The Continental Army and George Washington

Overview

On Christmas night 1776, the eve of the famous crossing of the Delaware River, Washington and his troops were encamped nine miles from Trenton on the banks of the Delaware preparing for a surprise attack that, Washington hoped, would save his position as general and invigorate his troops. His soldiers were beyond weary. They did not have tents or proper winter clothing, the weather had turned bitterly cold and they were losing battle after battle. Washington’s poor military record had sparked open talk in Congress about replacing him.

Hoping to inspire soldiers (and perhaps save his own job), Washington ordered all his officers to read Thomas Paine’s “The American Crisis” to their troops. Paine, the passionate pamphleteer, was embedded with Washington’s troops and had just written this now famous essay on the back of a drumhead. The opening refrain had a stirring beat of its own: “These are the times that try men’s souls…” 

These are the times that try men's souls.  The summer soldier and the sunshine patriot will, in this crisis, shrink from the service of their country; but he that stands it now, deserves the love and thanks of man and woman…

Thomas Paine, The American Crisis

The next day, Washington’s soldiers went on to win the Battle of Trenton. It was a small victory, but it changed the entire psychological makeup of the war. 

1. Why do you think George Washington had his officers read American Crisis to their troops on the eve of the Battle of Trenton?
2. Pretend you are a soldier in General Washington’s army.  You are to write a letter to your family.  The letter is written before you crossed the Delaware River, telling your family how frightened you are to go into battle against the Hessians.
· You are to add a P.S. to the letter, now that the battle is over, explaining what happened and if you have any injuries.  Describe your fears, and your successes in the battle.

3. Washington’s troops put their trust in him even though they had suffered loss after loss to the British.  Would you be able to put your trust in a leader after suffering major defeats?  Explain why or why not.

4. Explain what you learned about the Revolutionary War that you never knew about before you saw the film, “The Crossing”.

5. On a separate piece of paper, draw your favorite scene from the movie, “The Crossing”.
In the winter of 1777, George Washington’s Continental Army found themselves, once again, overwhelmed. After suffering several major defeats at the hands of the British, in particular the Howe brothers, American morale was at a low, and Washington was concerned that the army might mutiny entirely. Washington decided to encamp that winter at Valley Forge close to the continental capital Philadelphia, which had fallen into British hands. While it was a strategic location, the Continental Army went through a winter of cold, hunger and extreme discomfort. At Valley Forge, Albigence Waldo, a surgeon in the army, kept a diary of his experiences and observations.

In this lesson, students will use both Waldo’s diary (a primary document) and the scenes

of crossing the Delaware from Episode 3 of Liberty! which document the Continental

Army on the eve of the Battle of Trenton to better understand American soldiers’

experiences as well as the significance and impact of Washington’s leadership skills.

Related Resources for the Lesson

In this lesson, students will use the following resources:

1. Episode #3 of Liberty! (“The Times That Try Men’s Souls”)

10. Why do you think George Washington had his officers read American Crisis to

troops on the eve of the Battle of Trenton?

Washington probably believed that crossing the Delaware for a surprise attack was his

last chance to rally troops and save his own job as general. By reading American Crisis

to his army, Washington probably hoped to convince soldiers they were fighting for a

worthwhile “cause.” If he could inspire their beliefs even for one night, his chances of

success would increase greatly. Washington also probably understood that he was

fighting a very different kind of war. His troops were not compensated monetarily like

the professional British soldiers; they were not fighting for a tangible goal like wealth or

territory. Therefore, Washington needed to take extra care that his soldiers felt

empowered by the greatness of their cause – the goal of liberty for all men – and Thomas

Paine’s words such as, “The harder the conflict, the more glorious the triumph.” helped to

plead that case.

11. John Shy, in the end of Episode #3, looks at Washington’s victories at Trenton

and Princeton as watershed events, noting, “From that point, he seems to be able

to do no wrong. Washington, after these two little military victories, seems to

exemplify the Revolution. He is the Revolution.” Presume you are a soldier in

Washington’s army and are a veteran of the battles at Princeton and Trenton.

Write a “letter” home to your parents describing how you see Washington’s

leadership in these battles. Use information from the episode as well as

information from your textbook and other sources.
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