
Strategic/Operational:
1) Flawed British Assumptions – In a continuation of errors from Lexington and Concord, British strategy rested on two flawed 
assumptions. First, most British leaders underestimated American resolve. From the king to the generals in the field, British leaders 
failed to grasp the character of the war they were fighting ‒ thinking the rebellion was narrowly focused in Boston and led by a small 
number of agitators. This led to forceful actions that only stoked the flames of rebellion. The second assumption concerned the
militia. British commanders were convinced that untrained farmer-militiamen could not stand up to their professional armies. Even 
though Bunker Hill proved them wrong, this assumption would still haunt them in the years to come.

2) Colonial’s Poor Unity of Command – Given the state of Colonial affairs and the lack of a national army, it should come as no 
surprise that one of their biggest obstacles was unity of command. Militias and volunteer units acted independently, answering to 
the leaders of their respective colonies. Even the New England Army was composed of only Massachusetts and New Hampshire 
regiments. Operationally, this made it difficult to effectively plan and prioritize, as Ward demonstrated in his reluctance to commit
more troops to Breed’s Hill. And tactically, it created unsynchronized efforts between Prescott in the redoubt, Stark at the rail fence,
Putnam on Bunker Hill, and Ward back in Cambridge. Frankly, amid this turmoil and confusion, it is remarkable that the Colonials
performed so well. 

3) The Value of the Colonial Militia – Americans had relied on their militias for over 100 years prior to Bunker Hill. These flexible,
adaptable, and responsive units were part of the American fabric, fighting against Indian attacks and serving in the French and
Indian Wars. The Battle of Bunker Hill only reinforced the notion that an organized militia could stand up to any threat. But the
reality was more nuanced. The militia was indeed instrumental, as critical battles such as Saratoga, King’s Mountain, and Cowpens
would prove. But there was a downside to this belief. As the famous British strategist J.F.C. Fuller would later write, “[Bunker Hill] 
convinced the rebels that a regular military establishment was unnecessary, and so added enormously to Washington’s difficulties.”11

Interestingly, America continues to grapple with this issue even today as it searches for the appropriate balance between its militia
(National Guard) and its regulars (active duty).

Tactical:
1) Colonial Initiative – What the Colonials lacked in unified command, they made up for in initiative. Although 
Prescott’s “initiative” in disobeying Ward’s orders and choosing Breed’s Hill, instead of Bunker Hill, can certainly be 
debated, there were plenty of examples of positive initiative during the battle. For example, Knowlton recognized 
the importance of the rail fence and, on his own initiative, built this crucial defensive structure. Likewise, Stark 
immediately understood the importance of the left flank defenses when he arrived. Not only did he take it upon
himself to plug the critical gap on the beach, but he made sure it was defended with his best men. And, of course, 
there was Prescott, who worked tirelessly to improve his position in the redoubt and breastworks. The initiative of
each of these men, in holding their men’s fire in the face of fierce British assaults, proved crucial. With limited shot
and gunpowder, both Stark and Prescott took great pains to conserve ammunition and ensure their men aimed 
low. Even during the retreat, Stark displayed initiative in covering his countrymen as they fled the redoubt and
breastworks. In the words of Burgoyne, who was watching from afar, Stark’s “retreat was no flight; it was even
covered with bravery and military skill.”12 It was largely these acts of individual initiative that made the battle so 
costly for the British.

2) Howe’s Adaptability – It’s easy to criticize Howe for his frontal assaults against prepared defenses. Yet,
despite some obvious overconfidence, this was the doctrine of the time. British armies would normally advance 
to within range, try to get the enemy to fire, then charge with bayonets. What they hadn’t counted on was that a
group of untrained farmer-militiamen would have the discipline to hold their fire until they could deliver such 
massive close-range volleys and then have the courage to remain in place to do it again.

Despite this miscalculation, Howe does deserve credit for adjusting his plan for the final attack. His 
supporting attack held Stark’s men in place at the rail fence, while his effective use of artillery negated 

the breastworks. Then, by attacking in column rather than line, he was able to punch 
through the initial fire and attack the Colonials with overwhelming mass at the
critical point ‒ the redoubt. Even though it was a pyrrhic victory, his adjustments
made it a victory, nonetheless. 

Early American Wars:

 Bunker Hill

British Army: Around 2,500 troops, under the command of Maj. 
Gen. William Howe. Howe was subordinate to Lt. Gen. Thomas 
Gage, the senior British commander in America. Several ships of 
the British Navy provided fire support.

Colonial Militia and Volunteers: Around 1,800 militia and 
volunteers fought in the battle under a loose command structure 
led primarily by Col. William Prescott. Other notable contributors 
were Maj. Gen. Israel Putnam and Capt. Thomas Knowlton from 
Connecticut, along with Cols. John Stark and James Reed from 
New Hampshire. Gen. Artemas Ward, as the senior New England 
militia commander, sent Prescott on the mission. 

 

In the weeks following the skirmishes at Lexington and Concord, 
Colonial militia and volunteers rallied around Boston to besiege 
Lt. Gen. Thomas Gage’s British garrison. But when reinforcements 
arrived from England, Gage devised a plan to regain the initiative 
by occupying Dorchester Heights south of town. When the 
Colonials heard of Gage’s plan, however, they preempted him by 
occupying different high ground ‒ the heights of Bunker Hill near 
Charlestown. When Gage awoke on 17 June to the sight of rebel 
positions on Breed’s Hill, he quickly attacked in what would be the 
first pitched battle of the American Revolution. The misnamed 
Battle of Bunker Hill would prove a costly and shocking victory for 
the British, while giving the Colonials faith in their militias and an 
important boost of confidence for the long struggle ahead.

  

Actions by the Colonials - As the loosely organized New England 
Army besieged Boston, the Massachusetts Committee of Safety 
and the Provincial Congress remained busy. On 22 May, with 

John Hancock’s departure for the Continental 
Congress in Philadelphia, the Massachusetts 
Provincial Congress elected Dr. Joseph Warren 
its new president. Warren faced numerous 
challenges, not the least of which were cobbling 
together supplies and trying to knit together 
a coalition of provincial leaders with strong 
personalities. He also spent a great deal of time 
circulating among soldiers’ camps to create a 
needed sense of unity. (Map 1)

While Warren scrambled around Boston, the Continental Congress 
was dealing with the prospect of Massachusetts hurtling the colonies 
into war. There were still no provisions for a national army, a system 
of supply, or even command. After Congress agreed to New England’s 
request to adopt their army as the core of a new national army, the 
Continental Army was created on 14 June. They appointed George 
Washington as commander in chief on 15 June. 
Back in Boston, things changed that same day 
when the Committee of Safety learned about 
Gage’s plan to break out and fortify Gloucester 
Heights. Maj. Gen. Israel Putnam, a respected 
veteran of the French and Indian Wars, put 
forth an earlier proposal to fortify Bunker Hill 
to draw Gage out of the city. Both Warren and 
Gen. Artemas Ward, the commander of the New 
England Army, were initially reluctant, fearing it 
would allow the British to cut off and isolate any 
force on the small peninsula. But preemption, 
and a persuasive Putnam, led the Committee to implement Putnam’s 
plan. Ward then directed Col. William Prescott to lead the mission. 

The next evening, 16 June, Prescott assembled 
around 1,000 men in Cambridge and moved 
toward Bunker Hill. Along the way, he was joined 
by Capt. Thomas Knowlton and his 200 New 
Hampshire men, along with Putnam and Lt. 
Col. Richard Gridley, an experienced engineer 
and artilleryman. Initially, Prescott, Putnam, 
and Gridley disagreed on which hill they should 
fortify. Although Bunker Hill was the expectation 
in the initial order, they ultimately decided on 
Breed’s Hill.

It was close to midnight when Gridley laid out the outline, and 
Prescott gave the order to dig. Remarkably, in less than six hours 
‒ using pickaxes and shovels ‒ the men built a redoubt with six-foot-
high walls and a dry moat. But with dawn came trouble. A British 
warship spotted the earthworks and fired. A while later, when a 
cannonball decapitated one of their own, the men stopped working. 
Prescott averted disaster by jumping up on the wall, waving his hat, 
and yelling, “Hit me if you can!” ‒ daring the British to fire.1 Although 
work resumed, the morning light revealed another problem. Prescott’s 
left flank was vulnerable down to the Mystic River. 
Prescott’s men built breastworks to extend the line, but the hot June 
morning sun, sheer exhaustion, and an increase in British artillery
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Discussion Questions:

1) Discuss Lt. Gen. Gage’s response to the Colonials’ move in occupying the high ground on 
the Charlestown Peninsula. Given the political and military situation, was it appropriate? Was 

there, perhaps, a better approach?

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

2) Contrast the degree to which unity of command was present on each side. How did these differences affect the
outcome of the battle?

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

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) From a tactical perspective, discuss Maj. Gen. Howe’s three assaults. Was his plan reasonable, and were his 
adjustments well made? What might he have done differently to improve his chances while minimizing his 
losses? Is it possible that overconfidence played a role? If so, how?   

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

5) Discuss the legacy of Bunker Hill. What were both its positive and negative effects on each side of the conflict?

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

Suggested Readings:

Philbrick, Nathaniel. Bunker Hill: A City, A Siege, A Revolution. New York, 2013.

Ryun, Ned. The Adversaries: A Story of Boston and Bunker Hill. United States, 2021.

Savas, Theodore and Dameron, J. David. A Guide to the Battles of the American Revolution. New York 
and California, 2006.

Weir, William. Fatal Victories: From Cannae to Bunker Hill to Pearl Harbor. New York, 1993.

Wood, W.J. Battles of the Revolutionary War: 1775–1781. Chapel Hill, North Carolina, 1990.

Maj. Gen. Israel Putnam

Col. William Prescott




