Regular Army and the
National Guard led us to the “Roundout” concept of the late 1970s. Being one of the
authors of the idea, General Abrams detailed me to present the idea to the Army Reserve
Force Policy Board. My briefing to the board was given on a warm day in Washington,
DC; I was in shirtsleeves without my uniform coat with its 34™ Division combat patch on
the right shoulder. When I finished, the very first person to speak was the chairman
emeritus of the board who was also the longest serving Guard major general in the force
at the time. He said, “General, I don’t know who you are, or what your experience has
been, but I can tell you one thing, and that is that you don’t know a damn thing about the
National Guard! This idea will never work!” I repressed my reaction to tell him that I
had far more time in combat with Guardsmen than he had and simply continued to
explain the benefits of the concept to the nation, the Army, and the National Guard.
Fortunately, most of the board came to a different conclusion than the first speaker, and
the concept was implemented. In my next job, I had the even greater good fortune of
commanding a mechanized division that was “rounded out” by a fine National Guard
brigade.

As this book is going to print, a new President and a new and experienced
Secretary of Defense are conducting a much-needed review of national security and
defense policies. Those involved in the review would be wise to lean on the wisdom of
our first Commander in Chief’s Sentiments on a Peace Establishment, recognizing that
Washington’s two main pillars of the nation’s defense forces — Regulars and the
National Guard — are both necessary and that the nation’s defenses can be strengthened
greatly by the judicious reinforcement of both. [ Am the Guard provides wonderful
examples from the past for building cooperation for the future. On the other hand, the
future will be different from the past. When examining the defense structure of the
future, the reviewers must consider both State and national needs. If I were the reviewer,
I would look to a much richer integration of active duty forces and the reserve
components. It may not be possible, but I would seriously examine combining the Guard
and the Army Reserve to eliminate the overhead required for two reserve components. [
would recommend major changes in the pay and retirement systems, emphasizing “pay
for performance” and providing both Regular and Guard soldiers early vesting in a
“portable” retirement system to help keep the force young and vigorous. With the size of



Army National Guard History

the total force becoming an ever diminishing percentage of the overall population, the
National Guard’s longstanding ties to local communities become ever more important in
keeping the support of “we the people” for a sensible national defense. The revolutions
in communications and computing power hold hope for a training revolution that can
support better readiness for Guard units and closer integration with the Regular Army.
At the same time, the revolution in the speed of communications and modern transport
also guarantees that potential enemies of the United States can pose the sort of immediate
threats that can only be answered by active forces prepared for an almost instantaneous
response. The Regular Army and the National Guard need each other perhaps more than
at any time in history. The nation needs both in a strong, mutually reinforcing posture.

John W. Vessey
General, USA (Ret.)
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Introduction

The militia and National Guard have had an enduring and powerful influence on
America’s development and eventual rise as a world power. When the first English
settlers established their colonies in the New World, they brought to America the desires
for freedom of speech, freedom of religious expression, the gaining of economic
prosperity, and the defense of their lives and property. At the beginning of the 21
Century, American society’s major concerns have changed little. Over the past 400
years, the militia tradition ranks with the free press, churches, and private enterprise as
institutions that have had a lasting and profound affect on our society. The beginning of
a new century and the dawn of a new millennium seem a particularly opportune moment
for a fresh examination of the citizen-soldier’s role throughout American history.

Rooted in the English tradition of militia service and firmly established by the
U.S. Constitution, the composition and service of the Army National Guard has evolved
in three distinct phases during the past 400 years. From its early beginnings in North
America, the militia provided local protection, law enforcement, and served as the basis
for more ambitious military ventures. During the American Revolution, the militia
fought the war’s first battles, provided the foundation for the creation of the Continental
Army, and contributed troop units of varying quality for a wide range of missions.
Throughout the 19 Century, militiamen enforced federal, State, and local laws, helped to
create the vast, volunteer armies of the American Civil War, and protected settlers during
westward expansion. In the aftermath of the Spanish-American War, the long era of
militia service surrendered to the rise of the National Guard. With the Militia Act of
1903, the National Guard became the organized, trained, and equipped federal reserve of
the United States Army. In two world wars, the National Guard proved its worth during
battles in Western Europe, the Mediterranean basin, and throughout the far-flung
archipelagoes of the Pacific Ocean. After World War II, the modern Army National
Guard emerged as a bulwark against communist expansion. During the Cold War, Army
Guardsmen fought in the Far East, and deployments to Europe and Central America
helped to contain communism. Since the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, Army National
Guard soldiers have ventured to Southwest Asia and the Balkans to implement a new
national security strategy. In nearly four centuries, American militiamen have
transformed themselves from a loose collection of local defense forces to a modern and
ready Army National Guard that is perhaps the best reserve force in the world.

In 2000, the Army National Guard consists of 353,045 men and women serving
voluntarily in fifty-four States and Territories stretching from the U.S. Virgin Islands to
Guam. Perhaps the most unique aspect of the Army Guard is that it exists as both a
federal and a State force. As a federal force, the Guard provides ready, trained units as an
integral part of America’s field forces. In its State role, the Army National Guard
protects life and property and preserves peace, order, and public safety under the
direction of State and federal authorities. No other reserve military force in the world has
such an arrangement, and the National Guard’s dual allegiance to State and nation has
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often been the subject of much controversy and misunderstanding. The National Guard
stands separate and distinct from the other federal reserve forces of the Army, Navy, Air
Force, and Marines. National Guard troops serve at the direction of the State Governors
until the U.S. President orders them to active federal service for either domestic
emergencies or overseas service. Still, Army National Guard men and women work in
conjunction with Regular troops and other federal reserves. In its totality, the U.S. Army
consists of three separate components — the Regular Army, the Army National Guard,
and the U.S. Army Reserve.

Four predominant themes provide a useful, analytical framework for an
examination of the National Guard’s history. First and foremost, the National Guard has
provided valuable service to the nation, usually within the context of the constitutionally
defined missions of executing the laws, suppressing insurrections, and repelling
invasions. Second, the National Guard is a dynamic institution that constantly adapts to
the political, social, and economic conditions that shape American society. Internally, the
National Guard is an organization in transition and forever changing in terms of its
personnel, force structure, weapons, and training. A third, major theme in the Guard’s
history has been its relations with the Regular Army. Since the creation of the
Continental Army in 1775, the history of America’s military forces has been a tale of two
armies. Regulars and Guardsmen have often quarreled over important policy issues
while forging an uneasy alliance that has seen intermittent periods of mutual support and
bitter rivalry. Once policy decisions are rendered, Regulars and citizen-soldiers usually
work together to achieve the nation’s goals. A summary of the successes and failures of
the integrated efforts of Regulars and State soldiers during national crises constitutes a
fourth, major theme in the Guard’s history.

In addition, two fundamental questions loom large in the National Guard’s
history. First, will the Guard show up in a crisis? While Guardsmen have time and time
again displayed their dependability during national and local emergencies, the question of
reliability goes far beyond the willingness of individual soldiers to serve. Various laws,
court rulings, executive orders, and actions of the Governors have either restricted or
prompted the Guard’s employment. And second, assuming the National Guard shows up,
will it be ready? The ability of the National Guard to perform in wartime has always
been a central concern of American military policy. Since colonial times, Guardsmen
have responded to domestic emergencies and journeyed overseas to repel aggression and
to carry out America’s war aims. From the creation of its first regiments in the
Massachusetts Bay Colony in 1636 to Operation Desert Storm, the readiness of the
National Guard has been measured by the effectiveness of it combat units.

The National Guard does not stand in isolation in American history, and the
Guard’s past yields significant lessons that go far beyond its own experience as an
important, national resource. The Guard is a reflection of the United States and its people
during national emergencies and periods of peace and prosperity. America’s social
values, domestic laws, and foreign policy have all had a strong influence on the National
Guard’s development. The Guard’s story is also a case study in American government.
Important constitutional questions regarding the militia’s status and the efficacy of the
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system of shared powers between the president, Congress, and the States are evident
throughout National Guard history. Even more importantly, the long-term trends and
lessons learned from the past 400 years can illuminate strategic thinking regarding the
proper roles, missions, plans, and policies for the U.S. armed forces and the Army
National Guard in the 21* Century.

Because the National Guard’s history is so closely tied to the American people, /
Am the Guard includes the story of many other organizations and personalities. Deeply
imbedded in its history are the ongoing debates between Federalists and Republicans,
competition between Nationalists and States’ Righters, and the strained relations between
Regulars and citizen-soldiers. Several organizations have had a profound influence on
the National Guard's development, so the policies and actions of Congress, the War
Department, the Governors, the National Guard Bureau, and the National Guard
Association of the United States figure prominently in the narrative. Important leaders in
and out of the National Guard have exerted influence over citizen-soldiers. From George
Washington through Senator Charles Dick and Secretary of War Elihu Root to
Congressman G. V. “Sonny” Montgomery and Generals George C. Marshall and Colin L.
Powell, legislative and military luminaries have shaped the National Guard.

No one work can cover all aspects of nearly 400 years of National Guard history,
and even an official account has its limits. By necessity, the narrative is not a history of
the National Guard in the several States, but a centralized view of the Guard’s overall
development and contributions at the national level. While the National Guard’s federal
role is the primary focus, key actions by Guard soldiers in State service that have defined
the Guard’s standing in American society are closely examined. Part I (The Militia) and
Part 11 (The National Guard) consider the origins and broad trends in the American
militia tradition. Part Il (The Army National Guard) takes a more in-depth look at the
creation, contributions, and transformation of the Army National Guard during the Cold
War and toward the end of the 20™ Century. The origins and early history of the militia
and National Guard have previously been well documented and recounted, and therefore
the early narrative draws extensively from the best secondary sources available. The use
of primary source materials and official documents is most evident during the treatment
and analysis of the National Guard in the 20" Century, especially after 1945. The story
of the Air National Guard lies beyond the volume’s intent, but the development of early
National Guard flying units is included because their legacy is the foundation for today’s
Army National Guard aviation force.

A work that covers the long history of such a grand institution must, by necessity,
be the result of more than one individual’s efforts. I would like to recognize the Chief of
the National Guard Bureau, Lt. Gen. Russell C. Davis, and the Bureau’s Vice Chief, Maj.
Gen. Raymond F. Rees, for their continued interest in the completion of the Army
Guard’s first official history. The Army National Guard History Project Editorial Board
provided the content review and the significant resources required to complete this book,
and each member deserves a special thanks. Maj. Gen. William A. Navas, Jr. (Ret.), the
Director of the Army National Guard at the time, understood that an official history of the
Army Guard was sorely needed and had the vision to begin the project. His successor,
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Lt. Gen. Roger C. Schultz, had the wisdom to continue the work and to give it his
unwavering support.  Brig. Gen. Michael J. Squier always provided welcome
encouragement and valuable feedback. Col. D. Allen Youngman lent his considerable
knowledge and analytical skills as well as his friendship to the completion of the task.
Two Army National Guard chiefs of staff, Cols. Mark L. Juneau and Charles P. Baldwin,
guaranteed the project’s success by providing crucial administrative and logistical
support.

A number of other institutions and individuals deserve special mention as well.
The National Guard Association of the United States gave me complete access to the
archival holdings of the National Guard Education Foundation Library that contains the
best primary source materials on the National Guard in the entire nation. Lt. Col.
Sherman Fleek, Ms. Renee Hylton and Maj. Les Melnyk of the National Guard Bureau
Historical Services Division provided yeoman’s work in meticulously reviewing the
manuscript. Capt. Mark Nelson of the Army National Guard Director’s Staff Group did a
thoroughly professional job in designing the book’s front and back covers. The U.S.
Army’s Military History Institute at Carlisle Barracks, Pennsylvania did their usual,
outstanding work in assisting me with background research. Amerlnd, Inc. of
Alexandria, Virginia provided me a safe refuge and a welcome home during the last half
of the project. Insightful comments from three preeminent scholars on the National
Guard, Maj. Gen. Bruce Jacobs (Ret.), Col. Leonid E. Kondratiuk (Ret.), and Dr. Jerry
Cooper of the University of Missouri-St. Louis, greatly improved the manuscript’s
analytical and interpretive worth. Chief Warrant Officer John W. Listman, Jr. deserves
full credit for gathering the photographs and performing essential research. The ARNG
deputy chief of staff, Mr. Orville W. “Buck” Troesch, Jr. provided key support at crucial
moments of need throughout the three years required to complete the project. Ms. Karen
Holly of the Army National Guard Installation Support Office worked tirelessly to make
sure that publication and distribution were completed in a timely manner. In addition to
the people named above, I would like to express a sincere word of thanks to all those who
provided their interest, support, and encouragement as I toiled to finish the manuscript.
Like most successful endeavors by the Army National Guard, the research, writing,
publication, and distribution of its first official history was truly a team effort.

Michael D. Doubler
Arlington, Virginia
April 19, 2001
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CHAPTER 1

The Colonial Militia, 1636-1775

to defend that of his Country, should, as he prides himself in being a Free Citizen,

I : very Man therefore that wishes to secure his own Freedom, and thinks it his Duty
think it his truest Honour to be a Soldier Citizen.

Exercise for the Militia of the
Province of the Massachusetts Bay,
Boston, 1758

Introduction

On the crest of a low, round hill, portions of two regiments of Massachusetts
militia nearly five hundred strong stood in a line of battle, their weapons at the ready.
None of the yeoman farmers wore uniforms, and their heavy work clothes and hats
revealed no distinctions between officers and enlisted men. The regiment on the right
was composed of new minuteman companies while the troops on the left were units of the
standard, enrolled militia. They all stood quietly, awaiting orders as the morning sun
climbed slowly into the eastern sky. Though it was already nine o’clock in the morning,
most of the citizen-soldiers had been up well before sunrise. Pealing church bells,
mounted couriers, rolling drums and the discharge of muskets in the hours before dawn
had alerted the countryside of the approach of a heavy column of British infantry.
Minutemen had dressed quickly, grabbed their muskets and rushed to the prearranged
rally point of their town’s company while enrolled militia companies assembled at a
slower pace. Further to the west, the alarm had sounded just after sunrise when many
farmers were already hard at work in the fields. Near the small farming hamlet of
Pepperel, Abel Parker was plowing when the alarm sounded. Parker left his plow in its
furrow, and without stopping to unyoke his oxen, dashed to his house, seized his coat in
one arm and his flintlock musket in the other and ran to his minuteman company’s
assembly point.

Colonel James Barrett was on horseback nearby. As the senior officer present, he
commanded the minuteman and militia companies of the two regiments that had already
rallied atop the hill. Barrett had full confidence in his men, and on the morning of April
19, 1775, he was ready to show the British Regulars that his militiamen were not afraid
to fight. The citizen-soldiers all knew of the talk in Boston’s barracks and rum houses
where British Regulars voiced their utter contempt for the Yankee militia. But Colonel
Barrett knew otherwise. Though most of his younger soldiers were inexperienced, many
of the officers and sergeants were veterans of the French and Indian War and other
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campaigns. All of them had benefited during the past year from a thorough regime of
drill and marksmanship training.

Beyond the hill at a distance of little more than two hundred yards, Barrett
closely watched the British infantry positioned around North Bridge, a sturdy, arched
wooden structure more than forty yards long that spanned the sluggish Concord River.
The expected British raid sixteen miles deep into the Massachusetts countryside had
finally come. A column of nearly 1,000 Redcoats had left Boston after midnight heading
westward along the main road to Concord, intent on searching the town for weapons and
war supplies. Just after sunrise, the British had engaged a militia company on the village
common in Lexington, four miles east of Concord. There had been an exchange of
musketry, with several of the Lexington men killed and wounded. As the British
continued westward, the militia companies of Middlesex County had rallied at Concord.
Before the British arrived, Barrett had withdrawn his men to the militia training field
north of town to await the arrival of reinforcements. Even as he eyed the Redcoats,
Barrett knew that other British soldiers were ransacking his own farm in their search for
hidden war materials. Suddenly, a little more than a mile away, a thick, black plume of
smoke arose from the center of Concord, a sure sign that the British had set a building
afire.

“Will you let them burn the town down?” an officer suddenly asked. The
unexpected challenge to Colonel Barrett’s authority came from Lieutenant Joseph
Hosmer, the acting regimental adjutant and a local firebrand who advocated open
rebellion against the British Crown. Despite his abrupt manner, Hosmer was right; with
the British setting fire to Concord, it was no longer possible for the militiamen to sit
patiently atop the hill. Barrett turned and ordered his men to load their flintlocks. As the
citizen-soldiers gripped powder horns and wooden ramrods to load their weapons,
Barrett rode along the line reminding them not to open fire until fired upon, and that if
shooting did erupt, they were to return fire as rapidly as possible. The soldiers had
another standing order--they were to shoot the British officers first in the hopes of
making the other Redcoats break and run. At the far right of the battle line, Barrett gave
orders to Major John Buttrick, the acting commander of Middlesex County’s minuteman
regiment. Buttrick was to march his minutemen down to the bridge and attempt a
crossing of the Concord River without bringing on an engagement. Meanwhile, Barrett

and the Middlesex militiamen would await the outcome of events from their position on
top of the hill.

Down at North Bridge, Captain Walter Laurie of the 43rd Foot closely watched
the Yankee militia. His orders that morning had been to occupy North Bridge and to
prevent armed colonists from disrupting the search of Concord. With three companies of
British infantry—nearly 120 soldiers in all—Captain Laurie held his position just beyond
North Bridge. He had confidence in his soldiers and probably shared the Regulars’ low
opinion of the militia. A British officer leading the Concord expedition had bragged that
if the lowly militia dared to appear they would surely scatter if he drew his sword only
half way out of its scabbard. Yet, as the morning wore on and the two sides sat watching
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one another, the British became more aware that the Yankee militia greatly outnumbered
them. The unexpected sight of the yeoman farmers loading their weapons only increased
the Redcoats’ concerns.

Suddenly, Captain Laurie noticed the line of minutemen leaving the distant
hilltop. They descended from the height marching to the beat of a drum and began
moving toward the bridge in a double file with loaded muskets at their sides. The British
were astounded that the militia would dare to challenge them. Even more importantly,
the citizen-soldiers’ order and discipline surprised the onlookers. Slowly, as the British
Regulars watched the steady, sure advance, they realized a trained and disciplined unit
was approaching rather than an armed mob of disorganized farmers. Growing anxious,
Captain Laurie ordered his three companies to fall back over the bridge quickly and to
take up a close order firing formation on the far side. As the Redcoats withdrew across
North Bridge, some of them pulled wooden planks from the roadbed. At the sight, a wave
of anger swept through the approaching minutemen, and they shouted for the British to
leave their bridge alone.

At the east end of the bridge, order broke down as the three British companies
became intermingled. Redcoat officers attempted to sort out the confusion even as the
minutemen neared the opposite end of the bridge. With Major Buttrick in the vanguard,
the troops followed behind in a long column, marching two abreast, moving along an
elevated causeway that led to the bridge. Suddenly, a shot rang out as one British soldier
opened fire without orders. A second later two other Redcoats shot at the minutemen
and, finally, the massed infantry let loose with a ragged volley. The Redcoats fired high,
with most of their musket balls buzzing harmlessly over the heads of the minutemen.
Several shots did find their mark, killing two citizen-soldiers instantly and wounding four
others.

“Fire, fellow soldiers, for God’s sake fire!” Major Buttrick shouted, as soldiers
fell around him. Immediately, the men behind took up the command and shouts of “Fire!
Fire!” rose along the entire length of the column. Minutemen scrambled out of
formation, hastily forming a battle line at the west end of the bridge and along the
narrow causeway and opened fire with a vengeance. Their muskets rang out with deadly
accuracy as the minutemen carried out their standing orders; four of the eight British
officers at the far end of the bridge fell in the opening shots. The minutemen loaded and
fired with great accuracy as the roar of their discharging muskets echoed up and down
the Concord River valley and a dense cloud of smoke boiled up over North Bridge.
Before long, the weight of the militia musketry overwhelmed the Regulars. The British
formation gave way, and the Redcoats turned and ran for their lives. As the minutemen
peered through the dense smoke, the British infantry fled back toward Concord,
abandoning their killed and wounded and ignoring the shouts of the surviving officers.

As the minutemen stood watching the British retreat, they perhaps did not fully
realize that their actions had given birth to the world’s greatest democracy. Years later,

16



Army National Guard History

the triumph of the American minutemen at Concord’s North Bridge would inspire Ralph
Waldo Emerson to write:

By the rude bridge that arched the flood,
Their flag to April’s breeze unfurled,

Here once the embattled farmers stood,
And fired the shot heard round the world.

The performance of American citizen-soldiers on April 19, 1775 was not a chance
occurrence but rather the result of deliberate planning. The militia system that developed
in Massachusetts in the late 18th Century embodied the natural evolution of nearly two
hundred years of colonial military experience in North America. English settlers brought
from their homeland two social attitudes that had a profound influence on America’s
continued development. Steeped in ancient tradition and codified into English law, the
militia tradition called for the compulsory service of all free males between the ages of
sixteen and sixty. In early North American settlements, colonial leaders readily adopted
the philosophy and the specifics of militia service first learned in England. Additionally,
the colonists brought to the New World a deep and abiding fear of standing armies as a
repressive agent of ambitious monarchs. The eventual posting of British Regulars to
America further deepened the feelings of distrust and bitterness that colonial militiamen
had against full-time soldiers.

During the colonial period, the American militia performed a number of vital
military functions. First and foremost, citizen-soldiers organized and armed themselves
during prolonged struggles with Native Americans. In the absence of military assistance
from Great Britain, the militia system alone guaranteed the success of early English
colonization. As the Indian threat receded, militiamen found themselves more and more
engaged against other colonial powers. Battles against the Spanish and French and
service alongside British Regulars often revealed the militia’s best and worst aspects. By
the late 1700s, the militia was a bulwark against unwelcome British intrusion into
colonial affairs.

The early militia expanded and developed in a number of different ways. All
colonies (except Quaker-dominated Pennsylvania) initially adopted compulsory service
and required militiamen to arm and equip themselves. Colonial legislatures, rather than
Governors, regulated the militia and allowed the popular election of officers. Throughout
the period, the quality of the militia varied greatly depending upon the proximity of an
immediate threat. When danger neared, colonial leaders energized the militia, but as
threats evaporated, militia units often fell apart from neglect. In New England, a society
based on separate towns resulted in a militia system concentrated in closely-knit, rural
communities. In the South, economics and agriculture produced a plantation system that
created militia units that were more widely dispersed, based on counties rather than
towns, and concerned more often than not with the control of slave populations.

17



Army National Guard History

The English Militia Tradition

In Western civilization, the concept of an armed citizenry finds its beginnings in
ancient Greece. The Greek city-states required military service of all able-bodied, free
male citizens. Such service was usually of a short duration, and Greek citizen-soldiers
fought locally to defend their own lands and city-state. The word “militia” comes from
the Latin term miles, meaning “soldier”. (1)

After the fall of the Roman Empire, the militia concept endured as the Saxon fyrd.
The Saxon invasions of the 5th Century transplanted the fyrd to England. The Anglo-
Saxon fyrd embodied two key concepts. Each male was obligated to military service and
citizen-soldiers had to provide their own arms and equipment. Lacking any formal
system of training, the real value of the fyrd was its ability to mass a great number of
armed citizens at critical points on short notice.

The first legal roots of the American militia can be traced to the reign of King
Henry II of England. Facing a civil war, Henry II turned to the militia for additional
military support. In his “Assize of Arms” promulgated in 1181, the king formally levied
the military obligation of every adult male in defense of the realm. Citizen-soldiers were
required to arm and equip themselves based on their social status and economic standing.
Henry II’s Assize of Arms formally codified into English law the role of the militia and
represented a turning point in the history of governments levying military obligations
upon citizen-soldiers.

Subsequent laws provided better definition of the militia’s characteristics. In
1285, the Statute of Winchester defined the militia as “every man between fifteen years
of age and sixty years” and required every militiaman to maintain arms. In addition, the
law required the inspection of arms twice annually. During the 14th Century,
competition between the monarchy and Parliament resulted in constraints on the militia’s
employment. Under pressure from Parliament, the Crown promised that militia groups
would not be used beyond the borders of their local shire unless there was the “sudden
coming of strange enemies into the realm.” Concerned over the Crown’s power to
impress all Englishmen into military service, Parliament passed other laws specifying that
no citizen could be compelled to perform military service without the legislature’s assent
and that militiamen could serve outside their native shires only in the instance of “great
necessity.” With legal restrictions on the militia’s employment overseas, the English
monarchs turned increasingly to mercenaries for foreign ventures and the militia
deteriorated significantly.

During Queen Mary’s reign, domestic turmoil, religious fanaticism, and an
increasing military threat from Spain resulted in a militia revival. Her Majesty’s “An
Acte for the Having of Horse, Armour and Weapon” added important new provisions to
previous militia laws. Wealthy individuals were required to provide the resources for
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those too poor to arm and equip themselves. Each shire was to appoint a “Lord
Lieutenant” responsible for mustering the local militia, inspecting arms and equipment,
and conducting periodic training.

Queen Elizabeth’s long reign from 1558 to 1603 witnessed an even bolder
restructuring of the militia. The queen rejected the idea of increasing the effectiveness of
the entire militia and instead decided to focus resources on a smaller portion of the militia
population. Queen Elizabeth created “trained-bands,” or trainbands, that represented a
select group of militiamen chosen from each shire to receive proper arms and training.
By 1573, London’s trainbands included 3,000 militiamen who trained three times a week.
Ten years later, 12,000 men out of the 180,000 carried on English muster roles were
members of trainbands. The monarch called out the trainbands in the summer of 1588 as
the Spanish Armada approached the British Isles. England would depend upon
trainbands and the common militia for domestic defense until the establishment of the
British Regular Army in 1661.

Increasingly, England’s attention turned toward economic opportunities in the
New World. In December 1606, three small English merchant vessels sponsored by the
Virginia Company of London departed for the New World. The ships’ crews and settlers
on board hoped to establish a permanent English colony in North America. The colonists
were fully aware of the dangers ahead and knew that their very survival depended to a
large extent upon the ability to defend themselves. No organized group of professional
soldiers accompanied the expedition, although a few experienced military adventurers
were aboard. Citizen-soldiers were expected to fight and protect themselves, and the
holds of the three ships contained arms and equipment. Perhaps more important to their
survival, the English adventurers carried with them the centuries old tradition of militia
service.

Military Forces in the New World

Well before the English set out to colonize North America, Native American,
Spanish, and French military institutions existed in the New World. At the time of
America’s discovery, the powerful Aztec and Inca empires ruled Mexico and South
America. Though the Spanish conquistadors brought new arms and tactics to bear
against the Native Americans, the Indian empires fell victim to disease rather than
weapons. Epidemics of typhoid, smallpox, measles, and other communicable diseases
from Europe left only one million Native American survivors by the beginning of the
17th Century. At that time there were perhaps fewer than 300,000 Indians east of the
Mississippi River. The Indian population was divided into numerous disparate tribes led
by local chieftains. The most powerful group was the Iroquois Confederation centered
between Niagara Falls and Lake Champlain. Indian warfare usually consisted of a war
party of braves acting under the leadership of a local chieftain to exact revenge against a
neighboring foe. (2)
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The Spanish were the first to introduce European military institutions to the New
World. On the heels of Columbus and other explorers, Spanish adventurers rushed to the
New World in search of unimaginable riches. Only twenty years after Columbus
discovered America, Hernando Cortez, one of the greatest Spanish conquistadors,
ruthlessly destroyed the Aztec Empire and looted its treasures. The mining of vast
deposits of gold and silver soon dominated Spanish interests. Military activity centered
on protecting the mines, controlling the Indian populations and protecting the vital sea
routes in the Caribbean that allowed convoys to carry precious metals back to Spain.
Spanish military bases developed in Panama and at Veracruz, Havana, and Santiago. In
1509, Spanish settlers founded San Juan on the island of Puerto Rico, and King
Ferdinand appointed Ponce De Leon as the Governor and “Captain of Land and Sea.”
With no Spanish Regulars available, Ponce de Leon organized the settlers and led them in
two campaigns that subdued the island’s Caribbean Indians. Afterwards, Ponce de Leon
organized his milicia into the “Borinquen Regiment.” (“Borinquen” was the original
Indian name for Puerto Rico and has been a title of renown throughout Puerto Rico’s
history.) Spain commenced the fortification of Puerto Rico in 1527 and sent Regulars to
garrison the island. (3)

In September 1565, the Spanish established St. Augustine, the oldest permanent
European settlement on the North American continent. Florida became a Spanish
military province with St. Augustine as its presidio or headquarters. Soon after its
founding, the Spanish commander designated St. Augustine’s civilian settlers as milicia
and made them responsible for defending the outpost while Spanish Regulars defeated
nearby French ventures. An early militia roster from St. Augustine in 1578 carries the
names of forty-three citizen-soldiers. Through the years, Spain primarily relied upon
Regulars to defend Florida while the Spanish militia performed auxiliary functions.
Despite Indian uprisings and devastating raids from English privateers, St. Augustine
survived as Spain’s permanent outpost on the North American continent. (4)

Established Spanish bases in the south and abundant fishing grounds off New
Foundland drew French colonists to the upper regions of North America. The French
soon occupied the St. Lawrence River valley, established a strong outpost at Quebec, and
created a lucrative fur trade. The Iroquois represented a serious threat to the French.
Alliances with Indian tribes hostile to the Iroquois allowed the French to establish
outposts in the eastern Great Lakes and upper Ohio River valley. Eventually, France
committed Regular troops to the St. Lawrence valley and organized the local population
for defense. Militia companies soon formed in New France under the leadership of
militia officers responsible for administration and training. By the mid-1600s, French
ministers at Versailles viewed a militarized Canada as the best means of containing the
expansion of English settlements beyond the Appalachian Mountains. (5)
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The Virginia Militia, 1607-1646

On April 26, 1607, the vessels Susan Constant, Goodspeed, and Discovery
rounded the head of Cape Henry on America’s mid-Atlantic coast and entered the mouth
of Chesapeake Bay searching for a suitable site for a permanent settlement. The small
flotilla represented the investment hopes of the Virginia Company of London who
intended to establish a profitable settlement based on trade with the Indians and the
export of timber, tobacco, and precious metals. Concerns over security were second only
to the profit motive. The Spanish to the south were a direct threat to English ambitions,
and the settlers were acutely aware of the possibility of attacks from Native Americans.
The only means of defense for the one hundred settlers on board was to serve as citizen-
soldiers based on the English militia system. The vessels carried a substantial number of
arms that included their own mounted cannon in addition to matchlocks, pikes, and
swords. (6)

The settlers did not have to wait long to receive a clear demonstration of the need
for security. On the evening of April 26th, a landing party splashed ashore near Cape
Henry — the present-day site of Fort Story, Virginia — and before long a band of Indians
shot arrows at the intruders. The English quickly withdrew without suffering casualties,
and the engagement confirmed their perception of the Indians as inherently hostile. In
subsequent days, the flotilla explored the environs of the lower James River searching for
a suitable landing site that afforded concealment and early warning against Spanish
maritime raids while offering suitable land defenses against Indian attacks. The settlers
finally selected a marshy peninsula connected to the mainland by a narrow neck. On
May 14th, the English unloaded their vessels and established the Jamestown colony. To
protect the site from Indian intrusions, they erected a weak barrier of logs and brush.

Not long afterwards, curious Native Americans appeared to study the newcomers.
In tidewater Virginia, a strong confederation of Indian tribes lived under the leadership of
the chieftain Powhatan. All together, Powhatan’s tribes could muster 2,500 braves
against Jamestown’s one hundred inhabitants. Before long, the Native Americans
decided to eliminate the intruders. On May 26, 1607, 200 braves assaulted the
settlement. A sharp engagement followed in which two colonists died. Their names
unknown to history, the two settlers were the first English citizen-soldiers to die in
America. Only gunfire and cannons from the three nearby ships saved the settlement
from annihilation. (7)

In response, Jamestown took on the look of a fortified camp instead of a trading
settlement. Within a week, standing orders were issued for organizing a defensive
system. The constant carrying of weapons became customary, day and night watches
were established, and organized training on Saturday became an established routine. A
sturdy palisade fort replaced the ineffective barrier of brush and logs. They did not
survive in written form, but the Jamestown orders might well be considered the first
militia ordinances in American history. (8)
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Though secure behind their defensive barrier, the settlers barely survived
starvation and disease during the ensuing winter. In September 1608, Captain John
Smith became Jamestown’s undisputed leader. A mercenary by trade and a veteran of
many campaigns on the European continent, Smith imposed military discipline and
training in order to guarantee the settlement’s survival and to provide the means for
offensive action against the Indians. After further improving Jamestown’s defenses and
organizing the settlers for work details and guard duty, Smith began a training regime
designed to prepare the citizen-soldiers to compete in open battle against Powhatan’s
braves.

By modern standards, early militia weapons were extremely crude. Troops
frequently wore metal helmets and various pieces of body armor, including breast and
back plates. Nearly one-third of citizen-soldiers carried pikes while others were armed
with matchlocks, a dangerous and inaccurate gunpowder weapon. On muster days,
militiamen practiced the complicated
tactics and techniques more appropriate for
European battlefields.  One commonly
used drill book described fifty-six steps for
loading and firing a matchlock. In
addition, the troops armed themselves with
an array of knives and hatchets while
leaders carried swords.

Once he was confident the
militiamen could stand up in combat, Smith
launched a series of devastating raids
against Powhatan’s people. The campaign
first exposed the English to the unique style
of Indian warfare that endured throughout
the colonial period. An individual brave,
his face carefully patterned with colorful
pigments and armed with a bow and arrow
and any variety of knives, clubs, and
tomahawks, was a terrifying figure. Highly
skilled in the techniques of wilderness
fighting, an Indian warrior could cover
great distances quickly while subsisting off
the land or on a small supply of parched
corn. A war party fought together on
favorable ground either to make a stand or
to launch an attack. No formal system of
the year after the founding of Jamestown, tactics prevailed ex.cept fqr the ambush? a
Virginia. The weaponry and equipment is ~form of attack in which the Native

typical of the earliest American militia units. Americans were truly skilled. Over time,
(Anne Brown Collection) the Indians acquired gunpowder weapons

A musketeer armed with a matchlock from a
European training manual published in 1608,
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and integrated them into their evasive fighting techniques. (9)

Smith’s offensive terrorized the Powhatan tribes up and down the James River
and introduced the English to the challenges of Indian warfare. Heavy helmets and body
armor proved too cumbersome in forests and swamps, and militiamen only wore them
when defending their fort. The colonists, deeply imbued with the linear tactics and feudal
concepts of European warfare, developed utter contempt for the Indians’ evasive tactics.
Believing the Native Americans were little more than savages, the English were slow to
adapt their unique fighting style. The English eventually discontinued the use of battle
lines but persisted in moving along trails and paths in tight columns. Over time, the
colonists developed a healthy respect for the fighting skills and mobility of their
opponents. By the summer of 1609, Smith’s offensive had resulted in an uneasy peace
between Jamestown and Powhatan. Weeks later, an exploding powder charge badly
burned Smith, and he returned to England for treatment.

After Captain John Smith’s departure, the Virginia Colony continued strict
military discipline and training to ensure Jamestown’s continued existence and eventual
profitability. More experienced soldiers arrived, assumed formal rank, divided the
colony into standing units and imposed training regimes. The colonists waged a
protracted war of raids and ambushes against Powhatan’s warriors as even more English
settlements grew up along the James River. A marriage in 1614 between Powhatan’s
daughter, Pocahontas, and one of the colonists resulted in a truce. Relieved that the
struggle was over, the English abandoned their strict militia habits in order to focus all of
their attention on growing tobacco.

Unfortunately, expanding English settlements and efforts to convert the Indians to
Christianity caused a widening gulf between the two peoples. On March 22, 1622, the
Indians launched a massive and coordinated surprise attack against all English
settlements along the James River. In one awful day of bloody attacks, the Native
Americans killed three hundred settlers, nearly one-quarter of the white population. After
recovering from the shock, the colonists launched a series of bloody reprisals. Additional
arms came from England, and for the first time, widely dispersed plantations and farms
included an armed citizenry. (10)

In 1624, the Virginia Company went bankrupt and the English Crown assumed
control of the colony. The Virginia Assembly moved to create a standing militia system
to deter further Indian aggression. All males age sixteen to sixty, except for “olde
planters” and “newe commers,” were liable for militia duty, and the legislators levied a
series of taxes to buy arms and equipment. The assembly divided the colony into four
military districts and created a responsive command structure based on county militia
units. By the 1630s, Virginia mustered over 2,000 militiamen. When a second Indian
uprising occurred in 1644, the militia struck back with powerful counterattacks. Over a
two-year period the colonists gained the upper hand, and in 1646, the exhausted
Powhatan confederation surrendered to English controls. Virginia’s hard-won victory
was the result of a militia system transplanted from England and successfully applied to
the unique environment of the New World. (11)
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The New England Militia, 1620-1676

On November 11, 1620, one hundred Pilgrims landed at Cape Cod and
established the Plymouth Colony. Though they believed a hostile Indian population
awaited them, the Pilgrims had taken only modest measures to arm and equip themselves.
In an important step, the Plymouth Company had secured the services of Captain Miles
Standish to act as a military advisor. The warning of an Indian raid on February 16, 1621
prompted action. The following day the Pilgrims met, formally elected Captain Standish
as “their captain and military commander,” and authorized him complete authority in
militia matters. (12)

Standish moved quickly to impose order and discipline. He organized the
Plymouth militia into four squadrons and instituted a thorough plan for watches, guards,
and alarms. The colonists realized that their survival was at stake and gave Standish
broad powers to instill discipline and levy punishments. When one recalcitrant Pilgrim
refused to stand watch and called his commander a “beggarly rascal,” Standish clapped
the man into irons. Frequent musters and training sessions became common. Over time,
militia activities became an integral part of the colony’s social structure. In late 1621, the
Pilgrims conducted a muster and an exercise of arms as part of the first Thanksgiving
celebration, and two years later a militia muster and the “shooting off of many muskets”

“The March of Miles Standish” from an 1873 lithograph that portrays the early militia in the
Plymouth Colony. (Anne Brown Collection)
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accompanied the festivities of one of Plymouth’s first wedding celebrations.

In subsequent years, Plymouth’s militia expanded and increased. As the original
Plymouth Colony spread inland, the General Court ordered the creation of a militia
company in every town under a local commander who reported to Miles Standish. A
Dutch visitor in 1627 witnessed a disciplined militia organization:

They assemble by beat of a drum, each with his musket
or firelock, in front of the captain’s door; they have their
cloaks on, and place themselves in order, three abreast,
and they are led by a sergeant without beat of a drum...on
the left hand [comes] the captain with his side-arms, and
cloak on, and with a small cane in his hand; and so they
march in good order, and each sets his arms down near
him. Thus, they are constantly on their guard night and
day. (13)

By 1639, the expanding Plymouth Colony included eight militia companies in as
many towns. The ultimate responsibility for raising and maintaining the Plymouth militia
remained in the hands of legislators rather than the Governor. (14)

Compared to their neighbors to the south, the Puritans of the Massachusetts Bay
Colony took military matters much more seriously. A royal charter granted the colony
extensive powers of self-government and permitted the shipment of arms and military
supplies to America free of taxation. Aboard the first ships to arrive in Massachusetts
Bay were the arms and equipment for a proposed company of one hundred soldiers.
Captain John Endecott served as the colony’s first militia leader and established a trading
post at Salem in 1628. The following year Endecott completed the organization of
Salem’s first militia company. (15)

In June 1630, a Puritan fleet of eleven ships reached Massachusetts Bay, and
settlements quickly sprang up along the coast. Almost immediately, the Puritans formed
militia companies in Boston and Dorchester. As the population increased and spread
inland, the Massachusetts General Court authorized the raising of additional companies,
and by 1636, the colony included ten companies that ranged in size from sixty-four to
two hundred men. A captain commanded each company and had the responsibility for
musters, training, and discipline. Starting in 1636, the General Court permitted
militiamen to elect their officers, and captains appointed noncommissioned officers.
Musters occurred weekly on Saturdays. Money from fines levied against those absent or
guilty of improper conduct during training went toward the purchase of arms and
equipment. (16)

On December 13, 1636, the Massachusetts General Court directed the
establishment of the first militia regiments in North America. A total of fifteen separate
towns contributed as many companies with a combined strength of approximately 1,500
men to form three new regiments. The North, South and East Regiments encompassed
the entire colony in separate, geographic districts. A colonel commanded each regiment
with assistance from a full-time, paid “muster master” who maintained unit rolls. All
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three regiment held elections for the choosing of company officers. Regiments
eventually became the basis for all modern armies, and because Massachusetts was the
first government in North America to raise militia regiments, December 13, 1636 has
become recognized as the birth date of the modern U.S. National Guard. (Today, the
181st and 182nd Infantry and 101st Field Artillery as well as the 101st Engineer Battalion
of the Massachusetts Army National Guard are the U.S. Army’s oldest units because they
directly trace their lineage to the North, South, and East Regiments established in 1636.)
(17)

Increased tensions between colonists and Indians had done much to stimulate the
formation of the regiments. New England’s first serious war with the Indians occurred in
1637 when Massachusetts and Connecticut fought the Pequots. Hated and feared by
other tribes, the bellicose Pequots resisted English migration into the Connecticut River
valley and lived up to the meaning of their tribal name-“destroyer”. After a series of
incidents and reprisals in 1636, the colonists declared war on the Pequots. The decisive
engagement of the war came on May 26, 1637 when a force of ninety Massachusetts and
Connecticut militiamen aided by friendly Indians conducted a vicious surprise attack
against a main Pequot stronghold on the upper reaches of the Mystic River. Attacking at
dawn, militiamen broke through feeble fortifications and set fire to the village. Other
militiamen and friendly Indians formed a solid ring around the flaming village and
prevented the escape of survivors. In an orgy of violence, the attackers killed as many as
500 Pequots, including women and children, while suffering only two killed and twenty
wounded. Within weeks, other militia units completed the near destruction of the entire
Pequot tribe. (18)

The bloodshed of the Pequot War and the certainty of extended conflicts with
other tribes resulted in the creation of the American minuteman, the most significant
militia adaptation of the colonial period. To guarantee rapid responses against Indian
raids along the colony’s frontier, the Massachusetts General Court directed that a portion
of the militia remain in a near constant state of heightened readiness. On August 12,
1645, legislators passed the first law to articulate the minuteman concept. Each militia
company was to select a third of its members who “shall be ready at half an hour’s
warning” to respond to alarms. Minutemen were to have their arms, ammunition and
equipment ready for immediate use day or night. For the next 130 years, Massachusetts
retained the minuteman concept in various degrees of effectiveness depending upon the
seriousness of perceived threats. (19)

In the aftermath of the military emergency of the Pequot War, Connecticut, Rhode
Island and New Hampshire created formal militia organizations. The Connecticut
General Court retained for service three small militia companies raised during the war,
and in 1650 passed broader legislation that enacted a more extensive militia system based
on the Massachusetts model. By 1680, the Connecticut militia numbered 2,507 men. In
May 1668, Portsmouth was the first town in Rhode Island to organize a trainband. All
males ages 16-50 were liable for service — herdsmen and fishermen were exempted —
and eight musters per year were required. Within three years, Rhode Island mustered two
regiments. The New Hampshire militia came into existence with the chartering of the
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colony in 1679. The first militia units included four infantry companies, “one company
of artillery...and one troop of horse.” (20)

King Philip’s War erupted in New England in 1675 becoming the first great war
in American history and a traumatic conflict that threatened the very existence of the
colonies. King Philip was the English name the colonists had bestowed upon the
chieftain of the Wampanoag Indians who had considerable influence with the other New
England tribes. Various acts of vandalism in the summer of 1675 soon led to a state of
war between the colonists and Indian tribes inhabiting the lands from Cape Cod to the
upper Connecticut River. The war’s most famous battle was the Great Swamp Fight on
December 19, 1675. A combined force of 1,100 militiamen from Massachusetts,
Plymouth, and Connecticut, aided by a number of Indian allies, raided the main
settlement of the Narragansett Indians hidden away in Rhode Island’s Great Swamp.
Attacking in bitter cold and deep snows, the militia destroyed and burned the settlement.
The Indians resisted valiantly with hundreds killed while the colonists lost approximately
200 men. (21)

After the Great Swamp Fight, the colonists became more effective fighters by
adopting Indian tactics and employing additional Indian allies. The most effective Indian
fighter of the period was Benjamin Church of Plymouth. Church organized a special
company that combined militiamen and Indians into a single unit and blended European
discipline with Native American stealth to create new tactics for forest warfare. Over the
course of several months, Church’s unit became the spearhead of the New England
militia’s efforts as he launched a series of punishing raids aimed at the destruction of
Indian food supplies. The war effectively ended on August 12, 1676 when Church’s men
killed King Philip in an ambush. They beheaded Philip, cut off his hands, quartered his
body and then hung each quarter from a different tree. King Philip’s War rocked New
England with its widespread devastation and loss of life. As many as 1,000 New
Englanders were killed, and Indian losses were perhaps much higher. The most
significant outcome was that the militia had provided an adequate defense of the colonies,
broken the power of the New England Indian tribes, and gained the long-term security of
the region’s white settlements. The early Indian wars also proved that when the militia
was not prepared and caught unawares at the opening stages of hostilities, it possessed
the ability to rebound and organize itself into an effective fighting force. (22)

The Militia Expands and Evolves

In the decades following the first English settlements, all but one of the original
thirteen colonies stretching from New Hampshire to Georgia established militia
organizations. In all colonies, the militia included the obligated men actually or
nominally enrolled for training and service at the local level. The legislatures normally
granted service deferments to high government officials, ministers, university students,
craftsmen, and fishermen and prohibited most African-Americans and Indians from
serving. Citizen-soldiers carried on muster rolls and formed into geographically based
units available for immediate service became known collectively as the enrolled militia.
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Adjacent to New England, the Dutch established the colony of New Netherlands
in 1614 that initially relied upon the promise of Regulars rather than militiamen to
provide defense. Fifty years later, a strong British military and naval expedition dropped
anchor off the small city of New Amsterdam at the base of Manhattan Island and coerced
the Dutch into surrendering. Shortly after capturing the colony and renaming it New
York, the Duke of York established a militia. Before long, militia units protected the
colony throughout the length of the Hudson River valley, from Albany in the north to
New York in the south. In 1664, the General Assembly of New Jersey voted “to
constitute trained bands” for the colony’s defense. The legislators directed the militia “to
suppress all mutinies and rebellions” and to wage war when necessary against “all
Indians, strangers, and foreigners.” William Penn established Pennsylvania in 1681, but
the heavy pacifist influence of the Quakers and peaceful relations with the Indians
precluded the establishment of a militia until the middle of the following century. (23)

In the mid-Atlantic region, the militia came to Maryland in 1634 with the
founding of a settlement at St. Mary’s on the western shore of Chesapeake Bay.
Maryland very quickly established trained bands. Unlike Virginia and the New England
colonies, Maryland refused to use the militia to intimidate or exterminate entire Indian
villages for the wrong doings of a few renegade braves. However, the English Civil War
did spark a prolonged, internal conflict in Maryland that often saw militia units fighting
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Infantry and cavalry units of the New York militia pass in review before the Governor in 1700.
(Anne Brown Collection)
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one another. The militia of the Swedish colony of Delaware was first called out on
August 31, 1655 when a Dutch force threatened Fort Christina on the site of present day
Wilmington. The fort’s commander rode up and down the colony calling men into
military service. The Dutch attack succeeded, and under their influence, the Delaware
militia was given a formal peacetime structure that endured until the colony passed to
English control. The continued existence of the militia drew Delaware away from the
control of the Quakers in neighboring Pennsylvania and helped to maintain Delaware’s
status as a separate, political entity. (24)

In the South, the militia in the Carolinas developed along lines similar to those in
Virginia where agriculture dominated the economy. Militia units in the North usually
formed around towns, but in the South the larger tracts of land needed to support
plantations and a more widely dispersed population resulted in militia units organized at
the county level. The first English settlers came to the Carolina colony in April 1670,
landing at Albemarle Point near present-day Charleston. The following year Carolina’s
Grand Council passed the colony’s first militia law. In its early decades, the Carolina
militia expended much effort fighting Indians, Spanish raiders, and pirates. In 1729, the
colony split into North and South Carolina with separate militia organizations. (25)

Georgia became the last of the original thirteen colonies in 1733 when General
James Oglethorpe established the city of Savannah on the high bluffs overlooking the
Savannah River. One purpose for the founding of Georgia was to create a military buffer
between the Carolinas and Spanish incursions from Florida. Because of constant attacks
from the Spanish and Indians, Georgia created a three-tiered defense establishment of
British Regulars, full-time colonial rangers, and enrolled militia. While Regulars and
rangers saw service on an intermittent basis, the Georgia militia was the continuous
bulwark that guaranteed the colony’s survival. (26)

The use of full-time rangers in Georgia reflected the increasing use of different
types of military forces throughout the colonies. As settlements moved further inland,
the Indian threat to seaboard communities waned, and the enrolled militia deteriorated.
In coastal cities and towns, enforcement of militia laws was lax. On the frontier, settlers
based their defenses on widely dispersed blockhouses and stockades to provide protection
against Indian uprisings. In 1645, Virginia built four forts along its frontier and raised
suitable garrisons from the militia. The colony also created ranger units that patrolled the
frontier hoping to detect or foil Indian attacks before they hit settlements. All along the
forward face of the Appalachians, the colonies developed their own systems of forts and
defense forces. Starting around 1675, the militia laid aside its matchlocks and pikes in
favor of the sturdy, reliable flintlock musket that remained in service for nearly 150
years. (27)

Between 1689 and 1763, conflicting English, French, and Spanish interests
involved the colonies in a series of near continuous wars. The typical colonial war pitted
the American colonies against the French Canadians with Indian allies on both sides.
When ambitious expeditions required more than the militia’s local, defensive capabilities,
the colonies relied more and more upon ad hoc organizations known as “provincial”
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troops for extended military operations beyond their borders. Colonial legislatures
commissioned officers to raise and lead provincial units. Provincial units were formed
from volunteers, draftees, substitutes and hirelings that came from the enrolled militia.
The legislatures usually levied manpower quotas on each town, county or single militia
unit. Volunteerism was the preferred recruiting method, but militiamen selected to serve
who did not want to leave their families, farms, or shops for an extended period could
avoid service by providing a substitute or paying a fine that allowed the colony to hire a
replacement. As more members of the enrolled militia possessed the financial ability to
find a substitute or pay a hefty fine in lieu of actual service, the members of provincial
units came more and more from the lower rungs of society. Provincial troops serving for
pay believed they had a binding contract with the government, and when their term of
service was over or a perceived breach of contract occurred, they did not hesitate to stage
a mutiny or desert in mass. (28)

The greatest accomplishment of provincial forces was the capture of the French
fortress of Louisbourg in 1745 during King George’s War. Located on Cape Breton
Island off the coast of Nova Scotia, the huge fortress guarded the sea-lanes in and out of
the mouth of the St. Lawrence River and was perhaps France’s most important strategic
point in all of Canada. In a complex joint operation, the New England militia united with
the Royal Navy to reduce the fortress. The New England colonies raised a provincial
army of nearly 4,000 troops under the leadership of William Pepperell of Maine. When
early recruiting efforts lagged, the colonial assemblies offered pay and the promise of
plunder as compensation. On April 30, 1745, Pepperell’s army successfully completed a
hazardous landing on Cape Breton Island while British warships established a firm
blockade. The provincials soon laid siege to the fortress, and the garrison surrendered
thirty-nine days later. Louisbourg’s capture by a militia army prompted enthusiastic
celebrations in the colonies and in Britain. In following years, the successful siege took
on near mythical proportions in the colonies as a clear demonstration of the native
fighting abilities of American citizen-soldiers. However, New Englanders felt betrayed
in 1748 when England returned Louisbourg to the French with the Peace of Aix-la-
Chapelle. The diplomatic concession convinced Americans that Britain had scorned their
sacrifices in favor of her own self interests and increased the widening social and political
gap between England and the colonies. (29)

Minority participation in the militia usually centered on the utilization of African-
Americans. Early militia laws defined and restricted the status of blacks. For example, a
1634 Virginia ordinance forbade free blacks and slaves from carrying firearms and
ammunition or serving in the militia. In general, colonists believed that armed blacks
would incite insurrections, force an end to slavery, and form alliances with Indian tribes.
However, serious military threats eventually softened views on black militia service.
New York used slaves to build fortifications and granted freedom to slaves who served
with distinction in wartime. Eventually, the colonies passed laws that permitted slaves to
accompany militia and provincial forces on campaign as musicians, teamsters, and
laborers. A shortage of white manpower in the Carolinas resulted in the widespread use
of blacks as armed militiamen. In 1705, nearly one-third of the men on Carolina muster
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rolls were African-Americans. During the Yamasse War of 1715, the South Carolina
militia included units of armed blacks led by white officers. After the defeat of the
Yamasse Indians, the Carolina militia restricted the use of blacks and turned its attention
to controlling the growing slave population. Over time, the primary mission of the militia
became the conduct of slave patrols that worked to ensure that slaves remained on their
plantations. (30)

The French and Indian War, 1754-1763

The greatest of the colonial wars began out of a dispute over the control of the
upper reaches of the Ohio River valley. England and France eventually engaged in the
first true world war for the control of overseas possessions and the balance of power on
the European continent. The outcome of the French and Indian War determined that
England would become the dominant power in North America and added to the growing
divide between the mother country and American colonists. (31)

During the early 1750s the French increased their presence in the upper Ohio
Valley in order to block further English expansion. The arrival of Pennsylvania traders
and Virginia land speculators in a region inhabited by Indian tribes and controlled by the
French was a recipe for confrontation. In 1753, the French began construction of three
forts between Lake Erie and the forks of the Ohio River where the Allegheny and
Monongahela Rivers joined. Before the end of the year, Virginia sent Major George
Washington to the contested region to demand a French withdrawal. The French politely
refused Washington’s demands and immediately began to reinforce and fortify their
settlements in the region.

In an attempt to gain the upper hand, Virginia sent Washington back to the forks
of the Ohio River in early 1754 with orders to build a fort. Washington supervised the
construction work of forty Virginia militiamen until a large French force arrived. On
April 17th, the Virginia militia conceded to French superiority. After Washington
withdrew, the French went to work in earnest on the same site to complete a more
formidable bastion they named Fort Duquesne. Determined to gain control of the region,
Virginia sent Washington reinforcements. On May 28th, Washington ambushed and
defeated a Canadian reconnaissance party, and knowing that French reprisals were
certain, he built a circular palisade that became known as Fort Necessity. Additional
reinforcements of Virginia and South Carolina militia brought Washington’s strength to
400 soldiers, but they were not enough to stave off defeat. On July 3rd, a force of 700
French troops and Indians from Fort Duquesne attacked Washington’s position. Short on
food and ammunition, Washington surrendered after a nine-hour battle. The colonial
militiamen were allowed to withdraw the next day under honorable conditions, and in
return, Virginia was to keep its troops west of the Appalachians for a full year.

The crisis at the forks of the Ohio prompted the creation of the Pennsylvania
militia, the last of the militias formed in the thirteen original colonies. Heavily
influenced by the political dominance and pacifist religious beliefs of the Quakers,
Pennsylvania had resisted the establishment of a formal militia system even though
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informal militia organizations known as “associators” had sprung up throughout the
colony in the late 1740s. In the months following Washington’s surrender at Fort
Necessity, emboldened Indian raiding parties burned and looted a number of locations on
the Pennsylvania frontier. On November 25, 1755, the Pennsylvania Assembly passed
the colony’s first militia law. Unlike the other colonies, militia service was voluntary
rather than compulsory. No militiaman had to spend more than three days away from his
home, and extended service was limited to three weeks. Additional legislation authorized
the construction of a series of forts to guard the frontier along with a provisional regiment
of full-time militiamen to serve as a garrison. In 1757, Pennsylvania passed a stronger
law that created a militia system comparable to those in the other colonies. (32)

The news of French encroachment in the upper Ohio River valley prompted a
swift British response. For the first time, London decided to commit British Regulars to
North America. The British drew up an ambitious plan for four separate offensives
against as many fortresses along the Canadian frontier. In early 1755, Maj. Gen. Edward
Braddock arrived in Virginia with two regiments of British Regulars and the authority to
recruit two additional regiments from among the colonists. Braddock also integrated
colonial provincial regiments into his plans.

The most spectacular British failure of 1755 occurred directly under Braddock as
he attempted to capture Fort Duquesne. Hacking its way through a vast, mountainous
wilderness, Braddock’s column of Regulars and provincials got to within a day’s march
of their objective. Along the banks of the Monongahela River on July 9th, a combined
force of French and Indian troops collided with the British. The French force took up
dispersed, hidden positions along both flanks of Braddock’s column. Chaos and panic
ensued as the Redcoats fought an invisible enemy hidden in the dense woods. Trained in
the tactics of linear warfare, Braddock’s soldiers were unprepared for the ambush.
Braddock courageously attempted to rally his troops but fell mortally wounded, and the
remnant of his shattered army fled in panic. “Braddock’s Defeat” became familiar in the
colonies as the symbol of the British Army’s unwillingness and inability to adjust to the
military environment of the New World.

The shock of Braddock’s Defeat and a change in the government in London
resulted in a more concerted war effort. The Royal Navy established a tight blockade of
Canada while more British Regulars came to America for direct attacks against French
strongholds. In 1758, British and colonial troops recaptured Louisbourg and took control
of the site of Fort Duquesne; the latter the British renamed Fort Pitt, which became the
genesis for Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. Brig. Gen. James Wolfe conducted a spectacular
campaign in 1759 that resulted in Quebec’s capture on September 16th. The following
year, the remaining French forces in Canada surrendered at Montreal. Victory in the
French and Indian War gave England control of North America from St. Augustine to
Hudson Bay and all lands between the Atlantic Ocean and the Mississippi River.
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George Washington:
Colonial Militiaman, 1753-1775

George Washington received his first
experience as a military leader while serving as
an officer in the Virginia militia. In his youth,
Washington seemed destined for a life as a
farmer and land surveyor. But with the death of
his older brother in 1752, Washington moved to
Mount Vernon, a large plantation on the
Potomac River and received an officer’s
commission in the Virginia militia. In February =
1753, the twenty-one year old Washington .
received the rank of major and a share of the
responsibility for training Virginia troops. Ten
months later, he volunteered for active service
against French incursions in the upper Ohio
Valley.

Washington’s service in the French and
Indian War gained him widespread recognition
and valuable experience. His first command, : —
which resulted in the surrender at Fort Necessity, only strengthened Washington’s
resolve. In 1755, he served as a volunteer aide to Maj. Gen. Edward Braddock during the
disastrous expedition against Fort Duquesne. Washington’s display of raw courage and
tactical skills during Braddock’s Defeat caused his personal reputation to soar.
Afterwards, the Governor of Virginia placed him in overall command of the colony’s
frontier defenses. During the war, Washington learned the skills needed to lead soldiers
in battle and observed the role discipline and training played in creating effective fighting
units. He also learned that successful commanders paid attention to administrative
matters, looked after the welfare of their troops and made do with limited resources. By
1758, Washington served as a brigade commander, the only American militia officer to
achieve such rank in the war.

After the end of hostilities, Washington returned to Mount Vernon to resume his
life as a planter and a local political leader. With the approach of the American
Revolution, Washington remained loyal to Virginia. He accepted the command of the
Virginia militia with the rank of colonel and represented the colony in the Continental
Congress. After Lexington and Concord, the Congress appointed him to various
committees dealing with military matters. On June 15, 1775, the Continental Congress
unanimously elected Washington “General and Commander in Chief” of all Continental
forces. For the next eight years, Washington led the Continental Army in battle and
served as the Revolution’s senior military officer while employing skills he first learned
as a colonial militiaman.
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In spite of its successful outcome, the French and Indian War created a widening
gulf between Great Britain and its American colonies. British Regulars developed a
loathing for colonial provincial troops. British officers considered the Americans as ill-
disciplined, prone to desertion, and lacking in basic military skills. Convinced of the
limited aptitude of American troops, the British relegated most of them to support and
auxiliary functions. Provincial troops built roads, drove wagons, constructed and
repaired fortifications, and performed other menial tasks rather than fighting. All
together, the British Army formed a low opinion of Americans as fighters, and it labeled
the entire colonial militia as an ineffective institution. In many cases, the British Army’s
opinions were justified, but the aspersions cast upon the militia were based on an
ignorance of colonial military practices. Most British officers confused ad hoc provincial
forces with the enrolled militia and consequently misjudged the militia’s ability to
respond to crises closer to home. However, a minority of British officers did understand
the difference between hired provincial troops and militiamen who chose to stay at home.
“The Militia,” one senior officer wrote, “are the real Inhabitants; Stout able Men, and for
a brush, much better than the Provincial Troops, whom they hire whenever they can get
them, and at any price.”

Not all colonial units performed poorly, and provincial regiments from
Pennsylvania, New York, and New Jersey established sound reputations. One of the best
of these was the “New Jersey Blues” commanded by Col. Peter Schuyler. An
experienced soldier, Schuyler organized his men as light infantry and trained, armed, and
equipped them for forest combat. Unlike most provincial regiments, the New Jersey
Blues were a standing unit with qualified leadership, well trained and with good arms.
Throughout the war, the regiment participated in almost all of the campaigns in upstate
New York. With justifiable pride, the Governor of New Jersey reported to London that
the New Jersey Blues were “universally allowed to be the best Provincial Regiment in
America.” (33)

If British Regulars formed a low opinion of colonial troops, the converse was true
as well. British recruiting policies incensed Americans, especially when the English
actively sought indentured servants for military service. Strict disciplinary measures that
included the flogging of Redcoat soldiers for minor offenses appalled the colonists and
further marked the British Army as a threatening and repressive institution. The
quartering of British troops in colonial homes outraged Americans who insisted the
practice was illegal. Still, British authorities pointed to the exigencies of the war and
routinely placed troops into American homes. Braddock’s Defeat emphasized the limits
of the British Army in the minds of most Americans while the capture of Louisbourg
endured as an example of the courage and innate abilities of militiamen. By the end of
the French and Indian War, American citizen-soldiers held a high opinion of their own
military prowess and a jaundiced view of the Regulars.
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The Drift Toward Revolution

Great Britain established policies after the French and Indian War that eventually
led to the American Revolution. The British Army remained in America after 1763 to
protect the frontiers of the newly acquired territories, to maintain peace between settlers
and Indians, and to regulate the fur trade. Many Americans were suspicious of a standing
army posted on their land and argued that for nearly 150 years the militia alone had
provided adequate security. Lastly, the British government for the first time instituted a
series of colonial taxes designed to reduce its war debts and to pay the costs of
maintaining Regular regiments in the colonies.

A continuing struggle over economic and political power during 1765-1775
created a gap between Great Britain and the colonies as wide and stormy as the Atlantic
Ocean itself. In 1765, Parliament passed the Stamp and Quartering Acts that raised taxes
in the colonies and required the colonists to provide the British Army with living
accommodations and supplies. Colonial outrage caused the repeal of the Stamp Act, but
the practice of Regulars quartered in American homes and public buildings endured.
When the assemblies of New York and Massachusetts refused to provide supplies to the
Redcoats and thumbed their noses at additional taxes, the British government disbanded
the New York assembly and threatened the same action against Boston. The British
government’s reprisals against colonial political institutions sparked a growing resistance
movement.

Increased agitation prompted most of the British Army to redeploy from the
frontier to Boston, New York, Philadelphia, and Charleston. The close proximity of
British Redcoats to political activists in Massachusetts sparked the infamous “Boston
Massacre.” On the night of March 5, 1770, a mob of dockworkers and revolutionaries
confronted British troops outside of a Boston customs house. After considerable
provocation by the mob, panicked Redcoats opened fire on the angry crowd, killing five
Bostonians. Afterwards, the British government withdrew its troops from the city. The
Boston Massacre became a symbol of British political, economic, and military oppression
and marked the British Army as a threat to liberty.

A political and economic impasse transpired until the night of December 16, 1773
when a group of militant Bostonians dumped three shiploads of tea into Boston harbor.
The “Boston Tea Party” was a violent reaction to an effort by Parliament to coerce the
colonies into purchasing the heavily taxed tea supply of a company granted a monopoly
on tea sales in America. Parliament swiftly punished Massachusetts; the port of Boston
was closed until the city paid for the destroyed tea, the colony’s charter was all but
repealed, and the right to convene in town meetings was limited. In addition, Maj. Gen.
Thomas Gage was appointed the new Governor and returned to Boston with 3,500
Regulars who were quartered in American homes and public buildings. In response to
Parliament’s actions, American political leaders convened a Continental Congress in
Philadelphia on September 5, 1774 to fashion a collective response to the increasing
political and economic tensions. The Continental Congress supported the civil
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disobedience in New England and called upon all colonies to strengthen their militias.
(34)

Parliament’s sanctions following the Boston Tea Party prompted an extraordinary
response in Massachusetts. With their normal governing bodies all but eliminated,
political activists assembled a new Provincial Congress in Worcester. Convinced that
armed conflict with Britain was all but inevitable, the Provincial Congress viewed
military preparedness as a top priority. The new government took control of all arms in
the colony and organized Massachusetts for self-defense. The legislators created an
intricate system of alarms and mounted messengers to facilitate quick, emergency
communications across the countryside and to warn of unexpected British actions.
Ringing church bells, discharging weapons, and shouting messengers on horseback
formed the core of the alarm system. (35)

The Provincial Congress turned much of its attention to transforming the enrolled
militia into a reliable field army. First, it insured the militia’s loyalty and reliability by
requiring all officers to resign. The extreme measure purged from the ranks all Loyalist
officers, men with strong allegiance to the British monarchy who eschewed revolution
and independence. All militia companies elected new officers, and in turn, the officers
convened to elect battalion and regimental commanders and staffs from among
themselves. Across Massachusetts, towns and counties expended considerable energy in
preparing citizen-soldiers for action. All men were directed to carry firearms and to
participate in more earnest and frequent musters. In the fall of 1774 militia units trained
with a sense of urgency and determination not seen in years. New England ministers
exhorted militiamen from the pulpit and compared them to a righteous David about to
face off against an overbearing Goliath in the form of the British Regulars. (36)

The Provincial Congress’ most important military measure was to resurrect the
minuteman concept first created during the early wars against the Indians. The officers in
each town enlisted as much as one-third of their soldiers who were prepared to react to an
alarm at any time of day or night in a minute’s notice and to meet at prearranged
assembly points within thirty minutes. Each minuteman carried a clean musket and a
bayonet, a knapsack, thirty rounds of ammunition and attended musters at least three
times a week. Towns provided minutemen with enough supplies, provisions, and
ammunition for two weeks of service. Across the colony, militia units met to select their
minutemen, and no town had trouble in finding willing volunteers. Over time,
minuteman regiments were organized along the same lines as militia regiments. In the
minuteman regiments, Massachusetts drew from the manpower of its enrolled militia to
create a well-armed and trained force of light infantry capable of rapid assembly and
quick movement to any point in the colony. (37)

A strict regime of training and members with extensive military experience made
the Massachusetts militia much more effective than outward appearances indicated.
Frequent drill periods held on village commons instilled discipline and reinforced the
chain of command. Many musters were dedicated entirely to marksmanship training.
Captain Timothy Pickering of Salem wrote, published, and distributed simple instructions
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for the loading and firing of a musket as much as four times per minute while
emphasizing aimed fire. “Lean the cheek against the butt of the firelock, shut the left
eye, and look with the right along the barrel at the object you would hit,” Pickering
advised his fellow militiamen, “or, in other words, take good sight.” All across the
countryside, townspeople heard on nearly every day of the week the distant growl of
company volleys from various militia units engaged in target practice. A large number of
the militia officers and senior noncommissioned officers brought with them extensive
military experience from the French and Indian War. In most cases, combat veterans
replaced officers whose only prior qualification for service was loyalty to Britain or high
social standing. Veterans were familiar with the challenges of leading soldiers in combat
and tried to prepare younger men for the first shock of battle. (38)

The Provincial Congress well understood that arms and soldiers alone do not
make an army and turned its attention to acquiring supplies. If armed conflict developed
between the militia and the Regulars, the force that could sustain itself would eventually
prevail. The Congress moved quickly to gain control of all of the arms, equipment, and
ammunition available and established safe supply points and weapons caches in towns
scattered throughout the colony. Concord held one of the greatest concentrations of war
materials, making it a point of particular interest for the British. (39)

Lexington and Concord

A popular military maxim declares that when discussing war amateurs speak of
tactics while professional soldiers ponder logistics. It should come as no surprise then
that the American Revolution began over a scramble to control the most precious
commodity of 18th Century warfare: gunpowder. In Boston, General Gage received
reliable intelligence reports of militia units forming, training, and gathering supplies in
anticipation of hostilities. Hoping to prevent open conflict with the colonists, Gage
decided to disarm the militia with a series of small, surgical raids secretly planned and
carefully executed against known caches of war materials. His most important goal was
to gain more secure control over cannons and gunpowder held in powder houses and forts
ostensibly under British control. Few firearms were produced in America, and all
gunpowder was imported from abroad. Without gunpowder, Gage knew the militia could
not put up prolonged resistance. (40)

On September 1, 1774, British infantrymen descended on the main Massachusetts
Powder House six miles west of Boston. The Redcoats discovered that the colonists had
already removed a considerable amount of powder and quickly took possession of the
remaining 250 half-barrels of gunpowder. General Gage’s first “powder alarm” enraged
the colonists, prompted militia units to muster on village commons, and further motivated
efforts to raise militia units. A second powder alarm in mid-December against Fort
William and Mary in New Hampshire was a British debacle. Learning of the raid
beforehand, Boston activist and silversmith Paul Revere rode to New Hampshire with a
warning. Four hundred New Hampshire militiamen soon captured the British fort,
seizing 100 barrels of powder and 16 cannons before Redcoats from Boston arrived. In
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Rhode Island and Connecticut, militia units moved against British defenses at Newport,
Providence, and New London to capture additional cannons and gunpowder. (41)

On February 22, 1775, Gage’s troops moved against a cache of supplies in Salem.
They conducted the raid on a Sunday in hopes that most colonists would be engaged in
church activities. However, an early alarm caused the residents of Salem to stream from
their meeting houses and delay the column while others removed arms and supplies to
safer locations. The raiders finally reached their objective late in the day, only to find the
war stocks gone. The withdrawal from Salem took on a new, ominous tone. As the
Regulars returned to the coast to board ships for Boston militia units took up positions in
open fields along the escape route. Near the coast, the Marblehead Regiment, made up of
rugged fishermen who respected the sea more than they did the British, stood in
formation as the Redcoats passed. Both sides hurled shouts but neither opened fire. The
militia’s actions at Salem reflected the desire of political leaders who allowed the militia
to demonstrate against the British but hoped the Redcoats would fire the first shot in a
confrontation. (42)

The situation changed dramatically on April 14th when General Gage received
direct orders from London to put down the insurrection by force. The ministers in
London assumed that the “rebels” were nothing more than “a rude Rabble without plan,
without concert and without conduct.” Gage was directed to move quickly and decisively
with all of the strength at his disposal to arrest the leaders of the rebellion, to disarm the
militia and to restore order in the colony. He quickly approved a plan to strike a rapid,
strong blow at the very heart of the uprising. A single column of British troops much
larger than those used during previous powder alarms would strike far inland to arrest
rebel leaders at Lexington and then destroy Massachusetts’ largest cache of war supplies
at Concord. (43)

If excellent British intelligence provided detailed information on colonial
activities, poor security gave the colonists ample warning of Gage’s massive raid. In a
prodigious effort, they displaced nearly all of the supplies in Concord to safer locations.
Community leaders reviewed plans for spreading a general alarm across the countryside.
A lantern signal from the steeple of the Old North Church in Boston would indicate to
adjacent towns that the British raid had begun while alarm riders spread the word further
inland. Militia commanders received word that a threatening British raid was imminent
and prepared both minuteman and enrolled militia units for action. Whenever the British
raid came, the militia intended to react quickly and to muster their full strength against
the Redcoats. (44)

Starting at ten o’clock on the night of April 18th, General Gage quietly mustered
the troops required for the march on Lexington and Concord. Command of the
expedition went to Lieutenant Colonel Francis Smith, an officer of good judgment and
prudence but lacking in energy and decisiveness. Gage selected his best troops for the
mission: twenty-one companies of grenadiers and light infantry with a total strength of
nearly 900 soldiers. As the infantrymen boarded longboats and paddled their way across
Boston harbor to a landing site near Cambridge, two lanterns glowing in the steeple of the
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Old North Church signaled to the surrounding countryside that the raid was underway.
Meanwhile, Paul Revere rowed across Boston harbor to Charlestown where he acquired a
horse and galloped further inland with the vital news. (It is an American myth that
during his midnight ride Paul Revere shouted, “The British are coming!” Instead he
cried, “The Regulars are coming out!” a warning that had particular meaning for the
militia.) (45)

Darkness, confusion, and marshy ground delayed the beginning of the march, and
not until two o’clock on the morning of April 19th did the British begin moving toward
Lexington. With clear skies and warm temperatures, the Redcoats made good time
westward along the main highway. As the column moved deeper into the dark and
hostile countryside, the troops grew concerned over the sights and sounds all around them
of a general uprising. Across the entire countryside they heard the echoes of signal guns
and church bells sounding the alarm. At a safe distance, dark figures on foot and on
horseback lurked in the shadows keeping track of their progress. Nearly three miles short
of Lexington, Lt. Col. Smith halted the column for a rest. It was clear that the Redcoats
had lost the element of surprise, and Smith sent a messenger galloping back to Boston to
inform General Gage that reinforcements might be necessary.

In Lexington, Captain John Parker had gathered his militia company on the
village common around two o’clock in the morning. The forty-six year old Parker
possessed more military experience than most of the British Regulars headed his way. In
the French and Indian War he had fought with the British throughout Canada, including
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the capture of Quebec. Like a small number of towns, Lexington had declined to create a
minuteman company under the control of the Provincial Congress, but did maintain a
robust enrolled militia company. The composition of Parker’s company reflected the
militia’s close family and social ties. Among the nearly seventy men in the company
were eight pairs of fathers and sons, and nearly one quarter of the men were Parker’s own
blood relatives or in-laws. Their ages ranged from sixty-five to nineteen. Among the
citizen-soldiers was Prince Estabrook, an African-American slave who eventually gained
his freedom because of his military service.

Lexington’s decision not to raise a company of minutemen and the British route
of advance determined that enrolled militiamen rather than minutemen would fire the
opening rounds of the American Revolution. When it became apparent shortly after their
muster that the British were still far away, the Lexington company retreated to the shelter
of a large tavern just off the town common. At dawn a messenger brought word that the
British column was approaching, and Captain Parker ordered his men to form up on the
common. As the militiamen deployed into a line of battle, Parker shouted his orders:
“Stand your ground! Don’t fire unless fired upon! But if they want to have a war, let it
begin here!” Moments later, the head of the British column reached the Lexington
common. Seeing the militia, British officers directed the lead companies toward Parker’s
men. The Redcoats quickly deployed from a marching column to a line of battle as an
officer barked, “Lay down your arms, you damn rebels!” Hoping to avoid a direct
confrontation, Parker ordered his men to disperse. But before the militiamen could react,
either a British officer on horseback or an American just off the village common fired
one or more shots. The British infantry heard the shots and fired a few rounds without
orders. Seconds later, at a range of no more than fifty yards, the British let loose with a
volley followed by rapid, individual fire. A few Americans returned fire but most
scattered under the unexpected shock of the British volley. In a matter of seconds, seven
Lexington militiamen were killed and nine wounded.

After a lengthy pause to recover from the engagement, the British column
continued westward toward Concord some five miles distant, arriving around eight
o’clock. As the Redcoats approached, militia units assembling in Concord withdrew to a
safer location north of town to await the arrival of reinforcements. By mid-morning, one
regiment of minutemen and a second of enrolled militia had gathered north of Concord.
Colonel Smith sent out detachments to occupy two bridges on the Concord River north
and west of town in order to prevent militia units from interfering with the search. The
British infantry conducted a thorough inspection of Concord but found few war materials.
One prize was the discovery of a number of wooden gun carriages that the British made
into a pyre and set ablaze. The smoke from the fire caused the militia regiments north of
Concord to believe that the British were about to raze their town and prompted an attack
on the Redcoat companies guarding the North Bridge. It was during this engagement that
the “embattled farmers” fired the “shot heard round the world.”

After fighting two engagements with the militia that morning and knowing that a
general alarm was still spreading throughout the countryside, Colonel Smith’s main
concern became a swift return to the safety of Boston. With the unfruitful search of
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Concord completed, the column began the sixteen-mile return trip around noon. The
British commander’s concerns were well founded. Militia companies from as far as
twenty miles away were converging on the highway connecting Concord and Lexington.
While popular history portrays the minutemen as firing upon the retreating British from
hidden positions behind trees, rocks, and stone fences, the real battle was much more
sophisticated. Militia commanders were intimately familiar with the terrain along the
Boston highway and positioned their troops at critical points that afforded the best
opportunities for inflicting casualties while minimizing their own losses. In reality, the
retreating Redcoats faced a successive series of militia defensive positions that hampered
their withdrawal all the way back to Boston.

One mile east of Concord, at a road junction named Meriam’s Corner, the militia
struck back at the British. For the first time that day, nearly 1,000 militiamen
outnumbered their adversary. As the retreat toward Lexington continued, the combat was
nearly continuous, and British losses soared. During the battle, Captain John Parker
gathered his company of Lexington men, and in a remarkable feat of leadership, led them
in an ambush that wounded the British commander, Colonel Smith. The timely arrival at
Lexington of a British relief column 1,000-soldiers strong saved the original raiding party
from all but certain annihilation. As the retreat continued eastward, the fighting
intensified. Militia units fired and maneuvered skillfully to present a constant hail of
musketry against the flanks and rear of the British column. The most vicious fighting of
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A detailed view from an early lithograph of the engagement at Concord’s North Bridge on April
19, 1775. Heavy musketry from the minutemen (left) is prompting a British retreat (vight). (Anne
Brown Collection)
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the day occurred in villages and farmhouses closer to Boston where the opposing sides
gave no quarter in brutal hand-to-hand combat. At the Jason Russell house in Menotomy
(present-day Arlington), the British trapped and killed some twelve Americans, the
greatest single loss of the day. At Cambridge, a militia unit occupying a key bridge
blocked the line of retreat to Boston. Desperately in seek of safety, the British column
veered eastward toward the Charlestown Peninsula on the north side of Boston harbor,
where good defensive terrain, darkness, and the protection of the British Navy finally put
an end to the fighting. Before the day was over, as many as 14,000 Massachusetts
militiamen from more than forty regiments had responded to the general alarm, but
perhaps fewer than 4,000 had actually fired upon the Redcoats.

In the following days, both sides counted their losses. The militia suffered a total
of ninety-four casualties: 50 killed, 39 wounded and 5 missing. All together, twenty-
three villages sustained casualties: Lexington alone suffered twenty men killed and
wounded. Compared to the militia, the British suffered three times as much. Out of
nearly 1,800 troops engaged, the Redcoats’ casualties included 65 killed, 180 wounded,
and 27 missing. Reluctantly, General Gage communicated to London his losses, the
expedition’s failed results, and a newfound respect for his adversaries. After the battle,
one British commander wrote of the Yankee militia: “Whoever looks upon them as an
irregular mob, will find himself very much mistaken. They have men amongst them who
know very well what they are about...” (46)

Conclusions

The militia system that arose in the American colonies found its roots in the laws
and traditions of England while adapting to the unique environment of the New World.
Over time, the contributions of militia units in America far surpassed the limited roles
that English militiamen had performed in the British Isles. The creation of the
minuteman was a novel innovation that gave the American militia far greater capabilities.
By 1775, the colonial militia represented a revolution in military affairs. The old
European system of limited warfare with small, professional armies led by aristocratic
officers found a new and unusual challenge in an armed and trained citizenry fighting for
principles rather than monarchical ambitions or personal gain. In this sense, the
American militia foreshadowed the “nation in arms” that came with the French
Revolution of 1789.

The American militia system developed its own unique traits and characteristics.
The militia was a geographically based, local defense force designed for limited service
during short-term emergencies. The militia system served as both a training base and a
reservoir of manpower. During local emergencies, entire militia units responded to
alarms. For more ambitious and extended operations, the militia acted as a reservoir of
trained manpower from which colonial leaders raised provincial units. Militiamen
elected their own company leaders, and officers believed it was their responsibility to
lead their men into battle, an obligation they were unwilling to cede to others. In general,
citizen-soldiers believed they could not be sent beyond the borders of their own colony
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without their consent except under the most extreme circumstances. Legislators
controlled the militia’s organization and training while the Governors usually retained the
right to commission senior ranking officers. In the New England and mid-Atlantic
colonies, militia units formed around towns while the southern militias enjoyed county
affiliations. Usually thought to reflect a universal military obligation of all males ages
16-60, the militia laws granted deferments to ministers, students, and certain key artisans
while denying service to black slaves and Indians.

The militia made many important contributions during the colonial period. More
than anything else, it insured the success of English colonization in America by
protecting nascent settlements and colonies from attacks by Native Americans and other
colonial powers. In a new and hostile land, the militia gave structure and security to
settlements and became a critical, stabilizing element in colonial social life. As the
Indian threat receded, the militia allowed the creation of provincial units for more
ambitious and long-lasting operations during disputes with France and Spain. As
America drifted toward conflict with England in the late 18th Century, a revised militia
provided the means for combating British Regulars. In the end, the militia provided the
foundation for military success in America, first against hostile Indians, then against
France and Spain, and finally against England herself.

The Massachusetts militia in the battle of Lexington and Concord represented the
zenith of the militia’s accomplishments in the colonial period. In almost all respects, the
militiamen on April 19, 1775 enjoyed conditions that ideally favored their system. The
fight was a defensive battle of relatively short duration with militiamen serving under
their own leaders on terrain they all knew intimately. The creation of minuteman units
allowed an even faster, initial response and reflected the militia’s tendency to allocate
resources to meet the most serious and immediate threats. In addition, the militia
benefited from an effective intelligence network, a complex system of alarms,
experienced combat leaders, and a thorough regime of musters and marksmanship
training. The failure of British Regulars to identify and understand the militia’s inherent
strengths and advantages largely explains their bloody failure at Lexington and Concord.
But as an army of citizen-soldiers encircled Boston in late April 1775, the question of
whether or not the militia could meet the demands of a protracted, far-flung war for
American independence remained unanswered.
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CHAPTER 2
Revolution and
Early Nationhood, 1775-1794

y keeping up in Peace “a well regulated, and disciplined Militia,” we shall take the
fairest and best method to preserve, for a long time to come, the happiness, dignity
and Independence of our country.

George Washington,

Sentiments on a Peace Establishment, 1783

Introduction

Colonel William Prescott stood on the parapet of a stout, earthen redoubt
studying the dazzling panorama of war that stretched out before him. The vantage point
from atop Breed’s Hill gave Prescott a commanding view of the entire Charlestown
Peninsula, the city of Boston with its expansive harbor, and most of the surrounding
countryside all of the way westward to Cambridge. On the afternoon of June 17, 1775 a
battle was imminent, and curious spectators crowded the rooftops of Boston hoping to
watch the first deliberate confrontation between the British Army and the American
militia. In Boston harbor, a number of British warships lay at anchor, sporadically
bombarding the increasing numbers of American militiamen flowing onto the
Charlestown Peninsula.

However, the focus of Prescott’s attention was nearly 2,000 British infantrymen
drawn up in an attack formation some 400 yards east of Breed’s Hill. The brilliant
afternoon sun made the Redcoats shine bright with scarlet and steel. The long, upright
bayonets gleaming in the afternoon sun caused Prescott serious concerns. His own
Massachusetts militiamen had a limited amount of ammunition and lacked bayonets; if
the fighting became hand-to-hand, the British would have a distinct advantage. Still,
Prescott felt better knowing that Colonel John Stark’s New Hampshire militiamen had
arrived to protect his left flank between the Breed’s Hill redoubt and the Mystic River. It
was now past three o’clock in the afternoon, and Prescott expected the British assault to
begin at any moment.

Colonel Prescott’s Massachusetts regiment had been atop Breed’s Hill for the
past fifteen hours. Starting at midnight, his soldiers had worked diligently to construct a
crude, square redoubt that by dawn was a credible defensive position. At sunrise, British
lookouts observed that the Americans had occupied Breed’s Hill, and a moment later
British warships had opened fire on Prescott’s position. One of the first shots struck and
killed a militiaman at work in the redoubt. The first casualty came as a shock; work
stopped as fellow citizen-soldiers gathered about to stare nervously at their dead
comrade. Prescott intervened, gave instructions to bury the soldier in a shallow grave,
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and ordered his men back to work. Before long, another shell smashed the barrels
containing the regiment’s drinking water. Though hunger, thirst, fatigue, and fear took
its toll on several soldiers, Prescott’s men continued work on the redoubt as the Redcoats
marshaled their forces for an all-out assault on the American positions across the waist
of the Charlestown Peninsula.

The first British attack began at half past three o’clock. With flags flying, the
British infantry marched up the front slope of Breed’s Hill moving through waist high
grass while negotiating stone and wooden fences that slowed the advance. British naval
gunfire had set fire to the nearby town of Charlestown and smoke hung heavy over the
battlefield as the entire settlement went up in flames. Prescott ordered his men to aim
low, not to open fire until the Redcoats were very close and to concentrate on hitting the
British officers. At a range of less than fifty yards, the Americans opened fire with a
series of volleys that tore large gaps in the British ranks. The Redcoats hastily retreated,
reformed, and attacked again. Now Prescott ordered his men not to open fire until the
British were within thirty yards. The British infantry staggered before the militia’s fire,
and for the second time, fell back from Breed’s Hill. All along the American lines citizen-
soldiers shouted wildly at their success in turning back the Regulars.

The militiamen’s enthusiasm quieted when they observed the Redcoats forming
for a third assault. In the redoubt, Prescott’s men were desperately low on ammunition.
Soldiers rummaged among the dead and wounded searching for powder horns and
cartridge boxes. Enough ammunition remained for one last volley. The British soon
charged again with an effort more determined than before. Prescott’s men held their fire
until the Redcoats were only twenty yards away and then let loose with a final,
devastating volley that emptied their muskets. The British ranks staggered under the fire,
recoiled and rushed headlong over the forward rampart of the redoubt. A desperate
hand-to-hand fight ensued in which Prescott’s militiaman used their empty muskets as
clubs and wielded rocks, knives and hatchets. Swinging his sword wildly, Prescott
shouted orders for his soldiers to abandon the redoubt and to fall back to the safety of
Bunker Hill at the western end of the Charlestown Peninsula. Before long, the British
had complete control of the redoubt and counted the dead bodies of thirty militiamen they
had run through with the bayonet.

Hours later, with his coat and trousers ripped by British bayonets but otherwise
unhurt, Colonel Prescott told his superiors he was willing to retake the Breed’s Hill
redoubt if given command of three fresh regiments with sufficient ammunition and
bayonets. Orders never came for the counterattack, but William Prescott and all of the
militiamen on the Charlestown Peninsula forever remembered June 17, 1775 as the day
they defied the British Regulars in open battle while inflicting twice as many casualties as
they received.

In 1782, a year before the end of the American Revolution, the French scholar
Abbe de Mably wrote to the Patriot leader John Adams seeking his thoughts on the
writing of a comprehensive history of the war. The future President of the United States
replied that any study of the Revolution required an understanding of the key institutions
that had created American greatness in the colonial period and served as the basis of
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success during the recent war. To Adams, there were four critical institutions in
American society: towns, religious congregations, schools, and the militia. Adams told
the French scholar that the militia “comprehends the whole people...so that the whole
country is ready to march for its own defense upon the first signal of alarm.” (1)

Adams’s belief in the importance of the militia to America’s well-being was
based upon a firsthand observation of citizen-soldiers during the American Revolution.
The militia performed a myriad of functions during the eight years that marked
America’s second longest war. The militia fought the war’s opening battles, formed the
basis of the new Continental Army, reinforced the Continentals during crucial battles and
campaigns, and performed other important auxiliary functions. Throughout all thirteen
colonies, Patriot militiamen denied the British control of the countryside, stood their
ground against Loyalist militia, and insured political support for their cause. However,
the militia proved incapable of prevailing in battle alone against British Regulars and
usually failed to provide sustained combat power during independent, extended
operations.

The militia’s predominant role in colonial society and its contributions during the
American Revolution guaranteed the militia a permanent place as an enduring institution
of the new United States. The creation of the Continental Army in 1775 resulted in a
dual military system of American Regulars and militiamen that from the start was both
complimentary and competitive. After the American Revolution, the proper place of
Regulars and citizen-soldiers in a new national military establishment became a point of
crucial debate between opposing political factions. The U.S. Constitution perpetuated a
dual system of Regulars and citizen-soldiers for national defense and forever defined and
affirmed the importance of the militia as an integral component of American society and
government.

The Battle of Bunker Hill

In the days following the dramatic events of the battle of Lexington and Concord,
a large, disparate collection of militiamen quickly gathered outside of Boston. The
militiamen’s wild-eyed enthusiasm was matched in intensity only by complete confusion.
When it became apparent that a rematch with the British was not imminent,
Massachusetts turned to the business of raising a more permanent army to conduct the
siege of Boston. The Provincial Congress sent appeals to the neighboring colonies for
reinforcements and then set about the task of organizing a New England army with a
proposed strength of 13,600 soldiers. General Artemus Ward, the senior ranking officer
in the Massachusetts militia, became the commander of the new army. Ward’s first
priority was to organize new regiments by recruiting men from existing minuteman and
militia units who volunteered for service for the remainder of the year. On May 16th,
Ward declared the first two regiments ready for service. By the second week in June,
twenty-four regiments were organized, and the army mustered a total of 11,636 men. A
dearth of quality leaders and chronic shortages of weapons, uniforms, and supplies
greatly impeded training. The massive expenditure of ammunition on April 19th had
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reduced gunpowder supplies to
dangerously low levels. General Ward
prohibited marksmanship training and
remained content to keep the British
bottled up in Boston until more
ammunition was available. (2)

The other New England colonies
responded swiftly to the «call for
reinforcements. With a total strength of
1,400 officers and men, three regiments
arrived from New Hampshire under the
overall command of Col. John Stark. Tall
and lean, Stark was a leader of daring and
skill who had served as a captain in
Rogers’ Rangers during the French and
Indian War. Perhaps more important than
manpower, the  New  Hampshire
militiamen brought with them the
gunpowder they had captured at Fort
William and Mary in advance of General
Gage’s failed powder. Connecticut sent
two regiments that included the only
T militia company in the entire New
A gunner from the Rhode Island artillery in England army to wear recognizable
1776. Rhode Island artillerymen acted as the uniforms. Brig. Gen. Israel Putnam, a
first siege artillery during the investiture of — gregarious, stocky man of boundless
Boston, 1775-1776. (Anne Brown Collection) energy, commanded one of the

Connecticut regiments and developed a
reputation as a man not afraid to fight. At the head of three Rhode Island regiments
arriving in Boston rode Brig. Gen. Nathaniel Greene, a self-educated soldier who walked
with a noticeable limp. In addition to 1,500 infantrymen, Rhode Island contributed
twelve heavy guns that became the army’s siege artillery. (3)

While the New England militia reorganized around Boston, other militiamen
carried out the first American attack of the war. On May 10th, a militia force composed
of Ethan Allen’s Green Mountain Boys from Vermont and other militiamen under Col.
Benedict Arnold captured Fort Ticonderoga on the southern shores of Lake Champlain.
In a stealthy night attack, the militiamen entered the fort through an unsecured door and
were on the fort’s parade ground before a sentry challenged them. Ethan Allen received
the fort’s surrender from a surprised garrison commander still dressed in his nightshirt.
The Americans eventually transported Fort Ticonderoga’s heavy guns to Boston months
later for use as siege artillery. (4)

Inside Boston, British infantrymen recovered from the trauma of Lexington and
Concord while General Gage considered his next move. Appeals to London for
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additional troops fell on deaf ears. However, an unexpected form of aid appeared on
May 26th when a warship arrived carrying Maj. Gens. William Howe, Henry Clinton,
and John Burgoyne, a military triumvirate with considerable experience gained in Europe
and America. In reality, the British government sent the commanders to goad Gage into
action. On June 12th, acting under direct orders from London, Gage imposed martial
law, declared the New Englanders traitors, and offered a full pardon to all those willing to
lay down their arms. At the same time, Gage agreed to conduct a limited offensive to
capture the dominating heights on the Charlestown Peninsula on the north side of Boston
harbor and the prominent terrain at Dorchester below the city. By occupying the
surrounding high ground, the British intended to stop the militia from emplacing artillery
that could dominate Boston and its harbor. (5)

Poor security in Boston allowed the Massachusetts Provincial Congress to learn
of Gage’s plan in short order. Hoping to prevent the British from gaining the upper hand,
legislators ordered General Ward to occupy and fortify Bunker Hill, the highest of three
hills on the Charlestown Peninsula. The assignment went to a Massachusetts regiment
commanded by Col. William Prescott and reinforced by a large detachment of
Connecticut troops. The 1,000-man expedition assembled on Cambridge Common on the
late afternoon of June 16th with a wagon loaded with entrenching tools and a full
equipage of weapons, ammunition, and food. After the president of Harvard College
offered a divine blessing, the column headed for its objective under the cover of darkness.
At Bunker Hill the reinforced regiment halted, and a council of war ensued. For reasons
that remain unknown, Colonel Prescott decided to advance further down the peninsula
and to entrench atop Breed’s Hill, a steep, sixty-foot height on the outskirts of
Charlestown. A supporting position was to be dug on Bunker Hill afterwards. Just
before midnight the column reached Breed’s Hill, and a militia engineer staked out the
trace of a square redoubt measuring 132 feet on each side. New England farmers who
had experience in clearing farmlands of rocks, trees, and stumps worked feverishly with
picks, axes, and spades to dig their redoubt. By sunrise, the fort had taken on enough
shape to give the soldiers cover against British naval gunfire. (6)

When General Gage learned of the surprise American encroachment, he
abandoned his original plan for capturing the high ground above and below the city in
favor of a single, strong riposte against the Charlestown Peninsula. Conferring with his
other generals, they agreed that the Yankee militia’s forward position on Breed’s Hill
presented an opportunity. The redoubt’s location exposed a portion of the American
army to destruction, and a stinging defeat of the militiamen defending Breed’s Hill might
spark the complete dissolution of the New England army and extinguish the entire
rebellion. Gage committed five infantry regiments, a marine battalion and an artillery
company — about 2,200 troops in all — to the assault and put General William Howe in
overall command. Starting around one o’clock in the afternoon, British long boats began
ferrying the assault force from Boston’s docks to a landing site on the eastern tip of the
Charlestown Peninsula. (7)

The sight of British troops moving into attack positions prompted General Ward
to rush reinforcements to Colonel Prescott. By three o’clock, as many as 4,000
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militiamen in various regiments and
detachments from Massachusetts,
Connecticut, and New Hampshire

defended a line that stretched
. continuously for 600 yards across the
waist of the peninsula. The American
defense in the south was anchored on
Prescott’s redoubt on Breed’s Hill, and
to the north two regiments of New
. Hampshire troops under Colonel John

, Stark defended a series of stone and rail
fences. Further back on Bunker Hill,
General Israel Putnam organized a
collection of troops to construct defenses
to support the forward positions. (8)

At half past three o’clock,
. General Howe launched his Redcoats in
a main attack against John Stark’s
regiments while a second, supporting
attack went straight toward Breed’s Hill.
High grass and broken terrain slowed the
advance, and as the lines closed to within
fifty yards, a sudden onslaught of
American firepower from Stark’s men
posted behind a stone wall killed nearly
100 British soldiers in short order. On
Breed’s Hill, Prescott’s men successfully defended their redoubt. Howe pulled his
soldiers back, regrouped and launched the depleted regiments in a single, powerful blow
aimed at the center of the American lines. From their prepared defenses on high ground,
the militia again prevailed. Howe withdrew a second time, and around four-thirty in the
afternoon concentrated his depleted forces in a single blow against the redoubt on
Breed’s Hill. Prescott’s militiamen waited until the British closed within twenty yards
before unleashing their last ammunition in a final volley. (While the last gunfire was
surely at close range, there are no reliable accounts of anyone commanding, “Don’t fire
until you see the whites of their eyes!”) The Redcoats stormed into the redoubt and
ejected the defenders at the point of the bayonet. Prescott’s withdrawal sparked a general
retreat back to Bunker Hill all along the American line. Howe’s victorious and exhausted
troops approached Bunker Hill but did not attack. By five o’clock the savage battle was
over, and American units began withdrawing from Bunker Hill and the Charlestown
Peninsula to the greater safety of the mainland. (9)

New England militiamen fight British grenadiers
at close quarters during the battle of Bunker Hill,
June 17, 1775. (Anne Brown Collection)

The Redcoats had successfully pushed the stubborn militiamen off the
Charlestown Peninsula but at a staggering price. British casualties for the two and a half
hour struggle totaled 1,034 men, or nearly half of the attacking force. Yankee
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marksmanship took a particularly heavy toll of British officers. Eighty-nine officers were
killed or wounded, including all twelve members of General Howe’s staff. A chastened
General Gage reported the bloody victory to London, noting, “the loss we have sustained
is greater than we can bear.” The battle reinforced a healthy respect of the Yankee militia
first gained at Lexington and Concord. “These people shew a Spirit and Conduct against
us they never shewed against the French,” Gage wrote to his superiors. “They are now
spirited up by a Rage and Enthousiasm, as great as ever People were possessed of, and
you must proceed in earnest or give the business up...” (10)

At Cambridge, General Ward reported American casualties as 450 killed,
wounded, and captured, but total losses may have been higher. The militiamen had
fought well by taking advantage of the terrain and demonstrating a surprising skill in
fighting from hasty fortifications. Though forced to give up their defenses, the
Americans took pride in the fact they had competed well in open battle against one of the
best professional armies in the world while inflicting heavy losses. When the American
Revolution ended eight years later, what became known as the battle of Bunker Hill
remained the British Army’s bloodiest single engagement of the war and took the lives of
more British officers than any other battle. (11)

Congress Creates an Army

Despite the valor of American citizen-soldiers at Bunker Hill, the action revealed
near fatal shortcomings in the New England army’s discipline, staff work, and logistics.
Obviously, a more professional fighting force was needed to compete on a level playing
field with the British Army. The need was especially obvious to the Massachusetts
Provincial Congress who nearly a month before Bunker Hill petitioned the Continental
Congress to assume responsibility for “the regulation and general direction” of the army
so that it might “more effectually answer the purpose designed.” (12)

After lengthy debate, the Second Continental Congress acted on June 14, 1775 —
three days before Bunker Hill — to create the Continental Army, America’s first standing
force of Regulars. On that historic day in 1775, Congress voted to raise ten companies of
riflemen from Pennsylvania, Maryland, and Virginia that became the first American
troops to enlist directly into the Continental Army. (The designated birthday of the
United States Army is June 14, 1775, nearly 150 years after the creation of the first
militia regiments in 1636.) The following day, Congress appointed one of its own to
serve as the commander in chief of the Continental Army. George Washington, a forty-
three year old colonel in the Virginia militia and one of the Old Dominion’s delegates in
Congress, had made a profound impression on his fellow legislators with his imposing
appearance, confident manner, and competent work in congressional military committees.
Congress soon moved to appoint twelve general officers to serve under Washington. The
promotions went to recognized leaders and were allocated among the thirteen colonies in
proportion to the number of troops each contributed to the war effort. In raising the rifle
companies from colonies beyond New England, appointing an army commander from
Virginia, and designating general officers from throughout the colonies, Congress
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succeeded in creating broader support for the war and established the Continental Army
as a national asset. (13)

Though it authorized a new, standing army, Congress in no way proposed any
dissolution of the militia. Citizen-soldiers in organized units represented a vast reservoir
of manpower for the Continental Army and at crucial times were to muster and fight
alongside the new, American Regulars. Furthermore, Washington’s army could not be in
all places at any one time, and the militia would always be available to handle local
emergencies wherever they might arise. Congress recommended to the colonies a
number of plans for strengthening their militia that included the creation of minuteman
units, the organization of standard regiments, and the creation of special committees in
each of the colonial legislatures to oversee military matters. (14)

The actions of the Second Continental Congress created a series of important,
historic precedents in the relationship between the country’s highest legislative body and
the military. Congress established itself as the country’s principle policymaking body in
military affairs by involving itself in the organization, manning, and supply of the
Continental Army. In its handling of military policy, Congress reinforced the concept of
civilian control over the military first established by Parliament in Great Britain and then
embraced by the colonial legislatures in their control of militia affairs. The clearest
example of the exercise of civilian control was Congress’ selection of Washington as
commander in chief followed by the appointment of subordinate general officers. In
creating a Regular Army and maintaining a reliance on the militia, Congress produced a
dual military system that would come to have a profound and enduring influence on
nearly all matters of military policy.

Washington left Philadelphia on June 23rd, headed for his new command outside
of Boston and escorted by a mounted militia unit, the Philadelphia Light Horse that later
became known as the First Troop, Philadelphia City Cavalry. (The First Troop,
Philadelphia City Cavalry remains today as the U.S. Army’s oldest cavalry unit and
serves in the Pennsylvania Army National Guard as Troop A, 104th Cavalry.)
Washington arrived in Cambridge nine days later and quickly saw that building “a
respectable army” would be a formidable task. All together, Washington’s army
numbered little more than 14,000 troops, and the shortage of gunpowder allowed each
infantryman to carry no more than nine rounds. Short on ammunition and with only a
handful of heavy artillery pieces, a classic siege of Boston was impossible. The situation
forced Washington to maintain a solid infantry ring about Boston where a weakened
British Army, now under the command of General Howe, suffered from a lack of food
and the ravages of disease. Throughout the siege, Washington labored to create an
American Army that was a close approximation of the British forces he had admired
during the French and Indian War. For weeks on end, the new commander in chief
worked tirelessly to establish better organization, training, and discipline while
overcoming nearly insurmountable problems in administration and supply. (15)

Of all the obstacles Washington encountered, the most vexing was acquiring the
manpower needed to maintain the Continental Army’s ranks. The enlistments of most of
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the regiments in the New England army were set to expire at the end of December 1775.
Efforts to recruit the militia into the Continental Army produced only 9,000 volunteers.
The reluctance of militiamen to volunteer angered Washington. However, militiamen
countered that they had born the burden of the struggle for nearly a year, starting with
Gage’s powder alarms and extending through Lexington and Concord, Bunker Hill, and
the protracted siege of Boston, and that other fresh troops should volunteer to continue
the struggle. (16)

On January 1, 1776, Washington published a general order establishing a
Continental Army in the field consisting of twenty-seven regiments. Still short of
personnel, the New England colonies provided replacement militia units at Boston so that
by March 1776, 5,000 of the 14,000 troops available to Washington were citizen-soldiers.
Congress eventually required the colonies to raise, organize, and equip regiments for the
Continental Army that became known collectively as the “Continental line.” For their
efforts, the colonies were allowed to appoint regimental officers through the rank of
colonel. Each colony maintained an interest in sustaining their Continental regiments as
well as their local militia. The arrangement ensured that combinations of Continentals
and militiamen would fight together in nearly all of the American Revolution’s major
engagements. (17)

The American Revolution in the North, 1775-1777

Great Britain clearly comprehended the need to quash the rebellious American
colonies but never clearly formulated a coherent, long-term strategy for winning the war.
British planning and subsequent military operations focused alternately on capturing key,
strategic points in America and in fomenting a general uprising among the Loyalist
population. In general, British commanders believed that the occupation of major cities
such as New York, Philadelphia, and Charleston would suffice to spark a Loyalist
counterrevolution. British commanders counted on the Royal Navy to provide strategic
mobility up and down the eastern seaboard and to control major river lines that provided
easy access to the American interior.

At first glance, the war between Great Britain and the rebellious colonies
appeared as an unequal contest. A powerful nation of more than ten million people with
vast wealth and a professional army and navy confronted a loose confederation of
colonies numbering two and a half million people that possessed no navy, a host of
militia, and only a handful of Regulars. However, the British government failed to grasp
the difficulties of asserting its authority over a widely dispersed population that lived
throughout a vast tract of wilderness largely devoid of decisive, strategic points. British
supply lines extended 3,000 miles across the hazardous North Atlantic, and supplies that
Redcoats required often did not survive the passage. Rugged terrain and long distances
made communications difficult, and jealous, egotistical British commanders on different
fronts often failed to coordinate their efforts. Time and time again, British commanders
overestimated the numbers and intensity of Loyalist support while underestimating the
staying power and fighting abilities of American Continentals and militiamen. Recruiting
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adequate manpower for the British Army proved difficult, forcing London to resort to the
widespread hiring of German mercenaries. (18)

During the American Revolution, the militia played a vital role in the winning of
battles and campaigns and in controlling the allegiance of the populations scattered
throughout the colonies. The northern campaigns during the war’s early years
demonstrate the important role the militia played in supporting conventional operations.
While Washington formed the new Continental Army outside Boston, Congress
authorized an ambitious venture against Canada designed to eliminate its use as a British
base and perhaps lead to its assimilation as America’s fourteenth colony.

Two American columns composed almost entirely of militiamen converged on the
St. Lawrence River valley from different directions. Benedict Arnold, hero of Fort
Ticonderoga and former commander of the Governor’s Foot Guard of Connecticut, led a
column of New York and New England militia in a direct, overland advance against
Quebec. The only Continental unit with Arnold was a battalion of riflemen under the
command of Colonel Daniel Morgan of Virginia, a veteran of Braddock’s Defeat. With
Washington’s blessing, Arnold’s troops left Massachusetts in mid-September and
proceeded by boat to Maine. In one of the most grueling marches in American history,
Arnold’s soldiers struggled northward over a rugged, barren wilderness while suffering
through bitter, winter weather. On November 9th, after a march of 400 miles in forty
days, Arnold’s haggard group of nearly 600 Continentals and militiamen reached the
south bank of the St. Lawrence River across from Quebec. Despite the frigid weather,
the energetic Arnold assembled a flotilla of small boats and began crossing the St.
Lawrence on November 14th. As much as he wanted to capture Quebec, Arnold lacked
the artillery and special equipment required to take the city. An impasse developed until
reinforcements arrived from an unexpected quarter. (19)

While Arnold marched on Quebec from the south, a second column of American
militiamen commanded by General Richard Montgomery approached from the west.
Using Fort Ticonderoga as a base of operations, Montgomery had assembled an army of
militiamen by late August and then advanced northward to threaten Montreal. On
November 11th, Montgomery’s troops captured Montreal and began preparations for a
move on Quebec. Three weeks later, Montgomery and 300 men arrived at Quebec by
ship carrying badly needed supplies, winter clothing, and weapons for Benedict Arnold’s
tattered force. On December 5th, Montgomery and Arnold deployed their combined
force of approximately 1,000 men to besiege Quebec, but the British garrison showed no
signs of surrendering. (20)

Aware that the militia’s enlistments would expire at the end of the year,
Montgomery and Arnold conducted a desperate night attack on December 30th during a
blinding snowstorm. The struggle continued throughout the night, but the British,
fighting from prepared defenses, retained the upper hand. By daybreak, Montgomery
was dead, Arnold wounded and Morgan captured; nearly half of their troops were
casualties. Arnold withdrew the survivors, established defensive positions a few miles
from Quebec and begged for reinforcements. During the following spring both sides sent
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fresh troops to the St. Lawrence valley. Disease, starvation, and a series of setbacks at
the hands of the British finally forced a withdrawal that ended with American troops
returning to upstate New York in June 1776. For all its failures, the Canadian expedition
showed that militiamen under proper leadership could fight during prolonged offensive
operations. More importantly, the invasion bought precious time for the organization and
training of the Continental Army and postponed British plans for an invasion of the
colonies from Canada. (21)

George Washington’s 1776 campaign illustrates the ways in which the
Continental Army and the militia complemented each other. On March 17, 1776 the
British finally evacuated Boston, and General William Howe sailed north to Halifax,
Nova Scotia to organize British military and naval forces for a huge attack on New York
City. Anticipating the British offensive, Washington moved his army from Boston to
New York. The Declaration of Independence on July 4, 1776 buoyed recruiting, and
Washington was able to put nearly 20,000 Continentals and militiamen into the field.
During the ensuing battles around New York City, the performance of inexperienced
Continentals and militia units ranged from the courageous to the ignominious. Maryland
Continentals and the Delaware Regiment at the battle of Long Island first established
their reputations as the hardest hitting troops of the Continental Line. In the last stages of
the battle, the Marylanders counterattacked the British six times despite overwhelming
odds. Watching the ardent effort from a short distance, an emotional George Washington
exclaimed, “Good God! What brave fellows I must this day lose!” (Today the Maryland
Continentals serve in the Maryland Army National Guard as the 175th Infantry, and the
Delaware Regiment serves in the Delaware Army National Guard as the 198th Signal
Battalion.) During the evacuation of Long Island, Washington relied upon the sturdy
fishermen of Colonel John Glover’s Marblehead Regiment from Marblehead,
Massachusetts to man the longboats used to ferry the army to safety. At the opposite end
of the spectrum, raw Connecticut militia broke and ran during a British landing at Kip’s
Bay on Manhattan despite the personal efforts of an enraged Washington to halt the rout.
All throughout the New York campaign, the Americans suffered at the hands of superior
British mobility and discipline while Washington took excessive risks that too often
exposed his troops to unnecessary dangers. (22)

By early November Washington admitted defeat in New York and began a
difficult retreat southward across New Jersey with the British in hot pursuit. The
enlistments of Continentals and militiamen were due to expire at the end of December,
and as Washington moved south his army slowly melted away. It was at this low point in
the war that a frustrated Washington vented his spleen on citizen-soldiers. The
commander in chief wrote to Congress that the militia “come in you cannot tell how, go,
you cannot tell when; and act, you cannot tell where.” Additionally, he said they
“consume your Provisions, exhaust your Stores, and leave you at least in a critical
moment.” (23)

In spite of Washington’s condemnations, the militia made important contributions
during one of the bleakest periods of the Revolution. As the British ranged further from
New York City, New Jersey militia harassed Redcoat and Hessian outposts and attacked
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foraging parties. One British officer complained that the militia kept the army in a
“perpetual harassment” and “lost us more men than the last campaign.” After
Washington’s dwindling forces reached the safety of the Delaware River, an infusion of
Pennsylvania militia and the arrival of detached Continentals raised the number of troops
to 5,000. With the knowledge that his army might disappear at the end of the year,
Washington planned a bold, surprise stroke against an isolated Hessian garrison at
Trenton. Once again, Washington relied on the skills of John Glover’s Massachusetts’
fishermen to ferry his troops across the ice-choked Delaware River on Christmas night of
1776. After the successful raid on Trenton, Washington defeated two isolated British
regiments at Princeton on January 3, 1777. The twin victories offset the effects of earlier
disasters around New York City and restored confidence in Washington’s abilities. The
Continental Army went into winter quarters in Morristown, New Jersey to prepare for
coming campaigns while the militia returned to their homes. (24)

In 1777, the British Army moved by sea from New York City to the Chesapeake
Bay, and Washington and Howe maneuvered against one another for several months in
New Jersey, Delaware and outside Philadelphia, crossing swords at Brandywine and
Germantown. Though Howe captured Philadelphia, Washington’s mixed force of
Continentals and militia fought well for the most part. Washington relied heavily on the
Continentals but gained a greater respect for his militiamen. Many militia units had
experienced several battles, and under improved leadership, they achieved better
confidence and discipline. (25)

The militia’s greatest contribution in the Revolution’s northern theater occurred
during the Saratoga campaign of 1777. Operating from Canada, a British army under
General John Burgoyne aimed to attack southward along the line of Lake Champlain and
the Hudson River valley to affect a juncture with British forces from New York City. By
occupying the Hudson River valley, the British sought to split the colonies in two and to
isolate New England, considered the hotbed of Patriot sentiment, from outside support.
Burgoyne began his southward movement in June 1777 with a force of 7,200 British and
Hessian Regulars and nearly 1,000 Loyalist militia and Indian allies. Fort Ticonderoga
surrendered on June 27th, and Burgoyne decided in favor of a direct, overland advance
on Saratoga nearly, one hundred miles away on the upper Hudson River. The British
commander underestimated the transportation and logistical difficulties of moving and
feeding a large force in the middle of a dense wilderness. (26)

A gathering multitude of Continentals and militiamen at first slowed Burgoyne’s
advance and finally forced the capitulation of the entire British force. As Burgoyne
moved further southward, New York and the New England colonies realized the
seriousness of the threat and sent militia units to upstate New York. The bad behavior of
Burgoyne’s Indian allies in scalping civilians motivated many militiamen to oppose the
invasion. New Hampshire called upon favorite son John Stark, the hero of Bunker Hill,
who had quit the Continental Army piqued over his inability to gain a promotion to
brigadier general. New Hampshire commissioned Stark as a brigadier general of militia,
and he quickly recruited 2,000 men and set out for the Hudson River valley. Meanwhile,
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Washington dispatched nearly 1,200 Continentals to the scene of the crisis, and General
Horatio Gates assumed command of all American forces. (27)

Meanwhile, Burgoyne encountered increasing difficulties in feeding his troops
and animals. More and more, the army spent its time foraging. On August 11th,
Burgoyne dispatched a column of 650 Hessians to gather cattle and supplies reported at
Bennington in southern Vermont. Unbeknownst to the Hessians, John Stark’s army sat
waiting for them at Bennington. On August 16th, the two forces collided in a sharp fight.
Under Stark’s leadership the militia performed magnificently and carried out all planned
maneuvers as intended. Every Hessian mercenary was killed, wounded or fled. Later in
the day, the militiamen attacked and defeated a second column of Hessians that Burgoyne
had dispatched to reinforce the first expedition. The battle of Bennington gained the
initiative for the Americans, denied vital supplies to Burgoyne’s troops and eliminated
about one-tenth of the enemy force. (28)

Despite the Bennington debacle, Burgoyne stubbornly pressed southward toward
Saratoga. A coordinated British advance from New York City never materialized, and
militia units put increasing pressure on the Redcoat column. In early September,
Burgoyne informed London that whenever he attempted to advance that “militia in the
amount of three or four thousand assemble in twenty-four hours.” Burgoyne managed to
reach Saratoga, but south of the town Continentals and militiaman dug in their heels and
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“There, my lads, are the Hessians!” General John Stark shouted at the beginning of the battle of
Bennington. “Tonight our flag floats over yonder hill, or Molly Stark is a widow!” The fight on
August 16, 1777 was one of the few times militiamen in the American Revolution defeated
European professional troops in open battle. (Anne Brown Collection)
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allowed no further advance. The battles of Freeman’s Farm and Bemis Heights
convinced Burgoyne that further progress southward was hopeless. By October 8th, food
supplies were low, forage was scarce, troops were deserting and the American militia had
completely surrounded the Redcoats. Burgoyne finally surrendered his entire force of
6,000 troops at Saratoga on October 17th. As a result of the great victory, France
negotiated an alliance with America in February 1778 that was tantamount to a
declaration of war against England and provided the colonies with badly needed supplies,
money, and French troops. (29)

The American Revolution in the South, 1778-1783

With the defeat at Saratoga and the return of the British Army to New York City
in 1778, Great Britain abandoned its strategy of winning the war by capturing key,
strategic points. A new strategy emerged that focused on subjugating the southern
colonies where the British believed most of the population held Loyalist tendencies. The
British hoped to exploit the social and political divides between coastal planters and
upcountry farmers while fomenting potential slave and Indian uprisings. After the British
Army eliminated Continental and militia forces, Loyalist militia were to gain control of
the countryside. The final phase of British strategy called for the reinstatement of Royal
Governors. Starting in Georgia, the British hoped to spark a military and political
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British General John Burgoyne surrenders his sword and his army to General Horatio Gates and
Colonel Daniel Morgan at Saratoga on October 17, 1777. (Anne Brown Collection)
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groundswell that would allow them to reclaim the South and eventually all of the
colonies.

With a paucity of Continental troops available for service in the South, much of
the fighting fell to the militia. From the beginning of the Revolution, the militia had
played a large role in promoting the Patriot cause below the Mason-Dixon Line.
Virginia’s Royalist Governor rallied sympathetic militiamen in an effort to retain the Old
Dominion’s allegiance to the Crown, but Patriot militia smashed the counterrevolution in
December 1775 at the battle of Great Bridge. Two months later, a force of 1,000 North
Carolina militiamen killed or captured a similar sized force of Loyalist militia at the
battle of Moore Creek’s Bridge and prevented North Carolina from falling back into
British hands. The South Carolina militia bore the lion’s share of the burden of defeating
a large British expedition against Charleston in June 1776. The linchpin of the American
defenses was a sturdy fort on Sullivan’s Island that guarded access to the city’s inner
harbor. Col. William Moultrie defended the fort with his 2nd Regiment of South
Carolina infantry. During the battle of Sullivan’s Island on June 28, 1776, a combined
force of militia and Continentals turned back a joint attack by British infantry and
warships and prevented South Carolina from falling into enemy hands. (30)

The British return to the South began with the capture of Savannah in December
1778. By the end of the following summer a Royal Governor once again controlled
Georgia, and the British began preparations for carrying the war into South Carolina. In
the spring of 1780, a powerful British land and sea force clamped a tight hold around
American troops defending Charleston. On May 12th, nearly 5,500 Continentals and
militiamen surrendered in the greatest disaster to befall American arms during the entire
war. Maj. Gen. Charles Cornwallis deployed his 8,000 British Regulars at outposts
across South Carolina in an effort to reassert the Crown’s control throughout the colony.

€2))

The British occupation spawned a bloody guerilla war that pitted British Regulars
and Loyalist militia against a dedicated contingent of South Carolina militiamen.
Operating from secure bases in thick woodlands and gloomy swamps, gifted leaders such
as Thomas Sumter, Andrew Pickens and Francis Marion led their militiamen in raids
against British and Loyalist outposts and foraging parties. Bloody, destructive reprisals
by Loyalist militia against Patriot officials and property turned much of the neutral
population against the British and the Loyalists. An increasing escalation of violence
occurred between the opposing parties with the British using terror as a weapon against
the Patriot militia. The mounted forces of Lt. Col. Banastre Tarleton gained an infamous
reputation for brutality that included the execution of prisoners. In the Appalachian
Mountains, the fear of spreading British control prompted small bands of militiamen to
join forces with the South Carolina militia. On October 7, 1780 a small army of nearly
1,200 frontier militiamen armed mostly with long rifles encircled a small Loyalist militia
force at King’s Mountain in the northwest corner of South Carolina. The superior
firepower and marksmanship of the frontier militia resulted in the eventual surrender of
the entire Loyalist force. The Patriot militia proceeded to kill and scalp many of the
prisoners mercilessly in retribution for Tarleton’s previous excesses in slaughtering
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innocents and prisoners. King’s Mountain was the turning point of the bitter guerilla
war: it buoyed Patriot morale and deterred Loyalists from continuing their support of the
British Army. (32)

While the guerilla war raged, General Cornwallis concentrated on defeating the
Continentals. At the battle of Camden on August 16th, Cornwallis soundly defeated a
mixed force of Continentals and militia attempting to advance into South Carolina. At
the height of the battle, militiamen bolted in the face of vigorous attacks by British
Regulars. After Camden, George Washington sent his trusted subordinate, Nathaniel
Greene, southward with orders to redeem the situation. In a bold decision, Greene split
his army in two to prevent its complete annihilation at the hand of Cornwallis’ Regulars
and to buy time for the strengthening of his own forces. Greene put one wing of the army
that headed into the interior under Daniel Morgan. In response, Cornwallis divided his
own army and dispatched a fast-moving column of 1,100 infantry and cavalry under the
ruthless Banastre Tarleton to destroy Morgan. (33)

Tarleton caught up with Morgan on January 17, 1781 west of King’s Mountain at
an open, sparsely wooded location known as the Cowpens. The unsuspecting Tarleton
charged recklessly at the Americans, not knowing that Morgan had laid a trap for him
through the clever deployment of his mixed force of Continentals and militiamen. In the
tactical masterpiece of the American Revolution, Morgan utilized the terrain and
effectively maneuvered his soldiers — who were two-thirds militia — to crush the British
with a double envelopment. The Redcoats surrendered after suffering heavy losses, and
Tarleton managed to escape with only a small band of cavalry. Together, the militia

The successful defense of Fort Moultrie on Sullivan’s Island on June 28, 1776 during Great
Britain’s first attempt to capture Charleston, South Carolina. (Anne Brown Collection)
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Maj. Gen. Nathaniel Green
“Rise and Fight Again”

Nathaniel Greene was a self-made soldier
whose stellar military career began as a private
in the Rhode Island militia. By the end of the
American Revolution, he served as a major
general with a reputation for leadership second
only to George Washington.

Nathaniel Greene was born in 1742 into a
family of Rhode Island ironworkers. As a young
man in charge of the family foundry, he gained
valuable managerial and leadership skills.
Raised a Quaker in the pacifist tradition, Greene
nevertheless developed an avid interest in
military affairs. In September 1773, Greene’s
congregation expelled him for attending a militia
parade. In October 1774, he helped to form a
militia company called the Kentish Guards, but
fellow militiamen thought him wunfit for
command because of a noticeable limp caused
by a stiff knee. Determined to remain in the
militia, Greene served as a private. He became
deeply involved in revising Rhode Island’s
militia laws and advising the General Assembly
on defense matters. When Rhode Island raised
three regiments in anticipation of war with Great Britain, the legislature considered the hobbling
private as the best-qualified military leader in the colony. After Lexington and Concord, Greene
became a brigadier general of militia and led Rhode Island’s troops to the aid of Massachusetts.

During the siege of Boston, Greene displayed exceptional leadership and managerial skills.
The Continental Congress recognized his talents by appointing Greene as a brigadier general in the
Continental Army. Greene served beside Washington during most of the army’s early battles. In
March 1778, he became the army’s quartermaster general with the mission of improving a failed
supply system. Greene’s business background helped him immensely in improving the army’s
transportation system and in establishing an effective network of field supply depots.

After the battle of Camden, Greene became the senior American commander in the South.
He skillfully combined the talents of militiamen and Regulars during a brilliant campaign that
ultimately led to the exhaustion and withdrawal of the British Army. “We fight, get beat, rise and
fight again,” he once wrote in describing the fighting in the South. But Greene’s characterization
perhaps applied to all militiamen and Continentals who stoically endured through the many highs
and lows of the Revolution.

Impoverished by the war, Greene accepted the ownership of a confiscated British estate near
Savannah, Georgia in 1785. The following year, he died there unexpectedly of sunstroke at the age
of only forty-four.
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victories at King’s Mountain and Cowpens stripped the British Army in the South of its
most mobile troops, thus severely diminishing its ability to defeat the Americans. (34)

After Cowpens, Morgan marched north at a blistering pace to rejoin Greene’s
troops in central North Carolina. Cornwallis pursued the Americans as Greene withdrew
his army northward into Virginia. Cornwallis pursued to the Virginia border but then
retreated because of a lack of supplies. Greene followed the Redcoats back into North
Carolina, and on March 5, 1781, the two armies collided at Guilford Court House. After
a hard-fought battle, the British held the field but lost twice as many casualties as the
Americans. With his ranks depleted and lacking supplies, Cornwallis withdrew to
Wilmington on the coast and then decided to move his army northward by ship to
Virginia. With the British Regulars out of action, Greene’s army moved into South
Carolina. One by one, the scattered British outposts throughout the colony fell to
Greene’s Continentals or to the militia. By October 1781, the British had withdrawn to
the security of Charleston and Savannah as the Patriot militia reasserted its control over
the countryside. Though Cornwallis had managed to defeat American forces in a number
of standup battles, he never divined a way to overcome the militia. “I will not say much
in praise of the militia of the Southern Colonies,” Cornwallis once admitted, “but the list
of British officers and soldiers killed and wounded by them...proves but too fatally that
they are not wholly contemptible.” (35)

The victory of Continentals and militiamen in the Carolinas created conditions for
the final British defeat at Yorktown. The successful coordination of French troops and
warships, along with Washington’s march to the York-James Peninsula, resulted in the
concentration of superior combat power against the British. With support from the
Virginia militia, the Franco-American force hemmed the Redcoats in at Yorktown. After
a short siege, Cornwallis surrendered his 8,000-man army on October 20, 1781. The
largest British debacle of the war shook the British government and led to the suspension
of military operations in America. Peace negotiations began in Paris in April 1782, but
the participants did not reach a viable agreement until January 1783. The Continental
Congress ratified the treaty in April, and the Peace of Paris ended the American
Revolution on September 3, 1783.

At the end of eight years of war, the Continental Army and the militia shared
credit for the profound victory. George Washington’s cautious strategy of preserving the
Continental Army as the most visible symbol and central rallying point of the American
cause proved correct. Still, because of their persistently small numbers, Continentals did
not win the war alone. The militia provided a vast reservoir of manpower for a
multiplicity of military needs while fighting in a majority of the war’s 1,331 recognized
engagements and forming the basis for each colony’s contribution to the Continental line.
George Washington often condemned militiamen for their tendency to break in battle or
to drift away at the end of a campaign. But during operations under his direct
supervision, the militia provided valuable reinforcements at critical times and gave the
commander in chief the numbers of troops required to mount successful, limited strikes
against the British. Washington tended to ignore the militia’s successes that occurred
beyond the scope of his immediate supervision. In fact, the Patriot cause in the South,
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where Washington never served until the end at Yorktown, could not have succeeded
without the militia. In most battles militiamen fought alongside Continentals, but the
militia usually could not stand alone successfully in heads-on battle against British
Regulars. The militia had a mixed record in open combat: for each militia rout, such as
Kip’s Bay or Camden, there were corresponding victories at Bennington and Cowpens.
The Continental Army and the militia represented the two sides of a double-edged sword,
and the victory would not have been possible without the achievements of both.

Away from the rattling musketry and booming cannon of deliberate battles, the
militia performed essential work in sustaining the Patriot cause. More than anything else,
the militia prevented native Loyalists from gaining the upper hand. Key Patriot militia
victories at Moore’s Creek Bridge, Great Bridge, and King’s Mountain stopped the
Loyalists from regaining control of several colonies. The Patriots used militia enrollment
as a litmus test to guarantee the allegiance and cooperation of the population. Militia
patrols harassed British outposts, attacked Redcoat foraging parties, quashed pro-British
activities and monitored enemy movements. One of the militia’s greatest achievements
in monitoring enemy activity came in September 1780 when a roving New York militia
patrol captured Major John Andre and exposed Benedict Arnold’s plot to turn the
American defenses at West Point over to the British. Other militia activities included
suppressing occasional Indian uprisings, repelling British maritime raids, enforcing local
laws, garrisoning forts, guarding prisoners of war, transporting supplies, and patrolling
against slave insurrections. Much more than the Continental Army, the British
considered the militia as the greatest obstacle to winning back the sympathies and
allegiances of American colonists. William Lenoir, an officer in the North Carolina
militia, was almost constantly in the field or on alert for eight years. After the war,
Lenoir probably reflected the experience of many militiamen when he recalled that
during the war years he “slept with my wife on one side and my rifle on the other.” (36)

The Militia and the Constitution

The Continental Congress remained the single ruling body over national affairs
throughout the Revolution, but important changes in American government began well
before the end of the war. In the Revolution’s early years several colonies drafted new
constitutions that created State governments. In the same vein, Congress created the
Articles of Confederation in 1777 as a blueprint for a new national government. The
States did not approve the Articles until 1781, and with the end of the war two years later,
political leaders turned their attention to the creation of a more permanent, national
government.

Two differing philosophies dominated the debate regarding the purpose and
structure of a new government. The Federalists, led by Washington’s former aide-de-
camp Alexander Hamilton, believed that America needed a strong national government.
To be successful, America had to become a vibrant nation-state, respected among foreign
powers. The key ingredients in national success were a strong central government and a
powerful, national bank to promote mercantilism and foreign trade. Thomas Jefferson,
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author of the Declaration of Independence and Governor of Virginia, became the
principle advocate of an opposing view. Republicans—first known as Anti-Federalists-[
favored a central government stronger than that allowed by the Articles of Confederation
but much weaker than the monarchies of Europe. To Republicans, the majority of the
power in America belonged to the States because strong, central authority invited
despotism and warmongering. The Federalists favored a vision of a country highly
commercial and concentrated in urban centers; Republicans wanted America to remain
rural and agrarian.

Differences between the two groups generated an acrimonious debate over the
creation of a standing army that became a fundamental issue in the division of power
between the States and the central government. The Federalists favored a strong defense
establishment firmly under national control. They emphasized the militia’s shortcomings
during the Revolution and believed that reliance on the militia would weaken the new
nation politically as well as militarily. An adequate, standing army was needed to
support westward expansion and to serve as a model for the militia. A Regular Army
needed support from a military academy, a system of arsenals, and munitions production
facilities. To create a larger army in wartime, the central government would order into
federal service militia units made more effective by the imposition of strict national
standards for discipline and training. In cases of civil insurrection, the army and the
militia together would restore order. For the Federalists, a strong reliance on the militia
was anathema. A prominent Federalist wrote that to rely primarily on the militia for
national defense “was to lean on a broken reed.” (37)

Republicans believed that for largely political reasons the nation had to trust its
defense to citizen-soldiers rather than Regulars. The recent experience of the Revolution
dominated Republican thinking. “Was it a standing army that gained the battles of
Lexington and Bunker’s Hill, and took the ill-fated Burgoyne?”” one asked. “Is not a well
regulated militia sufficient for every purpose of internal defense?” Secure in North
America and protected by the barrier of the Atlantic Ocean, America need not waste its
precious resources or endanger its liberties with an expensive, standing army. If a major
conflict erupted, the ocean barrier would buy enough time to raise a sufficient army. The
entire people were armed and organized through the militia, and even though a small
Regular Army might be needed to garrison western outposts, embattled citizens
organized by the States could act in their own defense. Republicans argued that a large,
standing army might lead to the neglect and even outright elimination of the militia,
leaving the people with no armed bulwark to protect their liberties. The experience of the
British Army in America reinforced and expanded fears of the evils of a standing army.
In terms of internal security, Republicans believed that any government that relied on
Regulars to enforce laws smacked of tyranny. The States were to institute laws and
insure their compliance through a judicious use of the militia. “The militia...is our
ultimate safety,” declared Patrick Henry of Virginia. “We can have no security without
it.” (38)

Events at the end of the Revolution fueled the debate over the power of the central
government, civil-military relations and the need for a standing army. From the last
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cantonment of the Continental Army at Newburgh, New York, officers sparked a civil-
military crisis by threatening to march on Congress because of a long simmering dispute
over pensions. Personal intervention by George Washington in March 1783 placated the
officers and ended the Newburgh Conspiracy, but the episode provided Congress with a
frightening example of a standing army’s potentially subversive nature. Two months
later, the officer veterans of the Continental Army created a public furor when they
announced the creation of the Society of the Cincinnati, a supposedly fraternal and
charitable organization. Membership was hereditary, and Republicans wondered if the
society was the first step toward a new American nobility. With a war chest garnered
from charitable contributions and State auxiliaries established to exchange regular
correspondence on public issues, suspicious onlookers wondered whether or not the
veterans’ organization had sinister, political motives. In June 1783, another example of
the possible dangers of a standing army occurred when Continental troops of the
Pennsylvania line, bitter over pay problems, marched on the State House in Philadelphia
where both Congress and the State government were in session. (39)

In an effort to seek guidance on a proper military policy for the new nation,
Congress appointed a special committee chaired by Alexander Hamilton who quickly
sought the advice of the most prestigious military authority of the day. In May 1783,
George Washington replied to Congress with his “Sentiments on a Peace Establishment,”
America’s first “white paper” on national defense. Washington opined that an effective
military included at least four elements. The first, essential component was a small
Regular Army to garrison posts on the frontier, to protect trade routes, to defend against
raids from British Canada and Spanish Florida and to provide security against surprise
attacks. An equally important component of defense was “a well organized Militia” that
was to benefit from a series of recommended reforms. Washington proposed that the
central government and the States establish a system of arsenals for stockpiling arms and
equipment. Lastly, he urged the founding of one or more military academies to teach the
more difficult aspects of military science, especially engineering and artillery. (40)

Washington’s recommendations regarding citizen-soldiers called for a major
overhaul of the colonial militia system with an aim toward creating a “National Militia”
better prepared to respond to the fledgling nation’s needs. The former commander in
chief called for the enrollment of all males 18 to 50 years of age. Perhaps inspired by the
minuteman concept, every State was to form a special militia “Corps” by enrolling a
small percentage of the most motivated and physically fit young men into elite units
trained and prepared to “resist any sudden invasion.” Washington believed that during a
national crisis a standing army could act in concert with the most prepared militiamen to
buy time for the central government to raise additional Regular troops and for the States
to ready the balance of the enrolled militia for active campaigning. Congress was to
create national “Military Rules” that prescribed uniform standards for the organization,
training and equipping of all State units in order to make them compatible with active
forces. In a major departure from the colonial militia system, Washington argued that the
government should pay militiamen for muster days and active service and provide
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weapons, equipment, and uniforms. He called for the appointment of an “adjutant
general” in each State to assist the Governor in administering the militia. (41)

Washington’s “Sentiments” regarding the militia were clearly aimed at
eliminating many of the shortcomings he had observed firsthand during the Revolution.
Washington desired to refashion the militia into a more responsive and reliable institution
by extending the central government’s controls at the expense of State authority.
Standardizing the militia would allow citizen-soldiers of the several States to join
together quicker and more effectively into a unified, national effort. At the same time,
the former Virginia militiaman clearly understood the vital role the citizenry should play
in national defense and recognized America’s strong militia tradition. Washington
viewed a Regular Army and the militia as complimentary rather than competitive. It
would fall to others in future years to recommend reductions in the militia as the means
of supporting a larger, standing army.

Washington’s great prestige and respected views proved inadequate to settle the
differences between Federalists and Republicans on military matters. The final catalyst
to reach some type of agreement over the shape and authority of a new, national
government and its military institutions came from an unexpected quarter. Burdened by
debts, taxes, and the threat of land seizures, yeoman farmers in western Massachusetts led
by Daniel Shays rebelled against the State government in September 1786. Shays, a
veteran of Bunker Hill and a former Continental Army officer who had served at
Saratoga, convinced many militiamen to join in his cause against the government. Word
of Shays’ Rebellion spread rapidly across the country, and political leaders feared the
uprising was the harbinger of widespread anarchy. The inability of the Continental
Congress to organize an effective defense of the national arsenal at Springfield and the
willingness of local militiamen to side with the insurgents emphasized the central
government’s impotence. In January 1787 an expedition of volunteer militia from
eastern Massachusetts overwhelmed Shays’ men in an engagement at Springfield and
finally ended the uprising. The specter of Shays’ Rebellion persuaded Congress and the
States that an organized central government with the power and authority to deal
effectively with political, economic, and military problems was a dire necessity. (42)

The greatest showdown between Federalists and Republicans on defense matters
occurred in the spring of 1787 when the Constitutional Convention met in Philadelphia to
draft a constitution for the fledgling United States. The U.S. Constitution gave the
republic a federal form of government with shared responsibilities between the central
government and the States. Broadly speaking, the Founding Fathers agreed that the
military authority of the new country needed strengthening, but they used a system of
checks and balances to distribute and control power even in military matters. At the
federal level, military authority was split between the president and Congress. The
Constitution appointed the president as commander in chief of the armed forces to
guarantee civilian control over the military and granted implied powers for the president
to employ the military as needed during wartime. Congress reserved the right to declare
war, to “raise and support Armies” and to control all military appropriations.
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The Constitution’s militia clauses articulated a complex, balanced system of
shared responsibilities within the federal government. The Republican Founding Fathers
viewed the enrolled militia as a potential counterbalance against a repressive, standing
army in the hands of a despotic leader. If the president served simultaneously as the
commander in chief of the Regular Army and the militia, what would prevent a corrupt
president from disbanding the militia and threatening the States with his professional
army? To achieve a balance of power in the control of military forces, the Constitution
gave primary responsibility for controlling the militia to Congress rather than the
president. Congress retained for itself the powers for “organizing, arming and
disciplining, the militia, and for governing such Part of them as may be employed in the
service of the United States.” The Constitution granted Congress the power to call out
the militia for three specific purposes. Article I, Section 8 reads:

To provide for calling forth the Militia to execute
the Laws of the Union, suppress Insurrections and
repel Invasions.

Article II, Section 2 describes the only direct relationship between the president
and the militia. Once Congress ordered the militia “called into the actual service of the
United States,” the president was to act as commander in chief “of the Militia of the
several States.”

The Constitution established a balance of power in militia affairs between the
federal government and the States. Article II, Section 8 reserved to the States the right to
appoint officers and the authority to train the militia “according to the discipline
prescribed by Congress.” To insure the militia’s primacy and to prevent the States from
creating extra-legal forces, Article II, Section 9 specified that no State could “keep
troops” without “the consent of Congress.” Republican extremists resented the intrusion
of the federal government into the previously unfettered authority of the States to
administer the militia. In limiting State powers, some Republicans grumbled that the
Constitution had relegated the States to a role little more than that of a “drill-sergeant.”
(43)

Starting with Delaware in December 1787, the States ratified the Constitution. In
May 1790, Rhode Island was the last of the original thirteen colonies to grant approval.
However, the States urged Congress to adopt a specific enumeration of individual
freedoms, and in 1791, the Bill of Rights became the Constitution’s first amendments.
Two of the ten amendments dealt specifically with military matters. Reflecting the recent
experience of the British Army in Am