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The Boston Massacre 

 
Tense Times 
When the French and Indian War ended in 1763, Britain got most of Canada and a 
lot more land west of the original 13 colonies from France. That was the good part. 
The bad part was the debt they had from fighting the war. Wars are expensive. 
Parliament and King George III decided to tax the colonies to help get money. It 
seemed like a reasonable idea to them. People in Britain paid taxes and the 
colonists were British people too.  

The colonists resented the British Acts (taxes and laws). What they argued about 
most was that the laws were not fair because the colonists did not have any 
representation in Parliament. In 1764, a series of taxes began starting with the 
Sugar Act. Then it was the Stamp Act, which taxed all paper items and the 
Quartering Act, which said colonists had to house and feed British soldiers in their 
houses. This really made the colonists mad. It also meant a lot of British soldiers 
were still in the colonies after the war was over. Colonists started to protest in a 
variety of ways. It seemed like every time a tax was repealed, aworse tax came in 
its place.  

In 1767,  Parliament passed the Townshend Act that taxed everyday items like 
paper, glass, paint, and tea. It lasted three years. Colonists started to boycott British 
goods and protest more loudly. Some began smuggling goods into the colony like 
John Hancock. By 1768, there were 4,000 British soldiers just in Boston. That 
meant there was one soldier for every three colonists. Colonists were on edge. 
They were angry and felt like they were not being listened to by King George III or 
Parliament. Historian Nat Sheily said, “In Boston, things were at a breaking point.”  

 



 

That Fateful Night on King Street  

On the cold, snowy night of March 5, 1770, a wigmaker’s apprentice named 
Edward Garrick was sent to the Custom House on King Street to collect a payment. 
The British soldier Hugh White who was standing guard at the door would not let 
the apprentice inside.  The two started to argue - loudly. Historians believe the 
guard hit Garrick with his musket. As the ruckus got louder, an angry mob quickly 
gathered, surrounding the guard. They yelled insults at the guard like “lobsterback” 
and “bloodyback.” They hurled sticks and rocks and ice-packed snowballs. White 
called for help. Captain Thomas Preston, a British officer, and seven more soldiers 
came to the rescue of the guard. They loaded their muskets and stood ready to 
defend themselves against the unruly mob, now 300 - 400 against eight British 
soldiers. No one is sure who, but someone yelled “FIRE!” Was it a colonist? Was 
it Captain Preston? The British soldiers responded by firing their muskets. Five 
colonists were killed and six more were wounded.  

Crispus Atttucks of Framingham, a freed black man, was the first to die. He is 
sometimes called the first casualty of the American Revolution. Also killed were 
Samuel Grey, Samuel Maverick, James Coldwell and nine days later, Patrick Carr. 
Although only five people died, this event became known as a massacre - The Boston 
Massacre! 

SHOCK EFFECTS!!! Twisting the Truth
As soon as this tragedy happened, Samuel Adams, the leader of the Sons of 

Liberty, started calling this event The Boston Massacre. He urged Paul Revere to 
produce an engraving to help spread the message of a deadly, bloody massacre of 
innocent colonists on the streets of Boston, though that was not a true account of the 
event. Revere titled it “The Bloody Massacre on King Street.” Revere’s image made it 
look as if British soldiers executed innocent people on the streets. His image didn’t 
show a mob of violent colonists. Twisting the truth is called PROPAGANDA. The 
Sons of Liberty used PROPAGANDA to build sympathy for their cause of liberty. The 
Boston Gazette also published a newspaper story the next day with five coffins and 
described the event as a murder scene by the British. These images ignited strong 
reactions from colonists in all the colonies, not just MA. Propaganda would become a 



useful tool in building support for the Patriot cause throughout the revolution.  

 

propaganda (noun) - information 
that is especially misleading, used 
to promote a political cause or point 
of view. 

 

                       

 “On the death of Five young Men          “The Bloody Massacre on King Street” 

who was Murthered, March 5th, 1770  

By the 29th Regiment.  

John Adams Defends Captain Preston and the British Soldiers 

As newspaper stories and images incited more anger and colonists demanded justice, 
the Governor Hutchinson had Captain Preston and the seven soldiers arrested on 
March 6th to help quiet the tensions. Three weeks later a grand jury found evidence to 
send them to trial. What surprised Patriots and Loyalists and maybe even King George 
III, was when John Adams stepped forward and offered to defend them. Josiah 
Quincy, a fellow Patriot joined his team. No other lawyers in the colony would do it. 



John Adams was thirty-five years old and one of the finest lawyers in Boston. He was 
“known as fair and honest.” John Adams stood his ground against the Patriots that 
called him a traitor. He said that by defending the accused British soldiers, he was 
showing Britain that Boston was a civilized city that gave a fair trial to everyone, just 
as in England. First Captain Preston went on trial. The goal was to prove he did not 
give the order to fire. Since no one could prove he said it, the jury acquitted him in 
October 1770. Next the seven soldiers went on trial. Adams argued that the soldiers 
shot in self-defense and said that they feared for their lives. Witnesses came forward 
for both sides. In the end, acquitted or let go five of the soldiers. Two of the soldiers, 
Hugh Montgomery and Matthew Kilroy, were declared guilty of manslaughter. As 
punishment, they were branded on the thumb with an “M” for murder, as a permanent 
mark of thier guilt and sent back to England.  

When John Adams became president of the United States in 1798, he said these 
words about defending these men. 

“The Part I took in Defence of Cptn. Preston and the Soldiers, procured me Anxiety, and 

Obloquy enough. It was, however, one of the most gallant, generous, manly and 

disinterested Actions of my whole Life, and one of the best Pieces of Service I ever 

rendered my Country. Judgment of Death against those Soldiers would have been as foul a 

Stain upon this Country as the Executions of the Quakers or Witches, anciently. As the 

Evidence was, the Verdict of the Jury was exactly right.”   –John Adams 

  

Lasting Impact 

The Boston Massacre stands out as the event that used propaganda in a huge way to 
stir up the feelings of ordinary citizens against the King and Parliament. After this 
“massacre” news across the colonies was eagerly shared and feelings of unity against 
a common enemy began to grow. Other colonies saw Boston as a victim of tyranny 
and unfair treatment by the King. Although this event was really a free for all fight in 
the streets of hundreds of unruly people against eight men trying to do their job, it was 
remembered as the day the British army took up arms and shot at innocent citizens of 
Boston. The Sons of Liberty used words and images to convince others to stand up 
against Britain.  

 

 



 

 

Glossary 

Quartering Act - (proper noun)  British act (law) passed in the 13 colonies in 
1764. The law said that colonists had to provide a place for soldiers to live, food to 
eat, candles and sometimes transportation to British soldiers.  

Customs House - (proper noun)  building in Boston where money was collected 

massacre - (noun) a large number of violent murders of innocent people at one 
time 

propaganda - (noun) - information that is especially misleading, used to promote a 
political cause or point of view. 
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