
 

 

     For 250 years, the United States Army has grown dramatically, 
adapted to adversity and responded to changing demands, evolving to 
become the premier fighting force it is today. The professionalism and 
organization of the current Army is a far cry from origins, when its very 
survival was in question. Residents of the British colonies of North 
America required and participated in military dense long before the for-
mal creation of a national armed force in 1775.  

     Early colonists faced constant threats while establishing a foothold 
in the New World, both from Indigenous tribes and the representatives 
of rival European states. Britain did not have the budget or manpower 
to maintain a large standing Army in America. With the exception of 
isolated forts and the occasional expeditionary force, settlers could not 
rely on consistent help from the British Army. Individual colonies took it 
upon themselves to raise temporary militia units from among the popu-
lation. These citizen-soldiers defended towns against Native raids and 
protected colonists pushing into the continent. In the French and Indian 
War (1754-1763), colonial militia units provided critical manpower in 
support of British efforts to counter French colonial aspirations. The 
Treaty of Paris (1763) ended the protracted multi-continent war, but highlighted new tensions between Great 
Britain and her colonies. The treaty gave the British significant new territory between the Appalachian Moun-
tains and Mississippi River, but also placed significant restrictions on colonists interested in settling there. 
These who literally pushed the boundaries often found themselves in conflict with Indigenous tribes in the 
newly acquired lands, which led to calls for protection. Great Britain faced rising costs connected with main-
taining a military force sufficient enough to answer such calls.  

     In response, the mother country attempted to make the colonists pay for themselves through the collec-
tion of higher revenues in the form of taxes. In 1765, Great Britain passed the Quartering Act and the Stamp 
Act. The first required residents of New York to provide food and lodging for British soldiers stationed there. 
The latter placed a new a tax on all legal documents and newspapers. New York resisted, claiming this was 
an example of Parliament imposing taxation without representation. Newspaper editors likewise rallied 
against the Stamp Act, highlighting the fact that the colonists only accepted the legality of paying taxes on 
imports. The Stamp Act was soon repealed, but with the addition of the Declaratory Act, which stated Great 
Britain had the right to tax the colonies any way it wished. Britain followed up in 1767 and 1768 with the 
Townshend Acts, which were centered on raising revenue through imports. These taxes - on glass, lead, 
paint, paper, and tea - called for lowing the tax rate on tea, but also threatened New York to comply with the 
Quartering Act and sought enforcement through additional customs officials with the right to board and 
search ships to prevent smuggling. Finally, the Townshend Acts moved all cases involving customs viola-
tions would be heard by royal officials presiding over new vice admiralty courts in Boston, Philadelphia, and 
Charleston. Colonists responded by participating in widespread boycotts of imported British goods.  

     In Boston, a new American Customs 
Board attempted to impose the new du-
ties, resulting in constant protests. The 
British responded by posting a warship in 
Boston Harbor, raiding ships, impressing 
sailors, and shipping citizens to courts in 
Great Britain to be tried for treason. Bos-
tonians subsequently rioted, leading to the 
Boston Massacre in March 1770. In De-
cember 1773, Samual Adams, Paul Re-
vere, and other members of the Sons of 
Liberty disguised themselves as Natives, 
boarded three British ships in Boston Har-
bor and dumped 342 chests of tea into the 
sea.  

     The Boston Tea Party prompted Britain 
to pass the Coercive Acts, known in the 

colonies as the Intolerable Acts, in early 1774. These laws, aimed squarely at punishing Boston, closed the 
city’s port, housed troops among its citizens, removed trials of royal officials from local courts, and revoked 
the charter of Massachusetts, effectively disbanding locally elected boards and assemblies. Colonists saw 
the writing on the wall; tension with Great Britain would get worse before it got better. Great Britain had 
hoped isolating the rebels in Boston would force compliance. However, sympathy for Massachusetts rose   
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throughout the colonies, leading to the meeting of the First Continental 
Congress in September 1774. The delegates agreed to a full boycott of 
British goods and urged the colonies to reform and train their militias in 
preparation for armed conflict. 

      In October 1774, members of the dissolved Massachusetts assembly 
formed the Massachusetts Provincial Congress with John Hancock as 
president. This body had effective control over all of the colony but Bos-
ton, which was occupied by British troops. In February 1775, Britain con-
sequently declared that Massachusetts was in rebellion. In an effort to 
disarm the colonists, 700 British Army regulars were ordered to seize co-
lonial arms stored in Concord. Unknown to the British, Patriot leaders 
had learned of the plan and removed the arms weeks earlier. The night 
before the campaign, Revere led the effort to raise the alarm between 
Boston and Concord. On April 19, members of the colonial militia faced 
off with the British at Lexington and Concord, then harassed them on the 
road back to Boston and laid siege to the city. In support of this siege, on 
April 23, the Massachusetts Provincial Congress authorized raising 26 
company regiments. Connecticut, New Hampshire, and Rhode Island 
soon raised regiments of their own. 

     The Second Continental Congress decided to proceed with the estab-
lishment of a Continental Army on June 14, 1775. On day one, this Army 
consisted of existing colonial militia and volunteer troops already in place 
outside Boston (22,000) and New York (5,000). On day two, Congress 
unanimously elected George Washington to be commander-in-chief. 
Washington organized into three divisions, six brigades, and 38 regi-
ments. Overnight on June 16, 1775, more than 1,200 colonial troops be-
sieging Boston secretly occupied Bunker Hill and Breed’s Hill, establish-
ing a fortified line across the Charlestown Peninsula. The next morning, 
upon learning of the move, the British made plans to attack. The result 
would be the Continental Army’s first battle: Bunker Hill. 
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Jan. 2, 1492: As the final act in the 10
-year Granada War, Muhammad XII, 
last Emir of Granada, surrenders the 
city to Ferdinand II of Aragon and Isa-
bella I of Castile. The annexation of 
Grenada completes the Spanish Re-
conquista, ending seven centuries of 
Muslim rule on the Iberian Peninsula. 

Jan. 5, 1781: With 1,600 troops under 
his command, infamous American 
traitor Benedict Arnold, now a British 
Brigadier General, conducts a sur-
prise raid, capturing and setting fire to 
the city of Richmond, Virginia, and the 
neighboring port at Warwick. 

Jan. 8, 871: At the Battle of Ashdown 
(Berkshire), Æthelred I of Wessex, 
defeats an invading Danish army un-
der Bagsecg and Halfdan. Æthelred, 
the fourth son of King Æthelwulf to 
take the throne, dies in April and is 
succeeded by his final brother, whose 
successful 15-year rule leads him to 
be called Alfred the Great. 

Jan. 11, 1865: Three hundred men, 
under Confederate General Thomas 
L. Rosser, cross the Allegheny Moun-
tains in deep snow and extreme cold 
to surprise two Union regiments at 
Beverly, West Virginia, capturing 580 
prisoners. 

Jan. 14, 1761: At the Third Battle of 
Panipat, the Afghan Durrani Empire 
and its allies defeat the Indian Mara-
tha Confederacy near modern day 
Haryana, India. In one of the largest 
of battles of the 18th century, 125,000 
troops fought over the course of sev-
eral days. Over 60,000 were killed in 
action and 40,000 Maratha prisoners 
were executed the following day. 

Jan. 17, 1781: In the worst British de-
feat since Saratoga (1777), American 
Revolutionary troops under Brig. Gen. 
Daniel Morgan defeat British forces 
under Lt. Col. Banastre Tarleton at 
the Battle of Cowpens, turning the 
tide in South Carolina.      

Jan. 20, 1778: After stabbing a British 
prisoner of war under his care, Mas-
sachusetts-born soldier David Henley 
becomes the first American officer to 
be court martialed. After a four-week 
trial, Henley is acquitted.  

Jan. 23, 971: The Southern Han 
(China) state is forced to submit to the 
Song Dynasty after the first regular 
war elephant corps in Chinese history 
is defeated by crossbowmen at the 
Battle of Shao.  

Jan. 26, 1699: Venice, Poland, and 
Austria sign the Treaty of Karlowitz 
with Ottoman Empire, formally ending 
the Great Turkish War (1683-97).     

Jan. 29, 1918: Four thousand Soviet 
Bolsheviks overwhelm a battalion of 
four hundred Ukrainian student sepa-
ratists at the Battle of Kruty.    
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