
Strategic/Operational:
1) Britain’s Strategic Miscalculation – King George III, Parliament, and even Gage himself failed to understand the full extent
of the frustrations and determination among the American population. This led to the grave miscalculation that increasingly
punitive approaches would force their subjects back in line. The harsh Coercive Acts were the result. But instead of forcing the
King’s subjects back in line, these “Intolerable Acts” inflamed the population and set the conditions for war. Pitcairn typified British
misunderstanding in a letter home, writing, “I am satisfied that one active campaign, a smart action, and burning of one or two of 
their towns, will set things right.”10 He was wrong. Instead of deterring rebel activity, this “active campaign” had the opposite effect 
‒ sparking a revolution and uniting a country. Gage himself, far from ignorant of Colonial sentiment, said later, “I never thought the
damned rebels would take up arms against the King’s troops.”11 It was a classic example of strategic miscalculation based on failing to 
understand the enemy.
2) Effectiveness of the Colonial Militia – Militias had been an integral part of life in the colonies since the first settlements needed 
protection from Indian attacks. As tensions increased with Britain, these militias were reinvigorated; loyalists were thrown out, 
minutemen were re-established, and drills became more frequent and relevant. Yet, the British, with their proud professional armies, 
had disdain for these poorly led farmer soldiers. This unfortunate bias would adversely affect their judgment at Lexington and 
Concord, just as it would in future operations. And while true that the militias were not well-suited to large and complex operations, 
they were, nevertheless, very effective. These light, mobile, and highly motivated units could quickly mass at critical points then melt
away into the woods. The retreat from Concord is but one example among many in which the militia units would frustrate the most 
competent and professional army of the time.
3) The Patriot Communication Network – The overwhelming speed at which large numbers of militia could mass was the direct 
result of a well-established communication network. As early as November 1772, Adams and Warren instituted the first Committee 
of Correspondence among the Boston Patriots.12 This practice was soon adopted throughout the region. Similarly, other networks
sprang up in surrounding colonies so that by late 1774, these networks were fully functioning, coordinated, and mature. Not only
did they play a crucial operational role in alerting the militia on 19 April, but they also played a vital strategic role in spreading the
“Lexington Alarm” across a new nation. Without these networks, what Ralph Waldo Emerson would immortalize in a poem as the
“shot heard ’round the world” might have turned into the “shot heard only ’round Boston.”

Tactical:
1) Gage’s Poorly Executed Plan – Gage’s plan relied on speed, surprise, and mass. In the end, he forfeited all three. Speed was lost 
at Phips Farm where a three-hour delay to offload and distribute provisions made a sunrise arrival in Concord impossible. Surprise

was lost through spies and observers before the British even moved. When Percy overhead the men on the Common
discussing the British “missing their aim,” this should have been an obvious warning. Losing speed and surprise
should have been enough to re-evaluate the mission. But no adjustments were made except Smith’s prescient
request for Percy’s relief force. 

Compounding Gage’s problems, his order to Percy was delayed by five hours amid staff confusion and
 bungling. But the biggest blow was losing the advantage of mass. Gage failed to account 
for the ability of local militias to gather in such large numbers so quickly. Based on some
earlier experiences, he should have known better. By forfeiting all three critical elements of

his plan, Gage’s raid nearly ended in disaster. 
2) Percy Saves the Day – The 19th of April had turned into a terrible day for the British. Smith’s 

force was a desperate and disorganized rabble by the time it returned to Lexington. At this critical point, 
the leadership and skill of Percy proved decisive. Approaching Lexington, Percy recognized the dire situation
immediately and formed a strong defensive position around Munroe Tavern. This allowed Smith’s troops to find 
lifesaving shelter. By standing firm in the face of panic, he restored confidence and allowed Smith’s troops to
recover for the better part of an hour before proceeding. When the British did move, Percy managed the fighting 
withdrawal with great skill ‒ repositioning his cannons and exposing himself to every danger faced by his men.
He also made the critical decision to alter his route, further minimizing his exposure. If Percy had not been such 

an able commander, it is very likely that Smith’s force would have been annihilated or captured. Percy 
summed it succinctly in a letter to his father, the Duke of Northumberland, writing, “I had the happiness 

of saving them from total destruction.”13

Early American Wars:

 Lexington~Concord

British Army: 700 light infantry and grenadiers, commanded 
by Lt. Col. Francis Smith. Smith reported to Lt. Gen. Sir Thomas 
Gage, the overall commander with a garrison of 3,000 soldiers 
in Boston. Gage’s second in command was Brig. Gen. Lord Hugh 
Percy, who would command the relief effort.

Colonial Militia: 77 militiamen at Lexington, led by Capt. John 
Parker; 400 militiamen at Concord, led by Col. James Barrett. 
In total, between 3,000–4,000 militiamen from 40 towns would 
appear throughout the day.

Tension between Britain and her North American colonies had 
been building for years. After numerous protests and acts of 
defiance, things took a serious turn after the December 1773 
Boston Tea Party, when an irate King George III and Parliament 
took more drastic action to teach their rebellious citizens in 
Massachusetts a lesson. After shutting down Boston’s port, 
dissolving elected government, and placing the colony under 
military occupation, the dry tinder of Colonial resentment was 
ready to ignite. The spark came on the morning of 19 April 1775, 
as a British force moved west to destroy military supplies secretly 
stored in Concord. When the column came upon a small company 
of militia waiting on Lexington Green, the fateful “shot heard 
round the world” rang out. The American Revolution had begun.  

  

Actions by the British: After the French and Indian War 
(1754–1763), Britain began exerting more control over her 
Colonial possessions in North America. (Map 1) This included 
increased taxes and levies to help pay off war debt and defray 

the costs of maintaining its overseas military 
presence. Beginning with the passage of the 
Stamp Act in 1765, Colonial citizens spent 
years expressing their frustrations through 
protests, boycotts, and petitions. As early as 
1768, British regiments arrived in Boston to 
quell this “metropolis of sedition,” only to see 
things continue to deteriorate, reaching a head 
after the Boston Tea Party, when King George 
III and Parliament punished Massachusetts by 
imposing the Coercive Acts (Intolerable Acts). 

Massachusetts was declared “in rebellion” and 
placed under the military control of Lt. Gen. 
Sir Thomas Gage and his garrison in Boston. 
The port was closed, local government was 
abolished, and residents were forced to accept 
the quartering of British soldiers in their homes. 

By early 1775, Gage faced a precarious situation. 
Towns and villages were reinvigorating 
their militias and stockpiling weapons and 
ammunition. Amid calls from London for 

harsher action, Gage worked to find and destroy these military 
stores. When he learned,  in late March, of a large cache in Concord, 
he planned a secret raid. 

Lt. Col. Francis Smith would take 700 elite troops (light infantry 
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Discussion Questions:

1) Discuss Lt. Gen. Gage’s operational considerations for his raid on Concord. Was his plan
realistic given the conditions in and around Boston? Why or why not? 

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

2) Discuss the importance of the militia in Colonial America. Describe some of their strengths and weaknesses. 
Explain how British biases about the militia may have adversely affected their operational thinking. 

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

3) Discuss how each side effectively used, or failed to use, principles of war during various parts of the
campaign (mass, offense, unity of command, surprise, economy of force, maneuver, objective, security,  and 
simplicity).

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

4) Given the loss of surprise up front, how might Lt. Gen. Gage have improved his chances of success?

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

5) Discuss the political implications of the actions at Lexington and Concord. What were the underlying
conditions in the colonies that made this event the catalyst for war?

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________
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Map 1: The American Colonies in 1775.
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