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Colonists: The people who 
lived in the 13 British colonies 
in what is now the United 
States are referred to as 
colonists.

Continental Army: This was 
the first regular army of the 
United States.

Hessians: These were German 
soldiers hired by the British to 
help them in the fight against 
the colonists.

Loyalists: Colonists who stayed 
loyal to Great Britain during 
the American Revolution were 
known as Loyalists. 

Militias: These were fighting 
forces made up of citizens. 
Militias helped the Continental 
Army during the war.

Minutemen: The minutemen 
were a fighting force that 
existed alongside the militia. 

Patriots: Colonists who 
desired independence from 
Britain were known as Patriots.
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Battle of Bunker Hill: 
June 17, 1775

Boston Tea Party: 
December 16, 1773 

Boston Massacre: 
March 5, 1770

Battles of Lexington and 
Concord: April 19, 1775

More than 200 years ago, after a long period of 
rebellion called the American Revolution, the 

United States became its own nation. When you think 
about the American Revolution, you might imagine 
smoky battlefields or soldiers in uniform exchanging 
musket fire. However, independence was not won in 
battle alone. 

The road to American independence was marked by 
moments of peaceful discussion, open defiance, tragic 
loss, and hard-won victory. These moments resulted 
from years of drawn-out tension between the colonies 
and Great Britain. They led to consequences that first 
fanned the flames of war and later paved the path to 
independence. No single decisive moment gave the 
colonies the freedom that they were seeking.

For Life and Liberty

Adopting the Declaration of 
Independence: July 4, 1776

4
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Battle of Saratoga: 
Fall 1777

France Joins the War: 
February 6, 1778

What was the most decisive moment 

of the American Revolution?

In this book, we rank what we think were the ten 
most decisive moments of the American Revolution. 
Each moment played a significant role in the war for 
American independence. The events do not appear in 
the order in which they occurred but in the order of 
their significance. When selecting and ranking these 
moments, we considered the following criteria:

• Did the moment have immediate consequences?

•  Did the moment have an impact on the relationship 
between the colonies and Great Britain?

•  Did the moment result in any long-lasting 
consequences that affected the revolution?

As you read through our selections, ask yourself: 

Washington Crosses 
the Delaware: 
December 25, 1776

Treaty of Paris: 
September 3, 1783

Battle of Yorktown: 
October 1781

5
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On the night of December 16, 1773, more than 50 
colonists boarded 3 East India Company ships that 

were docked at Boston Harbor. The colonists were 
dressed like American Indians in order to hide their 
identities. While thousands of Bostonians watched, 
the colonists threw 342 chests of imported British 
tea into the water. This act of open rebellion became 
known as the Boston Tea Party.

The participants of the Boston Tea Party were 
responding to the Tea Act of 1773. They saw the Tea 
Act as a threat to the colonies’ economic freedom. By 
destroying the imported tea, the rebels made it known 
that they would not obey Britain’s restrictive laws 
without challenging them.

To protest Britain’s new taxes, the colonists dumped an 
amount of tea worth more than 10,000 British pounds, 
which would be about a million dollars today.

10 Boston Tea Party
The Impact: The Boston Tea Party was one of the 
colonists’ first acts of open defiance against Great Britain.

6
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“The political and economic consequences [of the 
Boston Tea Party] … affected the minds, hearts, souls, 
and lives of almost every American then and now.”

—  Harlow Giles Unger, historian, 2011

THE EXPERT SAYS

To the British government, the Boston Tea Party was 
an illegal act of destruction. To punish the colonies, 
the British government passed a set of laws called 
the Coercive Acts, referred to by the colonists as the 
Intolerable Acts. Among other punishments, these laws 
closed the port of Boston to trade and put Boston under 
military rule. In response to the extreme nature of the 
Intolerable Acts, the colonies finally decided to form a 
body of representatives to speak on their behalf. They 
did this by assembling the First Continental Congress 
in 1774.

Although the Boston Tea Party happened years before 
the American Revolutionary War began, it was a 
decisive moment of rebellion that led to a chain of 
revolutionary events. 

Stories From the Revolution 

The Boston Tea Party was led by 
members of an organization called the 
Sons of Liberty. In the years leading 
up to the American Revolution, the 
Sons of Liberty fought back against what 
they believed to be oppressive British laws. 
They organized assemblies, spread propaganda, and 
sometimes even used violence. Famous members of 
the group included Paul Revere and Samuel Adams. 

7
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9 Battle of Bunker Hill
The Impact: This battle showed that the American soldiers 
were strong enough to face Great Britain in combat.

Stories say that due to being low on ammunition, 
the colonial forces were told “Don’t fire until you 
see the whites of their eyes.”

Shortly after the beginning of the American 
Revolutionary War, militia forces from all over  

the colonies gathered outside Boston. The Americans 
surrounded the British-occupied city. 

In order to attack Boston from the best position possible, 
the Americans set out to fortify two hills outside the city 
before the British could occupy them: Breed’s Hill and 
Bunker Hill. In mid-June 1775, Colonel William Prescott 
and his men built a redoubt on Breed’s Hill. The British 

fired upon the redoubt from afar, but the colonists 
held their position. 

8
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Stories From the Revolution

Most of the battle was fought near Breed’s Hill. 
However, the colonial forces were originally ordered 
to fortify Bunker Hill, not Breed’s Hill. Furthermore, 
the British had confused the two hills’ positions on 
their map. Due to all the confusion, the name of the 
battle became associated with Bunker Hill over time.

“The Battle of Bunker Hill is the 
critical turning point in the story of 
how a rebellion born in the streets 
of Boston became a countrywide 
war for independence.”

—  Nathaniel Philbrick, author, 2013

THE EXPERT SAYS

On June 17, more than 2,300 British troops attempted 
to storm Breed’s Hill. Their advance was stopped by a 
barrage of gunfire from the colonists. With no way to 
shield themselves from the gunfire, the British suffered 
heavy casualties. They were finally able to take Breed’s 
Hill after the colonists ran out of ammunition. In the 
end, the British suffered nearly 1,000 casualties, while 
the less experienced, less organized colonists lost only 
about 450 troops.

The colonists lost the Battle of Bunker Hill. However, 
the British had not gained their victory easily. After 
the battle, the Americans became more confident in 
their ability to face the British on the battlefield. For 
their part, the British were forced to recognize that the 
Americans were a more serious threat than they had 
previously imagined. 

9
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8 Boston Massacre
The Impact: This event caused the public to think more 
seriously about the idea of revolution.

This is a detail from Paul Revere’s famous 
illustration of the Boston Massacre.

S ince 1768, British soldiers had been stationed in Boston 
to protect officials trying to enforce the unpopular 

Townshend Acts. On March 5, 1770, a British soldier on 
guard duty on King Street got into an argument with 
some colonists. As the argument grew, more British 
soldiers arrived at the scene to protect the guard. The 
Bostonians taunted the soldiers, threw snowballs at 
them, and even challenged them to fire their weapons. 

The scene ended in tragedy when a British soldier fired 
into the crowd without being given an order to do so. 
Other soldiers followed suit. Three colonists were instantly 
killed, and two others later died of their wounds. 

10

PSS_G5_CA5_CR_9781486925315.indd   10 2017-12-21   9:05 AM



The soldiers involved in the conflict were arrested and 
later put on trial. Patriot and future president John 
Adams served as their defense lawyer. Adams convinced 
the jury that the British soldiers had fired their weapons 
because they had felt threatened by the crowd.

To the public, however, it mattered little whether the 
soldiers had been provoked. Newspapers published 
different accounts of the event, allowing colonists to tell 
their version of the story. Some described the shooting 
as an attack on peaceful protesters. Paul Revere, for 
example, called the event a massacre, which helped 
to fan anti-Britain sentiments. Due to the anger of the 
public, the British forces withdrew from Boston.

The Boston Massacre marked the first deaths in the 
American Revolution. It was used as propaganda to 
heighten people’s anger toward the British government. 
It united Boston and placed the city and its residents at 
the head of the Patriot cause. 

“Not the battle of Lexington or Bunker’s Hill, not the 
surrender of Burgoyne or Cornwallis were more important 
events in American history than the battle of King Street,  
on the 5th of March, 1770.”

— John Adams, second president of the United States, 1816

THE EXPERT SAYS

Stories From the Revolution

Crispus Attucks, an African 
American man who died in 
the Boston Massacre, is often 
considered the first casualty of 
the American Revolution.

11
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7 Adopting the Declaration  
of Independence

The Impact: The Declaration of Independence stated in 
writing what Americans were fighting for in the revolution. 

For several months after war broke out between 
the colonies and Great Britain, many colonists still 

believed that a peaceful resolution with the British 
Empire was possible. But as war continued to rage, 
peace seemed less and less likely. 

In the spring of 1776, individual colonies began to 
consider a complete separation from Britain. The 
motion was brought to the Second Continental 
Congress. That June, five delegates were chosen to 
draft a document declaring the colonies’ reasons for 
wanting independence. Of the five delegates, Thomas 
Jefferson was asked to write the initial draft.

July 4 is now celebrated as 
Independence Day. 

12
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Stories From the Revolution 

The Declaration of Independence includes these 
celebrated words: “We hold these truths to be 
self-evident, that all men are created equal …” 
Jefferson and the other founders have often been 
criticized for excluding women and nonwhite men 
from their vision of equality. 

On July 2, 1776, delegates from 12 of the 13 colonies 
voted in favor of this document, which came to be called 
the Declaration of Independence. The congress voted 
to adopt the Declaration of Independence on July 4. 
The declaration announced to Britain, as well as the 
world, that the colonies were determined to become a 
free nation. The document asserted the colonies’ legal 
rights. It also contained a detailed list of the colonies’ 
grievances against King George III.

Most important, the Declaration of Independence 
redefined the meaning of the war. It declared that the 
war was not only an act of rebellion, but that it was also 
a fight for a people’s right to determine their own fate. 

“These were destined to become the most 
potent and consequential words in American 
history, perhaps in modern history.” 

—  Joseph J. Ellis, historian, 2008

THE EXPERT SAYS
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This painting shows the signing of the Treaty 
of Paris being announced to a crowd.

By 1782, the American Revolutionary War had been 
raging for seven years. The British forces and the 

colonies were both exhausted from the fighting. The 
British had to contend with not only the Americans 
but also Spain and France, who had joined the war 
as America’s allies. In 1782, Benjamin Franklin, John 
Adams, and John Jay began peace talks with Britain. 

Months of talks led to the Treaty of Paris of 1783. 
In the treaty, Great Britain officially recognized the 
United States as an independent nation. It also drew 
the western boundary of the United States all the way 
to the Mississippi River. In return, the United States 
agreed to pay its debts to British citizens and to stop 
its mistreatment of Loyalists.

6 Treaty of Paris
The Impact: With the signing of the Treaty of Paris, 
the American Revolutionary War came to an end.

14
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Stories From the Revolution

Artist Benjamin West began a painting showing the 
treaty negotiations. However, the painting was never 
finished. The five American delegates are shown in 
the picture, but the British representatives reportedly 
refused to pose for the painting.

The American delegates from left to right: 
John Jay, John Adams, Benjamin Franklin, 
Henry Laurens, and William Temple Franklin

The Treaty of Paris was signed on September 3, 1783, in 
Paris, France. Not only did it finally end the American 
Revolutionary War, but it also marked the conclusion of 
decades of hostility between the colonies and Britain.

“Along with the Declaration of Independence and 
the U.S. Constitution, [the Treaty of Paris] ranks as 
one of the major documents responsible for the 
creation of the United States of America.”

— Lee Jedson, author, 2006

THE EXPERT SAYS
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5 Battles of Lexington 
and Concord

The Impact: These conflicts are considered the first 
battles of the American Revolutionary War.

This illustration from 1775 shows 
the Battle of Lexington.

On April 18, 1775, more than 700 British soldiers 
marched from Boston toward the town of Concord, 

Massachusetts. Their orders from General Thomas Gage 
were to seize the colonists’ supply of weapons. 

The next morning, before they could reach Concord, the 
British were confronted by 77 minutemen in Lexington, 
Massachusetts. It turned out that thanks to the Patriots’ 
information network, the local militia had been warned of 
the British troops’ arrival. The two sides exchanged only 
a few brief volleys before the British were able to continue 
marching. Nonetheless, this short battle is considered to 
be the first battle of the American Revolution.

16

PSS_G5_CA5_CR_9781486925315.indd   16 2017-12-21   9:05 AM



The colonists were ready and waiting at Concord. A few 
companies of British soldiers that had been separated 
from the main force were met by nearly 400 militiamen. 
In this battle, the colonists successfully forced the British 
to retreat. Even as the British forces pulled out of Concord, 
the militiamen did not let up. They continued to fire from 
behind trees or roadside buildings. 

The American Revolutionary War officially began with 
the Battles of Lexington and Concord. In the days after 
the battles, thousands of militiamen assembled outside 
Boston and surrounded the British-controlled city. A few 
weeks later, the Continental Army was created by the 
Second Continental Congress. 

Stories From the Revolution

A famous poem by Henry Wadsworth 
Longfellow credits Paul Revere with 
warning the people of Lexington and 
Concord. In reality, the militia at Lexington 
was warned by Revere and William Dawes. 
Samuel Prescott, a third man, warned the 
militia at Concord. 

A statue of 
Paul Revere

“Americans sensed from the beginning that 
Lexington and Concord, as the first battles 
of the war, offered a special opportunity to 
commemorate American greatness.”

— Sarah J. Purcell, professor of history, 2010

THE EXPERT SAYS
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This 1911 painting shows a scene 
from the Battle of Saratoga.

On September 19, 1777, the Continental Army 
attempted to stop a large, advancing British force 

outside Saratoga, New York. The colonists were briefly 
successful, but the British gained the advantage when 
Hessian troops joined the battle. The Continental Army 
was forced to withdraw.

Despite their victory, the British were unsure of the 
number of troops the Americans had, and they chose 
not to push forward. They set up camp instead and 
waited for reinforcements to arrive. 

Reinforcements never came. With their supplies running 
dangerously low, the British were forced to launch 
a second attack on October 7. This time, they were 
soundly defeated, and they began to retreat.

4 Battle of Saratoga
The Impact: This battle brought France into the war 
as an important American ally. 

18
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Stories From the Revolution

Benedict Arnold was one of the 
commanders of the American troops at 
Saratoga. Arnold was injured in battle, 
and he won acclaim for his bravery. Later in 
the war, Arnold fell into debt and felt increasingly 
unappreciated by his peers. He switched sides and 
fought for the British. Due to his treachery, Benedict 
Arnold’s name has become a synonym for “traitor.”

“The Saratoga campaign … was a crucial turning point 
for the American Revolution that was played out over 
a relatively brief span of time in a relatively small space 
by a reasonably small number of people.”

— Dean Snow, archaeologist and author, 2016

THE EXPERT SAYS

However, they were stopped by a second division of 
colonial forces. The British soldiers were now surrounded 
and outnumbered by 20,000 American soldiers. On 
October 17, the British forces at Saratoga surrendered. 

The Battle of Saratoga was an important turning point 
in the war. It helped convince France to join the war 
as an American ally. Saratoga showed the French that 
the colonies might have a chance at victory. For the 
British, their loss at Saratoga prompted them to rethink 
their strategy. Soon after, the British all but abandoned 
their plans for the northern colonies and shifted their 
attention to the south. 

19
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3 France Joins the War
The Impact: France’s support gave the Americans the 
help they needed to win the war. 

The French navy would go on to win an 
important victory over the British in the 
Battle of the Chesapeake in 1781.

From 1754 to 1763, France and Great Britain fought 
each other in the French and Indian War. France 

ultimately lost this conflict and had to give up its North 
American colonies to Britain. When the American 
Revolutionary War began, France saw its chance to 
have its revenge on Britain. France immediately began 
secretly supporting the colonial rebellion with supplies 
and loans. After the Battle of Saratoga, France made its 
support public. 

20
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Stories From the Revolution

France’s decision to support the United States became 
a decisive moment in French history as well. France 
gave a lot of money to the war effort and got little in 
return at the end. The war left France with financial 
problems that contributed to a violent revolution on 
French soil only a few years later. 

On February 6, 1778, France signed two treaties with 
the colonies. One treaty recognized the United States 
as an independent nation. This recognition allowed 
the United States to be taken seriously by other nations. 
The other treaty made France an official ally of the 
United States in the war against Britain. From then until 
the end of the war, France supported the 
United States with weapons, supplies, 
and both land and naval forces. Besides 
the conflict in North America, France 
also fought Britain in the Caribbean 
and Europe. Historians believe 
that France’s involvement 
in the war was crucial to 
America’s victory. 

“If Britain had been unable to suppress 
the rebellion while unhindered by war 
with a European power, it seemed 
unimaginable that it could defeat both 
the United States and France.”

— John Ferling, historian, 2007

THE EXPERT SAYS
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2 Washington Crosses 
the Delaware

The Impact: General George Washington’s bold 
move gave the Continental Army the confidence it 
so desperately needed.

Washington Crossing the Delaware, 
painted by Emanuel Leutze in 1851, 
is one of the most famous paintings 
of an American historical event.

On Christmas night in 1776, around 2,400 Continental 
Army soldiers assembled on the Pennsylvania side 

of the Delaware River. Under the cover of darkness, 
General George Washington led these men on an 
overnight crossing of the icy river into New Jersey. The 
next morning, the Continental Army marched into the 
town of Trenton. 

Trenton was occupied by only 1,500 Hessian soldiers. 
Washington’s arrival on the morning of December 
26 caught them completely by surprise. The 
battle between the two sides did not last long. 
With the element of surprise on its side, the 
Continental Army won an overwhelming 
victory. Nearly 1,000 Hessians were 
captured as prisoners of war.

22
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This victory could not have come at a more fortunate 
time for the Americans. In the weeks prior to the 
crossing, the Continental Army had lost a chain of 
major battles. Many believed that the war was lost. 
Washington’s decision to cross the Delaware River and 
surprise the Hessians at Trenton gave the colonies a 
much-needed victory. On January 3, 1777, Washington’s 
troops crossed the Delaware River once again and 
defeated the British at Princeton, New Jersey. Although 
the two battles were small in scale, the victories 
reenergized the spirits of the revolutionaries.

Stories From the Revolution

Future president James Monroe 
was one of five Continental soldiers 
wounded at the Battle of Trenton. 

“No single day in history was more 
decisive for the creation of the 
United States than Christmas 1776.”

—  James M. McPherson, historian 
and author, 2006

THE EXPERT SAYS
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This painting of Cornwallis’s surrender, 
done by John Trumbull in 1820, hangs 
in the U.S. Capitol building.

The Impact: This battle decided the war in the 
Americans’ favor.

1 Battle of Yorktown

By the summer of 1781, the British strategy in the 
southern colonies was failing rapidly. Following 

several defeats, General Charles Cornwallis, commander 
of the British forces in the southern colonies, retreated 
to the peninsula of Yorktown, Virginia. Cornwallis 
and his force of nearly 8,000 soldiers began building 
defensive fortifications while they waited for the arrival 
of reinforcements. 

In August, General George Washington and the French 
commander Comte de Rochambeau led a force of about 
7,000 French and American soldiers on a march toward 
Yorktown. In the meantime, French naval commander 
Count de Grasse sailed north from the West Indies. 
De Grasse’s fleet of 24 ships arrived in 
time to block reinforcements that 
were coming to the British by sea. 
Furthermore, Cornwallis’s escape 
route on land was blocked by the 
Marquis de Lafayette’s force of 
nearly 5,000 American troops.

24
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Stories From the Revolution

The Marquis de Lafayette was a French 
aristocrat who believed in the ideals of the 
American Revolution. At the age of 19, 
Lafayette volunteered to join the Americans’ 
fight for independence, and he later helped 
American delegates ask the French king for aid. Lafayette 
returned to France after the war, but he remained a hero 
to the American people.

Battle of Yorktown

By late September, approximately 17,000 American 
and French soldiers had surrounded the British army 
in Yorktown. Low on supplies and with no hope of 
being rescued, Cornwallis surrendered on October 19.

The Battle of Yorktown was the last major land battle 
of the war. Cornwallis’s surrender signaled to the 
British government that it could not win the war. 
With this decisive moment, the American Revolution 
effectively came to an end. 

“The American Revolution, beginning at 
Lexington and Concord and drawing strength 
from Saratoga, culminated at Yorktown in the 
most influential battle in history.”

—  Michael Lee Lanning, author and former 
U.S. Army lieutenant colonel, 2005

THE EXPERT SAYS
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We Thought …

Here are the criteria we used to rate 
the ten most decisive moments of 
the American Revolution.

The moment 
•  immediately led to, resolved, or 

dramatically altered the conflict 
between the colonies and 
Great Britain.

•  had an impact on the relationship 
between the colonies and 
Great Britain.

•  had long-lasting consequences 
that directly affected the 
revolutionary effort.
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What Do You Think?

1.  Do you agree with our ranking? If you do not, 
try ranking the moments yourself. Justify your 
ranking with data from your own research 
and reasoning. You may refer to our criteria, 
or you may want to draw up your own list 
of criteria.

2.  Here are four other moments that we 
considered but in the end did not include 
in our top ten list: winter at Valley Forge, 
Paul Revere’s midnight ride, the battle for 
New York, and the meeting of the First 
Continental Congress.

    •  Find out more about these moments. Do 
you think they should have made our list? 
Give reasons for your response. 

    •  Are there other decisive moments that you 
think should have made our list? Explain 
your choices.
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GLOSSARY

commemorate: to serve as  
a reminder of something

consequence: a result 
or effect

defiance: a refusal to go along 
with orders

delegate: a person chosen  
to represent, vote for, or act  
for a group

fortify: to make a place strong 
by building defenses

grievance: a complaint

oppressive: cruel or unjust

peninsula: a piece of land 
that is almost completely 
surrounded by water

potent: forceful

propaganda: a set of ideas, 
often false, that are spread 
to help or harm a person or 
a cause

provoke: to push someone to 
become angry

redoubt: a small building that 
protects soldiers from attack

unhindered: not slowed down
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The introduction of this book states that “independence 
was not won in battle alone.”

Your Turn!

Write a short report explaining three ways that nations 
can resolve their problems without using violence.

 THINK ABOUT IT

1.  Use a cause and effect graphic organizer to describe 
some of the moments presented in The 10 Most 
Decisive Moments of the American Revolution. Write what 
happened (the effect) and explain why it happened 
(the cause). 

2.  Of the three criteria listed for choosing the decisive 
moments, which one do you think is the most 
important? Explain your choice.

 CITIZENSHIP IN ACTION

Why did it happen?

Why did it happen?

Why did it happen?

What happened?

What happened?

What happened?
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